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 Author’s Introduction to the Yellowstone series 
 
    June 15, 2018 
 
    Anniversary of the Mount Pinatubo eruption 
 
      
 
    Let me get right to the point. While most people look at volcanic eruptions as natural disasters, the fact of the matter is, without them, the Earth would explode.  
 
    When I began outlining the Yellowstone series earlier this year, I came across numerous articles about telltale signs of Yellowstone’s imminent eruption. Many of them came from online news websites in the United Kingdom. Sometimes, alternative news sites in the United States would republish their content.  
 
    As I furthered my research, I noticed that news reports of this nature dated back for many, many years. In other words, Chicken Little was at it again—The sky is falling! The sky is falling! 
 
    Too often, we become desensitized to the threats we face because the media, desperate to draw attention to their publications, in whatever format, overstate the signs of collapse.  
 
    Rather than focus on the news, I delved into the science. I’ve come to accept that volcanic activity is absolutely necessary for our planet’s survival but is also one of the biggest threats to mankind’s survival. 
 
    Volcanoes are the Earth’s way of letting off steam. Deep beneath the surface of the planet, excess heat builds up, and it finds a way to vent. Over many thousands of years, intense energy is created by the heat from the Earth’s core. Natural radioactivity in the granite beneath the surface couples with leftover energy from the time our planet was created some four and a half billion years ago, to generate an unimaginable pressure.  
 
    Imagine an extremely overcrowded city bus in the dead heat of summer, stalled in traffic, with no air-conditioning. The anger built up by the passengers reaches a boiling point until they force their way into the street, spilling out of the bus. Like an overcrowded bus, the overheated magma under our Earth’s surface stews in its own madness, allowing pent-up frustrations to boil over, until it releases its fury—its hellfire—upon the world above. 
 
    The energy released by volcanoes varies in degree depending upon the type. To put it in perspective, consider this. Throughout 2017, the International Energy Agency estimated that the entire world used eighteen terawatts of energy. By comparison, the amount of built-up energy seeking to escape the Earth’s interior is almost fifty terawatts—nearly triple.  
 
    This graphic provides a basic look at what lies beneath us. 
 
    [image: A close up of a map  Description generated with high confidence] 
 
    However, those who live near active volcanoes have something lurking below that most of us do not—magma. People who lived in Leilani Estates, Hawaii, and near Volcán de Fuego in Guatemala spent their days playing golf or walking to their villages. But beneath their feet, slowly, relentlessly, subterranean rivers of magma, the molten rock that constantly forces itself toward the surface, bullied their way through the mantle and crust. When it broke the surface, the eruptions in these two regions of the world faced devastating consequences. 
 
    Here’s a graphic of the Kilauea volcanic activity. 
 
    [image: A close up of a map  Description generated with very high confidence] 
 
    While Volcán de Fuego, a conical stratovolcano, blasted an ash cloud that crushed surrounding villages, Kilauea was a perfect example of a slow eruption, featuring multiple fissures and vents oozing magma down its gentle slopes. To the casual observer, Kilauea appeared nonthreatening in terms of explosivity. Pictures began to surface of the aforementioned golfer, folks roasting marshmallows over the magma, and others taking selfies near the glowing flame. 
 
    With the attention given Kilauea, it’s hard for many to fathom some of the more devastating volcanic eruptions, such as Mount St. Helens in 1980 and Mount Pinatubo in 1991. Mount St. Helens registered as a VEI 5 on the Volcanic Explosivity Index. Mount Pinatubo was a VEI 6. 
 
    Using Mount Pinatubo as an example, which is located in the Philippines, the eruption ejected ten trillion tons of magma into the stratosphere. Another twenty million tons of sulfur dioxide combined with toxic metals and minerals to fill the air around the planet. For many months, a layer of sulfuric acid haze circled the globe. During a three-year period, global temperatures dropped half a degree, and the Earth’s ozone layer was depleted temporarily.  
 
    Which brings us to our chart setting forth the relative levels of volcanic eruptions. Many factors go into determining the VEI, including the volume emitted during the eruption and the cloud height. Currently, the Kilauea eruption is scaled in the VEI 1 to VEI 2 range. The Volcán de Fuego eruption in Guatemala will approach a VEI 3. 
 
    The largest volcanic eruptions in history, known as mega-colossal, have reached a category of VEI 8. The smallest of the Yellowstone Caldera eruptions occurred six hundred thousand years ago and has been estimated to be a VEI 8. Scientific evidence shows an eruption of this magnitude to occur on our planet every fifty thousand years. The last VEI 8 supervolcanic eruption on a level similar to Yellowstone was on Sumatra in Indonesia.  
 
    The Toba super eruption, which occurred seventy-five thousand years ago, has long been considered one of the Earth’s largest known eruptions. The Toba catastrophe resulted in a volcanic winter of six to ten years and a period of nearly a thousand years of global cooling. 
 
    Genetic research was conducted showing the number of modern humans dropped significantly about the same time the eruption occurred. The Toba Catastrophe Theory posited that people today evolved from the few thousand survivors who managed to avoid the worldwide impact of the eruption.  
 
    The giant plume of ash stretched from Southeast Asia all the way to the Middle East. Since then, other researchers have found evidence that pockets of humanity continued their lives during this period. As a result, they cast doubt on the Toba Catastrophe Theory. The fact remains, however, that in the time period following the eruption of Toba, mankind almost became extinct, and no other plausible theory has been accepted by the scientific community as a whole. 
 
    The following graph depicts the various levels of volcanic eruptions. As you scroll down the graphic, note which volcanic system is associated with the highest level that doesn’t appear on the chart—VEI 8. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Yellowstone’s three prior eruptions have been equal to, or greater than, Toba. Which takes us back to our VEI scale. A Yellowstone eruption will be at least a thousand times more powerful than Mount St. Helens and ten thousand times more powerful than Volcán de Fuego or Kilauea.  
 
    When seeing the death and destruction left behind by these smaller, more humbling eruptions, it’s easy to see why the Yellowstone Caldera garners so much attention from scientists. It is easily the most monitored volcanic system in the world. 
 
    Yellowstone is quite simply the most potentially explosive, violent, deadly, active volcano on Earth, and scientists agree—a catastrophic eruption is inevitable. 
 
    Yellowstone erupted two-point-one million years ago and then again one-point-three million years ago. The last time it erupted was six hundred thirty thousand years ago. Scientists agree that Yellowstone, and our planet, is overdue for a massive, violent eruption. It will be an environmental disaster of global proportions. It might be, in fact, an extinction-level event. If so, it won’t be the first time. 
 
    I can’t resist repeating this often-overused phrase—it’s not a matter of if, but when. 
 
    Yellowstone is not an ordinary volcano. It is an extraordinary killer that will show itself in due time. Will Yellowstone erupt during our lifetimes? Maybe, or maybe not.  
 
    But if it does … 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Epigraph 
 
    “Some prayed for help. Others wished for death.” 
 
    ~ Pliny the Younger, Pompeii, A.D. 79 
 
    ***** 
 
    . 
 
    ~ Cicero 
 
    ***** 
 
    . 
 
    ~ Michael 
 
    ***** 
 
    ! 
 
    ~ 2016 
 
    ***** 
 
    . 
 
    ~ Cicero 
 
   


 
  



Prologue 
 
    The Yellowstone Eruption 
 
    The Seventh Day 
 
      
 
      
 
    Volcanoes had been erupting for billions of years, shaping and molding our planet, killing life, and recreating it at the same time. For ten thousand years, humans have been around to observe these earth-changing events, but only since the early twentieth century have modern day scientists been able to measure them with precise, scientific methods.  
 
    By studying rock samples, the earth’s geography, and layers of volcanic ash in core samples, scientists could reconstruct some, although not all, of the most epic volcanic eruptions, including the ones from hundreds of millions of years ago. 
 
    According to scientists at the United States Geological Survey, the largest known eruption occurred twenty-seven million years ago in the San Juan Mountains centered in southwestern Colorado. The La Garita eruption was large enough to cover much of the western United States in a forty-foot layer of ash. 
 
    The eruption was deemed so large that in a 2004 edition of the Bulletin of Volcanology, scientists recommended adding a ninth level to the Volcanic Explosivity Index. Some even declared the La Garita eruption to be a magnitude nine-point-two. 
 
    Throughout the millennia, large eruptions have occurred measuring VEI 8. The USGS has identified fifty such catastrophic events, occurring at a frequency of twice every one-hundred-thousand years. The most recent VEI 8 occurred twenty-six-thousand years ago at Lake Taupo in New Zealand. 
 
    In 2004, many scientists disputed the VEI 9 designation applied to La Garita. They argued the Earth didn’t have the capability of launching ten-thousand cubic kilometers of ejecta from its core. A VEI 9, they said, would require an eruption ten times greater than Toba and past Yellowstone eruptions.  
 
    Today, on day seven of the eruption of the Yellowstone Supervolcano, scientists were unanimous in their agreement. A VEI 9 supereruption was possible, and it was unfolding before the eyes of modern man. 
 
    Earth’s greatest killer was doing what it did best—kill things. First, it blew up the planet in a hundred-mile radius, incinerating every living thing in a raging inferno. Then, the poisonous gases trapped beneath the earth’s surface spread outward at enormous speeds, reaching far beyond the newly formed caldera, chasing down humans and animals. The death was painful as the noxious gases were taken into their lungs, causing pulmonary distress. 
 
    That happened in the early hours and days of the several volcanic eruptions which occurred at Yellowstone. Then, day seven arrived. The rim of the caldera began to sink into the earth, dragging mountains down with it. The final eruption sent the largest amount of magma and ash into the stratosphere ever recorded or observed in the history of man. An area the size of New Jersey erupted skyward, like a never-ending mushroom cloud, stretching toward the Pacific Ocean and carried by the jet stream across the United States and beyond. 
 
    The deaths around the country were not quite as dramatic as the way those nearest Yellowstone had perished. People and animals literally began to choke to death on the extremely fine particles of ash which overcame them.  
 
    As the eruption launched the particles of ash and poisonous gas into the stratosphere, the volcanic cloud began to circle the earth. It systematically dispersed sulfur dioxide, a hundred million tons of it, which combined with water to form a fine, aerosol mist of sulfuric acid. 
 
    As the sulfuric acid dropped lower into the earth’s atmosphere, it created the greatest environmental disaster known to man. Not only did it poison those living beings that breathed it, but it led to greater cloud cover around the globe, further impeding sunlight which was already blocked by the volcanic cloud. 
 
    The immediate effect on the global climate was profound. Temperatures were lowered by five degrees almost immediately with an even greater decrease along the northern latitudes. Scientists only had to look at history to predict what was in store for the planet. 
 
    After the VEI 7 eruption of Mount Tambora in 1815, unseasonable cold killed livestock and food around the world. The following year, the world experienced the year without summer. In the United States, every morning was covered in frost. Wheat, corn, and hay crops failed. Without feed for livestock, coupled with the poisonous effect of the volcanic matter, the country’s meat supply disappeared. 
 
    America had faced these challenges, and more. At the time of the Tambora eruption, the population of America was seven million. The population at the time of this Yellowstone eruption was three-hundred-twenty million. America was a nation that relied upon technology and transportation. She was ill-equipped to deal with a catastrophic event of this magnitude.  
 
    And, at the time, it was a nation on edge, wrought with political divisiveness and class warfare. The mindset of the population was not like the early eighteen-hundreds when neighbor helped neighbor, and one wouldn’t hesitate to lend a hand to a stranger. It was a time of self-interest in which the takers outnumbered the makers. It was an era in which many lived with a sense of entitlement and a belief that the government should be there to take care of them in their time of need. 
 
    On day seven of the Yellowstone supereruption, Americans were in for a rude awakening as the ash fallout spread far and wide. 
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    Welcome to the Mad House 
 
   
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
    The Mad House 
 
    Near Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    “Nobody move a muscle.”   
 
    Now that Jake Wheeler had killed, it would’ve been easier to pull the trigger and shoot the two strangers in the kitchen of the Mad House. But he was experienced now, having lived through a full-on assault by men who had nefarious intent. In less than two seconds, he’d conducted a quick threat assessment.  
 
    The two guys who stood with their backs to him were unarmed and well-dressed. Plus, oddly, they were unpacking boxes, rather than loading up his family’s belongings. In a world in which shoot first and ask questions later would become the norm, Jake’s instincts told him these two deserved the opportunity to explain. 
 
    They quickly spun around, but reacting in a fearful, not antagonistic way. “Wait. Don’t shoot. Your mother sent us.” 
 
    Jake stepped forward, his eyes scanning the entrances to the kitchen and back to the hallway behind him. “Keep talking,” he growled. 
 
    One of the men pointed toward the kitchen table where several pieces of paper were stapled together. “Your mother emailed me and asked for my assistance.” 
 
    Jake moved toward the table and without lowering his rifle, he glanced at the email sent from his mother to Joe Barnett. 
 
    The other man, who was visibly nervous, spoke up. He spoke uncharacteristically fast. “I’m Joe Barnett from Maple Creek. Your parents hired me years ago to look after the place. She sent that email to me yesterday. There is also a personal note for you.” 
 
    Jake began to relax. He brought his rifle to low-ready and exhaled. “She asked you to stock the pantry?” he said inquisitively. 
 
    Barnett’s companion, a much younger, heavy set man whose features gave him away as his son, responded. “She asked for a whole lot more but to be honest, you’re lucky to find a breadcrumb on a store shelf around here. The canned goods and food items we found were from a closed-down restaurant. We had to be pay a small fortune for this, but your mom said to spare no expense.” 
 
    Jake shouldered his rifle and introduced himself. He picked up the email and glanced at it again. “I’m sorry for pointing the gun at you. We’ve had a difficult trip and I had to be careful.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” said Barnett. “Do you want us to leave?” 
 
    “No,” replied Jake as he gestured over his shoulder with the email in his hand. “I need to go tell my friend what’s going on. Again, I apologize.” He excused himself and returned to the Bounder. 
 
    The impetuous Ashby Donovan had followed Jake’s instructions, for once, and remained in the motorhome with her rifle ready. As soon he came into view, he waived and gave her a thumbs up to immediately ease her anxiety. When they were together, they fed off each other’s strength and confidence. They trusted one another with their lives and knew they could stand shoulder-to-shoulder against any threat.  
 
    When they were apart, it wasn’t fear that entered their conscience, but rather, concern for the other. As Jake and Ashby fell in love, their primal instinct to preserve their own well-being was displaced with the priority of protecting each other. 
 
    She exited the side of the motorhome and met him halfway. Ashby was still holding her shotgun when Jake embraced her. 
 
    “My mother ordered supplies for the cabin,” he said. “The man who has been the caretaker over the years and his son, found what they could.” 
 
    “Really? I mean, how did she know that —?” Ashby asked and then her voice trailed off. Jake had become emotional. 
 
    “I guess you can call it mother’s intuition. Maybe she knows me better than I thought?” 
 
    Ashby nodded and reached for the email. “What’s this?” 
 
    “She sent this email to Mr. Barnett with instructions to find us some food. He said there’s also a note for me. We’ll read it later. Come on, I’ll show you around after we help these guys unload.” 
 
    Jake and Ashby each carried in a box and within a few minutes, there pantry was stocked with a variety of #10 cans of vegetables and smaller containers of peanut butter, canned fish, and packaged meats. 
 
    Ashby opened the refrigerator and saw that it was completely empty. She laughed and said, “Well, I’d offer you something cold to drink but we still have some shopping to do.” 
 
    Jake laughed and led them into the living room. “Do you have a minute to talk before you head back to town?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Joe. “Plus, I’d like to extend an invitation for you and Ashby to come into to town and meet my wife as well. Bennita is the mayor of Maple Creek.” 
 
    “Wow,” began Jake. “When I used to come up here as a teen, Maple Creek didn’t have a red light.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t,” said Joe with a chuckle. “This part of Northern California is still unspoiled by the loonies that occupy the rest of the state. Folks come here to get away, relax. You know, hunt and fish. Pretty soon, there were enough residents to warrant an elementary school. When that happened, more families moved into the mountains and we built a B & B to accommodate visitors. One thing led to another and the next thing you know, the locals decided we needed a government. They anointed, after an election, of course, Bunny as their mayor.” 
 
    “Bunny?” asked Ashby. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s my wife nickname,” replied Joe. “When we opened the place, I teased her about calling it the Bunny Ranch.” 
 
    Joe’s son started laughing and Jake snickered. Ashby didn’t get the reference, so Joe continued. 
 
    “She loved the name, thinking it would be cute if we had a variety of rabbits. You know, give the place that getaway-to-the-country look and feel.” 
 
    “Yeah, then she googled Bunny Ranch one day,” said Joe’s son who was clearly amused at the practical joke played on his mother.  
 
    “You gotta help me out, here,” said Ashby. “Is there another Bunny Ranch?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” replied Joe’s son. “It’s only the most famous Nevada brothel in the world. It’s right outside the state capital of Carson City.” 
 
    Ashby tilted her head and addressed Joe. “You named your bed and breakfast after a brothel?” 
 
    “No, honey,” laughed Joe. “I intended to fess up before it went too far. I always intended to suggest Barnett’s Bed & Breakfast. You know, Barnett’s B & B. The logo would be some form of B-B-B.” 
 
    “Yeah, when she found out Dad was trickin’ her, she blew up on him! It was really funny.” 
 
    Jake glanced outside and noticed daylight was getting away from them. He suddenly realized the Barnett’s had lots of stories to tell so he decided to get to the point. 
 
    “I really appreciate you doing this for us and again, my apologies for saying hello with my rifle.” 
 
    Joe nodded and scooted forward on the sofa. “Don’t you worry about that, Jake. We’re living in different times now. I know you folks had a long drive here and need your rest. There are a lot of things to talk about so we’re gonna skedaddle. Get settled in and when you have a chance in the next day or so, please come by the B & B. I’ll bring you to speed on what’s happening around here.” 
 
    Jake had several questions, but he decided to wait until tomorrow to address them with the Barnett’s. Ashby appeared tired and he was exhausted to. 
 
    As they said their goodbyes from the front porch, Joe turned and added one more piece of advice. He looked reflectively around the forest and down toward the Mad River.  
 
    “Jake, we live in a different world. When you hear something go bump in the night, as they say, it’s worth investigating. Okay?’ 
 
    Jake nodded and immediately began scanning the woods. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 2 
 
    The Mad House 
 
    Near Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    Jake found the remote to the television and the DirecTV satellite system. He powered on the heavy plasma television which had been installed about the last time he stayed at the Mad House. The large glass monitor required two men to lift and install on the wall. At the time, it was the latest and greatest in technology. Now, it wouldn’t sell for twenty dollars at a flea market. The SONY picture, however, was still excellent.  
 
    Every major network was providing continuous coverage from around the country, as well as Europe. Jake and Ashby sat in stunned silence as they soaked in the news reports. Occasionally, Ashby would provide commentary which generally consisted of astonishment as to the immediate environmental impact the Yellowstone Eruption had on the Midwest, East Coast, and the Pacific Northwest. 
 
    “Jake, the caldera has swallowed the mountain ranges on the perimeter of Yellowstone.” 
 
    “Here’s what amazes me,” started Jake, shaking his head in disbelief. “I get that the satellites can’t provide an accurate image of what has happened because the volcanic cloud obscures their view. If what the talking heads say is true, Yellowstone will continue to spew magma and ash into the atmosphere for several more weeks, or longer.” 
 
    “At least,” added Ashby. 
 
    Jake continued. “The mountains have disappeared, according to the reports.  If I’m hearing correctly, the only way they know this is because cities and towns stretching from Idaho in the west, over to Wyoming, and then from Montana to Utah, have disappeared.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ashby. “All of those people, the towns, everything, are gone. The Yellowstone caldera has doubled in size and it will continue to destroy its surroundings for weeks.” 
 
    Jake turned down the volume and began to surf through the channels. The imagery was the same. Computer models were shown. Scientists debated. Death toll graphics were displayed. The numbers were incomprehensible. 
 
    “Ashby, the models show the fallout coming towards us. Those rings around Yellowstone indicate a twelve inch or higher coating of Northern California before it’s over. Am I right?” 
 
    “Jake, I wish I had my satellite dishes to access the internet to conduct my own analysis. But, based on what I’m seeing, the answer is maybe. So many factors have to be considered such as wind and rainfall. Timing is also an issue. Our predictive models in the past always assumed a thirty-day eruptive process. Yellowstone is much bigger than we imagined. It might take longer.” 
 
    Jake sighed and handed over the remote to Ashby who searched for the BBC network. She wanted to see how Europe was responding to the calamity. 
 
    He continued. “I guess I’m trying to get a handle on whether we should get comfortable here, or not. If a foot of ash fallout is headed our way, not to mention the poisonous gases which are now circulating in the upper-level atmosphere, then we’ve got to look at this place as temporary.” 
 
    Ashby turned sideways on the sofa and took Jake’s hands. “I wish I could be more definitive. I vote we head into Maple Creek tomorrow and let me get internet access to NASA’s servers. Also, I’ll reach out to some of my colleagues and get their opinions.” 
 
    Jake gathered the energy to get off the couch. “All right, Dr. Donovan. Enough talk about the doomsday apocalypse. Let me introduce you to the Mad House and tell a story or two. Then, we’ll open up a couple of cans of Spam and see if I can locate my father’s whisky stash. He never was a beer drinker, but he did have a taste for single-malt scotch.” 
 
    “Scotch and Spam will do in a pinch,” quipped Ashby as she reached her hand up to get Jake’s assistance off the feather-pillow soft sofa cushion.  “But, I’ll take moonshine at this point.” 
 
    Jake walked her around the house and showed off the décor. “My mom hired a decorator from nearby Eureka to create a mountain home feel without being too themey. Dad insisted it should not have a bunch of stuffed bears and deer on the walls. He didn’t want it to look like a lodge. I remember one Christmas, right after we bought the place, Mom bought him one of those talkin’ Billy Bass things. You know, the kind you hung on that wall and it began singing, take me to the river?” 
 
    “I remember,” replied Ashby. “Annoying, but cute.” 
 
    “Yeah, it got old after a while. He made me hang it in the garage near the fishing gear cabinet.” 
 
    Jake pointed into the master bedroom at the west end of the house. It was a large space with another stone fireplace, two walk-in closets, and a spacious master bath.  
 
    Ashby was impressed. “Well, Mr. Wheeler, a lady could get used to this.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “So could I. That’s why I wanna get a handle on the fallout threat.” He walked toward a bookcase which flanked another outdated plasma monitor. 
 
    Ashby ran her fingers along the binders and read the names aloud. “Grisham. Cornwell. Patterson. Ludlum. Crichton. Look, even Stephen King. I’m sorry, but I wouldn’t read anything by that guy, especially out here in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “Believe it or not, these are mainly props, although mom liked to read. Watch this.” 
 
    He removed several Crichton novels and then slid a small panel to the side which was concealed at the back of the bookcase. He pressed in the code, 9-7-5-3. A click could be heard. Then Jake pressed on the end of the bookcase until it pushed in slightly and immediately sprung back. 
 
    Ashby folded her arms and chuckled.  “Holy Batman!” 
 
    Jake pulled the bookcase open revealing a hidden space that backed up to a spare bedroom. He found the light switch and turned it on, revealing the contents of the walk-in closet. 
 
    The walls were lined with weapons and there were green ammunition cans stacked along the floor with tags identifying the caliber. Rifles, shotguns, and handguns were displayed around two sides of the cool, dark space. 
 
    “Dad was a gun guy, to say the least,” began Jake. “Here’s the thing, he rarely hunted, at least as far as I can remember. He just believed that we should have plenty of guns.” 
 
    “Was he paranoid?” asked Ashby. 
 
    “No, not paranoid. I wanna say he was hyper-aware. He was born and raised in California and saw how society began to change. He never said it aloud, but I believe he always considered this place to be a place of refuge, a haven, in case something happened.” 
 
    Ashby walked in and looked around. “There are medical kits. Long term food kits. Portable radios. Are you sure he wasn’t a prepper?” 
 
    “I guess, in a way, he was,” replied Jake. “I mean, he had the forethought to buy himself a place in New Zealand to live while the world collapsed around us.” 
 
    “I don’t think of preppers as being people like your parents,” said Ashby. “I think of a bunch of camo-wearin’, gun totin’, conspiracy theorists who believe the apocalypse is right around the corner.” 
 
    Jake laughed as he brushed past Ashby toward a closed-door cabinet. “Well, maybe the preppers were right.” 
 
    “Good point,” she added. “What’s in there?” 
 
    Jake dropped to a knee and opened the doors revealing the contents. On the shelves were a dozen bottles of Glenlivet twelve-year-old single malt scotch whisky. Behind them, was a small wall safe. 
 
    “Well, first we have the liquid gold,” said Jake as pulled out several bottles of Glenlivet and handed them to Ashby. She set them on a shelf next to the rifles. 
 
    After the bottles were removed, another panel was revealed that Jake moved to the side. A biometric keyboard was revealed. He punched in a four-digit-code representing his younger brother’s birthday and a green light lit up. Then he pressed his right index finger into a glass reader. After a second, the light began to flash, signaling it was accepted. A series of clicks occurred and then the small vault door opened. 
 
    Ashby dropped to a knee and looked inside. Even in the low light of the secret closet, her wide eyes could see the contents. 
 
    “We’re rich,” she muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
    The Mad House 
 
    Near Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    Jake pulled out five gold-strapped bundles of hundred-dollar bills worth fifty-thousand-dollars and handed them to Ashby. Then, he retrieved three wooden cases with clear glass tops. Each case held sixteen one-ounce gold bars issued by Credit Suisse. Prior to Yellowstone’s eruption, they were valued at thirteen-hundred-dollars an ounce. Jake quickly did the math and determined the gold was worth over sixty-thousand dollars or more if the news of financial markets collapsing were accurate.  
 
    They sat together cross-legged on the floor of the musty closet. Jake neatly arranged the gold bars where they could be counted, and Ashby mindlessly fluttered the bills with her thumb. 
 
    “Jake, you have to help me understand something. You and your parents had a falling out after you left college to be on Survivor. Your father cut you off emotionally, and later financially. For all of these years, you could’ve driven over here, opened this safe, and had nearly a hundred thousand dollars without anyone noticing. Why didn’t you?” 
 
    Jake hesitated and began to put the money and gold back in the safe. “For one thing, it wasn’t mine. The real reason, though, is I didn’t want it. I didn’t want anything from him. Ashby, as far as I’m concerned, he disowned me.” 
 
    “Disowned? Really?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I never heard those words come out of his mouth because, of course, we never spoke. I’m sure my mother heard it on more than one occasion.” 
 
    Jake put the money and gold back in the safe and closed it except for one bottle of scotch. Ashby was still curious.  
 
    “Jake, I have to ask. Do you still feel the same way?” 
 
    He began laughing. “I really don’t know how I feel about them right now but there’s one thing for certain. I’m holding in my left paw a bottle of scotch that was twelve years old when it was bought about fifteen years ago. That means its thirty years old now, which makes it even better” 
 
    Ashby was skeptical. “I don’t think the aging process works like that but hey, who am I to argue. Scotch and Spam it is. You pour and I’ll cook. Deal?” 
 
    Jake gave her an impromptu kiss and helped her off the floor. “You are a keeper, Dr. Donovan.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    While Ashby prepared a meal of canned corn, green beans, and Spam, Jake kept their glasses filled with scotch and water. Before he approved the use of tap water, he conducted two separate purity tests, one was visual and the other with his handheld water quality testers.  
 
    They allowed the water to run to clear the lines and then they poured several clear glasses full. Jake was looking at the water’s turbidity—the amount of cloudiness or haze in the water. Then, he used his water testers.  Both provided a readout accuracy of plus or minus three percent which Ashby agreed was sufficient to test for contamination.  
 
    After the water, which was sourced from the Humboldt Bay Municipal Water District, passed the test, they filled up several pitchers and tall glasses to place them in the refrigerator. They both agreed to clean the guest bathtub and fill it with water as well. Despite the fact a river was located near the Mad House, Jake and Ashby agreed it may not be drinkable for much longer.  
 
    They filled their plates, refilled their glasses, grabbed a kerosene lantern, and walked through the sparse forest to the river’s edge. The babbling of water over the river rocks grew louder as they got closer.  
 
    Two concrete picnic tables flanked a path of pea gravel which led into the water. After Jake swept away a thin layer of redwood tree needles off the bench seats and table top, they got settled in for their first cooked meal since the Pressley’s farm in Oregon. 
 
    “This is incredible, Jake. I can see why you enjoyed this place.” 
 
    “When I was a kid, I came up here for the adventure. I guess you could say I was a typical boy who wanted to explore the woods, build tree forts, and play army. Only, there wasn’t anyone to play with.” 
 
    “What about your younger brother?” Ashby asked. 
 
    Jake took a sip of scotch. “We were, and still are, polar opposites. I wanted to play outside. He wanted to play video games. I hunted and fished. He read books. I swear, he was my father’s offspring and my mom got knocked up by the mailman or something, producing yours truly.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” said Ashby. “It appears your mom loves you very much.” 
 
    “I know. I’m too hard on her, I guess. I kept waiting for her to force my father and I together. When it didn’t happen, I misconstrued that as my mom choosing sides.” 
 
    Ashby reached out to Jake and squeezed his hand. “Maybe now would be a good time to read her email?” 
 
    “We’ve had a great night,” replied Jake. “I don’t want to ruin it.” 
 
    “You’re not gonna ruin it. Read it Jake, and don’t assume the worst.” 
 
    Jake scooted his plate out of the way and brought the lantern closer to them. He pulled the folded-up email out of his pants pocket and began to read it. 
 
    “Well, the first part of this is directed at Mr. Barnett. It tells him to spare no expense in gathering as much food for us as he could find. Apparently, he has a credit card on file at the B & B that he used for expenses and upkeep of the house. 
 
    “She gives him her contact information in New Zealand and thanks him for his help, etcetera. Then she asked him to pass on the remainder of the email to me.” 
 
    “Do you wanna read it alone? If so, I totally understand.” 
 
    “No, I actually appreciate that you’re with me,” replied Jake. He adjusted himself on the concrete seat and placed his arms closer to the lantern so he could see. 
 
    “Jake, if you are reading this, I hope you and your new friend are safe. I have so many things I’d liked to say but it is time for me to go. 
 
    “I knew it would’ve been impossible for you to join us on the flight to New Zealand. I want to apologize from the depths of my soul for your father’s attitude although I’m sure you aren’t interested in my apologies. I’ve failed you as a mother over the years, resulting in immeasurable emotional pain to you, and I’m truly sorry.  
 
    “You have every right to be angry at me and very hurt. I take total responsibility for my behavior over the years, and especially for not taking a stronger stance with your father. Son, I wish I could go back in time and do things differently, but this is real life and changing the past is not possible. 
 
    “I was so proud of you for forging ahead with your dreams despite your father’s insistence on following his path. I have watched every television appearance and documented all of your successes in a big scrapbook. It was with me today as we prepare to take flight. 
 
    “Over time, our lack of contact was counter-productive. I know this now. You rightfully held anger and resentment towards me because I should have been stronger. I have always loved you and it made me physically ill to not be a part of your life. 
 
    “I cannot make up for the years we’ve been apart, but I’ve tried to do something to ease the challenges you will be facing. For years, a deed to the Mad House in your name has been sitting in your father’s safe. Last night, I made him call the attorney to send over a notary. He signed it and it is being sent to Eureka for recording.  
 
    “The Mad House, and all of its contents, are yours. I realize this doesn’t ease the pain you’ve suffered from our being apart. It’s all I could do under the circumstances.  
 
    “Jake, I have never stopped loving you and I’ll worry about you while you are out west. It sounds like your new friend is a wonderful woman and I look forward to meeting her. Soon, this disaster will pass, and I promise you, we’ll find a way to be close. Love, Mom.” 
 
    Jake folded up the email and put it back into his pocket. He muttered the words, I love you Mom, as he wiped a few tears away. Then he turned to accept a hug from Ashby who’d never be able to speak with her mother again. That was real loss.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  



Chapter 4 
 
    Barnett Bed & Breakfast 
 
    Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    Jake and Ashby awoke refreshed. Joe Barnett’s ominous words as he left yesterday evening kept Jake up for a while last night, but he finally succumbed to his exhaustion. He was anxious to visit the Barnett Bed & Breakfast in Maple Creek to get a feel for their community, and how it had changed in the nearly fifteen years since he was there last.  
 
    Ashby was less interested in meeting the locals. Her goal was to get a good internet connection so she could conduct her own assessments as to the fallout from Yellowstone.  
 
    Jake disconnected the sandrail from the back of the motorhome and parked it in the garage next to the mountain bikes. All of the bicycle tires were flat but he had repair kits and an air pump to fix them. He doubted the trails he’d cut through the surrounding forest were still cleared, but at least he and Ashby could use them to ride around the roads. As he walked out of the garage, he looked around and imagined trying to ride the mountain bikes in a foot of volcanic ash. He wondered if the powdery substance would be easier than trying to peddle through snow or sand. Jake shrugged and hoped he never had to try it. 
 
    The Bounder, there most viable means of transportation at the moment, was below a quarter of a tank of diesel fuel. The sandrail was full of gasoline, and he had two backup cans procured from the Pressley’s barn. If they had to bugout for some reason, he wanted plenty of fuel to get away regardless of the vehicle they chose. 
 
    Ashby emerged onto the front porch with their rifles. “Should we bring these?” 
 
    “Always. We can’t take anything for granted now. Hang on. I’m gonna lock up.” 
 
    Jake locked the front door and took a moment to search the perimeter of the house to make sure no keys were hidden in obvious places. He wanted to believe the Mad House would be immune from break-ins, considering it had been sitting vacant for so many years. But Joe’s words continued to ring in his ears so Jake took the extra precautions. 
 
    As they drove to the Barnetts, Jake pointed out some of the places where he liked to spend by himself as a teen. He was surprised by his memory of perfect fly-fishing spots and areas to hunt. Jake liked the variety of wildlife in the area. Blacktail deer, Rocky Mountain Elk, wild pigs, quail and Rio Grande turkey were all abundant. 
 
    Just as they arrived, Jake promised to teach Ashby some gun basics. At the Pressley’s farm house, she was fortunate to catch the intruders off guard with her shotgun blasts. If trouble came knocking at the door in the form of intruders who’d been trained in firearms use, she wouldn’t have been so lucky.  
 
    Jake was not a seasoned military veteran like so many of his co-workers at Yellowstone. As a law enforcement ranger, he never expected to use his weapon. His training, however, was more than adequate, and it served him well that night at the Pressley’s farm. He suspected they’d be challenged again in the future and he needed Ashby to have the benefit of his knowledge. 
 
    One thing Jake knew from his instructors. Only a small percentage of Americans had actually been in a gun fight. Military vets and seasoned police officers were the exception. The key to success in a gun battle was confidence and a cool head. Jake had faith in his ability to handle a weapon. He also was well aware that wrecked nerves would most likely result in his death. It all came back to his training. Ashby needed to have the same confidence and cool demeanor he had. He knew she had it in her. 
 
    “I think this is it,” said Ashby as she pointed ahead. “Do you see the driveway just before that one-lane bridge?” 
 
    “Yeah. I hope we don’t have to cross it. This whale might not fit.” 
 
    Jake wheeled the Bounder around the narrow entrance flanked on both sides by a white fence. An ornate sign greeted visitors to the bed and breakfast and underneath, a simple black and white sign announced that this was also the office of the mayor of Maple Creek. 
 
    “Look, a welcoming committee,” said Ashby. Joe was standing on the front porch with several men and women talking. Considering Joe’s admonition from the night before, Jake found it interesting that none of them were carrying weapons.  
 
    Jake smiled and waved to the entourage. “Ashby, let’s leave our rifles in the truck.” 
 
    “Sure. What about my pistol?” 
 
    “Let’s keep them on. Always.” 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” she asked teasingly. “I feel like we’re going into a Welcome Wagon get together attended by the entire town of twelve people.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jake with a chuckle as he turned off the motorhome and rose out of his seat. “I’m turning on my strong, silent-type demeanor. How about you?” 
 
    Ashby chuckled and followed toward the door. “Yep. I’m the nerdy, reclusive scientist that’s extremely shy and only wants to look at a computer.” 
 
    “Works for me, at least for now.” 
 
    Jake and Ashby made their way onto the porch of the sprawling ranch style home that had a two-story addition attached at the rear. The welcoming committee was overly friendly in a folksy damn-glad-to-meet-you sort of way. After they exchanged some pleasantries on the front porch, they entered a large living area immediately inside the front door which consisted of two eight-foot dining tables, several leather sofas and chairs, and a reception desk blocking the entrance to the rest of the house.  
 
    Joe led them to the desk where Mayor Bennita Bunny Barnett rose to greet them. Behind the wire rim glasses of the mayor was a beaming smile and welcoming eyes. Ashby learned immediately why Bennita Barnett was successful at running the bed and breakfast, as well as the logical choice to be elected mayor of the small community. 
 
    Bennita was a hugger, and not in a slap-you-on-the-back kind of way. She was empathetic. As if she’d known you all her life. It was natural, gentle, and comforting.  
 
    “Welcome, Ashby. I’m so glad you and Jake could come by to visit.” Bennita moved over to Jake and gave him the same warm welcome.  “The timing of your visit couldn’t have been better. I see you’ve met everyone already. Technically speaking, they’re our town counsel. In reality, we are all close friends who’ve lived and worked together for many years.” 
 
    Ashby took the lead. “Well, my apologies for coming unannounced. Frankly, our cell phones aren’t working and the house doesn’t have a landline that’s operable. I hope we’re not intruding.” 
 
    Bennita took Ashby by the arm and led her into the part of the living area where the couches were positioned around a ceiling-to-floor stone fireplace. “Not at all. As a matter of fact, after our council meeting, I was going to send Joe or one of the boys out to your place with a turkey fruit salad and a candy apple pie for desert. I understand you’ve been on the road for days.” 
 
    “Well, let’s just say I’m glad to be here. Bennita, I don’t want to be any kind of burden on you, but I will absolutely accept your offer of food. Thanks.” 
 
    The rest of the group took up seats and some opted to stand as the meeting was apparently ready to convene. Jake studied the faces of the people in the room around him. They weren’t warriors, but they weren’t defeated either. There was something about their attitudes that impressed him. He wanted to stay and be a part of the discussion, but he felt obligated to ask first. 
 
    “Mayor. I don’t—,” started Jake before Bennita suddenly stood a little taller in her sneakers. 
 
    “Listen up, you two. I know your both new and don’t know the ground rules yet.” 
 
    Jake heard a few snickers and chuckles from behind him. Bennita continued. 
 
    “Nobody calls me Mayor or Bennita. I’m Bunny to my friends and family, except my niece who insists on calling me Sissy, but then that girl always walked to the beat of a different drummer. Anyway, please, we’re real informal around here. Okay?” 
 
    Jake moved to Ashby’s side and the two smiled at the warmth exuded by this lovely woman. Jake spoke for them both. “Bunny, you’ve got a deal. We’d love to be a part of Maple Creek and I’m honored that you’ve taken us both in.” 
 
    “Good, then it’s settled,” said Bennita. “Now, I’ve got some blueberry muffins and coffee if you want some. Jake, why don’t you and Ashby take a seat in those two chairs by the fireplace.” 
 
    Ashby interrupted. “Um, Bunny. Would it be possible for me to use your internet? I don’t know if Joe told you, but I work for NASA as a volcanologist. I’ve been completely out of touch for over a week and I would like to review the data coming out of Yellowstone.” 
 
    “Say no more,” said Joe. “I take it you have a laptop in that Corona messenger bag. Corona is my favorite, by the way.” 
 
    Bennita gave her husband a playful shove. “Stow it, Joe. He’s never met a cold beer he didn’t like. Of course, you can have access. The user name is bunny ranch and the password is guest.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bunny. I’ll just sit over here out of the way where I can make some notes, if that’s okay?” 
 
    “Sure, honey. Make yourself at home,” said Bennita who then turned to Jake. “Jake, I do hope you’ll sit in. We could use the benefit of your expertise.”  
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 5 
 
    Barnett Bed & Breakfast 
 
    Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    “For the benefit of our new arrivals, let me start with what I know from Sacramento,” began Bennita. “The bloated, inept bureaucracy led by the governor, that former mayor of San Francisco who presided over trash in the streets and needles in every alleyway, is collapsing. Law enforcement officers are walking off the job. Businesses are left unprotected, allowing looting to run rampant. Vehicles are being carjacked on the roadways.” 
 
