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    For the ones who kept going when hope felt like a rumor—and for the ones who kept the light alive anyway.

      

    



  	
        
            
            In the dark, people don't lose their humanity.They spend it.
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​Chapter 1 — The Drill 
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The ICU smelled like bleach, warmed plastic, and tired hands—clean the way a warning sign is clean. Mara Harper stood at the nurses’ station with a clipboard that had edges sharp enough to cut paper and ego, watching the hallway gather bodies the way storm clouds gathered light.

A rolling stand held a bright-yellow placard that tried to smile its way into disaster:

MASS CASUALTY EXERCISE — TRAINING EVENT

As if the end of the world needed a badge and lanyard.

Charge Nurse Val DeLeon clapped once—hard, crisp, the sound of a door locking.

“Alright, people. Tight and loud. If you don’t know, you ask. If you see a problem, you say it. If you freeze, you’ll unfreeze fast because I’ll embarrass you in front of God and the Joint Commission.”

A few nervous chuckles went up. Humor in the ICU was a thin blanket over a deep pit.

Mara checked her watch. 07:12. The night shift looked like they’d been rinsed and hung up to dry. The day shift looked like they’d shown up already bracing for impact.

Val leaned toward Mara. “You’re charge on the drill side. I’m charge on the humans side.”

“They’re all humans,” Mara said.

Val’s eyes flicked to the hallway. “You’ve met administration. That’s a different branch.”

Mara fought a smile. Dark wit was how you kept your ribs from cracking.

The first “victim” came through the double doors on a gurney pushed by two EMT trainees and a respiratory therapist who’d volunteered because he enjoyed chaos in the way some people enjoyed roller coasters. A mannequin lay strapped down with a bright orange tag. Someone had drawn bruises on its plastic face with a marker. The eyes were painted open—too open—like it had seen the future and wanted to argue.

A laminated card taped to its chest read:

PATIENT: UNKNOWN MALE
AGE: 34
INJURY: TRAUMA, MULTIPLE
AIRWAY: COMPROMISED
BP: 70/40
Mara pointed. “Airway first. Who’s got it?”

Dante, a second-year resident who still looked startled by his own authority, stepped forward. “I’ll intubate.”

Val’s voice cut in. “You’ll narrate. We’re training brains, not hands.”

Dante swallowed. “Okay. Pre-oxygenate. Suction ready. Tube size... eight.”

Mara nodded. “Good. Where’s your backup if you fail?”

Dante glanced around, eyes darting like a trapped animal. “Anesthesia.”

From the far end of the station, Dr. Sloane—older, quieter, with a tired face that had learned patience the hard way—lifted a hand without looking up from her charting. “Present.”

Val said, “See? Magic. Administration should try it sometime.”

As if summoned by the word, administration arrived.

Three of them, exactly on time, wearing blazers in identical neutral shades that matched the walls. They moved as a unit, like a small school of fish that had discovered suits.

The lead was Randall Pierce, hospital operations—hair cut too carefully, smile rehearsed too often. Beside him, a woman with a tablet held like a shield. Behind them, a younger man with a badge that said QUALITY & SAFETY in cheerful font, as if harm came with a friendly logo.

Pierce’s gaze slid over the room like a shopping cart wheel that refused to lock onto anything real.

“Mara Harper,” he said, reading her badge. “ICU nurse.”

She watched him watch her. “Mara Harper,” she confirmed. “ICU nurse.”

Pierce gave a nod that meant agreement with the concept of nurses in general. “We’re here to observe. For compliance.”

Val took a slow breath through her nose. “Good. Observe quietly. The room’s full.”

Pierce’s smile tightened. “Of course. We’re simply—”

“Paperwork with shoes,” Val murmured.

Pierce missed it or pretended he did. Either skill got you promoted.

Mara turned back to the mannequin. “Dante, tube in. Confirm placement.”

Dante spoke faster now, warmed by the rhythm. “ETCO₂. Chest rise. Auscultate.”

“Good,” Mara said. “Now what?”

“Two large-bore IVs. Massive transfusion protocol.”

Mara tapped the laminated card. “And what’s your first obstacle?”

Dante frowned. “We don’t know blood type.”

“Keep going.”

“O-negative until type and cross.”

Val called out, “Blood bank, you’re live. Tell us what happens when half the city shows up bleeding.”

From the corner phone, the unit clerk, Junie, put on her best “I’m a different department now” voice. “Blood bank says they’re running low on O-neg because someone forgot to reorder last week.”

Pierce’s head snapped up. “That won’t happen in real life.”

Val’s gaze fixed on him with surgical precision. “It happens in real life. It happened last month.”

Pierce blinked, suddenly fascinated by the ceiling tiles.

Mara kept her tone even. “Okay. Alternate plan?”

Dante hesitated.

Mara leaned closer, softer. “You can’t wait for perfect. You move with what you’ve got.”

Dante nodded, exhaled. “Use O-pos for males if necessary. Prioritize. Communicate with blood bank.”

Val said, “Now you’re alive.”

Mara shifted to the next “victim,” a woman mannequin with a blue tag, “delayed.” Her card said BURNS, 30% TBSA, airway at risk.

“Who’s on burns?” Mara asked.

A nurse named Kira stepped up, ponytail pulled so tight it looked like it could hold her thoughts in place. “Me.”

Mara watched Kira’s hands hover over the supplies—organized, quick, sure. Mara liked her. Competence had a quiet beauty.

As the drill rolled forward, the ICU became a machine that practiced suffering with the precision of a dance: triage tags, meds, compressions, airway drills, blood pressure calls. Alarms beeped, real ones and simulated ones, until the sound blended into a single nervous hymn.

And always, on the edge of it, the presence of Pierce and his small entourage—standing too close, asking questions at the wrong moments, writing notes that never included the smell of burnt flesh or the weight of a family screaming into a pillow.

Pierce leaned toward Mara again. “Do you have documentation on the staff’s participation?”

Mara didn’t look away from the patient card. “You’re watching them participate.”

“Yes, but for the record—”

Val cut in. “You can record that you stood here while we kept imaginary people alive.”

The woman with the tablet cleared her throat. “We’re also assessing communication efficiency.”

Val’s smile sharpened. “Here’s some efficient communication: move.”

Pierce’s cheeks colored. “We’re part of the process.”

Mara’s voice stayed calm, which took effort. “The process is care. You’re a spectator with a checklist.”

A beat of silence.

Somewhere behind them, a monitor chirped—a small, real chirp. Mara’s head turned automatically. Bed 12. Mrs. Yates. Post-op. Stable all night, finally drifting into a decent sleep.

The heart rate line did something strange.

Not a flatline. Something worse: a stutter, a quick stumble, a rhythm that looked like a person trying to stand up on ice.

Mara’s body moved before her mind finished naming it.

“Val,” she said, already stepping away from the drill station, “Bed 12.”

Val was with her instantly, the drill evaporating around her like stage fog when the real fire alarm hits.

Kira looked up, eyes wide. “Is that part of it?”

Mara’s voice came out low and sharp. “No.”

That word landed heavy.

Mara reached Bed 12. Mrs. Yates lay with her mouth slightly open, skin a waxy pale, sweat gathering at her hairline. The monitor showed runs of ventricular tachycardia—fast and ugly.

Val pressed the call button. “Get me Sloane.”

Mara’s fingers found Mrs. Yates’s wrist. A pulse, fluttery, weak. Mara leaned close. “Mrs. Yates, honey. Can you hear me?”

Mrs. Yates’s eyelids twitched. Something like a moan slipped out.

Val barked, “Crash cart. Now.”

The drill paused mid-sentence. Dante’s mannequin lay forgotten, tube half-taped, as if even plastic knew when to stop pretending.

