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To every young soul standing at the edge of doubt and courage—
may you discover that true strength is not in controlling every outcome,
but in trusting the One who holds tomorrow.
And to those who serve quietly in broken places,
whose hands lift burdens, whose prayers steady trembling hearts—
this story is for you.
May your faith shine as an anchor, unseen yet unshakable,
guiding others through the storm.
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Chapter 1 — After the Siren
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The first sound was the dog two houses down—one bark that broke in the middle, like something had bumped the world. Leah’s eyes snapped open a heartbeat later. The second sound was the wardrobe hangers clacking against each other as if spooked. Then the dresser trembled, a mug skittered on her desk, and her bed rolled one inch left, one inch right, like the ocean had learned where she lived.

“Earthquake!” her mom shouted from the hall.

The word made everything faster. Leah was out of bed, hand on the doorknob, counting under her breath because numbers were an anchor: one-one-thousand, two-one-thousand, three— The floor surged. She grabbed the doorframe and bent her knees like Coach made them practice for starts. The lamp thumped off the nightstand; somewhere the shower rod jumped. The shaking didn’t roar; it rumbled, a deep-bellied grumble, as if the town had rolled over in its sleep and knocked into the furniture.

“Mom?” Leah called.

“I’m here,” said her mother, voice breathy but steady. “Bathroom doorway. Grandma?”

A softer voice floated up the hall. “I’ve stood in worse kitchens. I’m fine.”

The worst passed in under thirty seconds. Leah knew because she’d counted to twenty-seven. After, the house hummed with the small noises of survival: pipes complaining, a picture frame tapping back against the wall, three humans breathing like they’d sprinted.

They did the drill automatically—shoes on, gas off, flashlight checks. The power was out; their cul-de-sac wore the same dark as the sky, cut by one neighbor’s headlamp and the flicker of a streetlight trying to remember how to be a streetlight. Far off, a siren wound up and then thought better of it.

Leah’s grandmother, Halmoni to everyone who loved her or bought her red bean buns, emerged from her room in a sweater and slippers, gray hair braided down her back like a rope. She had flour on her cheek. Leah didn’t point it out.

“You okay?” Leah asked, scanning for injury, already cataloging next steps in her head. Water? Check. Car? On a full tank. First aid? Under the sink. Text chain? Useless without service. Backup plan? Always.

Halmoni squeezed her wrist. “The world shook,” she said simply. “We are still standing. We say thank you first.”

“Thank You,” Mom said, with no ceremony and real weight.

Leah echoed it because there was nothing to lose. “Thank You.”

They slipped on jackets and stepped onto the front porch. The neighborhood had that early-morning smell—damp, cold, a hint of the ocean that Seacliff wore like cologne. The sky was just starting to think about being gray. Mr. Kramer across the street flicked his porch light switch like a person trying to reason with infrastructure.

“You feel it?” he called.

“Nope,” Leah said, deadpan. “We were doing family Zumba.”

He huffed, reassured by the joke. “News says focus near the bluff.”

Leah’s stomach tightened. The bluff ran the length of town—a cliff edged with houses that boasted ocean views and a nervous relationship with gravity. The Morales family lived three blocks inland, but the bakery—Halmoni’s bakery—sat on Cove Street, two up from the cliff path. Harbor Bread & Tea, gold letters on a blue awning Leah had painted herself last spring.

“Mom,” Leah said.

“I know,” her mother said. “Shoes. Keys.”

They were in the car inside two minutes. The streets were mostly empty, the power out in patches. At the four-way by Seacliff High, the traffic signals were dead, hanging like tired eyelids. Leah’s mother treated it like a stop sign, the way you’re supposed to, and rolled through when it was clear. A block farther on, the asphalt had split along a seam. A city truck idled beside it with hazard lights pulsing like a heartbeat.

Cove Street was busier. Flashing lights from two police cruisers painted the buildings red-blue-red-blue. A line of neighbors clumped in coats and pajama pants. The ocean beyond was a low black muscle; the crash of the waves sounded too close.

Leah saw the bakery before she saw the tape. The awning had survived, stubborn and cheerful. The front windows were intact, the “Closed” sign still swinging gently. But a jagged crack ran like a lightning bolt from the corner of the door to the corner of the display window. A strip of bright yellow tape crossed the entrance in a big X. A white notice flapped on the glass: CONDEMNED FOR STRUCTURAL REPAIRS. ENTRY PROHIBITED.

“Wait,” Leah said, like the word could change anything. “No. No.”

Her mother eased the car to the curb, put it in park, and turned off the engine. She shut her eyes for two slow breaths before opening them. “Let’s ask,” she said.

The officer nearest them looked young enough to be picking up his prom suit this afternoon. “Ma’am,” he started as they approached, “please keep back from the building.”

“It’s ours,” Halmoni said gently. “We will not go in. We would like to see.”

