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    To everyone who's ever felt the ground shift beneath their feet—
this is for you.
For the students, the dreamers, the builders, and the believers
who keep showing up even when the tremors of doubt won't stop.
May you find your footing not in perfection or certainty,
but in the steady love of the One who never moves.
To my family and mentors—thank you for teaching me that faith,
when tested, doesn't crumble. It deepens. 
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Chapter 1 — The Fault Line
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The morning Silver Summit shivered, the sky looked too clean for trouble—an endless rinse of blue over the snowcaps, the kind of day that makes tourists promise to move here, the kind of day locals side-eye because beauty is how the mountain distracts you before it clears its throat. The weather app said calm. My drum app said practice. My physics notebook said “review harmonic motion.” None of them said, “Brace.”

I was in third-period chemistry, tapping a four-stroke paradiddle on the spine of my book with a capped pen—right-left-right-right, left-right-left-left—when the faintest tremor crawled under the floor. Everyone went still the way deer go still when they hear a branch crack. Mr. Cho’s chalk hung in the air above a half-finished equation. A beaker made a sound like a held breath. My hand kept moving, tap-tap, the rhythm tilting into the quick, anxious tick of a metronome when you nudge it too far.

“Is that—?” whispered someone behind me.

“Probably a truck,” said someone else, because people will choose trucks over tectonic plates as long as possible.

The second tremor answered with a shrug, stronger this time, and the lab shelf above the counter juddered. When the school does earthquake drills, we climb under desks and make fun of our knees. When the earth does its own drill, jokes leave the building first.

“Drop—cover—hold!” Mr. Cho’s voice jumped an octave. He lunged for the door to prop it open, because he’s the kind of person who thinks of hinges when the planet flexes. Stools scraped. Cabinet doors rattled. Glass clinked a nervous song. I stared at the shelf—the one we all pretend isn’t overloaded. A hairline crack traced across the painted cinderblock behind it, as thin and deliberate as a pen stroke. My brain took a picture, filed it under “later disaster,” and, for four dumb seconds, forgot to move the rest of me.

Across the counter, Evan Park looked up from his lab notebook, pencil paused mid-number. He had his hood up even though we were inside, because he’s too tall for the world and the hood is how he hides from angles. When he laughs, his eyes crease at the corners. When he concentrates, he bites his lower lip. We’ve been in the same schools since second grade, our last names walking together on alphabetized lists, our desks often neighbors by accident and then luck. He’s a builder—shop kid, CAD wiz, skateboard rehabber. He says he doesn’t do “church stuff,” in the same tone some people use for “cilantro.” He also helped me tune the school’s dumpster-find snare drum last year without making it weird, which means he’s either a saint or a good friend or both.

The shelf groaned.

“Ortiz!” Mr. Cho yelled, because I was still collecting data instead of ducking. The shout snapped something. The room lurched again—just a shimmy, but all the glass took it personally. A graduated cylinder slid and shattered. Evan jerked back and his pencil skittered to the floor. The shelf’s bracket popped like a knuckle. Then the whole thing tipped forward in slow, terrible kindness.

I moved. My desk is near the emergency shutoff; I slapped the red button, heart hammering sixteenth notes in my throat. “Get down!” I shouted, and I heard how late it was, how stupid my voice sounded, how sometimes being right means you’re right at the wrong time. Evan reached for the nearest edge to steady himself and caught the shelf instead. It came with his hand. A plastic tub of pipettes spilled like a cheap snowfall. A box of pH strips fanned out, ridiculous confetti. The lower corner of the shelf caught the side of Evan’s head and knocked him down.

The tremor ended—as suddenly as you stop a metronome mid-swing. The silence afterward made my ears ring. Dust motes hovered, indecisive.

“Everyone okay?” Mr. Cho scanned, counting. “Hands up if you need help.”

“Evan,” I said, and was already scrambling over a bench to get to him. He was on his side, hand to his temple, blinking like a person waking into the wrong scene. Blood slicked his hair at the hairline and matted it in a line as thin as the crack on the wall. The crimson looked garish against his hoodie.

“I’m—” He tried to sit. Wobbled. “Fine,” he lied.

“Don’t,” I said, my palms insisting on triage when my brain wanted to do calculus about shelf physics. “Stay still for a second.” I grabbed a clean towel from the lab sink, folded and pressed. “You’re cut.”

