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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
MELTING GLACIERS ARE WREAKING HAVOC ON EARTH’S CRUST
~ Smithsonian Magazine, September 2019
 
Scientists say sea levels are dropping, earthquakes and volcanoes are waking up, and even the earth’s axis is moving.
During the glacier heyday 19,000 years ago, known as the Last Glacial Maximum, the Earth groaned under the weight of heavy ice sheets thousands of feet thick. These enormous hunks of frozen water pressed down on the Earth’s surface, displacing crustal rock and causing malleable mantle substance underneath to deform and flow out, changing the Earth’s shape.
As prehistoric ice sheets began to melt around 11,700 years ago, however, all this changed. The surface began to spring back, allowing more space for the mantle to flow back in. That caused land that had previously been weighed down, like Glacier Bay Park in Alaska and the Hudson Bay in Canada, to rise up. The most dramatic examples of uplift are found in places like Russia, Iceland and Scandinavia, where the largest ice sheets existed.
As our gargantuan glaciers melt, the continents up north lose weight quickly, causing a rapid redistribution of weight. Recent research from NASA scientists show that this causes a phenomenon called “true polar wander” where the lopsided distribution of weight on the Earth causes the planet to tilt on its axis until it finds its balance.
Our north and south poles are moving towards the landmasses that are shrinking the fastest as the Earth’s center of rotation shifts. Previously, the North Pole was drifting towards Canada; but since 2000, it’s been drifting towards the U.K. and Europe at about four inches per year. Scientists haven’t had to change the actual geographic location of the North Pole yet, but that could change in a few decades.
Redistribution of mass is also slowing down the Earth’s rotation. In 2015, Harvard geophysicist Jerry Mitrovica published a study in Science Advances showing that glacial melt was causing ocean mass to pool around the Earth’s center, slowing down the Earth’s rotation. He likened the phenomenon to a spinning figure skater extending their arms to slow themselves down.
 
FORCES FROM EARTH’S SPIN MAY SPARK EARTHQUAKES AND VOLCANIC ERUPTIONS
~ Erin I. Garcia de Jesus, American Geophysical Union, December 27, 2019
 
New research suggests forces pulling on Earth's surface as the planet spins may trigger earthquakes and eruptions at volcanoes.
Seismic activity and bursts of magma near Italy's Mount Etna increased when Earth's rotational axis was furthest from its geographic axis, according to a new study comparing changes in Earth's rotation to activity at the well-known Italian volcano.
This phenomenon, called polar motion, is driven by changes in climate due to things like changing seasons, melting ice sheets or movement from tectonic plates. As polar motion fluctuates, forces pulling the planet away from the sun tug at Earth's crust, much like tides due to the gravitational pull from the sun and moon.
Researchers point to an interesting concept. "It's the first time we've found this relationship in this direction from Earth's rotation to volcanoes," said Sébastien Lambert, a geophysicist at Paris Observatory in France and lead author of the study.
Lambert discovered there were more earthquakes when Earth's rotational pole was furthest from the geographic axis—at the point in Earth's top-like spin when it looks like it is about to fall over.
 
WEATHER EXTREMES – Are they due to pole shifting?
~ NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC Magazine, August 2016
 
Weather extremes, more violent hurricanes, increasing numbers of tornadoes, increasing numbers of earthquakes, colder winters. Is it a result of a pole shift?
Tornadoes seem to be increasing. Earthquakes are occurring in unprecedented numbers. Some of the largest hurricanes and gales ever, have occurred in recent times. During colder months some of the most severe blizzards on record have also been recorded. In recent years different theories have arisen to explain the weather changes or climate change as some like to call the phenomena.
Theories regarding the coming of new ice age or a greenhouse effect vied for dominance. But a new version of an old theory is taking hold due to new findings by NASA and NOAA. That would be that the earth seems to be in the middle of a magnetic pole shift, and the ongoing theories are that magnetic pole shifts can cause extreme weather.
Volcanic eruptions are cited as one factor contributing to global cooling, by blocking sunlight and creating a form of nuclear winter. However, volcanic eruptions themselves can be affected by greater forces that can affect global climate, and behavior of people and animals and really any and all living things. These greater factors are major fluctuations in the earth’s electromagnetic fields and perhaps especially such fluctuations that may occur in relation to a shift in the earth’s magnetic poles.
More and more sources are starting to mention that the earth’s magnetic poles may be starting to shift. An Airport in Florida is having to deal with changes in magnetic declination, in particular, the airport in Tampa. The airport has had to close a runway due to this shift in magnetic north. This is cited as a sign that a major magnetic pole shift is well under way by some theoreticians and scientists.
A growing number of scientists are starting to worry that it is the magnetic pole shift that seems to be underway that is the real culprit behind climate change. Not man-made air pollution, not the sun, not the underground volcanic activity heating up the oceans, but the slow beginning of a pole shift that has been thought to destroy entire civilizations in the past and be one major factor in mass extinctions. NASA recently discovered and released information about a major breach in the earth’s magnetic field.
This breach in the earth’s magnetic field alone, in that it is allowing solar winds to enter the earth’s atmosphere, is sufficient to really mess up the weather. Not only is this accelerating magnetic pole shift messing up the weather it is having major effects on geopolitics. These magnetic shifts are not only capable of causing massive global super storms, but can cause certain societies, cultures and whole countries to collapse, even go to war with one another.
All yet remains to be seen, but the magnetic reversal of the earth’s poles seems to be rapidly increasing and IS affecting world weather patterns. The real question is how bad will things get before it all settles back down to a “new normal?”
At one time in history it was thought the North Pole was in the area that is now known as Hudson Bay. If the Hudson Bay area was the last location of the North Pole, where will it go next? And how bad will global super storms and climate change get before it is over? And can we stop blaming each other for causing this and work together to survive it and keep civilization intact?
 



Epigraph
“Of the four billion life forms which have existed on the planet, three billion, nine hundred and sixty million are now extinct. We don’t know why. Some by wanton extinction, some through natural catastrophe, some destroyed by meteorites and asteroids. In the light of these mass extinctions it really does seem unreasonable to suppose that Homo sapiens should be exempt. Our species will have been one of the shortest-lived of all, a mere blink, you may say, in the eye of time.”
~ P. D. James, author, Oxford, United Kingdom, written in The Children of Men
*****
“The end of the world came and we no longer asked, who to die by fire and who by sword. We all died by water.”
~ Unknown
*****
“We forget that the water cycle and the life cycle are one.”
~ Jacques Cousteau
*****
“The journey of a thousand miles begins with one step.”
~ Lao Tzu, ancient Chinese philosopher
*****
“It’s the end of the world as we know it and I feel fine.”
~ John Michael Stipe, American singer-songwriter, R.E.M.
 



Prologue
The older you get, the faster time seems to go. Our planet may know the feeling. After four and a half billion years, the Earth had entered a new age, an epoch, that would be defined by cataclysmic events unprecedented in human history.
In the past, massive asteroid strikes, the kind that resulted in the great extinction of the dinosaurs, left traces of the element iridium in the soil. In the twentieth century, the distinctive radioactive signatures left by atom bomb tests would be found by future scientists, together with different carbon isotope indicators evidencing the ever-increasing use of fossil fuels.
But all of these markers of climate change would pale in comparison to the permanent impact of the reversal of the planet’s magnetic field. The rapid pole shift had a worldwide effect, by definition, a necessary requirement for a planetary epoch.
First came the rains. As the cosmic rays that were normally blocked by our atmosphere found their way to the planet’s surface, clouds built rapidly across all geographic regions regardless of their normal weather patterns. Deserts were soaked. Where moisture once turned to snow, rains fell as the planet warmed.
Oceans rose. Rivers swelled and overflowed their banks. Meandering streams and creeks became raging torrents. Serene lakes consumed acres of land and surrounded buildings while driving people out of their homes.
And there was no end in sight.
Had there been power, the news headlines would’ve been sensationalistic, and rightfully so.
To be sure, prior to the rapid pole shift, scientists would’ve scoffed at the notion that this type of climate change could come about so suddenly without the influence of mankind. For a century, alarmists had warned of the impact of fossil fuels and other marvels of modern civilization as being the culprit. In the end, it was the planet itself that resulted in the cataclysm.
 
The Atlantic Seaboard
 
It was mid-September when the power brokers of America gave up their hold on the levers of the nation. Stock exchanges, banks, boardrooms, and media centers were emptied. Governments—local, state, and national—had ceased to function. First responders adopted a family-first approach.
Mankind had an innate sense of awareness when it came to a catastrophe. Somehow, this collective consciousness was able to be transmitted from one person to another without so much as a single word being spoken. A subtle glance. A nod of the head. Even the pulling closed of a curtain might signal to others that danger was afoot.
Although the power grid was down at the behest of the president, people were still mobile and capable of spreading news via word of mouth. Those closest to the Atlantic Ocean noticed the not-so-subtle changes first.
High tides were higher than usual. Low tides never seemed to cause the water to recede. With each cycle, the ocean consumed more real estate until waves were crashing into the millions of homes perched on the water’s edge.
In the cities, families began to retreat. Some felt safest in their cars while others headed inland on foot or bicycle. Solid lanes of vehicles, all headed away from shore, were bordered by masses of humanity moving methodically down the sidewalks, carrying their most prized earthly possessions. The strangers looked at each other with sullen, disbelieving eyes as they shuffled along, seeking confirmation that this catastrophe was really happening.
From Boston in New England to Miami in the south, there was a solid sweep of cars and bodies evading the rising tides. The strange hush of the exodus was punctuated at times by honking horns, crying babies, and random shouts. It was a human scrum, a nightmarish marathon of participants all jarring for position.
Some gave up or were simply unable to go on. They could be seen huddled in the doorways of buildings or in darkened alleyways, sopping wet from the incessant rainfall.
Others stood on the roofs of high-rise buildings, observing the wave of humanity. They’d either accepted their fate or felt comfortable in their elevation above the sea. They were the ones who grossly underestimated the power of an ocean. In the coming days, those who sought the safety of the high-rises were in for a rude awakening.
They were landlocked, in a way. Trapped by the ever-rising waters. Those on the lower floors elected to move upward. Those on the upper floors, seeking to protect their resources, chose to block the others’ intrusion.
Within luxury apartment buildings, battles raged as desperation set in for the lower dwellers. Faced with death by flooding, they fought their neighbors. Hand-to-hand. Men, women, and children all desperately clawed their way to higher ground to avoid the rising waters. The deaths were brutal, and they were also in vain.
As the Atlantic Ocean rose, the foundations and structural integrity of the high-rise buildings were compromised. One by one, they began to sink or topple. Those built to newer standards stood strong until an older building fell into them.
Like a sloppy game of dominoes, America’s great coastal cities were turned into piles of rubble. Mounds of riprap that did little to slow the ocean’s consumption of the Atlantic Seaboard. The water came farther and farther inland, making the term thousand-year flood more than hyperbole.
This was just the beginning as the rains continued to fall and the geostorms arrived.
The magnetic reversal weakened the planet’s protective shield, and the sun’s highly charged particles infected all parts of the Earth. Those fleeing the rising waters in vehicles suddenly found themselves at a standstill. Like those around them, they continued their journey on foot, marshalling their assets to carry only what they could. Like vultures, or a pack of hungry wolves, others swooped in and fought over what was left behind.
Despite the continuous rainfall and accompanying cloud cover, the sun’s harmful rays still began their devastating attack on the Earth’s inhabitants. Ordinarily, clouds block the more harmful ultraviolet-B rays. But the planet’s atmosphere was growing ever weaker with each passing day. For some, the effects of the radiation would take years to reveal themselves, if they lived that long. For others, especially those who were fair-skinned or who didn’t heed the warnings to cover up, the results were more dramatic.
First-degree sunburns, which had been experienced by nearly everyone, hot and tender reddish skin, quickly became more severe. Within days, small pus-filled blisters formed. Instinctively, people scratched the pustules, causing them to break open and expose raw skin underneath. This newly exposed skin turned dark red to purple first, and their bodies reacted to the third-degree burns. Chills, mild fevers, nausea, and, ultimately, severe dehydration took hold. It was a deadly progression that could not be reversed without proper medical care, which was virtually nonexistent.
But those were the lucky ones. They were the ones who had anticipated the rising sea levels and had the capability to travel. Others—the doubters, the ostriches with their heads in the sand, or the infirm—watched as powerful forces in faraway places caused the geography of the planet to change.
The poles continued to shift. Beneath the Earth’s surface, a battle raged for magnetic supremacy as several new magnetic poles appeared around the globe. As temperatures rose, the Arctic sea ice and the Antarctic shelf began to rapidly wither. Huge mountains of ice broke off and began to wander into both the North Atlantic and the South Pacific.
Massive tsunamis began to roll across the seas, daring anything to stop them. Man’s great skyscrapers and monuments were no match for the power of the ocean. Only higher ground would save the billions of the world’s inhabitants from the deluge.
Before the shift, seventy percent of the Earth’s surface was covered in water. When the catastrophe ended, Mother Earth had gone full circle to its infancy when she was covered in a global ocean and her mighty mountain ranges stood out like archipelagos breaking the surface.
So as the poles wandered haphazardly, the temperatures rose, and the rain continued to fall for nearly forty days and forty nights, just as Sarah Boone had feared.
A new Earth epoch had begun.
 



Chapter 1
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Chapman Boone paced the soggy ground inside the barn. Over the last several days, the sinkhole had expanded and devoured most of the Boones’ historic family home. He, Levi, and Tommy worked together to remove everything they could while being safe. Chapman’s concerns surpassed the material things within the family home. The nonstop rains had brought the Ohio River ever closer to the barn where the family had regrouped.
Sarah Boone had quickly put her sorrow for the death of Squire in the back of her mind as she focused on taking care of her family. Using her pioneer spirit founded upon generations of DNA and living a lifestyle that relied largely upon their land to sustain themselves, Sarah possessed the knowledge to live in a world without electricity.
She’d spoken at length with Chapman and Isabella about the realities they faced. Their world was a whole lot smaller now. They once lived in the information age where news, weather, and research were at everyone’s fingertips via computers and smartphones. Now they were forced to make life-changing decisions based upon their expertise and instinct. And, they quickly learned, not everyone was in agreement.
While Sarah tended to their morning meal of oatmeal cooked in a cast-iron pot over an open fire, her daughter, Kristi, and Kristi’s boyfriend, Tommy Bannon, cut apples into small chunks to add flavor to everyone’s breakfast.
Chapman had set an arbitrary deadline of four days following the loss of the Boones’ home to make a decision on leaving Riverfront Farms for higher ground. The discussions amongst the group turned into heated debates between Levi and Carly, who argued on the side of riding out the storm in the barn, and Chapman, who was the voice in favor of departure. Quietly, Isabella supported him, but she intentionally stayed out of the fray because she was new to the family.
Kristi and Tommy, both scientific-minded individuals, saw the handwriting on the wall although they were unsure as to when the deadline for evacuation should be.
Sarah listened to Chapman’s arguments and tried her best to keep emotions out of her decision-making. She, too, saw the rising waters and was astounded that the rainfall had never dissipated since it had begun over a week ago. She had many questions and tried to address these privately with each member of the group. She asked Chapman not to press until the group was on board with a final decision on whether they should stay or go.
After everyone gathered around, Levi finally broke the awkward silence after giving his wife’s hand a squeeze. The gesture was not so much an act of reassurance as it was a reminder for Carly to stay out of the discussion. She’d ignited several heated arguments in the past few days, as her concern for her children, and the property she loved so much, was at the forefront of her mind.
“Well, here we are,” he began as he hopped off a hay bale and wandered to the barn entrance facing the Ohio. As the light of day turned the skies from dark to gray, the waterline could be seen closer than the afternoon before.
“It’s not stopping, Levi,” interrupted Chapman, getting right to the point. “And it’s not likely to for the foreseeable future.”
“Yes, it will,” mumbled Carly, who immediately turned her head after Levi shot her a glance.
Chapman continued despite her comment. “As I’ve explained, just because the rains come to an end doesn’t mean the water will recede. This could be the new normal. The rain is only a part of it. It’s what we are experiencing here, on a localized level. Around the planet, there are melting glaciers wreaking havoc.”
Levi was somewhat snarky as he interrupted his brother. “I know. I know. Rising sea levels and all of that.”
“It’s more than that. For years, we’ve been inundated with talk of global sea levels rising. This is far different. This is real and can be potentially catastrophic for the planet.”
For the first time, Isabella joined in the debate, primarily because she was gravely concerned about the group’s lack of action. She walked to the side of the barn and picked up a steel-toothed rake.
“It is like a seesaw,” she began, holding it in her hand so it wavered up and down. “At the poles, glaciers are melting and some are breaking away and floating toward the equator. This shift in weight caused by the mountains of ice moving, together with the excessive weight of the water, is changing the landscape of the planet.”
Chapman stepped in to continue. “I don’t want to get too detailed, but nineteen thousand years ago, when the planet was covered with glaciers, heavy sheets of ice thousands of feet thick pressed down on the Earth’s surface. As this happened, the topography took the shape we know today.
“The pole shift has begun a process of reversing this period in the planet’s life. As the ice sheets melt, the pressure on the tectonic plates and the mantle changes. It could take some time for it to sort out, but meanwhile, the ice will melt, the waters will rise, and they’ll likely stay there until the planet gets comfortable with the change in weight distribution.”
“What does that look like?” asked Tommy.
“Cataclysmic changes like earthquakes and volcanic activity in a frequency unimaginable by scientists.”
Levi shrugged and stuffed his hands in his jeans as he spoke. “Okay, let’s say we’re no longer safe here. By here, I mean right here, on this spot, in this barn. What’s wrong with finding a little higher ground on the farm? Or over in the state park? I’ve hunted along cliffs that are higher than this.”
Chapman nodded and changed his tone of voice. He seemed relieved to see Levi’s attitude change from hell no, we won’t go to maybe.
“Two things. One, I’m not sure the ground will be high enough, and two, everyone else will have the same idea. There simply won’t be enough real estate to sustain everyone in a three-state area trying to reach the same high ground.”
“What’s our next option?” asked Levi. “Out west, as in the Rockies? You can’t get any higher than that.” He glanced at Carly, who nodded her agreement.
“That’s a natural destination, but we’d never get there,” replied Chapman. “If the Ohio River has doubled its width, at least, I can only imagine what the Mississippi looks like. Plus, there’s the distance we’d need to travel. Denver is due west of here and it’s eleven hundred miles or so.”
Levi shook his head and chuckled. “Obviously, you’ve given this a lot of thought. Where do you think we should go?”
“Back to where we came from,” replied Chapman.
 



Chapter 2
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
Although Sarah was focused on finishing up her family’s breakfast, she was keenly interested in the interaction between Levi and Chapman. The two brothers had been at odds with one another over the decision on whether leaving Riverfront Farms was a necessity. Sarah knew, in the end, she’d be the decision maker. She was intrigued by Chapman’s response.
“What do you mean by that, dear?”
Chapman took a bowl of oatmeal and leaned against the center post of the barn. “I’m suggesting we retrace this family’s roots and return to the Appalachian Mountains. If we were to follow the Wilderness Road back to Cumberland Gap, we’d have the benefit of a much higher elevation and a sparsely populated part of the country.”
In the mid-1700s, Squire Boone Sr. moved his large family, including his wife, Sarah, and his pioneering sons Daniel and Squire Jr., from Pennsylvania to the mountains of North Carolina. In 1767, some of the Boone sons, led by Daniel, ventured west through the Cumberland Gap across upper East Tennessee on a hunting expedition. They later attempted to create a settlement in Kentucky, but when Cherokee Indians attacked and killed two of the settlers, they retreated home.
They tried again in 1775 and blazed a trail from present-day Kingsport, Tennessee, through hostile Indian territory until they reached an area on the Kentucky River. They built the first settlement, named Boonesborough, and later extended the route all the way to present-day Louisville.
 

 
Levi gobbled down his oatmeal and spoke in between bites. “That’s a little over two hundred miles. I’d consider that doable.”
Kristi tried to make her brother feel better about capitulating to Chapman’s continual urging to abandon the farm. “You traveled a whole lot farther than that, didn’t you?”
Carly couldn’t contain herself. “By himself,” she shot back before taking a deep breath. “Listen, don’t get me wrong. I’m relieved to have my husband home. I’m just not sure I can put the kids through a trip like this. It’s more than just the weather. People are gonna be desperate. They’re not gonna welcome us with open arms and a hot meal.”
“Carly has a point,” cautioned Tommy. “But, that said, it makes the case for moving sooner rather than later. People may still be getting along with what is in their pantries. Maybe neighbors are still helping neighbors at this point. I think we’re fortunate to have the advice of Chapman and Isabella. You know, to be a step ahead of everyone else.”
Chapman smiled at Tommy in appreciation. “This is another reason I like the Cumberland Gap. It’s on the western side of the Appalachians. The large population centers along the Atlantic coast will be evacuating to the mountains as well, but it’s a long way to cross Virginia and Carolina to get to where I have in mind.”
Levi set his bowl down and leaned over to kiss Carly on the cheek. Then he whispered in her ear, and she reached up to squeeze his hand. Her demeanor immediately changed, and she provided him a soft smile.
“You guys know I’ve retraced the route our ancestors took half a dozen times since I got my driver’s license. I’ve done it a thousand times in my head using what I’ve learned from Dad, Grandpa, and the history books. If we all agree that it’s necessary to abandon the farm, then I can sign off on the mountains. There are still a lot of questions to answer, such as when, how, and to where, exactly.”
Chapman responded, “Today won’t be soon enough. The longer we wait, the higher the water rises, making crossing the Ohio a bigger challenge.”
“Oh yeah, what about the rivers?” asked Kristi. “I didn’t do well in geography in high school.”
The group laughed as they kidded her about her single, male geography teacher, who had been more distraction than educator.
Levi spoke up. “The Ohio is the biggest challenge, based upon what we’ve seen. Chapman’s right. At the present water elevation, the bridges may be covered already. After that, we can travel around the Green River, and the Kentucky is farther east than our route would take us.”
“The Cumberland would be our last obstacle,” interjected Chapman. “Again, we could travel around it if the bridges are swamped.”
“All right, how are we gonna get there?” asked Carly.
Chapman wandered toward the horse stalls. “We’ve got horses, two old-school covered wagons, and there’s Tommy’s pony.”
“Huh?” asked Carly.
“He means the Mustang,” replied Tommy. “Because it was made in the sixties, it’s not bogged down with electronics like newer cars. Its simplicity turns out to be its saving grace. The Mustang can make the trip as long as we can keep it gassed up.”
“We can use it as a scout vehicle,” added Levi. “You know, drive ahead to check for trouble.”
“Washed-out bridges or roads,” suggested Kristi.
“Yeah, and people,” said Levi. “People always get in the way.”
From the back of the barn, a young voice entered the conversation. It was Levi’s son, Jesse. He and his younger sister, Rachel, emerged from their makeshift bed in the middle of a dozen hay bales stacked to keep the kids dry and out of the wind. Brooke, the family’s adopted chimpanzee, walked along with them, holding their hands.
“Don’t forget Wonky Donkey. Grandpa would want him along, too.”
Levi wrapped his arms around his kids as a silence fell over the group in remembrance of Squire Boone.
 



Chapter 3
Riverfront Farms
Southeast Indiana
 
For the moment, the excitement of a new adventure overshadowed the reality of leaving the farm that had been in the Boone family for generations. The legal issues surrounding the foreclosure efforts by the now-deceased banker, Billy Clark, had been cast aside in the days following his death in Corydon. Kristi and Tommy had made several trips to see Allen Edmund and Misty Garness to keep abreast of activity in town.
Billy’s death was considered to be an accident caused by his own drunken negligence. Nobody suspected Levi or any member of the Boone family had anything to do with his demise. Levi never confessed to anyone, including his wife, that he’d played a role in the fire.
The sudden death and devastating fire were a wake-up call for the Clark family. Joella, who was always the most law-abiding of the bunch, found a way to distance herself from Billy’s unseemly banking activities.
Billy’s wife, Wanda, who inherited her husband’s shares in the bank, wanted nothing to do with the enterprise and quickly made a deal with Sheriff Randy Clark to acquire the bank in exchange for a place to live.
Randy, feeling pressure from his sister and the town’s citizens, purged his department of the inmates he’d deputized and looked to clean up his act as he planned for a future after the catastrophe ended.
The Clarks, despite having information provided to them by FEMA couriers, had been caught off guard by the devastating impact the torrential downpours and the solar flares had on modern civilization. As lawlessness took hold, they increasingly experienced difficulty in controlling the locals and transients who stopped in Corydon. Their platters were full without pursuing Billy’s unseemly foreclosure action against the Boones.
On that final day at the farm, Kristi gathered up certain items of intrinsic value that they couldn’t carry with them on the journey, and traveled to see her friend the veterinarian. Misty’s practice was near her home, and she was known to keep a stockpile of veterinarian-grade pharmaceuticals on hand for emergencies. Kristi and Tommy traded some of their belongings for medicines that contain the same ingredients approved for humans. From painkillers to antibiotics to antianxiety medications, the drugs, while not identical in dosage, were safe for humans. They also stocked their own emergency medical kits in the event their animals were injured during the journey.
“The Mustang looks more like a pack mule,” quipped Levi as he studied the vintage Ford. “I’ve gathered up all of our gas cans and siphoned every drop of fuel out of our other vehicles that I could. I had to strip the quarter-inch water line from Mom’s ice maker on the fridge. The small diameter was stiff enough to bypass the anti-rollover valves on the newer cars’ gas tanks, but it took forever to pull the fuel out. Anyway, the car’s full and I have three five-gallon cans stored in its trunk.”
“That should be enough,” observed Chapman, who quickly estimated the Mustang’s gas mileage and applied it to the distance they needed to travel.
“It depends on how much scouting is necessary,” cautioned Levi. “Chapman, it’s not gonna be that easy to cross these rivers.”
“I know, but honestly, I think the Ohio will be the hardest. The good news is we have a bridge right down the road in Mauckport. It’s a little lower than Louisville but not by much.”
“Hey, Kristi and Tommy are comin’!” shouted Carly.
She’d been helping Sarah load the wagons with necessities—sleeping bags and tents, tools, food, clothing, and weapons. To be safe, they’d divided all of their supplies in half and placed them in the covered wagons in equal amounts. Carly would drive one wagon with Rachel, and Sarah would take the other with Jesse and Brooke. The rest of the group would ride on their horses and lead the additional animals, which included the two fillies. Squire’s Wonky Donkey was loaded with supplies and was tethered behind Sarah’s wagon.
The riders dismounted and distributed the medications between the two wagons. Kristi also presented Levi, the group’s designated navigator, with a gift from Misty.
He unfolded the Kentucky map and chuckled. “What are ya sayin’?”
“Nothing. Although men have been known to be stubborn when it comes to the use of maps. You guys would rather get lost than admit you need a little guidance.”
Levi closed the map and slapped it against the palm of his hand. He glanced past Kristi and studied the dark, cloudy skies. “Without the sun and the stars to help, I might end up leading us in circles. I remember how to get there, but we may get detoured, you know, if we run into something.”
As Levi finished his sentence, a thunderous boom caused the barn to shake, forcing dust and debris to fall on their heads out of the rafters. The kids shrieked and Chapman immediately raced outside to look for the source of the noise.
“Thunder?” asked Tommy, who chased after him.
“No. Um, I’m not sure. Did you feel the ground shake?”
“Not at all. It almost sounded like it came from over our heads, but I don’t think it was thunder either.”
Chapman looked upward toward the sky and shielded his eyes from the rain. Like the others, he’d given up on trying to keep his clothes dry. Being sopping wet was a way of life now.
“The cloud ceiling is so low, the sound of any explosion could carry for miles rather than escape into the atmosphere. Either way, maybe we oughta get going.”
When the guys returned to the barn, everyone was waiting for them except for Sarah. She’d wandered to the south opening facing the Ohio River, which crept closer to them.
Chapman left the group and approached her. “Mom, are you okay? Are you having second thoughts?”
Sarah wiped the tears off her face and shook her head. She allowed herself a smile and patted her son’s arm. “No, just saying goodbye.”
“Mom, it may not be forever. I really hope I’m wrong about all of this.”
“This is the right decision. Besides, if things get back to normal, we can always come back. Right?”
She took Chapman by the arm and led him back to the middle of the barn, where everyone waited by their respective rides. Sarah walked into the center of the group, and everyone closed into a circle around her. She spoke to them from the heart.
“Squire and his dad would be amazed at what we’re about to do. The Boones and the Chapmans have a history, a legacy, of venturing into the unknown.” She paused to make eye contact with her three children before continuing.
“Kristi, you were the first to carry on this family’s tradition. You could’ve been a vet, following the path of your friend Misty. Instead, you took off for Africa and brought back what you learned to help those incredible animals at the zoo.
“Chapman, you’ve always had wandering feet. Standing in front of a green screen in a studio was never good enough. You didn’t want to report the weather story. You wanted to be in the middle of it. By risking your life, you saved others.
“And, Levi, my miracle child. You could’ve left the farm and found your own way. But instead, you stayed here to help me and Squire. You’ve made a beautiful family with Carly and learned everything you could from your dad and grandpa.
“Each of you, together with Isabella and Tommy, bring this family strength. It gives me confidence that we can survive what’s happening to our world, probably more so than many others. However, I want you all to remember God is there for us, too. He’ll help us through this if you give Him a chance. Kids, please indulge me as I say a prayer before we leave.”
Everyone gathered closer and took each other’s hands. As the rain came down harder and pelted the tin roof of the barn, Sarah spoke louder so everyone, and God, could hear her.
“Dear loving Father, for all of my adult life, it has been a joy to wake up here with my husband and our family. Throughout each and every night, you’ve kept us protected and given us strength to face a new day. Now it’s time for us to leave our home, which has given us comfort and sustenance for generations.
“We pray your ministering angels, who guarded us during our sleep and guided us during our waking hours, take care of our home while we’re away. We pray they follow us and provide us the same guidance and protection as we seek a new home, one that will allow us to survive in the trying times our world faces.
“In Jesus’ name we pray, amen.”
 



Chapter 4
Southeast Indiana
 
They set out with a specific route in mind. From the start, Chapman realized they’d left a few days too late. He’d kept his opinions to himself, trying not to stew over the pushback he’d received from Levi and Carly, which, in his opinion, prevented them from leaving immediately once the house collapsed. At this point, it was necessary for the family to come together as they faced the arduous task of traveling over two hundred miles in horrific weather on roads that appeared to be blocked in many places.
As if Levi was able to read his brother’s thoughts, he shouted back to Chapman so he could be heard over the steady rain, “It’s because we’re so close to the river! Once we cross the bridge at Mauckport, we’ll be on higher ground with plenty of roads to choose from.”
Chapman shouted back, “Tell Tommy and Kristi to drive ahead. See if River Road is even passable all the way past New Amsterdam. We may need to head east before we turn south.”
As Levi urged his horse forward to catch up with the slow-moving car, Chapman sighed. He knew this trip was gonna be grueling and the pace would be slow.
Like Levi, as a child and young adult, he’d studied the history of the Boone family and the life of pioneer families in the nineteenth century. Americans, like Squire and Daniel Boone, had a desire to explore, so they ventured into the unknown. They returned to their communities with stories of rich soil for farmers and abundant wildlife for hunters.
Newspapers on the East Coast began to report on the pioneers’ exploits, with one story’s byline reading, If hell were in the West, Americans would cross Heaven to get there. Editorials were written on the concept of Manifest Destiny, the doctrine that the United States should stretch from sea to shining sea as a matter of right.
Before there was a gold rush, there was a mental affliction known as Oregon Fever. According to the early travelers west, Oregon was a paradise flowing with milk and honey, where wild hogs ran about already cooked, with knives and forks protruding out so anyone could have a slice.
Horace Greeley, the founder and editor of the New York Tribune, one of the most widely circulated newspapers of the time, wrote the inspirational headline for his lead editorial encouraging exploration and new settlements. It was simple, yet it became a rallying cry for pioneers. Go West, Young Man!
And they did without regard to the dangers they faced. The stories of riches and abundant lands rarely were accompanied with the facts of hostile Indians and unforgiving conditions. Weather and terrain were two of the naturally occurring obstacles they faced. The threats from Indians and wild animals were certainly greater.
But the pioneers embarked on their new adventure anyway, and they wanted to bring civilization with them. Fashion and means of entertainment, such as books, printed newspapers and liquor, accompanied them. They were loaded down with their worldly possessions, ambling along in covered wagons much like the Boone family was on this first day of their journey.
Chapman recalled from his early studies that it took the wagon trains nearly five months to travel two thousand miles. Of course, they didn’t have the benefit of the paved highways of modern times. Nonetheless, he wanted to be realistic in his calculations. It would be pushing their animals to make the trek to the Cumberland Gap in seven to ten days, especially in the dreadful weather. It could be done, assuming, of course, there were no obstacles. Two weeks was more realistic.
Levi rode back to Chapman after the Mustang pulled ahead. “Kristi remembers the roads well enough to find her way around the rising river. At this pace, we won’t have to make a decision until we reach New Amsterdam in an hour or so. They’ll be back by then.”
Chapman removed his Weather Channel cap and shook the water off before placing it back on to shield his face from the rain. “Levi, you know as well as I do that this next week or so is gonna suck. But I swear to you, it’s necessary. There’s never been anything like this, and the scientific explanation makes sense.”
Levi nodded and smiled. “It also makes common sense. Honestly, I know this is my fault. Dad’s death affected me more than I realized. I was tryin’ to hold on to him, our farm, you know, hopin’ the danged sun would shine at some point.”
The two brothers rode at the rear of the procession, their conversation out of earshot of the others. “Levi, I’m proud of what you did, whatever it was.”
“Whadya mean?” Levi asked, feigning ignorance about the point of his question.
“Billy.”
Levi sighed, looked away, and then rubbed his horse’s mane. “I wanna put that night behind us, but I will say this, Bully Billy brought it on himself. Literally. Did I sort of, um, encourage the situation? Yessir. Do I regret it? Not at all. I left his place with a clear conscience.”
Chapman glanced at his brother and made eye contact. “That’s good enough for me. Asshole had it coming.”
“He sure did.”
Chapman changed the subject and pointed ahead to the covered wagons obtained from Misty Garness. “Those things look like the real deal.”
Levi shrugged. “I think so. I mean, all I know about covered wagons is what I read about as a kid. The original Hoosiers used them to get around. These are replicas, but they’re built just like they were back in the day.”
Chapman laughed. “We are back in the day, brother.”
Levi joined in. “You wanna know something? Grandpa said this would happen at some point.”
“He did?”
“Yeah. When he took me huntin’, he’d go on and on about politics and America’s enemies. You know, Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran.”
“To name a few, right?”
“Yeah. He worried about those guys the most because they had nukes. He talked about EMPs and what would happen to the power grid. He never mentioned what the sun could do.”
“The results are nearly the same although the nuclear-delivered electromagnetic pulse warheads are generally more devastating. That was assuming, of course, the planet had an atmosphere and a strong magnetic field to protect it. That’s changed now.”
Levi noticed Carly craning her neck around the side of the wagon as she waved to him. As he waved back, he apologized to Chapman. “I’m sorry about her. Um, she has strong opinions sometimes.”
“Hey, no worries. We need strong women like Carly to make it through this. Besides, she didn’t say anything out of line.”
Levi chuckled. “You didn’t hear what she said behind your back.”
This caused Chapman to laugh heartily, which drew the attention of Isabella and Jesse, who were riding side by side ahead of them.
The conversation helped pass the time, and they were approaching New Amsterdam when Chapman made an observation.
“You know, they should’ve been back by now.”
 



