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      To anyone who has ever felt scared, defeated, and utterly alone. We are still here, still fighting.
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      After my birthday gathering is cut short by lashing winds and heavy rain, I hole myself away upstairs for the night. The house is quiet as I tug my dad’s old sweatshirt that’s two sizes too big over my head, light the candle on my bedside table, and crawl beneath the covers. The sheets are so soft and warm, and a wave of exhaustion washes over me the instant I pull up the quilt and snuggle under.

      The candle gutters in the draft that sneaks its way through the wind-battered farmhouse. Normally I’d be pacing my room, too anxious to settle as the house creaks and groans around me. But tonight, I’m grateful to have time alone.

      Holding up the journal, I read the words on the cover and trace each letter with my finger. LITTLE ONE. Each letter has been outlined over and over with a pen. The pages are discolored, their edges bent, and it’s obvious this thing has been through hell. There’s even a series of numbers scribbled near the binding that might be coordinates. I shake my head, smiling at the recognizable handwriting.

      Snuggling deeper under the covers, I shift toward the candlelight and begin to read . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Hey Little One,

      

      
        I’ve been thinking about what to write in this notebook Ava gave me last week for my twentieth birthday. She said girls had diaries or journals when she was younger—a place to write their thoughts. Since I’m going on a two-week journey with someone I don’t particularly like, I figure writing to you might be a welcome distraction. Plus, I wish I’d had a handbook for growing up after The Unraveling, so hopefully it’s helpful to know some of the hard lessons I’ve learned along the way—what I’m still learning.

        First, you may wonder how a twenty-year-old already has wisdom to impart. Well, you’d be surprised how many lifetimes it feels like I’ve already lived.

        All right, so, by now, you probably know I am not your sister by blood. That’s because I didn’t even know Knox and Ava (your mom and dad) until ten years ago. I was just another foster kid at an evacuation facility. If you don’t know what a foster kid is, I’ll explain it to you one day. But even though my life was crazy before I met them, it hasn’t slowed down either. Because life isn’t easier these days, just different. And more frightening.

        And do you want to know a secret? I’m terrified pretty much all the time. Terrified of losing the family that finally chose me. Terrified that one day I’ll wake up and be alone again. I guess I’m telling you that because you might feel like me some days, like you don’t quite belong, but you’ve never felt more at home either. Knox says that’s all part of growing up. So just know you aren’t alone in that.

        You never knew her, but Aunt Beth used to say that fear isn’t weakness—it’s what keeps us fighting. I guess I have plenty to fight for then. And you will one day too. So someone should benefit from the mistakes I make along the way, right? I feel like it’s my duty as an older sister.

        Let’s see where this journey takes us . . . - H

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mask and extra headscarf? Check.

      Barter sack and trade items? Check. Check.

      Backpack, canteen, sleeping bag, and lip balm? Check. Check. Check.

      Sanity? Well, that’s debatable, since I’m willingly going on this trip with someone I genuinely don’t care to be around.

      Running my hand down Coco’s neck, I consider all I’m leaving behind for the foreseeable future. This farm is everything to me, and this will be the longest I’ve been away from it since we arrived ten years ago.

      The brisk wind whistles through the rafters of the barn as I finish tacking Coco, wondering if I’ve brought enough layers to keep me warm on the open roads. Ash storms, tornadoes, and acidic rainfall . . . I miss the blazing summers. It seems to grow colder by the day.

      Las Vegas, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Kansas—all the places I moved around to as a child were sun-soaked and brutal during the summer months. Until the sun disappeared behind the clouds, yet to return.

      After Gerty the Asteroid’s collision with the moon, Yellowstone was a word people were reluctant to utter as they braced for the devastation that would follow its impending, inevitable eruption.

      But Yellowstone didn’t erupt in a cataclysmic, world-ruining burst of hellfire; it’s been seeping and oozing and poisoning the land and air for over a decade instead, making survival a daily feat for all of us left. Man and animal alike.

