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        * * *

      

      The day started like an ordinary day but unraveled at the blink of an eye.

      

      “Hold the steel handle!” Dennis Bancroft, twenty-year gas industry veteran and seasoned extraction engineer with Fignon Gas, gripped his overalls and pushed a black button to sound the evacuation alarm for the White Oak hilltop facility. But he doubted his men heard him while they battled to seize control of the Operations Controller Room’s double doors against a stubborn and sudden gust of wind. The gas pressure indication meters on his dash showed something was wrong underground. Pressure was rising fast—too fast.

      Confusion swirled through him because an hour earlier, nothing seemed out of place when he’d visually observed down the valley. But from experience, he knew better than to trust his eyes in judging gaseous matter. Moreover, an hour before now was too dark to see any possible problems as the sun just started to grace the horizon. His blood pressure spiked when the gauges in the monitoring room threatened to blow a minute ago. Gauge needles swung forward near red—the mark of danger.

      Though Fignon Gas was situated uphill, even a minor gas leak could turn deadly miles away. He hated what he had to do next, but he had no choice. He leaned into the emergency announcement mic, sweat beading his forehead. “Everyone, please Shelter in Place! I repeat, Shelter in Place!”

      The ground beneath him shook vehemently, and the transparent sealed gauge screens shattered. He managed to reach the Drop Dead plug and yanked it to cease all gas extraction operations. Every machine spluttered to a stop. Trembling, he crawled beneath his desk, clutching the foot of his desk drawer. The fluorescent overhead blew out and plunged him into early morning darkness. He closed his eyes and willed the shaking ground to stop, but it only quaked harder. Gripped by fear of the unknown, a panic attack set in and he passed out. But not before thanking God that his son, Trevor, had chosen a Navy recruitment interview over working at the station that day.
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        * * *

      

      My daughter’s face is like a sealed curtain, Stella Heart-Parsons reminded herself, lest she let Sharon’s big brown eyes take her in. Her hair, which Stella had groomed until Sharon prided herself in its length and fiery-red lush, cascaded in a ponytail in contrast to White Oak’s brightening blue morning skyline. Leaves on oak trees around Crossover Building—her office building—turned shades of red and yellow, casting a perfect fall image. In the year since the building’s creation, its beauty grew on her daily. But today, they were moving and Sharon came to help her pack.

      Stella sighed. If she’d ever needed a day to go perfectly, it was today. But Sharon appeared set to ruin it. As had been her attitude for the past ten years.

      Something wasn’t right. She trained her eyes on both occupants before her in white lab coats. She had told them to be careful when boxing fragile lab items. So what happened, because she couldn’t see any shattered glass—yet?

      Her inquiring gaze swept the room. “What’s going on here?” Instead of an answer, the sealed curtain—Sharon’s face—propped with the curve of a coming smile. A pasted smile shielded the barrier she never let slip. The question barely escaped her lips before Sharon’s brows arched high as she feigned ignorance with inched shoulders. She was going with her typical nonresponse, leaving Stella to get her answers elsewhere.

      But Stella stayed her eyes on her daughter this time, insistent. Someone would tell her what the scene she walked into meant. Unease settled on her heart. Was something seriously damaged?

      Something felt wrong, but not just with the scenario. A broader problem loomed, though she couldn’t place a finger on it. Tightness crawled up her arm. But Stella chucked it up to restless sleep and the unease rousing her belly to missing breakfast.

      Sometimes, working in medicine-related environments produced tense moments, but nothing she hadn’t seen during her hands-on days. Even when you’ve got a PhD in nursing and no longer practiced emergency-care nursing, the research still got intense. Maybe she’d pushed too hard last night when she’d insisted on staying up late to complete and submit her final report for this project. She hated procrastination, though it plagued her oftentimes. But giving the hospital her final project before sleeping at one a.m., cleared a huge item off her to-do, leaving her free to come in and pack today. What came next? She still prayed.

      Though it was time to move on, she appreciated the hospital’s generosity in giving her the opportunity and space to pursue her dreams. Once more, she surveyed the well-equipped and state-of-the-art lab they had provided for her, satisfaction coursing through her veins. Here, her findings on improved techniques for emergency insulin delivery offered priceless, faster absorption, sure to improve diabetic care if implemented. That was enough compensation for her. Even though it still had to undergo rigorous testing and regulatory approval by the government, she celebrated. She had cried with joy on the night of her breakthrough discovery. Then she ate pizza all night and made up for it by working out for two hours the following morning until her arms were sore.

      Thankful and satisfied with the project’s completion, she still had time to figure out how and what to pursue next to keep providing for her and Sharon.

      As a single mom, she’d faced her share of tough financial times. Especially during her PhD program. Eating noodles and eggs for dinner night after night offered their only option that didn’t involve borrowing. She couldn’t work overnight shifts at the hospital like her colleagues did because of Sharon, so she was stuck with a few part-time shifts to meet their needs. But she’d persevered, and surprisingly, Sharon never complained about what little they had. Armed with her PhD in a lucrative field coupled with her new research experience, she’d have her pick of jobs the moment she hit Apply, and she had God to thank for that.

      Stella looked long and hard at the two again, removing her red-rimmed designer lenses which she rarely wore these days, and placed them on the counter.

      “Before I entered, I mean? What happened?”

      Sharon met her question with a daring stoic glare. At seventeen, her fierceness cut both ways, depending on how she was feeling.

      Now, Stella got her sealed-curtain response. Problem was, Stella frowned, you never knew what was behind the curtain unless you shocked it open—or she let you in—which has not happened in a decade, to my recollection. Not since the fateful day when everything turned sour.

      Resisting the urge to travel along a bitter memory lane, Stella spun to the only other person who could tell her what was going on. Terra, her lab assistant on the project. But when Terra looked away as soon as Stella’s gaze fell on her, Stella doubted she’d speak either. Some code of silence was in effect—one that excluded her. Frustration rose, and she jumped when the air conditioner kicked on and blew wisps of hair with a chilling blast onto her face. Why was she jumpy?

      Since she woke up this morning, tension had wound her nerves into a hard ball. If she couldn’t shake it soon, only strong black coffee would take the edge off and get her alert. She counted on its waking effect. But this day had barely started, and things already felt out of place. She lived an organized life and hated disruptions. She rubbed her neck to ease the knot. Sharon curled her arms with her face twisted in a frown while Terra remained rooted like a statue, her black hair packed in bob fashion. Again, a nagging feeling tugged at Stella—something, other than the scenario before her, was wrong. Queasiness gripped her gut. Should I pray? Better deal with this pair and their actions first.