Chapter 5
The Matthew E. Welsh Bridge
Mauckport, Indiana
 
“Well, this sounded good on paper,” mumbled Tommy in frustration as he took yet another northerly turn in search of a road to the east. Barely a mile past New Amsterdam, River Road was completely consumed by the Ohio River. “I’ve taken so many turns that I’m not sure I can find my way back.”
“Don’t worry, we’re almost to the highway.”
Kristi stayed calm, hoping to ease his frustration. She glanced at the analog clock embedded in the Mustang’s dash. It had been almost an hour, but she knew an alternative road back to New Amsterdam that wouldn’t be as time-consuming as the zigzag approach they’d just taken. Trying to find the most direct route from point A to point B wasn’t going to be easy with flooded roads everywhere.
“There it is. One-thirty-five, right?”
“Yes. Take a right and the bridge should only be three or four miles.”
Tommy glanced to his left. “Aren’t the caverns over there?” He tapped the driver’s side window with his knuckle as he referenced Squire Boone Caverns, where Kristi’s father had been laid to rest almost a week ago.
She nodded her response and pushed the hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ears until it worked its way loose again. She stared ahead in silence. They passed a dozen or more stalled cars on both sides of the road. Abandoned transportation now rendered useless courtesy of the geostorm activity.
Tommy pointed to a road sign. “Ohio River Bridge, two miles. That’s us.”
Kristi noticed standing water in the fields on both sides of the highway. “Those aren’t lakes. The ground is so saturated there’s no place for the rain to go.”
The highway narrowed as they traveled through a stretch of woods. The number of stalled vehicles began to increase, and soon, they could see the river. Only, it was much farther inland than it was supposed to be. As they progressed, the woods began to resemble a swamp full of pecky cypress trees popping through the murky waters.
“I see taillights!” exclaimed Tommy, amazed to see other operating vehicles. In the distance a procession of pedestrians walked in both directions along the highway, flanking what resembled a parade of vintage automobiles traveling southbound. “They’re driving tractors, too.”
They cleared the woods, so Kristi leaned forward in her seat and looked over the side of the bridge as Tommy slowed to a crawl to avoid refugees in the middle of the road.
“River Road is down there somewhere. The water is lapping up just beneath the overpass. That means the Ohio has risen sixteen feet or more.”
“Sixteen?”
“Yeah, Dad used to make sure the hay bales weren’t stacked more than that on the back of the farm trucks. That’s how I knew how much clearance we had.”
As Tommy drove slowly through the dozens of people on the road, they immediately closed behind his tailgate so that the Mustang was surrounded. The highway narrowed further as the bridge began, concrete barriers hugging the roadway and forcing the pedestrians closer to their car.
Tommy subtly eased his left arm onto the door and pushed the door lock down with his elbow. He made eye contact with Kristi and she did the same. She also readied her handgun.
“There aren’t any cars coming in this direction,” observed Tommy. “Do you think someone is directing traffic up—”
“Stop!” Kristi shouted, cutting off his sentence.
“What?”
Suddenly, the red brake lights turned white as the vehicles ahead seemed to put their transmissions in reverse all at once.
“Something’s wrong. They’re coming back.”
Tommy frantically looked in his mirrors when he realized he was trapped by an old red Ford tractor and dozens of people he’d just passed.
Horns began to blare angrily as the sound of tires squealing on the pavement filled the air.
Then came the screams of pedestrians, who began to run off the single-pier, cantilever bridge. Kristi cranked down her window and stuck her head out to get a better look. Despite the rain pelting her face, she could see what was happening.
The steel truss system that ran the length of the three-thousand-foot bridge was shaking and tearing apart at its peak. Then, suddenly, the peak disappeared from her view.
“Back up!”
“There are people—”
“Hurry!”
POW! POW! POW!
One after another, steel rivets were expelled from the supports. The bridge’s structure was failing, and the steel trusses were coming apart.
Tommy laid on the horn, holding it down continuously as he shoved the Mustang in reverse and began to back around the large tractor. People were slamming their fists on his trunk lid as he pushed them out of the way without regard for their safety.
The Matthew E. Welsh Bridge was falling down, and the rapidly disappearing taillights in front of them was all he needed to see.
A man screamed in agony as the Mustang’s left rear fender mashed him against the concrete safety barrier. His bloodied body left streaks along the driver’s side window and across the hood before it fell in a heap on the highway.
Nobody stopped to assist the dying man as they ran past. Several jumped onto the hood of the Mustang and bounded past as if they were skipping across a lake on boulders.
More cars in front of them disappeared from view as Tommy used his rearview mirrors to navigate. The road was too narrow to turn around.
And there was no time.
“The tractor!” shouted Kristi.
The old Ford tractor, which apparently couldn’t travel in reverse, disappeared from view as the bridge collapsed into the swollen river. Panicked, Tommy spun the tires on the rain-soaked road, causing the back of the Mustang to fishtail out of control. He ran into a man and woman on horseback, spooking the animal which recoiled. The horse lost its balance and threw them off and over the side of the bridge.
“It’s slowing!” shouted Kristi as the collapse of the bridge’s sections began to stop.
“Don’t care,” said Tommy as he gripped the wheel and gritted his teeth.
The number of people on the bridge were beginning to thin in numbers, and he was almost back to the wooded area, where a slight shoulder could be used to turn around. When the road cleared, in a move reminiscent of a scene in an old Steve McQueen movie, he pressed down the gas pedal and quickly whipped the steering wheel to the side until the Mustang swung around to face north away from the destroyed bridge.
He sped down the highway, not breathing until they were alone on the road again. Aggravated, he started slamming the top of the steering wheel with his hand.
“Dammit!”
Venting his frustration served to calm his nerves and anger.
Kristi reached over and gently grabbed his arm. “It’s okay. It’s over.”
“I killed three people, Kristi. Already. We’re barely getting started and I killed them.”
“There was nothing you could do. We’d be at the bottom of the river if you didn’t get us out of there. You saw what happened to the tractor. Right?”
Tommy rolled his head around his neck to relieve some tension. He slowed as he passed a road sign indicating the turn to Squire Boone Caverns.
He exhaled and shook his head. “Now what? That was our bridge.”
Kristi brought her right hand up to her mouth and bit her index finger. She stared across the rain-soaked fields.
“Let’s go find the others. We’re gonna have to go through Louisville.”
 



Chapter 6
Antioch Church
Blunk Knob Road
Franklin Township, Indiana
 
Darkness had settled in the night before as they came upon the Antioch Church on Blunk Knob Road just southwest of Louisville, Kentucky. The small white clapboard church stood on a hill nestled in a stand of pines and cedar trees.
A portable sign by the roadway read God wants full custody, not just weekend visits. Sarah took the preacher’s suggestion at his word, and after she hopped off the horse-drawn wagon, she immediately went to the double doors under the cross affixed to the outside of the church.
She tried the handle and stepped inside. It was dark except for the faint light allowed in by the stained-glass windows lining both sides of the chapel. She smiled and returned to the group.
“I think we’ve got a dry place to stay for the night. Let’s care for the horses and change into some dry clothes. It’s a little chilly inside, but it beats sleeping in the barn.”
Everyone worked together to get the group settled while Tommy and Chapman built a fire in a grill under a pavilion beside the church. They’d brought over a dozen cured hams, one for each night on the road, to supplement the canned goods and corn.
As they began to cook, Levi joined them with a cooler of corn and a cast-iron pot. “Do you have room for me to boil some water?” he asked as he shook off the rain.
“Sure,” replied Tommy. “What do you have in mind?”
Levi teased Tommy. “You’re in for a real treat, city boy. I’m gonna make us cooler corn.”
Chapman laughed. “You’re more like Grandpa than any of us. I remember cooler corn.”
Levi held the cast-iron kettle near the overhang of the metal roof until rainwater filled it. He placed it on the hot grill to start the boiling process. While the water heated, he handed Tommy and Chapman a couple of ears of corn. Together, they shucked the ears while Levi explained.
“Grandpa used to keep an old Coleman cooler by the barn at the top of the hill. While we were doing chores and feeding the hogs, he’d pick out the best-lookin’ ears and shuck them until there were half a dozen or so in the bottom of the cooler. While he did that, he started water to boilin’. He covered the ears with the hot water, slammed the lid shut, and twenty to thirty minutes later, we were munchin’ on sweet corn while we finished our chores.”
Tommy laughed as he dropped his first ear into the cooler. “Who knew?”
Chapman slapped Kristi’s new friend on the back. “Let me tell you something. Our grandfather was the closest thing to our family’s ancestors as there was. To him, understanding the ways of pioneer life was almost like a religion.”
“Oh, yeah,” added Levi. “I heard it a thousand times. He’d say, ‘Young people nowadays can’t even work a can opener, much less survive in the woods for a night.’”
Chapman shook his head. “Sadly, I missed all of that. You were lucky to spend so much time with him.”
“I really think I was,” said Levi. “I have no regrets about the life I chose. I used to be a little jealous of seeing you all over the world, reporting on weather and stuff. Hell, Kristi went to Africa, for Pete’s sake. For me, a trip to the Cumberland Mountains or a huntin’ trip with the boys was excitin’.”
Levi became solemn as the thought of Karl and Eddie, his buddies from high school, crossed his mind. He’d lost them and his dad, who were his best friends on earth, in a very short period of time.
After a brief moment, Tommy changed the subject. He glanced over Levi’s shoulder to ensure nobody else was coming from the church to join them outside. “Guys, I really didn’t want to take our little wagon train through Louisville, but that’s the next set of bridges coming up.”
Chapman nodded. “According to the map, we’d have to travel fifty miles farther north and then backtrack. That adds three days to our trip, not to mention that bridge may be out like the one at Mauckport.”
“I know Louisville pretty well,” said Levi. “Tommy and I can head into the city at first light. I-64 is only ten miles or so from here.”
Tommy nodded and finished shucking his last ear. He wandered over to the edge of the pavilion and stared mindlessly at the horses.
Chapman noticed his solemn demeanor. “Hey, you can’t worry about what happened earlier. Levi and I are very grateful you took care of Kristi. It was just a bad situation.”
Tommy sighed and cracked his neck. Without turning around, he expressed his concerns. “It was mayhem on the bridge. Pushing, shoving. People were panicked and did anything they had to, you know, to survive. Including me. I killed at least one and probably two others who got knocked off the bridge.”
Levi walked toward him. “It was unavoidable, man. Don’t sweat it.”
Tommy returned to the grill to warm his hands over the fire. “It’s not just that. I mean, this is day one and that bridge was in no-man’s-land. There are a million people in Louisville. Crossing the river is just part of it. How are we gonna fight ’em off? People are desperate and half-crazed. The frightened and hungry are to be expected. How about the bad guys? You know, the ones who will try to overpower us and take what we have.”
“Tommy, I really don’t have an answer for that, nor do I want to sugarcoat it,” began Chapman in reply. “We saw the attitude of people in Corydon, and you witnessed the mass of humanity trying to make their way into Kentucky. It’s not gonna be easy, but I really do believe that will be the biggest challenge.”
Levi was a little more direct in his response. “It’s like dealing with a bear, at least before, you know, this whole shift thing. Bears don’t want any part of dealing with people. If you make yourself look big and raise a ruckus, they’ll turn and go the other way. When we ride through town, we don’t need to look like a bunch of refugees ripe for the takin’. We need to look like the takers, the ones everyone should hide under their beds from.”
“A show of force?” asked Tommy.
“Exactly. Even the bad guys will shy away from a gunfight. They don’t wanna die any more than we do. They’ll find someone else to pick on.”
Chapman studied his brother and wondered if this was the approach he’d taken with Bully Billy Clark. He decided to trust his brother’s judgment. Chapman had tangled with a polar bear and ended up peeing his pants. He’d rather not do that again.
 



Chapter 7
Louisville, Kentucky
 
The Boones’ first night of solace inside the Antioch Church was both a blessing and a curse. It was a much-needed break from the incessant rainfall and now cooling nighttime temperatures. Since the collapse of the homestead, life in the rain-soaked barn had frazzled nerves and caused them to be dejected. They rallied at the thought of a new adventure, despite the realization they were leaving land they loved, only to be let down again when the simplest, most direct route to the mountains had been destroyed by the Ohio River.
As agreed the night before, Tommy and Levi set out for Louisville just before dawn that morning. Daylight was slow in arriving as the thick rain-filled clouds returned for the start of the eleventh day.
Levi directed Tommy on the most direct route he could find toward Interstate 64 and the massive six-lane Sherman Minton Bridge. This route across the Ohio was not ideal, as it would dump the travelers in the heart of downtown Louisville. There were a couple of other bridges farther upriver, not including the railroad crossings.
Once they made their way near the interstate, they immediately discovered an insurmountable obstacle, one that should have been anticipated, but hadn’t been considered because of their confidence in the availability of the original option at Mauckport. The interstate was packed with disabled vehicles and traveling pedestrians.
The geomagnetic storm had caught the entire population off guard. Certainly, warnings had been issued as part of the martial law declaration and through the news media prior to the president’s executive order imposing the shutting down of the power grid. Those who disregarded the EMP threat, especially the thousands who tried to make their way to Fort Wayne and South Bend out of Kentucky, paid a price.
The result was a jam-packed highway with vehicles that could not be moved because wreckers and tow trucks no longer functioned.
“Let’s park here and walk the rest of the way,” suggested Tommy. “I’m already uncomfortable letting people know our car runs.”
Levi leaned forward in his seat and pointed to a wooded area ahead on the left. “See that driveway with the brick columns?”
“Yeah, it’s a cemetery. That’ll work while we take a closer look.”
The two men secured the car, checked their sidearms, and shouldered their rifles. Levi, who was far more weapons-capable than Tommy, carried the AR-10 at all times. He assigned a shotgun to Tommy, loaded with alternating rounds of birdshot and double-aught buck. As he explained, The first is designed to warn or maim; the second to put ’em down.
They clumsily made their way up the soaked embankment and joined the refugees traveling toward Kentucky. As the two men approached the entrance to the bridge, they were able to get a clear view of the devastation wrought on Louisville. The water levels seen throughout the city put the Great Flood of 1937 to shame. As far as the eye could see, water filled the streets except the elevated roadways like the interstate and the railway crossings upriver.
Tommy stopped some of the refugees coming out of Kentucky. “Hey, guys, can you tell me if the roads are passable on the other side?”
“Yeah, some of them are,” replied a man in hunting camouflage. Then he managed a chuckle. “If you were looking from above, you’d think we were a bunch of ants walking nose to tail, following each other along sidewalks and trails.”
“Are these trails wide enough for cars?”
The man laughed heartily this time. “Oh, sure, if they worked. Have you looked around, friend? The world’s gone to shit. Um, planes, trains, and automobiles are in short supply.”
Two people on bicycles inched past the group as they talked. There were other means of getting around, if one was willing to change their way of thinking.
Tommy glanced toward the north side of the bridge. As the skies brightened somewhat, he was able to see a large group of people crossing what appeared to be a railroad trestle. He pointed to it and asked, “Do you know anything about that bridge?”
The man’s companion, an older woman, replied, “That’s the old K & I Terminal Bridge. It’s been closed for years, but folks have tried to convert it for pedestrian and bicycle use. Norfolk Southern has been really stubborn about it. Besides, you can see right near there another, better option.”
“You mean the Big Four?” asked the man. “It’s thin as a rail because of the lane separators. Bikes and joggers only. If that was gonna work for these folks, they’d just go this way.”
“Do you really have a car?” the woman asked. “I mean that runs?”
Levi lied. “No, ma’am. Horses and wagons. But they’re just as big as these things.” He tapped the fender of an F150 pickup.
“Well, give the K & I a look. It’s as old as Louisville. The bridge was built to connect the Wilderness Road with the Great Buffalo Trace. It used to be beautiful with its waterfall cascade underneath and all. Now everything around it is under water, but when you get there, you’ll see it is wide enough, and there won’t be a bunch of dead cars like up here.”
“Why’s that?” asked Tommy.
“Because there are a several concrete barriers on both ends to keep any vehicles and everybody off it.”
The man wrapped his arm around her shoulder and the two continued walking into Indiana. As they left, Levi became frustrated and began to slap his hand on the hood of the truck.
“Now what the hell are we supposed to do?” he lamented.
Tommy was unsure as well. The group wanted to avoid traveling farther north to more rural crossings because it would take them over a hundred miles out of the way, adding a week to their trip. He put his hands on his hips and turned in a circle to look for options.
Suddenly, a young man’s voice interrupted them. “Yo! I heard what you were sayin’. I got somethin’ that might help.”
Tommy turned to the young man, who was in his late teens. “We’re listening.”
The kid grinned, revealing a smile full of gold teeth. “No, dude. Ain’t nuthin’ for free no more. No cash either. Quality bling or one of those.” He pointed at Tommy’s handgun.
Levi shook his head. “Come on, Tommy, this kid’s full of crap. Let’s go.”
“Your loss, dude. I’ll get you across that river, if you really want to.”
“Hang on, Levi. Let’s hear him out,” said Tommy before turning his attention back to the young man. “Tell me what you’ve got.”
“We have a deal? Information for the shotgun.”
“No. Handgun only, and only if your story checks out. I’m not gonna just give it to you.”
The kid grinned from ear to ear and held his hands up. “Hey, fair deal, boss man. Come with me.”
He turned and retreated toward the bridge a ways, pushing and shoving his way through the throngs of people, who seemed to grow in numbers as daylight broke.
Levi led the way, followed closely by Tommy. Levi whispered over his shoulder as he struggled to keep up, “I don’t trust this. He could be leading us into a trap.”
Tommy wasn’t so sure. “Listen, I get where you’re coming from. I’ve lived in downtown Chicago almost my whole life. I’ve seen my share of hustlers and street kids. We’ll give this one a chance until something seems out of whack.”
Levi grimaced and shook his head. “All right. Eyes wide open and, as they say in the movies, weapons hot.”
 



Chapter 8
Louisville, Kentucky
 
“Come on, yo! I’m takin’ up a lot of my day to help you two. I gotta put a lot of faith, you know what I’m sayin’, into your promise to pay me.” The young man was half-jogging south on Main Street along the ever-expanding river’s edge, dodging swales of water. Soon, the imposing Duke Energy Power Plant appeared before them. Or at least the upper half of it did, anyway. As they crossed the intersection where Corydon Pike became Main Street, the impact of the floodwaters came readily into view.
Levi was winded and skeptical. “Hold up! There are no bridges down here. I’m done with this bullshit.”
“I ain’t said nothin’ about a bridge, man,” their guide shot back. “You wanna cross this river or what?”
“You runnin’ some kinda ferry boat?” asked Tommy, who also was glad to catch his breath. The young man had set a fast pace in the wet conditions.
“We’re almost there. It’s up ahead just past the recycling station.”
Tommy whispered to Levi, “All of a sudden, I don’t know about this. Kind of a rough neighborhood, if you know what I mean.”
“Yeah, no kidding,” agreed Levi. He was about to speak when the kid shouted to them, “Look, man. See those construction trailers and concrete trucks up on the hill.”
“Yeah, where the dirt and rock are piled up?” replied Tommy.
“That’s where we’re goin’. You’ll see.”
Tommy glanced at Levi and shrugged. “We’ve come this far. What’s another half mile?”
“An ambush. That’s what.”
Levi remained skeptical and alert. Nonetheless, he began to jog toward the young man, and Tommy scrambled to catch up. A few minutes later, the three of them were standing in front of a twelve-foot-tall chain-link fence connected to two large swing gates wide enough for dump trucks to go through.
Levi looked around at the deserted construction site and immediately became nervous. His instincts warned him they’d been led into a trap. He angrily pointed his rifle at the kid.
“Enough of this!” he shouted as his head turned on a swivel, searching for threats. Tommy was also concerned and was pointing his rifle in all directions.
“Yo! Y’all need to chill. Ain’t you heard of the Tunnel?” He slapped the fence with his hand and pointed at a sign affixed to the right side of the gate. It read MSD Water Protection Tunnel II.
Tommy inched closer to the sign while keeping his rifle at low ready. He quickly read the details and studied a map painted at the bottom of the sign just above the words NO TRESPASSING.
“A sewer?”
“No, man. This is more than a sewer. Read the sign, yo.”
Tommy looked to Levi, who nodded his approval. He mumbled as he read, “Stormwater overflow. Second of its kind. Slated for completion January one.”
He turned around and shielded his eyes from the rain. He glanced back toward the massive interstate bridge and then over to the top half of the Duke Energy plant. Finally, he looked up the hill at the imposing pile of rubble and dirt that had accumulated from the construction project.
“Tommy?” asked Levi.
“Well, if the kid’s right, this tunnel starts somewhere up that hill, goes under the water just this side of the power plant, and comes out the other side a few miles or so away.”
The young man added, “Waverly Park near the crazies.”
“Crazies?” asked Tommy.
“Yeah, you know. The looney bin. A sani—um, sanitiza—”
“Sanitarium?”
“Yeah, man. That place. Where they keep the crazies.”
Levi lowered his rifle and walked closer to the sign to study it for himself. The young man paced the road in front of the gate, nervously looking around.
“Yo! I did my part. Gimme the gun and I’ll be about my bidness.”
Levi shook his head. “Not so fast, hot rod. How do we know this thing is even passable? What if it’s flooded? Is it big enough to fit our wagons?”
“Man, I done told you. This is your key to the other side. I’m not gonna lead your horses under that river, too. I get closet-phobic.”
“Claustrophobic,” corrected Tommy.
“Whatever. We had a deal, so …” The young man’s voice trailed off as he held his hand out for Tommy’s handgun. Tommy began to reach for the weapon out of his belt holster when Levi spoke up.
“Okay, we still have a deal. I need you to show me how to get inside this fence, and then take me to the entrance so I can see for myself.”
“That’s gonna cost ya extra,” came the kid’s reply. “Two guns.”
Tommy played the game. “My gun and a magazine full of bullets.”
“What? Man, that was part of the deal. Gun and bullets.”
“Nope, you just said gun,” countered Tommy.
The kid became irate. “Don’t try me, big man. I want my payment or I’ll take it.”
Levi moved in and pointed the barrel of his rifle at the kid’s chest. “Back off! Now!”
He stood his ground for a moment and then shook his head angrily. “I knew I should’ve never trusted you two. I’m outta here!”
He began to storm off when Tommy called after him, “No, we still have a deal. Gun and a magazine full of bullets. Just show us how to get in, and you can be on your way.”
The kid studied Tommy and Levi. He took a deep breath and scowled. “Yeah. I’ll take you in. It’s gonna be on you to get whatever you’re ridin’ through the gates. All my people cut through the fence up here. We ain’t cowboys like you two.”
“Lead the way!” ordered Levi, who was growing weary of the young man.
They followed him around the perimeter of the fence into a wooded area. Soon, a discernible, well-worn trail was revealed, and they followed him through the underbrush until they reached the fence again.
“This way,” he instructed, crouching down to push his way through a five-foot-tall opening that had been created with bolt cutters. He led the way up the hill toward a large circus-style tent. He talked as he went.
“It’s real muddy up in here. That’s why I left my best kicks at the house after the rain came. My granny says the Lord is washing away all of our sins, and the great flood is gonna take away all who don’t believe. I sure hope not ’cause I ain’t ready to go no place just yet.”
He pointed toward a zippered entrance to the large tent. Just as he bent down to open it, someone on the other side began to unzip it, causing him to get startled and slip in the mud.
An old woman stuck her head through the doorway and immediately popped open an umbrella. As she emerged from the tent, their guide complained.
“Yo! Don’t you know to knock or somethin’.”
“Shut up, fool! We’re comin’ out.”
The woman was followed by half a dozen young kids dressed in all manner of rain gear, including rubber boots. They were carrying various designs of reusable shopping bags from Trader Joe’s.
Tommy tipped his cap. “Hello, ma’am. You takin’ these kids shopping?”
The woman didn’t respond and instead turned to gather the children under her sizable umbrella. She looked to the young man for guidance.
“They’re okay.”
She still didn’t respond to Tommy’s attempt to make small talk, so he got right to the point. “Ma’am, can you tell us whether the tunnel is open to the other side?”
She was still dubious as she glanced from the young man, to Tommy’s shotgun, and then up to his eyes to get a read on him.
“Please, can you help us?” asked Levi.
She pursed her lips as she thought. “Yes. It’s clear all the way through. We lived over there, but our house got flooded. Now we live, um, in there.” She nodded her head over her shoulder.
Levi looked past her through the open zippered door. “You live in the tunnel? With these kids?”
“Sure do, but in the tent. We’re gettin’ by just fine.”
Tommy continued the questioning. “Is the tunnel passable? I mean big enough to drive, say, a pickup through it?”
“If’n you had one,” she said. “People would have to get out of the way, but it’s sho ’nuf big.”
One of the children raised her hands over head and then pointed up the hill. “Bigger than two of those.”
Levi and Tommy immediately swung around to see a Caterpillar 797 dump truck with a four-hundred-ton payload capacity.
“Bigger than that?” asked Levi.
“Oh yeah,” the woman replied. “They had to move all that rock and dirt out somehow. Now it’s all paved like a highway.”
“Really dark, though,” added another one of the children.
Tommy looked to Levi and shrugged. “Makes sense. It’s a massive stormwater drain. I’m just amazed it’s dry.”
Levi lowered his eyes and thought for a moment. “I bet the last thing they install are the vertical stormwater drains. This entrance is probably sloped to let the trucks in and out. They keep the entrance shielded from the rain so it doesn’t flood until it’s ready.”
Tommy looked around. “There has to be a vehicle entrance somewhere.”
The young man pointed toward their right as he wiped the rain off his face. “Around the corner. Now, we good?”
Levi answered the question. “Just one more thing.”
“Now what?”
Levi reached his hand out to Tommy, who removed his sidearm and handed it to him, grip first. “I want you to escort the nice lady and these kids to where they need to go.”
“Sure.”
“And,” began Levi, “don’t use this gun for anything but self-defense. Are we clear?”
“Yo, no problem.”
Levi placed the weapon in the young man’s left hand and the two exchanged a fist bump. After they walked away, Levi led Tommy into the tent. What they saw was astonishing.
 



Chapter 9
The Tunnel
Louisville, Kentucky
 
A decade prior, Louisville’s Metropolitan Sewer District had completed a four-mile-long tunnel to store excess sewage and stormwater during extraordinary storm events. Phase I, completed at a cost of over $200 million, was designed to protect the Ohio River and nearby Beargrass Creek. The city’s wastewater treatment facility didn’t have the capacity to treat all of the excess sewage and stormwater during heavy rains, so the MSD dumped the overflow into the local waterways before the federal government stepped in.
Phase I of the Waterway Protection Project, which stretched from Downtown Louisville along the river to the east side of the city, was considered a success by most measures, and the MSD accepted the initial praise. Until, however, residents on the west side of the city felt slighted.
Special interests, from Shawnee Golf Course down to the Waverly Park community, demanded they be treated equally. The governors of Kentucky and Indiana jointly petitioned Congress, and a second phase of the Waterway Protection Project was underway.
Using a four-hundred-twelve-foot-long boring machine nicknamed the Bumblebee, crews worked around the clock eighteen stories beneath the Ohio River to drill through ancient limestone.
Every day, sixty to seventy feet of the eight-mile-long tunnel was excavated and removed through the tunnel entrance into Indiana by massive dump trucks and later, after rails were installed, a miniature locomotive. The tunnel was designed to capture nearly five hundred million gallons of overflow in a given year before being treated at a newly constructed water treatment center. It was a marvel of engineering, and now it became something much different.
Tommy zipped the vinyl doors closed and followed Levi down a slight slope toward the entrance of the tunnel. The large tent was occupied by homeless refugees sleeping in cardboard boxes and lean-tos made from plywood and tarps. Scattered throughout the tented area were fifty-five-gallon steel drums that were used to burn trash and to cook food. The tent was designed so it rose to a peak, much like a circus tent, with ventilation gaps to allow the carbon monoxide to escape.
“Wow!” exclaimed Tommy as he observed their surroundings. “The city has no idea these people have taken up residency here.”
Levi nudged Tommy with his elbow and nodded toward a paved concrete road to their right. The two men wandered through the crowds, drawing stares because of their weapons. Both made a conscious effort to return the glances and smiled when appropriate. If all went to plan, they’d be back with their family and varied means of transportation. They wanted to leave the impression they were reasonable, somewhat friendly, but far from weak.
When they reached the vehicle entrance, they noticed some water trickling down the concrete entrance and into the tunnel itself. It became dark quickly as they looked downward, where only a few fires were burning. It seemed the people who now called the Tunnel home preferred the higher ground.
“That’s a helluva an incline,” said Levi as the two men stood on the concrete curb to assess the tunnel. “It’ll be tough to take the horse and wagon combos down the slope. The weight of the wagons might be too much for them.”
Tommy nodded as he looked up and down the entrance road. “Whadya think they weigh? Loaded down?”
Levi removed his cap and scratched the back of his head. “Um, maybe a thousand pounds or so empty. Possibly eighteen hundred fully loaded with a driver.” Then he thought for a moment before continuing. “If we could get them down to the bottom empty, then we could reload them until we get to the other end. How much does your car weigh?”
“Maybe thirty-five hundred? It doesn’t have any weight in the rear.”
“Does it have a hitch?” asked Levi.
Tommy laughed. “It’s not a truck. It’s a damn race car. I mean, it’s got a strong motor and the rear end supplies a lot of torque. We’d have to run a real heavy-duty chain through the frame, and I’d have to ease the wagons down the slope. It might get away from me, but I doubt it. The other side might be a challenge, but not as much as this.”
Levi sighed and rubbed his temples. He scraped his right boot along the surface of the concrete entrance. “The tires might spin if it’s wet like this.”
“It all depends on how this thing was built. It’s a grooved surface up here. That helps some.”
Levi turned back toward the vehicle entrance and peered through a plexiglass window stitched into the door. “From the looks of that mountain of debris out there, I’m guessin’ the Indiana side served as the dumping ground.”
“I also haven’t seen anything that resembles a concrete plant,” interjected Tommy. “A project of this size would need a shit-ton of concrete. They may have built it on the other side.”
“How would that help?” asked Levi.
“Two ways. First, all of the mud and rock was probably taken out this way, which makes the downslope a little more treacherous. On the other side, concrete trucks invariably spill some on the ground. When it hardens, it leaves clumps everywhere. That can be useful to give me traction as I try to pull the wagons up the other side.”
Levi wandered away and continuously looked up and down the concrete entrance. He rolled his eyes and shook his head before turning around. “Doggone it, Tommy. This sucks. There are so many variables.”
“There are no good options. We could keep going upriver, but we could run into the same troubles with each bridge we try. Besides, the rain’s not letting up. It’s a matter of time before these roads near the river become impassible.”
“We gotta go for it, don’t we?”
“Yeah. I think so.”
Levi walked up to Tommy and slapped him on the back. “Good. I’ll let you explain how this is gonna work to my know-it-all brother and sister.”
 



Chapter 10
Antioch Church
West of Louisville
 
After Levi and Tommy were able to inspect the construction facility in order to confirm they could get their vehicles into the tunnel, they made their way back to the Mustang. The slightly shorter route that ran parallel to the river was now flooded, so they had to travel through the hills. The narrow road was treacherous because of fallen tree limbs and boulders that had dislodged from the sides of the ridge.
It was early afternoon by the time they returned to Antioch Church and a welcoming committee consisting of Chapman and Carly. They were both in their rain gear and preparing their horses when the guys arrived.
“We were about to come lookin’ for you guys,” said Chapman as he opened Tommy’s car door.
“Yeah, it was quite the adventure,” Tommy said with a shrug. “We’ve got a plan, let’s just put it that way.”
Carly hugged her husband, and the two of them chatted as they walked into the church arm in arm.
Tommy gestured toward the married couple. “They seem to get along well.”
“They’ve had their moments,” said Chapman with a chuckle. “You’ve got two young, fiery personalities that mesh perfectly most times, and others, it’s like cats and dogs.”
Tommy continued. “You and Levi seem very different. Kristi, too, really. I can’t put my finger on it.”
“Well, we’re a lot older, for one thing. Plus, neither of us have had relationships that worked out. We loved our work, and everything else, including family, came second. Ironic, isn’t it?”
“What’s that?” asked Tommy.
“Kristi and I valued our independence and rarely leaned on our parents, or even Levi. Now look. Everything’s gone to shit and we’re all back together. The Weather Channel and the Brookfield Zoo are a distant memory.”
Tommy stopped Chapman before they entered the church. “Everything happens for a reason. Think of the knowledge you have regarding weather, both on Earth and related to the Sun. Without it, we’d be sheep awaiting slaughter like all those other people.”
Chapman nodded. “I guess you’re right. You and Isabella are assets, too. She understands the geological aspects of all this. We’re rapidly entering a period of time in which the planet will be going through a evolution of sorts. You have a common sense about you that is calming. The two of you complement me and my sister perfectly.”
Tommy reached for the door handle and opened it for them. “Well, I’m glad you feel that way, because what we are about to suggest is absolutely nuts.”
The two men joined the rest of the Boone family inside. The conversation was lively as everyone peppered Levi with questions. The small country church had been built in 1890 and was home to a very small congregation. It was spartanly designed with simple oak pews and choir seating. Somehow, Chapman knew this house of worship had survived many storms and sheltered many a soul.
Levi took the floor. “Okay, let me cut right to the chase. The bridges are blocked with stalled cars and people. The city isn’t making any effort to clear the roads because, well, we didn’t see any other operating vehicles at all. In fact, we ditched Tommy’s Mustang so fewer people would see us.”
“Anybody else on horseback?” asked Kristi.
“Not that we noticed,” he replied. “Mostly foot traffic and a few bicycles.”
Sarah asked, “Son, if the bridges are impassable, then what are we gonna do? There are more bridges, right?”
“Sure, but like Chapman said, they’re too far away and time is not on our side. The road we took into town was flooded, and now the other country road is getting cluttered with debris.”
“Like what?” asked Sarah.
“Trees, rocks, creek water. Stuff like that. We’re gonna need to get goin’, I’m afraid.”
“So how are we supposed to get across the river?” asked Kristi.
For an awkward moment, neither Levi nor Tommy chose to respond. Finally, Tommy fielded the question from his girlfriend. “Not across. Um, under. There’s a tunnel, sort of.”
It took three seconds of total silence before the questions came flying from all directions. Even young Jesse asked if they were going to ride in a submarine. Rachel said she wasn’t a very good swimmer. It was Chapman who appeared the most concerned.
“What kind of tunnel?” he said with a scowl.
“It’s a wastewater cont—” began Tommy before Kristi cut him off.
“The sewer? Seriously?”
Tommy fidgeted on his feet. “Not totally, at least not yet, anyway. It’s a project designed to control floodwaters and excess sewage during high rain events.”
“Like now?” asked Carly.
“Well, yes. It’s the second phase of a project. The first phase is already put into use. This project was nearing completion when, you know, the power went down. A guy showed it to us, and we honestly think it can work.”
“A guy?” Chapman asked Tommy.
“Yeah. Street kid. He overheard us talking to a couple about the conditions on the other bridges and what it was like across the river. He was willing to trade the location for …” His voice trailed off before he nervously continued. “One of my, um, Kristi’s guns.”
“Which one?” she asked.
“The twenty-two throwaway. I kept the nine millimeter in my ankle holster like you told me to. The twenty-two was in my belt.”
Kristi provided him a smile of approval and a thumbs-up.
Chapman wanted to hear more about the tunnel. “Can the wagons fit through?”
Levi took over. “Yeah, it’s massive. Ginormous dump trucks were going in and out during construction. The toughest part will be taking a long downward slope until we get under the river, and then, of course, we have to come up the other side.”
“How long is it?” Chapman asked.
“There was a sign with a map drawn on it. It looks to be about eight miles. Here’s another good part of this option. It dumps out south and west of the city. We might be able to avoid a lot of aggravation that way. The people we talked to said the streets are very flooded and there’s limited elevated ground to get through.”
Tommy recalled the man’s description. “Yeah, he said it was like ants walking nose to tail. Apparently, it’s pretty narrow.”
“How do we know that part of the city is better?” asked Kristi.
Her brother continued to field questions. “We don’t. However, I do believe we’ll encounter a whole lot fewer people.”
Chapman rubbed his forehead and ran his fingers through his hair. Isabella sensed he was distressed and joined his side, wrapping her arm through his. He reached over the back of a church pew and retrieved the map. He glanced at it for what was probably the hundredth time in the last several days and then flung it back on the pew.
“I don’t like it,” he said abruptly.
Levi tried to defend his plan. “You’ve talked about the problems with going farther north along the river. The bridge options gradually disappear. There are no guarantees.”
“It beats getting bur—” Chapman snapped back and then caught himself as he turned to Jesse and Rachel, who were listening attentively. He sighed, and in a calmer tone of voice, he said to Tommy, “Are you fully on board with this?”
“It’s the best option we’ve got, and if it works out, we get to avoid a major obstacle that concerned us when we first came up with this plan—Louisville and a million residents.”
Chapman turned to his mother out of respect. “Mom, whadya think?”
“Assuming it’s passable and not flooded, what’s the worst case?”
Levi furrowed his brow. “We could lose the wagons. It’ll be tough to get them down the incline and back up again. Tommy and I have a plan for that involving his car. If it doesn’t work, then we’ll be on foot, using the horses as pack animals.”
She looked to Tommy. “Do you agree?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Sarah stood and mussed Jesse’s hair. “Then let’s do it. Time’s a-wastin’.”
 



