
Prologue – The Coming Storm 

 Lightning flashed in the distance, as Christian glanced at his cousin and his 

grandfather. The three fishermen plowed through white caps on Lake Albert in 

South Dakota. The fishing had been great, but the wind picked up now, as a storm 

front moved in from the west. Christian’s cousin, Joel, perched on the lid of the 

live well on one side of the boat, while Christian took his position on an overturned 

five-gallon bucket on the other. Grandpa manned the twenty-five horse-power 

Evinrude motor behind them. 

 They moved to the rear of the sixteen-foot Alumacraft, so the front of the 

boat would lift higher into the air. It helped a little with the water in front of them, 

but as they came down the back side of each wave, the boat collided with the 

foaming front end of another. The boat bounced forward, tip high, and then 

crashed down again. On each forward lurch, all three of them saw the white and 

orange buoys that marked the bay, protecting their boat ramp from the wind. 

Those buoys would disappear again as the Alumacraft bounded up another white-

capped roller. The wind whipped needles of spray into Christian’s face, as the boat 

crushed through foaming wave after foaming wave. The end-of-July water warmed 

him, but the following wind chilled Christian, as it blew through his water-soaked 

shirt. 

 With each downward blow of the boat on the lake, the dock came closer, and 

the clouds grew more ominous, as Christian squinted in the spray. He sensed the 

coming rain; the air was getting even colder. The temperature dropped sharply in 

the last couple of minutes, and the wind steadily grew stronger. Grandpa hollered 

over the roar of the engine and the wind, staring past the two boys toward the bay, 

as he bellowed. 



 “Christian! When we hit the calm water of the bay, you jump up front and 

get ready to hop onto the dock. Tie us down and sprint to the truck. We’ll need to 

load the boat onto the trailer before the storm strikes.” 

Christian nodded and looked to the front of the Alumacraft. The rope coiled 

like a lasso, nestled against the trolling motor battery. He looked at it a second 

time to make double sure it was securely fastened to the boat. 

 Grandpa turned his voice away from Christian and said, “Joel, when he 

backs that truck into the water, get that cable hooked to the front of the boat as fast 

as you can!” 

Grandpa’s steel stare never wavered from the waves. Joel nodded, and the 

two boys looked at each other and smiled, excitement shimmering in their eyes. 

 The world changed in an instant when they reached the bay. The foreboding 

white-caps calmed, as the wind ceased to blow. The protected bay lay between a 

set of rolling hills and rows of thick trees, mostly pines. The trees formed a 

horseshoe-shaped windbreak around the bay. Grandpa had referred to it as a 

shelter belt when the trio arrived at the lake in the early hours of the morning. 

Christian raced to the front, grabbing the rope, as he climbed past the trolling 

motor mount and crouched like a panther on the bow. 

Grandpa slowed a little, as he neared the dock, and then the motor 

shuddered into reverse. Christian timed the leap just right and landed on the front 

edge of the dock with the rope coil in his hand. He moored the boat, like a calf-

roper trying to beat a record time before he scurried off the dock up the hill to the 

truck. 

 Christian stumbled once before his sea legs adjusted to dry ground. He 

pulled the keys from his pocket, as he reached his grandpa’s blue Chevy Silverado. 

He felt sorry for the owners of the two trailers sitting in the parking stalls adjacent 



to Grandpa’s truck. They were going to have a wild time on the water in the 

approaching storm. 

 The engine of the aged Silverado roared to life, and Christian looked out the 

windshield over the edge of the hill above the belt of trees. Even the lush greenery 

cowered from the coming storm, as decades-old pines near the top of the hill 

bowed to the winds. The ominous clouds told him that they did not have long. 

Gravel spit out from the tires, as he rounded the curve to the ramp. He backed the 

trailer in easily, even though he did not have a license to drive. Christian’s 

grandpa always let him drive the farm tractors and the pickup when he came to 

visit. 

 As the boat trailer sank into the water, Joel jumped on and pulled the cable 

from the winch to the front of the boat. The winch whined as the Alumacraft 

lurched up the rollers. Joel locked the front of the boat into place, and Christian 

pulled the trailer from the water. Grandpa grabbed the tarp from the back of the 

pickup, and Joel connected the last bungee cord to the trailer frame, just as the 

rain came. A crack of thunder announced the storm’s arrival. All three jerked their 

heads toward the sky. The wispy white and blue above them had transformed into a 

roiling mass of charcoal thunderheads. 