      I glimpse the bison in the paddock. Here they mill around in ash-dust and sulfur-contaminated soil, but I saw pictures of them in Yellowstone once, from before Gerty. The park was teeming with color and wildlife. It was beautiful, unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Now it’s responsible for our suffering crops, toxic weather, and the constant cold. In the Great Plains states, summers don’t leave their mark with sweat and sunburns. Instead, we’re wind-whipped, chilled to the bone, and everything is covered in ash. It floats under doorways and smudges every clean surface.

      Some people say the storms are nearing their end, but I’ll believe it when I see it. The fact is, nothing happened the way experts said it would after Gerty. The government, scientists—both of them combined—made everything worse with their empty promises and false predictions. No one was prepared, not before The Unraveling. And definitely not since.

      “You run as fast as you can, Harper, girl. Don’t you dare turn back!”

      Heart skipping an anxious beat, I rest my forehead on the saddle and count to three. The irony is how fragile ash is—half the time it smears and wipes away, but it devastates everything it touches.

      I inhale and burrow into my memories like a mouse nestling in tattered wool, desperate for sunshine thoughts. Only there can I feel the warmth against my skin and see the grasshoppers jumping through the fields on a July afternoon. Only there can I hear Aunt Beth’s laughter on the breeze.

      Coco nudges my arm, and I turn my head, blinking at her. I brush away a piece of straw stuck in her forelock. “What, do you live in a barn or something?”

      She snorts, and a whir of wind rips through the rafters, dashing my sunshine thoughts. 

      “Harper!” Knox calls from the driveway. “Where you at, kid?”

      I wrap the thick, fraying scarf around my head, tucking it tighter around my neck. “Just a sec!” I meet Coco’s big, round eyes. “I know you hate this part, but—” I lift her muzzled bridle that protects her face from the ash and she immediately turns away. “Lucky for the guys, I came prepared.” I pull a mint leaf from my pocket, which she strangely loves, reclaiming her attention. Despite being named after my favorite drink when I was eleven, Coco isn’t brown so much as honey-colored with a cream mane and tail. She’s temperamental, but aren’t we all? And she’s mine.

      And since mint is one of the few things that still grows like a weed, I have plenty to bribe her with from here to Missouri.

      Most everything else is scarce or a distant memory. Like Ava’s tampons, which she laments on a monthly basis. And coffee—they all miss coffee. The Walsh brothers miss the ocean; Knox misses football Sundays, and hot wings with Uncle Tony. While I . . . I miss making popcorn with Aunt Beth and drinking hot cocoa in the middle of the night when we couldn’t sleep.

      But Aunt Beth is gone, and the corn and wheat fields are dried up too, like they died along with her. There’s nothing but dirt and root crops now—beets and carrots as far as the eye can see. And even those are yielding less and less.

      “Harper!” Knox shouts again. “Dean’s coming up the road. It’s time to go!”

      Groaning, I double-check Coco’s cinch one last time. After giving every item clasped, strapped, and tied to her saddle a quick glance, we head for the barn door. That I’ll be riding with Dean Hartford for two weeks doesn’t help my mood any.

      As Coco and I step into the gray day, the dry earth dusts around our feet.

      “There she is.” Uncle Tony’s arms open wide at my lackluster entrance. He practically towers over the rest of us from atop old Bert, a draft horse we rescued from an abandoned farm years ago. Knox glances back at me as he tightens Hershey-the-pack-horse’s saddlebags—yes, I named her too—and temporarily, all feels right in the world. Knox’s and Tony’s big smiles dissolve my bad mood, and I lead Coco over to join them.

      “Look who’s decided to grace us with her presence,” Tony teases.

      I roll my eyes, unable to help my smirk. He knows this trip in Dean’s company will be about as fun for me as an ingrown toenail.

      “Rooster seems as excited as I am,” I muse, and give the gelding a pat on the neck.

      “This might be his last trip east,” Knox murmurs. There’s a tinge of regret in his voice, even if he’s been preparing himself for Rooster’s retirement for a few years now.

      “Careful, Knox,” Tony tuts. “The baby isn’t even born yet, and you already sound like you’re run ragged.”

      Knox nods in my direction. “’Cause of this one right here.” He winks at me and adjusts his ever-present ball cap. The edges of it are frayed, but that’s par for the course now. And even if Knox feels old, he still has that twinkle in his hazel eyes that always puts a smile on my face.

