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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.
The Blackout Series is a new dystopian, post-apocalyptic fiction series from nine-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 our planet.
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 threats 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.
 



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.
 
Betty Jean Durham – In Turning Point, we are gradually introduced to Betty Jean Durham, the only child of the infamous former sheriff of McNairy County, Tennessee, Buford Pusser. Betty Jean had a tragic childhood that shaped her into a hardened woman—Ma Durham. Following the murder of her husband which resulted in her banishment from the sparsely populated southwest Tennessee county, Betty Jean and her two young sons relocated across the Tennessee River to Savannah in adjacent Hardin County. She rose to political power the old fashioned way, via luck and trickery, and became the iron-fisted Mayor of Savannah. The solar storm wreaked havoc on the world, and ruined the ambitions of many a politician, but nobody stops Betty Jean Durham. No sirree.
 
Leroy Durham Jr. – But his friends call him Junior, all five of them. Junior is the youngest son of the now deceased Leroy Durham, and Betty Jean Durham. Likened to Deputy Barney Fife, Junior was elected to become sheriff of Hardin County, Tennessee at the age of twenty-seven, just like his grandfather—Buford Pusser.  Junior missed out on the Pusser genes somewhere in the process. While his grandfather was nicknamed Bufurd the Bull, during his short-lived wrestling career, Junior stood five-foot-eight and weighed one-hundred-fifty pounds soakin’ wet. Now, Junior didn’t have a big stick like his grandfather, but he wielded power nonetheless, with the aid of his Ma, who was very encouraging. Like all great antagonists, Junior always thinks he’s right.
 
Coach Joe Carey – Unless you’ve lived in Smalltown, U.S.A., it’s hard to appreciate the importance and grip high school football has on a community. While some may look up to their political leaders for inspiration, most will see the coach of the local high school football team as their guide to the Promised Land.  In Turning Point, we are introduced to Joe Carey, former Head Coach of the Hardin County Tigers who has taken on a far more important role—leader of an underground resistance comprised of the brave young men and women of Hardin County High who stand opposed to the tyrannical actions of Ma Durham and her son Sheriff Junior Durham. The Tiger Resistance will play a big role in the Blackout Series.
 
Beau Carey – son of Coach Joe Carey and QB1, captain of the Hardin County Tigers football team. He is also the undisputed leader of the disdants, as Junior Durham calls ‘em, those members of the Savannah community that fight back against the tyrant Mayor—Ma Durham. By the way, Beau is sweet on Alex, but then, what high school boy wouldn’t be.
 
The Bennett Brothers,  Jimbo and Clay – twin adopted sons of Coach Carey and therefore the brothers of Beau. Jimbo and Clay’s parents passed away in a tragic accident and as Beau puts it, “they were left to us in their parent’s will”. Now the twin starting linebackers of the Hardin County Tigers join with the Carey’s as an active thorn in the side of the Durhams.
 
Russ Hilton and family – Retired country crooner who found his way to the tiny town of Saltillo, Tennessee located on the west side of the Tennessee River in upper Hardin County. Hilton was of Colton’s first clients and the two were surprised to run into each other toward the end of the Ryman’s journey to Shiloh Ranch. Saltillo immediately accepted Hilton as their adopted son so he rewarded the community with its own honky-tonk, The Hillbilly Hilton.
 
The Tennessee River – Wait, hey Bobby, shouldn’t this be under the next section titled Primary Scene Locations? Not in my book. You see, throughout history, bodies of water have played major roles in the development of mankind. They are the sources of life, providing hydration and food to all species on the planet. Bodies of water are also significant geographic boundaries, or barriers, to the movement of man. Before there were boats, planes and rocket ships, the vast oceans blocked man’s migration. Then the new world was discovered, but for those without the ability to sail her waters, the rivers and lakes separated whole communities of people. The Tennessee River is one such body of water, dividing Hardin County in half both geographically, and politically.
As The Blackout Series continues, and pay attention my friends because this is important, you’ll find that life is like a river. It’s always easier to flow with the current. To turn against the current takes effort and fortitude.
Sometimes, going against the flow was necessary.
 
Introducing in Shiloh Ranch
 
Jake Allen and family — Jake Allen is a country music star who began his career like so many others, in a honky-tonk on Printer’s Alley in Nashville. Like Russ Hilton, Jake hired Colton to be his agent and the men remained close friends for years. The Allens live halfway between Springfield and Branson, Missouri where Jake performs in his newly created music venue. Emily Allen went to nursing school before marrying Jake and becoming a full time mom to their son, Chase. Chase is in his late teens and has a bit of a wild streak, as most boys his age have.
 
Stubby Crump and his wife, Bessie — The Crump family has resided on the west side of the Tennessee River for many years. The small town of Crump was founded by Stubby’s grandfather and the family ran a farming operation for many years. Following high school, Stubby embarked on a two year stint in the St. Louis Cardinals baseball organization during which time he married the love of his life, Bessie. He realized baseball wasn’t for him and like so many other young men in the Hardin County community, he enlisted in the military. Stubby’s military career as an Army Ranger found him in the jungles of Cambodia, an experience which deeply affected him. Now in his late sixties, Stubby has converted a lifetime of experiences into making Shiloh Ranch a prepper haven.
 
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.
 
The Natchez Trace – Well, this scenic route developed in the mid twentieth century was ordinarily a leisurely trek from Nashville to the Mississippi River. In Turning Point, it became the proverbial highway to hell. In our pre-apocalyptic world, don’t let the experiences of the Rymans during their bug-out influence your decision to enjoy a long drive on this four-hundred-forty mile stretch of southern hospitality. But know this, you never what lies around the bend.
 
Savannah, Tennessee – the county seat of Hardin County, Tennessee, population six thousand (pre-collapse) and lies on the east banks of the Tennessee River. It is a beautiful southern town with gorgeous antebellum homes and lots of friendly faces. Historically, Savannah has played a role in the Civil Way. Fictionally, Savannah represents a microcosm of the small towns across America which chooses a path after TEOTWAWKI to be feared by every prepper. Beauty is only skin deep, but evil cuts clean to the bone.
 
Saltillo, Tennessee – the perfect prepper hideout. Sitting on the west side of the Tennessee River in the uppermost corner of Hardin County, Saltillo still maintains its local charm from two hundred years of sleepy isolation. Larger than life country music star Russ Hilton moves there with his beautiful family and now Saltillo has a claim to fame. Russ built his own music venue, the Hillbilly Hilton, and the town enjoys a close knit relationship centered around country music, southern comfort food, and the Tennessee River. Prepper Utopia.
Shiloh Ranch, Tennessee – the Ryman’s bug-out destination. That’s all you get for now my friends. You must read on.
 
 
Previously in The Blackout Series
 
Book One:  36 HOURS
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 catastrophic solar flare was real, and the three sprang 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 sprang 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.
 
Book Two: ZERO HOUR
The central theme of The Blackout Series is to provide the reader a glimpse into a post-apocalyptic world. Book One, 36 Hours took a non-prepping family through a fast-paced learning curve. In the period of a day, they had to accept the reality that a catastrophic event was headed their way and accept the threat as real. Once the decision to GET READY was made, then the Ryman’s scrambled around to prepare the best they could with limited time and resources.
Book two, Zero Hour, focuses on the post-apocalyptic world in the immediate hours and days following the collapse event.
Zero Hour picks up the Ryman’s plight immediate after the collapse of the nation’s power grid and critical infrastructure. First, they accept the challenges which lie ahead and then they apply common sense to establishing a plan.
First order of business was security. Colton recalls a story from his grandfather who reminds him to never underestimate the depravity of man. While they accept their fate, and attempt to set up a routine, there are neighbors who have other ideas about what’s best for the Rymans.
Under the pretense of banding together to help the neighbors survive, the self-appointed leaders run a survival operation of their own. Using the intel willingly provided by unsuspecting residents, the three leaders of the Harding Place Association loot empty, unguarded homes and keep the contents for themselves.
When a rift forms between the Rymans and some of their neighbors, things turn ugly. There are confrontations and arguments. One of the leaders attempts a raid on the Ryman home at night with plans to steal the generator and some supplies. A gunfight ensues which wounds several of the attacking marauders. One of the three HPA leaders later dies due to lack of sufficient medical care.
There are also undercover operations including one involving Alex and a teenage boy. Alex recognizes the family’s weakness in not having sufficient weapons to defend themselves and this boy’s stepfather has an arsenal ripe for the pickins. Alex befriends the boy, procures weapons and ammunition, and everything is going smoothly until she finds the stepfather abusing her teenage friend. In self-defense, Alex shoots and kills the man, who happened to be one of the HPA leaders.
The death of the other two leaders has a noticeable effect on Shane Wren, the ringleader of the HPA who is the cause of the rift between the Rymans and the other neighbors. We’re left in the dark as to whether the death of his cohorts resulted in the turnaround, or simply the knowledge that the Rymans are capable of defending themselves with deadly force, if necessary.
As a new threat emerges, the HPA and the Rymans come together to repel the vicious group of looters as they make their way deeper into the neighborhood. It was, however, too little too late for the majority of the neighbors in the HPA. Many, because they were out of food, and scared, opted to leave their homes and walk to one of the many FEMA camps and shelters established in the area.
The Rymans debated and considered their options. Madison stepped up and set the tone for the next part of their journey by making a large meal and announcing that it was time to go. The family gathered their most valued belongings to help them survive. It was time to go.
Here are the final paragraphs from ZERO HOUR:
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.
 
Book Three: TURNING POINT
If you’ve come this far, you know The Blackout Series is designed to provide an imaginative journey into life after a major collapse event. Not everyone is a prepper, and the Rymans certainly fell into the non-prepper category. However, they’re learning—the hard way.
At the end of book two, Zero Hour, they’d reached a consensus as a family that Nashville and the areas surrounding their home were unfit. The unknown destination of Shiloh Ranch seemed less dangerous than the known perils threatening them on Harding Place. So they bugged-out.
The perils of bugging-out are on full display in Turning Point—especially if (a) you wait to long and (b) you don’t plan for all unforeseen contingencies. My goal in writing Turning Point was to provide the reader many of the realistic scenarios one might face as they’re forced to leave their home.
In our busy lives, we scurry to and fro, using the highways and the byways to move from Point A to Point B. We take this freedom of movement for granted. In a post-apocalyptic world, everything changes, especially freedom of movement.
You see, in a grid down scenario like the one experienced by our characters in The Blackout Series, your world gets much smaller. The center of your universe starts with where you live, and can only expand as far as your means of transportation will carry you—feet, horse, bicycle, old car, canoe, etc.
The Rymans, thanks to some forethought and the art of negotiation on the part of Colton, were fortunate to have a pre-1970 vehicle which was immune to the massive blast of electrical energy released by the solar storm. The old Jeep Wagoneer served them well throughout the truck, showing its ability to get shot at with both bullets and arrows.
During their bug-out expedition, the Rymans faced a number of obstacles. There were the marauders who manned overpasses, underpasses, bridges, and town boundaries. They experienced natural roadblocks including fallen trees, horrendous storms and an important factor in this saga—The Tennessee River.
Above all, they experienced the depravity of man, and child. Children will grow up fast in the post-apocalyptic world but they will still need the guidance of an adult. The boy scouts at the Devil’s Backbone were led down the wrong path of survival by their scoutmaster, who paid the ultimate price at the hands of Madison, who notched a couple of kills in Turning Point. Alex has grown into a woman with nerves of steel and an eye for trouble. She has an intuition that has developed throughout her post-apocalyptic experience. She also has learned that her fellow teens are prepared to step up as well.
The quaint town of Savannah has a problem—Ma Durham and her offspring, Sheriff Junior Durham. Like every tyrant before her, she takes over everything for the greater good and the protection of Savannah’s citizens. However, it’s not Savannah’s citizens who benefit. There are those who are prepared to resist Ma Durham’s tyranny.
Enter the disdants, as the dissidents are referred to by Junior Durham. Led by beloved football coach Joe Carey of the Hardin County High School Tigers, local students and athletes went into hiding for the sole purpose of fighting back against Ma Durham, and surviving. A few of these young men play an instrumental role in saving Colton from discovery and assisting the Rymans in escaping the grasp of Junior and his Ma.
But, despite their successes and evasion of imprisonment, or worse, the Rymans still have a major obstacle to overcome—the Tennessee River. The route through Savannah was out of the question. The Pickwick Dam to their south was closed and blocked by the National Guard. The bridges farther north were either blocked by locals or manned by ransom-seekers.
As luck would have it, there was another option, one that hadn’t been used regularly in decades. Old Man Percy, an elderly black gentlemen pushin’ a hundred years old, owns the dormant Saltillo Ferry. He agrees to fire up the old vessel and tote the Rymans to Saltillo, a small town of three-hundred-three inhabitants.
And one very dear friend, one of Colton’s earliest clients, Russ Hilton. Hilton and his family moved to the tiny town to make a home for themselves as his country music career faded. They constructed the Hillbilly Hilton as a hangout for their neighbors and friends. The Rymans enjoyed a night of their southern hospitality, which included a song by Colton and Russ, and a respite from the travails of the road.
Invigorated by their fun, relaxing evening in Saltillo, the Ryman’s head south for the final thirty miles to Shiloh Ranch. It was intended to be an easy trip until a brutal thunderstorm collided with their progress.
The Rymans had lost their windshield wipers on day one of this bug-out when a marauding woman attempted to bash in their windshield with a tire iron. Madison, who was the family expert in using a vehicle as a weapon, shook the woman who was holding onto the windshield wipers for dear life, back and forth. Finally, utilizing the age-old technique of punching the gas and abruptly stopping, Madison threw the woman, and the windshield wipers, to the asphalt pavement. The wipers were ruined, as was the skull of the marauder.
In any event, wiper less, the Rymans elected to ride out the storm after a bolt of lightning brought a tree down right in front of them. In Colton’s attempt to hide the truck, he got it stuck.
So they decided to hoof it—a fifteen mile hike to the Promised Land—Shiloh Ranch.
From Turning Point …
They made their way onto Federal Road and once again took in the smells emanating from the Tennessee River. The sounds of overflowing, rain-swollen creeks became deafening as they entered the canopy of trees which enclosed the quickly narrowing road that ended at Shiloh Ranch.
Excited, yet nervous, Colton could sense Madison and Alex picking up the pace. Madison giggled a little as she broke out into a slight jog. Alex laughed as she began to run and pass her mother.
Not wanting to be left behind, Colton joined them and grabbed his girls’ hands as they rounded the bend to the entrance of Shiloh Ranch, giddy with excitement—until they stared down the barrels of half a dozen rifles.
 
The saga continues in — SHILOH RANCH
 



Epigraph
*****
The hand of the aggressor is stayed by strength – and strength alone.
~ Dwight D. Eisenhower
*****
Tyranny and anarchy are never far apart.
~ Jeremy Bentham
*****
Hogs get fat, pigs get slaughtered.
~ Molly Ivins
*****
Saw a man build a bomb shelter in his garden today;
As we stood there idly chatting, he said,
“No, no. I don’t think war will come.”
Yet still, he carried on digging.
~ Billy Bragg
*****
Sometimes, going against the flow was necessary.
~ Ma Durham
*****
 



Prologue
Early Morning Hours
April 6, 1862
Headquarters of Confederate General Albert Sidney Johnston
Shiloh, Tennessee
 
During the latter part of 1861 and into early 1862, the Civil War reached levels of violence that shocked the North and South alike. For months, the Union Army had worked its way up the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers. By February 1862, Kentucky was firmly in Union hands and the fight came to Nashville, Tennessee’s capital. Major General William Harvey Lamb Wallace, an Illinois attorney, commanded the second brigade against the confederate stronghold of Fort Donelson. The southerners attacked Wallace’s brigade with a vengeance, killing over five hundred Union soldiers. Wallace prevailed nonetheless, but the battle had a profound effect upon him.
A collision was coming between the mighty armies of Major General Ulysses S. Grant and the confederate forces led by Generals Albert Johnston and Pierre Beauregard. On the morning of April 6, 1862, General Grant was having coffee at the home of William and Annie Cherry — Cherry Mansion, located on the east bank of the Tennessee River in Savannah. Grant was joined by General Wallace and General Prentiss, as well as Mr. and Mrs. Cherry.
Mrs. Cherry, a southern sympathizer, had been irritated with her husband, a pro-Union partisan, for allowing the Union generals to occupy their home. Cherry had assured her that the stay was temporary while they awaited their troops in Nashville to join them.
Nonetheless, this was an opportunity for her to voice her displeasure to her guests about the war between the states.
“My family has never owned slaves,” said Mrs. Cherry. “This is only one aspect of why this confrontation with the government was necessary. Every state, north and south alike, was granted the power to govern its people by the Constitution. As Washington continues to force it’s will upon us, our hand was forced.”
“Madame, I am a guest in your home and as such, I will respect your opinion,” started General Grant. “But I must remind you that it was the Confederacy which fired the first shot upon our Nation at Fort Sumter almost one year ago. President Lincoln did not wish to pursue a war, he merely wants to preserve our Union.”
Mrs. Cherry persisted. “But is it not true that President Lincoln is using slavery as an excuse to spread his brand of federalism across the South. In fact, the issue of slavery is a means to an end. He wishes to force our state governments to stop exercising our sovereign powers.”
Mr. Cherry stepped in. “Now, Annie, please. General Grant is a guest in our home. He is not here for political discussions nor will he change his plans based upon …”
The pounding on the front door startled the group and a soldier abruptly entered the foyer.
“General, a courier has arrived sir,” announced Grant’s aide-de-camp.
“Read the message,” said General Grant.
“Sir, from the south, elements of  the armies of the Confederacy, Crew’s Battalion, have advanced across Pittsburg Landing. A larger advance has been observed from the armies of Generals Johnston and Beauregard.”
Grant stood and slammed his coffee onto the table. This development complicated his strategy of awaiting General Don Carlos Buell, Commander of the Army of Ohio to march to Savannah along the Natchez Trace from Nashville. One the two armies were merged, Grant intended to engage the forty-four thousand troops of the Confederacy gathered at Corinth, Mississippi. His goal was to cut off their supply lines by destroying the Confederate railroad center there.
“As surprise attack, sir?” asked General Wallace.
“Indeed, William,” replied Grant. “This is Johnston’s doing. He’s the finest general in the south and he deserves our respect. We have to move quickly to slow his advance until General Buell arrives.”
Grant pulled out a map of the area which identified Shiloh, Pittsburg Landing, and Savannah along the Tennessee river. He began to trace his fingers across the map.
“Johnston will move along the banks of the river, using the landing at Pittsburg to resupply,” he began. “That places the strength of their forces within two miles of our main army. They’ve got to be slowed until General Buell arrives.”
General Wallace joined his side. “General, I learned at Fort Donelson that these southerners have a will to fight like no other. There passionate about their cause as opposed to being hired soldiers like the majority of our troops. From my experience, they will fight night and day to advance through our foothold.”
“If we don’t stop the advance, they’ll drive my army into the Tennessee River.”
Wallace made a suggestion. “General, allow me to reinforce our lines here, at the church located at Shiloh — meaning place of peace. My men know the enemy. They have gained the fighting spirit from their opponents. We will do our duty for you General, and the Union. We will fight fire with fire.”
General Wallace’s troops quickly advanced to the white-washed Shiloh Church where the Union’s resistance stiffened. For nearly eight hours, Wallace’s men fought in a thick area of woods near the church. General Wallace himself led the defense of a sunken road which ran past Shiloh Church. They held their position for hours until they were overrun late in the afternoon.
They valiantly sacrificed their lives to buy precious time to allow General Buell’s Army of reinforcements to arrive. They ultimately perished but the exhausted Confederates chose to wait until the break of dawn on April 7th to continue the Battle of Shiloh.
As the lines broke, Wallace was wounded by a piece of fragmented shell which struck him in the head. He lay there as the battle raged around him, unable to move or communicate. He watched his men die and the Confederate soldiers advance.
Throughout the night, he waited. He listened. The war quieted and the aura surrounding Shiloh Church settled in. The sun rose and the battle ensued. He began to see the uniforms of the Army of the Ohio — dark blue jackets with shoulder straps, adorned with nine brass buttons down the front.
General Buell had arrived in the night!
General William Wallace was removed to Cherry Mansion where he died with his wife by his side. He was hailed as a hero for turning the tide on the bloodiest battle between north and south of the time. This small area of woods at the Shiloh Church where Wallace’s men took a stand became known as the Hornet’s Nest, and is considered one of the major turning points in the Civil War.
 



Chapter 1
12:12 a.m., September 28
Front Gate
Shiloh Ranch
 
Colton tried to shield his eyes from the blinding light. A low-lying fog began to settle in, causing the ground to disappear within an eerie, dramatic glow. His mind raced, but not toward a solution.
He thought of his daughter, Alex, as a newborn. She was lying in her crib—crying. He couldn’t discern whether the grating sound of her cries were on some level from a distant memory or in the present.
His memories shifted to the moment when she was born—the moment his beloved wife, Madison, gathered the strength for one last push. He remembered Alex’s head appearing. I saw her first!
We all know about life’s forks in the road—those seminal events that create a turning point on our respective journeys. One door closes, and then another door opens. Each of us has cycles like the changes in seasons. But the moment his child was born, the moment was beyond surreal. He’d transformed from a free-wheeling, high-flying talent agent to a dad charged with the responsibility of keeping this tiny baby alive.
Everything became different for Colton when Alex was born. His world was gone, but a new one had opened up. It was much smaller, shrunk down to the dimensions of a six-and-a-half-pound squallin’ mass of baby girl. In that moment, he promised God, and his newborn’s mother, that he’d always protect their daughter.
Now, as threatening guns held by faceless men behind blinding spotlights placed the Rymans in danger, he felt utterly helpless and trapped with no way out.
Clippity-clop. Clippity-clop. Clippity-clop.
A familiar sound, yet he couldn’t place it. The fog consumed his brain and the surroundings.
A horse—approaching at a steady pace.
“Whoa!” shouted the rider. “What do we have here, boys?” The creaking sound of metal accompanied the rider as the gates to Shiloh Ranch opened. Boots crunched onto gravel as the horse whinnied.
Colton tried to speak, but couldn’t. He was back in the present but still frozen in time.
“Un hombre, dos mujeres,” replied a Hispanic voice. One man, two women.
The silhouette of a large man approached, causing Colton to instinctively step between the approaching figure and the Ryman women.
“Daddy,” whispered Alex, “what do we—”
“Lower your arms so I can see your faces,” instructed the man.
The reflection of light upon a nickel-plated sidearm caught Colton’s attention as it was pulled from the man’s holster. Colton hesitated and then lowered his arms slowly. He contemplated pulling his own weapon to defend his family but knew it would result in certain death.
The man laughed, deep-throated and genuine. “Well, slap my head and call me silly!” he roared. “If it ain’t Colton Ryman. Why you little cotton-picker! What the heck are you folks doin’ out here in the middle of the night?”
“Jake, is that you?” asked Colton, exhaling a sigh of relief so big that it could’ve knocked down the doors of all three little pigs’ homes at once.
Jake Allen holstered his weapon and stepped into the light, all six feet six inches of him. He was grinning ear to ear.
“Of course it’s me, Colton!”
Colton stepped forward to shake hands and bro-hug his old friend. “Sorry to show up unannounced. We tried to call but got your voicemail. Then my email server was having trouble and, well, you know.”
“Verizon, right?” Jake laughed. The men shared an embrace of two old friends who were both dang glad to see each other. “Ladies? Madison and Alex?”
“Hey, Jake,” replied Madison, still trembling as she received a bear hug of her own. Tears of joy and relief began to stream down her face.
“Now, c’mon, darlin’,” started Jake. “Why the tears? Did Chevy stop makin’ trucks?”
The jokes spurred the Rymans and the onlookers into laughter. It eased the tension of the earlier standoff and allowed everyone to relax. Colton said a quick prayer to God, thanking Him for restraining nervous trigger fingers on this night.
“Listen up, boys,” yelled Jake. “These folks are the Rymans from Nashville. They are pert near family. A couple of y’all grab their things and take them up to the main house.” Three of the ranch hands immediately shouldered their rifles and hopped the four-rail fencing that surrounded the Allens’ property.
“I’ll keep this, thanks,” said Alex politely as one of the men offered to take her AR-15. Colton touched his daughter on the shoulders, attempting to reassure her.
“Honey, we’re safe now.”
“I’m not giving up the rifle, Daddy.”
Colton put his arm around his daughter, who had grown up a lot in the last four weeks. “Jake, you remember Alex, don’t you?”
“Well, look at you!” exclaimed Jake. “You’re all grown up and pretty as a peach. Taller than your momma already!”
“Hey, Mr. Allen,” said Alex as she gave him a hug. Alex seemed reserved, anxious about the whole situation. Colton hoped she could find a way to relax.
“Are y’all up for a short walk?” asked Jake. “From the looks of those backpacks, it appears you’ve been hoofin’ it for a ways at least. I can have the boys run to the stables and rustle up a wagon if you’d like?”
Colton looked to the girls and then responded, “I think we can walk another half mile, if my memory serves me correctly.”
“It does,” said Jake. “This fog has been settling in along the Tennessee River for the last several days as the nights have gotten cooler. Tomorrow, we’ll walk around the place after it burns off in the morning. We’ve added some things since y’all were here last. Plus, it’s a little more crowded around Shiloh Ranch, you know, under the circumstances.”
Madison spoke up. “I hope we’re not imposing.”
“Oh no, Madison. I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that we’ve added quite a few ranch hands. Life is a lot different now and more dangerous.”
Colton laughed. “That’s an understatement.”
It took the group about ten minutes to reach the main house, where candlelit lanterns swayed slightly on the ropes that held them to the wraparound porch. They talked about the last time the Rymans had visited and a little bit about the extraordinary event that led them to the front steps of the Allens’ magnificent log home.
“These solar flares happen all the time,” started Jake. “But I had no idea they could knock out all the power.”
“I did,” said Alex. “I learned about it in school and then I was able to convince Mom that the threat was real.”
“It’s hard to imagine the power of the sun until you’ve experienced it firsthand,” said Jake. “I told Emily it was kinda like a gas buildup in your belly. If it’s just a little gas, you might politely let out a little toot.”
Madison and Alex giggled. Colton simply shook his head. He could only imagine where the rest of Professor Jake Allen’s science lesson was headed.
Unfortunately, he was about to find out as Jake continued. “But let’s say you’ve got a lot of gas. You know, after eating a plate of burritos or something. This gas, you see, has to escape your belly. So it does, but still isn’t massive, right?”
The girls were in stitches. Madison was pleading for Jake to stop. “No more, Jake,” she said with tears of laughter streaming down her face.
Jake was relentless. “But, back in the day, when we were kids, sometimes you’d like to really drop one on your friends. You know, let it build up and time it just right so as to blast them real good. So you let it build up and set your internal stopwatch.”
Colton joined in the laughter. “Jake, no mas!
No mas!”
“When the time is right,” Jake continued, ignoring the pleas for mercy. “You drop your F-bomb. Boom! The room is cleared out, or in the case of this solar flare—boom-boom, out go the lights!”
Now, all three of the Rymans were bent over in laughter, holding their knees. Jake hopped up the steps and opened the front door. He turned to them and proudly announced, “Welcome back to Shiloh Ranch, my friends. Mi casa, su casa!”
 



Chapter 2
8:00 a.m., September 28
Main House
Shiloh Ranch
 
Colton sopped up the red-eye gravy with a biscuit. He and Madison had woken up at sunrise in the guest bedroom facing the east. They were exhausted the night before and had forgotten to draw the curtains, creating a natural alarm clock. Not that it mattered, however, as the main house was bustling with activity before dawn.
A plate of ham and grits coupled with what was commonly referred to as poor man’s gravy made for a filling country breakfast. The Allens had a smokehouse filled with cured country ham, and when it was pan-fried over their wood-burning stove, the drippings made for a tasty sauce to add to the meal.
“The smokehouse is one of the things we’ve added since y’all were here a few years ago,” said Jake. “We built it old-school, if you know what I mean. There are no windows and only a single entrance. We’ve got a fire pit in the center, where we burn hardwoods to dry the meat. First we cure the meat with a salt rub, then we smoke it.”
“That explains it,” said Alex as she took another sip of water. “I’ve never tasted anything so salty.”
“The smokehouse was Stubby’s idea,” interjected Emily Allen, Jake’s wife. At thirty-nine, Emily was slightly younger than her husband of twenty years. They’d married when he was still a country crooner on Printer’s Alley in Nashville. The two had been through some trying times in their marriage, as Jake had enjoyed his fame, and alcohol, a little too much. But the bond they shared over their son, Chase, and Jake’s subsequent maturation kept the family together.
“Where is Stubby?” asked Madison. “I haven’t seen Bessie either.”
“Oh, they get a real early start.” Emily chuckled. “They get goin’ way before the crack of dawn. They feed the hands and then the livestock. Jake and I try to stay out of the way during this process.”
“The hands?” queried Alex.
“Yeah, the farmhands,” replied Jake. “We have eight now, plus our gardener and landscaper. You’ll meet them all later. Trust me, we’re one big extended family now.”
Colton removed Madison’s plate and took it to the sink, where Emily was scrubbing the dishes with a soapy sponge. His mind replayed breakfast at the Hiltons’ just a couple of days prior. He wondered if Russ and Jake knew each other.
“Do you know Russ Hilton?” asked Colton, leaning against the kitchen cabinets. Jake finished up his plate and pushed away from the table.
“We’ve met. He played a few weeks in Branson just before I opened up my place. Good man. He had a great career.”
“Like you, Russ was one of my first clients,” said Colton. “You guys are practically neighbors.”
“You’re kiddin’?”
“Nope. They bought a place up north of here in Saltillo. Russ built his own honky-tonk in the middle of town called the Hillbilly Hilton.”
“Wow, who knew?” quipped Jake. “We’ll have to check it out. By the way, are you still pickin’?”
“Great, here we go,” groaned Alex.
Colton ignored his daughter’s protestations and answered, “Yeah, now and again. Russ and I belted out a couple of tunes while we stayed the night with them. I remember our nights around the campfire from our last visit. I suppose we could pick up where we left off.”
“Heck yeah!” said Jake. “I’ve actually got a couple of new songs rollin’ around in my head. When we find the time, I’ll run ’em by ya.”
Suddenly, the door flung open and in walked Stubby Crump, who at five feet eight inches tall and nearly two hundred pounds was the textbook definition of a man built like a fireplug. In his late sixties, a lifetime of athletic endeavors maintained a muscular build with thick arms and legs and a neck that wasn’t readily visible.
Born as Darren Wayne Crump, Stubby’s family had owned all of the land on the west side of the Tennessee River near the original Milo Lemert Bridge, which crossed into Savannah. The bridge was taken down by explosives in 1980 and replaced with a more stable one. During the expansion efforts, the Crump family was paid handsomely by the government for their property and ultimately sold off their remaining acreage located south of the bridge to several Hardin County ranchers and farmers. This two-hundred-acre tract was purchased by Jake and Emily fifteen years ago and the Crumps, despite having enough wealth of their own, chose to work for the Allens as caretakers of the place. Money didn’t mean much to the Crumps. They gauged their worth and success by a good day’s work.
“Well, lookie here what the cat’s drug in.” Stubby laughed. He was followed into the large open living space by his wife of nearly fifty years, Bessie.
Alex sprang out of her chair to greet them. She’d taken a liking to Bessie in the past when they spent a lot of time in the kitchen, whipping up Southern delicacies designed to harden the arteries of any human being.
“Hi, Bessie!” she exclaimed as she ran to give the older woman a hug. They say old married couples begin to look alike and the Crumps were no exception. Bessie was as round as she was tall but a perfect match for her stocky husband.
Bessie gave Alex a hug and then stood back to survey the budding young woman. “Aren’t you somethin’, Alex. And so tall, too! You Ryman women got all the good genes up in the big city.”
Alex gave her another hug and then hugged Stubby as well. Colton noticed the transformation in her demeanor. He must’ve missed the connection that his daughter had made with the Crumps before, but he was glad to see the relationship rekindled.
Colton and Madison exchanged pleasantries with the Crumps as the group moved into the living area to recap the events of the last month. Jake relayed the string of coincidences that had led to their unexpected stay at the ranch.
On the Sunday before the solar flare hit, a drunk driver had careened out of control in his pickup and crashed into the gas pumps at a local convenience store in Branson. The truck burst into flames and instantly ignited the fuel, which spread across the parking lot and into the adjacent fireworks store.
“It was straight out of a Stephen King novel,” explained Jake. “The local fire department quickly became overwhelmed, and the whole block began to burn.”
“Did your place catch on fire too?” asked Colton. “I don’t remember seeing anything about that in the news.”
“No, we were okay, but the extent of the damage caused the buildings to crumble, and the street where many of the venues were located was closed. The local officials announced that it would be unsafe to operate any large-scale music events for a week or so until the cleanup could be completed and the fire department could get back on its feet.”
Colton leaned back on the leather couch and contemplated the ramifications of shutting down Branson for a week. Millions of dollars were lost by the merchants, hotels, and the performance halls.
“That sounds drastic,” Colton added.
“Yeah, we thought so as well, but you can’t fight city hall,” said Jake. “Stubby had just finished another project, and we needed a quick vacation. We loaded up and headed down. It worked out, obviously.”
Alex edged up in her seat. “I feel terrible, but I haven’t asked you about Chase. Did he not come with you?”
“Oh no, he’s around,” replied Emily. “He went huntin’ with the Wyatt boy from the adjacent farm. They love to explore and look for food. I really think it’s because he gets bored around here.”
“He wouldn’t get bored if he’d pitch in with the chores, right, Stubby?” asked Jake.
Stubby shifted uneasily from one leg to another and didn’t respond. Colton surmised the older teen was not interested in the day-to-day activities of running a ranch and would prefer to play in the woods.
The awkward moment lingered, so Colton decided to change the subject. “Last night you said something about a grand tour. I’d love to see what you and Stubby have done with the place.”
“Let’s do it,” declared Stubby, also appearing anxious to move on from the subject of Chase’s contributions. “Bessie, you wanna bring Madison and Alex up to speed on what you’ve got goin’ on?”
“Yes, sir, I do. C’mon, ladies. We’ll tidy up the kitchen and I’ll show you what keeps this place hummin’ along.”
“Okay, Colton, time for the nickel tour,” said Jake as he led the men out into the bright morning sun.
 



