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1.

Three vehicles had the bad luck to be atop the Hinowah levee when it gave way.

At the front was a late-model Chevrolet Camaro, nick-named Big Blue by the woman driving it, Fiona Lavelle.

She was twenty-six years old and had recently left a teaching job and was using the newly allotted time to devote herself to her passion: writing a fantasy novel.

Traveling from Reno to Fresno, for a spa getaway, she had taken this more demanding but picturesque route through the mountains. In jeans and a red crop top under a gray sweatshirt, Lavelle gripped the wheel firmly, her car countering the lashing wind. The vehicle’s engine was big, but the body light.

The highway, Route 13, was two-lane asphalt except for the hundred-yard stretch on the dirt levee, where it was surfaced with cinders, gravel and—today—mud.

Guardrails, she thought, mentally putting sardonic quotation marks around the words. They looked like they wouldn’t stop a bike, let alone a muscle car like hers.

A sign on her right, where lights and the outline of the town of Hinowah were visible a hundred feet below, said SLOW UNPAVED ROAD.

As if one needed the warning.

On the left, where the river raged: no FISHING from levee. Odd capitalization.

As the car progressed, bits of stone clicked as the tires tossed them into the undercarriage even at this slow speed. It was an odd counterpoint to the powerful drumbeat of the rain on Big Blue’s roof.

“Well,” she gasped, as a wave splashed from the river into the air and spattered the windshield.

The Never Summer was relentless, racing downstream, south, a speeding train, nearly even with the top of the levee. The rain had been torrential for the past hour. The velocity of the river had to be twice hers, which was about twenty miles an hour or so. On the opposite bank was a steep cliff, craggy and dotted with small caves.

She noted an old graffitied heart, in red. In the center: LM + DP. 4EVER …

What are you doing? she thought. Concentrate on the road!

A flash of light appeared in her rearview mirror. The headlights of a vehicle behind her.

Was the driver irritated at her slow pace? She was in a sports car, for heaven’s sake. The underbelly was inches away from the messy ground.

Be patient, she thought to him, automatically assigning a gender. Unfair, she reflected.

And then noticed that she was wrong altogether. He wasn’t flashing the lights at her. The pickup had hit a pothole and the beams dropped and rose.

“Sorry.” She actually whispered the word aloud.

As she approached the end of the levee, where the slick but dependable asphalt resumed, she began to relax.

The clock on the dashboard read 6:14 a.m.

The second vehicle on the levee was an F-150, piloted by Louis Bell, the self-described “best drywall man” in the town of Hinowah, California, if not all of Olechu County. He was listening to Taylor Swift and admiring the bright blue Camaro in front of him. Some Cams came with 600 horses. Man, to hit the Hawk’s Canyon straight-away behind the wheel of that beautiful machine …

Take your time, he thought to the driver. Driving over this crap in a car like that?

Take. Your. Time… .

The fifty-year-old, moderately and not irrevocably rotund, was smoking and would remove the Marlboro long enough to sing along with an off-key but robust voice. He would also occasionally glance up at the low clouds as if that would give him some indication of when the downpour would let up.

What a storm! This part of the state—east central—had been in the grip of a drought for the better part of two years. Not good for the number one producer of fruits and vegetables in the country. Would this cure it? He didn’t think so. He’d heard that downpours made only a small dent in solving the problem, as the water tended to vanish into places where it wasn’t particularly helpful.

On the seat beside him was a McDonald’s bag containing three basic Egg McMuffins. He never went for the fancy things. Simple was better. Normally he had four but was trying to cut down, and was exercising his willpower, resolving not to start on the first until he hit the city limits of Fort Pleasant, the Olechu County seat, about fifteen miles ahead.

Though maybe he would celebrate getting off this damn mud slick ten stories above Hinowah and eat half a sandwich. As if having to wrestle the wheel in the muck counted as exercise.

Ah, the games we play …

Bell’s thoughts dipped to the job he was on his way to, plaster-boarding one of the multigazillion-dollar houses in a new development west of the city. How the hell people could afford them, well, that was beyond him. Maybe some of the new companies moving here from the Bay Area and Sacramento. Then his attention faltered and he was drawn to the rushing water. The Never Summer was showing some balls today. Normally it was a modest stream pacing along a rocky bottom, some feet below the road he was presently on. You could hike along the bed all the way to Fort Pleasant and never dampen a toe.

Tense from the driving, Bell stretched and momentarily laid his right arm across the passenger seatback.

Thinking of a few years ago, him and Nancy, then his bride of six months, parked in this same set of wheels, watching the sunset behind Gold Claim Hills. She’d nestled against him, and his arm, on the seat, dropped to her shoulders and he pulled her close. They’d kissed. She’d said, “You know one thing I never heard of?”

“What’s that?”

“Making a baby in a pickup truck.”

He hadn’t heard of that either. But they both decided it was a topic that deserved more consideration.

The recollection—and the smile it engendered—occurred at precisely 6:14.

The third vehicle on the levee road was a white Chevrolet Suburban, driven by George Garvey, who was glancing at the water cascading out of the bed of the pickup truck in front of him. It never occurred—as he’d never owned one—that pickups would need drainage. A day like this, they would fill up fast with what was probably a ton of water.

He mentioned this to his wife, Sonja, who looked up from her knitting.

“Hm.”