      “Morning,” Dean drawls. The three of us glance over as he approaches on his black horse, Scout. My smile instantly falters. Like us, Dean is packed to the gills for our trek along the Scarred Mile. His riding clothes are layered, his gaiter face mask is bunched around his neck, layered with a scarf for warmth too, raggedy from past storms.

      Knox shakes his hand, and it strikes me how much Dean resembles him in stature, with his broad shoulders and strong jawline. Only Dean has black hair that’s always finger-combed back and unsettling blue eyes. And he doesn’t smile, like, ever.

      Dean’s attention shifts to me. There’s always that moment before he opens his mouth in which I brace myself for him to say something that rankles me. “Harper.” It’s his form of hello with no warmth whatsoever.

      I give him a tight-lipped smile. “Hello, Dean.” Our eyes linger on one another as seven years of bitterness hang in the air between us. “Isn’t this going to be fun?”

      “I can barely contain my excitement,” he counters.

      My eyes narrow on him.

      You could call our relationship a rivalry of sorts. But really, we just don’t get along. Since arriving with his parents, Dean and his father, a climatology professor from Nebraska, have made it their mission to harness the storm patterns that have ravaged our lives. It sounds nice in theory, but predictions are flimsy and that’s all they seem to provide. And with each new theory about wind patterns comes a new project for us to take on, as if surviving isn’t task enough. More than anything, I worry their lofty ideas only blind the town with hope, when we should focus on our reality instead.

      “Harper! Harper! Wait!” Stella shouts my name, scampering over to me. Coco is so used to the dozen of us living between the two farms, the kids never faze her enough to spook.

      Stella brushes her blonde curls away from her dirty face as she skims me up and down. “You’re leaving?”

      “I’m afraid so, Squirt.” Brushing the mud from her cheek, I tilt my head ever so slightly. “Aren’t you supposed to be feeding the pigs with Hope?”

      “We finished.” Stella throws her arms up as if there aren’t a plethora of other chores she could be doing, and I eye the dirt between her teeth.

      “Are you eating mud pies again?”

      Stella grins, wide and toothy. “Nope!” She chirps the word, but it’s a bald-faced lie.

      “At least add a grub in there for extra protein,” I tell her.

      “Eww. No way.” She giggles.

      “I’m serious. A big, fat juicy grub.” I tickle her neck, and she squeals.

      “That’s so gross.” Stella wriggles some more, but her amusement quickly fades, and she studies our horses loaded with gear. “I—” She brushes another loose curl from her face. “I wanna go with you.”

      I tug on a strand, and it bounces back into place. “I wish you could, Squirt, but this is annoying adult stuff, unfortunately.”

      “But—” She clears her throat. “When—” She tries again, half distracted as she glances at the guys. “When are you coming back?”

      The wind swirls around us, another chill raking over me, and I kneel, pulling Stella’s hood up over her head. “Before you know it,” I promise. I tug her to my side, giving her a squeeze. “I need you to hold down the fort while I’m gone. Okay? Help Uncle Jesse and your mom with the winter harvest. And most important . . . ” I peer into her big bright eyes. “Take care of Ava for me. Okay?” My chest hurts, leaving Ava behind. I’ve never been away from home without her. “She needs extra help while we’re gone.”

      Stella blinks at me. “’Kay.”

      “Promise?”

      “Uh-huh.” She nods. Reaching up, she runs her small hand over Coco’s neck. “I’ll look after her.”

      “Good. I knew I could count on you.” I can feel Dean’s eyes on me as I rise to my feet.

      “But—” Stella hedges again. “What if the baby comes while you’re gone?”

      “Then I need you to be the big sister in my place, okay?”

      As Toby, Stella’s little brother, trots over with even more mud in his teeth, I laugh and cringe at once. “That’s my cue,” I mutter, and I’m about to climb into Coco’s saddle when I hear the screen door slam.

      Immediately, I know I’m in trouble.

      “Harper Rose!” Ava shouts.

      “Oh man. Someone’s in trouble,” Tony murmurs.

