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The ones who survive the fire don’t fear the dark. They marry it.

— Emmeline Voss, Letters from the Burn Ward

For everyone who learned to love in the dark.

And for the ones who stayed.
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The Last Clean Shot

Bodi

The scope turns the world into a secret between me and God.

Two hundred meters. Crosswind negligible. Humidity pulling the air thick and low over the valley. Caleb reads the numbers beside me, his voice a metronome I’ve learned to breathe by. Temperature. Elevation. Windage. He gives me the math, and I give it to the rifle, and the rifle gives it to whatever poor bastard steps into the crosshairs.

Today the crosshairs are empty. The building squats at the end of a dirt road, baking in Afghan sun, and nobody has moved in four hours. Caleb shifts beside me, the fabric of his sleeve whispering against the rock.

“You know what the worst part of this job is?” he says.

“The food.”

“The waiting.” He turns a page in the spy novel he keeps in his chest pocket. Dog-eared, spine cracked, a cover illustration that belongs on a grocery store spinner rack. “Two hundred pages of a guy named Dirk Savage disarming nuclear warheads, and I’m stuck on a ridgeline watching a building do nothing.”

“Directional surveillance is a critical component of—”

“If you quote the manual at me, I will sneeze directly onto your scope.”

I almost smile. Caleb Marsh is the only human being who can make me almost smile while I’m staring down a rifle. He’s twenty-six, from a town in Oregon I’ve never heard of, and he has terrible taste in books and perfect instincts for everything else. Six deployments together. Six times he’s read my breathing better than the wind.

I trust him the way I trust my trigger finger. Absolutely, and without thinking about it.

The radio clicks. Lieutenant Hale’s voice, stripped clean by encryption: “Overwatch, we have confirmation. Target is inside. Green light. Repeat, green light.”

The confirmation came from Colonel Sutter’s intelligence chain. Three sources, cross-verified. Reliable, according to the briefing. Gold-standard, according to Sutter himself.

Caleb closes the book. “Well. Dirk Savage will have to wait.”

I settle behind the rifle. The scope narrows the world to a bright circle of dust and shadow. Door. Window. Roofline.

A man steps out.

Not the target.

Something kicks in my chest. Not instinct. Instinct is too generous a word. Call it the animal part of my brain, the part that cataloged every wrong thing about this scenario and filed it in a drawer labeled LATER. The intelligence was too clean. The confirmation was too fast. Sutter’s chain has been off by degrees all month, small errors I noted and dismissed because you trust your chain of command the way you trust your spotter. Absolutely, and without thinking about it.

“Bodi.” Caleb’s voice, low. He sees it too. The man at the door is looking up the ridge. Not searching. Waiting.

I should abort. Pull my eye from the scope, radio Hale, demand re-verification. I should trust the thing scraping behind my sternum, the alarm that’s been whispering for weeks.

I take the shot.

* * *
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THE EXPLOSION COMES three seconds after the bullet leaves the barrel.

Later, they’ll tell me the IED was planted under the road. Pressure plate. Designed to detonate when the extraction team moved in. My shot was the signal, or my shot was irrelevant, or my shot hit a man who was standing on the porch of a building that was never the target at all. The official story will change four times before it settles into a version the brass can live with.

What I know: the ground opens. Sound arrives like a fist to the skull. Caleb is beside me, and then Caleb is not beside me, and then I am on fire.

The left side of my face goes first. I don’t feel pain. Pain is a word for what happens later, in hospitals, under fluorescent lights, when nurses change bandages and look away from what’s underneath. What I feel in the moment is erasure. The skin is there, and then it’s not. The man I was, the face I wore, the person Caleb Marsh trusted with his life. Erased.

I find him in the smoke. Twenty feet from where he was reading about Dirk Savage. He’s alive. His eyes are open and he’s trying to speak and his hand is reaching for me, and I grab it with fingers I can barely feel.

“Stay with me.” My voice is someone else’s. Wrecked. “Caleb. Stay.”

He squeezes my hand once. Then again, weaker. Then nothing.

The medevac arrives eleven minutes later. I know this because the after-action report will list the time, and I will read that report so many times the paper will soften to cloth. Eleven minutes. He bled out in nine.

* * *
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THREE YEARS LATER. January. Montana.

The cabin sits at the end of a road that the county stopped maintaining two winters ago. Fourteen miles of switchbacks and gravel from the nearest paved surface, forty-five minutes from the nearest town in good weather, inaccessible in bad. I bought it because a man who looks like me shouldn’t live where people have to see him, and because a man who did what I did doesn’t deserve to live anywhere warmer.

