
  
    [image: Into the Storm]
  


  
    
      For my uncle, Frank Kilgore

      

      For helping raise awareness of our region as worthy of so much more than extraction and exploitation.

      

      For highlighting the beauty and untapped potential that will carry us and future generations forward, strong and proud.

    

  


  
    
      Into the Storm

      Book Three of the Storms of Future Past Series

    

    
      
        Kari Kilgore

      

    

    
      Spiral Publishing, Ltd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Most people were a little bit afraid of Iris Rutherford’s paintings. The strange ones, at least. And so many of them were strange.

      Her home town of Maple Ridge, Virginia, was a former mining camp that hung on when most of the old company coal and timber towns in Appalachia dried up and blew away. Part of it was the stunning beauty of the mountaintop community. Once clearcut and barren, the steep mountains and deep, blue valleys now held mature oaks, pines, poplars, and of course, several stands of huge old sugar maples.

      A few people complained bitterly not long after the turn of the century when soaring white windmills appeared to sprout out of the forest, following the curves of the highest ridge lines. Decades later, agreements with a university to test new designs led to free electricity for the residents.

      Broad, three-blade models still dominated, joined by single blade turbines and several with more than a dozen blades contained in an outer circle. But many looked more like sculpture, artwork that happened to supply power. Graceful upright blades in endless curves and variations, whirling in a dizzying ballet, bulky control units hidden among the trees.

      Most natives and visitors alike now found the additions to the landscape charming, if not beautiful.

      The main road into town twisted and curved, giving attentive drivers breathtaking views of the Blue Ridge Mountains, with the sparkling Grasspe River cutting through the valley far below. Enough people pulled off of the narrow two lane road to take a look that muddy wide spots were a permanent fixture.

      The town, and the region, were too remote and isolated for anything as official as a scenic overlook. The few tourists who found Maple Ridge were always enchanted, and their business at the restaurant, craft shop, and convenience store was much appreciated.

      Visitors savored and treasured their maple syrup and candy, wishing for just one more taste when it was gone.

      The other reason Maple Ridge survived was the fiercely independent - some said stubborn - nature of the few hundred hardy souls who clung to their ancestral homes. The elementary and middle school teachers and administration prided themselves as much on their efforts to get less than one hundred students ready for high school and life down off the mountain as on their traditional old school house. The brick walls had been built to last, over one hundred and fifty years ago.

      More of those children returned after their educations than folks from other parts of the state would believe. They returned well-qualified from good colleges and universities, frequently after turning down or taking and later leaving excellent jobs elsewhere.

      Many took advantage of the lightning speed Internet brought through town fifty years ago on the way to a bigger town and worked from home. A few took on the challenging but beautiful commute into nearby Wolf Branch or an hour further on to Hidden Springs.

      More than the peace and quiet, the slower pace of life, and the deep fondness for the Grasspe River brought so many people back to Maple Ridge. The natives, and after a while the partners they often brought back with them, found they could not do without the peculiar magic and eccentricity of their home.

      Iris Rutherford loved her home town as much as anyone else. But her own peculiar magic made her an outsider in a town full of them.

      Everything changed for Iris when she started to draw and paint at age eleven. Seemingly overnight, the shy, quiet child who happily let her older brother and sisters take all the attention found her passion. The art teacher, delighted to see such unusual drive and raw talent, offered to let Iris practice before and after school.

      She did both.

      She understood the technical aspects of composition, color, and balance immediately. Iris surpassed most of what her young teacher had to offer within a few months. She moved on from typical bowls of fruit, faces, and landscapes to startling, surreal visions that even she didn’t quite understand.

      Shapes often vaguely human, colors that should have clashed but flowed smoothly under her brush, and wild, thick strokes that followed a pattern no one could define poured forth. The art teacher spoke to Iris’s parents, and later to the high school art teacher in Wolf Branch. A student with so much promise must be handled carefully, guided in appropriate and controlled paths.

      The high school counselor was the first to realize that whatever drove Iris to spend so many hours practicing would never be controlled.

