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Though you are with the Lord, you will forever be missed.
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All rights reserved.  Any unauthorized duplication in whole or in part or dissemination of this edition by any means (including but not limited to photocopying, electronic bulletin boards, and the Internet) will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.

This is a work of fiction.  All of the events described are imaginary.  Most of the characters in this novel are fictional.  A few real-life individuals gave permission for their names to be mentioned.  Aside from these individuals, any resemblance to living people is purely coincidental.  Any mention of any actual place, including, cities, states, or places of business is purely coincidental.

The information contained in this novel is intended for entertainment purposes only.  The medical details contained within this novel do not constitute medical advice.  Consult a doctor if you have any medical questions.

The purpose of this novel is to entertain only.  The author, publisher, and distributor shall have neither entity with respect to any loss or damage caused, or alleged to be caused, directly or indirectly by the information contained in this novel.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Asher’s Men – aka - prison inmates

Asher Lee Latham - aka Polar Bear - 36yo, White, never married, no kids.  Church of Christ, jack-of-all-trades, serving time for murder.

Aaron Thomas - aka Aaron aka Jerk Face - 34yo, White, divorced, has one daughter named Darby.  Baptist, loyal, rail worker not-approachable due to natural facial expression often misread as angry, serving time for armed robbery.

Chris Anglin - aka Red aka Santa Claus - 40yo, White, divorced, three kids.  Baptist, contractor who grew up on a farm, serving time for drug trafficking.

Marlow Warren - aka War aka Milk Man - 30yo, Black, never married, no kids.  Muslim, extremely likeable, always smiles, former semi-pro boxer, serving time for murder.

Martin Carlson - aka Martini - 32yo, White, never married, no kids.  Undecided Christian who dislikes organized religion, wordy, highly intellectual, creative, overly analytical, and really tall, 6’8”, serving time for accessory to murder.

Shane Gaston - aka Stain - 44yo, White, divorced, three kids, Pentecostal Holiness, farmer, contractor, serving time for aggravated assault and drug possession.

Gary Raymore - aka Ger-Bear - 45yo, White, married to Carrie, father of two grown kids, Preston and Peyton.  Baptist, who never shows anger, former executive, serving time for embezzlement.

Miller Jeffries - aka Brother Miller - 36yo, White, married, three kids.  New-aged Christian who talks about Christ 24-7 and calls everyone brother, hence the nickname Brother Miller, serving time for murder.

George Wallace - aka Papa-Smurf - 74yo, White, no living family.  Agnostic, former Flea-Market owner, former biker, experienced outdoorsman, obsessed with word-searches, smart-ellic, serving time for murder and racketeering.

Alfred Stanford - aka Stack - 82yo, White, divorced, daughters live out of state.  Christian - Pentecostal, former Life-Insurance Salesman, stroke victim, wheelchair bound, serving time for murder.

Drew Glidden - aka Drewsky - 30yo, White, never married, no kids.  New-aged Christian, former college student, nerdy, strong, capable, rarely serious, serving time for forgery.

David Johnson - aka Super Dave - 60yo, Black, divorced, adult estranged kids.  New-aged Christian, former hustler, serving time for drug trafficking.

Duane Collins - aka Reefer - 45yo, Black, never married, no kids.  Jehovah’s Witness, electrician, serving time for murder.

Antonio Madden - aka Mad Man - aka Maña, 62yo, White and Native American mixed race.  Divorced, adult estranged kids.  Christian who dislikes organized religion, grumpy, hence the nickname, serving time for murder.

Kevin Wallace - aka Nutty - 34yo, Black, married, highly intelligent, but quiet.  New-aged Christian, former Music Industry Executive, serving time for drug trafficking.

Craig Johnson - aka Crash - 48yo, White, short, fit, bald headed.  Heathen Asatru, Fire fighter and EMT before ‘crashing out’ into drug addiction a string of petty crimes.

Bradley Smith - aka Big Country - 35yo, White, divorced, estranged children.  Atheist, former tow-truck driver, redneck, serving time for drug trafficking.

Marcos Mendez - aka Marquito - 36yo, Honduran, married, three children.  New-aged Christian, former contractor, serving time for drug trafficking.

DeMarcus Black - aka Black - 42yo, Black, never married, seven kids all over the state.  Episcopalian, former truck driver, serving time for drug trafficking.

Daniel Santoroni - aka Danno - 64yo, half Native Hawaiian half Italian mixed race.  Divorced, adult estranged kids.  Practicing Catholic, former pro surfer and Dive Shop owner.  Likes to call all non natives Haole, serving time for drug trafficking.

The Johnsons and Friends

Mai-Lynn Johnson - aka Momma Mai - 55yo, Japanese ethnicity U.S. born, widow of U.S. Marine Mike Johnson, stay-at-home-mom, micro-green gardener.

Mike Johnson - Deceased husband of Mai-Lynn Johnson. 

Bethany Johnson - aka Annie Oakley - 23yo, Vanderbilt Univ. Law student, daughter of Mai-Lynn.  Carries her father’s Heckler & Koch HK416 outfitted w/Leopold scope.

Ashtyn Johnson - 19yo, daughter of Mai-Lynn Vandy undergrad.

Lilly-Anna Johnson - 14yo, daughter of Mai-Lynn private Christian High School.

Cooper Allen - aka Coop - Vandy student, coder, hacker.

Wanda Ryder - Neighbor of Mai-Lynn.

Gregory Ryder - Wanda’s husband.

Randy Vincent - 18yo, Vandy student, East Tennessee native.

Nicky Landers - 19yo, Vandy student, Atlanta native, resembles pop star Rhianna.

DeMarcus Jackson - 21yo, Vandy student, St. Louis native.

Chantel Murphy - 18yo, Belmont Student, New Jersey native.

Angelica Peña aka Angel - 19yo, born and raised in Texas although her parents are from Sonora/Chihuahua, Mexico.  

Daisy Jones - Assistant General Manager of clothing store.

Kristen Goldberg - 44yo, lives in condo in Nashville.

Anderson Goldberg - 5yo, Kristen Goldberg’s son.

Hubert Decker - 68yo, widower of Martha Decker.

Martha Decker - Deceased wife of Hubert Decker. 

Gary’s Family

Carrie Raymore - Author, wife of Gary Raymore.

Preston Raymore - aka Pretzel - son of Gary and Carrie Raymore.

Peyton Raymore - Daughter of Gary and Carrie Raymore.

The Church Group

Ted Graham - Senior Pastor of Northern Hills Church of Christ.

Nancy Graham - Wife of Ted Graham.

Mike Heath – Boater’s Paradise owner, husband of Shea.

Shea Heath - Boater’s Paradise owner, wife of Mike.

Grant Foster - Owner of BudCamp’s RV dealership, associate pastor Northern Hills Church of Christ.

Donna-Jo Foster - Owner of BudCamp’s RV dealership, Grants’ wife and middle-school teacher.

BudCamp’s Neighbors and family

Daniel Martin - Head Mechanic at BudCamp’s RV dealership.

Jackie Martin - Wife of Daniel.

Ben Garretson - Hunter’s dad.

Hunter Garretson - Teenage son of Ben Garretson

Stacey Reed - Teenage friend of Hunter Garretson.

Margaret Davis – Older lady from church.

The Carlsons

Erica Carlson - aka Ricky Bobby - 2nd Lieutenant Carlson, Army 101st Airborne - 30yo, Martin’s sister, microbiologist, former medic in Army, mother of Max and Alyssa.

Max Carlson - 14yo, son of Erica Carlson.

Alyssa Carlson - 6yo, daughter of Erica Carlson.

Brandon Smith - 35yo, EMT, visiting family in Idaho when power went out.

The Powers

Justin Powers aka Fireman - 29yo, White, Rail-worker, father, small-time organic farmer.

Mandy Powers - 28yo, Armenian ethnicity, born in U.S. Occupational Therapist, small-time organic farmer, wife of Justin Powers.

Finley Powers - 9yo son of Justin and Mandy Powers 

Braydon Powers - 6yo son of Justin and Mandy Powers  

McKenzie Powers - 5yo daughter of Justin and Mandy Powers.

National Guardsman

Army 1st Lieutenant, Harry Spencer aka Lifeguard

The Bowmans

Dale Bowman - aka Chip n’ Dale - 64yo, retired, husband of Trina Bowman.

Trina Bowman - 62yo, retired, wife of Dale Bowman.

Ricky Bowman - Grown son of Dale and Trina Bowman.

Melinda Bowman - Grown Daughter of Dale and Trina Bowman. 

Canoers

Calvin Stewart

Willie Isaacson

Motorcycle Shop Staff

Harriet Seymour - Motorcycle Shop General Manager.

