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PROLOGUE
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The First Stone Three Years Before The Sick

The world was still gentle the day Levi Carter placed the first stone of HighKeep.

The river valley below him shimmered in summer heat, green and wide and peaceful. Birds drifted over the treetops in slow drifting arcs. The wind carried the smell of warm earth and cut grass. The sky stretched clear and bright above the ridge. Nothing hinted at how quickly life could change. Nothing suggested the storms that would one day test every choice he made.

Helen stood a few steps behind him, sunlight catching the loose strands of her hair. Amelia, nine years old and full of restless energy, ran circles around the hilltop, stopping only long enough to ask questions faster than Levi could answer. Henry watched the scene with quiet amusement, hands in his pockets, the expression of a man who understood more than he ever said.

Levi had won over three hundred million dollars. More than an electrical engineer would make in a lifetime.

He hadn’t told many people. He didn’t want the noise or the attention. He wanted time to breathe, to think, to decide what mattered. Helen had asked him what he wanted to do with the money.

Levi had looked at the hill.

“I want to build something that lasts for generations.”

Helen thought he meant a house. Henry knew he meant something larger. Amelia asked if it could have apple trees.

Levi said yes.

He didn’t know why the idea had taken root so fiercely. He only knew the world felt fragile in ways he couldn’t explain. He wanted permanence. He wanted strength. He wanted a place his family could grow into, a place that would stand long after he was gone.

The hill had always drawn him. It rose gently above the surrounding land, a natural vantage point that caught the morning sun and held it. The soil was firm. The bedrock was close. The river lay far enough away to be safe, yet close enough to matter. Levi walked the crest of the hill dozens of times before he ever spoke the name aloud.

HighKeep.

He said it quietly at first, testing the sound. Helen smiled when she heard it. Henry nodded once, as if the name fit something he already understood.

The first stone wasn’t ceremonial. It wasn’t carved or polished. It was a simple block of limestone, quarried from the ridge and hauled up the hill by a rented skid loader. Levi insisted on placing it himself. He wanted to feel the weight. He wanted to know the foundation began with his own hands.

Henry stood beside him, arms crossed, watching the placement with a builder’s eye. “It’ll hold,” he said.

Levi nodded. “It has to.”

Helen watched with a soft smile. Amelia bounced on her toes. “Where will my room be.”

Levi pointed toward the eastern corner. “There.”

She grinned. “I want a window that faces the sunrise.”

“You’ll have it.”

Henry smirked. “You’re going to spoil her.”

Levi shrugged. “That’s the point.”

He didn’t know how much this place would come to mean. Not yet. Not for three more years.

But on that hill, with the sun warm on his shoulders and the valley stretching wide and green below, Levi Carter made a decision that would shape the next twenty-three years of his life.

He would build a keep. A real one. Stone, steel, and timber.

And he would call it HighKeep.
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Foundations
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The first stones of HighKeep went into the ground on a bright June morning, three years before the world began to fall apart.

Levi stood at the edge of the construction pit, hands on his hips, watching excavators tear into the earth. Dust rose in golden clouds. Workers shouted measurements. Steel markers glinted in the sun. The hum of machinery filled the valley.

It didn’t look like a keep yet. It was, however, an ambitious project. People just didn’t build castles or keeps anymore.  At least not in NW Iowa.

Henry stood beside him, arms crossed, sunglasses reflecting the chaos below. He looked like any other construction foreman; except Levi knew better. Henry had spent years working for a three-letter alphabet agency, the kind that didn’t talk about what it did. He’d walked away from that life with scars Levi never asked about.

Now Henry was a builder and a mechanical engineer, and Levi’s  right hand. They had been in college together and had been friends for years.

“You’re really doing it,” Henry said quietly.

Levi nodded. “We’re doing it.”

Henry smirked. “Four-story keep tower, underground vault system, great hall, curtain wall, barracks, workshops... you know most people would just buy a boat.”

“You should know by now that I’m not most people.”

Henry didn’t argue. He liked building things. He liked plans, angles, stress tolerances. He liked the way Levi’s dream gave him purpose again.  He had retired from government service five years ago, gotten divorced three times finally decided to simplify his life.  Now he was going to build a real castle!

Below them, workers marked out the footprint of the keep; a perfect square. The future tower would rise from that foundation, four stories of stone reinforced with steel cores. Beneath it, Henry had designed a vault system large enough to store food, tools, weapons, and anything else Levi might someday need.

