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To those who fight for the truth, don’t stop, your crown is coming. 

“The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”

—John 1:5
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Ashes still fell from the sky, even though the fires had long since died.

Evan pulled his hood lower against the wind, one hand tightening around the battered backpack slung over his shoulder. The other gripped the handle of a rusty crowbar, slick with sweat despite the chill.

The city was a skeleton—hollow windows gaping like broken mouths, shattered streets littered with bones of things that once mattered—a child's shoe lying sideways in the dust, a burned flag tangled in the wreckage of a lamp post—pieces of lives no one claimed anymore.

Beside him, Micah shuffled carefully through the debris, his too-thin frame dwarfed by the jacket Evan had found him a week ago. He didn’t complain about the cold. He didn’t complain about anything these days. Just followed Evan like a shadow, eyes wide and too old for fifteen. “Careful," Evan muttered, voice low, scanning the cracked storefronts ahead.

The last thing they needed was to draw attention, not from the scavenger gangs, and not from the soldiers.

Or worse... the new patrols he'd heard whispers about. The ones loyal to the new "government."

He knelt near an overturned vending machine, prying it open with a grunt. Empty. Just like the last four. He wiped his hands on his jeans, stomach cramping at the thought of another night without food. Micah’s breathing rattled quietly beside him, shallow and tight.

They were running out of time.

Somewhere deeper in the city, a loudspeaker crackled to life — harsh, grating against the silence. Both Evan and Micah froze, crouching low behind the wrecked counter.

"Citizens of the Eastern Sector — the Global Unity Federation invites you to the Dawn of a New Age."

"Peace. Safety. Provision for all who register."

"Mandatory gatherings begin tomorrow at first light."

"One world. One soul. One light."

The loudspeaker crackled to silence, leaving a heavier quiet behind it, like the city itself was holding its breath.

Evan stared across the ruined street, fists clenched at his sides.

Beside him, Micah adjusted the too-large backpack on his shoulders, the movement small, automatic.

A year ago, Micah would’ve been just another face in a sea of chaos.

Now he was Evan’s whole world.

It hadn't been heroism that made Evan pull him from the wreckage.

It had been instinct—brutal, gut-deep survival instinct.

A collapsed church outside the evacuation zone. Smoke blackened the sky.

He’d stumbled over broken pews and glass, searching for supplies, when he heard it — the faintest rasp of breathing beneath the rubble.

Most would have walked past. Supplies were more valuable than survivors.

But Evan had dug. Bare hands. Bloody fingernails. Until he'd uncovered a scrawny, soot-streaked kid curled in the wreckage, clutching a cracked wooden cross.

Micah hadn't cried. Not even then.

He'd just looked up at Evan with eyes too big for his face and whispered one word:

"Please."

Please save me.

Please don’t leave me.

Evan hadn't left.

And he wouldn't now.

He looked down at Micah standing there in the ash-drifted street, waiting for him to decide what came next.

He tightened his grip on the crowbar.

Not for the world. Not for food. Not even for my own life.

I won’t let them take him.
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The wind sang low through the broken teeth of the city, carrying with it the stench of smoke, rust, and something older — the rot of dreams left out too long in the cold.

Evan shoved open the splintered door with his shoulder, crowbar ready in case anything — or anyone — waited inside.

The place smelled stale and bitter. Empty. Good.

"Inside," he muttered.

Micah slipped in behind him, hood pulled low over his face, backpack clutched tight to his side. He didn't speak, but his dark eyes darted quickly around the room — walls cracked with old water stains, broken furniture slumped against peeling wallpaper, the skeleton of a sofa crouched like an abandoned animal in the corner.

Evan tested the locks, useless as they were, and jammed a broken chair under the doorknob anyway. It wouldn't stop soldiers if they came, but it might buy them thirty seconds.

The silence inside the room was thick, a relief and a warning all at once.

Micah dropped his backpack carefully and began — without needing to be asked — to tidy what little could be tidied.

He righted a toppled chair. Stacked a few cracked bowls neatly on a counter. Pulled a half-shredded blanket off the floor and shook it out before folding it in a rough square.

Trying to make it feel like... home.

Evan watched him for a second longer than he meant to, throat tightening.