Chapter 3
10:00 a.m., September 28
The Grounds
Shiloh Ranch
 
“We’re up to a hundred Holsteins now,” said Stubby as Jake and Colton followed along. “When I convinced Jake to add the dairy operation to the ranch, his first question was who’s gonna milk ’em?” Stubby paused the tour as one of the Mexican farmhands ran up to him with a bottle of warm milk. He took a sip and smiled.
He offered the bottle to Colton, who hesitated.
“It’s safe,” said Stubby. “A lot of folks think that drinking milk straight from the cow isn’t healthy because of E. coli. That may be true on those big corporate farms, but we take care of our dairy operation and the cows. They’re all grass fed and monitored for sickness.”
“Well, I hadn’t thought about that,” started Colton apologetically. “It’s just that I’ve never drunk warm milk before, especially straight out of the cow.” Colton took a sip and then another.
“Whadya think?” asked Jake.
“Not bad. Does it come in chocolate?”
Stubby laughed. “Give me that!” He took the bottle and finished it off before handing it back to the young man.
“I was hesitant when Stubby recommended the dairy cows,” said Jake. “The Wyatts offered to set us up with their beef cattle, but Stubby had an overall plan.”
Stubby motioned them toward the barn. “I felt like the Wyatts had enough beef cattle, so I decided to go in a different direction. The Holsteins are one of the best milk producers in the country. Most of the dairy farms are located in Middle and East Tennessee. That set us apart.”
“So you started this as a commercial operation?” asked Colton.
“In part, with other possibilities in mind,” replied Stubby. “The average Holstein cow produces about nine gallons of milk per day when they’re lactating.”
“That’s a ton of milk!” exclaimed Colton.
“Well, more like ten tons over the course of a year,” added Jake. “They lactate for around three hundred days.”
“You can’t possibly drink that much,” said Colton.
The men approached a pair of the doe-eyed black and white dairy cows and rubbed their soft muzzles.
“That’s true, but we have a lot of uses for the milk produced,” said Stubby. “We lop off the cream, which is great for desserts and fruit. Bessie has a number of yogurt recipes, and Maria, whom you haven’t met yet, is an expert cheese maker.”
“I’m impressed, guys,” said Colton.
Stubby pulled a block of cheese wrapped in red wax out of his pocket. He handed it to Colton. “Try this later,” he said. “After they make the cheese, it’s dipped in hot wax to seal it. Some is stored in the root cellar around fifty degrees. It’ll last for nearly twenty years that way. We leave some at room temperature, which accelerates the aging process and creates sharper flavors. That’s what you have there.”
“How much do you have?” asked Colton.
“A day’s milk production of roughly nine gallons will produce a one-pound block of cheese. Since the power went out, we’ve accumulated several hundred pounds.”
“Good grief,” said Colton. “Now I see why you have all the help.”
The three men walked through the barn, where a couple of cows were isolated in pens. Stubby stopped to check on them.
“They’re ready to calve,” said Stubby.
“How do you know?” asked Colton. “They look just as fat as the others.”
“Without getting too technical with a description of cow parts, you can first tell by their behavior,” replied Stubby. “Initially, they separate themselves from the herd during calving season. But once they’re really ready to calve, they’ll pace a lot and paw at the turf. They become restless, constantly getting up and down. That’s when I bring them in here.”
“Are you nervous about birthing a calf without a vet around?” asked Colton.
“Yeah, a little,” replied Stubby. “The Wyatts offered to help. Emily went to nursing school and trained in an emergency room, so we told them we’d trade her doctorin’ for their vet experience courtesy of Lucinda Wyatt, who grew up on a cattle farm.”
Jake led the group from the barn and turned to Colton. “The world has gone to crap, Colton. I don’t think I need to tell you that. We all have to rely upon each other to survive. Stubby had some excellent foresight and led me into a direction of self-sustainability without me knowing it.”
Stubby protested. “Now listen up, Jake. There wasn’t any trickery here. Everything had a valid business purpose too.”
“Oh, don’t get your hackles up, old man, or I’ll whoop ya.” Jake, who towered over Stubby by a foot, laughed. “The decisions you made the last couple of years will save all of our lives. All I’m sayin’ is if you’d come to me two years ago and said we need a hundred dairy cows in case the world comes to an end, I would have probably run ya off!”
“But Bessie could stay, right?” asked Colton, laughing.
“You betcha!” replied Jake. “Her cookin’ skills allow for being opinionated.”
Two men rode by on horses at a pretty quick pace. They were headed out towards the northern part of Shiloh Ranch, where the cows grazed.
“Do you think everything is okay?” asked Colton.
Jake led them to three cut tree stumps where they could sit and talk some more. “I’m sure it is. I would’ve been told if there was a problem.”
“This was a pretty big operation before the grid collapsed,” said Stubby. “Now, we have our regular chores in addition to securing two hundred acres. Jake and I’ve been very concerned about people wandering onto the ranch by accident, or intentionally. I want to believe the best in our fellow man, but you never know.”
Colton uttered a nervous laugh and then shook his head. He spent the next twenty minutes recapping the trip to Shiloh Ranch in detail. It was the kind of frank discussion men had without unnecessarily frightening everyone.
“Memphis has the largest population of any city in the state, and it has the highest crime rate,” said Jake. “It’s a matter of time before refugees spill out of Shelby County in our direction.”
“Or tribes will form,” interjected Stubby.
“What do you mean by that?” asked Jake.
“Well, look at it from our point of view first,” replied Stubby. “Around Shiloh, Pittsburg Landing and throughout West Hardin County, landowners are binding together to protect their farms, exchange services, and trade goods. The same type of arrangement will be taking place in the cities.”
“We came together in our neighborhood eventually,” added Colton. “Then everyone got scared or weary of the effort and turned to the FEMA camps for protection.”
Stubby walked over to the barn and grabbed a rake. He began to push the dirt and rocks around and created several piles. He continued to doodle in the dirt while he spoke. “It won’t take long for the city dwellers to realize there’s strength in numbers. Tribes will be formed for the purposes of looting, murder, and creating criminal gangs to survive. As is the case here, like-minded people will flock to one another, which is where things will become incredibly dangerous.”
Stubby began to drag a pile of rocks away from the other piles to the edge of some fescue grass. He continued. “The smart looters will parlay their early successes in the first couple of days into employing junior mercenaries or pirates to expand their operations. Career criminals will turn into career post-collapse pirates, pouncing on the weak and taking their supplies. It’s just a matter of time before they take their show on the road, leading them right to our neck of the woods.”
Stubby caused the rake to scatter the pebbles into the tall grass by fanning out the rocks until they became hidden from sight.
“If they come in large enough numbers, we’d have a heckuva time turnin’ them away,” said Jake, who stood to take a turn with the rake. “Here’s our problem.”
He drew a line with the end of the handle through the dirt. Then he crossed the dirt and drew a line all the way to Stubby’s piles of debris. Using the end of the rake handle as a pointer, he expressed his concerns. “Our problem is that we have our backs to the Tennessee River,” started Jake, pointing to the first long line. Then, referencing the many piles of debris in the area Stubby identified as Memphis, he continued. “When these piles of human debris venture out in our direction, we’ll be trapped with only one exit, the bridge into Savannah.”
“I can assure you that we won’t be welcome there,” said Colton.
Stubby spoke up as Jake continued to push the small stones through the rich river-bottom soil. “I’ve known the Durhams and the Pussers my entire life. None of us will be welcome there, and Savannah will never be an option for us unless things change drastically. This leads me to my next point. While the threat from these pebbles is a potential future problem, the immediate concern I have is Ma and her son.”
 



Chapter 4
11:00 a.m., September 28
The Grounds
Shiloh Ranch
 
Madison was in awe at the extent that Shiloh Ranch had changed from a weekend getaway into a fully operational farm complete with dairy cows. She no longer looked at Bessie as an older woman who was an expert in Southern cooking. This lady had skills learned through years of practice that would be critical to their survival.
“This is the garden,” said Bessie. “It doesn’t look like much now because we’ve harvested all of the spring and summer crops. We’ve just finished planting spinach, lettuce and radishes to produce a little somethin’ during the early winter months.”
“There are some things growing over there,” said Madison, pointing toward three plots of the garden adjacent to the horse stalls.
“That’ll be next week’s project,” said Bessie. “Our ground crops like potatoes, carrots and onions will be ready to harvest then.”
“You seem very well organized,” added Madison. “None of this was here before.”
“Well, we did have the container gardens behind the house, but they were used primarily for flowers. Now, they are part of the overall growing program. Each one contains a variety of foods like tomatoes, peppers, and cucumbers. We use companion gardening so they all play well together.”
A covered pavilion was in full use by some of the Allens’ employees. Fires were burning, and a full-blown canning operation was underway.
“Come on,” urged Bessie. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”
Madison followed along and watched in amazement as the vegetables were prepared and the fires were stoked. A woman wiped her hands on her apron and approached the group.
“Hola!”
“Hey, Maria, please meet our friends from Nashville,” said Emily. The woman shook Madison’s hand.
“I’m Maria Garcia,” she said. “It is my pleasure to meet you.” Madison noticed that Maria enunciated her words very deliberately. Although she had a heavy Spanish accent, she spoke slowly to use proper English.
“It’s nice to meet you, Maria. I’m Madison Ryman.”
“Oh, bueno! Your husband is a country star too, like Mr. Jake?”
Madison and Emily laughed. “Oh, no. Colton, my husband, only sings around the campfire. We’ll leave the good singing to Mr. Jake. Goodness, it’s very hot in here.” The heat from the fires was staying within the pavilion, as there was very little breeze.
Maria smiled and nodded before walking back to a long concrete countertop covered with canning supplies. Ball jars, Tattler lids, and other tools were all in use, as Maria had a very organized crew performing the difficult task of canning without electricity.
“We have to keep the fires hot and at a fairly even temperature to keep the water at a rolling boil,” said Bessie. “Before the lights went out, we could use the propane gas grills or even the kitchen stove to heat the pressure cookers. Propane is in short supply and we use the solar power primarily for refrigeration. Burning a fire makes more sense.”
“There’s no shortage of trees,” said Madison as she looked around the perimeter of Shiloh Ranch.
“That’s true, but we didn’t cut enough wood in the spring to anticipate this,” said Bessie. “Seasoned firewood may become a problem if we have a harsh winter.”
“Can’t you just cut more?” asked Madison.
“We can, but pine takes about six months to season and hardwoods like oak take as much as a year. Plus, there’s the problem of fuel for the chainsaws. We don’t have the manpower to send the ranch hands out foraging for gasoline. Stubby has plenty of diesel for the farm equipment, but gas is a scarce resource.”
Madison shook her head as she looked around the ranch. “We had four extra cans of gasoline, but those fools shot holes in the cans and most of it drained onto the highway.”
“You were shot at?” asked Emily, unaware of the details of the Rymans’ journey to Shiloh Ranch.
“Emily, you’ve no idea what it’s like out there. We’ve been shot at and we had to shoot back.” Madison looked at the ground and became teary-eyed. Only the sight of Alex riding on the back of a beautiful spotted Appaloosa in the horse pen prevented her from becoming more emotional.
“Really?” asked Emily, appearing to be shocked at this revelation.
“Unfortunately, yes. It’s a different world out there, Emily. It’s a different world just across the river too.”
The three women stood silently for a moment until Bessie suggested they walk over toward the horse pen. Madison regained her composure as Bessie, who sensed what Madison was feeling, comforted her and led her by the arm.
The guys approached from the other side and eventually all of them were watching Alex take the distinctive leopard-spotted horse by the lead as she walked her around the circular structure.
“Hey, Allie-Cat,” shouted Colton. “Who’s your new friend?”
“Hi, Daddy! This is Snowflake. She’s an Appaloosa!”
“Javy, come on over,” instructed Stubby. A Mexican man not much taller than Stubby removed his straw hat and joined the group. Stubby explained that Javier Garcia had joined the Shiloh Ranch a couple of years ago as a general ranch hand and ultimately brought his wife Maria to America to work as the Allens’ housekeeper.
As the dairy operation grew, Javier, who preferred to be called Javy, added some friends from the mountain cattle ranches near the Mexican border of West Texas, who were most likely in the country illegally. Stubby didn’t ask and didn’t care. The men worked hard, were loyal, and asked that virtually all of their earnings be sent to their families in Mexico via Western Union. That proved to Stubby they were honorable and loyal.
“I gave up trying to understand the politics of immigration a long time ago,” said Stubby as Javy returned to help Alex with Snowflake. “All I know is this. If I had to be in a foxhole again, any of these men would have my back.”
Alex joined the group as they started back toward the house when a gust of wind shifted the breeze and a horrific odor into their nostrils.
“Whoa!” exclaimed Colton. “What the heck is that?”
“Ha-ha.” Jake laughed. “We showed y’all the good stuff first, but we’ve saved the best for last.”
“Ladies and gentleman,” started Jake, removing his signature charcoal black snapback cowboy hat and using his best circus ringmaster gestures, “presenting the Shiloh Ranch latrine and composting facility. Take a whiff, friends!”
“Ugh,” groaned Alex.
Stubby stepped forward and took over the presentation. “Jake can be a little dramatic at times. I think he’ll be a mighty fine entertainer when he grows up. We have indoor plumbing in the main house, as you all know. Our water wells are scattered around the property and each of the pumps is outfitted with a small solar array providing it power. This keeps water running to the toilets.”
“Is this the sewage treatment plant?” asked Madison as she burrowed her nose in her sleeve.
“Sort of, Madison,” replied Stubby. “A septic tank and sewer system has been in place since the home was built. But this summer I added a manure compost pit to create manure tea.”
“No way!” lamented Alex. “You guys are out of your minds.”
“Take it easy, Alex.” Stubby laughed. “It’s not to drink. It is, however, simply the best organic concentrated fertilizer you can make. What you have here is a self-contained sewage facility for both human and animal waste designed to create liquid compost made from manure steeped in water, just like you’d steep a cup of tea.”
“I used to like tea,” murmured Madison under her breath.
“It’s high in nutrients, especially nitrogen,” added Bessie. “We put it on all our vegetables, especially the green leafy ones. The liquid manure really soaks into the soil and hits the roots.”
“Gross,” said Alex. “Will it make the vegetables taste like, um, poop?”
“No, honey,” replied Bessie. “If anything, manure tea brings out the natural colors and flavors of organic vegetables. It’s easy to make and we can create a fresh batch in about two weeks.”
“Fresh?”
“Well, you know, a new batch.”
Stubby led the entourage back towards the main house and away from the ripe stench of the compost.
“Well, I wouldn’t want that job,” said Alex, who quickly broke away from the pack to avoid the smell.
The covered porch of the main house wrapped the entire perimeter of the home. The group pulled seven rocking chairs onto the east deck. A cool breeze emanated from the Tennessee River, which could be seen in the distance through the now leafless oaks.
Emily and Bessie went inside and retrieved a pitcher of sweet tea and glasses for all. They tinkled with the sound of ice. The scene was reminiscent of any Southern home’s porch in normal times.
“If my memory serves me correctly, I think you’ll like this,” said Bessie as she handed Colton his glass. “Do you still like an Arnold Palmer?”
Arnold Palmer, the golfing legend from the sixties and seventies, created his own Southern concoction consisting of sweet tea and roughly half lemonade. Palmer and his wife experimented with the mix at their home until it became his signature drink. In his memoirs, Palmer recalled how he ordered his favorite drink while in a Palm Springs restaurant and a woman overheard him place the order. She told her server that she wanted an Arnold Palmer and the simple drink became legendary.
Colton took a sip and smiled. “Sweet nectar of the South. Let’s raise our glasses to the recently departed Arnold Palmer. God rest your soul, my friend.”
As everyone raised their glasses, Colton continued. “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see an ice cube again. I have to say that you guys are very well prepared for the apocalypse.”
Jake responded, “We owe it all to Stubby and Bessie. They had a homesteader mindset, which has translated into one heck of an operation, as you’ve seen. But, as you may recall, Stubby is a former Army Ranger. He understands weaponry and defensive measures that, frankly, never crossed my mind until the compost hit the fan.”
Stubby laughed and then stood to sit on the rail, where he could face everyone. “Folks, all of the things that we have goin’ for us here won’t make a hill of beans’ difference if we can’t defend it. Simply said, if you can’t defend it, it isn’t yours.”
Madison nodded her head in agreement. The Rymans had experienced firsthand what desperate people would do to survive. They had defended their neighborhood and their home from depraved human beings who were willing to kill to take what they needed or wanted.
Madison set aside her glass of sweet tea and spoke up. “Listen, we’ve come here uninvited, but we can help. We want to be a part of your family and pull our weight. None of us knows anything about gardening or milking cows or composting, but we’re willing to learn.”
Alex chimed in, “Speak for yourself on that composting part, Mom.”
“Maddie is right about that,” added Colton, ignoring Alex’s comment. He turned his attention to Jake but then looked directly at Stubby. “There is one thing we’ve experienced that only you’ve seen in your lifetime—the depravity of man. We’d appreciate some training in the use of firearms. We’ll help defend Shiloh Ranch as well as make it a place where we can all live together without fearing for our lives. We’d like to make this our home too.”
 



Chapter 5
Sunset, September 29
Cherry Mansion
Savannah
 
The Brumby Rocker was far from being in bad condition despite being one of the oldest pieces of furniture remaining in the historic Cherry Mansion. The white paint looked a little faded from its exposure to the setting sun, an event the Brumby had experienced since it arrived on the porch in 1933. Like its present occupant, the bones of the Brumby were pretty old, but they were still sturdy. Both the chair and Ma Durham had a steely resolve—hardened by years of weathering storms.
Creak, creak, creak.
The Brumby Rocker continued its back and forth motion as Ma slowly pushed it on the old wooden floorboards of the covered porch. She sat alone with her thoughts. Her boyfriend, Bill Cherry, the former president of the Hardin County Chamber of Commerce, was the owner of Cherry Mansion and a direct descendant of the original owners. Wild Bill, as he’d become known around Hardin County, had a penchant for partying, which Ma tolerated to an extent. Like so many other men in her life, Wild Bill Cherry was nothing more than a tool to advance her goals. She didn’t care for alcohol but allowed Wild Bill his fun as long as he obeyed. It was a relationship that suited both parties.
Creak, creak, creak.
Ma, like the Brumby Rocker, was showing telltale signs of aging, including crow’s feet, gray hair, and older looking hands. She stared down at her bony, wrinkled digits that resembled those of a much older woman than Ma’s mid-fifties. She realized long ago that she was not a looker like many of the hussies she’d grown up around. Ma knew, however, that she had feminine wiles, a woman’s power, which she covertly used to influence the men who needed it.
Men were weak in Ma’s mind. For the most part, their minds were focused on one thing. Her ability to manipulate men when she was younger brought her into a position of power in Hardin County. After the solar flare brought the power down, she created a brilliant plan to control the horny fools of the county, including Wild Bill and her son the sheriff, Junior, to do her bidding.
She provided them sex but not from her, of course. There were plenty of others around to do the dirty work of servicing the menfolk within her charge. Initially, it was designed as a barter system of sorts.
“Everyone must pull their weight,” she’d told the townspeople in those early days after the grid collapsed.
The young women of the town were told that they could either work at the Vulcan Quarry or they could do other, less strenuous work. Initially, many of the women were appalled at the suggestion. They would not sacrifice their morals by having sex with Ma’s crew. But after several days of pounding rock at the quarry, the façade of chastity came crashing down. Brothels controlled by Ma sprang up around Savannah to service the men.
Not unexpectedly, the men would get out of hand from time to time, usually as a result of too much alcohol. They would abuse the women, and soon the brothels began to empty of able-bodied employees. The women of Savannah simply ran away.
This was bad for morale, in Ma’s opinion, so a solution had to be reached. She needed new recruits, and she quickly developed a new plan of attack. She was proud of two major decisions she’d made related to the collapse of the power grid.
First, Ma considered herself brilliant for having armed men ready to secure all of the major retail stores around the town. She had a hunch the solar flare might cause more damage than the media let on. She was right. When it came crashing down, she instantly became the power broker she’d always dreamt of being. Controlling the government as mayor was one thing. But there were restrictions, rules, and watchers—prying eyes making sure she did the right thing. But after the collapse, she could run things the way she saw fit. Uninhibited. Lawless.
As this newfound unrestricted power took hold, Ma solved several problems with one brilliant plan. She used the Emergency Broadcast Network and the local radio station to invite folks from all over to join them in Savannah. The new residents needed to meet certain criteria. She was looking for working automobiles, muscle, medical personnel, and more girls for the boys.
Her invitations via the radio broadcasts worked. Cars began to arrive from far and wide, and they were greeted by Wild Bill. He would prescreen the occupants of the vehicles to determine if they helped fill the town’s needs, and if they did, they were taken to the county jail for additional screening.
Their cars and belongings were confiscated. The men were told harm would come to their women if they didn’t go to work in the quarry. The women were then placed into sexual slavery.
The newcomers didn’t always cooperate and the result was the execution of the men in front of the women. The women were then turned over to Junior and Wild Bill, who trained them.
Creak. Creak. Creak.
Ma didn’t care. She had a town to run and expansion plans in mind.
Nooooooo. Pleeeeeease. Nooooooo.
The screams could barely be heard over the creaking of the Brumby Rocker. If a stranger walked onto the front porch of the Cherry Mansion, they might have heard the muffled sounds emanating from the basement cells, which had been built during the Civil War. However, those strangers would be focused on the aging woman slowly rocking on the porch of this magnificent antebellum home as she watched the sun set on another day.
 



Chapter 6
11:00 a.m., September 29
Main House
Shiloh Ranch
 
Of course, Chase Allen remembered Alex from their visit four years ago. Back then, she was a standoffish preteen who was friendly enough to pal around with, but wasn’t interesting enough to lose sleep over. As he rode up to the stables and saw her standing with her parents, his surprise at seeing them was quickly replaced by his astonishment at how beautiful she’d become.
“Well, I’ll be dogged,” said Chase as he approached the group and dismounted. “Hey, Alex. Hi, Mr. and Missus Ryman. I didn’t expect to see you guys.”
“Hey, Chase,” said Alex as she walked up and grabbed the bridle. Chase dusted off his clothes before they shared an awkward hug. “We decided to come visit for a while. You know, things were getting a little heated in Nashville.”
“I can imagine.” Chase laughed. He shook hands with Colton and gave Madison a hug. “It’s really great to see you guys. Sorry I’m such a mess. We went huntin’ for a few days.”
“I see that,” said Alex, who studied the one-hundred-forty-pound white-tail deer draped across the back of Chase’s horse.
Chase looked past everyone and hollered towards the barn, “Hey, Stubby, are you in there?”
Stubby and Javy emerged, wiping their hands on a couple of red shop towels. They had been working on an old Ford tractor used to plow the fields. Stubby immediately walked to the deer carcass and felt it.
“Still warm,” he muttered. “She’s good sized. How long ago did you bag her?”
“About an hour,” said Chase. “We were fixin’ to head home and I came upon her down at Childers Hill near the Wolven place.”
Stubby took the reins and handed them to Javy. “Get them in the barn and we’ll dress her. This will be an opportunity for y’all to learn how to field dress a deer. Follow me.”
Javy led the group into the barn, but Chase and Alex lagged behind. “It’s been a long time, Alex. You’ve, um, changed a lot.”
“For the better, right?” asked Alex. Chase sensed she was flirting with him. She is cute!
“Yeah.” He started putting on his best suave and debonair approach. “You’re prettier and more polite than you used to be.”
“You know what, Chase?” Alex bristled and then she hesitated. Her voice calmed. “I am pretty. Politeness is half good manners and half being a good liar. You’re better lookin’ and polite too. Chew on that.” Alex kicked up some dust with her boots and strutted ahead of Chase. Alex had spirit in a sassy kinda way. He liked that.
Stubby began the tutorial. “First, you should always field dress your deer within the first two hours after the kill while it’s still warm. The first step is to drain the deer.”
Javy removed the deer from the back of the horse with the help of Stubby. They had a place set up in the barn for this purpose. A bed made of hay bales had been positioned near a galvanized bucket of water. The deer was placed onto the bales with its backside down and head elevated. This exposed the deer’s belly and allowed for gravity to assist in the removal of its internal organs.
“Ladies, I know this is a new experience and you might be squeamish, but we live in a different world now and the meat market at the grocery store ain’t around. I need you to stay with me as we go through the process, okay?”
“Okay,” replied Madison, but Alex stood with her arms folded and didn’t reply. Chase surmised that she wasn’t comfortable with this.
“The key to safe and efficient field dressing is a sharp, sturdy knife,” continued Stubby. He pulled a fixed blade out of a sheath on his leg. He rotated it for everyone to see and then gently ran his finger along the blade. “You’ll wanna use a knife with a blade at least four inches long, a guard like this one, and a large handle. A small knife can turn sideways if the blade hits bone. You don’t need something like those grossly oversized Bowie designs. I’ve had this knife a long time. It’s called a Coyote Stag.”
Stubby approached the deer and spread the fur from its belly to provide a clear view of his incision point. He began at the bottom, slowly cutting deep enough to get through the skin clear up to the base of the neck. Blood began to trickle out of the carcass.
Madison turned away, but Alex continued to watch. Chase was studying her to gauge her reaction. He was impressed that she didn’t faint or do the usual girly backlash. Her eyes seemed unfazed. He began to wonder what she’d been through on the trip to Shiloh Ranch.
“Now, I have to begin to cut through the muscle and cartilage. Gutting a deer is more like precision surgery than it is barbaric brutality. It’s a process that requires an orderly transition from skin to muscle, to ribs, and then organs.”
Stubby methodically made his cuts through the belly muscle and then he maneuvered the knife through the ribs with a prying motion, which caused the crunching sound of cartilage breaking. Everyone winced, which was a natural reaction. Chase had done this many times, so he was unaffected.
“After you’ve made your way into the chest cavity, you can remove the esophagus by cutting it free. With that chore behind us, we can pull out all of the guts in one fairly continuous mass.”
Stubby and Javy worked together to remove all of the inner workings of the deer into a galvanized tub. Javy then wrapped a leather strap around the deer’s head and shoulders and hoisted it into the air. He quickly tied off the hind legs with a rope to drain out any remaining fluids from the body.
Alex pointed to the galvanized bucket. “What do you do with this?”
“Ordinarily, we’d discard the contents of the bucket and leave it for the coyotes,” replied Stubby. “But food is a scarce commodity now. Meat is meat and the gut pile is no exception. Javy and Maria will remove the heart, liver, kidneys, and tongue and prepare them as a dish.”
Chase stepped forward. “I promised Tristan Wyatt the deerskin. After she drains, I’ll turn her upside down and remove the hide. We’ll immediately butcher her afterward.”
“Wow,” said Colton. “This is amazing. How much meat will you get out of this deer?”
“Anywhere from sixty to eighty pounds, depending on size,” said Stubby. “Hunting needs to be a big part of our daily activities. The deer population is limited around here, and we need to get what we can before it gets depleted by others.”
Stubby wiped his hands off and led the group out of the barn while Javy and a couple of helpers finished off the gutting process.
“Chase, is that one of your daily duties—hunting?” asked Alex.
“Yeah, among other things,” he replied. “I usually report to Stubby in the morning and see what he needs done. Hunting and scavenging are my favorite jobs.”
“Speaking of jobs,” started Colton. “We’ve had a day to get our bearings, and we’re ready to start helping out. Do you have plans for us?”
Stubby stopped and looked around the vast open space that comprised the middle of Shiloh Ranch. “Our biggest needs are security and food gathering. Colton, how are you with weapons?”
“Not bad considering I’ve learned everything I know in the last few weeks,” he replied. “We had a situation back home that required quite a bit of shooting. I got some training from a neighbor who was an NRA instructor. The session lasted all of five minutes. The rest was on the job, if you know what I mean.”
“Well, we can certainly expand on that,” said Stubby. Stubby turned to the group. “We’re gonna get all of y’all some training, but in the meantime, let’s do this. Colton, I’m gonna have you on daytime perimeter patrol and possibly hunting with Chase and Jake at a later point. Madison, you and Alex can work with Bessie and Emily on gardening and KP duty.”
Alex stepped forward, and Chase thought she bowed up a little. “What’s KP duty?”
“That’s military terminology for kitchen patrol,” replied Stubby.
“I can shoot,” said Alex dryly. “I’m the best in our family.”
Stubby was shocked at Alex’s proclamation, and Chase saw the standoff taking shape. Apparently, Alex was not interested in KP duty. Good, thought Chase. He’d love to have her ride around on hunting trips with him.
“Okay, let’s talk some more about that,” said Stubby, who was clearly caught off guard by Alex’s bluntness. “But first, we need to mount a recovery mission for that Jeep Wagoneer of yours.”
 



Chapter 7
10:00 a.m., September 30
Glendale Road
Coffee Landing
 
“Well, buddy, you did a great job of burying the wheels out of sight,” said Jake as he stood to the side of the Wagoneer, which had been the Rymans’ loyal and faithful steed on the trip from Nashville. Jake dismounted and tied his steed to a tree.
“Yep,” said Colton, he pulled a steel-handled shovel out of the saddle’s scabbard. “I didn’t even need one of these.”
“At least nobody messed with our stuff,” said Alex as she quickly dismounted. Chase followed suit and immediately took his rifle and surveyed the woods. “Daddy, Chase and I’ll make sure we don’t have anybody watching us. Plus, we buried stuff all over the place.”
Alex and Chase began walking up the hill with their rifles in low ready as they surveyed the clearing and the pine trees.
“Wait,” hollered Colton. “Don’t forget the list.” Colton had created a treasure map of the locations of their hidden belongings. He trotted to meet Alex, who thanked him and gave him a peck on the cheek. The two had grown closer since the collapse. Cheating death will do that.
Colton removed his backpack and retrieved the keys. He also took out the distributor cap and the plug wires. Then he and Jake retrieved the gas cans, which were hidden in the woods. The first order of business was to get the old horse running again.
Everything in place, Colton turned the Wagoneer’s ignition. The two-hundred-thirty-horsepower V-8 roared to life, and the friends exchanged high fives.
“Never a doubt in my mind.” Colton laughed.
“I had doubt,” quipped Jake. “Now for the fun part. From the looks of the gravel and branches, it appears you gave it the old college try before.”
“Yeah, the ground was just too wet. It was raining and water was pouring down this dry creek bed. It was hopeless. So whadya think?”
Jake walked around the Wagoneer and surveyed the situation. He tapped the ground behind the wheels. He took off his hat and set it on the roof. “I think it may be too soft to drive out, but we can probably dig out a trench behind all four wheels to make it easier.”
“Let’s do it,” said Colton as they began the process of digging a one-foot-by-five-foot trench behind each of the tires. During this time frame, Alex and Chase returned with more of the Rymans’ preps.
“You were carrying quite a load, Colton,” started Jake. “I see a generator, gas cans, and all of this fishing equipment. This will be helpful out at the ranch. Were you prepared for this solar flare thing?”
“Not really. Madison and Alex were scrambling around the day the lights went out. We have a lot more, but we had to leave it behind.”
Jake, who had stripped down to his tee shirt, continued to sweat. He wiped his brow with a bandana. “The truck will be a huge asset although we’re low on gas. Let’s put just enough in the tank to get us home. The rest we can use for the saws and small engine equipment.”
“Do you have any ideas where we can find more fuel?” asked Colton.
“Diesel is easy,” replied Jake. “Every farmer has a tank for his equipment. Gasoline will be hit or miss except Stubby has a solution.”
“He does?” asked Colton as he moved the debris from the rainstorm away from the back of the truck. Once he got it going, he intended to bolt out into the clearing to avoid getting stuck again.
“It’s simple, really, and your generator will help,” replied Jake. “With all of our farm equipment, Stubby bought rolls of different size hoses to be used for irrigation, battling fires, watering, and as replacements on our equipment. He has a couple of pond pumps in the barn, which he uses to transfer water from the cattle ponds to the gardens. He thinks we could transfer gasoline out of underground storage tanks at gas stations with a portable generator.”
“Hey, I remember a news report about something like that several years ago,” said Colton. “We went to Disney for a week and read that they busted these guys in Ocala for stealing gas. They had a van that they pulled over the top of the tanks. Their pumps pulled out a bunch of gas before they got busted.”
Chase and Alex returned with their last load and tied off their horses. “Daddy, that’s everything.”
“All right, cross your fingers,” said Colton. He hopped behind the wheel and fired the engine again.
Colton eased down on the gas pedal, but the Wagoneer remained planted in the soft soil. He then put it into drive and pulled forward slightly, keeping his foot on the brake pedal until he was on a slight incline in the rut. He threw it in reverse and gave it another try.
The truck moved and threw up a little debris as Colton gave it more gas. As Colton freed the truck from its resting spot, he gave it gas and lurched into the clearing. He let out a woot!
“Great job, Daddy!”
“That’s some fancy four-wheelin’ there, hoss!” yelled Jake as he retrieved his hat from the ground. “C’mon, Chase. Grab half this genny and let’s git her loaded up.”
“I’ve got it, Dad,” said Chase as he carried the generator to the back of the Wagoneer.
Alex joined Jake in carrying the gas cans out of the woods toward the truck. Jake whispered to Alex, “He’s trying to impress you.”
“Why?” she asked.
“Look, Chase is at that age when he thinks the sun comes up just to hear him crow,” replied Jake. “I was there once, as was your dad. He’s gonna work overtime to impress a pretty girl like you.”
“C’mon, Mr. Allen,” said Alex. “He wouldn’t be interested in me. I’m sure there are plenty of girls back in Branson to keep him interested.”
“To be honest, not really,” said Jake. “My son has a big ego, but he also recognizes that a lot of these girls showed interest in him because of who I am. Of all the girls I’ve seen him with, you’re the only one that isn’t smitten with him because of his family.”
They dropped the gas cans and walked back to the woods to bring another load while Chase helped fill up the Wagoneer. Alex shuffled along in deep thought before she spoke.
“He is kinda cute, and I’ve learned that country guys are more genuine than the boys I was around in school. But don’t tell him I said that. Everything is, well, weird right now. You know what I mean?”
Jake laughed. “Oh yeah, I get it. It’s hard to start a relationship under circumstances like these. But I think you guys can help each other through it. Chase and I are not close like you are with Colton. I was on the road a lot until the last couple of years. He got used to being without his dad, and Emily is not much on cracking the whip, if you know what I mean.”
Alex stopped and looked to Jake. “He seems nice, Mr. Allen. I don’t think he’s a bad guy at all.”
“Oh, Chase is not a bad kid. He just liked to test boundaries when he was growing up. All teenage boys are like that. My concern is how Chase will adapt to a world with no fences.”
 