Levi didn’t know why he wanted a vault. Henry didn’t ask. Some instincts didn’t need explaining.

Helen arrived midmorning with Amelia in tow, carrying a cooler full of sandwiches. Amelia ran straight to the pit, waving at the workers, shouting questions about the excavator’s bucket size. Helen shook her head, smiling despite herself.

“You two are building a fortress,” she said, handing Levi a bottle of water.

Henry answered before Levi could.

“Not a fortress. A keep. There’s a difference.”

Helen raised an eyebrow. “And what exactly are you keeping?”

Henry hesitated - just for a moment. A flicker of old training crossed his face.

“Whatever needs keeping,” he said finally.

Helen didn’t press. She was a schoolteacher; she knew when someone didn’t want to explain something. Instead, she looked at the valley, at the foundation lines, at the stacks of stone waiting to be shaped.

“It’s beautiful,” she said softly.

Levi felt something warm settle in his chest. Pride. Hope. Future.

By afternoon, the trenches were dug, the first rebar set, and Henry was arguing with a subcontractor about load-bearing tolerances. Levi watched them with amusement. Henry could intimidate a man without raising his voice; a skill he’d brought with him from his old life.

Amelia climbed onto Levi’s shoulders, pointing at the hilltop.

“Daddy, that’s where the tower goes, right?”

“That’s right.”

“And my room is in the tower?”

Levi smiled. “If you want it to be.”

She nodded with solemn certainty. “I want to see everything from up there.”

Henry overheard and grinned. “Then we’ll make sure it’s the highest point on the property.”

Helen rolled her eyes. “You two are impossible.”

But she was smiling.

As the sun dipped low, Levi, Helen, Henry, and Amelia climbed the hill above the construction site. The valley stretched wide and golden below them. The keep’s foundation looked small from up here; just lines and trenches and potential.

Amelia tugged Levi’s sleeve. “What’s it going to be called?”

Levi looked at the height, the openness, the strength of the place.

“HighKeep,” he said.

Amelia scrunched her nose up. “Okay, I like it.”

The word settled into the air like it belonged there.

Henry nodded. Helen smiled. Amelia spun in a circle, shouting the name to the sky.

Levi watched her, watched the valley, watched the future rising from the earth.

He didn’t know why the name felt so important. He didn’t know why the walls needed to be strong. He didn’t know why the vault mattered.

And three years later; when The Sick came HighKeep would become the last refuge in the valley.

But tonight, it was just a dream. A name spoken on a hill. A future waiting to be built.

Acorn’s only diner sat on the corner of Main and Willow, tucked between the hardware store and a feed shop that still smelled faintly of hay even in the warm months. The sign above the door read Mabel’s, though no one in town ever used the name. It was simply the diner, the place where people gathered before work, after chores, or whenever they needed a moment to sit with familiar faces. Levi had eaten here since he was a teenager. Henry had only started coming after he left the job he never talked about, the one that had carved habits into him that he still carried.

The morning crowd was already settled in. Farmers in ball caps leaned over steaming mugs. Retirees unfolded newspapers with slow, practiced movements. Two mechanics in grease-stained coveralls sat near the window, talking quietly about a stubborn transmission. The room held the comfortable murmur of a town that knew its own rhythm.

Levi pushed through the door with Henry behind him, the bell chiming overhead. Mabel glanced up from the counter and greeted them with the warmth she reserved for people she had watched grow up.

“Morning, Levi. Morning, Henry.”

Levi nodded. “Morning.”

Henry gave a small salute. “Ma’am.”

They walked to their usual booth near the window. Small town diners where like churches.  Everyone had their own normal spot to sit.  Levi slid into the seat with the quiet heaviness of a man who had been awake long before sunrise. Henry sat across from him, already scanning the room out of habit, his eyes moving from table to table with the subtle vigilance he could never quite turn off.

Mabel approached with two menus she knew they would not touch. “Same as always.”

Levi nodded. “Yes.”

Henry added, “Extra bacon.”

Mabel smirked. “You boys building an appetite out there.”

Henry shrugged. “We are building a keep.”

The words carried across the diner. A few heads turned. Levi did not react. He had grown used to the attention, the curiosity, and the occasional disbelief.

The food arrived quickly. Eggs, hash browns, toast, bacon. Levi ate quietly, his mind drifting to the foundation trenches, the rebar deliveries, the greenhouse frame Henry wanted to start next week. Henry ate with the steady focus of someone who had already burned through half his energy before most people had opened their eyes.