    “Jake, the folks in this room are advocates of creating a fifty-first state,” began Joe. “The state of Jefferson. When the ballot initiative to divide California into three states was struck down by the courts, the twenty-three northernmost counties renewed their efforts to create a separate state. Obviously, that’s not going to happen now, thanks to Yellowstone, but the mindset of those around us hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “That’s right, Joe,” interrupted Bennita. “We’re very independent minded up here. While the ballot initiative is likely dead, we’re still prepared to go it alone without Sacramento’s help. The first issue we face is protecting our community.” 
 
    Jake studied the determined faces of the men and women in the room. They appeared serious about self-governance, but he had to ask the question which weighed on his mind since the moment he pulled up. 
 
    “I was born and raised in California but moved to Wyoming in my mid-twenties. Since then, several laws have passed regarding gun ownership and I understand many Californians are anti-gun. I can’t help but notice that you’re unarmed. That’s a real problem, frankly.” 
 
    The room erupted in laughter. Joe stood and slapped Jake on the shoulder as he did. Puzzled, Jake looked around and noticed Ashby had stood up from her computer to see what the laughter was about.  
 
    “Hey, Jake,” Joe began as he stood in front of a double door closet. “Here’s what we think about gun control.”  
 
    He opened the door to reveal gun racks mounted on the wall from top to bottom. All types of rifles were lines up and there was a corresponding cabinet beneath each one for a sidearm.  
 
    Joe explained. “It’s been a long-standing tradition that we check our firearms at the door during our council meetings. It dates back to the eighteen-hundreds when civil conversations turned deadly at times. Now, don’t get me wrong. I don’t expect anyone to start shooting here. Heck, we don’t even argue. But, we believe in traditions, and this is one of them.” 
 
    Jake stood and studied the array of weaponry. The group had all the bases covered. He even noticed a couple of the AR-15s had a full auto switch and bump-stocks which indicated they’d been modified.  
 
    “How about ammo?” he asked. 
 
    “A thousand rounds per weapon, except for Dan over there,” replied Joe. “He makes his own and assures us he exceeds our recommended par levels.” 
 
    “Are you guys trained?” asked Jake as he turned to observe their faces. 
 
    “You bet,” replied Bennita. “Women and children too. Jake, the media disparaged us daily for our lifestyle and beliefs. We believe in the United States Constitution and the right to bear arms via the Second Amendment. Of all the states where a family needs to be prepared for armed conflict, it’s California.” 
 
    “The threat has changed, however,” added Joe. “The conflict will not be with the government. They can’t get their act together despite their best efforts. We’re prepared to defend our homes and families against those who come into our small community thinking they can take what they want.” 
 
    Jake nodded and glanced over at Ashby who was intently pounding away on her MacBook while taking written notes at the same time.  
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    “You’ve patrolled an area much larger than ours,” replied Joe. “We need to set up a perimeter security for Maple Creek and the surrounding homes. Any thoughts?” 
 
    Jake thought for a moment and then he began. “First, a caveat. We never undertook a full evacuation of Yellowstone except just prior to the eruption. At that point, only a fool wanted to get up close and personal to the supervolcano. That said, we did cordon off sections due to landslides, melted asphalt, and the occasional crime scene.  
 
    “During my annual training, one of the topics we covered was active shooter situations which included defending the government offices at the park. After Oklahoma City, and the several mass shootings around the country, our superiors felt it was necessary to touch on the basics.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Joe. “What can you tell us?” 
 
    “As a general rule, the farther away from an area’s geographic center, whether it be a single building, or a small town, like yours, the more difficult the task becomes. The larger the perimeter, the more manpower or technology required to secure it.” 
 
    Bennita interjected her thoughts. “We don’t have any electronic security devices, other than what is designed for our homes.” 
 
    Suddenly, Ashby shouted from the dining table. “Don’t count on having power. Small utilities are reporting cascading grid failures throughout eastern Oregon, northern Nevada and Utah. As the fallout infiltrates electricity turbines and generators, the equipment fails. This is spreading to other, adjacent electric utilities.” 
 
    Bennita asked, “Is it going to happen here?” 
 
    “Most likely,” replied Ashby who turned her attention back to the computer. 
 
    Jake stood and paced the floor. “It doesn’t matter. Well, at least as far as perimeter security is concerned. Our cell phones can’t find a signal. Are you guys having difficulty too?” 
 
    Joe replied. “Yes. It’s been that way for a few days. The landlines are still working.” 
 
    “That’s good, but you’ll need more,” said Jake. “Joe, do you and anyone else have air horns as part of your boat’s safety devices.” 
 
    Joe nodded as did several others in attendance.  
 
    “Good,” Jake continued. “That sound is loud, and easily recognizable. If we can gather enough for all the homes, it will be an excellent way to issue warnings.” 
 
    “How will we know who’s who?” one of the women asked. 
 
    “Assign letters or numbers based upon morse code,” replied Jake. “For example, my last name starts with W. My warning signal would be a quick blast, followed by two successive long blasts. I’d count to five and then do it again.” 
 
    “Our last name is White,” said another attendee. 
 
    “Okay, then you might be W one and I would be W two. We would be assigned a combo of a letter and a number.” 
 
    “I like it,” said Joe. “What about roadblocks? We have five roads leading in.” 
 
    Jake replied with questions of his own. “Do you have any barricades at the school? You know, for crossing guards or anything like that?” 
 
    “We do,” replied one of the women who identified herself as a teacher. “There are extras in the back that we’ve held onto since construction years ago. They’re hard plastic and still sturdy.” 
 
    “There you have it,” said Jake. “We’ll identify locations nearest your homes on the incoming roads. Block them off and force incoming traffic to slow. You may or may not allow them to pass, at your discretion.” 
 
    “Jake, we have a few sets of two-way radios also,” said Joe. 
 
    “Good, assign them to the road blocks.” 
 
    Ashby returned to the room and nodded at Jake. She’d slung her messenger bag over her shoulder and then tilted her head toward the front door.  
 
    Jake picked up on the clue. “You guys know the roads and where you live. The first step is to assign areas of responsibility and then apply morse code designations to everyone.” 
 
    “We can google that,” said Bennita. “You can have W one.” 
 
    Ashby interrupted. “Two. We’ll take W two. It wouldn’t be fair to the Whites who are permanent residents.” 
 
    Jake furrowed his brow, wondering why Ashby would countermand Bennita. He’d come to accept her impulsiveness and he wondered why this point was important to make. 
 
    Joe shrugged. “Well, um, sure. Makes sense.” 
 
    Ashby made a move toward the door and Jake followed her. He still had a lot of questions to ask but Ashby seemed in a hurry. 
 
    Bennita was caught off guard and simply stood to thank them both for coming. She invited them back in the morning at the same time and Jake made a hollow promise to attend. 
 
    After they stepped onto the porch, Ashby took Jake by the arm and marched him toward the motorhome.  
 
    Jake whispered to her. “That wasn’t very subtle.” 
 
    She feigned a smile and looked back over her shoulder as she waved goodbye to the Barnetts.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Jake. I couldn’t hide my emotions from these nice people.” 
 
    They reached the far side of the Bounder where he finally stopped her and looked her in the eyes. Tears were streaming down her face. 
 
    “Ashby, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Jake, we can’t get comfortable here.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s coming.” 
 
      
 
    
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 6 
 
    The Mad House 
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    Ashby gathered herself as Jake pulled away from the bed and breakfast. As they drove back to the Mad House, she relayed her findings. “I’ve accessed the servers at NASA and the USGS. The USGS has updated its models based upon the widening caldera and what is being generally accepted as a VEI nine-point-oh eruption of Yellowstone. NASA satellite imagery is current as they have maintained the OCO-3 in a fixed orbit satellite above Yellowstone.”  
 
    Ashby took a deep breath and sat sideways in her seat to address Jake. “The amount of carbon dioxide and sulfur dioxide emissions are double what I’d ever projected. Perhaps more.” 
 
    Jake interrupted. “Are you saying the mushroom cloud is spreading westward, ignoring the prevailing westerlies?” 
 
    “Yes. I thought it would dissipate by the time it reached Central Idaho, based upon prior scientific data, of course. When that final eruption hit us at Pressley’s Farm, in Central Oregon, the amount of fallout we encountered was truly unexpected.” 
 
    “We measured about a foot,” commented Jake.  
 
    “That was two days ago. The sheriff we met has reported forty inches in Burns.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jake began. “Still, we’re four-hundred-fifty-miles away from Burns with a major mountain range to cross. The winds off the Pacific should knock the fallout down before it reaches us.” 
 
    Ashby opened her laptop and entered several keystrokes. Jake had arrived at the house and brought the motorhome to a stop. He glanced at the fuel gauge which had sunk even further toward empty. Every vehicle he’d owned in his life barely moved the needle when it was full, but after a quarter of a tank, it seemed to drop rapidly. Finding diesel fuel would have to be a priority. 
 
    Ashby first brought up an image of the ash fallout from previous Yellowstone eruptions.  
 
    [image: C:\Users\bobby2017\Pictures\Yellowstone\Book Images\ash-fall-historic.jpg] 
 
    “This shows how widespread the fallout was at the last eruption, as well as the first one over two million years ago. It also shows the progression of the caldera’s movement from the southwest toward the northeast as the tectonic plates shifted over time.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that mean that the fallout would shift that way as well? In other words, farther away from California?” asked Jake as he rose from the driver’s seat and assisted Ashby up as well. 
 
    “There are two factors which modify the historical fallout map. One, is the size of the eruption. Two, is the current status of the winds.” 
 
    Jake opened the side door and Ashby followed with her nose in the computer. She stumbled somewhat as her feet hit the ground, completely unaware that Jake had braced her to avoid a couple of skinned knees.  
 
    “Look,” she said as they began walking toward the front porch. She pointed to a map of the Pacific Ocean and Northern Hemisphere with numerous yellow and blue arrows pointing from west to east. “The ash fallout has stretched around the mid-latitudes already. By blocking out the sun, the winds crossing the Pacific have lessened considerably. Nothing is pushing back against Yellowstone’s eruptive material. The mountain and valley breezes which usually dominate the wind patterns in variable terrain aren’t strong enough.” 
 
    “Ashby, I see a bunch of arrows, but I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The rotation of the Earth causes the winds in the Northern Hemisphere to blow from the southwest and across the U.S. Because of the extraordinary force of the winds caused by the supereruption, those winds are being forced down and away from Yellowstone. They are taking a more southerly route through Central California and across Southern Nevada.” 
 
    Jake stopped to study the computer screen. After a moment, Ashby switched to a tab marked predictive model. An image appeared that was hand-drawn by Ashby. A large misshaped circle appeared over the Western Mountain states and extended down into California. It revealed a series of white circles emanating outward from a large yellow circle in the vicinity of Yellowstone. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” asked Jake. 
 
    “The lines I’ve drawn represent estimated ash fallout in inches originating from the large, yellow circle over the vicinity of Yellowstone.” 
 
    “Does the forty-inch designation apply to the caldera and its immediate vicinity?” 
 
    “No, the new caldera is shown in yellow,” replied Ashby. She pointed to the first circle. “The second circle, stretching from just shy of the Pacific Ocean into the Great Plains near Nebraska and South Dakota, represents the amount of fallout I’m predicting.” 
 
    Jake was stunned. “Forty inches? That far away?” 
 
    “Yes. The eruption is easily a VEI 9, Jake. The caldera has doubled in size. My predictive model may actually be conservative.” 
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    They sat on the front steps and continued their conversation before going inside. “But, we might not get forty inches, right? I mean, it appears we’re located on the outer reaches of this ring extending into California.” 
 
    “That’s true, but at a minimum, we’ll get a foot of fallout. Do you remember what it was like at Pressley’s Farm? That’s what we’re facing in a matter of days.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    Ashby laughed. “That’s a question I’ve asked, and been asked, virtually of my career. Based upon my review of the time-lapse imagery from OCO-3, I would say we’ll have six inches by the day after tomorrow and more than a foot after seventy-two hours.” 
 
    Jake stood and wandered into the yard covered with pine needles. He mindlessly kicked at the two-inch-thick needles, imagining what a foot of fallout would look like in these beautiful surroundings. His eyes looked skyward at the massive redwoods which surrounded him. There roots were strong, allowing them to grow to their massive size.  
 
    “Ashby, these trees are gonna die here, aren’t they?’ 
 
    “Yes, and so will we if we don’t make a decision.” 
 
    Jake grimaced and turned back toward Ashby. “Okay, let’s go over our options. How about down by the river? If we have to leave, I want to remember this place for how it looks right now, not covered in a foot of ash.” 
 
    Ashby joined him, and they walked hand-in-hand down to the water’s edge. The water levels had dropped somewhat and the steady sound of the river splashing over rocks was subdued. Jake left Ashby at the picnic tables and walked down to the water’s edge. He kneeled at the water line from the day before. It was obvious the river’s level had receded.  
 
    He turned to Ashby. “Is it possible that the eruption is drying up the water supply?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s surprisingly early,” she replied. “An increased water demand is common following ashfall, especially as the cleanup process begins. However, the fallout hasn’t hit this area yet. Are there any dams or reservoirs upstream?” 
 
    Jake thought for a moment and replied. “Yeah, there is a reservoir, but its miles away. And, it’s southwest of here. I don’t think the ash would’ve impacted them yet.” 
 
    “What about its origin? The reason I’m asking is rivers meander and if it works its way back to Oregon, then we could be seeing the impact on California’s water supply already.” 
 
    “I’ll have to study a map,” began Jake before Ashby interrupted. 
 
    “But, Jake, it really doesn’t matter at this point. We can monitor the waters turbidity, acidity, and test for other potentially toxic elements. In two days, it won’t matter as the river will be contaminated.” 
 
    “You make it sound like we don’t have a choice.” Jake was becoming increasingly dejected. “It sucks. I had this vision of us riding out the apocalypse together. Right here.” 
 
    Ashby approached him and hugged Jake around the waist. “We could try farther south. How about your home in Silicon Valley?” 
 
    Jake gave a slight shrug and mumbled. “This was my home. I could see ourselves spending a lifetime here.” 
 
    She turned him around and kissed his wet cheeks. “We can always come back. Rebuild if we have to. Silicon Valley and San Jose is several hundred miles south, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” whispered Jake. 
 
     “Let’s look at it this way. Our adventure isn’t over yet. We have a rolling house. If your parent’s place doesn’t work out, we move south and sleep in the motorhome. We’ll find a way.” 
 
    Jake thought for a moment about their options. He and Ashby had experienced the dark side of humanity in Oregon. He had no idea what perils they’d face near San Francisco and San Jose two highly populated areas. In this case, the unknown was better than the fallout which would cover them in the coming days. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 7 
 
    The Governor’s Office 
 
    Sacramento, California 
 
      
 
    California had a history of dealing with its state prisoners during a catastrophe. When the water levels behind Oroville Dam in the Sierra Nevada foothills east of the Sacramento Valley rose during massive flooding, the rarely-used emergency spillway was opened for the first time in the dam’s fifty-year life. The rainy season of 2016 into 2017 was Northern California’s wettest in over a hundred years. As the heavy rainfall flooded the Feather River, the spillway was opened to relieve pressure on the dam. However, the actions undertaken by California’s Department of Water Resources were too late.  
 
    Their late reaction to the impending disaster resulted in a risky, spillway flow of water, measuring an additional fifty thousand cubic feet per second. This caused the concrete and foundation of the dam’s structure to quickly erode. 
 
    The sustained damage resulted in a frantic tweet by California’s DWR which read “Auxiliary spillway at Oroville Dam predicted to fail within the next hour. Oroville residents evacuate northward immediately.”  
 
    Residents panicked and fled as reports circulated throughout the media. The inmates at the Butte County Jail, however, could not. As Governor Jerry Brown’s office became overwhelmed while dealing with the crisis, the inmates became somewhat forgotten. At the last minute, responding to an uproar from an inmate’s family, the prisoners were hastily removed to nearby Alameda County. 
 
    Now, years later, California faced another, far-reaching, natural disaster. The office of recently elected Governor Gavin Newsom, the former Lieutenant Governor under Jerry Brown, was being briefed by the Office of Emergency Services.  
 
    The topic of California’s prison inmates was on the table. California held over two-hundred-thousand inmates in its state prisons and county jails. Another twenty thousand were held in federal correctional facilities. This was second only to Texas in total inmate population. 
 
    Mark Ghiradelli, the Director of Cal OES, was in office at the time of the Oroville Dam crisis. He was roundly criticized after the crisis passed for failing to address the inmate situation at the county jail sooner. Today, he was adamant that the governor should act. 
 
    “Mark,” started Governor Newsom. “The problem is overcrowding. Even if we could mobilize sufficient transportation to begin removing inmates from Pelican Bay, for example, where would we take them? If I understand the information received from the USGS this morning, the fallout could stretch as far south as San Luis Obispo and Bakersfield. Granted, they would only receiving a dusting, pardon the pun, but it would be enough to cause respiratory failure and contamination of the water.” 
 
    “Yes, Governor, I understand,” said Ghiradelli. “We can’t take half-measures. Pelican Bay houses the worst-of-the-worst. We can throw them into Folsom and San Quentin, but it would only be for a short period of time before the fallout moves southward.” 
 
    “What are our options?” 
 
    “One option is what I call reshuffling the deck,” began Ghriadelli in his reply. “The first step is to release any prisoners in our custody that are being held on federal charges or detainers for Immigration and Customs Enforcement.” 
 
    “I thought we were releasing all ICE detainees anyway.” 
 
    “Sir, there are still counties who delay the release as long as possible in order to give the Feds the opportunity to pick them up.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s a start,” said the governor. “I suspected most of those are in San Diego and Orange County. We’ll move the Pelican Bay contingent there.” 
 
    “Well, not quite, Governor,” cautioned Ghiradelli. “Those facilities don’t carry sufficient security to house Pelican Bay’s inmates. We’ll have to move lower classifications to the detention centers, and then move the highest risk inmates to fill those slots.  That’s why I called it a reshuffling.” 
 
    One of Newsom’s aides interrupted. “I have an overlay of the fallout predictions over a map of our state prison system. They are predicting a fallout close to twelve inches as far south as Fresno. We would need to evacuate a dozen facilities in that case, not including county jails. Sir, there simply is no place to relocate them.” 
 
    Ghiradelli asked, “Would Nevada or Arizona take them?’ 
 
    The governor chuckled. “They can’t feed their own. Trust me, I asked. Which raises another issue. Food is scarce and we can’t resupply. I’ve already issued executive orders taking possession of produce farms and livestock. Processing plants are working overtime to stock food but without transportation coming from the Midwest, we’ll be facing devastating shortages in just a few weeks.” 
 
    The room became quiet as all of the governmental officials realized there were no good options. The governor reached for his aide’s laptop and studies the map of the California prison system.  
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     “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” began Governor Newsom. “Make no mistake, I will be hammered in the media for this, especially by my ex-wife who will be all over the news bashing me for being soft on crime. I can’t worry about the political fallout at the moment.” 
 
    “Sir, I assume we’ll be drafting an executive order?” asked the aide. 
 
    “Yes, and base it upon the following directives. First, give notice to Washington and I.C.E. that all federal detainees will be released in twenty-four hours. Second, provide notice to local and state law enforcement that all non-violent offenders will be release in forty-eight hours.” 
 
    The aide gave his boss a puzzled look. “Governor, are you commuting all of their sentences? You’re gonna break Governor Brown’s record of twelve-hundred, a hundred times over. It’ll make the right apoplectic.” 
 
    “I am, and I don’t care about the right-wingers,” replied Newsom as he squirmed in his chair. “I’m not done yet. Third, all violent offenders who did not commit murder or rape shall be released in seventy-two hours. Armed robberies, kidnapping, reckless endangerment using a weapon, etcetera, will be released under my orders. Fourth, task the Department of Corrections with providing me an inmate relocation plan within twenty-four hours for the remaining violent offenders and rapists to CSP facilities in Los Angeles, Orange County, San Diego and Imperial County.”  
 
    “Yes sir,” acknowledged the aide.  
 
    “Governor,” interrupted Ghiradelli. “County officials will be looking to us for guidance. What may I tell them?” 
 
    “If the prisoners are awaiting trial, release them on their own recognizance. We don’t have time for bail hearings. If they are serving minimal sentences of less than a year, prepare commutation and pardon orders and I will sign them.” 
 
    Governor Newsom exhaled and began twirling his Mont Blanc pen on the conference table. His political career was likely over, but he would not be responsible for the death of the men and women who couldn’t fend for themselves. 
 
    What the governor did not consider was the impact on society of releasing a hundred-seventy-thousand inmates with no hope and nothing to lose. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 8 
 
    The Mad House 
 
    Near Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    Jake and Ashby stayed up late into the night watching news reports from around the world and talking about their plan of action. They both agreed the Barnetts should be warned, as well as the other residents of Maple Creek. Jake needed to purchase fuel for the Bounder. If he could fill it up, they’d have more than enough to make it to his parent’s home which was just south of San Jose.   
 
    Jake kissed Ashby on the forehead and slipped out to the garage where he put on his waders. After gathering his fly-fishing gear, he made his way through the tree canopy down to the banks of the Mad River. Two things immediately shocked him. 
 
    The sky had turned to an ashen gray color. He instinctively pulled his tee shirt up over his mouth and nose, followed by a stern self-rebuke for not wearing his particulate mask. 
 
    The second thing that stunned him was the water, or lack thereof. The levels had dropped dramatically overnight, causing the once wide part of the Mad River, ideal for fly fishing, to become a trickle of a stream. Several steelhead trout had been caught high and dry, eventually dying on the rocks. 
 
    Jake walked into the middle of the riverbed which was ordinarily four feet deep. The river bottom was still wet and spongy, but the water was gone. He stared upstream toward Maple Creek and shook his head in disbelief. On top of everything else they faced, the drying up of the river and the loss of fish as a food resource would be devastating to the entire community. 
 
    After exhaling in defeat, Jake returned to the house and dropped his fishing gear on the front porch. He heard Ashby call his name out and he quickly went inside to assuage her concerns. 
 
    “Hey, good morning!” he announced from the open front door as he removed his waders. “I was down by the river, or what’s left of it.” 
 
    Ashby arrived in the living room wearing a pair of jeans and a yellow tee shirt with the words California dreamin’ written under palm trees superimposed over an orange setting sun. 
 
    “I rummaged through your closet,” she said with a grin. “You’ve got some vintage clothes in there, mister.” 
 
    Jake laughed and patted his stomach. “Vintage, as in old. I can barely fit into some of them.” 
 
    “Have the water levels dropped further?” asked Ashby, suddenly turning serious. She craned her neck to look past Jake who was blocking the doorway, but he closed the door. 
 
    “Dropped isn’t the word I’d use. Disappeared is more appropriate. Something’s wrong upstream, Ashby. I’ve never seen any kind of drought conditions here that would cause the Mad River to dry up. We don’t have the same drought issues as they have in central and southern parts of the state.  
 
    “Well, that helps confirm the decision we reached last night.” Ashby gave Jake a quick kiss and turned for the kitchen. She spoke back over her shoulder. “Let me fix us something to eat and you check the news reports. Then, I think we should go see the Barnett’s and locate some diesel. Whadya think?” 
 
    “Deal,” said Jake as he powered on the television and searched for KIEM, the Eureka NBC affiliate. He wanted to check local news stories before catching up on national reports. 
 
    Once he found the channel, the chyron across the screen caused him to shake his head. It read, Governor orders state prisoners released. Jake turned up the volume as a reporter stood outside the state capital. 
 
    “In what many in Sacramento hailed as a humanitarian move, Governor Newsom signed an executive order providing for the gradual release of non-violent inmates and federal detainees from the California Prison System.  
 
    “In an effort to avoid the tensions created during the Oroville Dam crisis, the Governor’s office stated the national emergency which has befallen the U.S., has had a profound effect on California’s food supply. The state is no longer in a position to house and maintain its large prison population which necessitates this extraordinary move by the Governor. 
 
    “Meanwhile, in related news, we are receiving our first reports this morning of ash fallout in the northeastern parts of the state in the Modoc National Forest and as far west as the base of Mount Shasta. The fallout has forced power companies to shut down their grids to avoid the types of damage sustained to components and transformers in Oregon which is now without power in more than half the state. 
 
    “The California Energy Commission is requiring local utilities in the northeast part of the state to stop energy productions until the crisis has passed in order to avoid an even longer-term power outage while replacement parts are procured and installed.” 
 
    Ashby called to Jake from the kitchen. “Hey, big guy, come get this lumberjack breakfast of leftovers and oatmeal.” She let out a laugh. 
 
    Jake entered the kitchen and saw a spread on the kitchen table consisting of what few perishable foods they had. Mayor Barnett’s offerings constituted the bulk of the meal. It wasn’t exactly breakfast-type foods, but under the circumstances, sustenance took precedence over meal traditions. 
 
    “Did you hear the report?” Jake asked as he took a seat. 
 
    “I did,” said Ashby. “Shutting down the power grid was probably a smart move. Imagine what it will be like to replace all of those parts, especially when most utilities in the Western United States will be desperate for repairs.” 
 
    Ashby took a bite of the turkey fruit salad, nodded her head in approval, and continued. 
 
    “The prisoner release thing, on the other hand, is not such a good idea. I suspect we’ll hear more about that as time passes.” 
 
    Jake sat quietly for a moment as Ashby prepared a list of things she wanted to look up using the Barnett’s internet today. It might be the last time she has internet access until they arrive at Jake’s parent’s home. After a moment, he broke the silence. 
 
    “I guess I’m going to dig into the safe.” 
 
    Ashby stopped making notes and looked at Jake. “Your mom’s email was pretty clear. You could almost read between the lines, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so. I’ve got set my principles and stubbornness aside. We’re gonna need a lot of diesel to get to Saratoga where our house is and I’m pretty sure credit cards are a thing of the past. It’s all about barter now. In fact, I’d be shocked if money is still accepted.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “While I was watching the news report from Sacramento, the network was running headlines across the bottom of the screen. Wall Street and other markets have been closed until further notice. The Federal Reserve has ordered banks to shut down. Nobody can get to their money.” 
 
    Ashby finished her meal and returned the remaining pie to the refrigerator. She cleared Jake’s plate asked, “Can they do that? How are people supposed to buy food or medications?” 
 
    Jake chuckled as he responded. “I saw the phrase food shortage coupled with looting several times. People are taking what they can’t buy. It’s a problem all over California.” 
 
    Ashby closed up her laptop and shoved it into her messenger bag. She gathered her notes and put them into a side pocket. “This is a stupid question, but it has to be asked. The neighborhood where your parents live—is it safe?’ 
 
    “Not as safe as here, of course. Without the challenges presented by the fallout, and the water levels dropping in the river, the Mad House is the perfect spot as far as I’m concerned. That’s the reason I’m so disappointed to leave. My parents’ home is outside San Jose, which is a fairly large city. Our safety is inversely proportionate to the population.” 
 
    “Whoa, Professor Wheeler, you sound like some of my old colleagues,” said Ashby with a laugh. “I have to agree. I believe we’ve learned that Yellowstone is deadly, but our fellow man can be just as bad. We’ll have to be ready.” 
 
    Jake pushed away from the table and they got ready to leave. He outlined their priorities for the day. “We need to warn the Barnetts. They’re nice people and I don’t want to see them get hurt. Also, we need fuel for the trip. And, lastly, I need to teach you how to handle a weapon.” 
 
    They exited through the front door and Jake locked up. They both put on their particulate masks and walked into the increasingly cloudy air.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
    Barnett Bed & Breakfast 
 
    Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    Jake and Ashby arrived at the Barnett’s property and were astonished to see over a dozen vehicles parked around the entrance to the bed and breakfast. 
 
    “This looks more serious than the last coffee clutch,” began Jake. “I count sixteen cars and trucks.” 
 
    “Town meeting?” suggest Ashby. 
 
    Jake replied. “Maybe. I’m surprised they didn’t include us. Let’s play this by ear, okay?” 
 
     “It’s all you. I’m gonna go straight to the internet, get updates on the data from the other day, and as far as I’m concerned, we can load up and find duel on the way.” 
 
    Jake’s eyebrows raised when a sheriff’s patrol car came into view. He now wondered why law enforcement was present. He parked the Bounder and the two of them arrived at the front door which had been left open. The group was having a high-spirited conversation. 
 
    Ashby whispered to Jake, “I have their login information stored in my laptop. I think I’ll wait out here and access the web. Good luck.” She patted him on the back and provided him a devious grin. 
 
    “Gee, thanks, wing man,” he muttered. Jake stepped inside and listened to the ongoing conversation. 
 
    “Deputy, how in the world can you stand here and tell us there’s nothing you can do!” An older man’s voice boomed throughout the open living space. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re killing us down here,” shouted a woman. “It’s no different than if they pulled a trigger and dropped us to the ground one-by-one.” 
 
    “Now, ma’am, let’s not be overly dramatic,” offered the deputy. It turned out to be a poor choice of words. 
 
    “Dramatic?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “They’re stealing our water!” 
 
    “If you don’t do something about it, we will!” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    The words fell upon the Humboldt County Sheriff’s Deputy like hellfire raining from the sky. They may not have been lava bombs, but they had a bombarding effect nonetheless. 
 
    “Now, listen here!” shouted the deputy. “This is not a police matter. You need to take this issue up with the Humboldt Bay Water people. Or, better yet, talk it out with the folks in Ruth. But there will be no violence, do you hear me?” 
 
    “I ain’t makin’ no promises,” grumbled one older man who stood immediately in front of Jake. Jake considered leaving and coming back at another time when he noticed Bennita Barnett waving at him from her desk out of the corner of his eye. He made his way next to her. 
 
    “Good morning, Bunny. It appears I’ve come at a bad time.” 
 
    “Trust me, Jake. This was not a planned gathering. Have you been down by the river out at your place?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “If you wanna call it a river. It’s practically dried up.” 
 
    “That’s the problem and the reason everybody is riled up. Are you familiar with the Ruth Reservoir?” 
 
    “Sure. I used to go to the bait shop up their years ago.” 
 
    Bennita sighed and caught her breath. “Well, the good people of Ruth got scared by the news reports of utilities shutting down and the coming ash fallout. They decided to shut down the reservoir’s small hydroelectric plant so they don’t damage the turbine generators. Then, in their infinite wisdom, since they can’t generate electricity from the water flowing over the small dam, they closed up the spillways. This is preventing the river from flowing downstream to us.” 
 
    “They’re hoarding the river?” asked Jake. 
 
    “They sure are and have no intentions of budging. Several of the guys drove up there this morning and were met with an armed contingent. Eventually this deputy got involved and drove down here to explain.” 
 
    The shouting died down as the sheriff’s deputy began to leave. Several residents followed him out, led by Joe Barnett. Jake was curious, so he continued the conversation although in his mind, it was a minor issue compared to what was coming. 
 
    “Have you contacted the water district to get an explanation?” he asked. 
 
    Bennita let out a hardy laugh. “Are you kidding me? There’s no answer at the county level, or the state. Government employees have stopped reporting to work. And, I might add, that includes law enforcement.” 
 
    Jake looked around and saw much of the crowd had dispersed, taking their anger outside. Ashby slipped in the front door and took up a place at one of the dining tables. She sent Bennita a friendly wave. 
 
    “She’s a lovely girl, Jake.” 
 
    “Yes, and very smart, too. That’s why I’m here, Bennita. I have something to tell you, but I wonder if we should wait for Joe to return inside.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary. Joe learned long ago there can only be one ruler of the roost, and I’m the head rooster. Let’s go into the kitchen where we can have some privacy. I have a peanut butter pie you might want to taste.” 
 
    Jake waved to Ashby and followed Bennita into the kitchen. They spoke for ten minutes as Jake relayed Ashby’s findings to the woman most capable of convincing her friends and neighbors that evacuation might be their only option.  
 
    When the two emerged from the kitchen, Bennita hollered for her son to fill up the motorhome with farm diesel and top off the water reservoirs with their well water. Then she turned to hug Jake. 
 
    “Thank you for letting us know. Joe and I need to have a very difficult conversation. We are self-sustainable here. But, if we can’t grow crops, we’ll be in trouble in a year. It will be a difficult decision to leave, and it’s one that cannot be put off.” 
 
    Jake reached into his pocket and pulled out a stack of hundred-dollar bills. “Please, let me pay for you the diesel.” 
 
    Bennita held her hands up and refused. “Young man, you’ve brought me information that might save the lives of my family. By the time the media accurately reports what you’ve just told me, it’ll be too late to get on the road. As I see it, we only have a couple of days to head south. Would you agree?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Ashby and I will be leaving tomorrow morning at dawn. I’m still leery about driving unknown roads in the dark under these circumstances. I liked to see what’s in store for me around the bend, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “I do,” replied Bennita. “Joe’s coming back in. This has been our home for forty years. It will be hard to leave but our lives are more important that what we’ve built. We’ll take our memories, and our family, and find a safer place.” 
 
    “It was an honor to meet you and your husband. Please be careful on the road.” 
 
    “We will. Let me say goodbye to your darling friend. Godspeed to you both, Jake.” 
 
    Jake gave her another hug and watched the tears well up in Bennita’s eyes. She said goodbye to Ashby and then took Joe by the hand. “Honey, we have to talk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  



Chapter 10 
 
    The Mad House 
 
    Near Maple Springs, California 
 
      
 
    It was moving day at the Mad House. Jake had overcome his rebellious feelings toward his family and returned to the one bright spot of his teenage years. This was to be his home. His haven. A place he could spend the rest of his life with Ashby. They had fresh water. An abundance of fish and game to hunt. The ground was fertile for growing a garden and, it was secluded. Far away from the madness which had infiltrated the coastal cities of Portland, San Francisco and San Jose. Once again, Yellowstone had chased them. Neither he nor Ashby could seem to get away from the far-reaching tentacles of the Earth’s greatest killer.  
 
    “Sometimes when you think your place on this planet is at a low, you always have the news to remind you that it could be worse. Right?” Ashby commented on the news stories from around the United States that she and Jake watched mindlessly while they debated their next move. 
 
    Jake pointed to the stories of mass migrations of American citizens toward the southernmost points of the nation. The news feeds bounced between a graphic showing the rising levels of ash fallout as the jet stream began to carry gases and debris across the planet. St. Louis, Memphis, Little Rock, and Louisville were experiencing ever-increasing levels of ash.  
 
    Hospitals were stuffed with patients dying of respiratory illness. Images of crops withering under the weight of the ash and the darkening skies during the height of growing season drove home the point that food shortages existed around the country. Livestock corpses, surrounded by the buzzards that picked at their carcasses until they too succumbed to the fallout, were prevalent across the Midwest. 
 
    What the ash didn’t kill, the famine and dehydration did. Water supplies were contaminated. As citizens desperately searched for hydration, they took risks and contracted dysentery or drank water polluted by the sulfuric acid. 
 
    A cloud of sulfur dioxide had circled the planet, crossing the equator courtesy of the jet stream, and wound its away around the northern hemisphere to Japan. Within days, the fallout will have circumnavigated the Earth, reaching the Pacific Coast of North America where it would rejoin the continually erupting Yellowstone Supervolcano.  
 
    It was a never-ending cycle of environmental destruction that would continue for several more weeks, resulting in temperatures dropping and the onset of volcanic winter. 
 
    The media tried to focus on the good, too. Stories of heroic rescues and unselfish acts were offered to viewers in an effort to lift spirits. However, as was true in all news reporting, if it bleeds, it leads.   
 
    Society had collapsed.  
 
    The first signs came with the breakdown of the nation’s transportation system. America never gave the trucking industry the respect it deserved. Eighteen-wheel rigs were nothing more than large vehicles that blocked the path of their SUV crossovers and sports cars as they scurried from one important place to another. 
 
    As the ash fallout infected combustion engines, the trucks stopped running because of engine failure, or as a result of their independent operators not wanting to lose their single biggest business investment.  
 
    Food wasn’t transported and neither was fuel to operate vehicles and small engines. A nation of three-hundred-and-twenty-million people soon found themselves stuck in their tracks. Some attempted to venture south, away from the coming storm, only to find themselves stranded on highways with no fuel and no room at the inn. 
 
    Desperation gave way to anger as many immediately blamed their government for lack of a plan to take care of them. When the desperate came upon those who appeared better off than themselves, they asked for help. When help was refused. They demanded it. If there was pushback, then violence ensued. 
 
    To be sure, the number of people who died in the first few days of Yellowstone’s wrath numbered in the millions. After the caldera collapsed, and the last parts of the planet’s surface was swallowed into the Earth, the next greatest killer in the history of the planet reared its ugly head—our fellow man. 
 
    It was unfair to point fingers of blame. Law enforcement and first responders did their best to maintain order, but they were simply outnumbered. One report surfaced of a father and son who’d devoted their lives to law enforcement from Memphis. While they were doing their best to protect the St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital which had agreed to take in young patients stricken with respiratory problems, looters attacked the officer’s home and viciously slaughtered their entire family. Word of this tragedy quickly hit the news wires and as a result, law enforcement personnel were forced to make a decision—protect my town or protect my own. Many chose to protect their families. 
 
    The final nail in society’s coffin came as utilities around the country began to shut down their power grid. Local government officials began to focus their attention on the future rebuilding effort. As scientists began to warn Washington of the long-term impact of Yellowstone’s eruption, most municipalities chose to protect their critical infrastructure from catastrophic failure.  
 
    County administrators stockpiled fuel. They moved to protect their water reservoirs by cutting off supplies to avoid depletion. They ordered the shutdown of utilities. Word of these common-sense efforts spread and soon a cascade of unplugging, as one news commentator referred to it, occurred. Government officials waited to the last minute in many cases, but at the first signs of ash fallout, emergency plans were instituted.  
 
    It was only a matter of time that the greatest nation in the history of mankind, replete with technological and natural resources, was thrust back into a life reminiscent of the nineteenth century.  
 
    Jake and Ashby both sensed that the clock was ticking as they scrambled around the Mad House, picking and choosing what to pack in the motorhome, and what to leave behind. What they did not sense were the eyes watching them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
    The Mad House 
 
    Near Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    Anthony Davenport and his sons weren’t desperate like so many others across the country. They weren’t worried about where their next meal would come from, or the safety of their large family which resided three miles away just south of Riverside, California. Ordinarily, they were law-abiding Americans who made a living working at a nearby sawmill in Korbel. After the Yellowstone eruption, they became foragers, the more acceptable term for those who break and enter into abandoned homes looking for supplies. 
 
    The sons, both in their early twenties, knew the forest along the Mad River just as Jake did when he was young. They hunted, fished, and explored, learning survival skills. They followed in their father’s footsteps, adopting a self-reliant lifestyle in the event it was necessary to survive after the end of the world as they knew it.  
 
    The Davenports, however, took advantage of a lawless society, one in which many were vulnerable and left unprotected by the increasingly diminished law enforcement presence. When Yellowstone erupted, they didn’t hesitate to gather their family and friends to the compound which they’d begun building since 1999 the Y2K bug dominated the news. 
 
    The computer crisis came to the attention of the world in early 1999 as computer programmers began to warn of impending doom as the year 2000 neared. Issues were anticipated because many software programs represented four-digit years with only the final two digits, making the year 2000 indistinguishable from the year 1900. 
 
    Conspiracy theorists immediately seized on the potential technological crisis to provide a form of evidence for their respective end-of-the-world scenarios. Interest in survivalism peaked to a level unseen since the 1960’s when nuclear Armageddon hung over the world like a mighty sword. 
 
    The new millennium came and went. Banks remained open and stock markets didn’t crash. The Davenports, however, didn’t stop their preparedness activities. For two decades, with savings from their meager incomes, they managed to purchase a tract of land along the Mad River and began building a compound to house their family in the event of a catastrophe. They were as ready as anyone for the apocalypse, but like so many others, the magnitude of the Yellowstone supereruption caught them off guard. 
 
    Tony Davenport studied the fallout predictions and came to the conclusion that his family would have to survive five to six years without having the ability to grow crops in their expansive gardens. Their greenhouses, while equipped with artificial lighting, required solar energy to operate their generators, although gasoline power was an option. The volcanic winter which was coming took away the light necessary to operate their grow lamps. Gas would be even more scarce. 
 
    Water was going to be a challenge for them as well. When the flow of the Mad River stopped the day before, he and his sons set out on foot to investigate. As they moved up river toward Maple Creek, they decided to investigate the weekend homes that dotted the landscape built by Silicon Valley executives.  
 
    They were empty and easy marks for the Davenports who created a supply chain of sorts. Tony and the boys would break into the homes to check for occupants. Once the home was cleared, they summoned other family members to enter and clean out the contents. They placed their emphasis on food supplies, guns and ammunition, followed by medical supplies.  
 
    The Davenports did not consider themselves to be thieves. They didn’t destroy the interiors of the properties they entered. They simply took what they needed and moved on.  
 
