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Dedications
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. There is nothing more important on this planet than my darling wife, Dani, and our two girls, Bullie and Boom. 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
EARTH’S MAGNETIC NORTH IS SHIFTING AT AN ‘UNPRECEDENTED’ RATE
~ UK Daily Mail, December 13, 2019
 
The Earth’s magnetic North Pole is travelling at an unprecedented rate and is picking up speed as it moves towards Siberia, according to new satellite data.
This is the fastest recorded shift of the Earth’s north since the mid-16th century…
The World Magnetic Model has also located ‘caution zones’ on Earth around the magnetic fields…
If this continues, the field could eventually reverse, which would have dire consequences for any civilization around to witness it, because the magnetic field would no longer shield the Earth against damaging solar and cosmic radiation.
 
DAYS OF TERRIFYING DARKNESS, COLD AND HUNGER AMID POWER BLACKOUTS
~ Los Angeles Times, October 31, 2019
 
Amid what was effectively the longest planned power shut-off on record, the toll of the blackout was both immediate and existential…
Despite attempts to prepare after a shorter outage earlier this month, the duration of the blackout frayed both tempers and order. Gas tanks were siphoned, and generators “are like diamonds,” said one resident. News remains mostly word of mouth.
When deep darkness took over by 7 p.m. in the scattered towns around the state, there was a “tension in the air,” said one resident, a feeling that although a threat may not be imminent, sunset held a primal menace. The sheriff declared a state of emergency, citing “conditions of extreme peril.”
 
SEATTLE SEES ITS DARKEST DAY IN RECORDED HISTORY
~ FOX NEWS, December 22, 2019
 
Seattle, the city known for its rainy weather and overcast, saw its darkest day in recorded history Friday due to several factors, including dense cloud coverage.
On Friday, pyranometers, devices which measure the amount of solar radiation that reaches the ground in a twenty-four hour period over a square meter surface, reportedly came in nearly 73 times that July readings.
The city saw record-setting rainfall and denser-than-normal cloud coverage during the timeframe.
 
SHOCKING NEW MAPS SHOW HOW SEA LEVEL RISE WILL DESTROY COASTAL CITIES BY 2050
~ Forbes, October 30, 2019
 
A new Climate Central research report released this week finds hundreds of millions more people than previously known live on land at risk from coastal flooding linked to climate change.
By 2050, sea-level rise will push average annual coastal floods higher than land now home to 300 million people, according to a study published in Nature Communications. High tides could permanently rise above land occupied by another 150 million people.

SAHARA DESERT COVERED IN FIFTEEN INCHES OF SNOW AS FREAK WEATHER BLANKETS SAND DUNES
~ UK Express News, Helen Barnett
 
More than 15 inches of snow has blanketed sand dunes across the nation of Algeria. It is the second time snow has hit in nearly 40 years. But this snowfall which hit on Sunday, is much deeper than the fleeting shower of decades ago.
The cold snap comes as Europe and the United States froze in bitter temperatures. Winter storms battered the US east coast, the sea froze in Cape Cod, along with Niagara Falls in stunning scenes.
 



Epigraph
“Water is the driving force of all nature.”
~ Leonardo da Vinci
*****
It’s raining. It’s pouring. The old man is snoring.
~ The Little Mother Goose Nursery Rhymes, c. 1912
*****
Moreover, the light of the moon shall be as the light of the sun, and the light of the sun shall be sevenfold, as the light of seven days, in the day that the Lord bindeth up the breach of his people, and healeth the stroke of their wound.
~ Isaiah 30:26
*****
“The Earth will end only when God declares it's time to be over. Man will not destroy this Earth. This Earth will not be destroyed by a flood.
~ Congressman John Shimkus
*****
Humanity learns true lessons only in cataclysm.
~ Daniel H. Wilson, Author and Robotics Engineer
 



Prologue
Atacama Large Millimeter Array, ALMA
Atacama, Chile
 
Sol. The sun. It’s been said that all life depends on its power, but that same power can end life on this planet as we know it. Once an old soothsayer casually said, “Ya lives by da sun and ya dies by da sun.” Truer words have never been spoken, especially in the hours leading up to the most consequential geomagnetic storm ever experienced by modern man.
Soul. Translated into Spanish, the word became alma. The Atacama Large Millimeter Array, or ALMA, was located in a quiet, peaceful region of Chile where flamingos swarm in salt fields while the sun rises over volcanoes in the distance. In the Atacama Desert, the soil was so dry, it’s comparable to the geology of Mars but was referred to as the Valley of the Moon.
It’s simply the perfect place on Earth to observe space. With no clouds or moisture to get in the way, Atacama was known to have the planet’s clearest skies. At an altitude of over sixteen thousand feet, the observatory at ALMA was one of the highest technology projects ever undertaken. Finally, due to its remote, almost uninhabitable landscape, there is minimal light pollution and interference.
This combination of unique characteristics makes the sixty-six antennae so powerful that the images of space generated at ALMA are ten times more detailed than the Hubble Space Telescope orbiting our planet.
At this hour, the observatory was abuzz with activity as the focus of the scientists’ work shifted away from observing the coldest matter in space—the galaxies at the farthest reaches of the universe. At the moment, space observers around the globe were compiling information on the geomagnetic storm that was approaching Earth.
Dr. Allie McKeon, a Brit who was the first woman to head up operations at ALMA, stood in the center of the high-tech control room, surrounded by the members of her JAO team at Joint Alma Observatory. Like a quarterback in the huddle during that final drive of a big game, members of her team focused intently on her directions and observations. At six feet two, she certainly had the stature to play the QB1 position.
“People, our sun is as unpredictable as it is predictable. Everything we think we know about the impact of this series of solar flares can be discarded. As weak as the magnetic field is at this point, the mundane could now become an extraordinary daily occurrence.”
One of her assistants interrupted her. “Dr. McKeon, we have the first wave available to view.”
“Bring up the GOES feed on the center screen,” she instructed.
GOES was an acronym for Geostationary Operational Environmental Satellite system. The National Weather Service used the GOES system for its weather monitoring and forecasting operations. Scientific researchers, like the team at ALMA, used the data to study space weather, especially the sun’s activity.
The monitor’s view switched to display data related to the magnetosphere, the regions surrounding the planet created by the north and south poles. Only, the poles were no longer in the north and the south, mostly. Around the globe, as many as eight poles were shown on the monitor. Some revealed stronger levels than others, but overall, the image resembled a chaotic series of lines shooting away from Earth in all directions.
Chaotic. Disorderly. Helter-skelter.
It depicted our planet’s magnetic field in a way only imagined by computer models and storytellers, yet it was very real.

“What a mess,” commented one of the younger members of the JAO team.
Dr. McKeon laughed. “Well, I must say, it’s not a very scientific description, but it’s certainly appropriate.”
Her aide changed the monitors to the left and right of the main screen. “On the left, you’re seeing the actual solar wind data, including density, speed, magnitude, and direction. On the right, we’ve applied that data to a geostorm impact model based upon the current status of the poles. We’ve already transmitted our findings to the SWPC in Boulder.” The Space Weather Prediction Center in Boulder, Colorado, was a division of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, or NOAA.
“Dr. McKeon, if I may?” asked another one of the scientists, who focused on data received from SOHO, the Solar and Heliospheric Observatory. He studied solar snapshots, which revealed activity on the sun’s surface such as coronal holes, low-density regions of the sun’s atmosphere. These areas of low-density plasma were the source of high-speed winds of solar particles that streamed off the sun into space. As a coronal hole released matter from the sun’s magnetic fields, soaring up and away from the surface, they created the conditions necessary for a solar flare.
She gestured with her arm and replied, “Go ahead.”
“This is just the beginning,” he said with trepidation in his voice. “We’ve now confirmed using GOES data that multiple active regions have rotated into view, and several X-class solar flares are Earth-directed.”
Solar flares were rated as class B, C, N, or X, with X-class being the most powerful. The first of these active regions had released an X1.2-class solar flare as its final hurrah yesterday. The bright flash of light observed on the SOHO monitors was the largest of the year so far. However, it didn’t approach the more massive X20 flares of April 2001 and August 1989. Twenty times the size of yesterday’s eruption, those flares had caused massive power outages in the northern United States and Canada.
Times were different now. At the turn of the century, unbeknownst to the scientific community, the rapid pole shift was in its early stages. The power outages of ’89 and ’01 were nothing in comparison to what would befall Earth in the coming days. All of the efforts at power grid manipulation would be for naught, as more than half of Earth’s inhabitants would experience life as it was in the early 1800s.
“Let’s get to it,” said Dr. McKeon as she settled into a chair slightly elevated above the rest of the workstations. To the casual observer, the command center console resembled the interior of the famed starship Enterprise, once a figment of a very creative imagination.
The members of the JAO team reported their findings. Their projections spared ALMA and countries closer to the equator from the grid-destroying effects of the coming geomagnetic storms. Dr. McKeon agreed that if the resulting electromagnetic pulse took out the power grid this close to the center of the planet geographically, the world would be facing an unimaginable culling of the planet’s human population.
“Dr. McKeon, you wanna talk about bad luck,” began one of her aides. “Look at these magnetogram readings along the sun’s surface.”
“Another one?” she asked.
“Yes’m,” he replied. “It could loop, but it’ll still send a significant electromagnetic pulse our way. Under these conditions…” His voice trailed off. The sun had a habit of bending much of its escaped magnetic energy back into its coronal opening. However, a significant EMP could be generated that, under the conditions of Earth’s weakened magnetic field, could wreak havoc.
The JAO team was mesmerized by the magnetogram images. The bulging loop of the solar flare held onto the solar disk like a drop of water from a leaky kitchen faucet. The loop, filled with helium and hydrogen particles, did not close and return to the sun under its intense gravitational pull, as oftentimes happens. It kept rising from the surface, swelling like a balloon about to pop. As the solar flare’s footprint expanded, both across the solar disk and into space, it became apparent it would not be contained.
The solar plume grew, and then it released highly energized particles toward Earth at three million miles an hour. Like an ordinarily benign solar flare headed toward Earth, this X-flare would gain steam with the solar wind, and its charged particles would follow in the wake of the existing geomagnetic storm schedule for full impact on Earth’s atmosphere in just hours.
When it hit, the consequences would be devastating for mankind.
 



Chapter 1
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today—a profound statement made by President Abraham Lincoln referring to procrastination, the most counterproductive habit known to man.
Squire Boone, loving husband, proud father, devoted farmer, and chronic procrastinator, lay prone on the operating table, eyes closed and deep in the throes of an anesthesia-induced sleep. He’d only regained consciousness for a few moments before he’d been injected with several pre-op drugs designed to ease him into sleep. He was aware he was going into surgery, but he wasn’t completely sure why his stomach pain was so serious that the emergency procedure was necessary.
Nonetheless, he was the center of attention in the operating theater on the second floor at Lutheran Downtown Hospital in Fort Wayne. Prior to descending into the deep sleep, he’d noticed the operating room was a very busy place. The lights were bright, the instruments were shiny, and the entire area felt sterile, as it should be.
All of his vitals had been checked by the surgical nurses and rechecked by the anesthesiologist. The nurse anesthetist attached a blood pressure cuff, ECG leads to monitor his heart, and a plastic clip attached to his fingertip, known as a pulse oximeter, used to measure the amount of oxygen in his blood during the surgery.
The wonders of modern science, complete with the latest in medical technology, were all available to the surgical team to ensure this relatively uncomplicated surgery went smoothly.
During the time-out, a brief period when the entire surgical team confirms to one another they have the correct patient and the surgery to be performed was appropriate, a final conversation took place between the two surgeons, who confirmed that Squire’s bowel resection required opening up his abdomen rather than performing a laparoscopy.
A bowel resection via laparoscopy was the preferred method to deal with Crohn’s disease complications because it only required three to six small incisions instead of one large one. Plus, the recovery time was much faster, a benefit considering the long waiting list of needy patients that had formed at the emergency room admitting desk.
Based upon their initial diagnosis, Squire’s bowels might be obstructed, and there was the possibility of invasive colorectal cancer. An open resection was deemed the most effective way of treating him especially since a follow-up surgery might not be possible due to the threat of geomagnetic storms shutting down the hospital permanently.
The two surgeons in the adult surgery ward at Lutheran had never worked together. Ordinarily, a board-certified surgeon headed up the team, coupled with a surgical resident, a doctor who’d completed medical school but who was furthering his training in a surgery specialty.
Today, with every operating suite full, the top surgeons were handling the most complex, life-threatening cases while the rest of the doctors, including surgical residents, were left on their own.
With temperature and humidity carefully controlled throughout the surgery floors, staff surgeons, interns, and nurses could perform their duties in comfortable scrub suits and in a relatively stress-free environment. Today was different.
The operating theater was typically relaxed due to the team’s confidence in the lead surgeon. When the anesthesiologist and the lead surgical nurse learned that two residents would be handling this open resection, they huddled in a corner to debate whether they wanted to be a part of Squire’s surgical team.
The anesthesiologist even left at one point to raise the issue with the hospital’s chief surgeon, who was the presiding administrative leader over all surgery-related matters. He’d been working around the clock, sleeping on a cot brought into his office for a few hours at a time. He assured the anesthesiologist that he’d be roaming the halls of the surgery floors, prepared to step in if called upon.
The tense atmosphere coupled with the air-handling units at the hospital being overloaded raised the operating room temperature to four degrees above normal. This became evident as the two young residents began the most difficult part of Squire’s surgery, the resection and removal of his diseased intestines.
“Okay, here we go,” said the older of the two residents. Beads of sweat appeared just below his surgical cap, and he waited for a nurse to pat it dry with a cloth.
He carefully created an incision in part of Squire’s small intestine. His partner, also a graduate of the Indiana University School of Medicine, took Squire’s bowels in his hands and assisted his fellow surgical resident. Thus far, their surgery was considered routine.
“How many hours have you been on?” asked the younger resident.
The lead surgeon on Squire’s case, who’d graduated from medical school in May of the year before, chuckled as he responded, “Eighteen hours, almost entirely in surgery except for a few consults. I haven’t put in these kinds of hours since I was an intern. How about you?”
“Fifteen hours. I got to sleep for six prior to coming back in.”
“Six hours, that’s amazing.”
The lead surgical nurse and the anesthesiologist exchanged glances. They’d worked together for years and were comfortable with one another.
The surgery continued until the older resident paused. “Okay, I’m comfortable that we’ve resected enough to make a call, how about you?” He glanced over his mask at his surgical partner.
“Agreed.”
After a minute during which both surgeons had an opportunity to examine the inside of their patient’s body, they happily announced Squire appeared to be cancer-free. The Crohn’s disease diagnosis provided by Dr. Cassandra Rambo was spot-on, and much to their relief, the bowel obstruction appeared to be the only complication they’d face, exacerbated by the patient’s failure to seek treatment sooner.
Then the brightly lit, sterile operating room turned pitch black, with each of the residents holding a piece of Squire Boone’s small intestines in their hands.
 



Chapter 2
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
“What the hell?” The lead surgical resident screamed his question. He instinctively gripped Squire’s intestines too tightly as he concerned himself with losing his hold in the darkness. Blood began to splatter out of Squire’s body cavity and landed on the chest of the anesthesiologist.
“Stay calm!” Dr. Howard Ware shouted. The specialist in perioperative care had been practicing for nearly twenty years following his service in the military. He had been one of the first hires at Lutheran Downtown Hospital when it expanded its facility.
Despite his demand, his heart raced. He’d been through many unusual surgeries while stationed in the Middle East, but he’d never experienced a total blackout before. Hospitals, whether mobile units in a war zone, or modern facilities like Lutheran, had backup generators commensurate with the facility they served.
“Where are the generators?” asked the younger surgeon.
“They ran out of fuel days ago,” replied the lead surgical nurse. “A requisition was placed with FEMA to bring more, but I guess that never happened.”
“I need light!” demanded the surgical resident, whose voice indicated he was beginning to panic.
“The patient needs anesthesia,” said Dr. Ware calmly.
Suddenly, several loud beeps filled the air as the CyberPower battery backups servicing the equipment in the operating room took over.
“Okay, there’s something,” said Dr. Ware calmly.
“I don’t have enough light to tie this man’s intestines back together,” complained the younger resident.
Dr. Ware remained calm. In a way, at least for the moment, he was relieved. He had studied the effects of an electromagnetic pulse on sophisticated equipment like the kinds employed in an operating room. Had a solar flare struck North America, the battery backup power source would not have brought his equipment back to life. All of the complex battery modules with built-in charge controllers would be impacted. This was obviously a localized issue, one that would hopefully resolve itself within ninety minutes before the CyberPower backup units ran out of power.
“I need suction!” shouted the increasingly panicked surgical resident.
Dr. Ware took control of the operating room. He turned to his nurse anesthetist. “Take over for a moment while I move some plugs around.”
Using only the limited light afforded by his equipment and the video display monitor that provided the surgical team a readout of Squire’s vitals, Dr. Ware connected a manual bag-valve resuscitation device to the oxygen source on the anesthesia machine. Then he crawled on his hands and knees on the once pristine operating room floor. Now, as a result of the surgical resident squeezing his patient’s small intestine, it was covered with Squire’s blood.
“His vitals are dropping from the blood loss!” shouted the lead surgical nurse.
“No shit!” responded the younger surgeon.
“Nurse! Any of you! Find me a damn flashlight! Anything!”
“What about a cell phone?” asked one of the nurses.
“I left mine at home since the cell towers crashed with all the other power.”
“Yeah, same here.”
A nurse assistant shuffled backwards and away from the operating table. She stumbled into the instrument tray, knocking it to the floor near Dr. Ware. A scalpel bounced off the blood-soaked floor and fell on top of his hand.
“Be careful!”
“I can’t see!” she responded in tears.
The air-conditioning units had stopped, and the tense atmosphere immediately created heat and humidity in the confined space, exacerbated by the chaotic, tense scene.
“Why aren’t the emergency lights working?” asked the lead surgeon. “And how are we supposed to function in this sweltering heat?”
Nobody had an answer for that. The stumbling nurse found her way to the door of the operating room. When she pushed it open to the scrubbing stations, the sounds of mayhem filled the air.
“Jesus, what’s happening out there?” asked the younger surgeon.
“Can we lock the door to the suite?” asked the other surgeon.
No one responded.
Dr. Ware made some progress. “Okay, you should now have suction and access to the portable infusion pumps. The patient monitors will continue to work, but based upon my knowledge of these CyberPower units, we’ve got less than ninety minutes to find a more permanent solution.”
The door flung open and the shouting from the hallway infiltrated the room once again. The nurse had returned.
“I can’t go out there again,” she said through her tears. “They’re fighting one another. I’m amazed they haven’t busted into the OR.”
“Did you find a flashlight?” asked the lead surgeon.
She reached into her pocket and clicked the end of a medical penlight. It was dim but provided some illumination.
“That’ll do for now,” said the younger surgeon.
“Get over here! What are you waiting for?” demanded the lead surgeon.
“Um, I’m no longer sterile,” she replied.
“Who gives a shit?” he asked sarcastically. “This man will be dead in minutes if we don’t get his bleeding under control.”
The other surgeon spoke up in a hushed voice. “That’s not gonna give us enough light to complete this surgery.”
“I know. All we can do is halt the bleeding and pause this thing until we can get the power back.”
“Will he make it ninety minutes?”
The older surgical resident hesitated and sighed. “I hope so.”
 



Chapter 3
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Chapman Boone stood in the hallway, fighting to adjust his eyes to the flickering lights and then the sudden complete darkness. He immediately closed them for two reasons. One, inwardly hoping this nightmare would be over when he opened them, and secondly, to give them a faster capability to adjust to abrupt change. The screams that filled the air confirmed the nightmare was very much real, and when he opened his eyes, he could make out barely discernible shadows of people pushing and shoving near the reception desk down the corridor.
Dr. Isabella DuBois had been subjected to one adventure after another since Chapman had come into her life. She simply sighed and shook her head as the lights went out. It was as if she’d turned another page in a thriller novel.
“Geostorm?” she asked matter-of-factly.
Chapman remained calm as well. “Maybe.”
Levi Boone, despite his weakened condition, forced himself up on the gurney and asked, “Are you guys gonna clue me in? And, Chapman, who’s your friend?”
Suddenly, the battery-operated hallway lights turned on, casting an eerie glow down the corridor. As the light illuminated the receiving area of the emergency room, those waiting to be admitted could now see the target of their ire. Fists began to fly, and hair was pulled as multiple scuffles broke out for some reason or another.
“Would a solar flare destroy these devices?” asked Isabella, pointing up at the beige metal box with a single LED light attached.
“Hard to tell, but we need to move quickly,” replied Chapman. “Dad’s probably in surgery.”
“Dang it, Chapman!” Levi found his voice. “Are ya gonna tell me what’s going on?” After his question, he doubled over in pain and groaned.
Chapman helped his brother to sit upright on the gurney. “Okay, okay. Calm down. Here’s the deal. This is my girlfriend, Isabella. We met in Paris while I was there for a conference.”
“Hello, Levi. Your brother speaks highly of you.”
“You really are French,” Levi said with a grin barely noticeable under his scruffy beard. He became annoyed with the IV stuck in his arm. Without hesitation, he yanked it out without so much as a wince.
Chapman continued. The angry voices were reaching a crescendo, so he decided not to mince words. “Levi, I won’t sugarcoat it. We’re not here to pick you up. Finding you was nothing short of a miracle. Dad’s sick and in a bad way. He’s around here somewhere in surgery.”
“What? Surgery? Why did you come clear up to Fort Wayne?” Levi’s voice trailed off as his recollection of events came back to him. “Oh, yeah. Wait. Why is the power on here?”
“Was,” replied Chapman. “Obviously, it’s off again whether intentionally or because of a geostorm.”
Levi took a deep breath and gathered the strength to stand. Leaning on Chapman, he steadied himself and found his equilibrium.
“Are you sure, Levi?” asked Isabella as she made her arm available for him to use as a crutch.
“Yeah, thanks. I’m starting to remember what happened to me.”
He pulled his shirtsleeve up, revealing an open gash on his arm that had been sloppily bandaged by the uncaring male nurse. He rolled his arm slightly so Chapman and Isabella could get a better look.
“Are you hurt anywhere else?” asked Chapman.
“Bro, I’m hurting all over, but this is the only place I’m bleeding.”
A woman’s shrill cry for help interrupted their conversation. Isabella leaned in to speak in a hushed voice. “It is no longer safe here. They will be looking for help and maybe even drugs.”
“You’re right,” added Chapman as he glanced down the hallway. “I’ve gotta find Dad. Can you fix Levi’s arm and, um, get him some fresh clothes?”
“What’re you sayin’?” asked Levi with a chuckle.
“I’m saying you smell like dead animals,” replied Chapman.
“Well, you’re right, in part.” Levi became suddenly morose.
Chapman immediately picked up on the change in his demeanor. “Hey, what’s wrong?”
“It’s Karl and Eddie. They’re dead.”
“What?” asked Chapman. Before he could receive a reply, two men began to fight, and one ran down the corridor past them.
Isabella grabbed both Boone brothers by the hand. “We have to hurry. This is not safe.” As she spoke, her rifle swung into Levi’s arm.
He laughed. “Said the Frenchwoman with all the firepower.”
“She’s right, Levi. You guys get these wounds looked after and I’ll find Dad.” Chapman swung around and looked deeper into the corridor. “Meet me down there. By the window. I’ll be back as soon as I find out what’s going on.”
“Go!” ordered Levi, who then began to have a coughing fit.
Chapman gripped both of Isabella’s hands and nodded. She smiled and squeezed them back.
Her voice was encouraging. “We will be fine. Find your father.”
Chapman spun around in an effort to decide which way to go. He set his jaw and shook his head from side to side in disbelief as he pushed his way toward the administration desk. It was the hub of the hospital and the most likely place to start his search for his father’s hospital room. It was also mired in mayhem.
Isabella turned to Levi. “Do you want me to place you on the cart?”
“Nah, I’m feeling stronger now. Let’s start checking these rooms for supplies. Maybe I can borrow some clothes or scrubs?”
“Oui, pyjama medical,” she added in French.
Levi laughed. “Okay, pajamas will work, too. Anything but what I’m wearin’.” He was unaware she was using the French term for scrubs.
“You have a wonderful wife and beautiful children. They miss you very much.”
“Carly? The kids? Are they okay?”
“Oui. I have only known them for a few days. Your Rachel is my best friend at the farm.”
Levi laughed and began to get emotional. “I can see how she’d like you.” He paused and pointed to a door on their left. “I saw the nurses come in and out of this room often. It might be a supply closet of some kind.”
He led the way and was surprised to find the room unlocked. Apparently, in the midst of the hustle and bustle, a nurse or an orderly had forgotten to secure the room when they left. Levi entered the dark room first and fumbled for the light switch, forgetting it wasn’t likely to work.
“I can’t see anything,” he mumbled.
Isabella looked around the corridor for a solution. She thought of a man who’d reeked of alcohol and cigarette smoke on a gurney near Levi’s.
“Wait here. I have an idea,” she said and rushed back toward the entry to the east wing. Even in the dim light, her sense of smell and recollection of the man’s location helped her find the way.
The man was snoring, oblivious to the chaos unfolding in the hospital. Without hesitating, Isabella rifled through his pockets until she found what she was looking for—a cigarette lighter.
Seconds later, she was back by Levi’s side and gestured for him to enter the room. Closing the door behind her, she finally exhaled. She lit the lighter, and the interior of the utility room was illuminated by a soft glow.
“Jackpot!” exclaimed Levi. “Look! Everything we need is here. Scrubs, bandages, Advil, and bottled water.”
Isabella turned her back and cracked the door to peek into the hallway. “Get dressed and I will guard the door.”
After handing Levi the lighter, she readied the AR-10 and reentered the corridor. People were now beginning to run up and down the hallway, looking for loved ones or medical personnel to help them. Even in the low light provided by the emergency lighting, Isabella’s weapon could be seen and caused everyone to give her a wide berth.
Levi cracked the door and whispered, “I’m ready. I’ve got the bandages, but I can’t do it with one hand.”
Isabella backed into the utility room and handed Levi her gun. While she bandaged his arm, he asked about his father. “Did he get injured somehow?”
Isabella frowned, as she felt uncomfortable relaying the information about Squire. “No. He has been hiding his illness from your mother. A doctor told us he has Crohn’s disease. It can be very dangerous without treatment.”
“So he’s in surgery?” asked Levi.
Isabella finished bandaging his wound and sighed. “If the other doctor was correct, the surgery began before the power went out.”
 



Chapter 4
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Chapman tried to approach the reception desk, where police officers were now outfitted in riot gear and using their batons to push back the mob of hostile people demanding attention. The unruly crowd was winning the scrum, prompting more officers to flood the emergency room entrance to gain control. Just as Chapman managed to force his way near the front to determine the whereabouts of his father, pepper spray was deployed. A bad situation just became much worse.
The group in the waiting area lost their collective minds. The officers were easily overwhelmed, and soon their batons were turned back on them. The anger built to a crescendo as the unprepared law enforcement officers tried to fend off the attack, frantically calling for backup that wouldn’t arrive in time.
Chapman was sickened by the attacks. The crowd looked for someone to take out their anger on, and the police were the first victims. Then the hospital staff became the target. The women behind the counter crawled beneath their desks to hide from the verbal assault, which then became physical.
He resisted the urge to jump into the fray, as it would’ve been a fruitless exercise that would likely get him seriously injured. He pushed himself away from the crowd and back into the east corridor.
“Chapman!” shouted Levi from the entrance to the supply closet. “Down here!”
He pivoted and ran toward his brother’s voice, covering his face with his shirt to avoid the effects of the pepper spray. Amidst coughing and screaming, he managed to escape the melee.
“Did you find out anything?” asked Isabella.
“No. They’re killing each other over there. Let’s find the stairwell and head upstairs. We’ll search every floor.”
Isabella led the way, clearing a path through random groups of people by pointing her gun in their general direction. When they located a stairwell, they were met with throngs of people running up and down, as well as darkness once again.
Chapman took the lead. “Isabella, you get in the middle and hold onto my belt. Levi, you keep in contact with her. I’m gonna take us up the side of the stairs, and we’ll try the second floor first.”
He pushed his way up the stairs, stopping from time to time as people raced past them in both directions. At one point, a man pushed a woman down the stairs as he frantically rushed toward the main level. Chapman reached out and grabbed her by the arm to slow her fall, but her shirt tore. As her sleeve ripped, the woman spun and landed on her back on the landing.
“Keep goin’!” yelled Levi, sensing that his brother wanted to stop to help.
Chapman finally made his way to the door, where he had to force people out of the way to get through. One by one, they slipped around the frame and pushed themselves against the wall to catch their breath.
“This is ridiculous!” Chapman lamented. Out of frustration, he beat his head against the wall, catching the corner of a wall-mounted sign. “Dammit!” He cursed his stupidity and turned to look at the sign that assaulted him.
Levi read it aloud, “Adult surgery ward.”
“How will we know which room?” asked Isabella.
“Head to the middle,” Chapman began in response. “There’s usually a whiteboard or some type of daily list of surgeries.”
“How do you know this?” she asked.
“I saw it on Grey’s Anatomy.”
Levi grabbed his brother by the arm, who was still rubbing his head from the painful thumping it took. The trio hugged the wall and pushed through the people lingering in the corridor. While loved ones and medical personnel were talking excitedly back and forth, there were only a few physical altercations compared to the ground floor.
“There!” exclaimed Chapman, pointing past the nurses’ station in the center of the hospital. On one wall, flanked by two faux palm trees, was a large whiteboard labeled O.R. SCHEDULE. Chapman became more aggressive as he forced his way through standing groups of loved ones loitering around the whiteboard.
The scheduling board was broken down into several columns, including the operating room number, patient name, assigned doctors, and type of surgery. People had rubbed up against the dry-erase board, wiping much of the information off it. A large area was smudged where the patients’ names were listed, along with their admitting time and age.
“I don’t see his name,” said a frustrated Chapman.
Isabella moved to his right and studied the column marked Procedure. She slowly ran her fingers down the list—gall bladder, splenectomy, appendectomy, skull fracture. Then she thumped the board with the back of her fist.
“Here! It reads bowel resection,” she said. She started to run her fingers to the left side, bumping into Levi as she moved. “Pardonne-moi.”
Levi stepped back to allow her to continue. The patient’s name associated with this surgery was rubbed off, but the operating room number was still readable. Her finger pointed to it.
“OR 2-C,” said Chapman excitedly. “That’s back the way we came.”
He grabbed Isabella by the hand, who in turn reached for Levi’s left hand. The three of them formed a caravan through the crowd, their heads on a swivel, searching for the operating room where Squire was located.
“This is it!” Chapman exclaimed as he pressed his face against the eight-inch-by-eight-inch window in the door. “It’s so dark in there. All I can see are the lights from the equipment and a small flashlight.”
“What should we do?” asked Levi.
Chapman leaned against the wall, but this time he didn’t beat his head against it. He needed to calm his nerves and think clearly. He took a deep breath and exhaled. The surgeons were operating on his father in the dark. There had to be something he could do to get them better lighting. He breathed deeply again and muttered barely loud enough for the others to hear, “I’m goin’ in.”
 



Chapter 5
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Sarah Boone was as adept at hiding her emotions from her family as her husband was at hiding his painful illness from her. Over the years, the Boone parents, the ones who carried the burden of raising and providing for their family, had adopted the approach of masking their troubles in order to lend the appearance of being strong. Despite Sarah’s bouts of anxiety, which she carefully managed with the use of prescription medications, she was able to look on the bright side and appear chipper despite the world collapsing around her.
She was relieved Kristi had returned home, and was especially thankful for Tommy, who appeared to be a nice young man. The two weren’t outwardly smitten with one another, as Chapman and Isabella were, but there was certainly a chemistry between them. On a professional level, they’d met as boss and assistant. However, within a day or two of that relationship beginning, the catastrophic events wrought by the rapid pole shift had changed the dynamic.
Sarah made Tommy comfortable in the smallest of the guest rooms. He didn’t seem to mind and quipped that he appreciated the fact he didn’t have to sleep in the barn with the horses although he’d done it before. Sarah joked with him that the only new member of the family who might be relegated to a stall, if she didn’t behave, was Brooke. Sarah mused she wasn’t sure how Squire would feel about sharing his home with a chimp.
Like she’d done for Chapman, she’d maintained Kristi’s room intact even though she hadn’t slept there regularly since college. Kristi had had her own newsworthy events throughout her career, most of which had been reported online. Sarah and Squire had framed the headlines that adorned the walls of her room, along with photographs of Kristi’s escapades in Africa.
After fixing them dinner, Sarah, Carly, and Kristi walked around the property, discussing the state of the Boones’ affairs. Tommy spent his time hanging with the three kids—Jesse, Rachel, and Brooke, the biggest handful of the bunch.
After some small talk, mainly about her relationship with Tommy, Kristi turned the subject to more serious matters. “Mom, you’ve done a great job of avoiding the subject of Dad. I think it’s time you fill me in.”
“Me too,” added Carly. “But first, let me apologize for not seeing the signs myself. I’m around him all the time on the farm. I should’ve noticed he was having difficulty.”
Sarah shook her head and squeezed Carly’s hand. “Dear, your father-in-law can be quite the rascal. He’s not a very good liar. At least to me, anyway. We’ve been married too long and I’ve seen all his tricks. Somehow, this escaped me. Maybe it was the distraction of the drought and the stress over the financial obligations we’re under.”
“Me and Levi feel bad about that, too,” interjected Carly. “We’re living on that property, and Levi thinks Dad bought it to keep him from moving away or something.”
Kristi chuckled. “He didn’t try to bribe me!”
“It wouldn’t have worked, would it?” asked Sarah.
“No, but…” Her voice trailed off.
Sarah draped her arm over her daughter’s shoulders. “You were too strong willed and focused on your career path to be bought off. Besides, he wasn’t trying to bribe Levi. The purchase of those farms was a direct result of your father’s big heart and, to an extent, his inability to let go of this belief that he’s the caretaker of the Boone legacy.
“The Daniel Boone branch of the family, as he calls it, was more determined to build museums and monuments than continuing what the family was known for—pioneering and living off the land. My Chapman legacy was to build apple orchards. To Squire, his job was to bring the Boones’ lands back within our ownership. For all of his kids, and their kids, for generations.”
Kristi appeared somewhat confused. “Mom, now it’s my turn to apologize. I’ve pretty much stayed in my own little world at the zoo, kind of unaware of what your financial situation is. I knew Dad bought the farms, and based upon what you told me a couple of Christmases ago, it made economic sense. Has that changed?”
Sarah sighed and paused at the top of a knoll overlooking the Ohio River. Had she made this walk more often, she would’ve seen the noticeable change in the river’s elevation.
“I love my husband, but he can be a bit impetuous at times, especially when it comes to Riverfront Farms. It all goes back to this whole Boone legacy he’s trying to maintain.
“We haven’t discussed this with you kids mostly because nothing ever came of it, but Squire’s been approached by big food producers like Cargill, ConAgra, and Koch Industries. Honey, we could’ve retired, bought a condo in Naples, living the good life without a care in the world. Instead, we do what we do without a moment’s regret.”
Kristi continued to stare toward the river, which contained a few fishermen on the Kentucky side, casting lines in the distance. “Were the orchards not producing?”
“They were fine until this summer. The drought has been brutal, and it couldn’t have come at a worse time. Our note to the bank is due shortly, and we needed a good harvest to make the interest payment and some on the principal. At least, that was the plan anyway.”
Carly explained, “Levi was at the feed and seed when Bully Billy made some nasty remarks about the note coming due. It sounds like interest and a little principal ain’t gonna be enough this time.”
“How do they expect you to pay a note under these circumstances?” asked Kristi as she began to get riled up. “Their power is as dead as ours.”
“Well, of course, you’re right. This all happened before this whole pole-shift business. However, Squire was feeling stressed out about the loan long before because of the drought. The orchards are puny, honey. We simply couldn’t pump enough water to save all the trees or to produce the kind of quality apple our buyers were accustomed to. And now, naturally, there’s not anybody to sell to.”
“Do you think all of this is what caused Daddy to become sick?” asked Kristi. “You know, stress causes ulcers.”
“I don’t know. The old coot kept it bottled up inside him. He complained of stomachaches from time to time, and he was havin’ fits of diarrhea. Honey, we’re getting’ older. Things aren’t regular like back in the day.”
The three women laughed as Sarah lightened the mood. Talking about bowel movements in casual conversation can help change any serious subject.
Carly hung her head. “It hasn’t helped that Levi went huntin’. He could’ve waited until after the harvest. We talked about it over and over. He even spoke to Dad about it, who immediately shot it down.” She began to well up in tears, so Sarah quickly gave her a hug.
“I know you miss him. I do, too. It seems as if we’ve pushed our concern for Levi out of our minds, but that isn’t the case. He’s like a cat with nine lives. He’s likely to come strolling up that driveway any minute with an eight-point buck slung over his shoulder and a grin as wide as the river.”
“I know, I keep telling myself that,” said Carly, who was appreciative of the consoling. “It’s not me, though. Amazingly, Rachel has been doing very well, and Isabella has been a Godsend for her. It’s Jesse.”
“He’s been kinda down since the fishing incident,” added Sarah. She took a moment to bring Kristi up to speed. Then she turned back to Carly. “Do you think there’s something more?”
Carly furrowed her brow and wiped a few tears off her face. “I don’t know where to start. It kinda happened after Chapman got back. Jesse had been missing Levi, of course. Those two are really close to one another. His uncle’s return seemed to change Jesse somehow. He’s been kind of withdrawn.”
Sarah nodded. “I noticed he’s pulled away, spending more time on the security detail, as he calls it. He also isn’t eating.”
Carly shook her head and kicked at some rocks near her feet. “He says he wants to save his portion for his dad so he’ll have plenty to eat.”
“Jeez,” said Kristi, who reached out to rub Carly’s shoulders. “Anything else?”
“Well.” She hesitated before continuing. She pointed toward the river as if it were the culprit. “Since the other day, he’s been preoccupied with death. He’s asked me questions about his grandpa, and then he leads into whether I think Levi is dead somewhere. He had a nightmare last night, which leads me to believe this is really consuming him.”
“He seems to be in pretty good spirits this morning,” said Sarah.
“Well, it could be Kristi’s chimp or the fact Tommy has been extra nice to him. I’m not sayin’ he’s a father figure necessarily, but he is a guy.”
The waterworks erupted as Carly cried in earnest, and Sarah couldn’t hold back. The two women held each other, and even usually stoic Kristi couldn’t help herself as she, too, broke down. She joined the group hug.
“Whatever they throw our way, we’ll deal with it. The Boones have fought adversity for centuries. We’ll do it again.”
Sarah nodded. “Whatever it takes, girls. Whatever it takes.”
 



