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			Chapter 1

			Grounded Wings

			The third-floor walk-up felt smaller each morning, its walls pressing inward like cupped hands around a dying flame. Eddie Ocampo leaned against the doorframe, his chest rising and falling in shallow, desperate pulls. Three flights of stairs stretched behind him, each step a betrayal of the body that once carried him through open skies.

			His apartment greeted him with familiar indifference. Faded red wallpaper peeled at the corners, revealing patches of yellowed plaster beneath. The kerosene lamp on the scarred wooden table cast amber light across mismatched furniture, each piece a testament to necessity rather than choice. A threadbare armchair salvaged from a neighbor’s eviction. A table bought secondhand from the Polish family downstairs. The narrow cot where sleep came in fitful bursts, interrupted by coughing fits that tasted of copper and defeat.

			The single window framed Chicago’s sprawling grid beyond, but today it felt more like a prison than a portal. Dust motes danced in the weak November sunlight, swirling lazy patterns that reminded him of cloud formations at altitude. He pressed his palm against the glass, fingers leaving smudges on the grimy surface. Outside, the city pulsed with restless energy despite the pandemic’s grip. Streetcars clanged their bells, factory whistles shrieked their schedules, and somewhere in the distance, an automobile backfired like a gunshot.

			Eddie reached for the makeshift mask draped over the wooden chair. Clara had sewn it from scraps of her old dress, blue cotton soft with wear and washing. The fabric held the faint scent of her lavender soap, a ghost of comfort that made the necessity sting worse. His sister’s careful stitches formed neat rows along the edges, each one a prayer for his protection in a world gone mad with sickness.

			The mask covered his nose and mouth, muffling his labored breathing. Even this simple movement left him winded. Six months ago, he could climb into a cockpit at dawn and fly until sunset, his lungs drinking altitude like wine. Now three flights of stairs felt like scaling a mountain.

			He fumbled with the window latch, the metal cold and stubborn beneath his fingers. The mechanism protested with a squeal before surrendering. November air rushed in, carrying the bite of coming winter and the perpetual haze of coal smoke that blanketed the city. His lungs seized at the sudden chill, sending him into a spasm of coughing that doubled him over.

			When the fit passed, Eddie pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his mouth. The cloth came away spotted with red. He studied the stains for a moment, then folded the handkerchief and tucked it back into his pocket alongside several others just like it.

			The narrow fire escape beckoned beyond the window. Eddie climbed through, his movements careful and measured. The iron grating pressed against his boots, solid and reassuring after months of feeling unsteady on his feet. He gripped the railing with both hands, knuckles whitening as another wave of breathlessness washed over him.

			From this height, Chicago spread below him like a map drawn in smoke and shadow. Tenement buildings stretched toward the lake, their rooftlines broken by church spires and factory smokestacks. The air tasted of soot and industry, metallic and sharp. A streetcar rounded the corner three blocks south, its bell cutting through the morning’s symphony of urban noise. Voices drifted up from the sidewalk, muffled conversations punctuated by the occasional cough.

			Movement caught his eye. Two biplanes traced lazy circles against the gray canvas of the sky, their wings catching brief flashes of weak sunlight. Eddie’s breath caught, but not from his damaged lungs. Memory flooded back unbidden, the stick responsive in his hands, vibration from the engine humming through his bones, the earth falling away until the world became nothing but wind and possibility.

			He knew that dance. The gentle bank to catch an updraft. The slight adjustment of trim to maintain altitude. The careful balance between power and grace that separated pilots from passengers. Up there, nationality didn’t matter. Filipino or Irish or German, in the cockpit you were just a man and his machine against the infinite blue.

			“You still got hands,” he whispered to the distant aircraft, his voice lost in the city’s din. “Still got eyes.”

			The biplanes banked east toward Lake Michigan, their forms growing smaller with each passing moment. Eddie tracked their flight path, reading the wind patterns in their movements. A northwest breeze, maybe eight knots. A temperature inversion creating that slight shimmer near the horizon. Good flying weather, despite the overcast.

