
XCHAPTER 1

BLUE RIDGE PARKWAY

ALEX WATSON EASED UP ON THE GAS AND MENTALLY 

willed his father’s Jeep Grand Cherokee not to stall out and 
leave him stranded. With nearly three hundred thousand miles 
on its engine, the Jeep was temperamental at best and excep-
tionally moody today, which he supposed was only natural as 
this was the day he’d chosen to navigate a particularly challeng-
ing stretch of off-road trail that branched off North Carolina’s 
Blue Ridge Parkway. The trail itself seemed like something out 
of an extreme sports documentary on ESPN. The torrential rain 
that loosened the earth and beat on the windows didn’t help. 
He could barely see the trail ahead.

Alex’s best friend, James Campbell, sat in the passenger seat, 
his dark skin paling as the Jeep’s tires fought for traction on the 
steep slope. 

“Can you see anything?” James said, yelling to be heard over 
the rain thrashing the Jeep.

“Absolutely,” Alex told him with a disconcerted grin. “I see 
wipers.”
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“Anything else?”
“A candy-ass passenger?”
James mumbled something Alex didn’t catch. He was too 

busy concentrating on what was left of the trail and wondering 
how a storm of this intensity hadn’t made the weekend forecast. 

Everything had been fine until this morning. They’d had 
two days of perfect weather for hiking, mountain biking, and 
camping—the kind of idyllic conditions that drew tourists to 
the more easily accessed areas of the Blue Ridge Mountains in 
droves and compelled the boys deeper into the wilderness each 
year. But now they were miles away from pavement and the trail 
they’d started out on was all but unrecognizable. 

“Maybe we should stop and wait it out?” James said.
“Are you kidding? The minute these wheels stop turning, 

we’ll slide down the mountain.”
“Aren’t we already doing that anyway?” 
Alex gazed through the foggy windshield at what little 

he could see of the sky: moving slashes of gray trailing close 
behind the overworked wipers. He hit the brakes and waited 
for his vision to return as thunder pealed overhead, endless 
and deafening. After the thunder finally stopped, a tremor ran 
through the vehicle, as if some giant hand had shaken it briefly 
by the tires.

“What the heck was that?”
Alex’s hands were white on the wheel. “No idea.”
There was a sudden, sharp crack, and the truck started to 

move—sideways. Everything else moved with it: trees, boul-
ders, everything. The whole mountainside was moving.

“Landslide!” Alex shouted. Adrenaline surged through him; 



N I S FA N  N A W A Z        3

there was nothing to do but hold on, ride it out, and hope for 
the best. 

The Jeep tilted sideways as it slid. It would have tipped over 
completely had it not been engulfed on both sides by mud, 
halfway up the doors. 

Alex looked at James, who was rolling down the passenger-
side window, then at the next stretch of road coming into view 
below them. Just beyond it was a sheer drop-off. The good news 
was that the road below looked to be holding steady. The bad 
news was that when the portion of the mountainside that was 
sliding with them reached that point, it just kept going. Like a 
waterfall over a cliff. And they were headed right for it.

But the slide lost momentum quickly, and he began to think 
they’d stop before the truck reached the edge. He and James 
watched the precipice approach, until it disappeared from 
view—and the vehicle stopped.

James stuck his head out the window and looked down. “All I 
see is the bottom. I don’t know what’s holding us up.”

“Let’s not wait to find out.” Alex tried to open his door, but 
couldn’t; the truck was locked in place by settled earth reach-
ing almost to the window. Sudden movement caught his eye: 
a giant boulder careening down the mountainside. “We got a 
problem,” he said.

James turned just in time to see the massive rock slam into 
them, shoving the driver’s door in by nearly a foot. Flying glass 
shards pelted the interior. The windshield and back window 
cracked—and the truck lurched halfway over the cliff.

Alex considered their options. James’s window was certain 
death, and his was now blocked by the boulder. The windshield 
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would have to be kicked out, rocking the already precariously 
balanced truck. That left the flat back widow—small, but big 
enough. “Out the back!” he yelled.

They crawled hurriedly into the back—but their mountain 
bikes and gear made it impossible to reach the back window. 

“How are we supposed to get out?” 
Fortunately, Alex’s father had converted the Grand Cherokee 

years ago to a hardtop convertible. “See those T-handles in the 
corners?” Alex said. “Pull and twist, and we can shove the roof 
right off.” A moment later, the roof was unlocked, and the two 
of them muscled the convertible top up and over the side. 