Chapter 6
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Chapman thought he could enter the surgical suite without attracting the attention of the medical team attending to his father. He was wrong. The relative quiet inside the operating room was immediately overwhelmed by the steady clamor emanating from the east wing of the hospital.
Dr. Ware was the first to notice Chapman’s presence at the window separating the scrub area and the ongoing surgery. “Sir, you can’t be in here! Get out now!”
Chapman didn’t hesitate in his response. “Is that my father, Squire Boone?”
“Sir, I must insist!” The anesthesiologist repeated his demand.
“I just want to see how—” His sentence was cut off by the older surgical resident.
“He’s still alive, but not for much longer if we don’t get some lights in this room!”
His rudeness drew a strong rebuke from Dr. Ware. “This young man can’t help us with the generator.”
Chapman could barely hear through the glass, but he picked up on the words help and generator. He took a chance. He found a surgical mask on a shelf above the washbasins and held it over his mouth and nose. He cracked the door so he could speak without yelling. “Did you say help with the generator?”
“Sir! Seriously? Are you trying to kill your father?” The rude surgeon continued to work while berating Chapman.
“Enough!” said Dr. Ware. “Young man, you must leave, but if you want to help, find some diesel fuel for the generators or battery-operated lighting for this OR. Now, please, you have to leave and keep others out as well.”
“I’ll try to—” began Chapman meekly before being cut off again by the surgeon.
“Sir, you have less than an hour to try, or it’ll be out of our hands. Do you understand?”
“Yeah, loud and clear.” Chapman was pissed at the surgeon’s attitude, but now was not the time to challenge the man who held his father’s life in his hands.
He paused briefly to study the surgeons working frantically on his father. The last time he’d seen this much blood was in Greenland after the polar bear had torn into the climatologists. He sighed and backed out of the operating room before slipping through the door into the hallway.
Levi peppered him with questions first. “Is Dad in there? How is he? Can I go see him, too?”
Chapman held both his hands up to calm his brother. “They’re in the middle of the operation, but it’s complicated because of the power outage. They have some equipment working, but the lights and AC are off.”
“What can we do?” asked Isabella.
“The doctors desperately need lighting to continue the operation. They said something about finding diesel for the generators. Or even battery-operated lighting. Plus, with all the chaos, I guess I wasn’t the first person to storm in their operating room.”
“I can work on the diesel,” offered Levi. “Let me try to find their generator system and look for a maintenance department.”
“I will go find lights,” said Isabella. “Did you say battery operated?”
Chapman swung his head around as two men began to argue near the nurses’ station. Pushing and shoving followed, leading Chapman to his decision. “I’ll deal with the madness,” he began. “Can you stand guard here? Nobody gets in unless they’re medical personnel, okay?”
Isabella moved the rifle in front of her body, holding it at low ready. “Okay.”
“Good. Levi, we have to hurry. They said they’ve got less than an hour to finish.”
“Why? Is it not goin’ well?”
“He didn’t say, and the doctor didn’t seem to be in any mood to answer questions. Let’s just move quickly.”
“I’m on it.” Levi turned toward the stairwell and shoved his way past anyone blocking him. Despite his injuries, he was prepared to knock everyone down who would prevent him from helping his dad.
“Be careful, mon ami.”
Chapman kissed Isabella on the cheek. “I will. Please protect him.”
She nodded and kissed him back. With a smile of encouragement, Chapman spun around and began to enter every door in the east wing as he searched for any type of portable light source.
His search was hampered by the large number of people milling about and the fact most of the operating rooms were in use. On one occasion, he found a surgical suite using a general exam light on a mobile stand, which was ideal for his father’s surgery.
The layout of the operating room was the same as his father’s. Donning the mask to lend the appearance he was concerned with introducing bacteria into the OR, he asked the surgical team when he could have their light.
They screamed at him to leave. When he pressed, a large, burly nurse approached him with a scalpel in her hand. He couldn’t even get them to respond as to when the light might be available.
At least he knew what he was looking for now. The white examination light stood five feet tall on a stand supported by five casters. A bright LED light was affixed to the top of a bendable pipe. The surgeons appeared to be working diligently on their patient without concern for the lack of power otherwise. He immediately wondered why his father’s surgical suite wasn’t better prepared, but he shook it off.
He entered the chaotic corridor with a newfound sense of purpose.
 



Chapter 7
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Levi had reached the stairwell and, rather than going down, he chose to go to the roof access. It was possible the generators were there, but at the very least, he could look around the hospital grounds from a higher perspective.
The top floor of the hospital was the children’s ward, and it was just as chaotic as the second floor. He stuck his head into the hallway to see if their lighting or power capability was any better than the adult surgery ward, and it was not.
Immediately to his right, a set of parents and a young daughter were wailing in grief. Curious, Levi stepped closer and glanced into the doorway leading into the scrub basins of the children’s operating room.
Inside, in almost total darkness, there were several members of a surgical team standing over the body of a young boy. Their long shadows stretched along the floor and up the wall of the sterile space. Their silhouettes were broken only by the glow of light coming from a single Bic lighter, which they used to illuminate the surgical table.
The gaunt look on their dimly lit faces spoke volumes. Their patient had died. They were surrounded by all of the modern technology available to America’s doctors, yet none of it was operating. A barely audible beep came from a boxy device on the floor near the wall. A faint white light tried to remain illuminated until it finally succumbed, much like the patient had.
Levi shed a tear. Then his face erupted in emotion; the weight of what he’d been through over the past week tore at him again. He thought of Jesse and Rachel, wondering how he’d feel if they were lying dead on a table like this young boy. He thought of his father, who was similarly situated, fighting for his life while capable surgeons were stymied by their inability to see in the dark.
It was a situation being played out throughout Lutheran Hospital on that day as the loss of power began to take more lives. He cursed the backup generators for not working. He questioned who was responsible for the outage. Anger built up inside him.
He longed for the wilderness of Northern Ontario, where life was much simpler.
Levi began to sink within himself, forgetting his task. The noise from the corridor reminded him of the powerful jaws and sharp teeth of the wolves that tore into his friends. The solemn scene in the operating room brought back the memory of helping the mother wolf. The darkness was reminiscent of the peaceful sleep he’d had under the clear skies of Canada. Until the horrific dreams had consumed him—the gnawing, grinding, tugging of the badgers he was convinced were devouring him, like the wolves’ feeding frenzy had killed his friends.
He felt a tugging at his pants and pulled his left arm back to swat at the pesky critter. Then he recovered from his moment of incoherence before he unintentionally slapped a young girl looking up at him.
“Mister? Can you help me? I’ve lost my mommy.”
Levi immediately questioned why the little girl would seek help from him, and then he remembered. He was dressed in all-white orderly scrubs he’d obtained in the supply closet. Favoring his injured right arm, Levi knelt down and scooped up the girl, who was no more than five years old. He cradled her on his hip so they were eye level. She’d been crying, as evidenced by her wet, red cheeks.
“What’s your name?”
“Charlie.”
Levi leaned back to confirm the blonde young lass was a girl. “Well, Charlie, that’s a great name for a girl. Let me see if I can help you.”
Two orderlies were hysterically shouting at people milling about the hallway to move as they forced a gurney with the body of a boy past him toward the L-shaped bend in the corridor. Levi gently cradled the young girl’s head in his hand and pulled her close to the wall.
“We were waiting for my daddy, and then Mommy was gone. I tried to find her and now…” Her voice trailed off as she began to cry again.
Charlie was slightly younger than his daughter, Rachel, and he could only imagine how she’d feel if lost in a chaotic environment like this one. He looked around to see if there were any parents appearing to search for their daughter. With the lack of light, it was impossible to discern any of the panicked adults’ intentions.
“Okay, Charlie. Let’s you and me get to the nurses’ station. Your parents might be there, but most likely, they’ll come looking for you at some point. Whadya think?”
She held him tight and tugged at his beard. “I think you need a bubble bath.”
Levi burst out laughing, and tears welled up in his eyes at the same time. He could count on the innocence of a child to make it all better. “I can’t argue with that. What are your parents’ names?”
“Johnny and Barbara Wilson.”
“Okay, Charlie Wilson. Hang on tight, okay?”
She nodded and put a choke hold around Levi’s neck. Somehow, he didn’t mind. Shielding her from being run into by others in the hallway, he pushed through the crowds, periodically shouting the names of her parents. He’d stop to listen for a response and then pressed forward. Finally, he arrived at the reception area of the children’s surgery ward. After a brief argument with a man who thought his child with a scraped knee was more important than the lost little girl, the floor nurse turned her attention to Levi.
“Where’s your ID?” she asked.
Levi looked down at his scrubs. He noticed the wound on his right arm had begun to seep onto the bandages. He turned his body to keep it out of the nurse’s view.
“Um, I lost it in the hallway, I guess. Listen, I need to get back to my job. This is Charlie Wilson. She’s gotten separated from her parents, Johnny and Barbara. Do you know where they might be?”
“You’re kiddin’, right?” she asked sarcastically.
Levi was about to blast her, but he caught himself. “No, I’m serious. Charlie, do you have a brother or sister who is injured?”
“No. My parents brought my new friend from the apartments. He fell down the stairs of our building.”
“What’s his name?” asked the nurse.
“Kenneth.”
“Last name?”
“Um, I dunno.”
The nurse began to flip through pages on a clipboard, and then she rummaged through a file box full of charts. Levi looked around; the pressure of time suddenly heaped upon his shoulders.
“Nurse?” he asked. “I need to go.”
“Well, you can’t just leave her here.”
“Do you have a better suggestion? Don’t you think it would be logical they’d come to you first? You know, kind of like lost and found.”
The nurse wheeled her chair away from Levi and the girl and spoke with another nurse. Levi was feeling guilty for pawning off the child on the nurses’ station, but he needed to help save his father’s life first.
Growing impatient, he whispered to Charlie, “I want you to stand next to this lady and don’t leave her side. Do you understand?”
Charlie nodded. Levi set her down and patted her on the head. He reached into the cardboard boxes and pulled out two of the metal hospital chart holders. He hopped onto the elevated countertop that formed a half-moon around the nurses. He started banging the metal charts together and screaming at the top of his lungs.
“Hey! Attention, please! Quiet!”
He continued to slam the metal charts together, and gradually the crowd quietened to a manageable level. Levi glanced down at the nurses, who’d cowered in their chairs in fear.
“Attention! Paging Johnny and Barbara Wilson. Johnny Wilson! Barbara Wilson!”
“Back here!” a male voice shouted from the rear of the north wing.
“Come to the nurses’ station! Charlie is here!”
A woman, most likely Charlie’s mom, shouted, “Oh my god!”
People who’d filled the north corridor began to part, allowing the Wilsons to make their way forward. Levi hopped down off the counter, reached under Charlie’s armpits, and hoisted her onto the nurses’ desk so her parents could see her.
“Charlie?” her mother shouted.
“Mommy! Here I am!”
The family reunion was about to take place, but Levi didn’t waste any more time. He swung around to the nurse who was only marginally helpful. “Where are the generators?”
“Huh?”
“You heard me. Where are the hospital’s generators?”
“They’re, um, wait. That’s an odd question. Hey, you’re bleeding!”
Levi glanced down at his arm, which was now blood-soaked. Lifting Charlie onto the counter had broken open Isabella’s bandaging. He rolled his eyes and turned back to the nurse, grabbing the arms of her chair before leaning into her face.
He hissed, “Where are the dang generators?”
“North wing receiving dock, behind the chain-link fence. Please don’t hurt me.”
Levi began shoving his way through the throngs of people down the north corridor before she’d finished her sentenced and just as Charlie’s parents yelled thank you.
 



Chapter 8
Bank of Corydon
Corydon, Indiana
 
“Well, that went swimmingly. Wouldn’t you agree?” asked a sweaty Billy Clark as he forced his way past a Harrison County deputy and inside the candlelit lobby of the Bank of Corydon. Amidst jeers and angry voices, he was joined by his brother, Sheriff Randy Clark, and his sister, Joella, who had just been anointed the new president of the Corydon Town Council, the functional equivalent of being mayor.
Joella, who also acted as the state’s attorney, had studied the city’s charter. She’d determined a majority of the five-person town council could appoint a new president and vacant ward representatives in the event of a national emergency if the existing holders of the posts were unavailable.
After Bully Billy, aptly named since his days in elementary school, not-so-subtly coerced the three available members of the council to see it his way, his sister, Jo, was named the new president, and over her objections, he was appointed to the council as vice president from ward one.
Under the protection of Randy’s deputies, the announcement was ironically made on the front lawn of the Corydon Capitol State Historic Site, a piece of history made possible by the Squire Boone family. Once the reality set in to the several hundred local residents who were in attendance, the outrage commenced.
Demands for elections were immediate. Threats to contact the Indiana State Police were the most prevalent solution. Then a hushed silence overcame the hostile crowd momentarily as sheriff’s deputies, some of whom were former county inmates, pushed into the crowd, wearing riot gear and handing out copies of the martial law declaration.
This was the brief respite the Clarks needed to flee the scene and hustle two blocks to the granite and glass Bank of Corydon, which had stood for over a century.
Billy immediately found his way in the dimly lit bank building to his office and grabbed a bottle of bourbon out of his desk drawer. He gathered up three crystal glasses and approached his siblings to propose a celebratory toast.
Joella, however, was fuming mad. “What the hell, Billy? We talked about this. The bank needed to stay separate from this political stuff.”
Billy calmly poured each of the glasses half full of bourbon and offered one to Joella. She stood with her arms folded and refused to budge. Billy shrugged, gave Randy his, and set Joella’s on the teller counter. He raised his glass to Randy and took a big swig.
“Here’s the thing, Jo,” he began to lie. “It was part of the deal I had to make with the other three members of the town council. They, of course, asked for some monetary remuneration. However, they were also interested in political cover. Jo, you know how these people think. It’s about self-preservation.”
“Don’t bullshit me, Billy!”
“I’m not! I’m not. I swear.”
Joella glanced at Randy, who shrugged. After she turned her head back to Billy, a visible smirk came across the sheriff’s face as he wandered toward the window to survey the crowd that had gathered near the entrance to the bank.
Their sister wasn’t finished. “What possible cover could you provide them under these circumstances? It looks like we stacked the council.”
He offered her a drink again, and this time she succumbed to his beefy smile. “Here’s the way they look at it. They see what’s going on and they’re okay with it. Frankly, they think you’ll do a far better job than that philanderer who used to occupy the position. But, because it was done under this emergency powers thing you found, they want some insurance.”
“What kind of insurance?” she asked, suddenly intrigued by her brother’s conniving ways. For all of his faults, one of Billy’s best attributes was the ability to connive.
“If this doesn’t go well for some reason, they didn’t want to be the only members of the council with dirt under their fingernails. They want me on there to go down with the ship, so to speak.”
Joella rolled her eyes and laughed. “Damn, Billy. That’s the best you got? Some BS mutually assured destruction argument. Gimme a break.” She took another swig of her bourbon and stretched her arm toward Billy for a refill.
He smiled. Bully Billy wins again.
“Well, you’ll see over time, it was the smart play. Now that this little matter’s out of the way, let’s get down to real business.”
Randy interrupted him. “Before you get started, let me mention that these people are really pissed off out here. I don’t have enough manpower in the department to protect our houses and the bank building. Plus, we’ll be controlling this barter market they plan on opening this week. Personnel is gonna be a real problem.”
Billy wandered back toward his office and kicked a stack of cardboard banker’s boxes full of files. “This will be the last time I need to come by the bank. The money’s locked up in the safe, and these files are coming back to the house with me.”
“What are they?” asked Randy.
“I’ve handpicked some loans to review and possibly take action on,” Billy replied.
“Aren’t they safer here? You know, in the vault?”
“Technically, yeah. But unless your boys wanna tote the Xerox to the house so I can copy them all, the boxes will suffice.”
Joella walked over to the boxes and opened one of the lids. “Billy, these are original promissory notes and mortgages.”
“Yeah, so? I have archived backups in the computer systems. But if I need to modify or enforce these loans, I’ll need the originals.”
Joella sighed. “I don’t need to hear any more. Randy, we need to continue to secure town hall. We need to at least lend the appearance of a functioning government to look above reproach.”
Billy laughed out loud as he poured another drink. His alcohol intake had increased substantially since the power grid shut down, mostly out of boredom. Bully Billy drank to make other people more interesting. His wife had quipped he was gonna be in a world of hurt when the liquor cabinet ran dry. He had scoffed at her comment as he recalled the note and security agreement he had on the inventory at First Capitol Liquors. They were on his hit list, as he called it.
Randy cracked the entry door and waved one of his deputies inside. He spoke to them about the crowd. He turned to his brother and sister. “All right, listen up. The word’s spreading around town about today’s big announcement and the martial law declaration. More people are heading this way, so we really need to get out of here unless you guys want to spend the night in the vault.”
Billy finished his drink and made a suggestion. “They’re not gonna mess with you because of that badge and your armed deputies. Tell one of your people to position a car at the back door. Jo and I will get these boxes ready to go. When I give you the signal, go out front and make a speech or something.”
“A speech?” asked Randy.
“Look, I don’t care. Make them think you’ve got some grand announcement. It’ll draw everyone to the front of the bank, and we’ll slip out the back door. When you leave, they’ll all think me and Jo are still inside.”
Jo smiled. “Seriously, Billy. How in the world do you think of this crap?”
“It’s not crap, Jo. It’s called self-preservation. You’re a politician now. You’d better learn this ancient art, too.”
 



Chapter 9
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
“Tommy,” whispered Kristi, motioning for him to join her in the hallway. The day had been filled with getting Tommy acquainted with the farm and outfitting him with a rifle and sidearm. He also became the designated child sitter while Kristi and Carly helped Sarah can more vegetables. They had finished up for the day, and Kristi had an idea. “Can you help me with something?”
“Sure,” he replied. Like a doting father, a gesture that didn’t go unnoticed by Kristi, he checked to make sure all three of his charges were sleeping. Tommy still had reservations about leaving Brooke unattended with the kids, despite her small stature. While she might not be physically large enough to harm them, she was still capable of inflicting devastating trauma if her demeanor changed like Knight’s had.
Kristi smiled and kissed him on the cheek. It was a show of affection that differentiated from the physical relations they’d experienced in his condominium. He smiled and wrapped his arms around her.
“I like this,” he whispered to her. “We didn’t exactly come together under ideal circumstances, but had it not been for this crazy crap, we might not have tried.”
She held him, and she, too, liked it.
“You seem to be getting along with Jesse,” she began as she broke their embrace. “Whadya think about him?”
“Good kid. A little moody, but that’s to be expected. I think he really misses his dad, but he’s trying to put on a tough exterior. You know, be the man of the house and all that.”
“Has he said anything to you about Levi? Or even about the chance his dad may be dead?”
“No, not at all. Truthfully, we’ve been pretty preoccupied with Brooke. She’s like a shiny new toy, and vice versa.”
“No problems there, I hope.”
“Nope. The three kids get along famously, as they say. There’s a little bit of a language barrier, but other than that.” His voice trailed off as he smiled. Kristi playfully slugged him and glanced toward the sofa, where they were all sprawled out.
“Good,” she continued. “Um, Carly said Jesse seems to be having a hard time with his dad gone, and now his grandfather was hauled off to the hospital. I didn’t want to say anything in front of her so she wouldn’t be alarmed, but all of this can be tough on kids. Do you think, well, would you mind hanging out with him a little bit? Just to give him a sense of security?”
Tommy turned to admire the sleeping beauties. “Absolutely. Earlier, Jesse told me his grandma would be assigning me a job soon. Maybe I could volunteer for his security detail?”
“Look, he’s stirring and so is Brooke,” said Kristi, nodding in the kids’ direction. “Let me get Carly to watch Rachel, and we’ll take Jesse and Brooke for a walk outside.”
“We’ll make him feel important,” added Tommy. He sighed. “When my parents were killed, I found myself looking for a sense of purpose. I really didn’t have anyone to turn to, so I kinda hitched up my big-boy pants and figured it out. I was an adult. This is different. Jesse doesn’t deserve this uncertainty.”
Kristi smiled and pointed toward the sofa. Brooke was peeking over the back of the cushions. “Somebody’s eavesdropping. I can’t wait to find the time to work with her. Tommy, there’s something about her I can’t seem to put my finger on.” She thought for a moment and then peeled off to let Carly know what she planned to do.
Fifteen minutes later, she’d hoisted Brooke onto her hip, and Tommy gathered up Jesse together with their weapons. The group went strolling down the driveway, with the focus of attention on Jesse and his duties on the security detail.
They wound their way down the hill toward the county road that meandered through their property, generally following the contours of the shoreline of the Ohio River. It came to a dead end near the water’s edge before it entered the state forest.
“Hold up,” instructed Jesse. He became suddenly serious and he held his hand up to create a fist. He’d been watching military movies on the A&E network before the grid went down.
Kristi managed a smile and glanced at Tommy, who winked at her. The two thought Jesse’s actions were cute until they noticed the reason he’d asked the group to stop.
Parked at the bottom of the driveway was a Harrison County sheriff’s patrol car. The deputy behind the wheel appeared to be having a conversation with someone in the woods. He caught a glimpse of the trio and quickly rolled up his window before driving away.
“I wonder what that’s all about?” asked Kristi.
“Aunt Kristi, nobody ever drives down this far,” observed Jesse, before adding, “Even before everything happened.”
Tommy took a few steps forward and slowly raised his rifle. “It looked like the deputy was talking to somebody.”
Jesse agreed. “I think you’re right, Tommy. I’ll go check it out.”
Kristi reached out and grabbed him by the arm. “Whoa! Slow down, mister. Your mother will tan both of our hides if I let you do that. I have a better idea.”
“What is it?” asked Jesse.
“Well, whoever the deputy was talking to wasn’t a threat; otherwise he wouldn’t have just left them in the woods. They might’ve been fishin’ or something.”
“We should still check it out,” insisted Jesse.
“We can’t leave your mom and grandma unprotected or unaware of what’s going on. You and I will go back to the house while Tommy takes a look. Um, you’re more experienced at watching over things than Tommy, so that makes you more important at the house.”
Jesse thought for a moment and looked up at Tommy. “Yeah, you’re right. Let’s hurry.” He turned and began to jog up the hill toward the house.
Tommy turned to Kristi. “It might be nothing, but I will go take a look. I don’t like the way the deputy took off. It was like he was busted doing something he wasn’t supposed to.”
Kristi took a step toward the road and then nodded. “As I mentioned on the drive home, there’s bad blood between our family and the Clarks. It could be nothing, but it wouldn’t surprise me if Sheriff Randy sent a deputy down to snoop around.”
Tommy walked past her and said, “Nowadays, we take nothing for granted. I’ll be back in a bit.”
 



Chapter 10
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Levi didn’t regret helping the little girl find her parents, but he did have qualms about the loss of time. As he tore through the north wing and down the stairwell, he dispensed with the usual pleasantries of excuse me and pardon me in favor of get the hell out of the way. Despite some pushback, he emerged outside near the loading dock of the hospital. He ran onto the service road and looked up and down the three-story brick building, searching for the generators.
Frustrated, he cursed and then began to run down the narrow asphalt street. He came upon a chain-link gate that was protecting an inset into the building. The gate was slightly ajar.
“Finally!” he shouted, drawing the attention of several people who were walking away from the hospital. They stopped to stare at Levi and then continued on their way. He ran to the gate and swung it open, slamming it against the brick wall with a clatter.
“Hey! Be careful.” A man’s voice issued a warning from within the group of six large generator units within the walls of the hospital. The large, one-hundred-eighty-kilowatt backup generators stood in line, perfectly separated to allow maintenance workers to walk around them. Levi didn’t respond to the man but, rather, wound his way through the units until he could find him.
“Sorry about that,” he apologized. He’d decided to use his orderly scrubs to gain credibility. “The nurses on the surgery floor told me to come see what’s happening. Um, I cut my arm on a piece of metal.”
The man assessed Levi, looking him up and down as he spoke. “You’d better get that checked on, man. It looks gnarly.”
“Yeah, sure. What’s wrong with these things? Why aren’t they working?”
The man shoved a greasy rag into his coveralls and studied Levi. “Where have you been? We ran out of diesel days ago. I was using the opportunity of the power being turned back on to run some simple maintenance checks. But, of course, the bastards cut the power again.”
“Who cut it?” asked Levi, confused as to what the man meant.
“Man, have you been under a rock somewhere or what?”
“Something like that. I was campin’ and missed all the excitement. What happened?”
The man shook his head and chuckled. “You really are clueless. The mayors made a deal with the power company to turn the power back on. That was all well and good until the rest of the great American Midwest learnt of it. Next thing you know, the hospital was flooded with patients.”
“Why did they turn the power off?” asked Levi.
“It was the president, so I’m told,” the maintenance worker responded. “He ordered the power grid shut down everywhere, but I reckon he got mad when South Bend and Fort Wayne got together and made this deal with Indiana-Michigan Power to begin with. I heard the National Guard showed up, arrested our mayor, and ordered the power company to turn it all off again.”
“Without notice?”
“That’s right. On one minute, off the next. Crazy.”
Thanks a lot, assholes, Levi thought to himself.
Levi ran his fingers through his hair and then scratched at his beard, which itched him continuously. He’d begun to wonder if something was growing in there.
“Okay, so what’s the problem with these things?” asked Levi as he rapped his knuckles against the steel housing.
“They ran out of fuel, that’s what. No diesel, no power. The admin folks asked for a refill, but it never showed. They’re as worthless as teats on a boar hog right now.”
Ordinarily, Levi would appreciate the man’s smart-aleck attitude, but today, he was in no mood.
He tried to endear himself to the man in search of a solution. “Listen, they’re freaking out in the adult surgery ward in the east wing. I guess there’s a bigwig, you know, a congressman or somebody in there. The surgeons can’t see to operate. Is there any way to get one of these gennies up and runnin’?”
“A tanker truck of fuel,” the man replied dryly. “If’n it’s a congressman, he’d have more juice to make that happen than either one of us would.”
Levi looked around for answers. “Where are the diesel storage tanks?”
The man pointed toward an enclosure in the middle of the parking lot.
Levi wandered toward the chain-link gate and thought for a moment. “Are they all bone dry?”
“Nah, not necessarily,” the man replied. “They ran themselves down to a certain point, and when the first two units quit, the muckety-mucks told us to shut ’em off.”
“So there may be diesel in some of the tanks?”
“Sure. Why?”
“What if we consolidate all of the diesel into one tank? Do you know which one is associated with the east wing?”
The man shrugged. “That’s the easy part.”
He pushed past Levi toward the front of the utility area. He slapped the end of the CAT generator and pointed to the four-inch black letters that read EAST. He continued. “There’s a tank out there labeled just like this one. Whadya thinkin’?”
“I’m gonna siphon all the diesel into one tank. How many gallons do you need to run this unit for an hour?”
“To fill the lines and have sufficient fuel to prime the internal pumps, probably twenty gallons, I’m guessin’.”
Levi’s hopes were raised. “Where can I find a water hose?”
“Inside the utility yard where the tanks are. We use it to wash away spills. But, hey, the water ain’t workin’.”
“I’m gonna siphon it from one tank to the other. Don’t leave. I’ll let you know when I’ve got it all.”
The man shook his head at Levi as he ran up a slight grassy hill and into the parking lot. He shouted after him, “Knock yourself out! I ain’t got nothin’ else to do!”
Levi arrived at the utility pen out of breath and losing blood. However, he didn’t slow down. He found the water hose, used a sharp edge of the fuel tank supports to cut off the ends, and began the fifteen-minute process of siphoning diesel from the five other tanks until everything was consolidated into the one servicing the east wing.
He was tempted to cut the process short to save time, but he didn’t know how much fuel he was transferring. Also, he wanted to make sure he had every drop. Starting the generator was one thing. Keeping it going long enough to provide his father’s surgeons the light they needed was another.
As he raced back to the utility yard, he stumbled in the parking lot twice, ripping open his kneecaps and further injuring his arm. His once white scrubs were now a mix of crimson-red blood and asphalt gray-smudges.
He arrived at the generators, where the maintenance man casually waited. He breathlessly made his request. “Fire up the east wing generator, please.”
Then Levi did something he hadn’t done in a long time.
He prayed.
 



Chapter 11
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Chapman was normally calm and cool under pressure. During his days as a storm chaser, he was known to have nerves of steel, completely unafraid to stare down a twister as it rumbled toward him. He’d do anything to gather the data for the National Weather Service and get the shot for the Weather Channel.
This was different. It wasn’t his life at risk, it was his dad’s. He pushed and shoved his way through the corridors of the surgery wards in search of portable lighting like the one he’d found in the first operating room. He discovered one in a closet and cursed out loud when he noticed the LED bulbs were missing.
For a while, as he searched, he carried the device with him, hoping to pair it with the necessary bulbs. He eventually gave up on that, as he found himself wasting time in search of unlocked supply closets.
He worked his way up one corridor and then back to the center hub of the surgical floor. Each time, he’d find a way to touch base with Isabella to see if there was any change in the status of his father’s surgery.
He’d also look inside the one surgical suite that was actually using one of the portable light fixtures. They were still operating, and Chapman chastised himself for wishing the surgery would end, one way or the other.
Eventually, he moved his search to the third floor into pediatrics and children’s surgery. He became more aggressive out of desperation, resulting in several verbal altercations with hospital staff and family members of the children.
Time was running out. He could sense it. Chapman hadn’t worn a watch on the trip to Fort Wayne. There were no appointments to be kept or TWC segments to shoot. None of the clocks on the wall worked, and he hadn’t thought to check the time when he began his search.
Tick-tock.
His internal clock was screaming at him, so he became desperate to take action. He returned to the main floor, where the emergency room was still in chaos. Unlike the surgical suites where patients were cut open like his father, newly arriving patients were being assessed for treatment.
They can do without light.
Chapman pulled the curtain back separating an examination room from the chaos in the hallway. A young nurse was examining a middle-aged man who had a cut on his forehead. The man was lying on the gurney, apparently unconscious.
He closed his eyes and sighed. Chapman burst into the examination room and looked at the man’s wound. It was already scabbing over. He felt better. The man’s cut was in better shape than the gash in Levi’s arm.
“Excuse me, this is needed in surgery,” Chapman said to the nurse in a calm voice as he bent down and unplugged the light fixture from its battery backup.
“Wait, you can’t do that!”
“Sorry! He’ll live!” With that, Chapman disappeared through the curtain, leaving the nurse with her mouth agape.
Chapman cradled the light fixture like it was a fragile child cuddled in his arms. He was more deliberate as he pushed his way through the crowd to make his way to the stairwell. This was going to save his father’s life, and he didn’t want haste or carelessness to prevent him from getting to the operating room.
He walked sideways up the stairs, politely asking people to move so as not to draw anyone’s ire. For all he knew, there were others looking for the prized portable lighting.
Chapman’s chest was pounding with anxiety and exhilaration as he got closer. He couldn’t help himself as he drew near.
“Isabella! I’ve got it! I—”
“Hurry! Please, Chapman, you must hurry!”
His heart sank. Her voice was so urgent. Am I too late?
All of a sudden, the electricity to the east wing was miraculously restored. The fluorescent lights flickered and hissed at first, but then one by one, they became fully illuminated. The people in the corridor let out a spontaneous cheer and began to share high fives.
Chapman froze for a moment as a wave of emotion came over him. It was gonna be okay. He smiled and set the light fixture aside before thinking better of it. You never know, his brain reminded him, so he grasped it and continued through the crowd.
His face was beaming when he reached Isabella. Tears of joy streamed down his face as he reached out to hug her in celebration. However, she didn’t share his exuberance. Just the opposite. Her face was dour. Her eyes were swollen from crying. Her sniffles said it all.
Chapman let go of the light fixture and pressed his face against the glass window looking into his dad’s surgery suite.
“What? No! The power is on!”
He burst into the room, where he was greeted by panicked voices and a long-steady alarm sounding on his father’s heart monitor.
 



