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      For my post-apocalyptic readers who have been eagerly (but patiently) waiting for my next adventure. A new world, a new hell, a new hard-earned happily ever after. This one is for you.

      

      And for K Webster. It has been a BLAST to work on this project with you. Here’s to Kellen and Knox, and the epic hell we have put them through. #GertyGotUs
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        Yellowstone meets The Day After Tomorrow in this gripping geological suspense about two people consumed by a decade of grudges, forced to survive a crumbling, angry Earth.

      

        

      
        When an asteroid knocks the moon off its axis, scientists predict Earth’s eventual destruction. But years pass with life mostly unchanged—until volcanoes erupt, wildfires spread, and sinkholes swallow entire cities.

      

        

      
        And the cruelest twist? You have to survive the apocalypse with the person who destroyed your family long before the world began to burn.

      

        

      
        Ten years ago, Ava’s uncle took everything from the Bennett family, leaving both her and Knox orphaned and branded by a tragedy neither could control. She spent the decade as the town pariah while Knox perfected the art of avoiding her because befriending her felt like a betrayal to his grief.

      

        

      
        As the world fractures around them, Ava’s blackout spells worsen and Knox’s father disappears before fate delivers a final cruel twist: they need each other to survive. And when tomorrow isn’t guaranteed, and the earth is hell-bent on destroying everything, some grudges are worth dying for... and some love is worth defying the end of the world.

      

        

      
        Surviving Earth Chronicles include:

        Skies of Fire by Lindsey Pogue

        Land of Ash by Lindsey Pogue

        and also Waves of Fury by K Webster
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      Greetings, readers!

      

      Before you embark on this heart-pounding, post-apocalyptic adventure, please note that this novel is a work of fiction. The Surviving Earth world is based on an array of scientific hypotheses and theories, which makes the setting and world-building simply that—hypothetical. While I have thoroughly researched many elements in this story to keep it relatable, I’ve also taken creative liberties.

      Additionally, it’s worth mentioning that Ava’s character is not based on me, but her medical history and journey mirror my own and have only been slightly altered for the purpose of the story. While I understand that certain aspects may seem unlikely to some, Ava’s mental health and medical diagnoses are inspired by real-life experiences.

      And finally, a very special and heartfelt thank you to a longtime friend of mine, and sensitivity reader, Daniela Calderon, for ensuring I’ve done Ava’s character justice.

      This story has been a long time coming, and I hope you enjoy this incredible adventure as Knox and Ava fight to survive the shifting Earth in Skies of Fire.

      

      xo, Linds.

      

      #GertyGotUs

      

      You can listen to the Skies of Fire playlist on Spotify here.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            AVA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Call Dr. Jameson’s office.

        Call Hospice.

        Check bank balance.

        Pick up prescriptions.

        Grocery shopping.

      

      

      I run through my mental checklist of to-dos before my second shift, but it’s suddenly forgotten the moment I see Lars through the diner window. He has new tattoos, apparently. They creep up his neck and disappear into the fringe of his greasy black hair, and he wears his holey Hill Country Militia t-shirt like it’s a badge of honor.

      I don’t know if the plastic cup in my hand is actually dry before I set it aside and pick up the next one. Idly, I wipe it down, too fixated on whether Lars plans to enter the diner with his band of thugs trailing behind him. They’re a ragtag crew of cretins, and having gone to school with most of them, I know they only look terrifying. Lars, on the other hand, has always set my teeth on edge.

      Leroy, a daily morning patron, clears his throat a few stools down, but I barely notice, too transfixed by the scene out the window. The tension leaves my shoulders as the guys pass the diner, headed for Lars’s old Dodge across the street. Good. It’s too early in the day to deal with their hostility.

      Smoke billows from Lars’s mouth as he opens the driver’s side door, takes a final drag from his cigarette, and flicks it toward a passing car. His eyes narrow on the diner window, though, and I hold my breath. He sees me. The devilish upturn of his mouth tells me as much, but after a few heartbeats, he looks away.

      I exhale only to grab the countertop as a familiar floor-shaking rumble fills the diner. The lights start swinging above the tables, rattling as the entire building trembles. But it’s not a tremor this time. It’s a low-flying Osprey, the first flight of many that will pass over us today.

      As always, my eyes shift to the crack creeping farther up the wall. It grows bigger with every earthquake and thundering aircraft.

      “Excuse me?”

      I glance at a patron in the nearest booth, peering at me over the brim of his glasses.

      “Can I get the check, please?” There’s a tinge of irritation like this isn’t the first time he’s tried to get my attention, but he says it kindly all the same.

      “Of course.” Wiping the sweat from my brow, I flash him an apologetic smile and hurry over. “Sorry about that.” He nods as I slip his ticket onto the table and collect his syrup-covered plate and empty juice glass. “Let me know if you need change.” The patron opens his wallet, and I head for the kitchen to discard the dirty dishes.

      Like most morning shifts at Bev’s, I’m on autopilot. Today, however, I’m foggier than usual. Probably because I barely slept last night, looking after Mavey. And I didn’t sleep a lick the night before that, wondering if Mitch and that temper of his might turn up again outside my house. It was only a matter of time before he went on another bender and trekked all the way to the trailer park to unleash his verbal wrath on me for all the neighbors to hear.

      I set the dirty plate and glass in the tub inside the kitchen for Felix to add to his dish duty. He doesn’t even notice as he drums his index fingers against the lip of the sink, rocking out to whatever noise blares in his earbuds. “Working hard, per usual,” I mutter.

      Pulling my vibrating phone from my back pocket, I pray it’s not hospice calling with an emergency, but I’m only slightly relieved when I see an emergency alert.

      

      Use caution on roads due to increased seismic activity. Stay indoors if possible.

      

      Yeah, right.

      It’s only one of a dozen alerts I’ll receive today, and I ignore it like I do every day. Do they really think people have the luxury of staying home and hunkering down for eternity? If I listened to every alert, I’d have been indoors since I was five, never seeing the sun.

      Exhaling the heaviness I can’t seem to shake these days, I escape the kitchen’s heat. I could remind Bev that there must be labor laws about making us work in what will undoubtedly become sweltering conditions by noon, but I know she doesn’t keep the air off because she’s cheap. All we need is another rolling blackout; the entire diner would have to shut down, and neither of us can afford that. She has three kids to put through school, and I—well, I have Mavey to worry about. Resolved to deal with the heat, like most summer days, I tighten my ponytail higher atop my head to give my neck a breather.

      The door dings as I step back behind the counter. A woman shuffles inside and peers around the diner. She’s one of a few homeless regulars.