It did not take long for the comments to begin.

A farmer at the counter turned on his stool. “So, Levi, I heard you are building yourself a medieval fortress up on Carter Hill.”

Levi kept his tone even. “HighKeep. It’s coming along.”

The farmer chuckled. “HighKeep. Lord help us. You planning to fight dragons up there.”

A few people laughed. Henry did not.

Another man joined in. “My cousin drove past yesterday. Says you are digging some kind of bunker under it. What is that for. Nuclear war? Zombies?”

More laughter.

Levi took a sip of coffee. “Storage.”

Henry added, “And structural stability.”

The farmer grinned. “Stability. Sounds like a fancy way of saying you are wasting good money.”

Henry’s eyes lifted, not angry, simply assessing. “It’s his money. He won it. You didn’t.”

Someone muttered, “Three hundred million dollars, and he is building a castle.”

Levi set his fork down. “I am building a home.”

The diner quieted. Not out of respect, but out of curiosity. Levi was not a man who spoke often. When he did, people tended to listen.

Henry leaned back in the booth, arms crossed. “And it is not a castle. It is a keep. There is a difference.”

The farmer snorted. “Not very practical though is it?”

Henry’s voice stayed calm. “A keep is designed to endure.”

Levi gave him a subtle look, the kind that said not to push the conversation any further. Henry offered a small shrug. He was not starting anything. He was stating a fact.

The locals eventually returned to their breakfasts. Levi and Henry finished theirs in silence, the kind of silence that came from long familiarity rather than discomfort.

After a while, Henry spoke quietly. “You know they are going to talk. People always talk when they don’t understand something.”

Levi nodded. “I know.”

“You comfortable with that?”

Levi looked out the window at Acorn’s quiet streets, the rows of oak trees, the familiar storefronts, the life he had lived long before the lottery changed everything. “I did not build HighKeep for them specifically. I built it for Helen. For Amelia. For us. The world is in trouble. I can feel it.”

Henry nodded once. “Then let them talk.”

Levi smirked. “You are enjoying this.”

Henry did not deny it. “A little.”

They paid the bill and stepped outside into the warm morning. The air smelled of fresh bread from the bakery down the street and sawdust from the lumber yard. The town moved at its usual pace, steady and unhurried.

Henry put on his sunglasses. “We should get back. The concrete trucks are coming at ten.”

Levi nodded. “Helen is bringing lunch to the site later.”

Henry smiled. “Good. Her sandwiches are better than Mabel’s.”

Levi chuckled. “Don’t let Mabel hear you say that.”

They walked to Levi’s truck, climbed in, and headed out of Acorn, following the winding road toward Carter Hill where HighKeep’s foundation waited. Behind them, the diner door swung open again, and the locals resumed their chatter.

Ahead of them, the future was rising from the earth, stone by stone, under a sky that still believed the world was safe.

Helen arrived just after noon, her SUV rolling slowly up the gravel road that wound toward the construction site. Dust rose behind her in a soft cloud that drifted across the half-finished walls and stacks of stone. The workers were breaking for lunch, gathering in small clusters near the equipment or sitting on overturned buckets, grateful for a pause in the heat. The summer sun pressed down with a steady weight, but the shade beneath the old oak tree on the hill offered a welcome refuge.

Weeks earlier, Levi and Henry had dragged a wooden picnic table up to that spot. It was nothing more than planks and bolts, a simple piece of furniture that had already begun to weather in the sun, but it had become their unofficial headquarters for midday meals. From there, they could look down over the entire site and see the progress rising from the earth.

Helen parked beside Levi’s truck and stepped out, waving as she walked toward the oak. Amelia hopped out behind her, carrying a lunch bag nearly as large as she was, her face bright with excitement.

“Food is here,” Amelia called out, her voice carrying across the hill.

Henry grinned as he stood from the table. “Thank goodness. I was about to start gnawing on rebar.”

Helen laughed as she reached them. “Please don’t. I don’t want to explain that to the emergency room.”

They gathered around the picnic table. Helen unpacked sandwiches, fruit, and a container of her potato salad, which Henry insisted was better than anything Mabel served at the diner. Levi sat across from her, wiping sweat from his brow, his expression thoughtful and distant.

Amelia settled between them, swinging her legs and talking about school. She described the last few weeks before summer break, her favorite teacher, and the art project she had finished that morning. Helen listened with the soft patience of a woman who had spent years teaching other people’s children. She had left her job after Levi’s lottery win, but the instincts remained. She encouraged Amelia’s stories, asked questions that made the girl feel heard, and smiled at every detail.