Chapter 12
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Chapman wiped the tears out of his eyes as the surgeons combined chest compressions with artificial ventilation in an effort to bring his father back to life. His father had died just a minute ago, prompting the surgical team to immediately begin cardiopulmonary resuscitation, or CPR.
Squire had flatlined. Technically, he was dead. However, the doctors were making every effort to manually preserve his brain function while they took further measures to restore blood circulation and breathing.
Chapman pressed his face against the glass and raised his arms over his head in despair. He followed the physicians’ every move as they continued to administer CPR. Isabella slowly pushed the door open behind him, but it wasn’t until Levi burst through did Chapman lose his focus on the surgeons.
“No way!” shouted Levi, catching the attention of the head surgical nurse, who shot him an angry look. “I got the lights on. What happened?”
“I dunno,” mumbled Chapman.
Levi paced the floor, staring into the operating room. “Why aren’t they using those paddle things?”
Chapman shrugged and Isabella tried to calm Levi down.
Most family members who are unfamiliar with medical procedures only have what they’ve seen on television or read in a novel to educate themselves. TV shows paint a dramatic scene of a lifesaving moment when doctors bring a patient back from the brink of death using a defibrillator to shock the heart. Everyone knows the scene, not unlike what was unfolding in this operating room.
The monitor issues the warning, “Beep, beep, beep—beeeeeeeeee.” The patient had died and the doctor grabbed the paddles. Everyone raises their arms and the doctor shouts, “Clear!” After the jolt, the body surges off the table and the heart monitor resumes its steady beep, beep, beep.
These shows have taught us that when a person’s heart stops completely, the defibrillator miraculously restarts their heart again. In reality, this is wrong and doesn’t happen. Defibrillators were designed to produce an electrical shock to disrupt certain chaotic and disorganized heart arrhythmias. In cases like Squire’s, it was up to the doctors to use chest compressions to keep blood flowing to vital organs while trying to quickly solve the underlying problem of why the heart had stopped.
“Five milligrams of epinephrine!” instructed one of the surgeons.
“Yes, Doctor.”
While the lead surgeon administered compressions and Dr. Ware rhythmically forced air into Squire’s lungs, the younger surgeon searched for the cause of the blood loss. The nurses applied suction and sponges to clean out his body cavity. The lighting was no longer an issue.
It was all about the blood loss. During the power outage, they’d used an advanced hemostatic to stop the bleeding, but it wasn’t completely effective. Now that the power was restored, he was able to use an argon beam coagulator to efficiently seal off any bleeding vessels.
If he could just find them in time.
“This guy’s gonna bleed out!” shouted the lead surgeon.
“I know. I know.”
The young man was deliberate, unfazed by the frenetic circumstances. “More suction, dammit!”
The nurses responded immediately. All eyes were on Squire’s open body cavity, except for the anesthetist.
“Doctors, it’s been six minutes.”
“Keep trying!” the lead surgeon exclaimed, overruling the anesthetist’s subtle suggestion that it was time to declare Squire dead.
The two skilled, albeit inexperienced, hands tried to work their magic and bring a dead man back to life. It was a race against the clock, and the clock was winning.
Dr. Ware glanced at his assistant. “Doctor, we’re at ten minutes downtime. We’ve administered ten milligrams of epi. No changes.”
The lead surgeon ignored him. “Infuse twenty-five millis sodium bicarbonate through the peripheral line.”
The nurses complied, and a few ventricular rhythms appeared on the monitor.
Chapman noticed the change, and he forcefully grabbed Levi’s arm to make him look. “There was a rhythm. I saw it!”
“I did, too,” added Isabella with a hopeful tone.
But then it stopped again.
“Twelve minutes!” declared Dr. Ware. “At this point, the patient’s heart tissue is dying.”
“Dammit! Give him atropine sulfate.” This last-ditch effort of medications was used in case there was an atrioventricular blockage in the upper chambers of the heart. “Hell, glucagon, too. He might be diabetic.” Glucagon was used as a heart muscle relaxant that might improve his coronary functions.
“Got it! I found the bleeder!” exclaimed the young surgical resident. He called for more suction and sponges as he worked to seal off the bleeding vessels.
The lead surgeon continued to administer CPR as his surgical partner finished his work. The two young men were exhausted, but they continued their heroic efforts.
“Dr. Ware?” The lead surgeon looked over his mask at the experienced anesthesiologist.
“Twenty minutes. Checking the doppler. No blood flow and no cardia motion.”
“Heart rate?” the lead surgeon asked as his partner hung his head and stepped away from the table, his shoulders drooping from exhaustion and surrender.
“Asystole,” Dr. Ware replied. There was no discernible electrical activity on Squire’s EKG monitor.
It was still flatlined.
He was still dead.
The surgeon looked to the heavens in disappointment. He removed his hands from Squire’s chest. He looked to the other doctors and nurses in the operating room. He didn’t have to ask their opinion; they all simply nodded, the look in their eyes speaking volumes.
“Stop CPR. Time of death is 6:22 p.m.”
On the other side of the glass, the sons of Squire Boone wailed in anguish and disbelief.
 



Chapter 13
Cedar Glade
Billy Clark’s Residence
Corydon, Indiana
 
Randy drove his sheriff’s pickup onto Billy’s property, fishtailing in the gravel at the final turn to the front door. His abrupt appearance startled the deputies guarding Cedar Glade, the historic home acquired by Billy through a bank foreclosure years ago. The deputies had been warned to be prepared for townspeople descending upon the property to protest the appointment of Billy and Joella to the town council, but the anticipated threat never materialized.
Just as Randy slammed the brakes and skidded to a stop, the front door was flung open. He was already wearing his pajamas and a mahogany-toned silk robe, which was tied in front. Tonight, Billy’s cocktail of choice appeared to be martinis, and he took a sip from the broad-rimmed glass and studied his brother.
Randy bounded up the brick-inlaid steps and was greeted by the king of the castle.
“What’s the hellfire emergency?” Billy asked, slightly slurring his words. His eyes appeared bloodshot, most likely from drinking the entire afternoon.
“Inside,” replied Randy. “I’ve got news.”
He pushed past his portly brother and waited in the foyer. Billy’s wife, Wanda, peeked over the second-story railing to see what all the hubbub was. She was also dressed in her pajamas. Randy glanced in her direction and immediately averted his eyes. Not out of respect, but rather, because he didn’t want the visual of what these two had been doing prior to his arrival.
“Let’s go in my study,” said Billy, motioning with his glass. A small amount of his martini sloshed onto the Persian rug. Billy made no effort to clean up, opting instead to lower the level of alcohol in his glass by swigging it down.
Randy stopped before he entered the study. Every square inch of the fairly large space was covered with file folders and paperwork. Only a small path leading from the double doors to Billy’s desk was available to stand in.
“What the hell happened here?” asked Randy.
“You don’t like my organized chaos?” Billy laughed as he replied.
Randy noticed the empty banker’s boxes piled in a corner next to the French doors leading onto the back porch. “Are these your customers’ files?”
“Yup, neatly organized by who’s been naughty and who’s been nice. Then I’ve sorted the ones who need dealing with, you know, by level of priority.”
“Priority?”
“Yeah,” Billy began to explain. He shuffled through the piles, the wide pant legs of his pajama bottoms occasionally dragging across the paperwork, pushing one pile into another. “These are the loans closest to their maturity date. This pile is already in default. And here on my desk are the loans that will get our immediate attention.”
“Boone’s?”
“You bet,” he replied as he slid around the corner of his desk and flopped into his tufted leather chair. “Front and center.” Billy opened Squire Boone’s loan file and mindlessly thumbed through the documents. He’d perused them dozens of times before.
Randy looked around the room in search of a place to sit. The two leather armchairs had been pulled against the fireplace, but both were filled with folders. He opted to stand. “As luck would have it, that’s why I’m here.”
Billy leaned forward onto the desk and rested his elbows. He was in a jovial mood. “Do tell.”
“Well, like you suggested, I had my best deputy locate that farmhand you loaned money to for his wife’s surgery last spring. We made him an offer he couldn’t refuse, as you suggested.”
“Good. So he’ll feed us information on Squire and his brood?”
Randy smiled and shoved his hands in his pockets. He proudly puffed out his chest. “He already has. Apparently, the old man took ill. His kid, Chapman, the weatherman, drove Squire to the hospital in Fort Wayne. You know, ’cause the power’s on up there.”
Billy sat up and moved on to the edge of his seat. “That serious? Why didn’t he just find one of the local docs?”
“I guess it was, according to our informant. Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”
Billy chuckled, his belly hopping up and down as he spoke. “Yep. Bought and paid for. The best kind.”
“Anyway, our informant informs us that Squire is in a bad way. Some kind of serious gut problem. One of the farm’s employees saw them load him into the back of a truck, passed out.”
“Passed out or dead?”
“No such luck, little brother. Sarah went around afterwards and asked for everyone to pray for her husband while he gets treated at the hospital.”
Billy laughed and rolled his eyes. He didn’t believe in god or anything else religious. He pulled the Boones’ loan file off his desk and leaned back in his chair. He began to slowly read the terms and conditions of the promissory note. As he did, he only emitted the occasional uh-hmm or yep, along with a belch in between.
“Randy, I think we’ve got him now,” Billy proudly announced as he set the folder down on his desk. He removed several paperclips from his desk drawer and marked the provisions in the note that supported his decision.
“Whadya mean? I thought the note wasn’t due for another few weeks.”
“That’s true, but this serious, life-threatening illness changes everything.”
“Hang on, Billy. I didn’t say—” interrupted Randy before his brother brusquely cut him off.
Billy tapped the file folder with his index finger. “Hear me out. There are provisions dealing with what’s called anticipatory breach and impairment of collateral. If I can show that Squire is unable to fulfill his obligations under these documents, then I can declare him in default.”
Randy tilted his head and scowled. “Are you sure, Billy? Maybe we should ask Jo’s opinion?”
“No! Maybe we should let Jo run for governor or whatever the hell it is she wants out of life. This is bank business and that’s the bailiwick of yours truly. Squire Boone can’t run his farm, or harvest those apples, and pay his note if he’s laid up in a hospital bed, alive or dead.”
Randy shrugged. He’d given up on trying to tell his brother what to do years ago. “So what’s the next step?”
“A demand letter. I’ve got one drafted on my computer. I just need to fill in the blanks as to the reason for Boone’s default.”
“Okay, but who’re you gonna serve it on? He’s in Fort Wayne somewhere.”
Billy spun around in his chair and pushed some file folders to the side. He grabbed an expired copy of the Indiana Rules of Civil Procedure he’d taken from Joella’s office. He rifled through the pages until he found what he was looking for.
“Right here. Rule four-point-one states service of a summons may be made by serving his agent.”
Randy shook his head and pointed to the book. “Billy, now you’re in my area of expertise. This refers to summons and complaints that are filed in a court of law, not demand letters.”
“It’s the best we have to go by. Besides, what better way is there to prove someone received a notice of default than to have the sheriff’s office deliver it in person?”
“But what about this agent thing? Who is Squire’s agent?”
Billy smiled—an evil, I-got-this grin. “Brother, don’t doubt me, okay? The Boones had a durable power of attorney drawn up, giving Sarah full authority to act on his behalf in the event of incapacitation. That makes her his agent, and that, Sheriff, authorizes your office to serve her with the demand letter.”
Randy shook his head in amazement. “Well, I guess it does. Besides, whose gonna tell you no? Haven’t seen a judge in days.”
“That’s right. Now, give me a minute and I’ll have you on your way to Riverfront Farms.” Billy began to furiously type on his computer, quietly celebrating what had turned out to be a most fortuitous day.
Neither man noticed it had begun to rain.
 



Chapter 14
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Behavioral scientists have tried to determine whether there was any truth to people’s belief in premonitions. Most explain away claims of precognition as being superstition, delusion, or simply the old Southern axiom—even a blind hog can find an acorn once in a while, meaning the fact a premonition came to pass was simply a matter of luck.
The mistake most psychologists made during their research was to try to force the issue. In other words, they’d place their test subjects in a quiet room, free from outside interference, with electrodes attached to various parts of their body. Their goal? Measure the participant’s emotional and physical response to a series of pictures and stimuli to determine if they could predict the next image in a sequence.
That’s not how premonitions work, and anyone who’s had one would agree. You can’t just conjure it up. It just happens.
Carly and Rachel went back to their house to pick up a few things, escorted by Jesse, of course. Although Tommy couldn’t find any evidence of the person speaking with the deputy earlier, the family decided it would be prudent for everyone to bunk in at the main house from now on, regardless of their numbers.
Kristi and Tommy decided to handle the evening watch on their own. Both were wired after taking brief naps that afternoon. Until the others returned from Fort Wayne, and in light of the sheriff’s car near their driveway entrance, the Boones raised their level of awareness for possible trouble.
Daylight was waning as Sarah cleaned up the kitchen after supper. It wasn’t the sheriff’s car sighting that troubled her. Now that she was alone with her thoughts, she was able to recount the times she’d noticed Squire having difficulty working or performing mundane functions. She considered his weight loss and changed sleeping habits. There were so many signs that, considered separately, could’ve been easily shrugged off. However, looking back on them as a whole, she inwardly chastised herself for not insisting that her husband see a doctor.
She glanced out the front door and noticed how eerily quiet it was. Sarah was superstitious in many ways even though it seemingly conflicted with her religious beliefs. So when a single, large crow lay dead in front of the house, it was seen by Sarah as a sign that someone she loved had passed away.
She tried to shake the thought, walking toward the dead bird to confirm it wasn’t a piece of a trash bag or some other form of wayward debris. When she saw its lifeless eyes staring at her, she covered her mouth and walked back toward the house.
Sarah shuddered despite the fact the temperatures were in the upper eighties and she was dressed to protect her skin from having contact with the sun. In that moment, a feeling of dread came over her. An inexplicable sense that a void had opened up within her.
She wanted to run inside, but she was alone. She walked briskly down the driveway, hoping that Carly and her grandchildren would appear. She considered sounding the warning alarm using the air horn to summon Kristi and Tommy back to the house.
She needed to talk to someone, anyone. Sarah Boone turned to God and, in prayer, begged Him to forgive her negative thoughts and to protect her husband in his time of need. Then she fell to her knees and cried alone, until the rain began to fall.
At first, she thought she was dreaming. She scraped at the usually parched grass in front of their home and felt the moisture. She looked skyward and noticed the gathering clouds. They came so suddenly, she thought it was her eyes being deceived by the coming nightfall.
But the raindrops were real and they began to drop with more frequency. Her melancholy mood filled with dread was washed away as it rained on Riverfront Farms for the first time in many months.
Heavy rains. Life-giving, crop-soaking buckets of rain.
“Like cats and dogs!” she exclaimed joyfully.
She stood and spun around in the yard like Julie Andrews on a mountaintop in The Sound of Music. Sarah wanted to sing. She wanted to dance.
But she remembered, once again, she was alone. She didn’t have a partner to join her. The love of her life wasn’t by her side.
 



Chapter 15
Lutheran Downtown Hospital
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Chapman and Levi were so grief-stricken they barely understood the surgeons’ explanation for why their father had died. The scene was surreal as the sons listened to the words but continued to stare at Squire’s lifeless body covered with a blood-soaked sheet on the operating table. It was if they expected him to sit up at any moment and demand to be taken home.
They would take him to Riverfront Farms, but there’d be no joy-filled reunion of the family. The troubles the family had endured since the pole shift began to dramatically change the face of the planet became meaningless. For the boys, the thought of life without their father was overwhelming, especially for Levi, who was the closest to Squire.
They were numb, in a state of shock, and experiencing inexplicable grief.
Levi was the first to find his voice, and it was one of anger. “Why didn’t you do more? What about those paddles? I got the generators running and you didn’t even try.”
“Sir, it doesn’t work like that. We followed the proper protocols.”
Chapman tried to calm his brother, but his efforts were unsuccessful.
“Proper? My dad’s dead! If you did your jobs, he wouldn’t be dead.”
Dr. Ware emerged from the operating room to assist his young colleagues. “Sir, I’ve been working in operating rooms for two decades. I’ve never experienced a power outage like this one, not to mention the poor timing. We’re all sorry for your loss, but the circumstances—”
Levi was having none of it. “Why didn’t you have backup lighting? Didn’t you think about these things before you cut my dad open?”
Chapman tried to play peacemaker. “C’mon, Levi. Hollerin’ at these people won’t bring Dad back.”
“Well, it might keep them from killin’ somebody else!”
Levi was about to continue his rant when the power began to shut down again. The lights flickered and then went dark. Seconds later, the CyberPower battery backup turned on again, allowing the multicolored lights to provide an odd luminescent feel in the operating room. The nurses who were cleaning up after the surgery focused on preparing Squire’s body for transportation to the morgue in the basement of the hospital.
The surgeons and Dr. Ware used the distraction as an opportunity to evade Levi’s wrath. While he and Chapman hugged one another, they slipped out of the surgical suite into the corridor, which was once again in a state of chaos.
“Gawd, Chapman. What the heck are we supposed to do? Dad’s dead.” Levi began to sob uncontrollably again. Isabella joined the brothers and tried to comfort them both, rubbing Levi’s head as he buried it in his brother’s chest. The three held their embrace for a moment until the nurse began to wheel Squire’s body out of the operating room toward the hallway door.
Chapman pulled away and confronted them in the darkened room. “Where are you taking him?”
“The morgue, sir,” replied one of the nurses. “Ordinarily, we’d call for a pickup, but the phones aren’t—”
Chapman cut her off. He was blunt. “My father’s coming with us.”
“Sir, you can’t take a corpse out—” she began before Levi screamed at her, “He’s not a corpse! He’s our father. Treat him with some respect!”
“Sir, I’m sorry,” the nurse apologized. “Um, it’s just hospital procedure. The morgue will have to do some things before he can be released for transportation to a funeral—well, um, I’m not sure exactly what will happen next under the circumstances.”
“Exactly,” said Chapman. “Give me some more sheets.”
“Sir, there are procedures,” protested the nurse. “His body will decay rapidly after the first twenty-four hours and become potentially hazardous to anyone who comes in contact with him. He must be embalmed as soon as possible.”
“We’ll take care of it,” said Levi, not really sure how they’d do it.
“Mr. Gehlbach will do it,” said Chapman, referring to the well-known mortician in Corydon. “He and dad are friends.”
The nurse was unsure whether she should stand her ground, and then an uproar occurred in the hallway when two men began to fight one another. She shrugged and led Chapman in the dark to a cabinet.
“Here are sheets and large hypothermia blankets,” she began as she loaded up Chapman’s arms. “Wrap your father in these blankets first. You need to keep his body cool, which will slow the process of decay. The sheets will help absorb the fluids that will be escaping.”
“Thank you,” Chapman said sincerely.
“Mr. Boone, I’m serious when I tell you this. Within twenty-four hours, his body will begin to decay. You don’t want to waste any time getting it embalmed or buried.”
“I understand. Thank you for trying to help him.”
She patted him on the arm and exited the room, leaving the three of them alone in the dark. Chapman explained to Levi and Isabella what they needed to do. Within a few minutes, they’d lovingly wrapped Squire’s body so it resembled a mummy prepared to be placed in a sarcophagus.
Levi kept petting his father’s head. He was sullen and quiet now, his anger having subsided as the reality set in. Chapman squeezed Isabella’s hand and whispered, “Thank you.” Her indoctrination into the Boone family had been eventful.
“Okay,” Chapman began with a sigh. “We’ve gotta take him to the truck. It’s not gonna be easy pushing this thing through the hallways.”
Levi stepped up to the gurney. His voice was cold, unemotional. “I’ll carry him. Elevators don’t work anyway.”
“I can help,” offered Chapman, but Levi was insistent.
“No, I’ll need you guys to clear a path. I don’t care how beat up I am. I can find the strength to carry our father home with dignity.”
Chapman peeked into the hallway and discussed the most efficient way to get Squire out of the hospital without creating a scene. He retrieved the rifle from Isabella, who agreed to follow Levi.
With Chapman holding the rifle at low ready in front of him, the unruly crowd became calm in waves, parting the hallway to open up a path. Even as they made their way to the ground floor, the melee with the riot police found a way to take a respite, allowing the Boones to exit with their deceased father.
Outside, Levi became emotional again, and his arms began to tire. Chapman took over the duties of carrying Squire the remainder of the two miles to where they’d parked their truck. Not a word was said between the three of them as they walked alongside refugees who’d given up any hope of getting to the hospital. Once they’d learned the power grid was shut down again, they began the arduous task of returning to their homes.
Finally, the truck was in sight. Isabella took the rifle and jogged ahead with the keys. She opened up the rear hatch and moved the gear they’d brought with them for the trip, which included a spare can of fuel. She waited stoically for Chapman to arrive, and as if their minds were in perfect sync, they looked at the rapidly building clouds overhead.
One at a time, and then in a huge outburst, raindrops began to pelt them. Chapman stood in amazement. His father had prayed for months, begging God to bring rain to his orchards.
And now, the angels were crying.
 



Chapter 16
The West Wing
The White House
Washington, DC
 
President Grant Houston, escorted by his entourage of Secret Service personnel, rushed through the West Wing of the White House as staffers frantically collected files, laptops, and personal effects to be transported with the president to Raven Rock, Pennsylvania, one of several underground military installations available to the president in the event of a nuclear attack or other catastrophic event.
Two days prior, the administration had ordered a mock bugout of the White House, conducted under the supervision of his chief of staff, Angela O’Donnell. There were certain protocols put in place by past administrations, but in his relatively young presidency, an actual emergency drill had not been conducted.
O’Donnell expressed her displeasure in the way the first drill went after it was over. The staffers didn’t give it a full effort, as she put it, most likely because they didn’t perceive the threat of a solar storm as being real. Their lack of preparation resulted in the chaotic scene within the West Wing today.
O’Donnell was waiting outside the entrance to the Oval Office with Nola Taylor, from NASA, and Sandra White, from the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, or FERC.
The president saw her and immediately picked up the pace. “Where do you want me? Roosevelt Room or the Oval?”
“Oval, sir,” she replied, gesturing toward his office with a nod of her head. She and the two women accompanying her stood back a pace as the president and the Secret Service personnel passed. Seconds later, the group was settled in and the president began to pace the floor. The first thing he did was peer through the curtains overlooking the South Lawn, which was abuzz with activity. Military personnel and their armored vehicles were scurrying in all directions while large cranes were adding concrete barriers in place along the inside perimeter of the White House grounds. The once pristine and well-manicured grass had been torn from its roots, resulting in a muddy mess. The White House had been converted to a castle, surrounded by soldiers and a moat, which had begun to form due to the recent heavy rains.
“Where did this rain come from?” he asked Taylor. “I know our forecasting ability has been limited, but my daily briefing mentioned nothing of this monsoonal downpour.”
“Mr. President, after we speak, I’m attending a briefing with representatives from NOAA. Apparently, this might be a side effect, of sorts, resulting from the magnetic reversal.”
O’Donnell stepped in to interject, “The weather will have no bearing on the decision we’ve made to move to Raven Rock, sir.”
“I understand, Ange, so let’s get right to it,” said the president.
He’d grown increasingly cross with his chief of staff and illicit lover. Perhaps it was the mounting pressure upon his shoulders as a result of the pole shift and his decision to intentionally take down the nation’s power grid. Or it was her constant badgering of him to simply abandon his duties, walk away from the presidency, to disappear to a secluded mountaintop or island in New Zealand. He didn’t share her pessimistic outlook as to the fate of the country from this catastrophic event and therefore wasn’t prepared to abandon ship. As a result, they’d had cross words with one another, and for the first time in many months, they’d slept apart the night before.
“Sir, if I may,” began White, seeking approval from the president to speak.
“Go ahead.”
“Sir, as requested, it appears the National Guard has taken control of the utilities in Indiana and Michigan, together with the smaller, isolated regional cooperatives around the country. Only Texas has refused to cooperate with your directives, sir. The governor is still weighing the ramifications of your request.”
“It’s not a damned request,” said President Houston forcefully. He turned to O’Donnell. “When we’re done here, I want to speak to that pompous ass in Austin. Who do those Texans think they are?”
“Sir, they’ve always been fiercely independent,” replied White. “Their grid will not suffer a cascading collapse like the Eastern and Western Interconnection will.”
“Correct me if I’m wrong, Ms. White, but these geostorms don’t play favorites, do they?”
She nodded. “Nor do they discriminate, sir. While it is true their grid is independent of the rest of the nation, a series of solar flares will have a devastating impact on their state as well.”
The president appeared puzzled and glanced over at O’Donnell and Taylor. “Did you say series of solar flares?”
White stepped back and allowed the representative from NASA to answer. “Mr. President, our Space Weather Prediction Center, in conjunction with the European Space Agency and the scientists at the ALMA Observatory in Chile, have confirmed a series of Earth-directed solar flares are imminent. We’ve further confirmed that little of the Northern Hemisphere will be spared.”
O’Donnell added, “Mr. President, governments from Moscow to Beijing to Tokyo are taking protective, continuity-of-government measures in light of these findings. We’ve begun the evacuation of the White House to several facilities around the country. Aircraft are on standby at Andrews Air Force Base to shuttle personnel to their appointed locations.”
“Where are we going?” asked the president.
O’Donnell hesitated and fidgeted somewhat. She avoided contact with White, who was not included in the evacuation plans, meaning she was on her own. Taylor, at the president’s insistence, had become a last-minute addition to the roster. Nonetheless, for security purposes, she didn’t disclose Raven Rock as his destination. “Sir, you and the closest members of your staff will be sent to an undisclosed location.”
“Um, I understand.” He turned to Taylor. “What is the timetable for these geostorms to hit us?”
“Mr. President, based upon our modeling, North America will begin to see the effects of the geomagnetic storms in twenty-four hours, with the full brunt of the highly charged particles infiltrating our atmosphere in thirty-six hours.”
“What does that look like?”
Taylor gestured toward a chair. “May I sit, sir? I haven’t slept in a day or so.”
“Yes, of course,” he replied. He motioned for everyone to take a seat except for his two constant companions, the Secret Service team who guarded each of the entrances to the Oval office. “Please continue.”
“The pattern of these energized particles reaching Earth’s atmosphere will be more episodic than continual. With the weakened magnetic field in some places, these particles will be able to reach the surface of the planet rather than being distributed through what’s left of the ionosphere.
“The galactic cosmic rays, which have been a continual threat as the magnetic field weakens, will be relentless in their intrusion. Our atmosphere will only deflect the slower, less dangerous particles. As a result, humans will be highly susceptible to skin disease and eye damage.”
The president turned to O’Donnell. “Haven’t we included in the martial law declaration a series of warnings and suggestions about this?”
“Yes, sir. We’ve included the warnings as well as suggestions on how Americans should govern themselves when exposed to the sun. Hopefully, they’ll heed the warnings.”
The president turned his attention back to the lifeblood of modern civilization. “Okay, now, let’s talk about the anticipated impact on electronics. Whether Texas toes the line or not, we’ve done all we can to allow for a restart of our grid. The military and governmental offices have been instructed on how to shield electronics from these harmful particles. How will we be able to measure the impact of these geostorms on our way of life?”
Taylor responded bluntly, “To be honest, sir, we’re sitting ducks. We do have France and Eastern Europe to guide us. The geostorm that struck them a week or so ago caught their governments off guard. As we’ve discussed, the relatively benign solar event had devastating consequences for anything associated with electronics, from the power grid down to cell phones.
“They’ve focused their efforts on trying to restore power and recover from the geostorm without regard to the continual threat, until now. Unfortunately, it’s too little, too late. You did the right thing, sir. It gave America a chance to rebuild once the magnetic poles stabilize.”
O’Donnell interrupted. “You mean return to their original position, right?”
“No, ma’am. I intentionally used the word stabilize. It’s quite possible, even likely, based upon the historic record, that multiple poles may result from this extraordinary geologic event. They may stabilize for many years, even thousands upon thousands. Or, as has occurred in the past, they may return to geographic north and south.”
“When will we know this?” asked the president.
Taylor looked over at White, who sat emotionless, lending no support to her whatsoever. “Um, sir, basically, we’ll know when it’s over.”
The president shook his head. “You can’t predict it?”
“No, sir. Like this pole shift, the signs were there, but the rapid movement caught the entire scientific community off guard. It was possible in theory and occurred in the past, as I’ve pointed out in our previous briefings, but it had not happened during the period of advanced technology. This is new ground, sir.”
“We’ve talked about so many scenarios, and truthfully, I’ve governed on a reactionary basis. Now it’s time to get down to brass tacks. How bad can it get?”
Taylor rubbed her temples. “Worst case, we could be experiencing a terminator event. Because we are at the end of one solar cycle and the beginning of another, the sun may experience cataclysmic magnetic field collisions, resulting in gargantuan tsunamis of plasma charging across the solar disk for weeks at a time.
“During these solar tsunamis, gigantic sunspots will form near strong magnetic field lines, which are cooler than other parts of the sun’s surface. These are similar to the active regions being reported at ALMA now.
“The sun will begin to eject this plasma in all directions, and inevitably, Earth will be bombarded. In our atmosphere’s weakened state, the planet could be subjected to a continuous barrage of solar winds, stripping away our protective shield. The face of the planet as we know it will likely change forever.”
“What’s the best case?” he asked.
“The poles return to their geographic north and south just as quickly as they shifted,” Taylor responded. “The planet will go through a period of turmoil, but it will not experience the type of cataclysm I’ve just laid out.”
The president was desperately seeking answers or any information to provide hope to the nation and himself. “What are the odds of either of these happening? Just give me your best guess.”
Taylor grimaced. “It could go either way, sir. I’d honestly say fifty-fifty that the poles return to their previous geographic location. Or they continue to wander, resulting in a climatic change modern man has never seen, nor imagined.”
 



Chapter 17
Fort Wayne, Indiana
 
Chapman began to carefully place his father’s body into the back of the truck when Levi reached out and gently tapped him on the arm. “Just a second more. Dad has begged and prayed for rain. Let him take on a few drops before we head home.”
Levi cradled his arms under Squire’s body, and the two brothers held their father as the raindrops pelted their faces. Salty tears mixed with the fresh rain, allowing the men to hold their father in a group hug that strengthened the bond between them.
They finally succumbed to the increasing intensity of the downpour and placed Squire inside. Their touching moment was short lived as refugees disrespectfully interjected themselves.
“Hey, give us a ride to Toledo!”
“Are you headed toward Gary?”
“Listen, I’ll buy your gas from you,” said another, prompting a battle for the Boones’ precious fuel.
Isabella was shoved against the side of the truck, and a burly man tried to wrestle the five-gallon plastic container out of Chapman’s grip. This proved to be a mistake.
Levi jumped on the man’s back and wrapped his right arm around his neck. He forced his left arm behind the man’s head. The man began to swat at Levi, but his defensive move only allowed Levi to strengthen his grip. He grabbed at Levi’s forearms, but Levi tightened his grip.
He had a crazed look in his eyes, one driven by frustration and anger. His father had been taken from him and there were people responsible. Levi wanted to exact revenge, but for now, the man attacking his brother would do.
The man loosened his grip on Chapman, who fought off a man and a woman who tried to use the melee as an opportunity to steal the fuel for themselves. Isabella joined the fray, turning the rifle around to use it as a club, weakly but efficiently hitting the woman attacker in the back of the head. She fell face-first in a puddle of muddy rainwater.
Chapman rolled around and forcefully brought his knee up into the man’s groin, and the man let out a groan. Winded, he fell, hitting his head on the step rail just below the doors.
Chapman scrambled to his feet and retrieved the fuel. Isabella pointed the rifle at the bystanders, who immediately backed away. They both noticed the fight at the rear of the truck simultaneously.
“Levi! Ease up! You’ll kill him!”
“Don’t care,” growled Levi as he began to hoist the man off the ground with his death grip. His attacker’s eyes were closed and his large body was growing limp.
Chapman glanced around and set the gas can on the ground. The rain picked up and he rushed to stop his brother. A couple made a single step toward the fuel, and Isabella threatened them by pointing the rifle, first at the man and then at the woman.
“Levi, you gotta stop,” urged Chapman. “Look, he’s passed out.” Chapman tugged at his brother’s powerful arms, making sure to make eye contact as he pleaded with him to let go.
Levi was breathing heavily and barely opened his mouth as he spoke. “This damned guy jumped you.”
“I know. I know. But it’s over. Let him go.”
Levi gave one final squeeze and then slung the man face-first onto the wet gravel. Several people moved in to assist the man, but Levi took a step toward them with fire in his eyes. They immediately retreated and continued walking away from the hospital.
With Isabella guarding the truck, they topped off the tank and Levi strapped the empty can to the roof rack with bungee cords. Chapman took the wheel and Levi rode shotgun, wielding the AR-10 like one might use a car horn to warn off anyone who got close to their truck.
Slowly at first, Chapman pushed his way through the pedestrians to make his way out of Fort Wayne. People tried to stop the truck, begging for a ride as the driving rain made their walk all the more difficult. Several times, the truck was surrounded, and Levi was tempted to open the sunroof, rain notwithstanding, and shoot until the mass of humanity parted a path for their vehicle.
It took an hour to move five miles from where they’d parked to reach the outskirts of Fort Wayne. Once they passed the Fort Wayne Airport, they found County Road 1, which led due south toward Louisville. The tension in the truck eased, and the trio was able to breathe a collective sigh of relief, but still, none of them spoke as the reality of Squire’s death hit them once again.
For an hour, in a steady stream of traffic and continued heavy rainfall, they traveled along the back roads of Indiana. Chapman made a series of westerly turns and then returned to his route toward Corydon in order to avoid traffic buildup. He remarked about the amount of vehicular traffic on the road since gasoline was such a precious commodity, but it didn’t stimulate any conversation to take their minds off Squire.
Finally, Isabella touched on a subject to pique Chapman’s interest—the sudden outburst of rain. “Chapman, there were no conditions to generate this heavy rain. Do you agree?”
As was his habit, he leaned forward and studied the skies for the tenth time since they’d left the hospital. “I agree. This makes no sense. Unless…” His voice trailed off.
Even Levi, who’d been mourning and staring out the passenger window, mindlessly counting the power poles as Chapman drove, became interested in the conversation. He turned in his seat to face Chapman.
“The solar radiation?” said Isabella inquisitively.
“Yes.” Chapman loosened his grip on the steering wheel and exhaled. The opportunity to discuss weather and climate science took his mind off his father’s death for a moment, which was exactly what Isabella hoped for. The brothers needed a respite from their grief. Chapman continued and addressed Levi, discussing the science in layman’s terms.
“We all know about solar rays and the powerful impact they have on Earth. People don’t really think about cosmic rays, extremely fast-flying particles that travel throughout the cosmos, oftentimes originating from dying supernovae.
“These particles strike Earth’s atmosphere all the time and affect the cloud cover on our planet. By increasing cloud cover, sometimes in areas where clouds don’t usually gather, like deserts, the planet’s climate is directly affected.”
“Yeah, but it rains in Indiana,” said Levi. “We’re just long overdue.”
“That’s true, but storm systems develop, and in the Midwest, they are often brought to us by the jet stream. The problem is none of the conditions for this type of weather existed when we walked into that hospital.”
“Kinda like the freak blizzard that pounded our airplane in Canada before we crashed.”
Chapman snapped his head over to Levi. “What? You were in a plane crash?”
Levi nodded and dropped his chin to his chest. “Yeah. With all that’s happened, I haven’t been able to tell you what happened.”
Chapman closed his eyes and shook his head. He felt terrible. With his entire focus being on his father, he’d never bothered to ask Levi what had happened to him.
Levi recalled the events for Chapman and Isabella. Without going into gory detail, he took them through the weeklong hunting trip of horror in which the guys became the hunted. The three shed tears again as they mourned the loss of Karl and Eddie, and bawled as he explained why he’d saved the mother wolf’s family.
They turned their attention back to the rain, which was falling so hard that Chapman had to pull over to the side of the road several times because he couldn’t see. It was dark now and the traffic had dissipated. With no power, there was no ambient light or streetlights to guide him, and the lack of visibility was dangerous. The windshield wipers simply couldn’t keep up with the volumes of rain.
Unfortunately, the doctor’s words rang in Chapman’s head concerning the rapid decay of his father’s body. They weren’t in a position to stop for the night, so they pressed on. Slowly but surely.
Chapman explained further. “There is a direct correlation worldwide between solar activity and climate cycles, too. The sun plays a role as well as these cosmic rays in the cloud-seeding process.”
Isabella added, “When the cosmic rays are high, the climate gets colder. With the atmosphere weakened in some places, the cosmic rays will develop low cloud cover with heavy moisture content.”
“And not necessarily thunderstorms,” added Chapman. “Have you guys seen any lightning or heard thunder?”
“No,” replied Levi.
“Certainly, it can rain without lightning and thunder. However, this precipitation event built so quickly, it would result from a cold front, which almost always is associated with lightning activity at this time of year.”
“What does it all mean?” asked Levi.
Chapman responded, “You experienced it in Canada. A freak summer blizzard came about from the sudden drop in temperatures coupled with the low cloud cover filled with moisture. The combination of lack of visibility plus the pilot’s instruments being off-kilter due to the pole shift caused the crash.”
Isabella added, “The sudden rain will be seen elsewhere around the world. If the theories of Professor Svensmark are correct, the solar radiation and increased cloud cover will produce rains for an extended period of time.”
“Well, we need the rain,” quipped Levi, once again turning away to stare out his window into the darkness.
“Not like this, we don’t,” said Chapman with an ominous tone.
 



