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PRAISE FOR AUTHOR BOBBY AKART and THE GEOSTORM SERIES
“Never have I been disappointed by a Bobby Akart series and this one delivers with a punch!”
“Pulse pounding excitement. He pulls you into the story with his masterful writing talent until you are holding your breath, captivated by the plot twists and each turn of the page leading you deeper into the world he has spun. Only Akart can weave a story that begins so calm, so normal and before you know it, you are at the end of the book with your pulse pounding in your chest and your mind screaming for more.”
“Bobby Akart spins a masterful tale of action, end of the world theatre and characters that are so in-depth, you can’t help but become attached.”
“OMG! This series just gets better with every book. You won’t be able to stop reading once you start!”
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Dedications
I began publishing my first series, The Boston Brahmin, in June of 2015. Geostorm is my eighth unique story filled with characters who are both bold, and vulnerable. I’m proud to say that I’ve accomplished this in just over four years and my passion for writing has never waned. Throughout times of adversity and hardship, the love of my life has encouraged me and had my back as I continue to tell stories that folks seem to enjoy reading. This novel is dedicated to my wife, Dani, whom I love so much and the two princesses of the palace, Bullie and Boom. These girls are our everything.
 
For many years, I have lived by the following premise:
 
Because you never know when the day before is the day before, prepare for tomorrow.
 
My friends, I study and write about the threats we face, not only to both entertain and inform you, but because I am constantly learning how to prepare for the benefit of my family as well. One day the apocalypse will be upon us, and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let it stand in the way of our life together.

The Geostorm series is dedicated to the love and support of my family. I will always protect you from anything that threatens us.
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Author’s Introduction to the Geostorm Series
September 1, 2019
 
Our planet is alive.
 
Deep beneath her skin is our planet’s lifeblood, rivers of molten iron pulsing around a core—her beating heart. This moving, fluid iron generates the magnetic field maintaining the delicate balance of life on Earth.
 
Until she has a change of heart.
 
Are we on the verge of a natural disaster brought about by the Earth itself?
 
Earth’s magnetic field surrounds our planet like an invisible force field—protecting life from harmful solar radiation by deflecting charged particles away. Far from being constant, this field is continuously changing. Indeed, our planet’s history includes at least several hundred global magnetic reversals, where north and south magnetic poles shift and swap places.
When is the next reversal going to take place? There’s evidence that a pole shift is underway now. The simple fact that we are overdue for a full reversal and the fact that the Earth’s magnetic field is currently decreasing has led to suggestions that the field may be in the early stages of flipping.
During a reversal, the Earth’s magnetic field won’t be zero, but will assume a weaker and more complex form. It may fall to ten percent of the present-day strength and have magnetic poles at the equator or even the simultaneous existence of multiple “north” and “south” magnetic poles.
Full geomagnetic reversals have occurred many times throughout the planet’s history, and they will again. There can also be temporary and incomplete reversals, known as events and excursions, in which the magnetic poles move away from the geographic poles—perhaps even crossing the equator—before returning to their original locations.

The alteration in the magnetic field during a reversal will weaken its shielding effect, allowing heightened levels of radiation on and above the Earth’s surface. Were this to happen today, the increase in charged particles reaching the Earth would result in increased risks for satellites, aviation, and ground-based electrical infrastructure. Geomagnetic storms, or geostorms for short, driven by the interaction of large eruptions of solar energy with our magnetic field, give us a taste of what we can expect with a weakened magnetic shield.
In 2003, the so-called Halloween storm caused localized blackouts and grid failures in Sweden, required the rerouting of flights to avoid communication failures and radiation risk to passengers, and disrupted satellites and global positioning systems. But this event was minor in comparison with another geostorm of the recent past, the 1859 Carrington Event, which caused aurorae as far south as the Caribbean and telegraph lines to catch on fire.
In terms of the direct impact a pole shift will have on living species, scientists cannot definitively predict what will happen, as modern humans did not exist at the time of the last full reversal. Several studies, including one by Harvard scientists published in Nature magazine, have linked past reversals with mass extinctions—suggesting some reversals and episodes of extended volcanism could be driven by these sudden pole shifts.
In addition, a study published in Current Biology magazine confirmed that many animal species have some form of magnetoreception, enabling them to sense the Earth’s magnetic field. They use this to assist in long-distance navigation during migration. The study also showed that the weakening of the magnetic field, or shifts in the poles, also impacted animal and human brain waves.
These magnetic pole shifts also affect our planet’s weather patterns. NASA has discovered a weakening in the Earth’s magnetic field that seems to be altering both wind and atmospheric pressure norms. One study claims the reversal has given rise to the recent superstorms around the world and the disastrous floods in Australia, Pakistan and the Philippines. NOAA records also indicate wide temperature extremes are the most pronounced in hundreds of years.
Based upon the research, the most likely harm to humans when the poles reverse again would be the ways in which a geostorm impacts the Earth’s electromagnetic field. An ordinary, relatively benign solar event could cause exponential damage because of the weakened magnetic field.
Aviation would probably need to be halted in order to take into account the pole shift, our satellites would need to be redesigned and repositioned, and the planet’s power grids could collapse under the weight of the solar particles that are ordinarily deflected, but allowed to pass through the weakened magnetic field.
That being said, while scientists are unwilling to predict exactly when the next full reversal will occur, most don’t think it could lead to a mass extinction event unless humans have evolved to the point where they, literally, can’t live without their electronic devices.
And we’re not there yet … right?
Right?
Thank you for reading the Geostorm series.
 



Real-World News Excerpts
Alaskan city sees heat and snowfall records in single day
~ Associated Press, November 17, 2019
 
Alaskans have experienced both a record high temperature and a record amount of snowfall in the same day.
 
The Anchorage Daily News reported Anchorage saw snowfall of more than a foot Saturday, breaking records dated back to 1958. That morning The National Weather Service says the city tied the high-temperature record by reaching 45 degrees Fahrenheit around 3 a.m. tying a temperature record set in 1967.
 
There was no explanation given for the anomaly.
 
Prepare for the Worst
~ Adm. R. James, Woolsey and Dr. Peter Vincent Pry, Contributors to Real Clear Defense, November 8, 2019
 
EMP manmade or natural is analogous to the Cold War nuclear threat that, although considered highly unlikely by most experts, nonetheless demanded and deserved the highest priority and vast resources to deter and prevent a nuclear World War III, since the survival of Western Civilization was at stake.
 
Yet a potentially worldwide natural EMP event from a solar superstorm is inevitable, sure to happen someday, the best estimate being a 12% chance every decade of a solar EMP catastrophe—a far more likely threat than was Cold War nuclear Armageddon.
 
The biggest loss of life from natural or manmade EMP would be from starvation, disease, and societal collapse. EMP damage to the electric grid may not be repairable for months or years, or ever, if there is mass starvation and societal collapse.
 
Almost irreplaceable equipment, like EHV transformers, require years to manufacture and replace and could require a decade or more to repair if destroyed in large numbers. And this is just one example of protracted damage to the national grid from EMP that could blackout electronic civilization.
 
“The recovery of any one of the key national infrastructures is dependent on the recovery of others. The longer the outage, the more problematical and uncertain the recovery will be,” warns the EMP Commission 2004 Report, “It is possible for the functional outages to become mutually reinforcing until at some point the degradation of infrastructure could have irreversible effects on the country’s ability to support its population.
 
‘This one was different’: Weird earthquake crack in Le Teil, France has experts worried ~ National Geographic, November 15, 2019
 
Geologists are struggling to explain a bizarre earthquake that tore the ground in two, just weeks after a similar event on the other side of the world.
 
A rare earthquake has torn California in a new direction. Now, a weird rift has rattled France. So what’s happening to our stressed world?
 
Earthquake is not high on the minds of the residents of the French town of Le Teil. Such things don’t happen there.
 
So, when houses began to shake and deep booming echoed through the town last week, the first thing they thought was the local nuclear power plant had exploded.
 
The event had registered at magnitude 4.8. That’s not at all catastrophic compared to the regular tremblors on the world’s rings of fire. Usually, it takes a scale 6 to damage property and hurt people. But, in an area in no way prepared for such an event, 4.8 was a severe shock.
 
And this one was different.
 
It tore through the surface of the earth. That’s something generally only expected among the world’s worst quakes of 7.0 or more.
 
“It’s a very, very shallow earthquake, even for global standards,” seismologist Jean-Paul Ampuero of the Université Côte d’Azur in France told National Geographic. “Was it the melting Arctic ice? Retreating glaciers in the Alps? Was it Siberia’s evaporating permafrost?”
 
Clearly, there are more questions than answers.
 
Scientists looked at sea levels 125,000 years in the past. The results are terrifying.
~ The Conversation via Nature Communications, November 6, 2019
 
Sea levels rose 10 metres above present levels during Earth’s last warm period 125,000 years ago, according to new research that offers a glimpse of what may happen under our current climate change trajectory. Melting ice from Antarctica was the main driver of sea level rise in the last interglacial period.
 
This research shows that Antarctica, long thought to be the “sleeping giant” of sea level rise, is actually a key player. Its ice sheets can change quickly, and in ways that could have huge implications for coastal communities and infrastructure in future.
 
The early ice loss in Antarctica occurred when the Southern Ocean warmed at the start of the interglacial. This meltwater changed the way Earth’s oceans circulated, which caused warming in the northern polar region and triggered ice melt in Greenland.
 
This collapse increases the discharge of land ice into the ocean. The end result is global sea-level rise.
What is striking about the findings is how high and quickly sea level rose above present levels. During the last interglacial period, carbon dioxide emissions were not the driving factor, leaving scientists baffled as to what caused the global melt-off.
 
Scientists: Human Extinction is Extremely Likely
~ Kristin Houser, Futurism, November 7, 2019
 
Forget nuclear weapons, biological warfare, and the slew of other ways humanity could cause its own destruction for a moment.
 
If you take into account only naturally occurring phenomena — supervolcanic eruptions, asteroid impacts, plagues, geostorms, and the like — researchers from the University of Oxford recently determined that the probability of our entire species going extinct in any given year is as high as one in 14,000.
 



Epigraph
“The price of anything is the amount of life you exchange for it.”
~ Henry David Thoreau, American poet and philosopher
*****
“Men, it has been well said, think in herds. It will be seen that they go mad in herds, while they only recover their senses slowly, and one by one.”
~ Charles Mackay, Scottish author and journalist
*****
“All of our exalted technological progress, civilization for that matter, is comparable to an axe in the hand of a pathological criminal.”
~ Albert Einstein, German physicist
*****
“Write it on your heart that every day is the best day in the year. No man has learned anything rightly, until he knows that every day is doomsday.”
~ Ralph Waldo Emerson, American philosopher and poet
*****
“It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.”
~ Charles Darwin, English Naturalist
 



Prologue
One year ago
 
Inuvialuit Regional Corporation Offices
Inuvik, Northwest Territories, Canada
 
Tribal Elder Natan Lampe settled into an overstuffed wingback chair in the waiting area of the Inuvialuit Regional Corporation, or IRC, located in Canada’s Northwest Territories. The entire concept of big governance of the Inuit people disgusted him, but he acknowledged the corporate structure was necessary.
The Inuit, commonly referred to as Eskimos for hundreds of years, although the term was now considered to be pejorative, were indigenous people who lived primarily above the Arctic Circle stretching from Denmark to Alaska. Of the one hundred fifty thousand Inuit, the vast majority live in the Arctic regions of Greenland and Canada.
For hundreds of years, they survived the world’s harshest conditions, living off their prey of birds, fish, reindeer, and seals. Although modernized, the Inuit people still wore their traditional clothing, which enabled past populations to survive the coldest environments on the planet. Pants, mittens, and footwear were made from caribou and sealskin and designed to be layered depending on the season.
Some of the more desolate enclaves of the Inuit people still lived in turf huts, low-lying structures made of large stones and a roof supported by beams of driftwood, and in igloos during winter hunting trips.
Modern towns, like Inuvik, certainly enjoyed newer forms of construction for their residences. Traditionalists, like Natan Lampe, largely rejected the modern way of life. His small tribe preferred to be isolated from the modern world. They identified with their ancient culture and were determined to teach their children and grandchildren to follow their tribal roots.
He’d made the trek to Inuvik to meet with the so-called leaders governing the Inuit people before. He’d loaded his qamutik, a large sledge composed of two wooden runners topped with a simple platform, with seal and polar bear pelts to sell to retailers in the town. The pelts brought top dollar, as they were sold to tourists who came to Inuvik in the summer to view the Arctic’s natural beauty.
His sledge was pulled by a team of four Qimmigs, the Inuit name for dogs. They resembled huskies, although some had been crossbred with wolves. For centuries, the Inuit used these powerful creatures capable of pulling twice their weight to hunt, act as guard dogs, and keep their masters warm while hunting in the frozen tundra.
It was now September, and ordinarily there wasn’t sufficient snowpack at this early juncture to travel to the IRC. However, a freak snowstorm had overwhelmed the region, which puzzled meteorologists, but raised red flags for the tribal elders like Natan Lampe.
Lampe had summoned other tribal elders from across Canada and Greenland to convene at the IRC to issue a warning. For centuries, the Inuit elders had studied weather patterns. Their lives depended upon their observations. Hunting was not a sport for the traditional Inuit tribes. It was their means of providing food for their families. When they needed to eat, they went to the sea for their sustenance, and traveling safely across the ice was of utmost importance.
Lampe, the first to arrive, stood as the remaining guests of the IRC arrived. Elijah Nandok from Greenland. Elders Luddy Andamie and Inookie Punduluk were next. The four, known across Canada and Greenland as the elders with the special gift of being attuned to changes in the planet, were highly respected throughout the Inuit Tribal Nation.
They were, however, viewed with skepticism by the modernized, virtually self-appointed leaders of the IRC, whose primary responsibilities involved negotiating with the governments of Denmark, Greenland, Canada, and the United States over a wide range of matters. In Lampe’s eyes, they were nothing more than politicians. They were not the true people, the literal translation of Inuit.
Nonetheless, he and his fellow tribal elders owed a sense of duty to all the Inuit to make the trip to the IRC. Expectations were low, for, as they’d experienced in the past, their warnings might fall on deaf ears.
President and CEO of the Inuvialuit Regional Corporation, Duane Smith, kept the elders waiting for an hour past their appointment time. When he completed a meeting with the IRC’s attorneys, he instructed his secretary to show the tribal elders into his posh office that rivaled any Washington, DC, law firm’s environs. Smith didn’t know how Lampe and the other elders lived their lives. He’d never left the modern confines of Inuvik except to travel to the United States. He was Inuit by blood only, not tradition.
“How can we help you this morning?” He greeted them with emotionless disinterest, much like a postal worker ready to accept a parcel for shipment.
Lampe, who’d arranged for the meeting, took the floor. He was direct and to the point. “The Earth has changed its tilt.”
Smith let out a heavy sigh and leaned back in his chair. He’d been actively negotiating to attain additional oil royalty compensation generated in the Alaskan Wildlife Refuge, commonly referred to as ANWAR, to be paid to the IRC on behalf of the Inuit tribes by the U.S. government. He didn’t need to waste precious time on the rantings of the elders who refused to acknowledge modern science.
“Elder Lampe, I’ve been made aware of your feelings about the changes in the planet’s climate. My team has reached out to you on numerous occasions and provided you evidence of the greenhouse gas effect and rising carbon dioxide levels. I know this is of no interest to any of you, but facts are facts.”
Elder Luddy Andamie spoke up. “This change is noticeable. Daylight is much higher on the horizon. The snow is too early, and there is no ice freeze in many places.”
Smith cut him off. “There are many reasons for these anomalies. The climatology science is real, and you, as leaders of your tribes, must accept the change in global weather patterns and adjust.”
“We are adjusting,” began Elder Inookie Punduluk in a calm tone of voice. Of the four, he studied the scientific data more than the others. “In Greenland, we have felt the changes in the ground. Where the sun rises has not changed, but the animals no longer respect the sun’s location. They no longer understand their normal migration. Our hunters were the first to report this.”
Smith shook his head and threw up his hands. “What do you want me to do?” He immediately glanced at his watch as if he was bored with the exchange. It had only been three minutes.
Elder Lampe responded, “There must be warnings to the others. An official statement must be made. The lives of our people depend upon our leadership’s—”
Smith grew more and more agitated as he considered his precious time being wasted. He didn’t need to be lectured by these tribal elders on their interpretation of climate change. “And say what? The Earth has tilted on its axis? Some rogue star or planet has caused a wobble?” Smith paused and caught himself before he insulted the elders further. “Gentlemen, we always appreciate your advice. Throughout our history, Inuit tribal elders have been known for their accurate prediction of changes to our planet and its weather patterns. What you are describing is part and parcel of what man has wrought upon the Earth.”
“It is not as simple as you believe,” said Lampe. “The spirits of our ancestors can be seen in the skies more frequently. All of us have consulted with our angakkuq. There is complete agreement.” While many Inuit who inhabited the modern towns and cities had adopted Christianity as their religion, the traditionalists continued to look to their shaman, the angakkuq, for spiritual guidance and healing.
“It is true,” added Elder Inookie Punduluk. “The great peril of our existence does not come from man. It comes from within the Earth. The spirits of below are causing the world above to face a great cataclysm.”
Elder Lampe stood and proudly pulled his shoulders back. “It has begun.”
Smith pulled his Waterman fountain pen from his shirt pocket and scratched the appointment off his desk calendar, indicating the meeting was over as far as he was concerned. “Fine, I’ll let them know. What else?”
The remaining elders stood in unison and shook their heads from side to side with the same frowns on their faces as when they entered. They turned and left without saying another word.
Two years after this brief meeting, Inuvik, much of the Northwest Territories, Northern Ontario, Northern Quebec and almost all of Manitoba would be consumed by the Arctic Ocean.
 



Chapter 1
The White House
Presidential Emergency Operations Center
Washington, DC
 
Each administration, under the direction of the president, and with the guidance of their national security advisors, made substantial changes to the nation’s continuity-of-government plan. The concept of establishing protective measures for the president as well as the essential functions of government dated back to the usage of the nuclear bombs that ended World War II. As weapons of mass destruction proliferated, America’s leaders realized their adversaries could use them to attack the nation.
President Harry Truman issued Executive Order 10346, specifically charging all federal departments to prepare plans for maintaining the essential operations of government in the face of an existential threat.
As in a high-stakes game of chess, the single most important duty of the emergency planners was to ensure the preservation of constitutional leadership. In 1947, Congress established a lengthy line of succession stretching from the president through more than a dozen high-ranking government officials should a catastrophic event strike the nation.
During their tenure in office, government officials ran catastrophe drills in which they were taken to Andrews Air Force Base by their Secret Service details. Once there, they joined a team of forty to sixty security personnel and high-ranking government officials, along with other cabinet members. Each was transported to remote locations across the country to underground bunkers and secure military facilities—Cheyenne, Raven Rock, Greenbrier and Mount Weather, to name a few.
The plan, designed to keep the U.S. government fully operational in a time of attack, dated back to the early Cold War era of the fifties when duck-and-cover scenarios were considered sufficient. Now, state-of-the-art technology was utilized to deliver warnings, updates, and directives wirelessly to key personnel.
However, in the case of an electromagnetic pulse attack, whether naturally occurring as a result of a geostorm, or man-made when delivered via a nuclear weapon, communication lapses for a period of time were to be expected until the president, vice president, the Speaker of the House, and the cabinet were protected within the secured bunkers.
While federal budget constraints prevented each key player in the continuity-of-government plan from having their own fallout shelter, the facility within the White House for the president was the next best thing to the two most secure locations at Cheyenne Mountain and Raven Rock.
The Presidential Emergency Operations Center, or PEOC, had been recently expanded and updated in an underground facility beneath the East Wing of the White House. Initially constructed under President Franklin Roosevelt during World War II, the PEOC had undergone substantial changes to make it impenetrable to any form of ICBM nuclear attack, enemy invasion, or terrorist operation.
President Grant Houston and his chief of staff, Angela O’Donnell, moved quickly through the tile-covered hallways, instinctively ducking under the pipes suspended from the low ceiling, which contained hardened wiring for mechanical equipment and communications networks. He pulled her by the hand, appearing no different than any other couple who might be slightly panicked, only their intimate relationship was supposedly under wraps.
Several armed military guards greeted them at the thick solid-steel door, which resembled a bank vault’s door. Past a reception area, the president entered a large conference room adjacent to the PEOC’s nerve center while O’Donnell stopped to discuss a matter with the PEOC security team.
The entry area was small but functional. It contained comfortable sofas, a kitchenette with drinks and snacks, and a few magazines, very much resembling an upscale physician’s waiting room. President Houston followed his escort into the PEOC’s situation room, which was twice the size of the one located under the West Wing.
Eighteen years prior, tall opaque fences had been installed near the West Wing, and a massive construction project was undertaken. Unofficially, the renovations to the White House complex were described as an update to the facility’s infrastructure system. Officially, the contractors were using tunnels to greatly expand the East Wing PEOC facility, gaining access from behind the West Wing.
A sprawling multilevel structure was built, which required many truckloads of concrete and heavy-duty steel beams. Additional tunnels were installed to connect the West Wing to the PEOC to allow faster evacuation of the president to the nuclear-proof facility. It was also expanded to provide better long-term sleeping quarters for the First Family and the president’s essential staff.
President Houston entered the PEOC nerve center and was immediately greeted by the Secretary of Homeland Security, Marc Ducci. A handful of other White House staffers were on hand to act as liaisons between the president’s inner circle and the agency heads, who continued to operate from their respective departments.
“Good morning, Mr. President,” greeted Ducci as President Houston entered the room.
The president immediately expressed dismay at being called into the PEOC. “Marc, I appreciate the fact that you’re responsible for my safety, but isn’t this a little over the top? I mean, we’re not under attack, are we?”
“No, Mr. President. Quite the contrary. Many foreign governments, including Moscow and Beijing, are calling to solicit our advice on implementing their own black start plan.”
Ducci had worked with the president in California while dealing with the Public Safety Power Shutoff program, or PSPS, which became known in the media as the black start plan. Initially, the president, who was California’s governor at the time, vehemently opposed the program because of the impact it had on many of the state’s citizens.
“Marc, when we implemented this in California, it was designed to protect pockets of the state impacted by wildfires. What we’ve done now is much different. I’m not sure we’re in a position to advise any nation at this early juncture.”
“Well, sir, if I may disagree,” countered Ducci.
President Houston laughed. “You’ve never hesitated before. How’s it going?”
“Very well, sir. At this point, one hundred percent of the nation’s power grid utilities, including Texas, have complied with your executive order. Even some of the older power stations in West Virginia and Western Pennsylvania complied.”
“I take it everyone is ready to restart upon our directive? It takes power for the black start plan at each location, right?”
“Yes, sir, in part. Crews are in place, and we’re utilizing the National Guard to reposition auxiliary generating units to remote substations. These units consist of three gas turbines, which can be started from batteries. The turbines will restart the larger substations, which in turn serve as the backbone of an island network, if you will.”
The president interrupted to get clarification. “Like a hub and spoke system?”
“Not exactly,” replied Ducci. “The island network operates independently of the Eastern and Western Interconnection. Each island would be grown independently, creating pockets, albeit large ones, of the country with power while the rest of the utilities come back online using the electricity generated by the islands.”
“One island at a time?”
“Yes, sir. The restarted substations would be used to add pockets of power supply at a speed and frequency to match normal grid conditions. As the black start process continues, the nation’s island networks would be hooked up to each other so electricity can be reliably distributed around the country.”
“How long will it take to bring the whole nation back online?”
“Sir, it’s not something we want to rush. If I may, let me bring up this graphic of the nation’s power grid.”

Ducci explained, “As you know, the country is divided into two major and three minor interconnections, which make up the continental U.S. power-transmission grid. The line of demarcation between the Eastern and Western grids run north-south along Eastern New Mexico all the way up through Eastern Montana.
“The three minor interconnections are Alaska, Quebec, which includes the Northeastern U.S., and of course, those independent-minded Texans with ERCOT, whose grid is completely separate.”
The president interrupted Ducci’s presentation. “What about all of these acronyms?”
“They represent the nine different Regional Reliability Councils managed by the North American Electric Reliability Corporation. NERC is a nonprofit corporation in Atlanta that oversees the interconnected power systems shown on this map.”
“Wait,” began the president. “NERC is not a governmental agency?”
“No, sir, and that is on my list of things to discuss with you today. I’m going to suggest you use executive action to nationalize NERC and take it under the direct control of the executive branch.”
“What? Why?”
“Because, sir, we can’t run the risk of these regional reliability councils going rogue and countermanding your executive orders.”
The president was dumbfounded. He walked closer to the map that was displayed on a large wall monitor. As he did, he glanced through a wall of windows into the operations center of the PEOC, where he noticed O’Donnell having an animated conversation with two uniformed military personnel. What he saw on several computer monitors within the operations center caused him to pause.
Ducci noticed his hesitation and approached the president.
“Marc, what’s happening?”
Ducci whispered his response. “That’s why we have to take control of NERC, sir.”
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The White House
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Ducci explained, “This is part of the reason we’ve ordered the White House shut down and brought you into the PEOC for your safety. The people are demanding that power be restored.”
“We just shut the damn thing down!” exclaimed the president. The sudden outburst caught the attention of everyone in the room. The president noticed their reaction and brought his emotions under control. “Marc, I asked them to come together as a country so we can survive this, this, whatever the hell is happening under our feet.”
“And above our heads, sir,” added Ducci. He turned to the president and placed a hand on the shoulder of the leader of the free world. The two had a close personal relationship, having worked together since the president’s days as lieutenant governor of California. “Grant, you have to remember, our nation is polarized along political ideologies. Half the nation disagrees with your policies even though they privately acknowledge it might be best for them. The same is true for the last several administrations. It’s become accepted fact in Washington.”
“I understand that, Marc. I don’t want to seem naïve, but this is serious business. Life as we know it can be obliterated if we don’t take these steps.”
“Most know that, but they’re unwilling to make the short-term sacrifices necessary to prevent the end of the world as we know it. Instead, frankly, they’re throwing a temper tantrum. A massive soon-to-be-out-of-control hissy fit.”
The president laughed at Ducci’s use of words. “Well, they need to calm down. I can’t make another presidential address because they’ll never hear it. How widespread are these protests?”
“Do you remember the Million Man March? You know, the original one from ’95 arranged by Farrakhan?”
“Of course.”
“Well, the crowds descending upon DC have similar numbers, literally. I’m talking about a million or more heading toward the White House. That’s why I’ve put us on lockdown and brought you here.”
“We’ve got to stop them,” insisted the president with a hint of apprehension in his voice.
“I’m taking measures, sir. We’re closing off the District to all inbound traffic, both pedestrian and vehicular. I’ve been in contact with the Pentagon to provide military assets.”
Since the end of World War II, the protection of the White House had primarily been the duty of the Secret Service’s Uniformed Division. It was a police force tasked with patrolling and securing foreign embassies as well as the interior and exterior of the White House.
“Can we do that? I mean, don’t I have to declare martial law or something?”
“We’ll get to that, sir. As you know, our Secret Service personnel are among the best police officers in the world, but their numbers are too few and their rules of engagement too passive to adequately protect the White House grounds alone. Fence jumpers and cannibals like what we experienced the other day are one thing. A mob of millions is another.”
President Houston sighed and shoved his hands in his pockets. He was slightly annoyed that O’Donnell wasn’t by his side during this conversation. He always leaned upon her for guidance. “Truthfully, Marc, I’ve been concerned about this since I took office. The White House is a prime target for terrorist groups. They’re always planning major attacks on our federal facilities, and they’ve come alarmingly close in the past. How in the world would we hold off a coordinated terrorist attack, much less an angry mob of this magnitude?”
“Sir, since you took office, we’ve bolstered the facility’s defenses with larger buffer zones, checkpoints around the grounds, and provided an increased uniformed presence around the perimeter. I’ve tasked the Pentagon with creating roving patrols of combat troops to operate within the perimeter, and added a substantial military contingent around the White House and the Capitol as a deterrent.”
“Okay, that doesn’t require a martial law declaration, does it?”
“No, sir. I realize, in the scheme of things, following protocols may not seem important, but we will be judged and critiqued when all of this is over. Politically, we have to be able to justify our actions. The problem with my suggestion arises when that portion of the mob that has already reached the District arrives outside our perimeter.”
O’Donnell entered the room and the president waved her over.
O’Donnell arrived next to him and gently rubbed her arm against his. It was an intentional act, a sign that she missed being by his side. It gave the president confidence.
“Why’s that, Marc?”
“ROE, sir. Arguably, we cannot fire upon these citizens to repel their advance, as it would constitute the use of military assets on U.S. soil in violation of the Constitution.”
O’Donnell broke in. She and Ducci had never been big fans of one another as the two vied for the attention of their boss over the years and the resulting power their close relationship with Houston afforded them.
“So, Marc, do you want our troops to stand down while the White House gets overrun?” she asked sarcastically. She was animated as she spoke. “I’ve been down there getting reports about what’s happening around the country, as well as across the Potomac. We’re a day away from this whole building being swarmed and burned to the damn ground!”
Ducci bowed up. He was condescending in his tone, a tactic that had never worked with O’Donnell in the past. “Now, Angela, that’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?”
“Really? Really, Marc? Ask the families of the seventeen dead employees of Com Ed in Chicago. Or better yet, go watch the satellite video feed of the six-alarm fire at the Detroit Energy headquarters. They can see it from space, for god’s sake.”
The president stepped in to avoid a fistfight between his two advisors. Naturally, he’d always side with the one he slept with, but he needed Ducci to spearhead any military involvement on U.S. soil. If he was to be criticized for excessive force after the crisis passed, he could point the finger of blame at his longtime friend, who’d willingly take the fall.
“Okay, okay. Both of you share the same concerns. We have to act decisively. If my plea to the nation before the PSPS plan was implemented wasn’t enough, then we have to consider using our military personnel to reinforce the tough choices that we’ve made.”
“I agree,” said O’Donnell.
The president turned to his Secretary of Homeland Security. “Marc, reach out to the governors of the states that are having the most difficulty. If you have to, call upon political allies first. We don’t need the governors to refuse our requests.”
“That’ll be easy, sir. The cities most under siege are aligned with you.”
“Good, sort of. Now, have the governors declare a state of emergency and immediately request the National Guard to intervene. The same should be done in DC.”
“Yes, sir. I’m on it.”
The president turned to O’Donnell. “Ange, please summon the attorney general. Tell her I want to discuss the ramifications of declaring martial law—everything from the procedure, the specific language uses in the declaration, any limitations, and finally implementation.”
O’Donnell smiled and nodded. Ducci walked away, leaving the president alone with his chief of staff. She placed her hand behind his back and slowly led him toward the glass overlooking the operations center.
“Do you see that?” she asked before answering her own question. “That is our society falling apart.”
“I know,” said the president with a hint of sadness in his response. “Do you know how many times I’ve second-guessed myself. Ange, I’ve found myself wishing for a damned solar flare just so I can justify my decision to take down the grid intentionally. What kind of a lousy human being am I?”
O’Donnell smiled and ran her hand up and down his back. “You’re compassionate, Grant. But you also have the balls to make the tough decisions. You’re gonna save this country.”
The president shrugged. “Or destroy it in the process.”
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Kristi Boone had curled up on the couch with the female chimp Tommy Bannon had found hiding in the woods at the Brookfield Zoo during the attack by the anarchist group Animal Liberation Front. The one-year-old chimpanzee had become a form of psychological comfort for Kristi, much like a security blanket or a favorite stuffed animal would be for a child.
It also helped her mourn the loss of the closest thing she had to a child—Knight, who’d been her constant companion for years. While he wasn’t dead per se, he was dead inside, having succumbed to the profound effects the pole shift was having on the animal kingdom.
She’d finally drifted off to sleep after a long night of mayhem in which several members of the zoo’s security team had died as the anarchists freed all of the animals. While Kristi abhorred their methods, she couldn’t argue with their intent. Sadly, the circumstances necessarily sentenced the captive animals to certain death either by starvation or being exposed to the world’s greatest killer—man.
Tommy was too hyped up to sleep. He kept a supply of Starbucks Molten Chocolate Latte bottles in his pantry for those days he didn’t want to take the brief walk down to one of the several Starbucks locations around the Magnificent Mile in Chicago. He was on his third bottle, drinking them without ice in an attempt to save the frozen pizzas occupying the bachelor’s refrigerator.
As the day wore on, Tommy wore down. He came off the caffeine high and finally succumbed to his exhaustion. He settled into a leather recliner across from the sofa where Kristi and the chimp slept peacefully.
He studied his boss. Only, she wasn’t his boss anymore, he supposed. The Brookfield Zoo still existed, but the animals were mostly gone. He was still a zoologist, albeit unemployed. In the brief time since he’d met Kristi, he’d come to respect her as a doctor of veterinary medicine, as well as a strong-willed woman who stood on her principles without apology.
The catastrophic events of the last several days had drawn them closer together, resulting in a moment, as they say, a near-kiss atop The Living Coast exhibit at the zoo. He definitely had feelings for her, strong enough to risk his life to protect hers. Now they were in a fight for survival in a world full of unknown perils and unexpected threats.
Tommy drifted off to sleep and was rudely awakened by pounding on his door. In his slumber, he ignored it at first, thinking it was part of a dream. When the thumping persisted, he jumped out of his chair as Kristi tried to calm the young chimp.
A male voice boomed from the hallway, “Thomas Bannon! Open up!”
“Tommy, what do we do?” asked Kristi in a hushed voice. She was desperately trying to keep the chimpanzee quiet, but she was having none of it.
THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!
“What the hell?” muttered Tommy. He was annoyed now. He angrily grabbed Kristi’s pistol off the coffee table and marched toward the door. He stopped and motioned for her to take the chimp into his bedroom, which she promptly did, closing the door behind her.
“You in there, Bannon?” the man demanded, persistent as if he already knew the answer.
Tommy held the pistol so that it was pointed toward the door handle. If the man tried to break in, Tommy had something for him.
He eased up to the door and looked through the peephole. Two men dressed in jeans and polo shirts stood a few feet away from the door.
Tommy fumed. He didn’t respond well to orders and demands, especially from people he didn’t know. He couldn’t decide whether to ignore them or open the door and rip a new asshole in the two guys.
“Whadya want?” he finally bellowed back at them. He was in no mood after the events of the prior evening.
“Bannon, we’re with the HOA. We need to speak with you, so open up.”
“You got something to say, say it.” Tommy gripped the gun. He wondered whether the bullets would penetrate the door. He had no reason to disbelieve the men, but this was a different kind of world now, as he and Kristi had discovered during the night at the zoo.
“All right, have it your way,” the man responded, still bellowing. “Two things. First, you need to move your vehicle. It’s in a loading zone. Second, there is a mandatory meeting of all residents in the main lobby tonight at seven. If your clocks aren’t working, that’s in two hours.”
“What kind of meeting?” asked Tommy.
“The mandatory kind, pal.”
Tommy gritted his teeth. He leaned forward again to get a good look at the two men through the fish-eye lens of the peephole. You know, kinda the way you look at a bad driver on the highway when they cut you off or do something else stupid. You just have to see what stupid looks like. Tommy just had to see what these assholes looked like.
“Fine, I’ll move the truck,” he shouted at them without making a commitment concerning the meeting. He wanted to discuss it with Kristi first.
He waited for a response, and after fifteen or twenty seconds, he leaned forward to look through the peephole again. They were gone.
Tommy scowled and flipped off the men, who’d already left. “Assholes,” he grumbled as he marched back into the spacious living room and set the pistol down where he’d found it. “Come on out, Kristi, they’re gone.”
She exited the bedroom, holding the chimp’s hand, with a huge smile on her face. “You’re never gonna believe this.”
Tommy turned his head in bewilderment. He presumed she’d want to hear about his encounter with the brutes in the hallway. “What?”
“This young lass is potty-trained.”
“Wait, what? Do you mean as in toilet-trained?”
“That’s exactly what I mean,” replied Kristi. The chimp looked adoringly up at Kristi as she spoke. “I don’t know how or when that could’ve happened at the zoo, but while you were yelling at the door, she moseyed pretty as you please into your bathroom and climbed on the toilet seat to pee.”
Tommy scowled. “I wasn’t yelling.”
“You were yelling,” said Kristi with a smile.
“Well, sometimes you have to yell,” he countered.
Kristi laughed and held her hands up. “Hey, I don’t judge. You had more patience with that guy than I would’ve. So, what’s this about a meeting?”
“I don’t know. I guess it has to deal with the power outage and stuff. They probably just want to get a head count of who’s in the building, what our plans are, etcetera.”
Kristi hoisted the chimp onto her hip and made her way back to the sofa. “Are you gonna go?”
“Yeah, probably should. I have to move the truck anyway, so I might as well make an appearance. It would be nice to see if they have any plans for securing the building. I think you should stay here.”
“I agree. Maybe it’s better that they don’t know about your guests,” she added as she petted the chimp’s head. “Either of us.”
Tommy knelt down in front of them. He reached his hand out to the young chimp, and she immediately responded by tugging on his fingers.
“Kristi, I don’t get it. You know the animals so well. Are you sure you don’t recognize this one?”
“Absolutely positive. And now that I’ve discovered she’s potty-trained at such a young age, I can’t help but wonder if someone was working with her without my knowledge.”
“Like who? You were the only one that had carte blanche over the primates.”
Kristi leaned back against the sofa cushions as the chimp crawled onto Tommy’s knee. “I’ve got to think on it. The only chimp that had been toilet-trained during my tenure at Brookfield was Knight. No other zoologist showed any interest in taking on a chimpanzee project like him.”
Tommy snuggled on the female chimp and then looked to Kristi. “Well, she certainly seems docile, um, if you know what I mean.”
“Unlike Knight,” Kristi said with a hint of understanding and sadness.
Tommy felt guilty for the implication. “I’m sorry. She’s too small and young to be capable of harming us. We need to save her, Kristi.”
“You already did. Now we need to give her the best possible life.”
He handed the chimp back to her. “Let’s start with a name.”
Kristi smiled and looked the chimp in the face. She responded by laughing with a hearty Oo-oo-oo.
Tommy came up with a suggestion. Sometimes, the first idea is the best one. “Let’s name her Brooke. Short for Brookfield, where we found her.”
“I like it. Plus, she’s a talker. So Babblin’ Brooke fits, too.”
Brooke agreed. Oo-oo-oo!
 



Chapter 4
Tommy Bannon’s Residence
North Michigan Avenue
Chicago, Illinois
 
Tommy didn’t know anyone in his building despite having lived there for a few years and staying with his parents from time to time prior to their untimely deaths. Sure, there were familiar faces, the kinds of acquaintances you make through casual conversation in the parking garage or the elevator. Other than that, he couldn’t recall anyone’s name, occupation, unit number, or relationship to the building’s condo association. In that regard, he was about to find out who was really running the place, or so they thought.
A stout, heavyset woman with wire-rim glasses and wearing a navy-blue pantsuit stood behind the security desk in the main lobby of the building. She didn’t speak to anyone, taking time to refer to index cards with handwritten notes on them. She constantly checked her watch, and at the duly appointed hour of seven, she tapped her manicured nails on the glass bezel and addressed the crowd of nearly eighty residents.
“Thank you all for coming this evening under these exceptional circumstances. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Helen Housley, the president of the association. I’ve been a resident here for twenty-four years, and to the best of my knowledge, I’m one of the original unit owners. Also, with your continuous votes of approval, I’ve been on the association board or acted as its president for fourteen of those twenty-four years.”
“You’ve done a stellar job, Helen!” shouted a woman near the front.
“She most certainly has,” added another.
Tommy rolled his eyes. Ass-kissers.
A few stragglers emerged from the stairwell and quickly blended into the crowd. Housley looked upon them with disapproval. Apparently, she expected strict compliance with her directives, as Tommy would soon learn.
“For those of you who arrived late,” she began with a hint of condescension to drive her point home, “I’m Helen Housley, the president of our association. I’ve called us all together this evening to discuss our plight and how we as a community should proceed. As you all know, our forward-thinking president has found it necessary to shut down our power grid temporarily while this catastrophic event passes. Prior to the shutdown earlier today, I was in touch with my contacts at city hall and was assured that this too shall pass.
“In the meantime, upon their suggestion, and applying common sense to the situation we’re in, I made a series of proposals to the members of the governing board of the building, who’ve unanimously approved the measures.”
A man in the crowd interrupted her. “When was the meeting? I don’t recall receiving notification—”
Big, big mistake. Even Tommy grimaced as Housley provided the insubordinate resident a death stare.
She was quick to admonish the questioning resident. “The dire circumstances required an emergency meeting to be called. One, I might add, that was well within our rights under the bylaws and allowed without notice. All owners, as well as their renters, have been provided a copy of the bylaws upon taking residency here. I suggest everyone read them.”
Tommy shook his head at the woman’s attitude. If the meeting was starting out with this level of hostility and a dictatorial approach, he could only imagine what was next on the agenda.
“Does anyone else have a question or a point to make?” asked Housley.
Tommy glanced around. He’d be surprised if anyone in the lobby was even breathing after that dress down.
“Nobody? Good,” Housley continued. “Those of us on the board feel we have a solemn duty to take all necessary measures to protect our building and those who occupy it. Protection takes many forms.
“First and foremost, we must ensure we have no intruders on the premises, including the parking garage.
“Second, we need to confirm that only authorized residents are presently occupying the building. During the uncertainty associated with the power outage, the hired personnel from Intellex Security left their posts, and the next shift didn’t show up for work. For a period of four hours earlier today, the building was left wide open for all kinds of riffraff to enter.
“All of us are very much aware of the criminal element that resides in Chicago. I know you’ve heard the gunshots outside. It would be naïve of us to believe our building is safe from those who might want to steal from us or do us harm.
“With that said, we’ll be recruiting a security team after the meeting to fill a variety of functions, including guarding our entrances, patrolling the garage, and searching every unit for stowaways, for lack of a better term.”
“Stowaways?” asked one of the residents.
“Yes. It’s important that we keep tabs on everyone who is in the building at all times. Before you return to your units after this meeting, you must sign in and declare any occupants in your home, including pets. This will be important as we establish our rationing program.”
The residents began to talk loudly among themselves. One of them spoke up. She nervously asked, “What do you mean by searching every unit? You’re not coming in my home without my approval.”
A collective gasp could be heard in the lobby. Tommy wasn’t sure if it was because the woman had challenged Housley or because the realization of what the head of the association had said earlier was just sinking in.
“I find myself once again directing your attention to the provisions of the association documents that were provided to every resident, not to mention on file with the Cook County Recorder of Deeds. It is standard language in all of these enabling documents to allow designated personnel to enter each and every unit for a variety of purposes, including the apprehension or removal of unauthorized people. We have a lot of absentee owners here, and they expect us to take care of their units while they are gone. There is a reason we all pay high monthly assessments.”
The woman was undeterred. “Well, I can tell you that my home is empty except for myself and my dachshund. You don’t need to enter my condo.”
“Actually, to be fair, we do, Miss—?” Housley’s voice trailed off with the purpose of prompting the woman to reveal her name.
“DuPage. Eloise DuPage.”
Housley glanced to her right and nodded imperceptibly. Tommy immediately picked up on it and stood back slightly to see where the glance was directed. He immediately recognized the two men from the hallway—Housley’s henchmen. They whispered to one another, and one of them immediately peeled off toward the stairwell. It didn’t take Tommy long to realize the man was headed for the home of Ms. Eloise DuPage.
“Well, Eloise, the reason that we need to obtain an accurate head count, including pets, has to do with the rationing program I referenced earlier. Obviously, the lobby café will be closed indefinitely, as well as the juice bar located adjacent to the gym. We intend to use these two facilities to provide meals to all of the residents during the duration of this crisis.”
The attendees broke out in chatter, and heads nodded their approval. Tommy sensed there was a catch to this grand gesture. He was right.
Housley continued. “Toward that end, we all need to come together as a community. By eight tomorrow morning, everyone is expected to relinquish all of their foodstuffs, both perishable and nonperishable. We’d like you to deliver them to the café or the juice bar, where association personnel will catalog your contribution and safely store the food. Once the crisis has passed, we will be issuing a special assessment to all residents to cover the costs of reimbursing you for your food.”
“Hold on,” began a man standing near Tommy. “You want to take all of our food?”
“No, sir. Please don’t put words in my mouth,” said Housley angrily. “We hope that you, as well as the other members of our community, will willingly and generously contribute your food to be used for those in need. You will be fed, of course, but so will others who may not be as fortunate.”
“What if I refuse?” the man shot back.
Tommy’s eyes grew wide. He couldn’t wait to hear the response to this question. Visions of the man standing blindfolded against the marble walls of the lobby, a firing squad awaiting instructions, crossed through his mind.
“We expect everyone to cooperate in all of the programs we’ve adopted at our emergency meeting. If you don’t, then you shouldn’t expect to reap the benefit of said programs. Have I been clear enough?”
The attendees began to mumble again, speaking to one another in whispered voices. Tommy knew what Housley meant. Go along to get along, or suffer the consequences.
He casually looked over his shoulder at the Magnificent Mile, where people wandered about in idle conversation amidst smoke billowing out of a building in the distance. He wondered if he and Kristi might have a better chance of survival out there as opposed to inside this nest filled with vipers.
 



