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About The Blackout Series
WHAT WOULD YOU DO 
if a voice was screaming in your head - GET READY . . .
for a catastrophic event of epic proportions . . .
with no idea where to start . . .
or how, or when?
 
This is a true story, it just hasn't happened yet.
 
Introducing a new dystopian, post-apocalyptic fiction series from seven-time best-selling author Bobby Akart (The Blackout Series, The Boston Brahmin Series and the Prepping for Tomorrow Series).
The characters depicted in The Blackout Series are fictional. The events, however, are based upon fact. 
This is not the story of preppers with stockpiles of food, weapons, and a hidden bunker. This is the story of Colton Ryman, his stay-at-home wife, Madison, and their teenage daughter, Alex. In 36 Hours, the Ryman family and the rest of the world will be thrust into the darkness of a post-apocalyptic world.
A catastrophic solar flare, an EMP—a threat from above to America's soft underbelly below—is hurtling toward the Earth. 
The Rymans have never heard of preppers and have no concept of what prepping entails. But they're learning, while they run out of time. Their faith will be tested, their freedom will be threatened, but their family will survive.
An EMP, naturally generated from our sun in the form of a solar flare, has happened before, and it will happen again, in only 36 Hours.
This is a story about how our sun, the planet's source of life, can also devastate our modern world. It’s a story about panic, chaos, and the final straws that shattered an already thin veneer of civility. It is a warning to us all ...
never underestimate the depravity of man.
What would you do when the clock strikes zero? 
Midnight is forever.
 
Note: This book does not contain strong language. It is intended to entertain and inform audiences of all ages, including teen and young adults. Although some scenes depict the realistic threat our nation faces from a devastating solar flare, and the societal collapse which will result in the aftermath, it does not contain graphic scenes typical of other books in the post-apocalyptic genre.
 



Epigraph
*****
Here comes the sun. Here comes the sun, and I say, it’s all right.
~ the quiet Beatle
*****
Civilization is hideously fragile.
There’s not much between us & the horrors underneath, just about a coat of varnish.
~ CP Snow
*****
The time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining.
~ John F. Kennedy
*****
By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.
~ Benjamin Franklin
*****
Because you never know when the day before
is the day before.
Prepare for tomorrow!
 



Prologue
Some people had never been in complete darkness—they never had a reason to be. There were always lights—everywhere—spilling from a neighbor’s home through your windows or the glow of a nearby town lighting up the horizon. The illumination of cell phones, computer screens, televisions, vehicles, and businesses invaded our surroundings every night—all night. 
Most Americans grew up not knowing what complete darkness was. Few had experienced a total blackout, but tonight, at zero hour, everyone was. Midnight was forever.
Then there was the silence. Noise could have a harmful effect on your health and psyche. The word noise came from a Latin term meaning queasiness or pain. The body reacted immediately and powerfully to the signals transmitted through the ear to the brain. We lived in consistently loud environments, which created chronically elevated levels of stress hormones.
In a world full of commotion, the sudden silence could be frightening. Once, there was the hum of background electronics ranging from kitchen appliances to the fans on computers. In a city environment, the constant sounds emanating from outside—planes, trains, and automobiles—became a way of life. The stillness could be calming, until it made you uncomfortable.
For some, silence wrecked the nerves. It made them uneasy, vulnerable. The quieter it became, the more you could hear. You could hear your breathing or the beating hearts of the loved ones you held tight. The lack of external stimuli quieted your mind and allowed you to focus on what was closest to you.
 



Chapter 1
ZERO HOUR
11:03 p.m., September 8
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Alex shrieked at the suddenness of the blackout and the silence. An eerie glimmer of green and blue hues radiated through the transom windows into the Rymans’ home, producing a psychedelic glow inside.
Colton hugged his daughter and reassured her. “It’s okay, honey. We’re all here together.”
“My God, Colton,” Madison whispered as if hushed voices were the new way of life.
Colton didn’t want to let go of his girls. At this moment, he thanked God for life’s greatest blessing—the love of a family. In the darkness, the Rymans didn’t say a word for several minutes. Their embrace said it all. Family was their circle of strength, founded on faith, joined in love. They would endure together—forever.
“Guys, there’s something you have to see,” said Colton, rubbing the backs of his girls before heading to the kitchen door leading to the driveway. “It’s phenomenal.”
He led them outside onto the brick-paver driveway. The popping of the Wagoneer’s motor cooling down blended in with the crickets’ orchestra and were the only sounds heard.
Wisps of blue and green floated across the dark sky. As the electrically charged particles from the sun collided with Earth’s atmosphere, the most common auroral color, a pale greenish-yellow, filled the sky. As nitrogen particles collided, blues were introduced, providing an entrancing, magical display for the world to see. 
“Daddy, this is amazing,” marveled Alex, who slowly walked in circles, attempting to take it all in. “I’ve been looking at pictures online, but to see the northern lights is—”
BOOM! BOOM! 
CRACKLE, CRACKLE, CRACKLE! 
BOOM!
An explosion followed by rapid snaps sounding similar to fireworks or sparklers ripped through the tranquility. The South Davidson Substation, five miles to their west, had just erupted into flames as the incredible surge of energy from the geomagnetic storm overwhelmed its protective relay systems. These systems were designed to trip certain breakers when a fault was detected, like a significant surge in energy. The battery backup system failed, the substation infrastructure was compromised, and the substation became a raging inferno.
The Rymans instinctively ran into their front yard to see the ball of fire gradually rise above Belle Meade Country Club. Colton looked down the hill of their front yard and saw their neighbors gathered on the sidewalk, looking towards the colorful sky. They also appeared to be distracted by the sound.
Then Colton heard it. It was hissing at first and gradually grew louder to a hum. 
BUZZZZZZ!
The mysterious noise grew in intensity as it progressed into an ominous crackling in the distance. Out of the corner of his eye, Colton was the first to see the flashes of light rapidly coming towards them. He tried to process the correlation between sight and sound. It was beyond his comprehension, and then he realized what was happening.
“Hey!” Colton shouted as he ran down the hill to the center of his yard. “Run! Run! Get away from the street!”
His neighbors, the O’Malleys, looked back at him, dumbfounded. Their feet weren’t moving. Colton waved his arms and yelled once again before he slipped and lost his footing in the wet, dewy grass. He rolled onto his stomach and covered his head as he saw the unimaginable.
A fireball was blazing along the power lines from the substation. Fueled by the electrical surge, it strengthened and then obliterated the transformer at the top of the power pole across the road. 
Sparks, fire, and debris rained down upon the people on the sidewalk. The blast was emanating an extreme amount of heat, which caused the trees to erupt spontaneously into an inferno. Mr. O’Malley, his shirt on fire, was frantically rolling around on the wet grass to put out the flames. Screams filled the air as burning tree branches fell to the ground. 
As the transformer finally gave way, the red-hot, glowing power lines broke free and fell to the sidewalk, dancing like rattlesnakes that had lost their heads, but not their will to strike. Mrs. O’Malley was electrocuted, dying instantly. Her husband, still smoldering from the burns, scrambled through the wet grass towards her to help and was electrocuted from the conductivity.
The fireball, meanwhile, roared toward Forest Hills, where the Nashville Electric Service substation suffered a similar fate. In its wake, fires were set along Harding Place all the way to Interstate 65.
Madison and Alex rushed to Colton’s side. “Colton!” exclaimed Madison. “Are you okay?”
“Daddy!” cried Alex as she also slipped and fell, rolling onto her father.
They shielded their faces from the intense heat generated by the burning oils spilled by the older transformers. Colton helped Alex to her feet and led them back towards the house. His face was burning as if he had fallen asleep under a heat lamp.
“Alex, grab some buckets from the pool house,” instructed Colton. Alex took off, and he turned his attention to his wife, who had a frightened look on her face. “Madison, I need you to open the garage and pull the Wagoneer inside. The keys are in it. Close the garage door behind you. You’ll have to pull the red string to unlatch it.” 
She nodded. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I am. Now hurry, honey. Nobody can know about our truck, okay.”
Madison took off up the hill and crossed paths with Alex, who had returned with two five-gallon pails that had been used for pool chemicals.
“Are these the ones, Daddy?”
“Yes, baby. We have to help put out the fires,” replied Colton.
“Won’t the fire trucks come and do it?” she asked.
“I don’t know, Alex. I don’t think so. Let’s go.”
Colton and Alex shielded their faces as they took a wide berth around the smoldering transformer. The fire had died out somewhat, but the fallen tree branches were still burning. With the recent one-hundred-degree heat and the lack of rainfall, Colton didn’t want the fire to get out of control.
“Oh my God, Dad,” shouted Alex as she paused near the charred bodies of their neighbors. She covered her face as the stench from the burning bodies permeated the air.
“Don’t look, Alex,” said Colton as he grabbed her arm and pulled her with him. “There’s nothing we can do for them right now.”
The next-door neighbor stood with a water hose in the middle of the O’Malleys’ yard. Colton and Alex ran past him as he mumbled, “It won’t work. There’s no water.”
“Come with us,” yelled Colton as he ran through the side gate to the O’Malleys’ backyard pool. They scooped up as much water as they could carry and returned to douse the flames. 
“What can we do?” asked Rusty Kaplan. He and his wife, Karen, were the Rymans’ immediate neighbors on the right.
“Hey, Rusty,” Colton greeted him. “You and Karen try to find some buckets in the greenhouse over there. We’ll start with these.”
A couple of other neighbors joined in while others stood off in the distance, doing nothing. It took thirty minutes for Colton and his neighbors to put out the flames. Sadly, through it all, the O’Malleys lay on their front lawn, dead and forgotten. Colton retrieved a tarp and some cinder blocks from their backyard. He would come back in the morning to bury them—the first of several he would bury in the coming days.
 



Chapter 2
DAY ONE
12:30 a.m., September 9
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton collapsed in the lawn chair and stared at the wondrous sky. How could something so amazing and beautiful wreak havoc like this? Madison brought him a Red Bull. He smiled up at her and gently reached for her hand.
“Do you think I need the caffeine?” he asked as he popped the top.
“No, love. Just considered it a reward for a job well done. There aren’t many of these left, you know.” 
Colton relaxed somewhat and studied Alex as she retrieved a couple more citronella candles to provide some protection against the mosquitos. The aurora created was so bright, Colton could make out the words on his Red Bull can. He expected the northern lights would last for days.
Alex joined her parents and sat in the chair next to them, letting out a sigh. 
“I was right,” said Alex.
She stared upward and took it all in. She had been a real soldier as a member of the fire brigade. Her maturity amazed Colton. 
“Yes, you were,” replied Madison as she continued to admire the aurora.
The Rymans shared the details of their day with one another into the early hours of the morning. As Colton learned of their exploits, he was astonished at the strength and determination of the Ryman women. Any concerns about their ability or desire to survive he might have entertained on the long drive from Dallas were set aside. They’d both be assets in the struggles the family faced in the coming days and weeks.
After they’d talked, Colton needed to speak to Madison about Alex and their uncertain future. Alex was mature for her age, but some matters needed to be discussed between parents before bringing their child into the conversation.
“It’s getting late, guys, and I have a few things to do like unload the Suburban and make sure we’re secure for the evening,” started Colton. He stood up and stretched his legs, rolling his shoulders to work out the stiffness. Between the full-day car ride, the slide down the hill, and the all-hands-on-deck fire brigade, his nearly forty body was feeling the effects already. Colton regretted not being in better shape. He was not an ex-military action hero or a mild-mannered salesman turned Rambo. He would have to adapt, and quickly.
“We’re gonna need to sleep in shifts. Until they can restore power, we’ll have to keep a vigilant eye. After the things we experienced today, our safety is the first order of business.”
“Daddy, the power’s not coming back on,” interrupted Alex. “It may be like this for years.”
“We don’t know that, honey,” interjected Madison. “I’m sure the government has a plan for something like this. Surely they anticipated—”
“No, Mom, they don’t have a plan. They were warned. They’ve known for longer than I’ve been alive that this could happen. The government didn’t want to spend the money. They’re stupid.”
“Okay, okay,” said Colton, stopping the conversation as he settled back into his chair. “We can talk about the whys and wherefores more tomorrow. For now, the most important thing is sleeping in shifts. Alex, you’re first to get some shut-eye. Come give me a kiss, and hit the hay.”
“All right, Daddy.” She succumbed to her father’s orders. She leaned down and gave him a peck on the cheek. “I love you. I love you too, Mom.” She gave Madison a hug and entered the dark living room through the French doors. A loud clang, followed by an oh crap, indicated Alex had stumbled over Madison’s Faraday cages in the living room.
Colton chuckled. “She’ll be all right. This powerless world will take some gettin’ used to.”
Madison was quiet for a moment, which concerned Colton. As the neighbors hustled to put out the fire, Madison had viewed the scene across the street. She had stared at the O’Malleys’ charred remains for several minutes until Colton could cover them. He was concerned about Madison’s emotional detachment. Colton and his wife had overcome hurdles in the past, but nobody in America had ever faced the prospect of losing all of their modern conveniences as they were thrust back into the nineteenth century.
“Maddie, what’re you thinking?” asked Colton, trying to bring her out of her shell.
Madison let out a deep breath and asked, “What do you really think all of this means?”
Colton looked up as a flickering candle in Alex’s bedroom window caught his eye. He glanced around their backyard and realized no other homes were in view, but he made a mental note to talk with the girls about avoiding light in the evening hours. He didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention to their home from passersby. 
Colton reached for his wife’s hand and held it. It was clammy and sweaty.  He quickly realized Madison was wrought with anxiety. He needed to reassure her while not giving her a false sense of hope. If she was experiencing the first stages of shock or depression, Colton would have to tread lightly.
“I listened to news reports all the way home today,” started Colton. “There were experts from all across the spectrum, including scientists, politicians, and even survivalists. Maddie, you know how the news sensationalizes things. They create this huge dramatic situation so you’ll stay glued to their network. The bigger the crisis, the fatter the ratings.”
“I know, I saw it too,” said Madison. “When Alex first brought this to my attention, I disregarded the threat and passed it off as a teenager’s fabricated drama. But as I learned more, I came to the realization the threat is real. I wish I’d done more.” She began to cry, squeezing his hand tighter.
Colton sat up onto the edge of the lawn chair and faced his distraught wife. He rubbed her arm and shoulders and tried to calm her.
“Honey, what you and Alex did for this family today will probably save our lives. I am so proud of you.” He gently wiped her tears from her bruised face. 
“I could’ve done more.” She sobbed. 
Colton let out a nervous laugh. “Like what? Cleaning out the grocery store single-handedly wasn’t enough? You ran over a KIA, for the love of Pete!” 
Madison stopped sobbing, but the tears still streamed as she laughed. Colton kissed her cheek and wiped her tears once again.
“You know what I mean,” she said. 
“Listen to me, darling. Our family is safe, and we’re together at home, as it should be. I don’t know what we’ll face, exactly, but we’ll face it together.”
Madison nodded. “I’m okay. I feel better.”
“Promise?”
“Yes, promise,” she replied. “Now, seriously, I’ll hitch up my big-girl panties and do what I have to do. Oddly, I didn’t hesitate today when it was just Alex and me. Now that you’re home, as weird as it sounds, I feel like I’ve turned over the job of protector to you. Now look at me. I’m a ball of blubbering mush.” They both started laughing. 
“Very funny,” said Colton. “I’m trying to visualize blubbering mush, and it ain’t you, love.”
Madison nodded and sat up in her chair. She finished off Colton’s Red Bull and smiled. “Okay, seriously. Gimme the straight poop. Don’t sugarcoat it, ’cause I’ll know. We’ve got our work cut out, don’t we?”
Colton relaxed considerably. This was the Madison he married and who he counted on as an equal member of Team Ryman. He decided to give her his relatively uninformed opinion.
“If the blackout lasts longer than a few days, the vast majority of the population will be ill-equipped to deal with the shock to their normal modern-day lives. They won’t have water or sufficient food to last long. Mentally, most people are weak. They’re not self-reliant. The unprepared will look to the government for help, and when that doesn’t materialize, they’ll look around, seeking the next best alternative.”
“People like us,” added Madison.
“Exactly. I feel bad that I never anticipated anything of this magnitude. The warning signs were there. Heck, our country has been threatened by a nuclear EMP attack from China, Russia, North Korea and Iran daily. I guess I just never thought it could happen to us.”
“Don’t feel bad,” said Madison. “I’m at home all day, usually with the news playing in the background. I was aware, probably more so than you. I chose to ignore the warnings.”
Colton stood up to stretch again and walked around the perimeter of their pool. He peered through the trees to see if he could see any evidence of light in other homes. The homes were pitch black.
“Our world is much smaller now,” started Colton. “In the past, we were capable of flying at high speeds from point A to point B. There were no boundaries, including the ability to travel through space. Now, streets, neighborhoods, and towns are our universe. For most people, their world will only be as big as they’re capable of reaching on foot or a bicycle.”
“What happens when this reality sets in?” asked Madison.
“For a couple of days, our neighbors will hold out hope for a rescue, so to speak,” started Colton. “We’ll know more about their attitudes as we begin to interact with them over the coming days. These will be difficult times because people won’t know where to turn.”
Colton pulled the cell phone out of his pocket and showed it to Madison. He tried to power it on, but it was dead.
“I get it,” she said. “People crave information, and they won’t have a means to get it. They’re used to picking up the phone and calling the police or the air-conditioning repairman or a doctor or whatever. All of that is gone now.”
“Well, especially the police part,” said Colton. “This was the reason I wanted Alex to go to bed. Madison, our fellow man is the most dangerous living creature on the planet. My grandfather taught me to never underestimate the depravity of man. I believe evil will be on full display.”
Madison rose to join him. She gave him a hug and reassuring smile. He was amazed how well she knew him. Colton was genuinely concerned about their ability to protect themselves. It was just the three of them. 
He continued. “Granddaddy used to talk about his days in World War Two. He said in any survival situation, think about what can most likely kill you and protect against that first. Mark that off your checklist, and then consider the next threat, and so on.”
“Makes sense,” said Madison. “Have you thought about it?”
“I have,” he replied. “Human nature encouraged me to rush around here in a panic, trying to protect our home all at once. We need to think this through logically because our supplies and resources are limited. We have to secure our home first, and that will be the first order of business tomorrow.”
“Okay,” said Madison. “I have some things I picked up today that will be useful.”
Early in the day, Colton came to the realization that an America without power was no different than a third world country. A new range of threats would become a part of their everyday lives.
“Great,” started Colton. He picked up the leaf skimmer for the pool and stirred the stagnant water. “Water is life. If we become dehydrated, we’ll die. If we drink unpurified water, we’ll get dysentery, which will cause diarrhea and nausea. This will exacerbate the dehydration process, and we’ll die sooner.”
“Nicely put.” Madison laughed.
“Thanks,” said Colton. “You said don’t hold back.”
“Yeah, well, I thought about that today too,” said Madison proudly. “Our fresh water is pumped to us from Metro’s water plants. If the power is out, the pumps won’t work. I bought a few things at the sporting goods store that will help, but I don’t know for how long.”
“In addition to dysentery, starvation kills people in undeveloped nations as well,” added Colton. “Our bodies will break down without proper nutrition. We’ll need the energy to defend ourselves from others.”
Madison approached him and patted his slightly enlarging, soft, middle-aged belly. “I’ve got you covered there too, husband. You’ll be glad I ran over the KIA.”
Colton sat on the retaining wall holding up the hill behind their home. He still wore his suit pants, complete with bloody holes in the knees and newly introduced grass stains. He repeated his grandfather’s words. “Never underestimate the depravity of man. We have to try to stay under the radar. Our best defense is to avoid the fight altogether. If we lie low and don’t draw attention to ourselves, maybe we can avoid conflicts.”
Madison sat next to him and put her arm around his waist. “I guess it all depends on what is going on around us. Tomorrow, we’ll figure it out.”
“Yup,” said Colton. “Please go get some rest. I need to unpack your truck and store that stuff out of sight, and honestly, I need to enjoy this quiet time to think all of this through. Cool?”
“Cool,” replied Madison. “I’m so glad you’re home safe. I don’t care about what’s ahead. I’m thankful for what I have right at this moment.”
“I love you, Maddie,” said Colton as he kissed his wife good night.
 



Chapter 3
DAY ONE
3:00 a.m., September 9
ALMA
Atacama, Chile
 
Dr. Andrea Stanford sat alone in front of the triple-panel monitors vacated by her associate Deb Daniels. Daniels, like several other members of the JAO Team, was sent home to seek shelter during the second incoming G5 geomagnetic storm. Only her assistant Jose and a skeleton maintenance crew remained.
Over the past several decades, Earth’s ozone layer in the atmosphere, which provided a blanket of protection from the sun’s damaging rays, had been thinning. As a result, the sun’s radiation could reach the earth more easily, resulting in an increase in the incidence of skin cancers. 
Earth’s magnetosphere was under assault. The X58 solar flare punched the planet in the gut, and the trailing blast of heat energy from the coronal mass ejection knocked Mother Earth to her knees. Dr. Stanford rubbed her temples and studied the data. The knockout blow from the celestial body that gave us life wasn’t going to be a sucker punch. It wasn’t a left hook to the blind side. This second massive geomagnetic storm was going to hit the Earth square in the jaw at a time when its defensives were at its weakest.
Although ALMA was located fairly close to the equator, which protected its equipment from the solar electromagnetic pulse, its eight-thousand-foot altitude and corresponding thin atmosphere resulted in a deadly combination for this second wave of ultraviolet radiation. The UV levels were twenty percent higher than at sea level, and when coupled with the proximity to the equator, the risk of permanent damage to the eyes, in the form of cataracts, and the skin, in the form of melanoma, was high.
Dr. Stanford was exhausted. She’d just sent a message to NORAD at Cheyenne Mountain. The data was preliminary, but her conclusions were solid. A series of solar storms were likely to strike the planet forty-eight hours after the first one. 
NASA dubbed yesterday’s space weather event—both the X58-flare and the G5 geomagnetic storm—the Impactor. Impactor was the strongest solar storm known to man, easily surpassing the strength and intensity of the widely known Carrington Event of 1859. 
In 2014, a team of physicists studied the Carrington Event and every major solar storm since the early twentieth century. By extrapolating the frequency of ordinary solar storms and comparing the data to the instances of extreme storms, the physicists calculated the odds of a Carrington-level storm to be twelve percent.
Having been born in Las Vegas, the gambling mecca of the world, Dr. Stanford knew those odds weren’t very good. But when you considered the devastating impact a geomagnetic storm of this magnitude would have on the earth’s critical infrastructure, the odds were actually high. It was a sobering figure.
AR3222 had erupted. It hadn’t just produced the largest coronal mass ejection on record, but another and another. Impactor was just the beginning. It plowed a road through space, allowing the solar winds to soar across the void unimpeded.
AR3222 was alive, fertile, and spawning offspring. Impactor cleared the way for the stork to drop the babies to Earth—in a hurry.
 



Chapter 4
DAY ONE
4:00 a.m., September 9
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton fumbled his way through the darkness and found a change of clothes in the laundry room. He disposed of his ruined suit pants in the kitchen trash can. Exiting through the kitchen door allowed him to take a breath of fresh air, as the interior of the home was already filling up with stale hot air due to the lack of circulation from the HVAC system.
This simple process, which he would take for granted on an ordinary day, immediately raised his awareness of how dire this situation was. Without power, how would they wash their clothes? Where would they dispose of garbage? How would they heat their home in the dead of winter? These were all everyday activities that, had he planned ahead, he could have prepared for. 
Instead of a large box of powdered laundry detergent, they would’ve purchased the liquid type, which was easily dissolved. Colton wished he had boxfuls of thick lawn and leaf bags for his garbage instead of the thin white kitchen style. A wood-burning fireplace would’ve been a much better option than the clean, energy-efficient natural gas burner he was convinced to install by the Piedmont Gas contractor. 
Work with what you’ve got, Colton’s dad would always say. With that in mind, he continued setting up their home for life with no electricity. As tempting as it was to scramble around in a frenzy and do everything before sunrise, Colton suppressed his adrenaline, stress, and fear to allow himself the opportunity to assess their home. 
He walked onto the sidewalk leading to their front door and stood in the midst of the red Double Knock Out roses. His lawn was impeccable, and its steep slope provided a deterrent to people or vehicles approaching from the street. He studied the driveway and decided to block it with the Suburban. 
Colton had no intention of pulling the Jeep Wagoneer out of the garage. He considered it their most valuable asset. If it was necessary to go, they probably wouldn’t be coming back. He unpacked the Suburban and emptied out all of the compartments. Simple things like pens, paper, and a flashlight key ring all had value now. He even removed the tire-changing kit from the trunk. Take nothing for granted.
After he secured the generator and the propane tanks in the garage, he set about maneuvering the Suburban down the driveway. He placed the truck in neutral and muscled the steering wheel in the proper direction. He’d miss power steering. Colton began to push, and then he leaped into the driver’s seat just as the Suburban began rolling on its own. 
As it picked up speed rolling down the sloped driveway, Colton began to question the plan. The power brakes didn’t work, and the steering was difficult to control. He held on. 
The passenger side of the truck careened into the flower bed and elevated itself on top of the decorative retaining wall. But it stopped nonetheless and blocked the entrance to their driveway. Epic fail, or mission accomplished, depending on how you looked at it.
Colton walked into the middle of Harding Place. At this hour, the streets would normally be quiet, but the decorative street lanterns would be shining brightly. Tonight, the aurora was painted on a pitch black canvas sky. It allowed him to stop and consider his priorities. Standing within a few feet of the O’Malleys’ dead bodies reminded him that he’d have to deal with them before sunrise. The hundred-degree heat of the day would make disposing of their corpses very unpleasant.
He quietly walked up and down the street for several minutes as he recalled the neighbors watching as he frantically worked to douse the fire hours ago. Why didn’t they pitch in and help? With that in mind, he considered—who could he count on?
On the right side of the Rymans’ home lived Rusty and Karen Kaplan. They had been his neighbors for six years and were scheduled to come over this evening for the party. Rusty was the local Chevy dealer who sold them the Suburban. Colton would have to tell him about his experience with the Corvette—but not about the trade. Karen taught preschool at the nearby Methodist Church. They were good people and Colton thought he could count on them.
Drs. Bill and Diane Young lived on the left side of the Ryman home. Both psychiatrists, Colton was sure they previously mocked all of their clients who held delusional fantasies of a post-apocalyptic world. He’d have to ask them about that. The Youngs were antigun, pro-abortion, Suburu-drivin’ liberals who tucked themselves into bed with the comfort of knowing their government would rescue them at first light. While their politics were the opposite of Colton’s, they weren’t a threat to his family’s safety.
Finally, an elderly woman, Mrs. Alma Abercrombie, lived on the other side of the Youngs. She was a sweet lady whose husband, a Vietnam War veteran, died back in the spring. Other than the usual wave and exchange of pleasantries on the sidewalk, Colton had very little interaction with her. He made a mental note to check up on her soon.
Colton focused his attention on the homes of Harding Place and some of their features. The O’Malleys had a greenhouse and a pool—food and water. There were cable television repairs going on under the road just past the Abercrombie home—tools and hardware. Across the street from an abandoned Comcast repair van, a house was being renovated—lumber and building materials.
Then he focused his attention on his own place. Their pool held over twenty thousand gallons of water, but it was stagnant. With no operable pool pump, it wouldn’t take long for algae bloom and mosquitos to take over. He had granulated pool shock for his floating chlorinator, but that would quickly run out. They’d have to work pool maintenance into their routine. 
If they brushed twice a day—per his dentist’s instructions, Colton laughed to himself—and immediately removed debris from the pool, which was a likely source of bacteria and algae, the Rymans would have an unlimited source of water.  Proper hygiene was critical. 
Colton imagined the government would find a way to get power to area hospitals, but getting there was not an option for most. Pharmacies were closed down and most likely the first place looted. He was sure the drug addicts of Metro Davidson County trashed the place like kids in a candy store, looking for narcotics. If it were up to him, Colton would be picking up the scraps off the floor—namely, antibiotics. He wondered if the Fish Mox Alex used in her aquarium would be a decent substitute.
As he made his way back up the hill to his house, a slight southern breeze brought the smell of burnt flesh to his nostrils, reminding him that he needed to bury the O’Malleys. As he returned from their greenhouse with a shovel, Colton contemplated death.
Experiencing someone’s death could be a frightening event, and the fear of dying was universal. We passed by hospitals, funeral homes, and hospices daily, allowing them to do the dirty work of dealing with death and the dying. Our cemeteries were expertly hidden behind fences, walls, and hedgerows. Most of us were unwilling to acknowledge what lay behind those visual barriers.
In a post-apocalyptic world, we could no longer hide from death, and most of us would not be prepared to face the probability that ninety percent of Americans would die as a result of this catastrophe. Colton’s lesson in dealing with the dead began now.
He removed the cinder blocks and tarp covering the O’Malleys’ bodies. Colton saw that Mr. O’Malley’s last, dying effort was to grasp his wife’s charred hand. It was a loving act that allowed the O’Malleys one brief touch before their demise. It broke Colton’s heart.
Colton leaned on the shovel and allowed himself to cry as he prayed for their souls. The O’Malleys were missionaries once and very active in their Catholic church. They were good people and didn’t deserve this.
He wanted to bury them in the privacy and serenity of their backyard. The O’Malleys obviously enjoyed gardening, and the backyard setting would’ve been ideal. However, their bodies wouldn’t survive the move. He opted instead for a raised planter bed that contained a variety of plants. Colton set about digging out the plants and carefully placing them to the side. He removed the mulch and the soft topsoil beneath. 
For protection, Colton put on some gardening gloves and wrapped a bandana around his face that he found in their greenhouse. He positioned the bodies onto the tarp and pulled them to the shallow grave. Thirty minutes later, they were properly tucked in their resting place until they would return to dust in about fifteen years. Colton carefully transplanted the plant material, and the sounds of barking dogs reminded him to place the available concrete pavers on top of their graves.
His gravedigger duties over, Colton crossed the street to his home as the sun rose in the east over Forest Hills. It was only the beginning of day one.
 



Chapter 5
DAY ONE
Noon, September 9
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton woke up refreshed. Before going to bed, he had washed up outside, using two buckets of pool water and Ivory soap, which floated on the top of the soap bucket. It was a new experience for him to stand naked in the backyard, pouring buckets of water over his head at sunrise. He felt like a hippie.
After six hours of hard sleep, he came downstairs and found all of the windows open and a slight breeze causing the window sheers to billow. If he didn’t know better, it was just another fall day, albeit a hot one. He found Alex on the couch, fiddling with a portable radio.
“Good morning, Allie-Cat,” he said cheerfully as he gave his daughter a peck on the cheek.
“Hey, Daddy,” she responded, not admonishing him for the cutesy reference. 
“Whatcha got there?” he asked, looking over her shoulder.
“It’s a hand-crank radio Mom bought yesterday. It’s pretty cool because it doesn’t need electricity.”
“Have you picked up any stations?”
“Not really,” she replied. “I thought maybe there would be an emergency alert or something. So far, all I can muster is a faint signal from some Spanish-speaking station. The only words I understand are hola and del sol. They talk a whole lot faster than the teacher in my Spanish One class.”
“That’s a start. What’s for breakfast?”
“Ha-ha, very funny, Daddy,” she responded dryly. “Mom fixed a brunch consisting of breakfast casserole, biscuits and gravy, and eggs benedict with hollandaise sauce—your choice.” 
“Good point.” He chuckled.
“I had a Pop-Tart out of the pantry. Mom bought the variety pack yesterday, but save the blueberry for me, okay?”
“Okay, honey,” replied Colton. He walked into the kitchen and back around through the dining room, seeing the extent of Madison’s shopping efforts for the first time. He was impressed. “Speaking of your mom, where is she, anyway?”
Alex set the radio on the coffee table and assumed a prone position on the couch. Colton hadn’t assigned daily chores yet, but staring at the ceiling in the middle of the day wouldn’t be one of them. He’d address it in a moment.
“She was on the front steps, but I think I heard her talking with the neighbors next door,” replied Alex, getting settled in.
“Which ones?” asked Colton as he made his way to the front door. 
“The Youngs.”
Colton opened the door and stepped into the searing heat. It was approaching the mid-nineties today—another scorcher, as Ron Howes, the recently retired NewsChannel 5 meteorologist, would say. Madison was returning from her chat and ran to Colton when she saw him.
“I missed you,” she whispered in his ear as they hugged. In that moment, the two quietly realized how precious their lives were together, and they would never take for granted the opportunity to hold one another.
“I missed you more,” said Colton as he glanced at the graves of the O’Malleys. 
Madison caught him looking down the hill toward the road. “You buried them this morning.”
“I did. Maddie, they were holding hands when they died. It was heart-wrenching.” Colton’s eyes began to well up with tears. It was Madison’s turn to comfort her husband.
“You’re a good man, Colton, and I love you. When it’s our time to go, I want us to hold hands too.”
Colton wiped his tears and held Madison tight. He vowed to protect his family, and that was the first item on today’s agenda. 
“How are Dr. and Dr. Young? Did they put you on the couch and ask how does this make you feel?”
“Zip it, mister,” Madison replied, adding a slug to Colton’s sore shoulder muscles. “They were very nice and supportive. They offered to help us with anything we needed although they admittedly have very little food in the house. Diane said they almost always eat out.”
Colton looked toward their home and saw them entering the front door. They exchanged friendly waves. “Did they ask any questions about us?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. I mean, like, how much food do you have, for example.”
“No,” replied Madison. “We had a friendly chat, and they weren’t wearing their psychobabble hats today. They’re convinced this will only last a few days and the President will have the nation back on track soon. Their biggest concern was whether patients would get their prescribed antidepressant medications.”
“Good. We need to keep our food and supplies to ourselves.”
“I agree,” interjected Madison. “The Youngs are concerned about safety. They were coming home yesterday as the attempted carjacking took place on Belle Meade Boulevard. They saw the crashed vehicle and the men running up the hill toward Iroquois. Do you think the carjackers are still around?”
“Possibly,” replied Colton. “We learned yesterday that the biggest threat we face is the unexpected. I’ve given this some thought, and I have a plan.”
“It’s a little cooler inside, should we go in?” asked Madison. 
“Yeah, and also,” started Colton as they made their way up the steps to the front door, “we need to establish a routine today, and Alex needs to be a part of it.”
Madison led the way to the living room as Colton hoisted Alex’s legs up and playfully swung her around.
“Hey!” she objected. “I was thinking about a little siesta. See, I’m learning Spanish already. Does this mean I can homeschool now?”
“Ha-ha, missy.” Madison laughed. “We’ll talk about school and studies later. Kids in the eighteen hundreds had to go to school too, you know.”
“Mom, girls my age in the eighteen hundreds were married and pregnant already,” Alex shot back. Colton shuddered at the thought.
“She’s got a point, Maddie.” Colton laughed. 
“Forget it,” said Madison with her arms folded defiantly. “We’ve got a shotgun, and I bought shells. I have no problem practicing using live boys as targets!”
Everyone laughed as Colton sat up in his seat and wiped the sweat off his forehead. He had to tell the girls the reality of the threats they faced from their fellow man. One mistake, one mental lapse resulting in their guards being let down, could be deadly. 
In the future, conversations like this without one set of eyes on the home’s perimeter wouldn’t take place. It was daytime of the first day. Surely the bad guys wouldn’t attack this soon after the power grid collapsed.
“It’s very important that we talk about security,” started Colton. 
“Did Mom show you our toy guns?” asked Alex.
“I saw them and they’re amazingly realistic,” replied Colton. “I’m glad that you mentioned them. I want us to carry one of the faux handguns in our waistband anytime we’re in the presence of our neighbors. I want them to know that we’re armed. I hope it will act as a deterrent to prevent them from trying something stupid.”
“Like what?” asked Alex.
“I don’t know how folks will react to this catastrophe,” started Colton as he relaxed back into his chair. “I suspect it’ll go something like this. For the first couple of days, the public will bond together and help one another. They’ll expect the situation to resolve itself quickly, and most will be in a compassionate mind-set. I’m really not concerned about our safety the first couple of days.”
“I feel a but coming,” interrupted Madison.
“But, once help doesn’t arrive and the power remains off, the public will become more aware of the severity of the situation. At that point, depression and desperation will set in.”
“When?” asked Alex. 
“I don’t know. An extensive grid-down scenario, if that’s what we’re facing, is new to all of us. The Youngs might know how the public will react. I don’t. The power could be out for a week. It could be dark for three or four days. You guys experienced firsthand how the public reacted at the mere suggestion of a problem.”
“Here’s what I learned from yesterday,” added Madison. “It’s one thing for our neighbors to endure a temporary power outage due to a bad storm. I can only imagine what they’ll be like when they figure out this could last for months or years.”
“Exactly,” said Colton. “We have to establish some security measures, a routine, and some ground rules.”
“Great, rules,” moaned Alex. She leaned back and hugged a pillow.
“Yes, dear, rules,” said Colton. “They’re not like you think. Rule number one is trust no one. No exceptions unless we discuss it as a family. As we get deeper into this catastrophe, our friends and neighbors will become potentially hostile and will use anything they learn about our situation to harm us. Remember, loose lips sink ships, so trust no one—very important.”
“Got it,” said Alex. “What’s rule number two?”
“Maintain mental discipline and a level head under pressure,” replied Colton. “You guys did a great job of that last night when the Wrens came over unexpectedly. I’m sure that conversation is not over. Regardless, it would’ve been easy for Mom to give them a good blasting, but she didn’t. You also managed to shield all of our food supplies from their view. Good work.”
“Thanks,” said Madison, smiling. “Do you think they’ll be back?”
“Count on it,” replied Colton. “This leads me to the third rule. We must continually be aware of our surroundings. If we maintain a heightened state of awareness by keeping an eye on our yard and things going on up and down our street, we’ll be able to react quickly to a potential threat.”
“Paranoid, but not quite,” added Madison.
“Yes,” said Colton. “Above all, every decision that’s made is going to be in the best interest of this family. Our choices may seem harsh or crass at times, but the same standard will always apply. What will keep us alive?”
Alex hung her head and appeared to be dejected. She picked up the radio and mindlessly fiddled with the dials. Colton looked at Madison, who noticed it as well. She went over to their daughter and sat on the coffee table across from her. She took the radio out of her hands like she would take a toy from a dejected child. Madison knew just what to say.
“Alex, listen to me,” started Madison as she wiped a tear away from Alex’s cheek. “Just because it’s the end of the world as we know it doesn’t mean it’s the end of the world.”
 



Chapter 6
DAY ONE
4:00 p.m., September 9
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
“The most important thing for us to remember is that we want to give people the appearance that we’ll put up a fight,” said Colton as he walked around the outside of the house with Madison and Alex.
Alex started laughing as she pointed at the Suburban. “They’ll certainly be afraid of your driving, Daddy.” 
“That is scary looking,” said Madison. “Maybe we should shoot it full of bullets and paint on the side—looters beware!” Colton actually thought about this for a minute. Not a bad idea. If we catch a looter, maybe we should string them up by their toes and hang them from one of the oak trees.
“At some point in time,” started Colton, stopping in the middle of the front yard, “we’ll have to deal with people who want to take what we have. The strong will band together and prey on the weak. Rather than clashing with a bunch of armed thugs, the idea is to make them move on to easier targets.”
Madison put her hands on her hips and surveyed the burnt landscape across the street. She looked up and down and was still digesting the lack of activity. Several neighbors to their east had congregated in the middle of the road for a cookout. Strange times.
Colton continued. “We’re not living in some fictional reality with stockpiles of weapons and ammo. Our reality consists of a family with one shotgun that none of us have fired. We have several dozen shells of various types, only one of which I can identify—birdshot.”
“For birds, right?” asked Alex. 
“Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner,” said Colton. “I’m guessin’ buckshot is for deer. Slugs must be for, um, sluggin’ it out. Who knows?”
“There’s a manual, and we could always ask someone,” replied Madison. “I think Rusty has a gun of some kind.”
“In the meantime, our goal is deterrence, not defeat,” said Colton. “We don’t know how to fight, yet. If negotiation is an option, we’ll try that first. If that doesn’t work, a warning shot will be next. We can’t take any chances.”
Alex grasped the concept immediately. “It seems to me anybody, including thugs, would find another house to steal from if they’re getting shot at, right?”
“I hope so,” said Colton. “The idea is to avoid a gun battle and encourage the bad guys to move on to easier targets. There will always be easier targets.”
Madison reached down and plucked a rose near the front entry. She handed it to Alex. “I’m worried about our windows. Look how big they are and near the ground. Anyone could easily break them out and climb into the formal living room.”
“I’ve thought about this as well,” said Colton. “Tonight, right after dark, Alex and I are going to run and make a couple of stops.”
Alex stopped dead in her tracks. “Hold up,” she started, raising her hands. “The last time I went on a run with one of you guys, Mom and I had to run for our lives.” They all laughed.
“Honey, I promise we won’t be out long and most likely won’t encounter any thugs, or KIAs.”
“Very funny,” said Madison. “Why do you have to go after dark?” 
“I don’t want the neighbors watching us enter the yards of other people’s homes. There are resources up and down this street that we can take advantage of.”
“Like?” questioned Madison.
Colton gestured across the street. “The O’Malleys have a large roll of black landscape fabric in their greenhouse. We’ll borrow it to affix to the inside of our lower-floor windows. This will prevent any inside light from escaping. At night, we don’t want to become a beacon of opportunity for the bad guys.”
“What’s the other stop?” asked Alex.
“There’s a vacant house being renovated down the street. It’s like having our own Home Depot. We’ll find some wood and other materials to board up the windows. That should at least slow down intruders and encourage them to look for easier pickin’s.”
“You’ve really thought this through,” said Madison.
He was sweating profusely again, a family genetic trait. He’d have to remember to stay hydrated. “I have. Listening to all of the EMP and survival experts on the radio yesterday helped. We’ll go right after dusk when most of the neighbors are inside and before the bad dudes, if any, hit the streets at midnight—the witching hour.”
“Let’s go inside, Daddy, and get out of the sun,” said Alex, apparently concerned about her father sweltering under the hot sun.
Colton nodded and led them around to the side gate, which entered into the pool area. “One more thing before we go inside. The rear is our most vulnerable part of the property. If I were a burglar, this would be an ideal point of entry.”
The Rymans’ backyard consisted of the pool house and the pool contained within a short retaining wall structure. A six-foot-tall wooden privacy fence blocked out the surrounding neighbors and connected the house to the other structures. Heading north up an embankment away from the Ryman home was a wooded, heavily landscaped area that would provide any intruder perfect cover as they approached the back of the house. In the dark of the night, a looter could be right on top of them easily without being detected. 
Alex recalled a similar situation. “Mom, do you remember last year when some of the neighborhood boys snuck up on me when I was lying out in the sun? They scared me to death.”
“Yeah, I remember,” replied Madison. “I also remember them running for their lives when you started pelting them with pea gravel.”
“I was listening to my iPod, which allowed them to sneak up on me.”
Colton interrupted. “Exactly, Alex. You couldn’t hear them coming. We can remedy that. You notice how quiet it is now, right?”
Both of the Ryman women nodded their heads. Colton walked over to the garbage cans and pulled out an empty Red Bull can. He poured some pea gravel in it and gave it a shake.
Rattle, rattle, rattle.
“We’ll take some of the fishing line from the gear you found and string it through the pop tops of these Red Bull cans. We’ll wind it through the trees to create a trip alarm. I also have some other barriers and booby traps in mind.”
Madison took the can from Colton and shook it. “Won’t that use up a lot of fishing line?”
“It can. My thought is to create an easy path down the hill for the bad guys.”
“What?” asked Alex. “I thought the idea is to make it harder for them to come down the hill.”
Colton hopped up on the wall and walked up into the trees about twenty yards. “They have this entire stretch to make their way to the house. I don’t think we can block it all, nor can we set trip alarms this far apart.” He started spreading the mulch with his feet between two oak trees. 
“You look like the guy on HGTV, Daddy,” said Alex.
Colton nodded and continued. “We’ll create a path that encourages them to enter this six-foot-wide entry point. We’ll set up our trip alarms a few yards above this, which will give us time to react. If they come at us in a group, they’ll get congested here in a bunch, and we can shoot them all at once. The landscaping and the slope creates a natural spot for them to clump together.”
“We’ll have to act fast,” said Madison. “But knowing this is the most logical part of the yard a burglar would use allows us to focus on it.”
“Plus, Alex’s bedroom window is right there,” said Colton, pointing above their heads. “She’ll hear them coming through the woods before they reach the makeshift alarms.” 
“If I had a gun up there, I could shoot them as they tried to get away,” said Alex. 
Colton knew they were woefully short of weapons to defend their home. He thought of ways to obtain more guns. Making deals was what came to mind first, but it seemed foolish to trade food, the most valued commodity at the moment. An opportunity would present itself. He was sure of it.
 



Chapter 7
DAY ONE
6:00 p.m. MT, September 9
NORAD
Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado
 
There were four aircraft available to the President at all times. Air Force One was primarily used during peacetime when the President traveled around the country or overseas. However, one aircraft was always on alert with a full battle staff. Known as the National Airborne Operations Center, or NAOC, it was a militarized Boeing 747 based in Omaha, Nebraska. The NAOC was ready for takeoff on fifteen minutes’ notice to be available to the President for commanding the military forces during a crisis.
As nuclear weapons proliferated among the world’s superpowers, past administrations began to assess the threats to the United States. Plans were initiated under the Carter administration and fortified by President Ronald Reagan that envisioned a protracted nuclear war lasting days or weeks. 
The key concern of the Reagan administration was continuity of government—a series of defined procedures to follow to continue the essential functions of government in case of nuclear war or another catastrophic event. 
After the September 11 attacks in 2001, the Bush administration initiated the Continuity of Operations plan for the first time. Nearly one hundred and fifty senior government officials and staff from every federal department were escorted to secure bunkers located on the East Coast at Raven Rock, Pennsylvania, and Berryville, Virginia. 
The second time the plan was commenced occurred six hours before the impact of the coronal mass ejection. The President declared a national state of emergency under National Security Presidential Directive 51—NSPD 51. This executive order, initially executed by President Bush in 2007, gave the President broad powers to ensure the continuity of government in the event of any catastrophic event that resulted in mass casualties, damage or the severe disruption of the nation’s critical infrastructure. 
The President had the option to remain in the President’s Emergency Operations Center—PEOC, located beneath the East Wing of the White House. It served as a secure shelter and communications center during a catastrophic event, an invasion, or nuclear attack. However, after an assessment was made regarding the duration of the repairs necessary to bring back a portion of the nation’s power grid, the President opted for Cheyenne Mountain. She said remaining in the cramped PEOC for over a year was unacceptable.
While en route to Colorado Springs, the President signed a series of executive orders pursuant to her authority under NSPD 51. She placed the Department of Homeland Security in firm control of all national policing and recovery efforts. American troops from abroad were recalled to coordinate with the National Guard to maintain order. FEMA’s role was expanded to include the takeover of food production and distribution, as well as all medical facilities nationwide. 
Aboard the NAOC, she instructed the White House Legal Counsel to prepare the Declaration of Martial Law as being necessary to protect the citizenry and insure continuity of government. The declaration suspended certain provisions of the United States Constitution, including, but not limited to, civil law, civil rights, habeas corpus, and such other and general provisions as might be determined in the national interest by the Office of the President. Specifically, she suspended the entire Bill of Rights.
Now firmly entrenched in the bunker located deep inside the Cheyenne Mountain complex in Colorado Springs, the home of NORAD, the President was receiving her first briefings regarding the conditions throughout the nation.
“Madame President,” started Secretary of Homeland Security Blumenthal as he brought the group’s attention to a large computer monitor affixed to the wall. He pointed to the two dozen flashing red rings around the twenty largest population centers in America, including New York—the largest—down to the twentieth largest, Memphis. “These areas indicated by the red flashing lights are not controlled at this time. The National Guard has insufficient resources to stem the tide of social unrest. Frankly, Madame President, they could be declared a war zone.”
“Why don’t you allocate more troops and resources to these cities?” asked the President.
“General,” said Blumenthal, directing the question to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. 
“Madame President,” replied the general. “The initial recovery plan established by Homeland Security envisioned a joint, collaborative effort between National Guard units and local law enforcement until such point as our troops could be recalled from abroad.”
The President leaned forward and addressed the general. “I’ve recalled the troops. Are you coordinating with local law enforcement?”
“We are attempting to make that effort. However, first responders and the police are in complete disarray. Within these large metropolitan areas, the local political structure has disappeared and so has law enforcement. They’ve simply abandoned their posts and cannot be located due to the collapse of the communications system. Without those bodies assisting our boots on the ground, it’s too dangerous to enter the cities.”
“What do you propose, General?” asked the President. 
“One of the problems, Madame President …” The general paused to gather his thoughts. “Frankly, the violence is escalating and gradually moving out of the inner city. Even at this early stage of the collapse, gangs are being formed and taking advantage of the absence of control. We can attempt to clamp down on this activity, but it will require a full military effort, something unprecedented on U.S. soil.”
The President stared at the map, clasped her hands together, and tapped her index fingers against one another. “I have to do everything I can to eliminate the barriers that stand in the way of our National Guardsmen doing their job to restore order. We cannot allow American citizens to shoot each other to death before we have an opportunity to restore the power and initiate a recovery effort. Secretary Blumenthal, we have to do more to protect our citizens. I want you to begin immediate house-to-house searches of all registered gun owners and start a push for confiscation.”
The general interrupted the President. “Madame President, the inner cities are unsafe at this time for our soldiers to conduct these types of searches.”
“General, I wasn’t finished,” admonished the President. “I’m not suggesting we enter the war zone, as Sydney so aptly refers to our inner cities. I want to prevent the violence from spreading into the suburbs and the rural areas. Guns give people a quick, easy and relatively detached method of killing people. If we take away the tools of death, people will still kill others, but it will be far more difficult to accrue the body counts.”
The room grew quiet as the general clenched his fist. He never said another word.
“I’ll issue the necessary directives,” said Secretary Blumenthal. 
The White House Chief of Staff spoke next. “The next item on the agenda is the prediction of the second major solar storm scheduled to hit this evening. Scientists at ALMA have provided our skeleton team from the Space Weather Prediction Center the particulars. This next wave of solar plasma will not be nearly as powerful as the first wave, but Earth’s magnetic shield is severely weakened at this time.”
“What’s the bottom line?” gruffed the President, who was still simmering over the general’s challenge to her authority.
“Madame President, this second wave will create a severe health risk to the public in the form of increased radiation levels. A warning needs to be issued as soon as possible.”
The President slammed her hands on the table. “Great. I’ll address the nation. Tell everybody to turn their televisions on tonight at nine. How do I communicate with the country, Syd?”
“I understand your frustration, Madame President,” said Secretary Blumenthal. “We can provide them notice via the Emergency Broadcast Network. Naturally, it’s not fully operational, but it’s something. We can also have the National Guard drive through the streets, making an announcement and posting flyers.”
“Great options.” She sighed, slamming herself back into the chair. “I don’t have enough guardsmen to fight the battles necessary to gain control of our cities. Some of us don’t want to go around and collect the guns to prevent people from killing each other. Now, our only option is to send our depleted forces to issue a warning to others and expose themselves to the radiation in the process.”
“Madame President, the public will understand we’re doing the best we can to—” started Blumenthal until he was interrupted.
“Madame President, there is something else you need to know,” announced an aide who rushed into the room, carrying a stack of papers. “We’ve just received an urgent communication from NOAA. I’m sorry, but the situation is about to get a lot worse.”
 