Chapter 18
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Kristi and Tommy had taken the overnight watch again, alternating between riding the perimeter of Riverfront Farms and seeking cover from the torrents of water falling from the heavens. There was no escaping the moisture, and despite the fact they were dressed in hunting clothes provided by Carly, the two were shivering, as an unusual early September chill had settled in over the Ohio River.
Despite the rain pounding on the home’s metal roof, Sarah heard the four-wheeler’s approach. After a quick glance through the front windows, she scrambled to fix two insulated tumblers full of black coffee. She greeted them on the front porch just as the sun rose somewhere above the low cloud cover.
“Come on in!” she hollered as she raised the two tumblers. “Coffee and hot oatmeal awaits!”
Sarah had woken up in a jovial mood. The rain was ordinarily a godsend for farmers, and the Boones certainly prayed for it daily, especially during the drought.
“Good morning, Mom,” greeted Kristi, who bent forward to kiss her mother on the cheek.
Tommy helped Kristi remove her camouflage jacket, and then she shook off the rain. He did the same and hung them over a porch swing that faced the front yard. He accepted his coffee and a morning kiss on the cheek as well.
The two members of the night watch, soaked to the core, entered the Boones’ home to a fire and candles lit around the living area. Carly heard their arrival and offered them both towels to dry off. After the group topped off their coffees, they sat around the living room. Tommy and Kristi chose the hearth both to warm up and dry off.
“The rain’s glorious, isn’t it?’ began Sarah. “I’m sure Squire will be relieved that it’s happening. We can replenish our groundwater while giving our fall plantings a nice start.”
Kristi sighed and made eye contact with Tommy. She reported what they’d learned overnight. “Mom, we’ve gotten a lot of rain, almost monsoonal. It never let up all night, and because the ground is so hard, there’s no place for it to go. Indian Creek has overflowed its banks, causing water to rush through the orchards. The river has gained, um, I don’t know, several feet since what I remember from the summer before last.”
Kristi paused and allowed Tommy to speak. “It’s been fourteen hours since the first drops fell and it’s shown no signs of letting up. I remember when this happened in Nebraska several years ago. It was months before the waters receded, and farmers lost a whole year of crops.”
Kristi added, “The creek is bringing with it lots of silt and mud into the area around the barnyard and those vegetable gardens. I think we’re gonna have to move the chickens, goats, and cows.”
Sarah began to nervously laugh. “Well, aren’t you two full of doom and gloom. We finally get some rain and y’all wanna let it rain on the party.”
“Mom, we just wanted to tell you—” Kristi tried to defend her report, but Sarah cut her off.
“Honey, I know. Listen, we’ve dealt with flooding before. Carly and I know what to do with the farm critters. As for the orchard, our bread and butter, it’s flooded before, and the waters always go down, eventually making their way to the river.”
Tommy stood as he finished his oatmeal. “I’m already wet, so let’s get started. Where do you want to move the chickens and other animals to?”
Sarah stood and took his bowl. “You two have been out all night. I want you to get some sleep, and don’t worry about a thing. Carly and I’ve got this, right, honey?”
“Yes, ma’am. Do you remember the year Levi and I got married? We were supposed to go on a honeymoon in the Ozarks and we had those spring floods.”
“Yep. Instead of consummatin’ your marriage, you helped me haul critters to higher ground.”
Carly laughed as she took Kristi’s empty bowl. “Oh, we consummated, don’t you worry about that!”
“Yeah, that beautiful young boy asleep in the other room is a testament to that. Now, let’s get to work, dear. I could use the fresh air and look forward to being sopping wet.”
Kristi and Tommy protested to no avail. Thirty minutes later, Sarah and Carly were sloshing through water puddles and laughing as they spewed mud in the air behind the side-by-side Polaris.
They gathered the eggs from the hens and then systematically loaded the chickens first since their pens were in the lowest-lying area. The Boones had several barns scattered about the farm. Some were better suited for the goats and cows, so the two women saved that more difficult task for later.
Sarah and Carly worked the farm every day, handling the same chores that Squire and Levi performed. There never was a division of responsibilities based upon gender, although the Boone women took on the additional task of managing the family’s pantry and cooking meals. They didn’t want to starve, after all.
Using calf halters, which fit their goats loosely, Sarah and Carly managed to transport their Nigerian Dwarf goats. Like the Alpine goats, they were one of the most prevalent dairy goats in Indiana.
Moving their Holstein dairy cows to higher ground would prove to be more of a challenge. The rain continued throughout the day, making it increasingly difficult to move the farm truck through the fields. On their last trip with half a dozen heifers in the transport trailer, they got stuck and were forced to lead the young female cows up the hill to an enclosure one at a time.
Once again employing the calf halters to lead the nearly eight-hundred-pound calves, the Boone women ignored their exhaustion and trudged through the muck created by their several trips with the livestock. Footing was becoming unstable, and at one point, Carly fell, allowing her calf to bound away.
Sarah noticed the mishap. “Do you need my help?” She paused to wait for Carly’s response. Her calf, the largest of the group, got confused. She suddenly turned toward the galloping young heifer and gave chase.
“Arrgggh!” shouted Sarah as she was pulled to the ground. The heifer ran, using her eight hundred pounds to drag the lightweight Sarah behind her. Sarah tried to stand, only to fall again. The rope twisted around her wrist, and as the heifer ran through the mud, it twisted Sarah’s arm back and forth.
Carly gave chase in an attempt to intercept the heifer as it headed toward the open field.
“Heeyah!” she shouted, forcing the heifer up an incline toward the cross-fencing that created a pen around the barn.
“I’m hung up!” shouted Sarah, desperately trying to pull herself up to regain her footing.
Carly slipped and then stood, racing as fast as she could after the galloping heifer. She was finally able to reach for the young cow’s halter and grab it, convincing her to halt.
The heifer immediately stopped to eat the wet grass while Sarah writhed in pain on the ground, covered in mud and grass. She pulled herself loose and sat up, holding her wrist, which bore deep red welts from where the rope had dug into her skin. She slowly rolled her wrist and wiggled it.
“Is it broken?” asked Carly, out of breath.
“No. Thank goodness it’s still attached.” Sarah looked over at the heifer, who was casually chewing her cud. “She was gonna drag me plum down to the river.”
Carly reached out to Sarah’s left hand and helped her off the ground. “Meet me at the barn. I’ll bring these last two and we’ll call it a day.”
“No arguments here,” said the sixty-year-old Sarah.
She trudged through the rain to the barn and awaited Carly. A few minutes later, all of the calves were accounted for and secured in the pen.
Once they were finished, they stood under the roof overhang against the side of the barn and looked down the gentle slope toward the Ohio River.
“That sounded like fun at first, right?” asked Sarah, who was panting in an attempt to catch her breath.
Carly was bent over at the waist, leaning with both hands on her knees. “Yeah. Maybe we should’ve taken them up on their offer to help.”
“They were exhausted and cold. We got it done.” Sarah stared toward the water and the county road that terminated near the edge. She raised her arm to point at it.
Carly nodded. “Yeah, I see it, too. The river’s almost up to the dead-end barrier.”
Sarah shook her head side to side. “No, that’s not what I mean. That’s a sheriff’s deputy again. Do you see the car parked near the clearing? What’s he doin’ there?”
 



Chapter 19
Mount Ascutney
South of Woodstock, Vermont
 
The Earth was a very different planet a few hundred million years ago, and Mount Ascutney, a thirty-two-hundred-foot-high monadnock in southern Vermont just south of the idyllic town of Woodstock, was far from the scenic destination it was now. A monadnock is an isolated hill or mountain of erosion-resistant granite rising above a relatively flat plain. The majority of these mountains located in the area of southern Vermont, western New Hampshire, and western Massachusetts had been formed during massive volcanic upheavals.
Mount Ascutney had withered over the millennia, but it still stood proud above the landscape and was a favorite destination of hikers, explorers, and geologists. It was not, however, your average mountain.
Over hundreds of thousands of years, a vast mass of hot rock had been building underneath this part of Vermont and extending into the subterranean regions below parts of New England. Prior to the intentional powering down of the nation’s electric supply and the revelation of the pole shift’s impact on the planet, geologists and volcanologists had descended upon this sparsely populated wilderness.
Working with the resources of NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, the USGS had installed a network of thousands of seismic measurement devices for many miles around Mount Ascutney. Their findings were conclusive—an enormous blob of molten lava was upwelling beneath the surface like a hot air balloon, rising from the deepest part of the planet.
There were no active volcano designations in New England, so when the buildup was first discovered a decade prior, it immediately grabbed the attention of the USGS volcanologists. The conclusion they reached was that the rise of the magma was a recent occurrence, which ordinarily meant it could have been steadily growing over hundreds of thousands of years, if not longer.
During their studies, however, the focus of the scientific community was the ground underneath Mount Ascutney and not the overall makeup of the planet’s tectonic plates as the pole shift manifested itself.
Over the last several years, geologists noted a thermal anomaly that was hundreds of degrees hotter than its surroundings in the upper mantle just a hundred miles below the surface. While Mount Ascutney and its surroundings were still considered to be a relatively stable region, the irregular pattern seemed to suggest rather abrupt changes were taking place.
Three months ago, new readings of seismic waves travelling through the planet’s crust confirmed that the magma blob was welling directly under Central Vermont but had grown into Western New Hampshire and Massachusetts. Some suggested the temperature recordings confirmed the mass had traveled beyond these states.
To be sure, the volcanic activity at Mount Ascutney was nothing in comparison to the massive potential of the Yellowstone caldera, but it certainly had the potential to be devastating to the New England region.
When the power grid was shut down in an attempt to save it for future use, the scientific teams from around the world pulled out of New England and stopped their studies of Mount Ascutney. The equipment left behind was largely solar powered, and much of it was shielded from the devastating effects of a geostorm. The scientists could rely upon the devices to continue recording seismic activity and magma chamber temperatures, so when the solar threat was over, they could return to their work.
What they didn’t realize at the time was the profound changes taking place under the Earth’s surface as a result of the drastic climate change above. As temperatures in the Arctic and Greenland rose due to the pole shift, glacial meltwater flooded into the oceans. Accordingly, global sea levels began to slowly but steadily rise.
The distribution of weight on the Earth’s crust shifted from land to sea. This shift in weight distribution caused the tectonic plates to adjust, which in turn significantly altered the planet’s volcanic plumbing.
It had happened before and was happening again. Geologists had confirmed that during periods of rapid climate change over the last million years, the rapid melting of continental glaciers and the resulting sea level increases resulted exponentially increased volcanic eruptions.
Their studies were contra to conventional wisdom, which stated that volcanic activity had a direct effect on climate change. Their findings were just the opposite. Drastic climate change triggered volcanic activity.
As the polar ice caps began to melt due to the pole shift, the seas had begun to steadily rise. As the governments scrambled to protect their electric grids and provide for their citizens, the focus on matters of magma temperatures and sea levels were cast aside.
What would happen caught virtually everyone off guard.
The melting glaciers coupled with the extraordinary rainfall that inundated North America resulted in an inordinate amount of groundwater to seep into the Earth’s crust. This destabilized the region around Mount Ascutney, which immediately began to feel a series of tremors. Shallow quakes ranging from 2.2 magnitude to 2.8 magnitude had been felt in White River Junction, Vermont, and through the White Mountains to Sanbornton, New Hampshire, just north of Concord.
Then, as the rainfall increased substantially on this day, a much larger 4.3 magnitude quake struck Woodstock, Vermont, the charming town known for its quaint shops and year-round Christmas-like atmosphere.
The tremor shook buildings for more than a minute, leaving the town in shock as historic structures were knocked off their foundations. The townsfolk were caught completely unprepared, as there were no known active fault lines in Vermont.
However, the planet was changing beneath their feet, and the 4.3 quake was just a precursor of things to come—cataclysmic events that made this tremor feel like a slight breeze on a spring day.
 



Chapter 20
Western Harrison County
Southeast Indiana
 
The Blue River is a fifty-seven-mile-long river that rolls through Harrison County along the western boundary through the heart of what’s known as cave country. Following the days when Indians inhabited the watershed, man has been drawn to the beauty of the natural landscape, which had been spared overdevelopment.
Indianans who were fortunate to live along the water embraced river life, and many catered to those who sought recreation and solitude. Milltown was one such community, and it represented the epicenter of Blue River recreational activity.
After the power grid was shut down, tourism dried up, much like the river had over the summer. The barren red-clay banks were showing until the day the rains came. The deluge of water that had started sixteen hours earlier shocked residents as Mother Nature took no prisoners. The Blue River quickly swelled, leaving highways and other roads closed to traffic.
Milltown’s close proximity to the Blue River made it prime for flooding. The few vehicles that were out in those early morning hours unexpectedly found themselves swept up in the high waters.
The deluge turned yards into swamps and flooded ditches, carrying debris and lawn furniture into the roadways. The dark conditions resulting from the low cloud cover became an extra hazard, as it was too bright for a vehicle’s headlights to be effective but too dark to adequately assess road conditions.
Kentucky resident Tammy Holiday found this out, unfortunately, as she tried to make her way home to Louisville from a stay with her boyfriend in Indianapolis. She and her seven-year-old daughter had left the abusive man in the middle of the night after he threatened her. Leaving her belongings behind, she loaded her ten-year-old Mitsubishi Mirage with their clothes and took off.
Despite the rain, she’d made decent time traversing the back roads. The Mitsubishi, which weighed less than two thousand pounds, coupled with her somewhat bald tires, was especially susceptible to hydroplaning.
Tammy was traveling almost forty miles an hour when she saw several plastic roofing panels that had floated onto the road in front of her. They’d been carried away from nearby Collins Roofing as the rainwaters flooded Whiskey Run creek and swallowed up their farm.
Instinctively, Tammy swerved to miss the panels in the road, causing her vehicle to hydroplane. Desperate to gain control, she slammed on the brakes to stop. The mistake revealed itself immediately. The rear tires locked, causing the back of the Mitsubishi to spin to the side. Tammy panicked and screamed, causing her daughter to wake up in the back seat.
Soon, her car was spinning around and around, completely out of control as it approached the overpass at the Blue River. It slid onto the shoulder before crashing through the guardrail, down the rain-soaked embankment, and then hopped into the air slightly before it landed on top of the water.
The airbag deployed, smashing Tammy in the face and burning her skin. The chemicals released from the deployment filled the car, irritating her eyes and throat.
“Momma, I can’t breathe!”
Tammy was barely conscious and tried to make sense of her predicament. Her car bobbed up and down and sideways as the rapidly flowing floodwaters swept it away. Like riding an inner tube on river rapids, the Mitsubishi bounced through the waves of water and made a turn around the bend, where it smashed into a fallen tree.
A large branch smashed into her window, causing glass to shatter throughout the front seat, but giving them welcome relief from the chemical odor. Helpless and at the mercy of the raging river, their car made another swoop downward through some rapids and back toward the highway in a rush.
In the nominal light, Tammy could see the concrete supports of a bridge up ahead. She tried to focus through her watery eyes and the driving rain that soaked the inside of her car. Under the bridge, there was something else. It was large, cylindrical in shape, and shiny like galvanized aluminum.
It grew larger in her field of vision as her car was forced downstream toward the obstruction. That was when it came clearly into view. It was a thousand-gallon propane tank, which had washed off its mounts and was now directly in front of her car.
The water propelled her car forward, and a collision with the propane tank rolling in the current was certain. She gathered herself and reached into the back seat to pull her child forward with her. Her daughter resisted, pointing toward the bridge abutment and the propane tank.
The front of the car made contact with the steel tank. The forceful water of the Blue River crammed her front end downward, under the propane tank, until it was standing the vehicle on its end.
Tammy scrambled through the bucket seats to join her daughter in the back. The cold, black, putrid water began to rise within their car’s interior, forcing its way throughout the front seat as the hood of the vehicle was bashed against the propane tank. The moving water, and its incredible force, was too much for the lightweight Mitsubishi to withstand. Pummeled by the roiling waves, the vehicle started to sink. Panicked, Tammy and her child desperately tried to kick the back and side windows out in an effort to swim to safety.
Until something large crashed into their undercarriage and struck the gas tank.
*****
Chapman was tired but not too exhausted to drive. It had been a long journey since they’d cleared the city limits of Fort Wayne, not in terms of distance but, rather, in terms of time. As the heavy rain continued to fall, visibility became increasingly difficult. Eventually, they made their way past Indianapolis and took a chance driving southbound on Interstate 65. That was when their troubles began.
Traffic was heavy as refugees abandoned their goals of reaching Fort Wayne or South Bend, two cities that had power, at least for a while. When word spread that the grid had been shut down again, drivers crossed the median or used the paved portions of underpasses to make a U-turn in order to return to Louisville and points beyond.
In the heavy rain and darkness, this resulted in a fifty-car pileup just north of the Seymour, Indiana, exit. Cars skidded on the wet pavement and crashed into one another, sending some vehicles across the median into the path of oncoming traffic.
Levi was driving when the massive crash occurred, deftly maneuvering their truck through the spinning and out-of-control vehicles without making contact. However, they ran over a piece of steel, which punctured their right front tire.
He was able to limp the vehicle to a stop near a cloverleaf exit at Little Acre. It took an hour and required relocating Squire’s body to the back seat temporarily while they retrieved the jack, but eventually the tire was changed, and the trio was on the road again.
This time Chapman took the wheel, allowing Levi to sleep for a while. Isabella occupied the passenger seat, making small talk and helping him navigate the back roads during the torrential rains.
She helped point out debris in the road and possible high-water areas that were easily missed in the darkness. The heavy SUV was not susceptible to hydroplaning like most passenger cars, but it was also more difficult to stop in the event the road was blocked. For that reason, Chapman was driving fairly slowly when he crossed the first overpass at the Blue River, approaching Milltown.
Isabella twisted in her seat as they went by, tilting her head, and casually pointed at the cold, wet window. Something had caught her eye. The grass and underbrush had been disturbed. She turned back toward the front and focused on helping Chapman, as he had to constantly slow the vehicle to drive through large puddles of water accumulating on the roadway.
As they approached the next overpass, the truck’s headlights caught the reflection of something large in the river beneath the bridge. Chapman slowed to a stop, allowing the lights to illuminate the turbulent waters.
“Oh my!” exclaimed Isabella.
“Shit!” Chapman hollered. He reached back and slapped his brother’s legs. “Come on, Levi! Hurry!”
Before Levi could completely stir awake, Chapman had exited the truck and raced through the rain-soaked field for the water’s edge.
 



Chapter 21
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Sarah and Carly covered their faces from the pelting rain as they sloshed along the muddy trail connecting the barns and vegetable gardens with the main house. They were covered in mud, soaked to the core, and shivering due to the drop in temperatures as nightfall came. Just as they emerged into the clearing, they saw Sheriff Randy Clark’s pickup truck pulling to the front of the house. It was sitting in the rain, windshield wipers on high speed, with its headlights washing the porch with light.
“Now what?” asked Carly, raising her voice to be heard over the downpour.
“I hope it’s not about Squire,” replied Sarah, a logical concern considering his illness. She thought that word of his condition was being relayed via the sheriff’s office. But then she immediately dismissed the thought. The callous, heartless Clarks would never accommodate their family with news of her husband’s recovery. Unless…
She pressed down on the gas pedal, causing the utility vehicle to spin the tires and fishtail slightly as it rounded the barn. She reached the front of the house just as Kristi and Tommy emerged onto the front porch.
Randy must’ve caught a glimpse of Sarah’s approach because his head snapped in her direction as she exited the four-wheeler. He turned to his deputy and motioned for him to get out of the sheriff’s truck. Covered in rain gear, the young man circled the front of the vehicle with a white Tyvek envelope in his hand.
“What do you want?” Sarah demanded.
“Ma’am, are you Sarah Chapman Boone, wife of Mr. Squire Boone?”
Sarah got closer to where she could see the deputy’s face. “You know I am. What—? Hey, I don’t know you.” The sheriff’s department was a stable place to work, and in the small county, the Boones had encountered almost all of the deputies. But not this one.
The deputy interrupted her by stepping forward. His abrupt approach startled Sarah, who instinctively moved backwards, causing her to slip slightly in the mud.
Carly came to her mother-in-law’s aid. “Hey! Back off, asshole!”
“Stay back, ma’am!” the deputy shouted at Carly as she moved in between him and Sarah. “This is a legal matter, and you’re interfering with my duties as a law enforcement officer.”
Carly wiped the rain out of her eyes. She studied the deputy’s face. “Wait a minute! I know you. You ain’t no deputy. You’re a damn meth-head. Aren’t you Walter Pincher’s little brother, Henry?”
“Deputy Pincher, ma’am.”
Carly found this extremely amusing and broke out in uproarious laughter. “What the hell’s goin’ on in Corydon? Did the inmates take over the asylum? Last I heard, your meth-head ass was in jail.”
Sarah might’ve been taken aback by Carly’s salty language except for the fact the situation warranted it. Normally, Carly minded her tongue out of respect for Sarah, unless she was truly riled up, like now.
Pincher pulled his shoulders back and puffed out his chest. “Listen, I’m here to serve this paper on Mrs. Boone. You’re interfering with the lawful duties of a lawman.”
This caused Carly to lose it. “Lawman? This ain’t the Wild, Wild West, you idiot. Get off our property now!”
Apparently, the sheriff was growing impatient with the exchange and decided to change the dynamic. He turned on his emergency lights and gave his siren horn a brief blast to get their attention.
Randy picked up his microphone and shouted, “All right, that’s enough! Deputy, hand the damned papers to Mrs. Boone and let’s go.”
The newly deputized meth-head flung the envelope toward Sarah like a Frisbee and retreated to the sheriff’s truck. Sarah caught it just before it landed in the mud puddles near her feet. She pulled open the unsealed flap and removed the document. It was a simple, one-page letter.
It took her about ten seconds to grasp its purpose—Bully Billy and his bank had declared them in default for some reason or another, and they wanted their money. All of it. In ten days.
Now, most people, when faced with the prospect of losing their home—or, in this case, property that had been in the family for hundreds of years—would break down sobbing or sink into a state of depression.
Not Sarah Boone. She did something that shocked everyone who watched for her reaction. She started laughing. Then she made a gesture. It was one not frowned upon in the Bible, which she revered and tried to live by. Perhaps it hadn’t been used in biblical times. However, it was effective in conveying her anger toward Sheriff Randy Clark and, by extension, the entire Clark family.
She set her jaw, dropped the letter in the mud and stomped it, and then shot him the bird, with both hands.
Randy glared at her through the windshield, disappointed by the fact she didn’t break down in despair. He was further insulted by her lack of respect for his authority as sheriff of Harrison County by flipping him off. The deputy settled into his seat and pulled the door shut.
Sarah and Carly, who joined in with her own two-handed flip-off gesture, were standing in front of his truck—unafraid and rebellious.
Anger boiled up inside Randy. He placed the truck in neutral and revved the engine as if he intended to run them over. Then his eyes caught movement behind the Boone women. Kristi and Tommy stepped into the rain to flank them. They each racked a shell into their shotguns and raised them slightly.
It was a clear message. A line in the sand had been drawn.
Randy cursed and rammed the gearshift into reverse. He spun the tires, slinging mud across the yard and all over his truck. Seconds later, he was roaring down the driveway, sliding back and forth as he tried to regain control in the gravel driveway, which looked like a swiftly moving shallow creek.
Once the red glow of his taillights was gone, Sarah exhaled and looked into the rainy sky. “Squire, where are you?”
 



Chapter 22
County Road 64
The Blue River
Near Milltown, Indiana
 
Chapman plunged into the murky water first, breaking through the turbulence created by the river crashing against the propane tank and the trapped Mitsubishi.
“Chapman! Wait!” shouted Levi as he ran down the embankment before slipping and crashing against a tree stump.
Isabella rushed to his side and dropped to her knees. “Are you okay?”
Levi gasped for air, stretching the words out in between breaths. “Can’t breathe. Just knocked the wind out.”
“Stay here,” instructed Isabella. “I am a very good swimmer.”
She patted him on the shoulder and jumped into the water. She glanced to her right, where she saw a twenty-foot-long pontoon boat heading toward the bridge. She skillfully began swimming through the current to catch up with Chapman, using years of training as a child as her guide. The Mitsubishi was beginning to capsize, prompting Isabella to swim as fast as she could in the choppy, roiling waters.
Dropping beneath the surface, she was blinded but encountered less resistance than above her. She cupped her hands and extended her arms in front of her, swimming farther below the surface. Her lungs burned as she forced her way through the water, bumping into debris—tree limbs, clothing, and other objects she couldn’t identify.
She arrived at the car, which was being pushed back and forth by the water. Blindly, she fumbled for the door handle and finally gripped it in an effort to pull it open. The immense pressure exerted by the water prevented her from pulling it open, an indication that there was still some air inside the vehicle. A good sign.
She wondered what had happened to Chapman, but she focused on trying to save the passengers, if any. Isabella kicked her legs, propelling her body to the hood of the car, where she found the broken windshield. Without regard to the cuts her hands received from the bits of glass, she pulled herself inside the car until she was in the front seat.
Buoyancy was pulling her up, so she didn’t fight it even though it meant she might get trapped inside. She had to assume there was air inside the vehicle.
Suddenly, the car was shoved downward and through the turbulent waters. She could hear a scream. Using the steering wheel, she pushed herself into the back seat, where she crashed into a tangle of bodies, including Chapman’s.
Her face broke the plane of the water inside the car and she immediately gasped for air. Her eyes darted around in the darkness but couldn’t see anything.
“Chapman?”
“Yes, Isabella, I’m here.”
“We are, too,” said Tammy Holiday. “I think we’re sinking. We tried to kick out the window, but we’re not strong enough.”
“I’ll try it,” said Chapman. He began to maneuver his body until Isabella stopped him.
“There is no time,” said Isabella. “A boat is—” A sudden jolt, followed by a series of thumps finished her sentence. The pontoon boat, with its steel floats, was now battering the underside of the Mitsubishi.
Chapman gathered his thoughts. “Lady, can you swim?”
“I can,” replied her daughter.
“I can’t,” came the meek voice of her mother.
Chapman laid out his plan. “Okay, what’s your name?”
“I’m Tammy and this is my daughter, Betsy.”
“Good. Betsy, I want you to put your arms around Isabella’s neck and hold on.”
“Okay,” responded the incredibly calm child. She worked her way around her mother until she was behind Isabella, whom Chapman addressed next. “Can you swim with her on your back?”
“Oui.”
“Okay, you guys go ahead.” Chapman paused to help Isabella work her way under water, and he made sure Betsy was safely in place on her back. After a moment, he turned to Tammy. “Okay, Mom, it’s you and me now. Same thing. Arms around my neck, but please don’t choke me. Okay?”
“Yes. Do I try to kick my legs?”
“No,” Chapman quickly replied. “Don’t move at all and let me do the work. You might do something that ends up working against us.”
“Sir, thank you.”
Chapman took a deep breath. “All right, get into position.” The woman eased behind Chapman and gently wrapped her arms around his shoulders and locked her fingers just below his neck. Chapman took a deep breath and pulled the two of them through the bucket seats. He used the steering wheel as the second rung of the ladder to force their descent deeper into the river, and then with a push of his feet off the roof of the car, they swung around the windshield and turned upward toward the surface.
He felt exhilarated having cleared the broken windshield, and it gave him a newfound strength. He pushed through the waves, away from the vehicle. As he twisted his body upwards, there was a tug on Tammy, and she lost her grip. In the darkness, she was gone.
His lungs were about to burst, so he had no choice but to push upward to get air. As he did, a whooshing sound could be heard as water was displaced just to the side of him. It threatened to distract him, but he rose to the surface anyway.
When he broke the surface, he treaded water and frantically looked around for Isabella. He shouted her name and was immediately relieved when he heard her voice.
“Chapman! Come to shore!”
“But the mom let go. I have to go back.”
“No! We saw her. Levi went into the water.”
Chapman shook his head in disbelief. His brother was injured from head to toe and had no business fighting through this tumultuous current. He treaded water for a moment, waiting for his brother to emerge with the mom.
*****
Holding the neck of the man who was saving them with what little strength she had, Tammy began to sense this was all going to be okay. He turned their bodies upward toward the surface, but as he did, her pant leg got caught on the torn fender of her car. She reached back with her left hand, hoping to pull herself free, and when she did, she lost her grip on her rescuer.
She pulled and tugged her leg, eventually freeing it, but ripping open a long gash in her calf in the process. She reflexively screamed in pain, causing her to take in water. She became light-headed and began to lose consciousness. There was no air left in her lungs as her body floated weightlessly under water, the strong current created by the floodwaters carrying her under the propane tank and downriver. There was no air left in her lungs as Tammy Holiday closed her mouth in a last-ditch effort to avoid drowning.
Suddenly, someone crashed into her body. In the darkness, she couldn’t tell if it was the man who tried to rescue her, or another savior. His strong hands gripped her around the waist and then wrapped his arms under her armpits. He kicked furiously at the water and lifted her upward, where together, they lunged into the air, bobbing once before sinking back below the surface.
Levi kicked harder, squeezing her unintentionally as they breached the surface once again. This time, they stayed afloat, gasping for oxygen and allowing the rain to pelt their faces. He wrapped his right arm around her hips and used his left arm to pull them toward the shore. As they got closer, Chapman was there to assist, and seconds later, the three of them were lying on the soggy ground, breathing heavily.
Then Tammy threw up. She retched over and over again as she tried to expel the river water she’d taken into her stomach in her last moments before dying.
“Mommy!” her daughter shouted, causing her to smile as she hurled the contents of her stomach. Her daughter slid down the embankment and crashed into her, wrapping her arms around her neck so hard that the hug threatened to choke her.
Then she heard the voices of the men who saved her. She turned to see them amidst the flashing blue lights of a sheriff’s car. The silhouettes of the two men could be seen as they hugged one another. They called each other Chapman and Levi.
 



Chapter 23
Cedar Glade
Billy Clark’s Residence
Corydon, Indiana
 
The banks of Indian Creek began to swell as the torrential rains continued to fall on Southeast Indiana. The flooding hadn’t put a damper on the Clarks’ effort to run roughshod over Corydon and the rest of Harrison County. In addition to serving Sarah Boone the notice of default, Billy exerted the bank’s power over the citizens by using their indebtedness against them.
He’d declared a default and seized the inventory of First Capitol Liquor Store. Through his conversations with Randy, it appeared one of the most sought-after commodities at the first barter trading day in town on Saturday had been liquor. Billy intended to be the biggest purveyor of said liquor, trading only the rotgut or types he didn’t plan on drinking himself over the years.
However, he was angry that he’d missed out on the most prized items the locals needed, which were guns and ammunition. Gun World owed the bank money, but Allen Edmund’s note wasn’t due for almost a year. Billy wasn’t comfortable pulling any shenanigans against Gun World like he had the Boones because, well, Allen had too many guns.
Plus, Randy didn’t want any part of it, and Joella had come up with a better solution—threaten to enforce the provisions of the president’s martial law declaration by seizing any weapons held out on public display.
America was a nation in which over four hundred fifty million guns were in circulation. That was nearly four per household. Taking up arms against an armed populace like those who lived in Harrison County was just plain stupid.
Besides, Billy had other ways to make money and position himself for when this was over. People were starving. He quickly learned that most of the residents in town only had had a few days’ worth of food in their cupboards. Without power, much of that spoiled or went uneaten. They turned to their neighbors for help and found the door slammed in their faces.
Desperate fathers begged in the streets. Then they offered up things of value that were worth far more than what they received in return. Jewelry, precious metals, weapons, and vehicles were traded for enough food to survive for another week.
This, of course, immediately grabbed Billy’s attention. In Southeast Indiana, like other rural areas of the Midwest, families prided themselves on being debt-free. Homes had been in their hands for generations, unmortgaged, and ripe for the pickin’. Billy knew them all because it was his job to keep up with the value of real estate collateral, whether pledged to his bank or located adjacent to bank-mortgaged properties.
With Randy and Joella’s help, he recruited a small army of minions. The first thing he did was levy the warehouse of the local IGA grocery store. This provided him valuable, nonperishable foods to use as currency. Nobody cared about the good old American dollar at this point. Currency wasn’t accepted anywhere for payment, and folks were losing hope that the power would be restored anytime soon.
Self-preservation—Bully Billy’s bumper sticker, if you will—applied to everyone. If cars were being traded for a case of apricot preserves and some powdered milk to feed a mom’s babies, what might people trade for a couple of months’ worth of food?
Billy tested the waters by sending out his charges to approach specific families who might be interested in making deals. The results, in his opinion, were phenomenal.
He actually found himself laying off the booze for a day or so because he had to stay sober and awake late into the night preparing quitclaim deeds for some of Corydon’s oldest families. With Wanda notarizing the grantor’s signatures, Billy began to amass quite a real estate portfolio, all in the first forty-eight hours of his new enterprise.
But none of this good fortune at the expense of others deterred him from pursuing Riverfront Farms. Randy had personally driven a new deputy, one of the former inmates, to serve Sarah the demand letter. If the Boone matriarch overreacted and shot the deputy, then no harm, no foul, as Randy put it. Over dinner that night, Joella and Billy listened to Randy recount the day’s events.
“Her reaction was odd.”
“Did she break down bawlin’?” asked Wanda hopefully. There was no love lost between the two women.
“No, just the opposite. She opened the letter, glanced at it, and started laughing.”
“Really?” asked a surprised Billy. “She wasn’t pissed?”
Randy finished chewing his food and responded. He had no intention of retelling all of the details of what had actually happened. He didn’t want to listen to Billy’s second-guessing of how he’d handled the situation. “Nope, not Sarah. Her daughter-in-law, Carly, was. She flipped us off and unleashed more curse words than Sarah’s probably heard in a decade.”
“She’s a feisty one,” mumbled Wanda, probably remembering the incident in Walmart.
Joella had remained quiet during the conversation. She’d just been told about Billy’s use of nonmonetary default provisions to serve demand letters or to invoke collateral impairment clauses to outright seize property from businesses.
As was her normal response to Billy’s actions, she blew up, berated him, and then explained all of the reasons none of this would hold up in court. And, as was typical for Billy, he had a comeback like possession is nine-tenths of the law or some nonsense.
They were just finishing up dinner when there was a knock at the front door. It opened a few inches, and one of the deputies asked to speak with Randy. He shoveled the last of the food in his mouth and pushed away from the table.
Billy and Joella made small talk about a letter she’d received from the governor’s office regarding FEMA and any requests for medical supplies the town might need. Joella assured Billy she’d requisition anything and everything the town was entitled to, but the medications would be sold at a profit for the benefit of the Clark family.
Randy returned to the dining room and stopped short of the table.
Billy was the first to notice his demeanor. “What’s happened now?” he asked, expecting some complication or another that might derail his plans.
“My deputy was working an area in North County where there had been a lot of flooding. He came upon the Boone brothers helping some folks who were stuck in their car as the floodwaters almost swept them away.”
Billy grimaced. “Crap. They’re on their way back already?”
“Yeah, sort of,” replied Randy. A sly grin came across his face.
“Dammit, Randy. Spill it!” Billy demanded.
“Squire’s dead.”
Billy slammed his fist on the dining table, causing his glass of wine to tip over. He didn’t care as he exclaimed, “Hell, damn, yeah! Do you know what this means?”
Even Wanda was surprised at her husband’s outburst and lack of compassion for the Boone family. “Honey, maybe you shouldn’t celebrate.”
Billy ignored her request. “It’s game over, sports fans! This is better than Peyton winning the Super Bowl for our Colts. See, Jo. I was spot-on with that demand letter. Wow, it’s amazing how a plan can come together.” He was over-the-top jubilant.
Joella set her napkin on the table and shook her head in disgust. She leaned over to her husband and whispered. In unison, they both stood to leave.
“What?” asked Billy innocently.
Joella gave him a death stare. “You’ve disappointed me many times, but this is the first time you’ve truly disgusted me. The man has died and his family is probably devastated. This is not some victory to celebrate. This isn’t the damn Super Bowl. These are real people, Billy.”
She turned and wrapped her arm through her husband’s. They began to leave, and Billy apologized, although he didn’t mean a word of it. Billy Clark never stopped manipulating people.
“Come on, Jo. Please don’t leave. Sit down. I’m sorry. That was incredibly insensitive of me, and I just got caught up in the moment.” He stood and gestured for them to return to the table.
Joella wasn’t interested. “No, Billy. Not this time. It’s getting late and the weather is horrible. I’m just not in the mood to talk about anything right now.”
Without another word from anyone, Joella and her husband left. Once they were out the front door, Billy looked up at Randy, who’d remained standing throughout.
“Is she gonna be a problem? I mean, I don’t need some sanctimonious sister looking over my shoulder and questioning every move I make.”
Randy shrugged and replied, “I don’t think I’d worry about Jo. Just try to watch what you say around her. Remember, we need her on our side. She’s got access to federal government resources now. We don’t need her to cut us out.”
Billy leaned back and spread his hands, acknowledging Randy’s point. “All right, I’ll bite my damn tongue. Besides, it’s almost over anyway. With Squire’s death, I can start foreclosure proceedings immediately. I’ll prepare the notice and we’ll get together tomorrow to discuss service. Okay?”
Randy nodded. He, too, was put off by Billy’s actions, but over time, they agreed that the means justified the end.
 