Chapter 5
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
It had been nearly six months since Chapman Boone had returned to the old homestead at Riverfront Farms. To say he was a world traveler would be an understatement. He was The Weather Channel’s go-to guy when a catastrophic weather event was developing, frequently being placed at ground zero of the coming natural disaster.
He maintained an apartment residence midway between Atlanta’s Hartsfield Jackson Airport and The Weather Channel’s studios in Northwest Atlanta. His place was nothing more than a glorified hotel room to be used on those rare occasions when he was called into the studio. Otherwise, his travels placed him in mostly empty hotels in the path of a hurricane or near the devastation wrought by tornadic activity.
His real home, Riverfront Farms, was comforting to him. If one were to conjure up a vision of an Indiana farmhouse for a magazine, the Boone home would be on the cover. Their large, sprawling two-story home with a wraparound porch and numerous bedrooms had evolved over time as the families who lived there grew. Fireplaces were located in every room to provide heat during the sometimes harsh Indiana winters. There were enough bedrooms for guests and family alike, including children who’d long since grown and moved away.
Sarah Boone followed the traditions of past Boone matriarchs, maintaining each of her children’s bedrooms as if they had gone off to school or, as back in the day, simply to explore. Every time Chapman returned home, he’d walked into his room and it looked exactly the same as when he saw it last, except for a few additions in the form of newspaper clippings or photographs of his exploits reporting on Mother Nature’s temper tantrums.
As he peeled off his clothes and piled them in a heap on his bathroom floor, he recalled the events of the past week. He debated whether to tell his folks how close he’d come to dying. Waterspouts. Polar bears. Gas station explosions. Escaped convicts. He studied himself in the mirror and wondered if he was a weatherman or that Mission Impossible guy, whatever his name was.
His mom had poured a pitcher of water into his bathroom sink and laid out a couple of washcloths. The best he’d be able to do was sponge off the grime from the road and douse his underarms with deodorant.
Lipstick on a pig, he thought to himself with a chuckle. He rooted through his vanity and found a bottle of Old Spice cologne he’d received for Christmas from his niece and nephew a couple of years back. Chapman was becoming his old self as he doused his chest and neck with the musky fragrance. He chuckled again as he remembered the advertising tagline used by Old Spice decades ago.
If your grandfather hadn’t worn it, you wouldn’t exist.
Chapman smiled as he recalled the hilarious conversation around the fire that Christmas morning when everyone laughed at the absurdity of the statement. The Boones were pioneers, explorers and hunter-gatherers dating back to the founding of America. His dad had quipped that if his grandfather had worn Old Spice, he would’ve been shot in the back or mauled by a bear.
A light tap on the door interrupted his reminiscing, and the sweet, gentle voice of his new love immediately created a huge smile.
“Chapman,” began Isabella, “may I come in?” Only wearing jeans, he reached into his closet to grab a shirt, but Isabella was next to him before he could put it on. She rubbed his chest and whispered to him, “J’adore.”
They embraced and he replied, “I love you, too.” He smelled her neck, closing his eyes to enjoy her scent.
“We both smell better, oui?”
Chapman laughed. “I never want us to stink again.”
She laughed with him. She playfully lifted up one of his arms and sniffed his pits. “Yes, much better. You are still manly, but not as bad.”
“Did everything go okay with my mom and Carly?”
“Oh, yes. Your mother is the nicest woman I have ever met. She is genuine and caring. Carly, um …” Her voice trailed off.
“Isabella, what is it? Was she rude?”
“No!” Then she quickly lowered her voice. “No, she was very gracious. But, um, there is a sadness about her. She misses her husband and is worried about him.”
Chapman nodded and pulled the long-sleeve rugby shirt over his head. He sat on the corner of the bed to put on his socks. He patted the bed so that she would join him. “I have to tell you something. Neither my mom nor Carly know this.”
“I understand.”
Chapman sighed and glanced through the door into the hallway. The wood floor outside his room had squeaked for half a century, so he would be warned if anyone approached his room. “Dad told me that Kristi is missing.”
“Oh?”
He nodded and continued. “And he saw a news report that the zoo where she works was attacked. Isabella, several zoo employees were killed, and the animals were released into the city.”
“God, no, Chapman. Was she—?”
“He doesn’t know, and therefore, he hasn’t said anything to Mom.”
“What about your brother?” she asked.
“They haven’t heard from him since he left for his hunting trip. Dad can’t get through to the camp where he was supposed to stay, and he just learned that a freak blizzard hit that region of Northern Ontario.”
He lowered his head and closed his eyes.
As his shoulders drooped, Isabella sensed his emotional pain and immediately wrapped her arms around him. “Chapman, I have not known them, but I know you and the rest of your family. You are among the strongest people I have ever known. Your sister and brother are alive, and they are survivors. Do not lose hope.”
They both heard the floor squeaking as someone approached his room. Like a teen boy and his girlfriend being caught in a young’s man room alone without authorization, they both hopped off the bed to avoid the appearance of impropriety.
“Honey, did you find the water in the sink?” asked Sarah, and then she put her nose in the air and sniffed. Laughing, she added, “It seems you have, and you’ve been rustling through your cabinet looking for the Old Spice. I could smell that stuff a mile away. I thought you said you didn’t need cologne to woo the ladies.”
“Mom!”
“Woo the ladies? Really, Monsieur Boone?” Isabella stood back from Chapman and thrust her hands on her hips. “Do tell us a story about how you woo the ladies.”
Chapman was on the defensive. “There’s been no wooing of any ladies, and Mom knows that.”
“I don’t know,” Sarah began, slightly closing her left eye as if deep in thought. She tapped the right side of her face with her index finger. “I seem to remember that time when—”
“No, you don’t, Mom. There was no time.” Chapman’s face turned red out of embarrassment.
Sarah looked to Isabella and winked. The two women immediately began laughing, as they’d bonded so well during the evening that they knew exactly how to push Chapman’s buttons. Sarah reached out for Isabella’s hand, and the two headed for the door.
“Come on, Isabella. Let me fix you dinner, and I’ll tell you about the time that Chapman—”
Isabella giggled as Chapman protested again. “Mom, we’re not gonna tell any old stories, okay? Um, I’m sure Isabella is too tired from our trip to listen to the Boone family tales.”
“No, actually, I am quite refreshed,” said Isabella, who ran her arm through Sarah’s. “Please, Sarah, tell me everything.”
Chapman closed his eyes and sighed. I’m doomed.
 



Chapter 6
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
The atmosphere around the table in Sarah Boone’s kitchen was jovial as everyone got to know Isabella and took great pleasure in teasing Chapman in the process. However, the angst suffered by Squire as he wrestled with how to tell his wife about her other two children consumed him. Meanwhile, Carly’s despair over missing Levi was beginning to overwhelm her.
“Well, that’s a lot of conversation for one night, and I’m sure our weary travelers would like to get some rest,” Sarah began as she cleared the table. “Plus, these grandkids of mine are well past their bedtime.”
“Aw, come on,” protested young Jesse. “We haven’t seen Uncle Chapman for weeks and weeks.”
Chapman stood and walked behind his niece and nephew. He mussed Jesse’s hair and gave Rachel a gentle hug. He leaned down between them. “You guys are gonna be stuck with me for a while.” A hollow promise he wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep, with Kristi and Levi missing. “Tomorrow is gonna be a new kind of day for all of us. For a while, we get to live like the Boones did in the old days.”
“It’ll be fun, Uncle Chapman,” said Jesse. “Grandpa is gonna take us fishin’.”
“Yeah, and Grandma said we could make apple butter the old-fashioned way. Plus, no school anymore, right?”
Carly managed a chuckle. “Oh, no, missy. Your homeschoolin’ ain’t gonna stop because of this mess. We’re gonna keep a normal routine with you two, although I suspect your grandma may add a few more chores to your day.”
“That’s right,” said Sarah. “You both are gonna spend some time with me in the vegetable garden and tendin’ to the chickens. Plus, there will be chores we haven’t thought of.”
“And,” interjected Carly, “I think, if Miss Isabella is willin’, it might be good for you to learn a little bit about other parts of the world. Isabella, would you mind spendin’ some time with them to teach them about France and maybe even Europe?”
“Oui. Absolutely. It will be my pleasure.”
“Gawd, I love the way she talks,” said Squire.
“Zip it, Grandpa,” said Sarah as she gave her husband a playful slug. “Why don’t you and Chapman make sure the barn is secured and his motorcycle is put away. I’ll help Isabella get settled in her room while Carly puts the kids to bed.”
The family gathering broke up, and the guys made their way outside, where they were greeted by a crystal-clear night sky. It was near eleven, way past the family’s normal bedtime.
Squire walked slowly with his hands in his pockets while Chapman slowly pushed the motorcycle alone. It was very low on fuel, and he didn’t want to take the risk of running it dry. Like any fuel-injected vehicle, the fuel system needed to repressurize after being completely emptied, and Chapman knew nothing about motorcycles. He saw the bike, and its excellent fuel mileage, as an asset, considering what was ahead of them.
“Dad, you were pretty quiet in there,” Chapman observed.
“Yeah, I know, son. I’m havin’ a hard time hiding my feelings.”
“Mom’s gonna see right through it. You’ve gotta tell her.”
Squire stopped. “Tell her what? Everything I say is gonna be followed up by questions. The answers will be the same—I don’t know.”
They reached the barn and Squire unlatched the large red doors to allow Chapman to continue pushing the motorcycle. When it was secured inside, he caught his breath and gestured for his dad to exit the barn first.
“Okay, I get it. Here’s the thing. I don’t like the thought of lying to Mom, and like I said, she’ll see right through it. Then you and I will both be gettin’ an ass-whoopin’.”
Squire laughed at Chapman using a phrase that had been passed down from one generation of Boones to the next. “No doubt about it, son. What if, um, I tell her part of it, but not the whole thing?”
“Like?” asked Chapman.
“I’ll tell her about the zoo incident, but there’s no reason to concern her with the fact that zoo personnel were killed. We have no idea if they were referring to guards, maintenance folks, or, well, you know.”
“Okay, I agree with that. What about Levi? Carly was as quiet as you were in the kitchen. She’s worried for my little brother and is trying not to concern the kids.”
“I noticed. Um, I hate to drag you into the mess I created, but if I hit them with two things at once, you know, that I’ve withheld, they’re gonna be mad.”
Chapman thought for a moment. “Okay, I’m the weather guy in the family. Mom wants to have a family meeting in the morning after breakfast. I’ll bring up the reports of the snowstorm in Northern Canada and use it as an explanation for the phone lines being down. There’s no reason why anyone should presume harm came to Levi. Besides, truthfully, Dad, and with all due respect, of all the people in this family, I’d put my money on Levi to survive in the damn wilderness.”
Squire laughed and patted his son on the back. “I agree totally. You’re right. Why should I look at this as something bad has happened to him, or Kristi, for that matter? If there’s been one thing that has been reinforced through all of this, it’s the fact that Sarah has an intuition like no other. If something horrible happened to any of you kids, she’d know it. Deep inside, you know what I mean?”
“I do, Dad,” said Chapman, and the two men wrapped their arms around each other’s waists and squeezed as they approached the front door. Chapman glanced upstairs and saw Isabella standing at the window of the guest room, nose pressed against the window and cupping her face with her hands in an attempt to look outside.
Squire noticed it as well. “She’s a beautiful young woman, Chapman.”
“Yes, she is, Dad. Can I be honest? It was her brain and feistiness that attracted me to her.”
Squire laughed, covered his mouth, and feigned a sneeze that sounded more like the word bullshit than an actual sneeze.
Chapman immediately picked up on his dig. “No, seriously. It’s true. When I saw her go toe-to-toe with a world-recognized climatologist in front of a huge crowd of her peers, I was genuinely impressed with her staying true to her principles. When they booed her out of the place, I just had to meet her.”
Squire stopped and waved to Isabella, who waved back. “Then you met her.”
“Yes, I followed her into the conference mezzanine.”
“Then you discovered she was beautiful,” Squire persisted.
“Well, yeah.”
“And then you fell in love?” he asked his son.
Chapman blushed and ran his fingers through his hair. He glanced up at the guest bedroom, but Isabella was no longer standing there. He laughed. “Yeah, pretty much. Every minute I’ve been with her since then has confirmed what I knew that first moment. I really do love her, Dad. And I think she loves me, too.”
“She does, son. I can tell.”
They walked up the steps onto the porch, and Squire reached for the door latch.
Just as he was about to open up, Chapman stopped him. “Dad, um, you know, uh, Isabella and I have grown really close. You know, like reeaally close.”
“I’m no prude, son. I get it.”
“Well, I was wonderin’. This whole thing about my room and, um, the guest bedroom. Don’t you think—?”
Squire raised his hand and stopped Chapman from continuing. “Do you remember that conversation we had about ass-whoopin’s a little while ago? Do not even think about inviting that young lady to your room or vice versa. There’s no way I could hold your mother back from chasing you around this house with a broom. Do you understand me?”
“Yessir.”
End of discussion.
 



Chapter 7
Tommy Bannon’s Residence
North Michigan Avenue
Chicago, Illinois
 
The setting sun cast an orange glow on the skyscrapers lining Chicago’s waterfront as Tommy slowly opened the door and gently shut it behind him. He was keenly aware of the problems he’d be facing if Housley and her henchmen became aware of the chimpanzee in his home. He locked the bolt lock and instantly wished he had one of those chain-lock things that prevented the door from being opened even with a key.
He smiled as Kristi approached him with a much-needed glass of bourbon. Her intuition was incredible.
“How’d it go?” she asked as she handed him his drink.
He took it and downed half the glass, grimacing as the bourbon burned his throat somewhat on the way down.
Kristi laughed. “Um, that seems to say it all.”
“Yeah, I guess it does,” he said as he bent over and kissed her on the cheek. He gestured for her to join him by the wall of windows overlooking Lake Michigan. She kept the doors shut so Brooke wouldn’t inadvertently find her way to the balcony and try to reenact a scene from King Kong.
“Spill,” said Kristi as she rubbed his shoulders. The tension was still there, but eased immediately at her touch. Tommy glanced past her toward the sofa.
“Where’s the little one?” he asked.
“Snoozin’ in the guest bedroom. She said she wanted her own space in case, you know, Mommy and Daddy needed a little special quality time.”
Tommy stopped and looked at Kristi. He reached his hands up to her cheeks and felt the warm glow. She was a couple of drinks ahead of him. Her statement, more of an invitation, really, represented a tremendous leap in their relationship. He liked it and didn’t want recounting the association meeting to be a buzzkill.
“They’re doing what they think is fair, but honestly, it’s pretty heavy-handed. I slipped out the back during the uproar at the end.”
“Uproar?” she asked.
“Yeah, here’s the thing,” Tommy explained in his answer. “They want everyone to turn over their food to be divided up equally between all of the residents in the building. The way I understand it, you and I represent a single person because you are a guest.”
“Huh?” Kristi folded her arms in front of her and clutched her glass against her chest.
“They’ve created some type of communal pantry. Each unit owner and their immediate family is entitled to three meals a day. If you have a guest, you have to share your meal with the guest.”
The buzz was officially killed.
“Well, that’s stupid. But who cares? They don’t know I’m here, and if they did, for all they know, we’re married. Two Bannons. Two meals.”
Tommy shook his head and finished his bourbon. He wandered over to the coffee table and retrieved the bottle. He poured himself another and offered to top off Kristi’s glass, but she declined.
“That won’t work. Technically—and this woman Housley, the president of the association, made it very clear they’d be following the bylaws, rules, and regulations to the letter—I obviously never updated my resident form with a wife or live-in girlfriend, much less a baby chimp.”
Kristi finished her drink and slammed the glass on the table. “This is bullshit! Just tell them no. You aren’t the healthiest eater, but you have a lot of food in your pantry. Heck, we could live off the protein powder for weeks.”
Tommy had to tell her the entire truth. “They plan on entering all the units to get a head count of the people in the building, and while they’re here, I suspect they’ll check my cabinets to confirm I turned over all my food by eight in the morning.”
“Jesus!” Kristi was incredulous. “How can they do this? We’ll just refuse. Screw ’em. They can’t make us do any of this crap.”
“That was my first thought, until I saw what happened at the end of the meeting.”
Kristi turned to him. He couldn’t hide the distressed look on his face. “Tommy, tell me everything.”
Tommy swallowed hard and began. “There was a woman who reacted very much like you and I are now. She made the mistake of telling Housley her name. Within seconds, without saying a word, Housley gave a signal to the men who banged on my door earlier. One of them left, and by the end of the meeting, he’d gone to the woman’s condo and dragged her sister and three young kids into the hallway. When they were pushed into the lobby by the thugs, the woman broke down in tears and began to beg Housley’s forgiveness.”
“What happened?”
“Kristi, it was eerie. I thought I’d been transported back to Germany in 1940. Housley pointed toward the revolving door exiting the lobby and forced the sister and her kids onto the sidewalk. When the woman who was the resident fought back, they threw her out, too.”
“My god!”
“Yeah, I wasn’t sure how the residents would react. At first, I thought they’d get angry and turn on Housley. You know what? It was just the opposite. They all stood in line ready to comply with this stupid plan, signing these pledges and filling out their resident roster.”
“Did you?” she asked.
“Hell no. I used the chaos to slip into the stairwell and come home.”
Kristi hugged Tommy. “This isn’t fair to you. Listen, I’ll be fine. I’ve got my guns, and Brooke is well-behaved. I’ll just go and try to make my way—”
Tommy pulled away. “Not a chance. You’re not going anywhere unless we go together and on our terms. They talked a lot of smack downstairs about uniform rules applying to everyone and being strictly adhered to. It’s a bunch of bullshit. This is my home. Our home.”
Kristi sighed. She walked over to the sliding glass doors and walked onto the balcony. The humid air filled her lungs, but at least it was fresh, free from vehicle exhaust and emissions that created a permanent haze over the city.
Tommy joined her and wrapped his arms around her waist. There were more fires, or at least they were more noticeable at night. The gunfire was certainly more prevalent.
“What are you thinking?” he asked.
“Which is better, the devil you know or the devil you don’t?”
“I understand where you’re coming from. Here’s the way I see it. The food here will run out sooner than they think. It’s a matter of time before Housley and her bunch start to siphon off extra for themselves. This whole idea of share and share alike is unsustainable.”
“Should we go?” asked Kristi. “If we are, the sooner the better, because each day, heck, each hour, will get more dangerous out there.”
“I agree. We should pack what we can and head out in the morning.”
Kristi turned and passionately kissed him. “That gives us tonight.”
 



Chapter 8
Central Ontario Province
Canada
 
Levi Boone was in a hypnopompic state, that transitional stage between a comfortable sleep and gradually waking slowly and naturally. Only, his semiconscious mind had generated vivid hallucinations that were anything but natural. The nightmare had overtaken his body, causing him to convulse and moan. The visions of animals gnawing at his body were coupled with sensations of numbness, or a void, as if his extremities were missing.
Stop! Leave me alone!
Levi’s brain begged for mercy. His dream was so real that he fought to protect himself, flailing his arms about and kicking at the creatures surrounding him.
Scratching. Chewing. The sounds of bones crunching were real.
His mind begged. No, demanded.
Wake up!
And it did. Convinced that the hallucinatory dream was real, Levi scrambled out of the pit at the base of the tree where he’d fallen asleep, frantically searching for his rifle. His fire had since burned out, and the chill had overcome him, causing his hands and feet to go numb. He flexed his fingers and then touched his face to confirm they were still there. Then he pulled his knife out of its sheath and scrambled to push his back against the tree for protection.
Levi had experienced another distressing, nightmarish dream since the crash in the Canadian wilderness. Since then he’d seen wolves devour his best friend, yet compassion for animals had allowed him to nurse a mother wolf back to health.
He physically shook his head in an attempt to slow down his thinking. Despite the deep sleep, he was mentally exhausted. Too much thinking, he surmised.
Scratch. Chew. Crunch.
Levi’s eyes grew wide and immediately looked down to his legs. He was awake, yet he was experiencing the same auditory hallucinations from his dreams.
He heard an animal snarl. At first, it was a single low growl. Husky, gravelly, and vicious.
He held his breath to get his bearings. It was very dark with only ambient light from the moon making its way through the tree canopy. He heard the shuffling of pine needles and leaves to his left.
Holding his knife in a death grip, he felt around for his rifle until another animal let out a gnarly series of grunts followed by a long hiss. This came from Levi’s right.
There were two of them, and they were slowly approaching him. Levi nervously pushed himself up into a crouched position, his eyes scanning the dimly lit forest floor for movement.
Suddenly, a reddish-brown creature raced behind him. He caught a glimpse of it scurrying past just as another growling sound came from the trees in front of him. Levi whipped his head around and saw wet fangs glistening in the moonlight.
He tried to stay calm, relying upon his instincts and reflexes to defend himself. Animals attack prey, he reminded himself. Don’t act like their next meal.
They began to circle him. Too small to be wolves, and their voices were not doglike.
Levi’s heart was pounding and his muscles stiffened as his mind anticipated an attack. He never blinked as he continuously scanned his surroundings.
More growls and the unmistakable sounds of bones being crunched by powerful jaws. He knew them all too well. He’d never forget the sights and noises associated with the deaths of his friends.
He took a chance and stood, making himself look much larger. In the low light he took a few steps away from the tree and spun around, inadvertently stumbling over his backpack. He found his rifle.
The growls and snarls intensified, as did the chewing and crunching. The shuffling of small feet moved across the ground near him. Levi pulled the bolt on his rifle and pointed it in the direction of the snarling.
One of the animals clumsily lunged toward him and he squeezed the trigger. The blast produced by his hunting rifle exploded in the still of the wilderness. The bullet hit the attacking critter in the chest, tearing a hole through it but allowing the remains of the dead animal to fall at Levi’s feet.
He didn’t stop to inspect his kill, but rather, he chambered another round. The animals didn’t flee as he expected but prepared to fight him. This was the world he lived in now. One in which the tables, and the tides, had turned.
He fired again in the direction of the crunching. A yelp, of sorts, could be heard as he hit another of the animals. Something bumped into his leg and clawed at his calf. Levi instinctively swung the butt of his rifle down until it crashed into the animal’s side, breaking its ribs.
Another one lunged at him, sinking its fangs into the meaty part of his thigh.
Arggghhh!
Levi screamed in pain. He reached down and grabbed the fur of the creature, forcing it to release its bite. He flung the animal as hard as he could against the tree behind him, breaking its neck in the process.
Levi fired wildly again at the point where the crunching sounds were coming from. His mind raced as he tried to process how some of the animals were prepared to attack him while the others apparently feasted on something else.
He fired yet again, hitting something with a heavy thud. The sounds of his gunfire echoed through the forest, causing owls to hoot and holler, and wolves to howl and bellow.
Then an eerie quiet came over the forest. The crunching sounds ended. The hisses and growls disappeared. Only the faint sounds of his attackers scurrying off into the wilderness could be heard.
Levi exhaled. His first true breath since he was awakened from his sleep-induced nightmare to discover the real, very personal nightmare was all around him.
The term wolverine descended from the German term Vielfraß meaning glutton or, literally, devours much. The name was certainly fittin’ for the creatures that had attacked Levi. Wolverines were scavengers, eating nearly anything they come across, from berries to mice to moose and, in this case, the remains of the feral hog Levi had fed to the mother wolf the night before.
There were few documented cases of wolverine attacks on humans, but times, as Bob Dylan once sang, they were a changin’. The long, sharp teeth of the wolverine had been stopped from doing more damage to Levi’s right thigh by the knife’s sheath. His skin was punctured and he was bleeding, but compared to the potential damage that could’ve been caused by the wolverine’s bone-crushing jaws, Levi was lucky.
He removed the sheath, his belt, and pants and rummaged through his pack to find a long-sleeve shirt. He ripped the sleeve off and immediately wrapped it around the wound, pulling the material tight to keep pressure on his leg to stop the bleeding.
For some reason, Levi didn’t feel the pain anymore. The initial bite had startled him, and his brain told him it should hurt. Now that his adrenaline levels had returned to normal and the threat had disappeared, his mind seemed to take the injury in stride.
The attack also served as a wake-up call in more ways than one. It was time to go home.
 



Chapter 9
Hearst, Ontario, Canada
 
Levi carved a walking stick out of a two-inch-thick limb he sawed off a shagbark hickory tree with the aid of his serrated knife. He took eight hundred milligrams of Motrin and refilled his canteen from the nearby stream. As the sun rose in the east, daylight woke up the forest, and Levi was ready to continue his way south, or the new east, as far as the dead pilot’s compass was concerned.
Favoring his right leg, he took a longer, less taxing route up the ridge to avoid climbing. An hour later, he’d found a clearing at the summit where he could get a good view of the valley and the relatively flat landscape that awaited him.
He couldn’t help but laugh when he saw the small town of Hearst just a few miles away. Invigorated by the cool fresh air and the prospect of being one giant leap closer to home, Levi trudged down the gently descending slope through the trees. He eventually found a four-wheeler trail, and as he drew closer, deer stands and abandoned hunting cabins could be seen.
After making his way across a small creek, Levi came upon an airstrip that was devoid of planes. The short runway was adjacent to a lake and a parking area that contained several cars. He hobbled up to the small terminal, which was nothing more than a block building and a metal roof. There was an open hangar adjacent to the parking lot, with a single-engine Cessna inside.
He tried the door of the terminal building, but it was locked. He pounded repeatedly, thinking that someone might be inside asleep. There was no response. After a minute of rest, he walked along the gravel driveway leading to the airport until he found an asphalt-paved road.
Levi checked his compass, adjusted his backpack and shouldered his rifle. This close to town, he didn’t anticipate encountering any more predators, and he didn’t want to appear intimidating to the drivers of any vehicles from whom he might ask for a ride.
He started out at a much quicker pace than he’d fought on the hunting trail.
Left foot forward, plant the stick, drag the injured right leg.
Repeat.
One cumbersome step at a time, Levi gritted his teeth and persevered, knowing that help was just ahead. His mind flashed back to what he’d been through. The blinding snow as the pilot tried to land. The crash and subsequent breaking apart of the aircraft. That first night of fear as the dangers of the unknown consumed him. And then the day of hell when known dangers devoured his friends.
Levi Boone believed in karma. It was something he inherited from his mother. Pay it forward, she used to say, but don’t forget payback is a bitch. Levi could’ve easily killed the mother wolf and allowed her young pups to starve. However, both his compassion and his mother’s words prevented him from doing so. As he got closer to buildings and civilization, he felt comforted in knowing that someone would show the same compassion to him.
He was right, in part.
When Levi crossed the railroad tracks and hobbled through a field separating a series of warehouse buildings and an automotive repair center, it became obvious that something was out of sorts.
There was no traffic. No sounds of any kind. Despite the early morning hour, he fully expected to see some activity. Locals scurrying about, picking up a few items at the convenience store or going to work.
Nothing.
He walked up to the entrance of Canadian Tire and Gas. He pulled the handle to the double glass doors and found them to be locked. The hours of operation indicated they should’ve opened at six that morning. He cupped his hands to the glass and scanned the interior. Nothing was on. The neon lights advertising beer were off. The drink coolers were dark and appeared empty. In fact, most of the shelves ordinarily filled with three-dollar candy bars and bags of chips that had shrunk from seven ounces to four over the years had been cleaned off.
“What the hell?” he asked aloud before he swung around to look across the street. A take-out pizza stand, Tim Horton’s restaurant, and the dollar store were all closed, their windows boarded up.
Hearst, Ontario, was a ghost town.
Levi walked into the middle of the five-lane Trans-Canada Highway to get a better look. If a car or truck came his way, he’d be fine with that. At least he’d make human contact. Less than a minute later, he sighed and headed east toward a busier stretch of small businesses. Cars were parked here and there, but he didn’t see any signs of life.
Levi stopped and slapped the side of his face. He began to question his sanity. Was he dreaming? Was the wolverine attack that morning a figment of his overactive imagination and nothing more than a bad dream?
He grimaced and set his jaw. He took his right fist and slapped his thigh.
“Dammit!” he shouted as the pain seared through his lower body. “That ain’t no dream, you idiot!” Levi chuckled at his ill-advised attempt at well-inflicted corporal punishment. The pain he’d filed away in the deep recesses of his mind was now front and center, together with blood oozing onto his pants.
Levi walked down a side street toward several one-story brick homes. Cars were parked in the driveway, and kids’ toys were scattered about. However, there were no kids, or adults, for that matter.
He became frustrated and frightened. His leg was starting to swell, and his anxiety got the better of him. He walked up to a black GMC Yukon parked in front of a white-clapboard home. That was when he caught a glimpse of his reflection.
Not good.
Levi’s clothes were soiled with a combination of blood and woodsy grime. His beard had grown considerably and was shaggy. His hair was wild, long and barely covered his sullen eyes. He shook his head and stared at the reflection of a man he hardly recognized.
He shook his head. “No wonder they’re hiding behind locked doors.”
The sound of a vehicle speeding down the street from behind the row of houses caught his attention. The shrill siren that suddenly filled the air gave him a jolt of energy and apprehension. Levi stepped away from the Yukon and walked several paces back toward the highway. He was halfway there when a marked Ford Explorer driven by the Ontario Provincial Police roared around the corner and skidded to a stop forty feet in front of him.
“Drop the weapon,” one of the officers demanded through the vehicle’s speakers. “Now!”
Levi put his weight on his left leg and slowly set his hickory stick on the ground. Keeping his free hand far away from his body, he slid his backpack to the ground, followed by his weapons. He retrieved his walking cane and hobbled forward, keeping his hands away from his body.
“Don’t move!” shouted the officer who emerged from the passenger side of the vehicle. His weapon was pointed at Levi’s chest as he cautiously approached. “On the ground, slowly.”
“No problem. My leg is injured, so I’m not runnin’ off. Trust me.”
The officer repeated his command. “On the ground, sir!”
Levi eased down to his knees, pushed away his stick, and placed his body facedown, spread-eagled on the asphalt. He turned his head to the side, which was when he noticed some of the local residents emerging from their homes, dressed in housecoats and pajamas, hugging one another in fear.
Levi scowled as he took in the scene. What the hell is going on in this town?
The officers silently stood over him with their weapons pointed at his back. Moments later another police vehicle arrived, followed closely by an ambulance.
Levi tried to subdue his impatience. His leg was throbbing, and the bleeding had gotten worse. The sight of the ambulance helped him withstand the humiliation of being held at gunpoint for another minute.
The police officers rummaged through his backpack and emptied the rounds out of his guns. They placed the guns and ammo on the hood of their Explorer together with his knife. After donning a pair of gloves, one of the officers brusquely frisked Levi before declaring him to be unarmed. More people had gathered around now, and he was beginning to feel like a wounded animal on display.
“I’m just lookin’ for help. I was attacked by an animal and it bit me on the leg.”
“Bear or wolf?” asked one of the officers.
“No. Badger or maybe a wolverine? I don’t know.”
The lead officer, a lieutenant or higher, spoke up. “Not possible. Wolverines don’t attack people.”
“This one did,” said Levi dryly.
“We’re looking for the truth, young man. Do you want to try again?”
“That is the truth. Our plane crashed up north. We were trying to land near the hunting camp at Smoky Falls when the snowstorm hit. The pilot died—”
The lead officer cut him off. “That’s a hundred-thirty-kilometer walk through some rough terrain, young man.” He paused and then he turned to his officers. “Get him up and take him in for questioning. When the RCMP come through next, we’ll ask them if he’s wanted.” The RCMP was an acronym for the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, the national police service of Canada.
“What? I didn’t do anything wrong. I survived a plane crash. Two wolf attacks and a doggone pack of wolverines. And I’m bleeding out, if you haven’t noticed.”
A paramedic emerged from the ambulance. “Chet, what do we have here?” he asked the lead officer.
“He’s either a liar or delusional.”
“We still need to treat him whether you plan on taking him in or not.”
Levi found an ally. “Yes, please, Officer. Take me to a hospital and patch me up. I don’t care if you have to handcuff me to a gurney. Just stop this bleeding.”
“Hospital’s closed,” he replied curtly.
“What?” Levi was confused. He looked from the officer back to the paramedic. “Why is everything closed?”
“See? Delusional.” The officer turned to walk away and gave his instructions to his partner. “We can’t feed him anyway. Watch him close while they address his wounds. Confiscate his weapons and then drive him out of town.”
“Wait! Can’t you let me call my family or at least take me to a bus station or something?”
The lead officer swung around and stormed toward Levi. “Young man, where have you been the last week?”
“I told you. We hired a charter in Thunder Bay to fly us to Smoky Falls. We hit a bad snowstorm, and the pilot was way off course. We crashed up north of here in the middle of nowhere.”
“Well, everything is the middle of nowhere now. You an American?”
“Yes, sir. From Indiana.”
“Well, your brilliant president decided to cut off all the power, and unfortunately, that meant Canada’s, too.” He pointed at the paramedic as he walked off. He spoke over his shoulder. “You’re lucky we have him to fix you up.”
For the second time in the span of an hour, Levi intentionally squeezed his injured leg to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.
 



Chapter 10
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
“Everybody dig in,” Sarah lovingly ordered as she and Carly set the food on the table. They’d fired up the old cast-iron stove, which sat in the corner of the kitchen. It was customarily used to build fires in the winter when Sarah was in the mood for nostalgic ambience. Now, with the cooktop that heated up once the firebox was full of hot coals, she used it for cooking. “We’ve got corn bread, eggs, flour gravy, and cured ham. Please, let Isabella go first. This is probably her first country meal.”
Isabella was handed the bowl of scrambled eggs and put a small scoop on her plate. “It smells heavenly, Sarah. I wish I could have helped you and Carly.”
“Next time, dear. This morning, you are our guest. After breakfast when the adults gather together, you will officially become part of the family.”
“That’s right, Miss Isabella,” said Rachel. “You’ll get chores like me and Jesse.”
Isabella laughed. “Okay. I am ready for some chores.”
The Boone family enjoyed their breakfast, and their mood was upbeat as they made small talk about Chapman’s travels from Seattle to Greenland to Paris. Everyone enjoyed Isabella’s contribution, in which she relayed a little bit about her family and what life in Paris was like.
After breakfast, the kids were sent outside to tidy up the barn, and the adults gathered in the living room, where they got down to business. Before Sarah took the floor, Squire and Chapman followed through with their plan concocted the night before.
Essentially, the two men were successful in telling half-truths about what their opinions were of Kristi’s and Levi’s whereabouts. The family raised the issue of sending Chapman to Chicago to look for his sister, and to be fair to Carly’s emotional state, he offered to travel to Canada as well. In the end, they all agreed it would be an impossible task fraught with danger, and most likely would be unsuccessful anyway.
They then turned their attention to Riverfront Farms. Everything was discussed from how to continue the orchard operation down to day-to-day activities centered around food preservation, maintaining their wells, and protecting themselves as well as the farmhands who lived on their property.
Families of the workers had been provided small homes on the Boones’ farm since the 1800s. In the early years, they worked for half the harvest. As Riverfront Farms grew to a larger commercial operation, the Boones transitioned from a nineteenth-century barter system to a hybrid arrangement, which provided the families half of the crops and monetary payment for their work in the orchards.
Sarah, who was the family’s de facto director of operations, had the floor most of the time. “We have to trust God to deliver Kristi and Levi back to us. Until they come home, we need to make sure we take care of the farm and everyone who lives on it. Chapman, I need you and Isabella to be completely honest with us. How long do you think this will last?”
“Mom, here’s the thing,” began Chapman. “I could go back decades and repeat all the dire predictions you’ve heard in the media warning of a variety of impending disasters—famine, drought, an ice age, and even whole species disappearing.”
“We certainly know what a drought looks like, right, honey?” interjected Squire.
“We sure do,” replied Sarah. “Son, is this pole shift the cause of the drought?”
“It’s very likely, Mom. My coworkers at The Weather Channel coined the phrase the Second Dust Bowl. Really, it was more like a flash drought. The same thing happened in the Southeast a decade ago, so what you’ve been experiencing could’ve been seen by meteorologists as normal weather patterns.”
“I remember that, son,” added Squire. “Everything suffered, from cattle to cotton to corn. We benefitted because corn prices skyrocketed.”
Chapman nodded. “I was chasing extreme tornadic activity in the Texas Panhandle stretching into Dixie Alley at the time. It took a major hurricane to clear out the dome of high pressure that camped out over the southeast. What you guys have experienced is far different and more like the Dust Bowl conditions of the 1930s.”
Isabella joined the conversation. “At the Institute in Paris, several geologists believed volcano activity added to the Dust Bowl conditions. There were two major volcanic eruptions in the North Pacific in 1931. One was in America’s Aleutian Islands, and the other was in Russia. These were both VEI fours.”
Squire appeared puzzled.
“Dad, VEI stands for volcanic explosivity index. A four is significant, but nothing like Yellowstone, which has erupted as an eight on three occasions.”
“Chapman is correct. The combination of these two volcanic eruptions were not enough to destroy the planet’s atmosphere, but they did cause water temperatures in the Pacific Ocean to cool considerably for several years. At the same time, warmer than normal temperatures existed in the Atlantic Ocean, creating large-scale shifts in weather patterns and low-level winds. This reduced the moisture in the air and generated the drought conditions.”
“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” quipped Chapman, who reached out to give Isabella a high five.
“But have there been any volcanoes erupting lately?” Carly asked a logical question.
Chapman nodded to Isabella for her to continue. “No, but there has probably been a change in water temperatures. Except, perhaps, the opposite of what you might think. The Atlantic Ocean will become cooler as the North Pole continues to move across Russia toward the Middle East. Naturally, the Pacific Ocean will grow warmer as its climate becomes more like the equatorial regions. Similar to the 1930s, this opposite effect in the ocean’s water temperature has resulted in flash droughts in America.”
Squire grimaced. “Great, when does it end?”
Chapman tried to provide his father a reassuring smile. “Dad, it’s hard to predict, and what’s worse, the nation’s brightest meteorologists and climatologists are now going to be hamstrung by the lack of electricity. Predictive models require communications, computers, and data, not to mention people to analyze it all.”
“It sounds to me like we have to be able to react to the changes and not really plan on a particular outcome,” added Sarah.
“Exactly, Mom,” said Chapman. He glanced at Isabella. “To address your question of when this might end, it’s likewise impossible to predict. I think we need to be mentally prepared to live like this for many months and maybe even years.”
The mood of the group crashed, and Chapman immediately chastised himself for being so overly pessimistic. He really didn’t have an answer, and it wasn’t necessary to put a damper on the entire discussion.
Isabella, who’d been studying everyone’s reactions to the conversation, immediately picked up on the change. “I do believe, however, that the pole shift has occurred so suddenly, so rapidly, that it may not take as long as past history has shown. I believe that Chapman was trying not to be overly optimistic.”
“Um, that’s right. Sometimes, I have a hard time taking off my television meteorologist’s hat. You know how it is. They want me to make good TV.”
Sarah managed a smile and squeezed her middle child’s hand. She seemed to appreciate the efforts of Chapman and Isabella. She opened up one of her notebooks and thumbed through the tabs she’d created with Carly’s assistance.
“We have enough food to feed all of us, Kristi and Levi through December. In the coming weeks, we will have an abundance of corn and apples. Our biggest challenge will be meat and fish. We approached our shopping by focusing on the basic food groups and whether the packaging was nonperishable.”
“They did a great job, son,” added Squire. “Water levels have been low in the river this summer, but the fish are still there. That’s one resource. Also, with the drought, hogs and deer have been coming out of the state park, looking for water. We all know how to hunt, field dress, and store the meat. Levi’s our best, but it might be a good idea to start hunting right away.”
“Agreed,” said Chapman. “What about the apples and, um, who do we sell them to?”
Squire responded quickly, “We harvest them as always. I’ve already met with our farmhands, and everyone understands the situation. Obviously, there won’t be a commercial market for our harvest, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t valuable.”
“To somebody, I guess,” added Chapman.
“Well, son, yes. First, your mom has all kinds of recipes that can be used by us and the farmhands to provide our bodies sustenance. They’re full of fiber, potassium, antioxidants, and vitamin C.”
“Dad, even with canning and recipes, you’re gonna have a ton left over. We don’t have enough hogs or horses to feed them to.”
“I have an idea, and this relates to our security as well,” Squire said as he took the floor. “We all know that Sheriff Clark will stay close to home in Corydon. I’d be shocked if he even bothers to send deputies down this way on patrol. We, and all the other farms around New Amsterdam and along the river, will have to protect ourselves.
“With this power outage, and especially if it’s going to be for a long time as you suggest, our world has just become a lot smaller. It used to be that a ride up to Indianapolis or over to Louisville was a day trip. Now it would take several days, if not a week. Heck, thirty minutes to Corydon might take a day, you know, there and back.”
“What are you thinking?” asked Chapman.
“I think we need to gather all the local farmers and residents for a town hall meeting of some kind in New Amsterdam. It’s centrally located between our farms and those along the Ohio to the east. Think about it. We have apples and corn. Most of the ranches on the other side of town raise livestock, from cows to hogs. There’s a poultry farm halfway between here and Corydon. And all of us grow our own food.”
Sarah chimed in, “Growin’ your own food is like growin’ your own money, right, dear?”
“You betcha.”
Chapman was warming to the idea. “Are you thinking about everyone sharing with one another?”
“Well, not necessarily sharing, although as Christians we do believe in providing folks in need a hand up,” replied Sarah. “No, Squire and I were thinking of setting up an exchange. A market, you know, like the old days.”
“A bushel of apples for a couple of laying hens,” Squire explained. “Ten gallons of gasoline for a calf. Stuff like that.”
“Barter,” muttered Chapman.
Isabella sat forward in her chair. “This still happens in France. In the countryside. Open-air markets operate to trade flowers, food, animals, and even linens. Everything has a value based upon the trading. It is enjoyable to attend.”
Squire smiled. “Yes. Prices are determined by supply and demand. But there’ll be more to be discussed. I want to believe that everyone will behave themselves as we help one another through this. However, I’m realistic. There’ll be those who are desperate for food or supplies. Also, we have to protect our farm and then be able to warn others around us about any threats.”
Chapman stood and smiled at his parents. “I think you two are brilliant. I’ve been away too long to think the way you do. Let’s get our neighbors together as soon as possible.”
 



Chapter 11
Tommy Bannon’s Residence
North Michigan Avenue
Chicago, Illinois
 
During the night, Kristi and Tommy forgot the apocalyptic world outside his bedroom. They comforted each other and then slept for hours, well past the eight o’clock deadline set by the association to turn over their food, not that it mattered. The two were confident in their plan, and a good night’s rest was important before they drove the three hundred miles from Chicago to Riverfront Farms.
Kristi was the first to awaken, and she took a moment to admire her new boyfriend. She smiled and laughed to herself as she thought about how quickly their relationship had changed. In a way, she’d hoped for them to get together. Tommy was handsome and a gentleman. And she missed the touch of a man. Although he had a way of dismantling her rugged exterior, she also drew strength from him, as she’d found a partner she could trust and rely upon.
Her thoughts were interrupted by incessant knocking on the door. Once again, the pounding was reminiscent of a SWAT team threatening to break the door open if the homeowner didn’t open it voluntarily. Kristi wondered if this situation was really that different.
She grabbed her handgun and quickly pulled a tee shirt over her head. She shook Tommy’s leg. “Hey, wake up. They’re back.”
Startled, he scrambled to pull on a pair of boxer shorts and hustled to catch up to her. Kristi pressed her back against the wall and held the gun on the door. Tommy frowned and gave her a look.
She whispered to him in an eerily cold tone of voice, “You can open it if you want. If they break it open, they’re intruding, and I’m in fear for my life.”
Tommy’s eyes grew wide and he shook his head violently from side to side. He leaned forward to look through the peephole. Just as his eye reached the door, the pounding began again, but much harder this time. The door was pressed inward slightly, causing it to bump his head.
“What?” he asked brusquely.
“You missed the deadline, Bannon! We’re here to conduct our inspection and pick up your food.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Tommy shot back. “We’re leaving.” As soon as he said it, he produced a pronounced grimace and feigned beating his head against the doorjamb.
“Who’s we? Our records show you’re the only occupant.”
“I have a pet,” he said with a shrug, staring at Kristi as he spoke.
She was loaded for bear. With her left hand, she pointed at the doorknob and pretended to wave their uninvited guests inside. She wanted to shoot them.
Tommy’s eyes grew wide and he mouthed the word no.
“It doesn’t matter, Bannon. You can keep the dog food, or cat, or whatever. The rest we need to collect even if you’re leaving.”
Tommy shrugged and made a stroking gesture with his hand, which resembled, well, use your imagination. “No, thanks. I’ll pack up and be on my way. Anything I don’t take with me, I’ll leave in the hallway for you guys to pick up later.”
Tommy studied the men’s reaction through the peephole. After a brief discussion, they made a few notes on a clipboard and moved down the hallway to another unit.
He exhaled and walked over to Kristi, who was still pointing her weapon toward the door. “They’re gone.”
Kristi reluctantly lowered her weapon. “I would’ve shot them.”
“I know. They’re not worth the bullets. We’re gonna need them, I imagine.”
He pulled her close to him and gave her a morning kiss. “You’re sexy when you have murder in your eyes.”
“I’m not sure how to take that, mister.”
He kissed her again. “It’s a compliment. Now, let’s talk about how we’re gonna get out of here. How far is it to your farm?”
Kristi broke their embrace and walked barefoot across the painted concrete floor. She made her way to the guest bathroom and responded from the dark space, “It’s a little over three hundred miles. The quickest way is to take I-65 to Louisville, but we probably want to consider back roads. It’ll help us avoid Indianapolis.”
“Okay. I don’t have a map, but I’m sure we can find our way.”
Kristi finished and looked in on Brooke, who was still curled up with several pillows and a fur blanket on the floor. She didn’t seem to be interested in sleeping on the bed.
“I like to drive back roads. There’s more to see and less aggravation. Can your truck make it that far?”
Tommy shook his head as he opened his small walk-in pantry closet. He began to empty the shelves onto the kitchen island. “I actually thought about this last night before the association meeting. The truck has less than half a tank, which means we’d need to find some gas along the way. I’m not sure that will be feasible.”
Kristi retrieved her pants from the bedroom and slipped on her socks, too. “It’s all we’ve got.” She reached into the pantry closet to help remove the food and supplies.
“Actually, we have another option.”
“I’m not walking,” said Kristi with a chuckle. She examined the canisters of protein powder and read the nutritional information. She shrugged and set them on the counter.
Tommy explained, “My father owned a vintage Mustang that he left me in his will. It’s a sixty-seven, two plus two.”
“I’m not into cars,” Kristi said with a sly grin. “What’s all that mean?”
“It means this car is sixty years old and fast as hell. It won’t hold much in the way of supplies, but its fuel mileage coupled with the twenty-two-gallon fuel tank conversion my dad installed will get us to the farm. Plus, she’ll outrun just about anything that chases us.”
“Is it an old beater?” she asked.
Tommy gave her a disapproving look. “No, it’s not a beater. In fact, it’s in pristine condition. I only drive it once in a while, on Sundays. You’ll like it. Blue, white interior, with racing stripes.”
She laughed. “Zoom-zoom. Carroll Shelby would be proud.”
Tommy had a puzzled look on his face. “Wait, I thought you weren’t into cars.”
“I lied, sort of. I saw that Ford versus Ferrari movie with Christian Bale and Matt Damon. A couple of real hotties.”
Tommy laughed as he opened the refrigerator door and quickly shut it. The food was starting to spoil. “I think you have a thing for movie actors.”
Kristi smiled. She playfully punched Tommy. “And hunky zoologists. Hurry up and pack the car. Let’s go before those idiots come back.”
 