      She pointed to Terra, whose hands vibrantly swung wide open in denial without an accusation being made yet. “Terra, why do you have a soiled Band-Aid lodged inside your mouth?”

      Both exchanged glances, but said nothing. Terra trembled, while darting her eyes between Sharon and Stella. She knew. Her loyalty was being tested. Terra respected Stella as her boss, but Stella knew where her loyalty would ultimately rest—the person with whom she shared a similar worldview. She shifted, glanced downward, but remained silent.

      Having three younger sisters had done little to prepare Stella for motherhood. She’d thought she knew everything she needed. Stella, Erica, April, and Summer had unique personalities and learned to respect each other’s boundaries growing up. But as a mom now, every day unveiled a new challenge, and she’d learned to depend on God even more.

      Sharon, who was clued in by Terra’s silence, relaxed her tense shoulders, sure that Terra wouldn’t give anything up. Hurt trailed her brazenness right down to Stella’s heart. She controlled her breathing, exhaled slowly, and bit her lip to curb her anger.

      Stella was starting to feel like a stranger in her own office. She was tired of being the single authority in her family with no backup when her instruction was flouted or her authority challenged. Great peace have they which love thy law, and nothing shall offend them. She recited inwardly as Sharon’s eyes taunted her to push harder, a smile dancing at the corners of her lips again. But Stella wasn’t going to play her game of control. Past experience painfully taught her nothing good came of it. And right now, she wasn’t willing to entertain the frustration, especially not in this professional environment.

      Was bringing Sharon here a bad idea? Every day, she’d hoped they would grow closer, yet the chasm widened. Drawing in a long breath, she beckoned Terra closer.

      Stella would maintain the lab’s integrity and not allow a rebellious teen or a coconspirator assistant to thrash it. One year gone and she’d had no major incident. She’d keep it that way.

      Sharon released a sharp huff, crossed her arms, and tapped her white sneaker-clad foot on the gray tiles. Why didn’t life have a rewind button? Stella’d reverse the fateful day ten years ago, when her sweet little girl became a person she didn’t recognize—a girl rejecting faith in God. How she wished for—

      Sharon lifted a drawing ruler and ran it noisily along the edge of the table—bringing Stella’s thoughts back to the present. Stella silently withdrew it from her and tossed it inside a nearly full moving box. She prayed for the right words.

      “Sharon, you know better.” Whatever occurred previously, Stella pressed upon her the value of a better choice. If only she could communicate that emotionally torturing her didn’t make life any easier for Sharon as she might think. But even if she succeeded to, Sharon wouldn’t stop because it was now a habit, a terrible one. Wired to tick her off was Sharon’s new normal, and only God could break it off her.

      Willing herself not to react out of anger, Stella approached Terra where she remained frozen in place with her hands dropped to her sides. The scattered sheets on the testing area’s desk spoke of an argument—but what could these two argue about? Obviously, no one was telling her.

      It couldn’t be about faith, since they both professed none. Time to gain control of this out-of-control situation.

      Stella pushed inward a highlighter teetering on the polished oak desk’s edge, straightened the scattered sheets, and settled them on a file holder. Then she caught Terra’s green-eyed gaze, who though only two years older than Sharon, showed more responsibility. Maybe she was scared and needed assurance.

      “If something was damaged, I will assume responsibility. So, will someone tell me what happened or do I have to get Mark up here? Which do you want?” Perhaps a threat with the lone security guard posted at the first floor reception area would spill the truth. But Terra shifted from one foot to another avoiding Stella’s eyes.

      And how could she think while staring at the soiled Band-Aid still trapped in Terra’s slightly parted mouth? Stella pointed at it, and with a sharp exhale, Terra sent the object flapping off her lips.

      Fed up, Stella turned toward the testing area and waved Terra out of the lab, toward her main office suite next door. For the life of her, Stella couldn’t imagine…this. “Pick that tape off the floor, will you? And please go clean up, thoroughly.” She pulled her brown leather jacket off the back of a high lab chair where she’d hung it when she entered. She slid it on to ward off the chill from the central air conditioner’s breeze. This wasn’t the quiet, uneventful fall day she’d hoped for. And the day was just starting.…

      She spun to catch Sharon tiptoeing away from behind—an attempt to hightail after Terra. Stella halted her with a loose tug on her arm and a firm detaining gaze. Disappointment crossed Sharon’s face as she stared longingly at the door. If she’d thought she was getting off easy on this one, she was wrong. “As for you, we’re talking right now. Come with me.”

      Yet angry, Stella couldn’t figure the appropriate way to register her displeasure without scaring Sharon. To say she was fed up was an understatement. Why was Sharon resistant to authority? To her?

      Sharon grunted and dragged her feet crankily behind. Her squeaking-shoes-on-the-tile protest did her no good as Stella paused midway and stooped to gather the research books that originally brought her to the lab. Why wasn’t she more like her sister, Erica? Carefree, simpleminded? If she was, this scene she’d walked into might not move her. But even then, she doubted it.

      She exhaled loudly enough for Sharon to hear while trailing behind and know she’d caused trouble as they wound between two lab tables. Sharon bent over to tie up her loose sneakers’ laces, as though knowing that would be the next item of reproof. Leaving them loose was the fashion these days, but Stella insisted she appear responsibly dressed whenever at her office.

      Further frustrated, she bit back the regret lining her thoughts. Sharon was her daughter and only child, and she would not tire of her no matter how difficult. Ever. To make matters worse, Sharon yanked her phone, and her fingers went to work on it. Always on her phone. Both were inseparable. Not today. No itching fingers.

      “Put it down, Sharon. On the table.” Stella pointed, and Sharon complied, with an accompanying pout.

      The gold-engraved Stella Heart desk nameplate peeped from the tool room’s glass window by the left. She’d officially reclaimed her maiden name before starting this project, because professionally it was easier than a compound name. No reason to always explain that she was a widow and no longer married. She couldn’t leave the nameplate behind so she moved to go grab it before dealing with Sharon’s behavioral issues.

      Upon realizing that she’d given Sharon her keys the previous day, she nodded, and Sharon knew to follow, though her steps still slowed with the knowledge that her reproving lecture was only delayed and not ruled out.
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        * * *

      

      The rising sun shone behind her over the horizon, brightening up the space with an orange hue. The clear glass floor-to-ceiling surround windows were one of the building’s perks. Stella’s lips curved into a smile. She was missing the space already.

      She buttoned up her purple inner sweater beneath the leather jacket. The central air often felt too cold. They usually set them to about 55 degrees throughout the year regardless of the season.

