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Chapter 1

The screech of the Great Gate was a sound that usually meant life was coming in or death was being kept out. Today, as the rusted steel hinges groaned against the morning humidity of the Tennessee Valley, it felt like both.

Tessa Norwood stood in the sniper’s crow’s-nest, thirty feet above the asphalt of Highway 41. The sun was a pale, sickly disc behind a veil of high-altitude haze—the permanent signature of the “Blackout” years—but beneath that shroud, Oakhaven was an impossible emerald. From this height, she could see the irrigation lines pulsing with reclaimed water, the deep green of the soybean plots, and the shimmering glass of the refurbished greenhouses. It was a masterpiece of desperate engineering. It was a target.

“Rangefinder has him at fifty yards, Mayor,” Miller whispered beside her. He didn’t take his eye off the scope of his Remington. “Just the one vehicle. An armored SUV, matte black. Looks like Atlantic Remnant tech. Clean. Too clean.”

Tessa adjusted her binoculars. Miller was right. The vehicle looked like it had been birthed in a vacuum, a stark contrast to the scorched, grey wasteland that stretched northward toward what used to be Nashville. The road out there was a graveyard of rusted husks and sun-bleached asphalt, but the man standing in front of the SUV was the real anomaly.

He wore a windbreaker the color of a summer sky, emblazoned with a gold seal she hadn’t seen in person for three years. He held a white flag, but he didn’t hold it like a man surrendering. He held it like a man officiating a race.

“He’s alone?” Tessa asked, her voice raspy from the morning air.

“Two techs in the rig. They haven’t unbuckled,” Miller said. “He’s just… standing there. Looking at us. Or looking at you.”

Tessa felt a prickle of unease at the base of her neck. She had spent three years turning Oakhaven into a ghost. They had scrubbed their digital footprint, diverted the refugee caravans, and let the world believe the valley had succumbed to the same famine that had hollowed out the rest of the South. But you couldn’t hide a geothermal heat signature forever. Not from people who still had satellites.

“Open the outer wicket,” Tessa commanded. “Bring him into the airlock. I’ll meet him at the secondary barrier.”

“Tessa, we don’t know—”

“We know exactly what he is, Miller. He’s the bill coming due.”

She descended the ladder with a fluid, practiced grace, her boots hitting the gravel of the inner perimeter. She didn’t look like a Mayor. She wore a faded tactical vest over a flannel shirt, her dark hair pulled back into a utilitarian knot. In her pocket, she felt the weight of the master key to the geothermal hub—a piece of brass that was, effectively, the heartbeat of twelve hundred people.

The airlock was a repurposed shipping container welded between the inner and outer gates. It smelled of ozone and industrial bleach. As the heavy outer door hissed shut, locking the stranger inside, Tessa watched him through the reinforced Lexan window.

The man was younger than she expected, perhaps mid-forties, with the kind of refined features that suggested he’d spent the last few years eating three meals a day and sleeping in a climate-controlled room. He didn’t look like a scavenger. He looked like a man who still used a fountain pen.

He caught her gaze through the glass. He didn’t flinch. Instead, he offered a small, almost apologetic nod.

“Decontamination cycle initiated,” a voice crackled over the intercom.

Tessa waited until the chemical mist settled. She signaled the guards to open the inner door. When it swung wide, the man stepped through, the heels of his polished boots clicking on the concrete.

“Mayor Tessa Norwood,” he said. His voice was a rich, practiced baritone, the kind used by news anchors or high-level diplomats. “I must say, the satellite imagery doesn’t do the foliage justice. It’s remarkably lush.”

Tessa didn’t move. Two militia guards, their rifles held at low-ready, stepped in behind him. “You’re a long way from the coast, Mr…?”

“Bramley. Julian Bramley,” he said, reaching into his windbreaker. The guards stiffened, but he pulled out a leather-bound folder with slow, deliberate movements. “Federal Emergency Management Agency. Or what’s left of the administrative core. I believe your scouts still refer to us as the Atlantic Remnant.”

“We refer to you as the people who stopped answering the phones three years ago,” Tessa said coldly.

Julian’s expression didn’t change, but his eyes—a sharp, observant grey—toured the room. He looked at Miller’s boots, then at the rifle oil on the guard’s hands, then back to Tessa. “The silence was a necessity of preservation, Mayor. One I’m sure you understand. You’ve done quite a bit of ‘preserving’ yourself.”

The remark was a needle, thin and sharp. Tessa felt the phantom weight of the “Redirection”—the memory of a thousand starving souls she had funneled away from her gates toward a supply depot she knew was empty. She had saved Oakhaven by condemning others. She wondered if Julian Bramley knew that, or if he was just guessing.

“Why are you here, Julian?”

“The Atlantic Remnant is moving from the Preservation Phase to the Integration Phase,” he said, opening the folder. He pulled out a sleek, solar-powered tablet. The screen glowed with a crystalline clarity that seemed like magic in a world of scavenged tech. “Oakhaven has been flagged as a high-value asset. Your geothermal grid is a masterpiece of independent engineering. It’s also, by federal mandate, a national resource.”

“This isn’t a nation anymore,” Tessa said. “It’s a graveyard. And we’re the only ones who bothered to plant a garden in it. You’re not taking our power.”

“I’m not here to take anything,” Julian replied smoothly. He tapped the screen and turned it toward her.

On the display, a series of digits in harsh red LED-style font began to pulse.

47:00:00:00

“The Federal Integration Assessment,” Julian said. “A forty-seven-day audit of your resources, your governance, and your stability. If you pass, Oakhaven is granted ‘Sovereign Tier’ status. You keep your autonomy, you receive federal medical supplies, and we establish a mutual defense pact. You become a light on the hill, Tessa.”

“And if we fail?”

