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      [image: fire] SHE THOUGHT THEY'D FINALLY MADE IT TO SAFETY. THEN THE RADIO BROUGHT NEWS THAT DESTROYED EVERYTHING. [image: fire]

      Some roads end in safety. Others end in choices that burn everything down.

      They've survived longer than anyone thought possible.

      Annie and Caleb Morgan are finally within reach of their father's fortified homestead—the promised land they've bled and sacrificed to reach. But surviving the collapse has carved pieces from their souls, and the people they've become barely recognize the family they used to be.

      Annie is harder now. Shaped by choices that would have broken the girl she was. She trusts Dax—the quiet protector who never promises more than he can deliver. He's steady when everything else shifts like smoke. And that terrifies her more than any militia ever could.

      Because trusting someone means they can destroy you.

      Caleb has finally found peace with Evie—the woman who stayed when everything else fell apart. For the first time since the world ended, he can imagine a future. Something real. Something worth all the blood and loss.

      Then the radio crackles with a name.

      A survivor list from the northern camps.

      His dead fiancée is alive.

      The woman he thought he'd buried with the old world. The woman he'd grieved for, moved past, let go. She's out there, waiting, believing he's coming for her.

      Now Caleb faces an impossible choice:

      ✗ The love he lost vs. the love he found

      ✗ The man he was vs. the man he's become

      ✗ Honor vs. survival, duty vs. desire

      And Annie must decide if the killer she's become is someone she can live with.

      When every choice leaves scars and every path leads through fire, some burns go so deep they never heal.

      THE BURN LINE—where love becomes a weapon, hope becomes a burden, and the only way forward is through the flames of who you used to be.

      [image: broken heart] The devastating fourth installment that will leave you questioning everything you thought you knew about love, loyalty, and survival.

      For readers who crave heart with their heartbreak and aren't afraid of stories that leave permanent scars.

      [image: warning] WARNING: This book will destroy you. In the best possible way.
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      Annie

      Some families break during the disaster. Others break after.

      Annie Morgan's boots hit the rocky trail like she was running from something. Which she was. From the mine where her mother had died. From David's last breath. From the words she'd thrown at Caleb before walking away.

      You did this.

      Two hours since the split, and already she felt the weight of those words. Felt how wrong they were. How unfair. But saying them had been easier than admitting the truth—that they were all drowning, and no one could save anyone else.

      Her foot throbbed. Dax had set a brutal pace through the Wyoming valley, putting distance between them and the mountain route where Caleb and Evie had disappeared into the trees. Separate paths. Safer that way, he'd said.

      Safer. Right.

      When Dax stopped to check his map, Annie dropped her pack and dug for the medical supplies. Band-aids somewhere in the mess of gauze and antiseptic. Her fingers found something else instead—cool metal, delicate chain.

      She pulled out her mother's necklace.

      The simple silver heart that Mary Morgan had worn every single day. The one Annie had forgotten to take before they buried her outside that mine.

      Annie stared at it, her chest going tight. Evie. Evie had gone back for it. Had slipped it into the medical kit without saying anything, knowing Annie would find it when she needed it most.

      The same girl Annie had blamed along with Caleb. The same girl who had every reason to hate her.

      But Evie had saved this anyway.

      "Annie."

      Dax's voice cut through the moment, sharp with warning. He'd gone still, head tilted, listening.

      Then she heard it too. Distant but getting closer—the rhythmic whop of helicopter rotors.

      "Down."

      They hit the ground, crawling toward a stand of pine trees. Annie clutched the necklace, the chain biting into her palm as they pressed themselves into the shadows. Through the branches, she caught glimpses of the aircraft—military, with searchlights. Flying a pattern. Looking for people exactly like them.

      The searchlight swept across the trail where her pack sat abandoned. Evidence they existed. Evidence they were close.

      Annie held her breath and waited to be discovered.

      The helicopter hovered. Circled back. The downdraft stirred the trees above them, pine needles raining down. Her heart hammered so hard she was sure it would give them away.

      This was it. This was what the rest of it would be like. Running and hiding and praying they stayed lucky one more day.

      Slowly, the sound faded. The helicopter moved on.

      Dax waited a full minute before he let her move. "Clear. For now."

      Annie pushed herself up on shaking arms. Looked at her pack sitting there on the exposed trail, untouched but visible to anyone hunting refugees in the wilderness.

      "Two hours," she said. "We've been walking for two hours and we almost got caught."

      Dax retrieved her pack, his face grim. "It'll get easier once we're farther from the search zone."

      "Will it?" Annie stared north, toward the valley stretching into unfamiliar territory. "Or just different ways to die?"

      "Both."

      The honesty hit harder than comfort would have. This was real. This was her life now. And somewhere in those mountains, Caleb was living it too. Carrying his own grief, making his own impossible choices.

      The last thing she'd said to him was you did this. And now he was gone.

      "What if I never see him again?"

      Dax looked at her for a long moment. "Then you keep going anyway. Because that's what he'd want. What your mother would want."

      Mary Morgan. Who'd fought so hard to keep them together. Who'd died believing someone would help them. Who'd never know her children had torn themselves apart after burying her.

      Annie opened her fingers. The necklace had left red marks on her palm. She stared at this gift from Evie—this promise of forgiveness she wasn't sure she deserved.

      She slipped it into her jacket pocket instead of putting it on. Not ready yet. Not ready to hope.