      As they drew closer, she saw the doorway slightly parted. Sharon didn’t need a key to open it after all. Something buzzed around Stella’s ear. She swatted it off with one hand as she halted inches from the door. Another followed—fast—hovering over her face.

      Bees. Specifically, a swarm of them darkened the doorway’s top hinge. If she pushed the door wider, she’d split the forming nest open. She hadn’t entered that room in months since she kept her regular tools on the testing area’s table. How and when had they gotten there and remained long enough to form a nest?

      She, Sharon, and Terra typically stayed at her main office at the suite’s other side. Both girls only waited at the lab when they arrived before her, like today when she had to drop off mail first then take the train in to work. In addition, Stella preferred to be armed with a cup of coffee before she faced the day, unlike her sister, Erica. No wonder Erica took to a career in the skies as an air hostess. Her bubbly personality could not be denied.

      But not for Stella. Nor for April, who loved coffee as much as Stella did. Although Stella thought the urgency of her job as a crime-scene specialist partly accounted for April’s love for coffee, it didn’t explain her lack of acceptable social skills. April’s bluntness could kill the buzz in any social situation. Summer, her youngest sister, was simply Summer—gentle, unassuming, and tucked far away in Wyoming.

      Put it succinctly, Stella wasn’t a morning person. And she preferred solid ground to air travel. So when Terra reached the office half an hour before her in the morning, she prepared the lab. Stella liked working late, whereas nineteen-year-old Terra got antsy once the clock struck six or the sun went down—whichever happened first. Stella shrugged. A youth itching to get outside, but instead was stuck working after dark with a boss almost twice her age definitely couldn’t be her idea of fun.

      But why didn’t Terra or Sharon spot the nest? Why didn’t she either? How did these bees get inside the building?

      Slowly, Stella raised her forefinger and spun circles in the air, signaling for Sharon to back up. Without turning, she heard Sharon’s shoes sliding backward. Halfway back into the lab, she found her voice again. “We need to call pest control ASAP—”

      Something boomed outside. Her eyes trailed the sound out the glass window. A quake in the ground shook her feet, tearing her gaze from the window to the floor under her.
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        * * *

      

      Stella shot her eyes upward when something began to block the orange glow of the rising sunlight from her peripheral vision while the ground still quaked beneath her. She spread her feet to stabilize her stance, but her eyes pinned to a place ahead, outside the glass windows.

      Something was wrong. It wasn’t just a feeling in her gut anymore. She stared right at it out the window and felt the quake inside her bones.

      Stella gasped as the black-tarred, double-yellow-lined demarcated strip of road leading to the parking lot fluttered like a hoisted flag flapping against whooshing strong wind. It rose high—about twenty feet—and cascaded downward like an angry wave, disappearing into the ground and out of sight.

      When the road had lifted, the orange sky met the black-tarred ground, and there was no more difference as they merged. Stella shot a bewildered glance to Sharon, whose eyes rounded wide as golf balls. Judging from them and her gaping mouth, she’d seen what Stella saw too. A shudder ran through Stella as the nest dropped to the ground and the bees, now well agitated, scattered into the tool room. If she and Sharon had succeeded in entering the tool room just a minute ago…

      Stella shuddered and stumbled forward. “Go!” She led the way and reached an arm behind for Sharon’s which locked in with hers in a moment. Her most precious possession safely in hand, she hurtled toward the lab door. Stella paused. “Terra?”

      Sharon’s breathing came in heaves behind her. “Gone. I saw her get in the elevator.” The one ten feet beyond the main office’s glass doors.

      Stella’s leather jacket disturbed a stack of documents on a shelf at the door, but she hurried out with Sharon in tow as the stack thudded to the floor. The ground began quaking again, generating screams from other office suites on the third floor. The sounds pierced Stella’s eardrums and heart. The slim hallway milled with people pressing shoulder to shoulder, pouring out of twelve offices on each side, leaving little room to maneuver.

      Whatever was going on, she’d get Sharon to safety before figuring things out. Sharon’s hand still in hers, Stella guided them toward the door marked Stairwell, next to the double elevators once the quake eased. People stacked into both elevators, despite the warning posted on there not to do so in an emergency. She’d never experienced an earthquake firsthand, but seeing the ground do a double flip left her shaky. Was that how a typical earthquake occurred? Of course, a disaster was still a disaster, and she wanted no part in any.

      Holding the stairway railing with one hand, and Sharon with the other, she urged her to speed through a panicked throng, down to the first floor. Stella prayed urgently in her heart as fear tried to overpower her. Lord Jesus, please deliver us from evil.… Whatever this was, it was not good.

      When they spilled out to the lobby, chaos, confusion, and loud shouts greeted them. Stella faintly heard Sharon’s voice.

      “Where—?”

      But the cries, screams, and despair around them heart wrenchingly swallowed her words.

      Stella’s apprehension grew. However Sharon’s safety was paramount to her. Stella searched for her phone but winced—she’d left it in her purse upstairs. So was Sharon’s, after she’d asked her to put it down. They were now incommunicado. If only Erica or one of her sisters was close by.

      Sharon’s hand slipped from Stella’s. Her red hair tumbled over her sleeveless sky-blue shirt as she moved toward the commuter train’s receiving platform sectioned off from the wide reception area.

      Stella followed Sharon’s movement with her eyes, settling on a point ahead. The arrival platform had been built through the arc of the building. Flashing brilliant-blue lights overhead projected the stop ID on a hanging electronic display board.

      Bellgreen Station. The gaining crowd flanked its long ledge, pushing close to the platform edge. The ultramodern sleek machine of a train usually serviced the complex end to end—a service that was key to the building’s commuter appeal. This time though, Stella doubted the crowd would be getting on for any other reason but to escape calamity. Stella’s gaze stayed on Sharon’s svelte five-foot-nine-inch frame—tall and clad in blue jeans, red hair bouncing, at full sprint ahead. Why did Sharon choose to wear sneakers in fall? Boots were in style. Her sleeveless top stopped its sway at her hip when she halted to glance back.

      Her red head contrasted with Stella’s black, making it hard to tell she was Stella’s daughter at a glance, until one saw their mutual brown eyes and bow-curved eyebrows. Sharon’s fiery hair came courtesy of her paternal grandma, and she got her strong personality from her dad—Stella’s late husband, Scott Parsons—who was killed in the line of duty as a war correspondent ten years ago.

      Sharon reminded her of him every day. The tilt of her neck to the side when strolling like he did, or her slender wrist with a birthmark similar to her dad’s offered constant reminders. Those who knew him fondly said Sharon’s resemblance to Stella stopped at eye color. She was Scott’s carbon copy in every other way.