Chapter 24
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Chapman made the final turn toward the Boones’ driveway. The Ohio River had spilled over its banks after being well below its normal water elevations for more than a year. As the headlights washed over the grassy field that led to the river’s edge, Isabella was the first to notice the profound change in elevation since a few days ago when they’d left to take Squire to Fort Wayne.
“Astonishing. Chapman, do you see the water?”
“Yeah, it’s risen at least twenty feet.”
“Impossible,” whispered Isabella as she pressed her face against the window to get a better look.
A despondent Levi sighed and thumped the dashboard with his fist. “Dammit, y’all. How are we gonna tell her? Are we supposed to open the rear hatch and say, um, here’s Dad.”
Chapman had been thinking of this moment the entire trip from Fort Wayne, except during their daring rescue of the mother and her child. “We need to get inside before she notices. You know, get her sitting down and comfortable.”
“No children,” added Isabella. “I am sorry, Levi. But it is best to explain things to them separately. Let them enjoy the moment of having their father home before you tell them.”
“I agree,” said Chapman.
Levi simply nodded his head. In his emotional state, Chapman wasn’t sure Levi was comprehending any of this. He was the closest to Squire of any of the three siblings.
“Chapman, may I also make a suggestion?” she asked.
“Please.”
“I remember as a little girl when my parents told me of my grandfather’s death. I was very close to him, as my parents were always busy with their professions. It was a moment I will never forget, especially when they said he died. The word died was very emphatic and final.”
Chapman slowed as he turned into the driveway. The water had reached the gravel and was forming a small lake in a swale nearby.
“Americans like to use words like passed or lost or gone. They think it makes it easier to accept, but it seems to me downplaying his death might just confuse your mother.”
“This sucks,” said Levi bluntly. Two words summed up the task at hand.
Chapman worked the scene through in his mind as he drove the final few hundred yards to the house. He was gonna lead his mother inside and sit her down on the sofa. He’d instruct Levi to take his kids into the bedroom with Carly. He’d only need to look at Kristi and she’d immediately understand.
He’d be direct and honest. There was no need to skirt around what had happened. He’d had the benefit of many hours to accept the fact his father was dead. Now he had to help his mom through the pain and grief.
As if on cue, the rain, which had subsided in the last ten minutes somewhat, began to pour buckets. The steady drizzle came down in torrents as he pulled the truck to a stop. He suggested to Levi what he should do. During that brief moment the two men exchanged sentences, the rest of the Boone family poured through the front door, led by Sarah and followed by Carly and the kids.
Chapman quickly exited the truck to approach his mother. Levi did the same. Off in the distance, the sound of the four-wheeler could be heard approaching at a high rate of speed. Because Kristi wasn’t present, he assumed she was out on patrol.
Levi raced into Carly’s arms and the two of them fell onto the sopping wet ground. Tears of joy flowed as the kids joined in. While Levi’s family enjoyed a tear-filled reunion, Chapman joined hands with Isabella and paused.
That brief moment in time, lasting less than five seconds, was all it took to zap the hope out of his mother.
Sarah stopped dead in her tracks and covered her mouth with both hands. Her long hair was soaked, strands drooping on her shoulders and over her face. Chapman stepped forward and held his hands out toward his mother. His body language, his facial expression, his tears mixed with rain spoke volumes.
Sarah Boone wailed. It was a bloodcurdling, sorrowful shout at the heavens that only a wife who’d lost a husband could emit. She dropped to her knees with her mouth open. Her angst was so deep, nothing came out now.
Chapman lost all sense of how he’d planned to soften the blow. He, too, was overcome with grief as he rushed to her side. He could barely hear Carly questioning Levi about Squire’s whereabouts. He tried to delay his response, but it didn’t work. Soon, the entire family was spread about the muddy front lawn, crying in agony.
When Tommy and Kristi arrived, she raced out of the four-wheeler and ran past Isabella, who stood awkwardly alone, washed by the truck’s headlights. Kristi heard the agony that her family was going through, and in her haste, she fell down, sliding through the mud until she reached her mother.
For several minutes, in between sobs, Chapman and Levi explained what had happened to Squire. Questions were asked, for which there were no answers, only suppositions. Everyone questioned God as to how He could let this happen. Why would He allow the beloved patriarch of the Boone family to die?
The only response they got was moisture from the heavens.
Tommy approached Isabella and introduced himself. She was crying and he hugged her with one arm.
“I feel terrible for them,” she began through her own tears. “It was so sudden and unexpected.”
Tommy stayed strong. He used his experience from losing his father to speak. “I understand that you and I have only been a part of this family for a short time, but we have to try to help them. Let’s start by trying to get everyone out of the rain.”
Isabella nodded and added, “Levi is home, too. I do not think his mother is aware of this yet. Perhaps that will ease her pain.”
Tommy agreed. “Will you speak with Carly? I’ll try to convince Sarah and Kristi to come inside.”
“Oui.”
The newcomers to the Boone family were empathetic as they softly encouraged the two groups to come inside. Tommy was effective in distracting Sarah from her angst as she immediately broke away from Kristi and Chapman to embrace Levi.
“Son, I couldn’t have lost you, too. Thank God they found you!”
The two hugged each other as they carefully tromped through the muddy grounds. The months of dried, hardened soil had succumbed to the deluge of water. The entire front of the Boones’ home resembled a pigpen rather than a lawn.
Once inside, Chapman enlisted Tommy and Isabella’s help to find blankets and towels to dry everyone off while he made coffee on the cast-iron stove. As the coffee brewed, he put together a fire with what was left of the dry wood inside the house. As it crackled to life, he considered the difficulties this heavy rain would put on their family, in addition to the loss of his father.
Levi explained to Kristi, Carly and his mother what had happened to him. Chapman was proud of his younger brother for keeping it simple and avoiding the worst details of his journey.
While they were speaking, Chapman walked back and forth between the living room and the kitchen, nervously trying to keep busy to avoid becoming emotional again. He looked at himself as the proverbial man of the house, although it was really Levi who knew the most about the operations of Riverfront Farms.
Chapman saw the challenges they’d be facing from a much larger perspective. The waters all around them were rising rapidly. While conventional climatological wisdom dictated the rivers and creek levels would drop when the rain stopped, Chapman believed in his gut there was more to this than a sudden cloud outburst.
The river had behaved strangely before the rain started. When he’d noticed it flowing backwards, with a corresponding sudden rise in elevation despite the lack of rain, he surmised the pole shift was having a dramatic impact on the planet.
Now he was certain it was.
 



Chapter 25
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Carly was finally able to get the kids to bed with the assistance of Levi, who was glad to take a bath, albeit lukewarm. He and his wife discussed what had really happened to Levi with his friends in the wilderness, as well as his subsequent travails on the way home. She broke down crying when she thought of how close to death he’d been on several occasions.
Kristi and Chapman helped their mother to bed, and she agreed to take an extra dose of her medication designed to calm her anxiety. One of the side effects was drowsiness, which they hoped would help her sleep.
It didn’t, at first.
Sarah tossed and turned, thinking about Squire. As if she were watching a home movie of their life together, she replayed all of the momentous occasions they’d shared, from meeting to their first kiss, marriage, babies, and working the farm side by side. She thought it would never end.
But it did.
After crying and laughing alone in the dark and reminiscing about their love, she finally drifted off to sleep, comforted in knowing that he was with God now, and her entire family, plus a couple of new additions, were home safe and sound.
Meanwhile, after the fire burned out, Chapman and Kristi, together with their new significant others, shared a bottle of Knob Creek single-barrel whiskey, which had been given to Squire for his sixtieth birthday. Chapman and Kristi had driven down to the distillery in Kentucky and created a personalized label with his name on it. They’d presented it to him as a family on the morning of his birthday. Then, because Squire wasn’t one to take a day off, he’d ventured out into the orchards to check on the spring growth.
That was the kind of man he was. Always focused on providing for his family. Never sitting still when one of them was in need. And now, the man they’d all relied upon since they were born was gone.
Eventually, the liquor loosened up the group, and they took a moment to recall some of the funnier family memories for the benefit of Isabella and Tommy. The four got along well on this first get-together, and it was obvious they’d not only be friends but, eventually, true family.
Chapman was about to discuss the matter of Squire’s burial when Kristi interrupted him. “Something else happened that you need to know about.”
“That sounds ominous,” said Chapman.
“Well, Mom is downplaying it, but I don’t think we should.”
“What is it?”
“Randy drove to the house with a deputy, a druggie, according to Carly, who is now a deputy somehow. Anyway, they served a letter on Mom, ostensibly to be delivered to Dad. It was a declaration of default on Dad’s bank loan to Billy’s bank.”
“Jeez, really? What a pile of shit!” Chapman raised his voice.
“Shhh,” his sister admonished. “Listen, my reaction was exactly the same. Before we talk about the ramifications of what this means, let’s talk about how we’re gonna deal with Levi on this.”
“Levi?” asked Isabella.
“Yes,” Kristi continued. “According to Mom, he holds some guilt because he believes Dad bought these adjacent farms for him to run in the future. If it wasn’t for that, the family wouldn’t owe Billy’s bank anything.”
“That’s not the case, though,” said Chapman.
“We both agree, as does Mom, but Levi…” Her voice trailed off. “You know how he can be. He takes things really hard and tends to carry the whole burden on his shoulders.”
“Just like Dad,” said Chapman as he shook his head.
“Exactly, only Levi has a temper. I don’t know if we’ll be able to control him when he finds out.”
Chapman rolled his head and neck around his shoulders to relieve some tension. The bottle of whiskey was nearing the bottom, and with this news, he considered opening another one.
“If he finds out, and we didn’t tell him, it’ll be much worse,” added Chapman.
Tommy sat on the edge of the sofa and spoke in a hushed tone. “Maybe I can help? My father was an attorney and a pretty good one. Now, that certainly doesn’t make me a lawyer, but I was around legal speak all my life. Certain basics did rub off on me just by eavesdropping on conversations or having him explain legal principles to me when he tried to steer me toward law school instead of zoology.”
“What are you thinking?” asked Chapman.
“Well, a lot of the law really is just common-sense dispute resolution. Two parties get their hackles up, convince themselves they’re absolutely right, and then they hire attorneys to fight a battle that could’ve been resolved by simply hashing it out.”
“Tommy, I don’t know how much Kristi may have told you about Bully Billy or the ongoing tiff between our two families, but the Clarks don’t hash anything out. They’d rather die than compromise.”
“Which is exactly what Levi will say, and then probably act upon,” interjected Kristi.
“Oh, I get it. I was born and raised in Chicago, the land of crooked politicians, mafia wars, and gangbangers. I’m not suggesting a sit-down or resolution with the bank. I’m thinking along the lines of downplaying the legal threat to Levi so he doesn’t overreact.”
Kristi sighed and finished her drink. She picked up the bottle of Knob Creek and offered it to both Tommy and Isabella, who declined. She split the last of the whiskey with her brother.
“Okay,” said Chapman. “I can sign off on that. He’s volatile right now. Anything you can do to downplay the bank’s actual ability to move forward would be great.”
Tommy continued. “To me, like I said, it’s just common sense. A borrower can’t pay a note without access to their bank accounts. A bank can’t enforce a note without access to the courts. With the power grid down, none of those two things can take place for a while. Now, it might just be forestalling the inevitable. I don’t know anything about the family’s financial situation.”
“Sadly, I don’t either,” said Kristi. “Dad always played that stuff close to the vest.”
Chapman shook his head and stared at his glass, which was now empty. “Kinda like his health, huh?”
The group grew silent for a moment until Kristi spoke up. “We need to bury him tomorrow. Fortunately, temps have dropped with the rain, but his body is probably decomposing a little faster now.”
“Does your family have a graveyard on the farm?” asked Isabella.
“No, but close by,” said Chapman. “Technically it’s property owned by the state, but under the circumstances, I don’t think they’ll object if we lay Dad to rest there. What do you think, Kristi?”
“Absolutely. Who would possibly object?”
 



Chapter 26
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Morning came to Riverfront Farms. Everyone stirred awake to the sound of rain and the absence of Squire. It was one of those mornings in which you just wanted to lie in bed and will the sadness out of your mind. No matter how hard you tried, the despair creeped right back in again.
Chapman was the first to venture downstairs to the kitchen. Even Jesse and Rachel stayed in their rooms despite the fact they usually joined their grandmother to get the coffee started and to make breakfast.
Dawn had arrived, but Chapman couldn’t see the sun. It was raining steadily and the low cloud cover blocked the sun’s rays from providing much light. After entering the kitchen, he immediately noticed a single candle burning in the middle of the kitchen table. The wax in the center of the pillar candle was hot and liquefied, indicating it had been lit some time ago.
Whoever was awake hadn’t bothered to start the stove to get coffee brewing, nor had they pulled open the curtains, as had been their practice since the power outage. Puzzled, he ventured down the hallway to check the doors to the guest rooms, thinking Tommy might have risen early. He placed his ear to the solid wood door and heard Kristi’s new friend sawing logs. The late night of whiskey brought a hefty snore out of the most athletic of men.
Chapman found his way in the darkened hallway to his parents’ room. He paused at the door. Now the room belonged to his mother. She was alone except for her children. They’d have to rally around her today, as she’d need their strength to bury her husband.
The door was slightly ajar, but out of respect, he tapped gently with his knuckles anyway.
“Mom, are you awake?” he whispered.
Chapman waited for her to respond. He tapped again, but this time he pushed the door open to see whether she was still asleep.
Her bed was empty. He stuck his head inside and didn’t see any candles burning. He called her name out again.
“Where is she?” he muttered under his breath.
Chapman suddenly became concerned. He wasn’t sure how she’d handle his father’s death, and he silently chastised himself for not making sure she had someone watching over her at all times. Although he wasn’t completely aware of the anxiety issues she’d experienced over the last few years, he had seen a change in her demeanor during his last extended visit to the farm at Christmas. At the time, he’d shrugged it off to the pressures of the holiday season, which seemed to beset all of America during the last couple of months of the year.
He hustled back to the kitchen to check for any clues that she’d made herself breakfast. There was nothing there except the single candle. He set it on a pewter plate to avoid it making contact with the wooden table in case it burned to the base before anyone else woke up.
He wandered into the living area and noticed that her rain parka was missing from the wall hooks near the front door. Everyone’s shoes and jackets were piled together, reminiscent of January, when the Indiana snows dictated lots of outerwear. Now the nonstop rain required similar gear.
Chapman was still pulling on his jacket when he emerged on the porch. The skies were lighter now, and despite the low visibility, he was still able to see up the hill toward one of the barns. That was when he saw her standing alone in the rain.
When his parents were married and his mom first moved to the farm with his dad, they planted a solitary apple tree on the slight hill overlooking the house and the rest of the farm. It had been cared for over the many years of their marriage and would likely live to eighty-plus years.
Chapman pulled the parka hood over his head and began to slosh through the water puddles up the hill. The apple tree stood tall in the background, just barely visible in the dim light, stretching a single limb toward his mom as if it wanted to give her a hug. Her silhouette was perfectly still against the gray sky, staring at the tree she’d nurtured with her husband, just as they’d cared for this farm and their children.
He approached her slowly, respectful of the peace and solitude she so desperately needed. Without saying a word, he joined her side. He did what the tree couldn’t. Chapman wrapped his arm around his mom’s shoulder and gave her a gentle hug.
She looked up to his face with her tired and sad eyes. She managed a smile; the wrinkles caused by years of working in the sun filled her face. She wasn’t crying although her face was covered with moisture.
Sarah chuckled and looked toward the sky, squinting her eyes to prevent the steady rain from flooding them. “You know, we can’t choose what life throws at us, but we can choose how we react to it. That’s what defines us as human beings.”
Chapman wanted to encourage his mother to let out her feelings, so he didn’t interrupt, hoping she’d explain her thoughts.
She did and subconsciously rubbed her wedding ring with her thumb as she spoke. “Your dad and I lived a fairly safe life, if you know what I mean. We weren’t risk takers like so many others our age. I watched some of our friends from school venture out of our community to climb the corporate ladder of success or grab the so-called brass ring. Some of them made it, if you call a bigger house and a fancier car making it. Others burned themselves out, experienced failed marriages and broken families. To each their own, right?”
“Right,” Chapman replied softly.
“He and I were content growing our apples, raising you beautiful children, and eventually bouncing some grandbabies on our knees. We made a home together, although it was one that had been in the Boone family for centuries. We made it ours and we were proud of what we’d accomplished.”
Chapman took a turn to speak. “I couldn’t have asked for better parents. You always encouraged me in anything I wanted to do, even when you disapproved.”
She laughed again. “Like chasing tornados? Yeah, I didn’t like that one bit, nor did your father.”
“Really?” Chapman seemed surprised at her statement. “He was always excited to hear the details when I returned home.”
“It was his way of interrogating you, son. It was a technique he perfected on your sister when she started dating in high school. He pretended to be genuinely interested in how every minute of her dates went when, in reality, he was searching her answers and demeanor to identify holes in her story.”
“He didn’t trust her?”
“Oh, no. He trusted Kristi. It was the boys he didn’t trust. He’d always remind me that he was a teenage boy once, and he remembered what went through his mind.”
Chapman laughed and pointed at the tree. “You guys carved your initials in the tree, but the bark grew over it.”
“Yeah, that happened many years ago. It was kinda symbolic of how a marriage evolves. As you grow comfortable with one another, the love you share kinda falls under the surface, but it’s always there. The bark of this apple tree represents its life and the protection it needs to survive. This farm, and the family we have, acts like our bark.”
“Boone bark,” said Chapman with a smile.
“There you have it,” his mom added. “When this is all over, you and Isabella can start a new business here at the farm—Boone bark. I don’t know what that will be exactly, but it has a nice ring to it.”
Chapman gave his mom a big hug this time. She was gonna be all right. The rain picked up and he tried to lure her away from the tree to head for the house.
She resisted as she continued to speak by reciting a Bible verse in the Book of Genesis. “Seven days from now I will send rain on the Earth for forty days and forty nights, and I will wipe from the face of the Earth every living creature I have made.”
Despite the fact Chapman had been raised in the church as a child, once he went off to college and became scientific-minded, he’d strayed from his Christian beliefs. He recalled the verse related to Noah and the building of the Ark.
Sarah continued. “God gave Noah a week to build the ark and get everything inside he would need during His coming wrath. No matter how you interpret it, the intent was to eliminate the human race except for Noah and his family.”
Chapman gulped and decided to tread carefully. He wanted to listen to his mother and be supportive, but he also wanted to keep her mind based on reality. “That would take a lot of rain, Mom.”
She laughed and held her cupped hands out to allow the rain to puddle in them. Then she symbolically drank the rainwater. “Son, it hasn’t stopped raining in four days. Not a single moment. I know you understand climate and weather, but I know farming. Droughts happen for days on end. That’s a given. But I can’t recall seeing a nonstop downpour over four days in a row in, well, as far back as I can remember.”
Chapman searched his memory for an example and couldn’t immediately think of one either although he was sure it hadn’t happened in Indiana before. “I’d give anything to be able to pick up the phone and call the Weather Center in Atlanta, but nobody would be there to pick up the call.”
“It wouldn’t matter, son. This is different.”
“Nah, Mom. It’ll let up eventually.”
She glanced up at the sky again, furrowed her brow, and then looked her son in the eye. “Not this time, and I think you know it.”
 



Chapter 27
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
The Boone family solemnly went about the process of planning a funeral on short notice without the aid of modern communications. Chapman was dispatched to Squire Boone Caverns to check on accessibility to the grave site. The cavern tour portion of the attraction wasn’t as secured as some of the structures like the gift shop, the candle and soap cabins, or the zipline cabin. Chapman determined he could gain access without causing damage to the property, sufficient enough for everyone to gather nearby during the burial.
Levi wanted to carve a headstone out of a slab of a hickory tree he’d cut in the spring while stockpiling seasoned firewood. He’d left several of the larger parts of the trunk to make tables for the barns and cabins on Riverfront Farms. He hustled off after he had breakfast to get started on the task, which was a relief to Chapman and Kristi, who didn’t want to address the issue of the bank’s demand letter.
Kristi and Tommy drove to the farms closest to the Boones’ home and shared the bad news with the family’s longtime friends. After accepting their condolences and promises to spread the news about the funeral, the duo moved on to the next location until they finished their morning in New Amsterdam.
By early afternoon, everyone but Levi had gathered in the living room to talk about the funeral.
Chapman pulled Carly aside and spoke to her about his brother. “How’s he holding up?”
Carly shrugged; the frown on her face spoke volumes. “Better than I am, to be honest. Maybe it’s because he came to grips with it on the way back from Fort Wayne.”
Chapman wasn’t so sure. “Yeah, maybe. It does seem like his mood swings are a new thing. He wasn’t really like that before…” Chapman’s voice trailed off. He wasn’t sure what Carly had been told about Canada and the trip back toward Indiana.
She stood a little taller and faced Chapman. “Do you mean before his father’s death or before he almost died half a dozen times getting home to his family?” Her tone was bitter.
Chapman lowered his head and kicked aimlessly at a dust bunny at his feet. “He told you what happened? He wasn’t sure he was going to.”
“I mean, I think he was completely honest. If he wasn’t, god knows what he left out.”
“Okay,” began Chapman. “He’s had a lot to deal with, and I guess that accounts for his changed moods.”
Carly shook her head side to side as she spoke. “You’ve been away most of the time for the last several years. To be honest, Levi is more like your mom and dad than either you or Kristi. He loves the Boones’ love of the land and adventure. He inherited your mother’s strong will and, believe it or not, her anxiety.”
“Really?” Chapman was surprised by this.
She nodded. “In the last several years, I’ve caught him waking up with cold sweats. Sometimes, he has intense dreams, causing him to thrash about and moan. When I wake him, he doesn’t remember what he was dreaming about.”
Chapman took a deep breath and hesitated before he asked the next question. “Carly, I have to ask. Are the two of you, um, you know, okay?”
“Come on, Chapman. Yes, we’re okay. Better than okay. I really think he consumed himself with taking care of this farm. Sure, Dad still ran things, but Levi could tell he was being groomed to take over one day, especially since you and Kristi had moved on.”
Chapman bristled at her implication. “We didn’t move on. We pursued careers, that’s all. Levi could’ve done the same.” He stopped and caught himself before he went further. He and Kristi both agreed Levi’s relationship with Carly had doomed any prospects of college or a life away from the farm.
She appeared sad and started to walk away before Chapman gently reached for her arm.
“Listen, there’s no need to have this kind of conversation on this day, or any other. We all love each other as a family, and we’ve never acknowledged any type of hierarchy. We all have our own strengths and contributions, especially going forward. In case you haven’t noticed, there isn’t a Weather Channel right now, and all of the animals at the zoo ran off. Kristi and I are unemployed, basically, with new friends to add to the mix. We’ve got to stick together to survive what’s yet to come.”
“What exactly does that look like?” asked Carly, who managed a smile. “Pioneer days?”
“Maybe. Only time will tell. In the short term, I think we have another threat to deal with, and that’s Bully Billy.”
Carly raised her eyebrows and nodded. She glanced toward the living room and the foyer to ensure Levi hadn’t returned. “I’ve told him nothing about what happened with Randy and that meth-head deputy. Levi would lose his mind if he knew about that.”
“Yeah, we talked about it last night, and we kinda have a plan to break it to him easy-like. With him off working on Dad’s gravestone, we’ve managed to avoid the issue. After the funeral, however, we’re all gonna have to sit down and talk about what to do.”
Suddenly, the door swung open, catching everyone’s attention. Levi stood on the porch with his father’s grave marker held against his chest. It smelled of hickory and burnt wood from where he’d used a propane torch to etch his father’s name into it.
The dramatic entrance caused the family to cry again.
 



Chapter 28
Cedar Glade
Billy Clark’s Residence
Corydon, Indiana
 
The rains continued with no signs of letting up. Joella Clark was now on the FEMA Region V distribution list. Each day, the FEMA Daily Operations Briefing was hand delivered by a series of couriers dispatched from Chicago throughout the five-state area that included Illinois, Indiana, Minnesota, Ohio, and Wisconsin. The dispatch was only her second since taking over the reins of Corydon, and according to the courier, it would be her last for some time.
The briefing was divided into sections, including significant incidents and threats, severe weather warnings, and space weather. This particular report was dominated by the ramifications of the incoming solar storms and the geostorms expected to engulf much of the planet.
After reading it with her morning coffee, she summoned one of the deputies assigned to guard her and told him to get the car ready. She needed him to notify Sheriff Clark to meet her at Billy’s house immediately.
Thirty minutes later, after fighting the growing crowd that surrounded both her and Billy’s homes each day despite the inclement weather, Joella was reviewing the daily briefing while her brothers read over her shoulder.
“Okay, I understand about this Faraday cage business,” said Billy, who wandered away from his desk to watch Indian Creek continue to encroach upon his backyard. He pressed his face against the window to look at his elevated foundation, wondering if the creek would rise high enough to flood his house. He shrugged and turned back to his siblings. “In fact, before the power plug was pulled, I researched whether a bank vault might be able to act as a shield for electronics during these solar events. Ours is as old as the bank. It’s not the new kind of vault made of solid steel. Now, that would be sweet. However, it was built with interlaced rebar and poured solid with concrete, at least as far as the plans show.”
“It’s the best we’ve got,” said Randy. “The question is what do we put it in it?”
Joella shrugged and began to reel off some common-sense electronic devices. “Laptops, two-way radios, cell phones, desktop computers, and ham radios.”
“How about medical equipment?” asked Billy. “Imagine if we’re the only town for miles that has functioning operating room gizmos. We could charge a fortune for basic treatments!”
Joella shook her head. “You really suck, you know it?”
“You know I’m right, Jo.”
She chuckled. “It is a good idea but for the wrong reasons. Anyway, Randy, can you assign a deputy to get with the clinic and transport as many of their medical devices as possible to the bank?”
“Well, hold on, Jo,” said Billy, holding his hands up to chest height. “Shouldn’t the bank receive some kind of remuneration from the city or FEMA for, you know, storage fees?”
Joella leaned back in Billy’s desk chair and swiveled slightly. She seemed to be channeling her pompous brother as she spoke. “Do you want me to seize the bank under the powers granted by the martial law declaration?”
“You can’t do that!” he protested.
“Watch me!” A hollow threat, but nonetheless effective.
Billy thought for a moment and then acquiesced. “Okay, fine. But the bank will be submitting its reasonable bill for storage.” He emphasized the word reasonable, which could easily be translated to hold onto your wallet.
“Good,” continued Joella. “We need to move quickly. Supposedly, some parts of the Northern Hemisphere are already feeling the impact of the geomagnetic storms. We can’t avoid them, so we need to prepare.”
“When?” asked Randy.
“This afternoon and thereafter. Possibly for days.”
Randy left the room and headed for the front door to summon one of his deputies. When he opened it, the sound of the local Corydon residents complaining about the Clarks’ heavy-handed treatment seeped into the house.
Billy heard it and turned to his sister. “Why can’t we cordon off the area, or whatever, to get these idiots away from my house?”
“As long as they stay up on the road, they’re on public property,” replied Joella. She glanced outside at the rain.
“Yeah, and what about this damned rain? This house is old, and I’m not sure the foundation can handle the creek flooding the basement.”
“Billy, the weather’s nuts all over. They had a blizzard along coastal Carolina the other day. The worst of it seems to be all the flooding. The levies in New Orleans have broken, so much of the city is underwater. Some of the cities along the lower Mississippi River, like Biloxi and Memphis, are being evacuated.”
Randy returned to the room and interrupted their conversation. “Okay, my people are on it. Jo, I’ll have your deputy take you to the city and retrieve all of the computers that you need. Billy, you’ll need to meet us at the bank. My guys will help you move whatever electronics you want stored as well. All of this needs to be wrapped up by early afternoon.”
“Why? ’Cause of the solar storm thing?” asked Billy.
“Uh, no. Because I’m told they’re gonna bury Squire Boone later this afternoon. I think we should be there, don’t you?”
Billy let out a hearty laugh. “I like the way you think, Sheriff!”
 



Chapter 29
ALMA
Atacama, Chile
 
Dr. Allie McKeon had instructed her JAO team to go home. By home, she meant all the way home, not just to their temporary housing in the nearby towns beyond the Atacama Desert in the Chilean mountains. Only three of nine complied with her request. It was hard for her to punish their insubordination. If she were in their shoes, she’d want a front-row seat to one of the greatest catastrophic events to befall modern man.
They were tracking the waves of solar matter intruding Earth’s weakened atmosphere, like deep ocean detection buoys following the progress of a tsunami. The geostorms struck the planet with varied degrees of intensity and in locations that allowed them to have inconsistent, unpredictable impacts.
Earth’s magnetosphere was under assault. The initial solar winds punched the planet in the gut while the trailing blast of heat energy from the coronal mass ejections erupting from the solar disk knocked the Northern Hemisphere to its knees. Dr. McKeon continued to receive reports from her team, as well as data from similar observatories around the world, at least those that were still operating.
Like a punch-drunk boxer unable to admit defeat, Mother Earth stood there and took blow after blow. Not sucker punches or a sneaky left hook to her blindside. This was nothing short of a pummeling, with each strike hitting the Earth square in the jaw when her defenses were at their weakest.
Dr. McKeon notified NORAD at Cheyenne Mountain about what to expect. These geostorms were going to come in rapid succession, so the Northern Hemisphere would not be spared. Although none of them registered in strength and intensity as the Impactor, the name given to the strongest solar storm known to man, the Carrington Event of 1859, the devastation wrought would be unprecedented due to the weakened magnetosphere and the planet’s reliance upon modern technology.
The first active region produced a low-level X-class flare that had just hit Europe near her homeland, Great Britain. Based upon the JAO’s calculations, the Korean Peninsula and Japan would be next.
What these first two coronal mass ejections did was plow a road through space, allowing the solar winds to race across the void unimpeded.
The next active region on the solar disk produced the largest coronal mass ejection of the cycle. In just hours, North America would bear the brunt of this massive geomagnetic storm. Its highly charged particles would spread through the ionosphere and affect Canada, Mexico and much of Central America as well.
No part of the hemisphere would be spared, and some regions at high altitudes, where the magnetosphere was particularly weak, would be subjected to deadly solar radiation strong enough to blister exposed skin.
“Dr. McKeon.” A member of the JAO team interrupted her thoughts. “There’s a call for you. It’s from the White House.”
“Are you sure?” she asked, highly skeptical that they would not follow normal communications protocols.
“I guess. She sounds official, anyway. She claims to be the president’s chief of staff.”
Dr. McKeon stood to adjust her clothes and hair although the phone call was not a video conference. She approached the young woman’s desk and picked up the receiver.
“This is Dr. Allie McKeon. How may I help you?”
She listened for a moment, nodding as the caller gave her instructions. As she listened, she cradled the headset between her chin and shoulder, then motioned to her assistant with her hands to provide a pen and a notepad.
She quickly made notes and wrote down the person’s secured phone number.
“You do understand that in just a matter of hours, I will not be able to call you back. I don’t know if the SWPC in Boulder has informed you, but the United States will be feeling the effects of this geostorm at any time.”
She listened again, nodding as the other party spoke.
“But the prediction models can’t pinpoint a time of impact as you request. We can provide time ranges, and both the ESA and the SWPC have that data. There is nothing new to update on our end.”
She paused to listen. “Um-hum. Yes. I suppose that would be an option. Yes, of course. I’ll have my team get on it right away.”
She stopped again and leaned back in her chair. She looked toward the ceiling and sighed. “Of course. We will be discreet. Thirty minutes? Well, I suppose that’s possible. Um. Okay. Well, bye.”
Dr. McKeon set the pad on the table and hung up the phone. She slowly rolled the pen through her fingers from her pinky to her index finger.
“What did she want?” asked the young woman who took the call, obviously ignoring the request for discretion.
Dr. McKeon hesitated and looked at her watch. Her deadline was already coming at her like a freight train. Then she responded, “The White House wants us to provide them a space weather report for the Southern Hemisphere, with a particular emphasis on South America and the South Pacific. Also, they want us to calculate a proposed flight path for a jet to depart Arlington, Virginia, for New Zealand, one that would not be impacted by the coming geomagnetic storms.”
“New Zealand? Why there?” one of her aides asked.
The head of ALMA shrugged. She didn’t work for the United States, much less the White House itself. However, when the president’s chief of staff made a direct request, despite being highly unusual, she was not one to question their purpose.
“She used words like top secret, discretion, and need to know. They’re looking for an answer within thirty minutes.”
Her assistant quipped, “Well, somebody seems to be in a hurry.”
 