Chapter 12
Ontario Province, Canada
 
Levi walked several miles south on Ontario Highway 631 toward the U.S. border before stopping to take a break. The paramedics had been gracious in their treatment, unlike the skeptical and somewhat hostile reception he’d received from the OPP. The paramedics also did an incredible job of bandaging his wounds. More than once he was reminded by them of how fortunate he was that his knife’s sheath had stood between the wolverine’s jaws and his femoral artery. They equipped him with sufficient first aid supplies to change his bandages several times, as well as medications to ease pain, swelling, and to avoid infection. All in all, Levi felt like a new man.
Until he was told it was three hundred miles to the border and likely another seven hundred miles to southern Indiana. Levi tried to look on the bright side, constantly reminding himself that he was still alive despite his injuries. Several times in the last hour of walking, he’d tried to calculate the time it would take to get home.
A thousand miles.
Three miles an hour on this gimp leg.
That was forty miles a day if he pushed it.
Twenty-five days.
Over three weeks on this leg, he thought to himself, which prompted him to stop in the middle of the highway and have a conversation with himself.
He was surrounded by pine trees and a narrow stretch of highway that was deserted and uninhabited. He hadn’t seen an operating vehicle since the patrol car had dropped him off hours ago. There wasn’t the sound of machinery. No signs of fireplaces burning in the distance, since it was fairly warm that day. Not a sign of life except for the occasional crazy-sounding laugh of a male loon.
It would’ve been easy for Levi to become overcome with despair. However, after the wolverine attack, he’d snapped out of the wilderness-survival mindset he’d adopted following the plane crash. Now he was just another stranded traveler desperate to get home to his family. Visions of Carly, Jesse, and Rachel filled his mind. He began to well up with tears as he recalled how he’d cheated death over the last week.
He imagined how worried and distraught Carly must be because she hadn’t heard anything. Then he visualized how they’d greet one another. Excited and joyful coupled with solemn promises never to be apart again. He’d tell her half-truths about what he’d been through, reserving the rest for that part of his memory where harsh life’s experiences stayed tucked away.
The vision of their reunion gave him a newfound sense of purpose, and it also caused his mind to wander to what-if scenarios.
Levi began walking again, still using the hickory stick, which had been given back to him by the police officers. As he did, he tried to put out of his mind the distance he would be traveling and tried to focus on the means of transportation.
Planes, trains, and automobiles—the modern triumvirate of transportation used by humans every day. Taken for granted and unappreciated until you had to do without. Based upon what he’d learned in Hearst, the planes were grounded, and the trains couldn’t operate without electricity. Cars worked just fine, but fuel was scarce and impossible to get out of the gas pumps without a generator.
That was until the projected geostorm generated by the sun arrived. Nobody seemed to know when that would occur, but the paramedics seemed confident that it would be at some point. Levi chuckled as he thought about his brother. He used to make fun of Chapman the weatherman until he saw raw footage of his storm-chasing antics. He’d found a newfound respect for his brother after that.
He also respected Chapman for his dedication to his field. He would surely understand what all this geostorm business was about, not that it helped Levi at the moment.
He kept ticking off the miles, continuing south on the highway as the sun began to set over the horizon. He still hadn’t come across a house or business of any kind. When he did, he had planned on stopping to ask for help. Surely, he hoped, there was a Good Samaritan somewhere who’d give him something to eat or a warm bed for the night. Maybe, with a little luck, somebody might even give him a ride down the highway.
As darkness set in and the temperature began to drop, Levi started to grow despondent. Mile after endless mile of pine-tree-filled flatland yielded nothing in the way of shelter or assistance. He’d drained his canteen an hour ago, desperately quenching his thirst as the unusual exercise began to drain his strength. Unlike the wilderness, where he was constantly coming upon a stream, he hadn’t seen any fresh water since he’d begun walking.
Then, well off in the distance, just as the moon began to rise and illuminate the road somewhat, he caught a reflection. His pulse quickened and his adrenaline fueled his will to pick up the pace. He had no idea what had caused the brief flash of reflected light, but it had to be something more than the never-ending supply of pine trees that surrounded him.
Thirty minutes later, Levi came upon a small vehicle that looked part pickup and part clown car found in a circus. At first, he thought it was a large toy designed after the Volkswagen Beetle.
He held his stick like a weapon as he drew closer. He looked inside the windshield and discovered the vehicle empty. The rear compartment resembling a pickup truck bed had a wooden box full of artistic paint cans, some brushes, and an easel.
He’d never seen a car like it before. “What the hell is it?” Levi mumbled aloud. As it turned out, it was an IT.
Manufactured by the Dynasty Electric Vehicle company based in Pakistan, the IT electric car was produced in Canada as well. This particular IT was a utility truck, albeit a tiny one, which had run out of battery life.
Levi looked around the dark highway and shouted, “Is anybody here? Is this your car?”
There was no answer.
He tried the door handles and found them locked. A chill came over his body, partly out of fatigue but also because the temperature dropped dramatically after sunset. Levi moved to the driver’s side of the car and looked around once again. He sighed.
“Sorry, Mr. Artist, or whatever your name is.” He took the end of the hickory stick and bashed in the window. He reached inside and opened the door. After sweeping the glass onto the floor mat, he searched for a key. The fact that the interior light never illuminated confirmed his suspicions.
Dead as a doornail.
Levi decided to make camp that night inside the IT. He pulled out Karl’s sleeping bag, dusted off the pine needles that had embedded in the fleece lining, and unzipped it to make himself a blanket. He wedged his body into the front seat of the tiny truck and curled up under the sleeping bag.
Levi just realized he’d broken the law for the first time in his life, not counting underage drinking and taking a toke or two off a marijuana cigarette with his boys Karl and Eddie, God rest their souls. As he drifted off to sleep, he wondered two things—how many more laws would he have to break before he got home and, more importantly, whether the nightmares would return.
 



Chapter 13
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Chapman and Squire had a productive trip into New Amsterdam that afternoon. In addition to outlining a schedule for round-the-clock security around the farmhouse and outbuildings immediately adjacent to the residence, they’d met up with the mayor of the smallest town in Indiana, which boasted a population of thirty. The mayor promised to dispatch some of the town’s residents to the outlying farms and set a time for a town hall meeting.
Squire dropped Chapman off at the house, and he continued out to the orchards to check on the apple harvest. Chapman entered the living area and was immediately struck with the aroma of food cooking. He made a beeline for the kitchen and found Isabella alone, standing over the sink, washing pots and pans.
“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” he said in his best French accent. He walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. He whispered in her ear, “Are we alone?”
“Oui, Monsieur Boone.” She turned around to him, and the two shared a kiss.
“Where is everybody?”
“They left for the chicken coops and the gardens. I volunteered to clean up the kitchen. Your mother and Carly taught me how to can vegetables and apples.”
“I’m impressed. Let me help.”
Chapman grabbed a towel and immediately started drying the pots and pans. To make hot water to sanitize their cookware, they boiled it over the cast-iron stove. All of the windows in the house were open to allow the excessive heat to escape.
When they were finished, they raced upstairs to his room and quickly undressed. They were still in the early stages of their relationship when even the apocalypse couldn’t stand in the way of their desire.
Afterwards, Isabella roamed around Chapman’s room, looking at his things. “Your mother and father are very proud of you.”
Chapman smiled and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, it appears so. After I moved to Atlanta and hit the road for The Weather Channel, they began to collect news articles and photographs off the internet. Obviously, they preferred to display the highlights of my career.”
Isabella turned to him with a picture of a much younger Chapman sitting in the passenger seat of a vehicle that resembled an armored truck. He was giving a thumbs-up to the photographer, as was the driver.
“Who is this?” she asked.
Chapman rolled his head around his neck, causing negative pressure on the synovial fluid in his joints, generating tiny bubbles and a popping sound. His voice was sad. “That’s Buddy Chambers. He was my best friend and a fellow storm chaser.”
Isabella picked up on his use of the past tense. “Was?”
“Um-hmm. He died while we were chasing a storm.”
“I am sorry, Chapman. We do not have to speak of this.”
Chapman dressed and joined her side. He took the picture frame from her and looked at it as he spoke. “He died doing what we both loved—roaming the Midwest in search of dangerous storms like the one in Texas that day. We had been tracking a line of severe thunderstorms one April, which had already spun off several short-lived tornadoes. It was something we’d done countless times in the past, successfully and safely.”
Chapman sighed and Isabella gently rubbed his face with her hand. “Chapman, please do not—”
“No, I have to. You have to know everything about me.”
She nodded and led him to the side of the bed. They sat together and Chapman recalled the events of that day while he stared at the photo.
“Like I said, we’d chased storms together for years and, well, we both knew the risks and the routine. For whatever reason, what happened on this one was horrible beyond words.
“We were tracking an EF4 stovepipe tornado near Garland, Texas. It had already hit the town, leveled multiple homes, and left behind a large swath of ground scouring.”
“Scouring?” she asked.
“Yes, um, like scrubbing.”
She nodded.
“We got some incredible video and uploaded it to the network. Listen, I knew what to look for. I studied storms like this day in and day out, even during the winter months.
“Anyway, the wind speeds were estimated at nearly two hundred miles per hour. As we were packing up our gear, we saw the storm change. I got on the phone and called Atlanta. I remember saying the line of storms was initiating toward the south of Garland along several points near Mesquite. They had stalled and turned south, completely uncharacteristic of storms in Texas.
“Buddy and I jumped in the truck and raced down Interstate 635 to intercept a developing tornado. As he drove, I plotted the data points and used information from Atlanta to predict the tornado’s path. I didn’t communicate any of this to Buddy so he could focus on driving.”
Chapman became teary eyed. He struggled to find the words, but he continued. “I was so focused on gathering the data and getting us out in front of this massive line of storms that I didn’t notice that Buddy had exited the interstate to avoid stalled traffic ahead. Rather than running parallel to the storm’s track, he cut down another highway directly into its path.
“The tornado reconstituted as an EF4 and came directly for us. We never had a chance. The tornado twisted a highway sign free of its steel support posts. The posts and the sign got caught in the wind and crashed into the driver’s side of our truck. Buddy screamed, Isabella. It was bloodcurdling, and it was the last thing I heard before our truck got swept away by the tornado. By the grace of God, I survived, but Buddy was lost forever.”
Chapman sniffled as he stood and placed the frame back on a shelf, where it sat by itself.
Isabella joined his side. “It was a risk you both understood. Chapman, you provide valuable information that helps saves lives.”
“I know, but I should’ve communicated with Buddy. I never asked him if he was okay taking the risks I wanted to take. He was very loyal to me and never once questioned my judgment. I should’ve been more careful, and I should’ve stopped to consider what we were doing.”
Isabella held him tight as he began to sob. All of the emotions of that day so many years ago rose to the surface once again as Chapman now had someone to share the agony with. After a minute, they broke their embrace, and he reached out to the picture of his friend and touched it.
“Ironically, he died because of the storm, not because of the chaos surrounding it. It’s not just the tornadoes that pose the greatest risk, it’s all the other storm chasers who filled the roads in pursuit. They’re not scientists. They were YouTubers, or Instagrammers, or people trying to make a buck selling their video to the media. Buddy and I were there to get up close to the storm, record the data we couldn’t get any other way. Like me, he was a meteorologist and a scientist. We wanted to know how they work. It wasn’t fair that he died trying to help others.”
Isabella held him again and whispered into his ear, “Life and death are not based upon fairness, mon amour. If they were, no good person would ever die.”
 



Chapter 14
Tommy Bannon’s Residence
North Michigan Avenue
Chicago, Illinois
 
Tommy made multiple trips up and down the twelve flights of stairs from his condo unit to the second floor of the basement parking garage. While he loaded the vintage Mustang, Kristi quickly cleaned two matching compact nine-millimeter handguns, which had been kept in her gun safe at the house. She hadn’t shot them in years, but she felt a cleaning was a good idea nonetheless.
“Okay, Brooke, Tommy will be back for us in a minute. Are you ready for a road trip?”
“Oo-oo-oo. Eee-eee-eee.”
Kristi reached down and hoisted the young chimp on top of the kitchen island. Kristi was continuously amazed at how alert and attentive Brooke was. Her curiosity was normal for an immature chimp, but her ability to pick up on the meaning of gestures and direction was beyond her years.
“As soon as we get to the farm, I want to teach you to talk with sign language.” Kristi exposed her palm and extended four fingers followed by a gentle double-tap on her chin. Brooke studied her for a moment and then seemed to wrestle with the hand gesture, trying to maneuver her fingers as Kristi had. She gave up but managed to tap the bottom of her chin twice.
Kristi was ecstatic. “Very good, Miss Brooke!” She repeated the sign, and Brooke tried again. It became a game that resulted in Brooke breaking out in a vociferous eruption of hoots and hollers.
THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!
Someone was pounding on the door, and it wasn’t Tommy. Kristi recognized the cadence of the knocks. She hoisted Brooke in her arms and hustled her off into the bedroom, where she closed the door. She paused for a moment and then walked to the coffee table to retrieve her weapon.
THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!
“Open up!” the man’s voice demanded.
Kristi walked to the door but avoided the peephole. The morning sun was shining brightly through the plate-glass windows, and her shadow crossing the peephole or the door’s threshold would give away her presence.
The man persisted. “Open up! We know you’re in there. And was that a monkey?”
Kristi grimaced and mouthed the words damn it! Her heart raced as she looked at her watch. Tommy had been gone more than ten minutes. He was likely on his way back and would walk right into these jerks outside his door. She was afraid it would result in a confrontation.
Kristi had to take a chance and see who was in the hallway. She leaned forward and looked through the peephole. She shook her head in disbelief. Four guys. Burly, strong, and not happy.
“We’ve got a key, so you might as well open up!”
Kristi backed away from the door and chambered a round into her handgun. She studied the lockset to determine if there was a way to block their entry. It was a standard Kwikset, and she imagined the building maintenance superintendent would have a master key to enter any unit in the event of an emergency.
She considered warning them off, but she doubted that would deter them based upon the looks on their faces. Then she thought of Tommy entering the hallway from the stairwell, unaware of their presence. Four on one wasn’t good odds for an unarmed man. She decided to call their bluff.
“Leave me alone! He said I could stay here.” Kristi used her best I-am-weak-and-easy-prey voice. In fact, she was just the opposite. She wanted to lure them inside.
She backed into the middle of the room so the sofa was between her and the front door. When the lock snapped and the door handle turned, she slid her hands behind her back to conceal her weapon.
The men slowly poured into the room, eyes darting about as they assessed the situation. “Where’s Bannon?”
“I told you, he left. Get out or I’ll call the police!”
The men began to laugh. One of them, the leader who had engaged Tommy the day before, spoke first. “Yeah, sure you will. The way I see it, you’re trespassing because you’re not on the approved list.” He raised a clipboard and rapped his knuckles on the back of it.
“Tommy said I could stay here for a while.”
“Well, lady, he’s wrong about that. Where’s the monkey?”
“What?” Kristi became apprehensive as she realized she’d put Brooke at risk by drawing the men inside.
“We heard a monkey,” said another man as he fanned out from the group. Another of the four men took his cue and began to circle around the kitchen island.
“Get out!” Kristi shouted as she revealed the gun. Using perfect form, she gripped the pistol with both hands and steadily aimed it at each of the men, who immediately froze in their tracks. “I mean it, you broke in here, and I’ll shoot you if you come a step closer.”
The faces of three of the men turned ashen, but not the leader. He began to laugh uproariously. “Well, well. Aren’t you the badass? This ain’t some TV show, lady. Now give me the gun.” He took a step forward.
“Get out!” Kristi repeated her demand as she pointed the gun at the man’s chest. The other two, emboldened by their leader, began to close on her. This was not going as planned and was about to become more complicated.
Suddenly, the door handle to the bedroom snapped open, and Brooke raced out, knuckle-running toward the man in the kitchen. She was different from the gentle chimp Kristi had come to love.
Waving her arms high over her head, she shrieked, “Heeaagh!”
It was an angry, protective squall. One that she repeated as she approached the man closest to Kristi.
“Heeaagh! Heeaagh! Heeaagh!”
“There it is!” shouted the leader. “Grab the damn thing!”
The man moved to tackle Brooke, but Kristi reacted. She swung her body to the right and shot the man through the shoulder, sending him spinning around and crashing into the kitchen sink.
“What the hell?” one of the men shouted.
Kristi wasn’t done yet. She turned toward the leader, who stood with his mouth agape and eyes wide. She trained the weapon on his chest and then deftly pointed it toward his clipboard before pulling the trigger.
The loud report, like the first gunshot, reverberated off the concrete floors and ceiling. The bullet blasted a hole through the man’s clipboard and sent it flying toward the entry door.
“Get out or I’ll shoot every last one of you!”
Kristi was incensed. Brooke had jumped on top of the kitchen island and taunted the man who’d been shot and was now slumped over the kitchen counter, holding his shoulder.
“Kristi! Kristi!” Tommy’s voice came from the hallway. He burst into his condo and found Kristi holding the men at gunpoint.
“Are we ready?” Kristi asked.
“Um, yeah.”
“Carry Brooke. I’ve got this.” She moved around the room slowly, pointing her weapon in rapid, but fluid succession. Every one of the men stood in a state of frozen animation, except for the man she’d shot, who was doubled over in pain.
Tommy wrapped Brooke up in his arms and held her tight against his chest. He walked slowly toward the door, keeping his eyes on the two men who stood only a few feet away. He turned to Kristi and nodded once he was in the hallway.
“Now, all of you, outside!”
“Where?” asked one of the men, genuinely confused.
“You heard me, asshole! Outside, on the patio. You too, jerkoff!”
She pointed her gun at each of the men and used it as a pointer to herd them toward the outer balcony. She glanced over at Tommy, who was now standing in the midst of a small crowd of residents who lived on his floor.
“Move it!” Kristi shouted again. The men opened the sliding door and moved out to the balcony. With her gun pointed at them, Kristi quickly pulled the door shut behind them and locked it. She’d wondered why the developers of the building found it necessary to put locks on doors ten stories aboveground. Now she knew of at least one good reason.
Kristi was beginning to shake as the confrontation began to affect her. She lowered her gun and joined Tommy in the hallway. As she approached, the looky-loo neighbors hightailed it back to their units. Kristi slammed the door shut and tried the handle to confirm it was locked.
Tommy reached out and touched her arm. “Hey, look at me. Are you okay?”
Kristi nodded but didn’t respond. She reached out to pet Brooke, and then she stood on her toes to kiss Tommy on the cheek. It was a simple gesture. A human touch to reaffirm to them both that she wasn’t a sadistic killer, but rather more like a mama grizzly.
 



Chapter 15
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
“Grandpa! There’s a man on a horse coming down the driveway, going really fast!” Eight-year-old Jesse had volunteered to sit on the front porch and surveil the long driveway that led to the Boones’ farmhouse. He’d retrieved Levi’s binoculars from the closet, as well as his own .22-caliber rifle, so he could look official, as he put it.
That morning, Squire had had another fit of pain in his bowels, and the diarrhea had continued to plague him. He outwardly blamed it on drinking water from one of the wells out by the apple orchards, but the ongoing bouts of diarrhea mixed with blood had become a part of his daily routine.
It was when his abdomen began to swell uncontrollably that he became concerned about his health. In order to hide the protruding stomach, he began wearing overalls with loose-fitting tee shirts. He subtly hid his body from Sarah when he dressed and undressed each day. Thus far, in light of everything that had been going on, Squire was successful in protecting her from worry. He chose to carry the burden by himself.
“I’m comin’, Jesse!” he shouted in return as he hustled out of the downstairs guest bathroom and buckled his overalls up. He grabbed his shotgun, which was now constantly leaning against the front doorjamb. By the time he emerged on the porch, the rider was closer, and Squire became concerned that it was just him and Jesse at the house at the time.
“What do you want me to do, Grandpa?” the young boy asked.
Squire started to kneel down to the boy’s level, but a stabbing pain shot through his abdomen, literally taking his breath away. Gasping for breath, he grimaced and stood up again. “Go upstairs, but stay out of sight. Just lay your rifle barrel on the windowsill, but don’t let them see you. Okay?”
“Yessir!”
Jesse took off inside, and Squire could hear the young man chasing up the oak treads in a hurry.
The horse and rider approached, and Squire readied the shotgun. He wished he had his rifle, as the shotgun’s range was not quite as good. One thing the old Remington could do was get someone’s attention. Squire held the gun high to his side and racked a round where his actions could easily be seen by the rider. Then he hollered, “That’s close enough, friend! State your business!”
The rider pulled back on the reins and brought the horse to an abrupt stop. “Mr. Boone? Squire Boone?”
“Maybe!”
“Sir, I’m Pete Harrison from over at Horseshoe Bend Ranch.”
Squire lowered his weapon. “Yeah, Pete. I know you. It’s been a long time.” The Harrisons had been around Southeast Indiana nearly as long as the Boones had.
The young man dismounted and walked his horse closer to the house. Squire cradled the shotgun in his arms and met him halfway.
“Yes, sir. I was a couple of years behind Levi in school.”
“I remember. How’s your pa? I haven’t seen him around much this year.”
“He’s doin’ fine, but he ain’t the one who sent me. The mayor told me to ride out here. There’s been an in-ci-dent.” Young Harrison stretched out the word, allowing his country accent to take over its pronunciation.
Squire noticed that the young man was sweating and out of breath. He turned to the window and shouted for his grandson. “Jesse! It’s fine. Bring this young man a glass of water.”
The rifle barrel disappeared and Squire turned back to the visitor. He took the horse’s reins and pulled him toward the porch. A water trough that was usually kept full by rain runoff was bone dry.
Jesse emerged from the house with a bottle of water and handed it to Harrison. Instead of drinking it, Harrison cupped his hand and poured water into it so his horse could lap it up. He continued until the horse was more or less satisfied.
“Okay, Pete. What’s happened?”
He gulped down the last of the water and began. “Early this morning, a mess of people comin’ out of Kentucky pulled off the interstate up at Lanesville. They broke into some houses and killed an old couple. Supposedly, there were five cars in this bunch, and they were lookin’ to steal from folks. Around sunrise, they hit New Middleton and broke into the Marathon station. They turned the pumps on, took every last bit of gasoline and all their tools, too.”
“Did someone go after the sheriff?”
“Yessir. The minister at Bethany United Methodist tried. He took his car up to the jail, and Clark’s men said they weren’t authorized to leave town without the sheriff’s approval.”
“Did they try to find Randy?” he asked, referring to Randy Clark, the sheriff of Harrison County.
“No, sir.”
Squire exhaled and wandered around the horse, gently patting the animal on the rear as he did. “Okay, Pete, is there any reason to believe these people are still around?”
“That’s just it, Mr. Boone. Nobody knows for certain, and that’s why the mayor sent me out here. He’s pretty pissed off that the deputies wouldn’t help. He said to spread the word that he wanted to meet at the town hall at four this afternoon.”
“Okay. Go back and tell him we’ll be there at four.”
Harrison hesitated and looked around before speaking. “Well, I’m supposed to ride north up to Lickford Bridge Road and let those folks know. Then I’ll circle back to the house.”
“Son, you have a fine horse, but you’ve worn him out. I’m gonna get you some more water for him, and then I want you to head back to New Amsterdam. I’ll have my people head up past Wolfpen Ridge and let those residents know what’s happening.”
“Are you sure?”
“I am. Now, you’ve done good. Get on back and tell the mayor we’ll be there, okay?”
“Yessir.”
Pete Harrison waited for Jesse to bring another bottle of water, which he immediately shared with his horse. A minute later, the young man left, albeit at a fast trot as opposed to training for a race at Churchill Downs.
Squire wandered onto the parched lawn in front of the house, mumbling to himself, “Dammit, Randy Clark. Are you just gonna sit by while people rob and kill our neighbors?”
 



Chapter 16
Ontario Province
Canada
 
Levi slept throughout the night without incident. No animals nipping at his heels, whether real or dreamt. Sasquatch didn’t appear suddenly out of the woods, nor did a Jason Voorhees-type character complete with a mask and a chainsaw. It was uneventful except for the cramped conditions inside the IT.
He didn’t voice any complaints. He found his last CLIF energy bar in his backpack, took the medications given to him by the paramedics, and hit the road again. The sun quickly warmed his body, and the additional rest provided his leg a respite. It was full steam ahead as far as Levi was concerned.
He continued his trek southward, periodically peeling off layers of clothing to avoid overheating. He was concerned that he hadn’t come across a stream or lake to rehydrate his body. As the day wore on, he became less concerned about transportation and more focused on the loss of fluids.
Levi entered a stretch of slightly charred and barren land. A wildfire had destroyed the pine trees in years past, and the earth was healing itself with fresh growth and fast-growing pine saplings. There were still remnants of tree trunks reaching into the sky, armless and without foliage, a reminder of how death can leave the body stripped of its soul.
For the first time, he came across a side road that formed a T-intersection at the highway. After thirty feet of pavement, the road immediately turned into a narrow, rut-filled gravel road, which wound its way through the sparse undergrowth.
A sign was erected at the entrance to this narrow drive, mounted on pressure-treated four-by-fours.
 
TIMBERDOODLE LODGE
Welcomes you!
 
The sign was flanked by a painted image of a bear on the left and a turkey on the right. An arrow pointed down the gravel road, as if any visitor to Timberdoodle Lodge wouldn’t know that already.
Levi shrugged and read the sign again. “Welcomes you, huh. We’ll see about that.”
Now carrying his hickory stick instead of using it as a crutch, he was full of curiosity as he made his way up the gravel road. It was impossible for him to tell whether the road was used frequently, although the ruts were an indication that it was poorly maintained. Either way, it was the first sign of civilization in the fifty-some miles he’d traveled in the last two days and worth a look.
Levi estimated he’d walked a mile down the winding gravel road before it expanded into a clearing overlooking a lake of crystal-blue water. Within the clearing overlooking the lake were five modular homes about the size of a midsize Jim Walter rancher.
He stopped before entering the clearing to study his surroundings. Like Hearst, there were no signs of life at the Timberdoodle except for the geese swimming in the lake and a turkey scampering between two of the buildings.
Levi took a chance and approached the first building. He politely knocked on the door, trying not to appear hostile.
“Hello! Is anybody home?”
There was no response. In case he was being watched, he resisted the urge to try the door handle. Plus, you never knew if a shotgun was pointing at you on the other side.
He approached each of the homes and repeated his attempt to reach one of the residents. He was unsuccessful. Frustrated, he walked into the middle of the clearing and looked around with his hands on his hips. He focused on the windows, trying to catch someone peering at him from behind the curtains.
He shouted this time. “Hello! Is anybody here? Anybody?”
Were they hiding? Did they all go home? Or simply disappear?
Nothing would surprise Levi at this point. He went back to the second building and pounded on the door this time. There was a Can-Am Commander all-terrain vehicle parked adjacent to it, so he presumed this building was most likely to be occupied.
After he didn’t receive an answer, he stepped to the side of the door. With an outstretched arm, he tried the door handle. It was locked.
He knocked again, even harder this time.
With no response, Levi decided to add to his criminal-history résumé by breaking into a dwelling. He dropped his gear, walked to a burned-out campfire, and pulled a thirty-pound rock from the ring encircling the spent coals. He carried the rock against his chest until he reached the door and then lifted it over his head. He thrust it downward and smashed off the door handle, sending the rock between his legs and the door flying open.
“Sorry!” he yelled apologetically to no one. In recent days, he found talking out loud to an empty void seemed saner than talking to himself. “I didn’t want to do that! I just need some fresh water and something to eat. Is anybody home?”
He shouted his question and then mumbled, “Or whatever.” He wasn’t sure what to make of the Timberdoodle Lodge complex, but after busting open the door, he was confident that it was uninhabited.
What Levi did next was purely out of necessity and a desire to survive. After finding the keys to the Can-Am four-wheeler and two five-gallon cans of fuel behind the house, he broke into each of the modular homes, one by one, stripping them of anything that he could use to get home.
He heartily ate any unspoiled, nonperishable foods he could find and gathered the rest in rucksacks. He filled water bottles in the lake and then took a very chilly bath. For a moment, he considered shaving, but after washing his hair and beard with a mini bottle of Prell shampoo, he decided to keep the look of wilderness traveler. He did, however, apply deodorant. Levi had his limits.
Refreshed, equipped with a map and a hunting rifle with ammunition, which one of the owners had kept hidden under a sofa, Levi fired up the Can-Am and headed south toward the U.S. border. He had no idea what was awaiting him down the road, but for now, he could click off the miles without taxing his leg. The wind blew through his hair and a big smile came across his face as he visualized himself riding the four-wheeler right up the driveway to his loving wife’s arms.
 



Chapter 17
Roosevelt Room
The White House
Washington, DC
 
“I don’t give a rat’s ass what the Daily Mail says! Tell them—or the prime minister, or whoever is running their mouth—to stay in their own lane!”
President Grant Houston was slowly becoming unhinged as the pressure of a nation in collapse was pounding his head like a pile driver. Over the last two days, he’d demanded representatives of NOAA and NASA to maintain offices in the press briefing room.
The media had been kicked out of the West Wing when the rioters began to descend upon the White House. The combination of a small battalion of three hundred U.S. Army soldiers camped on both the North and South Lawns, plus a much larger force that cordoned off a four-block perimeter, had allowed the occupants of the White House to return to their usual workspaces.
The president could be seen almost hourly marching out of the Oval Office, along the West Colonnade overlooking the Rose Garden, and into the temporary offices of the nation’s weather and space agencies. He’d become obsessed with the surface of the sun and its active regions. Hoping, in a way, that a solar flare would be launched toward Earth so he could affirm his decision to intentionally take down the power grid.
As time had passed, even his supporters were beginning to question his decision, and the American media, who’d taken up residency in international newsrooms abroad, were beginning to fuel the fires of discontent.
“Mr. President, I understand your position, but the Brits believe we’ve overreacted—”
“I don’t care!” The president stopped his own tirade by suddenly catching his breath. His face was red in anger, and beads of sweat had developed on his forehead as unusually warm weather had come to Washington. The White House had its own self-contained power-generation system using both stored and solar energy, but it was not capable of operating the massive HVAC units necessary to control the climate inside. “All I’m saying is thank goodness the opinions of people overseas can’t be heard by three hundred plus million Americans. You think we’ve got trouble now? Imagine if they all get pissed off.”
Homeland Security Secretary Ducci tried to be the voice of reason as he delivered some bad news to the president. “Mr. President, unfortunately, some of the media’s message is getting through to the wrong people. Well, excuse me. That’s a poor choice of words. By wrong people, I mean the decision makers within the reliability council and, in turn, those individual utilities within their purview.”
“Spit it out, Marc,” the president rudely insisted.
“Yes, of course. We are receiving reports that some big-city mayors are considering breaking with us, sir.”
“Breaking?”
“Well, um, as this information trickles down to the locals, they begin to look around at their cities in flames. Mayors that normally support us are now looking to jump ship, just as I warned.”
“Where?”
“Cleveland. St. Louis. Detroit. Baltimore. Memphis. Atlanta. Miami.”
“Those are all big cities,” interjected O’Donnell. “What about California?”
Ducci quickly replied, “Cali is holding strong, Ange, but this list is not exclusive. I’m just hitting the high points. There are many more. Heck, even small municipalities like South Bend are considering firing up their substations.”
“Mayor Pete?” asked the president. “You’re kidding, right?”
“No, sir,” replied Ducci. “I tried to reach out to him directly via our FEMA operation in the state, but he refused to speak with me. As it was relayed to me, he said something like citizens first.”
The president blew up again, something that had begun to occur more frequently. “What the hell does that mean? Does he not think that I’m trying to do the same damn thing?”
“I imagine he does, sir, just as the other mayors do. However, they’re trying to govern cities embroiled in lawlessness and mayhem. If we’d given them more time to prepare …” His voice trailed off as he realized he’d directly questioned the president’s decision. Ducci became rigid in his chair and gripped the arms until his knuckles turned white in anticipation of the berating he was about to receive from the president.
Instead, it came from his attack dog. “Well, Marc, where was your voice when we debated this decision before, hmmm? You wanna play Monday-morning quarterback?”
“No, Angela, that’s not what I meant—”
“Sure sounded like it to me,” she shot back. “As I see it, you’ve fought the president every step of the way.”
“Me?” Ducci was on the defensive, so the long-running feud between the president’s two advisors flared up again. “You’ve been sitting on a martial law declaration that could’ve addressed all these issues. What’s the holdup, Ange?”
The president stood and slammed both hands on the top of the Roosevelt Room’s conference table, coupled with an outburst that might have caused Teddy Roosevelt the Rough Rider to fall off his horse in Heaven.
“Enough!”
The other attendees in the room slid down in their chairs. Each had a report to give to the president on the state of the nation’s law enforcement readiness and National Guard troop positioning. Nola Taylor, the NASA representative who’d become a mandatory attendee at these briefings, was there with another report on the sun’s solar activity. A former astronaut and climatologist with an expertise in analyzing climate patterns and the geological effects on the world’s weather, Taylor was on the fast track to becoming the head of the agency’s Space Technology Mission Directorate. She also averted her eyes, trying to avoid eye contact with the exasperated president.
“The decision to hold off on declaring martial law was mine, and mine alone. Suspending all civil authority and imposing our military might upon the American people is not something I take lightly. I’m not sure our citizens are prepared to accept that the military will take the place of law enforcement, the courts, and even their governing bodies, from legislatures to the states’ executive branches.”
O’Donnell, who’d privately suggested the president use caution in making the declaration, tried to provide him further cover for his delay in implementing the extreme measure.
“Well, there’s also the constitutional question. The attorney general has suggested that Article 1, Section 9 would necessarily suspend habeas corpus in the event of the president’s declaration. If the Constitution stands for anything, it certainly stands for a citizen to not be held without a charge or a hearing. Because of this, the AG believes Congress is the proper body to suspend this writ and, therefore, make the martial law declaration.”
Ducci was unconvinced. “Who’s the commander-in-chief of the military? The president. He can’t assign that responsibility to Congress. Grant is the only one who can make the declaration.”
“And what if Congress rejects it?”
“Let them!” Ducci shot back. “What are they gonna do, sue? Take it to the Supreme Court. By the time we implement the directives, they’ll change their tune.”
The room grew silent and O’Donnell began nodding her head. She’d appeared fidgety throughout the discussion of foreign media influence and was uncharacteristically combative with Ducci in a public setting.
“You know what, Marc, maybe you’re right.”
The Homeland Security secretary fell back into his chair and raised his eyebrows. He was at a loss for words.
The president, however, frowned, as he knew his chief-of-staff all too well, on many levels. She was not one to give up a fight, much less declare her adversary to be right, even if he was. He decided a change of scenery was necessary, but first he needed a word with his lover.
“Everyone, let’s adjourn for now. I have a lot to think about. Ange, please join me in the Oval Office so we can discuss this further.”
He stood and quickly exited the Roosevelt Room without another word, leaving a flabbergasted group of advisors behind.
 



Chapter 18
The Oval Office
The White House
Washington, DC
 
President Houston was standing on top of the presidential seal with his arms folded across his chest when O’Donnell entered the room. His demeanor was dour anyway, but the look he was giving her was one of suspicion. She’d showed her cards too quickly, and now he was guarded. She decided to use their personal relationship to disarm him before she explained her sudden turnaround. She gave him a sultry smile and walked up to him. She rubbed his chest with both hands and looked into his eyes.
“Do you remember how we’d steal away to the Hotel St. Lauren?” she asked.
The president managed a smile as the memories of their secretive trysts flashed through his mind. “Yeah. It’s amazing how many fundraisers were held on Catalina Island.”
“Hey, we were strategic about it. Hollywood was willing to open up their wallets as long as they had glitzy affairs to attend,” she said with a chuckle.
“And, of course, a red carpet with plenty of paparazzi,” added the president.
“Funny how that works, isn’t it? They complain about the photogs intruding on their private lives, but couldn’t wait for that red carpet to glam it up.”
The president warmed up to her and wrapped his arms around his lover’s waist. “They say the most dangerous place in Washington is between a politician and a camera. They haven’t summered on Catalina during primary season.”
They both laughed and kissed one another.
“I was sitting in that briefing wondering if we could just run away. You know, like all the celebs and Silicon Valley types.”
“You mean to New Zealand?”
“Sure. Why not? Just resign, turn it over to people like Marc and your vice president, who live for this stuff. We’ll just fade into oblivion.”
President Houston broke their embrace and wandered toward the bank of windows overlooking the South Lawn. He removed his jacket and tossed it in his chair. With his tie loosened, he leaned against the wall where he could take in the view of the military tents that surrounded the White House.
“I remember the first day we walked into the Oval Office. I couldn’t get enough of this view. Of all the things to take in, the view of the South Lawn captured my attention.”
O’Donnell was pulling out all the stops as she led the president down memory lane. “You know what I remember that first day? I remember you suggesting to the First Lady that she head over to the East Wing to meet her staff. Then you emptied the room, and seconds later, we were christening the Resolute desk with mind-blowing sex.”
The president laughed loudly before catching himself. “Yeah, if I remember, I had to hold my hand over your mouth to contain your excitement.”
“Yeah, and I bit your fingers to ignite yours.”
He reached his hand out to invite her to join him, but she stopped and her face changed. She looked down and folded her arms.
“Ange, what’s wrong? Did I say something wrong?”
“No, Grant, not at all. Um, I need to tell you something.”
He approached her and leaned against the desk. “What is it?”
She hesitated and then tears began to stream down her face. “Um, the morning we decided to take down the power grid, you know, before the announcement was made official, I did something.”
“What?” The president didn’t like people to beat around the bush.
“I contacted our broker in LA. I confided in him as to what was about to happen.”
The president was shocked at the revelation. “Oh no. Is he the one who leaked it to the media?”
She vehemently shook her head back and forth. “No. No. Nothing like that. I can trust him with my life. He’s the model of discretion.”
“So why did you call him? I thought we’d agreed to move our money out of equities and park it in cash or precious metals.”
“Well, we did something different,” she began. “You see, um, in the last ten minutes of trading at the Chicago Mercantile Exchange that day, he moved all of our holdings into a cash account and immediately sold short S&P e-minis.”
The president pushed off the desk and began to wander the Oval Office. “Ange, that’s a lot of money for one investment, especially one as risky as that under these circumstances.” S&P e-minis was a term used by brokerage firms for electronically traded contracts linked to the Standard & Poor’s 500 stock index. A short sale occurred when a commodity seller agreed to sell to a buyer a financial asset that the seller doesn’t own. The idea was to purchase them at a lower price later, then deliver them to the buyer at the much higher price, making a profit on the spread.
O’Donnell nodded her head and raised her hand in an effort to calm him. “I know. Let me finish. Immediately after acquiring the purchasing rights to the e-minis, he sold them all short.”
“Wait, the markets crashed after the news leak. Did you, um …?” His voice trailed off. The president gulped and gathered himself. “You knew the markets would crash, Ange. How much are we talking about?”
“Using the cash reserves at this brokerage house after we liquidated everything else, I was able to margin ten times that amount.”
“You borrowed fifty million dollars? Without asking me?”
“Um, there wasn’t time. I mean, there was, but you were so busy.”
The president was angry now. “What happened?”
She hesitated and tried to approach him, but he pulled away. “Well, after the short sale was accepted, markets closed, and hours later the news regarding your decision to take down the grid spread. The S&P 500 dropped thirty percent immediately. I put in a buy order and immediately honored our contract. We cleared fifty million after commissions.”
The president walked back to the windows and stared at the tents spread across the South Lawn. He raised his hands to lean against the window frame and shook his head in disbelief.
“Grant, please say something.”
He sighed. “Like what? Great job, honey. Now we have so many millions I can get a divorce and we can run away to New Zealand together. Of course I’d love to do that. Trust me. You don’t think running away with you hasn’t crossed my mind hundreds of times?”
“I know. Now we can.”
“Well, maybe when this is over,” he added. “You know, the stress got to me, etcetera, etcetera.”
O’Donnell wasn’t relieved at his response. “Grant, there’s more. Um, a reporter at the Financial Times in London has made an inquiry at the Securities and Exchange Commission about unusual trading at the Chicago Merc that day. Nobody suspects it was us, but his nosing around could open up an inquiry into the brokerage house in Los Angeles. If it does, they may throw us under the bus.”
“We’ve got to shut it down,” the president said convincingly.
“We can’t. You know how it goes. You get caught because of the cover-up, not the deed itself.”
The president was nervously fidgeting. He started pacing the floor and wiped the sweat off his brow with his shirtsleeve. “We’ve gotta do something. I can’t just resign, take the money, and run. That’ll fail miserably.”
O’Donnell approached him and reached for his hand. “I have another idea.”
“Okay.”
“Declare martial law. It’s what all these inside-the-beltway bureaucrats and guys like Marc want anyway. Once you hold all the power, then you can govern with absolute control over all aspects of the public and private sector.”
“I can shut down any inquiries.”
She ran her hand down his cheek. “No. You’ll delegate that job to me as part of a streamlining effort to prepare the nation for recovery from this catastrophe. All markets will be shut down, and regulators will be reassigned to other departments. I’ll handpick our loyalists to scrub the place clean of any trace of our activity.”
“What about the records at the Chicago Mercantile?”
“Our broker is an electronics whiz kid. Let me get him to Washington and put him to work for us. He’ll figure out a way.”
The president smiled and hugged his chief of staff. She’d manipulated him into forgiving her unforgivable betrayal. It wouldn’t be the last time her manipulations would be deployed on the President of the United States.
 



