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    For every student who's listened to a loud heartbeat and still showed up.

For the volunteers who boil cocoa, coil ropes, mark maps, and pray quietly in the corner.

For moms and dads who love fiercely and learn to let go, inch by inch.

For friends who stay on the radio when the weather turns and the trail disappears.

And to the Lord who says, "Be strong and courageous"—

the anchor behind every steady step.
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Chapter 1 — The Night the Hills Glowed
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By the time the sky turns the color of a bruised peach, the ridge is already burning.

Everly Quinn hears the sirens first—far away, layered, like someone shuffling a deck of alarms. Then the text alert buzzes in her pocket: EVACUATE: SILVER RIDGE SOUTH OF HWY 12. SHELTER AT SILVER RIDGE COMMUNITY CHURCH. She’s halfway across their living room when Owen pops up from behind the couch with his backpack zipped and his headlamp on like this is a planned adventure. He grins, nine parts fear, one part thrill.

“Do we get to go to the church?” he asks. “Pastor Elena will have hot chocolate.”

“We get to leave. Now.” Everly grabs the important things they agreed on during fire season: the folder with birth certificates, a thumb drive of family photos, the shoebox of cards their grandmother wrote before she died. She pauses on the bookshelf, fingers hovering over the sketchbook she pretends not to care about. She takes it. The air tastes like a campfire, thin and metallic.

Their mom moves like a metronome set too fast—keys, wallet, the dog leash for Daisy, a quick message to Dad who’s driving a shuttle up the canyon for evacuees. Dad’s voice comes through on speaker, weirdly light. “I’ll meet you at the church. Love you. Helmet’s down in the mudroom, Ev.”

“I’m not—” Everly begins, then bites her lip. The helmet is for bike rides. Her chest already knows this night is going to be made of edges, of things she cannot hold steady. She slides the helmet on anyway. Her heart flips—one hard thump that feels like a fist on a door. She breathes once, twice. Sixty in, sixty out. The breath counts she learned months ago in a doctor’s office with a poster of the circulatory system cheerfully smiling.

Owen bounces past, knocking her elbow. “Race you to the car!” Daisy skitters, nails tapping the tile like marbles.

Outside, the western sky glows a strange, gorgeous horror. Smoke drifts down the street in idle animal shapes. Neighbors load cars in grim silence. Mr. Salazar from two houses down pulls a latch too hard, swears under his breath, and then, seeing Owen, smiles. “You help your sister, little man. That’s how we do it.”

Owen inflates with purpose. Everly’s heart stutters again. It is not constant—her arrhythmia—but it is unpredictable in the way thunder is: a tension that builds, ruptures, and leaves her listening for the next crack. She hates the way it makes her feel like glass.

They drive with the windows up, the world outside soft-edged with ash and headlights. The closer they get to the church, the more the ordinary town wobbles—streets blocked by cones, volunteers in yellow vests waving cars through the lot, the marquee blinking SHELTER OPEN instead of Psalms for the week. A row of cots lines the basketball court. The trophy case has been covered with butcher paper; it feels wrong and right all at once.

Inside, the gym smells like sawdust and sanitizer and something sugared—someone already baking. Pastor Elena stands near half-collapsed tables, sleeves rolled up, mauve scarf thrown over one shoulder like a general’s sash. “Cots in rows of four, leave space for walkers, please. Elena’s voice is calm but carrying. “Water coolers by the stage. If you’ve got hands, we need them.”

Everly blinks at the sudden flood of light and noise. Owen wriggles under her arm and bolts toward the sign that says KIDS CORNER, a taped square in the far corner with puzzles and crayons. “Owen, shoes off at the cot,” Mom calls after him, but he’s already negotiating with a toddler for a dinosaur. Daisy pulls at her leash, confused by the echo, tail tucked so hard it makes her look half her size.