 A blast of wind exploded straight down on them before the deluge hit. The 

freezing rain showered them with giant drops. Despite his sixty years, Grandpa 

moved like a cat when the rain hit him. He jumped into the driver’s side, while Joel 

and Christian leapt in on the passenger’s side. The windows fogged up as the men 

panted, trying to catch their breath. 

 “Wow! Would ya look at that rain!” Grandpa gasped in a farmer’s drawl, 

not quite a southern accent, more like a country bumpkin. 

 Joel reached over to hit the defrost button on the panel by the steering 

wheel, while Grandpa turned on the wipers. The torrential downpour overpowered 



the low setting, so Grandpa switched the wipers’ speed to high. The A/C cranked 

freezing air into the cab, and the fog on the windshield of the old truck lifted 

slowly, like a specter disappearing into thin air. 

 Grandpa gunned the accelerator, and the two boys were jolted back into the 

seat, as he hollered, “Buckle up, boys!” 

 Christian heard a plink on the roof, as he fumbled with the buckle of his 

seatbelt. That first note was followed by a chorus of many more tinks and plinks. 

Hail! 

Christian recalled his father talking about hail in a severe thunderstorm. He 

used to let Christian sit out on the porch during severe weather and taught him all 

kinds of things about storms and how they formed. His mother said that his father 

always wanted to be a storm chaser, but his dad always had to work in the 

summer, because their family needed the money. His father explained to him once 

that hail indicated a possible tornado. It had something to do with a hail core in a 

storm and the updraft and downdraft mixing into a twister, but Christian didn’t 

recall all the details. 

The plinking hail grew in size, as a thunderous roar attacked the roof of the 

pickup. Little, white golf balls of ice bounced off the green turf like someone 

pitched them continuously onto the practice green of a golf course. 

 No one breathed a word, as the truck swung out of the parking lot, through 

the barrage of hailstones, onto the paved road that would take them to the exit of 

Lake Albert State Park. Here, the road curved gently to the east, before realigning 

to the north again, dissecting a grassy meadow. In a few minutes, they would be 

turning east and passing through another meadow, before crossing the length of 

the dam of Lake Albert. The once distant black clouds overtook the lake. Sinister 

darkness surrounded the pickup on all sides, and Christian’s grandpa switched on 



the headlights. They traveled about a mile down the west side of the lake, but still 

had a ways to go to reach the dam. 

The truck raced through the gradual curve leading to a stop sign, marking 

the connection to the exit road. Grandpa Pearson let off the accelerator but turned 

without coming to a complete stop, as they headed toward the dam. The pickup 

passed through the meadow, and the hail subsided. The truck slowed, as they 

neared a slight curve marking the threshold of the dam. Water crashed onto the 

rocks outside Christian’s passenger window. Since the hail stopped, he rolled the 

window down for a better look. Even with the A/C cranked up, a rush of cold air 

waylaid Christian. In the distance, he heard the high-pitched whine of a tornado 

siren warning them of immediate danger. 

 “Do you hear that?” Joel asked through chattering teeth, as he reached to 

turn down the fan for the A/C. 

 “Tornado sirens,” Grandpa said, calmly. “You boys buckled up tight?” 

 “Yes,” the two teens answered. 

The grins in the boat had been exchanged for nervous looks at one another. 

 “Good! Now, whatever happens… you two stay calm,” Grandpa ordered. 

“If you lose your wits, you got nothin’ when things go bad.” 

Christian noticed his grandpa’s attention strayed from the road straight 

ahead of them. His grandfather kept glancing in the rearview mirror on the driver-

side door, and then he reached out his window to wipe off the rain water, before 

rolling the window back up. Hail rang out a second chorus on the roof of the 

pickup, as smaller pea-sized hail blanketed the road in front of them. 

 “When things go bad?” Christian whispered to himself. 

He paused. 

“Why isn’t Grandpa focusing on the road?” he thought. 



 He stopped in mid-thought and slowly turned around to look out the back 

window. Through the hail, he could see what had drawn his grandpa’s attention 

from the road. They had at least another mile to go before they were off the top of 

the dam. They had no escape from the road here, because the water flanked the 

pickup to the right, and a steep drop down the face of the dam to a spillway 

blocked any attempt to go left. Grandpa could not stop or turn around, because the 

tail touched down in the field behind them. 