Sabina Kinsey - aka Savage - Motorcycle Shop Head of Marketing.

Major Daniels & some of his Men

Major Kirkland Daniels - U.S. Army 157th Infantry.

Chad Stevens - U.S. Army scout sniper.

Paul Rucker - U.S. Army scout sniper.

Brad Camino - aka El Camino - Deputy Sheriff of county near Nashville.

Frankie Negowski - Retired NY police officer. 

Walter Riley - Truck driver.

People Rescued from Major Daniels

Chantel Wallace - Nutty’s wife.

Beth Robertson - Girlfriend of Brad Camino.

Amy Camino Fowler - Sister of Brad Camino.

Charles Fowler - Brother-in-law of Brad Camino.

Taylor Fowler - 5yo, niece of Brad Camino.

Logan Fowler - 14yo, nephew of Brad Camino.

Elizabeth Camino - Mother of Brad Camino.

Jimmy Camino - aka Grandpa Jimmy - Retired Marine sergeant, later in charge of command desk, father of Brad Camino.

Jenna Perkins - Her brother soldiers for Major Daniels.

Wes Jenson - Soldier for Major Daniels.

Trisha Jenson - Wife of Wes Jenson.

Jaycee Jenson - Son of Wes and Trisha Jenson.

Janet Walker - Taken hostage by Major Daniels

Heidi Riley - Wife of Private Riley, military truck driver.

Kylie Riley - Young daughter of Heidi and Brandon Riley.

Lucas Riley - Son of Heidi and Brandon Riley.

Manesh Patel - 53yo, Indian born, U.S. Nationalized, husband of Prianka Patel.

Prianka Patel - 31yo, Indian born, U.S. Nationalized, wife of Manesh Patel.

Pria Patel - 17yo, Daughter of Manesh and Prianka Patel, born in the U.S.

Priti Patel - 10yo, Son Manesh and Prianka Patel, born in the U.S.

The Clinic Staff

Dr. Sawyers - Clinic owner and founder.

Betty Langford - Nurse at clinic.

Jack Elkins - Chief of Security at clinic.

Nicole Odenton - Receptionist at clinic.

Victor O’Shay - Patient of clinic.

Stella O’Shay - Daughter of Victor O’Shay.

Prologue

Facing Darkness picks up where Steps Back left off as groups of survivors struggle to deal with the after-effects of a disaster of unknown origin.

Asher Latham, aka Polar Bear and his small group of former prison inmates had been through a nightmare lasting weeks since the day the power went out, cities burned and they’d been left for dead inside the maximum security prison in which many of them had lived for years, serving sentences for an array of crimes.

Even though Asher and his guys found a way out of the prison that nearly became their tomb, most of the men who had been incarcerated alongside them had been gassed to death by soldiers led by a Major Kirkland Daniels of the U.S. Army 157th Infantry.

Major Daniels had long kept his corruption well hidden from those around him within the ranks of the U.S. military.  But, at the onset of the collapse, he recognized an immense power vacuum left in the region and took decisive and murderous steps to fill that void.  He surrounded himself with a select few men who he could trust to carry out any order he issued and quickly worked to take over a large section of North Western Nashville, Tennessee with designs of eventually taking over the entire region.

Asher and his group knew nothing of the Majors’ designs or that the soldiers who’d attacked the rail yard killing their friends were the same men responsible for the gas attack at the prison.  

Asher and his men managed to get out of the prison and immediately broke into both the prison warehouse and the armory located outside the main prison fence.  While they found little to no food, they did find a large cache of weapons, pseudo military style clothing and gear, tools, fuel and medical supplies.  They managed to repair an old John Deer Gator UTV and an electric golf cart.  Then, they attached small trailers to each vehicle to haul their gear.

Latham and his group of prisoners also came up with their own moral code, a set of rules that he hoped would keep them united while raising their odds of survival as they traveled through the disaster-ravaged city hoping to reunite with their loved ones.  First and most important in their moral code was the agreement that they would do no harm.  Not naïve to the new world around them and their total lack of station, and with the need to find food and other supplies at the forefront of their minds, they created a moral code that each member would have to adhere to.  In their pact, they swore that they would only take from what was obviously abandoned, they would not rob or murder and they definitely would not commit rape.

As soon as they left the prison complex, they came under fire at a road block where one of their own, Craig Johnson, aka Crash was shot, but not killed.

After their near-death experience, they witnessed a small plane crash which cut off their pursuers.  They hid from the shooters inside a cardboard box factory until the coast was clear.  From that point on, they decided to travel down the rail line to avoid potential conflicts on the roads.  They eventually found refuge in an abandoned rail road warehouse where they also located a few grain cars full of food.  With starvation no longer a pressing issue, they began working to find their loved ones.

During their first attempted reunion, Marlow Warren, aka Milk Man, was shot by Erica Carlson, the sister of their group member, Martin Carlson, aka Martini when she and her son spotted armed men approaching their house.  Marlow survived but suffered painful injuries and would need time to recover.  They were able to bring Erica and her two children, 14-year-old Max and 6-year-old Alyssa back to the rail yard.

They hadn’t been at the rail yard long when strangers arrived at the gate.  Justin and Mandy Powers and their three young children had come to the rail yard seeking a place to hide from members of Major Daniel’s forces who had just attacked their neighborhood, killing most, if not all of their beloved neighbors.  Justin, an employee of the rail road, recognized the benefits his family could enjoy at the large service yard; a roof over their heads, an oil-fired heater, nearby access to the river for water, thousands of gallons of fuel and oil, and relative seclusion in the middle of the city.  What he had not expected was to find a large group of well armed people living there.

Asher and his men told the new arrivals their cover story, that they were members of a private security team who’s plane had crashed.  As they shared information, a truck arrived just outside the gate.  Justin recognized it was a scout vehicle for Major Daniels’ forces and told them they would only have hours before they would likely come under attack.  Rather than run, they took the time to set traps and put up defenses.  Despite the odds being stacked against them, they somehow won the battle that ensued when Major Daniels’ forces did in fact attempt a raid on the rail yard, though they suffered the heartbreaking loss of several of their friends.  At the end of the battle, they took several hostages, members of Major Daniels’ forces who chose to surrender.

Their victory came at a heavy cost, as they lost four of their friends.  Alex had been run over by one of the military trucks as it crashed into the woods.  Strong Man had been shot to death while fighting near the front gate of the rail yard.  Cutthroat and Jacob had also both been shot to death in the woods adjacent to the trap Asher’s group had laid for the soldiers as they worked to flank the soldiers.  Facing Darkness picks up at the funeral for their fallen brothers in arms.

***
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FACING DARKNESS also tells the tale of Bethany Johnson and her family as they struggle to survive after the collapse.

On day one of the collapse, Bethany Johnson had nearly been killed on the campus of Vanderbilt University by a fellow student who wouldn’t take no for an answer.  Another student, Cooper Allen stepped in to help her.  To return the favor, she took him with her as they fled the chaotic scene.  The pair escaped the campus in Bethany’s old, but heavily customized, and well maintained Jeep Cherokee.  They used the working vehicle to navigate the disaster ravaged city and reunite Bethany with her sisters, her mother, her neighbors and eventually Cooper with his own roommates.

Cooper and his roommates were computer hackers and the most skilled of the group, Angelica Peña, aka Angel, believed she could help solve whatever was happening to the world.  She wanted to build a machine, using computer parts that she could use to combat what she believed was a cyber attack that ravaged the globe.  Bethany agreed to help, so she, Cooper, and his other roommates, Randy Vincent, Nicky Landers, DeMarcus Jackson, 

Chantel Murphy all pitched in to help Angel.  They searched the area looking for any device they could get their hands on, and brought it all back to Cooper’s house.  There, Angel worked day and night trying to get any device online long enough to at least identify the enemy.

One night, she nearly burned Cooper’s house down.  After that, The Johnson family chose to leave, hoping to make their way to a hippie commune in a rural part of the state.  They never made it out of the city.  Bethany’s Jeep became stuck in a traffic jam and they had to go it on foot.  They found refuge in a FEMA camp, where on the first night, her sister Ashtyn was attacked by a would-be rapist.  Her mother, Mai-Lynn, shot the man and the family fled to another tent.  As they reeled from the attack, an older man, Hubert Decker asked if he could join them.  He apologized for not helping during the would-be rapist’s attack and offered them some food.  Not long afterwards, they learned that the camp was closing due to flooding in the area.  Not wanting to relocate to the outdoor football arena in downtown Nashville, they prepared to make their escape.  As they marched out of the camp, Hubert led them away from the soldiers.  They hid underneath an overpass for a couple days, and then returned to the flooded camp searching for supplies.  Then, they made their way to a nearby RV dealership seeking shelter in an RV.  