Chapter 30
Squire Boone Caverns
Mauckport, Indiana
 
They say if rain falls during a funeral, the dearly departed will go to heaven. Sarah Boone didn’t expect Squire’s ticket through the pearly gates would need the assistance of the continuous downpour that had besieged Southeast Indiana. Her husband had been a good and honorable man, a loving husband, and a proud dad.
Squire’s untimely and unexpected death had struck the family hard, but their Boone DNA prevented them from succumbing to the despair. Squire needed to be buried without all the pomp and circumstance associated with modern-day funeral services, such as the viewing of the body, visitation at the family’s home, ceremonies and then the burial, followed by a reception.
This was the beginning of a new era in the history of the world, one that harkened back to the days of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in America. Grief was more than just an emotion during those times, it was a way of life. When the Boone family was known for their exploring and developing of new settlements, the threats they faced were many. From brutal battles with Indians to deadly disease, life expectancy was much lower than it was at the time of Squire’s death.
The world had become spoiled by the wonders of medicine to the point many people took their health for granted because they were certain doctors and hospitals would be there to save them in the event of a catastrophic illness. They relied upon one basic assumption—electricity would be available to power the intricate medical devices required to perform the so-called miracles of modern medicine.
The power to save Squire’s life had been taken away from him at a critical time, resulting in his death. The reason for his death left the Boone family bitter, yet they managed to put their anger aside that afternoon in order to provide their patriarch a proper burial. By day’s end, all of that pent-up animus would boil over, however.
“Mom, Mr. Gehlbach is here to see you,” announced Kristi as she returned from New Amsterdam. Word of Squire’s death had traveled quickly throughout the southern half of Harrison County. When Allen Edmund learned of the circumstances and the need for urgency, he’d traveled into town to locate the longtime friend of Squire.
“Oh?” Sarah was surprised by her visitor. “I’m not really dressed or ready to see anyone.”
Kristi approached her mother, who was alone in her bedroom, sitting in front of her dresser, where she was supposed to be getting ready for the burial. She knelt down on one knee and looked her mom in the eyes. “He’s here to help with Dad’s burial. He promised he wouldn’t be long.”
Sarah reluctantly acquiesced. As promised, the well-known funeral director visited with Sarah for just a moment. He offered to take one of Squire’s suits and properly prepare him for burial. He was driving his Cadillac hearse, had a casket picked out, and some of the tools of a mortician’s trade to prepare the decomposing body the best he could away from his funeral home.
An hour later, Mr. Gehlbach had finished his work, and the family followed the hearse to Squire Boone Caverns. As the procession arrived, Sarah was surprised to see so many people had already gathered there in the pouring rain. Some were huddled on the front porches of the pioneer-styled cabins located throughout the tourist destination. Others stood at the top of the rise, holding umbrellas, waiting for the family to arrive with Squire.
They’d told people to gather at the grave site around five o’clock that afternoon. When their friends learned of Squire’s death, they came early by all manner of transportation. Mostly, they walked. Gasoline was a precious commodity, and a few were concerned about the possible effects of the solar storms on their vehicles. So, despite the heavy rain, out of respect, nearly a hundred locals found a way to be there.
Genealogy, the process of researching a family tree, had become a popular hobby with the advent of the internet. Search engines and websites made it easier to learn and research. Private and public record databases were infinitely accessible, available day or night, and able to be supplemented with familial updates.
People yearned to learn about who came before them and whether their pedigree was unique or somehow extraordinary. The desire to search their family history was about more than learning names, dates, and places. People wanted to know about the lives of their ancestors—what made them who they were, and the trying times they endured.
The Boone family didn’t have to go through the machinations of internet searches and visitations to grave sites. Historians did the work for them, and their history could be traced directly to Squire Boone Caverns.
The cave had been discovered by Daniel Boone and his brother Squire in 1790 when they were on the run from a band of hostile Indians. They found a hole beneath a rock, which led deep into the caverns. Once the attack had abated, the Boone brothers paused to admire the rolling hills and valleys that stretched along the Ohio River. Because the caverns saved their lives, Squire considered them to be holy ground and ultimately settled in the area with his wife, Sarah, four sons, and eventually their families. Now, his namesake would be buried by his side, with his loving wife, Sarah, saying her goodbyes.
After the Boone family settled along the Ohio River in 1808, they built a grist mill on the site where the cavern tourist exhibit existed. Squire Boone—who’d already become known throughout Indiana, Kentucky, and Tennessee—soon came to national prominence as an explorer and statesman.
When he died in 1815 of heart failure, he was buried in a small pit cave on the side of a hill. Over time, relic hunters and grave robbers began taking parts of his original coffin and remains to sell to antiquity collectors. In 1973, when the property was sold by the Boone family to the State of Indiana to make it a historical site, his remains were placed into a new coffin and relocated inside the protected part of the caverns to become part of the historic tour.
Sarah and her children were the first to exit their vehicle when the procession of four cars arrived from Riverfront Farms. They walked arm in arm up the hill, followed by Carly and the grandchildren. Tommy and Isabella, the new additions to the family, brought up the rear.
Folks stepped into the rain to greet them and pay their condolences. It took twenty minutes to walk up the hill, barely a quarter of a mile from where they had parked. Condolences were given and offers of support were abundant.
Men in denim overalls and rain gear stood waiting for the family to arrive. They held shovels and steel-tooth rakes. Some waited with umbrellas to hold for the family during the burial. Six others waited until the Boones were settled in front of the grave site before they returned to the parking lot to assist Mr. Gehlbach.
They were some of the Boone family’s closest and dearest friends. Fellow farmers and orchard growers who’d lived along the river for generations. They were the pallbearers. They would carry Squire’s body to its final resting place near his famous ancestor.
 



Chapter 31
Squire Boone Caverns
Mauckport, Indiana
 
As everyone gathered around the comparatively shallow grave, which was starting to fill with rainwater, Chapman considered the fact he’d only attended one funeral, his grandfather’s, when he was a freshman in college. He loved his granddaddy, but he hated the concept of funerals.
Truthfully, nobody likes funerals. Yet we attend them to pay our respects to the family and to honor the departed loved one. Squire had died without a will. He didn’t even have a list of suggestions on how he wanted his burial handled. He wasn’t naïve about death. He just didn’t think it would happen anytime soon.
Squire was wrong, and now, with the help of his friends and neighbors, his casket was being gently lowered into the muddy grave.
Sarah began to sob as she caught her last glimpse of his body, although hidden from sight. He’d been the glue that held their family together, a patriarch in the truest sense. As a provider, he was incomparable. He worked tirelessly in the orchards, up with the roosters and down with the setting sun.
Chapman hugged his Mom. She sniffled and tried to suppress her tears. “He’s with God now, son. He’ll be watching over us and guiding our family through these troubled times.”
Her words struck Chapman as odd. They implied she was concerned about external factors affecting their family, not simply the loss of her husband. Whether it be facing the prospect of life without electricity, the incessant rain, or the vile methods employed by Bully Billy, it upset Chapman that his mother couldn’t grieve the death of her husband without worrying about how she was supposed to survive without him.
He looked down into her eyes and provided a slight nod coupled with a comforting smile. Chapman intended to stand by her side as he delivered a brief eulogy. She patted him on the arm and gave him an encouraging nod. She was indicating she had the strength to continue with him by her side.
Chapman turned to Kristi and Levi, making eye contact with both as a signal for them to join by his side as he spoke. The four of them stood arm and arm again, overlooking Squire’s grave and facing the throng of people who unselfishly came to say goodbye to a dear friend.
“Everyone, as a family, and as a community, we’ve suffered a terrible loss with the death of my father. I know Dad would be honored you’ve all come here today to say goodbye, but it doesn’t mean we’re saying goodbye forever.”
Chapman paused and took a slight step forward to look down at his father’s casket. He fought back the tears, but the emotion poured out of him as he spoke. “Dad, we’re simply saying we’ll miss you, until we meet again.
“We Boones have a pioneer spirit about us. I suspect there’ll be trails and woods alike to explore. Like you, and our ancestors before us, we’re grateful for this land. We depend upon it for our survival, and we’re thankful for the sacrifices you and those before you made to provide us the opportunity to live on it.”
Chapman stopped again as he got choked up. This time, it was his mother who provided comfort for him to continue. His eyes welled up in tears and immediately flooded his face, mixing with the raindrops that soaked his hair.
Sarah whispered in his ear, “It’s okay. Speak to us, and your father, from the heart.”
Chapman nodded and cleared his throat. “Dads are someone we look up to. We follow your lead. We admire your deeds. And we respect you for raising us. Most importantly, you were someone we could call on whenever we needed you.
“To say we loved you, Dad, is an understatement. I can’t imagine not having you to get help or advice from. None of us, whether family or friends, will ever be able to forget your kindness, generosity and the unconditional love you showed others.
“You’re proof that in this life, few things matter but our honor. In the short time you’ve had here, like your father, and his father before him, you’ve passed on your honor to us. It’s the thing we hold onto until we pass it along to our own children, into eternity.
“Please know, Dad, this Earth was a better place with you on it, and now, we’re all prepared to share you with those in Heaven. God bless you, Dad. We’ll always love you.”
Chapman stepped back with his brother and sister, leaving his mom alone with her husband for a moment. Sarah slowly dropped to her knees, not out of despair, but rather, to be closer to Squire. She softly whispered to him in a voice nobody could hear. They were words of love, and even humor, as she managed to laugh at one point through her tears. Sometimes, one has to use their imagination to understand the special bond people have for one another when you can’t hear them expressed aloud. Clearly, Sarah Boone loved her husband and was going to miss him by her side.
It began raining harder, not that anyone thought that was possible. Sarah rose and hugged her children and grandchildren while their neighbors quickly filled Squire’s grave with dirt. Once it was full, the men with the steel-tooth rakes raked the soil into neat furrows before spreading a combination of winter rye grass seed and Kentucky 31 fescue over his grave.
Then, with the assistance of one of the Boones’ farmhands, Levi carefully placed Squire’s hand-carved hickory gravestone above Squire’s head on the upslope. It was carefully positioned to line up with the granite marker created for his namesake, Squire Boone Jr. The hickory slab paled in comparison to the ornate granite headstone, but it honored another fallen Boone all the same.
 



Chapter 32
Squire Boone Caverns
Mauckport, Indiana
 
Over a hundred people attended Squire Boone’s funeral, and each of them stopped to say a few words to the family. The farmers who resided in south Harrison County had been part of a close-knit community for generations. There weren’t a lot of secrets, as everybody eventually knew everyone else’s business. The families shared a kinship and would be there for the Boones if needed. That’s how rural America was.
Allen Edmund was one of the last to pay his respects, and when he was finished speaking with Sarah, he pulled Chapman aside. “Listen, this may not mean anything, but I didn’t want you to be blindsided,” he began in a hushed tone of voice.
Chapman studied his eyes and asked what he was referring to.
Edmund continued. “Well, about halfway through the service, Billy Clark and his brother, along with a couple of deputies, arrived. I don’t think most folks noticed right away, as they were focused on what you were saying. Now that people are leaving, they’re starting to wonder what the Clarks are doing here.”
Chapman rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Well, they certainly weren’t invited. Have they spoken to anyone?”
“Not that I can tell,” replied Edmund. “Do you want me to go ask?”
Chapman glanced toward his family and sighed. “No. Listen, I wanna believe they’re here to pay their respects like everyone else. Surely, we can put aside our two families’ animosity for one afternoon while I bury my father. Right?”
Edmund raised his eyebrows and shrugged. Chapman patted him on the shoulder and thanked him for coming, before returning to his mother’s side. They were sharing a few words with the last of their neighbors when suddenly Levi tensed up and rushed away from the family.
“What the hell are you doin’ here?” he asked angrily as he walked right up to Billy’s portly belly. In that moment, Chapman wondered if Levi had learned of the demand letter Randy and his deputy had served upon their mother. Then he relaxed, but only somewhat. If Levi had known about the letter, Bully Billy would be flat on his back in the mud already.
“Back off, son,” said Randy as he reached for his service weapon and stepped toward Levi and Billy.
“I ain’t your son, Sheriff!” Levi yelled, sarcastically stretching out the word sheriff. “Y’all got no business bein’ here!”
Levi’s face was red and his forearm muscles tensed as he began to ball his fists. Chapman moved down the hill to diffuse the situation before Levi got himself in trouble. Unfortunately, Carly, the wildcat, beat him there.
She was five feet three, one hundred fifteen pounds soaking wet, as they say, which she was today. But she also possessed a sharp tongue and a willingness to fight anyone who crossed her family. Unlike Levi, she was aware of the letter, and perhaps she escalated the confrontation to pull him out of it. All Chapman knew was that a bad situation just got worse.
Carly ended up shoulder to shoulder with her husband and began to curse at Billy, standing on her toes in the muddy conditions to get right up in the banker’s face. She kept jabbing her finger in his chest, calling him all forms of names synonymous with human scum, before Billy had enough.
“Are you gonna let this bitch continue to assault me?” He shouted the question at his brother the sheriff.
Bully Billy never saw Levi’s punch coming. His right fist connected with the chubby jawline of the crooked banker, knocking his head back and causing Billy to lose his balance. He waved both arms in an attempt to prevent his fall, but gravity did its job. Billy landed in the mud, coating the back of his pin-striped banker-turned-councilman’s suit.
“That’s it!” yelled Randy. “Arrest this man for assault!”
The deputies moved toward Levi, who turned his body into a fighter’s stance. It was clear he was ready to take on the two men despite the fact they were armed. The deputies were two of Randy’s new recruits and were not trained in proper law enforcement procedure. As they approached Levi, they fumbled for their weapons.
“Stop it! Please, stop right now!” Sarah pleaded with Randy and the deputies. Tears were streaming down her face. “Can’t I bury my husband in peace?”
Kristi and Isabella rushed to her side and held her as she wept. A crowd had gathered around the melee, and several of the locals who had rifles slung over their shoulders, a sign of the times, now held them in front of their bodies, a sign of force that didn’t go unnoticed by the sheriff.
The deputies stopped to help Billy up, but the clumsy Clark slipped and fell onto his knees, providing a hearty chuckle to the people who’d returned to view the exchange.
He finally stood and tried to brush off his suit, hoping to regain some semblance of decorum. “Fine, kid. You got your shot in. You’re just a momma’s boy anyway. Whatever.”
Randy looked at his brother. “Anything broken?”
“Nah, it’s nothing. Now, do what we’re here to do.”
Levi stepped forward like he wasn’t done yet, but Chapman grabbed him firmly by the arm and whispered in his ear, “Not now. Not today. Okay?”
Levi tried to wrestle free, but Chapman strengthened his grip. Feeling restrained, and having calmed down somewhat, Levi relaxed and nodded.
“What are you talking about, Mr. Banker?” asked Carly, who still had smoke coming out of her ears.
Billy ignored her and nodded to his brother, who nodded back.
Randy reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded-up, multipage document. “Sarah Boone, by the authority granted to me by the County of Harrison and the State of Indiana, you are in default of your promissory note to the Bank of Corydon as secured by a deed of trust on your real property. Unless you take action to pay the balances owed to the Bank of Corydon in full, including interest, attorney fees, and other costs of collection, your property will be sold at foreclosure auction on the courthouse steps in Corydon, Harrison County, twenty-eight days from tomorrow at eleven o’clock in the morning. Govern yourself accordingly.”
He tossed the notice of foreclosure at Sarah, and it hit her in the chest. She instinctively grabbed it and stared at Randy. The scene was surreal as the Boone family, in shock at the loss of Squire, was now caught in a state of frozen animation, mouths open as a deadly silence overcame the funeral.
You could hear a pin drop amongst the sheets of rain until Levi let out a guttural yell and charged Billy headfirst. The crown of his skull struck the bully in the belly, knocking the wind out of him before he crashed to the ground.
Levi showed no mercy as he relentlessly pummeled Billy with his fists, smacking him across the face with a right, then a left, and then another right, eventually causing blood to pour from the man’s mouth.
One of the deputies attempted to grab Levi by the shirt to pull him off Billy, but Levi swung his arm around and caught the man in the groin. He immediately doubled over in pain and fell to the mud at the sheriff’s feet.
Randy tried to restore order and he pulled his weapon. But he was not alone. The sound of a dozen rifles and shotguns chambering rounds, ready to fire, stopped him in his tracks. Both he and the remaining deputy looked behind them in disbelief as they faced off against the friends and neighbors of Squire Boone. All of them were armed and gave the Clarks the kind of stare that meant don’t mess with us.
Randy looked at them and tried to take control. He placed his service weapon back in its holster and instructed his deputy to do the same. He raised both hands in a signal of surrender, in part.
“Okay. Okay. I get it. Tensions are high. Everybody, lower your weapons. We had a job to do and now it’s done. But I’ve gotta take Levi in for assault. I can’t let that pass.”
Randy turned toward his brother and the deputy, who helped each other up. Then he searched the Boone family and their friends for Levi.
During the confusion, Levi had disappeared.
 



Chapter 33
Raven Rock Mountain Complex
Liberty Township, Pennsylvania
 
Since the invention of the atomic bomb and the revelation of its destructive capability at Alamogordo, New Mexico, as part of the Manhattan Project, leaders within the United States government began to take measures to protect themselves. The Constitution laid out the basics of continuity of government as it related to lines of succession to the presidency. Our Founding Fathers never imagined a weapon so lethal the entire government could be wiped out in a matter of seconds.
To protect the nation’s senior administration officials, measures were taken, which included constructing secured facilities around the country for cabinet officials and congressional leaders to be safe in the event of an attack.
One of the early bunkers was built underground in the basement of the Greenbrier Hotel in West Virginia. As communications technology became more advanced and the size of the government grew, the need for larger, more complex facilities arose.
The Raven Rock Mountain Complex, located near the Maryland-Pennsylvania border, dated back to the days immediately following World War II when the U.S. government began to assess the damage inflicted upon Japan. Political leaders considered the consequences of their weapons technology potentially being used by the nation’s enemies to attack America.
Construction on Raven Rock began with the idea of creating a freestanding city consisting of multiple three-story buildings tucked inside a mountain. Like any small town, it had a basic infrastructure of utilities, first responders, and dining facilities, which operated twenty-four hours a day. Sleeping quarters were tight, but they had all the amenities of a studio apartment.
As the Cold War ended during the nineteen eighties, expansion and updating of the facility was set aside in favor of other forms of government spending. But then came 9/11, a wake-up call for all Americans and those within the government. In the two decades following the terrorist attack, the Raven Rock complex had been rapidly expanded and could now protect over five thousand people.
President Grant Houston had toured the facility once following a post-election victory lap to thank his supporters in Pennsylvania for helping attain victory. Raven Rock, also known as Site R, had become an underground Pentagon because of its formal designation as the Alternate National Military Command Center.
He’d been accompanied by his inner circle, those trusted advisors and senior administration officials whom he relied upon to conduct the nation’s business. There was, however, one noticeable absentee—his chief of staff, Angela O’Donnell.
During the chaotic departure from the White House, she insisted she stay behind to ensure the president had everything he needed in the way of files, staff, and computers to govern the nation for an extended period of time. As the threat of the coming geostorm grew, the Secret Service insisted the president be evacuated. He and O’Donnell snuck away to say their goodbyes and gave each other assurances they’d be together again soon.
Unfortunately for an unsuspecting president, O’Donnell’s definition of soon differed substantially from his. Rather than travelling to Andrews with the rest of the presidential support staff, O’Donnell instructed her driver to stop at Hyde Field, Washington’s Executive Airpark.
The small Learjet she’d chartered stretched the capabilities of Hyde Field, but it was only the first means of transportation she’d take to her private island getaway in New Zealand. Through contacts arranged via her stockbroker in Los Angeles, O’Donnell purchased a modest oceanfront villa on White Island, thirty miles off the coast of New Zealand near Auckland.
The circular island was sparsely inhabited, known mainly for tourism and a small contingent of scientists, who studied the cone volcano there. The waters offshore were teeming with fish, and the west side of the island contained vitamin-rich soil for farming. She envisioned a simple life with the president, just the two of them, riding out the storm and never resurfacing to public life.
She teased the prospect at first and then became more direct in pressuring him to run away with her. When the president informed her that political optics dictated his wife be brought to Raven Rock for protection, she came to the realization her dream life wasn’t going to happen, so she made her own plans. Using the windfall from the stock short sales she’d made before the power grid announcement, she purchased property and sufficient supplies to live for a dozen years in complete obscurity and safety. In the end, it didn’t work out as she planned.
By late that afternoon, the president suspected she wasn’t coming when the final wave of staffers arrived at Raven Rock. He directed his secretary to discreetly quiz them to determine her whereabouts. It became readily apparent she had other plans, so he moved on with the business of protecting the country the best he could.
He also inquired about the status of his wife whom he’d sent for in California. Despite his tryst with his chief of staff, and the fact he was in a loveless marriage, he felt an obligation to provide her the protection available to her as the First Lady.
President Houston addressed those members of his cabinet who were in attendance. Pursuant to continuity-of-government protocols, other high-ranking government officials who were in the line of succession were moved throughout the country to protected bunkers. Within the command center of Raven Rock, a large conference room was constructed to act as a situation room for the president when he was within the complex. It bore the presidential seal on the wall and contained several monitors designed for face-to-face communications with other facilities, like Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado and Mount Weather in Virginia.
“Okay, let’s get started,” said the president, turning first to his director of Homeland Security. “How successful have you been in utilizing the National Guard to tamp down unrest in the cities?”
“Mr. President, the best word I can use is contained,” the former army general responded. “We don’t have the resources to enter the largest cities and engage in what amounts to hand-to-hand combat with American citizens. These people are scared, which fuels their anger and desperation. Any attempt we’ve made by using a show of force is met with gunfire. Unless we change the rules of engagement to allow our troops to fire upon civilians, then, frankly, the best result is containment of the unrest to where it arose.”
The president shook his head in disappointment. “How about in the suburbs and rural areas?”
“Less resistance, equal levels of desperation, sir. We’ve determined that a very large percentage of the population is away from home. Some by choice as they travel to reunite with loved ones to ride out the storm, metaphorically speaking. Millions of others got stranded at airports or ran out of fuel in their vehicles. Gasoline distribution came to a halt, and fuel couldn’t be pumped when the grid was taken down. As a result, you have, without exaggeration, millions of people either walking or riding alternative means of transportation.”
“Bicycles?” asked the president.
“Yes, sir. Horses, donkeys, skateboards. You name it.”
The president turned to the FEMA representative who’d just arrived. “Where is Administrator Brock?”
“Sir, he is en route from Washington now. He took every last moment available to place recovery assets where they needed to be.”
The president grimaced. Recovery. Everyone was so optimistic that this crisis was going to be short-lived. He wasn’t so sure.
“That’s good,” said the president without conviction. His mind wandered to the empty chair by his side, intentionally held open in case his lover showed up. “It’s too early for me to discuss recovery, quite frankly, but let me ask about allocation of resources to those in need. Is FEMA positioned to assist?”
“Yes, sir. As instructed, we’ve placed FEMA assets nearest the large population centers so we can help the greatest numbers. As part of our action plan developed over twenty years, we’ve identified twenty metropolitan areas where we can do the greatest good.”
“Just twenty?”
“Yes, sir. The reason is twofold. First, we don’t have the personnel to spread ourselves out over a greater number of locations. Second, we’re advised by DHS that the National Guard can’t protect our teams unless we keep these recovery and assistance centers to twenty or less.”
The president turned to his DHS Secretary. “Is that true?”
“Yes, Mr. President. Unless we reallocate our guardsmen away from the cities, our limited numbers can’t adequately protect a larger relief effort.”
“The president shook his head in disgust. It’s the same principle a schoolteacher faces in a classroom. There’s always one student out of two dozen that garners the most negative attention. The whole class suffers as a result.”
“Yes, sir. Good analogy,” added the FEMA representative.
The former general made a suggestion. “Mr. President, we could pull back our perimeter established to cordon off the inner cities. Eventually, I don’t know when, the violence will spill out into the suburbs. But, in so doing, FEMA could expand its relief efforts in conjunction with our protection.”
The president thought for a moment and shook his head. “No. Let’s maintain the status quo until we see the effects of this geostorm. When is it due?” He turned to Nola Taylor from NASA.
“The early stages are happening now, sir.”
 



Chapter 34
Hoosier National Forest
Southern Indiana
 
Mobilized out of Camp Atterbury in Edinburgh, an hour south of Indianapolis, the Indiana National Guard’s 76th Infantry Brigade Combat Team was underutilized for the role it was playing after the president issued the martial law declaration. They were being deployed from one city to another, basically acting as a highly trained, well-armed police force. They were uncomfortable with the role, as they were used to fighting a real enemy, not American civilians.
It was well after midnight and the unit had stopped for the night just off Interstate 64 in the heart of the Hoosier National Forest. They had been redeployed to Evansville, where flooding had forced residents out of the inner city and, without invitation, into the homes of suburbia, namely North Country Club, the former residence of Indiana’s governor.
They had barely unloaded their gear to set up camp when they received a radio communication from Camp Atterbury. A gang had left St. Louis and were headed east along I-64. They’d reportedly killed dozens along the way, tearing through small communities with a vengeance. According to the information provided by local law enforcement in Crawford County, which adjoined Harrison County’s west boundary, the gang had stopped for the night and commandeered a Pilot Truck Stop.
The elite unit dispatched two four-man teams to the woods at the rear of the truck stop. Arrayed in a standard wedge formation, the guardsmen moved in unison through the woods. Using hand and arm signals, they were silent and practically invisible in their camouflage.
Captain Walsh, the unit’s commanding officer, was glad to finally utilize his personnel in a combat-type mission. They weren’t meant to direct traffic and help wayward cats out of a tree. Their job was not to convince people to go home or arrest some fool running out of a Best Buy carrying a television that couldn’t work anyway.
They were fighters, and the orders he’d received were simple. Hunt down the murderous gangbangers, engage them, and kill them if necessary. Make no mistake, they were orders although he questioned their legality. Nonetheless, he had the cover he needed to unleash his team on targets worth eliminating.
Walsh was hard-core even before he’d served in various Middle East and South American deployments. He sported a tattoo on his back that resembled King Arthur’s sword with the words beneath—Kill or Be Killed. Walsh took that motto to heart as he led his team ever closer to the truck stop.
He now had eyes on the rear parking lot, where several eighteen-wheelers were parked, most likely out of fuel based upon their haphazard arrangement. His lieutenant briskly walked up the slight incline to join him. He whispered, “Cap, on our six. We’ve got movement.”
Walsh stopped his team, and using hand signals, he spread them out to address the possible threat. He couldn’t assume the gangbangers were snoozing away in the truck stop. They might have set up their own perimeter security.
His team’s standard-issue weapon was an M16 together with a quick-detach suppressor. He’d instructed them to use the silenced weapon for this mission. Walsh readied his own rifle and quietly moved through the team, who’d taken up positions on both sides of the narrow trail they’d used for their approach. He walked heel to toe, silently retracing their route until he also picked up on the movement in front of him.
As an Indiana native, what he saw through his night-vision scope surprised him. Several black bears were charging up the trail toward them. He couldn’t count them with certainty as they lumbered along in single file.
First of all, black bears had been eradicated from the state in the 1800s although recently sightings had been confirmed. But these reports were few and far between. At this moment, it appeared at least four, if not more, were headed directly toward his unit.
He paused, thinking about his next decision. He’d read the reports of crazed animal activity. Ordinarily, he could frighten the bears off by making lots of noise. However, this group, which was unusual in and of itself, was charging their position. He couldn’t risk their lives.
“Light ’em up!” he shouted, and he immediately opened fire on the black bears, which were less than forty yards away. He killed the lead bear, but the others immediately sought cover in the woods. “What the hell?” he muttered to himself. The first kill should’ve sent the other bears into a full-on retreat. Yet they were still there. He could sense it.
“Stay frosty, people!” he shouted, no longer attempting to be stealthy.
To his right, he could barely hear the quick three-round burst from a suppressed M16, but the growling and guttural snarl was unmistakable.
One of his team began to scream in agony as the growling grew louder. Panic among the guardsmen ensued as they began firing in all directions at the targets appearing in their scopes. He could hear the whine and swoosh of bullets flying past his ears, ripping through the dense foliage and splintering trees.
“Watch your damn shooting lanes!” he demanded, fearful of dying by panicked friendly fire.
Walsh, concerned that he might be shot by accident, dropped to a knee and looked through his scope down the trail. Galloping on all fours through the woods were four more bears, toothy fangs ready to attack.
He rolled his eyes as he realized their cover would be breached and the gangbangers in the truck stop were likely to be alerted. Yet he had no choice as he reached for an M67 fragmentation grenade from his vest.
“Frag out!” he shouted as he held it for a second before pulling the pin. He threw it down the wet trail, listening to its soft landing on the wet floor of the forest.
For a few seconds, there was silence after the team took cover. Then the explosion rocked the woods behind the Pilot Truck Stop. Walsh jumped up and searched the trees and undergrowth through his scope. Four bears lay in various states of death along the trail. His peripheral vision caught sight of three others retreating through the woods, their heavy paws splashing in water puddles.
“Sound off!” he shouted and waited for everyone to report. He had one casualty, a young man who’d just returned from a tour in the never-ending Afghan War.
Confident the threat from the bears had passed, he stood and put a hand under his vest to feel his heart. It was hammering against his ribs like an old-school blacksmith pounding on an anvil.
“Bears attacking humans outside the wire?” he asked himself, shaking his head in disbelief at the thought of his heavily armed team being threatened while on their mission. “Animals losing their fear of man ain’t no bullshit.”
Walsh turned in a complete circle, listening and studying the woods around him. He felt eyes on him. Lots of eyes.
 



Chapter 35
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
“Where could he have gone?” asked a distraught Sarah once everyone arrived inside the house. Carly hustled her kids off to bed while Tommy and Isabella started a fire. Kristi urged her mom to sit on the sofa. Since Squire’s death, no one had sat in his beloved recliner.
“He’ll come home, Mom.” Kristi tried to comfort her mother. Like Chapman, she knew of Sarah’s bouts with anxiety but was unaware she’d been taking medication for it.
Sarah still held the notice of foreclosure in her clenched fist. The papers had been crumpled and straightened and then rolled up like a Tootsie Roll so Sarah could maintain a choke hold on the legal document.
Carly emerged from the bedroom and blurted out, “Well, I’m glad he did it. If Levi hadn’t knocked that loser on his ass, I would’ve.”
Kristi almost spoke up, but she caught herself. She’d already commented to Chapman on the way back to the farm that the situation had gotten out of hand and escalated when Carly got mouthy. This was a time for the family to come together as a team, not to point fingers of blame.
Chapman noticed the change in his sister’s demeanor and took the floor before she could. “Okay, it’s time for some straight talk here. Levi has been through a lot since the plane crash in Canada. I’ve noticed a change in him, an intensity I’ve never seen before. We don’t need to concern ourselves with what just happened. We need to figure out what he’s gonna do next.”
“Whadya mean, son?”
“I don’t think Levi’s done with the Clarks. On the way home, he told us about the run-in with Billy at the feed store, and I understand you guys had words with Wanda just before the power went out.” He looked to Carly for answers.
“She was being rude, so I put her in her place.”
“Hey, I’m not judging,” said Chapman. “I think they’ve bullied this community for too long. I’m just not sure we need to be the family to lead the charge against them.”
“We can’t just leave him out there alone,” insisted Carly.
“For now, he might be better off lying low until Billy and Randy simmer down,” suggested Chapman.
“Son, where would he go?” asked Sarah.
“Mom, Levi grew up out there,” he replied, waving his arm slowly toward the front door and windows. “Kristi and I were more like suburban neighborhood kids. We went to school, did our homework, and had after-school activities like FFA and stuff. Levi hunted and hung around the barns. He explored caves and listened to stories from grandpa. Wherever he is and whatever he’s doing, I trust he’ll be smart about it.”
Tommy interrupted the conversation. “Everyone, there are a couple of cars coming up the driveway pretty fast. Um, wait, they’re cop cars.”
“Levi!” shouted Carly as she raced for the door.
Kristi moved to intercept her. She didn’t want to create another confrontation on the day of her father’s funeral. She quickly thought up a reason. “No, Carly. You stay inside, just in case they’ve come for you.”
“What? Why would they do that?” asked Sarah.
“It’ll be all right, Mom,” Chapman said in a calm tone of voice. He turned to Tommy. “Let’s you and me go see what they want.”
The two men slipped through the door to prevent the cold moist air from entering the house. They stood side by side underneath the wraparound porch roof, waiting for one of the sheriff’s deputies to address them. After an unnerving minute of waiting with the blue lights flashing and the headlights shining upon them, the vehicle doors were flung open.
Sheriff Randy Clark and three deputies exited in unison, holding rifles and handguns. They marched toward the front of the house in lockstep as if they’d rehearsed this before their arrival.
“We’re here for Levi,” announced Randy as he got closer.
Chapman was about to speak, but Tommy stepped in front of him. “That’s close enough, Sheriff. He’s not here.”
Chapman allowed himself a slight smile despite the tense situation. He was beginning to like this Tommy guy. No-nonsense. Gutsy.
“We’ll see about that,” barked Randy, inching closer. The rain pelted his sheriff’s cap and the rain gear being worn by all of the sheriff’s crew. “I’ve got a warrant to enter these premises.”
Tommy didn’t hesitate. “No, you don’t.”
Chapman looked at Kristi’s new friend and wondered how long it would take for Randy to throw him in the mud to cuff him for interfering with a law enforcement officer’s duty.
“Son, I don’t know you, but it’s best you allow us to do our jobs.”
Tommy stood his ground. “Was it your job to confront this grieving family while they buried a good man today? Was it your job to bring a polarizing figure like your brother, someone who clearly isn’t a friend of anyone in this county? What do they call him? Bully Billy?”
Randy was getting angry. “What’s your name, son?” he bellowed, taking another step forward.
“Hold up, Sheriff!” demanded Tommy. “I’m not your son and neither is Levi Boone. I’ve told you already, he’s not here, and you need to leave.”
“Out of my way! I have a warrant!”
Tommy shook his head vehemently. “No! You don’t!”
Chapman’s eyes grew wide. The men were shouting at each other, and he was certain their voices could be heard inside the house. He wondered how many rifle barrels were ready to lead the charge through the front door.
“Yes, I do!”
“No, you don’t!” Tommy fired back.
That was when Chapman understood. To get a warrant, Randy needed a judge. There were no courts and therefore no sitting judges. If the attendees at the funeral were right, the martial law declaration suspended those types of proceedings. Tommy was simply calling Randy’s bluff.
Randy stood in the rain, glaring at Tommy. Chapman could see his shoulders droop in defeat. He spoke softly to his men, and the entourage backed up to their vehicles. Suddenly, Randy whirled around and shouted, determined to get the last word.
“You people better mind your p’s and q’s or you’ll be next for my county lockup! A little bad weather and a hot temper at a funeral doesn’t forgive your debts or allow you to disregard the law!”
Sensing victory, at least this time, Chapman and Tommy ignored his outburst. The deputies, led by their sheriff, left without saying another word. Although, the donuts they created on the Boones’ front yard spoke volumes as to how their arrest party went for them.
After their taillights disappeared into the dark, Chapman walked up to Tommy and patted him on the back. “Man, you really stood up to Randy.”
Tommy chuckled. “I was scared shitless. I just presumed he didn’t have a warrant. The way he was waving the foreclosure notice around at the funeral, if he had a warrant for Levi’s arrest or to search the house, he would’ve been shoving it in our faces.”
As he finished his sentence, the Boone women plus Isabella emerged on the porch to hear the details of what had happened. The confrontation lifted the spirits of the group. There were five identifiable stages of grief following the death of a loved one—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Each member of the Boones’ close-knit grip was experiencing different emotions that evening following the burial of Squire, but one thing they agreed upon was they hated the Clarks.
 



Chapter 36
South Harrison County, Indiana
 
Unbeknownst to the sheriff and his posse, they drove right past Levi on their way down to Riverfront Farms to arrest him. He was hiding in a ditch just below a drainage culvert that was stopped up from debris. He was cold and rain-soaked to the bone, but none of that had an effect on his plans.
Following his hard right to the jaw of Bully Billy that landed the pompous banker on his duff in the mud, Levi bolted through the woods and around the rock outcroppings to hide from any pursuers.
In those first minutes of his flight from the scene of the crime, he made the decision to deal with Billy on his own terms. The punch he’d landed on Billy was just the beginning of the end of a long-running feud between his family and the Clarks. He also hoped it would help end the animosity between the Clarks and most other families in the county whom they took advantage of using their bank as a weapon.
Levi was determined to deal with Billy once and for all. He was the head of the snake, in Levi’s opinion, who, if cut down to size, might send a clear message to Joella and Randy to behave. If they didn’t get the message, then Levi would deal with them next.
He half-jogged through the wet forest to his house seven miles away. Ordinarily, the 1800s farmhouse remained unlocked, but with transients and refugees roaming the countryside in search of food, Carly had closed everything up while she stayed at his parents’ place.
He’d regretted not telling Carly about his plans before he took off from the funeral. He saw a window to escape and he took it. Besides, he surmised, she was better off not knowing. Not that she would talk him out of it but because she’d insist upon helping.
There was a window leading into the crawl space under the house built on brick piers with wood-beam supports. Levi didn’t go under the house very often unless there was a suspected plumbing leak or critter infestation. In the center of the home, there was a hatch door that led to a closet beneath the stairs. It was a secret door used by the early settlers to hide the women and children from Indian attacks. Levi kept it covered with an area rug and a few light boxes of Christmas decorations.
He crawled through the dark, damp space, feeling his way to the door. Once inside, he wasted no time getting into a change of clothes appropriate for the task at hand. Black and gray camouflage pants, a dark gray sweatshirt, and dry socks.
He opened the gun safe to see what weapons were available to him. All of the long guns had either been lost during his ill-fated hunting trip or taken to his parents’ house. All that was left to choose from were relics, but also family heirlooms.
One was an old Bowie knife given to him by his grandfather, and the other was an old Colt revolver that he’d learned to shoot with when he was a kid. The leather belt and holster had been in the Boone family for generations.
Levi left his home and found his way to the barn, where he encountered several agitated horses. He hadn’t had the opportunity to learn about the abnormal animal behavior from his sister. However, he seemed to have a calming effect on them, possibly because of their familiarity with him.
Within minutes, he’d expertly saddled a gelding, the family’s fastest and most responsive to commands. They traveled together through the driving rain, methodically but quickly. It took almost two hours to reach their destination because all of the creeks between Riverfront Farms and Corydon were overflowing their banks. The swift-moving waters were too dangerous to traverse on horseback. Levi had to take the chance of being spotted as he used road bridges over the water.
As he got closer, his anger subsided and his head cleared. He considered turning back on several occasions, but each time, visions of his mom and dad flashed into his mind. They were hardworking apple growers and farmers who simply wanted to make a good life for their family. They weren’t interested in small-town politics or the grudges carried between their families in the past.
Yet it takes both parties to call a truce. While his parents avoided Bully Billy as much as possible, they’d made the fatal mistake of borrowing money from the Bank of Corydon. This gave the Clarks power over his mom and dad, control that they wielded ruthlessly.
To Levi, there was only one way to stop a bully and that was to punch him in the face. And sometimes, you had to do it twice to get your point across.
 