Chapter 8
DAY ONE
7:00 p.m. PT, September 9
Point Loma
San Diego, California 
 
Master Sergeant Eduardo Lopez and his fiancée, Lance Corporal Maria Herrera, sat quietly atop Point Loma, watching the festivities below them. Sounds of laughter surrounding the beachfront bonfires rose into the sky as Californians of all ages celebrated the apocalypse. 
This evening was supposed to have been a night of celebration for the betrothed couple. Joined by their families and a hundred of their fellow Marines, the two would’ve been married at this moment in a beautiful ceremony planned at the Naval Base Point Loma. The Breakers Beach Deck overlooked a vast stretch of the Pacific Ocean with views extending as far south as the historic Hotel Del Coronado. The couple had envisioned exchanging their wedding vows on the deck amid the sounds of waves lapping on the shore. A magnificent sunset like the one they were admiring now would have capped off the perfect day.
Then the news came that the solar storm was coming. The couple had to make a decision. Do we ignore the warnings, or send our families to safety? Guests had come from as far away as Mexico City. It would have been impossible for them to return and reach their destination fifteen hundred miles away before the storm was expected to hit. 
It was the presidential order for all active-duty personnel to go back to their base that provided the answer. The wedding was canceled, the attendees scrambled for their appointed destinations, and seven members of the couple’s families from Mexico crowded into their rented three-bedroom home in the nearby Sunset Cliffs area.
The couple needed to get away and reflect on what might have been and their future. When the power grid collapsed, Lopez and Herrera were torn between their duty to country and obligations to loved ones. Returning to Camp Pendleton meant their families, who spoke little English, would have to fend for themselves. They chose family, and themselves, over the Marines.
They tried not to second-guess their decision, but loyalty to a country that had provided the two dedicated Marines so much tore at their hearts. Their decision was clouded by emotion. Now, their view of San Diego to the east and Tijuana, Mexico, to their south was disappearing into early nightfall.
Their view across San Diego Bay was spectacular as the sun was setting. Looking to the west across the massive Pacific Ocean, the scene was picture perfect, something only God could’ve created. The question in their mind was similar to millions of others: How could something so beautiful take away life as we knew it?

This was just one of many questions the couple would ask themselves as the mood on the beach suddenly changed. The joyous laughter turned to shouts of alarm. In the dimming daylight, the beach partyers could be seen scrambling for higher ground. They were fleeing something.
The collision of the ISS and the Tiandong-1 screamed through Earth’s atmosphere at nearly forty thousand miles per hour. When the large, dense hunk of molten metal struck the Pacific Ocean twelve hundred miles to their west, the impact was equivalent to two thousand kilotons of TNT, one hundred times more powerful than the atomic bomb detonated at Hiroshima.
When the asteroid-sized wreckage hit the water, the blast created a crater in the ocean. The displaced water piled up around this crater and formed a ring. As this ring moved out and away from the center of the impact point, the water began to oscillate up and down, forming ringlets that spread outward from the crater. The series of loops and crimps in the water created a tsunami wave train.
Initially, the ringlets produced by the impact were twenty feet high. Fifty miles later, the tsunami wave train doubled in height. Two hundred miles later, it doubled again as it spread in all directions across the Pacific. 
Shouts of help, run, and hurry filled the air. That was when the couple saw the reason for the panic. The ocean was rising. At first, the beaches of the shoreline below slowly disappeared. Lopez and Herrera held hands as they looked up and down the pristine coast, which was gradually swallowed by the sea.
The Marines didn’t panic because they were over four hundred feet above the beach. But the ocean rose, and their concerns grew with the rising waters. 
The tsunami wave train didn’t take the lives of Eddie and Maria that night. The waves lapped up just twenty feet from where they stood at the top of Point Loma. However, the rest of the four-hundred-foot-tall wall of water stretched inland across Mexico and into parts of Arizona. It consumed the entire Southern California region from San Diego to Los Angeles and washed away nearly twenty million people when the water finally receded back into the Pacific twenty hours later. 
 



Chapter 9
DAY TWO
10:00 a.m., September 10
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
The euphoria of Colton’s return began to disappear, and reality set in for Madison. Now that he was home, she would try to revert to her preferred role as wife and mom. By the second day, their routines were being established. Colton functioned very well on half a dozen hours of sleep. At sunrise, he’d find his way to bed, where he would wake Madison, who was typically an early riser. Alex tried to adopt the sleeping patterns of a typical teenager during their summer break from school. Working her into a routine might prove difficult.
Madison finished cleaning the pool while she tended to the eggs and bacon. After taking an inventory of their refrigerated items, Madison set up a menu that would last through day four. The meals would be a hodgepodge of frozen dinners and leftovers, but her family would maintain some semblance of nutrition and energy. As their meals turned to the more mundane—beans, rice, and oatmeal—Madison would incorporate the vitamins and nutritional supplements into their daily meal plan.
They made the decision to keep the generator under wraps to avoid drawing attention. Colton wasn’t sure how to mask the sound. Running the machine inside the house or even the garage, which was attached to the house through the bonus room, could prove deadly. Noxious carbon monoxide fumes would quickly overtake the stale air inside. Ultimately, the pool house was deemed their only option. 
Madison used their newly acquired Camp Chef modular cooking system that operated on the propane tanks she’d purchased. It burned clean and didn’t make any noise. At sixty thousand BTUs, it was very fuel efficient as well. She estimated the available propane she purchased would cook ten days of meals. Propane was high on her wish list, which she’d started after last night’s foray into the O’Malleys’ backyard and the construction site.
Colton and Alex had run back and forth, finding useful items, sneaking them home, and with each trip, asking Madison to make a note of this or that. With the world at a standstill, a simple item like a garden tool or a box of nails became highly sought after items if you didn’t have them already. Madison took on the role of inventory specialist, cataloging the items they had and also high-value items to target. From a safety perspective, she agreed with Colton they had a limited window of opportunity to make these runs. With each passing day, the night would become more dangerous.
“Any luck?” Madison asked Alex as she entered the living room. Alex was assigned the duty of monitoring the radio. 
“Yes, actually, there is something,” she replied as she took the plate of eggs and bacon. “Wow, thanks, Mom.”
“You’re welcome, dear. Enjoy these while you can. It may be a while before we see eggs again.”
Alex set the radio on the coffee table and turned up the volume to the emergency broadcast she found on a ham radio frequency. The broadcast was a continuous loop recording, but the information provided grabbed Madison’s attention. She joined her daughter and listened.
Following a long beep, the broadcast began its two-minute loop. “We interrupt our programming. Important instructions will follow. Again, this is a National Alert issued by the Department of Homeland Security. The President of the United States has declared a national state of emergency. The text of this declaration can be found posted at local federal buildings and military facilities.
“Effective immediately, until ended by a presidential decree, the President has declared the following to be in effect. A curfew has been established until further notice. All citizens are required to remain in their homes during the evening hours. During daytime hours, citizens are encouraged to shelter in place.
“Local law enforcement and the National Guard, in conjunction with the Federal Emergency Management Agency, will be establishing shelters for those displaced from their homes or who are in need of special assistance. Food and water distribution centers will be announced in the coming days. You are encouraged to utilize these services as a last resort only. 
“In furtherance of these directives, the President has instructed the National Guard and local law enforcement to break up any unlawful assemblies and confiscate weapons, magazines, and ammunition, such actions determined to be in the best interests of the nation and the safety, health, and general welfare of its citizens.
“Willful violations of the provisions of the President’s declaration shall be punishable by imprisonment and asset forfeiture. All American citizens will now fall under the jurisdiction of military tribunals established by this declaration.
The electronic beeping indicated the end of the broadcast and the beginning of the next loop. Alex turned the radio off and set her plate on the table. Madison stared at the radio for a moment. She was glad to hear something, although it was not what she expected. Rather than telling them it was going to be okay and that our government is there for you, Madison felt like she was being told to remain under house arrest and instantly felt depressed.
“Whadya think, Mom?” asked Alex, breaking Madison out of her trance. 
“I don’t know what to think, Alex,” replied Madison. “I guess, I mean, I kinda hoped to hear something was being done about the power. Instead, I feel like a prisoner in my home.”
Colton rounded the stairs and joined them. “I heard the announcement upstairs. One thing is certain, the government will attempt a response, but they will be overwhelmed and will experience mass defections of their personnel. As society deteriorates, police and National Guardsmen will opt to protect their families rather than fight the looters and thugs in the streets.”
“Who’ll enforce the law, Daddy?” asked Alex.
“I’m afraid, at least for a while, our nation will have to experience life without the rule of law,” replied Colton. He sat in the chair by the fireplace and laced up his tennis shoes. “We’ll have to protect ourselves. The laws will still exist, but the process of enforcement and administration will disappear. Our previously publicized and stable laws will no longer act as a deterrent to those using the collapse of the power grid as an opportunity to do bad things.”
“What’s a military tribunal?” asked Alex.
“The executive branch and the military are probably the only functioning parts of our government right now,” replied Colton. “If the police or National Guard arrest somebody, they will be brought before a military court to face justice. What that entails is anybody’s guess. Before the collapse, the rule of law governed our nation, as opposed to being governed by arbitrary decisions of government officials. Now, I’m afraid the government will make up the rules as they go.”
Madison pointed to the shotgun propped next to Colton by the fireplace. “We only have one gun. Are we giving it up?”
“Not a chance.” Colton laughed, picking up the weapon and weighing it in his hands. “Nor will the owners of the other three hundred million weapons in the United States.”
“Didn’t they do it in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina?” asked Madison.
“Yes, and it turned out to be a disaster,” replied Colton. “They beat up an old lady. They shot another man’s dogs. It was a public relations nightmare because the police focused on easy targets—law-abiding citizens. The gun confiscations did nothing to deter the criminals who roamed the French Quarter.”
“Should we hide the shotgun?” asked Madison. 
“Nope. I’ll take my chances with the gun-confiscation directive. I won’t take my chances with protecting you guys against the evildoers of the world.”
Madison stood and retrieved the radio from the coffee table. Alex tried to stop her. “I want to listen some more, Mom.”
“I know you do, Alex,” started Madison, who picked it up anyway. “You and I have to cut and staple the landscape fabric to the windows so your dad can nail the boards up today. Besides, when we’re not using the electronics, we should keep them stored away in the Faraday cages.”
“Why? The storm has already passed,” protested Alex. 
“I remember the picture of the hole in the Sun you showed me. It looked like it had a few more solar flares in its belly ready to fire at us.” Madison tucked the radio away and sealed the lid with the handle of the galvanized trash can. As the lid snapped shut, someone pounded on their front door, startling all of them.
 



Chapter 10
DAY TWO
11:00 a.m., September 10
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
“Who is it?” shouted Colton through the door as he held the shotgun nervously. There was no answer. He repeated his question, only louder this time. “Who’s out there?”
Still no answer. He turned to Madison and Alex, gesturing for them to look out the back door and the kitchen side door. They ran at a low crouch and reached their appointed doors. The sound of clicking dead bolts reminded Colton they weren’t following their protocols for keeping entryways locked.
He moved to the living room and peered through the curtains. There wasn’t anyone there. Rather than opening the front door to a possible ambush, he left through the kitchen door and moved along the outside wall of the house. Many things went through his mind. Am I prepared to shoot someone? How does this gun work?
He immediately chastised himself for not learning the basics of the operation of the Remington shotgun. He took a deep breath and channeled a character on The Walking Dead television show. He pumped the fore-end, which generated a loud, metallic sound. CLACK—CLACK. That would scare me away, he thought to himself.
Colton, the adrenaline pumping through his body, steadied his nerves to confront the intruder and swung into view. Nobody was there. He pointed the gun in all directions, swinging it towards the garage and back to the front door. Nothing. He relaxed and approached the porch, where a rock was placed on top of a handwritten piece of copy paper.
“Colton?” yelled Madison through the window. 
“It’s okay,” he announced. “You can open the front door.”
Madison slowly opened the door, and the girls cautiously peeked out. 
“Seriously, y’all,” said Colton. “It’s safe. We’ve got mail.” 
Madison and Alex joined him, nervously looking around the yard. Colton read the note aloud.
“The Harding Place Association of neighbors will be meeting today at noon at the Brileys’ former residence located at Trimble and Lynnwood. We encourage everyone to participate as we discuss the power situation. It’s signed Shane Wren, President of the HPA.”
Colton handed it to Madison, who read it to herself under Alex’s probing eyes. He glanced at the cheap Timex watch he’d purchased at T Ricks. They had an hour.
“Where is the smoke coming from?” asked Alex, as she looked up at the black smoke clouds drifting overhead. She instinctively covered her mouth.
“I noticed it this morning as I did my final walk around the house,” replied Colton. “It seems to be coming from the west toward Highway 100.”
“It stinks.”
“Come on, guys, let’s get back inside and talk about this meeting,” said Colton, leading them into the foyer and locking the door behind them. He took the notice from Madison and examined it again.
“Should we go?” asked Madison.
“You know, just like before the solar flare, I’d rather avoid these things like the plague,” said Colton. “I guess, under the circumstances, we should check it out, if for no other reason than to learn what they’re up to. After the other night, I’ve got no use for Shane Wren and the rest of his cronies.”
“You should go,” said Madison.
“Me too,” chimed in Alex. 
“I don’t really think this will be appropriate for—” started Madison before Colton interrupted her.
“It’ll be fine, Maddie, and instructive. Alex can see how these types of meetings are conducted. Also, another set of eyes and ears will help.”
“Yeah,” said Alex as she ran to find her shoes. 
When she returned, she kissed her Mom on the cheek. “Thanks, Mom. I really want to help, but I also need to get out of the house. I’m getting cabin fever.”
“Good grief.” Madison laughed. “After one day. Are you guys leaving already?”
“Yeah,” started Colton. “I wanna check on Mrs. Abercrombie, and then I might pick up the Youngs and Kaplans on the way to the meeting. I love you.” Colton kissed Madison on the cheek. He and Alex were off on their father-daughter afternoon. The usual afternoon of golf together was replaced with checking on neighbors and neighborhood association meetings.
Colton and Alex spent about five minutes knocking on Mrs. Abercrombie’s doors and walking around her home. She never answered. The doors were locked, and there were no signs of a break-in. 
“This is weird, Daddy,” said Alex. “Mom and I saw Mrs. Abercrombie getting her mail tw days ago. Surely she didn’t go anywhere, right?”
“I don’t see her car, and everything else seems to be okay,” replied Colton. “Maybe she got spooked by the news and went over to a friend’s home for safety.”
Alex shrugged and led the way to the Youngs’ front door. Nobody was home, but their note, if they received one, was missing. As they walked back across their front yard towards the Kaplans, the smell of smoke became more intense as the hot winds picked up. 
“Daddy, it hasn’t rained in a week, at least,” started Alex. “I remember because our match got rained out.”
“It’s a bad situation,” said Colton. “I’m sure other transformers exploded Thursday night. Those fireballs could have gone throughout the city, catching houses and trees on fire. With no firefighting equipment available and no water being pumped, the fires will burn uncontrolled until it rains.”
“Hey, Colton!” shouted Rusty Kaplan from his driveway. “Did you hear about the meeting?”
“Yeah,” replied Colton. “Do you guys wanna go with us?”
“Sounds good,” replied Karen Kaplan. 
The four began walking up the hill towards the Brileys’ home. One of their neighbors was the listing agent on the vacant house and apparently made it available to Wren for the meeting. They walked slowly as Karen and Rusty became winded on the fairly steep incline of Lynnwood Boulevard. 
“What do you expect from this meeting?” asked Rusty, now out of breath.
“I guess it makes sense to establish a system of community leadership,” started Colton. “Assuming this situation is going to go on for a while, our neighbors in need could benefit from somebody looking out for them.”
“What do you think about Shane?” asked Karen.
“No comment.” Colton laughed. The Kaplans had puzzled looks on their faces. Colton realized they didn’t understand, and he cautioned himself against expressing his opinion like that in the future. Words were amplified now and could easily become misconstrued. “Well, Shane is a professor of political science. He should have an idea how groups and governments are formed. I’m hoping for the best.”
They reached the top of the hill and the street leveled out. Several people were making their way towards the Briley residence.
“Almost there,” Rusty huffed.
“Let me add this,” said Colton. “In my opinion, the best way to form an impromptu group is to establish a committee of leaders, with one person being the primary spokesman. If everyone votes on their leadership team, this will help boost morale and give folks a sense of security. The team would also gain respect through legitimacy. Under the circumstances, a little structure may lend some normalcy to everyone who is used to functioning with a government in our lives.”
“Do you think Shane is the right man for the job?” asked Karen.
“I only know him in passing, Karen,” replied Colton. “I think any leader needs to have the respect of the entire community and should have a track record of moral integrity. He needs to set an example for the neighborhood and make sound decisions. Only time will tell if he is the right guy for the job.”
 



Chapter 11
DAY TWO
Noon, September 10
HPA Meeting House
Trimble Rd. & Lynnwood Blvd.
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
“Here we go,” said Alex, who had remained quiet the entire way. She recognized this as an adult meeting and was glad to get out of the house. If she were able to help in some way, maybe her dad would bring her again. Colton leaned into her ear and whispered, “Watch, listen, and learn,” as they entered the grand foyer of the large home, which had been on the market since the previous year. The Brileys were divorced, and the court ordered the sale of the home. It stood vacant, as the spiteful couple refused to live in it.
“Welcome, folks,” said Shane Wren as he opened up the double set of sliding doors leading to a covered patio that stretched the length of the home. “Let’s go out here. This is a big turnout, and it’ll be much cooler in the shade of this canopy.”
Alex looked around at the attendees. They were all dressed like a normal day. Nobody seemed panicked or injured. A couple of parents had brought their young children, who attempted to squirm out of their parents’ control. All of the neighbors appeared overheated. As everyone found a spot, Alex noticed there was only one other teenager, who was standing alone at the back of the enclosed patio. She tugged on her dad’s arm and whispered, “I’m gonna hang out with the kid on the back wall, okay?” 
“Sure, but don’t wander off,” replied Colton.
“Got it,” she replied.
Alex nonchalantly walked toward the back of the patio and leaned against the wall. The boy immediately noticed her, but shyly looked away when she caught his glance. He appeared to be a year or two younger than Alex. Alex turned her attention to Wren as he started the meeting. 
“Thank you, everyone, for coming this afternoon. I see a lot of familiar faces, but for those who don’t know me, my name is Shane Wren, and I live through the backyard behind us on Westview. My wife, Christie, is at home with our two young daughters. In my prior life, which was, well, a couple of days ago, I was a professor at Vandy.” The group laughed with Wren. Alex didn’t, and she noticed that her dad wasn’t laughing either.
“I’ve been the president of the Harding Place Association, or the HPA as we like to call it, for almost two years. In the past, my job was to organize activities and deal with issues surrounding our restrictions. Today, we face an uncertain future and a crisis never before experienced in our country.”
Several people mumbled their acknowledgement of the situation and nodded as Wren continued. A few attendees carried notepads and used them as fans to cool their faces.
“I would like to introduce a couple of your neighbors. This is Adam Holder, who used to work for First Tennessee Bank.”
Holder stepped forward. “Hello, everyone.”
“Adam lives down on the cul-de-sac at Sheppard Place,” started Wren. “Also, please meet Gene Andrews, who lives right up the street. Gene has an announcement to make, don’t you, Gene?”
“I do,” said Andrews. “I was formerly director of compliance at the IRS office here in Nashville. I’m pleased to announce that we won’t be collecting taxes for a while.” The three men laughed and several in the crowd joined in.
“Our life is over and they want to spew a bunch of jokes,” said the teenage boy into Alex’s ear, startling her. She jumped and turned toward him.
“You scared me!” she exclaimed.
“Sorry, dude,” said the boy. “I didn’t mean to.” He cut himself off and hung his head. Alex picked up on the fact that he was sensitive to being scolded.
“It’s okay,” she started. “I’m a little jumpy, you know. My name’s Alex.”
“Hi. My name is Jimmy.” He hesitated for a moment. “Jimmy Holder. That’s my stepdad up there—the one with the sport coat on.”
“It’s a little hot for a jacket, isn’t it?” asked Alex as Wren continued.
“He’s a banker, whadya expect?” Jimmy replied, drawing a laugh from Alex. Jimmy kicked a small rock and chuckled under his breath.
Wren spoke a little louder. “Make room for these new folks who’ve just arrived, if you don’t mind.” The outdoor room became more crowded as a few more joined the group. Alex estimated forty people were crammed into the small space. 
Wren continued. “Until the government gets things squared away, we’ve decided to meet here every day at noon. Of course, attendance isn’t mandatory, but we hope all of you will play an active role in binding our community together. We have every confidence that FEMA will be reaching out to all of our neighborhoods.”
Spontaneous applause erupted from much of the room. Alex smirked and shook her head. They don’t know that for certain.

Jimmy must have noticed her reaction and quietly spoke to Alex. “They’re blowing sunshine,” he started. “My stepdad says the power may not come on for years. He’s worried about the fact we don’t have much food.”
“You don’t?” asked Alex.
“He’d usually eat out after work, while at the bar,” said Jimmy. “He’d make me fend for myself when Mom was traveling.”
“Where is she?” asked Alex.
“D.C.,” he replied. “She’s a bank lobbyist.”
“Oh,” said Alex. She studied Jimmy. He seemed troubled and distant. Alex had met kids like him in the past. Broken homes often didn’t work out for the children. Parents couldn’t get along, split up, and then remarried. Some kids took it in stride—many couldn’t cope. Jimmy seemed to fall into the latter category.
Wren continued speaking. “Our President wants us to band together, pool our resources, and help one another through this crisis. In the spirit of cooperation, we are asking our neighbors—all of you and those who couldn’t attend today—to bring extra food, water, and supplies to our daily meetings.”
Alex asked, “Does he drink a lot?”
Jimmy nodded his head as he looked down. “I don’t think my stepdad ever wanted to be a father. He liked my mom, and they got married. I was part of the package deal. His priorities are my mom, a full liquor cabinet, and his big gun collection. I don’t even think I rate in the top ten on the list.”
Wren was winding up the meeting. “Also, please check on your immediate neighbors. Make sure they’re safe. If they’re not home, make a note of their address and bring it with you to the next meeting. We’ll pay particular attention to their homes while they’re away.”
Alex looked up from the rock Jimmy was rolling around under his black Converse sneaker. She studied his clothes. Black, frayed shorts. An AC/DC tee shirt. Black hair and an earring. His appearance screamed rebellious teen.
Alex, like her father, was a Type A personality. If she weren’t a girl, she’d be an alpha male. She sensed weakness in Jimmy. His mentioning a big gun collection presented an opportunity for the Rymans. Apparently, Jimmy didn’t know the loose lips sink ships rule.
 



Chapter 12
DAY THREE
10:00 a.m., September 11
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
“Mom, there are wildfires burning out of control all over the country,” said Alex as her mother walked into the living room. The Rymans were settling into their routine by the start of day three. 
Like most families, their previous life was full of activities—work, school, and household chores. Entertainment in the form of television, music, and computer browsing would take up hours of a typical day. Without power, these regular pursuits no longer existed. Security was most important followed by information gathering. 
“How’d you find that out?” asked Madison.
Alex wound the crank handle of the ETON FRX3 radio made to the specifications of the American Red Cross. The rechargeable weather alert radio with a solar panel and hand turbine power generator not only provided information, but it had a USB auxiliary input to charge other devices.
“The emergency alerts are being broadcast continuously now. The message from yesterday is still being repeated, but NOAA is also issuing warnings for specific areas of the country. The wildfires are everywhere because of the heat.”
When the power grid collapsed, cell phone service and normal broadcast networks crashed with it. However, the military had its own parallel intranet and secured closed satellite communications systems. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, NOAA, and several other dedicated radio stations across the AM band operated within the same shielded wiring system as the military.
When the airwaves weren’t cluttered with cell phone calls and radio station broadcasts, a signal could travel much farther. By retuning the frequency calibration of a radio, it was possible to pick up ham radio operators near the AM frequencies.
“Here, grab a bucket,” said Madison. She and Alex walked outside to the pool, scooped up a five-gallon bucket of pool water and carried them into the bathrooms. Although the power outage prevented the toilets from refilling on their own, the tank lid could be removed and refilled manually, enabling the toilet to function.
“Can I go with Dad to the meeting again?” asked Alex.
“Sure,” replied Madison. “Is it because of the boy you met?”
“No, not really,” replied Alex. She had an idea but didn’t want to mention it to her parents yet. They’d probably overreact and make her stay home. “I don’t know. He’s younger than me and not at all cute. Different is a better word. It’s just nice to talk to someone else, do you know what I mean?”
They parted ways and refilled the tanks of the four bathroom home. Afterwards, they reconvened in the living room.
“I understand, dear,” said Madison, stacking the buckets for later use. She wiped the sweat off her brow. “It gets pretty boring around here. But I suppose that’s a good thing under the circumstances.”
Colton entered the room, dripping in sweat. “Do you think a dip in the pool is out of the question?”
“Duh, Dad,” replied Alex. “That’s our drinking water.”
“How about a shower?” asked Madison. “It’ll be cool, but we can easily make it hot.”
“All right, let’s see,” said Colton. 
Madison led them to the back patio, where she had hung the five-gallon camp shower purchased the other day at the sporting goods store. Made of black PVC material, it was solar heated and portable. She had hung it from the roof overhang at the pool house.
Madison reached up and squeezed the bulb, allowing water to pour through a flexible hose. “Voila, now we can clean up here instead of the pool,” she announced. “Here’s a bucket to be used for soapy water, and you can always douse yourself with a five-gallon bucket for a final rinse.”
“I love it,” said Colton, who immediately stripped down to his shorts and poured water over his head. “I need to get cleaned up for the second showing of the HPA program featuring Wren and Company.”
“I’m going with you, Daddy,” said Alex.
“Great,” started Colton. 
“What’s with all the sandbags?” asked Madison. Colton had retrieved them at dusk last night and spent the last hour moving them upstairs.
“Let me explain. I saw them the other day protecting the manhole opening near Mrs. Abercrombie’s house.” Colton quickly toweled himself off. He reached for the dry pair of shorts and slipped them on under his towel. “They may be very useful at some point.” 
Colton continued to wipe himself off as he led the girls inside. They followed him to the top of the stairs, where several sandbags were stacked along the banister. He continued. “When somebody kicks in our doors, you can be pretty sure the people coming in are not here to make friendly conversation or to borrow a cup of sugar. We need to be prepared to defend ourselves and to greet them with a sufficient amount of deterring force.”
“Are we gonna drop the sandbags on their heads like in the Home Alone movie, Daddy?”
Colton laughed. “I hadn’t thought of that, Alex, but it’s a possibility. I’ve tried to think of as many scenarios as possible so that we can maximize our defenses against bad guys. If we get overrun, we need a rallying point and methods to delay our attackers while everybody gets together.”
“You’ve placed sandbags near the dormer windows too,” noticed Madison.
Colton patted a stack of sandbags. “These are solid and will help deflect or absorb any bullets shot at us. Whether we’re shooting from the windows or keeping them from coming up the stairs, the goal is to delay, then defend against the intruders.”
“Makes sense,” said Alex. “What about the dressers?”
Colton easily pushed one of the dressers to block the stairs. He tilted the dresser and retrieved one of the felt EZ slides from beneath the furniture leg. 
“I found these in the utility room,” said Colton. “The movers used them to push the heavy pieces of furniture around the house. If our attackers are pursuing us up the stairs, blocking their way with a heavy piece of furniture should slow them down.”
“Won’t we get trapped up here?” asked Madison.
“I have a plan for that,” replied Colton. “This is a fallback position if we can’t get to the rally point through the downstairs exits.”
“Where is the rally point?” asked Alex.
“The garage, where our most valuable asset is located.” Colton led them past the bedroom toward the double-door entry to the bonus room—a six-hundred-square-foot space located above the garage—which was built into the roof truss system. The family once used it to shoot pool and play video games. 
More sandbags were stacked in front of the pool table. Under the pool table was an area rug. Colton dropped onto his hands and knees, pulled aside the rug, and revealed a two-foot-by-three-foot opening in the floor between the trusses.
Madison and Alex crawled under the pool table to look as well. “A hidey hole,” exclaimed Alex. The three of them looked into the garage, where the roof of the Jeep Wagoneer was parked a few feet below them.
“We’re gonna practice this until it becomes easy,” said Colton. “But the plan would be to lure them up the stairs, delay their access to the second floor, and then drop ourselves through this hole and into the Wagoneer.”
“You mean we’ll leave everything behind?” asked Madison.
“Not entirely,” replied Colton. “We need to pack the truck with clothing, supplies, and food. Use every available suitcase, duffle bag, and backpack.”
“I should also put the camping supplies and fishing gear in the back,” added Madison. “We don’t need them here.”
Colton slid out from underneath the pool table and bumped his head in the process. “Defending our home against armed gunmen is our biggest weakness. We only have one weapon, and none of us are trained. A gunfight is not conducive to on-the-job training. All of these measures are designed to delay the attack so we can escape.”
“Live to fight another day,” added Alex. 
“Exactly.”
 



Chapter 13
DAY THREE
Noon, September 11
HPA Meeting House
Trimble Rd. & Lynnwood Blvd.
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
The second meeting of the HPA took place in front of the house in the circle drive. Attendance was larger today. Alex saw the Youngs and the Kaplans hanging out under a large oak tree. They’d had a conversation about this on the way over to the meeting.
Colton felt like they were better off than most of their neighbors thanks to the efforts of Madison and Alex. The acquisition of the Jeep Wagoneer in a world full of the latest and greatest, but now inoperable, vehicle transportation was very fortunate. 
In the past seventy-hours, they’d not heard any generators running. This could be because no one in the vicinity owned one or because they didn’t have the fuel to run it. Either way, the Rymans had both and would shield these assets from others as well.
With this in mind, the Rymans decided to blend in and not stick out. The plan was to dress normal and move and act in a way that was forgettable. They agreed to use their best efforts not to draw unnecessary attention to themselves. If their neighbors realized the extent of their supplies, they would become jealous or even angry. As time passed, that anger could turn to desperation and violence.
“Invisible in plain sight,” Alex whispered to her dad as they walked to the middle of the pack. 
Wren walked onto the front porch of the home, followed by his two sidekicks—Holder and Andrews. The grand appearance of the anointed leaders of the HPA disgusted Alex. She could see disdain on a few of her neighbors’ faces as well. She quickly glanced through the crowd, looking for Jimmy Holder. She couldn’t see him.
Then, a moment later, three men in mismatched uniforms joined them. They were carrying sidearms and had rifles slung over their shoulders. They looked like they were military or National Guardsmen.
“May I have your attention, please,” started Wren. “Once again, I want to thank all of you for attending. I anticipated a bigger turnout today, so I moved the meeting to the front yard. I apologize for the heat, but the shade trees and the slight breeze should make it more comfortable.”
Wren turned and received a clipboard from Holder, with a pen tied to it by a string. Wren continued. “I’d like everyone present today to sign in with your name and address, if you don’t mind. In order to help one another, we need to know who is here. Also, if you have any special requirements like medications, please note them on the notepad or see Gene, Adam, or myself after the meeting. We will begin to pool our limited resources and distribute them to those who are in need.”
Wren walked to the front of the crowd and began to pass the clipboard around. As it circulated, one of the uniformed men leaned into Wren and whispered in his ear. Colton shifted uneasily as he fixed his eyes on the three men. Alex picked up on his reaction to their attendance.
“Dad, what’s wrong?”
“I don’t like the looks of these guys,” he replied. 
Alex studied them further. Their uniforms didn’t match, but there might be an explanation for that under the circumstances. Then she looked at their shoes. They weren’t military-style leather boots. The men were wearing hunting boots like you buy at Walmart.
Alex leaned into her father and whispered, “Daddy, their shoes.” 
Colton nodded. “It wouldn’t surprise me if they’re imposters,” said Colton. “Look at how they stand. Their demeanor is off somehow. There’s no discipline.”
Wren began the meeting. “I’m pleased to let all of you know that our government is hard at work to fix this situation, and they have placed the National Guard on the streets of Nashville to ensure we are protected—which leads me to the introduction of these three gentlemen.”
Wren explained the men were part of the National Guard contingent assigned to their area. They would be checking on missing neighbors and helping the sick get to hospitals. As he spoke, the clipboard made its way to Colton, and he immediately passed it on to a person behind him.
“Aren’t you gonna sign it?” asked Alex.
“Nope, none of their business,” he replied under his breath.
Wren continued. “These men will spearhead the recovery effort in the Belle Meade area and keep us informed of newsworthy events and further emergency alerts.”
As Wren spoke, Alex saw Jimmy Holder emerge from around the large shrubs at the corner of the HPA meeting house. He seemed disinterested in Wren’s presentation, opting instead to break off a piece of a boxwood and pick off its leaves.
Alex took a deep breath and whispered to her dad, “Daddy, do you trust me?”
“Of course, Allie-Cat.”
“Okay,” she continued, leaning closer so she wouldn’t be overheard. “I’m gonna leave now, and I’ll meet you back at the house. I’ll be safe, I promise.”
“But wait,” Colton replied, but Alex was off, casually working her way through the crowd while their attention was focused on the front porch. In less than a minute, she reached Jimmy’s side.
“Hey, you,” she started, getting Jimmy’s attention. He managed a sheepish smile before returning to the task of de-leafing the boxwood branch.
“Hey.”
“Pretty boring, huh?” asked Alex.
“Yeah. I don’t have to be here, but what else is there to do?”
Alex thought for a moment. She was sure this boy was harmless. The plan she was about to embark upon could prove dangerous if he turned out to be a teen wolf in black sheep’s clothing.
She gathered up her courage and spoke. “You wanna go somewhere? I mean, this is such a waste, right?”
“For sure,” replied Jimmy. His attitude picked up. “Where do you wanna go?”
“Not my house,” she replied. “My mom’s there, and it would be, well, you know, awkward.”
“We could go over to my place, I guess,” said Jimmy. “We don’t have any video games or TV though. We could just hang out.”
“That sounds good to me,” said Alex. “Lead the way.”
Jimmy ducked around the corner of the house, and Alex took one more glance for her dad, but she couldn’t see him. There was no turning back now. Alex darted after Jimmy through the backyards, the rush of adrenaline providing an exhilaration she’d never felt before.
She was an undercover operative!
 



Chapter 14
DAY THREE
12:15 p.m., September 11
Holder Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Alex followed Jimmy through the open garage and directly inside. The garage was full of plastic storage bins. She tried her best to inventory the contents, but she didn’t want Jimmy to catch her snooping. The big prize was inside.
“Sorry for the mess,” started Jimmy as he led her into the house. “My mom is the only one who cleans up around here, and she sucks at it. Our house is so messy they won’t even hire a cleaning service to come in. Look around. What’s the point?”
“It’s not that bad,” Alex lied. The place was a pigsty. Empty pizza boxes and beer cans were strewn about. His stepdad, a smoker, must not have been interested in emptying his ashtrays. The stale air coupled with the stench of beer and cigarettes almost caused Alex to retch, but she contained herself. 
Jimmy showed Alex his room and revealed his Walking Dead comic book collection. He had a duplicate of issue 100 in which Negan killed Glenn, so he gave it to Alex as a gift. She thought that it was sweet and thanked him. She did plan to read it later. First things first.
She engaged in some small talk with Jimmy but was very much aware of the time. After the HPA meeting broke up, his stepdad might come home. Her new friendship with Jimmy needed to be kept under wraps.
Alex saw a slightly open door under the stairwell. It appeared to be the stairs that led into the basement. She nonchalantly bumped into the doorknob as she walked past, causing it to open further.
“Ouch,” she exclaimed, pretending to get bruised by the collision. As the door swung open, she asked, “What’s down there?”
“Oh, yeah,” started Jimmy as he reached down and picked up a battery-operated Coleman lantern. “You wanna see my stepdad’s gun vault?”
“I guess,” she tried to appear aloof. “I’ve never seen a gun before.”
“Never?”
“Nope,” she replied, twisting a strand of her long blonde hair. “Do you mind showing me?”
Jimmy shrugged and turned on the light. The two reached the bottom of the stairs, which opened to a large unfinished basement. Once downstairs, he turned on three other Coleman lanterns, revealing a series of workbenches and pegboards. There were several gun safes, but two of them were open. Several dozen green military-issue ammo cans were stacked neatly under the benches. 
Alex was genuinely amazed. “Wow,” she uttered. “He’s ready for a war.”
“I guess,” said Jimmy. “He’s always going to gun shows. He buys and sells, then brags about the great deals he made. I’ve been with him when he buys guns from online sellers.”
Alex walked through the room and nonchalantly picked up some of the weapons. This was a gold mine!
“I didn’t know you could buy guns on the Internet,” said Alex, appearing to be interested while she took a mental inventory. She didn’t know what these guns were called, but she knew how to count. There were two dozen pistols, more than a dozen rifles, and several that looked like machine guns.
“He went on these two websites several times a day looking for new listings,” said Jimmy. “One is called Armslist and the other is called Tennessee Gun Owners. He was obsessed with buying and selling. But as you can see, he mostly bought.”
“Do you know how to shoot?” asked Alex.
“Of course.”
“Would you teach me?” Alex was going to appear weak and vulnerable in order to appeal to Jimmy’s man-as-protector side if he was old enough to have one. “Because, well, I’m kinda afraid of everything. Do you know what I mean?”
“Sure,” he replied.
Alex glanced back at him and noticed that he was studying her long legs. He was just fourteen years old, but he was still a boy. She’d have to keep an eye on him. For the moment, he aimed to please, and she intended to take advantage. 
That was when she saw it. A real Taurus PT111 like the replica her mother had purchased at Phillips Toy Mart. It was stuck in a  holster that would slide into the waistband of her jean shorts. She debated whether to take it or ask Jimmy for it. She decided to ask.
Alex picked up the gun and held it in her hands. She walked toward Jimmy and got close enough to him so he would feel slightly uncomfortable.
“This one,” she said. “I think this one would be perfect for me, don’t you agree, Jimmy?”
“Yeah, sure,” he replied nervously. “That’s a great choice. You can have it. My stepdad won’t, um, know. Here’s a box of ammo too.”
Jimmy handed her a box of nine-millimeter ammunition. She took the box, and the weight pulled her arm down.
“Whoa.” She laughed. “That’s heavy.”
“There’s fifty rounds in each box. We can start training tomorrow.”
Suddenly, their attention was drawn to the stairs. A noise was coming from outside the house. A voice. Alex immediately became nervous and looked around. With Jimmy preoccupied, she slid the paddle holster into her waistband and snatched another box of ammo off the bench.
Jimmy sprinted up the stairs and she followed him. She ran after him, almost tripping over an empty liquor bottle on the floor. As he opened the front door, the sound became clear.
Down the street, a green military Humvee was driving slowly. A soldier stood outside the turret, resting his arms on a fifty-caliber machine gun. The passenger repeated the message.
“This is an alert. All residents are advised to shelter in place. I repeat. Stay in your homes. The National Weather Service has advised us of another solar storm, which will take place in the next twelve hours. This storm will contain a high radiation index. You are advised to remain in your homes for the next twelve hours.”
Alex watched the Humvee disappear down the street as the message was read again. She tucked the two boxes of ammo against her left side and held the gun against her right. She leaned down and gave Jimmy a kiss on the cheek. 
“Thank you, Jimmy,” she said. “This was fun. Can I come over tomorrow at noon?” 
A smitten Jimmy Holder touched his cheek and nodded—having no idea he’d just been played.
 



Chapter 15
DAY FOUR
Morning, September 12
Ryman Residence
Nashville, Tennessee
 
Madison and Colton had become like two ships passing in the night. By the fourth day, their sleeping routines were established. Colton’s body gradually adjusted to staying awake until dawn, and Madison reset her internal clock to wake up early enough to fix them something to eat. Breakfast gave them some quiet time together before she took over the security patrols while Colton slept. It was time for the morning debrief, and the first item on the agenda was Alex’s new friend.
“Maddie, I understand your concern,” started Colton. “While I stood watch last night, I considered all of the ramifications of Alex’s actions. First, I’m glad we’ve got a great relationship with her so she wouldn’t hide what she did. Second, I trust her judgment. It was a risky, apparently unplanned move.”
“Impulsive is more like it,” interrupted Madison, who sat back in the dining chair and folded her arms. Madison’s body language delivered her opinion of Alex’s acquisition of the gun loud and clear.
“Maybe, but I like quick-thinking better. Even when the kids heard the military vehicle driving through the neighborhood and the boy bolted outside ahead of her, Alex had the presence of mind to grab another box of bullets. You can’t teach that cleverness in school, Maddie. It’s ingrained in her DNA.”
“Oh, of course, she’s a full-blooded Ryman without a doubt,” said Madison.
“Don’t forget, Mrs. Ryman,” Colton said sarcastically. “As part of her ruse, she used her power of feminine persuasion over the boy. I seem to remember a young woman who exerted a similar influence over the master negotiator in this family many years ago.”
“Okay.” Madison laughed and wiped a couple of tears off her face. Colton reached across the table and held her hand. In the candlelight of the early dawn of the apocalypse, she was more beautiful than ever. 
“Here’s the other thing,” said Colton. “Over the years, I’ve learned that before I enter any negotiation session, I like to clarify my goals and gather information about the other side before I sit at the table. Alex gleaned some important information yesterday. We have a neighbor who’s armed to the hilt.”
“And he’s got a screw loose,” interjected Madison. “What if he finds out about this?”
“It’s risky, but our goal shouldn’t be to clean out his basement, only to get what we really need. Remember, his son offered the gun and ammo to Alex as a gift. I’m only suggesting that she ask for one or two more weapons for her parents.”
“Fair enough,” said Madison. “But if we only need a couple more guns, why don’t we just trade him some food. Jimmy told Alex they don’t have any food, right?”
“I thought about that, but here’s my concern. If Holder thinks we have extra, expendable food, with his arsenal, he might just take it from us. It’s better to keep him out of the loop and keep our food storage to ourselves.”
“So what’s the plan?” asked Madison.
“I’ll talk with her on the way to the meeting today,” replied Colton. “Two more guns. Another handgun similar to the one she obtained yesterday and one of those machine-gun-type rifles she told us about. Common sense tells me the high-capacity magazines would help repel anyone trying to attack us in our home.”
Madison relented. “Alex is very levelheaded and won’t take a chance if the risk is too great. She plans on going over there at noon today. Maybe you can stall Holder if the meeting breaks up early? You know, give her more time.”
Colton scooped up the paper plates and forks from breakfast and placed them into the garbage bag. Monday was usually garbage pickup day, except not anymore. He needed to talk to Madison about scavenging. Colton was aware the topic would concern Madison because it involved taking Alex with him, after dark, into the homes of strangers. 
With each passing day, Madison seemed to accept the reality of this catastrophic event. Her lingering denial was passing, and fear seemed to be on her mind the most. Without putting her on edge, Colton had to find the words to explain why he was using her only child as an undercover operative by day and now a cat burglar by night. Both activities had inherent risks, but in a post-apocalyptic world, children learned to grow up fast.
“Can we talk about one more thing before I get some sleep?” he asked.
“Yes, but you need to get your rest. The evil sun is rising for another day, just like always.”
Colton sat back down and fiddled nervously with the salt and pepper mills on the kitchen table. He was convinced this collapsed-grid situation was going to be prolonged and have a severe impact on the entire country for weeks or months. While he was relieved to have the additional food and supplies stacked around their dining room, he knew it wouldn’t be enough to last them.
“You guys did great the other day, Maddie,” started Colton. “You risked your lives for our family—our survival.”
“Aw shucks, ’tweren’t nuthin’.” Madison chuckled as she subconsciously touched her cheek, which was finally returning to its normal color. 
“It was a lot,” said Colton. “But it may not be enough. As our food and supplies dwindle, or if something happens, God forbid, and everything gets destroyed or stolen, we might run out. I think we need to get more.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“I don’t believe the government has enough food and supplies to go around. Even if they do, how will they be rationed and for how long? We have to look at alternative resources.”
“Looting,” said Madison.
“I prefer the term scavenging.”
“Stealing,” Madison shot back, once again assuming a defiant position. “Are we supposed to throw His Ten Commandments out with the garbage today?”
“Maddie, please hear me out,” pleaded Colton. Before he broached the subject, Colton was most concerned about Madison’s reaction to his use of Alex as a partner in crime. Now, the bigger obstacle appeared to be the moral issue.
Madison continued. “I understood taking the scrap lumber from the home under construction. Even the sandbags can be returned when this whole thing is over. The stuff from the O’Malleys’, well, that’s a little different.”
Colton didn’t want to argue, especially under these stressful circumstances. He didn’t want to do things behind Madison’s back either. He’d tell her how he felt, and they’d decide together.
“There’s a big difference between scavenging and looting,” started Colton. “Searching for food or salvaging supplies from abandoned homes is much different than taking something by force.”
“Word games.”
“Maybe, but my point is there can be extenuating circumstances that allow an exception to the rule of thou shalt not steal. Many of these homes are abandoned. It’s just a matter of time before our neighbors or outsiders break into them. If we wait until we’re almost out of food, there won’t be any opportunities to scavenge left.”
Madison stared at him for a moment. “What if the people come back? These are our neighbors we’re talkin’ about.” 
“Then we will gladly reimburse them somehow for the supplies we used,” he replied. “Listen, we’re in a survival situation. I’m not advocating loading up on mink coats, stereos, or valuable family heirlooms. In my opinion, anything that does not fulfill our basic human needs—water, food, shelter, security, and energy—stays behind. Otherwise, it would be looting.”
“The law of necessity.”
“That’s a good way of looking at it,” said Colton. “Taking the highest social morality may not always be achieved by adherence to the laws of God or man. There is no greater goal than the survival of our family. In doing so, if I technically violate those laws, including the Eighth Commandment, then I will be judged at some point. But my family will be alive.”
 