***
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ALSO ON DAY ONE OF the collapse, Carrie Raymore, a successful new author, had been busy drafting her latest novel when her computer caught fire and she lost the entirety of her latest work.  On day one, her husband Gary had been in prison serving a sentence for embezzlement, she had been enjoying the fact that her grown children were visiting for a few days, turning her silent home back into one filled with love and joy.

Carrie’s son Preston and her daughter Peyton worked to disconnect her home from the power grid when they spotted a nearby house fire.  Preston immediately took the lead, and took his sister and mother to the scene of the fire to try to provide help.  At the fire, which was out of control, they reunited with the Bowman family whose son Ricky had attended school with Preston.

At the scene of the first fire, where a home had been consumed killing an entire family save the mother, Preston ran into an old high-school buddy Ricky Bowman, and his parents, Dale and Trina.  Ricky offered the use of their ATV’s to try to reach the other fires they could see in the distance and somehow go for help.  As Ricky and Preston worked to fuel the ATV’s, Ricky’s younger sister, Melinda joined them.  Preston hadn’t seen Melinda in several years, and the gangly, annoying younger sister of his long forgotten friend had grown into a stunningly beautiful young woman.  Now grown, she made her feelings for Preston known as they rode around the city trying to find help. 

They quickly realized that help wasn’t available when they found their larger city in a state of disaster.  Fires burned all around them.  A plane had crashed into the local fire hall.  They were attacked by would-be robbers.  They found vehicle accidents all over the city, people looting stores, and armed civilians manning roadblocks.  Preston knew they would need to react quickly, so he drove straight to a Payday loan store where he secured a large sum of cash.  Their next stop was at a gun store where he purchased a number of firearms and ammunition.  Their final stop was at a small grocery, where Preston purchased a large quantity of food.

The trio returned to the Bowman residence and since Preston worked as a risk analyst he informed the larger group of his fears, that they were living in at least a regional disaster unlike any they’d ever experienced and that if help was coming, it wouldn’t arrive anytime soon.  Based in his warnings, the two families agreed to join forces and share resources, hoping to make the best of an horrific nightmare.  They immediately began making preparations to secure the home for the long haul.  One night, looters raided several houses away from the Raymore residence and had to be fought off at gunpoint.

A meeting with many more of their neighbors brought about a secure radio perimeter that helped to warn them when hostile forces edged into their perimeter.

As the young members of both families worked to gather supplies to make it through the harsh winter, they ran into trouble along the way.  They were nearly killed by a drifter at a motorcycle shop.  Instead, Melinda Bowman killed him, saving the day.  In the process, she and Preston rescued two female employees Harriet Seymour and Sabina Kinsey who had been hog tied and cut up by the drifter.  After seeking help to heal their wounds at a small clinic that was still in business, Harriet and Sabina accepted Preston’s offer to join their group.

Not long after, Preston tried to make contact with his father at the prison, instead finding it abandoned and the inmates dead in their cells.  He put two and two together since he’d already learned that some uniformed soldiers and cops working from a tiny regional airport had been manning a roadblock preventing access to the prison.  Believing his father was dead in his cell, murdered by the soldiers, he decided to take revenge.  Preston talked members of his group into helping with his guerilla style attack plan.  And despite all odds against them, they successfully carried out a devastating attack on the troops, killing many of them, stealing a large military truck, and capturing one soldier in the process.

Preston and his small group kept the soldier tied up in his father’s tool shed in the back yard while they tried to figure out what to do with him.  They debated the morality of torture, with opinions running the gamut.  Eventually, before they ever turned to torture, the soldier began providing Preston with answers to his questions.  During the Q & A session, Preston learned straight from the horses mouth that the soldier and his fellow troops had been the ones responsible for the execution of the prison inmates.  Preston left the man to allow himself time to cool off, but while he was gone, Preston’s younger sister Peyton went to the soldier to feed him.  During the meal, the soldier began to choke, and while Peyton could have helped him, she watched, as he died right before her eyes.
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Funeral Time - Asher

Seventh Night of Freedom

It would be dark soon and though the people living at the rail yard were exhausted, having come through an intense fight for their lives, they still had work to do.  Asher Latham stood just outside the side door of the massive rail-yard maintenance building, watching the sunset, while carefully sipping on a steaming cup of coffee.

He loved the cold weather and the biting wind helped to keep him awake.  His thoughts drifted to memories of the friends he’d lost during the recent battle.  He tried to remember their faces, wanting to commit them to the deeper permanent parts of memory.  To overcome his own sadness, he focused his thoughts on the good times he’d shared with each of them.  He couldn’t help but feel an immense weight on his shoulders from the responsibility that had been given him.  Asher Latham was the democratically elected leader of the rag-tag group.  Accordingly it was his responsibility to make the best decisions possible to protect each of their lives.  That thought, the fact that people were depending on his decisions in life and death scenarios weighed heavily on his soul, and he felt like he’d already failed.

Fearing a second attack, Asher had made the difficult decision to leave the camper full of young children secreted far down the rail line.  The four children weren’t alone.  Also, in the camper was Mandy Powers, the mother of three of the children, and two of Asher’s friends, Marlow Warren aka Milk Man, and Craig Johnson aka Crash.  The fourth child belonged to the group physician, Erica Carlson.  Milk Man and Crash were both recovering from significant injuries they’d suffered during two different incidents prior to the attack on the rail yard, but Asher believed they would both lay down their lives in order to protect those of Mandy and the children.

***
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DESIGNED AND BUILT to service locomotives and rail cars of all types—the main building at the rail yard—which looked like a long warehouse with rail lines running into one end of it—was a vast and complicated structure.  For most of the past week Asher’s group had worked non-stop converting it into the most comfortable home they could manage.  For their efforts, they’d earned indoor heat, hot showers, shelter from the storms raging all around them and a sense of relative comfort.  That comfort went out the window when armed men attacked the rail yard and killed some of their friends.

Asher dumped the dregs of his coffee in the snow-berm beside the door and turned around to head back inside to find his good friend Shane Gaston.

“You ready?” Asher yelled across the open concrete floor, when he spotted Shane sipping on his own mug of coffee about twenty feet away.

“It’s already time?”  Shane huffed, not looking forward to the back breaking work ahead of them.  “You know I got a bad back?”

Asher nodded, realizing that as much as he loved the cold weather, Shane hated it and was using his back problems as an excuse.

“Your back will recover.  I know it’s the cold your really scared of.  Don’t worry, you can get some payback in the summer when I’m sweating buckets and you’re loving the heat,” Asher laughed, hoping to brighten Shane’s spirits.

“I’ll remember that,” Shane grinned, standing to follow Asher.

The pair grabbed some shovels and picks and tossed them into the bed of the Gator.  They climbed in and drove out to an open area of the rail yard to began digging four graves on the backside of the tracks near the river.  They knew the ground was frozen solid, but Asher hoped that with a little hard work, they could at least dig shallow graves for their friends.

A few minutes later, Shane stood and leaned on the handle of his pick.  “This ain’t gonna’ work, Polar Bear,” he said using Asher’s nickname.

“You ain’t swinging hard enough,” Asher said as he took the pick, swung it behind his back high over his head and brought it down another time, trying to prove his point.

The sharp end of the pick barely penetrated the ground.  And when he rocked it forward, hoping to break up a large chunk of ground, barely any earth came up with the tip of the pick.

Asher swung again, but it felt like he was swinging the pick at solid steel.

“And—you were saying?”  Shane laughed.

“Yeah.  I see your point.”

“Why don’t we use some of that Thermite to soften up the ground, first?”

Asher considered his idea.  He knew that in the far North in Alaska, gold plaster miners would sometimes drill and pump steam into the frozen ground to extend their mining season.  He also realized that he and Shane would only need to thaw the earth a few feet beneath the surface in order to dig the graves.

“You know, Stain,” Asher said, using the nickname he long before given Shane, “you’re pretty smart sometimes, for a dumb redneck.”  Asher laughed, as he tossed the pick into the bed of the Gator.

“Yeah, they call it street smarts.”  Shane smiled, curling his thin lips back at the ends causing his face to resemble a wide mouth catfish.  “You city boys with yer fancy college educations don’t know nothing about that.”

“Is that so?  I thought street smarts was what they call savvy people from urban areas?”  Asher hit back.

“Huh, what, sava, people?”  Shane looked confused, so Asher stopped picking on him.

“Never mind, Stain.  Let’s go get some Thermite.”

It was a quick trip to retrieve the Thermite and return to their chosen grave site.  And in a few short minutes, they had a brightly burning fire going atop their intended dig site.  The thin wafers of Thermite burned brightly against the white snow.  The substance quickly boiled through the frozen top layer of earth, vaporizing the ice and snow beneath and easily heating up the ground below.