      I meet Knox’s knowing gaze, reluctantly handing him Coco’s reins. Knox takes them with a smirk, and bracing myself, I walk toward Ava, afraid to meet her amber eyes.

      Lucy, old and slow with her butt happily wagging, comes over from Ava’s side and licks my hand. Kneeling, I give her a quick kiss and a pat on the head, postponing the inevitable. When I finally muster the courage to look at Ava, though, there’s not a scowl of disappointment on her face like I expect. Only a watery smile, and her eyebrow raises in amusement. You thought you could sneak away, it tells me.

      I huff with a sad smile, and suddenly, my steps are too big. I’m closing the distance between us too quickly. I don’t do goodbyes. In fact, I don’t emotion well at all, but it was dumb to think I might escape without a tear-filled farewell. I’m leaving behind one of the people who matters most to me, and the fear of losing Ava lingers in the back of my mind. Always. After every gunshot that rings out over the plains. Hearing every storm siren. When the air smells too sulfuric and the clouds get that reddish hue.

      Ava’s robe catches in the wind, and she rests her hands on her pregnant belly. “You should have woken me up,” she admonishes. The lines at the corners of her eyes crinkle.

      I smooth down a strand of her dark, sleep-rumpled hair. “You need your rest.”

      “No,” she counters, pulling me against her. “I need goodbyes,” she says with a squeeze. “Always goodbyes.”

      Closing my eyes, I grip her tattered robe between my fingers and memorize her warmth. So many nights she held me when I cried myself to sleep. So many times she came to find me when I thought I could hide from the world. Now that I’m actually leaving, I only want to stay.

      “Take care of Knox for me,” she whispers. “And keep Tony out of trouble.”

      I laugh, blinking back my tears. “As always,” I promise. “And pray for my sanity,” I grumble. When I glance at Dean, he averts his gaze.

      Ava runs her hand down my arm, clutching my fingers. “I know you have your differences, but it’s important to find common ground. You two—all of you kids are the future of this place.” She nudges my shoulder. “You’ll figure it out.” You’ll have to eventually, remains unsaid.

      Knox’s footsteps are heavy behind me, and I step aside.

      Pulling off his baseball cap, he leans in for a deep kiss, his other hand finding Ava’s belly instinctively.

      “Come home soon,” she whispers.

      “As soon as we can.” His voice cracks. We all know how torn he is leaving her behind with only a month before the baby comes. The bison are important too, though, and we need help before winter hits. “And hopefully with good news,” he adds.

      Ava rests her forehead against his, and I admire them more than ever. “You will,” she reassures him. Our livestock, the bunker, our home—the only reason any of us have this place is because of them. Or rather, the Bennett family. It was Ava and Knox against the world, trying to make their way here . . . until I inserted myself. Then they became we, and with Aunt Beth, we became us.

      Ava smirks, running her hand over her belly. “We will see you when you get back.”

      Knox groans as he places his hand over hers. We all know nature has her own timetable, which makes this two-week excursion more discomforting than usual, so close to her due date.

      “Go on now. Get out of here before you all change your minds.” Ava acknowledges Tony and Dean behind us. “Look after them for me,” she says, though it’s not a request so much as a command.

      Tony tips his cowboy hat with a wide grin. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Dean,” she says with a small wave. “Safe travels.”

      He gives a slight nod of thanks, and with a tandem sigh, Knox and I turn for our horses.

      “Love you!” Ava calls.

      When we glance back, she offers us a final wave, Toby and Stella huddled at her side.

      “Love you more,” we say in unison. Knox and I look at each other with mutual affection and determination.

      “We got this,” I tell him.

      Knox winks at me. “You know it.” He climbs into Rooster’s saddle as Tony spins old Bert toward the road. “Daylight’s burnin’, people!” he calls over the wind.

      I climb onto Coco as Knox clicks Rooster forward, following Tony down the road. Situating myself in my saddle, I give the farm one last scan, hoping I’ll be home before I know it.

      Dean and Scout stand beside me as I nudge Coco forward; our shared expression is a begrudging one. Yet, as I pass him, eyes on each other for a heartbeat longer, he clicks Scout forward to ride beside me.