 Joel turned in his seat to see what Christian gawked at. 

The breath left Joel like a punch in the gut as he whispered, “Tornado.”  



Chapter One 

 

 “It’s a tornado,” Joel managed to utter a second time, even though terror 

gripped his body. 

 “I know,” Grandpa replied, solemnly. “I saw it dropping as we turned the 

corner to the dam, but it was too late to change direction, so we’re going to have to 

outrun it, if we can.” 

 Christian’s grandfather gripped the steering wheel with such force that his 

whitened knuckles looked as if they were going to crush the wheel or pop off his 

fingers trying. His muscles tensed. For a man in his sixties, he still possessed the 

strength of an ox, and Christian’s physique mirrored that of his grandfather’s. 

 Even though only a couple of years separated Christian from his cousin, 

Joel’s light, lanky middle school frame paled in comparison to Christian’s. Both 

were athletic, but Christian was built for power, while Joel’s body was more suited 

for distance running. 

 The pickup traveled dangerously fast. The hail stopped, so Christian rolled 

his window down a second time for a better look at the road. Ice pellets covered 

the pavement, and the options were limited. They had to get to the other side of the 

dam before they could turn out of the path of the twister. The last time Christian 

had looked back, the length of a football field spanned the distance between the 

pickup and the tornado. He turned in his seat again, expecting to see the twister 

losing ground. The opposite occurred, as the pickup lost ground on the slick roads, 

and the tornado intensified. 

 “Can’t this thing go any faster?” Christian yelled over the howling wind. 

 “Not with that boat hitched on back,” Grandpa stated. 



Christian’s ears popped, as the air pressure changed, and a roar like he had 

never heard before consumed the air. The danger no longer lingered behind them. 

The tornado caught them three-hundred feet from the end of the dam. 

 When catastrophic events take place in people’s lives, they often talk about 

time standing still or things moving in slow motion. Christian experienced that 

phenomenon. The wind stole the breath from his lungs, and he struggled for air. 

Pieces of rock stung his face and arms, as he attempted to roll up the window. The 

truck fishtailed toward the water, and Christian glanced back in horror to see the 

boat lifting off the road behind them, pulling the truck with it. The deafening roar 

allowed him to hear only portions of their screams. Then, Christian distinctly heard 

someone yell, “Look out!” 

 He turned toward his door to see an uprooted oak tree slam into the 

passenger side of the pickup. The metal crunched, and a branch of pointed leaves 

stabbed at the window. A second thump and broken glass and bark covered 

Christian. The world turned upside down, as the truck performed a back flip in 

mid-air. The steel frames of the truck and trailer groaned during the twisting 

maneuver, and the view of black sky out of the windshield morphed into a scene of 

water and sharp-edged rock. 

 Christian thought aloud, “This is going to hurt.” 

 He heard Grandpa say, “Hold on, boys!” as the truck landed with a sideways 

roll into the water. 

The whole world went black for a moment. When he came to, Christian 

found his right arm submerged in water. He pulled his arm from the water and 

breathed a sigh of relief, because they had missed the rocks which extended at least 

thirty feet from the shore. 

 “Everyone all right?” Grandpa asked. 



 Joel groaned and Christian echoed the sentiment. Water trickled through the 

door on his grandpa’s side of the truck, but water did not rush in through 

Christian’s broken window. The right-side of Christian’s body was pressed against 

his door, and Joel’s weight was leaning against him. 

Christian stuck his arm through the open window into the water that should 

have been rushing into the cab of the pickup. He could see only murky black 

beyond his hand. Christian turned to look past Joel toward his grandfather. He saw 

flashes of lightning out the driver’s window, and he could see the undulation of the 

waves just above the corner of windshield on his grandpa’s side of the truck. 

 “Any broken arms or legs?” Grandpa questioned. 

 “I’m okay,” Joel winced, “just knocked around a bit, but Christian’s 

bleeding.” 

 “Well, I caught some of that glass with my face when the tree broke the 

window, but I’m not bleeding, too bad,” Christian responded. “Why isn’t the water 

rushing in on us?” 

 “I guess your side must be down and my side up, so we’re kind of sittin’ in 

an air bubble,” his grandpa replied. 