The Thermite burned-out, leaving behind scorched earth that was much softer, having been thawed considerably by the intense fire.  After half an hour of hard digging they still were left with a wide but shallow grave, nonetheless a grave that would get the job done.

***
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THE WIND BLEW HARD, carrying with it plenty more snow.  Accordingly, the group members wrapped themselves up the best they could to protect themselves from the icy conditions.

After retrieving the bodies of their friends from the shed in which they’d temporarily stored them, Asher Latham—the leader of the rag-tag group—and a few of his men, gently laid each one into the grave.

Once they had all their fallen friends in the grave, the rest of the group came out of the warehouse, joining them for a memorial service.

Miller Jeffries—more commonly called Brother Miller—was a stocky Scot-Irish guy, who normally kept his half bald head clean shaven.  He began the funeral service by leading the group in prayer, before reading a few passages of scripture from the Holy Bible.

Minutes later, Brother Miller was eulogizing each of the men, one-by-one, when shots rang out, echoing across the vast expanse of the rail yard.

Marcos Mendez was standing just behind DeMarcus Black, when suddenly, Black slumped to his knees, clutching his chest.  Having heard the gunshots, and seeing his friend get hit, instinctively, Marcos also hit the deck, falling face down in the snow.  He looked over just in time to see Black fall onto his back beside him.

Erica Carlson—Martin’s sister—also standing nearby, let out a scream, and hit the ground as well.

The lone teenager of the group, fourteen-year-old Max Carlson, was the first one to return fire.  He’d seen the muzzle flashes of the first shots that came from the woods on the other side of the fence, high up in a large tree.  And when he saw those first flashes of light, his rifle had been slung across his back.  He quickly fell prone, immediately took aim and fired at the general area in the tree limbs where he had seen the flashes.

After hearing the gunshots, Chris Anglin—who was again on over watch near the front gate and had no good view of the funeral site—broke radio silence, requesting a report.

Asher keyed his mic, so he could respond, as he took off running towards the main gate.  “We’ve got multiple enemy combatants firing on us from the western side of the main gate.  All perimeter units, hold your positions in case there are more attackers and this is just a distraction.”

Chris Anglin, Gary Raymore and Duane Collins—each on over watch at the perimeters of the rail yard—radioed confirmation that they had received his orders.

Drew Glidden and Martin Carlson took off running towards the nearest gate, following Asher.  They used the small sheds, railroad equipment and stacks of rails and ties as cover as they leapfrogged across the yard, heading towards the makeshift gate in the fence, while sending rounds in the direction of the trees.

***
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ONE OF THE TWO ELDER members of the group, George Wallace—known to the group as Papa Smurf—had remained inside the warehouse.  He’d heard the sounds of the attack and prepared to respond, even though Asher forgot to give him instructions.

During the attack on the rail yard the previous night, Papa Smurf had been one of the three snipers positioned high up in the front-most portion of the warehouse and had been crucial in their defeat of the enemy.

Accordingly, as soon as he heard gunfire, he headed up to the loft and took up a position to fire on whomever was trying to kill his friends.

Alfred Stack (also a senior citizen and part-time wheelchair bound), was too hard of hearing to hear the shots from his position deep inside the warehouse.  He was half asleep in his wheel-chair in the newly-dubbed E.R on the ground floor, far down one of the long hallways.

***
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THOSE WHO RAN FOR THE gate quickly cleared it and began leapfrogging from tree-to-tree—as they worked their way through the dense woods—heading towards their target.

The entire time Asher, Drew and Martin moved, they could hear the ferocious gun battle between his group at the funeral site and their unknown enemy.  The continuous sounds of weapon fire helped Asher hone in on the enemy.

As they neared the position of the gunfire, they saw a distant figure drop from a tree and take off running.

The gunfire coming from the trees stopped.

Since his small group were entering the line of fire, Asher keyed his mic to tell his allies back at the site of the funeral to stop firing.  In a flash, the figure was out of sight, although a sporadic blood trail was left behind.  

Asher’s group reached the tree that the figure had dropped from.  High above their heads, they found a man, tied up in the tree, dead.  His body hung lifeless like a rag doll.

Asher again keyed his mic.  “Polar Bear to all units, we’ve got one enemy KIA in a tree and another on the run, over.”

***
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IN NO TIME FLAT, A small group followed the mans’ tracks through the snow, as the rest covered their flanks.

When the shooting stopped and Asher reported they had a runner they needed to chase down, Max jumped on the golf cart and tried to cut off the enemy by traveling farther down the road.

As Max drove across the yard, he slowed the cart and yelled for Big Country, Nutty and Shane to climb aboard.  They piled in, and he sped around any obstacle ahead of him, his tires kicking up puffs of snow all around them.

Also, once Erica heard Asher’s report that one sniper had been taken out and the other was on the run, she got up and went over and checked on Black.  She immediately recognized that the man was badly injured.

The Gator was parked nearby, so she jumped in and drove over and parked it beside Black.  Erica jumped out, and as she knelt down to grab Black and try to lift him into the Gator, she looked over and saw that Brother Miller was still lying prone and motionless about twenty yards from her position with his rifle aimed at the woods.

She yelled at him, “Miller, get over here and help me!  We’ve got to hurry and get Black inside so I can stop the bleeding.”

Brother Miller ignored her, seemingly focused on something in the woods.

“Miller!” she screamed, her voice fighting against the howling wind.  “Get over here and help me!  I can’t lift him by myself.”

Realizing that Brother Miller had likely inserted his earplugs before firing his rifle, she let go of Black and ran over to him.  As she approached, she spotted a tiny bit of blood staining the snow next to Miller’s rifle.  As she rolled Brother Miller over onto his back, her heart skipped a beat.  She checked his pulse and prayed, though she knew he was gone.

She saw a small hole in his shoulder near his neck and knew what had happened.  The bullet had entered in his upper shoulder, but because he had been lying prone, it had traveled through his entire torso, and most assuredly, right through his heart.  Since she saw nearly no blood, Erica knew he’d been instantly killed.

Tears began falling as Erica ran back over to Black and began dragging him into the Gator.  She held tightly onto the top of his Molle vest as she walked backwards, using all of her weight to drag him across the snow.  When she thought she had Miller for help, she wanted to put Black into the bed of the Gator, but without his strength to help her lift Black, she realized she would need a new plan.

Dragging Black, Erica backed into the Gator, through the passenger-side rear door, holding it open with her thigh.  She stepped into the floorboard and leaned back hard as she could, dragging Black up and into the floor with her.  She lay back with his shoulders resting in her lap and took a moment to catch her breath.

The door was still open and Black’s legs hung loosely in the snow.  She wriggled from underneath his weight and slipped out the driver’s side door, closed it, ran around to the other side, tucked his legs inside and closed the passenger side door.  One last time, she ran around, slipped into the driver’s seat and headed for the warehouse.

***
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ASHER AND MAX REMAINED in constant radio communication with the rest of the group as they tracked the enemy.  The tracks were easy enough to follow because of the deep snow and the blood, but they moved cautiously, just in case the enemy doubled back on them.

“Polar Bear to Maxi-Pad.  We’re about a quarter mile east of the gate.  The hostile is staying parallel to the fence line, so he should be at the end of the line in a few minutes, as long as he doesn’t double back on us, over,” Asher said into his mic in a whisper.

“10-4, Polar Bear.  I read you and will be there waiting for him, over,” Max responded.

Max rued his code name, but knew all too well that pushing back against someone picking on you, often had the opposite effect.

He drove the golf cart off the road and into the edge of the woods on the south side of the entrance road.  He parked it and then he and his passengers jumped out.

“Let’s spread out, guys,” he ordered.  “Watch your aim and think about your through trajectories.  Our guys are gonna be out there behind the enemy.”

Like a sponge, the teen had soaked up the information Jacob and Asher had shared in their previous security planning meetings.  But, more than anything, he felt like he was an expert in the arena from the countless hours he’d spent pre-power outage playing first-person shooter games on the web.  On the internet, he was better than good and had even competed admirably in national competitions.  But... he knew this was real life, not a computer game.

They heard a couple shots, and then Asher’s voice on the radio.

“Maxi-Pad, that was us,” Asher’s voice said.  “We’re just working to keep him moving in ya’lls direction, over.”

“Copy that,” Max responded.

Max heard crunching in the snow, the distinct but thick, muted sound of footfalls compressing the deep snow beneath boots.