George was owner and operator of a small business that his great-great-grandfather had created and had remained in the family, nonstop, for more than a hundred years. He was the front man and manager; Sonja ran the business office. As between the two, she was the silent type.

George’s eyes strayed from the flooded pickup truck to the dark gray sky, the clouds speeding west to east. Scudding, he thought, was the word. They’d had the option of taking interstates and four lanes from Sonja’s mom and dad to the 5 and then south. But a family conference had resulted in the decision to take this, a more picturesque, route. He negotiated with Google Maps and after some minutes—during which the algorithm seemed to ask, “Are you sure?”—they got these directions.

His wife said, “That town we passed, ten miles or so. Hibbing.

Wasn’t there another one? That somebody famous came from?”

“Somebody?” George asked as if it were an insult that she didn’t know instantly. “Bob Dylan.”

“Right.” Back to knitting and purling.

George called to the most musical of the Garveys, “Kim. Who’s Bob Dylan?”

“Who?” asked seventeen-year-old Kimberly. The blonde more cute than exotic, to Garvey’s immense relief, was examining a chipped nail. Neither she nor her friends could keep all ten tips in pristine polish for more than a few hours.

George—who had been a folk singer years ago—said, “The best songwriter who ever lived.”

“Not than Drake or Taylor.” Maybe a question, maybe a statement.

“Hands down better than them.”

“What does that mean?” Kim asked with teenage exasperation. “Yes, better than them.”

No response.

Beside her, skinny eleven-year-old Travis was lost in his phone, linked in via Airbuds. The jeans and hoodie kid was capable of playing a game and texting simultaneously on a screen the size of a deck of cards.

And, while spelling and syntax were sometimes off, those errors were intentional; he never mistyped.

He noted Sonja’s gaze now turn from the rustic town of Hinowah, below them to the right, to the river. “Never Summer. Funny name.” She grew quiet. “Honey?”

“What?”

Whispering, “I don’t like the looks of that.” He too took in the torrent once more.

“I think the level’s gone up just in the last few minutes. It could start coming over the top, it looks like.”

“Wish they’d hurry up.” George nodded toward the pickup truck and the blue sports car in front of it.

He smelled the sweet scent of fingernail polish.

Kimberly, the far more energetic—and fidgety—of the children, glanced up. “I’m bored. When’re we going to get home?”

“About one or two.”

A huge exhalation. “It’s like only six-fourteen.”

And George Garvey marveled at the teenage skill to make a sigh sound like a veritable groan of pain.

The world changed in an instant.

At exactly quarter past six, the battle between the Never Summer and the Hinowah levee was decided in the river’s favor.

The top two or three feet of the embankment vanished, as if sliced by a huge knife.

The individual with the best view of what happened to the travelers was Louis Bell, in the middle of the procession. Ahead of him, the driver of the Camaro apparently saw the collapse coming. She gunned the engine—the wheels sent up rooster tails as she made an effort to launch the car the ten feet or so to the asphalt, where the levee ended and the highway proper began again.

He didn’t see if she made it, and he couldn’t afford to wait to find out. He dropped into low gear—to get purchase in the dissolving muck beneath him—and floored the engine. The truck bounded forward, though only a few feet, before it slowed and began to sink as the river simply washed away the ground beneath the tires. The truck listed toward the furious waves.

Behind him, the Suburban containing what he believed was a family of four, took the brunt of the disaster. He observed the vehicle rock sideways, back and forth, and then roll upside down over the edge.

His truck listing harder, he waited for a fate similar to theirs. He tried the handles on either side, but the water and muck held the doors firmly in place.

Louis Bell found himself curiously calm as he considered options.

There weren’t many. In fact, he saw only one question: Was it better to dive into the river and be battered to death on the rocks lining the Never Summer? Or drown inside the cab of his truck?

Bell debated merely a few seconds before rolling down the window and gazing, as if hypnotized, at the icy tide that flooded over him.




2.

Colter Shaw had his enemies.

In his profession of rewards-seeking, he avoided bond enforcement—tracking down bail jumpers—but over the years he had found more than a few men and women who emphatically did not want to be found.

Nearly all rewards involving criminals were offered for “information leading to their arrest or capture,” with the first word of that phrase always emphasized. The last thing the authorities wanted was private cops engaging in tactical work and bringing the bad guys in, zip-tied. But whether Shaw simply offered up “information” on the whereabouts of a fugitive or physically took him down himself (he’d been a championship college wrestler), the opponents were not pleased.

And they often held grudges. Some of the more sociopathic ones had actually sent him graphic descriptions of what they intended to do when they were out of prison. One had illustrated the torture, and the drawings were surprisingly good.

The incarcerated also had friends and family who roamed the land freely, often with nothing better to do than track down the man who had sent Papa or Mama, or a sibling, to jail. So Colter Shaw had created an early warning system of sorts. People he knew—personally or professionally—would be in touch when someone suspicious inquired about him.

Which was why he was presently in his late father’s office in the mountain house of his youth, working his way through five thousand sheets of the man’s notes and correspondence.

He was searching for a reference to a particular individual, and having zero luck.

The lean, six-foot Shaw was dressed for the outdoors, in black jeans, 5.11 tactical boots, and two T’s under a sweatshirt for insulation. It was nearly summer but this June was in March mode, drizzling, cold and windy. None of this would have stopped him from hiking the hundreds of acres that made up the Shaw Compound in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, an activity that was to have been on his agenda today.

But instead, he was chasing paper. And coming up with nothing.

