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      The traffic on the freeway heading east into Nashville was crazy.

      “Stay put,” the guy on the radio said. “It’s not safe to drive during an eclipse.”

      Ashley groaned and squeezed the smooth leather steering wheel until her knuckles were white.

      What was she supposed to do? Pull over on the side of the road?

      It was dead on summer and the heat came in through the window of her brand new blue 2018 Toyota Camry. She wasn’t about to pull off on the dirt that served as a shoulder.

      Not even if she could have.

      She was late.

      Very late.

      And an eclipse did not factor into her schedule.

      “This is going to be spectacular,” the announcer said.

      Ashley rolled her eyes and changed the channel.

      “They’re calling it the Great American Eclipse,” a female announcer said. “Make sure you wear your special glasses.”

      Ashley turned off the radio and streamed some of her favorite eighties music through her phone.

      That was better. She relaxed a little for just a moment, but one glance at the clock had her pressing down on the accelerator.

      She was definitely not going to make it on time.

      Being late for the very first faculty meeting at her new job was not a good way to start her career.

      In her defense, it wasn’t her fault the furniture delivery guys had been late.

      Fortunately, she’d been dressed and ready. She was wearing a new gray pants suit with an emerald green silky shirt.

      Very grown up. Very different from the jeans and t-shirt style that she’d worn just about every day as a student.

      But now with a newly minted master’s degree, she was ready to start molding young minds.

      The sun was still bright.

      They were probably over-hyping the whole eclipse thing anything.

      Either way, the business department at the university hadn’t deemed it all that important or they wouldn’t have scheduled the first faculty meeting of the year right smack dab during the eclipse.

      Surely they would understand. After all, she’d just moved here from Texas.

      Not a small undertaking.

      But it was a good job and she was rather excited about it.

      Until the stupid movers had been late.

      According to the GPS, she was going to be fifteen minutes late. And that was just getting to the parking lot.

      There was still the matter of getting inside the building and making her way to the conference room.

      Her department chair, Dr. Oscar, had been very understanding, of course.

      But if there was one thing Ashley didn’t want, it was special treatment.

      Maybe she could still make it.

      The traffic had suddenly gotten a little bit less backed up.

      Perhaps people were getting off the road for the eclipse.

      Heeding the advice of radio announcers.

      She pressed down on the accelerator. Zipped past some other cars that were going slow.

      She passed by an old white church with a high steeple.

      She recognized the church from the tour the interviewer had taken her own two months ago.

      It had been built sometime in the 1800s.

      She was making good progress. She’d gained a whole minute just like that.

      Then she saw the dreaded red and blue lights coming up behind her.

      Her heart in her throat, she immediately let off the accelerator and lightly touched the brake.

      She slipped in between two cars that were going the speed limit, hoping to avoid being noticed by the police.

      But the police car came up alongside her and flashed the siren.

      Damn.

      The car behind her dropped back, allowing the police car to get behind her.

      “Pull over. Pull over now.”

      The words came over the police speaker, loud and clear.

      She had no doubt that she was being pulled over.

      Her hands trembling, she slowed down and drove onto the shoulder of the highway.

      She put the car in park and blew out a shaky breath.

      The whole department meeting wasn’t going to happen.

      The sky was started to darken as she waited for the policeman to run her plates and decide what to do about her.

      Her sister would just cry and have the policeman tearing up the ticket.

      Ashely had never developed that skill.

      She’d take her ticket, pay it, and move on.

      Besides, one glance in the rearview mirror told her that this particular policeman was a policewoman.

      Even her sister wouldn’t be able to get out of this one.
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      Ashely stood behind her car, the summer sun beating down on the top of her head.

      The lady cop had taken her driver’s license and insurance and had gone back to her car.

      She’d been polite and even friendly. Had listened when Ashley had explained that she was on her way to a department meeting for her new job.

      The officer had made it a point to write down her Texas license plate number, even though Ashley was certain she already had it.

      Point taken.

      She may have just moved here, but her car was still a Texas car and even her driver’s license was still Texas.