      They shouldered their packs and started walking again. Away from the mine. Away from Caleb. Each step taking her deeper into territory where helicopters hunted refugees and survival meant becoming someone she didn't recognize.

      Behind them, the search pattern continued. Ahead, more dangers waited in the gathering dusk.

      And Annie walked toward them all, carrying her mother's necklace and the weight of words she couldn't take back, learning what the rest of this journey would cost.

      Everything.

      But not today.

      Today, she just kept walking north.
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      Caleb

      The horizon stretched endlessly ahead—abandoned farmland, collapsed fences, empty fields where cattle should have been grazing. Don't think about Annie. Don't think about how she's out there somewhere, walking through different devastation with Dax. Don't think about how you might never see her again.

      But Caleb Morgan's neck ached from looking back anyway. Again. Annie wasn't there—would never be there—but his body kept checking, like an amputee feeling phantom pain. Twenty times in the last hour, and all he saw were the same dead fields stretching toward mountains that had swallowed his sister.

      "She's not coming back, Caleb."

      Evie's voice cut through the spiral threatening to pull him under. She'd stopped ahead on what used to be a farm road, pack on her shoulders, watching him with that expression he was learning to recognize—part sympathy, part frustration, all exhaustion.

      "You made your choice," she continued, quieter now. "We both did."

      The words landed like a punch to the gut. Because Evie was right—he had chosen this. Had stood in that clearing with Annie twenty feet away and said yes to splitting up instead of fighting for his family. Had walked away from his sister because staying together felt like drowning.

      "I didn't choose to leave her." But even as he said it, Caleb knew it was bullshit.

      "You chose to split up. Same thing."

      Every choice was wrong. His throat felt raw just thinking it. Mom's face in those final moments in the mine, trusting him to keep everyone safe. Annie's voice cracking with blame afterward. The weight of every failure crushing down on him until he could barely breathe, until walking away felt like the only option that wouldn't kill them all.

      You did this.

      Maybe Annie was right. Maybe if he'd made different choices, fought harder, been smarter, his parents would still be alive. Maybe if he'd been the man Frank had trained him to be instead of just a scared kid playing protector.

      "Every choice was wrong," he said out loud, the admission tasting like ash. He couldn't say the rest—how staying together had felt impossible, how Annie's blame had been suffocating him, how he'd chosen Evie over his own sister because it was easier than facing what he'd become.

      Evie's expression softened slightly. "I know."

      But she didn't know. Not really. She hadn't heard Annie's voice crack on those three words. Hadn't seen the way his sister looked at him afterward—like he was a stranger. Like he was the enemy.

      She hadn't listened to their mother struggling for each breath in that mine, or felt their stepfather David grow cold while they waited for a rescue that never came. She hadn't felt the accumulation of every decision that led to two more bodies in shallow graves.

      Caleb forced himself to turn north, away from the mountains that held his sister. "How much farther to the next town?"

      Evie pulled out the map, her movements careful and practiced. Everything about her was careful now—the way she checked corners, tested ground before stepping, rationed their water. Frank's training showing through, just like his own. "Five miles, maybe six. Place called Harmon Creek. Population was around eight hundred."

      "And now?"

      "Now we find out." She folded the map with precise creases, tucked it back into her jacket. "We need supplies, Caleb. Food, water, medical gear. We can't make it to the homestead on what we have."

      The homestead. Frank's fortress in the mountains, built to outlast the end of the world. The place that was supposed to keep them all safe. The destination that had cost them everything to reach.

      They walked in silence through terrain that felt like a graveyard. Caleb counted his steps—another habit from Frank's training, always know the distance you've traveled, always be able to backtrack. The farmland gave way to scattered houses, most dark and abandoned. Some looted, doors hanging open like mouths screaming. Others untouched, like their occupants had just vanished.

      Maybe they had.

      His hand drifted to the pistol at his hip—unconscious now, checking it was there, loaded, ready. Frank had drilled that response into muscle memory: always know your weapons, always be prepared. The training had seemed paranoid when the world still worked. Now it was the only thing keeping them alive.

      A highway overpass loomed ahead, concrete stained and tagged with desperate messages. FEMA LIES. NO SHELTER HERE. GOVERNMENT = DEATH. The usual post-collapse graffiti, fear and conspiracy painted in aerosol by people who probably hadn't survived long enough to see if their warnings mattered.

      "Caleb." Evie had stopped, staring ahead at something that made his stomach drop before he even saw it.

      Smoke.

      Not cooking fires or campfire wisps. Thick, dark columns rising into the afternoon sky, the kind that meant destruction. Recent destruction.

      "That's Harmon Creek," Evie said quietly.

      They approached like Frank had taught them—weapons drawn, using abandoned cars for cover, scanning for threats. The smell hit first. Burning wood, melted plastic, and underneath it something organic and terrible that made Caleb's training kick in, overriding the horror.

      Harmon Creek wasn't a town anymore. It was a kill zone.

      Buildings still smoldered, walls collapsed, roofs caved in. The main street—probably a quaint downtown once—was littered with debris and bodies. Civilian clothes mixed with tactical gear. A firefight had happened here, and recently. The kind where nobody won.

      Caleb scanned for movement, for threats, for any sign this wasn't just a graveyard they were walking into. Nothing. Whatever storm had hit this place had moved on, leaving only the dead behind.