      “And so,” I grouse, “it begins.” As I push Coco into a trot, Dean’s words barely meet my ears.

      “And so it does.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Day 1—McCracken, Kansas

      

      
        Hey Little One,

        We left this morning, lost radio connection after twenty miles, just before we got to this shelter, actually. It has only been a day, and I already miss you (even though you’re still just a bump in your mom’s belly). We stopped to rest at an old evacuation center. It has continued to house travelers, though it’s a little worse for wear after so many years. There were a handful of people already here, trying to stay out of the cold for the night. One guy is hoping to find his brother at the summit. Another is in desperate need of supplies after his well pipes cracked at his place in Nebraska. With only so many retrofitted places to stop, Tony says we’ll meet all types of people heading east.

        I’m not in the mood to exchange road stories, though, so I figured I’d take advantage of the temporary (flickering) lighting since beggars can’t be choosers. That’s something Aunt Beth always told me. Arg. I miss her. A lot. And I wish every time I think of her, I wasn’t constantly reminded of THAT day.

        

      

      
        Life Lesson #1: It’s okay to be scared. I’ve been scared since I was old enough to understand that people leave. But I’m still here. And I’ll be around for as long as I can. Since we’re never in complete control, I think “as long as we can” has to be enough. - H

      

      
        - - -

      

      
        Day 2—Great Bend, Kansas

      

      
        Hey Little One,

        Today we came across two male travelers who rubbed all of us the wrong way. Slightly aggressive, intense eye contact, twitchy fingers . . . Anyway, I realized they still didn’t scare me as much as the sky does when it starts to change. Or when sulfur on the wind catches my nose.

        

      

      
        Life Lesson #2: Always keep your weapon close for instances like this, even if you don’t need it in the end. It’s better to be safe than sorry. - H

      

      
        - - -

      

      
        Day 3—Outside Lyons, Kansas

        

      

      
        Hey Little One,

        We’re stopping for a few minutes so Dean can collect another soil sample.

        

      

      
        Life Lesson #3: Never trust a man who thinks he knows more than you do about survival because he reads a lot of books. Especially the outdated ones. Unless he actually knows something useful. Then maybe listen, but always trust your gut. Let your own experiences guide you. - H

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Day three is the roughest yet. It’s cold. Colder than I realized it would be, and I’ve got as many of my layers on as I can stand. The weight of my pack rubbing against the folds of my jacket is making my back sore. My thighs ache from clenching the saddle over uneven terrain, and the wind is a nuisance when you can’t hide from it. It tugs at my scarf as Coco and I clomp along the Scarred Mile, a beat-to-hell, old-world highway running from Kansas to Missouri and beyond.

      Over the past decade, many of the shelters have been retrofitted, some even equipped with water-purifying pumps generated by wind or solar panels. So, while the Scarred Mile has been beat to hell from fires, fissures, and erosive winds, and it leaves us exposed to threats of all kinds, it’s still the safest route to take, with plotted stops for weary travelers to rest or wait out the storms.

      With Hershey tied to old Bert’s saddle, she keeps pace with him and Rooster ahead of us, while Scout and Coco trod beside one another. When Dean’s eyes aren’t on the notebook in his hand, they’re on the lightning strikes on the darkening horizon.

      We’ve had decent weather since we left Ransom, but today our luck will change. We can all feel it. The distant thunder serves as a baleful warning. It’s harder to gauge the shifting wind without the bend of wheat and corn fields stretching into the horizon, like when I first got to the Midwest. Now, the landscape is barren, save for the occasional silhouette of structures that have yet to be upturned by Mother Nature. Or damaged wind turbines that haven’t been functional in years.

      So we keep our eyes on the skyline, watching for bad weather to turn treacherous. I exhale the knot forming in my chest.

      A crow caws from its perch on an old billboard, creaking in the wind. STILL HERE, STILL FIGHTING is painted across the acid-washed image underneath. It’s been one of many reminders along the way that we aren’t alone in this world, and I’ve come to rely on them over the past three days, actively searching for them to pass the time because there isn’t much to see.

