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      The world hasn’t ended yet. But the cracks are starting to show.

      Caleb Morgan has spent the past year training under the watchful eye of his off-grid father. Hunting, fencing, water systems, solar backups—he’s learning everything… except how to stop thinking about the people he left behind. Especially Evie.

      Back in Missouri, Annie is juggling 4-H, softball, and keeping peace between her mom and her too-silent stepdad. She hasn’t heard from Caleb in months—and she tells herself that’s fine. She doesn’t need him.

      Evie is working nights at a care center and missing someone she pretends she’s over. She thought Caleb would come back eventually. But maybe the ones who leave don’t come back at all.

      And while they try to live their lives, gas prices spike, power outages roll through rural towns, rumors spread of coordinated supply chain attacks, and militia recruitment signs show up at high schools.

      No one’s panicking yet.

      But the sky is already starting to break.
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      NORTHERN IDAHO, MARCH

      The rabbit froze mid-hop, its dark eyes catching the morning light filtering through the pine canopy. Caleb Morgan held his breath, feeling the familiar weight of the .22 rifle against his shoulder. Twenty yards. Clean shot. The kind his father had been drilling into him for the past eleven months.

      Breathe in. Breathe out. Squeeze.

      The sharp crack echoed through the hills, sending a scatter of birds into the gray sky. The rabbit dropped, twitching once before going still.

      "Not bad." His father's voice carried no praise, just acknowledgment. Frank Morgan emerged from behind a cluster of lodgepole pines, his weathered face unreadable. "But you hesitated."

      Caleb lowered the rifle, swallowing the familiar taste of disappointment. "I didn't hesitate."

      "Three seconds. In a real situation, three seconds gets you killed." Frank kicked at a patch of snow that hadn't yet surrendered to spring. "Or gets someone else killed."

      The weight of those words settled between them like it always did—heavy and unforgiving. Caleb trudged through the wet undergrowth to retrieve the rabbit, its warm body still soft in his hands. Eleven months of this. Eleven months of not good enough and you're not ready and the world's going to eat you alive, boy.

      Sometimes Caleb wondered if his father was hoping for exactly that.

      "Check the perimeter," Frank said, already turning away. "Then field dress it. Meet me back at the cabin."

      Alone among the trees, Caleb let his shoulders drop. The silence here was different from home—not the comfortable quiet of a Saturday morning in Missouri, but something heavier. Watchful. Like the mountains themselves were holding their breath, waiting for something to go wrong.

      He thought about Annie, probably still asleep in her bed back home. Thought about how she'd scrunch her nose at the blood on his hands, the way she always did when Dad brought home a deer. Thought about how she'd stopped answering his texts three months ago, and how their mom had stopped asking when he was coming home for a visit.

      And then, unbidden, he thought about Meredith. About the way she'd handled the skinning knife yesterday when they'd dressed the deer Frank had taken, her movements sure and practiced. About how she'd smiled when she caught him watching her, blood on her hands and not a trace of squeamishness in her dark eyes. She understood this world in ways that Evie never could. Never would.

      Focus.

      Frank's voice echoed in his head even when the man wasn't around. Stop thinking about what you left behind. Start thinking about what's coming.

      But what was coming? His father talked in riddles and half-truths, stockpiling supplies like the world was ending while everyone else went about their normal lives. Gas prices were climbing, sure. The news talked about supply chain issues and rolling blackouts in California. But those were just... problems. Normal problems that normal people dealt with.

      Weren't they?

      Caleb secured the rabbit to his pack and started the half-mile hike back to the cabin. The trail wound through dense forest, past his father's carefully concealed game cameras and the first of three perimeter alarms he'd installed last fall. Everything had a purpose here. Everything was a test.

      The cabin sat in a small clearing, solar panels glinting on the south-facing roof. Smoke curled from the chimney—Frank believed in redundant heating sources, redundant everything. The generator shed. The root cellar carved into the hillside. The workshop with its carefully organized tools and the locked gun safe that Caleb wasn't allowed to access without supervision.

      When the world falls apart, Frank always said, the prepared survive. Everyone else becomes a casualty.

      Caleb had stopped asking what, exactly, his father thought was going to fall apart.

      He found Frank bent over the ham radio in the corner of the main room, pencil scratching notes onto a yellow pad. The radio crackled with voices—some clear, others distorted by distance and interference. Frank held up a hand for silence, his expression focused.

      "...freight delays out of Long Beach extending into next week..."

      "...National Guard deployment to Seattle, something about civil unrest..."

      "...recommend avoiding I-5 corridor through Portland if possible..."

      Frank clicked off the radio and turned. "What did you learn out there?"

      The question always came. Every hunt, every training exercise, every mundane task somehow became a lesson in survival. Caleb set down his pack and began laying out the field dressing supplies on the kitchen table.