Everly moves like she’s been instructed: fold blankets, fluff pillows, tuck sheets tight enough to bounce a quarter, not because any of that matters exactly but because doing something keeps the mind from inventing disasters. Her heart is steady for a stretch. The rhythm of small usefulness calms it. She can almost pretend she’s just helping set up for youth group.

The doors open and open again. People spill in—faces she sees at the grocery store, at games, at the Fourth of July parade. Captain Morgan, whose son Kai sometimes sits behind Everly in Algebra, ducks through carrying a box of headlamps and radios. He nods to Pastor Elena. His eyes sparkle with smoke and fatigue. “We’ve got crews staged at the trailheads. Wind’s whipping from the west. We’ll keep people out of the gulches.”

“Copy,” Pastor Elena says, like a radio reply. There is no microphone. Somehow, the way she stands makes her voice enough.

Everly makes a path of cots for the White family, who have a baby swaddled tight and a grandmother who moves like time has decided to measure itself with her steps. She helps Ms. White settle the grandmother with an extra pillow and a pitcher of water. The grandmother’s hand is thin and warm and takes Everly’s fingers, then pats them once, as if to say I’ve lived through more than this. You will, too.

For an hour, no one cries. Or maybe they do and it’s hidden—behind someone’s shoulder, in the bathroom, in the hollow where the stage curtain hides a broom closet. Everly’s heart hums, a violin tuned but not yet played. She keeps her body moving and her thoughts small. Across the gym, Kai appears with a stack of clipboards and a pen tucked behind his ear, his hair stuck in a damp swoop across his forehead. He laughs with a boy she doesn’t know, then pivots smoothly to help a woman who seems to be arguing with her own bag zipper.

“Ev.” Mom touches Everly’s elbow. “Can you take Daisy outside? Keep to the lighted area.”

Everly nods, grateful for an excuse to leave the noise. Outside, the sky is a dirty halo. The hills wear a crown of flame. She knows—because Dad, who is fond of maps, unfolded the fire-risk brochure on the kitchen table last spring—that fire moves in tongues and fingers. It licks up slopes, eats through deadfall, leaps roads if the wind is mean enough. Tonight, it looks alive. Not evil; not good. A force.

Daisy sniffs the skinny strip of grass between sidewalk and lot, unimpressed by apocalypse. Over the gym’s hum, Everly hears a lighter sound—children squealing, the soft slap of shoes on concrete. She turns. Owen’s bright headlamp. Owen’s headlamp bobbing away from the light. “Owen!”

He stops, turns, grins. “I’m going to help Captain Morgan! They need more flashlights. I saw the box.”

“No, you’re not.” Her voice comes out sharper than she means. She walks fast to him, but he skitters backward like she’s a game he’s winning, light flickering over his cheeks, making him look like a firefly dressed as a boy.

“I can run fast,” he says, and he can, and it scares her. “Pastor said we can help.”

“Inside. Now.”

Owen scowls, the kind of scowl that says he is a third grader and he aches to be a grown man in the same body. Then—like a fish deciding to slip the line—he turns and darts toward the edge of the lot, toward the slope where the hill’s scrub brushes up against the church’s property line. It is not far, but it is shaded, and beyond that is a treeline, and beyond that is dark. For a second Everly forgets to breathe. Her heart trips, slams.

She yanks Daisy’s leash and Daisy yelps because fear did not remember to be gentle. “Sorry,” Everly says to the dog in the same voice she uses when she scuffs a drawing, and then she shouts, “Owen!” Nothing answers but the uneasy hush of smoke settling.

The arrhythmia flares—the strange flutter that once sent her to an exam room with a cold stethoscope pressed to her sternum and a doctor explaining how hearts sometimes get ideas of their own. SVT, he said, supraventricular tachycardia, a name too long for a thing too fast. We can manage it. He taught her vagal maneuvers: blow into a syringe, bear down like lifting something heavy, splash ice water on her face, a trick from diving reflex. Everly learned to count and to name. This is my heart acting out. This is not the end of me.

“Hey.” The voice unspools next to her, steady as a line. Kai. “You need a hand?”