The fence that ran adjacent to the tracks ended at a very steep and rocky cliff face.  The rail road tracks went one way and the entrance road leading into the rail yard went the other.  So, the trees came to an abrupt end at the outside of the bend in the road.  The crunching and rustling in the woods stopped and Max whispered into his mic, “Polar Bear... make him move again.  But, please watch your aim ‘cuz we’re on the other side of him, over.  Maybe target a tree or something that’ll stop your bullet.”

“Gotcha, buddy, over.”

Immediately after the radio went silent, several shots rang out echoing against the cliff face.
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After Cooper’s - Bethany

Day 16 minus some

Mai-Lynn Johnson’s husband Mike had been tragically killed in Iraq on a top secret mission with two other members of his Marine Force Recon unit.  And, after a lifetime of moving around the world following him, Mai-Lynn had decided to find a permanent home for her three girls.  They had chosen Nashville for several reasons, but the main reason, was the fact that the city had long been known as the buckle of the Bible belt.

They were a devout Christian family and Mike had always been a strong, firm example of a good Christian partner and father.  

Mai-Lynn had spent her entire marriage working tirelessly as a stay-at-home mom.  She loved gardening, but had learned to do so in a portable way.  After a few times of losing her gardens’ when they had to move with little notice, she learned to grow sprouts and micro-greens.  Once she had the process down, she never again had to worry about losing an entire garden—and all her hard work—every time her husband was transferred to a different base.

Although he had spent much of their marriage away on missions, whenever he was at home, Mike invested a lot of his downtime training his family to survive.  He’d trained his wife and daughters in the practical use of firearms and taught them plenty of hand-to-hand self-defense tactics.  From a young age, he’d enrolled their eldest daughter, Bethany in Tae-Kwon-Do.  Once she expressed an interest in Aikido and Muy-Tai fighting styles he enrolled her in those.  Her extensive training led her to compete in mixed martial arts where she did well.

***
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THE DECISION TO LEAVE Cooper and the others was one Mai-Lynn and her girls worried over and debated for days.  Cooper was convinced they would need to stay in the city to fight whatever had happened.  He also argued that they were better off staying together.  His desire for them to stay warmed Bethany’s heart, but Mai-Lynn had it set in her mind that they would leave.

The final push happened when they had heard that people were being forced from their homes in some parts of the city by whatever elements of legitimate government remained in place.  They heard reports that the National Guard was in place around the city and would facilitate travelers who were trying to reach the various FEMA camps that had been set up.  The reports they’d heard over the radio also indicated a temporary hold had been placed on the confiscation of working vehicles by members of law enforcement.

“See girls, with a lot of people moving, we’ll be less of a target,” Mai-Lynn said.  “Plus, you heard them say that troops would be posted around the city to help people.  Now, is our best chance to get out!”

The Johnson family decided to leave the hilltop home of Cooper and his roomies.  Accordingly, Cooper and the others begrudgingly said goodbye to them.

***
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THE DAY THEY DECIDED to leave Cooper’s house behind, Mai-Lynn and her girls never even made it out of the city proper, due to roadblocks of various kinds, riots and the hordes of looters who were wreaking havoc on the city.

That fateful day, as she drove along, Bethany deftly maneuvered her beloved customized Jeep Cherokee through any obstacle they encountered.  She snaked their way through side streets and alleys, cut across parking lots and sometimes snow-covered residential lawns—doing anything she could to keep them moving.  Several times, she had to use the hand built tube bumpers she and her late father had installed to push stalled cars out of their path. 

Since they’d only been in the city for a short time, was unaware at how Briley Parkway looped all around a significant portion of Nashville.  And with no GPS, she made a huge mistake by entering it.

They had only traveled a few miles on the parkway when they became stuck in a massive traffic jam.  The newer cars that had stalled out or crashed on day one, had crashed and blocked off an area of the parkway where both sides were lined with large concrete walls.

Since then, vehicles had been able to snake their way past the wreckage.  But, not long after they entered the parkway, and still on the very day they decided to leave, two vehicles that were slowly moving through the massive accident scene had become stuck in the mud on the shoulder, in the only narrow passage left to bypass the accident.

Then, a vehicle behind the stuck ones ran out of gas, and then another one broke down.  And while people tried to help dig out the first two vehicles, other vehicles pulled in behind the long line, blocking them in even further.  More and more vehicles pulled in, until a few more stalled as they too ran out of gas, and then a few more crashed.  In no time, Bethany and her family were really stuck.

A short time later, on the opposite side of the parkway across the dividing wall separating the two halves of the thoroughfare, a National Guard soldier approached the scene behind the wheel of an old HUMVEE.  The soldier announced that the parkway had been closed to traffic and that anyone trapped on it would have to leave their vehicles and travel to the FEMA camp on foot.  The soldier explained that one of the new FEMA camps was being set up just off an exit a mile or so down the parkway and foot traffic from various points around the city were being funneled onto the parkway so that people could safely walk to the camp.  They later learned that the camp was in the parking lot of a large shopping mall.  

Mai-Lynn and her girls surveyed their surroundings.  To their left was a tall wall on the opposite side of the parkway, and to their right was a stretch of thick woods.  Before leaving the relative security of a heated vehicle, they began talking as they weighed their options.

“The soldier didn’t say we had to leave our vehicle,” Lilly-Anna argued.  “They just said that the parkway was closed to vehicle traffic.”

“Yeah, I know, dear, but we can’t stay here,” Mai-Lynn comforted.

Others began leaving their vehicles on foot until they realized all the cars around them were empty.

“Like Mamma Mai said, we can’t stay here, girls!  That’s obvious.  But, how will we make it to the hippie commune without Crappy?”  Ashtyn asked.

“I’m scared, Momma!”  Lilly-Anna cried. 

“We’ll have to walk!”  Bethany announced, flatly.  “There’s no reason to be scared.  We all have legs.”

“We can’t walk that far!”  Lilly-Anna whined.

“Of course we can.  If not for the oceans, we could walk a lap around the world.  We just have to walk some each day and then walk some more the next day, over-and-over until we get there.  It will take a whole lot of days, but we can do it!  But, first we do need more food and supplies.  I think we should go to the FEMA camp and see what we can gather, information, supplies, whatever.  Maybe we can find a ride that will take us part of the way there.  Either way, if it doesn’t look like we have a better option, we’ll come back this way and begin walking!”  Bethany said.  

“I agree!”  Mai-Lynn said, realizing she had no better idea.  “So girls, let’s carry what we can and head to the FEMA camp for now, like your big sissy suggested.”

“They won’t let us bring weapons into the FEMA camp, so Ashtyn and I will head up into those woods and bury our weapons and valuables.  We can come back later and get them before we head south,” Bethany said.

***
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THEY WORKED TOGETHER inside the Jeep, sorting their most prized possessions into three large suitcases, and then they put their weapons, accessories and ammunition into the long, hard-shelled, rifle case and locked it.  When they finished, Bethany closed the lids.  Then, using duct tape from her moms’ roadside emergency kit, she carefully taped the seam of the lids on the suitcases and put the remaining roll of tape in her pocket.

Before exiting the Jeep, she grabbed a tire-iron from her tool kit in the rear cargo area.

They waited until the line of people walking past the Jeep waned and then, when no one was within eyesight, Bethany and Ashtyn hiked as quickly as they could into the woods, dragging three large suitcases.

They found a huge old gnarly tree that they could easily remember, and a few feet out from the base of its trunk, they began to dig using the tire tool and a large screwdriver to break up the frozen ground.  The digging went slowly due to how hard the ground had frozen, but they kept up the work.  When they had a wide but still shallow depression carved into the hard frozen ground, they stopped.  Bethany pulled a roll of trash bags from her jacket pocket and double-bagged each suitcase.  Then, they wrapped each one carefully using the remaining duct tape.

The sisters shoved the cases into the hole, and then pushed the dirt back in the hole covering the suitcases.  They quickly searched the area around them and found some tree limbs, pine needles and rocks, which they piled on top of the disturbed ground.  Finally, they pushed a bunch of snow on top of and around their work.

“I hope the snow keeps up!”  Bethany said.  “It’ll help hide the disturbed earth until we can hike back.”

“Yeah, me too!  But I think we did great, big sis.”  Ashtyn held up both palms to slap a double high five.

They were both hot messes when they climbed back into the Jeep.  They each had dirt and mud caked all over their faces and hands.  And, their mother immediately began wiping them clean with Sani-wipes.  They used the relative privacy of the Jeep to change shirts and pants, since theirs were covered in dirt, and then they set out walking towards the FEMA camp.

They eventually reached the accident that must have happened when the power went out.  Bethany saw the main cause of the accident.  Several semi trucks had collided with four wheelers, the term truckers used to describe any vehicle that wasn’t a semi.  Several of the four wheelers had been crushed under and between the semis.  Several of those same vehicles had burned after the crash.  The horrific smell of burnt human flesh still permeated the air and seemed to stick to them as they passed by the area.