Julian’s smile was small, devoid of warmth. “If the audit determines that Oakhaven is hoarding resources it cannot properly manage, or if the governance is found to be… let’s say, ‘incompatible’ with federal standards, then mandatory absorption begins. We strip the assets to feed the core, and the population is relocated to a Regional Hub.”

“A labor camp,” Tessa translated.

“A Hub,” Julian corrected. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I have forty-seven days to prove that you are exactly what you appear to be: a thriving, self-sustaining community led by a woman of extraordinary vision.”

He stepped past her, moving toward the exit that led into the Town Square. The guards looked to Tessa for a signal. She felt the urge to have him shot right there, to bury him in the woods and pretend he never arrived. But the SUV was still outside. The “long eyes” of the Remnant were watching. If Julian Bramley died here, the Integration wouldn’t be an audit; it would be an invasion.

“Let him through,” Tessa said.

The walk to the Town Square was a gauntlet of choreographed normalcy.

Tessa had given the order the moment the SUV was spotted on the horizon: Operation Sunday Morning.

As she led Julian through the streets, the town hummed with a staged vibrancy. Children were playing on the swing sets in the park—freshly painted last month. A group of women sat on a porch, ostensibly knitting, though Tessa knew they were likely sharpening knives under the yarn. The smell of baking bread wafted from the communal kitchen. It was the last of the Year Two wheat reserves, a precious commodity sacrificed to create an illusion of surplus.

“It’s charming,” Julian remarked, his eyes darting from the solar arrays on the roofs to the well-maintained drainage ditches. “The civil engineering is top-tier. You were a public defender before the Blackout, weren’t you, Tessa?”

“I was. How did you get my records?”

“We have the servers from the DC archives. They’re a bit dusty, but they still work,” he said. He stopped near the statue of a local veteran in the square, watching a young man toss a ball to a golden retriever. “It must be a difficult transition. From defending the rights of the individual to… well, whatever it is you do here. The burden of the collective is a heavy one.”

“It’s only heavy if you’re carrying it for the wrong reasons,” she replied.

“And what are your reasons?”

“Survival. Pure and simple.”

Julian turned to look at her. He was standing close enough that she could smell the scent of cedar and something clinical—soap, real soap—clinging to him. “Survival is the baseline, Mayor. But I see more than survival here. I see ambition. I see a woman who has built a kingdom and called it a municipality.”

Before she could retort, a crackle came over the radio strapped to her belt.

“Mayor, we have a situation at South Fence,” the voice of Sarah, the militia captain, broke through. “A group of drifters. Maybe twelve. They’re… they’re in bad shape. They saw the gate open for the visitor’s rig.”

Tessa’s heart hammered against her ribs. This was the one thing she couldn’t stage. The outside world was a constant pressure against Oakhaven’s skin, a sea of the starving trying to find a way in.

“Handle it according to protocol, Sarah,” Tessa said, her voice flat.

“They’re right at the wire, Mayor. They can see the greenhouses. They’re begging.”

Tessa looked at Julian. He was watching her, his expression unreadable, his leather-bound notebook already open in his hand. He was waiting to see how the “Reluctant Autocrat” dealt with the inconvenient.

“I’ll be right there,” Tessa said.

She turned to Julian. “You wanted to see how we operate? Here’s the reality of the wasteland.”

They drove to the South Fence in an old electric cart, the silence of the motor highlighting the growing noise from the perimeter. As they approached, the visual changed from the curated Eden of the square to the brutal reality of Oakhaven’s defense.

The South Fence was a double-layer of chain link and concertina wire, backed by a wall of shipping containers. On the other side, huddled in the grey dust of the old bypass, were the drifters. They were skeletal, their clothes little more than rags greyed by years of sun and dirt. A woman at the front was clawing at the chain link, her fingers bleeding.

“Please!” she screamed, her voice a cracked reed. “Just the children! We saw the trucks! You have food!”

Sarah and three guards stood on the inner catwalk, their rifles pointed at the ground, but their faces were masks of strained endurance. They had done this before. They did it every week.

Tessa stepped out of the cart, Julian following a few paces behind. She walked right up to the fence. The woman on the other side froze, her hollow eyes locking onto Tessa’s.

“There is no room,” Tessa said, her voice amplified by the megaphone she took from Sarah. “Oakhaven is at capacity. We cannot support additional residents. If you move two miles East, there is a marked cache with water and emergency rations. Move now, or we will be forced to use non-lethal deterrents.”

“You have trees!” the woman shrieked, pointing a bony finger toward the orchards visible over the containers. “I can see the green! Please, my boy is… he’s not waking up!”

She held up a small, limp bundle wrapped in a tattered blanket.

Tessa felt a sickening lurch in her stomach—the same cold, hollow feeling she’d had during the Redirection. She looked at the boy, then at the woman, then at Julian.

Julian wasn’t looking at the refugees. He was looking at the dirt at the base of the shipping containers. He walked over to a section of the ground where the earth was packed hard, showing deep, ancient ruts—parallel lines that told a story of heavy machinery.

“Mayor,” Julian said, his voice calm amidst the screaming. “These ruts. They’re from Year One. Heavy transport trucks. Dozens of them. Based on the depth, they were fully loaded when they left the town.”

Tessa ignored him, focusing on the woman at the fence. “Sarah. The LRAD. Now.”

Sarah hesitated for a fraction of a second, then nodded. She adjusted a device on the catwalk that looked like a large, flat satellite dish. A moment later, a high-pitched, pulsing frequency tore through the air. It wasn’t a sound so much as a physical assault on the inner ear.

The drifters outside collapsed, clutching their heads, their screams drowned out by the sonic pressure. Blindly, they began to crawl away from the fence, retreating into the haze of the wasteland.

Tessa watched until they were shadows in the dust. Then she signaled Sarah to cut the power.

The silence that followed was deafening.