He nodded and moved aside so they could stand within talking distance. “Quake took out some supports under the front wall,” he explained. “No collapse risk, but it’s compromised. Building inspector posted the notice an hour ago.”

Leah hugged herself to keep from grabbing the tape and ripping it down. The bakery window reflected her face: hair wild, eyes too bright, mouth set in a line like a problem she could solve if the equation would just make sense. She couldn’t solve this.

She tried anyway. “How long?” she asked. “For repairs. A day? A week?”

“Minimum days,” the officer said. “More likely weeks. Depends on permits and crews.”

“Permits,” Leah repeated, as if the word might become edible if she chewed it. Weeks meant bills. Weeks meant no morning rush, no cash in the tip jar, no regulars like Mr. Sal with his coffee at 6:45 and his quiet thanks, the way he tucked a dollar under the napkin dispenser like a secret.

Halmoni pressed her palm to the window without touching it, hovering a breath away. Leah hated that, the not-touching. If they couldn’t go in, they couldn’t check on the sourdough starter, the jars of tea, the tip jar. She pictured everything inside exactly as they’d left it: flour dusting the counter; the new chalkboard sign she’d lettered with a cartoon cinnamon roll named Gloria; the jar labeled Leave One/Take One Notes half full of folded squares.

“We should call the insurance,” Mom said, voice all business. “And the landlord. And Mikey about the ovens.”

“I’ll make a list,” Leah said, because lists gave fear something to climb instead of drowning in it. She fumbled her phone out of her pocket—no service. Of course.

A tall figure in a neon beanie jogged up the sidewalk and nearly slid trying to stop on the wet concrete. “Leah!” he called, breath puffing. “You okay?”

Evan Ortiz came to a halt, hands on his knees for a second. His beanie was crooked, his hoodie unzipped over a T-shirt with a cartoon robot flexing. He smelled faintly of solder, which was ridiculous this early; Leah would later learn he’d been up at 4 A.M. tweaking a battery pack because when the world shakes, some people count and some people tinker.

“We’re fine,” Leah said, because that was the right answer and because she was not going to cry in front of Evan.

He followed her gaze to the tape. “Ah man. Harbor Bread?” He made a face like he’d bitten foil. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” Halmoni said, and patted his arm as if she’d been rehearsing consolations for other people and he’d wandered into the script. “We will bake again. Just not today.”

Evan nodded too quickly, the way he always nodded when feelings tried to make eye contact. “We’ll fix it,” he said. “I mean—not we like me personally because I’m not licensed to repair, like, buildings, yet, but we as in the town. Someone. The city. The—” He exhaled and shoved his hands in his pockets. “We’ll fix it.”

Leah wanted to say You can’t solder a crack in a foundation. Instead she said, “How’s your house?”

“Lights flickered, my dad’s tools tried to walk off the garage shelf, but it’s okay.” He let his gaze drift over her shoulder, toward the bluff. “Mrs. Kline’s porch slid two inches. Mr. Ortiz—my dad—went to check on her old truck. He’s doing the ‘contractor face’ and not talking.”

“That sounds like him,” Leah said. She meant it kindly. Mr. Ortiz had built half the decks in town and never charged Halmoni full price because she smuggled him pastries. He was proud and exact. He kept lists more intimidating than Leah’s.

A woman tugging on a sweater over pajamas hurried past, then doubled back. “Julie?” Leah’s mother said, recognition lighting her face.

“Aria,” the woman said, and Leah blinked because nobody called Pastor Aria by her first name unless they were old friends or had known her before she had a church. The two hugged quickly. Leah knew Pastor Aria as the person with the quiet voice that somehow carried to the back row, the one who wore boots that could survive floods and listened like it was a paying job. Today she wore a navy beanie and a sweatshirt that said Harbor Community in peeling letters.

“Is everyone okay?” Pastor Aria asked, scanning their faces the way medics on TV check for bleeding you can’t see. “I started a check-in at the gym. We’ve got coffee from the station and donuts from—well, from nowhere right now.” She grimaced at the tape. “I’m sorry about the bakery.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Mom said, automatically reaching for a smile and landing somewhere honest. “Is the church open?”

“Generator’s humming,” Pastor Aria said. “We’re setting up cots in case anyone can’t go home. And—” she lowered her voice a little “—we’ll probably need a relief crew. Teens who can run food, haul, organize, check on seniors, the usual good trouble.”

Leah’s spine straightened the way it did on the starting blocks. Relief crew. Something to do. Something with columns and checkboxes and the warm adrenaline of being useful. “We’ll help,” she said, before either adult could.

“Let’s get the yes from your mom,” Pastor Aria said gently. She turned to Aria—Leah’s mother wore the name neatly when her friend said it—“Can Leah come after you handle what you need here? I’ll pair her with seniors. Pairing with tasks, not people. We’re careful.”