    On this evening, it had just turned dark when they came upon the Mad House. Davenport’s first inclination was to move on. They were not killers nor did he want to put his sons at risk of being shot by a frightened homeowner wielding a shotgun.  
 
    He took the time to surveil his surroundings. He saw continuous movement from the building to a motorhome. From the river’s edge, he couldn’t discern if the people were bringing supplies in or taking them out. 
 
    Using the cover of darkness, his curiosity encouraged him to approach the house to get a better look. He ordered his sons to fan out around the desolate property. His oldest was instructed to investigate the garage and the back house. His youngest was ordered to gain a better vantage point near the motorhome and determine what was being unpacked, or packed, as the case may be. 
 
    As the boys hustled to their appointed posts, Davenport weighed the possibilities. These people were loading a motorhome filled with supplies. Supplies which could stock his family for several months. He then wrestled with the ultimate question—What am I willing to do to take what they have? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 12 
 
    The Mad House 
 
    Near Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    “The Bounder is starting to look like the back of a Budget Truck on the first of the month,” said Ashby with a laugh. “You’d think we’re moving from one apartment to the next.”   
 
    “Yeah, I guess some of the things were taking aren’t necessary considering what my parents’ house has to offer,” added Jake.  “I just don’t know what to expect when we get there. Those news reports have me spooked. What if someone has broken in and cleaned their place out? We should take more than we need from here because one thing is certain, we’re not coming back to the Mad House for many years, if ever.” 
 
    “Never say never, Jake. I love it here. It’s not an option for us until years from now.” 
 
    Jake was dejected but now he was on a mission to get packed and put the Mad House behind him. He and Ashby discussed their travel plans earlier and both agreed that leaving in the middle of the night was too dangerous because of the lack of law enforcement. Driving from Idaho during the daylight hours had served them well. With a full tank of fuel, and barring unforeseen traffic delays, they’d make it to Saratoga, the location of Jake’s childhood home, in a day. 
 
    Jake dropped two duffle bags by the front door. “This is the last of the clothing and the medical supplies. I think I’m going to load the weapons and ammo in the morning before we pull out.” 
 
    Ashby exhaled and wiped the sweat from her brow. She had been making continuous trips back and forth to the motorhome carrying canned goods. She lamented more than once that she had gotten soft and out of shape. 
 
    “I’ll get them. What about the fishing gear, or anything else of use in the garage?” asked Ashby. 
 
    “Crap, I forgot,” replied Jake. “I suppose there’s the possibility of fishing in the parks south of the Bay Area. I’m not really geared up for saltwater fishing in the ocean.” 
 
    “You wanna just leave it? You know, for when we come back?” 
 
    “No, I’ll get it. I wanna grab our tool bags anyway. Here’s the thing. At this point, Walmart and Dick’s Sporting Goods have probably been cleaned out by shoppers or looters. Everything related to survival has a greater value now. If we can’t use it, we might use it to barter for something we need.” 
 
    Ashby slung one duffle over her shoulders and her knees buckled slightly. “Jeez, what’s in here?” 
 
    “Books. Survival guides mainly. Some of my favorite survivalist authors like Cody Lundin and Creek Stewart inspired me to learn more about bushcraft.  Do you want me to get that one?” 
 
    Ashby grunted as she knelt down to pick up the other duffle. “Nah, I’ve got it. Let’s finish up, okay? I’m fading fast.” 
 
    “On my way,” replied Jake as he quickly moved through the kitchen and out the back door toward the dimly lit open garage. He’d almost reached the garage when he heard Ashby shriek. 
 
    Jake reacted so quickly that he slipped on the forest floor, dropping to a knee before he regained his footing.  Just as he was about to shout out to Ashby, he heard the distinctive sound of the bolt action of a hunting rifle. 
 
    “No rush, mister. You need to move real slow-like. Got it?” 
 
    Dread washed over Jake. He allowed the importance of security to be cast aside in favor of moving their gear out of the house. Now, Ashby was in trouble and he had a rifle pointed at his back. He turned his body to the left and slowly rose, sliding his right hand up his leg as he did. With one fluid motion, he pulled his Morakniv hunting knife out of its sheath and gripped it tight so that the blade was tucked against the underside of his forearm. 
 
    He began talking to create a diversion. “Okay. You’re the man. We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “Jaaake!” 
 
    “Stop squirming, lady!” A young man ordered. 
 
    Jake grew agitated. Ashby was in trouble, but he’d be dead in seconds if he made a sudden move toward the front yard. He had to wait for his chance. 
 
    “Go on, buddy,” the young voice demanded. “Let’s go join your friend.” 
 
    Jake tensed when the barrel of the rifle jammed into his back. He was glad it wasn’t a shotgun or a pistol which was far better suited for holding someone hostage at this close proximity. Hunting rifles were not designed for covering prisoners. 
 
    Jake had another advantage. He knew his way around the exterior of their house. He’d become reacquainted with the terrain over the past several days. He knew where the footing was precarious due to the massive root systems which surround the home. He intentionally gave the home a wide berth as his captor continued to push the rifle against his back, hoping for a misstep on the man’s part. 
 
    He resisted the urge to walk briskly as Ashby obviously was in distress. She could be heard berating her attacker, an impulsive trait that can sometimes get you killed. It was far better to take a moment to assess your adversary, like Jake was. 
 
    Jake purposefully slowed his pace as he saw his opportunity ahead. A massive root ran along an area where the topsoil had eroded. He quickly debated if he should pretend to trip or allow his attacker to stumble.  He decided on the latter.  
 
    Until now, Jake had been slow and methodical as they made their way around the corner of the house where he’d reached the darkest part of the yard. Then, short of breaking out in a run, he suddenly picked up the pace. His captor mimicked Jake’s pace and the brief distraction was all that was necessary. 
 
    Jake deftly stepped over the protruding root, but his attacker stumbled ever-so-slightly. Jake instantly knew his window opportunity had opened as the gun barrel slid off his back, upward, and to the side. 
 
    Jake ducked, spun to the left, and crashed the butt end of his knife into the man’s temple, knocking him to the ground. The rifle flew out of the his hands and landed against the tree. As he groaned in pain, Jake didn’t hesitate to pounce on his back. He covered the man’s mouth his with his left hand and dug the knife blade into his throat with the other.  
 
    Jake hissed in his ear. “Now, you listen to me jackass. I’m ready to die tonight, are you?” 
 
    The young man quickly shook his head from side-to-side. Jake continued. 
 
    “One sudden move, and I’ll spill your throat all over your body for your buddy to see. Got it?” 
 
    He nodded again. His eyes grew side as Jake gripped his mouth tighter and exposed his neck. He gently allowed the blade to draw blood in order to drive the point home.  
 
    “Last question, and you better be telling the truth. How many of you are there?” 
 
    The man slowly slid his hand along the ground so Jake could see. He was holding up three fingers. 
 
    “Good. Let’s get up slowly and not one word. I’ve killed a lot of people in the last week and I don’t give a damn if you’re next.” 
 
    They rose to their knees and the man of smaller stature cooperated with Jake. With Jake keeping his death grip on the young man’s mouth he pushed him around the house toward the clearing near the motorhome.  
 
    Ashby was leaning against the front of the Bounder as if she was a perp being held by a traffic cop. A boy in his late teens was standing to her rear about ten feet, nervously swinging his rifle from Ashby to the front of the house.  
 
    The motorhome shook back and forth slightly. Jake determined that someone was inside looking around. His captive squirmed slightly causing Jake to inadvertently dig the blade into the soft tissue around his throat a little more. Blood poured out and the man groaned in pain. 
 
    Jake took the initiative. “Drop your weapon or this one dies!” 
 
    “Dad!” the young man shouted but failed to heed Jake’s orders. 
 
    Jake glanced at the motorhome and saw it shake again. The sound of footsteps hitting the aluminum steps at the side entrance could be heard. There were several seconds of silence before a man’s voice called out to Jake. 
 
    “Nobody’s dropping any weapons but you!” 
 
    The man had circled around the backside of the motorhome. A smart move which allowed them two angles of attack on Jake.  
 
    Jake twisted his captive’s body ninety degrees to be used as a human shield. He glanced at Ashby and she provided him an imperceptible nod, indicating she was unharmed. It was now time to negotiate because he was clearly outgunned. 
 
    “Nobody needs to die tonight!” 
 
    The elder Davenport shouted back as he walked closer to Jake’s position with a 1911-style pistol trained on them. “Then drop the knife!”  
 
    “Nope, not gonna happen,” said Jake. “Your boy will be the first die. Are you ready to explain that to his mother? You know, the part about sneaking around in the woods and robbing people which got your kid’s throat cut open?” 
 
    “Dad, I’ve got a bead on him. I’ll do it. I don’t care.” 
 
    “Hold on,” instructed Davenport, but Jake didn’t wait to hear more. 
 
    “Hey kid! Have you ever killed anyone? I doubt it. I see your hands shaking from here. If you take the shot at me, you’ll miss and kill your brother. Can you live with that? Huh?” 
 
    Jake was relentless in applying the mental pressure to their attackers. He sensed immediately that the man and his two sons weren’t hardened criminals. Most likely, they stumbled upon an opportunity and got themselves in a bad situation as a result. The standoff, however, needed to come to an end before someone got killed by accident. 
 
    Davenport had slowly reached the driver’s side window and was barely thirty feet from Jake. The closer he got, the better angle he had to take a shot at Jake’s torso. Despite his bravado, Jake wasn’t not ready to die and he sure wasn’t interested in placing Ashby’s life in danger. He’d give up everything to keep her safe. 
 
    That’s when he reached a sudden moment of clarity. Ashby had been inching away from the from the center of the motorhome’s grill toward the right fender. As the younger man focused his attention on Jake, and the father kept his pistol trained on him as well, Ashby prepared to slip away. 
 
    Jake’s eyes darted back and forth between the armed gunmen. The younger man with the rifle had stepped closer and his peripheral vision failed him.  
 
    Suddenly, Ashby was gone. Jake never saw her slip into the darkness. 
 
    “Okay,” said the older Davenport as he inched closer to Jake. “Let’s talk. We didn’t come here to hurt anyone. Just drop your knife, let go of my boy, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to trust someone who teaches their kids to point rifles in people’s faces while lurking around their property?” 
 
    “Mister!” shouted the father. “You’re in no position to negotiate. I guarantee this bullet will rip through you faster than you can react with—.” 
 
    The metallic clicking sound of Ashby’s shotgun stopped him in mid-sentence. 
 
    “Drop your gun or I’ll splatter your brains all over your kids,” she growled. 
 
    The father hesitated. 
 
    “Now!” Ashby screamed louder than Jake had ever heard her before. 
 
    The man dropped his pistol to the ground and his arms rose into the air. 
 
    His son with the rifle swung it in Ashby’s direction but Jake grabbed his attention. “You too, kid! Drop the gun now or all of you will die. Do it!” 
 
    After a tense couple of seconds that seemed like minutes, the father nodded to his son and instructed him to lower his rifle. 
 
    “Drop it to the ground!” shouted Ashby. “And kick it away.” 
 
    The young man did. 
 
    “Go, father-of-the-year,” Ashby ordered, encouraging the man to enter the clearing in front of the motorhome. “Get on your knees.” 
 
    “You too,” demanded Jake of the other son. As both men fell to the ground in front of them, Jake shoved his hostage into them causing a three-man pile-up. 
 
    Ashby moved to a better position and Jake hustled to pick up the father’s handgun. He expertly dropped the magazine and saw the .45 caliber magazine was full. He shoved it back in and walked around to face the father. 
 
    Still hyped up from adrenaline, he began to berate the man. Jake didn’t let up as he admonished the man for putting his sons at risk.  
 
    Didn’t he value their lives, he asked repeatedly. Do they have a mother? How would she feel knowing her husband and boys almost died tonight? 
 
    Ashby stood by, constantly scanning the woods in the event more friends or family of these three decided to come looking for them. 
 
    Jake stopped to catch his breath and the father began to cry. He apologized and begged for forgiveness. He tried to explain why they were watching the house, but Jake fired back reason after reason why they overstepped. It became apparent the youngest son made a mistake in taking Ashby at gunpoint and the encounter escalated from there. 
 
    After retrieving the hunting rifle, he and Ashby backed away from the trio so they could decide their fate. 
 
    “I’m pretty pissed off, but not so much to execute them on their knees,” Jake began but Ashby quickly interrupted. 
 
    “Do you wanna give them a chance to run and then gun them down? That works for me.” 
 
    Jake glanced at her face to see if she was joking. From the hostile glare she was giving the three Davenports, it was obvious she was deadly serious. 
 
    “Ashby, it’s tempting. Somehow, I look at them as different from the thugs at Pressley’s Farm. These guys are stupid and misguided, not criminals.” 
 
    “They’re criminals now, wouldn’t you agree?” Ashby shot back. She wasn’t going to let it go. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true. I just don’t think I can shoot them.” 
 
    Ashby raised the shotgun slightly. “I can.” 
 
    Jake raised his left hand. “Okay, Okay. I get it. You’re pissed off too. We’ve got to draw the line somewhere, Ashby. We can’t just kill people because we’re mad at them.” 
 
    “Jake, they attacked us. We had to defend ourselves or we’d be dead right now.” 
 
    “I disagree. If they had intentions of killing us, my guy would’ve shot me in the back at the garage and your kid would’ve gunned you down while you were spread eagle on the hood of the Bounder.” 
 
    Ashby sighed. The fire coming out of her ears seemed to recede as Jake’s logic took over. The heat of the moment was escaping her body and now the practicality of the situation took over. 
 
    “What do we do with them, then? If we let them go, they might go retrieve some help and next time, we won’t get the chance to defend ourselves.” 
 
    Jake thought for a moment. It was the type of conundrum they’d face and have to address many times as the devastation of the Yellowstone eruption impacted society. 
 
    “If we tie them up, their friends will come looking for them eventually. If we let them go, we run the risk that you pointed out.” 
 
    Ashby shook her head, and then asked sarcastically. “Do you wanna make them pinky swear to be good boys and go home?” 
 
    Jake couldn’t help himself as he burst out into laughter. The three men snapped their heads toward him and looked puzzled as they tried to analyze what could possibly be so funny about their predicament. 
 
    His reaction prompted Ashby to relax and manage a chuckle. “Okay, Jake. I’ll handle this.” 
 
    She began to step toward the men and Jake quickly followed. He whispered to her. “Don’t shoot them.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    As Ashby approached, the father spoke first. “Please don’t shoot us.” 
 
    “Well, idiot, that was my first choice. Kill all three of you and be done with it. How does it feel, kid? I’ve got a shotgun pointed in your face. How do you think I felt when you pointed the gun at me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am. I wouldn’t have shot you. I don’t know what—.” 
 
    Ashby cut him off. “Enough! I’m done talking and so is my friend. We are either gonna kill the three of you or let you go at some point.” 
 
    “Don’t kill my boys,” pleaded the father.  “I swear. We’ll leave and not come back.” 
 
    Ashby studied them one last time. She raised her shotgun toward them. “Get up,” she snarled.  
 
    The three Davenports rose to their feet and the sons began to cry as they begged for their lives.  
 
    “Please. We’re sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t kill us.” 
 
    Ashby pointed the barrel of the rifle toward the Mad River. “Run! Don’t turn around and sure as hell don’t come back. I’ll kill you next time. Go!” 
 
    The boys led the way into the darkness and the father turned briefly to look Ashby in the eye. He mouthed the words, thank you. 
 
    Jake walked next to Ashby who began to tremble. He put his arm around her and pulled her close. He whispered in her ear. “They won’t be back.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. That’s not why I’m upset.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I can’t believe I was ready to pull the trigger that easily. Jake, in my mind, it would’ve been easier to kill them and be done with the threat. I can’t believe it’s come to this.” 
 
    “We can’t feel bad about what we have to do to survive. It comes down to our lives or theirs. In this case, I believe we made the right decision. As time goes by, we may not have the opportunity to analyze whether to shoot someone. We’ll just have to do it.” 
 
    Ashby handed him the shotgun. “Tonight, I learned that I’m capable of just that. Doing it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PART TWO 
 
    Do you know the way to San Jose? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
    CSP Solano 
 
    Vacaville, California 
 
      
 
    The California State Prison system had a storied history. Numerous accounts have been written about the early days of the state’s Department of Corrections. The first state-run institution was a two-hundred-sixty-eight-ton wooden ship named The Waban. Anchored in San Francisco Bay, the prison ship incarcerated thirty inmates who were used as labor to build the infamous San Quentin State Prison that continued to operate as the state’s only death row for male inmates.  
 
    For one-hundred-and-fifty years, California has housed some of the nation’s most famous inmates including Charles Manson, Sirhan Sirhan, Juan Corona, America’s worst serial killer, and Merle Haggard who was sentenced to fifteen years at San Quentin but was released early and later became one of the world’s most famous country singers. 
 
    Following a series of pardons and commutation orders by the Governor, the state’s Department of Corrections was in a state of chaos. Normal inmate transfer procedures were set aside for the sake of expediency. The amount of prison guards and staff to process the movement of inmates was reduced due to attrition as state employees of all types opted to stay home with family rather than continue getting paid for a job with money that meant nothing. 
 
    Such was the case as the first busload of inmates from Pelican Bay State Prison in the northernmost part of California arrived at CSP Solano in Vacaville, California. Once the address of Charles Manson, Pelican Bay was notorious for housing violent offenders and the use by prison administrators of psychological methods to subdue the inmate population.  
 
    The Security Housing Unit at Pelican Bay was designed to place high risk or problem inmates in twenty-two-hour solitary confinement in eight by ten foot cells made of poured concreted with perforated steel doors.  
 
    Despite being labeled as solitary confinement, inmates in the same pod were able to communicate with one another through these holes in their doors.  Three of the inmates in one pod were known to each other from their days at CSP Solano in Vacaville. All were serving life sentences for manslaughter but the leader, Jesus Perez, was also on trial for murdering a fellow inmate.  
 
    Several years ago, while serving a life sentence for his 2009 first-degree murder conviction in Los Angeles, Perez killed his twenty-four-year-old cellmate during a prison riot at CSP Solano. Once the riot was subdued, the correctional officers found his cellmate missing and immediately began a search of the prison. 
 
    Fearing the inmate had escaped, they redoubled their efforts until they found Nicholas Rodriguez, or at least parts of him. Perez had sawed his cellmate in half, cut out most of his abdominal and chest organs, and disbursed the body parts into trash cans throughout the prison. 
 
    Because CSP Solano was a medium-security facility with a history of overcrowding, Perez and two of his alleged conspirators were removed to Pelican Bay to be held in the Security Housing Unit pending their trials. 
 
    The pod was abuzz as rumors began to circulate that Pelican Bay was being shut down. Outdoor recreation had been cancelled for days and it was only after one of Perez’s associates from CSP Solano had a visit from his attorney that the prisoners learned they were being transferred back to the prison in Vacaville. 
 
    This created excitement in the mind of Jesus Perez. He knew the procedures of inmate transfer because he’d been sent back and forth to court appearances so many times. He laid in his bunk that afternoon, closed his eyes, and visualized the methods followed by the transportation team and the intake guards. He tried to recall their weaknesses and potential for miscues.  
 
    For hours, having nothing better to do, he contemplated what his life would be like back at CSP Solano and whether an opportunity would present itself for escape. He’d do whatever it took to gain his freedom as nothing compared to the enjoyment he took in tearing open his cellmate who tended to talk too much about his girlfriend. 
 
    Then, as he imagined the possible move, he heard the words he’d been waiting for. 
 
    “Roll it up! Everybody, you heard me. Roll it up. You have ten minutes.” 
 
    He, and his friends, were leaving.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Two hours later, they were shackled aboard the Blue Bird Express heading southbound on Interstate 5 toward Sacramento before they made the final turn to Vacaville. Very little about this transport was normal. 
 
    First, it occurred in the middle of the day. Many times, prison buses holding inmates of their high security classification moved at night with highway patrol escorts. Today, there were no escorts and the only guards were the men stationed in the driver’s seat and in the cage at the rear of the bus.  
 
    Second, the highway was packed with traffic, all of which headed south. Perez and his fellow inmates in the SHU were oblivious to world events except what they heard through the inmate rumor mill or via letters from home. Perez, like most in Pelican Bay, never received any letters.  
 
    As they plodded down I-5, they caught their first glimpse of the ash fallout. A light dusting covered the road and ground as they passed through Redding. The fallout extended as far south as the highway to Yuba City before it started to clear. At first, Perez thought it was caused by one of the many wildfires that tended to plague California in the summer. But this was different. He’d never seen ash accumulate like snow. 
 
    He glanced back and saw the rear guard begin to nod off. Escaping the shackles that wrapped around his waist before tying his arms and feet together was impossible. His focus was on a better possibility. That brief moment when they were offloaded at the Solano intake area and the chains were removed in order to be placed back on the Blue Bird bus for the next transfer.  
 
    Perez leaned forward to whisper to his friend who’d helped in the disembowelment of his old cellmate. Perez had a personal grudge against the dead man—he talked too much about his girl. His friend, however, assisted in the kill for the pure thrill it gave him.  
 
    The whispering went unnoticed by the sleeping guard and for three hours, the two men concocted a plan which was quickly relayed to the others within the bus. They all realized that only a few of them would have the opportunity to escape. But they were part of a brethren in which one would celebrate in the freedom of another, just as if they, themselves got through that fence.  
 
    Plus, they had nothing to lose because their next stop was likely San Quentin, and death row.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
    Maple Creek, California 
 
      
 
    Jake and Ashby weren’t at the Mad House long enough to grow attached in order to call it home. It was a place to rest, regroup, and set their sights on their next destination. The biggest plus to the location, besides the now dried-up river, was its seclusion and perceived safety. That illusion was dashed the night before when they were held at gunpoint. The decision to leave was difficult for Jake, but the events gave him a new outlook.  
 
    They listened to several AM radio stations and studied a map before they set out on the four-hundred-mile journey to the Fruitvale West neighborhood in Saratoga, California, a bedroom community located just south of San Jose and part of the larger San Francisco Bay area.  
 
    Famed U.S. Highway 101, also known as El Camino Real, which stretched from San Diego to near the Canadian border at Puget Sound, was the most logical route and the shortest distance. But even with limited fuel availability, residents of the Pacific Northwest were finding a way to evacuate the coming ash fallout. The highway was described by all the radio stations as a parking lot, and by some as a graveyard.  
 
    Vehicles which had been exposed to the ash in Oregon were stalling and breaking down. Some cars ran out of gas. Stranded motorists began to walk. One eye-in-the-sky chopper pilot described the scene as thousands of cars leaving the Rose Bowl after a USC game, dodging fans and disabled cars alike. 
 
    Jake immediately searched for back road alternatives which provided them a longer route, but one which also alleviated the necessity of driving through the heart of San Francisco. If they made decent time, they’d arrive at his parents’ house near dusk at eight o’clock that night anyway. The prospect of being delayed or getting stuck in downtown Oakland or San Francisco in the dark didn’t appeal to either one of them. By taking the longer route, they’d have opportunities to pull over for the evening. 
 
    “Hey, check this out,” said Jake as the motorhome rounded the curve near the entrance to Barnett’s Bed & Breakfast. “Looks like we’re not the only ones bugging out today.” 
 
    “I guess they are all leaving together,” commented Ashby. “This really was a close-knit community. They could’ve done well under the circumstances, but it’s near impossible to survive when the soil and air is poisons the surroundings.” 
 
    Jake honked and waved as they passed. Mayor Bunny Barnett put on her best small-town politician smile and waved back. Ashby noticed the look on her face, however. 
 
    “I didn’t spend as much time with her as you did, but I can tell from here that she’s distraught. Her body language speaks volumes.” 
 
    Jake continued very slowly across the narrow, one-lane bridge and picked up speed as he passed the elementary school. The winding road would lead them through the mountains until they picked up Interstate 5 southbound. This first leg of the trip was expected to be the slowest, although the lack of traffic allowed them to maintain thirty miles an hour.  
 
    The two of them debated, yet again, whether to continue towing the sandrail behind the motorhome. They hadn’t used it, and Jake was unsure whether they’d need it once they arrived at Saratoga. Thus far, it hadn’t hindered their travels and because of its unique design, they both agreed it was a survival asset worth keeping. 
 
    The back of the motorhome was stacked with boxes and containers of anything considered of value. Jake assumed that stores would be closed or emptied out for a long time. Whatever was at the Mad House could be used at the Fruitvale West home as a backup. If a can opener broke, he’d have an extra. The same was true for many other household items that they took for granted. 
 
    Ashby impressed upon Jake the importance of hygiene. As the noxious cloud began to arrive on the West Coast, they would be carrying the poison in and out of the house on their clothing. It was critical that they keep their kitchen counters wiped clean and disinfected. Continuous exposure to the sulfuric acid would make them seriously ill. 
 
    For the next three hours, Jake relayed to Ashby everything he remembered about San Jose, Mountain View, and Palo Alto. Naturally, his father wanted him to attend nearby Stanford and follow in his footsteps. His family had the means to give him the best education and the contacts to secure a highly-placed position with any high-tech firm. Companies based in the area ranged from the aerospace defense industries, like Lockheed Martin and L3 Technologies, to internet giants like Apple, Google, and Facebook. 
 
    Jake simply wasn’t interested. As a young boy, he’d wander into the nearby parks and then eventually joined clubs in grade school which included overnight camping trips to Henry Coe State Park. Then, his father purchased the Mad House and his life’s path was set.  
 
    As they drove and found things to talk about, Jake realized that Ashby had only opened up on a couple of occasions regarding her life. When they entered the on-ramp to Interstate 5, he visibly frowned and shook his head, but not because of the bumper-to-bumper traffic. He realized that he’d been somewhat self-absorbed in his own past as he dealt with the drama associated with his family and the memories of the death of his girlfriend, Julie. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” questioned Ashby when she noticed Jake’s facial expression. “We knew traffic would be bad, but it is moving steadily. Plus, I just saw two CHiPs cruise by. It’s nice to see the cops are around.” 
 
    “No. Um, sorry. It wasn’t that. I feel terrible that I go on and on about my life and we never get to talk about you. It’s like that Toby Keith song, except in reverse.” 
 
    Ashby laughed. “I think I’ve heard it before, but I’ve never been a big fan of country music.” 
 
    “See, that’s what I’m talking about. I don’t know what your favorite music. What’s your favorite color? Favorite flower? You know. Just who the hell are you, Ashby Donovan? Is that your real name?” 
 
    Jake was laughing now, but he quickly flinched for cover as Ashby unbuckled her seatbelt and began to pummel him with playful punches. 
 
    “I’m an ax-murderer! And a vampire!” She tried to bite at this neck. 
 
    “Okay! Okay! I’ve gotta drive, monster!” 
 
    She started laughing and smacked him up side of the head before she sat down. 
 
    “Fine. I get it. It’s my turn. Jake, there really isn’t much to tell.” 
 
    “There’s lots to tell,” he shot back. “You may not think it’s interesting, but I will. I want to know everything about you, the good and the bad.” 
 
    Ashby buckled up and took a drink of water. She adopted a sarcastic tone to begin. 
 
    “I love tulips and I hate daisies. I hate walking on the beach at sunset. I’d rather sit on the deck and thumb through geology magazines while drinking a beer. I am not a hopeless romantic and until I met you, sex was few and far between. I’ve dated three men, all older, and all wanted to marry me. So, I ran. I guess you could say I have commitment issues.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Jake with a chuckle. “That’s a whole lot more than I expected with the first round of interrogation. I thought I’d have to pull it out of you.” 
 
    “Shut up and be nice or I’ll clam up again.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s talk about the men in your life.” 
 
    “No. Next question.” 
 
    Jake abruptly applied the brakes as traffic up ahead slowed. He had to constantly remind himself he wasn’t driving his Ford Expedition, but rather, a forty-foot-long house with a vehicle behind it. It wasn’t how fast you could go under adverse traffic conditions, it was how fast you can stop. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” said Jake, apologizing for giving them both a jolt. He reached his hand across the open space and Ashby took it, providing him a smile in addition. They were officially a couple. 
 
    “Do you wanna talk about last night?’ he asked. After the Davenport’s left their property, Jake and Ashby were on edge.  Neither could sleep for fear the group might return. Eventually Ashby dozed off and Jake took watch until three in the morning when Ashby took her turn monitoring their perimeter.  
 
    “I guess,” she replied. “There’s nothing to say, really. I was mad that the kid got the jump on me. Then, he was politely holding a gun at my back. I mean, he wasn’t a badass like those guys in Oregon. He was a teenager.” 
 
    “Were you ready to kill them all?” 
 
    “Yeah, in the heat of the moment, I guess I was. Jake, here’s the way I look at it. As each day passes, the rules no longer apply. If you live by the rules, you starve or get killed. Plain and simple.” 
 
    Jake glanced over at Ashby. She was beautiful and strong. He’d never met a woman like her and so this budding relationship was going to require an understanding between them. She was right. Rules and boundaries would become blurred or obliterated altogether. 
 
    “Every book I’ve studied stresses the importance of foraging,” Jake began. “It applied to cavemen and now it applies to us. We have to decide, however, where to draw the line between foraging and looting.” 
 
    “It’s semantics, Jake. The country is descending into lawlessness. Every day the news reports indicate society is collapsing. Let’s look at an example. Take this freeway. We have two southbound lanes moving at a snail’s pace. Now, look at the northbound lane. Nothing. Seriously, when was the last time you saw a car heading north?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Now, I’m sure the other travelers have noticed the same thing. How long do you think it will take for one motorist to cross the median and decide to drive down the wrong side of the road?” 
 
    “We’ve seen CHiPs today,” countered Jake. “They’ll get a ticket, or hauled in.” 
 
    “Pshaw,” said Ashby with a giggle. “If they even bother, who cares if you get a ticket? Points on your license? Higher insurance? They sure aren’t going to arrest them. For Pete’s sake, they’re giving hardened criminals get out of jail free cards.” 
 
    “Good point,” interjected Jake. 
 
    “So, soon our fellow southbound travelers will see that it’s working in the other lanes and several more will follow. Monkey see, monkey do, right?” 
 
    “Right. I might even consider it if I could drag this beast across the grass.” 
 
    “Exactly my point,” said Ashby. “People will start to disobey laws in order to hasten their exodus from the fallout. Imagine what they’ll do to survive? Last night, that family was not made up of killers. They were foragers, looters, thieves, or opportunists. Whatever label you choose. They were not killers.” 
 
    “If I follow your logic, then everything is fair game until you have to kill to take what you need.” 
 
    Ashby nodded. She furrowed her brow and said, “I’ve drawn a line in the sand that I refuse to cross and that is murdering for gain. Even if it is required for survival. I’ll look for another way before I kill someone simply to stock my pantry.” 
 
    Jake absorbed Ashby’s world view, at least as it applied to the apocalypse. It was the same as his, although he wasn’t sure what the future had in store. 
 
    “I agree. Sometimes, however, we won’t have to time to think. We’ll have to react.” 
 
    Ashby tucked her feet up under her thighs and sat a little taller in the seat. “If I have the slightest inkling that our lives are in danger, like at the farmhouse, then I’ll shoot and still sleep at night. The situation yesterday evening was different. I was on the cusp of killing out of anger. I’m glad you were there to calm me down. I don’t know if I could’ve lived with that guilt.” 
 
    Jake nodded and pointed to his left. “Check it out. I guess they heard you.” 
 
    Several vehicles were darting across the median on a paved crossover marked emergency vehicles only. After the first few started down the wrong side of Interstate 5, several more followed and shortly thereafter, the southbound lane began to move more briskly.  
 
    Lawlessness had its advantages.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 15 
 
    North of Vacaville, California 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I’ve got an AM station,” said Ashby who quickly turned up the volume. The news reporter was finishing up a story about a riot in Berkley at a Costco warehouse in which several bystanders were killed by armed men who attacked security guards in an attempt to gain entrance. Compounding problems in the area was a wrecked tanker truck transporting gasoline at Cordelia Junction where Interstates 80 and 680 merged. Clean-up was expected to take hours leaving the southbound lanes toward San Jose closed. 
 
    Ashby studied an old map she found at the Mad House and compared it to the GPS-suggested routes around the highway blockage. She turned the radio to tell Jake his options. 
 
    “The good news is that we’re only a hundred miles out,” she began. Then she looked at the clock on the dashboard and up to the sky. “However, it’s after seven and daylight is disappearing fast. Look at the sky. I think the fallout is working its way inland already.” 
 
    “If we were closer to the coast, I’d say sea spray or fog might be the cause,” added Jake. “What’s our best route?” 
 
    “We have to go west before we can head south again unless you wanna take a tour of Napa and Sonoma. The wine country is romantic.” 
 
    “Said the girl who claimed she isn’t romantic,” said Jake with a laugh.  
 
    Ashby wasn’t laughing and continued. “Or, for the man-jerk without a sense of adventure, the more direct route would be through Rio Vista, and a series of side roads until we pick up six-eighty near Fremont.” 
 
    “Tonight, it’ll have to be Rio Vista. Tomorrow night, we’ll talk romance,” he said, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    Ashby casually flipped her middle finger in Jake’s direction, and then managed a smile. “Take the Travis Air Force Base exit and then we’ll work our way south to Highway 12.” 
 
    Ashby folded the map and laid it on the dashboard. She reached for the volume on the radio and turned it back up. 
 
    “… and we’ll have more information on that prison break at the top of the hour. For now, we’re going to join our CNN news affiliate at WABC in New York to bring you a statement from the President of the United States.” 
 
    “Would you mind turning it up?” 
 
    Ashby leaned forward and turned up the knob. As she did, she looked past Jake through his side window. Off in the distance she could see dozens of police cars parked along Alamo Drive with their emergency lights on.  
 
    “I wonder what that’s all —.” Before she could finish her sentence, she was interrupted by the President. She truly liked him and appreciated the fact that he seemed to trust her judgment. In hindsight he could’ve easily dismissed her theories about the imminent eruption of Yellowstone and the correlation to Project Hydro, but he didn’t. He was a businessman and took a more analytical approach to governance than most politicians whose only goal is reelection. 
 
    The president made a few introductory remarks regarding the status of the supereruption and the threat the ash fallout had on air quality. He repeated the phrase environmental disaster multiple times. It was. 
 
    He then turned his attention to the options available to Americans. 
 
    “In April of 2014, our government successfully negotiated a multi-year plan with the governments of Brazil, Argentina, and Australia to accept into their countries any American citizens who may become displaced as a result of a natural disaster like the one we face today. 
 
    “These countries in the Southern Hemisphere were considered to be ideally suited for this plan of relocation. When the agreement was reached, the U.S. Treasury became obligated to fund one hundred billion dollars to each of the nations for infrastructure upgrades, housing allowance, and security.  
 
    “Despite the fact a dollar sum was agreed upon, both Argentina and Brazil have demanded more from us. They have asked for a forgiveness of all indebtedness owed by their governments to the United States and the World Bank. Under the circumstances, we have no choice but to allow this forced renegotiation and grant their request. 
 
    “Australia, to their credit, has agreed to take their share of American refugees, but the issue of logistics still needs to be addressed. As for refugees traveling to South America, the Department of Transportation and the State Department are formulating a plan to be on my desk in thirty-six hours. 
 
    “In the meantime, we are in the process of negotiating a similar agreement with the African National Congress and several Central American countries. I will provide you additional information on our efforts in the coming days.” 
 
    Ashby turned down the radio again as the president signed off and the CNN talking heads took over. She pointed toward the Travis AFB exit.  
 
    “This is our exit. Take a left on Air Force Parkway. After that, we’re looking for a major intersection called Walters. That’ll take us down to Highway 12.” 
 
    “That’s ironic, isn’t it?” asked Jake as he eased the Bounder off the interstate toward a flashing red light at the end of the exit ramp. 
 
    “What? The South American deal? I thought so, too.” 
 
    Jake checked his mirrors before he eased onto the parkway. Traffic was heavy heading away from the base. He continued. 
 
    “Think about it, we’ve been stopping migrants and refugees from crossing our southern border for years and now we’re going the other direction.” 
 
    Ashby nodded in agreement. “Yeah, but we certainly paid for the privilege. Did you hear that price tag? A hundred billion dollars and debt forgiveness. We’re gonna survive the volcano only to be broke when it’s over.” 
 
    Jake pointed ahead to the Walters Road intersection. “Check out the roadblock down the street. It doesn’t appear that they want anyone near the base. Do you think they’ve instituted a curfew?” 
 
    “If they haven’t, they should,” mumbled Ashby as she studied the GPS device. “In less than two miles, hang a left on Highway 12 and then it’s a straight shot to Rio Vista where we’ll cross the Sacramento River.” 
 
    Jake leaned forward and looked at the darkening sky. “Damn. We’re so close but I don’t know if we should keep going after dark. Rio Vista is a pretty small town if I remember correctly. That might be a better place to stop for the night than Vacaville. It looks kinda shady around here.” 
 
    Ashby had noticed the men standing on the street corners too. Very few vehicles were moving around the town, especially compared to the large number they’d experienced on the interstate that day.  
 
    She looked up from the GPS and their suddenly isolated surroundings. “It appears to be only twenty miles. I say we go for it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
    CA-12 
 
    Rio Vista Junction, California 
 
      
 
    Perez and the eight other inmates who’d escaped the prison intake at CSP Solano in Vacaville hid in the dark behind the fluorescent orange silt fences that lined both sides of Highway 12, a two-lane highway running east- west between the interstate and Rio Vista. They were surrounded on all sides by two-hundred-foot-tall wind turbines which rose out of the fields. The enormous, three-blade structures slowly turned creating a swooshing sound in the darkness.  
 
    After overpowering the understaffed prison guards at Solano, they commandeered the bus and crashed through the gates of the facility. Perez, who hadn’t driven a vehicle in over a decade, created havoc as they crashed their way out of Vacaville. A trail of wrecked vehicles blocked any police pursuit and they were headed south until they ran into a police road block near the Air Force base.  
 
    They scattered in all directions with the plan of meeting up at Highway 12. At that point, they could choose their route and method of transportation across the Sacramento River under cover of darkness. 
 
    The nine men rested while they devised their plan. Construction equipment had been abandoned by the roadside as word spread of government shutdowns across California. One of the enterprising prisoners was familiar with Caterpillar machinery and expertly hotwired a track hoe, a large excavator used for demolition and trench digging.  
 
    Another piece of heavy equipment at their disposal, although more mobile, was a two-thousand pound mini-excavator. Similar to a track hoe, the mini excavator performed primarily a ditch digging function. For Perez’s purpose, it would act as a barricade to block any vehicle that tried to escape their trap. 
 
    The men weren’t armed, and they still wore their red jumpsuits befitting their high-risk status. After the equipment was readied to move into position, they searched around the job trailers in search of any type of weapon. A variety of crowbars, claw hammers, and shovel handles fit the bill. They didn’t have any guns and instead relied upon the element of surprise, in addition to the fact California was a state that had implemented a series of gun-control laws preventing ownership to many citizens.  
 
    After they killed the occupants of the vehicles, or at least the ones they couldn’t use for one reason or another, they’d split off in different directions. Perez planned on traveling alone. He’d find a change of clothes, conceal his identity the best he could, and blend in with the traffic along Interstate 5 all the way to L.A. 
 
    Perez took a deep breath and exhaled. He allowed himself a moment to stand up and look up and down the road. The new moon, a criminal’s ally, coupled with the hazy sky, provided them an extraordinary amount of darkness. In fact, Perez became concerned their prey might speed down the highway and crash into the track hoe, defeating the purpose of the trap.  
 
    With the sounds of helicopters circling in the distance over Vacaville, there was no time to waste. He instructed his fellow inmate to position the track hoe across the highway to block traffic in both directions although they hadn’t seen any vehicles heading northwest toward the interstate. All the traffic was heading south toward the Rio Vista bridge and the other side of the Sacramento River.  
 
    That was his goal as well. He needed wheels, fuel, and another chance to reunite with his friends in Los Angeles—La Mara Salvatrucha, also referred to as MS-13, the most brutal international criminal gang in the Americas. Perez was a hero to his brothers at MS-13 and would be treated like royalty upon his return.  
 
    Tonight, he would fulfill a dream that he never abandoned despite his incarceration. He was going home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 17 
 
    CA-12 
 
    Rio Vista Junction, California 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jake proceeded down Highway 12 when he came upon brake lights indicating traffic had stopped. Sitting up high in the motorhome, his visibility was better than the automobiles and pickup trucks that were stuck at a standstill ahead of them. 
 
