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PROLOGUE, TWO YEARS BEFORE NOW 
 

 



Joe kneels on the outskirts of a small town. In the gravel parking lot outside a 
bombed-out nightclub. A splintered billboard above him has been 
whitewashed; on the white paint handwritten in red: “TOLDJA THE 
SOUTH WOULD RISE AGAIN!!!” And then in black paint “RISE” is 
x’ed out and “FALL” is written above it. There are woods beyond the still-
smoldering husk of the nightclub. Screams come from the woods. Joe’s 
radioman hustles up; hands him the mic; a voice splutters. 
 
“You gotta get down in there and root ‘em out. Nothin else for it!” 
 
Joe bows his head; rests the mic on his chest. 
 
“Sergeant! You read me? Get your men down into the tunnels NOW!” 
 
Joe stares off into the woods. 
 
“Soldier! Acknowledge your orders!” 
 
Joe rouses himself: “Understood,” he croaks, handing the mic back to the 
radioman. 
 
And then from out of the woods creeps an ankle-deep greenish fog. 
 
“Gas!” Joe shouts down the line. 
 
Shivering, he unclips his gas mask from his pack and loops it over his head. 
Raises his right hand and forms it into a fist; the rest of his unit, masks in 
place, rustles over gravel and crouches beside him. Joe leads them; they 
creep forward, crunching over the blackened nightclub timbers, stepping 
over half-melted barstools. As Joe kicks down through the floor with a boot 
to expose a descending ladder, the green fog licks at their ankles. 
 
“Light!” he shouts, peering down into the darkness that swallows up the 
ladder. 
 
The radioman hands him a flashlight; Joe shines it down into the hole; 
there’s a sandy bottom about twenty feet down.  
 



Joe stuffs two extra battery cells into his pack; he checks a foot-long hunting 
knife in a sheath on his calf and a Colt .45 in the waistband of his jeans. He 
hoists himself over the ladder. 
 
“I’m not back in ten minutes, you get the squad outta here, you 
understand,” he tells the radioman. 
 
Who nods. 
 
Joe descends to the darkness below. Hops off the last rung of the ladder onto 
the sandy floor. Shines his light one last time up through the hole he’s 
dropped into: the radioman’s masked face; lines on the forehead of that face; 
smoke, blackened timbers, the corner of the billboard, and blue sky beyond. 
Rotates the beam of the flashlight down the passageway in front of him; pulls 
the pistol from his jeans; sets off. 
 
The tunnel slopes gently downward. It is eight feet tall and about six feet 
wide. Its sides are smooth and cool; plant and tree roots here and there poke 
through or dangle. Walking is easy; an inch or so of sand sits atop hard 
packed earth. Joe moves forward, flicking his beam from side to side and 
from floor to ceiling as he goes. He keeps to one side of the tunnel, his left 
shoulder brushing against the tunnel wall as he walks. 
 
The tunnel then splits. Once. And again. It twists. And splits a third time. 
Joe has gone right at each split. 
 
The spur that he is now on flattens out and little by little it shrinks. Soon it is 
barely six feet tall and two feet across; and it narrows further in the light that 
flickers forward from the flashlight in Joe’s shaking hand. He stops. Sets the 
flashlight down in the sand. Wipes his hands on his pants. Returns the Colt 
to his waistband. Bends to remove the hunting knife and to retrieve the 
flashlight. Shines the light backward, back along this latest spur the way he 
came. Moves forward again; hunched slightly; knees bent; wipes tendrils 
from the ceiling off his faceplate, which is fogging slightly. 
 
The shrinking of the tunnel continues; gently, inexorably. Just as Joe drops to 
proceed on his hands and knees his flashlight fails. He scrambles in the utter 
darkness; his pack rips against the side walls as he grabs for it; his head bangs 
off the ceiling; he rips off his gas mask and tosses it aside; it caroms off the 
tunnel wall and smacks him in the side of the head. He feels for the spare 



battery cells; finds one; holds it in his left hand; feels around in the sand for 
the flashlight; finds it behind him; unscrews the base; shakes the dead cell out 
and shoves in its replacement; rescrews the base on and then collapses 
against the side of the tiny tunnel as flashlight floods his surroundings. 
 