Pierce stepped forward, alarmed. “Is this—”

Val didn’t even glance at him. “Move. Out.”

Pierce hovered a second longer, then backed away like the air itself had teeth.

Dr. Sloane arrived at a jog, white coat flaring behind her like a flag. “What’ve we got?”

Mara spoke fast, clean. “Mrs. Yates. New onset VTach. BP dropping. Pulse present.”

Sloane’s eyes flicked to the monitor, then to the patient. “Magnesium. Amiodarone. Prep for cardioversion if she loses pulse.”

Mara grabbed meds. Val snapped orders. The room tightened into a single focus: keep this woman here.

Mrs. Yates’s eyes opened wider, unfocused. Her lips moved.

Mara leaned down again. “Say it.”

Mrs. Yates whispered, thin as thread, “Cold.”

Mara squeezed her hand. “I know. Stay with me. We’ve got you.”

The VTach run broke, then returned, then broke again—like a heart fighting with itself over whether it wanted to continue.

Sloane said, “Come on, come on...”

Mara felt something inside her chest twist. She didn’t pray, exactly. She didn’t make deals with God. She made deals with the moment.

Give me ten minutes. Give me ten minutes and I’ll do the rest.

The rhythm steadied—still fast, still dangerous, but holding.

Val exhaled once, slow. “Okay. Okay. She’s buying time.”

Mara kept her hand on Mrs. Yates’s. The woman’s grip tightened faintly—proof of a person still present behind the fear.

Behind them, the drill crew stood frozen. Dante looked sick. Kira’s face had gone hard, focused. The ICU always taught its lessons with teeth.

Val turned and snapped, “Drill resumes in five. You’re gonna learn to pivot. You don’t get to pick the day you’re tested.”

Pierce hovered at the doorway again, his face pale. The quality-and-safety guy whispered something into his ear, urgent. Pierce nodded, like a man discovering the edge of his own world.

Mara watched them for a second and felt the familiar, simmering anger.

They came for compliance. They got reality.

Val leaned close to Mara, voice lowered. “You okay?”

Mara swallowed. “I’m fine.”

Val’s eyes held hers, steady. “Tell me something true.”

Mara’s throat tightened. “I hate drills.”

Val almost smiled. “Better.”

Mara looked back at Mrs. Yates, at the monitor lines stabilizing, at the quiet fight happening in a chest no one in a blazer would ever fully understand.

In the hallway, the yellow drill sign still stood, cheerful as a liar.

And somewhere beyond these walls—beyond this unit, beyond this city—Mara felt the day turning its face toward something larger.

Something that didn’t care about paperwork.



Across town, Jonah Harper sat at the kitchen table with a half-eaten bowl of cereal and three screens open like he was running a newsroom out of a teenager’s attention span.

He wasn’t supposed to be on his laptop before school. That was the rule.

Jonah followed rules the way he followed weather forecasts: he listened, he noted, he adjusted for reality.

His phone buzzed with an alert: INTERNATIONAL UPDATE—another headline, another claim, another official statement that sounded like it had been scrubbed with bleach until it lost meaning.

He clicked, skimmed, frowned.

Then he pulled up a second source. Same event. Different details.

A third. A fourth.

Dates didn’t line up. Numbers shifted. Names changed.

Jonah opened his “Receipts” folder—because he called it that, because it made him feel less crazy—and dropped in screenshots with timestamps. He wrote one line under the newest one:

They keep changing the story.

From the living room, Ruth’s voice floated in, dry as sandpaper and twice as sharp. “Jonah. You eating, or you building a conspiracy?”

Jonah didn’t look away from the screen. “I’m eating. I’m also building a timeline.”

Ruth shuffled into view, robe tied tight, gray hair pinned back like she’d decided to wrestle the day into submission. She glanced at his open tabs, then at his cereal, then back at his tabs.

“You got a hobby,” she said. “It’s called anxiety.”

“It’s called pattern recognition.”

Ruth snorted. “Same thing with better branding.”

Jonah tapped the screen. “They said the troop movement started yesterday. This article from two days ago says it started last week.”

Ruth leaned in, eyes narrowing. For a moment, she looked younger—focused, calculating, the woman who did “survival math” in her head the way other people did crossword puzzles.

“Show me,” she said.

Jonah did.

Ruth’s mouth tightened. “Save it.”

“I am saving it.”

“No.” Ruth pointed at his phone. “Save it somewhere they can’t take with a password reset.”

Jonah blinked. “What?”

Ruth turned toward the hallway as if she’d heard something in the walls. Maybe she had. Maybe it was memory. Maybe it was instinct.

“Print it,” she said. “Write it down. Keep your own record. When folks start rewriting the day you lived through, paper turns into gold.”

Jonah’s stomach dipped.

He looked back at the headlines, at the shifting facts, at the calm official language that sounded like it came from the same place as the drill sign—bright, confident, lying.

Outside, the winter sunlight slid across the yard in a pale, clean way.

Jonah took another screenshot.

And somewhere deep in his chest, something whispered a quiet, terrible thought:

This is how it starts.

​



The ICU didn’t “settle” after a near-code. It shifted. Like a building that had taken a hit and decided to keep standing anyway.

Mrs. Yates lay quieter now, her skin still too pale, her lips a little less blue. The monitor held a rhythm that looked like it meant it—for the moment. Mara stayed at the bedside longer than she needed to, because leaving felt like tempting something hungry.

Dr. Sloane tightened the last strip of tape on the IV line and glanced at Mara. “Good catch.”

Mara gave a small nod. Praise in the ICU was rare. When it came, it carried weight.

Val leaned over the bedrail, voice low. “You scared me.”

“You mean Mrs. Yates did.”

Val’s eyes stayed on the patient. “That too.”

Across the unit, the drill sign still stood in the hallway, bright as a warning label that didn’t bother to explain the poison. The drill team hovered at the edges like actors who’d forgotten their lines because the stage had turned into a real fire.

Val clapped once again—same sharp sound, different meaning. “Back to it. Five minutes ago.”

Dante blinked hard, as if clearing an image from his eyes. “We’re... resuming?”

“We’re resuming,” Val said. “Because the world doesn’t pause to be polite.”

Mara returned to the nurses’ station. The clipboard waited there like a judge. She slid into her role again, the practiced voice, the calm face, the controlled hands.

Inside, her pulse still ran faster than it should.

Junie, on the phone, whispered, “Blood bank’s actually calling. Real call.”

Val held a hand up—wait—then snapped her fingers. “Put it through to me.”

Junie transferred it. Val listened, her expression flattening into the professional mask that meant business was turning bad.

She covered the receiver and looked at Mara. “They’re asking if we’re activating MTP.”

Mara’s brows lifted. “For what?”

Val’s voice lowered. “They got a heads-up from EMS—pileup on the interstate. Black ice. Multiple vehicles.”

The drill air in the ICU thinned. The staff’s bodies changed, like a current ran through them. A practice becomes a rehearsal becomes a show with no script.

Mara said, “How far out?”

Val listened again, then said into the phone, “Stand by.” She hung up and turned to the unit like a general at the edge of a battlefield she didn’t ask for.

“Listen up. Real incident. Multi-vehicle crash. We’re likely getting patients.”

Dante swallowed. “Now?”

Val’s eyes were hard. “Now is always the time.”

Mara felt her spine tighten. Her brain tried to split into compartments: drill, reality, paperwork, blood, airways, beds.

Pierce reappeared at the doorway with his entourage, as if he’d been waiting for the universe to validate his job title.

He stepped inside with a bright, eager look that made Mara want to throw something.

“This is—” Pierce began.

Val cut him off. “This is real. So here’s your role: clear space, clear beds, clear your bodies out of the work lanes.”