He tested the coffee. It had lost its last hint of warmth, and he set the mug aside. He’d get more—a pot was in the kitchen—but not until he hit an arbitrary milestone of another half inch of documents. Stretching, he slumped in a chair in whose back was carved the face of a brown bear—a grizzly. Young Colter had been fascinated with the bas-relief in his youth and had once done a rubbing of it, like people do on the gravestones of the famous dead. The result, on gray newsprint, was presently hanging, framed, on a wall in his home on the East Coast.

He now looked around the room where he’d spent many, many hours with his eccentric father, as Ashton imparted endless rules about survival. Shaw recognized dozens of the objects and books that had absorbed his youthful attention like the chairback: maps, Native American weapons, lacquered boxes, books on politics and philosophy, paintings, one of his sister’s model locomotives, a bowie knife that his older brother and their father had forged. Some good memories and some tough ones.

Then, it was time to tuck the past away. And return to the hunt for the threat—if indeed a threat existed.

The early warning message had been ambiguous. It was from a political science professor at the Bay Area university where his father had taught, in Berkeley, though not the famed Cal. The professor had been a student of Ashton’s and was well aware of the cranky man’s mission back then—and the enemies he’d made. The text the man sent read:


Colter, You should know. Someone called the university, asking about Ashton and his family. Directed to me because I knew him. My assistant took the call. A woman gave the name Margaret. No last name. She knew about the Compound but didn’t know where it was and was looking for it. She wouldn’t leave a number or say why she was interested. Said she’d call back but never did. My assistant said the woman seemed “edgy” and “blunt.” Maybe nothing but thought you should know.



Margaret …

The name meant nothing to Shaw, and as this had happened just an hour ago, he had not had a chance to pose the question to his mother, who was working in the garden.

He slogged on through the documents—the process slowed by the fact that anything Ashton generated was written by hand.

One preliminary question: Who exactly was at risk? He was the logical front-runner, given the number of suspects and escapees he had rounded up. Yet the mysterious caller had been interested not in Shaw himself but the “Compound” and the “family.” Maybe the danger was to someone else: His sister, Dorion, three years younger; his brother, Russell, six years his senior; or their mother, Mary Dove. Or even the Shaws as a whole.

And why might they be targets?

A very likely answer: because of the patriarch, Ashton Shaw.

It was here to the Compound that Ashton had fled with his wife and children years ago when the man had learned of threats against him due to research he had engaged in. He had poked the bear of corporate and government overreach and corruption, and learned that people were gunning for him.

Ashton had not been able to outrun the threat, though Shaw and Russell had teamed up to make sure that the main actors would never be able to harm anyone again.

But the enemies’ reach had been vast, and it was not impossible that some successors in interest might wish to pay a visit to the Shaw Compound to exact revenge on the family.

More documents. And more after that.

Ashton was the master of what he called the Never Rules, a list of prohibitions he formulated as the consummate survivalist.

Never be without a means of escape, never be without access to a weapon …

And a vital one.

Never write anything in any electronic medium now or in the future created …

A rule that Ashton had followed religiously. Hence the twenty pounds of paper before Shaw presently—covered in handwriting so small it would be described by graphic artists as “mice type.”

Completing his milestone half inch of documents, Shaw ran his hand over his short-cropped blond hair and stretched once again. He glanced out the window to see his mother planting seeds in the half-acre garden, the early start intended to beat a predicted inundation later that day. Mary Dove had the touch, and she would be raising a crop large and varied enough to keep herself, family visitors and neighbors in staples for a year. Colter Shaw enjoyed vegetables and fruit as much as anyone. You couldn’t argue with vitamins and what-ever else they contained, but tending a plot of dirt from season to season remained an alien mystery to him, as it would to anybody who clocked more than 300K miles, give or take, in a Winnebago every year.

The Restless One …

A slim woman in her sixties with long white hair, today in a single braid, Mary Dove was pulling off her gardening gloves and walking toward the cabin. He had not yet told her about the early warning. He would now get a second cup of coffee and ask her if she knew of anyone named Margaret from the days when she and Ashton were in Berkeley, and if so was there anything concerning about her and her interest in the Compound.

Maybe it was a family friend who’d lost touch. Nothing more than that.

Of course:

Never assume what appears innocent is not a threat.

He heard Mary Dove in the kitchen, the water running, plates clanking. Shaw picked up his coffee cup and started out of the office, happening to glance down at the next sheet of paper on the stack.

He froze.

It was a draft of a letter Ashton had been composing. There were cross-outs and additions, the typical edits one would make in an effort to refine the final product.

Unremarkable in every way, except for one word.


Dr. Sheridan Tillis

Assistant Director of Curriculum

San Francisco Consolidated School Board

Hello, Sheridan:

Thank you for the recommendations of grade schools for my daughter Margaret. It was most helpful and I will keep you apprised of our decision. If you can think of any schools in Marin or Contra Costa as well, they would be appreciated. Please send to the address below. And, again, discretion would be appreciated.

Hope all is well with you and yours.

Kindest regards,

Ashton



The shocking word: daughter. All right. Assess.

Shaw had never heard any talk that Ashton had been married before Mary Dove or that he had fathered a child before the marriage. In fact, Shaw knew, his parents had gotten together when they were young, meeting by coincidence in a prohibited area of a national park.

Was there some explanation that this letter was not evidence of an affair he’d had?