Chapter 19
Press Room, West Wing
The White House
Washington, DC
 
“Okay, that was awkward,” NASA’s Nola Taylor said sarcastically to Sandra White from the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, or FERC. White was also a constant fixture in the presidential briefings related to space weather due to her contributions in the Situation Room, where she’d suggested utilizing the black start plan.
“I think they forgot who I work for,” she replied, not realizing that Taylor was referring to the spat between Secretary Ducci and Chief of Staff O’Donnell.
“Oh, yeah, that too,” said Taylor as she shook her head. “No, I was referring to the suggestion that FERC somehow might undermine the president. And, to prevent that from happening, they want to take you guys over.”
White chuckled as she motioned for Taylor to join her at the coffee bar set up where the press secretary’s podium usually stood. She grabbed a Styrofoam cup and poured it full.
“They hid the real coffee mugs because they don’t want to waste their precious power on washing the dishes.”
Taylor laughed and fixed a coffee full of cream and sugar. “Ironic, isn’t it? They won’t wash dishes, but they’ll bring a dump truck surrounded by armed soldiers to haul the excess trash away instead.”
The two women stood alone and surveyed the staff members assigned to the newly created White House space weather detail established in the Press Corps suite located in the West Wing.
After taking a moment to sip their coffee, White addressed Taylor’s point. “Listen, he’s under a lot of pressure, and his team is trying to assist him with solutions. Nola, the people who run FERC are beholden to the federal government anyway. I mean, who do you think pays for this nonprofit to exist?” She used her fingers to create air quotes around the term nonprofit. “We add a surcharge to the energy usage of the individual regional reliability councils, but it’s not enough to pay the bills. Washington feeds us the rest.”
Taylor took another sip of coffee and let out a slight cough. “What about the DHS secretary’s suggestion?”
White grimaced. “Honestly, he’s got a point. I know the people at FERC. They’ll try to maintain some semblance of control over the regionals, but they don’t have any enforcement power. Same applies to the regional council heads. The fact is that the individual utilities are gonna do what they’re gonna do, provided, however, they have the black start capability. You simply can’t start electricity without electricity.”
Their conversation was interrupted by a NASA team member. “Ms. Taylor, I’m sorry to interrupt. We need to show you something.”
Taylor nodded. “Sandra, will you join me?”
“Sure. I like space stuff. Besides, there’s nothing for me to do, but being here beats going back to Atlanta.”
“What do you have for me?” Taylor asked the young scientist.
He pointed toward a large easel pushed against the outside wall of the West Wing. It held a fifty-inch television monitor. “I can mirror our findings here.”
Taylor and White stood in front of the monitor, which came to life with a slowly moving satellite view of Asia.
The young man stayed at his computer station but was able to relay his observations to the two observers from there. “Ms. Taylor, you are looking at East Asia, Siberia in particular. You’ll notice the atmospheric pressure lines overlaid above the continent.”
“Aren’t those unusually high numbers?”
“Yes, ma’am. They are. Now, let me change the point of view to another satellite. Please notice the cloud formation. Do you see how low it is?”
“My god, I see it,” said Taylor with a gasp. “The theory is true.”
The young scientist was excited that his boss immediately recognized his findings. “Ms. Taylor, let me add one more thing, if you don’t mind.” He tapped on his keyboard and brought up another live video feed.
“Where is this streaming from?” she asked.
“It’s coming from a National Security Agency drone that is held out to the Russians as a weather forecaster. Only, for our purposes, it’s not spying. It’s revealing the weather.”
“It’s monsoonal. Where is this?” Taylor asked.
“The Loess Plateau in China, just south of the Gobi Desert.”
“Wait,” interrupted White. “It’s raining like that in the desert?”
Taylor turned away from the monitor and held her hand up, indicating to the aide to stop his presentation for a moment. She tucked her long hair behind her ears and explained, “There is a hypothesis that galactic cosmic rays are able to induce sudden low cloud formation, which has a profound influence on the Earth’s climate patterns. The hypothesis is known as the Svensmark Effect, or more commonly, the umbrella effect.”
“The clouds create an umbrella, I take it,” interjected White.
“Yes, but it is more complicated than that. Experimentation to recreate the umbrella effect was never possible on meteorological observation data only because the Earth only experiences minute changes in the amounts of cosmic rays fighting their way through our atmosphere.
“But, as the Svensmark Effect states, during the last geomagnetic reversal transition 780,000 years ago, the low-cloud cover created by the infiltration of cosmic rays led to unusual high-pressure domes in geographic regions unaccustomed to them. This, in turn, led to extraordinary rainfall being produced.”
“Like the monsoon in a desert?” muttered White.
“Yes, exactly. According to researchers, during the last major reversal, there was a large increase in cloud cover in several parts of the world that produced so much rainfall, permanent lakes were created for tens of thousands of years.”
“And, if I may, much stronger winds,” added the NASA scientist. “The dust particles from the Earth’s deserts grew coarser and were lifted into the atmosphere. This dust, coupled with winds approaching three times anything we experience today, resulted in a blanket of wind-blown haze encircling the Earth that lowered temperatures by five degrees or more.”
White turned back to the monitor to watch the monsoon cause massive flooding in the hard-packed soil of the desert. “As the magnetic field shifts and weakens, even without a geostorm, the planet’s surface will be facing an increase in the cosmic rays. This umbrella effect can cause massive flooding and lower temperatures.”
“Yes,” added Taylor. “That is true in some areas. However, where this weather phenomenon is not coupled with a high-pressure dome, you could have the opposite effect. As the galactic cosmic rays increase, so do the low clouds, and when cosmic rays decrease in areas where the atmosphere is holding steady, the clouds will decrease also. As a result, you could have an area accustomed to excessive rainfall, like the tropical rain forests, for example, suddenly find itself deprived of moisture by this opposite-umbrella effect.”
White gasped and covered her mouth. Her eyes grew wide as she looked from Taylor to the other staffers who had gathered around to listen to the exchange.
“Nola, the damage to these ecosystems would be unfathomable. I don’t have to say what the destruction of the rain forests would do to the global environment.”
Taylor grimaced. “I’ll say it. Soil erosion. Desertification. Flooding. Increased greenhouse gases. Global weather patterns would be changed forever.”
White shook her head and nodded toward the Oval Office. “And they’re worried about their precious electricity.”
 



Chapter 20
Town Hall
New Amsterdam, Indiana
 
Population: 24.
Families: 8.
God-fearing, red-blooded Americans: 100%
When the census taker came around in 2010, there was a debate as to whether the residents wanted to be counted at all. She’d been sent down from Corydon and stood in the middle of Main Street alone, other than a Heinz 57 shepherd-retriever mix, or as they say in Australia—a bitsa, meaning the dog had bits o’ this and bits o’ that.
The dog refused to be counted, and the townsfolk eventually succumbed to the pressure, and the quaint town along the Ohio River began receiving federal tax dollars. Because, after all, the job of the local government was to get that money. Sure, it went against their principles, but somebody was gonna spend it.
In 2014, the town and their neighbors gathered together for an old-fashioned barn-raising party. Instead of a barn, they’d built a city hall, a simple, white clapboard structure that contained an office for Mayor Jacob Youtsler and his wife, the town’s clerk and secretary.
The mayor was a direct descendent of the early settlers to Southeast Indiana. Like the Boones and the Harrisons, the Youtslers, who were of Holland Dutch descent, were attracted to the fertile soil found along the banks of the Ohio, as well as the traders who made their way up and down the river.
At the start of the Civil War, New Amsterdam was the largest town in Harrison County, and it remained on par with Corydon through the Depression years. That was until, unfortunately, the Great Ohio River flood of 1937 devastated the town.
Water levels on the Ohio began to rise on January 5 as heavy rains fell in Ohio. By the second and third week of the year, record levels of rain fell almost continuously until the river crested on the eighteenth of January. Just five days later, the water level had increased an incredible fifty-four feet, forcing the town of Evansville, Indiana, to evacuate their town and declare martial law.
The river kept rising. By the twenty-sixth, water levels in Cincinnati reached a seventy-three-foot higher level than normal along its banks—by far the highest ever recorded. The local radio stations were broadcasting live twenty-four hours a day. In an attempt to warn its listeners of the rapid rise of the river, some stations outside the flood zone rebroadcast the local stations using telephone lines for as long as they could until the power to much of Cincinnati was lost.
The government’s response was slower than citizens had hoped for. By the time the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers sent a fleet of boats and equipment to handle the situation, the waters had risen so rapidly that they were unable to pass under bridges because there wasn’t enough clearance. Some boats circumvented the bridges, traveling over flooded farmlands and dodging powerlines. President Franklin Roosevelt dispatched thousands of workers to the area, who brought tent housing and food.
For three weeks, the torrential rains continued, and it wasn’t until February 5, a full month after the waters first began to rise, that the residents along the banks of the Ohio River began to feel some relief. As the waters receded, damages were assessed. Three hundred eighty-five people lost their lives. Millions were left homeless. The value of damages to property was estimated by President Roosevelt to be five hundred million dollars, roughly equivalent to eighty-five trillion dollars today.
Historically, January 1937 was deemed to be the wettest month on record for Ohio and Southeast Indiana. The waters eventually receded, draining into the Mississippi River and finally into the Gulf of Mexico. Mother Earth managed to fix itself after she cried nonstop for a month that year.
That would not always be the case.
New Amsterdam lost half its population in 1937, the start of a downward trend as the industrialized world and the growth of America’s cities consumed the tiny town’s population. Decade after decade, the census takers found fewer heads to count. But the heads that remained in New Amsterdam and the surrounding farms were passionate about their community, and they’d gathered at the nondescript town hall to voice their concerns.
“We pay taxes just like them folks in Corydon!”
“Yeah, why should our homes be broken into and our neighbors killed because the sheriff doesn’t want to get off his duff and do something?”
“We need our own police force!”
“Yeah!”
Mayor Jake, as he was known around town, tried to calm down the crowd. He’d pulled the meeting together after speaking with Squire and Chapman, thinking it would be a routine gathering for the locals to exchange ideas and conversation about the power outage. Since then, the home invasions and murders had occurred, leaving the locals in an uproar fueled by anger and fear.
He pounded the gavel on the folding table that was set up for his monthly city council sessions. Every two years, he’d strong-armed three of his neighbors to run for council. Only half of the town was eligible to vote, and of those, only half bothered unless there was a presidential or governor’s race on the ballot. Still, he and the members of the city council usually ran unopposed with a unanimous vote of seven or eight.
His council contained their emotions as they allowed the demonstration to continue. Everyone was concerned about the turn of events. Like many Americans, they questioned the president’s decision but understood the reasoning. The science was difficult for them to comprehend, so very few understood that the power outage could be long term.
The arrival of Squire, along with Chapman and Isabella, would serve to educate them and provide a reality check for everyone who attended.
 



Chapter 21
Town Hall
New Amsterdam, Indiana
 
The Boones were the last to arrive, not because they were late, but because everyone else had begun to descend upon town hall hours ago. By the time they entered town hall, the citizens of New Amsterdam and the neighboring farms thought they’d solved the world’s problems. That would soon change.
Mayor Jake pounded the gavel and hollered over the fired-up crowd of forty, a standing-room-only bunch, who raised the temperature levels in the building to near ninety degrees.
“Everyone! Everyone! Please, it’s four o’clock. We need to get started.”
A woman in the crowd pled with the mayor. “Jake, can we go outside? It’s hard to breathe in here.”
“Too much hot air!” said a deep voice amongst the group, who drew laughter from several attendees.
“Okay! Okay! I agree. This is probably more people than the fire marshal would approve anyway.”
The group laughed as they forced their way through the single door at the front of the building. New Amsterdam didn’t have a fire marshal. Or a dog catcher. Or a police chief. Just Mayor Jake and the three members of the council, who only showed up on the second Monday of the month for coffee and pastries.
Squire grabbed Chapman’s arm and held him to the side as the residents filed out. He wanted to talk with Mayor Jake alone before the meeting formally started. He and his wife were the last to exit the building, and Squire introduced them to Chapman and Isabella. After some brief small talk, Squire got right to the point.
“Jake, we caught a little bit of their mood when we arrived. They’re pretty fired up, and I get that. But now is not the time for us to let emotions take over.”
“I agree, Squire. I don’t know how I’m gonna calm them down. They’re angrier at Sheriff Clark than they are at the doggone marauders who did this to our neighbors.”
“I don’t blame them. That said, we need to keep this meeting focused on how we’re gonna deal with the overall situation. A vigilante mob stormin’ into Corydon demanding justice or chasin’ after these thugs who attacked the old people doesn’t deal with the big picture.”
Mayor Jake nodded. “Here’s the thing. I’m not sure they understand the big picture, as you call it.”
Chapman wiped the sweat off his brow and made eye contact with Isabella. “Mayor, do you think they’re ready for the truth? You know, to face the realities of what we’re facing?”
The mayor shrugged. “I’m not sure any of us know what that looks like. I mean, I know you’re the closest thing we have to a resident expert.”
“Isabella, too. What I know from the weather side is supplemented by what she knows on the climate and geological side. This is your meeting. All I want to know is, can these people handle the facts as we know them?”
The mayor looked skyward for guidance. “I don’t know. They need to focus on their survival, which involves a whole lot more than chasin’ after the killers who came off the interstate.”
“Jake, fear is a great motivator. Let Chapman and Isabella lay out the facts. I think our friends and neighbors will respond accordingly. I have faith in them,” Squire said.
“I’m glad you do, Squire. Let’s go give it a shot.”
The group stepped around to the east side of the building, where everyone had gathered in the shade and sat on picnic tables, which had been arranged in rows. A large wooden crate had been placed against the side of the building. Symbolically, it was a soap box, or a bully pulpit, depending on one’s point of view.
Mayor Jake carefully stood on the crate so that he could see all the faces in the crowd, which had now swelled to nearly fifty locals. He began by addressing the crime spree occurring overnight and how it related to the sheriff’s office.
“As y’all know, I’ve got some law enforcement training. It isn’t much due to the injury I sustained while on the Indy police force, but it’s enough to help our small community formulate a plan.
“Let me also add this. As a community, we’ve got to come together and pool our resources to both protect one another and also lend a hand when one is needed. The first thing we have to identify is what the boundaries are of our community.
“Harrison County has always been divided by the farms and ranches to the south, and Corydon, where most of the people work in Louisville. For two hundred years, the Ohio River has defined us. You folks, like my family, are the salt of the earth. We get our hands dirty. We teach our kids at home. We believe in God, country, and family.
“I’m not sayin’ this is an us versus them situation. But as our friend Squire Boone said to me yesterday, our world just got a whole lot smaller. We’ve got to rely on one another and just put out of our minds what Corydon, or its sheriff, or any of the Clark cronies who run that town are up to.”
“But what about what happened up by New Middleton?” a woman asked.
“That’s a matter for the state police,” replied Mayor Jake. “Here’s the way I look at it from my limited law enforcement experience. We have to predict, protect, and respond. Let me explain.
“The first thing we have to recognize is that nobody is coming to help. Sheriff Clark, for whatever reason, is staying close to home.”
“I know why!” shouted one man, whose outburst prompted others to join in.
“Yeah, me too! He’s gonna spend all the county’s resources to protect that dang bank and his family’s properties.”
“Absolutely! The Clarks have their own private security force!”
Mayor Jake looked around for his gavel. Realizing he’d left it inside and that he didn’t have anything to pound it on, he simply shouted them down. “I get it. You guys are angry. So am I. We have to focus on the future. If anything, what happened last night should be a wake-up call to us all.”
One of the city councilmen came to his aid. “I agree, Mayor Jake. Please continue.”
“Okay. Now, here is what I mean by predict, protect, and respond. In a powerless world, our alarm systems don’t work. Neither do our telephones. We all need to look at our own personal situations and try to think like the marauders who descended upon our communities last night.
“Ask yourself some logical questions. Does my property look like an attractive target for crooks? What can I do to dissuade them from breaking into my barn or storage buildings or home? Try to assess how you’re most vulnerable and then predict how they will come at you.
“Once you’ve done that, you can set up an effective plan to defend and protect yourselves and your property. The larger farms and ranches might set up twenty-four seven perimeter patrols and create a warning system. Smaller homes might divide up their responsibilities by sleeping in shifts. No matter what, make sure you have someone focusing on the protection of your property at all times.”
“Mayor, those men were armed and supposedly made off with more guns during their attack on the old folks,” said one of the residents from the New Middleton area.
“I’ve heard that as well. They also broke into the gas station and stole a bunch of tools. While I’m truly sorry for the deaths, it appeared this bunch roamed through the countryside looking to steal anything they could find. Now, knock on wood, there haven’t been any more reports today. It’s likely they’ve moved on to other parts of the state or even beyond that.”
A woman interrupted. “Mayor Jake, I hate to admit this, but we don’t own a gun.”
“We don’t either,” added another.
A man apologetically pushed his way through the crowd to approach the mayor. “I might be able to help.”
“Does everyone know Allen Edmund? He’s the owner of Gun World in Corydon.”
A few people said hello before Allen spoke. “Just a few days ago, a couple of our neighbors came in the store and made an interesting suggestion to me. At first, I didn’t know what to think, but now everything is becoming clearer.
“Their suggestion was for me to hold on to my weapons and ammunition inventory, you know, just in case. Now, I’m in the business of selling guns to make a livin’. Unlike many of y’all who have gardens or chickens, we rely upon the grocery store and Walmart to keep us fed.
“I’m sayin’ all of that to say this. I’ve got a wide variety of guns and ammo to trade. Me and my family are short on food. If you folks have the ability, and you need protection, see me after the meeting and we’ll work somethin’ out.”
He stepped back and the mayor continued. “Thank you, Allen. Now, that’s what I’m talkin’ about. We all have something to contribute. Allen can help you with a means to protect yourselves. You can help him feed his family.”
An older man raised his hand and began to speak. “Mayor, my wife and I are old. We have a couple of rifles, but if we get overrun by five carloads of criminals like last night, we won’t be able to hold them off for long.”
“That’s a good point, Willard. That leads me to the third aspect of this, which is response. As we know, we can’t call the sheriff for help. We also know they might not come even if we could. So we have to protect each other. We have to come up with a way to notify our neighbors, who in turn will notify theirs, to send the cavalry, so to speak. Does anybody have any ideas?”
The group mumbled to one another as they tried to come up with a suggestion to put forward. Finally, a woman from nearby Mauckport raised her hand. Mauckport, a town about the size of New Amsterdam, was located next to the only bridge that crossed the Ohio River in Southeast Indiana other than the interstate leading into Louisville many miles away.
“Mayor, um, I have an idea. Well, it wasn’t really mine, but it came from some books I read several years ago about the eruption of the Yellowstone supervolcano.”
“What was it?” asked the mayor.
“Well, a small community like ours was discussing protecting themselves during the chaos caused by the volcano. The man leading the discussion …” Her voice trailed off before she stifled a laugh. “Well, excuse me. Ironically, I think his name was Jake, too. Anyway, this character suggested using air horns to communicate with one another. You know, as a very loud warning system.”
“Kinda like one if by land and two if by sea?” asked one of her neighbors.
She smiled and responded, “Well, I think it was a little more complicated than that. I can’t remember. I’d have to go back and read, um …” She hesitated for a moment and then continued. “I was gonna say I’d go back and read it, but it’s on my Kindle, and we don’t have any power. But I think they somehow identified each home with their own unique blast on the horn.”
“Like Morse code?” someone asked.
“Yes, something like that,” she replied.
“I don’t have a gun, much less an air horn,” interjected one of the earlier participants in the conversation.
A man with a deep, baritone voice spoke up from the rear of the gathering. “I can help there. Many of y’all may not know me, but I own the marina at Fishtown over on the west bank of the Ohio. We have boats docked there in both dry storage and in rented slips. I’ve got several cases of air horns, and I’m sure the boats have too. I can see how many I can muster up.”
“Outstanding!” exclaimed the mayor.
“I’ve got a few bullhorns left over from my auctioneer days!” shouted another resident.
A flood of suggestions began to flow forward.
“We’ve got a set of eight Midland two-way radios that we can distribute to our neighbors. They’re battery powered, or they can be charged. We used them for huntin’.”
“Hey, I’ve got some, too. We took them to Disney World so the family could go their separate ways, but we could round everyone up when it was time for lunch or whatever.”
“We have a ham radio,” announced a young woman who was one of the county’s veterinarians.
“Good, good! I like it,” said Mayor Jake. “After the meeting, let’s all get together and figure out a way to get coverage from Riverfront Farms in the west over to Fishtown.”
The group was excited as their spirit of cooperation became contagious. It was Chapman who put a damper on the moment.
 



Chapter 22
Town Hall
New Amsterdam, Indiana
 
“I think now is a good time for me to speak to the group,” whispered Chapman to Mayor Jake. “They need to understand what is potentially in store for us all.” The mayor nodded and called the crowd to attention. He introduced Squire, Chapman, and Isabella before stepping off the crate and allowing Chapman the opportunity to speak.
“I want everyone to understand that what I’m about to tell you is not intended to frighten you or cause you to give up hope. I simply want everyone to have the entire picture so you’ll know how to prepare.”
“Please, tell us what you know.”
Chapman continued. “Much of what you may have heard in the news media and the president’s address is true. I have to be honest, however. The situation is much more dire than they’ve let on. Our planet is going through a catastrophic change in its makeup. Sure, everything appears normal for the most part other than the fact the government has elected to take away our power.
“The reason they’ve done that is to protect our technology from a much greater threat. It’s something that has happened before in the mid-1800s, and will happen again, potentially any day.”
“What is it?” asked the mayor’s wife.
“It’s called a geomagnetic storm, or geostorm for short. When the sun sends out powerful solar flares, it ejects highly charged particles that can sometimes impact the Earth. All of the beautiful auroras that happen in the Arctic, Canada, and sometimes down into neighboring Michigan are the result of this phenomenon.
“The problem is this. Our atmosphere has weakened because of the pole shift that you all have heard about on the news. The solar storms, which used to create pretty colors in the sky, can now cause us all significant harm.”
“Are you talking about sunburns and stuff?” asked a teenage boy in attendance.
“Possibly worse,” replied Chapman. “As the atmosphere weakens, the most harmful rays of the sun will penetrate all the way down to the planet’s surface. Depending on how long this pole-shift event takes place, there will be increased instances of skin cancer and damage to your eyes.
“I am going to warn everybody to stay out of the sun as much as possible. Try to do your chores at night. If you have to go outside during the day, always wear a hat, like a baseball cap with a bill to shield your face and eyes. Wear polarized sunglasses. Cover your exposed skin with the highest sun-protection-factor sunscreen you have. Wear long sleeves and avoid short pants.”
The voice of the marina owner from Fishtown boomed from the back of the crowd, “It’s hot as blazes, Chapman. We could sweat to death.”
“I understand. That’s why I suggest you try to avoid going outdoors during the day. Let me address another important issue in addition to the sun’s effect on your bodies. When these geostorms begin to hit the planet, our electronics may be destroyed.”
“How?” asked a woman near the front.
“The geostorm will produce what’s known as an electromagnetic pulse, or EMP. This is a very strong burst of energy that will hit our atmosphere like a nuclear bomb exploding. Only there’s no fire and destruction like we all have seen on television or in the movies. It’s a silent, invisible form of energy that won’t hurt humans, but will destroy all of the electronics and technologically advanced devices we’ve grown accustomed to using in our daily lives.”
“Cars too?” asked the mayor.
“Probably,” replied Chapman. “Let me explain. There has never been an event to strike the planet during the advent of modern technology since 1859 when a massive solar storm struck Earth known as the Carrington Event. At the time, the extent of our technology consisted of telegraph stations and the wires that connected them.
“When the geostorm hit, the electromagnetic pulse was so great that the telegraph wires caught on fire and traveled all the way to the operators’ headsets, who received burns as a result. Now, consider where we are today. Virtually everything is computerized, relying upon tiny wires and microcircuits. These devices are incapable of withstanding the type of energy emitted by the sun during these geostorms.”
A man interrupted Chapman. “Are you saying we can expect this to happen here?”
“Yes, anywhere and everywhere. Our planet’s defense mechanism to these massive solar storms is the magnetic field that surrounds Earth. As that field reverses, the protections diminish. Every storm, no matter how weak compared to the one in 1859, can potentially destroy our electronics.”
“How often do these occur?” someone asked.
“Weekly. Now, they are not always directed at North America, but the one that hit Europe was an example of what we might face. You have to get ready for this to happen.”
Mayor Jake stepped forward. “What should we do?”
“First of all, you need to find every available galvanized steel trash can or drum that you can. These can be used to create what’s known as a Faraday cage, named after a scientist who figured out how to protect electronics from these EMPs. You need to gather any electronics you want to protect, especially communications devices like the two-way radios you mentioned and cell phones you might want to use in the future. Wrap them in aluminum foil and some type of padding. It could be foam from your chairs, cardboard, or even tee shirts. Then place them in the galvanized cans and close the lids tight.”
“What does that do?”
“When the EMP hits us, the Faraday cage, or in this case, the trash can, will repel the solar matter around the cage, protecting its contents.”
“I’ve heard of these,” said the woman who’d suggested the air horns for perimeter security. “Can a microwave oven do the same thing?”
“Yes, newer ones,” Chapman replied. “A microwave is designed to contain the potentially harmful radiation during the cooking process. Therefore, it would be capable of keeping the solar matter out during a geostorm.”
The group began talking amongst themselves as they digested Chapman’s warning. After a moment, one of the attendees asked, “When do you think this next geostorm could hit us?”
Chapman was brutally honest in his response.
“It could be happening right now and we wouldn’t know it.”
 



Chapter 23
Tommy Bannon’s Residence
North Michigan Avenue
Chicago, Illinois
 
Kristi took Brooke from Tommy and allowed him to lead the way into the dark parking garage. He carried the handgun in front of him, prepared for an ambush in case the men locked on the balcony had a way to alert others.
He intentionally burst through the doors leading to the garage, hoping to startle anyone who was lying in wait. The pitch-black conditions made seeing difficult, and he cursed himself for not having a flashlight. He didn’t even have a lighter since he was a nonsmoker.
Some ambient light filtered its way through the underground parking structure, which had aided him earlier as he packed the Mustang. The interior dome light had ceased working years ago, and he’d never bothered to fix it since he never drove his dad’s car at night.
“Come on,” he whispered to Kristi, who stretched her arm out to touch his back. Like a human train with a chimpanzee boxcar, they moved methodically through the parked cars until Tommy reached the Mustang.
“Sweet,” said Kristi as she set Brooke down on the concrete floor. She looked closer at the car in the dim light. “Love the racing stripes.”
“Really?” asked Tommy.
“Maybe not, but right now, I’ll take it. It is a really cool car, though.”
“Thanks. It was my dad’s pride and joy. Listen, I have a space in the backseat for Brooke. She’ll be wedged in between duffle bags and pillows, but I think she’ll be comfortable.”
Tommy opened the door, and Brooke hopped into the driver’s seat and sat behind the steering wheel.
“Ooo-oo-oo!” Then she fluttered her lips, emitting a puttering sound and a little bit of spittle.
Tommy and Kristi laughed.
Tommy used a sweeping gesture to shoo Brooke out of the seat. “No way, Jose! Get in the backseat.”
Kristi was more analytical about Brooke’s actions. “See what I mean? She emulated the sound of a motor. Just like a child might do. How would she know this if she’s been kept in captivity with the other primates?”
“Maybe she’s very observant?” asked Tommy rhetorically.
“Yeah, maybe,” said Kristi in a soft voice, unsure. She made her way into the passenger seat and pulled the sidearm out of the waistband of her jeans. Tommy noticed her do this as he sat behind the wheel.
“Things got a little hairy up there,” he commented as he inserted the key into the ignition.
“I knew they were coming inside. I didn’t want them to jump you as you came out of the stairwell. I probably bit off a little more than I could chew.”
“Looked to me like you had it under control,” he said. He turned the ignition, and the 289-cubic-inch motor roared to life. The dual exhausts made a low rumble sound as the engine idled.
“I got nervous when Brooke came out of the bedroom. Once again, she surprised me by knowing how to turn the handle on the door. Anyway, she was very protective and charged the guy in the kitchen. I reacted and shot him.”
“I’m glad you didn’t kill him.”
“I could’ve, but I chose to wound him instead. The lead asshole was another story. I wanted to kill that SOB, but he wasn’t a real threat. Just mouthy.”
“Okay,” said Tommy calmly as he pulled out of the space. “I don’t know what we’re gonna face getting through the garage exit. As long as that thing doesn’t have a hair trigger.”
Kristi sighed. “That will be up to me.”
Tommy slowly made his way through the garage and started up the final incline to the exit. With the power out, his remote gate opener wouldn’t work. During a winter storm the prior year, Chicago had lost power for a day, and maintenance workers had manned the gate, opening and closing it manually for the residents. He expected guards to be doing the same.
“Okay, we’re about to find out if they have radio communications,” he said as he eased up to the gate.
A man with a clipboard stood waiting while another with a shotgun slowly approached the passenger side of the vehicle.
“What’s your name?” he demanded as Tommy rolled down his window.
“Thomas Bannon, unit ten-ten.”
The man leaned down to see inside the car. Kristi sat in the passenger seat, staring forward. Her peripheral vision was focused on the man with the shotgun.
“Um, does she have a name?”
“No, I mean yes. She’s a guest and I’m taking her home because of the association’s new rule.”
“Good, I’m glad you see it our way,” the man remarked snidely.
Kristi clenched her jaw. These people were ridiculous with their newfound peon power.
“Okay, thank you.” Tommy was better at playing the game than she was. “We’ll be on our way.”
The man made a few notes on his clipboard and walked to the front of the Mustang to record the license plate number. He tucked the clipboard under his arm and began to lift the wooden exit barrier when his radio began to crackle with static.
“Housley to garage! Housley to garage!”
The man hesitated and allowed the barrier to rest on his shoulder as he fumbled for the radio attached to his belt. The other man lowered the shotgun and cradled it under his armpit as he pushed the barrier up slightly to assist.
The gatekeeper pulled the radio free and walked toward the booth that separated the exit from the entrance. “This is the garage. Go ahead.”
“Get ready,” Tommy said under his breath. He pushed in the clutch and eased the gear shift into first gear. The armed guard began to slowly walk toward the booth, pushing the gate upward as he did.
Housley spoke into the radio. “Be on the lookout for Thomas Bannon. He’s mid-thirties, dark hair. He has a female guest and a monkey.”
Tommy didn’t wait around to hear the rest. He popped the clutch and slammed the gas pedal to the floor. The nearly three-hundred-horsepower engine delivered a massive amount of torque to the rear wheels, which forced the Mustang forward with the smell of burnt rubber invading the inside of the car. He turned the wheel slightly to avoid running over the guard and then fishtailed into the street, leaving two black streaks from the tires in the process.
The guard was never able to regain his composure from almost getting run over to take a shot at them. Tommy was racing south on the Magnificent Mile, using the northbound lane because it had less congestion.
Kristi slid over and tried to peer through the passenger mirror. Tommy leaned against the door, keeping one eye focused on the oncoming traffic and the other to see if they were being chased.
“Tommy, we’re clear! They’re not coming after us. You gotta get over.”
A loud air horn blared as a box truck came straight for them. Tommy slammed on the brakes, which threw Brooke forward into the center console. He then swerved hard to the right in between two stalled cars, tossing both Brooke and Kristi against his shoulder.
With another glance to the rear, and satisfied they weren’t being pursued, he slowed down and exhaled.
“Well, that went well,” he quipped.
Kristi reached for Brooke and settled her in the front seat on her lap. She put the handgun in the glovebox.
“I suppose,” she added. “But look at this traffic. Where are all of these people going? It’s bumper to bumper.”
“They all have the same idea as us. It’s time to blow out of Chi-Town.”
 



Chapter 24
Trans-Canada Highway
Near Heyden, Ontario, Canada
 
Boom!
In the split second the events unfolded, Levi’s brain thought the sound it detected was a rifle shot. However, as his brain speedily processed the possible cause, it adeptly transferred its attention to the effect.
The right front tire of the Can-Am four-wheeler exploded and then shredded within the open fender. The abrupt drop in speed sent the ATV tumbling down the asphalt highway and threw Levi into the air, head over heels, onto the gravel apron before his forward momentum stopped at the bottom of an embankment against a fallen tree.
The collision with the tree trunk immediately knocked the wind out of him, but it was his head whipsawing back and forth during the crash that caused his brain to become foggy, blurring his eyesight.
Levi struggled to stay conscious. His back began to spasm as a result of his muscles being tense when he struck the tree. He tried to control his breathing to calm his nerves. Something had caused his tire to blow. He tried to recall the sound. Was it a gunshot? Or did the tire simply give way after a couple of hundred miles of riding on the asphalt road? He tried to focus and listen and stay awake. He understood concussions and knew slipping into a coma would not bode well for survival.
An uncontrollable urge to vomit overcame him.
And he did, repeatedly. All of the undigested snack foods he’d consumed at the Timberdoodle Lodge were coming back up now as he retched in the grass.
The four-wheeler was still running. Levi fought the pain throbbing in his head and backed away from the contents of his stomach.
He gingerly leaned against the tree again and listened. Was it a gunshot? He strained to detect approaching footsteps in the crunchy grass and soil.
Nothing.
Levi searched the ground for his rifle. His eyesight was still blurred, and it was difficult for him to focus. The continuous rumble of the four-wheeler’s engine frustrated him as he tried to determine if he was at risk of an attack. It had been several minutes, or perhaps just one, before he decided to move away from the tree and the stench of his vomit.
He slowly made his way up the slight embankment until he could see the wreckage. Pieces of tire, fender parts, and small bits of plastic littered the highway. So did all of the supplies and gear he’d procured from the deserted lodge.
Levi closed his eyes and shook his head. This never-ending nightmare was the gift that kept on giving. He struggled to stand, the pain in his back demanding that he lie down. The pounding of blood vessels against the ever-growing knot on the back of his head threatened to knock him unconscious.
Ignoring the warning signs from his body, Levi reached under the wreckage and turned off the engine. The Can-Am was destroyed and so were most of the supplies he’d carried in the rear bed.
His rifle lay in the middle of the road, scratched but intact. Levi quickly retrieved it, and using the wrecked four-wheeler for cover, he dropped to a knee to surveil his surroundings. His vision was coming back despite the pounding of his head. Again, after a minute, he was convinced the blowout of the tire was just another event in the string of bad luck that had beset him since the plane had crashed into the tops of the Canadian white pine trees.
He found his backpack and immediately retrieved the Motrin. Then he set about repacking what he could salvage. He’d made great time that day, sailing along at fifty miles an hour most of the time. It was an enjoyable ride. Quiet, deserted, and devoid of traffic. The best part was when the road ran parallel along Lake Superior. The views were incredible, and Levi found himself forgetting about the horrors of the last few days.
Levi retrieved the map he’d found at the lodge and tried to determine his location. He recalled several side roads and a sign indicating he was near Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, and the U.S. border. He prepared his tattered and torn backpack for travel.
As the Motrin kicked in, Levi began to feel better. As he approached the town of Heyden, he caught his first glimpse of human activity since his encounter with the police in Hearst. He walked past a car and caught a glimpse of himself in the window. If he could be described as disheveled when he arrived in Hearst, his appearance in Heyden was best described as half-dead. He was bloodied around his face and hands. His knees were bleeding courtesy of the asphalt ripping open his pants. His backpack was more suited to a train-riding hobo than a hunter.
And, naturally, in this day and age, Levi’s rifle held at low ready raised the eyebrows of anyone who laid eyes on him as he entered town.
He walked slowly but deliberately past the smattering of homes and small businesses, purposefully avoiding eye contact. He didn’t expect the locals to help him, and if the small community had law enforcement, Levi had no desire to become acquainted with them. He had a single goal and that was to cross into America, the next step in getting home to his family.
Levi walked peacefully for an hour, stopping once to refill his water bottles in a roadside creek and to eat a few snacks. The closer he got to the midsized city of eighty thousand people, the faster the adrenaline pumped through his body.
“Just a couple of miles,” he said to himself as his pace quickened. Vehicular traffic could be seen now, and a helicopter even roared past him at one point. Levi began to think the power had been restored, a thought that was quickly dashed when he passed a strip shopping center that had been boarded up. The traffic signals were inoperable, and the near-quiet surroundings dashed his hopes of a quick return home.
Levi encountered a roadblock after passing a golf course. Several dozen people were crowded around Transport Canada barriers blocking the road. Levi lowered his rifle to his side to obscure it from view as he approached.
“Stay there, sir!” A member of the Sault Ste. Marie Police Service raised both hands as he stepped toward Levi. He was flanked on both sides by two constables holding automatic weapons. “This road is closed to all traffic.”
“I’m on foot,” said Levi.
“Vehicular and pedestrian, unless you can show proof of residency.”
Levi walked closer. His clothes were covered in blood—his and the dead hog’s. He stank of wet forest and dead animal. His unkempt beard was nearly fully grown after just seven days and held bits of dried grass following his tumble down the embankment.
“I’m an American. Our plane crashed near Smoky Falls. I’m just trying to get back to Indiana.”
“Do you have your passport or proof of citizenship?”
Levi had an oh-shit moment.
He hadn’t seen his travel documents in days. In fact, he hadn’t even thought about them. Somehow, avoiding ravenous wolves and badgers had taken a priority over a driver’s license or a passport.
He dropped his pack and began to rummage through every pocket. During his efforts to lighten his load and to constantly repack his belongings, he must’ve set them aside somewhere.
“Um, I don’t have them. I guess I lost them during the crash. If I could just use a phone, I could call my folks, and they could confirm—”
“No phones! No power. No phones.” The constable was emphatic in his instructions. “You need to turn around. If you are an American, you won’t be able to cross the border without your identification. If you’re a resident of Sault Ste. Marie, we need to see proof. Otherwise, you need to leave.”
“But—” Levi began to object, but the armed constables stepped forward with their weapons raised to drive the point home.
“Now!”
Levi shook his head in disgust and stepped backwards, turning sideways to continue to shield his rifle from view. He looked around to assess his options. Off to the side of the road, several people were huddled under a tree. Sitting cross-legged in the grass, they’d watched the entire exchange. Levi surmised they were similarly situated, so he cautiously approached them.
“Were you guys denied access to the city, too?”
“Yeah, man,” answered a teenager. “We got robbed while staying at a friend’s cabin on Upper Island Lake. They took everything we had except our clothes.”
“Are you Americans?” asked Levi.
“Yeah, from Green Bay,” responded another young man in his late teens. “Supposedly, the fishing boats at the marina are taking people to Detroit on Lake Huron. We wanted to make our way to the St. Mary’s River where the marina is located.”
“What are you doing here?” asked Levi.
“They won’t let us pass, so we thought we’d wait until they change their minds,” the first teenager replied.
Levi tilted his head and studied the group of teens. He wondered if he was that dumb when he was their age. Nobody’s gonna change their minds, you idiots, Levi thought to himself.
“Where is this marina?” he asked.
After a brief argument, the three young men came to a consensus and gave Levi directions to where the marina was located on the river. Without inviting them to tag along, Levi casually walked away into the woods bordering the golf course.
Sometimes, ya gotta go it alone.
 



Chapter 25
Town Hall
New Amsterdam, Indiana
 
It was getting dark as the town hall meeting was adjourned by Mayor Jake. Everyone raised a number of issues, ranging from clean water to gathering firewood for fuel to the final topic of hunting. The best hunting land in Southeast Indiana was on Riverfront Farms and on the other side of Indian Creek in the state park. Squire stood firm and told people they couldn’t hunt on the Boone property, but he certainly couldn’t stop them from hunting in the Harrison-Crawford State Forest.
The westernmost boundary of Riverfront Farms was marked by Indian Creek, which meandered southward through Harrison County until it emptied into the Ohio River. Established in 1932, the forest contained twenty-four thousand acres of rugged hardwoods and was a favorite destination for campers, hikers, and hunters. White-tailed deer were in abundance, as well as small game like squirrels and raccoons.
Squire was concerned about locals attempting to hunt on the Boones’ property. They’d be hunting deer and hogs daily, and he didn’t want an inexperienced hunter, forced to take up the sport because of circumstances, to shoot a member of his family. Nobody grumbled when he emphatically said that he wouldn’t permit hunting on the farm, but he suspected some would wander across Indian Creek by accident, especially since it was nearly dry.
He’d pulled Chapman and Isabella away from a group who continued to press them on when the shift would be over. After hearing the details of what had happened to the people in New Middleton, he’d grown increasingly uncomfortable with leaving the farm, especially with Sarah, Carly and the kids alone.
Just as they reached his truck, a woman called out, “Mr. Boone! Do you have a moment?”
The three of them stopped and turned to a tall woman dressed in jeans, a western-style shirt, and roper boots, leading a horse. She looked like she belonged in Texas rather than Indiana.
“Sure,” replied Squire as he squinted in the low light. “I’m not sure, um, wait.” He abruptly stopped his sentence, giving the woman an opportunity to reintroduce herself.
“Well, it has been a long time,” she began as she got closer. “More than ten years, I believe. My name’s Misty. Misty Garness. Kristi’s friend from Ohio State.”
“Of course, I remember. Kristi and Misty.”
“Two peas in a pod!” The two of them said the phrase at the same time.
Squire hugged her and then introduced Chapman and Isabella. “Chapman, your sister and Misty were classmates at OSU.”
“Yeah. Roomies, too. Right?”
“For a while, anyway. I started dating this guy on the golf team. We got close and moved in together during my last year of vet school.”
Chapman asked, “Didn’t you get a job in town?”
“I did,” Misty replied. “Doc Towsley was planning his retirement, and he wanted to hire a couple of young, impressionable veterinary grads to fill his shoes. Kristi and I were going to do it together.”
“That’s right,” interjected Squire. “You guys were going to work together, and she decided to pursue the zoology profession. I take it you’re still working at Old Capital Veterinary Hospital.”
“Yes, sir. I specialize in farm animals while another vet handles pets and other domestics.”
Squire laughed as he repeated the phrase his daughter and Misty had created for themselves. “Kristi and Misty, two peas in a pod. How could I forget?”
She laughed along with him, and then her face turned serious. “Yeah, pretty funny, right? That seems like ages ago. Um, listen, I’m sorry to bring this up, but has Kristi come home? I mean, I heard this news report about the zoo …” Her voice trailed off as she studied the faces in the low light.
Squire sighed. “No, she hasn’t. I saw the same report. I’m praying for her safety, but all we can do is wait to see if she returns.”
Misty grimaced and shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mr. Boone. I know you guys are probably worried about her. You know, she’s pretty tough. And, if I remember correctly, she’s got protection, too.”
“Good memory,” said Squire. “We fixed her up a hidey-hole for some weapons in her office and to store at her house, too. I didn’t care what the laws were up there, I wanted my daughter well armed.”
“She can handle herself and a gun, if I recall.”
“Absolutely,” said Squire. “Are you alone? Is your husband with you?”
“We’re good. He was playing in a golf tournament out west when the president made his speech. He withdrew and came straight home. He’s watching over our horses and other animals. We never had kids. I’ve got too many four-legged babies as it is.”
Chapman reached out to shake her hand as he looked toward the sky. It was pitch dark now. “We’d better get goin’, and you have to ride out of here in the dark.”
“You’re right, but I’m fine. There’s one more thing that I want to mention before you go. There was a lot of discussion about deer huntin’ at the end of the meeting. I need to warn you all about something.”
“What’s that?” asked Chapman.
“There’s been a scare of the EEE virus across the state and up into Michigan. With it being so hot and dry, and with last year’s winter being mild, mosquitoes have spread into areas we’re not accustomed to seeing them.”
“Triple—E?” asked Isabella.
“Yes, I’m sorry. That stands for eastern equine encephalitis. Triple E–infected mosquitoes have been detected around the state, including on the other side of the forest near Evansville. There have been reports they’ve infected some of the white-tail deer population in Michigan and into Ontario. Three deaths were reported near Lansing and some areas just over the Indiana state line.”
“Are you saying deer meat isn’t safe to eat?” asked Squire.
“Possibly. Unfortunately, the ability for the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta to conduct testing is hampered by the power outage. The real threat is not necessarily from eating the deer meat. It’s from being around areas where the mosquitoes are swarming around the white-tail deer. Feral hogs, too.”
“Like Indian Creek?” asked Chapman.
“Yes. Any place where there is stagnant water like ponds, buckets, and unprotected wells, as well as in tall grass, weeds, and brush.”
“How do we know if we’ve been infected?”
Misty counted off the symptoms by unfurling her fingers as she spoke. “Headache, high fever, chills, vomiting, and disorientation. If untreated, it could lead to uncontrolled seizures and even coma.”
“That sounds serious,” said Squire.
“Yes, sir. It is. A third of patients who develop EEE die, and those who survive have mild to severe brain damage. It’s important to watch for the symptoms and treat the disease quickly. Many health clinics slough it off as the flu, not realizing how dangerous it can be.”
“I will become a vegan,” quipped Isabella.
“Me too,” added Chapman.
Misty chuckled. “I didn’t mean to alarm all of you. I really just wanted to ask about Kristi. But please be aware that this virus is no joke, and you need to avoid contact with mosquitoes if at all possible.”
“We will, Misty,” said Squire, who gave her a hug. “We’ll tell Kristi you were asking about her when she returns home. If you need anything, please come see us, okay?”
“Yes, sir. I will.”
The three of them piled into the truck, and Squire hesitated before starting the engine. He became philosophical. “I’ve come to realize how much we take for granted nowadays. Every part of our former daily routine is thrown out the window. Now simple things like fresh water and safe food mean life or death. A mosquito bite could kill you. A stomachache may be something far worse than eating too much spicy food.”
As he finished his statement, his body fired a warning shot across the bow as a hidden fist reach through his belly button and put a death grip inside his stomach onto his intestines. Squire gasped at the sudden jolt of pain and quickly fired up the truck, goosing the engine to cause the roar of the tailpipe to mask his agony.
 