“It’s shallow,” he said, wincing. “Just dramatic.”

“Like you,” I said automatically, because humor and panic share a trunk in my brain.

He managed a half-smile. “You froze.”

“I moved,” I said. I wanted to say both sentences at once: I froze and then I moved. I wanted to say the Psalm my abuela taught me when I was five—that God is our rock—and also explain rocks can still roll when the earth rewrites itself.

“Clear the area,” Mr. Cho said, gentle command. A girl from orchestra handed me another towel. Someone brought the first aid kit like a relic. Another teacher poked his head in the door, said, “All good?” in a voice that meant he’d been told to check and would rather not. Mr. Cho said, “We’ll send him to the nurse,” and I said, “I’ll take him,” and no one argued because I had blood on my hands and a face that said, “Try me.”

We walked down the hallway together, his arm over my shoulder, both of us pretending this was normal. The building creaked like a ship settling back onto plates. Lockers had tilted one degree from their previous allegiances, small hairline cracks spidering out from corners. A ceiling tile hung crooked, exposing the school’s ugly bones. As we passed the trophy case, the glass reflected us in tremor-edition: pale, purposeful, ridiculous.

“I’m fine,” Evan repeated, softer now, as if practicing it made it more true.

“You’re concussed until proven otherwise,” I said. “Don’t fall asleep.”

“That’s a myth.”

“Are you a doctor?”

“Are you?”

“STEM kid,” I said. “We’re arrogant adjacent.” My hands shook. I made them stop, the way I stop a stray kick drum ring with a mute.

In the nurse’s office, Mrs. Patel looked up, took in the scene, and sighed with disciplined grace. “We are a magnet for adventure,” she said, guiding Evan onto the cot like he was a toddler and this was nap time. “Maya, pressure. I’ll call his guardian.”

“He’s got his own head,” Evan mumbled. “No guardian needed.”

“Call anyway,” Mrs. Patel said, already dialing. “And the district seismologist. Again.”

While she dabbed and Evan grimaced and the intercom squawked something about “all-clear,” I stood at the sink and washed red down the drain. It swirled pink, then clear. My heartbeat slowed to a reasonable BPM. In the mirror, my face looked flushed and older. My hair had knocked itself loose from its ponytail. I tucked it back and watched my own eyes, waiting to catch them looking away. They didn’t. They blinked, then settled, like the building.

Mrs. Patel wrapped a gauze strip around Evan’s head, not tight enough to make him look like a cartoon but tight enough to make him look like he’d survived something. “You’ll have a spectacular story,” she said. “Shallow cut, no stitches. Lucky. Monitor for dizziness, nausea, an unusual desire to watch a movie you previously hated.”

“I already hate most movies,” he said, and she laughed like he’d done something noble.

I stepped closer, pulled out my phone. “Head wound selfie?” I said, because most of my fear circuits were already tired and I default to archive. He leaned his good temple toward me. We smiled like idiots. I took the picture. In it, his eyes are a little wide, my hair is escaping, and behind us Mrs. Patel is rolling her eyes with affection. When I look at it later, it will feel like a lie because it will not vibrate.

The intercom crackled again. “Students, please remain in your current classrooms. Staff, check emails. And remember—drills aren’t just for drills.” Mr. Cho probably wrote that line.

Evan slid off the cot. “I should go back and see if my notebook got a concussion.”

“You should sit,” I said.

“If I sit, my mom will text and say I missed English, and I’ll tell her why, and she’ll drive over with a first aid kit and a smoothie and a lecture, and the smoothie will be green and taste like lawn.”

“Lawn is full of nutrients.”

“Grass is for cows. And soccer.” He looked at me. “Thanks, Maya. For the towel. And the button.” He gestured toward the shutoff switch I’d hit like a game show buzzer. “If you hadn’t—”

“If Mr. Cho hadn’t yelled,” I said, because credit has rules. My palm still felt the ghost pressure of the towel against his temple, the pulse I wasn’t sure was his or mine.

When he left, Mrs. Patel leaned an elbow on her desk and looked at me with benevolent x-ray vision. “And how is Maya?”

“I’m fine,” I said, which is what people say when they’re a little proud and a little ashamed. “I froze for a second.”

“Seconds exist,” she said. “Don’t hate them for existing.”