Chapter 8
1:00 p.m., September 30
Highway 64
Crump
 
They sat in the Wagoneer in silence for several minutes, observing the activity on the road. Just two days earlier, this highway was devoid of traffic. Now, the occasional old car would pass by their hidden position in the trees across from the bait and tackle shop where Alex had crossed the highway before.
“I feel like we should warn them about Savannah,” said Alex as another vehicle crossed their field of vision. “They have no idea what they’re headed for.”
“We can’t risk it,” said Chase. “For all we know, these are Junior’s people scoutin’ around.”
More silence.
Alex leaned back and put her feet on the dash. Chase fidgeted with the radio, looking for any station besides Ma’s propaganda broadcast. After a moment, Chase became restless.
“You know, they won’t be here for a couple of hours, probably. Let’s go do something.”
“Like what?” asked Alex.
Chase grabbed his rifle, jumped out of the truck, and locked the door. He slapped the hood twice and gestured for Alex to join him. She scrambled around and followed him back down the tree-canopied country road.
“C’mon, Alex,” said Chase as he began trotting toward a mailbox with a hidden driveway.
Alex picked up the pace and finally caught up with him.
“What are we doing?” she asked, out of breath.
“Let’s go see what we can find,” said Chase as he barely allowed Alex time to recover from the jog. “Tristan and I do it all the time. It’s fun.”
“Are you talking about looting?”
“Nah, just lookin’. You know, window-shopping.” Chase was off as he trotted down the driveway toward a stately two-story home. A two-car garage with a side building stood off to their right. As they reached the clearing of the home’s front yard, Chase abruptly stopped and lowered himself into a crouch.
Alex joined his side and did the same. She raised her weapon and scanned their surroundings through its scope.
“I don’t think this is a good idea, Chase,” she whispered.
Chase ignored her. “Looks deserted to me. Let’s run across the yard to the left side of the porch. Ready?”
But before Alex answered, Chase was tearing across the uncut lawn. He ducked under an oak tree’s low-hanging branches and pressed his back against the wall below a bay window.
Alex, following his course, ran across the lawn and joined him. She was breathing heavy but not necessarily from being winded. She was starting to get the adrenaline rush of putting your life at risk. This was different from the defensive measures she had taken on the trip down the Natchez Trace. This reminded her of going into their neighbors’ homes on Harding Place in those first days after the solar storm. It was fun.
“Do you think they’re home?” asked Alex.
“There’s one way to find out,” said Chase as he picked up a four-pound river rock out of the landscaped bed and heaved it through the plate-glass window to the left of the front door. The glass shattered and the rock could be heard tumbling along a marble floor in the entrance.
They both held their breath, listening for any sound from inside. It was quiet. No sounds. No movement.
Chase led the way and reached through the broken glass pane to unlock the front door. He quickly moved into the foyer and readied his gun. He was carrying a Remington 700 bolt-action rifle, which was not made for this type of operation. Alex, who slept with her AR-15 resting at the nightstand, was better equipped.
“Let me lead the way,” she said to Chase as she warmed up to the idea of breaking and entering. “Daddy and I have done this before. First, let’s clear the house and then we’ll look around.”
They quickly made their way through the downstairs and then hit the bedrooms on the second level. The house was deserted. The master bedroom had an empty suitcase on the floor and some clothes neatly stacked on the bed. It appeared the family had gone away and hadn’t had room for the additional luggage.
Chase shouldered his rifle and slid down the banister to the foyer. He stuck the landing and raised his arms triumphantly. “Perfect landing! Try it, Alex.”
“No, thanks. I’ll stick to the old-fashioned method.” She quickly skipped down the stairs and walked into an oversized living space featuring a floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace. The walls were adorned with a variety of hunting trophies.
“These folks like to kill things,” remarked Chase. “I don’t even know what some of these critters are.”
“They’re trophy hunters,” said Alex dryly. She was still uncomfortable with the prospect of hunting deer and hogs as a source of meat, but she understood why it had to be done. This was different. These people killed exotic wild animals to show off for their friends. She despised the concept of trophy hunting.
“Check out this moose,” said Chase as he rubbed the trophy’s nose.
“That’s an elk,” stated Alex.
“How do you know?”
“It has antlers. Plus, its nose is more pointed. Listen, maybe we shouldn’t stick around too long.”
Chase didn’t respond as he headed into a family room, where there were two big-screen televisions and a pool table. “C’mon, Alex, let’s shoot some pool. We’ve got plenty of time.”
“No, Chase. You go ahead. I’m looking for something else.”
Alex moved down a hallway and explored some of the other rooms in the house. There was a formal dining room and finally a large kitchen with a breakfast room overlooking a stagnant, algae-covered pool. She opened all of the closet doors but didn’t rummage through them. She was on a mission.
Chase caught up with her. “What are you looking for?”
“Have you seen a gun safe?” she asked as she bounded back upstairs.
“Um, no.”
“These people are hunters, or at least they pretend to be,” said Alex. She worked her way toward the back of the house overlooking the pool and entered a study, which contained more exotic animal heads on the wall. A bar was nestled into the corner with several half-full bottles of liquor on the top.
“Now we’re talkin’!” exclaimed Chase. “How ’bout a cocktail, ma’am? What’s your pleasure?”
“I don’t drink and neither should you right now,” said Alex. “We need to keep our heads together because you never know when something might happen.”
“Party pooper,” mumbled Chase as Alex continued to walk through the study.
“This doesn’t make sense, Chase. They should have a gun safe.” Out of frustration, Alex crossed her arms and scowled. She leaned against a bookcase, and it gave way. A noticeable click accompanied the movement as the hidden compartment behind the bookcase revealed itself.
Alex caught her balance and pulled on the leading edge of the bookcase, revealing a comparable-sized space behind it. Chase joined her and peered into the opening.
“Bingo!” he said under his breath. “Attagirl, Alex.”
Inside the hidden compartment were half a dozen hunting rifles, dozens of boxes of ammo, and another half dozen handguns stacked neatly on the floor.
“Why didn’t they lock this up?” asked Alex.
“People don’t worry about burglaries and such around here. Heck, most don’t even lock their doors when they leave the house. They all know each other and crime just isn’t an issue.”
Alex simply shook her head and began pulling rifles off the wall rack. Chase left her to empty the closet while he retrieved the Wagoneer. The time for their rendezvous was upon them, and they needed to load this into the truck.
While she waited for him to return, Alex found some boxes used for storing video games and filled them with dry goods out of the family’s pantry. She also emptied the medicine cabinets of first aid supplies and prescriptions. She didn’t disturb anything else.
Alex did not consider herself a looter. After the first few days of the collapse, she considered herself a survivor. Survivors foraged. Looters were thieves. Desperate people might consider themselves entitled to help themselves to food and supplies necessary for survival. She was fully comfortable with what they would load into the truck. Food and weapons to ensure their security were clearly survival items. Money, jewelry, and electronics were off-limits in Alex’s mind.
Before they left, they made one other stop at the home—the garage. Inside, the two found liquid gold in the form of three five-gallon cans of gasoline and several tools that Chase thought they could use.
The adrenaline rush was over and Alex realized that foraging through other people’s homes might become a part of their regular routine. In a way, humanity had gone full circle from shopper-borrowers to hunter-gatherers again.
 



Chapter 9
9:00 a.m., October 1
Main House
Shiloh Ranch
 
“Thank you, Javy,” said Stubby as his right-hand man left the room. Stubby asked Javy to retrieve the weapons that were not being used on patrol and bring them to the main house. He’d established weapons caches throughout the ranch. He didn’t want to keep all of the guns in one location and they would be useful in their perimeter defense if they were readily available.
“This is just a portion of our weaponry and ammunition,” started Stubby. “Some are buried in underground, waterproof containers for storage purposes. Others are readily available in outbuildings in case we find ourselves facing an overwhelming force.”
“Why don’t you keep them in a safe?” asked Madison.
Stubby walked to a closet door, which revealed a stand-up gun safe. “A traditional safe is hard to breach, but not impossible. If we are overrun, the intruders will find this and try to open it. Or they’ll drag it to an operating vehicle and take it with them. I felt like it was a good idea to provide them something so that they wouldn’t look for the rest.”
Spread across the floor was a variety of weapons, including nearly two dozen handguns, a dozen hunting rifles, several shotguns, and two battle rifles in the form of M16s.
“Won’t the guns buried underground rust?” asked Alex.
“Not the way I do it,” replied Stubby. “I bought six-inch PVC pipes with caps from the Lowe’s in Savannah. Each one of these holds a long rifle, a couple of pistols, and ammo for each. I oil them up real good, wrap them in towels, and place lots of desiccant packs in the tubes to absorb moisture.”
“Desiccant packs?” asked Madison.
“Yeah, they’re full of silica gel that helps keep items in shipping containers dry,” replied Stubby. “It sucks the humidity out of the tubes. Once the tubes were sealed, I sprayed them with a flexible rubber sealant to repel moisture.”
“Where did you hide these?” asked Alex, pointing to the several dozen firearms lying on the floor in front of them.
“I have secret compartments built into every structure on the ranch. Part of what we’ll do today is assign these to you and then return the rest to their designated hidey-hole. All of us need to know where the underground caches are, as well as the locations of ammo stores.”
“There are a lot of guns here,” said Colton.
“Alex and Chase really helped by adding to the arsenal,” said Stubby, smiling at Alex. “The additional weapons are nice, but the ammo is just as valuable. You guys did a great job finding these.”
“Well, I’m not too thrilled by the risk-taking,” interjected Madison as she reached to touch Alex on the shoulders. “You could’ve gotten hurt, honey.”
“Mom, we were safe. It was no different than the times Daddy and I checked out the neighbors’ homes.”
“It’s important to be careful when you make these runs,” said Stubby. “Unfortunately, yesterday’s haul proved that the risk can create a nice reward in the form of food and weapons. From now on, however, we’ll do this with a little advance planning rather than on a whim.”
Stubby gave each of the teens a stern look and then returned the Taurus nine millimeter handguns to the Ryman women together with new paddle holsters. “I cleaned these for you. One of the things I need to work with you both on is breaking down and cleaning your weapons. Keeping your guns well maintained will allow them to last for generations, but more importantly, they’ll operate safely. Like any tool, simple cleaning and oiling will ensure that it functions properly.”
“I’m going to keep using the AR-15,” said Alex.
Chase spoke up. “If we go hunting, Alex, I don’t think the AR is gonna make sense. You probably need to pick one of the rifles.”
“But I’m comfortable with this gun,” Alex shot back.
“So use it,” said Stubby. “A lot of folks think the AR-15 is made for self-defense, as a battle rifle. It’s perfectly capable of hunting different types of game from small varmints all the way up to deer and hogs. The size of the round is the key. Alex, your rifle is chambered for .223 Remington, or what’s known as NATO 5.56 millimeter rounds. I have plenty of sixty-two-grain ammo to fit the bill. As always, shot placement is the key.”
“I’m a good shot,” said Alex.
“So I’m told,” said Stubby. “I have an area set aside for target practice and to study your mechanics. Every day, in addition to our regular duties, we need to practice dry-fire drills in a wooded environment.”
Stubby handed Colton his Kel-Tec Sub-2000 and then approached Madison. “Madison, I understand you used the AR-15 once. Are you comfortable with it?”
“Not really,” she replied. “I don’t know how much help I’d be out there. I want to contribute, but honestly, I’d be more of a liability if we had to start shooting at people.”
Stubby smiled and put his arm around her. “Defense of the hacienda will be just as important as a battle in the woods. I have something in mind for you.” He reached down and picked up a short-barrel version of Alex’s rifle and handed it to Madison.
“It’s small, like a pistol almost,” said Madison as she weighed the weapon in her hands.
“This is one of two Trident Arms AR9s that we have. I bought one for Bessie and Emily, but Bessie is gonna let you have hers.”
The compact AR9 was built similar to an AR-15, but the shortened barrel made it easier to handle. Chambered in nine-millimeter rounds, it was a perfect complement to Madison’s PT111 and ideal for close-quarters defense. Most important to Stubby, Madison immediately became comfortable with the weapon. With practice, her confidence level would rise, which was the key to safe weapons use.
Stubby led the group consisting of the Rymans and the Allens to a shooting range he’d set up prior to the collapse. It was originally placed in a hollow near the river in order to prevent stray bullets from flying around. In the hollow, not only would the ravine act as a backstop, but the sound would remain within the dirt walls.
For the next couple of hours, Stubby gave everyone a common-sense tutorial on how to handle their weapons. He began to assess the strengths and weaknesses of each of the shooters. Colton and Jake were fairly accurate at mid-range shots of about two hundred yards. For Emily and Madison, he focused on shooting their pistols and the AR9s from ten to fifteen yards.
Stubby was impressed with Chase’s accuracy in middle- to long-range shots of three hundred yards. His weapon of choice was the Remington 700. A bolt-action rifle, the Remington was one of the most popular hunting rifles produced since its introduction in the early sixties. Using .308 Winchester ammunition, this rifle would take down any type of game or predator.
In order to set up the long-range targets, Stubby moved the group deeper into the ravine toward the river. Tree branches began to impact their ability to hit their target, but Stubby wanted to test their abilities. As they approached four hundred yards, only Chase and Alex were able to hit the target on a regular basis. Five hundred yards was the limit of their shooting range within the ravine.
“Chase has hunted more than I have,” said Jake. “We’ve learned that the bullet will drop as the distance from the target increases.”
“We’ve sighted our hunting rifles the same, although in a perfect world we’d set each rifle up for the individual’s capability,” added Stubby. “Depending on the circumstances, we may all have to use each other’s weapons. I’ve sighted the long-distance rifles in three inches high at one hundred yards. I know to aim three inches low at that distance and dead on at three hundred yards.”
Chase shot a few rounds at the target five hundred yards away. At first, he missed low and then he’d overcorrect and miss the target high. After six rounds, he hit the target. He handed the rifle to Alex.
Alex rested the rifle on the bench Stubby had created for target practice. She adjusted the bipod and focused on the target. She took a deep breath and exhaled slightly before holding her breath.
She gently squeezed the trigger.
BOOM!
The shot echoed through the hollow.
“Hit!” shouted Stubby, who followed his trainee’s progress through long-range binoculars. “Slightly high right.”
Alex repeated the breathing process.
BOOM!
“Wow, dead on the money,” exclaimed Stubby as he lowered the binoculars. “I think we’ve found our human range finder.”
 



Chapter 10
9:00 a.m., October 3
Perimeter Watch
Shiloh Ranch
 
Javy was pleased to assign Snowflake, the Appaloosa horse, to Alex. The two had quickly developed a bond as Alex spent time feeding, grooming, and riding her around the ranch. This was their third day on patrol, and the two had grown at ease with each other. Alex studied Snowflake’s body language. Javy said to pay attention to her legs, face, and tail to gauge Snowflake’s attitude and comfort levels with her surroundings. Alex quickly learned that there was a lot more to riding a horse than jumping on a saddle.
She also was getting more comfortable around Chase. She understood that he was trying to impress her. Alex liked the attention and hoped that Chase would be himself rather than trying so hard.
The two rode in silence along the well-worn trail. Between the livestock and the horses, the path around the perimeter fencing of Shiloh Ranch allowed for an easy ride.
“I killed someone,” Alex blurted out as the two rode down a gradual embankment and crossed a small creek.
Chase’s head snapped in Alex’s direction, and he applied a little pressure to his horse with his heels to encourage the stallion up the other side. He turned and waited for Alex. “Say that again.”
“In Nashville, a man came after me, and I shot him. He died.”
Chase didn’t say a word for a moment, causing Alex to become uncomfortable. She didn’t have a particular reason to inform him of the shooting. In a way, she was trying to make conversation.
“What was it like?” asked Chase as Snowflake made the climb to join him.
Alex shrugged. “It all happened so fast. I went over to this boy’s house a few days after the power went out. I found his stepdad in the basement, beating on him. It was kinda dark, so I couldn’t see that well. All of a sudden, he charged at me and I pulled my gun and shot him twice.”
Chase stared at her for a moment and was speechless. Alex shook the reins and started down the path again.
“Were you scared?” asked Chase.
“Before I shot him, I was mad because he was beating up the kid. When his father came at me, I just reacted. I really never thought about what was happening. I drew the pistol and shot him.”
“Could you do it again?”
Alex nodded. “I had to shoot at people on the way down here. Now, it’s no big deal.”
“Kinda like playing video games, right?” asked Chase.
“I guess so. The way I figure it, if someone is trying to hurt me, I’m gonna defend myself. I wouldn’t shoot someone for the heck of it.”
The two picked up the pace and rode in silence for several minutes. Loud, excited voices interrupted the two teens’ thoughts.
“Come on!” shouted Chase as his horse galloped through a trail to their right and into an open clearing to the north.
“What’s that?”
“Those shouts are coming from the Wyatts’ place! Let’s go!”
Snowflake held her head high and let out a neigh. Without prompting, the Appaloosa gave chase. Alex realized that she had a lot to learn about controlling her new companion. The sudden movement almost threw her to the ground.
More shouts of alarm could be heard through the woods. As Alex entered the clearing, several riders were coming at a fast pace from the middle of Shiloh Ranch. Javy led the way as the sounds of hooves pounding the soil approached and then raced past her.
The riders descended upon a gate connecting the ranch to the farm owned by John Wyatt and his family. Chase dismounted and opened the gate for everyone to race through. Another shout prompted Javy to dig his heels into the side of his gelding as the duo raced into the woods where several of the Wyatt farmhands had congregated.
A crowd encircled a dead steer in a small, grassy clearing amongst the pines and oaks. Alex couldn’t get a look at the center of attention until Lucy Wyatt rode up and dismounted. Everyone stood aside as she worked her way past them.
Lying dead in the grass was one of the Wyatts’ steers. But it was more than dead. It had been brutally attacked.
Lucy fell to her knees next to the massive animal’s bleeding carcass and without hesitation put her hands in some of the gaping wounds.
“My God,” she muttered. “Someone’s taken a machete to this poor animal.” She picked up a chunk of the dead steer’s rear flank. “It’s still warm. Y’all, this just happened. Stand back, everyone.”
The crowd pushed away from the scene and pulled their horses out of the way. Lucy began to look through the grass and reached down to pick up a small tree branch.
“Fresh blood,” she started. “Whoever did this just left and they’re headed west towards the road.”
“Let’s get ’em,” hollered Tristan Wyatt, the oldest of the Wyatt children.
Chase worked his way next to Lucy. “Mrs. Wyatt, Javy and our boys will help too.”
“Thanks, Chase, we’d appreciate it.”
Chase turned to Javy and nodded his head. Then he looked to Alex. “C’mon, let’s go hunting. I’ve got a hunch.”
Alex returned to Snowflake and followed Chase as he doubled back to the farm gate. He didn’t bother to close the red steel gate as he cut the corner and raced along the fence row that separated the two properties.
When Chase had to slow his horse to navigate a dry creek bed, Alex caught up. “Whadya think?”
“There’s a busted-up cabin in the clearing where an old wagon road was carved out years ago. I put in a gate so we could ride four-wheelers through their woods. If somebody had a hideout, that deserted cabin would be it.”
Alex followed Chase down the trail as it narrowed and the tree branches began to overtake them. Suddenly, Chase stopped and held up his hand. He jumped off his horse and tied him off to a single rotting fence post.
She dismounted and joined him. They worked their way up to the gate and Chase directed her attention to the blood on top of the pine railing. Alex’s eyes got big and she leaned in to whisper to Chase, “Should we get the others?”
“No time,” replied Chase. “They might get away. Be ready.” Chase slowly lifted the gate latch and moved through the opening into a thick patch of rhododendrons until the two could get a better view of the cabin.
“I see smoke,” said Alex as she raised her rifle and studied the clearing through her scope. “It’s on the back side of the house. Are they having a cookout?”
“Low-down scum,” muttered Chase as he moved to his right along the edge of the clearing. As the two made their way through the woods, muffled voices could be heard.
Two men wearing jeans and sweatshirts stood over the fire. The machete used to attack the steer rested on a tree stump. A fire was roaring, and the men took turns placing pieces of raw meat on the end of a pitch fork, which created a makeshift skewer.
The two began laughing loudly, when Chase accidentally stepped on a twig, producing a loud crack. This caught the men’s attention, and one of them reached for the machete.
“Who’s out there?” hollered the man holding the pitchfork.
Chased raised his gun and pointed at the man closest to the machete.
“Chase,” whispered Alex, “let’s get the others.”
“No time,” said Chase as he pulled the bolt and chambered a round. The sound startled the man with the pitchfork and he immediately ran in the opposite direction. The other man instinctively lunged for the machete.
BOOM!
The loud report of the Remington reverberated through the clearing and into the woods. The man fell in a heap and onto the stump before he could reach the machete. He was dead.
Alex was stunned and stood in shock for a moment. Chase bolted into the clearing and began running after the other man.
“Crap,” Alex said to herself as she pulled the charging handle of her AR-15 and carefully entered the clearing, scanning from side to side. Chase ran around the house to the right, so Alex went left.
She cautiously approached the corner of the dilapidated structure in time to see the other man running down the dirt driveway toward the road. Chase stopped, took a shooting stance, and chambered a round. He shot and missed. He tried again. Another miss.
Alex trained her weapon on the fleeing steer killer and focused her sights on his back. She gently flipped off the safety and slid her finger onto the trigger. With a deep breath, she paused and then lowered the weapon. She wasn’t going to shoot a defenseless man in the back no matter what he’d done to that poor steer. That was crossing a line she wasn’t prepared to cross.
 



Chapter 11
1:00 p.m., October 4
Front Gate
Shiloh Ranch
 
Jake and Stubby rode their horses to the front gate, where two ranch hands held a carload of men at gunpoint. The vehicle, an early seventies Chevy Kingswood Estate station wagon, was filled with boxes in the rear and four men who were standing at their doors. One of the men wore a uniform—Sheriff Junior Durham.
“What can we do for you, gentlemen?” asked Jake. Stubby stayed to Jake’s left, keeping his hand near his pistol. Stubby knew that Junior brought trouble. Also, he feared that the escaped marauder had identified Chase as the killer of his partner. Chase had explained that the killing of the man who attacked the steer was in self-defense, but Stubby didn’t buy the explanation. Alex hadn’t wholeheartedly endorsed Chase’s summary of the events either. Stubby suspected she was holding back or protecting Chase.
“We’re lookin’ for some folks,” started Junior. “Have any strangers approached y’all in the last several days?”
“Nope,” Jake curtly replied.
“Well, now, don’t you want me to describe them to you?” asked Junior as he approached the gate. Jake took a step forward while Stubby inched his hand closer to his 1911. “Better yet, how’s ’bout you let me take a look around. They may be hidin’ out on your land, Mr. Allen. You can’t be too careful.”
“Listen, Sheriff. I’ve already said we haven’t seen any strangers.”
Junior removed his hat and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. Despite his diminutive frame, he stood tall and walked with confidence as he approached Jake’s towering body.
“Here’s the thing, Mr. Allen. We followed these folks north out of town and learned they crossed over the river into Saltillo using this old man’s ferry. We plan on visiting Percy to discuss this, but we were down your way today and thought we’d check around here first.”
Jake, unruffled, stood toe-to-toe with the law. “Seems to me, Sheriff,” he said sarcastically, “that you’re lookin’ in the wrong part of the county. Last time I looked, Saltillo is way up towards Jackson.”
“Mr. Allen, you leave the investigation to me. We intend to pay those folks a visit as well to see what they know. But we’ve got an eyewitness from the other day placing a Jeep Wagoneer that matches the description of the fugitives’ vehicle crossing 64 and headed in this very direction.”
Stubby decided to intervene before Jake’s temper got the better of him. A physical confrontation with Junior and his men wouldn’t end well. It would also bring the wrath of Ma Durham to their front door.
“Okay, Junior,” started Stubby, “we appreciate your concern, but I can assure you we haven’t seen any strangers, fugitives, or Jeep Wagoneers. I didn’t think cars ran anymore. This big old Chevy is quite a sight.”
“Stubby, these people are dangerous. They shot up my town and tore up a bunch of the county’s property. Fella said his name was Joshua Dalton. We don’t want to make any trouble for you or the Allens, but I ain’t gonna stop lookin’ until I find this guy and the two women ridin’ with him.”
It didn’t take much of a conversation with Junior for Stubby to recognize that he had a burr in his saddle. From the Rymans’ recounting the events in Savannah, they’d embarrassed Junior and the boys a lot. Stubby also knew that if he couldn’t convince Junior, the next group of visitors might be led by Ma and a dozen men. He decided to give Junior something with the hope that it would deflect attention elsewhere.
“Okay. We had an incident yesterday over on the Wyatts’ farm. A man attacked one of the Wyatts’ steers with a machete and tore it up like some kind of crazed maniac. We helped the Wyatts track the guy down.”
“What happened?” asked Junior.
“One of our guys, and I’m not sayin’ who, found the fella over at the old cabin on the back road to the bridge. He went for the machete and our man killed him.”
Junior studied Stubby and asked, “Was the man alone?”
“No, there were others, but they ran off before our people could catch them. We didn’t even get a good look at ’em.”
“Women?” asked Junior.
“Don’t know. They took off through the woods and then up the gravel drive. Do you know the old cabin I’m referrin’ to? It’s the old Skelton place from years ago.”
Junior nodded his head. “Where’s the body?”
“We left it to rot. We’ve got no use for strangers, especially cattle killers.”
Junior studied Stubby and Jake for a moment before returning to his car. As he entered the driver’s seat, he shouted, “Who shot him?”
“Now, Sheriff, we’re not giving up our people over a cattle rustler, and it seems to me that you’ve got plenty to deal with runnin’ all over hell’s half acre chasing your fugitives. We’ll keep our eyes open. You can count on that.”
Junior backed the Chevy Wagon up the driveway and drove off through the tree-lined entry. As soon as he was out of sight, Stubby pulled the men around him.
“Javy, take a man up to the Skelton cabin and keep an eye on Junior. If he crosses the fence onto the ranch, come find me. Jake, let’s ride up to the Wyatts’ place and let them know about this little get-together. Alex was up there yesterday, and a slip of the tongue could cause us a lot of trouble with Ma and Junior.”
Stubby was raised knowing that you couldn’t run from trouble. Eventually, it’d catch up to you.
 



Chapter 12
2:00 p.m., October 4
Lick Creek
Shiloh Ranch
 
The western half of Hardin County was primarily rich bottomland broken up by several rivers and streams feeding the Tennessee River. Its history stretched back to the days of the Mound Builders, inhabitants of North America from thousands of years ago, who constructed large earthen structures as a tribute to their gods. Several of these platform mounds dotted the landscape of Hardin County and were used by Union soldiers during the Battle of Shiloh as observation posts.
One of these structures was built near the confluence of Lick Creek and the Tennessee River, where the old homestead of J.J. Fraley stood. The Confederate Army occupied the Fraley home as a rear command post and first aid station. As the Battle of Shiloh turned for the worse for the boys in gray, the Fraley house and yard became full of wounded men and the blood of dying soldiers.
Local historians wrote about the blood of the Confederate soldiers soaking into the ground and mixing with the remains of the Mound Builders. As the story goes, Lick Creek, which created a distinctive serpentine shape as it wound its way through the fields, was haunted with the blood of the dead.
“Hey, Alex, do you remember this place?” asked Chase as he led his hunting party consisting of Alex atop Snowflake and three bluetick coonhounds.
“I sure do. Is the rope swing still here?”
“Yep,” said Chase. “Go on, guys, take ya a swim. The water’s not that cold yet.” The coonhounds, an athletic and hardy breed, didn’t need to be told twice. In addition to being an outstanding hunting dog, their obedience and ability to stay happy made for a great pet. Their love of swimming was rivaled only by the Labrador retrievers.
Alex dismounted and laughed as the dogs flew off the bank into the small lake. Their deep voices echoed up and down the creek for the second time that day. The first was when they’d treed a raccoon, whose life was saved by Alex’s insistence. The critter was cute and she wanted to convince Chase that he didn’t have to kill everything because he could.
“How did you come up with their names?” asked Alex as she found a large rock to sit on overlooking the pond. The rock served as the launching pad for the rope swing they used years ago. The rope still hung over the lake, frayed from weather and use.
“My oldest, Smokey, is the big guy with the tan muzzle and the bluetick blaze across his head. I named him for the most famous bluetick coonhound of them all—Smokey, the mascot of the University of Tennessee.”
“What about that one?” asked Alex, pointing to a completely bluish-black dog with the distinctive bluetick markings on his mush.
“He’s Huck. You know, short for Huckleberry Hound the cartoon character.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Huckleberry Hound cartoon,” said Alex. “You have a girl in the mix too.”
“The third one’s named Ol’ Red. There’s an old George Jones song that mentions her. Blake Shelton did a remake of it a few years ago. She’s unusual because her ears and face lean toward a brownish red. I usually just call her Red.”
Alex sat quietly for a while and enjoyed the frolicking of the dogs in the pond. She had had a heated conversation with her parents the night before regarding her outings with Chase. Her mom was concerned for her safety, naturally, and insisted that Alex stay closer to the main house from now on. Her activities with Chase had escalated from breaking into a home to shooting a defenseless man.
Her dad was a little more understanding because he had seen the other side of Alex when they scavenged through the homes of Harding Place. Alex confided in her dad that Chase meant well, but he needed guidance. She understood enough about teenagers to know that if his parents tried to rein him in, the exertion of control would either break his spirit or cause him to rebel. Colton presumed the latter would occur, so the Rymans agreed to keep their opinions to themselves.
Alex received permission to continue working with Chase on security, scavenging, and hunting because they trusted her level head. She also promised to talk to him about the events of the last few days and establish some ground rules. Alex opined that Chase wanted to hang out with her and would check himself in order to continue.
She picked up a few stones and tossed them aimlessly into the water. The dogs came out of the pond in unison and shook water all over the banks. They took up positions behind Alex in the sunshine. They were a team.
Chase, who was always restless, removed his shirt to enjoy the above-average temperatures. He was very handsome and well built. Chase was not as tall in stature as his father, but stood six foot one nonetheless. While they made small talk, Chase practiced throwing his knife into the trunk of an oak tree.
At first, Chase positioned himself around fifteen feet from the tree. He’d turn his left shoulder in line with the target and step forward with his left leg toward the tree. He threw it hard and it stuck each time. The entire technique looked like a baseball pitcher winding up and throwing a pitch.
Thump!
“The key, according to Stubby, is you gotta throw it so hard that the tree’s ancestors feel it.”
Chase took the knife by the grip and threw it again. Each time, he’d step a little further from the tree to make the toss more difficult.
“You’re good at that,” said Alex.
“You wanna try it?”
“Maybe, in a minute,” replied Alex. She gathered up the courage to broach the elephant in the room. “Listen, about what happened at the cabin …”
Chase retrieved the knife and wiped the blade off on his jeans. He rolled his head on his neck and shoulders. “Alex, before you say anything, let me explain. I wasn’t going to take any chances with those guys. I didn’t want them to get away and I certainly wasn’t going to give them a chance to get a jump on us.”
“I know,” started Alex. “I don’t disagree, but—”
Chase interrupted again. “We were in a tough spot and I wanted to make sure you were safe. If I took out the guy with the machete, I figured the other one was unarmed. It turns out that I was right.”
Alex shifted uneasily on the rock. She didn’t want this conversation to be confrontational, but she had to assess Chase’s attitude. If he didn’t take it well, she’d pull herself out of the situation and stay close to the main house. It wasn’t the best way for her to contribute to the group, but it was the safest.
“A lot of things turned out right about the other day,” said Alex forcefully. “They didn’t have guns. They didn’t have friends inside the cabin. The other guy tucked tail and ran. All of those things could’ve gone the other way.”
“But they didn’t,” interjected Chase. He went back to throwing his knife, but this time with sufficient force to wake the dead for miles.
Alex decided to finish her point and hopefully diffuse the situation. “Chase, neither one of us asked for this crappy world, and a month ago neither one of us contemplated killing anyone. Now we both have a notch in our belt.”
He stopped at the tree and thought for a moment before dislodging the knife from the trunk.
Alex continued. “We’re partners now. We’ve got to have each other’s backs, which means you and I are equals. We make decisions together, including whether or not to go in guns blazin’ or simply walk away. Sometimes a situation might be too dangerous. I need you to agree with me, or I’m gonna have to be stuck at the house like my parents want.”
There was an awkward silence as Chase fiddled with his knife.
GGGGRRROWWWWL!
The dogs began to utter deep growls. Their alarm turned into full-blown anger as they began to bark uncontrollably. The three hounds scrambled off the bank and charged toward Alex. She instinctively pulled herself into a ball as they stumbled down the embankment.
Ol’ Red lunged first and caught something with her mouth. She yelped and rolled down the bank as Smokey took a turn.
“It’s a copperhead!” exclaimed Chase as he scrambled towards the fray.
Alex remained still on top of the rock. She couldn’t move fast enough to avoid the snake’s lunge.
Huck grabbed an end and bit into the snake’s torso. Smokey followed suit as the two coonhounds yanked and pulled at the hissing copperhead with the intent of pulling it apart. As the five-foot snake was pulled between the two growling animals, Chase threw his knife, cutting it in half.
Smokey shook the fanged end of the copperhead back and forth before flinging it into the pond.
Alex jumped off the rock and rushed to Ol’ Red’s side.
“Was she bit?” yelled Chase.
Alex was frantically checking her skin for puncture wounds. She couldn’t find any blood and there was no sign of swelling. Ol’ Red was panting heavily, so she was in some type of distress.
“C’mon, honey,” said Alex into Ol’ Red’s ears. “Let’s try to get you on your feet. Chase, can you bring us some water?”
Alex helped the dog on her feet and she seemed to stand okay but was favoring her left front paw. Alex felt around her leg. Ol’ Red didn’t flinch as Alex felt for a broken bone. Alex continued her examination and one of the coonhound’s paws revealed the source of the pain.
“Look at this splinter,” said Alex, showing Chase the wound. A two-inch piece of wood had pushed its way between the pads of her paw. “It must’ve caused her enough discomfort to let go of the snake.”
Chase rubbed Ol’ Red behind the ears. “I think you’ll live, old girl. This looks like a job for Mom and Bessie.”
“Thank goodness,” said Alex. “They saved my life, Chase. There’s no way to treat a snakebite wound out here. The hospital in Savannah is even less safe for us.”
Alex collapsed back into a seated position on the ground. Her eyes began to well up in tears as the emotions of the last few days took hold.
Chase sat down next to her and wrapped his arm around Alex’s shoulders, pulling her head to his chest. He whispered into her ear, “Alex, I promise you. I’ve got your back.”
 



