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A POST-APOCALYPTIC SURVIVAL THRILLER










A devastating earthquake. A fractured heartland. A family torn apart.
Cassidy Mason laughs with her classmates on a Kentucky school bus, twisting through backcountry roads. In an instant, the pavement cracks like glass, and the bus tumbles into a ravine. Buried in twisted steel and screams, she claws through agony and fear, forcing herself to emerge into an unknown disaster where safety might not exist.
Will Mason grips the wheel of his Ohio River tugboat, calling orders to his crew as another routine shift begins. But when the water heaves like a beast awakened, the river churns into chaos. He beaches the battered vessel amid splintering docks and rising wreckage, but with no radio signal and the world in ruins, one desperate urge consumes him: reach his wife and daughter before it's too late.
Erin Mason herds excited students through a hotel lobby on a field trip, her mind half on lesson plans. Suddenly, the floor bucks, walls groan, and ceilings rain down in deadly chunks. Amid the dust and cries of the trapped teens, she battles to shield them from the collapsing city, all while terror grips her. Has the quake claimed her family hundreds of miles away?
With bridges collapsed, power vanished, and aftershocks threatening more destruction, it's a brutal race to safety. Will, Cassidy, and Erin Mason must unearth raw strength to claw through the apocalypse and reunite, or die trying.
Breaking Point is book one in a post-apocalyptic disaster thriller series following ordinary people struggling to survive when a massive earthquake rips through the heart of America.
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  PROLOGUE  














DR. ELIJAH GENTRY










2008
St. Louis, Missouri
The air smelled of coffee, carpet glue, and institutional denial.
Dr. Elijah Gentry sat in the back of the FEMA conference room and watched the clock tick toward nine. On the walls, posters screamed Preparedness Starts with You! in cheerful blue. The irony was thick enough to choke on.
He’d given versions of this presentation for years. They always ended the same way.
When his name was called he rose, walked to the podium, and didn’t waste time on pleasantries.
“This is the New Madrid Seismic Zone,” he said, clicking to a map on the screen behind him. “A rift that nearly tore North America in half once and is getting ready to try again.”
He moved through the slides with clinical precision as he explained what they faced.
“Ground shaking will be severe across roughly a hundred and forty counties. Over seven hundred thousand buildings damaged. Fifteen major bridges rendered unusable. Two point six million households without power. Eighty-six thousand dead or injured.”
Someone at the far end coughed, trying to be subtle.
Gentry plowed on. “Memphis International Airport will be inoperable. The I-55 bridge will likely collapse. Sixty percent of emergency responders will be cut off from supply chains within forty-eight hours. You’ll lose St. Louis communications in under ten.”
A regional director in the front row finally raised his hand. “Doctor, our models are considerably less… apocalyptic.”
Gentry gave a thin smile. “Optimism is rarely a seismologist’s friend.”
The laugh that followed was polite, dismissive, and final.
Afterward, as the room emptied toward lunch, Gentry stood at the window overlooking the Mississippi. The river glinted, serene and oblivious, barges sliding past like nothing could ever touch them.
He thought of how shallow everything man-made really was. Roads. Levees. Plans.
One long, patient fault could unmake it all in seconds.
The ground always remembered.
People just forgot.




    CHAPTER ONE














CASSIDY










Cassidy Mason leaned her head against the seat and let out a quiet sigh. She nudged the volume up on her earbuds, trying to block out the chaos bubbling through the rest of the bus.
On her phone, a familiar violin tutorial played. The same one she’d watched a dozen times. Not because she needed it—her technique was solid—but something about this guy’s voice and the steady flow of notes settled her nerves the way a comfort show or favorite book might for someone else.
Across the aisle, Jimmy Duggins slapped his seat and cackled through a mouthful of gum. Mikey Fisher had apparently said something hilarious.
Two rows up, Summer Clarin waved her arms as she told some over-the-top story. Sarah and Bess, her usual shadows, watched her like she hung the moon.
Cassidy rolled her eyes and shifted in her seat. The video wasn’t helping. The bus was too loud. Her thoughts were too fast. The nerves wouldn’t let go.
Why couldn’t she be like them? Sixteen and loud and carefree, instead of sixteen and carrying a knot of anxiety in her chest?
The bus rumbled deeper into the backroads of western Kentucky, winding through fields and past crooked fences. Every mile dragged her farther from home and closer to something big and terrifying.
She’d done her research and watched every Nashville Conservatory video YouTube had to offer, trying to picture it, trying to imagine herself fitting in. But no video could prepare her for the pressure. This music program cost a fortune. Her parents never said it outright, but she knew. This wasn’t a chance to try. It was a chance to prove it was worth it.
She had to succeed. Period.
Her phone buzzed in her lap and a text lit up the screen.
   Be brave, kiddo. You’ve got this! So proud of you.   


Her dad ended it with a violin emoji and a music note.
Cassidy smiled before she could stop herself.
   Thanks, Dad.   











The typing bubbles popped up again.
   Love you, my little music prodigy!   


She shook her head, cheeks warm.
   Dad!   











   I know, I know. Too gushy. I’m just a proud papa. Love you, sweetheart.   


   Love you too, Dad.   











She tucked the phone closer and closed her eyes. Maybe she could nap, let some of the nerves drain out of her system. But Jimmy and Mikey were stomping now, blasting music from their phones like it was a contest. She clenched her jaw. If she snapped, it would only get worse. They’d tease her the rest of the way to Tennessee. Better to stay small, keep the earbuds in, and focus on the strings.
She thought of the last practice at home and her mom standing in the doorway, arms crossed, saying “You’re rushing the third measure again.” Cassidy had snapped back, “I know what I’m doing, Mom. It’s just practice.” She hadn’t even said goodbye properly that morning. She’d just grabbed her case and left. The guilt sat low in her stomach, heavier than the audition nerves. She’d make it up when she got home. She had to.
Another buzz. Her heart gave a hopeful skip.
But her stomach dropped when she saw her mom’s name. One glance at the screen showed a wall of text with no punctuation, no line breaks, just a breathless stream of pep talk mixed with reminders about posture, breathing, not staying up too late practicing. Her mom meant well, but her texts never seemed to help, only amp up whatever she was already feeling.
Cassidy swiped the unread message away. She’d read it later, when the bus calmed down and her head didn’t pound.
“Hey, Cass, why so glum?” Jimmy twisted in his seat. “Aren’t you, like, super excited? Isn’t this your thing?”
“I’m surprised she’s not playing her violin right now,” Mikey added, grinning. He balled up a receipt and tossed it across the aisle.
It smacked Cassidy in the temple. Her cheeks flared hot. She flinched and stared straight ahead, willing herself not to react. So much for staying invisible.
“Hey, knock it off.” Nia turned in her seat. She picked up the crumpled paper and hurled it back at Mikey. “You play violin too, remember? You just wish you were as good as Cassidy.”
“Hey!” the bus driver barked from the front. “No throwing things. Last warning.”
Mikey rolled his eyes but dropped back into his seat.
Nia turned halfway around. “Don’t let them get to you,” she said, voice low. “They’re just insecure and annoying. And honestly? Their intonation’s trash.”
Cassidy let out a quiet laugh. “Thanks.”
Nia nodded at Cassidy’s phone. “I know that guy. His bow hold demo’s pretty cool.”
“Yeah,” Cassidy said. She hesitated, then added, “Wanna watch it with me?”
“Sure.” Nia stood and slid into Cassidy’s row.
Cassidy scooted closer to the window, grateful for the space between her and the noise. Nia dropped onto the seat and rested her backpack between her knees.
The bus kept moving.
After a while, Cassidy noticed Nia’s eyes drifting shut, head nodding forward with the motion of the road. Cassidy turned back to the screen. She could hear every word in her head before the guy even said it. Still, she let it play.
It was easier that way. Easier than thinking about everything waiting for her in Nashville.
Cassidy’s gaze drifted toward the front of the bus where the chaperones hashed out logistics. Mr. Lewis and Mrs. Lang compared notes on hotel check-in and rehearsal times. Mrs. Anderson, never one to stay quiet, leaned in from across the aisle. “We should leave at least forty-five minutes early,” she insisted, as if anyone had asked.
Behind them, Summer Clarin still entertained her audience. She planted a hand on her hip and twirled a lock of hair. “Want to see my audition dress?” she asked, voice pitched just loud enough to carry.
Sarah and Bess nodded eagerly. Even Caitlyn leaned closer, eyes bright. “I do! I do!”
Cassidy winced. Caitlyn might as well hang a sign that said please like me. Those girls would talk about her the second she left. She thumbed her phone screen dark and turned to the window. Not even her favorite violin tutorial could settle her now. Beside her, Nia slept with her head tilted back, mouth open.
“Dude, let’s see if we can toss an M&M in there,” Mikey whispered, elbowing Jimmy.
“You guys are seriously immature,” Cassidy said before she could stop herself. Her heart thudded, but she owed Nia at least that much.
Jimmy turned, eyes narrowing. “Funny, Mason, I don’t remember asking for your opinion.”
“Whatever.” Cassidy angled toward the glass and tried to tune them out. Nia kept sleeping, oblivious. Her mom’s voice echoed in her head. Don’t let them get to you, Cass. You’re better than that. But she hadn’t felt better than anything lately. Just tired and terrified she’d blow the audition and make the money they’d spent feel wasted. She pressed her forehead to the cool window, wishing the road would swallow her thoughts.
The bus reeked of stale socks and too much body spray. Cassidy bounced her knee, gnawed her bottom lip, and wished they’d just get there.
Outside, the landscape rolled past like a screensaver: horses flicking their tails, cows grazing along fence lines, bales of hay stacked like giant dice. Occasionally, they passed a leaning barn or a filling station with two pumps that looked older than time itself. She snapped a quick photo of a farm where someone had stacked tires in the shape of a car, then scrolled through her packing list for the third time. She knew she hadn’t forgotten anything. It was just something to do.
The sky stretched impossibly blue, the kind of color you’d expect over Caribbean water. Cassidy rubbed the chill from her arms and imagined breathing air that clean. For a heartbeat she let herself picture sitting on one of those wide porches, no deadlines, no pressure, just space. What would it feel like to have nothing waiting to be proven? She shut the thought down almost as quickly as it came. Daydreams didn’t help.
The steady drone of the engine lulled her until a sudden jolt snapped her eyes open. Her heart kicked hard.
Nia startled awake too, blinking fast. She caught Cassidy’s look and forced a smile. “Probably just a sharp turn. We’re in the hills it looks like,” she offered, but her voice lacked conviction.
Cassidy’s pulse pounded. She gripped the armrest.
Something smacked the window with a sharp crack. Cassidy yelped and ducked, hands over her head.
“Whoa, Cass, it’s okay. I think it was a bird.” Nia’s whisper hovered between reassurance and question.
“A bird?” Cassidy’s breath came quick. She lifted her head. A jagged crack spidered across the glass. “Why would a bird fly into us?”
Jimmy burst into laughter, slapping his thigh. “Maybe it thought you were soul mates. You know, birds of a feather flock together, right?”
“Shut up,” Nia shot back.
The bus lurched again. Cassidy dug her nails into her palms.
“Hey.” Nia laid a steadying hand on Cassidy’s. “Relax. Long road, tight corners. The bus is just big.”
“We could take over, Mason. Drive it like we stole it in Grand Theft Auto! You’d puke in five.” Mikey crowed.
“This is nothing like Grand Theft Auto,” Cassidy mumbled just above a whisper.
“Not that you’ve ever played,” Jimmy said, high-fiving Mikey.
“You two are impossible,” Nia snapped. “Hope you fall off a mountain.”
Cassidy squeezed her eyes shut. It’s only nerves. The prestige of the music program, the cost, the weight of expectation. That had to be it. She breathed in, slow and deliberate, trying to anchor herself. Her dad’s words popped into her head. Be brave, kiddo.
Gravity held her in the seat, but no matter how much she tried, her thoughts kept slipping forward to everything waiting in Nashville. She pictured the violin waiting in its case under her seat as the bus lurched again, and a knot of something more than nerves settled in her stomach, cold and certain. She gripped the armrest tighter and told herself to be brave. She had to.




    CHAPTER TWO














ERIN










“Did you check your book bag, idiot?” Archer Drango aimed a grin at his friend.
Erin Mason glanced up from her clipboard. “Language, Archer.” A familiar routine by now. Archer and Alex were always circling each other, part rivalry, part performance. Erin caught a flicker of Cassidy in the way Archer smirked. How many times had she watched her own daughter spar playfully with friends and then pretend she hadn’t enjoyed it?
He rocked back on his heels, unbothered. “Sorry, Mrs. Mason.”
“Don’t get mad at Arch, he’s just buggin’ ’bout the bear in the corner. You seen it Mrs. Mason?”
Erin turned to glance at the massive taxidermy grizzly looming next to the fireplace and shuddered. Between the bear, the dark wood-beams, and stained-glass windows, the hotel edged into haunted-manor vibe. She wasn’t sure it was a good thing. “Welcome to public school budgets, kids.” She gestured with her head for Archer to move along before turning to Alex.
“So I’m assuming you’ve lost your permission slip, is that right?”
“Maybe.”
“Then you’ll need to step out of line until you find it. Twenty other students are waiting.”
Alex groaned. “Seriously, man?”
“One, I’m not a man, and two, yes. No paperwork, no room key.” Erin flicked her pen toward the lobby chairs. “Scoot.”
Shoulders slumping, he trudged off.
“Next.”
Thomas Gildred slid up beside her, lanky and earnest. “Hey, Mrs. Mason, have you seen my bag?”
Before she could answer, Jackson Torres smacked the back of his friend’s head. “How do you lose a whole bag, dude?”
Erin bit down on the automatic behavior reminder. These kids would curse like sailors and worse the second she turned away. Pick the battles that matter.
The lobby pressed in around her, air smelling of old wood polish and damp wool from a bus full of teenagers, layered with a faint trace of fireplace smoke that probably never left the stone walls. Antique lamps cast amber pools across patterned rugs, each creak of the floorboards carrying farther than it should in the Tudor hush.
Across the lobby, Harry the bus driver—who doubled as Ridgefield High’s science chair—was locked in debate with the front-desk clerk. “We’ve got twenty-two kids and four adults. That’s six rooms short,” he said, voice rising.
Of course. Not even thirty minutes in and the chaos was already threading into her bones. What had she expected? Sunshine and polite cooperation from a pack of teenagers on a school trip to St. Louis?
She drew a slow breath and steadied her clipboard. She’d survived eleven years of teaching juniors. Problem-solving was practically a requirement.
“Hey, Erin. Holding up?”
Jeff Rigby appeared at her elbow, hands on his hips, wire-rim glasses catching the lobby lights. He offered the same lopsided smile he wore every day in the science wing.
“Still vertical,” she replied. “You?”
“Thinking about dinner.” He shrugged, perfectly serious.
Of course he was. Jeff treated these trips like long lab experiments: observe, record, feed the sample. Erin had lost count of the nights they’d shared cold pizza in hotel hallways after corralling students, a quiet camaraderie built on mutual exhaustion.
Erin half laughed. “I need to get through this list before I can think about food.”
“Fair.” He stepped back, reading the room.
“Mrs. Mason!” Amber Wheatly wedged herself between them, voice pitched to maximum drama. “Kimmy gets to room with Jasmine and I asked first.”
“No one’s going anywhere until I finish check-in,” Erin said evenly. “We’ll sort rooms later.”
“But—”
“Amber.” Erin met her eyes. “You’re too old to whine.”
Color rushed into the girl’s cheeks. “Sorry.” She retreated toward her friends, face a bit slack in shock.
Erin’s own teenage voice whispered from a memory of years ago, begging her mother for a later curfew, convinced the world would end if she missed a single outing. Cassidy rarely begged for anything, but when she did, Erin always heard that same tremor of desperation.
Erin exhaled and stole a glance at her phone. Nothing. The message she’d sent Cassidy—part pep talk, a dash of encouragement, maybe a little too much motherly guilt—still hung there, unanswered. She pictured the text in her mind, including the line she regretted the second she hit send: Don’t let all the money we spent go to waste. Too much, even for a mom’s nudge. Too late now.
She tried to shove the regret down and focus on the positive. Maybe Cassidy was just too busy. It was a big milestone for her daughter. Bigger than she wanted to admit. She slipped the phone back into her pocket and forced her focus to the present. Twenty-two teenagers. Four adults. One missing bag. A hotel with too few rooms.
The lobby hummed with overlapping voices and the faint clatter of luggage wheels. The sound expanded inside her skull until it felt like static. She snagged a pamphlet from the counter and fanned herself, the glossy paper flimsy against the heat creeping up her neck.
Her vision wavered. Chest tight, as if someone had set a weight across her ribs. Erin inhaled once, slow and deliberate. She could do this. Teacher. Mother. Crisis-manager. Just get them checked in. One kid at a time.
A buzz in her back pocket pulled Erin from the checklist. Will.
   Hanging in there or ready to hang yourself being around all those hormones?   


A grin broke across her face before she could stop it.
   A little of both   











His reply—one laughing emoji—arrived in seconds. Warmth spread through her chest, a tiny tether to home. She let the feeling linger a second longer than she should. Will always knew when she was fraying. A simple text or joke from him, and the world steadied. She already missed his hand on her back after long days, the way he’d pull her close without a word. If the trip went sideways, heck, if anything went sideways, she needed that steadiness. Needed him. Needed to know Cassidy had him, too.
She slid the phone away and blew out a breath. Her palms were damp, her shirt clung to her lower back, and her hair stuck to her neck. The lobby’s air-conditioning barely dented the humid press of bodies and nerves. Erin set the clipboard on the counter and gathered her hair into a ponytail, the motion scraping sweat from her skin. Better.
“I’m finding a restroom,” Harry said, heading her way. “Mind taking over with the desk?”
“You mean stand there and gripe about things the receptionist can’t control?” Erin lifted a brow.
He chuckled. “She’s got the rooms sorted. You get the easy job.”
“Gotcha.” She stepped up to the counter as he disappeared toward the hall.
The young woman at the desk offered a frazzled smile.
“Thanks for wrangling all this,” Erin said.
Relief softened the woman’s shoulders. “You’re welcome. Here are your room keys.” She slid a folder across the counter.
“Perfect.” Erin matched the smile, then turned to the gathered teens. Time to switch back into teacher mode.
“All right, Ridgefield group! Hands up if you can hear me!”
Twenty-two hands shot up, some higher than others. Erin counted twice with the help of her colleagues, then launched into the usual spiel: no leaving without permission, no swapping rooms, no ignoring curfew. Boys in boys’ rooms, girls in girls’ rooms. Break the rule and the next bus home would have their name on it.
Groans rolled through the group but no one argued. Progress. They broke into groups with a meet up time of one hour, with some heading straight for the elevators, a few taking selfies with the bear.
A cluster of the quieter students approached. “Mrs. Mason, can we check out Forest Park instead of going to our rooms? The Art Museum isn’t that far and it’s got a great gift shop. Mrs. Watkins said she’d come,” one said, hope bright in her eyes.
Erin studied their eager faces. The responsible crew. “Fine, as long as Mrs. Watkins is with you. But keep your phones on and stay together. Museum only. We’ll meet you in the lobby soon.”
“Thanks!” they chorused, already turning toward the glass doors.
Erin watched them cross the lobby and head outside, sneakers squeaking against the polished floor. Worrying was second nature; letting them roam was the real challenge.
With the keys distributed and the lobby finally thinning, a hush settled over her shoulders. The worst of check-in was done. And they had a whole hour before heading out on their first tour. Maybe if she were lucky, she’d be blessed with a quiet room and air-conditioning for a few minutes.
She wheeled her suitcase toward the elevators, motioning for the remaining students to follow her. Ahead, one group of students clustered near an elevator with Rigby.
“See you upstairs,” Rigby called, ushering his crew inside. The doors slid shut with a soft chime, and the car whisked upward.
Erin tightened her grip on her suitcase handle and turned to the students bunching up behind her. “Okay, our turn.”
A second elevator opened with a muted ding. Erin motioned for her group to file in. She waited until the last student stepped aboard, then followed, the suitcase wheels bumping over the threshold.
The doors whispered closed and the car began its climb.
The kids jostled for space, shoulders bumping, the faint scent of popcorn from the lobby clinging to their clothes. The soft whir of cables and the rhythmic pulse of the motor gave Erin a brief, welcome sense of order with machines doing exactly what they were built to do.
A sudden jolt rattled the floor beneath her feet, a quick hiccup in the climb. A few kids gasped.
“Probably just the cables catching,” Erin offered, keeping her tone light even as her pulse jumped. “Old building.”
The car steadied and conversation resumed, a nervous giggle here and there. Erin forced a small smile, though a prickle worked up the back of her neck. For a heartbeat, she imagined the chandelier swaying in the lobby below.
She told herself it was nothing, just a blip in the elevator. But the knot in her stomach tightened all the same. She thought of Cassidy on that bus to Nashville, violin case clutched tight, and Will out on the river, both of them counting on her to come home whole. If something happened here, who would hold them together?




    CHAPTER THREE














WILL










Will Mason stood easy at the wheel, paper cup of coffee warming his palm. Morning sun pressed across his shoulders, bright but not yet harsh. Thin mist coiled off the warmer water like breath. The tug’s diesel exhaust mixed with the clean, muddy scent of the river until it became the smell of every morning he’d ever worked. The tugboat’s low thrum worked through the deck and into his bones in a steady, familiar rhythm he trusted more than clocks.
The river was high from recent rains, brown water folding over itself in long, lazy swells. Will kept one hand on the wheel, eyes on the channel markers out of habit. Twenty years on the Ohio and he still liked the way the current spoke if you paid attention.
Behind him, Cooper and James leaned over a logistics sheet, heads bent close, their voices lost in the engine’s hum. Good kids. Quick studies. They moved with the easy coordination of a crew that knew its work.
Farther aft, Samir crouched near the engine hatch, coaxing the weather radio to behave. He gave it a light tap with his palm, expression patient. Nothing on this boat rattled Samir, which suited Will fine.
Will let his gaze drift across the wide sweep of water. Cassidy’s face surfaced in his mind unbidden—her hair catching sun on their old fishing skiff, green eyes narrowed in concentration the way they did when she practiced violin. She approached music the way he approached the river: methodical, relentless, humble.
But his daughter’s hard work and talent on the violin was all hers. He never claimed credit, only pride. He thumbed his phone for the text thread from earlier, a brief exchange that still pulled a quiet smile from him. She held the whole world in her hands, and she’d earned it.
A low vibration cut through the tug’s steady heartbeat.
Will straightened. That isn’t the engines.
The deck shivered under his boots, a sharp pulse instead of the usual hum. The vibration ran up through the soles of his work boots, set the coffee in its cup quivering, and rattled the loose wrenches in the wheelhouse tray. He planted his feet wider, instinct checking gauges even as his eyes scanned the water. Nothing out of place: no debris, no hidden sandbar, no rogue current strong enough to jar a vessel this size.
The wind shifted, carrying a faint metallic tang. A prickle traced his spine.
He eased the throttle, listening. The Ohio looked unchanged: broad brown surface, sunlight glinting off slow rolls of current. Still, something in the motion felt off, a hesitation he couldn’t name.
Will frowned toward the horizon, steady hands on the wheel, mind running possibilities. He’d run this stretch countless times. Whatever that jolt had been, it didn’t belong to the river. But he’d felt it all the same.
Samir came up on Will’s right, bracing a hand on the railing as he leaned over the churn. “You felt that?” His eyes stayed on the water.
“Sure did.”
“Engines are solid. That wasn’t us.”
“I know.” Will narrowed his gaze at the current. Something shifted, off-beat and wrong. He pointed. “Look there.”
Samir followed his hand. “What the…?” His voice climbed a notch. “Why’s the water doing that?”
The surface rippled in two directions at once, concentric rings colliding like a dropped stone meeting its own echo.
“That pattern doesn’t make sense.” Will frowned at the water. “Almost like it’s moving upstream and down at the same time.”
“Not possible.” Samir shook his head. “Those eddies are pushing outward.”
The tug gave a subtle bounce, like an airplane skimming turbulence. Will’s ears rang. Behind them, conversation died. Cooper and James stood frozen mid-task, eyes flicking between their captain and engineer, waiting for a cue.
A chill slid beneath Will’s skin, but he kept his face steady. Panic started with the captain, but he wouldn’t give it room. Another jolt hit hard enough to shift the deck under his boots. Samir caught his elbow, a rare crack of concern in the man’s dark eyes.
“Easy,” Samir said quietly to the pair of crew before looking back at the river.
The boat began to sway, water slapping higher against the bulkheads. Spray licked across the bow and rolled over the deck. Will tasted the river’s grit on the air.
The engines groaned as the surface water boiled, ripples swelling into quick, muscular waves that sent the tug rolling side-to-side. A fresh tremor shot up through the hull, pitching Cooper backward. He windmilled for balance, shock flashing across his face.
Will moved fast, gripping the rail and hauling the deckhand upright just as a cold sheet of water slapped across them. It hit like ice, stealing Will’s breath and soaking through his shirt.
He planted his boots, braced against the railing, and pulled air into his lungs. The wind sharpened, needling his eyes. Overhead, the wheelhouse windows rattled against their frames. A faint metallic taste coated the back of his throat, the kind that came before a thunderstorm, though the sky above stretched cloudless and blue.
Another steep swell shoved the tug forward. Will lunged for the door and stepped inside the wheelhouse as Samir did the same.
“The radar’s flickering!” Samir shouted from the console. “Just static now!”
Will glanced at the blank screen, then back to the water, hands now locked on wheel. He’d run tugs nearly twenty years. He knew the river’s moods: the sudden gusts, the rogue wakes from passing barges, the way a storm announced itself. This wasn’t any of that.
The towing gear strained, metal pinging as if it might tear free. Then everything went quiet, but not the calm kind. The heavy, waiting kind that lives in the second before something breaks.
On the deck, Cooper and James wrestled the lashings, trying to keep the tow tight against the surge. Spray slicked the planks, a film of diesel and river silt turning each step into a slow dance between balance and gravity. The air reeked of wet metal and engine heat, every breath a mix of river mud and hot oil.
Cooper’s palms were raw and slick with diesel. James, younger and less experienced, fought with wide-eyed silence and the look of a kid realizing the river didn’t care how well he’d learned his knots.
The deck heaved. The tug shuddered hard enough to swing them nearly broadside. The hull groaned like an iron drum, a deep vibration that shivered through Will’s knees and rattled the gauges in their housings. Rivets popped faintly, a staccato percussion beneath the roar of water.
A wall of water slammed the stern. For a breath, Will felt the rudder go light and his chest clenched like the river had snapped it clean away. Cold spray burst over the stern rail, a slap of river water sharp enough to sting. The Ohio smelled raw and earthy, the scent of churned sediment rising like steam.
The helm groaned under his hands. He could feel her buck and strain, old steel flexing but not giving.
“She’s got more in her.” He leaned into the wheel, voice low and even, as if the boat could hear him.
Samir’s shout cut through the noise. “Thirty minutes, max—we lose power!” Their eyes met; no need for more words.
Will thumbed the tow-release. Red lights blinked. Nothing. He tried the manual override. Dead.
One of the barge lines went taut, shrieking like a live thing, then whipped free with a crack that echoed across the deck. Below, alarms howled in a warning of stress, not failure, the metal protesting the river’s violence.
Will steadied his stance and bellowed, “Everybody inside! Now!”
Cooper and James froze, caught in the roar and the spray.
“Move!” Will’s voice cut sharper. “You’re not riding this one out.”
Still, they stood stock still in shock. Samir barreled toward them, a solid wall of intent. He put a shoulder into Cooper, grabbed James by the collar, and shoved them toward the door. The door slammed against its stops, the clang swallowed by the roar of water and the hammering of the engines straining against the surge.
Water sheeted across the deck, cold as iron. Inside, the air turned close and metallic, alive with the tang of grease and the hum of machinery. Only minutes ago, Will had been sipping coffee, sun on his shoulders, the river a quiet partner. Now the Ohio had turned wild, angry enough to toss a steel tug like a toy.
He met the young deckhands’ eyes, their faces pale, water dripping from their hair. “We steady her as best we can,” he ordered, voice firm, each word measured. “Teamwork. No panic. Understood?”
They nodded, jerky but present.
Will ground his teeth, every muscle set. He had no intention of dying on this boat. Not today. Not with his wife out-of-state wrangling a gaggle of kids not their own. Not with a daughter waiting to play her violin for the world. A single image of Cassidy in his mind anchored him like another line, keeping him upright against the river’s fury.
He pictured Cassidy’s last practice in the living room, her bow moving steady, eyes half-closed, and the way she’d look up afterward and wait for his quiet, “Sounds good, kiddo.” He’d never told her enough how much that moment steadied him after long shifts, how her music was the one thing the river couldn’t touch. If he didn’t make it through this, if the tug went down, she’d never hear him say it again. The fear hit low and hard, colder than the spray, but he used it like fuel. He wouldn’t let the river take that from her.
The railing bit into his palms, salt-sweet spray cooling the sweat on his skin. The tug answered with a deep, steady vibration, the kind he felt more than heard—a slow, iron heartbeat that matched his own. Each heartbeat synced with the throb of the engines, man and boat holding the line together.
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The barn smelled of old hay and motor oil, a stubborn ghost of the dairy operation that had died out decades ago. Dr. Elijah Gentry sat at the scarred wooden desk under a single hanging bulb, the light carving harsh shadows across the topographic maps spread before him. His chair creaked as he leaned forward, one callused finger tracing a faint contour line near Blytheville, Arkansas.
He hadn’t slept properly in three days. Not since the first anomalous tremor registered on his cobbled-together seismic rig. The equipment—salvaged from university discards, patched with duct tape and sheer stubbornness—hummed quietly beside him. It wasn’t pretty, but it listened when no one else would.
A waveform spiked on the laptop screen. Sharp. Not noise. Not decay. Gentry’s breath caught. He typed coordinates, watched the pattern spread east in slow ripples. Microquakes, clustering like warning shots. The P-waves staggered just enough to twist his gut.
He remembered the FEMA conference room in St. Louis, twenty years earlier. Fluorescent hum, coffee gone cold, posters preaching preparedness while suits laughed off his models. He’d stood at the podium, thumb drive in hand, laying out the numbers: seven hundred thousand buildings gone, eighty-six thousand dead or injured, the Mississippi jumping its banks like it had in 1811–1812. The regional director had chuckled. “A bit pessimistic, aren’t we, Doctor?” Gentry had left without applause, the projector fan whining down behind him like a sigh of relief. They’d filed his report somewhere deep in a drawer.
No one would call now that the ground finally stirred. He rubbed his eyes, pushed the memory aside. No time for old grudges. The screen blinked again as the amplitude climbed. Harmonic tremors now, low and rhythmic, the kind more common in volcanic zones than rift valleys. Missouri had no volcanoes, but the New Madrid Seismic Zone had history. It had nearly split the continent once and it would do so again.
Gentry stood, knees popping, and crossed to the rig. He knelt, adjusted a dial, watched the indicator light flicker from steady to erratic and back. Dust coated the edges; one cable splice looked like it might give up any day. He didn’t care. It was still hearing what the official networks missed.
He reached for his phone, dialed Drew Hinson at Mizzou. It rang, painfully slow, again and again, no voicemail. Typical. Drew had always preferred email anyway. Gentry dropped the phone and tried Daniel Spectra next, the old Coast Guard contact who knew the river better than most. Voicemail again. He left a clipped message: “Check the gauges below Cairo. Something’s moving. Call me.”
The rig chirped again, sharper this time. Gentry shoved back from the desk, boots scuffing dirt. He crossed the barn in three strides and pushed the heavy doors open.
Outside, the morning air pressed close. Stars sharp overhead, cornstalks swaying in a breeze that felt wrong: too still one second, gone the next. The insects and animals quit. Katydids, frogs, songbirds all silent at once. The field held its breath.
Gentry stepped onto the gravel, skin prickling. The hair on his arms lifted. A slow wave rolled under his boots, awakening the ground deep within. He stood motionless, listening to his own heartbeat thud in his ears.
The Earth wasn’t whispering anymore. It was speaking. He turned back inside, grabbed the microcassette recorder from the desk—old habit from field days—and spoke into it, voice low and steady.
“Timestamp zero-three-forty-seven. Precursor sequence accelerating. Harmonic tremors confirmed. Surface expression imminent. If the models hold, the main event follows within hours. Magnitude seven-point-seven minimum. Liquefaction across the alluvial plain. River avulsion probable. Bridges gone. Communications dark in ten minutes or less.”
He clicked it off and set it down carefully before pulling out a worn road atlas from the shelf. He flipped to Missouri and circled his current location, Cape Girardeau, in red pen. Next, a line east toward the river corridor snaking through St. Louis and Paducah.
He exhaled through his nose and thought of the millions of people along that line. Families gearing up to start their day, kids, and parents, and everyone else who believed ground was solid beneath their feet.
They were about to learn otherwise. The wind picked up again, carrying the faint mineral scent of the Mississippi. Somewhere distant, a dog barked once, frantic, then fell silent.
Gentry looked west, toward the fault that had slept too long. “She’s awake,” he said to the empty sky.
And she wasn’t finished.
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CASSIDY










Cassidy clawed the cold vinyl of the seat back in front of her, nails digging so deep the seam pressed crescents into her skin. The bus jolted hard left. Tires screeched. The stench of burning rubber clawed its way up her nose. Her stomach dropped, her heart ricocheting against her ribs like it was trying to escape. A jumble of panicked thoughts and words bounced around inside her skull, none making sense.
Someone screamed, high-pitched and raw. It knifed straight through Cassidy’s ears.
Her violin case shot out from under the seat and cracked against her shins. She gasped, breath snagging on itself, too shallow and too fast. She couldn’t pull enough air in. What on earth is happening?
All at once, everything went quiet. Not just inside the bus, but outside, too. The trees froze. The grass along the roadside lay flat, unmoving. No birds. No wind. The silence pressed against her eardrums until all she could hear was the frantic pound of her own pulse, but only lasted a moment before the whole world snapped.
The bus shrieked, rubber howling against asphalt. Diesel fumes burned her throat. The driver yelled, but his words fractured into static, cutting in and out like a broken radio. Cassidy’s vision stuttered too—white bursts, black spots, a dizzy blur of faces.
Metal groaned like an animal in pain. The bus tilted. Cassidy felt it in her teeth, in her bones, in the sudden shift of gravity dragging her sideways. She clung on, barely. One side of the bus hung in the air. She ground her teeth, feet braced hard into the floor, fighting the insane pull that threatened to fling her up into the ceiling. Someone a few rows up tumbled, body slamming into a window. More screams, more terror clawing up her throat.
A grinding shriek of steel-on-steel, rocketed through the bus, followed by a brutal slam. All four tires hammered back down and the bus bounced. Cassidy’s head whipped forward and snapped back, her vision rattling with the impact as shards of glass pelted her face, pinpricks of pain hot across her cheek. The window. Shards of it scattered in her hair, slid down her neck, glittered across her lap. A raw scream ripped out of her throat before she even knew it was hers.
Her hands shot up, arms over her head, but the glass kept falling, biting into her skin. Around her, the bus filled with new sounds. Crying, shouting, coughing so loud it scraped her nerves raw. Her chest burned. Panic clawed at her lungs.
Something above popped with a deafening crack. Cassidy’s head jerked up in time to see the overhead bin fly open. A suitcase shot toward her like a missile. She ducked, and it slammed into the seat behind her, rattling her teeth with the force of the impact.
She was panting now, breaths tearing at her throat, copper blooming on her tongue. Blood. Her ears rang with a piercing whine that swallowed every other sound.
All at once, the world tilted and the ground vanished. The bus lifted clean off the road, and Cassidy’s stomach lurched into her throat, weightless. The same terrifying second before the roller coaster dropped, except there were no tracks, no rails, no safety harness. Only chaos. Her body levitated for a moment, held in the liminal in between of flight and free fall.
The scene of her living room right before she left flashed in her mind: her mom and dad, arm in arm, telling her good luck, that they knew she’d make it, and how she’d promised to make the trip worth the cost. How she’d promised to play for them when she returned. Now she might never have the chance. She might never feel her mom’s bear-hug wrap around her after a long school day. Never hear her dad say, “You’ve got this,” again.
The nose of the bus plunged. And the moment. Splintered into a million pieces. Her body slammed forward, hip and head colliding with the seat. Her neck snapped back, and fire licked down her spine. She couldn’t breathe.
Stars burst across her vision, the world tilted, and suddenly, it all went black.
    