I wake in the dark because I always wake in the dark. The windows are boarded from the inside. Not for security. For mercy. Mine, not anyone else’s.

The dream was the standard one. Caleb’s hand going slack. The smell of burning. That spy novel, pages curling in the heat.

I sit on the edge of the cot and press my palms against my eyes until the images dissolve. My left hand doesn’t cooperate fully, the fingers slow to respond, the nerves remapped by scar tissue into something approximate. I flex it until it obeys. Muscle memory from physical therapy I quit attending eighteen months ago.

The ham radio on the shelf hisses static. I keep it on because silence in the mountains isn’t silence, it’s the sound of a man listening for an explosion that already happened. The static gives my ears something neutral to hold.

I cross the cabin in four steps. Kitchen, such as it is. Coffee, black, no sugar. The mug has a chip on the rim that fits my lip if I turn it the right way. I’ve been drinking from this mug for three years and I know it the way I used to know my rifle. By feel, in the dark, without looking.

The calendar on the wall has one mark on it. Tomorrow’s date. Circled in red.

The fifth evaluator.

They keep sending them. The state, the VA, whoever files the paperwork that keeps my disability checks arriving at a post office box I visit once a month. They need someone to confirm I’m not a danger to myself or others, which is a question so stupid it barely deserves an answer. I’m a danger to no one. I’m a man in a dark room on a mountain. The only person I’m destroying is myself, and I’m doing it on schedule.

The first evaluator lasted six hours. He was a psychologist from Missoula who smelled like aftershave and spoke in a voice calibrated to soothe. I answered his questions in monosyllables until he asked to open the blinds. He left with his assessment incomplete and his recommendation vague.

The second one lasted four hours. The third didn’t make it past the porch.

The fourth filed a report recommending involuntary commitment without finishing the interview. I read the report when it arrived at my P.O. box. Paranoid ideation. Delusional fixation on a perceived conspiracy within military command. Severe PTSD with agoraphobic features. I folded the letter into a paper airplane and threw it into the woodstove.

The fifth arrives tomorrow. A nurse this time, not a doctor. Someone new.

I check the weather on the radio. A system is building over the Bitterroots. Heavy snow. Sustained winds. The kind of storm that closes roads and buries mailboxes and turns the mountain into an island for days.

Good.

I pull on my boots and step outside. The air cuts at thirty below. The sky is the color of a bruise, heavy and threatening, the kind of sky that promises to bury everything beneath it. My truck sits in the clearing, untouched. Her vehicle will be different. State plates. Sedan, probably. Something built for pavement.

Something with tires that puncture easy.

I go back inside and sit with my coffee in the dark, and I wait for morning the way I used to wait for a target. Absolutely still. Absolutely patient.

They keep sending people who want to fix what I broke. They don’t understand.

I’m the one who broke it on purpose.
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Chapter One
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The Fifth Attempt

Tessa

Four evaluators before me, and I have read every one of their reports.

Dr. Kiernan lasted six hours. His notes are clinical and useless: Patient uncooperative. Environment unconducive to assessment. Recommend reassignment to facility-based evaluation. Translation: the patient scared him and the cabin was dark and he wanted to go home.

Dr. Pearce lasted four. Her notes are better. She got as far as a partial Beck Depression Inventory before he stopped responding. She noted cognitive function far above baseline expectations. She also noted that he never turned on a single light.

The third evaluator, a social worker named Gill, wrote three sentences. Patient refused entry. Atmosphere threatening. Do not reassign.

The fourth, Dr. Marcus Toure, never completed the interview but filed a recommendation for involuntary commitment. Paranoid ideation. Delusional fixation. The kind of language that puts a man in a locked ward.

I’ve memorized those words because I need to understand what I’m walking into. Because I’m not here to be evaluator number five. I’m here to be the last one.

The road narrows past the county line. What was pavement becomes gravel, then packed dirt, then something that barely qualifies as a surface. The state-issued sedan protests every rut and rock, the suspension groaning like it’s being asked a personal question. I grip the steering wheel tighter and keep my eyes on the treeline.

January in the Bitterroots is not a place. It’s a condition. The mountains rise on both sides like walls of a corridor, snow-heavy pines pressing in, the sky low and grey and pressing down. I passed the last house seven miles ago. The last cell signal, twelve.

My phone is in my coat pocket. No bars. I expected that. I also have a satellite messenger in my bag, a backup battery pack, and a week’s worth of granola bars, because Tessa Vance does not drive into the wilderness unprepared.

What I did not prepare for is the quality of the silence when I turn off the engine.