      Bev spots her immediately and slips a patron’s ticket onto his table with a thank you before addressing the woman. Her greasy blonde waves are pulled back, accentuating her gaunt face. I remember her, back when her cheeks were fuller and her jeans didn’t hang off her body the way they do now. I know the shameful burn of hunger, how it erodes the pit of your stomach, and I empathize with the woman as much as I applaud her courage coming in here. Especially when half the jobs in Texas have withered away, just like spring has.

      I continue wiping down the counter from the morning rush. The butter packets are already melting in their dishes. It’s only a matter of time until they resemble Bev’s potato soup, so I stick them in the small refrigerator beneath the counter.

      “It’s not just the coastal cities that should be concerned, though,” a man says on the television. I glance at Tom, another regular sitting in the middle booth, where he sips his third cup of coffee for the morning. He sets the remote down on the edge of the table, his eyes fixed on the screen.

      “The increased seismic activity throughout the entire country is a glaring indicator that the time has finally come,” the interviewee continues matter-of-factly. He’s yet another scientist, sitting across from Maryann Climmons. She’s been the biggest name in the news world this side of the Mississippi, at least as long as I’ve been alive, and, well, she looks it. But lately, Maryann has become the face of every investigative report having anything to do with Gerty the asteroid and the surmounting effects she’s had on Earth since her debut.

      “Which, to be fair,” Maryann counters, tilting her head expectantly, “many would say you’ve been claiming for years. In fact, while we’ve just marked Gertrude’s fifty-year anniversary, we’ve surpassed the nation’s debt ceiling, not by billions but by trillions of dollars because of decades of preparation.”

      I glance down at my crumb-wiping and the coffee rings on the countertop. “Everything is theory until it happens, Ms. Climmons. The best we can do is prepare for when it does.” When I look up again, the scientist in the tweed suit pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose. Dr. Adriel Lightfoot, Southwest Environmental Research Specialist, flashes on the screen beneath him. “Scientists used to think something like Gertrude was improbable. They thought an asteroid would need to be much larger than six miles wide to do much damage to a moon over three hundred fifty times its size. They thought that if something did happen, life would cease to exist on Earth, or we’d fall into another ice age. Yet, here we are. The fact of the matter is, everything is an educated guess because that’s all we have.” Dr. Lightfoot pauses for effect. “People are so worried about accumulating debt, but if we aren’t as prepared for what’s coming as we can possibly be, we’re dead. Debt seems a small price to pay, given the alternative. And as morbid as it may be, it won’t matter how in debt we are if extinction is how this ends.”

      On cue, the lights in the news station flicker, and Dr. Lightfoot points to his glass of rippling water, his tanned features narrowing. “Each tremor—each quake and unnatural surge of water—is a chain reaction. Life on this planet is precarious. There’s a balance, and that balance has been shifting for years. As unpredictable as things are now, it will get far worse. The future is here and it doesn’t care about debt.”

      Maryann has the decency to look slightly more humbled as Dr. Lightfoot crosses his legs. He looks as if he’s settling in for a story. “You seek more proof?” he continues. “It’s in the numbers—in New York’s scramble for sandbags during last year’s unprecedented monsoon and the parts of Florida buried in snow the past three winters. This week alone, entire communities along the Gulf of Mexico are being relocated. We’ve already had record flooding, so it’s not some radical conspiracy—these things are happening. These things are not hypothetical. So do we continue to squabble over money or do we continue to prepare for the inevitable? Because the one thing all scientists have been able to agree on since Gerty hit is that life on this planet is forever changed, and if people aren’t prepared for it by this point, it’s their own fault.”

      I roll my eyes. Not because I don’t believe Dr. Lightfoot and the many scientists who have come before him, but because not all of us have the time and money to pour into preparations; not all of us can be preppers when we’re simply trying to survive as it is.

      “Christ.” Leroy grumbles my shared sentiment from his stool. “Turn that shit off, would you?” He glowers at the television. “Just another Moon Maniac posing as a scientist.” The wrinkles around Leroy’s tired brown eyes deepen, and he rubs his stubbled chin. Unlike him, I don’t remember life before Gerty hit the moon, so the Moonies, preppers, and doomsday scientists are all I’ve ever known.

      The shift of the moon’s orbit after the impact has been the topic of conversation and most headlines since I could read. Yes, the shift will eventually send humanity back into the caveman days. But the longer it takes, the less imminent it feels. Here we all are, years later, still scrimping to survive. It’s easy for climatologists to tell us to prepare for the end of the world that “will happen one day,” but actually doing it when every day is already a struggle is another matter entirely. It’s all most of us can do to make ends meet and get through the week with a semblance of sanity still intact.

      I eye Leroy’s folded newspaper on the counter—Sutton County militias at an all-time high—then give him a sidelong look, sure he’s part of one because everyone is. Not only is this Texas, but everything here is falling to shit, more than most states, because of the influx of seismic activity over the years. Tourism is non-existent, and the people who can afford to leave have already fled. Those remaining are too stubborn to leave, no matter the cost, or are waiting for it to get worse before uprooting everything they’ve ever known. I’m neither, just someone stuck in this hellhole.

      “More scare tactics,” Leroy grumbles. “More hypocritical bullshit.” I don’t typically agree with the grumpy old man about much of anything. He’s constantly muttering and cursing at the world, but I find my attitude is oddly similar this morning, which means the world really is ending.

      I pull out my notepad and clear my throat. “Breakfast?”

      He meets my gaze, something he rarely does because his best friend is Mitch Bennett, and it’s no secret Mitch wants me to crawl back into whatever hovel he thinks I came out of.

      “You know,” Leroy starts, ignoring the notepad in my hand, “when this shit happened back in ‘73, it took years for the chaos to die down.” He gulps the last of his coffee and runs his bottom teeth over his graying mustache. “People hoarding food and water, abandoning their jobs and disrupting supply and demand—the economy still hasn’t recovered. And don’t get me started on those sons of bitches looting my gun shop. It’s not like we’re in for the zombie apocalypse! All this talk is doing is stirring shit up again. And all of those prep facilities, evacuation centers, and water treatment plants the government is pumping money into—where are they at? Cause they ain’t here.”

      I don’t know what it’s like in big cities, but here, in Texas, towns are bled dry by the military, and our roads are nearly too pitted to drive on from years of neglect, so again, it’s hard to argue with the old coot.

      I rest my hip against the counter. “So, no breakfast today, then?”

      Leroy is about to respond when the door dings again.

      Dread fills me the instant I look up. “Fuck,” I rasp as Mitch Bennett steps inside. The ease of the diner siphons away, and my stomach roils.