Light carved through Cassidy’s eyelids in thin, stabbing blades. She tried to turn her head, but pain split across her temples like someone had driven nails into her skull. A moan drifted close by, ragged and low.
She forced her eyes open. Mrs. Anderson. The chaperone’s leg bent at a wrong, unnatural angle that made Cassidy’s stomach seize. She swallowed hard, fighting the rise of bile. She remembered Mrs. Anderson’s voice on the bus, her calm, organized tone, just like her mom always sounded when trying to keep things together. Now Mrs. Anderson was broken.
Cassidy’s throat closed.
“Kimberly!” Ken’s voice cracked, high and panicked. The clarinet prodigy’s face was blotchy red, his blond hair catching the sunlight pouring in from the torn-open roof. He whipped his head from side-to-side, frantic. “Kimberly, answer me! Please!”
Cassidy pushed up on her elbows. Pain seared down her spine. She groaned, one hand clutching her head, the other pressed to her lower back as if her own touch could hold her body together.
How long had she been out? Seconds? Minutes? The world tilted, disoriented. The engine hissed a broken exhale, and white smoke curled from the crumpled hood, rising in ghostly threads. The whole bus was crushed in on itself, metal warped and folded like an accordion.
Summer knelt a few rows ahead, her face streaked red from a nosebleed, her hands trembling as she shook a facedown Bess in the middle of the aisle. Bess’s limbs hung limp, flopping as if made of rubber.
Cassidy shifted, but her thighs wouldn’t move. Panic rushed up her throat as she looked down. Sheets of bent steel from the body of the bus pinned her to the seat.
She shoved at the twisted metal, palms slipping. Sharp edges bit into her skin and she cried out. A fresh trickle of blood striped her wrist. Her breath came shallow and panicked thoughts of being trapped consumed her. Her chest heaved, her heart hammered and her fingers shook. Oh my gosh, oh my gosh. She tried to move again, wiggling her thighs. At last, one slid an inch and the panic ebbed a fraction.
She exhaled and closed her eyes. I can do this. I can do this. She counted—one, two, three—like she was about to start a playing, but instead of sliding a bow across strings, she braced her palms against the jagged metal and pushed again. Teeth clenched, arms shaking, she leaned into the bus’s remains with all her might and—relief. The steel shifted just enough for her to twist sideways and wriggle free. She tumbled forward onto her knees. Behind her, the metal slammed down against the vinyl seat with a sound like a cleaver.
Panting, she shoved backpacks and musical instruments out of her way, crawling through the cluttered aisle. The roof sagged low, pressing shadows close, but there was a narrow pocket of space left to move.
Glass glittered in drifts across the floor. Cassidy hissed as the bits dug into her knees, then brushed them off with the flat of her hand, each sweep stinging. A puddle of blood oozed onto the floor in front of her and she glanced toward the seat. Jimmy lay at an unnatural angle, his eyes open and lifeless. Mickey was huddled behind him, head twisted at a grotesque angle.
She shoved down a wave of nausea and kept crawling, making it to the front at last. A tree branch jutted through the windshield, shards of glass sparkling like ice around it. The driver slumped against the wheel, his shirt dark with sweat, his head tilted forward. Blood trickled down from a gash near his scalp.
Cassidy’s throat caught. Tears blurred her vision, hot and sharp. For one breathless second she thought he wasn’t moving, but his back rose, shallow but steady. She let out a shaky exhale, swiping at her cheeks. She had to hold it together.
“What happened?” a girl sobbed somewhere behind her, voice thin with shock.
“The bus…we crashed,” another whimpered, disbelief twisting her words. “We crashed. I—everything hurts.”
“Cassidy?”
She jerked at the sound of her name. Her heart slammed against her ribs like a hammer.
“Leo!” Her throat scraped raw. Her mouth felt full of grit, like she’d swallowed a fistful of sand. They didn’t know each other well, but he’d been kind while they loaded the bus, even helping her with her bag. He crawled toward her on hands and knees. His oak-blond hair was tangled with blood and glass. A jagged scrape cut across his cheek. His hazel eyes were wide, unfocused, the horror of the crash shining behind them.
“Help me.” Cassidy’s own voice sounded strange to her ears, too thin and trembling. “The bus driver’s hurt, but he’s still alive.”
Leo slid forward, settling onto the front steps where there was barely more headroom. He pressed two fingers to the driver’s neck. His lips were pale.
“His pulse is weak.”
We can still save him. We have to. “Then we try,” she said aloud, urgency spiking through her.
Leo’s jaw tightened. His eyes stayed on the driver, solemn, and something about his face—blank, bleak—punched a hollow into Cassidy’s chest.
“Guys, back here!” Nia’s voice cracked from the rear of the bus.
Cassidy twisted around. Nia had both hands locked around the emergency exit lever, muscles taut as bowstrings. She yanked, groaning. “It’s jammed!”
Cassidy looked back at Leo. His forehead was smeared with blood where he’d wiped it with his hand. He drew a shaky breath.
“You go,” he told her. “I’ll stay with him.”
He’s not sure the driver’s going to make it. He’s already bracing for it. Cassidy’s stomach tightened. She nodded, turned, and crawled for the back.
She ignored the fresh cuts and scrapes this time as sweat slid down her spine, pooling at her waistband. Her hair kept falling into her eyes, sticky and damp, and she shoved it away with a bloody hand. She reached Nia at last. The girl’s face was red, her tank top collar soaked with sweat. She braced a hand on her hip, catching her breath like she’d just run a mile.
“I think I’ve almost got it.” Nia’s voice trembled but she didn’t let go of the lever. “Just need some help.”
Cassidy nodded, adrenaline humming through her skin. “I’ll push from the top, you use your feet at the bottom.”
Nia licked her lips. “Good plan.”
Cassidy rolled her shoulders, trying to stop her hands from shaking. The bus wasn’t as crushed here and she could stand in a crouch.
Using the back of a seat for leverage, she shoved her foot into the door while Nia pulled the lever. Her muscles screamed. Nothing.
They stopped, panting and staring at each other.
Nia slumped, defeat creeping into her eyes. “We’re stuck.”
“No.” Cassidy rubbed her palms on her jeans, smearing blood and grit. “We can do it. It has to give. They wouldn’t install an emergency exit that doesn’t work.”
Nia barked a humorless laugh. “Maybe they didn’t plan on the bus being crushed like a soda can in a ditch.”
Cassidy’s chest rose and fell in harsh bursts and the scent of diesel and smoke clogged her nose. Don’t think about the fuel smell. Don’t think about the smoke.
“Just give me a second,” she said. “Then we try again. We have to.”
She didn’t say the part she was really thinking: that the smell of diesel was getting stronger, and if this bus caught fire, she didn’t want to be anywhere near it.
“Ready?” Cassidy locked eyes with Nia, her own brows lifted, throat tight.
Nia’s jaw twitched. Determination flickered through her exhaustion and she nodded.
Cassidy swallowed. “On three. One…”
“Two…” Nia whispered, breath trembling.
“Three!”
They shoved with everything left in them. Metal screamed, then—click. The latch snapped free. The door swung outward with a violent shudder.
Air slammed into Cassidy’s face. Cold, sharp, alive. She gasped, sucking it in like she’d been underwater. Only now did she realize how foul the bus had been, the smell of sweat, blood, and diesel so thick it coated her tongue.
Nia gripped the frame, coughing hard, tears streaking her cheeks. “Look…” Nia’s voice dropped, thin and shaky.
Cassidy followed her gaze.
The trees at the roadside were bent backward, whole trunks wrenched from the ground, branches straining as if invisible hands yanked them in the wrong direction. Leaves had ripped away in giant clumps and now littered the road.
She couldn’t wrap her head around it. Her chest hammered like a drum. “I’ve never—accidents don’t do that.” She turned her attention to the road and her stomach twisted. “Oh my goodness…” She pointed, finger shaking. “Nia—the road!”
The highway they’d traveled only minutes ago lay broken in two. Asphalt rose in jagged clumps, steaming in places, chunks hurled into the ditch like shrapnel. In the center yawned a black crevice, wide and raw, like the earth itself had snapped a bone.
Cassidy’s breath hitched. “The driver didn’t wreck. He didn’t lose control.” Her own voice sounded hollow, like it belonged to someone else. “The road split apart.”
Nia made a strangled sound. “That was an earthquake?”
“I—I don’t know.” Cassidy pressed her palms to her eyes until stars flared, as if she could rub sense into the vision. She pictured Dad on the river, steady at the helm, Mom in St. Louis, organizing everything like always. Were they okay? Did they feel it too? The thought squeezed her chest tighter than the crash ever did. What if⁠—
“We should call for help.” Nia’s hand darted to her pocket. “Check our phones.”
“Yeah,” Cassidy said automatically. Hope, fragile as glass, cracked inside her chest. She patted her jeans, then her hoodie pocket. Nothing. Her stomach dropped like a stone. Her phone was still somewhere inside the bus. Cassidy stared at the wrecked interior, heart hammering. Her violin case was in there too, buried under seats, maybe crushed. Her mom’s steadfast belief in her and her dad’s pride lost somewhere in the wreckage. She swallowed hard. She might not be able to find it, but she could get herself and anyone else alive off that bus. She could be brave, just like her Dad wanted.
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WILL










Will fought the wheel, jaw locked tight. The tug shuddered under his boots, a steel frame caught in the grip of water gone wild. The river wasn’t a current anymore. It was a beast, black and heaving, each swell hammering the hull with the weight of a falling building.
The rudder lagged, sluggish against the strain. Will leaned into it, knuckles white. The tug groaned, ribs of old steel protesting with every lurch. A breaker slammed the bow, drenching the wheelhouse windows in a sheet of gray-black water. Spray blasted through the open frame and soaked him straight through, cold enough to sting.
“Samir!” Will bellowed above the roar, spotting his engineer stumbling back up the ladder. “Get below deck—now!”
Something struck the hull. Hard. The impact screamed through the tug’s bones, a grinding, teeth-clenching shriek of metal-on-metal. Will’s molars rattled with it.
The radar tore loose from its bracket and crashed onto the deck. Wires spilled across the floor like black snakes, sparks hissing in sharp, angry bursts.
He twisted toward the port window and his stomach dropped. The barge they’d been hauling, a hundred feet of loaded steel and cargo, yawed sideways in the surge. The cables binding it to the tug stretched to their limit, taut as piano wire. The current pulled them opposite directions, one trying to go upriver, the other down.
“Cooper!” Will shouted. The deckhand skidded into view, drenched and wide-eyed. “Get to the winch! If that line goes, it’ll take half the stern with it!”
Cooper didn’t hesitate. He stumbled into the wet, grabbing for the cleat as the next swell hit. The tensioned line wailed, a high-pitched scream that raised the hair on Will’s neck. Will lunged for the throttle, trying to ease the strain, but the engine sputtered, starved of air and coughing black smoke.
“Cut it!” Will barked into the radio. “Cooper, do you copy? Cut it loose!”
Cooper braced against the rail, knife flashing in the morning light. His hands trembled as he reached for the line and Will screamed for him to hurry. Come on, come on. Will couldn’t hold it. He couldn’t keep the tug from ripping in two unless—all at once the line snapped, Cooper’s handiwork triumphant in a burst of tension.
The barge swung free, a shadow detaching from the tug’s flank. It rolled in the current once, twice, before vanishing into the boiling dark. The tug jolted violently as the sudden release pitched it sideways. Will gritted his teeth, fighting the spin.
A thunderous boom echoed downstream. He couldn’t see through the haze of water, but he knew the barge collided with something solid.
“Report!” he yelled.
Cooper’s voice cracked over the radio, gasping, “Line’s clear! She’s gone!”
Will closed his eyes for a half-second, steadying himself. Losing the barge meant losing their contract, their cargo, maybe their jobs. But keeping it would’ve meant dying with it.
He pushed the thought away. “Secure the stern and brace for the next swell!” he shouted to everyone and no one all at once. “We’re not done yet!”
Behind him, Cooper scrambled on hands and knees, the boat’s roll pitching him sideways. He hit the deck hard, clutching his arm with a choked cry. James shouted, arms flailing for balance, but the wind and engines swallowed the words whole.
Will tore his gaze away from his crew and his gut grew cold. The shoreline—what had been a hundred yards of steady bank—fractured as he watched. Jagged cracks split the earth wide open like slash wounds. Whole sections of mud and stone sloughed into the river, churning brown water into black froth. Trees toppled like matchsticks, roots rose up in dripping clumps, trunks flew downstream like rag dolls.
For one heartbeat, Will froze. No amount of miles, no years at the wheel, had prepared him for the ground itself surrendering. He shut his eyes, opened them again, but the nightmare stayed.
A warehouse buckled in on itself. Steel beams snapped, shrieking, before the building folded like wet cardboard and slid into the river. Everything on land was being devoured.
Will threw the throttle to neutral. The engines sputtered, coughing, and his chest clenched. Heat rushed his face, heart dropping into his gut like a stone. Finally, the churn, the eddying, the violent swells all made sense. They would never survive this quake on the water. Not with half the structures on the land sloughing into the current, all sharp edges and weight. A steel warehouse beam would skewer them like a hunk of chicken. A crumbling mass of concrete would crush the stern and drag them under. There was only one choice now.
He ripped the radio from the wall, thumb jamming the button so hard it nearly snapped. “Prepare to beach, I repeat, prepare to beach!”
His eyes scanned the banks, searching for anything solid enough to take them in. But the river’s edge shrank with every breath, earth dissolving into the current. A mudslide ripped across the road, dragging cars into the water like toy models, roofs disappearing under the churn. Whole stacks of lumber and twisted beams joined the surge, sweeping past with a speed that made his vision blur.
The radio hissed back at him, then crackled: “Will?” Samir’s voice, thin and fractured through static.
“Samir? Report!” Will barked, banging the receiver against the wall.
“Engine—flooding—water—lots—” The rest dissolved into white noise.
“Damn it.” Will slammed his fist against the helm. The jolt stung his knuckles, but he welcomed the pain. He pulled three deliberate breaths, counting to five with each, holding the fear at bay. He needed somewhere to go, some way to land.
James crawled into view, scrambling like a spooked crab across the slick deck.
“Here!” Will shouted. “Hold her steady—I’m going below!”
The passage was half-blocked by a steel access panel, knocked loose from somewhere above. It leaned heavy across the ladder, groaning with every shift of the tug.
Samir was already there, crouched low, crowbar braced under the edge. His face was flushed, sweat cutting streaks through the grime. He grunted, jaw set, the tool bending without giving.
“Don’t wreck yourself—I need you,” Will barked, crouching beside him.
Together they heaved, muscles straining. The panel screeched, then gave way, crashing aside with a hollow clang. Cold river water surged against their boots, swirling ankle-deep, streaked rainbow with fuel. The stink of diesel filled Will’s nose, sharp and cloying, clinging to his skin.
He tore the emergency kit from the bulkhead and snapped it open. “Containment. We can’t let the line bleed any more.”
Samir wiped his forehead with his wrist, leaving a smear of black sludge across his temple, then nodded. No questions. Just work.
They moved quickly, unspooling absorbent booms, shoving them into place around the fuel line. It wasn’t a fix, just a bandage, buying minutes, but it gave them a chance to survive.
Samir jammed a clamp into place, flashlight clenched between his teeth. “This line’s cooked. Twenty minutes, maybe, before the pressure rips it wide open.”
“Won’t take that long.” Will’s voice came flat, steady, even while dread moved cold through his veins. While they’d worked, he’d mapped the river from memory in his mind, twenty years of navigating the Ohio paying off in a single moment. “We’re wedging in north of the bend. Gravel spit there. Shallow enough to catch.”
Did the bend still exist now that the earth had a mind of her own? He didn’t know. But it was the only call left.
Samir flicked him a look, water dripping from his lashes. “You think it’ll hold?”
Will’s eyes stayed on the patch. “If not, it’ll slow us, and slow’s better than sunk.”
Samir nodded once. “Roger that.”
They finished the job and slogged back toward the ladder. Water sucked at their boots, thick with oil, every rung slick and treacherous under their feet.
Back in the wheelhouse, Will gripped the helm again. The tug had drifted closer to the bend. The current wasn’t water anymore. It was a mouth full of debris for teeth, fast and erratic, biting at the hull with every surge.
He scanned ahead. The shoreline here was jagged stone, hunks of broken concrete, littered tree limbs spinning like clubs in the foam. The kind of shore that could save you or tear you open.
Will set his jaw. “We aim for the spit. Nothing else will hold.”
James hovered by the console, sweat streaking his temples. His wide eyes flicked to Will. “It’s not real big. Is that our only shot?”
Will didn’t answer. Talking wasted focus. He stepped forward, mind narrowing to calculations: depth, angle, speed. Each variable had to line up or they’d tear open like a tin can. He eased the throttle. The tug’s engines coughed, then rumbled alive, the vibration running up through his boots into his chest.
“Brace,” he ordered, voice low, steady. “Twenty seconds.”
The gravel spit was barely a shelf of pale stone and sand jutting out from the bend. Behind it, the bank had sloughed away, a heap of jagged debris pointing like spears into the current. It wasn’t safe, but it was shallow. Shallow meant a chance.
The tug moaned as she shifted course. Will fought the wheel, correcting inch by inch, wrestling the river’s fury. The current clawed at the hull, trying to spin them broadside, trying to pull them under. His shoulders burned. His grip never loosened.
The stern fishtailed. Will’s heart lurched, but his hands moved without hesitation, pulling the wheel hard over, throttle feathered, weight balanced. The tug righted, shuddering.
“Ten seconds,” he barked. “Brace!”
His chest hammered, every muscle strung tight as piano wire. Breathing hurt. His vision tunneled.
Impact.
The crunch of steel on rock shot up his spine and knocked the air from his lungs. Metal shrieked as water poured over the bow and the deck pitched. Will staggered, ears ringing with the sound of tearing steel. For a breathless second, chaos blanked out into a terrible hush.
He forced a breath in. Forced it out. Lowered his head. Focus.
The tug groaned low in her belly, the sound of metal bending but not yet breaking. Water slapped the hull. The engines whined, gauges jittered. He muttered under his breath, a litany no one else could hear. Hold. Just hold a little longer.
“We’re holding,” James said, voice cracking. “We’re actually going to⁠—”
A deep boom cut him off. Not from the tug, but from the land ahead.
Will’s gaze snapped forward. The warehouse that had been leaning at the river’s edge gave way in a single, violent collapse. Steel ribs snapped, brick walls imploded, and the whole thing vanished into the river in a roar of dust and debris.
A wall of water surged outward. It slammed the tug broadside, rattling every rivet, sending a geyser of spray over the deck. Will gritted his teeth, steering into it, coaxing the hull to bite and hold.
The spit held.
“Samir?” Will shouted into the radio, throat raw.
Static hissed, then: “Secure. Some loose rigging, but no breaches. The patch is holding.”
Relief punched through Will’s chest, sharp as pain. He sagged against the console, arms trembling, head throbbing with the freight-train force of a migraine. He’d managed to slow the river’s assault. For now. He pictured Cassidy’s last practice in the living room—bow moving steady, eyes half-closed, the way she’d look up afterward and wait for his quiet, “Sounds good, kiddo.” He’d never told her enough how much that moment steadied him after long shifts, how her music was the one thing the river couldn’t touch. If he didn’t make it through this, if the tug went down, she’d never hear him say it again. The fear hit low and hard, colder than the spray, but he used it like fuel. He wouldn’t let the river take that from her.
“James,” he croaked. “Emergency flares. Now.”
The kid bolted, legs shaky but moving.
Will turned his eyes to the mangled shoreline. Trees were stripped, concrete shattered, broken hunks of the warehouse drifted into the water. The river licked at it all, greedy even in retreat.
Adrenaline drained out of Will’s body, leaving him hollow and exhausted. He’d spent decades on this water, fought fog and ice, storms and machinery gone bad. He’d thought he’d seen the river at her worst. But this… was different. Something inside him cracked, something that knew the old rules no longer applied.
Still, he had a crew. And a captain didn’t collapse first.
Behind him, James’s voice wavered, small and tight. Will turned, every muscle protesting. The boy’s eyes were rimmed red, his body trembling like he’d been standing in snow.
“Will?” James’s teeth chattered. His gaze dropped to the deck, then back up, hollow with shock. “Something’s happened to Cooper.”
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ERIN