      Ashley leaned against the trunk of her car and watched as the sky began to darken.

      She turned her face away from the highway as cars zipped past. It was humiliating enough to have to stand out here like a criminal.

      It didn’t even matter that no one here knew who she was.

      She was trying to make a good first impression.

      Hard to do that beneath the red and blue police lights.

      The policewoman opened her door and Ashely pushed off the car.

      Maybe now she would just give her the ticket and let her go.

      “I need to search your car,” the policewoman said. Officer Tucker according to her name tag.

      “What? Why?” Ashley’s stomach dropped.

      “There’s a missing fugitive,” Officer Tucker said. “From Texas. We have to make sure he isn’t in your car.”

      Ashley felt her eyes tear up. And she wasn’t even faking it.

      “I don’t have anyone in the car,” she said. “I’m just trying to get to work.”

      “I understand,” Officer Tucker said. “If you would, just go stand next to those trees.”

      Ashley looked down at her new heels. This policewoman was asking her to walk into the dirt with her new shoes.

      “I don’t think that’s a good—”

      Officer Tucker lifted an eyebrow that said it all.

      Ashely was going to do as she asked. Officer Tucker was giving her no choice.

      She pulled up her pants legs enough to avoid dragging the cuffs in the dirt, then rolled her eyes—but only after her back was turned to the officer.

      As she walked toward the trees as instructed, she rubbed her arms against a sudden chill.

      It was getting dark now. Dark like twilight.

      She looked toward the sky, but just in time, remembered not to look directly at the sun with the naked eye.

      The sound of radio chatter in the background blended with the sound of car motors passing by.

      She slipped her phone out of her pocket to send off a quick text to her department chair.

      She hesitated, her fingers hovering over the keys.

      Was it better to just say that she was still running late? Or that she’d been pulled over for speeding?

      Definitely traffic.

      As she typed in the quick message that she was stuck in traffic, it continued to get darker.

      She fought the urge to look up. To see what the sun was doing.

      It was very odd.

      Like a quick sunset.

      Turning back, she cringed as Officer Tucker popped the trunk of her new car and walked slowly back around to the back of the car.

      Geez. How was this happening? Things had been going so well.

      She’d been so excited about her new job.

      Now everything was messed up.

      Officer Tucker stopped just before she reached Ashley’s trunk, lowered the dark sunshades on her head, and looked up.

      Ashley looked up, too, squinting into the sudden darkness.

      She blinked against the darkness. Her eyes didn’t have time to adjust.

      Everyone on the radio had recommended that people stay inside.

      Now she knew why.

      A loud buzz shot through her ears and she felt a little bit dizzy.

      The police chatter faded into the background along with the last of the light.

      In darkness now, everything went silent.

      Silence wasn’t supposed to be part of the eclipse.

      So dizzy…
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      Ashley woke slowly.

      Sunlight beating down on her head.

      Her right cheek was pressed against the ground.

      Her mouth full of grit.

      She blinked and sat up.

      Her hands were scuffed as though she’d tried to catch herself on the asphalt.

      But there was no asphalt.

      She looked right and left, over her shoulder.

      Where was the road? Where was her car?

      She wasn’t in the same place she’d been during the eclipse.

      Ashley wiped her hands on her new trousers.

      Her clothes were ruined.

      She didn’t recognize anything.

      Somehow during the eclipse, with an officer of the law right there, she’d been picked up and dropped off in the middle of the woods.

      She looked up at the sun.

      No sign of an eclipse now.

      There was nothing to do but to start walking.

      She couldn’t stay here.

      Damn it. Her shoes were ruined, too.

      Walking carefully, she started down the little hill.

      Not knowing which way to go, it just made sense that she’d need to go downhill.

      Nashville was on a river in the valley.

      She walked for about thirty minutes. Maybe an hour.

      Her feet ached and she began to think about taking them off and walking barefoot.

      She froze.

      Right there, nestled in the trees, was the white church.

      The one that had been built in the 1800s.

      No.

      That was being built.

      Right now.

      A dozen men were working on the new construction.

      Two men on the
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