Chapter 13
8:00 a.m., October 5
Main House
Shiloh Ranch
 
“We’re gonna try somethin’ new today,” announced Bessie as she came out of the kitchen, followed by Maria with several plates of breakfast fixin’s. “Maria wanted to try out a new venison recipe using some of her garden specialties and cheddar cheese. Take a deep breath, everybody. We’re callin’ this dish Deer Holler.”
Each plate had an open-faced biscuit with quarter-inch slices of deer meat. Melted cheddar cheese and fried pickles covered the top. The dining table was set for ten this morning. Javy, Maria, Stubby and Bessie joined the Rymans and the Allens at Stubby’s request. There were some developments to discuss.
“I don’t know, y’all, but this looks good,” said Jake. “I’m so hungry I could eat the north end of a southbound goat.” Jake fixed his serving like a sandwich and took a big bite. He began to chew and then his eyes started to water.
The table burst into laughter as, apparently, the joke was on him this morning. Colton slid the pitcher of water in Jake’s direction to refill his glass.
“Here, Colton,” said Stubby as he slid a farm bottle of fresh milk down the table, “give him a glass of milk. It’ll give him some fast relief.”
Jake finally recovered and glared at Stubby on the far end of the table. “Look at you, grinnin’ like a possum eatin’ a sweet tater. You know what they say about payback.”
“I hear ya.” Stubby laughed. “We’ve been gettin’ even with each other for a lotta years now. You’ve gotta get up early to get one up on me.”
After the laughter died down, nobody was eating. Finally, Bessie encouraged everyone to get started. “More of Maria’s habanero peppers found their way onto Jake’s plate somehow. Y’all are good to go.”
Hesitantly, the rest of the morning breakfast crowd dug in and Maria was rewarded with lots of accolades—every chef’s dream. After some small talk, Stubby explained the reason for getting everyone together.
“I talked with John Wyatt and Lizzie Hart, who owns the farm on the other side of Federal Road from the Wyatt place. They’re both concerned about the increase in refugees coming on their land. Lizzie said two men broke into her chicken coop and stole eggs the other morning. They tried to catch the chickens, who led them on a chase through the briars. She found torn shreds of clothing on the stickers.”
Chase glanced toward Alex and added, “It serves them right. Is she alone up there?”
“She’s got her twenty-three-year-old son, who made his way home from Memphis. He apparently walked the whole way, which was a miracle ’cause the boy’s pushin’ three hundred pounds.”
“Can he protect the place?” asked Jake.
“I dunno,” replied Stubby. “He may have bigger problems. He’s got diabetes, and he’s out of his medicine. Lizzie’s scared for him. His vision is failing, and his feet are causing him problems.”
“Those are classic signs of untreated diabetes,” said Emily. “He needs insulin, which is only available at the hospital in Savannah.”
“They tried that already,” said Stubby. “The Wyatts loaned them a couple of horses and a wagon to travel into town. When they met Junior’s men at the other end of the bridge, they were turned away.”
“That’s awful,” added Madison. “They have to take care of sick people.”
“Well, according to Junior’s men, they didn’t have anything to trade,” said Stubby. “To make matters worse, they confiscated the horses and the Wyatts’ wagon. The Harts barely made it home before the young man’s feet gave way.”
Madison joined Maria in clearing away the dishes. Colton squeezed his wife’s hand and gave her a reassuring smile. He turned his attention to Stubby.
“I suspect there’s more to talk about,” said Colton.
“Yes,” started Stubby. “The Hart boy reported that groups are making their way out of Memphis, just as we suspected. They’re breaking into every home along the way. Just as we discussed a few days ago, it’s a matter of time before we’ll have to deal with them.”
Jake, still recovering from the initial bite of Deer Holler, knocked back the last of the fresh milk. He began to create a makeshift map on the table, using unused knives and forks. “I can’t say for certain, of course, but I don’t think we need to be concerned with any threats coming from our south,” said Jake as he drew a finger along the tablecloth. “Did Mrs. Hart indicate how far off the road these refugees are wandering? There’s a pretty good ways between us and the highway.”
“She didn’t say,” replied Stubby, “but I think we have to be prepared for more visitors. Like those two from the other day.”
“Not to mention that one of them got away,” said Chase. “Who knows where he ran off to?”
“Right,” replied Stubby. “I think we need to expand our security perimeter to include patrols around Federal Road where it passes between the Wyatt and Hart farms. I think we even need to patrol up towards Pittsburg Landing.”
“Wow,” said Jake. “That’s a lot of territory. I don’t think we can defend that much.”
Stubby stood and walked into the kitchen to retrieve a map he’d drawn on a poster board. The Tennessee River, Savannah, Crump and Highway 64 were all clearly marked. He also had a Sharpie to add to the sketch.
“Here at the house, it’s about ten miles to Highway 64,” explained Stubby. “The Wyatt farm, at its northernmost fence row, is eight miles, and Lizzie’s place is even closer than that. If we can keep them from coming down Federal Road, we might be able to encourage them elsewhere.”
“Do you have a plan?” asked Colton.
Stubby wrote Five Ds on his poster board and circled it. “After the visit by Junior’s men the other day and the increased activity of potentially dangerous refugees, I decided we need to beef up our security. In the military, it’s referred to as the five Ds of perimeter security.”
He slouched back into his chair and set the poster board on the table. Stubby studied the faces of the civilians surrounding him. Women, teenagers, and two men with no military experience returned his stare. He wondered if they could all understand the threats they faced from an overwhelming force, whether with guns or sheer numbers. He decided to lay it out in the simplest terms.
“Preparation without security is meaningless. We’re way ahead of our neighbors in terms of food storage, defensive capabilities, and medical supplies. As some of us have experienced, the world is no longer full of unicorns and rainbows. Unless you’re prepared to give up all of this, or even your lives, we need to put together a bigger security plan.”
Colton looked around the table. “Tell us what we need to do.”
“First, we need to give the appearance that we’ve put together a defendable perimeter. I propose we block all roads coming into Federal Road from State Road 22. This will prevent future visits by Junior and his men or anyone else with an operating vehicle.”
“What if we need to get out in the Wagoneer?” asked Madison.
“There are plenty of trails through the woods,” replied Jake. “If not, we’ll make trails with the Wyatts’ old Ford tractor. Plus, I think I know where an old Bobcat skid steer is located. If it runs, that’ll be worth its weight in gold.”
“How do we block the roads?” asked Alex.
Stubby sat up in his chair. “The easiest way will be to drop trees across them, using our chainsaws. The gasoline you found the other day was a huge help, but we’ll need more.”
“Alex and I will find some for us,” chimed in Chase.
Madison shot Colton a glance. Stubby surmised that mama didn’t want her daughter foraging around the countryside, but unfortunately, she was good at it. He might as well address the issue.
“That’s exactly what I hoped you’d say, Chase,” said Stubby. “You two are excellent shooters and have experience. I am going to place one nonnegotiable provision on your scavenging duties.”
“What’s that?” asked Alex.
“Recon,” replied Stubby. “When you guys go out, I want you to take plenty of time to do surveillance of the properties you plan on entering. I want you to understand scavenging, foraging, looting, or whatever term you choose has the inherent risk of reciprocal fear.”
“What do you mean by that?” asked Alex.
Madison reached for Colton’s hand and squeezed it. Stubby doubted she’d ever get comfortable with Alex’s role within the group. He hoped he wasn’t making a mistake, as he’d grown fond of the young woman.
“Reciprocal fear is the compounding of each combatant’s fears of what the other combatant fears. Sometimes, the term is used in relation to surprise attacks. If a nation is afraid the enemy is about to launch a surprise attack against them, they might initiate hostilities first—out of fear. As events occur, a multiplier effect takes hold, ensuring that a hot war occurs. The same applies to this situation. If Alex and Chase are afraid they might be fired upon and the occupants of a house have the same fear, this will most assuredly lead to a gun battle.”
“So we’ll keep our heads together, right, Chase?” said Alex.
“Yeah, of course,” replied Chase.
Stubby moved to clarify. “Here’s what I’m saying. First, don’t get cocky out there. You’ve had some success, but every situation is different. Second, don’t get in a hurry. Take all the time you need to guarantee the property is vacant. If you’re not one hundred percent positive, move along. There will be other opportunities.”
“Okay, no problem,” said Chase.
“One more thing,” added Stubby. “We’re on a specific mission right now. Focus on weapons, ammo, and fuel. Don’t worry about food although you could make a list or, better yet, hide it away. We can go back and get it later. For now, we need to focus on security.”
“Okay, General.” Chase laughed. “When do we get started?”
“Hold on there, cowboy,” said Stubby. “The cutting of the trees will form suitable barricades to both deter and deny vehicles access. I propose that we also create signs warning people away. Most security companies will tell you that the first line of defense is their security signs. They’ll tell you that depending on whether you have a gun-shy or a brazen burglar, simple signage will turn them in another, less defended direction.”
“We’ll look for spray-paint cans too,” interjected Alex.
“What if they slip past the log barriers and walk through the woods?” asked Emily.
“Good question, Emily. That relates to the third D, which is detect. Except for Chase’s blueticks, which perform an important hunting function, we’re going to deploy all of our dogs from the three farms to the outside perimeter. They will detect any strangers and create a barking alarm system. There might be false alarms, but our patrols will be all over it. Also, a barking dog has a strong deterrent effect.”
Jake nodded with approval. “I like it. It’s like defending a castle except we don’t have a moat.”
Colton laughed. “We could expand the latrine and compost facility to surround the house. That’ll keep the marauders away.”
“Zombies, too,” added Alex.
“I suppose we could reassign the youngest among us to dig several new latrines to create a moat,” said Bessie.
“Forget it,” insisted Alex. “I’d rather fight the zombies.”
“The house is in the clearing and over a thousand yards from the woods,” said Stubby, who attempted to get the discussion back on course. “Only an expert marksman with a high-powered sniper rifle could shoot at us from that distance, and I suspect they’d have better things to do with their skills.”
Stubby pushed away from the table and tossed the Sharpie on top of his poster board. “Jake and Colton, I’d like you guys to ride up to the Wyatt place and inform them of our plans. Javy and I will supervise cutting trees at the points farthest away from Shiloh Ranch near State Road 22.”
“What about us?” asked Chase.
“I have a list for you two. Follow me.”
 



Chapter 14
Noon, October 5
Hamburg-Purdy Road
Shiloh
 
The horses’ hooves clapped the asphalt as Alex and Chase methodically made their way towards the first homes on the list. Much of the area surrounding Shiloh Ranch was part of the Shiloh National Military Park. Located to the north of the Wyatt place, closer to Pittsburg Landing, the park would provide an additional buffer from stray travelers. Other than the area surrounding the visitors’ center, much of the park was heavily wooded and wouldn’t lend much to intruders. Once the roads were blocked, Stubby felt it was likely they would turn around and push east or north along the river.
His plans for Alex and Chase involved visiting known residents along Hamburg-Purdy Road. Stubby knew the owners and expected them to be home. He also knew that the folks on this list were not dangerous. They had been longtime residents of the Shiloh area, including several who’d been around for generations. He asked the teens to act as ambassadors as well. They would check on their neighbors and exchange information.
But he admonished them to be careful. Things are not always as you might expect, and a misread of first appearances might get you in trouble.
They crossed the Sherman Road intersection and approached the first home, which belonged to Mrs. Denise Keef. Her deceased husband had been a longtime family friend of the Crumps, and Stubby regretted not checking in on her sooner.
They tied off their horses and walked the last hundred yards toward the house. It had been so quiet that it would’ve been easy to let their guard down. Alex vowed to be diligent as they moved forward with their plan. In a way, she felt like she had to protect herself and Chase—from himself.
The fallen leaves provided very little cover. Chase led them down a four-wheeler trail, which dumped them out into a clearing about two hundred yards from the front door. They remained in position for fifteen minutes, studying the surroundings through binoculars and their rifle scopes.
“Do you see a car or anything?” asked Chase.
“No. The carport is empty and the two small buildings to the rear don’t look like they’re big enough to hold a vehicle.”
“Whadya think?”
“Chase, I know what I said before about recon, but there are absolutely no signs of life around here. It sure seems deserted.”
“Good enough for me,” he said. “Let’s go check it out and then retrieve the horses. I’d be pissed if someone ran off with them while we’re lying in this field.”
“Me too. Let’s go.” They began to run across the field toward the home, using large mature oak trees to conceal their approach. Taking turns, they darted across the field from trunk to trunk. Despite their disagreements in the past, Alex and Chase were on the same page and maneuvered accordingly.
They fanned out and worked their way through the tree-lined perimeter. A dog began barking in the distance to their west. If someone was inside, it didn’t stir their interest. At the rear of the house, Alex caught up with Chase and they crouched behind an old bass boat.
“I don’t think anybody’s home, but maybe we should knock before going in,” said Alex.
“Lead the way.”
Alex ran toward the storage building and poked her AR-15 barrel into the open door first. It was uninhabited, but she did catch a glimpse of two gas cans. She left the building and met Chase at the back door.
“My building had an old four-wheeler in it and some tools,” whispered Chase.
“Kinda the same for me. Old boat parts and a couple of gas cans. Should we knock or what?”
Chase nodded and ran past the back door so they could cover both sides. He steadied his rifle and pounded on the door.
“Mrs. Keef? Are you home? Stubby Crump sent us to check on you.”
They waited for a moment and Alex strained to pick up any discernible sound. It was quiet. She looked to Chase and nodded. Do it again.
He thumped the half-wooden and half-glass door. Sheer curtains obstructed their view of the interior.
“Mrs. Keef? My name is Chase—”
Hissssssss! Reeeeeaaaaaar!
Two cats bolted out of the small swinging pet door installed in the rear entry. Startled, Alex shrieked, and Chase fell to his knees. They both recovered quickly and began scanning the yard with their guns until they fell into a fit of laughter.
“That’s one heckuva welcoming committee!” exclaimed Chase.
“Yeah, they were not happy about us pounding on their door.”
“I’m guessin’ that Mrs. Keef isn’t home,” added Chase. “Let’s go in.”
Chase took the buttstock of his rifle and broke out a single pane in the top of the door. He carefully reached in and opened the bolt lock, allowing them to enter.
“Whoa, what’s that smell?” whispered Alex.
“I dunno, but we’re fixin’ to find out,” replied Chase. “Follow me.”
They cleared the kitchen and breakfast room and started down the hallway when two more cats rushed past their legs and through the back door. The house was a one-story rancher with all of the rooms connected by a common hallway. The ten-foot walls reached a peak in the ceiling held up by wooden post and beam construction. A large stone fireplace capped the end of the living area, and the master suite anchored the other end of the home.
Each room was methodically cleared by Chase and Alex. Inching along the dark hallway with their backs pressed against the wall, they approached the closed door to the master suite.
Alex covered her nose and mouth with her sweatshirt sleeve. Chase pulled out a bandana and did the same. The smell of death was emanating from the room and Alex was afraid of what they’d find inside.
She raised her weapon and used it to wave Chase to open the door. He flung it open and Alex immediately moved in to fill the void. The stench hit her in the face, but there were no dead bodies except for a lone fox carcass lying at the foot of the bed.
“It must have been chasing the cats and got stuck in here,” said Chase. “And from the smell, I’d say it was recent.”
“Ya think the fox found its way through the trapdoor?” asked Alex.
“Yup, and then somehow closed the bedroom door on itself.” Chase looked behind the door and found the remains of a cat. “Here ya go. He caught the cat behind the door and accidentally shut himself in.”
Alex dropped to a knee and looked under the bed. Another dead cat was pushed up under the bed skirt.
Chase opened the two forward-facing windows while Alex opened the rear sliding glass door. The slight breeze and cool air from outside provided welcome relief to their nostrils.
“I’ll run and get the horses while you open up the house and get started,” said Chase as he started for the front door. “When I get back, I’m gonna see if I can get that four-wheeler started.”
“Cool.”
Alex opened several more windows and then she immediately sought out the cat food. She wasn’t sure how they were surviving, but this would be a gourmet meal for the Keef cats this afternoon.
She quickly started the search for hidden weapons. She found a Marlin .22 rifle in a closet, with a brick of ammunition. In the nightstand, she found an old Smith & Wesson Model 10 .38-caliber revolver and a box of bullets. On top of a shelf in a closet, she rummaged through some shoe boxes and uncovered a Glock 17 pistol. Another shoebox revealed nearly five hundred rounds of ammo.
Pleased with herself, she began to stack her finds on top of the kitchen table. The Keef cats returned home and were chowing down on Little Friskies when the sound of a horse whinnying signaled Chase’s return.
“Find anything good?” asked Chase as he entered the breakfast room.
Alex was emptying the cupboards of canned goods to pick up on a future trip. She remembered her instructions—hide the food.
“A few guns,” she replied. “We’ll find a place to stash this food where no one would think to look. I need to retrieve the gas cans from that storage building.”
“I’ll get the gas,” said Chase. “What else?”
“This ammo is heavy and we need to divide it up between our saddlebags.”
“Maybe not,” said Chase. “Give me a minute. I might be able to get that four-wheeler started. It looked like an old Yamaha Banshee. My dad used to have one when I was born. Mom made him give it up.”
Alex continued to gather canned goods out of the pantry as well as spices and condiments. Earlier, Bessie had reeled off a wish list of items that Alex made a mental note of.
The high-pitched whine of the engine indicated Chase’s success. An ATV was a major score and would help expand their patrol area. This immediately reminded Alex of the importance of gasoline, so she made her way to the storage shed to speed things up.
One gas can was half full and the other smaller can contained a fuel-oil mixture. A chainsaw hung on the wall and a large jug of Husqvarna Bar and Chain Oil sat underneath it. These were both good finds. Then, remembering their usefulness during their watch patrols on Harding Place, Alex searched the bass boat for its emergency kit. She was pleased to find two air horns that were still in their original packaging. She’d show Stubby how they could be used for perimeter communications.
Alex reviewed Stubby’s wish list and then waved Chase down, who’d accelerated around the yard, creating donuts.
“Let’s go, hot rod, you’re gonna attract attention,” said Alex. “Do you think this thing will make it back to the ranch?”
“No doubt about it. Look, I can strap those gas cans on the rear fenders and lay the weapons on my lap. If there’s any food, we can fill the saddlebags. This is an excellent haul!”
While Chase loaded the four-wheeler, Alex returned inside and took one more look around. She began to feel like she was violating people’s privacy by foraging through their homes. Only a month ago, this lady would probably watch TV and do crossword puzzles. Occasionally, she might have a friend over to play gin rummy and drink coffee. She probably missed her husband and now her home missed her.
 



Chapter 15
Noon, October 6
Graham Chapel Methodist Church
Savannah
 
Pastor Bryant closed the hymn book and walked to the front of the sanctuary so he could face his congregation to give the Benediction. He adjusted his gold braided stole and bowed his head.
“May the Lord bless you and keep you. May the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you. May the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace—through Jesus Christ our Savior. Amen.”
The organ began playing as the half-full sanctuary of congregants gathered their belongings and began to shuffle toward the narthex of Graham Chapel. Suddenly, the heavy wooden entry doors burst open and a group of uniformed sheriff’s deputies brusquely entered the church.
Pastor Bryant held his hands up to calm everyone, but then another group of men entered the church from the rear, forcing a group of women who were preparing food in the back to come into the sanctuary.
“Please, everyone, stay calm,” implored Pastor Bryant as he looked at the congregation. His wife, Leslie, sat in the front row, staring back at him. The two of them had discussed their role in the community many times. The Bryants feared the time would come when Ma and Junior would discover their involvement in the secret underground activities of Coach Joe Carey and his Tiger Resistance. He gave her a reassuring smile and then immediately sought out Carey, who sat on the opposite end of the front pew near the fire exit. Pastor Bryant often wondered if Carey sat there each week in preparation for this eventuality.
Fortunately, per their protocols, the Tigers were not present. After the early days when many of the teenage boys were arrested and forced into working at the quarry by the Durhams, Carey instructed his players to stay in hiding. They were of no use to the Tiger Resistance if they were stuck at the Vulcan Quarry, pounding rocks.
Junior strode to the front of the sanctuary and discreetly pushed Pastor Bryant to one side. He addressed the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry to interrupt your church service, but I need to discuss a matter of uttermost importance.”
Pastor Bryant snickered to himself as the mental midget, Junior Durham, continued to bastardize the English language even upon growing up.
Junior continued. “It’s been about a week since a carload of strangers came into our fair little town and wreaked havoc. They destroyed county property, attempted to murder my duly lawful deputies, and generally took our offer of hospitality for granted. They returned the favor by shooting at me, wounding several members of law enforcement, and fled.”
The congregation took their seats and began mumbling between themselves. The entire extraction mission was conducted by Coach Carey and the Tiger Resistance. Very few of the townspeople knew who participated except for the mothers and fathers of the young men involved.
Over the last few weeks, Pastor Bryant had counseled them and assured the parents that their sons were in good hands. They were not provided any additional details and didn’t care as long as the boys were out of the evil clutches of Ma and Junior. As far as many parents knew, their sons had fled Hardin County to get away from the Durhams’ post-apocalyptic form of indentured servitude.
The same was true for the parents of teenage girls from Savannah. Most of them fled with their mothers as soon as it became apparent what Ma’s plans were for the local females. Many were not so lucky and had lived to regret it, mostly. The majority of the women fled south towards Mississippi but were stopped at the Pickwick Dam by the military. To their credit, the women of Savannah resisted the urge to return and had remained hidden in the homes of friendly folks in the small towns of Pyburns and Nixon.
Junior’s men began to walk through the aisles of the sanctuary as a show of force. Junior was intentionally intimidating and it began to anger Pastor Bryant. He took a chance and decided to challenge Junior.
“Junior, you know that I’ve asked my congregation for information regarding that day just like I promised you. Nobody has come forward, but if they had, you would’ve been the first to know. I really don’t see a need to disrupt our—”
“Shut up, old man!” yelled Junior, his face turning red with anger. “I waited patiently outside while you finished up your prayin’ and now it’s my turn. Another word and your preachin’ days are over! Do you hear me?”
“Mark,” muttered Leslie as she rose to join her husband before being forced back into the pew.
“Same goes for you, Mrs. Bryant,” hollered Junior. “We go way back, but this is serious police business and I won’t have any interference. Got it?”
“Please, Leslie, sit down,” urged her husband. Pastor Bryant was very much aware of Junior’s anger issues from his wife’s days as his guidance counselor in high school. His newfound power as sheriff, under Ma’s tutelage, provided him the legal authority to be bad. A post-apocalyptic world without rule of law made Junior dangerous. Pastor Bryant elected to remain silent, hoping that Junior would simply blow off steam and then leave.
Junior began to walk down the center aisle between the pews. He made eye contact with virtually everyone except those who hid their contempt by staring downward.
“Kathy Austin, where’s that pretty cheerleader daughter of yours?” said Junior as he pressed himself past an elderly man sitting next to the aisle. “Huh? What was that? Where’s your kid?”
Mrs. Austin began to cry and shook her head and buried her face in her hands. “I dunno.”
Junior smelled blood. “Where is she? We got some work for her, you know? Where did you send her off to, dangit!”
“She just left. She got up in the middle of the night and rode off on her bicycle. I don’t know where, I swear!”
He picked up her hands and held them up for everyone to see. “Do you see how rough this woman’s hands are? She’s been workin’ in the quarry, helping out. Now, I could give her a much better job if she’d just tell me where her daughter ran off to, but she refuses.”
Junior threw Mrs. Austin’s hands back down and strutted down the aisle once more. He began to return to the front of the sanctuary when he bellowed out, “Hey, where is our championship-winning coach of the mighty Hardin County Tigers? How about it, where’s the great Coach Carey?”
Carey slowly pushed himself up with the assistance of a cane. The cane was a useful prop to create the illusion that he was too disabled to work in the quarry. Thus far, Carey was able to pull the wool over the Durhams’ eyes. If not, with a twist of the handle, a dagger would emerge, which would allow him to go down fighting.
“Yes, sir, Sheriff,” said Coach Carey, allowing his voice to drag out the word sheriff. Pastor Bryant shot him a glance, begging him to behave.
“Coach Carey, winner of championships, why didn’t you let me play on your great football teams?” asked Junior.
“Well, Sheriff, you were just too mean. I didn’t want you to hurt or frighten the boys from the other schools.”
Junior cocked his head as he determined whether this was an insult or a compliment. On this day, Junior was full of himself, so he chose the latter.
“You’re right, Coach. Back then, I was too mean. Today, I’ve mellowed considerably, wouldn’t you agree, boys?” Junior turned to each of his deputies, who grinned at their boss.
Junior continued his questioning of Coach Carey. “So, Coach, where’s that star quarterback of yours and the two orphans, the Bennetts?”
“Now, Sheriff, you might remember that the boys drove to Nashville earlier that day to watch the Cowboys on Thursday Night Football. I’m sure they’re probably walking back home as we speak.”
“I’m sure they are, Coach,” said Junior as he got very close to Coach Carey’s face. Then he whispered, “Where’s the rest of ’em?”
“Rest of who?”
“Who? The whole dang team, that’s who!” yelled Junior. “Where oh where did the whole frickin’ football team go?”
Junior caught the coach off guard and kicked his cane out from under him. Carey had the presence of mind to stumble and fall to his knees. He’d passed Junior’s test, but his face was hot red with anger. Pastor Bryant saw a scrap comin’ and ran over to aid the leader of the Tiger Resistance.
Pastor Bryant whispered in Coach Carey’s ear, “Remember, hold your temper, Joe. Nobody can make you angry but yourself.”
Coach Carey nodded and allowed Pastor Bryant to help him up. Carey whispered back. His words would be remembered by Pastor Bryant for years to come.
“You don’t have to participate in every argument you’re invited to—just the important ones.”
 



Chapter 16
9:00 a.m., October 8
Pickwick Dam
Near Hamburg, Tennessee
 
Brown, mud-filled water splashed against the banks below them. The rushing current and the waves were typical of those created by barge traffic on the Tennessee River—except there hadn’t been any boat traffic since the power grid collapsed.
“What do you think is stirring all of this up?” asked Colton as he dismounted into the slushy field.
“Two days of solid rain may have something to do with it, but I’ve never seen it this swift,” replied Jake. He tied his horse off to a tree and stepped closer to the edge of the embankment. His large frame caused his boots to sink into the mud.
“Check out the erosion of the banks across the way,” added Colton. “The water is getting near the porches of those two old houses.”
Part of the riverbank at Jake’s feet gave way as mud crashed into the water. He quickly jumped back as large clods of sod slid down as well.
“I can’t imagine that the Corps of Engineers would open the spill gates at Pickwick this much,” said Jake as he retrieved his horse. “They’re gonna wash us out if they don’t cut back on this volume.”
“How far is it?”
Jake mounted up and replied, “Maybe five miles if we hug the river. There are several homes along the way as we approach Rock Pile, so we’ll need to keep our eyes open.”
“Rock Pile?”
“Yeah. When TVA built Pickwick in the thirties, they had to reduce the width of the river in areas downstream. Just below us here, they built up a thirty-foot-tall retaining wall, using limestone quarried from east of Savannah.”
Colton mounted up and followed Jake as he headed south along the river.
Jake continued. “Several small houses were built on top of the wall and were rented to TVA employees working on the Pickwick project. Eventually, a restaurant and bar was opened and the tiny community of Rock Pile, Tennessee, became a permanent fixture.”
“How many people live down this way?” asked Colton. “Should we bring a couple of Javy’s men with us?”
“Nah,” replied Jake. “I rode down here with Chase after the power went off to check on things. Most of the property is rented out to summer visitors who clear out by Labor Day. Of course, I know the folks who run the bar. We’ll pay them a visit on the way back, you know, to wet our whistles.”
The two men rode in silence as they made their way back to Leath Road, which took them to within viewing distance of the dam. As expected, the properties along Rock Pile were shuttered for the winter.
The tiny town of Hamburg showed little activity. It was settled by a group of German immigrants in the eighteen hundreds, who named it after their hometown in Northern Germany. Hamburg Landing, as it was known during the Civil War, was used as a rear logistics headquarters for the Confederate Army. Riverboats would travel up the Tennessee River from Alabama with troops, horses, and cannons in preparation for the Battle of Shiloh.
They stopped twice to speak with a couple of kids playing in an overflowing creek and an elderly woman who was harvesting pumpkins from a field. Jake and Colton were primarily interested in learning about suspicious activity and strangers. There was none to report.
This southernmost portion of Hardin County that adjoined Mississippi was sparsely populated. As they say, you can’t get there from here. In a post-apocalyptic world, Jake and Colton agreed that these residents were better off being desolate.
The road took them back towards the river, where the effects of the flooding was more pronounced. A dozen homes were built on the west bank of the river near Chambers Creek. Although they were elevated on ten-foot stilts, the water was rushing under them.
A bass boat had been washed inland along with a couple of Jet Skis. The soybean fields were under water. The river was wider at this point than at Shiloh Ranch, and the west bank was at a lower elevation.
“Those homes have to be abandoned, right?” asked Jake. “I mean, how long can they last with the water beating against their pilings?”
“In Galveston, they used to bury the pilings ten to twelve feet,” replied Colton. “I don’t know if they go that deep here, but most of those homes in Texas could withstand a pretty strong storm surge, except for Hurricane Rita, of course.”
“Rita? Don’t you mean Katrina?” asked Jake.
“No,” replied Jake. “Hurricane Rita came three weeks after Katrina back in ’05. It was a true Category Five when it made landfall, unlike Katrina, which was a Category Three.”
“Wow, I had no idea,” yelled Jake over the roar of rushing water from the dam, which came into view. “Let’s go up on top of this hill.”
Jake urged his horse up an embankment to the top of one of the many mounds constructed thousands of years ago. This provided them a view of the dam from a thousand yards away.
Stretching across the Tennessee River for nearly two miles, the Pickwick Landing Dam’s twenty-two spillways were all dispensing water to the Tennessee River sixty feet below.
The immense power of the river was breathtaking when viewed from this perspective. Water gushed through the spillways at the rate of seven hundred thousand cubic feet per second, creating a deafening roar. The crashing of the water below created a massive amount of turbulence and whitecapped waves that crashed onto the shore on both sides.
Across the river, travel trailers had been dislodged from their vehicles and parking spaces. They were moved inland for hundreds of feet before they rested against the edge of the woods. Homes were destroyed and the Historic Botel, constructed from an old houseboat built on a barge, lay on its side against a stand of trees.
Jake took out his binoculars to get a closer look at the dam and the vehicles on top of it. He handed them to Colton, who nodded.
“It’s just like we were told,” said Colton. “The military has a pretty big presence up there. In fact, it looks like several of them are looking our way and at the destruction they’ve created.”
“I can’t believe they’d allow the dam to open up like this. Normally they control the flow of water so that it doesn’t have such a big effect. Look around, everything on this side is destroyed.”
The men dismounted and led their horses to an indentation in the ground where rainwater had accumulated. The horses readily drank the cool water.
“Colton, I think we can add a new threat to Shiloh Ranch. We’ve got Ma and Junior rattlin’ their swords in Savannah to our east. We’ve got groups of marauders, probably both large and small, headed our way from Memphis to the west. Now we’ve got potential floodwaters coming from the south. From the north, who knows what might be brewin’ in Jackson.”
“It’s just like Nashville,” said Colton. “For several days, I honestly thought we could ride out the collapse and make a life for ourselves until the government could get it together. Then the neighbors got ugly, opportunists in the form of gangs began to move in, and the fires burned out of control. It was too populated and the powder keg was about to explode.”
“You guys got out just in time,” added Jake.
The men climbed back on their horses and took one last look at the millions of gallons of water rushing in their direction.
“Do you get the sense that the walls are closing in on Shiloh Ranch?” asked Colton.
“I do, my friend. I do.”
 