The elevator lurched.
Erin’s hand shot to the wall, catching herself as the floor dropped an inch beneath her boots. The overhead light flickered, buzzing like a trapped wasp. The six students around her froze, their eyes wide, mouths open.
“Probably just a hiccup,” she said automatically, though her voice came out thin.
A grinding noise cut through the air, low and metallic, followed by a sharp snap. The car jolted again, harder this time. Everyone shouted at once. Erin grabbed the rail, yanking a student back from the swaying center.
“Hold on!” she barked. “Grab the rail!”
The elevator shuddered to a stop so violently that Erin’s teeth clacked together. Then, silence. The suffocating kind, where even the air seemed to listen.
“Mrs. Mason?” Caroline’s voice trembled. “What—what was that?”
Before Erin could answer, the ceiling tiles gave way. Dust and debris rained down in gritty bursts. A fluorescent panel cracked, swung loose, and crashed to the floor between them. Sparks flared and died.
The car began to sway side-to-side, as if it were dangling from a single thread. The cables above screamed against their housings. Erin’s stomach dropped, her pulse hammering.
Not now. Not like this. She pictured Cassidy’s face the last time she’d seen her, eye-roll and all, violin case slung over her shoulder, and Will’s steady hand on her back as he kissed her goodbye. If the cables snapped, if this car fell, who would hold them together? Who would tell Cassidy her mom was never coming home? The thought cut deeper than the fear for herself.
“Stay low!” she ordered, dropping to her knees. “Hands over your heads! Protect your necks!”
The walls moaned. One of the kids started to sob. Another began praying under his breath, a frantic rhythm of words she couldn’t make out over the mechanical groan above. Erin pressed her palms against the cold tile, willing the elevator to hold.
The world rumbled again, a deep, subterranean roar that vibrated through her bones. The entire shaft seemed to flex. Erin felt the cables twitch through the soles of her shoes. Then as quickly at it came, the vibration stopped.
For a few breaths, there was nothing but the hiss of dust and their own breathing. Erin raised her head slowly. “Everyone okay? Sound off.”
Six shaky voices answered her. Dalton, Kimmy, Ethan, Madison, Avery, and Sloane. Relief flooded her chest, shaky and short-lived.
A boy in the back—Ethan, the quiet one—lifted his face. “We’re between floors,” he said, voice high. “Look.” He pointed at the broken panel in the ceiling, revealing concrete and metal beyond.
“We’ll wait for help,” Erin said, forcing calm into her tone. “The emergency systems will kick in soon.”
As if mocking her, the light flickered twice more and died completely. Total darkness swallowed them. Someone whimpered.
“Phones,” Erin said. “Use your flashlights.”
A handful of tiny beams flared to life, bouncing off the metal walls. In their glow, Erin saw the jagged edges of ceiling panels hanging loose, the wires twitching above.
“We can’t just stay here,” Ethan muttered. He was already standing, testing the corners of the elevator. “If the cables snap, we’ll⁠—”
“They won’t,” Erin cut in. “We stay put until we know it’s safe.”
But he was already climbing, bracing one sneaker against the railing, one hand on the remains of the broken panel in the ceiling. “There’s a hatch,” he said, voice strained. “I can open it.”
“Ethan—don’t!” she hissed, but he’d already popped the panel free. Dust fell in a fine gray mist. He hoisted himself up and vanished through the hole.
“Get down here right now!” Erin called. The kids’ faces turned up toward the open ceiling, eyes wide with fear and awe.
A heartbeat later, Ethan’s voice echoed through the opening. “It’s okay! There’s a ledge—I can reach the floor above! I’m gonna pry the doors.”
Erin’s heart hammered. “Careful!” she yelled, but he didn’t answer. Metal screeched. A thin line of light appeared across the top of the elevator wall as he forced the doors open.
“Got it!” he called. “Come on!”
Erin steadied the nearest student and lifted her up. “One at a time. Go.”
The kids climbed through the hatch, Ethan’s hands reaching down to haul them onto the ledge. Erin was last. Her palms slipped on the frame as she pushed herself up. Ethan caught her wrist and pulled.
She scrambled onto the corridor floor, lungs heaving. The air was full of plaster dust and the sour sting of smoke.
A sign pointed down the hall, Floors 401-409 left, 410-419 right. We’re on the fourth floor. The hallway ahead was chaos: doors hung off hinges, sprinklers leaked, the patterned carpet was buckled and torn. Half of the ceiling was caved in, blocking the remainder of the hall.
Erin’s brain went to the kids automatically: six were with her. Six had gone with Rigby right before the quake. Five left with Mrs. Watkins to explore the art museum. Five more had presumably already reached their rooms. She thought back to the folder with the room keys. The ones who’d gone ahead were destined for the fifth floor.
She gripped the doorframe to steady herself. “We need to find the others.”
They made their way to the left-side stairwell but when Erin shoved the door open, her breath caught. The stairs were broken away, collapsed into a cloud of dust and twisted rebar. Somewhere far below, a single light flickered in the void. Upstairs was unreachable. She didn’t even know if it survived.
She turned toward the next elevator. “Maybe Rigby’s group⁠—”
The doors were jammed. Together, she and Ethan forced the panel open.
The car below lay in ruin, smashed flat against the ground floor. Smoke coiled upward. The sight hit her like a blow and she instinctively covered her collarbone with her hand. Her colleague, those kids, all gone in seconds.
For a moment she couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. Rigby’s lopsided smile flashed as memories tumbled forward: cold pizza in hotel hallways, his quiet “holding up?” that always steadied her. And the kids with him—Oh gosh, the kids. Quiet Thomas, dramatic Amber. She’d signed their permission slips, promised their parents they’d be safe. She’d failed them before the day even started. The guilt lodged in her throat like dust.
Then training—some combination of motherhood, teacher’s instinct, and sheer survival—took over.
“Everyone back,” she said hoarsely. “We’re heading to the fifth floor to find the others. Stay close, eyes forward. There’s got to be another way off this floor.”
No one argued.
After a treacherous scramble over debris, they reached the right-side stairwell and Erin threw open the door. Relief filled her. It was intact, for now. “Wait here while I go up.” She hurried up the flight, throwing the door open in a burst of hope and anticipation. She wasn’t prepared for the burst of cold outside air or the shaft of dust-filled light to hit her face. Where the fifth floor used to be, collapsed remains of the roof lay in heaps and clumps. There was no fifth floor anymore.
The shock hit her like a physical blow. Harry and all those kids. Gone. She hoped it had been quick. She hoped they didn’t suffer. She closed her eyes for a long moment and counted again. Eleven kids and two chaperones gone. That left Erin and her six, and Mrs. Watkins and the five at the museum. That was all. A sob slipped from between her lips and she swayed on her feet.
This can’t be happening. This can’t be real. She thought again of Cassidy and Will. An earthquake this big—could it reach Paducah and Nashville? She checked her watch. Where would Cassidy even be right now? Still in Kentucky or all the way to Tennessee? She moaned out loud.
“Mrs. Mason? You all right?”
The call from one of the kids snapped her back into the present situation and she clambered down the stairs. She glanced at the kids huddled in the hall outside the stairwell and took a deep breath. “We can’t reach the fifth floor. It’s—collapsed.”
One of the girls gasped.
She steeled herself to continue. “What we need to do is get out of this building. As quickly as possible.” She didn’t add what she was thinking—if the hotel was already partially collapsed, how long would it take for the rest of it to fall? She had no intention of waiting around to find out. These kids—these six alive and breathing kids—needed to make it out and back to their families.
Without another word, she ushered the kids inside the stairwell, their footsteps echoing in the hollow silence. Erin’s throat ached, but she kept her chin high, her voice steady. She couldn’t save everyone. But she’d save these six.
They busted into the lobby in a billowing cloud of dust. Erin swept the beam of her phone across the ruined space. The ceiling had collapsed, giant wood beams blocking all access to the main exit doors. A wall of concrete that had once been the front entrance lay in heaps beyond. Her pulse thudded against her ribs.
Her throat tightened. “We’re going to have to find another way out,” she said, forcing her voice to stay even. “Come on. Carefully.”
She led the six students toward the ruined reception desk. A dress shoe lay abandoned on the carpet, Just beyond, Erin caught a glimpse of a woman’s leg twisted at an unnatural angle. She almost choked as she hurried the kids past.
Somewhere deeper in the building, something dripped steadily, water or maybe something worse. Erin didn’t want to guess. There had to be another way out, somewhere. They made it to the restrooms, one with its door seemingly blown open, water pouring from busted pipes into the hallway carpet in a mini-flood. “Anyone see an exit sign?”
The kids turned this way and that, searching. One of the girls—a high-strung seventeen-year-old named Kimmy—wrung her hands. “Are we trapped here?”
“No.” Erin made her voice sound sure despite the nagging doubt. “There’s a way out. We just have to find it.”
“Mrs. Mason?” The voice came from behind her and she whirled. A figure stumbled toward them, half limp, half running. Erin squinted through the dust. “Archer?”
He nodded weakly. His face was smeared with blood, his lip swollen, one eye purpling fast. His shirt hung torn, blood on the edges. He looked like a boy pulled through a war zone.
“Come on!” Erin beckoned, waving him forward.
He tripped once, caught himself. “Where’s Alex?” Kimmy asked, her voice small, almost apologetic.
Archer’s eyes went wide, glassy. “I don’t know,” he whispered. “We got separated.”
Erin’s chest ached. Too many names, too many missing faces. She swallowed the grief and turned it into motion. “Then we hope he made it out another way. But right now, we move.”
“Wait—please.”
The voice came from behind the check-in desk, rough and wet with dust. The receptionist—barely recognizable—limped toward them, her blazer torn, face streaked white with plaster. “Don’t leave me behind,” she gasped.
“Of course not.” Erin straightened, her exhaustion burning away to purpose. This was the break they needed. “The front’s impassable. Do you know another way out?”
The receptionist nodded. “There’s a maintenance stair connecting to the parking deck. We should be able to get out that way.”
Erin exhaled, heavy with relief. She turned to the kids. “Everybody listen up. We’re trying the maintenance stairwell. Single file. Watch your footing.” They followed the receptionist around a corner to a door marked Employees Only.”
The receptionist tried to push the mangled door open, but the hinges had buckled, the metal bent inward. Erin lent a hand, shoving with all her might and the metal screeched across the broken tile. A wave of heavy, humid air met her face. The stairwell was pitch black.
Erin raised her phone flashlight, sweeping the space. The air shimmered with dust and cracks spread across the walls like old, spiderwebbed porcelain. Somewhere below, a pipe hissed.
The group pressed closer together, a cluster of ashen faces and wide, stunned eyes. Erin took Kimmy’s hand, squeezing hard enough for both of them. “I’ve got you,” she whispered. Then she took the first step into the dark.
“Mrs. Mason—wait.”
Erin turned. Archer stood at the top of the stairwell, chest heaving, his T-shirt streaked with dirt and sweat. His broad frame filled the narrow landing, shadows catching along the sharp angles of his jaw.
For a second, she thought he was going to argue—tell her this route was suicide, that they should find another way. A shiver crept through her, cold and electric.
Archer touched the back of his hand to his split lip. It wasn’t bleeding anymore, but the skin was torn and purpled. He winced, then dropped his hand. “I should go first.”
He didn’t wait for permission. He stepped onto the first stair, testing it with his weight. When it held, he started down, slow and deliberate. His shape blurred into motion in the half-dark, his phone lighting only the next stair. His body loomed ahead, something for the rest of them to fix their eyes on, a moving silhouette of courage.
Erin counted every footfall. One. Two. Three.
They made it down two flights before Kimmy spoke, voice trembling. “How far is it?”
“One more floor,” the receptionist said, her words thin and shaking. “There should be an emergency exit.”
Erin aimed her phone’s beam downward and stopped cold.
Where the next landing should’ve been was a gaping hole. The staircase had sheared away entirely, leaving a raw mouth of concrete and twisted metal. Dust hung over the void like smoke.
Erin stared into the dark drop, heart slamming. The void looked exactly like the fear she’d carried since the trip started. What if she couldn’t get home? What if Cassidy waited by the phone, Will paced the porch, and she never walked through the door? She swallowed hard, tasting plaster and panic.
“We can’t pass this,” Archer said, jaw tightening.
Erin rubbed her temples, pressing against the rising wave of dizziness. Think. Breathe. Solve. Her body trembled from exhaustion and fear, but her brain kept cataloguing details: the weight of seven terrified kids, the rasp of their breathing behind her, the way every sound echoed like a threat.
She opened her eyes and turned back to the receptionist. “Anything on one of these floors that will help? Another way out??
The receptionist hugged her elbows, eyes wide and glassy. “Maintenance is back up a floor. They’ve got a small room, janitor supplies, that kind of thing. But maybe…” She made a face. “Maybe there are windows we can break?”
“Windows?” Archer’s voice cracked like static. He looked at Erin. “If that floor collapses, we’re done. We’ve got to move, Mrs. Mason.”
“I know.” Her pulse was in her throat. “I know.”
She stared at the ragged edge of the stairwell a second longer, then forced herself to move. “Alright. Back up. Slow and steady.”
Their footsteps scraped the metal as they climbed. The stairwell shuddered once, sending a tremor through the handrail. Erin’s breath hitched, but the structure held.
The door on the next landing opened easier than she expected. She peeked through first—training instinct, not bravery—and swept her light down the hall.
“Mrs. Mason?” Kimmy whispered behind her. “Is it safe?”
“I don’t know,” Erin said, voice tight. “But it’s walkable. That’s enough.”
“What choice do we have?” Archer murmured. He stepped up beside her, jaw set. “Let’s go. I need to find Alex.”
Erin turned, blocking her path with one arm. “No. I go first.” She shouldn’t have let Archer lead before, even though he outweighed her by fifty pounds at least. She was the adult. She was in charge.
Archer’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t argue. He stepped aside.
Erin drew a steady breath and stepped into the service corridor. The smell hit her first, nose filling with the scent of burned plastic, wet plaster, the faint copper tang of blood. Overhead, fluorescent light fixtures hung by wires, swinging gently, sparking at random intervals.
The floor was a patchwork of ruin. The carpet peeled back to reveal cracked concrete, and a jagged seam split the center of the hallway. Erin placed each step carefully, weight forward, testing before committing.
“Stay close,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder.
Their shadows followed, silent except for the shuffle of shoes and quiet sniffles. The ground quivered again. Everyone froze. A few seconds later, the vibration ebbed, and Dalton whispered, “It’s okay, Kimmy,” just loud enough to break the spell.
They rounded a corner and stopped short. A vending machine had toppled across the corridor, blocking their way. Candy bars and shards of glass glittered across the floor like confetti.
“Help me slide it,” Erin said, crouching. Her hands met cold steel, slick with dust.
Archer dropped beside her, and Dalton joined in for the first time, shaking off whatever terror or disbelief had held him back. Together they leaned their weight into the side. The machine groaned, metal scraping tile, inching just far enough for a gap.
“Go,” Erin urged. “One at a time.”
Kimmy hesitated, then turned sideways, squeezing through the tight space. The jagged edge of metal caught her sleeve, tearing it. She whimpered.
“It’s okay,” Erin said softly, arms out. “You’re doing great. Keep going. You’ve got it.”
Kimmy wriggled free and stumbled into Erin’s waiting hands, chest heaving.
Erin brushed the girl’s hair back from her face, forcing a small smile. “You’re doing great. Keep going. You’ve got it.” Kimmy’s wide, frightened eyes reminded her of Cassidy at eight, scared of thunderstorms, clutching her violin like a shield. Erin had held Cassidy then and promised the storm would pass. She needed to believe the same promise now for Kimmy, for the others, even for her own daughter somewhere out there.
Behind them, Archer grunted as he shoved the machine another inch. The hallway ahead loomed dim and unsteady, but at least it was open. For now.
“Hey—look!” Dalton’s voice cracked as he pointed ahead.
At the end of the corridor, a faint red glow pulsed through the dust. EXIT.
Erin’s heart tripped. “Go,” she urged, her voice rough from dust. The group stumbled toward the light, shoes slipping on the grit.
She reached the door first and threw her weight against the handle. It didn’t move.
She tried again, shoulder first. Nothing.
“Come on,” she whispered, voice breaking. She slammed her palm against the metal.
Archer stepped forward, jaw clenched. “Let me.”
He gripped the handle, braced, and drove his shoulder into the frame. The door rattled but held. He hit it again, grunting, the sound raw and furious.
Dalton jumped in beside him and kicked high near the latch. The metallic echo thundered down the corridor.
Erin wrung her hands, useless, every muscle screaming to do something. Her mind flashed through every safety drill, every teacher training, but none of it prepared her for this. She felt like a fish flung onto dry land, gasping, stunned, alive only by instinct.
A hollow pop rang out, followed by a screech of bending metal. Then, air. The door gave way with a violent shudder, bursting open on its hinges.
Daylight hit them like a blow. It was too bright, too sharp, the color of raw flame. Erin flinched, throwing up a hand as her eyes watered. Around her, the students did the same, all squinting, staggering, blinded by sudden light and sound.
The noise came next. Sirens, what seemed like dozens of them, shrieked from every direction. The air carried smoke and something hotter, metallic, like burnt wiring.
Erin blinked through the haze. What she saw weakened her knees and she wobbled. Across the street, the light rail lay twisted, a plume of black smoke boiling from its shattered cars. Beside it, a bookstore had collapsed inward, books and beams tangled in a heap. A burst pipe sprayed a silver arc into the air, the water catching light before it hit the pavement in a steady gush. The ground itself broke into jagged seams. Cracks zigzagged across the asphalt like lightning scars.
“Mrs. Mason…” Dalton’s voice trembled. “What happened?”
She opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come.
To her right, a woman knelt on the curb, keening, her hands clamped over a man’s bloodied chest. The sound was primal, so raw it cut through the sirens. Beyond her, a bakery had vomited its contents across the sidewalk. Smashed glass, spilled flour, and pastel frosting streaked across the concrete like someone had tried to paint the end of the world.
At the intersection, a city bus lay on its side, stoplights wrapped around its roof like tangled vines. Someone inside screamed, high and hoarse. Two men clambered up the wreckage, beating on the side windows with bare hands, shouting for tools, help, anything.
Erin couldn’t move. Her mind catalogued it all but refused to assemble meaning. The city she’d known an hour ago was gone. This looked like a war zone, and she was standing in the middle of it with a handful of terrified teenagers looking to her for answers.
She tried to talk again, but nothing. Her tongue scraped like sandpaper across her lips. If they didn’t make it through this street, through this city, who would? The thought nearly buckled her knees, but she locked them and drew the students closer.
“Whatever happens, we stay together, understand?” Her voice sounded steadier than she felt. Inside, panic clawed to get out, but she kept her breathing even, kept her tone level, because that’s what teachers did when the world came undone.
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“It’s a long drop,” Nia said quietly, leaning toward the emergency door. Her knuckles blanched as she held the frame. “I’ll go first if you want.”
Cassidy shook her head. Her dry throat scraped when she swallowed. “No. I’ve got it.”
“Count of three?”
Cassidy’s fingers trembled where they clutched the doorframe. The ground looked farther than it should have—ten feet, maybe more. The back of the bus hung suspended over the ditch like a cracked tooth ready to fall out. The wind brushed her face, sharp and dusty, carrying the burnt-rubber reek of the crash.
She could still hear echoes of the screaming from before, playing like a warped track in her head.
“One,” Nia said.
Cassidy’s pulse hammered. “Two.” Her voice barely made it out.
“Three.”
Cassidy jumped.
Air rushed around her. Her stomach lifted into her ribs. The second before she hit the ground felt like a lifetime and then she slammed down hard. Her knees gave out, the world flashed white, and her palms scraped gravel.
Pain shot up her legs like fire. She gasped, breath snagging. For a split second she saw her violin probably crushed in its case somewhere in the bus. Her parents had scraped together the money to buy it secondhand. Now it might be gone forever, along with the scholarship, the future, everything she’d been fighting for. The thoughts hurt worse than her knees.
“Cassidy!” Nia’s voice cracked above her.
“I’m fine,” Cassidy rasped. Her legs wobbled as she pushed herself upright. “Just… give me a sec.” The words came out shaky, breathy.
“I’m jumping!” Nia shouted, and before Cassidy could say no, Nia launched herself out. She hit the ground in a crouch, steady, the impact echoing in the quiet air.
Cassidy blinked at her, a dazed laugh bubbling up. “Show-off.”
Nia brushed dirt off her knees, managing a tiny smile. “You loosened the landing.”
The joke cracked something open in Cassidy’s chest. It felt good to laugh, even for half a heartbeat. But the sound died as the bus creaked behind them, metal popping and groaning as if it might slide deeper into the ditch.
“Come on,” Nia said. “Leo needs help.”
They ran to the front. Leo was already there, soaked with sweat, his hair stuck to his forehead, yanking on the lever that jammed the main door. “It’s stuck shut!” he shouted, slamming his fist against it.
“Try again!” Cassidy said, moving beside him. Her arms ached, her knees throbbed, but adrenaline made her strong. She and Nia wedged their fingers into the crack between the doors. The metal was blister-hot, biting her skin.
“Pull on three!” Leo grunted. “One—two—three!”
Cassidy yanked with everything she had. The door shrieked like a dying animal as it popped free. A hiss of compressed air whooshed out, thick and chemical before the door shuddered open.
Leo didn’t hesitate. “Help me with Mrs. Anderson!” He darted back inside.
Cassidy followed, the heat slamming into her like a wall. The air inside the bus hung heavy with diesel, blood, sweat, and something scorched. Mrs. Anderson was crumpled halfway down the aisle, propped against a seat back, her leg bent wrong. Slick blood coated her temple, traced down her jaw, and oozed into her collar.
Cassidy dropped beside her, the floor sticky beneath her palms. “Mrs. Anderson?” Her voice came out thin and high. She touched the woman’s hand and almost recoiled. Her skin was too cold, too clammy.
Mrs. Anderson, so calm and gentle, always organizing snacks, reminding everyone to drink water. Now her leg was twisted, her face pale. Cassidy’s throat closed but she forced herself forward. She’d promised herself she’d be brave and she meant it. She couldn’t fail here. Not when people were counting on her.
“Is she gonna be okay?” Leo’s voice trembled from behind them. He was pacing in the doorway, shoulders tight, hair wild.
Cassidy stared at Mrs. Anderson’s still face. Her stomach twisted. Her breath came shallow, fast. “I—I don’t know.”
The words made her dizzy. For a second she thought she might pass out. Her vision tunneled, everything too bright, too close. They struggled to haul Mrs. Anderson out, Cassidy holding her beneath the arm, Nia on the other side, Leo helping guide them all down the aisle.
The heat inside the bus nearly suffocated Cassidy and she stumbled twice. Sweat trickled down her spine, her shirt plastered to her back. Someone—Matthew Winters, maybe—was sobbing as they passed, rocking with his face in his hands, whispering something over and over that she couldn’t make out.
Cassidy couldn’t breathe.
She tumbled down the steps and out into the open air, depositing Mrs. Anderson as gingerly as she could on the ground. The sunlight hit like a slap. The sky was raw blue, the hills scorched green and brown, but it didn’t look real. Everything was too sharp, too loud. She gripped her legs just above the knees and sucked in a breath.
“Cassidy?” Nia’s voice chased her. A warm hand landed on her back. “You okay?”
Cassidy nodded, though her head spun. She took a long breath through her nose. The smell of dirt and burned metal filled her lungs. It steadied her enough to answer, “I’m fine. Just needed… air.”
Derek and Simon clattered down the bus stairs, their faces pale, eyes wide. They turned in slow circles, taking in the ripped asphalt, the toppled trees, the gashes in the earth that looked like claw marks.
“Holy crap,” Derek breathed.
Simon rubbed his face, staring at the cracked road. “The driver didn’t lose control. The road did.”
Leo gave a short, strangled laugh. “Yeah. That’s about right.”
Simon lifted his phone toward the sky like a prayer. He turned a slow circle, squinting at the cracked screen. “Nothing.”
Derek checked his own. “Same.”
Simon cursed under his breath and kicked a rock. It skittered down the ditch, clinking against twisted metal.
“We need to go for help,” Derek said, already shifting into leader mode. “Some of us hike down, find a gas station or something. The rest wait here.”
Leo stopped pacing. “Where exactly are you planning to go?” His fists hung rigid at his sides. The air between them thickened, sharp as static.
Cassidy could feel the invisible lines forming and their usual rivalries hardening into battle fronts. The music-program boys had spent the whole year competing for solos; now they were competing for control.
“There was a gas station a few miles back,” Derek offered.
Leo’s laugh was short and bitter. “You don’t know that.”
“I saw it,” Derek shot back.
“We’re in the middle of nowhere,” Leo said, stepping closer.
Nia slid between them like a referee. “Guys, stop. Please. We have bigger problems than who’s right.” Her voice trembled, but she held her ground.
The two boys stared each other down. Cassidy’s pulse thrummed in her ears. They were all losing it. She wanted to scream, but not now, not when Mrs. Anderson was half-conscious and the driver probably dead. The other kids on the bus… She shook her head to stop thinking about it.
Leo finally turned away, raking his hands through his hair.
Derek clapped once, loud and final. “Fine. Who’s coming with me?”
“There are injured people,” Cassidy argued. “I didn’t check all the seats. Someone else might need help. Mrs. Anderson, the bus driver...” Her voice came out small, but she didn’t back down. “We can’t just leave them.”
“That’s why we need help,” Derek responded, sharp, each word like a jab.
Cassidy’s cheeks burned. He was talking to her like she was stupid.
Nia gestured toward the road, her tone edging into panic. “Look around you! The pavement’s split in half. Half the hill’s gone. Even if we could walk, we don’t know what’s waiting down there.”
Derek’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t answer.
Cassidy rubbed the back of her neck. Her head throbbed, the kind of pain that pulsed behind her eyes. It seemed like the adults were either missing or bleeding or unconscious.
She turned in a slow circle. The air had gone heavy again; the wind was gone. The trees stood eerily still, branches frozen mid-bend like they were afraid to move.
“We’re wasting daylight,” Simon said. His voice cracked through the silence like a whip.
“Agreed,” Derek emphasized the word by smacking his fist into his palm. “We move now.”
Leo stepped forward. “Then I’m coming.”
Derek’s grin was humorless. “Oh, now you want to tag along?”
Cassidy stiffened. It felt like being trapped in some horrible group project, except this time failure meant dying on the side of a mountain.
Before Leo could escalate, Nia shoved her arms out between them. “We’re not splitting up.”
Derek arched his eyebrows. “Then I guess you’re all coming with us.” His voice dripped challenge.
Cassidy’s patience was unraveling, one frayed thread at a time. She thought of Mom’s last text unread and unanswered. She’d swiped it away because she was annoyed, because she was scared. Now she might never have a chance to read it. Never say “I’m sorry” for slamming the door. Never tell her she loved her. The guilt burned hotter than the argument in front of her. She couldn’t let these boys tear the group apart. Not when staying together was the only thing keeping her from falling apart.
“And what exactly do you think you’ll find?” she asked, quieter this time, less full of challenge, more disbelief. “A working phone? Someone waiting at a gas station with a first-aid kit and bottled water?”
Simon’s glare cut to her like he expected a fight. Cassidy flinched before she could stop herself. Leo stepped forward, half a shield, half a warning. His shoulder brushed hers—steady, warm, and grounding—but it only made the air around them feel thinner.
“I’m just saying,” Cassidy exhaled and forced her voice to stay level, “we don’t know what’s out there. The roads are destroyed. The forest—” She turned, gesturing toward the dark wall of trees. The branches were knotted tight together, their leaves so dense they swallowed the daylight. “We can’t even see five feet inside.”
Derek slung his backpack higher on one shoulder. “Then we’ll find out. Better than sitting here waiting to die.”
Cassidy opened her mouth, but the words stuck like glue to her tongue. She didn’t want to go. Every instinct told her to stay put, help Mrs. Anderson, and wait for someone official to come. That’s what adults were for. Rescue teams. Police. Somebody.
But when she looked around, no sirens wailed. No engines rumbled up the road. Only the hot, empty silence of the broken world greeted her.
Simon was already moving toward the tree line. “You coming or not?”
Nia shot Cassidy a nervous glance. Her voice shook when she said, “Maybe we should all stick together.”
“Exactly,” Derek said, flashing her a smile that was all bravado and zero comfort. “We’ll go as one group. Safety in numbers, right?”
Cassidy’s stomach sank. It felt like watching someone step onto thin ice and hearing the first crack. But she couldn’t think of an alternative. Staying behind in the wreckage, surrounded by the smell of fuel and blood, surrounded by death… The silence pressed on her like a weight.
“I guess…” she said softly. “Yeah. Okay.”
Nia turned toward her, eyes wide. “Cassidy⁠—”
“It’s fine.” Cassidy forced a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “We’ll go. We should at least see what’s ahead. But we need to check on everyone in the bus. Make sure we aren’t leaving anyone behind who wants to go.”
Derek didn’t seem to like her answer, but he didn’t argue, opting for a tight nod instead. “Sure. Let’s check the bus out. We can gather supplies while we’re at it. But we need to move fast. That thing stinks like fuel.”
They all climbed back on the bus, each teenager taking a handful of rows. Cassidy grimaced as she passed Jimmy’s seat again. But toward the back, she found Summer and Ken huddled together. She helped them out the rear emergency door. A handful of other kids were already outside at the rear of the bus as well, hugging each other and sobbing.
Behind her, Leo moved through the wreckage with quiet efficiency, handing things down from the bus, his expression unreadable. Despite Derek’s admonition to gather supplies, Cassidy couldn’t. She couldn’t take from her classmates even if they were gone. She did manage to find her own bag, though, thankful it stayed intact. At least she had a bottle of water and a granola bar. It was better than nothing. She emerged from the bus, desperate for fresh air, and almost collided with Mr. Lewis, the only adult to have seemingly survived mostly unhurt.
When he saw Cassidy, he managed a tight smile. “Glad to see you made it.”
“A few of us are thinking of finding help. Our phones have no signal.” Cassidy glanced back at the bus. “How’s Mrs. Anderson?”
“Holding on. But she’s in no shape to move. And the driver—he’s still breathing, barely.”
Cassidy began to reply when Derek appeared. “Ready to roll? We can’t sit here forever.”
“You’re sure?” Mr. Lewis pressed.
“There’s a few of us who aren’t injured.” Cassidy offered with a tight smile. “We’ll go in a group. Find some help and come back. It’s the only way.”
After a moment, Mr. Lewis nodded. “Good thinking. I’ll stay here with the injured. Don’t take too long. We don’t have that much daylight left.”
“You heard the man, let’s move,” Derek said, turning toward the woods. His group fell in line, Simon at his shoulder, Nia trailing behind.
Cassidy hesitated. She looked back at the bus and the cracked windows, the smell of fuel, and the stillness that felt like it was waiting for something worse.
Leo touched her elbow. “You okay?”
“No,” she whispered. Then, louder, “But let’s go.”
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CASSIDY