      Mitch rarely comes to the café. So why today, of all days, when I’m already an exhausted mess, is he here? He glances around as I refill Leroy’s coffee mug. I don’t want to be standing here when he sits down.

      Shoving the coffee on the warmer, I turn back to Leroy. He scratches his jaw, perusing the daily specials written on the wall. “Get me a fried egg sandwich on wheat.” I’m about to turn away as Mitch approaches. “Oh!” Leroy growls. “And bring me some of that Tapatío I know Bev has back there somewhere. None of that Cholula shit.”

      I busy myself, scribbling Leroy’s order down as I scan the room for Bev, praying she notices Mitch so she can deal with him while I take an extended break. But she’s still in the back, getting food for the homeless woman, completely unaware of our newest patron.

      Panic, hot and loathsome, flushes through me as I brace myself.

      Two nights ago, when I saw Mitch, he was in a drunken rage outside my trailer, cursing my existence and waking Mavey from her medically-induced sleep. And that will continue to be my reality until I can finally get away from this town because the cops won’t do anything other than drive him home when he gets like that. The Bennett family is untouchable—they are a legacy in Sonora. And Mitch isn’t only the patriarch, his reputation as the biggest asshole in the state of Texas precedes him, and those two things combined give him a free pass for just about everything.

      Turning my back to the counter, I clip Leroy’s order to the carousel. I gather what little politeness I can muster, inhale a deep breath, grip my pen until it’s biting into my hand, and turn around to face Mitch as he pulls out a stool beside Leroy.

      Mitch’s dark eyes meet mine before he shakes his friend’s hand. He’s in Wranglers and his typical Bennett Family Ranch t-shirt—not a single wrinkle or sweat stain, though I’m sure he’s been up for hours.

      For a man in his sixties, he’s terrifying—tall with salt-and-pepper hair that pokes out from beneath his hat, broad shoulders, and the same menacing glare his son Knox inherited. But I don’t show my fear, I refuse to—I don’t even blink. Instead, I stare right back at him, pen poised on my ticket pad.

      Mitch removes his Stetson, setting it on the counter beside him, and his cloying aftershave wafts toward me. His gaze, dark as coal, shifts to me again, hard and unrelenting.

      Generally, I have no problem throwing shade back at people who disrespect me—who try to intimidate and bully me. But Mitch is different. He has been the exception to every hard and fast rule I’ve adopted over the years in order to look out for myself: give no shits, and never be someone else’s punching bag. But deep down, part of me can’t blame him for hating me. His reason for being angry at the world is valid, and though I know it’s not my fault, I’m tied to his past whether I want to be or not.

      He taps his blunt finger on the countertop, silently commanding a cup of coffee.

      Glad he’s refraining from further unpleasantries, I tuck my notepad into my apron and flip a clean mug up from the stack to set on the counter. With surprisingly steady hands, I fill his mug to the brim.

      “Where’s that boy of yours?” Leroy asks, but I don’t wait to hear what they say next as I set the coffee back on the warmer and push the kitchen door open, disappearing into the back. My hands are clammy, and I can feel sweat thickening on my brow.

      “I’m taking ten,” I call over my shoulder, though Felix is too busy air drumming, and the cooks probably can’t hear me over the ventilation fans and sizzling griddle.

      Grabbing my messenger bag from the hook near Bev’s office, I hurry out the back door and into the sunny morning. It’s barely eight a.m., but the dry heat is already suffocating.

      A gust of hot wind swirls around me, tugging at my ponytail as a plastic bag flies out of the dumpster and plasters itself against my leg. Only half aware, I peel it off, my pulse pounding far too quickly for comfort as my feet begin to tingle.

      “No—no. Not now,” I groan. Mitch always makes me uncomfortable, but this is different.

      Hurrying to the rickety picnic bench by an ash tree, I frantically search my bag for my meds. When I hear the pills rattling around, I allow myself a bit of relief. Popping one into my mouth, I pull the water bottle from my bag, take a gulp, and then another, washing the pill down. It’s already too late, I know that, but maybe I won’t be a complete zombie when it’s over, so I can make my afternoon shift at the farm store.

      As my entire body prickles with unease and sweat breaks over my skin, I fumble to untie my apron, pull it over my head, and ball it up to use as a pillow. Leaning my head down, I wait for the chills to spread and the world to fade to black.
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      Standing in the kitchen, I down an ice-cold glass of tea. It’s uncharacteristically warm, but the seasons have become more erratic over the years, so I shouldn’t be surprised. And after the morning I’ve had, dealing with a sick steer, I can only imagine how the rest of the day will go.

      Setting my glass on the granite countertop, I wipe the sweat from my brow and glance around the immaculate, industrial kitchen we rarely cook in, then into the living room decorated in earth tones and plush seats that are never used around the giant stone hearth. A house once filled with laughter and bodies is empty now and has been for years.

      Predictably, my gaze lands on the only family photo displayed on the mantel. My eyes shift over my mother—too painful to linger on—then my father before resting on Kellen, standing beside a younger version of me. Kellen’s dark hair and strong features make him the spitting image of our father, despite how much they resent the resemblance. Any similarity stops there, though. In fact, it doesn’t only stop, it screeches to a halt that can be heard four counties over.

      A college-educated, big-city businessman, Kellen couldn’t get away from the ranch fast enough after Mom died and couldn’t have gotten farther away from me.

      My gaze shifts to the framed image of our mother beside it. Her glittering green eyes look directly at me. She’s crouched with the first calf she ever delivered cradled against her, smiling up at the camera. Her cowboy hat shades part of her face, and her smile fills my chest with an all-too-familiar ache.

      The sound of Dad’s dually rumbles up the gravel road, and I pour what’s left of the iced tea into my thermos to take with me, grab an apple from the fruit basket, and settle my Stetson back on my head.

      Biting off a hunk of crispy fruit, I exit the screen door. The faint scent of sulfur fills my nose, more potent than I’d noticed before, and Lucy, my Australian shepherd, leaps to her feet. Her mismatched eyes are wide and excited as she follows me toward the stable.

      “I thought you were branding today,” my father grumbles as he climbs out of the truck. He glowers at me as he slams the door. Lucy lowers her head and keeps her distance as she trots past him.

      “I was.” I don’t bother to slow down as I head for the stables. “But some of the steers are missing.”

      “What?” His shoulders stiffen. “What do you mean, they’re missing? I’m supposed to deliver seven of them tonight.”

      “Yeah, I know. Tony and I will ride to the northern pasture to wrangle them in.” I bite off another hunk of apple, hoping my father will get the hint I’m not in the mood to talk, but he doesn’t. Or rather, he doesn’t care.

      “Stop and look at me when I talk to you, boy.”