Micah never asked for comfort. He made it where he could, piecing it together from broken things.

Evan tossed his own bag down near the door and crossed to the boarded-up window, peeling back a loose slat just enough to see the street outside.

Empty. For now.

Micah's voice was small behind him. "Do you think they'll really make everybody go?"

Evan didn't turn. His jaw flexed.

"Mandatory gatherings begin tomorrow at first light."

He'd heard it. So had Micah.

There wouldn't be a choice.

"Yeah," he said finally. "I think they will."

Micah was silent for a long moment. Evan could hear him fiddling with something — the small, soft clink of wood against fingers.

He turned his head just enough to see.

Micah was rolling something between his palms — a tiny, broken cross.

The same one Evan had seen clutched in his hand the day he pulled him from the rubble.

Micah caught him looking and quickly shoved it back into his pocket, like he was embarrassed.

Evan didn’t say anything.

Outside, the last light faded, and the world shifted from crumbling grey to black.

They ate a few broken crackers from their supplies, Micah insisting Evan take the bigger piece — stubborn, silent, loyal.

They didn’t talk about the food. Or the gathering. Or what might happen if they didn’t show up.

Some things were too heavy to carry aloud.

When the last crumbs were gone, Micah curled up against the far wall, arms around his knees, jacket bunched around him for warmth.

Evan stayed near the door, crowbar resting across his lap, every muscle tight and waiting.

Sleep came in fits and starts.

Sometime near dawn, as the city outside shivered in its restless sleep, Evan heard Micah murmur in the darkness:

"Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death..."

"I will fear no evil..."

The words faded into a breath, then into silence.

Evan sat in the darkness, heart pounding, staring at the crooked doorway.

He didn’t know if there was anything left in this world to believe in.

But somehow, Micah’s whispered faith — cracked and bruised and clinging to life — felt more real than anything the Federation could ever offer.

Tomorrow would come.

And with it, the choice.

He wasn’t ready.

But he knew one thing:

Whatever happened next...

he wasn't leaving Micah behind.
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It looked like worship. That’s what made it worse.

Evan crouched behind the remnants of a burned-out SUV, the metal scorched and brittle beneath his palms. Beside him, Micah lay flat on his stomach, hidden under a strip of collapsed scaffolding, eyes barely visible beneath the hood of his jacket.

They’d been up since before dawn, moving quietly through the alleyways until they reached the city square — the one the loudspeakers called Unity Plaza.

The place used to be a shopping district. Now, every sign, every screen, every structure was branded with the same symbol — a glowing circle with a flame inside.

The sun hadn’t risen, but massive floodlights lit the plaza like a stage.

Rows of folding chairs were lined up in perfect columns.

A tall arch had been erected at the far end, wrapped in banners. The Federation's motto hung in bold white letters:

ONE WORLD. ONE SOUL. ONE LIGHT.

Beneath the arch, a glowing table stood like an altar.

Beside it, a silver machine.

And next to that — a cleric in flowing white robes.

The ceremony had begun.

People shuffled forward one by one, quiet and hollow-eyed. The crowd was huge — hundreds. Maybe more.

Soldiers stood every few feet, guns in hand, motionless.

Evan watched as the first man stepped up to the altar.

He looked like someone’s grandfather — grey hair, trembling hands. He hesitated.

The cleric smiled gently, holding out a small device.

"Pledge your soul to the Light," the amplified voice said.

"Receive peace."

The old man whispered the Oath.

The machine clicked.

The man jerked — just slightly — as the chip slid beneath his skin.

A glowing mark pulsed over the injection site for a moment — a burning circle with a flame inside — then faded.

The man staggered back into the crowd. No celebration. No relief. Just silence.

Micah’s voice was barely audible beside Evan.

"They’re calling it a blessing."

Evan said nothing.

Another woman stepped up. Younger. She looked terrified.

The cleric raised the device.

She took a step back.

The smile on the cleric’s face never changed.

"There is no peace in darkness," he said calmly.

"Only pain. Only loss. Only exile."

"Do not choose the shadows."

The woman hesitated.

Then — she ran.

Two Enforcers moved faster than Evan thought possible.
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