The road curved like a question mark through the hills, half-buried in dirt and debris. Cracks veined the pavement, some wide enough to swallow a tire. Cassidy kept her eyes on her feet, picking each step like a game of hopscotch she didn’t want to win.
She hated how quiet it was now. No birds, no engines, no background hum of people. Just the wind and the crunch of her own footsteps. Every sound felt sharp, like it might shatter the world all over again.
They crested a rise as the sun hung yellow and bright against the blue sky and saw it: the broken shell of a gas station slumped at the edge of a gravel lot. Derek had been right.
One of the pumps lay on its side, half-buried in a sinkhole. The roof had buckled like it had taken a punch straight to the gut. Sunlight glinted off shattered glass.
Derek let out a low whistle. “Bingo.”
Cassidy hesitated. The air smelled wrong. Dust, rubber, and something chemical wrinkled her nose. She could almost hear Mrs. Anderson’s labored breathing in her ears. “It’s wrecked,” she said softly. “There’s nothing here.”
Derek was already moving. “Nonsense. There’ll be something.”
He hopped over a downed road sign and jogged toward the building, Simon close behind.
Cassidy exchanged a look with Leo and Nia. Neither moved.
“They’re wasting time,” Leo complained.
Nia chewed her lip. “Maybe there’s a first-aid kit. Or… I don’t know. A working sink?” She didn’t sound hopeful.
Cassidy wasn’t either.
They followed at a slower pace, gravel crunching underfoot. Inside, the store, chaos reigned with toppled shelves, burst open snack bags littering the floor, and the register smashed like someone had taken a bat to it. A ceiling tile hung by one corner, swaying like a pendulum.
Derek rifled through what was left behind the counter, mumbling under his breath. Simon kicked aside a crate and peered underneath. “Nothing,” he said after a minute.
Cassidy knelt near a collapsed display. Candy wrappers stuck to the floor in melted pools. A half-burned coloring book sprawled under a metal rack. Its cover showed a smiling dinosaur, crayon marks still visible.
She stared at the page for a beat too long. Some kid had brought that book in here. Safe, happy. Maybe their biggest worry had been whether they could stay up late or get a second cookie. Now the place reeked of endings. She didn’t say what she was thinking and she didn’t look any further through the store.
Derek emerged with empty hands and a scowl. “Let’s keep moving.”
Cassidy blinked. “Where?”
“There’s probably a main road down the ridge. If we follow the smoke, we’ll find something.”
It took a second for her brain to catch up. “Smoke?”
He pointed to the east, where a faint haze blurred the tree line. “Wildfires. Could mean people. Fire trucks. Roads.”
Leo’s eyebrows shot up. “Or it could mean we’re about to walk into an inferno.”
Cassidy turned, heart stuttering. The sky that direction was murky, tinged gray. It hadn’t been like that earlier.
“Wind’s picking up,” Nia said. Her voice was tight. “That’s not good, right?”
Derek shrugged. “We don’t have cell service. No rescue. No food. We move.”
Cassidy crouched beside the crumbling curb, squinting at the dirt near the edge of the lot. Tracks. Small ones, grouped together—some sort of animal pack—all headed away from the smoke. Deep furrows trailed behind them, frantic. She scanned further and saw more, overlapping prints like a miniature stampede.
Even the animals were running. A shiver started deep in her spine. Nature didn’t panic without cause. If even the forest animals were fleeing, what chance did they have with ash in their lungs and no direction?
She thought of her mom—if she was even still alive—and how far away she felt now. Her mom who always pushed Cassidy to lead, to step into a gap when one presented itself. She’d resented her mother’s constant nagging, but now? Now she’d give anything to have her by her side, encouraging her to stand up straight and not flinch.
Her stomach twisted, but she managed to speak the words her parents would have expected of their daughter. “We should go back.”
Derek laughed once, sharp and hollow. “Back to the exploding bus?”
Leo stepped closer. “Back to people. Mr. Lewis. Mrs. Anderson. The kids who didn’t come.”
Simon snorted. “And wait for what? A miracle?”
Cassidy pushed to her feet. “We don’t even know where this road leads. The trees could be on fire already. We’re gambling with lives here.”
Derek dismissed them and headed away from the bus and toward the fire. Reluctantly, Cassidy and the others followed. They walked for another mile in silence. The air thickened with heat and ash. Cassidy’s patience was unraveling, one frayed thread at a time. She couldn’t let these boys lead them into a new disaster. Everything inside her screamed to go back, that Derek was leading them into something worse than the wreckage of the bus.
Cassidy stopped cold. “We can’t keep going this way.”
Derek stopped and looked back. “What?”
She pointed to the smoke. “We’re walking straight at the wildfire. We have to backtrack.”
Derek followed her gaze but didn’t flinch. “It’s not that close.”
“It’s close enough to kill us if the wind shifts.”
He exhaled, frustrated. “We don’t have another way. We can’t go back. And we’re not staying here.”
“Derek—”
“I’m trying to save lives,” he snapped. “Theirs. Ours. You want to go back to the bus, sit, and rot in the wreckage, go ahead. But don’t drag the rest of us down with you.”
Cassidy’s breath shuddered out. His words landed like blows. He wasn’t wrong. But he wasn’t right, either, and she knew it.
She wished someone else would speak up and make the choice for her. But all eyes had shifted her way again. That awful weight returned, pressing down until she could hardly stand beneath it. She wasn’t old enough for this. None of them were.
“We can’t just walk into a wildfire,” she insisted.
Derek shook his head. “Then turn around. I’m not stopping you.”
Cassidy hesitated. Her legs felt like lead. Her brain screamed with noise. Fire in front of them. Ash behind. And back at the bus… injured, trapped, afraid.
She turned toward the trees.
“Cassidy?” Leo asked.
She didn’t answer, instead stepping away from Derek and away from the fire.
Simon stepped in front of her, his arm outstretched. “Don’t be stupid,” he said, voice low and tight. His fingers clamped down around her bicep. “You’ll get lost. Or worse.”
Pain flared under his grip.
“Let go,” Cassidy said.
He didn’t.
Before she could ask again, Leo was there, slamming into Simon with both hands. Simon hit the ground hard, crashing into a heap of branches and broken wood.
“Don’t touch her,” Leo said. His voice had gone low. Cold.
Simon stared up at him, stunned.
Derek stepped forward, tense. “So that’s it, huh? You’re gonna follow her back into a deathtrap?”
Leo didn’t answer. Neither did Nia. But they both moved toward Cassidy.
She picked up her bag, slinging it over one shoulder. Her knees quivered. Her hands shook. But her chin stayed up.
Inside, she was tremors and broken glass. Terrified. Guilty. But she couldn’t let them see it. Leading meant pretending. A glimmer of understanding of her mom and what all the words Cassidy had never understood meant flicked through her mind. If she cracked, they all would.
So she swallowed the fear—just like her mom would’ve—and turned away from Derek.
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The group huddled on the cracked sidewalk, faces turned toward the sky, the ruined hotel behind them moaning like a wounded animal. Dust clung to their clothes. Kimmy pressed her cheek against Erin’s side, and Erin kept a protective hand on the girl’s head, even as her own eyes scanned the shattered skyline. Sloane eased up to her other side, wide brown eyes searching for comfort. Erin wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close right before she felt it.
A tremor. It didn’t roll like before, it lurched. Violent. Immediate. The street bucked hard beneath them, as if a giant hand had grabbed the edge of the world and shaken.
Someone screamed.
Erin fell to one knee and pulled the girls down with her, arms overhead like a shield. Archer grabbed a light pole, knuckles white. Dalton hit the pavement hard beside them and the receptionist stumbled forward with a shriek. Evan stumbled and Erin called out, begging him to hold on to something, anything.
Concrete cracked. A parked sedan skidded sideways on its tires with a screech. And behind them, the hotel roared.
Erin whipped around.
The building—what was left of it—shifted. The top floors leaned forward, groaning under their own weight. Glass shattered in a cascade of glittering shards. A plume of dust burst from a collapsing stairwell. Then, with the terrible logic of gravity and time, the upper levels began to fold.
“Run!” she shouted. “Run now!”
They scattered.
Erin grabbed Kimmy and Sloane and bolted, feet slamming against the sidewalk. Dalton hauled Avery upright and shoved her forward. Archer barked at Madison over the thunder. Where was Ethan? Behind them, the hotel let out one final, hideous moan, and then it fell.
The sound was deafening. A thousand tons of concrete and steel crashed in on itself. Walls pancaked. Beams split like bones. The air turned solid with debris and the dust, wind, and bits of glass hit like a wave, rushing outward in a choking wall of gray.
A flying shard of metal—maybe part of the awning, maybe part of the hotel sign—whipped through the air a few feet behind Erin and she tugged the girls harder.
Erin couldn’t scream, couldn’t even breathe. The world became vibration and noise, dust in her mouth, pain in her eyes. Something sharp sliced her cheek as she turned, shielding Kimmy and Sloane with her arms and body. The dust storm swallowed everything. Visibility dropped to inches. Her ears rang like a struck bell.
When the sound finally faded, it left only coughing and wheezing, and a runaway stampede of adrenaline and fear.
Erin coughed hard, tears streaking muddy tracks through the soot on her face. She was on her hands and knees, the sidewalk hot and gritty beneath her palms. Kimmy still clung to her, trembling so hard she shook Erin’s arm. Beside her, Sloane choked and gagged.
The world was wrong again. Bent sideways. The air was thick with pulverized concrete and insulation, fine as talcum powder. Her lungs burned.
She pictured the hotel lobby as it had been an hour ago—kids laughing, luggage wheels clattering, Rigby’s lopsided smile saying “holding up?” Now it was gone. All of it. The receptionist’s plea—“Don’t leave me behind”—echoed in her head. Twenty-two kids she’d been responsible for. She’d signed the permission slips, promised parents they’d be safe. And now…
“Sound off!” she croaked, voice hoarse. “Everyone, sound off!”
A few strangled responses came through the haze.
“Here—Dalton—” coughing broke his words— “over here⁠—”
“Archer—can’t see⁠—”
“I’m okay—I think—” Kimmy croaked out.
Erin wiped her eyes with a shaking sleeve and blinked through the settling dust.
Archer stumbled into view, blood matting his temple. Ethan limped behind him, favoring a leg. Sloane leaned against a mailbox, blood trickling from a gash on her arm. But they were alive.
Then she saw Dalton crouched over someone—Avery, one of the younger girls—helping her sit up. Blood soaked the side of her shirt.
Erin rushed over. “Let me see. Move your hand—no, gently⁠—”
The wound wasn’t deep, but it was messy. Shrapnel. A sliver of glass maybe. Erin used the hem of her shirt to press against it, steady pressure, her own fingers sticky now with blood and grit.
“She okay?” Dalton asked, voice breaking.
“She will be,” Erin lied. “Help the others.”
Behind them, the hotel was a smoldering skeleton.
Steel girders jutted from the wreckage like snapped ribs. Dust billowed upward in slow, ominous clouds. Erin turned in place, counting.
One, two, three… seven.
Where—? Her breath caught. The receptionist. She wasn’t there. Erin stumbled back toward where she remembered seeing her last, but there was only debris now. A jagged sheet of metal lay bent across the sidewalk. A single high heel peeked from beneath the rubble.
Erin clapped a hand to her mouth, staggering back. Bile rose up her throat and mixed with the dust and she gagged. The weight of what happened buckled Erin’s knees, but she didn’t fall. She couldn’t. Not when the truth rose up like smoke from the rubble.
Everyone inside that hotel was gone. There was no hallway left to hide in. No floor left to collapse through. No stairwell, no elevator shaft, no roof. Just a pile of stone and steel and bodies crushed beneath it.
Her mind latched on to numbers. Seven kids with her. Five had gone with Mrs. Watkins to the museum that morning. That was it. Twelve kids and two teachers left behind. Fourteen people she hadn’t saved. Fourteen who hadn’t made it through that last aftershock.
She wanted to scream and tear at the air, but she just stood there, heart thudding behind her ribs like a dying engine, dust in her lungs, blood on her sleeves, grief swelling too big to speak.
“Mrs. Mason?” Archer’s voice came from somewhere close. “You okay?”
She dropped her hand, nodded, swallowed the bile in her throat. “I’m fine,” she rasped. “Just—just keep everyone together.”
Someone whimpered behind her. Kimmy again.
Erin moved, automatic now. Back to the girl, back to the circle of students. She knelt and wrapped her arms around the girl, murmuring nothing in particular, just syllables, rhythms, comfort. Her brain was empty, but her body remembered.
Kimmy’s small frame shook against her, and Erin held tighter, rocking gently the way she had when her daughter was little and scared of thunderstorms. “Mom, stay with me until it’s over?” Cassidy would ask from beneath her covers. Erin always promised that she would. Now those old promises felt like a lie. If she didn’t get herself and these kids out of this city, who would hold her daughter the next time she needed comfort? Who would hug Will if he came home to an empty house?
The group was silent now, watching the wreckage smolder, eyes wide and vacant. No one cried. Not yet. The shock hadn’t worn off.
Erin looked at their faces, ash-covered and streaked with blood. They were kids. Kids. And somehow, still alive.
“We’re not staying here,” she said, voice hoarse but firm. “We’re going to find somewhere safe.”
Intuition made Erin press on. Glass was everywhere in the street, along with broken chunks of brick and concrete. Traffic signals dangled at crooked angles, wires spitting sparks into the smoky air. People shouted and sobbed in every direction. Erin’s ears rang, her senses battered by the chaos.
A car blazed, flames licking a collapsed building facade, the heat of it radiating in waves. Alarm systems screeched in broken loops, piercing her skull. The pavement was fractured and uneven, as if the entire city had dropped and shattered like a plate.
“Let’s move to somewhere clear of all this debris,” Erin urged, waving the students forward. “Eyes open, stay together.”
Kimmy limped, face pale, and Dalton kept coughing through the shirt pulled over his nose. Archer’s jaw was set tight, but his grip on Avery’s elbow was steady as he helped her navigate the ruined sidewalk. They turned a corner and found themselves in a plaza reduced to rubble with flowerbeds torn to mud, benches overturned, and glass glittering in the sunlight.
A police cruiser lay flipped on its side, its front end crumpled like paper into a brick wall. There was no sign of any officers. They passed a toppled streetlamp, its base sheared clean off. The city was a skeleton now, bones laid bare.
“We’ll find them,” Erin murmured, mostly to herself.
“Find who?” Dalton asked.
Erin swallowed. “Mrs. Watkins. The other students. They were at the art museum, remember?”
“Oh,” Dalton whispered. “Yeah.”
The kids looked at each other. No one said what they were all thinking—that the museum could be rubble too. That maybe no one else was left.
Erin swallowed the fear rising in her throat and tried to sound like the teacher she once was. “Let’s find the museum district,” Erin said with a shred of propped up confidence. “That’s our next move.”
They passed a brick building with its facade peeled away exposing office cubicles like a dollhouse. A cracked mural of the St. Louis skyline was smeared with soot. Dust clung to everything.
A brick wall suddenly collapsed across the street, sending up a choking plume. Archer shielded Avery, Dalton coughed again, and Erin threw an arm over her face, her eyes watering.
“This way!” she called, leading them into a narrow alley where the debris thinned. They paused for breath, huddled in the partial shade of a cracked awning.
Erin’s chest heaved. She didn’t say anything at first, just breathed and listened. The distant wail of sirens underscored everything, but no help was in sight.
“Where are we going?” Sloane managed to ask, cutting through the silence. “Where is the museum?”
Erin finessed the truth. “It shouldn’t be that much farther. Just outside of this business area, I think.”
None of them asked how far that might be. Maybe they didn’t want to know.
Two blocks later, they neared a pharmacy with its front wall laying in heaps on the street.
“Are you sure this is the right way?” Dalton asked.
She hesitated, not sure of anything, but then spotted it: a city information kiosk a block away, miraculously upright. The plexiglass was cracked, but inside, a laminated map of the Forest Park area was still visible.
Erin jogged toward it, the others close behind. Her breath caught as she traced the path from their hotel to the museum. It was close. Just over the grassy rise to their west.
“We go here,” she said, tapping the map. “We find the art museum. That’s where Mrs. Watkins and the others were headed. If they made it, hopefully they’ll be waiting. And if not⁠—”
She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to.
“But what if it’s all gone?” Kimmy whispered. “Like the hotel?”
“Then we keep going. Block by block until we get out of this city. We survive. That’s the job now.”
Kimmy nodded slowly and Erin took stock of the little group. They were a mess—bleeding, soot-streaked, scared—but still standing.
Erin straightened, eyes scanning the distant horizon. Smoke curled against the skyline and sirens still echoed in all directions. But now they had a direction. With a jerk of her head, the kids fell in line behind her as they headed to the museum and, she hoped, more survivors.
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Cooper emerged from the lower deck shadows, face drained to ash. His left arm hung slack and angled like it didn’t belong to him. He cradled it close, breath hitching in short, shallow bursts.
“What happened?” Will’s voice came rough, throat scraped raw.
“I… I fell.” Cooper blinked hard. “Hit the stairwell. Hard. Think it’s broke.”
Will exchanged a glance with James. The kid looked gray, wide-eyed, frozen. Shock was setting in.
“We need to splint it,” Will said. “Anything flat, could be wood or plastic, and tied with cloth.”
James nodded, then hesitated. “I—uh—okay. I’ll find something.”
“I’ve got it.” Samir dropped to a knee and started pulling open compartments.
Will turned toward the river. The current still boiled with fury, clawing at the shattered shoreline like it hadn’t finished feeding. Twisted girders jutted where docks used to stand. A rusted crane lay crumpled in the mud, its spine bent in three places. The grain silo was gone. Swallowed whole.
If anyone had been nearby on land or water, they weren’t alive now.
His chest tightened. The tug groaned beneath his boots, hull angled hard against the spit. He could feel the strain in her bones.
Samir climbed up beside him. “Rudder’s warped.”
Will didn’t reply. He already knew—could feel the misalignment through the wheel, like a limb bent backward.
Samir hesitated. “Engine room’s flooded.”
Will dragged a hand down his face. “Of course it is.”
The air stank of river rot and diesel. A length of railing had sheared clean off, vanished with the dock. The tug wasn’t just grounded, it was wrecked. Still breathing, maybe. But dying all the same.
Samir gave a grim shrug. “Rough spot.”
Will gave a humorless huff. “Literally.”
James called from the stern. “Last line’s secure!”
Will turned. “What about the splint?”
Samir answered for him. “Split wood and one of Cooper’s shirts. It’ll hold for now.”
Will gave a tight nod. “Good work.”
“Until we find help,” Samir added, voice low. But his eyes said he didn’t expect any.
Will’s gut twisted. He scanned the horizon again, smoke curling above the tree line. Too far. Too quiet.
He thought of Erin. Cassidy. Were they watching the same smoke? Or buried under it?
“Your phone working?” he asked.
Samir shook his head. “Dead air.”
Will pulled his own and thumbed it awake. Black screen. No bars. No service. Just another brick in his pocket.
“We’ll keep checking,” Samir said. But the words were empty. They both knew it.
Will exhaled slowly, hands on his hips. “Too much water through the intake. Starter’s shot. Rudder’s a corkscrew.”
Samir nodded. “She’s done.”
“Might as well call her a grounded steel coffin.”
Samir studied him. “What’s next, boss?”
Will paused. “Make sure the beacon’s transmitting. Lock the fuel tanks. We don’t need a fire.”
“On it.” Samir turned toward the ladder, but his steps dragged.
Will stared after him, then back to the broken riverbank. The spit might’ve saved them for now, but help wouldn’t come fast. Not here. Not to a gutted tug on the edge of nowhere.
He watched the wind curl smoke into the sky. If the rest of the area was anything like the edge of the Ohio, he’d have to go through hell to find his wife and daughter. He sucked in a breath, preparing.
The faint rise and fall of distant sirens curled through the humid air, thin and eerie. Will stilled, the sound hollowing out his chest. He needed a plan of attack. An orderly, systematic plan to find his family. The beginnings of one began to form when behind him, Samir shifted.
“You’re sticking with us, right, boss?”
Will didn’t answer at first. He watched smoke climb the treeline like it was searching for something. “Help could be days away.”
Samir hesitated. “If you go… we can’t follow. Cooper’s not okay, even if he’s pretending. We should stay put, hope the Coast Guard shows.”
Will’s jaw ticked. “My daughter’s out there. My wife. I need to reach them.”
“I thought they were both traveling?” Samir asked, cautious. “I mean, it’s your call. But the roads are shot. If there are even roads left.”
“I’ve got to try.” Will finally turned to meet his eyes.
“Yeah. I get it.” Samir swallowed hard, glanced behind him. “I can stay. Don’t have anything to rush off to, anyway.”
Will cut him a glance. “You’re sure?” He gestured vaguely to the woods. “Maybe help’s easier to find inland.”
“But if it’s not?” Samir asked. It wasn’t a challenge, it was worry.
Will nodded slowly. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
He looked past Samir to the younger crew members. James was fussing over Cooper, trying to keep his hands from shaking. Both looked impossibly young.
“What do they want to do?”
“Wait here,” Samir said. “Hope a signal gets through.”
Will exhaled through his nose, torn. He was their captain. Walking away from the tug, even grounded as it was, went against everything in him. But his wife and daughter mattered more.
“You’re thinking too hard,” Samir said gently. “You don’t owe us anything. I just want everyone to make it out.”
“I’m not sure what ‘making it out’ even looks like anymore.”
Samir offered a half-smile. “Me either. But I want you to be safe.”
Will’s expression hardened. “Safe doesn’t matter if I don’t find them. I don’t have a plan—” Will threw his arms out in frustration. “But I can’t stay still. Not while they’re out there.”
“You’re sure?” Samir asked. “No comms, no transport. Miles of chaos between here and the closest town.”
“If they’re hurt, or trapped somewhere, and I waited around instead of trying…” Will’s voice thinned. “I’d never forgive myself.”
Samir’s throat worked. “You’ve never failed anyone a day in your life, Will Mason.”
That caught him. Will looked away, pain threading hot behind his ribs.
He stepped forward and gripped Samir’s shoulder. “You either, my friend. Keep them safe.’ He jerked his head toward Cooper and James. “I’ll send help if I can.”
“You got it. But just know… whatever happens here? It’s not on you. We’re all making our own choices.”
Will nodded. “Then let’s make one more.”
Samir gave a quiet grunt and turned toward the tug. “I’ll help you gear up.”
Ten minutes later, Will stood at the edge of the broken dock, wind tugging at the sleeves of his shirt. A canteen hung from his belt, a utility flashlight clutched in one hand, and a hand radio slung tight across his chest. A rusted wrench rode in his back pocket just in case.
Samir passed him a worn, water-damaged city map. “It’s out of date, but it’s better than nothing.”
Will folded it with care and slipped it into his pack. “Keep them calm. Especially Cooper. Get that beacon working.”
Samir nodded, eyes following Will’s gaze to the two young men on the deck. “They’ll be alright.”
Will didn’t say eventually. Didn’t need to. Samir understood.
“Stay safe,” Samir said, voice low. “We’ll stay with this old girl until we can’t.” He gave the tug a fond glance that twisted something in Will’s chest.
Will offered a tired smile. “That’s the plan.”
They clasped hands, slow and solid.
Samir’s voice cracked just slightly. “Go find them, boss.”
Will nodded once before climbing down from the tug using a collapsed catwalk, each step groaning beneath his weight. When he reached the riverbank, his boots crunched over gravel, shattered wood, and jagged concrete. Slabs jutted at unnatural angles. Whole sections of dock had simply vanished into the current.
He moved slowly, choosing every step with care. Twisting an ankle now could be fatal.
Overhead, a power line crackled, spitting sparks. The air buzzed with high-tension energy and Will’s skin prickled as he gave it a wide berth, ducking low and quickening his pace. Still, he rationed his effort. He had miles to go.
The ground rose and fell in uneven hills and valleys, cracked and buckled like a frozen ocean mid-thaw. Smoke stung his eyes. He passed a charred sedan jammed into a drainage ditch, its airbags blown and windows shattered inward. Somewhere nearby, a dog barked—fast, panicked, relentless. It was the only living sound.
Every few minutes, Will paused to catch his breath and scan the horizon, catching flickers of rooftops through gaps in the tree line. The world felt impossibly vast, a broken map with no legend.
He adjusted the strap on his bag and pressed on, circling the edge of a storage yard and angling toward a narrow service road. Debris littered the path, everything from splintered fencing, downed signs, to a toppled transformer pole. He trudged forward, frustration mounting with every slow, labored step. The trek was longer than it should’ve been, and every delay gnawed at him.
Doubt dug trenches in his mind. What if the bridges were out? What if he'd made a terrible mistake leaving the crew? What if help never came, and the river rose again? Cooper wouldn’t make it through another flood.
Will stopped beneath a sway-backed oak and tilted his head skyward, watching a hawk circle high above. He forced a breath through his nose. Those thoughts wouldn’t help. He’d made his choice. Second-guessing it wouldn’t bring him home.
Then, finally, the bridge came into view.
It sagged in the middle, slanted hard to one side, but the planks were mostly intact. Cracks laced through the span like veins. If he moved slow and used the rails, he could make it.
Will stepped onto the walkway. Beneath him, the river surged with floating wreckage, hunks of splintered lumber, a submerged truck cab, and even what looked like the remains of a picnic table. It all rushed past with violent speed, evidence of just how fast the water had risen.
His thoughts snagged on Samir again, and Cooper and James. Samir was smart. If it got worse, he’d pull the boys off the tug. But still, Will’s gut twisted. He hated leaving them. Hated that he couldn’t protect everyone.
The bridge groaned beneath him.
“Don’t fail me now,” he exclaimed, one hand white-knuckling the railing as he moved forward.
The silence was immense. He flicked on his portable radio but it was nothing but static. A chill skated up Will’s spine. He wasn’t sure if it was from the wind or the growing sense that he might be the last one standing.
No. There were others. There had to be. He’d heard sirens before. Somewhere out there, rescue teams were working. He just had to reach them.
His legs ached. His breath came harder now. The sidewalk climbed gradually into town, and Will followed it, slowing when the remains of a church came into view.
The steeple had punched straight through the sanctuary roof and crashed across the street into a bakery, its bell tower collapsed like a snapped limb. The bell itself lay in the middle of the road, crushing two cars into pancakes of twisted metal and glass.
Will swallowed hard.
It was worse here than at the river.
Shops leaned at sharp angles. Facades had been ripped away, exposing broken beams and gaping interiors. A delivery van sat sideways at an intersection, windshield caved in, doors hanging open. He didn’t look for the bodies he was sure lurked just inside.
Block after block looked the same, like a tornado had flattened everything in its path and moved on without a trace.
Water gushed from a ruptured pipe and ran down the center of the street, disappearing into a fresh chasm that split the asphalt.
Will’s heart pounded harder. Where was everyone? It felt like the town had been dead for years. Still, he kept moving—alone, but alive.