Pierce’s mouth opened. Closed. He glanced at his tablet woman like she could translate.

“We need to document—”

Mara spoke before Val could. Her voice came out even, cold. “Document from the wall. Don’t interfere.”

The quality-and-safety guy lifted a finger. “We should coordinate with incident command.”

Val stared at him. “Yes. You should. Away from my ICU.”

They backed out, offended and relieved at the same time. People who lived in policies loved crises as long as the blood stayed hypothetical.

Val pointed at Kira. “Bed availability. Start moving stable patients. Call stepdown. Call med-surg. Light fires under whoever you need.”

Kira nodded and moved like she’d been built for this.

Val pointed at Junie. “Call security. Call housekeeping. We’re about to bleed and we need a clean runway.”

Junie’s fingers were already dialing.

Val pointed at Mara. “You’re triage coordinator at the door. You choose who comes in and who waits. You do it fast.”

Mara felt the weight settle on her shoulders, heavy and familiar. “Got it.”

Val’s voice softened a fraction. “You’ll be fine.”

Mara wanted to tell her something true again—that “fine” was a story people told to keep moving—but she swallowed it. She didn’t have time for philosophy. She had time for decisions.

She headed for the double doors.

The hallway smelled different out here. Less bleach, more cafeteria coffee and floor wax. She could hear the distant hum of the hospital waking up: elevators, PA announcements, muffled footsteps.

A security guard approached, radio crackling. “You the nurse running intake?”

Mara nodded. “Keep the area clear. Families stay back. Stretchers get priority.”

He hesitated. “And admin?”

Mara’s eyes cut toward the corner where Pierce stood, half-hidden, watching like a man at the zoo.

“Especially admin,” she said.

The first ambulance crew arrived with a stretcher and a young man strapped down, face slick with blood. His eyes were wide and wild, scanning.

“ICU?” the paramedic asked, breathless.

Mara stepped in, read the quick report like she was drinking water.

“Name?”

“Unknown. Found in ditch. Hypothermic. GCS fourteen. Possible internal bleeding.”

Mara looked at his skin—gray, clammy. She saw the tremor in his hands. She saw the bruise pattern on his abdomen that made her stomach drop.

“Bring him,” she said. “Bed five. Trauma team to ICU.”

The paramedic blinked. “Trauma team meets us in ER.”

Mara didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t need to. “Trauma team meets him where he’s going. ER is already stacked.”

The paramedic nodded, accepting it. In emergencies, authority belonged to whoever could think.

The next stretcher came fast behind: a woman with a neck brace, blood at her temple, eyes half-lidded.

“BP eighty systolic,” the EMT said. “Lost consciousness twice.”

Mara’s head did the math. Beds. Ventilators. Staff. Blood.

She pointed. “Bed seven. Get anesthesia on standby.”

Another rig. Another. The hallway filled with bodies and wheels and cold air.

Mara’s hands moved, her mouth moved, her mind stayed sharp by force of habit.

Then she saw the first patient who looked like Jonah’s friend’s older brother—a kid with a skateboard, a kid with a stupid grin, a kid who should’ve been arguing about video games instead of fighting for oxygen.

The boy’s lips were blue. His eyelashes were frosted.

“Hypothermia,” the paramedic said. “Pulled him from the median. He was outside for thirty minutes.”

Mara’s throat tightened. “How old?”

“Sixteen.”

Sixteen.

Jonah was fifteen.

Mara kept her face still, because panic was contagious. “Bring him. Bed nine. Warmed fluids. Bair hugger. Call peds for consult.”

As the stretcher rolled past, the boy’s eyes flicked open, unfocused. He tried to speak.

Mara leaned close. “Hey. Stay with us. What’s your name?”

His lips barely moved. “T—Ty...”

“Ty,” Mara repeated. “Okay, Ty. I’m Mara. You’re safe now. Hold on.”

Safe was a word she used like a bandage. It covered the wound. It didn’t heal it.

Behind her, the drill sign stood at the end of the hall, still cheerful, still bright.

The universe had a dark sense of humor.



At the kitchen table, Jonah refreshed his feeds and watched the story mutate in real time.

Same event, four different numbers.

A “minor escalation” that came with satellite images.

A “routine movement” that made analysts start whispering words they didn’t like to whisper.

He opened a new tab and started a document titled:

TENSION — TIMELINE

He typed the date: January 12. Then he wrote what he could prove.

Ruth set a mug down beside him—hot tea, the kind that smelled like herbs and stubbornness. “You’re doing that thing again.”

Jonah didn’t look away. “It’s changing.”

Ruth sank into the chair across from him, joints creaking like old floorboards. She watched his screen for a long moment, eyes narrowed, lips pressed.

“People think the truth lives in the first headline,” she said. “Truth lives in the gaps.”

Jonah clicked another article. “Look at this. They revised the numbers. Again.”

Ruth’s gaze shifted to his notebook—the one he used for school, now filled with dates and arrows and clipped printouts. “Good. Keep it off the cloud too. Cloud means somebody else’s sky.”

Jonah gave her a sideways look. “You sound paranoid.”

Ruth’s expression didn’t change. “I sound like someone who’s watched polite systems eat people and call it procedure.”

Jonah’s phone buzzed.

A text from Mara.

DRILL TURNED REAL. BIG WRECK. I’M OK. LOVE YOU.

Jonah stared at it.

He typed back fast.

LOVE YOU TOO. BE CAREFUL.

Then he froze, thumb hovering, and added:

THE NEWS IS WEIRD. STORIES DON’T MATCH.

He hit send.

Ruth watched him. “Your mother doesn’t need extra fear while she’s holding somebody’s heart in her hands.”

Jonah swallowed. “She also doesn’t need to be blindsided.”

Ruth nodded once, conceding the point. “Fair.”

Jonah pulled open his drawer and took out a small handheld radio—an old one, battery-powered. He’d found it in the garage last summer and asked Eli about it.

Eli had said, Keep it. When phones go quiet, radios get loud.

Jonah turned it over in his hands, then set it beside his laptop like a talisman.

Ruth’s eyes flicked to it. “That’s smart.”

Jonah kept his voice casual, like he was talking about homework. “If things get worse, I want to hear what’s real.”

Ruth sipped her tea. “Real gets messy. Folks prefer clean lies.”

Jonah’s screen flashed another update.

Another revision.

Another calm headline with sharp teeth.

He saved it. Printed it. Slid the paper into a folder.

He felt something cold move through him—an instinct he didn’t know he had until it woke up.

Outside, winter sunlight glinted on the street. A neighbor scraped ice off a windshield, cursing softly. Life kept doing its normal tricks.

Jonah watched the news and thought:

Normal is a costume. It comes off fast.



Back at the hospital, the ICU doors swung again.

A new stretcher rolled in.

And Mara saw the orange tag.

Not for a drill mannequin.

For a real person.

And for a split second, she understood something that made her stomach hollow:

The practice had been mercy.

Reality didn’t practice. Reality arrived.



The orange tag on the stretcher looked louder than the siren.

It fluttered with every bump of the gurney wheels, a small flag of urgency that didn’t care about anyone’s schedule.

Mara stepped into the lane, eyes scanning fast—face, chest, hands, pupils, skin color, breath pattern. The patient was a man in his thirties, maybe, hair matted with meltwater and blood. His eyelids flickered like a dying fluorescent light.

“Talk to me,” Mara said to the paramedic.

“Driver. Head-on into the guardrail after a spin. Airbags deployed. He crawled out, collapsed. Suspected internal bleed. His pressure keeps sliding.”

Mara’s gaze dropped to the man’s abdomen—seatbelt bruise, ugly and deep, a diagonal signature of physics.

“What’s your name?” Mara asked the patient, leaning close.