Chapter 26
Cedar Glade
Corydon, Indiana
 
If one has never lived in or traveled to small-town America, oftentimes referred to as Main Street, U.S.A., you’ve not experienced the nation’s true heritage. As Walt Disney put it when he described the grand entrance to Disneyland, “Main Street, U.S.A., is America at the turn of the twentieth century, the crossroads of an era, the gas lamps and the electric lamp, the horse-drawn carriage and the auto car. Main Street is everyone’s hometown … the heart line of America.”
Small-town America was Norman Rockwell paintings. Towns that were built by community churches, and local businesses owned by your neighbors. Towns with history, where everyone knew everyone else’s business. A forgotten landscape thanks to the growth of the urban metropolis and a media complex that marginalizes the importance of so-called flyover country.
The residents of small towns in America like Corydon, Indiana, appreciated their relative anonymity on the national stage. Once an important part of the state’s history, time and politics left Corydon stuck in the early 1900s while Indianapolis, Evansville, and Fort Wayne grew by leaps and bounds.
Like many small towns, Corydon had its share of good people and some not so good. Oftentimes, it was hard to differentiate, as they all shook your hand with the same sincerity, and one person’s smile seemed just as genuine as another’s. It wasn’t until you took a peek behind the curtain that you learned the dark side of humanity existed in Main Street, U.S.A., just like it did in the megalopolises.
William Tecumseh Clark, more widely known in public as Billy, or behind his back as Bully Billy, lived his life just as his namesake. Billy was named after the famed Union Army General William Tecumseh Sherman from the days of the first American Civil War, who led his Union forces on a two-hundred-eighty-five-mile march through Georgia from Atlanta to Savannah.
His brutal assault upon the heart of the South, known as Sherman’s March to the Sea, was intended to frighten the people of Georgia, as well as break their will and pride. General Sherman succeeded in his goals of instilling fear and breaking the Southerner will to fight. However, he could never break their pride.
Billy Clark admired William Tecumseh Sherman and sought to emulate him as he grew up. Like his namesake, Bully Billy believed in a scorched earth policy when it came to achieving his goals—deliberate, widespread destruction of his adversaries to win at any cost.
You see, small-town America was simply a miniature version of a New York City or Chicago or Washington. There was local politics and division. There was competition among small businesses and real estate developers. And there was a bank.
Many small rural towns didn’t have a sufficiently large population to warrant a national bank’s presence. Within the town square, you would typically find a city hall in the center, surrounded by a landscaped lawn dotted with planting beds. Small stores and law offices were nearby, as were a variety of churches.
Then you’d find the local bank. Generally, it was the largest building in town. Magnificent in its stature and architectural details. Built with large white columns and marble quoin. You could count on both the American flag and the state’s flag flying proudly outside. You could also have comfort in knowing the marble floors and mahogany wood appointments on the inside were impeccably maintained.
What many of the residents never stopped to ask was, “Who paid for this magnificent structure?”
The same was true of major cities. The tallest buildings generally had the name of a financial institution associated with it—Citibank, Wells Fargo, Chase, and brokerage firms like Goldman Sachs.
Billy Clark knew why—profit. There was a huge profit to be made in banking, and he was an expert at it, milking every red dime, as he called it, from the bank’s customers.
He was not destined to be mediocre. With his family’s money behind him, he could’ve pursued a finance degree from any university of his choosing and then sought a position at Fifth Third or Huntington Bank in Indianapolis.
However, he preferred to be a big fish in a small pond. When neither his older brother, Sheriff Randall Clark, nor his sometimes do-gooder little sister, the Indiana state’s attorney Joella Clark Kincaid, showed an interest in running the bank upon their father’s death, Billy jumped at the opportunity.
They divided the estate somewhat equally. Randy took the Clark homestead, which was located upstream of the Boone property on Indian Creek. Joella had her sights set on running for statewide office, so she shied away from the Clark family’s business dealings. She settled on a generous trust fund, which allowed her to focus on her career and a possible future in Indiana politics.
The family dynamic established after their parents’ deaths worked for the three Clark siblings. Each of them had a bit of their family’s genetics in them—power, money, and ruthlessness. They were thick as thieves with Bully Billy, the middle child, clearly the leader of the pack.
There was another given in small-town America that was often the case. If a visitor toured the streets of town and came upon the largest, most impressively striking, and oftentimes most historic home, it usually belonged to the president of the local bank.
Billy Clark made sure of that as well.
An antebellum home located in Corydon known as the Kintner-McGrain House, or Cedar Glade due to the enormous red cedar trees that dotted the property, had been a source of pride for the Corydon community since its construction in 1808.
Its storied history included being a place of refuge for the locals when Confederate General John Hunt Morgan led raids into Indiana and Ohio during the summer of 1863. John Morgan’s Raid, as it came to be known, was legendary. It had been carried out against the orders of General Robert E. Lee, gained no tactical advantage for the Confederacy, and resulted in Morgan’s regiment being captured in Ohio.
Morgan’s Raid served as a lesson to Billy Clark—always have a worthy objective before undertaking any battle. This had served him well, although it came at a price to the Clark family’s already dubious reputation.
The owners of Cedar Glade had been customers of the Clarks’ bank since the early 1900s. Through the years, improvements were made and additional property along Indian Creek was acquired. The McGrain family naturally looked to the bank to finance these improvements and acquisitions, oftentimes borrowing money on a handshake for a short period of time.
This loose relationship continued even after the 1929 banking collapse all the way until the passing of the Clark patriarch. Then along came Billy and his ambition. He was not destined to be mediocre.
Billy Clark needed a grand new home to suit his equally grand new bride, Wanda. In 2008 when America nearly suffered a total collapse of the banking system, the note on Cedar Glade came due. The Kintner family could pay their bills, but they didn’t have the financial ability to pay off their entire mortgage in full. They’d taken a tremendous hit in the stock market when it crashed in early 2009.
Billy promised to work with the family as they looked for a way to restructure their finances and make the mortgage payment. When asked to renew the note and continue their monthly payments, Billy refused, falsely citing state banking regulations. By the time the family was in a position to make the monthly payments again, Billy had already instructed his attorneys to foreclose on Cedar Glade. Forty-five days later, he had the family forcibly evicted with the help of the sheriff and the state’s attorney, and he moved in with a family of his own.
Word spread around Harrison County of Bully Billy’s antics. Everyone was now put on notice of how he intended to conduct the operation of his bank. Yet everyone continued with business as usual—including Squire Boone.
 



Chapter 27
Cedar Glade
Corydon, Indiana
 
“Hello, Jo,” greeted Wanda Clark coldly as Billy’s younger sister and her husband arrived at Cedar Glade. There was no love lost between Wanda and her sister-in-law. Wanda was very much the bully, as was her husband. There were no cutesy rhymes to describe Wanda’s demeanor like the way her husband had been labeled—Bully Billy. In private, Joella had several choice words for Wanda, but none of them were remotely PG-13.
That evening, the antebellum home was flooded with light courtesy of two Generac whole-house diesel generators installed by Billy the year after he’d acquired the property from his bank. The local utility company had been offering fifty percent discounts on the units. The special only allowed one unit per household, but a wink and a nod to the utility’s general manager together with a car loan for the man’s daughter enabled Billy to double up on the promotion.
That was the way business was done in Corydon, and Billy was a master at the game. His brother, Sheriff Randy, was less subtle about accomplishing his goals. If a local resident or business crossed him or the family, he had a thousand and one gray areas in the law to cause someone mental and financial anguish. Make no mistake, anyone facing a criminal prosecution, whether warranted or not, best be prepared to mortgage the farm to hire a good attorney. Then, of course, Billy would be there to help.
The brothers created a vicious circle in the town that couldn’t be broken. Many decades ago, Squire’s father, and his father before him, had tried to challenge the Clarks. They were unsuccessful, and the bad blood between the two families only got worse with time.
Squire succumbed to the feud, in a way, by going along to get along. He kept his business dealings and his family’s activity in the southern part of Harrison County while the Clarks did what they do in Corydon. Their paths hadn’t crossed ways, at least in a hostile manner, since Squire’s father died.
That would soon change.
Joella greeted her brother and immediately drew his ire. “Don’t you think you could turn a few of these lights off?”
“Why should I?” he shot back. “I prepared for something like this. Besides, I’ve got enough diesel fuel stored in tanks back there to start a long-haul trucking company.”
“It’s the optics, Billy,” continued Joella. “People in town are scared and suffering. They don’t have power. Their air-conditioning and water don’t work. And here you are lit up like a doggone Roman candle on the Fourth of July.”
“Don’t care,” mumbled Billy as he strolled back to his hand-carved oak bar to pour another whisky. To prove his point to his sister, he dramatically plunked ice cubes into the tall glass one at a time. He was certain nobody else had ice cubes in town besides his family.
“Yeah, let’s get started,” encouraged Randy. “I’ve got plans for this evening.”
Joella tolerated her oldest brother only slightly more than Billy. She was still upset over his attempt to railroad Squire and Sarah the other night. Squire’s change in attitude toward the Clark family hadn’t gone unnoticed by Joella, and she hoped her brothers would lay off. She knew, however, that foreclosing on Riverfront Farms was a high priority for Billy, and he’d use the force behind Randy’s badge to make it happen.
“What are you doin’ tonight?” she asked.
“I’ve got to make a decision on the inmates,” he replied. “The state boys sent a van around for their share yesterday and hauled them off to Madison. I’m stuck with ten or twelve county boys and a couple of females. The guys are mainly serving out DUI sentences and child support detentions. The two females are in for petty stuff.”
“Are you gonna just let ’em go?” asked Billy.
“Well, I don’t know,” replied Randy. “I need to consult with my esteemed legal counsel. Jo, do we still recognize the rule of law in this county?”
Joella sipped her glass of wine and peered at Randy over the rim of the glass. Her hesitation meant she was processing his question, sensing subterfuge on his part.
“Why wouldn’t we?” she asked. “The power outage is temporary. The president will probably declare martial law at some point. Y’all are watching the same satellite feeds on Dish Network that I am.”
“When they’re not all gravelly,” interjected Wanda.
Joella continued. “Anyway, the pundits think that’s his next step. We are still a nation of laws, and therefore people need to abide by them. And, Randy, so do you.”
Randy’s face turned red, his reaction confirming what Joella suspected. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
She didn’t back down, choosing instead to finish her glass of wine to bolster her nerves as she prepared to do battle with her brothers. “It means, Sheriff, that you and your deputies need to obey the law. That includes taking care of your prisoners.”
“What?” demanded Randy.
“You know what I’m talkin’ about. Jimmy Thompson? Remember him? Juvie being held for shoplifting?”
“He’s eighteen now!”
“Well, he was seventeen the other day when you arrested him on the day the power was cut off. He needs to be released.”
“How do you know I haven’t?” Randy asked a dumb question. Never ask a prosecutor a question when it’s obvious she knows the answer already.
“Because his mother rode her bicycle all the way across town to talk to me about it this morning. Now, you need to let him out immediately.”
“What about bail?”
“Dammit, Randy! He’s being prosecuted as a juvenile. Let him out!”
“Fine. What about the others?” he asked.
“You can hold them, but you’ve gotta feed them. Mrs. Thompson told me they’re only getting one peanut butter and jelly sandwich a day plus a pack of those airline-sized peanuts.”
Randy huffed and rolled his eyes. “Are you our prosecutor or the damn ACLU?”
“Right now, I’m the one whose gonna keep you out of trouble when all of this is over.”
Randy turned away from his sister and made eye contact with Billy. A sly smile came across his face as the two brothers locked eyes. “Okay, I’ll feed them, but I need them to take over the work-crew assignments that the state inmates were performing. Is that okay with you, Joella?” He used her full name to voice his displeasure with her challenging him.
“No problem, Randy. Just follow your normal procedures.”
He smiled and nodded, with no intention of doing so.
“Wow,” began Billy. “So much for a fun gathering of the Clark family. I was hoping we could all have some friendly conversation and talk about how to deal with this crisis.”
Joella scowled as Billy spoke. She was suspect of his attitude. He was too congenial.
“Shall we sit for dinner?” asked Wanda. “I have everything warmed and ready. Casseroles are the easiest thing to cook right now, and I have some warmed apple fritters just for you, Jo.”
Joella poured another glass of white wine and allowed her husband to lead her into the dining room by the arm. He knew to stay out of the fray, choosing instead to be his wife’s sounding board and occasional punching bag once they were in private.
“Say, Jo. Um, since we’re on the subject of obeying the law and all of that, I assume that the same holds true for civil matters,” Billy said inquisitively.
She responded quickly without thinking. As an attorney, and especially one who grew up in the presence of her father and two brothers, she’d learned to look beyond the question. Oftentimes, she could discern what the questioner was really driving at by analyzing what they asked.
“Are you referring to a bank matter?” Like a pageant princess, she asked a question to clarify in order to buy time to think.
“Yes, of course. Now, I am certainly aware that the banks will be closed for a considerable period of time, and therefore conducting certain transactions might be burdensome or problematic.”
Joella knew Billy was trying to set her up. “Spit it out, Billy.”
“Well, the bank has loans that are due. We have to be in a position to collect the money that’s owed to us.”
“How are you gonna process checks? Can you automatically debit people’s checking accounts as you do monthly? Likewise, are you in a position to allow people to make withdrawals and close their accounts if they choose? Billy, your cash reserves in the vault are only a small percentage of the deposits on the books.”
“We’re more liquid than you know,” he proudly replied.
“Well, I don’t know, but that’s beside the point. How much are you holding? Fifty thousand? A hundred? I’ve got a hundred thousand in the bank myself. If I wanted it right now, could we trot right down there and pull it out of the vault?”
Wanda moved in to defend her husband. “Jo, I don’t see why you’re being so hostile to my husband. He’s simply asked a question.”
“No, Wanda, it wasn’t just a question. I know Billy all too well.”
Billy took over. “Jo, all I want to know is whether there is any law or rule that says I can’t collect on the notes owed to the bank. That’s all.”
Joella sighed. What was happening in America was unprecedented, at least since the days before there was electricity, computers, and electronic banking. Back in those days, everything was done in cash and recorded on a ledger. When commercial banking grew in earnest during the 1920s, the concept of holding cash reserves as a percentage of bank obligations became prevalent.
“Billy, none of that has been addressed, obviously. This whole crisis came about so quickly that I seriously doubt anyone in Washington, or Indianapolis for that matter, considered the legal ramifications of a nation without power.”
Billy managed a smile. “A contract is still a contract, right?”
“Yes, of course. Just know two things. First, contracts may need courts to enforce them, and that’s not gonna happen anytime soon. Second, it works both ways. If you attempt to enforce the terms of a loan agreement, you may find that someone else might demand their moneys be released to them.”
Billy took a big bite of chicken dumpling casserole and spoke with his mouth full. Pointing his fork at his sister, he said, “I respect that, Jo. Here’s a scenario for you. If someone like yourself, for example, came down to the bank in the morning and demanded that I open the doors and the vault, could they make me?”
“No,” she replied.
Billy continued to chomp down the casserole. He directed his fork at his brother. “Could they fetch Randy and have him force me to open the vault?”
“No, Billy. If they couldn’t do it before the power outage, they can’t now.”
“Okay then. Let’s look at another scenario.” He paused for a moment and glanced around the table. Billy had the floor, just the way he liked it. “Suppose someone defaulted on a mortgage, you know, failed to pay in accordance with the terms of the document. And I, or the bank’s attorney, wrote up a demand letter and personally served it on them. Can I do that?”
Joella stopped eating and set down her fork to focus on her brother. “Well, sure. But under the circumstances—”
“That would be legal, would it not?”
“Sure.”
Billy had thought this through and adopted his best lawyerly tone. “And if they failed to pay, the bank’s lawyer could then serve further notice of our intent to foreclose in accordance with said document, post it in a prominent place at city hall just like we always do, and personally serve that upon the borrower. Right?”
Joella sighed. She knew she was fighting a losing battle. “Yes, Billy, all of those things could be legally accomplished in the manner you describe before and after the power outage.”
He wasn’t done yet. Billy glanced over at Randy, who provided him an imperceptible nod. “If after the foreclosure sale, the borrower refuses to leave, could I not sign a forcible detainer action requesting the sheriff to remove said deadbeat borrower from the premises?”
Joella pushed away from the table. She’d lost her appetite. “Yes, Billy, you can. It’s total bullshit that you’d resort to something like this, but it’s all legal.”
Billy smiled and looked at his wife. “This casserole is incredible, Wanda. Thank you.”
He shoved another big forkful into his burgeoning cheeks.
 



Chapter 28
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
It had been a long, eventful day as Riverfront Farms tried to establish some sort of routine. Squire, Chapman, and Isabella returned after being gone for over four hours. Sarah had the recent mainstay of the family’s evening meals, pork barbecue, warming on the cast-iron stove. Carly had the kids bathed and ready for bed after playing board games on the dining room table. Had it not been the onset of the apocalypse, one might see this as any other evening in the American Midwest.
Everyone took turns telling the group about their day. A lot of time was spent tending to their garden and chickens. In addition to preparing meals, vegetables were canned and readied for later. A discussion was had away from the tender ears of the children regarding the home invasion near New Middleton.
Squire was confident Riverfront Farms was far enough away from the interstate travelers that plenty of other targets were readily available before they reached his property on the Ohio River.
They’d only seen sparse barge traffic on the river, with none that day, and the same was true of gas-powered pleasure craft. That, coupled with the situation, brought other types of fishermen out in droves. Flat-bottom boats driven by small fuel-efficient outboard engines and the occasional canoe were the norm. Across the river, in Kentucky, several groups were seen each day shore fishing. It was an unusual sight.
Jesse had spent a considerable amount of time with Chapman over the last couple of days. Rachel had latched onto Isabella like a shiny new toy. She’d become her shadow, insisting upon hanging out with Miss Bella whenever she could.
It was obvious now that Carly and the kids were missing Levi. Carly was very concerned about his well-being and was becoming increasingly distraught in Sarah’s presence. Thus far, the kids were taking it in stride, but all of the adults feared the newness and excitement of their changed lives would take a toll on the little ones.
“France is sooo different from America, isn’t it, Miss Bella?” asked Rachel as she adjusted herself in Isabella’s lap.
After a game of Hungry Hungry Hippos, the family gathered in the family room to enjoy their final minutes before bed. Squire was already nodding off in his leather recliner, and Sarah had finished cleaning up the kitchen, so she too was ready for bed. However, the conversation between Rachel and Isabella was both touching and interesting.
“It is, Rachel. America has its own way and France has a different way. It is what makes us all so interesting.”
“Your words are different too. Not just the French words that grandpa likes. I mean the American words.”
Isabella laughed. “Actually, Rachel, I use English words. So do you, but your English is more American, and my English is based on England. That’s how I learned to speak your language.”
“There are two Englishes?”
Everyone laughed.
“Well, not exactly. They are the same, but in England, the way I learned to speak it, sometimes different words are used to mean the same thing as words used in America.”
“Like what?” asked Jesse. He was enthralled by the conversation, sitting forward on the fireplace hearth with his chin resting in his hands. He didn’t blink as Isabella spoke, hoping not to miss a word.
“Okay, here is an example for you. What season is it?”
Rachel shyly hesitated. You could see her young mind processing the question, nervous she might answer incorrectly.
Isabella quickly helped ease her anxiety. “It is summer, oui?”
“Yes! Oui!” Rachel excitedly broke out into song. “Summertime, summertime. Sum-sum-summertime!”
Isabella smiled and made eye contact with Chapman, then winked at him. “Okay. What is the next season called?”
“Fall!” Rachel and Jesse responded simultaneously.
“Ah, in England, it is referred to as autumn. That is what I call it.”
“It’s the same thing, right, Miss Bella?” asked Rachel.
“Yes, it is. You see, both countries have their own customs and mannerisms. England says autumn and America says fall.”
“Cool! Tell us another one,” begged Levi.
Isabella played along. “Okay, how about this one? When you get a cheeseburger at McDonald’s, what do you like to eat with it?”
“French fries!” shouted Rachel, startling Squire awake.
“Good, but in England, they are referred to as chips.”
“Like potato chips?” asked Rachel.
“No, silly,” her brother tried to correct her. “Like fish and chips. Right, Isabella?”
“Actually, you are both right. As I learned it, in England, chips are potato chips, and they are also French fries. Which, by the way, were probably created in Belgium, not France.”
Rachel dramatically fell backward onto Isabella’s chest and held her palm to her forehead. “This is confusing. It’s making my brain hurt.”
Carly stepped in to stop the etymology lesson. “Well, you two brainiacs have had a big day, and now it’s time to drift off into sleepyland. Let’s go.”
After the obligatory moaning and groaning, the kids passed out the hugs and kisses and good nights and moseyed off to bed, leaving the adults alone.
Chapman patted the sofa, inviting Isabella to join his side. The two cozied up to one another as Squire outlined the next day’s activities.
“I’d like to get a real early start and get the kids involved in fishing,” he began before Chapman interrupted him.
“Dad, that’s okay, but I meant what I said in town earlier. The sun can be deadly now. Granted, the skin cancers may take a while to reveal themselves, but the eye damage can be instantaneous.”
“Okay, we’ll be careful. The problem is that fishing at night is a waste of time. They just won’t be bitin’ in the river.”
“I know. We just have to be careful.” Chapman paused and turned to his mother. “What can we do to help you?”
“Well, it’s mundane, but necessary. Each day I can vegetables and cure meat as much possible. We’ll be running out of Ball jars at some point, and that’s when we’ll begin to eat what we harvest. I spent a lot of time with the farmhands today. We allocated food to everyone to make sure their supplies were equal. I think our hands have a good understanding of what we’re facing.”
Chapman addressed his father. “I’m gonna ask this question every night until you guys answer differently. Do you want me to go find Kristi or Levi?”
Squire sighed and frowned as tears came to Sarah’s and Carly’s eyes. “Son, trust me, if I thought I knew where they were for certain, I would’ve left already. The fact is we could cross each other on the road and not even know it. We just gotta believe and have faith that they’ll safely find their way home.”
 



Chapter 29
Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, Canada
 
It was approaching dusk when Levi casually crossed the four-lane highway free from any oncoming traffic. He’d found his way through woods and backyards in small neighborhoods, using the compass as a guide and the winding creek that emptied into the St. Mary’s River as his easternmost boundary. Once he crossed the highway and entered the Bell’s Point Campground, he knew he’d come to the right place.
In addition to a dozen motorhomes scattered about the flat, open field adjacent to the river separating Canada from the United States, a tent city of refugees had formed. Tarp-covered lean-tos were scattered across the grounds, with as many as six people crammed underneath them to shield themselves from a slight drizzle of rain.
Levi was soaked and cold, but his determination kept him going. He walked past the settlement, pausing to catch a glimpse of the desperate, hungry faces that had come to the recently constructed marina at Redwood Sportfishing Charters.
Two docks extended into the shallow depths of the St. Mary’s River, containing a variety of fishing boats. A pair of large commercial vessels equipped with nets to harvest whitefish from the lake were tied off at the end of the hundred-foot docks. Closer in, smaller vessels for sport charters and anglers rounded out the Redwood fleet.
Despite the darkness, the commercial vessels were full of activity. Levi stopped a group of refugees exiting the docks. One of the men lit a cigarette, illuminating the dejected look on his face.
“How’s it goin’?” Levi asked casually.
“Not worth a shit,” the man shot back. He kept walking past Levi, with two older women by his side.
Levi persisted. “They say these boats can take us to the States. Is that correct?”
“Hell, yeah, if you’re a dang millionaire,” one of the women replied in a raspy voice. “They want thousands of dollars to get to Dee-troit.” The woman spoke with a Southern accent, stretching out the name of Michigan’s largest city with a hint of contempt.
“Ain’t nobody got that kinda money,” the man added.
“Them hussies didn’t either,” his female companion added. “They’ll pay in other ways, I reckon.”
Levi glanced at the boats and back to the group of three, who’d apparently given up on gaining passage across the river or through the Great Lakes. A U.S. Coast Guard patrol boat roared along the water from east to west. Bright spotlights illuminated the river, sweeping across the still surface as if searching for something.
The man took a draw on his cigarette. As he exhaled, he pointed toward the USGS vessel. “They’re capturing swimmers. It’s only a few hundred yards across, and some folks have tried to make it. The Coast Guard hauls them in and brings ’em back to that boat launch over there.”
“Even if they’re Americans?” Levi asked.
“It’s a new world, bud. No papers, no entry. Like a bunch of dang Nazis.”
Levi didn’t have complete confidence in the information he was receiving from this trio of negative Nancys. He turned and marched down the dock toward the fishing boats. Each was approximately forty feet long, with large booms that held the fishing nets. The wheelhouse was located toward the front of the vessel, and a series of portholes below it indicated to Levi that there were bunks and cabins beneath.
As he approached, two men were arguing with one another over who’d take the first shift driving the boat to Detroit. The dispute carried on between the two seemingly drunken men, which gave Levi an opportunity.
If what he had been told by the trio of refugees was correct, swimming across the river would just result in him being returned to Canada without his gear. Clearly, he didn’t have enough money to gain passage on the vessels, even if he still had his wallet or undoubtedly worthless credit cards.
The men continued to argue in the dark, and Levi decided to take a chance. Using his skills as a hunter to approach them without detection, he walked heel to toe, avoiding any hard steps on the heavy wood planks that made up the decking. Then, in a quick, smooth move, he carefully stepped onto a rear platform at the stern and crouched down.
He held his breath and focused on the men’s voices. The boat barely swayed as his hundred-eighty-pound frame climbed over the half-wall, and soon he was standing in front of a set of doors flush to the boat’s deck.
Levi’s eyes darted in all directions, scanning the wheelhouse and the deck for other members of the crew. Below the deck near the front of the ship, muffled voices and laughter could be heard.
Good, he thought. They’re distracted. Levi felt his way along the platform for the latches to open the fish holds. He ducked under the netting hanging from the long booms, which had been pulled up while the boat was docked. Finally, he found the stainless-steel rings that acted as door latches.
Levi opened the hold slightly, and the stench of dead fish invaded his nostrils immediately, forcing him to bury his nose in his shirt. His eyes began to water at the caustic smell, and he fought back the urge to vomit. He was about to lower the platform door and look for another option when the two men abruptly ended their argument and began to board the vessel.
Levi rolled his eyes and held his breath. He was going under the deck.
He lowered his backpack and rifle before crawling onto the piles of dead fish that covered the bottom of the hold. After he gently closed the door, he found himself immersed in darkness and decaying whitefish. The men had obviously found human smuggling more lucrative than commercial fishing, but were too lazy to clean out their fish hold. As bad as the stink was, however, it provided Levi an opportunity to stow away.
Ten minutes later, the engines rumbled to life and the fishing boat eased into the river. Levi rummaged through his backpack and used every available means of staying warm. The hold was just at the waterline and still had remnants of ice used to keep the catch from spoiling. Despite the small amount of ice and cold temperatures, the spoilage happened anyway.
Eventually, sleep overtook him, and the dreams he’d experienced in the forest came back. They bordered on hallucinations—vivid, real, and frightening. Animals, some of which took a partially human form, surrounded him. The visions were gory. Body parts, drenched in blood and grotesquely mangled, surrounded the creatures. Levi thrashed about, wanting to scream, but his voice failed him.
Then, as suddenly as the chilling nightmares of barbaric killings ended, they were replaced by feelings of cold and dread. In his dreams, water was everywhere. His mind conjured up visions of floodwaters engulfing whole towns. Frigid waters rushed into houses and businesses, carrying away people flailing about for help that never arrived. Screams for mercy filled his head, so real that his body shook violently on the bed of dead fish in an attempt to escape the carnage.
A loud thump caused him to jolt awake, his might and body awakening in an intense moment of clarity as a bloodcurdling scream of despair filled the boat.
Only, it wasn’t a dream that generated the screech. It was the voice of a woman on board the fishing boat.
“Please, stop. No more!”
Crying. Begging. Shouting.
Then another thump followed by a shout of agony.
Levi was fully awake, and he tried to scramble to his feet only to fall into the mess of rotting fish. He processed the noises. The thumping. Feet shuffling. The sounds of a struggle.
And the pleas for mercy. It wasn’t a dream.
He recalled the words of the negative Nancys referring to hussies. Levi didn’t need to conjure up visions of what was happening in the bunks of the fishing boat. One thing was certain, it was brutal.
Levi found his rifle and made his way to the doors leading to the aft deck below the fishing booms. He slowly raised one of the doors to barely two inches. It was still dark. He opened the hatch a little more and listened for voices or footsteps, anything indicating that some of the men were on the deck.
Nothing.
He lowered the door and thought for a moment. There were more than two men on the ship. Even if there were three and they were unarmed, he was outnumbered. He thought about his wife and kids. They needed him at home. Was it worth the risk to rescue this woman?
What if it were Carly? Or even his sister. The woman being attacked was someone’s family member. She needed his help. He’d risked his life to save a mother wolf and her cubs. Why wouldn’t he try to save a woman who was being abused, or worse?
Levi cracked the door again and inhaled the fresh night air, sucking it in while trying to cleanse his nostrils of the smell of fish.
He was ready. He slid his rifle out first, and then, using his back, he forced the fish hold’s door open enough to hoist his body onto the deck.
He grabbed his rifle and scrambled against the outer edge of the trawler. His eyes darted about, searching for any signs of movement. He could hear better now that he was above deck. Despite the steady rumble of the boat’s motors, he could clearly make out at least two women crying and screaming, accompanied by the unmistakable sound of flesh being slapped.
Levi clenched his teeth, and the death grip on his rifle caused his knuckles to turn white. He stood and made his way toward the wheelhouse.
A dim light emanating from the boat’s navigation control panel filled the cramped space. A solitary man stood behind the ship’s wheel, smoking a cigarette and periodically chuckling as the activities below him continued.
Sadistic bastards, Levi thought to himself.
He turned his rifle in his hands and readied the buttstock to be used as a club. He eased up to the door, and when the man began to take a drag on his cigarette, Levi swung the door open and crashed the butt of his rifle into the back of the man’s head. He was still coherent and flailing on the floor of the wheelhouse when Levi struck him again in the face, crushing his nose and splattering blood all over the floor. Unconscious, the man’s body struggled to breathe through his broken nose.
During the brief struggle, Levi didn’t notice that the attacks on the women below had ceased. He pivoted toward a louvered door that led downward into the hull of the ship. He turned the stainless-steel latch, and just as it released, it flung open and slammed into his bruised knees.
Levi recoiled from the door and fell back against the inside of the wheelhouse. It proved to be just the advantage his attackers needed.
Two husky, shirtless men sped up the steps and pounced on Levi. Their fists pounded him with blow after blow until the wind was knocked out of him.
Incapacitated, one of the men dragged Levi onto the deck while the other one kicked him mercilessly. Levi’s eyes began to swell up from the beatdown, and he had difficulty seeing.
Through the pounding, he heard the scream of one of the women coming from the wheelhouse. Like a banshee’s shriek, the naked woman ran through the doorway and crashed into Levi’s attackers. She wrapped her arms around the smaller man’s throat and began to pound her forehead against the back of his head.
Levi saw an opening. He kicked his right leg in a roundhouse-style move that knocked the larger man off his feet. He hit the deck with a thud, causing him to groan in pain. Levi didn’t hesitate as he scrambled onto his hands and knees. He began to punch his attacker, but in his weakened state, they had little effect on the larger man.
Within seconds, the two fishermen had the upper hand once again. One was pulling the woman’s hair and beating her around the chest. The other continued to kick Levi before standing him up and punching him hard in the stomach, once again knocking the breath out of him.
“The hell with it,” grumbled the larger man. “Throw them both overboard.”
The younger man was still wrestling with the woman, who was trying everything she could to break away from his grip. “Why her?”
“She fights too much,” the other man replied. “Besides, the other one understands the deal.”
The larger man grabbed Levi by the back of the shirt and dragged him to the edge of the boat. After smacking Levi’s head against the railing for one final punishing blow, he pushed him into the fifty-eight-degree waters of Lake Huron.
Levi immediately sank beneath the surface. He’d held his breath on the way down the best he could as his body suffered from the beating. He pushed his arms downward in a swimming motion, displacing the water and using the buoyancy of his body to pull himself back up to the surface. He was almost there when the woman’s body landed on top of him.
She was not heavy, but she was thrown in headfirst. Her skull crashed into Levi’s at the precise location where the knot had grown from the four-wheeler crash. The sudden jolt to his brain almost caused him to black out underwater.
He was forced downward as the momentum of her body dragged him several feet below the surface. He grabbed her around the waist to keep from losing her in the dark, murky lake waters. Using all the strength he could muster, he forcibly kicked his feet to push them upwards until, finally, they broke the surface.
With his right arm wrapped around her waist, Levi struggled to stay afloat. He treaded water the best he could using his left arm and legs, thanking God that the woman was knocked unconscious and not fighting him.
Levi looked around to get his bearings. He couldn’t see anything resembling a shoreline. The boat was idling thirty yards away from them, and the shadows of the men periodically crossed a light that had been turned on near the entrance to the wheelhouse. He began to wonder if they’d changed their minds and would be circling around to pull them out of the water.
For several tense seconds, Levi watched the activity on the back of the boat. The men argued and shouted at one another. Then the next sound was truly unmistakable. He’d heard it a thousand times. It was the report of a rifle.
A bullet whizzed by his head and swooshed through the water. Another shot rang out and missed in front of them.
Levi frantically pulled the unconscious woman away from the boat, lying on his back and kicking with all the energy he could muster to get away from the men’s attempts to murder them. The gunfire continued. Round after round, missing all around them.
Levi kept pushing away. He stretched twenty yards to thirty. And then forty. With the greater distance, he was feeling more confident that the shooter would miss. Then he heard one of the men shout, “Gimme that!”
Another shot rang out. There was no splash. No sound of the bullet forcing its way through the water. Only the stinging, burning sensation of his right arm as the bullet ripped through his forearm and embedded in the chest of the woman whose life he’d tried to save, only for her now dead body to save his.
 



Chapter 30
The Aleutian Islands
The Bering Sea
Alaska
 
The Aleutian Islands stretch from North America far into the Pacific Ocean like stepping-stones to Asia. They form an island barrier between the Bering Sea to the north and the North Pacific Ocean to their south, affecting climatic currents of both air and water. As the warm waters of the Alaskan Stream circle the Gulf of Alaska, they are channeled toward Russia to the west. The islands also influence air currents, creating swirling moisture-filled cloud eddies in the Bering Sea that create a continuous counterclockwise rotation.
Fifty-five million years ago, the Pacific tectonic plate rubbed against the North American plate, giving rise to the famous San Andreas and Denali strike-slip faults, vertical fractures featuring horizontal movements of granite.
However, in Alaska, these two plates meet head-on, pushing into one another like two equally powerful immovable objects. Where this underwater scrum of massive solid rock pushes against each other, the ocean plate melted and the molten rock pushed to the surface to create a string of forty active volcanoes—the Aleutian Islands.
Rock Winters, an appropriately named research geologist with the United States Geological Survey, USGS, had led the team at the Alaska Science Center for two decades as they monitored and studied the Aleutian subduction zone.
He rarely stayed in the Anchorage offices of the USGS. He preferred fieldwork, as most geologists do. Besides the Anchorage location, he bounced between Fairbanks, Juneau, and the field office situated on Skan Bay on Unalaska Island. Winters had been instrumental in establishing the Unalaska Field Office following two major geologic events there.
In 1957, a tsunami was generated when the convergent plate boundary along the Aleutian Trench generated a magnitude 8.6 underwater earthquake. While the quake itself didn’t cost anyone their lives, the damages in Alaska were significant. But nothing compared to the damage that occurred in Hawaii, three thousand miles away. The tsunami grew in strength and height as it crossed the Pacific Ocean, prompting a warning from the Seismic Sea Wave Warning System. By the time the wave reached the island of Kauai, it stood over fifty feet tall and crashed into the coast with incredible force. Homes and businesses were destroyed in Oahu and throughout the islands.
It was the 1964 Great Alaska Earthquake that Winters used to justify the field office at Unalaska. The earthquake rupture started underground, seventy-five miles east of Anchorage, and stretched across the Aleutian Trench for over a hundred miles. The four-and-a-half-minute quake shook Alaskans to their core, and geologic studies revealed the megathrust quake, registering a magnitude of 9.2, was the second largest earthquake in recorded history next to the magnitude 9.5 Chilean megaquake in 1960.
Until now.
Winters remained on Unalaska Island despite orders from his superiors at the USGS to return to his home in Anchorage. He was a dedicated geologist, and when reports began to circulate in the scientific community of unusual geologic occurrences around the globe, Winters saw this as a unique opportunity to study the impact the pole shift might have on the Aleutian subduction zone.
Manning the station alone, he was cut off from the world due to radio interference and the loss of satellite communications. The Unalaska field office was completely off the grid, operating on a substantial solar array and stocked with supplies for the permanent team to live on throughout the winter months.
His first indication of seismic activity began with a series of continuous, slow earthquakes throughout the length of the subduction zone. The Aleutian Islands were typically active as these long-lasting, relatively benign quakes took place along the boundary between the two powerful tectonic plates.
Winters always likened the action between the plates as someone grinding their teeth together when anxious. The upper jaw was equally as powerful as the lower jaw. The upper teeth and lower teeth might continue to joust with one another for supremacy, but neither would win, and eventually, both would lose as the teeth ground down to the gums.
These slow earthquakes, as geologists called them, could be as large as a magnitude 7 and could last from days to even years. They took place at the boundary of the plates and oftentimes happened so slowly that people didn’t feel them. While geologists began to accept these frequent, slow earthquakes, Winters rightfully pointed out there had been four massive earthquakes registering magnitude 8 or greater in the last century.
And now his readings indicated another one was building.
Winters, an avid coffee drinker, stayed wired on adrenaline most of his day. If he didn’t already have a cool name, Rock, bestowed upon him by his mother, who was a huge fan of the actor Rock Hudson, Winters could easily be called Speedy.
Speedy Winters, certainly an oxymoron as it related to Alaska, until now.
When there was seismic activity underfoot, his adrenaline kicked in, and he bounced around a dozen monitoring stations in the Unalaska facility, talking to himself and shouting his findings even though he was alone.
For nearly two hours, he’d detected near-continuous tremor activity using seismic arrays located on the ocean floor to constantly scan the subsurface for activity. Known as beam back projection, the arrays determine from which direction the seismic signals originated and analyzed that information to locate the epicenter. The technology was so advanced it could track slow earthquakes minute by minute.
Kinda like watching a train wreck unfold in slow motion.
At first, Winters identified the tremor sources as clustered in two patches with a fifty-mile-wide gap between them. He deduced that the frictional properties of the Aleutian subduction zone were moving laterally along the fault.
When a third patch appeared near Anchorage, Winters became concerned. The data was beginning to present a picture mirroring the Great Alaskan Earthquake of 1964. When a fourth and fifth patch appeared near the westernmost region of the Aleutian Islands, Winters wondered aloud whether this would be his day to die.
It was, but not in the manner he envisioned.
The tremor events evidenced by these low frequency earthquakes began to increase in strength. Building to a crescendo. Winters studied the data and quickly ran computer models.
“The fluid activity is higher in the west than in the east, indicating a higher seismic slip rate,” he said calmly as if he were speaking with a coworker. “Look at these temperature readings from NOAA’s buoys. What do you make of that?”
Winters wasn’t losing his mind, as so many others around the world were at the time. He was perfectly sane. He just needed somebody to talk to. He wanted a second opinion on his theory even if it was his own. To help the two sides of his brain decide, he immediately turned to the geologic record found on the USGS servers at Unalaska.
He frantically searched for answers. He mumbled the data aloud in an effort to vocalize the information as he tried to compare it to past events.
“There!” he shouted. “Oh-eight!”
As in 1908, not 2008. In July of 1908, the Albatross, a medium-sized double-masted cutter, had been cruising the Aleutian Islands when the Bering Sea began to swell into a dome measuring two hundred feet tall by a thousand feet wide.
It bulged and bulged until the dome ruptured, releasing a plume of gas and steam that spewed upward. The Bering Sea burped that day as an underwater volcano released a cloud of carbon dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and water vapor, rising to the surface. As this gaseous bubble breached the surface, it destabilized and exploded into the sky.
Winters studied the data and made his way to a large map of the Aleutians posted on the wall. He compared the coordinates. He grabbed a compass, not the kind you use to show direction, not that they were reliable anyway, but the kind with a pencil attached to create a circle around a point.
He plotted the data points one by one and then stood back to get a view of the whole picture. One island stood at the center of his data points—Bogoslof.
Bogoslof was one of the tinier islands in the Aleutian chain, at least as far as the eye could see above water. The base of the island was wide and fairly shallow, at one hundred feet below sea level.
In late 2016, the island began gurgling up magma from the sea floor. The intensity of the eruption was minor, and the lava quickly cooled to form a cap over the vent, sealing in the volcanic gases. Over the next few years, the pressure beneath this cap would grow, the scab of hardened lava would fracture, and the underwater volcanic matter would release slightly. Soon afterwards, the lava would cool and form another scab.
Winters dispatched an underwater drone to Bogoslof from one of the many unmanned floating platforms installed by the USGS in recent years. The drone was capable of measuring temperatures, taking seismic readings, and providing a continuous camera feed that bounced off antennas located on the platforms.
Once it was in position, Winters observed the bubbles ascend to the surface. The cap had been breached once again. This time, however, they didn’t disconnect from the newly opened vent as a nice, clean spherical shape. Nor were they small bubbles like one might visualize in a glass of champagne. These bubbles were different, unlike any he’d observed from the frequently opening vents along the Aleutian subduction zone.
He likened them to someone using those large circular wands to create one long bubble in the air, only there was one after another being emitted from the ocean floor. These bubbles, some of which were seven hundred feet wide, flexed and shrank as they fought the atmospheric changes on their trip to the surface. The Bering Sea pulled them in one direction while the noxious gases pushed back in a continuous struggle of Earth’s natural forces.
Then the bubbles reached the surface and destroyed themselves. As they reached the surface, the gaseous walls, several feet thick, tried to maintain their shape. But gravity pulled on the surrounding water, causing it to rush down the side of the bubble dome. When the domes ruptured, a jet of hot gas and ash was thrust miles into the air.
More of the domes reached the surface. From the remaining operating satellites in low-Earth orbit, it appeared that the Bering Sea was boiling. To Rock Winters, who lived for the opportunity to witness such an incredible geologic event, it was a momentous occasion.
He ran outside and made his way to the rooftop of the USGS facility. He covered his eyes and peered to the west, searching for Bogoslof Island. It was easy to find. It was the one in the middle of the boiling stewpot.
He was mesmerized. Lost in the moment. Initially, he didn’t notice the tremor building underground. He’d focused on covering his nose and mouth to avoid the deadly gases that spewed into the sky. He watched more of the massive dome bubbles pop to the surface and burst.
Then, in an explosion that rivaled the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Bogoslof Island ceased to exist and a massive void was created in the Bering Sea as the first of four volcanic eruptions along the Aleutian subduction zone changed the face of the North Pacific.
And Rock Winters experienced it all until the Aleutian Islands were consumed by the sea.
 