    CHAPTER TWELVE














CASSIDY










Cassidy’s lungs burned like they were filled with shattered glass. Every inhale scraped raw and every exhale coughed up black phlegm. She hadn’t realized how far they’d run until the trees started thinning and the smoke turned into a living thing, coiling around them like a noose. The fire wasn’t just behind them anymore. It had flanked the ridge, threads of flame snaking through the underbrush like fingers tightening into a fist.
Leo grabbed her arm, fingers digging in. “The wind… It’s shifting.”
“I know,” she choked out, voice ragged from the soot.
A gust barreled down from the hilltop, whipping embers into their faces like hot needles. The heat slammed sideways, not from the rear but from the left now. The flames had forked, cutting off their escape. They were trapped in a bowl of fire.
“Cass!” Nia spun in place, eyes wide and watering. “Which way? We can’t stay here!”
Cassidy blinked back the sting, her heart battering against her ribs like it wanted out. The mental map she’d pieced together since the bus crash—the twisted wreckage, the cracked road, the distant river—evaporated in the heat. All that remained were panic and bad options. West? Uphill? Every direction screamed death.
A sharp crackle cut through the roar. Not the fire this time. Footsteps, heavy and frantic.
She stiffened, motioning the others to freeze. Another snap, closer. Branches thrashed violently.
A figure burst out of the smoke wall and Cassidy shuddered in shock. “Simon!”
He hunched low and coughed in wet, hacking bursts, his eyes red-rimmed and wild with terror. “Cassidy!” he barked, voice breaking. “Run! It’s right on us!”
Us?
Behind him, Derek stumbled into view, one hand clutching his side where a branch had probably torn his shirt, the other swinging a charred stick to bat away sparks. He locked eyes with Cassidy for half a second, surprise flickering before it hardened into something colder. “Move!”
No time for questions. No time for the anger bubbling up in Cassidy’s chest at seeing them alive and apparently together after everything.
The fire found new fuel behind them, exploding in a howl of wind and rage. Flames licked higher, devouring a cluster of dry pines with a sound like tearing fabric.
Cassidy bolted. Leo and Nia flanked her, Simon and Derek falling in to make a ragged pack of five. They tore through the underbrush, branches lashing like whips, drawing thin lines of blood on arms and cheeks. Smoke clawed into their throats, thick and acrid, tasting of burned grass and wood. Ash swirled in the air like frantic moths, sticking to sweat-slick skin.
The sky above filtered through the smoke in a purple-gray bruise, sickly yellow edges bleeding through where the sun fought to pierce the canopy. Embers rained down, singeing hair and clothes.
Cassidy ran harder, her breath coming in short, ragged gasps. Her quads screamed with each step and her calves knotted into hard balls of pain. Fatigue dragged at her like weights tied to her ankles, but she pushed on. This wasn’t like the quake with the ground shaking beneath them and swallowing everything stable. This was slower, more personal. The fire hunted them.
Ahead, Leo shouted over the roar. “This way—watch the roots!”
Nia stumbled over a log, hacking into her elbow but scrambling up without stopping. “We need higher ground! The smoke’s too low here!”
Cassidy’s vision blurred from the tears streaming down her face. Not from fear, though that was there, gnawing at her gut, but from the acrid burn. She tasted blood now, mixed with the soot. Her mind flashed back to the bus, the moment the earth had heaved and thrown them all into chaos. She’d thought that was the worst. She was wrong.
The group hit a steeper incline, scrambling up loose soil that slid underfoot. Rocks tumbled behind them, clattering like bones. The fire’s heat pressed against their backs, a constant push forward.
All of a sudden, Simon tripped. His foot snagged on a exposed root, ankle twisting with a sickening pop. He went down hard, body slamming into the forest floor with a thud that cut through the crackle.
Cassidy skidded to a halt, sliding on leaves and dirt. “Simon!”
He groaned, clutching his leg, face twisted in agony. “I’m fine… Just twisted it. Go on without me.”
Derek didn’t even break stride, pushing past. “Keep moving!”
Cassidy whirled on him, stunned. “He can’t walk!”
“Then he’ll burn.” Derek’s voice was flat, emotionless. Final. “We don’t have time.”
The words hit her like a punch. Cassidy took a step after him. “You can’t be serious! We’re not leaving him!”
Derek spun back, rage flaring in his eyes like the flames closing in. “You want to die out here with him? Go ahead. But I’m not dragging dead weight.”
From his pack, he yanked a fresh water bottle that no knew he had, hidden away while the rest of them rationed sips. He popped the cap with his thumb.
Leo charged forward, face red. “Are you kidding me? You’ve had that the whole time?”
“Leo,” Cassidy warned, but it was too late.
Derek tilted the bottle and took a long, slow drink, water spilling down his chin. It was deliberate, a taunt.
Simon, still on the ground, lost it. Humiliation and pain twisted into fury. He lunged from his knees, hand snatching at Derek’s sleeve. “Don’t you dare. You don’t get to walk away like this. Not after everything!”
Derek didn’t hesitate. He shoved back, hard, palm to chest. Simon flew backward, landing on his injured ankle with a cry that echoed through the trees. He curled in on himself, breath hitching, tears mixing with the ash on his face.
Cassidy rushed to his side, Nia right behind. “Simon, let us help⁠—”
“Don’t touch me!” he barked, voice cracking with shame and pain. He slapped Cassidy’s hand away, eyes blazing. “I don’t need your pity!”
Cassidy flinched, but the hurt stung less than the realization that Simon had chosen Derek’s side, even now. He was still proud, still angry, refusing to be seen as weak. A mix of emotions settled heavy in her chest: guilt for not seeing Simon’s motivations sooner, anger at Derek for breaking the group apart, helplessness at how fast it all collapsed.
Behind them, the fire surged closer. Trees snapped in the distance like breaking bones. The air shimmered with heat, the ground warming under their feet.
Simon pushed upright, biting back a groan as he tested his weight. He swayed but steadied. “I’m fine. I’ve got it.”
Leo moved to support him. “You’re limping bad. Lean on me.”
“I said I’ve got it!” Simon snapped, shrugging him off. His face was red, streaked with dirt and fury.
Cassidy watched as he turned his gaze toward the trail Derek had taken.
“Derek!” he called, voice ragged and breaking. “Wait up!” Limping heavily, breathless and determined, he started after him. Each step was a wince, but he didn’t stop. He vanished into the swirling smoke.
The remaining three stood frozen for a moment. Smoke hugged the ground now, low and thick, making their eyes burn anew. The light flickered orange through the trees, like warning beacon at the end of the world.
Cassidy adjusted the strap on her bag, the weight suddenly unbearable. “We head west. That’s toward the bus, right? Or what’s left of it.”
Leo nodded, jaw tight, but said nothing.
Nia wiped her face with a soot-streaked sleeve, smearing more black across her cheek. “Let’s move before it circles back.”
They didn’t speak as they turned, merely shared grunts and glances, shoulders bumping in the narrow path. The wind shifted again, mercifully pushing the bulk of the smoke behind them, but the sky remained a dull, choked gray. Coughs punctuated their steps, harsh and wet.
They picked up an old deer trail, dirt packed hard underfoot, winding through denser brush. Thorns snagged at their clothes, drawing fresh blood. Cassidy’s mind raced. What if Simon doesn’t make it? What if Derek leaves him out here? She shoved the thoughts down. Focus on the next step. That’s all she could do.
A sudden flare-up to their right forced a detour. Flames licked at a fallen oak, the trunk blocking the trail like a barricade. “Over it,” Cassidy said, voice hoarse.
They climbed, hands scraping bark, splinters embedding in palms. On the other side, the ground dropped sharply into a dry creek bed. They slid down, rocks biting into shins.
At the bottom, Cassidy paused to catch her breath. Her throat was raw, tongue swollen from dehydration. They had no water left and the image of Derek’s bottle flashed in her mind, fueling fresh anger.
The creek bed led to cracked asphalt. They emerged from the trees, and Cassidy froze. This wasn’t the road from the crash. It was wider, less buckled by the quake, a faded yellow line running crooked down the middle. The shoulders were littered with leaves, gravel, and the occasional shattered branch. A rusted guardrail twisted along the far side like a ribbon pulled too tight.
Leo looked around, hands on knees. “This isn’t right. Where’s the bus? The others?”
Cassidy swallowed, mouth dry as sand. She didn’t know. But the fire was behind them now, a distant rumble, and this road, wherever it led, was forward.
“We keep going,” she said, her voice rough but steady. “Away from the fire. It’s enough for now.”
Nia nodded. “Agreed. Standing here won’t help.”
They walked, boots scuffing the pavement. The haze thinned slightly, revealing more of the ruined landscape. Uprooted trees leaned like drunks and cracks spiderwebbed the asphalt. No cars. No signs of life. Just the three of them, filthy and exhausted.
A few minutes passed in heavy silence before Leo spoke, too quietly. “What if we’re the only ones? What if the fire got the rest—the teachers, the other kids?”
Cassidy glanced over. His face was pale under the grime, eyes locked on the empty road stretching ahead. The question hung there, heavy as the smoke.
“What if no one’s coming?” he asked again, voice smaller. “No rescue. No nothing.”
Cassidy’s throat tightened. She wanted to say something reassuring. They’ll come. Help’s on the way. But the words felt thin and false. She’d been telling herself the same lies since the quake hit.
“Stop,” Nia said from behind, not angry, just tired. “There’s no cavalry riding in. Just us.”
Cassidy turned. Nia’s eyes were steady, but shadows lurked there, full of exhaustion, maybe fear.
“We get through this,” Nia continued, “or we don’t. But pretending someone’s going to fix it? That’s just wasting energy.”
The words dropped like stones, rippling through the quiet.
Cassidy looked at Leo. His mouth was a tight line, lashes wet but no tears falling. He nodded once, slow.
She squared her shoulders, facing west. “Then we survive. We look for water, for shelter. We ration what little we have left. And we keep going.”
They checked their packs quickly and inventoried scraps of granola bars and chips from the bus and bandages from Leo’s first-aid kit. They scarfed down the food and bandaged the scrapes still bleeding as best they could. Cassidy would have given anything for a bottle of water, but they were out.
Inside, she was tremors and broken glass, full of fear and guilt, but she couldn’t let her friends see it. For some reason, they looked to her as a leader even though she felt as far from one as ever. But she remembered how her mom would square her shoulders before addressing a room full of teenagers, and how she’d put on a brave face even if she didn’t feel it. So she did the same, ushering Leo and Nia forward down the road.
Cassidy caught sight of something the distance, barely visible through the lingering haze. A low structure, square and dark against the fading light squatted near the edge of the asphalt. A barn? A shed? It didn’t matter.
Cassidy raised a hand and pointed. “There. I don’t know what it is. But it’s something. Shelter, maybe. Or supplies.”
Leo followed her gaze, a spark of hope flickering. Nia, too.
They didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. They just started walking, one foot in front of the other, toward whatever waited.
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Gentry’s porch rail still held the faint tremor from the last aftershock. He’d counted four since the initial quake—soft, rolling things that rattled the coffee mug in his hand but never quite spilled it. His joints ached like they’d been hammered, but he stayed outside, eyes on the ridge where smoke still drifted thin and gray.
Inside, the house looked the same: bookshelf toppled, books splayed open to old maps and rift studies. He hadn’t bothered straightening them. Another shake would only undo it.
A low engine hum broke the quiet. The first vehicle since dawn. Gentry straightened, set the mug down, and stepped off the porch as a faded red truck crested the rise. Oily smoke trailed it and the driver ground gears as he pulled to the edge of the drive.
Four people inside: tan sheriff’s hat at the wheel, bushy red beard in the passenger seat, a woman in back, and another man beside her. They looked tired and guarded, but not hostile.
The driver killed the engine. “Afternoon. Marcus Jimenez, county sheriff.” He tipped the hat. “Henry Nixon, Patty Nixon, Peter Gusto—county engineer.”
“Elijah Gentry.” He met each gaze. “Haven’t seen anyone since the first big one.”
Jimenez nodded toward the cracked highway. “Road’s passable if you weave. We’re checking on folks out this way. Radio’s mostly dead. Thought we’d see how you’re doin’, catching a glimpse of you out here and all.”
Gentry jerked a thumb toward the house. “Got maps and printouts inside. I can tell you what’s happening. Come up if you want. Not much north, but higher ground’s that way.”
The passengers exchanged glances. Peter the engineer spoke first. “You in seismology?”
“Retired. But I’ve been tracking this since it started.”
Peter climbed out, broad shoulders filling the doorframe. “We could use whatever you’ve got, Elijah.”
“Folks call me Gentry.” He nodded at the porch. “This way.” He led them up the creaking steps. The porch groaned under the group. Inside, he pulled out his old chalkboard, wheels squeaking in protest, and dusted his hands. “Haven’t used this in years. Feels like a lifetime ago.”
Patty lingered near the maps on the desk, fingers trailing contours. “You said higher ground. Why?”
Gentry picked up chalk. “We’re on the New Madrid zone, as I’m sure you know. Main shock released pressure, but the fault’s got branches.” He paused to draw a winding line. “Think of it like cracks in a bone. Stress travels.” He sketched the bootheel, shaded the seismic zone darker, and traced the Mississippi’s crescent bend. “River’s restless. Doesn’t like being told where to flow.”
Jimenez crossed his arms. “How long before the shaking stops?”
“The worst of it’s over for now.” Gentry kept drawing. “Aftershocks for weeks, maybe months. Most will be small, dish rattlers mainly. Some might jolt you awake.”
Patty’s voice wobbled. “Our dairy herd’s a hundred head. Barn’s holding, but if it keeps moving…”
Gentry paused, chalk hovering. He thought of the cows and the stubborn farmers along the banks. “Keep them shored up. Trust your gut if something feels off. It the wind dies and you feel a bit of a hum beneath your feet, move, fast as you’re able.”
Henry wrapped an arm around Patty. “And the river?”
“Already shifting. Low farms near the banks will flood before anyone sees it coming. Levees buy time, not safety. Higher ground’s the only real bet.”
Peter scribbled notes. “Are you talking an evacuation? We don’t have manpower for every spread-out house.”
“Tell folks the truth if you can reach them,” Gentry offered. “I don’t need to explain emergency preparedness to you, I’m sure.”
Peter nodded. “Water, food, blankets, a change of clothes.”
Gentry nodded. “If there’s still water pressure, they could fill tubs and buckets if they’re staying put. Once the power’s gone, water follows, as you know. If the river roars, head uphill. Don’t wait for it at the driveway.”
Patty covered her mouth. “God help them.”
Jimenez rubbed his temples. “Got a briefing back at the office this afternoon. What should I tell my men? That’s it’s not over?”
Gentry thought it over. “Tell them—tell them the shaking’s easing to give hope. But be smart about what comes next.” He set the chalk down. “The river will take what it wants. Always has.”
Silence settled thick. No one moved at first. Then boots shuffled. Patty clutched Henry’s arm as they filed out. No handshakes, no thanks, just hollow steps down the stairs.
Gentry followed to the porch. “Sorry it’s not better news.”
Jimenez paused at the truck door. “You leaving?”
“If I need to.” The house sat high enough for now.
Doors slammed and the engine roared. Dust swirled as they disappeared down the drive.
Gentry stayed on the rail, watching the country highway empty again. The trees sagged with the dying wind and liquefaction stink hung thicker in the ditches, a gray slurry oozing toward the pasture.
He exhaled slow. The sheriff would carry the words back to town. Some might pack. Some might wait too long. But it didn’t change what he had to do.
He stepped inside, grabbed his own go-bag from the corner—water, maps, flashlight, the old revolver he hadn’t fired in years—and slung it over one shoulder. He picked up the microcassette recorder and spoke into it briefly, voice low.
“Afternoon of day one, aftershocks ongoing. Liquefaction spreading. River corridor at highest risk. Heading toward town. Will broadcast if the signal holds.”
He clicked it off and tucked it away.
The fault wasn’t done. The world was still breaking. And someone had to keep warning the people who hadn’t heard yet.
Gentry walked the drive, boots crunching gravel, toward the highway. And toward whatever was left. Even if no one listened, he had to try.
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Erin led them through the shattered entrance of the art museum. Glass crunched underfoot like brittle bones. The grand lobby lay in ruins. The famous marble columns made of smooth Tennessee pink and soaring forty feet, stood cracked like broken teeth. One leaned at a dangerous angle, veins of a fracture spidering upward, the whole thing threatening to topple with the next tremor. Chandeliers, once elegant cascades of crystal, dangled by single wires, crystals glinting in the afternoon light like dying stars. The vaulted ceiling had torn open to a bruised sky, dust drifting down in slow gray snow, coating the floor in a choking film.
She kept the count in her head. Seven kids with her now. Five had gone ahead with Mrs. Watkins that morning. She needed to find them. They moved deeper. Flashlight beams from their phones sliced through the haze. Marble busts from the ancient collection lay toppled and headless, their faces smashed into white powder that clung to shoes and clothing. Paintings from the European galleries hung crooked, canvases slashed by falling debris, gilded frames splintered like kindling. A velvet rope barrier from a special exhibition had twisted into a noose around a fallen statue of a Roman emperor. His marble hand lay severed on the floor, fingers curled as if still grasping for something lost.
Dalton coughed into his sleeve. The sound echoed too loud in the silence. Kimmy pressed close to Archer, her breathing shallow and fast.
No one spoke.
Erin stopped at the main staircase. The upper landing had collapsed into a jagged pile of marble and plaster. Dust still settled on the wreckage like a shroud. A woman’s shoe protruded from the rubble: black pump, heel snapped clean off. No body attached. Just the shoe.
A security guard lay nearby, uniform dark with blood, neck bent wrong, eyes open to the ruined ceiling. Another stranger—an older man in a volunteer vest—sprawled under a fallen display case, glass glittering around him like broken diamonds.
They slipped through a staff door and into a narrow hallway. Emergency lights flickered red, casting bloody shadows on the walls. The floor was slick with spilled water from a broken pipe, mixed with fine white dust that turned every step into a soft crunch.
They came out the hallway and into another portion of the museum, passing a toppled display case. Shards of glass glittered around it. Inside, 18th-century French porcelain figurines lay in pieces, their delicate faces cracked, arms missing. A small sign still hung crooked: Sèvres Porcelain. The irony twisted in Erin’s stomach.
They moved on. More emergency lights flickered. One had gone out completely, leaving a dark patch that swallowed the beam. The air smelled of plaster dust, smoke, and something sharper—blood, maybe, or fear.
They found the first body of someone they knew near the decorative arts wing. Mrs. Watkins. Face down. Her arm bent at an impossible angle. A chunk of ceiling had crushed her back, the marble slab still resting there like a tombstone.
Erin knelt. Pressed fingers to the side of the woman’s neck. Nothing. The skin was already cool. Dust had settled on her dark hair, turning it gray.
Mrs. Watkins had been the favorite. She’d let kids stay after class to sketch, brought cookies on field-trip days, hugged them when they were scared. Erin had leaned on her quiet steadiness more times than she could count. Now she lay broken in one of the places she loved most. Erin’s throat closed. She stayed on her knees a moment longer than she should have. The kids stared. Silent. She wanted to scream that this wasn’t fair, that she promised to get them all home. Instead she stood, slow, and said the only thing left.
“Keep moving,” she said. Voice flat. “We have to find the others.”
They pressed on. Another hallway. A security guard pinned under another fallen display case, giant glass shard piercing his shoulder. His radio lay inches from his outstretched hand. No pulse.
Three more bodies: three of her students and one docent in a navy blazer. Crushed. Broken. Gone.
Erin’s chest tightened with every absent pulse. She didn’t let the kids linger. Didn’t let herself.
Kimmy stopped, staring at the docent. Her phone slipped from her hand, flashlight beam bouncing wildly off the walls as it fell. It hit the marble floor with a crack and Kimmy stumbled backward, hands over her mouth, eyes huge. “No,” she whispered. “No. No. I can’t—I can’t do this⁠—”
She slid down the wall, knees buckling, sobs breaking free. “They’re all dead. Everyone’s dead. We’re going to die here. We’re going to die here!”
Dalton knelt beside her. He didn’t touch her, just spoke quietly. “The museum was built to last forever. Mr. Ellis said that on the tour last year. ‘Built to last forever.’” His voice cracked on the last word.
Erin knelt in front of Kimmy. “Look at me.”
Kimmy’s eyes were wild. Tears cut tracks through the dust on her cheeks.
“We’re not going to die here.” Erin waited until the girl’s gaze met her own. “Breathe with me. In. Out.”
The breaths came ragged, but they came. Erin held her gaze, rocking gently like Kimmy was a little girl and not seventeen. Archer picked up the phone and handed it back to her. She took it with trembling fingers.
Erin stood. “We keep going. One step at a time.”
They reached the European painting gallery. A section of wall had fallen inward, spilling canvas and gilded frame into the center aisle. Dust hung thick in the air, lit by the flashlight beams like smoke from a dying fire. The famous Rembrandts and Caravaggios hung crooked, some canvases torn, others slashed by falling debris. Gilded frames lay splintered on the marble floor. A velvet curtain from the special exhibition had ripped free and draped over a toppled pedestal like a shroud.
Erin raised a hand. “Quiet.”
She stepped around the rubble. Flashlight beam swept the floor, catching fragments of broken glass and torn velvet. Then it landed on two kids huddled in the far corner. Maya and Hudson. Faces streaked with tears and dust. Alive.
Maya saw her first. “Mrs. Mason?”
Erin crossed the distance in three strides and dropped to her knees before pulling them both into her arms. They clung hard, sobbing as the shock finally broke. Erin held them until the crying slowed, her own tears mixing with theirs in the dust. Nine kids left. Nine out of twenty-two. Better than zero, but the math still cut. She thought of Cassidy on her own school trip and Will on the river. Were they swimming in the same current of death and destruction? Were they even alive?
She pulled back just enough to look at Maya and Hudson. “Tell me what happened.”
Maya wiped her nose on her sleeve. “We’d made it just inside when the quake hit. Mrs. Watkins—” Maya choked on the teacher’s name. “She went down when part of the ceiling fell on her. We all freaked out, ran further into the museum. We thought we were safe but when the aftershock hit—” Maya broke down into hacking sobs.
Hudson took over, scooting forward just enough for Erin to hear. “I dragged Maya into the corner as soon as I heard the building groan. The others… they didn’t make it.”
Erin nodded, already aware of the tally. She stared at their dirt-smeared faces, eyes wide with the kind of fear that belonged to little kids, not the almost-adults they’d pretended to be that morning. Gone were the eye-rolls and half-formed attitudes. In their place: trembling hands, quiet whimpers, the raw terror of children who’d seen too much.
Erin took a deep breath. The air tasted like dust and grief.
She was their de facto, temporary mother now. She stood. Brushed dust from her hands, and turned to address the group. “We’ll stay here tonight. It’s getting dark outside and it will be too dangerous to move at night when we’re not familiar with the city. We rest. We eat what we have. In the morning, we figure out how to get out of the city and how to get home.”
The kids watched her, waiting, hoping for more, but that’s all she could give. A fleeting image of Will’s text from the morning—a tiny, pick-me-up tether to her life before—calmed her nerves. Her daughter and her husband were out there somewhere, she could feel it. She had to keep breathing for them, keep moving for them, keep being the one who came home.
Erin motioned around the museum. “We need a safe place to sleep. Somewhere enclosed. No falling debris. Let’s scout.”
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Drifting smoke from the now distant fire hung in the air like low clouds of warning as Cassidy, Leo, and Nia approached the structure. The air hung thick and hazy as shadows from the setting sun crawled over the corners of the building in thick, jagged fingers thanks to the nearby trees.
Leo stopped, scratching his head. “It doesn’t look like a fire station to me.”
“Yeah, more like a concrete shack.” Nia frowned, not hiding her disappointment.
Cassidy tried to sound optimistic. “Maybe there’s people inside.” Even as the words left her mouth, she knew the chances were slim. Slim as them making it anywhere familiar before dark. She tried to tamp down her regret about leaving the bus and smother the endless nagging questions popping up in her mind. Had the other kids left on their own trek back home? Were they already safe and sending help? Had the fire reached them? Was Mrs. Anderson still breathing?
She squared her shoulders and pressed her lips together in an attempt to summon the tiny scrap of hope buried somewhere deep inside her. If she lingered too long on possibilities, the doubt about their ability to find their way back home would overwhelm her. She glanced back at Leo and Nia hanging a few steps behind. They needed her to be strong.
Easing closer to the building, she shrugged off the doubt weighing heavy in the muscles of her back and shoulders. “Maybe there’s supplies. Or at least somewhere to rest.”
“It looks abandoned,” Leo protested.
“I’m checking it out anyway.” Cassidy moved closer.
“Cassidy, wait.” Nia’s voice, then footsteps jogging behind her. “You can’t go in there alone.” She offered Cassidy a fatigued smile as she closed the gap to stand beside her. “We stick together, right?”
Cassidy smiled to match. “Right.”
“Well, you guys aren’t leaving me out here.” Leo marched toward them. “It looks more like a rusted-out toolshed than a place meant to save lives.”
Cassidy gave him a hard look. “It doesn’t have to be pretty to do the job.”
Leo shrugged. “Still.”
The earthquake had left its mark. Cracks spiderwebbed across the windows. The driveway cut through knee-high grasses like a jagged scar.
Cassidy glanced at her friends. “I’ll go in first if you want me to.”
“No, we’ll do it together.” Nia grabbed Leo’s hand first, and then Cassidy’s, pulling them both forward to a garage door warped and bent from the quake.
“Be careful.” Leo pointed to the top. “It looks barely attached. If that falls on you, it’s all over.”
Nia narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t even put that idea in our heads.”
“I’m just saying.” He took a wary step backward. His eyes rooted to the door as if he half expected it to fly off and slam into his face any second.
Cassidy took a deep breath and entered the bay. It smelled like soil, dust, and fuel. “Hello?” Her voice came out uncertain, barely above a whisper.
Her hands shook. Her knees wobbled. “Is—” She cleared her throat and tried again. “Is anyone here?” She braced herself, every nerve tingling, sharp-edged, as if someone might burst from the shadows and attack. Her shoes crunched over broken concrete, glass, splintered wood. A blown-out fire extinguisher lay on its side in the dust.
Nia stayed close beside her and hooked their elbows together. Cassidy could hear Nia’s breathing and the quick, shallow, fear threaded through every inhale.
Leo lagged a few steps behind. His gaze stayed fixed on the garage door behind them, as if it might slam shut and trap them.
The silence rang in Cassidy’s ears. Shadows stretched and thickened around them. But she forced her legs forward. There could be supplies like food and water or anything to make the trek back home safer or faster. They had to search.
The deeper they went, the more the walls seemed to press in. Down a hallway, lockers lined both sides a handful hanging open, gray uniforms slumped inside like abandoned skins. A firehose lay coiled in the corner like a sleeping snake, half-buried under fallen ceiling tiles. The floor buckled in places from the quake. Mildew hung heavy in the air. Cassidy glanced up. Wires dangled from the damaged ceiling. Water dripped somewhere, a slow, steady plunk-plunk-plunk.
Her eyes adjusted to the gloom. Nia hesitated, grip tightening on Cassidy’s arm. Behind them, Leo muttered under his breath. “This place has bad vibes. I don’t want to be murdered by a freakshow in this dungeon.”
A figure shifted in the shadows. Cassidy froze, then screamed.
Nia yelped and jumped, spinning on a heel. Leo was already bolting back toward the garage bay.
“Wait!” A man’s voice cut through the panic—desperate, almost pleading. Something in it made Cassidy pause.
Nia slammed into her back. Cassidy winced and sucked in a sharp breath.
“Easy.” A man stepped from the shadows. Arms extended at his sides, palms out. “I won’t hurt you.”
“Who—who are you?” Leo’s voice came unsteady from the hallway.
Cassidy’s heart hammered, wild and unsteady.
“I’m Walt. This is my firehouse.”
Cassidy studied him. Mid-fifties. Dark circles under his eyes. Hair short but askew. Sweat ring around the collar of his gray t-shirt and under his arms. His eyes darted between them, wide and a bit wild.
“You live here?” Cassidy blurted.
“No.” He shook his head. Nervous laughter escaped him. Cassidy’s throat went dry. “I am—was—a firefighter here.”
“Where is everyone else?” Leo’s eyes roamed the room, suspicion sharp on his face.
“They left.” Walt’s shoulders sagged. “After the first quake. I stayed behind, thinking I’d be able to help. Then the road collapsed. Can’t get my car out now, even if I wanted to.”
“Do you have a radio?” Leo asked.
Walt shook his head. “The radio’s dead.”
Leo let out all his air in a slow exhale. “Great.”
Walt’s throat bobbed. His knuckles were scraped raw, as if he’d been slamming them into something. A chill swept over Cassidy. Something didn’t feel right. His story rang thin.
But she needed help and he was the first person they’d seen since the crash who might be able to do something. “We were in a bus crash.” She took a bold step forward, hyper-aware of Walt’s eyes on her. “We were headed to an audition in Nashville. We’re trying to get help. I need to know if my parents…”
She trailed off, voice strangled in grief. Nia wrapped her arms around Cassidy and hugged her tight. Cassidy hadn’t realized she was shaking until then.
“Where are you kids from?” Walt asked. His eyes moved between them.
“Paducah,” Cassidy said.
“Paducah!” Walt’s eyes lit up. “My buddy’s from there. I’ve been watching footage from that area on the emergency broadcast.”
Cassidy’s heart dropped into her stomach. “You… saw it? How?”
Walt waved them into the room. “Come, I’ll show you. I’ve got a setup in the kitchen. Most windows in there.”
They followed him, reluctance in every step. Walt stopped and pointed to a plaque on the wall. “I promise I’m who I say I am. Look.”
Cassidy studied the photo in the thick frame. Walt stood with his ladder crew, no helmets, all smiling, holding up a gold trophy.
“That’s me and my crew,” Walt said. His voice cracked on the last word.
Cassidy looked at him. His eyes were glazed, features broken with pain. “I hope I get to see them again,” he said.
“I hope you do, too,” Cassidy told him, and meant it.
They filed into the kitchen. Nothing fancy inside, only a dingy white fridge, metal sink, small countertop, and a round table with a few folding chairs.
“Sit anywhere,” Walt gestured. His fingers rubbed across his mustache again. And Cassidy noticed he’d done it before. A nervous habit, maybe.
The table was cluttered with maps, batteries, and a flickering TV hooked to a long orange extension cord snaking out the open window. Somewhere outside, a generator hummed.
Walt reached into the fridge and pulled out a few water bottles, handed them out. Cassidy took hers gratefully, twisted the cap, and chugged.
Walt laughed softly, eyes kind. “Folks in town volunteer to keep the pantry stocked. Lucky for us, we’d just gotten a shipment.”
“Thanks.” Cassidy wiped her chin with the back of her hand. “We really appreciate it.”
“Yeah,” Nia said, giving him a grateful glance.
“I thought I was gonna die of thirst,” Leo muttered. “Literally.”
Walt dropped into a chair with a groan, joints cracking. Cassidy sat across from him. Her friends stayed close.
They all stared at Walt.
He pointed to the TV. “It’s been looping this for a while. Either no new footage, or no way to get out there.”
Cassidy’s eyes locked on the small screen.
“Drone footage?” Leo asked.
“Most likely.” Walt sipped his water, elbows on the table. “But every now and then updates scroll warnings across the bottom.”
Cassidy stared at the small screen, haunted. The headlines scrolled past like punches, documenting leveled towns, flooded neighborhoods, people holding signs with missing family names. It wasn’t just one place. It was everywhere she knew. Her chest felt crushed, like someone had stepped on a soda can and kept pressing.
The drone footage swept over a riverfront. Flooded streets and land stretched as far as the eye could see, water brown and angry. Then something snagged her gaze. Blood drained from her face and she gripped the table to keep from falling. A gasp tore out of her throat. She pressed a shaking hand to her mouth.
“What?” Nia’s head whipped around. She searched Cassidy’s face like she was looking for cracks. “What did you see?”
Cassidy waited for the loop to cycle through again. “There.” She pointed. “That my dad’s boat.”
“Cassidy, there’s no way⁠—”
“No. I know it’s his.” Every muscle trembled.
“Maybe it was just one that looked similar,” Leo said quietly. He gave her a careful glance.
“I don’t think so.” The truth slammed into her like a train. She couldn’t breathe around it.
Walt watched her like she might shatter. Nia’s hand found Cassidy’s under the table and squeezed, hard and steady.
The tugboat lay sideways, beached on a spit of land and half still submerged in the rising river. The wheelhouse appeared smashed in, metal crumpled like paper, as if the earth had reached up and punched it flat.
Cassidy couldn’t get enough She stood on shaking legs as her ears rang and her vision tunneled. She kept shaking her head. Tears knotted in her throat and welled in her eyes.
“Cassidy…” Nia’s voice stayed low, gentle. She placed a hand on Cassidy’s arm. “The footage is really grainy. We can’t be certain.”
Across the table Walt was talking to Leo, but Cassidy couldn’t hear it. Her body had gone numb. Senses dulled. When the humming in her head finally eased, Walt’s voice cut back in, sharp.
“You all can stay here tonight if you like. We can figure out a plan to get rescued⁠—”
“We’ll stay the night,” Cassidy said. Her eyes flicked to the graying dusk outside the windows, then back to Walt. “And thank you for the kindness. But that’s it. We need to get to our families. We need help for the people we left on the bus.” She looked at her friends. “As soon as dawn breaks, we’re leaving.”
No room for debate in her voice. “We can’t stop.” She said the words they’d all been thinking but none had been brave enough to speak until now. “If we don’t, they might not make it. We might not get the chance to see our loved ones again.”
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Cassidy lay flat on the gym mat, bookbag wedged under her head like a lumpy pillow. Leo’s soft snores rose and fell beside her. The rhythm didn’t grate; it steadied her. At least she wasn’t the only one still breathing in this room.
“Sorry about the heat,” Walt said from the doorway. His voice carried low, almost apologetic. “Generator’s off. No AC means we bake.”
She propped herself on her elbows. His silhouette blocked most of the faint hallway light. She crossed her legs, sat up straighter. “It’s fine.”
“More water? I’ve still got a couple bottles that aren’t too warm.”
She shook her head. Walt stepped inside. The dim glow caught the deep grooves around his mouth, the tired set of his shoulders.
“I’m okay,” she said.
“Can’t sleep?”
She dropped her gaze to her hands. “Not really.”
“Me neither.”
The question had been circling since they’d first seen the firehouse. She let it out before she could second-guess it. “Why’d you stay?”
Walt’s expression shifted as something quiet and private settled behind his eyes. She hurried to backtrack. “I mean—it’s not my business. I just⁠—”
“It’s all right.” He nodded toward the empty stretch of mat beside her. “Mind if I sit?”
She scooted over. “Go ahead.”
He lowered himself with a small grunt, joints popping, then leaned back against the cinderblock wall. For a moment he only looked at the far side of the room, where moonlight sliced through a high, cracked window. He pulled something from out of his back pocket and brought it to his mouth. A flask. Maybe that’s why he’d seemed so off before, eyes glassy and unfocused. It wasn’t a lingering threat—it was booze.
“My wife passed last year,” he said finally. “Cancer. The kind that doesn’t negotiate. No kids. Just the two of us, and then just me.” He rubbed one thumb across the knuckles of the other hand. “Didn’t see much point in leaving. Didn’t want to walk into an empty house. If there’s even a house left standing now.” He took another drink.
Cassidy’s chest tightened. “I’m sorry.”
He gave the smallest nod. “Thanks, kid.”
She swallowed. “How did she… if it’s okay to ask.”
“Melanoma. Advanced.” His voice stayed even, but the words came slower. “She fought like hell. We both did.”
“That really sucks,” Cassidy said, barely above a whisper.
Walt met her eyes then. A tired half-smile pulled at one corner of his mouth. “Yeah. It does.”
She glanced around the dim bay—tools hung in neat rows, a fire truck’s red paint dulled under dust and ash. “The other guys… they just left you here?”
“Not exactly their call.” He exhaled through his nose. “I told them to go. They’ve got families waiting down the hill—wives, little kids. I figured I’d keep one engine ready, run rescue for anyone who made it this far up. That was before the road buckled like wet cardboard.”
Cassidy nodded slowly. “You could still come with us. When we head out.”
He waved the suggestion away, gentle but firm. “I’m no good to anyone on the road. Got a slipped disk. Wasn’t quite truthful when you all first came in.” His shoulders sagged. “Been retired since my wife got sick. After she passed, well, I hit the bottle a bit too hard, if you catch my drift. I was here this morning just to reminisce, try to feel something, anything again, when the quake hit.”
Cassidy swallowed. Walt wasn’t a threat at all, he was just a sad old man with no one left to save. Not even himself.
He took another drink. “The boys’ll come back when things settle. I don’t have anywhere else to be, so I might as well hold down the fort.”
“Makes sense,” she said. But the words felt thin. She studied the lines of his face, the way he kept his hands loose in his lap like he was trying not to hold onto anything too hard. Staying behind in a broken firehouse with no one coming didn’t sound like sense. It sounded like giving up without saying the words out loud.
But it wasn’t her place to push. Instead, she leaned her head back against the wall beside his and listened to Leo breathe, to the faint creak of the building settling, and to the silence that felt a little less empty now.
Walt shifted against the wall, reading the silence the way older people sometimes do. “It’s safe enough here,” he said quietly. “They promised to swing back with fuel and whatever else they can scrounge. You three could wait it out with me if you wanted.”
Cassidy caught the flicker in his eyes—something hollow behind the offer. She looked down at her hands, fingers twisting the hem of her shirt. “I appreciate it. Really. But I can’t.”
“Reasons of your own?”
She lifted her gaze to meet his. “My mom and dad are still out there. And we left most of the kids back at the bus. They’re waiting for help that isn’t coming unless someone brings it.”
Walt’s shoulders settled a fraction lower. “Sorry I can’t do more than wish you luck.”
“That’s more than most right now.”
He gave a short, humorless huff. “Maybe. Still feels like nothing.”
A beat passed and he shifted forward to stand with a soft groan. “I can at least set you up with what I’ve got. Couple protein bars, a decent map, fresh water from the well. Bottles are yours to fill.”
“Thank you,” she said, meaning it. “The water especially.”
“You’ll need every drop making it back to Paducah.” He paused. “You’re sure about heading there?”
She nodded once.
Walt studied her for a long moment. “No offense meant, but you’re either crazy, stupid, or brave as hell.”
A small, tired laugh escaped her. “Probably some of each.”
“Nothing wrong with the mix.” His mouth curved, just enough to reach his eyes. “You’re a good one, kid. I can see that clear enough.”
The word kid landed softer than it used to. She didn’t feel like one anymore—not after the fire, the bus, the endless walking. But she didn’t correct him.
“I’ve got a spare headlamp too,” he added, almost as an afterthought. “Batteries are fresh. Take it.”
“Thanks.” She swallowed. “We didn’t expect to find anyone up here. Feels like the rest of the world just… stopped.”
Walt’s expression gentled, creases deepening around his eyes. “You’re too young to be thinking that way. There are still people out there. Your folks included. Hold onto that. You stop believing it, there’s no point putting one foot in front of the other.”
She managed a thin smile. “I’m trying.” There was something steady about him despite the alcohol.
“Try to sleep. You’ll need it come first light.”
“Thanks,” she said. “For everything. For letting us crash here.”
“Anytime.” He paused in the doorway, silhouetted against the faint moonlight leaking through the high windows. “You’re not as alone as you feel right now.” He turned and his footsteps faded down the hall.
Cassidy eased back onto the mat, bookbag still wedged under her head. Leo’s breathing stayed even beside her. Exhaustion rolled in heavier now, loosening the knot behind her ribs. She closed her eyes and let the dark take her, trusting for the first time in days that morning would bring something besides more ruin.
    