Chapter 17
6:00 p.m., October 9
Main House
Shiloh Ranch
 
The fire crackled as the water and steam trapped inside exerted its pressure on the burning oak. The intense heat caused the water to vaporize, demanding that the freshly cut logs give way to allow its escape.
POP! POP!
“Yikes,” exclaimed Alex as sparks flew out of the campfire and sailed over her shoulder. “I like the warmth, but maybe I should scoot back a little bit.”
The group was exhausted from a long day of harvesting the remaining crops. The rain-soaked soil aided in the retrieval of the root vegetables, but the muck made it difficult to maneuver. They were rewarded with a meal of pork barbeque courtesy of a feral hog shot while rooting around in the mud of Lick Creek.
Madison was mesmerized by the flames. So much had happened in the short span of six weeks. Her mind recalled the thirty-six hours leading up to the solar flare. She regretted not listening to Alex early on. After living at Shiloh Ranch for a week and a half, she’d made a mental list of the things she could’ve purchased or brought from home.
Yet, they’d made it. They’d survived the trip down the Natchez Trace and now were trying to make a life for themselves. Everyone else seemed deep in thought as the fire continued to emit the snap, crackle, and pop sounds that could put Rice Krispies cereal to shame.
“Alex and I used to enjoy watching Survivor on CBS,” said Madison, breaking the silence. “Jeff Probst would say that fire represents life, and when someone was voted off the island, their torch would be snuffed out. It was symbolic of their being removed from the remaining survivors.”
A few heads nodded and Madison, feeling philosophical, continued. “There was a time back in Nashville that I was prepared to give up. I almost asked Colton if we wouldn’t be better off in one of those FEMA camps. My breaking point was when the smoke filled the air from the fires burning to our west. I knew that it was a matter of time before we’d have to leave the home that we loved.”
She had the group’s attention now. Colton added, “A major substation had exploded due to the overwhelming power surge caused by the solar storm. There weren’t sufficient resources to put the resulting fires out and the dry, windy conditions at the time whipped the blazes into a frenzy.”
“One day, I reconciled that our home might be lost eventually,” continued Madison. “I gained strength from Colt and Alex. All of a sudden like, I hitched up my big-girl panties. I survived because the fire inside me burned brighter than the fire around me.”
“I remember, Mom,” added Alex. She reached for a broken tree branch and stoked the fire, causing sparks to rise into the clear, cool night sky. “Daddy and I joined Mom for dinner and it looked like Thanksgiving, with grilled Spam, of course.”
The group laughed. Madison described the meal of grilled Spam topped with pineapple slices. She had wanted to make a nice meal before the family made a critical decision.
“Yeah, Mom simply said, ‘I think it’s time for us to leave,’” said Alex. “Daddy and I didn’t really argue. I guess, deep down, we knew it might happen eventually.”
“Is that when y’all decided to come down here?” asked Chase.
“Yes. We really didn’t have any other options. Along the way, we’d spot a place and consider it, but you didn’t know what might greet you at the end of those long country driveways.”
Jake stood and grabbed several logs for the fire, which was starting to die off. As he returned, he whispered to Chase, who immediately fetched some blankets from the house.
“I think I speak for everyone in saying we’re very lucky to have you all at Shiloh Ranch,” started Stubby. “You bring a lot to the table, and as circumstances continue to develop, I’m not sure we could’ve done it without you.”
“Thanks, Stubby,” said Madison. “You guys seem to be very well prepared. Did you scramble around like I did that last day, or have you always been ready for something like this?”
Stubby adjusted his hat and then turned up the collar on his coat as a cold breeze passed over them. “Madison, I’ve experienced a lot in my life. Did I ever tell you that I started out playing professional baseball?”
“No, really?” asked Alex as Chase wrapped a blanket around her. She smiled and thanked him.
“That’s right. I played a couple of years in the St. Louis Cardinals’ minor league organization after high school. That was a lot for a young man who was still wet behind the ears. Fortunately, Bessie saw what a wonderful catch I was and caught me at the altar one Saturday afternoon.”
Bessie began to laugh before slugging Stubby. “Keep it up, old man. If you don’t watch out, I’m gonna jerk a knot in your tail.”
“She means it too,” said Jake, laughing.
“Well, anyway, we got married and I gave baseball another year. Back then, they didn’t pay you a rookie salary in the six figures. In the minors, they paid you and you immediately spent it on room and board. You pretty much played for free just to have the opportunity.”
“Is that why you quit?” asked Madison.
“Not really. A lot of the fellas around here were joining the military to fight the Vietnam War. In a rural area like we’re in, there isn’t much opportunity for a young man growing up. You might get a job in the quarry, or you could run ’shine out of Mississippi. Mostly, I decided to join the Army because I needed a job, not necessarily out of a sense of patriotic duty.”
“Did you like it?” asked Alex.
Stubby laughed and leaned back on his tree stump, almost losing his balance. “I had these visions of wearing a uniform and shooting fancy guns, you know, mowing down the Viet Cong right and left. I’d seen too many war movies, I guess.”
“It wasn’t like that at all, was it, dear?” asked Bessie as she rubbed her husband’s shoulders. Madison was touched by the show of support and affection. She casually reached for Colton’s hand and gave it a squeeze. She wondered what their life would be like after fifty years of marriage.
“Bessie’s heard all these stories many times over the years. After boot camp, I was assigned to the 3rd Ranger Battalion at Fort Benning. I was hell-bent on becoming a Ranger, and after sixty days of the most physically demanding work in my life, I was officially an Army Ranger and on a plane for Cambodia.”
“Is that what you expected?” asked Madison.
“The destination, yes. The conditions on the ground and in the minds of my fellow Rangers was very different from what I expected. Cambodia was brutal. It was a soppin’ wet hell-hole of a jungle with the VC hiding behind every palm tree. They were brutal fighters and our guys were not really up to the task.”
Stubby seemed to become uncomfortable with the conversation and Madison wondered how her question had led them down this path. It was clear that the horrors of war were always on Stubby’s mind so that every event in life circled back to those dark days.
Stubby continued. “The 3rd Rangers and two other Ranger battalions participated in Operation Fishhook and Operation Parrot’s Beak. During this period in the war, Washington began to make battlefield decisions based upon political pressures at home. We’d be deployed on these operations only to be pulled back as the fight would begin. Soon, the orders received from command required us to break away and avoid shooting back in order to conserve our forces. The problem was the Viet Cong didn’t get the same orders. During Fishhook, we had a fierce firefight with the North Vietnamese that only ended because we lit up the jungle with napalm. We lost two-thirds of our unit.”
Stubby hung his head. Bessie comforted him as he gathered the strength to continue.
“Stubby was awarded a Silver Star for what he did that day,” said Bessie.
The group sat silently for a moment as Stubby gathered himself. When he regained his composure, he looked each of them in the eye. “We weren’t mentally prepared to fight. And by we I mean from the White House all the way down to those of us soaking our boots in the Cambodian swamps. After that day over forty years ago, I made a pledge to myself and Bessie that I’d never approach any challenge unprepared or uncommitted. I love my life, and I love my wife. I’ll be darned if I let anything cut our time together short. As I watched the napalm scorch the earth, that’s when the fire of survival began to burn in me.”
 



Chapter 18
1:00 p.m., October 10
Horse Barn
Shiloh Ranch
 
Alex followed Javy’s instructions with Snowflake by gradually fading out the pressure she used with her hand commands on the reins and increasing the leg pressure to perform basic tasks such as stopping, moving backward and forward, and changing the pace of his gait. Through practice together, Snowflake was now responding to Alex’s commands to change her speed from a walk to a trot and a full-speed gallop. Stubby called the training—extinguishing—the process fading out hand commands in favor of a more forceful leg command.
“Good girl,” whispered Alex into Snowflake’s ear as she rewarded her with a piece of apple picked from the orchard near the front gate. “I think you and I make a great team, Snowflake.” Snowflake agreed with a long, proud whinny to her fellow horses. As the sole Appaloosa on the farm, Snowflake probably felt special already. With Alex on her back, the difference was noticeable.
“Nobody has bonded with her except you, Alex,” said Stubby as he scruffed Snowflake’s forehead with his fingertips. “Continue practicing this every day. As your scavenging runs with Chase increase, you’ll find your hands full more often than you realize. Simple tasks like opening and closing gates can be done with leg commands. A well-trained horse is an incredible asset in the situation we’re in.”
Alex dismounted and rubbed Snowflake’s muzzle and the horse immediately responded happily. “You mentioned some other things we need to teach her. What are they?”
“You’ve done most of the common tasks already. We’ve taught her not to get spooked around flapping objects by riding her when the wind is blowing tarps, flags, and sheets. She’s comfortable trusting you to lead her through flowing creeks. You’ve got her dragging objects and leading another horse, which, believe it or not, can be a challenge.”
Alex dusted off her jeans and added a few other common tasks she’d accomplished. “I’ve taught her to be comfortable with me mounting on both sides and carrying two riders. I think it’s time for the final two difficult tasks.”
“Noise and fire,” added Stubby. “In the old westerns, you’d see the cowboy sending his horse at full gallop across the prairie, firing his revolver next to the horse’s ears. That’s not realistic. Nothing spooks a horse like a loud, sudden noise and fire.”
“Will it be hard to train her around fire?” asked Alex.
“Fire is a horse’s natural enemy,” replied Stubby. “Having her hang out with us last night during our campfire was a start. I don’t want to set too many fires intentionally for this purpose because the smoke can draw unnecessary attention to the ranch, but every time we cook over an open pit or burn trash, we’ll include her. She’ll eventually get used to it.”
Snowflake pushed her muzzle into Alex’s shoulder and seemed to smile.
“She knows we’re talking about her,” quipped Alex.
“Maybe.” Stubby laughed. “Horses are considered social creatures but more so toward each other. The debate about whether horses have feelings toward their rider is second only to the intense debate as to which gun is better, an AR-15 or an AK-47.”
“AR-15,” stated Alex dryly.
“Have you ever shot an AK-47?”
“No,” she replied. “But it doesn’t matter. AR-15 is the best.”
“All-righty then,” said Stubby. “AR-15 wins again. This leads us to how to turn Snowflake into a mounted shooting horse. It’s not impossible to teach your horse to accept having firearms fired from the saddle.”
“Where do we start?” asked Alex.
“With you, actually,” replied Stubby. “You’re gonna find it extremely difficult to shoot your beloved AR-15 while riding Snowflake. You’ll fire wildly and might even hit a target that you didn’t intend to shoot. For that reason, I’m going to suggest that you practice with your sidearm.”
“Okay,” said Alex. She patted the PT111 in her saddle holster. Everyone carried a long rifle and pistol at all times.
Stubby continued. “The other factor is noise. Your AR-15 has a muzzle brake attached, which helps with the recoil of the weapon, but it also has a tendency to direct sound and pressure waves back towards you. This will be harder on Snowflake’s ears. Over time, we might get lucky and find a suppressor for your gun, but in the meantime, practice using your handgun.”
They began walking toward the barn together, where Javy was preparing to feed hay to the horses in their stalls. He took the reins from Alex and got Snowflake settled in with the others. Stubby advised Javy of the plan and then he led Alex out of the barn. He grabbed Mrs. Keef’s Marlin .22-caliber rifle off the wall as they left.
“We’re gonna work this into our training regimen for Snowflake and all of the horses,” explained Stubby. “We have plenty of spare .22 rounds, so we’ll use them for this purpose.”
When they were roughly fifty yards from the barn, Stubby aimed into a dirt mound ahead of them and fired a single shot. He whispered a count of one, two, three and then fired again. The horses appeared to be a little agitated, but Stubby said he’d seen worse.
He repeated the process until he’d emptied the Marlin of its fourteen rounds. The whole process took less than two minutes. Javy walked out of the barn toward them.
“How’d they react?” asked Stubby.
“Okay,” replied Javy. “After six rounds, they ate and didn’t care.”
Stubby smiled and handed Javy the spent rifle. “Let’s continue this with every feeding daily. We want to do this every day so the horses begin to associate the gunfire with food. When they remain relaxed and keep their heads in the feed, then we can move on to the next step.
“In a couple of days, we’ll move closer to the barn and shoot from a location where Snowflake can see you,” Stubby continued. “Eventually, if she barely glances in your direction while the feeding and firing process takes place, we’ll be ready to start mounted and dismounted training.”
Javy turned and left for the barn. Stubby placed his arm around the taller Alex’s shoulders and led her toward the house.
“You’re a fast learner, Alex, and I suspect Snowflake is as well. In the next few days, we’ll have you practicing dry-fire routines with her. You’ll show her the weapon and allow her to sniff it. Over a week or so, in the same way you desensitized her to sheets blowing in the wind and crossing creeks, you’ll have her comfortable with carrying you during a gunfight.”
“Sounds good to me.”
Stubby stopped dead in his tracks and looked Alex in the eye. “Does it?”
“Does it what?”
“Does being in a gunfight sound good to you?”
“Well, um, no. I mean …”
“Gunfights are not glamorous, Alex. People get hurt and die. It’s not something anyone should look forward to.” Stubby didn’t appear to be angry with Alex, but rather he was concerned.
Alex was ashamed at her poor choice of words and looked at the ground while she was admonished by Stubby. “I know that.” She finally spoke in her defense as tears welled up in her eyes. “I’ve killed someone. I’ve shot at others several times. Stubby, I can’t think about the fact that I’m taking another human’s life or I won’t be able to do it. I just want to be ready so they don’t kill me.”
Stubby gave her a hug like he would his granddaughter if he had one. Alex broke down her façade for the first time since her arrival at Shiloh Ranch. The two shared a bonding moment that would give Alex the strength to survive in the weeks to come.
 



Chapter 19
4:00 p.m., October 12
Wyatt Farm
Shiloh
 
The smell of fresh bread hovered through the air as Bessie and Maria showed Madison the art of survival bread making. Hot loaves adorned the picnic table outside the pavilion, where Alex and Chase took turns cutting off a hunk and dipping it into fresh farm butter.
“That’s bannock bread, Alex,” said Bessie from behind the open fire. She was holding a heavy cast-iron skillet to flip over another loaf. “The Scots began making bannock a thousand years ago and it’s one of the easiest campfire breads to make. Really, the only trick is to make sure you don’t burn it.”
It was time for Madison to give it a try. She mixed two cups of flour with a couple of teaspoons baking powder. Two tablespoons of shortening and water allowed her to create a smooth consistency.
“We use pork fat from the hogs we hunt to oil the cast-iron pan,” said Bessie. Maria held the frying pan as Madison poured the mixture into the sizzling skillet. Maria placed the skillet on the grates and everyone watched for the next few minutes as the bread browned.
“Wow, this is heavy,” said Madison as she flipped the bannock bread over the first time.
“You guys use every part of the hog, don’t you?” asked Alex.
“Pretty much,” replied Bessie. “Everything has a use, including the charcoal created by these fires. We use it as an additive to the compost and the livestock feed if they’re having digestive problems.”
“It also has medicinal value,” added Emily. “Activated charcoal is used for things like food poisoning, bee stings, and relieving trapped gas.”
“Great,” said Alex. She turned her attention back to Bessie, who was flipping the bannock bread in the skillet.
“If it flips nice and clean, it’s almost ready and you can remove it from the heat,” said Bessie. “It’s a fairly simple recipe and cooking process. We also use the same recipe to make bread on a stick. We wrap the dough around a small tree branch and cook it the same way except we add sugar in the mixture, and afterward we might add a little salt. It makes for a pretty good pretzel-style treat.”
Alex took a bite of the bread on a stick. It was incredible.
“The last thing we’ll make are some hoe cakes,” continued Bessie.
“What?” asked Alex as Chase snickered. She gave him the look, admonishing him for making fun of her.
“Hoe cakes in the real world are simply known as cornbread.” Bessie laughed. “You see, back in the pioneer days, garden tools served multiple purposes. A cast-iron hoe could be used to bake cornbread.”
“Oh, I see,” said Alex. “You said hoe.”
Bessie retrieved a wooden-handle hoe that had been parked by the fire in the center of the pavilion. The hot iron was smoking then began to sizzle as Maria dropped a thick clump of the mixture of cornmeal, flour, buttermilk and eggs onto the tool.
“You can also use an axe,” said Bessie.
Pop—pop—pop!
“Did you hear that?” asked Chase.
“What?” asked Alex.
“It sounded like gunshots coming from the Wyatts’ place.”
“It might’ve been the fire. I didn’t hear—”
“No, swear, I heard it,” he shot back.
Pop—pop—pop!
BOOM! BOOM!
Pop—pop—pop—pop!
“No doubt about it,” said Chase. “C’mon, Alex!”
Alex began running toward Snowflake, holding her paddle holster to keep it in place. She’d almost reached her horse when the unmistakable wail of an air horn reached their ears.
“Trouble!” yelled Chase.
Javy and a ranch hand sped past them in a full gallop toward the northernmost part of Shiloh Ranch. Both the Wyatts and the Allens were given the air horns found by Alex and told them to use them only in the event of a gunfight. The alarm meant all hands on deck.
Alex and Chase were halfway to the gate when one of the Wyatts’ farmhands greeted them.
“Please fetch Miss Emily. We’ve got a man down. Please hurry!” He immediately turned his horse and raced back in the direction of the Wyatts’ west gate.
Pop—pop—pop!
Pop—pop—pop!
Chase looked at Alex, who nodded back. “You go. I’ll go back and get your mom. Be careful!”
“Thanks!” he shouted back to her as he brought his horse up to full speed.
BOOM! BOOM!
It sounded like a war zone!
“C’mon, Snowflake. We need to fly!”
Snowflake took off at a full gallop, ears pinned back and air filling her nostrils. She didn’t slow as Jake and Colton sped past them from the east.
“Whoa, whoa!” urged Alex as the high-spirited horse had difficulty slowing down.
“Emily!” shouted Alex. “The Wyatts have a man down. He’s been shot. Hurry!”
Emily and Madison ran to the main house. Alex shouted to Maria to fetch Emily’s horse from the barn. Snowflake continued to dance around out of excitement. Alex was trying to calm her, but the Appaloosa was feeling strong and alive. In the moment, Alex made a mental note to ride her mare at full speed from time to time. She had a little thoroughbred in her.
Her mom and Emily emerged from the house, carrying a trauma bag and a backpack with more supplies.
“Do you need me?” asked Madison.
“No, there’ll be plenty of hands up there to help,” replied Emily. “Lucinda is a vet and will have medical experience too.” Maria helped Emily mount and Alex carried the trauma bag.
It took seven minutes of hard riding to reach the Wyatts’ main gate, where a crowd had gathered around one of the Wyatts’ farmhands stretched out on the ground. Lucinda was already there, applying a chest compress.
Jake cleared the area to allow Emily and Alex inside the circle. Alex surmised that the shoot-out was over because the gunfire had stopped and everyone appeared to be there, including Chase. She glanced around for any other wounded or dead bodies.
Emily ran to the victim’s side and Lucinda immediately began to fill her in. “He’s alive, but he has heavy bleeding. His breathing is labored, but I don’t see any signs of a collapsed lung.”
Lucinda lifted the cloth over the chest wound and blood began to seep out. She reached behind her and John provided her another folded-up tee shirt to be used as a compress.
“Has he been conscious?”
“No.”
“Exit wound?” asked Emily as she rooted through the trauma bag to pull out some large gauze patches. She quickly applied them to the open wound and placed Lucinda’s compress back in place.
“I forgot to look.”
“Okay, real easy like, let’s roll him slightly so I can see,” said Emily. The man, who was wearing only a plaid felt shirt, began to revive as Emily searched for a hole in his back. He then lost consciousness again.
“Crap, no exit wound.”
“Jake, Colton, I need you down here to help hold this man still if he wakes fully,” said Emily. “We don’t need him panicking and wigglin’ around.”
Jake and Colton took up positions on each side of the victim.
“Alex, grab me a blanket and some water.”
Alex looked around and asked one of Javy’s men to use his wraparound baja. The man didn’t hesitate and offered it to Alex. Water bottles were offered up from several sources.
“Chase, go find out what kind of bullet the shooter used.”
“I already know. It was a .270.”
“Does anyone know whether a .270 fragments easily?”
“Probably thirty percent,” replied a voice from the back of the crowd.
Emily wrapped the man in the blanket to help avoid shock and then cut away his bloody shirt. She removed the tee shirt compress and irrigated the wound, immediately replacing clean gauze over it. The blood was oozing out of his chest slowly.
She rechecked the flow of blood and asked Alex to look into her trauma bag for the Celox.
“What’s this for?” asked Alex.
“Celox is used to control bleeding in a trauma situation like this one,” replied Emily. “It’s used by military medics around the world. Good stuff.”
After a moment, the bleeding slowed and Emily applied a generous amount of antibiotic ointment to dress his wound. She strapped tape across the gauze and relaxed somewhat.
“We need to get a stretcher and take him to the house. An interior door will do, with some blankets as padding. Bring a pillow also.”
Several men mounted their horses and took off for the Wyatts’ farmhouse. The others began to pepper questions in Emily’s direction.
“Aren’t you going to remove the bullet?”
“He’s going to be all right, isn’t he?”
“It’s just a shoulder wound.”
She stood and removed her latex gloves. “Listen up, everyone. Nothing is gonna happen out here on this gravel road. He’s stabilized, but I need to get him inside to a warm, clean environment. There is no exit wound, so the bullet is still inside his shoulder area. Because I don’t know which direction the bullet entered his body, I can’t go rootin’ around looking for it. That might make matters worse.”
“Like I said, it’s just a shoulder wound. That’s good, right?”
“Well, let’s hope so,” started Emily. “What folks don’t realize is that there are a lot of huge blood vessels around the shoulder and collarbone. If they’re not damaged, he should be fine by leaving the bullet inside his body. But if those vessels have been punctured, that’s life threatening.”
The sounds of horses returning from the house caused the onlookers to stand back to make room.
Emily continued. “He’s bleeding but not profusely. That’s a good sign.”
Lucinda gave Emily a hug. “Thank you, Emily.”
“You and I have made part of our lives the ability to save another’s life. Let’s start with this gentleman right here. Whadya say?”
“Deal.”
 



Chapter 20
10:00 a.m., October 15
Hog Lane
Hurley, Tennessee
 
“I don’t know, Chase,” started Alex, lowering the binoculars and handing them back to Chase. The two remained in a prone position. “Those horses look well fed. Besides, they told us not to cross over Highway 22. That’s why we blocked the road, remember?”
Chase let out a sigh. He liked to be alone with Alex, but sometimes she was too much of a rule follower. He preferred the thrill of the hunt. “Of course breaking into people’s homes is risky, but if we don’t take the risk, we won’t get what we need and someone else will,” replied Chase. “Look around. This guy must run a lawn service. I mean, how many riding mowers do you need? Also, do you see any cars or trucks?”
Alex shook her head. “No.”
“That means that nobody’s home and the welcome mat has been laid out for us. Let’s go.”
Chase took off before Alex had a chance to argue. He who hesitates is lost, or something like that. Out of habit, he looked both ways before crossing the street and ran behind a large oak tree. Alex quickly joined his side.
“Should we check out the garage first?” asked Chase, nodding toward the oversize white structure, which was adorned with vintage signs bearing the names Esso, Gulf Oil and Quaker State.
“I doubt anyone is in there,” replied Alex. “The same is probably true of the barn. Let’s try the house first.”
“Okay. Let’s skirt the perimeter like always and meet at the back door. I’ll poke my head in the barn on the way, just in case,” said Chase.
Chase darted between several trees and rounded an overgrown row of boxwoods. Alex methodically moved from oak to oak toward the left rear of the red brick rancher. An American flag continued to wave from a thirty-foot flagpole in the middle of a flower bed. The home had been well maintained prior to the collapse.
The barn was a typical gambrel design with a hay loft door in the upper level. It was gently swaying on its rusty hinges as Chase pressed himself against the wall. The sound of a horse inside spiked his adrenaline and he immediately readied his bolt-action hunting rifle. He wanted an AR-15 like Alex’s, and although he never said it to her, that was the primary reason he wanted to scavenge so much. He understood that the ranch had certain priorities, but his was a prime battle rifle like hers.
The wind blew from the north and his nostrils caught a stench similar to what they had experienced at Mrs. Keef’s place. Death. Chase walked around to the backside of the barn, upwind, and slowly looked through a six-inch crack in the barn doors.
Movement!
His heart raced as a shadow crossed the opening. It was too small to be a horse, yet somehow it was out of place. It slowly crossed again. Someone was inside, probably pacing the floor.
“Chase, where are you?” he heard Alex say in an under-the-breath whisper. She repeated herself with the sound of concern in her voice. “Chase!”
The shadow crossed the opening again. He had to do something. If he shouted back to Alex, she’d be exposed at the rear of the house and he would give away his position. He had to use the element of surprise.
Chase moved back to the front of the barn along the side closest to Alex. He waved to get her attention and put a finger to his lips, indicating she needed to be quiet. With hand signals, he instructed her to take cover around the side of the house.
A horse was exiting the barn. Casually, hoof after hoof, a black stallion emerged without a care. He turned toward the adjacent field to join three others. Chase wiped his brow. He’d never encountered anyone in their homes on their prior runs. He’d thought this home was empty, and he was wrong.
His mind raced. Should he sneak off and get Alex out of this situation? Should he catch the homeowner off guard and shoot him? There wouldn’t be any witnesses, and he could swear the other guy drew his gun first. This house had horses and probably plenty of gasoline. There might even be guns for the taking—like an AR-15.
He inched closer to the door and heard a creaking sound. He looked up to see if the noise was coming from the loft door. It was still, as was the wind. Chase caught a glimpse of Alex peeking around the corner of the house. It was time.
Chase gathered his courage and burst into the barn. He pointed the barrel of his rifle wildly in all directions, intending to shoot anything that moved. His sudden movements startled a flock of barn swallows. Dozens of the small blue birds, which had nested in the barn, swooped down toward Chase and passed him on their way through the barn doors. Chase lost his balance and fell backward into a pile of loose hay and horse manure.
That was when he saw the source of the movement. High above him, swinging from the rafters, was the body of a dead man. The creaking sound was made by a rusty pulley, which was probably used for lifting motors out of old cars or farm equipment. The old farmer, dressed in his Sunday best, had opted out.
Chase studied the body for a moment as it gently swayed and swirled from the noose holding it a dozen or more feet off the ground. He wondered how long it had been there. The body was thin and the man’s face was barely recognizable. His black suit and white shirt were soiled from dust and the droppings from the swallows nesting in the rafters. It was a rude way to treat someone who was so distraught that they were willing to take their own life.
He stood and exited the barn, kicking rocks in the dirt as he left. He quickly debated whether to tell Alex. They could look through the home and then the garage. He could lie and tell her the barn was empty, but she was too stubborn to accept his deflection. Besides, Chase thought to himself, it’s written all over my face.
Alex emerged from the corner of the house and walked up to Chase. She noticed immediately that something was wrong.
“Hey, you okay?”
“Yeah, well, not really,” Chase replied. “I found a dead body.”
Alex raised her weapon and began to scan the surroundings.
“No, he’s been dead awhile. Suicide, I think.”
“Oh, God,” exclaimed Alex. “How sad.” She gave Chase an unexpected hug and he held Alex close to his body. They’d never had this much physical contact before and it felt right. He and Alex had become partners in their foraging and security activities. Of course he was attracted to her. She was beautiful and a real guy’s girl. But the circumstances prevented him from trying to take it to another level. Besides, the Rymans and Allens were like family. Until this moment, he’d looked at her more like a little sister than someone he would fall in love with.
She broke their embrace and started for the back door. “Let’s make sure the house is empty and then let’s give him a proper burial. Whadya say?”
“Yeah,” replied Chase sheepishly. He couldn’t figure out why this man’s suicide affected him so much.
The two entered the small home and went through their routine. Pictures of the man and woman were found on the fireplace mantel. He wore United States Navy dress whites together with his gloves and a sword. His lovely bride was dressed in a beautiful wedding gown.
Photo frames filled with smiling kids and grandkids were displayed throughout the home. The youngest of the children were photographed riding ponies. This was a happy family before tragedy struck.
A shotgun and a .38 revolver were found in the couple’s bedroom. Chase found this odd because a handgun was certainly an easy method of committing suicide. For some reason, the man couldn’t bring himself to use it.
The master bath was filled with a variety of medications that neither Chase nor Alex could identify. Several prescription bottles were scattered on the bathroom countertop. Names like Xeloda, Trexall, Zofran, and Fentora were prevalent, but all were empty.
After the two solemnly swept the home for anything of value, they retrieved the horses, two colts and a couple of ponies, and led them back to the barn. Alex suggested that they close the ponies in the barn with plenty of hay and water. They’d be fine until retrieved later. She thought the ponies might become unruly being led by Snowflake and Chase’s horse.
For the next half hour, the two saddled up the man’s horses and loaded them down with supplies and fuel cans. Other than the tragic find of the body, this had been a good haul for Chase and Alex.
They dug a grave in some soft dirt under the American flag in the front yard. Chase insisted and didn’t care that they were exposed. The man had been in the military and deserved a proper burial.
In the barn, Alex helped Chase lower the man’s body into a wheelbarrow. They contemplated burying him in his naval uniform, which they found in the closet, and decided against it. If this gentleman had wanted to die in his dress whites, he would’ve worn them in the first place.
“He didn’t want to disrespect his service,” concluded Alex as she cut the noose from his neck. “Maybe that’s why he didn’t use a gun.”
Chase positioned the decaying body into the wheelbarrow and then spotted a piece of paper sticking out of his shirt pocket. He pulled it out and then glanced at it. It was a suicide note.
“Should we read it?” asked Alex.
“What do you think?”
“He wrote it for a reason,” she replied. “Do you want me to do it?”
“No, let me.”
Chase gulped and unfolded the one-page piece of faded parchment. It was stationery probably used by his wife in writing letters to family or friends. Embossed at the top of the page were the words From the hearts of John and Emma Young.
Dear God and our family. Please extend your hands of forgiveness to me for taking my life. I will proudly stand before you and be held to account, but at this time I am too weak to continue.
My dear Emma has passed, as the cancer consumed her body. Her life was devoted to loving me, our children, and grandchildren. She was devoted to your Son and the Church. I’ve prayed for her and look forward to joining her in Heaven.
God, you gave me life and purpose. Throughout, I put my life in your hands. When I strayed, I asked for forgiveness. As I forsake you once again by taking the life you’ve given me, I beg you to understand. This is not a life for me. I am alone. My feelings of despair consume me daily. I wander this empty home, begging for my Emma to return. I cannot live life without her.
You have been my strength since her passing, but I can no longer survive. I hope that you will find it in your grace to forgive me and allow me to join the love of my life beyond Heaven’s Gate.
Your humble servant in this life, and beyond. John Young.
 