The cabin sits in a clearing at the end of the road. No road beyond it. No neighbors. No power lines. Just a structure made of logs and determination, set against a wall of mountains that looks like the edge of the known world. Smoke rises from a chimney, which means he’s inside, which means he’s already decided how this goes.

I check my reflection in the rearview. Hair pulled back, no loose strands. Minimal makeup. Professional. My hand drifts to the chain around my neck, fingers finding the flat metal shape beneath my sweater. A habit. I catch myself and stop.

The porch is swept. That’s the first thing I notice, and it surprises me. The reports painted a picture of a man in disarray. Isolated, deteriorating, barely functional. But the porch is swept clean, the woodpile is stacked with geometric precision, and the path from the clearing to the door is shoveled down to frozen dirt.

This is not a man who’s falling apart. This is a man who’s organized his life around a single principle, and I haven’t figured out what it is yet.

I knock. Three times, firm, professional. The sound disappears into the wood like it was swallowed.

No answer.

I knock again. Count to thirty. My breath fogs in the air, each exhale a small ghost that dissipates before it reaches the door.

The handle turns under my palm. Unlocked.

Inside, the cabin is dark. Not dim. Dark. The windows are covered with what looks like plywood from the inside, each one sealed tight against the daylight. The only light comes from the woodstove in the far corner, casting an amber radius that reaches about four feet before surrendering to shadow.

I step in. The floor is solid underfoot. The air smells like woodsmoke and coffee and something else, something sharp and clean that might be pine resin or might be solitude.

I leave the door open behind me. The rectangle of grey daylight falls across the threshold like a lifeline.

The cabin is one large room with a partition at the back. I can make out shapes: a table, two chairs, bookshelves along one wall so full they bow in the middle. A kitchen area, minimal but ordered. Maps on the far wall, pinned with a precision that makes my skin prickle. A cot pushed against the wall near the stove.

No mirrors. I notice that immediately. Not one reflective surface anywhere.

I open my bag. Clipboard, evaluation forms, pens, the notebook I keep separate from the official documents. I pull a chair to the table and sit down like I’ve been invited. Because if you wait for an invitation from a man who has chased away four professionals, you will die on that porch.

I’m writing the date on the first form when the door behind me closes.

Not slams. Closes. Quietly. A controlled action by a controlled hand, and that’s worse than a slam because a slam is emotion and a quiet close is calculation.

His voice comes from behind me. Low, unhurried, with the flattened cadence of a man who hasn’t spoken to another person in a long time and isn’t sure he remembers how to want to.

“You have twelve hours before the storm hits. I’d leave now if you still had tires.”

I don’t turn around. I finish writing the date. I set the pen down. Then I turn, slowly, because everything I do in this room needs to communicate one thing: I am not afraid of you.

He stands by the door with his back to the wall. Tall. Over six feet by several inches, built narrow and hard, the kind of body that’s been whittled by purpose rather than vanity. Dark hair too long for regulation, pushed back from his face.

His face.

The reports mentioned scarring. They did not mention the geography of it. The left side, from the temple to the jaw, is a landscape of healed burns. Raised, ridged, the skin pulled taut in some places and rippled in others. It runs past his jaw, down his neck, disappearing into the collar of his shirt. His left hand, hanging at his side, carries a similar topography. The fingers are functional but move with a slight delay, like they’re translating from a language they used to speak fluently.

His right side is unmarked. The contrast is what makes people stare, I think. One half of a face that would have been striking before, the other half remade by fire into something that defies categorization. Not ugly. Not anything as simple as ugly. Arresting. Difficult. The kind of face that forces a decision from whoever looks at it.

His eyes are grey. Both of them, undamaged, sharp as cut glass, and they’re watching me with the focus of a man who is used to assessing threats at a distance.

I hold his gaze for three full seconds. I let him see me see the scars. I don’t look away, don’t soften my expression, don’t deploy the careful empathy face they teach you in clinical rotations. I look at him the way I’d look at anyone.

Something in his posture shifts. Not relaxation. Recalculation.

“You slashed my tires,” I say.

“All four.”

“And my phone?”

“In the woodstove. There wasn’t much to burn, but it made a satisfying sound.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. Calculating. He’s watching for panic. For the call to a supervisor, the scramble for an exit, the tears that the third evaluator apparently produced within fifteen minutes. He has choreographed this moment to trigger a retreat.

I pick up my pen.

“Standard evaluation takes three to five days,” I say. “Since I can’t drive out and can’t call for a ride, it looks like we have the time.”

The silence that follows is the loudest thing I’ve ever heard. He stands by the door, I sit at his table, and the woodstove ticks between us like a clock counting down to something neither of us can name.