Mai-Lynn began to gag and then bent over and vomited onto the snow-covered pavement.  She wiped her mouth with a Sani-wipe, then pulled her scarf up over her nose.  After adjusting hers for comfort, she did the same thing for Lilly-Anna.

The family hadn’t spoken to one another since they approached the accident scene.  The silence was cut in two with an ear splitting shriek from Lilly-Anna as she began to lose all composure at the sight of a burnt corpse frozen inside one of the vehicles.  The youngest member of their party began to hyperventilate.  Ashtyn pulled her little sister close, shielding her face into her own bosom and hurriedly walked her past the carnage.  They had witnessed plenty of carnage as they attempted to flee the city, but seeing that charred corpse up close and personal, truly drove home the reality and immediate peril that they had been thrust into, due to events of late.

As soon as they passed the overturned and jackknifed semis at the beginning of the carnage, they had a completely clear path for as far as they could see, all the way down the parkway.
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Fighting Back - Chad

Seventh Night of Freedom

Chad had been inside the first truck when the attack had begun the previous night.  He had served in both the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, and during his many tours of duty, he felt like he had seen enough action to last ten lifetimes.

After the power went out in such a devastating fashion, he instantly realized that things would rapidly deteriorate and that civility would quickly head on out the door.  The only reason he stayed with his Unit when they began doing things contrary to their oath of service was because his mother, who now lived at the University, was an insulin-dependant diabetic.  He knew that the military would provide her with the medication that she needed to stay alive.  That decision was one that he struggled with as the criminal acts meted out by men under the command of the Major escalated.

He and his close friend Paul, who were both scout-snipers had privately discussed the horrors committed by the Major.  They agreed that they were waiting patiently for a good opportunity to take him out, and restore order, though so far, no such opportunity had presented itself.

They didn’t know who else they could trust to assist them with their plan.  Additionally, Paul’s wife and kids were living at the University.  That fact alone kept him loyal, at least for the moment.

Both men struggled daily to carry-out the murderous orders they were given as they bided their time.

As time passed, some of their fellow soldiers disappeared and rumors quickly spread that those missing soldiers had tried to overthrow the Major.

Chad and Paul remained silent, refusing to voice their concerns or recruit others to help them.

Then, not long after some of the soldiers began disappearing, they saw families disappearing.  One day, a squad of eight men failed to return.  A few days later, after rumors circulated that the men had gone AWOL, every family member of the missing soldiers were ‘transferred’ to another facility.  Chad and Paul had no doubt what that meant.

***
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THE DAY PRIOR TO THEIR attack on the rail yard—back in the loading dock of the University—as they unloaded loot from the group’s latest outing—Chad and Paul had their first conversation since the families had been ‘transferred’.

“Lies!”  Chad had said to Paul after the first cart of loot had been pushed away from the truck and they had a brief moment alone.  “You know there are no ‘other’ facilities,” he held up mocking air quotes.  “At least none that we have any current contact with.  That’s the same lie we tell the residents of the areas around us when we dump them out there on their own to die.”

“Yeah, I know,” Paul responded, keeping his eyes peeled for anyone that could be in a position to eavesdrop on them.  “And one of those missing guys is a huge fan of what Major Daniel’s has been ordering us to do.”

“He’s not the only one who likes this crap,” Chad said, nodding to several of their fellow soldiers nearby who were hanging out, just outside the small office where a ranking officer took after action reports anytime a group returned.

One of the soldiers, who went by Bob, even though that wasn’t his name—his last name was in fact Roberts—and so he preferred to be called Bob, and who was also one of the group loud mouths, saw Chad and Paul looking in his direction.  Bob flipped them birds with both hands and nodded with an evil grin as he laughed with his nearby comrades.

“They’d never just run off like he’s saying they did,” Paul said, looking back to Chad, ignoring Bob’s taunts.  “They wouldn’t go AWOL.  Not those guys.”

“I bet someone took them out, or maybe took them hostage or something.  But, it makes no difference.  My point is, that the Major’s executing their families, I’m sure of it.”

Paul hesitated, as he thought about their situation and again scanned the room for eavesdroppers.  “Mike said he saw the one Sergeant’s wife, you know, the really pretty one?  He saw her in Major Daniels’ wing long after the rest had been ‘transferred’.”

“I saw her kids get on the truck.  Are you saying he held her as a hostage?”  Chad asked.

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

Bob looked at him again, mouthing curses in their direction.

“I can’t stand that guy,” Paul said.  “I wonder how he even got into the military without being flagged as a sociopath.”

“I was just thinking the same thing.”

After loading the next cart and sending it on its way, they continued talking.  Bob glanced in their direction every few seconds hoping to start a fight, and Paul tried everything he could to avoid eye contact with the jerk.  Their discussions eventually moved on to the recent loss of the airport.

“Why kill the C.O., though?”  Chad wondered aloud.  “What does that accomplish?”

“I wondered the same thing myself, Chad.  They were obviously ambushed.  Wouldn’t you want to strengthen your forces, rather than execute your own, more experienced C.O.s?”

“Yeah, but I’m not Major Daniels.”

***
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OUTSIDE THE RAIL YARD, when the first truck of their platoon, the one in which they were waiting inside the rear of, swerved into the ditch and flipped on its side, both Chad and Paul managed to survive, against all odds and without any significant injuries.  They immediately recognized they had fallen into a well-laid trap.  Both men were aware that the platoon commander had almost zero intelligence on their newly discovered enemy.

Scouts had followed the tracks from the last neighborhood they cleared and reported back their findings.  Their report indicated that they’d tracked a family or two that had escaped capture and made it to a fenced in warehouse deep in the woods off the main highway.  Their platoon commander simply said they would go in hard and fast and clear the warehouse so they could hurry up and return to base.

As Chad and Paul crawled from the wreckage of the truck, they knew the report from the scouts had been way off.  This force—whomever they’d found—was something much bigger.  Maybe they’d located the operating base for the enemy force that had taken out their missing squad or whomever had attacked the airport.  All they knew was that they wanted to get back to their families before they became the next victims of the Major.

Before the trucks even stopped moving, semi-automatic gunfire began raining down on them from not one, but three directions.  Despite the darkness, many of their shots instantly found targets in men who attempted to climb out of the reaming trucks and fight back.  Both Chad and Paul realized that their enemy had the benefit of night-vision optics at their disposal.  They pulled their Mylar space blankets from their survival kits and wrapped them around their bodies, hoping the thin metallic blankets would obscure their heat signatures enough to keep them from becoming targets.  Trees burst into fire, and some began falling on the trucks and many of their men.  The two battle-hardened scout snipers ran and then hid deep in the woods, and listened as their forces were decimated nearby.  It was obvious that they could do nothing to help their men.  They were completely surrounded while more and more traps were sprung on the men.  At one point, they saw one of their men—a former Deputy Sheriff from a nearby county—fighting with an enemy combatant on the snow.  Chad climbed down from his hiding spot in a tree.  He crawled along the ground with the Mylar blanket thrown over his back and tied around his head like a poncho.  He crept up behind the two men, quickly jumped up and cut the throat of the enemy before the man could kill the Deputy.  Back in the tree, he learned the Deputy Sheriff’s name who he’d just saved was Brad Camino.

Sometime later in the battle, Chad saw another of his men—wandering from tree to tree—hiding behind each one as he too tried to escape the carnage.  They got his attention and helped him up into the tree.  They eventually learned that he was a retired New York City police officer who had moved to Nashville to try to make a late break into the country music industry.  They quickly judged Frankie to be an arrogant idiot.  As soon as Frankie realized they had four men in the tree, he wanted them to charge back into battle.

“We can turn the tide against these civies!  You’re nothing but cowards, hiding in trees!”  Chad slapped the man across the face and grabbed him and pulled him close enough where he could smell his tobacco stinking breath.

“You were running for your life, and you think we’d fight along side you?”  Brad asked.  “They have night vision.  We’re fighting blind.”

“I was only one man,” Frankie argued.  “We’re four men strong and I know we can take some of them out.”

“I’ll put a bullet in you myself if you make any move that could give away our position,” Chad seethed.  “This battle is already lost.  And come to think of it, I can tell you’ve never been in actual battle before, Frankie?  That’s right isn’t it?  You ever been in a real war?”  Frankie was trembling, faced with the pure hatred and rage that he saw in Chad’s eyes.

He didn’t move a muscle to respond.

“Then shut up and don’t move until I say so!”

Chad had been right.  The battle ended not long after he spat those very words into Frankie’s face and nothing the four men could have done would have helped turn the tide.