      "Military or militia?" Evie whispered.

      Caleb studied the gear scattered among the corpses. "Could be either. Lines are too blurred to tell anymore."

      That was the real horror of civil war—everyone wore the same boots, carried the same weapons, bled the same red. The only way to know who was who was to wait until they started shooting, and by then it was usually too late.

      They moved down main street, boots crunching on broken glass. Storefronts gaped open, shelves ransacked. The pharmacy had been gutted—medical supplies worth more than gold now. Bodies lay where they'd fallen, bloating in the late spring heat.

      An older man in overalls, shot in the chest. A woman in business casual, face down in a coffee shop doorway. Two teenagers in hoodies, one still clutching a rifle.

      Had they been defending their town? Fighting back against whatever force came through? Or had they been part of that force?

      There was no way to tell. No way to separate victims from perpetrators when everyone ended up dead in the street.

      "We need supplies," Caleb heard himself say, the words mechanical. "We're almost out of food."

      Evie stared at him. "Caleb, we can't⁠—"

      "We have to." He met her eyes, saw his own revulsion reflected there. "We don't know when we'll find another chance."

      The logic was sound. The morality was garbage. But logic kept you alive, and morality was a luxury they couldn't afford.

      Evie's jaw tightened, but she nodded. "Quickly. And we do this with respect."

      Respect. As if robbing the dead could be done respectfully.

      The first house felt like trespassing on someone's life. Family photos covered the mantle—kids' school pictures, vacation smiles, Christmas mornings. Normal life, frozen in time before everything went to hell.

      Caleb's hands shook as he opened kitchen cabinets. His mother had had photos like this. Had probably died thinking about them, about Annie, about whether she'd raised her children to survive what was coming.

      You did this.

      Annie's voice echoed as he shoved canned goods into his pack. Maybe his sister was right. Maybe if he'd made different choices, fought harder, been the man Frank had trained him to be instead of a scared kid playing protector⁠—

      "Caleb." Evie's voice from deeper in the house, rough with something he didn't want to identify.

      He found her in the back bedroom, staring down at a body slumped against the far wall. A woman, maybe forty, peaceful in death. Empty pill bottles scattered around her like she'd chosen her own ending rather than face what came next.

      The woman could have been his mother. Similar age, similar build. Similar wedding ring on her finger.

      "Should we—" Evie gestured at the ring, the question hanging between them.

      "We're not that desperate yet." But weren't they? How long before they were taking jewelry off corpses? How long before they became the thing other people ran from?

      They took what food they could find—canned soup, crackers, bottled water. Necessities. Survival. But each item felt like stealing from the dead, like crossing another line that couldn't be uncrossed.

      In the second house, Caleb found children's drawings on the refrigerator. Stick figures under rainbow suns, family portraits in crayon. A life interrupted, futures cancelled by forces too big for any of them to fight.

      His mother would have hated this. Would have found another way, a better way. She'd raised him to help people, not rob their corpses. But Mom was dead, and he was alive, and maybe that meant becoming someone she wouldn't recognize.

      Maybe that was the real cost of survival—not just staying alive, but losing everyone you used to be in the process.

      By the time they'd worked their way through three houses, his pack was heavy with stolen goods and his conscience was a raw wound. He stood in the middle of the street, surrounded by bodies and burned buildings, and tried to remember the person he'd been before the collapse. The one who'd helped neighbors, followed rules, believed the world was fundamentally fair.

      That person felt like a stranger now.

      "Caleb."

      Evie was standing a few feet away, her own pack bulging with supplies, her face pale. She looked like she might throw up.

      "We're still human," she whispered, the words barely audible over wind stirring through the ruins. "We have to still be human."

      Caleb wanted to believe her. Wanted to think that scavenging from the dead didn't make them monsters, that survival justified the choices they were making. That somewhere on the other side of this nightmare, they could still be people worth being.

      But standing in this graveyard of a town, surrounded by evidence of what humanity became when civilization collapsed, he wasn't sure anymore.

      "Yeah," he said, the word hollow. "We're still human."

      He wasn't sure if he was agreeing or just saying what she needed to hear.

      They left Harmon Creek as the sun started its descent toward the western horizon. Caleb didn't look back. Couldn't bear to see the smoke still rising, the bodies still rotting, the evidence of what they'd all become.

      Behind them, the dead town stood as testament to the cost of collapse. Ahead, more miles of hostile territory waited, more choices with no good answers, more ways to lose themselves in the machinery of survival.

      Somewhere to the west, Annie was walking her own path through the same devastation. Making her own impossible choices. Becoming her own stranger. And he'd chosen to leave her to face it alone.

      Caleb—the man who'd failed his parents, abandoned his sister, and just robbed the dead to stay alive one more day—kept walking north. Because that's what you did when there were no good choices left.

      You kept walking, even when you weren't sure what you were walking toward.

      Even when you weren't sure who you'd be when you got there.
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      Annie

      Good. Let the mountain kill me. At least then I wouldn't have to keep pretending I deserved to live.

      The thought circled through Annie Morgan's head as she navigated another stretch of scree, loose rocks sliding beneath her boots like the world was trying to shake her loose. Her pack felt impossibly heavy—or maybe she was just that much weaker. That much more hollowed out by the weight of everything she'd destroyed.

