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    To everyone who has ever faced a storm—
not just the kind that floods streets and darkens skies,
but the kind that shakes your faith, your plans, and your peace.
May you find that even when the winds roar and the waters rise,
God's promises remain unbroken.
And when the clouds finally part,
may you see that His light never left—
it was guiding you through, all along.
For the steadfast hearts who choose to rebuild, one prayer at a time.
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Chapter 1 — Forecasts and Fault Lines
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By midafternoon the sky over Harbor Point had turned the color of pewter. Clouds lay low across the water like a wool blanket, and the gulls kept their distance from the pier as if they knew what the weather radio said every hour on the hour: Lucia had grown teeth.

Sophie Hale jogged the last block home with the wind at her back, damp strands of hair stuck to her cheeks. Her track coach had cancelled practice—“Go secure your stuff, kids. Sandbag before shin splints.”—but Sophie needed to feel her lungs burn, to count the beats of her feet against the sidewalk, to hear something steadier than the rising panic of town. Four right shoes, four left shoes, a rhythm she could hold. She slowed when their church came into view: St. Mark’s on the Hill, a white clapboard building with a steeple that pointed like an exclamation mark into the gathering storm. She could already see the yellow glow from the fellowship hall windows and the hand-painted sign her mother propped against the steps: EMERGENCY SHELTER — ALL WELCOME.

She cut across the lawn and veered for the back door, pushing into a rush of heat and sound. Coffee aroma hit first, then the squeak of the rolling metal cot rack, then the hum of voices—Mrs. Ortiz explaining the intake clipboard to a pair of retirees, Uncle Joe lugging a crate of canned peaches, youth-group kids taping arrows on the floor in blue painter’s tape. The gym’s hardwood floor had never looked so bright. It dazzled with the reflection of fluorescent lights and piles of folded blankets like small gray hills.

“Soph!” Mom’s voice carried over the clatter. She had her hair up in a bandana and a laminated volunteer badge swinging from her neck. “Grab the battery lanterns from the storage closet. And tell your brother he’s not allowed to reorganize the first-aid kit again.”

“I was improving it,” came a small, wounded protest from behind the check-in table. Liam—eleven years old, two inches of growth this summer, anxiety tucked into every pocket like a spare coin—sat with a label maker and a plastic bin. The bin now read GAUZE, BUT IN A NICE WAY.

Sophie snorted despite herself. “You can improve it later,” she said, leaning down to kiss the top of his head. “Lanterns first. Orders from the boss.”

Mom pointed to herself, wide-eyed innocence. “Who, me?”

Sophie slipped into the hallway that smelled faintly of floor polish and chalk dust, flipped on the storage closet light, and fished out the box marked EMERGENCY LIGHTING in Sharpie. Three lanterns thumped against one another like clumsy friends. As she turned, she caught her reflection in the narrow mirror that lived above the drinking fountain—wind-pink cheeks, sweat-slick forehead, a smudge of something dark near her jawline. “Dirt?” she asked the mirror. The mirror did not answer. She swiped it away with the sleeve of her hoodie, then paused, swallowing.

God is our refuge and strength. The verse had lived above the choir risers since she was seven. The letters were hand-cut from blue felt and glued to a banner that hung slightly crooked. A very present help in trouble. The words were so familiar she could see the banner even without looking, and yet right now their comfort slid off her like rain off a slicker. She tightened her grip on the lantern box. There was work to do.

The side door slammed open and her dad came in, boots muddy, paramedic jacket lined with rain. He set a bag of medical supplies on the table and tugged Sophie into a quick, rib-squeezing hug that smelled like antiseptic and salt air.

“Got the shelter powered?” he asked.

“For now,” Mom said, coming over with a pen stuck behind one ear. “Generator’s on a full tank. Parish council approved fuel for a second tank. We have sixty cots and eighty blankets. And three trays of Aunt Irene’s lasagna cooling in the kitchen.”

Dad raised his eyebrows. “Lasagna at a time like this? We truly are a people of faith.”

“We are a people who make space,” Mom said, and some of the tightness in Sophie’s chest loosened at the warm fierceness in her mother’s eyes. A very present help. Maybe present looked like lasagna and painter’s tape.