    Ashby leaned forward in her seat to focus on the reason for the blockage. “This is nuts,” she began as she looked at the evidence of road construction on both sides of the road. The orange silt fences stretched up and down the highway while open ditches were precariously close to the shoulder of the road.  “Surely they’re not working after dark.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine they’re working at all,” added Jake. He looked in his large side mirrors at several other cars approaching them in the distance. One of the cars parked ahead began to blare their horn at the obstruction. 
 
    Jake quickly calculate whether he could back up several hundred yards to the point where the construction began. He hadn’t backed a trailer in many years, much less a motorhome with a vehicle attached close to the bumper. He’d most likely jackknife the rig within fifty-feet. 
 
    As three more vehicles slowed to a stop behind the sandrail, Jake noticed two of the drivers ahead of them get out of their cars and begin walking toward the large piece of equipment blocking the highway. 
 
    Jake slid open his window to hear any conversation between the motorists. Then he heard the sound of the machinery starting up.  
 
    “Sounds like they’re up and running,” said Ashby craned her neck to see whether the track hoe was moving. 
 
    Jake glanced in his side view mirror. Another machine was lumbering out of the ditch and into the middle of the road, blocking the entire group of vehicles plus the motorhome with no means of escape. 
 
    “Ashby, it’s an ambush! Open your window and grab our rifles.” 
 
    “The window?” 
 
    “Trust me, open it!” Jake yelled. He turned off the motor and stuck the keys in his pocket. He immediately turned out the headlights and darkened the rear of the motorhome. 
 
    He heard a thump as Ashby collided with something. “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    “Shh. Hurry.” Jake studied the movement outside. Then he heard the screams.  
 
    Perez and the inmates emerged from behind the silt fencing and attacked each vehicle. The first two cars were easy victims as the drivers were caught outside, and off guard. Illuminated by the headlights, the overhead swinging motion of a club came down on one of the drivers while the other one was beaten with a hammer.  
 
    In the lead vehicle, a woman gathered her children and began to run into the adjacent fields only to be chased down by a man in a red jumpsuit. He pounced on the mother and beat her to death while the children screamed in horror. 
 
    Ashby handed Jake his M16 and he quickly readied the rifle. He turned to give her instructions. 
 
    “You stare at that door knob. If it moves even a hair, you shoot the door.” 
 
    “After it opens?” 
 
    “No, on the first movement. These things are nothing more than a tin can on wheels. Your double-aught buck will blow right through it.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said hesitantly.  
 
    “And, Ashby. This is going to be hard on your ears. You have to be prepared for the noise.” 
 
    She didn’t respond as Jake ran back to the front seat and stared in the side mirror. The passengers of the cars behind them had been pulled out of their seats and were being administered a brutal beating by the inmates.  
 
    After they were finished, they began to move slowly toward the Bounder. One peeled off around the backside of the sandrail and Jake caught a glimpse of him in the passenger side window. 
 
    The other continued toward the driver’s side. He ran back to Ashby and quickly removed some duffle bags from behind the driver’s seat creating an opening to the side of the motorhome.  
 
    “You’ve got one coming your way,” he said in an urgent, but hushed tone. “I’ll track him and let you when its time.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re armed?” she asked. 
 
    “No, or we would’ve heard gunfire already. They’re the escapees. And desperate. Don’t hesitate.” 
 
    Ashby flipped the safety off of her Mossberg shotgun. She was ready. 
 
    Jake got into position as the man inched closer toward the driver’s window. He quickly glanced to the other side as the man approached the side door. He was almost to the door, just as Jake’s target was on the driver’s side of the Bounder. 
 
    Jake opened fire with a quick burst from his automatic weapon. The rounds blasted through the thin exterior and struck the escaped prisoner in the upper chest, killing him instantly. 
 
    Before Jake could turn to assist Ashby, she’d squeezed the trigger and the shotgun blasted a gaping hole in the motorhome’s door, removing the attacker’s arm in the process. Without hesitation, Ashby stepped down toward the door and pointed the barrel of the shotgun at the man who was writhing on the ground in pain. She racked another round and utterly destroyed the man’s head. 
 
    She began to get wobbly on her feet. Jake was concerned this might happen as the concussive effect of a shotgun within a confined space can cause immediate nausea and headaches. He took the shotgun from her and pulled her back into the main cabin.  
 
    Men were shouting at one another in Spanish, a foreign language Jake didn’t understand. He ran to the front and looked for activity. Two of the vehicles were racing in reverse in an attempt to get away. A sedan continued to block his exit.  
 
    There was more shouting and then suddenly, as if in choreographed unison, the lights and engines of the vehicles turned off. It was deafly silent.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Ashby startled Jake with the question. He quickly turned to her and glanced toward the hole in the door.  
 
    “They’re regrouping. I still don’t think they have any guns, which is good for us. The bad news is they can wait us out until they come up with a plan.” 
 
    “How’s your head?” 
 
    “My ears won’t stop ringing, but I have my vision back,” she replied.  
 
    Jake quickly found the duffle bag which held his extra magazines and ammunition for the M-16. He felt inside until he found what he was looking for. He dropped the partially spent thirty round magazine and snapped in a sixty round in its place.  
 
    Then, he found an extra magazine for his sidearm and shoved it in his hip pocket. 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” 
 
    “Go hunting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
    CA-12 
 
    Rio Vista Junction, California 
 
      
 
    Jake didn’t have any good options. Clearly, the attackers, who appeared to be escaped convicts by the look of their red jumpsuits, were now covered with blood in at least two instances. He assumed another two got away in the vehicles which sped off a moment ago. Not knowing the language, it was impossible for him to discern from the shouting how many might be left, or what they had planned. 
 
    He tried to make an educated guess. Clearly a coordinated attack, they waited until they had nine vehicles trapped in their construction machinery gambit. Jake wanted to believe they’d only fight the least number necessary to accomplish their purpose. What they hadn’t counted on, was him. 
 
    Doing the math, there were two who drove away and two who were killed. That left five, give or take. If he and Ashby waited, their attackers would disable the motorhome first, and then surround it. If they had guns, or if they found a weapon in the stalled cars, Jake’s advantage would be lost.  
 
    He decided to press the fight. He handed Ashby the M-16. He’d given her some basic training on its use two days ago and she seemed comfortable handling it. The shotgun was too much for her to use in the close confines of the motorhome. Plus, without the benefit of the advanced optics afforded the military-issued version, Jake was better off with the shotgun which provided a larger spray pattern as he fired into the darkness. 
 
    Jake kissed her and gave her a stern warning. Do not hesitate to shoot at any movement, always using quick, three-to-five round bursts. He didn’t want her to run out of ammunition or cause a jam with the high-capacity magazine. If she did have difficulty with the weapon, her handgun was by her side. He instructed her to shout Yellowstone if she’d switched guns. This would be his cue to fall back and help her defend the motorhome. 
 
    Jake tested the handle of the Bounder’s door. Remarkably it worked, despite the gaping hole in the center of the only exit. He quickly stepped onto the pavement and gently pushed the door closed. The barely audible click was unavoidable. 
 
    His first stop was the vehicle behind them. Jake inched along the side of the Bounder until he reached the sandrail. Once there, he darted across the small opening and ducked down behind the rear, oversized wheels. Jake was making a huge assumption that the escapees were unarmed. Otherwise, his risky undertaking could result in their deaths.  He had no choice but to follow his gut.  
 
    Walking quietly, heel-over-toe, he approached the passenger side of the Honda Civic. There was barely enough light to see that the car was empty. It had been running, however, and their attackers purposefully turned it off, like the vehicles to the front. 
 
    Satisfied that he was not about to be ambushed, Jake quickly pulled his .45 caliber pistol and shot out both rear tires. The Civic, a front wheel drive car, could be moved, even with both tires flat. But, it became useless to the convicts.  
 
    Jake’s goal was to break their spirit and force them into a mistake. With his shotgun raised and ready to fire, he moved to the left side of the Bounder, scanning the fields and the construction barriers for any commotion.  
 
    He knew they were watching him. Even in the dim light, his silhouette would be visible to them against the side of the motor home. The eerie, methodical turning of the wind turbines were the only sound reaching Jake’s ears, causing his breathing to match their rhythm.  
 
    What are they planning? Are they trying to lure him away? Why aren’t they coming for me? 
 
    Jake decided to confuse any onlookers. Without warning, he turned and ran in the opposite direction toward the disabled Civic. He circled around the rear bumper and emerged alongside the Bounder where he stopped short of the door. 
 
    “Ashby, don’t shoot,” he whispered until he heard her acknowledge him. 
 
    He darted passed the door with his sidearm raised and immediately shot out the right-side tires of the pickup in front of them. The gunshots rang out like the sound of a cannon.  
 
    This obviously stirred the convicts as they erupted in chatter. F-bombs were hurled from both sides of the road amidst their shouts in Spanish. He couldn’t understand them, but their voices gave away their locations. This was a mistake that Jake appreciated. 
 
    First, he felt that, under these stressful conditions, if the men were armed, they would fire wildly in his direction. No criminal was disciplined enough to hold their fire as Jake was destroying the prized vehicles they sought. Their lack of reaction confirmed the men were unarmed.  
 
    Second, despite their criminal nature, they were afraid to confront him because he was armed. Every bad guy knows that the only thing that will stop their violence is a good guy with a gun. 
 
    Jake’s actions were having the desired effect. The men would grow desperate to protect their investment. One more set of blown tires should do it. He stepped onto the shoulder of the road and away from the pickup truck. He quickly took aim and shot the right-side tires out of the next car in line. 
 
    “Puta!” 
 
    “Cabrón!” shouted another. 
 
    “¡Ándale, Ándale!” 
 
    Jake knew what that meant. He quickly holstered his pistol and racked a round into the shotgun. The first assailant leapt on the hood of the pickup and flew toward him like he was a deranged acrobat. The attacker’s chest exploded in blood as Jake dispatched him first.  
 
    Two men quickly circled the cars to the front of the pickup. Jake’s shot caught one man in the shoulder and spun him to the ground while the other kept coming. Jake had learned during his training that when in a rage, an assailant can cover twenty feet in just seconds. But, Jake was faster. 
 
    He loaded another shell in the chamber and shot the man in the legs, obliterating both knee caps. Then he heard shots ring out from behind him. He swung around and racked another round only to find a man sprawled dead on the pavement. 
 
    One of the escaped prisoners had circled around the back of the pickup truck bed to sneak up on him, but Ashby had moved to the front of the motor home and shot the man in the back with her pistol. She was employing the same method Jake used earlier to monitor both sides of the Bounder. 
 
    Jake saw movement on top of the motor home. “The skylight!” 
 
    The man raised a pipe high into the air and crashed it through the skylight on the top of the motor home. Ashby, never hesitated. She spun around out of Jake’s view and began firing her pistol into the roof. After several shots, the sound of the man’s body crashing onto the pavement near the driver’s window confirmed the kill. 
 
    Jake’s mind raced as he spun in all directions waiting for the next wave of attacks. He nervously created a body count. Two escaped, two initial kills. One roof. One on the hood. One behind him. Two on the side. Six-seven-nine.  
 
    He counted again. Nine? Yes, nine.  
 
    He yelled to Ashby. “Turn on the headlights! Be ready!” 
 
    Jake’s body tensed as he approached his previous kills. One man, who’d been struck in the knees was still moaning in pain. Jake put him out of his misery with a bullet to the head. 
 
    He continued along the sides of the vehicles in search of any hidden convicts. Satisfied with the current batch of kills, he switched on the shotgun’s rail-mounted tactical flashlight and illuminated the road. He methodically cleared both sides of the silt fencing and the area around the track hoe. He purposefully avoided the use of the flashlight during the fight, so he didn’t give away his position.  
 
    Several minutes later, Jake was satisfied that the killing field was clear. 
 
    He returned to the motor home where Ashby waited inside. She immediately hugged him the moment he stepped onto the landing.  
 
    “Thank goodness you’re okay,” she whispered in his ear. She was breathing heavily, still amped-up from the gun battle. 
 
    Jake broke their embrace and looked her in the eyes. “Thanks for having my back, again.” 
 
    “Jake, I wanna take on the world with you. I’ll always have your back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 19 
 
    CA-12 
 
    Rio Vista Junction, California 
 
      
 
    As much as Jake wanted to fire up the Bounder and get away from the dead bodies, they were still blocked in. He and Ashby had been vigilant about watching their surroundings. Jake’s assumption about the number of convicts mounting the assault against them was accurate, but he wouldn’t be entirely comfortable until he was far away from the slaughter.  
 
    Before he undertook to clear the road of the dead bodies and stalled vehicles, he had to determine whether he could move the track hoe out of the way. It didn’t take more than ten seconds to see the mess of wires hanging from the machine’s operation panel. Jake had never hot-wired a vehicle and experimented with several different combinations of wires in an attempt to spark the ignition.  
 
    Nothing worked. 
 
    His next thought was to move the mini-excavator or drive along the shoulder as the convicts had done when they escaped with the last two vehicles in line. The motor home was much wider than a car, and he hoped there would be room to back out. 
 
    However, after stepping off the width, and taking into consideration he’d have to back the motor home and sandrail out in reverse, this idea was scrapped.  
 
    Incredibly, no other vehicles had come upon them during the melee or in the fifteen minutes after the last shots were fired while Jake assessed their options. As he and Ashby walked along the highway, stepping over the dead, they considered waiting until the police arrived. 
 
    “Without cell phone service, there’s no way to call for help,” began Ashby. “And, there’s no way we’re going to walk back to Vacaville in the dark. There may be more of these guys around here.” She kicked at an arm mutilated by Jake’s shotgun blast as they walked by. 
 
    “I’m really torn about leaving,” added Jake. “Listen, don’t get me wrong. I was a sworn law enforcement officer and all that. But my blood didn’t run true blue like good cops. It was just a job for me. Still, I’m having trouble walking away from a crime scene like this without involving the police.” 
 
    “I understand, Jake, but I want you to consider something. Of course, we’re not guilty of anything. The police will need to conduct a full investigation. They’ll want to bring us in to make a statement. This is not like a car accident where the cop fills out some paperwork and we’re sent on our way.” 
 
    Jake nodded as he peered over the silt fencing on the north side of the highway. A long trench ran from one end to the other as the Highway Department was in the process of laying new sewer lines. He shook his head and led Ashby to the other side of the highway. 
 
    “Not to mention,” he added. “They are going to search our motor home. Ashby, we have over a dozen weapons, several thousand rounds of ammo, and stacks of hundred-dollar bills.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the gold,” she said with a chuckle. “Right?” 
 
    “Exactly,” he replied. “Apocalypse or not, they’re gonna think we’re running drugs, confiscate our weapons, and money, and maybe even us. I’m not willing to risk losing everything by being a law-abiding citizen.” 
 
    Jake stepped on top of the silt fence so that Ashby could step over with him. He flashed his light toward the back of the Bounder and followed the open trench until it disappeared in the darkness. He then turned his attention into the other direction and began walking forward toward the track hoe. 
 
    “Ashby! Look!” exclaimed Jake as he jogged forward. “I didn’t notice this before. It’s a crossover. They left this part of the ground undisturbed, so the heavy equipment could go back and forth.” 
 
    After she joined him, they both turned back toward the road and looked at the cars and bodies which littered the road.  
 
    “If we move the bodies, I think you can squeeze by,” said Ashby. “Is the crossover wide enough?” 
 
    “It’s wide enough for that thing,” said Jake, pointing to the track hoe. “Let’s get started!” 
 
    They worked together to pull up the wooden stakes holding the silt fencing in place. Jake took the job of pulling the dead convicts out of the way while Ashby found towels or blankets to reverently cover the faces of the innocent motorists who’d been bludgeoned to death. 
 
    She reached the lead vehicle and covered the body of a dead man when she glanced in the back seat of his sedan. There was a car seat and a sippee cup that she picked up. It was slightly chilled and smell of apple juice. On the floorboard of the car was stuffed, floppy-ear elephant. She grabbed it and crawled back out of the back seat and looked for Jake. He’d just rolled the last of the bodies into the open trench. 
 
    “Jake! I think there might be a child missing!” 
 
    He ran to join her and began flashing his light around the track hoe and into the field. They both ran back to the earthen crossover and into the open area where the wind turbines continued to operate, ignoring the drama unfolding beneath them. 
 
    They began canvassing the field and shouting for the survivors. That’s when they made a gruesome discovery. The mother had been chased down and bludgeoned until she died. 
 
    “I think there’s a child, too.” Ashby handed the stuffed elephant to Jake. He lifted it to his nose and inhaled its scent. It smelled like innocence. 
 
    He looked around. “Hello! Are you out here? My name is Jake.” 
 
    Ashby joined in. “My name is Ashby. We can help you! Please let us know if you are okay.” 
 
    They both stopped and strained to listen above the constant whirling of the massive propeller-like blades turning above them. 
 
    Ashby walked forward alone, focusing. She remembered being alone on that day at the base of Mount Pinatubo. She remembered how she felt upon the realization her parents were gone, forever.  
 
    Then she abruptly stopped. She closed her eyes and focused all of her senses on listening.  
 
    “We’re over here,” said a young girls voice with a whimper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 20 
 
    CA-12 
 
    Rio Vista Junction, California 
 
      
 
    Ashby raced through the darkness to the source of the young girl’s voice. Her legs swished through the tall grasses, confident that nothing would reach up to grab her, or cause her to trip. Just like her mother would’ve done for her, if she could have, Ashby sought to comfort the frightened child. Within seconds, she found herself at the base of a wind turbine. She slowed her pace in order to avoid scaring the children. A girl of seven was clutching her younger sister who appeared to be three or four years old. Both of them were trembling, but the tears had dried up.  
 
    “Hi, girls. My name is Ashby. What are yours?” 
 
    “I’m Sarah,” began the older child. “This is my baby sister, Charity.” 
 
    Ashby dropped to one knee and smiled. She wanted the children to feel comfortable. Just as she was about to speak, Jake arrived and the girls clutched one another nervously. 
 
    “It’s okay, girls. This is my friend, Jake. He’s a policeman and a hero. Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    Sarah nodded but the younger girl stared off into the dark field. Ashby immediately determined the child was experiencing traumatic shock. Jake leaned down to whisper to Ashby. 
 
    “I think I can get through now. The field is dry enough, and flat. I believe we can drive through it until we can find a spot to get back on the highway. Can you determine where they live?” 
 
    Ashby turned to the girls. “Sarah, we do you girls live?” 
 
    “Rio Vista.” 
 
    “Do you have any other family there besides your parents?” 
 
    “Grandma. She lives at our house with us.” 
 
    “Is she there now?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Ashby turned to Jake and nodded. He rose up and sprinted across the field toward the motor home. Within minutes, he’d started the motor and was inching his way along the shoulder until he could maneuver the rig over the crossover. Ashby and the girls watched Jake’s progress until she started to explain. 
 
    “Girls, there has been an accident and your parents have been hurt. Jake and I are going to take you home to be with your Grandma, okay?” 
 
    “What about Mommy and Daddy?’ 
 
    Ashby began to well up in tears. She had to keep it together in order to protect the girls from the reality. A reality she knew all too well.  
 
    Young Charity had curled up into a fetal position in her older sister’s arms and began sucking her thumb. Ashby reached out and tried to give her the stuffed elephant but the child didn’t respond. Instead, Sarah took it from her. 
 
    “Girls, your parents are going to be taken care of. Do you believe in God?” 
 
    Sarah responded. “Yes, we say our prayers every night and go to church.” 
 
    “Good. I want you to know that God will take good care of your parents. They love you very much and God knows that you’ll be strong, okay?” 
 
    Sarah began to sniffle as tears rolled down her cheeks. Like Ashby, she was seven as her parents were taken violently away from her. They didn’t actually see the act, but they knew their parents’ fate the moment it happened. Ashby had never gotten over it, nor would Sarah and her baby sister. 
 
    Jake pulled closer in the motor home and left it running as he came out to load the girls up. Ashby took Sarah by the hand and led her to the Bounder while Jake scooped up Charity and followed behind. 
 
    Ashby made room for the girls on the bench seat in the living area and sat between them so they both could be wrapped in her arms. Jake carefully drove through the field to avoid any debris or ruts. Within minutes, they were on the highway for the fifteen-minute drive to Rio Vista. 
 
    After a few minutes of silence, Sarah looked up to Ashby and asked, “Where do they go?” 
 
    Ashby couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. She didn’t know the answer to that question herself. For so long, she lashed out. Angry that her parents were taken from her. She even became disillusioned with her faith. 
 
    She hugged Sarah a little closer and began with five simple words.  
 
    “Jesus called them to Heaven.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 21 
 
    Rio Vista, California 
 
      
 
    It was well after midnight when Jake and Ashby had finished speaking with the children’s grandmother and a next-door neighbor who was a close friend of the deceased parents. The small town, located on the extreme east end of Solano County, had little police presence and the neighbor advised them that the sheriff’s office had all but abandoned patrols over the last week. Jake apologized for their need to leave but, without disclosing their final destination, and knowing cell service was down across the region, offered they’d be available by cell phone in case the authorities had questions.  
 
    Jake and Ashby crossed the Sacramento River without much conversation between them. They were physically and mentally exhausted from the attack, and the thought of traveling the final ninety miles into Saratoga and Fruitvale West was daunting, but they continued nonetheless. 
 
    They chose to make their way back to the interstate for the final stretch. Their theory that the backroads, which naturally avoided more populated areas, was safer turned out to be mistaken. At least in this part of California. 
 
    Once they picked up Interstate 680 at Walnut Creek, they once again found themselves in bumper-to-bumper traffic which required them to continuously dodge stalled vehicles. The presidential address regarding other countries taking in American refugees had the effect of uprooting families throughout the Pacific Northwest and sending them toward the Mexican border.  
 
    The overnight radio broadcasts described the masses of humanity fleeing the United States. All methods of transportation were being utilized from vehicles, to bicycles, horses, and each person’s feet. Homes and belongings were abandoned. Businesses were shuttered. Government offices were closed. America had come to a standstill.  
 
    Scientists reported that the ash fallout had officially circled the Northern Hemisphere. The first evidence appeared along the Washington coastline and began moving inland across Central Oregon and dipping down into Northern California. Ashby commented that as Yellowstone continued to spew its venom, the fallout could possibly fall in thicker layers toward the lower latitudes, including where they were headed. 
 
    “In other words, we’re still not far enough south to avoid it,” said Jake in disbelief. 
 
    “Every inch of the United States is subject to receiving fallout. It may be less than an inch in places like South Florida and along the Mexican border, but this minute amount can still damage equipment and destroy crops. Respiratory failure will continue to be a problem for those who are susceptible like children, the elderly, and smokers. All livestock and wildlife are at risk.” 
 
    Jake shook his head in disbelief. “I won’t plan on getting comfortable in Fruitvale.” 
 
    Ashby reached over and he met her halfway so he could hold her hand. The slow-moving traffic, even at four in the morning, didn’t require two hands to drive. “The best chances to avoid the fallout are between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn.” 
 
    “Refresh my memory, Dr. Geologist,” said Jake with a chuckle as he took his hand back. He decided to change lanes as the middle merge lane began to pick up speed. 
 
    “Twenty-three degrees, more or less, north and south latitudes. In the northern hemisphere, the Tropic of Cancer runs from the tip of Baja Mexico through the heart of the Caribbean to Northern Africa. In the Southern Hemisphere, the Tropic of Capricorn runs through the center of South America and stretches across to bisect Australia.” 
 
    “What about New Zealand?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Your family is in a pretty good spot, I would say,” replied Ashby. “Frankly, they are about as far away as one can get from Yellowstone.” 
 
    “Bully-bully for them, and all that rot,” said Jake sarcastically in a poorly executed British-English dialect. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Ashby with a chuckle. “As long as Taupo doesn’t act up.” 
 
    “Who?” asked a confused Jake. 
 
    “Never mind,” replied Ashby. “I haven’t been paying attention to the map or the GPS. I assume you remember the way to your house.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m not going through the heart of San Jose, but rather along the south side on the G10. That’s the state’s designation for one of the twenty-one county roads in the San Jose area. It’s complicated because most locals call it Blossom Hill Road but Google maps used to show it as the G10.” 
 
    Ashby looked out the side windows at the deserted streets as Jake drove atop an overpass. She wondered how many people had fled south already. Her mind wandered to her travels. She’d been on every continent and visited nearly forty countries as part of her research. Most of the world’s most dangerous volcanoes were far away from population centers, except those in the U.S.  
 
    Americans built homes and businesses without regard to the dangers that natural disasters posed. In the quest to have a waterfront property, they’d build houses on beaches, or river banks, not thinking of the hazardous flooding which could overtake them.  
 
    The eruptions of volcanoes were few and far between on the mainland, but that was not true on the Big Island of Hawaii. Yet, neighborhoods were built near Mauna Loa and Kilauea, only to be swallowed by molten lava as it made its way to the ocean. 
 
    Then, there was the threat of tsunamis. Once again, coastal developments, or any low-lying area, could be wiped out by a massive tsunami triggered by underwater earthquakes or volcanic activity. These threats don’t keep most Americans up at night, but the thought of nuclear Armageddon scares the wits out of them. 
 
    It was human nature to seek safety and comfort. Ashby was no different. As they learned the night before, no place was truly safe anymore unless they were on a deserted island. The last time Ashby checked, there weren’t many of those anymore, unless they’d been recently created by volcanic activity. Even if she found one, she was pretty sure Jake wouldn’t go for it. 
 
    In the meantime, they’d try to make Jake’s childhood home, their home, for as long as they could. 
 
    “Almost there,” said Jake with a sigh. “You know, I haven’t been back here since the I left for Survivor. It feels kinda weird.” 
 
    “Passing out in bed won’t feel weird,” quipped Ashby. “I’ve never been so tired before.” 
 
    Jake made the final turn toward the entrance of the neighborhood just as the sun was rising in the east behind them. The steadily increasing light cast a golden glow on this part of the Golden State, something they both noticed. 
 
    Ashby laughed. “Well, if I didn’t know better, we’d arrived at the end of the rainbow. Do you think a pot of gold awaits?” 
 
    Jake drove along the eight-foot tall brick wall which surrounded the community. Solar powered lanterns, the brightness of their light fading after working all night without the power of the sun to recharge them, adorned the columns.  Jake slowed as several stranded cars blocked Saratoga-Los Gatos Road, forcing him to ease the motor home onto the wrong side of the street.  
 
    Ashby’s excitement grew as the brick wall ended and the pavement turned toward the right. The rising sun reflected off the large ornate plaque featuring a polished brass lion’s head.  
 
    Jake flexed his fingers on the steering wheel as he eased up to the black, wrought iron security gate that blocked the entrance to the neighborhood. Four men immediately took up positions behind parked vehicles which were pulled nose-to-nose behind the gates. They pointed their rifles at the Bounder’s windshield.  
 
    Jake sighed. “Well, it appears the pot of gold may have been claimed already.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    PART THREE 
 
    Welcome Home? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    Life was a people business. No matter how isolated you chose to live, or how elusive you hoped to be, at some point during your day, you either interacted with another human being, or you had to rely upon them to do something that was essential or beneficial to you. When the other individual you encountered had something you wanted, they could deal with you in one of two ways. They could be accommodating by finding a way to help you meet your particular needs. Or, they could exercise what was known as peon power. Throughout history, a peon might refer to as someone who had little control over his plight. The peon was traditionally an unskilled, uneducated laborer assigned to do menial tasks that were necessary for society to function as a whole. However, from time-to-time, even the peon had the upper hand—that rare moment when he was able to exert some form of power, however slight, over his richer, more socially connected counterparts. To be sure, the peon was prepared to accommodate the seeker of assistance, but he’d make sure the end goal was difficult to attain.  
 
    Jake shut off the motor. “Give me a minute. Is my mother’s email still in the glovebox?” 
 
    Ashby opened it and retrieved the email, along with Jake’s identification. She also pulled out her paddle holster containing her sidearm. 
 
    He took the hint. “I’ve got mine, but surely to God I want need it. From what I remember of this neighborhood, its full of limousine liberals who deplored the military and the 2nd amendment. I’m surprised they have weapons we can see now.” 
 
    Ashby laughed as she slipped the holster into her waistband. “They’re probably BB-guns.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Jake said with a chuckle. He kissed her on the cheek and squeezed her shoulder before exiting the Bounder. As he walked toward the gate, a voice bellowed at him. 
 
    “That’s close enough!” 
 
    “Well, actually, it isn’t,” Jake said with confidence as he raised his hands into the air. “If I stand back here, you won’t be able to see my identification and confirm that I’m Jake Wheeler, son of Jacob and Victoria Wheeler, 19908 Bella Vista Avenue.” 
 
    He continued walking forward and one of the men, a chiseled-jaw pretty boy, walked from around the SUV being used as a barricade. He kept his rifle pointed at Jake.  
 
    “Keep the hands high into the air, pal!” He yelled louder than necessary. “You can approach the gate, but any sudden moves and this conversation is over. Are we clear?” 
 
    Jake stifled a grin as he looked to the inlaid brick crosswalk that marked the transition from city street to affluent neighborhood. He didn’t see any blood stains from past encounters, not that he expected to. Jake wasn’t a student of psychology, but he knew how to read people. This guy was full of bluster. Probably, a lawyer. 
 
    “Crystal clear,” he replied as he inched forward. Jake held his driver’s license in his left hand and his Yellowstone law enforcement ranger card, together with his mother’s email, in his right. The two strong-willed men met at the iron bars simultaneously. 
 
    The AR-15 held by the man appeared to be straight off the shelf at Walmart. There were no rail accessories or optics. Jake also noticed the man was gripping the rifle’s handle like it was a joystick on a video game. He hadn’t been trained to keep his trigger finger extended over the trigger guard. If he was the head of the security detail, Fruitvale West would be in big trouble as the days went on. 
 
    Jake lowered his arms so the man could see better. His eyes glanced back-and-forth from the two picture id’s to Jake’s face, and then past him to the motor home. 
 
    “Who’s the woman?” he barked, still insisting upon exerting his authority.  
 
    “She’s my friend, Dr. Ashby Donovan. She’s a scientist with NASA.” 
 
    The man glanced back toward the other men guarding the gate. “Somebody needs to get Paulette or Joe.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” responded a younger man’s voice. 
 
    The man turned his attention back to Jake. “You can put your arms down but don’t make a move for the pistol. I saw it the moment you walked up to the gate.” 
 
    Jake snickered to himself. How could you miss the handle of a .45 sticking out from my hip, Mr. Observant? Sometimes, people don’t hit it off and this was one of those times. Perhaps, Jake’s attitude was poor. He and Ashby had been through so much since they left Yellowstone. They were simply looking for a place of respite. Pulling up to the gates of his familial home was supposed to provide them a sense of relief. Instead, he was greeted with hostility and the barrels of rifles.  
 
    Now, despite the fact he proved he had a right to be there, some additional approvals had to be sought. He tried his best to follow the advice he gave Ashby prior to her meeting with Rick Younger—kill ‘em with kindness. When Ashby recounted her meeting with Younger, she admitted to Jake that she used his advice to keep her cool. Although, she did think to herself, or just kill him, it would be easier. Jake mused that her advice might have been better than his. 
 
    The silent standoff between the two men continued as they waited for Paulette or Joe, whomever they were, to arrive. Clearly, the neighborhood had established a hierarchy, a chain of command. The guy who continued to glare at Jake was not high enough to grant entry on his own, but he certainly was the keeper of the gate. 
 
    Jake tried to make small talk to ease the tensions. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Kendall Kennedy. No relation.” 
 
    Jake tilted his head in confusion. “Relation?” he asked inquisitively. 
 
    “You know, to the Kennedy political family.” 
 
    Jake was immediately glad Ashby wasn’t by his side. The two of them would not have been able to keep it together. “Oh, good to know. Are you a politician?” 
 
    “Was. I was the City Attorney and then sat on Saratoga’s City Council. I chose not to run for reelection.” 
 
    Well, I pegged this one. 
 
    “Well, Kendall. How’s Sara—.” 
 
    “Ken. I go by Ken.” 
 
    This guy is a real douchebag. 
 
    “Okay, Ken. How are things going around here since the eruption? Obviously, armed guards are necessary.” 
 
    “Absolutely, and because of my service to the city, I was appointed head of security. Looting has been a real problem around the city and my role here is very important.” 
 
    I’m sure it is. 
 
    Jake smiled and nodded, inwardly concentrating on the approaching golf cart to prevent an outburst of laughter. 
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    Fruitvale West 
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    The golf cart pulled to a stop behind the protective barrier of the parked vehicles. After a brief delay, a smallish woman slipped between the bumpers carrying two clipboards. She pulled the front of her sweater together and marched toward Jake. 
 
    “What’s the situation, Ken?” she asked without looking at Jake. 
 
    “This man appears to be the Wheeler’s son, although I’m not familiar with the family tree.” 
 
    She handed the two clipboards to Kennedy and then turned to a young woman who began to flip through pages of a three-ring binder. She apparently found what she was looking for as indicated by her index finger tapping on the interior of the binder. Paulette took it from her. 
 
    “Mr. Wheeler, I presume?” she said, looking at Jake for the first time. 
 
    Jake gritted his teeth. “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t see your name on the Wheeler’s approved visitor’s list.” 
 
    “I’m not a visitor, I’m their son.” 
 
    “I understand, but there is a son listed here and the name doesn’t match yours.” 
 
    Jake was getting frustrated, and his tone reflected it. “Ma’am. That’s my younger brother. I moved away from home many years ago and have been working at Yellowstone since. I haven’t been back here since my family moved to New York full time. Surely there’s somebody around here who remembers me.” 
 
    “Well, young man, there’s no need to get huffy with me. Regardless, we have procedures which have been implemented in light of the circumstances. We cannot allow just any form of relative or miscreants enter Fruitvale West without proper vetting procedures and approvals.” 
 
    “That’s my house!” Jake raised his voice a little too much, creating immediate concern among the guards who raised their rifles.  
 
    “Actually, it is not. It belongs to your father. Now, if we can reach him at the New York number I have here, this will all be cleared up post haste.” 
 
    “They left for New Zealand several days ago,” said Jake. “I have my mother’s cell phone number on this email. Jake reached for his pocket prompting an immediate response from Kennedy.” 
 
    “Don’t do it!” Kennedy shouted at Jake. 
 
    “I’m just getting —.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. From the same pocket where your gun happens to be,” growled Kennedy. 
 
    “Listen, you people need to calm down.” Jake was incredulous. “I was raised in that house. We’ve come along away and been through a lot of pain to get here. You people need to let us in.” 
 
    Paulette retrieved the clipboards and pushed them through the iron bars. “Calm down, Mr. Wheeler, or you’ll be on your way. I told you. We have processes and procedures here. One of the most important of which, is the admission and vetting process. Now, because your identification appears genuine, I am willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. Take these application forms.” 
 
    “Applications?” questioned Jake as he accepted the clipboards. 
 
    “Yes, they are self-explanatory. Once you’ve filled them out, please return them to Ken along with your photo id’s. This afternoon, our executive committee meets and will review your request for admission. However, you must understand we have certain requirements.” 
 
    Jake flipped through the first few pages. The paperwork was a standard employment application followed by a photocopy of a medical and psychological questionnaire. He couldn’t help but shake his head from side-to-side at the absurdity of it all. 
 
    Kennedy picked up on Jakes’s reaction. “Do you have a problem with our forms, pal? I’d be glad to take them back and send you packin’.” 
 
    “No problem, pal,” Jake said with emphasis added.  
 
    Paulette continued. “As I was saying, we have certain requirements. Fruitvale West has always been communal in nature. What is good for one is good for all. Share and share alike is our basic premise of governance.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Jake. 
 
    She stood a little taller than her five-foot two-inch frame as she explained. “We live in a different kind of world now. One, in which we need to pool our resources to survive. Our executive committee runs a tight ship and we make sure that our resources aren’t squandered or hoarded by a few. That said, any supplies, be they food, medical, or sundry, must necessarily be turned over to our communal property director. She will log in your contribution and you will be provided suitable meals based upon your height, weight, and health history.  
 
    “Further, I see that you have a weapon. You may keep it, but you will not be allowed to keep excessive ammunition within your home. Again, like foodstuffs, the community as a whole may need these bullets for equal distribution to our security teams. In addition, you are only allowed one weapon per household member. If you are called upon to work perimeter security, or tasked to perform external operations, then you will be issued a weapon and ammunition from our armory.  
 
    “So, before we proceed further, will you be in agreement to comply with these basic rules for admittance?” 
 
    Jake hoped there wasn’t smoke coming out of his ears and the rage building up within him didn’t show on his face. His mind raced as he recalled Ashby’s discussion of how she felt in the moment of anger the other night when she was prepared to shoot the Davenport father and sons. He wanted to spin on a dime, retrieve his M-16, and clear a path to drive the Bounder through. 
 
    Then, Jake Wheeler’s wheels began to turn in his mind. There were plenty of ways to circumvent the Fruitvale West policies and procedures. It may have been a while since he’d lived there, but this was still his neighborhood, one that he’d explored as a kid on his bicycle and that he traversed at night as a high schooler after sneaking out of his bedroom window. 
 
    “Sure, I can deal with that,” he announced matter-of-factly. “We’ll fill these forms out and then what?” 
 
    Paulette nodded and replied. “We’ll review your applications this afternoon and put it to a vote of the executive committee. You should be able to return by four o’clock to learn of our decision.” 
 
    Without further ado, Paulette turned and left. 
 
    Jake began walking back to the motor home and ignored Kennedy who shouted after him. “Chop-chop, Wheeler. We’ll be allowing vehicles out at eight a.m. sharp and your blocking the way. In fact, I’d suggest you move over by the elementary school where there is plenty of parking.” 
 
    “You’re the man,” Jake mumbled under his breath as he entered the Bounder and slammed the door shut behind him. 
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    “What was that all about?” Ashby asked as he she met him at the door. She had the foresight to have a bottle of water for Jake because he looked heated as he returned.  
 
    “These people are delusional. If we had a better place to go, I’d fire this thing up and leave now.” 
 
    “Screw them. We’ll find a place, Jake. You seem really pissed off and after what we’ve been through, we don’t need the aggravation.” 
 
    Jake exhaled and traded the clipboards for the water. He drained half the bottle before he came up for more air. 
 
    “It’ll work out,” he said breathlessly. 
 
    Ashby had been flipping through the pages of the clipboards. “This is an employment application. And then some doctor gave them his medical history forms. They wanna know if I am, or plan to be, pregnant. Are they out of their minds?” 
 
    Jake began laughing heartily and led Ashby to the bench seat of the living area. He patted the seat and motioned for her. He could see the blood boiling inside of her and there was no need to fuel each other’s fire. “Come here.” 
 
    She crossed her arms in front of her. “No. This is stupid. Let’s just go.” 
 
    “Ashby, please. Besides, you don’t even know the half of it.” Jake patted the seat again and she slowly made her way to sit by him. 
 
    “There’s more?” she asked, turning to face him. 
 
    Jake looked around the Bounder at everything they’d accumulated. “Yes. They want us to turn over all of our supplies, weapons, ammo. Everything except one gun per person.” 
 
    Ashby stared at Jake for a few seconds. Then she started laughing. It wasn’t a hearty, ha-ha-that-joke-was-funny laugh. Ashby’s laugh was somewhat demented as if she was turning into something evil. 
 
    “Screw this. We’re leaving!” She threw the clipboards toward the opening in the motor home’s door but missed the mark. She stomped toward the driver’s seat and slid behind the wheel. Then, out of frustration, she demanded, “Where are the keys?” 
 
    “In my pocket,” replied Jake calmly. “It’s a habit. Listen, Ashby. Please trust me on this. We’ll work this out. I have an idea.” 
 
    “Give me the keys, Jake Wheeler. I’ll be glad to discuss it with you while we drive toward Mexico.” 
 
    Jake laughed and came to her side. He playfully wrenched her death grip from the steering wheel and pulled her out of the seat. Then he wrapped her in his arms. 
 
    “We’re gonna stay and make them think they we’re complying with their demands, but of course we won’t be.” 
 
    “How do we avoid giving away all of our stuff? Those vultures will be shaking us down as soon as we roll through their gate.” 
 
    “First, let’s give them their stupid paperwork and we’ll find a place where we can talk. They won’t give us an answer until four this afternoon anyway.” 
 
    “Jeez, are they gonna do an FBI background check?” 
 
    Jake chuckled as he grabbed two ink pens out of the glovebox. He settled Ashby back on the bench seat and put her stack of papers back on the clipboard. 
 
    “No. They have an executive committee that needs to approve our entry. Let them do their thing. While they are, we’ll do ours.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “You’ll see. Now, let’s fill this out and get started. What I have in mind may take a while.” 
 
    Ashby relaxed somewhat and the two of them began to fill out the applications and questionnaires. The process actually lightened the mood as they made fun of the absurd questions. The part that generated the snarkiest humor between them was the mental wellness assessment. 
 