Mom looked at Leah. That look meant be honest about what you’re saying yes to and also I know saying yes is your favorite hobby. Leah registered the exhaustion in her mother’s eyes and made two decisions at once: she would help at the church, and she would not let that mean her mom had to be the strong one alone.

“Yes,” Mom said. “We can do the calls from there.”

“We’ll swing by home for sneakers,” Leah said, already fitting tasks into the day like Tetris. “And clipboards.” She wasn’t kidding. Clipboards made chaos obey.

Evan rocked back on his heels. “I can help too,” he said, as if permission were a voltage he needed to be plugged into. “I’ve got portable chargers. And a whiteboard. And a solar panel that may or may not be legal depending on who you ask.”

“Bring the panel,” Pastor Aria said, amused but not surprised. “Bring consent forms too, if you’ve got them. We’re not filming anything but lessons learned. ‘With, not about.’”

Evan’s ears turned pink. He fiddled with the strap of his backpack. “Right,” he said. “Lessons. Not trauma reels.”

Leah watched his mouth twitch. Evan used jokes like sandbags—pile enough at the edge and maybe your house wouldn’t flood. She got it. She used spreadsheets for the same reason.

A seagull screeched. Somebody’s toddler wailed and then hiccuped into a calmer cry. The ocean thudded, patient and huge. Leah stared at the yellow X on the bakery door until it after-imaged when she blinked. She could see the inside of the bakery in her mind as clearly as if she’d walked in: the warm-not-hot air at 5 A.M.; the way Halmoni hummed to the dough, under her breath in Korean; the tin of cinnamon sticks on the shelf; the square of sun that landed on the counter just before seven. The sign on the wall by the register that Leah had lettered in a moment of optimism: Daily Bread, Daily Grace.

“Okay,” she said out loud, to the tape and the crack and the world. “Okay.”

“What are you okay-ing?” Evan asked.

“Everything,” Leah said, which was either a lie or a battle cry. “We’re going to the church. We’re going to make a plan.”

Back at the house, Leah changed into running shoes and a hoodie with the bakery’s logo. Mom grabbed a folder of insurance papers and twenty pens. Halmoni insisted on bringing a tin of barley tea because tea turned rooms into kitchens. Evan biked over with a backpack that clanked, a whiteboard bungee-corded to the rear rack, and a grin that looked more like a wince.

Seacliff High sat between their neighborhood and the church. As they passed, Leah glanced at the stadium. The bleachers leaned a degree off normal. A hairline crack split the track where lane five curved. Her throat tightened. Running wasn’t just a hobby; it was the way she organized time and breathed and proved she could be more than a girl who did homework and iced cupcakes. Seeing the track cracked felt like watching her own rib open.

“Don’t,” she told herself, and then, out loud, because sometimes she needed to hear herself make sense, “It’s a line in rubber, not your whole life.”

“What?” Evan asked, coasting beside her.

“Nothing,” she said. “Everything.”

At the church gym, organized chaos thrummed. People clustered around tables labeled Check-In, Medical, Seniors, Meals, Pets. A whiteboard in the corner had a list of addresses and checkmarks beside some. A folding table held thermoses labeled COFFEE, TEA, and SOUP in someone’s blocky handwriting. Above the stage, the verse they’d painted last summer for VBS still showed, a little crooked: “Let your light shine...” Leah both loved and rolled her eyes at it. Today, it felt less like a bumper sticker and more like a challenge she didn’t need on a day when the lights were literally out.

“Leah!” Marin called from the sign-in table, hair in a topknot like a warning. “We need your brain.”

“My brain is present,” Leah said, parking herself at the edge of the table. “What are the categories?”

Marin slid a clipboard toward her. “We’re doing wellness checks on people along the bluff. Seniors first. Pastor says pair teens in twos. Bring a flashlight, leave a note if they’re not home. If someone needs meds or oxygen solutions, flag Tess.” She nodded at Leah’s mother, who had already put on a lanyard that said NURSE like she’d been born knowing how to help.

Evan set his whiteboard on an easel and wrote Project Seacliff — Care Crew at the top in thick letters. He underlined it twice. “We need a channel,” he said. “Paper, but also digital. If the cell network limps back, I built a mini mesh for texting. If not, we’re going old-school.” He held up a Sharpie like a sword.

“Old-school is my jam,” Halmoni said, plunking the barley tea tin by the snacks. “Write big. Some eyes are older than others.”

Pastor Aria materialized next to Leah the way she did—light-footed, not startling, present before people knew they needed her. She wasn’t holding a mic; she didn’t need one. “Thank you for coming,” she said in a voice pitched for them, not the room. “We’re starting small and faithful. No heroics. Safety first. Ask permission before help. If a house has damage, we mark it and move. If someone is scared of you, be small and


































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