Chapter 21
5:00 p.m., October 15
Cherry Mansion
Savannah
 
Creak—creak—creak.
The Brumby Rocker moved methodically atop the decking. Ma Durham, wrapped in a wool blanket, stared across the river, which had finally receded after several days of flooding. The Tennessee River flowed in front of Cherry Mansion at a steady pace. Like life, the river dictated that you go with the flow. Ma believed going against the flow took effort. Throughout her life, she’d learned that deciding to walk away from a problem or persevere was difficult. She’d only walked away from a problem once—the night her home burned down with her drunk husband Leroy on the sofa. That decision worked out for the best. Now she faced another choice. Sometimes, going against the flow was necessary.
“The problem we have now is lack of weapons to support the number of new deputies,” said Wild Bill Cherry as he continued his assessment of Ma’s operations. She was a quiet woman and maintained a steady nerve. She was not known for vocal outbursts. When you made her mad, you’d know it from the steely glare her gray eyes provided you. People feared Ma, not because she was a menacing physical presence, but because they knew she was capable of administering any form of punishment without compunction. Those within her charge toed the line.
“Have we had any defections?” she asked in an expressionless, raspy voice.
“Not really,” replied Cherry. “Some of the boys got rough with one of the girls at the Walnut House, but we fixed her up at the hospital. She slipped out one night and we haven’t found her. Other than that, the guys that matter have stuck around.”
“How’s the quarry production since the heavy rains?” she asked.
“Fine, except for the accident. We sent the new men to shore up a wall that was compromised by the flooding. A mudslide triggered a rockslide, and seven of them died.”
Creak—creak—creak.
Ma remained impassive, unemotional. “That’s a cost of doing business.”
Creak—creak—creak.
Cherry nodded and lit a cigarette. Normally, he wouldn’t smoke around Ma, especially inside. He stepped into the yard, where the smoke wouldn’t pass near her, and continued. “I need to talk with you about Junior and his obsession with this family that tore up the town a couple of weeks ago,” said Cherry.
“What about it?” Ma bristled. Cherry wasn’t family and she didn’t care for his tone.
“Junior is expending a considerable amount of time and resources searching for this Dalton fella, his wife, and daughter in the western part of the county.”
“Is it slowing down our operation any?” asked Ma.
“Well, no,” replied Cherry. “It’s just that he’s taking our best men and—”
“Does Junior think those people are still around?”
“Yes. He’s taking a contingent up toward Saltillo in a couple of days. He found an old man near Clifton who remembered the family. He thinks they may have taken the ferry across the river.”
“Percy’s? Is that old man still alive?”
“Maybe. Junior is gonna have a word with him as well. I’m just sayin’ this is a lot of galavantin’ around chasing ghosts.”
Ma stopped rocking. “Look here, Bill. These folks made Junior and you look bad. You should’ve taken their guns when ya stopped them at the checkpoint. Heck, you shoulda just cuffed ’em and thrown them in the back of a truck from the git-go. I hear the women were real lookers. They’re in short supply around here.”
“I know, but they said they were headed toward Memphis and—” started Cherry before being interrupted again.
“That’s a load of crap,” said Ma. “They wouldn’t run away from Nashville just to head to Memphis. Junior’s got a hunch and he’s followin’ it. That’s what a good law enforcement officer does. We can’t look weak to these people in Savannah. That family got away, which might have given some folks around here the same idea. No, that Dalton fella and his women need to be brought to justice. So you leave Junior be and focus on your own stuff.”
Neither spoke for a moment and only the sounds of a flock of birds headed south could be heard.
Creak—creak—creak.
Ma started up the Brumby again.
“Have you made a decision about expansion?” asked Cherry, quickly changing the subject after the stinging rebuke.
“The east side of the county has been exhausted. You’ve pushed as far as Waynesboro and collected everything there is to collect. How about towards the dam?”
“It’s a real mess down there,” replied Cherry. “The Corps can’t control the river levels. They say the problems started upriver from Muscle Shoals to Decatur and then all the way up to Chattanooga. A lot of the riverfront homes are destroyed, leaving only trailer parks. They don’t have anything worth pursuin’. As the rainy season hits us in November, there’ll be more flooding.”
“Going across the bridge into the west part of Hardin County will pose risks for us,” Ma began. “For one thing, those ranchers don’t like me. They didn’t vote for me and don’t consider me, as mayor of Savannah, to have any authority over them. Secondly, the good people of Adamsville and Selmer remember the Pusser legacy. They will stand up to us.”
Cherry took another draw on his Marlboro and allowed a deep exhale of smoke. “Junior thinks the ranchers may be binding together. He was looking for the family that tore up the town and questioned several of the folks down in Shiloh. He was greeted with a lot of men with rifles.”
“Well, you can’t blame them for protecting their farms,” said Ma. She waved her hand past her nose twice, indicating to Cherry that his smoke break was over.
“We can outgun them if we’re strategic about it,” said Cherry as he ground his cigarette into the lawn. “It won’t be like the eastern half of the county, where we’d roll up with a couple of trucks and eight heavily armed men. These farms are large and they’re fenced. I think we should avoid them and move directly into Adamsville and Selmer.”
Ma contemplated this for a moment. The ranches offered so much in the way of food resources. Plus, she’d like nothing more than to knock those high-and-mighty rich folks off their perches. But there’d be time for that. She had some scores to settle in McNairy County first.
A chill swept over her as the sun began to set across the river. She stared at the part of her life that had passed many years ago. She remembered the rotten eggs breaking on her children’s heads as the good people of Adamsville screamed for her to get out of their town. That was a lot of years ago, yet it was just the other day.
“Then it’s settled,” said Ma. “Get with Junior and come up with a plan. I want to send a sizable force into Adamsville and clean it out like a swarm of locusts. We’re gonna send a message.”
“Will do, Ma.”
“Bill, when you’re done, I want you to burn it down.”
“Which part?”
“I don’t care, just send a message that’s loud and clear!”
 



Chapter 22
9:00 a.m., October 17
Tennessee River
Shiloh
 
It had been nearly three weeks since his family had arrived at the front gate of Shiloh Ranch, full of hope and excitement, only to face the guns and spotlights of their greeters. Over time, Colton and the girls had assimilated into the everyday activities of the ranch easily. Life was much safer than what they’d experienced in Nashville and along the Natchez Trace.
The solar storm and the loss of power set America back two centuries into a world where the basic necessities of water, food, and shelter were important. Colton laughed when he thought about the important headlines prior to the collapse: Group Demands Removal of Nativity Scene from Courthouse—Colorado rejects Prayer in School—49ers Quarterback Shuns National Anthem, Then Given Spirit and Inspiration Award.
The average American didn’t know what life without luxuries entailed. A world without power brought reality to everyone’s doorstep, including the Rymans. Before the collapse of the grid, the question of the day was where are we going to dinner tonight? After the solar flare brought America to her knees, the question became are we going to eat tonight?
Stubby added four more ranch hands that approached the front gate yesterday. These men had worked for the Allens three years ago when they built the pavilion and other outbuildings designed by Stubby. They were part of a Mennonite community in Whiteville, which was sixty miles west of Shiloh. Their entire community had been overrun by gangs working their way out of Memphis. All of the small towns along Highway 64 were being looted and the residents—either murdered or disappeared.
The men brought their wives and children as well. The debate yesterday between Javy, Stubby, and Jake was not argumentative, but the conversation was mostly out of frustration. Taking in the families meant more mouths to feed, fifteen to be exact. Shiloh Ranch could use the help for security, food preparation, and maintenance of the livestock.
One of the biggest points of contention was the Mennonites’ refusal to take up arms. They simply could not use firearms as part of their contribution to Shiloh Ranch. Javy pointed out that their ability to tend to the horses, the gardens, and construction of barriers would free up all of the existing ranch hands to perform security functions. In essence, the ranch could double up their security.
The next problem was where to house them. The main residence was overflowing and the ranch hands occupied the modest guest cabins. It was decided that Javy’s men and their families would move into abandoned homes on the perimeter of Shiloh where the road blockades had been established. They would be closer to their security posts and the Mennonite families would be near the confines of the main house and the barns.
“I think we made a good decision,” said Jake as he handed out fishing gear to Colton, Alex and Chase. “Stubby will get them settled today and assign responsibilities. These folks are trustworthy and hard workers.”
“I agree,” said Colton. “Plus, they brought us some valuable information as well. They’re coming from the cities at a faster rate than we initially thought. I expected a few stragglers here and there, but the stories they told yesterday were about groups of nearly a hundred at a time.”
The four fishermen spread out along the western shore of the river. Bank fishing was popular in Tennessee and an effective means of catching fish without a boat. Shiloh Ranch had a canoe and an aluminum skiff that was only stable for two. Chase and Alex said they’d go upriver toward Rock Pile and look for abandoned fishing boats. Several might have broken free during the flooding.
They spread out along the shoreline, utilizing unique features like fallen trees, rocks jutting out of the shallow water, or stumps, which might be interesting to the fish.
“Stay back from the shoreline, Alex,” said Jake. “Fish are very sensitive to sounds and shadows. When you cast, start close to the bank and then work your way out toward deeper water. This part of the river is full of catfish, so you’ll wanna keep your bait toward the bottom.”
The group began to cast and initially didn’t get any bites. Then Chase reeled in the first channel cat of the day. Jake followed with a black crappie. Soon, their five-gallon Lowe’s buckets were filling up with dinner.
“Daddy, will these people from Memphis come down our way?” asked Alex.
“I don’t know, Allie-Cat. They might decide to move into a town and stay there.”
“That’s right, Alex,” interjected Jake. “There are several places for them to get settled like Bolivar, Selmer, and Adamsville. At some point, I’d think they’d stop traveling east.”
“Or they might look at Savannah as the big prize,” added Colton. “It’s the biggest city in the area except for Jackson, and it’s on the river.”
“I seriously doubt that Ma and Junior will let ’em in,” said Chase.
“That’s the problem,” said Colton. “When they’re turned away at the bridge, what will they do?”
“Maybe they’ll go back toward Memphis?” said Alex inquisitively.
“Or they’ll fan out along the west banks of the river,” replied Jake.
“That might push them our way,” said Alex.
“Yup,” grunted Chase. “What if we join up with Junior to fight them when they get here?”
Jake removed another large catfish from his hook and dropped it into a bucket of its own. “Out of the question,” he replied to his son. “I wouldn’t trust Junior to even approach him on the subject. Listen, the Durhams are crazy. They have a small army across the way. They may fight these hordes, or they may make a deal with them and point the masses in our direction.”
“I’m just sayin’ it might be worth a try,” insisted Chase. “What other options do we have?”
“Not many,” replied Colton.
 



Chapter 23
7:00 a.m., October 24
Adamsville, Tennessee
 
The 1968 Cadillac Coupe de Ville roared along Highway 64 towards Adamsville. The four-hundred-seventy-two-cubic-inch engine pushed this two-ton Tessie at a steady clip, forcing its driver, the town’s psychologist, to slow at times for the rest of the caravan to catch up.
When Junior discussed his plan with Cherry and his ma, the consensus was that there was no real plan. Phrases like shock and awe, pillage and burn, and take no prisoners constituted the plan.
Junior’s men were hungry for a fight and were getting bored. Ma had admonished him for allowing the guys to get rough with the women. Raiding Adamsville served a number of purposes. It would allow the guys to blow off some steam, have their way with the ladies without fear of reprisals, and get even in a way he and his brother, Rollie, could only dream about in those years after being run across the bridge into Savannah. He wished Rollie were there to join in the festivities.
“Doc, what do you make of these refugees streaming out of Memphis?” asked Junior as he lit up another smoke. “I mean, I’m sure the city sucks right about now. But these folks walked nearly a hundred miles. What exactly are they looking for?”
“I tell ya, Junior, when I was getting my doctorate at Memphis State years ago, we studied human migration throughout history,” replied the psychologist. “The nomads of many years ago traveled from place to place with a plan to settle in a new locale.”
“What if they have no place to go?” asked Junior.
“Migration is very different,” the psychologist replied. “Humans are creatures of habit and will only move if something forces them to. Sometimes migration is voluntary, but most often it’s not. Throughout history, people have fled their homes because of natural disasters, political conflict or economic disaster. In the case of a catastrophic event like this one, the city has probably descended into anarchy. I suspect they are roaming in many directions, including toward Savannah, the next largest town.”
“Doc, I know you’re on board with our little program,” started Junior as they roared past two elderly men walking in the opposite direction. “It’s just business, you know, with what we do. What makes those two old men think that we’d welcome them with open arms?”
“They’ve probably experienced the dangerous conditions and competition for resources like food and water. In the populated areas, their options are few. They roam into the countryside based upon the false hope that they’ll be taken in by a farmer or a smaller town. Unfortunately, false hope is a very dangerous emotion that rarely offers a reward—not immediately, nor with the passage of time.”
Junior tapped the dashboard and pointed toward the sign that read Welcome to Adamsville, Home of Sheriff Buford Pusser.
“Well, ain’t that sumptin’,” sneered Junior. “They run his only kin out of town, but they’re proud to have a sign with his name all over it. My grandpa would roll over in his grave if he knew how we were treated. I also think he’d be proud of how I plan on cleaning out these vermin.”
Junior gestured toward the AmeriGas parking lot. The dozen cars behind them pulled in as well as fifty men, who climbed out, all carrying battle rifles. They all gathered around Junior and the Caddy.
“Listen up, y’all!” shouted Junior. “We’ve set this up for a few days now. We’ve watched their routines, which ain’t much. They’ve put all of their efforts on the west side of town, turning away refugees. Today is no different.”
Junior started walking through the crowd, looked each man in the eye, and patted his newly created deputies on the chest or back. Over the past several weeks, he’d earned the respect of his men and bonded with each of them. People’s opinions of Junior changed dramatically after the solar storm. Now, they were prepared to fight for him. He continued.
“The east side of town will have very little resistance. Just mow through them. By the time the rest of their defenses learn we’re there, it’ll be too late.”
“We’re ready, Junior,” shouted one of the men.
“Yeah, let’s do this!”
More shouts of encouragement surrounded Junior as the men raised their weapons into the air and worked themselves into a frenzy.
“All right!” exclaimed their sheriff. “You all know your assignments. Remember, you take out every threat, which means any man capable of killing you. No need to ask permission, just do it. Second, we gather things of value—guns, cars, and gasoline, in that order. After the town is secured, we’ll have a little party with the rest, if you know what I mean. Now, let’s get down to bidness!”
The roar of the vehicles and the men shouting obscenities while firing their weapons into the townspeople of Adamsville was a scene straight out of a Mad Max movie. The massacre rivaled any known heinous event in American history.
The shock and awe approach that Junior employed worked. The citizens of Adamsville were not prepared for the depravity of Junior’s men. By the early afternoon, hundreds of  men, boys, and elderly residents were murdered. Homes were burned and women were brutalized.
Junior only lost one man—the psychologist, who was accidentally shot by friendly fire. Junior didn’t consider the doc’s death much of a loss. In his opinion, Savannah wasn’t much in need of a psychologist anymore.
 



Chapter 24
2:00 p.m., October 27
Cherry Mansion
Savannah
 
“What are you gonna do with all of these people,” asked Ma. A hundred people had gathered on both sides of the Harrison-McGarity Bridge crossing the Tennessee River into Savannah. “Where the heck did they come from, Adamsville?”
The Durhams’ destruction had unexpected consequences for Savannah. Residents from the surrounding neighborhoods, who relied upon the slight semblance of order provided by Adamsville’s leaders, were looking for a new source of security. Refugees fleeing Memphis now continued eastward on Highway 64 to the next largest town after Adamsville—Savannah.
“It started yesterday,” replied Junior. “They don’t have nothin’, so we can’t use them. If a moving car does approach the bridge, they can’t pass because these people have the road blocked. We’ve tried to move them off the road into the homes in Bridge View Estates, but the residents started shooting at them.”
“Good,” shot back Ma. “Let them deal with the problem.”
“It won’t last for long,” said Junior. “Those people in Bridge View ain’t got a pot to piss in and soon they’ll run out of ammo. They’ll be overrun.”
Ma sat back in her rocker and let out a sigh. “Good. What else?”
Cherry spoke up. “We’re continuing to run the radio broadcasts, but our recruits are not as frequent as in the past. With the bridge blocked, our only major route into town right now is from the east. The Pickwick Dam is still blocked by the National Guard, and the bridge at Clifton is supposedly blocked by a bunch from Decatur County. They’ve got their own little toll booth program set up.”
“Are you talkin’ about at Nance Bend where Highway 641 crosses?” asked Ma.
“Yeah,” started Cherry. “The county line is in the middle of the bridge. They’re blocking folks coming and going unless they’re problem children. They’re dumping them into Hardin County.”
Ma bristled. She turned to Junior. “You knew about this?”
“Well, yes, ma’am. I learned about it when I sent the boys huntin’ after that Dalton fella. I figured we had enough to deal with. Plus, they stayed on their side of the bridge.”
“Gentlemen, let me get this straight,” said Ma. “We’re broadcasting as far north as I-40 and the only road down to us is being blocked by a bunch of good ole boys running their own shakedown? Put an end to that crap, do you hear me?”
“Yes, ma’am,” replied Junior. “Well, we’ve been needin’ to have a talk with old Percy and also I need to pay a little visit to Saltillo. I’m hearin’ they’re doin’ real well up there. I think it’s time they pay taxes to contribute to the coffers, don’t ya think?”
“You betcha,” said Cherry.
“And I’m certain that Dalton family snuck across the river using the old man’s ferry,” continued Junior. “That means somebody up there knows somethin’ and I intend to find out what that somethin’ is!”
“Okay, Junior, you do that,” added Ma. “However, young man, we don’t need a repeat of Adamsville.”
“But, Ma, you said—”
“I know what I said, but in hindsight it wasn’t a good decision. I let my hatred for those people get in the way of business.” She pointed at Cherry’s chest and then added, “I need you to speak up when I do that. You know my temper, but you can’t let that get in the way of making good decisions.”
“Ma, they had it comin’, and if those folks in Saltillo helped that Dalton family, they’ll have it comin’ too.”
“No, Junior. Our partners in the minin’ operation let me know in no uncertain terms that Adamsville was too much. They’ll tolerate our form of discipline and control, but burnin’ towns will get the attention of the feds, who, if you recall, just moved into Jackson to set up another big FEMA camp. We don’t want them down here sniffin’ around, do we?”
“No, ma’am,” replied Junior.
“How did our partners in Pulaski find out about Adamsville, a town nearly a hundred miles away?” asked Cherry.
“Well, Bill,” started Ma in a sarcastic tone, “obviously someone in the Vulcan operations ran their mouth during a delivery. I expect you to take care of that. In fact, make a big to-do about it at the mine. Send a message to all of them. Keep your dang mouths shut!”
“Okay, Ma,” replied Cherry. “We’ve increased our production, and they’ve really filled up our pockets. They’re about ready to sell the lignite coal to those small towns around Tullahoma to fire up their electricity. They’ll also have plenty of heating fuel for the winter.”
“Bully, bully for them,” said Ma. “We all know what they really want out of that quarry—the ammonium sulfate byproduct.”
Cherry reached for his pack of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket, but Ma gave him the stink-eye. She’d thought about getting him hypnosis to kick the habit, but Junior got the psychologist killed. She’d just take the cigarettes away instead.
“How much of that explosive do the Klansmen want?” asked Junior.
“They’ve got big plans and deep pockets,” replied Cherry. “They call it the cleansing. They’ve not told me specifically where this cleansing is gonna take place, but all I know is they said to keep the ammonium sulfate comin’.”
“Fine by me,” said Ma. “In business, I’ve learned that morality gets in the way of profit. Government is no different. Look how those fools in Washington ran this country. They didn’t care about us. They looked for more power and wealth. Now, it’s our turn. Who are we to judge the Klansmen? We’ll mine the lignite and give ’em their ammonium sulfate. They pay us handsomely, which allows us to ride this horse for as long as we can. What happens after that is none of my business.”
 



Chapter 25
1:00 p.m., Halloween
Saltillo
 
“Well, Mr. Mayor, the first annual Apocalyptic Hootenanny has been a real success,” said Russ Hilton to the mayor of Saltillo, Jimmy Snyder. Kids were running up and down Main Street, picking up candy from makeshift booths and playing the various carnival games that remained from the Labor Day events prior to the solar storm.
“Listen, Russ, it’s no secret that the entire community looks up to you and considers you the real mayor of Saltillo,” said Snyder. “Since my legal troubles came to light, I’ve lost quite a few friends around here. Please don’t tell anyone I said this, but this whole grid-collapse thing was just what the doctor ordered for me. Life’s a lot simpler now, and I don’t miss the stresses accompanying the real world. No, sir, not one bit.”
“I get it, Jimmy. You and I have been friends since the day you welcomed me into this community. There are only a few hundred folks, and they all have bonded through this experience. Maybe a reset of our country wasn’t such a bad thing?”
“It makes you wonder,” replied Snyder. “All I know is that I’ve got a fresh start and people who disliked me are coming around. This Halloween festival was a great idea. We don’t have much to give the kids other than some stale candy and several bushels of apples from the surrounding orchards, but they sure are enjoying themselves.”
“Hey, Daddy!” exclaimed one of the Hilton kids, who was standing proudly by a Skee-Ball game. “I just hit the fifty-point ring twice in a row!” A couple of the local carpenters had created a Skee-Ball game using luan plywood, a variety of PVC plumbing pipes and some flexible plastic landscape edging. The holes were cut for the various point levels, and pipes were inserted in corresponding dimensions. With a Sharpie, they identified the points levels and the game was ready to set up. It was a big hit and was made completely out of scrap materials.
Another popular game, especially with the adults who enjoyed a friendly wager, was cornhole. One out of five households in Saltillo owned their own custom cornhole platform. The concept was simple. Each team had four sets of bean bags, filled with corn kernels if they were homemade, which were tossed towards a platform nine yards away. A bag in the hole earned three points and a bag landing on the cornhole board earned one. Just like darts were played in the big city pubs, a cornhole game was a mainstay of the Southerner’s backyard.
“Tell me about this afternoon’s show,” continued Snyder as they walked through the three hundred locals of all ages enjoying this beautiful autumn afternoon.
“We’ve got the usual band, but we’re also blessed to have some of the ladies from the Shady Grove Church put together a program of gospel music. You know how they are when they get wound up. Boy, there will be a lot of praise the lord this afternoon!”
The men laughed as they walked to the westernmost part of Main Street. Suddenly, shouts came from toward the river.
Fire! There’s a fire by the river!
Russ took off toward Shoreline Lane to investigate the ruckus. Most of the mothers in attendance gathered their children close while the men ran towards the west bank of the river. Russ reached the shoreline to watch the last of Percy’s home collapse within itself. The old wooden structure never had a chance against a hot fire.
The wind had picked up and the black smoke blew across the river, temporarily obstructing his view. But he heard the distinctive sound of Percy’s ferry chugging through the water. Snyder’s portly frame finally caught up to Russ.
“My gosh, Russ,” said Snyder. “Poor old Percy. Do you think he’s all right?”
“I don’t know, Jimmy, but this may be him comin’ now,” said Russ as he pointed to the ferry as it emerged from the thick black smoke, which quickly spread across the surface of the water.
CHUGA—CHUGA, CHUGA—CHUGA, CHUG.
The bow of the boat revealed several sets of legs and the barrels of rifles. When the ferry was less than twenty yards away, the picture became clear to Russ. Armed men, at least half a dozen, were coming their way.
“Run!” he exclaimed. “Everyone, go back to your homes. Now!”
“Russ, what do we do?” asked Snyder.
Before Russ could answer, shouts and screams came from town. He immediately thought of Lisa and the baby. He charged up the hill as the roar of a loud muffler could be heard from north of town on Route 69.
“C’mon, we’re under attack!” he yelled as he bolted up the hill with his pistol drawn. He was greeted by women and children screaming as they ran away from Main Street.
“Stop! Don’t come this way!” shouted Snyder. Several dozen people crashed into each other as they looked in all directions for an escape route.
“Go home,” said Russ. “Go home and lock your doors!”
His neighbors scattered in all directions and Russ ran up a side street only to reach Main in time to observe the results of the onslaught. Several pickup trucks were roaring through the small town coming close to, but not hitting, the women and children who huddled on the sidewalk. They didn’t hesitate, however, to run over the cornhole boards and destroy most of the carnival games the children had enjoyed in the middle of Main Street. The Apocalyptic Hootenanny was over.
Russ couldn’t decide if he was frightened or furious. Their small town had been isolated from the world because of its remote location. Their only real contact with outsiders had been the Rymans. Colton had told him about the run-in with the Durhams in Savannah, and Russ’s immediate thought was this might be related. When he saw Junior jump out of the front seat of an old Cadillac, his fears were confirmed.
“Who’s in charge of this little party?” hollered Junior.
The only sounds that could be heard were the idling of the vehicles’ engines and the crying children holding their mothers. Snyder looked toward Russ and hid behind the bigger man’s body. Russ understood that Snyder wouldn’t take the leadership role. He was all too happy to avoid law enforcement.
“Last chance! My name is Sheriff Durham, sheriff of Hardin County. Somebody needs to step up and talk to me, or my deputies are gonna have to find someone to speak for you.”
The entire town stood still, reminiscent of a scene in an old western. Russ took a deep breath and stepped out of the crowd toward Junior. He realized he still held his sidearm, so he quickly holstered it. Let’s not get shot because of a misunderstanding, don’t you agree?
“This here is my party, Sheriff,” said Russ respectfully. “Now, I apologize for not getting a permit from the county, but we didn’t expect that y’all would send in the SWAT team.” Russ chuckled and several of Junior’s deputies did as well until he shot them a death stare.
“This is official county business, mister,” started Junior. “State your name.”
“I’m Russ Hilton. I think I can speak for the entire town. What can we help you with, Sheriff Durham?”
“There’ll be a lot of things that you can help us with, Hilton. First off, are you the country singer? You look like him.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Okay, good,” said Junior as he walked up to Russ. The height differential between the two men was remarkable as Russ looked down almost a foot upon the shorter Junior. But what Junior didn’t possess in stature, he did possess in cajones.
“I guess you’ve gone from a big country star to runnin’ this little town. Ain’t you in high cotton.”
Russ ignored Junior. He continued to analyze their surroundings. Saltillo was not prepared for a confrontation like this. They took their isolation for granted and should have known the ugliness of a post-apocalyptic world would knock on their door at some point. They’d be ready next time, if there was a next time.
“How can we help you, Sheriff?”
“Well, Mayor Hilton,” said Junior sarcastically. “We’re looking for information first. Have you seen a family come through town named Dalton? Man, wife and a perky teenage daughter?”
Russ knew it. He hesitated as he thought of an answer, a mistake that might destroy his opportunity to cover for Colton and the girls. Think!
Tell the truth, sort of.
“Yeah, I remember them comin’ through nearly a month ago. They rode Old Man Percy’s ferry across. What’s happened over there? Is Percy okay?”
Junior stood as tall as he could and pointed his finger in Russ’s face. “That old man’s none of your concern, but from the looks of that smoke, I’m guessin’ my boys felt like he wasn’t cooperating with law enforcement as he’s supposed to. Listen up. We’d be glad to bring a lot more of that smoke down Main Street, startin’ with the Hillbilly Hilton over there, unless you tell me what you know.”
“Fine. They came through about a month ago. They were scared and hungry. We fed ’em, let them sleep one night, and sent them on their way. It was the decent thing to do.”
“Did they tell you they were fugitives from justice?”
“Of course not. If they had, we would’ve turned them away. We don’t want any trouble from drifters or troublemakers.”
“What did they tell you?” asked Junior.
“They said they were headed toward Memphis. We pointed them west out Highway 69 and they were gone.”
Junior studied Russ’s face for a moment. Russ thanked God that Colton didn’t tell him where he was really going. Plausible deniability.
“Okay, Mayor, here’s what’s gonna happen next. We can’t have you folks armed. None of your people, to their credit, opened fire on us. Other towns were not so cooperative and it cost ’em. I need you to voluntarily give us your weapons and ammo, starting with yours.”
Junior held his hand out for Russ’s gun. Russ stood defiantly for a moment until Junior pointed at his holster and wiggled his fingers. “Fork it over, Mayor, or I’ll get this party started again, but it’ll be my way.”
Russ handed over his weapon and then nodded to his friends in Saltillo, indicating that they do the same. Junior smiled at Russ.
“Very good, big man. Now, we’re gonna go street by street. I want you to tell all of your constituents to run along and gather their weapons. I wanna be back in Savannah before dark and my men get real awnry if they miss their afternoon happy hour. Unless, of course, you’d rather let them stay the night.”
Russ wanted to grab this idiot by the neck and choke him like a chicken. Apparently, his face was getting red and his anger was readily apparent.
Junior got right up in his face. “You got something to say, Mayor.”
“No, Sheriff, not a word.”
“Good, we’ll be seein’ ya, then!”
Junior turned and marched off toward his Cadillac. He swirled his hand in the air and the people of Saltillo hustled off to their homes, and Junior’s men began to canvass the streets. Saltillo had dodged a bullet in more ways than one, but somehow Russ knew they’d meet up with Sheriff Durham again.
 



Chapter 26
7:00 p.m., October 31
Shiloh Ranch
 
The evening routine continued to include a debriefing of the day’s events. Stubby and Emily, who worked closely with the new Mennonite families, advised the group on their progress assimilating the new residents into Shiloh Ranch. The plan to house the Mexican families in areas away from the main house created some logistical issues for Emily and Madison. They needed to devise some form of taxi service to pick up Javy’s people each day or assign a horse for every member of the Shiloh Ranch group. Alex and Chase assured everyone that horses and another wagon was high on the priority list. It was a shame that the Mennonite families didn’t have their own, but in the end, the hardworking families were well worth the short-term inconveniences.
The subject of Alex and Chase’s activities came up often because they’d become the group’s eyes and ears outside their security perimeter. Madison had gradually accepted Alex’s role as intelligence gatherer and part of the lead scavenging team. It was hard for Madison not to look at her beautiful young daughter as the smart, golf-loving teenager of two months ago. Alex had matured and was becoming fearless. Madison now wondered if Chase should be the one to hold Alex back when they made their runs.
“We learned a lot today,” started Alex. “We agreed it was risky, but we approached a couple of women and their children near Crump. We found them hiding in an abandoned house at River Heights.”
“Were they armed?” asked Madison.
“No, Mom, and we were very careful, as always,” replied Alex. “They had traveled all the way from Memphis on bicycles. When they arrived yesterday, their husbands approached the bridge to find out why it was blocked. Junior’s men beat one of the men and the other man turned and rode his bike back to Crump.”
“Why did they beat the man?” asked Emily.
“’Cause they could,” said Chase dryly as he tossed an apple core into the fire. “From what we’re told, Junior is clearing people off the bridge. There are campsites all around the area, created by the homeless out of Memphis. Junior won’t let ’em into Savannah, so they simply take up residence wherever they can find a place.”
“A lot of those homes up there are trashed and empty,” added Alex. “There isn’t much to scavenge except down along Catfish Lane on the river.”
“The RV park,” interrupted Chase. He chomped on another apple. Madison wondered if he’d ever understand that he needed to curb his appetite. There were a lot of mouths to feed now.
“We’d like to find a boat to make it easier to fish and maybe some small propane tanks for Maria to use when canning,” said Alex. “We learned something else. If the information is correct, it’s horrible.”
“What is it, Allie-Cat?” asked Colton.
Alex took a deep breath and took a long drink of water out of a fresh bottle of Evian she’d found during the day. “They told us that Adamsville was destroyed.”
Stubby sat up in his lawn chair. “Whadya mean by destroyed?”
“The women we spoke with today said the men of Adamsville were slaughtered and, in some cases, their dead bodies were still lying around,” replied Alex. “Also, a lot of the businesses and government buildings had been burned down.”
“Who did it?” asked Stubby.
“Junior and them,” replied Chase. He polished off another apple and was about to reach for a third when Jake picked up the basket and offered them to everyone else who sat around the fire. There were no takers, but Jake placed the basket out of Chase’s reach. Chase glared at his dad and shook his head before continuing. “It must’ve happened recently. The women told us folks from Adamsville were walking up 64 towards Savannah. It makes sense.”
“Why’s that?” asked Madison.
“Like we said, the bridge is surrounded by people,” replied Alex. “I would estimate three or four hundred refugees. They were denied access into Savannah, so they just copped a squat.”
“We heard gunfire on the other side of the bridge,” said Chase. “Apparently Bridge View Estates is firing on the refugees to protect their neighborhood.”
Madison nervously rubbed her hands together as she received this information. She was uncomfortable with Alex interacting with these potentially dangerous people. The Ryman family had seen enough on the trip down from Nashville.
“I think you’ve done enough foraging up that way, don’t you agree, Colton?” asked Madison.
Before Colton could answer, Alex interrupted. “Chase and I came to the same conclusion, which is why we’re only going to make one last trip tomorrow. We saw a couple of small boats near the RV campsites. There may be gasoline and propane tanks. We’re gonna go up to Catfish Lane for that one purpose, and we’ll move on to another area.”
“Plus, there are a couple of farms down there to check out,” added Chase. “We need horses, so hopefully we can hit a home run.”
“Hey, I’m the only one that hits home runs around here.” Stubby laughed. “Except if I’d hit a few more, I might have played pro ball longer.”
Madison stared at Colton, looking for help. Alex did not always respond to Madison’s parenting very well, but she seemed to always follow Colton’s advice. She finally decided to blurt it out. “Colt, maybe you can ride with the kids in the morning. They have a lot on their plate and you could help bring back a load. Right?” Daddy would just be a helping hand.
“Yeah, sure,” replied Colton. “I haven’t burglarized any homes with my daughter in a while. It will be like old times. Plus, I’m a little rusty on my B & E techniques.”
“Very funny, Daddy. You can ride along. If we find a boat, we’ll lead the horses back and you can bring the boat upriver.”
The group grew quiet as Stubby stood to get everyone’s attention. He put his hands in his pockets to warm himself as a brief gust of cool night air rushed over the group.
“I believe we’ve put together a pretty decent defensive perimeter for our three farms,” started Stubby. “It’s designed to address all threats from outsiders. With the growing numbers of refugees amassing at the foot of the bridge and the residents on the north side of the highway turning them towards us, it’s a matter of time before we’ve got a horde of people at our doorstep.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” said Jake. “They may not be armed, but their sheer numbers could overrun us.”
Stubby stoked the fire and tossed on a couple of logs. The moist wood cracked and popped, throwing sparks into the air. The light from the flame illuminated the concern on his face.
“We aren’t going to change our tactics, but I’m beginning to wonder which is the greater threat right now. Is it a few carloads of Junior’s men or hundreds of desperate and hungry refugees?”
 