      The ground began shaking again. Sharon was still afar off and seemed lost in thought. Whatever she was thinking, she was alone in it because everyone shook from head to toe with the vibrations coming from below. People crashed low to the ground in terror, but then another tarred V-shaped road outside the building flipped high and sunk into the ground.

      Hot vapor and steam flooded the air-conditioned station as the large glass doors leading in and out shattered. Fever-pitched screams followed. Most of the ground was sinking. What didn’t sink was the green grassy area around the outer lawn, and the mostly bare, hilly terrain of the now-unoccupied military installation next to this complex.

      The Crossover Complex—this building—still stood. So did the train that whirred gradually and then fully stopped on the platform. For whatever reason the building stood, she was grateful not to be buried alive. Those inside the train appeared oblivious. Maybe it was their preoccupied minds, or the train’s motion, but they seemed unperturbed.

      Frankly, they faced a bigger problem. The train was auto-piloted—with no driver. No one to push Stop in case they saw something wrong.

      Just then, part of the platform between two railcars collapsed, swallowed by the dark ground beyond. Those inside the train couldn’t see it. But those waiting outside did, and many were hyperventilating.

      Amid the panicked faces and gut-wrenching screams, the autopilot train automatedly announced its readiness to service the stop and spill its passengers onto the partly collapsed platform. They gathered inside at the doors, clueless as to what waited on the other side.

      Stella forgot momentarily about Sharon and geared to prevent the coming calamity. She had to do something. Everyone outside the train moved in different directions, aimlessly fleeing, but unsure where to step, or what portion of the ground was safe.

      A sticky-sweet, melting-rubber smell clogged the air. Intolerable heat baked her skin as a sharp rise in temperature steamed from the ground.

      They needed to leave the area. But first, she had to stop the passengers from exiting if possible to save their lives.

      Give Sharon your jacket.

      The instruction stemmed from deep within. But Sharon was still far off. So Stella shrugged off her jacket and waved it vigorously to alert the passengers inside the train. They stared at her through miniature windows like she was crazy. Frustrated, she waved harder, hoping someone would take her seriously enough to stay back.

      The ground began trembling again, and she lost her balance. Her jacket flew from her hand and landed on the ground.

      Give your jacket to Sharon.

      No mistaking it this time. God wanted her to do it. She visually searched for Sharon and saw her approaching, a distant look in her eye. Stella seized her hand when she neared. A pressing urgency followed another repeat of the earlier, although irrational instruction.

      The place was hot. Sharon didn’t need a jacket. Stella herself didn’t even need it any longer. But why? Frustration over having to obey a divine instruction at an inconvenient time assailed her thoughts. But experience taught her what delayed obedience caused. She’d done it once and borne the guilt. She wasn’t going to delay this time. Nor ever again.

      Stella held Sharon’s wrist firmly until she spun and looked at her questioningly. Stella handed her the jacket. “Take this. Tie it around your waist. Now.” Sharon stared at it for a moment, and then did as Stella asked, looping the jacket twice to secure it.

      Done, Stella moved to save Sharon the sight of the impending disaster awaiting those alighting soon from the train. Everything happened fast. Barely a minute had passed since the train had stopped, and the doors were yet to open. She pulled Sharon behind her to where edges of the platform remained, almost hugging the train. She avoided the doors that were now crowded with desperate survivors outside, pressing on them. Instead, she led Sharon to the end of the train closest to them. The part bringing up the rear, fitted with handrails.

      Without a word, they both hopped on the slim extension meant to beautify the end of the train. The Do Not Enter warning didn’t keep them off. Mother and daughter clung onto the slim iron handrails to keep from falling, preferring this danger to the sinking ground. At least, the train still stood.

      But they couldn’t stay. The train would move soon. They didn’t want to travel with it. Neither did they want to get back down to the sinking platform. Exasperation swept through Stella as Sharon struggled with her grip behind her. “Hold tight!” Lord, another option, please.… “One that doesn’t involve untimely deaths,” Stella whispered.

      There was no person to yell to, to ask them to manually stop the train from moving. This was the last station on the Whisper Line. It would begin its return trip from here. As both ladies stabilized aboard its end, its starting hum vibrated through Stella’s fingers while she gripped the slim handle.

      Sharon and Stella looked at each other. Anywhere but here, ran through Stella’s mind. She nodded to Sharon as more screams emanating from the platform proved they’d made the right call to climb the train. Another wave of the ground roiling had sent some people plunging.

      That was not good. At all. Worse still, the train accelerated slowly, ready to glide back into the darkened tunnel it had emerged from. There was no telling what waited beyond. But with the gaping hole on the platform, their options were slimming by the minute. Lord Jesus, help us.… They were still alive. Enough reason for gratitude. Now, if they could only—

      She spotted it. Green Fescues grass. Stable, unaffected ground. Opposite the platform, on the other side of the train spread a manicured lawn secured by barbed wires. It remained unaffected by the destruction all around it.

      Stella smiled a little. She’d found good ground. She pointed Sharon to it. “There!”

      Sharon nodded an understanding.

      Smart girl. But they needed the train to move them closer to it. They also needed to jump off—fast. She thought of all the things they needed to happen for this to work out and bit her lip. This wouldn’t be easy. It was a long shot.

      The train could potentially ferry them onto that stable land—if certain conditions prevailed. Namely, they coordinated and reached the train’s opposite edge in time. Then jumped off at the precise point. Avoided slamming themselves against the wall, or getting tangled on the barbed wires, but not too early to fall into the electrified and hot tracks. All this while sprinting on an auto-driven train. Too many variables… But…with God all things are possible.

      Stella steeled her resolve. They’d do this. Time was running out. Anywhere but here, she reminded herself again.

      One step ahead and the silver corrugated narrow strip flooring leading to the other side felt slippery under her shoes, slowing her steps. Granted, it was a short walk, but how was she supposed to hurry over there with Sharon, while the clock ticked? Talk about pressure. Actually, from her estimation, they had one minute tops or they’d be too late and get caught inside the tunnel with no way out.

      “Quick.” Stella beckoned to Sharon. Sharon took her extended hand and anchored to Stella as they moved, ever so slowly, step by step toward the other edge of the train. Seconds dragged like minutes. Barely twenty steps between both ends, but it might as well be four miles. Stella’s heart pounded in her chest, and blood throbbed in her ears. When they neared, Sharon slid her hand free from Stella’s. Now in clear view of their coming green landing site, Stella spun to her.