Chapter 11
The Tunnel
Louisville, Kentucky
 
Levi led the procession to the front gate of the Waterway Protection Tunnel project. After looking around one last time for any security guards, he reached into the back of Sarah’s wagon and retrieved a large set of bolt cutters he’d taken from their barn. He’d felt like the bolt cutters would come in handy as they traveled across Kentucky, to access propane tanks at convenience stores or to open secured gates, like this one.
The heavy-duty chains would also serve another purpose. He hoped they’d be strong enough to affix to the frame of the Mustang when it came time to move the wagons up and down the severe slope in the tunnel.
It took all of Levi’s strength to cut through the first chain. He turned the cutters over to Tommy, who easily used his powerful forearms to cut the second one. With the chains triple wrapped through the gates, they were long enough to tow the wagons.
They rumbled up the gravel road, which led around several construction trailers until the tent’s entrance came into view. Each of the trailers had been vandalized, so none of the group bothered to look for anything of value. They’d had a conversation in the church the night before about where they stood on foraging.
The Boone family understood they would have to take from others in order to survive. They would not, however, rob from anyone or steal property unless it was clearly abandoned. That would be a case-by-case judgment call, at least in the short term. Levi was the sole voice espousing a dog-eat-dog, survival of the fittest approach. He wasn’t prepared to commit robbery, but everything else was fair game as far as he was concerned.
Chapman and Isabella rode ahead to ensure there were no new obstacles preventing them from gaining access into the tunnel. Once the group began to arrive, the two entered the tent and began to assess the difficulties caused by new refugees. Several of them had created campsites near the vehicle entrance. They weren’t blocking access, but they certainly could try to cause problems. Chapman knew they’d have to brandish their weapons to keep people back while they moved into and through the tunnel.
By the time they exited the tent and returned to the group, a small crowd had gathered in the rain just up the hill from the entrance. The construction crews had piled tons upon tons of dirt and rock along the top of the hill. Orange silt fences had been erected to hold back the gravel and dirt, especially during rain events, but they’d failed miserably. Streams of water running off the mountain of debris began to carve deep fissures in the pile, loosening the soil to create a muddy mess. Nonetheless, the curious stood in the midst of the muck to view the spectacle of the Boone family lining up to enter the tunnel.
Chapman approached Levi, and then he motioned for Tommy and Kristi to join them. Isabella stood watch, keeping an eye on the bystanders, with her rifle openly in view.
“I want to believe the people inside will leave us alone so we can go about our business. I’ll have to say the hill dropping down into the dark abyss of the tunnel looks frightening as hell. There’s no light down there except a few flames flickering.”
“We saw that, too,” offered Tommy. “I figured it was people carrying torches through the tunnel for light.”
Chapman looked around again and then reconfirmed everyone was on board. “If we’re a go, then let’s get everything inside and ready the wagons. We’ve got to be ready for anything. This bunch looks docile, but you never know what desperate people will do.”
Levi pulled his rifle off his shoulder and cradled it in his arms. “One quick burst or two from this, and they’ll go screaming into the night.”
Chapman glanced at the sky. “Speaking of which, it’s getting dark. Let’s roll.”
He and Isabella returned to the inside of the tent. Once Tommy had positioned his car in front of the opening, he jumped out to help Chapman on the inside.
The opening to the tent was twenty feet wide and over thirty feet tall. The door was made of a heavy-duty vinyl material capable of being rolled up with a rope and pulley system. It took both men on each side of the door to work in unison to lift it high enough to allow their vehicles to clear.
Everyone had a job to do. Sarah and Carly drove the wagons. Kristi drove the Mustang with Brooke strapped in next to her. Levi and Jesse walked in the horses while Rachel coaxed in Wonky Donkey. It was an incredible sight that immediately grabbed the attention of the tent city residents, who pushed their way toward the tunnel entrance for a better look. Isabella, the only one of the group with free hands to man a weapon, had her hands full.
She shouted at one side of the roadway, “Stay back! Please. Stay back!” Meanwhile, curiosity seekers on the other side pressed closer to get a better look in the dimly lit space. Questions peppered the group as well as a few complaints about the prospect of having horses living in the tent with them.
The noise was building to a crescendo, causing the horses to get agitated. Levi scrambled to get all the horses inside so Tommy and Chapman could lower the door. It took several minutes to lead the group in, during which time the rain continued to fall, soaking the road into the tunnel. Finally, the first step was complete and they were able to catch their breath.
Chapman and Tommy joined Levi at the front of the Mustang. Kristi and Carly grabbed their weapons and helped Isabella push the crowd back. It was suddenly getting very warm in the tunnel, in part from all the activity their surprising entrance generated.
“What’s first?” asked Chapman.
“This is gonna take a while,” began Tommy. “First, we need to unload a wagon and position it to point backward down the ramp. We’ll chain the tongue to the undercarriage of the car, and I’ll gently take it down to the bottom. I need one person to ride shotgun and to guard the wagon while I come up for more.”
“I can safely lead two horses down at a time,” said Levi. “If they get spooked, any more than that would be a real disaster.”
Tommy scowled and thought for a moment. He waved at Kristi and motioned for her to join them. Tommy addressed his concerns. He placed his arm behind her back and spoke in a hushed tone of voice. “If Levi can get two of the horses to the bottom and we follow in the car, can you hitch them back up and guard the wagon alone?”
“Sure, why not?”
“Alone, Kristi. It’ll be dark, and we have no idea what’s down there.”
She began to laugh. “Have you forgotten that night at the zoo already?”
“Um, no.”
“Don’t worry about me. I can handle this.”
Levi patted his sister on the back and immediately began to unhitch the horses. He’d lead them down first. When Kristi and Tommy arrived with the wagon, he’d ride back up the slope and they’d repeat the process.
The group worked together to empty the wagons and keep the horses calm. Levi took a battery-operated Coleman lantern and set off into the dark tunnel with two horses. Intrigued by the activity, the refugees found places to sit on the ground on both sides of the Boones as they went about their work.
Soon, the sound of the horses’ hooves clopping on the concrete disappeared, as did the light from Levi’s lantern. Tommy and Chapman positioned the replica prairie schooner to point backwards. They carefully attached it to the front of the Mustang. Before Tommy entered the car with Kristi, he scrubbed his feet on the wet pavement.
“This is muddier than earlier today,” he muttered to himself. He glanced back at the entrance to the tent and then down toward the darkness that awaited him. He added as he gave Chapman a nod, “You gotta do what you gotta do.”
He started the engine and the car’s dual exhausts roared to life. A few of the onlookers cheered as if they were at a racetrack, ready for the main event. Although, as Tommy got started, he wondered if it would look more like a demolition derby when it was over.
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Tommy took a deep breath and pushed down on the clutch, holding the brake down with his right foot. The powerful engine had sufficient idle speed to give the wagon its initial shove. After twenty feet, the incline began and the car picked up a little speed.
“Tommy, is this gonna work?” asked Kristi with trepidation.
Not realizing it, he’d held his breath for a minute during the start of the eighteen-story ride into the abyss. He exhaled as he answered, “I honestly don’t know. The wagon weighs half as much as the car. I could tow it on level ground easily. The question is whether the thing will get away from me at some point.”
“What, exactly, does that look like?”
His hands were constantly working the steering wheel, adjusting and overcompensating for the wagon wanting to turn from one side to the other. Every slight movement of the wheel caused the wagon to go in the opposite direction.
“Based upon what I’m feeling so far, we’d jackknife and get wedged against the sides. These damn railroad tracks don’t help.”
Tommy had to keep the wagon wheels away from the steel railroad tracks embedded in the concrete. In addition to removing debris via the large dump trucks, a small locomotive with several cars had hauled out rock and moved heavy equipment around.
“Do you want me to get out and guide you?”
“Nah. We’re going slow enough that I can keep it pretty straight. Really, just being with me on this first run is help—” Tommy stopped himself as the tunnel road took a sudden downturn to a much steeper climb.
Kristi reacted. “Whoa! That was a big drop—hold it, Tommy!”
“Damn! We’re picking up speed!”
The weight of the wagon began to pull the Mustang down the hill. His foot pressed the brake pedal to the floor; however, the rear tires were sliding and not getting any traction.
“Can you put it in reverse?” Kristi suggested.
“We’ll just fishtail.”
“Parking brake?”
“No help. Hold on!”
The wagon and car picked up speed. Tommy focused on keeping the wheel straight with only slight adjustments. With the rear tires locked in place by the brake, the momentum pulled them downward into the tunnel at speeds approaching twenty miles per hour.
Kristi stuck her head out the window. “Levi’s down there somewhere! If we don’t slow down, we could run over him.”
Tommy instinctively pushed on the horn for a few seconds. When he let off, Kristi could hear that the horses were upset. “They’re close. I hear the—wait, I see Levi’s lantern. He’s waving it back and forth.”
Tommy leaned against the door and yelled, “Out of the way! Move against the wall!”
“Hey, it’s leveling out!” shouted Kristi. She hung her head out the window again and saw Levi struggling with the horses in the light of his lantern. “We’re getting closer.”
The Mustang slowed down and the rear tires stopped skidding. Gradually, the steep decline became more gradual, and a moment later, they were on a practically flat surface. Tommy brought the car to a stop and depressed the emergency brake. Cautiously, he lifted his leg off the brake pedal and flexed his knee.
They weren’t going anywhere.
“Way to go!” shouted Levi from deeper in the tunnel.
A few other people could be heard laughing and clapping. The sound of footsteps approaching reminded them others were affected by their risky maneuver.
“You did it, Tommy!” shouted Kristi. She unbuckled her seatbelt and leaned over to kiss him. His face was cold and clammy, drenched with sweat.
He took a deep breath. “I thought we were gonna lose it.”
Levi appeared at the driver’s door with the horses in tow. “Piece of cake, right?”
“Whatever,” replied Tommy with a smile. He opened his door and stepped into the tunnel. Both of his feet were immediately soaked up to his ankles. “Crap!”
“Not exactly, but water, anyway,” said Levi. “There must be enough runoff from the two tunnel entrances to create this three-mile-long lake. It’s four inches deep in the middle, but almost a foot on the sides.”
Kristi joined the guys and immediately snuggled the horses. Several dark figures emerged from the tunnel, some carrying flashlights. She pointed toward them as they approached.
“Are they trouble?”
“I wanna say no, but I’m not sure,” replied Levi. “That said, I think we need to have a change of plans.”
“What are you thinkin’?” she asked.
“When it got steep, I realized that I couldn’t hold on to these horses if they got spooked. I’d just have to let ’em go and hope for the best.”
Kristi patted one of the horses on the back. “Do you want me to lead them down while you guard our stuff?”
“Yeah. Don’t get me wrong. I know you can handle yourself, but they don’t know that. I’m afraid they might try something and it could get ugly.”
Kristi agreed and the three of them quickly disconnected the wagon and turned it around so Levi could hook up the horses. Tommy easily executed a three-point turn, and Kristi gripped both sides of her seat.
“This is gonna be like getting shot out of a cannon.” He laughed, the nervousness passing after their first successful trip. “I wanna get a head of steam up as we hit the steepest part of the incline. Otherwise, we may have to come back down and start over.”
“Hit it!”
Tommy started up the hill at a steady speed to prevent his tires from spinning on the moist concrete and then, as instructed, he gave it gas. The powerful V-8 engine roared to life and they flew up the hill, making it in a fraction of the time it took to get down.
At the top, they arrived to more cheers. It seemed the residents of the tunnel were getting a kick out of the whole operation. Chapman greeted them first, followed by the kids.
“Any problems?” he asked.
Tommy laughed. “Piece of cake, or so your brother thinks. I was grippin’ the wheel. Trust me.”
Kristi revealed herself to Chapman. “He did great. Are you ready for another one?”
“I thought you were—”
“We switched up. Levi had an uneasy feeling about leaving me there. Besides, I’m like a horse whisperer anyway. I’m gonna go ahead and take down two more.”
Tommy opened his door and stepped out. He immediately lost his footing as his left leg slipped out from under him. He landed hard against the door and twisted against the frame, hitting his head.
“Dammit!” he exclaimed, not knowing whether to rub the bump on his head or reach for his twisted left knee.
“Are you all right?” asked Chapman as he helped Tommy stand.
He looked down at the concrete. “That’s slick.”
Chapman pointed back toward the door. “Yeah, the damned rain keeps falling and the water’s getting muddier, too.”
Tommy walked toward the wagon. “Come on, let’s get this one hitched up and down the hill. Each trip is gonna be harder to make.”
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Three weeks prior …
 
Carlos Ramirez hunched over the controls of the mini-Bee, the nickname for the smaller version of the boring machine used to excavate and drill phase two of the Waterway Protection Tunnel. The Bumblebee, nicknamed after Louisville’s boxing legend Muhammad Ali, packed a real punch. The mini-Bee was more of a jabber, using only a dozen rotating discs and a million pounds of thrust to drill through the softer sediment.
Unlike the first phase of the massive infrastructure project, which ran mostly parallel to the Ohio River, this tunnel ran completely under the river from New Albany, Indiana, to southeast Louisville. It required several lateral lines, as they were called, that acted as a tunnel-like tributary for nearby creeks to take advantage of the stormwater system.
Shooting diagonally out of the main tunnel, these tube-shaped structures meandered upward through soft sandstone and clay to strategic points identified by civil engineers.
Ramirez had worked for the contractor hired to excavate the project for eighteen years. He’d been trained in all types of boring equipment and had worked on projects all over the world. He was the lead mini-Bee operator on the lateral lines and had worked diligently for days on this last part of the excavation.
The company had been under intense pressure from both the federal government and state regulators. The funding on the project was running out, and due to a budget impasse in Washington, artificial deadlines, deemed unreasonable by some, were set. Ramirez, like his coworkers, worked frantically to complete a project that would never be completed anyway, due to events to come.
Ramirez wiped sweat from his brow as the cutter wheel slowly rotated in front of his cabin’s shatterproof glass enclosure. Conveyor belts rumbled beneath his seat, removing the excavated bedrock back down the shaft to the main tunnel, where dump trucks waited. The material was then moved up the main tunnel and to a large hill of debris being created just outside the entrance.
The mini-Bee’s temperature remained above ninety degrees, well above the much cooler sixty degrees within the tunnel. The heat from the powerful engine caused the cabin temps to rise, and a malfunction in the air-ventilation system forced him to operate without air conditioning. There were no windows to open, and even if there were, the rocks and debris would pelt him continuously.
For twelve hours, he gouged a path higher toward the surface using a global positioning device to identify his target coordinates, and employing years of experience to find the path of least resistance. His sweat-soaked tee shirt clung to his overweight frame as he pounded his fist against the malfunctioning air-conditioning vents for the hundredth time.
Ramirez straightened in his seat and focused as a seam of particularly stubborn rock slowed his progress. Drilling was about timing and feel. He’d learned over the years when to push forward and when to pull back. It was a constant dance of give and take, adjusting and readjusting.
He furrowed his brow and set his jaw, increasing the cutter wheel’s speed and pressure, powering the mini-Bee as hard as possible without compromising the machine and the walls of the tunnel. Ramirez nudged the power level, upping it to its maximum safe level.
Suddenly, the sound of the axle’s grind changed. Its pitch increased. Then smaller rocks began to bounce on the conveyor belts. Stone fragments spat in every direction and battered his window like birdshot fired from a shotgun.
Ramirez held his breath, but he didn’t panic. Let the machine do the work, he reminded himself. As the mini-Bee inched forward, he breathed a sigh of relief. Every foot took him a little closer to the end of another grueling week, for which he would reward himself with a Friday night trip to Hooters and a pitcher of Bud Light.
His momentary vision of a buxom server was wiped away when the cabin of the mini-Bee jolted. A warning alarm buzzed on the operator’s console, and the controls began to vibrate violently in his hands. He leaned forward toward the protective glass. The cutter’s normally steady rotation was now a blinding whir, increasing in revolutions beyond anything he’d observed before.
“What the hell?” he asked aloud.
Before he could answer himself, the machine lurched forward. Ramirez was pulled with it, his body tearing at the restraints that held him in his vinyl bucket seat. The cross-body harness threatened to knock the wind out of him and began to put immense pressure on his chest.
Ramirez grappled for the controls, letting go of the steering mechanism to reach for the emergency shutoff switches. He found the emergency brake first and yanked it upward.
Nothing changed.
He grabbed the gear lever, downshifted, and slammed the machine into reverse—but the mini-Bee didn’t respond.
Ramirez began to panic, trying the brakes and gears again, forcing the levers backward and forward, using anything to overcome the machine’s malfunction.
It continued to dig, fighting its way through rock that shouldn’t have been there. The geology had been surveyed in great detail. There wasn’t supposed to be any bedrock between his position and the creek bordering the Duke Energy Power Plant. Regardless, the survey was very, very wrong, and the surprise layer of rock couldn’t have come at a worse time.
The mini-Bee was fighting through like it was possessed.
The right side of the machine smashed against jagged rock formations, throwing him sideways until his shoulder crashed into the door. His handheld radio flew out of its holster and smashed against the steel enclosure, breaking into several pieces.
He was suspended in the harness for a moment, tensing his body for the possibility the mini-Bee might lose its traction and fall sixteen stories to the main tunnel below. The mini-Bee continued to turn onto its side, almost pulling him out of his seat.
Rocks pounded the glass as the cutter continued to whirl. White shatter marks began to appear, and then cracks started to form. Ramirez’s eyes grew wide as he thought of being battered by the debris if the glass gave way. But as the digging continued and the machine slowly righted itself, he thanked God for the protective glass.
And then a piece of rigid steel broke off the cutter wheel and shot toward the cabin’s window like a spear. The glass, compromised by the incessant pelting of rocks and debris, was no match for the steel, which cut through it like it was paper. It ripped into the cabin and imbedded in the back of the bucket seat, narrowly missing Ramirez.
Ramirez threw up from fright just as a crunching sound came from the axle area. The cutter began to groan, and the entire machine came to a jolting halt. The deafening roar of the machine fighting through the bedrock was replaced with a deathly silence, with only a few stones dropping onto the mini-Bee to break the quiet.
Ramirez gathered himself and frantically wiped the vomit off his clothes. In the dark, his hand grasped for the still-swinging emergency cord. He found it and forcefully pulled it down, emitting a blast from the air horn, alerting the workers below of his trouble.
Within thirty minutes, members of the construction crew were surrounding the mini-Bee to assist Ramirez to safety. His ribs and shoulder hurt, as did his pride. He questioned his decision to push the machine to its limits. Why would I risk my life for people who don’t know my name?
When he reached the bottom, supervisors and engineers awaited to quiz him on what had happened. He decided to be truthful because, in his opinion, the geological survey was inaccurate. Ramirez laid out the facts, and based upon the engineer’s tracking of his mini-Bee, he was closer to the surface and Fall Run Creek than he realized.
While he was being treated by medics, he overheard the higher-ups discuss the situation with the engineers. They agreed the bedrock seam had been breached and the lateral line was close to completion.
Their biggest concern was for the mini-Bee, which was hanging precariously in the nearly completed shaft. It needed to be removed as soon as possible and the drilling completed before circumstances above ground changed—namely heavy rain or flooding near Fall Run Creek. The suggestion of an unexpected rain event caused them all to laugh out loud because, after all, it hadn’t rained in the region in months.
The mini-Bee was never removed.
The next day, the president issued his announcement that the power grid would be shut down. All nonessential government functions and related projects were halted. Phase II of the Waterway Protection Tunnel was stopped, and the construction site was secured. The mini-Bee would have to be dealt with another day, as that was the least of the contractor’s concerns.
It would soon become the concern of others.
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This time, Tommy took Carly in the passenger seat as he eased the second wagon down the slope into the depths of the tunnel. He didn’t voice his concerns about the increased muddy water flowing from the outside, opting instead to get their transportation to the bottom without delay. Kristi and Sarah led two more horses. If all was well at the bottom, the next trip would include the children, to be with their parents, and Brooke who was treated like one of the kids.
Just as before, the initial descent into the tunnel went smoothly, as the slope wasn’t taxing on the Mustang’s ability to hold onto the wagon attached to its front end. This time, rather than being caught off guard by the sudden drop and steep decline, he eased up to it.
“Why are you stopping?” asked Carly.
“Not stopping, really,” replied Tommy. “I just wanna slow our momentum. Watch.”
He inched forward and the wagon began to tilt downward. Tommy kept his foot mashed down on the brake pedal, slowly lifting it to allow the wagon to pull them forward. He was feeling more confident this time as the front wheels of the car met the slight transition between the steeper slope and the entrance.
Carly slid forward in her seat and slapped both hands on the dashboard to brace herself. The car was moving faster. Her voice was full of nervous excitement. “Are you doing that? Speeding up?”
“No. Just hold on.” Tommy glanced over at Carly and immediately missed the calming influence Kristi had on him.
The rear wheels made it over the crest and Tommy gripped the wheel. He immediately realized the conditions of the tunnel had changed.
Despite his best efforts to use the brakes to slow their descent, it wasn’t working. “Hold on, Carly,” he cautioned, not realizing she had a death grip on the dashboard.
The wagon was picking up speed, and the Mustang was not able to hold it. Tommy was fighting the steering wheel, turning it back and forth to keep the wagon pointing directly down the hill. The rear wheels were locked as the tires slid on the muddy water seeping into the tunnel.
“Can’t you slow it down! You have to do something!”
Tommy ignored her frantic pleas. He gripped the wheel harder. Using feel and instinct, he turned it back and forth, no more than a couple of inches at a time. However, even the slightest adjustment had an exponential effect on the wagon.
His speed was approaching twenty miles an hour. He began to honk the horn repeatedly to warn Levi of trouble. Carly hung her head out the window and began screaming at her husband to get out of the way.
The wagon was swerving more, and Tommy was afraid it would jackknife. Then he tried something he hadn’t thought of before. It was risky because the wagon would pick up speed before he could slow it again.
With his left foot, he quickly pushed in the clutch and forced the gearshift into first gear. He popped the clutch to allow the transmission to engage, and then he held his breath, hoping the engine didn’t stall.
The car’s speed picked up and the wagon began to pull the front end back and forth. Then, as the transmission engaged, it was if a parachute had deployed from the trunk lid. Their speed slowed, and Tommy gently used the brake to gain control. He silently cursed himself for not considering this technique before.
When they arrived at the bottom of the tunnel, Carly erupted into spontaneous laughter and applauded. “You did it, Tommy. But, hey, let’s not do that again, okay?”
“No problem. The rest should be easier. Going uphill on the other side will be a piece of cake compared to this.”
Levi ran toward them, and Carly quickly exited the car and hugged him. He slapped the hood of the Mustang and gave Tommy a thumbs-up. While they were unhitching the wagon from the car, Kristi showed up with the wagon’s two horses. They now had both wagons and their horse teams ready to travel.
While they talked, Tommy noticed the water was higher on his legs than before. He asked Levi, “Is this water coming from our side of the tunnel?”
Levi lifted his lantern. “Yeah, I noticed it rising, too. I asked some of these kids about the other end. They said it was dry because the tunnel opens up into a large wastewater treatment building. It’s metal and not a temporary tent like the Indiana side.”
“I can’t imagine this much water accumulated in the time I went up and back,” said Tommy with his hands on his hips. He kicked at the water as if it might provide some answers.
“Well, I did walk a little deeper into the tunnel. There are a couple of, um, chutes, I guess. They’re on the wall and appear to lead up and away from the main tunnel.”
“Stormwater drains, maybe?” added Kristi.
“Makes sense,” replied Levi. “The closest one has a little water running through it. That may account for the increase on this end. I will say, on the other side of the opening toward the Kentucky side, the water isn’t as deep.”
Tommy walked a little way into the tunnel and then turned around. “The next few loads will be easy. How do you feel about bringing the kids and Brooke down? Is it, um, okay down here?”
The four of them gathered in the headlights of the Mustang as Kristi put the harnesses around the horses. Levi helped her hitch them to the wagons.
“They’re just curious. They asked a bunch of questions, got bored, and returned to Louisville.”
“Are they homeless?” asked Carly.
“No. Well, sort of. They’re like the others in the tent. Displaced. They’re just kids, you know. They’re poor, so most of their homes are in flood zones. They’ve got no place to go, so they decided to hang out here until it passes.”
Kristi finished up and interrupted. “How are they eating?”
Levi shrugged. “I don’t know. I can only assume they’re stealing what they can to survive. I do know they respect this.” He patted his rifle.
“Hon, should they send the kids down?” asked Carly.
“Yeah, I don’t see why not.”
Tommy kicked at the calf-deep water. “Did you say its shallower a little deeper into the tunnel?”
“A few hundred yards from here, well past the chute tunnel, or whatever you wanna call it, it’s only ankle deep.”
Tommy shook his head. “That’s where this was when I was here before.”
“Carly and I will move the wagons and horses farther into the tunnel. It’s just as dark there as it is here. At least it’s only ankle deep, and that’ll make it easier to empty the car on your next trip.”
“Please bring the kids, okay?” asked Carly as she showed her first signs of feeling vulnerable. She talked tough, but deep inside, she worried about her children, like most mothers.
Tommy smiled and reassured her. “I will, no problem.”
They said their goodbyes before racing up the increasingly slick and muddy incline to the tent. When they pulled up to where the group waited, they noticed a number of the refugees had left the sides of the vinyl structure nearest the upslope.
Chapman waved at Tommy and sloshed through the water toward the car as it slowly approached.
Tommy stuck his head out the window. “Everything all right?” he asked as Chapman arrived.
“Do you remember that giant mound of mud and rock up the hill?”
“Yeah.”
Chapman knelt down and picked up a piece of limestone covered in mud. He held it near the window for Tommy and Carly to see. Then he sighed before he spoke.
“It’s breaking up and falling downhill a little bit at a time.”
 



Chapter 15
The Tunnel
Louisville, Kentucky
 
With a renewed sense of urgency, they loaded Sarah, the kids and Brooke into the car with every spare inch filled with supplies. Without leading the wagons downhill, Tommy made this trip quickly. After they unloaded his passengers and cargo, Levi agreed to move the wagons even deeper into the tunnel. The water was pouring out of the lateral line at a faster pace, bringing mud and small rocks with it.
Tommy maneuvered the car around and spun the tires in the water, which was now nearing the undercarriage. As he drove up, with the rising water levels, he knew he’d have to make the trips much quicker, or the car would be at risk of stalling or becoming buoyant.
He made several more trips in order to move all of the supplies offloaded from the much larger wagon. It seemed the water rose an inch with each load.
The roar of the Mustang’s exhaust reflected the power of its engine. The steam generated by the hot exhaust reminded him of the increasing volume of water on the tunnel floor. He headed up for his last load; the sound of the motor reverberated off the walls of the tunnel at a deafening pitch. Tommy gripped the wheel, feeling the muscle car forcing him upward. When he crested the rise at the top, he was shocked to see the mayhem.
People were panicked. They were running away from the entrances to the tent and huddled against the other side. Some were crawling on their bellies in an attempt to shimmy out of the massive enclosure.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Chapman race away from the vehicle entrance and toward the mass of panicked humanity. Kristi and Isabella fought to hold onto the horses as the pandemonium spooked them.
Tommy skidded to a stop and jumped out of the car. “What’s happening?”
Kristi wrestled with the reins of two horses. “That hill is collapsing. Rocks and mud began to slide toward the tent. People are hurt.”
Tommy took a few steps toward the caved-in tent sides, where people were crying for help and others were shouting instructions. He looked at the last of their supplies and at the frightened horses.
He had heard about Chapman’s exploits in Seattle during the waterspout episode. He felt Chapman could hold his own, so he hustled to load the last of their supplies into the Mustang. He approached Kristi, who was successfully calming the horses down. Isabella was whispering to hers to get it under control, and the donkey was stoic as usual.
“I’ve gotta get Chapman. The water is rising in the tunnel, and if the rest of the mound of dirt gives way …” His voice trailed off as several softball-sized stones rolled under the roll-up door until they came to a rest at their feet.
“Should we go ahead?” asked Kristi.
Tommy glanced at Isabella and whispered to Kristi in response, “Can she handle the horse? I mean, if it gets startled on the way down, you just gotta let them go.”
“I know and, yeah, she’ll be fine. It takes a long time to make it down. When you guys pass us, go slow.”
“No problem.” He kissed her on the cheek and took off toward the pedestrian entrance to the tent, which had been unzipped while panicked refugees spilled out.
“Fire!”
Tommy jerked his head to the right, which caused him to lose his balance on the slippery ground. His legs flew out from under him and he landed hard on his back. He groaned as he tried to recover from the spill.
“Run!” another refugee shouted as a ball of flames shot into the air.
The horses began to snort and squeal. He glanced back toward the car, where Kristi and Isabella tugged at the reins.
He scrambled to his feet and ran toward the tent wall. “Chapman! Chapman!”
“Over here!”
Tommy raced toward his voice, which boomed over the screams and shouts of the others. Chapman was hunched over an elderly woman whose leg was caught under a chunk of granite.
Tommy slid to his knees on the other side of the rock. “Let me help.”
“We can’t drop it on her,” instructed Chapman.
Tommy noticed the woman’s eyes were closed. “Is she—?”
“No. Fainted,” replied Chapman. “On three.”
Tommy tensed his muscles and gripped his end of the granite boulder.
Chapman counted them down. “One. Two. Three.”
With both men grunting, they lifted the heavy rock off her knee, setting it off to the side with a thud on the wet soil.
“Jeez,” commented Chapman as he used the daylight provided by the torn tent to view the injury.
“It’s crushed,” commented Tommy as he gently examined her knee.
“What can we do?” asked Chapman.
Tommy looked around and sighed. He scrambled on all fours to find a long-sleeve shirt that had been left by a refugee. He tore at the sleeve until it separated from the rest of the shirt.
“All we can do is stop the bleeding. She needs a hospital.”
Chapman leaned back on his heels and ran his fingers through his hair. “Everybody left her. We could carry her on horseback across the bridge.”
Tommy finished creating the makeshift tourniquet and slowly stood, rubbing his back to alleviate the pain from his fall. He shook his head side to side as he spoke. “We can’t do anything else for her. This tourniquet won’t keep her from bleeding out. We could try to brace and stabilize the knee, but …” His voice trailed off before he continued. “Chapman, we don’t have time for this. Water and debris are coming through the truck entrance now. We’ve gotta catch up with the others.”
Another woman moaned for help and Chapman instinctively jumped up to walk in the direction of her cries for assistance.
Tommy grabbed him by the arm. “Chapman, we can’t,” he insisted. “I’m telling you, there’s no time.”
The ground started to vibrate and a faint rumbling sound was noticeable. Mud began to slide under the tent, and rocks were pelting the side.
“It’s coming!” shouted Chapman as he pointed toward the car and ran. Tommy hustled to catch up, running through the muck and hurdling over small boulders as they rolled under the bottom of the tent walls.
“There’s not much time!” he shouted as the sound of rocks knocking together could be heard. The tent’s roof supports were shaking as the mudslide grew larger and began to crash into the structure.
By the time they reached the car, a steady stream of water and mud was coming under the roll-up door. Tommy fired the engine and spun the Mustang around. He quickly moved away from the growing debris and crested the hill to start down the steep incline. When the car’s headlights were on the same plane as the hill, they illuminated Kristi and Isabella struggling with the animals.
“Let me out,” said Chapman, flinging the door open before Tommy could come to a complete stop. “Can you ride behind us and show the way? I think it’ll calm the horses if they can see where they’re headed.”
“Yeah, but hurry!”
Chapman was clear and half-jogged down the steep slope. He was pressing his heels into the increasingly muddy concrete in an attempt to avoid falling on his butt.
He failed. His feet flew out from under him and he landed on his side, sliding ten feet or so down the hill. He turned to grip at the concrete until he finally stopped just above the women.
“Nice of you to drop in, brother,” said Kristi with a laugh.
“Yeah, right,” he said with a groan.
Isabella was struggling, as her horse was willing to be led down the hill, but the obstinate Wonky Donkey was not.
He calmly approached her and took the reins of the horse. “I’ll bring her down if you can convince that thing to get moving.”
“Oui. He is, um, têtu. Piggish and headstrong.”
Chapman kissed her and grinned. “He’s a Boone.”
Suddenly the sound of breaking plastic or glass was heard.
“Let’s go! Rocks are coming. One just broke a taillight!”
Chapman tugged at his horse. He and Kristi began to slowly move down the hill, but Isabella wasn’t coming.
“He will not budge!”
“Come on, donkey, let’s go!” shouted Chapman in vain. His angry tone of voice most likely had the opposite effect.
A larger boulder rushed past them near Kristi’s legs. “Whoa!” she exclaimed as she did a skipping motion to avoid being hit. “Just leave him. He’ll catch up.”
The water and mud combined began to swirl around their shoes. Tommy could see it gathering around them as his brake lights cast an eerie red glow on the slowly moving sludge.
“Yeah, let him go,” said Chapman in a somewhat somber tone. It was his father’s donkey, but their safety was in danger.
With Wonky Donkey standing alone in the dark tunnel, the rest of them made their way down the slope. Just as they reached the bottom, all hell broke loose.
 