His lips moved. Nothing came out.

“Hey,” Mara said, steady as a rail. “Look at me. Blink twice if you hear me.”

One blink. A slow second blink.

“Good,” she said. “You’re still in there.”

Val appeared at Mara’s shoulder like she’d been conjured by danger. “Bed?”

“Five is full. Seven is crashing. Nine is hypothermia.”

Val’s eyes narrowed. “We’re out of clean options.”

Mara pointed anyway. “Bed three. Move the stable vent to stepdown with transport and RT. We’re borrowing space.”

Val didn’t argue. She just turned her head and snapped, “Kira! Bed three. Move out what you can. Now.”

Kira’s voice came back, sharp and confident. “Already doing it.”

Good. Mara loved people who moved before permission arrived.

The stretcher rolled past the ICU threshold, and the air changed—colder in the hall, warmer inside, thick with disinfectant and electricity. Monitors chirped and pumps clicked, a mechanical chorus that sometimes felt like a heartbeat for the whole building.

Dr. Sloane met them at the bed with Dante and a respiratory therapist. Sloane’s eyes went to Mara. “What’s he doing?”

“Sliding pressure,” Mara said. “Seatbelt sign. Possible internal bleeding. Altered.”

Sloane nodded once. “We treat it like he’s bleeding until proven otherwise. Dante—two lines. Type and cross. Call OR. Tell them we might be coming.”

Dante’s hands moved, finally clean of the drill’s artificial safety. His voice came out calmer than before. “Yes, doctor.”

Mara watched his face as he worked. The boyish edges were gone. In their place: focus. A rougher maturity.

Val leaned toward Mara. “Pierce and his clowns are calling incident command. They look excited.”

“Of course they do,” Mara said. “A crisis is a ladder if you don’t have to touch blood.”

Val’s eyes held hers. “You’re doing good.”

Mara gave her a look. “That’s two compliments in one hour. You okay?”

Val’s mouth twitched. “Don’t make it weird.”

Sloane lifted her chin toward Mara. “Can you take the next intake? Door’s backed up.”

Mara nodded. “On it.”

She moved back to the double doors. The hallway beyond had turned into a funnel: EMTs, fire, security, families pushing forward on instinct like gravity.

A woman in a winter coat tried to slip under the security rope.

Security stepped in. “Ma’am, you can’t—”

“That’s my husband!” she shouted. Her voice broke on the word. “That’s my husband and you’re standing here—”

Mara stepped between them, palms out. “Hey. Hey. I hear you. What’s his name?”

The woman’s eyes were wild and wet. “Gordon. Gordon Phelps. He drives a blue pickup. Please.”

Mara held her gaze. “I’m going to find out where he is. You stay right here with security so we can get you updates fast. If you run the halls, you’ll miss the person who brings you answers.”

The woman’s breath hitched. “Promise me.”

Mara didn’t do promises. She did actions. “I’m moving,” she said. “I’ll come back.”

She turned to the paramedic crew staging near the elevator. “Who’s next?”

A young EMT—pink cheeks, sweat at her temples—lifted a clipboard. “We’ve got a pediatric coming.”

Mara’s stomach tightened. “Age?”

“Six. Female. Found restrained in a car seat. Hypothermia and head injury. She’s awake, crying.”

Mara’s mind flashed Lena’s face—missing tooth, sticky fingers, the way she fell asleep with a book on her chest like it was armor.

“Bring her,” Mara said. “Straight through. Bed eleven. Warm blankets and peds on the way.”

The EMT nodded and ran.

Behind Mara, Pierce’s voice floated from the corner, talking into a phone like he was narrating a documentary about suffering.

“Yes, we’re coordinating resources. Yes, staffing ratios are being—”

Val’s voice cut across the hallway, loud enough to bruise. “Pierce! If your mouth is open, your feet should be moving.”

Pierce looked offended. “We are moving. We’re activating—”

“Activate yourself out of my lane,” Val said.

Pierce’s entourage hustled him backward like a VIP under fire.

Mara watched them go and felt a sharp, bitter amusement. Systems loved paperwork because paper didn’t scream.

The pediatric stretcher arrived with a small body wrapped in silver thermal blanket. A little girl. Dark hair plastered to her forehead. Cheeks red from cold. Eyes huge and furious.

She was crying, a thin, hoarse wail that carried down the corridor and climbed into Mara’s ribs.

Mara crouched beside the stretcher as it rolled. “Hey, sweetheart. I’m Mara. What’s your name?”

The girl sucked in a breath like she might bite the air. “Kaylee!”

“Kaylee,” Mara repeated, locking it into memory like a code. “Okay. Kaylee, you’re at the hospital. You’re safe. You’re with helpers.”

Kaylee’s hand shot out and grabbed Mara’s sleeve with surprising strength. “Where’s my mom?”

Mara’s heart squeezed. She kept her voice gentle and steady. “We’re looking for her. Right now, we take care of you. Your job is to stay with me. Can you do that?”

Kaylee’s lips trembled. “I want my mom.”

“I know,” Mara said, and meant it so hard it hurt. “We’ll do everything fast.”

They pushed through the doors into the ICU. Warm air hit Kaylee’s face and she shuddered, a full-body tremor that looked like fear wearing a blanket.

Mara called, “Peds consult. Warmed fluids. Neuro check.”

A nurse stepped in with a Bair hugger. Another with IV supplies. The ICU swallowed the child and turned her into a priority.

Mara stood at the edge for a second, watching Kaylee’s small hand reach into empty space, searching for someone who wasn’t there.

Mara’s phone buzzed again.

A call this time.

Eli.

She answered with her shoulder pressed to the wall. “I’m at the door. Talk fast.”

Eli’s voice came through with that mechanic calm—measured, low, built from a lifetime of listening to engines before they blew. “You okay?”

“I’m breathing,” Mara said. “We’ve got a pileup. I’m triage.”

A beat. “Jonah texted me. Said the news is... weird.”

Mara glanced down the hall, where Pierce still talked and wrote and looked like he wanted a trophy. “Jonah’s right.”

Eli’s voice tightened. “Tell me what you mean.”

“I don’t have time to explain all of it.” She watched a paramedic wave from the elevator—another stretcher incoming. “Keep the house steady. Keep Ruth from spiraling. Keep Lena close.”

“She’s coloring,” Eli said. “Ruth’s watching the weather like it owes her money.”

Mara almost smiled. “Good. I’ll call when I can.”

Eli hesitated. “Mara... you remember last winter when that grid scare happened? When they told everyone it was ‘under control’ and then half the county went dark?”

“Yes.”

“I’m getting that feeling again,” Eli said. “Like people in charge are speaking from behind glass.”

Mara stared at the orange tags, the blue lips, the blood on gauze. “I’m seeing it up close,” she said. “Stay ready.”

Eli’s breath came out slow. “Ready for what?”

Mara didn’t answer with a word. She answered with truth shaped like a warning. “Don’t wait for an announcement.”

She hung up as the next stretcher rolled in.

A man with a gash along his scalp that looked like a zipper torn open. He was conscious, angry, trying to sit up.

“Sir,” the EMT said, “stay down.”

The man fought anyway. “My truck—my tools—my—”

Mara stepped in and put a hand on his shoulder. Firm. “Look at me.”

His eyes snapped to hers.

“You’re bleeding and you’re dizzy,” she said. “You sit still, you keep your brain inside your skull, and you can yell at me later.”

He blinked, thrown off by the bluntness. “What?”

Mara didn’t soften it. “Sit. Still.”

He sat. Still.

Sometimes people needed kindness. Sometimes they needed a wall.

Behind him, two more stretchers appeared—one with an elderly woman wrapped in blankets, one with a teenager whose eyes rolled back every few seconds like he was falling down a staircase inside his own skull.