Chapter 27
Noon, November 1
Catfish Lane
Crump
 
“Did you hear all that gunfire this morning?” asked Chase as he and Alex ambled along the trail that hugged the Tennessee River. The paths had been cut through Pittsburg Landing many years ago by visitors to the Shiloh National Military Park. They agreed to stay off Route 22 when they traveled north toward the bridge to Savannah. Other than their Jeep Wagoneer, the only operable vehicles they’d seen belonged to Junior. Vehicles were not the issue—dangerous packs of refugees were.
“Yeah,” replied Alex. She gave Snowflake a little pressure to encourage her up the bank of Snake Creek. They’d be in an open field now, but elected to hug the tree line in case of an unexpected threat. “At first, I thought I was dreaming about fireworks. It reminded me of when we stayed at Disney World one time. We had driven all day and my parents were exhausted. We went to bed early and then the fireworks at Hollywood Studios got started. It scared me.”
Chase trotted past Alex to lead the way. She’d never taken this trail before and Chase, not wanting to frighten her after the encounter with the copperhead the other day, wanted to come upon any other slithery marauders before Alex. His horse was better trained and he could take a fall better than Alex.
“Let’s get in and get out today, do you agree?” asked Chase.
“Yeah,” replied Alex. “I wish my dad could’ve come with us. He and your dad took off before breakfast this morning to check on something at the south end of the ranch. I mean, it’s no big deal. We know what to do anyway.”
“Let’s avoid most of River Heights,” said Chase. “I do have a package of food to give those women and their kids. That won’t take but a minute though.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Chase,” protested Alex.
“Why’s that?”
“I think we should avoid them altogether,” replied Alex. “Yesterday, they didn’t see which direction we came from. Today, they may notice. If we give them food, they’ll really pay attention to us or pressure us into taking them in.”
Chase shrugged. He didn’t get it. Why wouldn’t Alex want to help these women out?
After a moment, Chase persisted. “We’ll tell them no. What are they gonna do, chase us down?”
“Chase, I saw a woman lying on the asphalt, bleeding all over the place,” replied Alex. “My mom and I decided to do the right thing and help her. It almost got us all killed. You can’t trust anybody, and unfortunately, the people you are trying to help may be the ones who kill you.”
“I get it, Alex. You guys went through a lot and that’s BS. But not everybody we meet is a killer. You gotta trust somebody.”
“No, I don’t. I trust my parents and then you guys. After that, I’m always hyperaware that someone might turn on me. I mean, seriously, Chase, why risk it?”
“Fine,” replied Chase. He gave his horse a little giddyup and led them past the side street that led to the vacant house where the women were holed up. Chase craned his neck to look for signs of movement as they rode past. As they entered Catfish Street and took notice of their surroundings, Chase began to feel uneasy. Something was wrong and he couldn’t put his finger on it. “It’s nothing,” he muttered aloud.
“What?” asked Alex.
“Nothing. It seems really quiet around here.”
“It was quiet down this way yesterday too,” said Alex. “Most of the activity was near the bridge.”
Chase stopped his horse and held his fist up. He quickly dismounted and led them to a patch of woods at the start of the RV park. They tied off their horses. A flock of geese flew aimlessly above their heads, flying south along the shoreline. Other than their occasional honk, the air was still and deathly quiet. Chase shrugged it off and they worked their way through the travel trailers.
One by one, they found them to be empty and looted. Clearly, a group had been through the entire RV park, looking for food or anything of value. Fortunately, the refugees were not interested in propane or small boats.
They quickly walked through the rows of RVs and found nine tanks, which Chase gathered at the entrance to the park. He then found an inline pressure gauge and installed it to the cut-off valves. Most standard propane tanks held twenty pounds of fuel. Chase found four that were close to full. These would be a big help to the canning operation.
Next, they searched for boats. There were quite a few, but they were on trailers and attached to vehicles. This part of the river was not allowed boat docks, so people had to use one of the numerous boat launches found up and down Catfish Lane.
They were within view of the bridge into Savannah and Alex cautioned Chase against getting too close. “We’re pretty much out in the open here, Chase. If Junior’s men have a good set of binoculars, they’ll see us. They’ve got a clear, unobstructed view from the entrance to the bridge.”
“Okay, let’s check this last boat launch,” said Chase. He picked up the pace and Alex had to jog in order to catch up.
“Whadya see?” she asked.
“Check it out. See that S10 pickup. It’s parked on the incline with the boat on the trailer.”
Chase ran ahead and reached the rig first. A twelve-foot aluminum-hull boat with a small fifteen-horsepower outboard motor sat on a single-axle trailer. He wasn’t sure, but he thought the electronics were minimal on a motorboat like this.
He fetched a bucket of water from the lake and placed the propeller inside it. He pulled the cord on the motor, hoping it would crank. On the third attempt, it fired up with a high-pitched whine. After less than a minute, Chase cut it off and gave Alex a high five.
“This is awesome!” he exclaimed. “Now we can do a lot of fishin’ and even go to the other side of the river.”
“How are we gonna get it in the water?” asked Alex.
“Easy,” he replied. “I’ll let off the emergency brake, throw the pickup into neutral, and ease it into the water. We’ll be good to go!”
“Now?” asked Alex. “Maybe we should bring our dads to do this? I mean, there’s a lot to handle and the motor makes a lot of noise. What if someone—”
“Shhhh,” interrupted Chase. “Listen.”
The sound of a vehicle on the highway startled them and they both dropped to the ground. The roar of the engine was getting louder. How did they get here so fast?
VVVRRROOOOMMMM!
The motor roared on the 1968 Chevelle as it tore down Catfish Lane just beyond where Chase and Alex hid behind the S10 pickup.
“We’ve gotta hide!” exclaimed Chase.
“What about the horses?” asked Alex.
“They’ll be fine. If they try to steal them, they’ve gotta ride past us to get out. We’ll take them back.”
Without hesitating, Chase darted out into the open and crossed the field toward one of the lakefront stilt homes that doubled as a bait shop. He turned for a moment to look for Alex, who waited by the truck.
Just as she started to run for the house, the Chevelle slammed on the brakes, throwing it into a skid. Alex stopped to return for her rifle, which she’d left leaning against the fender of the pickup.
“Alex, come on!” yelled Chase.
She froze.
The roar of the Chevelle pouncing on Alex like a lion made him sick to his stomach. He locked eyes with Alex and the realization came over them both. She had no way out.
 



Chapter 28
3:00 p.m., November 1
Shiloh Ranch
 
Her eyes plead for help, but Alex mouthed the word, Go. Chase steadied his rifle and thought about picking them off. There were only two men, but the car skidded to a stop between Alex and Chase’s hiding spot under the house. He could kill the driver, but the other man easily tackled Alex as she tried to run towards her gun. Chase’s mind raced and there were no good options. Anything he tried, whether disabling the car or attracting their attention toward him, could get Alex killed.
The men wasted no time attempting to tie Alex’s hands behind her with zip tie cuffs. She wriggled loose once before being slammed to the ground, causing her to yell out in pain. Chase looked under the Chevelle and could see that Alex was putting up a fight. Once again, he considered rushing the car and shooting the men while they were distracted with Alex.
He rose to his feet and began to bolt past some overgrown shrubs when he dropped to the dirt once again. The men wrangled Alex into the cuffs and hoisted her off the ground.
Alex was covered in grass and dirt and appeared to be in pain as they forced her into the backseat. She looked out the window one last time as the Chevelle roared to life and lunged toward the bridge, throwing dirt and grassy sod into the air.
The Chevelle hit Highway 64, screeching the tires, and roared across the bridge. Then it became completely silent. The entire abduction took less than three minutes.
Chase began to cry, something he hadn’t done since his dad’s tongue-lashings when Chase mouthed off as a kid. Jake never struck him, but when a man the size of Jake Allen towered over a young child and screamed, it felt like Godzilla roaring in the young boy’s face.
No, Chase cried now because he was scared for Alex. He felt responsible and helpless. His emotions brought him to his knees.
“What have I done?” he moaned aloud. The tears poured out of his eyes. Then he vomited, repeatedly.
After a few minutes, Chase got it together and grabbed Alex’s rifle. In the melee, the thugs hadn’t seen it against the truck. He quickly considered using the boat to get back to Shiloh Ranch. Alex was right, it was noisy and it would probably grab the attention of Junior’s men. Plus, he was unsure of its reliability and fuel levels. Now was not the time to take a chance getting stuck in the middle of the Tennessee River. Nor should he get caught. Then nobody would know what happened to them.
He took off for the horses, running as fast as he could. He made sure Snowflake was tied off and he laid some apples on the ground for her that he’d planned on giving the women hiding in the abandoned house.
“We’ll come back for you, girl, but first we have to rescue Alex,” said Chase quietly, attempting to calm the horse, which sensed the excitement. He gave her another rub of the muzzle and scruff behind the ears.
Chase flew like the wind along the river and through the Wyatt farm. Tristan attempted to flag him down, but Chase didn’t stop.
“They captured Alex! Junior’s men have Alex!”
“I’ll tell my parents!” Tristan shouted back.
Chase approached the boundary fence between the two farms and waved his arms at one of the ranch hands.
“Open the gate! Open the gate!”
One of the young Mennonite boys quickly obliged and Chase raced through, his stallion’s nose high in the wind. Rider and horse continued the final stretch to the main house, where Stubby was giving instructions to Javy and two of the new guys.
“Stubby! Stubby!” yelled Chase before he dismounted. He pulled back on the reins, bringing his stallion to a halt. Chase jumped off too soon and tumbled several times through the dirt.
“Chase, what is it, son?” yelled Jake, who came running from the house.
Chase lifted himself off the ground and bent over, attempting to catch his breath. He took a deep breath and replied as Jake and Stubby helped him stand upright. “They’ve got Alex. We got ambushed at the RV park and two men grabbed Alex and took her to Savannah.”
“What?” asked Madison. She’d walked over to Chase from the pavilion, where they’d been canning apples.
Madison stood alone, wiping her hands on an apron. She frantically looked around. Tears were flowing down her face and Jake moved to comfort her.
“Madison, we’ll get her—”
“Where’s my daughter?” screamed Madison, continuing to look in all directions. “Alex! Alex! Noooooooo!”
She collapsed to the ground and buried her face in her apron. Her crying wails brought tears to virtually everyone as Madison begged God to help her and Alex.
A horse came from around the barn. Madison immediately looked up, eyes full of hope that it was Alex.
It was Colton. He ran to her side. “What’s happened? Where’s Alex?”
Chase quickly ran through the events. When he was finished, Madison began to berate him.
“Why did you let them take her? You should’ve done something!” She was angry and let her emotions overflow.
“Mrs. Ryman, I thought about it, but I couldn’t take them both out and Alex would’ve been hurt.”
“Whadya think is gonna happen to her now? It’s probably already happening!” Madison was shouting in between sobs.
“I’m so sorry,” said Chase as he hung his head.
“Son, what were you doing so close to the bridge?”
“We found a boat, Dad. It ran too. I fired up the outboard just to make sure. I swear it ran less than a minute.”
“That’s probably all it took,” muttered Stubby.
Madison pushed Colton away. “Why didn’t you go with them? What was so important that you couldn’t be there to protect your daughter?”
“Maddie, I’m so sorry. They’ve done this so many times. I just thought it was a routine—”
Madison tore off her apron and threw it to the ground. “You take all of this in stride. Just another bump in the road. No big deal. The world has gone to hell! People are killing each other over a pair of shoes or a bushel of apples. And now our daughter is in the hands of rapists and murderers. Do you hear me? Our daughter, Alex, is probably gonna die!”
She collapsed to the ground again and cried uncontrollably. Bessie and Emily moved to her side and looked towards Colton. A sadness enveloped the father’s body as the stinging words soaked into his core. He not only had to deal with the loss of his daughter, but his wife placed the blame squarely on his shoulders.
Stubby stepped forward. First, he turned to Chase. “Young man, I want you to get your horse some water and then ride up to Lizzie’s place and tell her what happened. We’ll need her new men to help. On the way back, stop by the Wyatts’ and tell them the same thing. Explain that it will be only for tonight and it’s a security risk we’ll have to take.”
Javy moved into the group with one of his guys. Stubby provided him similar instructions. “Javy, pull all the men off the perimeter and bring them to the main house by dark. Tell them to bring their families.” Stubby wanted to hunker down in the center of the ranch for the night.
Then he turned his attention to Madison and crouched in front of her. “Madison, please look at me.”
She whimpered and raised her head to Stubby’s face. Bessie pulled her hair back, and Emily dabbed her tears with her sleeve.
“Now listen here, young lady. God didn’t bring you and your family through this storm just to drop one of you in a puddle. God will protect Alex while she’s in danger. He will guide us as we get her back too. Do you believe that?”
Madison nodded her head.
Stubby took her hands in his and smiled. “Sometimes God calms the storm, and sometimes He lets it rage and calms His child. You stay calm, Madison. Pray for her safety and pray for all of us as we get her back to you.”
Madison smiled again and looked past Stubby towards Colton, whose face was covered in tears. She stood on her own and opened her arms to him. The two parents embraced. They’d been through so much and now the young girl they’d brought into the world, the precious child they’d held in their arms since she was born, and who they promised to hold in their hearts forever, was in trouble.
Madison and Colton needed to find strength in God, and each other, to weather this storm.
 



Chapter 29
5:00 p.m., November 1
Shiloh Ranch
 
The barn was filled to capacity. Stubby didn’t realize how many men he had within his charge until they were all gathered in one place. They were platoon strength in terms of numbers, but they were far from a fighting force. These men who were ready to risk their lives to retrieve Alex had the fortitude of any Army Ranger Stubby had served with.
Prior to formulating a plan, he debated the magnitude of his attack. Chase was not entirely wrong in his assessments during the moment Alex was taken. One wrong move could’ve easily resulted in her being killed by Junior’s men just to be rid of the extra baggage.
Likewise, if he came on too strong this evening, Junior might react and kill Alex out of spite. Stubby had visions of her body being dumped into the Tennessee River to take the fight out of the enemy. Demoralizing your attacker was an excellent defense in guerilla warfare and he didn’t doubt that Junior would employ the tactic.
Stubby decided to use subterfuge as his plan of attack. Success would depend on predicting Junior’s reaction and the ability of Colton to reunite with his friends—Coach Carey and the Tiger Resistance.
“There are several aspects of my plan to save our girl,” started Stubby, addressing Colton, Jake and Chase, who were sitting on a fence rail next to Snowflake. Javy had taken two men to scout the area where Alex was taken and to retrieve her prized horse. “We have to get you three across the river safely. Unfortunately, that depends upon the reliability of a boat sitting on the back of a trailer up at the RV park. Chase assures me that it runs, and we need enough fuel to get her across the river.”
“I’ve got a five-gallon can here,” said Jake. “However, I have no idea what the ethanol mix is. It may be bad for the outboard motor.”
“If it’s E10, ten percent ethanol, it should be fine,” offered John Wyatt. “E15 might lead to engine failure or damage to the components over time. I don’t think it will seize or anything like that. You should be good for a couple of trips.”
“I think it’s fine,” said Stubby. “We live in the country, where folks don’t care about stuff like ethanol content. Most of the gas pumps around here are still pumpin’ the good stuff.”
Stubby had created a map of the area from Shiloh Ranch up to the bridge crossing to Savannah. The deteriorating wood barn board was spray painted in black, indicating roads and boundaries, and then there were several white arrows added. Stubby pulled a machete off the wall to use as a pointer.
“The Wagoneer will act as a diversionary tactic here,” said Stubby, pointing to the white arrows leading across the bridge and facing Savannah. “We’ll approach the checkpoint, and after I exchange signals with you guys, we’ll open fire to engage Junior’s men.”
“Won’t they recognize the truck?” asked Madison, who had entered through the back of the barn unnoticed. “If they haven’t already, they’ll instantly associate our Wagoneer with Alex. They might kill her.”
Stubby approached Madison. “I’ve thought about this. Junior’s pissed off at all of y’all. If he puts two and two together, which in Junior’s world equals three, Alex will become a bartering tool rather than another conquest for the Durhams’ evil ways. I think this might help keep her alive because he will use her as a bargaining tool to get to you guys.”
“Okay, I want to go, then. Let them see me and maybe I can trade myself for Alex. I’m the one that drove that day. It’s me they want.”
“Madison, I’m sorry, but that ain’t happenin’. They want all of you, and then they’ll want to get at us for helping you. Let’s not compound our problem by putting you in the middle of this mess.”
Madison hung her head and then looked toward Colton. She nodded and allowed Stubby to continue.
“After you guys give me the signal, we’ll open fire. This will draw Junior’s men to the western part of town. Also, I plan on giving you enough cover to get the boat across and up Mud Branch to Riverfront Drive. You’ll ditch the boat and find your way by following Town Branch. You remember where to go from there, right, Colton?”
“Yes. Based upon what you’ve described to me, Town Branch was the creek I followed before I stumbled onto the Carey property. It makes sense that it would meander all the way to the river. This will give us cover and a path to the right location.”
Jake and Chase, anxious to get started, jumped off the fence. Stubby handed out the two-way radios that the Rymans had brought with them, as well as a couple of his own.
“Tell me again how you plan on communicating with this Coach Carey fella,” said Stubby.
Colton took the radio and began to scroll the dials. “I’ve been trying to pick up chatter on the radio this afternoon, but we’re too far away. Coach Carey has Tigers everywhere. They watch Junior and his men virtually twenty-four seven. If they saw the Chevelle with Alex in it, they’re probably mounting a rescue of their own.”
“We don’t want to trip over each other,” said Stubby.
“That’s why I insisted on going after Alex now,” continued Colton. “I realize it would make more sense to sneak up on them in the early morning hours, but time is not on our side.”
“Tell us about their radio communications system, Colton,” said Jake.
“Each day, a different channel is selected based upon a player’s jersey number. The decision is made by Coach Carey and communicated to all the Tiger Resistance by one of his boys, Beau, Jimbo, or Clay. They’ve divided the town into four sections. North of Highway 64 is blue and south is deemed red. West of County Road 128, where their headquarters is located, is referred to as left, and the east side is right.”
“So red left would be the southwest corner of the town where you’ll land with the boat,” said Stubby.
“Exactly. Now, after that, I know very little. They had a safe house on Twenty-Fifth Street, which was labeled 25. If they plan on creating a diversion at a specific location, they use the term pull trap.”
“What does that mean?” asked Jake.
“Coach Carey explained it to me. In football, it means that the offensive guard is going to step behind the line and move down the line to block for a running back. In Coach Carey’s scheme, it means that the diversions will pull Junior’s men away from the real location of their operation.”
Stubby stuck the machete in a log next to his map. “Brilliant. We’ll pull Junior’s men to the west entrance of town. Coach Carey and his Tigers can pull them in any number of directions. All we need to do is locate Alex.”
John Wyatt stepped forward. “There are two logical places to start. The first is the County Jail. Junior hangs out there most of the time and coordinates his men. The other, which is also likely if they figure out who Alex is, would be Cherry Mansion.”
“What’s that?” asked Madison.
“Cherry Mansion is a historic, antebellum home that’s been in Bill Cherry’s family since before the Civil War,” replied Stubby. “Rumor has it that Ma and Bill took up with each other and she moved in the place.”
“That’s what we’ve heard too,” said Wyatt. “It’s just over the bridge and sits high up on a bank overlooking the river. Beautiful place.”
“I know where it is,” said Jake. “Emily and I went on a tour there when we first bought the ranch. It’s a beautiful home.”
“Well, now it’s occupied by Ma and it could be a place they might hide Alex,” said Stubby.
Colton stepped forward and held up the radio. “Once you start shooting at the checkpoint, we’ll hurry across the river. I’ll monitor the radio for chatter from the Tigers and you should do the same. Remember the codes they use and think football. You’ll figure out what they’re up to.”
“Colton, how are you gonna get home?” asked Madison. She hugged her husband and looked for reassurance.
“The same way we came, or we’ll cross somewhere farther south. We’ll be home, all of us. I promise.”
 



Chapter 30
6:00 p.m., November 1
Hardin County Detention Center
Savannah
 
The administrative wing of the Hardin County jail contained Junior’s offices. The jail, or the more politically correct title of Detention Center, was also part of the complex. On any given day prior to the collapse, several hundred inmates would be held within the complex. Most were serving short-term prison sentences of less than one year for minor crimes. Others were awaiting their trial date without bond. The complex would be bustling with activity as inmates were booked or released, and lawyers hustled in and out of meetings with their clients.
On that fateful night when zero hour came and the nation was thrust into darkness, the jail had been emptied. All the prisoners’ sentences had been commuted by Sheriff Junior Durham in exchange for an oath of loyalty.
Those who were serving out their short-term sentences for petty crimes were provided the opportunity to continue their activities as employees of Sheriff Durham. They were given a free pass, so they looted for the sheriff. The entrance to the Detention Center began to resemble a successful Second Harvest food donation drive. Junior had to feed a new army of deputies, and the townspeople needed to donate to the cause. Besides, their hunger would create a dependent class of citizenry who were useful in many ways.
Junior also utilized the worst of the inmates within his charge. The Hardin County judicial system had its share of violent criminals as well. Virtually all men, these inmates had charges that included some form of violence or use of a weapon. They were either awaiting trial, sentencing, or transport to a higher security facility within the Tennessee State Prison system.
Politicians and leaders in law enforcement often discussed ways to reduce the rate of recidivism—an ex-con’s potential to relapse into criminal behavior. The recidivism rate in the United States was nearly eighty percent. Four out of five ex-cons returned to a life of crime prior to the collapse. The rest were seen as success stories.
Sheriff Durham crafted his own solution to the high recidivism rate—do away with the laws. “It’s quite simple,” he had quipped. “No laws, no criminals.”
The night the solar storm was hurtling towards earth, Junior conducted employment interviews in each of the jail cells of his violent inmates. These men swore allegiance in exchange for freedom. Junior announced they’d become newly appointed Hardin County sheriff’s deputies.
And just like that, the Hardin County Detention Center was emptied of its prisoner population. It was the single biggest act of pardons and commutations since the departure of the last U.S. president from office.
Junior studied the whiteboards hanging in the conference room adjacent to his office. One of his assistants kept close tabs on the city’s residents. Junior wanted to have information on everyone, and he frequently used his newly minted deputies for this task. They were not shy about kicking open doors and counting heads, or bustin’ them as necessary.
The workforce at the Vulcan Quarry totaled seven hundred, give or take. As their partners in Pulaski insisted on increased production, some of the women in town who ordinarily worked the fields were being used to quarry the lignite. He held back the younger women, of course, for his deputies’ entertainment.
One board contained a hand-drawn map of the county with its dozens of small, unincorporated municipalities. This whiteboard constituted his search grid for the family that caused him embarrassment and loss of respect with some of his men. He was always aware that those within his command might make a play for power. He had to keep a pulse on his army of miscreants, or one night his throat could be slit, along with Ma’s.
“Let go of me!” shouted a female voice in the hallway. Junior quickly turned to the sound of the commotion. A teenage girl, a pretty one, tried to wiggle away from two of his scouts assigned to the western part of the county in the search for what he knew as the Dalton family.
“Shut up, girl. Show some respect for the sheriff of Hardin County.”
“Well, boys,” said Junior. Junior walked closer to Alex and pretended to smell her. “Looks to me like you caught a wildcat and a pretty one at that. She’s not gamey like the others. Well kept.”
Alex backed away from Junior and he began to laugh. “Well, there’s some fire in this one. She’ll need to be housebroken, if you know what I mean.” The men laughed as Alex continued to writhe in their grasp.
“Whadya want us to do with her?” asked one of Alex’s captors.
“Shift meeting is comin’ up and we need to finish cleaning those refugee vermin out of those homes on the west side. Let’s get everybody rollin’ on that and then we’ll examine our new friend a little closer. Get to know one another and all, right?”
“You got it, Sheriff. We’ll put her in the holding cell down the hall.”
Junior returned to the conference room, where the leaders of the operation were gathering to exchange notes about their progress. Junior had finally tired of the constant stream of refugees approaching the western checkpoint, begging for food and shelter. Ma didn’t like her view of the Tennessee River being spoiled by a bunch of homeless in tents and cardboard lean-tos.
That morning, just before dawn, a couple dozen of Junior’s men conducted a sweep of the two small neighborhoods on both sides of the bridge on the west bank of the river. There were no specific orders other than to run them off or kill them off. It didn’t matter to Junior.
“Let the refugees go pester the ranchers and farmers for food,” he’d said. “I’m sure they’ve got plenty.”
The meeting was under way, and the consensus was that they could mop up the remaining stragglers by the end of the next day. As for the future, this was the second step in taking control of West Hardin County with its abundance of farmland and livestock. The first step was burning out Adamsville. A clear message in the spirit of cooperation, Durham-style, was sent on that day.
“If we can clear them out of Bridge Water Estates too, then we can seal off the intersection of 64 and 22 …”
The words trailed off as Junior’s mind wandered to the confrontation with the Dalton family that day. He had been driving the old sixties model Ford Galaxie 500 toward the intersection. They were going to intercept the two women who’d evaded his deputies’ pursuit, which landed one of their cars in a swimming pool.
He visualized speeding toward the intersection when the lead chase vehicle spun out of control and hit a tree. No matter. I was in position and ready to take the shot.
“We’ll rendezvous at the western checkpoint at oh-six-hundred and finish the job. Now, boys, no drinkin’ or carousin’ tonight. We need clear heads in the mornin’.”
Junior recalled starting to draw his pistol. He’d planned on shooting out the windshield, causing the driver to crash. He’d wanted them alive—to administer his own form of punishment.
It was the blonde hair flowing out of the passenger-side window that caught his eye first. Then it was the muzzle of the assault rifle spitting round after round into the old Ford. He’d ducked beneath the fender but managed to make eye contact with the driver. The exploding front tires of the Galaxie caused Junior to hit the pavement, but he followed the Wagoneer with his eyes as it eased past the wreckage. The passenger of the Wagoneer had turned and looked in his direction.
“I’ll be dogged,” muttered Junior, who bolted out of the conference room without saying a word. Several of the men briefly followed as Junior jogged down the hallway toward the holding cell.
Alex sat defiantly in a dark corner of the cell, holding her knees up to her chest. Junior couldn’t see her face because the auxiliary lighting from the hallway didn’t shine into the corner where Alex was huddled.
“Stand up,” ordered Junior.
Alex didn’t move.
“Come over here, now!” he yelled as a crowd of curious deputies began to surround him.
Alex slid off the steel bench and walked over to Junior. She looked him directly in the eye. “What?” Alex was challenging him.
The two strong-willed, unyielding sets of eyes stared at each other as everyone grew silent.
“Well, lookie who we have here, boys,” said Junior. “This is quite the prize, but she’s only one out of the three on our most-wanted list. Git her out so I can find out what she knows.”
 



Chapter 31
8:00 p.m., November 1
Harrison-McGarity Bridge
Crump
 
Stubby positioned his men. One of the biggest challenges he thought he’d face—besides getting shot at, something he hadn’t experienced since Cambodia—was interference from the refugees. He was encouraged to find they were harmless. A few were desperate and had to be subdued. But overall, he didn’t feel threatened by any of them. These were not the gangs of roving marauders that he expected out of the Memphis area. They were ordinary people looking for a way to survive.
He encouraged them to stay under the bridge and out of the line of fire. While the exchange with Junior’s men would take place over the arch in the four-lane bridge, there was a possibility of a stray round as Stubby and a few of Javy’s men beat a hasty retreat off the bridge at the end of the operation.
The bridge was only five hundred feet long, but with the pronounced hump in the middle allowing for an eighty-foot clearance above the river, they wouldn’t come into view of Junior’s men until they were a few hundred feet away. There would be several seconds as they positioned the truck to block the east span of the bridge where they’d be vulnerable. When it became time to back off the bridge, there would be several hair-raising moments.
Javy and a group of eight men would wait at the bridge’s entrance to provide Stubby and the other shooters cover while hightailing it off the bridge. Another half dozen men would keep the onlookers at bay, hopefully encouraging them to take cover. Everybody had a role.
They awaited the flashlight signal from Jake. He struck up a conversation with several of the refugees and learned about the massacre in Adamsville. It saddened Stubby, as he had several longtime friends living there. It also reminded him of the evil that existed within Junior Durham. He was frightened more than ever for Alex’s safety.
He never thought to obtain the type of gear he had been issued as an Army Ranger. His new AR-10 was the only reminder of the load-out he’d become accustomed to as a soldier. He’d provided Javy’s top man with an AR-15 just like the one belonging to Alex. It was an excellent weapon, and it was symbolic that it would play a role in her rescue. The other two men would use their shotguns firing 00 buckshot. The effectiveness of the shotgun from roughly a hundred yards was a concern, but the deterrent effect of raining continuous rounds of double-aught buck on the heads of Junior’s frightened men was what Stubby counted on. He would provide the high-powered accuracy of the NATO 7.62 rounds. Let the other men keep Junior’s men on the defensive.
A flash of light below indicated to Stubby that it was time. He would drive the truck to the apex of the bridge span and then park it facing Savannah. He would then open fire on the checkpoint, at which time, hopefully, the high-pitched sound of the outboard motor would be masked.
Stubby wouldn’t be able to see the small boat emerge from behind Wolf Island as it raced across the three-hundred-foot width of the Tennessee River. He only hoped they would get across while he pinned down Junior’s men on the bridge. With any luck, he’d draw even more attention, effectively tying up a large part of Junior’s forces.
He prayed that he could extract the men off the bridge without getting shot in the back. He had a surprise for the enemy that would buy them some time.
Stubby eased up the bridge with the headlights off and got to just past the center point, where the truck could easily be seen by the men behind the barriers. The standoff began. The interior dome lights were disabled and the lack of ambient lighting gave Stubby plenty of cover. While he waited, he got to work on his surprise.
“Hey!” came a shout out of the darkness from the end of the bridge. “State your business!”
Stubby didn’t respond. The men opened all four doors of the Wagoneer and then popped open the rear hatch. He shook his head and smiled before giving instructions.
“We’ll just open fire,” said Stubby. “Slow and steady at first. Be as accurate as you can, but most importantly, stay behind the car doors and be safe. We need to keep them occupied for at least ten minutes. Does everybody understand?”
“Si!”
Stubby opened fire, sending round after round downhill toward the men. Shouts filled the air and a siren began to blare. Stubby hadn’t anticipated their ability to warn others although the sound of gunfire probably woke the entire town. He faintly heard the outboard motor start near the riverbank.
Tink—tink—tink!
They began receiving return fire. Several rounds ricocheted off the hood of the Wagoneer. This old warhorse had seen plenty of action in the last month. Today would be its final mission.
All of Stubby’s men fired back. Rounds were flying in both directions, but his men remained behind cover. In a firefight between civilians, most rounds were destined to miss their target. Because of the darkness and his lack of a night scope, he didn’t expect to find the mark either. But he continued to rain bullets on their heads nonetheless. This barrage had a purpose.
Stubby checked his watch. It had been ten minutes and was time to put an exclamation point on this message to Ma and Junior. He started the truck and checked the rope tied to the door frame. It was secure. Before they left the ranch, Stubby had adjusted the carburetor so that the Wagoneer’s big motor would idle at a high rate. When he put it into drive, the Wagoneer eased its way forward, picking up steam as it rolled downhill.
Junior’s men focused their attention on the truck, so Stubby instructed his guys to retreat. It was up to him now. Just as the truck reached the bottom of the bridge, the tires were shot out with a BOOM!
But the sound of the tires exploding was muted in comparison to the explosion created by Stubby shooting out the small propane tanks and gas cans strapped to the rear of the truck. The massive explosion ignited the fuel tank, causing the rear end of the Wagoneer to lift into the air and stand the truck on its nose momentarily before flipping over onto the top of the concrete barriers protecting Savannah.
Stubby walked backward off the bridge, awaiting the inevitable response from Junior’s men. It never came. It was out of his hands now.
 