“Efficient,” Julian said. He was still standing by the ruts in the dirt. He didn’t look horrified. He looked intrigued. “Most settlements would have wasted ammunition or let their emotions compromise the perimeter. You’ve turned rejection into a science.”

“It’s not rejection,” Tessa said, her voice trembling slightly. “It’s mathematics. We have enough for twelve hundred. If we take in twelve hundred and one, everyone dies.”

“Of course,” Julian said. He stood up, brushing a bit of Tennessee dust from his sky-blue windbreaker. “But the mathematics of Year One… that’s what interests me. You didn’t just survive the Blackout, Tessa. You exported something. These ruts go all the way to the main highway. You were moving massive amounts of cargo while the rest of the world was burning.”

He stepped closer to her, his gaze dropping to the “47” pulsing on his tablet.

“You’ve done a remarkable job hiding, Mayor. Truly. But the Atlantic Remnant has very long eyes. We know you didn’t just ‘turn people away’ during the first winter. We know there was a caravan. Three thousand people, diverted toward the old federal depot at Lebanon.”

Tessa’s blood ran cold. The Lebanon depot had been a death trap—a lure she had used to move the desperate away from her borders, knowing the facility had been stripped of its supplies weeks prior. Most of those people had died of exposure or starvation within the month. It was the secret that sat at the center of Oakhaven’s foundation.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

“Don’t you?” Julian asked softly. “I’m not here to judge your past, Tessa. Not yet. I’m here to see if Oakhaven is a viable future. But if I find out your ‘miracle’ is built on a mass grave… well, the Remnant has very specific rules about war crimes.”

He smiled then, a genuine, terrifyingly bright smile. “Shall we continue the tour? I’d love to see the City Hall. I’m told the architecture is quite historic.”

The City Hall was a brick-and-mortar relic of the nineteenth century, its clock tower still working thanks to a dedicated gear-grinder named Silas. Inside, the air was cool, the thick walls providing a natural insulation that felt like a luxury.

Tessa led Julian into her office. It was a room of dark wood and maps—hand-drawn topographical charts of the valley, marked with “Red Zones” and “Dead Zones.”

“Sit,” she said, gesturing to a leather chair.

Julian sat, but he didn’t relax. He placed his tablet on her desk. The red numbers were still ticking.

46:22:14:08

“The Federal Integration Assessment is a formal process,” Julian began, his tone shifting into a professional cadence. “Over the next few weeks, my team and I will audit your power output, your agricultural yield, your medical stockpiles, and your judicial records. We will also conduct interviews with your citizens. Privately.”

“Privately?” Tessa echoed. “This is my town. Nothing happens here without my oversight.”

“In a Sovereign Tier state, that might be true,” Julian said. “But until the 47 days are up, Oakhaven is a ‘Territory under Review.’ My authority is absolute in the context of the audit. If you obstruct me, the clock stops, and the Mandatory Absorption begins immediately.”

He leaned forward, his eyes locking onto hers. “I’m trying to help you, Tessa. The Remnant is starving. Not for food—we have the coastal fisheries and the hydroponic hubs—but for power. The geothermal grid here is the most stable energy source south of the Mason-Dixon. My superiors wanted to send a battalion and just take it. I convinced them to let me conduct an FIA first. I convinced them that a willing partner is more valuable than a conquered territory.”

“And why would you do that?” Tessa asked. “You don’t know me. You don’t know this place.”

“Because I believe in order,” Julian said, and for the first time, his voice lost its polished edge. There was a raw, jagged sincerity there. “I grew up in the ruins of Philadelphia. I watched my parents trade my mother’s wedding ring for a gallon of grey water. I believe that centralized order is the only thing standing between us and total extinction. Oakhaven is a beautiful anomaly, but anomalies don’t survive long-term. You need the system. And the system needs you.”

Tessa looked at the maps on her wall. She saw the lines she had drawn, the borders she had bled for. She thought of the people in the square, the ones she had lied to, the ones she had protected with a ruthlessness that kept her awake at night.

“The system failed us three years ago,” she said.

“The system broke,” Julian countered. “We’re fixing it. Be a part of the repair, Tessa. Or be part of the scrap heap.”

A knock at the door interrupted them. Maya, Tessa’s young clerk, stepped in. She was twenty-two, her eyes bright with a mix of fear and curiosity. She was looking at Julian’s windbreaker as if it were a garment woven from gold.

“Mayor? The Council is asking for a briefing. They… they saw the flag. They want to know if it’s true.”

“If what’s true, Maya?”

“The New America,” the girl whispered. “They’re saying the government is back. That we can get real medicine. That the Blackout is over.”

Tessa saw the way Julian looked at Maya—a gentle, encouraging smile that made the girl blush. It was a masterstroke. He didn’t need to threaten them with guns; he just had to offer them hope. Hope was the most corrosive substance in the wasteland. It dissolved the will to fight.

“Tell the Council we will meet at sunset,” Tessa said, her voice tight. “And Maya? Get Mr. Bramley and his technicians settled in the guest house near the square. Give them whatever they need. But make sure they have an ‘escort’ at all times.”

“Of course, Mayor.”

Maya lingered for a second, her gaze drifting back to Julian. “Welcome to Oakhaven, sir.”

“Thank you, Maya,” Julian said. “I have a feeling I’m going to find this place very… illuminating.”

When the door closed, Tessa turned back to him. The office felt smaller, the shadows longer.

“You’re good,” she said. “The suit, the tablet, the ‘Old World’ charm. You’re selling a dream to people who have been living in a nightmare.”

“Is it a dream if I can deliver it?” Julian asked. He stood up and tucked the tablet under his arm. “I’ll see you at dinner, Mayor? I believe the protocol for an FIA includes a formal meal with the head of the local government. To establish… rapport.”

“I’ll see what we can scrape together,” Tessa said.