Chapter 37
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Like the night before, Sarah turned in early, as did Carly and the kids, leaving Chapman, Kristi, and their significant others sitting around the fire, discussing the state of affairs. Only this time, a bottle of Knob Creek whiskey wasn’t passed around. There were serious matters to discuss, and what was emerging as the leadership of the Boone family needed to keep their heads clear. Tommy started with a reminder.
“I got lucky out there,” he began with a concerned look on his face. “It’s entirely possible your sheriff hustled back to town to wake up a judge or a justice of the peace. It doesn’t matter. With their influence, they can easily get a warrant to search the house.”
Kristi shook her head in disgust. “Well, based on what we heard today, they’ve practically taken over Corydon’s government. Their youngest, Joella, is running the town. She’s also an attorney and could very well hold some backroom meeting with the commissioners to declare herself a judge.”
“Levi is not here,” offered Isabella, stating the obvious. In Paris, she wasn’t exposed to the small-town corruption that occurred from time to time in the States. “What else can they do?”
“For one thing, they can aggravate Mom and instigate something with Carly,” replied Chapman. “I appreciate her fierce loyalty, but we’ve got enough trouble without giving the Clarks a reason.”
“I can’t disagree,” interjected Tommy. “That said, it appears this Bully Billy guy is laser focused on taking the farm from your family. It’s ridiculous to expect you to pay. For one thing, you don’t have access to your money. Secondly, the courts aren’t accessible to keep their overreaching in check.”
“What are our options?” asked Kristi.
Tommy grimaced and leaned forward onto the edge of the sofa, where he sat next to Kristi. “This is probably a silly question, but could we reason with him? Or maybe work on the sister? She’s an attorney and has to know her brothers are pushing the envelope with their actions, or at the very least, the bounds of decency.”
Chapman shrugged. “That’s a thought. I suppose we could give it a try tomorrow, assuming, of course, Levi doesn’t make matters worse.”
“There is something else we need to discuss,” began Isabella. Everyone turned their attention to her. “I do not know this part of America or your property very well. I do know what I have observed in my short time here. The waters surrounding your farm are rising much faster than the rainfall has warranted. Also, the continued precipitation leads me to believe there are other natural forces at work.”
“Are you referring to Svensmark cloud theory again?” asked Chapman.
Isabella nodded.
“What’s that?” asked Kristi.
Chapman explained, “Professor Henrik Svensmark was with the National Space Institute in Denmark. A decade ago, he outlined some of the correlations between solar activity, cosmic rays, and climate change. He found that while the eleven-year solar cycle played a role in oceans warming and cooling over time, which directly impacted weather patterns, galactic cosmic rays entering through our atmosphere had an effect on cloud formation as well.”
Isabella added, “Galactic cosmic rays are important factors in the planet’s climate. They were ignored by many because they did not fit the narrative of global-warming researchers. At the institute in Paris, we studied specific instances of severe weather, especially prolonged rainfall, in parts of the Earth with weakened magnetic fields.”
“Okay,” said Kristi, somewhat confused where this was leading.
Chapman picked up on her skepticism. “The planet’s magnetic field is at its weakest point in modern history right now. In addition to losing protection from geostorms generated by the Sun, the never-ending bombardment of cosmic rays will pass directly to the Earth’s surface unimpeded. This doesn’t bode well for typical climate patterns.”
“It certainly got rid of the drought conditions,” said Kristi.
“True, but why all of a sudden?” countered Chapman. “Kristi, I’ve studied the weather more than half my life. I know when a front is approaching, when atmospheric changes are occurring, and I certainly can sense an anomaly like this one. The rain we’re experiencing is not normal. Even if the power grid hadn’t shut down, as a meteorologist, I wouldn’t have been able to identify any conditions that would warrant four days of steady rainfall. Think about it, the rain hasn’t stopped once, not even for a moment.”
“The water levels are rising, but more than the rainfall would produce,” added Isabella. “I do not know the topography of the area, but if it continues to rain steadily…” Her voice trailed off as she chose not to reach the dire conclusion out loud.
“I’ll say it,” said Chapman, who was attuned to her thinking. “The rain coupled with the rapid melting of the polar ice caps will cause an incalculable rise in sea levels. If you add to it significant low cloud cover around the globe courtesy of the Svensmark effect, most of the heat naturally expelled by the planet will be trapped.”
“Primarily in the oceans,” interjected Isabella. “That will expand the ocean, contributing to additional sea-level rise. The combination could result in a two-hundred-foot rise very quickly.”
“How quickly?” asked Tommy.
Isabella replied, “If you dig into the geologic history, you will learn when sea levels have risen in the past, they have not done so gradually, but rather in rapid surges jumping fifty to one hundred feet.” She turned to Chapman and nodded.
“We call these events meltwater pulses because the near-biblical rise in the water levels is oftentimes associated with melting ice and deglaciation. What’s happening now, with the Svensmark effect, can greatly expedite the rise of sea levels.”
Kristi stood and walked to the window, slowly pulling back the curtain to confirm the rain was still falling despite the fact it was pelting the home’s metal roof. The science was a lot to digest and somewhat alarmist. “In medicine, even for veterinarians, a pulse is something regular and predictable. This concept of a meltwater pulse implies something much different.”
“Oui,” said Isabella. “It is quite the opposite—an anomaly. Some scientists believe the world has been witnessing the beginning of the largest meltwater pulse in human history. As the ice sheets fall away from the Antarctica and Greenland, for example, due to the shift in the magnetic poles, the rising water will reshape the topography of the planet.”
Tommy shook his head and chuckled. “Goodbye, Florida.”
Chapman rubbed his temples. “Not just Florida, but any land near the edge of a body of water.”
“Even rivers?” asked Kristi.
“Yes, even the Ohio River,” Chapman whispered as a hush fell over the room.
 



Chapter 38
Cedar Glade
Billy Clark’s Residence
Corydon, Indiana
 
William Tecumseh Clark bulled his way past the deputies guarding his front door and ripped into Wanda for not having dinner ready for him. He was in a sour mood, reeking of embarrassment and covered in mud. When Wanda asked him what had happened instead of scurrying off to the kitchen to fix the king his dinner, he pounded his fist into the plaster wall that was two centuries old. It didn’t budge and inflicted further pain on Billy’s hand, and psyche, in return.
Billy took a deep breath and spun around to face Wanda, his right hand throbbing as he tried to shake out the bees that seemed to be inside his knuckles. His tone was sarcastic. “I don’t feel like talking, ’kay? Now’s not a good time to share. I want something to eat and I need a drink, a damned stiff one.”
“I’ll get it,” she sheepishly offered. Wanda had been on the receiving end of Billy’s tirades in the past. He’d never struck her, but she never knew for certain that he wouldn’t. His ability to dole out abuse went beyond getting physical. Mental could be just as bad.
His voice had become eerily calm. “No, Wanda. This is the kinda drink only I know how to make. Get me dinner.”
Billy marched into his study, shedding his mud-caked suit on the foyer floor as he went. By the time he entered the dark room, he wore nothing but his silk boxer shorts and a wifebeater tank top, interestingly enough.
He kept a silk robe hanging on a hook behind the door. He wasn’t one to walk around the house in his underwear, as even he couldn’t stand the sight of catching a glimpse of his body in a mirror. But the silk robe, one that he’d bought for himself at Brooks Brothers during a banking convention in Chicago, was large enough to fit over his regular clothing. He always felt it afforded him a feeling of aristocracy befitting the home in which he lived. When he slipped the robe on, his nerves calmed and he was comforted, much like a beloved security blankie would a child.
Billy could hear the shouts and catcalls coming from the citizens of Corydon who lined the road in front of Cedar Glade. Even though they were nearly a half mile across the rolling front yard dotted with cedar trees, their voices carried over the rain and distance to ring in his ears.
He angrily walked to his study door and slammed it shut in an attempt to close off the world while he stewed in anger. Shuffling through the piles of bank files and legal documents, which were spread in a somewhat orderly fashion around his study, he reached for a tall tumbler and simultaneously opened the small refrigerator tucked into the mahogany bar in the corner of the room.
He was animated as he dropped the ice cubes one by one into the glass, from a distance of eight inches in order to create a clinking sound.
He raised his glass toward the front of the house and said loudly, “None of you assholes have ice now, do you?”
Then he poured the glass full of straight whiskey. “You don’t have this, either!” Billy downed half the glass, perhaps four or five ounces at once, the equivalent of several normal-sized shots.
Wanda gently tapped on the door and opened it. She carried in a tray of food—meat and three, Billy’s favorite. She didn’t make eye contact, clearly hurt from his earlier outburst.
Billy rolled his eyes and did what he always did when he’d lashed out at her. He pretended to be sorry. He wasn’t really sorry, but it was just easier that way to make the peace and to get her to do something else he might need later.
“Thank you, Wanda. I apologize for raising my voice. The funeral turned into a debacle, not that I’m surprised. We’re dealing with the Boones, you know. They’re not civilized like we are.”
Wanda managed a smile. “Enjoy your dinner, and I’ll get your clothes cleaned up. A few minutes ago, the deputy told me Randy was going to do something about those people up the hill. I hope he can quieten them down. That will take some stress off you, I’m sure.”
Billy finished off his first drink and quickly poured another one. “Well, it’ll be nice to see him do his job again. He was a wuss at the funeral.”
Billy’s blood began to boil again as he thought of the way he’d been treated and how Randy seemingly stood down during the entire confrontation. His blood pressure began to rise and his face was turning red. Wanda had seen his changes in mood before and wasted no time in exiting the study, quickly closing the door behind her.
For the next hour, Billy paced the floor, working off his anger while fueling his euphoria with liquor as he recalled serving the notice of foreclosure on Sarah Boone. He’d waited for this moment for more than a year when Squire had had difficulty making the last progress payment on the note. As the drought took hold over the Midwest, Billy began to count the days until he could seize the prize the Clark family had sought for generations—Riverfront Farms.
He scribbled a few illegible notes on his monthly At-A-Glance planner, circling the foreclosure sale date several times. Then he rummaged through the next group of files to address. They held the debt obligations of longtime landowners in Harrison County who also relied upon their harvest or sales of cattle at auction to pay their promissory notes to the bank.
He’d almost consumed a fifth of whiskey when he began to imagine himself a modern-day land baron. The people who once owned the properties would now work for him. He’d be led around in a fancy carriage, surrounded by uniformed guards always ready to administer a smackdown on any workers who got out of line.
His delusional thoughts of a feudal society almost caused him to pass out sitting upright behind his desk when he heard the sound of cheering coming from outside. He stirred himself back into the present when he realized he was sitting in complete darkness.
“What the hell?” he shouted the question. Then it struck him. Joella had warned him about the coming geomagnetic storms. He sat in the dark for a moment and spoke aloud. “Well, shit. Couldn’t this have waited a bit?”
He heard the heavy footsteps of Wanda rumbling down the staircase. The cheering sound puzzled him, but he set the confusion aside in search of a lighter in his desk drawer. He found a box of wooden matches and lit one, providing some illumination in the room. Despite all of Billy’s preparations, he was wholly unprepared for the moment of truth—when the geostorm hit.
As he stood alone, holding onto the solitary match to illuminate the room, focusing his attention on the front of the house and the incessant cheering of the townspeople, a pair of steely eyes stared across the yard through the glass doors leading to the back of the house.
They belonged to Levi Boone.
 



Chapter 39
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
The group of four had been discussing the ramifications of the river levels flooding Riverfront Farms and their home. The hours wore on, and twice a sleepy-eyed Carly emerged from their bedroom to determine if Levi had returned. On the third occasion, she was fully dressed and prepared to leave.
“I’ve only catnapped,” she commented as she walked through the living room and donned her rain gear. “Otherwise, my tossin’ and turnin’ only serves to disturb the kids. I’ve gotta go look for Levi, and I reckon I’ll start at our place. Even if Randy and his meth-head deputies went to our house, Levi would see them comin’.”
Chapman glanced at Kristi and she returned an imperceptible nod. “Let me and Tommy go with you. Between the rain and Randy, it wouldn’t be a good idea for you to go alone.”
Carly provided an unenthusiastic shrug in response. “I was gonna take the four-wheeler to avoid heading on the road by the river. That water keeps risin’.”
“Okay, then I’ll go with you,” said Kristi. The four-wheeler had two rows of seats, but the back had been folded down to haul farm equipment and manure used for fertilizer. With the constant rain, it would’ve been aggravating to convert it back to a four-seat side-by-side.
“Okay, I’d appreciate the company,” Carly said, relenting to her sister-in-law. She was now remembering Kristi’s ways. She was used to being in charge, so around the farm, she was pretty insistent at times.
After the two left, the remaining adults, including Sarah, who’d woken up because of the conversation, settled in with another pot of coffee. While they were unsure as to whether they should go looking for Levi, they certainly weren’t willing to go to sleep assuming he’d return.
Tommy commented on the gutsy neighbors who’d stood up to the Clarks at the funeral. “They basically drew their weapons on the sheriff and his deputies. If that had happened in Chicago, there would be bullets flying everywhere.”
Sarah managed a smile. “Those folks loved Squire and would lay down their lives for him. Besides, it’s a good thing they had those weapons. None of us had ours, nor are we really fighters. You know, that does concern me somewhat…” Her voice trailed off as she looked past Chapman toward the door where the rifles were leaning against an open gun rack.
“What’s that, Mom?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder to see what had garnered her attention.
“Well, Carly and I purchased those weapons and as much ammo as Allen Edmund would sell us. We bought even more ammo at Walmart right before the power was cut. I suppose you can never have enough guns if things get really ugly, so I wouldn’t mind seeing Allen about more. My bigger concern is only Levi and Carly are regular hunters. You and Kristi had some training around here before you left the house. Despite our rural and farming lifestyle, we’re not really gun savvy.”
“That’s true, Mom, but all of us are familiar with weapons and can learn quick if we need to,” offered Chapman.
“I was trained as a young girl,” added Isabella.
“Same here, in high school,” said Tommy. “Can I add something?”
“Sure.”
“I saw Kristi handle a variety of weapons during our, um, excitement at the zoo. She’s very confident and capable. I wouldn’t discount her abilities.”
Chapman leaned forward to address his mother. “We were trained together. I know she had the guns at her office and home in Chicago, thank goodness. I think she’d go to a gun range in Bolingbrook that was near her home. For me, because I traveled so much, checking a handgun would’ve been too much to deal with. That said, I can still shoot.”
Sarah smiled. “I know, dear. I hope it doesn’t come to that. I’m not naïve, though. I know the potential for trouble is there. Our neighbors apparently recognize it. At some point, we need to sit down and discuss what we’d do if someone threatened us with guns.”
Isabella added, “I promise you, I come from a family who believed in liberty and equality in France. My ancestors were willing to fight or die if necessary. You can count on me, Sarah.”
“Same here,” added Tommy.
Chapman glanced over his shoulder because he thought he heard the low rumble of the four-wheeler returning. He glanced down at his old Garmin watch he’d found in his nightstand drawer the day he arrived with Isabella, and noticed its display was dark. He pressed the buttons, but the watch didn’t respond. He furrowed his brow and looked at Tommy’s watch. It was a Casio.
“Hey, Tommy, what time is it? I was just thinking those two have been gone for a while.”
Tommy fiddled with his watch and then tapped it several times with his index finger. “It’s not working.”
“Neither is mine,” added Isabella. “I think it is happening.”
“What?” asked Sarah.
Before Chapman could answer, the door flung open, startling them all. It was Carly and Kristi, and they were dripping wet and their shoes were covered in mud.
“The doggone four-wheeler just up and quit,” complained Carly.
“It was weird,” added Kristi. “One second we were trudging along the trail, headed back; the next second it was completely dead.”
Chapman and Isabella exchanged glances. He stood and waved the Boone women inside and shut the door behind them.
The fact that Levi wasn’t with them answered one lingering question in his mind. He was going to have to find his brother.
The fact the only operable electronics they possessed all quit at the same time explained something else. The first of many geomagnetic storms had struck Earth, and life as they knew it was over.
“Okay,” he began. “I take it Levi wasn’t at the house.”
“He had been though,” replied Carly. “Once we were inside, I went straight for the crawl space access in the closet under the stairs. Normally, it’s covered with a rug and some boxes. All of that had been pushed aside, which means he snuck into the house from underneath.”
“We also found his clothes piled into a utility sink in the laundry room. Carly said Dad’s Bowie knife and that old six-shooter were missing from the gun safe.”
“I remember those,” said Sarah. “We didn’t bring those over here that day, did we?”
Carly shook her head and looked at the wooden floor covered with dried mud from the last two days of traipsing in and out of the rain. “No, ma’am. He’d gone back to change clothes and get his weapons.”
“Well, crap,” said Chapman in a huff. “We all know what that means.”
“My son is not a murderer,” said Sarah forcefully.
Chapman tried to backtrack and soften his statement. “Mom, I’m sorry. I don’t necessarily mean that he is. But you have to understand. He’s been through a lot in the last two weeks. It’s changed him, I think. Is he a murderer? Not in the sense of premeditation and all of that. Would he do something to Billy if the two confronted one another again? Quite possibly.”
“We have to stop him,” insisted Carly, who seemed to agree with Chapman’s concerns.
Chapman raised his eyebrows and looked around the room at his family. “Well, if I’m right about a geostorm taking out small electronics, that means our vehicles won’t run. We can chase him down on horseback if we can figure out where he was headed.”
Kristi spoke up. “His other clothes were just about dry, as was the mud on the floor that he tracked in. I think he’s way ahead of us.”
“Allen will know,” interjected Sarah. “He lives closer to town and works there. Like us, he’s had trouble with the Clarks in the past, so he keeps tabs on what they’re up to. I’ll betcha he’ll have the names of any of the locals who are willing to stand up to them, too.”
Tommy chuckled and added his opinion. “Hey, I saw a dozen rifles at the funeral willing to defend Levi and Carly against the sheriff’s department. If they were farmers living outside town, I can only imagine how the people in town feel about the Clark family.”
Chapman smiled and nodded. “Mom and Tommy are right. We need to touch base with Allen anyway about more weapons and ammo. Plus, his place is on the way to Corydon. Just to be sure, let me check our cars and trucks, including the motorcycle. I’ve never been able to confirm what would happen to vehicles during a solar event. If the four-wheeler is any indication, we may be spending a lot of time on horseback.”
Tommy added before Chapman left. “I’d be willing to bet my Mustang runs. Because of its age, it’s not saddled with a lot of electronics.”
Chapman thought for a moment. “You know, I think you’re right. I’ll see. But hey, I stand by what I said. We’ll be riding horses for a while, including your Mustang.”
His joke eased the tension in the room. He reached out to touch Isabella’s hand before leaving.
Isabella spoke to him. “I will stay here with Sarah and Carly. Brooke has been well behaved, if Kristi will trust me with her.”
“Absolutely, Isabella,” said Kristi. “Tommy and I’ll go with Chapman to Allen’s house first. Then we’ll ride into town and see what’s going on. My guess is Levi is up there, most likely looking to finish things with Billy.”
“Well, if he won’t, I will!” said Carly with a raised voice.
 