      Clenching my jaw, I turn to face him. Lucy stops a few paces away, watching protectively over me. I don’t bother reminding my father I’m nearly thirty as I stare at him, bored and impatient.

      He strides closer with that look in his eyes, the one I was afraid of when I was younger—when I was scrawnier, less imposing, and softer. The look that told me to brace myself for what comes next. But I don’t cower around him, not anymore. I stopped being afraid of Mitch Bennett when I was twenty and threatened him within an inch of his life. I haven’t been his punching bag since.

      “If you forgot to clear out that old barbed wire you tore up last week,” he warns, “and those steers are injured⁠—”

      “The old fencing is gone,” I bite back. “They aren’t injured. Some of the steers got separated from the herd in the night is all. Probably coyotes. I’ll bring them in.”

      “You better pray,” he says so low I barely hear him.

      “Or what?” I taunt him because my ego and impatience won’t allow me to ignore his prodding, it would seem. I step closer and look down at him. He’s only an inch or two shorter than me, but it’s enough that I can loom over him if I try to, a reminder that I am no longer a trembling little boy. He made sure of that. “I said I’ll take care of it, and I will. Not for you, but for the client.”

      I can guess who put my father in such a foul mood this morning. Resentment is all he’s known for so long, he places himself in Ava’s path so that he has a reason to be angry on a daily basis. But I don’t have time for his shit right now.

      Horses stomp out of the stable as Tony leads them into the sunshine, saddled and anxious to go. “Ready, boss?” he calls.

      My father’s laser glare finally releases its hold on me.

      Taking another bite from my apple, I glance in Tony’s direction and give him a terse nod. “Anything else?” I ask my father, crunching the apple between my teeth to irritate him.

      His hard, dark eyes narrow ever so slightly. “Get those steers ready for transport. I want them loaded by noon. I have a long drive ahead of me.” And with that, my dad turns and marches toward the house, flings the screen door open, and disappears inside.

      Already anxious about the missing steers, I crack my neck, exhale deeply, and stride over to Tony with Lucy at my side.

      Tony glances between me and the house. “He’s a tub of fun, as usual.”

      I don’t bother replying and hand the thermos up to Tony, sitting in Poppy’s saddle. My mother’s old bay mare sniffs Lucy before the apple catches her attention. I rub her face as I take two final bites, then toss the core into the pigpen. “Next time,” I promise her. The last thing I need is my mother’s horse choking on an apple core with a bit in her mouth.

      “You know,” Tony starts, hesitant. “This whole thing with him and Ava is getting⁠—”

      “Don’t.” I glare at him as everything inside me, already coiled with tension, tightens. Tony might be happy-go-lucky most of the time—the honey to my vinegar in our friendship—but now is not the time to lecture me on Ava or my father.

      Tony holds up one hand in defense. “I know it’s a touchy subject, but at some point, you and your dad need to⁠—”

      “Shut it, Tony. Stick to livestock, would you? And stop calling me boss. You make me sound old.” I run my hand over Lucy’s head. I know I’m being an asshole, that’s all I seem to be anymore, but I can’t help it. I don’t want to think about Ava. Her name alone brings out the worst in my father, and whether I agree with his hatred or not, her family has been the cause of too many long, shitty nights in the Bennett house. “I just want to focus on the steers and getting them back to the barn safely.”

      “Fine, consider my lips sealed,” Tony mutters. “But just because your dad’s a dick doesn’t mean you have to be one too . . . boss.” Tony stares at me as I climb onto Rooster’s back.

      I glance at him and it’s all I can do not to roll my eyes. “Noted. Now can we get on with it?” Rooster’s sorrel body expands as he inhales, and I settle into his saddle and take the reins.

      Tony dips his head and flicks the brim of his hat. “After you.”

      With a click, I grab hold of my hat, and our horses step into a trot before we gallop away from the ranch toward the outer pastures. Lucy lopes beside us, her tongue hanging from her mouth and her gray-and-white coat catching the sunlight. What I wouldn’t give to feel as free as she is right now.

      “So, what are you thinking?” Tony calls over the beat of horse hooves. “We heading to the pond?” Like me, he’s apprehensive. I can hear it in his voice.

      “Yeah,” I call back. “The ash grove just beyond it.” I know every inch of the two hundred acres the Bennetts have owned for four generations, and I have a feeling the steers are taking refuge in the shade, out of the increasing morning heat.

      The smell of sulfur thickens as we ride farther out, and my unease multiplies as it becomes harder to ignore. I focus on the arid breeze and the pasture stretched out before us. The terrain is primarily flat with prickly pear and desert scrub dotting the landscape. The ground is dry and the horses stir up dust as their strides devour the distance between the farm and the pond over the ridge. Coyotes don’t usually cause too many issues, but it’s not unheard of and I ready myself for what we may find on the other side.

      As the pond comes into view, Tony and I slow the horses, not wanting to spook the cattle. Lucy slows, staying close and awaiting my command. But I don’t see any stragglers around the pond.

      “Well,” Tony utters, readjusting his hat on his head. “They’ve gotta be in that thicket over there.”

      We trot closer, around the rocky lip of the natural pond that has watered our livestock for over a century. Rooster knows where we’re headed, and I drop my hand to the saddle horn and let him take the lead. The horses slow as we reach the trees, and it’s all I can do not to gag at the pungent scent of sulfur. Even Lucy’s eyes squint against the aroma, and my unease solidifies to dread.

      “Jesus,” Tony groans, raising his arm to cover his nose. “That is strong.” He nudges Poppy into the ash grove, and Rooster, Lucy, and I follow.

      The instant a few of the missing steers come into view, the tension in my shoulders eases. But my relief is short-lived.

      “Luce,” I warn, calling her away from the cattle.

      “Um, Knox . . .”

      We watch as a steer wanders in confused circles, lowing anxiously. Clenching the reins tighter, I spot another with his head pressed against the trunk of one of the ash trees.

      “Boss!”

      “What?” My attention snaps in Tony’s direction. It takes my brain a second to register five more steers lying down near the water’s edge. Some of them look as if they aren’t even breathing.

      I stare at the pond. The sulfur in the air is suddenly villainous.

      “It looks like polio,” Tony murmurs, slowly putting the pieces together. But I already have. My jaw aches so tight, I think it might break as I look from the dead steers to the ones soon to follow.

      “From sulfur poisoning?” He looks dumbfounded. “They were fine yesterday.”

      I don’t waste my time wondering how or why. Instead, I focus on what I must do. Muttering a goddammit, I turn for the rope strapped to my saddle with my shotgun. This is the part I hate about ranching—the part where nature is cruel, and I have to take matters into my own hands.