Chapter 16
The Tunnel
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When the packed soil around the mini-Bee excavator that had been left stuck in the lateral line began to erode, chunks of dirt and bedrock came rumbling downward. Levi’s initial instinct was to look upward, as he thought the tunnel was collapsing. As the ground shook and the noise rose from a grumble to a throaty growl, Levi gathered Sarah, Carly and the kids and moved for safety against a wall.
The sounds grew louder as if a distant aircraft was approaching a runway for landing. That was when an enormous crash was heard in the tunnel. In a flash, the mini-Bee came sliding down a river of mud and rock before violently striking the concrete floor of the tunnel.
Screams could be heard in the darkness on the Louisville side of the tunnel together with footsteps running away from them. The horses became agitated and vocal, but not seeing the carnage, they managed to only walk a few steps forward before stopping again.
“Daddy! What’s happening?” Rachel began to cry as she hugged her father’s leg. Jesse wrapped his arms around Levi’s waist and began to squeeze the breath out of him.
“Everybody, stay close. Jesse, grab my belt. Rachel, keep your hands on your brother’s back. Mom and Carly, keep us straight. We’re gonna walk back to the horses and lead them away. Calmly, everyone. We don’t need to startle them further.”
The air became moist as water began to fill the tunnel. They had moved deep enough into the tunnel to avoid the deluge pouring out of the lateral line, but the accompanying water was beginning to creep toward them.
Just as they started moving the horses, a rush of cold air swept over them. A tremendous volume of water coupled with debris flushed down the lateral line and splashed across the bottom of the tunnel.
Carly stopped and tugged at Levi’s sleeve. He lifted the lantern to see her face. “Listen? Do you hear that?”
Levi held his breath and focused. The sound of Tommy’s Mustang idling could barely be heard over the gushing water.
“They’ve come down already. God, I hope they didn’t get caught up in—”
The wailing of Tommy’s car horn cut him off before it became more stifled. The horses shifted their feet and became uneasy, as did Sarah.
“Something’s wrong.” Her voice was full of fear.
He handed her the lantern. “Will you be okay? I need to check on them.”
“Take this.” Carly rummaged through her jacket pockets and found a SureFire flashlight. Then she turned to Jesse and crouched down. “Can you help your dad?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She nodded and hugged her son. “Okay, you boys take care of each other.”
Levi and Jesse sloshed through the rising waters until they were near the lateral line. Tommy had stopped honking the horn, and only the sound of water pouring through on top of the mini-Bee could be heard.
“Dad! It’s blocked! Look at all of that mud.”
Levi stopped and shined his light on the massive pile of earthen debris that had made its way through the partially completed lateral line. The excavator had led the way, blocking part of the tunnel before being mostly buried by the debris it had held up while wedged in the bedrock. Now an opening had occurred, and water from the nearby swollen creek was pouring into the tunnel, as it was originally intended to do.
Levi used his light to illuminate the ceiling of the tunnel. The pile was higher near the entrance to the lateral line, but only extended partially up the wall on the opposite side of the tunnel. He waved his light back and forth on the ceiling and shouted, “Chapman! Kristi! Anybody? Can you hear me?”
At first there was no response. He yelled louder this time, joined in by Jesse.
“Hey, can you hear us?”
“Tommy? Kristi? Chapman?”
He lowered the beam of his flashlight and focused it on the pile of debris. Levi got an uneasy feeling as he approached.
“Jesse, stay behind me. No matter what, you focus your eyes on my back, okay?”
“Yessir, but I can help—”
“No! Watch my back!” Levi was insistent as panic set in. He began to scan the debris pile, searching for anything, or anyone, familiar. He prayed he was wrong.
Water was pouring out of the wall where the duct tunnel was located. The amount of mud and debris had dissipated, but now the tunnel was flooding. Levi shook his head in dismay. He tried again.
“Can you guys hear me?” He flashed the light erratically across the ceiling and against the far wall of the tunnel, the only part that still had an opening to the other side.
Then he heard them. They were yelling for him. Barely discernible, but there. The voices of women and men. And now flashlights shining on the ceiling also.
“Praise God,” muttered Levi. He turned to Jesse and handed him the flashlight. “Son, I need you to run back to the wagon. We have a steel-toothed rake and a shovel. Be careful, but hurry.”
“Yes, sir!”
Jesse sloshed through the water as he hustled away.
Levi called after him, “Tell your grandmother they’re okay!”
“I will!”
Levi sighed as he turned around and stared upward at the blockage. “At least I hope they are.”
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Without warning, the donkey came clamoring past the Mustang and the two oldest Boone siblings pulling the last of the horses. Startled, Chapman looked beyond the car and cupped his right ear to listen. His eyes grew wide as light appeared at the top of the tunnel, providing just enough illumination to see rocks bouncing down the concrete tunnel entrance.
“C’mon! It’s closer,” he shouted as he pulled his horse forward. Kristi didn’t hesitate as she followed his lead. Within seconds dirt clods mixed with gravel began to sail past them, bouncing along the rough concrete and skipping through the wash of the Mustang’s headlights.
“Hurry!” Tommy focused his attention out of his rear window as the back end of his car was pelted with debris. He craned his neck to observe the surface of the tunnel and saw the concrete turning from gray to brown.
A large mud-covered rock crashed into his bumper, splattering dirt across the trunk lid. He slammed on the brakes as the impact shoved his car forward and closer to the horses.
“Almost there!” shouted Chapman as he and Kristi struggled to keep their footing. The horses seemed to appreciate the thin layer of mud that had formed on the concrete, and they picked up their pace in unison.
Just as they reached the bottom and were able to breathe a sigh of relief, the mini-Bee came flying out of the lateral line. Tommy’s headlights captured the massive excavator spitting from the wall, followed by tons of dirt and rock.
“Should we go for it?” asked Chapman.
Before anyone could answer, the donkey bolted ahead and began to run toward the oncoming rubble. Chapman handed the reins to his horse to Isabella and gave chase. The moment he’d agreed to leave Wonky Donkey behind up the slope earlier, he’d felt guilty. This was his father’s buddy and deserved to be saved just like all the other members of the family.
“Careful!” shouted Kristi.
The donkey’s heavy hooves sloshed through the muddy water, which was knee-deep to Chapman. Normally, donkeys will freeze or move a few steps away to observe what frightened it. On this occasion, even Wonky Donkey sensed imminent peril.
Chapman was catching up when a huge gush of mud and water came pouring out of the lateral line. The donkey abruptly stopped, and Chapman slipped and rolled across the surface of the tunnel. Within seconds, the mud and dirt surrounded him.
“Help!” he shouted over the roar of the water pouring out of the wall.
His legs felt like they were trapped in cement. He tried to shout again, but water filled his mouth and throat, causing him to reflexively cough violently.
“Chapman!” Isabella’s voice. She let go of her horse and trudged through the murky waters toward the pile of debris.
“Help,” he said again, but barely audible.
Her voice was frantic. “Mon ami, where are you?”
Kristi left the horses and began to run after Isabella. Tommy slammed his hand on the Mustang’s horn, hoping to attract the attention of Levi on the other side of the pile. He sensed everybody would be needed to help Chapman. He inched forward to put more light on the pile. It allowed everyone to see what they faced.
The excavator was upside down in the tunnel and nearly covered. A huge mound of dirt had risen as high as the lateral line’s opening in the wall of the tunnel and then began to spread out from there. Water gushed through the opening, bringing with it more rocks and mud, which added to the size of the debris pile. And somewhere, under it all, was Chapman Boone.
“Where is he?” shouted Kristi as she arrived at the base of the mound simultaneously with Isabella. They frantically pulled rocks and clumps of mud away to find his body.
Tommy rushed next to them and took control. “Spread out and keep shouting.”
The three of them fanned out and shouted Chapman’s name. The thick mud posed a challenge as the water continued to bring more debris into the tunnel. As they dug at the dirt and pulled at the rocks, they could hear Levi’s voice on the other side.
They screamed for help in unison, barely understandable on their side, much less on the other. There were rocks and pieces of tree roots in the way, but the trio continued their attempt to locate Chapman.
Then their light was taken away from them. The water had risen, and debris from the tunnel entrance had made its way to the bottom. It forcefully shoved the Mustang sideways and then forward so that the headlights washed the wall opposite the lateral line’s opening.
The three of them remained undeterred despite another steady burst of water coming out of the wall. All of them were knocked to the ground, with Isabella going underwater briefly. When she came back up, she wiped the mud off her face and crawled on her hands and knees to the debris pile.
She clawed at the dirt, digging furiously at rocks and roots. She moved a chunk of granite and then blindly grabbed at another tree limb.
But this was different. She pulled and then squeezed. It was Chapman’s arm.
“Here! Hurry!”
She ripped and tore at the mud, slinging it away from Chapman’s body. All three of them tried to dig him out, focusing on finding his head to provide him an air hole.
“Can you hear me?” a voice came from beyond the rubble.
“That was Levi!” exclaimed Kristi.
Tommy responded, “Help us! Chapman is trapped!”
Seconds later, Levi was climbing down the muddy slope, with a shovel and rake in hand.
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Levi joined the rescuers and carefully began to shovel around Chapman’s body. They had cleared the debris away from his face and were digging around his chest when he arrived. As they revealed more of his body, it appeared Chapman had curled into a fetal position and attempted to cover his head when the deluge overtook him.
“He’s not breathing!” Kristi shouted as she checked his pulse. “Oh, God, no pulse!”
“I can do CPR,” said Isabella as she leaned over her lover’s face. She carefully turned Chapman’s head to clear the water and mud out of his mouth. “Thank goodness he was stuck on his side.”
Tommy and Kristi had removed the debris from his chest and legs, with Levi’s assistance. Levi crawled through the mud to the side and frantically dug out a flat spot on the dirt mound. With Tommy’s assistance, they quickly moved Chapman onto his back. Isabella wasted no time getting into position.
She knelt by his side and placed the heel of her left hand on the center of his chest. Keeping her arms straight, she covered her left hand with the heel of her right and interlocked her fingers so her hands could work in unison. She was careful to keep her fingers raised so they didn’t touch Chapman’s rib cage.
Then she began. Leaning forward, she used her body weight to press down on Chapman’s chest about two inches. She allowed the pressure to release off his chest without removing her hands, and then she repeated. She counted aloud but couldn’t be heard due to the water, which continued to rush out of the lateral line.
After thirty compressions, she tilted his head back and lifted his chin to open Chapman’s airway. His mouth fell open slightly and she went to work. Pinching his nose closed, she lovingly placed her mouth over his and blew into his mouth until she could see his chest rise.
After his chest fell, she did it again. Frustrated, she hustled back into position over his chest and began compressions once again. After thirty, she tried to breathe life into the man she’d fallen in love with in Paris.
“Come on, Chapman!” yelled Levi.
“We need you!” added Kristi.
Sarah had arrived. The love of his family surrounded him. As instructed, Jesse had returned to his mother and the wagons, but Sarah couldn’t sit by and wait for her family to return to her. She’d brought another shovel and made her way across the mudslide, which was beginning to dissolve under the pressure of the running water.
Meanwhile, Isabella continued. She did compressions again and then returned to his mouth. This time, she closed her eyes and prayed for the first time since she was a young girl. She whispered, “I love you,” and took a deep breath before placing her mouth over his. Her exhale was long and steady, full of love for the man she adored.
Chapman’s chest rose, and then he convulsed, coughing up water and rolling onto his side to spit out the contents of his throat and windpipe.
Isabella gently tapped and rubbed his back between his shoulder blades as he hurled out debris and then vomit. “I love you, Chapman Boone,” she whispered in his ear. “Thank you for coming back to me.”
Sarah fell to her knees and began wailing in relief. She looked to Isabella as if she was seeking permission to approach her patient. Isabella waved her over, and Sarah immediately cradled her son’s head in her lap.
“Thank God, thank God. I couldn’t bear to lose you, son.”
Chapman tried to speak, but his voice was gravelly and hoarse. His eyes were wide open as he tried to make sense of what had happened to him. He was able to lift his arm in an attempt to wipe the water off his face, but instead, managed to smear it with mud.
Sarah chuckled. “Let me do that.” She lovingly used her sleeve to wipe the brown streaks off his cheeks. With Isabella’s assistance, they set Chapman upright so he could see everyone else there. Kristi and Levi took turns hugging their brother, followed by Tommy, who threatened to kill him if he ever pulled a stunt like that again.
This lightened the mood, and then a voice startled them into reality.
“Hey, is everything okay?”
Jesse stood at the top of the debris pile with a steel-toothed rake.
Levi jumped up to address his son. “I thought I told you to stay with the wagons.”
“Um, yessir. I did. But, um, the mud is washing toward us, and I didn’t want to pull away without telling you. Plus, I thought I could help.”
He raised his rake in front of him like the farmer in the famed American Gothic painting. The headlights of Tommy’s car washed over him, creating a massive shadow along the tunnel wall. It also revealed something else. The mud pile was receding.
The massive volume of water rushing out of the lateral line was eroding the pile of mud, dissolving it and pushing it in both directions away from the rubble. While they’d worked to free Chapman and then resuscitate him, the water had caused the pile to whither.
“Come down here, son, and be careful,” instructed Levi. He walked toward Jesse and found several hunks of granite that had been cleaned off by the rushing water. Jesse approached and Levi took his hand to help him down to solid footing.
“There’s more water on this side than over there,” Jesse observed.
Levi used his flashlight to illuminate the pile of debris until it found its way up the wall to the lateral line. When he’d first inspected the blockage, the dirt and debris ran all the way up the tunnel wall to the opening. Now it had settled or washed away to half its height. The bottom of the overturned mini-Bee was now visible.
Chapman stood and was now able to talk. He draped one arm over Kristi and the other over Isabella as he spoke softly with his mother. Tommy made his way over to Levi, glancing back at his idling car as he walked.
Levi seemed to understand what Tommy was thinking as he twisted his body to wash the other side of the tunnel with light. He turned and pointed his flashlight up the hill toward the tunnel entrance, which had been breached by a mudslide of its own. The dirt was creeping slowly toward them like a slow-moving flow of lava from a volcano, but it was not accompanied by any more water.
“I guess we’re gonna have to leave the car behind,” said Tommy with a hint of sadness. He felt the same attachment to the vintage Mustang as Chapman felt for Wonky Donkey. They were both a piece of their dads.
Levi wasn’t so sure. “Not necessarily. Come on.” He gestured for Tommy to follow him back to the group. He shined his light on Chapman’s face so he could look him in the eye.
Chapman immediately complained, “Damn, Levi. Are you tryin’ to blind me?”
“Nah. I just wanted to see if you still had some fight in ya.”
Chapman coughed as he laughed. “You wanna fight? Let’s go. Just let me catch my breath first.”
Everyone laughed as the man who was dead a few minutes ago could manage to find humor in the ordeal.
“I just needed to make sure I didn’t have to carry you on my back to a hospital or something. We’ve got to get movin’, but we have some work to do first.”
“What’s that?” asked Kristi.
“We need to save Tommy’s pride and joy, which also happens to be one of our best assets.” He turned his flashlight on the Mustang that sat patiently sideways in the tunnel, rarin’ to go.
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The water rushing out of the lateral line was both a help and a hindrance. While it was eroding the pile of dirt and rock so that more of the rubble was visible, it was also gradually filling up the floor of the tunnel. As the mudslide from the entrance approached, soon the water levels would increase, the silt on the bottom would grow deeper, and the Mustang would lose its ability to gain traction for its rear wheels.
Tommy, who’d grown up in snowy Chicago, was adept at traveling in icy and snowy conditions. The Mustang was notoriously light in its rear end. The bulk of its weight was found under the hood, which made it susceptible to sliding around sideways. It made for great movie scenes but was a very real hazard when driving in rain or snow.
Levi had experience of his own. In addition to years’ worth of experience digging tractors out of muddy fields, there was that time he got his pickup stuck in a rain-soaked apple orchard while making out with Carly before they were married.
“First, let’s get the horses and the donkey over the pile,” suggested Kristi. “All of this activity is agitating them, and we’re gonna need them calm if we’re gonna take them up and out the other end of the tunnel.”
“I agree,” said Sarah. “Let me deal with Wonky Donkey. He’s a lot like your father was. I learned how to handle them both.” She patted Kristi on the arm and smiled. Gradually, she was accepting Squire’s death. Perhaps it was the near death of another member of the family that reminded her she had lots to live for.
Together, Kristi and Sarah moved the animals across the debris pile, which was more rock than mud at this point. Carly and Rachel remained with the wagons, which were now a half mile away from the lateral line. With the animals delivered to safety, Sarah remained and Kristi hustled back to the group with a hoe.
Over Chapman’s insistence that he was fine and could help, Levi and Tommy unloaded the Mustang and took the contents to a dry spot on the other side of the rubble. It was a time-consuming process, as they had to be careful not to lose their footing while toting an armload of supplies, clothing, and food. Fortunately, their heaviest cargo, the ammunition, had gone down on the first trip.
Tommy asked Isabella to begin placing as many rocks in the trunk of the Mustang as she could. When Kristi returned, she helped. Soon the back of the car was sagging somewhat under the additional weight. He and Levi walked slowly across the dwindling obstacle.
“I swear, Levi, if we could wait it out for another hour, this thing may just wash away.”
Levi turned his flashlight on the steep slope where the mudslide was ever closer to the tunnel floor. “That’s not gonna wait for us. Let’s find the largest, flattest pieces of rock we can carry and create a road. How wide is your car?”
“Six feet,” replied Tommy. “Foot-wide rocks spaced four feet apart should do it. We need to place them next to each other on the upslope. On the downside, we might even pull some weight out if necessary.”
“You wanna carry it out?” asked Levi with a chuckle.
Tommy squeezed Levi’s forearms. They were rock solid and muscular. He laughed, too. “I’ve seen these arms, big boy. You and I can lift the rear if it gets bogged down.”
“Okay, Mr. Weightlifter. You know, there’s a big difference between the gym and real-life muscle-building on the farm.”
“Weight is weight. Come on.”
The two men sloshed through the water where Chapman and the women were waiting by the car. He addressed the guys as they approached.
“What’s the plan? This thing’s really dropped down into the water.”
Tommy and Levi finished moving the supplies and turned to Chapman. “That’ll do. Okay, for starters. Can you drive?”
“Yeah, I’m feelin’ a lot better. The damn cough is annoying, but my lungs are full of dirt.”
Levi explained as everyone gathered around. “Good. We need to get started. Kristi and Isabella, I’m gonna have you dig out a flat spot about a foot wide for the tires to roll through. We’re gonna find pieces of rock to fill it. Think of those old driveways where there’s grass growing between a bunch of fieldstones. We’re gonna do the same thing.”
“Okay,” said Kristi. “How deep?”
“Just a few inches. It doesn’t really matter as long as it’s fairly level. Tommy and I are gonna be filling it up, and then you three can start walking on them to set them in place. Make sense?”
“Oui.”
Levi turned to his brother. “Reposition the car over on the far side of the debris pile, hugging the wall. The dirt is lowest there. We can use your headlights while we build our ramp. Cool?”
Chapman was enthusiastic. “I’m on it.”
Everyone scurried off to get started. Over the next fifteen minutes, the car was lined up with the easiest path over the mound of dirt and rock. Kristi and Isabella did a good job of excavating two trenches, six inches deep, that rose over the mound. Using the shovels, they even dug away at the mini-Bee and broke out large sections of the glass that had been compromised during the crash down the lateral line. This helped create a roadbed of sorts for the chunks of granite to rest upon.
After the rocks were placed, he and Tommy walked back and forth across them to get them firmly seated in the muddy base. They used the handle end of the shovels to jam the rocks down into the four-foot-wide space between the two tracks to ensure there weren’t any jagged edges just beneath the muddy surface that might harm the undercarriage if the car sank during the trek.
Levi gave the makeshift ramp one last look and was satisfied it could handle the car. He glanced up toward the downward slope. The mudslide had arrived and was causing slight waves in the standing water as it sank to the tunnel floor. He patted Tommy on the back.
“All right. We’re gonna walk along the side of the car and nudge it along if it needs help. If it gets squirrely, bail out and don’t get crushed under the wheels. Agreed?”
“He’s got this,” said Tommy. “I warned him about the torque. The weight in the back should keep him from sliding as long as he doesn’t panic and give it too much gas.”
Levi raised his right hand and exchanged a high five with Tommy. “Let’s do this.”
Tommy took the left rear fender so he could give advice to Chapman as he drove. Levi took the right side and pointed at Tommy to indicate he was ready.
“Okay, Chapman. Slow and steady. Keep the wheel straight. Don’t worry about the back, we’ll work it for you.”
Like a race car driver about to head out for a practice lap, Chapman stuck his hand out the window with his thumb up.
Chapman eased the clutch out and moved the car forward. They allowed thirty feet to gain some forward momentum before he hit the ramp. His speed was steady when the front wheels climbed the rocks.
The car slowed and the rear tires began to spin. Tommy immediately provided advice. “Ease off a hair! Levi! Shove it forward.”
The two men got behind the car and pushed it up the hill. The tires grabbed the rocks to gain traction and shot up the hill to the crest, leaving Levi and Tommy facedown in the mud after losing their balance.
“He’s at the top!” shouted Kristi.
Levi found his footing first and trudged up the slope on the rocks, which were now submerged deeper into the mud.
“Keep going!” he shouted as he made his way up the hill, quickly joined by Tommy.
Chapman gave the Mustang a little gas, and the car shot forward until the taillights disappeared for a moment. By the time Levi and Tommy reached the top of the mound, Chapman was sitting on the other side, pumping his fist in the air outside the driver’s window.
Cheers erupted in the tunnel as the guys exchanged high fives. Isabella and Kristi made their way up the hill and also joined in the celebration.
Chapman leaned out the window and hollered back at them, “Y’all need a ride?”
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They quickly discarded the heavy rocks from the trunk of the car. A new wave of water gushing out of the lateral line reminded them an entire creek or river could be prepared to dump hundreds of thousands of gallons of water on top of them, flooding the tunnel and threatening to halt their escape from the deluge.
“That’s it,” announced Tommy as he slammed the trunk lid shut. Chapman held the driver’s door open for him.
“I enjoyed the ride, but you can have your pony back. I prefer horses.”
“Very funny,” Tommy quickly responded. He turned to Isabella and Kristi. “Ladies? Care to join—?” Before he could finish his question, a gunshot reverberated through the tunnel.
“Carly?” Levi shouted his question.
“Mom?” screamed Kristi.
Neither responded. Levi started to run, but Tommy shouted at him, “Get in!”
He was behind the wheel and had fired the engine just as Levi slid into the passenger seat.
“Go!”
They took off for the wagons, where they could hear that the horses were startled, vocally complaining about the loud noise.
“I don’t see anybody,” said Levi as Tommy sped closer. The water levels began to decrease as he arrived at the back of the wagons. Levi exited the car before Tommy brought it to a full stop.
“Carly?”
“Shhh!” she responded. “Quiet.”
Levi stood in the Mustang’s headlights and motioned for Tommy to cut the engine by running his thumb across his throat. A second later, they were in total darkness, with only the faint ticking of the engine cooling down making any discernible noise. Even the horses seemed to be holding their breath, waiting for what would happen next.
“What’s going on?” asked Kristi, who was the first to arrive on foot.
She was given a rousing shush in response. A minute later, Chapman and Isabella arrived, and the group huddled behind the wagons. Listening.
“That was a gunshot, right?” asked Levi.
“For sure,” replied Carly. “It’s hard to tell which direction it came from because of the echo.”
Levi pointed toward the Louisville side of the river. “Definitely up there. The mudslide has covered the Indiana entrance ramp to the tunnel.”
Carly touched Chapman on the arm. “Hey, buddy. Glad you’re okay.”
“Thanks.” Chapman squeezed her hand and then turned to Levi. “Hey, don’t you have a night-vision scope for your rifle?”
“Yeah, good idea,” said Levi as he used a foothold on the back of the wagon to crawl inside.
It took a moment for him to root through the unorganized pile of supplies that had been haphazardly placed until it could be unloaded for their exit out of the tunnel. First, he handed the AR-10s to Tommy and Kristi. Then he handed two hunting rifles to Carly and Sarah.
“Got it,” he whispered after another moment. He attached the Pulsar night-vision rifle scope to the top of his backup .308 hunting rifle. His favorite rifle had been lost in Canada, but this Mossberg was the one he’d used for years before he bought a new one.
He’d left the scope at home when he went hunting in Canada. Night-vision devices were legal to own but illegal to use on guns in Canada. The law seemed odd, but it was because it was illegal to discharge any firearm at night in Canada.
In Indiana, the laws regarding night-vision hunting were similarly confusing to some. The use of night-vision-based hunting gear, while legal, was restricted. The state required a continuously burning light among the hunters that can be seen from at least five hundred feet away.
Levi exited the wagon, and just as his feet hit the water-covered pavement, another shot rang out. The horses became agitated again, and the group instinctively ducked for cover although there was no indication the shot had been directed at them.
“That’s definitely on the Kentucky side,” whispered Chapman.
Levi took a deep breath and exhaled. “We can’t just sit here, and there’s no way we should head in that direction with horses and wagons and our kids.”
“Let me drive up there,” said Tommy. “I can draw them out and see what the deal is.”
“They’ll just shoot at your headlights and destroy what we just saved,” said Levi. “No. I’ll use the night vision and get close enough to see what we’re dealing with.”
“I’m comin’, too,” insisted Carly.
“Me too,” said Kristi.
“No, to both of you,” Levi quickly said. “It’s too dangerous.”
“You’re gonna need cover,” suggested Kristi.
“And I’m the second best shot in the family,” Carly reminded her husband.
Levi didn’t like it. “You guys won’t be able to see.”
“If they fire on us, we can return fire,” argued Kristi. She lifted the AR-10. “With these things, we can fire at their muzzle flash and take them out.”
Chapman laughed and then agreed. “She’s got a point.”
Levi thought for a moment and then nodded. “All right. You two stay against the wall. We’re gonna walk slow. It’s pitch black in here right now, so we have to keep a slow, steady pace.”
“How slow?” asked Kristi.
“One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Like that. And one more thing. I don’t want you two to shoot me. Don’t fire unless I say fire, okay?”
Carly was ready. “Got it. I’ll take the right side since I’m left-handed. Kristi, you take the left. Levi, the middle is driest. You’ll have better footing.”
The three of them fanned out and began walking toward the exit to the tunnel. Levi adjusted the scope as he walked. The Pulsar was a longtime favorite of his because it had a high-resolution display with a powerful built-in infrared illuminator to operate in total darkness. When he hunted the woods near the farm, he didn’t want to be responsible for accidentally shooting a fellow hunter.
Once they started, he ignored his own pacing rule given to Kristi and Carly. He intended to move into the tunnel ahead of his wingmen. The last thing he wanted was for either of them to get out in front where they’d be at risk. Besides, assuming the shooter didn’t have night vision, Levi had a tremendous tactical advantage.
He moved briskly toward the other end of the tunnel. As he walked, he adjusted his digital sights. He’d learned from past experience that the Pulsar worked best in the fifteen-hundred-to-two-thousand-foot range, with longer capability but far less accuracy. He wanted to be absolutely sure what he was dealing with.
He moved forward, scanning through his scope for movement. He knew the tunnel was nearly four miles long, but he felt he was well beyond halfway through it at this point. Every now and again, he’d turn the scope to identify Carly’s and Kristi’s locations. He was pleased they’d kept a slow, steady pace.
A woman’s scream grabbed his attention. He swung his rifle back around and focused on a blur of movement deep into the tunnel. Levi quickened his pace as he drew a bead on a single heavyset figure walking down the center of the tunnel, coming toward him.
Suddenly, the figure turned to Levi’s left and moved quickly toward the wall. Levi walked briskly now that he’d identified a target.
“Levi? Did you hear that?”
Carly’s voice was barely loud enough to be heard. Levi stopped and studied the figure in the distance through his scope. The figure hadn’t heard her, so Levi turned around and spoke in a loud whisper. “I’ve got him. Stay back and quiet.”
Like a hunter stalking his prey, Levi walked heel to toe, emulating the movements he took in the woods when tracking a deer or a hog. He moved quicker as the woman cried, this time begging the shooter for mercy.
Levi was close enough to hear the man threaten the woman, and then he heard a child begin to cry.
He closed on the voices, relying on his instincts to walk without tripping. His rifle’s barrel was trained on the man as he got closer. Soon, the shadowy figures came into focus. A woman and two children were huddled on the tunnel floor up against a wall. A large man towered over them, wielding the weapon menacingly toward them.
Levi had to make a decision. The man had fired two rounds already. Had he murdered someone? Or was he simply firing warning shots or errant rounds in the dark? He didn’t appear to have a rifle but, instead, was waving a handgun around.
He stopped and took a shooter’s position. He flipped the safety on his rifle and slid his index finger down to the trigger. He had the man in his sights. It was decision time.
Whether the shooter was drunk or firing blindly in the dark, now he was threatening a woman and her children. Next, he’d be looking for a family like Levi’s. He couldn’t let that happen.
He gently squeezed the trigger. The loud report of the powerful hunting rifle reverberated off the walls of the tunnel, rolling like a thunderous boom in all directions. Levi was not distracted by the noise. He focused on his target, who fell in a heap on the tunnel floor.
The woman was screaming now, and she wrapped her arms around her children.
Levi gave her a warning. “Don’t move!”
Then he fired an insurance shot into the already dead body of the shooter. The round found its mark, but the body didn’t flinch other than shuddering from the impact of the .308 round. It was over.
He scanned the remaining dark recesses of the tunnel with his night vision to check for movement. He held his breath as he listened for a reaction or retreat by an accomplice. The tunnel was completely still except for the continuous flow of water coming from behind him.
“I think we’re clear,” he announced to Carly and Kristi. “Go back to the wagon and send Tommy with the car.”
“Is he dead?”
“Yeah, he’s dead.”
Levi grimaced. He’d fought for his life after trying to save a young girl from sexual predators on his way home from Canada. Now he was killing to protect the ones he loved. He couldn’t imagine it could get any worse. He was wrong.
 



Chapter 21
The Tunnel
Louisville, Kentucky
 
By the time Levi and Tommy arrived at the dead gunman’s body, the woman and her children had run in the opposite direction, guided by the headlights of the car. The man was carrying a beat-up revolver that only had two shots remaining in the cylinder. Levi shoved the revolver in his pocket and then angrily kicked the dead body for causing this situation to arise in the first place.
“Are you okay?” asked Tommy, gently patting Levi on the back after he walked away from the dead man.
“Yeah. Dang fool. I had to shoot him.”
Tommy nodded. “Yes, you did. It’s the world we live in now. No regrets, okay?”
“Had to …” Levi’s voice trailed off as he walked back to the car.
“Hey!” began Tommy. “Are you up for driving the rest of the way? Let’s make sure the tunnel’s clear and take a look at what we’re facing on the other end.”
Levi glanced back toward the wagon and nodded. “Good idea.”
Tommy turned the ignition and the engine roared to life. He drove slowly at first so he didn’t startle the woman and her children, who huddled near another lateral line as the car approached. He slowed to a crawl as he spoke to them.
“Are you guys okay?” he asked.
“Please don’t, um, like, hurt us,” the woman replied.
“We’re not here to hurt you,” Tommy continued, gesturing toward the dead man. “Did you know that guy?”
“He followed us into the tunnel. I, like, tried to avoid him, but then he started shouting after us. I took the kids and ran into the dark. He was, um, like, tracking me down to …” Her voice trailed off as she hugged her kids.
“Are you trying to leave the tunnel?”
“We wanted to go to New Albany to my mama’s house. We, like, heard shouting, and then the man was firing that gun at me. Then he was dead.”
“Tragedy,” mumbled Levi sarcastically, not willing to take the credit for most likely saving the woman and her children from being brutalized or even killed.
“The other side is blocked by a mudslide.” Tommy put the car in park. “We can give you a ride up the hill, if you want.”
She pointed at his car. “Why is that workin’? Like, none of the others are.”
“Just lucky, I guess.” Tommy didn’t want to get into an unnecessary, drawn-out explanation. “So, how about a ride? We won’t bite. I promise.”
Tommy turned on the dome light inside the Mustang so she could see their faces.
The woman peered over the door at Levi and lowered her eyes. “Like, what about him?”
“He’s safe, too,” Tommy replied, growing impatient. “Now, last chance. We need to get moving.”
She looked at her kids and then pushed them toward the car. Tommy and Levi hopped out before pulling forward the seat so she and her kids could pile in.
Once settled in, she pointed through the windshield. “It’s not very far away. There’s, like, a metal building over the entrance. Somebody unscrewed the panels so we could sneak in.”
Levi turned in his seat as Tommy drove toward the incline. “Are there people living in the building?”
“No, it’s only big enough to cover the entrance. It has, like, a large door for cars and trucks, but it’s locked with a padlock and chain.”
Levi glanced at Tommy and smiled. “No problem.”
As they drove up the incline, which was not quite as steep as the entrance on the other side, they saw several groups of people walking along the walls of the tunnel. They stopped to gawk at the Mustang as it passed them. They all appeared to be harmless and were unknowingly safe thanks to Levi’s efforts. The guys warned them about the mudslides ahead, but several ignored them and kept going. Others stood in bewilderment, confused as to what was best for them.
At the top of the hill, the paved surface leveled out in front of the roll-up doors. Tommy remarked how easy it was compared to the other side, but it was a longer run. Levi agreed, even commenting that the horses might be able to pull the wagons up on their own if they were empty.
The guys took a moment to exit the building through the torn-open corrugated-steel panel. Once again, they were standing in the rain, but by this time, it was pitch black outside.
“Whadya think?” asked Tommy.
“Lots of trees. Seems strange to be in the middle of the city.”
“It’s too dark to tell. I vote we get everybody up to the top and call it a day. We’ll need daylight to figure out how to get through these woods and pick up the road south.”
“Southeast,” Levi corrected. “Tommy, it’s gonna be easier from here on. I knew the city would be bad news.”
“The thing is, we haven’t really experienced the city yet. We were just underneath it.”
“That’s true and all the more reason to get a good night’s sleep. Let’s gather up the troops. We still have a lot of work to do before we call it a day.”
As they drove back to the group, Tommy propped his elbow on the door and rested his chin on his hand. They’d almost lost Chapman. Levi had to kill a man. They were exhausted. And it was only the end of day two. All they’d done was manage to cross the river.
He muttered to himself, “It’s gotta get easier, right?”
 



Chapter 22
Louisville, Kentucky
 
Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee. Louisville native Cassius Clay, later Muhammad Ali after he converted to the Muslim faith, famously used this phrase when describing his boxing prowess that led to multiple heavyweight boxing championship titles. In the first two days of the Boones’ journey, they’d experienced both. Chapman described his near-death experience as floating. And Levi, in order to protect his family, hadn’t hesitated to sting like a bee.
Chapman, thankful to have a new lease on life, was the first to rise the next morning. He stretched to reduce the pain in his neck and back caused by the weight of the mud that had consumed him. He found his way to the open corrugated panel and walked outside into the early morning daylight. He looked up at the sky, a habit that’d never end for the rest of his life.
“Same shit, different day,” he quipped as his face was pelted with rain. He stood there for a while and used the steady downpour to wash the mud off his clothes. He had been too sore and tired the night before to change out of them.
He’d also wanted to inflict some self-punishment by sleeping in them. They were a reminder as to how stupid he had been to charge ahead toward the deluge pouring out of the lateral line. His days of storm chasing were over, although since that morning on Seattle’s waterfront, he felt like he was back in the saddle, tracking severe weather such as tornados and hurricanes.
Or are they tracking me?
He’d just about washed himself clean when Isabella stuck her head through the panel.
“Good morning. Is this the shower?”
Chapman laughed. “Yeah. I’d invite you in, but we’re not alone.” He pointed to an elderly man and woman who were walking down a path under an umbrella. They didn’t give Chapman a second glance as they continued along a sidewalk that led into the woods.
Isabella gestured for him to return. “Do you want to dry off?”
He replied with a shrug and another glance upward. “Why bother? We’re only gonna get wet again.” His attitude wasn’t dour, only realistic.
She waved to draw him back inside. “Sarah is awake and making coffee. I thought you would want some.”
This lifted Chapman’s spirits. He wasn’t ordinarily a coffee drinker, preferring the occasional Frappuccino to the traditional hot drink. However, there was a chill in the air as fall approached, and he could use the warmth flowing through his body. The combination of rain and the weakening atmosphere seemed to make the evenings much cooler than normal, but the sun’s rays, entering Earth’s atmosphere almost unimpeded, tended to warm the days despite the cloud cover.
Despite his soaking wet clothing, Isabella lovingly hugged him. Their embrace lasted more than a minute without a single word being spoken. It was a reminder of their love for one another and how thankful they were that Chapman had survived.
“Hey, lovebirds!” Kristi spoke loudly over the consistent peppering of the tin roof by the rain. “It’s time for the family favorite—oatmeal and apples.”
“Do you think we’ll ever run out of oatmeal?” asked Chapman as he led Isabella back to the campsite set up in the middle of the wagons.
“I hope not,” she replied. “When I was a child, my grandmother told me stories of life in France during the war. People feared starvation as much as they feared the Germans.”
Chapman squeezed her hand and leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. “I’d like to hear more of your grandmother’s stories. You know, when we get settled.”
She smiled and ran her arm through his. “We will get settled. It will be a new life for us. Do not doubt it, Chapman Boone.”
“How are you feelin’, son?” asked Sarah as he approached.
“Better, Mom. My throat is a little sore, and I have this cough-tickle thing, but it’s not as bad as last night.”
She offered two bowls of oatmeal and apples to them, which were heartily accepted. Despite Chapman’s subtle complaint about the steady diet of oatmeal, it was very good when served with apples and a little cinnamon sprinkled on top. And they had lots of it. It was almost as if his mom had anticipated this very scenario.
The group chatted as they ate, not so much about the ordeal they’d gone through yesterday but, rather, what was in store for today. Levi laid the map out in front of the fire and used his lantern to illuminate it for all to see.
He pointed to the map with his spoon in between bites. “If there is any good news about what we went through yesterday, in addition to getting across the Ohio, we’re farther east than planned. We’ve basically taken the Green River out of the equation. I’d planned on traveling around it anyway because it was prone to flooding under normal rain conditions.”
“What’s the next stop?” asked Tommy.
“Well, I’m trying to take us on a direct route down to Middlesboro, here.” He pointed to some of the small towns of Kentucky as he spoke. “The Wilderness Road ran through a point just south of Crab Orchard and then turned up to the family settlement at Boonesborough. Later, they cut Logan Trace up to Harrodsburg and then finally a trail all the way to here, which they referred to as Ohio Falls.”
Like his grandfather, Levi had studied the Boone ancestry and learned everything he could about them. To him, despite a couple of hundred years separating their lives, they were all family.
Chapman had become adept at finding back roads and alternate routes from his storm-chasing days. He studied the map for a moment. “Whadya think? Danville first, then down to London?”
“Yeah, that’s exactly what I had in mind. We’ll stay off the interstates and look for highways and county roads.”
Chapman leaned back and nodded. “Agreed. The major highways will be filled with stalled cars and people walking from one place to another. On the back roads, we can send Tommy ahead to scope out what we’re up against.”
Tommy spoke up. “About that. I burned up a lot of fuel yesterday. I can top off the tank with the three gas cans we have. That gives me just over two hundred miles as long as there aren’t any detours.”
“Oh, there will be,” interjected Kristi.
“Yup, no doubt,” added Levi. “We’ll keep our eyes open for gas. I brought my siphoning equipment—a variety of hoses.”
The group laughed as they finished their breakfast. While Levi and Tommy worked on breaking open the roll-up door, the rest of the group readied the wagons and horses.
The chain snapped after Tommy applied pressure with the bolt cutters, and a few seconds later, they were rolling the large door up to allow grayish daylight to flood the interior of the enclosure. As expected, rain greeted them at the exit door. However, with the next leg of their journey ahead and a new day, they ventured out into the unknown, headed to a place they couldn’t identify as of yet, but one they’d recognize when they got there.
 



