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DECEMBER

THE CONCRETE FLOOR BITES COLD against my palms as I drop for another set of pushups. Fifty... fifty-one... fifty-two. Routine keeps the mind sharp. Predictability makes them stop watching. That’s the trick.

They think I’ve adjusted—rehabilitated, even. Quinn Harris, the model inmate. Quiet. Polite. Never raises his voice. The kind of man the warden nods at in the corridor.

That’s what I need them to think.

Six months into my life sentence and over a year since I was arrested, I’ve learned prison is just another kind of chessboard. The guards, the cameras, the schedules—all pieces to be moved, studied, turned. I’ve been here long enough to see the rhythms: shift changes, meal rotations, which guards nap, which ones steal. The routine dulls them. For me, it sharpens everything.

They remember, of course—the two escape attempts from county jail. Amateur moves. I was desperate then, still bleeding from what they took from me. A year later, I understand patience. A detailed, flawless plan takes time.

Time, I have.

My cell is barely wider than a coffin, a single slit of a window bleeding weak winter light. From here, I can hear the clank of the corridor gates, the scrape of boots, the murmur of inmates planning trades they’ll regret. I listen. Always listening.

The letters from “Aunt Darlene” arrive every two weeks. Cursive script, lavender paper, the kind they sell in dollar stores, a piece of Wrigley’s Juicy Fruit gum tucked inside. The guards always took it, but it added just the right touch.

Auntie tells me to stay strong. To keep faith. To remember that family never forgets its own. She writes about Martin Roberts now—says he’s in solitary here in Terre Haute. Says he’s “useful.”

I almost laugh when I read that. Martin Roberts. Stepfather to my enemy, Joe Roberts. The web tightens on its own. Auntie always did have a way of finding opportunity in tragedy.

My only sibling, Madeline, is dead. My fault. My kid’s somewhere out there—a year old now, breathing my blood, my anger, learning to walk, living in a world that doesn’t know my name. In hiding; Carmen’s keeping the child from me. For now.

The only thing I regret saying, during the trial, was how loud I said it: I will find my child and kill Carmen. I meant it. I still do.

There’s a guard here—Bargwell. His five-year-old kid’s got cancer. He talks about her sometimes when we’re both pretending to be human. I listen. Nod at the right times. Offer sympathy. It’s not hard to sound sincere when you understand pain. I let him think I’m some broken father, too. He doesn’t know how close that lie is to the truth. I even suggested a new cancer drug that my pharmaceutical company had developed—said it may be more effective.

He’ll help me without realizing it. They all will, one way or another.

Tonight, a few of the inmates will start trouble near the east wing. A misunderstanding involving the female guard, Swank. Nothing serious. Some whispered insult, some staged aggression. I’ll step in. I’ll pull one of the men off her. Play the savior. I already paid the men in cigarettes. Worth every stick.

They’ll thank me, the guards. Maybe even trust me a little more. It’s not about heroism. It’s about establishing narrative. Every story needs a believable lead, and I’ve learned to play mine well.

The first stage is small—build a reputation, gain access, become invisible by being indispensable. In here, perception is power. Patience is survival. I’ll earn their trust piece by piece, until the door opens for me and no one thinks to close it again.

The light shifts across the floor, a pale rectangle inching toward my hands. The world is cold and sleeping. Snow gathers on the fences, softening the wire, disguising the steel. From a distance, it almost looks beautiful—harmless.

That’s how winter lies to you. It hides the frozen ground beneath its calm white skin. And when the thaw comes, everything buried begins to surface.

Vengeance doesn’t sleep behind bars.
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SEPTEMBER—A YEAR AND A HALF LATER

AN HOUR BEFORE DAWN, MAJOR Logan McCormick tucked his t-shirt into his camo fatigues, the motion practiced, military neat. His wife Samantha held out his camo jacket, her knuckles pale against the fabric.