They worked. Work steadied Soph more reliably than breathing exercises. She tested each lantern and set them in corners like watchmen. She sorted toiletries into neat lines—travel shampoos, toothbrushes, tiny deodorants—then added a bowl of little chocolates because Mrs. Ortiz had said, “There are mercies that melt slowly, m’ija, and cocoa is one.” She ran intake for the early arrivals: a family with a toddler whose cheeks were shiny with tears; Mr. Benton, who lived alone and needed reassurance that yes, he could bring his terrarium, the turtle too; a pair of college kids who had procrastinated on boarding their rented cottage and now calculated loudly the timeline for a miracle.

By the time the school day ended, the gym sounded like an airport terminal at the holidays, anxious and bustling and lined with bags. The wind had begun to push against the windows with a steady hand. The shelter’s volunteer schedule—Mom’s masterpiece—was taped to the wall and bristled with names. Sophie checked the six-to-eight slot where Sophie H. was scrawled in her own careful print, then wandered toward the double doors to prop them open for whatever came next.

What came next was a voice she knew without looking. “Excuse me,” it said to Mrs. Ortiz, polite as always. “Is there room? Our street’s already flooding.”

Sophie’s shoulders lifted, then set. She turned.

Caleb Brooks stood at the threshold with his mother. He wore a gray beanie pulled low over his curls and a grocery bag looped over his shoulder like a messenger’s satchel. Water beaded on the hem of his jacket. His eyes flicked up and found hers, surprised for a second, then unreadable in the way he’d gotten good at this year.

Sophie’s stomach performed a private, disloyal flip. She hadn’t talked to him in months except to toss a remark like a pebble—nothing, really, compared to what she’d wanted to say. She’d wanted to say it last spring, when the rumor had spread through the hallways like a spill: Sophie cheated on her chemistry midterm. An anonymous post, a screenshot, a few too-believing faces. It had taken days and a teacher review to clear her name. She had suspected Caleb because the only person who had seen her study guide that week was him, at the cafe where they used to meet on Thursdays to do homework and split fries. When she’d confronted him, he had looked away and said nothing. Silence felt like guilt.

She didn’t know until later that his silence had been about something else entirely—about his father leaving abruptly, about bills, about the way the ground cracked without making a sound. But those things arrived to her as rumors too, and rumors rarely brought grace.

“Sophie,” Mrs. Brooks said gently now, as if nothing had happened, as if Sophie had not looked through Caleb at school for three months. “Is there room?”

Sophie stapled her mouth into a smile she hoped didn’t look stapled. “Yes, of course. Come in.” She reached for the clipboard, found her voice steadier than her heart. “Last name, number in your party, any dietary restrictions, and—uh—if you have any medical needs we should know about.”

“Brooks. Two. No allergies.” Mrs. Brooks’ pen hovered. “Thank you, dear.”

Caleb said nothing, but when he brushed by, a drop of water fell from his beanie to the gym floor and shattered into tiny stars. Sophie stared at them until they disappeared.

By five, the weather radio declared a curfew: streets closing at seven, stay off the roads, stay away from the shore. Sophie stepped outside with a trash bag of cardboard to flatten and paused on the back steps. The air had that odd hush storms sometimes bring—the sound before the symphony. Tree limbs carved slow arcs against the sky. Across the schoolyard, waves shouldered the seawall and slammed into the rocks with white fists. She could feel Lucia in the way the wind pressed at her clothes, in the way the flag at half-staff strained against its halyard.

“Soph?” Liam’s voice behind her, small. He came out hugging his elbows, the hoodie he’d grabbed not nearly warm enough. “Is it true about the pier?”

“What about it?” She lowered the bag.

“Coach texted the team group chat. They might close the pier for repairs after the storm. Maybe for months.” His mouth worked, trying to frame the loss in words. Sophie knew that feeling. The pier was where they ran on cool mornings, where their town put lights in December, where she had learned to walk as a toddler with sticky-fingered determination, one board at a time. “What if it’s just...gone?”

Sophie looked out toward the water, blinking back the sting of spray. “We rebuild,” she said. “We always do.”

“But what if we can’t?” His voice sharpened, teetering toward panic. “What if the roof comes off and the lights go out and the shelter floods and—”

“Hey.” She set the bag down and pulled him into a tight hug. He was nearly her height now; his cheek was damp and cold against her collarbone. “Breathe with me, okay? Box method.”