Chapter 31
Chicago, Illinois
 
Tommy slapped the steering wheel in frustration. “Kristi, this is ridiculous. It’s taken hours to go a few miles. We’ll never get out of the city!”
Kristi sighed. She immediately felt guilty for the way she’d handled the men at his condominium building. “Well, we can’t go back, thanks to me. Do you wanna try my place?”
Tommy slowly shook his head. “It was pretty much destroyed, and frankly, we might’ve been safer back there except for the assholes who took charge. No, we did the right thing. We’ve just gotta be patient and keep our eyes open.”
He’d taken as many side streets as he could to get away from the inner city. Congestion, both vehicular and pedestrian, seemed to be heaviest near the lakefront. Periodically, someone would attempt to stop their car and beg for food. As the day wore on, they’d become increasingly aggressive. As they beat on the windshield, Kristi hesitated to wave a gun in their faces for fear they’d pull a weapon of their own.
In the waning daylight, Kristi and Tommy were feeling apprehensive about the coming nightfall. They both felt safer on their own than dealing with the condo association people. But now they were able to see just how hellish the City of Chicago had become since the power plug was pulled.
Shattered storefronts. Overturned and burning cars. Blood-smeared sidewalks. And dead bodies. The night would bring more of the same, and both of them knew it.
The day was getting away from them, and Tommy was genuinely concerned about the slow pace of their exit. “I don’t know what else to do except keep pushing forward. I really don’t want to get stuck in the city when it turns dark, but at this pace, we may not have a choice.”
“I’m sorry, Tommy,” said Kristi as her chin dropped to her chest.
He reached over and squeezed her hand. “There’s nothing to be sorry for. In fact, there’s no tellin’ what Housley and her bunch would come up with next. Gasoline confiscation? Hell, they might take everybody’s car or exact some ridiculous toll to exit. Nothing would surprise me. We got out of there just in time.”
Kristi leaned over to look at the fuel gauge. “We’re burning through gas, aren’t we?”
Tommy grimaced. “Yeah. Between the stop-and-go traffic, and me zigzagging toward the outskirts of the city, we’re pushing farther west and not south like we need to. If we can catch a break and get out of this stuff, we’ve still got a chance to make it on one tank.”
Kristi thought for a moment as Tommy took another right turn and headed toward Chicago Midway airport on West Garfield Boulevard. Once one of the city’s most traveled streets, as Southwest Airlines’ hub located at Midway attracted millions of airline passengers, it now looked like a deserted war zone. He drove under the CSX railroad tracks, which held two stalled trains stretching to and from the Fifty-Ninth Street Yard.
“I have a crazy idea, but it would give us an opportunity to regroup and get a fresh start.”
“What is it?” he asked as he studied a group of teens standing on the overpass. He physically crossed his fingers, hoping they wouldn’t hurl a cinderblock through his windshield.
“Let’s go back to the zoo.”
“Seriously?” he asked, leaning forward to press his face near the windshield. His eyes slowly looked upward as he passed under the bridge.
“No, I mean yes. Just hear me out. First of all, the place will be a ghost town. You know all the maintenance people are gone, and security will be nonexistent since the animals were released. The cops will be too busy dealing with active shootings and such to guard the zoo premises. We can stay there, rest up, and head out after midnight when the traffic probably thins out.”
Tommy stuck out his lower lip and nodded. “I can siphon gas out of the maintenance carts and probably find a gas can or two in the storage sheds.”
“There’s another reason I wouldn’t mind going back,” began Kristi. She adjusted Brooke on her lap. “I want to walk the primate habitat with this little one. I want to gauge her familiarity with the surroundings.”
“Are you thinking she’s not one of ours?”
“I don’t know. Things don’t add up, and at least, after an hour of observation, I can rule it in or out, one way or the other.”
“I say we go for it.” Tommy glanced over his shoulder and turned north on Pulaski Road, ten blocks before the airport. The bulk of the traffic was headed south, so he was actually able to drive thirty miles an hour, pausing at the intersections, where the streetlights weren’t functioning. It took forty-five minutes, but they arrived at the east maintenance gate off First Avenue before dark.
“Look, it’s open. That could be both good and bad.”
Tommy eased onto the zoo property and pointed toward the glove box. “You might wanna get ready, gunslinger.”
“Shut up,” Kristi responded playfully. “By the way, where’s your gun?”
Tommy reached under the seat and retrieved his matching nine-millimeter pistol. He rested it against his right thigh. “Let’s be real careful. I don’t know why anyone would bother looting a zoo, but you never know.”
Tommy slowly drove down the grassy path through the woods and emerged at the softball field adjacent to the parking lot. He cut across the empty lot and drove through the grass near the administration building and onto the sidewalk. After a minute, they were inside the zoo complex and driving toward the Roosevelt Fountain, which had stopped working.
“There’s nobody here,” said Kristi with a sense of relief.
Tommy hesitated. “That we can see, anyway. Where to? Your office?”
“No sense in it. I cleaned it out before we left. Let’s head back toward The Living Coast. There was always a full-time zoologist assigned to watch the water temps on the aquariums. They probably have a cot or something to sleep on, if you need it.”
Tommy drove slowly through the tree canopy on the same sidewalk where they’d encountered the anarchists just days earlier. As he passed Tropic World, Kristi repositioned Brooke so she could see the building’s entrance.
She lifted the chimp’s hand and placed it on the passenger window. With her cheek touching Brooke’s, she whispered, “Honey, does this look familiar?”
The chimp slid forward on Kristi’s lap and touched the passenger window with her other hand. Her eyes studied the façade and then the roof, but she never provided any kind of reaction.
“I guess not,” concluded Tommy. “We’ll take her inside the habitat after we secure the car and find a place to rest. While you guys look around there, I’ll look for gasoline and anything else that could help us.”
Kristi looked around the zoo that had been her home for the better part of a decade. It looked different, yet the same. She’d never seen it so deserted. So empty. Even the night the anarchists had wreaked havoc, at least there was still evidence of life. A wave of sadness came over her as she spoke. “Let’s stick together. It’s safer that way.”
“Deal.”
 



Chapter 32
Brookfield Zoo
Chicago, Illinois
 
Tommy pulled the Mustang between two dumpsters located at the side of The Living Coast complex and immediately piled empty boxes in front of and behind it to obscure it from view. They’d only be there for seven or eight hours, but he hoped to avoid damage or looting to their ride out of the city.
“Okay, family,” he began with a grin. He tucked his firearm in his belt to match Kristi’s. “Let’s go to the zoo.”
The trio was quite a sight as they strolled down the sidewalk toward Tropic World. Brooke proudly held her arms up to allow her new parents to walk her toward the habitat. As a sign of the times, Kristi’s and Tommy’s weapons were ready to be grasped at the first sign of a threat. They approached the entrance to the primate habitat, discussing various scenarios if they were surprised or challenged by anyone, or any animal.
Kristi knelt down to Brooke’s level. The chimp seemed disinterested but was certainly enjoying the human interaction. She was very much at ease with the humans she’d met only a few days prior.
They entered through the turnstiles, and Kristi held back, allowing Brooke to lead the way. “I wanna see how familiar she is with the habitat. If she was part of the primate population here, she’ll exhibit recognition when we arrive at the chimps’ section.”
Brooke took the lead, slowly knuckle-walking along the concrete path, pushing her nose into the air to take in the aroma of where the primates once lived. The first stop was the South American habitat, where spider monkeys and tamarins had spent their days playing. At one point, she jumped onto the fence overlooking the grounds and studied the interior, but then she jumped back to the sidewalk and continued on.
She passed the smaller Asia habitat, home to the orangutans and white-cheeked gibbons, without giving it a second glance. However, at the last stop, the man-made tropical forest of Habitat Africa, she became more animated. After pointing toward the cage, she let out a series of excited yells.
“EEE-EEE-EEE! Ooo-oo-oo!”
“Here, Tommy. Look, she recognizes it.”
Brooke began to bang on the chain-link fencing that surrounded the enclosure.
“This must be her—” Tommy began to agree when he suddenly stopped his sentence just as Brooke became quiet as well.
Out of the shadows of a large faux-boulder formation, movement caught Tommy’s eye. He slowly pulled his weapon and dropped to a knee, grabbing Kristi’s arm as he did. She joined him and pulled her weapon, slowly moving the barrel from side to side in search of a target.
Then they saw what had grabbed Brooke’s attention. One by one, three western lowland gorillas emerged from the rocks and made their way toward the deep ditch that separated them from the fence. Without concern for the humans who watched them, the three picked a grassy spot and immediately sat down to stare back.
Kristi stifled a nervous laugh. She whispered, “They came home.”
Tommy shook his head in disbelief. “They sure did. This is the only home they remember. It’s where they were fed and felt safe.”
Kristi leaned back and looked toward the security gate to Habitat Africa. Its supports had been sawed off by the anarchists and hung onto the posts by a single shackle.
“They could leave if they want to, but this is where they want to be.”
“Amazing,” said Tommy. “Brooke didn’t have this reaction to what should have been her habitat. She came to this one because she sensed there were other primates here.”
“I think you’re right,” said Kristi. She wiped a tear from her eyes. “I want to help them. Feed them. Make sure they’re all right, but we can’t. It’s too dangerous.”
“You know, I think they’re doin’ just fine. Let’s leave them alone.”
Tommy slowly stood so he didn’t create the impression he was a threat or a challenge to the mighty apes. The gate to the habitat stood between them and the exit to Tropic World. Any one of these three incredible animals could beat them to death with their powerful fists.
Kristi also backed away and took Brooke by the hand. As they walked out, Brooke looked over her shoulder at the great apes until they were out of view.
The three walked in silence, approaching the lower portion of the Salt Creek Nature Trail around Swan Lake as daylight turned to night. Recalling the events of the other night, Kristi shook her head in disgust. The tactics of the Animal Liberation Front, especially the senseless murdering of the zoo employees, were criminal, inhumane, and ultimately, a disservice to the animals.
She also subconsciously held the grip of her pistol as they walked along the trail and into the woods. She’d shot a man for the first time that night, and while she didn’t kill him, that was certainly her intent. She acted in self-defense and anger, an emotion that didn’t mix well with loaded firearms.
Suddenly, Brook pulled away from her arm and knuckle-ran down the path into the trees. She was excited and very vocal. Almost happy.
“What’s this all about?” asked Tommy.
Kristi didn’t answer but, instead, raced ahead in pursuit of the young chimp.
“Brooke! Brooke!” she shouted to the chimp. “Come back here!”
The chimpanzee hadn’t been trained by her and most likely didn’t understand any of these verbal commands, but it was natural for Kristi to try. Tommy ran after them and caught up when Kristi stood still on the sidewalk. She pointed up to the tree canopy.
Brooke was swinging from tree to tree, happily chattering and moving effortlessly. She finally dropped to the ground and waved her arms overhead, shouting to her companions, “Ooo-oo-oo. EEE-EEE-EEE!”
Kristi and Tommy walked briskly toward her, not wanting to run for fear of frightening her off. Just as they arrived, Brooke darted off into the woods once again and raced up a tree until she reached two large branches that formed a V against the trunk. There were several limbs draped between the two branches as well as bundles of dried grasses.
Tommy was the first to speak. “Well, I’ll be damned. Is this really possible?”
“It’s the only explanation. She lives here. Along Salt Creek, in this desolate part of the zoo that is rarely visited.”
The sun lowered on the horizon until it peeked through the tree canopy, illuminating Brooke against the trunk of the tree. Kristi stood with her hands on her hips and looked up. Then her eyes filled with tears, which began to run down her cheeks.
Brooke had brought her fingers and thumb together on her right hand and touched her cheek near the side of her mouth. Then she moved her hand an inch or two toward her ear and touched her cheek again.
Home.
Kristi couldn’t control her emotions as she began to sob. She mimicked the chimp’s hand gesture and smiled.
“She’s home. Tommy, this is her home.”
 



Chapter 33
Roosevelt Room
The White House
Washington, DC
 
Hourly, President Houston was briefed on every aspect of the catastrophic results of the pole shift and the reversal of the Earth’s magnetic field. A president’s normal schedule was carefully controlled by his chief of staff, and the Houston administration was no different. The day would start with breakfast and exercise. Then the national security team would descend upon the White House for the daily briefing.
The daily activities varied, especially when a crisis was at hand. Otherwise, short, twenty-minute meetings were the norm, and interspersed throughout the day were a variety of functions ranging from meetings with dignitaries to photo-op sessions to commemorate special events.
Of past presidents, President George W. Bush was considered the most structured, as his schedule was regimented and planned months in advance. President Bill Clinton was considered the most undisciplined. His deputy chief of staff, Erskine Bowles, once commented that President Clinton’s daily routine was viewed in the West Wing as a study in time and motion as staffers tried to predict what the president would do next, and how long it would take him to do it.
President Houston was disciplined, but not by choice. Angela O’Donnell made sure he stayed on schedule. Now, with all public events cancelled, Congress in forced recess, and no political events to attend, the president had nothing to do except micromanage the crisis and wander the West Wing, seeking new information.
His constant trips to the Press Room, which had become the temporary base of operations for NASA, NOAA, and SWPC personnel, had become a distraction. O’Donnell had to rein him in before he drove the scientists crazy. To compromise, he was promised hourly briefings, with each agency given their own time slot. That kept the president out of their hair, and as they relayed to O’Donnell, there wasn’t always much to report as often as the president hoped.
NASA’s Nola Taylor seemed to enjoy her constant meetings with the president of the United States. When she was tasked with bringing a team to the White House to be at the president’s every beck and call during the crisis, she handpicked scientists from Houston and the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena to assist her. They all jumped at the opportunity to be down the hallway from the leader of the free world and in the heart of the nerve center advising the president. Taylor was honored as well, so she took her job very seriously.
She was meeting with the president in the Roosevelt Room and addressed his concerns regarding the nation’s military readiness. “Mr. President, we are dealing with unprecedented navigation fixes that apply to both domestic and military aircraft. Low-Earth orbit satellites are also impacted.”
He interrupted her presentation with a question. “How is our level of cooperation with foreign space agencies and the people who monitor the poles?”
“Quite remarkable, actually,” she replied. “Truthfully, sir, under normal conditions, there is a certain amount of competitiveness between the world’s space agencies. Scientists are always vying for recognition and funding. As a result, information is withheld until they can take credit for the discovery.”
“Are you saying that has changed?”
“Yes, sir, absolutely. Everyone is concerned about what the Sun might bring toward our planet. Also, they are keenly watching your approach. Not every country has the capability to initiate a black start plan like we do, but they are considering protecting what they can in the same manner.”
The president nodded his approval. “Well, you let me know if I need to talk with anyone, okay? Now, how about our satellites?”
“Sir, the poles are shifting so quickly that our navigational fixes can’t keep pace. With respect to air traffic, grounding the planes was very important. At any given moment, there are about five thousand commercial airplanes in the sky over the continental U.S. There are more than double the number of private aircraft. With the skies cleared, we’ve worked closely with the Pentagon to provide their air patrols with the best available GPS information.”
“How about the satellites?” he asked.
Taylor took a deep breath and exhaled. “As the Earth’s magnetic field continues to weaken, it will eventually fail, and so will our satellites. At this point, we’re not there yet. It could take weeks or months, depending on how quickly the poles wander.”
“And there’s no way to definitively predict this process, right?”
“That’s right, sir. First, our communications satellites in the highest orbits will fail to transmit. Next, the low-Earth orbit satellites will fail. Mr. President, I don’t want to downplay the ramifications of losing this technology. To be sure, it will have a profound impact on our future. But nothing compares to the risk to all of humanity as cosmic rays began to infiltrate our atmosphere.”
The president sighed. “I’ve been so focused on the power grid and the impact on the technology, I really haven’t considered the direct effect on people.”
“You see, sir, it’s more than the sun. Cosmic rays, high-energy particles from elsewhere in the universe, will collide with atoms such as oxygen and nitrogen in our atmosphere. Without getting into the weeds here, the result of these collisions will be chemical reactions that send cosmogenic isotopes like carbon-14 and beryllium-10 to the planet’s surface. While the beta radiation of carbon-14 is not an external radiation hazard, ingestion and inhalation is. Inhalation of beryllium can cause damage to the lungs and pneumonia.”
“Dammit, Taylor! How are we supposed to warn people? And when?”
“Mr. President, I can’t specifically address the first question because, without electricity supplying our communications around the country, you have to rely upon something akin to word of mouth. As for when, nobody can provide you an answer with absolute certainty. While the magnetic field has weakened due to a pole shift in our planet’s history many times, it has never been experienced by modern man. At NASA and NOAA, we will measure ozone levels and things like that and provide substantive data on the atmosphere. However, it’s impossible to provide any kind of time frame.”
“In other words, you can let me know when it’s happening, but not before.”
“Correct. Only that it will most likely occur if the poles continue to wander.”
 



Chapter 34
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Squire Boone had a donkey. As the magnetic field reversed, the half dozen horses kept in the stables at Riverfront Farms became increasingly agitated. At first, Squire separated them, assuming they were feeding off one another’s anxiety. While this helped somewhat, he was still concerned about the animals’ mental stability, especially when it came to transporting his grandkids around the farm.
The donkey was the oldest-known pack animal, dating back to 3500 BC. Unlike their distant cousin the mule, donkeys tended to have a better disposition and seemed to be smarter. However, the two creatures were different in many ways.
Mules were produced by breeding a male donkey to a female horse. This crossbreed was more prevalent. Hinnies, a cross between a male horse and a female donkey, were more meticulous than their mule counterparts and were preferred by ranchers in the mountains of the American Southwest for travel across steep, rocky terrain.
Squire had bought the animal at a cattle auction to have on the farm as a pet a few years ago for his grandkids. Donkeys were smaller and therefore less intimidating for the youngsters. As Rachel and Jesse grew older, they bonded with Wonky, as the donkey became known because one ear was larger than the other, which gave his head the appearance of being askew. Jesse thought he looked wonky as a result, and Wonky Donkey became the critter’s name.
Squire loaded the kids and their fishing gear on Wonky’s back and headed down to the Ohio River for a morning of fishing. He’d heeded Chapman’s warning and insisted that everyone wear the appropriate gear—long-sleeve tee shirts, baseball caps, polarized sunglasses, and plenty of high-SPF lotion slathered on. They looked odd, but they were protected.
The river contained a wide variety of bass, catfish, and crappie. Squire owned a bass boat, a flat-bottomed boat with a trolling motor, and a couple of canoes, which had frequently been used by his kids when they were growing up.
He also owned a pedal-powered fishing kayak. In order to conserve gas, he and the kids decided to use the kayak because Squire could keep them moving from spot to spot while keeping his hands free to fish.
“Okay, kids, you know we have to be careful when fishing in the kayak. Whenever you stand and cast your line, you’ll use your whole body. You’ve gotta stay balanced, or you might fall out.”
“Okay, Grandpa,” replied Jesse, who enjoyed fishing as much as his grandfather did. Rachel was along for the ride and the opportunity to spend time with her big brother, whom she looked up to.
“Jesse, start out with this long-handled rod. This will give you more stability when you reel them in. I’m gonna drop a line and let it bounce along to pick up some of these bottom feeders.”
“Are we gonna stay by the shore?” the young boy asked.
Squire used a paddle to push away from the reddish-brown, sandy shoreline and began to paddle upriver. As the morning wore on, and he wore down, it would be easier to get back to the donkey using the current to assist him.
“I don’t know. The water’s pretty calm, and there haven’t been any barges in days. Let’s make our way out into the channel and try our luck.”
The three spent a couple of hours in the main channel and had little success. Squire was beginning to feel some pain in his lower abdomen and the telltale signs of a fit of diarrhea coming on, the rumblies, as he called them.
He began to paddle back to shore while Jesse continued to fish. They’d accumulated several smallmouth bass and quite a few crappies, a worthy haul that would feed everyone dinner that evening. Satisfied with their catch, Squire began to steer them back toward shore.
Suddenly, the trio felt a thump underneath the boat.
Rachel screamed, which in turn startled Jesse, who lost his footing and fell backward into the kayak. Squire looked all around the kayak, but nothing emerged from the water.
“Are you guys okay?” he asked.
“What was that?” asked Rachel.
“I don’t know, but I think it’s fine.”
“It was a big fish!” exclaimed Jesse.
Squire looked around one more time and set his feet back into the pedal stirrups. He could feel his bowels loosening as the jolt of adrenaline seemed to hasten the onset of the diarrhea. He took a deep breath to calm his nerves and tried to pedal, but the mechanism was stuck.
He shook his head in disbelief as he tried to move his feet in the stirrups, backwards and forwards, without success. He grabbed one of the paddles and leaned over the side of the boat. He shoved the blade underneath, searching for an obstruction.
He found one. A big one, in fact.
He bent over the edge to get a better look through the murky river water. He couldn’t see the obstruction, so he shoved the paddle even harder under the boat. When he did, the paddle initially met resistance as before. Squire tried again, harder this time.
The paddle dislodged the obstruction, which floated away on the other side of the kayak as Squire’s momentum carried him overboard and into the river.
“Grandpa!” yelled Jesse.
Rachel shrieked and grabbed Jesse’s arm to get his attention. Then Jesse let out a bloodcurdling scream.
The obstruction that had lodged itself under the kayak was a dead child. The body floated facedown and got swept up in the current, slowly floating away from the kayak.
While the kids stared at the corpse, consumed with fear, they didn’t notice their grandfather flailing in the river as the invisible fist he’d experienced before grabbed his intestines and squeezed the life out of them. It became difficult for him to breathe, and his mind couldn’t decide whether to double over to ease the pain inside him or try to get back into the boat.
Then he went under.
When a person drowns, they don’t necessarily die because water fills their lungs. Oftentimes, the body will asphyxiate itself because the windpipe closes to protect against taking in the water.
Squire’s body wrestled with itself as it tried to choose between gasping for air due to the sudden gripping of its intestines, and closing off the airways because it was submerged in the river. Its reaction was to violently flail about, desperately trying to bring itself afloat.
Jesse was the first to notice that his grandpa was lost below the surface when he saw his green John Deere cap floating in the same direction as the bloated corpse. “Grandpa! Rachel, where’s Grandpa?”
Rachel yelled, “Help! Help!”
Both kids were frantic as the tears and fearful cries overwhelmed them. Jesse reacted instinctively and jumped into the water after his grandfather.
The news was full of heartbreaking examples of a person coming to the rescue of someone drowning, only to drown themselves. It was so common that there was a name for it—aquatic victim instead of rescuer syndrome, or AVIR.
Jesse didn’t read the news, nor did he have any idea what AVIR meant. All he knew was that his grandpa was about to die. He swam around the boat as fast as he could in an attempt to bump into Squire. The water was too dirty to see more than a few feet in front of him.
He heard the water being moved. Frantically. Urgently. He glanced up to get his bearings to see where the kayak was. The shadow of the hull blocked the sunlight that pierced the surface.
Drowning victims, especially adults, can be dangerous to the rescuer. Someone who was panicking would instinctively clutch at anything and use it to push itself upward. This desperate attempt at survival necessarily resulted in forcing their rescuer down.
Jesse’s young lungs held on as long as he could. He moved toward the displaced water as he sensed the swirling motion. It was under the kayak.
Where the dead body had been stuck before.
He put the visual of the bloated child out of his mind and swam toward the kayak. His eyes grew wide. He could hear Rachel screaming. He heard a thumping sound. It was his grandpa.
Squire was lodged under the kayak, trying to push himself around the hull to the surface. Jesse swept his arms to propel himself forward to help.
Squire kicked his legs in a last-ditch effort to clear the hull, smacking Jesse directly in the forehead.
The young boy closed his eyes, and darkness began to overcome him. He wanted to sleep, and subconsciously, he was annoyed with his sister for screaming and raising a ruckus.
It was her screams that his mind held onto, preventing him from blacking out completely. His body grew limp and began to float until, suddenly, a strong hand grabbed him by the back of the shirt and lifted him upward, through the water, and into the bright sun.
He could see the light.
Jesse’s eyes opened wide, and he immediately gasped for air, sucking it in as fast as his lungs would allow. A familiar face appeared in front of his.
The face he saw was Chapman’s.
*****
Chapman and Isabella had been patrolling the perimeter of the farm on one of the four-wheelers when Isabella spotted the floating body. Chapman raced toward the shoreline, and that was when they heard Rachel’s cries for help. He quickly stripped down to just his jeans and raced into the water. He’d arrived at the kayak just as Squire emerged on the other side. Rachel directed him toward Jesse, and Chapman immediately pulled the child to the surface, saving his life.
With Isabella’s help, Chapman secured the kayak and pulled it back to shore together with his dad and nephew holding onto the sides. When they reached the bank, everyone collapsed on the dirty sand, chests heaving and begging for air to fill their lungs.
After confirming with each other that they were okay, Chapman sat up and helped his father upright as well. Isabella cradled Rachel in her lap and hugged Jesse around the shoulder.
“Son, I don’t know where to start,” Squire began before Chapman cut him off.
“Dad, it doesn’t matter what happened. Why rehash it? You guys are safe and alive.”
“But I have to tell you something,” Squire tried to explain. He wanted to explain.
“Not now, Dad. Later.” Chapman stood and shielded his eyes from the sun. He looked down to his father. “I thought I saw a body floating out there.”
Rachel answered, “You did, Uncle Chapman. It was a little boy. He was dead.” She began to cry again, as did Jesse. Isabella looked to Chapman and then hugged the kids, speaking to them in a soothing voice. It would be some time before they got over the trauma of seeing the dead boy, not to mention the near tragic deaths of Squire and Jesse.
Squire recovered and then was embarrassed when he realized that his bowels had let loose during the ordeal. His pants were soiled by the diarrhea, but the river water had washed them immediately.
He chuckled and patted Chapman on the shoulder. “I can’t decide if your mother is gonna whoop me or make fun of me for poopin’ my pants.”
Chapman laughed and helped Jesse stand, who immediately wrapped his arms around his uncle’s waist. “I suspect first she’ll hug all three of you for being okay. Then she’ll laugh about your britches. Lastly, you’d better run, Dad. She’s probably gonna take a switch to you.”
Squire laughed and the three of them began walking toward the four-wheeler. Suddenly, Squire stopped and grabbed Chapman’s arm.
“What is it, Dad?”
“Son, look at that pole I planted in the ground.”
“Um, okay. I see it. I assume those markings and numbers refer to the river level.”
“That’s right. But here’s the thing. They’re up.”
“Good!” Chapman’s initial reaction was natural; then he caught himself. “Wait, how much?”
“That’s just it. The water level is up nearly fifteen inches.”
Chapman walked closer and knelt down next to the post. He gave it a gentle shake to determine if it had been manipulated or perhaps wasn’t secured properly. He stood and turned to his father. “Dad, there hasn’t been any rain, right?”
“No, son. Not a drop. Not in Ohio, West Virginia, or Pennsylvania either, as far as I know.”
Chapman walked to the water’s edge and looked up and down the Ohio River. That was when it struck him. The body was not floating toward the Mississippi River. It was going backwards toward Louisville.
Upstream. Or is it downstream?
 



Chapter 35
Lake Huron
 
Levi held onto the dead woman for several minutes as the trawler’s engines throttled up and left a wake that gradually swept over them. The bullet had grazed his forearm and embedded in her chest before exiting her back. It might’ve pierced Levi’s chest had it not been for the compass that was in his shirt pocket.
After he was sure he no longer needed the body as a human shield, he allowed her to drift away from him, leaving a faint film of blood on the surface around him. He watched her for as long as he could before she slipped below.
Levi fought back the tears as he tried to make sense of the senseless act. Frustrated, he shouted as loud as he could, screaming and then moaning in mental agony.
“Why?” he hollered over and over again.
Why did my plane have to crash?
Why did my best friends have to be mauled by wolves?
Why did those men have to batter, abuse, and then murder this defenseless woman?
Levi continued to tread water, ignoring the pain his body was suffering and the cold that was overcoming him from the lake. He had yet another moment of regret. Regret for leaving his family to go hunting in the first place. Regret in leading his friends to their death. And regret for trying to save this poor woman from getting raped, only to have her murdered instead.
Then Carly and the kids consumed his mind. He fought off the past and looked toward the future. His survival.
Levi pulled the compass out of his shirt pocket and held it in just the right way to use the moonlight to reflect off the face. The bullet had dented the brass backing, but astonishingly, the compass still appeared to work. He recalled the map and Detroit’s location in relation to Sault Ste. Marie. South, the new east. The compass was true, assuming the fishing boat continued to sail toward Detroit. He circled in the water, hoping to see any form of lights.
Off in the distance, too far to gauge the distance but not so far away that he dismissed any thought of swimming there, a beacon of light flashed in a continuous, circular fashion.
“A lighthouse,” Levi said aloud. He thought of the lighthouses he’d seen as a kid when his family traveled. They were usually located near harbors or shallow waters with potentially perilous rocky coasts. Regardless, a lighthouse was located on land, and that was good enough for him.
Wounded from head to toe, Levi began to use a breaststroke to propel his body toward the lighthouse. As he traveled toward it for the next hour, the sun began to peek above the horizon. The stars gave way to blue skies, and as he approached the shore, he began to make out the silhouettes of houses and a sandy beach.
He was going to make it.
He kept swimming, his hopes of getting home rising with every stroke of his arms. The bleeding from the bullet wound continued, but Levi put it out of his mind. A slight breeze caused just enough waves toward shore to lend an assist.
He willed himself forward. Soon, the houses came into better view and an open space along the shore lay directly in front of him. A pavilion-style building was off to the right, with a smaller one just to its left. A park of some kind, complete with a playground and walking trails.
Levi swam faster, abandoning his steady pace as his heartbeat quickened. He was almost there. His mind and body were exhausted. He found himself inadvertently taking in gulps of water as he swam. Twice, he paused to have a coughing fit, his body desperately fighting the water that tried to enter his lungs.
Then his feet could touch the sandy bottom of Lake Huron’s shore. His body relaxed as he stood upright, his legs rubbery from the long swim. Levi began to cry as he saw a sign on the side of the pavilion.
Fort Gratiot Park, St. Clair County, Michigan.
Michigan. U.S.A. God, he’d never loved his country more. He vowed to never leave it again.
As the sun rose, Levi sank to his knees on the sandy shore. He wasn’t quite home, but it sure felt like it.
 



Chapter 36
Harrison County Sheriff’s Office
Corydon, Indiana
 
“I thought that went well last night,” began Billy Clark as he poured himself a cup of coffee. He’d just left the bank lawyer’s home, where he was forced to lay down the law, so to speak. The older man, like Billy’s sister, thought it was unconscionable that the bank would even consider foreclosing on its customers in light of the circumstances. Billy, in response, reminded the attorney there were a half dozen others just like him in Corydon who’d love to have the business the bank provided him. He also made a veiled reference to the attorney’s own mortgage, which was coming due right about Christmas, as Billy was sure to point out.
Randy leaned back in his office chair and chuckled, causing his belly to jostle. “I felt kinda bad after it was over. We led her right down the path to concluding what we needed her to.”
Billy carefully lowered himself into the wooden chair in front of his brother’s desk. He was always afraid the old wooden legs would give way under his weight. “Yeah. It was an asshole thing for us to do, but we needed it for cover.”
“I know,” said Randy with a sigh. “I don’t care what the good people of Harrison County think. Hell, most of ’em wouldn’t know what we’re doin’ anyway. But we needed Jo to agree, or at least acknowledge, that we’re within the bounds of the law.”
Billy snorted and mocked his sister. “Optics be damned!” He raised his coffee mug as if to toast his brother.
Randy got down to business. “You’ve got a list of target properties, I take it?”
“I do. Mainly large farming operations. A couple of them are adjacent to your place.”
“Good, I like it. Do all of them have notes comin’ due like the Boones?”
“Yeah, between now and the end of the year,” replied Billy. He swelled with pride as he explained how he’d carried forward his father’s banking practices. “Daddy never wanted to be locked into an interest rate long term, especially when they’ve been low like in the last decade. Of course, the borrowers wanted thirty-year mortgages and such, but I told them the bank wasn’t able to do that. Sure, these farmers could contact Quicken, Lending Tree, or some such, but their credit didn’t support those conventional mortgages. That’s where I come in. Most of ’em continued to do these five-year balloon notes ’cause that’s what they’ve always done.”
Randy stood and approached the side table holding the coffee pot. As he refilled it, he glanced out his office window and saw a small crowd of inmates gathering in the recreation yard. “As they come due, are you gonna foreclose all of them?”
“Depends,” Billy replied. “If they’ve been good to us, I’ll return the favor but maybe get a little some-somethin’ out of them. If they have a property that we could use or if they’ve been assholes like the Boones, they get a letter and a big old foreclosure notice nailed to their front door.”
Randy mumbled, “Sounds like a plan.”
Billy noticed that his brother had become preoccupied by something outside, so he stood to join his brother by the window. “What are you gonna do with your overflowing inmate population of twelve?”
Randy pointed toward them with his coffee cup. “Well, I’m gonna offer the females a work-release opportunity out at my place. After the divorce, I kinda found out I’m not much for cleanin’ and cookin’.”
“And sleepin’ alone,” added Billy with a laugh.
“Well, that too. The older woman was strung out, but she cleaned up while in county lockup. She’s got nobody and lives up in Terra Haute. She’ll handle the domestic chores in exchange for room and board. The younger girl, also strung out before we got her off the drugs the last six months, used to do tricks for meth. We busted her during a routine traffic stop. She’ll handle all the other duties, if you know what I mean.”
“How are you gonna keep ’em from runnin’ off?” asked Billy.
“Well, I guess if they try hard enough, they’ll bolt,” Randy replied. “I keep a deputy at the house twenty-four seven just like I set up for you and Jo. Truthfully, I plan to treat ’em right, hopin’ they’ll stick around.”
Billy finished his coffee and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his khakis. He’d abandoned his custom-made pinstripe suits for the casual Friday look of khakis, a button-down shirt tucked in, and Bass loafers.
“What about the guys?”
“That’s what I wanna talk to you about,” began Randy. “I’ve heard rumors that the locals want to set up a town market. You know, where they trade things of value for food, guns, and pretty much anything they need.”
“A barter system,” added Billy.
“Right. Mainly, people need food. By the time word got out that the president was gonna pull the plug on the power grid, the shelves at the grocery stores and Walmart were beginning to empty. The ones who didn’t have the money or who were too lazy to get to the store to stock up are now lookin’ for a way to get fed.”
“What’re you thinkin?” asked Billy.
Randy left the window and made his way to a map of Harrison County behind his desk. “In my opinion, there shouldn’t be any new business enterprise in this town that the Clark family doesn’t have an interest in. If this market’s gonna happen, it needs to be regulated. Also, if the locals want sheriff’s office protection from a repeat of what happened in New Middleton the other night, then we need to be compensated for our efforts.”
“Brilliant move, by the way,” interjected Billy. “Let these people be afraid. They’ll respect your badge even more.”
“That was the idea.”
“As for any barter market, or whatever they call it, it makes sense for us to get a piece of the action,” said Billy. “What are you gonna do with the inmates?”
“Well, the two old drunks who are in and out of my jail on a regular basis are gonna be released. I’m tired of feedin’ them, and they’re basically worthless. I’m gonna have one of the deputies drive them up past Palmyra in North County and throw ’em over the county line. They can walk to Bloomington or Cincinnati or rot. Their choice.”
Billy clasped his hands together and leaned back in the chair. He tried not to let on, but he truly admired his big brother. There was a subtle ruthlessness about Randy that Billy wished he possessed. His immature approach was more akin to an overweight bull in a china shop.
“Are you gonna deputize the rest of ’em?” asked Billy jokingly.
“Well, as a matter of fact, sorta,” replied Randy. “This mornin’ at chow time, I fed ’em real good. I met with ’em in the chow hall to tell them we were running out of food, so this would be their last meal for two days. Naturally, they pissed and moaned about it, but I gave them an option.”
Billy smiled and nodded. “Work release. That’s why you brought it up last night.”
“Exactly. I needed Jo to sign off on the concept, although I couldn’t tell her what the work involved.”
“Deputies?” asked Billy.
“No, not initially. That carrot was dangled in front of them this morning based upon their behavior, performance, and loyalty.”
Billy was intrigued. He adjusted his fanny in the uncomfortable wooden chair and leaned forward. “Tell me more.”
“Well, I think we should be the largest purveyor of fresh produce at this new farmers’ market or trading post.”
Billy stood up from his chair slightly and surveyed the motley crew of inmates wandering around the rec yard. “Randy, they don’t look like farmers. Bikers or meth heads, yes. Not farmers.”
“Doesn’t matter. I don’t need them to grow the food. I need them to steal it.”
 



Chapter 37
Fort Gratiot County Park
On the western shore of Lake Huron
 
Levi passed out in the sand. The warm sun took away the chill and dried his clothes. This time, he slept hard without the horrific dreams that had haunted him for days. He also was left alone. The world had changed while he was stranded in the forests of Northern Ontario. America, once a flourishing, dynamic nation, was now set back two hundred years by removing her lifeblood—electricity.
On an ordinary day, this lakefront park would be teeming with kids enjoying the lake waters and playing on the shore. Picnics would be taking place in the various pavilions scattered around the park. The walking trails would be filled with joggers and bicyclers enjoying the warm, late-summer day.
Now the park was empty except for a ragged and battered Levi Boone. He stood and dusted off the front of his clothes, still wet from the lake water. His backside had dried thanks to the warm sun.
Levi staggered in the sand toward the largest of the pavilions marked by signs indicating it contained a men’s and women’s restroom. He went inside and immediately turned the knobs on the ceramic bowl sinks, hoping for a drink of water followed by a bath. The faucet hissed and coughed, but nothing came out. Without a source of power, the water company’s pumps didn’t work.
He pushed open a stall door in search of the toilet. He allowed himself a slight smile when he saw that it wasn’t the typical commercial fixture made up of a toilet and stainless-steel pipe system. This toilet actually contained a tank, so he promptly removed the lid to look inside. The water looked clean. He bent over to smell it; then he cupped some into his hand and splashed it on his face. After a deep breath, he found the nerve to taste it.
Not bad, he thought to himself, or at least he hoped it wasn’t. Levi splashed some more on his face and touched it to his lips. He took in just enough to quench his parched mouth. He used the rest to bathe in. He went through all the stalls in the men’s room and the ladies’ room, systematically emptying the one-and-a-half gallon tanks to wash his wounds and cleanse his body.
By the time he’d emptied the tanks, he felt refreshed and ready to go. Levi soaked in the sun for a moment and then began walking through the woods along a paved trail leading toward the front of the park. He wasn’t sure what to expect and had no real plan other than to take things as they came.
However, he was sure of this—trust no one.
He left the trail and fought his way through the thick underbrush of a stand of trees. When he emerged on the other side, he found himself at the back of a small eight-unit motel with a handful of cars in the parking lot.
He hid in the trees and observed his surroundings. Across the street was a nondescript office building and an older home. Only the apartments showed any signs of life, and he could hear music playing from a portable MP3 player or comparable device.
Levi inched forward and scurried across an open lawn to the corner of the U-shaped building. He crouched down and crawled between a row of shrubs and the brick structure. As he reached the front corner of the motel, he heard the sound of a car starting. After dropping to a knee, he peered around the corner. A white Chevy pickup was idling in front of unit 2, the second door to his right.
An older man hopped out of the driver’s seat and, with a slight limp, waddled back inside his motel room, leaving the vehicle unattended. Levi’s heart raced. His eyes darted from the idling pickup to the partially open door of the building. He took a deep breath and held it as he closed his eyes. The words inscribed on the back of the compass filled his head: Every adventure requires a first step.
“I’m sorry, mister,” Levi muttered to himself.
He darted into the parking lot and raced for the truck. He ran so fast that he had to grab the truck bed to slingshot himself toward the open driver’s door.
Levi slid into the seat, pushed down on the clutch, and forced the gear shift into reverse. Only the revving of the engine and squealing of the tires brought the old man out of his room, screaming at Levi to stop.
With the driver’s door still open, Levi drove in reverse into the grass until he’d almost crashed into the blue and yellow Lakeshore Motel & Apartments sign. He jammed on the brakes, causing the driver’s door to slam shut. The old man ran into the grass, shaking his fists and cursing Levi. But Levi ignored him. In less than a minute, he’d fishtailed through the grass onto Lakeshore Road and was speeding south toward Detroit, with a full tank of gas.
He’d driven ten minutes at eighty miles an hour on the two-lane road before he gathered his wits and slowed down. No sense in getting caught speeding in a stolen vehicle. He constantly checked his rearview mirror until common sense told him that telephones weren’t working, and any law enforcement had more important matters to attend to besides stolen pickup trucks.
After Levi calmed his nerves and his adrenaline rush receded, he used logic to plot his next move. He’d never been to Detroit, but living in Indiana, the local news frequently reported on the amount of crime in the city. If he was brazen enough to steal an old man’s pickup or if fisherman were unafraid to rape and murder innocent women, he could only imagine what was going on in the inner city of Detroit.
Levi found a side street that appeared to be desolate. He parked the truck on the shoulder and stopped to catch his breath. He walked around for a moment and then searched the truck to see if there was anything of value. Under the driver’s seat, he found an unopened bottle of Dasani water. He greedily gulped it down.
He rummaged through the glove box and found a couple of screwdrivers, a pocketknife, and a packet of Kleenex. In a pouch behind the passenger’s seat, he found a 2020 Road Atlas. It was old, but he doubted the roads had changed over the years.
The atlas covered the entire country, so it wasn’t much help for the local county roads like the one he was on. However, he was able to chart a zigzagged course in a southwesterly direction toward Indiana that avoided Detroit and Ann Arbor.
He traced his index finger across Southwestern Michigan into Northeastern Indiana. By his rough calculations, he was four hundred fifty miles from Riverfront Farms. A couple of tanks of gas to Carly, Jesse, and Rachel.
Levi was stoked. He had a way to avoid the perils of the city, with the biggest obstacle being a second full tank of gas. One step at a time, he told himself. He fired up the truck and quickly made his way back to the main road. With the map book open, he made his way south.
Every adventure requires a first step. Then another, and another, and another.
 



Chapter 38
Northwestern Indiana
 
“I’ve gotta say this is turning out really weird,” observed Tommy as the southbound lane of Highway 41 suddenly opened up with very little traffic. “Ever since we crossed Highway 24 where all that traffic turned east toward Fort Wayne, it’s been relatively smooth but slow sailing.”
Kristi grunted her acknowledgment as she continued to fiddle with the portable ham radio she’d found in one of the maintenance sheds. Brooke’s attempts to help by curiously pushing input buttons didn’t make matters any easier.
Tommy looked over his shoulder at the supplies they’d found during their scavenger hunt at the zoo before they left the city. He’d topped off the gas tank and used bungee cords to strap a full five-gallon gas can onto the chrome bumper of the vintage Mustang. They’d raided Tropic World’s pharmacy and took all the fish antibiotics they could find. Flashlights, batteries, toilet paper, and, of course, the portable ham radio were considered major finds.
“There, I’ve got it,” announced Kristi proudly.
“Got what?”
“I’ve figured out my friend’s frequency. I even remember her call sign—K2PIP.”
“How did you remember that? Did you have a ham radio at your house?”
Kristi shook her head. It’s kinda a long story. My friend Misty Garness went to vet school with me at Ohio State. We were really close. In fact, our friends never could mention one without the other.”
Tommy said their names. “Kristi and Misty.”
“Right, only she and I added Kristi and Misty, two peas in a pod.”
“Okaaay,” said Tommy with a chuckle.
“It was cute,” Kristi defended herself.
“Yeah, if you say so.”
“Well, we thought it was. Anyway, she took a job as a local vet in Corydon, which was originally offered to me. When I went to Africa, there wasn’t cell phone service, so ham radios were used to communicate all over the world. It was kinda fun to talk to her late at night, you know, discussing each other’s day.”
Tommy smiled and shrugged. “That is really cool, actually. So her call sign is K2PIP for two peas in a pod. What’s the K for?”
“Amateur radio call signs usually start with K or W. She wanted the vanity call sign 2-P-I-P and got it.”
Tommy slowed down and pulled the map in front of the steering wheel. “I’m gonna turn east up here just past Lafayette. Then I’ll make my way down to US 231, right?”
“Um, yeah, that’s perfect,” replied Kristi without taking her focus off the radio. She turned up the volume and listened for chatter before trying to reach Misty. For several minutes, she attempted to raise her friend on the radio, using a variety of frequencies that she could remember from years ago. Kristi knew it was a longshot as the functionality of any repeaters was uncertain. Since Tommy seemed to have a handle on their route to the farm, and the threat of people trying to break into their car like they’d experienced in Chicago was over, she was able to focus her efforts on making contact with her friend.
Twenty minutes later, she got a response.
“This is K2PIP. Over.”
“It’s Misty!”
Kristi grinned from ear to ear. She couldn’t remember the protocol associated with ham radio use, and clearly, she didn’t have a call sign, but she doubted the Federal Communications Commission was too worried about her unauthorized use of the airwaves at this moment.
“Hey there, second pea in a pod.”
For a brief moment, there was silence as Misty didn’t immediately respond. Then the radio exploded with her voice.
“Oh my god!” she exclaimed. “Kristi? Is that really you? Oh my god!”
Tommy burst out laughing, and even Brooke picked up on Misty’s excitement, letting out a hoot to join in the fun.
“Yes, it’s me,” she replied as tears of joy streamed down her face after hearing the familiar voice of her friend.
“Where are you? I saw your dad and brother in New Amsterdam just yesterday. Your dad is worried about you.”
“I’m fine. Um, Chicago is a little nuts, so we took off. We’re on our way now.”
“We?” asked Misty. The two women had lost all sense of radio decorum. Most likely textbook-expert ham radio operators were losing their minds over the conversation.
“Yes, I’ve got a friend I met at the zoo,” she began. She glanced over at Tommy and gave him a sly smile. “Her name is Brooke.”
“What? Really?” Tommy protested. “I see how it is.”
Misty came back, in a slightly confused tone of voice, “Um, you have a girlfriend? You go, girl!”
Now it was Tommy’s turn to bust out laughing. “Serves you right, Dr. Boone.” He grinned and tapped the steering wheel, clearly pleased with himself.
Kristi flipped him off and continued her conversation. “No, she’s a year-old chimp that we’ve named Brooke. You know, short for Brookfield.”
“What about Knight?”
Kristi sighed. It would take a while for her to get over the loss of her primate best friend. “Misty, it’s a long story. He changed and he ran off. Listen, there is a we. I have a friend, a boyfriend actually.”
Tommy beamed.
“Awesome! Wonders never cease. Your brother has a girlfriend, too.”
“What? Levi’s married.”
“No, not Levi. Chapman’s home, and he brought a beautiful French girl with him from Paris—Isabella. She’s a scientist. Smart and beautiful, too. Bitch.”
“Bitch!”
The women laughed as they said it. Of course, it was said in jealous jest, sort of.
Static began to interrupt their conversation, so Kristi got to the point. “Listen, we have to drive at a snail’s pace because of the traffic leaving Chicago and now around Indianapolis. We’re headed that way, but it could be tomorrow as slow as we’re goin’.”
“Say no more,” said Misty. “I’ve gotta head to south county late morning, so I’ll stop by afterwards and tell your folks. They’ll be as thrilled as I am.”
Kristi managed a smile and wiped away a tear as she thought about reuniting with her folks. “Well, thanks, Misty. Tell them I love them, and we’ll be there as soon as we can.”
Kristi signed off and terminated the transmission. Then the tears began to flow. Tommy reached over and rubbed her shoulder, drawing a smile from her.
She managed to find the words to express how she felt. “You know, you take your family and home for granted when you grow up. They help you find your path in life, and you run off the farm or out the door to pursue it, sometimes never looking back. Yet they’re always there when you need them.”
He smiled and nodded.
She continued. “Tommy, I just want you to know my family is your family now if that’s what you want. I promise you there’s a place in their hearts for you.”
For the first time, Tommy Bannon cried, too.
 