Cassidy woke to soft, broken sounds. She rubbed her eyes. Someone whimpered nearby in short, hitched breaths. She pushed up on one elbow, ears straining. The generator murmured outside, a low, steady drone that made the darkness feel less absolute. The air had cooled; the earlier stuffiness was gone. Beside her, Leo curled tight, knees drawn to his chest. His shoulders jerked with each muffled sob.
“Leo?” she whispered.
No answer. Just the shaking, the wet sound of tears against the mat.
She crawled closer, hovering. His eyes were squeezed shut, face streaked, arms wrapped around himself like armor. “No… help…” The words came thin and pleading. “Please…”
“Leo, hey. It’s okay.” She settled beside him, close enough to feel the heat coming off his skin.
Her hand hesitated above his back. Waking him mid-nightmare could jolt him worse. But leaving him like this felt wrong. His quiet panic cut deeper than any scream.
She let her fingers rest lightly between his shoulder blades, small circles, barely there. “You’re safe,” she murmured. “We’re here. Just breathe.”
His hair stuck damp to his temples. She kept the motion steady, voice low and even, the way her mom used to when Cassidy was small and the thunder wouldn’t stop. Minutes stretched. Slowly the tension in his body eased and his shoulders dropped, fists unclenched. The whimpers faded to uneven breaths, then to the soft rise and fall of real sleep.
She waited until the last tremor left him before pulling her hand away. She almost brushed the tears from his cheeks but stopped. Better he wake dry-faced and not remember.
She eased back to her own mat, heart still thudding too hard. Sleep didn’t come easy after that. Her mind slipped sideways into fragments: smoke, cracking beams, her mother’s voice calling from somewhere she couldn’t reach.
In the dream, she stood on cracked asphalt, staring across a gaping chasm that hadn’t been there before the quake. On the far side, flames crawled up the side of a tall building. Her mother leaned from a high window, hair whipping in the wind, mouth open in a scream Cassidy couldn’t hear.
Cassidy’s feet wouldn’t move. The hole between them plunged black and bottomless; one step and she’d fall forever.
Her mother climbed onto the ledge. Fire licked her shoulders, her arms. She looked straight at Cassidy, her chin lifted the way it always did when she was deciding something hard. Tears caught the firelight.
“I love you, sweetheart,” her mother said, voice clear across the impossible distance. “I’ll never stop. Not in this life or the next. I’m proud of you. Always.”
Their eyes locked. Cassidy saw every detail: the small tilt of her nose, the faint lines at the corners of her eyes, the way sorrow pulled her mouth down even as she tried to smile.
Cassidy opened her mouth to scream—raw, desperate—but no sound came. Her mother stepped forward. Arms out, eyes never leaving Cassidy’s. She fell.
Cassidy jerked awake mid-scream, throat burning, the sound finally tearing free. She clamped a hand over her mouth, breathing hard through her nose.
Leo, Nia, and Walt stood over her, faces pale in the faint generator light filtering through the bay door. Eyes wide. No one spoke at first.
“Wow,” Leo said quietly when Cassidy finally blinked up at him. “That sounded like one hell of a nightmare.”
She pushed herself upright, scooting back until her shoulders hit the wall. Arms wrapped tight around her knees, she shivered despite the sweat cooling on her skin. “You don’t know the half of it,” she managed, voice rough.
Nia crouched a careful step closer. “You okay?”
Cassidy pressed her palms to her temples, rubbing slow circles against the building ache. “Yeah. Just a dream. Like Leo said.”
Walt lifted his mug. Steam curled in the cool air. “Coffee’s the only thing that ever cut through the jitters for me. Want some?”
“Please.” Anything to wash away the image still burning behind her eyes of her mother stepping into empty air, eyes locked on hers.
Nia watched her for a beat, then glanced toward the open door. “We can’t stay much longer. Not if we want to make any ground today.”
Cassidy nodded, collecting herself. “I know.”
Nia stepped nearer, voice dropping. “I saw what you did for him last night.” Her head jerked toward Leo. “That was nice.”
Heat crept up Cassidy’s neck. “You were awake?”
“Hard not to be.” Nia shrugged, eyes on the floor. “He was losing it. You helped.”
“I just… didn’t want him to stay stuck in it.” Cassidy exhaled. “Has he said anything this morning?”
Nope.” Nia’s mouth curved, small and careful. “You, however, woke up screaming.”
Cassidy looked down at her boots. “Rough couple days.”
They gathered their things and took a last look around the bay. The weight of her book bag settled familiar against Cassidy’s shoulders. Nia followed her toward the open garage door. Leo trailed slower, boots dragging like he was measuring each step.
“You ready?” Cassidy asked him.
“I guess.” He glanced back at the bay, the neat rows of tools, the fire truck still parked like it might be needed any minute.
Walt cleared his throat. “You all are welcome anytime.”
“Thank you,” Cassidy said, voice steady but pitched a little high. “For the shelter, the food, the water. Everything.”
Walk raised his steaming coffee mug, no sign of the flask in sight. His eyes were clear and bright. “Watch yourselves out there. World’s got teeth right now.”
Nia lifted a hand in farewell, uncertain. “Thanks again.”
Cassidy waved and turned toward the road. They had a map, some food, water, and a sense of urgency pushing them onward. She squared her shoulders and picked up the pace. One foot in front of the other, no looking back.
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Night pressed down on the museum like a bruise.
Erin had chosen the great central atrium for their camp. Its soaring, barrel-vaulted ceiling rose nearly eighty feet above them, the massive space open enough that nothing large could fall directly on them if another aftershock hit. Glass from the high clerestory windows or dangling light fixtures might rain down, but the risk felt lower here than in the narrower galleries where ceilings had already collapsed. The marble floor, once gleaming, was now coated in a thick layer of dust and plaster that muffled their footsteps. In the niches along the walls, classical sculptures stood damaged or destroyed: a Roman torso missing both arms, a Greek goddess toppled forward so her marble face had shattered against the floor, leaving only a jagged neck stump. One large pedestal had fallen entirely, crushing a display case beneath it.
A woman’s body lay pinned under a chunk of fallen cornice near the east wall. Her volunteer vest was visible, the fabric gray with dust. Erin had checked for a pulse earlier and found none. Another man—an older visitor in a windbreaker—had been caught by a toppling bronze sculpture. He lay half-buried, one arm outstretched as if still reaching for help. The kids had stopped looking in that direction hours ago.
Phone light moved in weak circles as the group settled. Maya and Hudson huddled together under a salvaged velvet curtain. Kimmy sat with her knees drawn up, eyes glassy. Dalton stayed close to her, quiet but watchful. The others—Archer, Avery, Sloane, and Ethan—leaned against each other in a loose cluster, sharing what little body heat they had in the cooling night air.
Erin’s chest ached with everything she wasn’t letting herself feel: the missing kids she hadn’t reached in time, the husband and daughter she hadn’t been able to call since the quake, the city outside that might be even worse than this ruined building. She shoved it all down deep. These nine kids were her sole responsibility now. She would get them out of St. Louis or die trying.
She caught Archer’s eye. Of all the kids, he was holding it together best on the surface. At seventeen, he already carried himself like a young man. But Erin saw the cracks: the way his jaw flexed too hard, the slight tremor in his fingers when he thought no one was looking. He knew his best friend, Alex, was dead, but he’d managed to keep himself together despite the pain.
“Archer,” she said softly. “Come with me. We’re raiding the café.”
He nodded once, no questions. Good.
They left the others with strict instructions to stay put and turn their phones dark to save batteries. The two of them moved out of the atrium and into the connecting concourse, stepping carefully over rubble. The air was thicker, plaster dust mingling with something faintly sour from broken pipes. A large abstract painting from a nearby gallery had been slashed nearly in half by falling debris, its canvas flapping like a torn sail. Shards of a shattered ceramic vessel crunched under their shoes.
The Café sat just off the main concourse in the Main Building, a quick-service spot most people passed on the way in. Its glass front was cracked but mostly intact. Inside, the damage was chaotic but not total. Tables had overturned. A refrigerated case spilled yogurt cups and pre-made salads across the floor. But the shelves behind the counter held treasure: stacks of wrapped sandwiches (turkey and Swiss, ham and cheddar, veggie hummus), bags of kettle chips, chocolate chip cookies in clear packages, granola bars, apples that had rolled into a corner, and rows of bottled water and juice.
Erin and Archer worked in near silence, filling two large canvas tote bags they’d pulled from behind the counter and a couple of spare tablecloths knotted into bundles.
“You okay?” Erin asked quietly as Archer reached for a stack of water bottles. His hand was steady, but she saw the muscle jumping in his cheek.
He gave a short nod. “Yeah. Just… keeps hitting me in waves. One minute I’m fine. Next minute I remember Alex is gone. And Mrs. Watkins and half the class…” He swallowed hard. “But I’m good. We’ve got to keep moving, right?”
“Right,” she said, voice gentle but firm. She wanted to pull him into a hug, but she knew if she did, the dam might break for both of them. Instead she thought of Cassidy—quiet, fierce Cassidy—who’d never let anyone see her cry. Erin had taught her that, or tried to. Now Erin wondered if she’d taught her wrong. If she’d taught her to shove the pain down so deep it couldn’t come out. She couldn’t do that here. Not when these kids needed her to feel it, to show them it was okay to break and keep going.
They took everything portable and non-perishable they could carry: two dozen sandwiches, all the bottled drinks they could manage, chips, cookies, fruit, and a handful of protein bars. It wasn’t much, but it was something.
When they returned to the atrium, the kids looked up with hungry, exhausted eyes. Erin set the bags down in the center of their little circle.
“Eat what you want,” she told them. “But go slow. We don’t know when we’ll get more.”
She watched them pass the food around with quiet thank-yous, the rustle of wrappers the loudest sound in the ruined hall. Archer sat beside Dalton and handed him a sandwich first.
No one spoke for the first few minutes; they just chewed with the kind of single-minded focus that comes when hunger has finally outranked fear. Erin sat among them, back still against the cool marble wall, one knee drawn up like a shield. She took small, careful bites of a turkey sandwich—dry now, the bread already starting to harden at the edges—but forced herself to swallow. Fuel. That was all this was tonight.
Kimmy finished first. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, crumpled the wrapper into a tight ball, and stared at it for a long second before looking up at Erin.
“Mrs. Mason?” Her voice was small, almost lost in the vastness of the atrium. “What’s the plan?”
The question hung there. Every head turned. Even the ones who’d been pretending to be absorbed in their granola bars went still.
Erin set her half-eaten sandwich down on the wrapper. She met Kimmy’s eyes, then let her gaze move slowly around the circle. Nine faces, lit faintly by the moonlight through the ceiling, waiting.
She took a breath that tasted like ruin and grief.
“We rest tonight,” she said. “All of us. No one moves until the sun comes up. We’re safer here than anywhere else we could reach in the dark. Tomorrow morning at first light, we pack what we can carry and we walk out of the city. East, toward the river if we have to, or straight out toward higher ground. We look for help. FEMA, Red Cross, National Guard. Someone will be setting up tents or a triage point soon. They always do after something like this. Once we find them, we secure transport and get home.”
She let the words settle. No promises she couldn’t keep. No sugar-coating.
Kimmy nodded slowly. “Okay.” A small exhale, almost a sigh. “Okay.”
Dalton shifted closer to her, shoulder brushing hers. “We’ll stick together,” he said quietly. “Right?”
“Right,” Archer answered before Erin could. His voice was steady again, the tremor gone for now. “We’re not splitting up.”
A ripple of quiet agreement moved through the group. Shoulders eased a fraction. Maya let out a shaky little laugh that was half relief, half disbelief. “I thought we were just… waiting to die in here.”
Erin’s heart twisted, but her face stayed calm. “Not tonight,” she said. “And not tomorrow, if I can help it.”
They believed her. Or they wanted to badly enough that it amounted to the same thing.
Conversation drifted in waves after that, in the soft, disjointed way people talk when exhaustion has sanded off the edges. Archer asked Hudson if he still had the protein bar he’d pocketed earlier. Kimmy told Maya about the stupid TikTok dance they’d been practicing in the hotel lobby that morning, back when the world still made sense. A couple of the quieter kids curled up against each other, using backpacks for pillows, and within minutes their breathing had evened out into sleep.
Erin watched them settle. One by one the phones clicked off until only two remained, dimmed low. The atrium felt smaller now, the ruined sculptures and toppled pedestals fading into shadow. The dead stayed where they were—silent witnesses she couldn’t afford to look at again tonight.
When the last whispered goodnights faded, Erin finally let herself think about home.
Cassidy. The name hit like a fist to the sternum. She pictured her daughter’s face the last time they’d spoken—half-turned away, earbuds in, giving that small, distracted wave before disappearing into her room. The text Erin had sent from the hotel lobby still sat unanswered. She could still feel the exact shape of those words in her thumbs. A hot pressure built behind her eyes. Her throat closed. She saw Cassidy’s violin case by the front door and the way Will always left the porch light on even when he knew she’d be home late from rehearsal. She saw the kitchen table where the three of them ate dinner together, laughing, arguing over whose turn it was to do dishes, planning nothing more complicated than a weekend hike.
The image blurred. Her breath hitched. No. She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes until the pressure hurt more than the ache in her chest. Not now. Not here. These kids needed her upright, not curled in on herself. Cassidy and Will were alive. They had to be. Will was the steadiest man she knew; he’d get to their daughter if anyone could. And Cassidy was tougher than she looked.
She dropped her hands, exhaled through her nose, and stood. The marble was cold under her palms as she pushed herself up. She found a spot near the arched opening that led back toward the concourse close enough to hear if anyone stirred, but far enough to keep watch without looming over them.
Leaning her shoulder against the wall, she settled in to wait out the night.
The kids needed sleep more than she did. Tomorrow they would walk. Tomorrow she would lead them.
And somewhere out there, across broken bridges and shattered roads, her family was waiting for her to come home. And somehow she’d make it there for a chance to return to the life they’d built, one ordinary day at a time. She took a deep breath and let it out in a long, slow exhale before settling in to watch the dark.
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Will Mason kept his pace even, boots sinking half an inch into the clay with every step. The mud clung like wet cement, pulling at his soles until each lift felt deliberate. Sweat had long since soaked through his shirt and turned the waistband of his pants into a chafing second skin. He dragged the back of his wrist across his forehead, smearing grime and salt, then stopped long enough to let his breathing settle.
The air hung heavy, thick enough to drink. Every inhale carried the green, fermenting smell of overheated earth and dying grass. No birds called. No squirrels chattered in the underbrush. Just the thud of his own pulse in his ears and the faint, distant hiss of wind moving through corn leaves that had already started to brown at the edges.
He shifted the pack higher on his shoulders. The straps had carved raw grooves into the meat of his traps; every adjustment sent fresh heat flaring along the welts. He ignored it the way he ignored the ache in his knees, just another thing that would have to wait.
The sky was the color of old pewter, light bleeding out fast. Overcast like this, dusk arrived early and stayed long. Will lifted his eyes to the pale wash above the treeline. A single hawk turned slow circles, wings set against the gray. He watched it for three heartbeats, then looked away. No point borrowing trouble from the sky.
He unscrewed the cap on his water bottle, took two careful swallows—enough to wet his mouth, not enough to tempt fate—and screwed it tight again. The plastic felt warm from his body heat. He had no purifier, no firestarter that still worked after the last downpour. Finding clean water again was tomorrow’s problem.
The forest had finally given way to open ground: long, rolling fields of wheat and corn stretching under the failing light. Half a mile ahead a grain silo lay on its side like a felled giant, steel skin split along one seam, spilling pale gold grain across the dirt in a slow avalanche. Will’s gaze tracked the wreckage without slowing. No smoke. No movement. Just another thing the earth had decided to rearrange.
His mind kept circling the same loop: Erin trapped under concrete, Cassidy alone in the dark, the house nothing but rubble and silence. He pushed the pictures down hard, the way he’d learned to push a barge against a cross-current with steady pressure, no panic, just relentless correction. Thinking wouldn’t change the facts. Walking might.
The pickup appeared on the shoulder like an answered prayer he hadn’t dared voice. F-150, older model, hunter green, no obvious damage from where he stood. No tilt into the ditch, no shattered glass. Will’s pulse kicked up a notch, the first real spark of something like hope since he’d left the river. He approached at an angle, eyes sweeping the cab, the bed, the ground around the tires for footprints or blood or any sign someone had already claimed it.
Empty. No keys dangling, no map spread on the seat, no half-eaten sandwich. Just dust on the dash and a faint smell of old coffee when he leaned close to the cracked window.
He circled the truck once, slow. Tires looked good. The undercarriage dry with no fresh oil or coolant pooling. He came back to the driver’s door, set his feet, and gripped the handle. A quick prayer slipped out under his breath, more habit than faith, and he yanked.
Locked.
The word that followed was short and sharp. He kicked the lower panel hard enough to leave a boot-shaped dent in the sheet metal, pain jarring up his shin. For a second he stood there, hands on his hips, breathing through his teeth, fighting the urge to kick it again just to feel something give.
He paced a tight circle, head down, then stopped and stared at the truck like it owed him an explanation. Breaking the window was the obvious move, but the ground offered nothing, not a brick, or fist-sized rock, only soft dirt and scattered corn husks. He glanced into the bed again. Empty except for a single bungee cord curled in one corner and a scrap of blue tarp half-folded against the tailgate. Nothing heavy enough to smash glass.
Dark was coming fast now, the kind of dark that swallowed horizons whole. Will exhaled through his nose, weighing the options. The truck bed was dry, raised off the ground, better than curling up under a tree with his back to the world and every coyote in three counties smelling him out. Exposed, yes. But better than nothing.
He hooked a leg over the sidewall, dropped into the bed with a metallic thud that echoed louder than it should have in the stillness, and lowered himself against the cab. The steel still held a ghost of daytime heat. He pulled his knees up, rested his forearms across them, and stared out at the ruined silo glowing faintly against the last of the light.
Erin’s voice rose in his mind in the calm and certain the way it always was when she was teaching: One step at a time, Will. You don’t have to see the whole road. Just the next footfall.
He closed his eyes for a second, let the ache in his shoulders settle, and listened to the quiet.
The low rumble of an engine drifted in from the direction he’d come. Will went still, ears tuned, shoulders shifting square under the pack. Headlights appeared first as two pale cones cutting through the dusk, bobbing over uneven ground, pushing shadows back like water parting.
The vehicle slowed, then stopped twenty feet away. Will raised one hand to shield his eyes against the glare, squinting past the beams. Engine idled steady, diesel scent thick on the cooling air.
He stepped off the tailgate, boots quiet on the gravel shoulder, and moved around to the driver’s side. Window already down. A woman sat behind the wheel, elbow hooked on the frame, posture easy but alert.
She looked strong without bulk—a farmer’s build—with sun-weathered skin that caught the dashboard glow. Her straw hat tipped back just enough to show pale blue eyes that took him in without flinching. Curious, not fearful. Assessing.
“Evenin’,” she said, voice carrying the soft drawl of the region.
Will shifted his weight to one foot. “Evening.”
“Lost?” One eyebrow lifted.
He let out a short breath that might have passed for a chuckle. “That obvious?”
She didn’t smile. Her gaze slid forward through the windshield for a beat, then back. “Ain’t a good stretch to be out here alone after dark.”
“Choices are thin on the ground right now,” he said evenly.
Those blue eyes searched him again slow and thorough, like she could read calluses and intentions at the same time. “I could give you a lift.”
“Where you headed?”
“Toward Paducah.” She paused. “Can’t promise all the way, but it’ll put you further along the road than sleeping in a stranger’s truck bed.”
Will felt the weight of the moment settle between them, engine ticking over, exhaust curling warm around his legs. “Guess it was meant to be, then,” he said.
Her gaze snapped back. “How’s that?”
“Found this truck locked up tight. Was fixing to climb in the bed or find a tree in that cornfield when your lights showed up.”
She smirked, just a corner of her mouth. “Life’s got a way of doing that sometimes.”
Will adjusted the pack strap where it dug into his shoulder. “Seems like.”
She drummed one finger on the wheel. “We can’t sit here jawing all night. Climb in or I’m rolling.”
Will didn’t hesitate. He circled fast to the passenger side, yanked the door, and climbed in. The cab wrapped around him, seat still warm from the day, undercut by a faint, clean trace of baby powder that caught him off guard.
“Thanks,” he said, meeting her eyes. Up close they weren’t as pale as they’d looked from outside, but they held steady, direct.
She tipped the straw hat a fraction in acknowledgment, sweat gleaming along her tan forehead. “June Sawyer. Figured we ought to know names if we’re sharing road.”
“Will Mason.” He gave a small nod and the closest he came to a smile under the circumstances. She didn’t mirror it. She shifted into gear, eased off the brake, and the truck rolled forward with a low rumble.
They covered several miles in silence. Farmland stretched flat and dark on both sides with corn rows marching into shadow, and wheat stubble pale under the last gray light. The headlights carved a narrow tunnel ahead, gravel shoulder flickering past.
“Mind if I try the radio?” June asked after a while.
Will shook his head. “Go ahead.”
He expected her to twist the dash knob. Instead she popped the center console, reached in, and pulled out a handheld ham unit. Her arms were corded, knuckles standing sharp against the skin as she thumbed the power switch and set the radio in the cupholder with a soft sigh.
She gripped the wheel two-handed again, eyes fixed on the road. Will felt the weight of the cab settle heavier with the reality of the last day pressing in like wet concrete rising slow around his ribs.
Static hissed for a long minute, then fragments broke through.
“…downed bridges almost everywhere…”
A woman’s voice, thin and frayed: “…people finding it hard to leave…”
“…interstates are parking lots now…”
“…overpass collapsed southbound…”
The signal faded in and out, words dissolving into crackle before they could form whole thoughts.
June shifted in her seat, shook her head once. “Been like this for hours.”
“Like what?” Will kept his tone even.
“Doom and gloom. Nothing solid. No good news.”
Cold spread through his chest, quick and sharp. He stared straight ahead, jaw set. No. He wouldn’t let that be the end of it. Not yet. “I’ll find them,” he said, the words slipping out louder than he’d meant.
“Them?”
“My wife. My daughter.” He didn’t look at her.
June let a beat pass. “You talked to them since?”
He didn’t answer. Just stared at the dark beyond the headlights.
She exhaled through her nose. “For your sake, I hope you do.”
“Thanks,” he murmured. He turned his head to the window. Cornstalks whipped past in green-black streaks, endless and indifferent.
After another mile she spoke again. “You said tugboat accident. You run one?”
“Twenty years.” He nodded once. “Couldn’t save her.”
“The boat.”
“Yeah.”
June’s eyes flicked sideways in a quick assessment then back to the road. “I’m retired National Guard.”
Will couldn’t mask the surprise that lifted his brows. “Retired?”
She shot him a sidelong look, one corner of her mouth twitching, not quite into a smile. “Quit.”
He nodded, letting it sit. The muscles along her jaw had tightened; whatever story lived behind the word wasn’t one she was offering tonight. He didn’t push.
The truck kept rolling, engine a steady low thrum under their feet. Two feet of bench seat separated them, but the distance felt wider, like two lives running parallel for now, no intersection yet.
“My wife’s a high school teacher,” he said after a mile. “Science. She was on a field trip in St. Louis when it hit.”
June’s eyes stayed on the road. “Haven’t picked up much from that direction. Radio’s range is short.”
“You work with what you’ve got,” Will said.
She gave a small grunt of agreement. “Your kid?”
“Cassidy.” The name came out softer than he meant. He pictured her bright eyes narrowed in concentration over violin strings, the way she’d bite her lip when she nailed a difficult passage. The image flickered, threatened to dim under the weight of what might have happened. He pushed it back. “Sixteen. Acts like she’s twenty-six most days.” He let out a short breath, almost a laugh. “Teenagers.”
“Never had any,” June said simply.
Another stretch of quiet settled in. Cornfields gave way to fences, power poles leaning at odd angles, and the occasional silhouette of a downed tree. Moonlight slipped through gaps in the clouds, painting the cab in pale silver, catching the edge of June’s straw hat and the faint sheen of dried sweat on her cheek.
June’s hands flexed on the wheel. “But we all have people worth holding onto, whatever it takes.”
Moonlight slid across her face again, softening the hard lines for a second. “You got anyone out there you’re looking for?”
Her eyes flickered once, then locked back on the road. “Something like that.”
He didn’t press. The silence that followed wasn’t empty; it carried its own understanding. Out here, in the dark, survival wasn’t abstract. It was the next mile, the next breath, the next person who might need a hand or a ride or simply to know they weren’t the last one left.
Will leaned his head against the window, cool glass against his temple. The night pressed close, blotting out the wreckage for a few hours, giving the world a temporary reprieve. Tomorrow would bring whatever it brought—more broken roads, more questions without answers. The fear was there, coiled low in his gut, but he kept it contained. All he could do was keep moving, one foot in front of the other, one second at a time.
The truck rolled on into the dark, headlights carving a narrow path forward.
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Morning sun glinted across the road, turning the asphalt into a soft shimmer of silver. June eased off the gas as the diner appeared on the right shoulder. A low, tired aluminum box, its siding was bleached pale and windows were boarded tight except for one front pane shattered clean through. The sign above the door read Marlene’s in once-red plastic letters; none glowed.
June frowned, slowing to idle. “No power. Looks like it’s been dark a while.”
Will leaned forward, gaze fixed on the shadowed interior beyond the broken glass. A quick flicker caught his eyes of someone shifting behind the counter, deliberate and slow.
“Pull in,” he said.
June’s fingers tightened on the wheel. “Here? Really?”
“I saw movement inside. Could be someone with word on the roads. Or water. We’re both running on empty.”
She shot him a sideways look, jaw set. “Look, mister⁠—”
“Will,” he reminded her, voice low and even.
“Right.” She licked cracked lips, shifted in the seat. “I said I’d get you close to Paducah. That didn’t include random diners or strangers who might be waiting to jump us. I don’t know you. Could be anything. Trap, setup, take your pick.”
Will let out a short breath, almost a laugh but without humor. “If I wanted your truck, I wouldn’t have waited till we’re both starving and parched. Thirty minutes. We get bearings, maybe something to drink or eat, then we roll.”
June studied him another long second, eyes narrowing. “You’re hungry. I get it. But we didn’t agree on stops.”
“I’m not asking permission.” He kept it matter-of-fact. “I need to look at a map, figure what’s still passable. And yeah, my stomach’s been clawing itself for hours. So has yours. Thirty minutes.”
She exhaled hard through her nose, exasperated but cornered by the same need. “Fine. But if this turns bad, I’ve got a rifle behind the seat. And I won’t hesitate.”
Will raised both hands a fraction, palms open. “No trouble. I’m just trying to get home to my wife and daughter. That’s it.”
She held his gaze for a long moment before cutting the wheel sharply and turning into the lot. Gravel crunched under the tires and dust rose in the still air.
“You owe me,” she said as she killed the engine.
“I know.”
They stepped out. The faint, sour tang of old grease leaked from the busted window. Will’s mouth watered involuntarily; his throat felt lined with sandpaper. Legs stiff from the cab, he moved toward the door first. June followed close, hand drifting near her hip.
The front door hung ajar, one hinge bent outward. Boards nailed across the glass left thin gaps—enough to see the dim outline of a counter, stools scattered, shadows pooling on cracked tile.
Will paused at the threshold, hand raised to knock.
June bumped into his back. “Well? What’re we waiting on?”
He pushed the door wider. The smell hit him first of stale coffee grounds baked into the air, undercut by the sharp ghost of fried onions and old grease. His stomach twisted, hunger sharpening into something almost painful.
“Don’t take another step.”
The voice came low and hard from behind the counter. Will’s gaze snapped left. An older man stood there with short gray beard and a dirty gray T-shirt stretched over a pot belly. Hairy white arms leveled a rifle at Will’s chest. The barrel didn’t waver.
Behind Will, metal clicked. A slide racking.
He turned his head just enough. June had her own pistol out, a compact 9mm, aimed square at the man. Her stance was easy, practiced.
“Where the hell did you get that?” Will muttered through clenched teeth.
“Under the seat.”
“That’s not a rifle.”
June kept her eyes on the man. “Never said it was my only one.”
Will exhaled slow, forcing his focus back to the counter. The man wore a faded navy Yankees cap pulled low. His eyes were hard, but there was fatigue in them too.
“Sorry,” Will said, hands still visible. “We’re just looking for something to eat. Water if you’ve got it.”
“You’ve come to the wrong place,” the man said, scowl deepening.
“A diner’s the wrong place?” June asked, voice dry.
Will shot her a quick warning glance then let his eyes drift past the man to a small television perched on the counter, antennae bent like broken fingers. The screen flickered with snow every few seconds, a grim-faced anchor’s voice cutting in and out.