Well, the timing wasn’t going to clear him. The date indicated that it had been written after Ashton had been married to Mary Dove for fifteen years. A child going to grade school at that time meant that she had been conceived well into Shaw’s parents’ marriage.

And the address the recipient was supposed to send the recommendation to was a safe house in San Francisco whose existence Ashton had kept secret from the family; it had been discovered by Shaw and Russell only recently, long after the man’s death.

And there was that telling admonition regarding discretion. “Colter, are you all right?”

Mary Dove stood in the doorway. His heart thudded.

“Fine. A little tired.”

The universal response that people used as a fencing foil to parry a question. Men, mostly, Shaw believed.

She held a pot of coffee and lifted it. “More?”

Covering the letter as she walked up would be too suspicious. His mother had an eagle eye. So he strode quickly to her instead, and she poured. He liked milk but was concerned if he went to get some from the kitchen, she might wander to the stack of documents. He’d drink it black.

She turned, was saying something about neighbors coming for dinner.

Shaw’s mind was on the letter. “Good,” he said. Mary Dove laughed.

He raised an eyebrow.

“I just said that we’re not doing mushrooms because Kathy’s violently allergic to them. And you said, ‘Good.’”

“I mean good that you’re not serving them.”

His nieces—Dorion’s daughters—would have responded to his comeback as “lame.”

Which it certainly was.

Mary Dove gave him a questioning look but let the matter drop. She never pushed. If he wanted to talk to her about something, she knew he would. This was true about everyone in the Shaw family. Of course there were secrets. But if one clearly wanted them to remain hidden, none of the others pried.

It made for a curious but effective genre of familial harmony.

Setting down the coffee he’d lost all taste for, he stared at the letter, flipped through a dozen sheets below, but none were related to the “Margaret” note.

A secret half-sibling …

Mary Dove had been through a great deal in her marriage to Ashton Shaw. She was a talented, in-demand academic, researcher and physician; she’d supported his crusade against corrupt politicians and corporations; and she had endured, if not relished, the move to the Compound, where she, like the children, learned the art of survivalism.

It challenged her body, her spirit, her mind. And ultimately his actions had left her a widow.

But in her heart, all the offspring knew, she believed in the same values and thought his decisions were the right ones. The couple was in unity, and always had been.

Or so it seemed. Infidelity?

Beyond the pale.

Another two dozen sheets of paper. Frustratingly, nothing.

All he knew was Margaret’s present age—mid-to late twenties. And probably Anglo, given the name, though an ethnic minority was certainly a possibility.

Why not give Ashton’s colleague in Berkeley her full name and relationship and number if there was nothing to hide?

And why not contact Shaw through his website, where people desperate to find missing loved ones left messages about rewards they were offering, which his business associates back in Florida, Teddy and Velma Bruin, monitored several times a day. They would have instantly forwarded notice.

What did she want?

Never speculate. Once you have sufficient facts, your process is analysis—not speculation.

Well, the sole answer was to go through the entire stack—now “only” seventeen or eighteen pounds of documents—one by one. Looking for Margaret or the words daughter or girl or child.

He bent forward and began again, when he was interrupted by a text.

The first words were arresting.


Need help. Now.



He read the full message, and his mind was instantly transported to a different place altogether. His father’s infidelity became a secondary issue, as did Margaret and her mission. After sending a brief response, he charted a route to the destination provided in the text.

His eyes took in the documents once more, and he came to a decision. Gathering the stack up, he shoved the sheets into an empty orange gym bag sitting under a nearby table. He wouldn’t abandon the search for Margaret altogether. He placed a call to his local lawyer, Tony Rossano, whose office was a few miles away. The man sounded shocked at the news, which Shaw relayed nearly in a whisper. The attorney, sworn to secrecy, agreed he would continue the search for Margaret in the maze of Ashton’s writing, in Shaw’s absence.

After disconnecting, Shaw collected his black backpack from the floor beside the desk and walked into the kitchen, where he told his mother he had to leave immediately, and gave her what details he knew.

“Oh, my, I’m sorry to hear.”

He told her that he didn’t know how long it would take but to count on his missing the mushroom-free dinner.

They embraced and then he hurried out into the morning.

He fired up the white-and-tan Winnebago and headed down the lengthy drive.

GPS assured him his destination was forty-five minutes away. A quick trip.

But as to the question: Would he be too late? That was another matter entirely.




3.

Hanlon Tolifson walked to the end of what had been Route 13, a darkly auspicious number to some. Though he was not a superstitious man, he felt the digits appropriate, reminiscent of the election in which he’d won the mayoral race by 666 votes.

He looked down at the rushing torrent of water that had just sliced off the top of the levee as smoothly as a supervillain’s blast would have done in the apocalyptic movies his grandkids watched. It had been a long time since he’d been tested like this.

It wasn’t like when his wife passed. He simply had to be strong for his children and theirs.

And it wasn’t like fighting in county board meetings to win money for Hinowah.

Nor taking on parents who resisted the hiring of a gay teacher. Those were moments you had to be strong. You stood up.

But this was a different kind of test. You met the challenge because there was something you wanted, something that moved you forward in life and you needed to prove yourself.