Julian walked to the door, but paused with his hand on the knob. He didn’t turn around.

“One more thing, Tessa. I noticed the gun emplacements on your ‘Green Wall.’ They’re impressive. But they aren’t pointed toward the Scavenger Wilds to the West.”

He turned his head just enough to catch her eye.

“They’re pointed North and East. Directly toward the last known Federal mobilization routes. You’ve been preparing for me for a long time, haven’t you?”

Tessa didn’t blink. “I prepare for every threat, Mr. Bramley. Regardless of what color windbreaker it’s wearing.”

Julian chuckled, a soft, dry sound. “Forty-seven days, Mayor. Let’s see if your walls are as strong as your resolve.”

He stepped out, leaving the door slightly ajar.

Tessa stood in the silence of her office, the ticking of the old grandfather clock in the hall suddenly seeming to sync with the red numbers on Julian’s tablet. She walked to the window and looked out at the Town Square.

People were gathering near the statue, whispering, looking toward the guest house. She saw the hope on their faces, and it felt like a treason.

She reached into her pocket and gripped the master key. It was cold, hard, and real. Everything else—the “New America,” the “Sovereign Tier,” the “Integration”—felt like smoke. But smoke could still suffocate you.

She looked toward the North, where the road vanished into the grey haze. Somewhere out there, the Atlantic Remnant was waiting. They weren’t coming for her people. They were coming for the fire she had stolen from the earth.

“Miller,” she said into her radio.

“Go ahead, Mayor.”

“Increase the guard at the Geothermal Hub. Double shifts. And Miller?”

“Yeah?”

“Keep a sniper on the guest house. If Julian Bramley so much as looks at a power line the wrong way, I want to know.”

“Copy that.”

Tessa leaned her forehead against the cool glass of the window. The countdown had begun.

Day 1 of 47.

The Great Gate was closed, but for the first time in three years, she didn’t feel safe behind it. She felt like she was in a cage, and the appraiser had just arrived to see what the bars were made of.

She closed her eyes and saw the woman at the fence again, the bleeding fingers, the limp bundle. Then she saw the ruts in the dirt—the ghosts of the people she had sent to their deaths to keep this town green.

“I did what I had to,” she whispered to the empty room.

The room didn’t answer, but the clock kept ticking.




Chapter 2

By 0600 hours, the scent of baking sourdough had been chemically calculated to drift exactly three blocks from the communal bakery toward the guest house. Tessa stood on the porch of City Hall, adjusting the lapels of her charcoal blazer—a relic of her life as a public defender that still fit, though the waist felt looser than it had three years ago. She checked her watch. The countdown on Julian Bramley’s tablet would be at 46 days and 23 hours.

The door to the guest house across the square opened. Julian stepped out, wearing the same pristine federal windbreaker from the day before. He didn’t look like a man who had spent his first night in a fortified bunker-town surrounded by people who viewed him as a terminal diagnosis. He looked like he was headed to a suburban PTA meeting. He carried a leather-bound notebook and a digital rangefinder clipped to his belt.

“Good morning, Mayor,” Julian called out. His voice carried through the morning air, crisp and devoid of the ragged edge that defined the voices of Oakhaven’s citizens. “The air here is remarkable. Level four particulates, maximum. You’ve done wonders with the perimeter filtration.”

“We call it ‘trees,’ Julian,” Tessa replied, descending the stairs to meet him. “We kept the old-growth oaks instead of chopping them for firewood in Year One. It turns out nature is quite efficient if you don’t murder it.”

“A rare restraint,” Julian conceded, falling into step beside her. “Most settlements within a fifty-mile radius of a collapsed urban center stripped their foliage within six months. The heat-island effect usually does the rest. Yet, Oakhaven is… lush.”

Tessa steered him toward the Main Street corridor. This was the “Controlled Eden” route. She had spent the last four hours of the night prepping the sector leads.

“Oakhaven wasn’t a settlement. It was a community,” Tessa said, her tone practiced and firm. “We didn’t react. We planned.”

They passed the park. Three children were kicking a ball across the grass—clean grass, recently mowed with a manual reel mower to show off the surplus of labor. The children had been instructed to laugh, but not too loudly. Behind them, a group of elderly residents sat on a bench, knitting. It was a tableau of stability, a living museum of the world that was supposed to have died in the Blackout.

Julian didn’t look at the children. He was looking at the boots of the militia guard standing at the corner of Third and Elm.

“Captain Sarah Miller’s unit, I assume?” Julian asked, gesturing vaguely toward the guard.

“She’s in charge of the West Quadrant,” Tessa said.

“Remarkable upkeep on the footwear,” Julian mused, stopping to note something in his book. “Her soles have almost no lateral erosion. That’s unusual for a militia that supposedly spends its days patrolling the ‘Scavenger Wilds’ you mentioned yesterday.”

Tessa felt a small, cold prickle of sweat at her hairline. “We emphasize maintenance. Resources are finite; care is infinite.”

“Or,” Julian countered, his eyes scanning the rooftops, “it suggests her unit doesn’t actually leave the perimeter. It suggests they spend their time patrolling a fixed, paved interior. Which would mean your ‘Scavenger Wilds’ aren’t nearly the threat you’ve led the Remnant to believe, or you have a different method of deterrence that doesn’t involve foot patrols.”

“We have the wall,” Tessa said. “Walls work.”

“Until they don’t.” Julian turned his attention to a row of solar panels atop the local library. “I noticed the tilt on those arrays. They’re optimized for the winter solstice, yet they haven’t been adjusted for the current spring cycle. Why waste the fifteen percent efficiency gain, Mayor? A town as lean as this shouldn’t be leaving watts on the table.”

“We have a labor shortage in the engineering department,” Tessa lied. “We prioritize the geothermal hub over the auxiliary solar.”