      "Careful." Dax's voice came from ahead, quiet but firm.

      Dax's voice felt like it was coming from underwater. Everything did. Like she was drowning but still had to keep swimming, had to keep pretending she was functional when inside she was screaming. Words felt impossible. Everything felt impossible. Mom's face kept flashing behind her eyes—pale, struggling for breath in that mine. And Caleb's expression when she'd walked away. When she'd made it all his fault because blaming him was easier than admitting the truth.

      That she'd failed them all.

      She kept climbing.

      The valley route had been a lie. Not intentionally—Dax didn't lie to her. But the patrols had gotten too thick, helicopters crisscrossing the open terrain like they knew exactly where refugees would run. So they'd gone higher, into mountains where tree cover was denser and sight lines shorter.

      Harder terrain. Slower going. But alive was alive.

      Her hands were raw and bleeding from grabbing at rocks and branches. Good. Physical pain was easier than the other kind. She could focus on the burn in her legs, the blister that had torn open and reformed twice, anything except Mom's face in those final moments. Except the wedding ring that had caught the flashlight beam in the mine, still on her finger when they'd covered her with rocks.

      Annie had meant to take it. Had reached for it. But then Caleb had said they needed to move, and she'd left it there. Left Mom wearing her wedding ring in a shallow grave like some kind of monster daughter who couldn't even⁠—

      "Annie." Dax had stopped ahead, standing on a relatively flat section of trail. His voice was careful, like he was talking to something wounded that might bolt. "When's the last time you ate?"

      "I'm fine."

      The biggest lie she'd ever told. But it was easier than explaining that she was drowning, that every breath felt like work, that she kept moving because stopping meant thinking and thinking meant falling apart completely.

      "You're not."

      She ignored him and kept moving, pulling herself up over a boulder that jutted into the path. Her boot slipped on moss and for one perfect second, she was weightless. Falling. Maybe this was how it ended—not in some dramatic firefight but slipping off a mountain because she was too broken to pay attention.

      Part of her almost welcomed it.

      Then Dax's hand clamped around her wrist.

      He hauled her forward with muscle memory strength, pulling her onto the flat section before she could process what had happened. Annie landed on her knees, heart hammering, breath coming in short gasps.

      But underneath the adrenaline was something else. Disappointment.

      "Let go of me!"

      The anger felt safer than everything underneath it. Safer than the terror that Dax would figure out she was poison, that everyone who stayed near her ended up dead or hurt or abandoning her. Safer than needing someone when needing people meant losing them.

      She was on her feet, yanking away from him, putting distance between them like he was the enemy instead of the person who'd just saved her life.

      "Don't touch me. Don't—I didn't need your help."

      Dax stood there, and for just a second she caught something in his expression—frustration, maybe, or exhaustion. Like he was trying to figure out how to help someone who didn't want to be helped. Like he was wondering if he'd made a mistake agreeing to this.

      "You were falling," he said finally.

      "I had it."

      "You didn't."

      "I said I had it!" Her voice cracked on the last word, anger fracturing into something rawer, something she couldn't afford to feel. "I don't need you to save me. I don't need anyone to⁠—"

      Save me. The words died in her throat because they weren't true. She did need saving. Desperately. But everyone who tried ended up hurt, and she couldn't carry the weight of destroying someone else.

      She pressed her hands against her face. Her whole body was shaking—adrenaline, exhaustion, the crushing weight of everything she'd been refusing to acknowledge since that clearing.

      "I'm fine," she whispered. Meaningless words. Automatic.

      Dax didn't argue. Didn't push. Just picked up his pack and continued up the trail, giving her space to fall apart without an audience.

      Annie stood there, hands still pressed against her face, breathing hard. The mountains stretched around her in every direction—beautiful and indifferent and completely empty of anything that cared whether she survived this.

      She wanted to disappear. Wanted to rewind time to before she'd screamed at Caleb, before she'd made everything his fault, before she'd become the kind of person who blamed others for her own failures. But since she couldn't do any of that, she'd settle for walking until her legs gave out. Until the pain in her body matched the pain in her chest.

      She adjusted her pack and followed Dax up the mountain.
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        * * *

      

      They made camp that night on a narrow ledge protected by an overhang of rock. Dax built a small fire using dried wood that wouldn't smoke much, positioning it so the overhang would disperse what little there was. He worked efficiently, setting up their minimal shelter, rationing out food and water, doing all the things that kept them alive one more day.

      Annie sat with her back against the rock wall and watched him without seeing him. Her mind was somewhere else. Somewhere dark and cold where her mother's voice echoed: You're stronger than you think, baby girl. You can do anything.

      Wrong. She couldn't do anything. Couldn't save her parents. Couldn't keep her family together. Couldn't even take her mother's wedding ring when it mattered.

      We have to keep moving, Caleb had said in that mine.

      We can't leave them, Annie had screamed back.

      But they had. They'd left Mary and David buried in shallow graves because there was no time for anything else, no chance to do it right or say proper goodbyes or any of the things you were supposed to do when people you loved died.

      And then Annie had turned that grief into a weapon. Had used it to cut Caleb apart with blame when he was just as broken as she was, just as lost, just as desperate for someone to tell him this wasn't all his fault.

      You did this.

      She'd abandoned him. Her brother, who'd tried so hard to keep them all alive. Who'd made impossible choices because someone had to make them. And she'd walked away when he needed her most.