Chapter 32
8:00 p.m., November 1
Tennessee River
Savannah
 
Chase rode point with his rifle, studying the east bank of the river. Jake, who was much heavier than Colton and Chase, rode in the last seat and steered the outboard motor. The underpowered fifteen-horsepower engine was not designed for nearly six hundred pounds of men, but it persevered.
Throughout the hail of gunfire on the bridge above them, Colton searched through the channels of the Midland two-way radio. As soon as the siren went off, chatter picked up on channel 1. To the uninformed listener, the gibberish about red and left and various numbers would mean nothing. Colton was able to discern what it meant, however. The words repeated periodically during their ride across the river.
Tiger Tails. Red right. Tiger Tails. Red right. Return. Red right return.
A listener might pick up on the red-right-return reference and associate it with boating parlance. However, Colton immediately took it to mean that the Tiger Resistance should rendezvous at the home on Pickwick Street where he’d first met Coach Joe Carey, his son Beau, and adopted sons Jimbo and Clay Bennett.
The three men arrived at the clearing near where Town Branch emptied into the river. This uninhabited stretch just south of the bridge was used for shore fishing and picnics. Tonight it was completely deserted. As Jake and Chase pulled the boat onto shore and covered it with tree limbs, a massive explosion caused them to hit the ground and scramble for cover.
Colton took a deep breath as the history of the Jeep Wagoneer and the Ryman family sped through his mind. Trading the shiny, but worthless Corvette to those good old boys in Arkansas had been one of his greatest deals. The Wagoneer had survived a lot, and now it served its purpose in trying to rescue Alex.
“Let’s go,” said Jake as he found his way over to the creek. “Stubby said to follow it towards town and take the left fork, which is Town Creek.”
“Eventually, it will start to look familiar to me,” said Colton.
They worked their way upstream, resisting the need to rest. Several cars sped past them from the south toward the main part of town. Stubby was correct in his prediction. Junior was reinforcing the west flank.
“We have to pick up the pace,” said Colton, who was carrying Alex’s AR-15 by the handle. They began to jog up a slight incline when they came upon a four-lane road. The three crouched below a stone bridge and listened. “We’re near the jail. This is where I escaped before. We’re on the right track.”
Chase crawled to the end of the stone structure and looked up the road. There were several men gathered in a gravel parking lot. They seemed agitated and one began pounding the hood. Curse words were being thrown around. Chase rejoined the guys.
“Stubby’s really pissed them off. They’re distracted. We can make a run for it—one by one.”
“I’ll go first and cover you guys,” said Colton.
The crossing was pulled off without a hitch. They ran through the woods with only an occasional barking dog breaking the silence of the night. The gunfire had stopped shortly after the Wagoneer exploded. It appeared Junior’s men were regrouping.
The rumble of a loud muffler urged them to pick up the pace. Up ahead, through the sparsely leafed trees, he could see CR128. It was very familiar and he began to run toward the street at a full sprint. Chase stayed with him, but the heavier Jake lagged behind.
“C’mon, Dad,” said Chase, who joined Colton behind some brush. “Where to from here?”
“There,” said Colton, pointing across the way. “The third house is their meeting place, kinda like a headquarters.”
“Isn’t that downtown to our left?” asked Jake, who had regained his breath.
“Yeah, they’re right under Junior’s nose,” replied Chase. “Should we run over to the house, or try to raise them on the radio?”
“Are they armed?” asked Jake, breathing heavily.
“Yes.”
“Try the radio first,” Jake suggested.
Colton thought for a moment. How could he reach out to Coach Carey without giving away their position or his? He needed to refresh Carey’s memory so he knew it was safe to contact him back. He recounted their conversation and came up with a simple message. He hoped it would resonate with the Tiger Resistance.
“Tiger Tails. Tiger Tails. Ryman plus two. Ryman plus two. Young one sacked. I repeat, young one sacked.”
Colton waited. There was no response. Did I scare Coach Carey away? Did he suspect this was a trick by Junior? Minutes passed. It was excruciating. Just as Colton was pressing the button on the Midland to give it another try, a cryptic message came across the radio.
Point of entry—where they first met.
Colton replied, “Red right return, point of entry.”
He turned to Jake and Chase. “Follow me.” They’d accomplished an important second step in the rescue of his daughter.
 



Chapter 33
10:00 p.m., November 1
Hardin County Detention Center
Savannah
 
Junior flung his hat across the room in a feeble attempt to hit the wall hook adjacent to the portrait of the forty-fourth president of the United States. He refused to hang the new guy’s portrait.
The trash can full of beer cans was the next target of his rage. The kick sent it across the room and down the hallway at the feet of several sheepish deputies who were responsible for guarding the westernmost checkpoint entering Savannah.
Junior stood alone in his office, hands on his hips, where he had a clear line of sight to the smoldering mass of steel overturned on the concrete barriers.
“How did you let that truck get so close?” he bellowed at them. “Didn’t any of you have the balls to come out from behind your comfy hiding place and take the fight to the enemy? I’ve been hunting these people day in and day out for a month, and you let ’em get away!”
Junior flung himself into the chair and spun around in a complete three-sixty. He pulled out his shiny, stainless steel .357 revolver and slammed it on the desk.
“Come in here, you cowards!” he shouted to the five men, who shuffled their feet amidst the beer cans in the hallway. “Now!”
Only one of the men had the bravery to speak up, despite the barrel of the .357 pointed at his crotch. “Sheriff, we were taking a barrage of gunfire and they had us pinned down. I’m guessing there were at least seven or eight different attackers. Sheriff, we were easily outnumbered.”
Junior leaned back in his chair and assessed the five men in front of him. He’d heard the details of what happened twice before. It was clear that this was a diversion of some kind and that the night was young. The parents of this young girl were coming for her, but they weren’t gonna use the bridge. They must’ve slipped across the river!
Junior took a deep breath and mindlessly reached for his gun. The men inched backward and one even made a motion towards his own sidearm. Junior began to twirl it on his metal-top desk with a pencil. The pistol would rotate several times and then stop. Junior would repeat the process in an odd form of Russian roulette.
“Relax, boys. I ain’t gonna shoot ya. It’s just beyond me how you guys couldn’t take out their tires or somethin’. Heck, when they shot up the Fairlane, that teenager in the cell hung out the window and placed a dozen rounds in my car and the tires. All of this while her momma blew past me with a big grin on her face.”
“We’re really sorry, Junior.”
“Okay, listen up,” said Junior, pointing to the four men who remained speechless. “I want you to grab some guys and fan out along the riverbank on both sides of the bridge. Put more guys on the south end. Look for boats heading our way or that may be stashed around. If you find anything, let me know immediately. That little trick on the bridge was just for starters. They’re not finished yet, and neither are we.”
“Yes, sir,” one of the men replied as they left Junior’s office.
“Pick up those beer cans on the way out!” Junior turned to the last man and tossed the jail cell keys to him. “Get the girl. She needs to spend a little quality time with the sheriff.”
Junior continued to spin the powerful handgun. He was perfecting his technique as he got at least ten rotations out of each effort. Spin too hard, the weapon might fall off the table and accidentally discharge. Spin too soft, and the gun didn’t provide enough entertainment for his unstable mind. Junior was learning to apply just enough pressure to get the desired result.
Alex was forced down the hallway and stumbled into the half-opened door due to the newly installed ankle cuffs around her legs. The Realtree Camo sweatshirt she wore had been loaned to her by Emily. Pieces of grass still hung to the embroidered stitching of the logo. Holes had been torn in the knees of her jeans as a result of the scuffle with Junior’s men. Her face, however, was defiant. Junior admired that, although she might change her attitude soon.
“Sit down,” he said to Alex.
Alex stood taller and jutted her chin out.
“Please, young lady. Don’t make this difficult. Sit down or we’ll make you sit.”
Alex hesitated before sitting in the chair closest to the desk. Her eyes momentarily darted toward the gun and widened slightly.
Junior leaned over the desk and caught her gaze. “Do you want to go for it? With your hands tied behind your back? How’re ya gonna shoot it, with that sharp tongue of yours?”
Alex slouched in the chair.
“Much better,” said Junior. He then motioned for his man to leave the room. “Shut the door behind you. Nobody comes in until I say so, got it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“You remember me, don’t you?” asked Junior.
Alex remained silent.
“Well, I sure remember you. You try not to forget someone who tried to kill you.”
Junior stood up and walked toward Alex. He ran his hands through her long hair. She winced and shied away from his touch.
“Yeah, I’ll never forget seeing these goldilocks flying out the window of the truck right before you shot at me with that assault rifle. Nope, never forget that.”
He continued to circle her, fiddling with her hair. Alex was stoic. She wasn’t showing any signs of fear.
“Oh my goodness, did my boys mess up your sweatshirt?” he asked as he brushed the grass off the front of her chest. Alex scowled and slid the chair away from him with her feet.
“And look at this, you’ve torn holes in your jeans.” Junior bent over and slid his fingers inside her pants at the knees. Alex was repulsed and shuddered at his touch.
Junior continued to torment her. “I’m thinkin’ we should get you out of these raggedy clothes and into a comfy orange jumpsuit. Whadya think?”
Alex broke eye contact and looked toward the .357 again. Junior grabbed her chin and forced it upward to make eye contact with him.
“Whadya think?” he repeated. “Should we get you undressed and into something more comfortable, or should we talk about what’s going on tonight? Your choice, missy. I personally hope that you don’t cooperate. I’m feelin’ it, you know?” Junior forced his crotch onto Alex’s shoulder.
“Fine.” She finally spoke, attempting to lean away from his body. “Let’s talk.”
“Dang it, I was really hopin’ you’d stay stubborn.” Junior laughed. “Listen, don’t get me wrong. I have big plans for you and me. But I’m the romantic type. I believe we should have you appropriately dressed. We’ll have a few drinks first, perhaps pop a couple of special pills I keep for, you know, dates. Wouldn’t that be better?”
Alex barely nodded in response. “What do you want to know?”
“Names, for starters.”
Alex hesitated as her eyes darted back and forth. Thinking.
“I’m Jennie Dalton, My parents are Josh and Carol.”
Junior stared at her for nearly a minute. “You mean Rennie, don’t you?”
Eyes darting. Sweat beads were forming on her forehead.
“No, sir, Jennie.”
“Well your father, if he really is your father, said your name is Rennie. Rennie! Not Jennie!” Junior slammed his hand on the desk and started to get up.
“No, it’s Jennie, I swear it! My dad lied because he was afraid your men might try to hurt me. He didn’t want to say my real name.”
Alex had regained her composure as she began to play a role. She continued. “I don’t mind telling you the truth because I know you won’t hurt me. You’re the sheriff.”
Junior nodded his head and sat down. “Where are your parents?”
“I believe that they’re on their way to get me as we speak.”
“What makes you think that?” he asked.
“I could hear the gunfire and the explosions. They’re probably outside now. Wouldn’t it be better to let me go?”
Junior laughed hard and deep from inside his belly. Her statement was genuinely funny. “Yeah, I don’t think so. My guess is that they’ll walk right in the front door and unselfishly offer themselves in exchange for your safety.”
“That only happens on TV shows,” said Alex dryly. “The good news is, they know exactly where to look for me. I mean, duh, I’m a prisoner. You’re the sheriff. This is a jail, right?”
Junior stood and holstered his weapon. He opened the drawer to his desk and grabbed a set of car keys.
“You’ve got quite a mouth on you, Jennie, Rennie, or whatever your name is. You’ve also got a point. Plus, there’s someone else that needs to see you live and in the flesh.”
Alex stood as well. “Let me guess, you’re taking me home to meet your mama. I can hardly wait.”
Junior bristled at the girl’s smart mouth, but he wanted to take her to Ma before he taught her a lesson or two. He flung the door open and instructed his man to get the cars ready. They were gonna take Alex across town to Cherry Mansion. Her parents would never go looking for her there.
 



Chapter 34
10:00 p.m., November 1
Coach Carey’s Home
Savannah
 
Colton and Coach Carey spent several minutes catching up on the events since the Rymans and the Tiger Resistance parted ways that early morning at the Clifton Bridge over a month ago. There hadn’t been any memorable events in Savannah. Junior and Ma continued to exercise dominion and control over the residents as well as the newcomers. Carey and his gang of disdants, as Junior referred to them, continued to be a source of aggravation for the Durhams.
When Colton reached out on the radio, Carey already knew what had happened. His boys were spread throughout the town, keeping a watch on Junior’s primary locations such as the checkpoints, the Detention Center, and Cherry Mansion. When the Chevelle returned earlier in the day and a girl with long blonde hair was hauled into the jail, Clay Bennett happened to be on watch from the upper level of the abandoned hotel across the street. He had no doubt that the captive was Alex.
Since that time, Carey had positioned the Tigers strategically around the Detention Center to observe the manpower of the deputies posted there as well as devise a strategy for rescuing Alex.
Tap—tap. Pause. Tap—tap—tap. Pause. Tap.
The conversations stopped as the knock at the front door indicated one of the Tigers had returned. Carey stood to the side of the front door and pointed a handgun directly at the bolt lock. Jimbo Bennett took the other side and slowly eased the door open. A set of hands popped into the doorway first and then the rest of Clay Bennett quickly followed.
“Jeez, guys,” he said under his breath. “Junior and them don’t know the code.”
“We’re on high alert, bigger brother,” chimed in Clay.
“I am bigger and smarter, doughboy,” shot back Jimbo. “Coach, they’ve moved her. I didn’t call it in ’cause we’ve been keeping chatter down on the radios.”
“Which way did they go?” asked Carey.
“I was positioned at the top of the hotel and ran to the Main Street windows. I’m not a hundred percent, but I believe they left for Cherry Mansion.”
“How many?” asked Carey.
“Three cars with a couple of men each. Junior took Alex in the back of the land-yacht Caddy with two other guys. Cherry Mansion is the only location north of the bridge and near the waterfront that makes sense.”
“Good work, son,” said Coach Carey. “Beau! Let’s put out an APB on Alex. Try Cherry Mansion first.”
Beau cued up his two-way radio. “Tiger Tails. Tiger Tails. Blue left. Blue left. I-formation. I-formation. On two-six-five. Hut-hut. Hut.”
“Wow,” said Jake. “What did all of that mean?”
Beau adjusted the squelch on his radio and then explained, “Blue left, of course, means the northwest quadrant of Savannah. I-formation refers to keeping watch over a particular location. Two-six-five is the street number and code for Cherry Mansion.”
“What about the hut-hut-hut?” asked Chase.
“I’m the team quarterback,” replied Beau. “That means the play is in motion and they need to get on it now. We should get a response quickly.”
The group stood around the kitchen table, nervously waiting for a response. After several minutes a faint voice came across the radio.
The member of the Tiger Resistance whispered, “Tiger Tails. First down.”
“She’s there,” said Coach Carey. “Apparently they’ve just arrived. Please, everybody grab a chair.”
The three adults and four young men exchanged ideas on how to rescue Alex unharmed. The first debate revolved around why Junior would remove such a valuable asset from the most secure facility in town. Some voices in the group were of the opinion that he didn’t know Alex’s true identity, but Colton disagreed. The blown-up Wagoneer would give that away.
Others in the group thought they were laying a trap for Colton and Madison. Junior was smart enough to know that the jail was impenetrable. They needed to lead her to a location that appeared, at least on the surface, accessible. Cherry Mansion made sense.
There was a regular armed contingent protecting Ma and Bill Cherry. Plus, one of the girls that the Tiger Resistance had rescued from the forced brothels established by Junior told stories of girls being held in the basement of the mansion for the personal benefit of Junior and Cherry.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Jake. “What’s wrong with these people?”
“They were power hungry before the collapse and were forced to restrain themselves because of the law,” said Carey. “Now, they openly defy the laws of man and the laws of decency.”
“This is why we have to save Alex, Dad,” said Beau. “I mean, Junior will keep her there, you know, for himself.”
Colton shuddered and buried his face in his hands. Jake, who still held Chase responsible for Alex’s abduction, stared at his son until he looked away in regret. Colton took a deep breath and turned the conversation toward Cherry Mansion.
“What do you know about the place?” he asked.
“Well, the good news is that all of us have been there,” replied Carey.
“Me too,” added Jake. “It’s been years, but I remember the layout.”
“That’s good,” Coach continued. “She’s likely being held in the basement, Junior’s home on the property, or one of the outbuildings. We have at least two Tigers watching the building at all times. They’ll be able to bring us up to speed when we get there.”
“Won’t they be watching for us?” asked Jake.
“Probably,” replied Coach Carey. “We’ll set up several diversions. They’ll assume that you folks are coming across the river, Colton. We’ll give them what they want. We’ve been saving several old trolling boats for something like this.”
“Plus, we’ve got a friend on the other side,” said Beau. “He’s a hunter with some kind of high-powered rifle. It’s a fifty-caliber or something.”
“That sounds more like a cannon,” joked Colton. “Is he tapped into your network?”
“He is,” replied Carey. “His place sits up on one of the mounds at the top of Lemert Road. We’ll send him instructions. When this all goes down, calling plays and using code will be out the window. There can be no misunderstandings of the plan.”
“That’s a long way to fire a rifle,” said Chase.
“He claims it will send a bullet a mile. I reckon we’ll find out.”
 



Chapter 35
11:40 p.m., November 1
Savannah
 
It would’ve been suicide to drive the old Chevy too close to Cherry Mansion. On a normal day, Junior’s men closed off the perimeter access to the house, which included a roadblock where Riverside Drive intersected with Main Street near the mansion’s grounds. Carey drove the group to a safe house several blocks away, where they met up with several members of the Tiger Resistance.
Over the two months following the collapse of the grid, the Tigers had become adept at moving on foot through both wooded and subdivision environments. Over time, they’d become comfortable with both types of surroundings as they learned to use their senses like animals do. Sounds, smells, and movement all impacted their ability to survive as they had been on the run, hiding from Junior’s men from the moment they realized they’d be enslaved to work in the quarry.
The Tigers began living in the shadows of Savannah, where dogs became accustomed to their activities. Neighbors began to appreciate the resistance that these young men put up against Junior. Over time, the disdants—the mispronounced word for dissidents, as Junior referred to anyone who opposed him—became well known throughout the community.
The Tiger Resistance activities were never disclosed to civilians until they became widely known. The boys adopted a solemn oath to tell no one about their resistance operations. When questioned following the assistance given to the Rymans, the members of the resistance claimed ignorance. They would do the same after this night was done.
The boys had become masters of urban concealment and camouflage. They learned to dress according to their surroundings in both the daytime and night. They moved through the shadows and learned to hide their silhouettes. They effectively disguised their shapes by using foliage, rags, and color variations to break up their outlines.
Lastly, and most important for tonight’s operation, they learned to move without drawing attention to themselves. The teams would remain spread apart. They avoided any source of light that would cast a shadow that increased the likelihood that their movement would be detected.
The Tiger Resistance moved like ghosts through a haunted cemetery, unafraid and undetected. These young men had learned that the evil of the living was far more menacing than the fear of the dead.
Coach Carey’s team was in place. They remained a hundred yards away from Junior’s men, who’d blocked the driveway entrance to Cherry Mansion with two of the cars from his earlier motorcade. Junior’s car was parked in front of his separate, bungalow home located on the east side of the Cherry Mansion estate.
Candles were flickering in the upper windows of Cherry Mansion, but the first floor was dark. From recollection, the master suite in the nearly two-hundred-year-old home was located on the upper level as well as a butler’s quarters. Downstairs, two guest rooms, one of which was occupied by the owner of the home, Bill Cherry, and the primary living quarters consisting of parlors, dining rooms, and the kitchen remained dark at this late hour.
“Our watchman tells me that Junior took Alex inside,” started Coach Carey. “Moments later, candlelight appeared in the upper windows. There is a sitting area at the top of the stairs and Ma’s bedroom. My guess is that Junior was anxious to show off his notorious prisoner.”
Colton looked down and shook his head. His daughter was being paraded around like someone’s prized heifer. Within minutes, she’d either become Junior’s latest conquest, her childhood being ripped from her, or Colton would have her in his arms. Her life hinged upon the elaborate plan of these strangers who’d saved them once before and relished the opportunity to do it again.
“I see shadows moving behind the sheers,” said Jake. “Look, the guard at the side door turned on his flashlight to light up the entrance. Someone is coming out.”
Junior had a firm grip on Alex’s arm as he dragged her through the door frame and onto the porch. He was being rough with her, which raised Colton’s ire.
“I’m gonna kill that guy!” he whispered.
“Let’s watch how this plays out,” said Coach Carey. He was calm under pressure. They listened as Junior’s voice carried across the lawn and into the neighboring yard where Carey, Colton, Jake and Chase crouched behind a one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old stone wall.
“You stupid child!” shouted Junior at Alex. “You insulted my mother. If you weren’t valuable trade bait, I’d give you to the boys and let them pass you around.”
Colton started to jump the fence, but Jake pulled him down. “Hold up, buddy.”
The partly cloudy skies allowed enough moonlight for the men to be seen in their tan uniforms and white shirts. They clearly stood out against the graying clapboard walls of the mansion.
“Jessie,” shouted Junior to one of the men guarding the entrance to his residence, “come get this girl for me. I need to talk to Ma about tomorrow.”
A man darted across the lawn in between the hedgerows and centuries-old oak trees. He was dressed in darker clothes and was difficult to see.
He bounded up the porch steps of Cherry Mansion as Junior shoved Alex in his direction. She stumbled over her ankle cuffs and fell toward the deck, but one of the men caught her.
“Get your hands off me!” shouted Alex.
“Ah, sorry, ma’am. Did I grab too much? Would you rather I let you fall down?”
With that statement, he pushed her back towards the other guard. Alex screamed as the two men tossed her back and forth like a rag doll.
“Look here, don’t damage the merchandise.” Junior laughed. “Take her to my house. I’ll be there in a minute. I gotta finish this conversation upstairs first.”
Junior turned and moved back inside the dark first floor of the antebellum home. The two men each grabbed one of Alex’s arms and began to drag her across the lawn.
“I can take them out,” whispered Chase. “I’ve got ’em in my sights.”
“No, son. It’s too risky. You might hit Alex. We stick to the plan.”
Coach Carey turned to Colton. “Last chance. We can try to negotiate, but I know these people. They are depraved human beings and they will not deal fairly. We have the element of surprise, and with Alex isolated, the odds just shifted in our favor.”
Colton looked to Jake, who nodded once. Colton’s love of Alex was like nothing else in the world. There were no laws or levels of pity that could protect those who would do her harm. He would destroy the Durhams and all that stood with them without remorse for the fear they’d placed in his daughter on this night. There would be no mercy.
“Let’s roll,” he said with conviction.
Coach Carey nodded. “Tiger Tails. Tiger Tails,” he said before pausing. “KICKOFF!”
 



Chapter 36
Midnight, November 1
Cherry Mansion
Savannah
 
KICKOFF!
During an NFL football game, a fan watches a period of four to six seconds of quickly moving interactions between twenty-two men. There are violent collisions as the opponents dial in on their adversary. Every player has a specific, primary assignment in addition to multiple reactive duties based upon conditions on the field. If a defense is slow to react, the offense can move the ball for big gains. If the offense misses a key element of a play, like a block, or if the play is slow in developing, a defense will likely stop them or throw the ball carrier for a loss.
When interviewing NFL players, the one consistent comment they make is the difference in the speed of the game at their level of play compared to college football. The speed of the athletes is incredible and so much can happen in just four to six seconds.
A military-style assault on a defensive position is similar. The attacker, which is on offense, has a plan to circumvent the enemies’ defenses to achieve an objective. Those defending a position must rely upon preplanning in order to anticipate an attacker’s possible tactic. If the defender has planned well in advance, they can repel their attacker. However, like in football, if the defense is slow to react or fails to execute a key duty in performing their role, the attacker can make great gains.
Cherry Mansion was surrounded, but not by an overwhelming force. Coach Carey and the Tiger Resistance didn’t have many weapons and they certainly were not as powerful as those carried by the Hardin County deputies within Junior’s charge.
However, just like an onside kick could catch the receiving team off guard during a kickoff, a well-executed plan involving trickery and misdirection could confuse an overwhelming force into making mistakes.
“This way!” shouted a man on the porch of the mansion.
“No, this way!” responded one of the men in the yard.
The scene was reminiscent of a bunch of seven-year-olds chasing a tennis ball back and forth over the net during a match. The men within the protective gates of Cherry Mansion would race toward the lake only to turn around and run towards town. They’d dart south toward the bridge checkpoint and then run back toward the house.
The chaos was visible to Chase, who briefly allowed himself a chuckle while remaining keenly focused on the task at hand—getting Alex back safely. He followed the men dragging her towards Junior’s house through his scope. It was dark, but the ambient light provided him a pretty good look at the enemy.
After KICKOFF was announced over the Tiger Resistance channel 1, which was designated by that day’s player, Beau Carey, several events disrupted Savannah.
Two of the disabled police cruisers operated by the local police exploded near the entrance to the Sheriff’s Department. This immediately drew a reaction from Junior’s men, who assumed the rescue attempt was coming at the Detention Center.
Round after round from high-powered hunting rifles rained down upon the checkpoint at the bridge. More men were redirected to shore up the barrier’s defense under the assumption that a frontal attack using vehicles was imminent.
On the other side of Cherry Mansion, the Hickory Pit Restaurant erupted into flames after several Molotov cocktails were hurled through its windows. A natural gas pipe feeding the restaurant’s kitchen broke, creating an explosion that added to the bedlam.
The distraction that caused Junior’s small contingent of protectors at Cherry Mansion the most consternation was the repeated barrage of fifty-caliber bullets that continuously slammed into the front of Cherry Mansion. From three-quarters of a mile away, a man sat at a table and quietly chambered round after round, took aim at the home he could barely see through his scope, and fired. Plate-glass windows shattered and the roof was pelted with the slugs.
It was the high-pitched sound of the approaching boats that cemented the diversion. Finally choosing a side of the property to defend, Junior’s men raced down the hill to intercept the watercraft. The boats sped toward them as the deputies opened fire, but the trolling boats advanced forward undeterred. Bullets riddled the small aluminum flat-bottom boats, causing them to rock slightly on the water. They stayed on course—harmlessly puttering toward the eastern banks of the river in front of Cherry Mansion.
Like a football play, the havoc lasted four to six seconds. Also, like in a football game, there were occasions when an over exuberant player took one additional second or two after the whistle blew and delivered a late hit, earning his team a fifteen-yard penalty. On the field of battle, a mistake like this could be deadly.
Chase had never taken his eyes off the prize. His guilt was overwhelming. He realized he’d fallen for Alex and now his mission in life was to get her away from Junior and safely back to Shiloh Ranch. He wasn’t going to let them take her away again.
Shouts came from his left as men raced from Riverside Drive toward the house. His job, along with his dad and Colton, were to pick off anyone who attempted to provide reinforcements. Jake and Colton opened fire on them. Chase remained focused on Alex and her captors.
The men dragged Alex through some landscaped beds and she fell to the ground. They brusquely hoisted her up and continued. Hedges continued to obstruct Chase’s view, but he was sure he could get a clean shot.
Chase took a deep breath and moved his finger onto the trigger of his rifle. He steadied his aim and blocked out the shouts coming from all around him. He got Alex into this mess and he would get her out of it. It was time.
He squeezed the trigger.
 



Chapter 37
Midnight, November 1
Cherry Mansion
Savannah
 
Ma Durham stood defiantly in the upstairs parlor of Cherry Mansion. She loved this room, as it provided her views of the river and the town, which she proudly controlled with an iron fist. As the glass shattered at her feet and the plaster from the ceiling fell on her graying hair, anger built up inside her.
Once again, her life was disrupted by one of those young hussies. Junior had brought that girl into Cherry Mansion, her place of refuge, to parade the girl like she was some exotic animal captured on an African safari. She indulged him while he went on this hunt for the family of three that had embarrassed him and his men. Dragging her inside Cherry Mansion in the middle of the night was unforgivable.
“Ma, you need to take cover!” screamed Junior through the dark. He’d run into all of the upper level rooms and doused the candles. Only an eerie fog of candlelight smoke could be seen through the moonlight finding its way through the sheers.
CRASH!
A bullet found its way through a downstairs window and shattered the mirror in the dining room, which had hung there since its predecessor was broken during the Battle of Shiloh. Ma flinched. Loud noises had startled her since the days when her now deceased husband Leroy would come home drunk and break things—including her and the boys.
Ma ignored the motorboats as they approached from the river. She was mesmerized by the scene in her yard. The girl was struggling to get away. Ma admired her tenacity as she attempted to break free from a certain fate.
She contemplated why Junior chose this one to take back to his house. He could have locked her up in the basement cells of Cherry Mansion with the others. No, he considered her special. Perhaps because she had eluded him before, or maybe it was because she presented a challenge. This young woman was strong-willed, and it could be that she represented everything Junior sought in a mate, other than his typical testosterone-fueled intentions.
Junior reached for his mother’s arm in an attempt to pull her to safety and it briefly broke Ma out of her trance. She relented and they turned toward the stairs. The effort might have saved her life.
CRACK! TING! HISS!
CRACK!
The entire sequence took a few seconds. The first shot missed its mark and punctured a hole in the five-hundred-gallon propane cylinder adjacent to Junior’s house. The second also missed but struck two gas cans sitting near to the ruptured propane tank, spilling the flammable liquid underneath the tanks.
CRACK—CRACK—CRACK!
A staccato burst came from one of Junior’s men.
Ma and Junior instinctively spun to view the shoot-out. In the darkness, a muzzle flash was seen to their left at the low-lying slave fence. It was the final shot, which illuminated the night sky with a fireball.
TING! BOOM!
The propane tank exploded and both ends were thrown hundreds of feet in opposite directions. The last gunshot had nicked metal, setting off a spark and a chain reaction between the propane-oxygen-gasoline mix.
Junior’s home was doused in flames and the old wooden structure ignited. The centuries-old magnolia trees surrounding the home were incinerated. Flames and dark smoke danced a hundred feet into the sky.
The concussive effect of the explosion shattered the upper windows of Cherry Mansion, and shards of glass pelted Ma as she curled up in a ball on the floor. Junior scrambled to help her and yelped as pieces of glass cut into his hands.
Ma gained her strength to view the carnage. As the sky was lit up in hues of orange and yellow, a figure emerged from the direction of the bridge—a man wearing a dark sweatshirt with the number 1 on the back. He ran past burning pieces of wood and dodged under collapsing tree branches. There was no hesitation. No fear. He was on a mission.
Burgundy. It was Hardin County Tigers burgundy. Number 1. Gunfire continued to fill the night air from all directions. The young man was undeterred. He’d reached his destination. Briefly, he crouched down and lifted up a lifeless body.
Number 1 began running towards the neighborhoods to Ma’s left. He was fired upon but escaped unscathed with the blonde hair of the young woman flowing over his shoulder.
Ma stared into the fire. The roof of Junior’s home collapsed to the ground, causing a rush of sparks and flames to gush out in all directions. Despite the intense heat created by the burning home and the surrounding vegetation, a chill came over her body. Ma unconsciously balled up her fists, unaware that a figure had joined her in the window. It wasn’t Junior.
It was an aberration — a ghost who had been in a similar position one hundred fifty years before. The hissing sounds coming from the flames provided a voice for Union Major General William Wallace, who whispered in Ma’s ear.
Fight fire with fire. Fight fire with fire.
Ma gritted her teeth and set her jaw. She mumbled the words but only loud enough for General Wallace to hear.
“When you poke the hornets’ nest, ya better make dang sure you kill ’em all. If you don’t, you’re gonna suffer their wrath.”
 
Thanks for reading!
 
The saga continues in …
HORNET’S NEST
Book five of The Blackout Series
 
SIGN UP to Bobby Akart’s mailing list to receive special offers, bonus content, and you’ll be the first to receive news about new releases in The Blackout Series, The Boston Brahmin Series and the Prepping for Tomorrow series—which includes nine Amazon #1 Bestsellers in 33 different genres.  Visit Bobby Akart’s website for informative blog entries on preparedness, writing, and his latest contribution to the American Preppers Network.
www.BobbyAkart.com
And before you go …
THANK YOU FOR READING SHILOH RANCH!
 
If you enjoyed it, I’d be grateful if you’d take a moment to write a short review (just a few words are needed) and post it on Amazon. Amazon uses complicated algorithms to determine what books are recommended to readers. Sales are, of course, a factor, but so are the number of reviews my books get. By taking a few seconds to leave a review, you help me out, and also help new readers learn about my work.
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