Chapter 23
Near Texas, Kentucky
 
And hell followed with it …
 
The morning they left the tunnel, and Indiana, behind forever, excitement had once again turned to frustration. Louisville was taking on water fast. Streets were flooded because storm drains were overflowing. Water from the Ohio River was not only spilling over its banks, but was forcing its way up through the sewers. The rain continued to pour and simply had no place to go except accumulate until it spread across concrete and grass.
It was slow going that first day, but they made their way to the outskirts of the city, making camp on the fifteenth green of the South Park Country Club, the highest point on the back nine. In between the green and the sixteenth tee was a maintenance shed containing lawn equipment and precious gasoline. After draining the tanks into several available gas cans, the group pushed the mowers and electric utility carts out of the shed and made a place for the group to sleep.
The next day, Levi and Carly pilfered a variety of handheld equipment, including another chain saw and several gardening tools. They also took fertilizer, rolls of flexible piping, and a long stretch of half-inch nylon rope. In a world where Home Depots and Tractor Supply stores were shut down, everything became valuable.
Day two following their departure from the tunnel was relatively uneventful. For the first time, they were able to make good progress as they made their way onto U.S. Highway 150 that led to Danville, Kentucky. Remarkably, once they left the city, they didn’t have any hostile encounters with their fellow man.
Sarah described the demeanor of those they met and spoke with in a single word—depressed. The continual rainfall coupled with the lack of electricity and food had zapped the hope out of most, and the energy out of all. America had been brought to her knees, and now her citizens were beginning to give up.
Most Kentuckians are a proud people. They’re friendly to a fault. They’re genuinely and selflessly kind, friendly, and helpful. They’d give you the shirt off their back if they could and would certainly provide a family in need shelter if asked.
The second night, the Boones asked. The rain had increased, and strangely, the wind began to blow in gusts. This was an unexpected change in the weather that puzzled Chapman somewhat. Thus far, he and Isabella had opined that the deluge of rainfall was caused by cosmic rays bombarding the atmosphere, hence the nonstop rainfall without respite. The sudden winds were an indicator that a cold front was passing through the region. If so, there might be an end in sight to the daily downpours.
They stopped in a small community known as Texas about twenty miles west of Danville. They had made great time on the highway and could have approached Danville around dark, but chose to stop because the gusts of wind were causing the wagons to sway.
Chapman reminded everyone that wind speeds tend to decrease after dark because the surface of the Earth cools more rapidly than the air above it. This would also give him an opportunity to determine if a low-pressure system was moving into the area. If the winds blew all night, then his theory that a cold front was approaching was correct.
They looked for a place to stay, and once again, Sarah suggested they turn to the church for help. On the side of the road, an elderly man and his wife watched the group in amazement as they passed. Sarah stopped her wagon and went over to say hello. As it turned out, he was the pastor of the New Beginnings Community Church situated on the hill behind them. He offered refuge, and they readily accepted. Once the group was settled in the parish house, the family moved the furniture in the living room of the one-bedroom house so they could all sleep on the floor together.
They’d placed the sofa and chair cushions on the floor and removed the mattress from the bedroom for Sarah and the kids to occupy. Jesse and Rachel were having a great time of it, using blankets to create tent forts. They also created a maze to crawl through, challenging the adults to catch them, after they were given a slight head start, of course. The real winner was Brooke, who knuckle-ran through the course so fast she lapped the field twice.
After relaxing, they huddled around Chapman as he removed his beloved storm glass from his backpack.
“Uncle Chapman, does that thing really work?” asked Rachel as she scooted closer to him.
Chapman explained the storm glass’s history and function.
 

 
“Back in the mid-1800s, there was a famous ship of the British Royal Navy called the HMS Beagle. HMS stood for Her Majesty’s Ship, and it was a beautiful two-masted vessel that had traveled all over the Atlantic Ocean.
“On its second voyage, it carried a man named Charles Darwin around the entire world so he could research geology and other cultures.”
“Is he the man who talked about monkeys a lot?” asked Jesse.
“Yes, that’s him. He called it the Theory of Evolution. Let’s not get into that today. I don’t wanna get your grandma riled up.”
Sarah smiled at her son. “Good call, son.”
Chapman returned the smile and continued. “Anyway, on the maiden voyage of the Beagle, the captain became extremely depressed because of the desolation and boredom of their journey. He was replaced by a young man named FitzRoy, who later became an admiral.
“With his wealthy family’s help, he made the Beagle one of the most technologically advanced ships in Her Majesty’s fleet. They outfitted the ship with lightning conductors to protect it from vicious storms while at sea, as well as twenty-two chronometers that kept track of time and direction.”
“He didn’t wanna get lost, huh?” asked Jesse, who was mesmerized by Chapman’s story.
“That’s right. You see, back then they didn’t have detailed maps like we do today. In fact, the primary goal of the Beagle was to travel the world, surveying other lands and creating a map for all to use.
“Another thing the captains of these massive ships didn’t have was The Weather Channel. Guys like me wouldn’t have a job chasing storms back then because we didn’t know where they were. Sea captains had to rely on luck and instinct to keep from getting caught in hurricanes or severe thunderstorms.”
“That’s scary,” interjected Rachel. Both kids were tucked under his arms as he spoke. Even the adults hung on every word as the storyteller continued.
“It was. Anyway, Admiral FitzRoy learned of a unique and mysterious instrument used on old sailing ships. It was called the storm glass.”
Jesse leaned forward and picked up the teardrop-shaped glass filled with water and what appeared to be lightweight crystals.
“That’s right. Now, the original storm glass used by FitzRoy was round, kinda like a clear globe. But it was made the same way as this one. Over the years, early scientists experimented with different concoctions of distilled water, chemicals and camphor, coupled with small lightweight crystals. During these experiments, they learned changes in the atmosphere caused changes in the way the crystals reacted inside the glass.”
“Like what?” asked Jesse as he placed the storm glass back on its wood pedestal. After being handled by the boy, who had shaken it like a snow globe, the crystals slowly found their way back toward the bottom.
“Well, the mixture of distilled water, camphor, and chemicals is so precise that after it settles down, given a little time, it will begin to react to atmospheric conditions. Now, as someone who has focused his entire adult life on weather changes, I kinda have a knack for predicting when changes are coming. For example, did you know it’s possible for your body to predict weather changes?”
“Really?” asked Jesse.
“Yup. The knowledge is in your joints.”
“He’s right,” interjected Sarah. “With my knees and elbows, I never had to watch the nightly news. I could tell ya what was next by the way I felt. Odd thing though. I didn’t feel anything before the rain started two weeks ago.”
Chapman nodded and smiled at his mother. “That’s because this rain event has nothing to do with changes in the atmosphere. It’s caused by the pole shift.”
“Then why are my joints starting to stiffen up now?” she asked.
“Something might be changing,” replied Chapman. “You see, at normal or higher pressure, when the atmosphere is heavier, it pushes against our bodies from the outside, preventing our body tissue from expanding. That means sunshine is on the way.
“But as atmospheric pressure begins to drop, as it does ahead of damp, rainy and snowy weather, our body tissue has more space to expand. When it does, it pushes against our joints, causing some people, especially those with chronic injuries to elbows and knees, or arthritis, to feel aches and pains.”
Sarah explained how atmospheric changes affected her. “My body never seems to sense when a brilliant day is coming. Most days, I don’t feel anything in my joints unless I spent too much time bending over in the garden. But when the rains were coming, there was little doubt in my mind because I was grabbing for that bottle of Aleve!”
Everyone joined Sarah as she laughed about the effects of old age. Chapman furrowed his brow as the crystals in the storm glass recovered from Jesse’s manhandling of it and began to react to the atmospheric conditions. He took a deep breath as he analyzed the results and connected them to what he sensed as the winds picked up. He silently cursed as he wished he had access to the TWS radar. Like the sea captains of old, they were traveling blind as it came to potential severe weather.
Kristi pointed to the storm glass. “It seems to be doing something. What does this crystal ball tell you, old soothsayer.” She teased her brother by placing her palms together and moving them back and forth in front of her body like an Arabian princess.
“Okay, unfair princess, here’s how they came about as an early weather tool. Nobody really knows who invented them, but interest in the storm glass really started in the 1860s when notable scientist Michael Faraday began to study its characteristics. He was especially intrigued by the effect of electricity on the storm glass.”
“He was always playing with electricity, like your Benjamin Franklin,” added Isabella.
“Did he fly a kite, too?” asked Rachel, Isabella’s number one fan.
“Maybe,” she replied with a laugh. She tickled Rachel and then Chapman continued. He pointed toward the storm glass, which was now the center of attention.
“The crystals tell the story. If the liquid in the glass is clear, the weather will also be bright and clear. If the liquid appears cloudy, like now, soon it will be cloudy as well and most likely rainy.”
“Why are so many starting to float to the top?” asked Jesse.
“Usually, that means it’s going to be windy,” Chapman replied. “Like it was this afternoon.”
“It’s not now,” said Jesse.
“Right, but it might be again tomorrow.”
Sarah chuckled. “I don’t know about that thing, but my joints are telling me its gonna rain tomorrow.”
The room burst out in uproarious laughter except for Chapman, who continued to stare at the storm glass, nervously rubbing his fingers together.
 



Chapter 24
Near Texas, Kentucky
 
Chapman and Isabella drove in silence as they took the car along U.S. Highway 150 toward the small town of Perryville. They were only twenty miles from Danville, a city of sixteen thousand. Once there, they’d be able to have a relatively straight shot south to the next leg of their journey—Middlesboro, Kentucky.
After several moments of complete silence, Isabella confronted Chapman. “You are troubled. Please talk to me.”
Chapman gripped the wheel and rolled his head on his shoulders to release some tension. His body was still sore from being buried in the mud and rock. However, his stress was caused by a lack of sleep the night before as he considered the possible weather scenarios indicated by the coming low-pressure system. He allowed himself a smile and he reached over to take her hand. “I’m sorry. You’re the one person I can speak with about this without causing undue alarm.”
“What is it?”
“Yesterday, we all noticed the wind pick up for the first time since it began raining the day Dad died. My first inclination was that a cold front was coming and that it might just change the dynamic caused by the Svensmark effect.”
Isabella frowned. “I do not know if this will be the case. Svensmark is not a weather pattern. It is, um, not climate weather but space weather.”
“Right, that’s part of what troubles me. The cloud cover from the galactic cosmic rays influences the Earth’s climate, which is why we’re experiencing this. But does it stop weather patterns from forming, like a cold front’s movement through a prior high-pressure system?”
Chapman paused before answering his own question. A farmer was leading half a dozen cattle across the road from one cross-fenced area to another. The small pen where the cattle were being kept was completely covered with mud. They’d grazed until the grass was gone, and now he had to feed them elsewhere.
Chapman considered what he witnessed. Without sunlight, grass wouldn’t grow back. With the continuous rainfall, once fertile fields would become massive pigsties. He continued. “Oftentimes, when cold fronts displace a warm air mass like the Midwest has experienced for months, the air masses collide, resulting in winds and thunderstorms.”
“Do you think that is happening now?” she asked.
“I think so. Maybe.” Chapman sighed. “The thing is, I really don’t know, and I can’t cry wolf and have everyone stay put while we wait and see. The winds have died down this morning, so it may have been a fluke.”
“Fluke?” asked Isabella, unsure of the meaning.
“Coincidence.”
“Oh. If a storm is coming, we can find another place to be safe. Oui?”
Without answering, Chapman frowned and pointed toward the windshield. “I don’t think it will be here.”
He slowed the Mustang, drawing looks from local residents who stood on their front porches as he approached. Since they’d left Louisville, they’d only seen a couple of operating vehicles. An old farm truck driving along a nearby hilltop and a tractor being used to pull a hay baler out of a field. The Mustang was a novel sight for the people of Perryville, to be sure.
Rowboats, however, were anything but novel. The entire town was flooded. The idyllic southern town had been built on both sides of the Chaplin River in the late 1700s by settlers from Virginia following the opening of the Wilderness Road. Now it was being drowned by the strategic natural resource used by both the Union and Confederate armies during the Civil War.
“Oh no,” said Isabella drearily. “Now what?”
Chapman looked around and then slowly backed up before heading west where they’d come from. “There were several roads that turned to the south. Let’s let everyone know about this and then pick another route. No worries.”
Chapman sped off, making the short drive in less than ten minutes. When he returned, he and Levi reviewed the map. They spoke to the elderly pastor and his wife, who were so gracious in allowing them to stay in the small guesthouse.
They suggested taking a shorter route through the Marion County Wildlife Management Area along Kentucky Highway 243. It was a very narrow two-lane road that made its way through the hills and cedar-filled forests, but it was shorter and less traveled. There was one area they cautioned about just the other side of Gravel Switch, where a creek ran parallel to the road. A large valley separated the hills and was used for growing soybean.
Without considering other alternatives, the group agreed to wait while Chapman and Isabella drove the forty miles down toward Highway 127. Because of the lack of roadways in this part of Kentucky, they couldn’t afford to take the wagons and horses halfway into the hills only to be prevented from continuing by a flooded creek.
While the group patiently waited, Chapman sped off, trying not to waste valuable daylight as he took Tommy’s Mustang through the narrow, winding road. For thirty minutes, he and Isabella were pleased at what they found.
While North Rolling Fork, the creek that ran parallel to the road, was overflowing like all the others, the roadbed had been well-engineered and elevated from the surrounding landscape. There was only one place where the water crossed the road, but it was only a few inches deep and not considered to be an issue. They made the trip to U.S. 127 in about an hour and then headed back north toward the group.
Throughout the ride, Chapman studied the skies and the treetops. The roadway was down in a valley cut open by rushing waters millions of years ago. The burgeoning creek was all that remained from years of geologic transformation.
As they cleared the forest and returned to the open confines ten miles away from the group, Chapman jammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop.
“What is it?” asked Isabella.
Chapman jumped out of the car and ran down the street. He stood in the middle of the road, staring to the west, when he was joined by Isabella, who voiced her observations.
“The skies are very dark. Even slightly green. And the clouds …” Her voice trailed off as Chapman walked toward the side of the road and shielded his eyes from the rain.
He’d experienced it hundreds of times before. He folded his arms in front of him and shuddered as an unexpected chill came over his body. He spoke barely loud enough for Isabella to hear him over the driving rain. “Temperature drop. Low-hanging cumulonimbus clouds. But something’s not right.”
“Chapman!” exclaimed Isabella, who was pointing toward the south. “Look!”
“My god!” he exclaimed. He turned to Isabella. “Hurry! They won’t know!”
They raced back to the car and he floored the gas pedal, causing the Mustang to fishtail on the wet pavement. He let off, caught his breath, and then started over, steadily gathering speed as he went.
The engine was roaring as he pushed the speedometer up to seventy. The wind buffeted the car from side to side as it yanked at power lines that traversed the fields. Trees that dotted the landscape were getting pounded by the wind, leaves being ripped from their branches.
Then, as quickly as the storm seemed to be developing, it became eerily calm. The leaves of nearby hardwood trees remained on their branches, shimmering from the moisture against the darkening skies. Chapman slowed to look out the windshield and the driver’s window. He craned his neck to observe the skies.
Is the rain’s intensity lessening? Is that the leading edge of the cold front blowing past that quickly?
BOOM!
The lightning that struck a solitary tree in the field nearby sounded like a bomb exploding. The electricity generated by the strike caused the hair to stand up on Chapman’s arms and neck. Isabella shrieked and instinctively ducked.
“What the hell!” shouted Chapman as the wind suddenly picked up again and torrents of rain drenched them, hitting the windshield so hard that the wipers had little or no effect on giving him visibility.
Nonetheless, with Isabella’s help, they continued back to Texas. The Kentucky version, but a name and place from Chapman’s past, where he’d lost a best friend to a monster storm just like this one.
 



Chapter 25
Near Texas, Kentucky
 
In 2005, remnants of Hurricane Katrina ripped through America’s Southeastern states, spawning a tornado outbreak and bringing heavy flooding as far north as Ohio. In addition to Louisiana, which was the hardest hit with nearly two thousand deaths, Mississippi, Alabama, Tennessee and Kentucky incurred the wrath of the massive Category 5 hurricane.
Over twenty years later, a hurricane of larger magnitude, with sustained winds approaching two hundred miles an hour, slammed New Orleans. The storm surge, coupled with the swollen banks of the Mississippi, breached the levies that protected the city and its suburbs. Everyone was either killed or washed to sea in makeshift boats, hoping for a miraculous rescue that never came. Those who stood on rooftops feared for their lives as they waited for a Coast Guard helicopter to fly to them.
Unlike 2005, when Hurricane Katrina became one of the most-well known storms in American history, this particular hurricane had no name designation from the National Hurricane Center. Hurricane names, designed to avoid confusion for the public when warnings were issued to the media, were useless now. There was no media. There were no ways to warn the public. Forecasting and tracking methods were nonexistent.
So people died. Millions of unsuspecting Americans, confused by the continuous rainfall, had no inkling that the sudden change in the skies and the winds portended something other than what they’d grown accustomed to over the last two weeks. They succumbed to the tornado outbreak that swept through Dixie Alley and made its way into Central Kentucky.
The feeder banks of this catastrophic hurricane, a Category 6 if such a designation existed, were making their way toward Louisville. Chapman’s instincts regarding the change of atmospheric pressure were correct, to an extent. He sensed the danger of potential tornadic activity. He just didn’t take it a step further and consider a massive hurricane system was headed toward them.
As he raced back to his family, he feared they would be caught off guard as the winds picked up and began to topple trees whose root systems were compromised by the overly saturated soil. The sky had changed to a grayish-black, and the individual supercells carried by the hurricane were developing into vicious, well-organized thunderstorms.
The car shook and was almost forced off the road as a strong wind gust broadsided it. They’d driven past the small community of Gravel Switch and were on the final straight stretch of road to the church.
Chapman raced onto the main highway with a little too much speed. The lightweight rear end of the Mustang slid around, forcing him to wrestle the steering wheel back and forth to gain control. Once the tires gained traction, he accelerated again and hydroplaned down the highway without regard for their safety.
Hail began to pummel the roof of the car and pelted the road around them.
“This can’t be happening! It’s still raining!” shouted Chapman as he leaned forward to see the road.
He’d chased hundreds of tornados across the country. Despite geographic location, they all had certain telltale signs during their formation. Wall clouds. Large hail without rain. The proverbial calm before the storm where the winds die down and the air becomes very still. The frightening roar similar to a freight train coming right at you. And then the funnel develops, picking up debris, houses, people. Anything in its path.
Chapman knew tornados. He’d studied their history, too. He’d interviewed people who’d witnessed the two-and-a-half-mile behemoth that had touched down in El Reno, Oklahoma, back in 2013. He’d read the account of the three-hundred-mile-per-hour devastating F5 that hit near Oklahoma City in ’99.
However, he’d never seen anything like this. This tornado, or supercell, or hurricane, wasn’t defined by boundaries. It was as wide as the eye could see. It was slowly churning the landscape and buildings to their south and was moving steadily toward the northeast.
He continued driving west on the Perryville highway, back toward Texas, where the family waited. He hoped they’d seen the change in conditions and took time to seek shelter. He hoped that he and Isabella could get to his family before the tempest got to them.
“I see the church!” shouted Isabella so she could be heard over the wind, rain, and hail.
“Yes! Hold on!” Chapman struggled to slow the car without throwing it into an uncontrollable skid. He tapped the brakes, using the manual transmission to reduce its speed before he turned off the road and up the incline toward the church. As they reached the top of the hill, he smiled.
His family were survivors.
He spun gravel as he tore up the hill to join them. Some were leading horses into the church building, a recently expanded, two-story, all redbrick structure with smallish windows. Others were working together to unload the wagons and hustle their supplies inside.
Chapman skidded to a stop and joined Isabella as he hastily exited the car to help. Hailstones hammered their bodies hard enough to leave bruises and open cuts.
“We’re almost done,” advised Tommy, who was out of breath but continued to carry the heavy ammo boxes into the church.
Chapman shouted back as he received two more ammo boxes from Kristi, “Good! It’s coming!”
As if on cue, a strong wind gust threatened to topple the wagon, knocking Kristi backwards onto the wooden floor.
“Dammit!” she complained.
Isabella climbed in to help her.
“Yeah. I landed on the best possible body part—my ass!”
Isabella laughed and helped her up. The two women worked together to move everything to the back gate, and within a couple of minutes, the second wagon was emptied.
Everyone gathered under the porte cochere at the front entrance of the church.
Chapman looked at the sky as the massive storm approached. “We only have a few minutes. The wagons will never make it.”
Tommy had a thought. “What if we pull them behind the building? Will the structure shield them from the wind?”
Chapman shrugged and motioned to Levi. “Maybe. It’s all we’ve got. Come on, it’ll take all three of us!”
Tommy raced after Chapman and Levi, pointing at the car as he went. “Somebody move that underneath this roof.”
The three men worked together, moving the first wagon to the back side, and then they pulled the other behind the parish house. Chapman’s theory was to hedge their bets as to the effects of the winds by placing them in two different locations. Even though the parish house was a smaller structure, it was located north of the church building and might receive some shielding effect.
They raced back to the entrance and slammed the church doors behind them against the coming deluge. With the guidance of the pastor, they found loose furniture to pile in front of the doors so they didn’t blow open.
Once secured, they huddled together in the choir room behind the altar. It was windowless and had a single entrance, which they pushed two desks against. Then, with a single lit candle to illuminate the space and to allow Chapman to monitor negative wind pressure against the building, they huddled together and prayed.
 



Chapter 26
Texas, Kentucky
 
Chapman had been interviewed hundreds of times throughout his career, and one of the most common questions he got from the media was What’s the difference between a tornado and a hurricane? He usually began his response in the same manner. He’d respond, It comes down to three variables—speed, area of destruction and longevity.
Tornado wind speeds could reach three hundred miles per hour, while even the most powerful hurricane-force winds were usually less than half of that. Tornadoes impacted a fairly tight, small area, while hurricanes could cut a wide swath of destruction. Finally, tornadoes often stopped as quickly as they started. Even those recorded to last more than ten minutes, considered rare and long lived, passed over an immediate area quickly, carving a path across flat ground. Hurricanes loved to loom and chew and devour everything underneath them until a stronger high-pressure system nudged them along.
That morning, the Boone family, their friends, and the elderly couple experienced the worst of all three variables. The winds speeds that came with the well-formed hurricane were in excess of two hundred miles per hour. It moved slowly, methodically, in no particular hurry to go anywhere except for the fact the counterclockwise rotation had a tendency to wander and a fifty-mile-per-hour jet stream carried it along.
The massive hurricane made landfall in Louisiana and should’ve lost its structure as it came across land. However, the Mississippi River had flooded to twice its normal width. The warm waters that had accumulated from the excessive rainfall sat on the surface of the flatlands of Mississippi, providing fuel to the storm.
Like a starving bear, the tempest devoured the warm, moist air for hundreds of miles on both sides of the Mississippi, pulling the fuel towards its eye in a massive counterclockwise spiral.
As the warm air from the ground combined with the low pressure of the hurricane, it resulted in a massive twist that caught a head of steam with the aid of the jet stream. Racing toward the northeast at fifty miles an hour, the stream’s normal course in late September, the upper-level winds carried the massive low-pressure system with it. It was the most potent part of the hurricane and it packed a wallop of a punch.
The destruction, if it could’ve been calculated, was in the hundreds of billions of dollars. The death toll—again, incalculable—was in the hundreds of thousands. Had storm meteorologists been able to track the storm and quantify the toll it exacted on America’s heartland, it would’ve gone down as the most devastating storm in history.
At least, so far.
Throughout the ordeal, the storm wreaked havoc on the church. The windows were imploding with the force of being struck by a shotgun blast. The horses were continuously agitated, screaming in pain as they were pelted with bits of glass and stinging debris.
The entire building shuddered and creaked as the strong winds tried to lift the roof off the block foundation into the heavens. As the windows were blown out, the winds circulated inside the chapel. The powerful squalls found their way throughout the hallways of the church building and continuously blew under the door to the choir room.
When a particularly strong gust hit the door, the lock broke, the desks were shoved inward and the candle was toppled onto the floor, leaving them in the dark. The kids shrieked when this happened, and their dad quickly illuminated the battery-powered Coleman lantern. Dust particles swirled in the air as the structure took a beating, shaking the foundation to its core.
The outside walls rattled and groaned under the pressure. The extreme low pressure of the hurricane engulfed the building, causing everyone’s ears to pop as the ungodly roar of the eye wall passed above them.
During the fifty-five grueling minutes the storm relentlessly attacked the church—an eternity when you waited to be sucked into the sky—nobody moved. They clung to each other in utter fear, praying to survive the wrath of Mother Nature.
Even after the winds subsided somewhat, the rain continued to pummel the building like a thousand angry fists demanding entry. When water began to drip through the ceiling of the choir room, panic set in for the children as they feared being crushed by what was above them.
Tommy whispered to Chapman, “Should I check it out?”
Chapman paused before responding, “Let’s wait a little longer.”
After another five minutes, there was no evidence of wind, and oddly the sound of the rain seemed to disappear.
Tommy was anxious. “Whadya think?”
Chapman relented. “Okay, but just us. Levi, will you push the desks back in place after we leave? I don’t want to chance you guys getting hurt.”
“But it’s over, right?” asked Carly.
“Probably, but this was unlike any storm I’ve ever experienced. It had the punch of a tornado but the lifespan of a hurricane. Crazy.”
He patted Tommy on the shoulder, and they worked with Levi to move the desks out of the way, and they slipped into the hallway. As instructed, Levi pushed the desks back until they were given the all clear.
The two men made their way into the chapel, and as they exited the hallway nearest the altar, their eyes grew wide. In a way, what they observed was expected, but in other ways, it was not.
As was his nature, Chapman’s first inclination was to look up. The galvanized metal roof had been ripped from the building, leaving only the engineered roof trusses that were both nailed and strapped to the block walls. However, the plywood sheathing and half of the roof panels were gone.
And so was the rain. For over two weeks, they’d been pelted by moisture from above, an incessant watering that had soaked them through and through. However, as Chapman wandered into the chapel amidst the agitated horses and debris strewn about, he felt an odd sense of relief, as the rain had finally stopped and grayish-blue skies revealed themselves.
Yet something was amiss. It was too calm. It was as still as death.
He furrowed his brow as he peered through the walls that had crumbled under the force of the storm. He tried to get a look to the northwest, the general direction the funnel-like storm was headed.
It appeared odd. It had the wall-like cloud structure associated with a massive tornado. Puzzled, he carefully but quickly made his way across the chapel toward the front of the church. Under the narthex, the windows had blown out as well, so he was able to see clearly to the south.
Chapman gasped. Another wall of clouds approached, accompanied by lightning strikes zigzagging from side to side, creating a bluish light in the distance. Funnel clouds formed and tried to break away from the wall, making a loud hissing noise.
Tommy, who’d joined his side, asked, “Is that another one?”
“No!” Chapman exclaimed. He turned and grabbed Tommy by the arm. “It’s not over!”
 



Chapter 27
Texas, Kentucky
 
Chapman pounded on the door; his unexpected arrival outside the choir room startled everyone inside. The kids reacted by crying and Kristi shrieked. Behind the door, the sound of Levi and the pastor struggling with furniture could be heard over the howling winds that were ramping up.
“Hurry!” shouted Chapman.
“You said it was over!” shouted Levi.
“I was wrong,” said Chapman. The door had been opened just enough for the guys to slide through the gap if they turned sideways. Seconds later, they slammed the door shut and moved the desks back against it.
“Everyone, huddle in the middle,” instructed Tommy as he picked up the lantern to encourage them to pull together.
Both hurricanes and tornadoes have eyes, an area of mostly calm weather in the center of the storm. The most violent conditions occur in the eye wall, the area directly surrounding the eye. The fact the eye had passed over them for several minutes indicated to Chapman this storm was indeed a hurricane and it was massive, most likely hundreds of miles wide.
“Hold each other tight!” Chapman had raised his voice to be heard over the approaching eye wall. The low rumble was turning into a deafening roar. “The roof is gone!”
“Oh, Lord, please protect us!” exclaimed Sarah as the walls began to shake again. Pieces of drywall fell off the ceiling and began to pelt their heads. A large chunk fell and hit the pastor’s wife, tearing a gash in her forehead.
“Make it stop!” screamed Rachel as she clung to her mother.
They were crying and praying, but mostly, begging to survive. Brooke became agitated, bounding away from Kristi in a frantic effort to escape. Then, she abruptly calmed her nerves and clung to Kristi’s side.
Chapman took his mind elsewhere, reflecting on his life. He’d been unquestionably mesmerized by storms. Oddly, he’d sought happiness by chasing tornadoes in particular. They taxed his intellect and placed him nose to nose with one of the most incredible, spectacular forces of nature.
It was also a fix for Chapman Boone, adrenaline junkie. It wasn’t until that fateful day in Texas that he realized stalking tornadoes could kill him. Even if chasing the storms didn’t leave him with physical scars or a need for a wheelchair, it was hard to escape unscathed emotionally.
He’d witnessed death and destruction that oftentimes made him physically ill in addition to saddening his heart. It prevented him from having a meaningful relationship because, invariably, any girl he tried to date grew tired of playing second fiddle to his obsession.
After his partner’s death, he began to question whether shadowing tornadoes or standing face-to-face on a beach with a hurricane approaching was sane. He finally asked himself, “What is chasing violent, crazy, exhilarating forces of nature worth to me? My life?”
Chapman took some time to reflect on his career and life in general, but he eventually went back to what he loved, albeit with new rules of common sense and self-preservation being applied.
What was happening now was completely different from his experiences in the field for The Weather Channel. He was performing a duty, a function as a meteorologist and news reporter. Now he was surrounded by the ones he loved, providing him a wholly different perspective.
Oddly, as the southwest quadrant of the massive hurricane passed over them, he managed to chuckle. He swore, and he meant it that time, that he’d turn in his resignation to The Weather Channel as soon as it was over.
The walls adjacent to the choir room began to shake and were being pounded like a burly intruder trying to fight his way in. Levi recognized the cause immediately.
“It’s the horses. They’ve crammed their way into the hallway and they’re hitting the wall.”
When the outside wall shook like it had been hit by a truck, the group screamed in unison. A telephone pole had been snapped in half, and the strong winds impaled it into the wall. It broke through the brick and block and now protruded through the wall of the choir room.
“Come into the corner,” ordered Chapman. Everyone crawled on their hands and knees through the fallen ceiling until they were gathered together in a corner opposite the outside wall. In a calm voice, he added, “Cover your heads and close your eyes. Levi, Carly, lie on top of your kids. Please, everyone, lock arms with one another and hold on.”
A couple of them mumbled okay as they all followed his instructions. Eleven people held one another with all their strength as more parts of the structurally compromised church began to be ripped apart.
The counterclockwise rotation of the wind sucked the impaled telephone pole out and carried it away, leaving a gaping hole in the wall that allowed debris to fly inside. Glass, pieces of brick, and sheets of rain pummeled the group for thirty more minutes until, once again, the wind subsided.
Finally, they breathed a collective sigh of relief. However, they’d done that before. They remained skeptical as to whether it was over, but the whinny of a horse provided some hope.
Chapman was the first to stand as he made his way through the dim light to the opening in the wall. He studied the skies. He stuck his head through the gaping hole and watched as the enormous storm moved away from them in a northeasterly direction.
In the distance, he could see mature, sixty-to-eighty-foot-tall pines, three to four feet in diameter, violently corkscrewed in the wind and then lifted off the ground like an intercontinental ballistic missile emerging from an underground silo in North Dakota. One after another, they were pulled skyward and then carried off toward Lexington.
He turned his attention to the south. Unlike earlier, there wasn’t an indication of another wall-cloud formation. Instead, it was more of the same—rain.
Same shit, different day.
 



Chapter 28
Texas, Kentucky
 
Millions of people had watched the hugely successful movie Twister, starring Bill Paxton and Helen Hunt. Depictions of devastation following tornados left lasting impressions on many who didn’t live in regions of the country susceptible to that form of severe weather. Throughout the movie, other scenes showed people emerging from storm cellars or beneath piles of rubble to unexpected sunshine and relative calm, relieved to see their home still standing when others were flattened. Such was not the case in Texas, Kentucky, that day.
After pulling the desks away from the door, Levi led the way in order to calm the horses, who’d crammed themselves into the hallway just outside the choir room. Kristi and Tommy followed, cautioning the others to stay back to avoid getting kicked or trampled.
Kristi was the first to see the horrific carnage within the chapel after the hurricane took a second brutal strike at the country church. Amidst the debris, shards of glass, and twisted aluminum roof panels were many of their horses.
Blood was everywhere and the magnificent animals were in mental and physical agony. What struck Kristi was their screams. Granted, she’d spent her career studying and caring for exotic wildlife, namely from Africa and South America. The closest she’d come to caring for a horse was either at Riverfront Farms or a zebra at the zoo.
She’d learned their behavior, their mannerisms and vocalizations, and what they meant. She’d never, however, heard them scream in agony.
To be sure, modern horsemen claimed horses don’t scream. Kristi was witnessing it firsthand. As her eyes darted around the destroyed chapel, she visualized the mass slaughter of horses on the battlefield in World War I, which had claimed the lives of eight million horses and mules.
What she observed was an absolutely bewildering and terrifying scene of living beings in despair. Their screams were a primal emotion of suffering, dying, or having been mortally wounded to the point of begging for death. Most horsemen will go a lifetime and not hear the shrieks of agony of their beloved animals, thank God.
And then there were the lucky few. The ones who had crammed their way into the hall outside the choir room. Six fortunate souls who were injured, frightened, and therefore dangerous as they shoved one another to come back into the open space of the chapel.
Their wild reaction and attempts to flee made matters worse for both the injured and themselves. Two of them saw an opening in a wall where beautiful stained glass had once allowed colorful light inside at dawn. The first horse to emerge from the hallway bolted for the opening, stumbling over splinters of church pews before trying to hurdle through the window.
She failed, striking the splinters of the window frame with her chest, ripping open the flesh of her chestnut hide.
The second one tried another window on the opposite side of the church. He was older, lanky, and full of confidence. He, too, failed to make the jump. The earsplitting sound of his front legs cracking was sickening to Kristi’s stomach, as she instantly knew what his fate would be.
Sadly, this was what it took to bring her back into the present.
“Grab their reins! We’ve got to calm them down!”
“Stay in the room!” ordered Levi as he wrestled with a particularly agitated stallion that bucked and kicked, narrowly missing Tommy, who was trying to calm the other horses demanding to get past.
“Watch out!” shouted Tommy as one of the mares busted past Levi and the stallion he was trying to control.
The high-spirited horse ran toward Kristi before she could react. It sideswiped her, causing her to spin around as it galloped into what used to be the center aisle of the chapel. Rearing up on her hind legs, she shook her front hooves as if ready to box The Greatest of All Time himself.
She emitted a roar, much like a powerful Arabian stallion might produce when engaged in a fight. It was a deep, throaty, grating sound, different from a whinny. Angry. Threatening. Pissed off.
And then, as if letting out her hostile emotions was all she needed to feel better, she stood stoically in the middle of the church, snorting. It was not gentle, but rather, forceful and emphatic. She was alarmed but not to the point of panic.
Inexplicably, the others reacted to her. Horses were known to exhibit allelomimetic behavior, a kind of mimicry or contagious activity when one horse copies another. If one horse starts running in a field, oftentimes the others will follow. The mare’s sudden acceptance of the situation, and realization that the threat was over, was translated to the others in the hallway, who seemed to calm themselves in unison, much to the relief of their panicked handlers.
Kristi didn’t waste any time enjoying the respite. There was work to do.
“Tommy! Triage!”
“Everyone?”
“Yes, except the kids. And grab our trauma kits!”
Tommy returned to the choir room while Levi slowly led the stallion into the chapel to where Kristi stood with her right hand covering her mouth.
“Good god,” muttered Levi. “Can you do anything?”
“The best we can,” she replied without conviction. She turned to him. “Get Mom and the kids outside with the horses that are still standing. Their wounds are probably superficial, and they can be treated last. I just don’t need them to get startled and make a bad situation much worse.”
“Got it.”
“When they’re secured and settled, I’m gonna need you back inside to help turn these animals over,” added Kristi. She ran her hands over her face and through her hair. “Levi, I just don’t know …” Her voice trailed off as she shook her head in disbelief.
Levi grasped his older sister by the shoulders and then hugged her. He whispered in her ear, “You’ve got this. Focus on the ones you can help first. We’ll get by somehow.”
She broke their hug when the group began to emerge from their hiding space. She took a deep breath and stood a little taller. Kristi turned to her family, whose faces were filled with shock and horror, just as hers had been moments earlier.
“Okay, everybody. Listen up! Here’s what we’re gonna do.”
She pointed to her mother, who had her arms wrapped around Jesse and Rachel. “Please take the kids outside. Eyes straight ahead, you two. Understand?”
“Okay,” the kids replied.
Sarah suggested, “I’ll take Brooke, too. She doesn’t like this anymore than we do.”
As they left the destroyed chapel, Jesse cheated and glanced around. His face flooded with tears as Sarah led them toward the entrance.
Kristi continued handing out instructions. “Chapman, please help Levi take the horses outside and tie them off in the grass. Then I need you both back inside to help.”
Chapman nodded and took the reins of the stallion that had calmed down considerably. The two men walked the horses slowly through the debris, gathering up the reins of the mare that seemed to have a calming effect on the others.
Isabella and Carly led the elderly people toward Kristi. The pastor’s wife was bleeding from her forehead, and a bump had emerged from under her skin. Smiling, Tommy gently pulled the woman’s hair out of her face and took a look.
“We’ll clean this wound up and get you some Advil for the bump,” he began. He turned to Carly. “You have a basic first aid kit, right?”
She nodded. “Better than basic, actually. Mom and I stocked up at Walmart before the power went out. I’ll fetch it.”
“Good, thanks,” said Tommy.
Kristi addressed Isabella. “Do you have any first aid training?”
“Oui, but only a little. Also, I am not squeamish.”
Kristi managed a laugh amidst the groans and snorts from the horses. “That makes you an excellent assistant. Will you work with Tommy?”
Isabella nodded and took the first-aid backpack from Carly as she returned.
“What should I do?” she asked.
“First, take care of the scrape on her head. Then you’re with me,” Kristi replied. “Now, let’s get started. We’ve got our work cut out for us.”
 