“I see.” Julian walked over to the library’s side entrance, where a small garden of kale and chard was thriving. He knelt, not to admire the vegetables, but to touch the soil. He rubbed a bit between his thumb and forefinger. “Phosphate-rich. You’re using high-grade fertilizer. But the Atlantic Remnant’s last satellite sweep of this region showed no operational chemical plants. Where is the nitrogen coming from, Tessa?”

“Compost,” she said. “We’re very thorough with our waste management.”

Julian stood up, brushing the dirt from his hands. “Twelve hundred residents. According to your intake logs from last night, you’re providing twenty-four hundred calories per person, per day. To sustain that on compost-aided agriculture within these walls, you would need a footprint three times this size. Either Oakhaven sits on a literal goldmine of pre-Collapse fertilizer, or you’re importing—or perhaps exporting—something that isn’t on the manifest.”

Tessa didn’t blink. She couldn’t afford to. “You’re an auditor, Julian, not a magician. You see a miracle and assume there’s a trapdoor. Maybe we’re just better at this than the federal government was.”

A crackle of static erupted from the radio on Tessa’s hip.

“Mayor, this is Gate South,” the voice of Sarah Miller broke through, tight and urgent. “We have a Group Three arrival at the fence. Six individuals. They’re… they’re requesting sanctuary under the ‘Open Gate’ protocol.”

Tessa’s heart hammered against her ribs. The ‘Open Gate’ protocol was a relic of Oakhaven’s public image—a myth they maintained for the scouts and the occasional federal drone. In reality, the gate had stayed shut for two years.

Julian’s eyebrows arched. He tapped his rangefinder. “Group Three? That’s the classification for starving refugees, isn’t it? I’d very much like to see how Oakhaven handles its humanitarian obligations. It’s a core metric of the Sovereign Tier assessment.”

“Of course,” Tessa said, her throat dry. “Captain, we’re en route. Maintain standard procedure.”

She led Julian toward the South Fence, her mind racing. Standard procedure meant something very different when a federal auditor was watching. If she turned them away, she failed the “Humanitarian Stability” metric. If she let them in, she added six more mouths to a town that was secretly running on a three-month reserve of grain.

The South Fence was the least “Eden-like” part of Oakhaven. It was a brutalist stretch of reinforced chain-link, backed by rusted shipping containers and topped with concertina wire. Beyond the wire lay the “Grey”—the sun-bleached, dusty remains of the Tennessee highway system.

Six figures stood fifty yards from the gate. They were apparitions of rags and bone, their skin coated in the fine, grey ash that seemed to settle on everything outside the Green Zone. One man held a white rag on a stick. A woman beside him clutched a bundle that might have been a child, though it didn’t move.

Sarah Miller stood on the catwalk above the gate, her rifle slung over her shoulder but her hand resting on the grip. She looked down at Tessa, her eyes pleading for a direction that didn’t involve blood.

“They look unwell,” Julian observed, standing at the fence line. He wasn’t using his rangefinder now. He was just watching, his expression unreadable. “Malnutrition, late-stage. Possible respiratory infections from the ash. What does the ‘Open Gate’ protocol dictate, Mayor?”

Tessa stepped toward the mesh. The man with the white rag saw her and fell to his knees.

“Please,” he croaked. The sound was like sandpaper on wood. “We saw the green. We heard there was a place.”

Tessa looked at the woman with the bundle. The child’s eyes were open, but they didn’t track. They were glassy, fixed on the sky.

“We are a sovereign municipality,” Tessa said, her voice projecting for both the refugees and the man standing beside her. “We provide aid where we can. Captain Miller, prepare the Tier-One intake kits.”

“Mayor?” Sarah’s voice was hesitant.

“The kits, Captain,” Tessa repeated, her tone hardening.

Sarah disappeared from the catwalk. A moment later, a small drawer in the base of the gate—a reinforced steel box—slid outward. Inside were six plastic-wrapped packages.

“Food, water, and basic antibiotics,” Tessa told Julian. “Enough to get them to the next Federal Relocation Hub.”

Julian stepped closer to the gate, his boots crunching on the dry earth. “The nearest hub is three hundred miles East, through a high-toxicity zone. These people won’t make ten miles on a Tier-One kit. Your protocol isn’t sanctuary, Tessa. It’s a polite death sentence.”

“We cannot compromise the stability of twelve hundred people for six,” Tessa said, turning to him. “That is the reality of the world you left us in. You want to talk about humanitarian metrics? My people are fed. My people are safe. If I open this gate for every ghost that wanders out of the Grey, Oakhaven becomes a graveyard within a month.”

“A pragmatic view,” Julian said. “But the Sovereign Tier requires a ‘Relocation and Integration’ plan. You aren’t integrating. You’re insulating.”

The man at the gate had reached the steel box. He clawed at the packages, tearing into a protein bar with shaking hands. The woman didn’t move toward the food. She just looked at Tessa through the wire.

“You’re her,” the woman whispered. Her voice was surprisingly clear. “The one they talked about in the caravan. The Mayor.”

Tessa froze. The word ‘caravan’ was a trigger.

“What caravan?” Julian asked, his voice low and sharp. He stepped toward the wire, his notebook forgotten.

The woman didn’t look at Julian. She kept her stare fixed on Tessa. “The one from Year One. The big one. My sister was in it. She said you were going to let them in. She said you had a map to a supply depot. A ‘Redirection’.”

The quietude of the morning felt like it was suddenly vibrating with high-tension wire. Sarah Miller, still on the catwalk, shifted her weight. The sound of her boot on the metal rang out like a bell.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Tessa said, her voice a flat, legal monotone. “Captain, the intake is complete. Please escort these individuals away from the perimeter using non-lethal deterrents if they refuse to move.”