      Tumbleweeds skitter across the road and a rusted wind turbine groans over the plains. Whatever hasn’t been deprived in the absence of sunlight has been choked to death by ash or poisoned by acidic water. The fields are dusty, stretching around us like we’re trespassers in a forgotten world. There’s some life, of course. It’s hidden, though, borderline depressing because you have to search for it.

      Coco’s mane whips in another gust of wind, and I lean down, scrutinizing the netted muzzle protecting her nose as the wind worsens.

      “Hold up!” Knox and Tony stop ahead, conversing at the signpost, which means we’re changing course for the nearest shelter.

      CROSSROADS COMPOUND ↑

      NEXT REST: 7 MI →

      RED ZONE AHEAD - ALT ROUTE →

      SUPPLY STOP @ MILE 22

      Taking another deep breath, I enjoy the ashless air while it lasts and try to gauge the time of day beyond the haze. The clouds have been too thick to see the sun, a dreary gray on good days, roiling and menacing on the bad. Angry red. A bruise of purples. Sickly green to black. If we’re lucky, the clouds change based on what’s coming, but not always. There are times when we get brief glimmers of hope as the sun peeks through the clouds for the briefest of moments. Except I haven’t seen it in nearly three months, if memory serves.

      “Hey, Dean?” I say over my shoulder.

      Our saddles creak in his silence, until finally, he answers. “Yes, Harper.” His voice is cool, detached. He’s probably annoyed I’m bothering him.

      “How long has it been since we last saw the sun?” I pull Coco to a halt.

      Again, silence. I can feel his glare on my back, and I turn around to see Dean’s face. Yep. Cold, hard. His eyes beautifully blue.

      “It’s funny,” he muses, but I know there is nothing funny about whatever he’s about to say. Dean brings Scout to a stop beside me. “You give me shit for taking an interest in this stuff. But when you ask me questions like this, it makes me wonder if you secretly appreciate me and my efforts.”

      “Ha! Not so fast, Hartford. I want to compare your number with mine, that’s all.”

      Dean’s stare narrows on me. I stare back, waiting.

      “Come on.” I flick my hand at his notebook. “I know you’ve got it written in there. Along with an exact time stamp. Probably the temperature, too, and how many gnats farted within a three-mile radius.”

      With a heavy, begrudging sigh, Dean flips through the pages in his notebook. “Eighty-two days.”

      “I knew it!” I celebrate with a fist pump.

      “And sixty-three days before that. No gnats,” he deadpans. A loose strand of hair falls from under his head wrap and into his eyes as they meet mine, waiting.

      “My guess was three months,” I explain. “I’d say my brain is just as reliable as your notebook, yeah?”

      “I’m assuming that’s a rhetorical question?” He tucks his notebook safely away as I scan him up and down.

      Dean is such a conundrum. He’s fitted in weather gear and riding clothes, like the rest of us. He can handle himself on a horse, and I hear he’s a decent hunter. Still, as much as he blends in, he completely stands out too.

      He’s built like a brick house from being on Storm Recovery and heaving rafter beams over his head. He’s also perfectly content being locked in a lab, poring over books and doing sciencey things. At least, that’s what I picture him doing all the time. Dean always has an answer for everything, yet he’s not overly confident—just enough to annoy me. And while I ride, always conscious of my rifle placement should I need it in a hurry, Dean’s pistol remains ignored in his saddlebag. He arms himself with a seemingly endless supply of pens in his pocket and the worn notebook in his hand instead.

      “Roiling clouds laden with charged volcanic particles.” Dean studies the cloud formation in the distance. When he notices me watching him, he must feel the need to explain. “The atmospheric pressure is⁠—”

      “Changing? Yeah, Dean. It’s called a storm.”

      “Okay, smartass.” His eyes lock on me with storm-front intensity. “What type of storm?”

      I inhale, waiting for the bite to hit the back of my throat. “Sulfur-scented air, lightning in the distance, and a red-tinted sky.” I meet his narrowed gaze. “It’s an ash storm. See how easy that was to say?”

      “I was being precise.”

      “You were being Dean,” I grumble.