    Jake began to laugh and he looked over to gauge Ashby’s progress. She’d just finished the medical history form and was now on the emotional assessment form originally created by Adventist Health. 
 
    “What now?” she asked. 
 
    Jake pointed to her page with his pen. “Check this question out. Are you in a peaceful state of mind?” Jake thought the question would make Ashby laugh but instead it seemed to anger her more. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be at peace when I get to knock them all out!” 
 
    “Did you check the box admitting your anger management issues?’ 
 
    “Shut up, Wheeler,” she shot back. “Did you check the box that asked if you have any guns in your home?” 
 
    “No. Now, if it said motor home, I guess I would’ve said yes.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” mumbled Ashby as she quickly checked off the boxes for yes or no, as appropriate. “Done. Please, let me deliver these to your new friends over there. Wait’ll they get a load of me.” 
 
    Jake pulled the clipboard from Ashby after she pretended to struggle. “No, you are my secret weapon. We have to establish a good cop, bad cop type of relationship with these people. You have to portray the role of meek, submissive girlfriend. You know, the reasonable one.” 
 
    Ashby turned on her seat, set her jaw and raised her eyebrows. She glared at Jake. “You’re kidding, right? Submissive? Meek? I couldn’t even attempt to fake that.” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “Okay, poor choice of words. How about level-headed and reasonable?” 
 
    “I am level-headed and reasonable, dammit.” 
 
    Jake laughed again. “Oh, of course you are, honey bunch. You’re not impetuous. Strong-willed. Somewhat uncontrollable.” 
 
    “I hate you,” she said playfully and rose to give him a kiss on the cheek. “I can fake it. Just watch.” She snatched the clipboards out of his hands, tussled her hair, and was out the door before he could protest. 
 
    Jake hustled to the driver’s seat and watched her interactions with the men. He was amazed at the difference in their demeanor than what he experienced several minutes ago. After Ashby shook hands with all four guards, she turned back with a huge smile on her face. Jake couldn’t help but notice she allowed her hips to sway back and forth a little more than what her normal walk would allow. He also saw that all four men noticed as well. 
 
    Ashby entered the Bounder and plopped in the passenger seat. “See, that’s how you do it. A wise man once told me to kill them with kindness. That’s what I did.” 
 
    Jake started the motor home and began to pull out. Ashby stared at the men and gave them a playful wave as they left. 
 
    “Well, you certainly seemed to have won them over,” said Jake. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Especially that charming Kendall fella. He was especially receptive.” 
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    Jake drove them around the perimeter of the neighborhood during which time he pointed out certain points of interest. Saratoga and its surrounds had not changed in fifteen to twenty years. It was a triangle shaped community bordered on all sides by the brick and block wall. Across the streets that create the triangle shape were an elementary school, churches, a small community college and parks. There were no adjacent retail businesses as Saratoga had planned decades ago to separate the retail sites from its upscale housing developments.  
 
    Jake commented on the encounter as he found his way back to Saratoga Elementary which had been boarded up. “I give them credit for putting a security team in place, although I’m not particularly fond of their leadership. There’s something about that guy.” 
 
    Ashby had been taking in the surroundings. “I don’t know what it looks like inside the walls, but outside looks deserted.” 
 
    “I think more people have evacuated south than we realize. That’s to our benefit.” Jake parked the motor home and stood. “Let’s get started and I’ll tell you what I’m thinking.” 
 
    Ashby joined him as he began to divide their belongings. “Underneath in the storage compartments, is our fishing gear, the canned goods, and the tools from the garage.” 
 
    “They can have all of that,” said Jake. 
 
    “Really? The food too?” 
 
    “We can replace it,” he replied as he began moving the duffle bags of clothing and linens to the bedroom of the Bounder. “I have to assume they won’t be interested in this stuff. My biggest items of concern are the weapons, ammo, and our money.” 
 
    “Do you think we can hide the gold and cash in here somewhere?” 
 
    Jake looked around and shook his head. “Too risky. Besides, they might confiscate the Bounder too. No, we’ll do it the old-fashioned way. I’ll bury it somewhere that I know I can access.” 
 
    “What about the weapons?” asked Ashby and then added, sarcastically. “They are so gracious to allow us one gun per person.” 
 
    “We’ll keep our handguns and one magazine full of bullets for each.” 
 
    “Are you gonna give up the machine gun?” 
 
    Jake laughed. “It’s not a machine gun and no, I’m not. I’ll stash it as well. I do have to give up something, however.” 
 
    “Can’t you just tell them this is all we have?” 
 
    Jake laid out their weapons cache. He also lined up the ammunition on the floor next to the corresponding weapon. 
 
    “They won’t believe it,” he replied. “We have to give them something, so they’ll presume they got it all.” 
 
    “Not my shotgun,” Ashby insisted. 
 
    “For sure. In this scenario, the least useful weapons are this .22 caliber rifle that I used as a kid and the .38 caliber revolver. We have the least amount of ammunition for each of these and these people would consider these two weapons typical of what most people might have.” 
 
    Jake divided the weapons and the ammo into several piles and then he retrieved some Tupperware containers out of the kitchen cabinets. He stored the ammo in zip-lock baggies and the extra handguns in the Tupperware. Then he wrapped them in towels creating separate bundles. 
 
    “Nice and tidy,” observed Ashby. “What if it rains? Will these survive the weather and not rust?” 
 
    “I don’t plan on leaving them outside the wall for long,” replied Jake. “When I was in high school, I used to siphon off six packs of beer after our housekeeper went to the store.” 
 
    Ashby interrupted. “You had a housekeeper who did your shopping?” 
 
    “Yeah. Outrageous, right? My father had his company pay for her. She actually lived on our property in a separate guest house. She was really nice. In fact, I’m pretty sure she knew I was stealing the beer so she always bought a couple of extra six-packs and never said a word when they disappeared.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Yeah. Anyway, I’d sneak out at night and meet my friends over at Fellowship Plaza across Fruitvale Road. We’d sit on the tennis courts and drink, bitch about our parents. You know, teenager stuff.” 
 
    “I guess,” said Ashby. “I really didn’t have a normal teenage life. I got bounced around from relative-to-relative, most of whom shipped me off to boarding schools with the money they got from the government after my parent’s death.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “I never was in one place long enough to make friends or have a social life, so I focused on school.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re so smart.” 
 
    “And independent. Strong-willed, as you put it.” 
 
    Jake dropped his chin to his chest. He felt bad. “Ashby, I didn’t mean anything by—.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Jake. I’m not mad. You’re right anyway. Listen, as you know, we’re all shaped by our childhood and teenage years. Mine were different from most. I guess with what happened to my parents, I became a loner. Really, I’d call it self-reliant.” 
 
    Jake reached for her and gave her a hug. “I really, really love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too. Please don’t ever let my quirky nature drive you away.” 
 
    Jake whispered in her ear. “Nothing you do will drive me away. You’re stuck like Chuck.” 
 
    She leaned back and asked, “Who’s Chuck?” 
 
    He looked at her and then she started laughing. “I’m just kidding, Wheeler. Come on, let’s hide this stuff and go back to learn our fate. I hate being judged, especially by a bunch of uppity morons.” 
 
    “I’m with ya’. Here’s what we’re gonna do. We’ll take the sandrail and make the rounds. I already have in mind the places to create the stashes. I’ll save my best spots for the money and the M-16. Also, I plan on hiding the sandrail.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “These fools might want to take it and it’s still our best vehicle if the ash gets worse around here. Also, you never know if we might have to leave in a hurry.” 
 
    Ashby helped Jake gather up the bundles and they headed to the back of the Bounder to load up. “How do you plan on hiding this thing?”  
 
    “There are a couple of houses for sale on Saratoga – Los Gatos Road. They looked empty. I think they’ll be a perfect spot to hide the sandrail in the back. I’ll take the keys and disable the battery, so nobody can steal it.” 
 
    “You have thought this through,” she observed. “We won’t be able to carry much with us if we have to leave.” 
 
    “The sandrail is a last resort,” said Jake. “I expect my father kept a car at the house. We have a three-car garage and he was fond of classic cars. Hopefully, he left one behind for those rare times they came home for business or something.” 
 
    Ashby looked at her watch and saw that time was slipping away. “Let’s make the rounds. Just tell me what you need me to do.” 
 
    They loaded up the sandrail and quickly drove around to Jake’s favorite hiding spots. He pointed out to Ashby that garbage collection had apparently been stopped as evidenced by the overflowing roll-off dumpsters. He didn’t plan on hiding the rifles within the dumpsters, as they were a favorite foraging site of the homeless. But the tight space below a dumpster was ideally suited to stash a long gun. 
 
    The last stop was at Fellowship Plaza, a senior housing facility near the neighborhood. The complex was heavily landscaped and completely surrounded by an eight-foot tall wooden privacy fence. Jake was already concerned that the sandrail would draw attention, but the gravel access road to the back of the facility was an ideal place to pull off the main road, jump the fence, and store the money in one spot and the gold in another. The fence would act as a deterrent and an extra layer of protection. 
 
    After ninety minutes, they’d created all of their caches and Jake, with Ashby’s assistance, made the final drop-off. She’d insisted she could drive the sandrail which allowed Jake to make the drop without them having to idle the relatively loud vehicle. The primarily off-road vehicle was built for performance, not luxury or quiet. 
 
    They stowed the sandrail in the backyard of a single-story home that looked abandoned or in foreclosure. The front door had been broken into, but the interior was devoid of furniture. Even looters wouldn’t find anything enticing as they approached from the front, hopefully discouraging them from looking behind the house where Jake parked the sandrail. 
 
    Promptly at four, Jake and Ashby pulled up to the front gate once again. This time, the welcoming committee had grown and appeared somewhat more welcoming. At least there weren’t any guns pointed at them.   
 
    They did, however, need to pass one more test. They had to kiss the rings of the Fruitvale West Homeowner’s Association Executive Committee.  
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    Jake and Ashby exited the motor home and walked through the open gates to greet the group of Fruitvale West residents. Paulette stood off to the side with a much older man. Ken was the first to approach Jake. 
 
    “May I have your keys, please?” Jake hesitated and then pulled them out of his pocket.  Ken was giving orders to his three men who immediately began walking around the Bounder, looking underneath, and opening up the exterior compartments. 
 
    “Mr. Wheeler, my name is Joe Van Halen.” The man extended his hand to shake and Jake quickly returned the gesture, although he did say the words, no relation, I presume, in his mind. 
 
    “Jake Wheeler, sir. It’s a pleasure to meet you. This is my friend, Dr. Ashby Donovan.” 
 
    “Welcome to Fruitvale West, Dr. Donovan. I, too am a doctor, holding a Phd in Sociology from Stanford. I would like you to meet your new neighbors.” 
 
    Ashby looked at Jake and smiled. Her assumption was the same as is—they were in. Ashby turned on the charm as the oldest of the executive committee offered his arm to escort you through to the awaiting group.  
 
    “Of course, Dr. Van Halen. Sociology is so fascinating. I imagine the present circumstances have piqued your interest.” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately. Much of what I taught to my proteges appears to be coming to fruition.” 
 
    For the next several minutes, Joe introduced Jake and Ashby to the members of the Executive Committee who gave their unanimous approval to grant them entry. Paulette revealed that two of the neighbors were familiar with Jake and spoke highly of him. They were also impressed by his experience in law enforcement as none of the members of their community had any formal training in that regard. 
 
    After the pleasantries were exchanged, the Van Halen’s led them to a six-seat, red NEV. NEV was an acronym for neighborhood electric vehicle. They became popular in communities with posted speed limits of forty-five miles per hour, or less. They came in all sizes, but the Van Halen’s were the proud owner of a six-seater which was as long as a small sedan. 
 
    “What about the Bounder?” asked Jake. 
 
    “You do remember our agreement?” asked Paulette. 
 
    “Yes, of course. But we have clothing—.” 
 
    Joe patted Jake on the shoulder and motioned for him to sit in the front row next to the driver’s seat. “Jake, this is simply part of our protocol. Ken and his team will take your vehicle to the Swimming Club to give it the once over. Was the club here when you were a full-time resident?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We didn’t have a pool so I’d walk over there and swim every day that I could. It’s practically at our front door.” 
 
    “That’s right. The club is an integral part of our community. Not only is it a central warehousing facility for our supplies and weapons, but it’s also a gathering place for meetings with the community. We’ll take a little tour around, and that’ll be our last stop. Ken’s people will empty your vehicle, log in your belongings, and anything you’re allowed to have under our rules will be delivered to your home. The RV will remain parked at the club.” 
 
    Ashby settled in her seat next to Paulette and Joe eased them in reverse before heading down the street. The NEV barely made a sound.  
 
    Ashby asked, “What if we need to go somewhere?” 
 
    Paulette responded. “There is a vehicle at the property. We were unable to find a set of keys for it, but Jake might know of where they are kept.” 
 
    Jake snapped his head around and addressed Paulette. “What do you mean by you were unable to find the keys? Were you inside my parents’ home?” 
 
    Joe raised his hand to calm the situation as Jake’s tone was combative. “We entered every home out of precaution and for the safety of the entire community. Like your parents, not everyone here is a full-time resident. Therefore, any foods or perishables that were stored in a freezer were of little use to them upon their return as everything goes into the communal breadbasket, as I like to call it. In addition, any weapons, naturally, needed to be confiscated.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Jake. “If those homeowners returned, wouldn’t they be entitled to their weapons for self-defense?” 
 
    “Of course, but the same rules apply to them as they applied to the rest of us. One weapon per person with a sufficient number of bullets to protect themselves.” 
 
    “How many?” asked Ashby. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Joe replied with a question. 
 
    “How many bullets are necessary for self-defense?” 
 
    “Based upon our committee’s calculations, eight is sufficient, even if you are a novice shooter. For heaven’s sakes, it’s not necessary to make swiss cheese of an intruder.” 
 
    Ashby bowed up and was about to school the Doctor of Sociology on what societal collapse really looked like when Jake sensed her strong-willed side taking over the reasonable Ashby she was supposed to portray. 
 
    “Hey, did they turn the trail into a road?” he interrupted pointing at a paved turn off Douglass Lane into a long stretch of trees. 
 
    Joe turned the NEV down the narrow path under a canopy of oak trees. “Formally, it’s called the Carnelian Glen – Douglas Connection. We simply call it the connection. It enables us to connect the east side of the community with the west side. It’s especially helpful with our street patrols as they traverse the neighborhood day and night.” 
 
    Paulette spoke up. “Jake, one of the things we need to discuss with the both of you is the matter of jobs. Everyone within the community lends a hand. There will be an additional interview process with a subcommittee responsible for assigning your duties, but with your impressive background as a park ranger, we plan on—.” 
 
    “Law enforcement ranger,” interrupted Jake. “There’s a big difference.” 
 
    “Pardon me for the faux pas,” said Paulette defensively. “As a I was stating, we plan on assigning you to Ken Kennedy. I trust that will be acceptable.” 
 
    Keep your enemies close. 
 
    “Of course,” replied Jake. “We could use a day to get settled in and rest. We’ve been through a lot since the eruption.” 
 
    Paulette nodded. “Yes. Yes. Do take some time to get settled. Please report to Ken at the front gate the day after tomorrow at eight AM sharp.” 
 
    Jake gave her a thumbs up. Ashby was taking in the scenery as Joe continued driving. Once in a while, he’d slow and point out the house of an executive committee member or some other important resident in the Fruitvale West hierarchy. 
 
    Ashby asked, “What kind of job will I be assigned?” 
 
    “Well, we’re not quite sure yet,” replied Paulette. “We haven’t much need for a rocket scientist. No offense, of course.” 
 
    Ashby began to reply, “That’s good, because I’m not—.” 
 
    Jake stopped her mid-sentence again. They might have to reverse roles on the good cop, bad cop routine. 
 
    “Ashby is very well organized,” he interrupted. “She managed a large budget in running her department at Oregon State. In addition to managing the University’s resources on campus, she had to coordinate the travel of her department abroad. Of course, she can tell you more about her experience in that regard, but it’s valuable, practical knowledge that should be of use.” 
 
    “Good news, Ashby,” said Joe with a smile as he glanced in the rear-view mirror at Ashby. “You know, we are operating the functional equivalent of a small city here at Fruitvale West. Managing our food inventories and planning for future needs can be quite taxing. We need talented people like yourselves. It takes a village, you know.” 
 
    Jake quickly turned his head to look away from Joe. He had to hide the smirk which spontaneously appeared on his face. These people envisioned some utopia in which everyone works for the common good, allowing a select few elites to make their decisions for them.  
 
    This might work for a while but eventually, some would begin to disagree with the elites, in this case the executive committee, on how things should be run. That’s when utopia, or the so-called village, destroys itself from within. 
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    “Are you kiddin’ me?” asked Ashby as the Van Halen’s pulled away leaving the two of them alone in front of the Spanish-inspired basement rancher. A large courtyard featured massive sandstone tiles surrounded by a half-wall enclosure. The landscape had been meticulously maintained by a crew hired year-round. There were no curtains in the entire front of the house which was covered with wood-framed sliding glass doors. In the moderate Northern California climate, it was customary to let the outside in, as they say, by opening up all the doors and windows. The serene, tree-covered one-acre lot was ideally suited for that.  
 
    “Welcome home,” said Jake jokingly. “You like?” 
 
    “Duh, who wouldn’t?” Ashby walked toward the front entrance. A single, small window pane in the arched doors adjacent to the door handle had been broken out and replaced with a piece of cardboard secured by duct tape, evidencing the HOA’s forced entry. Stale air greeted them as they entered as apparently the HVAC system had been turned off. 
 
    “Let’s open up some doors,” said Jake. He motioned to Ashby who assisted in unlatching the three sets of sliding doors which faced the courtyard and opened them. A slight breeze helped force fresh air inside, instantly filling the room. Jake reached for her hand and led her back into the courtyard. He leaned over and whispered into her ear. “Ashby, I don’t trust anything about this. Let’s be careful what we say until we know we’re not being monitored. This whole situation is screwed up.” 
 
    She gave him a concerned look and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    Jake led her back inside and took her around the house. The property consisted of a main residence including four bedrooms, four bathrooms, and an office. The lower level, a below ground basement, held a large recreation room with a bar. Additional buildings include a three-car garage and a guest cottage which was the original carriage house for the Charles D. Blaney estate built in the early twentieth century.  
 
    Blaney was a civic-minded philanthropist who invested in railroads, public utilities, and real estate. His estate encompassed most of Saratoga and all of what is now Fruitvale West.  
 
    Jake led Ashby into the backyard where there was lush landscaping, several quaint sitting areas, a bocce ball court, and walking trails connecting their property to the Blaney Estate. 
 
    “I have to say,” Ashby began. “It’s hard for me to see you living here. This is an incredible home and you’re so down-to-earth. I mean, when we met, you were happy in a two-hundred-year old cabin which was smaller than your parents’ garage.” 
 
    Jake laughed and took her by the hand as they walked along a trail bordering a neighbor’s home. “Maybe I rebelled against all of this. It is comforting to be back, if for no other reason that it is all familiar to me. I don’t care about the size and the stuff. It’s all about security and peace of mind for us both.” 
 
    Ashby stopped him and cautiously looked around. “Yet, you’re still uneasy.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is. I wish I could put my finger on it. Listen, we’ve both worked for the government for years. We understand what that’s like. But, this is different. It’s more George Orwell and Big Brother than it is neighbors helping neighbors.” 
 
    Ashby shrugged and smiled. “I agree, but I do give them credit for moving quickly to establish some type of order. Now, if I lived here and spent money over the years to stockpile food and supplies in case of a catastrophe, I’d be pissed that they knocked on the door one day and said, fork it over. I’d probably shoot them first.” 
 
    “I have no doubt,” said Jake with a chuckle, which earned him a playful slug. Ashby continued. 
 
    “Here’s what I suggest. Let’s confine any conversations between us concerning what’s happening with these people to places like this, not inside. At least until we can sweep the house for bugs, or hidden cameras, or people hiding in the walls peering through peepholes.” 
 
    Jake ran his fingers through his hair. “Oh, thanks for reminding me. We need to see if they found my father’s gun cabinet.” 
 
    “I didn’t see one. Is it hidden in the wall like at the Mad House?” 
 
    Jake took her by the hand and they walked briskly back to the house. Once inside, he led her down into the basement where she was amazed at its size and the games it contained. In addition to a large pool table in the center of the room, the walls were surrounded with vintage pinball and video games. There was a Pac-Man table, a Bally slot machine, and several pinball machines. 
 
    Ashby went straight for the bar and began opening up cabinets. “I see the neighbors cleaned out the liquor cabinet. So rude.” 
 
    “Trust me, it was well stocked, too. I’m sure they’ll allocate a bottle of wine with our first delivery of provisions as a welcoming gesture.” 
 
    Ashby lifted her head up above the bar and rolled her eyes. Jake began to pull the pool balls out of the pockets to play a game when he clumsily dropped one to the tile floor. It bumped off the inside of his shoe and slowly rolled under the table.  
 
    “Crap!” he exclaimed as he dropped to the floor and rolled on to his back. He slowly pushed himself under the table to retrieve the ball. Jake reached up for a moment, and then muttered. “There you are.” 
 
    “Did you find it?” asked Ashby, thinking he was referring to the wayward pool ball.  
 
    “I sure did,” Jake replied. “Now, we’re ready to play.” 
 
    Jake and Ashby got settled in and just before dark, a loud knock interrupted their quiet evening. It was two men who worked at the club who’d arrived to deliver their belongings. In addition to the duffle bags of clothing and linens, they were allocated several boxes of food which ranged from dry goods to canned vegetables. Nothing was refrigerated. 
 
    Before they left, Jake asked, “What about ammo for our sidearms? We need nine-millimeter and .45 cal.” 
 
    “You’ll have to take that up with Ken,” came the curt response. 
 
    Jake scowled as the unfriendly men left. He turned to Ashby and was about to speak when she raised a finger to her lips, reminding him to be mindful of what he said. 
 
    “They really fixed us up, Jake. We’ve got canned Deviled Ham, powdered mashed potatoes, and pears in syrup. Plus, Dusty would be thrilled with these Cheetos.” 
 
    “Really? That’s all we got. What about wine?” 
 
    “Nope, no alcohol. We did get this container of powdered Tang. It’s orange, like the Cheetos.” 
 
    Jake knew she was being sarcastic and he immediately let the anger build up inside of him. He took a deep breath and exhaled. The two of them had been there for twelve hours and he was already plotting his exit strategy. But, to where? 
 
   


 
  



Chapter 28 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    That night, Jake snuck out around three in the morning and made his way to Fellowship Plaza. After confirming that his father’s weapon stash was still in place, his highest priority was the cash and gold. His father had more hidden compartments in the house. Jake was sure of it, although his parents never disclosed them to Jake.   
 
    He’d found the pool table gun vault be accident one day when he was playing as a teen. He’d chased a pool ball underneath and clumsily raised his head up, hitting a false bottom installed in the table. After some exploration, he found a finger hole which allowed him to flip a hidden latch.  
 
    Inside, hanging upside down but secured with Velcro straps, were half a dozen hand guns and the prized possessions, three fully automatic AR-10 battle rifles chambered in .308. He’d need more ammo than the single ammo can of Remington Core-Lokt which he stashed in the nearby park. He was already making a mental shopping list and the .308 was added to it. 
 
    Jake’s father had a conspiratorial nature about him. It started when he became intrigued in the early seventies with the theory that computers were capable of predicting world events. Researchers at MIT developed a program called World One then teamed up with the creators of Australia’s largest computer to experiment with computer algorithms and search results. The World One program had accurately predicted trends in pollution levels, population growth, and diminished natural resources.  
 
    As a result, his father took certain steps with an eye toward the future. When they built this house adjacent to the Blaney estate, his father was very hands on during the construction process. Jake was convinced there were hidden compartments in the home, but he had to make sure he wasn’t being watched before he started his exploration. 
 
    Patience, he continuously reminded himself, as he made his first trip beyond the wall of Fruitvale West that night. It took him much longer than anticipated to retrieve their gold and cash, but he was admittedly overcautious. He needed to get a lay of the land and become fully aware of their security processes before he risked another trip. That would begin tomorrow when he reported to Ken Kennedy, chief of security, for his first assignment. 
 
    He and Ashby were having a quiet, mundane breakfast of dry cereal topped with water when a NEV approached the courtyard where they were eating. A perky woman hopped out of the vehicle and immediately identified herself as Stefanie Kennedy, Ken’s wife.  
 
    After they introduced themselves, she stated her business. “Paulette asked me to invite you both to the HOA morning update meeting on the tennis courts at the Swimming Club. It’s been part of our everyday routine since, well you know, all of this began. It’s an opportunity for residents to hear any news and to ask questions in an open forum.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll be there,” said Ashby. 
 
    “Also, Ashby, afterwards I hoped you and I could talk. Here in the community, I’m tasked with allocating medications to everyone. They are in short supply, so we deliver them daily to those who are in the greatest need. I can explain more about that later.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” Ashby said hesitantly. She’d hoped for a job handling food supplies where she could get a feel for how well the community was stocked. She asked, “Will we be working at the club like the others?” 
 
    “Sometimes. Usually once a week when we gather our allocations and make determinations on whether anyone’s medications need to be modified or terminated.” 
 
    Ashby appeared confused. “How does that work? Do you have a doctor who examines the patients?” 
 
    “That’s part of our job,” replied Stephanie. “We are the caretakers of many elderly persons in the community. Some are not doing so well on their limited food rations. If we think they’re prognosis has deteriorated substantially, then we report it to the community physician who may or may not make the decision to remove them from the medication allotment.” 
 
    Ashby pushed away her bowl of tasteless cereal. “They take away their meds?” 
 
    Stephanie shrugged and smiled. “Now, that sounds rather harsh, doesn’t it? When you have limited resources, you have to allocate them to those who have the best opportunity to benefit from them. Sadly, a relatively terminally ill person might be taking medications from someone who has a longer lifespan.” 
 
    “You have a doctor that makes that decision?” Ashby’s body was tensing up.  
 
    “We advise the physician. He makes a determination and then suggests a course of action to the executive committee who votes on the matter. It’s all very democratic.” 
 
     “Does the elderly person have a vote?” Jake asked, anticipating that Ashby was ready to fire that question off next. 
 
    “Well, of course, they get to plead their case to the doctor. We’ve only had to make this decision twice so far. Both cases were insulin related.” 
 
    “You took away their insulin?” asked Ashby. 
 
    “Yes, and we promptly delivered the residents to a nearby hospital for appropriate care. We don’t leave them to die. We’re not monsters.” 
 
    Ashby nodded her head up and down. She took a deep breath. “I’d be glad to help. Let’s touch base after the meeting and discuss it further.” 
 
    Stephanie gave them a playful, Stepford Wives wave goodbye and scooted off in her NEV. Before she left the long, gravel driveway, Ashby swung around to Jake. 
 
    “They are monsters. They’re all deranged, power-hungry despots who think they can play God with people’s lives.” 
 
    Jake patted her hand, urging her to relax. He looked at his watch. It was nine-thirty. 
 
    “Why don’t we put away our dishes, and head over there a little early. We’ll talk about it on the way.” 
 
    “But, —.” 
 
    “And,” Jake stretched out the word while he made a face to remind Ashby they might be monitored. “I haven’t checked out the garage yet to see if dear old Dad left any wheels behind.” 
 
    “Ashby folded her arms in frustration. “Fine.” 
 
    Jake took the dishes inside while she sat in the courtyard and stewed. He’d explain to her that she could do a lot of good inserting herself into an important position within the HOA’s inner circle. If anything, he’d explain, she might be able to save the elderly from the death panel the community had established. Lastly, he’d remind her that the goal was to get her a job with access to the club. 
 
    By the time he returned from the kitchen, she’d calmed down somewhat. He led her by the hand to the garage. An electronic keypad was mounted to the outside wall of each door. Jake was amazed that he still remembered the code and that it hadn’t been changed. The carriage style door opened and the dark, impeccably kept garage opened up before them. 
 
    His father was not typical of most men in which the garage was their personal fiefdom. He didn’t care at all about what it contained. He just insisted that the floor be painted and mopped so he didn’t track dirt or debris into the house. Shelves should be neat and tidy. Jake felt around the inside wall for the light switch as the light bulb on the garage door opener had burned out.  
 
    Several fluorescent lights illuminated the garage, revealing two empty stalls. It was the third stall that elicited excitement from Ashby. She immediately moved toward the mysterious, hidden vehicle. 
 
    A car was parked in the last stall, covered by a tan cover. Jake approached it and grabbed the cover in the center. He gently pulled it up and over the hood, revealing the hidden treasure underneath. 
 
    “Is that a —?” she tried to ask before covering her mouth. 
 
    Jake walked ahead and stopped at the vehicles door. “Yes, it is.” Jake leaned over the passenger window to get a better look. 
 
    “What year is it? It looks brand new.” 
 
    “If I know my father, it’s most likely a ’65 or ’66.” 
 
    Jake’s father owned a 1965 candy apple red Ford Mustang convertible. The white interior was in pristine condition.  The original Mustang convertible was one of the most sought-after classic cars in the United States and the one sitting before them was in showroom condition. 
 
    “Where are the keys?” asked Ashby as she walked around the car, still not willing to touch it. 
 
    “In the house somewhere, I imagine,” replied Jake. He rose up and looked around the garage. It would be like hunting for Easter eggs. “Or hidden in here somewhere.” He glanced up at the ceiling and noticed a set of pull down stairs leading to a crawl space above the garage. He shook his head as he considered the number of places his father could have valuables or things of use hidden.  
 
    “We have to find the keys,” said Ashby. “I’ve always wanted to drive one of these.” 
 
    “After the HOA soiree,” said Jake, putting a damper on the discovery. “Let’s head over to the club. I wanna talk to you about Stephanie’s offer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 29 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Swimming Club 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    The Saratoga Swimming Club had originally been established as a non-profit community venture for the benefit of kids in the surrounding neighborhood. The heated pool and spa, basketball courts, and large grass field provided year-round activities that kept members socially active with their neighbors. After the eruption, the Board of Directors of the club, many of which were on the executive committee of the HOA, offered up the club facility as a central location to store the provisions gathered from the members. 
 
    The pool was closed to swimming under the theory that its nearly one-hundred thousand gallons of water could be used in the event the power was shut down. In the early days following the eruption, when the leaders of Fruitvale West gathered together to concoct a plan, one of the club’s board members suggested covering the pool to avoid contamination from ash fallout. It was a decision which took several people working together to gather tarps, that they stitched and taped together, to create a cover large enough to cover the thirty by eighty-foot pool. 
 
    This was just one of the many tidbits Jake learned as Joe Van Halen greeted them upon their arrival. Without going inside the clubhouse, he gave the two of them an overview of the facilities new purpose, and its security restrictions.  
 
    The large grassy field was the location of the morning update which had been held every day at ten since the entire plan was put into place. Joe admitted to Jake that there was some pushback initially, but after the first home on the perimeter of the neighborhood was looted, everyone quickly jumped on board, the inconveniences and sacrifices notwithstanding. 
 
    Joe left Jake with this final thought before he moved to the front of the crowd to begin the briefing. “At the end of the day, Jake, people want to feel safe. They’re willing to give up their rights, and even personal effects, in exchange for that peace of mind.” 
 
    Jake didn’t remember much from his high school history classes but there was one quote from Benjamin Franklin that always stuck in his head.  
 
    Those who would give up essential liberty, who would trade privacy for a bit of security, deserve neither privacy or security. 
 
    “Good morning, everyone,” greeted Joe cheerily as a crowd of twenty people moved a little closer and stopped talking among themselves. Joe was flanked by his wife, Paulette and other members of the executive committee including Ken and Stephanie Kennedy. 
 
    A few of the attendees responded in kind, while several others stood with their arms defiantly crossed and glum looks on their faces. Jake presumed the neighborhood still had its share of disbelievers in the program. Jake and Ashby were undoubtedly in that group. 
 
    “Before we get started,” continued Joe. “I’d like to take a moment to introduce the two newest members of our community — Jake Wheeler and Ashby Donovan. Jake was raised in the Wheeler home just through the trees over there and has returned home from Yellowstone where he was a law enforcement officer. Ashby is a scientist with NASA. Afterwards, I hope you’ll take a moment and make them feel welcome.” 
 
    A few of the residents in attendance nodded at them and smiled, but others were not quite as receptive. Jake was certain he heard one man’s voice grumble as he said, great, more mouths to feed. Jake nonchalantly attempted to identify the man who made the statement but couldn’t. 
 
    Joe stepped back and Paulette took over the meeting. “As you all know, our cable television programming ceased several days ago and with it, our internet access did as well. The cell phone lines continue to be inoperable and sadly, the land lines are down as well.” 
 
    A woman shouted from the back of the pack. “How are we supposed to get information?” 
 
    Paulette responded. “For those of us with portable radios, both AM and FM stations in the Bay Area continue to broadcast news reports almost exclusively. One small AM station must have an absentee owner because he plays a continuous loop of nostalgic oldies. It’s not very useful for our purposes, but it does offer a break once in a while. In any event, because so many of you don’t have access to a portable radio, we keep abreast of news from around the world and do our best to advise you at these meetings.” 
 
    “When’s it gonna be over?” an elderly man shouted his question. 
 
    “We don’t know,” responded Paulette.  
 
    Ashby furrowed her brow and leaned over to whisper to Jake. “Do we tell them the truth?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No. It’s not our job. Besides, somehow this HOA has a firm grip on the residents which is to our benefit right now. We don’t need to be distracted by a mass panic.” 
 
    Ashby looked puzzled. “Distract us from what?” 
 
    “We’ll talk later.” 
 
    Paulette continued. “I can report to you that more Californians are opting to head south to South and Central America where our government has established agreements to house our citizens during the crisis. We can’t tell you whether this is in your best interest or not. I’m only here to report that many have made that choice.” 
 
    “Do they have food for us?” 
 
    “Yeah, more than the measly portions you people are doling out!” hollered a man. 
 
    Jake’s heads snapped toward the heavy-set man in his fifties. It was the same voice he’d heard earlier. 
 
    Paulette responded. “Now, Claude, we’ve discussed this with you several times before. We’re doing the best we can under the circumstances. We have to marshal our assets, both food and medical, in order to persevere during this crisis. It’s my understanding that Ken has sought you out to assist in our procurement operations and you’ve refused to help.” 
 
    “I’m fifty-six years old, pre-diabetic, and an accountant. I’d be absolutely no help to Ken and his band of merry men.” 
 
    Ashby leaned over to Jake again. “What’s that guy talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but that sounded like a Robin Hood reference. I suspect I’ll learn about it tomorrow.” 
 
    “Claude, I’m sorry you feel that is the case,” said Paulette. “We are a solutions-based community and Ken assured me you could’ve played a role in his operation. I’m sorry you disagreed.” 
 
    “What about my Metformin,” Claude shouted back. “I’m supposed to take two-thousand milligrams a day to control my type 2 diabetes. I’m only getting five hundred now. My blood sugar is out of control according to my tester.” 
 
    Ken stepped forward. “Look at it this way, the diet that’s been prescribed for you by the committee will put you on a path to weight loss. You’ll need less medication and then you might also be able to help procure more food.” 
 
    “I have another question!” a woman shouted from the group. 
 
    “Yes, Jane,” said Paulette. 
 
    “I’ve been asking for days about the approval of my nephew’s application for entry. Now, I see two new people have been admitted. What gives?” 
 
    Joe took that question. “Jane, as I’ve explained, the committee’s decision regarding your nephew is complicated. First, your nephew is not immediate—.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. He’s my nephew and not my son.” The woman pointed at Ashby. “She’s not a Wheeler. So, do girlfriend’s get in and nephews don’t?” 
 
    “Am I girlfriend, Jake?” asked Ashby with a giggle as she hooked her arm through his. 
 
    “Jane, please don’t make me go there.” Joe tried to calm her down. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Just because my nephew had a drug bust years ago, he’s a potential liability. Well, how do you know that woman isn’t a druggie, or a hooker, or something.” 
 
    Ashby released Jake’s arm and started toward the woman. Her fists were balled up and Jake quickly restrained her. 
 
    “Now. Now. Enough of that!” yelled Ken, the former city councilman. “Jane, you can take up your personal issue with the committee following the briefing. For now, let’s move it along.”  
 
    For the next ten minutes, the group asked several questions, most of which had been addressed the day before, and most likely the day before that. Jake and Ashby kept their head down and elected to go along to get along.  
 
    Afterwards, Jake sought out Ken and Ashby sought out his wife. The Kennedys were the key to Jake and Ashby being accepted within the inner circle. They’d have to be on top of their game as they swam through the shark infested waters of Fruitvale West. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  



Chapter 30 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Front Gate 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    Jake arrived just before eight that morning to report for his day of work under the expert tutelage of attorney and former city councilman Kendall Kennedy. The two men had a brief conversation following yesterday’s HOA briefing and Ken’s attitude hadn’t improved since the first time the two butted heads. Jake could find no redeeming qualities in the man and certainly had no respect for Ken’s ability to oversee the security of such a large community. In fact, Jake thought Fruitvale West was too large to effectively protect anyway.  
 
    He’d learned from Ken that they deployed a dozen men within the perimeter of the neighborhood at any given time with none patrolling the outside. Fruitvale West had a north and a south entrance, which was used for all traffic in and out.  
 
    The northern entrance, which was adjacent to the Novakovich Orchards, a family owned fruit and vegetable operation known for its apricot orchard, was permanently blocked and guarded. The Novakovich family had abandoned the small inner-city location for their larger farm outside of San Jose after mobs of people descended upon them and stole their bushel baskets of produce. 
 
    Jake asked Ken about his reasoning for not patrolling outside the walls and was immediately put in his place. Ken argued that they didn’t have the manpower to patrol the streets of Saratoga, only their part. When Jake countered that outsiders could stage an attack undetected without the patrols keeping them in check, Ken left in a huff stating he had more important things to do than educate the new guy. 
 
    Jake let it go and learned his lesson. He was going to go through the motions, admonishing himself to simply listen, and learn. When he arrived, Ken was not in sight but the three men who worked the gate the day of Jake’s arrival were.  
 
    “Good morning,” greeted Jake as he walked up to the men who were casually watching the entrance from behind the secondary vehicle barrier. “I hope it was a quiet night.” 
 
    A man identifying himself as Mike addressed Jake. “Yeah, nothing going on. Tonight, will be different, though.” 
 
    “What happens tonight?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Ken will fill you in later. Today, you’re going to do a little bit of everything. Kinda like an orientation. Then, I’m supposed to send you home to get some rest so you can report back to the Swimming Club at midnight.” 
 
    “Ah, the graveyard shift,” Jake said with a chuckle, hoping to lighten the serious mood. 
 
    “Yeah, something like that,” Mike said. He turned to his two fellow guards. “You got this? Let me take Jake around and show him our day-to-day security responsibilities. I’ll be back in a few hours.” 
 
    The other two men nodded and turned back toward the gates. If Jake’s memory served him, around eight to nine in the morning, they’d allow vehicles to come and go through the gate. He wasn’t sure where the residents would go as everyone he spoke to indicated businesses and professional offices were shut down. The Bay Area had closed for business, except at night when the criminal element ramped up, he was told. Maybe that was the mysterious reference Mike made. Perhaps, the need for security picked up at night. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Jake returned to the house by two that afternoon and found it empty. Ashby left him a note stating she went over to the Kennedy’s to meet with Stephanie about her new duties on the medication disbursement team. Rather than resting as instructed, Jake began a methodical search of the home looking for surveillance devices and his father’s unique way of hiding things of value. 
 
    After two hours of thorough searching, Jake was satisfied they weren’t being monitored. However, he was unsuccessful in finding a safe or other compartment containing valuables. Jake knew it was there somewhere. If his father had a hiding place at the Mad House, he surely would have one at their home. Plus, he was still unable to locate the keys to the Mustang. He vowed to keep looking the next day. 
 
    There was a gentle knock at the door and Jake hustled from the guest bedrooms where he’d been searching to answer it. All he found was another ration of provisions. The box of meager food items was similar to the quantity they received the prior day.  He now understood why the man was complaining at yesterday’s HOA briefing. The calories doled out were insufficient to meet most adult’s daily requirements.  
 
    He lined up the food on the kitchen island and set the empty box on the front porch as requested. He walked out into the yard and took a moment to look around, then he thought of the Carriage House, the original part of the Blaney Estate. It was one of the first structures built in the early 1900s used to house horse-drawn carriages and related tack.  
 
    Jake made his way through the backyard to the stone and block building. The swinging doors had been replaced with more stone and a solid wood door reminiscent of a middle ages castle entryway.  
 