Chapter 16
DAY FOUR
Dusk, September 12
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
The noon meeting of the HPA had been canceled due to the second solar storm announced by the National Guardsmen the day before. Colton was able to get some extra sleep for the big night ahead. His goal was to make two stops. One would be the O’Malleys’ home. The second on the list was a little further down the street next to the home under construction. He’d studied the surroundings of both homes during his prior outings. 
“Alex, all I know is what I’ve seen on television and by applying common sense,” explained Colton. He pulled the grocery totes out of the pantry and set them on the counter next to their backpacks. “These are going to fill up very quickly and get heavy even faster. If all goes well, we’ll be able to make several trips without detection. After the second solar storm the northern lights will be bright again tonight, so we’ll have to stay concealed. Fortunately, we don’t have far to go.”
“Okay, Daddy,” said Alex. “Tell me what to focus on before we leave. Also, what if something happens and we split up? Do I wait on you or head back to the house?”
“Great question, Alex. If we’re discovered and threatened, then drop everything. Run through the yards but not directly home. We don’t need to draw them to our front door. Your mom will be patrolling the front yard, watching for signs of trouble. She’ll help if possible.”
Madison lifted the shotgun off the kitchen counter. The family had spent the day practicing. They emptied the shotgun and the pistol of ammunition. They practiced loading and reloading. Then they moved on to dry-fire drills. 
Throughout the day, each of them took turns. With the paddle holster firmly in place, they repeatedly drew their pistols until the practice created muscle memory and conditioned their reflexes. If they had to challenge someone or draw to shoot, they could ready their weapon as if it was second nature. As Alex pointed out, it was no different than practicing her golf swing—grip, stance, tempo, and concentration.
They learned trigger control and aim. Using a small picture hanging on the wall as a target, they drew the weapon and pointed it at the target. As the shooter pulled the trigger, if the gun made a click with the sights still sitting on their point of aim, then that was considered a hit. If the sights moved off their target before the click, that would be a miss.
Using the toy versions of the Taurus, they practiced working through the house, looking for a hidden attacker. They emulated television shows they’d watched. Alex would hide while Madison and Colton hunted for her. They had to clear a room before they could move on to the next one. This exercise taught them how to work in pairs and watch each other’s backs. It also enabled them to look at their home from a different perspective—as their fortress.
“I’ll take the pistol,” said Colton. “I want you to take this hunting knife your mom bought. We both have flashlights, but I want us to adjust our vision to the dark. The light will draw unnecessary attention to us.”
“I’m ready,” announced Alex. They both gave Madison a kiss and a hug. 
As they made their way down the front yard, Madison took up a position under the cover of several oak trees adjacent to the Youngs’ property. From there, she would have a clear view up and down both sides of the street. Colton chose the farthest location first. If their loads became too heavy, it would be better to travel the longer distance on fresh legs. He also wanted to glance at Mrs. Abercrombie’s house to look for a burning candle or some sign of life. He was still troubled by her absence.
They reached the two-story tudor-style home owned by the Petersons. They were both in sales and frequently traveled. Most likely, they were stuck when the flights were grounded. Colton and Alex cautiously approached a hedgerow beside the house. Colton crouched down, and Alex knelt next to him. 
“I want you to stay here for a moment,” said Colton. “I’m going to walk around the house to make sure there hasn’t been any forced entry. I don’t want us going inside and meeting an unexpected occupant face-to-face.” 
Alex nodded and Colton was off. He worked his way around the unfamiliar home, being careful not to twist an ankle or cause unnecessary noise. Finding everything secure, he chose the rear French doors as the logical breach point. 
He retrieved Alex and they approached the doors. Colton didn’t want to draw attention by loudly breaking the glass, which was the easiest way to enter the house. He reached into his backpack for a roll of duct tape. He quickly taped one of the panes in the French door near the locks. He looked around for a large rock. The Petersons’ yard was landscaped with medium-sized river rock, providing the perfect burglary tool. He gently cracked the pane and was pleased to see the majority of the glass remained stuck to the duct tape. After pulling the glass out of the way, Colton turned the bolt lock, unlocked the door handle, and they quickly stepped into the breakfast room undetected. 
They were greeted with a rush of hot, stale air. That was a good sign to Colton. If the Petersons were home, windows allowing ventilation would’ve been opened. Nonetheless, he stuck to the plan and the initial item on the mental list.
“First, we clear the house just like we practiced,” said Colton. They removed their backpacks and quietly walked through the downstairs and then made their way to the upper bedrooms. The house was empty and undisturbed. Colton breathed a sigh of relief and looked out the front and back windows. All appeared quiet. 
“Should we start up here?” asked Alex.
Colton knew their priority was food, but another major item on the wish list was guns. If he could secure additional weapons, Alex could avoid another attempt to trick Jimmy Holder out of them. 
“Okay, quickly,” he replied. “The top priorities in the bedrooms are weapons, ammo, and medical supplies.”
The two spent thirty minutes looking through closets and drawers, searching for any guns. There weren’t any. They did find a couple of flashlights, and they emptied the master bath of a variety of medical supplies and toiletries. With Alex’s backpack full, the two moved downstairs. 
“What about this jewelry box, Dad?” asked Alex.
Colton thought about his discussion with Madison this morning, which had centered on the concept of scavenging versus looting. He considered taking the jewelry for its potential barter exchange value. He envisioned gold and silver becoming a new form of currency at some point. But how would Madison react? She would consider this stealing, pure and simple.
Alex provided the answer. “We could keep it safe for them until they come home.”
“Safekeeping, good idea,” said Colton. He took the jewelry box and headed down the stairs.
For the next hour, they gathered everything of post-apocalyptic value and organized it on the Petersons’ breakfast table. From the utility room, they focused on bleach, cleaning supplies, and toilet paper. 
The kitchen pantry was like so many American homes—relatively empty. The average household spent one hundred fifty dollars a week at the grocery store. Many Americans made one or two trips a week. Colton studied the paltry supply in the cupboards. Other than spices and some snacks, there was barely a week’s worth of nonperishable food here. 
“Load up my backpack and put the rest in the grocery totes,” said Colton. “I wanna check the garage.”
Colton found his way down the hallway into the pitch-black garage. The single window in the front of the house was covered with closed blinds. He turned on his small LED flashlight and pointed it low to the floor, which enabled him to find his way around. The Petersons had quite a few things of value, including a bag of cordless DeWalt power tools and battery chargers. There was also a half-full can of gasoline. Colton grabbed these two items and took a mental note of the remainder. 
“Daddy, I’m ready,” said Alex from the darkness of the kitchen. “There are dogs barking outside somewhere. I think we should go.”
Colton picked up the pace and immediately chastised himself for lollygagging. He donned his backpack and slowly opened the back door. The dogs were barking loudly now. They appeared to be in the backyard of the home under construction.
WHAM! SHATTER!
The sound of breaking glass came from the home to their west, causing the dogs to be whipped into a hollerin’ frenzy. Then he heard the voices.
“C’mon, man. Now listen to them dawgs.”
“Sorry, bro! I didn’t see the two-by-fours. Let’s go. Ain’t nothin’ here no way.”
“I’m gonna shut them dawgs up, man!”
The dogs were coming closer and becoming more agitated. Colton had to make a decision. Should they hide out here in the house until the looters left—which might risk a confrontation? Or should they leave everything behind and run for home? 
The next thing that caught his eye helped him make a decision. The illumination of a flashlight was swinging wildly from the home behind the house next door. 
“Who’s out there? Go away!” shouted an elderly man.
“Shhhhh.”
Colton heard the sound coming from between the houses. A shadow moved across the Petersons’ back lawn. He felt for his weapon and almost drew it. Think! Options? The sounds of the dogs barking were much closer.
“Alex,” instructed Colton, “they’ll be distracted for a moment. Let’s go out the front door. Run and take cover behind the cable repair truck. From there, we’ll cross over into Mrs. Abercrombie’s yard and make our way home under the tree canopy.”
“Got it,” said Alex, over the close sound of a snarling dog from the backyard. 
“Get away from me, dawg!”
“Hey, let’s go in this house,” said one of the looters, heading right for Colton. Colton turned and dashed towards the front door and quietly closed it as he heard the voice again. “Hey, man, somebody beat us to it.”
 



Chapter 17
DAY FIVE
11:00 a.m., September 13
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton opened the doors to the pool house and allowed the fumes from the generator to escape. This was the best of a lot of bad options to maintain some type of sound discipline. The world was very quiet now. There were no planes flying overhead. The thousands of cars traveling Harding Place each day were sidelined. The roar of air-conditioning units had ceased. Occasionally, a dog would bark in the distance or a voice would carry through the woods. But these ambient noises were insufficient to drown out the hum of his generator. By closing it up within the pool house, Colton trapped the noise, but the gas fumes reached deadly levels.
After a couple of minutes, he covered his face and immediately shut the generator off. He ran it for two hours a day to maintain the temperatures in the refrigerator and freezer and to allow Madison the opportunity to cook the day’s meals. He also charged the flashlight batteries and the newly acquired DeWalt lithium ion batteries. He wasn’t sure when he’d need the circular saw, drill, or reciprocating saw, but he was sure the portable shop light would come in handy.
“Daddy! There are people coming! Come quick!” shouted Alex from the French door. 
Colton looked around frantically and closed the pool house door. He ran through the back door, feeling for his gun, but it wasn’t there. He must’ve left it on the kitchen counter. 
“Who is it?” asked Colton as he wiped his sweaty palms and sunscreen covered arms on his tee shirt. Madison came down the stairs and held her finger up to her lips. She mouthed the name Shane Wren.
Colton initially felt relieved. At least it wasn’t the National Guarde or a band of marauders—as Alex called the thugs and looters who roamed the streets. Then, on the other hand, a contingent of do-gooders operating under the pretense of being anointed the neighborhood watch was just as frightening. Colton recalled the quote from President Ronald Reagan: “The most terrifying words in the English language are I’m from the government and I’m here to help.”
He decided nothing good was going to come out of this visit and immediately put his guard up. He walked toward the kitchen door. He would surprise them from the side of the house and throw them off their game from the beginning. 
“Do you want the gun?” whispered Madison.
“No, I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” replied Colton. “I’m gonna keep this to a friendly, neighborly chat.”
“There are seven people out there,” said Madison. “At least one man has a rifle over his shoulder, and another man has a gun tucked in the front of his jeans. They’re here for a purpose.”
“I’m sure they are. Maddie, go upstairs and monitor things from the window but try not to be seen. Alex, wait by the front door and be prepared to open it. Everybody good?”
Colton held the door handle as the girls ran to get in their positions. He took a deep breath and drew upon the confidence that had elevated him to the top of his field. He grabbed a screwdriver for a prop and exited into the sun. His exposed skin was drenched in sunscreen after the radiation warnings the other day. 
Wren was approaching the front door as Colton walked around the corner of the house. Colton counted four men and three women. Wren was joined by Andrews, who was armed with a pistol, and Holder, who carried what Colton recognized as an AR-15. Even one of the women was armed. This was the new normal, he surmised.
“I guess you folks are here to fix our air-conditioning unit,” said Colton, attempting to break the ice. “You’re a little late, but I’m glad you’re here.” 
The group of seven turned and glared at him. No ice was broken.
“Ryman,” started Wren, who stepped off the front porch and approached Colton, “this is not a social call. May we come in? We need to have a conversation.” 
Colton wasn’t going to let peer pressure compromise their safety. “Nah,” he drawled. “I think we can talk right here.”
“Where’s Madison?” asked one woman.
“And Alex?” chimed in one of the other women.
“They’re inside,” replied Colton. He turned his attention back to Wren. He was having difficulty being polite to people who were obviously loaded for bear. “How can I help you?”
“We think we need to get a few things straight,” started Wren before the first woman spoke up again.
“We need to see Madison. We understand there was some trouble the other day and she might be injured.”
Now Colton was pissed, but he didn’t want to lose his composure. Madison had relayed the details of the unannounced visit by the Wrens the other night, so Colton understood where they were going with this conversation. He was going to shut this witch hunt down before it got out of hand.
“Madison told me that the Wrens stopped by the other night after she had been assaulted at the ATM. Let me repeat this for you all. Madison was assaulted on Thursday by a thug who tried to steal her money at the ATM. Alex had to save her. Nothing more, nothing less. Besides, none of this is any of your business, so you can take your phony concern and leave.”
“Well, we just thought we should see if she needed anything,” said the second woman, somewhat sheepishly compared to before. 
Colton wasn’t going to let them off the hook. “If you had genuine concern for my wife, you would’ve come by here on Friday morning. This is Tuesday and now you’re concerned? I don’t think so.” 
Colton paused and stared at Wren. He caught movement in the upper window above the front door. He was sure Madison was boiling mad. He hoped she didn’t open fire on the group.
“Anything else?” he asked, staring at Wren.
“Well, Ryman, you just don’t get it. We’re trying to look after our neighbors and band together as a community. Everyone else seems to be on board with that, but not you.”
“What’s your point?” asked Colton.
“The point is our President has encouraged us to help one another through this crisis until FEMA and the National Guard can provide for everyone. Virtually the entire neighborhood seems to be with the program but you.”
Colton didn’t hesitate and shot back a response. “We don’t have anything to contribute. I have to provide for the safety and welfare of my family first.”
“Well, now, we think you do have lots to contribute, Ryman,” said Holder brusquely. Colton immediately feared they knew about the Wagoneer, but it turned out their intentions were set on his next most valuable tool—the generator. “We could use that generator of yours for the benefit of the community.”
“And the propane,” added Andrews. 
Colton hesitated for a moment. They could take it by force. Deny.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I think we’re done here.” Colton put his hands on his hips and studied their faces. They know.
Wren was incredulous, probably because he was used to getting his way, thought Colton. “I saw it, Ryman. Don’t lie to us. I saw it in your Suburban the night Christie and I came over. The propane tanks too.”
Well, crap. Last option—feigned outrage.
“Are you kidding me?” he shouted. “You show up at my home unannounced. You accuse me of beating my wife. And now I learn you’ve been snooping around my property and peering inside my vehicle? Hey, anything else I can do for you people?”
Wren tried to interrupt by raising both hands. “Listen, Ryman, the President has urged us to—”
“I don’t give a crap! I’m urging you to get off my property. I’m done! You hear me? Go!”
Clack! Clack!
As if it was scripted, the distinctive sound of a shotgun racking a round came from the upper window. Everyone’s attention was drawn upward, and Madison simply said, “You heard the man. We’re done here.”
Holder struggled to pull his AR-15 off his shoulder. Madison quickly pointed her shotgun directly at him.
“Easy now!” she shouted from the window, causing Holder to freeze immediately and spread his arms away from his body.
Wren looked at Colton and then turned back to his entourage. He nodded and mumbled, “Let’s go.” The group backed away slowly, and Colton took a couple of steps toward them to ensure their compliance.
“This isn’t over, Ryman,” hissed Wren 
Colton stared him down and never broke eye contact. He suspected Wren was right.
The confrontation forced the Rymans into a decision they hadn’t discussed in depth. They had the option of becoming actively involved with the HPA. Colton knew organizing the community with like-minded people was a good thing, and it would save lives. But he didn’t share the same values and outlook as Wren and his friends. 
Granted, the Ryman family wasn’t as prepared as they could’ve been before this catastrophic event, but they were better off than most. Colton’s job was to safeguard his family’s safety and well-being. The day the solar storm was coming, Alex and Madison weren’t fooling around, riding bicycles on the sidewalk like Christie Wren and her kids. They had hustled to prepare.
Why should he risk running out of food or give up vital supplies to those who didn’t try to help themselves?
 



Chapter 18
DAY FIVE
6:00 p.m., September 13
Young Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Madison hesitated to leave Alex at home alone, but Colton assured her they wouldn’t be long. He wanted to touch base with the Youngs regarding the confrontation on the front lawn that morning and check on Mrs. Abercrombie once again.
It had been nearly two weeks since it had rained, and temperatures felt like they were in the nineties, if not a hundred plus. The unusual heat wave continued even after the sun had dealt its crushing blow, which exacerbated the water shortage and the potential for dehydration. After one to two days, weakness overtook the body. As people became dehydrated, they became irritable and confused. They would experience headaches, and their eyes would begin to appear sunken. 
“Wren and the rest of that bunch at the HPA realize the weak will not survive,” said Colton as they walked through the trees. “With each day, the other residents will coalesce around his leadership. Wren, Andrews, and Holder will convince our neighbors that binding together and staying in a group provides them strength in numbers.”
“We don’t have any numbers,” added Madison.
“I know, which is part of the reason for this social call,” said Colton.
As they stepped onto the Youngs’ brick doorstep, the door opened and Diane Young appeared.
“Hey, neighbors,” she greeted them. “I was just coming out to check the mail.” The three laughed.
“We are creatures of habit,” said Colton.
“More than you realize, if you’ll indulge me for a moment,” said Diane. “We are creatures and we have needs. We need to eat, so we eat. As intelligent and social animals, we like to chat with one another, so we do. We have dozens and dozens of other behaviors that are just as complicated.”
“You and Bill would know,” said Madison, referring to their profession as psychologists. 
“Habits are one of those behaviors,” said Diane. Her husband emerged from the foyer, wearing his customary khaki pants and blue button-down shirt. They were hanging on him. Madison wondered how much weight he’d lost. She continued. “Customs and practices help us make it through the day. This disaster has upset our normal lives, but our habits are still a part of our psyche.”
“Which is why you’re on your way to check the mail?” asked Madison, trying to psychoanalyze the psychologist. 
“No.” She laughed. “I was coming out here because I saw you coming through the trees. My goal is to provide you a reason to be careful. Every human deals with change differently. When a calamity strikes, turning one’s habits, routines and life inside out, people react differently. Some become afraid. Others become angry at the rude intrusion upon their otherwise orderly lives. Those who are both fearful and angry will become dangerous due to their unpredictability.”
“The human reaction we’re describing was on full display today on your front lawn,” added Bill. “Diane and I watched the confrontation from under the oaks. Colton, I don’t wish to frighten you, but my observations of Wren and the HPA raise genuine concern for the safety of anyone who might oppose them.”
“Physical harm?” asked Madison.
“Maybe,” replied Bill. “Following a tragedy, and after reality sets in, an individual may exhibit anger at their condition. A person undergoing this phase might say—why me or it’s not fair!”
“Others will be looking for someone to blame,” added Diane. “When a logical target for their fear-induced anger is unavailable, they will seek out others. They’ll lash out in frustration at those around them.”
Madison became very nervous. She’d just pointed a gun at a group of neighbors who were exhibiting signs of a major depressive disorder. She unconsciously looked around her to see if anyone was coming.
“Well, I don’t intend to have anything else to do with Wren or his band of do-gooders at the HPA,” said Colton. 
“Actually, that’s the exact opposite of what you should do,” said Bill. “You can’t prevent others from talking behind your back. But by avoiding the group dynamic of the HPA, you’re exhibiting guilt and weakness. Face your accusers and find a way to contribute without compromising your family’s safety and well-being.”
“I’ll be outnumbered.”
“We’re your friends, Colton,” said Diane. “We’ll go with you if for no other reason than to be a character reference. Along with the Kaplans, we know you two better than anyone. I’m sure they would join us.”
“They’re right, Colton,” said Madison. “I should go too. It will remind them we’re a loving couple. Plus, I want to shut those nosy neighbor hens up once and for all.”
Colton reached forward to shake Bill’s hand, which turned into a hug. All of them embraced, which caused Madison to erupt with emotion.
“Thank you both so much,” she sobbed. “This has been a difficult time for all of us. My daughter has seen things that I hoped she’d never be exposed to. Now, the whole neighborhood is rallying against us. It’s hard to take, you know?”
Diane hugged Madison again and whispered to her, “You’re not alone, dear. We’ll help you as long as we can.”
An approaching vehicle caught their attention. At first, it appeared to be a military truck, but upon closer inspection, Madison realized it was a GMC pickup painted in several shades of green, brown, and black to produce a camouflage effect.
“Those are the guys from the HPA meeting,” said Colton.
“Indeed,” added Bill. “They were supposedly National Guardsmen. Diane and I didn’t buy it.”
The truck slowed as the driver turned his attention to the O’Malley residence and then sped to the east. The back of the pickup was overfilled with clothing, tools, and some furniture pieces.
“They looked like they were moving rather than patrolling the neighborhood, looking for bad guys,” said Madison. It was nearing dusk, and she wanted to check on Mrs. Abercrombie. She also had an odd feeling about those men. She wanted to get home to Alex. “Maybe we should get going, honey.”
Once again the four neighbors exchanged hugs. The Youngs closed their door accompanied by the sounds of a bolt lock being engaged and a heavy piece of furniture being slid into place to block the door. Diane’s words replayed in Madison’s mind—We’ll help you as long as we can. What did she mean by that?
 



Chapter 19
DAY FIVE
6:45 p.m., September 13
Abercrombie Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton took a chair from Mrs. Abercrombie’s patio set and placed it under the utility room window. He unclipped the small LED flashlight that accompanied him everywhere now, as did the Taurus tucked safely in the paddle holster. After today’s confrontation, Colton vowed to remain armed at all times. 
He flashed the light through the room, revealing a basket of neatly folded laundry and several bottles of bleach and detergent. With his last pass of the light along the floor, he caught a glimpse of something in the hallway. He shielded his eyes from the setting sun and focused them on the object. It was Mrs. Abercrombie’s leg. She was sprawled out on the floor. 
Colton, dejected and frustrated, knocked his head against the glass window several times. I should have known.
“Colton, what’s wrong?” asked Madison, who had just returned from checking on Alex.
“We have to go inside. I’ve got a bad feeling about her.” Colton lost his balance getting off the chair and landed in the grass on all fours. 
“You okay?” asked Madison.
“Yeah,” said Colton, wiping the grass off his still-battered knees. “Madison, um, I think she’s dead.”
Madison immediately covered her mouth and began to cry. Colton held her while she let out her emotions for the third time that day. 
“Maddie, let me take you home. I’ll come back and take care of this. I think you’ve had enough for one day.” 
Madison cried for a moment longer and then slowly gathered herself. She wiped away her tears. “No, I’m fine,” she said. “I’ve got to hitch ’em up. It’s just hard, you know?”
“I do, darlin’,” said Colton. “Are you sure? I’m gonna have to bury her.”
“We’ll do it together,” replied Madison. 
Colton gently cracked the single pane of glass at the rear entrance to the garage. He reached for the doorknob to enter the home, but turned to Madison one last time and shined the light near her face. There was a dead body on the other side of this door. She reassured him with a forced smile and a nod.
Colton opened the door, and the smell of death immediately filled his nostrils. Colton quickly pulled his tee shirt over his mouth and nose. He turned around and stopped Madison from entering the hallway.
After death, the rate of decay within the human body was generally split into two distinct processes. Initially, rigor mortis, or the stiffening of the body, set in about two to six hours after death. Rigor was part of the first stage of self-digestion, where the body’s enzymes went into a post-death meltdown. The process could be sped up by extreme heat and, likewise, slowed down by the cold.
The next stage was known as putrefaction, or decomposition, in which the body literally began the process of melting down. Bacteria and enzymes within the body broke down their host. The body became discolored—first turning green, then purple, and finally black. As the bacteria attacked the body, it created a putrid-smelling gas, which caused the body to bloat, the eyes to bulge out of their sockets, and the tongue to swell and protrude. Eventually, by day five, this gas had created enough internal pressure to release from the body’s orifices. 
“Madison, you should go home.”
“My gosh, Colton. I had no idea.”
“I’ve got to get in there and open some windows.” Colton flashed his light toward an open Rubbermaid storage cabinet in the corner. It had a variety of yard-working tools, including goggles, gardening gloves, and allergy masks. Perfect.
Colton outfitted Madison and then himself. “Madison, listen to me,” he instructed. “Do not look at her body. Do you understand me?”
“Yes,” she mumbled through her mask. Madison adjusted her goggles. “Let’s get it over with, please.”
They entered the home as the ambient daylight disappeared. Within five minutes, all of the ground-floor windows were raised and the patio doors were propped open as well. Colton rummaged through a utility closet in the laundry room and found a set of sheets. He quickly covered Mrs. Abercrombie, who appeared to be clutching her chest when she died.
For people with a heart ailment, tomorrow was not a given. For those who lived with a pacemaker, the EMP blast from the solar flare resulted in certain death. These small, electronically sophisticated devices were placed in the chest to help control abnormal heart rhythms. They emitted low-energy electrical pulses to prompt the heart to beat at a normal rate. They were not made to withstand the incredible surge of energy created by an electromagnetic pulse.
The destruction of the pacemaker itself did not kill Mrs. Abercrombie. The combination of her slowed heart rate and the extreme heat wave they were experiencing probably made her weak, tired, and faint. She most likely lost consciousness and suffered a heart attack.
“Madison, would you mind finding a shovel? Then meet me in the backyard. Let’s give her a proper burial.”
An hour later, Colton and Madison were soaked in sweat, but Mrs. Abercrombie was provided a caring burial and eulogy by the Rymans. They both sat quietly for a moment before Madison broke the silence.
“Now what?”
Colton spotted a garden watering can placed under the drainpipe of the air-conditioning unit and decided to see if it contained water. It was half full and didn’t appear to be contaminated, so he poured some over his hands to wipe away the soil. Madison did the same. 
Colton wasn’t stalling, but he wasn’t sure how Madison would react to his response. Colton had adopted a survival mind-set. His will to survive had become tantamount, which meant he removed emotions from his decision making. He needed to make sure Madison was thinking that way also. 
“With her home vacant, it’s a prime target for others to rummage through,” replied Colton. “Mrs. Abercrombie has departed, but she can still help us survive.”
Madison looked at the grave and back towards the house. She was apparently wrestling with the notion of going through Mrs. Abercrombie’s belongings.
“You’re right,” said Madison. “I don’t like this, Colton. I don’t know if I can ever get used to taking other people’s things. But if we don’t, somebody else will, which might make them stronger and our family more vulnerable.”
“Unfortunately, that’s the way we have to look at it,” said Colton as he embraced Madison. “We’re doing this for Alex, and us.”
They entered the den and adjusted their eyes to the darkness. The opening of the windows helped ventilate the house, but the air remained barely breathable. Using their flashlights pointed toward the floor, they each went their separate ways. Madison was assigned the kitchen and pantry area while Colton started upstairs. 
After opening the windows to allow further ventilation, Colton began to search the bedrooms. He emptied a basket full of books and filled it with medications and toiletries. There were several medical devices, including a blood pressure kit, an arm sling, and two mercury-in-glass thermometers.
In Mrs. Abercrombie’s bedroom, Colton paused to study the photographs of her deceased husband on the wall. He was a decorated Vietnam War veteran. The pictures showed him in his dress uniform, as well as various candid images with his platoon. A folded United States flag was respectfully placed on a small table under the wall display. Colton took it and muttered, “I’ll find a good spot for this, sir.”
On her dresser stood a vintage radio, which operated on vacuum tubes. Colton shined his light on the back and found an identification plate that read Emerson Model 126. He decided to give it a try. It worked! He scrolled through the dial and eventually found the AM band that was broadcasting the continuous loop of information disseminated by the government. He turned it off and set the flag next to it.
“Colton, was that a radio?” Madison asked in a loud whisper from downstairs.
“Yeah, an antique radio that still works,” he replied. “I’m almost done up here.”
He looked through her nightstand drawer and found a loaded handgun and a box of nine-millimeter bullets. He illuminated the weapon and studied it. He immediately went back to the images and studied one of Mr. Abercrombie’s photos. It was the same weapon. This was Mr. Abercrombie’s sidearm from his days in the service over forty years ago. Thank you, sir.
Colton and Madison finished going through the home and only took what they needed. In addition to the significant amount of canned vegetables, soups, and meats, Mrs. Abercrombie had a lot of baking ingredients and spices. Her kitchen cupboards were stocked like someone who only ate out once a month. As Colton and Madison left, they thanked Mrs. Abercrombie for adding a week’s worth of food to the Rymans’ survival pantry and said one more prayer for her.
 



Chapter 20
DAY SIX
11:00 a.m., September 14
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton stared down Harding Place, a usually busy thoroughfare that was now deserted. He contemplated whether people were hiding behind locked doors, occasionally peering through their curtains in fear of every unusual sound. Oddly, yet fortunately, he hadn’t heard gunfire the last few nights. With the darkness, came silence and sound carried easily now, Despite this new normal, except for the occasional raised voices and barking dogs, it was eerily quiet. In his gut, Colton felt things were about to change—for the worse.
As Americans began to accept the permanency of the loss of power, citizens around the country began to demand answers and protested to exhibit their displeasure. Shock and disbelief had been replaced with anger and frustration. 
Alex had successfully found two ham radio operators who were broadcasting news from around the country. At first, people found their way to the FEMA and National Guard installations and protested. After a few days of ineffectual demands, the protestors realized demonstrations were not the answer. Their government had failed them, and they knew it. 
The citizens began to take the recovery process into their own hands. Riots were breaking out in the large population areas, and looting was rampant. Most population centers in excess of ten thousand people became a war zone.
Nashville was no different, which accounted for the lack of a military presence in their neighborhood. Colton did not think the Guard had the personnel to enforce the President’s martial law directives, but he was concerned that the pounding on the front door could come at any time. In the name of fairness and equality, the government could sentence his family to death by taking their food. This weighed on him all the time.
“Hey, mister, I’d offer a penny for your thoughts, but a penny is truly worthless now, I suspect.” Madison laughed as she joined Colton on the sidewalk. She knocked him on the noggin. “Everything okay in there? Sounds hollow to me.”
“Ha-ha.” Colton laughed. He turned and hugged his wife a little tighter than normal. “You don’t seem concerned about this HPA meeting.”
“We’ve got nothing to be ashamed of,” she responded. “I am glad the Kaplans and Youngs are going with us. So what were you thinking about?” 
“Knock on wood, but the apocalypse has been too quiet.”
“I don’t know if I’d agree with that necessarily,” said Madison. “Let me see. We’ve buried three of our neighbors. We’ve been confronted by the HPA, resulting in an armed standoff. My husband and daughter sneak out of the house at night to rummage through the neighbors’ kitchen pantries. That doesn’t sound quiet to me.”
Colton laughed and looked for their escorts to the HPA meeting. Glancing at his watch, he realized it was still early, which also gave them a few more minutes to talk. With their newly acquired weapons, Colton needed to broach the subject of using them.
“I need to talk with you about something without Alex around,” started Colton. “We’ve tried to fly under the radar here, but that has never been our forte. Despite our best efforts, we’ll draw the attention of people with ill intent. Unfortunately, I’m afraid the fight will come to us.”
“I think you’ve done a great job of fortifying our home and setting up an around-the-clock patrol as part of our routine.”
“That’s only part of the issue,” continued Colton. “We have to be prepared to defend our family, with force if necessary. Where do we draw the line on violence?”
“This far you may come and no farther,” replied Madison, quoting Job. “The sea has its limits, and so should we.”
“Okay, but we should agree upon how far we’ll let someone push us before we decide that action, in the form of shooting at them, is appropriate. The time to decide is not in the heat of the moment.”
Colton turned to Madison and placed her hands on the Taurus tucked in his waistband. “Look at me. I’m carrying a gun, in the open, in the middle of Harding Place, and it doesn’t even seem abnormal.”
“It’s necessary now.”
“I agree,” replied Colton. “But how do we decide if it’s necessary to use it?” 
Madison abruptly turned as she realized Alex was coming out of the house. She finished her thought. “Here’s what I think. Look at a gun as a car horn. You don’t use it out of anger to express displeasure with another’s actions. You use it to warn of the consequences of their actions. Someone shoots at us. We shoot back. If they point their gun at us, we may shoot first because we can’t take any chances. We live in a world without laws but are still governed by our morals and beliefs. But the operable word in that sentence now is live. We live, Colton, no matter what it requires us to do.”
Alex saw them and approached cautiously. “You guys look serious,” said Alex. “Everything okay?”
“Yes, honey,” replied Madison. “We are worried about you going to see the Holder boy again.”
“It’ll be fine. He’s harmless, and you guys will have your hands full with his stepdad. I should be worried about y’all.”
“Don’t take any chances, Alex,” said Colton. “I don’t trust those people. Holder is potentially dangerous. Jimmy sounds like a good kid, clearly the opposite of his stepdad. But tell him you can only stay for an hour, and then you have to come home. Got it?”
“Yes, Daddy,” she replied, and then gave them both a kiss on the cheek. 
Colton was a positive influence in Alex’s life. He provided her a consistent presence and level demeanor. The emotions of an adolescent girl could result in ups and downs. Colton saw the effect this had on Alex and Madison’s relationship. Alex treated her mother differently. Their conversations were sometimes complicated by the delicate relationships that often existed between mothers and teenage daughters. Madison looked at Alex as an extension of herself. Alex, on the other hand, strived for individuality and independence. 
Like any human relationship, there was compromise required. She and Colton agreed that if Madison were to fight Alex on every issue, there would never be peace. They learned the heated conflicts of one day would become insignificant the next. Madison sought to be the adult in the room and allowed Alex her voice, even if she didn’t agree with it at times.
Colton wondered if he could apply that same reasoning to the first time someone pointed a gun at him.
 



Chapter 21
DAY SIX
Noon, September 14
HPA Meeting House
Trimble Rd. & Lynnwood Blvd. 
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
As their group of six walked onto the vacant lot across from the HPA meeting house, the whispers began. 
She waited ’til the bruises went away to show her face.
Look, she can’t even walk next to him.
He’s scowling—typical abusive husband.
Madison noticed it first and mentioned it to Karen Kaplan. Their women’s intuition seemed to take over, probably from years of experience in dealing with complicated social situations. 
Ostracism caused real pain because it thwarted our basic needs for belonging, self-esteem, and control. It had become the number one tool of bullies and cowards. The ability to physically lash out at one another was against the law, so people found a way to torture each other mentally. It was part of school life for children and social media for people of all ages. Madison perceived it to be on full display today, but she was ready for them.
“Welcome, everyone,” said Wren to a consistently dwindling crowd. “I wanna start out today’s meeting with some good news. We’ve learned FEMA will be setting up a temporary food and water distribution center at Belle Meade Country Club. It will open up at eight in the morning. I’d like to encourage everyone to be there bright and early to get your share of the supplies. I also expect our government officials will be there to provide us an update regarding the restoration of power.”
A woman in the crowd shouted a question. “What about the fire that’s been burning to our west near the interstate? Isn’t the country club a little close to that?”
“Great question,” responded Wren. “I haven’t confirmed this. Thus my answer is clearly speculative, but I believe the Nashville Electric substation caught on fire. Without a functioning fire department, it has been burning out of control and spreading throughout the area near the interstate. I’ll try to get more on that tomorrow.”
“What about the looting in our neighborhood?” asked a woman, who Madison recognized as living half a mile down Harding Place toward 100 Oaks. “The Moultries’ home was broken into last night. I made a point to put it on the list at the first HPA meeting, and it was still looted. How could this happen?”
“Let me take that one, Shane,” said Gene Andrews. “Ma’am, we’ve tried to organize patrols to canvas the entire area, but we’re short on volunteers. I’m sorry about what happened to their home, but without the warm bodies, it’s impossible to protect every vacant property.”
The neighbor persisted. “I don’t understand. We’ve volunteered to help out, and we’ve given you extra food. Shouldn’t that entitle us to be watched over first?”
Wren took the lead in the conversation and began to answer, but glared at the Ryman contingent first. “Again, ma’am, I’m sorry. Of course we appreciate the sacrifices that you and so many of our neighbors have made. The President asked us to help one another until help arrived or power was restored. Some good people, like yourself, have complied. But, sadly, there are a selfish few who choose to reap the benefits of our good deeds and not contribute to the well-being of all of us.”
Madison cringed as the angry shouts came from all around them. People were frustrated with the lack of action on the part of FEMA and the HPA, and they were looking for a target.
“That’s not fair!”
“Why not?”
“If they’re not putting something in, why should we?”
“Yeah!”
“They’ve got a lot of nerve! Who are they?”
Wren raised his hand to calm the crowd. He set his jaw and spoke. “As a matter of fact, there is someone among us today who has the ability to power the appliances we need to store and cook food. He could help charge the batteries we need to power our critical medical devices. But he has determined that his needs are more important than helping all of us!”
“Who is it?”
“Step forward, you selfish bast—!”
“Enough!” shouted Colton. Madison had known Colton for most of her adult life and she’d never seen him approach a situation like this angrily. “It’s true. I do have a—”
“Of course, it’s the wife beater!” shouted one woman.
“You’re the guy. You’ve gotta lot of nerve showing up here.”
“Christie told us what you did. You should be ashamed!” shouted another woman.
Rusty Kaplan stepped up to defend Colton. “You people are all wrong and need to pipe down! I’ve been the Rymans’ next-door neighbor for many years and know for a fact that he would never raise a hand to Madison or their daughter. In fact, he was out of town when this—”
“Who can believe you?”
“You’re his friend, of course you’d lie!”
“Did he bribe you with the generator to lie for him?”
The crowd was becoming hostile, and they were closing around Madison and the others. She hooked her arm under Colton’s and noticed he had his hand on the gun. 
Rusty continued. “It’s not a lie. I saw the whole thing on the news. She was attacked—”
The crowd burst out in spontaneous laughter as they mocked Kaplan’s statement. 
“Very funny! The whole thing happened to be on the six o’clock news.”
“Yeah, and none of us can confirm it, now can we?”
The crowd pressed closer, and Madison became frightened, then angry. She’d hoped this wasn’t necessary.
“Shut up! All of you shut up! My husband didn’t hit me, he loves me. This was a nasty vicious rumor started by Christie Wren and her husband. I have proof!”
Madison reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out Alex’s fully charged iPhone, which had been stored in the Faraday cage. She had the downloaded video cued up and pushed play. The crowd became quiet in amazement at the functioning telephone. The video played the news report, and the images of her being beaten were seen by nearly everyone in the crowd. 
Madison had vindicated her husband. But he was cleared of only one charge, as she quickly learned.
“Okay, big deal. How did you get your cell phone to work?”
“Can you make a call?”
“Do you have Internet access?”
Madison was shocked. She looked at Colton and her friends. She thought this would put an end to the whole ordeal. As a result, she wasn’t surprised to see Wren take advantage of the situation.
“You see? This is what I’m talking about. Ryman has valuable resources that he refuses to share with his neighbors in need. Do any of you have a functioning cell phone?”
“Nooooo!” the crowd roared its displeasure. 
“It doesn’t function. It simply—” Madison’s attempt at an explanation was drowned out by Wren’s bellowing.
“I ask you, fellow neighbors, if this is fair?”
“Nooooooo!”
“I agree,” continued Wren. “Ryman, I’m calling on you to do the right thing and share the wealth. Provide us access to the things that will help this community survive. If you won’t, then don’t attend our meetings and don’t look to us for help!”
 



Chapter 22
DAY SIX
5:00 p.m., September 14
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Alex cleared the table of the paper plates and plastic cutlery. The sounds of clanking dishes being piled into the sink following a meal was replaced with a quick, easy cleanup into a lawn and leaf bag in the corner of the kitchen. The vase of freshly picked flowers normally in the center of the table was replaced with three handguns, one for each of the Rymans.
“Did Jimmy give you a hard time about requesting another gun?” asked Colton.
“No, but sorry, Mom, I had to throw you under the bus a little bit,” replied Alex. 
“What? How?”
“I told Jimmy you didn’t approve of the gun and took it away from me,” she replied. “He gave me this one just like it. More ammo too.”
“Okay, are we done with this undercover operation now?” asked Madison.
“Just one more, Mom. I want to get one of those AR-15s. Jimmy showed me how it works. They’re really neat.”
“Great! Neat,” said Madison sarcastically.
“Plus, it gives me time just to talk,” said Alex. “Today, he told me about his real dad, who lives in Antioch.”
“Does he spend time with his father?” asked Colton.
“Only once a month,” he replied. “His dad lost his job a long time ago and never got back on his feet. Jimmy thinks he felt guilty for not being able to take care of him, which is why his dad allowed Mr. Holder to adopt him. Jimmy didn’t care about stuff. He just wanted to spend time with his dad.”
Alex sat quietly for a moment as she thought about Jimmy’s predicament. His mom was probably stuck in Washington, D.C. indefinitely, and his real father in Antioch was nearly fifteen miles away, which might as well be Washington. 
“It’s tough on Jimmy, you know?” started Alex. “His only family is a man who doesn’t know how to care for him and throws him some silly gift once in a while like you’d give a dog a leftover soup bone.”
“I feel sorry for him,” said Madison. “I’d love to have him over for a meal, although canned soup isn’t most people’s favorite. It’s just too dangerous, honey.”
Alex sighed. “I know, Mom. Really, he enjoys having me as a friend. He needs somebody to talk to. His stepdad is gone all the time, even at night sometimes. He’s always down at the HPA house.”
“Don’t we know it,” said Colton.
Alex continued. “This morning, he was in a pretty good mood because his stepdad left him a present. It was a military jacket with patches on it and everything.”
Madison turned to Colton and asked, “Isn’t Holder a banker? He doesn’t seem like the military type.”
Colton shrugged and was about to answer when Alex spoke up. “No. Jimmy said his stepdad got it from one of the neighbors. I guess people have been helping them out with food and stuff. Jimmy said the people wanted to thank Mr. Holder for watching over their place, so they gave him the jacket. I think their name was Mule-tree or something like that.”
Colton and Madison simultaneously sat up in their chairs and asked, “Moultrie?”
Alex was puzzled and responded, “That’s it. Moultrie. Do you know them?”
Colton immediately peppered her with questions. “What else did he say?”
“Jimmy said his stepdad, Mr. Wren, and Mr. Andrews were helping out in the neighborhood by watching over everything. Because it was most dangerous at night, they patrol the streets, watching for looters.”
“Did Jimmy say where they patrol?” asked Colton.
“Not really. Well, he did say they pay special attention to the homes that are vacant. You know, to protect them.”
“Yeah, I bet,” said Madison sarcastically.
“Did you notice anything else different about their home from the last time you were over there?” asked Colton.
Alex thought for a moment. There was something. “Oh, yeah. I used to come and go through the garage. In fact, the garage door was always rolled open. Today, the car was rolled out into the driveway, and the door was closed.”
“Was it like that yesterday?” asked Colton.
“Yes, as a matter of fact, it was. I remember asking Jimmy why I couldn’t leave through the garage. He said his stepdad locked the double dead bolt on the garage door to keep their stuff safe. That’s so weird because Mr. Holder has all of those guns in the basement, and he isn’t worried about someone going down there.”
Madison leaned back in her chair and looked at Colton. “He’s hiding something.”
“Here’s what they’re doing, Maddie,” started Colton. “At the HPA meetings, Wren encourages the neighbors to provide the street addresses of those homes that are abandoned. At night, under the guise of patrolling the neighborhood, they break in and steal what they want. The Moultries’ home was last night’s target.”
“They’re hiding everything in Holder’s garage.”
“Daddy, Jimmy doesn’t have anything to do with that,” said Alex. Jimmy had confided in her that Holder had beat him before. She didn’t want to tell her dad because he had enough to worry about. “I don’t want him to get in trouble.”
“We understand, honey,” said Madison. “Don’t worry.”
Colton stood up and walked through the kitchen as the light began to fade. He and Alex were supposed to go to the O’Malleys’ that evening.
“Daddy, what’s wrong?” 
“I was trying to figure out how they were getting around,” said Colton.
“The phony guardsmen,” interjected Madison.
“Yes! They’re in cahoots together. Wren, Andrews, and Holder are gathering the addresses and then feeding the information to those guys. They have an operating truck and a perfect cover.”
“And guns,” added Madison. “Nobody would dare confront them.”
Alex and Madison sat quietly, allowing Colton to think it through. Finally, Colton spoke up.
“I need some kind of proof. Wren and company are using this as an opportunity to line their pockets. They’re giving our neighbors false hope by day and stealing from them at night.”
“Daddy, are we going to the O’Malleys’ tonight? It’s getting dark.”
“No. After today, we need to double our night watch.” 
 



Chapter 23
DAY SEVEN
2:00 p.m., September 15
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
By day seven, Madison had cooked all the foods stored in their refrigerator and freezer. Colton drained the gasoline out of the generator. He turned his focus to topping off the Wagoneer’s gas tank. If an unforeseen event forced them to flee their home, he wanted a full tank for the journey. The empty cans gave him the ability to siphon fuel out of lawn equipment around the neighborhood or stalled vehicles. He decided to practice on the dead Suburban.
Colton had already emptied the truck of its contents, including the floor mats and tire-changing tools. He tried to clean up the Wagoneer and get the smell of dead animal out of it. After a lot of Febreze, the Jeep was tolerable. The O’Malleys had a rack that slid into the trailer hitch receiver. It was large enough to hold the generator and four gas cans. Colton attached it to the hitch and loaded up the generator. Now, he planned on filling the four five-gallon cans with available gasoline. 
The Suburban was perfectly positioned from its crash landing the first day. By running up on the retaining wall, it created plenty of room for Colton to crawl under it. He checked for a drain plug in the fuel tank. Older vehicles had them, but it had been nearly twenty years since he’d worked on a car. 
There wasn’t one. The next option was to siphon out the gas. The newer gas tanks had protective screens or metal blocking devices to prevent gasoline spillage during an accident. He’d come up with a workaround. While he was loading sandbags from the cable repair site down the street, he’d grabbed several sizes of rigid, underground cable housing to be used for this purpose. First, he crammed a six-foot, quarter-inch plastic line into the gas tank until it hit the blockade. He twisted and pushed, eventually forcing the tube around the metal valve blocking entry to the tank.
Colton removed the flexible hose from their small sump pump, which was used to remove standing water from their pool cover in the winter. He forced it down into the tank until it reached the bottom. This was an extremely slow method of siphoning gas. Colton estimated it took about ten minutes to pull out a gallon of gas. Colton always said time was only worth what you were getting paid for it, and with the value of a gallon of gas being astronomical, it was worth the effort.
While he supervised the siphoning process, several of the residents returned from Belle Meade Country Club where the water and food distribution trucks were set up. Colton slowly felt for his weapon, which had become a habit now. Every human contact was a potential threat.
They were all empty-handed. He didn’t recognize any of the faces as being from around his neighborhood. The first two men and a woman passed by without glancing in his direction. They looked defeated. Shuffling their feet as they walked, their heads hung down, and one even appeared to be disoriented. It was hot as blazes again, and the trip to the FEMA trailers was not worth the effort. 
Colton was curious, so he forced the conversation. He stepped into the street and stopped two men who were bloodied. 
“What happened, guys?”
“It was a bust,” replied one of the men. “We got there around midnight last night to get in line. We didn’t care about the curfew. We need food and water.”
Colton studied their faces. He’d never seen the look of despair before, but now it was looking back at him. “Were there a lot of people there?”
“Several hundred at least,” replied the other man, who had an open gash across his cheek. He’d ripped his shirt sleeve off and was dabbing at the wound. 
“The first thing that made people mad is they had this roped-off area that we had to walk through to get into the parking lot where the trucks were parked. We were handed this.”
Colton took the paper from the man. It read Declaration of Martial Law. He glanced over it and then tried to hand it back to the man.
“You keep it,” he said. “Before we could enter the parking lot, we were forced to give up our guns.”
“Yeah,” started the other man. “They kept shouting to give up all weapons or there wouldn’t be any food distributed. This really made people mad. Some tried to leave, but there were plenty of National Guardsmen there. They were taken down, and their guns were confiscated.”
“One guy tried to hide his rifle by stuffing it down his pants leg, but another person in line told on him. This caused a fight, and both of them were thrown out of line.” 
“Other than that, everything was orderly until they opened the trailers up,” said the other man. “That’s when all heck broke loose.”
“For one thing, they were almost an hour late,” said the gashed-cheekbone man. “People were angry before the distribution even started. Military guys were standing around, and plenty of folks in neatly pressed FEMA uniforms, but they weren’t doin’ anything except talking and—”
“Drinking coffee,” interrupted the other man.
“What?” asked Colton.
“You heard us. The FEMA people were standing around the trailers guarded by men with guns, drinking coffee right in front of us while we waited for the trailers to open.”
Colton shook his head. The government bureaucrats who were part of the FEMA relief effort weren’t suffering, apparently. 
“What happened when they opened the trailers?” asked Colton.
“One trailer had bottled water, and the other trailer had boxes of food. Each person was allowed twelve pint-sized water bottles and a box of twelve freeze-dried meals.”
“I’ve got my wife and two kids. That would only last us one day!” 
Colton once again looked at the dozens of people headed their way from the club. They were all empty-handed.
“Why didn’t you get at least that?” asked Colton.
“As the trailer doors opened, the first thing we noticed was that they weren’t full. These were big military rigs pulling trailers labeled Sysco. They could’ve held enough food for everybody, but the trailers were only half full.”
“Yeah, that made folks mad from the git-go. The people to the rear of us started pushing forward. Others noticed the surge and then bum-rushed the trailers. It was a mass of people trampling and crushing everyone in their path.”
“My gosh!” exclaimed Colton. A family of four stopped to join the conversation. The children seemed to be very weak.
“The military guys tried to get things under control, and a few folks got some supplies. Then the FEMA people made it worse.”
“How so?” asked Colton.
“They treated us like schoolkids,” said the woman who had joined the conversation. “The head FEMA guy grabbed one of those megaphones and began to yell for us to get into a single file line or they were going to close the doors and leave.”
“Yeah, that’s exactly what he said. It made it worse because then people panicked. I’ve never seen anything like it. People had no regard for their fellow human being.”
The woman started crying. “My kids were being trampled. The army guys pulled out these black batons and started beating people down. There was blood everywhere.” She was sobbing at this point, and her husband tried to comfort her, but she just pushed him away.
“Did it ever get under control?” asked Colton.
“No. They closed up the doors, just like the FEMA guy said, and they all left. People chased them for a while. Some were throwing rocks. It looked like a scene from Iraq.”
“You wanna know the worst part?” asked the woman. Then she answered herself, “We didn’t learn anything. The FEMA people wouldn’t answer our questions. There was no announcement of when the power would be restored. They didn’t say when they would be back. All we got was that piece of paper with a list of new rules and the locations of FEMA camps.”
The woman took her kids by the hands and began to walk away. Her husband followed them, as did the other two men. Colton looked westward down Harding Place. Dozens more were headed his way.
Colton pondered and realized how lucky his family was. It had only been seven days since the solar flare, and people were growing more desperate. Respect for others was gone. His neighbors were impoverished, having burned through the contents of their kitchen cupboards already. With no place to turn, these people put all of their hopes in FEMA and the National Guard. Their government, however, left them bloodied and mentally broken.
 



