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Chapter 1: The First Crack
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Jess Dickson was pouring coffee when his kitchen split in half.

The mug fell. He didn't hear it break. The sound of the world tearing open swallowed everything.

His body moved before his brain caught up. Four years in the Marines had burned certain reflexes into his nervous system. Drop. Cover. Wait for the break.

He was under the dining table when the ceiling came down.

The shaking lasted forty-seven seconds. It felt like hours.

When the silence returned—thick, ringing, wrong—Jess pulled himself out from under a slab of drywall. Dust hung in the air like fog. His apartment was gone. The wall facing the street had collapsed outward, leaving his living room exposed to the open air.

He stood up slowly. Checked his body. Arms fine. Legs fine. A cut on his forehead—blood warm on his face, but shallow.

His wrist computer was still there. 7:42 AM. Depth: zero. Air: full. The device was designed for dives, not earthquakes. But it was still working.

Jess stepped toward the broken wall and looked out.

Los Angeles was unrecognizable.

The building next door had pancaked into rubble. A fire burned three blocks east—black smoke climbing into a gray sky. Cars lay on their sides like dead animals. And everywhere, the sound of people. Crying. Screaming. Calling names that would not be answered.

He had seen destruction before. Fallujah. Helmand. But those had been war.

This was something else.

His phone was dead. No signal. No power. He grabbed his folding knife from the nightstand drawer, clipped it to his waist, and climbed down the debris into the street.

"Help!"

A woman's voice. Trapped.

Jess moved toward it.
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Chapter 2: The First Wave
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The woman was pinned under a beam. Her leg was wrong—twisted at an angle that should not exist. Jess lifted the beam. She screamed. He dragged her to a clear spot and told her to stay put.

That was the last good thing he did that day.

The second quake came without warning.

This one was different. The first had been a violent shake. This was a deep, grinding roll that made the ground feel like liquid. Jess dropped to his knees. Around him, the buildings still standing began to fold.

He watched a twelve-story apartment building lean, hesitate, and then fall like a tree.

The sound was not loud. It was too big for loud. It was the sound of the world reordering itself.

Then the third quake hit.

Jess knew numbers. He had trained with seismic data during survival courses. The first had been maybe 6.8. The second, low 7s. But this one—his wrist computer couldn't measure it, but his body could feel it.

This was an 8.

Maybe higher.

The ground didn't shake anymore. It moved like a ship in a storm. Jess held onto a fire hydrant and watched as strips of asphalt peeled open. Water mains burst. Gas lines exploded. The fire in the east grew into a wall.

And then he heard it.

Not the quake. Not the fire. Something else.

A deep, low roar coming from the south. From the ocean.

Jess had grown up in San Diego. He had seen waves. He had surfed since he was twelve.

He had never heard a sound like this.

He turned toward the coast. The buildings in his way blocked his view. But he didn't need to see it. He knew what that sound meant.

The water was coming.

Not a wave. A wall.
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Chapter 3: The Wall
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He ran.

Not away from the coast—there was no time for that. Up. He ran toward the tallest building still standing, a twenty-story hotel three blocks north. Its lower floors had collapsed, but the main stairwell was exposed on the outside.

Jess climbed.

He climbed past the fourth floor, the fifth, the seventh. The roar got louder. The air got wetter. On the ninth floor, he looked back.

The ocean had arrived.

It was not a wave anymore. It was a moving mountain of black water, studded with debris—cars, trees, pieces of buildings. It moved faster than a car. Faster than anything Jess had ever seen running toward him.

He climbed faster.

Tenth floor. Eleventh. The stairwell shook. The building was not designed for this. Nothing was.

He reached the fourteenth floor and pulled himself onto a balcony railing just as the water hit.

The impact was not a crash. It was a rearrangement. Suddenly, Jess was not on a building. He was underwater. Darkness. Cold. Pressure crushing his chest.

The building broke apart around him. A piece of concrete hit his shoulder. A steel beam missed his head by inches. He spun in the current, disoriented, his lungs already burning.

How long had he been under?

Ten seconds. Maybe twelve.

His wrist computer glowed in the dark. Depth: 18 feet. Increasing fast.

He kicked. Swam toward the light—but there was no light. The water was black with sediment and debris.

Twenty-two feet.

He kicked harder. His lungs screamed.

Twenty-seven feet.

His hand hit something solid. A wall. He pushed off it, changed direction.

Thirty-one feet.

He was going the wrong way.

Thirty-four feet.

Jess stopped fighting the current. He let it take him for two seconds—two seconds that felt like dying—then kicked hard in the direction the debris was coming from.

Debris came from the surface. He had learned that in training. If you're underwater and pieces are falling past you, the surface is above where the pieces came from.

He followed the debris.

Thirty-nine feet.

His vision tunneled. His mouth opened. Water touched his tongue.

Forty-one feet.

His head broke the surface.

Jess gasped. Choked. Gasped again. The air tasted like gasoline and death, but it was air.

He looked around. The hotel was gone. Everything was gone. The water stretched in every direction, black and endless, dotted with wreckage.

And behind him, another roar.

He turned.

The second wave was already here.
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Chapter 4: The Deep
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This wave was bigger.

Jess barely had time to fill his lungs before it buried him. He was thrown sideways, backward, upside down. The current peeled his shirt off. Something sharp cut his leg. He didn't feel it.

His wrist computer beeped.

Depth: 52 feet.

He was sinking.

The second wave had pushed him down and the current was spiraling, pulling him into a vortex. He could feel the rotation—the water spinning around a center point like a drain.

A building's drainage system. A submerged stairwell. A parking garage.

He was being pulled into a vertical shaft.

Jess spread his arms and legs—starfish position—to slow his descent. His palm scraped against a concrete wall. He grabbed it. Held on.

The current pulled at his legs, trying to suck him down. His fingers slipped. He found a rebar loop—someone's old anchor point—and hooked his arm through it.

Depth: 61 feet.

He pressed his face against the concrete. In front of him, a small pocket. Not air—just void, the space where a door used to be. He pushed his head into it.

No air. Just wet darkness.

But the pocket meant something. This was not a solid shaft. There were rooms. Spaces. Some of them might still contain air.

The Marines had trained him for this. Not for earthquakes. Not for tsunamis. But for something else: underwater search and rescue. How to find air pockets. How to move through submerged structures. How to stay calm when your brain
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