      Sharon appeared calm, but Stella knew better than to judge Sharon’s feelings by her facial expressions. Both were worlds apart. The train lurched forward, and Sharon slammed right into Stella’s chest as the train began picking up speed, shifting her foot further to the end. Stella gripped her arm to prevent her from falling. As they waited, the wind picked up force, whipping hair onto both their faces. Stella swiped the hair off and swallowed as the gaping mouth of the darkened tunnel neared and the lawn came into better view.

      Fifteen more seconds…

      Stella turned to Sharon, looked into her eyes, and her heart twisted. So much she wished to say. But the time wasn’t right, so she settled for the simplest and truest. “I love you, baby.” She didn’t wait for an answer.

      Ten seconds…

      A quick prayer for Sharon and herself with brief closure of her eyes and quick intake of breath followed. Screams continued rising at the platform. Confusion mixed with fear pervaded the air. Stella’s hands felt clammy, but she gripped firmly to the smooth handle as did Sharon behind her.

      Five seconds…

      She looked Sharon in the eyes and raised one hand to signal five. “Jump, then roll.” She repeated it again until she got a nod in response.

      They both faced grassy terrain. The tunnel entry was so close now, it cast a shadow on the grassy area.

      Three…

      “Jump! Now!”
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        * * *

      

      Stella leaped off the train and tumbled onto the greenery, hitting it hard. Sharp pain climbed the edge of her left shoulder. Then she rolled continuously in a protective curl. When she stopped moving, she flipped onto her back and leaned up against her right hand, panting and scouring the area for Sharon.

      The train’s red taillights disappeared into the tunnel, and she now saw the passengers who remained at the train platform across. Only the electrically charged train tracks separated her from them. But where was Sharon?

      She was supposed to have followed right behind. Did she get trapped on the train? Or fall into the tracks? Fear seized her heart. Panic pushed her to her feet before she was ready, and she staggered. A sweeping gaze that stopped at the mouth of the tunnel entrance sent relief surging through her. Sharon was alive. And safe. But the relief soon dulled, and disappointment gunned through her. Sharon didn’t jump when she’d asked her to.

      Sharon must have delayed until the final second—then jumped and landed on the opposite side of the barbed wire fencing where it met the tunnel’s concrete structure. If she’d missed by half a second…

      Stella’s throat tightened over Sharon’s stubbornness. Lord, please help me. Help us. This was hardly the time to complain. So much was happening, and safety was paramount. Stella moved toward the fencing where it led away from the train terminal outside the Crossover Complex and continued to mark out the boundary of the former military complex.

      Thankful to be out of immediate danger now, she only wanted to reunite with Sharon. But the reinforced barbed wires grew taller between them as she walked its perimeter, rising over six feet high until she completely left the vicinity of the Crossover Complex.

      The breadth of the distance between her and Sharon was barely ten steps, were the fencing not there. Stella saw Sharon clearly, but the barbed wires separating them plus the hilly ascent were too high to climb.

      The taut wires were too thick to pull apart with bare hands. The smell of burned rubber, mixed with moist grass, stained the air. Tension-ridden screams yet emanated from the train platform far behind. She desperately wished she could help them, but she needed to secure Sharon’s safety, so she prayed for them. Stella cast a quick glance back, one last look at the building that stubbornly stood ten floors high against the sunny sky. Its glass-surround shone brilliantly against the still-rising sunlight—as it always did this time of day.

      Crossover Complex appeared unaffected by the calamity occurring in and around it. Upon turning, Stella watched Sharon crane her neck in the opposite direction toward a road, like she was listening for something. Sharon now stood close to a bus terminal. She was actually reading the pasted sheet for the bus arrival times. Stella shook off the imagery of a secured penitentiary the barbed wires between them projected. Too bad she hadn’t driven them by car to work instead.

      She walked into the sun’s full glare, searching for a way through the barbed wires. Didn’t there used to be a gate here somewhere? She could not recall beyond the confusion now warping her mind. A guttural scream from afar had her spinning. Someone opened a window and jumped off the sixth floor, despite yells from others on the lawn not to do so. Someone else tried to grasp the falling person but stumbled and fell back inside the building. The individual who fell looked like a man.

      Stella gasped as he made contact with the ground and lay lifeless. Her heart broke. What fear drove a man to go that way rather than hope for rescue? Her heart went to Sharon, and she chose to secure her daughter before things got worse. Except, she didn’t see her now. She eyed the length of the road. Other people walked about with their panic palpable. But there was no sign of her. Where was Sharon? Fear was killing more persons than the disaster itself. She couldn’t risk leaving Sharon alone here.

      Jamisone Military Complex spread along the right side of Crossover Complex, empty of people and untouched from what Stella saw. People were rushing downhill toward the small facility of two floors. She’d heard it was typically used for winter trainings only.

      Stella whisked around again. This time, she spotted Sharon who now raced uphill farther away from the barbed wires—and from her. High Forest Drive, private to visitors of the Jamisone and Crossover Complexes, was a lonely two-lane road with little tree cover. It led toward the mining area of White Oak, where there were no residences of any kind. The complex’s seclusion and the privacy it offered was part of its property leasing appeal.

      Researchers cherished its quietness. Companies and corporations stored IT equipment at the two lowest floors, and the hospital rented the third and fifth floors for research labs. Because this was a developing area, she feared it might take a while before anyone knew something bad had occurred. Especially with the communication tower sunk into the ground and black smoke reaching skyward from where it once stood a few feet ahead.

      Stella shook her head and swept an arm to her hip. Sharon raced downhill toward her and stopped about ten paces on the other side of the fencing. Behind her, the Crossover Complex’s fire alarm kicked in, wailed, and then died off in less than ten seconds. Surely not a good sign.

      Their eyes met, and Sharon pointed up the road. But Stella saw nothing else out of the ordinary and inched up a questioning brow.

      “Mom, make sure you make the bus!” Her first set of words to Stella since they left the Crossover Complex, and second since the day broke. Sharon’s eyes darted up the road, and Stella nodded, still not sure how to cross the barbed wires. Several tagged warnings against climbing them made matters worse. Certain parts appeared stretched, but from the looks of it, no gaps could fit a duffel bag let alone a grown-up human being. Sharon spun her back to Stella and ran toward the road, and to the bus stop, pinning her gaze leftward as she ran.

      “Sharon Elizabeth!” Stella called as panic gripped her insides. Separation from Sharon was not an option. No matter what, they’d stay together. That was how they’d always survived. A portion of the fence disappeared into a corner by the right ahead. Stella ran toward it. Maybe it led to an opening or gate, though she only knew of the main gate—miles off. If she went through there, the bus would be long gone before she got around to the stop. She simply needed a space to crawl through. Anything.