Chapter 24
DAY EIGHT
1:00 a.m., September 16
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Sitting on the front porch with the shotgun laid across his lap, Colton couldn’t get the scene from that afternoon out of his mind. The Great Depression that hit America in the 1930s was an example of a national economic collapse. As in any catastrophic event, fingers of blame were quickly pointed. Some economists opined a lack of government control and intervention left the free market unable to sustain itself. Others believed government over-regulation and manipulation was the problem. Overall, politicians and pundits were convinced the economy was capable of correcting itself unless a catastrophic event occurred—a trigger event, which forced an already unstable economic climate over the edge.
The collapse of the nation’s power grid following the solar flare was America’s trigger event. Colton conjured up images of the Great Depression. One photograph came to mind of a hungry and desperate mother who, with her young children, were living off vegetables from surrounding farms and the crows they were able to kill. The picture, which became famously known as Migrant Mother, was embedded in Colton’s mind as he recalled the day’s events. 
During the Great Depression, people helped one another. Families pooled their resources, and the church became a place of refuge and a provider of sustenance. Colton continued to wrestle with whether he should share his family’s food with others. He was a generous, giving man. But how could he face his dying family, knowing he gave away the food they needed to live another day? When feelings of guilt popped into his mind, he thought of the Migrant Mother. I will not let that happen to Madison and Alex.
He sat quietly, listening to the faint bark of a dog in the distance. After a week, his eyes had grown accustomed to seeing in the dark. He was able to detect movement better. His ears became attuned to unusual sounds. Gunshots in the distance became more prevalent, especially from the direction of downtown Nashville. 
It was against this quiet backdrop that Colton heard the clanking of cans followed by hushed voices coming from the backyard. He bolted off the porch, adrenaline rushing through his body, preparing him for a fight-or-flight reaction to a potential threat.
His eyes darted in every direction. Did he hear correctly? Was he too deep in thought to comprehend the noise? 
Colton cautiously rounded the corner of the house and approached the gate entering the pool area—trying to stay low to the ground. He’d left it open during his evening rounds and immediately got upset with himself for providing intruders easy access to his backyard. 
CRACK!

Colton heard the crunch of a twig in the trees behind the house. Someone was sneaking through the woods! 
SHHHH!
More than one person. Colton moved into the patio area, remaining in a low crouch. He glanced up at his daughter’s window. Had she heard it too? He had no way to warn Madison and Alex without being discovered. 
The people who were approaching his home through the backyard had tripped one of the makeshift alarms farthest from the house. Colton had set it up as a deterrent. He hoped any potential marauder would hear the alarm they stumbled upon, realize they were detected, and then leave.
They were still coming—bold, unafraid, and thus, dangerous.
Colton immediately ran a thousand things through his head. How many are there? Will the girls be safe? Do I yell and warn them away? This didn’t appear to be a time for negotiation. These people were up to no good. Do I shoot first and ask questions later?
This last thought forced Colton to think about the readiness and use of his weapon. He was unsure how to use the various shotgun shells purchased by Madison. He’d studied the three options and determined that the birdshot held the most pellets and would be the most forgiving if his aim was off. Then, the buckshot only held nine pellets and would be more lethal. Finally, he decided the slugs could be used for hunting or when he became a better shot. With this in mind, he’d staggered his rounds—one birdshot followed by a buckshot shell and so on, for a total of five. 
Only five! Once again, Colton closed his eyes and shook his head. He was about to enter into a possible gunfight with only five shotgun shells. The others were hidden inside the house.
RATTLE, RATTLE, RATTLE was followed by a loud whisper, but close enough for Colton to hear. The perimeter alarm closest to the trail entering the clearing was tripped. He had to make a decision.
Colton was completely unprepared for a gunfight. If these people were heavily armed or if they had the numbers, their home would be overrun and his entire family might be killed. He had no choice. He had to be the aggressor.
Colton flipped off the safety and pointed the Remington into the woods. There was no discernible target. None of the intruders had reached the opening, which was just sixty feet from his position. He quickly glanced up at Alex’s window to see if there was any sign of her or Madison. They must be sleeping, but not for long.
He took aim at the funnel point he’d created where the trail emptied into their yard, and gently squeezed the trigger. 
BOOM!
The retort of the Remington 870 rang in his ears and reverberated off the walls of the pool house and the garage. The echo was probably heard for miles. The recoil pushed into his shoulder, knocking him back against the fence.
ARRRGGGGHHH!
A man was screaming in pain in the woods.
“Are you okay, Gene?”
Before he could answer, a barrage of gunfire streamed out of Alex’s window. They were awake! Bullets fired wildly into the trees, splintering bark and hitting the ground with a thug.
“ARRRGGGGHHH! I’m hit!” Two wounded.
CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!
Crap! Return fire! This time the bullets were flying over his head and hitting the roof of the garage, causing him to dive for cover behind the retaining wall. This gave Colton a clear view into Alex’s window. In unison, from each side of the window, Madison and Alex stuck their hands out and opened fire on the woods. The bullets missed their mark, this time shredding the tops of the trees. But the deluge had the desired effect.
“Run!” shouted one of the men.
One of the wounded intruders was still groaning.
“Somebody help him,” said a new voice. Colton counted at least four or five voices now.
Then, Colton heard a sixth, somewhat recognizable voice. “Let’s finish what we started!” 
CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!
This time, the bullets hit the back of the house, with one shattering the boarded-up window in the study. Alex shrieked.
They weren’t going to back down! This was life or death now. Colton pulled the slide on the shotgun and inserted another round into the chamber. He quickly rose up onto his knees and, using the retaining wall as cover, blindly fired the double-ought buck shell into the woods. 
BOOM!
“UGGGGHHH!” Another hit.
Madison and Alex fired again until Colton heard the click-click-click of their emptied weapons. He racked another round and got ready. They were down to three shots left. He waited. He had to be accurate now.
“C’mon. Run. Everybody. RUN!” The shouts of retreat streamed from the dark woods. The alarms were tripped once again. Cracking twigs and screams of pain filled the air. Within thirty seconds, everything was quiet. But is it over?
 



Chapter 25
DAY EIGHT
Noon, September 16
HPA Meeting House
Trimble Rd. & Lynnwood Blvd. 
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton hadn’t slept. After the gunfight he ran upstairs to check on Madison and Alex. He positioned them on opposite sides of the house and warned them to stay still. He had been unsure whether the attack was over and vowed not to be surprised again.
 “Colton, did you not sleep?” asked Bill Young as he approached Colton on the sidewalk. He was carrying a suitcase, as was his wife. Colton was puzzled.
“Well, as you guys undoubtedly heard, it was a busy night,” replied Colton.
Diane spoke up. “Colton, we’re not cut out for this, and frankly, we’re amazed we made it this long. What happened last night was eye-opening for us.”
“I’m sorry, you guys,” said Colton. “There were at least five or six men coming to rob us or worse.”
“Hey, hey,” interrupted Bill, trying to reassure Colton. “This is not just about last night, although what happened was the impetus for our decision. We’re almost out of food and things to drink. We’ve been out of fresh water for days, and we’ve resorted to drinking sodas and fruit juices.”
“Our meals consist of canned peaches and the juice that it contains,” said Diane. 
As if to drive the point home, Bill hitched up his pants to keep them from falling off him. He reached into his pocket and handed Colton his keys.
“What’s this?” asked Colton.
“We’re walking to the FEMA camp at 100 Oaks Mall,” replied Bill. “Vandy Hospital used to operate medical facilities there, and we think they can use people like us. We’re sure other refugees are having difficulty coping. Our thought is we could trade our psychologist services to the government in exchange for room and board.”
“Just until the power comes back on, of course,” added Diane.
Colton looked at the Youngs and realized they’d resigned their fate to FEMA. Bill and Diane always espoused the cradle-to-grave approach of the U.S. government. It appeared the Youngs were turning over the final stretch of their lives to the benefactor who, despite warnings, failed to prepare for this catastrophe.
“Colton, if you don’t mind, please watch over our home for us,” said Bill. “You’re welcome to anything we have that might be useful. Help yourself.”
“Yes, by all means,” added Diane. “There isn’t much food left, but Madison might be able to work with some of my other things.”
The Kaplans joined them on the sidewalk and chatted for a moment. They finally said their goodbyes, and the Youngs held hands as they wheeled their suitcases down the street toward the east. If it were an airport, they’d resemble a loving couple heading toward their departure gate for a vacation. Today, they were just departing.
Colton tried to steady his nerves as he entered the HPA meeting house. Because of the continuously shrinking crowds, Wren had moved the meeting back inside the sunroom. The combination of adrenaline, instant coffee, and anger put Colton on edge. Another confrontation was coming, and he was ready.
Wren and Holder took their customary positions at the front of the room. Colton, however, did not attempt to blend into the middle of the crowd this time. He stood front and center, immediately staring down the leaders of the HPA.
Wren made an opening statement about the FEMA camp at 100 Oaks and encouraged people to consider this option if their supplies were running out. Wren asked them to make a note of their decision to leave on today’s clipboard being circulated. Naturally, thought Colton.
Colton continued to stare a hole through Wren and Holder. Holder finally picked up on this and nudged Wren while whispering into his ear.
“Ryman, nice of you to join us,” started Wren sarcastically. “You got something on your mind?”
“Yeah, I do!” Colton said with a raised voice. “I wanna know who attacked my house last night!” The people in the room began to whisper among themselves, but Colton waited patiently for a reaction from Holder in particular. Holder returned the glare and stood stoic.
“How would we know, Ryman?” replied Wren. “But it should come as no surprise to anyone in this room. We asked you to contribute to the well-being of your neighborhood, and you refused. You are the type of hoarder the President has condemned, and you’re lucky it wasn’t the National Guard knocking on your door.”
“At least they’d come in the daylight and to our front door,” Colton shot back. He directed his attention at Holder now. “I mean, what kind of coward lurks through the woods to attack a man, his wife, and young daughter? The same type of coward who brings four or five men with him, firing guns at us.”
“If they did, Ryman, it was your own selfishness that brought this on,” said Wren. “You should’ve put the needs of everyone on an equal footing with your own.”
“Shut up!” screamed Colton. “You’re not going to blame me for someone trying to attack my family!”
The entire room was talking among themselves, and Colton saw Rusty Kaplan move to his side. Rusty whispered to Colton, attempting to diffuse the situation, but Colton was not interested. 
He continued. “Where’s Gene Andrews today?” Colton was shouting. “Is he pullin’ shotgun pellets out of his cowardly—”
“You need to calm down, Ryman,” said Holder, the veins popping out of his red face and forehead. “Calm down or else—”
“Or else what, Holder?” asked Colton. “You gonna finish off the job? Where were you last night around one a.m.?”
Holder didn’t respond, but his body language said it all. He was now nervous because he was implicated. The crowd began to mumble louder.
“What about it, Holder?” questioned Colton. He took a step closer to Holder and placed his hand on his hip next to his nine millimeter. “Do me a favor, would ya? Repeat these words for me so everyone in this room can hear—let’s finish what we started.”
A hush came over the room as Holder broke eye contact and looked into the backyard. Was he eyeing an escape route?
“Say it, Holder,” shouted Colton. “Say the words—let’s finish what we started!”
Nobody spoke a word while Colton waited for his answer. He wasn’t going to let them off the hook. 
Finally, Wren spoke first. “Listen, Ryman. Everybody here is sorry for what you went through. We’re all glad your family wasn’t hurt, and I’m sure it won’t happen again. This is a time for all of us to pull together, not make accusations that will tear us apart.”
Colton thought for a moment, but he wasn’t naïve. Wren’s hollow words weren’t going to deter him from the task at hand. He was going to blow this whole thing up.
“That’s a load of crap, Wren, and you know it!” yelled Colton. He turned to the rest of the homeowners, many of whom stepped back in fear. Good.
“By a show of hands, how many of you have received food from Wren and the HPA?”
Two people raised their hands out of forty.
“Again, by a show of hands, how many of your friends’ vacant homes have been broken into?”
A third of the room raised their hands this time. The attendees looked at one another and erupted into chatter. 
“Ryman!” shouted Wren, attempting to regain control of the meeting. “That’s enough! Everybody, please, settle down.”
Colton ignored Wren and continued—this time louder. “All of you who raised your hands, did this happen before or after you notified the HPA that the homes were vacant?”
“After.”
“After.”
People began to look at each other. The response was repeated.
“After.”
“After.”
“After.”
“Definitely after.”
Colton nodded his head and smiled. Now his neighbors saw the pattern. He made his closing argument.
“You’ve been doing their job for them,” said Colton, pointing with his thumb over his shoulder toward Wren and Holder. “You tell them which homes are vacant and therefore safe to break into. They, or their friends the phony National Guardsmen who were here the other day, break in and steal valuables and food from the people they promised to protect.”
“Whadya mean phony?” asked Rusty.
“They’re not guardsmen,” replied Colton. “I suspected something the day they attended the meeting out front. Their uniforms were mismatched. Their boots were not military issue, and their demeanor was undisciplined. They’re opportunists posing as our military. Nobody would suspect them of looting.”
“How do you know for sure?” asked a man in the rear of the room.
“I saw them leaving a house down the street from me—in broad daylight,” replied Colton. “Their old pickup truck was full of clothing, furniture, and paintings. Wren, Andrews, and Holder gave them the perfect cover. They probably meet up here at night and divide up the stolen property. They hoard the food and medicine for themselves while all of you suffer!”
Colton saw it in their faces. They were with him now. He swung around to confront Wren and Holder, but he didn’t have to. The shouts from the room were full of hostility.
“Whaddya have to say for yourselves?”
“How could you do this to us?”
“We trusted you!”
“Did you really attack this man and his family in the middle of the night?”
Colton and the others were now silent, as all eyes were on Wren and Holder.
Holder reacted first. He threw his arms up in the air and pushed his way through the crowd toward the screen door leading to the backyard. “I don’t need this. I’m outta here!”
“Wait! Answer the man’s questions!” A couple of people reached for his arm as he pushed open the door, but Holder evaded their grasp and stormed off. All the attention turned to Wren.
“What about this, Shane?” asked a woman from the back of the room. “Are you a part of this?”
Wren held his hands up and attempted to provide a response. Wren was being bombarded with questions, and he tried to lie his way through it or avoid answering altogether. He was squirming and there was no way out.
Colton had enough, and he was tired. He gradually slid backward through the crowd. As he did, a few people patted him on the back and thanked him. They wished his family well. All Colton could do was smile and nod. His work was done here—for today.
 



Chapter 26
DAY NINE
Noon, September 17
Holder Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
“Colton, are you sure this is a good idea?” asked Madison. She tucked her handgun into her waistband. Alex realized for the first time that her entire family was armed as they started their day. “Not only did you knock down the proverbial hornet’s nest, but you also kicked it several times as well.”
“Now more than ever,” replied Colton. “We’ve got to keep a finger on the pulse of the community. We’ve got to appear unfazed by yesterday’s events. Not being shy of another fight is the best way to exude strength and confidence.”
“What do you think will happen?” asked Alex.
“I don’t know for sure, honey,” replied Colton. “Our biggest priority is protecting ourselves and our home. Keeping apprised of the neighbors’ attitudes will allow us to make adjustments when it comes to our security. If the situation is hostile, we may have to consider our alternatives to staying here.”
“Leave?” asked Madison. “But I thought, well, I just thought we could make it work here.”
Alex instantly became concerned as well. “Daddy, where would we go?”
“I’m not saying we have to go anywhere. I really don’t know. But we have to consider the possibility, especially with the change in demeanor of our neighbors. Desperation has reached a fever pitch. Families are showing signs of dehydration. Some have dysentery, which expedites the dehydration process.”
Madison interrupted. “Yesterday, I stopped a man and his wife from coming on our property. They asked if we had a pool because they needed water and wanted to take a bath. They didn’t beg for food. They wanted to go swimming.”
“Daddy, how would we survive on the road? I mean, isn’t it dangerous out there?”
Colton gave Alex a hug. “Yes, it is. But it’s become increasingly unsafe here. Even though the numbers are dropping, we’re still in one of the twenty-five largest cities in America. That’s a lot of people who are potential threats. At least in the country, the population is much smaller.”
Alex gave him a kiss on the cheek as he pulled away and headed toward the kitchen door. Madison joined him and gave Alex instructions. “Honey, we want you to stay here today.”
“But, Mom, Jimmy is expecting me to come over. I want to try to—”
“Alex, please. Listen to your mother,” interrupted Colton. “It’s too risky now. People could be watching the house, waiting for us to leave. Plus, Holder is really pissed at me. I don’t know what he’s capable of and I don’t want you in his home.”
Alex’s body slumped into dejection. She wanted to help, and she was being tied down. Her mom returned and gave her a kiss, then whispered, “Okay?” 
Alex nodded. 
Alex followed her parents outside and watched as they descended the hill towards the Kaplans’ house. For several minutes she walked around the house and then looked for any activity up and down their street. It was desolate.
She felt for the keys to the house in her pocket and made a decision. This was probably her last chance to get the gun her family so desperately needed—the AR-15. She would beg Jimmy. She would turn on the waterworks in feigned distress. She would even kiss him if she had to. She was going to get that gun.
Alex quickly locked the door and made her way through the backwoods to Jimmy’s. The garage door was closed as always, but the sliding glass doors entering the den were open. She cautiously approached them and entered the house from the backyard. Something felt—wrong.
She didn’t call out Jimmy’s name as she had during her past visits. Today was different. She might not be welcome. She stuck her head around the corner and looked into the kitchen. Empty. Then she heard muffled voices and a crash that sounded like a box hitting the floor.
The door to the basement was open. Then she heard Jimmy’s pleading voice.
“Please! I didn’t mean anything by it. Just leave me alone. If you hate me so much, why don’t you just let me go?”
“Shut up, you snot-nose little …”
WHACK!
Alex couldn’t hear the rest because of Jimmy’s wails. He was crying in pain. What’s happening down there? Alex started to back away from the stairwell to return home.
WHACK!

ARRRRRGGGGGHHHH!
THUMP!
“Please, no more. I’m sorry. Please don’t hit me again!” Jimmy was begging for mercy.
WHACK!
Holder was beating Jimmy downstairs. The hackles rose up on Alex’s neck, and she pulled her gun. She bounded downstairs—fearless.
What she found in the dimly lit room sickened her. Jimmy was huddled in the far corner of the room, naked except for a pair of boxer shorts. He was curled up in the fetal position with huge bloody welts on his back. 
Holder reached back with all his might and swung a studded leather belt down upon Jimmy’s back again, drawing more blood. 
WHACK!
Alex stood motionless for a moment, unsure of what to do. Jimmy was sobbing and defenseless. Her trembling hands raised the gun and pointed it at Holder. Jimmy saw Alex and moaned, “Run!”
Holder spun around and stared at Alex. She tried to steady her nerves. 
“Who are you?” he bellowed. “What are you doing here? Wait, I know you. You’re the Ryman kid. Great. Another brat that needs to be taught a lesson.” He started towards her.
“Stop!” shouted Alex. 
Holder hesitated when he was twenty feet away and then charged at her. 
Law enforcement officers were taught that a suspect armed with a knife or other non-gun weapon and within twenty-one feet presented a deadly threat. The average man could close that twenty-one-foot gap in less than two seconds. In those same two seconds, an officer must recognize the threat, draw, point their weapon, and then pull the trigger.
Alex didn’t have law enforcement training, but she did have survival instincts. Her physiological reaction to the threat Holder posed was to stand her ground, squeeze the trigger, and fire.
BOOM!
The sound of the gunshot within the confined space of the basement was deafening. The muzzle blast bounced back at Alex off the four walls. Her ears began to ring as she exhibited the concussive effect from the shot. 
Alex tried to focus. Did she shoot Holder? She was partially blinded by the muzzle flash. 
“UGH!” groaned Holder. She could hear him on the floor, clawing his way toward her. She couldn’t see. But she could feel him. 
Through the fog that had consumed her senses, she saw him lunge toward her. 
“You filthy little b—” he shouted as he grabbed for her ankles. 
Alex quickly backed away from him and shot downward. The momentum of the pistol forced her backward, and she fell hard onto the concrete floor. Her head was pounding now, and she couldn’t hear. Alex quickly became disoriented. 
She barely remembered Jimmy streaking past her and running up the stairs. He didn’t stop to help her. He just ran away. 
Alex sat there, still pointing the weapon in Holder’s direction. He wasn’t moving. A rush of air entered the room as Jimmy apparently opened the front door, creating cross ventilation through the house. Is he going for help? Did he leave me here alone? With Holder? Why isn’t he moving?
Alex’s entire body was shaking as she stood, still pointing the gun at Holder’s body. She was afraid to get too close, so she picked up a box of ammunition off the workbench and threw it at the body. It hit Holder in the back with an audible squish as the bullets splashed into a gaping wound.  
No movement or reaction. She grabbed another box, throwing it harder this time and with a little anger attached. Squish, followed by the sound of brass rolling around on the floor.
Alex was mad as she shouted at Holder’s dead body. “You made me kill you! What’s wrong with you? Oh, God!” 
Alex collapsed against the workbench for a moment and stared at the body. She began to sob and shake uncontrollably. She tortured herself as she wailed in pain, grief, and anger. 
Her head was pounding. Her ears were ringing. Her eyes were blurred from the flashes of light and the unbridled tears. 
She’d taken a man’s life. She’d taken what God had given to every man and woman.
Then, fifteen-year-old Alex Ryman asked God for forgiveness and thanked him for keeping her alive.
 



Chapter 27
DAY NINE
1:00 p.m., September 17
Holder Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton and Madison felt like two kids again as the raindrops began to pelt their faces. It was a welcome relief after two weeks of drought and searing heat. The meeting at the HPA went well. Wren, whose attitude had changed dramatically, was conciliatory and apologetic. The transformation was remarkable in the absence of his cohorts—Andrews and Holder.
As they began the trudge up the driveway, the rain came down harder. Colton actually laughed as they became drenched. The joyous mood quickly ended, however, when he saw his daughter. It was actually Madison who first noticed that something was wrong with Alex. She let go of his hand and ran in a full sprint to the front porch. 
Alex sat with her elbows propped on her knees. Her handgun was barely dangling from her fingers. She was completely oblivious to the pouring rain that drenched her body.
Madison took the gun from Alex and set it on the step. She crouched down in front of Alex and moved the wet hair covering her face. Colton studied his daughter’s blank, expressionless look. She appeared to be in shock.
“Honey, what’s wrong?” asked Madison. “Why are you sitting here like this? Are you okay?”
Alex moved her head in an imperceptible nod. Colton looked around and placed his hand on his weapon. Was she attacked? Is there someone inside? He needed to get them out of the rain.
“Maddie, let’s get her inside,” said Colton, who then turned his attention to Alex. “Come with us, honey. We’ll go inside and talk, okay?”
Alex nodded. Colton led them to the kitchen door, eyes darting in all directions for a sign of a threat. He wasn’t sure what was wrong with Alex, but he needed to assess their surroundings because she was clearly troubled by something.
Madison led Alex to the sofa, and Colton gave her a bottle of water. After a few sips, Alex broke down in tears. Her emotions poured out as she recounted the events of an hour ago. Madison comforted her daughter while Colton cursed anything and everyone for putting his innocent child into this vicious world. 
After Alex calmed down, Colton decided to go to Holder’s house. Alex claimed no one heard the shots, but he had to be sure. If there was going to be retribution by Jimmy or the surrounding neighbors, he needed to know about it now so they could plan accordingly.
“I’ll be back in a little while,” started Colton. “Alex, get some rest. Madison, please be aware that the neighbors may have seen something. Jimmy may show up here. I want you to be vigilant. Okay?”
Madison nodded, wiping away her own tears over the anguish her daughter was suffering. Then Alex stood and adjusted her holster. She picked up the handgun off the table and tucked it into her waistband.
“I’m going with you,” Alex announced.
“What? No way,” said Colton. “You’ve been through enough. I won’t be—”
“Daddy, it’s not safe for you to go alone,” said Alex. “Besides, I know my way around the house. It’ll be quicker if we go together.”
“Alex, please don’t relive this whole ordeal,” pleaded Madison. 
Alex gave her mother a comforting hug. “I’ll be fine. C’mon, Daddy, let’s get this over with.” 
Alex turned and exited the living room through the patio doors. Colton shrugged and kissed his wife. He whispered, “I love you,” as he pulled away. Madison stood with her arms folded as they left.
The rain had lessened somewhat as the father and daughter wound their way through the wooded trails that connected the backyards of the neighborhood. To their east, the sounds of kids playing outside and a dog barking made the world seem almost normal. But as they arrived at the Holder residence, reality set in.
Colton held his index finger to his lips, encouraging Alex to stay quiet. The two pulled their weapons and entered the den. Colton and Alex moved silently through the first floor, clearing rooms and closets like they’d practiced at home dozens of times. They made their way upstairs and continued the process until they were sure the place was empty.
“Where do you think Jimmy went?” whispered Colton.
“I don’t know, Daddy. All he had on were his boxer shorts. He may have grabbed some clothes and left. The other day, he talked about his real father in Antioch. He may have gone there.”
Colton approached the stairwell leading to the basement and listened. It was quiet. Once again, he pressed his finger to his lips, followed by an open palm advising Alex to wait upstairs for him.
She shook her head and mouthed the word no. He gave her the stern fatherly look like he meant business. She repeated no. So they both carefully descended the stairs.
Once at the bottom, Colton determined they were alone except for the dead body of Holder lying in a pool of his own blood and a bed of shiny brass ammunition. He approached the body and stepped on Holder’s hand by accident. It startled Colton, but at least he confirmed Holder was dead. He turned to Alex.
“Alex, let’s go.”
“No way, Dad. It’s our turn to finish what I started.”
Alex led her dad along the workbench, carefully avoiding the puddle of blood, which stretched six feet away from the body. She reached the back wall and found what she was looking for. She secured her weapon in her pants and reached for an AR-15 off the pegboard wall.
“This is what we need, Daddy,” started Alex. Colton holstered his Taurus and took the gun by the handle. This gun did not have a sight attached to it. “Here’s another one.”
Colton now had two of the Colt Manufacturing AR-15s strapped over his back. Alex pointed out two green military-issue ammo cans weighing twenty to thirty pounds each.
“How do you know these are the right bullets?” asked Colton. 
“Jimmy told me this is the proper ammo. The cans also have extra magazines. I just need a couple more things.” 
Alex rummaged around while Colton looked nervously toward the stairwell. They’d been there too long. A neighbor might show up, or Jimmy might return. Things were too unpredictable right now. 
The metallic sound of ammo cans being opened and closed echoed off the walls. Alex was on a mission. Finally, she seemed satisfied and announced, “Let’s go.”
They stepped gingerly around the body. Colton contemplated burying Holder and cleaning up the mess. Then, he thought against it. If they hadn’t been discovered thus far, it would be better to stay as far away from the scene as possible.
As they climbed the stairs, Colton became fully aware that the bodies were just beginning to pile up.
 



Chapter 28
DAY TEN
Noon, September 18
HPA Meeting House
Trimble Rd. & Lynnwood Blvd. 
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton held hands with Alex as they walked to the HPA meeting. Despite the cooler temperatures following the rain shower, Alex’s hands felt clammy. After yesterday’s shooting, Colton feared the neighbors would turn against him if Alex’s involvement were discovered. Attendance at the meeting gave them the opportunity see if Holder’s body had been found and to diffuse an angry reaction.
Outwardly, Alex was not struggling with her decision to shoot Holder. She justified the decision to defend herself. Justification and acceptance, however, are two different things. 
Inwardly, her feelings could be suppressed. Shock, sorrow, numbness, anger, and disillusionment were all possible. Colton hoped this would pass over time, but he intended to provide her the care and support she needed to lessen the emotional impact. Ultimately, he hoped Alex’s self-reproach over the killing would become more manageable. Unfortunately, death was becoming commonplace.
Colton pulled Alex close and put his arm around her shoulder. “Are you okay, honey?” He wished the Youngs hadn’t left for 100 Oaks.  Their expertise would’ve been helpful.
“Yes,” replied Alex sheepishly. She paused in thought before adding, “Daddy, what if they know it was me? What if they try to arrest me or something?”
“I don’t think that’s gonna be the case. Knowing Wren, if he had even a hint of suspicion, he would’ve been bangin’ the door down. I’ll be curious if he even brings it up.”
“Okay,” said Alex, who hesitated before continuing. “What if Jimmy is there? What should I do?”
“We’ll watch his expressions and body language,” replied Colton. “Remember one of the first rules of negotiation—assess your adversary. If he appears angry, let me deal with it. If his demeanor exudes sadness or fear, speak to him. But under no circumstances, Alex, should you leave with him. We need to be crystal clear on this.”
“Yes, Daddy,” said Alex. “I should’ve listened to you and Mom yesterday, but I didn’t. Now look.”
Colton wiped a few tears from Alex’s cheeks. He began to wonder if it was a mistake to bring her today. Colton thought Alex could calm Jimmy down if he appeared at the HPA in a hostile mood. He wanted to avoid a confrontation with the teen.
As they entered the HPA meeting, Colton immediately noticed Wren standing in the middle of the room with his wife and daughters. This was the first meeting attended by Christie and the girls. As Wren was introducing his family to the neighbors, he caught Colton’s attention and nodded upward, with a slight smile. Colton’s dislike for Wren had become so strong that he wasn’t sure if the gesture was a sign of a thaw in their chilled relationship or one of those aha-I-gotcha-now looks.
After the exchange of some pleasantries with the attendees, Wren got down to business. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you all for coming today,” started Wren with his wife and children by his side. “First, let me thank you for making Christie and the girls feel welcome. Circumstances have changed, and I feel better having them with me at all times.”
Many of the neighbors mumbled their agreement and looked around the room. Colton noticed the smaller numbers, and he was sure the others did too.
“There is a lot of news to report today, and I’m sorry to say that very little of it is good,” continued Wren. Colton heard Alex suck in her breath as she reached for his hand. “The other night, in an unfortunate accident, Gene Andrews was shot. He and his wife did their best to treat the wounds themselves, but infection set in and began to spread through his body. They attempted to walk to the new FEMA facility at 100 Oaks Mall, which, as we all know, was an annex to Vanderbilt Hospital before the collapse of the electric grid. Sadly, I’m told they never made it and Gene died before they got to Hillsboro Pike.”
“We’ll pray for his wife,” said one of the neighbors. 
“Very tragic,” said another.
“The tragedies continue,” interrupted Wren. “Sometime yesterday, Adam Holder was shot and killed in his home.” Unconsciously, Colton pulled Alex into his side with his arm around her shielding her from any threats. 
People in the room gasped and then the room erupted in conversation. Husbands and wives hugged one another. Mothers brought children closer to them. But Colton immediately looked around the room for Jimmy Holder. He wasn’t there. 
“What about the boy?” asked one of the neighbors.
“I discovered Adam’s body yesterday afternoon,” replied Wren. “The back door was open, and there wasn’t any sign of a forced entry. Jimmy was missing. Other than Adam’s body, there was no other evidence of looting or theft.”
One of the female neighbors spoke up from the rear of the room. “Didn’t he and Jimmy have a strained relationship? His wife confided in me once about this. Apparently, Jimmy was never comfortable being adopted by Adam.”
“I’ve been told this as well,” said another neighbor.
Alex rose on her toes to whisper to Colton, but he knew what she was going to say. It was best to remain passive at this moment and allow the speculation to run its course. These neighbors were developing a narrative that placed the blame for the killing on Jimmy Holder—unwilling, troubled, adopted stepson.
“What’s done is done,” interrupted Wren. “I felt it was my obligation to look through their home, as we don’t have any active law enforcement, much less crime scene investigators. I did find some indication that Jimmy favored his real father, who lives in Antioch. Adam has mentioned to me that their relationship was troubled. At this point, there is no reason to speculate further. A couple of us removed Adam’s body and buried him in the backyard. The house is locked and secure.” Colton gave Alex a squeeze of reassurance, who immediately relaxed against him.
Wren handed his wife a printed flyer, and she gave it to a woman standing near the front. “These flyers have been circulating around the neighborhood. If you haven’t seen it, here’s the gist. FEMA and the National Guard, per the President’s martial law declaration, has begun to enforce compliance on a house-to-house basis. At this time, their efforts are concentrated to our west, where the fires have threatened homes on the other side of Belle Meade Boulevard near Highway 100.”
The flyer was passed around the room and the general reaction of most residents was to shake their heads. Colton knew what the declaration provided, and he knew what the President’s intentions were—level the playing field to make everyone equally weak, vulnerable, and dependent. 
“Are you saying we should comply with this?” asked a neighbor in the front of the room.
“Not necessarily,” replied Wren. “That’s a personal decision you’ll have to make. I just wanted to give everyone a heads-up to be aware of the potential increased military activity in our neighborhood soon. If you have weapons or excess food and supplies, you might want to conceal them from discovery.”
A man in the rear of the room challenged Wren. “Shane, with all due respect, how do we know they’ll be real military?”
It was a logical question in light of the confrontation the other day between Colton and Wren. Colton decided to help out.
“You’ll know because they’re more apt to be polite—before they take your food.”
“What about this requirement that we evacuate to a FEMA camp?” asked another resident.
“Here’s what I’ve heard,” replied Wren. “When they enter your home, they will assess your conditions. If you appear too weak to sustain yourself, then you will immediately be loaded into a military transport and relocated to 100 Oaks or one of the local stadiums or shopping malls in the city.”
“Do you mean, like, a football stadium?” asked a woman in attendance with a child. “How would that work?”
“You’ll probably sleep in a FEMA tent like after Superstorm Sandy,” replied a resident standing next to her.
“You’re kidding, right?” replied the young woman.
“Nope. Do you remember all of those refugees at the Superdome in New Orleans after Katrina?” the man asked. “Within forty-eight hours, the Dome was packed with thirty thousand people with no power and not nearly enough supplies to take care of them. The only thing FEMA got right during that fiasco was the massive eighteen-wheeler refrigerated trucks used as makeshift morgues.”
The group attending the HPA meeting broke out in conversation among themselves. Colton saw the reality settling in for all of them. They were struggling to survive in their homes, but the thought of becoming a refugee scared them more. Some didn’t want to leave their homes only to die in a FEMA camp. Others argued that the government would find a way to take care of them like always.
“Okay, everybody,” started Wren. “Once again, this is a decision that you have to make that is best for you and your family. But there is something else I need to bring to your attention that might influence your options.”
“What is it?”
“I’ve had a few of you approach me about a situation taking place just to the north of us at Glen Eden Drive and Hobbs Road,” replied Wren. “Apparently, there is a well-organized group of criminals going street to street and looting. They are very methodical, and their procedures leave no doubt about their penchant for ruthlessness. It is a potentially dangerous situation for all of us if they are moving this way.”
Once again, more murmurs flared up between the neighbors. Colton heard one man exclaim, “I’m outta here,” as he left the building. Most of the residents questioned why the National Guard didn’t do something.
Wren continued. “I need a couple of you folks who live on the north end of the neighborhood to scout their activities and report back to me at my home as soon as possible. We need to ascertain their intentions. If they are moving in an organized fashion toward us, we’ll face a dangerous situation very soon.”
Wren finished up the meeting by recruiting his scouts and saying goodbye to a few residents who said they were going to the FEMA camps after hearing today’s update. Colton took Alex by the hand and began to lead her out of the HPA house when he heard Wren’s voice.
“Mr. Ryman, may I speak with you before you leave?” asked Wren.
Mr. Ryman? Oh boy, here we go.
 



Chapter 29
DAY TEN
4:00 p.m., September 18
Ryman Residence
Nashville, Tennessee
 
“I don’t trust him,” said Madison forcefully as Colton tried to explain Wren’s attempt at extending the proverbial olive branch. Following the HPA meeting earlier, Wren apologized for getting off on the wrong foot with Colton and his entire family. He even used his wife and children to warm up to Alex. Alex responded favorably to the gesture and was unaware of the obvious ploy employed by Wren to soften the tensions between the two families. However, on the walk home from the HPA meeting, Alex’s spirits were lifted considerably. That was a good thing.
“Maddie, I agree that we have to take baby steps with him,” said Colton. “But, I genuinely believe he’s scared. I’m sure he knows why Andrews was shot. He probably also knows Holder was with Andrews that night.” Colton took a long drink of water before continuing.
“Holder’s death is another matter. I’m sure he blames Jimmy, although he might believe I’m involved with his death after our confrontation at the HPA meeting the other day. He may be afraid of me. Who knows? Regardless, his sidekicks who gave him strength are gone now.”
“But why you?” asked Madison, exhibiting some fear in her voice, which explained her hostile attitude toward the proposed unholy alliance with Wren. Notwithstanding the fact that the Ryman family was directly responsible for the deaths of Wren’s collaborators, joining the HPA leadership team seemed to be a death wish.
“Why not me?” asked Colton. “Why not keep our friends close, but our enemies closer. Also, we are facing a number of threats to our neighborhood now. Despite the rain, as you can tell by the smell of smoke, the fires are still burning to our west. As the winds pick up, they’ll continue to head our way.”
The Rymans, sitting on the front steps together, were momentarily distracted by a group of people walking in the middle of the street. Pushing everything from baby strollers to shopping carts, the people appeared lethargic and disoriented. The refugees, who seemed to be headed for 100 Oaks, didn’t make the effort to look in the Rymans’ direction.
After seventy-two hours, the human body entered into a phase in which it started to break down protein in muscles. The brain needed energy to function, so it sought out glucose from the body. The muscles broke down further in order to feed the brain. This process began to accelerate, zapping the average human being of energy and weakening their immune systems. 
After seven to ten days without food, the average person would become virtually incapacitated. While some studies have shown the body might survive up to twenty-one days without sustenance, that period was lessened considerably due to dehydration. In third world nations, where electricity and nutritional supplements were scarce, the number one cause of death was a protein-energy malnutrition characterized by edema, a distended belly, and irritability. 
Colton continued. “The military is stepping up its efforts to confiscate supplies and weapons. They’ll be banging on our front door soon. Compare the way we look to those folks down on the street. Our clothes are clean and we appear to be well fed. If we have to open up our cupboards and pretend we’re starvin’, they ain’t gonna buy it.”
“So what are we supposed to do, starve ourselves?” asked Madison. 
“No, but we need to rough up our appearance a little bit,” replied Colton. “I’m afraid we’re standing out too much.”
“Fine, but what does this have to do with Wren?” asked Madison. 
“Nothing, exactly, but just our overall situation,” replied Colton. “We’re threatened by the fires and the National Guard. Now there’s this new gang of looters to the north, who are systematically moving through the neighborhood towards us.”
Madison squirmed on the hard brick pavers. The subject matter also made her uncomfortable. Colton didn’t want to scare his wife, but she needed to understand why he felt compelled to join forces with Wren and the neighbors.
Initially, Colton felt a lone-wolf strategy was the best approach to surviving. They had more food and supplies than others. The bulk of the unrest was still in the city, although it was now getting closer based on the increasing number of residents opting for the nearby FEMA camps. 
However, the wheels seemed to be falling off the wagon of their community, and the go-it-alone approach might lead to a certain death. Banding together with the neighbors to ward off their most imminent threat from the north might ensure their survival.
“How close are they?” asked Madison.
“Only about a mile, but they seem to be taking their time moving our way,” replied Colton. “Wren sent some scouts out today to watch their activities. He’ll get a report back and discuss it with me tomorrow.”
Madison remained quiet for a moment. Alex hadn’t said a word during the entire conversation. Colton couldn’t determine if they were digesting his words or if their attitudes were shifting. He had to provide his family a steady mix of reality and optimism. Poor mental health, whether through malnutrition or loss of hope, would lead to their downfall. It was critical that they all keep a positive state of mind. 
First of all, it was essential to situational readiness. A distracted mind made you vulnerable to surprise. A poor state of mind could result in letting down your guard and, therefore, exposing yourself to attack. In this dystopian world, they had to constantly be prepared to defend themselves against potential threats. Colton had to keep the girls in this survival mind-set without breaking their spirit.
Secondly, depression and suicide could be contagious if Colton didn’t address it before it set in. Alex’s killing of Holder was only one aspect of the dark cloud of depression he was trying to ward off. Madison was becoming increasingly quiet and withdrawn. Colton was concerned she was having difficulty overcoming her anxiety and fear. Colton’s solution was to provide his wife common ground with others situated like them, to give and receive support. 
Colton wasn’t naïve. He’d watched Wren and the other regular attendees of the HPA carefully. As the circle of neighbors grew smaller, his vision of the entire situation became clearer. There was strength in loyalty, not necessarily in numbers. He’d have to determine where the residents’ loyalties lay.
“I say we go for it, Mom,” said Alex, breaking her silence. “I’ve noticed how the people look up to Daddy now. After you showed them the video, their attitudes changed.”
“Yeah, I guess that did calm down the witch hunt,” said Madison.
“Also, don’t forget,” continued Alex. “Daddy really put Wren in his place. There was a huge difference between today’s meeting and the one just two days ago. I know I’d feel better if we could count on others too.”
“So is that a yes vote for working with the HPA?” asked Colton.
“Yes,” replied Alex.
“Maddie, what say you?” asked Colton.
Madison pondered for a moment and then smiled. “I vote a reluctant yes,” she said finally. “At first, let’s use them to repel the bad guys. After that, we should reevaluate. I don’t want the neighbors thinking they can come over for supper.”
“Fair enough,” agreed Colton.
Now that the issue of working with Wren and the HPA to repel the threat was agreed upon, Colton knew he’d have to address the bigger question at some point—should we stay, or should we go?
 



Chapter 30
DAY ELEVEN
Noon, September 19
HPA Meeting House
Trimble Rd. & Lynnwood Blvd. 
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton listened to the reports from the scouts Wren sent out yesterday and he began to question the wisdom of taking on the gang of thugs that called themselves COBRA.  The COBRA gang traveled in one big pack, with a show of overwhelming force. After they pulled onto a street in their dilapidated but operating sixties model cars and trucks, the leader brought the convoy to a halt. They honked their horns for a minute or two to get the attention of the residents. Then their leader emerged with a bullhorn. 
After hearing the details, Colton and Wren agreed they needed to hurry up the meeting and see these guys in action for themselves. But based upon COBRA’s daily progress, they needed to be stopped immediately. After today, COBRA would be working their way down Sunnybrook Drive, only two blocks to their north. 
“I won’t gloss over the facts to make you feel better,” started Colton, addressing the HPA residents for the first time. There were nearly twenty men and eleven women in attendance. “The residents to our north are fleeing their homes in the wake of this group’s advance towards us. Many are opting for 100 Oaks. Others are walking to the south and more rural areas such as Williamson County. We have learned that this group, which calls themselves COBRA, has taken up residency in Harpeth Hall and are spreading their reign of terror outward from there.”
Harpeth Hall was an all-girls school with an excellent reputation built up over one hundred and fifty years. Only a few miles away from the Ryman home, Colton and Madison had debated whether to enroll Alex there when she was old enough to enter fifth grade. 
They chose Davidson Academy even though it was much farther away because it was co-ed. They agreed Alex could get a more well-rounded life experience attending a school with boys. Granted, that opened Alex up for the usual hazing such as bra snaps or insults. Madison argued the time for Alex to experience the hatefulness of others was not when she was entering the grown-up world for the first time. 
Colton continued. “The houses on Belle Meade Boulevard have the protection of law enforcement and the National Guardsmen. I suppose status does gain you privileges after the world as we know it comes to an end. But don’t envy them too much. The fires continue to burn out of control and are now on this side of Highway 100.”
“Can we contact them somehow and gain their assistance?” asked one of the neighbors.
“We tried that yesterday, and the response was simple—we have our orders,” interjected Wren. “I’m afraid we’ll have to fight for ourselves.”
One man put his hand in the air before he began to speak. “How many are there?”
“Our scouts estimate that the gang is made-up of eighteen to twenty well-armed men,” replied Wren. 
“Are those military guys gonna help us?” asked one resident, referring to the phony National Guardsmen who attended one of the early meetings. Colton let Wren answer that one.
“Um, no. They’ve moved on. I mean, they were recalled to their unit.”
“How are we supposed to fight twenty looters on our own?” asked another neighbor. “We’re not soldiers.”
Colton took this one, which gave him an opportunity to instill confidence in the group. “How do we stop that? We have to create a larger force. Everybody must fight. You need to go home and explain to your neighbors who didn’t come today to be ready. We have the element of surprise on our side. We know the neighborhood and they don’t.”
“I don’t have a gun.”
“Me either.”
“I only have a twenty-two. It’ll barely take down a squirrel.”
Wren stepped in. “We’ll have weapons for everyone. Maybe even two—a rifle and a handgun. Ammo too. We’ll meet here at dawn at which time I can assure you, everybody will be well armed.”
The group began to speak among themselves. The conversations surrounding the use of weapons used to take place at wine and cheese parties or during political fund-raisers. Now the gun debate was couched in reality.
“Everyone, listen up,” started Colton. “We’ll take the battle to them. Today, we’re going to watch their methods. We’ll find a flaw and catch them off guard. We have to take a stand now, or they will overrun us in a matter of days.”
From the heads nodding in the crowd and the slaps on the backs of one another, it appeared Colton was garnering a consensus. These folks needed to support one another because there was a good chance several wouldn’t make it home.
“I want all of you to go home and spend time with your families. Kiss the ones you love and make peace with God. Be here at dawn tomorrow and bring your neighbors.”
The attendees began to file out of the HPA meeting house, leaving Wren and two men who Colton recognized but had never formally met.
“Colton, I want you to meet Wilson Holt and his neighbor Sammy Shepherd,” started Wren. “They both live up on Sunnybrook Drive.” The men exchanged handshakes.
“By our calculations, our homes will be the first ones on the hit list,” said Shepherd. “From what we’ve observed the last couple of days, there won’t be anything left unless we take a stand.”
Colton suggested they take a walk up the street and then sneak through the backyards. He wanted to observe the methods used by this COBRA gang. As they walked, Shepherd and Holt related their observations and analysis to Colton and Wren. 
COBRA usually traveled by two land yachts, as Colton used to call them. A land yacht from the sixties was a big four-door Cadillac or Lincoln. Built in the days before gas mileage was an issue, six men could fit inside of them with relative ease. 
Their third vehicle was a military surplus M35 cargo truck, commonly referred to as a Deuce and a Half. In addition to functioning as a troop carrier, it was ideal for use by COBRA as a loot carrier.
They usually started their activities in the afternoon. Apparently, they were undisciplined and partied late into the night following the day’s raids. Holt pointed out that on two occasions, men stood up to the thugs in an attempt to deny access to their homes or their wives. This didn’t end well either time. The COBRA thugs pummeled the men mercilessly and kidnapped the women. 
These vicious marauders preferred to beat their victims, which was a much more personal method of murder. Thus far, according to Shepherd and Holt, gunshots hadn’t been heard. Colton surmised there was more to this group than met the eye. 
Holt led the contingent northward on Lynnwood Boulevard to where COBRA was in the process of a raid. As the HPA group cautiously approached the homes on Signal Hill Drive, several of the thugs were in the midst of beating a man and his son to death in the front yard of their home. 
Colton was about to learn for himself what embodied the depravity of man.
 



