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I sat in my black Chevy Impala even though it was the newest model since my grandfather kept his old one, which I was supposed to inherit since it was my favorite car, in storage. Tapping the steering wheel and glancing at the clock on the dash reminded me of how late I was which was going to be by a good 45 minutes or more. My twin brother, Jace, Uncle Shane, cousin Thomas, and I followed each other from Fort Benning which was a military base in the state of Georgia, where my family and I lived.

I pulled into the Barnes & Noble parking lot. Running into the store, I stopped in front of the book signing area.

“Hi, my name's Jensen Michaels. I'm supposed to pick up my twin brother's signed copy of A Survival Guide For Georgians.”

The author, Nadia Rhodes, nodded. “Here you go. Thank you and I hope your brother enjoys it.” She handed me a copy. “It's free of charge. Happy birthday.”

“Thank you, Ms. Rhodes.” I ran out of Barnes & Noble and got back into my car.

I put the autographed book into a brown paper bag. I knew there wasn't any point in wrapping it since if I did it myself, then it would look like I just took paper and stuck random pieces of tape on it. My mom had always laughed, shaking her head every time I'd ask her to wrap a gift.

I was relieved I could finally see our friends and family after a year and a half. Jace and I enlisted in the army when we were 17 and a half with our best friend, Cayler. Growing up in a military family heavily influenced our decision.

Even though I was late, I had finally made it as I pulled into the driveway alongside the other vehicles. Parking, I got out and grabbed the book from the passenger seat. Orange lights decorated the oak tree in the front yard, and fake spiderwebs littered the red, yellow, and orange leaves. Carved pumpkins sat on the railing, and plastic skulls, spiders, and Frankenstein monsters hung in the windows.

Taking a deep breath, I ran up the steps and opened the door. Amy Reynolds, who was Jace's girlfriend and my best friend, stood by the window. She threw her arms around me the moment I opened the door, meeting me on the porch. “Hey, Jensen! You know you're late, right?”

I laughed, “yeah, but I needed something from the store first.” The moment I walked into the house there was an explosion of footsteps, belonging to my younger siblings.

Jadance buried her face into my stomach and squeezed me hard enough to make me groan. “I know you missed me, but ouch.” I laughed.

She looked up at me with her sky-blue eyes, and her bottom lip stuck out. “But I love you!”

I wrapped my arms around her, “I love you, too, sweetie.”

She was only four and a half when I left; now she was six and a half. Ash was seven; now nine. Jadance wore her black hair in pigtails and Ash had his done neatly.

Ash gave me a hug, which was much gentler than Jadance. “I’m glad you’re home. Jace is already here.”

Kissing his forehead, I thanked him and told them to play despite Jace and I heading home in a few hours. The two kids ran to the playroom in a fit of giggles.

Amy was nowhere in sight, so I placed Jace’s gift on the dining room table. Laughter from the kitchen piqued my interest, so I walked over to the door. I reached for the doorknob, but my girlfriend blocked the doorway.

Her eyes and lips smiled as the strawberry-blond bun became loose and slid down her head. “Sorry, Monsieur. No birthday boys allowed.”

I chuckled, “Oh, come on, Piper.”

She grinned, holding the doorknob behind her back. “Laura said you and Jace aren’t allowed in here.”

“Mom said so, huh? I’ll be in my room if you need me then.”

“Jace might be busy, but you can check.” She warned. “I’ll come get you when we’re ready.”

“Where’s Shaun and Ellie? I didn’t see their car in the driveway. I know Jace and Cayler came together.”

“They’re meeting Laura and Tyler at the gas station to take Danny to the hospital.”

Shaun and Ellie’s oldest son had cystic fibrosis, so it wasn’t news. “Danny’s with them? I thought he was in Britain,” I frowned. “I don’t think that was the smartest idea, but it’s not my place to say.”

Piper shrugged and pecked my lips, saying “I love you” in French.

Walking to my bedroom, I knocked and then waited for an answer. When I heard Jace ask who it was, I answered with my name and asked if he was busy.

He came to the door and opened it to a small crack. “Yeah. I’m still busy. Glad you could make it, though.”

“Thanks.” I walked to the living room and sat on the couch. Turning it on, White Collar played so I watched it even though this wasn’t the first time I had seen it.