      After enough stern conversations about disturbing the other students, and the teachers, Iris learned to keep her special paintings - the true ones - private. She developed great skill with more acceptable work, and the talk died down. She never stopped painting the wild visions and images, the ones she saw burning in her mind as soon as she opened her eyes many mornings.

      Her bedroom walls were lined with those distressing sketches and paintings, the ones she had no choice but to get out of herself. Iris learned of abstract and impressionist art from many decades before. She had high hopes of finding acceptance for her true work in art school.

      The first person to understand what Iris painted, to see the meaning and significance even she never did, was Gena Wallace.
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      The Eyes of the Future art exhibit was meant to introduce incoming Appalachian Art Institute students to the community, and let the art-loving residents of Hidden Springs discover up-and-coming talent before anyone else.

      The most exciting aspect for Iris was choosing three of her true paintings to go along with the six her teachers suggested.

      Other students and even the faculty warned Iris she’d likely be bored to tears and not sell a thing. She was pleasantly surprised to sell everything except the true paintings. She wasn’t surprised people barely glanced at those. Not one person asked about them until a soft, rich voice spoke from behind her.

      “It’s a real shame these aren’t for sale.”

      A small woman stood in front of a large canvas, one Iris had only painted a few days before. She wore typical student garb. Faded blue jeans, brown hiking boots, and a hunter green sweatshirt from the law school in Bountyfield, a couple of hours away. Dark blonde hair hung in a thick braid down her back.

      “They are for sale,” Iris said, standing. She was a few inches taller than the mysterious woman, and at once self-conscious about how much her own black hair provided an unruly contrast. “No one’s interested in them, though. They’re not as good.”

      When the woman turned, Iris smiled despite her desire to play the cool, unconcerned artist. She was beautiful, with light brown eyes and full lips curved in a mischievous smile of her own.

      “You’re mistaken there. The others are nice enough,” she said, then a delightful blush spread across her cheeks. “I don’t mean that the way it sounds. They’re technically just fine. But these are amazing. Is this one your family?”

      Iris frowned, examining the painting. The background was broad strokes of various shades of green, the swirling patterns overlapping and contrasting. Four distinct oval areas in the middle were black, red, brown, and yellow. Several smaller splashes of the same colors ranged throughout the canvas.

      She hadn’t named that one. She hardly ever named the true paintings.

      Family settled into place in her belly, warm and comforting like hot soup on a cold day.

      “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Iris said. “Why did you say that? What do you see?”

      “Well, I think it’s obvious.” She pointed to the larger colors. “These are the parents, or adults who go together somehow. The smaller ones are the children. Is that not right?”

      Iris shrugged, shaking her head. That was a lie, though. She had no idea where the colors might come from, but every single brush stroke finally made sense. She’d never imagined such a huge group of people all around her, but Iris felt that desire in every part of her now.

      “Almost everyone in my family has black or gray hair, so I don’t think it’s them. Feels right somehow, though.”

      “Your future family, then. I’m Gena Wallace.” Gena turned back to the paintings. “The more I think about it, buying these doesn’t seem right. They’re pretty personal, aren’t they?”

      “Iris Rutherford, but I guess you see that on the name card.” Iris fussed with the white tag pinned to her shirt, not used to feeling so flustered and awkward talking about her art. In that area if nowhere else, she was normally confident. “I don’t know if they’re personal, but hardly anyone ever wants to talk about them.”

      “I think they’re the only ones in this whole place worth talking about. What about this one?”

      The smaller canvas, only two feet square, disturbed Iris more than she cared to admit. The background ranged from dark red to bright orange. The effect was close enough to flames and blood that even Iris thought it should be warm to the touch. Dozens of gray slashes, many dug deeply into the thick colors underneath, seemed to spill from the middle of the top of the painting all the way to the edges.

      “No idea,” Iris said, rubbing her upper arms. “Makes me a little anxious even though I painted it.”

      “Of course it does,” Gena said, turning back to the painting and nodding. “If it were bigger, there’d be thousands of dead bodies. Maybe millions. All coming right toward you.”

      Iris gasped and stepped closer. Her fingers brushed against Gena’s arm, but neither of them moved away. That word, dead, dropped like a ball of ice through her middle. It was no less true than family. She wanted to avoid the unknown slaughter more than she wanted to be part of that family.