Chapter 31
DAY ELEVEN
4:00 p.m., September 19
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Madison presented Colton with her updated inventory, a projected meal plan, and some calculations based on maintaining their current food levels. Colton studied the Farm Bureau insurance calendar used by Madison to plan out their meals. He’d better grow fond of beans and rice.
“Well, at least we have a date,” started Colton. “It’s better to know when we’ll run out than speculate and get caught off guard. To extend our food supply, we have to procure more from our neighbors or the power has to come on in a hurry. Even then, there’s no guarantee the trucks will begin running and delivering food to the grocery stores.”
“If the power remains out much longer, we’ll have to make a decision about staying here,” added Madison. Colton was glad to hear her think in these terms. He didn’t want to leave either. Colton loved their home so much he was willing to risk his life against a band of marauders, a decision he’d second-guessed repeatedly in the last few hours.
“I wish there was a farmers’ market around,” said Colton. “I could trade them something we don’t need for food or even seeds. If we can make it through the winter, we could plant our garden.”
Madison took the calendar back and started counting days with the tip of a pencil until she reached the third week of October. “Growing up in the mid-state, I remember most crops were harvested in September and October. If there is any hope of supplementing our food supply with fresh vegetables, it would have to occur in the next four weeks. That’s assuming, of course, we could find a farmer willing to trade with us.”
“My biggest fear about traveling into the countryside is that once we leave that garage, everybody and their brother will know about the Wagoneer,” said Colton. “It’s a miracle we’ve kept it hidden this long. If I travel out of the county, there is no guarantee I can get back in one piece.”
“I agree. We’ve got to save the Wagoneer as our last method of escape.”
Colton walked across the living room and peered through the makeshift peepholes he’d created to monitor the outside. When he returned to the kitchen, he asked Madison how long Alex had been sleeping. They’d switched up their routine so that Alex could take the night shift and Colton could get a good night’s sleep.
“She’s been sleeping four hours,” replied Madison as she handed him an MRE bar. She was diligent about feeding the family in five or six small meals a day to maintain their energy levels.
“When Alex wakes up, we’ll make a trip over to the O’Malleys’,” started Colton. “I found it odd that they didn’t have any vegetable seeds stored. I must have overlooked them. In the coming weeks, their garden is going to provide a few things like carrots, potatoes, and squash.”
“That will help,” added Madison somewhat enthusiastically.
“Maddie, have you thought more about leaving?” asked Colton.
“To where?”
“I don’t know. I mean, I have an idea that I’ve been bouncing around in my head.”
Madison had been thinking about the issue, and she began to share all of the variables with Colton. “Here’s the way I see it,” she started. “Of course, I’d like to hunker down with our supplies and ride out the storm until the world gets back on its feet. But we don’t know when that will be.”
“Do you get the sense the walls are closing in on us?” asked Colton, unafraid now to broach the subject with his wife.
“I do. The fires might get under control with a couple solid days of rain, but the National Guard won’t stop their house-to-house searches until they take everything we have. Even if we fool them the first time, when they drive by in a week or two and see that we’re still here, they’ll try again.”
“That’s true,” said Colton.
“Then there’s tomorrow,” said Madison, waving the calender in the air. “My husband, top-notch talent agent, is going to war with a bunch of COBRAs. You’re not an ex-Marine or some fictional guy who can all of a sudden charge headlong into the teeth of the enemy, mowing them down with your new machine gun over there without breaking a sweat.” Madison nodded to the AR-15 slung over the back of the kitchen chair.
“I don’t have to do this, you know,” said Colton. “We can pack up now and leave. I’d imagined staying here until the recovery effort kicks in, but I don’t see it happenin’, do you?”
“Nope, which is why I did this today,” replied Madison. “Can we survive here until the power is restored? Even if you’re successful in repelling these guys tomorrow, there will be another group right behind them eventually. Is that the way we want to live?”
Colton was relieved to have this conversation. He was not anxious to leave, but now he knew he wouldn’t have to convince Madison to leave their home.
“I feel better about headin’ out to the country now than I did a week ago,” said Colton. “The threats we face are a big factor. We can only live under this type of pressure for so long. I don’t know what we’ll face away from Nashville, but there will be less of them.”
Madison reached out and held his hand, which gave him the strength to continue.
“The survival of our family rests on our shoulders, and if we find ourselves in an environment that isn’t conducive to safety, we need to make a choice. We either leave an environment that is toxic, or we stand firm and defend it. Before that choice is made, we need to weigh our options carefully, including the risks and the odds of surviving these threats. Really, what it all comes down to is which scenario gives us the best opportunity to survive and then create a new life for ourselves where we can thrive.”
“Colt, I’ve always trusted your judgment,” said Madison. “Throughout our lives together, you’ve always been a loving husband and a great father to Alex. Whatever you decide, I’m with ya, Mr. Ryman.”
“I love you, and our daughter is our life,” started Colton. “I don’t care where we live as long as we’re together.”
Madison rose from her seat and kissed Colton. During the last two weeks, the two hadn’t shared many tender moments together. It felt good. 
“Hey,” interrupted a sleepy-eyed Alex. “You two need to get a room.”
Madison and Colton laughed as he replied, “Indeed we do!”
 



Chapter 32
DAY TWELVE
Predawn, September 20
HPA Meeting House
Trimble Rd. & Lynnwood Blvd. 
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton decided it was a risk worth taking. He’d debated the point as he got ready this morning and ultimately decided to carry the Camp Chef cooktop system, the propane, and coffee fixin’s in Mrs. Abercrombie’s wheelbarrow. The gesture was designed to lift the morale and spirits of the neighbors who were going to risk their lives to protect their families and homes. He no longer concerned himself with disclosing his ownership of these valuable items. You had to live to enjoy life. 
Madison didn’t cry when he left this morning. She gave him the support and love he needed to face an evil he knew existed but never imagined he’d have to confront. Undoubtedly, she and Alex would be hand-wringing to an extent. His girls didn’t need this additional stress. Nobody did. However, it was the world they lived in now.
While Colton brewed the coffee, Wren quickly organized and displayed the entire arsenal retrieved from Holder’s basement. Firearms were separated by handguns, rifles, and shotguns. Ammunition was neatly stacked next to its corresponding weapon. Naturally, Colton did not disclose his acquisition of the two AR-15 rifles. Colton had brought the Taurus nine millimeter in his paddle holster and intended to pick out another weapon to compliment it. 
“Colton,” started Wren, “I’d like you to meet Danielle Faber. Danielle’s recently completed the National Rifle Association’s Certified Coach Program. She’s going to give our people a crash course in firearms training.”
“Good morning,” said Colton, extending his hand to the woman, who was dressed in black jeans and a loosely fitting black shirt. He wondered if she led a double life as a ninja. 
“My pleasure, Colton,” she replied. “Before the others arrive, why don’t we select weapons for you and Shane first. Have you trained with firearms before?”
“No,” replied Colton. “What does a certified coach do?”
“I began in a part-time position at the Nashville Gun Club years ago and had been promoted to a full-time instructor in the five stand competition.”
“What’s that?”
“Five stand is a cross between skeet, trap, and clay targeting. It’s the closest thing there is to a video game in sporting gun competitions. Targets are flying in all directions, at various speeds, and in unpredictable combinations.”
“Sounds like you need great reflexes and concentration for that,” said Colton.
“Exactly,” started Faber. “It’s not unlike what we might experience today.”
“We?”
“Of course,” replied Faber. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Now, let’s pick a weapon for you. I see you have a nine-millimeter Taurus tucked away there. Do you have spare magazines?”
“No.”
Faber walked toward the end of the tables arranged in the Brileys’ living room and fumbled through a pile of empty magazines. She reached out her hand to Colton.
“May I?”
Colton pulled the gun out and handed it to her. Within seconds, she’d dropped the magazine and racked the slide to clear the weapon. It was effortless.
Several residents began to arrive and helped themselves to the coffee. Colton noticed the difference in their attitudes immediately. A simple gesture of kindness lifted their spirits. The room began to fill with chatter.
“I found three more mags for you,” said Faber. “Also, here are a hundred rounds of nine millimeter. I have an idea for your complimentary weapon.”
Colton followed her down the row of tables as a crowd began to gather around. She led him to a rifle that was not that much different in design from the AR-15s. 
“The gentlemen who owned this collection had good taste in weaponry,” started Faber. “Not everyone has one of these.” She handed the folded-up rifle to Colton.
“It seems compact.”
“It folds up to a tight sixteen inches for easy storage,” said Faber. “The barrel unfolds and snaps in place, and the stock is adjustable for your particular use and comfort. Go ahead, get her ready.”
Colton snapped everything into place and loved the slim, lightweight feel of the four-pound carbine. She handed him three more magazines. 
“This is the Kel-Tec Sub 2000 chambered in nine millimeter,” said Faber. “Both of your weapons use the same round, which will help you in a battle situation. Get your spare magazines loaded while I get these other guys outfitted.”
“Thank you,” said Colton. He was impressed with her knowledge and straightforward approach to gun selection. He was anxious to go through her crash course on gun handling.
It was after 7:00 a.m. when the entire HPA contingent had arrived and was assigned weapons. Colton counted twenty-one men and two women, plus himself. In addition to Faber, Gene Andrew’s wife, Kayla, was present. This concerned Colton somewhat. If she knew of Gene’s whereabouts the night he was shot, then she would blame Colton for her husband’s death. Colton made a mental note to watch out for friendly fire.
“Okay, everyone, let’s get started,” said Faber. “Gather around. First, by a show of hands, how many of you have been through an NRA firearms training course?”
No one.
“Well, let me ask this. How many of you have used a firearm before?”
Three hands were raised, but Colton abstained.
Just wonderful.
“Then we’ve got some work to do.” Faber laughed. Colton was glad she thought it was funny. He was pleased that all of the HPA army seemed to be focused and intent on learning. He needed this training as well.
Faber started the ten-minute course. “First, always point the gun in a safe direction. This is the primary rule of gun safety. If your weapon is drawn and ready, keep it pointed at the ground in front of you. Just remember, common sense will dictate the safest direction based on the circumstances.
“Second, always keep your finger off the trigger until you’re ready to fire the weapon. Hold your index finger straight out like this. And rest it on the trigger guard. Again, very important, do not touch the trigger until you are ready to fire.
“Third, be absolutely sure you’ve identified your target beyond any doubt. Also, be aware of everything that is downrange of your target, which includes your friends. Depending upon the circumstances today, you may catch your adversaries in a cross fire. This will give you the upper hand, but it could also be dangerous. Always think first, shoot second.
“Fourth, the proper stance should have your feet shoulder-width apart, like this, with your left foot forward, if you’re right-handed. The opposite applies if your left hand is dominant. Don’t lock your knees and make sure you are properly balanced. Let me summarize. Two hands, feet shoulder-width, one foot forward, knees bent, seek balance.
“Fifth, once the decision to shoot is made, obtain your target in your sights and steady the gun with your other hand. Make sure the gun is level by aligning the top of the rear sight with the top of the front post. Some of you have optics on your rifles, so your job will be much easier.
“Okay, last step. It’s time to shoot. Control your breathing and relax. This will be hard for all of you to do in the midst of a confrontation. Gently squeeze the trigger and the gun will fire. Some of you will experience more recoil than others, so be sure to reacquire your target before you shoot again. The tendency will be to empty your magazine, hoping for the best. You’re not trained in switching magazines and your ammo levels are low. You need to discipline yourself and strive for quality, not quantity. Above all, breathe and relax throughout the process.”
Faber replaced her sidearm in a shoulder holster and slung the AR-15 over her shoulder. She nodded to Colton, indicating she was finished. Colton knew this group should have practiced together like he’d done with Madison and Alex. Even the dry-fire practice sessions would’ve helped, but there wasn’t time. They needed to get in position and discuss strategy. But first, he needed to get them mentally ready. Like Faber, Colton slung his new rifle over his shoulder.
“In a perfect world, we’d have attended an NRA class and learned these basic firearm rules without the pressure of what we’re going to face later. Today, you’ll learn there are no training courses to teach you how to take another man’s life. Just remember. Self-defense is not just the point where murder ends and defense of your life begins. It’s also a state of mind that begins with the belief that your life is worth defending.”
The nearly two dozen faces stared back at Colton and nodded. They were scared, just like he was. But the looks of determination told Colton they were ready to survive.
 



Chapter 33
DAY TWELVE
Noon, September 20
Sunnybrook Drive
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton broke up the two dozen members of the HPA squad into twelve groups of two. He paired himself with Wren. Faber was paired with Mrs. Andrews. Hopefully, she would prevent Mrs. Andrews from shooting Colton in the back.
The COBRA gang was unpredictable. Because of their proximity to the neighborhood and their consistent southern trajectory, the ability to observe their routine was not available. Colton had to space the twelve teams according to his prediction of their next move, with the help of a suggested route.
Sunnybrook Drive was the next logical stop for the COBRA marauders. Their other option was to come directly down Lynnwood, which would’ve put them at the front door of the HPA meeting house—with the next stop, Harding Place.
Colton intended to steer the thugs east onto Sunnybrook. There were only a few homes on a fairly short stretch before the road took a sharp right turn toward the south. Faber took three teams to the north side of Sunnybrook to alert the residents to remain in their homes or wait at the HPA meeting house until the conclusion—whatever that looked like.
Two teams were then sent to the Lynnwood intersection and just below the ninety-degree turn on Sunnybrook. Their jobs were simple. Block the road with any vehicle available. The four members of these teams were able to place cars into neutral and roll them into the middle of the street to resemble an accident or that they’d stalled. Doors were left open, and hoods were raised, leaving the illusion that this was a natural result of the solar flare rather than something staged. To add effect, the teams siphoned antifreeze onto the street. The goal was to force the COBRA vehicles onto Sunnybrook, where they would be surrounded by the HPA neighbors.
Everyone went about their business diligently. Colton positioned himself in the center of activity. Most of the homes were vacant, and a few residents left for the safety of the HPA meeting house. One couple on the south side of Sunnybrook was armed and joined the fight.
The homes on Sunnybrook were set back from the road roughly two hundred feet or more. All of the lawns were cleared except for a few dozen mature oaks. There was little cover for the HPA to use when the moment for action came. They would have to hide around the homes and then use the cover of the massive oak tree trunks to advance toward the road. The whole setup was conducive to the neighbors firing wildly without discipline.
The alternative was not much better. If the COBRA thugs concentrated their efforts on one home at a time, which was their apparent method of operation, the two-man team assigned to that home would be easily overrun. By necessity, COBRA would have to be engaged out in the open. They wouldn’t be able to use their vehicles for protective cover—the cross fire Colton created would take care of that. The lack of experienced shooters, including himself, was the HPA’s greatest weakness.
Many of these details, and the unforeseen scenarios, had run through Colton’s mind as he tossed and turned last night, getting very little sleep. But the one important issue left unresolved was who would take the first shot. In Colton’s mind, COBRA was the aggressor. They’d proven themselves to be nothing but a loosely organized group of criminals and thugs with a heinous agenda—steal and kill.
He’d prayed about it with Madison. He asked God to give him the strength to take another man’s life—for the second time. The unresolved issue for Colton was whether taking the first shot today was self-defense or murder. Early this morning, he surmised he’d know when the time came. The sound of the big diesel engine in the M35 signaled the time was now.
Colton and Wren crouched behind a block and brick wall surrounding the front porch of a ranch-style house, which was slightly elevated above the street. The wall gave Colton some cover and the peace of mind that he would be protected from return fire if it came to that. As the M35 came to a stop in front of his location, he instantly became aware that he would experience more return fire than that night in his backyard.
As the motor of the big military truck was shut off, the engines of the trailing Cadillac and Buick followed suit. At least two dozen men jumped out of the vehicles, dressed in black cargo pants and tight black tee shirts. Some wore berets and a few wore green, black, and red-striped armbands. Their dark sunglasses and rifles completed a menacing, fear-inspiring look. If their intention was to frighten people into submission, then mission accomplished. Except, not today, thought Colton.
A large man rose up from the back of the truck bed. His bald head stood out among the others, who all wore some type of hat. He was wearing a tactical vest that included a sidearm. A bandolier of shotgun shells crossed his chest. Colton immediately conjured up an image of a Somalian warlord from the Captain Phillips movie. Except this man was far more threatening.
He lifted a megaphone and began to speak into it. 
“My name is Viper Rex, and these gentlemen are members of COBRA.” The men dispersed around the vehicles all nodded their heads. 
“We are not here to cause you any harm. We come in peace!”
All of the men started to laugh and raised their weapons into the air.
“My message is a simple one. Do not resist, or you will die. This is our time now. You owe us!” As if on cue, the men raised their weapons and began to scan the trees and homes with their sights. Colton immediately looked to make sure his people were well hidden. Either they were, or they’d run off. He hoped it was the former.
“You will have five minutes to leave your homes and stand in the middle of the street. You will not be harmed unless you resist.” Colton knew he was lying based upon his observations from yesterday. Only the naïve would believe a criminal like this.
Colton leaned over to Wren and whispered, “You’re a political scientist, what does he mean by you owe us?”
“COBRA is the acronym for the Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America. It was founded about the time the New Black Panther Party was organized in the eighties. Outwardly, the two organizations claim there is no legal relationship, but they appear to be part of a black nationalist movement seeking reparations for African descendants residing in the United States.”
“Reparations for what?” asked Colton as he kept an eye on Viper Rex.
“Slavery,” replied Wren.
The megaphone came to life with a blare of its horn. “Time’s up, white people. We are here for an apology that is long overdue. If you are unwilling to face us and issue a proper apology, then we will seek atonement from you. Today, we will take a small step toward squaring things for our African brothers!”
Some of the men began shouting and now, for added terroristic effect,  included firing their weapons into the air. Wren and Colton immediately ducked behind the protective wall. Colton was frightened, but they had no choice. They had to fight.
These people were no different from ideological terrorists like ISIS or the KKK. They were inherently racist and were using the horrific acts of slavery from one hundred fifty years ago to justify their criminal activities of today. 
Colton had always wondered why this country couldn’t become color blind. Why must things be couched in terms of race? First black this. Only white that. He’d hoped this catastrophic event might reset that attitude in America. Obviously, he was wrong. Perhaps it was human nature for humans to default into their comfort zones and seek out like-minded individuals in a time of crisis. He doubted that was the case with Viper Rex and his gang of thugs. They were nothing but killers and thieves looking to take advantage of people’s weakened state courtesy of a solar flare. 
Without giving it further thought, Colton rose up over the wall, fired, and immediately killed his first COBRA. His blood was red, just like Colton’s.
 



Chapter 34
DAY TWELVE
Noon, September 20
Sunnybrook Drive
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Faber knew that, unlike the movies, people didn’t stand out in the open and calmly fire at their enemy. When a person was being shot at, his primary concern was not to die. This was a basic survival instinct held by all human beings who were not suicidal maniacs. It took a real fool or tough guy to ignore bullets flying around their body while trying to return fire.
In the case of COBRA, there were no other options but to stand and fight. Sometimes, a hero was a coward that had been driven into a corner. COBRA was surrounded. To their credit, it took a great deal of bravery not to cower under their vehicles and beg for mercy. To their detriment, it was foolish to rely solely on the bravado of Viper Rex and not contemplate that someone might fight back at some point. 
Bullets flew in all directions, mostly missing their mark. Going to the range and shooting a firearm in a non-stressed, relaxed atmosphere was far different than an engaged firefight. At the range, you had plenty of time to aim at the target, with a normal heart rate, relaxed mind, and ample time to steady your weapon.
Faber quickly realized that this uncontrolled environment elevated her heart rate, and stress hormones pumped adrenaline through her body in a way she’d never experienced before. Unlike the others assisting her, she’d trained using heart rate variability. At her best, she was only twenty percent accurate—within twenty feet! From her position crouched behind a stalled car, she was nearly two hundred feet from her target. 
She tried to steady her nerves despite the distraction of Mrs. Andrews’s crying. Faber understood the need for the widow to lash out following the death of her husband, but this was not the time. To avoid an unfortunate accident, Faber relieved Mrs. Andrews of her handgun for everyone’s protection, including her own. Faber didn’t want to get shot by the distraught woman. 
The last vehicle in the caravan started up, and the men jumped in as it pulled away. Immediately, Faber became comfortable with the new target—the Buick’s tires. Using her scoped Remington 700 target rifle, she fired two rounds and flattened the left-side tires. 
From her right, the explosion of a shotgun rang out, killing the driver. The remaining men inside the vehicle returned fire, but they simply shredded the oak trees. They were trapped, and the neighbors at the Lynnwood intersection began to close in, indiscriminately firing into the Buick. After a steady barrage of gunfire, the occupants of the Buick were dead.
To her left, more volleys pelted the brick façade of the house next door. A scream could be heard, and then she saw the body of one of the residents roll down the concrete steps onto the driveway. An arm shot up above a hedgerow and fired into the air, striking the oak trees thirty feet in front of them. The scene resembled a firefight in the streets of Syria aired on the nightly news—gunmen using the stick the weapon around the corner and let her rip technique. It was a waste of ammo. And it gave away the shooter’s position. The hedgerow was no match for the return fire from one of the COBRAs’ AK-47s. At least thirty rounds peppered the boxwoods, instantly killing the man behind them.
Suddenly, the M35 roared to life and lurched forward. Bullets pelted the steel frame, but it continued. Faber fired three shots in an attempt to take out the tires, but missed her mark. Across the street, she saw Ryman and Wren give chase. Wren maneuvered his way through the trees toward the remaining car, which was stalled in the road. 
Sunnybrook Drive was littered with bodies, but the M35 was making an escape with a driver and four men, who continued to pour rounds into the trees on both sides of Sunnybrook. 
Across the street, Ryman worked his way through the trees, dodging gunfire that embedded into the trunks. Faber decided to join the fray. They were trying to escape and appeared to be headed for the back side of Harpeth Hall. She had to keep them in the kill zone. More importantly, she couldn’t see the leader—Viper Rex. He can’t get away!
 



Chapter 35
DAY TWELVE
Early Afternoon, September 20
Sunnybrook Drive
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
When Colton heard the big diesel engine fire up, he knew the M35 and Viper Rex were trying to escape. Colton inserted a full magazine into his Sub 2000 and instructed Wren to do the same with his handgun. Wren would make sure the stalled Caddy was secure and its pinned-down occupants were dealt with while Colton chased the head of the snake—Viper Rex.
To avoid being shot, a person dodged, took cover, and hid from the attacker. At the same time, a moving person was a difficult target to hit and was a terrible shot when returning fire. When taking cover, the idea was to remain behind something solid that would stop incoming bullets. Despite finding concealment, a person was still vulnerable to enemy fire, but decreased the chance of getting shot.
Colton made his way to the protective cover of an oak tree while Wren distracted the remaining COBRA marauders with several rounds of suppressive fire. Then it was Colton’s turn to open fire on the attackers. When they ducked for cover, Colton shouted, “Move,” indicating it was safe for Wren to break his cover position and run behind a tree. It was important for each man to maintain his suppressive fire while the other was on the move.
The two alternated this tactic as Colton raced toward the east in chase of Viper Rex and Wren moved to finish off the remaining two gunmen in the Cadillac.
A loud screech came from the area where the M35 turned down a narrow drive near the back of the Harpeth Hall complex. Curse words were emitted in all directions as the M35, overly broad for the driveway, got stuck between two trees. The driver and the passenger were wedged in. 
Three gunmen jumped from the back of the truck and opened fire on the six members of the HPA to Colton’s right. Viper Rex hoisted himself over the left side and, after looking in all directions, began running through the side yard of the home toward the rear of Harpeth Hall.
Colton noticed Viper Rex was limping. He was wounded. With the COBRA men preoccupied to the right, Colton sprinted across the street in pursuit of his prey.
A shot rang out from his immediate left, startling Colton, which caused him to stumble and fall to the ground, bloodying both elbows. The driver’s side window of the truck shattered, and blood exploded on the inside of the windshield. Colton looked over and saw Faber reload her rifle. She joined his side.
“You okay, cowboy?” asked Faber, who kneeled down and kept her rifle ready. “There’s easier ways to take cover, you know.”
“Yeah, thanks,” said Colton as he dusted himself off. He instinctively ducked as bullets shattered the rear window of the M35’s cab, killing the passenger. “Should we go after him?”
“There are lots of things to consider,” started Faber, speaking louder as gunfire continued a hundred feet to their rear. “Does he have reinforcements? Do you know anything about the layout of the campus or the insides of the buildings?”
“I know enough to know this,” replied Colton, “if we don’t take him out, he’ll be back with a vengeance.”
“We could be running into the viper’s nest.”
“A wounded one, however. He was limping when he ran through the yards.”
“Lead the way, boss!” said Faber.
Colton had toured the Harpeth Hall campus six years ago when they were making a decision about Alex’s school. Naturally, the tour consisted of the most well-known buildings like Souby Hall, the Carell Library, and the Patton Visual Arts Center.
“This is just a hunch, but let’s try the gymnasium first,” started Colton. The two jogged through the trees until they found the parking lot for the Alumni Relations building. “The gym would have locker rooms, medical facilities, and food concessions.”
“I’ll watch our backs. Let’s go.”
“Follow me. We’ll take this path here to the rear of the gym.”
The two methodically made their way down a sidewalk through the woods. Viper Rex could be armed and waiting for them behind the thick underbrush or one of the hundred-year-old oaks. Colton walked heel to toe in an attempt to conceal the sound of his feet on the paved walkway.
The sounds of gunfire on the other side of the woods began to dissipate, which allowed Colton to hear the sound of a door closing up ahead. He stopped and immediately dropped to one knee, wincing from the earlier scrape. 
“The rear door to the gym just closed. If he suspects we’ve trailed him, he’ll be waiting for us. Are you sure you wanna do this?”
“What if I say no?” asked Faber.
“I’m goin’ in without you,” replied Colton boldly. 
“Let’s not waste any time. Go!”
Colton raced across the loading dock area and made his way to the rear fire exit. He gave Faber another look and nodded. She drew her sidearm and nodded back. 
“Blood,” said Colton, pointing at the ground.
Colton flung open the door, and the two entered the dark hallway in a low crouch. Colton helped the door close slowly. If the light spreading down the hallway didn’t draw attention, he didn’t want the slamming door to give away their presence. 
Faber found Colton and whispered, “Stop and close your eyes for a moment. Then open them briefly and close them again. This will help your eyes adjust to the darkness.”
They heard a crash coming from within the gym. Suddenly, a lantern illuminated the space. Colton and Faber pressed their backs against the wall and listened. Someone was groaning. Then the ripping sound of an adhesive tape being unwound could be heard. 
Colton whispered, “He’s been shot. Probably the leg. Follow me.”
They inched along the wall until they reached the opening to the gym. To their left and right were temporary bleachers, which could be moved on large caster wheels. The basketball court was filled with gym mats and pillows. Folding chairs and tables were set up throughout the building. This was where they slept.
Colton looked through the bleachers and saw Viper Rex sitting on the front row of the permanent seats. His leg was outstretched and bleeding profusely. He’d cut his pants leg off and was in the process of bandaging his gunshot wound to the upper thigh, using a tee shirt and duct tape.
His groans masked the sound of Colton and Faber’s approach. Using hand signals, Colton sent Faber to the far end of the gym to take a position with a clear line of sight to the head of COBRA. Colton moved behind the scorekeeper’s table located at the center of the court.
He glanced to his left and saw that Faber was just about in position, getting ready to train her rifle on the target. Colton could’ve opened fire from his position fifty feet away, but he had something to say first.
“You’re a real piece of work, pal,” said Colton calmly across the empty gym. 
Caught by surprise, Viper Rex scrambled for his handgun and dove under the first-row seating. He responded angrily, “Shut up! My men will be back here any minute to put you in the grave!”
“Doubt it.” Colton laughed. “They’re all dead. That blood is on your hands.”
Viper Rex was kicking at the lantern with his good leg, attempting to turn off the light. He couldn’t reach it. 
Colton continued. “Let me guess. You prefer to live in the shadows—do your dirty work under the cover of darkness. You’re a big man when you’re surrounded by guns and mean-looking thugs.”
“Shut your mouth, or I’ll shut it for you!” He fired several rounds wildly into the air, one of which struck the scoreboard over Colton’s head, raining shards of glass onto the bleachers behind him.
Colton wasn’t done. “Every despot has a false cause to rally his criminal buddies around. You let your racist beliefs cause the deaths of every one of those men out there. You call yourself King of the Vipers. You’re nothing more than a criminal, low-life piece of crap.” 
“Shut up!”
“You spew all this hatred, demanding atonement and justice, when you’re surrounded by people willing to die for you. Let’s see what you’re made of. Crawl out from behind your phony name, Viper Rex, you disgraceful coward, and accept your justice!”
BOOM!
The gunshot reverberated off the walls. The bullet found its mark. Justice was served to Viper Rex—by his own hand.
 



Chapter 36
DAY THIRTEEN
Noon, September 21
HPA Meeting House
Trimble Rd. & Lynnwood Blvd. 
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Colton was evolving into something he’d never imagined—a killer without compunction. How could he reconcile taking another man’s life with his faith? It has been said that there are no atheists in foxholes. Facing mortal danger had brought many men to prayer. In the aftermath of battle, even those with the strongest faith could become spiritually broken.
A memorial cemetery was created on the vacant lot across from the HPA meeting house. Some of the residents uprooted a white picket fence and transplanted it around the gravesites. Makeshift headstones were created out of scrap plywood and paint. They weren’t granite, but were made with love and appreciation nonetheless.
Colton fought back a wave of emotion as he performed the eulogy for the seven brave men who’d lost their lives the day before on Sunnybrook Drive. He tried to provide comfort for the loved ones these brave men left behind. In the process, he grasped for answers to his own questions.
“Nothing in the ordinariness of life can prepare us for the death of our family and friends. Most of us lived in the safety of our homes and careers before the collapse. We’d become desensitized to tragedies suffered by others because they were never dropped at our doorstep. Now, we’ve all experienced the horror of war.
“All of us realize, when we wake up in the morning, we never know what’s going to happen that day. Prepare to be tested again. Don’t take for granted the ones you love. Use the graces and the strengths provided by your faith, because you never know when they’ll be challenged next.”
Colton wiped away the tears. Before he arrived this morning, he’d returned to Mrs. Abercrombie’s home and retrieved a picture of her deceased husband off the wall. Within the matted frame was a poem. Although it was often used for the funerals of soldiers who gave their lives in defense of our freedoms, Colton considered it appropriate for these brave men who died defending the safety of every one of their neighbors.
“I would like to conclude with a few words inspired by another of our neighbors who fought for our freedoms.” 
Colton closed his eyes. Racing through Colton’s mind were the bodies he’d buried in the last two weeks. Then he thought about the deaths of his grandfather and his parents and how much he missed them. He needed fortitude to continue, so he asked God for strength. 
When he opened his eyes, he looked directly at the tearful faces of Madison and Alex. The only things that mattered stood right in front of him. He’d ask for forgiveness, and he’d reconcile the killings as a necessary evil to protect the ones he loved. But he would never stop loving and protecting them.
Colton took a deep breath and read the poem by Mary Elizabeth Frye.
Do not stand at my grave and weep.

I am not there, I do not sleep.

I am a thousand winds that blow.

I am the diamond glints on snow

I am the sunlight on ripened grain.

I am the gentle autumn rain.

When you awaken in the mornings hush,

I am the swift uplifting rush

of quiet birds in circled flight,

I am the soft stars that shine at night.

Do not stand at my grave and cry,

I am not there, I did not die.

“Rest in peace my friends, and may God be with you. Amen.”
 



Chapter 37
DAY THIRTEEN
3:00 p.m., September 21
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
After two weeks, the neighbors began to embrace their mortality and the inevitable future. Most of them had reached a turning point in which they’d adopted a survival mind-set or they’d accepted their fate. Emotions were taken out of the decision-making process. In a calm, retrospective way, they were choosing life or death. The path his neighbors followed was personal to them and their situation.
Rusty and Karen Kaplan stopped by the Rymans’ home to say their goodbyes. Like the Youngs before them and so many other neighbors after yesterday’s confrontation, they’d determined the neighborhood was no longer safe. 
“Rusty, I’m not gonna try to talk you out of this because I understand where you’re coming from,” started Colton. “But the feedback I’m receiving from folks is not good. The FEMA facilities are a mirage. They’re nothing more than a massive warehousing effort by the government to get us off the streets while they try to restore order to the city.”
Rusty symbolically handed Colton the keys to their home, effectively ending the debate. Karen looked at Colton with a look of defeat and resignation. It was the same look he’d received this afternoon during the burial and the brief meeting of the HPA afterward.
“I’ve heard the rumors too, Colton,” said Rusty. “During the … well, yesterday, one of the neighbors returned from 100 Oaks severely beaten. He got into a brawl over food rations. It’s been said the personnel running these camps are hoarding food for their cronies. Those who don’t play ball, like the fella yesterday, get transferred to a more secure FEMA Camp on Old Briley Parkway that has supposedly been in place for years.”
Colton pleaded his case. If they left, his block of Harding Place would be abandoned except for his family. “I know. I’ve heard those rumors too. I wish you guys would please reconsider. We’ve established perimeter security. More people are armed now. Despite our losses, I think I’ve developed some comradery among the neighbors that we didn’t have before. We can bind together and get—”
“It’s better for us to go there and have a chance than stay here and get killed,” interrupted Karen. “Tell Madison and Alex goodbye. I’m sure we’ll all be back together soon enough. Let’s go, Rusty.” 
She started to pull Rusty’s arm to leave, but he smiled and stopped to shake Colton’s hand. “It’ll get better soon. Hold down the fort until we get back.”
Colton bit his tongue—until it bled! Hold down the fort? He was furious with Rusty. Yesterday, he’d risked his life and seven men had died attempting to protect all of the neighbors, including those who didn’t participate—like Rusty Kaplan. Now he was asking Colton to continue to risk his life for the Kaplan Fort. If everybody is leaving, what was the point of yesterday?
Colton handed the keys back to Rusty. “Be careful. I have my only family and fort to look after and protect. Here, you keep the keys to your fort.” Colton turned and walked back towards his house, utterly disgusted.
 



Chapter 38
DAY THIRTEEN
5:00 p.m., September 21
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Alex ran down the hill to catch up with her mom and dad. She’d retrieved four grocery totes from the pantry to haul any seeds or gardening supplies they might find in the O’Malleys’ home or greenhouse. The O’Malleys were avid gardeners, and it puzzled the Rymans after their first scavenging attempt in the abandoned home that seeds weren’t stored somewhere.
Alex was impressed with her mom, who two weeks ago was planning a Friday night party for her dad’s friends. Today, she was wearing a black tank top, sunglasses, and was holding an AR-15. Alex immediately thought of Sarah Connor, the character in The Terminator movies.
“I’m ready, Daddy,” said Alex as she handed him two of the fabric totes.
Out of habit, they both instinctively looked both ways before crossing the street. They decided to start in the back because they both felt they had been fairly thorough inside the house the first time. Alex stood watch on the sidewalk.
For the next half hour, they rummaged through the O’Malleys’ greenhouse and garage. They found a few more hand tools, including a hand rake, a whisk broom, and a pair of Fiskars pruning shears. Colton grabbed another funnel out of the garage and a bottle of Roundup. Alex picked up a well-worn copy of Square Foot Gardening. Even if they found the seeds, it didn’t mean they’d know how to grow anything.
Alex started thumbing through the book while she waited for her dad to search the garage attic. She found some information on the types of seeds to use and where to store them. The author wrote that the refrigerator was best, but any cool, dry location like a root cellar would be sufficient. 
They’d checked the refrigerator previously, so she started to think of a cool, dry place. She walked around the backyard, looking for a root cellar. Nothing. Her dad emerged from the garage with some more fishing gear and a telescope.
“Cool!” exclaimed Alex as she ran to check it out. She dusted it off and revealed the brand. “Wow! It’s a Celestron. Good find, Daddy!”
“You’re welcome. I’m sure the O’Malleys would be proud for you to give it a good home. Did you find anything?”
“Not really, except for this book,” replied Alex. She handed it to him without taking her attention away from the telescope.
“I guess we’ll head back,” announced Colton.
“Wait. Daddy, the book said you should store seeds in a cool, dry place like a root cellar. I looked around the yard but couldn’t find one.”
They both looked around the yard, searching for a clue. Suddenly, Alex handed her dad the telescope and headed around the side of the house. The O’Malleys had installed a series of stepping-stones leading from the elevated deck around the corner. She remembered seeing a small entry door to the home’s crawl space. 
Alex found the three-foot-square door and slid the bolt latch. As she opened the door, a burst of cool air hit her face. The setting sun illuminated the interior, which contained rows of handmade shelves containing Ziploc bags marked by years. Each bag contained an envelope that was clearly marked with a different vegetable name and variety. 
“Winner!” exclaimed Alex as she crawled under the house on all fours. 
“What did you find?” asked Colton. Alex responded by handing out an old wooden soft drink crate marked Royal Crown Cola. It was full of seeds. “This is fantastic, Alex!”
“You have no idea,” came the reply from deeper inside the crawl space. Alex began to shove more crates toward the entrance, which were quickly retrieved by Colton. 
After eight crates containing two dozen packets each were extricated from the cramped space, Alex collapsed in the grass and began to thumb through the labeled Ziplocs. 
“They all read heirloom seeds,” said Colton.
“What’s that mean?” asked Alex.
“I don’t know,” replied Colton. “Maybe they’ve been passed down through the generations?”
Alex shrugged and pulled some of the packets out of the bags.
“Corn, cucumber, pumpkin, tomato, and watermelon,” she read aloud. “Daddy, watermelon!”
“Dang straight!” replied Colton. She was beaming, not only because of the find, but because she made her dad smile. He hadn’t smiled much lately.
“C’mon,” started Alex, looking around nervously. “Let’s get these home before somebody sees us.”
The two loaded up their vegetable garden supplies and hurried to a waiting Madison, who helped carry the crates to the house. At the top of the driveway, Alex realized she forgot her telescope. 
“Here, Daddy. Take these. I forgot my telescope. I’ll be right back.”
“Alex, wait,” Colton shouted after her. “Don’t go alone.”
But it was too late, and she was already crossing the street. 
Alex ran to the backyard and retrieved the telescope. She was walking toward the front yard when she heard squeaking sounds. Alex immediately looked down the street and saw people headed her way, forcing her to freeze, unable to move, much less run. 
It wasn’t out of fear, but rather shock. Coming towards her was a group of four people. An elderly woman in a pink bathrobe rode in a wheelchair with a paisley suitcase on her lap. Another woman in her late thirties was pushing the wheelchair while pulling a suitcase on wheels. An older boy was urging a wheelbarrow along the street with a nearly flat tire, which contained the elderly woman’s walker, more luggage and some photo albums.
Then she recognized Corey Hart, her classmate from grade school before she entered Davidson Academy. She discovered the source of the loud squeaking sound. Corey was pulling an old Radio Flyer Town & Country wagon, the kind with the removable wooden sides. 
Alex walked into the middle of the road and saw her dad coming down the front yard in a hurry. “It’s okay, Daddy,” said Alex, holding her right hand up to slow down his approach. She turned her attention to the group.
“Hey, Corey,” said Alex hesitantly.
“Hey, Alex. How’s it goin’?”
“Okay, I guess,” she replied. “Is this your family?”
Madison had now joined up with Colton, who remained on the sidewalk. She tucked her arm inside of Colton’s while Alex reunited with her old friend.
“Yeah, we’re going to 100 Oaks,” he replied. “We probably waited too long.”
Alex looked at the elderly woman and then glanced down the street behind the group. “My name’s Alex,” she said, extending her hand to shake. The woman, without responding, could barely lift her left hand for Alex to shake it. Her hand was bony and cold to the touch. 
“This is my mom and older brother,” said Corey. 
Alex looked into the sullen, dark eyes of the other two members of the family and then realized some people were missing. She hesitated, not knowing if asking about the others was the right thing to do. 
She looked back to Corey, and whispered, “Where are your grandpa and ...?” She couldn’t bring herself to finish the question.
“My dad died trying to defend the hardware store from looters. Grandpa died trying to put out the fire the looters set when they were done trashing the place. The whole block is on fire now.”
Alex looked to the west and saw the black clouds of smoke through the trees. After the rains of two days ago, they thought the threats from fires would be over. Apparently not.
“I’m really sorry, Corey,” said Alex. She looked into the distraught faces of both of the Hart widows. She turned her attention to the elderly wife of the nice man who’d helped Alex and her mom at the hardware store just two weeks ago. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Hart. Your husband was a very nice man.”
Alex began to cry and Corey gave her a hug. “We’ve got to get goin’, Alex. It’s getting late. Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Ryman.” He waved as the Radio Flyer began to squeak again. 
The Rymans stood in the middle of Harding Place for ten minutes in silence—watching the remainder of the Hart family until they disappeared in the distance. Alex looked around their street. They were completely alone. There were no kids playing in the yards. No moms were pushing strollers on the sidewalk. No cars were returning from soccer practice. There was only silence. 
Alex looked to the sky, and then she heard a faint sound. Her eyes adjusted to the bright setting sun until she caught a glimpse of a flock of geese making their way south in a V formation—migrating to a place where they could find food and a better place to nest.
 



Chapter 39
DAY FOURTEEN
6:00 p.m., September 22
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Earlier, Colton had returned from the HPA meeting, which he attended alone. Less than a dozen people showed up. Even Shane Wren was missing. Despite eradicating the COBRA gang, looters were still present in the neighborhood. Two homes were ransacked on Iroquois, only two blocks north of them. In the exclusive neighborhood of Northumberland, squatters—who were former residents of the 100 Oaks FEMA camp—had evicted the residents and taken over their homes. They were now going house to house in search of food and supplies—sweeping through the neighborhood like locusts.
Time was running out on them as fires burned out of control on the other side of Belle Meade Country Club. The sky to their west was filled with dense, black smoke, which obscured the sunset tonight.
Madison believed that everything happened for a reason. Things went wrong so you could appreciate them when they were right. You believed lies, so you eventually learned to trust no one but your family. Sometimes good things fell apart so better things could come together. The Rymans were at a turning point in their lives in which the brief moments they spent smiling with the ones they loved meant the most.
“Hey, gorgeous,” said Colton as he gave Madison a hug around the waist. “Watcha got planned for dinner? Oatmeal? Perhaps beans and rice with a touch of paprika?”
“Nope,” she replied. She handed him a stack of china. “Here. Set the dining room table.”
“Whoa, fancy!” Colton laughed. “What’s the occasion? Did I miss our anniversary?”
“No, but you better not forget it,” admonished Madison. “Take these candleholders in there too and these cloth napkins.”
Alex entered the kitchen after a nap. She’d taken the sight of the Hart family pretty hard and had gone straight to her room after the encounter. Madison and Colton agreed to give her some space and extra time to rest.
“Hi, honey,” said Madison as she gave her daughter a kiss on the cheek. “Help your daddy set the table while I bring in the food.”
Madison carried a woven rattan serving tray to the pool house and retrieved the food, which she was keeping warm on the Camp Chef grill. Before she came in, she took a quick glance around the backyard to make sure nobody was drawn to their home by the smell of cooking.
“Here we go,” started Madison. “We have green beans with almonds, baby new potatoes with garlic and peppercorns, carrots, and everybody’s favorite—grilled Spam topped with pineapple slices.”
“Holy moly,” exclaimed Alex.
“I agree,” said Colton. “Hey, is that wine in the stemware?”
“No, sir. Pineapple juice.”
“I’ll take it,” said Colton.
The Rymans sat at the table and followed a tradition that used to be commonplace in homes across America. The days of families enjoying meals together were gone. The days of saying the blessing before meals was long gone.
“Bless, O Lord, this food when others are hungry; this drink when others are thirsty; our family when others are lonely. Through Christ we pray, Amen.”
“Amen.”
“Amen.”
They passed their plates around and enjoyed their first meal together that resembled a family dinner since the power went out. It felt good and they actually laughed about what they would’ve been doing right now if the power remained on. Colton would be working late at the office. Alex would be buried in her very popular social media accounts. Madison would be thumbing through a magazine, waiting for her favorite television show to come on.
“One thing about the apocalypse—” Colton chuckled as he finished off his last bite of Spam with a slight belch “—we’re all together. Seriously, is there anything better than this?”
Madison reached out and tenderly grasped his hand. “Nope,” she said, smiling.
“Well, perhaps Katz’s deli,” chimed in Colton, earning a slug to the arm from his wife, the chef.
“Maybe golf,” said Alex dryly. They all laughed. 
“Well, maybe we can find a spot on a golf course,” said Madison with a tone of seriousness in her voice.
“Ha-ha, Mom,” started Alex. “My golf course is on fire.”
“Exactly,” said Madison, pushing away from the table and walking into the kitchen. She returned with a notepad and pen. “I think it’s time for us to leave.”
“What? Really?” asked Colton. 
“Yep,” replied Madison with confidence. She laid the notepad in front of her and leaned back in her chair. “I’m sure many people have headed for the hills, so to speak. I think the preppers call it bugging out. Then there are others like us, who, to an extent, hold out for as long as their home is still standing. But there comes a turning point where you have to decide if that continues to make sense.”
“Whadya mean, Mom?”
“There is never a clear-cut answer in most cases, but it seems to me our decision is being made each and every day. Things are not going to get better around here. I think we’re reducing our options by waiting. We should leave on our terms, not when our hands are forced by someone else.”
“When?” asked Alex.
“I fixed this nice meal for us tonight for a reason,” replied Madison. “We need to leave now. We need to pack the truck and go.”
“But where? We don’t know what to expect out there,” said Alex.
“That’s true, honey,” replied Colton. “But we do know what to expect here—gunfights, looters, out-of-control fires, and ultimately—the FEMA camp.”
Madison picked up the list and slid it over to Colton. “I’ve been thinking about this for days. Here’s a list of pros and cons. We have enough food to last a month. If we stay here, it will be increasingly dangerous to make your runs. Why? Everybody is doing the same thing. We’ve got to get into a rural area where we can trade for food and, in the spring, grow our own—thanks to the O’Malleys.”
Colton ran his finger down the list. “I didn’t realize how much stuff we’ve accumulated. It’s a pretty good list, Madison.”
“It is. I thought about the EMP book I bought and went back to review the checklist in the back. We’ve done pretty good on our beans, Band-Aids, and bullets. Our weak spot is shelter, a safer place to live where we can start over.”
Alex spoke up. “Back to my question. Where can we go?”
“I’ve got a pretty good idea for a plan A that we can talk about while we’re packing.”
“Is there a plan B?”
“I’ll let you know on our way to plan A. C’mon!”
 



Chapter 40
DAY FOURTEEN
11:00 p.m., September 22
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
Having an emergency evacuation plan was critical during any survival situation. After a collapse event, having a plan of action would help make the decision-making process easier as to where to go and what to take. The Rymans weren’t preppers, but they were learning by applying common sense and via the crash course in preparedness they’d received in the last fourteen days.
Colton pulled out their map book and foldout maps and studied the plan with the girls. They would head for Shiloh, Tennessee, on the banks of the Tennessee River, approximately one hundred fifty miles to their southwest. Colton’s longtime client Jake Allen had a vacation home there. 
A few years ago, the Rymans spent a couple of weeks with Jake, his wife, Emily, and their son, Chase, who was now seventeen. Colton didn’t know whether the Allens would be at the Shiloh ranch. Their permanent residence was halfway between Springfield and Branson, Missouri, where Jake played with his band at a newly created music venue. Years ago, an elderly man and woman lived on the Shiloh ranch as resident caretakers. Colton hoped the Allens were there, but if not, the caretakers might allow them to stay—at least for a while.
Over the next five hours after dinner, the Ryman household was bustling with activity. Everyone was excited about the prospect of getting out of the city. Colton was upset with himself for not broaching the subject earlier. Madison and Alex each had their seminal moment, an epiphany, after the events of the last few days. There was never a doubt they’d turned the page on this chapter of their life, and it was time to move on. For Colton, it was merely a matter of numbers. If they stayed in the city, they’d be outnumbered by the bad guys. It was time to go.
They packed everything of value for survival in this world without power. Following the beans, Band-Aids and bullets axiom was the easy part. Loading up all of the other supplies and tools they’d accumulated was more difficult. 
The sixty-inch cargo carrier was affixed to the truck’s hitch. Colton stacked the generator and extra gasoline inside of its rails. Then, he crammed the power tools in every available space and tied it all together with bungee cords. Colton covered the entire bundle with a tarp procured from the cable repair van.
Inside the Wagoneer, every duffle bag from the house was stuffed with medical supplies, alternative lighting, and their camping gear. Clothing was the subject of debate, especially with a fifteen-year-old girl. Their focus was on comfort, warmth, modesty, and blending in. Madison and Alex were careful not to choose any clothing items that might be considered provocative. In a post-apocalyptic world without rule of law, some men might be quick to violate acceptable boundaries. There would be no need to encourage them. All of them focused on athletic wear with as many pairs of sneakers and cotton socks as they could find. Each of them packed their most comfortable pair of western boots and stuffed them full with socks. Finally, accessories—including gloves, scarves, hats, sweatshirts and coats—were crammed into every nook and cranny.
Colton used a six-inch PVC pipe retrieved from the house being remodeled and stuffed the fishing gear inside. He sealed the ends with beach towels, Saran Wrap, and duct tape. He took one of their comforters and wrapped their shovels, hoes, rakes, and axes they’d found during their scavenging expeditions. These were wrapped with duct tape and bungeed to the roof rack of the Wagoneer.
Madison secured all of their important legal documents like birth certificates, passports, licenses, deeds and financial documents in waterproof, one-gallon Ziploc bags. She also gathered up all of their photographs and special mementos. Just because they were leaving Harding Place didn’t mean they were leaving their lives and memories behind.
Weapons would be kept handy in the front, where the three of them would occupy the bench seat. The remainder of the interior was packed to the ceiling with everything imaginable to help them reestablish their lives elsewhere until they could return. 
Alex agreed to stand watch all night since she got so much sleep earlier in the day. As an exhausted Colton and Madison struggled to climb the stairs, he was optimistic their last night in their home would be a peaceful one.
 