			His fingers found the railing again, gripping iron so hard his knuckles went white. The doctor’s words echoed in his memory, clinical and final, permanent scarring, reduced capacity, no more commercial flying. The man had delivered his verdict like a weather report, matter-of-fact and crushing. Eddie had nodded politely, shaken the physician’s soft hand, and walked out into a world that suddenly felt impossibly small.

			But watching those planes now, something shifted inside his chest. Not his lungs, though they ached with familiar fire. Something deeper. A recognition that sitting here, watching other men fly, would kill him faster than any lung disease.

			The aircraft became specks against the horizon, then vanished entirely. Eddie remained on the fire escape, breathing the city’s poisoned air and thinking of the clean sky. Wind tugged at his hair, carrying the scent of distant rain and the promise of winter’s bite.

			Serum deliveries. The words had been floating around relief stations and hospital corridors for weeks now. Pilots were needed for runs to quarantined towns where roads were blocked and the sick were dying by the dozen. It was dangerous work and most aviators wouldn’t risk it, not for the pittance they offered. Not with vigilante groups shooting at anything that moved and quarantine officers ready to arrest anyone who violated their precious boundaries.

			A coughing fit seized him without warning. Eddie doubled over, the mask catching flecks of blood he pretended not to see. His ribs felt like broken glass with each convulsion, his lungs burning as if someone had poured acid down his throat. When the spasm finally passed, he straightened slowly, tasting copper and defeat.

			But beneath the physical pain, something else stirred. Purpose, maybe. Or just a stubborn refusal to surrender completely. His body might be breaking down, piece by piece, but his hands still knew the feel of a control stick. His eyes could still read weather patterns and the wind direction. If he couldn’t soar for joy anymore, maybe he could fly for something else entirely.

			Eddie looked out over the city one more time, taking in the maze of streets and buildings that had become his cage. Somewhere out there, beyond the urban sprawl and the quarantine zones, people were dying for want of medicine that could be delivered in hours instead of days. His damaged lungs might not carry him to the heights he once knew, but they might yet carry him far enough to matter.

			The decision formed slowly, like storm clouds gathering on a clear horizon. For the first time in months, Eddie felt something other than despair taking root in his chest. It wasn’t hope, exactly. Hope felt too fragile, too easily broken. This was something harder and more durable. Determination, maybe. Or just the stubborn refusal to let his story end with three flights of stairs and a blood-stained handkerchief.

			He climbed back through the window, each movement deliberate and careful. The apartment felt different now, less like a prison and more like a way station. Tomorrow he would make inquiries. Tonight he would plan. And maybe, just maybe, he would find a way to touch the sky again, even if it killed him.

			The old timber barn stood weathered but proud against the November wind, its rough-hewn planks faded to soft gray under decades of Illinois weather. Silas McKean pushed through the heavy door, carrying the sharp scent of antiseptic on his clothes and the weight of another sleepless night in his bones. Inside, amber light from oil lamps painted dancing shadows on the walls, transforming what had once sheltered livestock into something approaching hope.

			Twenty-three cots lined the barn’s interior, each one occupied by another casualty of the Spanish flu. The sick lay beneath patched quilts and salvaged blankets, their breathing a symphony of rattles and wheezes that never quite stopped. Mrs. Henderson from the edge of town occupied the cot nearest the door, her fever finally broken after five days of delirium. Two beds down, young Tommy Brennan still fought for each breath, his twelve-year-old chest rising and falling with mechanical precision that fooled no one.

			Silas moved between the rows with practiced efficiency, his footsteps muffled by scattered straw that covered the barn’s wooden floor. He paused beside Sarah Murphy, a woman in her thirties whose husband had brought her three days ago. Her pulse felt steadier beneath his fingers, and the flush had faded from her cheeks. A small victory. He made a note in the journal he carried with him, his handwriting careful and precise.

			The barn retained echoes of its agricultural past. Chickens clucked softly in their coop outside the eastern wall, their contented murmurs mixing with the distant lowing of cattle in the far pasture. The scent of hay and animals lingered beneath the sharper smells of medicine and human illness, creating an oddly comforting blend that spoke of life continuing despite everything.

			At the makeshift supply station, Silas inventoried his dwindling resources. Three bottles of aspirin powder remained, along with a precious vial of digitalis he’d been saving for the worst cardiac cases. Bandages could be boiled and reused, but morphine was impossible to replace once it was gone. He’d learned to stretch every dose, to find alternatives in such things as willow bark tea and patience.