Chapter 29
Texas, Kentucky
 
While Carly and Isabella treated the elderly couple, Kristi and Tommy walked methodically through the chapel, clearing fallen debris that prevented some of the horses from standing, their natural inclination even if injured. The wounded toll was extensive and varied.
As a veterinary surgeon, she’d undergone extensive training after graduating from Ohio State in order to become a specialist. Her skills during her internship were exceptional, so when she applied for an extraordinary waiver to conduct her three-year residency program at a wildlife animal hospital in Johannesburg, South Africa, it was granted.
She had been exposed to a wide variety of native wildlife, from large mammals all the way down to small species like the meerkat and mongoose. Exotic animals became her passion and immediately resulted in offers from the finest zoos in America. Landing at Brookfield Zoo in Chicago was a dream job for her, but now, it had been taken away.
As she surveyed the scene within the chapel, her adrenaline spiked as she relished the opportunity to perform her craft and save the lives of these beautiful animals at the same time.
Kristi followed the emergency triage protocols she’d learned while in Africa. Most of the animals brought into the Johannesburg hospital had been attacked by predators—both animal and human.
Chapman and Levi had returned from securing the horses outside, and Carly was now standing just behind Kristi as she made her assessments.
“Guys, I need you to carefully remove any fallen debris from the horses. Be careful that they haven’t been impaled and especially aware of the wounds they have. We don’t want to step on a fragile leg, thinking it’s a two-by-four.”
They arrived at the first horse, which was covered with drywall. While Tommy carefully removed the heavy, rain-soaked sheetrock, Kristi dropped to her knees next to the horse’s head. She began with the mare’s eyes, checking to see if they were dull or sunken.
She spoke to Tommy as she went through her mental checklist. “I know you’ve spent time on a horse farm, but have you ever treated them in a trauma situation?”
“No. I jumped right into the zoological side after school.”
She studied the horse’s sclera and its gums for abnormal color. “Like many animals, the color of a horse’s eyes and their gums are a guide to their condition. This gal seems to have cuts and lacerations together with internal bruising from the crush of debris. If her gum coloring turned very pale pink, almost white, then it might indicate decreased circulation, fever, and, most likely, systemic shock. A grayish to bluish white can be the result of low oxygen levels in the blood or, of course, shock.”
Tommy pulled the last of the debris off the fallen horse, and she attempted to flip herself up.
Kristi hollered for Chapman and Levi. “Guys! Can you give us a hand?”
Kristi continued to explain her methodology. “Horses function better upright, so they naturally want to stand despite their injuries. The decisions you make in a situation like this can significantly impact her survival.
“First, let’s examine her legs for a break. Gently run your fingers down her legs and feel for swelling. Apply a little bit of pressure as you go, to gauge her reaction. If there’s a fracture, she’ll react, trust me.”
Tommy felt the mare’s rear legs while Kristi examined the front. More than half of a horse’s weight was borne on the front legs, so under normal circumstances, those bones and joints were more susceptible to breaking. However, this horse had been crushed by a soggy ceiling, so fractures and shattered bones were possible on both ends.
“I think she’s good back here,” announced Tommy.
“Same,” added Kristi. She turned to the guys. “Let’s see if she can get up on her own. All I need you to do is steady her once she’s on her feet. There’s no room to roll her like we would if we were in a pasture, and there’s no way to lift her without a Bobcat or something. So stand back and be ready to give her encouragement once she’s up.”
She patted the mare on the side of the head and whispered in her ear. Seconds later, the mare shifted her weight and pushed herself upright. Her knees seemed to buckle, and then she adjusted her footing to avoid the debris around her hooves.
“All right, good job, girl,” said Levi, who knew these horses better than anyone.
“Tommy, let’s check her quickly for open wounds or lacerations. Since she can stand on her own, we’ll get her to safety and check her vitals later.”
After they quickly examined her, Kristi gave Levi a thumbs-up.
“I’ll take her out,” offered Levi.
“Okay, but keep her separate from the others, maybe on the opposite side of the building. I want her to calm her nerves. Also, pull a horse blanket out of the wagon to cover her. That’ll help.”
Levi hesitated and then glanced at Chapman. “Um, about that. The wagon with the horse blankets is gone.”
“What?” asked Kristi.
“Yeah, well, at least most of it. We can see the frame and part of the canvas up the hill. Some blankets might be in there.”
“Later,” said Kristi. “Come back after you tie her off.”
Chapman addressed his sister. “There’s one over here with two broken front legs.”
“How do you know?” she asked.
“Trust me, they’re broken.”
Isabella, who’d wandered off while the mare was being examined, added, “There is another horse with a broken rear leg. It is next to the wall. It tries to stand, but cannot.”
Kristi closed her eyes and shook her head. “We don’t have any barbiturates, do we?”
Under the vast majority of circumstances, a broken leg was the kiss of death for a horse. Most fractures, even less complicated ones like a clean break, were difficult to repair, much less rehabilitate. Unlike smaller domestic animals like dogs, horses can’t live with three legs because of their weight and the effect it has on their other hooves.
When leg fractures occur, veterinarian-assisted euthanasia methods often involve a cocktail including sodium pentobarbital.
“No, we don’t. I’ve got KCI, but it needs to be administered with anesthesia.” KCI, the chemical abbreviation for potassium chloride, was used to treat potassium deficiencies in animals, usually via injection. By purposefully creating an overdose while the animal is under anesthesia, cardiac arrest occurs and eventually death.
Without the proper drugs to induce euthanasia, in a catastrophic situation like this one, there were conditionally acceptable methods of euthanasia that dated back hundreds of years, including the one used most often in the movies.
Kristi sighed and then viewed the chapel in search of her next patient. “Tommy, please confirm the breaks on the other two horses. Take Isabella with you. Carly, you’re with me.”
She moved through the debris as Chapman hustled ahead to clear a path. When they arrived at the next victim, the injury was readily apparent. A torn piece of galvanized roofing was protruding from the horse’s side. Chapman slowly pulled away parts of a church pew and brushed off pieces of stained glass that littered the mare’s body.
Kristi just shook her head and calmly turned to Carly, who was carrying both the first aid kit she’d created with Sarah and one of the veterinarian trauma kits brought by Kristi.
“Get us both a pair of sterile gloves. I’m gonna need an extra set of hands on this.”
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Kristi opened her trauma kit and retrieved a scalpel and surgical scissors. Next, she set out a variety of wound-cleansing options, including bottles of saline solution, hydrogen peroxide, and Betadine. Lastly, she turned to Carly and accepted the sterile gloves.
“Before you put on your gloves, let me ask you something. Levi brought a duffle bag of extra parts for the horses’ harnesses and reins. Do you happen to know if you guys have a twitch?”
Carly nodded, but was hesitant in her answer. “We do, but I don’t know if we’ve ever used it.”
“Go find it ’cause we’re gonna need it.”
Carly immediately retreated to the choir room, where most of their gear and duffle bags were stored during the storm. While she was gone, Kristi laid out what she’d need to help the injured horse. Chapman finished clearing the area of debris and knelt on the other side of the horse, ready to help.
“What’s a twitch?” he finally asked while they waited for Carly to return.
Without looking up while she prepared for the extraction of the metal, she explained, “Our trauma kits are fairly simplistic because we didn’t venture out of the zoo. We could perform certain emergency functions on the animals in their cages, but anything that required the use of veterinary medications was strictly controlled by zoo regulations and was generally administered in our small surgical center. Of course, we could send for what we needed in an emergency, but we weren’t allowed to carry common injectables like anesthesia per zoo policy.”
“Okay,” said Chapman, stretching out the word to indicate he didn’t get the correlation. “That seems kinda restrictive.”
Kristi smiled as she recognized the dumbfounded look on her younger brother. “Yeah, years ago, before my time, a zoologist was siphoning off medications to be sold on the black market. They overreacted and cracked down, affecting the rest of us. Anyway, without anesthesia, local or otherwise, this animal isn’t gonna sit still while I carve into her flesh to remove this roof panel. A twitch is a device that is used to restrain and calm horses during stressful situations.”
“You mean like surgeries with no anesthesia?” asked Chapman jokingly.
“You bet. There are a couple of types, but I hope Levi has the most common, which is a nose twitch. Here’s what they do. When properly attached to the horse’s nose, the twitch calms the horse by releasing endorphins as the pressure is continuously applied. It reduces their stress levels and supposedly their pain, which, as you can tell, they have a fairly high tolerance of. Frankly, I like it better than the mild injectable we have in our kits.”
Carly hustled back to their side. “Got it!”
“Great,” said Kristi, who then turned her attention to Chapman. “You, mister weather chaser, are going to be the twitch man.”
“What if she bites me?”
“She won’t as long as you do your job properly,” said Kristi. “Now, get over here ’cause I need to stop this bleeding, and it’ll take three to five minutes for the endorphins to kick in.”
Levi returned to the chapel and looked around to see where he was needed.
Kristi immediately recruited him. “Hey, Levi, over here.”
He quickly joined them and saw that Kristi was holding the twitch. “I haven’t used that thing in years.”
Kristi looked at Chapman. “Sorry, out of the way. You’re gonna help restrain her while Levi uses the twitch.”
Chapman stood and raised his hands in the air. “Works for me.”
Levi took the device, which was basically a soft piece of cord attached to a couple of metal tubes that squeezed together. Levi didn’t hesitate to get started. He grasped the end of the horse’s nose, just below the nostrils at the upper lip, and spoke calmly to her. He placed the rope around and then twisted the two handles until the loop was firmly holding the upper lip.
When first applied, the twitch does cause a horse some discomfort comparable to a firm pinch. The benefit was that same pinch-like sensation distracted the horse from being treated for her wound, kinda like smashing your finger in a car door when you have a headache. It makes you forget all about that headache.
“I think we’re good,” announced Levi.
“Okay, while the endorphins kick in, I’m gonna work around the wound.” Kristi wiped the rain off her forehead and eyes. “This rain is helping and hurting my job a little.”
She took the surgical scissors and clipped the hair around the wound to prevent it from further contaminating the laceration. She poured a bottle of saline solution to reduce the bacteria that was most likely attacking the open flesh and to remove any already-infected tissue.
The horse’s eyes began to get heavy, lending the appearance they were rolling back in her head. Kristi thought she was ready to remove the roof panel.
“First, I’m going to have to make the wound wider.”
“Why?” asked Chapman.
“Any type of stab or puncture wound like this one behaves the same way. The size of the wound on the outside is almost identical to what is on the inside. This metal panel is acting like a cork, fitting almost perfectly to its opening. If we simply yank it out of here, any blood vessels that are cut from the initial impact will no longer have the panel pressing against them. They’re either gonna bleed internally or externally. It all depends, and we’ll know in a moment.”
“So you make the wound slightly bigger for ease of removal?” asked Carly.
“Yeah, something like that,” Kristi replied as she studied the horse’s eyes once more. “Carly, you’re gonna need a lot of gauze to sop up the blood. Again, the rain is gonna be a benefit to irrigate the wound so I can see, but I still need you to be ready to apply pressure when I call for it.”
She took a deep breath before making a small incision in the flesh on both sides of the protruding panel. As she worked, she also lamented the conditions. “This would never be done unless we were under circumstances like these. Impaled objects, especially jagged ones like this, should be left in place and removed by surgeons in an operating room, not someone on their knees in a driving rain.”
She carefully pulled the roof panel out of the horse’s side and was relieved to see the straight edge of the end of the panel had entered the horse’s flesh about two inches before it struck the rib cage. The mare’s vital organs had been spared the trauma.
“Okay, Carly. Let’s apply pressure to the open wound with your gauze. Even if the gauze becomes blood-soaked, don’t remove it. We’ll add another layer on top and keep pressing until it stops. Add as many layers as you need.”
While Carly followed her instructions, Kristi reached into her trauma kit and pulled out a packet of Celox. Celox had been used in battlefield first aid kits by the military for decades and was now widely used by veterinarians to stop life-threatening, emergency bleeding in animals. Celox was made of a substance derived from the shells of shrimp and other crustaceans. When mixed with blood, it formed a gel-like clot in about thirty seconds. It works in addition to the horse’s normal clotting process.
After several minutes in which the gauze on top no longer appeared to be soaking in blood, Kristi instructed Carly to remove the gauze. “Okay, let’s have a look, but be ready to apply fresh gauze. I wish I had alum, but this stuff works almost as well.” Alum was a commonly used coagulant.
Kristi slowly poured the Celox into the open wound and then had Carly apply the gauze again. While she did so, she retrieved her supply of injectable NSAIDs, non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs. She mentally calculated the dose and injected her.
She treated the open gash like a laceration rather than a puncture wound. After washing it once again with saline, she methodically sutured the injury.
“I think she’s coming out of her stupor,” cautioned Levi.
Kristi picked up the pace and then quickly applied Neosporin, a common triple antibiotic ointment, together with a gel dressing to encourage moist wound healing.
“Okay, Levi, loosen the twitch gradually and let her come around. As soon as she does, let’s cross our fingers she’ll try to stand on her own. Otherwise, we’ll have to create some kind of tent over her and wait until she recovers.”
Kristi finished up the bandaging process and retrieved a large roll of adhesive tape to wrap around the horse’s body once she stood on her own.
Kristi rose to her feet and peeled off the blood-soaked gloves before tossing them to the floor. As she was removing her gloves, Tommy arrived by her side to provide her a report on the other horses that had received mostly superficial wounds.
He and Isabella had treated them and then lead them out of the chapel to the recovery room, as Levi called it. He also provided the lamed horses with acepromazine, or ACE, a mild sedative, until Kristi could provide her own diagnosis.
Meanwhile, her patient gingerly turned her body and stood, blinking her eyes repeatedly as she rose. Eventually, the horse was standing tall, seemingly content to allow the continuous rain to fall over her body, which also rinsed the blood off. Kristi and Tommy worked together to wrap the bandage around her body in order to secure her dressing.
Levi took the horse by the reins to lead her outside; then he suddenly stopped and looked around the chapel.
“What?” asked Kristi, somewhat annoyed at his hesitation. She had one more gruesome, heart-wrenching task to perform.
He turned to his sister with a puzzled look on his face. “Where’s Wonky Donkey?”
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“Donkey? Wonky Donkey!” The six of them shouted through the chapel as they searched under piles of debris for Squire’s beloved donkey. The sweet animal was more of a pet to the Boone family patriarch than he was a part of the farm’s workforce. The debate on whether to bring him had been short the day they decided to leave Riverfront Farms. Now everyone feared he was injured under the rubble or, worse yet, because of his small stature, taken away by the hurricane.
They frantically dug through the collapsed ceiling and fallen internal walls, actually finding themselves hoping to discover his body as opposed to the alternative. Chapman and Isabella fought through the strewn-about debris to search what used to be the front of the church. Stairs leading to a gallery together with a drywall ceiling above the entrance had collapsed, leaving only a narrow path from the chapel to the front door.
While they dug through the heap of sheetrock and two-by-fours, Kristi and Tommy searched the altar and the choir seating. A three-tiered elevated stage had been built behind the altar, providing the choir a place of prominence to sing during Sunday services. It had partially collapsed under the weight of a decorative laminated beam running from side to side across the chapel.
Levi and Carly made their way back to the hallway that led to the choir room where they’d hid. “Maybe he doubled back while we scrambled to save the horses?”
“I’ll try deeper into the building. Maybe he got stuck somewhere.”
Levi searched the rooms in a panicked rush. There were only so many places for an animal to hide in this modest-sized church. Carly pushed her way into the bathrooms, thinking the donkey had been forced in there by the larger horses when they’d sought cover during the hurricane.
He wasn’t there.
Tommy and Kristi joined them in the search of the rooms and offices. Sunday school classrooms, the pastor’s office, and even the cafeteria were checked and rechecked. They were all empty.
Dejected and depressed, the six of them met back in the center of the chapel. Tears came to Kristi’s eyes. She’d missed her father since his death, and she couldn’t bear to lose his beloved friend.
“Okay, let’s think this through. Following the storm, the front doors were sealed shut. The windows and parts of the wall of the chapel had blown out, but there was no way he jumped through the openings.”
Chapman wrapped his arms around his sister. “I’m sorry. It’s just one of those things.” He tried to make a joke to relieve the tension for her, but it didn’t make a difference. “Maybe Dad needed a ride and Uber wasn’t available up there.”
She managed a smile and gently punched him on the back several times in response. Kristi opened her eyes and followed Isabella, who was intently focused on the area above the entrance. There were three or four rows of arena-style seats to allow for overflow on those special Sundays when the pastor packed the house, usually in conjunction with holidays.
“What else is up there?” Isabella asked as she placed her hands on her hips and looked up to the opening leading to the gallery seating.
Levi responded and gestured as he spoke. “There was a staircase off to the side nearest the parish house. I never went up there because it wouldn’t have been safe to consider it.”
“The staircase collapsed,” said Chapman as he slowly walked toward the front of the church.
“Is he underneath it?” asked Kristi as tears flooded her eyes again.
“No, we dug everything off it to get a look,” he replied.
Everyone was now intrigued and hopeful. Carly asked, “Were they carpeted?”
“Yes,” said Levi.
The realization hit them.
“Wonky Donkey!” shouted Kristi as she bolted past the group and toward the front door. She climbed over the rubble and stood on the highest point of the pile.
“Wait!” shouted Levi. “It’s too dangerous.”
“I can go,” said Carly. “I’m the smallest.”
Tommy, who was the tallest of the men, patted Levi on the back. They stood in the narthex of the church and looked toward the opening where the stairwell led.
“We can hoist her up,” said Tommy. Levi agreed.
Half a minute later, Carly was lifted onto their shoulders like a cheerleader at a football game. She easily climbed onto the second floor overlooking the chapel. Most of the roof was intact, but some of it had caved in, blocking her access to the back side of the elevated seating.
She carefully climbed over and crawled across the pile until she was safely on the other side. Her enthusiastic discovery caused everyone to laugh and then shed a few tears of joy.
“Holy crap! Um, sorry, Lord.” She began to laugh hysterically. “You silly donkey, what are we gonna do with you? I mean, literally?”
“Is he hurt?” asked Kristi.
“Nope, just standing here like it’s no big deal.”
Chapman was the first to think of a solution to the problem. “Hey, guys, back off the pile. Let’s see what kind of shape the stairwell is in.”
Chapman led the way with everyone’s assistance to remove the debris to the other side of the front door. The open wooden staircase was still in one piece, as it had been torn from the header dividing the narthex from the chapel.
“I’ve got a hammer and a box of sixteen-penny nails in my tool kit,” said Levi.
“How much does he weigh?” asked Chapman.
“Six or seven hundred pounds,” replied Levi. “First, we’d have to push the staircase back to where it was ripped out and hold it there while we bang in the nails.”
“It’s all we’ve got,” Tommy said with a shrug.
Kristi, who was much heavier than Isabella, knew Carly would need some help. She asked Isabella to go onto the second floor to assist in clearing debris and then the more arduous task of coaxing a stubborn donkey down the stairs.
She turned to the guys. “If we pile up the debris at the foot of the stairs, can you create a shallower decline? Horses, cows, and even donkeys can’t easily see the ground right at their feet. The design of their hips and knees makes it hard to shift their weight backwards to prevent them from tumbling down the steps.”
“We can use a couple of pews to build a platform,” Levi began as he offered up a solution. “Once he hits the landing, then he can turn sideways and step onto the floor.”
Carly overheard the conversation. “He’s gonna bow up, I guarantee it.”
“We’ve gotta try,” said Kristi. “Without strapping him to a backhoe’s bucket, it’s the only way.”
“Let’s do it!” shouted Levi.
While he retrieved the hammer and nails, Tommy and Chapman raised Isabella up to the second-floor landing to assist Carly. Meanwhile, the guys worked together to clear the area and set the pews in place. They found two long pieces of two-by-six lumber, which they used to push the top of the stairs until they were flush against the header beam. Then they hammered two support braces underneath until they held the weight of the stairs.
Kristi climbed on the shoulders of Tommy and Levi and pounded in a dozen nails to connect the stairs back to the header. Levi stepped onto the stairs and tested them for stability. He toenailed the support posts into the stringers and had Tommy nail off the bottom to the church pews. He even bounced on the treads a little bit to ensure the entire thing would hold.
Isabella started down the stairs, so Kristi asked why.
“Carly said she knows Wonky Donkey the best. She will convince him to cooperate.”
The group stood to the side so the animal wouldn’t be spooked. A frightened donkey can be extraordinarily obstinate purely out of self-preservation. The stubborn label was somewhat overused.
A minute later the sound of his hooves on the hollow floor above them could be heard. Pretty as you please, Carly led him down the steps, leading him by his harness and continuously talking in his ear as they descended side by side. At the bottom, as if he’d done it a thousand times, he turned down the pews and stepped off at the end onto firm ground.
The donkey stood there motionless as the group heaped praise upon him for his bravery and silliness for thinking going up into the loft was a good idea to begin with. But then again, he was completely unharmed, so maybe it was a bright idea.
Levi, Carly and Isabella escorted the not-so-stubborn donkey outside, and Chapman was the last to leave. He knew what was next and offered to take care of it.
Kristi became filled with emotion again as she declined his help. She was the head of this ER, so to speak, and as such, she’d be solely responsible for the life and death of their animals.
Chapman pulled his sidearm out of his holster. He gripped it with the muzzle pointed down and the grip facing his body. She reluctantly took it and chambered a round. His .45-caliber bullets were more than powerful enough to perform the only practical means of euthanasia when more conventional methods were unavailable.
He left and pulled the door closed behind him. Tommy had gathered up two of the pastor’s stoles from behind the altar, which was miraculously undamaged. Later, the elderly clergyman said as long as there was an altar, there would be sermons on Sunday.
The horses were sedated and only somewhat coherent. Tommy lovingly wrapped the stoles around their heads to shield their eyes. Blindfolded, they remained calm as Kristi knelt down on the floor in front of them about five or six feet away.
She raised the gun with one hand, which immediately began to tremble. She took a deep breath and used her other hand to hold the weapon steady. She drew an imaginary line from the right ear to the left eye and then another from the left ear to the right eye. This was the center point of the horse’s forehead and at the bony ridge of his skull. She aimed slightly off center and squeezed the trigger before she lost her courage.
The report of the powerful .45 handgun reverberated throughout the church and through the open roof. The rain pouring down on top of them did nothing to deaden the noise.
Tommy reached down to help her up. Tears mixed with raindrops flowed down her face.
“Do you want—?” he began to ask before she shook her head and responded, “No. I’m fine. Let’s get it over with.”
She marched across the chapel as if she was angry.
And she was. She was angry at magnetic poles. She was angry at geostorms. She was angry at hurricanes. And she was angry at God, who for purposes of her fury now existed, at least for the moment. She wanted to hold someone accountable for the death of her father, her beloved Knight, and all the other animals who’d perished since this began.
When she repeated the process of drawing aim, she pulled the trigger with a little more force, perhaps imagining a target other than the defenseless horse who’d never hurt a flea.
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Chapman turned and looked over his shoulder at Kristi, giving her a knowing smile of reassurance. Ending a life, whether human or animal, wasn’t easy for any of them. It was a part of their world now. Nonetheless, that didn’t make it any easier. He remained standing for several minutes until he heard both gunshots. He kicked mindlessly at the bits of glass and debris around his feet.
His mother was far away, keeping the children and Brooke occupied. She took them on horseback into the field beyond the church to retrieve the canvas cover from the wagon that had been sucked into the sky by the hurricane. It was covering what was left of the wooden wagon.
Levi and Carly hitched two of the horses to the operable wagon and pulled it around to the front of the church, where their supplies were covered by camouflage tarps. They loaded up the lightest, most essential supplies, then covered the heaviest items, namely weapons, ammunition, and canned goods, to be loaded into the Mustang.
Chapman joined Isabella at the car, to remove debris that had fallen from the collapsed porte cochere. He paused to study their surroundings.
The parish house where they’d slept the night before was obliterated. All that remained was part of the block foundation and stubbed-up plumbing pipes. Along the highway, mud and debris covered parts of the asphalt, blurring the line between the shoulder and the actual road. Power lines, which had been unplugged from the grid for weeks, now hung like dead snakes on a tree limb. The telephone poles all listed at a forty-five-degree angle as if they’d been planted that way by the hurricane.
Isabella placed her arm behind his back and hugged him. “We are going to be okay.” She tried to reassure Chapman.
He nodded, although he wasn’t so sure. “The roads are gonna be a mess, but we don’t have a choice. The rain let up long enough to fuel the storm, and now it’s back again. That massive hurricane had no effect whatsoever on the cloud cover and the rain it’s producing.”
“It is okay,” she said as she took him by the hand. Without saying it aloud, she was telling Chapman that now was not the time for a pity party.
He looked down to her beautiful, rain-covered face and smiled. “Yes, it is. Let’s unbury Tommy’s car.”
They worked together to remove the plywood ceiling of the enclosure. Fortunately, the bulk of the structure had been lifted somewhat and thrown off to the side. The back window had been smashed in, and the trunk lid was dented. The windshield and front of the car were intact. They carefully swept the debris off the car and carried broken glass from the church away from the tires. After ensuring there weren’t any nails around the car or parking lot, Chapman retrieved the keys from his pocket.
“Let’s see,” he muttered as he slid into the driver’s seat and behind the wheel.
The car roared to life as he turned the key in the ignition. He slowly pulled away from the destroyed church until he was in the middle of the parking lot near the wagon.
As he put the car in park, Levi approached the door and opened it for him. “It’s not in showroom condition anymore, but we’re lucky it still runs.”
Chapman stood and pulled the driver’s seat forward to see the debris in the back. He picked up a piece of glass and tossed it toward the rubble pile next to the church. “We’ll clean this out and load things that can handle the rain pouring in on them. Guns and ammo can go in the trunk.”
Levi slapped Chapman on the back and began loading the cans of ammunition into the trunk. He and Isabella picked debris out of the back seat.
“Should we find a place to rest for the day instead of traveling?” she asked.
Chapman looked skyward and then glanced at the church. He could only imagine how Kristi was agonizing over her decision. She and Tommy wanted to make absolutely sure they’d done all they could.
“We only have a few hours of daylight; however, I think we need to get away from all of this.” He stood out of the car and motioned to the devastation.
“Perhaps a barn is nearby for the horses and this poor donkey. They are still traumatized.”
Chapman looked around to the neighboring properties. They all looked the same. Block foundation, plumbing sticking up out of the ground, and the occasional cast-iron tub lying amidst the debris.
“Maybe the hills protected the buildings in the valley along the creek? When everybody is ready, we’ll decide.”
Isabella pointed past Chapman, who turned to see his mom riding ahead of the two kids and Brooke who knuckle-ran through the drenched field covered with debris. Sarah had the large canvas cover for the wagon draped over her horse. It gave him an idea.
“Hey, Levi!”
“Yeah?”
“Do you have any duct tape?”
Levi laughed as he returned to the wagon and rooted around in a wooden box. He found a roll and tossed it to his brother. “Never leave home without it. Whadya gonna do?”
Sarah arrived with the canvas, and Chapman help her down off the horse.
Chapman responded with a question. “Can you help me out? Let’s see if we can cut a piece of the canvas to cover the rear window of the Mustang. We’ll secure it with duct tape to keep most of the rain out.”
Levi laughed. “Like those people who use cardboard after they’ve been broken into?”
“Exactly.”
The two guys worked together to fashion a temporary window and gave each other high fives. They cracked a few jokes and this lightened the mood among everyone.
Afterwards, they reattached the mostly undamaged canvas cover to the wagon, and where there was a tear or hole, Sarah used remnants from the other canvas to sew on a patch. The group seemed to be putting the storm behind them as the last of the supplies were loaded.
Then Kristi and Tommy emerged from the church. She was crying and couldn’t make eye contact with anyone. The group grew silent and the children began to cry. They all knew what it meant. Their attempt to look on the bright side of a horrible day was crushed.
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Despite the late afternoon start, the group followed the same procedure as before. Because they’d ventured south earlier that morning, Chapman and Isabella once again took the Mustang on a ride down the country back road until they reached the wooded area at North Rolling Fork creek. Other than destroyed farmhouses and outbuildings, the surrounding landscape appeared to be the same. Then they reached the bend in the road where the overflowing creek had appeared to them before. Only now it was wholly within its banks, albeit full of rushing water.
“What happened to the water?” asked Isabella.
Chapman smiled and responded, “Well, Mother Nature’s wrath requires food and water for fuel. The hurricane normally pulls moisture up from the Atlantic or the Gulf of Mexico. Once it made landfall, it picked up fuel from the flooded rivers, streams, and farmland.”
“That is one less thing to be concerned about, oui?”
Chapman shrugged as he picked up speed through a series of S curves. “Unfortunately, the rain is coming down just as hard as before the hurricane passed over us. It won’t take but a few days for the banks to overflow again.”
“Watch out!” Isabella slammed both hands on the dashboard to brace herself.
Chapman jammed on the brakes, causing the Mustang to come to a sliding stop just before it hit the top of a fallen tree.
“Wow!” he exclaimed. “I need to pay attention. Thank you.”
“You are welcome. But we are blocked.”
Chapman shut off the ignition, and the two of them walked up to the oak tree that blocked the road. Standing on the trunk, he shielded his eyes from the rain so he could see farther down the valley. He sighed and shared his observations with Isabella. “Okay, I see a couple more fallen trees. Maybe pines and cedars. We can deal with it. Levi has two chain saws and extra gasoline.”
“How long will it take to cut one of these trees?” she asked.
Chapman gestured for her to return to the car with him. “An hour, maybe. The good news is we don’t need a very wide opening. The wagon is only slightly wider than the car. I would guess about eight feet is all we’ll need to get through.”
“Should we have them wait at the church?”
Chapman slid behind the wheel and started the engine. “No. Tommy, Levi and I can drive ahead and clear a trail. While we do that, you guys can start in this direction. We’ll cut as many as we need to and continue the process tomorrow.”
As Chapman spun the car around to head back to the group, Isabella pointed up a gravel road to a cabin nestled in the trees. “Do you see?”
“It survived the storm. Let’s go see if anyone is home.”
Chapman backed the car up and drove up the driveway, careful to miss a few fallen tree limbs. Once they arrived, he honked the horn and rolled down his window.
“Hello! Is anybody here? We wanted to make sure you were safe!” He glanced at Isabella and smiled, pleased with his subterfuge.
There was no response.
He got out of the car and yelled again. When he was greeted with silence, he went to the front door and knocked. The door was slightly ajar, and it opened under the force of his knock. He immediately covered his face from the stench of death.
Isabella stood twenty feet behind him and quickly turned away from the horrific odor.
“Somebody or something is dead in there,” said Chapman as he retreated off the porch.
“Should you look?” she asked.
“Nah. I’ve seen enough death already. There’s no way we could go into the cabin for days.”
He started back toward the car, but Isabella stood still, staring at the log-cabin-style home. She didn’t follow Chapman but, instead, walked around the side of the house on the gravel driveway.
“Where are you going?” he called after her.
She ignored his question at first, and then she began to spontaneously applaud.
Chapman called out again as he jogged toward her. “Did you find something?”
She was laughing with her hand over her mouth. Then she replied exuberantly, “It is a Scooby van! This was my favorite cartoon as a child. Scooby-Doo!”
Her enthusiasm and adorable French accent earned her a hug from Chapman. “Whoever died in there must’ve been a hippie or something. Let’s check it out.”
They walked cautiously toward the van, glancing around for any onlookers, although Chapman was comfortable the owner was dead. He studied the grille and walked around the side of the van.
“Ford Econoline,” he mumbled as he opened the door. Stale air rushed out and invaded their nostrils, but after the smell of death that had greeted them on the front porch, this was tolerable. “And it has a built-in pop-up camper on top.”
Isabella pushed past Chapman to look inside. She studied the dashboard and then smiled. She reached for the ignition and pulled out the keys. She turned to reveal her find to Chapman, but he wasn’t there.
“Isabella, back here!”
She ran toward the back of the van, dangling the keys. Chapman stood proudly over a small Featherlite horse trailer that was backed into an aluminum carport. There were two gas cans attached to its tongue with a bungee cord. Chapman looked around for a horse but didn’t see one.
Isabella proudly announced, “I have keys.”
“And we may have a replacement for our lost wagon,” Chapman added. She handed him the keys. He smiled and shrugged. “Now for the moment of truth.”
He walked around the far side of the van and checked the tires to make sure they weren’t flat. He glanced around one more time for anybody observing him and to see if the deceased person had other transportation. This appeared to be it, so Chapman suddenly got excited.
He jogged back to the driver’s door. It had a three-speed manual transmission mounted on the steering column, three on the tree, as his grandfather used to say. Chapman settled into the seat and inserted the key. He took a deep breath and turned it.
Ruh—ruh—ruh—vroom!
“Woo-hoo!” Chapman exclaimed.
He was like a teenage boy who was hustling off with somebody’s vehicle. He allowed the Scooby van to idle while he and Isabella hooked up the trailer. He glanced around the backyard for anything else of value before he slowly pulled to the front of the house. He exited the van and walked slowly toward the porch.
“Are you going inside?”
“No, not yet, anyway,” he replied as he covered his face with his shirt and pushed the front door open with his foot, where he saw the remains of a man sitting on a sofa. He beat a hasty retreat off the porch, drawing some of the stench with him.
“Why?” Isabella simply asked.
“This man deserves better than to rot inside. We’re taking his van, the least we can do is give him a proper burial. I’ll get the guys to help me when we come back.”
Isabella kissed Chapman on the cheek. “Very nice.”
 



Chapter 34
Gravel Switch, Kentucky
 
The group didn’t make it far on that afternoon, as nobody had the strength to push themselves a single extra mile. It was agreed they’d camp under the tree canopy of the cabin of the man who’d died and, for all intents and purposes, left his van and trailer to the Boone entourage.
Out of reverence, under Kristi’s careful guidance, they buried his body in a shallow grave behind his house, careful to avoid contact with any body fluids. Based upon her cursory examination, the man had been dead for eight to ten days.
The human body progresses through five basic stages of decomposition—fresh, bloat, active decay, advanced decay, and skeletal remains. At this point in the active decay process, his body had turned from green to red as his remaining blood decomposed and the organs in his abdomen accumulated gas.
They’d found several emptied vials of insulin inside his home and his refrigerator door left open. Apparently, the man was a diabetic, and without a continuous supply of insulin to inject, his body entered ketoacidosis and began to shut down. He’d probably died quickly, she opined, and most likely in severe pain.
After he was buried that evening, everyone turned in early. The guys planned to rise early to begin clearing the road, with Isabella’s help standing guard.
The next day, as they cut through the trees, they had a conversation about their changing world.
Tommy began with a question. “Levi, were you into survivalist stuff? You know, apocalypse movies, Walking Dead, stuff like that?”
“Yeah, I watched The Walking Dead, but mostly I’d try to catch some of the survival shows on the History channel or National Geographic. How about you?”
“Not really. When I was young, I was into the whole Mayan calendar thing. I couldn’t get enough of the end-of-the-world theories.”
Chapman joined in. “I think there were people who wanted something like this to happen.”
“Seriously?” asked Tommy.
“Yeah. Think about it. We enjoy movies or books that kinda take us away from reality. Now, don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t one of those people. My parents would’ve given anything for me to stay home and read a book about the apocalypse instead of driving into the middle of a tornado.”
Levi laughed as he carried a six-foot tree branch to the side of the road. “Dad trusted you to be safe about it. Mom, well, she worried a lot.”
“That’s a mom’s job,” interjected Tommy. “I have to admit, I was an action-movie guy. I was never into the apocalyptic stuff. I wish I had been, in hindsight.”
Levi continued moving logs while Tommy and Chapman cut the tree up. They were almost finished and ready to move down the road. Isabella continued to pace up and down the shoulder, watching for movement. They were already concerned that having an operating vehicle might draw the attention of someone who had bad intentions. Running a noisy chain saw to clear the road could be heard for miles through this valley.
Levi stopped and shared more of his interest in survival stories. “Did you get to see the movie about the Mariana Trench that came out last spring?”
Tommy asked, “Wait, is that the one about the giant whale thing? Meg, or something like that?”
“No, this was way better. One of the things that has always worried me are these diseases. Think about what Kristi was talking about when we buried the old guy. It’s so easy to pass a bug from one person to the other. Sometimes they’re incurable and even weaponized.”
Chapman wiped his brow and gave Tommy a thumbs-up. The guys were finished and began to make their way back to the car, where Isabella joined them.
“I’m familiar with the Mariana Trench,” said Chapman as they loaded the chain saw and gloves into the trunk. The four of them piled into the Mustang as he spoke. “What’s that got to do with viruses or diseases?”
“No, man. I’m not gonna spoil it for you. You might want to see it on Netflix or something.”
Levi appeared to be sincere until everyone looked at him like he’d lost his mind. He burst out laughing before adding, “I’m just kiddin’, y’all. Lighten up!”
They enjoyed a laugh and drove down the road to the next tree. Levi told them the plot of the story, and they all agreed it would’ve been a good movie to see, but they had their own apocalypse to deal with first.
They arrived at a tall pine tree lying diagonally across the road. This one would be a little easier, so Levi and Tommy handled it while Chapman and Isabella returned to the group to get them started.
The farther south and east they traveled, the less hurricane damage they saw. This led Chapman to believe they were on the east side of the eye wall and the storm, oftentimes the most devastating. The number of trees they had to clear diminished as the day went on, and apparently, from the looks of their surroundings, many of the buildings were only lightly damaged by the high winds.
With lifted spirits and new transportation, they were able to travel nearly thirty miles that day to just north of Liberty, Kentucky. This time they found an abandoned duplex that had survived the tornadic winds. The Green River, one of Chapman’s concerns as they were plotting their course at Riverfront Farms, had swelled at one point, as evidenced by debris and sediment on both sides of its banks. But as had been the case with the creeks farther north, the water had been temporarily sucked out of the lowlands to fuel the massive hurricane. The rain, however, was quickly refilling the saturated farmland.
The next day, their route took them across U.S. Highway 27 in the vicinity of Somerset before they crossed into the Daniel Boone National Forest. Levi’s continued discussion of apocalyptic movies coupled with Tommy’s description of the societal collapse evident in Chicago when the power grid was first taken down was a grim reminder that their fellow man was capable of anything in their desire to take advantage of the weak, or simply to survive.
They’d all experienced it now firsthand.
 