A fierce wind battered them, driving the rain through their 
clothes. The Jeep’s hardtop sailed into the empty space beyond 
the cliff. Several seconds later, they heard it hit bottom.

The truck shifted beneath him. “Stay on the driver’s side,” 
Alex said, fearing any extra weight on the cliffside might tip the 
whole truck.

Alex worked the clamps holding the bikes in place.
“What are you doing? We need to get off this thing.”
“What, you wanna walk home?”
“I just wanna get home. Alive!”
“Then you jump out first, as carefully as you can. I’ll pass you 

the bikes!”
James clambered over the side, found the ground solid enough 

to stand on, and took the first bike. As Alex unclamped the sec-
ond and turned, the truck started moving again. He threw the 
bike and managed to get one foot on the bed rail as the truck 
began to roll, and he pushed off just before it slipped over the 
brink. A bike pedal jabbed him in the gut when he landed on 
top of it. The two of them watched the boulder follow the truck 
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off the cliff, and they waited to be swept over the side after it, 
but nothing else moved. 

Raindrops pelted them like tiny bullets, and the air carried 
the distinctive musty odor of the North Carolina outdoors, a 
product of the area’s heavy clay soil. After a moment, when the 
paralytic fear had mostly worn off, Alex ventured close to the 
edge and peered over. The truck was upside-down on the trail at 
the base of the seventy-foot cliff, the boulder on top of it. 

Alex was the first to speak. “My dad is gonna be so pissed.”
“He’ll just be happy you weren’t in it,” James said.
The ground shifted beneath them, and they scrambled back 

toward the bikes. Alex looked to James. “Let’s go before our 
luck runs out!” 

“I hear that!”
They grabbed their bikes and slogged through the muddy 

earth, which sucked at their feet as if unwilling to let them go. 
They were completely spent by the time they reached a tree-
lined outcropping up the mountain a ways where the ground 
was more stable. They rested for a moment and decided to 
circle around to the bike path on the far side of the mountain 
rather than continue on the switchback and risk the landslide 
coming down on top of them. 

They both had rain gear stowed in panniers on the bikes, but 
neither saw much point in donning it when they were already 
soaked to the bone. They’d zipped their cell phones into bag-
gies just before the storm hit, but there was no reception up 
here anyway, so calling for help was out of the question. Besides, 
Alex wanted to ease into the bad news about his father’s truck, 
and a mountain rescue wasn’t part of that plan.

Off-trail, the terrain was rough and uneven, forcing them to 
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carry the bikes until they reached a gravel bike path. Alex half 
expected to find the whole thing washed down the mountain-
side, but it looked pretty good, considering. Things should be 
okay, as long as they reached the bottom before dark. 

They rode down slowly, feet skimming the ground half the 
time to help keep the wheels from sliding. Getting off the 
mountain would normally have taken them an hour; instead 
it took five. Alex had never been so glad to see blacktop. 
They’d have to circle back around to the parkway, which con-
nected with the 694 that ran back to Asheville. All told, it was 
another nine miles or so to the University of North Carolina at 
Asheville. Still, compared to what they’d just been through, it’d 
be a breeze.

As it turned out, the torrential downpour kept the roads 
mostly empty, and they made good time while the rain cleaned 
the mud off them and the bikes. About an hour after setting 
out, they rolled onto the UNC Asheville campus after dark. The 
dorm building was a sight for sore eyes. 

They stopped beside the bike racks and dismounted. After all 
that riding, Alex found he could barely move his legs. He looked 
over and saw James was in the same condition. Squatting was 
impossible, so Alex bent at the waist to reach the bike lock and 
secure his ride to the rack.

They hobbled toward the dorm like two old men who’d for-
gotten how to walk. Alex’s legs felt like burning marshmallows, 
spongy and painful.

“Remind me never to go camping with you again,” James told 
him.

“Don’t ever go camping with me again.”



N I S FA N  N A W A Z        7

“I’m hungry.”
After agreeing to meet at the dining hall, they parted ways in 

the dorm lobby, each headed for a hot shower. Alex briefly con-
sidered visiting the nearest kiosk where there always seemed to 
be an ad for “Thai massage” posted, but thought better of it.