			His hands moved with methodical precision, cleaning instruments in a basin of carbolic solution. The ritual calmed him, each motion deliberate and necessary. Forceps gleamed in the lamplight. Scissors caught the amber glow. His fingers found the familiar weight of his father’s pocket watch, inherited along with a disappointment he’d never managed to escape.

			“Dr. McKean?” The voice belonged to Margaret Scott, who always used the title he’d never quite earned. Maggie emerged from the shadows near the far wall, her brown hair escaping its pins after another long shift. She carried a steaming cup of something that smelled of herbs and hope.

			“Just Silas,” he corrected, as he did every time. “How’s the Brennan boy?”

			Maggie’s face tightened. “Worse. His breathing’s more labored, and there’s blood when he coughs.” She handed him the cup, their fingers brushing briefly. “Mrs. Brennan’s outside. She won’t leave.”

			Silas sipped the tea, tasting chamomile and something else he couldn’t identify. Maggie had a gift for finding healing plants in the most unlikely places, knowledge passed down from her grandmother and refined through necessity. The warmth spread through his chest, loosening muscles he hadn’t realized were tense.

			Through the barn’s small windows, weak afternoon light filtered past glass thick with dust and age. The illumination caught motes floating in the air, tiny galaxies spinning in lazy orbits above the sick. Outside, bare trees scratched at the gray sky with skeletal fingers, and somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once before falling silent.

			“The Johnson farm lost two more yesterday,” Maggie said quietly. “Word is the quarantine officers are setting up roadblocks on the main routes.” Her hazel eyes reflected worry and something deeper. “People are scared, Silas. Some are talking about closing the roads entirely.”

			He nodded, unsurprised. Fear made people do cruel things, and the pandemic had been fertile ground for cruelty. Towns closing their borders. Families abandoning their sick. Officials more concerned with blame than healing. He’d seen it all in the months since the first cases appeared.

			A coughing fit erupted from Tommy Brennan’s cot. Silas set down his tea and moved quickly, kneeling beside the boy. Tommy’s face had taken on a blue tinge around the lips, his small hands clutching at the quilt as if it might anchor him to life. Silas placed gentle fingers on the child’s wrist, feeling the rapid, thready pulse beneath fever-hot skin.

			“Easy, son,” he murmured, his voice carrying a calm he didn’t feel. “Just breathe. Don’t fight it.”

			The boy’s eyes found his, wide and frightened in a face too pale. Twelve years old and fighting a battle that had claimed grown men twice his size. Silas had seen this progression before, knew where it led, but he kept his expression neutral. Hope was sometimes the only medicine he had left to offer.

			“Maggie, bring the camphor oil,” he called softly. “And see if Mrs. Brennan wants to sit with him.”

			Margaret moved with quiet efficiency, her footsteps barely audible on the straw-covered floor. The barn seemed to hold its breath around Tommy’s struggle, other patients turning their heads to watch with the weary sympathy of fellow sufferers. Mrs. Henderson whispered what might have been a prayer. Someone else coughed, a wet sound that echoed off the rafters.

			Silas began working camphor oil into Tommy’s chest, his movements gentle but thorough. The boy’s ribs felt like bird bones beneath his palms, fragile things that might snap under too much pressure. The oil carried the sharp scent of eucalyptus and hope, though Silas knew it would do little beyond providing comfort.

			Outside, a horse whinnied in the distance. Closer, the wind rattled loose boards and whispered through cracks in the barn’s walls. The oil lamps flickered, casting shifting patterns of light and shadow that made the interior feel alive, as if the barn itself breathed with its occupants.

			Mrs. Brennan appeared in the doorway, her dress wrinkled from sleeping in a chair outside. Her face showed the hollow exhaustion of a mother watching her child slip away. Silas met her eyes and nodded toward the empty chair beside Tommy’s cot. She crossed the space between them with steps that seemed to echo in the sudden quiet.

			The boy’s breathing eased slightly, whether from the camphor or his mother’s presence, Silas couldn’t say. He cleaned his hands in the carbolic solution and returned to his inventory, allowing the family their privacy while staying close enough to help if needed. These moments belonged to them, not to him.