      Iris knew in her gut the slaughter was coming anyway.

      “How are you doing that?” she said, looking into Gena’s lovely brown eyes. “I don’t even know what they mean. I just wake up with them in my head and I have to get them out.”

      “I don’t know, seems obvious to me. Listen, why don’t you mark them as sold. We can work out the price over dinner if you want.”

      Iris knew, in a flash of understanding as clear as any of the visions she woke up with, that Gena would understand a lot more than her paintings.
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      Dinner with Gena led to a date, then another. Before autumn turned into winter, they were spending weekends together at one apartment or the other. None of the boys or girls Iris had dated in high school were worth the trouble after a couple of months. Now hours spent driving didn’t frustrate Iris nearly as much as time spent apart.

      That frustration led to her first painting that passed into reality.

      Iris woke early on the Sunday morning of the first heavy snow in December. Getting out of her bed, away from Gena’s warmth and sweet-smelling hair spreading across the pillows, was the last thing Iris wanted.

      But the visions never let her sleep in.

      She kissed Gena’s cheek, then got dressed as quietly as she could. Iris had gotten into the habit of keeping her cleanest painting clothes by the door for days like this. If she finished quickly enough, she might be able to sneak back into bed before Gena was awake.

      The apartment’s second bedroom, with hardly any space and far too much morning light to be a good place to sleep, was perfect for a miniature studio. Iris kept as much as she could ready in advance, so she could start the coffee then pick up a brush. A sketchpad and colored pencils were a workable substitute at Gena’s place.

      Several inches of snow turned up the light in the already bright room, shifting it far toward cool blue. That suited the image nearly blinding Iris’s mind. Her thoughts wandered as she worked. Her early morning painting was as automatic as the coffee maker.

      Even with the tiny electric car on hands-free for the drive between Hidden Springs and Bountyfield, letting Iris read or study or even sleep, the time away from Gena was driving her crazy. And the loneliness she’d felt around her edges for most of her life was far deeper and stronger now that she had someone she missed so badly. Gena had two and a half more years of law school, Iris three and a half of art school.

      Something had to change.

      Before she’d finished her second cup of coffee and just as she finished the painting, Gena slipped her arms around Iris’s waist.

      “That’s lovely,” she whispered. “Perfect for our first house together. You dreamed about that last night, too.”

      Iris turned in Gena’s arms.

      “I don’t remember any dreams. I hardly ever do.”

      “You dream all the time,” Gena said. She kissed Iris’s cheek, then poured herself a cup of coffee. “It’s the ones you talk about that show up in your paintings, though.”

      “You never told me I talk in my sleep.”

      “I only noticed it a couple of weeks ago.” Gena sat on the worn and faded red loveseat, curling her legs beneath her. “We’re not sleeping together nearly enough, or I might have caught it sooner.”

      “What did I say?” Iris said, sitting beside Gena. “We need to find a house?”

      “No, nothing that concrete. It didn’t make sense until I saw the painting. You said things like ‘It’s blue,’ ‘Three of them,’ and ‘Thirty-seven miles.’” Gena leaned forward with a coffee-scented kiss. “I say there’s no reason to get out in this lovely snow anyway. If we’re lucky, we won’t be able to get out tomorrow. Let’s get online and find that house.”
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      They moved in together before the holidays. The house was indeed blue, with three bedrooms, and thirty-seven miles from Bountyfield. Almost perfectly in the middle of their two schools. Thick trees and seclusion, hidden at the end of the road in a narrow valley, reminded Iris of the best parts of living in Maple Ridge.

      Iris did well in her classes, gaining skill in conventional subjects and techniques. The far more important work never left that cozy little house. Sleeping beside Gena turned up the frequency on the visions Iris often worked with, or perhaps cleared out the channel. Either way, her true paintings increased in depth and frequency.

      Not all of the paintings, or the dreams, were so positive.

      Joyful and happy images continued to appear, but as time passed, the tone turned darker. Gena understood more of each distressing image, and Iris felt the unease of the dreams even though she rarely remembered them.

      The world around them reflected the images within.

      Food shortages unheard of since the pollinator
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