She nods and it feels like the nod returns at a different speed, like her neck is partly a hinge, partly a rubber band. “Owen ran toward the trees.”

“Okay.” Kai’s okay drops like a rock in a rushing river—heavy enough to make a pool behind it. He palms his radio, clicks it to life. “Captain, two kids heading toward the west treeline by the church. One little, one with a headlamp.” He glances at Everly. “You stay in the lot. I’ll go around the fence. We’ll pinch him between us.”

“I’m not—” Brave, she almost says. She doesn’t. “I’m coming.”

Kai looks at her face as if it were a map with contour lines he can read. He points to the lighted path that curves toward the slope, the one kept mowed because the church hosts picnics there. “Stick to the lights. Keep him talking if you can.”

Everly wraps Daisy’s leash twice around a post, murmurs “Stay,” and the dog’s brown eyes tell her she will, even if she might break in half doing it.

The slope is steeper than it looks from the lot. The grass is stiff as quills against Everly’s ankles. Smoke settles low, flattening sound. For a second, the urge to find a small space—to hide in the supply closet, to pull a door shut between herself and the world—rises like a wave. She closes her eyes. In the hum she hears it—words from the psalm Pastor Elena read last Sunday, back when the air tasted like air and fear seemed theoretical: “The Lord is my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear?” She whispers it once, the sentence sliding into her mouth like water. Light. Salvation. Whom shall I fear.

“Owen!” she calls. “Buddy, freeze like a statue!”

His bobbing headlamp stops. “I’m not marble!” he yells back, offended by metaphor.

“You are for ten seconds,” she says, breath hitching around the syllables. “Statue! Now!”

“Ten Mississippi,” he recites, grudging, and she recognizes the sound of him—safe. The ridge beyond them crackles, a far-off sound like paper being wrinkled by an enormous hand. She keeps her eyes on that headlamp in the treeline, on the small circle of brightness that means her brother is not swallowed.

Kai moves like he was born in dark spaces—swift, precise, not loud. The radio on his chest murmurs. He flanks the treeline from the other side, steps sure even as the smoke threatens to turn everything into a bad painting. He does not shout, does not make a show. When he reaches Owen, he puts a hand on the boy’s shoulder and lowers his own headlamp to meet Owen’s eyes. Whatever he says becomes a bridge between them; Everly hears only the shape of it: steady.

“Hey, adventurer,” Kai calls. “You beating us at the helping game?”

Owen kicks at the pine needles. “I was going to bring more flashlights.”

“And you will,” Kai says, “but first task is listening to your team leader.” He tips his chin at Everly, and something inside her rearranges, just a little—she had not thought of herself as anyone’s leader tonight. “We walk back on the path. No racing. We need you for inventory.”

Owen nods, chastened but clearly pleased to be needed. He takes Kai’s hand and then lets go, maybe remembering he is third grade and therefore allergic to any motion that might be construed as cuddling. Everly meets them where the slope gentles. Her legs feel like chewed gum. Her heart jerks once—an impatient horse trying to bolt—and then settles under the weight of breath.

“Inventory?” Owen asks, suspicion blooming.

Kai grins. “Someone has to count the hot cocoa packets so we don’t run out.”

Owen brightens, dignity restored. “I can count to a thousand.”

“Don’t,” Everly says, but there’s a thread of laughter in her voice she would not have predicted three minutes ago. “We need you for smaller math.”

Back in the lot, Daisy has stayed, a model of obedience in a world that, for the evening, has gone feral. Owen throws his arms around the dog’s neck and Daisy licks his ear and all three of them breathe at once, a small choir of relief.

Inside the gym, the noise has shifted from frantic set-up to a kind of purposeful hum. The Whites have built a fort for the toddler using two chairs and a blanket; the grandmother sleep-smiles. Mr. Salazar is pouring water like it is a sacred ritual. Someone who looks like the quiet woman from the hardware store is stirring a giant pot in the kitchen with the focus of a scientist. Captain Morgan leans over a map with two other volunteers, using a highlighter to trace possible spot-fire zones. He glances up; his eyes hit Kai’s and then Everly’s. He nods, a tiny salute of gratitude.