From the tree, the small group of four watched the entire cleanup operation as many of the enemy combatants emerged from their fighting positions.  They took careful notes on every enemy combatant that they could see.  Chad was impressed at the steps taken by the militia, which is what they had decided to call their enemy, as they searched the area entirely.  And, he was glad that he and Paul had worked so diligently to cover and obscure any tracks the four had made when they made their escape from the battle.

As they watched, they learned that some others of their own men had somehow managed to survive, had been taken prisoner, that their vehicles had been moved, their fellow soldiers hastily buried, and the trap re-set.  Then, just before sunrise, they watched as all militia activity ceased.  Anyone who happened upon the site during the day would have no clue just how many people were housed inside the massive structure.

So far, they had counted fourteen men, one woman and a teenage boy.  And, they saw that the people had collected at least two bodies that they had placed in a shed separate from the bodies of their fellow soldiers.  They also knew that at least three more people had been firing from high up inside the massive warehouse structure during the battle, but couldn’t be sure how many of them had survived.  At their best estimate, they had come up against a force of twenty or more well armed people.  In the process, they had lost all their vehicles and most of their men.  It had been an outright slaughter.

Nothing they saw helped them identify the group.  They simply couldn’t figure out who the people were, although they were still pretty confident they were civilians.  Most of them wore matching uniforms, but without insignia, and they weren’t a color scheme that they recognized as belonging to any US military force.  They assumed they’d run smack dab into some underground militia.  Chad knew the only reason the militia had so much success was due to their trap and overwhelming element of surprise.  Now, with daylight coming and without the force multiplier of the night vision optics, the element of surprise would be on the side of the remaining men under the command of the Major.

Chad and Paul knew they would need a working vehicle, period.  Without it, they’d have little chance of making it back to the University in time.  They might be able to walk the distance but they had no idea where they were in relation to the University.  There was simply no way they would make it back in time to save the lives of their own families without a set of wheels.

Chad and Paul had both been on base in Clarksville, Tennessee, and prior to joining the military, both were from other states.  Accordingly, Nashville was still relatively foreign to them both.  At the onset of the collapse, they had been deployed to Nashville, as a part of a platoon that was quickly absorbed by the Major’s much larger company.

Prior to leaving their base in Clarksville, their superiors had provided their C.O. with classified reports telling them that ISIS had been responsible for the attack on the U.S.  The public narrative would blame China, since ISIS had used the power of their network to deploy their technology.  Because of those reports, they both initially bought into the claims made by Major Daniels concerning the need to root out the sleeper cells hiding amongst the civilian populace.  Frankie had only been in Nashville for a few months, having moved there from out of state.

On that first day, as Chad and Paul realized the world was falling apart, they had both been thankful for the location of their mission.  Chad, because his mother had moved to Nashville when he got stationed in Clarksville, since he was her only child.  Paul was thankful because his family lived just North of Nashville in the small town of Joelton, on the Clarksville side.  Basically, their mission took them closer to their loved ones.  Once under the command of the Major, when they learned he was willing to send a platoon to retrieve them, they both felt indebted to him.

A vehicle would give the men the ability to cover a large distance in a short amount of time, a distance that they could never travel on foot in time to save their loved ones.  On the upside, they noticed that the militia had taken the driver of one of their trucks hostage, and even better, he had been the driver of the lead truck.  That man would know exactly how to get back to the University.  The militia also had several working vehicles.  Each of which could get them back to base.  They made a plan that would take a bite out of their enemy and secure the release of their men.

In hindsight, they believed that the main factor that took out their own forces had been the felled trees, the raging infernos set by the militia, the fact that they had night vision optics, which all combined as an ingenious combination of force multipliers.  That, and the element of surprise had been the keys to their success.  Surely, Chad and Paul believed, they could take out enough of them to set the militia on the run, and then they could enter the warehouse, free their men, take a vehicle and fuel and get back to their loved ones before the Major killed them all.

The fact that the militia had not executed their captured men was a promising sign.  But, they realized there was also the possibility that they were torturing them for information.

They knew the Major had too many mouths to feed, made worse by the fact that his forces had been crippled by this unknown rag-tag group of militia, whether he realized it yet or not.

Moving forward, without somehow gaining reinforcements, Major Daniels wouldn’t have enough men or vehicles to protect the University, nor would he have enough men or vehicles to continue his murderous raids for food and other much needed supplies.  They also knew that he would act swiftly, once he believed they were not returning.  Time was of the essence.

The Major didn’t believe in wasting supplies or time and he had made that fact very clear.  If they could make it back after releasing the seven prisoners, they would not only save their own loved ones, but they would become heroes in the eyes of the Major.  Whenever he did decide to cull his numbers, he would surely keep the four men.  Their only hope would be to get back as soon as possible and then if the opportunity presented itself, for them to take out the Major.  Then they would take full advantage of that moment in time.

Frankie and Brad would work their way towards the opposite side of the gate and breach the fence.  Most of the activity they witnessed inside the fence happened on their side, so it was a safe bet that the opposite side would be a good side for them to sneak up to the massive building.  Also, a snow storm had kicked up and would provide them some extra cover.

The “go” signal would come from Chad and Paul, who would fire first and take out anyone they could target outside the building.  Also, their fire would draw the militia out towards them and away from Frankie and Brad.  They would enter the warehouse and free the prisoners, steal a vehicle and rendezvous down the road.

They would make their move just before sunset.  They guessed that the militia slept during the day and would be the most caught off guard as they woke and began to get ready to wait out the night.

All they had to do was wait and rest up for their mission.  They tied themselves to the tree, using rope from their packs so they wouldn’t fall out if they shifted while sleeping.  None of the four men got much sleep, and they had to shift their positions constantly, whenever their legs fell asleep.  It ended up being a long wait.

They watched patiently as people began to emerge from the warehouse around an hour before sunset.  And a few minutes later, the place became a beehive of activity.  They watched as one man emerged from the warehouse, dragging a cart full of plastic containers.  He moved towards a snow drift and began shoveling snow into all of them before hauling them inside.  Another pair of men walked carrying shovels heading towards the end of the rail yard where the four men had taken up their hiding spot in the large tree.  Another pair pulled out of the warehouse in an electric golf cart with what must have been off road tires and disappeared down the tracks opposite them.  The men with the shovels scratched around in the frozen ground a while before giving up and heading back inside the warehouse.  The men returned a few minutes later, carrying a satchel and laid out bundles of something on the ground.  Using a torch to light the bundles, the men struck a fire, similar to what they remembered seeing in the woods when they’d been ambushed.  Later, after the fire went out, the men dug around for a little while with the shovels and a large tractor making some sort of progress through the newly thawed ground.

A few minutes later, most of the people they’d counted the previous night, walked over to the spot where the two men had dug the graves.  The foursome realized the militia were obviously having a funeral for their own fallen men.

Chad took aim at a short man who was facing their position and had a rifle slung over his shoulder, while Paul aimed at the only other one facing them, a teenage boy who also had a rifle slung across his shoulder.  

On cue, they both fired, Chad first.  And because a gust of wind pushed a limb towards his face, causing Paul to blink just before he fired, he hesitated and fired a moment later than Chad.  Chad hit his mark, but Paul did not.  Chad was shocked at just how quickly the teenage boy fell to his knee and returned fire on his buddy, putting a bullet right through his upper chest, just above his protective chest plate.  He hadn’t expected this and it was a devastating turn of fortune for them.  Paul was still alive for the moment, and was steadily taking aim and firing his rifle, attempting to target the enemy, but Chad saw that he was bleeding from his mouth, which he knew in his gut, was a bad sign for his friend.

Their position began immediately taking return fire, and it was accurate return fire at that.  The boy rolled to the side and took cover behind the mound of earth that had been dug from the graves.  Just then, a really big guy dropped and fired on them, also from a prone position.  The guy made a small target, but a target nonetheless, and Chad took careful aim.

He eased back on the trigger and felt the report of his rifle, sure he’d hit his target.  Chad searched for another target when an enemy round passed through his left forearm, shattering the bone as it hit him.  He groaned out in pain and looked at the limp hand that fell at an awkward angle from the rest of his arm.  Blood trickled down from the wound.  Another round splintered the tree just beside Chad’s thigh.  He realized the boy had shot him and once again had moved positions.

This kid was too young to have been in the military, but he moved like he’d been through sniper training and shot like he had as well.

Chad knew his position had been compromised and his arm was pretty much worthless.  He also saw that a group of men were high-tailing it towards the main gate.  They would have quite a distance to travel to reach it and then would have to work their way back towards him, so he knew he had some time, though not much.

He and Paul continued firing, until suddenly they began taking a serious amount of fire from the warehouse.  At least two more shooters had joined the fray and rounds were hitting all around him, showering him with sharp splinters of wood.  Another round grazed his rib cage, and again he cried out in pain.