Chapter 39
Near Defiance, Ohio
 
Levi was growing desperate for gasoline. As the needle approached the one-quarter-of-a-tank mark, he began to try the more conventional means of obtaining gas—he asked politely. Wherever he saw a country gas station on the back roads he traveled, he’d stopped and tried to play on people’s good nature. He’d tell them his story and how he was trying to get home to his family. No matter how heartfelt he appeared, or elaborate the recent events could sound, the answer was always the same.
No. No gas. And even if they had any, they weren’t giving it away for free regardless of the sob story being told.
At first, Levi was angry at the lack of compassion being shown by his fellow man. Then he began to understand. Through his conversations with people, he learned a little more about the circumstances that had led to the president’s decision to turn off the country’s power supply. What was happening around the world was beyond his imagination, but he was able to relate to the unusual changes because of his own experiences.
That still didn’t make him feel better as the truck’s fuel tank headed rapidly toward empty. Dusk was fast approaching, and Levi considered this to be a benefit as he contemplated stealing gasoline. He’d siphoned fuel out of equipment around Riverfront Farms since he was a kid. When his allowance ran low and he wanted to go out on a date, he’d borrow diesel from his dad’s tractors to fill his pickup.
That worked well until he was pulled over at a random checkpoint by the Indiana State Police. They retrieved a sample of diesel from his tank and discovered it was dyed. Dyed diesel was sold to farmers without the normal taxes charged on fuel for passenger vehicles. Levi received a big, fat ticket and an even bigger scolding from his dad.
Nonetheless, he intended to apply his knowledge to siphoning gasoline out of anything he could find. He’d already gathered a piece of water hose at his last stop, and there was an empty five-gallon plastic gas can in the bed of his stolen truck. Now he needed several lawn and garden tractors to provide him a source of gasoline. Most tractor-style mowers held two or three gallons of gasoline. Levi was happy to gather what he could to get him farther down the road.
His first attempt was south of tiny Lyons, Ohio, and netted him a few gallons, but the poor gas mileage of the older pickup quickly consumed it.
He was on the outskirts of Defiance, Ohio, a town midway between Toledo and Fort Wayne, when he made his next attempt. It was dark outside, but Levi passed a small farm with two dozen refurbished lawn tractors in the front yard for sale. The farmer had a hobby business fixing up old lawn mowers and selling them to locals.
Levi assumed the lawn mowers would have gas in them, as the farmer’s customers would ask him to start them when they came to make a purchase.
He slowed as he passed the property and found a place off the side of the road to hide the pickup. There were no lights on in any of the adjacent properties. Only a candle flickering from the living room at the farmer’s house indicated anyone was home.
By Levi’s calculations, he could easily fill the truck and carry a spare five gallons in the container. It would be more than enough to get to Riverfront Farms.
At first, he was a little overanxious and found himself running through the drainage ditch that ran adjacent to the county road. Once again, Levi’s adrenaline had spiked, and he charged forward without thinking of the pitfalls. He crossed over a driveway and jumped down into a ditch, losing his footing slightly before falling to the ground. He used his right arm, the one injured with a gunshot wound, to brace his fall.
It helped him avoid further injury to his wound, but it came with a cost. He sliced it open on part of a steel drainage culvert.
“Arrrggghhh!” Levi screamed in pain as the steel ripped through his skin to the ulna, one of the two large bones that make up the forearm. Blood began to pump out of the ulnar artery, soaking through the sleeve of his shirt and gushing over his pants.
Levi doubled over in pain, frantically trying to stop the bleeding. He pulled his shirt over his head and used his left sleeve to tie a tourniquet just above his elbow. He used the remainder of his shirt to wrap around his forearm to put pressure on the wound.
“Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!” Levi quietly cursed his bad luck, or bad decision, or both. Either way, he knew he was in trouble.
He briefly considered going to the farmer’s door and asking for help. But then he’d find himself in the awkward position of explaining what he was doing in the man’s front yard with a gas can and a siphon hose.
Levi remembered checking his map before it got dark. The road he was taking would hook up with Highway 24 just south of Defiance, Ohio. Maybe they have a doctor or a hospital, Levi thought to himself.
Giving up on his plan to steal gasoline, he crawled out of the ditch and walked briskly back to the pickup, keeping the pressure on his wound, which had now completely soaked his shirt with blood.
In his already weakened state, it didn’t take long for the blood loss to have a profound effect on Levi’s body. He became short of breath and dizzy. An extreme feeling of drowsiness came over him as he started the truck and drove toward the highway. On several occasions, he drove off onto the shoulder of the county road, causing him to correct his course and quickly yank the wheel to the left to avoid wrecking in a ditch.
His head bobbed up and down as he continued on. A mile seemed like an eternity for the young man, who was gradually losing consciousness. The days that preceded this had taken their toll. Levi Boone’s body was shutting down and his mind was giving out.
He was barely coherent when he pulled onto the westbound lane of Highway 24 outside Defiance, Ohio, just as the truck sputtered and shut down, out of gas.
In his delirious state, he thought he’d arrived at a hospital. He fumbled for the door handle. After several attempts, he finally flipped it open and fell face-first onto the pavement, ripping open a gash in his chin. He spilled into the middle of the highway and attempted to stand. But his body was too weak and his knees gave out, resulting him landing on his chest, completely oblivious to the convoy of FEMA trucks roaring toward him on their way to Fort Wayne.
 



Chapter 40
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
“How are your eyes, Dad?” asked Chapman as Squire leaned back in his recliner. Physically, he seemed to be recovering from the near-drowning experience. Emotionally, he might not unless this tragedy were to be replaced by another. His eyes had been bothering him, and he wasn’t sure if it was from the brief exposure to the sun or because he’d had them wide open under water. The Ohio River was not known to be the cleanest.
“Well, the gritty sensation seems to have gone away. The eyewash helped with that.”
Chapman knelt down by his chair and gave his dad a wet washcloth to replace the one he’d been using. “That could’ve been from the river. Considering there hasn’t been any large vessel traffic, I was surprised at how much sediment there was in the water.”
“Is the river polluted?” asked Isabella.
Chapman left his father’s side and took up a seat on the fireplace hearth. “They’ve tried to control the mercury levels and harmful water runoff from sanitation facilities near the river. They had a lot of success for a while. Then the coal-fired power plants complained they were having difficulty meeting the government standards, and the rules were relaxed.”
Squire covered his eyes with the washcloth and leaned back. “That was especially true down in Evansville.”
Carly had just returned from putting the kids to bed and joined in the conversation. “That’s true, but Evansville is pretty far downriver.”
“Maybe,” muttered Chapman.
“What do you mean, son?” his mother asked.
“I don’t know, Mom. It could’ve been an aberration, but the body we spotted in the water was floating upstream toward New Amsterdam. I watched it for a while, thinking maybe it got caught in an eddy or a whirlpool of some kind that carried it counter to the main current. But I couldn’t see any swirling motion, and the body stayed on a pretty steady track.”
“Damn!” Squire’s sudden outburst startled everyone.
“Honey, what’s wrong?” asked Sarah as she jumped off the sofa and rushed to his side.
Squire squirmed in his chair and then lied, “Um, it was just a pain in my eyes. It went away.” He held the washcloth against his face to bolster the fib and to hide his eyes, which would’ve told the truth if his wife saw them. The pains in his abdomen were becoming more frequent and intense. He exhaled after holding his breath in an attempt to will away the sensation that his bowels were being squeezed to the point of popping.
“Let me get you a fresh washcloth and some more Refresh eye drops,” offered Sarah.
Squire didn’t want her to bother. “That’s okay, honey. It passed. I really think that I got some kind of debris in them while I was flailing about.” He pulled the washcloth away and looked to Carly. She managed a smile.
“I see it in your face, Dad. Don’t you worry about Jesse. He’s fine, in fact, better than fine. He can’t stop looking at that knot on his forehead. It’s like a badge of honor.”
“He’s a hero,” said Squire. “That boy saved my life today.”
Carly looked over at Chapman. “And you saved Jesse’s.”
Sarah squeezed Carly’s hand. “We’re a family of survivors.”
Carly appeared sullen. With every passing day, she became more worrisome about the whereabouts of Levi. She glanced over at Isabella. Today, Chapman’s new friend had talked her off the cliff, so to speak. Carly was about to load up her truck with supplies, guns, and extra gasoline to trek across the Midwest in search of her husband. She’d told Isabella that she couldn’t just sit around while Levi was out there, possibly injured.
Using logic, Isabella had talked her out of the fool’s errand. Levi had his friends to assist him, and from what Chapman told her, he was clearly the most adept of all the Boones to survive in the wilderness. Moreover, Isabella reminded Carly, her kids couldn’t afford to lose both of their parents. She simply had to keep the faith.
The conversation turned to the next day’s activities. For the first time, the family and all the farmhands would stay indoors throughout the day except for patrols. Chapman and Isabella would continue to ride the perimeter of the property during the day, using the least agitated of the horses.
They had retrieved an air horn out of the family’s bass boat to be used in the event of an emergency. The farm was divided into numbered sections. A problem by the river, for example, was declared section two. Two long blasts on the horn, followed by a pause, and then two more long blasts would mean send the cavalry.
At night, they’d instructed the farmhands to watch over the orchards and the farming operations, harvesting what they could and remaining vigilant for trespassers as well. This change of routine proved to be fortuitous in the coming days.
 



Chapter 41
South Harrison County, Indiana
 
The key to any government official successfully taking part in an illegal or corrupt activity was plausible deniability. Whether in Washington or Corydon, in order to avoid being swept into a conspiracy, the official needed to have several layers of insulation between the illegal activity and his hands. The larger the government—such as, for example, the U.S. federal government—the more layers were required. In Harrison County, Sheriff Randy Clark only needed a couple of loyal deputies to spearhead the operation for him to keep his hands clean.
Sheriff Clark wanted his first operation to come off without a hitch, yet the haul needed to be worth the effort. He considered his options and chose Clarence Watson as his first target. Watson owned six hundred acres in the bend of Indian Creek off West Heidelberg Road south of Corydon.
Watson’s wife had died in the spring, and he was reportedly distraught over the loss. His farm had been a consistent producer of corn, soybeans, tomatoes, and, of course, apples. The Watson farm was an ideal first mark because there was only one way in and one way out of the property off the road. One of the deputies would position his patrol car near the entrance to ensure nobody came upon them in the middle of the night. The other would supervise the inmates to make sure they were diligent about their duties and didn’t try to run off.
The darkness coupled with a lack of ambient light gave them the perfect conditions to do their work. The meandering creek that surrounded the property acted as a barrier and deterrent to the work-release crew from running off.
Starting with the crops, the inmates picked Clarence Watson’s gardens until they were virtually emptied. They then moved into the orchard.
Sheriff Clark had never grown crops, much less maintained an apple orchard. He did, however, study the activities of criminals. Years prior, a report had crossed his desk out of La Porte, Indiana, just west of South Bend in the northern part of the state. It appeared that some well-organized thieves shook down an apple orchard, literally.
The owner of the orchard reported an entire section of his farm had been raided one evening, and approximately fifty thousand apples had been stolen. He believed they’d put down tarps around the apple trees and worked together to shake them loose, or knock them down with long poles.
Sheriff Clark liked the simplicity of the operation. He had access to Harrison County’s vehicle pool, which included several surplus military vehicles, like the M35 Deuce and a Half, a two-and-a-half-ton cargo truck with tall wooden side rails all around the bed.
His deputies removed two of the vehicles from the county’s maintenance facility, loaded the inmates in them, and made their way onto Watson’s farm. It was just after dark as the men drove along the dirt trails that encircled the farm.
The M35s made more noise than the deputies wanted, but they hoped staying near the creek might not draw the attention of Mr. Watson. They were wrong.
At first, the operation went as planned. The first truck stopped at the gardens, where four of the inmates under the watchful eye of their deputy supervisor made quick work of the available crops. Just after midnight, they finished their task. It was when they started their truck to drive around the back side of the farm to join the apple pickers that trouble arose.
The two groups of five men had just joined together to shake the trees loose of their ripe apples when Mr. Watson approached them with a shotgun.
“Hey! Get away from them trees!”
The men froze and slowly raised their hands. It was very dark, and the men, who had been using flashlights to gather any wayward apples, immediately dropped them to the ground. They’d discussed this in advance. Holding an illuminated flashlight when approached by a man with a gun simply made you an easy target.
Mr. Watson stepped closer to the largest group, not realizing there were two men circling behind him. He shouted at the pickers again, this time demanding to know just what on god’s green earth they thought they were doing.
The answer he received did more than knock him unconscious. It killed him.
One of the inmates hit him in the back of the head with a softball-sized rock he’d carried from near the creek. His adrenaline, fueled by fear, levied a blow much too strong for the seventy-nine-year-old man’s temple to handle. Mr. Watson died instantly.
The deputy responsible for supervising the men didn’t panic. He recalled the sheriff’s final instructions before they set out that evening. If there’s collateral damage, then there’s collateral damage. Leave no witnesses.
“You two. Pick him up by the arms and legs. We’re gonna take him back to his house. The rest of you men keep pickin’. We’ve still got a couple of hours until daybreak.”
The deputy put on his gloves and retrieved the murder weapon—the round river rock. He cradled it and Watson’s shotgun in his arms, thankful the farmer didn’t get a chance to use it. When they reached the farmhouse, he instructed his men to drop the body in the middle of the foyer. Without touching anything with his fingers, he pulled the door closed.
“Stand back,” he instructed the nervous inmates. The deputy stood sideways to the door and kicked it open, knocking loose the latch bolt and strike plate. Then he entered, dropping the large rock by the man’s head. The crime scene would look similar to the one from New Middleton two nights ago. When Watson’s body was found, it would be presumed by all that the murder was part of the same crime spree. The deputy doubted anyone would venture into the orchards to look for the man’s apples.
He thought for a moment and turned to the two inmates. “Listen up. This never happened, got it? You don’t talk to the others about it, and you take this to your grave. Are we clear?”
“Yessir,” they responded in unison.
The deputy pushed up his sleeve and checked the time. It was one a.m. He wanted to reward them for taking care of business, and doing it quietly. “Good. I’m gonna give you guys ten minutes to rummage through the place. Don’t be shy. I want it to look like a herd of buffalo hit the place. Do keep it quiet, though.”
“Yessir!” The men got started, and the deputy added a caveat.
“Keep anything you want unless it’s gold or silver. That goes to me. I’d also suggest you be careful about what you touch. You have gloves. Wear them.”
The ravaging of the Watson home took less than ten minutes. The deputy left empty-handed. The inmates found cigarettes and bags of candy. Nothing of real value.
Clarence Watson had lived a simple life without luxuries or meaningful savings. He died the same way.
 



Chapter 42
The Oval Office
The White House
Washington, DC
 
A gathering of President Houston’s legal and national security advisors had assembled in the Oval Office to review the final draft of the martial law declaration before he signed it and his team began its implementation. His attorney general, Adrienne Padilla, was a former congresswoman who had retired to become the attorney general of Arizona. She and the president had become acquainted during a campaign swing through Tucson. When she threw her public support behind his candidacy, he immediately considered her for the nation’s job as its top cop.
“Adrienne, since this is the first time everyone charged with the responsibility of administering this document has been brought together, I thought it would be best for you to lay out the legal authority for my signing it, as well as go over the high points of its impact.”
Padilla stood off to the side and immediately moved next to the president in front of his desk. She was an older woman, who showed age lines from years of doing battle on Capitol Hill and later in Phoenix, Arizona’s capital, which had become ground zero for immigration battles in the last decade.
“Thank you, Mr. President. My aide has provided you the declaration in advance, and although there is a certain amount of legalese required to comply with the Constitution, and stand up to Supreme Court scrutiny, it’s intended to be relatively straightforward. As I’ve advised the president, the declaration needs to be widely disseminated throughout the country. It should be prominently displayed at all federal buildings, ranging from courthouses to post offices to social security administration facilities.”
“Let me add, if I may,” interrupted Chief of Staff O’Donnell, “as the National Guard and military units canvass the nation, they will immediately reach out to state and local government officials to provide a copy of the declaration for posting to state-operated facilities.”
“Yes, thank you, Angela,” said the president. He gestured for the attorney general to continue.
“Let me first address the legal precedent issue. As has been the case for decades, the Constitution tends to be interpreted in a way to bolster a particular political point of view depending on who needs legal cover. To avoid a never-ending struggle in the courts, in 2006 President Bush provided a mechanism for his and future administrations to act swiftly and decisively in their response to a catastrophic event.
“President Bush signed National Security Presidential Directive 51, which was intended to establish a comprehensive national policy to ensure the continuity of government operations while providing the executive branch broad powers to minimize mass casualties, enormous economic loss, or the destruction of the nation’s critical infrastructure, economy or essential government functions.
“President Houston’s prior executive order regarding the power grid fell under this Directive 51. Frankly, we are in a weak position legally because the president did not formally declare there to be a catastrophic emergency as that term is defined in President Bush’s executive directive. Part of what we are doing today is correcting that oversight.”
The president stepped forward. “I take full responsibility for that, and I have since apologized to the attorney general. In my zeal to protect the grid, I managed to shortcut the process.”
Padilla managed a smile for the president. She’d berated him, respectfully, after she learned of his executive order from several days ago. She’d been pushing O’Donnell for this moment in order to correct the mistake.
“By using a sitting president’s exclusive authority to declare martial law, coupled with the powers granted to him via Directive 51, the moment President Houston declares a catastrophic emergency, a decision, mind you, that is wholly within his discretion, he is able to set aside many of the legal limits on his authority.
“Of course, this will enable him to respond to the types of incidents of societal collapse we’ve been witnessing around the country. It also enables him to take more drastic measures, from shutting down the power grid, as he has done, to deploying troops on American soil to subdue domestic unrest.
“To be sure, this is intended to be for a limited time by nature, with Congress being called upon to pass laws enabling the country to function during the time of crisis. That being said, when our nation faces a prolonged power outage, either due to our own actions or because of naturally occurring events, it’s near impossible to convene Congress and undertake the legislative process. Directive 51 and the authority to declare martial law prevents our government from being stymied.”
The president stepped forward again and patted his attorney general on the back. “Thank you, Madam Attorney General. Now, there are several specific provisions I’d like you to summarize, during which I’ll open up the floor for questions. I want all of us to have a clear understanding of what this declaration entails.”
Padilla continued. “Part One, sections one-oh-one through one-eleven all relate to the legal definitions and authorities set forth in Directive 51 and the Constitution. The meat of the declaration is found in Part Two that is titled Specific Provisions.
“Let me say this before I begin. These provisions may seem overly burdensome on their face, as they, quite honestly, obliterate the Bill of Rights. That doesn’t mean that the president will necessarily do so. I have drafted a comprehensive, all-encompassing document intended to give him a broad range of powers and options without having to continuously amend the declaration as circumstances change.”
One by one, the attorney general summarized each of the rights afforded under the first through tenth amendment to the Constitution. Freedom of assembly, free speech, right to bear arms, and right to privacy were all stripped from American citizens. All of the enumerated rights related to due process, habeas corpus, speedy trial and right to bail were suspended.
The executive branch, and by extension, the agencies established under it, could now act unhindered to quell riots, stifle dissent, and use the might of the United States military, including deadly force, to maintain order.
With regard to American citizens, the martial law declaration provided a grace period of seventy hours after its execution to allow distribution and posting of the document. After that period, compliance was expected and would be enforced. Relative to businesses, organizations, and state governments, the martial law declaration was effective immediately upon affixing his signature.
After a lengthy discussion concerning the mechanics of the declaration, the conversation turned to the issue of the power grid itself. Many of the attendees had been asked to pressure the president to reconsider. None of them did so, but they did raise the issue of the local governments and utilities that had initiated the black start plan without the president’s authority.
“Here’s the bottom line,” began the president. “Arguably, since I signed the executive order several days ago, I’ve been in charge of the nation’s critical infrastructure. I was pleased to see FERC and the smaller utility cooperatives across the country acting in concert to achieve full cooperation with my order. Since then, it was with great dismay that I learned of many utilities and municipalities defying my executive order. Now, with the execution of this martial law declaration, we have the power of enforcement.”
The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff addressed the president. “Sir, the rules of engagement concern us all. We’ll be asking our brave men and women of the armed forces to use lethal force on their fellow Americans. I’ll be totally honest, sir. I’m not certain they will.”
The president frowned. “General, I expect our troops to do their duty. Our ability to preserve the future of this country is dependent upon protecting its critical infrastructure from both a devastating geostorm and civil disobedience. The Americans who defy the rule of law and threaten our troops with violence will receive a similar response.”
 



Chapter 43
The Oval Office
The White House
Washington, DC
 
The president had put on a good front during the briefing with his top advisors and cabinet officials. It was not how he truly felt about the use of these extraordinary powers. After O’Donnell cleared the room, she made her way to the buffet, which served as a liquor cabinet. She retrieved two balloon wineglasses and filled them with cabernet from a vineyard in California.
“This really sucks,” he complained as he downed half the glass with his first gulp.
She ran her fingers through his hair, which had become mussed from his fidgeting. She took a moment to straighten his tie and fix his shirt collar. She’d become accustomed to doting over him in private, and under these stressful conditions, she’d slipped and done so in the presence of others as well.
“I agree, but it’s absolutely necessary to keep them from killing one another. This is going to sound crude, but right now, many people are acting like frightened animals. They’re desperate because of their impatience with the situation. I believe the only thing they’ll respect is restraint.”
“Put a leash on ’em, in other words.”
“Yes, something like that,” O’Donnell said dryly. “Before we talk about the grid, let me mention that other matter.”
“The insider trading?” asked the president, who was still salty about his mistress’s actions despite profiting greatly from it.
“It wasn’t insider trading per se, Grant. Please don’t mischaracterize it. Trading stocks and commodities is like legalized gambling. Sometimes the house wins, and sometimes it loses. We happen to be winners this go-around.”
President Houston sighed. He finished off his first glass of wine with sip number two and immediately refilled it. “I’m sorry, honey. Please, it’s been very stressful.”
“No, I get it. Just trust me on this. I’ve got everything in place to cover our tracks.”
The president bristled at her use of the word our. Yet he knew he’d be implicated regardless of the fact it was Angela’s doing. He wanted to change the subject. “Angela, it’s been five days since we decided to unplug the power. Nothing has happened. The sunspots, or active regions, whatever, haven’t materialized. There haven’t been any geomagnetic storms affecting any part of the world. Hell, the French are even bragging about the transformers they’ve already replaced courtesy of our friends in Tokyo.”
O’Donnell frowned. “Grant, I know where you’re headed with this. You have to stay the course. I know you’ve worn out the carpet heading down to the Press Room and back to talk to the NASA people, but honestly, you’re going down there hoping for bad news to make yourself feel better. I’ve had extensive conversations with Taylor and the representatives from Boulder at the Space Weather Prediction Center. I hate to repeat an oft-used cliché, but it’s not a matter of if, but when. The science is real and so is the threat.”
The president carried his glass to the windows overlooking the South Lawn. The draperies had been pulled closed at the direction of the Secret Service, who were concerned protestors were monitoring the president’s movements. He pulled them open slightly to look outside. The vast open space was bustling with activity as several military transport trucks were being unloaded. The president squinted his eyes to make out what the boxes contained, but he was too far away.
“I understand and I don’t disagree. It’s frustrating and confounding. Why don’t people just do as we ask? If they did, there wouldn’t be a need for unleashing the military on them.”
O’Donnell refilled her glass. “Let’s talk about these rogue utilities for a moment. It took almost eighteen hours for the grid to be fully powered down. A few were caught unprepared, but overall, I think America accepted the purpose thanks to your national address.”
“Well, they have short memories,” the president added.
“Yes, and that’s what we need to talk about. I realize politics is the least of our concerns right now. For one thing, we’re early in your administration, and frankly, your reelection will hinge upon how many lives you save, not how many people have been inconvenienced.”
The president shrugged. His political standing was always on his mind, except as it related to his intimate relationship with his chief of staff. If he planned to run again, which despite the present circumstances, he intended to do, then he’d divorce his wife and go public about his relationship with O’Donnell. Until then, he had to consider the political ramifications of his decisions.
“I agree. Where are you headed with this?” he asked.
“Many of the local governments who have defied your executive order are political allies. We’ve reached out to them, and they’ve refused to comply.”
“Do you want me to call the general back in here and tell him to blast them?” he asked half-jokingly.
O’Donnell laughed. “No. Nobody is gonna get blasted, except us if we pop open another bottle of cab.”
The president grinned and took a big gulp of his wine. “I’m in. I’d love to unplug from all of this, pardon the pun.” He waved his glass around the Oval Office.
“I have a proposal that kills two birds with one stone.”
“I’m listening.”
“We don’t want to take on any of our big-city mayors. They’ll be too important down the road, especially in a rebuilding effort. Instead, I suggest we find another municipality to make an example of. You know, forcibly take over their infrastructure operations and shut down their power.”
The president furrowed his brow. “The idea is to send a message and hope the others will comply with my executive order.”
“Yes.”
“Which city do you have in mind?” he asked.
O’Donnell smiled and sipped her wine. “Well,” she began, teasingly stretching out the word, “there’s been a thorn in your side for the last two years who is only marginally popular in his own state. Yet he’s nationally recognized, so the news of his forced compliance, for lack of a better term, will spread to others.”
An evil smile came across the president’s face. He raised his glass to O’Donnell, and she quickly clinked hers together with his in a celebratory toast.
“South Bend it is!”
 



Chapter 44
South Bend, Indiana
 
South Bend, Indiana, was a small college town in northeastern Indiana best known for being the location of the University of Notre Dame. It was the penultimate U.S. Midwestern city, having received the All-America City Award multiple times for its community-centric living.
Located on the St. Joseph River near the Michigan state line, its metropolitan area included three counties and roughly three hundred thousand people. Led by a mayor who’d been a former presidential candidate, the city prided itself on its close-knit, diverse communities.
The mayor had been deeply disturbed by President Houston’s attempts to protect the nation’s power supply by intentionally shutting down electric utilities. As soon as the announcement was made, he immediately called a meeting with the management team of Indiana Michigan Power, which was headquartered in nearby Fort Wayne. Indiana Power encompassed the American Electric Power service territories in Indiana, which included Fort Wayne, Muncie, and South Bend.
More than a million residents and businesses were caught off guard when I&M pulled the plug on its transformers. The power company’s management team was very convincing when dealing with South Bend’s mayor, who was widely known as Mayor Pete. He voiced his concerns about the impact this would have on the elderly and infirm, and especially the hindrance imposed upon first responders. However, at the time, he felt like he had no choice but to comply with his former political rival’s executive order.
Just a couple of days later, when the geostorm that had been used as the crisis for taking these extraordinary measures never materialized, Mayor Pete grew angry. He summoned the sheriffs and county executives from I&M’s service area to meet in Fort Wayne to hear their stories. Across the state, mayors and law enforcement complained about the way their citizens were handling the power outage.
At first, other than parts of Indianapolis, most Indianans took it in stride. Communities organized block parties, where they cooked hamburgers and steaks. Anything that was refrigerated, from burgers to beer, was contributed as the citizenry came together.
As the blackout stretched on for days, the community’s attitude soured. Complaints turned to protests, which in turn became riots. Societal collapse had come to Mayor Pete’s fair city, and he was none too happy about it. He was also frustrated.
He had no direct line to the White House, needless to say, and the governor of Indiana offered no words of solace. Indianapolis had begun to fall apart two days before South Bend began to experience the dark side of human behavior. The response he’d received from the governor’s office was just deal with it.
So that was just what he intended to do. He’d reached out to the mayors of Fort Wayne and Muncie, who refused to go along with open rebellion against the president at first. After meeting with the regional law enforcement personnel, he approached the management team of I&M. He told them to initiate the black start plan for South Bend.
They refused, and then he threatened to have them arrested, knowing full well he had no basis for doing so. When that didn’t work, he bribed them, sort of. He called an emergency meeting of South Bend’s mayor-council government. In a hastily prepared, secretive location, Mayor Pete, the city clerk, and a quorum of the city’s common council members who were politically aligned with the mayor voted unanimously to grant I&M one hundred percent tax waivers on all utility-owned real estate in St. Joseph county, a savings of millions of dollars over the next twenty years.
Mayor Pete immediately boasted about his arrangements to the mayor of Fort Wayne, who reconsidered his initial refusal to participate in the black start plan without the president’s approval. Fort Wayne, a city twice the size of South Bend, was beginning to experience the kind of unrest found in larger cities like Indianapolis, and nearby Ohio cities like Toledo.
Fort Wayne officials moved forward with a similar proposal to I&M. With the resolution passed and entered into the minutes by the city clerk, the executives of I&M also asked for, and received, food and supplies from the Allen County food bank together with round-the-clock police protection from local law enforcement. They happily restarted the generators, and soon, both the South Bend and Fort Wayne metropolitan areas were open for business.
And word spread like wildfire.
Mayor Pete never imagined that a nation without power, and therefore no means to effectively engage in communications, could announce the news as quickly as it did. But word got around, and people from as far away as Kentucky and all the other adjoining states began to migrate toward Northern Indiana in search of food, medical attention, and safety.
The well-intentioned Mayor Pete had opened up a can of worms that he couldn’t put the lid back on, even if he wanted to.
 



Chapter 45
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
If one were aboard the International Space Station on a clear day, they’d look down upon the American Midwest and see what appeared to be thousands of ants traveling to a single mound—Fort Wayne, Indiana. Like a magnet drawing in metal shavings, vehicles and pedestrians came from all directions to descend upon the city of a quarter million people. By the hour, as the word spread to adjoining states, thousands of refugees streamed into town in search of food, shelter, and medical attention.
Despite defying the president’s executive orders to shut down its power grid, the city was receiving kudos from some within Washington, including the FEMA director. Seeing this as an opportunity to help a large number of people without venturing into the dangerous big cities, FEMA directed its recovery assets toward Fort Wayne.
Convoys of trucks came from nearby Toledo, Indianapolis, Gary, and Louisville to assist. Temporary housing was established on the outskirts of Fort Wayne in an attempt to keep the refugees from clogging up the roadways as they aimlessly searched for help.
One of these trucks found itself parked outside Lutheran Downtown Hospital, an acute care facility that had recently been expanded to a hundred beds, just in time for the apocalypse.
Prior to the agreement between the mayor and Indiana Michigan Power to provide electricity to the region in contravention of the president’s order, Lutheran used its large generators to provide power to the six-suite operating room and its critical care units. As the days passed, the hospital administrators watched with consternation as the long-term outage drained the fuel supplies necessary to keep the generators operating. They’d shut down the operating rooms and found themselves treating critical care patients without the benefit of electricity. Therefore, they saw the decision by the mayor and the power company to initiate their localized black start plan as a blessing.
The gurney burst through the emergency room entrance, pushed by two men wearing blue coveralls and an emergency room nurse. Outside, a cacophony of voices screamed to anyone who would listen to let them in or to inquire about loved ones.
“That’s nuts, brother,” one of the men said to the other.
“No kiddin’,” added the other man. “We almost ran over a dozen of them just to save this half-dead fella.”
An attending physician assigned to the ER greeted them with her stethoscope in hand. “What’ve we got?” she asked as she approached. She arrived at the patient’s side and immediately covered her nose.
“Nothing short of roadkill,” replied one of the drivers.
“Who are you, sir?”
“Chuck Taylor.”
“Medical unit?” she asked as she pulled the patient’s shirt open and listened to the patient’s heartbeat. She also checked his pulse. She muttered to herself, “Alive, but just barely.”
He paused before responding, “No, ma’am. We’re with the direct-response team. We’re delivering supplies to the Allen County Fairgrounds for disbursement to the refugees.”
“Yeah, if those people don’t steal the whole damn truck first,” said the other driver.
“Any ID?” the doctor asked, ignoring the other man’s snide remark.
“Nope,” the driver curtly replied. He shoved his hands into his pockets and shrugged before continuing. “We’d heard reports the roads were littered with dead bodies just like this one. Um, honestly, I thought he was dead. We almost ran over him and only stopped because he was in the way. I didn’t wanna squish a corpse and have to clean up the mess later.”
The doctor gave the man a disapproving look and turned to the male nurse. “Please get these clothes off him immediately.”
“Doc, all the exam rooms are full,” he said after glancing around.
“Just find him a spot in the hallway. Do you know how to suture?”
“I’ve been practicing on the pig cadavers.”
“Good, same thing. He’s severely dehydrated, so start a normal saline IV. Clean his wound and stitch him up. If you have trouble with the sutures, find me or someone who knows what they’re doing.”
“What about pain meds?” the nurse asked.
She pulled open the man’s eyelids and flashed her penlight to assess his pupil response. “Nah, can’t risk it. He could be strung out. At least he doesn’t smell drunk like so many others.”
“He smelled like death to us,” said the truck driver. “I don’t think the cab of our rig will ever be the same.”
The doctor had had enough of the denigrating remarks from the two drivers. She addressed them in a snarky, condescending tone of voice. “Gentlemen, thank you for using your better judgment and helping this man. I’m sure he appreciates it, and God will bless you for it.”
“Um, yeah, sure. No problem.” The men cowered backwards toward the door and left to fight their way through the mob outside the emergency room entrance.
“Doctor! We need you in OR three, stat!” shouted a nurse at the reception desk. Without further instructions, the doctor hustled down the hall, shoving her way through the throngs of needy patients and their families.
The male nurse, who’d just been hired a month ago after completing a nursing assistant program at Ross Medical Education Center in town, stood next to his patient for a moment and then glanced around at the chaotic scene in the ER admitting room.
A man was vomiting blood into a silk plant container in the corner. A pregnant woman was in labor, clutching her husband’s hand as she screamed. A young shirtless boy sat alone in a chair, reading a Dr. Seuss book. His shoulders and arms were covered with red welts that could’ve been symptomatic of anything from poison ivy to measles. A drunk with a gash in his head had passed out, or died, under a row of seats against the wall.
The nurse wasn’t interested in removing the soiled, bloody clothes of the bearded man. They reeked of dead animal, or people, or both. The crusty blood was gross. He’d do what the doctor requested, sort of.
He wheeled the patient down the hall and pushed him in line with another half dozen passed out or barely incoherent people on gurneys. Using surgical scissors, he cut off the man’s shirtsleeve to reveal his arm. Then he looked around for an IV stand.
He made his way down the hospital hallway until he came to a young man who was also wearing hunting clothes. He too was covered in dried blood, and his beard was full of crusty sputum. He felt the man’s neck for a pulse.
He was dead.
“Sorry, man, you won’t need this anymore.” He glanced around to see if he was being observed by anyone. Satisfied that the chaos in the ER masked his activities, he jerked the IV out of the arm of the dead hunter and rolled the IV stand down to the new patient. After several tries, he successfully inserted the IV into the new patient, grabbed a blanket off another gurney, and covered him up. Then he patted the patient on the head.
“Have a nice sleep.”
 



Chapter 46
Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station
Antarctica
 
Dr. Amber Hagood had given up trying to get a restful sleep without the use of the sleeping aid Ambien. Since she’d discovered the extraordinarily cold temperatures in Eastern Europe, Southeast Asia, Australia, and West Central Africa, her further analysis confirmed her quadrupolar theory. This led to a flurry of activity and sleepless nights. Only the sleep aid could force her body to shut down and recover for another day.
She began to reach out to her contemporaries around the globe, at least those who still had electricity. Prior to the solar storm in France and the subsequent intentional disconnecting of the power in the States, her primary scientific contacts were in those two nations. Now she focused on Japan and Australia as she shared her data with geologists and climatologists.
In just a few days, Antarctica had changed dramatically. The air above the continent had suddenly grown warmer. Using weather balloons and satellite readings, Dr. Hagood determined that the South Pole was rapidly heating due to a phenomenon called sudden stratospheric warming.
As the Antarctic winter ended and the summer approached, her forecast model predicted a twenty-degree rise in temperatures. After the last few days, she was prepared to scrap her old model and start over. The rapid rise in temperatures could be catastrophic for the world’s climate.
Every winter, westerly winds in the stratosphere, moving at one hundred thirty miles per hour, developed above the South Pole and circled the polar region. In the last week, the temperatures had risen so rapidly that the winds dipped very low toward the surface of Antarctica, flowing directly over the mountains of ice.
Dr. Hagood began to analyze the geological data of the continent. Two large cracks had formed in Western Antarctica’s Pine Island Glacier. This glacier is roughly the size of Manhattan. Another large fissure opened up that morning along the Larsen Ice Shelf extending along the east coast of the Antarctic Peninsula. If the opening deepened, it was likely a glacier of roughly seven thousand square miles in size would break off and float into the Southern Ocean.
Dr. Hagood was able to get through to her counterparts at NOAA, who accessed the European Space Agency’s satellites—Copernicus Sentinel-1 and Sentinel-2. The geologic reports were confirmed by the satellite observations.
With the help of NOAA and Australia’s Climate Prediction Center, she determined the calving incidents, as the breakaways were called, were the result of warming ocean currents and the unusually warm upper-level winds. As a result, more calving was probable as the warming water melted Antarctica’s glaciers from underneath and the high-temperature winds prevented the ice from replenishing itself.
Dr. Hagood ran more hypotheticals based upon the newly acquired data. She was able to produce a time-lapse model showing the impact these warming temperatures would have on Antarctica. The result was astonishing. Within two years, the continent would break apart, sending mountains of ice adrift toward Australia, South Africa, and Argentina. If they didn’t completely melt first.
The natural consequence of the polar ice melt was exponentially rising sea levels. As sea levels rise, shorelines recede, and not just along beaches and ocean coastlines. Any fresh water tributary that dumps into the world’s seas and oceans would also rise as the waters increase in elevation.
Destructive erosion and wetland flooding would be just the beginning. Disappearance of the planet’s land mass would naturally follow.
This was what kept Dr. Amber Hagood up at night.
 



Chapter 47
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Chapman and Isabella had stepped up their patrols as word of the people crossing from Kentucky into Indiana at nearby Mauckport reached Riverfront Farms. The news of Fort Wayne and South Bend restarting their power grids had given many a false hope that the ordeal was almost over. Chapman and Isabella knew better, and they suspected that the isolated occurrence was premature.
Thus far, other than reports of attempted thefts of gasoline and food, no physical altercations had been reported. The residents of Southeast Indiana were nervous as the throngs of travelers grew each hour.
Chapman asked the farmhands to extend their security shifts, and everyone stepped up to help out. The employees of Riverfront Farms were like family. Most of them had been with the Boones for years. Some had been married on the property, and others had children who’d been raised there since birth.
Isabella was riding the four-wheeler along the river, and Chapman had taken a horse to the westernmost part of the farm to both hunt and patrol. He was nearly a mile from the main house when he heard a gunshot.
With the forest and rising hills to the west, sound traveled in odd ways. It was difficult for him to discern which direction the gunshot came from. In the distance, he could hear the pitched whine of the four-wheeler, and Isabella seemed to be moving quickly. Instinctively, Chapman dug his heels into the horse and urged it back toward the house.
Another gunshot, followed by a single long blast on the horn, sent his adrenaline levels surging. A single blast meant there was a problem at the house and it involved gunfire.
It took Chapman several minutes to race through the trails in the woods and then finally onto the dirt roads found throughout the farm. He raced past the barn and struggled to slow his horse as he sped up to the porch. Isabella was waiting for him.
“I heard shots!” he shouted before he dismounted.
“They were only a call for help by your mother. Please hurry.” She turned and ran inside the house.
Chapman tied off the horse to the railing and ran inside with his rifle ready to shoot. He was leaving nothing to chance. Once inside, he found his father lying on the couch, doubled over in pain, with the Boone women plus Isabella trying to comfort him.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
His mother turned to him and raised her arms. “I’ve given him some pain meds, but they expired last year. They may have lost some potency, but they’re something.”
“Mom, what’s wrong with him?”
“We don’t know, son. Apparently, this has been comin’ on for some time, and your stubborn father thought it would be best not to worry anybody. Now he’s in terrible pain and we don’t have a doctor to help him.”
“What are his symptoms?” asked Chapman.
Sarah sighed, and then tears began to stream down her face. She glanced toward the stairs and saw Rachel and Jesse eavesdropping. First, she turned to Carly before returning her attention back to Chapman. “Carly, the kids.”
Carly quickly ushered the kids back upstairs, and Isabella stayed by Squire’s side, holding a wet cloth to his head. His face was reddened with fever.
“He’s so stubborn,” Sarah continued as she wiped the tears off her face. “He said at first he noticed a loss of appetite and fatigue. He thought he just had a bug or something or that it was because he was getting old. He started losing weight, which I noticed. But I didn’t think anything of it. What he didn’t tell me was that he was having a lot of diarrhea, extreme cramping, and, recently, blood in his stool.”
“Geez, Mom. How long has this been goin’ on?”
“More than two months.”
Chapman closed his eyes and tilted his head back. He opened them, looked at the ceiling, and shook his head in disbelief. He hugged his mom briefly and then led her back to his dad’s side.
“Isabella, what do you think?”
“He is burning up with a fever,” she replied and then pressed his lower stomach. “Feel this. It is so hard, but he has not had any food today. He needs to go to a hospital.”
Chapman rolled his eyes. “Ordinarily, we could be there in twenty minutes or so. I’ve already been told that the clinic in Corydon is closed. I have no idea where the doctors live. Do you, Mom?”
“No, son, I don’t. But I have an idea.”
“What?”
“We’ve learned the power’s on in Fort Wayne. It’s a four-hour drive, but he could get treated there.”
Chapman ran his fingers through his hair and stared down at his dad, who was coherent but doubled over in pain. The medications from his mother weren’t helping him.
“Okay, let’s do it.”
Sarah kissed her son on the cheek and said, “I’ll get a few things and then bring the truck around.”
Chapman grabbed her by the arm. “No, Mom. You can’t. You’ve gotta stay here at the farm.”
“I’m staying with your father,” she protested.
Chapman pulled her aside to speak with her as the tears flowed again. She was very emotional, rightfully so.
“Please listen to me. You don’t understand. This could be very dangerous. People are desperate out there, and I don’t want to put you at risk. Besides, you know the farm, and Carly needs your help watching over the kids. I’ll take him. It’s the best way.”
Sarah shook her head side to side and was visibly shaken. Her hands trembled as she covered her face, and her voice cracked as she spoke. “I-I have to be with him, Chapman. I can’t lose him.”
Isabella approached them. She gently took Sarah’s hands and squeezed them. “I promise to watch over both of your boys.”
“Wait,” Chapman interrupted. “You’re not going either.”
Isabella stood firm. “Chapman Boone, you promised not to coddle me, remember?”
“Yeah, but that was different.”
“No, it was not. I am going because I made Sarah a promise. Right, Sarah?”
Sarah managed a smile. “Okay, I’ll stay here, but only if Isabella goes too. I trust her to watch over you both.”
Chapman shook his head and furrowed his brow. “Fine. Let’s get started. I’ll get the truck and the extra gas we need to get up there and back. Mom, help Isabella put together some clothes for Dad.” He rolled his head around his shoulders as he contemplated the daunting task before them. This was not going to be a quick drive up the interstate.
“What else, son?” Sarah asked, noticing the concern on Chapman’s face.
“This may take a while. We’ll need clothes and some food for the road. Also, two handguns and one of the new AR-10s you bought from Allen. Plenty of ammo for both.”
Isabella eased next to his side. “We will be okay. Your father needs us right now.”
Chapman looked at his dad, who was shivering from the fever. He appeared so helpless. So many thoughts flashed through his mind. He visibly shook them off.
“He’s always been there for me. It’s my turn to take care of him.”
 