He hated leaving the base—leaving Samantha, their nine-year-old daughter Morgan, and the small circle of friends that had become family. But duty didn’t care about sentiment. His job was to keep their hidden world safe from anyone who might want to expose or destroy it.

Joe Roberts and his family had been here three years now. His sisters, Taylor and Eva, along with his wife, Madeline, had taken Samantha in from the start, wrapping her in their warmth and pulling her into their laughter. Logan hadn’t seen Sam that happy in years.

It had been brutal for Samantha—disappearing into witness protection, cutting ties with her mother and her godfather, James “Bear” Barrett—but she’d adapted. She’d made this hidden town in the Midwest her home.

On the surface, life here felt almost ordinary. The hum of the generators, kids racing between the school and the mess hall, the smell of soil from the greenhouse—it could almost pass for any small town. Almost.

Only two men outside the perimeter knew where they were: General Daniel Bingaman, Logan’s commanding officer, and his brother, FBI Division Director Peter Bingaman. They had named the secret operation Kindred Garden. The kids had their own name for it—Kindergarten.

Sixty-four people lived behind the fences. Twelve were research scientists led by Madeline Roberts. Sixteen soldiers answered to Logan. Fifteen children grew up pretending this was normal life. The rest—farmers, teachers, a doctor, cooks, clerks—worked to keep the illusion alive, each with a past they couldn’t afford to revisit.

It was self-sustaining. Quiet. Secure.

And every day, Logan woke up wondering how long that illusion could last.

He sighed as he slipped on the jacket. “You don’t have to look at me like that.”

“Like what?” Samantha asked, smiling just enough to show she was trying. Her genuine smile usually curved at the edges.

He detected worry behind her freckled cheeks. “Like I’m not coming back.”

“You’re only going fishing,” she reminded him. “Not to war.”

But they both knew better. No one really left Kindred Garden without a shadow of risk.

Beyond their window, dawn crawled across the fields, touching the double fences that circled their hidden world. The place looked peaceful enough, like any sleepy Midwest town, but the fences weren’t for decoration.

Logan glanced toward the school where the kids would gather later. The paintball war—“graduation day” for the older kids—was supposed to be fun. Training disguised as a game. Samantha would be leading one team; Stuart Morgan, the other. Bets had been running for weeks.

“You sure you remember your strategy, General?” Logan teased.

Samantha straightened his collar, her fingers lingering. “It’s all in here,” she said, tapping her temple. “And I plan to win.”

He kissed her forehead. “No pressure, but I’ve got money on you.”

“Let me guess: loser hosts the kids’ sleepover?”

He grinned. “A quiet night alone with you sounds worth the risk.”

She smiled, but it faltered when she hugged him. “Just ...be safe, okay?”

“Always.”

Their daughter was waiting in the kitchen, backpack on her lap, legs swinging from the chair.

“Since when are you up this early?” Logan asked.

“I didn’t want you to leave without me.” Morgan’s eyes were bright with excitement. “Peter will have fishing poles, right?”

“Plenty,” Logan said. He’d promised her a day at the cabin, a small reward for her perfect grades and safety training. She’d never been fishing. Never even left the base.

“Sure you don’t want to stay for the war games?” he asked.

“I already know all that stuff,” she said confidently. “I wanna catch something.”

Samantha laughed. “Your dad might need your help with that.”

“Hey,” Logan said, pouring coffee into his travel mug, “I know how to fish. I just let them go out of mercy.”

Morgan giggled, and for a moment, everything felt normal.

Then Logan clipped his sidearm to his hip, and the illusion cracked.

In the darkness lit by only a couple light posts, Logan and Morgan crossed the gravel path toward the town hall at the center of the base. Morning light glinted off the solar panels lining the south field, and the low hum of generators blended with the distant sound of children’s laughter.

“Remember,” he said quietly to Morgan as they walked, “no talking about the base.”

“I live in Wayland, Michigan and go to Steeby Elementary. Go Wildcats,” she recited, rolling her eyes.

“And you don’t leave with anyone but me or Joe.”