      Panting and out of breath, she paused at the turn, about a quarter of a mile from where she parted with Sharon. The bus stop was no longer visible. But clearly, she’d miscalculated. There was no gate. No opening. No gaps. Instead, she now faced a solid concrete wall, one she could never scale in her five-foot-seven frame. The wall towered and grew as it crawled into the distance. But she knew where it ended—at the main gate.

      Dismay hit her gut with a thud. She couldn’t go back to Crossover. She could only move forward and hope to catch that bus. But her chances grew slimmer by the minute. She sealed off her mind to everything and everyone around her and took off running. The gate was all she could visualize which was far away from her—one and half miles to be exact. She’d seen others run it, but preferred the privacy of a gym or her home. Today, she had no choice. Run, or miss the bus. Thankfully, in anticipation of packing, she’d worn flat fall boots, not her casual black shoes or high heels.

      Rumor had it that pedestrians poked holes into the fence, holes large enough for human passage. She’d banked on spotting one, but one mile in and she’d seen none. Two wide spaces she saw had been plugged and sealed with iron plates.

      Her heart cried out. Why, Lord? Surely, she’d missed the bus by now. If its arrival took this long, Sharon wouldn’t have been anxious. Had Sharon made the bus? She wasn’t even sure where it headed. She staggered on her feet and paused, bending over to catch her breath. Realization hit her as to what the consequences of that would mean, springing tears to her eyes.

      The main gate was still about half a mile away, leaving her another one and a half miles on the other side to get back to the bus stop. She bent over as sobs racked her body. She covered her face with her elbow.

      “Ma’am, are you okay?” A man in black suit, his blue tie dangling over her face, hunkered near her, concern etched on his expression.

      Stella nodded then straightened and eyed a cell phone lodged in his hand. “Is there cell service?”

      He pressed both hands firmly against his hips, straightening too. “Nope. It went down. I’m holding this in case…” He trailed off as his eyes roamed the distance. He appeared okay.

      “Thanks, but I’ll be on my way.”

      He acknowledged her statement with a nod. But his eyes wore a curious gaze, and Stella knew why. Others headed to the military complex for safety, while she raced the opposite direction to the gate. She couldn’t stay to explain. He bowed slightly and followed the others as she picked up running toward the gate, more eager than before. She held onto faint hope that for some reason, Sharon made the bus. Or waited behind.

      The bus stop was deserted when Stella turned a corner to it, the brilliant sun searing her back. A redhead bent near the support pillar but wore a blue dress. “Sharon!” Stella tapped the person on the shoulder, and she rose quickly. It wasn’t Sharon. “Sorry.” Stella’s whisper rang clear with disappointment.

      A man in black suit, black curly hair held in a ponytail, roamed near the road, clutching a newspaper. A lady in bright green pants, red sneakers, and a biker-gang leather jacket bore a backpack and sat on the ground, sobbing quietly as her shoulders heaved.

      None were Sharon. Just like that, Sharon was gone. Despair wrapped a tighter grip around Stella. Her only child was missing. In the midst of a catastrophic event. With no means of communication. Questions swirled and caused her head to spin. Why did Sharon get on board when Stella hadn’t caught up? Where was the bus headed? Her head throbbed, threatening to burst any minute. The wrenching clarity of loss twisted her heart like a knife, cutting deep and leaving emptiness in its wake.

      Like a movie, Sharon’s life played through her mind. All seventeen years. Starting with the first time Stella held her after she was born. She was tiny, but cried with full lungs. Tears of joy had followed. Then when Scott died, and they both mourned his loss. Sharon was only eight. The crayon art they’d draw for her school art projects, armed with glitter pens, marker tape, and lots of love were some of Stella’s fondest memories. Their cookie-baking sessions too. Then one day she’d returned from school and rejected faith in Christ. All so vivid Stella felt like she relived it.

      She shuddered now at the memory of when everything crumbled. Sharon had returned from school, made her arguments, and pitted her stance firmly against faith in Christ.

      When Sharon’s angry tirade ended and her cheeks had turned bright pink, she stalked off to her room leaving her mom stunned, heartbroken, and dizzy. With shaky knees, Stella had risen from where she’d been watching the evening news, zombie-walked into her bedroom, and cried until daybreak. She feared that her beloved daughter was gone, but she also knew faith wasn’t an imposition. Faith in Christ was a beautiful experience your loved ones needed to accept on their own.

      The next day, their routine changed, and the nightmare began. Sharon sat across the breakfast table, her fiery-red hair in a ponytail that Stella had put it in the prior morning. She aggressively chewed bacon from her breakfast plate, but never looked up once. She didn’t say her usual, “Mom, I like it.” She refused a hug at the door as she left for school, as was their custom.

      Instead, as little Sharon turned to face Stella, an icy smile froze her brown eyes like Antarctica. Even for an eight-year-old, that was a quick transition. Emotionally, she’d locked Stella out. Stella wondered how long the unbelief had been brewing. As Sharon’s eighteenth birthday approached, Stella grew more restless and pleaded. Please, Jesus, my fragile heart can’t take this deadness any longer. Please intervene and save my daughter’s soul.…

      Had Stella been so buried in her struggle to provide for them, that she’d lost her intuition about Sharon’s spiritual life? Was that seed always there or did the information from her school birth it or grow it? What made her believe her school, over her mom who loved her? Why was it so hard to get her to see the truth? Was there hope she’d ever believe in Christ again? By the way, where was Sharon?

      “Jesus!” Her knees sunk into the ground, meeting visible, dusty tire tracks striped across the black-tarred road. The departed bus’s tire tracks. Her hands collected the dust as they glided over the roughness. Stella shut her eyes, willing away the anguish burning into her bones. Nothing else mattered. Not the flipping ground. Nor the catastrophe. Only one need drove her now. She rose on trembling knees with fierce determination, tears streaming down her cheeks. Lord Jesus, keep Sharon safe. And please lead me to her. She brushed off the tears with dusty hands, streaking dirt on her cheeks. Whatever it takes…
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        * * *

      

      Eight. Nine. And Ten. That was it. One more push-up could send cramps shooting down his legs. Today was Michael Huddleston’s rest day—a much needed one. And he intended to do just that, rest. A hard pat down his right shoulder from behind sent him jostling to his feet.

      “Oh.” His shoulder slumped when he recognized who it was and turned to finish stretching his legs.

      “Can we go there?”