      “Let’s rope this one.” I eye a male that looks borderline too ill to save, but our livelihood is these steers; I have to try to save it.

      Tony nods, equally uneasy about what we must do, and unclips his lasso. Gloves already on, we each toss our rope over one of the steer’s horns and lead it away from the herd.

      Head hung low, Lucy brings up the rear. She nips and yips, ensuring the rest stay in line. The steer tugs against us, but there is little muster in it, and once we’re clear of the woods, Tony takes over.

      “Keep them moving!” I call. “I’ll catch up.”

      He nods again, if a bit reluctantly, and I dismount as Tony and Poppy lead what’s left of the herd up the hill away from the pond.

      When they’re a ways off, I walk Rooster to one of the trees and wrap his reins around a low-hanging branch. Even he seems to feel the strangeness in the air, but while he hangs back, Lucy follows protectively at my side.

      “Stay,” I tell her. She watches me, her tongue hanging from her mouth and doggy eyebrows lifting as I unstrap the shotgun. I stare at her, shaking my head because I wish I didn’t have to do this. Turning on my heel, I head back for the thicket and into the trees.

      Each step is a crunch in the quiet and the ringing of a death procession. With a final glance to ensure Rooster and Lucy are far enough away, I lift my shotgun, aim at my target, and pull the trigger.
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      I’m sweating by the time I pull into the back lot of the farm supply store. The heat is killing me today, and getting a popped tire didn’t help in the slightest. My bike screeches to a stop in the delivery bay, and I hop off, removing my suffocating helmet. I’m already late for my shift, but Scott should be grateful I made it here at all after the day I’ve been having. Hanging my helmet on my handlebar, I grab my empty water bottle and head inside.

      “Shit—” I stop mid-step. I forgot to call the house to check in. I always call after Mavey’s noon nap to make sure she doesn’t need anything. Swinging my messenger bag around, I hunt for my phone. When my screen lights up, another emergency alert is waiting to be read, but I swipe it away. I have a missed call too, but it isn’t from Mavey or hospice.

      Julio’s name fades from my screen as I debate whether to listen now or when I get off work, but I call my voicemail before I can talk myself out of it.

      “Ava.” His hesitant voice is gruff. “It’s been a while, and I wanted to make sure you are okay . . . And see how Mavey’s doing. I know you don’t plan on coming this way, but with the direction things are headed, I hope you reconsider.” He pauses. “I worry about you, kid. I know you’re busy and you don’t want my help, but . . .” Julio sighs, and after another pause, he continues, “I’m here. You always have a place with me if you need it. And I want to help if you’ll let me.” Then my uncle hangs up the phone.

      Damn. I hadn’t expected the ever-present knot in my stomach to worsen upon hearing his voice. Then again, there’s a reason we don’t talk much.

      Forgetting about Mavey, I shove the phone into my pocket and pull open the back entrance to the store. The air-conditioned interior is blissful as I hurry into the stockroom, through the swinging door, and onto the shop floor. The warehouse is large, but having worked here for three years, I know it like the back of my hand.

      “Ava, you’re late!” Scott calls from the corner of the store. I hurry to the checkout counter, fighting the cloud of exhaustion that’s lingered since my episode this morning.

      “I know, sorry. I got a flat.” I flash a smile at the customer standing at the counter, waiting to be helped, while Scott assists someone else. I cram my stuff between the trash can and a box of extra bags at my feet and straighten. The rubber pad beneath my boots alleviates some of the pressure on my tired feet, and I sigh. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “Things happen,” the older man says. The wrinkles around his eyes crinkle with a kind smile. “I hope you got it all sorted.”

      I huff a laugh. “Luckily, I always carry a spare tube. Learned that lesson years ago.”

      He chuckles, exposing coffee-stained teeth, and tosses a pack of jerky on top of a pair of leather work gloves, a package of bungee cords, and the batteries he’s already set on the counter. “I’m also picking up three fifty-pound bags of chicken feed,” he adds.

      “You got it.” My fingers clack the buttons swiftly. “Did you need help loading the chicken feed?”

      The man shakes his head. “I can manage.”

      “All right then. Your total is $143.76, please.”

      The man already has his wallet open, and while he inserts his credit card, I bag up his odds and ends for him. Like most of the ranchers around here, his hands are tanned and calloused, his nail beds dirty, and he smells like a mixture of earth and sweat with a subtle hint of aftershave.

      “I’ve heard a dozen stories about goats getting polio in my time,” Scott says to the customers in the back. “Not steers, though.”

      As the receipt prints for the man in front of me, I strain to listen.

      “I thought it was rabies at first,” a familiar, lighthearted voice replies. “But the boss knew right away what it was.” Tony always comes in to buy supplies for the Bennett’s ranch, so it’s no surprise that he’s here. I’ve known Tony most of my life. He and Knox were older than me in school, but always on the periphery. And we used to have Sunday school together at church. After seeing Mitch earlier, though, thinking about any of them makes my pulse quicken.

      “Knox had to put four of them down this morning.” Tony grunts like he’s heaving something onto one of the loading carts.

      His words are . . . shocking. I’ve heard of polio in hoofed livestock, a brain-altering disease that makes them act a bit loopy from lack of vitamins in their bodies or some such thing. But it’s curable if you catch it early enough.

      I smile at the customer in front of me. “Here’s your receipt.” I offer it, waiting patiently as he takes his bag. “Thank you for coming in. You can grab your chicken feed on the way out.”

      The older man dips his head, all southern and polite. “Have a good day,” he says, then walks out the door.

      I allow myself another sigh as I catch my breath from rushing to get here, settling into my six-hour shift. I pull my apron out from the cupboard below the dewormers and spermicides on the wall behind me and slip it over my head. While this apron might not be covered in dried ketchup and jam, it’s just as dirty, with bits of straw and smeared grease all over it. I welcome it, though. I’m not sure why I love the smell of the farm store, but something about it is comforting. The aroma of leather and wood and grease all mixed together.

      Tying my apron behind my back, I eye a bag of Southwest-flavored pretzels hanging on the rack beside me and decide that will have to be my dinner since I didn’t have time to pack anything. I ate a few bites at the diner anyway.

      “Thiamine injections are behind the counter. Ava will grab what we have in stock and ring you up,” Scott says from the back. “We’ll get this loaded for you.” The loading bay doors swish open and the sound of the squeaking cart wheels disappear outside.

      Anticipating Tony, I turn around and scan the vitamin supplements on the wall for Thiamine. Two brands, two different prices, and three quantities of each. Unsure which one Tony will prefer, I grab both. As his cowboy boots clomp on the cement floor, I turn around. I’m not met with Tony’s kind and smiling brown eyes, but Knox’s hard hazel ones, fixed directly on me.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” The words escape my lips before I can stop them, and I clamp my mouth shut, praying nothing else mortifying comes out of it.