“You’re not leaving,” he says. Not a question.

“You destroyed my ability to leave. Now you get to deal with the consequences.”

His jaw tightens. The scarred side pulls differently than the smooth side, a fractional asymmetry that most people would miss. I don’t miss it because I’ve been training myself to look at this man for fourteen months, even though he doesn’t know that yet.

“First question,” I say, pen to paper. “What’s your full name?”

“You already know my name.”

“Protocol. I ask, you answer. Unless you’d like me to file a report based on the previous evaluator’s notes, which recommend involuntary commitment. Your choice.”

He stares at me. I hold the stare. The wind finds a gap in the roof and whistles through.

“Bodi Thorne,” he says finally. “And you’re making a mistake.”

I write his name on the form. My handwriting is steady. Underneath the table, my other hand grips Caleb’s dog tag through the fabric of my sweater until the metal edge digs a line into my palm.

“We’ll see,” I say.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


Dark-Adapted

Bodi

She didn’t flinch.

I’ve been cataloging reactions to my face for three years. Flinch. Freeze. The quick look-away followed by the careful look-back, the one that tries to pretend it wasn’t horrified the first time. The pity face. The clinical face, which is just the pity face wearing a lab coat. The revulsion that some people try to hide and others don’t bother to.

She did none of it. She looked at me the way you’d look at a weather report. Information received, processed, filed. Then she looked at my eyes, not my scars, and asked my name like she didn’t already know it.

I hate her for that.

I watched her arrive from the treeline. Stood in the pines fifty yards out while her sedan crawled up the last switchback, and I made my assessment the way I make every assessment: from a distance, in silence, with plenty of time to decide.

She’s small. Five-six, maybe five-seven in the boots she’s wearing, which are practical but not mountain-rated. She moves with economy. No wasted gestures. She squared her shoulders before she knocked, the way people do when they’re reminding themselves to be brave, which means she’s not naturally brave. She’s something better. She’s disciplined.

Her bag weighs more than a standard evaluation kit. I noticed when she lifted it from the trunk. She packed for more than a day trip. She packed for a siege.

Good instincts. Wrong battlefield.

I took her phone while she was knocking on the front door. Walked around the back of the sedan, opened the passenger side, found it in the center console. A newer model in a plain case. I dropped it in the woodstove and listened to the glass crack.

The tires I did an hour before she arrived. Hunting knife, one clean stroke each. Four small exhalations of air, like the car was sighing in resignation. When she finds out, she’ll check for a spare. She won’t find one. I removed it last week, the day after the state office called to confirm the appointment I didn’t agree to.

I came through the back door while she was settling herself at my table like she owned the place. Clipboard out, forms arranged, pen ready. The audacity of that nearly made me respect her. Nearly.

Now she’s sitting in my kitchen asking protocol questions, and I’m standing by the door trying to figure out why I can’t stop looking at the way her jaw flexes when she's thinking.

“Date of birth?” she asks.

“In the file you already read.”

“Protocol. You answer, I write it down, we both pretend this is the first time I’m learning it.” She doesn’t look up. “April nineteenth, nineteen ninety-two. Confirmed?”

“Confirmed.”

“Branch of service?”

“Army. Seventy-Fifth Ranger Regiment.”

“Specialty?”

I let the silence stretch. She waits. Patient. Most people fill silence because it makes them uncomfortable. She lets it sit between us like furniture.

“Designated marksman,” I say.

She writes it down. No hesitation at the word marksman. No flicker of discomfort. Just ink on paper, steady as a surgeon’s hand.

“How long since your separation from service?”

“Three years, four months.”

“Reason for separation?”

“Medical. Also in the file.”

“Nature of injuries sustained?”

I step forward. One step, into the amber ring of the stove light. I know what it does to my face, the way the firelight turns the ridged skin into a landscape of shadow and elevation. I’ve practiced this in the dark, which is a pathetic thing to admit even to myself.

“You’re looking at them.”

She lifts her eyes from the clipboard. Looks at me directly. The stove light catches something in her eyes, a warmth in the brown that reads almost amber. She studies me for three seconds. Then four.

“Second and third-degree burns, left side of face, neck, and upper torso,” she says, her voice as level as a rifle rest. “Shrapnel scarring consistent with IED fragmentation pattern. Limited range of motion in left hand, likely peripheral nerve damage. You were offered reconstructive surgery and declined. Three times.”

She recites my injuries like a weather forecast. Information received, processed, delivered without editorial. I should find that insulting. Instead, something behind my ribs loosens by a fraction, and I hate that too.

“You memorized my medical file,” I say.

“I memorized all four evaluator reports
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