“I know, Dad.”

This place had become home—a strange echo of one, anyway. Logan had lived on military bases since he was eighteen, more than thirty years now, but this one was different. It had a school and a gym, cattle grazing just inside the perimeter near the greenhouse and garden that fed them all. A small town built to survive without ever being found.

Their purpose here wasn’t something he liked to dwell on. The scientists below worked in the underground bunker, testing experimental drugs. Verifying their safety, they said. Big Pharma had stopped caring about “safe” a long time ago. Logan and his soldiers existed to protect those scientists and whatever secrets they carried.

Joe Roberts called the bunker “Raccoon City” after some old video game. Stuart Morgan and David Connor thought it was funny. Logan never did.

Carrying her backpack, Morgan tugged on the heavy door of the town hall, the nerve center of their hidden community. The air smelled faintly of coffee and disinfectant. Inside was the usual organized chaos. Logan’s office sat just off the main corridor, base security central. Joe’s science liaison office was across the hall. Matt Connor, the mayor, handled the civilians, while his son, David, served as chief and rule-keeper. Matt’s wife, Eva—their only doctor—ran the medical clinic on the opposite side of the offices. She kept everyone patched together.

Kindred Garden’s residents. Each with a job, each with a reason to hide. Officially, it didn’t exist. Unofficially, it was Logan’s responsibility to keep it that way.

Chief David Connor stood near the entryway, trying to juggle a folder and his youngest son, Johnathan Rawley, J.R. for short, who was screaming with the full force of his lungs. The kid turned two tomorrow. Joe’s daughter, Allie—three months older—was the opposite: silent, watchful, impossible to read. Joe always seemed to know exactly what she wanted. A natural father, Logan thought.

While the women worked the labs and the classrooms, the men kept the base running and the toddlers entertained. Some days that balance worked. Other days, Logan was grateful for the excuse of “paperwork” and a lock on his office door.

Beside the elevator, the stationed guard straightened and saluted. Logan returned the gesture. The steel door hid the labs below: Raccoon City. One tunnel branched east from the lower level, a second to the west, emergency routes that surfaced half a mile into the woods.

As the elevator door closed behind a couple scientists, Logan felt the familiar chill creep up his spine. He wasn’t sure if it was the hum of the underground lab, or the feeling that, lately, the fences weren’t keeping danger out.

Maybe they were keeping it in.
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LONG BEFORE THE FIRST HINT of dawn touched the horizon, Chief David Connor dressed in the dim blue glow of the bedroom nightlight. His movements were quiet, practiced, partly out of respect for the sleeping woman beside him, and partly because mornings like this always twisted something tight in his chest. Joe and Logan were leaving the base today. Whenever they went topside, trouble seemed to follow. He trusted them with his life. He didn’t trust the world outside the fence.

His wife of three years, Jessie, lay curled on her side, dark hair spilling across the pillow, the soft rise and fall of her breath proof that exhaustion had finally won out last night. The love of his life. The woman who never stopped pushing herself. He watched her for a long moment, memorizing the rare peace on her face. Then he reached across her and silenced her alarm before it could rip her awake.

She needed sleep, real sleep, the full seven hours her body had always demanded. But working belowground in the labs, chasing answers no one else in the world even knew were needed, she’d been burning the candle on both ends until no flame remained. He had told her to slow down. She had insisted she couldn’t, not while the mission mattered, not while people were counting on her, not while sacrifices had been made to keep this hidden place running.

He understood all of it. But still ...she was his wife.

A thin wail crackled through the baby monitor.

David exhaled softly. “Right on time, little man.”

He hurried to the nursery before the cries could build enough to wake Jessie. J.R. stood in his crib gripping the rail, cheeks flushed and eyes watery, tiny fists opening and closing in desperate frustration. Teething, the house-wide curse.

“Okay, buddy,” David murmured, scooping him into his arms. “Let’s get you sorted out before you wake your mom.”