“I hate the box,” he muttered into her shoulder, but he did it—four counts in, hold, four counts out, hold, again. The wind played with a curl of his hair.

“You know Psalm forty-six?” she asked softly, the verse like a smooth stone in her pocket. “We said it in family devotions last week.”

He pulled back. “ ‘God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.’ ”

“That one.” She forced her voice light. “He’s our shelter. The gym is just...where He’s visiting with a lot of lasagna.”

Liam’s laugh hiccuped out. He wiped his sleeve across his face. “Do you really think we’ll be okay?”

Sophie met his eyes and felt the weight of the question settle on her like another wet jacket. Her instinct was to offer certainty, to strap something solid across the shaky places. “Yes,” she said, because he needed the word. “Yes, we’ll be okay. God will keep us safe.”

He nodded hard, absorbing the promise as if it could insulate him. He gripped her hand for a second longer than usual and then let go, retreating into the gym’s warm noise.

Sophie stayed outside one heartbeat more, the wind pulling at her hair, the sky shifting from pewter to slate. The promise lay between her and the ocean like a line drawn in wet sand. She wanted it to be granite. She wanted to feel it anchor her ankles. Instead she felt the sea tug.

Inside, the shelter had crossed from preparation to reality. People claimed cots and corners, children built a city of chairs along the wall, and the youth-group kids took turns filling paper cups with water and courage. Mr. Benton’s turtle, Harold, dozed in a plastic bin with a sprig of lettuce like a jaunty hat. Pastor Elena moved from person to person with a hand on each shoulder, murmuring, smiling, listening. Sophie watched her pause with Mrs. Brooks and say something that made the lines in the other woman’s face soften.

“Dinner in ten,” Mom called. “Lasagna and salad. Save room for cookies. We bake for the apocalypse.”

Sophie set out plates, her hands moving on automatic. She could feel the ache of her run in her calves, welcome and real. She liked that pain—she’d chosen it. She had not chosen the ache that pulsed at the base of her throat when she thought of Caleb’s eyes at the door, when she thought of the rumor and the spring and all the things that had cracked without sound.

“Hey,” said a voice beside her. Caleb, holding a stack of napkins. “Do these go...here?” He gestured vaguely toward the plates.

“Sure.” She kept her eyes on the forks. “Thanks.”

They arranged napkins like diplomats negotiating a delicate treaty. The silence between them tightened until he cut it.

“I didn’t—” he began, then stopped. He set his napkin stack down too firmly, and one slid off the table to the floor. He bent to pick it up. “It wasn’t me,” he said into the space between his shoes and the linoleum. “The rumor.”

Sophie’s jaw clenched. “Okay.”

“I know you think it was.” He straightened, face pale. “I know why you think that. But it wasn’t.”

“Then why didn’t you say anything?” The words leapt out, fierce and fast, and once they were out she didn’t try to capture them. “Why did you just...look away?”

His mouth opened, then shut. He glanced toward his mother, toward Pastor Elena, toward Liam who was showing Harold to a curly-haired toddler as if the turtle were a celebrity. When he looked back, his eyes had gone dark the way they did when he focused on a cello solo at the winter concert, when he tried to hold a note he wasn’t sure he could reach.

“Because I was holding too many things,” he said quietly. “And I didn’t have a hand left for truth.”

Sophie’s retort burned off before it formed. She heard something in his voice she hadn’t heard in months—an edge of honesty that sounded like a torn place. Torn places made her go soft whether she wanted to or not.

“Dinner!” Mom sang out, and the room moved like a bowl of marbles—everyone rolling toward warmth. Conversation rose. Plates clinked. Mrs. Ortiz asked the college kids if they knew how to play gin rummy. The moment fell between Sophie and Caleb and didn’t shatter, didn’t resolve either. It just sat, a small weight, real.

They ate. The lasagna tasted better than it had any right to. Sophie watched worries unwind over food and felt a small, stubborn gratitude rise in her—gratitude for electricity, for Aunt Irene’s sauce recipe, for the way Liam laughed with a mouthful of salad when Harold claimed a stray slice of red pepper as his destiny. Gratitude didn’t cancel dread, she discovered. They sat side by side, like old saints who tolerated each other in the same pew.

After dinner, Pastor Elena climbed onto the small platform at the end of the gym that usually hosted middle-school skits and awkward announcements. She held up her hands, and the room quieted.

“Neighbors
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