A test …

He looked back over his burg. An old mining town dating to the 1800s, Hinowah had been settled because of its silver, not because the topography represented a safe environment for its citizens. The place was as vulnerable as could be, a deep bowl surrounded by low hills to the north, west and south, the levee in the east. The earthwork, built more than a hundred years ago, was now a waterfall, twelve inches deep and thirty feet wide, pouring over the mudslide that had been the top of the levee, and into a grim retention pond. From there it gushed into a spillway that diverted the water around the village.

The spillway—a concrete chute ten feet wide and three feet deep—had not, in his decades as a resident, been a conduit for a single drop of water from the Never Summer. There was constant talk about breaking it up and putting a bike trail in.

Thank God for bad-tempered, unyielding and environmentally skeptical residents.

Hinowah was protected for the moment, but the flow was increasing as the waterfall ate away at the top of the remaining levee. He wondered how long it would be before the spillway filled to the brim and water invaded the town.

Tolifson was dressed in a long, bright yellow coat that was called, he believed, a sou’wester, as in “southwestern”—which was a wind or storm or something in New England, he thought, even though the outerwear’s name and that part of the country were in direct opposition. In this part of the state, given the annual rainfall, he had worn the outfit once in six years. The matching floppy hat looked silly, and he’d replaced it with an Oakland Athletics cap.

Tolifson was six two and weighed one hundred and seventy-three pounds, hardly imposing. But his eyes were keen and he had learned to identify and deflect BS without a hem or a haw. He was mayor by election and now police chief by default, as Hiram Folk had ended a twenty-one-year career to take care of his aging parents in Florida. A meeting of the town council had been planned to hire a new chief, either promoting one of the two senior officers—TC McGuire or Leon Brown—or hiring from outside. Résumés were currently being accepted.

And then there was the testing.

As a youngish widower—he was fifty-three—the job of running the only home inspection company in this part of the county had never excited him.

Then he jumped at the chance to run for mayor.

He won easily—by the devil’s sign margin—and he was good at being mayor. Fighting those fights and juggling what needed to be juggled came easily to him.

But still, there was a gap. The something-missing stuff.

And so town procedures for selecting a new head law enforcer would be followed and candidates for chief would be interviewed and voted upon.

But he had decided that he himself might give it a shot, going after the job permanently.

He liked the badge. He liked the way people looked at him different. And, he had to admit, he liked the gun. (Tolifson never met a Hollywood Western he didn’t adore.)

He liked waking up every day knowing there’d be a new challenge.

There had even been a few crimes to investigate. A little meth selling, a little oxy selling, a domestic, a drunk teenager with his father’s scattergun.

And while he hadn’t been trained formally in any law enforcement school or academy, he was picking up tricks of the trade steadily, if slowly, from TJ and Leon. Even cute little Debi Starr, their traffic girl, offered some decent suggestions on occasion.

But now he was faced with an opportunity to move his cause forward.

The test: how he would handle the levee collapse. The disaster wasn’t really something that a police chief would deal with, being more in the realm of the fire department—Hinowah’s population of seventeen hundred souls did not allow for a civil defense or disaster relief office. But Tomas Martinez, head of the volunteer FD, as well as being town council chair, had no more experience in levee collapses than he did. Nor had Buddy Soames, the pumper truck operator and second-in-command at HFD.

And so the task fell to Tolifson.

He felt uneasy at first, but then kicked himself, thinking: The heck is the problem? Here’s your chance. It’s a test. Do a good job and the council’ll vote you in as police chief by a landslide (all seven of them).

So, step one: save the immediate victims, those on the road atop the levee when it collapsed. What might have possessed them to take that route when the Never Summer was nearly level with the road was a mystery, though to backtrack on other roads in this part of the state would have added over an hour to their journeys. Then too, while hardly a miracle of engineering science, the levee was an exceedingly large lump of earth and would appear strong enough even to handle the renegade waves.

In any event those in the three vehicles flipped mental coins and took their chances.

One, described as a young woman in a blue sports car, had apparently made it off safely.

The driver of the pickup behind her, Sheetrock maven Louis Bell, had resigned himself to death but had, with little effort it seemed, climbed out the window and waded to safety before the southern portion of the levee fully collapsed.

But some people had not been so lucky: according to Louis, the occupants of a Chevy Suburban—seemingly a family of four—had rolled upside down into the fierce gray river.

Had they drowned in the car by now? Had they forced open a door or rolled down a window before the electrical system shorted? Swimming in the river seemed impossible; they would have either died by drowning or being torn apart on the rocks.

But he was assuming they were alive.

And Police Chief Pro Tem Tolifson was going to do whatever it took to find them.

Pacing back and forth before the gushing waterfall, he thought of the family, the bloating spillway, the eroding levee, and his town.

And he thought, of course, of DRB.

“Han? You reading me? Ten-four.” The radio on his hip clattered. Tomas Martinez was heading the search party of six volunteers looking downriver for the missing family.

“Tomas, let’s not worry about codes, okay?”

The truth was, Tolifson didn’t know the codes anyway. Well, 10-4, sure, but that was from Blue Bloods.

“Fine.”

“Where are you?”

“Two miles and change south of the levee.”

“Anything?”

Why bother to ask? He’d have said, wouldn’t he?

“No. But, Lord, the depth’s got to be twenty, thirty feet here.

No, more! Swear to God. Hard to spot anything.”

The Never Summer was relatively clear under normal circumstances. Now, it had churned up curtains of mud. You couldn’t see three inches below the surface.

“We’re moving, but slow.”