      The thought sat in her chest like a stone, heavy and cold and impossible to dislodge.

      "You should eat something." Dax was holding out an energy bar, one of their dwindling supplies.

      Annie shook her head.

      "Annie." A pause. His voice was still careful. "You haven't eaten since yesterday."

      "I'm not hungry."

      He studied her for a moment, then set the bar down beside her anyway. "It'll be here when you are."

      He moved back to the other side of their small camp, maybe six feet away, and settled against the opposite wall. Close enough to respond if something went wrong. Far enough to give her space.

      Annie pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. The night was getting cold, temperature dropping fast. She should put on another layer. Should eat that energy bar. Should do all the practical things survival required.

      Instead, she just sat there, drowning in memories that felt more real than the present.

      Time passed. The fire burned low. Dax added wood, kept it going just enough for warmth without making them visible. He hadn't said anything since the offer of food. Hadn't tried to make conversation or ask if she was okay or any of the useless things people said when they didn't know what else to do.

      He just sat there. Steady. Present. Not demanding anything from her.

      And that, somehow, was what finally broke through.

      It started with Mom's wedding ring. The way it had caught the flashlight beam in the mine, still on her finger when they'd covered her with rocks. Annie had meant to take it. Had reached for it. But then Caleb had said they needed to move, and she'd left it there. Left Mom wearing her wedding ring in a shallow grave like some kind of monster daughter who couldn't even⁠—

      The sob came from somewhere deep and animal. Then another. And suddenly she couldn't stop.

      Not quiet tears. Not dignified grief. This was something primal and broken—deep, wrenching sobs that felt like they might tear her apart. She pressed her face against her knees and let it come. All of it. The grief and guilt and rage and regret and overwhelming terror that she'd broken something that couldn't be fixed.

      She cried for her mother's last breath, for David's final moments, for the family photos she'd never see again. Cried for Caleb's face when she'd blamed him, for the words that couldn't be taken back, for the brother she might never see again because she'd been too broken to hold them together when it mattered most.

      She cried until her throat was raw and her chest ached and she didn't have any tears left. Cried until she was empty, hollowed out, nothing left but the exhaustion that came after finally letting yourself feel everything you'd been running from.

      When she finally lifted her head, Dax was exactly where he'd been before. Six feet away, back against the rock wall, watching the darkness beyond their circle of firelight. He hadn't moved closer. Hadn't tried to comfort her or tell her everything would be okay or any of the lies people told when faced with someone else's pain.

      But he was awake. Alert. Keeping watch so she didn't have to.

      "You should sleep," he said quietly, not looking at her. "I've got first watch."

      Annie's voice came out rough, scraped raw. "I can take⁠—"

      "I've got it. Sleep."

      She wanted to argue. Wanted to insist she could pull her weight, that she wasn't completely broken, that she was still useful for something. But the exhaustion was too heavy, the emotional crash too complete.

      She curled up on her side, using her pack as a pillow, pulling her jacket tighter. The fire crackled softly. The mountains breathed around them, vast and indifferent.

      And six feet away, Dax sat in the darkness, keeping watch. Not because she'd asked. Not because she deserved it. Just because that's what you did when you traveled with someone. You kept them alive. You stayed awake so they could rest.

      You didn't leave them.

      Annie closed her eyes and let the exhaustion take her. Tomorrow she'd have to get up and keep walking. Tomorrow she'd have to figure out how to survive with the pieces of herself that remained. Tomorrow she'd have to live with what she'd done and who she'd become.

      But tonight, she didn't have to do it alone.
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        * * *

      

      The regret was still there when she woke. The guilt hadn't magically disappeared. The knowledge that she'd abandoned Caleb when he needed her most still sat like a weight on her chest.

      But she'd cried. She'd broken. She'd fallen apart.

      And she was still here. Still breathing. Still walking north toward a father who might not want her, carrying guilt that would never leave her.

      But Dax was here too. Still keeping watch. Still choosing to stay.

      Maybe that was enough to start with. Maybe broken people could still move forward, even if they couldn't be fixed. Maybe that was all anyone could do—keep walking and see what was left of them when they reached the other side.

      It would have to be enough.
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      Thomas Garrett

      Thomas counted fifteen faces in the lamplight. Fifteen people who trusted him to keep them alive. The weight of that trust sat in his chest like a stone.

      He'd been a man of faith for forty-three years. Had believed in grace, in redemption, in the fundamental goodness that lived in every human soul if you just looked hard enough to find it. Had believed individual choices mattered, that one person could still make a difference against the machinery grinding his country to pieces.

      He'd believed in a lot of things. Past tense.

      The basement of First Baptist Church in Helena, Montana reeked of unwashed bodies and something else—sharp, acrid. Fear-sweat. The kind that came when people knew they were prey. Thomas had learned to recognize it over the past six weeks. Had learned to hate the smell of his own helplessness.

      Three families crammed into a space meant for Sunday school classes and potluck dinners. All of them running from something the government called "mandatory processing" and everyone else called internment camps by a prettier name.

      Thomas moved between them in the dim light of battery-powered lanterns, distributing what food they had left. Crackers. Peanut butter. Water bottles that would need to be refilled from the church well tonight, after dark, when the patrols had moved on.