“Wait,” Julian said. He wasn’t looking at the refugees anymore. He was looking at the ground beneath the gate.

“Julian, we have a schedule to maintain,” Tessa said, reaching for his arm.

He stepped out of her reach. He walked to the very edge of the gate’s track, where the heavy steel rollers met the dirt. He knelt, his pristine windbreaker brushing against the grime.

“These ruts,” Julian said, pointing to a series of deep, fossilized depressions in the hard-packed earth. They were far wider than the wheels of any militia Jeep. “They’re old. Year One, based on the sediment layers. Heavy transport trucks. Dozens of them. Military grade, likely five-tonners.”

Tessa felt the world tilting. “We salvaged some equipment early on. I told you, we planned.”

“Five-tonners don’t make ruts this deep unless they’re fully loaded,” Julian said. He stood up, his face pale. He looked at the gate, then at the road leading out into the Grey. “And these ruts don’t lead into the town, Tessa. They lead out.”

He turned to the woman at the fence. “You mentioned a Redirection. A supply depot.”

“Julian, she’s delirious,” Tessa said, her voice rising. “She’s starving and looking for someone to blame for the state of the world.”

The woman laughed—a wet, hacking sound. “The depot was empty. Just a warehouse full of moth-eaten blankets and spoiled lye. But it kept us moving, didn’t it? Kept us moving right into the valley where the Raiders were waiting. My sister didn’t die of hunger. She died because you pointed the way.”

“Captain, clear the fence!” Tessa shouted.

Sarah didn’t hesitate this time. She signaled her team. A high-frequency acoustic device—a “Screamer”—was activated on the catwalk. The sound was an invisible physical blow, a piercing whine that bypassed the ears and vibrated the skull.

The refugees collapsed, clutching their heads. The woman fell over her bundle. The man crawled backward, away from the gate, his mouth open in a silent scream of agony. They scrambled into the dust, retreating from the wall as the noise chased them into the wasteland.

The Screamer cut out. The hush that followed was deafening.

Julian was staring at the road, his jaw tight. He slowly opened his notebook and began to write.

“What are you doing?” Tessa asked, her heart hammering.

“Updating my assessment,” Julian said without looking up. “Section 4: Stability and Ethics. Subsection: Population Management.”

“I saved this town,” Tessa hissed, stepping close to him, her voice low so the guards couldn’t hear. “I saved every person behind these walls. Do you have any idea what twelve hundred starving people do when they realize there isn’t enough food? They don’t form a committee, Julian. They tear each other apart. I gave that caravan a chance. I gave them a direction.”

“You gave them a distraction,” Julian corrected. He finally looked at her. His eyes weren’t cold; they were filled with a terrifying, clinical disappointment. “You moved a threat away from your border by sacrificing people who had no way to defend themselves. That’s not leadership, Mayor. That’s a war crime.”

“The Remnant isn’t in a position to lecture anyone on war crimes,” Tessa snapped. “How many ‘Relocation Hubs’ have gone dark in the last six months? How many millions did you leave to freeze in the Interior while you hoarded the geothermal blueprints?”

“We are trying to rebuild a civilization,” Julian said. “Civilization requires a foundation of trust. If the Sovereign Tier is built on the bones of the ‘Redirected,’ it won’t hold.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s an observation.” Julian closed his notebook with a soft thud. “You’ve done a remarkable job, Tessa. You’ve built a paradise. But every paradise has a serpent. I just didn’t expect the serpent to be the one holding the keys.”

He turned and began walking back toward the center of town. He didn’t look at the gardens or the children this time. He walked with his head down, his mind clearly working through the math of the ruts in the dirt.

Tessa watched him go. She felt a presence beside her and turned to see Maya, her young clerk, standing a few feet away. Maya’s face was white. She had heard the woman at the fence. She had seen the Screamer.

“Mayor?” Maya whispered. “Is it true? About the depot?”

Tessa looked at the girl—at the hope that was still visible in her eyes, the hope Julian had been feeding with his talk of a “New America.”

“Go back to the office, Maya,” Tessa said, her voice cold. “And tell the kitchen to cancel the sourdough for tomorrow. We’re moving to half-rations.”

“But the audit—”

“The audit is already failing,” Tessa said, looking out at the Grey, where the six figures were now just distant specks of dust. “We’re moving to a defensive footing.”

She looked down at the ruts in the dirt—the ghosts of her sins, carved into the earth. She had thought the rain would wash them away over three years. But the earth had a long memory, and now, it had an appraiser.

She pulled her radio from her belt. “Miller.”

“I’m here, Mayor.” Sarah’s voice was hollow.

“The federal technicians—the ones Julian brought with him. Where are they?”

“They’re at the Geothermal Hub, Mayor. They said they were doing a ‘pre-calibration’ of the sensors.”

“Get there,” Tessa ordered. “Don’t let them touch the primary bus. And Sarah?”

“Yeah?”

“If they so much as look at the Year One archives, you lock that facility down. Nobody goes in. Nobody comes out. Not even the auditor.”

Tessa clipped the radio back to her belt. The 47-day clock was still ticking in her mind, but the numbers were no longer a countdown to integration. They were a countdown to a collision.

She began to walk back, her heels clicking sharply on the asphalt. She had to get to the office before Julian. She had to hide the logs. She had to bury the ghosts deeper than the ruts.

As she passed the library, she saw the elderly residents still knitting on the bench. One of them looked up and smiled at her—a genuine, trusting smile.

Tessa didn’t smile back. She couldn’t. She was too busy calculating the weight of the copper she might have to strip from the walls just to keep the lights on when the Atlantic Remnant finally stopped pretending to be the government and started acting like the conquerors they were.

The scent of the sourdough was still in the air, but to Tessa, it now smelled like a funeral pyre.