Mara’s voice became a metronome: “Bed two. Bed six. Trauma team. Neuro. Warm fluids. Oxygen.”

The ICU filled, the hallway filled, the day filled.

And underneath it all, like a bass note you felt more than heard, something else pressed against the edges of the moment.

A pressure. A sense of pattern



At home, Jonah sat with his notebook open and the radio beside his laptop like a second heartbeat.

He’d printed three headlines and circled the parts that contradicted each other. He’d written times in the margins. He’d drawn arrows that made the page look like a crime board.

Ruth leaned over his shoulder, her tea untouched now. “Read it out loud.”

Jonah did. He read the first claim. The revised claim. The correction that “clarified” nothing.

Ruth’s eyes narrowed until they looked like slits cut into stone. “That’s a rewrite.”

Jonah swallowed. “Why would they rewrite it this fast?”

Ruth tapped the paper with a finger that trembled from age and fury. “Because panic is expensive. Because truth is messy. Because some people would rather keep the shelves full for one more day than admit the truck might stop coming.”

From the living room, Lena sang to herself, quiet and off-key, playing with little plastic animals in a bright cardboard barn. The sound of it—innocent, steady—made Jonah’s throat tighten.

He looked at Ruth. “Should I tell Mom?”

Ruth’s face softened a fraction. “Your mother already knows how the world lies. She just spends her days patching up the damage.”

Jonah reached for the radio and turned the knob.

Static. Then a voice—tinny, clipped, serious.

“—advisory remains in effect. Residents are encouraged to limit nonessential travel due to hazardous roadway conditions—”

Jonah listened harder. That was normal. Weather. Ice. Pileup. He could handle normal.

Then the tone shifted. A pause. The kind of pause that made people lean in.

“—and we are also monitoring reports of disruptions to telecommunications in several regions—”

Ruth’s head snapped up.

Jonah froze.

The voice continued, trying to sound calm while stepping around the shape of something bigger.

“—cellular outages have been reported intermittently. Officials state there is no cause for concern. Crews are working to restore service—”

Ruth let out a dry, humorless laugh. “No cause for concern. That phrase is a coffin with a bow on it.”

Jonah’s phone buzzed.

A new alert.

SERVICE INTERRUPTION — SOME USERS MAY EXPERIENCE DELAYS

He stared at it, then at the radio, then at the printed headlines.

A pattern tightened.

He opened his folder and slid in the new paper. He wrote, carefully:

When they say “no concern,” check your exits.

Ruth nodded, as if he’d finally spoken her language.

“Go get the flashlight box,” she said.

Jonah blinked. “What? Why?”

Ruth’s voice stayed calm, which made it worse. “Because lights go out when people keep pretending. Because your sister doesn’t deserve to be scared in the dark. Because I’ve lived long enough to know denial is a luxury.”

Jonah stood, chair scraping.

From the living room, Lena called, cheerful and trusting. “Jonah! Look! The cow is the mommy!”

Jonah swallowed hard and answered with a voice that worked. “I see it, baby. I’m coming.”

He walked toward the hall closet, toward the emergency supplies Eli kept “just in case,” toward the future pressing its face against their door.

Behind him, Ruth stayed at the table, eyes on the radio, listening like she could hear the first crack in the world.



Back at the hospital, Mara’s phone buzzed again.

A text from Val.

ICU FULL. ED DIVERTING. ADMIN WANTS “OPTICS.”

Mara stared at the word.

Optics.

As if suffering had a camera angle.

She looked up at the hallway crowded with stretchers, at the nurses moving like soldiers, at Kaylee’s small face peeking from blankets, eyes still searching for her mother.

Mara typed back with one hand:

TELL ADMIN TO COME HOLD PRESSURE ON A BLEEDING ARTERY.

She hit send.

Then the overhead PA crackled.

A chime. A pause.

A voice that tried to sound routine and failed.

“Attention all staff. This is a hospital-wide notification. Please be advised... we are experiencing intermittent systems instability. Downtime procedures are now in effect.”

Downtime.

Paper charts. Manual meds. Human memory.

The ICU ran on machines that kept people breathing. Machines that needed power. Machines that needed networks. Machines that needed the invisible thread of normal life.

Mara felt the cold bass note rise.

Val appeared beside her again, eyes locked on Mara’s face. “You heard it.”

Mara nodded once. “I heard it.”

Val’s voice dropped. “You want the truth?”

“Always.”

Val glanced toward the ceiling speaker like it could hear them whisper. “This drill... this was the kind part.”

Mara looked at the packed hallway, the orange tags, the trembling hands of a new nurse trying to tape an IV with fingers that wouldn’t stop shaking.

She thought of Jonah saving screenshots. Ruth doing survival math. Lena singing to plastic animals in a warm room with lights still on.

Mara’s mouth went dry.

Another stretcher rolled in.

And another.

And somewhere deep inside the building, a generator tested itself with a low, distant rumble—like a beast turning over in its sleep.

Mara lifted her chin, stepped forward, and became what the day demanded.

“Bring them in,” she said.

Because the world outside was changing shape.

And the hospital was about to feel it first.
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​Chapter 2 — Missing Parts 
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Eli Harper’s shop smelled like oil, cold metal, and yesterday’s coffee—honest smells, the kind that kept you grounded when the world started floating away from logic.

The bay doors were half open to let in the weak winter light. It fell across the floor in pale stripes, catching dust motes that drifted like slow snow. Outside, the street looked normal. Cars passed. A dog barked. Somebody’s radio played a song that sounded too happy for January.

Inside, everything felt... tight.

Eli had three cars waiting. A fourth idled outside with a driver who kept checking his phone like it was a pulse.

“Morning,” Eli called, wiping his hands on a rag that would never be clean again.

Mitch Turner stepped into the bay with his shoulders up around his ears, hoodie pulled tight, eyes restless. Mitch owned a landscaping business and usually carried himself like a man who could fix anything with a shovel and a curse.

Today, he looked like the shovel had broken.

“You open?” Mitch asked.

Eli gave him a look. “You see the lights on?”

Mitch nodded too fast. “Yeah. Yeah, I just—my wife said I should come early. Get ahead.”

“Get ahead of what?”

Mitch’s mouth opened. Closed. He shrugged like his body didn’t want to confess. “Stuff.”

Eli had been hearing “stuff” more and more lately. Stuff meant fear without a name.

He jerked his chin toward Mitch’s truck. “What’s it doing?”

“Brakes. Grinding. I got work this week. Can’t be down.”

Eli walked out, listened, tested, did the quick math in his head. The pads were gone. Rotors scored. An easy job—if the world stayed normal.

He went back to the counter, pulled up his supplier portal, and typed in the order.

The screen loaded.

Loaded.

Then a small cheerful message popped up like it wanted to be helpful.

SERVICE TEMPORARILY UNAVAILABLE. PLEASE TRY AGAIN.

Eli stared at it.

He refreshed.

Same message.

He tried another browser. Same.

He tried the phone.

A recording. Bright voice. Smiling lie.

“Due to high call volume, your estimated wait time is... forty-seven minutes.”

Eli hung up.

Behind him, Mitch cleared his throat. “So... you got ’em?”

Eli kept his voice calm. “I can get ’em.”

Mitch’s eyes narrowed. “That’s different from having ’em.”

Eli turned and leaned on the counter, meeting Mitch’s gaze. “Supplier site’s down. I’ll call around.”

Mitch’s jaw worked. “It’s always something.”

Eli didn’t argue. He just reached for the shop phone and started dialing local parts stores, the small independents first—the ones run by people who still answered their own phones.

First call: busy.

Second: rang and rang.

Third: answered by a tired voice. “Yeah?”