      Each one a small victory against the collapse. Each one proof that righteousness still mattered. Thomas needed to believe that. Had to believe it. Because if individual choices didn't matter, if good people couldn't push back against evil, then what was the point of any of it?

      He'd started this because of Jenny Patterson. Sixteen years old, honor student, taken from her family's farm in the middle of the night. By the time Thomas had learned what happened, she was already in a processing center three states away. Her parents had begged him to help. He'd given them prayers and promises to write letters.

      Jenny had died in custody two weeks later. "Medical emergency," the official report said.

      Thomas never wanted to give anyone prayers and empty promises again.

      "How much longer, Reverend?" The question came from Sarah Whitmore, thirty-two, traveling with her mother and two kids under ten. Her husband had been taken three weeks ago during a checkpoint stop in Bozeman. Nobody had heard from him since.

      "Two more days," Thomas said, keeping his voice low and steady. Confident. Like he actually knew what he was doing. "I've got a contact in Kalispell who can get you across the border. He's done it before. You'll be safe."

      Sarah nodded, but her eyes said she didn't believe him. Thomas didn't blame her. He barely believed himself anymore.

      Fifteen successful extractions before this group. Fifteen families saved. The Patterson family after Jenny's death—Dale and Linda and their surviving daughter. Military had come looking for them, fabricated some investigation. He'd hidden them three days, gotten them connected with a trucker heading north. They'd made it to Canada. Sent word they were safe.

      After that, people started showing up at his door. Refugees from processing centers. Families fleeing before they could be taken. Deserters from militias who couldn't follow orders anymore. One by one, they'd found their way to First Baptist, and one by one, Thomas had helped them disappear north.

      He should have stopped at fifteen.

      "Reverend." The whisper came from Marcus, a former National Guard soldier who'd gone AWOL after being ordered to fire on civilians at a food distribution center. He was positioned at the top of the basement stairs, watching the street through a crack in the door. "Vehicles. Multiple. Military markings."

      The bottom dropped out of Thomas's world. "How many?"

      "Four Humvees. Maybe twenty soldiers."

      Twenty soldiers. For fifteen refugees. This wasn't a patrol—this was an execution squad. Thomas's mouth went dry. They knew. Somehow, they knew exactly what was down here.

      "Everyone quiet," Thomas said, his voice calm despite the fear crawling up his spine. "Stay away from the walls. Don't make a sound."

      He climbed the stairs, each step feeling heavier than the last. When he reached the top, he could see what Marcus saw—four military vehicles parked in front of the church, soldiers deploying with the kind of precision that meant this wasn't random. This was targeted.

      "They know we're here," Marcus whispered.

      "Maybe. Maybe not." But Thomas's hands were shaking as he straightened his collar, smoothed his shirt. "Stay here. Keep them quiet."

      "Reverend, you can't⁠—"

      "I'm the minister of this church." The words felt hollow even as he said them. They both knew that didn't matter anymore. Nothing mattered except orders and firepower.

      Thomas walked through the sanctuary, past empty pews and the cross hanging above the altar. Forty-three years he'd stood in this room, preaching about love and mercy and the power of faith to overcome darkness. Forty-three years of believing righteousness would prevail, that individual choices could change the world.

      He opened the front door before they could knock it down.

      The commanding officer was young—maybe thirty—with clean-cut appearance that suggested someone still playing by old-world rules. His name tape read HARRISON.

      "Reverend Garrett?" Harrison's voice was polite. Professional. Like this was a social call.

      "That's right. How can I help you, son?"

      "We've received intelligence that you're harboring fugitives. I need you to open your facilities for inspection."

      Thomas kept his face neutral, though his heart hammered against his ribs. "This is a house of worship, Captain. We provide sanctuary to those in need. That's been the role of the church for two thousand years."

      "The role of the church is to follow the law." Harrison's politeness hadn't wavered, but something cold had entered his eyes. "We have legal authority to search this building. You can cooperate, or we can enter by force. Your choice."

      Thomas looked at the twenty armed soldiers behind Harrison. At the weapons, the body armor, the absolute certainty in their postures. These weren't men who would be swayed by appeals to morality or conscience. These were men following orders, and orders trumped everything else now.

      Five minutes to choose between saving himself and saving his soul. Because that's what this was—the final test of whether forty-three years of sermons about righteousness meant anything. Whether he was the kind of man who'd sacrifice others to save himself.

      "No," Thomas said quietly.

      Harrison blinked. "Excuse me?"

      "No. You cannot enter this church. This is sacred ground, and I will not allow it to be violated by men with guns hunting frightened families."

      Something shifted in Harrison's expression. The politeness evaporated, replaced by something harder.

      "Sir, I strongly advise you to reconsider."

      "You want to know what my job is?" Thomas stepped forward, close enough to see his reflection in Harrison's sunglasses. "It's protecting people from men like you. People who follow orders without asking if those orders are evil."

      "Last chance, Reverend."

      Last chance. Like this was a negotiation. Like Thomas hadn't already made his choice weeks ago when he'd decided some things were worth dying for. His hands weren't shaking anymore. Strange. He'd expected to be more afraid.

      "My answer stands."

      Harrison nodded slowly. Then he turned to his men and gave an order Thomas didn't quite hear over the ringing in his ears.

      The soldiers raised their weapons.

      "Wait," Thomas said, but Harrison was already walking back to his Humvee.

      "You've got five minutes to evacuate the building," Harrison called over his shoulder. "After that, we're coming in."