      Knox’s eyebrow lifts slightly as he stops at the counter. The scent of sunshine and leather rushes off him, and a hint of something enticing and crisp, like his deodorant, maybe?

      I swallow and silently chide myself because it doesn’t matter in the slightest what his deodorant smells like. Knox’s expression, on the other hand, does matter, and that tightly set jaw of his and broad, squared shoulders say he’s none too happy to see me either.

      “Thiamine,” I prompt, pushing the two brands toward him. “I’m not sure which one you want.”

      “All of them,” he says without bothering to look at the boxes. He tosses a pen of crazy glue from the rack next to him onto the pile.

      “All—both kinds?”

      He looks at me in answer. He’s just as unnerving and maddening as his father. And yet, I find I can’t detest him quite as much, even if he’s trying to eviscerate me with his stare. I can’t hate Knox because I know what it’s like to lose a mother, and somehow I’m the lucky one because I don’t have reminders of her death every time I see him.

      The scanner beeps over each box as I move through them, and Knox pulls out his wallet. “They’re loading two rolls of barbed wire, twelve and a half gauge. Plus two hundred-gallon troughs.”

      I nod and enter the item numbers into the register. Working at one of the few farm supply stores that serve this area, we sell to everyone in a two-county radius, and I know most SKU codes better than my phone number. “Anything else?”

      Knox shakes his head, and I can feel his eyes on me as I total his purchase out, pretending not to notice. “It comes to $531.92,” I tell him. Opening a bag for the meds, I set them carefully inside and add the tube of crazy glue. “I’m sorry to hear about your cattle,” I say honestly, surprising myself. Not because I don’t care but because I’ve never been one for small talk. Knox must be surprised too, because his brow twitches ever so slightly as our eyes meet.

      His jaw clenches under his five o’clock shadow—more golden than brown in the sunlight—and as expected, Knox Bennett says nothing else as I drop his receipt into the bag. He slides his wallet into the back pocket of his Wranglers and, leveling a final hard look at me, he curtly dips his head because it’s the polite thing to do, grabs his purchase, and strides out of the store, leaving me a tightly wound mess in his wake.

      Once Knox is outside the sliding door, his shoulders deflate a little, if I’m not mistaken, and he removes his Stetson. His short hair is slightly matted from his hat and he makes his way toward his truck.

      Tony hollers something, and when I hear the tailgate slam shut, I hurry to the window. I tell myself it’s to see Tony and perhaps give him a wave if he happens to look in my direction. But that’s a bald-faced lie because my eyes don’t leave Knox as he hands Tony the med bag and opens the driver’s side door of the F-250.

      Knox sets his hat inside and turns to Scott. Whatever Knox says is too low to hear, but it doesn’t matter anyway. I wouldn’t have heard him. Not when all I can think is I’ve known Knox my entire life, and he’s hated me for a better part of it.

      He shakes Scott’s hand, and not for the first time, I appreciate what hard work on the ranch has done to Knox’s arms. I lie to myself again, as if I might actually believe that checking him out is totally natural due to the lack of men in this town who are my age and still have their teeth. But there’s always been something about Knox that’s drawn me to him, even if I wish there wasn’t.

      A faraway memory niggles up from beneath the persistent darkness, and I think of him at church again when we were little. He always wore his dark jeans, t-shirt, and shit stompers, just like he is now. Only back then, he smiled. And he talked to me. More than that, he and Tony stood up for me when they saw Lars bullying me.

      Now, Knox doesn’t talk to me at all, and I’m not sure what’s worse—his silence and the unfading animosity in his eyes, or the wistful hope that if he’d simply tell me off and get it out in the open, I would feel a thousand times better. Holding my breath and waiting around for him to detonate is torturous.

      As his truck rumbles to life, Scott heads back inside. The automatic doors open for him and he looks at me, startled to find me standing by the window. “How did his cattle get polio?” I ask, watching the truck pull out of the lot onto the main road.

      “Sulfur poisoning from that pond of theirs. He’s already lost a dozen of them.”

      I frown. “That’s . . . scary.” And it is, especially knowing there are over two hundred now-active volcanoes throughout Texas. Large or small makes no difference. They cause the ground to shake, and now they could be poisoning the water?

      Scott grabs a discarded clipboard on the other side of the counter. He’s all hard edges and seriousness to look at, but Scott’s a softy with one of the biggest hearts I’ve ever met.

      A brown curl falls into his face as he flips a page over with a huff. “Here.” Scott shoves the clipboard at me, and his cheeks lift in a facetious, dimpled smile bearing slightly crooked teeth. “Time for inventory.”

      I groan. “That’s what I’ve been doing all week. Where’s Martin?”

      “He’s in New Orleans.”

      “What?” Counting inventory might be easy, but everything eventually blurs together; I actually miss manual labor at this point.

      “Martin’s parents retired there last year,” Scott explains. “Now that everyone is being relocated along the Gulf Coast, he has to move them back here.”

      “That’s . . . rough. I know his father hasn’t been doing well either.” An unsettling thought strikes me. “Hey, Scott?”

      “Hmm?” He lifts one of the boxes stacked beside the counter and sets it on top.

      “You follow all of this Moonie stuff more than I do.”

      He huffs a laugh. “Moonie stuff?”

      “You know, preparedness and survival stuff.” Being ex-military, it runs in his blood. Scott’s eyes meet mine and I consider how much I don’t want to know the answer to my question. “Should we be worried about this relocation? I mean, we’re not that far from the coast. It’s only a few hours away. We’d be safe from a tsunami, right?” I think about bedridden Mavey. Of how screwed I’d be if we had to leave with no money and only one option of where we might be able to go. Not to mention how we’d even get there.

      “It’s something I’ve thought about,” Scott admits, and he starts tagging each individual pack of vegetable seeds. “But then I remind myself it’s the volcanoes we need to be worried about. If they ever do more than grumble, we’re not only screwed, we’re dead.” Though Scott says it lightly, it’s the truth, and his amusement quickly fades when he notices my expression. “If anything ever happens, I’ll help you and Mavey as much as I can, Ava,” he promises, his brown eyes softening with reassurance.

      It’s then I realize Scott, nearly twenty years older than me, might be the closest thing I have to a friend in this place, and I flash him a watery but grateful smile. Though he hasn’t opened up much about his personal life over the years, I know his wife left him when he got out of the army, and this store has been his life ever since.

      “All you need to worry about,” he continues, “is how many nuts and bolts I have in Hardware.” He winks at me.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I groan for effect. “I’m going.”