Chapter 48
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Chapman used his recollection of Indiana’s back roads from his days of chasing storms as a teenager to make the two-hundred-fifty-mile trek to Fort Wayne faster than the refugees spilling out of Kentucky. He was constantly checking his rearview mirror, not because of traffic behind him, but because he’d adjusted it to check on his dad, who was curled up in the backseat. Isabella held his hand and kept a wet washcloth to his head in an attempt to reduce his fever. The wool blanket helped with his uncontrollable shivers.
As they got closer to the city, traffic increased. Several times, Chapman threw caution to the wind by driving down the wrong side of the road and even on the sidewalk. He also made use of yards and open medians to pass stalled vehicles. Despite his best efforts, a normal four-hour drive took just over six, causing his level of concern for his father’s health to rise.
Once he arrived in the vicinity of Lutheran Hospital, it became apparent that driving closer would be impossible. He looked for a safe place to park the truck, and then he turned around to Isabella. “I have to carry him.”
“How far is it?” she asked.
“Maybe a mile or two. I’m not sure.”
“Do you want me to go for a wheelchair?”
“I’m sure they’re all taken.” Chapman thought after watching two cars crash into each other several hundred feet behind them. Two men immediately jumped out of their vehicles and began to pummel one another. “Besides, we need to stick together.”
Chapman exited the truck and holstered his handgun. Then he ran around the back of the truck and grabbed the AR-10 from the front passenger seat.
Isabella opened the door and gently placed Squire’s head on a pillow. “He is sleeping, but he still has the fever. This is not good for him.”
“I know,” mumbled Chapman. He checked the magazine on the rifle and chambered a round. He handed it to Isabella. “Do you know how to shoot one of these?”
“It is a rifle, no?”
“Yes, no different from what you hunt with. I want you to carry it with authority and confidence. Do you understand?”
“Like the military?”
“Exactly. I want people to know that you will shoot if necessary.”
Isabella took the weapon and held it like she’d seen special forces personnel around Paris during anti-terrorism operations.
“Ready,” she announced, spinning around and checking for any threats.
Chapman leaned into the back of the truck. “Okay, Dad. We’re gonna get you some help.” Chapman took a deep breath and hoisted his one-hundred-eighty-pound father into his arms. He huffed as he got his dad cradled against his chest. “Good thing he’s lost some weight.”
Isabella led the way, wearing Chapman’s Ray-Ban Wayfarer II sunglasses to hide her eyes from anyone who might challenge them. She certainly knew how to play the part of a badass.
With his adrenaline and his desire to save his dad’s life, Chapman was able to keep up with her quick pace, and the two arrived near the hospital emergency room in around twenty minutes.
That was the easy part. Getting through the mass of humanity proved more difficult and almost deadly.
“Chapman, do you see?” asked Isabella.
He didn’t answer as he paused to observe the hundreds of people crowded around the emergency room entrance. It would be near impossible for them to force their way through the throngs, who were pushing and shoving one another to gain access themselves.
Chapman dropped to one knee and gently laid his father on the grassy median of the boulevard entrance. “There has to be another way.”
While the two of them assessed their options, Squire began to cough uncontrollably. A small amount of bloody spittle trickled down his chin. Isabella quickly bent down and wiped it off his face.
In French, she spoke softly into his ear, encouraging him to hold on until they could get him some help. She reminded him of how much he was loved and needed by his family. It was a touching scene, which was interrupted by the blare of a siren from an oncoming ambulance.
Chapman twisted his body to see the boxy white and orange paramedic unit from Three Rivers Ambulance Authority approach from their rear. Then he glanced back toward the hospital. He noticed the throngs of people were parting in the center, clearing the road for the ambulance to pass. He decided to take the risk.
“Isabella! Grab the gun and block the ambulance. Hurry!”
Without hesitation, she scooped up the rifle and ran into the middle of the road. At first, she stood with her shoulders square and the AR-10 casually held in front of her. As the ambulance continued to approach, it became apparent it wasn’t going to slow down in this game of chicken, so Isabella turned sideways and raised the rifle, pointing directly at the driver.
That ended the standoff.
The driver pulled to a stop ten feet away from her and slowly raised his hands off the steering wheel. As he did, Chapman lifted his dad and ran to the back of the ambulance.
Isabella walked slowly toward the driver, continuously keeping the rifle pointed at his head.
“Out!” she shouted in her best American accent.
“I can’t—” he could be heard yelling back from behind the driver’s door.
“Out, now!”
This time he complied with her demand.
“On the ground!”
He didn’t hesitate to drop to his knees, and then his hefty waistline immediately dragged his upper body until he face-planted in the dry grass.
Isabella ran to the back and opened the doors with her free hand. The two paramedics inside slowly raised their hands over their heads and began to exit the ambulance.
“No, you two can stay,” said Chapman. “I just need to get my dad inside, that’s all.”
One of them, a young woman, tried to reason with Chapman while staring at Isabella. “This is not the way to—”
Chapman cut her off. “It’s the only way. Now cooperate, or you can join the driver on the ground.”
“Okay, okay,” said the male paramedic, an older man. He moved things around and assisted Chapman to get his dad in the ambulance. While they did, Isabella motioned for the driver to get back in the cab, and she instructed him to drive them into the hospital.
While he navigated the ambulance slowly through the crowd, Chapman answered questions for the paramedics, and Isabella kept her rifle trained on the driver. She focused all of her attention on his mannerisms to ensure he didn’t do anything to jeopardize them.
“Monsieur, I apologize for my actions. He is very ill.”
He smiled and replied in French, “Je comprends.” I understand.
Isabella rewarded him with her best sexy Frenchwoman smile. It was going to be all right. “Très bon.” Very good.
It turned out that the patient they were transporting was not nearly as ill as Squire. During the trip to the hospital, the paramedics had been able to treat the woman, and she was already feeling better. Also, it didn’t hurt that the lead paramedic recognized Chapman from The Weather Channel.
As a result, they were able to gather information from Chapman and promised to help him get admitted to Lutheran Downtown Hospital.
 



Chapter 49
The Oval Office
The White House
Washington, DC
 
“These are the unintended consequences of their actions, and they have no one to blame but themselves!” shouted the president as he paced the floor in the Oval Office. O’Donnell, the head of FEMA, and Marc Ducci, the Secretary of Homeland Security, waited silently for the tirade to end.
The FEMA director was delivering a report concerning local utilities restarting their power grids without notice to their users. In many instances, deaths resulted from flash fires, electrocutions, and machinery starting without warning.
“Also, sir, there are the overloaded transformers. The black start plan necessarily requires the same kind of coordinated effort that the takedown required.”
The president shook his head in disappointment. “Once again, shortsighted thinking.”
O’Donnell weighed in. “My question is whether these same reports are causing the other utilities to rethink their actions? Have they—?”
Before O’Donnell could finish her question, a rapid tapping on the door followed by a member of the president’s Secret Service detail entering the room startled the attendees.
“What is it?” barked the president.
“My apologies, sir. Ms. Taylor says it’s urgent.”
“Let her in.” The president stood and walked toward the door. Before she was fully through the doorway, he asked, “What is it, Ms. Taylor?”
“Sir, we have an event reported by the SWPC.”
“Please explain,” said the president, who set his notepad on his desk and leaned up against it with his arms crossed.
“Mr. President, this is eerily similar to the Halloween magnetic storm, which occurred in 2003. The SWPC advises that seventeen solar flares erupted in neighboring active regions on the sun’s surface within hours of each other. Almost half of these were accompanied by storms of radiation.
“The largest of the flares was quickly followed by a coronal mass ejection. Our initial data indicates the plasma is moving at over twelve hundred miles per second. The Lagrange spacecraft positioned at L1 immediately malfunctioned as the protons from the flare consumed it.”
Lagrange was a 2018 project of the European Space Agency that had positioned several spacecraft orbiting the sun. Identified as L1 through L5, these space weather satellites enabled the ESA to identify potentially dangerous solar events.
“Is this Earth directed?” asked O’Donnell.
“Yes.”
“When will it hit us?”
“Our calculations are preliminary, but we are most likely looking at a window between thirty-six and seventy-two hours.”
The president stood and began pacing, shoving his hands in his pockets as he wandered through the Oval Office. Nobody spoke, respectfully giving the president time to digest this news.
He turned to his FEMA director and Ducci first. “Gentlemen, we can’t mess around with these rogue utilities and do-gooder mayors. I want these regional power grids shut down, and I mean now! This thing could be upon us in thirty-six hours, and I’m not gonna allow their insubordination to cause permanent damage to the American people.”
“I’ll reach out to the Pentagon,” offered Ducci.
“I’ll contact the governors of the affected states to ensure the National Guard takes every step to gain immediate control of any operating utilities.”
The president turned back to Taylor. “Tell me how this will unfold. What exactly should we expect?”
Taylor took a deep breath and began. “Mr. President, first, let me state that these events have just occurred, and the entire world is monitoring this activity. It’s too early to determine whether this geostorm will hit North America or not.”
“We have to be prepared nonetheless. Don’t you agree?”
Taylor calmly nodded. “Yes, sir. Of course. To answer your questions, I think we’ll experience a wave of particles that will engulf the planet in a more episodic manner rather than a continuous barrage.”
“English, please, Ms. Taylor,” interrupted the president.
She quickly apologized before continuing. “I’m sorry, sir. As early as thirty-six hours from now, these particles of solar matter will reach closer to the planet. In some places where the Earth’s magnetic field is relatively intact, these solar particles will be deflected. Where the field has been weakened, they will be able to reach our ionosphere and most likely the planet surface.
“This is no different than the cosmic rays we have discussed previously. By their nature, cosmic rays are continuously bombarding the planet, and we rely upon the atmosphere to deflect the slower, less dangerous particles. The solar matter will prey upon our planet’s weaknesses.”
“How are we going to know the impact?” asked President Houston.
“Initially, unprotected electronics will suffer catastrophic failure. Computers, electronics, machinery, and, most likely, newer vehicles will be permanently damaged.”
The president frowned. “Survivable, short term, anyway. Am I right?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What about over time?” he asked.
“Long term, we don’t know how the weakened atmosphere will withstand the aggressive solar wind during the period of reversal. If the pole shift is fast, then we have a proverbial fighting chance.”
“And if it’s slow?” asked O’Donnell.
“We have Mars,” she replied dryly.
“How so?” asked the president.
Taylor furrowed her brow and took a deep breath. “Over time, as the atmosphere on Mars weakened, the continuous bombardments of radiation and solar wind began to strip away the atmosphere. Eventually, there was nothing left but a dead planet.”
“Wait, is that possible under the present conditions?” asked Ducci.
“It would take a long time, depending on the speed of the reversal, but we might be in the beginning stages of such a climatic apocalypse.”
“Extinction level?” said the president inquisitively.
Taylor hesitated and then replied, “Yes, sir. Absolutely.”
The room fell silent.
Finally, President Houston spoke up. He turned to his Homeland Security leadership. “Okay, first things first. Gentlemen, make your calls and get the ball rolling. I want those grids secured. Taylor, please do not hesitate to come back here with updates. If you can’t find me, find Ange. I want to stay on top of this.”
“Yes, sir. Is there anything else you need from me at this time?”
“No, Ms. Taylor. Thank you so much for indulging my nervous nature.”
“Of course, Mr. President. You carry a huge responsibility on your shoulders. I’m glad to help.”
Taylor left on the heels of the men, leaving the president alone with O’Donnell.
“Okay, Grant, here we go,” she began after the door to the Oval Office was closed.
The president loosened his tie and wandered behind the Resolute desk, where he flopped into his chair. “Maybe. Or at least we’ll have everyone’s attention now. You heard Taylor. They don’t know at this juncture whether the geostorm will hit us or not.”
“You’re right, though. It bolsters your position and will shut down opposition. We need to announce this incoming CME to as many people as we can reach.”
“The American people need to realize this is serious business, even if we dodge a bullet this time. There will be another geostorm, and another one after that, and another one after that.”
 



Chapter 50
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
“What’s my next assignment, Nurse Heller?” asked the young woman wearing red and white candy-striper scrubs. The nurse had called upon St. Paul’s Lutheran Church for volunteers to assist with triage of patients and cleaning up of exam areas after a patient was discharged. This young woman had no medical experience and worked harder on her appearance than the task at hand.
The older nurse, a mainstay at the hospital since its opening years ago, was frantically trying to address the needs of the physicians on staff, who constantly barked orders at her and her underlings.
“Contact the morgue, extension oh-five-hundred. Tell them we have one deceased for transport downstairs.”
The candy striper shuddered at the thought of a dead person nearby. “Which one?” she asked hesitantly.
“East wing, on a gurney in the hallway. Male. Dressed in camouflage. You know, hunting clothes.”
“Yes, ma’am. After that?”
“Nurse! Nurse! Can you help us?” A man was yelling at her from the reception desk.
“Hold on!” she shouted back, not trying to hide her irritation at being summoned that way. She turned back to the candy striper. “I don’t know. Check each of the exam rooms and restock the necessities. You know, clean sheets, paper goods, first aid supplies. If you see something missing, go to the stockroom and get it.”
“But, but, um, I don’t know what’s supposed to be—”
“Nurse! Please hurry!” the man shouted again.
The head nurse huffed and began to walk away from the candy striper. “Just figure it out. You’re a smart girl.”
The candy striper was a smart girl, it just took her little longer to figure things out than her friends. She stood in the chaos of the emergency room and slowly turned in a circle.
“Now, which way is east?” she asked aloud, not expecting anyone to stop and provide her an answer.
She walked a few paces down one hallway and didn’t see a man in hunting clothes. With the recent new additions to Lutheran Downtown Hospital, the corridors leading off the central hub of the emergency room were somewhat confusing to newbies. The expansion had resulted in a maze of connected L-shaped wings, above-the-ground hallways, and underground tunnels.
She’d once dreamed of being a nurse, or even a doctor, like the ones she watched on Grey’s Anatomy. When she was asked to volunteer, the first thing that crossed her mind was she might meet her Mr. Right, her very own Dr. McDreamy. The last thing she expected to do was deal with real dead bodies.
Nonetheless, she wanted to do as instructed, so she made her way down another hallway in search of the man in camouflage. She was energized by the bustling activity—the surgeries, the tragedies, the lab procedures, and the shouts of joy when loved ones were told their family member would be okay.
“Out of the way!” shouted an intern as he rushed down the corridor, pushing a gurney.
Rush was the right word. It gave her a rush to be in the midst of all this activity. Her adrenalin levels spiked, making her excited to be there to help.
However, the candy striper, startled by his forceful voice, stumbled out of the way and bumped into a gurney holding an elderly woman hooked up to oxygen. The woman reached for the young woman, her cold bony hands grasping the candy striper’s wrist. She recoiled as if she’d been grabbed by one of The Walking Dead and ran back to the hub of the ER.
She became frustrated at having been given such a mundane task. She found an available telephone and dialed the morgue. It took several minutes for someone to pick up the phone. During the wait, the candy striper decided to simply pass on the instructions as they were given to her by the head nurse.
East wing.
Man with a beard, dressed in camouflage hunting clothes.
Dead. Come and get him.
Sounded simple enough, so when the frenzied morgue worker answered the phone, she reeled off the instructions like an old pro, using her I-too-am-a-nurse voice with a hint of authority. She disconnected the call and smiled to herself. The man had responded to her request by saying, yes ma’am. Now, that’s respect.
*****
The two orderlies from the morgue made their way up the service elevator together. They had two pickups, as they called it whenever the ER staff notified them that one of the patients had coded. Now, to be sure, they were only called once a week or so. Even in a downtown hospital like Lutheran, most times patients survived whatever had befallen them, thanks to the excellent care they received from the medical staff.
The hospital had never filled all one hundred beds within the facility. Frankly, they probably never were intended to be filled. However, under federal law, they were able to receive additional healthcare funding because of the bed count.
This day was different, obviously, due to circumstances. Every available bed was taken. Each operating room was, well, fully operating. The hallways were stuffed with patients who were in need of medical attention, but like aircraft on the runway, they were waiting for clearance.
Or, as the two morgue workers had learned, they were forgotten about.
“This is a bona fide cluster—” one of the young men began to say before cutting off his statement. One of the Lutheran ministers joined them on the elevator as they were exiting to enter the ER.
His friend elbowed him and then spoke under his breath. “I told you to watch that potty mouth. This is a Lutheran hospital, remember. They ain’t Catholics.” The two got a chuckle out of the statement and then headed toward the east wing.
“Here’s our first one,” said the man who’d worked there longer, by all of a month. Most of the orderlies who started in the basement morgue immediately put in for a transfer to another department. His transfer request had been put in, but was placed on hold due to the power shutdown.
They approached an elderly man whose arm had fallen from under his blanket and off the side of the gurney. His mouth was open, and drool had dried on the corners of his lips. One of the orderlies reached down and pulled his arm back up, folding it gently across his chest.
“What’s the wristband read?”
“Last name West. First initial is L.”
“Well, Mr. West in the east wing, sorry to see you go. Please come with us, sir.”
The new guy started laughing. “You’re such an asshole!”
“Yeah, that’s what my girlfriend tells me. Whatcha gonna do? We gotta get through the day somehow.”
They pulled his gurney away from the wall and worked together to wrap straps around his legs and arms so he didn’t fall off while being wheeled downstairs.
“Okay, what’s the name on the next one?” asked the new guy.
“No name, I guess. We’ve had quite a few of those. Usually bums or people who got robbed after they died.”
“Nice,” quipped the other man.
“Yeah, well, that’s the way it is now. Anyway, look for a guy dressed in camo. He’s got a beard, and, oh yeah, he’s dead.”
“Really? No shit, Sherlock.”
They pushed the first body down the corridor with them until they saw two gurneys containing similar-looking men, both dressed in camo, and both with a beard.
The two morgue orderlies stood flummoxed in the middle of the hallway.
“Which one is it?” asked the new guy.
“We’ve gotta figure out which one is dead,” said his inept supervisor. “You try that one and I’ll try this one.”
The younger guy walked down the hallway, stopping for a moment as a doctor raced out of an exam room and pushed past the orderly on the way to the reception area.
“Watch out, big shot,” the orderly grumbled. He stopped next to the gurney with the man dressed in camouflage. He tapped his foot.
No response.
“Hey, buddy, are you, um, dead or just asleep?”
Nothing.
The orderly rolled his eyes and shook the rail of the gurney. Feeling for a pulse apparently was not an option for the new guy.
“Hey! Are you—?”
“Arrgghh,” moaned the patient.
“Oh, shit!” screamed the orderly, clumsily backpedaling until he fell hard to the shiny linoleum floor. “He’s alive!”
The other orderly stood over him and laughed. “I know, I’ve got the dead one over here. Let’s go.”
In their laughter, neither one of them heard the patient whisper, “Help me.”
 



Chapter 51
Cedar Glade
Billy Clark’s Residence
Corydon, Indiana
 
Billy Clark summoned his brother and sister to Cedar Glade. After a courier from the state capital had delivered five hundred copies of the martial law declaration to the sheriff’s office, Randy immediately notified Billy, who asked why they weren’t delivered to Audrey Nash, the town council president. Randy replied they were intended for her, but the courier had chosen the sheriff’s office instead.
They gathered around the bar, sipping alcohol and enjoying apple crisp made by Sheriff Clark’s new live-in cook, using Mr. Watson’s apples. Billy provided Joella a copy of the martial law declaration to read while he and Randy consumed the delicious apple crisp.
Joella shrugged and laid her copy of the paperwork on the bar. “Okay, it’s full of legalese, but the gist of it is that the executive branch of the federal government is taking over virtually every aspect of the nation’s critical infrastructure. Utilities, hospitals, first responders, and even certain aspects of private industry the president deems necessary to protect the citizenry.”
Billy tapped the palm of his hand on the banker’s box full of paper. “Well, before Randy goes around handing out these flyers and posting them everywhere, I thought it’s something the three of us should discuss.”
“I’m not sure what there is to discuss,” commented Joella as she sipped her wine. “The executive action is in place whether we tell Harrison Countians about it or not.”
“Jo, who enforces this thing? Us or the feds?” asked Randy.
“In my opinion, you work for the feds now. Or, as they put it, you serve at the pleasure of the president.”
“Some bureaucrat is gonna tell me how to run the sheriff’s office?” Randy asked.
Joella laughed. “No, Sheriff Clark, nobody’s coming down from Washington with a clipboard to audit your books or make you account for all the drug money in the evidence locker. I do think that if there is an incident in the county that requires the National Guard to intervene, they’d call upon you to assist.”
“Jo, is this like a hundred years ago when they were gonna take over the banks?” asked Billy with apprehension.
“If they did, the last thing they’d do is come knocking on the door of the Bank of Corydon. Seriously, I really don’t think this changes much in rural counties like ours. My guess is that the big cities are burning to the ground, and the president needs the flexibility to use the military to shut down the unrest.”
“He could turn the power back on,” added Randy. “That would shut down the unrest.”
“No!” Billy’s response to Randy’s statement was loud and too vociferous. It caught his brother and sister off guard, in addition to drawing his wife out of the kitchen. Billy immediately caught himself and raised his hands to apologize. “Sorry, um, that was a little too loud. It’s just that we’ve got a handle on things right now and don’t need any interference.”
Joella laughed at her brother’s lack of transparency. “You mean you still have work to do before you’re subjected to court scrutiny.”
Billy finished off his third bourbon of the evening and smiled. “Maybe.”
“So do I post these things tomorrow or not?” asked Randy.
Joella thought for a moment before responding, “Now, I want you both to listen to me so you know where I’m coming from. I love you and I will do anything to protect this family. I know you both have plans, for lack of a better term, and I recognize that all three of us will stand to benefit from what you two are up to.”
“Jo, we aren’t doing anything that you told us not to do,” protested Billy.
She held her hands up to stop him. “I don’t wanna know about it, Billy. All I’m saying is this martial law declaration may be the beginning of the government taking regional and local control over governmental operations. I think we, and I include myself in this, need to be at the forefront of Harrison County’s leadership team.”
“I’m sheriff,” said Randy. “That’s a start. You’re the local prosecutor and arguably the town’s legal advisor since both Audrey and the town council’s attorney have disappeared.”
“They’re bangin’,” said Billy bluntly. “I heard he’s got a place up near Fort Wayne that’s got power. They probably ran off together to his little love shack.”
Joella shook her head in disbelief, but the fact they were missing proved her point. “Corydon and Harrison County are operating without a town council. We need to put one in place and quickly. Once we do, then we’ll make this martial law notification public, and at the same time, we’ll announce the new government.”
“How are we supposed to call a special election?” asked Randy.
“It’s in the charter,” Joella responded. “We need to make it happen quickly, quietly, and with the cooperation of the remaining council members who are still in town.”
“I can take care of them,” added Billy. “Most of them owe me a favor or a few bucks. Those that don’t, I can promise them something in return. Maybe a foreclosed house?”
Joella cautioned him. “Guys, both of you, nothing in writing.”
“Fine,” agreed Billy. “Does this mean I’m gonna be on the new town council?”
“Makes sense,” said Randy.
“Sorry, but no,” said Joella assertively. “This is my dream. I want to seek statewide office soon, and this is the first step. Plus, we need to keep the bank out of politics. Billy’s too good at making deals and using the power of the bank to get concessions from people.”
“But—” Billy began to whine before Randy interrupted him.
“No, Billy. She’s right. You’re too valuable outside of government. Besides, people will immediately smell a rat. Jo has everyone’s respect and is considered above reproach despite the fact she’s your sister.”
“Yours too, Randy!” Billy shot back.
“I know. I’m just kiddin’.”
“Guys, take it easy,” Joella intervened. “This is the right play. Now, we gotta get to work. First step is to locate the council and county commissioners and get them on board. I’ll research the charter to see if there are any emergency provisions. I’ll determine how quickly I can make this happen.”
Billy sighed and then smiled. He raised his glass to toast Joella and Randy. “Here’s to great things in all of our futures!”
“Cheers!”
 



Chapter 52
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
“I’m exhausted,” said Carly as she carried the last bushel of apples inside. After they’d received word of another farm being robbed of their harvest, Sarah ordered everyone to the orchards to pick what they could. Even apples that weren’t completely ripe for the pickin’ were harvested. They didn’t have the manpower to monitor all the orchards and the rest of Riverfront Farms at once.
Sarah wiped the sweat off her forehead with her sleeve. Minding Chapman’s warning, she continued to tell everyone to cover as much of their bodies as they could to avoid the sun’s damaging rays. “I am, too. But I have to say, it kept my mind off what’s happening with Squire. I wish there was a way to check on him.”
Carly suddenly grew despondent and said barely loud enough for Sarah to hear her, “I know where you’re comin’ from.”
Sarah immediately felt guilty for selfishness. Carly had worried about Levi for days, and because he was the most capable of surviving on his own, everyone downplayed his absence. The family’s consensus had always been that Levi could be stranded halfway around the world and still manage to find his way home. It might just take a while.
She removed her apron and walked over to her daughter-in-law with outstretched arms. “Honey, I am so sorry. I know you miss Levi. So do I. It’s wrong of us to voice our concerns for him any less than Squire or Kristi, or even Chapman before he arrived home.”
Carly sniffled and then put on her usual strong façade. “He’s fine. I know it in my heart. Mom, we have this connection that I can’t describe. It’s almost, you know, like ESP or something. If he was, um, you know …” Her voice trailed off.
“Well, you and I both know he’s alive and well. I don’t know, maybe hurting, but alive. Look at what Chapman and Isabella went through. And they came from Paris.”
“I know,” said Carly, feeling somewhat better. “At least Levi’s in his element. If he’d been stuck in Paris, he’d be in big trouble.”
Sarah laughed and hugged her again. “Paris, Tennessee? No problem. Paris, France? He’d be doomed!”
“Yeah, no offense to Isabella, but wine and cheese and croissants just ain’t his thing!”
The two women started to laugh and cry tears of joy as they shared a moment over Sarah Boone’s youngest and Carly’s love of her life. Then the front door flew open, startling them both.
It was Jesse. He was wearing one of his dad’s cowboy hats and carrying his .22-caliber rifle. “Mom! Grandma! There’s a car comin’!”
The two women ran to the door and grabbed their guns. Sarah turned to Carly, who simply nodded. She knew what to do.
“C’mon, Jesse. You know the drill.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The two of them ran upstairs to take up positions in the windows overlooking the front of the house. As before, Jesse was to point his rifle out the window and stay out of sight. Carly would do the same, but standing behind the wall to appear larger than her son.
Sarah bravely strutted across the porch, down the steps, and onto the dirt that used to be a lush lawn of Kentucky 31 fescue. She calmly raised the rifle at the oncoming vehicle and studied it through her scope.
She lowered the gun and scowled. Then she raised it again and took another look. It wasn’t quite what she expected, but then nothing was normal anymore, so she maintained a steady aim on the car’s windshield.
The vehicle flashed its lights at her, and then the passenger waved an arm out the window. The driver did the same. Still unsure, Sarah stood her ground until the vehicle eased to a stop.
“Mom? Are you gonna shoot us?” Kristi shouted her question through the window.
Sarah exhaled and dropped to her knees, falling back on her ankles as she began to sob. She was paralyzed by the joyous moment, unable to move except to bury her face in her hands.
Kristi bounded out of the Mustang and ran to her mother. Sarah looked up and held out her arms just in time for the two women to fall to the ground in an embrace of mother and daughter that only they could appreciate.
“Oh, God! Thank you, sweet Jesus!” Sarah said the words in between gasping for air. She thought she couldn’t cry anymore. She was wrong.
“Momma, I’m home, and good Lord, I’ve missed you.”
Kristi and Sarah hugged one another so hard they lost sight of the fact that they were rolling back and forth in the dirt.
“Ma! It’s a monkey!” screamed Jesse from the second floor. “Rachel, come see!”
The young child had been taking a nap and was told to stay in her room as Carly ran upstairs.
Tommy had exited the car with Brooke wrapped around his waist. The chimp was shyly burying her face in his chest as he approached the tearful reunion.
“What?” asked Sarah. “Did you bring Knight with you?” She and Squire had never met Knight, but had talked with Kristi about him many times on the phone.
“No, Momma. It’s another chimp. I’ll explain later.”
Kristi stood and helped her mother off the ground. They took turns wiping the dirt and dried grass off each other before Kristi waved Tommy over.
“Mom, I want you to meet Tommy.”
“Hi, Tommy. Please call me Sarah.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Sarah.” Tommy extended his hand to shake, but he and Brooke got a big hug instead.
“Ooo-oo-oo.” Brooke liked the show of affection.
Sarah laughed. “Well, oo-oo to you, too.”
“I wanna hold him!” exclaimed Jesse as he hopped off the porch and ran toward them.
“Yeah, me too!” added Rachel.
Kristi stepped in front of the kids to intercept them. She needed to be careful as she introduced Brooke to the family. The change in Knight was still fresh in her mind. “How ’bout a hug for your long-lost aunt first?”
“You weren’t lost, Aunt Kristi,” said Jesse matter-of-factly. “We knew exactly where you were.”
“Yeah,” Rachel chimed in. “At the zoo.”
Kristi looked at Tommy, and the two burst out laughing. She scruffed on the kid’s hair. “The zoo. You guys have no idea.”
Carly finally emerged from the house and set her rifle against the doorjamb. “Hey, sis!”
“Hey, sis!” replied Kristi. Despite their age difference, the two got along very well. She reached for Tommy’s hand and pulled him closer to her. “Everyone, I’d like you to meet Tommy Bannon. We used to work together, and now, well, we’re, you know, together.”
“Hi, guys,” greeted Tommy with a wave.
The kids shook his hand and Sarah made small talk with Tommy until Kristi noticed Carly had left. She gently nudged her mother away from Tommy, Brooke, and the kids. She lowered her voice and asked, “Mom, is Carly all right?”
“Honey, there’s so much to talk about, so let me just blurt out the short version.” Sarah began to well up in tears, and Kristi immediately hugged her.
“Mom, we can talk later if—”
“No, let me explain. First off, Levi is missing. He went on a huntin’ trip to Canada, and we haven’t heard from him since. Your dad is sick. He’s been hiding it from me, and now it’s gotten out of hand. They took him to the hospital.”
“What hospital?”
“You don’t know, I guess. Supposedly, hopefully it’s true, they turned the power on upstate. Fort Wayne is where they took him.”
“Who?”
“Chapman and Isabella.”
“Chapman made it home? That’s great. Who’s Isabella?” Kristi asked, and then she covered her mouth. “Well, I’ll be damned. He brought that French scientist back to the farm?”
“All the way from Paris,” added Sarah.
“Wonders never cease,” said Kristi with a chuckle. “Listen, is Dad gonna be okay? How serious is it?”
“I don’t know. It all happened so suddenly. I trust that Chapman will get him the help he needs. We still need to pray for them, okay?”
Kristi nodded and glanced back toward Tommy. “He’s a good man, Mom.”
“He’s your boyfriend?”
“Yeah, I guess. I mean, we really just met as this thing started, but …” Her voice trailed off as she gathered her thoughts. “We’ve been through a lot together, and it just sort of happened.”
“God has a plan for us all, dear. Don’t fight it. We’ll make him feel welcome, and he can become a part of the Boone family just as Chapman’s girl has. Okay?”
Kristi hugged her mother again. “It’s so good to be home. I love you, Momma.”
“I love you, too, honey.”
 



Chapter 53
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
As promised, the paramedics gave Squire priority once they eased the ambulance up to the emergency room entrance. It helped that one of them recognized Chapman from The Weather Channel and his earlier days as a storm chaser. With this added credibility, and profuse apologies from both Chapman and Isabella for their tactics, tensions were eased, and Squire became the focus of their attention.
They pulled Squire’s gurney out of the back of the ambulance and forced their way through the door. Two armed police officers attempted to stop Isabella, who had shouldered the AR-10, but the lead paramedic, a well-known fixture around town, vouched for her.
The female paramedic pushed through the crowd hovering around the reception desk and walked behind it to speak to the hospital personnel. “We’ve got a male, age sixty-four, with extreme cramping, uncontrollable diarrhea, and blood in his stool. His fever has been running in the one-oh-three to one-oh-four range, indicating possible hyperpyrexia.”
The claim of a high-grade fever was an exaggeration but a tactic discussed while in the back of the ambulance. Both paramedics believed this, coupled with the other symptoms indicating a significant infection, would push Squire to the front of the line.
“I’ll need some paperwork filled out,” responded the hospital administrator without looking up from her workstation. She handed the paramedic a clipboard and continued pushing her pencil.
The senior paramedic saw her response and scowled. Clearly, the administrator didn’t understand the severity of the symptoms to this patient. He turned to Chapman. “Listen, no matter what, keep your cool. Agitating these people won’t help.” He glanced at Isabella, who casually held the rifle tucked against her body. “I’m amazed these people haven’t freaked out over the sight of that thing.”
Chapman tapped the man on the shoulder and pointed to the waiting room. Several people milling about had sidearms strapped to their belts or hunting rifles slung over their shoulders. It was the new normal.
The paramedic shook his head from side to side and continued. “I’m going to take your father back myself. I know what he needs, and I can find a doctor to expedite his treatment. If the administrator asks where the patient is, just tell her that he’s with the paramedics. Got it?”
“When we’re done, how will I find you in this …?” Chapman’s voice trailed off as he took another look around. “Um, all of this.”
“Stay within this general intake area. There are four hallways that branch off the hub, and it’s easy to get lost. We’ll update you as soon as we know he’s being taken care of.”
The paramedic patted Chapman on the back and reassured him one more time before wheeling Squire away from the maddening crowd around the reception desk. He nodded to his partner, who slowly backed away from the administrator and followed his lead.
“What’s the plan?” she asked once they cleared the desk.
“This guy will never make it pushed against a wall like these others. I didn’t want to make a big deal of it and frighten his son, but the amount of blood in his stool is a very big no bueno.”
He stopped and waved down a nurse. “Which doctors are here today?”
The older woman reeled off several names until he heard the one he wanted. “Dr. Rambo? Good. Do you know where she is?”
“The east wing exam rooms. She’s seeing all of them.”
“That’s the Cassie I know, always the overachiever,” he muttered as he maneuvered Squire’s gurney toward the east wing of the hospital.
“I don’t think I’ve ever met her,” said the female paramedic as they carefully pushed Squire past a group of grieving family members blocking the hallway.
“I know Cassie from when I was in college at Iowa State. She focused on school and became a doctor. I partied and ended up being a paramedic.”
“Kevin Reynolds, don’t sell yourself short. Everyone in Fort Wayne’s medical community respects you.”
“Yeah, I know. It was just a missed opportunity for me, that’s all. Watch our patient for a moment while I find her, okay?”
“Like a hawk, right?” she said with a laugh. “You know? Hawkeyes?”
Reynolds shook his head and chuckled. “Wrong college, but nice try. I’ll be right back.”
He left them alone and moved methodically down the hallway, gently opening each exam room door in search of the doctor. Along the way, the patients on the gurneys reached for him, begging him to help. He felt bad that he couldn’t stop, but Squire’s vitals had been on a downward trend, indicating he was running out of time.
Finally, just before the right-hand turn of the long L-shaped corridor, he found her finishing up with another exam.
“Cassie,” he whispered loudly after he poked his head through the door.
“Kevin? Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, with me. Yeah. Listen, I need a favor.”
“What is it?”
“Have you ever seen The Weather Channel during a hurricane or tornado?”
“Sure, we’re from Iowa, remember? It’s on twenty-four seven in the spring.”
“Chapman Boone. Ring a bell?”
Dr. Rambo chuckled. “Of course. Fearless and a hottie to boot. Is he hurt?”
Reynolds looked back down the hallway and eased inside the room. “Not him, but his dad’s in a bad way. I’m not sure what it is, but I really wanna help the guy out, you know. I, um, well, I kinda pushed him ahead of the line. You know what I mean?”
Dr. Rambo smiled and reached for the door. “You were always the rule breaker, so this comes as no surprise. Let’s have a look.”
The two of them walked together as Reynolds provided her the true symptoms Squire had been experiencing. One should never lie to his doctor or his lawyer.
“Any signs of seizure?”
“No.”
“Blocked airways or cessation of breathing?”
“No and no.”
“Change in level of consciousness at all?”
“Cassie, he’s been in a deep sleep throughout their trip from the southern part of the state and into the hospital. He’d been complaining of fatigue.”
She reached the gurney and began a cursory exam. After gently pressing against his abdomen in several places, she spoke. “Okay, we need to get some ultrasounds done. I need to find a nurse to assist.” She spun around and looked for one to flag down. Only a couple appeared, but they were in a frenzied rush.
The younger paramedic offered her assistance. “Doctor, I might be able to help. I received training as an ultrasound technician in the military. I mean, if that’s okay.”
Dr. Rambo smiled and pointed down the hallway. “Between the two of us, we’ll do just fine. Let’s go.”
 



Chapter 54
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Reynolds and Dr. Rambo approached Chapman, who was standing off to the side from the reception area. Isabella had offered to walk around in search of Squire and the paramedics a few minutes earlier while he stayed put as instructed. Dr. Rambo was pulling off her examination gloves as she approached Chapman.
“Hi, Mr. Boone, I’m Dr. Cassandra Rambo. Let’s talk about your dad for a moment.”
Chapman shook her hand and glanced around in search of Isabella. She was still looking for his dad in the maze of hallways and masses of people.
“How is he?”
“I won’t mince words, sir. There are still tests to be run, but I’ve made an initial determination that your father has an advanced stage of Crohn’s disease.”
“I’ve heard of it, but don’t really know what that means.”
“First, let me ask whether he’s seen any other physician for this. He would’ve been symptomatic for quite some time.”
Chapman sighed and looked to the floor. “My dad is stubborn as a mule. I’m always on the road, but Mom said he never disclosed any of this to her. He complained about being irregular and having bouts of diarrhea, but that was it. It hit him bad yesterday.”
Dr. Rambo grimaced. “Older men have a tendency to hide their illnesses from their families. They want to be the strong provider and convince themselves their families would be better off not worrying about them. As a result, these diseases can progress until they’re hard to manage.”
“So what is Crohn’s disease?” Chapman asked as Isabella rejoined him. He reached out and held her hand as she approached.
He introduced her to Dr. Rambo, who then continued. “Crohn’s is a bowel disease that causes chronic inflammation of your intestinal tract. In most cases, like your dad’s, the start of the inflammation is most prevalent at the end of the small intestine and the first portion of the colon. If treated early, there are medications that can control the inflammation and ease the painful symptoms associated with the disease.”
“How do we fix it?” asked Chapman.
“Well, there is no cure for Crohn’s, only the drugs to control it. But, and I’m sorry we have to even discuss this, when left untreated in the early stages, the disease can develop in other parts of the intestinal tract, including the stomach, rectum and layers of the intestinal lining. This explains the numerous symptoms your father is experiencing.”
Chapman took a deep breath and exhaled. He squeezed Isabella’s hand for support and asked, “Do you have the medicine necessary to give him some comfort?”
Dr. Rambo grimaced. “Mr. Boone, sadly, we’re beyond that. Had we caught it early, then medication could’ve helped, but it’s not always enough. Seventy-five percent of people with the disease require some type of surgery to help relieve the symptoms.”
“Jeez, you’ve got to be kidding,” said Chapman as he looked up to the ceiling and shook his head. “Mom has no idea.”
“I understand this is a lot to take in considering what’s going on around us, but I have to give you my honest assessment. First of all, at this advanced stage of the disease, your father is at an increased risk for colorectal cancer. If it’s present, and we don’t know that as of yet, we can remove certain sections of the colon to stem the spread of cancer and even prevent it from developing.
“However, the tests we’ve run do indicate that one or more of the following complications are present—a bowel abscess, a perforation, and a possible fistula. That’s an abnormal connection I’ve detected between the rectum and his bladder.”
Chapman wiped a tear from his cheek. “Are you saying he needs surgery?”
“Yes. Immediately, in fact,” she replied. “Our surgical team would perform an ostomy. It’s basically the process of creating a hole in your dad’s body to eliminate its contents. In this case, based upon the ultrasound, the team would perform an ileostomy because the small intestine will be their focus.
“I will need to consult with the surgeons, but most likely, they’ll remove diseased sections of the colon through a colectomy and conduct a bowel resection to take out any damaged portions of the small intestine while he’s already under.”
“When?” asked Chapman.
“If you are in agreement, I’ll speak with a surgeon while you sign the necessary consent forms. I understand you’d like to discuss this with your family, but I must urge you to hurry. The disease in his intestinal tract is causing his vitals to deteriorate rapidly.”
“May I speak with him?”
“I’m afraid he’s unconscious, and we’ve hooked him up to pain meds in preparation for surgery, which I expected you to approve. I don’t think he would wake up if you tried.”
Chapman wandered away a few feet and ran his fingers through his hair. More tears poured onto his face as he faced this difficult decision without his mom and siblings. Isabella comforted him and offered words of encouragement. He gathered himself and took in a deep breath before exhaling.
He trusted Dr. Rambo and was confident in her suggestions, so he quickly turned to her and nodded.
“Let’s do it. Please save my dad.”
 



Chapter 55
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Isabella wandered down the east wing of the hospital while Chapman finished the paperwork for his father’s surgery. He’d second-guessed himself as to whether he should’ve committed his father to a serious surgery without his mother’s knowledge, but the doctor was convincing. There was no time to waste. The two paramedics had approached Chapman and Isabella while he got the paperwork started, to let him know they’d already begun prepping his dad and would be taking him in shortly.
Isabella had been told stories by her grandparents of what conditions were like in the Parisian hospitals during World War II. As she strolled down the corridor, she became saddened at the patients lined up against the wall on gurneys, desperate for attention and begging anyone to help them. It brought back the visuals she’d had as a child when hearing the horrific stories from the war.
A male nurse walked in her direction and she stopped him. “Monsieur, these people. Do they not have family? Will they receive treatment?”
The nurse seemed agitated at being stopped but responded anyway. “Most of these don’t have any identification. Their conditions are not deemed critical, but they’re not well enough to be discharged. We’ll get to them when we get to them.”
He tried to pull away, but Isabella reached out to grab his arm. He caught a glimpse of her rifle and pulled away, backing into the wall. “Is that real?”
She pushed it behind her back and out of his view. “Is there anyone to lend them comfort? Anyone from the church?”
“Are you volunteering?” he asked. “If so, I’ll get you a candy-striper uniform, but you’ll have to get rid of the gun.”
Isabella closed her eyes slightly and scowled at the man. When she didn’t immediately say anything, he used the silence as an opportunity to be on his way. Isabella walked back into the central hub just as Chapman was finishing up at reception. A scuffle had broken out near the entrance as several people had forced their way past the police officers guarding the entrance to the emergency room. One of the officers used pepper spray on one of the men, causing everyone to begin coughing and wiping their eyes.
Chapman put his arm around her waist and pointed toward the east wing, where they’d spoken with Dr. Rambo earlier. They made their way through several groups of people until they were alone.
“I guess now we just wait.”
Isabella frowned and shook her head. “I am thankful for the ambulance people and the doctor. So many are not receiving help. It is very sad.”
Chapman looked down the corridor at the line of gurneys. Some of the patients could lift their heads to look around; others appeared to be asleep or dead.
Shouting could be heard again near the admitting desk, so Chapman led Isabella deeper down the corridor. “We’re lucky. I hope I’ve made the right decision.”
“You had to, Chapman. Unlike these people who have been left to die alone, your father has a chance.”
Chapman’s face brightened. “You know what? It doesn’t have to be that way. Like you, I am very scientific minded and not religious, really. That said, I do believe in the power of prayer to comfort those who are ill and on their death beds.”
“Oui. I am not a doctor, but I can give them hope and strength.”
Chapman kissed her on the cheek and led her down the hallway. They stopped at the gurneys and spoke with any of the patients who were awake. They listened to their concerns and offered a prayer, which seemed to give them some peace.
They allowed the patients who were asleep to continue resting. Chapman sighed. “The best thing for an illness is rest. However, as morbid as it seems, we should make sure they’re alive.”
Isabella walked ahead as Chapman comforted an older man who was a homeless drunk. The man had served in the Middle East and was never able to get over the trauma of the horrors he’d witnessed. He had lived on the streets of Indianapolis, his hometown, until one day he was transported to a shelter in Fort Wayne. Now he was going through severe alcohol withdrawal.
When he finished up with the veteran, he caught up to Isabella, who was standing over a man wearing camouflage clothing. She turned to Chapman and said, “He is asleep. He smells terrible, like death. But he is alive, just sleeping.”
Chapman approached and suddenly stopped. He shook his head quickly and wiped his eyes. Then he approached the gurney to study the gaunt face of the man who was passed out.
“Levi?” he asked, reaching for his brother’s hand. It was cold, so he rubbed it and squeezed it at the same time. “My god! It’s my brother. Isabella, this is Levi!”
Chapman tried to shake his brother awake.
Isabella immediately became concerned, as Levi didn’t respond to his brother’s touch. She reached across the gurney to press two fingers against his neck. Levi had a pulse, which immediately caused Isabella to smile and turn to Chapman.
“I will be right—” she began until Levi suddenly responded.
His eyes began to flutter and then slowly opened. “Chapman? Are we dead?”
Chapman began laughing uncontrollably. “No, man. We’re not dead, but you smell like ass. Seriously, were you raised by wolves or something?”
Levi managed a smile. “Yeah. I heard an angel. She’s French.”
Chapman and Isabella began to cry as they held each other and then smothered Levi’s hairy cheeks with kisses.
“She’s not an angel,” began Chapman.
“Yes, I am an angel, mon ami. Just not that kind. It is very nice to meet you, Levi.”
Levi began to cough and tried to roll over, but he grimaced in pain. “Damn, I feel like shit all over.”
“We’re gonna try to take care of that,” said Chapman. “Damn, brother, it’s good to see you. Everyone’s been worried.”
Levi held his arm up. “Where am I?”
“A hospital in Fort Wayne,” Chapman replied. “Do you remember anything about how you got here?”
“Nah, but thanks for coming to pick me up.”
Chapman looked to Isabella, who shrugged. Now was not the time to concern his brother with their father’s illness. He wanted to focus on getting him treated.
“No problem. We’re gonna find a quiet place to get you cleaned up and then see what can be done about the pain you’re havin’.”
“Carly?” asked Levi.
“She’s home with Mom and the kids. They’re all fine.”
Levi craned his neck to look around the hallway. “Did Dad come with you? I’ve gotta tell him about—”
Screams filled the hospital as the lights flickered and then went dark. The steady hum of equipment stopped. The fizzle of the fluorescents ended. The sound of the air handlers abruptly halted.
And in an operating room directly above the Boone brothers, their father lay on a stainless-steel table with his gut splayed open and two surgeons holding his bowels in their hands.
In complete darkness.
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