      “Then tell me how long we have before it gets here, and anything else your magical weather senses tell you. Please, I’ll be sure to add them to the running list of things you think you know more than me.”

      “Aw, you write about me in your diary?” I bat my eyelashes at him.

      Dean ignores my jibe, and as Scout follows Coco again, he stumbles over a lift in the pavement. Dean’s knee knocks into mine. Our stirrups clack together. We glower at each other.

      Dean is close enough for me to notice a hairline scar running the length of his jaw, which is more noticeable when his stubble grows around it. Despite him having a bandage on his face when I first met him, I’d never thought too much about the scar before. “What happened anyway?”

      The flecks of gold in Dean’s blue eyes catch the subdued daylight. When he realizes I’m talking about his jaw, he looks away. “A storm incident.”

      “That’s a scary place for an injury,” I confess. Whatever hit him was sharp. How close had he come to decapitation or losing the side of his face? “I remember you having a bandage there. You were pretty young.”

      “Sixteen.” With a click of his tongue, Dean nudges Scout away from Coco to put more space between us. If that’s supposed to be a subtle “mind your own business” request, it isn’t. I don’t press him for details, even if I’m annoyingly curious to learn something that would make Dean seem more human.

      Tony whistles as Knox shouts, “Dean! You better get one of your samples before you have a new ash layer to compete with.” There’s a warning in his voice. An underlying urgency as Knox checks Hershey’s packs. She cranes her tan neck to look at him, as if she’s hoping it’s time to end the day. It’s not.

      Grateful for even a second of reprieve, I pull Coco to a stop and swing my leg over her back. The instant my feet hit the ground, I groan with a much-needed stretch.

      “I say we deviate to the seven-mile marker.” Tony cocks his head, examining a map covered in notes and chicken-scratch. It’s worn and torn but could be the difference between life or death out here. “It will put us behind schedule, but it’s the closest shelter, and that storm is moving fast. We can refill our water at the pump there too.” He folds the map and tucks it into his jacket.

      Dean unpacks a collection of test tubes filled with soil samples from a zipper bag in his rucksack. And though I’m tempted to roll my eyes, I don’t. We should use this time to ride toward safety, not prolong getting to it.

      “What’s a climatologist need with soil samples anyway?” Exhaling the frenetic energy buzzing through me, I grip Coco’s reins in one hand and grab a handful of dirt in the other. Splaying my hand, I let it fall between my fingers, watching the direction it floats. High levels of sulfur, little to no nutrients, and a lot of dust. That’s what his comprehensive tests will tell him in two weeks when he’s finally back at his lab.

      “My dad’s the climatologist,” he says, distracted.

      I brush my hand on my pants. “Whatever. Don’t you have enough? There’s a storm coming, and instead of riding to the safe house, we’re prioritizing another sample to add to the twelve others.”

      “First, I’ve only collected four of them.” His glare hardens on me. “And second, if you want to figure out how to combat the problem, you have to understand it first.” He shakes his head like I’m impossible. “Why do you hate science so much?” He uses a little scooper the size of a baby spoon to collect dirt, picking out the gravel before transferring it into the test tube. It barely fills a fraction of it. I glance at the sky. My patience is quickly thinning.

      “Why do you rely on it so much?” I counter. “Even with a fifty-year head start and access to the best technology, experts and scientists couldn’t prevent this. And you think you can cure the land of its blight with what few technologies we have left?” I scour the horizon. “The storm coming this way should be our immediate concern. Not the dirt under our feet.”

      He scoops another miniature spoonful, and the wind whisks half of it away before he can transfer it into the test tube. I want to scream. “That’s easy for you to say, Harper.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You live in a community with the best storm pattern predictions and cleanest drinking water in all of Kansas because of people like me.”

      My blood simmers with frustration. That’s true, but also, screw him.

      “Are you two finished?” Knox gripes. He climbs back into Rooster’s saddle. “Ride for the seven-mile marker. Veer to the right at the fork in the road and stay close.”

      Dean’s jaw tightens, and he shoves his gear back into his bag.

      An old, familiar apprehension gnaws at me—the same feeling I have before every major storm since I’ve been old enough to remember. Restlessness. Remembered terror. Memories of close calls and near-death experiences. They crop up in their own torrent when it’s most inconvenient.