      Thomas watched them take up positions around the church. Watched them prepare for an assault on a house of worship like it was just another tactical objective. Watched the machinery of collapse grind toward the people in his basement who'd trusted him to keep them safe.

      Five minutes.

      He could open that door. Hand over fifteen people—including six children—to whatever waited for them in those processing centers. Save the church. Save himself. Live to fight another day.

      Except there wouldn't be another day. There would just be the memory of Sarah Whitmore's face when he betrayed her trust. The knowledge that he'd chosen his own skin over their lives.

      Thomas walked back inside. Down to the basement. Fifteen faces looked up at him—hope and fear and desperate trust all mixed together.

      "They're going to come in," he said quietly. "In five minutes. I can open the door and let them take you. Or I can keep it closed."

      Sarah Chen stood up, holding her youngest against her chest. "What happens if you keep it closed?"

      Thomas looked at her. At her mother. At her children. At all of them, these people he'd promised to save, these souls he'd sworn to protect.

      "I don't know," he lied.

      He knew exactly what would happen.

      Marcus knew too. "Reverend, there's a window well on the north side. Small, but the kids could fit. Maybe a few adults. We could⁠—"

      "Not in five minutes." Thomas shook his head. "Not with armed soldiers surrounding the building."

      "Then what do we do?"

      Thomas looked around the basement. At the Sunday school decorations still on the walls. At the children's drawings of Noah's Ark and Jesus with the lambs. At the remnants of his faith that had once filled this space with light and music and the promise of something better.

      "We pray," he said finally. "We pray, and we wait, and we trust that there's still meaning in standing against evil even when we can't win."

      Sarah Whitmore started crying. Her mother pulled her close. The children didn't understand what was happening, but they knew it was bad. They huddled against their parents, small bodies trying to become even smaller.

      Thomas sat down on the floor with them. Took their hands. Started to speak the words he'd spoken ten thousand times before, words about grace and mercy and the valley of the shadow of death.

      He was halfway through the twenty-third psalm when he smelled the smoke.

      Not from below. From above.

      They were burning the church.

      Marcus rushed to the stairs, yanked the door open, and was driven back by flames and black smoke. The soldiers hadn't stormed the basement. They'd gone straight to burning them out.

      "The window!" Marcus shouted. "Now!"

      They tried. Broke the glass, tore at the metal frame. But it was too small, and there were too many of them, and the smoke was filling the basement faster than they could breathe.

      Hands clawed at him—Sarah's mother, maybe, or Marcus trying to drag him toward the window. Children's voices cut through the smoke, high and terrified. This was his fault. He'd promised them sanctuary and delivered them to hell. The smoke burned his lungs, but not as much as the knowledge that he'd failed them all.

      The last thing he remembered before the smoke took him was Sarah Whitmore's face. The look in her eyes. Not anger. Not fear.

      Just sadness. Like she'd known all along how this would end.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas woke up in a hospital bed three days later.

      They told him he was the only survivor. Told him the soldiers had pulled him out at the last minute, left the others to burn. Told him fifteen people had died in that basement—three families, including six children under the age of ten.

      Told him he'd been unconscious when it happened. Like that was supposed to be a comfort.

      The military's official statement said armed insurgents had barricaded themselves in the church and started the fire when faced with lawful detention. Said the soldiers had tried to save everyone but were driven back by the flames. Said Reverend Garrett had been held against his will and was lucky to be alive.

      Nobody believed it. Everyone believed it.

      Thomas stared at the ceiling tiles and counted them. Forty-seven. Same number as his age. Funny how numbers felt safer than thinking about faces. About Sarah Whitmore's youngest, who'd been maybe four. About Marcus, who'd just wanted to find something good to fight for.

      He tried to pray. Tried to feel God's presence the way he had for forty-three years. Found nothing but the antiseptic smell of the hospital and the knowledge that fifteen people were dead because he'd played hero.

      The silence where God's voice used to be. Thomas had spent forty-three years hearing that voice—in scripture, in prayer, in the quiet moments before dawn. Now there was nothing. Just the memory of children screaming and the smell of smoke and the absolute certainty that if there was a God, He'd turned His face away from First Baptist Church that night.

      Maybe He'd been right to.

      When they discharged him a week later, he walked out of that hospital and kept walking. North, like the families he'd promised to save.

      He'd walked past that memorial every day for a week, unable to stop, unable to look. Because looking meant seeing their names. Sarah Whitmore. Her mother, Elena. Marcus Webb. The Chen family—all of them. And knowing that they'd trusted him right up until the end. Had believed his promises of sanctuary right up until the smoke filled their lungs.

      The crosses were already weather-stained. In a month, they'd be gone. The official story would be the only one left. And Thomas would be the only one who remembered the truth—that fifteen good people had died because one minister had confused faith with arrogance.

      He didn't pray at those crosses. Didn't stop to pay respects. Didn't do any of the things a minister was supposed to do in the face of tragedy.

      He just walked.

      Because he'd learned something in that basement, in those final moments before the smoke had taken him. Faith didn't stop bullets. Prayer didn't put out fires. Righteousness didn't mean anything to men with guns and orders to follow.

      Good people couldn't win against the machinery of collapse.

      They could only burn.

      And the world would keep turning, and the soldiers would keep following orders, and somewhere else, some other fool would try to stand against the darkness and learn the same hard lesson Thomas had learned.

