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Prologue

Parker’s Cross Roads: A Parallel Line
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The Morning Road 

I heard them before I ever saw them. Hooves on frozen earth, a long murmur carrying through the cedar stands the way distant surf rolls against a shore. I’ve lived at this crossroads nearly fifty years, long enough to tell the size of a column by sound alone. These weren’t farmers or travelers. This was a body of men moving fast because something was behind them.

The War of 1812 took most of the hearing out of my left ear, but winter mornings have a way of sharpening what’s left. I was leaning on the gate, same as any other day. I was trying to decide whether the mule was worth feeding before the weather turned again. 

The cold was honest that morning. Thin, brittle. The kind that eats through your coat and in your ribs. Reminds you you’re not as young as you once was.

Then the first riders broke through the trees.

Union cavalry. Blue coats flecked with frost, breath misty around their horses like steam from a locomotive. They didn’t look left or right, just thundered past. That hollow-eyed determination. I knew it well. It’s worn by men who’ve spent too many nights in a saddle and too many days being shot at.

One was just a boy. Couldn’t have been more than sixteen. His knuckles were white on the reins. For a moment I saw myself in him. Thirty years earlier, I marched under General Jackson, hoping every bullet belonged to someone else. Strange thing memory rising without your permission.

They passed without a word, didn’t even look at me. I was just another old stump by the road. Something the war would devour when it got hungry one day.

The last of them disappeared into the trees. Got quiet again. Too fast. The kind of quiet that follows a question, not an answer.

I stayed there at the gate, just listened.

I lived through one war. I know the feel of a second one coming. 

Sure enough, the wind shifted. 

The crows fell silent.

Somewhere to the north, I heard that low rolling thunder, not from the sky but from the ground.

Another column.

Another road.

I whispered to myself, the way old soldiers do when there’s no one left to hear them:

“Well. Looks like the morning’s not done with us yet.”

Because in Tennessee, trouble doesn’t always come down the same road twice.

Sometimes it comes down all four.
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When the Gray Rides In

I stayed at the gate longer than sense ought to allow. The bluecoats were long gone down the eastern road, leaving only the churned mud and trampled frost to remind me they’d ever come through. Most days that would’ve been enough excitement for me.

But there was one thing I couldn’t deny; the air felt wrong. 

I’ve learned to trust that feeling. 

The War of 1812 taught me two things worth remembering: how to load a musket in the rain, and how to tell when trouble has more than one rider.

The wind was still. Even crows shut their beaks. Then, quiet as a man clearing his throat, I heard the second column.

Not from the east, the Union had come that way. This one was from the north. They approached on a different road in their own rhythm, carrying a different purpose than the other men.

I could feel the ground trembling under my boots, the way a man feels the first shiver of a storm before the clouds roll in. They weren’t retreating. These were hunters.

The first horse broke the tree line at a trot. Steam blew from its nostrils, tack covered with frost. Behind it came another, then another, until the whole road seemed to buckle under the weight. Gray coats this time, though the winter light washed the color. They looked more like shapes cut from the cold itself.

They rode in silence; somehow that was worse than a rebel yell. It was the kind of silence men use when they are saving their breath for what comes next.

I didn’t know their commander, nor did I need to. You can tell what sort of man leads the faces behind him. These men weren’t afraid. They weren’t hurried. They weren’t wondering what waited at the crossroads.

They knew.

As an old soldier, I stepped back from the fence out of habit more than fear. It was courtesy; give the road to men who will decide what the day becomes. One rider glanced at me as he passed, a look quick and measuring, the way a wolf might notice something that wasn’t food but wasn’t entirely harmless either. Then his eyes went forward again, fixed on the place where the roads met.

I watched them all go by.

Dozens. Then scores.

A river of gray, flesh and iron.

Somewhere in the moving wall was the man who carried the responsibility for it all. I didn’t see him. If I did, he blended with the rest. Officers don’t always shine in the moment. Sometimes the best disappears like a stone under water, letting only the ripples show their direction.

But I felt him. That’s the truth of it.

The column held tight, sure, and without hesitation. That told me everything I needed to know. This wasn’t a chase nor flight. This was two storms drifting toward the same patch of sky. I was standing where the lightning meant to strike.

When the last rider passed, I let out a breath I hadn’t noticed holding.

Two armies.

Two roads.

One old man foolish enough to live where they crossed.

I told myself they might miss each other.

I lied. 

A man who’s been to war knows when the lines are about to meet. 

On that morning, every hoofbeat from the north answered the hoofbeats from the east like an echo learning to speak.

The crossroads wasn’t going to stay quiet much longer.
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When the Lines Broke

The first shots were sharp and scattered, like knuckles rapped against a door too hard. That’s always how it starts when men meet sooner than expected. No grand volley, no warning drumbeat. Just the sound of one man deciding he’s waited long enough.
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