      “Mile seven is a retrofitted safe house.” Rooster practically runs into Coco as I settle in her saddle, and Knox grips my shoulder. His hazel eyes are filled with warning. “We’ll hold out there until it passes. Keep your mask on, tuck your scarf in, and⁠—”

      “I know,” I say gently, even though my heart is a windswept tumbleweed in my chest. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be right behind you the whole time.”

      “I was going to say take it easy on Dean, but . . .” Knox winks at me. “Let’s worry about shelter first. One miracle at a time.”

      I snort, my body trembling with adrenaline, knowing exactly what we’re riding into.

      “Watch each other’s backs and trust your instincts!” Tony calls, and with that, he and Knox spur their horses ahead of us, heading south.

      Scout prances anxiously as Dean finishes securing his stuff. His eyes dart to me. “Ready?”

      I nod, and with one eye on the horizon, we ride toward the oncoming storm.

      Stay alert.

      Be aware of your surroundings.

      Find the closest shelter before you need it.

      Survival mode has been embedded in our DNA storm after storm, month after month, year after year. And somehow we’re still scrambling.

      There’s a chance we could steer clear of a funnel cloud if we saw it early enough. An ash storm, however, will engulf everything. It’s angry, suffocating, and all-consuming. There’s no outrunning it. No hiding from or outsmarting it.

      Never take your eye off the sky.

      Trust your gut.

      And never ever be a hero or pay the price with your life. The look in Aunt Beth’s eyes in her final moment tears at my heart as I push Coco harder, praying we make it to shelter in time.
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      When you survive your first tornado before you’re even ten years old, that leaves a mark.

      For a few years after, I’d thought every funnel cloud would be my end, because I was supposed to die the day Knox and Ava found me. They were too good, and good things were always taken.

      The instant I’d met them at Facility 38, I felt a desperate kind of hope. I can’t explain it, but I’d clung to them because of it. It’s why I’d stowed myself away in Knox’s horse trailer, determined to stay with them. I didn’t care where they were going because wherever it was would be better than an orphanage.

      And when we survived that tornado, it felt too good to be true. I survived and got a family out of the deal? A family who chose me and has loved me like their own from that day on? Good things rarely last, especially in this world. That’s why every day since has felt contingent. Like if I let my guard down even once, the universe would adjust the scale. Like it did with Aunt Beth. Like it’s trying to do now as a black, squalling ash cloud threatens to engulf us.

      The dry air lashes my face, tearing tears from my eyes despite my goggles. I can no longer see Knox and Tony. My mask rubs against my raw skin and my cheeks crack with every wince and jostle.

      We are out of time.

      Dean waves his arm in a blur to my right, and squinting through the soot smears on my goggles, I can see an obscure silhouette of the mile seven safe house.

      A tumbleweed slams into Coco’s side, its thorns gnashing at my legs through my pants and into her flesh as the bramble is thrashed by the wind. She stumbles as she tries to knock it free with her snout, and my heart lurches to my throat.

      With another gust, the tumbleweed is torn away, catching on the loose tail of my scarf, which tears away with it. My exposed skin and neck sting in the assaulting ash instantly.

      Coco presses on. Debris swirls around us. I can’t see anything through my soot-smeared goggles, so I give Coco the reins, trusting her to see what I can’t.

      Suddenly, Scout is beside us, his dark body barely perceptible as the world turns the color of pitch around us.

      “Knox!” I call for him, though it’s muffled and lost to the howling wind. “Ton⁠—”

      A hand grabs my reins, yanking Coco to the right. We practically ram into Scout and Dean as another gust threatens to unseat me. My thighs clench the saddle tighter. The wind is so violent—so loud—it numbs my ears.

      Dean points at a shape through the darkness. The station. He jumps out of the saddle, reaching for the latch on a sliding door. Dean struggles

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Dear Little One
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Day 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Day 4
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Day 5
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Day 7
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Day 8
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Day 11
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Day 15
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Final Entry
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        More Information
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		More Information


      		About the Author


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "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).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      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
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