Henry ate quietly, his attention drifting toward the construction site below. Even during lunch, his mind stayed on the work. He thought about concrete curing times, wall measurements, and the greenhouse frame Levi wanted to begin next week. The rhythm of building suited him. It gave him purpose and structure, something he had missed since leaving the job he never discussed.

Levi did not touch his food.

Helen noticed first. She set her fork down and studied him. “Are you all right?”

Levi looked at her, then at Henry, then at Amelia. He took a slow breath, as if preparing himself.

“I need to tell you both something.”

Henry stopped eating. Helen straightened. Amelia paused mid-bite, sensing the shift in the air.

Levi rested his hands on the table. “We need to speed up construction.”

Henry blinked, surprised. “Speed up. Levi, we are already moving fast. Faster than most projects this size.”

“Not fast enough,” Levi said.

Helen frowned. “Why. What’s going on?”

Levi looked out over the valley. The foundation trenches cut clean lines through the earth. Stacks of stone waited to be placed. The skeletal beginnings of the keep tower rose like a promise. The wind rustled the oak leaves overhead, carrying the scent of dust and warm soil.

“I want the keep and the curtain walls finished as quickly as possible,” Levi said. “Hire whatever crews you need. Bring in more workers. Run double shifts if you must.”

Henry studied him carefully. “That will cost a fortune.”

“I know.”

“And it will be chaos.”

“I know.”

Henry leaned forward, his voice quieter. “Then tell me why.”

Levi hesitated. He searched for words that did not exist. It was not fear, and it was not paranoia. It was something deeper, a pressure in his chest he could not explain, a sense that the world was more fragile than it appeared. He had felt it for months, a quiet warning that refused to fade.

“I feel like we need to be ready,” Levi said. “For anything.”

Henry did not dismiss it. He had learned long ago that Levi’s instincts were rarely wrong.

Helen reached across the table and touched Levi’s hand. “Ready for what?”

“I don’t know,” Levi admitted. “But I want this place finished. And once the keep is habitable, I want to start bringing people in.”

Henry raised an eyebrow. “Bringing people in?”

“Workers,” Levi said. “Residents. People who can help run the place.”

Helen looked confused. “Run it. Levi, it is our home.”

“It is more than that,” Levi said. “It can be more than that.”

Henry’s eyes narrowed as he studied Levi’s face. “What exactly are you thinking.”

Levi took another breath, steadying himself. “I want to start a clinic.”

Helen blinked, startled. “A clinic.”

“For Acorn and the surrounding towns,” Levi said. “Free health care. Full service. I will outfit it myself. We will hire a registered nurse to run it and train staff.”

Henry leaned back slowly, absorbing the idea. “You want to build a medical center inside the walls.”

“Yes.”

Helen stared at him, her voice soft. “Levi, that is enormous.”

“I know.”

Henry rubbed his jaw, thinking. “What else?”

“Well,” Levi said. “Blacksmiths, leatherworkers, woodworkers, farmers. People who can teach apprenticeships. We have the space. We have the workshops. We can make HighKeep a place where people learn trades.”

Henry let out a low whistle. “You are talking about building a community.”

Levi nodded. “A place that helps people. A place that lasts.”

Helen looked at him with a mixture of surprise and admiration. “This is not just a home anymore.”

“No,” Levi said softly. “It is not.”

Henry studied him for a long moment. “You are serious.”

“Completely.”

Henry nodded once. “Then I will hire the crews.”

Helen squeezed Levi’s hand. “And I will help with the clinic. I can organize the schoolroom too.”

Amelia looked up, her eyes bright with excitement. “Will there be kids living here.”

Levi smiled. “Someday, I hope.”

Amelia grinned. “Good. I want friends.”

Henry chuckled. “We’ll get you a whole army of them.”

Levi looked out over the valley again. The construction site stretched below them, the rising walls catching the sunlight, the future taking shape one stone at a time. He did not know why he felt such urgency. He did not know what was coming. He did not know how much HighKeep would matter.

But he knew this. They needed to build fast. They needed to build strong. They needed to get HighKeep done ASAP.

The construction site changed so quickly that even Levi had trouble recognizing it from one day to the next. What had begun as quiet trenches and neatly stacked pallets of stone had become a living organism of machinery, shouting, dust, and sweat. Henry had hired every skilled hand he could find within a hundred miles. Masons came from Garner, framers from Mason City, welders from Clear Lake, and a handful of farmers who knew how to work hard and did not mind learning new skills on the fly.