“…aftershocks expected… structures unstable… authorities warn…”
Will swallowed against the dry knot in his throat. Sweat stung his eyes and he wiped it away with the back of one hand. Hunger had been gnawing since dawn, but standing here with two guns drawn, the thought of food turned his stomach sour.
“Please,” he said evenly. “We aren’t here to cause trouble.”
“That’s what the last bunch said.”
“We aren’t looters,” Will told him.
June sucked in a sharp breath beside him.
His pulse hammered at the base of his throat, a bead of sweat tracing cold down his spine. “I’m just trying to get to my family.”
“How’s that my problem?”
“Could you put the gun down?” Will asked. “We can talk.”
“Her first.” The man jerked his chin toward June.
Will gave her a small, pleading look. She rolled her eyes but lowered the pistol slow, barrel pointing at the floor.
The man eased his rifle down but kept it in both hands, muzzle toward the tile.
“Now,” he said. “What do you want?”
“You own this place?” June asked.
“Nope.” He offered nothing else.
Will took one careful step forward. “We’re headed to Paducah. Saw movement inside, thought we’d stop and see if there was anything to eat. That’s all.”
The man’s shoulders loosened a fraction. “Name’s Earl.”
“Earl.” Will exhaled the name like a held breath. “This is June.”
June gave Earl a flat stare. Earl stared back.
“I’m Will. I was going to look at my map, get my bearings. Thought this might be a good spot to sit for a minute. That okay with you?”
Earl shrugged one shoulder. “Whatever you want. Fryers are shot. I already tried.”
Will eased a step into the diner. “Where’d you come from?”
Earl hunched over the CB rig mounted behind the counter. It was an old unit, wires snaking down to a car battery shoved under a stool, everything cobbled together with electrical tape and necessity. The man’s fingers moved over the dial with the ease of long habit.
“Used to be a trucker,” Earl said, not really answering.
“You build that yourself?” Will nodded at the setup.
Earl twisted the knob. Static hissed, then a voice punched through. “…repeat, route 12 is impassable. Debris blocking both lanes…”
“Yep.” Earl rubbed the side of his nose. “Didn’t trust cell towers even before they went dark.”
June edged closer, curiosity flickering behind her guarded expression. “Still, getting signal on this and the TV? That’s something.”
“Spotty,” Earl shrugged. “Moved in when I saw the place was empty.”
June flicked a glance at Will. “Don’t take too kindly to strangers, huh?”
Earl kept his eyes on the radio. “Easier that way. People look out for themselves in a crisis.”
“That’s not always true,” Will said quietly. “Sometimes it pulls folks together.”
Earl grunted.
“Where’d you haul?” June asked. “Coast to coast?”
“Mostly.” Earl’s voice stayed flat.
“Much traffic out there now?” she pressed. “Sounds rough on those frequencies.”
“Was close by when the quakes hit. Roads are whatever the radio says they are.”
Will unrolled his map across the counter. Earl watched from the corner of his eye while he fiddled with the volume. June leaned in beside Will, studying the marked-up lines and crossed-out routes.
The CB crackled again. A new voice cut through the static, clearer this time.
“…Nashville metro in shambles after a bridge collapse… multiple injuries on the corridor… major structural failure near the Kentucky line…”
Will’s spine locked straight. “Wait. Turn that up.”
He leaned toward the speaker, every muscle rigid. The words landed like punches—bridge collapse, corridor, injuries. Cassidy’s bus had been routed that way. If she was on that bridge, if she was hurt or gone, he’d never get to say he loved her again. The fear hit low and hard, colder than the diner air, but he used it like fuel. He wouldn’t let the world take that from her.
“My daughter…” The words slipped out, barely audible.
Earl’s brows drew together. He gave Will a longer look. “She’s in Nashville?”
“She was on a bus.” Will’s tongue felt thick, throat closing. He couldn’t pull in enough air. His mouth had gone to sandpaper.
June sucked in a sharp breath beside him. “Damn. That don’t sound good.”
Fear spiked under Will’s skin, sharp and cold. He didn’t register how hard he was gripping the map until the paper crinkled and June’s hand gently slid it free, easing it toward herself.
“I need air,” he said.
He stood. Movements mechanical, automatic. Numbness settled over him like wet concrete.
“Hey—where you going?” June’s stool scraped back as she rose.
“Nowhere. Just need to think.”
“How old’s your daughter?” Earl asked.
Will stopped at the door, palm flat against the handle. “Sixteen.”
He shoved the door open and stepped outside.
Crickets pulsed in the heat, a steady throb that hammered through his ears. No breeze moved the air. It hung thick, stagnant, pressing against his skin like a second layer of sweat.
Will reached the truck and planted both hands on the warm hood, leaning forward. He pulled air in deep, once, twice. Black spots swam at the edges of his vision, then cleared.
The diner door creaked behind him. June’s boots crossed the gravel at a quick clip.
“You all right?”
“I’m worried.” He kept his head down, staring at the chipped green paint under his palms. “Her bus was headed through Nashville.”
“That don’t mean she was on that bridge,” June said.
Will’s head came up fast. His eyes locked on hers. Breath came too quick, shallow. “But what if she was?”
June shook her head, kicked a loose pebble that skittered across the lot. “Ain’t a damn thing you can do about it right this second.”
“No.” He pushed off the hood, straightened. “I have to find her. I have to get to her.”
Inside his skull everything churned with images of twisted metal, smoke, Cassidy’s face the last time he’d seen her through the bus window, waving. It felt like years since the tug had beached, since he’d started walking. Mud caked his boots and pants legs, stiff now. Sweat had dried and re-wet so many times it felt like a second skin. His shirt was torn at the elbow, pants ripped at the knee. His eyes burned with fatigue and his shoulders carried more than the pack ever could.
June stayed on the step, watching him. Sun caught the edge of her straw hat and glinted in her eyes as she held herself back, wary, but not distant.
A sob tried to climb his throat, raw and sudden. He swallowed it down hard. Falling apart wouldn’t bring Cassidy back. Wouldn’t find Erin. Wouldn’t change a single broken bridge.
“Why don’t we go back in,” June said, voice quieter now, “and make a plan?”
Will met her gaze. “Thought you said no funny business.”
She held his eyes long enough that gooseflesh prickled up his arms. “Ain’t nothing funny about missing family.”
He let out a long breath. Shoulders dropped a fraction. “All right. Let’s make a plan.”
They walked back toward the diner together. The CB static broke again as they stepped inside with fragments of new voices, the world unraveling one broadcast at a time.
June muttered under her breath, “Like being in a damn movie.”
Earl raised an eyebrow from behind the counter. “Nothing fictional about any of it.”
A cold stone settled in Will’s gut. He swallowed bile, sat back on the stool where the map still lay spread out. He scrubbed a hand over his face, feeling the grit and stubble. Cassidy and Erin were still out there. He felt it in his bones the way he’d always felt a shift in the current before it showed on the surface. Hope wasn’t loud. It was just enough to keep his feet moving.
He leaned forward, pencil in hand, and started marking a new route.
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Dawn came gray and reluctant through the shattered clerestory windows, turning the dust in the air into floating ash. Erin hadn’t slept more than twenty minutes at a stretch. Unbeknownst to her, Ethan has sustained a nasty gash on his shin during the hotel’s collapse and kept the fact to himself. Sometime in the night, he’d fallen into feverish dreams, thrashing and wailing, and unable to wake. She’d sat by his side for hours, his skin hot and dry under her palm, his breathing shallow and quick. The gash was angry red, swollen, the edges already weeping.
Infection.
She’d cleaned it as best she could with bottled water and a strip torn from a café napkin, then wrapped it in the cleanest T-shirt she could find in someone’s backpack, but it wasn’t enough. He needed antibiotics. A real doctor. A place that wasn’t this broken museum. She thought of the first-aid kit she’d packed for the trip still sitting in the hotel lobby, buried under rubble with Rigby and the others. She’d promised their parents she’d keep their kids safe. Instead she was watching one of them burn up in front of her and she had nothing left to give him.
She sat beside him now, back against the wall, one hand resting lightly on his forehead. He mumbled something incoherent—her name, maybe, or his mother’s—and shifted restlessly. The other kids were still asleep or pretending to be, curled in small knots under scavenged tablecloths and jackets.
Erin’s eyes burned. Her head throbbed in time with her pulse. Every muscle ached from sitting on marble all night, but she couldn’t afford to feel it yet. Footsteps approached—soft, careful. Archer appeared out of the shadows, Dalton close behind him. Both boys looked hollow-eyed but alert.
Erin kept her voice low. “Anything?”
Archer shook his head. “No first aid station we could find. There’s a staff break room on the lower level. The door was jammed, but we pried it. Nothing but vending machines and a microwave. No med kit, no pharmacy. We checked the security office, too. Empty. Someone got there first. The desk drawers were pulled out, papers everywhere. No supplies.”
Dalton shifted his weight. “We heard voices down that way. Not close, but… people. Moving around.”
Erin’s stomach tightened. She’d hoped the night would bring quiet, maybe even rescue. Instead the city was waking up, and not gently.
Before she could respond, a sharp metallic clatter echoed from somewhere below—steel ringing on tile, followed by low, urgent voices. Then laughter. Harsh, not friendly.
Erin’s head snapped toward the sound. Oh no. The arms and armor exhibit. She remembered it from the tour map—ground floor, east wing… Now it sounded like a rummage sale for desperate people. Another clang as something heavy dropped. A man’s voice barked an order. More laughter.
Panic flickered low in her gut, cold and bright. She pictured Cassidy alone in the dark somewhere, violin case gone, no one to shield her from whatever was coming. If Will didn’t make it and if Erin didn’t get these kids out of here alive, who would get to her daughter? The thought sliced deeper than the fear of the voices below.
They were sitting ducks here the open atrium. Nine kids, one feverish and barely conscious, no weapons, no real way to defend themselves if someone decided to come upstairs looking for more than artifacts. And if those people downstairs were arming up with real weapons, even old ones, they’d be trapped the second anyone thought to block the stairwells.
She looked around at the sleeping kids. Maya’s cheek pressed against Hudson’s shoulder. Kimmy’s hands tucked under her chin like a child half her age. Ethan’s chest rose and fell too fast.
No choice.
She stood slowly, knees protesting. “We’re moving. Up. Deeper into the building.”
Archer frowned. “Up?”
“The decorative arts and design wing is on the third floor. Smaller galleries, fewer windows, more enclosed spaces. Less chance of anything falling on us if there’s another shake. And it’s farther from whatever’s happening downstairs.” She met his eyes. “We can’t stay here. Not with that noise.”
Dalton glanced toward the concourse. “What if they come up?”
“Then we’ll be gone already,” she said. “We move quiet. We move now.”
She knelt beside Ethan. “Hey, kiddo. Time to go.”
His eyes fluttered open, glassy. “Mrs. Mason… hurts.”
“I know.” She swallowed the knot in her throat. “We’re getting you help. But we have to move first. Can you stand if we help?”
He tried to nod. The motion made him wince.
Archer crouched on Ethan’s other side. “I’ve got him.”
Together they lifted him—Erin under one arm, Archer under the other. Ethan’s weight sagged between them, legs dragging. Dalton and Leo hurried over to help support his back.
Ethan groaned softly as they started up the stairs. Archer murmured something low and encouraging. Erin kept her phone’s flashlight beam on the steps, counting each one in her head to keep her mind from spiraling. She might regret this decision. Taking nine exhausted, terrified kids higher into a damaged building instead of out to the street felt wrong on every level. But staying in the atrium with armed strangers below felt worse.
She thought of Will on the river, steady at the helm no matter how rough the water, and Cassidy at her audition, shoulders squared before a difficult piece. They were counting on her to come home. If she let these kids down—if she let Ethan slip away—she couldn’t face them. She couldn’t face herself.
She squared her own shoulders. Up. One step, then another. One step, then another. Ethan’s breathing rasped in her ear, too fast, too shallow. They would find somewhere safe. They would wait out the day. And when night fell again, she would find a way to get Ethan the care he needed.
She had no other choice. The kids were counting on her. And somewhere out there, her own family was counting on her, too.
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Late afternoon light slanted low through the high grass as they followed the dry creek bed. The ground cracked under their boots, pale and brittle like old clay. No water, just dust and heat trapped in the folds of earth.
“We’re definitely leaving the farms behind,” Nia said after a stretch of silence.
Cassidy nodded once, eyes scanning ahead. The grass brushed her shins with a dry whisper. The creek bed had fractured into uneven sand-colored, sharp-edged plates. No more tidy pastures or fence lines that made sense. Trees stood scattered and wild, branches low and gnarled, forcing them to duck or push through.
Old fence posts leaned drunkenly, wire sagging between them, rusted and loose. The underbrush had already claimed most of the gaps. Overhead, power lines drooped like tired shoulders, some dragging along the ground in long, dangerous arcs. Cassidy stepped wide around the lowest ones, gaze flicking up to the next pole, then back to the path.
A faint, acrid tang of smoke hung in the air close enough to catch in her throat, but far enough that no plume showed against the sky.
“What’s that from, you think?” Leo asked, voice low.
Before Cassidy could answer, a sharp crack sounded behind her followed by a quick, pained inhale. They spun. Nia was down, one hand clamped around her ankle, rocking slightly. Her face twisted; tears welled fast.
Cassidy dropped beside her. “What happened?”
“Tripped.” Nia’s voice cracked. “On a root or something.”
“Let me see.” Cassidy kept her tone even, gentle.
Nia shook her head, eyes squeezed shut. A tear slipped free, tracked down her cheek.
Cassidy rested a light hand on Nia’s shin. “I need to look, okay? Just breathe.”
Nia let out a shaky breath, then another. She opened her eyes wide and scared, but nodded once.
Cassidy eased the pant leg up. The ankle was already swelling, skin red and hot, but the shape looked right. No unnatural angle.
“Not broken,” Cassidy said. “Sprained, probably. Hurts like hell, I know.”
Nia exhaled long and ragged. “Thank goodness. Still feels like someone took a hammer to it.”
Cassidy met her gaze. “Let’s figure out a way to splint it or at least lessen the pain. We’re not leaving you.”
Nia swallowed hard and wiped her face with the back of her wrist. For a moment none of them moved and the only sound came from the dry grass swishing against the breeze and the distant creak of a sagging power line. At last, she wiped her face with her sleeve. “I’ll manage. Just won’t put full weight on it.”
Cassidy searched her expression. “You sure?”
“I can walk,” Nia said, sharper this time. “Just get me vertical.”
They flanked her, hands under her arms. She hissed through clenched teeth as her foot touched down, but she stayed upright.
Cassidy scanned the ground. “We need something for support. A stick or something sturdy.”
Leo spotted one almost immediately—a thick, straight branch, bark worn smooth. He snapped off the side twigs and handed it over.
Nia tested her weight on it, took two careful steps. Pain flashed across her face, breath coming fast, but she stayed balanced. “Got it.”
“We’ll go slow,” Cassidy said. “Leo, take point. I’ll stay behind her in case she slips.”
Leo eyed her, expression as plain as if he’d said the words out loud: we’ll be too slow, now. But what else could they do? Leave Nia? Not a chance. She glanced at the creekbed again, at the bone dry earth, and back at Leo. They would run out of food and water again before making it home. She shoved the thoughts down and eased her shoulder under Nia’s arm.
They walked in silence for nearly a mile, boots crunching over dry earth and broken stone. The landscape flattened into an old industrial yard full of cracked concrete slabs, rusted chain-link, shallow puddles reflecting a bruised sky and the skeletons of long-dead buildings.
Ahead, a section of chain-link fence sagged across their path, bent outward like a wave frozen mid-crash.
Nia stopped, chewing her lip as she eyed the twisted wire and her swollen ankle. “I can limp okay on flat ground. Climbing that? No chance.”
Cassidy eyed the fence half-buried in thick weeds and scrub, the top rail bent outward like it had given up years ago. “If we get over, that ridge drops low enough we can hobble down the other side.”
Nia squinted at it, uncertain. “You sure?”
“We don’t want to backtrack through that yard.” Cassidy glanced ahead again and the sharp edge of possibility dug beneath her ribs. They were close to something. A way out. Maybe even home.
Leo pointed at the sagging section. “It’s already bowed. I’ll go first, push it down so you two can step over easier.”
Cassidy shrugged off her pack and tossed it across the railing. It landed with a soft thud on the far side.
Leo raised an eyebrow. “Guess that’s decided.”
“Yep.” Cassidy dusted her palms together. “One way or another, we’re crossing.”
Nia drew a jagged breath beside her.
Cassidy met her eyes, offered a small, steady smile. “We’ve got you. No rush.”
Leo jumped, fingers hooking the top rail. He found a foothold in the chain-link, grunted as he hauled himself up. His shirt stretched tight across his back; sweat gleamed on his neck and forearms. He balanced a moment on the wobbling rail, then dropped cleanly to the other side.
“Over!” He threw his arms up, half triumph, half relief.
“One down,” Cassidy breathed.
“Better get Nia next,” Leo called. He gripped the fence again, trying to bend the top rail lower. The metal bit into his palms; he kicked once, twice. It gave an inch.
Cassidy positioned herself behind Nia. “I’ll lift from the hips. Leo, reach for her arms when she’s high enough.”
Leo braced halfway up the fence, arms extended. “Ready.”
Cassidy took three steadying breaths. Nia planted her good foot on a low link, hands on the rail. Cassidy pushed upward at her waist while Nia grabbed for the top. Leo’s hands closed around her forearms. They worked in awkward sync: lift, pull, slide. Nia hissed once when her stomach scraped the rail, but the skin stayed unbroken.
She landed on the far side with a small exhale. “Okay. That sucked.”
Cassidy caught her breath, then climbed over herself, quick and efficient. When her boots hit the ground, she turned and looked out.
“Look.” She pointed. Far across the valley, faint against the late-afternoon haze: water towers, leaning power poles, the jagged rooflines of a town.
Nia pushed up from where she’d sunk to sit. “Paducah?”
Leo squinted. “Could be.”
“If those towers are still up,” Nia said, “that’s something. Means not everything’s gone.”
Cassidy nodded, cheeks still flushed, heart steady now instead of racing. “We follow this ridge. It should take us in from the south.”
Nia leaned back on her hands. “I need a minute. My ankle’s pounding.”
“No problem.” Cassidy dropped beside her, pulled the water bottle, took a long drink, then passed it. “We rest. Then we move.”
Leo paced a few steps, scanning the slope ahead, but he didn’t argue.
They sat in the lengthening shadow of the fence, three kids who’d started the day lost and were ending it with a direction. Not home, but at least a promise of it. The wind moved through the weeds, dry and restless. Somewhere distant, a crow called once, sharp and lonely.
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“This is the last intersection before the bridge.” June’s voice cut across the cab, low. Her pale eyes caught the last indigo light, glinting as they flicked to him.
“Yeah.” Will dragged a hand over his face, stubble rasping against his palm. “Let’s hope it’s still there.”
“What if it isn’t?” She kept watching him.
“I’ll find a way across anyway.” He stared straight through the windshield, jaw set.
They’d left Earl’s diner behind hours ago. There was no point lingering when every minute stretched the distance between him and home. His pulse hadn’t settled since the radio mention of Nashville. Heart hammered too hard, nerves raw. Erin in St. Louis was a long shot. Cassidy was a maybe. If the roads held. If she’d made it back. If, if, if.
June eased the gas pedal so lightly the truck seemed to creep. When the bridge came into view, Will’s chest hollowed.
“Well, that’s not good,” June murmured, eyes wide on the wreckage. “God almighty. You ever seen anything like it?”
“No.”
The span had folded in on itself, the center buckled upward like a broken spine, girders twisted black and warped, concrete shattered into jagged slabs spilling into the ravine below. Steel rails jutted at wrong angles, one single length pointing skyward like a broken finger. The whole thing looked scorched from inside out; Will remembered smoke plumes rising over the treeline earlier. Fire after the shake, maybe. Or during.
“How many cars went down there?” June’s voice had gone thin, face pale in the dash glow.
Will didn’t answer. Didn’t want the number in his head. He reached for his pack, opened the door, and stepped out into cooling air thick with rust and river mud.
June turned toward him. “Where you going?”
“There’s a service road down here.” He slung the pack over one shoulder, boots sinking slightly into soft shoulder dirt.
Her eyes widened. “You think that’s smart?”
“It’s the only way in.”
“You really believe your family’s waiting for you? Thought your daughter was halfway to Nashville.”
He met her gaze. “Won’t know until I know.”
June scanned the tree line, shadows deepening fast. “You been down that road before?”
Will let a small, tired smile surface. “River access. Cassidy was ten. Took her fishing. She hooked a catfish bigger than her arm—screamed bloody murder when it thrashed.”
June’s shoulders shook once, a quiet laugh escaping despite everything. When it faded, silence settled easy between them for a beat. Her smile lingered but didn’t touch her eyes. “Road’s probably washed out. Look at the bridge.”
“I have to try.” He glanced over his shoulder. The service road cut away from the wreckage, swallowed by overgrowth and early dark. Chain-link fence along the edge sagged, weeds choking the links.
The air carried a metallic bite of rust, mud, and faint diesel from the idling engine.
June hesitated. “Want me to wait? Just in case?”
Will exhaled. “No. Go where you need to. You’ve already done more than enough. Would’ve taken me days to get this far without you.”
This time her smile warmed, reaching those pale blue eyes. “You sure? I don’t mind.”
“You’ve been good company.” He nodded once. “But it’s fine. We part here.”
“I wish you the best,” she said.
Will smiled, small and tired. “Same to you, but I don’t think you need it. You’ll handle whatever comes.” He let out a short chuckle, remembering how fast she’d drawn on Earl back at the diner, no hesitation, just business. “You and that pistol. And the rifle.”
June showed teeth in a quick grin. “Got a hunting knife too.”
“Sounds like you’re set.” His smile stayed soft, worn at the edges.
She winked. “Hope you find what you’re looking for.” June shifted into gear, gave him a swift nod. “See you in another life?”
He lifted a hand in salute, corners of his mouth lifting. “Looking forward to it.”
The truck rolled away, taillights fading red into the dark. Will watched until the engine sound swallowed itself, then turned toward the service road without looking back.
Trees closed in fast, narrowing the path. Insects trilled low and steady—not loud, but enough to fill the quiet. Too much silence right now would’ve pressed on him harder than the heat ever could. The world was still breathing, still awake. That was something.
His breathing evened out as he walked, though his chest stayed tight, a constant low ache. Cassidy’s smile flickered in his mind, bright and full of awe when she held up that thrashing catfish. He hadn’t been down here since that day. She’d grown so much after, but the memory played clean and sharp, like a reel he could run anytime the dark got too heavy.
He reached a rusted sign leaning against the fence, half-buried in vines. Paducah Water Authority, letters sun-faded to ghosts. Will touched the metal with his thumb; it groaned under the pressure. His eyes stung with fatigue, dust, and something else, but he blinked it away.
The river’s rush grew louder ahead, surface glinting through a break in the trees. The path was still there, just barely—overgrown, eroded, but passable.
He adjusted the pack straps where they dug into raw shoulders, jaw set. The bridge for the access road was gone, but the embankment dropped short and the river wasn’t high. Ankles wet at worst, he judged. After everything else, it was nothing.
He stepped down over slick rocks and soft mud, one hand gripping the broken railing where wooden planks had vanished into the current. Water tugged at his boots, cold and insistent, but he kept balance and crossed.
On the far side the access road was worse. Once a smooth curve hugging the bank, made for sunlit mornings and easy casts, it now sported a gap-toothed smile of missing pavement and shoulder-high weeds. Will paused, bent, and picked up a sturdy stick from the roadside. He used it to sweep ahead through the tall grass, stomping hard with each step to warn off any snakes shook loose by the quakes.
Burrs clung thick to his pants legs, scratching through fabric. He pushed on, fist tight around the stick. A few steps later, his boot caught a jagged lip of upthrust concrete hidden in the weeds and he went down hard, his palms scraping gravel and knees taking the jolt. A sharp breath hissed out between his clenched teeth. Will glanced at his hands: red, raw, skin torn in places.
One knee of his pants ripped wider, but nothing seemed twisted or broken. He pushed up slow, unscrewed his water bottle, and let a thin stream drizzle over his face. Coolness cut through the grit for a second. He fought the urge to gulp the rest and rationed it, instead. Farther on, the road improved, turning into gravel, the weeds thinner at the shoulders. He could breathe a little easier here.
A burned-out car lay on its side in the ditch, reduced to blackened frame and ash. Will paused, eyes tracing the twisted metal. No obvious cause. The interior was empty of remains. He reached out, fingertips brushing the door frame. Cool. Whatever burned here had burned out long ago.
A few yards farther, a tan dog lay curled tight in the underbrush, flies buzzing thick around it. Will looked away fast. The sight hit low and he hoped whoever loved it wasn’t still looking.
An overturned trash can spilled its guts across the pavement: pink child’s shorts, a cracked photo frame face-down in the dirt, one adult shoe with the sole curling away like old skin. Will swallowed against the knot in his throat and blinked hard against the low sun. The whole stretch felt like walking through a graveyard, everything broken and left where it fell.
An old bait-shop billboard leaned drunkenly against its posts, warped from the shaking. Nearby chain-link fence marking the edge of a subdivision twisted sideways, one post snapped clean in half. The world didn’t look right anymore, but half a block into the neighborhood and recognition dawned. He knew these streets. They bordered his own. Driven by a tight coil of hope and dread, Will picked up the pace.
Houses along the way showed damage—roofs caved in places, driveways buckled to rubble—but most still stood. A handful of people passed in his peripheral vision. A man on his sagging front porch, a woman loading up a car with plastic tubs. But he didn’t stop to talk or even slow to wave. Home was close. Nothing else mattered.
He reached the perimeter of his block, weaving through broken sidewalk slabs, overturned cars, scattered lawn chairs, chunks of sod torn up and flung across the road like shrapnel. Cassidy used to ride her bike here, legs pumping, hair streaming behind like a flag. The memory surfaced sharp and unbidden, a ghost in the empty street.
He rounded the corner, heart lodged high in his throat, sweat stinging his eyes and slicking his skin. His street opened before him. Footsteps felt heavier with every stride, mind braced for the worst.
There it was.
The porch sagged at one end, front steps collapsed inward. The living-room windows were cracked but intact, glass spiderwebbed. Inside, dark.
Will stopped at the edge of the yard, hands braced on his knees. Breath came ragged. Hot tears pricked fast; he let them fall quietly, shoulders shaking once, twice, as he fought to pull air in and steady himself.
He didn’t know where Cassidy or Erin were. But the house still stood. Damaged, silent, but there. He wiped his face with a sleeve and stared at the familiar lines of roof and siding in something close to disbelief. Relief, raw and unsteady, settled in his chest. This place was still his. Still theirs. If they made it back, they’d have somewhere to come home to.
He exhaled, long and shaky, and took the first step toward the sagging porch.
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They reached Leo’s house first. The front door stood ajar, windows dark. Inside, silence. No voices, no movement. Leo stood in the entry a long moment, shoulders tight, then turned away without a word. His steps dragged heavier after that.
Nia’s place came next. The porch light was off, but a faint candle glow flickered behind the living-room curtains. They knocked once, soft. The door opened a crack, then swung wide.
Nia’s parents stood frozen in the doorway—hair disheveled, faces pale, eyes wide with the kind of hope that hurts. Nia hobbled forward on her stick, arms out. Her mother reached her first, pulling Nia in hard, one hand cradling the back of her daughter’s head. Her father wrapped around them both, murmuring low, broken thanks into her hair.
Nia’s shoulders shook. Tears tracked silently down her cheeks.
“All thanks to them,” she managed, glancing back at Cassidy and Leo.
Her mother looked up, eyes shining. “We didn’t know how far that bus was. We just… waited. Prayed you’d walk through this door.”
“I love you, Mama,” Nia whispered.
Cassidy swallowed against the sudden thickness in her throat. Relief for Nia carved out space for her own ache: the empty house ahead, the kids still stranded back at the bus, the teachers who might not make it without help.
Nia pulled back enough to speak. “The bus crashed. Some are hurt, bad. Teachers too. They need people.”
Her father rubbed a hand over his face. “There’s no cell service. No sirens. Nothing. It’s been dead quiet since the shaking stopped.”
“Roads are gone in places,” Leo added quietly. “Half the bridges too.”
“No power either,” her mother said. “Candles at night. Canned food. We’re managing.”
Nia sank against her father’s chest, exhaustion finally breaking through. She cried without sound, just the slow rise and fall of her shoulders.
Cassidy shifted her pack. “I need to keep going. Find my family.”
Nia’s mother wiped her eyes, looked at Cassidy. “You’re welcome to stay, sweetheart. Rest here tonight.”
Cassidy shook her head. “I can’t. It’s only two blocks to my street.”
“Let us walk you,” her father said, voice flat with worry. “It’s not safe alone.”
“I’ll be okay.” Cassidy pointed over her shoulder. “But Leo… maybe he could stay? If it’s all right.”
Leo dug his hands into his pockets, eyes on the floor. “If you don’t mind.”
Nia’s mother stepped forward without hesitation, pulling him into a quick, firm hug. “Of course we don’t mind. You’re staying.”
Leo’s eyes reddened. He pressed his lips tight, nodded once.
Cassidy hugged him—brief, hard—then Nia. She stepped back, met Nia’s parents’ eyes. “Thank you. For everything.”
She turned before the moment could stretch. Two blocks. She could make it before full dark. Her father might be there. Might be waiting. She couldn’t stop now—not even for one more night.
    