      The kid was relentless. This was the umpteenth time he asked. The first time was this morning as soon as he saw Michael. The sun hadn’t even risen. Michael didn’t want to hurt his feelings so he’d said he would think about his request. But now, he knew for sure the answer was no. Michael slightly bent his six-foot frame to meet the eye of the teen who was no more than fourteen years old. He still couldn’t imagine what brought the boy and his mom to this place.

      “I don’t think so.”

      The kid got in his face and armed his with a pout. He wasn’t giving up.

      “Why?” A stubborn frown curved his lips.

      Michael sighed. He wished he could help the kid. He was simply too sore. “Because today, I’m resting.” Michael knew admiration for his muscular arms drew the boy to want his own.

      Hoping his refusal would send the teen back to his mom, whom he only met yesterday upon their arrival to Nature’s Reserve, he took steps toward the cutout area. Cutouts, as they termed them, were living spaces on the reserve. They were exactly what they were called, a cutout of small space just enough for one person to live in. His cutout wasn’t too far ahead.

      He shook his head as the boy still followed, wondering why he himself was at Nature’s Reserve.

      What was Luke thinking? Sending Michael out here in the middle of nowhere. For…what did he call it again? “Spiritual revival.” That was the term he’d used. A rough hilltop reserve with no modern amenities, surrounded by jagged rocks. One tap supplied water. There was no running shower. It offered solitude instead, plenty of it. “Just you, God, and nature,” Luke had announced. With excitement lighting his eyes and a shove of tickets for paid reservation, his friend talked him into coming here.

      Being the assistant pastor of Grace Family Church, Luke had the heart of an angel despite his tough looks and a muscular frame only body builders typically boasted of. Luke had endured rejection from his rich mayoral family upon accepting Christ and chose to enter full-time ministry. A kind soul, Luke couldn’t have made a better pastor. He came as close as a best friend could come to Michael. But as Michael knew, he couldn’t have any best friends or close friends. If he did, his life could be in danger.

      Now, Michael was starting to think that Luke exaggerated his experience on this hill two months ago, even though Michael had seen some positive changes in him. This rough terrain was much rougher.

      Leaving an urban city like Columbia, Maryland for a retreat on a hill with sparse accommodations at White Oak, wasn’t exactly appealing. Sure, Michael had grown up near Detroit’s hood, but something about this place just didn’t sit right. He subtly searched his heart. Did his impatience with God or love for comfort sour him to the reserve? He wasn’t sure.

      When the tap water didn’t run as scheduled earlier yesterday and he had to endure thirst for two hours, Michael had had it. Enough with scarce living. He’d known it all too well growing up. He wouldn’t spend another full week here. He’d give it a few more days, and if he saw no new revelation from God on why he had to seek Him here of all places, it was back to civilization.

      A repeat tug on his shirt made him turn.

      “Please?” the teen begged. “I know you don’t want to, but I want to go down that hill.”

      Michael frowned. This kid was unshakeable. Ever since he returned from his jog yesterday and met the boy, the kid was fascinated and follow him everywhere. “Use the road.”

      The kid shook his head, and his dark curls bounced over his shoulder. “I want to go down your way.”

      The dangerous way, he meant. Michael huffed. As long as he didn’t have to do anything, he could take the kid, if only to ensure he got safely down the hill and back to his mom. He’d never forgive himself if the child got injured because he wasn’t there.

      Rock climbing was their weekend fun activity that Michael enjoyed with his dad long ago when he was a little older than this kid’s age. The memory brought a surge of emotion, but he quickly stemmed it and focused on the teen.

      Thankfully, the kid asked for a small climb and was clearly too scared to go down Ruthless rock. And even if he’d asked, Michael would give an emphatic no. Ruthless was dangerous and not for a nonprofessional to trot—upward or down. Why did he even carve climb paths through that rock? His second instance now—and as far as he was concerned, his last one—at Nature’s Reserve. Were the injuries he suffered from football as a youth not enough?

      But Michael knew. Deep inside, working as the music director for Grace Family Church was not where his journey started. No matter how far he ran, it still beckoned. In little ways, and in small signs, the rugged life that made him a name to fear on Detroit’s streets before his Christian conversion leaked from the polished façade he now showed the world. He was saved—true. But he was wild still. With weariness and sore muscles protesting, he rubbed his shaved bald head. “Okay. But you will stick to my rules.”
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        * * *

      

      Stella lost track of time, sitting at the bus stop, as noon passed and the sun set behind her. She’d already waited for hours. The wheels spun in her mind as she contemplated how best to locate Sharon. Survivors’ words filtered out to her absent mind in undecipherable voices, as declining temperatures wrapped chilly arms around her shivering body.

      The purple sweater she’d worn beneath the jacket she gave Sharon became the warmest barrier between her and the coming cold. Early October in White Oak wasn’t typically too cold. It cooled only at nights, like this one.

      The setting sun’s orange glow matched her fallen energy level and raised her awareness of being stranded. Things were bad, but she was still grateful. At least she and Sharon had made it out alive. Many didn’t. That gave her a mixture of sadness for their loss and gratitude to be alive. Hopefully, so was Sharon.

      Searching for her was far better than mourning her loss—by a wide margin. She’d stood at the last place she’d seen Sharon before she disappeared and racked her brain for where the bus might have been headed. Studying the paper route map pasted inside the sheltered stand, showed four buses usually serviced this route after the time Sharon’s bus left. Considering this wasn’t a major stop, four or five missed buses might not have raised questions at the central station. Though she hoped it did. People needed help out here and fast too.

      Stella threw her head back in rising frustration. A gentle breeze sent more shivers down her arms, and she rubbed them for warmth. None of the people she saw were anyone she knew. Not that she’d had time in her busy schedule to acquaint with others. Near her, people still tried to make outbound calls. To no avail. Nothing functioned as it should.

      One lady stooped to pick a careless flyer from near her feet. She used it to pad her seat on the ground. Another gazed up at the sky, as though she expected it to fall too. A man close to the road was overly cautious where he stepped. She couldn’t blame them. With the ground flipping up and caving deep at random, nothing remained predictable. Stella admitted to herself that she was scared. For herself, for Sharon, and for people of White Oak.

      A man with gray hair and respectable personality approached. A group of about ten followed him. He pointed to them and observed Stella. “We’re headed to the military complex for shelter. You should come.”

      She wasn’t going. The only safe space in the military complex would likely be underground. As things were, she wasn’t looking to go any deeper than the flat ground she stood on. But it was getting darker, colder, and she couldn’t stay at the bus stop much longer. She twisted to face him. “I can’t, but thanks for the offer. I’m searching for my daughter.”