For miles the banks of the river were similar to where Tolifson now stood. Steep rocks and thick pine, most of the trees alive, some dead and gray. Tough going for the search team, plodding along on the banks, with their chain saws, axes, ropes and medical gear.

Martinez was continuing, “We ought to get a boat—”

“Boat? In that current? We’d end up rescuing you. Keep going as best you can.”

This seemed like a good response to the police chief test: try to save the victims but not at the expense of your men’s lives.

People’s lives. Two women volunteer firefighters were in the party.

Something else to keep an eye on.

Martinez said crisply, “Ten-four … Sorry, can’t help myself. I’ll check in later.”

“Okay.” Tolifson disconnected and stared at the turbulent waters, wondering who the family was, where they’d come from and where they’d been going.

Had the SUV floated? Was it stuck somewhere, in one of the many caves or a shaft of an old silver mine from the 1800s, most of whose entrances they had no way of sealing off? (And those that were sealed sometimes got unsealed—by idiotic teenagers who went exploring and weed-smoking and sex-having just for the thrill of it.)

He glanced down again at the town.

His town.

Yes, the family was important but he could hardly imagine what would happen if the rest of the levee went. If so, the crushing flood would be horrific.

“Han? Help here?”

He turned away from the breached highway and walked to a grassy area atop the northern hillside, the highest point in town. It was the municipal park; fifteen feet above the levee and therefore the perfect site for a disaster response command post. The voice belonged to petite and pert and somewhat-round Debi Starr, in a brown Public Safety uniform, under a translucent rain slicker. Her trooper hat was protected too—with a clear plastic covering that the men, only them, of course, called a rubber. She was muscling a tent into position, fighting against the ornery wind. Debi was the most recent addition to the police force, a teacher for the county laid off in recent cuts. She joked that she was a “patrol officer third grade” since that was the class she’d taught at the town’s elementary school. “Not a lot of difference between the kids and the motorists, except the youngsters were easier to catch and didn’t give you quite so much crapola.”

Not a real cop, but no matter—the city needed ticket revenue and she was good at the job.

Also, it was helpful to have a gofer. Coffee and packages and batteries … and putting up command post tents on high ground. Two were already open; he joined her to tug up the poles of the last tent, against a wind that kept turning the direction of the rain from vertical to horizontal. He grabbed and pulled, while she pounded stakes into the ground with solid, and accurate, thwacks of a steel mallet.

He and Debi then pulled two six-foot-long fiberboard banquet tables out of the back of her pickup, along with folding chairs. Her husband, Jim, managed Sierra Restaurant and Catering. They served damn good food, put together events at the last minute and did it for a song. “These were for Edna Zale’s baby shower.” She looked up. “Got the shower part, but no babies.”

Setting up the tables, kicking the legs into place and sending globs of mud flying, Tolifson said, “You bring the cute tablecloths? Moana? Nemo?” Thanks to the grandkids he was getting an education in what was culturally relevant.

“Ha.”

He eyed the tight switchback leading from the village in the valley up to the CP.

No sign of DRB.

A bit of relief.

He knew it wouldn’t last.

Debi now eyed a stake straining against the rope. The tent was like a sail. She picked up the mallet and thwacked some more.

As she did, she glanced his way with a concerned look on her pretty, round face.

“Any word on the family in the SUV?”

“No. Tomas and the crew are about two miles south. Nothing.”

“That’s harsh—kids, Louis was saying.” She was the young mother of twins.

Another pickup appeared, slightly less spattered than the others. Marissa Fell washed her vehicle every other day. Polish was involved too. The paste kind, which few souls on earth now used. It was largely how she ran the administrative side of the police department, clean and orderly, everything in its place, if not spit shined.

Climbing out, the solid, curly-haired woman zipped up her blue quilted parka.

“I got ’em.” Her eyes danced Tolifson’s way, then took in the levee. “How’s it holding?”

“No idea.”

From the backseat of her Silverado, she collected wires and power strips, and Tolifson a gas-powered generator. Marissa had also brought paper towels. Tolifson started to wipe down the table. Debi took over. And when they were dry-like, she ran the cables to the generator and fired it up.

Marissa said, “Ruth’s manning nine-one-one. She’s just telling everybody who calls we’re on top of the situation.” Her troubled eyes were on the white torrent of the river’s surface and the cascade. “But seeing that? I’m not so sure …”

Tolifson nodded at the tents. “Might be safer up here.”

She snorted a laugh. “Have the landlines. Can’t run a police department via mobiles and Zoom.”

“Suppose not.”

“What a day. What a day. You holding up?” Haven’t failed the test yet, he thought. “So far …”

They shared another glance, then Marissa climbed into the truck, made a three-point turn and headed down the hill.

Tolifson was startled by a woman’s voice from behind him, snapping, “Mayor. There are people taking selfies, right under the breach! You really need to get on top of this.”

His lips grew into a tight line.

DRB was back.
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DRB.

Tolifson’s nickname for the athletic blond woman who had arrived in town a mere forty-five minutes after the levee had collapsed.

The initials stood for Disaster Relief … And a B word he had never uttered aloud and had thought only with regard to a few individuals, all well-deserving of the designation.

“Look.” She was pointing to the base of the levee.

A dozen residents were recording themselves as the waterfall flowed down the mudslide into the spillway. Two kids were skipping rocks over the retention pond, which was, oddly, more appealing now than it was in its typical shallow, scum-covered state.

Tolifson ordered, “Debi, call whoever’s in the fire station and have them shoo those folks off.”