      That in the end, the darkness always won.

      Always.
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      Evie

      Caleb was dying. Not physically—his body kept moving, kept breathing, kept going through the motions. But inside, where it mattered, he was disappearing piece by piece, and Evie didn't know how to stop it.

      She'd learned to read people during her year as a nursing assistant at Clearwater Care Home. You spent enough time checking vitals and changing bedding and listening to the quiet desperation of people who couldn't care for themselves anymore, you learned the difference between someone who was managing and someone who was slowly fading away.

      And Caleb was fading.

      She'd noticed it on the second day after they'd split from Annie and Dax. Small things at first—the way he barely touched his food, the dark circles under his eyes getting deeper, how he'd volunteer for every watch shift like sleep was something he couldn't afford anymore. By the third day, he was moving through the world like a ghost.

      They'd made camp in an abandoned barn on the outskirts of what used to be a cattle ranch. The building still smelled like hay and livestock, though both were long gone. Evie had cleared a space in the loft, spread out their sleeping bags, rationed what little food they had left. Caleb sat against the far wall, staring at nothing, his pack beside him like a silent companion.

      "You should eat something," Evie said, holding out a granola bar from their dwindling supplies.

      "Not hungry."

      "You haven't been hungry for three days."

      "I'm fine."

      He wasn't fine. She could see it in the hollowness of his cheeks, the way his hands shook slightly when he thought she wasn't looking. Could hear it in the nightmares that woke him gasping every few hours—Mom, no, please—followed by silence so complete it felt like suffocation.

      "Caleb—"

      "I said I'm fine, Evie." His voice came out sharper than he probably intended. Then, softer: "Sorry. I'm just... tired."

      Tired didn't begin to cover it. But she let it drop for now, settled onto her own sleeping bag, and pretended to be occupied with reorganizing their medical supplies. The first aid kit was running low. They'd need to find more antiseptic, more bandages. More of everything.

      Her fingers brushed against something that didn't belong in the medical kit. Paper, folded and worn soft from handling.

      Her fingers hesitated. Whatever this was, Caleb had hidden it for a reason. The smart thing—the respectful thing—would be to put it back without looking. But something in the careful way it had been folded, in how worn the edges were from handling, made her pull it out anyway.

      A photograph. Creased and faded, edges rough from being carried for months. A young woman stared back at her—blonde, maybe mid-twenties, standing in front of a mountain landscape with the kind of confident posture that came from someone who knew exactly who they were and where they stood in the world. She wore cargo pants and a tactical vest, a rifle slung over one shoulder. The smile on her face wasn't soft or sweet. It was knowing. Prepared.

      Everything Evie wasn't. Where Evie was soft, Meredith looked hard. Where Evie second-guessed herself, Meredith looked certain. Where Evie had learned to love quietly, carefully, from a distance, Meredith looked like someone who'd never doubted she deserved to be loved completely.

      The hurt was sharp and immediate—like pressing on a bruise she'd been ignoring. Of course he carried another woman's picture. Of course he touched it enough to wear the edges soft. Evie had always known she was competing with a ghost. She just hadn't realized how beautiful the ghost was.

      Meredith. His fiancée. The woman he'd been with in Idaho before he came back to Missouri. The woman he'd left behind when everything fell apart. The woman he hadn't heard from since.

      The woman Evie had loved him through losing.

      Because that's what she'd done, wasn't it? Loved Caleb Morgan quietly, carefully, from a distance that felt safer than getting close. Loved him in high school when they'd dated, before he left for Idaho without a word. Loved him still when he came back changed, hardened, with a fiancée and a life she'd never been part of.

      She could walk away. Should walk away. Let him disappear into his grief for someone else while she figured out how to stop loving someone who'd never love her back. But that was the problem with nursing—once you saw someone suffering, you couldn't just leave them to die alone. Even if helping them meant watching them love someone else.

      "That's not yours."

      Evie looked up. Caleb had moved without her hearing, was standing five feet away with an expression somewhere between anger and raw panic. His whole body had gone rigid. She'd crossed a line—the one he'd drawn around Meredith's memory, around his hope, around the one thing he wasn't ready to share.

      "I was looking for gauze," Evie said quietly. "Found this instead."

      "Give it back."

      "Caleb—"

      "Please." The word came out broken. "Just... give it back."

      She could have. Should have, maybe. Handed over the photo and pretended she'd never seen it, let him keep carrying this weight alone in whatever dark corner of himself he'd shoved it into.

      But Evie hadn't survived the past month by taking the easy path.

      "Do you want to talk about her," she said carefully, "or do you want to keep pretending she never existed?"

      The words felt like stepping off a cliff, but someone had to say them. Someone had to name what was killing him slowly.

      Caleb's jaw tightened. For a long moment, she thought he was going to bolt entirely. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides.

      Then something in him cracked.

      "She's not dead." The words came out defensive, almost aggressive. "I don't know where she is, but she's not dead. She's probably running a compound somewhere, organizing survivors, doing exactly what she trained for. That's the type of person she was. That's the type of person she is."

      The desperation in his voice made Evie's chest ache. He needed Meredith to be alive the way he needed air—not just for love, but for proof that survival was possible. That someone strong enough, prepared enough, could make it through. If Meredith was dead, what did that mean for the rest of them?
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