Cassidy reached the street panting. Every breath burned. She pushed sweat-soaked hair off her forehead, and limped the last few yards to the sagging front porch.
The steps were gone—splintered clean away. The awning hung crooked, half-collapsed into the overgrown grass like a broken wing. The front door stood ajar, just enough to show darkness inside. She swallowed against the raw ache in her throat, set her palm on the door, and pushed. The hinges gave a low, dry groan.
“Hello?” Her voice came out hoarse, barely carrying. “Dad? Anyone?”
Silence answered. Only the soft crunch of glass under her ruined shoes.
She glanced behind her, spotted a jagged length of broken porch railing half-buried in the dirt. She bent, closed her fingers around it. The wood felt solid, splintered sharp at one end. Leo’s quiet worry and Walt’s calm warning had settled deep in her bones: the world had teeth now. She kept the makeshift club low at her side as she stepped inside.
The hallway smelled of wet drywall and pine. Sunlight sliced through gaps where the roof had pulled away. Her boots ground glass into the floorboards with every careful step.
She moved toward the kitchen.
The island was gone—buried. A jagged hole gaped overhead; roof tiles, insulation, leaves, and twisted rafters had collapsed straight through. The sink and dishwasher were somewhere under the pile, invisible. A single ray of late-afternoon light caught on a shard of broken blue ceramic. Her mom’s favorite mug.
Cassidy’s eyes stung. She pressed the heel of her free hand against her sternum, hard, trying to push the ache back down.
A memory hit sideways: her on the bus seat, restless, hot, counting the minutes, willing the trip to Nashville to be over already. The only thing she’d cared about was how cleanly she’d play her solo, whether the judges would notice the tiny crack in her vibrato. She could still feel the nervous flutter in her stomach, the way she’d stared out the window and wished the whole day away. Now the violin was gone—left behind and broken somewhere in that bus.
Leaving it had been obvious then, necessary. Now the absence of it ached like a missing limb, followed by the ache for her missing family. She stood in the wreckage of her kitchen and let the quiet settle over her. The house smelled different—damp earth, old wood, something faintly metallic. It no longer smelled like home. Not yet.
But it was still hers.
She tightened her grip on the broken railing and took another step deeper into the dark.
Footsteps crunched behind her—slow, deliberate. Cassidy spun, plank raised, muscles coiled to swing.
Her father stood in the doorway. Sunburned face, shirt caked in rust-brown dirt, pants hemmed with dried mud. Eyes wide, then softening.
The wood slipped from her fingers, clattered to the floor. She crossed the distance in three steps and crashed into him.
His arms closed around her—hard, unyielding. One hand cradled the back of her head; the other pressed between her shoulder blades. She buried her face in his chest, inhaling dust, river mud, and the faint, familiar smell of engine oil that still clung to him. Her knees buckled. He took her weight without a word.
She felt the tremor run through him—once, twice—before his chin settled on top of her head. His breathing hitched once, ragged.
Cassidy’s own breath broke then. Sobs tore out of her chest, shaking her whole body against his. Tears soaked through the filthy fabric, hot and immediate. She clutched the back of his shirt, fingers knotted in the worn cotton like she could anchor him there.
“I thought—” His voice cracked low against her hair. “I thought I’d lost you, kiddo.”
She pulled back just enough to look up. His eyes were bloodshot, red-rimmed, the lines around them deeper than she remembered. Dirt streaked one cheek; a fresh cut healed pink along his jaw.
“How long have you been here?” she whispered.
“Not long.” His thumb brushed a tear from her temple. “Came to see if you’d somehow made it back.”
She tried to smile, but it felt cracked. “I had to walk here with two friends from the bus. They’re safe now. One made it home, the other stayed with her family. But the rest… they’re still up there, Dad. Hurt. Teachers too. I don’t know⁠—”
“Shh.” He cupped her face with both hands, thumbs steady. “You’re here. You’re safe. We take it one step at a time.”
His eyes shone wet. His chin trembled once before he locked it down. “I’m so proud of you,” he said, voice rough. “So damn proud.”
The words hit like a second wave. She folded forward again, forehead against his chest, fresh tears spilling. He held her tighter, one hand stroking her hair in slow, uneven passes—the way he used to when she was small and the nightmares wouldn’t stop.
“I saw your boat,” she managed, voice muffled against his shirt. “On the river.”
“What? How?”
“On a TV at a fire station. They were playing drone footage in endless loops. It was awful. I thought⁠—”
“I’m right here.” He pulled back, met her eyes. “Crew made it too. We’re okay.”
Relief crashed through her so hard her legs shook again. She squeezed the hem of his shirt in her fist, grounding herself in the rough weave.
“I love you,” she whispered.
“I love you too, Cass.” He kissed her forehead, lingering there. “More than anything.”
She blinked up at him through the blur. The question she’d carried the whole way from the bus sat heavy in her throat. “Have you heard anything from Mom?”
His face changed as a shadow crossed fast, before he chased it away. His jaw worked as he glanced away. “No,” he said quietly. “Not yet.”
The air in the ruined kitchen thickened. She felt the weight of the words settle in her chest, cold and final. She thought of the violin again—the way Mom would stand in the doorway during practice, arms crossed, smiling that quiet proud smile even when Cassidy missed a note. “You’ll get it next time,” she’d say. Now Cassidy would give anything for one more lesson, one more chance to say thank you instead of “leave me alone.”
“We need to find her,” she said, voice small but steady.
He lifted his gaze, squeezed her hand once—firm, sure.
“I promise you, Cassidy. We’ll do everything we can to find her.”
He didn’t say they would. He didn’t promise it would be easy, or soon, or even possible. But he promised they’d try. And in that moment, with the roof still gaping overhead and the world still broken outside, that was enough.
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Evening settled over the decorative arts wing like a heavy curtain. The skylights high above had gone from pale gray to bruised purple, then to black. No streetlights flickered on outside. No rescue helicopters thumped overhead. Only the city’s new soundtrack: distant pops that might have been gunfire, the low groan of masonry giving way somewhere below, and every so often a sharp, human shout that cut through the night and made the kids flinch even in their fitful sleep.
Erin sat with her back to a low display case, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them. In the faint moonlight filtering through cracked glass, she could just make out the shapes of her nine students scattered across the gallery floor. They’d dragged velvet drapes and foam core exhibit panels into a rough nest in the corner—less exposed, fewer sight lines from the hallway. Outerwear became pillows; backpacks became barriers.
Ethan lay nearest her, curled on his side under two jackets, breathing in shallow, uneven rasps. His forehead was still hot to the touch. The makeshift bandage on his leg had soaked through again. He needed antibiotics. A real doctor. A place that wasn’t this broken museum. She should have made them run for it this morning.
The thought looped through her mind like a bad refrain. First light had come, thin and uncertain, and she’d stood at the staff stairwell door, one hand on the push bar, weighing the risk. Outside: unknown streets, possible looters, collapsed overpasses, no guarantee of help. Inside: walls that hadn’t fallen yet, a little food left from the café raid, and Ethan too weak to walk more than a few yards without collapsing. She’d told herself waiting one more day was prudent. Let the fever break. Let the city settle. Let someone, anyone, come looking.
No one had come.
And now the fighting downstairs had grown bolder. What started as clattering in the arms and armor exhibit yesterday afternoon had escalated through the day: shouts turning to arguments, arguments turning to thuds and curses, then to the unmistakable crack of something breaking—glass, wood, bone. Twice she’d heard footsteps on the second-floor landing, slow and deliberate, like someone testing the stairs. Both times they’d retreated. But the third time might be different.
Erin pressed her palms to her eyes until sparks danced behind her lids. Exhaustion sat on her like wet concrete. She hadn’t slept more than snatches since the quake. Every creak of the building, every distant scream, yanked her awake. She was running on fumes and fear and the absolute certainty that if she let herself close her eyes for real, she might not open them again in time.
She thought of Will on the river, steady at the helm no matter how rough the water, and Cassidy at her audition, shoulders squared before a difficult piece. They were counting on her to come home.
A soft rustle beside her. Archer shifted, sitting up slowly so he wouldn’t wake the others.
“Mrs. Mason?” His voice was barely a whisper.
She lowered her hands. “Hey.”
He glanced toward Ethan, then back at her. “He’s worse.”
“I know.”
Archer swallowed. “We can’t stay here tomorrow.”
“I know that too.”
He looked down at his hands still smudged with dust and café crumbs and flexed them once, twice. “I keep thinking… if we’d gone this morning…”
“Don’t,” she said quietly. “We made the call we could make with what we knew then. Second-guessing won’t change it.”
He nodded, but the guilt stayed etched around his mouth. She recognized it. She wore the same expression every time she thought about the five kids she hadn’t reached on the first floor, the ones who’d followed Mrs. Watkins and never come back.
A fresh shout rose from below—angry, wordless—followed by the crash of something heavy toppling. The kids stirred but didn’t wake. Ethan whimpered once, then went quiet again.
Erin reached over and rested her hand lightly on his shoulder. His skin burned through the jacket. She kept it there anyway.
Archer watched her. “You’re going to get us out, right?”
The question landed soft, but it carried weight. Not doubt, but trust. The kind that could break her if she let it. She met his eyes in the dim light. “Yes. I am.”
It wasn’t bravado. It was a promise she’d already made to herself a hundred times today. To Ethan. To the sleeping kids behind her. To Cassidy and Will, wherever they were. She pictured Cassidy’s last violin practice—the small, determined frown, the way she’d look up afterward and wait for Erin’s nod. Erin had pushed her—maybe too hard. Now she wondered if she’d ever hear that music again, if Cassidy would ever forgive her for not being there when the world broke. The guilt burned hotter than the ache in her bones, but she used it like fuel.
Archer exhaled, a small sound of relief. He lay back down, pulling his hood up like a shield.
Erin stayed sitting. She listened to the night and the fighting below, the wind moving through broken windows, the slow drip of water somewhere in the walls. She listened to the kids breathe. She listened to her own heartbeat, steady despite everything.
Tomorrow they would move at dawn. No more waiting. She’d carry Ethan if she had to.
She leaned her head back against the display case and closed her eyes just for a second, just to rest them. In the darkness, with only her own thoughts as witnesses, she promised Cassidy she’d be there for the next recital. She promised Will she’d come home. She promised these kids they’d make it. Promises were all she had left. She opened her eyes again.
The skylights were still black. The sounds below hadn’t stopped. But the first pale edge of gray was beginning to creep along the eastern horizon, faint as a held breath.
Erin straightened her shoulders. She would be ready when it came. They all would. She had to believe that much. She had to—for Ethan’s fevered breathing, for the other kids still trusting her, for Cassidy’s next difficult passage, for Will’s quiet “holding up?” over breakfast. She would walk them out. She would find help. She would get them out of this museum.
She shifted her weight and settled in to watch the dawn break.
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Gentry eased the truck along the cracked access road, tires crunching over gravel he'd spread himself years ago. He stopped at the bluff overlook, killed the engine, and stepped out into the heavy dusk. The Mississippi spread below like spilled ink, wider, muddier, and shifted west by a quarter mile at least. Whole trees drifted past in the current, root balls trailing silt, branches snapping off like matchsticks. The channel carved new banks from old cornfields; sediment load turned the water ochre-brown.
He exhaled slow. “Still moving.”
From his hip pocket he pulled the palm notepad, thumbed to a fresh page, and jotted in short strokes: River velocity est. 6–8 knots. Bank retreat W. side visible. Large woody debris dominant. Drawdown E. bank exposing mud flats. Secondary eddies mid-channel. No reversal yet—but close.
A low groan rolled through the ground, not violent, just bedrock flexing deep. He felt it in his knees, his teeth. The fault was still talking, stress migrating east along the Reelfoot segment.
He walked to the old radio mast bolted to the concrete pad. Guy wires taut, antenna upright. He clipped the handheld to his belt, thumbed through static until fragments broke: “…no contact south of Cape… fields east of levee gone under… repeat, need evac…”
Amateur voices, strained. A child’s cry cut off sharp. Then white noise.
Gentry let the knob rest. The river had taken more than bridges. It had severed the lines that connected people. He remembered the blank faces twenty years ago when he forecast all this: the polite nods, the notebooks half-filled, eyes glazing when the numbers grew too large. He’d laid out liquefaction zones, bridge failures, avulsion risk. They’d listened like it was someone else’s forecast.
He folded the notepad, tucked it away, and headed back to the truck. The water kept coming, indifferent. He’d followed up with memos years ago, called colleagues, stood in conference rooms. No one thanked the man who said the house was already burning.
But the aftershocks were stacking. If he waited longer, warnings would be academic and merely notes for historians. He climbed in, checked the passenger seat: maps, printouts of his latest models, the microcassette recorder, spare batteries, the service revolver. Everything ready.
Back at the farmhouse he pulled milk crates from under the table and packed methodically: canned beans, tuna, peaches, rice, salt, peanut butter jars. Four full canteens, two collapsible jugs. No panic, just what he could carry if the place became unreachable.
Upstairs, he opened the gun safe: his old Remington 700 and Glock 19, both clean, magazines topped off. Spare ammo in the day pack. The rest stayed locked.
Downstairs he folded the critical maps—three USGS sheets with his hand-drawn fractures, liquefaction shaded red, aftershock probabilities in margins—and slipped them into a waterproof sleeve. The recorder and fresh tapes went in next, along with his field notes: river readings, sediment samples, the tremor at the bluff.
He loaded the crates and pack into the truck bed, secured with bungees, then circled the house once: shutters latched, barn door braced, well pump drawing. The place would hold. It had for years. Besides, he wasn’t leaving for good, just long enough to try one more time.
In the cab, he unfolded the state map across the wheel, traced secondary roads headed toward Cape Girardeau—still passable per last reports—then to the corridor where ham chatter had gone quiet. Someone was listening. Someone had to be.
He started the engine. The farmhouse shrank in the rearview. The crooked sign, Gentry Farm, Est. 1961, stood upright. It would wait.
The sun hung low, red and flat, bleeding into haze over flattened corn. The road stretched empty, no taillights, no headlights. Trailers along the edge peeled open like tin foil, windows dark. Silence pressed in.
He thumbed the ham radio higher. Static, then urgent clips: “…two miles east of levee break… need evac…”
Gentry pulled to the shoulder near the bank, engine ticking cool. He stepped out, boots sinking into soft clay still holding fissure shapes. The Missouri churned below, the drawdown clear, mud flats exposed, a deer carcass bobbing downstream.
He raised the recorder.
“Approx. 18:30. River velocity reduced, est. 4–6 knots. Drawdown E. bank. Secondary eddies mid-channel. Bedrock tremor at 17:45. Stress migrating east in Reelfoot segment. Aftershocks probable in 24–48 hours. More to come.”
Even, measured. Data, not drama. If the tape survived, someone might use it.
He clicked it off, tucked it in his shirt pocket, and scanned the horizon. In the distance, toppled silos peeked out from across the water, power lines sagged, barns lay in heaps. The land gutted but breathing.
Back in the cab he unfolded the map again and traced a route toward higher ground, where operators might still hold. A Cape Girardeau repeater. A cluster who hadn’t quit.
A deep flex rolled through the ground as his hands tightened on the wheel, then relaxed. There was worse coming, he knew it.
He shifted into gear. The headlights cut pale tunnels into bruised dusk. The river’s murmur faded behind, swallowed by wind. He wasn’t running. He was moving. One more warning. One more try.
Ahead, the sky darkened. Somewhere, people listened to radios, watched horizons, hoped the worst had passed. It hadn’t. But hope was acting on facts anyway.
Gentry pressed the accelerator. The truck rolled on into the night.
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“Let’s see if this catches, kiddo.”
Will tossed another crumpled wad of junk mail onto the pile in the living-room fireplace. The wood they’d scavenged from the broken kitchen table sat damp and splintered beneath it.
Cassidy shifted on the warped floorboards. The chill had settled deep in her muscles; every cramp ached sharper now that she’d stopped moving. She watched her father steady himself at the hearth, lighter in hand. He’d sent her to the garage earlier and when she’d come back with the half-empty can of fluid, he’d given her shoulder a quick squeeze and murmured, “Good find.”
She sat cross-legged now, elbows on her knees, watching the small flame flicker to life on the paper. It caught fast, the orange tongues licking upward, spreading to the kindling. Heat rolled out in a slow wave, brushing her face, thawing the cold that had lodged in her bones since the crash.
The fire popped, crackled. Smoke curled up the flue, carrying the sharp scent of burning pine and old newsprint. Shadows danced across the ruined room and gaping hole where the kitchen nook used to be, drywall sagging like wet paper, the faint creak of wind moving through the missing windows.
Cassidy edged closer to the hearth, letting the warmth seep through her damp clothes. Her father eased down beside her, shoulder brushing hers. Neither spoke for a long minute, content to watch the steady flicker of the flames, and listen to the low groan of the house settling into a new position.
She leaned into him, just enough that her temple rested against his arm. He didn’t pull away. His hand came up, rested on the back of her head for a second, then dropped to the floor between them.
Outside, a neighbor’s swing creaked on its chains, pushed by the rising wind. The sky had bruised to deep purple.
Cassidy swallowed. Her throat still felt raw. “Think it’s going to storm?”
Will glanced toward the backyard at the dark shapes of fallen trees, the fence leaning like it might go over any second. “Maybe. We’ve got partial roof. That’s something.”
She managed a small, tired smile. “Yeah. That’s something.”
The fire snapped again. Sparks drifted up, bright against the dimming room. For the first time since the bus left the road, the knot in her chest loosened just a fraction. It wasn’t gone, not with the empty space where her mother should be. But it eased enough to breathe.
Will let out a low, rough chuckle, the sound more tired than amused. He looped an arm around her shoulders again, pulling her in close. “You always find the silver lining, don’t you?”
Cassidy chewed the inside of her lip, gaze dropping to the fire. “Do you think she’s⁠—”
She couldn’t finish. The words stuck, raw.
Her father pressed a kiss to the top of her head, lingering there. “I hope so, kiddo. Every minute, I hope so.”
Cassidy stared into the flames. The logs shifted with a soft pop, sending sparks drifting up the flue.
“She’s tough,” Will said quietly. “Resilient. If anyone’s still out there figuring it out, it’s her.”
Cassidy lifted her eyes to his. The firelight caught the lines around his mouth, the faint tremor in his jaw before he locked it down. She managed a small, thin smile. “Science teachers, right?”
He huffed once, almost a laugh, and crossed his legs, tossing another split piece of chair leg onto the blaze.
The fire crackled. Somewhere outside an owl called, low and solitary.
Will opened a can of baked beans and handed it over. She savored each cold bite like it might be the last normal thing they’d do together.
Cassidy’s eyes kept drifting to the cracked window, half expecting her mom to walk up the drive like nothing had happened.
Will noticed. “She’s tough, Cass. Tougher than both of us combined.”
“I know.” Her voice was small. “I just… I need to tell her I’m sorry. For everything. The fights. The violin lessons I skipped. All of it.”
Will squeezed her shoulder once. “You’ll get the chance. We’ll find her.”
He reached for the plastic bin they’d dragged inside earlier and rummaged through the emergency stash from under the porch. On top sat the crank radio, still sealed in its bag from years ago. He pulled it out, unwound the cord, and started turning the handle. The whine built, then settled into static.
Cassidy watched him work the dial. “Anything?”
“Give it a minute.” Static hissed, then fragments: “…Cape Girardeau… no contact…” He kept turning.
A voice broke through low and steady, almost familiar from the snippets they’d caught earlier in the diner.
“…This is Dr. Elijah Gentry, transmitting from the river corridor. Aftershocks are continuing. Secondary rupture zones are active east of the Mississippi. Liquefaction risk is extreme from Chester to Cairo. River avulsion probable within twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Low-lying areas will flood rapidly. Evacuate to higher ground immediately. Do not wait for water at your door. Repeat: this is not over. Seek higher ground. Stock supplies. Move now.”
The signal wavered, then dropped back to static.
Will’s hand froze on the crank.
Cassidy’s eyes widened. “Do you think that was real? That the river’s going to floor?”
Will exhaled through his nose, slow. “From what I saw of the river? I wouldn’t doubt it. He sounded like he knew what he was talking about.”
Cassidy stared at the radio like it might speak again. “The river… if it changes course, our house is right in the path. But what about Mom? If she’s still in St. Louis, is she at risk?”
Will set the radio down carefully. “Depends on which direction the river takes.” The fire popped, sending a spark skittering across the floor. He smothered it with his boot. “We can’t stay here,” he said quietly. “Not if the river’s coming for either us or your mother.”
Cassidy nodded, throat tight. “We go west. Toward Illinois. Toward mom.”
“First light,” he said. “We pack what we can carry. Head for higher ground, find a way across if the bridges are gone. We’ll get to her.”
Cassidy leaned her head on his shoulder. “Together.”
“Together.”
Outside, the wind picked up, rattling loose shingles. Somewhere distant, another structure groaned and settled. The radio stayed silent, but the man’s words lingered in the air like smoke.
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Night had settled over Paducah like wet canvas, heavy and still. Will stood in the center of what used to be the backyard, boots planted in grass already slick with dew. The wind had quit at last. Crickets took up the silence in steady, pulsing waves, the only sound that felt normal. No jet rumble overhead. No distant growl of tires on asphalt. Just the river town holding its breath.
His skin prickled, the same low warning he’d felt on the tug right before the water turned wrong. His stomach still knotted despite the can of baked beans they’d split earlier and the warm fizz of garage-stored soda. The food sat heavy in his gut but did nothing to settle the churn inside. Clarity was slipping; he could feel it the way a man feels a rope fraying one strand at a time.
Erin kept surfacing in his mind, where she was right now, whether she was hurt, cold, pinned under something too heavy to shift. He pictured his wife’s face the last time he’d seen her, laughing at something Cassidy said over breakfast, her hand on his arm like it belonged there. He’d never told her enough how much that touch grounded him after long shifts on the river. If he’d known…
He refused to let the next thought take root: that she hadn’t made it out of St. Louis at all. That she might be lying somewhere in the dark, fighting for one more shallow breath. He shoved it down hard, the way he’d once muscled a jammed winch back into line.
He lowered himself to the grass, damp soaking through his jeans in seconds, and tilted his head back. The sky had cleared completely—no moon haze, no city glow—and the stars burned sharper than he remembered, thousands more than the usual handful. No light pollution anymore. Just cold pinpricks staring back.
The air carried mud and char, the raw mineral smell of churned earth mixed with whatever was still smoldering blocks away. The whole world looked like it had been upended and shaken out, pieces left wherever they fell.
He glanced toward the house. Through the cracked kitchen window, firelight flickered over Cassidy curled tight on the floor, head pillowed on her folded arms, breathing slow and even. Good. Let her sleep. Whatever tomorrow threw at them, she’d need every scrap of strength she could store. He’d need it too, but rest wasn’t coming. Not while his mind kept running the same useless circles.
He swept the flashlight beam across the yard. Half the fence between them and the neighbors had vanished, the posts snapped, panels gone. The old couple’s place sat dark and still. No lantern glow, no movement. Will hadn’t seen a sign of them since he walked up the street. The husband used to collect their mail when he and Erin were gone for the weekend. Always a nod and a “How’s the river treating you?” in passing, never more, never less. Will hoped they’d made it somewhere safe. He’d hoped a lot of things tonight.
The breeze quit entirely. The flashlight flickered once, twice. He frowned, smacked the barrel against his palm. Fresh batteries from the junk drawer. Shouldn’t be dying already.
Then it came—a low hum rising up through the soles of his boots, steady at first, then thickening until it vibrated in his chest. The hair on his neck lifted. Pulse kicked harder.
He cut his eyes back to the window. Cassidy hadn’t stirred.
Will edged closer to the house, dread coiling low in his gut like river water backing up behind a logjam. Something was coming. He felt it in the ground, in the air, in the way the night had gone too quiet even for crickets.
He reached the sliding glass door just as the porch began to ripple under his boots like the deck plates on the tug right before a bad swell hit. The concrete patio bucked once, hard. Will launched himself off the edge, landing in a crouch on the grass as the porch cracked and tore away in chunks, already weakened from the first quake. Splinters bit into his palms where he caught the railing on the way down.
The house groaned, a deep, waking shudder that ran through the frame like someone had kicked the foundation awake. Inside, Cassidy screamed.
Will scrambled back up the tilting steps, shoved the door wide, and barreled into the living room. The fire he’d kept stoked all night roared in the hearth, but embers had spilled across the floorboards around Cassidy in bright, hungry scatter. She sat frozen, arms wrapped around her knees.
“Move, sweetheart, now.” He crossed the room in three strides, hooked an arm under hers, and hauled her to her feet.
She was shaking, voice thin and raspy from sleep. “Dad, what’s happening? Another one?”
“Aftershock.” He swiped sweat from his brow with the back of his wrist; his skin felt clammy, shirt clinging cold. He stomped out the nearest flames with his boot heels, grinding sparks into the wood before they could catch.
“Dad, look out!”
Her shout snapped his head up. The chimney bricks were crumbling—big, mortar-crusted chunks shearing away right above him. He yanked Cassidy sideways as the first heavy cluster slammed down, cratering the floor where he’d stood a second earlier. Dust exploded outward in a choking cloud.
Cassidy coughed hard, yanking her T-shirt up over her nose and mouth, eyes streaming. Will kept his grip on her arm, steering her toward the back door.
The rest of the chimney gave way with a roar, bricks tumbling like a bulldozer had driven straight through the heart of the living room. Plaster rained, wood cracked, the whole structure protesting in deep, grinding complaint.
They burst out onto the grass together, limbs tangled, both of them gasping. Cassidy trembled against his side, smaller than she’d seemed even an hour ago.
“Dad…I’m really scared.”
He pulled her close, one hand cradling the back of her head. Her hair was stiff with dust, like plaster down her back. “I know, kiddo. It’s okay. We’re okay.”
She pressed her face into his shirt, shoulders hitching. “What do we do?”
Will stared at the house—his house—now leaning, gutted, smoke still curling from the broken hearth. Anger flared hot in his chest, then frustration, then the old familiar burn of helplessness. He shoved it all down deep, the way he’d learned to muscle through a jammed tow cable or a storm that wouldn’t quit. She didn’t need his panic. She needed steady.
“We wait it out,” he said, voice low and even. “Let the ground settle. Then we figure the next move.”
Cassidy sniffled, the shaking easing a fraction. “I was just asleep…and then the fire was everywhere…”
“I know.” He stroked her hair again, gentler this time. “If the house isn’t safe tonight, we’ll find somewhere else. Neighbor’s place, an empty shed, whatever’s standing. Long as I can keep a roof over you, or at least four walls, I will.”
He held her there in the grass, both of them breathing hard, the aftershock’s echoes still rumbling low in the earth beneath them. The crickets had gone quiet again. The night waited.
“Where are the neighbors?” Cassidy’s eyes swept the yard, lingering on the broken fence line and the dark windows of the house next door.
Will shook his head. “Haven’t seen a sign of them since I got here.”
She pulled in a long, fractured breath that cut straight through him. The sound of it, small, hopeless, landed harder than any aftershock.
“Look at me.” He cupped her face in both hands, thumbs brushing the dust-streaked hollows beneath her eyes until she met his gaze. “We’re going to get through this. You and me. Together. Alright?”
She held his stare for a long beat, then gave a single, shaky nod. Not certain. Not brave. Just enough to tell him she was still listening. He let his hands drop, blew out a slow breath that did nothing to loosen the knot in his chest.
They stayed like that, arms around each other, for a full five minutes while the ground held still. When he finally eased back, he gave her shoulder a light squeeze and stepped away to sweep the flashlight across the yard. He moved slow, deliberate, listening for anything beyond the low drone of crickets and the occasional pop of settling debris. Everything was wrong tonight, so listening for “out of the ordinary” felt almost comical. Still, he did it. Habit. Instinct. Anything to keep his hands and mind busy.
Cassidy stayed seated in the grass, knees drawn tight to her chest, chin resting on them. Her eyes tracked him, wide, bright, and frightened in a way that made his throat close. He hated that look on her. Hated that he couldn’t erase it.
“Just checking the perimeter,” he called softly. “Won’t go far.”
“Do you think that’s the end of it?” Her voice carried thin across the yard. “The tremors?”
Will turned back to her. “For now.”
He couldn’t sugarcoat it. The ground beneath them was still angry, still shifting in ways no one could predict. He’d felt the river turn wrong yesterday; he felt the same wrongness now in the earth itself. Whatever the fault lines wanted to do next, they weren’t asking permission.
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
“The best we can.” The only answer that wasn’t a lie.
She hugged her arms tighter around herself. “I don’t want to sleep inside. I’m afraid the ceiling will come down on us.”
Will glanced at the neighbor’s screened-in back porch. Miraculously, it still stood—posts solid, screen torn in places but intact enough to keep the bugs out. “We can sleep over there if you want. Looks dry. I’ll keep watch. Nothing’s getting to you tonight.”
Cassidy rose slowly, moving like someone twice her age with gaunt shadows under her eyes, pale skin streaked with plaster dust. She looked half angel, half ghost, and the sight of her like that twisted something deep in Will’s chest. He turned away for a second, swallowed hard. He couldn’t promise her safety, not really. Not with the house gutted and the world cracked open. But he could promise to stand between her and whatever came next. That much he could still do.
He would have to make hard calls tomorrow on where to go, what to take, how far they could push before exhaustion or another quake caught them. They couldn’t stay here. The house they’d lived in for years was a shell now, holding memories like a mausoleum. Every creak of the floorboards would remind them of what they’d lost.
Cassidy shook her head, jaw set in a stubborn line he knew too well. She stared at the leaning house like it was full of things she couldn’t face. “Dad…I don’t think we should wait until morning. I think we should leave tonight.”
Will studied her in the flashlight’s beam, dirty, exhausted, but eyes clear and fierce. For the first time since he’d found her on the porch, something shifted inside him. Not relief, not hope exactly. Resolve. She wasn’t waiting to be rescued anymore. She was already thinking ahead, already choosing motion over paralysis.
He crossed the grass in three steps and pulled her into a quick, hard hug. “No sweetheart,” he said against the top of her head. “Let’s get what we can salvage from the house and rest on the neighbor’s porch. We’re no good if we’re exhausted. Then we move in the morning. Together.”
She nodded against his chest, small but certain.
Will looked past her at the ruined yard, the broken fence, the dark street beyond. Somewhere out there Erin was still alive—he had to believe it. And if she was, she’d be moving too, fighting the same way they were. The three of them would find each other. Not because the world was kind, but because they were stubborn enough to keep going.
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Cassidy’s pulse hammered in her ears as she entered the house once more. “We need to make sure the fire’s out.”
Will nodded once, eyes steady on her like she might bolt. “Good call, kiddo.”
She moved first, boots crunching over loose brick and drywall dust. The porch wall had buckled outward; the chimney lay in chunks across what used to be the living-room floor. Where they’d been sitting minutes ago was now a heap of red brick, shattered tile, and gray ash.
Will stepped over a fallen beam, peered down into the dark pile. Smoke still drifted up in thin, lazy curls.
“Careful, Dad.”
“I got it.” He glanced back, voice low and calm. “Stay there.”
Cassidy inched closer anyway, jaw tight. The air smelled of wet mortar and charred paper.
“No flames,” Will called after a moment. “Just smoke.”
She exhaled through her nose, shoulders dropping a fraction. “Could it restart?”
“Possible.” He stomped once, twice, grinding embers under his boot. “No water, so this is what we’ve got.”
Cassidy chewed the edge of her thumbnail, eyes flicking behind them. A breeze slid across the back of her neck—cool, sudden. She turned.
The big oak at the yard’s edge leaned hard, roots half-lifted like thick cables torn from the earth. The trunk groaned under its own weight.
“Dad.”
He stopped stomping and followed her gaze. His face tightened.
Cassidy pointed, finger unsteady. “It’s going to fall.”
Will scrubbed a hand over his jaw, sweat streaking through the dust on his forehead. He was breathing hard—more than the effort should’ve taken. The lines around his eyes looked deeper in the fading light.
“Come here, Cass.” He extended an arm, not looking away from the tree. “Right now.”
She edged toward him, boots sliding on loose soil as they skittered onto the porch. The oak creaked louder, long and low, like metal bending. The ground beneath them shivered again, faint but unmistakable, the same rolling sensation that had knocked the chimney down.
Will’s hand closed on her shoulder, firm. “Keep moving. Toward the street.”
The tree’s branches swayed, leaves rustling like a warning as another tremor rolled through, stronger this time. The ground lurched sideways.
Cassidy grabbed his arm to steady herself. The oak tipped farther, roots tearing free with a wet snap.
Will’s hand closed on the back of her shirt, yanking her toward him hard enough to lift her off balance. “Run.”
She stumbled after him, scrambling over fallen brick and ash. Soot clung to her hair, streaked her palms black and gray. The scrape of her boots on broken tile echoed sharp in her ears—something she knew she’d hear again in the quiet moments later.
She risked one glance back. The oak was tipping, slow at first, then faster, roots snapping like thick rope giving way. The trunk groaned, heavy and final.
The ground rolled again, stronger. Cassidy’s stomach lurched sideways; she grabbed her father’s arm to stay upright. Rubble shifted underfoot, threatening to turn an ankle.
“Keep moving,” Will said, voice low and urgent. He didn’t look back.
They cleared the last of the porch debris just as the tree came down.
The trunk slammed across what had been the living room—right where they’d sat by the fire minutes earlier. The roof buckled under the weight with a deep, tearing sound. A cloud of dust and ash exploded outward. Cassidy coughed hard, eyes stinging.
Will bent at the waist, hands on his knees, breathing hard. Sweat cut clean tracks through the grime on his face.
Cassidy wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Copper taste filled her mouth. Blood from biting her lip. “I can’t believe that just happened.”
Will straightened slowly, staring at the wreckage. “So much for a roof tonight.”
She looked at him, chest heaving, eyes shadowed. “We need to get out of here, Dad. Like, now.”
He turned toward the neighbors, assessing. “The porch is still secure. There’s no trees, no risk of anything collapsing on it. It’s our safest place to rest.”
She studied his face a beat longer. “You okay?”
He managed a thin smile. “I’m fine, sweetheart. Promise.”
She didn’t quite believe it—the way his shoulders stayed tight, the faint shake in his hands when he flexed them—but she let it go. For now.
“We’ll keep each other safe,” she said quietly.
His mouth curved, just a fraction. “That’s the deal.” He glanced at the fallen tree, then back at her. “You saw it coming before I did. Good eyes.”
Leaves danced across the yard in the rising wind, catching on broken brick. The house gave another low groan under the oak’s weight.
Cassidy looked at the tree, once a shady spot for reading, now sprawled across their living room like it belonged there. Roots jutted up, pale and torn. A chill moved through her, cold and settling.
“You’re sure we stay the night?” she asked.
Will met her eyes. “Yes. Honey, we both need the rest. But we can pack up tonight and head out at first light.”
She hated to stay even another hour, but her dad was right. She could barely stand. What if she stumbled and twisted an ankle like Nia? Then they’d be getting nowhere, fast. The wind picked up again, carrying the faint scent of distant smoke. Somewhere far off, another structure settled with a muffled crash.
“In the morning we head to St. Louis, right?” The words came out quieter than she meant—more plea than plan. Paducah to St. Louis was a long stretch of broken road. She knew that. Still, saying it out loud made the distance feel real.
Will looked at her through red-rimmed eyes. Dust clung to his lashes; the same gray film coated hers, stinging every blink. The air tasted of smoke, wet soil, and rust. “I’ve got something that might help,” he said after a long stretch.
Cassidy followed him around the side of the house. The garage door stood intact, only slightly warped, paint peeling in long curls. Will paused, took a breath, then tried the knob. It turned with a low groan. The door swung open.
They both exhaled at the same time.
His flashlight beam cut through the dark, sweeping over shelves he’d built himself years ago—sturdy pine, still holding. Plastic bins lined the lower rows, the kind her mom used to stack with holiday decorations.
“What are we looking for?” Cassidy asked. “I can help.”
“Should be in one of these.” He dragged the light across the labels, stopping on a faded blue bin near the back.
Cassidy’s chest tightened. She remembered those bins—pulling out the glass ornaments every December, the way her mom would hum while they hung them, the faint cinnamon smell that always lingered on the tissue paper. Or coming home from a late practice, violin case heavy on her shoulder, stepping into the kitchen to find candles lit and a bowl of potato soup steaming on the table. Her mom’s arms open, ready for the quick hug before Cassidy retreated to her room to practice scales.
The fireplace was gone now. Just rubble a few yards away.
She swallowed hard. The garage smelled of motor oil and old cardboard, the scent familiar and ordinary. For a second she could almost pretend if she opened the inner door, her mom would be there, smiling, asking how rehearsal went. The thought burned behind her eyes.
She blinked it away, focused on the bin her dad was dragging forward. He popped the lid. Inside: a rolled topographic map, a small camp stove, a handful of fuel canisters, a first-aid kit still sealed, and a battered metal canteen.
“Road atlas,” he said, lifting the map. “Old, but it’s got back roads. Might help us avoid the worst of the damage.”
Cassidy nodded, throat tight. “That’s good.”
He met her gaze in the flashlight beam. “We’ll start at first light. Pack light. Move careful.”
She reached out, squeezed his forearm once—solid, warm despite the chill settling in the garage. “Together.”
“Together,” he echoed.
The wind rattled the garage door. Somewhere distant, another structure groaned and settled.
They had a heading now. Small, but real.
“You okay, kiddo?”
Cassidy blinked hard. Her cheeks were wet; she hadn’t noticed the tears until now. She sucked in a shaky breath, trying to steady the sob caught in her chest.
Will had stopped digging through the bin. His flashlight beam tilted toward her, concern creasing the lines around his eyes.
“I’m… yeah.” She wiped her face with the back of her wrist, leaving a streak of dust. “Just thinking about Mom. And that potato soup she used to make in the crock pot. The one with the little chunks of bacon on top.”
Her voice cracked on the last word. The sob broke free, quiet, but deep enough that she had to grip the shelf edge to stay upright.
Will set the flashlight down on the bin lid so the beam pointed up, casting long shadows across the garage walls. He stepped in, wrapped both arms around her, and pulled her close. He smelled of sweat, river mud, and motor oil, a stench that any other time would wrinkle her nose and elicit a grimace. But not now. She pressed her forehead to his chest, letting the tears soak into his shirt.
He didn’t speak at first—just held her, one hand stroking her hair in slow, uneven passes. When she finally pulled back enough to breathe, he lifted her chin gently with two fingers. His own eyes were red-rimmed, dust clinging to the lashes.
“We’re going to be all right, Cass,” he said, voice low and rough. “We’ll find her. We’ll bring her home.”
Cassidy’s throat worked. “What home?”
The question slipped out and she regretted it instantly. She didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. It just hurt too much to pretend the house behind them was still theirs.
Will didn’t flinch. He just held her gaze. “Wherever we are, together.”
He let her go slowly, thumb brushing the last damp track from her cheek.
“You good now?”
She nodded, sniffled once, blew out a long breath. “Yeah.”
He turned back to the bin, rummaged a moment longer, then pulled out a small canvas pack. “Here it is. Knew I stashed it in one of these.”
Cassidy leaned in. Inside: four full water bottles.
Her breath caught. “Dad…”
“Camping gear pays off.” He gave a tired half-smile. “Figured it might come in handy someday.”
She reached for a water bottle—her throat felt like sandpaper—but he caught her wrist gently.
“Easy. We ration. One sip for now.”
Cassidy licked her cracked lips, tasting dust and salt. She nodded. “I can wait.”
He studied her a beat, then handed her the bottle anyway. “Small sip. Promise me.”
“I promise.”
Cassidy unscrewed the cap, fingers unsteady. “Never thought water would feel like this.”
She took the smallest sip—cool, clean, almost sharp against her cracked lips—then shoved the bottle back into his hand before she could take more. “Sorry. I don’t trust myself with the whole thing.”
He capped it without comment, tucked it into the duffel.
“We should hit the pantry,” he said. “Grab what cans are left, the opener. Anything that fits in the packs.”
Cassidy nodded, adrenaline still buzzing under her skin. “Yeah.”
He glanced toward the open garage door. Night had settled fully outside into a deep purple sky as a faint wind rattled loose leaves across the driveway.
Cassidy opened the road atlas and smoothed it flat on the concrete floor. The paper was creased but intact, highways still legible in faded blue and red. Will crouched beside her. They studied the lines in silence for a moment, tracing Paducah to St. Louis, the back roads snaking around the major interstates that were probably gone.
Her mother’s voice surfaced, soft and clear as if she’d stepped into the garage with them: Always find your bearings before you take your first step.
Cassidy repeated the words aloud. “Always find your bearings before you take your first step.”
Will’s mouth curved a fraction. “Your mom’s favorite.”
Cassidy’s finger rested on Paducah, then slid along a thin secondary line. “We start here. Stay off the big roads if we can.”
He glanced at her, eyebrows lifting slightly. “You sure you’re up for this?”
She met his eyes. A small, determined smile tugged at her mouth. “Are you?”
He huffed a quiet laugh, real this time, and rough around the edges. “Fair enough.” Will reached out, clamped a hand on her shoulder, firm and steady. “One step at a time, kiddo. We find your mom and we rebuild wherever we land.”
Cassidy nodded, throat tight. “Together.”
“Together.” He squeezed once, then let go. “Family’s what lasts. Everything else we figure out.”
The wind moved through the open door again, carrying the low groan of something collapsing in the distance. Cassidy steeled herself. First light wasn’t far. When it came, they’d be ready.
    
Thank you so much for reading book one in Breaking Point. Subscribe to Harley’s newsletter to find out the minute book two goes live.
www.harleytate.com/subscribe
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