DRB didn’t seem to think “shoo” was strong enough. She said, “Announcements need to go to the media and cell provider alert system.”

The woman and her associate—a trim man named Eduardo Gutiérrez—had arrived in Hinowah with such authority that Tolifson had initially thought she was law, until he recognized their tan SUV as a commercial rental, not an official vehicle. Hair in a taut ponytail, wearing a forest-green baseball cap, orange-brown Carhartt jacket and black rainproof pants, DRB had announced that she did disaster response for a living and happened to be nearby. She would take the lead now and then stay to assist, when teams from the county and state arrived.

As DRB watched—schoolmarm-like—Tolifson placed a call to the Olechu County Fire Service, which ran the civil defense system. It was making emergency broadcasts about the collapse and potential flooding of the town and he told the dispatcher who answered to add to the warning that no one should take selfies—

“No, no, no,” DRB said sharply. He turned, frowning.

“The minute you say that, they go out and start taking selfies.” How was he supposed to think of that?

“Tell them to say it’s too dangerous to approach. They’ll be buried alive. That gets people’s attention. I’ve used it before.”

It certainly got his. Tolifson was morbidly claustrophobic.

He relayed the information and the OCFS dispatcher said he would get the announcement out, and they disconnected.

“The county responders, state? What’s the status? They should be here by now.” DRB was nodding to the three tents, set up to house about a dozen emergency personnel.

Tolifson explained that he’d spoken to the county earlier. All available men and women were stacking sandbags around Fort Pleasant, the county seat, which sat at the juncture of the Never Summer and the Little Silver Rivers, around fifteen miles south. As long as the levee hadn’t come down all the way, he’d been told, Hinowah would have to wait.

DRB’s glare signaled she did not like this news, and he thought: It wasn’t my decision …

The wind then upended a stake and Debi leapt into the task of securing it once more.

“Call them.”

“Call them?”

“The head of the county. Who is that?”

“The head?” Tolifson repeated again.

“Of the county,” DRB snapped back.

“The whole county?”

She sighed in response.

Tolifson continued, “Prescott Moore. But he’s probably pretty busy …”

Her look was withering.

“I want to see him.”

“See him?” the mayor asked.

“Virtual’s fine. Zoom, FaceTime, Teams.”

“Well.”

“I can do that,” Debi said. “Did it just the other day with Sheriff Barrett.”

Tolifson waved toward her. At least he wouldn’t be on record as distracting a very busy county supervisor at a time like this.

In five minutes, Debi had propped her phone up and he and DRB were on Zoom.

“Han.” The slightly paunchy, pale man, around fifty years of age, pushed his glasses up his broad nose. His tone was that of an overworked senior government official. “What’s up?”

DRB interrupted, identifying herself by name.

A pause from the other end of the call. “Well, hello, miss. Uhm.

Have to say it’s pretty busy here.”

Tolifson said, “Don’t doubt it, Pres, but we were—”

DRB fired off, “We need responders here now, in Hinowah. A dozen at least.”

“And who are you exactly, miss?”

“I run a private disaster response company. I was nearby and came to assist.”

“I see. And you’ve had experience at this sort of thing?”

“You want my creds?” DRB was as exasperated at Moore as she was with the mayor himself. It gave him a bit of comfort to have the abuse spread out some. “It’s wasting time. But if you have to know, the Jenkins Canyon blaze, the Stoddard Petroleum oil tanker spill, the San Diego Westland’s fire, the Harkins Bay bridge collapse … and a nuclear incident I can’t talk about. And if you were about to ask, I’m not charging for my services. Now, I was saying we need people here immediately. Minimum a dozen. And sandbags. I can start with fifty tons. But I’ll need more pretty soon.”

A pause. “Well, I can’t really help you out. Like I was telling Mayor Tolifson.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a question of allocation of resources. Hinowah’s one of a dozen towns in the county and—”

“Are any of them on a collapsing levee?” Ouch.

“Not yet, no, but Fort Pleasant’s between two rivers and it has a population twenty times bigger than Hinowah. We have to go with priorities.”

DRB held up her phone screen, on which appeared a box.

TIME ELAPSED FROM INITIAL COLLAPSE: 1 HOUR

She said solemnly, “Hinowah and everybody in it’s living on borrowed time. Every minute that goes by means we’re that much closer to the whole thing collapsing.”

The man’s eyes shifted. He didn’t seem to care for the dramatics. “You know, Han, I have an interest in helping you. I’ll do what I can.” He looked up and had another conversation they couldn’t hear. “I’m sorry. I should go. I’ll be back with better news when I know more.”

The screen went dark.

DRB scoffed, tucking away her phone with its countdown clock still visible. He wondered if she’d make it her screen saver. She muttered, “What did he mean ‘an interest’?”

“He used to live here,” Debi said. She pointed to a two-story house in an overgrown, untended yard not far from the levee. “Moved to Fort Pleasant after his wife passed last year. He still owns the place. Wouldn’t want to see it washed away, I’m guessing. So it’d be hard for him to hold off on help.”

Tolifson added, “And he owns the biggest mortgage brokerage outfit in town. That’s right in the path too.”

But Prescott Moore’s sad personal history and commercial connection to Hinowah were clearly matters of only marginal interest to DRB. She was focusing now on her associate Ed Gutiérrez, who stood fifty feet away, on the shattered edge of the northern side of Route 13, aiming his phone toward the waterfall levee with an app open. It was measuring “situational erosion”—how fast the stream was eating away at the remaining top and sides of the levee. He looked toward her and shook his head.