      He nodded as his group took to the path she’d run to get here. More people joined the group, leaving scarcely anyone by the roadside. She had to take a decision and act on it soon. But if she left, where could she go? A wisp of slow breath escaped her lips as she rose, lost in thought, eyes scanning the darkening horizon. Where are you, Sharon?
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        * * *

      

      Questions nagged at Stella, and she bit her lip while pacing the darkened road. Did Sharon get on that bus alone because she was escaping the catastrophe, or her? Maybe it was a bit of both, but Stella chose not to dwell on the possible answer. A parent shouldn’t stop loving their child simply because their love wasn’t reciprocated. She was certain of one thing. Life was hard, but when Sharon learned that lesson, she’d be there to help her navigate it, whether appreciated or not.

      The past hour she’d prayed and hoped desperately that Sharon was safe.

      Make sure you don’t miss the bus!

      Her last warning rang in Stella’s soul like a ceaseless anthem. She longed for a way to know Sharon was fine and not in danger. She’d asked a number of people upon reaching the bus stop. None had seen her or anyone resembling Sharon. Where was she? Was she searching for Stella? Would she?

      Stella swallowed the bitter acknowledgment of uncertainty. If only things were different, and their relationship was healthy. Nevertheless, bad rapport or not, she and Sharon were family. And family never abandoned each other. The longer she considered it, the more certain she grew. Sharon would not intentionally abandon her, nor vice versa.

      A man coasted around the road. His wrinkled blue shirt was torn at the side, and a brown stain ran across the middle. He appeared young. Young and in shock.

      He stopped in front of her, bewilderment written on his face. “I work at a nonprofit on the fourth floor of Crossover. We were having a meeting one second. All chill, then the next thing the ground flew up then disappeared beneath outside. I thought I was dreaming, but when I heard the screams, I knew it was for real. We ran down the stairs to find—” He choked, and his face reddened and contorted.

      Stella patted his arm lightly then withdrew, wondering what he was still doing out on the road. Almost everyone had headed to the military complex. Her thoughts stayed on Sharon while inside she fought to keep fear at bay. But the harder she fought for calm, the more scared she grew for her daughter.

      The young man walked away, going back the direction he’d come, his black shoes now a dusty brown. It was as if they’d both shared a silent understanding. Words were not enough to communicate their pain.

      Was anyone coming? Would help arrive? If so, when? She couldn’t stay waiting or bemoaning her fate. There had to be something practical she could do to find Sharon. Think.

      There were only a couple of places Sharon might have gone.

      First, her former high school, Beaumont High, where she’d graduated from this past spring. But it was too far—and at the other side of town. Their home in Pleasant was closer to White Oak, but was also too far under the circumstances. That only left Montgomery Park. It was near enough for her to reach by bus from Crossover, but without trekking. She usually went there when she wanted to be alone or whenever they had a falling out.

      Sharon loved nature, so if Stella was to start looking anywhere, it would be Montgomery Park. Though small and recently sealed off for renovation, a nice area went uphill covered by evergreen trees. Even if Sharon’s bus didn’t go far, she could seek temporary shelter at the park. So Stella chose to search there first. A strong smell, like cooking gas, crossed her nostrils but soon blew away.

      How could she reach the park when it was too far to trek to? Her earlier run was enough stress on her knees. Plus, she was hungry. She’d had no food or water since before the quake occurred earlier today.

      Right now, she operated on sheer will and love for her daughter. She lowered her head for a quiet prayer. Stella prayed for those who were injured and needed help, for herself, and for Sharon. If one person here could reach the outside world, it could bring help. But the emotional, physical, and psychological overload of the past few hours tired her. Especially when she feared the ground could yet give way again.

      The thought made her shrink back from the road where she’d been pacing. If only a bus would come, she could hop on and make it to the park. But what if she found a way to get to the park and Sharon wasn’t there? What then? It would be too dark to continue searching. She sucked in her lower lip—a nervous habit—and refused to entertain the thought. The only way to travel this journey of uncertainty was holding strong to the shield of faith.

      Just then, a rickety vehicle creaking closer on the road reached her ears. She walked into the road and stood at the middle. It had the croaky sound of an overworked engine. Something was coming. Soon, the shape of a minivan formed and drew closer. It traveled at a slow pace. But it was moving. A sigh escaped her lips just as a smile took over. Thank You, Lord Jesus.
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        * * *

      

      Stella was parched, hungry, and tired. But she was inside the van as it made a U-turn and began a return spin. It had taken everything in her to get in the van though. Bathing in its headlights initially brought hope. Two people who had remained at the bus stop were scared to climb in. But she had only to think of Sharon to gain courage.

      Stella had taught Sharon not to get into a vehicle with strangers, and here she was doing so. What if they were robbers? Or rapists? Or murderers? She shifted, feeling nervous in a van with three males at night, but as far as she was concerned, her daughter’s safety trumped hers. This was an emergency. And she had sized up the situation before stepping foot inside it.

      The man at the back was sleeping and appeared drunk. The one in the middle row bore heavy reddened eyelids and a cut on his forehead. Injured, he looked ready to pass out. The only alert person was the driver. A picture of him, a lady, and two kids hung above the dash. He’d given her bottled water as soon as she’d asked after he’d courteously come around to open the door for her.

      She doubted he’d hurt her. Plus, he’d limped on his left leg when he came around to help give the door a tug to let her in. If he tried anything, she’d kick his bad leg first. And she was praying too. So far, so good.

      She finished the water, grateful to soothe her parched tongue. Her belly growled in response. Hunger pangs hit her afresh, and she turned to the driver. “You got any food?”

      He eyed her from the rearview mirror and shrugged. “A granola bar is nothing really. I—”

      She jumped at it. “Thank you.”

      Their gazes held. And she sensed a protest coming.

      “I meant, I was hoping to—”

      But Stella was ravenous. “I appreciate it.”

      With her wish pressed firmly on him, he reluctantly yielded it. “Here.”

      She tore through the wrapper fast, ground each bite only twice before swallowing, and washed it down with another bottle of water that he gave her in less than five minutes.

      Barely satisfied but fed, she corked the empty bottle, threw her head back on the headrest, and closed her eyes. She tried to gather her thoughts—she hadn’t asked a necessary question! She leaned forward. “Excuse me, where are you headed?”

      The driver peered at her from beneath dark lashes. His head was bald at the center with black hair surrounding it. “Question is: where are you going?”

      Well, she had no definite answer. But the temporary one would suffice. “Montgomery Park.”

      Something crossed the driver’s face too quick for her to be sure what she saw. The inside of the vehicle was dark too, so maybe she’d seen a shadow. She sank back into her seat as the van
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