      "Rabbit was alone. No warren nearby that I could see. Snow's melting faster on the south slopes, but there's still ice under the tree cover." He paused, searching his father's face for approval. "And there were tire tracks on the old logging road. Fresh ones."

      Frank's eyebrows lifted slightly. "How fresh?"

      "Yesterday, maybe the day before. Wide wheelbase, probably a truck. Deep treads, like they were carrying weight."

      "Good." Frank moved to the window, peering through a gap in the curtains. "Anyone shows up here, you let me handle it. Understood?"

      Caleb's hands stilled on the rabbit. "Dad, what's going on? You've been... different lately. More paranoid."

      "Not paranoid. Prepared." Frank turned back to him, and for a moment, something flickered across his face—fear, maybe, or resignation. "The signs are all there, Caleb. You just have to know how to read them."

      "What signs?"

      Frank gestured toward the radio. "Infrastructure failures. Supply shortages. Social unrest. Government's spending more time managing information than solving problems." He moved to the gun safe, spinning the combination lock. "Your generation thinks the internet will save you. That someone else will always fix what's broken. But systems fail, son. And when they do..."

      He opened the safe, revealing the neat rows of rifles and handguns, boxes of ammunition stacked like building blocks. Caleb had seen it before, but something about the way his father looked at the weapons now made his skin crawl.

      "When they do," Frank continued, "the strong take from the weak. The prepared take from the unprepared. And the ones who saw it coming..." He selected a Glock from the top shelf, checking the magazine with practiced efficiency. "They're the ones who survive to rebuild."

      The words hung in the air between them, heavy with implications Caleb didn't want to understand. His phone—the one that barely got signal up here—buzzed against his thigh. Without thinking, he pulled it out.

      A text from his buddy Marcus: Dude, you see the news about that factory explosion in Ohio? They're saying it was an accident but...

      A message from Meredith: Dad heard chatter on the radio about supply convoys being hit near Spokane. You and Frank staying alert up there?

      And buried beneath those, a three-day-old message from Annie: Mom's being weird about money again. Says we might have to dip into the college fund. Everything okay up there?

      Caleb stared at the screen, his sister's words blurring together. The college fund. Their mom was worried about money, and here he was learning to gut rabbits and read tire tracks like the world was ending. Here he was falling for a girl who talked about grid failures and economic collapse the way other girls talked about movies and celebrities.

      Meredith understood what was coming. She'd been raised by a father who saw the signs, just like Frank. When she looked at Caleb, she didn't see someone playing at being tough—she saw a man learning to survive. Learning to protect the people he cared about.

      Maybe it was.

      "Put it away," Frank said quietly. "Those people can't help you where we're going."

      "Where are we going?"

      His father was quiet for a long moment, the Glock heavy in his hands. Outside, wind moved through the pines with a sound like whispered warnings.

      "Nowhere, if we're lucky," Frank finally said. "But if I'm right about what's coming..." He slid the gun back into the safe, but left it unlocked. "You'll understand soon enough."

      Caleb looked down at the rabbit on the table, its glassy eyes reflecting the cabin's overhead light. Such a small thing, really. Such a simple thing to take a life, to end something that had been breathing and running and alive just an hour ago.

      He thought about Annie again, and his stomach clenched with something that might have been guilt, or fear, or homesickness. He thought about his mom making pancakes on Saturday mornings, and the way the light fell through their kitchen window back home. Normal things. Safe things.

      Things that felt suddenly, terrifyingly fragile.

      Frank was watching him again, reading his face like a weather report. "You're thinking about them."

      It wasn't a question.

      "They're my family too," Caleb said.

      "And what are you going to do when you can't protect them from twenty-five-hundred miles away?" Frank's expression softened slightly. "That's why you need to focus on what's here. On what's real. Meredith understands that. She gets what's at stake."

      The mention of her name sent a familiar warmth through Caleb's chest, followed immediately by a stab of guilt. Because even as he cared about Meredith—really cared about her—there was still a part of him that belonged to someone else. Someone who would never understand this world, who would think he'd lost his mind if she could see him now.

      The question hit like a punch to the chest. Caleb opened his mouth to respond, but no words came. Because his father was right, wasn't he? If something did happen—if the world really did fall apart the way Frank kept predicting—what good would he be to anyone from up here?

      "Finish the rabbit," Frank said, moving toward the door. "Then we'll work on long-range shooting. There's a storm coming in tonight, and tomorrow we're going to have a visitor."

      "A visitor?"

      Frank paused, his hand on the door handle. "Someone's been watching the cabin. Same truck tracks you found, but closer to the house. Tonight, they'll probably make their move." He met Caleb's eyes, and this time there was no mistaking the fear there. "Time to find out if all this training was worth anything."

      The door closed behind him, leaving Caleb alone with the dead rabbit and the terrible understanding that his father might not be as paranoid as he'd thought.

      Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the windows like restless fingers. And somewhere in the distance, almost too faint to hear, came the sound of an engine.

      Caleb reached for his knife and began to cut.
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