Pastor Elena has migrated to the stage. She does not seem to have written anything down, yet what she says fits the room like it was made for it. “We will be here as long as we need to be,” she tells the gathered town. “Not because we are strong, but because God is. We are light for each other. We carry one another’s burdens. If you need a blanket, ask. If you have two, share.”

In the corner, a small group of teenagers who look like they should be on a soccer field this hour are filling plastic bags with toiletries: toothbrushes, tiny toothpaste, combs, travel shampoo. One of them—Talia, from Everly’s homeroom—snaps each bag shut like a punctuation point. She catches Everly looking and shrugs as if to say What else would we be doing?

Everly’s heart—still too present, but slower now—marks a drumbeat behind her ribs. She touches her sternum lightly, not to hold anything in place but to acknowledge it. Her body has its alarms; tonight they are not the only signals to heed. The gym, bright and loud and ordinary in its goodness, sings a quieter song: We are capable. We can move together. We can be calm.

“Inventory,” Owen reminds her, tugging her sleeve with the solemnity of the newly deputized. “We should count.”

They go to the kitchen, where the big industrial fridge hums a monotone. Ms. Chan from church hands Owen a clicker. “Do not click this for fun,” she warns, and Owen immediately vows to respect its gravitas with the confidence of a person who will forget in seven minutes.

Everly leans against the doorframe for a second, letting cool air kiss her face, letting the reality of he’s safe land all the way. She closes her eyes. When she opens them, the gym is still moving—people like pulleys and gears and belts. She thinks of the verse again, not just as a sentence but as a door she stepped through without noticing. The Lord is my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear? Not what. Whom. Fear had felt like a person tonight, a bully with a smoke-smudged grin. Light had felt like one, too—wearing a mauve scarf, carrying a radio, stirring a pot, counting cocoa.

Kai sidles into the kitchen with the unshowy grace he seems to bring to every doorway. He doesn’t ask if she’s okay. He hands her a stack of cups. “Can you set up a cocoa station by the stage? Sign says no hot drinks on the floor, but I think tonight we bend it.”

She takes the cups. “I can.”

It is a small sentence. It lands differently than I’ll try or Maybe. It is a solid thing, sturdy, like a shelf bracket screwed into a stud. She sets the cups on a rolling cart, lines them like soldiers, and moves toward the stage. Owen narrates totals from behind her—possibly invented—and Ms. Chan hums tunelessly and the grandmother snores and the boy with the blanket fort howls when his dinosaur is taken and then stops when it is returned with an apology murmured like a spell.

The doors open again, and this time Dad comes in, smoky and smiling, helmet under his arm. He catches Everly’s eye and the relief between them is so pure it almost lifts the ceiling. He kisses Mom’s hair. He winks at Owen. He squeezes Everly’s shoulder hard enough to leave a mark on her bones—present, present, present.

“Wind shifted,” he tells Pastor Elena. “For now it’s holding above the ridge. Crews made a good line.”

“For now” is the kind of phrase that can ruin or redeem a night. In this moment, it is mercy enough to sit down on. People breathe, audible, like a wave cresting and falling in unison.

Everly rolls the cocoa cart to the stage and pours carefully, steam rising in soft ghosts and drifting toward the basketball nets like something holy. The gym lights cast steady pools. The hills outside still glow, a crown in the dark. Fear is not gone. It will not be gone just because hot chocolate exists. But it is smaller than it was, and in its place comes a different heat—purpose, the kind that looks like hands moving.

Across the room, the teen crew finishes a row of hygiene kits. Talia presses the last zipper closed and meets Everly’s gaze. It is not warm exactly, not a friendship yet, but it is not disdain either. It is a recognition: You were out there and you came back with someone. Everly doesn’t look away.
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