By midmorning each day, Carter Hill vibrated with activity. Excavators carved deeper channels for the curtain wall footings, their engines groaning as they tore into the earth. Cement trucks rumbled up the slope in steady intervals, their drums turning like distant thunder. The first floor walls of the keep tower were already rising, thick gray stone reinforced with steel cores that Henry insisted on even when subcontractors complained about the extra labor.

It was controlled chaos, though the control was thin.

Levi spent his days walking the site with a clipboard, checking deliveries, signing invoices, answering questions, and trying to keep pace with the speed Henry had unleashed. Helen had turned the temporary office trailer into something resembling a command center. Whiteboards covered the walls, schedules and supply lists filled every surface, and paperwork accumulated in neat stacks Helen handled with the same efficiency she once used in her classroom. Amelia spent her afternoons perched on overturned buckets, sketching the keep tower in her notebook and labeling each floor with looping handwriting.

Henry moved through the site like a force of nature. He climbed scaffolding, shouted instructions, checked measurements, and occasionally startled subcontractors with the kind of stare that came from a past he never discussed. He was everywhere at once, pushing the pace, tightening the schedule, and refusing to let anything slip.

It was only a matter of time before something went wrong.

The heat that afternoon was brutal. It shimmered off the stone and made the air feel thick enough to chew. Workers pushed hard, trying to finish the day’s quota before the sun dipped behind the ridge. Levi and Henry stood near the base of the keep tower, reviewing a blueprint and discussing the next delivery of rebar, when a shout cut through the noise.

“Look out! Heads up!”

Both men snapped their heads toward the scaffolding.

A plank had shifted. It was only a fraction of an inch, but it was enough. One of the masons lost his footing. His arms flailed as he tried to catch himself, his body twisted, and he fell backward. The impact hit the ground with a sickening thud that silenced the entire site.

Levi ran. Henry was faster.

The man lay crumpled on the dirt, clutching his leg, his face contorted in agony. Blood seeped through his pant leg, darkening the dust beneath him. His breaths came in sharp, panicked bursts.

Henry dropped to his knees beside him. “Don’t move. Stay with me. You hear me.”

Levi knelt on the other side. “Call an ambulance.”

A worker shouted back, his voice cracking. “Closest one is forty minutes out.”

Henry’s jaw tightened. “We don’t have forty minutes.”

He looked at Levi, a quick decisive glance that carried the weight of a decision already made.

“I am taking him myself.”

Levi nodded. “Go.”

Henry and two workers lifted the injured man carefully and carried him to Levi’s truck. Henry climbed behind the wheel, slammed the door, and tore down the gravel road, kicking up a cloud of dust that hung in the air long after the truck disappeared.

Levi stood there, heart pounding, the site unnervingly quiet around him. He had wanted speed. He had wanted progress. He had not expected blood on the ground.

The hospital in Garner was small, a squat aging building with faded blue trim and a parking lot that always seemed too empty. Henry pulled into the emergency entrance, braked hard, and jumped out.

“Need help,” he shouted.

The sliding doors opened and a nurse strode out. She was tall and broad-shouldered, wearing navy scrubs and an expression that could stop a riot. Her name tag read Beulah Johnson, RN.

She took one look at the injured man and snapped into motion. “Get him inside. Move.”

Henry helped her lift the man onto a gurney. Beulah pushed it through the doors with surprising speed, her movements sharp and practiced.

Henry followed until Beulah turned on him with the full force of her presence.

“Stop.”

Henry froze.

“You don’t come past this line unless you are bleeding or dying. Are you bleeding or dying?”

Henry blinked. “No.”

“Then sit down.”

Henry bristled. “I am the one who brought him in.”

“And I am the one who is going to keep him alive,” Beulah said, her voice firm enough to crack stone. “So unless you are a doctor, sit down and be quiet.”

Henry’s jaw tightened, not in anger but in recognition. He knew authority when he saw it, and Beulah Johnson had it in abundance.

He sat.

Beulah vanished behind the curtain.

Henry waited. The clock ticked loudly on the wall. A vending machine hummed. A janitor mopped the far corner of the hallway. Henry’s knee bounced with restless energy, the kind he had not felt since his agency days.

Finally, Beulah returned, wiping her hands on a towel.

“He is stable,” she said. “Broken femur. Deep laceration. Pain is under control. He will need surgery, but he is not dying today.”