A fresh diaper, a warm wipe, and the rubbery clown toy later, J.R. settled into quiet gnawing, working out his fury on its squishy head.

David had just slung the diaper bag over his shoulder when he turned and nearly bumped into Connor. Their nine-year-old stood silently in the doorway, fully dressed for school, backpack already zipped shut, hair combed with military precision.

“Today’s the day,” Connor said, voice matter-of-fact.

David’s heart softened. “Are you ready?”

Connor nodded, eyes bright. “If my team wins, can I get a dog? Joey and I would train it. And take care of it. We already made a plan.”

“Oh, you did, huh?”

Connor straightened. “Dogs are good protection, too.”

That stopped David for a beat. The kid was brave—braver than any nine-year-old should have to be. The nightmares came less often now, but they still came. Quinn’s shadow still lived in the corners of Connor’s mind—the man who had once stolen him from Jessie’s arms, hired by men who claimed blood ties but had never deserved them. Jessie had spent years hiding Connor from the world, and now they still hid with the rest of the residents on this base.

But at least they were together. With David’s own parents. His cousins. Friends. A community. Something David had never believed he could give Jessie or their boys.

“I’ll talk it over with your mom,” David said gently.

Connor beamed—actually beamed—and with a satisfied nod, headed toward the kitchen.

Thirty minutes later, Connor skipped toward the school entrance, body loose and cheerful, pretending David hadn’t heard the nightmare whispers through the wall last night.

David carried J.R., their backpacks, and his own growing list of responsibilities into town hall. The familiar weight of leadership settled on him the moment he crossed the threshold. His desk overflowed with reports, conflicts, notes. In the end, running a hidden town was still... running a town.

While J.R. babbled in the playpen, David flipped through the stack. Farmer Fred was furious because Irene was singing to his cows again. Vegetarian and resident gardener, Irene was furious at Merl for eating hamburgers within her line of sight. George the cook liked Mitch, but hated Mitch’s scientist wife, Maureen. Then, there were the supply arguments, the generator arguments, the “who gets which shift” arguments.

“Dad must’ve had a permanent headache back in Allegan,” David muttered, thinking of his father who used to be Allegan’s Police Chief.

After an hour, he closed the main file and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He’d run new peacekeeping ideas by his father. Maybe between the two of them, they could stop Fred from threatening to put earplugs in his cows again.

J.R. began to fuss—frustrated, overtired, overstimulated. David scooped him out of the playpen, bouncing him gently as he headed for the hallway.

That’s when he saw Jessie standing at the elevator, shoulders tight, hair pulled back hastily, the tension around her eyes unmistakable.

He smiled automatically. “There you are.”

But her glare hit him like a slap. “Don’t ever turn off my alarm again, David. I have too much to do. Too many people count on me.”

He shifted J.R. and the file folder, leaning down to kiss her forehead. She didn’t lean in, but she didn’t pull away either. “I’m sorry. But you need to take care of yourself, too.”

J.R. picked up on the tension instantly and let out a shriek sharp enough to vibrate through the concrete walls. David rocked him, whispering nonsense to soothe him. Jessie blinked hard, on the edge of snapping or crying, he couldn’t tell which.

A thud came from behind him. Morgan McCormick, Logan’s nine-year-old, dropped her school bag and ducked into David’s office. She reappeared moments later triumphantly holding a stuffed hippo. She held it up to J.R. like an offering.

The crying stopped.

Instantly.

David’s relief was so fast it was dizzying. “Thank you, Morgan.”

“You’re welcome,” she said proudly, standing straighter at the praise.

The elevator dinged. Its door slid open.

Jessie hesitated, staring into the metal box like it was both a refuge and a trap. Something in her eyes flickered—exhaustion, fear, the weight of too many expectations.

She stepped in a moment later, the doors sliding shut between them.

David stood in the hallway holding his toddler, heart heavy with the truth he didn’t want to say aloud.

His wife was breaking. And he didn’t know how to stop it.
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