Chapter 40
Allen Edmund’s Home
Corydon, Indiana
 
Unlike their Western counterparts who were used to managing thousands of acres filled with cattle or corn, the Boone family didn’t make extensive use of their horses for transportation. Only Squire had preferred the four-legged method of getting around Riverfront Farms, frequently enlisting his old pal Wonky Donkey to handle the chore. All of the Boone children had learned to care for their horses, in addition to riding them. In a way, it was like riding a bike, as they say, although it took longer than anticipated to get reacquainted.
Remarkably, it was Tommy who was most at ease around the Boones’ horses. Despite being a city kid, as Kristi frequently teased, Tommy had spent a lot of time growing up outside Chicago at his grandfather’s small horse ranch in McHenry County near the Wisconsin state line.
After Chapman confirmed all of the vehicles were inoperable, the trio prepared for their trip to Allen’s house. They attached rifle scabbards to their saddles, and each of them secured paddle holsters to their belts. In addition to donning rain gear, they also packed small duffle bags with flashlights, extra clothing, ammunition, and first aid supplies. None of them knew what to expect when they traveled into Corydon, but they wanted as many supplies as they could carry in case of trouble.
It took thirty minutes to ride through the dark and rainy conditions to get to the Edmunds’ home. Allen wasn’t a farmer or cattleman, although like most Harrison Countians, he had a small garden and a barn to hold lawn-care equipment and tools. He also had a dozen chickens and a couple of horses.
And he had hunting dogs, who roared their disapproval as the Boone riders approached the home. Separated by two pens on both sides of the house, the bluetick coonhounds scampered out of their houses and hollered at the intruders.
Kristi, who knew Allen personally, took the lead as they approached the house. She lit her flashlight and lit up her face so Allen could see her. She was certain he already had eyes, and a weapon, surveilling her.
“Whoa,” she said quietly to her horse, closing her fingers on the reins and squeezing backward. Her horse took her cue and stopped. She waited for a moment before calling out, “Allen! It’s Kristi Boone. I’m here with Chapman.”
Suddenly, several candles were lit and a soft, orangish glow could be seen in the windows on both sides of the front door. Kristi relaxed as the door opened and Allen emerged wearing jeans and a white sweatshirt with the Indiana Hoosiers logo on it.
“Come on in, Kristi!” he shouted just loud enough to be heard over the rain. “Is everything all right?”
The group dismounted and led their horses to the front of the house. Allen took their reins and tied them off to the porch posts, allowing the horses to stick their heads over the rails to avoid the rainfall if they chose to.
“Sorry about showing up like this,” began Chapman as he shook Allen’s hand.
“Don’t worry about it,” said Allen. He pointed to both sides of his house. “I’m sorry about the rude welcoming committee. They are a pretty good alarm system. Every once in a while, they’ll raise hell over a barn cat wandering by, but I don’t mind the inconvenience with all the break-ins lately.”
The group followed Allen inside, where his wife was waiting in the candlelight with a rifle tucked under her arm. Everyone exchanged pleasantries and condolences before Kristi got down to business.
“I’m gonna be straightforward with you, Allen. The Boones and Edmunds have both experienced the wrath of the Clark family over many decades.”
“A lot of others in town, too,” added Allen. “This whole thing has been building up until it’s fixin’ to explode.”
Kristi appeared puzzled by Allen’s last statement. “Are you referring to what happened with Levi and Billy at the funeral?”
“Well, sort of. But, no, I thought you were here about the protests in town.”
Chapman and Kristi exchanged glances; then she continued. “No, we’re cut off from everybody out at our place. All we’ve experienced is one or two too many visits from Sheriff Randy. The reason we came to see you is about Levi.”
“Okay, well, anyway, let me explain. Since the power was cut off, the Clarks have taken advantage of the situation to skirt the law and take a hold of the government. Joella is now the head of the town council, and Billy has a seat on the commission. Randy released the inmates he had in county lockup and deputized them.”
“You’re kidding,” questioned Chapman. “We’re not a totally lawless country just because of what’s happened.”
Allen shrugged. “Either the Clarks didn’t get that memo or they shredded it so they could claim ignorance. Anyway, as word spread, people in town got increasingly angry. Billy used the same bully tactics he used against your mom to seize the assets of the IGA, the liquor store, and the local hardware. Heck, he would’ve come after my inventory except I moved it all here. I can thank your Mom and Carly for that. They kinda gave me a heads-up as to this whole power-outage thing.”
Chapman spoke next. “That’s part of the reason we’re here. We’d like to buy some rifles, handguns, and ammo for each. I’ve got cash, but if there’s something else you need, we can work a trade.”
Allen thought for a moment. “I owe your family for giving me the advice about holding onto my inventory. If it wasn’t for that, Bully Billy would have been armed to the hilt and I would’ve been broke. I’ll take care of y’all, but if you happen to have an extra rototiller, I could sure use it.”
Chapman smiled and extended his hand to shake Allen’s. “You’ve got it, plus a can of gasoline. Thank you.”
“Tell us about what’s going on in town,” said Kristi.
“Well, anger has been building up over the last several days, and they seem to be directin’ it at Billy.”
“Deservedly so,” commented Chapman.
“Billy made matters worse by running his generators and keeping his house lit up through all hours of the night. When you’re a town leader, sort of, and people are sufferin’, you don’t flaunt what you’ve got and they don’t.”
“That’s Billy for ya,” said Kristi. “So what’s happening?”
Allen stretched his back and continued. “They’ve been camped out on the road in front of his house day and night, yelling at anyone who makes an appearance and making threats. So far, nobody has crossed the line, thank goodness. It would be a bloody mess.”
“Why?” asked Tommy.
“Both sides are armed,” replied Allen. “The locals have their guns, and Billy is surrounded by Randy’s newly hired deputies, who are nothing more than criminals in uniforms. All of them are armed and have the authority of a badge to back them up.”
Chapman shook his head in disbelief. “I can’t believe this has happened so fast. I always imagined that our society would collapse during a catastrophic event like this, but I thought it would take some time. You know, folks would try to find a way to work together and all of that.”
“Not in Corydon,” added Allen.
“I’m afraid Levi is going after Billy, which means he could get caught up in all of this,” said Kristi.
Allen abruptly got up and left the room, leaving the Boone contingent confused. Half a minute later, he returned and addressed the group. “Give me a minute to get my gear. If you don’t mind, saddle my horse while I gather your weapons and ammo. You can pick it up on the way back.”
“Where are we going?” asked Tommy.
“Let’s go see what’s happening at Bully Billy’s for ourselves. Maybe Levi has joined up with the angry mob.”
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“Billy! Billy! What’s happening?” Wanda was in a panic as she stepped off the stairwell and into the foyer. Billy watched her pace back and forth by the front door, pausing to stare out the narrow, vertical sidelight windows that flanked the door. When he responded, it startled her and she shrieked.
He spoke in a low growl. He was addressing her, but actually, he was bemoaning the derailing of his dreams. “The power’s out. Dead as a doornail. All of my plans are out the window.” The first wooden match burned down to his fingers. He shook it violently and threw it in the direction of the fireplace. He didn’t bother to light another one, opting instead to feel around his desk for his drink.
“What are we gonna do?” she asked as tears began to stream down her face.
“Well, Wanda, you might as well get ready to start living like the rest of them out there,” he replied, waving his glass of whiskey toward the front of the house. “For now, find the candles and let’s get some light in here so we don’t trip over each other.”
Wanda shuffled off to the kitchen, bumping into the foyer table and a coat rack in the process. Billy remained agitated while he waited for Wanda to return with the candles. Adding more insult to the injury of his ego on the day, the good people of Corydon were symbolically dancing on his grave.
Billy set his jaw and took another swig of whiskey. He was good and drunk now, and his pompous confidence was returning. “You know what, people. This isn’t over yet. Nothing’s changed, only the way I see in the dark. That’s all.”
Wanda returned with two taper candleholders and several pillar candles under her arms. She handed one of the candles to Billy and made room for the others on his desk. As she turned to him, she shivered as a sudden chill came over her body.
“Why’s it so cold?” she asked.
Billy set his glass down and rubbed his hands together. “No electricity. No heat. All of this rain has caused the temperature to drop.”
Wanda pointed toward the doors in Billy’s office leading to the back of the house. “Should we build a fire? I had the gardeners stack wood on the back porch under a tarp.”
Billy tried to tiptoe through the stacks of file folders to get to the fireplace, but he quickly lost his balance and almost fell.
“Are you okay?” asked Wanda. Billy hated when she asked him questions like that.
“No, you twit! I’m not okay. I’m pissed off! Glad you asked?” Billy was an angry drunk when he was around his wife. She had always been his verbal punching bag. “Now, let’s get some wood, and be careful not to disturb my files!”
She slowly raised her arm, about to point out that his last stumble had knocked several piles over, but she thought better of it. She walked through the stacks of documents and unlocked the door, holding it open for Billy to sashay through in his silk robe. The cold, damp air immediately filled the room as they exited.
He pushed two of the split logs off the end of the brown tarp that kept the rest of the firewood dry. Billy clumsily lifted the tarp by the reinforced rings, but when he received some resistance, he gave it a forceful tug. The rainwater that had accumulated on the tarp came rushing down the side. It splashed off the deck, flooded his house shoes, and soaked his silk robe up to his knees.
“Dammit, Wanda! Help me!” Naturally, his ineptitude was her fault.
Wanda rushed to his side and helped him peel the tarp up and out of the way so they could access the seasoned oak firewood. The rain was drenching them both, so Billy hustled to load as many logs into his arms as he could. Wanda tried to do the same, but she mistakenly pulled the last one from the bottom of the stack, causing several from the top to roll down into the back of Billy’s ankles into his Achilles’ heel.
Startled as the log scraped the back of his ankle, Billy began to hop like he was walking on hot coals. He lost control of the load of logs he was carrying, and they fell to the deck around his feet, with two landing on top of his toes.
He unleashed a tirade of profanities directed at Wanda, the rain, and God. Wanda tried to comfort him, but he pulled away and ordered her to gather the wood before it got wet. He picked up the dropped logs and half-staggered, half-limped his way back inside.
*****
Watching the entire comedic episode from nearby, Levi laughed his ass off in the rain. It was the sole bright moment in a dreary day for the young man who’d just buried his father.
It wasn’t fair that his family had to deal with the Clarks during all of this. On his ride to Bully Billy’s house, he admitted to himself that repeatedly punching the banker in the face was not the best idea, but Levi had reacted to the man insulting his wife. He did what had to be done.
In a way, Levi convinced himself, the first punch was really a counterpunch. Billy had started this by serving the foreclosure notice at the funeral. The verbal dress down by Carly followed by the punches heard ’round the world was a logical foray in the inevitable skirmish between the two families.
Levi had sensed a level of reasonableness in Randy. As sheriff, he’d earned the reputation of being mostly fair except as it related to certain families who had longstanding feuds with the Clark family. Randy was also seen as Billy’s do-boy. He’d heard Squire have conversations with some of the other farmers in South Harrison County about the Clark family dynamic. Many of the old-timers were of the opinion Joella and Randy would be different people without the influence of middle-child Billy—the head of the snake.
During the ride north toward Corydon, Levi’s temper cooled, but his resolve didn’t wane. To defeat this family who’d run the county for a century, he needed to be proactive. Levi had no intention of sitting around the farm, wringing his hands, waiting for the family to be evicted by Billy’s bank.
As far as Levi was concerned, they lived in a lawless world now, and that leveled the playing field. He knew what he had to do, but he wasn’t sure how or whether he could bring himself to do it. He decided to leave the evening up to fate, but first he enjoyed the clown show without a tent, featuring Billy and Wanda Clark.
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“This has the potential for disaster,” Tommy said as the group crested the rise and rode onto the two-lane highway. Standing behind the guardrail that separated the road’s shoulder from the beautifully landscaped front lawn of Cedar Glade were several dozen people walking back and forth, hurling shouts and insults at Billy’s residence. A hundred yards away, three Harrison County sheriff’s cars were parked nose to tail, with deputies sitting inside. Two other deputies paced the long covered front porch, carrying automatic weapons.
“It’s been building every day,” added Allen as the group came to a stop to observe the standoff. “To make matters worse, word of what happened at the funeral today spread like wildfire. The people of Corydon truly respect your family and especially your parents. They were infuriated by Billy’s and Randy’s actions. Some appealed to Joella to intervene, but she ignored them. So they’ve directed their anger at the source.”
“Bully Billy,” said Chapman. Then he continued, gesturing toward the protesting citizens. “Here’s the problem with all of this. Under normal circumstances, you’d fight back against people like Jo and Randy at the ballot box. For Billy’s corrupt ways, you’d seek the help of the courts or bank regulators. None of those remedies are available to us now. The Clarks are a powerful force with allies of their own.”
Kristi agreed. “Plus, look at the opposition. They’re schoolteachers and shop owners and retirees. They can’t stand up to the Clarks. At some point, either the protestors will give up, especially if it keeps raining, or Randy will swat ’em like a gnat buzzing in his ear.”
“Everyone’s been told by the Clarks that the president declared martial law and the National Guard is acting like a police force,” said Allen. “Even though flyers were handed out, nobody knows this for certain because they don’t trust the Clarks. That said, no one was willing to risk their lives or expend their precious gasoline to drive up to Indianapolis in order to confirm the declaration. Now, I’ve heard the Guard was deployed to Evansville, but that’s just hearsay.”
“Let’s go see if Levi is among this group,” suggested Kristi as she shook the reins and moved her horse closer to the crowd. The rain continued to pour down, but the clomping sound of their horses’ hooves grabbed the attention of the locals. Several of them stopped shouting and pacing in order to greet the newcomers. Allen, who was most familiar with the residents of Corydon because he’d sold nearly every one of them a gun at some point, began asking questions.
“How’s it goin’?” he started with a casual question.
Several people recognized him and spoke up, giving him their opinion of the Clark family. One of the biggest complaints was Billy’s commandeering of the assets from local businesses. In addition to those business owners being present, the locals who had the ability to purchase groceries and supplies from them were also there.
“Allen, we’re trying to stage a revolt here, to be quite honest,” said the hardware store owner. “This tyrannical jerk stole my store’s inventory by declaring my note due by some technicality. Then he used the power of the sheriff’s department to empty my place out. What am I supposed to do? Can’t call the police. Can’t sue. Can’t fight fire with fire.”
The man was dejected and shivering, yet he continued to stand with the others in an attempt to effectuate change.
Another longtime Corydon resident spoke up. “Yeah, Allen. How do we fight a bunch like this? They’re stronger and have the sheriff’s office on their side. But they’re all criminals, too, or at least mostly.”
Tommy spoke up. “Guerilla warfare tactics.”
“What’s that?” asked a woman who became interested in the conversation.
Soon the group began to gather around the riders and their horses. Kristi and Chapman scanned the crowd, looking for Levi, but they couldn’t see him. They assumed that if Levi was amongst the group, he would’ve stepped forward.
Tommy replied, “For one thing, you’ve got numbers on your side. In traditional guerilla warfare or insurgency actions, there are usually a small number of armed civilians or militia standing up against a much larger, well-organized military force. In this situation, you have a family of three and a sheriff’s department of, what, a dozen deputies?”
“Maybe two dozen,” replied the hardware store owner.
“Okay, even if it’s two dozen, you are almost as well armed as they are, but I’m not suggesting a gunfight because a lot of folks aren’t trained for that,” Tommy explained. “Besides, when it’s all said and done, some of these deputies are your neighbors and acquaintances. I get there are criminals included among them, but I truly don’t believe any of you wants to kill or be killed.”
A woman who was standing nearby asked, “So what can we do? It seems hopeless.”
“You agitate. You hit ’em where they ain’t, to borrow an old baseball saying. It appears the sheriff has placed a lot of resources here to defend Billy from the angry mob. Who’s guarding the locations where the liquor and groceries and hardware supplies are stored?”
“Just one patrol car.”
Tommy pointed down the hill toward the house. “Okay, so while many of you hold all these deputies at bay, gather up some help and raid their storage facility. Use ambushes, petty hit-and-run tactics and even sabotage to aggravate or distract the sheriff’s people. Soon, with a little success, you’ll begin to recruit more people to the cause, and eventually, the Clarks will back down.”
“I love it!” shouted one of the protestors.
“Count me in, and the rest of my family!” hollered another.
Soon, the group was exchanging high fives and giving each other words of encouragement until one of them sloppily dropped their handgun, causing it to discharge and sending a bullet in the direction of the house before it embedded in a cedar tree.
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Timing is everything, as the saying goes. Levi had always lived by the premise that if something was meant to happen, it would. At the right time. At the right place. And for all the right reasons. He heard the report of a gun coming from the front of the house. Like the starting pistol fired to start a track race, Levi saw the distraction as prompting him to get moving. It was time.
With his eyes trained on Billy standing in the middle of his study, the dancing flames in the fireplace causing a lengthy silhouette to form up the wall onto the ceiling, Levi raced across the wet lawn near the swollen waters of Indian Creek.
Shouting could be heard from the road fronting Cedar Glade. Levi resisted the urge to lose focus in order to discern what was happening. He was thankful for the distraction, as Billy seemed keenly engrossed by the activity although he didn’t leave the safety of his study.
Levi quietly walked up several brick steps that led to the large wood porch that ran the length of the house. The fresh paint covered with a water sealant caused the water to bubble, but it also caused the surface to become slippery. He moved along the back wall, crouching under the kitchen windows until he eased up to the French doors entering Billy’s study.
Billy stood facing the foyer, the orange glow of the fireplace and candles providing Levi plenty of light to see his target was alone, but armed. With a glass of whiskey in his left hand and a pistol pointed toward the foyer in his right, Billy nervously waited for one of the townsfolk to break down his front door.
He’d assigned Wanda to look out the windows and provide him reports of what was happening. She wasn’t able to see, but Levi could hear her shout her observations to Billy.
Levi waited. Through the doorway leading to the foyer, he could see Wanda cupping her face as she peered through the sidelight window. Suddenly, she turned and ran up the stairs. Billy took a step forward and called out her name. He held his weapon toward the study door, anticipating someone coming through it. This was what Levi had waited for.
He took a deep breath and carefully tried the knob of the French door to confirm it was unlocked. Once he decided to burst in, he wouldn’t be able to hesitate, as he had to quickly close fifteen feet to reach Billy.
Levi drew the Colt revolver and studied the floor of the study to assess his footing. The files were strewn about now, as if a tornado had spun around the room a couple of times. Knowing what to expect, he quickly turned the knob and entered the room, followed by a rush of cold air and rain at his back.
He caught the drunken Billy off guard, rushing up behind him and cocking the hammer on the pistol in time to stick it in Billy’s jawline. Billy’s eyes grew wide, but his fear prevented him from shouting out. With his left hand, Levi reached around to grab Billy’s gun, knocking the glass of whiskey out of his left in the process. The liquor spilled all over the front of the silk robe. He managed to disarm Billy without him firing a shot or calling for help.
“Don’t say a dang word, Billy. I’ll shoot you through the face and be gone before anyone comes through that door.”
“Okay.” His voice sounded more like a gasp.
With the pistol jammed against Billy’s face, Levi slowly moved around the obese banker and gently pushed the study door closed. Then he pushed Billy in the back until he stumbled into the desk, which in turn spilled the banker’s beloved whiskey. Billy and bottle fell in a heap on top of a pile of loan files.
He raised himself onto his hands and knees, but Levi shoved his boot against his butt, knocking him back down.
Billy rolled over and stared at Levi. “Whadya want, Boone?”
Levi paused for an awkward few seconds. He really didn’t know what he wanted. Well, he wanted his father back. Eddie and Karl, too. He wanted Billy to apologize for the stress he’d caused the Boone family. He didn’t want his mother, and the family, to lose Riverfront Farms. Now that he had Bully Billy Clark right where he wanted him, Levi wasn’t sure what would satisfy his anger.
Billy saw an opening. He began to scramble toward the French doors in an attempt to escape. His effort failed as he got tangled up in his whiskey-soaked robe and slipped on the papers sprawled over the floor.
“Get up! Slowly!” shouted Levi.
Billy, who’d managed to sober up quickly after Levi pointed the gun in his face, was still clumsy as he rose to his feet with the aid of the corner of his desk.
He stood with his robe open, displaying his underwear. He raised his arms in the air and studied Levi. Still alive, he was regaining his confidence. “You’re not a killer, Boone. Listen, I get it. You’re pissed. How about I get with you tomorrow. We’ll let tempers simmer and, um, I’ll write up a quick loan extension. How’s that?”
“You’re a horrible liar,” said Levi with a wicked laugh. “I have a better idea. How about we trade your life for the cancelling of my family’s loan. Seriously, how much do we owe? A few hundred thousand? Your life’s worth more than that, isn’t it?”
“No can do, Boone. State bank auditors wouldn’t stand for it. Let’s you and me have a drink and talk this out.” Billy quickly knelt down and picked up the nearly empty bottle of whiskey. He gulped some down before Levi angrily thrust the gun toward him. He surmised Billy was trying to buy time.
“Drop the bottle! No more drinking and no more talk!”
Billy tossed the now-empty bottle to the floor and raised his hands again. He slurred his words now. “C’mon, Boone. You gotta be reasonable about this.”
“Are these loan files?” asked Levi, but before Billy responded, Levi scanned the desk to look at the folders. He saw his father’s name on a thick file and picked it up.
“Hey, that belongs to the Bank of Corydon. Put that down.”
Levi shifted the Colt pistol to his left hand. While he held Billy at gunpoint, he thumbed through the paperwork. He saw a copy of the Notice of Foreclosure, a document titled Promissory Note, and another titled Deed of Trust. He nodded and smiled as he picked it up and thrust it into Billy’s belly.
“We’ll start with this one,” he hissed through gritted teeth.
Billy cradled the file in his arms like it was a newborn baby. “Whadya mean?”
Levi waved the gun toward the fireplace. “Burn it!”
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“Come on, Boone! You know I can’t do this. I’ll get in trouble with the state banking regulators!”
Levi pointed his weapon at Billy’s head and then waved it at the fireplace. “Die or burn. Your choice!”
The banker tried to deflect and plead with Levi. “It won’t matter if I burn them. They’re on computer files at the bank. I can enforce—”
“Shut up! If you had another option, you wouldn’t be tryin’ so hard. Let’s go!”
Levi stepped toward Billy and menacingly waved the gun toward his forehead. Billy stopped his bargaining and slowly walked toward the fire, glancing at the study one last time, hoping Wanda or Randy or anyone would come to his aid. He arrived at the roaring fire, which was sending sparks in all directions as the moisture in the oak popped and hissed.
“Boone, please.” He tried one last-ditch effort, begging Levi to change his mind.
In response, Levi twisted the barrel of the revolver into the back of Billy’s head.
Slowly, page by page, until the entire file folder’s contents had been emptied, Billy Clark burned the evidence of Squire Boone’s indebtedness to the Bank of Corydon in the fireplace. The flames grew larger and hotter as the paper became fully engulfed. Dark ashes and bits of the documents went up the chimney while others floated onto the hearth.
Billy dropped his chin to his chest and shook his head. “There. Satisfied? Now leave me alone and get out.”
Levi stood his ground and his eyes darted around the room. Hundreds of files were spread throughout the study or in piles on the floor. These were the loan files of the people of Corydon. They represented the leverage and control the Clarks had on the town. Levi thought of the pain Billy and his family had caused over the years because of their financial misdeeds.
Then he thought of Carly and the kids. He should leave. He should run off into the night and be happy with what he’d accomplished.
But that wasn’t his way.
“We’re not done yet, Billy. Now burn the rest of ’em.”
“You’re kidding, right? I can’t do this. I won’t. I’ll be ruined. I’ll go to prison.”
“Tough shit, Billy. Move!” Levi thrust the pistol against Billy’s ribs.
The jab frightened Billy, who slipped and fell to his knees in front of the fire. He began to sob, begging Levi to go. Levi kicked the files toward the fireplace to make it easy for Billy. In between sobs, Billy picked up the files and glanced at the names before he tossed them into the flames.
For more than a minute, the loans of Corydon’s borrowers were annihilated in an ever-growing inferno that continued to climb up the chimney and grow hotter.
Billy lost control of his emotions as he tossed one file after another into the flames, no longer attempting to feed documents slowly in a controlled manner. The liquor numbed his senses, and the emotional angst of losing all of the bank’s loan portfolio placed him on the verge of an emotional breakdown.
He no longer looked at Levi, who had quietly backed away toward the French doors and onto the porch. Instead, Billy stared longingly at each file as if it were an old family photograph he was being forced to destroy.
Soon, the pile on the fire grew so large that the ashes and coals began to spill out onto the hearth. Billy was robotic in his movements, his drunken state of mind resulting in his inattention as he threw the files onto the flames. He had no idea the fire had consumed the fireplace, spreading across the hearth, and now threatened the two-hundred-year-old heart-pine floors.
In an instant, the superheated flames caused an air pocket in one of the logs to send sparks flying into the room and onto his whiskey-soaked silk robe.
The garment ignited immediately and spread in a flash. Billy screamed for help and scrambled to his feet. In his half-drunken state, he struggled to take off the robe as the flames seared into his flesh.
The fire spread to the files at his feet, and he started to jump to avoid the heat. He turned and ran toward the porch. The rain would douse the flames, or Indian Creek would, he was sure of it. With his legs spread as he ran and his arms waving in circles as if he wanted to take flight, Billy stumbled toward the water to stop the burning. His screams were guttural, primal, not human.
He never made it. He slipped on the wet grass and fell face-first onto the wet turf. A sizzling sound could be heard as the heat of the flames came into contact with the moisture, but the fire continued to burn his flesh until the rains eventually doused them.
It was too late. Billy Clark was dead.
On the edge of the woods, standing stoically against a tree, an unemotional Levi Boone muttered, “Burn in hell.”
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Emboldened by Tommy’s and Allen’s words of encouragement, the protesting locals became even more belligerent as they faced off against the sheriff’s deputies. While the two sides hurled threats and insults at each other, the four horsemen decided to ease away from the highly volatile situation. Their primary objective was to look for Levi, who was not among the crowd, nor had any of them seen him.
After watching the back-and-forth for ten minutes or so, the group noticed smoke beginning to billow out of the fireplace chimney, coupled with the occasional red flame. Allen pointed out that Cedar Glade’s chimney might be susceptible to a flue fire due to its age. He had no idea what was really happening in that house.
With the entire sheriff’s contingent focusing their attention on the crowd in front of the house and the grounds in between them, Chapman suggested they leave. Even in the darkness and amidst the falling rain, he could see Indian Creek rising to the side and most likely the rear of Cedar Glade.
Twenty minutes later, they were at the Edmunds’ property, picking up their cache of weapons and ammunition. It took over two hours to return to Riverfront Farms from there because they had to walk the horses, which were loaded down with the heavy bullets.
Daylight came and the rain continued. Chapman stated in all of his years studying meteorology and chasing weather systems, he’d never seen a rainfall event like this one. Certainly, major hurricanes brought plenty of moisture out of the warm waters where they were generated. However, once the storm system moved on with the aid of a high-pressure system, the rain moved with it.
They tied the horses off in front of the house. Sarah emerged on the porch as the group hurriedly offloaded the ammunition and weapons. “Did you find him?”
Kristi greeted her and nonchalantly kissed her on the cheek. “How are you this morning?”
“Better. Carly just left for their house on Squire’s donkey. What about Levi?”
“Nothing, Mom. We went to Allen’s and then into town. There were a bunch of people gathered outside Billy’s place, ranting and raving. None of them had seen Levi, and with all the police presence protecting the house, we doubt he was up there.”
Sarah closed her eyes and sighed. “Carly still thinks he’s hiding in the woods somewhere. She’s gonna check the house to see if he changed clothes or looked for any food.”
“Did she go alone?” asked Chapman, who joined them on the porch. He smiled as Isabella emerged from the house, with Brooke on her hip.
“Yes. She took her gun and said she’d be fine. I’ll be honest, son. She’s pretty wound up. I hope nobody crosses her out there.”
Sarah spoke to Tommy for a moment while Chapman gave Isabella and Brooke a hug. She whispered in his ear, “We missed you last night.”
Chapman chuckled and scruffed on Brooke’s neck, drawing a smile from the chimp. “She slept with you?”
“She did. Twice, she woke up wanting to play. I tried to explain it was time to sleep. I believe she is enamored with my accent.”
“Who isn’t?” Chapman asked rhetorically as a wave of sadness came over him. He remembered his father’s first reaction when he met Isabella, and the playful banter from his mom. He sighed as he considered the fact that would never happen again.
Isabella picked up on his emotions and apologized for upsetting him, although she wasn’t sure why. He shook it off and grabbed two ammo cans off the porch. The group gathered in the living room to relay the story of what had happened to Sarah and Isabella.
Sarah fixed breakfast and coffee for the group. While she was out of earshot, they brought up the issue of the rain and rising water levels.
Chapman spoke in an unemotional, matter-of-fact tone. “The creeks we crossed twelve hours ago are nearly a foot higher already. This rain has got to stop or we’ll have a serious problem here.”
“The river is expanding up the hill, too,” added Isabella. “Before Carly left this morning, I walked down the driveway to see. The water has crossed the road and is now into the gravel.”
“There’s no place for the water to go,” said Tommy. “Guys, I don’t know anything about Indiana, but what are the elevations here?”
Chapman replied, “Hoosier Hill, southeast of Indianapolis, is the highest at around twelve hundred feet. I think the river is somewhere around four hundred feet above sea level. Most of the state is around seven hundred.”
Tommy nodded and rubbed his temples as he thought. “What is the highest point of your farm?”
Chapman glanced at Kristi, who shrugged. Before he could provide an educated guess, Sarah returned from the kitchen with a tray of biscuits and butter.
She looked at Chapman. “I’d say Wolfpen Ridge, right, dear?”
Chapman furrowed his brow, stuck out his lower lip, and nodded. “Yeah, I think you’re right. It’s on the back end of our property to the east of the house. It’s heavily wooded and we just use it for timber. I guess it’s a couple of hundred feet above where we are now.”
“Why are you asking about this?” asked Sarah.
Chapman sighed. The proverbial cat was out of the bag, so he might as well address the issue with his mom because she had to be involved in the decision-making process. “The water’s rising, Mom. And I mean a lot. Indian River has overflowed its banks, and Isabella said the river is lapping up at the bottom of our driveway.”
Sarah sat between Kristi and Isabella on the sofa. “We’ve had flooding here in the past, but never as high as the driveway. Then again, I’ve never seen it rain for this long before, either.”
Kristi took the floor. “Mom, here’s the problem. I know Chapman and he’s not an alarmist. He also knows his stuff. He and Isabella believe this rainy weather is being caused by the pole shift.”
Chapman interrupted her. “Well, it’s more of a side effect of what’s happening with the geomagnetic reversal. Anyway, based on what I’ve seen, this rain could go on for many days, even weeks. If it does, at least at the current amounts, the house will be taken by the river at some point.”
“Taken, as in flooded?” Sarah asked.
“Maybe worse. The river current would be strong enough to knock it off its foundation.”
Sarah leaned back in her chair. Despite the emotional pain and suffering she’d been through, she found an opportunity to inject some humor into the serious situation. “When it rains, it pours, right?”
The group shared a laugh, which was quickly stifled when they heard the sounds of someone stomping their boots on the front porch.
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Kristi was the first to scramble toward the foyer. She grabbed her shotgun, with Tommy close on her heels. The two flanked the door and readied their weapons. The knob slowly turned and the door was pushed open gently.
“Hey, y’all,” Levi calmly greeted them as he entered the foyer.
Sarah didn’t hesitate to race to her youngest son, crashing into him with a bear hug and tears of joy. “Where have you been all night?”
“I’m okay,” he replied, managing to deflect from disclosing his whereabouts. “Is Carly here?”
“She just went back over to your place to look for you,” replied Chapman.
Suddenly, the sound of bare feet running across the wood floors filled the air as Rachel and Jesse, followed by Brooke knuckle-running down the hallway, greeted Levi.
“Wow! If I had known I’d be missed this bad, I could’ve spent another night out in the rain.”
“Daddy!” they screamed in unison as they fought through Sarah to hug their dad.
“We missed you, Daddy,” said Rachel. “Brooke did too.”
The cute chimpanzee had become a part of the family. Much to the relief of Tommy and Kristi, she hadn’t exhibited any of the violent tendencies that had seemed to overtake Knight in those final days before he disappeared.
Levi scruffed on Brooke’s neck and shoulders as he glanced around the room. Dealing with the kids was easy. Answering their questions would be far more difficult unless, of course, he told the truth. It’s hard to screw up the story when you tell the truth, Squire had always told Levi, although he didn’t always live by the words himself.
“Come in, son. Let me find you some dry clothes.”
Levi nodded and hugged the kids again. He looked around the room, and several probing sets of eyes returned his glance. He tried to smile in an attempt to garner some sympathy.
Isabella stepped forward and reached for Rachel’s hand. “I think your father might be hungry. Would you and Jesse like to help me make some hot oatmeal and coffee?”
“Brooke is hungry, too,” replied Rachel. “She might like some oatmeal.”
Isabella glanced at Kristi, who shrugged. Chimpanzees were known to be omnivorous frugivores. That’s a fancy-ass term for a fruit-loving, leaf-eating, and anything-that-grows-in-the-woods diet. All of which was in short supply at the moment. So, with limitations, Brooke was learning to eat people food.
“I guess oatmeal for everybody,” said Isabella cheerily. “Come on, children.” She scooped up Brooke and led the kids to the kitchen while Sarah moseyed off to Levi’s room to fetch him some clothes. That left Levi alone with the rest of the group sans Carly.
Chapman took the leadership role for the inquisition. “You just had to bust Billy in the chops, didn’t you?”
“He had it comin’ a long time ago.” Levi stood firm in his defense. “Plus, he insulted Carly. He’s lucky it was me who knocked him on his ass.”
Kristi stifled a laugh. She wasn’t quite as mad at Levi’s disappearance as Chapman was. The family didn’t need to deal with their little brother in jail under these circumstances. Randy would’ve let him rot there.
“Where did you go?” Chapman continued questioning him, trying to get to the point before their mother returned.
“I just ran. I really didn’t have a plan, so I made my way back to the house. I changed clothes, grabbed Daddy’s knife and the Colt revolver, and…” His voice trailed off as he faced the moment of truth as to whether he should tell the rest of the story.
“And what?” insisted Chapman.
Levi took a deep breath and blurted out his answer. “I went to see Billy, that’s all.”
Chapman shook his head. “I knew it. We came up there looking for you. Where were you?”
“Behind the house.” Levi’s answers were short and well thought out.
Kristi joined in. “What were you doing there? With a gun and a knife?”
Levi sighed. “I really don’t know, you guys. I just felt like I had unfinished business with him. I guess I just wanted to back him off somehow. You know, get him to leave us alone.”
“So what happened?”
“Nothing,” he lied. “I never got the chance. While I was watching the house, I heard a bunch of shouting from the front and then a gunshot. I figured someone else was coming after him. The next thing I know, he was on fire, running outside toward the creek.”
Chapman scowled. “What? Billy was on fire?”
“Yeah. It was like watching somethin’ on TV. He came running off the back porch covered with flames, waving his arms like a windmill. I guess he was trying to get to the creek to put it out. Anyway, he slipped and fell. The fire burned for a bit until the rain put it out.”
Sarah had appeared in the living room with Levi’s clothes held tightly against her chest. “Is he dead?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m pretty sure he is. Cedar Glade burned up, too. Flames were shooting out the back door and through the fireplace chimney. Eventually, the cedar shake roof was burning. By the time I left, the whole house was consumed with fire.”
A slight grin came over Sarah’s face. “Did you happen to see if Randy was there, or the sister?”
“No, ma’am. Only Billy.”
Sarah approached Levi and kissed her son on the cheek. “You get changed out of those clothes. We’ll see about getting Carly back to the house. There’s lots to discuss today.”
He exited the room, quickly pushing past Chapman and Tommy while casting a quick look in Kristi’s direction. He nodded to her as he disappeared into the hallway.
There was an awkward silence for a moment as Sarah studied her two oldest children and Tommy. “Was there more?”
Chapman shrugged. “Um, no, I don’t guess so. It kinda matches up with what we saw when we were there.”
“Then it’s a closed subject and a closed chapter in our lives. Let’s move on.”
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Everyone needed sleep. They put away the horses and turned in for long naps, which abruptly ended in the midafternoon. During the naps, Sarah and Isabella sat outside on the porch swing together, with their rifles resting in their laps. The two talked about many subjects, including Sarah’s thoughts on the solar storms.
She patted Isabella on the leg as she spoke. “You are exactly like Chapman. He is polite and respects my belief in God and the teachings of the Bible, but deep down, I know the science has suppressed much of what he learned in church as a child.”
Isabella smiled. Sarah was much different from her parents, who were very analytical. Sarah’s loving ways comforted Isabella, which helped her block out her own concerns for her parents. She hoped they were safe and sound in their island getaway and not subjected to the types of people the Boone family had to face in this rural county.
“I was not schooled in the Bible as Chapman was, although I am familiar with it. My focus has always been on science and also history.”
“The Bible provides an historical account of the times during the life of Jesus and before. We can all learn from that.”
Isabella tucked her ankle under her other leg and turned toward Sarah. “Yes. I have read the stories of the Assyrians in the Old Testament. The oldest written record of solar storms was found in ancient Assyrian tablets. The Assyrians wrote of a red glow, a red cloud, and the colors normally associated with aurora in the sky. Around 600 BC, an extreme storm left particles in tree rings and ice cores discovered by scientists.”
“Tell me more,” Sarah insisted. She’d taken a strong liking to Isabella and enjoyed speaking with her about something besides the circumstances that drew them together.
“Well, geographically speaking, Assyria is considered too far south to view aurora unless the solar storm is extreme. However, my research has found that the north magnetic pole was closer to the Middle East during this time period. The Assyrian tablets confirm the science.”
Sarah adjusted her seat so her toes could reach the porch. She gently swung them as she spoke. “There are references to fire in the Heavens in the Books of Isaiah and Ezekiel. The prophecies reference the sun brightening sevenfold. It’s possible these solar flares are what is prophesized in the Old Testament.”
Isabella tread lightly on the subject. She’d only known Sarah for a short time and wanted to respect her fragility so soon after the death of her husband. “When did Ezekiel live?”
“He was born in Jerusalem around 620 BC,” replied Sarah with a chuckle. “I see the look on your face. You will soon learn I am the resident Bible scholar. Well, at least as it relates to some subjects. This was a hot topic of discussion in 2012 when everyone thought the world was coming to an end because of the Mayan calendar. I knew that was all silliness.”
Isabella thought for a moment. The time of Ezekiel’s prophecies and the scientific findings based on the Assyrian tablets almost matched up. She was about to add to the conversation when the ground seemed to shake.
“Sarah!” she shouted as the two women gripped each other’s hands. Their porch swing seemed to lift slightly and then drop back down.
“Was that thunder?” Sarah asked.
“No. It felt like an earthquake.”
A low rumbling sound filled the air, much like a group of Harley-Davidson motorcycles driving through the concrete jungle of any large U.S. city. The cycle’s exhaust system gains in intensity as the bikers get closer, and can reach a deafening roar if the sound has no way to escape the tall buildings.
The reverberating sound grew louder although the shaking subsided.
Chapman was fully awake after bouncing out of bed and racing down the stairwell. He appeared on the porch without shoes or socks. “Isabella! Any lightning?”
“No. Only the slight shaking of the ground and the rumble.”
Chapman was in his element as a weather detective. “For how long?”
“Two minutes, perhaps.”
He walked to the edge of the porch, and without getting wet, he peered past the roof overhang at the rain-filled sky. He furrowed his brow and shook his head. “No lightning, right?”
Sarah took this one. “No, dear. Same as always. Rain and more rain. It was probably an earthquake.”
“Maybe. We don’t really have earthquakes here, but neither does Ohio,” he added, referring to his trip to the farm with Isabella.
The rest of the group joined them. Everyone questioned Chapman, and he really didn’t have any definitive answers. There were many logical explanations, which included seismic activity and the sudden appearance of severe thunderstorms off in the distance.
He’d learned long ago not to hypothesize without all the facts, so he didn’t. But there was a concern that crossed his mind, one he’d discuss at length with Isabella in private.
Water was heavy. As the ground became soaked in the incessant rain, and the Ohio River swelled, it was likely the Earth’s crust, those first several miles of our planet’s hard outer layer made of various types of rocks, was feeling incredible downward pressure from above.
This pressure caused instability, which in turn caused tectonic shifts. Unexpected movement of the cracked shells of the planet, the tectonic plates, might be causing a ripple effect across North America.
However, there was something else. The groundwater levels might be filling the cracks, crevices, and caverns that were prevalent along the Ohio River in Indiana and Kentucky. The sandstone, shale, and limestone under their feet might be shifting. As the voids filled with water and the limestone dissolved, sinkholes could quickly form, causing the surface to collapse or drop into the cavities.
Almost all of Riverfront Farms, including their home, was built on a limestone subsurface.
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By late evening, a full day had passed since fire devoured Billy Clark’s residence and the bully himself. Allen Edmund had braved the treacherous conditions to ride a horse-drawn wagon down from his place to pick up the rototiller he’d bartered for and to provide the Boones the news from Corydon. Just to be safe, Levi stayed out of sight, and as a precaution, they lied to Allen about his whereabouts. In the apocalypse, the policy was to trust no one outside the family.
After Allen left, the family came together for a conversation about the news from Corydon.
“They’re finally standing up to the Clarks,” said Carly with a hint of pride in her voice. “I think Levi’s public smackdown of Bully Billy gave them the will to fight.”
“Well, it certainly will keep Randy busy and out of our hair,” said Chapman. “We have some decisions to make. The biggest takeaway from Allen’s visit was why he felt it necessary to come down right away to get the rototiller we traded him. He believes the bridges and roads might be impassible soon.”
“Allen and his family are longtime residents like us,” added Sarah. “He’s smart enough to know this is unusual.”
Chapman nodded in agreement. He cleared his throat before he spoke. “Putting my weatherman hat on for a second, you might hear reports, especially in the spring, of towns along the Mississippi River in Missouri, Illinois, Tennessee, and Arkansas experiencing a one-hundred-year flood. In other words, the high waters during the spring rains created the worst flooding in a hundred years.
“Ten years ago, the Houston area experienced three five-hundred-year floods in back-to-back-to-back years. I remember reporting on the floodwaters, which covered interstates and filled the lobbies of high-rise buildings. Heck, the waters brought out of the Gulf of Mexico due to Hurricane Harvey were considered to be a thousand-year flood.
“What we are experiencing on the farm, and most likely throughout the Midwest, is at least a once-in-a-thousand-year rain event. I hate that we don’t have access to scientific data or NOAA estimates. All we have to go by is the water levels in relation to where we live. We are within weeks of being flooded here at the house if this continues.”
“Really? Leave?” asked Carly.
“I don’t think I’m the only one of us seeing a cataclysm coming, but I think I’m the only person saying it, and I think that scares all of us.”
“But are you saying we need to leave?” asked Levi.
“I think we need to have a serious discussion about it,” replied Chapman. “The thought of leaving the farm and venturing into the unknown is frightening. There are so many considerations to take into account. I do know this, if we wait too long, until the river is lapping up on our porch, it’ll be too late. We’ll be surrounded by water with zero options.”
Levi pushed away from the dining table and wandered around the living room. “We can’t leave the farm. This is our home and we’ve…” Levi caught himself before he revealed too much.
“I understand, Levi,” said Chapman. “It will always be our farm, and it will be here when we get back. I’m just saying we need to get to higher ground.”
“Like where? And how?” asked Carly. “We’ve got little ones. We can’t just throw them on their ponies.”
Chapman grew frustrated. “Listen, I don’t want to leave either. I wish it would quit raining. I wish the Clarks hadn’t threatened us with foreclosure. I wish Dad were still here to help us make a decision.”
Kristi intervened in order to calm both of her brothers down. “C’mon, guys. We have to accept the fact the old rules don’t apply anymore.”
“That’s right, Kristi,” said Chapman. “What I’m leading up to is this. The planet is going through a cataclysm—a catastrophic change not unlike what’s happened to the Earth before, but not ever during the era of modern man.”
“Chapman, how do you know this?” questioned Carly. “You just admitted we don’t have access to all those scientific gadgets you need to predict this stuff.”
Chapman leaned back in his chair. “I base it on what we’ve experienced so far and the climatic conditions we observed prior to losing the power grid. Since then, two things have happened. The rains came out of nowhere and haven’t stopped contributing to this massive flooding. Also, the geostorm has destroyed small electronics. For all intents and purposes, we no longer live in the twenty-first century. It’s more like the 1800s.”
Carly asked another question. “So are you saying the water is gonna keep on rising and not go down? Chapman, that’s impossible. This ain’t some Waterworld movie.”
Levi added somewhat sarcastically, “Maybe we should build an ark?”
Chapman sighed and mindlessly stared at his fingers as he touched the tips together and counted. Based upon the rising waters and the elevation of the house in comparison to where it was when the rain started, they’d be nearly flooded in ten days.
After several moments of awkward silence, Sarah spoke. “Noah followed God’s instructions and it was the right thing to do. I’m gonna pray on this; however, preparation for this possibility is necessary.”
“I agree, Mom,” said Kristi. “All we have to go on is what Isabella and Chapman have learned prior to the power outage and what all of us have seen in the last several days. It won’t hurt to get our ducks in a row.”
“Well, at least they can swim,” quipped Chapman under his breath.
*****
Kristi asked Chapman and Levi to join her in a ride up to the small ranch owned by Misty Garness and her husband. Misty had been Kristi’s roommate at Ohio State before the two veterinarians chose different career paths. It was Kristi who suggested they’d need to start with transportation. The Garness family had quite a few horses as well as several wagons they used to carry bales of hay around their ranch. Kristi hoped to make a deal with her old friend.
After an hour-long ride in which they had to traverse normally small creeks that were now flooded, they arrived at the Garness ranch. Misty readily provided the Boones two covered wagons that she rarely used except during the Heritage Weekend up at Lanesville.
She also gave up four of her oldest horses she considered reliable and strong enough to pull the loaded-down wagons. Coupled with the Boones’ existing stable of horses and one donkey, everyone would have a horse or a seat in the wagons if they decided to leave Riverfront Farms.
The two old friends said their goodbyes. They tried to warn Misty of the rising waters and the potential for longtime, more severe flooding, but she and her husband believed the rains would stop eventually and the waters would recede.
It was that way of thinking that contributed, in part, to her being so generous with her gifts. She was certain the Boones wouldn’t be leaving. Had Misty encountered the rising creek levels and the washed-out roads like the Boone siblings did, her opinion might’ve changed.
The difficult trip back to the farm with the wagons and horses certainly opened up Levi’s eyes considerably. His judgment had been clouded by the death of his father, the well-intentioned but strong opinions of Carly, and his own run-in with Billy Clark.
By the time they made it back to Riverfront Farms, he was fully on board with the prospect of evacuating. The only question was to where.
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It happened in the middle of the night without warning. These things always do. To be sure, the Boone family had been warned by Chapman and Isabella. For days they’d debated and commiserated, choosing between what the science and weather conditions dictated, and the emotions of losing Squire and the farm within a week of each other. A consensus couldn’t be reached, and disagreements threatened to tear the family apart. And then it began.
The shaking was barely discernible at first, except to Brooke. Animals have this innate ability to sense doom. She’d been sleeping between Kristi and Tommy when she felt it. At first, she stuck her head up to look around the dark room, using her superior eyesight to determine the cause.
When it happened again, slightly harder, she shrieked, immediately waking up both of her adoptive parents. A picture frame fell off the fireplace mantel, and a glass of water on the nightstand began to slide toward the edge toward the floor.
“Everybody downstairs!” shouted Chapman from the hallway. The sounds of footsteps rustling through the dark house indicated everyone had a sense of urgency following the tremor.
The children were crying from being uprooted from their sleep unexpectedly and the sudden sense of urgency to get to safety.
Then another hit, causing the house to shake on its foundation. The sounds of plates and glasses tinkling in the kitchen coupled with crashing picture frames, once full of smiling faces and momentous occasions, created a chaotic scene.
“Watch out for glass!” shouted Sarah.
“Where do we go?” asked Carly.
“Outside!” yelled Chapman. This was contrary to what kids were taught in school—duck, cover, hold on. However, those suggestions almost always applied to urban or commercial building settings. Without the threat of bricks from tall buildings or power lines to drop on them, being away from the house was best, especially because of the sinkhole threat.
The group, dressed lightly in pajamas or partially clothed, helped one another into the front yard and slightly up the hill toward Squire and Sarah’s apple tree. Soon, loud explosion-like sounds could be heard followed by more shaking of the ground. The rumbling noise had returned, muted only somewhat by the pouring rain.
“Let’s move higher up the hill!” shouted Chapman as he assisted his mother, who was shivering. He removed his sweatshirt and placed it over her head. “Wear this to stay warm.”
A creaking sound could be heard and then what might’ve been gunshots. It was actually the sound of the front porch roof and support beams being pulled away from the house. The ground suddenly washed away from the steps leading onto the porch, and a small hole opened up.
“The house!” shouted Jesse, who was the first to see the porch roof topple over and crash to the ground.
The hole grew larger and the roof was immediately consumed by a combination of mud and rushing rainwater from off the driveway. Next, the porch tore away from the foundation, causing some of the blocks to crack and open a hole into the basement.
“We need to get our things!” shouted Levi. He began to make a move toward the house, but Chapman wrapped his arms around his waist.
“It’s too dangerous, Levi. You can’t.”
“Chapman, we’ll lose everything if we don’t try,” said Levi.
Chapman hesitated, and then Tommy came to his side. “He’s right, Chapman. We have to go for it.”
Chapman let go of Levi and he pulled Tommy close to them both. “Go, but stick together. Use the back of the house to enter and exit. Don’t take any risks, got it?”
“Yeah!” shouted Levi as he slapped Tommy on the back and took off.
“I’ll be there in a minute,” Chapman shouted after them. He turned to Kristi. “Can you guys safely get the horses out of the barn?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, bring them uphill and tie them off to different trees. You know, spread them out.”
Kristi motioned for Carly to join her.
After they ran into the darkness, Chapman turned to Isabella. “Please take care of Mom and the kids.”
“I can help you,” Isabella protested.
“I know, but they need you more. Please?”
She nodded and touched his face. “Be careful, mon ami.”
Chapman smiled, glanced at his mother, and raced down the hill toward the back of the house.
Thirty minutes later, the foundation along the front of the house had collapsed, and the sinkhole began to swallow the bricks.
Chapman, Levi, and Tommy worked frantically to empty the home of anything of use. They piled things just outside the back of the house, and after the horses were removed from the barn, the rest of the family, including the kids, moved their belongings to higher ground.
As the daylight began to peer through the rain clouds, more of the house was falling forward into the seemingly bottomless pit that had opened up in their front yard. A steady stream of rainwater washed down the hill and poured into the sinkhole, taking mud from the sides with it.
The Boone family home, which had occupied this ground for more than a century, was being buried in a cavern of its own, much like Squire Boone in the 1800s and Squire Boone of that day and time.
The family stood together in stunned disbelief until the collapse of their home ended. Suddenly, Chapman made one last precarious trip inside to make sure nothing of sentimental value had been left behind.
He bravely went upstairs to his room and retrieved his storm glass, the primitive teardrop-shaped sealed glass that contained chemicals capable of predicting upcoming weather events. Acting much like a barometer, it had begun to indicate the coming rains shortly after Chapman left for Fort Wayne to take his father to the hospital. Had he seen it cloud up, he probably would’ve disregarded it as inaccurate. Now it was a symbolic heirloom of his prior professional life as a meteorologist.
He also stopped by his parents’ room and took one final look. On the floor underneath a toppled dresser was a coonskin cap his father had made when he was a kid. The coonskin cap was often associated with the Boone family and its pioneering ways.
Chapman laughed as he forced the dresser out of the way to retrieve it. He placed the cap on his head and studied himself in a shattered mirror, which barely hung on the wall.
“I guess we’ve gone full circle, Dad. We’ll see if that Boone DNA pays off.”
The house began to shudder and felt like it was sliding deeper into the sinkhole. Chapman scurried outside and joined the rest of his family. He handed Isabella the storm glass and placed the coonskin cap on his nephew’s head.
Levi stepped forward and wrapped his arm around his brother’s shoulders. He reached into his pocket and showed Chapman the compass he’d been carrying since the plane crash. Levi didn’t have to look at the inscription on the back to recite the words he’d repeated to himself hundreds of times in the last several weeks.
Every adventure requires a first step.
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