Chad looked over to his friend, ready to tell him it was time to abandon their nest, but as soon as he turned his head, he saw that Paul was already dead.  Chad cut his own rope and began to carefully climb down using his good arm.  As the gunfire raining down on his position increased, he decided to let himself drop the last fifteen feet, rather than taking a chance of getting shot again while still in the tree.

Once he hit the ground, Chad grabbed a tourniquet from his med kit inside a pocket on his vest, quickly wrapped it around his arm, and tied it off using his teeth and his good hand.  Then, using a towel he had in his pack, he tied a quick sling, wrapped it around his wounded arm and pulled it tightly around his head and neck.  As he cinched down the knot and his arm radiated pain unlike any he’d ever before felt, he bit down hard on the inside of his cheek.  Then, having attended to his most pressing injury, he quickly turned and began hiking as fast as he could through the deep snow towards their rendezvous point.  He hoped that Frankie and Brad would complete their mission and meet him there.

Also, not escaping his mind was the fact that he had the full force of the militia heading his way.  More shots hit the tree above his head.  He’d kicked the hornet’s nest, and while his mission to create a diversion almost cost him his life, he smiled as he thought about the targets he’d eliminated.  He was also glad he’d cut and ran when he did—knowing he could stay ahead of them in an outright footrace.  He was in tip-top physical condition and had been the fastest runner in his class at boot camp setting a record that stood to the very day.

Taking full advantage of the rush of adrenaline coursing through his veins, Chad sprinted several hundred yards, if one could call slogging through thick snow, sprinting.  He then slowed and began moving more cautiously through the remaining section of the woods fearing a trap.  He had seen first hand what the militia was capable of, and held no illusions that they might have booby-trapped the woods all around their hideout.

When he reached the end of the woods, he was faced with having to cross open ground.  He hadn’t heard any vehicles coming his way, nor any footfalls.  He took up a position behind some shrubs and waited patiently.

Just then, a sudden burst of fire, coming from just behind him shook him, as he realized just how close to his position the enemy actually were.  And, he wondered what they were targeting?  Had Frankie or Brad somehow fallen back to their original position at the tree, before the militia reached it and were now fighting it out with them, behind him?  He worried they had failed.
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The FEMA Camp - Bethany

Day 16 minus?

With Bethany in the lead, the family followed the parkway until they saw the exit ramp.  All along the ramp, people were lined up like cattle, waiting in the cold to be processed into the FEMA camp.

Mai-Lynn and her girls filed into the queue and slowly walked up the steep exit ramp, past a group of National Guard vehicles that created a zig-zagging maze.  Even though the bottom halves of their faces were covered with N-95 masks, several of the soldiers smiled with their eyes, even nodding and waving at Bethany and Ashtyn as they walked past with their family.  Their leering stares gave Bethany the creeps.  

As they approached the entrance to the camp proper, which was surrounded on the highway side with a row of temporary fencing, and armed soldiers anywhere no fencing existed, they were funneled into the first in a row of small tents.  Inside the first tent, they and their belongings were searched for firearms, valuables or illegal drugs.

One sign announced that anyone without a mask or some type of face covering would be required to don one or ordered to leave.  Other signs, posted everywhere, told the fact that the FEMA staff had no masks available to issue to refugees.  Bethany noticed that many people had torn scraps from their clothing to hastily tie around their faces, rather than risk being kicked out of the camp.  She was glad they had bandannas in their belongings which they quickly tied over their faces.

The FEMA staff sorting them were covered head to toe in what looked like surgical garb.  N-95 masks covered their noses and mouths, while plastic face shields hung from straps around their foreheads, completely covering and surrounding their faces.  Mai-Lynn and her girls watched in shock as people’s belongings were sorted through in the most hurried and careless manner.  Any firearms found were placed into zip-closed plastic bags, which were then labeled with markers and then tossed into large plastic totes.

Bethany took note of the signs that announced all weapons would be subject to confiscation, and that due to the recent events of electronic terrorism, all electronic devices would be confiscated permanently.  She doubted many people would have electronics on them.  As the authority for their practices, the signs quoted a declaration that had been issued by the Office of the Governor. 

“Can they do this?”  Mai-Lynn asked Bethany.

“They have the guns, so yes... they can!” a tall skinny white man beside them, said with derision.

They watched as a few people were taken into custody.  Armed soldiers bound their hands with plastic zip-cuffs and then loaded the people into the back of a large military truck that sat idling just outside a large opening in the second tent.  Bethany had no clue why the people had been arrested, nor where they would be taken.

Eventually, as they followed the queue through the row of small tents, they reached a small tent marked Medical Triage.  They were led to the next available table, and without a word, medical staff slipped old-school mercury thermometers into thin disposable sleeves, and then slipped them underneath each of their tongues to take their temperatures.

With no niceties or explanation as to why they needed the information, they were asked to sit down in front of staff at another table and forced to submit to full medical historical interviews.  The first round of questions seemed to be totally in relation to COVID-19, but they didn’t stop there.  Also, Bethany noticed that anyone coughing in the crowd attracted the attention of the FEMA staff and the soldiers.  Some were immediately, and in some cases, forcibly removed from the tent.

During the processing, Bethany asked one officer if she could speak to someone in charge so she could file a report concerning rogue soldiers committing crimes around the city.  The woman rolled her eyes and then called for a senior ranking FEMA official to come over.  The official made notes on a clipboard but seemed less than concerned about investigating her claims.  Bethany felt like she was wasting her time and was about to get up from the table, when she realized she’d been worried about Staff Sergeant Edwards, Corporal Fleming and the rest of their unit.  So she raised the question to the official, who stopped her mid-sentence.

“Ma’am.  We don’t care who you know.  We are dealing with a crisis here, and while I realize that in your precious naiveté, you think you can come in here and name drop some high-ranking officer who fought alongside your dad, and that fact will somehow garner you some special treatment, that is most definitely not how this is gonna’ work.”

“I wasn’t looking for any special treatment,” she scoffed.  “I just wanted to know if they were still okay, you know, since the rogue soldiers I just told you about are operating in the same area.”

“Oh, so you thought I’d provide you with potentially classified information about troop movements inside the city.”

“No... what?  You’re... you’re twisting my words.  Just... never mind,” Bethany shook her head in disgust, and then turned and walked away from the official.

Once Mai-Lynn and her girls were processed through the medical tent, they entered one more small tent, where they were each handed three MRE’s, a bottle of water, a wool blanket, a tiny first-aid kit that had a small quantity of band aids, some antibiotic ointment, a couple alcohol wipes, and a metallic foil space blanket.  They were also each given a plastic bag with an assortment of travel-sized hygiene products.

They were then led to a somewhat larger tent where they were fed hot soup and a thick, syrupy, orange punch.  Like the other tents they had been through, the tent was heated with large kerosene heaters that sounded like jet engines.  Their constant drone blocked out the noise of the crowd.

Once they finished eating, they were told to exit through the rear of that tent and ordered to find their assigned tent.  As they stepped out, they saw a parking lot covered with rows and rows of massive tents.  They walked around through masses of people for what seemed like half an hour before they saw the tent they were looking for.  It had a big placard ziptied to it with the block letters F-3 on it.  As they stepped into the tent, a FEMA staff person told them to pick out any empty cots they found.

Just like the other tents, F-3 was heated with the loud heaters.  The tent was noisy and smelled of body odor and kerosene fumes.  As they surveyed their surroundings, they realized that they were in pretty good shape.  Most of the people around them were filthy.  Faces revealed early signs of starvation.  A lot of people inside the tent showed signs of injury.  Some sat in a daze, staring at the floors or the walls.  Others played cards.  Some argued, while some cried.  The drone of the heater and the relative warmth of the structure, compared to the frigid temps outside, made Bethany sleepy and she immediately began to yawn.  She fought the desire, fearing for her family’s safety and wanting to remain alert.

Every half hour, a group of armed soldiers would make a lap around the interior of the tent, eyeballing the refugees and barking orders.

Mai-Lynn and her girls chose a group of empty cots near the rearmost third of the tent, between several other families.  As they worked to settle in, they began hearing many rumors—some positive—but more were negative.  They would hear stories that the government had a solution to the crisis and would soon ‘save the day’.  Then they’d hear of another round of violent attacks meted out by local criminal gangs, and that yet another neighborhood had burned with no one showing up to fight the fires.
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Best Laid Plans - Brad

Seventh Night of Freedom - Before the Funeral

Deputy Sheriff Brad Camino and former NYPD officer Frankie Negowski had made it through the fence and to the massive rail yard equipment service warehouse, where their fellow soldiers were being held captive by an unknown enemy force.
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