“Hey, this is Eli at Harper Auto. You got front pads and rotors for a ’14 Silverado?”

A pause. Paper rustling. A keyboard clacking.

“Pads, maybe. Rotors, no.”

“Can you order rotors?”

Another pause. Longer.

“We can try,” the man said. “Backorder city right now.”

Eli felt a small chill. “Since when?”

The man exhaled like he’d been holding it all morning. “Since folks started buying like it’s the last weekend on Earth.”

Eli’s mouth went dry. “Okay. Put me down for pads.”

“Cash or card?” the man asked.

Eli blinked. “Card.”

“System’s acting up. Might need cash.”

Eli didn’t like that. Money was trust. Trust was electricity. When the current cut, everybody started acting like strangers.

He hung up and stared at his shelves.

He kept inventory like a sane man—enough to work, enough to survive a bad week. He didn’t hoard. He didn’t panic. He didn’t build a bunker out of brake fluid.

But the shelves looked thinner today.

He walked the aisle, fingers trailing over boxes: filters, belts, hoses, spark plugs. Staples. Lifelines.

A kid named Rafi worked part-time in the afternoons. High school, good hands, quick learner. Eli liked him because he listened. Eli liked him because he watched.

Rafi wasn’t here yet.

Eli wished he was. Extra eyes mattered when the air went odd.

The bell over the door jingled.

A woman entered—older, sharp haircut, tight jaw, clutching her purse like it was a weapon. She didn’t bother with hello.

“My car’s making a noise,” she said. “And I need it fixed today.”

Eli gave her his best steady voice. “What kind of noise?”

“Clunk. Grinding. Like something’s gonna fall off.”

Eli nodded. “We’ll take a look.”

She leaned forward, eyes hard. “I’ve been to two places already. They said they can’t get parts.”

There it was. Said plain.

Eli didn’t flinch. “We’ll see what we can do.”

She lowered her voice, as if the shop walls had ears. “Is it true they’re running out?”

Eli kept his face neutral. “Running out of what?”

“Everything,” she snapped, then caught herself, embarrassed by her own heat. She breathed through her nose. “They said shipments are delayed. They said... you should stock up.”

Eli didn’t like the word stock up. It sounded like selfishness dressed as wisdom.

He said, “We’re still working. That’s what matters.”

She studied him like she was deciding whether to believe in him.

Then her eyes drifted past the counter to the back room, where Eli kept his own private stash: gloves, coolant, oil, a few extra filters. Normal shop stuff.

Her gaze lingered.

Eli saw it happen. The mental calculation. The inventory envy.

He felt the first little flare of anger. People didn’t usually look at your shelves like they wanted to bite them.

The bell jingled again.

Two men entered together, both in heavy jackets, both with the same posture—tight shoulders, quick eyes. One held a folded paper list like he’d come to a hardware store before a hurricane.

They didn’t greet Eli. They walked straight to the counter.

“You got batteries?” one asked.

Eli blinked. “Car batteries?”

“Any,” the man said. “And oil. And filters. And—” He glanced at the list. “Belts. Hoses. Anything you got extra.”

Eli stared at him. “You need work done, or you shopping?”

The second man smiled without warmth. “We paying. What’s the problem?”

The problem was the way he said it. Like money turned other people’s needs into obstacles.

Eli kept his voice level. “This is a repair shop. I sell parts with service.”

The first man’s jaw tightened. “Man, don’t play games. Everybody knows things are getting weird.”

The older woman with the purse shifted, listening harder now.

Eli felt the shop’s temperature change—not the heat, the mood. The air thickened, subtle as a storm.

He set both hands flat on the counter. “Things get weird, you still need brakes. You still need someone to fix your car. If I sell off my shelves, I can’t keep anybody moving.”

The second man’s smile widened a fraction. “So you hoarding.”

Eli’s eyes narrowed. “I’m working.”

The first man leaned in. “What if I offer you double?”

Eli held his gaze. “Then you’re still asking me to cut off my own legs.”

The man’s face hardened. “You got kids?”

Eli didn’t move, but something inside him went cold and sharp. “I got a family.”

“Then you should understand,” the man said, voice low. “People doing what they gotta do.”

Eli stared at him, weighing distance, exits, the heavy wrench hanging on the pegboard behind the counter.

He said, “I understand plenty. I also understand you’re standing in my shop talking like a man who wants trouble.”

A beat of silence.

The older woman took one small step back.

The second man lifted his hands like a joke. “Relax. We just trying to be prepared.”

Eli didn’t relax. He didn’t smile. He didn’t soften it.

“Prepared,” he repeated. “Go buy groceries. Go buy blankets. Don’t strip the one place people come when their car dies on the road.”

The first man stared at Eli like he’d never met someone who refused a bribe.

Then he scoffed, turned, and headed for the door, the list crumpling in his fist. The second man followed, shoulders tight.

As they left, the first man muttered, loud enough to be heard, “People like you gonna regret playing hero.”

The bell jingled behind them like a cheap laugh.

For a few seconds, nobody moved.

Then the older woman exhaled. “Are they serious?”

Eli looked at the shelves again.

At the thin places.

At the parts that seemed ordinary until ordinary started disappearing.

He said, “They’re scared.”

She swallowed. “Should we be?”

Eli’s phone buzzed.

A text from Mara.

SYSTEMS GOING DOWN HERE. DOWNTIME. ICU PACKED. YOU OK?

Eli stared at it.

The shop felt smaller.

Outside, a car horn blared—impatient, angry.

He typed back:

I’M OK. PEOPLE ARE GETTING WEIRD. PARTS HARDER TO GET. I’LL KEEP HOUSE READY. LOVE YOU.

He hit send.

Then he looked up, met the older woman’s eyes, and said the only honest thing he could say without lighting a match in a room full of gas:

“Pay attention. Stay calm. And don’t wait for someone official to tell you it’s time to take things seriously.”

The older woman nodded slowly, like she’d just been handed a map and realized the road ahead ran through dark woods.

Eli took a breath, rolled his shoulders, and stepped toward Mitch’s truck.

Work still existed.

So did the fear underneath it.

And fear—quiet at first—always wanted company.

​



Mitch’s truck sat on the lift with its wheels off, brake rotors exposed like bones. Eli ran his fingers over the scored metal, feeling the ridges—deep, uneven, angry. The kind of damage that came from ignoring a problem until it started screaming.

He understood the impulse. People ignored things when the truth cost too much.

He knew what he needed: pads, rotors, caliper hardware kit, brake cleaner. Normal stuff. Cheap stuff. Everyday stuff.

He looked across the bay at his shelves and felt the new equation: normal had become a currency.

Rafi finally showed up, backpack slung over one shoulder, cheeks pink from cold air. He stepped into the shop and paused, sensing it right away.

“Why it feel like somebody died in here?” he asked.

Eli gave him a look. “Because everybody’s acting like they might.”

Rafi walked to the counter, eyes flicking to the older woman waiting in the lobby chair and to the empty space where the two pushy men had stood. “What happened?”

“People shopping my shelves,” Eli said. “Like I’m a supermarket.”

Rafi frowned. “Ain’t that illegal?”

“It’s annoying,” Eli said. “And it’s a sign.”

Rafi glanced at the computer monitor. “Supplier still down?”

Eli nodded.

Rafi whistled low. “My mom said her job couldn’t print anything this morning. Like, printers just... wouldn’t. She had to write everything on paper.”

Eli stared at him. “Where she work again?”

“Dentist office. Front desk.” Rafi shrugged. “She said everybody mad at her like she unplugged the internet with her hands.”

Eli grunted. “People like someone to blame. Blame feels like control.”

The bell over the door jingled again—harder this time, like it got hit.