Chapter 3

The heavy oak door to the Mayor’s office didn’t just close; it sealed. Tessa leaned her back against the wood for a fraction of a second, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs that her face refused to acknowledge. She had beaten him by less than two minutes.

Through the frosted glass panel, she saw the silhouette of Julian Bramley approaching, flanked by Maya. Tessa pushed off the door, smoothing her charcoal blazer—a relic from her days in the Nashville Public Defender’s office—and crossed the room in three long strides. She reached the mahogany desk, her eyes darting to the bottom right drawer. It was locked, the brass key tucked into the secret pocket of her waistband, but the anxiety remained. Behind that thin layer of wood lay the Year One intake logs—the physical evidence of three thousand people who had been “redirected” into a geographical dead end.

“Mayor Norwood?” Maya’s voice was hesitant, flavored with a hope that Tessa found physically painful to witness.

“Come in,” Tessa said, dropping into her chair and instantly composing her features into a mask of professional boredom.

The door opened. Julian Bramley stepped inside, and the atmosphere of the room shifted. He didn’t carry the scent of the wasteland—the ash, the rot, the metallic tang of desperation. He smelled of castile soap and something faintly like ozone. He looked around the office, his gaze lingering on the shelf of law books, then on the framed map of Oakhaven’s original zoning districts.

“A fine workspace,” Julian said, his voice smooth and resonant. “It has the dignity of the old world. Most municipal buildings I visit these days are being used to house livestock or charcoal pits.”

“Oakhaven prioritizes dignity,” Tessa replied, gesturing to the chair opposite her. “Maya, thank you. You can return to the front desk.”

Maya didn’t move immediately. Her eyes were fixed on the object Julian held in his hands. It was a tablet—not the cracked, flickering salvaged tech the town used for inventory, but a sleek, matte-black device with a screen that glowed with a crisp, terrifying clarity.

“Is that… is it connected?” Maya whispered.

Julian offered the girl a gentle, practiced smile. It was the smile of a man who knew he was holding the keys to the kingdom. “To the Atlantic Remnant’s internal relay, yes. We have four satellites back in stable orbit, Maya. The world is waking up.”

Tessa saw the way Maya’s shoulders dropped, the way her breath hitched. It was the “Old World” drug. Julian hadn’t even started the pitch, and he was already winning.

“That’ll be all, Maya,” Tessa said, her tone sharpening like a blade.

The clerk blinked, nodded quickly, and retreated, closing the door behind her. The silence that followed was heavy.

Julian set the tablet on the desk. He didn’t slide it toward her; he kept it in the center, a shared piece of forbidden fruit. “I understand the suspicion, Tessa. Truly. You’ve spent three years in the dark, defending this gate against everyone who came knocking. You’ve had to be the monster to keep the monsters out. I respect that.”

“I’m not interested in your respect, Mr. Bramley. I’m interested in why you’re here with a 47-day timer and a piece of tech that costs more than my town’s annual caloric output.”

Julian chuckled, a soft, rich sound. “Straight to the point. I like that. Very well.” He tapped the screen. An icon pulsed—the seal of the United States, modified with a stylized rising sun behind the eagle. “This is the Federal Integration Assessment. We call it the FIA. It is the process by which a ‘Green Zone’ like Oakhaven is formally recognized as a Sovereign Tier partner of the Atlantic Remnant.”

He tapped another icon, and a video began to play. The quality was better than anything Tessa had seen since the Blackout. A man sat behind a desk in what looked like a restored West Wing. He was older, his hair silvered, his face etched with the kind of grandfatherly concern that made you want to hand him your soul for safekeeping.

“Citizens of Oakhaven,” the voice began, tinny but clear through the tablet’s high-end speakers. “I am President Elias Thorne. For three years, we have lived in the shadow of the Great Collapse. We have bled, we have mourned, and we have survived. But survival is not enough. The time has come to rebuild the American hearth. Your town has been identified as a beacon of stability. Under the Sovereign Tier program, you will retain your local leadership. You will receive medical supplies, advanced agricultural yields, and the protection of the Federal Aegis. All we ask is your hand in the grander work of restoration. One nation, under God, indivisible once more.”

The screen faded to the 47-day countdown.

Tessa felt a chill that had nothing to do with the office’s temperature. It was a masterful performance. It promised everything a starving, tired person wanted: safety, legitimacy, and the erasure of the last three years of horror.

“A Sovereign Tier,” Tessa said, her voice flat. “And what’s the catch? There’s always a catch, Julian. I spent ten years in courtrooms; I know how to read the fine print of a plea deal.”

Julian leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his posture shifting from bureaucrat to confidant. “The ‘catch’ is integration. The Atlantic Remnant isn’t a charity; it’s a government. We need resources to fuel the restoration. We provide the security and the tech; the Sovereign Tier towns provide the surplus. Food, labor, and, most importantly… energy.”

Tessa’s hand moved instinctively toward the arm of her chair, near the radio she’d used to warn Sarah. “We don’t have a surplus. We’re barely at subsistence.”

“Don’t lie to me, Tessa. It insults us both,” Julian said softly. He swiped the screen again. A schematic appeared. It was a thermal map, glowing in shades of angry violet and bright orange. “This was taken by an orbital sweep six months ago. Your geothermal grid isn’t just ‘functioning.’ It’s a masterpiece of improvised engineering. You’re tapping into the Oakhaven Fault at a depth of exactly 2,500 meters. You have three primary heat exchangers and a diverted steam-line that heats your greenhouses.”

Tessa felt the blood drain from her face. That data shouldn’t exist. The blueprints were in her desk, and the only people who knew the exact depth of the boreholes were Silas and the engineering crew—men who hadn’t left the perimeter in years.

“How did you get this?” she demanded.