Chapter 41
DAY FIFTEEN
6:00 a.m., September 23
Ryman Residence
Belle Meade, Tennessee
 
The last night was uneventful, and Alex woke up her parents from a deep sleep. She used the last of the propane fuel to make a pot of coffee and warm up some blueberry Pop-Tarts. The family was mostly silent as the reality of leaving set in. After they finished off the coffee and used the bathroom, Colton packed up the grill and announced they were ready.
The three of them made one final walk-through as they said goodbye to the home where Alex had lived most of her life. She knew leaving home was a part of growing up and that her time to venture out into the world was coming, but not under these circumstances. 
Madison shed several tears as she closed the kitchen door behind them. Colton opened the garage door, revealing the trophy received for the most cleverly negotiated deal in his career—the Jeep Wagoneer. This old truck was their lifeline now. It was their means to a new life far away from the post-apocalyptic madness of the big city.
Colton eased the truck out of the garage and worked his way down the driveway until he had to veer through the front yard to avoid the Suburban. As he wheeled his way around the landscaping, all three of them looked toward the west where fire danced above the tall oak trees. Reminiscent of a scene from Gone with the Wind, the magnificent antebellum homes of Belle Meade were in flames.
Madison began to sob now. “Will we ever be able to return?”
“What about our things?” asked Alex.
“Having somewhere to live is home. Having someone to love is family. All we need is right here in this front seat—our family.” With that, Colton drove onto the road and led the Ryman family on a new adventure and to a new home. 
They’d reached their turning point—a point of no return.
 
 
Thanks for reading Zero Hour, the second book in The Blackout Series! Continue reading for BONUS CONTENT including a 700 item Prepper’s Checklist.
 
The saga will continue in …
TURNING POINT
Book three of The Blackout Series
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SIGN UP to Bobby Akart’s mailing list to receive free advance reading copies, special offers, and bonus content. You’ll also be one of the first to receive news about new releases in The Blackout Series, The Boston Brahmin Series and the Prepping for Tomorrow series—which includes seven Amazon #1 Bestsellers in 35 different fiction and non-fiction genres.
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Stop by the Boston Brahmin website to dig deeper into the history, characters, and real-life events that inspired the series in which political suspense collides with post-apocalyptic thriller fiction.
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APPENDIX A
Please learn from, and enjoy, a sneak peek of Bobby Akart’s best-selling analysis on the threats we face from an EMP: Electromagnetic Pulse, a part of The Prepping for Tomorrow Series
by Bobby Akart.
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AN EXCERPT FROM EMP: ELECTROMAGNETIC PULSE
PART TWO
 HISTORY OF THE ELECTROMAGNETIC PULSE
Chapter Four
 Significant Events in the History of EMP
1945:
Project Y, Los Alamos, New Mexico
The fact that an electromagnetic pulse is produced by a nuclear explosion was known in the earliest days of nuclear weapons testing. At 5:30 a.m. on July 16, 1945, Los Alamos scientists detonated a plutonium bomb at a test site located on the U.S. Air Force base at Alamogordo, New Mexico, approximately 120 miles south of Albuquerque. Project Y was led by famed physicist, Robert Oppenheimer. He chose the name Trinity for the test site, inspired by the poetry of John Donne.
When the first atomic bomb finally detonated atop a steel tower, an intense light flash and a sudden wave of heat were followed by a great burst of sound that echoed across the valley. A ball of fire rose into the sky and then was surrounded by a giant mushroom-shaped cloud that stretched approximately thirty-eight thousand feet wide. With the power equivalent to around twenty-one thousand tons of TNT, the bomb completely obliterated the steel tower on which it rested. The nuclear age had begun.
Before the Trinity test, Enrico Fermi, known as the architect of the nuclear age, was persuaded by Dr. Oppenheimer to join Project Y at Los Alamos, New Mexico. Part of his responsibilities were to calculate the possible electromagnetic fields produced by the explosion. His calculations led to further testing in the next decade.
1950s: Operation Buffalo, British Testing in Australia
The first in a series of atomic explosions took place at Maralinga, South Australia by a team of British scientists. Operation Buffalo commenced on September 27, 1956. Operation Buffalo consisted of the testing of four nuclear devices, codenamed One Tree, Marcoo, Kite, and Breakaway, respectively. One Tree (12.9 kilotons of TNT) and Breakaway (10.8 kilotons of TNT) were exploded from steel towers. Marcoo (1.4 kilotons of TNT) was exploded at ground level. The last test, Kite (2.9 kilotons of TNT), was released by a Royal Air Force Vickers Valiant bomber from a height of thirty-five thousand feet. The Kite test was the first reported launching of a nuclear weapon from a British aircraft.
The Operation Buffalo atomic tests were the fourth in a series conducted in Australia. Throughout the 1950s, the British had fired atomic bombs on the deserted Monte Bello Islands, off the coast of Western Australia.
Before Operation Buffalo, instrumentation failures were observed during nuclear weapons testing between 1951 and 1953. Early testing by the UK, revealed a click heard on radio receivers when an atomic bomb was detonated. This click was often followed by a failure in the equipment. Later, in declassified military literature, the electronic breakdowns were attributed to radiated radioflash. Radioflash became the term used in early reports on the phenomena, now more widely known as a nuclear electromagnetic pulse. It was later discovered that the phenomena was only one part of the more wide-ranging set of effects resulting from EMPs, after the detonation of nuclear weapons.
1958: Operation Hardtack, Pacific Proving Grounds, United States
Operation Hardtack was a series of thirty-five nuclear tests conducted by the United States in 1958 at the Pacific Proving Grounds, located in the Marshall Islands. Under growing political pressure from the international community to limit nuclear testing, the United States conducted a series of high altitude, multi-megaton tests, to study their usefulness for anti-ballistic missile warheads. In the process, the high-altitude electromagnetic pulse was discovered. After the U.S. had completed six of the high-altitude nuclear tests, the unexpected results that were associated with the EMP effect raised many new questions. The U.S. Government Project Officer's Interim Report on the Starfish Prime project read, in part:
"Previous high-altitude nuclear tests: YUCCA, TEAK, and ORANGE, plus the three ARGUS shots were poorly instrumented and hastily executed. Despite thorough studies of the meager data, present models of these bursts are sketchy and tentative. These models are too uncertain to permit extrapolation to other altitudes and yields with any confidence. Thus, there is a strong need, not only for better instrumentation but for further tests covering a range of altitudes and yields."
The EMP effect observations generated considerable interest within the nuclear science community, leading to additional testing into the 1960’s.
Following the testing by the British and the U.S. in the latter part of the 1950’s, the Soviet Union called for a ban on atmospheric testing of nuclear weapons and unilaterally halted its nuclear program. The U.S. paused testing for a short time. In late 1961, Nikita Khrushchev, Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, was forced to break the moratorium, under internal political pressures. The Soviets began testing once again. The nuclear arms race was on.
1962: Starfish Prime, Operation Fishbowl, United States
 

 
Intelligence received from the 1961 Soviet tests raised alarms within U.S. military agencies. Following an analysis of the results, the U.S. became concerned that a Soviet nuclear bomb detonated in space could possibly damage or destroy our advanced weaponry. Consequently, American scientists ratcheted up their nuclear testing program. Although there was some data from the previous high-altitude nuclear tests, the results were inconclusive, in part, due to the surprising results. The newly formed scientific team was determined to be thorough. The result was the implementation of Operation Fishbowl.
The Starfish Prime test was one of five high-altitude nuclear detonations, conducted as part of Operation Fishbowl, a series of tests in 1962 that had begun in direct response to the Soviet announcement on August 30, 1961, that the Soviet Union would end a three-year moratorium on testing. The Starfish Prime test was originally planned as the second in the Operation Fishbowl series, but the first launch, known as Bluegill, was lost by the radar-tracking equipment and had to be destroyed in flight.
On July 8, 1962, Honolulu time, at nine seconds after 11 p.m., the Starfish Prime test was successfully detonated at an altitude of two hundred and fifty miles above the Earth's surface. The actual weapon yield came very close to the design yield, approximately 1.4 megatons—equivalent to 1.4 million tons of TNT. The nuclear warhead detonated 13 minutes and 41 seconds after liftoff of the Thor missile from Johnston Island, in a remote part of the Pacific Ocean.
Reports described the explosion as spherical in shape. The resulting shock wave expanded in all directions and created an incredible aurora that was seen as far away as Honolulu, about a thousand miles away from the detonation point. The observing scientists noted that the electrons traveled away from the explosion at incredible speeds, following the Earth’s magnetic field, and then dropped into the upper atmosphere. As they collided with the atoms and molecules comprising the Earth’s atmosphere, the electrons were absorbed—generating the man-made aurora.
However, the scientists were not there for the light show. When the bomb detonated, the electrons underwent an incredible acceleration, creating a brief, but extremely powerful magnetic field. This was what they were looking for—an electromagnetic pulse. Starfish Prime caused an EMP far greater than expected. The shock wave drove much of the instrumentation off the scale, causing great difficulty in compiling accurate measurements. The Starfish Prime electromagnetic pulse also made those effects known to the unaware public, by causing electrical damage in Hawaii. The strength of the EMP affected the flow of electricity for a thousand miles, knocking out about 300 streetlights, setting off numerous burglar alarms, and damaging a telephone company microwave link. The EMP damage to the microwave link shut down telephone service throughout the Hawaiian Islands.
While the EMP had been predicted by scientists, there was another effect that had not been anticipated. The electrons from the blast didn’t descend into the Earth’s atmosphere, but instead lingered in space for months. They became trapped by the Earth’s magnetic field, creating an artificial radiation belt high above the surface.
The scientists discovered when a high-speed electron collides with a satellite, it could generate a miniature electromagnetic pulse. The net effect was that these electrons could strike satellites and disrupt their electronics. The pulse of electrons from the Starfish Prime detonation damaged at least six satellites, all of which eventually failed due to the blast.
Nuclear scientists around the world were astonished. The size of the pulse generated was not anticipated by anyone. As a result, future tests by the U.S. were conducted with a much lower yield. In a report issued by the Defense Threat Reduction Agency in 2010, the results of the Starfish Prime test were cited as the primary evidence of the threat that an EMP would pose to satellites and other space assets.
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APPENDIX B 
Space Weather: A Primer
Best-Selling Author Bobby Akart
The Prepping for Tomorrow Series
 
Because you never know when the day before —
is the day before.
Prepare for tomorrow!
 
Author Bobby Akart, the founder of Freedom Preppers, has been a tireless proponent of adopting a preparedness lifestyle. As he learned prepping tips and techniques, he shared them with others via his writing on the American Preppers Network website, and in his bestselling book series—The Boston Brahmin and Prepping for Tomorrow.
In The Boston Brahmin series, political suspense collides with post-apocalyptic thriller fiction. Bobby’s attention to detail and real-world scenarios immerses the reader in a world of geopolitical machinations and post-apocalyptic drama. Preparedness skills and techniques are interwoven in the plot in way that the reader can be given a real-world scenario to envision.
The Prepping for Tomorrow series is the culmination of Bobby’s research and real-world experiences provided in a concise guide for new and experienced preppers alike.
The Blackout Series is intended to provide the reader a glimpse into the lives of ordinary Americans as they face a catastrophic collapse event in the form of a massive coronal mass ejection. 
What is Space Weather?
Space weather is primarily driven by solar storm phenomena that include coronal mass ejections (CMEs), solar flares, solar particle events, and solar wind. These phenomena can occur in various regions on the sun’s surface, but only Earth-directed solar storms are the potential drivers of space weather events on Earth. An understanding of solar storm phenomena is an important component to developing accurate space-weather forecasts (event onset, location, duration, and magnitude).
CMEs are explosions of plasma (charged particles) from the sun’s corona. They generally take twenty-four to forty-eight hours to arrive at Earth, but in the most extreme cases they have been observed to arrive in as little as fifteen hours. When CMEs collide with Earth’s magnetic field,
they can cause a space weather event called a geomagnetic storm, which often includes enhanced aurora displays. Geomagnetic storms of varying magnitudes can cause significant long- and short-term impacts to the Nation’s critical infrastructure, including the electric power grid, aviation systems, Global Positioning System (GPS) applications, and satellites.
A solar flare is a brief eruption of intense high-energy electromagnetic radiation from the sun’s surface, typically associated with sunspots. Solar flares can affect Earth’s upper atmosphere, potentially causing disruption, degradation, or blackout of satellite communications, radar, and high-frequency radio communications. The electromagnetic radiation from the flare takes approximately eight minutes to reach Earth, and the effects usually last for one to three hours on the daylight side of Earth.
Solar particle events are bursts of energetic electrons, protons, alpha particles, and other heavier particles into interplanetary space. Following an event on the sun, the fastest moving particles can reach Earth within tens of minutes and temporarily enhance the radiation level in interplanetary and near-Earth space. When energetic protons collide with satellites or humans in space, they can penetrate deep into the object that they collide with and cause damage to electronic circuits or biological DNA. Solar particle events can also pose a risk to passengers and crew in aircraft at high latitudes near the geomagnetic poles and can make radio communications difficult or nearly impossible.
Solar wind, consisting of plasma, continuously flows from the sun. Different regions of the sun produce winds of different speeds and densities. Solar wind speed and density play an important role in space weather. High-speed winds tend to produce geomagnetic disturbances, and slow-speed winds can bring calm space weather. Space weather effects on Earth are highly dependent on solar wind speed, solar wind density, and direction of the magnetic field embedded in the solar wind. When high-speed solar wind overtakes slow-speed wind or when the magnetic field of solar wind switches polarity, geomagnetic disturbances can result.
The Deadly Threat of a Coronal Mass Ejection – Solar Flare
A powerful electromagnetic pulse, whether resulting from a nuclear-delivered EMP or a massive solar storm, could collapse the power grid and the critical infrastructure of our nation.
Is the threat real? Renowned American astronomer, Phil Plait, who is a self-proclaimed skeptic, is known as The Bad Astronomer because of his work in debunking common misunderstandings about space events. "People sometimes ask me if anything in astronomy worries me," says Plait, when asked about the threat of a deadly CME. "Something like this is near the top of the list."
There is good reason to be concerned. A National Academy of Sciences study found there is a twelve percent chance that a monster solar storm will strike Earth within the next decade. A solar event of that import could cause two trillion dollars’ worth of damage in the first year of recovery alone—twenty times the cost of Hurricane Katrina.
But, what about the human cost? Studies frequently cite economic loss. How would the destruction of the power grid and other critical infrastructure; like the internet, banking, and government be affected? Has such a storm ever hit Earth?
Yes, several times. Imagine our way of life without power for weeks on end, as a result of a massive solar flare striking the Earth. It happened in 1859, in what is commonly referred to as the Carrington Event.
On Sept. 1, 1859, British astronomer Richard Carrington noticed a brilliant solar flare over England. In the days that followed, a succession of coronal mass ejections struck Earth head-on. Auroras illuminated the night sky from Africa to Hawaii. "The light appeared to cover the whole firmament," one Baltimore newspaper reported. "It had an indescribable softness and delicacy." The effects were more than aesthetic. EMPs from the storm caused telegraph systems — known as the Victorian internet — to fail throughout North America and Europe; in some cases, lines sparked and offices caught fire. Otherwise, the damage was minimal.
Nonetheless, for telegraph operators in the Americas and Europe, the experience caused chaos. Many found that their lines were just unusable—they could neither send nor receive messages. Others were able to operate even with their power supplies turned off, using only the current in the air from the solar storm.
From historical reports, one telegraph operator said, "The line was in perfect order, and skilled operators worked incessantly from eight o'clock last evening until one o’clock this morning to transmit, in an intelligible form, four hundred words of the report per steamer Indian for the Associated Press."
Other operators experienced physical danger. Washington, D.C. operator, Frank Royce said, "I received a very severe electric shock, which stunned me for an instant. An old man who was sitting facing me, and but a few feet distant, said that he saw a spark of fire jump from my forehead to the sounder."
At the time, the telegraph was a new technology and never experienced technical difficulties of this type. But the story offers an important warning for modern society. The Carrington Event provides evidence of the fragility of electrical infrastructure. Scientific American reported in October of 1859: “The electromagnetic basis of the various phenomena was identified relatively quickly. A connection between the northern lights and forces of electricity and magnetism is now fully established."
This event was long before humanity became utterly reliant on electronics — as it was when history repeated itself 153 years later.
In 1989, a far smaller solar flare sent a pulse of radiation that left six million people in Quebec without power for up to nine hours. Much more alarming, was a solar super storm that barely missed Earth in July 2012. Astronomers say the sun spewed out a huge magnetic cloud that tracked straight through our planet’s orbit. Fortunately, for civilization, the Earth was elsewhere in its path around the sun at the time but had the storm roared through nine days earlier, a worst-case scenario would have occurred. Satellites involved in crucial global communications (including GPS) would have been ruined, large electrical transformers would have been destroyed, and ATMs would have stopped functioning. The internet would have been disabled on a massive scale. Most people wouldn't have been able to flush toilets, which rely on electric pumps.
Three years later, "we would still be picking up the pieces," says astronomer Daniel Baker. "The July 2012 storm was, in all respects, at least as strong as the Carrington Event. The only difference is, it missed."
In a word—TEOTWAWKI—The End Of The World As We Know It.
Over the last one hundred and fifty years, the world’s critical infrastructure has become a more integral part of daily life. In the nineteenth century, telegraphs composed a comparatively small and relatively non-essential part of everyday life. Their successors today—including the electrical grid and much of the telecommunications network—are essential to modern life.
Is the current system any more protected from catastrophic interference than the telegraph of the nineteenth century? Can the power grid handle a terrorist attack, or severe weather events, or a solar storm?
There has never been a real test to prove it, but there is a robust debate about the vulnerability of the power grid. The most dangerous and costly possibilities for major catastrophes, the collapse of the nation’s critical infrastructure, might visit the United States from any number of methods.
One scenario is a repeat of the solar storm as big as the 1859 Carrington Event. A solar event of this significance hasn't struck the earth since, although there have been smaller ones. As a result of the Quebec blackout in 1989, there were complications across the interconnected grid and a large transformer in New Jersey permanently failed.
In 2003, residents of the northeastern United States experienced a grid-down scenario. It doesn't take an unprecedented solar flare to knock out power. The combination of a few trees touching power lines, and a few power companies asleep at the wheel, plunged a section of the nation into darkness. The darkness can spread. As the difficulties at Ohio-based FirstEnergy grew and eventually cascaded over the grid, electrical service from Detroit to New York City was lost. The 2003 event was a comparatively minor episode, compared to what might have happened. Most customers had their power back within a couple of days and the transformers were relatively unaffected.
Compare that event with the incident in Auckland, New Zealand. Cables supplying power to the downtown business district failed in 1998. The center of the city went dark. Companies were forced to shutter or relocate their operations outside of the affected area. The local Auckland utility had to adopt drastic measures to move in temporary generators. They even enlisted the assistance of the world's largest cargo plane—owned by rock band U2, to transport massive generators into the area. It took five weeks for the power grid to be fully restored.
There are contrarians. Jeff Dagle, an electrical engineer at the Pacific Northwest National Laboratory, who served on the Northeast Blackout Investigation Task Force argued, “one lesson of the 2003 blackout is that the power grid is more resilient than you might think.”
The task force investigators pinpointed four separate root causes for the collapse, and human error played a significant role. "It took an hour for it to collapse with no one managing it," Dagle said. "They would have been just as effective if they had just gone home for the day. That to me just underscores how remarkably stable things are."
As awareness was raised by Congress, the National Academies of Science produced a report detailing the risk of a significant solar event. The 2008 NAS report paints a dire picture, based on a study conducted for FEMA and Electromagnetic Pulse Commission created by Congress.
While severe solar storms do not occur that often, they have the potential for long-term catastrophic impacts to the nation’s power grid. Impacts would be felt on interdependent infrastructures. For example, the potable water distribution will be affected immediately. Pumps and purification facilities rely on electricity. The nation’s food supply will be disrupted, and most perishable foods will spoil and be lost within twenty-four hours. There will be immediate or eventual loss of heating/air conditioning, sewage disposal, phone service, transportation, fuel resupply, and many of the necessities that we take for granted.
According to the EMP Commission, the effects would be felt for years, and its economic costs could add up to trillions of dollars—dwarfing the cost of Hurricane Katrina. More importantly, the commission’s findings stated a potential loss of life that was staggering. Within one year, according to their conclusions, ninety percent of Americans would die.
But some skeptics say it's the opposite. Jon Wellinghoff, who served as Chairman of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission—commonly known as FERC, from 2009 to 2013, has sounded the alarm about the danger of an attack on the system. The heightened awareness came as a result of an April 2013 incident in Silicon Valley, California, in which a group of attackers conducted a coordinated assault on an electrical substation, knocking out twenty-seven transformers. FERC points to the fact that the U.S. power grid is broken into three big sections known as interconnections. There is one each for the Eastern United States, the Western United States, and—out on its own—Texas. In fact, the East and West interconnections also include much of Canada and parts of Mexico.
In a 2013 report, FERC concluded that if a limited number of substations in each of those interconnections were disabled, utilities would not be able to bring the interconnections back up again for an indeterminate amount of time. FERC’s conclusion isn't classified information. This information has been in government reports and widely disseminated on the internet for years.
FERC also noted that it could take far longer to return the electrical grid to full functionality than it did in 2003. Wellinghoff said, "If you destroy the transformers—all it takes is one high-caliber bullet through a transformer case, and it's gone, you have to replace it. If there aren't spares on hand—and in the event of a coordinated attack on multiple substations, any inventory could be exhausted—it takes months to build new ones.”
"Once your electricity is out, your gasoline is out, because you can't pump the gas anymore. All your transportations out, all of your financial transactions are out, of course because there are no electronics," Wellinghoff also stated.
FERC’s proposed solution was to break the system into a series of microgrids. In the event of a cascading failure, smaller portions of the country could isolate themselves from the collapse of the grid. There is a precedent for this. Princeton University has an independent power grid. When a large part of the critical infrastructure collapsed during Superstorm Sandy, the Princeton campus became a place of refuge for residents and a command center for first responders.
These doomsday scenarios may be beside the point because the electrical grid is already subject to a series of dangerous stresses from natural disasters. Sandy showed that the assumptions used to build many parts of the electrical infrastructure were wrong. The storm surge overwhelmed the substations, causing them to flood, and subsequently fail. Experts determined that significant portions of the grid might need to be moved to higher ground.
Even away from the coasts, extreme weather can threaten the system in unexpected ways. Some systems use gas insulation, but if the temperature drops low enough, the gas composition changes and the insulation fails. Power plants in warmer places like Texas aren't well-prepared for extreme cold, meaning power-generating plants could fail when the population needs them the most to provide power for heat. As utilities rely more heavily on natural gas to generate power, there's a danger of demand exceeding supply. A likely scenario is a blizzard, in which everyone cranks up their propane or natural gas-powered heating systems. As the system becomes overwhelmed, the gas company can't provide to everyone. Power providers don't necessarily have the first right of refusal from their sources, so they could lose their supply and be forced to power down in the middle of a winter storm.
Summer doesn't necessarily offer any respite. Even prolonged droughts can play a role. As consumers turn up their air conditioners, requests for more power will increase. There can be a ratcheting effect. If there are several days of consistently high temperatures, buildings will never cool completely. The demand from local utilities will peak higher and higher each day. Power plants rely upon groundwater to cool their systems. They will struggle to maintain cooling as the water itself heats up. Droughts can diminish the power from hydroelectric plants, especially in the western United States.
If such extreme weather continues to be the norm, the chaos that was unleashed on the grid by Sandy may have been a preview of the kinds of disruptions to the grid, that might become commonplace. As the New York Herald argued in 1859, referring to the Carrington event, "Phenomena are not supposed to have any reference to things past—only to things to come. Therefore, the aurora borealis must be connected with something in the future—war, or pestilence, or famine." Although the impact of solar storms was not fully understood at the time, the prediction of catastrophe remains valid.
What protective measures are possible?
The Obama administration has taken steps to replace some of the aging satellites that monitor space weather, and extra-high-voltage transformers that are vulnerable to solar storms. The administration’s new plan also calls for scientists to establish benchmarks for weather events in space, incorporating something similar to the Richter scale. The strategy also includes assessing the vulnerability of the power grid, increasing international cooperation, and improving solar-flare forecast technology — a crucial step.
But Dr. Peter Pry, Chairman of the EMP Commission, says that neither the White House, nor Congress, is taking the threat seriously enough or acting with the appropriate urgency. According to Dr. Pry, it would cost about two billion dollars— the amount of foreign aid we give to Pakistan — to harden the nation's power grid to minimize the damage from either a nuclear EMP or a solar flare. "If we suspended that [aid] for one year and put it toward hardening the electrical grid," Pry says, "we could protect the American people from this threat."
Is this Science Fiction or Reality?
All of the events described above are plausible and have their roots in history. What could happen? Global Panic. Martial Law. Travel Restrictions. Food and Water Shortages. An Overload of the Medical System. Societal Collapse. Economic Collapse.
This is why we prep. Prepping is insurance against both natural and man-made catastrophic events. The government now requires you to carry medical insurance. Your homeowner's insurance may include damage from tornadoes. Even though you may never incur damage from a tornado, you pay for that coverage monthly nonetheless. This is what preppers do. We allocate time and resources to protect our families, in the event of seemingly unlikely events, but events that are occurring daily or have historical precedent.
We hope America is never impacted by a major space weather event, but what if?
 
This is a true story, it just hasn’t happened yet.
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APPENDIX C
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY FROM THE EMP COMMISSION
To understand the magnitude of the threat our nation faces from all forms of space weather, and how to prepare for these eventualities, it is helpful to understand our government’s approach toward monitoring, protection, response, and recovery from Space Weather. As you read our the following executive summary of the EMP Commission’s report, ask yourself: Has our government’s approach toward Space Weather adequately addresses the likely economic and societal collapse associated with a catastrophic collapse event of this magnitude.
 
April 2008
CRITICAL NATIONAL INFRASTRUCTURES
 
DUTIES OF COMMISSION
(a) Review of EMP Threat. The Commission shall assess:
(1) the nature and magnitude of potential high-altitude EMP threats to the United States from all potentially hostile states or non-state actors that have or could acquire nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles enabling them to perform a high-altitude EMP attack against the United States within the next 15 years;
(2) the vulnerability of United States military and especially civilian systems to an EMP attack, giving special attention to vulnerability of the civilian infrastructure as a matter of emergency preparedness;
(3) the capability of the United States to repair and recover from damage inflicted on United States military and civilian systems by an EMP attack; and
(4) the feasibility and cost of hardening select military and civilian systems against EMP attack.
(b) Recommendation. The Commission shall recommend any steps it believes should be taken by the United States to better protect its military and civilian systems from EMP attack.
The findings and recommendations presented in this report are the independent judgments of this Commission and should not be attributed to any other people or organizations. This report presents the unanimous views of the Commissioners.
ABSTRACT
Several potential adversaries have or can acquire the capability to attack the United States with a high-altitude nuclear weapon-generated electromagnetic pulse (EMP). A determined adversary can achieve an EMP attack capability without having a high level of sophistication.
EMP is one of a small number of threats that can hold our society at risk of catastrophic consequences. EMP will cover the wide geographic region within line of sight to the nuclear weapon. It has the capability to produce significant damage to critical infrastructures and thus to the very fabric of US society, as well as to the ability of the United States and Western nations to project influence and military power.
The common element that can produce such an impact from EMP is primarily electronics, so pervasive in all aspects of our society and military, coupled through critical infrastructures. Our vulnerability is increasing daily as our use of and dependence on electronics continues to grow. The impact of EMP is asymmetric in relation to potential protagonists who are not as dependent on modern electronics.
The current vulnerability of our critical infrastructures can both invite and reward attack if not corrected. Correction is feasible and well within the Nation's means and resources to accomplish.
OVERVIEW
EMP IS CAPABLE OF CAUSING CATASTROPHE FOR THE NATION
The high-altitude nuclear weapon-generated electromagnetic pulse (EMP) is one of a small number of threats that has the potential to hold our society seriously at risk and might result in defeat of our military forces.
Briefly, a single nuclear weapon exploded at high altitude above the United States will interact with the Earth’s atmosphere, ionosphere, and magnetic field to produce an electromagnetic pulse (EMP) radiating down to the Earth and additionally create electrical currents in the Earth. EMP effects are both direct and indirect. The former are due to electromagnetic “shocking” of electronics and stressing of electrical systems, and the latter arise from the damage that “shocked”—upset, damaged, and destroyed—electronics controls then inflict on the systems in which they are embedded. The indirect effects can be even more severe than the direct effects.
The electromagnetic fields produced by weapons designed and deployed with the intent to produce EMP have a high likelihood of damaging electrical power systems, electronics, and information systems upon which American society depends. Their effects on dependent systems and infrastructures could be sufficient to qualify as catastrophic to the Nation.
Depending on the specific characteristics of the attacks, unprecedented cascading failures of our major infrastructures could result. In that event, a regional or national recovery would be long and difficult and would seriously degrade the safety and overall viability of our Nation. The primary avenues for catastrophic damage to the Nation are through our electric power infrastructure and thence into our telecommunications, energy, and other infrastructures. These, in turn, can seriously impact other important aspects of our Nation’s life, including the financial system; means of getting food, water, and medical care to the citizenry; trade; and production of goods and services. The recovery of any one of the key national infrastructures is dependent on the recovery of others. The longer the outage, the more problematic and uncertain the recovery will be. It is possible for the functional outages to become mutually reinforcing until at some point the degradation of infrastructure could have irreversible effects on the country’s ability to support its population.
EMP effects from nuclear bursts are not new threats to our nation. The Soviet Union in the past and Russia and other nations today are potentially capable of creating these effects. Historically, this application of nuclear weaponry was mixed with a much larger population of nuclear devices that were the primary source of destruction, and thus EMP as a weapons effect was not the primary focus. Throughout the Cold War, the United States did not try to protect its civilian infrastructure against either the physical or EMP impact of nuclear weapons, and instead depended on deterrence for its safety.
What is different now is that some potential sources of EMP threats are difficult to deter—they can be terrorist groups that have no state identity, have only one or a few weapons, and are motivated to attack the US without regard for their own safety. Rogue states, such as North Korea and Iran, may also be developing the capability to pose an EMP threat to the United States, and may also be unpredictable and difficult to deter.
Certain types of relatively low-yield nuclear weapons can be employed to generate potentially catastrophic EMP effects over wide geographic areas, and designs for variants of such weapons may have been illicitly trafficked for a quarter-century.
China and Russia have considered limited nuclear attack options that, unlike their Cold War plans, employ EMP as the primary or sole means of attack. Indeed, as recently as May 1999, during the NATO bombing of the former Yugoslavia, high-ranking members of the Russian Duma, meeting with a US congressional delegation to discuss the Balkans conflict, raised the specter of a Russian EMP attack that would paralyze the United States.
Another key difference from the past is that the US has developed more than most other nations as a modern society heavily dependent on electronics, telecommunications, energy, information networks, and a rich set of financial and transportation systems that leverage modern technology. This asymmetry is a source of substantial economic, industrial, and societal advantages, but it creates vulnerabilities and critical interdependencies that are potentially disastrous to the United States. Therefore, terrorists or state actors that possess relatively unsophisticated missiles armed with nuclear weapons may well calculate that, instead of destroying a city or military base, they may obtain the greatest political-military utility from one or a few such weapons by using them—or threatening their use—in an EMP attack. The current vulnerability of US critical infrastructures can both invite and reward attack if not corrected; however, correction is feasible and well within the Nation's means and resources to accomplish.
WE CAN PREVENT AN EMP CATASTROPHE
The Nation’s vulnerability to EMP that gives rise to potentially large-scale, long-term consequences can be reasonably and readily reduced below the level of a potentially catastrophic national problem by coordinated and focused effort between the private and public sectors of our country. The cost for such improved security in the next 3 to 5 years is modest by any standard—and extremely so in relation to both the war on terror and the value of the national infrastructures involved. The appropriate response to this threatening situation is a balance of prevention, protection, planning, and preparations for recovery. Such actions are both rational and feasible. A number of these actions also reduce vulnerabilities to other serious threats to our infrastructures, thus giving multiple benefits.
NATURE OF THE EMP THREAT
High-altitude EMP results from the detonation of a nuclear warhead at altitudes of about 40 to 400 kilometers above the Earth’s surface. The immediate effects of EMP are disruption of, and damage to, electronic systems and electrical infrastructure. EMP is not reported in the scientific literature to have direct effects on people in the parameter range of present interest.
EMP and its effects were observed during the US and Soviet atmospheric test programs in 1962. Figure 1 depicts the Starfish nuclear detonation—not designed or intended as a generator of EMP—at an altitude of about 400 kilometers above Johnston Island in the Pacific Ocean. Some electronic and electrical systems in the Hawaiian Islands, 1400 kilometers distant, were affected, causing the failure of street-lighting systems, tripping of circuit breakers, triggering of burglar alarms, and damage to a telecommunications relay facility. In their testing that year, the Soviets executed a series of nuclear detonations in which they exploded 300 kiloton weapons at approximately 300, 150, and 60 kilometers above their test site in South Central Asia. They report that on each shot they observed damage to overhead and underground buried cables at distances of 600 kilometers. They also observed surge arrestor burnout, spark-gap breakdown, blown fuses, and power supply breakdowns.
What is significant about an EMP attack is that one or a few high-altitude nuclear detonations can produce EMP effects that can potentially disrupt or damage electronic and electrical systems over much of the United States, virtually simultaneously, at a time determined by an adversary.
Gamma rays from a high-altitude nuclear detonation interact with the atmosphere to produce a radio-frequency wave of unique, spatially varying intensity that covers everything within line-of-sight of the explosion’s center point. It is useful to focus on three major EMP components.
FIRST EMP COMPONENT (E1)
The first component is a free-field energy pulse with a rise-time measured in the range of a fraction of a billionth to a few billionths of a second. It is the “electromagnetic shock” that disrupts or damages electronics-based control systems, sensors, communication systems, protective systems, computers, and similar devices. Its damage or functional disruption occurs essentially simultaneously over a very large area.
Widespread red air glow amid dark clouds, caused mostly by x-ray-excited atomic oxygen (i.e., oxygen by photoelectrons liberated by Starfish X-rays)
SECOND EMP COMPONENT (E2)
The middle-time component covers roughly the same geographic area as the first component and is similar to lightning in its time-dependence, but is far more geographically widespread in its character and somewhat lower in amplitude. In general, it would not be an issue for critical infrastructure systems since they have existing protective measures for defense against occasional lightning strikes. The most significant risk is synergistic, because the E2 component follows a small fraction of a second after the first component’s insult, which has the ability to impair or destroy many protective and control features. The energy associated with the second component thus may be allowed to pass into and damage systems.
THIRD EMP COMPONENT (E3)
The final major component of EMP is a subsequent, slower-rising, longer-duration pulse that creates disruptive currents in long electricity transmission lines, resulting in damage to electrical supply and distribution systems connected to such lines (Figure 3). The sequence of E1, E2, and then E3 components of EMP is important because each can cause damage, and the later damage can be increased as a result of the earlier damage. About 70% of the total electrical power load of the United States is within the region exposed to the EMP event.
PREVENTION
An EMP attack is one way for a terrorist activity to use a small amount of nuclear weaponry—potentially just one weapon—in an effort to produce a catastrophic impact on our society, but it is not the only way. In addition, there are potential applications of surface-burst nuclear weaponry, biological and chemical warfare agents, and cyber attacks that might cause damage that could reach large-scale, long-term levels. The first order of business is to prevent any of these attacks from occurring.
The US must establish a global environment that will profoundly discourage such attacks. We must persuade nations to forgo obtaining nuclear weapons or to provide acceptable assurance that these weapons will neither threaten the vital interests of the United States nor fall into threatening hands.
For all others, we must make it difficult and dangerous to acquire the materials to make a nuclear weapon and the means to deliver them. We must hold at risk of capture or destruction anyone who has such weaponry, wherever they are in the world.
Those who engage in or support these activities must be made to understand that they do so at the risk of everything they value. Those who harbor or help those who conspire to create these weapons must suffer serious consequences as well.
In case these measures do not completely succeed, we must have vigorous interdiction and interception efforts to thwart delivery of all such weaponry. To support this strategy, the US must have intelligence capabilities sufficient to understand what is happening at each stage of developing threats. In summary, the costs of mounting such attacks must be made to be great in all respects, and the likelihood of successful attack rendered unattractively small.
The current national strategy for war on terrorism already contains all of these elements. The threat of an EMP attack further raises what may be at stake.
To further forestall an EMP attack, we must reduce our vulnerability to EMP and develop our ability to recover, should there be an attack, in order to reduce the incentives to use such weaponry. We should never allow terrorists or rogue states a “cheap shot” that has such a large and potentially devastating impact.
PROTECTION AND RECOVERY OF CIVILIAN INFRASTRUCTURES
Each critical infrastructure in the US is dependent upon other infrastructures. The interdependence on the proper functioning of such systems constitutes a hazard when threat of widespread failures exists. The strong interdependence of our critical national infrastructures may cause unprecedented challenges in attempts to recover from the widespread disruption and damage that would be caused by an EMP attack.
All of the critical functions of US society and related infrastructures—electric power, telecommunications, energy, financial, transportation, emergency services, water, food, etc.—have electronic devices embedded in most aspects of their systems, often providing critical controls. Electric power has thus emerged as an essential service underlying US society and all of its other critical infrastructures. Telecommunications has grown to a critical level but may not rise to the same level as electrical power in terms of risk to the Nation’s survival. All other infrastructures and critical functions are dependent upon the support of electric power and telecommunications. Therefore, we must make special efforts to prepare and protect these two high-leverage systems.
Most critical infrastructure system vulnerabilities can be reduced below the level that potentially invites attempts to create a national catastrophe. By protecting key elements in each critical infrastructure and by preparing to recover essential services, the prospects for a terrorist or rogue state being able to achieve large-scale, long-term damage can be minimized. This can be accomplished reasonably and expeditiously.
Such preparation and protection can be achieved over the next few years, given a dedicated commitment by the federal government and an affordable investment of resources. We need to take actions and allocate resources to decrease the likelihood that catastrophic consequences from an EMP attack will occur, to reduce our current serious level of vulnerability to acceptable levels and thereby reduce incentives to attack, and to remain a viable modern society even if an EMP attack occurs. Since this is a matter of national security, the federal government must shoulder the responsibility of managing the most serious infrastructure vulnerabilities.
Homeland Security Presidential Directives 7 and 8 lay the authoritative basis for the Federal government to act vigorously and coherently to mitigate many of the risks to the Nation from terrorist attack. The effects of EMP on our major infrastructures lie within these directives, and the directives specify adequate responsibilities and provide sufficient authorities to deal with the civilian sector consequences of an EMP attack.
In particular, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has been established, led by a Secretary with authority, responsibility, and the obligation to request needed resources for the mission of protecting the US and recovering from the impacts of the most serious threats. This official must assure that plans, resources, and implementing structures are in place to accomplish these objectives, specifically with respect to the EMP threat. In doing so, DHS must work in conjunction with the other established governmental institutions and with experts in the private sector to most efficiently accomplish this mission. It is important that metrics for assessing improvements in prevention, protection, and recovery be put in place and then evaluated and that progress be reported regularly. DHS must clearly and expeditiously delineate its responsibility and actions in relation to other governmental institutions and the private sector, in order to provide clear accountability and avoid confusion and duplication of effort.
Specific recommendations are provided below with respect to both the particulars for securing each of the most critical national infrastructures against EMP threats and the governing principles for addressing these issues of national survival and recovery in the aftermath of EMP attack.
It will not be possible to reduce the incentives for an EMP attack to an acceptable level of risk through defensive protection measures alone. It is possible to achieve an acceptable level of risk and reduced invitation to an EMP attack with a strategy of:
·         Pursuing intelligence, interdiction, and deterrence to discourage EMP attack against the US and its interests


·         Protecting critical components of the infrastructure, with particular emphasis on those that, if damaged, would require long periods of time to repair or replace


·         Maintaining the capability to monitor and evaluate the condition of critical infrastructures


·         Recognizing an EMP attack and understanding how its effects differ from other forms of infrastructure disruption and damage


·         Planning to carry out a systematic recovery of critical infrastructures


·         Training, evaluating, “Red Teaming,” and periodically reporting to the Congress


·         Defining the Federal Government’s responsibility and authority to act


·         Recognizing the opportunities for shared benefits


·         Conducting research to better understand infrastructure system effects and developing cost-effective solutions to manage these effects