A man stepped in wearing a heavy coat and a baseball cap pulled low. He looked around too quickly, like he was checking exits.

Eli recognized him: Ray Ellison. Worked for the city. Water department. Quiet guy, usually polite.

Today Ray didn’t bother with polite.

“Eli,” Ray said, voice tight. “You got a generator?”

Eli blinked. “A generator?”

Ray’s eyes flicked to the back room again. “You got one for the shop, right?”

Eli stared at him. “Yeah. Small one. For outages.”

Ray stepped closer. “I need it.”

Eli didn’t move. “You need to buy one.”

Ray’s jaw tightened. “Stores are cleaned out. Online orders are delayed. I got a wife and two babies, man.”

Eli held Ray’s gaze. “I got a wife in an ICU and three kids in a house that needs heat. So you see my problem.”

Ray’s face flushed. “I’ll pay you triple.”

Eli’s voice stayed even. “Triple doesn’t keep the shop running when the lights go out. Triple doesn’t keep my family warm if the grid stutters.”

Ray’s eyes sharpened. “You think the grid’s gonna stutter?”

Eli didn’t answer right away. He didn’t want to feed panic. Panic was a fire that loved oxygen.

He said, “I think people are acting like something’s coming. And people don’t act like that for fun.”

Ray’s breathing got heavier. “We had a meeting this morning. City guys. Quiet meeting. They called it ‘contingency planning.’”

Eli’s stomach dipped. “For what?”

Ray swallowed. “They didn’t say. They just... told us to update our contact lists. Told us to be ‘reachable’ even if phones are spotty.”

Eli thought of Jonah’s timeline. Ruth’s radio. Mara texting about downtime.

He kept his face still. “Go buy what you can buy. Prep smart. But I’m not giving you my generator.”

Ray’s eyes hardened. “So that’s it.”

“That’s it,” Eli said.

Ray stared at him a long moment, then turned and walked out.

The bell jingled again, and this time it sounded like a warning.

Rafi exhaled. “He looked like he wanted to hit you.”

Eli nodded. “He did.”

Rafi’s voice went small. “What if somebody comes back with a weapon?”

Eli turned to him. “Then you go in the office and lock the door. You call the cops. You don’t play hero.”

Rafi nodded, but his eyes kept darting to the windows.

Eli went back to Mitch’s truck.

He pulled the caliper, checked the piston. The piston was sticking. Another part. Another piece of the world that required a replacement to keep moving.

He heard Mitch’s boots scuff the floor behind him.

Mitch leaned against the lift post and watched Eli work like he was watching a man defuse a bomb. “So... what’s the deal?”

Eli didn’t look up. “The deal is your truck needs rotors and I can’t get rotors fast.”

Mitch’s nostrils flared. “How long?”

“I don’t know.”

Mitch’s voice rose. “That’s what I’m saying. Everything’s ‘I don’t know’ lately.”

Eli set the caliper down carefully. He turned and met Mitch’s eyes. “You want me to lie?”

Mitch looked away, jaw working. “I want my truck fixed.”

“So do I,” Eli said. “You think I like telling a man I can’t do my job because a website won’t load?”

Mitch stared at the floor like it offended him. “This never happens.”

Eli almost laughed. “It happens all the time. You just don’t notice when it happens to someone else.”

Mitch’s face tightened. “My wife told me to fill up both gas cans last night. Said her cousin works at a grocery store and people were buying like a snowstorm was coming.”

Eli felt the dread creep again—quiet, patient.

He said, “Did you fill them?”

Mitch’s eyes flicked up. “Yeah.”

Eli nodded once. “Good.”

Mitch looked at him, searching his face. “Should I be worried?”

Eli wiped his hands. “You should be aware.”

Mitch scoffed. “Same thing.”

Eli’s tone stayed flat. “Worry makes you stupid. Awareness makes you ready.”

Mitch swallowed. “So what do I do?”

Eli looked around his shop: at the shelves that looked thinner, at the bays full of vehicles waiting on parts, at the customers’ faces getting sharper by the hour.

He said, “You keep your truck running as best you can. You keep your family calm. You don’t start fights in parking lots over toilet paper.”

Mitch let out a humorless laugh. “You think it’s gonna get like that?”

Eli didn’t want to answer. He answered anyway. “It already is, just quieter.”

The phone rang.

Eli grabbed it. “Harper Auto.”

A voice came through—tight, urgent. “Eli, it’s Stan at Eastside Parts.”

Eli straightened. “Stan. Tell me you got rotors.”

Stan’s laugh sounded like pain. “I got two sets, and I got twelve shops calling me like I’m selling oxygen.”

Eli’s stomach clenched. “Can you hold one?”

Stan hesitated. “Cash only. Systems are acting up. Cards failing.”

Eli glanced toward his safe. “I can do cash.”

“Then come now,” Stan said. “Because if you wait, somebody’s gonna walk in here and buy the whole shelf.”

Eli said, “I’m on my way.”

He hung up and looked at Rafi. “I’m stepping out. You hold the fort.”

Rafi’s eyes widened. “Alone?”

Eli hesitated. He didn’t like leaving. The shop felt exposed now—like any place with resources became a target.

He said, “Lock the front door behind me. Only let people in one at a time. If anybody starts talking crazy, you call me and you call 911.”

Rafi nodded, swallowing. “Yes, sir.”

Eli grabbed his coat, the shop cash, and his keys.

Mitch stepped forward. “I’ll ride with you.”

Eli paused. He didn’t like needing backup. He liked it even less that he did.

“Fine,” Eli said. “But you keep your head.”

Mitch nodded. “I got you.”

They stepped outside into the cold.

The street looked normal.

Then Eli noticed the small things—the tells.

A line at the gas station that wrapped farther than it should.

A woman loading cases of bottled water into her trunk like she was fleeing a flood.

A guy at the corner store yelling at the cashier because the ATM “ate” his card.

Normal, cracking at the seams.

Mitch saw it too. His voice dropped. “Damn.”

Eli started the truck. The engine turned over smooth, steady—one honest machine in a dishonest morning.

As they drove, Eli’s phone buzzed with a news alert.

He glanced at it at the red light.

OFFICIALS SAY SERVICES STABLE — OUTAGES TEMPORARY

Eli read it once.

Then he read it again.

The words tasted like Pierce’s “optics.”

He put the phone down without replying.

Mitch glanced at him. “What?”

Eli kept his eyes on the road. “They’re saying everything’s fine.”

Mitch snorted. “That’s how you know it ain’t.”

Eli didn’t smile, but something dark and amused moved in him. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s how you know.”

They turned onto Eastside’s street.

And Eli saw the crowd outside the parts store.

Too many people. Too many cars. Too much movement for a Tuesday morning.

Mitch’s voice went tight. “Eli... you seeing that?”

Eli parked and stared.

Men stood in a knot near the entrance, arguing. A woman held a battery against her hip like she was guarding a baby. Someone shouted the word “backorder” like it was a curse.

Eli exhaled once, slow.

The quiet hoarding was done being quiet.

And he still had to walk in there and come out with rotors like they were gold.

​



Eastside Parts looked like a place that had lost its manners.

The parking lot was full in a way that didn’t make sense—pickups wedged into crooked spots, cars half-over the lines, engines idling as if drivers feared shutting them off would strand them forever. The air smelled of exhaust and cold impatience.

Eli killed the truck and sat for half a second, hand on the wheel, taking inventory: crowd size, exits, angles, who looked keyed up, who looked predatory, who looked like they’d break before they bent.

Mitch leaned forward, peering through the windshield. “That’s too many people for brake pads.”

Eli’s eyes tracked the entrance. A knot of men stood near the door, shoulders squared like they’d come to win something. A woman balanced a car battery against her hip, face tight with that stubborn look you saw in parents and people who’d been poor long enough to trust only their own grip.