    Inside, the space had been updated and decorated in a California wine country motif. Plaster walls had been reclaimed and an artist commissioned to paint grape vines, orchard trees, and migrant workers picking the fruits of their labor.  
 
    The original, arched fireplace had been converted into a book case but the wrought iron door underneath which hid the area where coals and ash fell through the gates, remained. Jake dropped to a knee and attempted to turn the handle of the door, but it was locked. It was the original door which required a skeleton key to unlock it, most likely to keep young children from inadvertently getting into the hot coals or someone accidently spilling them onto the hay covered floors, thus causing a fire. 
 
    Jake stood and looked around. Then, he remembered the décor in his father’s study. He bolted out of the carriage house and ran back to the main residence. Inside his father’s study, he made his way to a hat rack in the corner adjacent to a painting of the Wheeler Family Crest, hung in an ornate gold frame to match the green and gold painting. 
 
    Next to the frame was a decorative wall hook, formed like a skeleton key, with several hooks dangling from it. None of the keys appeared to be modern, but rather, just a part of the middle age décor which surrounded the family crest painting. Jake pulled all of the skeleton keys off the hook and raced out of the study.  
 
    Just as he was about to bolt through the back of the house, Ashby shouted to him from the front door. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Jake didn’t know why his heart was pounding as he truly didn’t know what to expect when he opened the door. But it made sense to be used. A safe was ideal to protect valuables from more than one threat. Most people think of burglars taking their valuable jewelry, cash, or important legal papers. Fire was another very real threat, especially in a post-apocalyptic world in which first responders may not be on the job or water resources were scarce.  
 
    He slid to his knees and began fumbling through the keys. He nervously tried one of the ancient skeleton keys after another. There were two more left, and then it happened. The telltale click of the old, brass locking mechanism allowing entry. Jake opened the door and allowed the dank air to escape. 
 
    Inside the burnt-smelling compartment, there were several wooden cigar boxes stacked up of various sizes. Jake dropped to his stomach and began pulling them into the Carriage House one-by-one until he was satisfied the space was emptied.  
 
    He slid away from the fireplace and sat with his legs crossed under him as he looked at the seven boxes. He briefly considered the fact that he was violating his father’s privacy. Knowing the relationship his parents had with one another, he was doubtful that his mother was aware of this hidden space. His father was controlling like that. 
 
    A shadow appeared in the doorway. It was Ashby. “I know you said to wait, but—.” 
 
    “No. No. Come in. I’ve been looking around the house this afternoon for a couple of reasons. First, let me say I’m confident we’re not being bugged or watched.” 
 
    Ashby laughed. “Good. Does that mean we can have sex tonight?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Well, no for a different reason which I’ll explain in a minute.” 
 
    Ashby pouted but sat on the floor across from Jake, keeping the mysterious cigar boxes between them.  
 
    “What’s this all about?” she asked. 
 
    “My father is notorious for his secret stashes. I’ve been looking all afternoon and figured this one out. I suspect there are more.” 
 
    Jake slid the boxes around and tried to place them in some type of order. No two were alike, but that was typical of his father’s attitude toward cigars. While he had his favorites, he was always interested in trying different, rare smokes. 
 
    “Are you going to look inside?” 
 
    Jake shrugged as he stared at them. “I get the feeling these are personal. Am I invading their privacy by looking?” 
 
    “Sort of. Jake, let’s look at it two ways. Is there anything in there that you’d be afraid to see?” 
 
    “No, I guess not. Well, maybe if I found out I was adopted or raised by wolves.” 
 
    Ashby laughed. “You were raised by wolves, so that eliminates that issue. Second, might there be something in there that you’d be glad that you saw?” 
 
    Jake smiled at Ashby. This was why you needed a partner in your life. Someone who loved you unconditionally without an agenda to fulfill. Ashby was helping him through the thought process without urging him to do something to satisfy her curiosity that might not be in his best interest. 
 
    He reached for the first box and opened up. Inside were copies of typical legal documents—deeds, birth certificates, insurance papers, and his parent’s living wills. A letter advising that his parents’ living trust with kept in a bank safety deposit box and on file with the attorney was also included. Jake surmised his father didn’t want an unexpected set of eyes, like his, from seeing the provisions. 
 
    Ashby pushed another one toward Jake. “This one’s next.” 
 
    He opened it and there were several bundles of hundred-dollar bills. He looked Ashby and smiled. “Whadya think?” 
 
    “You can never have cash,” she replied dryly.  
 
    Jake removed the cash and set it to the side before closing the lid of the cigar box. He reached for a particularly heavy box and opened it, certain of what it contained. 
 
    “More gold, like at the Mad House,” observed Ashby. 
 
    “Gold is good,” said Jake as he set the gold coins next to the cash. He took the first few boxes and put them back into the space behind the cast iron door. 
 
    “This one is next,” said Jake as he reached for the box with the Padrón imprint on the lid. He opened it to reveal a series of clipped newspaper articles and internet page printouts. He immediately slid the box toward Ashby and buried his face in his hands. 
 
    Ashby thumbed through the articles and printouts. “Jake, these are all about you. They’re from newspapers all over California. The printed pages are from the CBS website, Hollywood Reporter, and the IMDB website. I mean, dozens of different sources concerning your time on Survivor and even afterwards.” 
 
    Jake had tears in his eyes as he unburied his hands and looked at the box. He reached in and found several single ticket stubs of movies he’d been in as stunt doubles, or in obscure bit parts.  
 
    “My father went to see me in the movies, apparently alone,” said Jake as he sniffled through the emotional moment. 
 
    “Jake, he’d followed your career from the moment your name was announced as a contestant on Survivor,” added Jake. “He must’ve searched every newspaper in the state to look for references to you.” 
 
    “Ashby, I don’t understand. Was he proud of me?” 
 
    Ashby crawled to his side and wrapped her arms around him. She whispered, “Yes. He was obviously very proud of what you accomplished.” 
 
    Jake, whose tough exterior had broken down completely, was sobbing. “Why did he hide it? Not only from me, but from my mother too. Did you see the ticket stubs? There weren’t two in the box for each movie. Only one. His.” 
 
    Ashby’s words were comforting. “He wasn’t ashamed of you, Jake. His pride and ego prevented him from admitting he was wrong when he got upset over your life’s choices. After all of these years, he still couldn’t bring himself to admit it.” 
 
    Jake shook his head and thumbed through the contents of the box. The tears stopped, and he chuckled as he read the things that were said about him in the media. After a few moments of silence, he straightened the papers up and returned them to the cigar box.  
 
    “Who knew?” he said with a laugh. “I’m not sure how I’d ever broach this subject with him. Then again, we may not ever see one another again to have a long overdue talk.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Jake. You and I will survive this, as will your parents. You guys will reconcile. The real question is when?” 
 
    Jake nodded and finished going through the cigar boxes. He found some old coins in one box and the titles to their vehicles in another. The keys to the Mustang still remained elusive. 
 
    After they put everything away and closed up the carriage house, Jake and Ashby relaxed and compared notes on their day. She’d made great progress getting to know Stephanie but she did advise Jake that Ken had a wandering eye. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” he asked. 
 
    “You see what I’m wearing, right? Khakis. White shirt. Tennis shoes. Certainly not provocative.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Kendall Kennedy spent the majority of the time that I was in his presence visually undressing me.” 
 
    “What?” Jake was incredulous. 
 
    “Jake, it’s fine. I can handle myself. But a woman knows when a man exudes his predator side. I don’t mean like a rapist, or whatever. He’s just one of those guys who disrespects his wife by considering his other options, that’s all.” 
 
    “I’ve got a couple of options,” hissed Jake.  “I can’t stand that guy and frankly, this place would be better off without him. He really has no idea what he’s doing.” 
 
    Ashby hugged her man to reassure him that no douchebag could ever come between them. Then she whispered in his ear. “Mister, you better explain why we can’t have some special quality time together now that you have proclaimed our little hacienda free of bugs of the electronic persuasion.” 
 
    “I have to work tonight, at midnight, to be precise.” 
 
    Ashby glanced over his shoulder at a grandfather clock in the corner of the room. “It’s only nine. We have plenty of time.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to, quote, get some rest,” Jake protested mildly. 
 
    “I can help you with that, Jake Wheeler. Come along, now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 31 
 
    Swimming Club 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    The club was abuzz with activity as two pickup trucks and a white, unmarked panel truck were backed up to the clubhouse entrance. Jake counted at least a dozen armed me milling about, all of which were carrying a rifle over their shoulders. He walked up to Mike who he had spent the morning with. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jake asked. 
 
    “We’re getting ready to load up for the night,” he replied. “Go inside and find Ken. He’ll assign you a weapon.” 
 
    Jake glanced around at the men who were talking among themselves and entered the clubhouse for the first time. Inside were plastic shelving racks which stood six feet tall. They were divided into sections by food, hygiene supplies, weapons, and miscellaneous appliances. 
 
    “Come here, Wheeler!” shouted Ken over the chatter. Jake turned and saw him standing over two folding tables covered with weapons and ammunition.  
 
    “Ken, I have no idea why I am here. What is all this?” asked Jake as he gestured toward the armed men.  
 
    “We have to feed this community, Wheeler,” he began in response. “Do you see the food shelves over there? They don’t get stocked by Sysco or Kraft. We have to do it. New residents, like yourselves, contribute, but it’s not enough. We have to go out and make runs. It’s part of our jobs, and yours too.” 
 
    “Where do you go?” 
 
    “During the day, I send out procurement spotters to determine grocery stores, food warehouses, or commercial locations which might have what we need. We send two pickups filled with our best guys to provide protection while the van, and the men assigned to it, load up the supplies we’ve identified.” 
 
    Jake pointed toward two men checking their AR-15s. “You’ve managed to assemble some pretty good artillery.” 
 
    Ken nodded. “Several of us saw the handwriting on the wall after the eruption. We loaded up and drove to Reno and made several purchases from individuals through ArmsList. It wasn’t enough, so we headed toward Vegas. It took three days, but we did okay.” 
 
    Jake nodded and returned his attention to the table. “What is my assignment?” 
 
    “This is your first trip out, Wheeler, and we need to get to know one another. I’m assigning you to the van to load up the supplies. The other guys will handle your security.” 
 
    “I’m carrying my sidearm,” Jake insisted.  
 
    “Not a problem. But I can’t assign you a rifle this go around.” 
 
    Jake pointed to the end of the table. “That’s my hunting knife. May I have it back?” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    Jake thought of a good lie. “My father gave it to me. It’s kind of a security blanket.” 
 
    Ken shrugged and waved his hand indicating his acquiescence. “Nobody else wanted it anyway. Go ahead.” 
 
    Jake grabbed the knife and its sheath. He quickly affixed it to his leg and then checked his handgun. He held it up for Ken to see.  
 
    “Do you have additional mags for one of these?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Wheeler. Look in that plastic bin over there. Maybe one of those will fit.” 
 
    Jake had several magazines for his sidearm that were turned over to the HOA when they entered Fruitvale West. Retrieving them was on his mental wish list. He took his time rummaging through the bin and smiled slightly when he saw they were there, and still loaded.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and saw that Ken had been distracted. Jake quickly shoved them in his pocket and headed for the door. 
 
    Mike was the driver and along with another man who rode on the bench seat, would constitute the three-man team responsible for the van and loading it. As they drove toward their target for the evening, Mike explained that once the area was clear of onlookers, the other men would help in the loading process to expedite the operation. 
 
    Jake asked Mike as they got closer to Los Gatos, the evening’s destination. “Have your men had to shoot anyone yet?” 
 
    Mike shook his head and replied. “No. We usually fire warning shots and anyone in the area runs off. If we’re efficient, which we have been so far, we’ll be in and out in less than fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “What about the police? Are they called?” 
 
    “Not so far,” replied Mike. “We pick our locations carefully to avoid the cops, or anyone else who might be guarding the target.” 
 
    Since Mike was willing to talk, Jake decided to continue his inquiries. “How many times have you done this?” 
 
    “We do it every other night. This will be our third run.” 
 
    “Third?” 
 
    “Yes, and the first two went off without a hitch.” 
 
    Jake looked out of the window as they continued traveling down Saratoga – Los Gatos Road. Businesses were boarded up and houses were dark inside. Occasionally, a group would be standing around on a street corner, talking until the three-vehicle caravan passed. The spectacle of the late-night travelers always caught the curious eyes of those they passed. 
 
    The pickup trucks in front and behind of the delivery van had men seated in the beds with rifles strapped around their shoulders. There was little doubt that the group had nefarious intentions. 
 
    Jake understood what the community was trying to do. He did not agree with their methods. Soon, the pickings would become slim, as they say. The use of force would be necessary. The openness of the caravan would be enticing to anyone who paid attention.  
 
    As they turned into an alley behind a Walgreen’s Drug Store adjacent to a Family Dollar store, Jake secretly hoped they were smart enough to take a different route back to Fruitvale West for two reasons. One, he didn’t want to get ambushed on the major street without his battle rifle. Second, street-wise observers would follow the caravan right back to their home, instantly making them the target of a smarter, more powerful group of looters. 
 
    Somehow, Jake knew that Kendall Kennedy hadn’t thought all of these scenarios through.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



 Chapter 32 
 
    Walgreens Shopping Center 
 
    Los Gatos, California 
 
      
 
    The small strip center on the north side of Saratoga – Los Gatos Road contained Walgreens and Family dollar as its retail anchors, with several insignificant small shops such as a caterer and a dry cleaner sandwiched in between.  
 
    “Listen up, people,” began Ken as the men piled out of the vehicles which had backed up to the rear service entrances off Monterey Avenue. “You guys know the drill. Clear the front and then coordinate your breach. Alarms may sound but as we’ve learned, nobody will come running. The biggest threat we may face are curiosity seekers. If they cause trouble, scare them off with a warning shot. Trust me, after we leave, they’ll be glad to pick at the scraps.” 
 
    Ken turned to Mike and Jake. “Mike, you handle the drug store. Wheeler, go with Mike’s number one guy to handle the Family Dollar. We focus on case packs in the storerooms first. It’s easiest to handle. Then, hit the dry goods on the shelves. Use empty boxes to load or shopping carts to deliver to the rear. Don’t worry about protection. That’s what your security team is for.” 
 
    Jake looked around as the men scampered off to their respective posts. There was nothing about this operation that he liked. These retailers may have sold all of their products by this point. This particular location was surrounded by residences and only a few blocks from the Monte Sereno City Hall and satellite police station.  
 
    Ken couldn’t be assured that the police wouldn’t respond. If they did, were his group of looter wannabes prepared to enter a gunfight with the cops? Jake sure wasn’t going to shoot at cops. He’d run first. 
 
    The sound of broken glass and an inside alarm broke the silence of the night indicating the teams were inside. Seconds later, the panic bars were kicked open at the rear fire exits, setting off another high-pitched alarm.  
 
    “These idiots will wake the dead,” Jake mumbled to himself as he followed his partner into the store lit only by a few fluorescent lights. Jake moved quickly, grabbing several boxes of food products at a time. He wasn’t selective, only making sure it was on Ken’s list—dry goods, hygiene, and medical supplies, in that order. 
 
    Much to Jake’s surprise, he didn’t observe anyone watching from a distance as he ran in and out of the back of the Family Dollar. There were no police sirens in the distance. The group actually worked together quickly and efficiently considering it had just been there third outing.  
 
    The storeroom was cleared and Jake moved into the retail space. The shelves had been ravaged by customers prior to the store’s closing for business. Some of the security team were loading up shopping carts to be wheeled to the rear. Others walked the front sidewalk keeping vigil for anyone who might interrupt their break-in. 
 
    So far so good. Jake was beginning to get comfortable, but he was tiring fast. He’d completely lost track of how long they’d been at it. 
 
    Then he heard Ken’s voice from the back of the store.  
 
    “Two more minutes. Make them count!” 
 
    Jake’s eyes searched the store and considered his options. The food was gone and the next most important item, in his mind, was medical supplies. If first responders were not on the job, he wondered how long it would be before the hospitals closed down. 
 
    He hit the first aid aisle and emptied what was left into a shopping cart. He pushed it through the space until he reached the back of the van. It looked like a tornado had been unleashed inside. The boxes were neatly stacked at the front, but every loose item off the shelves was thrown into a pile that continued to grow. 
 
    Mike noticed that Jake had hesitated and provided a brief explanation. “We have a team that will sort it out and stock the community shelves in the morning.” 
 
    Jake nodded and ran in for another load. This time, he planned on hitting the nutritional supplements like vitamins, protein powder, and meal replacement shakes. He’d just topped off his cart when someone yelled, “Time!” 
 
    Jake was one of the last to leave the Family Dollar. The pickups were full of bulkier household items from Walgreens. The van was spilling over the back edge of the roll-up door with various sundries and food.  
 
    “That’s it boys!” shouted Ken. “Wheeler, head over to the corner and make sure we’re clear to leave.” 
 
    “What? Are we going back the same way?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Of course, why wouldn’t we? Go!” 
 
    Jake looked around and instantly became concerned that he would be exposed for the purposes of directing traffic without a weapon. He jogged down the dark, tree covered street and arrived at the stop sign. That’s when he realized he wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Hey! What makes you think you can come up in here and open up? That’s our block.” 
 
    Jake spun around and pulled his sidearm.  
 
    “Back off!” he shouted. “I just follow orders.” 
 
    “Don’t matter,” shouted a man from behind him who’d been walking toward Jake from the back of the shopping center.  
 
    Jake swung around and pointed his pistol at the new assailant. He started slowly retreating down the alley, pointing his weapon at the four men who were now approaching with pipes and baseball bats.  
 
    Jake heard a shrill whistle. “Come on, Wheeler. We’re going this way.” 
 
    He continued to back away from the men and then turned to run. Several of the Fruitvale West men were pounding the side of the pickup trucks shouting for him to hurry. The attackers were faster after Jake’s intense exercise earlier. He was halfway toward the pickups when shots rang out. 
 
    Two bullets skipped to the side of him and in the direction of the men chasing him down. They yelled as they slowed their pace. Jake finally arrived at the tailgate and he was pulled into the back where Ken was waiting for him. 
 
    “You’re a little slow, Wheeler. You might want to get in shape for the next operation.” 
 
    Jake’s chest was heaving as he tried to catch his breath. “What was the point of sending me down there if you planned on going the other direction?” 
 
    “One of the guys thought they saw movement around the street corner. I assumed, with your law enforcement experience, you could handle anything that might arise.” 
 
    Jake rolled his eyes and shook his head as the trucks pulled away. “That’s a load of crap. Your guys have rifles.” 
 
    Ken leaned over to Jake and snarled. “That’s right, Wheeler, and their job is to protect the contents of that van. Your job is to follow orders. Relax, man. You did as your told. Good boy. All I’m saying is you’ve got to be able to run a little faster. You know, if you wanna live.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 33 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    The next the day, the fallout from Ken unnecessarily exposing Jake to danger during the Walgreens raid was overshadowed by the ash fallout which had reached the Pacific Coast. Jake was hyped up until dawn, ranting non-stop to Ashby about the reckless methods employed by Ken. To be sure, Jake was willing to admit, they had success thus far. But it couldn’t last because they were over-exposed and operated under the assumptions they’d meet little or no resistance. It was just a matter of time before one or more of them were killed during the process.  
 
    He finally drifted off to sleep. Ashby, however, was now wide awake. She allowed Jake to blow off steam and vent his anger. That’s what people, and volcanoes, do. She wrote him a note and left for the Kennedy’s home just after eight that morning. 
 
    She and Stephanie had a busy day. It was the first of the week which meant the medications needed to be restocked. This would be Ashby’s first opportunity to enter the clubhouse and get a look at the community’s supplies. The two of them would also be attending the morning update delivered by the executive committee.  
 
    The Kennedys lived on Horseshoe Drive in a recently renovated property they purchased six years ago. Ken’s years on the Saratoga City Council were good to him. He made a lot of contacts with real estate developers who were always attempting to curry favor. When the home on Horseshoe Drive fell into foreclosure, Union Bank, a local community bank serving Silicon Valley, took the property over.  
 
    Ken reached out to the distressed property manager of the bank, an attractive female executive in her early thirties. The relationship was a win-win in many ways for Ken. He began a torrid love affair with the bank executive, one which benefitted them both.  
 
    Union Bank had been seeking a variance in the City of Saratoga to expand their undersized local branch for years. Ken Kennedy offered to deliver the variance they needed, in exchange for a few accommodations.  
 
    He was sold the Horseshoe Drive property for half its market value. The bank financed the mortgage and a generous amount for the building of an addition. By the time Ken, Union Bank, and the various contractors associated with both the bank and the home renovation were finished, pockets were lined, balance sheets were inflated, and Ken accumulated a variety of toys.  
 
    Fancy cars, a new boat, and a replacement mistress were all ancillary benefits of Ken’s way of conducting the City of Saratoga’s business. He was soon identified as the go-to guy to get things done in Saratoga by real estate developers and entrepreneurs.  
 
    Ken knew his side deals couldn’t go on forever, so he made them while he could. After several years of lining his pockets, he was astute enough to call it quits. He shocked everyone, including his wife, when he announced he would not be seeking re-election to the City Council.  
 
    Many speculated he had set his sights on higher office, maybe a seat on the Santa Clara County Board of Supervisors. In reality, Ken simply didn’t want to push his luck. He’d procured everything he needed, including a home just outside the neighborhood for a new mistress who was both convenient and ready.  
 
    Then, along came the apocalypse. Ken was furious that the life he’d set up for himself was about to be derailed by the eruption of Yellowstone. Then the wheels began to spin. He joked with his mistress the night of the eruption by saying, “If you can’t be king of the world, at least be king of your little part of it.” 
 
    The next day, he hustled to the Van Halen’s home and began laying the groundwork for the HOA’s taking control of all aspects of Fruitvale West. He cautioned that if they attempted to set things in place too early, naysayers would push back and the plan wouldn’t work.  
 
    At first, the Van Halens, who’d been an integral part of the Fruitvale West HOA for a decade, were skeptical. When Ken explained they’d have the ability to control the destiny of the entire neighborhood, they began to warm to the idea. 
 
    Ken didn’t want to be the face at the top of the control structure. He wanted to handle security and procurement, as he called it. The streams of commerce interested him the most. As is typical of any nation or government when elites take power, their lives were enhanced to the detriment of those they control. Fruitvale West was no exception. 
 
    When Ashby arrived at the Kennedy’s home for the first time that morning finding the front door slightly ajar, she walked into luxury. The furnishings, coupled with the smell of eggs and bacon cooking, and fresh coffee brewing, stood in stark contrast to the box of dry cereal, canned deviled ham, and Dole pineapple rings which had been allocated to the Wheeler home that day. 
 
    Stephanie, wearing a blue-striped apron from Williams-Sonoma, scurried out of the kitchen when Ashby announced herself. She held one finger to her lips and briskly motioned for Ashby to join her. 
 
    “Ken is still sleeping,” she said in a hushed tone. “They had a late night.” 
 
    Ashby nodded and followed her into the oversized kitchen full of Sub Zero appliances and copper cookware hanging from the ceiling. “I heard. Was Ken pleased with the results?” 
 
    “Wait,” began Stephanie. “Do you know about the run, as Ken calls it? Was Jake part of it?” 
 
    “Yes. You didn’t know?” 
 
    “Uhm, no. Ken doesn’t tell me things, you know, for my own protection,” she replied as she continued to stir the eggs. “The thing is. I trust him and he reminds me as long as our refrigerator is full, I don’t need to bother him with his business.” 
 
    Ashby looked around at the kitchen. Nobody would know the apocalypse was upon them. Stephanie continued. 
 
    “Pour yourself some coffee. There’s creamer in the fridge, or milk, if you’d prefer.” 
 
    Ashby opened the refrigerator and saw produce, dairy products, and steaks which were thawing on a plate. She tried to control her anger and bite her tongue. 
 
    “Thank you, Stephanie.” Ashby fixed a mug of coffee and sat at the kitchen bar. Stephanie filled their plates with food and sat one in front of Ashby. For a moment, she stared at the plates of eggs, toast, and bacon as if unsure what to do. She hadn’t seen a hot meal like this since Jake’s cabin at Yellowstone — over two weeks ago. 
 
    “Oh, heavens. My apologies, Ashby. We need silverware.” Stephanie wiped her hands and rummaged through a drawer until she produced the utensils. Then she retrieved a couple of jars of Bonne Maman strawberry preserves from the refrigerator. 
 
    Ashby was hungry, but also felt guilty, in a way. Jake deserved this breakfast, not her. Then again, neither did the Kennedys. She was getting a clear picture of what power at Fruitvale West afforded those who held it.   
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 34 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, please. May I have your attention, so we can get started?” asked Paulette as she brought the meeting to order. Jake had just arrived and was the only person donning an N95 mask. He waved to Ashby who was standing near the front of the group next to Stephanie. She fell back and kissed him on the cheek before putting on her mask. Several people in the group noticed the masks and looked skyward, swatting at the bits of ash as it fell from the sky. It was an odd sight as the sun was shining brightly, but the wispy ash fallout resembled snow flurries. It had just begun. 
 
    “I’m pleased to announce that Ken and his team had a very successful run last night, but the challenges we face are still there. This afternoon, the executive committee is going to discuss increasing the frequency and reach of our scavenging operation but that will only be possible with your help. I’d like to turn this over to Ken Kennedy for a moment before bringing you the news of the day. Ken.” 
 
    Ken stepped forward and searched the crowd of over forty people. He made eye contact and furrowed his brow when he noticed Jake. The masks they were wearing may have garnered his attention. 
 
    “Thank you, Paulette. Everyone, it’s quite simple, really. We need warm bodies. The opportunities beyond our borders here at Fruitvale West are there, but without people to help, we have to limit our runs to every other night and one location at a time. Now, I’m prepared to split our leadership team into two groups, but somebody has to step up to help load up the provisions.” 
 
    “I’d like to help, but in the past you haven’t allowed women,” said a voice to Jake’s left. 
 
    “That’s changed now. As we learned last night, loading the van requires more than lifting and carrying heavy case goods. There are plenty of valuable items sitting on store shelves which can be loaded into shopping baskets and placed in the back of the trucks. Anyone who is moderately athletic can fill this need.” 
 
    A man’s hand shot up toward the front of the crowd. “Previously, you said your runs were limited by the fact you only have one delivery truck to use. Has that changed?” 
 
    “Well, thanks to our newest resident, Jake Wheeler, we have his motor home which exceeds thirty feet in length. It will allow us to bring home just as many supplies as the delivery truck does. Let’s give Jake a round of applause for volunteering his vehicle.” 
 
    Sporadic clapping broke out as heads swiveled to look for Jake. Ashby leaned in to Jake and asked, “Did you volunteer the Bounder?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” she whispered. 
 
    “Let it go, for now.” 
 
    Ken continued. “I must be blunt. Our food supplies are dwindling faster than originally projected. Frankly, we expected some people to head south or leave the community to join other family members. That hasn’t happened, so we’re forced to increase our runs. If enough people don’t volunteer, then I am afraid our situation will become dire sooner than we thought.” 
 
    The crowd began to mumble to one another, loud enough that Paulette had to step in and calm them. 
 
    “Do understand, everyone, that is Ken’s job to be brutally honest. Please, consider the importance of what he does and volunteer yourselves for the good of the community.” 
 
    Ashby whispered into Jake’s ear again. “The Kennedys live like nothing ever happened. Their refrigerator is fully stocked. Jake, I had scrambled eggs, bacon, toast and coffee for breakfast.” 
 
    Jake scowled as he soaked in her words. He reached for her hand and squeezed it. 
 
    Ken spoke up, adding one final thought. “We will not be making a run tonight so I can put together a second team and get them ready. Again, its vital that people see me after the meeting and join in this endeavor. Our lives depend upon it. Thank you.” 
 
    He stepped out of the way and Joe Van Halen took the lead. “Okay. Thank you again, Ken. There are two important pieces of news to pass along to you. Well, three actually. First, as you can see, we are beginning to experience the ash fallout for the first time. Communities in Northern California have received as much as eighteen inches of fallout which emanated directly from the Yellowstone volcano.  
 
    “What you see this morning has traveled around the globe. It’s remarkable really, but you should be aware that this ash can be potentially harmful to your lungs. We are suggesting that you remain indoors except when you are performing your community functions. When outside, please place a scarf or handkerchief over your mouth and nose. This is for your own safety. I know some of us have masks and will begin wearing them. Ken has assured me that the next run will focus on food and medical supplies, including masks for as many people as possible.” 
 
    “I guarantee there is a pecking order as to who receives those masks and who doesn’t,” said Ashby. “I’m glad we stuffed ours in the cargo pockets of your pants when we came in.” 
 
    Joe continued. “Second, both California and Washington, DC have declared states of emergency. Our government has prepared for all types of threats, including this one. Their resources, like ours, however, are limited. That said, I’m pleased to announce that food distributions are scheduled to begin this afternoon at the FEMA headquarters in downtown Oakland.” 
 
    Several residents began shouting questions at Joe. 
 
    “Can we go?” 
 
    “What are they handing out?” 
 
    “What time and where?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes,” interrupted Paulette. “You all have questions. Here’s what we know. This afternoon at five, FEMA trucks will open up to distribute food packages and bottled water on a first come, first serve basis. The location is 1111 Broadway in downtown Oakland.”  
 
    Paulette continued but Jake whispered to Ashby.  “I assure you, downtown Oakland, as night sets in, is the last place these people need to be.” 
 
    “Why would she encourage them?” asked Ashby. 
 
    Jake shrugged as Paulette continued. 
 
    “We do urge all of you, including children, to get in line as most likely the allotment will be based upon size of family. However, I want to remind you that our gates will close before dusk, around eight-thirty, so get back before then.” 
 
    “They’ll never make it back,” said Jake dryly. 
 
    “Is it that far away?’ asked Ashby. 
 
    “Not that. I mean, they’ll never make it back, period.” 
 
    Ashby scowled and studied Jake’s look of concern. She was about to ask what he meant when Joe wound up the briefing. 
 
    “The last thing on the agenda is additional good news. Our California Highway Patrol has opened all freeway lanes to direct traffic exclusively southbound. Further, Sacramento has released California’s strategic fuel reserves to be used by the public. Service plazas and gas stations immediately adjacent to Interstate 5 are being continuously refueled to allow families to head south toward Mexico and ultimately to South America.” 
 
    Pauline stepped in. “We believe that this is viable alternative for anyone who is uncomfortable with the newly arrived ash fallout and the myriad of health concerns that entails. If you have considered South America as an option, now would be the time to join the exodus.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “They’re purging.” 
 
    “What?” asked Ashby. 
 
    “They’re culling the herd by sending weak families who can only survive if given a handout to downtown Oakland late in the day, knowing full well some might not make it back. They’re encouraging others to leave altogether by traveling thousands of miles to some perceived utopia in South America.” 
 
    Ashby locked her arm through Jakes and squeezed. “I get it. They know this is not sustainable with the present number of residents, so they’re shipping them off to another location.” 
 
    “Or, to slaughter, in Oakland.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 35 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    Jake took advantage of the changes Ken was making in his security team and routine. Several new faces had appeared at the end of Jake’s patrol shift that afternoon. They’d volunteered to assist in the runs and some agreed to work community patrols, freeing up those guards for beyond the wall operations. Ken scowled at Jake as he checked in his assigned weapon at the clubhouse that afternoon.   
 
    Earlier in the day, Ken demanded to know where he and Ashby had obtained the particulate masks they began wearing that morning. Jake innocently replied they were in his pockets and thought nothing of it. When Ken demanded they be turned over to the community, Jake refused creating yet another rift between the two men, not that they needed one. 
 
    As Jake walked away, he heard Ken advise his charges that he planned on taking a much needed and a self-proclaimed, well-deserved evening off. The new people, men and women alike, were assigned to Mike that night to get their feet wet by patrolling the neighborhood.  
 
    Jake picked up his step as he saw this evening as a perfect opportunity to go over the wall and retrieve the last of their weapons. It would take two trips, but with Ken out of the way, and Mike preoccupied with newbies, the conditions were ideal to remain undetected. 
 
    Just after eleven, when most of the neighbors had turned in for the night, Jake kissed Ashby and snuck through the woods leading toward the Saratoga Historical Park established by the Blaney estate. The westernmost corner of the community was secluded and made his trip over the wall easier than his previous excursion to retrieve the money. 
 
    By one in the morning, he’d returned with his M-16 and ammo, his most prized weapon. The ease prompted him to make another run, but Ashby objected. 
 
    “Jake, we already have more guns than we need. Another trip outside doubles your chances of getting caught.” 
 
    Jake paced the floor as he considered this as well, but he voiced his reasoning. “With the ash falling, it will become more difficult around here. Their supplies are limited, in part due to the number of mouths to feed and also because the top dogs have their bowls too full. If we make the decision to go, even on short notice, I want to have everything here and ready.” 
 
    Ashby countered. “Do you have enough ammo for the additional weapons?” 
 
    “We have ammo for those out there, but not necessarily for my father’s, unless its stored some place that I can’t find. It would make sense for him to separate his cache of the two, but then again, he may not have bothered to buy ammo. Either way, it won’t hurt.” 
 
    “What if you get caught?” 
 
    “I’ll tell them I went on a beer run. There’s no rule that says I can’t leave their precious community. I can handle it.” 
 
    Ashby seemed unconvinced and wrapped herself in her arms. Jake came to her side and tried to reassure her. 
 
    “Also, I want to check on the sandrail. I need to make sure it remains a transportation option for us. Obviously, we’ve lost the motor home. The Mustang could still work but it will have difficulty the more ash fallout we have to deal with.” 
 
    Ashby nodded. “We’re going to leave, aren’t we?” Her eyes began to well up in tears. 
 
    “Hey. Hey. I don’t know that for certain, but its my job to keep our options open. I don’t trust the people who run this place and it’s just a matter of time before these midnight raids on local businesses hit a snag.” 
 
    “I wish you didn’t have to make them,” said Ashby. 
 
    “Trust me. I don’t like it either. Ken’s reckless, especially with people he doesn’t like, me especially. The problem is they have no choice. That explains their efforts to step up the runs to nightly, while doubling the teams.” 
 
    “And encourage people to leave,” added Ashby. “Today, six more elderly residents were placed on the list for transport to the local hospital. At every turn, the executive committee finds a reason to eliminate their neighbors.” 
 
    “Think of this Ashby, they could knock on our door one evening and banish us. You know, last in, first out. If we leave, its gonna be on our terms, not theirs.” 
 
    She nodded and kissed him. “Be careful and hurry home to me. Hopefully, this will be the last time you have to go out there unless it’s the two of us leaving together.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Jake with a laugh. 
 
    “Oh, I love it when you talk all sexy and military-like,” she cooed. 
 
    Jake slapped her on the backside and slipped out through the sliding door. He was dressed in jeans and a black tee shirt. He carried his sidearm in a paddle holster and his Morakniv knife was again a constant fixture strapped to his right leg. With a renewed sense of purpose, Jake quickly headed toward the west to cross Saratoga – Los Gatos Road where the last of the weapons were hidden, and the sandrail was parked. 
 
    He checked the sandrail first and was pleased that it had not been disturbed. The two cans of gasoline were still hidden in the shrubs behind the home’s garage. Next, he hustled down to the roll-off dumpster where he hid the remaining weapons and ammo. He quickly filled the olive drab green duffle bag which had served them so well during their escape from Yellowstone. The bag weighed over seventy pounds but Jake’s adrenaline-fueled body had no trouble toting it down the tree-lined sidewalk adjacent to Fruitvale West. 
 
    He was about to cross the street to run up a set of stone stairs built into a retaining wall when a voice bellowed at him from the front yard next to him.  
 
    “Stop right there!” 
 
    Jake immediately froze and turned his body to the sound of the voice so that his right side was shielded from view. He slowly began to slip the bag of weapons off his shoulder and onto the sidewalk. 
 
    “Nice and easy, pal!” the man shouted. 
 
    Jake processed the man’s words and demeanor. The use of the word pal triggered something inside his head. Something familiar. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 36 
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    At this hour, the streets were empty of traffic and Jake was totally caught off guard by the man who confronted him on the sidewalk. He heard the click of the hammer on a pistol. He was caught dead to rights and there was little he could do but comply with the man’s orders. The guns hit the ground with a clank and as they did, he recognized the voice. 
 
    “What are you doing out here, Ken?” 
 
    Jake hoped to confuse him, to at least give him an opportunity to explain, or run. 
 
    Ken shuffled through the tall grass of the yard. “Who are you?” His voice slurred slightly. Jake was unsure if it was due to the late hour, or perhaps Ken had been drinking. As he got closer to Jake’s position on the sidewalk, he caught a whiff of Ken’s clothing, which provided him an answer. The man reeked of perfume and marijuana smoke. 
 
    Jake, who was still holding the strap of the duffle bag, bent his knees slightly to drop the strap on top of the bag. As he rose back up, he drew his knife and tucked it against the bottom of his forearm. 
 
    “It’s Jake. I’m doing recon tonight.” 
 
    “Wheeler? That’s a load of bull. Recon? We don’t come outside the wall without my permission.” 
 
    Jake began his lies to cover his tracks. “I don’t know, Ken. Mike told me to do it. I’m too new to questions things, right?”  
 
    Ken emerged through the shrubs and nearly tripped over the gun bag separating him from Jake. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s a surprise. I was gonna show you this tomorrow. While I was patrolling, I came across this bag down the street. It’s full of guns. Great find, right?” 
 
    Ken knelt down and unzipped the bag. His left hand rooted around inside the bag. He slowly stood, keeping his weapon trained on Jake’s chest the entire time. 
 
    “Well, Wheeler, I don’t believe that BS for a minute. I always suspected you offloaded your weapons somewhere before we let you in.” 
 
    “Not true, Ken. You’re being paranoid.” 
 
    Ken raised the gun towards head, then suddenly a woman’s voice called for him from the house. 
 
    “Kenny? Are you okay? Come back inside with me.” 
 
    He quickly glanced at Jake and then responded. “I’m fine. Gimme a minute while I talk to an old friend.” He inched forward so that the barrel of the gun was only a couple of feet away from Jake’s chest. 
 
    Jake lowered his hands somewhat and began to laugh. “Hey, Ken. I don’t judge. What you are doing is none of my business. Why don’t you lower that gun and I’ll be on my way?” 
 
    Kendall Kennedy then made a fatal mistake that so many do. He used his weapon as a pointing stick. He waved the gun from left-to-right, to add emphasis as he ordered Jake to move away from the bag.  
 
    That’s all Jake needed. In the darkness, Ken never saw Jake’s left hand quickly back-slap the weapon further away from his body. The blow easily dislodged the handgun from Ken’s grip, sending it into the bushes.  
 
    Despite being startled and possibly high, Ken had the presence of mind to lunge toward Jake. Their bodies collided causing the larger man to land on top of Jake as they crashed onto the sidewalk. 
 
    Jake gasped for breath and lost his grip on the hunting knife. Ken saw this and attempted to climb over Jake to retrieve it, pinning Jake’s right arm down in the process. Jake tried in vain to reach his sidearm, not that he planned on using it. A gunshot on this quiet night would bring the guards of Fruitvale West running, potentially exposing his activities.  
 
    As Ken scrambled past, Jake grabbed him by the leg and twisted it in an attempt to turn him over, causing both men to tumble into the grass. The effort was too late as he narrowly missed Ken’s attempt to stab him. The awkward effort threw Ken off-balance, which gave Jake an opening. 
 
    He kicked Ken in the groin with his knee, and then added a punch to the belly. The combination knocked the wind out of Ken slightly, but he continued to grip the knife.  
 
    Still holding the weapon, and hence maintaining the upper hand, Ken pounced on top of Jake again and attempted to force the knife into his throat. Jake held Ken’s wrists with both hands to prevent the deadly blow. 
 
    Jake sensed that his attacker was tiring. The tide was turning. He was effectively forcing the knife back towards Ken’s chest. Throughout the struggle between the two men, Jake stared into Ken’s eyes and hatred returned the glare.  
 
    Then, hatred turned to fear as Ken’s eyes widened. The blade was shifting despite his efforts to kill Jake. It was turning toward his chest until Jake let out a primal growl, a last effort, to end the battle.  
 
    While Ken held the knife in a death grip, the six-inch blade plunged deep into his lung near his heart. In the last two weeks, Jake had killed and he’d seen those he loved die. But he’d never seen life leave a human body at that precise moment of death, until now. 
 
    Jake rolled the bloody, dead body off of him and wiped his hands off on his pants. He had more blood on his clothing that Ken did. 
 