Chapter 35
Science Hill, Kentucky
 
It had been another day of uneventful travel as they made their way through the hills and valleys of Central Kentucky. Moving southeast across the state, the impact of the hurricane lessened and the flood threat returned. As evening approached, the weary travelers came upon a deserted convenience store that had been looted. Following a quick security check, the group agreed to call it a day.
After sweeping the broken glass out with the store’s broom, one of the few things the looters didn’t take, they settled in for a night of sleeping under a roof. Because of the looting, the group decided to rotate two people in and out throughout the night to stand watch.
Carly and Isabella, who were typically early risers, relieved Levi and Chapman at three in the morning after their arrival. They walked a perimeter that gave them clear visibility up and down the highway. Their primary focus of attention was the wooded area behind the store.
Levi reported numerous paths had been cut through the trees. Underbrush had been cleared, and the trails might have been used by local teens. Emptied twelve-packs of beer were found periodically, as well as cigarette butts.
He and Chapman wandered down a few of the trails toward a nearby subdivision that fronted U.S. Highway 27 on the other side. It appeared the residents used the trails to access the store rather than drive around the woods.
Adjacent to the store was a field with tall grasses ideal for the horses and Wonky Donkey to graze. They were each tied off to a different tree to provide them plenty to eat. The two patrolling guards kept a careful eye on the horses as well, not just because they were such a valuable asset, but to monitor those who were recovering from their wounds.
As they made another pass behind the store, Carly stopped them.
“Shh. Did you hear that?”
“No,” replied Isabella.
“A twig cracked.” Carly lowered herself to a crouch. Through the steady rain, she heard it again.
CRACK!
“I heard that one,” whispered Isabella.
“Come on,” said Carly. An accomplished hunter, she sensed someone was approaching. She walked slowly across the wet grass.
Both of them carried the AR-10 rifles, the designated battle rifles of the group. While each situation called for a different tool, every threat needed to be addressed with a different weapon. The AR-10 was as good as it gets for a civilian unless they were attacked in close quarters, when a shotgun was preferable for inexperienced shooters.
Isabella was comfortable with the use of her rifle, having carried it since their trip to Fort Wayne. She readied it and provided a little separation between her and Carly as they approached the woods.
Without warning, a Labrador retriever bolted out of the woods, tail wagging, panting playfully. The yellow Lab ran straight for them, happily bouncing through the wet grass and ignoring the annoying rain that drenched its double coat.
The two women laughed and relaxed, placing their rifles on their shoulders and kneeling down to greet the playful pup. Neither had seen a dog since departing the farm, and Brooke had become more people than pet as she rapidly matured.
“Well, what do we have here?” asked Carly, accepting a few slobbery kisses from the dog and returning the affection with generous scrubbing of his neck.
The dog’s enthusiasm was infectious, and Isabella joined in heaping playful rubbing and scratching on him. Seconds later, they learned the distraction of an overly friendly dog might just get them killed.
The unmistakable sound of a shell being racked into a shotgun caught them off guard. They nervously scrambled to pull their handguns, but a threatening voice caused them to freeze.
“Don’t even think about it,” a man snarled from the edge of the woods just a few feet away. He snapped his fingers twice and the dog immediately obeyed, hustling back to his owner.
Another voice joined the man from behind. “You’re gonna do as we say or you’re gonna die. This is no joke, ladies.”
“Shit,” whispered Carly as her mind raced.
“That’s right, missy. Shit about sums it up.”
“Get their guns, son,” the first man instructed.
A shadow appeared out of the woods, followed by another smaller one. A boy. He hesitated before walking toward Isabella.
Carly considered her options. It was dark and they couldn’t see any better than she could. They might be wearing some type of night-vision goggles, but they were rare. A hunter, like Levi, might have a night-vision scope, and she had to assume one of them did, which was how they got so close to her in the first place.
She gritted her teeth in anger at herself. The dog was a perfect ploy, the ultimate form of trickery. Who could turn down the love of a yellow Lab?
The boy moved closer, watching his steps to make sure he didn’t slip. Carly glanced at Isabella, who was beginning to remove her rifle. She’d come to love her new friend and didn’t want to put her life in jeopardy, but the threats these men posed for them, as well as everyone asleep inside, required she take a risk.
“Here you go, kid,” Carly said, seeming to cooperate. Still kneeling, she removed her rifle and dropped it on the ground in front of her. She focused on the boy’s movements. He was scared, prepared to retreat if he became frightened. Carly needed a distraction, one that wouldn’t result in itchy trigger fingers killing the two of them.
She snapped her fingers twice, and the playful Labrador responded immediately. He closed the thirty feet or so, splashing his clumsy paws on the wet ground. The boy was distracted and gave Carly the split second she needed.
With her left hand, she reached forward and grabbed the boy by the shirt and pulled him toward her. With her right, she expertly drew her pistol and cocked the hammer.
“Shit!” the man said from the dark woods.
“You got that right, mister!” Carly purposefully responded to him even louder. His concern was for his son and not those sleeping in deathly silence in the convenience store. In a world without power, you hear sounds that you wouldn’t ordinarily notice despite the nonstop rain. She raised her voice a little more. “Now it’s time for you two to back off.”
“No, you drop it!” The other man turned on a tactical flashlight attached to his rifle barrel. He trained it on Isabella. He spoke even louder, his ire having replaced his previously stealthy approach. “I’ll shoot her if you don’t let go of the boy!”
Carly was playing them both. She argued a little louder. “Maybe so, but who cares? I just picked her up on the road anyway. But if you do, the kid dies and I’ll take one of you with me.”
Carly was getting nervous, the exchange had taken just a minute, but time was not on her side. She was holding the man’s son at gunpoint, and if this standoff escalated, he’d panic. It wouldn’t end well for anybody.
The man’s rifle holding the flashlight swung back and forth between the two targets. It illuminated Carly and the boy, who appeared to be eleven or twelve. Then it focused on Isabella, the only bargaining chip the man could threaten.
“You ain’t gonna kill a kid!” the man exclaimed as he stepped a little closer to Isabella.
“Carly,” said Isabella nervously, “I will give them—” She never finished her statement.
Simultaneously, a gunshot rang out from Carly’s left and a shotgun blast, followed immediately by a second, from her right.
“Shut up!” It was her husband’s voice as he moved quickly toward the father.
“Carly?” Her mother asked from her right as she pulled the slide on her Remington shotgun and prepared to shoot again.
“William, run!” a girl’s voice in the woods screamed.
The boy wriggled out of Carly’s hands and scrambled away, disappearing into the dark woods in just seconds. The dog gave chase, and the sounds of their feet could be heard in the distance.
Then the boy stopped and shouted, “You’ll pay for this!”
Levi checked the men to confirm they were dead, and then he helped his wife off the ground. Carly was crying as she held him tight. Sarah hugged Isabella, and then Chapman raced around the corner of the building to join in. Half a minute later, everyone was awake, wandering around the building with their weapons drawn.
Levi stripped the men of their guns and ammunition and handed them to Tommy, who’d walked a few paces into the woods to ensure nobody was coming back right away.
Tommy turned around and spoke in an alarmed voice. “The boy may have been distraught, but we have to take him at his word. We need to load up and get out of here.”
“Absolutely,” agreed Levi. “We left most of our stuff in the van and wagon, so we can head out right now. Can you stand guard while we get everyone goin’?”
“Sure,” he replied.
“I will, too,” said Kristi, who emerged from the front of the building. “I’ve already got the kids up and ready. Let’s not waste any time.”
The plan was settled upon, and just as the others began to make their way back around the building, dogs started barking on the other side of the woods. Lots and lots of dogs.
 



Chapter 36
Science Hill, Kentucky
 
The much-maligned pit bull dog breed was often in the press associated with dog fighting and turning on their owners. Certainly, some pits were selected and bred for their fighting ability. They had a propensity to fight and were therefore used for those purposes by evil people trying to profit off their breeding. Other pit bulls, those specifically bred for companionship, have long been popular family pets noted for their gentleness, affection, and loyalty.
This dichotomy between beloved pet and stone-cold killer was cast aside when the rapid pole shift occurred. Even the most lovable dog could become a vicious threat without warning.
William and his sister returned to their home after running through the woods they were all too familiar with. The man who’d been shot, their stepfather, was an unemployed, wife-beating, child-abusing piece of trash from Harlan, Kentucky, who moved to Science Hill when he came under investigation for running a dog-fighting ring.
He laid low at first, keeping his nose clean and working a steady job at the nearby meat-processing plant. But he had a taste for whiskey and strippers, so he befriended a neighbor with similar vices. The two of them concocted a pit-bull fighting operation, which they ran out of a remote barn in the nearby woods.
During the spring and summer months, a mysterious epidemic of missing dogs made the news in nearby Somerset and eventually into the Lexington media market. It was believed that family pets were being abducted to be sold on CraigsList and in local newspapers. The investigators adopted this as their working theory and immediately began hunting the perpetrators.
They were way off base. The boy’s stepfather and his neighbor friend were dognapping the animals to be used in training pit bulls to kill. It was a gruesome, horrific act of inhumanity, but neither of the humans were completely human.
After the collapse, they used their ability to train animals to their advantage. The yellow Labrador was just one of many tools in their arsenal to disarm unsuspecting victims like Carly and Isabella. Their operation had become so successful, they kept their homes well-stocked with supplies and food, even establishing a lucrative bartering enterprise with their illicit gains.
William was one of the young teens who had roamed the woods after school, drinking beer with older kids and eventually taking up smoking. His sister, a petite fifteen-year-old, became attractive prey for the teenage boys of Science Hill. Her mother looked the other way as her new husband shamelessly flirted with the child. After all, her stepfather had done the same with her, and she turned out okay.
There was no love lost between William, his sister and the man who was sprawled out dead behind the convenience store with a gaping gunshot wound in his chest courtesy of Levi’s .308 rifle. However, the man, for all his faults, was a provider and managed to not only keep the family alive, but in far better shape than their richer neighbors. Killing their stepfather was tantamount to taking away the family breadwinner, and the kids vowed to get even.
They tried to wake their mother to tell her what had happened, but she was half-naked, passed out on the sofa, a bottle of vodka in one hand and a crack pipe lying on the floor next to her other. They gave up on her and decided to take matters into their own hands.
They went into their mom’s bedroom and found two handguns in the dresser drawers. After making sure the revolvers were loaded, they went around the side of the house to the dog pens.
Lined up in two dozen rows, chain-link fences divided the pit bulls from each other. These dog runs used to be connected to a common area where the animals could frolic and fight one another, although they always seemed to hold back before going after each other’s jugular. It was a kinship of sorts, a common respect, born out of working together to kill family pets for sport, a much easier task.
William and his sister weren’t involved with the training and handling of the dogs. They were familiar with them, and vice versa, but were never permitted to touch them or interact other than watching the fights from time to time.
He had, however, closely observed his stepfather’s techniques and instructions. He’d learned the commands he gave them to perform the basics such as sit, stay, etcetera. He also studied the other commands, the ones that earned the dysfunctional family money—how to fight and kill.
By nature, William was shy and lacked confidence. He was regularly beaten by his stepfather, so he hesitated in every decision he made. It was that same lack of confidence that gave Carly the ability to throw him off guard and hold a gun to his head. He was angry for himself for failing his family and causing the death of the man who fed them, regardless of his methods.
Somebody had to pay a price, and he decided to unleash the best weapon his family had—the dogs.
His sister opened the dog runs one by one. At first, the pit bulls were uncertain of what was happening. They were never allowed out of their cages unless restrained by a muzzle and a long metal lead. They were always handled with great respect for their ability to kill any living being.
He stood at the opening to the trail that led directly to the convenience store. On his stepfather’s orders, he’d been studying the group that had arrived at the convenience store just before dark. When he reported they had operating vehicles and several horses, his stepfather and dog-fighting partner put together a plan.
The two men had no one else they could trust, and based upon the boy’s surveillance, the people who moved into the store for the night appeared to be formidable. However, the new group did have weaknesses in the dog-abuser’s mind—women and children. They were always the weak cog in every wheel. As it turned out, he was dead wrong.
Nonetheless, he instructed William to report back to the house if there was ever a shift change in the group’s security routine when one or more women took a turn. When he heard two women were on patrol, he came up with his brilliant plan to take them hostage and trade them for the vehicles, supplies, and horses, maybe after a go or two in the sack. None of the above materialized, so William, the new man of the house, came up with a plan B.
He decided to lead the pit bulls down the path and instruct them to attack the group responsible for his stepfather’s death. While they distracted the group, he and his sister would steal a couple of horses. His stepfather had mentioned they brought top dollar on his barter exchange days. William thought his mom would be proud of his efforts to take care of the family, and forget about her dead husband.
The dogs were now loose and milling about outside their runs. William ran ahead toward the trail and prepared to call them, only it wasn’t done through vocalizations. His stepfather had taught his pit bulls to react to unusual sounds outside the fighting ring. Snaps of the fingers meant come. Creating an ocarina with his hands to produce an owl-like sound meant for the dogs to follow.
In ancient cultures, an ocarina was a flute-like instrument. Over time, humans learned to cup their hands in a certain way and blow into them. The sounds produced ranged from a whistle to the more popular hoot of an owl.
As he had learned by watching his stepfather, and practiced well out of range of the man’s powerful backhand, William called the dogs.
He clasped his hands together, then blew a steady stream of air into the space between his thumbs. Using his fingers to vary the pitch, the untrained ear might have thought an owl was singing in the distance. The pit bulls knew better and reacted immediately.
They ran in a circle briefly until one of them picked up on the direction the owl hoot was coming from. Two of the pits, brownish-red in color, pushed through the pack and raced toward William, who stood in the middle of the trail.
William heard the panting animals and their paws pounding on the wet turf. He turned to run toward the convenience store. He abruptly stopped and called to the dogs again, this time changing the position of his fingers to adjust the pitch even higher.
Four of the dogs passed him, scouting ahead, heads scanning, their sense of smell going into hyper-overdrive. They smelled blood. They didn’t care if it was their former masters. Their bloodshot eyes grew wide and excited. They let out several barks, and soon the entire pack followed, barking excitedly.
William jumped off the trail and shimmied up an oak tree a few feet, not that it would’ve mattered if the animals chose to attack him. Pit bulls were notorious high jumpers. They ran past him like greyhounds chasing a rabbit at the dog track. Dozens of paws sloshed through the now muddy path, giving chase to the insatiable smell of blood.
The pits were almost rabid in their intensity. They raced toward the convenience store, a freight train of out-of-their-minds animals snarling at one another as they fought for position. By the time they hit the clearing at the end of the trail and discovered their dead masters, they were crazed and aggressive, ready to kill.
 



Chapter 37
Science Hill, Kentucky
 
It had to be Kristi and Tommy guarding the back of the convenience store as the vicious pit bulls roared through the woods in their direction. The two members of the group who’d devoted their lives to protecting and saving animals of all kinds were now facing the unfathomable.
Kristi heard what she thought were horses galloping through the woods. She tilted her head and slowly raised the AR-10 given to her by Isabella. She’d been shown how to use the powerful weapon but had never actually shot it. That was about to change.
“Tommy, they’re coming,” she said in an eerily calm voice.
“But, what?”
Kristi didn’t respond, instead shouting to the others, “Hey! We need help!”
All at once, four of the pit bulls burst from the woods and rushed into the opening. Body after furry body spilled out of the trail. The pits, in all sizes and color variations, had one thing in common—a ravenous appetite for flesh, alive or dead.
The dogs snarled and barked as more emerged, biting at each other, angrily fighting to be the first to feast on the two dead men in front of them. Fur flew, drool sprayed out of their mouths, and teeth gnashed as the first of the pack pounced on the stepfather.
“Shoot them!” shouted Levi as he rounded the corner. He’d seen what voracious eaters canines could be when in a frenzy. He pulled the bolt on his rifle and shot into the pack.
Kristi and Tommy set aside their love for all kinds of animals, whether they were African wildlife or pit bulls trained to kill. They began firing at the dogs.
More of the charging herd spilled out of the woods, diving into the pile of their dead mates to gnaw at the human flesh. Then, inexplicably, two of them broke away from the feeding frenzy and ran north around the building.
Levi gave chase, shouting as he ran, “The horses! They’re going after the horses!”
The faint sound of an owl in the distance struck Kristi as odd, but she continued to fire round after round into the pack of pit bulls until her only twenty-five-round magazine was emptied. She cast the rifle aside and pulled her handgun, taking up a defensive position next to Tommy.
Tommy was more selective in his firing, choosing to aim and acquire a target, a difficult task in the driving rain and darkness. Bravely, he stepped a few paces toward the frenzy and held his fire as he searched the darkness for the last remaining dog. He squeezed the trigger and it was killed instantly.
The owl sound could be heard again, and so was gunfire and shouting.
“Shoot the dogs!”
“They’re taking the horses!”
“Watch out!”
Kristi began to run toward the trees where the horses were kept. “Come on, Tommy! We have to help them!”
Tommy hesitated and then shouted back, “No! I have an idea. Come this way!”
Kristi ran back to join him, and they rushed into the dark woods, following the trail the best they could without falling. Using the tracks in the mud left by the pack of crazed dogs, Tommy pushed forward, the barrel of his rifle leading the way.
More gunshots could be heard, and soon the insanely barking dogs were silenced. However, that didn’t deter Tommy from following up on his hunch. He continued to lead Kristi through the woods until a clearing appeared in front of them.
“Let’s wait here,” he quietly instructed her.
“It’s just a house,” she said.
He nudged her and pointed to their left. The coming daylight provided just enough illumination to reveal the dog runs. He turned back to her and whispered in her ear, “That wasn’t an owl back there. I know owls, and they wouldn’t be communicating in the midst of all this gunfire and dog barking. I think that was a signal of some kind.”
“Somebody was distracting us?” she asked.
“Yeah, to steal our horses. They used the Labrador to distract Carly and Isabella. Why wouldn’t they use the other dogs to distract the rest of us while they went after—”
Kristi clamped her hand over his mouth. “Shhh, I hear something.”
The unmistakable sound of heavy horse hooves tromping through wet turf came from their left. Tommy turned to Kristi and pointed for her to take up a position behind a four-foot-tall stack of firewood. He pointed toward a broken sedan sitting on cinder blocks on the opposite side of the yard.
“Let them come into the middle of the yard and I’ll confront them first. You come out afterwards so they see they’re surrounded.”
“Okay,” she whispered as she ran along the edge of the woods until she reached the woodpile.
Tommy rushed across the open lawn until he slipped near the broken-down car. He quickly regained his composure and crawled around the fender to get into position.
Seconds later, two riders approached on the Boones’ horses. Once they were in the center of the backyard, Tommy burst out from behind the car.
“Stop right there!” he shouted.
William and his sister were not experienced riders, so they were unable to halt their horses. Kristi recognized this immediately, so she charged from behind the woodpile to grab the reins.
She never saw the kids’ inebriated mother emerge from the sliding glass door off the living room. The woman had a .22-caliber rifle and fired wildly into the air. The bullet never had a chance to locate a target, but Tommy’s .308 rounds came closer. He shot three rounds in rapid succession that obliterated the glass doors and embedded in the vinyl siding near the woman.
The woman and her kids screamed; the horses panicked and rose on their back legs, unceremoniously dumping the two kids onto the wet ground. With the remaining family of three crying in fear, Tommy walked briskly to the woman who’d fired the errant shot. He ripped the rifle out of her hands and shook his head in disgust as she lay sprawled on the wood deck with her robe wide open.
“Cover yourself up!” he shouted as he tucked her rifle under his arm. He turned around to assist Kristi, who was struggling to calm the horses. With his rifle trained on the two kids, who were hugging each other on the ground, he shouted at them, “Do you have any weapons?”
“What?” said the girl.
“Guns! Do you have a gun?”
William responded and begged for their lives, “No. No guns. Please don’t kill us.”
“We should kill you!” screamed an irate Kristi, and then pointed at the boy’s waist. “What’s that?”
She’d controlled the horses and handed the reins to Tommy. She stomped through the mud, pointing her handgun at them as she approached. “Stand up! Now!”
The two kids found their way onto their feet. They were crying and barely able to speak. She grabbed the pistol from the kid’s waistband and then turned to the girl. She readily retrieved her weapon from behind her back and gave it to Kristi.
Kristi berated them for a moment and then told them to take their mother inside. They ran through what was left of the sliding door, her mother so drunk and high she didn’t notice the broken glass she was walking through in her bare feet.
“Here comes the cavalry,” said Tommy as two horses arrived carrying Chapman and Levi.
“Y’all good?” asked Levi as he quickly dismounted.
“Yeah,” replied Kristi. “It appeared to be a family enterprise.”
Tommy laughed. “Well, they’re out of business now. Let’s hit the road.”
Chapman looked toward the sky, which was turning from black to gray. The rain pelted his face again. He didn’t have to say the phrase aloud, as they all knew what he was thinking.
Same shit. Different day.
 



Chapter 38
Volunteer Fire Department
Mount Victory, Kentucky
 
After more than a week on the road, during which time they’d survived the caving in of the tunnel, a man wielding a gun, a massive hurricane, and then bad people doing bad things with bad dogs, the group had flat-out hit rock bottom—emotionally, mentally, and physically.
For Sarah, the death of Squire had been painful in every way. The suddenness of his illness, coupled with the revelation he’d been hiding his pain from her, angered her at first, and she felt guilty for it. Now, as she slowly woke up, she cried. Not just because of the predicament they were in, from losing their home to the ordeal they’d been put through, but because she never really had a chance to say goodbye to her husband. Speaking to the dead at a funeral didn’t count as far as she was concerned.
She rose out of the back seat of a fire engine. It was a proud, majestic shiny apple red machine that once saved the lives of a farmer and his family. Today, it sat inside the Mount Victory Volunteer Fire Department, involuntarily retired like every complex modern machine. Now, it had served as her bedroom for the night.
As she gathered the courage to face another day, she exited the truck and immediately noticed the bay door of the corrugated-steel building had been rolled up. It was already daylight and she shook her head and rolled her eyes as she climbed down the side of the beautiful truck.
Obviously, it had been put out of commission by the geostorm before the house across the street had burned to the ground. The home was still smoldering despite Mother Nature’s own prolific fire-suppression system having doused the flames a day earlier.
She smelled coffee, which immediately brought a smile to her face. Her family greeted her with subdued good mornings and forced smiles. Like her, they were putting on a happy-to-be-here façade. Sarah made her way to the bathroom, where a bucket of water stood ready to assist in flushing the toilet. She sat there for a moment, trying to look back with gratitude at the incredible gifts that had been bestowed upon her family, new friends, and her own health. It gave her some comfort in knowing God had her back.
She rinsed her hands in the bucket full of rainwater and then flushed the toilet by pouring it into the bowl. Once it filled to a certain level, the volume of water triggered the gravity design of the toilet and it flushed itself.
Before getting her morning coffee and engaging the group in small talk, she did a self-assessment of their current circumstances.
Have we hit rock bottom?
Is this as bad as it gets?
If she were to base her answer on the looks of the tired, dejected faces of her family huddled around the fire as Isabella and Carly prepared breakfast, the answer would be a resounding yes.
The family still trusted in the plan, and fortunately, for harmony’s sake anyway, nobody had questioned Chapman and Isabella’s advice to leave Riverfront Farms. The constantly rising water was continual evidence to all of them that the planet was being subjected to a massive upheaval. A cataclysm that, in Sarah’s mind, could only have the hands of God all over it.
Certainly, she’d heard whispers between Levi and Carly, the two members of the group she considered to be contrarian—a polite way of saying arguers-in-chief. It was simply their nature to disagree and be somewhat pigheaded during a debate. Sarah smiled as she thought to herself, Just like Squire. She firmly believed Levi would always question the decision to leave their home at Riverfront Farms. Frankly, had he not been instrumental in approving their choice of destination in the Cumberland Gap, their ancestors’ old stomping grounds, he and his family might have refused to leave.
Sarah recalled the phrase Levi had introduced to the family. Words inscribed on the back of a compass he’d retrieved from the dead pilot in Canada. Every adventure requires a first step. Well, Sarah would add her own ditty to those words. Like any good adventure, it’s only worthwhile if you come back smarter and stronger.
There were solid lessons and wisdom to be garnered from what they’d been through since Squire’s death. One of those was the realization their days at Riverfront Farms had been numbered one way or the other.
She’d always thought they’d stretched their finances through the purchases of the old Boone lands surrounding Riverfront Farms. Squire had been hell-bent on establishing some kind of legacy, not satisfied with the one he had under his feet already. Regardless, she’d agreed, which made her equally culpable in putting the family in a financial pickle with Bully Billy, the functional equivalent of a Vlasic slicing machine.
Nonetheless, the demise of the American power grid may or may not have saved the farm, but the hand of God and the epic flood He created certainly would have taken it. Sarah sighed as Kristi noticed her standing alone. Her quiet time to reflect on where they’d come from was over. It was time to focus on the future. Maybe, she thought to herself, her family was feeling the same way. Perhaps they needed a pep talk.
“Mom, are you okay?” asked Kristi as she brought her a mug of coffee. “Carly made it, so beware, it’ll grow hair on your chest.”
The two women shared a laugh as Sarah took her first sip. She pulled her sweatshirt away from her neck and stared down to her chest. “Sure enough, it’s sproutin’ out of there like daffodils in the spring.”
Kristi laughed so hard she snorted coffee through her nostrils. Sarah couldn’t help herself as she did the same, and then oddly, both women started to cry.
But they weren’t tears of sadness. True, they were emotional, but mostly, they came from the heart. They immediately hugged each other and then, embarrassed by their sudden breakdown, laughed and teased one another.
The rest of the group looked in their direction, trying to discern what had just happened between mother and daughter. Nobody would be able to understand if the two women tried to explain it. The bond they shared was one Carly would share with Rachel one day, but not until they were much older. When a daughter approached a certain age, like forty, suddenly she and her mom became somewhat like sisters. Kristi’s absence from home had prevented that new phase in their relationship from developing until now.
“How is everybody this fine morning?” began a now chipper Sarah. “Great coffee, Carly. Thank you for fixing it. I guess the comfy, cozy back seat of a fire truck was just what my old bones needed to sleep in.”
As Isabella doled out the oatmeal to everyone, Sarah walked just outside the building and reached down to grab a handful of limestone rock that made up the driveway to the building. She walked back to a group of curious eyes.
With a slight smile, she dropped the rocks on the floor at their feet and gently kicked them with her toe to spread them out. Then she began to speak.
“Rock bottom. Does everyone know what I mean by that?”
Most nodded, a couple shrugged, and the kids, who were playing with Brooke on a ladder truck, didn’t care.
Chapman was the first to speak. “Sure, Mom. What are you saying?”
“By a show of hands, how many of you think we’ve hit rock bottom? I mean right here, right now.”
Carly and Kristi raised their hands.
“How many of you think rock bottom was the day we pulled out of the farm?”
She and Levi raised their hands.
“How many of you think rock bottom may still be up ahead?”
Chapman and Tommy raised their hands.
Isabella was the only one who didn’t render an opinion, so she explained her feelings. “My grandfather told me the best day to be alive is tomorrow. As long as I am still breathing, there is no rock bottom. When I stop breathing, well, it is at that point that I know I cannot go any lower.”
“Come here,” said Sarah, gesturing with her arms for Isabella to join her side. “I knew from the moment I met you that you were a special person.” She hugged Isabella and then turned back to the group.
“I woke up this morning feeling sorry for myself. I missed my husband. I regretted being mad at him for not telling me sooner about his illness. And I was incredibly sad I never got to say goodbye.
“I thought I’d hit rock bottom, too. I realized, though, after reaching what I thought was my lowest point, I started to take stock of my life. All of our lives, really. I considered the fact our situation can and will get better. Are we going to face challenges and adversity? Absolutely. Even after we get settled, life won’t be easy.
“That said, the gems mined in the darkest moments of our journey are what give us courage to persevere, wisdom to make good choices, and a richness that can’t be given by money.
“We can all sit here feeling sorry for ourselves. To that I say, all you’re gonna do is chafe your butt.”
Chapman chuckled. “If you saw mine, Mom, you’d realize it’s been like that since we left the farm. Saddle sores are a bitch!”
“TMI, brother!” teased Kristi.
“Don’t laugh. I’m right there with ya, man,” added Tommy.
Everyone started laughing as they overshared the conditions of their buttocks, from skin abrasions to an acne-like rash to Chapman finally admitting he had a boil on his butt.
This last revelation blew the doors off Sarah’s otherwise serious pep talk, but in a way, it served its purpose. The distraught and dejected travelers lifted their spirits and were soon talking about the days ahead and the last sixty miles or so to Middlesboro, where they would enter the Cumberland Gap.
 



Chapter 39
Daniel Boone National Forest
Kentucky
 
Levi and Chapman took their turn at driving ahead in the Mustang that day. It had been a truly valuable resource, enabling the group to send scouts out in front of the slowly moving covered wagon and horses. In addition, the Ford Econoline, now referred to as the Scooby van, was pulling the horse trailer with a recovering patient—the horse injured by the metal roof panel. Kristi and Tommy were diligent about caring for the horse’s wound and were pleased with her progress. However, the trauma had left her weak, and she required transportation in the trailer. The slow pace of the wagon was an overall benefit to the other horses’ recovery, too.
Levi was concerned with the intersection of the two-lane highway with the Rockcastle River. The massive presence of the Laurel River Lake, which was fed, in part, by the Cumberland River, dictated their route.
Levi would’ve preferred to avoid the small town of Corbin. Located next to Interstate 75, he assumed its normal population of eight thousand had probably swelled to more than double that as stranded travelers sought shelter and food. With resources most likely running scarce, he doubted the locals were still receptive to new arrivals.
“This was always my favorite part of the trip,” he said, making small talk with his brother. The tension between them had subdued, but with every life-threatening challenge, the two brothers still seemed to get perturbed with one another at times.
“This is the heart of Daniel Boone National Forest, right?” asked Chapman as his eyes constantly scanned ahead, as well as along both sides of the road. The highway cut through hills and heavily wooded landscape. He felt they were ideal to stage an ambush.
“Yup, it’s been sixty years since they named it after Uncle Daniel,” replied Levi with a serious face.
Chapman glanced toward him to see if he was joking by referring to their famous relative of two-hundred-plus years ago as uncle. Technically, Levi was right, but it seemed odd to call him Uncle Daniel, and he couldn’t recall his brother using that term before.
Chapman studied the map. “I think the river is up ahead. You know, we’re back in one of those situations again.”
“Like?” asked Levi.
“The Ohio. If this bridge is flooded, then we’ve got to head way north to get around it. We’ve gone out of our way as it is to avoid that big lake over there somewhere.” Chapman pointed at the passenger window with his thumb.
“I can’t remember every one of these rivers, but this seemed fairly wide and shallow. Of course, everything’s changed with all of this rain.”
Levi let off the gas and applied the brakes to slow his descent down an incline.
Chapman sat forward in his seat and looked over the dashboard. “We’re about to find out,” he muttered as he set the map on his lap.
Levi inched closer and stopped just short of the swollen river. It had risen nearly twenty feet from its normal elevation, right at the point where the surface of the overpass crossed over it.
“That’s really close, but I see pavement, mostly,” he observed. “Let’s take a look.”
The two men exited the car and walked through two-inch-deep water in some spots and onto wet pavement elsewhere. They reached the center of the bridge, and Levi purposefully walked through the standing water. Then he walked to the edge of the bridge railing and looked over. The river was flowing smoothly under the bridge but occasionally splashed over the concrete curb onto the road surface.
Chapman rubbed his hand through his hair and then scrubbed it vigorously to shake off the excess water. It was replaced within a minute with more, which led him to his line of questioning. “How far did we travel from Mount Victory?”
“Five miles.”
Chapman calculated and then looked toward the sky. He studied the water levels again. “We’re clear to Corbin after this, at least from water obstacles anyway. It’ll take the rest of them a couple of hours to get across.”
“They’re already on their way, but we should go back and give them a heads-up to keep it movin’.”
After Levi started the engine, Chapman glanced at the fuel gauge. “Tank’s full?” he asked.
“Yeah, emptied a five-gallon can in there this morning to top it off.”
“How many do we have left?”
“One.”
“Before, I thought that would be plenty, but now we have the Scooby van. It had some gas, and the old guy had two partially filled cans plus more in the lawn tractor.”
“We’re sixty or seventy miles from Middlesboro,” interrupted Levi. “I think we’re good, but we should always be on the lookout for gas. Other than our working cars, it’s a valuable commodity.”
The guys drove back and immediately turned around, keeping track of their time and mileage in order to meet the group back at the bridge in case the river rose abruptly.
It was only twenty miles to North Corbin, where they planned on crossing Interstate 75. A quick drive by car, but a full day via a modern-day wagon train. Not only did they need to confirm the roads were cleared, but that there weren’t any human threats to deal with. The incident north of Somerset was still in the forefront of their minds. Carly and Isabella could’ve died that night, not to mention they might’ve lost their horses.
During a brief conversation with the group, Levi emptied the remainder of their fuel into the two vehicles. He rearranged some supplies and placed their four empty five-gallon containers in the Mustang. His siphoning gear was already located in the trunk.
They made good time through the forest and were pleased to see the water levels had remained the same. The closer they got to Corbin, the more populated the countryside became. This part of Kentucky had been spared the devastating winds caused by the hurricane. Flooding, however, seemed much worse.
Farms carved around the outskirts of the national forest were flooded like a rice field in Vietnam. Cattle stood knee deep in water as they grazed on any available tall grasses in their pastures.
Levi turned north on Keavy Road to find the only local road crossing the interstate that wasn’t located in the town of Corbin. It was a mile out of the way to the north, but the delay was justified. The Boones had learned the more people they encountered, the more likely there might be a deadly confrontation.
The interstate came into view in the distance and so did their next obstacle. There was a flooded field a mile wide, which had consumed the interstate and the road they needed to travel on.
Chapman slammed his head against the back of his seat and sighed. “Levi, it’s at least ten miles to the north before we can cross seventy-five. And, according to the map, it’s one of the main exits in London. That’s a heckuva lot worse than dealing with the north part of Corbin.”
Levi stuck his hand out for the map, and Chapman gladly turned it over to him. He studied it for a moment and then rested his elbow on the door to provide a hand to rest his chin on. He stared out the windows and shook his head in disbelief.
“We’ve gotta go for it,” he finally said. “We’ll just take the Cumberland Gap Parkway right through North Corbin. It won’t be as bad as the more populated areas south.”
“It’ll look like a damn Fourth of July parade as we roll through there. Everyone will surround us to either beg for something or take what we have.”
“Yeah,” said Levi, stretching out the word. “What if we go through in the middle of the night?”
Chapman raised his eyebrows and jutted out his chin. He turned in his seat to lean against the passenger door. “Most people would be asleep, so we might draw less of a crowd.”
“Yeah. We can also position the horses and wagon in between the cars so we can close ranks if there’s a problem.”
Chapman nodded in agreement. “We’ll use the horses for crowd control, like the cops do. You know, if it comes to that.”
“We can pull it off,” said Levi confidently. “I think we should find a place to stop short for the night. After dark, a few of us will ride in on horseback to get the lay of the land. If it’s a no-go, we’ll figure something out then.”
He and Chapman exchanged a high five, and for the first time, the two brothers were truly seeing eye to eye.
 