Henry exhaled slowly. “Thank you.”

Beulah crossed her arms. “What happened.”

“Construction accident,” Henry said. “Scaffolding slip.”

Beulah’s eyes narrowed. “You running that site.”

Henry hesitated. “I am overseeing it.”

“Then you need better safety protocols,” she said. “And fewer cowboys.”

Henry bristled again. “We are working fast.”

Beulah stepped closer, her presence filling the hallway. “Fast gets people killed. Smart keeps them alive.”

Henry did not respond.

Beulah studied him for a long moment, then softened slightly. “You care about your people. I can see that. So act like it.”

Henry nodded once. “I will.”

Beulah pointed at him. “Good. Because if you bring me another one like that, I will drive out there myself and teach your whole crew how to use scaffolding.”

Henry almost smiled. “You would scare them.”

“I scare everyone,” Beulah said. “It is my charm.”

Henry stood to leave, the tension of the emergency room still coiled in his shoulders. He had one hand on the door when Beulah’s voice cut through the hallway.

“What are you building out there?”

Henry paused and turned slowly.

Beulah Johnson stood with her arms crossed, her posture filling the space like a wall. Her expression was not curious. It was assessing, weighing him the same way she had weighed the injured man’s condition. She was a woman who did not waste words, did not waste time, and did not tolerate nonsense.

Henry respected that immediately.

“A keep,” he said.

Beulah raised one eyebrow. “A what.”

“A castle,” Henry clarified. “Sort of.”

Beulah stared at him long enough that Henry felt the old instinct to straighten his posture, to prepare for questioning, to brace for the kind of scrutiny he used to receive from people who outranked him in rooms without windows.

“You are serious,” she said.

“Very.”

Beulah exhaled through her nose, a sound halfway between disbelief and resignation. “I have seen everything,” she muttered.

She pointed at the door. “Get out of my emergency room.”

Henry did not argue. He nodded once, a gesture of respect, and walked out.

But he was smiling. Not a big smile, not a smug one, just a small knowing curve at the corner of his mouth. The kind a man wears when he recognizes something important before anyone else does.

He had just met the woman who would one day run HighKeep’s clinic.

She did not know it yet. Neither did Levi. Neither did Helen.

But Henry knew. He knew capability when he saw it, the kind that did not flinch under pressure. He knew strength, the kind that did not need to be loud to be absolute. He knew someone who could keep people alive, not just treat them but command them, steady them, anchor them.

And Beulah Johnson had all three.

Henry stepped out into the hot afternoon sun, the hospital doors sliding shut behind him. He looked toward the distant hills where HighKeep was rising stone by stone.

A seed had been planted.

Construction settled into a rhythm that felt almost alive. By late June, Carter Hill carried the constant pulse of work. Stone settled into place with the steady thump of mallets. Steel was cut and welded in bright showers of sparks. Generators hummed in the background, and men called measurements across the rising walls. The keep tower’s second story had begun to take shape, and the curtain wall trenches stretched across the hilltop like veins feeding a growing body.

Yet beneath all the noise, Henry was uneasy.  His senses on high alert.  

It began subtly. One morning, while Henry stood on the scaffolding checking the alignment of a support beam, a black SUV rolled down the gravel road with a slow, deliberate crawl. The windows were tinted so dark they reflected the hilltop like a sheet of polished obsidian. The vehicle didn’t move like a local truck or a delivery van. It moved with a kind of watchful patience, as if the driver wanted to study every inch of the rising walls.

Henry straightened, one hand resting on the beam, and followed the SUV with his eyes. The engine stayed low. The tires whispered across the gravel. Nothing about it felt accidental.

He watched until the trees swallowed it around the bend, leaving the road empty and the morning suddenly too quiet.

Two days later, another SUV appeared. Or perhaps it was the same one. Hard to tell. This time the vehicle eased to a stop on the road, its engine idling in a low, steady rumble. Dust settled around its tires. The tinted windows reflected the hill, the workers, and the rising keep like a dark mirror.

Henry stood on the second story scaffolding, the sun flashing off the stone around him. Workers moved nearby, unaware of anything except their tasks. Henry’s attention locked on the vehicle below.  The hair on the back of Henry’s head stood on end.  This was not normal.

The SUV lingered long enough to make its presence unmistakable. Then it rolled forward and slipped into the trees.

Henry exhaled slowly.