    His heart was racing as he considered what to do. He illuminated the dial on his watch and saw that it was approaching four AM. He had a couple of hours before the sun would begin to rise. He wished he’d had longer. 
 
     He decided to take Ken’s identification and hide his body. First, he took any jewelry off of him and threw into a storm drain. Then, he emptied his pockets of cash and his driver’s license. The cash went in his pocket, the license was flung into the storm drain. 
 
    The hard part was next. Ken, unlike others in Fruitvale West, hadn’t lost any weight as a result of the apocalypse. That should have been a telltale sign to the neighbors that he and other members of the executive committee were living better than the rest.  
 
    A heavyset man who hadn’t lost weight while supposedly on food rations, was cheating on his diet. Jake lifted the still bleeding body and slung it over his shoulder. He then cut through the houses and walked a thousand yards or more until he found an opportunity to hide it.  
 
    Two blocks off of the main road, a house with a crawl space appeared. Jake dropped Ken onto the wet grass with a thud. He slowly slid the latch and opened the space underneath the home. He quickly shoved the body inside onto the dirt floor and shut the door behind it.  
 
    Jake didn’t hesitate. He rushed back to the gun bag, and loaded it onto his shoulder realizing earlier it had felt extremely heavy, but it paled in comparison to the dead weight that was once Kendall Kennedy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     PART FOUR 
 
    We’ll know when it’s time to go. 
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    Jake stopped in the backyard of the home immediately behind his. He stripped off his clothes and rolled them inside out so that the blood wouldn’t soak through. Between his struggle with Ken, and the subsequent bleeding out of the dead man’s body as Jake carried him to the crawl space where it was unceremoniously dumped, every inch of his clothes was covered in blood. 
 
    Wearing only his briefs, he shoved the clothing inside the duffle bag with the guns and quickly moved through his yard to the carriage house. Jake set the bag on the ground next to a propane gas grill which hadn’t been used in many years. The brittle cover, however, provided him a way to conceal the gun bag until he could get cleaned up and find a better solution. Moments later, he opened the rear sliding-glass doors and called out for Ashby. 
 
    “Ashby! Are you awake?” Jake didn’t want to come any further into the house for fear that blood might drip blood onto the floor. His heart was racing as apprehension swept over him. Had he murdered Ken Kennedy? Was it truly self-defense? Or, did Jake invite a fight hoping for this result? Only he knew what was in his mind during those fateful minutes as the two men battled on the edge of the road. One thing for certain, he acknowledged, the good people of Fruitvale West would only see it one way—murder. 
 
    “Ashby!” Jake yelled a little louder, and then immediately looked around the back of their house to see if anyone had heard him. 
 
    “Jake, I’m coming!” She ran barefoot down the hallway and appeared at the door with her shotgun raised. 
 
    “It’s okay. Put the gun down, but please, come here.” 
 
    Ashby arrived and reached out to touch Jake’s bloody face but he quickly pulled back. “My god, are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    Jake didn’t want to sugarcoat it. “I killed Ken.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “I was headed back and he caught me on the street. We argued while he pointed a gun at me. There was a struggle. He got my knife and tried to kill me, but I fought back. Now, he’s dead.” 
 
    “Are you hurt? Where are your clothes?” 
 
    “No, but we have to act quickly. We need to wash this blood off and dispose of my clothes which are hidden in the gun bag. Ashby, they’ll come looking for me.” 
 
    Ashby took a deep breath and exhaled. “Okay. You promise you’re not injured?” 
 
    “Promise, just a hot mess of blood.” 
 
    “No doubt about that,” she added. She pointed toward the side of the house and began walking in that direction. “Let’s get the water hose and rinse you off. Then, we’ll flood the ground so the traces of blood wash into the soil.” 
 
    “Do you think the police will get involved, considering?” 
 
    “They might in this case,” replied Ashby. “This is a wealthy neighborhood and they probably have some clout with local law enforcement. Otherwise, the cops might write it off as another casualty of the apocalypse.” 
 
    A hint of sunlight could be seen in the east which caused them both to pick up their pace. After Jake was fully washed down, and the ground totally soaked, Ashby got him a towel and some Stanford sweat pants with a white tee shirt. 
 
    “These are my fathers,” Jake observed. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the best we can do for now. If they come knocking early, you need to look like you just got of bed, not fully dressed.” 
 
    Jake slipped on the sweats, despite the weird feeling it gave him to wear his father’s clothing. The next stop was the carriage house where they used the coming daylight to quickly remove the guns. After wiping off the traces of blood, he wrapped the entire contents in a beach towel and took the package to the attic space above the garage.  
 
    Inside the darkened space were boxes of Christmas decorations, a few buckets of old home décor, and lots of pink Owens-Corning insulation. Jake smiled as he made the Pink Panther an accomplice by hiding the evidence under the blown fiberglass. If Inspector Clouseau led the CSI team searching the house, they’d have difficulty finding the weapons or the bag. 
 
    The entire clean-up process took a little over an hour and it was nearly seven that morning when Jake and Ashby were finally able to relax. As the sun rose, the additional ash fallout became apparent as gusty winds from the Pacific Ocean began to blow it across the Bay Area.  
 
    “Ashby, they’ll never believe my side of the story. We’ve got to go. Today.” 
 
    “Please, calm down,” she said, attempting to lead Jake to the couch. “Jake, you need to sit down.” 
 
    He was too hyped up. “I’m being serious. When they find his body, they’re gonna come looking for anyone who had a quarrel with him. They’ll look straight at me.” 
 
    “You hid his id and jewelry, then took his money, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. It’ll look like a mugging gone bad.” 
 
    “Except for one thing,” interjected Jake. “It wouldn’t make sense for a mugger who got in a knife fight with Ken to take the time to stash his body under a house. Only someone trying to cover up the crime would do that. Muggers kill and run.” 
 
    “Jake, you’re overthinking it. Plus, who know when they’ll find the body.” 
 
    “There’s also a possible witness. A girlfriend, I think. She called out to him during the confrontation.” 
 
    “Did she see you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then, she’s not a witness we need to be concerned with.” 
 
    Ashby forcibly took Jake by the hand pulled him to the couch. He relented and sat down, propping his bare feet on the marble coffee table. 
 
    Jake was exhausted. He’d not slept all night and between the struggle, the disposal of the body, and the overall stress related to what happened, his mind was a ball of mush. 
 
    So, when the pounding came on their front door, it sent shock waves through his body.
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 38 
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    “Wheeler! Open up!” The pounding continued. The fist rapping on his door was different from someone stopping by to say hello or to deliver their daily box of rations. The hard thumping contained a sense of urgency and authority. Jake shot up off the couch and looked for his sidearm. Ashby was one step ahead of him. She handed him the weapon and instructed him to go the bedroom. She’d handle whoever was at the door.  
 
    Ashby gathered herself and feigned sleepiness. She cocked the pistol in her right hand and tucked her arm behind her back. She slowly opened the door and greeted Mike, and two of his men who stood within the roof overhang to avoid the ash falling from the sky. 
 
    “It’s a little early, isn’t it guys? Jake doesn’t have to report until eight today.” 
 
    “We’ve got a problem. Can we come in?” asked Mike. 
 
    “I’m barely dressed and Jake’s asleep. How does the problem involve Jake?” 
 
    “Ken Kennedy is missing. He didn’t come home last night?” 
 
    “Come home from where?” asked Ashby, before stating. “I understood him to say at the morning meeting that he was taking the night off.” 
 
    “What he did last night doesn’t matter,” said Mike with a gruff. “We need all of our security guys to report immediately so we can organize a search.” 
 
    “Search where?” asked Ashby, as she continued to elicit information from Ken’s right-hand man. 
 
    “The entire neighborhood first, and then we’ll go outside the wall.” 
 
    Ashby continued to stall. “Mike, why would Ken go outside the wall, at night, without anyone knowing his whereabouts. That doesn’t make—.” 
 
    “Ma’am, that’s not for me to say,” Mike interrupted. “We’ve got to organize this search and I’m wasting time. Tell Wheeler to get out of bed and report to the club asap.” 
 
    Ashby gently closed the door as she said, “we’ll do.” 
 
    She fell back against the wall and exhaled. After wiping her sweaty palms off on her shorts, she slowly locked the bolt lock. Cursing the builder of the house for not installing a peep hole in the door, she walked briskly to the kitchen to look out the window to confirm Mike and his men had left. Before she could turn around, she was startled by Jake’s sudden appearance behind her. 
 
    “Hey! You scared me, Jake!” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t creep up on me when I’ve got a gun in my hand.” 
 
    He took her in his arms and held her. Ashby was trembling. “I’m sorry for scaring you. And, I’m sorry for putting this stress on us. I never wanted this to happen.” 
 
    She nodded and broke their embrace. “It’s okay. They don’t suspect anything. Mike is just as rude as his dead boss.” 
 
    “He’ll be on a power trip, so I have to be extra careful,” said Jake. “I heard that I’m to report to the club. Let me get some food in me and I’ll get dressed.” 
 
    “Jake, you’re like a zombie because of the lack of sleep.” 
 
    He walked toward the refrigerator and looked inside. Of course, it was empty. So were the cupboards. Jake was not high enough on the totem pole to warrant more than a day’s worth of food. He found the last of the generic Corn Flakes and poured them in a bowl. 
 
    “Are you going to Stephanie’s this morning?” he asked as he crunched the dry cereal in his mouth. 
 
    Ashby set her gun down and rolled her head over her shoulders to release some tension. “I need to stay closer to her than ever. She’ll be worried and will look for someone to lean on. I’ll fulfill that role.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. I’ll try to be front and center in the search. Our best hope is to imbed with these people, so we can steer them away from me.” 
 
    Ashby washed her hands and then sprinkled water on her face to freshen up. “I know your exhausted, but you’ve got to keep it together. A tired mind makes mistakes. Go through the motions, listen, and we’ll circle up here this afternoon.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    While Jake took a shower, Ashby got dressed and left for Stephanie’s house. When she arrived, she found the front door open and voices coming from the kitchen. 
 
    “I don’t know, Paulette,” said Stephanie. “I thought he was working with the security team last night.” 
 
    “Honey, he said he was taking the night off,” said Paulette. 
 
    “I know, but he changed his mind suddenly and said he wanted to scope out a possible business for the new team to hit next. When I tried to question him and suggest he stay with me, I got the usual response. If you wanna keep this roof over your head, you’ll let me do my job. That’s been his comeback for years.” 
 
    Ashby cleared her throat as she approached the kitchen to announce her presence. She gave Stephanie her best Diane Sawyer concerned look and the distraught wife immediately responded. She pushed past Paulette and ran into Ashby’s arms where she broke down crying.  
 
    Ashby looked over Stephanie’s shoulder at Paulette and smiled. The older woman seemed to understand that Stephanie didn’t need questioning right now, she needed empathy. 
 
    “I’m going to leave you two alone,” she said to Ashby and Stephanie. “Don’t worry about attending today’s briefing. Our entire focus today will be on finding Ken. The residents who appear will be asked to assist.” 
 
    Ashby mouthed the words thank you to Paulette who grimaced as she walked passed to leave. Ashby then whispered to Stephanie, “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Stephanie let go and slumped into a bar stool at the kitchen island. Ashby quickly followed Paulette to the door. 
 
    “Paulette, excuse me.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If Stephanie needs a sedative, may I come by the clubhouse and get her some?” 
 
    “Of course, dear. See Mrs. Edwards, our nurse practitioner. She spends the day keeping up with our medical inventories and providing a list to our security teams. You know, a wish list of sorts.” 
 
    “Okay, will you let her know that I’ll be coming by. I’ve never spent any time in the club and I don’t want to be a bother.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, Ashby. I’ll tell them you are an extension of Stephanie. They will provide you anything you want.” 
 
    Ashby waived goodbye and closed the door. She walked back toward the kitchen and then stopped. She wanted alone time with Stephanie. Ashby hated to take advantage of the woman’s distress, but while Stephanie’s guard was down, she could learn a lot about Fruitvale West. 
 
    They spent the morning talking about mundane subjects like why the Kennedy’s never had children and how they felt about the neighborhood. Stephanie admitted she saw the advantages given to the members of the executive committee, but she pushed the guilt in the back of her mind. As she put it, survival of the fittest was going to become the norm. She didn’t plan to have a tombstone which read, Here lies Stephanie Kennedy, Enlightened, but Privileged Neighbor, Died of Starvation. 
 
    After a light lunch, the two women retired to Ken’s study where Stephanie sat in his chair. She was mindlessly spinning back and forth when the doorbell rang. Ashby told her to sit still while she answered it. 
 
    The Kennedy’s had a peep hole and Ashby’s heart leapt when she saw Jake standing alone on the porch. She quickly unlocked the door and let him in, holding one finger to her lips. He nodded and leaned in to kiss her on the cheek.  
 
    She whispered to him, “Anything?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “We’ve been inside the wall so far. Everybody took a break for lunch and in an hour, the search will resume on the streets and neighborhoods surrounding Fruitvale West. But, they’re only going to look until six. After that, everybody will take a rest break. Some will resume looking tomorrow, but most of us are going on two runs tonight.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    Jake rolled his eyes and shook his head. “This came straight from Joe. Ken’s disappearance is disturbing, he said, but we can’t stop living our lives.” 
 
    “Pretty harsh,” said Ashby. 
 
    “Ashby, who is it?” Stephanie was calling for her from the study.  
 
    Ashby grabbed Jake by the hand and took him through the kitchen, past the dining room and into Ken’s study.  Stephanie rose out of Ken’s chair and looked at Jake with hopeful eyes. He held his arms out to give her a hug. 
 
    Jake began his rehearsed words. “Stephanie, I’ve been in law enforcement for a long time. I want you to trust me when I say that no news is good news at this point. If your husband had met with foul play within the neighborhood, we would’ve discovered it during our search.” 
 
    “They found nothing?” she asked. 
 
    “Not a trace, but as I said, that means we don’t have a problem within the community and there’s still hope.” 
 
    Stephanie dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. Ashby opened up Ken’s wet bar and retrieved a bottle of Evian from the small refrigerator. She poured it into a crystal glass for Stephanie. 
 
    “What’s next, Jake?” 
 
    “This afternoon, they’ll continue the search outside the walls. I know this is hard for you, but are you up for some questions. It was relayed to me that Ken planned on doing some work outside the wall last night. Is that right?” 
 
    She nodded as she blew her nose. “He didn’t tell me where. He just left. I didn’t like it, but I never had a say in the matter.” 
 
    Jake continued. “I take it he’s done this before.” 
 
    “Yes. Three times since all of this happened. The runs are so important, you know.” 
 
    Ashby watched Jake manipulate Stephanie. He broke the news to her about the limited afternoon search. At first, she was upset, lashing out against Mike, Joe, and Paulette for being so insensitive and ungrateful for Ken’s efforts. After a moment, she calmed down when Jake assured her tomorrow’s search would be more widespread as they canvassed the surrounding neighborhoods. 
 
    “I understand, Jake. Thank you both so much for helping me get thought this. I really don’t have any friends here. I mean, Ken always avoided social occasions. He’d never been involved in the neighborhood or HOA after he left public service.” 
 
    Ashby moved around Ken’s desk and leaned against it. She reached for Stephanie’s hand and smiled. “We’ll be here for you, Stephanie. You know what. What is your favorite home-cooked dinner? Seriously, I want to make you a nice meal. Jake and I will fix it together, maybe we’ll bust open a bottle of cabernet. Whadya say?” 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea for you guys,” added Jake. “Unfortunately, Mike has tapped me to lead one of the team’s tonight, so I’ll have to pass on the wine.” 
 
    “Join us for dinner, Jake. Please,” said Stephanie. “I really trust you both to tell me like it is, not some sugarcoated BS that the Van Halens might feed me.” 
 
    “Deal,” said Jake with a smile. “In fact, since I’ll be out most of the night, would you mind Ashby staying here at the house with you? I’d feel safer and the two of you can put her heads together about where Ken might’ve gone. What do you think?” 
 
    Ashby perked up as she saw where Jake was leading them. “Yeah, a slumber party. Are you up for it, Stephanie?” 
 
    Ken’s wife managed a genuine smile. “I would love that. I might talk your ear off, however. Ashby, would you mind?” 
 
    “Not at all. Now, what would you like to eat?” 
 
    Stephanie leaned back in the chair. “Popcorn. Cheddar Cheese. Twizzlers.” 
 
    Ashby looked around Ken’s desk for a pen. “Wait, let me write this down.” She began scribbling on a note pad as Stephanie continued. 
 
    “Peanut butter. Ritz crackers.” 
 
    “Honey, do you have all of this?” asked Ashby. “Or do I need to go to the clubhouse? Paulette said she’d get me permission.” 
 
    “We have it all at the clubhouse,” replied Stephanie. “Tell them I sent you to the executive pantry. They’ll know what you mean.” 
 
    Ashby looked at Jake and shrugged. “Would you mind tagging along to help me carry things back?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” he replied. “Stephanie, will you be okay for a little bit?” 
 
    She nodded and stood. “You two have made me feel so much better. I’m gonna draw a hot bath and start on that wine. You two take your time. The slumber party can start when Ashby gets back.” 
 
    Jake and Ashby pulled their particulate masks on as they stepped onto the front lawn. They both observed how the fallout was getting worse. Together, they held hands as they made their way to the club for their first look at how the elites fed themselves. Ashby made a promise as they talked. There would be one additional box full of supplies for the two of them.  
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    Fruitvale West 
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    Ashby and Jake exchanged pleasantries with the Van Halens and were introduced to the ladies who held the keys to the vault—the executive pantry. While they loaded up three boxes, ostensibly bound for the Kennedy’s residence, they eavesdropped on a conversation between several members of the executive committee and the Van Halens.  
 
    “I remember what it was like when the snipers attacked the Metcalf Substation,” said one of the women. “PG & E never gave us a heads-up. They decided to reroute power from Silicon Valley and our part of San Jose just to avert a blackout.” 
 
    “Yeah, downtown had power, and we didn’t, for days,” commented another. 
 
    Joe’s voice could be heard as Jake and Ashby walked through the steel restaurant shelves which lined the adjacent room. Ashby was picking up the items Stephanie requested while Jake filled their box with luxury food items, things that they’d ordinarily take for granted. He focused on portability. Canned meats, vitamin supplements, and meal replacement bars. 
 
    “We had four homes broken into during that time,” Joe said. “Frankly, that experience prompted us to take the difficult steps of organizing this committee.” 
 
    “The rumors in Oakland at the FEMA trailers was that our power would be cut off soon like up north,” commented the woman. “How are we going to deal with that?” 
 
    Joe replied. “We’ve already started making changes with that eventuality in mind. Only a third of the people who went to Oakland came back. We had seventeen families leave in the last day or so for Mexico. Our numbers are dwindling, by design.” 
 
    “That’s good, but I have to wonder,” the woman continued. “Will we be able to protect ourselves when the lights go out if we’re losing our numbers.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” replied Paulette. “We’re making the ones who count happy. They’ll stay.” 
 
    Jake’s head snapped in Ashby’s direction and he shook his head in disgust. He tipped his box toward her slightly so she could see it was full. It contained a six-pack of Blue Moon Belgian White beer. She winked at him and then nodded her head toward the door.  They slowly moved toward the exit while the four members of the executive committee were engrossed in their conversation. 
 
    “Do you think Ken ran off?” asked the other unidentified woman. 
 
    “Probably,” said Paulette. “He was a known philanderer. He’s probably on a bender holed up with some hussy somewhere. He’ll come back eventually.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re continuing the runs?” asked the other woman.  
 
    “Yes, in part,” replied Joe. “The show must go on, as they say. Regardless of the reasons for Ken’s sudden disappearance, we’ve got to maintain order and control. If we can’t keep these people fed, and provide them the illusion of safety, we’ll lose our grip. That’s why, frankly, I’m not worried about people leaving, especially the non-contributors.” 
 
    “Joe’s right,” added Paulette. “Look at it this way. We’ve already received their contributions to the community pot, so to speak. Now, they are just more mouths to feed, especially if they aren’t willing to help with security or go on the runs.” 
 
    “That makes them dead weight in my book,” said one of the women.  
 
    Joe agreed. “Soon, we’ll have the right number of people and the appropriate mix” 
 
    Paulette chimed in. “Which is why we aren’t over concerning ourselves with Ken’s disappearance. Don’t get me wrong, he was very useful early on. Soon, however, he began to think a little too highly of his importance around here.”  
 
    “Are you going to step up the search?” one of the women asked. 
 
    Joe summarized the executive committee’s unofficial position. “We’ll give it one more day, just to make it look like we’ve given it a solid effort. Then we’ll move on.” 
 
    Jake and Ashby slipped out of the clubhouse without being questioned about the boxes of supplies. They’d heard enough.  
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    The Wineries 
 
    West of Saratoga, California  
 
      
 
    With Ken missing, Mike was elevated temporarily to chief of security for Fruitvale West and he intended to prove his worth. He insisted upon making two runs that night. He and his team would move in the more populated area of northeast of the neighborhood surrounding the Westgate Center shopping district in Castro.   
 
    He tasked Jake with leading a team to the west into the area of Saratoga known for its vineyards, hitting unexpected targets like the Saratoga Country Club. These locations had been on Ken’s list for some time but they weren’t close enough together to warrant leading a raid that included the delivery van. Jake was assigned three men who would take two pickup trucks. 
 
    Jake studied the map with his guys on the hood of a black Dodge Ram 1500. “Let’s work the vineyards closest to the Monte Bello Preserve on the westernmost part of the valley.  These three wineries — Ridge, Fellom Ranch, and Picchetti are isolated and away from residential populations. All of them have restaurant operations to accompany their wedding catering businesses. We’ll be loading cases of canned goods, rather than emptying shelves like the other night.” 
 
    “How about the wine?” asked one of his men. 
 
    “As much as I’d like to, we’ve got to focus on food for now.” began Jake in his reply, and then he paused. “You know what, we’ve all got wives and girlfriends waiting at home for us who stress out over our little raids.  We’ll grab a bottle each for them, as a treat and our way of saying thanks for backing us up. How’s that?” 
 
    They guys uniformly agreed and showed it with a chorus of hell yeahs and high-fives. They were about to load up in the truck when Mike stopped Jake. 
 
    “I overhead where you plan on starting tonight. While you’re out there, I want you to hit the Sunnyvale Rod & Gun Club and bust into their lockers.” 
 
    “What lockers?” asked Jake. “It’s just a shooting range, right?” 
 
    “Not anymore. They added a building which includes a small restaurant, an indoor pistol range, and lockers for their members to store their weapons.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mike,” said Jake hesitantly. “We’ve got our platter full and I’d seriously doubt that any gunowner left their weapons behind under these circumstances. Plus, if I remember correctly, the gun club is sandwiched between a quarry and the mountain ridge with only a single, long driveway in and out.” 
 
    Mike looked at the sky and wiped some ash off his face. “Maybe I should have picked a guy with some cojones to lead this run. If you’re scared—.” 
 
    Jake immediately cut him off. “Not scared, just smart. I’ll take care of it.” Jake immediately looked to his team and waved for them to get in their trucks without saying another word. 
 
    He was quiet as he drove toward the small range that separated Silicon Valley from the Pacific Ocean. Jake had managed a few hours of sleep before undertaking the evening run. He was not fully rested, but his mind was clear. The results of tomorrow’s search for Ken would dictate their next move.  
 
    He was prepared to hold onto what she and Ashby had at Fruitvale West as long as possible. Before they left, he wanted to stockpile more food and increase his ammunition supply to go with his large cache of weapons. Most importantly, he needed a place to go. 
 
    Jake was not confident in the deals struck with the South American countries to take in American refugees. He had even less confidence in the safety afforded Americans travelling through Mexico. It was a lawless nation that couldn’t take care of its citizens or tourists before the collapse. Hundreds of thousands of vehicles traveling southbound, loaded down with prized possessions would, provide the drug cartels and independent banditos ample opportunity to better their lives. 
 
    He unconsciously gripped the wheel until his knuckles turned white out of frustration as he thought of the Mad House being buried in ash. It was the perfect location to weather this catastrophe. Jake simply had to find a suitable alternative, somewhere farther south, where they could find a water source and grow their own food.  
 
    The first stop was Fellom Ranch Vineyards which had been abandoned. It yielded a pickup bed full of supplies and food products. Jake was relieved that the family had left the winery. He grew up with one of the Fellom kids when he lived at Fruitvale West. They’d attended high school together. 
 
    They made their way around the ridge to the largest operation of the evening—Ridge Vineyards. For sixty years, Ridge had been making an exceptional zinfandel which was a local restaurant favorite. 
 
    The Ridge estate was far more extensive than their prior stop and was most likely to be guarded by security, or at the least, members of the family who operated the Lytton Springs extension of the famed Ridge estate. 
 
    Jake shut off the trucks lights and glanced in his rear view mirror to confirm the trailing truck did the same. The man riding shotgun was familiar with the part of the estate open to visitors.  
 
    “There are three separate groups of buildings in the valley,” he explained. “Along the ridge which separated this operation from Fellom Ranch are the maintenance sheds and a caretaker’s home at the back corner.” 
 
    “There’s no need to go back there,” said Jake somewhat impatiently. “What’s open to the public, or adjacent to it?” 
 
    He continued to drive up an incline toward the top of a hill when he saw a faint light in the distance. His companion pointed ahead. 
 
    “That’s the parking lot street lamp. Take the left fork up ahead. It will lead you into the winery. Once you reach the top of the hill, continue past the buildings and outdoor seating until you see a gravel access road. Take a right there.” 
 
    As instructed, Jake moved to the top of the hill and was pleased to see that there were no lights on around the reception building or the smaller administrative buildings off to the right. At this point, Jake felt more like a looter than a survivor. He recalled the many conversations he and Ashby had about the line they wouldn’t cross when it came to navigating a post-collapse world. Jake’s killing of Ken Kennedy had already obliterated one line. Was he about to violate another if confronted by someone attempting to protect their business? 
 
    The men parked at the rear entrance and immediately jumped out of the trucks with their weapons ready. Jake chose a Mossberg 590-A1 shotgun from the club’s arsenal together with a shoulder bandolier that held two dozen shells. He loaded the weapon with two double aught buck shells to every one bird shot. 
 
    This Mossberg model held nine shells, eight in the tube plus one racked and ready. Jake had learned in tactical operations to load a birdshot shell first in order to produce a wide scatter. This would accommodate poor aim in a stressful situation and at least wound or repel the assailant. He then followed the load with two shells of double aught buck, easily capable of killshots. Then he repeated the sequence.  
 
    Jake motioned for the men to spread out around the buildings to check the entrances and to identify any occupants. They were told not to engage, but rather, regroup at the pickups after they’d conducted their surveillance. 
 
    He led the way to the left, seeking cover when possible, and peering into windows from a safe distance. Jake had no intention of getting killed for a pickup load of canned goods and pasta. He pulled his guys aside and gave them instructions. The three men would breach the rear entry and move quickly to the kitchen area of the building. He’d maintain patrols around the exterior of the buildings to ensure they weren’t surprised. In and out, he’d said, with some time for wine shopping. 
 
    Jake had no particular reason for feeling uncomfortable, other than the fact they were walking into the unknown again. Eventually, a burglar’s luck runs out when he’s greeted with a gun barrel on the other side of the door.  
 
    The men got to work and Jake walked briskly around the three-building complex, his eyes scanning the empty parking lot for any signs of movement. He checked his watch as he made the rounds, while monitoring the men’s progress. The second pickup was almost full in just eight minutes. 
 
    On his last lap around the buildings, he tried the wooden door which entered a utility shed located at the end of the complex. It was unlocked. After a quick glance around the outside, Jake stuck his head in, preceded by the Mossberg. The space was empty except for gardening equipment and rows of shelves with clear plastic bins stacked on them.  
 
    Jake quickly backed out of the building and looked around again before he set about exploring the inside of the space. He pulled out his tactical flashlight from his pants cargo pocket and illuminated the bins. They were labeled with masking tape. Jake muttered the words aloud. 
 
    “Arugula. Bush beans. Broccoli. Carrots. Melon. Pepper.” 
 
    He reached into the tomato bin and pulled out a handful of seed packets from Burpee. He shined a light on the different varieties of tomato seeds, all of which were marked heirlooms.  
 
    Jake placed the seeds back in the container and ran out of the building to check on his men. They were just loading the last box when he came upon them. 
 
    “We’re full. Did you guys find some wine for your ladies?” 
 
    One of them responded. “We’re going into the store now. You comin’?” 
 
    “No,” Jake responded. “I’ve got some flower seeds for my girl. She’s quite the gardener.” 
 
    “That’s really romantic dude, but I doubt it’ll get you laid,” said one of the men, drawing laughter from the others. 
 
    “Yeah, probably right. Hit the store and let’s wrap it up.” 
 
    Jake ran back to the shed and searched the interior for something to carry the seeds in. He spotted some empty grain sacks stuffed under a work bench. This was the point where Jake hesitated. He had no idea which seeds to pull. He knew nothing about growing food but he assumed certain vegetables did better in cooler climates, like Northern California than areas much farther south. 
 
    Unable to apply logic to his choices, he simply pulled as many different varieties that he could cram into the grain sack. Although he didn’t know what the heirloom designation meant, he focused on those because they appeared to be the most abundant variety on hand. 
 
    A few minutes later, he’d gathered forty different varieties and almost two hundred seed packets. He tied off the grain sack and tossed it over his shoulder like Santa Claus ready to move on to the next chimney. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 41 
 
    The Sunnyvale Gun Club 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jake was prepared to call it a successful night. They’d loaded up the trucks with just two stops. They could hit the other wineries and the gun club another night after the dust settled on these break-ins. But, when he suggested heading back to Fruitvale West, the driver of the other truck insisted that Jake follow Mike’s orders to check out the Sunnyvale Gun Club. Jake thought it was odd that the man insisted, and then he realized that one or more of his guys were most likely Mike’s guys.  
 
    “All right, let’s do this but I’m not happy with the ingress and egress,” said Jake before they left. “It’s been a long time since I drove up there but we don’t have any alternate routes out.” 
 
    The driver offered to take the lead on the trip into the shooting range and Jake agreed with his suggestion without hesitation. They wound their way through the hills until they reached the base of Stevens Canyon and the small lake alongside the road.  
 
    There were a handful of tents set up in an open space across the water and a campfire was burning in the center of them. The camp was secluded and surrounded on three sides by the lake which was most likely full of fish. Not a bad spot, Jake thought to himself, except the water would soon be contaminated by ash fallout. 
 
    They reached the turn for the gun club and found a chain link gate closed, blocking their progress. One gate led to the rock quarry on the left and the other was marked with an etched-wood sign bearing the gun club’s logo. The passenger of the lead truck tried the gate and indicated it was locked.  
 
    He tried to break the lock off with the buttstock of his rifle, never a good idea. Jake never understood why movies and television shows depicted their characters beating on things with their rifles. A gun was not intended to be used as a sledge hammer whether you were trying to break a lock, bust open a head, or dispatch a zombie. 
 
    This is taking too long. 
 
    Jake didn’t like the fact they’d been sitting out in the open for so long. He’d shut off his headlights but the lead driver did not, choosing instead to illuminate the gate for his passenger. When the man gave up on the lock and began to jog back to the pickup, a sense of relief came over Jake as he was pleased the mission would be called off. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    The driver gunned the engine, spinning gravel all over Jake’s truck and lurched toward the gate. He was probably doing thirty miles an hour when the front bumper collided with the chain link, slamming it open until both sides careened off some shrubs and ricocheted back into the side of the truck. 
 
    Jake exhaled and followed their companions into the gun club, hoping the noise created by the breach didn’t attract unwanted attention. As they sped up the hill toward the facility, without regard to taking the stealth precautions Jake employed at the Ridge Estate, he secretly hoped the club had been emptied of its weapons, either by the gun owners themselves, or the operators who most likely possessed a master key. If the lockers were empty, they could leave that much sooner. 
 
    Unlike the two prior stops, Jake fell back and allowed Mike’s man to run point on this raid. He’d never seen the new facility and had little interest in the mission’s success. At this point, self-preservation was foremost on Jake’s mind, and an exit from the recklessness of this group. 
 
    The man turned to Jake and hollered, “Are you coming Wheeler?” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll take perimeter security again. You guys knock it out.” 
 
    Jake readied his shotgun and walked through the parking lot. The sides and rear of the gun club facility were blocked off with fencing or cinder block walls. To the mountain side of the parking lot was the trap shooting area and Jake surmised the rear of the building led to the rifle range. There was really no perimeter to patrol, so he just waited for the men to return. 
 
    He could hear the sound of an owl in the distance as the first ten minutes had passed. These guys were taking too long inside. Despite his concern, Jake resisted the urge to go inside and attempt to abort the mission. Mike’s guy appeared to be gun hungry and possibly looking to garner favor with his new boss by bringing home several new weapons. 
 
    Jake wandered to where the paved parking lot turned into the gravel driveway. He paused and listened. The owl had stopped its staccato hoot sound, allowing Jake to focus on other sounds of the night. That’s when he heard it. Muffled voices followed by the sounds of gravel crunching underfoot. He knelt down to reduce his visibility and to focus on the noises emanating from down the driveway. 
 
    Several men, whispering to one another, moving briskly up the gravel road.  
 
    Jake turned and briskly walked down the side of the parking lot using the overhang and picnic tables of the trap shooting observation area for cover. He stopped to catch his breath and listen again. The men were getting closer, as they were also jogging up the gravel road. Then their footsteps changed. The crunching was replaced with the pounding of their shoes on the hard, asphalt surface. 
 
    Jake didn’t have much time. He raced toward the gun club only to find one of the guys smoking a cigarette as he was loading rifles into the back of the pickup truck. 
 
    Before Jake could warn him, several shots rang out and the man was struck in the back, knocking him against the tailgate before he fell backward onto the pavement. 
 
    Jake opened fire at the attackers from the side, sending buckshot spraying across the pavement and skipping at the feet of the men. The loud blast served to stop their forward progress, but not their gunfire.  
 
    Jake knew they’d scattered because he was taking on gunfire from three different directions. He crawled behind the concrete picnic tables as bullets ricocheted around him. Seconds later, the other two members of his team emerged from the gun club shouting his name. Jake ignored them, choosing not to give away his new position, as he fell back toward the club, darting from pavilion to pavilion, unnoticed by the assailants. 
 
    A voice shouted from the darkness. “You boys ain’t leavin’ alive unless you come out with your hands up!” 
 
    Jake hustled along the side of the building to where they were hidden behind the pickup trucks. 
 
    Mike’s guy crawled on all fours between the trucks to check on his passenger. He returned, pulling the man along the ground behind him. 
 
    “He’s dead,” he said with disgust. Then he snarled at Jake. “I thought you had the perimeter?” 
 
    “I did,” Jake said. “These guys have long guns. The cherry on his cigarette gave him away.” 
 
    All three men leaned against the front of the trucks. Mike’s guy asked, “How many of them?” 
 
    “At least three. They’re flanking the road and at one of them is moving up the side along the quarry.” 
 
    “Should we make a run for it?” asked the other man who’d been Jake’s passenger. 
 
    “Give it up, boys! We don’t want to kill anyone. We just want those trucks and whatever you’ve got in ‘em!” The voice was getting closer. 
 
    Jake assessed the situation. “One of us has to distract them, attract their fire while the other two drive out of here.” 
 
    “I’m too overweight to run,” said Jake’s passenger. The man was being honest. 
 
    “I’ve got kids,” said Mike’s guy. That was the lamest of the two excuses in Jake’s mind. If he was concerned about his kids, he shouldn’t be making these runs, especially ill-advised ones like the present situation. 
 
    “Fine,” said Jake.  “I’ll draw their fire. Here’s what you’re gonna do.” Jake laid out the plan and gained the absolute assurance of his driver that he wouldn’t leave him behind. When the time came, Jake would appear in the road and he’d better stop for him, he warned. The tone of Jake’s voice was very convincing.  
 
    The men agreed, and Jake cautioned them to wait until they heard his shotgun blast. This would be their signal. Jake patted his driver on the back, offering encouragement and making that partner-like connection. He could survive if the two men left him behind, but it would be a long walk home in the dark.  
 
    Jake took off into the darkness, retracing his steps through the observation pavilions. As he maneuvered through them, he looked ahead to make sure he wasn’t running toward one of the assailants. Jake had to assume the gunmen were as frightened as his team was, and therefore wouldn’t intentionally walk toward Jake’s earlier position. Most likely, all eyes were focused on the two pickup trucks. 
 
    He’d reached the end of the pavilions, studied his next options for cover, and then fired the next two rounds of double aught buck into the one-thousand-gallon propane tank which was positioned across the parking lot. That was the closest point of cover to the gun club building other than some large boulders overlooking the rock quarry below.  
 
    Jake knew the buckshot wouldn’t be powerful enough to pierce the steel propane tank, but he hoped the attackers didn’t know that. After the shot pelted the tank, Jake saw two men scurry for cover near the rocks. 
 
    The distraction worked. The pickups fired their ignitions and squealed their tires as they simultaneously sped in reverse. The lead truck, driven by Mike’s guy began speeding out of the parking lot, taking several shots into the right-side passenger door.  
 
    Jake’s truck hesitated momentarily as the driver appeared to have difficulty in finding the gear of the four-speed manual transmission. The attackers opened fire, blowing out the glass of the passenger window and littering the rear fender with bullets. 
 
    Jake ran toward the propane tank, firing birdshot this time in the general direction of their muzzle flashes. The driver found first gear and the smoke from the spinning tires could be seen floating above the roofline of the gun club. He was speeding toward Jake as one of the gunmen stepped out into the open to take his shot. 
 
    Jake didn’t hesitate as he ran toward the man to get a closer shot. He racked a round into the Mossberg and squeezed the trigger, filling the shooter’s upper torso with the deadly double aught buck. 
 
    His driver swerved toward the right in Jake’s direction which had the effect of illuminating his position with the headlights. He was at risk, so he darted across the front of the truck and the driver slammed on the brakes, causing the truck to fishtail slightly.  
 
    Jake jumped on top of the boxes in the pickup truck’s bed and lay flat on his back.  
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” he shouted as the truck once again lurched forward in a cloud of burning rubber. The attacker’s rifles missed their mark as round after round sailed over Jake’s head or imbedded in the tailgate.  
 
    Once they hit the gravel road, the driver slowed somewhat as the curves could easily cause him to lose control. Jake closed his eyes and held his body flat against the jagged boxes, hoping it was over.  
 
    At the bottom of the hill, the truck took a sharp turn to the right onto Steven’s Canyon Road. The attack was over, or so he thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 42 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    The sun was rising as Jake arrived back at Fruitvale West. It was going to be a long, stressful day for him. It would also be looked back upon as a turning point in this new life with Ashby.  
 
    A group of men awaited Jake and his driver when they slowly approached the gate of the community. At first, Jake was puzzled that the black, wrought iron gate wasn’t immediately opened for them as his driver eased up to it.  
 
    Then he saw Mike speaking with the other surviving member of the four-man team. A crowd had gathered around his truck, pointing at the blood which had been splattered across the tailgate and the holes created by the high-powered rifles which had attacked them. 
 
    Jake saw the heads turn as they stopped, and the looks on their faces said it all. Fingers of blame were being pointed and he suspected he was the scapegoat.  
 
    His driver leaned out of the truck window. “Hey, what’s the holdup? Open up and let us in.” The keepers of the gate hesitated and turned to Mike for guidance. Mike, accompanied by the driver of the other pickup, approached the gate followed by two men armed with rifles. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” muttered Jake. 
 
    His driver looked at Mike and then over at Jake. “Why won’t they let us in?” 
 
    “I suspect they blame me for the death of the other guy.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a load of crap and I’ll tell ‘em so myself. We should’ve never gone up there to begin with. And for what? Seven rifles and half a dozen pistols. We lost a guy and I could’ve been killed if you hadn’t—.” 
 
    “Get out of the truck and lay down your weapons!” Mike shouted.  
 
    The driver turned toward Jake. “What do we do?” 
 
    “This doesn’t involve you. It’s me they’re mad at. Go ahead and get out. I’d appreciate if you’d back me up, though.” 
 
    “For sure.” The man exited the truck and walked toward the gate with his hands up. He immediately began talking to Mike, waving his arms and pointing as if to illustrate what happened. Then he started pointing at the driver of the other truck, which is when the argument got heated. 
 
    “If anybody’s responsible for his death, it’s your guy! Jake never wanted to go to the gun club because it was too risky. Turns out he was right about that, and the fact we had no escape route.” 
 
    “Shut up! We don’t want to hear—.” 
 
    Jake’s driver cut Mike off and continued to defend Jake. “Jake saved my life. One of the gunmen had me dead to rights and Jake charged at him across the parking lot with no cover and no back-up, I might add, because your guy took off without us. How much sooner did he get back before we did? Where was he when the going got tough?” 
 