My phone suddenly vibrating in my pocket made me jump. I pulled it out and read Mom was calling. “Hey, Mom. What's up?”

“I just got off the phone with Shaun and Ellie is going to be there soon, but Shaun’s staying with us at the hospital. Danny's in the ambulance.”

“Yeah, I know. Piper told me.” I deadpanned, pacing around the living room. “In my opinion, he should've stayed home.”

The woman sighed heavily and kept yawning. “He's 16 and insisted on visiting us for you and Jace's birthday.”

“I get that, but our 21st is a bigger deal, plus he'd be 18 himself. There's nothing I can do about it, but I don’t blame Danny for wanting to see us.”

Mom quickly said she had to go, but she loved us and hoped to be home sooner than later.

Sighing, I rubbed the back of my neck. “Love you, too. Tell him to get better soon.” With that, there was a beep on the other side as she hung up.

Jace stood behind the couch, fidgeting with a military-grade watch on his wrist so I knew he got it from Cayler or Amy. “Nice watch,” I muttered.

My twin brother chuckled and shook his head. “Don’t worry, Cayler got you something, too. We’ll open gifts once Mom and Dad get back.”

“You know they’re taking Danny to the hospital, right?”

“Yeah, they left when I got home, so it might be awhile.” Jace squeezed my shoulder before walking to the bathroom.

I unmuted the TV and went back to watching White Collar, but it was short-lived as my phone, a few in the kitchen, and the TV in front of me went off simultaneously. Immediately, the other adults ran into the living room. The five of us stared at the TV intently. I knew why; the TV showed an EAS broadcast saying Yellowstone erupted.

Cayler, Jace, and I glanced at each other in horror. Seconds later, my brother and I rushed to Jadance and Ash and said gently, but sternly to sit in the car and wait. Amy and Cayler ran down to the basement and returned with several packs of masks. Piper got bottled water and food with the help of Amy. Jace and I got go-bags from our closet.

I ran a hand through my hair and exhaled, realizing I had been holding my breath. Placing the green military duffle bag on the bed, I unzipped it. Taking out my M17 and M18 pistols, I put them on the mattress. My thumb traced the engraved letters W.H.R. on the handle.

October 30, 2018

“You’re crazy. Why would you join a private military contractor group? That’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever done! If they don’t like you, they’ll kill you!”

“Pay attention to who you’re talking to, Cayler,” I unfolded the paper and shoved it into his hands. “It’s signed Jason Michaels, not Jensen.”

Cayler opened his mouth, but an explosion interrupted him. We ran toward the source and saw Wyatt Reynolds, Cayler’s cousin, underneath the rubble.

Still stroking the engraved letters, I told myself Wyatt was okay. He gave it to me exactly one year ago for my 18th birthday which Wyatt got the day before his father died twenty-two years previously during a train wreck. Ethan had now been dead for twenty-three years. Even though I never met him, I remembered Rachel, Wyatt’s mother saying her son looked almost identical to Ethan, which always brought her peace. Sadly, she died 14 years after Ethan from breast cancer.

“Earth to Jensen,” Jace waved his hand in front of my face. “We need to get going. You’re wasting time just sitting there.” He had a point, so I zipped up my duffle bag, slinging it over my shoulder.

Even before the ashfall reached us, I knew it was dangerous since the EAS probably caused a panic. “You’ve got the masks, right?”

Jace nodded, holding up the masks. “They’re right here, dude.” He threw one onto my lap.

I thanked him and placed it in my back pocket. “We need to make sure Jadance wears hers.” Despite Ash only being seven, he understood the importance of the situation.

The two of us ran back into the living room. Tears slipped down Piper and Amy’s cheeks and small whimpers escaped their mouths. They still aided us nonetheless.

When we were finally as prepared as we could get, my brother, our girlfriends, and our best friend all got into the car and sped to the library.

Piper sighed, “At least most of this doesn’t affect us since we’re in Georgia. The only things that should be famine, ash and the temperature drop.”

“But despite Yellowstone being around 1,840 miles away, it's a supervolcano, so of course, ash will reach us due to the winds.” I muttered, even though I tried staying positive, but thoughts about my family being out in the ashfall didn’t ease my mind. Piper squeezed my hand tightly for a moment then let go. At least, the six of us were together.