“It’s dissolving the levee faster than we thought.”

Debi was staring at her, the mallet poised motionless in her hand. DRB said, “We need to evacuate.”

“What?” Tolifson brushed raindrops from his cheeks. “Now.”

“All of Misfortune Row?” Tolifson was pointing to the low-lying strip of the village beside the spillway.

“No,” DRB said, absently scanning the levee once again. “The entire valley. The whole town.”

His snort of laughter was the wrong response. She glared.

“But …” Where to start with the challenges? he thought. “Mayor. This town is one big cereal bowl, just waiting to fill up to the brim.”

“But the spillway. It’s moving water around the town.”

“For now. It won’t last, and if the levee goes, it won’t mean a thing. I want the town empty ASAP. We need your people going door-to-door. That search team from your fire department, looking for the SUV that went into the river?”

“They haven’t found …”

“Of course not or we would have heard. Not my point.”

B …

“Pull the team back, all except one.”

“I’m not going to do that. It’s a family.”

She blinked at the response. “I know it is. You told me. We have to make choices in this line of work. Four people against a thousand. The math is easy.”

DRB strode to the nearest tent, relocated the stake Debi Starr was pounding into the ground and said, “That’s loam. You want clay. Computers?”

Debi fixed the stake and glanced at TC McGuire’s pickup plodding up the hill. Debi nodded. “TC does our computer stuff. That’s him now.”

McGuire climbed out and pulled on a rubber-protected hat. He was dressed the same as Debi—in a brown Hinowah Public Safety uniform, though his rain shield was a clear poncho. It was a souvenir from a concert, the Kiss Tribute Tour. He was a big man who could glare you down with the best of them. Fearless too—he’d climbed into a burning Jeep to pull a drunk driver out of the wreckage. He was also knowledgeable about the law, and was the front-runner for the chief position. Apart from himself, of course.

If Tolifson came through this test and took the job, he would be most troubled about passing over McGuire, who he knew was also hoping for the spot. But in Tolifson’s opinion McGuire lacked “vision,” though he wasn’t sure exactly what that meant in the context of being chief of a small town like Hinowah. “Computers?” DRB encouraged in a mutter.

Tolifson told McGuire to hook them up and get online.

“Will do.” The officer took two laptops and Verizon jetpacks from the backseat and booted the units. As he did, he glanced at the river and said, “We may have a break. They say the rain’s going to let up by noon.”

A pair of small binoculars had appeared in DRB’s hand and she scanned the west side of the village. She was saying absently to McGuire, “It’s not the rain. It’s the melt. Record snowpack in the mountains from November fourteenth through January twenty-fourth. Record heat in the past four days. And that’s only going to get worse.”

“Oh.”

Tolifson was thinking again—evacuate a whole town? How?

His phone hummed. Marissa Fell. “Hey,” he said, picturing the woman hunkered down at her desk back in the Public Safety Office. “Han. Just heard from the Army Corps of Engineers. They’re sending a team. One that specializes in flooding.”

“Thank God. ETA?”

“They just said soon.”

He thanked her and turned to DRB. “Looks like Prescott Moore came through after all. He must’ve called the army engineers.” He found himself eager to defend the local government.

“Who’s in charge, the engineers?”

“Uhm, I’ll get a name.”

He called Marissa Fell back. She couldn’t remember the name. “A sergeant. A woman.”

He relayed this to DRB, who nodded. “All right. She got the number, I assume.”

After posing the question he said to DRB, “Not exactly.”

Her reaction was “Ah.” The neutral sound nonetheless was thick with displeasure. He guessed it meant, Either you got the number or you didn’t. What’s the point of hedging?

Debi said, “City’s been talking about getting landlines with caller IDs for ages. Just doesn’t end up in the budget requests.”

DRB said, “Might want to think about that.” Yes, Mother.

McGuire announced he had the computers up and running. DRB ordered, “Map of the area. One that’s got topography with elevation. All roads, paved or not. And I’m not talking Google. I want state survey maps.”

“I’ll get it,” McGuire said with a who-the-hell-is-this glance to Tolifson.

DRB’s binoculars now scanned Misfortune Row. “South side of the spillway.”

McGuire nodded like he got it but he didn’t.

“I want to blow it from twenty feet past the levee to that big oak tree there.” She was pointing.

“You mean …”

“The oak. The big one!”

“No, you mean, ‘blow’? With … explosives?”

A glance his way. “Whoever did your public works did a crappy job with the levee and a good one with the spillway. But it’s not made for this volume. It’ll start to overflow. You’ve got an hour before the water reaches that power substation.” She pointed to the large metal shack bristling with wires. “Maybe less. We need power for as long as we can. Communications, medical. I know a demo man but he can’t be here in time. It has to happen now. So? You have any dynamite?”

Tolifson was about to say, Not on me, but knew that DRB would not appreciate the slightest hint of humor.

McGuire said, “There’s the mine.”

“Well, it’s private. We can’t just use civilians like that.” Tolifson was frowning. “Not with explosives. Can we?”

Ed Gutiérrez had joined them. “What mine?”

Tolifson explained that the Redding copper mine was a mile or so west of town. Most such mines were open pits but this was a traditional shaft mine and used explosives to
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