    “You shut your mouth,” screamed the other driver.  
 
    “I won’t! Jake charged at the guy and took him out with one shot. I would’ve been dead too if it wasn’t for Jake.” 
 
    Jake saw that the argument was turning in his favor so he decided it was time to face the mob who’d come ready with their tar-and-feathers. He exited the truck but he didn’t lay down his weapon. He also slung the feedbag over his shoulder as he approached. 
 
    “Fellas, it’s been a long night and I’m tired. I think everybody needs to calm down and recognize one thing. Every time we venture outside of this wall, some of us might not make back. No one man can be held accountable for another’s life. If you’re not able to accept that basic premise, then you need to go find a FEMA camp somewhere so the government can take care of you.” 
 
    Jake pushed open the gate and said thank you to the man who plead his case. He shoved past Mike and the other driver without hesitation. 
 
    “Wheeler, what’s in the bag?” shouted Mike as Jake walked away. 
 
    “A present for my girl — flower seeds.” 
 
    He never looked back, thankful that a bullet didn’t follow him.  
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  



Chapter 43 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    Jake went straight to the house and showered, keeping the Mossberg propped against the wall next to the door. He needed to refresh his body, and his mind, before he approached Ashby with his concerns. He understood her desire to find a place to get settled. He wanted the same thing. With each passing hour, however, a voice was screaming in his head, run!  
 
    He got dressed and left the house, locking the doors for the first time, not that the act would stop these people. They were living proof that a mentality existed to fulfill the axiom—what’s mine is mine and what’s yours is mine too. Fruitvale West reeked of that attitude and he wasn’t going to fall victim to it. 
 
    He stopped by Stephanie’s residence where Ashby had spent the night. She was glad that he was home safely and the two of them took a moment to catch up, speaking in a way that did not raise the suspicions or concerns of Stephanie. 
 
    Ashby had spent time with the distraught wife but eventually Stephanie couldn’t fight sleep any longer, especially after Ashby kept the red wine flowing in her direction. It wasn’t necessary to add the sedative, as Ashby intended. 
 
    After, a brief conversation with Stephanie, Jake and Ashby walked alone to the morning meeting. He did not intend to hide from the men who’d falsely pointed fingers of blame at him that morning. He would stand proud against his accusers and defend himself by exposing their recklessness and incompetence if necessary. 
 
    The meeting started like normal with the usual meaningless news updates until one woman shouted from the rear. 
 
    “Let’s dispense with the preliminaries.  I heard a man died last night during a run. What about that?” 
 
    Jake leaned into Ashby. “Here we go.” 
 
    Joe stepped forward and Mike quickly joined his side. This was the moment of truth for Jake. Joe handled the response. 
 
    “We conducted several raids last night and gained a tremendous of amount of supplies and weapons for the community. Unfortunately, there was a mishap resulting in the death of one of our own.” 
 
    The questions rained down upon Joe’s head.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who was it?’ 
 
    “How did it happen?” 
 
    “Are you gonna fight back against the killer?” 
 
    Mike took over from there. “Everyone, please. Like any other shooting, an investigation has to be undertaken. We will do our due diligence and file an appropriate report with the executive committee. In the meantime, we need to express our condolences and share in the grief that this man’s family is enduring.” 
 
    More questions came flying from all directions. The natives were restless following their first casualty, just as Jake suspected they would be. 
 
    “What about Ken? Did you give up on finding him?” 
 
    “His wife is probably grieving too, and you’ve abandoned the search!” 
 
    “Not so fast,” replied Joe as he tried to shout down the complainants. “We thoroughly searched for Ken within the walls yesterday so we could rule out foul play in Fruitvale West. As we speak, as a matter of fact, our people are systematically sweeping the neighborhoods adjacent to us. The entire day will be spent looking for Ken, am I right Mike?” 
 
    As Mike stepped forward, a vehicle could be heard speeding up the drive toward the swimming club. Everyone’s attention was directed toward the parking lot. Instinctively, Jake slid his hand down to his sidearm and prepared to pull it from his holster. 
 
    With everyone’ eyes focused on the approaching car, Mike said, “Excuse me for a moment.” 
 
    He pushed his way through the crowd and walked toward the car which came to an abrupt halt. Mike leaned into the open driver’s side window and spoke with the occupants. Two of Mike’s guards joined him and they exchanged a few words. 
 
    The men crawled into the backseat of the sedan and the vehicle sped off again. Mike stood with his hands on his hips, staring off into the distance before he dropped his head and returned to the onlookers. 
 
    “What’s going on Mike?” asked one man. 
 
    Another woman pushed forward. “Is this about Ken?” 
 
    Mike walked past them all, holding his hands up as they crowded around him. He finally reached Joe and Paulette and whispered to them for a long minute, during which time Joe looked in Jake’s direction several times. 
 
    Jake adjusted the particulate mask on his face, hoping to hide his words. “Ashby, they’ve discovered something, and somehow it leads to me.” 
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
    “I’ll handle it, but I can feel the walls closing in on us. If we’re gonna come up with an exit strategy, we’ve got to do it today.” 
 
    She reached her arm around his waist and whispered to him. “I might have an idea. It’s a long shot but it may be our best option. Can you handle these guys?” 
 
    “Yeah, but if you hear gunshots, meet me at the house and have the Mustang warmed up and pointed out the driveway. We may have to make a run for it.” 
 
    Ashby laughed. “No Bonnie and Clyde stuff. You just buy us the rest of the day, okay?” 
 
    Jake squeezed her hand. “Sure, Bonnie. Whatever you say.” 
 
    Mike stepped away from the members of the executive committee and caught Jake’s attention. Jake hesitated for a moment and then stepped through the crowd as Ashby gradually slipped backwards and out of sight.  
 
    With his hand resting on his gun, he walked defiantly toward Mike. Men like him relied upon bullying tactics to gain the upper hand. Jake wasn’t going to give Mike that satisfaction. He was already prepared to give a plausible explanation for everything that happened the night of Ken’s death. Enough of one that would give them time to escape the community, if necessary. 
 
    Mike motioned for Jake to walk with him and Joe tagged along for the conversation. Jake planned to say as little as possible and naturally, admit nothing. But sometimes, you have to give up a little to appear realistic. Mike’s interrogation got straight to the point. 
 
    “Wheeler, when you arrived here, you were towing a vehicle behind your motor home, were you not?” 
 
    Jake thought quickly. They’ve found the sandrail and someone must’ve recalled it was being towed behind the Bounder. He decided to take a combative, defiant approach. 
 
    “You mean your motor home, am I right?” Jake asked, intentionally adding the emphasis to make a point. 
 
    Joe immediately noticed Jake’s tone. “Now, Jake, we’re trying to gather all the facts here. Did you have a dune buggy behind your motor home when you arrived?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. It’s parked behind a vacant house just outside the gate.” 
 
    “Now, why would you do that?” asked Joe sarcastically. 
 
    “Because I knew you people would be taking my motor home for your community’s sole use and benefit. I was very uncomfortable giving up our only transportation.” 
 
    Mike shot back. “You knew that was the deal, Jake. You intentionally circumvented our arrangement.” 
 
    “Pretty one-sided, don’t you think, Mike? I come in with a motor home full of food and supplies, and all I get in return is a cardboard box full of measly rations and the opportunity to get shot at every night? Yeah, I hid the sandrail in case we needed it later. Guilty as charged.” 
 
    The two men stared each other down as the power struggle intensified. Jake, however, was relieved as it appeared the basis of the confrontation had nothing to do with Ken’s disappearance and more to do with disrespecting their authority. He could deal with that. 
 
    “Where are the keys?” asked Mike. 
 
    “I don’t have any. I stole the machine from a guy I had to kill in Oregon. He attacked us and so he had to die.” 
 
    Jake stuck his chest out as if to challenge Mike. He so desperately wanted to ask Mike if he’d ever killed anyone? Jake had notched a lot of kills, including Mike’s best buddy, Ken. 
 
    Joe stepped forward. “Jake, we need to bring it into the community for safekeeping. I’m not saying that you can’t have the use and benefit of it at some point, but for now, for appearance sake, we need to confiscate it. Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    Jake didn’t care because he had his father’s Mustang, and the keys to the sandrail, of course. Besides, he was glad this had nothing to do with Ken’s body, although discovery of the sandrail meant the search teams were getting dangerously close to the female witness and the rotting corpse. “No, since you asked nicely.” 
 
    Joe nodded to Mike who left in a huff. Then, he turned to Jake. “I’m going to be interviewing everyone late this afternoon regarding last night’s shooting, but we need to keep the focus on finding Ken today. Will you be available to give your side of the story?” 
 
    “Of course, Joe. Whatever you need.” Jake lied through his teeth, with a smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    Ashby stopped at the front door and took a deep breath to steady her nerves. Her goal was simple—get Stephanie’s approval to use Ken’s SUV for an errand. If she and Jake were to escape the clutches of Fruitvale West, they’d need more reliable transportation than the vehicles at their disposal. Besides, with Ken dead, he wouldn’t need it anyway.  
 
    She’d felt a twinge of guilt when she thought of the idea at the morning briefing. Ashby had genuinely come to like Stephanie Kennedy over the last few days and was empathetic over the loss of her husband. But, their marriage was far from ideal, and in Ashby’s mind, borderline abusive. Stephanie never said that Ken physically hurt her, but the emotional strain of his extracurricular activities had taken its toll on the poor woman. 
 
    Ashby gently knocked on the door and entered, before she announced herself. “Stephanie, I’m back from the morning briefing.” 
 
    There was no response. Ashby made her way into the kitchen and saw an open bottle of wine on the kitchen island. She rolled her eyes and shook her head. Stephanie was self-medicating before noon.  
 
    Ashby chuckled at the thought. Social mores always dictated that there were certain acceptable rules for drinking alcohol. Never drink alone. That was rule number one. Rule number two was don’t drink before noon. Rule number three was vodka drinkers had something to hide. She thought those rules made about as much sense as the one that stated you shouldn’t have spaghetti for breakfast or scrambled eggs for dinner.  
 
    “Stephanie, are you home?” 
 
    “I’m in here, Ashby,” she replied from Ken’s study. 
 
    Ashby made her way to the study and found Stephanie dressed in silk pajamas, twisting back and forth in Ken’s chair, studying a balloon glass full of cabernet. Stephanie didn’t make eye contact which immediately put Ashby on guard. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Ashby asked hesitantly.  
 
    Stephanie let out a chuckle and rolled the cabernet in her glass, studying the waves created as the wine rolled from side to side. 
 
    She slurred her words as she spoke. “Much better, now. You know, I woke up a little depressed about all of this. Then, I got to thinking about you.”  
 
    Stephanie’s eyes closed slightly as she pointed her index finger at Ashby.  
 
    Ashby nervously looked around the room and then walked toward the window overlooking the backyard. She glanced at the picture of a motor yacht crashing through a wave on the Pacific Ocean. The entire image, taken as a whole, gave her a feeling of freedom and escape. Stephanie’s attitude this morning made Ashby want to escape, now. 
 
    “What about me?” asked Ashby, who continued to stand and wander around the study. She wanted to be able to bolt out the door in case she was challenged by Stephanie. 
 
    “Please, Ashby, sit. You’re making me nervous and I have a lot to say to you.” 
 
    Ashby took another look around the study and then glanced at both entrance doors, subconsciously checking for anyone who might be listening to the conversation. 
 
    She eased into a chair facing Stephanie. “Okay, let’s talk.” 
 
    “I’ve come to trust you and rely upon you since Ken’s disappearance,” Stephanie began. She took another big gulp of wine and became more animated as she spoke. “This whole Yellowstone thing was supposed to be a fresh start for me and Ken. Sure, life was about to get difficult for us all, but it was just the change needed for us to get back on track.” 
 
    Ashby was puzzled by the start of this conversation.  “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    “After we closed up the community to outsiders, I found a new sense of purpose in my life. I had duties and responsibilities here. Ken was confined to the neighborhood and was given an important position within the executive committee. I saw our future as being better than the past.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ashby said, just to let Stephanie know she was paying attention when she really felt the window of opportunity closing on her ability to ask for the keys to the SUV. 
 
    Then, Stephanie said something totally out of left field. “I haven’t been entirely truthful with you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Ashby, our marriage sucked before the collapse and it still does.” Stephanie swallowed the last of the wine in a huge gulp and then lifted the glass to her right eye to confirm her drunken mind’s suspicion — it was empty. With a frown, she continued. “Here are the facts, and only the facts, ma’am.” Stephanie giggled as she set her glass on Ken’s desk, barely making it to the edge. 
 
    Ashby hopped up and pulled the glass to safety. Then she had an underhanded thought. Now, was not the time to obey the rules of the alcoholic’s road. If Stephanie needed to steel her nerves to spill the tea, Ashby planned on helping her along. 
 
    “Let me refill this for you, honey.” 
 
    Stephanie pointed her finger at Ashly repeatedly. “See. See. This is why I love you.” 
 
    Ashby hustled to the kitchen and retrieved the half full bottle of wine. She returned and filled the glass, sliding it in front of Stephanie as she continued her story. 
 
    “Ken is a lying, stealing, crooked, adulterer. You know why he isn’t a city councilman anymore?” Stephanie paused, closed one eye, and took a big swig of wine. She didn’t wait for Ashby to respond as this was a one-sided conversation. 
 
    “He didn’t run for reelection to pursue other interests, as he told the press. He was being investigated for taking bribes and kickbacks.” 
 
    Stephanie waved the glass around the room, spilling some on the floor in the process.  
 
    “This house, the Caddys, that damn boat. All of it came from people who greased Ken’s palms. Through it all, I kept my mouth shut because I was just as guilty. I enjoyed the fruits of his labor. I liked the stuff, too, you know.” 
 
    Ashby didn’t know what to say. She continued to appear attentive.  
 
    “Girlfriends, too,” Stephanie continued to lament her life. “Bank chicks. Gym chicks. Hookers. The maid. You name it. He had all kinds, bought and paid for with the money he made by selling access to power.” 
 
    Ashby felt bad for her and said, “Stephanie, I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Ken didn’t change one bit. He skimmed extra food from the community. He’s been going into vacant homes looking for valuables. And, I’m sure of this, he’s still screwing around on me.” 
 
    “With someone here?” asked Ashby. 
 
    Stephanie’s words were becoming less coherent as she became more and more distraught. “No. No. He doesn’t dip his candle in the wax, or whatever that saying is. He takes them to condos, hotels, and his beloved boat. The one he claims he bought for us, but I’ve never been two miles into the ocean on.” 
 
    Ashby perked up in her chair. “Stephanie, do you think Ken has simply run off? Maybe with another woman?” 
 
    A drunken, sly look came over Stephanie’s face as she slowly nodded her head up and down. “Can I trust you, Ashby?’ 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell the others,” she began, spilling more wine as she waved her glass around. She let out a giggle and downed the remainder of that glass to avoid future mishaps. “If Ken has disappeared, he did it in on his own with some hussy.” 
 
    “I won’t tell anyone, but they will continue looking for him.” 
 
    “I think they’re looking in the wrong place. They need to go to Moss Landing but I don’t want them to find out the truth. Not because of that jerk off. It would be embarrassing to me.” 
 
    “What’s Moss Landing? A condo or something?” 
 
    Stephanie whipped her right arm toward the picture of the motor yacht next to the window. “The love boat. His floating fun house. Whatever you wanna call it.” 
 
    Ashby stood and walked toward the picture again. She smiled and then turned to Stephanie. She approached the distraught woman and kneeled down next to the chair in a subservient pose, so she was looking up when she spoke. 
 
    “I can keep a secret, if you can. You’re my best friend and I have an idea. What if Jake and I drive down to this Moss Landing place and see if Ken is on the boat? Would that give you some peace of mind?” 
 
    Stephanie began to cry. “Yes. I just have to know, Ashby. If our marriage is a lie, I want to know so I don’t believe in fairy tales and happy endings.” 
 
    Ashby took Stephanie’s hands and squeezed them. “We’ll help you and keep it quiet too. Now, tell me about this boat.” 
 
    Stephanie reached out to touch Ashby’s face and whispered, “Thank you.” She stood up from the chair and made her way to a file cabinet, using the desk as a guide to avoid tipping over. She thumbed through the folders until she found the one labeled Grand Banks 60 and handed it to Ashby. 
 
    Ashby walked toward the window and studied the contents. It contained the registration, brochures, and receipts related to repairs. She took a deep breath. What happened next would dictate her future with Jake. 
 
    “Stephanie, do you have the —?” Ashby began to ask as she turned around.  
 
    Stephanie had opened a drawer to Ken’s desk and extended her arm toward Ashby.  
 
    “Keys?” she slurred. “Yes. If you catch the S-O-B in the act, just tell me, okay?” 
 
    “I will,” Ashby lied. She had no intention of seeing Stephanie Kennedy again, or coming back to Fruitvale West.  “Stephanie, if we’re going to keep this quiet from the neighbors, I need to be sneaky about it, right?” 
 
    She giggled. “Of course. I like it.” 
 
    “May we borrow Ken’s truck?” 
 
    Stephanie rummaged around the desk drawer again and produced the Escalade’s keys. “It’s full of gas, too. Another perk of our new jobs.” 
 
    Ashby took the keys and gave Stephanie a hug. She filled her glass with the last of the wine and took her to the sitting area of her master bedroom. It wouldn’t be long before Stephanie passed out from emotional exhaustion and a bottle of cabernet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 45 
 
    Fruitvale West 
 
    Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    Ashby drove the Escalade around the corner toward the Wheeler home hoping not to draw the attention of any neighbors. Just as she approached Bella Vista to make the turn toward their house, she saw Mike’s bullet-riddled pick up speed past her in the opposite direction. While she was relieved he didn’t give the Escalade a second glance, her instincts told her that he was headed for the Kennedy’s home.  
 
    Ashby turned onto Bella Vista and mashed the gas, thrusting the heavy Cadillac forward. They didn’t have much time.  
 
    She drove directly onto their hard-packed, pea gravel driveway and slammed onto the brakes at the front door. She rolled down the windows, hoping Jake would emerge and when he didn’t, she turned the big truck around so that it was headed out. 
 
    Ashby popped the rear hatch and ran to the front door which was locked. She didn’t have a key. 
 
    She looked around and darted through the hedges into the courtyard and tried the sliding glass doors. They, too, were locked. Where is he?  
 
    “Hey!” said Jake. 
 
    Ashby shrieked.  
 
    “Ashby, what’s wrong? Where did you get this —?” 
 
    She quickly interrupted him. “They’re coming, Jake. I’m sure of it. This is Ken’s. We need to load up as much as we can and leave. Now!” 
 
    “Okay. Okay.” Jake remained calm as he quickly hugged a trembling Ashby. “Back the truck up to the garage door. I was in the process of loading up the Mustang. We’ll just move it all to the Escalade. Won’t they notice it’s missing?” 
 
    “I’ve got that covered and will explain on the way.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “Come on, Jake. Mike is on his way to Stephanie’s now and he’ll be here next.” 
 
    Ashby ran past him and jumped in the front of the truck. With the driver’s door still open, she lurched forward, causing it to almost slam on her foot. Then she spun the tires slightly as she jammed it in reverse and backed the truck toward the garage, almost hitting the roof with the open tailgate. 
 
    Jake began hurling luggage and bundles of towels held together with bungee cords. Ashby quickly helped him and within two minutes, everything was loaded and the tailgate was slammed shut. 
 
    “Let’s roll,” said Jake as headed for the driver’s seat. Ashby ran and grabbed his arm. 
 
    “No. Let me drive. They’ll be looking for you to leave. Lay down in the backseat and I’ll get us out of here.” 
 
    Jake nodded and slid into the back. He reached over the seat and grabbed his M-16. As Ashby pulled away from his parent’s house, he didn’t bother to look back, just like the last time he left. 
 
    Ashby restrained herself by keeping a normal speed as they passed the swimming club. She glanced at the parking lot and the club front doors, relieved that there was no activity. She exhaled and then turned on the main drive to head toward the gate. 
 
    “There are three cars lined up at the exit. They’re talking to each driver before letting them go.” 
 
    “You’ve got this, Ashby. Stay cool.” 
 
    Jake readied his weapon just in case. Then he drew his .45 and cocked the hammer. He reached his hand over the seat and nudged Ashby’s shoulder.  
 
    “Use mine, just in case. It’ll stop them if there’s a problem.” 
 
    Ashby tapped the steering wheel, nervously checking her rear-view mirror. She was the next in line. 
 
    “Dammit!” she exclaimed as she noticed Mike’s truck speed past the entrance in the direction of their house. “Mike’s been to Stephanie’s and now he’s headed to our place.” 
 
    “Can you blow past them? Drive around?” 
 
    “No. Wait, they’re moving.” 
 
    Jake gripped his rifle and prepared to jump up if necessary. Ashby rolled down her window and spoke to the guard. 
 
    “Good afternoon.” 
 
    “Ma’am, where are you headed today?” 
 
    “I’m running an errand for Mrs. Kennedy,” Ashby confidently replied. She slid the handgun into her lap and turned her body slightly toward the guard. 
 
    The other guard began to walk around the front of the truck and Ashby immediately became concerned that he’d be able to see through the dark tinted windows into the back seat. She continued. 
 
    “She is quite distraught, and her regular physician has some medication for her. Ordinarily, Ken would get it for her, but you know.” Her voice trailed off as if she was concerned for the missing man. 
 
    The guard looked around and his partner had made his away to the passenger door, dangerously close to the rear window. Ashby let off the brake slightly, which allowed the idling engine to carry the truck forward slightly. The intentional mishap had the desired effect as the other guard jumped away from the truck. She played the role of the ditzy blonde. 
 
    “Oh, I am so sorry. Stephanie loaned me her truck and I’m not used to the brake petal. My foot slipped off. Silly me.” 
 
    “Ma’am, you need to be more careful,” said the guard as his partner elected to keep his distance. “Are sure you’ll be safe out there alone? We can get you an escort, since your trip is for Mrs. Kennedy.” 
 
    “No, that won’t be—.” 
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, she heard the roar of a vehicle coming up behind her and with the horn blaring. The guard stepped away from the Escalade to see what the commotion was. Ashby already knew as the front end of the black pickup truck came into view. 
 
    “Gotta go, see ya’!” she exclaimed. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate as she pushed the gas pedal to the floor and sped through the gates, knocking them open until they bounced off their hinges. She wasn’t sure which way to turn so she went east toward the interstate. Her goal at this point was to escape. 
 
    Shots rang out as the men fired upon their truck. Jake shouted, “Open the rear hatch.” 
 
    “But,” Ashby tried to object but Jake shouted again. 
 
    “Open it!” 
 
    He raised up onto his knees and readied his rifle. While the rear hatch slowly opened on its pneumatic hinges, Jake rolled down the rear windows. He needed the sound to escape as he opened fire on the men who were running down the road in pursuit of the Escalade. Although they were firing wildly and missing their mark, Jake needed to shut down their efforts. Two short four round bursts from the M-16 sent them diving for cover.  
 
    He turned around and studied their position. “Where did you say we were going?” 
 
    “Moss Landing. It’s a marina on Monterey Bay.” 
 
    “I’ve been there,” said Jake as the thought for a moment. “Does Stephanie know we’re going there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, we have to assume Mike and his guys will know that too.” 
 
    “Mike was coming toward the gate. Jake, do you wanna drive? We can pull over real quick.” 
 
    “You drive. Mike may catch up to us. If he does, I’ve got something for him.” Jake turned around and squinted as he tried to look into the distance for any trailing vehicles. Satisfied they were in the clear for now, he directed Ashby by leaning forward and resting his arms on the top of the front seat. He pointed to their left. 
 
    “There’s the Walgreens and Family Dollar we broke into the other night.” 
 
    “Why did you guys burn it out?” 
 
    “What?” asked Jake. 
 
    Ashby was looking in her side mirror as they passed. “Look at the front entrance.” 
 
    The front glass of Walgreens had blown out and the charred window casings indicated a fire destroyed the interior. 
 
    “That wasn’t us,” said Jake. He turned around one more time to make sure they weren’t being pursued. He tapped Ashby on the shoulder and pointed to the right. “Turn onto the ramp and stop while I close the rear hatch. We’ll take the Santa Cruz Highway for about twenty miles and then turn off along the coast.” 
 
    When he returned, Ashby sped up the ramp. “Aren’t we going to get slowed down by people fleeing south?” 
 
    “No, they’d take the one-oh-one. This road dead ends at Santa Cruz and then we’ll take the Cabrillo Highway to Moss Landing.” 
 
    “You’ve got a great memory,” said Ashby as she reached for his hand. “Do you wanna hear the plan?”  
 
    “Might as well,” he said with a laugh. 
 
   


 
  

  Chapter 46 
 
    South of Saratoga, California 
 
      
 
    “At this point, we have two options,” began Ashby. “One if by land, two if by sea.” Jake released her hand so she could drive. She had a heavy foot and the highway was littered with stalled cars. This was the first time Ashby had driven Jake anywhere and her speed made him nervous. 
 
    “There’s nobody behind us,” said Jake, subtly suggesting that she could slow down. Ashby looked at him in the rearview mirror and then checked her side mirrors, too. 
 
    “You don’t know that. Besides, what’s your point.” 
 
    “I’m just saying that they’ve probably given up on us so we don’t need to go eighty miles an hour through this parking lot of a freeway.” 
 
    Ashby checked her speed, wiped the sweat off her palms, and slowed down to a more reasonable seventy miles per hour, which was still too fast for Jake’s comfort, but an improvement nonetheless. 
 
    “Two if by sea must mean we have a boat option.” 
 
    Ashby looked down into the front seat and grabbed the file folder containing the information on Ken’s motor yacht. She handed it to Jake. 
 
    “Oh, you can have this back too.” She held the sidearm by the barrel with two fingers as if the gun were a dead rat. 
 
    Jake took them both, returned the .45 safely to its holster and began to thumb through the paperwork. 
 
    “Ashby, this boat is incredible.” 
 
    “I saw a picture of it on the wall of Ken’s study the other day, and then studied it today when I was getting Stephanie drunk.” 
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    “She was already tipsy when I arrived and started spewing all this dirty laundry about Ken. I thought about the boat and the opportunity during the conversation to go for the gusto, so I did.” 
 
    “The gusto?” 
 
    “Yeah, the whole enchilada. You know. I went there hoping to score this truck. I got the truck and the keys to the boat.” 
 
    Jake laughed at Ashby’s recollection of her efforts. She was clearly proud of what she’d accomplished.  
 
    “I get it. We can just keep the truck and keep motoring south, or we can take what’s behind door number two. The boat, as you call it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what it is.” 
 
    “No, Ashby, this thing is more than a boat. A boat is something you go fishing in or ski behind on a lake. This is a full-blown yacht. Sixty-feet worth, as a matter of fact. It’ll be like driving a building.” 
 
    “So, what’s the differenece? This Escalade is bigger than the Jeeps I liked to drive. You turn it on, point it in the right direction, and give it the gas. I really do like the power of this thing.” 
 
    Jake looked over her shoulder again and noticed she’d inched back up to eighty. He shook his head and fumbled around for the seatbelts.  
 
    “I’m not afraid of it,” he continued. “I’ve never been on a boat this size, much less driven one.” 
 
    Ashby looked in the rear-view mirror again as they approached Santa Cruz. They were making good time. 
 
    “I’ll drive the boat, if you want.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” Jake shot back, perhaps a little too quickly. “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Ashby slowed as the highway ended at Santa Cruz. “Now what, Mr. Navigator?” 
 
    Jake slid forward again. The leather seats were covered in Armor All, causing them to be slippery. “Take the ramp for Highway 1 South. Then it’s a straight shot to Moss Landing. 
 
    Jake studied the sales brochure from Grand Banks Yachts. Ken had purchased the top of the line Grand Banks Skylounge model which was sixty-five feet long from bow to stern, although the deck measured sixty feet. The nearly twenty-foot width made for a stable ride on rough waters like the Pacific Ocean. The best part was the twenty-five-hundred nautical mile fuel range. 
 
    “Can we handle it?” asked Ashby.  
 
    “Oh yeah, with a little on the job training,” replied Jake. “I wish the operating manual was in this folder. There’s nothing about how to make it run.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out. Wow!” Ashby’s sudden change in tone startled Jake. “I’ve never been near this part of the Pacific Coast. It reminds me of Oregon.” 
 
    “Yeah, the cliffs are incredible. I’ve always preferred the Northern California coastline to the overcrowded beaches of SoCal.” 
 
    “We’re almost there, methinks,” said Ashby as a small marina came into view. They crossed the bridge at Elkhorn Slough and saw the crashing surf at the entrance channel to Moss Landing. Monterey Bay opened up before them and the freedom of the open seas. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  



Chapter 47 
 
    Moss Landing 
 
    Monterey Bay, California 
 
      
 
    As Ashby turned into the marina entrance, a few onlookers stopped their conversations and watched the Escalade approach a parking spot marked 15-Minute Loading Zone. Ashby began to back into the space, as Jake asked if she knew where the boat’s slip was located.  
 
    “I have no idea. There are a lot more docks here than I expected.” 
 
    Jake leaned forward and showed Ashby the brochure. “Here’s what it looks like. How many boats this size could be parked here?” 
 
    Ashby put the truck in park and turned to look at the marina and its vessels. There were over six-hundred slips on multiple docks, many of which held large motor yachts like the Kennedy’s. 
 
    “Apparently, quite a few,” she quipped. “We may have to split up until we find it.” 
 
    “Do you know what she’s named?” 
 
    “She?’ 
 
    “Yeah, boats are always referred to as she,” replied Jake. 
 
    “But you said this wasn’t a boat.” 
 
    “Ashby,” Jake gritted his teeth as if he was delivering a rebuke to a child.  
 
    Ashby giggled. 
 
    “Do you know the name of this motor yacht?” Jake asked, making sure to use the correct terminology. 
 
    “Titan Uranus.” 
 
    Jake got ready to open the rear passenger door and then he froze. “What did you say?” 
 
    “She,” Ashby replied with emphasis before continuing, “is called Titan Uranus.” 
 
    “Would you stop screwing around?” Jake complained. 
 
    Ashby was laughing hysterically. “Okay. Okay. She’s called My Wet Dream.” 
 
    Jake slammed his hand on the back seat. “Stop it. This is serious. We’ve got to find this bo—. Motor yacht. Whatever!” He was flustered. 
 
    “No, I’m serious this time. Ken was a known adulterer. He seriously named his boat, My Wet Dream.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” muttered Jake as he exited the truck. Ashby followed suit and locked the door as they developed a plan to spread out in search of My Wet Dream. 
 
    They ran in two different directions with a plan to meet back in the middle. Jake took the docks that extended deepest into the marina near Monterey Bay. He assumed the largest vessels would be kept away from the smaller pleasure craft.  
 
    As he jogged down the concrete docks, he saw Ashby keeping pace on a parallel dock, her head on a swivel as she looked for the name of the motor yacht, rather than the vessel itself. 
 
    Jake arrived at the end of the first dock and quickly pivoted to return. The marina was laid out in a series of fingers extending along a man-made breakwater of large rubble. He returned to the starting point and picked up the pace as curious boaters followed his progress. Soon, several people were gathering on the docks to watch Jake and Ashby search for Ken’s motor yacht. 
 
    “Jake!” Ashby called out his name, but he couldn’t see her. “Got it!” 
 
    That’s all he needed to hear as he raced back to the entrance to the marina. The two of them arrived at the same time and quickly retrieved two dock carts to help tote their belongings. Meanwhile, the crowd of curiosity-seekers was growing. 
 
    “Where is it?” Jake asked. 
 
    Ashby bent over, out of breath. She handed Jake both sets of keys and pointed over her shoulder. “Almost to the end of B-dock, slip one-eighty-eight.” 
 
    Jake opened the rear hatch and began loading the weapons into the two carts. He placed duffle bags on top to mask the towel-covered bundles. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked, helping Ashby to stand upright.  
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, let’s go.” 
 
    They pulled the single-axle carts to nearly the end of the dock. The Grand Banks 60 filled the extra wide berth with little room to spare, barely allowing the large bumpers which gave it a snug fit. 
 
    Jake stepped onto the transom and held his hand out to steady Ashby as she stepped on as well. “I’m gonna unload our gear onto the back. All I need you to do is set it over the half-wall and onto the deck.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Jake added. “But, keep your eyes open. We’re getting a lot of attention from the locals.” 
 
    Jake quickly unloaded the carts and began to jog back to the truck with one cart stacked on top of the other. He calculated on his previous run that he could finish unloading with one more trip.  
 
    He emptied the Escalade, rolled down the windows, and left the keys in the ignition. It had served its purpose.  
 
    He began the awkward trek back to the motor yacht. He couldn’t walk quickly because the carts had a mind of their own when being pulled with one hand. He had to focus on keeping them straight or they might topple over, spilling their supplies and clothing onto the dock. 
 
    “Jake! Hurry!” 
 
    Jake instinctively looked behind him and didn’t see any need to rush. He tried to pick up the pace, but as predicted, the two carts began to crash into each other. He had to maintain the slower pace. 
 
    Ashby shouted again. “They’re coming!” 
 
    Jake continued but his eyes darted in all directions. As he moved closer to the slip, he glanced across the water toward Highway 1. Three vehicles were approaching at a high rate of speed, led by Mike’s black pickup truck. 
 
    Jake parked one of the carts and ran forward with the other. Ashby was waiting on the dock for him. He left the first cart with her and ran back to the other one. She’d unloaded and then rolled the cart off into the water on the other side of the dock. 
 
    “This might buy us a little time,” she said as she unloaded the cart. “Go start us up and I’ll untie the dock lines.” 
 
    Jake ran up onto the transom and hustled into the main cabin. This Grand Banks model had two bridges, one inside the main cabin and another in the Skylounge on top. Jake grabbed his rifle and took the stairs two at a time to reach the top.  
 
    He shouldered his weapon and stood dumbfounded as he studied the dials, gauges and levers on the instrument panel. The only thing that looked remotely familiar to him was the wooden ship’s wheel. 
 
    “Okay, Wheeler, calm down,” he said aloud as he ran his hands across the instruments. Jake took a deep breath and pulled the key out of his pocket. It was attached to a floating keyring bearing the San Francisco Giants logo. He inserted it into the ignition.  
 
    Jake looked around for a glove box or some kind of pouch which held the operations manual. He fumbled through a seat pocket behind the captain’s chair, when he heard Ashby yell to him in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Jake, they’re searching the docks. Hurry!” 
 
    He found the manual and frantically thumbed through the pages. He talked aloud. “Safety guidelines. Before embarking. Cruising checklists. I don’t care about this crap. How do you start the damn thing!” 
 
    “What?” Ashby shouted her question. 
 
    He shouted back to her. “Untie the lines and come inside. It’s not going anywhere.” Literally, he thought to himself. 
 
    Jake continued to thumb through the manual. He was mumbling to himself. “Turn on the chartplotter. What’s a chartplotter?” He studied the diagram of the instrument panel and searched for a toggle switch. There! He switched it to on. 
 
    He turned the page and read the word, WOBBS. “Huh?” He disregarded this and moved on. 
 
    He shouted to Ashby again. “Are we plugged in?” 
 
    “Plugged into what?” She responded as she stepped onto the Skylounge deck. 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Shore power. Were we plugged in?” 
 
    “Not that I can see,” she replied calmly. She looked around the Skylounge and located his rifle. She picked it up and asked, “Is this thing ready?’ 
 
    “Always, why?” 
 
    “They’re coming down B-dock.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 48 
 
    Moss Landing 
 
    Monterey Bay, California 
 
      
 
    Jake was overwhelmed but he kept his focus as he learned how to operate the complicated vessel. Ashby took up a position on the side of the Skylounge facing Mike and his men who were walking briskly in their direction. She planned on waiting until all of them were in range, and in the open, before she fired warning shots at their feet. Ashby hoped they’d heed the opportunity she was giving them to turn back. 
 
    “Progress,” said Jake as he began flipping toggle switches. He continued to read the instructions aloud. “Port side first. Pull up the cold start plunger. Advance the throttle all the way forward. Depress the plunger and bring the throttle to idle. Engine switch to on.” 
 
    Suddenly, an alarm sounded from the instrument panel. 
 
    “What now?” he said in frustration. 
 
    That’s when Ashby opened fire with a burst of six rounds toward the approaching men. 
 
    “Holy crap, Ashby!” 
 
    “Jake, you wanna trade places?” 
 
    “No, I’ve almost got it, I think,” he mumbled. He ignored the alarm and pressed the start button. The large Volvo D13 engine powered up, causing the motor yacht to rumble in the water. Jake quickly started the second Volvo, enjoying the power of nine-hundred horsepower at his fingertips. 
 
    Mike and his men began to return fire sending bullets whizzing by them. Ashby sprayed more cover fire in the direction of where they were hidden behind two boats.  
 
    “Here we go,” said Jake as he pushed both throttles forward in unison. It was too much, too fast. The stern sunk into the water as the torque of the twin engines thrust the bow upward. My Wet Dream lurched forward, bouncing off the sides of the slip as Ashby hadn’t pulled up the bumpers. 
 
    They both lost their balance with Jake crashing back into the captain’s chair and Ashby tumbling onto a padded seat which lined the interior of the Skylounge. 
 
    Jake grabbed both of the throttles, overcorrecting and throwing the engines into a near stall. 
 
    “Crap! Crap! Crap!” He shouted as more bullets sailed by. 
 
    “I got this,” said Ashby as she sat on two knees and began firing back. Jake eased the throttles forward this time and began to slowly guide the vessel out of its slip. As soon as he’d cleared the dock, he pointed it toward the entrance channel and pushed the throttles down to full power again.  
 
    He gripped the wheel and kept the motor yacht on a straight course, not being concerned with the massive wake he left behind as evidenced by moored sailboats and smaller craft on the nearby docks crashing back and forth.  
 
    He narrowly missed the no wake sign and the subsequent channel marker as he turned the vessel to port. Jake finally exhaled as the gunfire had stopped and they sailed away from Monterey Bay. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  



Chapter 49 
 
    Moss Landing 
 
    Monterey Bay, California 
 
      
 
    Ashby found some binoculars in a compartment under a seat cushion. She observed Mike and his men standing on the end of the dock.  They were animated as they talked about what had just happened, before suddenly turning and jogging back toward the parking area. 
 
    It was Ashby’s turn to relax. She set the rifle down on the cushion and joined Jake behind the wheel.  
 
    “Well, how’s that for excitement, Wheeler?” 
 
    Jake laughed. “I miss Yellowstone.” 
 
    They both broke out in nervous laughter. Nothing about their lives had been the same since they met one another during that initial strong earthquake in the YVO. For the first time, the two fell at ease as they were completely alone, cruising down the Pacific Coast at fifteen knots. 
 
    The sun was setting, a huge orange ball obscured slightly by sea spray and ash fallout over the Pacific. It cast an odd, golden glow on the rugged cliffs of Big Sur as they sailed past. 
 
    Jake bent down to kiss Ashby as the two of them enjoyed the first truly romantic moment of their relationship. They rode along in silence, enjoying the security provided by their arms being interlocked. Ashby laid her head against Jake’s shoulder as a California Condor swept across their bow, its nine-foot wingspan carrying it effortlessly back toward the shore. 
 
    Jake broke the silence with his best British accent. “This is your captain speaking. Where shall I chart our course, madam?” 
 
    “South, please sir,” Ashby responded with a chuckle. “As far as our fuel will carry us. It’s time for a new adventure.” 
 
    Jake grinned and gave the motors a little more throttle, causing the engines to roar, which, unfortunately, obscured the sound of the boat which had just raced out of Moss Landing Harbor in pursuit of the young couple in love.   
 
      
 
      
 
    THANK YOU FOR READING YELLOWSTONE: FALLOUT 
 
    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 quantities 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. 
 
    And before you go … 
 
      
 
    SIGN UP for 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 Yellowstone series, as well as information on the Lone Star series, the Pandemic series, the Blackout series, the Boston Brahmin series and the Prepping for Tomorrow series—all of which includes over twenty Amazon #1 Bestsellers in forty-plus fiction and nonfiction genres. Visit Bobby Akart’s website for informative blog entries on preparedness, writing, and a behind-the-scenes look into his novels. 
 
    www.BobbyAkart.com 
 
      
 
    READ ON FOR A BONUS EXCERPT from YELLOWSTONE: SURVIVAL, the final installment in the Yellowstone series. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [PASTE EXCERPT HERE - OR, BETTER... SEND THE EXCERPT IN A SEPARATE DOC VIA EMAIL[S2].] 
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