After a few deep breaths, Joe checks his pack: one good cell left. He zips the 
pack, clips his mask to the zipper, checks his gun, picks up his knife. Sights 
down the tunnel with his beam: sees that in another ten feet he will have to: 
slither on his belly through a crack in the wall revealing a twisty path beyond 
which there is the faintest glimmer of light. 
 
“This is some bullshit right here,” Joe mutters, to no one in particular. 
 
He crouches and scuttles; then sinks to his hands and knees; makes a turn, 
shoving the flashlight through the sand in front of him; then gets back up, 
crouches and scuttles. But then he cannot get back up; must stay on hands 
and knees—and even occasionally move on to his belly and slither. Up and 
over and around and down, he grunts, sweat rises on his forehead and dirt 
cakes on his arms.  
 
And then, he emerges … into … what? Breathing deeply, Joe plays his 
flashlight forward and sees that he is in a 25-foot-tall chamber from which 
branch three tunnels, each of which is the approximate size of the one he 
initially dropped into from the burnt-out nightclub. Down one of these 
tunnels a faint flicker of light dances. Joe shuts down his light and presses 
himself back against the wall, then actually inches a bit back down the 
serpentine path he’d just emerged from. Then watches: 
 
As two children carrying a lit torch come out of the leftmost tunnel into the 
chamber. They are about eight years old. 
 
“Down here? Is this where you saw it?” says Herman to his twin sister Luisa. 
 
“I thought,” replies Luisa. 
 
They look around the chamber. Herman waves the torch from side to side in 
front of him. 
 
“Nothin here I can see. C’mon we gotta get back. Daddy’ll be—“ 
 



“Daddy’s not coming back, Herman. The gas got him. You know that.” 
Luisa’s face is pinched as she studies her brother’s angry eyes. 
 
“We don’t know. Maybe—“ 
 
“We do know,” she says, gently putting her fingers on his forearm. “We do 
know.” 
 
Herman’s shoulders slump slightly, and then he sinks to his knees and his 
shoulders shake. Luisa pats his head.  
 
Joe inches out of his hiding spot; kneels.  
 
“Hey, kids,” he says, barely above a whisper. 
 
Herman whips the torch around so that they can see him; ushers Luisa into a 
position behind him. 
 
“Who are you?” he demands. 
 
“Just a soldier,” says Joe, raising his hands. “Just got lost down here is all.” 
 
Waving his torch at Joe, Herman moves backward, keeping his sister behind 
him. 
 
“You stay there you hear. We got lots of people down here. Gonna give you 
what for.” 
 
“OK. OK. I don’t want any trouble. I’m not sure I can find my way out of 
here is all,” says Joe. 
 
“Reckon that’s your problem ain’t it,” says Herman, continuing to back up 
toward the mouth of the tunnel they’d come from. And then Luisa emerges 
from behind him and walks toward Joe. 
 
“Hi, I’m Luisa and this here’s Herman. What’s your name,” she asks, 
thrusting out her hand toward Joe. 
 
“Luisa! Get back here dammit!” 
 



“I’m Joe. Glad to make your acquaintance, Luisa.” He shakes her hand; 
nods toward Herman. “You too, Herman.” 
 
“Are you thirsty,” asks the little girl. 
 
“Luisa!” 
 
“No, I’m OK, hon. Your brother said there were others down here. Are they 
soldiers or are they like you?” 
 
“Naw, it’s just us. I don’t know why he said that,” laughs Luisa. 
 
Herman comes charging up and puts his arm around his sister; thrusts the 
torch out toward Joe. “You leave her alone you hear me.” 
 
Joe crouches in the sand in front of them. “I hear you, Herman. I don’t 
mean to bother anyone. Was just down here scoutin and got lost and now I 
could sure use some help finding my way back up top.” 
 
“You aimin to kill some folks?” challenges Herman, jutting out his little chin. 
 
Joe shakes his head sadly. “No, son. Just wanted to see who was down here 
and then get back to my unit.” 
 
“Whose side you on, anyways,” asks Herman.  
 
“War’s just about finished, little man. Ain’t gonna be no more sides at all, 
soon enough.” 
 
“Yay!” Luisa cheers. “Didja hear, Herman?” 
 
Herman hangs his head. “Believe it when Daddy tells us it’s so. Believe it 
then.” 
 