The cost for such improved security in the next 3 to 5 years is modest by any standard—and extremely so in relation to both the war on terror and the value of the national infrastructures involved. Costs at later times may be adjusted to deal with the then-apparent threat and future levels of effort required.
INTELLIGENCE, INTERDICTION, AND DETERRENCE
The federal government’s efforts to establish and maintain a global environment that profoundly discourages potentially catastrophic attacks is our first line of defense. The development, trading, and movement of critical materials and weapons useful for mounting WMD attacks, including those that are based on the use of EMP, must be identified as early in the process as possible. The methods and materials that could encourage an EMP attack must be added to the list of threats presently being sought out and annihilated. The US and its allies against transnational terrorism must make it exceedingly difficult and dangerous for organizations to position themselves to be a threat, or allow others to use their country and its assets in order to become a threat, specifically including EMP threats. We must hold potential perpetrators at risk of capture or destruction, whenever and wherever in the world they operate.
PROTECTING CRITICAL COMPONENTS OF THE INFRASTRUCTURE
Some components of critical infrastructures, such as large turbines, generators, and high-voltage transformers in electrical power systems, and electronic switching systems in telecommunication systems, would require long periods of time to repair or replace. These components should be configured so that even under electronic disruption and damage, such as could be produced by EMP, they do not become further damaged in the course of shutting down or attempting to restore themselves. This type of damage has occurred in the past. During the Northeast power blackout of 1965, Consolidated Edison generators, transformers, motors, and auxiliary equipment were damaged by the sudden shutdown. In particular, the #3 unit at the Ravenswood power plant in New York City suffered damage when the blackout caused loss of oil pressure to the main turbine bearing. The damage kept that unit out of service for nearly a year, and more immediately, complicated and delayed the restoration of service to New York City.
MAINTAINING THE CAPABILITY TO MONITOR AND EVALUATE THE CONDITION OF CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURES
After an EMP attack, system operators and others in positions of authority and responsibility must have immediate access to information sufficient to characterize the state of their critical infrastructure systems. Without such system monitoring and reporting information, the system operators will not have the information required to evaluate the extent of the loss of infrastructure and know how to begin restoration of their systems. They may even induce further damage by taking inappropriate actions or failing to take necessary actions. During the time leading up to the August 14, 2003, Midwest power blackout that affected both the United States and Canada, key system operators did not have a functioning alarm system, did not recognize that the alarm system was not functioning, and had only fragmentary information on the changing configuration of the rapidly collapsing power grid for which they were responsible.
RECOGNIZING EMP ATTACK
Electronic upsets and failures occur under normal operating circumstances, even in high-reliability equipment such as that supporting critical infrastructure. EMP-induced upsets and failures, however, are different from those encountered in the normal operation of infrastructure systems, and in fact have unique aspects not encountered under any other circumstances.
EMP produces nearly simultaneous upset and damage of electronic and of other electrical equipment over wide geographic areas, determined by the altitude, character, and explosive yield of the EMP-producing nuclear explosion. Since such upset and damage is not encountered in other circumstances and particularly not remotely to the same scale, the normal experience of otherwise skilled system operators and others in positions of responsibility and authority will not have prepared them to identify what has happened to the system, what actions to take to minimize further adverse consequences, and what actions must be carried out to restore the impacted systems as swiftly and effectively as possible.
Special system capabilities and operator awareness, planning, training, and testing will be required to deal with EMP-induced system impacts. The first requirement is for the operators of critical infrastructure systems to be able to determine that a high-altitude nuclear explosion has occurred and has produced a unique set of adverse effects on their systems. That information can be provided by local electromagnetic sensors, by information from Earth satellite systems, or by other means. Whatever the means, the operators and others in positions of authority and responsibility must receive the information immediately. Therefore, the EMP event notification system must itself be highly reliable during and after an EMP attack.
Operators and others in positions of authority and responsibility must be trained to recognize that an EMP attack in fact has taken place, to understand the wide range of effects it can produce, to analyze the status of their infrastructure systems, to avoid further system degradation, to dispatch resources to begin effective system restoration, and to sustain the most critical functions while the system is being repaired and restored. Failures similar to those induced by EMP do not occur in normal system operation; therefore, the training for, and experience developed in the course of, normal system operation will not provide operators with the skills and knowledge base necessary to perform effectively after EMP-induced system disruption and failure. Training, procedures, simulations, and exercises must be developed and carried out that are specifically designed to contend with EMP-induced effects.
PLANNING TO CARRY OUT A SYSTEMATIC RECOVERY OF CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURES
A crisis such as the immediate aftermath of an EMP attack is not the time to begin planning for an effective response. Plans to avoid causing further damage to critical infrastructures and to carry out a systematic recovery of those infrastructures must be in hand at the earliest possible time. Planning for responding to an EMP attack should begin now and should be carried out jointly by system operators, hardware and software providers, and experts in both the government and private sectors.
Individual infrastructure systems have many similar electronically based control and monitoring functions. The primary features of EMP attack mitigation in each infrastructure include elements of protection of critical functions, identifying where damage within the system is located, dispatch/allocation of resources to allow for timely restoration and development of operational procedures including simulation of both individual and interacting infrastructures, training, testing, and governance. This requires test and evaluation of both existing and future systems to identify weak spots subject to EMP damage and focus mitigation activities accordingly. EMP protection thus has a substantial aspect focused on individual functioning units within each system that contains electronic components, although not necessarily on the individual electronic subcomponents of these units themselves. These units include distributed Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition (SCADA) modules, mobile communicators, radios, embedded control computers, etc. New units can be EMP-hardened for a very small fraction of the cost of the non-hardened item, e.g., 1% to 3% of cost, if hardening is done at the time the unit is designed and manufactured. In contrast, retrofitting existing functional components is potentially an order of magnitude more expensive and should be done only for critical system units. It is important to note, however, that for protection to remain functional, it must be tested and maintained in its operational mode with rigor and discipline.
TRAINING, EVALUATING, RED TEAMING, AND PERIODICALLY REPORTING TO THE CONGRESS
Identifying an EMP attack, understanding the state of the system after attack, developing and implementing plans for system restoration, and having operators and others in positions of authority and responsibility trained to recognize and respond effectively are elements of strategy that are common to managing the effects of EMP for each of the Nation’s critical infrastructure components. Conducting and evaluating the results of training, simulations, tests, and Red Team activities, and periodically reporting the results to senior executive branch leaders, the Congress, and the public are important elements of being well-prepared for EMP attack, which in turn will sharply reduce the incentives for conduct of such an attack.
DEFINING THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT’S RESPONSIBILITY AND AUTHORITY TO ACT
Governance of the critical infrastructures such as electrical power systems and communications is presently distributed among statutory governmental entities at the federal, state, regional, and municipal levels, as well as among a variety of non-governmental entities. A multiplicity of statutory bodies, private companies, associations, and individual owners also participate in determining decisions and actions. Nevertheless, the process is coordinated, albeit loosely, to produce normal efficient, reliable, and high quality service that is the envy of the world—in a peacetime environment.
A terrorist threat—let alone a terrorist attack—is outside the ambit of normal governance of the key national infrastructures. In dealing with such threats, the Department of Homeland Security has the unique and sole responsibility and authority to govern the specific actions and involved parties within the US, including requesting enabling Congressional funding as appropriate and necessary. DHS must interact with other governmental institutions and the private sector in defining liability, responsibility and funding in order to enable private and government facilities, such as independent power plants, to contribute their capability in a time of national need, yet not interfere with market creation and operation to the maximum extent practical.
Industry associations, system owners/providers, private consultants, and universities all will be able to contribute useful levels of knowledge and skills. DHS is responsible for making the prudent trade-offs within each mitigation activity between performance, risk, schedule, and cost in relation to consequent system protection and then-expected risk in order to achieve maximum protection. For example, some actions taken to protect a system from an EMP attack may diminish the reliability or quality of that system’s normal commercial performance, while other actions may improve the performance.
As an example of resources readily available to DHS with respect to the electric system, the North American Reliability Counsel (NERC) and the Electric Power Research Institute are well-positioned to provide much of the support needed in regard to the EMP threat. Working closely with industry and these institutions, the DHS should provide for the necessary capability to control the national bulk electricity supply system in order to protect critical services, minimize its self-destruction in the event of an EMP attack, and recover its normal capabilities as rapidly and effectively as possible thereafter.
RECOGNIZING THE OPPORTUNITIES FOR SHARED BENEFITS
Most of the following initiatives and actions the Commission recommends militate against more than an EMP attack. The protection and/or rapid restoration of critical infrastructures in the civilian sector from an EMP attack also will be effective against other types of infrastructure disruptions, such as attacks aimed at directly damaging or destroying key components of the electrical system, and natural or accidental large-scale disruptions are also significantly mitigated by these same initiatives. Some of these steps also enhance reliability and quality of critical infrastructures, which is a major direct benefit to the US economy and to our way of life.
CONDUCTING RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT
Very little research and development addressing EMP-related system response protection and recovery issues has been done for more than a decade. Conducting research to better understand infrastructure system effects and developing cost-effective solutions to manage these effects will be important to understanding the implications of the rapid evolution of electronics and electrical systems, and their growing role in controlling and operating modern critical infrastructure.
ELECTRIC POWER INFRASTRUCTURE
NATURE OF THE PROBLEM
Electric power is integral to the functioning of electronic components. For highly reliable systems such as commercial and military telecommunications, electric power usually comes from batteries (in the short term), local emergency power supplies (generally over time-intervals of less then 72 hours), and electricity delivered through the local electrical utility (“power” lines in the home, office and factory). Local emergency power supplies are limited by supplies of stored fuel. Increasingly, locally stored fuel in buildings and cities is being reduced for fire safety and environmental pollution reasons, so that the emergency generation availability without refueling is limited.
Geomagnetic storms, a natural phenomenon driven by the solar wind, may, by a different physical mechanism, produce ground-induced currents (GIC) that can affect the electrical system in a manner similar to the E3 component of EMP. Disruptions caused by geomagnetic storms, such as the collapse of Quebec Hydro grid during the geomagnetic storm of 1989, have occurred many times
Depending on the explosive yield of the nuclear weapon used, EMP-induced GIC may be several times larger than that produced by the average geomagnetic storm, and may even be comparable to those expected to arise in the largest geomagnetic storm ever observed. It may also occur over an area not normally affected by historic geomagnetic storms.
The North American economy and the functioning of the society as a whole are critically dependent on the availability of electricity, as needed, where and when needed. The electric power system in the US and interconnected areas of Canada and Mexico is outstanding in terms of its ability to meet load demands with high quality and reliable electricity at reasonable cost. However, over the last decade or two, there has been relatively little large-capacity electric transmission constructed and the generation additions that have been made, while barely adequate, have been increasingly located considerable distances from load for environmental, political, and economic reasons. As a result, the existing National electrical system not infrequently operates at or very near local limits on its physical capacity to move power from generation to load. Therefore, the slightest insult or upset to the system can cause functional collapse affecting significant numbers of people, businesses, and manufacturing. It is not surprising that a single EMP attack may well encompass and degrade at least 70% of the Nation’s electrical service, all in one instant.
The impact of such EMP is different and far more catastrophic than that effected by historic blackouts, in three primary respects:
1. The EMP impact is virtually instantaneous and occurs simultaneously over a much larger geographic area. Generally, there are neither precursors nor warning, and no opportunity for human-initiated protective action. The early-time EMP component is the “electromagnetic shock” that disrupts or damages electronics-based control systems and sensors, communication systems, protective systems, and control computers, all of which are used to control and bring electricity from generation sites to customer loads in the quantity and quality needed. The E1 pulse also causes some insulator flashovers in the lower-voltage electricity distribution systems (those found in suburban neighborhoods, in rural areas and inside cities), resulting in immediate broad-scale loss-of-load. Functional collapse of the power system is almost definite over the entire affected region, and may cascade into adjacent geographic areas.
2. The middle-time EMP component is similar to lightning in its time-dependence but is far more widespread in its character although of lower amplitude—essentially a great many lightning-type insults over a large geographic area which might obviate protection. The late-time EMP component couples very efficiently to long electrical transmission lines and forces large direct electrical currents to flow in them, although they are designed to carry only alternating currents. The energy levels thereby concentrated at the ends of these long lines can become large enough to damage major electrical power system components. The most significant risk is synergistic, because the middle and late-time pulses follow after the early-time pulse, which can impair or destroy protective and control features of the power grid. Then the energies associated with the middle and late-time EMP thus may pass into major system components and damage them. It may also pass electrical surges or fault currents into the loads connected to the system, creating damage in national assets that are not normally considered part of the infrastructure per se. Net result is recovery times of months to years, instead of days to weeks.
3. Proper functioning of the electrical power system requires communication systems, financial systems, transportation systems, and—for much of the generation—continuous or nearly continuous supply of various fuels. However, the fuel-supply, communications, transportation, and financial infrastructures would be simultaneously disabled or degraded in an EMP attack and are dependent upon electricity for proper functioning. For electrical system recovery and restoration of service, the availability of these other infrastructures is essential. The longer the outage, the more problematic, and uncertainty-fraught the recovery will be.
The recent cascading outage of August 14, 2003, is an example of a single failure compounded by system weaknesses and human mistakes. It also provides an example of the effectiveness of protective equipment. However, with EMP there are multiple insults coupled with the disabling of protective devices simultaneously over an extremely broad region—damage to the system is likely and recovery slow.
RECOMMENDED MITIGATION AND RESPONSIBILITY
The electrical system is designed to break into “islands” of roughly matching generation and load when a portion of the system receives a severe electrical insult. This serves both to protect electricity supply in the non-impacted regions and to allow for the stable island-systems to be used to “restart” the island(s) that have lost functionality. With EMP, the magnitude, speed, and multi-faceted nature of the insult, its broad geographic reach, along with the number of simultaneous insults, and the adverse synergies all are likely to result in a situation where the islanding scheme will fail to perform as effectively as intended, if at all. Since the impacted geographic area is large, restoring the system from the still-functioning perimeter regions would take a great deal of time, possibly weeks to months at best. Indeed, the only practical way to restart much of the impacted electrical system may be with generation that can be started without an external power source. This is called “black start” generation and primarily includes hydroelectric (including pumped storage), geothermal, and independent diesel generators of modest capacity.
The recommended actions will substantially improve service and recovery during “normal” large-scale blackouts, and will critically enable recovery under EMP circumstances.
PROTECTION
It is impractical to protect the entire electrical power system from damage by an EMP attack. There are too many components of too many different types, manufacturers, designs, and vulnerabilities within too many jurisdictional entities, and the cost to retrofit is too great. Widespread functional collapse of the electrical power system in the area affected by EMP is possible in the face of a geographically broad EMP attack, with even a relatively few unprotected components in place. However, it is practical to reduce to low levels the probability of widespread damage to major power system components that require long times to replace. This will enable significantly improved recovery times, since it avoids the loss of long lead-time and critical components. It is important to protect the ability of the system to fragment gracefully into islands, to the extent practical in the particular EMP circumstance. This approach is cost-efficient and can leverage efforts to improve reliability of bulk electricity supply and enhance its security against the broader range of threats.
RESTORATION
The key to minimizing adverse effects from loss of electrical power is the speed of restoration. Restoration involves matching generation capacity to a load of equivalent size over a transmission network that is initially isolated from the broader system. The larger system is then functionally rebuilt by bringing that mini system, or “island,” to the standard operating frequency and thereupon by adding more blocks of generation and load to this core in amounts that can be absorbed by the growing subsystem. This is a demanding and time-consuming process in the best of circumstances. In the singular circumstance of an EMP attack with multiple damaged components, related infrastructure failures, and particularly severe challenges in communications and transportation, the time required to restore electrical power is expected to be considerably longer than we have experienced in recent history.
However, by protecting key system components needed for restoration, by structuring the network to fail gracefully, and by creating a comprehensive prioritized recovery plan for the most critical power needs, the risk of an EMP attack having a catastrophic effect on the Nation can be greatly reduced. DHS must ensure that the mitigation plan is jointly developed by the federal government and the electric power industry, implemented fully, instilled into systems operations, and tested and practiced regularly to maintain a capability to respond effectively in emergencies. The North American Reliability Council and the Electric Power Research Institute are aptly positioned to provide much of what’s needed to support DHS in carrying out its responsibilities. The US Energy Association is well-suited to coordinating activities between and among the various energy sectors that together affect the electric power system and its vitality.
ESSENTIAL COMPONENT PROTECTION
1. Assure protection of high-value long-lead-time transmission assets.
2. Assure protection of high-value generation assets. System-level protection assurance is more complex due to the need for multiple systems to function in proper sequence.
3. Assure Key Generation Capability. Not all plants can or should be protected. However, regional evaluation of key generating resources necessary for recovery should be selected and protected.
a. Coal-fired generation plants make up nearly half the Nation’s generation and are generally the most robust overall to EMP, with many electromechanical controls still in operation. Such coal plants also normally have at least a few days to a month of on-site fuel storage.
b. Natural gas-fired combustion turbines and associated steam secondary systems represent the newest and a significant contributor to meeting loads. These have modern electronics-based control and thus are more vulnerable. Natural gas is not stored on-site and likely will be interrupted in an EMP attack. However, provision can be made to have gas-fired plants also operate on fuel oil; many do already.
c. Nuclear plants produce roughly 20% of the Nation’s generation and have many redundant fail-safe systems that tend to remove them from service whenever any system upset is sensed. Their safe shut down should be assured, but they will be unavailable until near the end of restoration.
d. Hydroelectric power is generally quite robust to EMP, and constitutes a substantial fraction of total national generation capacity, albeit unevenly distributed geographically.
e. In general, the various distributed and renewable fueled generators are not significant enough at this time to warrant special protection.
f. Black start generation of all types is critical and will need to be protected from EMP upset or damage.
4. Assure functional integrity of critical communications channels. The most critical communications channels in the power grid are the ones that enable recovery from collapse, such as ones that enable manual operation and coordination-supporting contacts between distant system operators and those that support system diagnostics. Generation, switching, and load dispatch communications support is next in importance.
5. Assure availability of emergency power at critical facilities needed for restoration. Transmission substations need uninterruptible power to support rapid restoration of grid connectivity and operability, and thereby to more quickly restore service. Most have short-life battery backup systems, but relatively few have longer-duration emergency generators; much more emphasis on the latter is needed.
6. Assure protection of fuel production and its delivery for generation. Fuel supply adequate to maintain critical electrical service and to restore expanded service is critical.
7. Expand and assure intelligent islanding capability. The ability of the larger electrical power system to break into relatively small subsystem islands is important to mitigate overall EMP impacts and provide faster restoration.
8. Develop and deploy system test standards and equipment. Device-level robustness standards and test equipment exist, but protection at the system level is the overarching goal. System-level robustness improvements such as isolators, line protection, and grounding improvements will be the most practical and least expensive in most cases relative to replacement with more robust individual component devices. Periodic testing of system response is necessary.
SYSTEM RESTORATION
1. Develop and enable a restoration plan. This plan must prioritize the rapid restoration of power to government-identified critical service. Sufficient black start generation capacity must be provided where it is needed in the associated subsystem islands, along with transmission system paths that can be isolated and connected to matching loads. The plan must address outages with wide geographic coverage, multiple major component failures, poor communication capabilities, and widespread failure of islanding schemes within the EMP-affected area. Government and industry responsibilities must be unequivocally and completely assigned. All necessary legal and financial arrangements, e.g., for indemnification, must be put into place to allow industry to implement specified government priorities with respect to service restoration, as well as to deal with potential environmental and technical hazards in order to assure rapid recovery.
2. Simulate, train, exercise, and test the plan. Simulators must be developed for use in training and developing procedures similar to those in the airline industry; a handful should suffice for the entire country. Along with simulation and field exercises, Red Team discipline should be employed to surface weaknesses and prioritize their rectification.
3. Assure sufficient numbers of adequately trained recovery personnel.
4. Assure availability of replacement equipment. R&D is under way—and should be vigorously pursued—into the production of emergency “universal” replacements. The emergency nature of such devices would trade efficiency and service-life for modularity, transportability, and affordability.
5. Implement redundant backup diagnostics and communication. Assure that system operators can reliably identify and locate damaged components.
TELECOMMUNICATIONS
IMPORTANCE OF ASSURED TELECOMMUNICATIONS
Telecommunications plays a key role in US society in terms of its direct effect on individuals and business and due to its impact on other key infrastructures. The relationship of telecommunications to the other critical infrastructures, such as the financial industry, is often recognized during and following widespread outages, such as those experienced as a result of the September 11, 2001, attacks on the World Trade Centers and the immediate vicinity of “Ground Zero.” The local disruption of all critical infrastructures, including power, transportation, and telecommunications, interrupted operations in key financial markets and posed increased liquidity risks to the US financial system. In the days following the attacks, institutions in the affected areas were implementing their business continuity plans, which proved vital to the rapid restoration and recovery of services in the New York City area. In addition, the President emphasized that the prompt restoration of Wall Street’s capabilities was critical to the economic welfare of the Nation; in doing so, he aptly linked economic stability to national security.
For some of the most critical infrastructure services, such as electric power, natural gas, and financial services, assured communications are essential to their recovery following a major adverse event. The importance of telecommunications in an emergency situation is underscored by the existence of the National Communications System (NCS), established by Executive Order 12472, Assignment of National Security and Emergency Preparedness Telecommunications Functions.
The NCS shall seek to ensure that a national telecommunications infrastructure is developed which: (1) Is responsive to the national security and emergency preparedness needs of the President and the Federal departments, agencies and other entities, including telecommunications in support of national security leadership and continuity of government; (2) Is capable of satisfying priority telecommunications requirements under all circumstances through use of commercial, government and privately owned telecommunications resources; (3) Incorporates the necessary combination of hardness, redundancy, mobility, connectivity, interoperability, restorability and security to obtain, to the maximum extent Coordinating Center (NCC) for Telecommunications to facilitate the initiation, coordination, restoration, and reconstitution of National Security and Emergency Preparedness (NS/EP) telecommunications services or facilities under all crises and emergencies; developing and ensuring the implementation of plans and programs that support the viability of telecommunications infrastructure hardness, redundancy, mobility, connectivity, and security; and serving as the focal point for joint industry-government and interagency NS/EP telecommunications planning and partnerships. In addition, the President’s National Security Telecommunications Advisory Committee (NSTAC), a Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA) CEO-level advisory group to the President, is tasked with providing industry-sourced advice and expertise related to implementing policies affecting NS/EP communications. These NS/EP services are those “critical to the maintenance of a state of readiness or the response to and management of any event or crisis that causes harm or could cause harm to the population, damage to or the loss of property, or degrades or threatens the NS/EP posture of the United States.”
The NSTAC in its 1985 Report on EMP found that “consistent with its cost constraints, industry should incorporate low-cost EMP mitigation practices into new facilities and, as appropriate, into upgrade programs. For those areas where a carrier/supplier recognizes that a significant improvement in EMP resistance and surveillance could be achieved, but at a cost beyond the carrier/supplier's own cost constraints, the carrier/supplier should identify such options to the government for evaluation and possible funding.” On October 9, 1985, the NSTAC approved the EMP Final Task Force Report and forwarded a recommendation to the President, calling for a joint industry and Government program to reduce the costs of existing techniques for mitigating high-altitude electromagnetic pulse (HEMP)-induced transients and to develop new techniques for limiting transient effects. As a result, the NCS and industry, working with the ATIS—the Alliance for Industry Solutions—developed a set of ANSI standards and Generic Requirements4 to address EMP.
NS/EP Definitions
NS/EP Telecommunications Services: Telecommunications services that are used to maintain a state of readiness or to respond to and manage any event or crisis (local, national, or international) that causes or could cause injury or harm to the population, damage to or loss of property, or degrades or loss of property, or degrades or threatens the NS/EP posture of the United States. (“Telecommunications Service Priority [TSP] System for National Security Emergency Preparedness: Service User Manual,” NCS Manual 3-1-1, July 9, 1990. Appendix A.)
NS/EP Requirements: Features that maintain a state of readiness or respond to and manage an event or crisis (local, national, or international), which causes or could cause injury or harm to the population, damage to or loss of property, or degrade or threaten the NS/EP posture of the United States. (Federal Standard 1037C)
With respect to NS/EP telecommunications, capabilities exist for prioritizing phone calls through the wireline, wireless, and satellite networks during the time interval when call volumes are excessive and facilities are damaged, giving priority to restoring services that may be damaged or degraded, and getting new circuits into operation.
According to recent testimony by a DHS official, “The NCS is continuing a diverse set of mature and evolving programs designed to ensure priority use of telecommunications services by NS/EP users during times of national crisis. The more mature services—including the Government Emergency Telecommunications Service (GETS) and the Telecommunications Service Priority (TSP)—were instrumental in the response to the September 11 attacks. FY 2005 funding enhances these programs and supports the development of the Wireless Priority Service (WPS) program and upgrade to the Special Routing Arrangement Service (SRAS). Specifically, priority service programs include: (1) GETS, which offers nationwide priority voice and low-speed data service during an emergency or crisis situation; (2) WPS, which provides a nationwide priority cellular service to key NS/EP users, including individuals from federal, state and local governments and the private sector; (3) TSP, which provides the administrative and operational framework for priority provisioning and restoration of critical NS/EP telecommunications services; (4) SRAS, which is a variant of GETS to support the Continuity of Government (COG) program including the reengineering of SRAS in the AT&T network and development of SRAS capabilities in the MCI and Sprint networks, and; (5) the Alerting and Coordination Network (ACN), which is an NCS program that provides dedicated communications between selected critical government and telecommunications industry operations centers.”6
For example, due to concerns with respect to getting calls through during intervals of high network call volumes that follow disaster events, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) utilizes the Government Emergency Telecommunications System (GETS) and other NS/EP telecom services such as wireless priority services to communicate with commercial nuclear power plants and to relay critical status information. This use of GETS grew out of lessons learned from the Three Mile Island incident in 1979. During the initial days of this incident, NRC personnel experienced communication problems that were attributed primarily to call volume overload at the local telephone company switch.
Another NS/EP service is the Telecommunications Service Priority (TSP) program, which exists to assign priority provisioning and restoration of critical NS/EP telecommunications services in the hours immediately following a major disaster. In place since the mid-1980s, more than 50,000 circuits are protected today under TSP, including circuits associated with critical infrastructures such as electric power, telecommunications, and financial services.
The telecommunication system consists of four basic and primary physical systems: wireline, wireless, satellite, and radio. In general, the national telecommunications infrastructure may be farther advanced then others in its ability to address the particular consequences of EMP. This is due in large measure to the recognized alternative threats to this system, as well as broad recognition of its importance to society. The three primary and separate systems (excluding radio) that make up the broad telecommunications infrastructure each provide specialized services; they also overlap heavily. Thus the loss or degradation of any one of these somewhat redundant subsystems subjects the remaining functional subsystems to heavier service loads.
Each of these four primary systems is unique in their capability to suffer insult from EMP. The wireline system is robust but will be degraded within the area exposed to the EMP electromagnetic fields. The wireless system is technologically fragile in relation to EMP, certainly in comparison to the wireline one. In general, it may be so seriously degraded in the EMP region as to be unavailable. Low Earth Orbit (LEO) communications satellites may also suffer radiation damage as a result of one or more high-altitude nuclear bursts that produce EMP (see Space Systems, page 44).
The radio communication sub-system of the national telecommunications infrastructure is not widespread, but where it is connected to antennas, power lines, telephone lines, or other extended conductors, it is also subject to substantial EMP damage. However, radio communication devices not so connected or not connected to such conductors at the time of the EMP attack are likely to be operable in the post-attack interval.
EMP EFFECTS ON TELECOMMUNICATIONS
Based upon results of Commission-sponsored testing, an EMP attack would disrupt or damage a functionally significant fraction of the electronic circuits in the Nation’s civilian telecommunications systems in the region exposed to EMP. The remaining operational networks would be subjected to high levels of call attempts for some period of time after the attack, leading to degraded telecommunications services.
Key government and civilian personnel will need priority access to use public network resources to coordinate and support local, regional, and national recovery efforts, especially during the interval of severe network congestion.
To offset the temporary loss of electric power, telecommunications sites now utilize a mix of batteries, mobile generators, and fixed-location generators. These typically have between 4 and 72 hours of backup power available, and thus will depend on either the resumption of electrical utility power or fuel deliveries to function for longer periods of time.
For some of the most critical infrastructure services such as electric power, natural gas, and financial services, assured communications are necessary—but aren’t necessarily sufficient—to the survival of that service during the initial time-intervals after an EMP attack. Therefore, a systematic approach to protecting or restoring key communications systems will be required.
RECOMMENDED MITIGATION ACTIVITIES
The following actions are recommended as particularly effective ones for mitigating the impacts of EMP attack:
·         Expand the respective roles of the National Communications System (NCS) and the Defense Threat Reduction Agency (DTRA) as the Federal Focal Point for EMP within the Code of Federal Regulations Part 215
to address infrastructure interdependencies related to NS/EP telecommunications services.


·         Ensure services targeted at NS/EP operate effectively as new technology is introduced into the telecommunications network. Specifically, services such as Government Emergency Telecommunications Service (GETS) and Wireless Priority Service (WPS) that are intended for use in emergency situations to improve the call completion probabilities for key personnel must operate effectively. Within the next 15 years, new technologies will be introduced into the public networks that will play major roles in operation of these services. EMP is just one of the potential threats that could stress the telecommunications networks; therefore, ensuring that NS/EP services perform effectively as new technology is introduced has benefits beyond providing robustness to EMP, and moreover is consistent with avoiding failures from other hostile actions.


·         Determine the effects of EMP on different types of telecommunication equipment and facilities, using tests and theoretical analyses of the type done in the course of Commission-sponsored work and previous EMP-related studies conducted by the National Communications System (NCS).. A comprehensive, continuing telecommunications testing program,
along with the use of existing national and international standards, may be a model activity that would be a key part of this overall National effort.


·         Improve the ability of key network assets to survive HEMP. There are key elements in the network such as the Signal Transfer Points (STPs) in the signaling system (Signaling System 7 (SS7)), Home Location Register (HLR), and Visiting Location Register (VLR) in the wireless networks whose degradation can result in the loss of service to a larger number of users. Effective mitigation strategies include a combination of site hardening and installation of protective measures for the fast rise-time (E1) component of EMP.


·         Improve the ability of telecommunications to withstand the sustained loss of utility-supplied electric power. This mitigation strategy would entail the use of best practices, review and improvement of existing programs such as the Telecommunications Electric Service Priority (TESP) program, and the increased use of alternative backup power sources.


·         Conduct exercises to refine contingency operations. Conduct exercises that test and provide for improved contingency operations, assuming widespread multi-infrastructure degradation. The adequacy of mutual aid agreements, cross-organizational planning and coordination, and critical asset prioritization are examples of elements that should be tested and developed.


Managers of these critical services must design their systems and operating procedures to take into account the potential vulnerabilities introduced by EMP-driven failure of telecommunications devices and sub-systems.
BANKING AND FINANCE
NATURE OF THE PROBLEM
The financial services industry comprises a network of organizations and attendant systems that process instruments of monetary value in the form of deposits, loans, funds transfers, savings, and other financial transactions. It includes banks and other depository institutions, including the Federal Reserve System; investment-related companies such as underwriters, brokerages, and mutual funds; industry utilities such as the New York Stock Exchange, the Automated Clearing House, and the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications; and third party processors that provide electronic processing services to financial institutions, including data and network management and check processing.
Virtually all American economic activity depends upon the functioning of the financial services industry. Today, most financial transactions that express National wealth are performed and recorded electronically. Virtually all transactions involving banks and other financial institutions happen electronically. Essentially all record-keeping of financial transactions involves information stored electronically. The financial services industry has evolved to the point that it would be impossible to operate without the efficiencies, speeds, and processing and storage capabilities of electronic information technology.
The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, demonstrated the vulnerabilities arising from the significant interdependencies of the Nation’s critical infrastructures. The attacks disrupted all critical infrastructures in New York City, including power, transportation, and telecommunications. Consequently, operations in key financial markets were interrupted, increasing liquidity risks for the United States financial system.
The Interagency Paper,
which was jointly issued by the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency (OCC), the Federal Reserve Board (FRB), and the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), specifies clearing and settlement systems as the most critical business operations at risk for financial markets.
Because financial markets are highly interdependent, a wide-scale disruption of core clearing and settlement processes would have an immediate systemic effect on critical financial markets.
Moreover, in December 2002, the FRB revised its policy and procedures for NS/EP telecommunications programs administered by the National Communications System (NCS) to identify those functions supporting the Federal Reserve’s NS/EP mission to maintain national liquidity.
The FRB expanded the scope of services that would seriously affect continued financial operations if a telecommunications disruption of “a few minutes to one day” occurred. These functions, which are listed below, require same-day recovery and are critical to the operation and liquidity of banks and the stability of financial markets:
·         Large-value inter-bank funds transfer, securities transfer, or payment-related services, such as FedWire, Clearing House Interbank Payments System (CHIPS), and the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications (SWIFT)


·         Automated clearinghouse (ACH) operators


·         Key clearing and settlement utilities


·         Treasury automated auction and processing system


·         Large-dollar participants of these systems and utilities


The increasing dependence of the United States on an electronic economy, so beneficial to the creation and preservation of wealth, also adds to the adverse effects that would be produced by an EMP attack. The electronic technologies that are the foundation of the financial infrastructure are potentially vulnerable to EMP. These systems are also potentially vulnerable to EMP indirectly through other critical infrastructures, such as the electric power grid and telecommunications.
RECOMMENDED MITIGATION AND RESPONSIBILITY
Securing the financial services industry from the EMP threat is vital to the national security of the United States. The Federal government must assure that this system can survive sufficiently to preclude serious, long-term consequences.
The Department of Homeland Security, the Federal Reserve Board, and the Department of the Treasury, in cooperation with other relevant agencies, must develop contingency plans to ride out and recover key financial systems promptly from an EMP attack.
Key financial services include those means and resources that provide the general population with cash, credit, and other liquidity required to buy food, fuel, and other essential goods and services. We must protect the Nation’s financial networks, banking records, and data retrieval systems that support cash, check, credit, debit, and other transactions through judicious balance of hardening, redundancy, and contingency plans.
The Federal government must work with the private sector to assure the protection and effective recovery of essential financial records and services infrastructure components from all deliberate adverse events, including EMP attack. Implementation of the recommendations made by the Department of the Treasury, the FRB, and the SEC in their Interagency Paper on Sound Practices to Strengthen the Resilience of the US Financial System to meet sabotage and cyber-threats that could engender requirements for protection and recovery should be expanded to include expeditious recovery from EMP attack:
·         “Every organization in the financial services industry should identify all clearing and settlement activities in each critical financial market in which it is a core clearing and settlement organization or plays a significant role” that could be threatened by EMP attack.


·         Industry should “determine appropriate recovery and resumption objectives for clearing and settlement activities in support of critical markets” following an EMP attack.


·         Industry should be prepared to cope with an EMP attack by maintaining “sufficient geographically dispersed resources to meet recovery and resumption objectives…. Backup sites should not rely on the same infrastructure components (e.g., transportation, telecommunications, water supply, electric power) used by the primary site. Moreover, the operation of such sites should not be impaired by a wide-scale evacuation at or inaccessibility of staff that service the primary site.”


·         Industry should, “Routinely use or test recovery and resumption arrangements…. It is critical for firms to test backup facilities of markets, core clearing and settlement organizations, and third-party service providers to ensure connectivity, capacity, and the integrity of data transmission” against an EMP attack.


FUEL/ENERGY INFRASTRUCTURE
The vulnerabilities of this sector are produced by the responses of the electronic control systems that provide and utilize the near-real-time data flows needed to operate the fuel/energy infrastructure efficiently, as well as to identify and quickly react to equipment malfunctions or untoward incidents. EMP could also cause control or data-sensor malfunctions that are not easily discernible, leading to counterproductive operational decisions. Process control systems are critical to the operation and control of petroleum refineries, and little or no notice of an outage significantly increases the potential for damage during an emergency shutdown. Communications systems that are critical for operational control represent another locus of vulnerability. Communications are also critical in refineries to ensure safety of on-site personnel, the adjacent population, and the surrounding environment. The energy distribution infrastructure is also critically dependent on the availability of commercial power to operate the numerous pumps, valves and other electrical equipment that are required for a functional infrastructure.
DHS must develop a contingency plan that will provide strategy for protection and recovery for this sector, to include actions to be taken by both Government and industry. Government should establish a national inventory of parts for those items with long lead-times or that would be in demand in the event of a catastrophic event such as an EMP attack. The Energy Information Sharing and Analysis Center (ISAAC) should, with government funding, expand its mission to address EMP issues, and the government should work with the private sector to implement the general approach described in Strategy and Recommendations.
TRANSPORTATION INFRASTRUCTURE
NATURE OF THE PROBLEM
America’s transportation sector is often addressed as a single infrastructure, but in reality its multiple modes provide for several separate infrastructures. Rail includes the freight railroad and commuter rail infrastructures; road includes the trucking and automobile infrastructures; water includes the maritime shipping and inland waterway infrastructures; and air includes the commercial and general aviation infrastructures.
As recognized by the President’s National Security Telecommunications Advisory Committee (NSTAC) Information Infrastructure Group Report:
·         The transportation industry is increasingly reliant on information technology and public information-transporting networks.


·         Although a nationwide disruption of the transportation infrastructure may be unlikely, even a local or regional disruption could have a significant impact. Due to the diversity and redundancy of the US transportation system, the infrastructure is not at risk of nationwide disruption resulting from information system failure. Nonetheless, a disruption of the transportation information infrastructure on a regional or local scale has potential for widespread economic and national security effects.


·         Marketplace pressures and increasing utilization of IT make large-scale, multimodal disruptions more likely in the future. As the infrastructure becomes more interconnected and interdependent, the transportation industry will increasingly rely on information technology to perform its most basic business functions. As this occurs, it becomes more likely that information system failures could result in large-scale disruptions of multiple modes of the transportation infrastructure.


·         There is a need for a broad-based infrastructure assurance awareness program to assist all modes of transportation.


·         The transportation industry could leverage ongoing research and development initiatives to improve the security of the transportation information infrastructure.


·         There is a need for closer coordination between the transportation industry and other critical infrastructures.


The imperative to achieve superior performance has also led to a tremendous increase in the use of electronics that are potentially vulnerable to EMP. The internal combustion engine provides a familiar example of this phenomenon. Modern engines utilize electronics to increase performance, increase fuel efficiency, reduce emissions, increase diagnostic capability, and increase safety.
To gauge the degree of vulnerability of transportation infrastructures to EMP, the Commission has conducted an assessment of selected components of these infrastructures that are necessary to their operations. The assessment relied on testing where feasible, surveys and analyses for equipment and facilities for which testing was impractical, and reference to similarities to equipment for which EMP vulnerability data exists.
Based on this assessment, significant degradation of the transportation infrastructures are likely to occur in the immediate aftermath of an EMP attack. For example, municipal road traffic will likely be severely congested, possibly to the point of wide-area gridlock, as a result of traffic light malfunctions and the fraction of operating cars and trucks that will experience both temporary and in some cases unrecoverable engine shutdown. Railroad traffic will stop if communications with railroad control centers are lost or railway signals malfunction. Commercial air traffic will likely cease operations for safety and other traffic control reasons. Ports will stop loading and unloading ships until commercial power and cargo hauling infrastructures are restored.
The ability of the major transportation infrastructure components to recover depends on the plans in place and the availability of resources—including spare parts and support from other critical infrastructures upon which transportation is dependent. Transportation infrastructures have emergency response procedures in place; however, they do not explicitly address conditions that may exist for an EMP attack, such as little or no warning time and simultaneous disruptions over wide areas. Restoration times will depend on the planning and training carried out, and on the availability of services from other infrastructures—notably power, fuel, and telecommunications.
STRATEGY FOR PROTECTION AND RECOVERY
RAILROADS
Railroad operations are designed to continue under stressed conditions. Backup power and provisioning is provided for operations to continue for days or even weeks at reduced capacity. However, some existing emergency procedures, such as transferring operations to backup sites, rely on significant warning time, such as may be received in a weather forecast before a hurricane. An EMP attack may occur without warning, thereby compromising the viability of available emergency procedures. Therefore, under the overall leadership of the DHS, the government and private sectors should work together to implement the general approach described in Strategy and Recommendations.
Specific actions should include:
·         Heighten railroad officials’ awareness of the possibility of EMP attack without warning that would produce wide-area, long-term disruption and damage to electronic systems.


·         Perform test-based EMP assessments of railroad traffic control centers and retrofit modest EMP protection into these facilities, thereby minimizing the potential for adverse long term EMP effects. The emphasis of this effort should be on electronic control and telecommunication systems.


TRUCKING AND AUTOMOBILES
Emphasizing prevention and emergency clearing of traffic congestion in this area, DHS should coordinate a government and private sector program to:
·         Initiate an outreach program to educate State and local authorities and traffic engineers on EMP effects and the expectation of traffic signal malfunctions, vehicle disruption and damage, and consequent traffic congestion.


·         Work with municipalities to formulate recovery plans, including emergency clearing of traffic congestion and provisioning spare controller cards that could be used to repair controller boxes.


·         Sponsor development of economical protection modules—preliminary results for which are already available from Commission-sponsored research—that could be retrofitted into existing traffic signal controller boxes and installed in new controller boxes during manufacture.


·         Sponsor development of automobile robustness specifications and testing for EMP. These specifications should be implemented by augmenting existing specifications for gaining immunity to transient electromagnetic interference (EMI), rather than by developing separate specifications for EMP.


MARITIME SHIPPING
The essential port operations to be safeguarded are ship traffic control, cargo loading and unloading, and cargo storage and movement (incoming and outgoing). Ship traffic control is provided by the Coast Guard, which has robust backup procedures in place. Cargo storage and movement are covered by other transportation infrastructure recommendations. Therefore, focusing on cargo operations in this area, DHS should coordinate a government and private sector program to:
·         Heighten port officials’ awareness of the wide geographic coverage of EMP fields, the risk due to loss of commercial power for protracted time-intervals, and the need to evaluate the practicality of providing emergency generators for at least some portion of port and cargo operations.


·         Assess the vulnerability of electric-powered loading/unloading equipment. Review the electromagnetic protection already in place for lightning, and require augmentation of this protection to provide significant EMP robustness.


·         Coordinate findings with the “real-time” repair crews to ensure they are aware of the potential for EMP damage. Based on the assessment results, recommend spares provisions so that repairs can be made in a timely manner.


·         Assess port data centers for the potential loss of data in electronic media. Provide useful measures of protection against EMP causing loss of function and/or data.


·         Provide protected off-line spare parts and computers sufficient for minimum essential operations.


·         Provide survivable radio and satellite communication capabilities for the Coast Guard and the Nation’s ports.


COMMERCIAL AVIATION
In priority order, it must be ensured that airplanes caught in the air during an EMP attack can land safely, that critical recovery assets are protected, and that contingency plans for an extended no-fly period are developed. Thus, DHS should coordinate a government program in cooperation with the FAA to perform an operational assessment of the air traffic control system to identify a “thin-line” that provides the minimal essential capabilities necessary to return the air traffic control capability to at least a basic level of service after an EMP attack. Based on the results of this operational assessment, develop tactics for protection, operational workarounds, spares provisioning, and repairs to return to a minimum-essential service level.
FOOD INFRASTRUCTURE
NATURE OF THE PROBLEM
EMP can damage or disrupt the infrastructure that supplies food to the population of the United States. Recent federal efforts to better protect the food infrastructure from terrorist attack tend to focus on preventing small-scale disruption of the food infrastructure, such as would result from terrorists poisoning some food. Yet an EMP attack could potentially disrupt the food infrastructure over a large region encompassing many cities for a protracted period of weeks to months.
Technology has made possible a dramatic revolution in US agricultural productivity. The transformation of the United States from a nation of farmers to a nation where less than 2 percent of the population is able to feed the other 98 percent and supply export markets is made possible only by technological advancements that, since 1900, have increased the productivity of the modern farmer by more than 50-fold. Technology, in the form of knowledge, machines, modern fertilizers and pesticides, high-yield crops and feeds, is the key to this revolution in food production. Much of the technology for food production directly or indirectly depends upon electricity, transportation, and other infrastructures.
The distribution system is a chokepoint in the US food infrastructure. Supermarkets typically carry only enough food to provision the local population for 1 to 3 days. Supermarkets replenish their stocks on virtually a daily basis from regional warehouses that usually carry enough food to supply a multi-county area for about one month. The large quantities of food kept in regional warehouses will do little to alleviate a crisis if it cannot be distributed to the population in a timely manner. Distribution depends largely on a functioning transportation system.
MITIGATION AND RESPONSIBILITY
Federal, state, and regional governments should establish plans for assuring that food is available to the general population in case of major disruption of the food infrastructure. Planning to locate, preserve, deliver, distribute, and ration existing stockpiles of processed and unprocessed food, including food stockpiled by the Department of Agriculture, Department of Defense, and other government agencies, will be an important component of maintaining the food supply. Planning to protect, deliver, and ration food from regional warehouses, under conditions where an EMP attack has disrupted the power, transportation, and other infrastructures for a protracted period, should be a priority. Plans to process and deliver private and government grain stockpiles would significantly supplement the processed food stored in regional warehouses. According to the USDA’s National Agricultural Statistical Service, total private grain stockpiles in the United States amount to over 255 million metric tons. Federal grain stockpiles held by the Commodity Credit Corporation exceed 1.7 million metric tons, with 1.6 million metric tons of that amount dedicated to the Bill Emerson Humanitarian Trust for Overseas Emergency. Planning should include an assessment of how much food the population of the United States would need in an emergency when the food infrastructure is disrupted for a protracted period. Food stockpiles should be increased if existing stockpiles of food appear to be inadequate.
Presidential initiatives have designated the Department of Homeland Security as the lead agency responsible for the security of the food infrastructure, overseeing and working with the Department of Agriculture. Currently, under the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (the Stafford Act), the President “is authorized and directed to assure that adequate stocks of food will be ready and conveniently available for emergency mass feeding or distribution” in the United States. The Stafford Act should be amended to provide for plans to locate, protect, and distribute existing private and government stockpiles of food, and to provide plans for distribution of existing food stockpiles to the general population in the event of a national emergency.
WATER SUPPLY INFRASTRUCTURE
National-level responsibilities have already been assigned to the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to protect the water infrastructure from terrorist threats. A recent Presidential Directive establishes new national policy for protection of our Nation’s critical infrastructures against terrorist threats that could cause catastrophic health effects.18 EPA is the designated lead agency for protection of drinking water and water treatment systems. DHS and EPA should ensure that protection includes EMP attack among the recognized threats to the water infrastructure.
EMERGENCY SERVICES
VULNERABILITIES
An EMP attack will result in diminished capabilities of emergency services during a time of greatly increased demand upon them. The EMP vulnerability of emergency services systems is primarily due to the susceptibility of computer and communications equipment, and secondarily due to likely commercial electric power outages. Recent test results indicate that some failures of computers and network equipment can be expected at low EMP field levels; at higher levels, much more pervasive equipment failures are expected. Mobile radio communications equipment can be expected to experience disruption and failure at EMP threat levels that are likely to be experienced. Moreover, emergency services are critically dependent on the commercial telephone network, on electric power, and thus on fuel for backup generators. Degradation in these capabilities following an EMP attack is likely, as discussed previously, thereby providing another source of cascading infrastructure failure.
RECOMMENDED STRATEGY FOR PROTECTION AND RECOVERY
The Department of Homeland Security must develop a strategy for protection and recovery of emergency services that emphasizes the inclusion of the EMP threat in planning and training and the establishment of technical standards for EMP protection of critical equipment. The Department of Homeland Security, including its Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), and state and local governments should augment existing plans and procedures to address both immediate and long-term emergency services response to EMP attack. Plans should include provision for early warning notification, and a protection/recovery protocol based on graceful degradation and rapid recovery that emphasizes a balance between limited hardening and provisioning of spare components, as well as training for their use in emergency reconstitution. In addition, the Department of Homeland Security should provide technical support, guidance, and assistance to state and local governments, as well as to other federal departments and agencies, to ensure the EMP survivability or rapid recovery of critical emergency services networks and equipment.
SPACE SYSTEMS
Over the past few years, there has been increased focus on US space systems in low Earth orbits and their unique vulnerabilities, among which is their susceptibility to nuclear detonations at high altitudes—the same events that produce EMP. It is also important to include, for the protection of a satellite-based system in any orbit, its control system and ground infrastructure, including up-link and down-link facilities.
Commercial satellites support many significant services for the Federal government, including communications, remote sensing, weather forecasting, and imaging. The national security and homeland security communities use commercial satellites for critical activities, including direct and backup communications, emergency response services, and continuity of operations during emergencies. Satellite services are important for national security and emergency preparedness telecommunications because of their ubiquity and separation from other communications infrastructures.
The Commission to Assess United States National Security Space Management and Organization conducted an assessment of space activities that support US national security interests, and concluded that space systems are vulnerable to a range of attacks due to their political, economic, and military value.
Satellites in low Earth orbit generally are at very considerable risk of severe lifetime degradation or outright failure from collateral radiation effects arising from an EMP attack on ground targets.
The Department of Homeland Security and the Department of Defense should jointly execute a systematic assessment of the significance of each space system, particularly those in low Earth orbits, to missions such as the continuity of government, strategic military force protection, and the protection of critical tactical force support functions. Information from this assessment and associated cost and risk judgments will inform senior government decision making regarding protection and performance-assurance of these systems, so that missions can be executed with the required degrees of surety in the face of the possible threats.
GOVERNMENT
DHS should give priority to measures to ensure that the President and other senior Federal officials can exercise informed leadership of the Nation in the aftermath of an EMP attack, and to improving post-attack response capabilities at all levels of government.
The President, Secretary of Homeland Security, and other senior officials must be able to manage the national recovery in an informed and reliable manner. Current national capabilities were developed for Cold War scenarios in which it was imperative that the President have assured connectivity to strategic retaliatory forces. While this is still an important requirement, there is a new need for considerably broader, robust connectivity between national leaders, government at all levels, and key organizations within each infrastructure sector so that the status of infrastructures can be assessed in a reliable and comprehensive manner and their recovery and reconstitution intelligently managed. The Department of Homeland Security, working through the Homeland Security Council, should give high priority to identifying and achieving the minimum levels of robust connectivity needed for recovery following EMP attack. In doing this, DHS should give particular emphasis to exercises that evaluate the robustness of the solutions being implemented.
Working with state authorities and private-sector organizations, the Department of Homeland Security should develop draft protocols for implementation by emergency and other government responders following EMP attack, Red Team these extensively, and then institutionalize validated protocols through issuance of standards, training, and exercises.
KEEPING THE CITIZENRY INFORMED
Support to National leadership also involves measures to ensure that the President can communicate effectively with the citizenry. Although the US can improve prevention, protection, and recovery in the face of an EMP attack to levels below those that would have catastrophic consequences for the Nation, an EMP attack would still cause substantial disruption, even under the best of circumstances. Many citizens would be without power, communications and other services for days—or perhaps substantially longer—before full recovery could occur. During that interval, it will be crucial to provide a reliable channel of information to those citizens to let them know what has happened, the current situation, when help of what types for them might be available, what their governments are doing, and the host of questions which, if not answered, are certain to create more instability and suffering for the affected individuals, communities, and the Nation as a whole.
PROTECTION OF MILITARY FORCES
The end of the Cold War relaxed the discipline for achieving EMP survivability within the Department of Defense, and gave rise to the perception that an erosion of EMP survivability of military forces was an acceptable risk. EMP simulation and test facilities have been mothballed or dismantled, and research concerning EMP phenomena, hardening design, testing, and maintenance has been substantially decreased. However, the emerging threat environment, characterized by a wide spectrum of actors that include near-peers, established nuclear powers, rogue nations, sub-national groups, and terrorist organizations that either now have access to nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles or may have such access over the next 15 years have combined to place the risk of EMP attack and adverse consequences on the US to a level that is not acceptable.
Current policy is to continue to provide EMP protection to strategic forces and their controls; however, the end of the Cold War has relaxed the discipline for achieving and maintaining that capability within these forces. The Department of Defense must continue to pursue the strategy for strategic systems to ensure that weapons delivery systems of the New Triad are EMP survivable, and that there is, at a minimum, a survivable “thin-line” of command and control capability to detect threats and direct the delivery systems. The Department of Defense has the capability to do this, and the costs can be within reasonable and practical limits.
The situation for general-purpose forces (GPF) is more complex. The success of these forces depends on the application of a superior force at times and places of our choosing. We accomplish this by using a relatively small force with enormous technological advantages due to superior information flow, advanced warfighting capabilities, and well-orchestrated joint combat operations. Our increasing dependence on advanced electronics systems results in the potential for an increased EMP vulnerability of our technologically advanced forces, and if unaddressed makes EMP employment by an adversary an attractive asymmetric option.
The United States must not permit an EMP attack to defeat its capability to prevail. The Commission believes it is not practical to protect all of the tactical forces of the US and its coalition partners from EMP in a regional conflict. A strategy of replacement and reinforcement will be necessary. However, there is a set of critical capabilities that is essential to tactical regional conflicts that must be available to these reinforcements. This set includes satellite navigation systems, satellite and airborne intelligence and targeting systems, an adequate communications infrastructure, and missile defense.
The current capability to field a tactical force for regional conflict is inadequate in light of this requirement. Even though it has been US policy to create EMP-hardened tactical systems, the strategy for achieving this has been to use the DoD acquisition process. This has provided many equipment components that meet criteria for durability in an EMP environment, but this does not result in confidence that fielded forces, as a system, can reliably withstand EMP attack. Adherence to the equipment acquisition policy also has been spotty, and the huge challenge of organizing and fielding an EMP-durable tactical force has been a disincentive to applying the rigor and discipline needed to do so.
EMP durability should be provided to a selected set of tactical systems such that it will be practical to field tactical forces that cannot be neutralized by an EMP attack. The Department of Defense must perform a capabilities-based assessment of the most significant EMP threats to its tactical capabilities and develop strategies for coping with these threats in a reliable and effective manner.
Overall, little can be accomplished without the sustained attention and support of the leadership of the Department of Defense and Congress. This will require the personal involvement and cooperation among the Secretary of Defense, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the Service Chiefs, and the appropriate congressional oversight committees in creating the necessary climate of concern; overseeing the development of strategy; and reaffirming the criticality of survivable and endurable military forces, including command, control, and communications (C3) in updated policy guidance, implementation directives, and instructions. Congressionally mandated annual reports from the Secretary of Defense and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs on the status and progress for achieving EMP survivability of our fighting forces will emphasize the importance of the issue and help ensure that the necessary attention and support of the DoD leadership continues.
APPENDIX A THE COMMISSION AND ITS METHOD
The Commission used a capability-based methodology to estimate potential EMP threats over the next 15 years.1 The objective was to identify the range of plausible adversary EMP attack capabilities that cannot be excluded by prudent decision makers responsible for national and homeland security.
Bases for this assessment included current intelligence estimates of present and near-term military capabilities; current and past engineering accomplishments (what are adversaries likely to be capable of achieving, given accomplishments in other programs at comparable stages of development?); and trends impacting adversary military capabilities through 2018. In line with its capabilities-based approach, the Commission did not attempt to establish the relative likelihood of EMP strikes versus other forms of attack.
Intelligence community organizations and the National Nuclear Security Administration’s nuclear weapon laboratories (Lawrence Livermore, Los Alamos, and Sandia) provided excellent technical support to the Commission’s analyses.2 The Institute for Defense Analyses hosted and developed technical analyses for the Commission. While it benefited from these inputs, the Commission developed an independent assessment. Views expressed in this report are solely attributable to the Commission.
The Russian Federation (RF) has a sophisticated understanding of EMP that derives in part from the test era when the Soviet Union did high-altitude atmospheric tests over its own territory, impacting civilian infrastructures. To benefit from Russian expertise, the Commission:
·         Sponsored research projects at Russian scientific institutions.