“What are we doing at the library?” Jace asked as we pulled into the library parking lot.

Rolling my eyes, I responded in a tone like I was explaining something to Jadance, “libraries have books.”

Jace glared at me, “I know that, I’m not stupid.”

“I never said you were, and there’s also the garden.” We got out and helped Jadance out.

He stayed silent, “Why does the garden matter? It’s at the end of the year. Nothing’s really growing now.”

I muttered, “again, stupid.” Then I spoke up. “Remember the garden Mom had shortly before Ash was born? She grew a lot of things in November.”

“Well, the library just has herbs.”

“Herbs are useful.”

Running my hand through my hair, I took a deep breath. “Jace and Piper, take the kids to the garden. Amy and Cayler, you two can start moving our stuff inside and I’ll see if I can get some information.”

I went inside and rushed to the front desk where a girl around 19 sat, reading a book. I didn’t recognize her, but it was evident she knew me. “Hey, Jensen.”

I hesitated, “hey...”

The girl giggled, “Desi, Desi Porter.” She moved her hand on top of mine and touched it softly, making me feel uncomfortable.

“I remember you,” I whispered when I heard her name. “You’re Steven Porter’s daughter and Piper’s best friend from high school, right?”

Desi stared at me, then remembered her father had been one of my generals while I was overseas. “Yeah, is Piper here?”

“She’s in the garden, but I need your help. I’m assuming you heard about Yellowstone?” 

Desi nodded, sliding her hand off mine. “Yeah, but the only thing I have to go home to is fish.”

“Fish?” I asked, leaning on the desk. “Don’t you think they’d miss you?”

She stared into my eyes, “they’re fish. Even if I could get home, I might run into some trouble.”

“Why can’t you get home?”

“My friend drives me to work since my car is in the shop.”

I scoffed, “So you’d rather die here than try to get home? That’s pathetic.”

“At least I have books,” Desi deadpanned.

“God... where can I talk to someone more sensible?” I mumbled.

Desi stared at me, making me uncomfortable again. “They all tried going home.”

“See you later.”

“Doubt it,” she replied flatly.

I growled softly then turned on my heels, yelling to Desi. “Why don’t you come with us?”

“Come with you?”

“Yes. It would be better than wasting time reading books. I have nothing against reading, but personally, I find it stupid you’d rather die, but suit yourself.”

“And where would you go?” She ran after me, footsteps echoing throughout the library. 

“We’re headed to Piper’s place to make sure they’re still okay. Stay in here while I get the others.” The moment I stepped outside, an explosion almost sent me to the floor. Screaming for Desi to run to the basement, I carried Jadance downstairs while Amy carried Ash. The others followed with herbs and vegetables in hand.

Rushing to the computers, I snatched six pairs of headphones and a box of tissue paper nearby. A dull thumping made the booms more bearable once I stuffed tissues into my ears and wore headphones. Then, I dashed downstairs with the others.

Piper tracing my palm with her finger kept me level-headed. Jadance and Ash cried and pressed the headphones over their ears. Jace prayed in English while Piper’s were in Hebrew.

Mind-numbing boredom filled the next few hours, but I failed to fall asleep due to the ever-ending booming.

Eventually, either Ash or Jadance pulled on my hand, so I fumbled around for a nearby flashlight and turned it on. Jadance stared at me, eyes wide, squirming with her legs crossed. In a nearby corner sat a bucket which I reluctantly told her to use. Motioning her to tap on me when she was done, I turned around to give her some privacy. It wasn’t long before she tapped me and we ran to the others, covering our heads with our hands.

December 2018

Sounds of artillery shattered the night and the dust falling from the shaking foundation around us reminded me I was no longer in the safety of my home in the States. Instead, I was in my bunker in Afghanistan, where General Chase and Colonel Porter ran in. They yelled for us to wake up and get up.

Cayler shook me awake, no longer wearing his headphones. Jace stood frozen beside him with a wide-eyed stare. I took my headphones off and tried ignoring the loud ringing. Jace stood frozen beside him with a wide stare.

“The explosions stopped a while ago. Are you okay?” Cayler asked as he offered me a hand.

I took his hand and stood up. Groaning, I rubbed my body. “I’m fine, other than the fact it felt like we were listening to heavy artillery for the past several hours.”