      “Thank you, Ava,” he singsongs.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I repeat playfully. “You can pay me back by giving me Tuesday off.”

      “And why would I do that?” His voice carries down the aisle.

      “Because I have a doctor’s appointment in San Antonio. And with the way the bus runs, it will take me all day to get there and back.”

      “Fine,” he says. “But you better bring me another jar of your pickled okra. A fresh batch, nothing you have shoved in the back of your fridge like last time.”

      I smile to myself. “Deal. I’ll even⁠—”

      A rumble, so low and deep it’s disorienting, emanates around me, and the earth begins to shake under my feet. It’s not a helicopter this time. The shelves creak. Glass shatters. Metal clanks against metal—and the windows rattle in a cacophony so deafening I have to clamp my hands over my ears as I run for the door.

      Shelves cave in. Chains jangle against each other. Supplies tumble from the walls, and one of the halogen lights suspended overhead snaps loose, swinging back and forth.

      When the rumbling ebbs and the shaking ceases, the squeaking, swinging lights are all that fill the sudden quiet.

      Scott and I stare at one another, eyes wide and chests heaving. “Are you all right?” he rasps.

      I nod, raking my fingers through my hair, swallowing thickly. “Yeah—yes. That’s the third time this week.”

      “Only bigger,” Scott adds, and the look in his eyes is one of dread because we both know that’s not likely the last or biggest either.

      With a curse, Scott peers around his store, now in complete shambles. He’s known for years it might only be a matter of time before Mother Earth decides to wreak havoc on our little sleepy town—we all have. But after all this time, it’s starting to feel more real than ever.

      “Come on,” I say, bending down to pick up the cans of cat food that have fallen around my feet. I’m well aware it’s better to keep myself busy and my mind from spinning.

      Until now, skepticism about what the future holds has been relatively easy, but it’s getting harder to ignore. The increased earthquakes. The water at the Bennett’s ranch. What’s next? I hastily stack can after can as panic nudges the edge of my mind, all the things I’m not prepared for taking shape.

      “Ava.”

      What about Mavey? I can’t move her. She’s too sick.

      Julio’s call earlier resurfaces.

      “Ava,” Scott says more firmly, and I stop, my arms full of Purina One, and look at him.

      “Go home,” he says gently, peering down at me crouched on the floor.

      “But . . . your store.”

      “It will all be here tomorrow. You should go check on Mavey.”

      My eyes widen. “Mavey.” I nod. Yes, of course, I should go check on Mavey. Rising to my feet, I run my sweaty hands down my apron. She’s probably terrified.

      “Call me if you need anything,” he adds, and quickly, I untie my apron as I step over supplies strewn throughout the aisle. I’m already counting down the minutes in my mind that it will take me to ride home as I reach for my bag and phone under the counter.

      Scott takes my arm. “Ava.”

      I look at him, unaware he was even beside me.

      “Be careful, okay?” Suddenly, Scott doesn’t look forty-two. He looks years older than that and beyond exhausted, as if he’s already lived through whatever comes next. He squeezes my arm like he might never see me again, and another wave of dread washes over me.

      “You too,” I whisper. “I’ll check in when I can.”

      Scott nods half-heartedly, and without another moment’s pause, I run for the back, heading for my bike, and pray Mavey is okay.
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      Tony has been gone for hours, and the sun sets as I stretch the last of the barbed wire around the final post in the west paddock. The last thing I need is any of the sick cattle endangering those who haven’t shown signs of disease yet.

      I crank the wire stretcher two more times, feeling the burn in my arms after a hundred yards of installation. I’m accustomed to hard work—it’s all we do around this place—but the day seems to have crawled by, and now that all I can do today is done, exhaustion settles over me. My t-shirt is drenched with sweat, my hair is matted to my head beneath my work hat, and a cool shower and ice-cold beer in my hand has never sounded sweeter.

      When I’m finished wrapping the final piece of wire, I rise to my feet, sighing as I tip my hat back and wipe the sweat from my brow with the back of my arm. All it took was three hundred feet of barb pricks through my gloves and scratches down my forearms, but I’m done, and I scrutinize the fence with tired eyes. It’s not my best work, but the steers are safe from drinking the pond water that’s been poisoning them for days.

      Running my teeth over my lip, I toss my pliers into the crate on the back of the ATV and roll what’s left of the barbed wire spool around the spinner on the back. Finally finished, I pull my gloves off and glance at the six steers I gave injections to today as they mill around in the corner of the paddock.

      While a part of me thinks I should’ve seen the signs of sulfur poisoning sooner, I know there’s only so much I could’ve done. And with the increased earthquakes, I have a feeling the sulfur levels in the groundwater worsened only recently and fast, if the twelve dead I already have are any indication.

      Removing my hat, I run my arm across my forehead and temple again and squint toward the house. The lights are on, which means my father is finished loading the four Angus steers we have left for San Antonio. I just pray they don’t start showing signs of poisoning by the time they get to the client. He’s already behind schedule as it is.

      My gaze shifts to the sick cattle again. Two of them pace, acting confused, but they aren’t getting worse, which is all I can ask for at this point. Each steer we lose is one to three grand we’ll never recoup, depending on size and breed, and with the way the economy is going, we can’t afford to bleed more money, or we’ll lose this place entirely.

      I glance at the pump house by the barn. The well is filtered and separate from the pond, but the scent in the air is a constant reminder of how bad the sulfur has gotten, and I’m not sure how long the filtration system will be enough to keep our drinking water safe.

      One of the steers snorts in the pen, stirring my thoughts. If I had any energy left, and my muscles weren’t heavy with fatigue, I would burn the dead cattle tonight to keep the scavengers away—I should burn them—but I’m spent. And with Tony down south to help his mother, whose house was damaged in this afternoon’s quake, I’m all I’ve got.

      Chugging what’s left of the water in my thermos, I make a mental note of a few final things to do before I can call it a day.

      I check the gate, keeping what’s left of the herd separate from the sick, and I climb onto the ATV to head back toward the barn. I’m about to switch it on when my phone rings in my back pocket. Pulling my cell out, I glance at the screen. One missed call and a picture of Tony with a shit-eating grin from over a decade ago flashes with his name.

      I answer with a frown because if he’s called me twice now, there’s something wrong, or he’ll be longer than he thought. “Everything all right?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.” His voice is reedy with apprehension.

      My frown deepens, and I glance toward the house. “Why?” He hesitates so long my skin crawls with unease. I’m not sure I can take more bad news tonight. “Tony⁠—”

      “Haven’t you seen the news?”

      I glance around the ranch, cast in inky dusk. “I just finished the fence. Why? What happened?” When Tony doesn’t answer, I can’t turn the quad on fast enough. “Tony!” I bark.