·         Hosted a September 2003 US/RF symposium on EMP at which presentations were given by Russian general officers.


·         Sponsored a December 2003 technical seminar on EMP attended by scientists from the Russian Federation and the United States.


The Commission also reviewed additional relevant foreign research and programs and assessed foreign perspectives on EMP attacks.
In considering EMP, the Commission also gave attention to the coincident nuclear effects that would result from a detonation that produces EMP, e.g., possible disruption of the operations of, or damage to, satellites in space.
Different types of nuclear weapons produce different EMP effects. The Commission limited its attention to the most strategically significant cases in which detonation of one or few nuclear warheads could result in widespread, potentially long-duration disruption or damage that places at risk the functioning of American society or the effectiveness of US military forces.
In addition to examining potential threats, the Commission was charged to assess US vulnerabilities (civilian and military) to EMP and to recommend measures to counter EMP threats. For these purposes, the Commission reviewed research and best practices within the United States and other countries. Early in this review it became apparent that only limited EMP vulnerability testing had been accomplished for modern electronic systems and components. To partially remedy this deficit, the Commission sponsored illustrative testing; results are presented in the full text of the Commission’s report.
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APPENDIX D
PREPPER’S CHECKLIST
From www.FreedomPreppers.com
 
PREPPERS CHECKLIST

Preppers who are not adequately prepared place added risks on the people who rely upon them. A well-organized Prepper Checklist with assigned responsibilities will maximize your odds of survival. Your Prepper Checklist is a list of functions, or capabilities that you need to provide for in each of the survival categories. A comprehensive prepper checklist acts as both a shopping list of items that you need to get or put into a kit and a to-do list. This Prepper Checklist accomplishes both.

A Preppers Checklist is always evolving. Your Preparedness Plan will change as your knowledge and skills advance. This Preppers Checklist allows for the individual needs of each Prepper while still accomplishing common goals.

The list is broken up into general categories to help keep things organized. You can learn more on FreedomPreppers.com

Prepper Basics are the minimum requirements of preparedness that you should strive to accomplish as fast as possible. They are the basic levels of preparedness that a new prepper starting out should achieve as soon as possible. Advanced Preppers levels allow for surviving longer durations and/or increases the capacity of your prepper group.

Remember the Prepper Rule of Threes and buy backups to everything!

Three is two, two is one, one is none.

Off Grid Energy Options

•     Ability to recharge NiMH or NiCd batteries from an indefinite power source , in the sizes you use (AAA, AA, C, D, 9V)

•     Minimum 4,000 Watt Generator, preferably tri-fuel (gas, propane, natural gas or solar)

•     Fuel storage to power generator for four hours per day, ninety days total

•     Put Uninterruptible Power Supplies on all computers and other sensitive critical electronic equipment in a Faraday Cage

•     Spare extension cords

•     Battery maintenance items

•     Solar-power, or other renewable/long-term power, setup capable of running all mission critical devices for indefinite period, working eventually to powering entire household

•     Deep Cycle Batteries

•     1000 Watt Inverter

•     Stored Gasoline

•     Sta-Bil for stored Gasoline

•     Stored Diesel

•     Spare parts for Alternate Energy generations, (fuses, wire, connectors, inverter parts, etc.)

•     Candles

•     Propane Lanterns

•     Oil Lamps

•     Headlamps for everyone

Clothing

•     Three complete changes of rugged clothes for all members

•     Three complete changes of sleep clothes for all members

•     Seven changes of underclothes for each member

•     One pair of rugged, waterproof boots for each member

•     Socks – Socks - Socks

•     One pair of comfortable shoes (sneakers, sandals, etc.) for each member

•     Outer gear (boots, gloves, mittens, scarves, hats, etc) for all climates (cold weather, rain, etc.)

•     Spare shoe & boot laces

•     Fourteen changes of underclothes for each member

•     Spare boots (rugged and waterproof)

•     Spare comfort shoes

•     Ability to make/repair clothes

•     Ability to make/repair boots and shoes

•     Quantity of various materials for repairs and creation of clothing

•     Second (spare) set of outer gear for all climates

Communications

•     World Band Radio

•     Hand Crank Weather Band, AM/FM Radio

•     Base Station Short Wave Radio

•     Ham Radio, Bao-Feng or equivalent

•     CB Radio

•     Two-Radios

•     Bullhorns

•     Tactical Communications (0 – 5 miles), generally a hand-held radio unit (FRS, GMRS, Ham, CB, etc.),  to transmit and receive, with extra batteries (see also alternate energy)

•     Shortwave radio with SSB capability, for general listening of world events

•     Basic computer to access the Internet and review files (.doc. .pdf. .html. etc.) {it should be obvious that an Internet connection goes along with this}

•     AM/FM radio, battery operated (TV sound optional, but might be worthwhile if you are close to a TV broadcast tower that can run on emergency power)

•     Plans and equipment for making expedient antennas (see Information and Plans)

•     Radio and computer manuals and backup discs (see Information and Plans)

If you have a cell phone, have a 12VDC charging cord for it, and a spare battery for it

•     Pocket list of contact numbers for family, friends, team members (see also Information and Plans)

•     Long distance phone calling card that doesn’t expire

•     Pocket list of frequencies (see also Information and Plans)

•     USB drive containing pocket computer system (OS, files, programs, PGP, etc.)

•     USB drive containing your data files

•     Door Intercom for communicating with people outside your door, while staying safe inside

•     Short-distance Communications (up to 50 miles) (generally, a mobile ham VHF/UHF radio and a vehicle or yagi antenna), transmit and receive

•     Pocket radio for short-distance digital communications (can be particularly useful for local Groups/Teams/Family Units)

•     Long-distance communications (greater than 50 miles), generally ham HF, transmit and receive

•     Ham Radio Email, like Wavemail or Winlink/Netlink over HF and possibly VHF (Packet)

•     Satellite phone

•     Always store your electronics in Faraday Cages when not in use.

•     Defense (Safety and Security)

•     Each member of the household should have the following weapons:

•     Full size handgun and a concealed carry weapon (same caiber)

•     Shotgun

•     Hunting rifle (for sniping and hunting)

•     Battle rifle (AR15, AR10, or AK47)

•     .22 Caliber rifle and handgun for training

•     A “throwaway weapon” that your willing to give up in the event of gun confiscation. It’s better to give up a “throwaway” to divert attention from your real weapons cache.

•     One thousand rounds per weapon.

•     Every handgun has a holster, every rifle and shotgun has a sling; cases for all firearms

•     Several magazines for every firearm that uses one

•     Cleaning gear for all firearms

•     Spare parts for every firearm, and detailed manuals

•     Reloading equipment and supplies for each of your main calibers

•     Security system that monitors home inside perimeter

•     Knives

•     Machete

•     Compound Bow

•     Extra Arrows

•     Slingshot

•     Snare Wire

•     Monitoring system so that you know when someone has breached key areas of your property

•     Outside floodlights on motion sensors covering the outside perimeter of home and any other key areas on property

•     Put out small fires (a fire extinguisher for kitchen, garage and every level of the home)

•     Smoke & carbon monoxide detectors on all floors

•     Camera surveillance around home, complete 360 degrees

•     Motion and seismic sensors monitoring perimeter and other key areas of property

•     External fire suppression system

•     Add laminate to exterior windows (resists break-ins, etc.)

•     Hardened Safe room, from physical assaults (weather, crime, etc.)

•     Night Vision (mono- or binocular) 

•     You can’t have too many fire extinguishers. You need to be able to put out a fire quickly, especially if there is no fire department available.

Financial Preparedness

•     Cash on hand

•     Supply of hard currency (silver, gold, etc.)

•     Supply of barter goods (We suggest heirloom seeds)

•     Ability to capitalize on opportunities (like, group buys or cheap land after a crisis/pandemic)

•     Know the silver content of junk silver and the gold content of various coins and how to convert that into current market value

•     Know how to calculate and determine specific gravity for various metals (how to spot fake silver and gold)

•     Use gold to store larger amounts of wealth and silver for smaller amounts. Silver is also better in a barter environment.

Cooking Off The Grid

•     Gas Grill

•     Camp Stove

•     Rocket Stove

•     Solar Dehydrator

•     Meat Grinder

•     Grain Grinder

•     Non-electric Can Opener

•     Fire Pit

•     Solar Oven

•     Spare Propane

•     Matches and Lighters

•     Butane Stove

•     Cast Iron Cookware

•     Food Storage

•     Stored food for as long as you plan on living

•     Wheat

•     Rice

•     Pasta

•     Beans

•     Oatmeal

•     Dry Milk

•     Honey

•     Sugar

•     Vinegar

•     Lemon Juice

•     Cooking Oil

•     Coffee/Tea

•     Canned Goods

•     Spices

•     Condiments

•     Water Enhancers

•     Baking Essentials (Yeast, Salt, etc.)

•     Sprouting Seeds

•     Non-hybrid, Heirloom Garden Seeds

•     Portable capability for minimum-prepared foods for 14 days (for traveling, short-term missions, etc.)

•     Gather more food: hunt, fish, trap/snare, gather wild plants

•     Dress and prepare gathered food

•     Keep perishable food cold using alternative energy methods for 30 days (see Alternative Energy)

•     Disposable flatware for 30 days

•     Open cans and other packaging

•     Cook food 3 times a day with alternate methods for 30 days (minimum, work up to 90 days)

•     Have cookware that can be used over an open fire (pots, pans, kettles, etc.)

•     Durable cooking utensils (including pots, pans, etc.)

•     Equipment to cook over fire pit (grates, tripods, hooks, etc.)

•     Recipes for making a variety of dishes from the food you store

•     Spices to make food more palatable, enjoyable, varied

•     One year’s worth of food, in any combination of every day, minimum-prepared, and long-term storage foods, with the experience and equipment to prepare it

•     Portable capability for minimum-prepared foods for 30 days or more (for traveling)

•     Grow food and harvest the seeds for the next planting

•     Grow and tend livestock

•     Preserve food on indefinite basis (canning, smoking, jerking, etc)

•     Keep perishable food cold using alternative energy methods

•     Minimum-prepared foods are those that require little or no cooking before eating.

•     Disposable Flatware—plates, bowls, cups, spoons, forks, knives, napkins, etc. The idea of disposable flatware is to reduce consumption of water and is typically for shorter-term events.

•     Cooking Oils

Preparedness Plan

•     Acquire the proper insurance (home, renter, auto, health, life etc.) and safeguard the insurance plan and contact information

•     Document with pictures and/or video all possessions for insurance purposes, including writing down the serial numbers for guns and electronics.

•     Post in a quick-access location the numbers for all emergency services (police, fire, ambulance, poison control, utility services), and include non-emergency numbers for the same services as well as family, friends, neighbors, etc.

•     Post a list of important websites next to (or along with) the important phone numbers.

•     Copies of personal information like birth certificates, SS cards, driver licenses, with current pictures, kept in fire safe.

•     A list of “last-minute purchase items” – in case you have time to “top off”

Current inventory

•     Resource materials (books, CDs, etc.) covering a wide range of topics

•     Instruction and repair manuals for everything

•     Backups of all important computer files

•     Hard copies (printouts) of all critical information contained in computer files

•     Backup copies of your computer data on discs, USB flash drives, portable HDDs

•     An evacuation plan and prioritized grab list

•     Plans and equipment for making expedient antennas (see Communications and Computing)

•     Pocket list of contact numbers for family, friends, team members (see Communications and Computing)

•     Pocket list of radio frequencies used (see Communications and Computing)

•     Forms of entertainment (games, books, music, DVDs, CDs, MP3 players drawing, coloring, cards, football, frisbee, baseball/throwing ball, soccer ball, etc.)

•     Maps of surrounding area with extensive notes on routes and areas, including conditions at different times of the year (see Navigation and Signaling)

•     “Range cards” for your entire property

Personal Items

•     Purse

•     Wallet

•     ID

•     Watch

•     Money

•     A “last-minute checklist” is generally a bad thing to implement. It’s better to have all the equipment and supplies on hand before an event occurs.

•     A Grab List is a list of items that you want to take with you in case you need to evacuate your home. The grab list should include everything that you would want to take, in priority order, so that you don’t have to try and remember while you’re scrambling to evacuate.

•     Additional Entertainment considerations include games for kids, books (or reading material) for both education and learning resources, and books that show how to play more games (adult and children) using cards and other materials.

•     It’s a good idea to keep important documents in a fire-resistant safe

•     Lighting

•     Flashlights

•     Lanterns, Battery and Oil

•     Light Sticks

•     Solar Lights

•     Candles

•     Area light (prefer safe LED or fluorescent instead of flame-based light)

•     Spotlight, handheld, battery powered (see Alternate Energy)

•     Provide power to all normal light for home with Alternative Energy.

•     Spare parts for all lights (bulbs, etc.)

•     LED lights are preferred due to their lower consumption of battery power.

•     Navigation & Signaling

•     Maps of surrounding area, including topo, road atlas, etc. (see also Information and Plans)

•     Compass, several quality instruments

•     Protractor, rulers, grid squares, alcohol-erase markers, pencils, grease pencils etc. for map use

•     Waterproof map cases, waterproofed maps, or maps covered in clear acetate

•     GPS with built-in mapping software and direct-entry of information (coordinates, descriptions, etc), preloaded with the appropriate maps

•     Power support for GPS (see Alternative Energy)

•     Prepping for Pandemics, Nuclear + BioTerror Attacks

•     N100 or P100 masks/filters

•     Tyvek suits, including hood and over-boots

•     Nitrile gloves

•     Air filtration system capable of providing positive pressure in a saferoom area, with spare filters

•     EMP surge protectors on all sensitive equipment

•     Decontamination gear and supplies

•     6 mil plastic in rolls and metal tape for safe rooms plus back up materials

•     Potassium Iodine/Iodate (KI) tablets, enough for a minimum of 14 days for each person

•     Log book for noting exposures and readings, pencils, pens, calculator, ruler, log-log paper

•     Radiological Instruction manual (like “Fallout Survival” by Druce D. Clayton; FEMA)

•     Air filtration system capable of providing positive pressure to whole house, with spare filters

•     EMP surge protectors on all house outlets

•     Radiation meters (survey and dosimeters)

•     Fallout shelter

•     Hygiene & Sanitation

•     Toilet Paper

•     Two pairs of eyeglasses, both with current prescription

•     Eyeglass retaining straps

•     Toiletries: Make sure you can do everything in the bathroom that you do on a daily basis, including:

•     Bath / wash (soap)

•     Dental care

•     Denture care

•     Hand Wash

•     Clean eye contacts

•     Nail trimmers

•     Hair comb/brush

•     Makeup

•     Shave cream and disposable razors

•     deodorant/antiperspirant

•     Keep skin from drying (lotion)

•     Tweezers

•     Clean ears

•     Nose tissue

•     Dry self (towels)

•     Feminine hygiene items

•     Garbage disposal and recycle/reuse

•     Plastic trash bags for waste both human and other to keep buckets clean

•     Deodorizers (Lysol, baking soda and vinegar, liquid porta-potty enzymes, etc.)

•     Lice/Nit comb

•     Camp showers

•     Body Bags

Cleaning Supplies

•     Bleach/Pool Shock

•     Comet

•     Baking Soda

•     Washing Soda

•     Borax

•     Bar Soap

•     Vinegar

•     Mop and Bucket

•     Broom and Dust Pan

•     Scrub Brushes

•     Dish Pan

•     Trash Bags

•     Trash Cans

•     Burn Barrel

•     Compost garbage and waste

•     Spare buckets

Pets & Animals

•     30 days of stored food and water for each pet

•     Ability to handle pet waste if pet cannot go outside for 30 days

•     Pet care needs, special medications, toys, etc for 30 days

•     Leashes and kennels for each animal

•     Tie-down stake

•     Pest control for pets

•     Shot / Vet record

•     Up-to-date shots

•     90 or more days of stored food and water for each pet, eventually working towards an indefinite supply for all pets

•     Ability to handle pet waste if pet cannot go outside for 90+ days

•     Pet care needs, special medications, toys, etc for 90+ days

•     Pet first-Aid kit

•     Tested recipes for pet food from stored and/or gathered food sources, food scraps, etc.

•     Shelter, Fire & Warmth

•     Tents, enough tent space to contain all members and gear

•     Tarps, decent selection for general and miscellaneous use

•     Sleeping bag or other bedding of choice for each member, capable of keeping person warm in sub-freezing temperatures

•     Ability to make fire in, at least, 3 different ways

•     Spare sheets and blankets

•     Pillows

•     Alternate heating source for home

•     Land Mobile – more durable and mobile sheltering system (e.g., camping trailer)

•     Shelter building tools (see Tools, Repair and Utility)

•     Shelter repair supplies: plywood, wood strips, plastic sheeting, screws, nails, etc. (see also Tools, Repair and Utility below)

•     Pre-cut plywood for covering windows if you are in a Hurricane area

•     Ability to repair and maintain your home: Plumbing, Electrical, Carpentry, Roofing, Fencing, Concrete, Welding, etc.

•     Tools, Repair & Utility

•     Buckets, with and without lids

•     Basic socket set

•     Basic screwdriver set

•     Basic wrench set

•     Basic set of saws (wood, metal, etc.)

•     Basic set of files

•     Basic wrench set

•     Multi-meter

•     Tarp and plastic sheeting for temporary repair of roof, windows, and siding from storm damage. Large-head nails and wood strips to attach them

•     Multi-tool, quality construction

•     Hammers

•     Shovels

•     Pickaxe

•     Axe

•     Hatchet

•     Rope

•     Wire (bailing and electrical)

•     Twine

•     Fuses

•     Crimp connectors

•     Scissors (need several pair for different tasks; a good set of scissors is indispensable)

•     Soldering iron

•     Solder

•     Drill and drill bits

•     Measuring tool (tape measure, carpenter’s rule, etc.)

•     Repair/Mend clothing

•     Sewing kit

•     Clothes pins, wooden

•     Eyeglass repair kit

•     Gather & prepare firewood (axes, saws, splitter, etc.)

•     Chainsaws

•     Supply of nails, screws, and some lumber for structural repair of house

•     Parts & tools to repair critical plumbing items

•     Spare buckets, with and without lids

•     Welding setup

•     Transportation

•     Keep all vehicles in good repair

•     Four wheel drive on main vehicle, or traction-enhanced (locking differentials, etc.)

•     Main vehicle needs to be able to carry everyone in family, including a minimum of gear and supplies for 1 week

•     Main vehicle needs to run on standardized fuel (gasoline, diesel), not specialized fuel (high octane, bio-mix, propane,etc.)

•     Stored fuel for one full tank (e.g., if your vehicle’s tank holds 20 gallons, store 20 gallons) in man-portable containers

•     ‘Fix a flat’ or Slime

•     Self-vulcanizing plug kit

•     Air compressor (12 VDC)

•     Hose clamps, various sizes (or hose wrap or duct tape)

•     Siphon hose

•     Funnels 

•     Full-sized spare tire

•     Emergency road equipment (flares, warning reflectors, etc.)

•     Navigation (maps, GPS, etc.), stored in vehicle

•     Basic spare parts (hoses, belts, sparks plugs, fasteners, etc.)

•     Extra fluids (oil, coolant, transmission fluid, washer fluid, etc.)

•     Tool kit, stored in vehicle

•     Fire extinguisher

•     Jumper cables

•     Recovery strap/tow rope

•     Extended fuel storage

•     Additional spare parts for vehicle

Water

•     Bottled Water

•     Canteen/Camelback

•     Rain Barrel

•     Water Bottle with Filter

•     Water Purification Tablets

•     Pool Shock/Bleach

•     Kettle w/ Lid for Boiling Water

•     Charcoal and Sand

•     Mosquito Netting

•     Coffee Filters

•     Purify / disinfect water with Bleach or Calcium Hypochlorite

•     Pre-filter / purify / disinfect water with coffee filters or panty hose

•     Berkey Water Filter, a Life Straw, or similar devices for home and bugging out

•     Dedicated “dirty water ” containers* equal to about 30 gallons, plus additional containers to catch rain water

•     Spigot-controlled water (on / off valve) – Sillcock Key

•     Have 5-day supply stored in containers that are easy to move when full

•     Portable capability to pre-filter / purify / disinfect water for additional 30 days or more

•     Gather large quantities of water, in excess of 100 gallons at a time

•     Rain Catchment System

Weather Information

•     NOAA weather radio

•     Basic understanding of clouds, weather systems and storms typical in your area

•     Weather reference book or poster

•     Thorough understanding of weather related alerts, watches and warnings

•     Handheld weather measurement instruments

•     Powered Weather monitoring station

•     Attend Weather Spotter class/participate in area SKYWARN activities/training

Medical Supplies

•     Nitrile Gloves (hypoallergenic), in various sizes for larger group supplies

•     Cold packs/Hot packs, instant and/or reusable

•     Scalpels and/or Field Knife

•     Ace Wraps

•     Israeli Bandage or other compression bandages

•     Celox or Quikclot hemostatic clotting agents (stops moderate to severe bleeding in wounds)

•     Tourniquets (CAT, SOF-T, SWAT, EMT are examples)

•     Compressed Gauze (H and H brand is an example)

•     Steri-strips or Butterfly Closures and Tincture of Benzoin (to help the strips stick to skin)

•     Nail Scissors or Clippers

•     Hemostat Clamp 5”, Straight or Curved

•     3-0 Nylon or Silk Suture

•     Super Glue or Medical Glue 

•     Tweezers (in various sizes and tips for larger group supplies)

•     Penlight and Headlamp

•     Bandage Scissors 7.25” Stainless steel (better) or EMT scissors

•     Adhesive Bandages, various sizes (non-latex if possible)

•     ABD Dressings, in small and large sizes

•     Gauze Dressings Sterile and Non-sterile, various sizes

•     Non-Stick Sterile Dressings  (Telfa type), various sizes 

•     Roller Gauze Sterile Dressings (Kerlix), various sizes

•     Moleskin or Molepad

•     Mylar, Solar, or Survival blanket

•     Cloth Medical Tape 

•     Duct Tape 

•     Triangular Bandage with safety pins, and bandannas

•     Ammonia Inhalants

•     Antibiotic Ointment or Creams, like Triple, Bacitracin, Neomycin and Bactroban (Rx)

•     Alcohol Wipes, Povidone-iodine (Betadine) Wipes, BZK wipes (Benzalkonium Chloride)

•     Burn Gel and Hydrocortisone Cream

•     Sting Relief Wipes

•     Hand Sanitizer

•     Lip balm, and Sunscreen

•     Ibuprofen Tablets, Benadryl Tablets and Rehydration Packets

•     Waterproof Paper and Pencil

•     First Aid Reference Book 

•     Headlamps, with extra batteries (for night or poor lighting conditions)

•     Instant Glucose and/or Raw Unprocessed Honey

•     Chest Seals, Vented, 2 per pack (entry and exit wound coverage)

•     Oral Airways (to keep airway open)

•     Nasal airways- NPAs (keeps airways open) and Surgical lube

•     Soap and/or Dr. Bronner’s Castile liquid soap

•     CPR Shields

•     Safety Pins (large), Rubber Bands and Paper Clips

•     Scalpel and disposable blades (lots)

•     Neck Collars, various sizes

•     Extra Large Absorbent Pads (ABD or other brand)

•     Petrolatum/Xeroform dressings in various sizes

•     Burn Dressings and Burn Blankets

•     Coban or Self-Adhering Wraps

•     Liquid Bandage (Like New Skin)

•     Medical Tapes, various types (Elastoplast, Silk, and Paper) and sizes (1 inch, 2 inch etc.)

•     Skin Tac Liquid Adhesive Barrier (prepares skin for application of tapes, dressings and protects the skin with a hypo-allergenic sticky film) or equivalent Skin Prep Wipes

•     Moleskin or Spenco Second Skin Blister kit

•     Styptic Pencils

•     Eye Cups, Eye Pads, Patches and Eye wash

•     SAM splints and Slings

•     Blood Pressure Cuff, various sizes (sphygmomanometer)

•     Stethoscopes

•     Bio Glo Strips (Fluorescein sodium Rx only)- used to stain the eye

•     Cobalt Blue light bulb to shine on the injured eye - visualization of cuts or foreign objects

•     Cotton Swabs (Q-tips), Cotton Balls, Cotton-tipped applicators, Cotton Rounds

•     Face Masks (surgical and N95)

•     Chest Decompression Needles 

•     Tongue Depressors

•     Magnifying Glasses

•     Extra Batteries

•     Glow Sticks

•     Multi Tools

•     Safety Pins and Rubber bands

•     Paracord 550 

•     Ring Cutter

•     Kelly Clamps, straight and curved in various sizes

•     Needle Holders

•     Half Circle sewing needles and Silk Thread

•     Sutures in many variations, such as:

•     Silk, Nylon and Prolene 0, 2-0, 3-0, 4-0(non-absorbable)

•     Sharps Disposal Box 

•     Suture Removal Tray

•     Surgical Staplers and Staple Removers

•     Iodoform Sterile Packing Gauze

•     Micropore Tape

•     Styptic Pencil (stops bleeding from superficial cuts)

•     Silver Nitrate Sticks and Cautery Pens

•     Saline Solution (several liter bottles), or DIY with recipe in this book

•     Irrigation Syringes (60-100 ml is good) and Irrigation Cups (like Zerowet)

•     Hair Combs and Brushes (hygiene)

•     Nail Files, Foot Files and Heel Creams

•     Thermometers (rectal and ear)

•     Hot Water Bottles and Ice Bags (both reusable) 

•     Ziploc Bags, Plastic Wrap

•     Aluminum Foil (use to sharpen scissors, by cutting the foil several times) 

•     Cotton Sheets (100% in white) 

•     Eye Droppers and Bulb Syringes

•     Measuring Spoons and Cups

•     Antiseptic Solutions in large and medium quantities (Betadine, Hibiclens, etc.)

•     Hydrogen Peroxide 3% and 6-7%

•     Rubbing Alcohol

•     Enema Bags

•     Nutritional Supplements (Boost, Ensure)

•     Vitamins, multi, and Pregnancy Vitamins

•     Sunblock

•     Lip Balms

•     Insect Repellants

•     Bactine or equivalent (for cuts and bug bites) 

•     Fels-Naptha/Zanfel Soap (poison ivy, oak and sumac)

•     Poison Ivy Wipes (like Zanfel)

•     Hydrocortisone Cream 1%

•     Lidocaine Cream or jelly 2.5% (topical anesthetic)

•     Dermoplast Spray and Solarcaine Cool Aloe Burn 

•     Medi-First Burn Spray  (analgesic, antiseptic and liquid bandaid all in one)

•     Biofreeze Gel or Cold Freeze Spray for intact skin only

•     Acetaminophen/Ibuprofen/Aspirin 

•     Benadryl (Diphenhydramine)

•     Epinephrine (Epi-pen, prescription injection for severe allergic reactions)

•     Claritin (Loratadine)

•     Anti-Nausea Medication (Meclizine hydrochloride 2.5mg tablets)

•     Zofran (Rx for nausea and vomiting)

•     Ear and Eye Drops

•     Cough Syrup and Lozenges/Drops

•     Expectorants (to loosen up thick mucus)

•     Decongestants (to move mucus out of the respiratory system) 

•     Vicks Vapor Rub

•     Nebulizer, saline, tubing, mask or mouth piece (plus Rx Albuterol single dose liquid)

•     Sleep Aids (like Alteril, Tylenol PM, Melatonin, Chamomile or Valerian Tea etc.)

•     Fiber Supplements (Metamucil)  

•     Stool Softeners and Laxatives

•     Suppositories and Finger Cots

•     Beano or equivalent (to reduce gas formation with certain foods) 

•     Anti-Diarrheal, Imodium (Loperamide)

•     Pepto-Bismol (Bismuth Subsalicylate)

•     Heartburn Medications and natural treatments

•     Rid Shampoo/Nix Lotion or Creme Rinse and Nix Electric Lice Comb (for lice)

•     Oral Rehydration Packs and Gatorade Packets (or make it from scratch)

•     Water Purification Tablets

•     Emergency Water Bag

•     Water Filters, portable and large family size

•     Waterproof Matches, lighters and other methods to start fires 

•     Gold Bond Foot Powder

•     Calamine lotion

•     Burn Cream (Rx Silvadene), Burn Gel or burn treatments (sprays) with anesthetic

•     Colloidal Silver (for external treatments) 

•     Anti-fungal Cream (Terconazole)

•     Anti-fungal Powder (Tinactin)

•     Fluconazole 100 or 150mg tablets (Rx antifungal)

•     Urinary Pain Reliever (Uristat or AZO tablets)

•     Wart Removal cream/ointment/solution/freeze

•     Hemorrhoid Cream or Ointment (Preparation H)

•     Zinc Oxide cream or ointment

•     A & D ointment

•     Vaseline 

•     Muscle Rub (like Icy Hot, Blue Emu, or Arnica salve)

•     Tens Unit or equivalent (Muscle Stimulation pain reliever machine)

•     Oral Antibiotics (discussed later)

•     Radiation Pills, Thyrosafe or equivalent, one box per person (if your area may be exposed to radiation)

•     PMS Medication, like Pamprin (which acts as a mild diuretic also), and natural remedies

•     Caffeine Pills

•     Natural Equivalents of any the above; see natural medicine chapters

•     Birth Control Accessories (condoms, birth control pills, cervical caps, etc.)

•     Emergency Obstetric Kit (comes as a pack) and Nitrazine strips (pH strips)

•     Midwifery Reference Books

•     Fetal Electronic Doppler or Fetoscope

•     Maxi Pads and Tampons (female use, and tampons for nose bleeds)

•     Measuring Tapes

•     Paper, pencils, pens and permanent markers 

Dental Kit

•     Cotton Pellets and Rolls

•     Dental mirror

•     Tongue Blades

•     Toothpaste and Toothbrushes

•     Baking Soda and Peppermint Oil

•     Hydrogen Peroxide 3% (oral rinse to treat or prevent gum issues)

•     Syringes 12cc Curved tip

•     Dental Scraper

•     Dental Pick and Toothpicks

•     Dental Floss and Dental Wax

•     Oral Analgesics 

•     Canker Sore Tx (like Orajel or Hurricane Gel and Kank-A, and Orabase)

•     Clove Bud Oil (anesthetic for toothache)

•     Zinc Oxide (make a paste with oil of cloves and you get temporary dental cement), or…

•     Commercial dental kits (Den-Temp, Cavit)

•     Hank’s Solution (used to preserve viability in knocked-out teeth)

•     Pill Cups

•     Scalpels, disposable

•     4-0 Chromic sutures (absorbable) 

•     Needle Holder

•     Gauze 2 x 2 inches

•     Actcel Hemostatic agent (stops dental bleeding, and dissolves naturally)

•     Extraction Equipment (several different extractors and elevators)

•     Spoon Excavator

•     Generic or brand name Ibuprofen

•     Gloves, Masks, and Eye protection

Natural Medicine: Supplies and Equipment

•     Witch Hazel and Extract

•     Bag Balm ointment 

•     Drawing Salve

•     Raw Unprocessed Honey (local is best)

•     Cayenne Pepper Powder (see medicinal garden chapter)

•     Aloe Vera

•     Herbal Teas, Tinctures, Salves, and Essential Oils (see Natural Remedies)

•     Neti Pot (use only with sterile solutions) and Diffusers

•     Medicinal Herb and Plant seeds (in long-term storage packaging)

•     Herbal Medicine Reference Books

•     Gardening Reference Books

•     Mortar and Pestle

•     Graters, Stainless Steel

•     Clear and Brown Glass Jars with Lids

•     Glass Bottles (various sizes) Green, Brown and Clear with Cork Tops

•     Metal Tins, ½ ounce to 4 ounce sizes

•     Sealing Wax

•     Funnels, Kitchen Mesh Strainers and Cotton Muslin Bags

•     Clocks and Kitchen Timers

•     Kitchen Scale

•     Grain Alcohol and Vodkas (for making tinctures), other spirits as needed

•     Copper Distiller (to distill essential oils, etc.) 

•     Cheesecloth 

•     Coffee Filters

•     Tea Ball Infuser

•     Coconut, Olive, Neem, Sesame, Shea Nut, Wheat Germ, Castor, Grapeseed, Soybean Oils

•     Vegetable Glycerin, Vitamin E Oil, Steric Acid, Grapefruit Seed Extract, Citric Acid

•     White cosmetic clay (Kaolin), makes an excellent poultice base 

•     Beeswax and pastilles, Cocoa Butter wax and wafers, Shea Butter

•     Gelatin or Vegetable Capsules, Capsule Making Machine

•     Teapots, Coffee Pots 

•     Coal Tar Shampoo

•     Selenium Shampoo

•     Baking Soda and Corn Starch

•     Apple Cider Vinegar and White Vinegar

•     Epsom Salts

•     Sugar, Salt, and Salt Substitutes (part of rehydration formula)

•     Cayenne Pepper Powder (for sore throat gargle and to help stop mild-mod bleeding)

•     Saline Nasal Spray (or sterile homemade solution)

The Armageddon Field Trauma Center

•     Extensive medical library

•     Pandemic Protective Gear: Face Shields, Tyvek Coveralls, Hoodies, Aprons, Boots, Gloves

•     Goggles, indirect vented

•     Treatment Table and Stretches

•     Cots or Beds and Chairs

•     Bedside Table and Mayo Stands

•     Portable Lights and Stands

•     Lanterns, Candlesticks and Holders

•     Waste Bins and Biohazard bags, trash bags

•     Foldable Stretchers

•     Heavy Plastic Sheeting, Large Rolls

•     Duct Tape, Large Rolls

•     Mosquito Netting

•     Portable Large Capacity Tent or Shelter

•     White 100% Cotton Sheets and Pillow Cases

•     Pillows, with waterproof cases

•     Blankets, Towels, Patient Gowns

•     Basins, Bowls and Washcloths

•     Portable Shower or Curtain for privacy and Portable Sinks

•     Shampoo and Conditioner

•     Hair Clips and Rubber Bands

•     Nail Brushes, Emory Boards and Nail Clippers

•     Large Capacity Water Filtration Systems

•     Water Pitcher and Cups

•     Lemon Glycerin Swabs or equivalent 

•     Disposable Razors

•     Waterproof Pads

•     Bedpans and Portable Male Urinals

•     Laundry Soap, Bleach, buckets, mop handle, dedicated laundry scrub brushes

•     Clothesline

•     Scrub Suits

•     Fire Extinguishers 

•     Extra Reading Glasses in various strengths

•     Charting Materials and Forms

•     Clip Boards, Pencils and Pens (don’t forget the sharpeners)

•     Watch with a Second Hand and Stopwatch

•     Scales, newborn and adult sizes 

•     Resuscitation Facemask with one-way valve

•     Resuscitation Bag (Ambu-bag)

•     Endotracheal Tube/ Laryngoscope (allows you to breathe for patient)

•     Portable Defibrillator/ AED (expensive)

•     Pulse Oximeter

•     O2 Concentrator, tubing, and face mask or nasal cannulas, with portable power source

•     Portable EKG monitor (battery operated is preferred)  

•     Blood Pressure monitors (battery operated, wrist sizes are handy)

•     Otoscope and Ophthalmoscope – (instruments to look into ears and eyes)

•     Microscope

•     Glucose Monitor

•     Urine test strips and Hemacult Test Strips

•     Pregnancy test kits

•     Sterile Drapes (lots)

•     Portable Refrigerator A/C and D/C capacity

•     Air Splints (arm/long-leg/short-leg)

•     Plaster of Paris Cast Kits (to make casts for fractures) Adult and Pediatric

•     Cast Removal Tools

•     Crutches, Walking Canes, Wheelchair

•     Drain and IV Sponges (dressings with a slit cutout) and Tegaderm film dressing

•     IV Equipment, such as:

•     Normal Saline (longest shelf life), Ringer’s Lactate IV solutions

•     IV Tubing sets - maxi-sets + standard sets

•     Blood collection bags + filter transfusion sets

•     Syringes 2/5/10/20 mL

•     Needles 20/22/24 gauge

•     IV Start Kits with Tegraderm Dressings

•     Angiocath IV Needles: 16/18/20/24 gauge 

•     Paper Tape (1/2 or 1 inch) for IV lines

•     IV Stands (to hang fluid bottles)

•     Paracord (various uses)

•     Assorted Clamps (curved and straight, small and large)

•     Scalpel Handle with Blades (sizes 10, 11, 15) and/or disposable scalpels

•     Triage tags (for mass casualty incidents)

•     Saline Solution for irrigation (can be made at home as well)

•     Foley Catheters, Sterile Lubricant, Foley Insertion Trays and Urine Bags

•     Nasogastric Tubes (to pump a stomach)

•     Autoclave or Pressure Cooker (to sterilize instruments, etc.) 

•     Stainless Steel Tongs (to place inside sterilizer and use to pick out sterilized instruments) 

•     Self Sealing Sterilization Pouches with indicator strips

•     Ultraviolet Sterilization Wand or Unit

•     Vacuum Bags and Food Saver

•     Cidex Solution or equivalent (for cleaning instruments)

•     Dedicated Scrub Brushes for Cleaning Instruments only

•     Surgical Trays and Bowls, stainless steel only

•     Heavy Trash Bags and Biohazard Bags, various sizes

•     Human Remains Pouch (HRP) with ID cards or tags

•     Shovels and Hatchets

•     Bucket, Scrub Brushes and Mop (to clean hospital surfaces and floors)

•     Bleach and/or Pool Shock (to DIY bleach)

•     Quick Lime Powder (sanitation of human waste)

•     Toilet Paper, Tissues and Paper Towels

•     Pill Bottles and Labels

•     Books, Deck of Cards, Games, Music, Paper, pens, colored pencils/crayons and Activity books

•     Poster Board, Permanent Markers and Red Duct Tape, for signage outside the Hospital 

COMMON SURGERY TOOLS and EQUIPMENT

•     Sterile Towels and Sterile Gloves

•     Scrub Brushes in sterile single packages

•     Hibiclens Antiseptic Surgical Scrub (to clean skin before invasive procedures)

•     Mayo Scissors and Metzenbaum scissors

•     Needle Holders, Sterile in various sizes

•     Surgical Marking Pens

•     Suction Pump with Internal 12V Rechargeable Battery

•     Bulb and Large Syringes, Sterile (for irrigating wounds during procedures)

•     Lap Sponges and large quantity of dressings and gauze 

•     Obstetric forceps (for difficult deliveries)

•     Speculums, small to ex-large sizes 

•     Uterine Curettes (for miscarriages, various sizes)

•     Uterine “Sound” (checks depth of uterine canal)

•     Uterine Dilators (to open cervix; allows removal of dead tissue)

•     Bone Saw Kit (for amputations)

•     1% or 2% Lidocaine (local anesthetic in injectable form-prescription medication)

•     Chest Tube Set-up (connected to bedside suction)

•     Penrose and Jackson Pratt Drains (to allow blood and pus to drain from wounds)

Prescription Medications to Stockpile

•     Medrol Dose packs, oral steroids

•     Epi Pens and Inhalers (Ventolin)

•     Metformin 500mg, 1000mg or 750mg ER tablets

•     Salbutamol Inhalers (for asthma/severe allergic reactions)

•     Antibiotic and Anesthetic, Eye ointment/drops and Ear drops 

•     Oral Contraceptive Pills

•     Metronidazole, oral antibiotic and anti-protozoal

•     Amoxicillin, oral antibiotic

•     Cephalexin, oral antibiotic

•     Ciprofloxacin, oral antibiotic

•     Doxycycline, oral antibiotic

•     Clindamycin, oral antibiotic

•     Trimethoprin/Sulfamethoxazole, oral antibiotic

•     Ceftriaxone, IV antibiotic

•     Diazepam IV sedative to treat seizures

•     Diazepam in oral form, sedative

•     Alprazolam, oral anti-anxiety agent

•     Tramadol (pain medicine which is also available from a veterinarian)
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Previously in The Blackout Series
The Characters
The Rymans:
 
Colton – Colton Ryman is in his late thirties. Born and raised in Texas, he is a direct descendant of the Ryman family which built the infamous Ryman Auditorium music hall in downtown Nashville. His family migrated to Texas from Tennessee with Davy Crockett in the 1800’s. The Ryman’s became prominent in the oil and cattle business and as a result, Colton inherited his skill for negotiating. After college, he landed a position with United Talent, the top agency for the country-western music industry. He eventually became managing partner of the Nashville office. He is married to Madison and they have one child, Alex.
 
 
Madison – Madison, in her mid-thirties, is a devout Christian born and raised in Nashville. She grew up a debutante but quickly set her sights on a career in filmmaking. But one fateful day, she was introduced to Colton Ryman and the two fell in love. They had their only child, Alex, which prompted Madison to give up her career in favor of a life raising their daughter and loving her husband—two full time jobs.
 
 
Alex – Fifteen-year old Alex, the only child of Colton and Madison Ryman, was a sophomore at Davidson Academy. Despite inheriting her mother’s beauty, Alex was not interested in the normal pursuits of teenaged girls which included becoming the prey of teenaged boys. Her interests were golf and science. It was during her favorite class, Astronomy, in which the teacher encouraged his students to become solar sleuths, that Alex learned of the potential damage the sun could cause.
 
 
Supporting Characters of  Importance:
 
Dr. Andrea Stanford – Director of the Joint Alma Observatory (JAO) Science Team at the Atacama Large Millimeter Array (ALMA) in the high-mountain desert of Peru. She is a graduate of the  Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Her long-time assistant is Jose Cortez.
 
 
Members of the Harding Place Association (HPA) – In 36 Hours, book one of The Blackout Series, Shane Wren and his wife Christie Wren make their first appearance. They have two daughters and live just to the north of the Rymans. Shane Wren is the President of the HPA. In Zero Hour, two other members of the HPA are important players in the saga. Gene Andrews, a former director of compliance with the Internal Revenue Service, and Adam Holder,  a former banker, make their appearance. Jimmy Holder, Adam’s stepson, is a key player in the story as well. 
 
 
 
Primary Scene Locations
 
Ryman Residence – located on Harding Place in Nashville. It is located approximately two miles east of  historic Belle Meade Country Club and just to the west of Lynnwood Boulevard. It is a two-story brick home similar to the one depicted on the cover of Zero Hour. 
 
 
Harding Place Neighborhood –
The portion of the Harding Place Neighborhood depicted in The Blackout Series is bordered by Belle Meade Boulevard to the west, Abbot-Martin Road to the north, Hillsboro Pike to the east, and Tyne Boulevard to the south. Generally, this area is southwest of downtown Nashville in an area known for its historic homes—Belle Meade.
 

 
ALMA - the largest telescope on the planet—the Atacama Large Millimeter Array, or ALMA. It’s located at an altitude of over sixteen thousand feet in Atacama, Chile.
 
 
 
Previously in The Blackout Series
 
 
The Blackout Series
begins thirty-six hours before a devastating coronal mass ejection strikes the Earth. Dr. Andrea Stanford and her team at ALMA identified the largest solar flare on record—an X-58—hurtling toward the Earth. 
This solar flare was many times larger than the Carrington Event of 1859, widely considered the strongest solar event of modern times. Alarm bells were rung by Dr. Stanford and soon eyes at NASA and the Space Weather Prediction Center, SWPC, in Boulder, Colorado, were maintaining a close eye on Active Region 3222—AR3222.
AR3222 was a huge dark coronal hole which has formed on the solar disk. It had grown to encompass the entire northern hemisphere of the sun. As the story begins, AR3222 had only fired off a few minor solar flares, but as the hole in the sun rotated out of view, Dr. Stanford knew it would be back.
That same evening, Colton Ryman was in Dallas, Texas on business. One of his country music clients was being considered for a spot on the upcoming Super Bowl halftime show. Colton participated in a dog-and-pony show hosted by Jerry Jones, owner of the Dallas Cowboys which included tours of the Cowboy’s stadium and a concert in downtown Dallas. 
Via news reports and text message conversations with Madison, Colton became aware of the unusual solar activity. At first, he brushed off the threat, but as time passed he became more and more convinced.
Madison and Alex were in Nashville going about their normal routine. Alex was the first to ring the alarm that the threat they faced from a major solar storm was real. She tried to raise the level of awareness in her mother, but Madison initially brushed it off as the overactive imagination of a teenage girl.
By noon the next day, all of the Rymans were beginning to see the signs of a potential catastrophic event. While the rest of the country went about its normal routine, Colton, Madison, and Alex made their decision—Get Ready! 
The initial reports of the solar event were widely downplayed by the media. Even the President refused to raise the alarms for fear of frightening the public unnecessarily. But the Rymans were convinced the threat of a castastrophic solar flare was real, and the three sprung into action.
Colton, unable to catch a flight back to Nashville from Dallas, rented a Corvette and began to race home. Madison, using a valuable resource in the form of a book titled EMP: Electromagnetic Pulse, studied the prepper’s checklist which enabled her to apply a common sense approach to getting prepared in a hurry. 
Madison pulled Alex out of school and they immediately hit the Kroger grocery store for food and supplies. It was during this shopping expedition that news of the solar flare broke. Society began to collapse rapidly.
After forcing her way out of the grocery store parking lot using her Suburban’s bumper to shove a KIA out of the way, Madison and Alex made their way to an ATM. The lines were long, but Madison waited until she could withdraw the cash. However, she let down her guard and was assaulted by a man who tried to steal her money. While the rest of the bank customer’s stood by and watched, Alex sprung into action with her trusty sand wedge. She beat the man repeatedly until he crawled away—saving her Mom, and the cash.
Meanwhile, Colton’s race home—doing over one hundred miles an hour in the rented Corvette—was almost red flagged when he was stopped by an Arkansas State Trooper. While he was waiting for the trooper’s  deliberation of what to do with Colton, a gunfight ensued between two vehicles in the southbound lane of the interstate. Having bigger fish to fry, the state trooper left Colton alone, who promptly hauled his cookies toward Memphis.
Madison, despite being battered and bruised, elected to make another run with Alex. They added to their newly acquired preps but encountered a group of three thugs on the way home. Frightened for their safety, Madison once again used her trusty Suburban bumper to pin one of the attackers against the car in front of her. This brought an abrupt end to the assault.
As Colton drove home, he listened to the scientific experts on the radio broadcasts talking about the potential impact an EMP would have on electronics and vehicles. He learned pre-1970 model cars were more likely to survive the massive pulse of energy associated with an EMP. This knowledge served him well when he stopped at a gas station in eastern Arkansas. 
Colton was confronted by three men who took a liking to the shiny red Corvette. Not wanting any trouble, Colton made the deal of a lifetime. He traded the new Vette for a 1969 Jeep Wagoneer. The good ole boys thought they’d gotten the better of the city slicker, but it was they who were hoodooed. Colton took off with his new, old truck and sufficient gas to make it to the house.
Madison and Alex’s exciting day was not over. After dark, a knocking on the door startled them both. It was their friendly neighbors, Shane and Christie Wren. Madison attempted to keep her conversation with them brief, and her newly acquired preps hidden, but the simple mistake of turning on a light revealed her bruised face to the Wrens. The couple immediately suspected Colton of being a wife abuser despite Madison’s explanation to the contrary. 
After Madison sent the nosy Wrens on their way, she and Alex settled in to watch CNN’s coverage of Times Square and the Countdown to Impact Clock. Thousands of people had gathered in New York to witness the apocalypse’s arrival. The drama was high as the scene in Times Square was reminiscent of a New Year’s Eve countdown without the revelry and deprivation.
The girls anxiously waited as they were unsure of Colton’s whereabouts. Then they heard the kitchen door unlock, and Colton entered—reuniting the family. They began to move into the living room when Alex exclaimed, “Hey, look! The clock stopped at zero and nothing happened.”
The CNN cameras panned the mass of humanity as a spontaneous eruption of joy and relief filled the packed crowd. The trio of news anchors couldn’t contain themselves as they exchanged hugs and handshakes. Jubilation accompanied pandemonium in Times Square, the so-called
Center of the Universe, as the bright neon lights from the McDonald’s logo to the Bank of America sign continued their dazzling display. Then—
CRACKLE! SIZZLE! SNAP—SNAP—SNAP!
Darkness. Blackout. It was — Zero Hour.
The saga continues in … ZERO HOUR
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