Eli said, “Stay close. Don’t talk tough. We’re here to buy two rotors and leave.”

Mitch swallowed. “Two rotors. Like we robbing a bank.”

Eli’s tone stayed flat. “Same feeling, apparently.”

They stepped out into the cold.

A man near the entrance barked into his phone, “I don’t care what the website says, they got ’em in the back—” Then he saw Eli and Mitch and his eyes sharpened, suspicious, like every new body was competition.

Eli kept walking.

The door opened and the sound hit them—voices, arguing, a bell jingling like it wanted to quit.

Inside, Eastside was packed. Customers filled the aisles shoulder-to-shoulder, clutching filters and oil jugs and batteries. The checkout line snaked past spark plugs and wiper blades like a theme park ride nobody wanted.

Stan stood behind the counter with his sleeves rolled up, hair mussed, face red from stress. He looked ten years older than yesterday.

When he saw Eli, his eyes widened with relief that turned sour fast because relief didn’t last in a crowd.

Stan jerked his chin toward the back. Eli understood: move.

Eli and Mitch cut behind a display rack. They slipped through a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY, and the noise dropped a little—still loud, but muffled, like a fist behind a wall.

Stan met them in the back room among stacks of boxes that suddenly looked like treasure chests.

He spoke low. “You got cash?”

Eli patted his coat pocket. “Yeah.”

Stan exhaled. “Good. Because the card reader’s dead. Register’s glitching. Whole system’s acting like it’s hungover.”

Mitch glanced at the shelves. “Why everybody buying like this?”

Stan laughed once, sharp. “Because everybody heard the same rumor and decided they’re the only ones who deserve to survive it.”

Eli’s eyes narrowed. “What rumor?”

Stan’s gaze flicked to the back door like he expected it to be listening. “Shipments delayed. Fuel costs. Supply chain issues. ‘Temporary disruptions.’” He made air quotes with two fingers like he wanted to choke the phrase. “And then somebody’s cousin’s friend says the city told workers to ‘be reachable.’”

Eli felt the cold bass note again. Same as Mara’s downtime text. Same as Jonah’s screenshots. Same as Ruth’s tone when she said coffin with a bow.

Stan pointed to a stack. “Rotors are there. Two sets. That’s it.”

Eli stepped forward. His hand hovered over the boxes. He could feel the weight of the room behind them, the people outside who’d rip a shelf bare and call it preparedness.

He turned back to Stan. “Ring me up.”

Stan’s face tightened. “In here.”

“Yeah,” Eli said. “In here.”

Stan moved fast—calculator, scribbled receipt, cash counted with hands that shook slightly. He’d never shaken before. Stan was usually the calm guy behind the counter, the one who laughed off angry customers.

Now his laugh was gone.

Stan said, “Take ’em and go out the side door.”

Mitch frowned. “Side door?”

Stan didn’t look amused. “Front’s getting hot.”

As if on cue, a thud hit the back door. A fist. Then a voice, loud and angry, muffled by metal.

“Y’ALL GOT BATTERIES BACK THERE!”

Stan’s eyes flashed. “Ignore it.”

Another thud, harder.

Eli lifted the boxes. “We’re leaving.”

Stan grabbed Mitch’s sleeve. “Listen. If anyone asks, I never saw you.”

Mitch stared at him. “Is it that serious?”

Stan’s face went flat. “It’s getting there.”

The back door thudded again.

Stan unlocked the side exit and pushed it open.

Cold air rushed in like a slap.

Eli and Mitch stepped out into the alley behind the store, rotors clutched like contraband. The alley was narrow, icy, lined with dumpsters and stacked pallets. A single security light buzzed overhead even though it was daytime—flickering like it couldn’t decide whether it had power.

They moved fast toward the truck.

Halfway there, a voice called out, sharp and suspicious.

“Hey! What you got?”

Eli stopped. His spine stiffened.

A man stepped from behind a van parked crookedly near the dumpster. Heavy jacket. Work boots. Eyes too alert. He wasn’t holding a weapon, but he was holding something worse: entitlement.

Mitch’s shoulders rose. “Just parts.”

The man moved closer, gaze fixed on the boxes. “What kind?”

Eli kept his voice calm. “Rotors.”

The man’s face tightened. “For what vehicle?”

Eli stared at him. “Mine.”

The man’s eyes flicked to the Eastside building. “They told me they were out.”

Eli didn’t answer. He didn’t owe this stranger a confession.

The man stepped closer. “Sell me one.”

Mitch started to speak—too fast, too hot—but Eli cut him off with a slight shake of his head.

Eli said, “No.”

The man’s nostrils flared. “I’ll pay you.”

Eli held his gaze. “No.”

The man’s voice rose, anger grabbing the wheel. “Man, you don’t understand. My wife—”

Eli’s tone stayed flat. “I understand enough. I got a customer waiting and a family at home. Move.”

The man laughed, ugly. “So you hoarding too.”

Eli’s eyes narrowed. “I’m working.”

The man took another step. Too close now. Close enough that Eli could smell cigarette smoke and stale coffee on his breath. Close enough that Mitch’s fists tightened.

The man said, low, “You walk away with those boxes, you gonna make me a problem.”

Eli looked him dead in the eye. “You’re already a problem.”

Silence stretched, thin and trembling.

Then a door slammed somewhere behind them—the back door of Eastside—followed by a burst of shouting.

The alley man’s attention flicked toward the noise.

Eli took the chance.

“Now,” he said to Mitch.

They moved—quick, controlled—no running, because running invited pursuit. They reached the truck, yanked the door open, slid the rotors inside.

As Eli climbed in, the alley man shouted, “HEY—!”

Eli slammed the door and started the engine.

The tires spun a little on ice as he pulled out, the truck fishtailing just enough to spike adrenaline.

Mitch looked back through the rear window. “He coming?”

Eli checked the mirror. The man stood in the alley, watching them go, memorizing the truck like he’d taken a picture with his eyes.

Eli’s jaw clenched. “He might.”

Mitch swallowed. “This is crazy.”

Eli kept his eyes on the road. “This is what happens when people think the world is a vending machine and they’re entitled to the last snack.”

They drove back toward the shop.

The closer they got, the more signs stacked up like bad omens.

A digital sign at the bank flickered, then went dark.

The gas station line had doubled.

A police cruiser sat at an intersection with lights on, not moving, as if the officer inside was waiting for the first real spark.

Eli’s phone buzzed.

A text from Jonah.

RADIO SAID TELECOM DISRUPTIONS. PHONE SERVICE “SPOTTY.” RUTH SAYS GET FLASHLIGHTS.

Eli read it once, then again, feeling the words settle like weight in his gut.

Mitch saw his face. “What?”

Eli didn’t sugarcoat it. “My son’s picking up the same pattern.”

Mitch’s hands twisted together. “So what do we do?”

Eli’s voice came out quiet. “We keep moving. We keep our people close. We stay ahead of the panic.”

They pulled into Harper Auto.

Rafi stood at the front window, eyes wide, one hand on the lock. When he saw Eli, his shoulders dropped like he’d been holding his breath.

Eli stepped inside and the bell jingled—too cheerful for the tension in the room.

The older woman with the purse was still there, but now two more customers waited, both staring at the shelves like they wanted to count what was left.

Rafi whispered, “Two dudes came back while you were gone. Same ones. They asked about batteries again. I told ’em you don’t sell parts without service. They got mad.”

Eli’s stomach tightened. “Did they threaten you?”

Rafi hesitated. “One said... ‘we’ll see how long you keep that rule.’”

Eli set the rotor boxes down behind the counter with care. Then he
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