			Maggie joined him at the supply station, her movements as quiet as his own. They worked in the comfortable silence of people who’d learned to communicate without words. She sorted bandages while he counted doses of quinine. Their hands moved in practiced rhythm, a dance they’d perfected over months of shared labor.

			“The Morrison place wants to send their eldest here,” she said finally. “Sixteen-year-old girl. High fever and the characteristic rash.”

			Silas looked around the barn, counting occupied cots. Twenty-three patients, and winter hadn’t even truly arrived. “We’ll make room,” he said simply. “We always do.”

			The afternoon wore on, marked by small tasks and quiet conversations. Silas changed dressings, checked temperatures, and dispensed what comfort he could. The barn filled with the ordinary sounds of human suffering, labored breathing, occasional coughs, the whispered conversations of the worried well who came to visit their sick.

			As evening approached, the oil lamps took on greater importance, pushing back shadows that seemed eager to reclaim the space. Silas lit two additional lamps, their wicks casting steady circles of golden light. The barn felt warmer somehow, more hopeful, as if the light itself carried healing properties.

			He found himself pausing in his rounds to study the faces of his patients. Each one represented a family torn apart, a community under siege. Mrs. Henderson with her weathered hands and farmer’s tan. Young Tommy fighting battles that would have broken stronger men. Sarah Murphy, slowly finding her way back from the edge of whatever darkness the fever had shown her.

			Somewhere beyond the barn’s walls, the world continued its strange wartime rhythm. Trains carried soldiers toward uncertain futures. Factories produced weapons and worry in equal measure. Cities struggled with quarantines and questions that had no good answers. But here, in this converted barn with its mixture of antiseptic and hay, hope found ways to persist.

			Silas extinguished the extra lamps as full darkness settled over the Illinois countryside. Stars emerged one by one through the barn’s small windows, distant points of light in an otherwise uncertain world. He kept three lamps burning through the night, their flames steady and watchful as the breathing of his patients settled into the rhythm of healing sleep.

			Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new patients, new reasons to doubt his abilities. Tonight, twenty-three people rested under his care, and that felt like enough.

			The Grange Hall squatted against the November evening like a tired workhorse, its weathered clapboard siding painted white sometime before the war. Light leaked through frost-etched windows, casting yellow rectangles on the packed dirt outside where automobiles and horse-drawn wagons sat in uncomfortable proximity. Eddie Ocampo pulled his coat tighter as he approached the building, each breath visible in the cold air and each step a reminder of how far he’d traveled from his Chicago apartment.

			The journey had cost him more than expected. Three train changes and a bumpy wagon ride that left his ribs aching and his lungs burning. But here he was, drawn by rumors of medical supplies and desperate communities, and by whispered talk of pilots needed for impossible missions. The makeshift mask Clara had sewn felt inadequate against the rural Illinois wind, but it was better than nothing.

			Inside, the hall buzzed with nervous energy. Perhaps thirty people filled the space, their voices creating a low murmur that reminded Eddie of distant aircraft engines. Oil lamps hung from the rafters, their flames steady but insufficient against the gathering darkness outside. The air smelled of damp wool coats, wood smoke from the pot-bellied stove in the corner, and the sharp tang of disinfectant that seemed to follow gatherings everywhere these days.

			Eddie found a seat near the back, his breathing still labored from the walk from the wagon drop-off point. Around him sat the faces of rural Illinois, farmers with calloused hands and worried eyes, shopkeepers clutching ledger books, women in practical dresses who looked like they’d buried too many neighbors. A few wore masks similar to his own. Others trusted in luck or providence or stubborn denial.

			At the front of the room, a heavyset man with a sheriff’s badge struggled to maintain order. Papers scattered across a makeshift podium told the story in stark numbers, infection rates, mortality statistics, supply shortages that grew worse each week. The Spanish flu had found its way into every corner of the state, and traditional responses were failing as quickly as the people who attempted them.

			“Roads are closed from here to Springfield,” the sheriff announced, his voice carrying the flat authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed. “State health officials say it’s temporary, but we all know better.” Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd. “Question is, what do we do about the folks who need medicine they can’t get?”
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