 Christian remembered the truck rolling sideways on impact. Fortunately, the 

open window was down in the water, so the air was trapped in the cab of the 

pickup. Had they landed the other way, gravity would have won out, and the water 

would have rushed in on them, instantly. 

 “So are we just floating like a bobber?” Joel asked. 

 “I would guess the trailer caught on the rocks, somehow; we probably aren’t 

far from the shore,” Christian answered. 

“Hey, can you two get your belts off?” Grandpa asked. 

 “Yes,” Christian and Joel responded, simultaneously. 



 “Let Joel out first. He’s skinny enough to fit through that window. I’m going 

to need you to help me get out of here, since I ain’t as young as I used to be, and 

Joel isn’t strong enough to help me by himself,” Grandpa said. 

 Joel unhitched first and wriggled past Christian. After crushing Christian’s 

left shoulder to align himself with the door, Joel slowly slid into the water through 

the window. He stopped his descent when the water reached his waist. The truck 

lurched a little bit downward, and they all paused with baited breath. Water swept 

in on Christian’s right side, as Joel hung on to his seatbelt. 

 “It’s cold isn’t it,” Joel said, before he ducked his head under. His outline 

swam up across the front of the windshield, and Christian watched, as Joel slowly 

faded into the haze of the storm-churned water. Then, Christian unbuckled his 

seatbelt. 

 “Now, I don’t want to fall the length of this cab when I unbuckle my 

seatbelt, so I’m gonna try to hang my weight on this steering wheel and keep my 

balance by using the transmission housing,”  Grandpa said, referring to the big 

hump that ran down the middle of the floor of the pickup. 

 For his age, Grandpa was in good shape, but it would be tough for a man 

with two bad knees to get out of the truck by himself. Christian knew that he would 

be the last one to exit the pickup. 

Christian nodded as his grandfather continued, “I’m not sure if I can fit 

through that window, so try to unlatch the door before you unhook my seatbelt.” 

Christian tried pushing on the door. 

 “It barely budged, but if you put your weight on it, I think it’ll go,” Christian 

told him. 

 “Okay, you ready?” his grandfather asked. 

 “Here goes nothing,” Christian responded, hoping the two of them working 

together would keep Grandpa from falling. 



 Christian unhitched the seatbelt, and his grandfather did not fall. Grandpa 

slipped a little, as he tried to right himself, and Christian grabbed his grandpa’s 

legs in an effort to take some of the weight. Grandpa Pearson lowered his feet, in 

order to stand on the door without knocking Christian down. The muscles in 

Grandpa’s biceps pulsed from the weight they held up, and Christian hoped the 

steering wheel would hold. 

His grandpa placed his full weight on the door. It popped open a little further 

almost causing his grandfather to slip and fall. The water came up over their knees 

as they stood there laughing nervously, relieved that they would be escaping this 

underwater prison. Lake water continued to trickle through the driver’s side door. 

It reminded Christian of someone leaving a faucet running in an upstairs bathroom 

of a house until it overflowed and leaked through the ceiling of the room below. 

Fear held them for a moment, but they knew they were going to be okay. 

 “I’m going to pop the door open a little wider for us,” his grandpa said. 

 Grandpa Pearson shifted his weight a little too much, and the door swung 

wide. His grandpa’s whole body slipped through the opening and into the water, 

but he managed to grab hold of the door frame. Christian barely spied him in the 

growing darkness, as he pulled his body even with the truck. His grandpa tapped 

on the glass of the windshield, giving Christian a thumbs-up, before he pushed off 

the glass to propel himself toward the surface. Metal groaned, and a popping sound 

sent chills down Christian’s spine. 

The force of Grandpa’s weight had snapped the only connection between the 

trailer and the pickup, the ball hitch. 

When the pickup entered the water, the upside-down boat caught on a huge, 

jagged piece of rock. This kept the truck from descending to the bottom of the 

drop-off in front of the dam. Since they had fished this water only a couple of 

hours earlier, Christian knew a sixty-foot drop-off started at the edge of the rocks. 



When the ball joint snapped, the trailer released its grip from the pickup. The 

truck rolled to let out the air bubble, and Christian fell, head-first, toward the 

driver’s side of the pickup. He saw the steering wheel, and the world went black, 

as the truck slowly descended to the bottom of Lake Albert. 