He had seen that kind of behavior before. Vehicles that moved with purpose but without engagement. Drivers who wanted information without conversation. People who studied a place before deciding what to do with it.

By the end of the week, Henry had counted three separate sightings. Or one vehicle making three passes. Hard to tell. The SUV’s had no plates and looked identical.  But the pattern was clear. The SUVs always arrived midmorning or late afternoon, times when the site was busiest, when the keep tower looked most impressive rising from the earth. The vehicles slowed as they approached, lingering just long enough to take in the scene before continuing on.

Henry’s instincts, sharpened over years in places he never spoke about, began to hum. Someone was watching.

Late one afternoon, the sun hung low and turned the stone walls gold. Workers packed up their tools and headed down the hill toward their trucks. Levi stood near the base of the keep tower, reviewing the next day’s supply list. Henry approached, dust streaking his shirt, sweat drying on his temples.

“We need to talk.”

Levi looked up. “What is wrong.”

Henry nodded toward the gravel road. “We have had company.”

Levi frowned. “Company.”

“Black SUVs,” Henry said. “Tinted windows. No plates. They have been driving by. Sometimes slowing down long enough to study the site.”

Levi set the clipboard down slowly. “Studying.”

Henry nodded. “Watching.”

Levi’s expression tightened. “You’re certain.”

Henry looked out over the land, the gravel road winding through the trees, the quiet afternoon settling around them. “I know the difference between curiosity and surveillance,” he said. “This feels like surveillance.”

Levi exhaled. “Why would anyone be watching us.”

Henry shrugged. “Could be nothing. Could be someone wondering why a man is building a medieval keep in northwest Iowa.”

Levi gave a humorless smile. “Locals think I am eccentric. But locals don’t drive black SUVs.”

“No,” Henry agreed. “They don’t.”

Levi crossed his arms. “You think this is connected to your past.”

Henry did not flinch. “Possibly. Or it could be connected to yours.”

“My past.”

“You won the lottery,” Henry said. “Three hundred million dollars. That puts you on lists. Government lists. financial lists. security lists. People notice when a man suddenly has that kind of money.”

Levi looked toward the road, the trees swaying gently in the wind. “You think they are investigating me.”

Henry shook his head. “If they were investigating you, they would not be this visible.”

Levi swallowed. “Then what are they doing.”

Henry’s voice dropped. “Gathering information.”

A chill crawled up Levi’s spine despite the warm air. “Are we in danger?”

Henry studied the road again, the quiet stretch of gravel disappearing into the trees. “I don’t know” he said. “But I don’t  like unknowns.”

Levi nodded slowly. “What do we do?”

Henry looked at him, steady and calm, the way he had been in every crisis Levi had ever seen him handle. “We keep building. We stay alert. And we remain steady.”

Levi nodded. “All right.”

Henry added, “And if they come closer, I will handle it.”

Levi did not doubt that for a moment.

That night, Levi sat on the porch of their house in Acorn, watching fireflies drift through the yard while Helen put Amelia to bed inside. The quiet of the town felt different now, less peaceful, more fragile. He thought about the SUVs. He thought about Henry’s past. He thought about the vault beneath HighKeep. He thought about the urgency he could not explain.

Was Henry being cautious. Or was Levi’s instinct right all along.

He did not know.

The first time Henry noticed the helicopter, he assumed it was part of a routine flight. Blackhawks crossed Iowa from time to time, usually high above the fields, moving with the fast, straight confidence of National Guard training runs. They appeared, passed overhead, and vanished into the horizon without leaving anything behind but the fading echo of their rotors.

This one behaved differently.

Henry worked along the third story of the keep tower, moving slowly across the planks as he checked the angle of a support beam. The afternoon sun pressed against the stone and turned the air thick enough to taste. The heat gathered under the scaffolding boards and rose around him in steady waves. Below, workers carried timber and stone with the steady rhythm of people who had fallen into the comfort of routine. Their voices blended with the scrape of tools and the thud of mallets, a familiar noise that filled the hilltop and left little room for anything else.

Henry paused for a moment and let his eyes travel across the valley. The land stretched quiet and wide, but something in the stillness felt slightly off, as if the day held its breath. He couldn’t name it. He only knew the feeling settled in the back of his mind and refused to move.

A distant thump of rotor blades rolled across the land, steady and rhythmic. Henry looked up, squinting against the glare.

A UH-60 Blackhawk approached from the west, flying lower than any training run he had ever seen. Its matte black surface absorbed the sunlight, and its windows reflected the valley like dark glass. The helicopter moved with a slow, deliberate path, as if the pilot wanted a long look at the rising keep.