      “A tsunami hit the West Coast,” he finally answers, and I can barely hear him over the drone of the engine.

      “What?” I pull the phone away from my ear and stare at the missed call in the notification bar, clicking it to see who it’s from. Not Tony, Kellen. My brother’s name stares back at me, and my heart plummets. The near-constant sadness and anger filling me since my brother left is drowned out by relief.

      “He called me,” I rasp, putting the phone back to my ear. “That means he’s okay.” I say the words aloud to reassure us both.

      “Good. I was hoping you’d heard something from him.”

      “I gotta go.” I scan the ranch through a new lens. “I’ll call you later.”

      “Do that. I’m serious.”

      “I will. Thanks.” Ending the call, I shove my phone into my back pocket, turn the throttle, and haul ass down the dirt road. Even if Kellen is okay, he might as well be a world away in San Francisco, and nausea churns as I reach the house.

      The quad skids to a halt. I jump off and jog for the front door, flinging the screen open as I barrel inside. Then, I stop short. My father stands in front of the seventy-inch flat screen with his coffee thermos gripped in his hands, staring at an aerial view of San Francisco. It’s gone, and I gape at the submerged city in horror.

      1,700-foot tsunami decimates the California coast.

      The ticker flashes at the bottom of the footage, and I read it over and over, trying to comprehend.

      “Wait,” I say, stepping closer. The footage time stamp says it was this afternoon. “No. No. No.” I pull up Kellen’s missed call from lunchtime, and my eyes blur. He’d called me before the tsunami, which means . . .

      My mind numbs over as I stare at images of toppled high rises, floating debris, and overturned ships in the city drowned in gray seawater.

      The news flashes images of Los Angeles next, then Seattle, and back to San Francisco.

      I tap my home screen to life. My mind spins a million miles a minute as I press send, hold my breath, and begin to pace the living room, waiting for my brother to answer. It rings and rings, and all the while, my father stands statue-still in front of the television, wordless.

      There’s no voicemail and no answer. “Come on,” I urge, and ending the call, I try again. I glance at the ham radio on the bookshelf. Kellen doesn’t have one, and I’m not sure ours is powerful enough to reach California even if he did, so I press CALL on my phone again.

      “Don’t bother.”

      I pause mid-step, phone partially to my ear, and look at my father. “What?” His back is to me.

      “No one can survive that.” He says it with a shocking level of indifference.

      “You don’t know that⁠—”

      “Don’t be a damn fool.” He points to the aerial shots of the coast.

      “Kellen might not have been in the city. He might’ve been somewhere else,” I grit out, trying to convince us both. But I’m too astonished to think much of anything as I realize my father even looks unaffected. “Are you seriously going to pretend you don’t care in the slightest that Kellen could be injured or dead?” The words barely croak out of me as I step closer to him in his silence—so close he has no choice but to look at me. “You can act like a coldhearted son of a bitch all you want, but you’re the one who is a fool.” I point to the washed-up city. “He is your son!”

      “Was,” my father corrects with a bone-chilling sharpness. “He chose to leave⁠—”

      “You all but shunned him from this family!” I shout.

      When my father looks at me, a smirk lifts the corner of his mouth, sending chills over my skin. “Then why don’t you ever speak to him?” He jabs his finger into my chest.

      Fear, anger, and regret knot inside me with each of his words.

      “Why the hell are you so pissed at him if it’s all my fucking fault? Huh?” My father’s eyes shimmer with emotion, but not the good kind. “Why do you act like he abandoned you and never answer his calls?”

      I hate the truth of my father’s words. “Because he did abandon me!” I shout back, my chest heaving. It’s the first time I’ve admitted out loud that my brother ran away and left me here, alone with our father and enough grief to fill every room in this giant fucking house.

      “That’s what I thought,” he mutters.

      “Stop it!” I demand, tired of Mitch Bennett’s heartless bullshit. “Stop acting like you don’t care. Like you’re indifferent that your oldest son could be dead⁠—”

      “He’s not my son!” Fisting the neck of my t-shirt, my father shoves me into the wall, his coffee-laced breath a sweltering punch in the face. “He’s not my son,” he repeats. His gaze is wild as it shifts over me.

      “Because he’s gay. Say it, at least. Say the words,” I insist.

      But he doesn’t say it. My father is scared, no matter what he says. I see it in his eyes—the fear of admitting to himself his regrets are insurmountable and he’s drowning in them.

      His fist tightens in my shirt as his body vibrates with rage and all the grief he’s never been man enough to face.

      “Hit me, old man,” I dare him. “Take all your self-loathing out on me, like you used to. But remember, I hit harder than you do now.”

      I can hear the protest of his teeth as he grinds them together, battling the urge to pound on me. With a final shove, my father steps away, his jaw sharp as glass and his chest heaving. Without another word, he stalks to the front door, grabs his Stetson and leather jacket, then he flings the screen door open and stomps out into the night.

      “Really?” I call after him. “You’re still going to San Antonio?”

      But my father doesn’t reply.

      “At least keep your radio on!” I shout.

      His dually roars to life, the trailer creaking as it jerks into motion, and only as he disappears down the drive do I allow myself to exhale. Tears burn the backs of my eyes as I lean against the wall, my shoulders slumped.

      I can’t keep doing this. Every day it eats away at me, and I get further and further away from the person I want to be and the life I want to live. I’m tired of cleaning up my father’s messes and running a ranch that is barely afloat.

      I don’t know how long I stare at the muted television and the helicopter view of San Francisco submerged in murky water. But it’s long enough that I feel the heaviness of it all piling up and weighing me down. Irrepressible rage and utter helplessness consume me as I realize how alone in this I actually am.

      My gaze darts to our family photo on the mantel. I think of life ten years ago and life now. First Mom, then Kellen.

      Ava’s face comes to mind. Those amber eyes have looked at me with anger, sadness, and regret. The face of someone whose family is responsible for what’s become of mine. A woman who evokes so many conflicting emotions when in my presence that numbness is all I feel. And I’m so goddamn tired.

      In two long strides, I pick the frame up and throw it at the hearth. The glass shatters against the stone, and miraculously, I feel lighter. But my relief is momentary and quickly swallowed by despondency. I have no idea if my brother is alive or if I will ever see him again, and I’ve spent the last ten years sulking.

      Lifting my phone to my ear, I press CALL again. It rings and rings before I hang up and try again. I don’t know how many times I call Kellen, but at some point, I realize he isn’t going to answer. Probably never again.

      I walk to the bookshelf and turn the ham radio on, the volume all the way
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      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).
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      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
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      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
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      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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