Chapter 40
North Corbin, Kentucky
 
It was two in the morning when the Boones saddled the horses and prepared for their three-mile trip through a once busy business district along the Cumberland Gap Parkway in North Corbin. They’d made camp in a used-RV sales business just across a flooded creek that fed Laurel River Lake. After confirming the owner was nowhere to be found, they broke into the towable recreation vehicles and rested until Chapman woke everyone up in the middle of the night. After checking the highway overpass, which was ten feet above the current water level, he determined the flooding wasn’t a hindrance to their crossing the creek and declared them ready to proceed.
Levi and Kristi led the way on their horses, armed with the AR-10s and sidearms. Isabella, with Jesse and Rachel tucked into the back seat, drove the Scooby van next, with the donkey and the wounded horse sharing cramped quarters in the trailer. The recuperating horse didn’t need to be subjected to surprises from anyone who might rush at them. Wonky Donkey was slow and had a propensity to take breaks at inopportune times.
The wagon, driven by Sarah, held most of their food supplies. Tommy drove the Mustang, with Brooke buckled in the back seat, while Chapman and Carly brought up the rear on horseback.
One of their first challenges was just as they entered the stretch of businesses near the interstate exit. There were five hotels around the access ramps together with a KOA campground. A truck stop was full of stranded vehicles, and despite the late hour, a few pedestrians could be seen walking along the interstate above their heads as they moved slowly down the parkway.
Levi was the first to see movement as they approached the underpass. He shouted loud enough to be heard over their vehicles, “Weapons, everybody!” It was a call to action to his group and a warning to anyone who might challenge them.
Sarah laid her pistol in her lap and scooted her rifle a little closer to her hip on the seat. Sitting up high off the ground in the wagon, she had as good a view as anyone as to their surroundings. She wore a broad-rimmed gardening hat that she’d carried with her ever since Chapman had warned of the sun’s harmful rays making their way to the Earth’s surface. Now it did a fine job of keeping rainwater out of her eyes.
They passed under the interstate. Levi and Kristi focused their attention on a dozen or so people who were sleeping under the concrete structure to avoid the rainfall. A few stirred as they went past, especially as the cars’ exhaust systems reverberated off the road and underside of the highway. Neither was very stealthy. The Scooby van was old, and the Mustang’s engine was accompanied by a throaty exhaust system. Despite the noise, thus far, they weren’t approached by anyone.
Levi led them down Cumberland Gap Parkway. On the other side of I-75, a Walmart was surrounded by temporary fencing and razor wire. Across the massive parking lot, military tents and vehicles filled every inch of concrete.
Kristi pointed down the hill over the trees. “Do you think they took over the store? You know, for the food?”
“Or it’s a staging area for something else,” said Levi as he continued. “It’s the largest parking lot around, probably.”
“Are you surprised nobody has approached us?” she asked.
Levi glanced back and forth to both sides of the road. It was a four-lane divided highway separated by a once-grassy, now muddy median and steel guardrails. Small strip centers containing businesses like laundromats and furniture rental stores sat vacant. There were no signs of life, unlike the dozens of people who had wandered both sides of the highway earlier when he and Chapman had scouted the route.
“Yeah, actually. The cars make so much noise, with everything else being so quiet, they stand out.”
Kristi offered an explanation. “It helps that the rain is pouring down pretty hard. It’s almost deafening.”
“Blessing and a curse, as they say,” quipped Levi.
They approached a Lowe’s home center. At the front of the parking lot, ten small storage barn buildings sat in a cluster overlooking a man-made retention basin. The constant rain had washed away the riprap retaining wall that had been built to create a pad for the buildings. Two had rolled off and landed on their roofs, while another three hung precariously on the edge of the newly formed cliff.
Kristi pointed toward the buildings, which were only twenty or thirty yards away from them. “We’ll see more of that as we get into the mountains. Think about those houses in California on the ocean. You know, the ones built right on those cliffs to get the best view.”
“Yeah, I’ve seen what happens. They get a lot of rain and wind, the sand washes away, and they come tumblin’ down.”
“I bet they’re all in the Pacific somewhere now.”
Levi chuckled. “Hell, I bet the whole dang state of California is underwater if Chapman and Isabella are right.”
Kristi glanced over her shoulder to check on the progress of the others. They were doing a good job keeping pace. She steered her horse a little closer to Levi’s. “I’ll be honest, I had my doubts at first.”
“About?” asked Levi.
“You know. All of this. The rain. The ice melting. Leaving home.”
“Me too. Carly and I talked about it. Then we started to see the effects of the rain and the river rising. Personally, I felt like we could always go home after this was over.”
“Do you still feel the same way?” asked Kristi.
“About going home? Sure. After what I’ve seen, I’m not so sure there’ll be a home to go back to. I mean, our land will still be there when the waters go down, but the house, my place, the barns, all of that. That’ll be gone.”
They rode along in silence for several minutes, only speaking to reiterate how odd it was that nobody had bothered them.
Levi pointed toward several car dealerships on both sides of the road. “This is the end of the stretch we were worried about. After this, we’re back in the country again.”
“That didn’t take long,” said Kristi.
“We got lucky.”
Kristi cleared her throat and then glanced back again toward the rest of the group. “Levi, I just wanna make sure my brothers are good.”
“Hey, we’re good. Don’t worry about us. I’ll admit I wasn’t sure if Chapman really knew what he was talking about. I mean, no, not like that. But, the thing is, he didn’t have any computers or access to people who really do this stuff. He was basing a huge decision on a lot of I think so’s and I’m pretty sure’s.”
“But now?” she asked.
“After what we’ve been through, I’m glad I listened to him and not my own dang stubborn self.”
Kristi laughed. “So what’s next?”
“We’re about forty miles from Middlesboro and the entrance to the Cumberland Gap. If everyone’s up for it, we could keep goin’ for another twenty miles until midafternoon. Let’s find a good spot to rest because the closer we get to the mountains, we’ll have to deal with steeper inclines.”
Kristi nodded. “What do you think is best?”
“Based upon the rest we got in those RVs and everyone’s attitudes, I vote we keep goin’. We can get halfway to Middlesboro before we stop.”
“Okay. I’ll fall back and tell them that’s what we’ll do.” She began to slow her horse and turn it around; then she added, “Levi, you’re a leader, too, you know.”
He laughed. “I s’pose.”
 



Chapter 41
Flat Lick, Kentucky
 
It had been a long day but one that was filled with anticipation. During a brief rest, Levi gathered everyone over the hood of the Mustang. Four of the adults each held the corner of a tarp to keep the map dry as he unfolded it and spread it across the hood. He showed them his proposed route, which took them through a small community known as Flat Lick. Levi proudly relayed the history of the town named after salty rock formations that attracted wild animals.
“After Daniel and Squire made their way from North Carolina through the Cumberland Gap in 1769, they traveled through this area on their way to creating a settlement at Boonesborough. There was no other trail of greater historical significance than this one to the founding of Kentucky and the opening of the west.
“During the Revolutionary War, patriots used this trail to haul supplies and soldiers to flank the British. And by the time Kentucky became a state in 1792, nearly a quarter of a million settlers passed through here and into Indiana.”
“Dad, I remember Cumberland Gap from our last trip,” began Jesse. “Is that where we’re going?”
“Maybe, son. I think we’ll all decide what’s best, but it’ll be a good place to start looking. I kinda feel like we’ll know we’re home when we get there.”
Chapman leaned over the hood of the car. “It would be nice to avoid Middlesboro. I don’t think we’ll get as lucky as we did in Corbin when we started the day.”
Levi nodded. “We’re about twenty miles from town. If everybody’s okay, let’s go another couple of hours and then start looking for a place to stop for the night. With an early start in the morning, that would place us at the outskirts of Middlesboro by midday. There are a bunch of small roads that pass east of town towards the town of Cumberland Gap in Tennessee.”
The group returned to their respective rides, and two hours later, they’d found a large red barn on the side of a hill near a farmhouse. Levi and Carly were designated Boone ambassadors.
They cautiously approached the farmhouse and knocked on the front door, seeking permission to sleep in the barn. They knocked for another minute and then wandered along the front porch to peek in the windows. There were no signs of life, so the group took a chance and made camp for the night in the barn.
Inside the barn, there were dozens of useful farm implements and tools. Not just modern-day, gas-powered equipment, but a primitive horse-drawn till and plow. They were rusty but still functional.
Tommy wandered around the barn, examining the buckets, ropes, axes, and a two-man saw that hung on the wall. He picked up a scythe and held it in his best grim-reaper pose as he addressed the group. “Okay, I’ve gotta ask,” began Tommy. “Where do we draw the line between foraging, stealing, and calling finders keepers?”
“In what sense?” asked Chapman.
“For example, look around us. This old barn is a gold mine of stuff. Pitchforks, shovels, five different kinds of axes. I mean, depending on where we land, all of this can help us get settled.”
“You’re thinking old school?” said Chapman inquisitively.
“Yeah, pioneer days. Think about it. We’re lucky to have these cars and a couple of chain saws. But gas is already scarce and eventually will disappear.”
Levi joined in. “Based upon everything we’ve seen, and what Chapman and Isabella have taught us, this whole no-power thing could last years, if not longer.”
“Basically, it’s like starting from scratch,” added Kristi.
Tommy set down the scythe and wandered over to the handles of the till. He gripped them and pushed down, feeling the weight of the implement. He turned back to the group. “Which brings me back to my original question. With all due respect to the owners of this place—who aren’t here, I might add—this stuff could save our lives down the road. Depending on how bad things get, or stay, we’ll need most of what I see here to rebuild and, more importantly, feed ourselves.”
Kristi stood and joined her boyfriend. “Is it stealing or foraging? Do we need to take what we need without regard to ownership?”
Sarah wrapped her arms around Rachel and Jesse and gave them a hug. As was often the case, her opinion weighed heavily on any decision. “Taking care of these two precious children, and all of you, my family, outweighs anyone else’s opinion of our actions. One day, I’ll have to answer to God for what I’ve done, and I plan to argue my case the best I can. If He points His finger at me and shouts, Thou shalt not steal! Well, I’ll argue I was doing what was necessary to save my family, and if He sentences me to an eternity in Hell, I’ll voluntarily do my penance without remorse.”
Levi immediately thought about logistical issues. He walked over to the mare who was recovering from having the metal roof impaled in her side. She was happily eating hay that had been stored in the corner of the barn. In the dim light from the lanterns, he studied the wound, which was airing out without a bandage. “I can’t see that well, but is she doing better?”
“Absolutely,” replied Kristi. “We’re very lucky she recovered at all, much less this quickly.”
Levi walked back to the group. “Good enough to walk behind the wagon with Wonky Donkey?”
Kristi thought for a moment and looked at Tommy, who shrugged. “Yeah, I think so. She’s a tough old girl.”
Levi turned to Tommy. “You’re our car guy. Can the van pull these tools in the horse van?”
Tommy laughed. “That’s exactly what I was thinking when I picked up the back of that tiller. Honestly, I think they weigh less than the horse. There’s a lot of stuff in here, but we could put nearly all of it in the trailer, and the Scooby van might actually thank us for it.”
The group laughed. Excited, everyone began to gather the tools and bring them closer to the fire they’d built amongst a circular pile of river rocks. Levi, who’d learned about primitive tools from his grandfather, explained what most of them were used for as they were loaded into the trailer that Tommy backed up to the barn doors.
Everyone settled into their sleeping bags or on a pile of uneaten hay to sleep. Levi took the watch and spontaneously began to sing old pioneer songs. The pioneers spent a lot of slow-moving time on the trails as they created settlements and moved from one part of the country to another.
To pass the time, numerous songs and ballads were made up and sung along the way. While “Home on the Range” mostly applied to the Western settlers, it was a favorite of Levi’s, and he’d often sung it to his kids when they were younger to help them drift off to sleepy land.
He sang a few lyrics for his family.
 
Home, home on the range,
Where the deer and the antelope play.
Where seldom is heard a discouraging word
And the skies are not cloudy all day.
 
Despite the fact that the weary travelers had all fallen asleep, Levi continued to sing softly, closing his eyes as he hearkened back to days gone by. A time in which he secretly wished he could have lived, just like his ancestors.
He didn’t fall asleep, but his daydream had a mesmerizing effect on him. One that carried him away for a moment, which resulted in him missing the tremor felt along the Kentucky border with Virginia, from Middlesboro to Big Stone Gap, as the Pine Mountain Thrust Fault grumbled out of its slumber.
 



Chapter 42
Outskirts of Middlesboro, Kentucky
 
Until the pole shift, which brought the penultimate disaster to modern civilization, an earthquake was a common theme in disaster movies. A quake struck, causing the ground to rip open and swallow buildings, cars, and people. The gaping crevasse created in the earth made for high drama on the big screen, but geologists had long held there were other scenarios potentially worse.
They began to research thrust faults around the world. Hundreds of millions of years ago, when the planet went through a stage of mountain building, enormous convulsions occurred below the surface. During this cataclysmic process, the Earth’s crust succumbed to the movement of the tectonic plates. Stress was placed upon bedrock near the surface, and the friction caused ridges and mountains to appear.
Some of the more prominent examples of thrust faults are the Himalayas, the Alps, and the Appalachian Mountains. The Appalachians, once as tall as the Rockies until erosion took its toll over the millennia, stretched from Northern Alabama beyond the tip of Maine.
On the western edge of the Appalachians stood the Cumberland Mountains, running in a northeasterly direction from Middle Tennessee into West Virginia along the Kentucky-Virginia border. The Cumberland Mountains had been created in part by what geologists called the Pine Mountain Thrust Fault.
 

 
Like many faults, it was relatively benign compared to its more well-known counterparts on the West Coast of the United States that consistently garnered news headlines—San Andreas, Calaveras, and Hayward. However, after the pole shift, the planet had changed. Like the human body retains water in different places, the planet was taking on unfathomable water weight, resulting in an upheaval below ground.
As the tectonic plates began to adjust due to the rapid pole shift and the tremendous volumes of water created by rains and melting ice caps, the massive slabs of rock that created the Pine Mountain Thrust Fault pressed against each other. Friction was created, generating tremors all along the Cumberland Mountain range. At some point, this immense pressure wouldn’t be satisfied with friction for relief. Eventually, the pressure would overcome the friction.
This can happen slowly or, as was the case in Tohoku, Japan, years ago, it can happen very quickly. Scientists marveled at what happened in that earthquake. Subsequent research revealed that the Tohoku earthquake rupture multiplied along the entire fault. Once it neared the surface, it caused one continuous slab of rock to twist away from the other for miles, opening a gap that for several hours removed any friction between the two walls.
The result was a one-hundred-fifty-foot chasm, a thousand feet deep, to open up in the earth. Then, what happened was a phenomenon that geologists once believed could not happen. After the gap relieved friction along the fault, it closed up. Years later, seismologists, tectonists, and engineers recreated this unusual event at Caltech using high-speed optical diagnostics and advanced technology.
Today, Mother Earth was going to repeat what researchers tried to replicate in the lab, with utterly devastating consequences.
Once again, the downpours continued, but that didn’t dampen the spirits of the Boone party. They casually traveled down U.S. Highway 25E, dubbed the Wilderness Road for obvious reasons.
They met a small group of refugees, mainly women and children, who were pushing shopping carts with their belongings north, away from the town of ten thousand residents.
“Y’all might as well turn around,” a teenage girl said as the two groups met head-on.
Levi and Carly were just about to take the Mustang on their morning scouting expedition, but they wanted to get the group on the road first.
“Why’s that?” asked Sarah, who sat high atop the wagon.
“The levee holding back Fern Lake washed out. A lot of the town’s flooded,” one of the older women responded. “The water filled all the nearby creeks and flooded the forest. They say it looked like a tsunami when it rolled into town.”
“Yeah,” the young girl added. “But the town was pretty much flooded anyway. Yellow Creek started to overflow a couple of weeks ago and never stopped.”
“How’s the road up ahead?” asked Levi, who stopped the car and got out so he could question the refugees.
“It’s pretty good until you get to one-eight-eight at the fork.”
“By Faith Temple Church,” one of the women interrupted. “You gotta stay on this side of the four-lane is all. You know, ’cause of Yellow Creek that’s more like a river now.”
Levi reached inside his jacket and pulled out the map. “Can you show me?” he asked. Disregarding the rain, he wanted to take advantage of this group’s local knowledge. He unfolded it and tried to find the road she was referring to.
The women looked at the map, but it was an elderly man who spoke up. “Them’s country roads and ain’t on no map, prob’ly. Just go down to the church and hang a left. You can’t miss it.”
Levi looked at the women for some sign of confirmation and they nodded. “He’s right. By the way, where ya headed?”
“Cumberland Gap,” replied Levi. “Can we get there from here?”
The old man responded, “Yup, if you don’t mind climbin’ the mountain, and then goin’ back down, only to have to go back up agin. Ain’t nuthin’ up there but woods and hills and a skinny two-lane road with no guardrails.”
Levi sighed. Nothing was ever easy. “All right, we appreciate your help. Where are y’all headed?”
“Manchester,” responded the woman. “We heard they’re settin’ up a FEMA camp there.”
Levi smiled and wished them good luck. He checked with the rest of the group to confirm they were on board with continuing their journey south. They were, so he and Carly took off toward Middlesboro in search of the fork in the road.
 



Chapter 43
Outskirts of Middlesboro, Kentucky
 
They continued on until they reached the church where the highway forked. They met a few refugees leaving Middlesboro who’d congregated in the parking lot, but none were interested in conversation. Their expressions revealed their feelings—defeated, broken, and hopeless.
The first leg into the Cumberland Mountains was grueling for the horses pulling the covered wagon. At one point, to swap out the horse team, the group stopped at a scenic overlook, which on a clear day would provide them an unobstructed view to Middlesboro and beyond toward the Cumberland Plateau in Tennessee. Today, like all the many days before it, the constant rain and cloud cover created a stereotypically gloomy, London-like day in any given November.
They continued forward, choosing to stay together as the cloud cover began to make visibility difficult. They didn’t want to risk sending the Mustang out ahead, as there was only one way to go at this point anyway.
Eventually, as the climb along the ridge peaked and they began a downward slope as the old man had advised, the visibility cleared because they dropped below the low cloud ceiling. Rounding a sharp curve, Levi suddenly stopped the car.
“Doggone it!” he exclaimed as a massive logging truck came into view.
The large tractor-trailer rig was pulling a flatbed with supports on both sides that contained cut pine trees. Sixty to eighty tree trunks had been stacked within the braces, and the truck must’ve been delivering the load to a local sawmill when the geostorm hit. Now it was disabled and parked in the middle of the road on a curve, effectively blocking their progress.
“What are we gonna do?” asked Carly.
“Let’s grab the guys and have a look,” he grumbled as he exited the car.
He waved to Chapman and Tommy to come forward. The two guys kicked their horses and they moved quickly past the van and the wagon.
“Crap!” exclaimed Chapman as he arrived next to the car. He dismounted and tied the reins of his horse to a tree protruding out of the side of the hill.
Tommy did the same and then ran back to the wagon to retrieve a hatchet. As he jogged back, he held it out for the guys to see. “In case the driver locked it up.”
“It’s probably not gonna run,” Levi reminded Tommy. The three men started walking toward the rig.
“I know, but look at how it’s positioned. I’m sure the driver freaked when it stopped, so he applied the parking brake. These things are a huge investment for most drivers. It’s his livelihood, you know.”
“It’s worthless now,” said Levi sarcastically.
“Exactly, and it’s in our way. If we’re lucky, we can put it in neutral, release the brake, and let gravity take over.”
They arrived at the rear of the truck and studied the slope in front of them. Chapman looked under the truck to the drop-off on the other side of the road shoulder.
“We won’t even have to push it,” said Chapman. “It’ll head down there, somewhere.”
“The trees will stop it eventually,” added Tommy. He stepped up on the tractor’s steps and tried the door handle. As he expected, it was locked. “Stand back!”
The guys gave him some room, and he pulled the hatchet backward and used the flat side of the blade to break the window.
“I’ll do it,” said Levi as he extended his hand to Tommy to help him down. Instead, he was given the hatchet handle.
“No, you’re married with kids,” argued Chapman. “I’ve got this.”
“Sorry, but you’re both out of the running. I have no family other than Kristi and you guys. I can afford to take the risk.”
Tommy eased into the driver’s seat and looked around the glove box and door pockets for anything of value. He pulled down the visor, and several brochures from the Cumberland Gap visitors’ center fell onto his lap.
“C’mon, Tommy,” Levi insisted. “I’ve driven one of these before. I know how to handle it.”
Tommy responded by handing him the brochures. “Here, we might need these at some point. Listen, guys, I’m not gonna drive it anywhere. I’m gonna put it in neutral, stand on the steps, and pull the parking brake release. When I jump, just make sure I’m clear of the trailer’s wheels as the thing goes by.”
Levi still didn’t like it. “All right, but don’t hesitate. If he left it in gear, he probably thought he needed that to hold back the weight. This is an old truck, and the parking brake may not have been enough by itself.”
“Got it.”
Tommy got ready while the guys stepped away from the truck. First, he kept his right foot firmly on the brake while he pushed in the clutch. The truck slid forward. Barely, but noticeable nonetheless.
He pulled the gearshift until it was in neutral, moving it freely back and forth to confirm. Then he gradually slid out of the seat, his right foot still planted on the brake pedal and his left hand on the parking brake release.
“Okay, I’m ready.”
“We’re here,” said Chapman.
In one fluid motion, Tommy slid onto the steps as his foot was removed from the brake. As Levi predicted, the truck lurched forward, but Tommy didn’t hesitate. He pulled forward on the parking brake release and then pushed himself backwards off the step platform.
The logging truck burst forward like a thoroughbred out of the gate at Churchill Downs. It rumbled past the guys, who dragged Tommy under his armpits to make sure he was clear. He jumped to his feet so he could observe the end result.
At first, the truck seemed to follow the road for a hundred feet or so until its right-side tires caught the small gravel shoulder and then made contact with the wet grass. Like a slowly developing train wreck, the logging truck began to list to the right. Its top-heavy load was soon too much, and it began to tip until it tumbled down the mountain with a massive roar of cracking trees and twisting metal.
“Wow!” exclaimed Levi. “You can feel it. The dang ground is shaking from that thing rolling down the hill.”
Chapman had slowly walked away from Levi and Tommy until he was standing on the edge of the road. He, too, felt the ground shuddering, but he was puzzled by something. The truck had already come to rest at the bottom of the ridge.
 



Chapter 44
Outskirts of Middlesboro, Kentucky
 
Brooke was the first to sound the alarm. “Hyeeeaagh! Hyeeeaagh!” the chimp yelled the loudest since Kristi and Tommy had found her. Isabella was the first to notice the ground begin to give way behind them.
“Forward! Move forward, now!” she shouted.
The shuddering turned to a rumble as the ground shook violently beneath them. The rain-soaked mountainside began to break loose as trees slid downward before toppling.
“Hurry!” shouted Levi as he raced back to the car. He flung open the door and gave Carly instructions. “Go help Mom control the horses. Send the kids in here with me.”
Carly took off and he made room in the back seat for his children. When they arrived, he told them to get in the back with their seatbelts on and to lie sideways on the seat. Then he began to lead the descent down the mountain.
From what he could see up ahead, the mountain had remained stable. At the top of the ridge where they’d just left, there was already evidence of erosion from past rains. The highway department had tried to slow the soil from washing away by piling large granite rocks in place, but they were no match for what was happening along the Pine Mountain Thrust Fault.
Levi jammed on the brakes as a boulder bounded down the hill and rolled barely twenty yards from the car.
Chapman rode up next to him and told him to roll down the window. “This ridge is unstable! Take the kids down to the bottom and wait for us.”
“Should we ditch the wagon?” asked Levi. “It’s slowing us down!”
Chapman took a deep breath. Levi was right. He thought of all the food and household supplies in it, but none of that would be worth anything if they all died because they were crushed by an earthquake-caused landslide.
“Yeah, you’re right. How much room do you have?”
“Nothing, really. I can hold some stuff in the front seat.”
Chapman nodded and rode back to the wagon. “Carly! Mom! Unload the cooking supplies and put as much as you can in the car.”
“Why?” asked Carly.
“We’re leaving the wagon. It’s too slow.”
Just as Chapman finished his statement, a wall of mud slid down the ridge and blocked the road behind them. Pine trees that had stood for a hundred years or more toppled like wobbly bowling pins as the earth hit the pavement of the road. He turned to his mother. “Mom, can you drive the kids to safety?”
“Yeah, but where?”
“I think the bottom will be better. Try to find an area away from these steep slopes.”
“Okay, but what about you all?”
Chapman turned to Carly. “Can you unhitch the horses? You and Levi will have to ride them down bareback.”
“We can do that,” said Carly. She turned to Sarah. “Please take care of our babies.”
Chapman helped unload the wagon into the Scooby van, and he told Isabella the plan. He and Tommy would lead down the recuperating mare and the donkey, while Kristi would lead down two healthy horses.
Within minutes, Sarah, Brooke and the kids were headed down the ridge, and the rest of the group was moving at a much faster pace, as the horses were able to use the shoulder of the road instead of the asphalt.
The mountain behind them continued to disintegrate as the temblors continued. Chapman watched as the ridge began to collapse further, devouring their wagon as it tumbled down to the valley. He’d never experienced the ground shaking for this length of time. It had been ten minutes since the tremor had been felt, and throughout that time, the earth shook violently for as long as thirty seconds before seeming to pause. Then the temblor started again.
“The mountain’s chasing us!” shouted Kristi, who was struggling with the horse and Wonky Donkey at the back of the group. Behind her, a mixture of trees, rocks, and mud began to cover the road. The weight put a tremendous amount of force on the roadbed until it too slid downward.
“We’ve got to move faster!”
Chapman rode back and took the reins from Kristi. She knew what he was doing.
“We can’t leave them,” she begged.
“We have to save ourselves. They’ll follow us. Now, Kristi!”
She glanced back at the two abandoned animals, and then without warning, she pulled her sidearm and fired it into the air. Both the donkey and injured mare reacted immediately. They raced between her and her brother in a rush.
“See?” asked Chapman as he pulled the reins on his horse and dug his heels into its sides. “Go!”
They took off down the mountain, and a minute later, the shaking stopped just as they reached the valley.
At the bottom of the hill, Sarah was waiting with the kids. They were standing outside the car next to a sign identifying the Wilderness Road trailhead.
Carly was the first to dismount as she ran into the arms of her children. The three of them cried as they dropped to their knees on the wet grass. Kristi hugged her mom while Isabella joined Chapman’s side. In the background, the sound of massive landslides could be heard—boulders crashing downward, trees snapping like twigs, and soggy earth rumbling across the ground until it found its lowest point.
Just as the group was catching their breath, the ground started to shake again. It was different this time. It sounded angry, growling until the roar became deafening.
The group walked to the edge of the road and looked down the hill toward the town. People were screaming, running in abject fear up the side of the mountain. They pushed each other over, sliding down the steep slope on the wet pavement.
And then the planet ripped open. A ravine started to appear before them, swallowing the forest. A deep fissure had formed, separating them from those below.
The panicked crowd was desperately trying to get away as the ground broke apart beneath their feet, swallowing them alive. Trees, rock formations, and the highway disappeared from view as the earth collapsed into an ever-widening chasm.
As the devastation unfolded, the Boones were held in place in utter shock until, finally, Brooke let out a bloodcurdling series of hoots and hollers that seemed to say, Run for your lives!
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Pinnacle View Road
East of Middlesboro, Kentucky
 
Sarah lost her footing and fell to the asphalt, ripping open the knees on her jeans. She struggled to regain her footing, but suddenly two strong sets of arms lifted her off the ground. Both Chapman and Tommy swooped by and hoisted her onto her feet. The three ran up the incline toward the cars and horses.
“Sarah! Ride with me!” shouted Isabella, who stood at the back of the van.
Kristi lifted herself into her saddle and rode around gathering up the reins of the riderless horses. Tommy jumped on his horse and helped Kristi gain some semblance of control.
The roar from down the mountain was deafening. Screams could be heard as if they were far off in the distance, yet the faces of their fellow man, in utter fear for their lives, could be seen through the rain.
Levi and Carly pulled open the doors to the Mustang and rearranged the supplies stuffed in every space to make room for the four of them.
Carly waved her arms and grasped ahold of Rachel’s hip to help her into the car. Levi was shouting instructions as he motioned for Jesse to climb in through the driver’s side.
“Hurry, kids! Get in the back—!”
His instructions were interrupted by Rachel’s voice. “Wonky!” she yelled.
The child pulled away from her mother and began racing back down the incline to retrieve Wonky Donkey. He’d wandered closer to the disintegrating road, seemingly entranced by what was happening.
“Rachel, stop!” shouted Carly. She reached for her daughter, but the button of her jacket caught on the Mustang’s door jamb, allowing Rachel to get a head start toward her grandfather’s beloved donkey.
“We have to save him!” she shouted as she picked up speed, running headfirst toward death.
“I’ll get her!” yelled Jesse as he too pulled out of the grasp of his father and gave chase.
The two kids were flying like the wind toward the donkey while the earth consumed everything in its path less than a mile below them.
“Yah!” Tommy dug his heels into the sides of his horse and demanded it gallop toward the kids. A second later, Chapman was doing the same. Horses and riders were dashing through the parking lot and down the road toward the running children.
Tommy passed Jesse and went after Rachel. He put a death grip on the horn of his saddle with his left hand and leaned over the side of his horse so his right arm could dangle. He snatched up the seven-year-old little girl, who like her mother, was small-framed at forty pounds. Tommy slung her over his lap and then pulled back on the reins.
“Whoa!” The horse struggled to slow itself on the sloping asphalt coupled with the sheet of rainwater that covered it. Tommy scooted deep into his saddle, using his weight to signal the horse to stop. He pulled on the reins harder. “Whoa!”
He was startled by a whirr that zipped past him. Chapman rode past Jesse, who’d given up the chase, and was leaning over the front of his horse, pushing the stallion toward Wonky Donkey.
The ground was disappearing, as was the humanity that fled the catastrophe. But Chapman kept riding until he’d circled Wonky Donkey.
Kristi sailed by on her horse, riding at full speed to join her brother.
Tommy set Rachel upright on the saddle and turned his horse to take her back to the car. Levi and Carly had arrived next to their son. Jesse was crying, overcome with emotion.
Tommy rode up to them and dropped Rachel off with her parents. The reunion was short lived as a devilish groan filled the air as more of the mountainside to their north crumbled into the widening gap in the earth.
Tommy shouted, “There’s no time. Go!” Levi and Carly rushed up the hill to the car, dragging both of their kids by their arms. Tommy spun the horse around to assist Kristi and Chapman.
“He won’t budge!” complained Chapman.
“Pull him sideways!” Kristi said as she arrived by their side. It would take several strong men to push a donkey from behind to urge him along, but by pulling him sideways, he couldn’t brace his legs to resist.
Chapman grabbed his harness and pulled him to the side. Wonky stumbled somewhat, but at least he was broken out of his trance.
Kristi enticed him with an apple, his favorite treat, having been spoiled by Squire. “Wonky Donkey, here!”
He immediately responded.
“We’ve got to go, Kristi!” exclaimed Chapman. The ground’s disappearing act was reaching a crescendo. He could no longer see anybody running for their lives. Their act had come to an end.
As Kristi’s horse broke into a trot, she dangled an apple from her hand in front of the eyes of the donkey, who dutifully scampered along.
Chapman mounted his horse and caught up with her. He shouted ahead to the rest of the group, “Go! Go! We’re coming!”
Tommy waited for Chapman to make his way up the hill.
Then a thunderous boom filled the air, shaking the ground. It was followed by a gust of hot wind that swept up the slope and flowed over their bodies, thrusting them forward on their horses.
Kristi shrieked and then shouted her question. “What the hell, Chapman?”
“I don’t know. I honestly don’t—”
Lightning struck somewhere behind them. Wonky Donkey bolted ahead, and all three of their horses reared up on their back legs.
“Shit!” hollered Tommy as he struggled to control the riderless horses.
Another gust of wind consumed them. Hot. Filled with rain. Carrying an earthy smell.
Chapman glanced backwards at the sky. He’d never seen anything like it.
 



Chapter 46
Pinnacle Overlook
East of Middlesboro, Kentucky
 
An epic lightning show could be seen across the rain-filled skies as strobe-light-like bolts of electricity barreled across the Cumberland Mountain range. A seemingly continuous barrage of lightning lit up the clouds with a constant, violent flicker. The dazzling display chased the Boone party as they raced up Pinnacle View Road to the highest point available to them—Pinnacle Overlook.
The seismic activity gradually subsided although some of the ground continued to slip off into the deep valley created by the earthquake. The parking area where the Boones had gathered was gone. In its place was a steep cliff of granite where the Pine Mountain Thrust Fault had been created over two hundred million years ago.
The narrow two-lane road wound its way through the forest. Stately hardwoods and pines rose into the rainclouds, creating a tunnel effect. Eventually, the horses began to tire, and the Boones became convinced they’d escaped the cataclysmic event, so the riders dismounted. However, they didn’t stop as they led their horses on foot. They weren’t that comfortable yet.
Behind them, deep in the valley, the lightning continued, periodically striking the ground to cause a violent explosion akin to a bomb being dropped. The animals were agitated but too tired to act on it.
“Should I drive ahead?” asked Levi, who was inching along in front of the horse riders.
“I think we should stick together,” replied Chapman, who was riding along beside the car.
“I agree,” said Kristi before adding, “Besides, we can’t go back that way. It is what it is.”
They continued to wind their way up the two-and-a-half-mile road carved through the woods. Pinnacle View Road had been built by the National Forest Service to lead to the summit overlooking the Cumberland Gap.
The group gathered all their strength to continue. They rarely spoke a word as they climbed higher and higher through the steady rain. Their journey to the Cumberland Gap had been cut off by an enormous earthquake, which not only took away their road, but devoured an entire city as well. And now they were on a one-way highway to the top of the earth and into a sky full of angry lightning and crying clouds.
They rounded a bend and the road was abruptly divided by a median. Kristi excitedly shouted, “I think we’re at the top!”
Those walking their horses got the first look at the summit. Tommy, Kristi, and Chapman pulled their steeds to a halt in a grassy area with a handful of oak trees. They tied them off to the trunks of the smaller trees to allow them to lap up puddles of water and feed on the uncut grass. After securing Wonky Donkey and the other horses, they joined Sarah, Isabella, and Levi’s family, who’d parked in the center of the parking lot.
A single silver pickup truck with a camper on the bed was parked in a space near a trash can. Otherwise, Pinnacle Overlook appeared to be deserted. Once they were together, the emotions poured out.
Weeks of travel through one disaster and life-threatening event after another. Heading to a new home, at an unknown location that they’d identify when they got there. Some had nearly lost their lives. All had to live with the upheaval they’d experienced on a personal level, as well as in the world around them.
Tears were shed, and long loving embraces were exchanged. Even Brooke, the chimp without a home, was showing a sense of relief that the ordeal was over.
Or was it?
Chapman was the first to wander away from the group. The parking lot was spacious and flat, protected from a slight hill by a stone retaining wall. It would be a good place for them to rest. Maybe set up camp. However, he was unsure if they could make this place a home. The land sloped, gently at first and then at a much steeper decline. They would be starting with almost nothing.
He sighed and looked toward the sky for guidance. Then he squinted as a ray of light obscured his vision. He walked toward it, rubbing the rain off his face until there wasn’t any more.
Rain, that is.
The steady downpour had suddenly slowed to a drizzle and then a fine mist. The light grew brighter as the clouds began to thin. And just like that, within seconds, a steady wind blew across the mountaintop, pushing the cloud cover away, and a dazzling bright blue sky appeared gradually before them.
The spontaneous cheers of the group could be heard in the three states that shared a border near them. Tears of exhaustion and sadness exploded into shouts of joy, relief, and promise.
A simple pleasure. Sunshine, taken for granted every day, had returned to bask the weary pioneers in a warm glow.
“Everybody! Over here!” shouted Jesse, pointing to a sign marking a trail to the scenic overlook.
Rachel led the way, and the rest ran after her as the two kids made their way through the wooded trail. The kids were the first to arrive, followed by Brooke, of course, whose ability to knuckle-run always gave her an advantage in a race.
The nine members of the Boone party, plus Brooke, walked onto the flagstone overlook in quiet reverence at the beautiful sight that presented itself. The heavens revealed themselves in all their glory. White, wispy clouds moved slowly across the horizon, barely covering a gray-blue sky. The sun was shining bright, temporarily blinding the group, as their eyes had not experienced sunlight like this in weeks.
They fanned out across the crescent-shaped overlook built to jut out from the mountain. Each took up a position along the stone wall capped with a stainless-steel guardrail. Two signs were mounted on each end of the overlook, depicting a panoramic photograph of the visitor’s perspective. To the left was Virginia. Below them, Tennessee and the Cumberland Gap. And to their right was Kentucky.
Only, the view the Boones had was far different from the one depicted in the photograph. Certainly, the mountains were there. Those could be seen easily. What had changed was the Cumberland Gap, the vast valley through which Daniel Boone and his brother Squire had passed through centuries prior.
It was completely consumed by water.
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