Luisa kisses her brother’s cheek; takes the torch from him; starts skipping 
down one of the tunnels. “C’mon, soldier Joe!” Her brother follows her into 
the gloom. 
 
Joe grabs his gear; hustles to keep up; her torchlight and his flashlight flicker 
along the mostly-smooth walls, through which some roots and tendrils shove. 



 
Through twists and turns, Joe follows the twins. At some point in their 
journey the blank walls begin filling up: with drawings, slogans. Like “THE 
SOUTH RISING.” Joe notices that there are cave-like “rooms” that spur off 
from the tunnel they’re currently racing down: they contain cots, mounds of 
straw, a chair or two, some clothes strewn about, but otherwise they’re 
empty. Joe starts to investigate one of the caves but then races after the 
torch-bearing kids disappearing down the passageway. He hustles again to 
catch up. And when he reaches them, they are standing outside one of the 
caves. 
 
“Wanted to show you something, soldier Joe,” exclaims Luisa. “C’mere.” 
 
He takes the little hand she offers; the three of them walk into the cave. This 
one’s got more stuff in it: some boxes and cans of food, a plastic milk crate 
turned upside down to make a table. Luisa reaches for a tin case on the 
table; hands it to Joe. “Lookie. That’s our daddy’s.” 
 
There’s a golden eagle with pinions extended painted on the metal surface of 
the case. In its talons are arrows; in its beak a staff; on its chest appears the 
flag of the Mississippi. Joe lifts the clasp on the side of the box; opens it; peers 
inside: a glistening gold star attached to a ribbon of gold and scarlet. 
 
Joe whistles approvingly. “Your father was a hero. Not too many of them 
given out, on either side.” 
 
“Do you got one, soldier Joe,” asks Luisa; the freckles on her cheeks seem to 
dance in the torchlight. 
 
“No, I do not. Not as good a soldier as your daddy, I reckon.” 
 
Herman grunts. “Reckon not.” 
 
“Herman!” protests Luisa. “Anyways, just wanted you to see it.” 
 
“Thanks, Luisa. That’s a mighty impressive medal right there. How long you 
kids been down here?” 
 
Luisa shrugs, taking the case back from Joe and running her fingers along 
the ribbon attached to the gold star. “A while. Came down here right after 



the government man came and gave us this and told us our daddy was a 
hero and that he was dead and died from saving his men from the gas.” 
 
Herman takes the tin case from his sister and latches it back up. “C’mon, 
Luisa. Let’s get him outta here.” 
 
Joe notices something written on the stone wall of the cave; written in what 
looks like red paint, in a graceful cursive hand: 
 
The living creatures ran & returned 
 
“Who wrote that? What’s it mean?” asks Joe, pointing. 
 
The kids look; shrug. “What’s it say?” asks Luisa. 
 
“Oh,” replies Joe. “It says ‘the living creatures ran and returned.’” 
 
Luisa: “Dunno. Somebody wrote it before we got here.” 
 
“Come on. Let’s go,” urges Herman, backing out of the cave. 
 
Then more twists and turns through more passageways. At one point, there 
is a narrowing of the tunnel they’re in, like before. Joe flops on to his belly 
and slithers frantically to keep out of the enveloping blackness swallowing 
everything behind him and to keep up with the fading torchlight in front of 
him. He wriggles out of the narrow passage and sees Herman pointing 
upward. 
 
“There. Those steps. Then crawl along another little bit. You’ll come out in 
the forest.” 
 
And then the kids are gone just like that. Joe whirls around with his 
flashlight. Not a sign of them. He finds the steps cut into the stone on the 
opposite wall; starts to climb. He gets to the top and angles his body into a 
tunnel, pushing the flashlight before him, his pack scraping the tunnel walls 
around him.  
 
He’s on his belly like this for a while, inching forward and then his flashlight 
goes out. And there’s no space for him to get into his pack to retrieve the 



third and final battery. So he keeps going, blind eyes widening and sweat 
pouring off his face. 
 
The ground becomes softer, wetter; there are pine needles. He has pushed 
through, out of the underground and onto the forest floor! He rolls out of his 
pack, then stays on his back, gulping cool night air and exulting in the starry 
night sky. 