In the hall, students started to pour out of rooms, noisier now, like sound makes you immune. I walked back to chemistry, hands clean, heart playing a steady quarter note. As I passed the stairwell, I saw it: the hairline crack on the wall again, longer now, like it had been waiting to finish its sentence when no one was watching. I touched it with one finger. The paint flaked, a tiny snowfall. The building would get patched. People would forget. The crack would remain behind the paint, a secret map of where the stress ran and the relief failed.

My phone buzzed. Mom: You okay? Leo: (earth emoji) (drum emoji) (flex emoji) Abuela: Dios es nuestra roca. God is our rock. I thumbed back a heart and the rock emoji, then put my phone away. I could almost hear Abuela’s voice, Psalm-singing in Spanish and kitchen steam, Solo en Dios está callada mi alma; de él viene mi salvación. Él solamente es mi roca y mi salvación; es mi refugio; no resbalaré mucho. He alone is my rock and my salvation... I shall not be greatly shaken. The verse had felt sweet when I was nine and the scariest thing was a spelling bee. At sixteen, with mountains that roll, it felt like either a dare or a lifeline. Maybe both.

Back in chem, the shelf lay on the counter like a crime scene. Mr. Cho had quarantined it with painter’s tape, because he is this kind of person. Students gave it the same respectful space you give a sleeping dog. “Welcome back, Ortiz,” he said. “Park surviving?”

“Bandaged and dramatic,” I said.

“Genetics,” he said dryly, then, gentler, “You okay?”

“Data says yes.”

He nodded like he accepted peer-reviewed feelings. We finished the period pretending electrons cared about our interruptions.

Two hours later, after the cafeteria tried to convince us that rice qualifies as a full emotional support system and the gym leaked new gossip about who had held whose hand during the quake, the principal’s voice came over the intercom in his we-are-a-community tone. “Students and staff, please listen up. As you know, Silver Summit sits near an active fault. Today’s tremor was minor, but it’s a reminder to be ready. In that spirit, we’re partnering with the city and Summit Tech to launch the STEM for Safe Homes competition. Student teams will prototype low-cost seismic upgrades for local homes. Grants will fund pilot projects. Details in your email. Submissions due in eight weeks. Let’s be part of the solution.”

The room changed. In the math lab, a boy whispered, “We could win.” In the art room, two girls said, “Can we paint it pretty?” In my chest, the metronome clicked to a confident tempo. My brain went bright. I pictured tiny houses with base isolators made from tennis balls and plywood, rebar stitched like tendons, flexible joints disguised as pretty trim. I pictured Leo’s backpack with a go-bag list that didn’t make him laugh. I pictured our rental—cheap on the studs—with actual ribs.

After seventh period, I headed for the band room because drum practice is how I tell my body the truth. The hallway near the music wing still smells like brass polish and adolescence. As I reached the door, I saw Evan leaning by the trophy case, one foot up against the wall, hoodie down now, gauze still tucked under his bangs like an embarrassing sticker. He looked like a person who’d been told to rest and declined politely.

“Hey,” he said, pushing off the wall. “Got a sec?”

“For you and your bandage? Always,” I said. I tried not to blush because I am not a blush-er; I am a drummer.

He nodded toward the announcements board where someone had already printed the **STEM for Safe Homes** flier, the font aggressive with optimism. “You saw?”

“Saw,” I said. “Thought of ten prototypes between algebra and lunch.”

“I figured.” He swallowed, which made his Adam’s apple do a ridiculous teenage boy thing. “Maya, lead a team with me?”

My brain did something hot and teenage and loud, and my mouth, because it has agency, said, “Yes,” before my prefrontal cortex could convene a panel.

He kept looking at me, and I realized he wasn’t done. His gaze flicked downward, then up, then steadied like he was choosing to look me in the eyes even if the floor was easier. “But,” he added, “I don’t do church stuff.”

The drum room door clicked open behind me as someone lugged in a bass amp. The band director shouted for someone to find the missing triangle. Down the hall, a locker slammed with the kind of emphasis that makes a guidance counselor sigh. My own pulse ticked—click, click, click—like a seismograph recording a new line.

“Okay,” I said, and didn’t smile to make it smaller, didn’t frown to make it bigger. “We’re building houses. Not a religion.”

“Right,” he said, relief and warning sharing a sentence. “I just wanted to say it so it’s not... weird later.”

“It’s already weird,” I said, and his mouth twitched. “But not because of that.”

He huffed a laugh. “You froze,” he said
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