“The Atlantic Remnant has very long eyes, Tessa. We’ve been watching Oakhaven for a long time. We watched you build those walls. We watched you weather the winter of Year Two when the rest of Tennessee was burning their furniture for warmth.” He paused, his gaze intensifying. “We also watched the refugee caravan of Year One. The one that was heading straight for your gates. Five thousand people, looking for the ‘Eden’ they’d heard rumors about.”

Tessa’s grip on the chair arm tightened until her knuckles turned white. “They were redirected to a federal supply depot. We didn’t have the resources—”

“There was no supply depot, Tessa,” Julian interrupted, his voice dropping to a whisper. “We both know that. There was a collapsed tunnel and a mass of starving people with nowhere to go. They didn’t vanish into thin air. They vanished into the soil of the valley twenty miles South.”

The room seemed to shrink. The air grew thin. Tessa looked at Julian and saw, for the first time, the predator beneath the silk-lined windbreaker. He wasn’t just here to audit her supplies; he was here to hold her sins over her head.

“Is that your game?” she hissed. “Blackmail? You’ll tell my people that their ‘Saint Tessa’ is a mass murderer if I don’t sign over the power grid?”

“On the contrary,” Julian said, his expression softening back into that terrifying empathy. “I’m the only one who understands why you did it. You saved Oakhaven. You chose the lives of the twelve hundred inside over the five thousand outside. It was a mathematical necessity. A leader’s burden. If the Remnant takes over, that record stays sealed. You remain the hero. Oakhaven remains a Sovereign partner.”

He stood up, picking up the tablet. The countdown timer flickered: 46 days, 23 hours, 42 minutes.

“But if you fail the audit,” Julian continued, walking toward the door, “if you resist integration or attempt to sabotage the grid… then the Remnant stops being a partner. We become an extraction team.”

He stopped with his hand on the doorknob and looked back at her. The light from the hallway caught his eyes, making them look like polished glass.

“The Remnant is starving for power, Tessa. The cities in the East—the ‘Core’—they are running on fumes. They don’t care about your town’s ‘Self-Sufficiency Manifesto.’ If you don’t pass this audit, they won’t just absorb you. They’ll strip the copper from your walls, dismantle your exchangers for parts, and leave the rest for the crows. They’ll turn Oakhaven back into the wasteland it was meant to be.”

He opened the door. Maya was standing just outside, holding a tray with two mugs of herbal tea, her face bright with an expectant, tragic hope.

“Think about the ‘Dreams of Pharaoh,’ Mayor,” Julian said, nodding to Maya as he stepped past her. “In the story, Joseph didn’t just interpret the dream to scare the King. He did it to save the kingdom from the famine. I’m trying to save you from the famine, Tessa. I just need you to let me in.”

He walked away, his footsteps echoing with a rhythmic, military precision down the hall.

Tessa sat frozen in the silence of her office. Through the window, she could see the geothermal plant in the distance, its white steam plumes rising like ghosts into the Tennessee sky. For three years, she had thought the walls were her protection. She had thought the “Redirection” was the price she’d paid to buy her people a future.

Now, she realized she hadn’t bought a future. She’d only taken out a loan. And the debt collector had just arrived with a 47-day deadline.

She reached into her waistband, pulled out the brass key, and unlocked the bottom drawer. She pulled out the Year One logbook. The paper was yellowed, the names written in her own neat, frantic handwriting. She turned to the last page of the August entries.

Caravan 04-Redirection Complete. Perimeter Secured.

The ink seemed to shimmer in the low light, turning from black to a deep, dried-blood red.

“Maya,” Tessa called out, her voice sounding like it belonged to someone else.

The clerk appeared in the doorway, the tea tray trembling slightly in her hands. “Yes, Mayor?”

“Call a Council meeting for 0600 tomorrow. And tell Sarah to double the guard on the South Fence.”

“Is… is everything okay? Mr. Bramley said the President—”

“Mr. Bramley says a lot of things, Maya,” Tessa snapped, closing the logbook with a definitive thud. “Go. Now.”

As Maya hurried away, Tessa looked back at the geothermal plant. The steam looked less like a sign of life now, and more like a funeral pyre. She had 47 days to figure out how to kill a god before it swallowed her whole. Or, more accurately, she had 47 days to decide which version of the end she could live with: the one where she lost her soul, or the one where she lost her town.

She stood up, walked to the small fireplace in the corner of the office, and stared at the cold ashes. She thought of Julian’s “long eyes” in the sky. She thought of the copper in the walls.

And then, she thought of the “Redirection” valley, where the bones of five thousand people were waiting for someone to finally tell their story.




Chapter 4

The sunrise on Day Three didn’t bring light so much as it exposed the dust. It filtered through the morning haze in Oakhaven like a searchlight, catching the fine grit of the Tennessee valley—part topsoil, part ash, part the pulverized remains of a world that had stopped turning three years ago.

Tessa Norwood stood at the foot of the Eastern Stair, the heavy iron keys to the watchtower cold against her palm. She hadn’t slept. The “Redirection” logs she’d stared at until midnight were etched onto the back of her eyelids: names, dates, and the final, clinical tallies of the “unprocessed” who had been sent toward the Dead Zone. She could still hear the ghost of her own voice from three years ago, commanding the militia to weld the gates shut while the desperate screamed on the other side.

“You’re early, Mayor. A sign of a disciplined administration, or a restless conscience?”

Julian Bramley stood by the motor pool, lean and unnervingly crisp in his federal windbreaker. He was holding a canteen, sipping from it with the relaxed posture of a man on a Sunday stroll, rather than an auditor determining the fate of twelve hundred souls. His two technicians, silent and shadows-deep in their tactical gear, were already unloading scanning equipment from their SUV.

“In Oakhaven, we don’t distinguish between the two,” Tessa said, her voice raspy. She descended the final steps, her boots clicking against the pavement. “Day Three is the infrastructure



































































cover.jpeg
S 0. GROVES