They both knew I was lying because they were in the army with me which meant we had PTSD of some sort.

Jadance and Ash no longer cried, instead, they asked where our parents were. None of us knew how to answer their questions since we didn’t know either. Piper and Desi spoke to each other and I honestly wanted to stay away from the conversation even though I overheard it.

“I didn’t really think this would be the circumstance we’d see each other again,” Piper said.

Desi nodded, “Jensen told me you’re checking on your folks. Hopefully, they’ll be alright.”

My girlfriend sighed, “Just Mom and Pierre since Dad flew back to the Netherlands on a business trip. They don’t live too far away, so if something did happen...” she drifted off like she knew something did.

I knew we’d be walking for several days, but she didn't want to cause issues between the kids. “How “close” are they?” Desi interrogated her with a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

Piper hesitated. “They live in Blue Ridge.”

Desi didn’t reply, but ran over to us instead, “Are we done here now? It’ll take weeks to get there!”

I shook my head, I didn’t care how much water we already had. With another person in the group, we needed more water and food, but we carried more things. Cayler and Jace both knew where I was headed. “I want you to fill up some water bottles.”

“We already have water, and even if we didn't, where would we get it from? The power’s out.” Desi deadpanned.

“Water from the bathroom.” I handed her a water bottle. “Go to the girl’s bathroom and fill it up. Use the sink. There should still be water in the tank.”

“Sure...” she slung her purse over her shoulder, took the bottle, and headed to the bathroom. I strolled over to Amy who took a few pieces of cloth and watched as she carefully dampened them as a mask for Desi. A smile spread across her face when she noticed me giving her a thumbs-up.

When Desi returned, she handed the bottle of water to me. I thanked her gently and set it in my bag. Judging by the fresh tears on her face, the reality of the new world suddenly hit her. “Are you okay?” Piper questioned, running over to her friend and hugging her.

Desi didn’t say anything, but whimpered, on the verge of tears. Piper told us to continue without them so they could be alone. I took Jadance’s hand, and Jace took Ash’s. One by one, we climbed back upstairs.

“Actually, Ash, Jadance, can you hang out with Amy and Cayler for a second? Jensen and I need to talk.” Jace accompanied me and we fell behind, so our conversation would be more private. “Out of all those people, you had to choose her? Don’t you know who she is?”

I sighed. 

“Yeah, but we don’t know if he’s still alive, and if he is, he’d definitely kill us if something were to happen to his daughter!” I hissed. “She told me everyone else went home. Desi’s also Piper’s friend. I didn’t want to see her die when I could’ve helped.”

“But she’s not that smart. I’m sure you’ve noticed that already. She might have killed us.” Then he muttered under his breath, “like her dad.”

I ignored his statement. “Everyone makes dumb decisions. I know about your plan to join Skull’s Omega.”

“Enough.” Jace snapped. “We’ve been through this already.”

“You’re still an idiot,” I sped up, seizing Jadance’s hand as no one else spoke.

Piper and Desi followed us upstairs. Clearing my throat, I tapped Desi’s shoulder. “You got a mask or a cloth? You’ll need it when we go outside.”

Desi shook her head, “I don’t see how. This is where I was when Yellowstone erupted.”

Walking over to Amy, I tapped her shoulder. “Can you hand me a piece of cloth for Desi?”

Amy nodded, handing Desi a dampened cloth and tied it around her mouth, “there.”

“Thanks,” Desi sighed in relief. We nodded as if to say “you’re welcome”.

Jadance and Ash whined that they were tired, so I turned to Piper, “there’s a diner nearby. My best friend Morgan works there. I promise we’ll be there soon. It’ll be about ten more minutes of walking.”

Ten minutes later, a peaceful family diner came into view. The ash blocked the sun, so I didn’t know whether the sign said open or closed. Piper knocked, but the door creaked open. Piper and I exchanged glances as I reached for my M17. I peered down at the sight as I entered the dim building.

A man ahead of us started coughing but covered his mouth. I saw his shadow, but the lack of light from the candles made it difficult for me to determine if he had a knife or a gun, whatever it was, the wielder shook. “Who's there? Put your weapon on the ground!” I called out after seeing Cayler and Jace behind me, guns also drawn. Jace blocked the doorway to prevent the others from entering.

The man lowered his
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