The aircraft banked gently, tracing a wide arc around the construction site. Workers paused, shading their eyes, murmuring to one another. Levi stepped out from the base of the tower, his gaze fixed on the sky.

Henry felt his pulse quicken.

The Blackhawk eased into a hover near the ridge, close enough that Henry could see silhouettes inside the cabin with cameras. The aircraft held its position with steady precision, lingering long enough to make its intent unmistakable. The rotors pushed waves of hot air across the hilltop, stirring dust and loose papers.

After a long moment, the helicopter drifted upward, climbing slowly until it cleared the ridge and slipped out of sight.

The construction site remained quiet. Even the generators seemed to hesitate before resuming their steady hum.

Henry climbed down from the scaffolding, boots thudding against the wooden planks. Levi met him halfway, his expression tight.

“That was not a routine flight,” Levi said.

Henry nodded. “No. It was not.”

They walked toward the old oak tree where the picnic table sat, the shade offering a brief reprieve from the heat. Levi wiped sweat from his brow, still watching the sky as though expecting the helicopter to return.

Henry paced beside the table, his movements restless. “The SUVs were one thing. This is something else entirely. A Blackhawk means federal access, military access, or someone with the resources to borrow or ignore FAA rules or both.”

Levi swallowed. “I don’t like it.”

Henry stopped pacing. “They are gathering information. And I don’t like the reason being unclear.”

Levi leaned on the table, his eyes following the ridge. “Could it be about the money.”

“Possibly,” Henry said. “But financial interest usually arrives in sedans and suits with laptops and spreadsheets, not helicopters.”

Levi exhaled. “Whoever sent that aircraft has influence.”

Henry’s jaw tightened. “Someone is curious about what we are building.”

Levi gave a faint, humorless smile. “It does look unusual.”

Henry did not return the smile. “Unusual attracts attention. Attention leads to questions. Questions lead to observation.”

Levi looked at him. “What do we do.”

Henry did not hesitate. “We set up cameras.”

Levi blinked. “Cameras.”

“Hidden CCTV,” Henry said. “Every angle of the site. Every road. Every approach. If someone is studying us, we will study them in return. Both outside and inside the perimeter.”

Levi nodded slowly. “You can set that up.”

Henry gave him a look that carried quiet certainty. “I can. I still have contacts. I’ll get equipment that is reliable and durable. Everything will run on independent power. No network connection. Local storage only.”

Levi frowned. “Why avoid the network.”

“Because if someone is monitoring us,” Henry said, “I don’t want them accessing our cameras.”

Levi nodded. “All right. Do it.”

Henry’s shoulders eased slightly, not in relief but in readiness. He had a task now, something concrete, something familiar.

“I will start tonight,” Henry said. “We will have full coverage by the end of the week.”

Levi looked toward the ridge where the Blackhawk had vanished. “Henry, do you think we are in danger.”

Henry scanned the horizon, the gravel road, the tree line, and the rising walls of HighKeep. He took his time before answering.

“I think someone is paying attention,” Henry said. “And I think we should be prepared.”

Levi nodded. “Prepared for what.”

Henry met his eyes, steady and calm, the way he always did when the truth carried weight. “Prepared for anything.”

That next evening, after the workers had gone home and the sun dipped below the ridge, Henry returned to the site with a duffel bag full of equipment. Motion-activated cameras, infrared sensors, battery packs, and a small portable monitor filled the bag. He moved through the construction site with quiet precision, placing cameras in trees, under eaves, inside tool sheds, along the curtain wall trenches, and on the scaffolding overlooking the road.

He worked silently, methodically, with the practiced movements of a man who had done this in places far more dangerous than Carter Hill.

By midnight, the site was covered. Every road. Every approach. Every angle.

HighKeep was no longer just a construction project. It had become a monitored perimeter, watched from within.

And whoever had begun watching from the outside would now be seen in return.

The week after the Blackhawk passed over Carter Hill, Levi felt the pressure in his chest tighten in a way he could not ignore. The construction site grew larger and louder each day, but so did the sense that someone with reach and resources had begun paying attention. Henry’s cameras were already recording every road and approach. The SUVs continued their slow, deliberate passes. The helicopter’s circling path had been unmistakably intentional.

Levi needed clarity. Or at least someone who understood the county well enough to recognize unusual movement.

He called the sheriff.

Rourke O’Conner answered on the second ring, his voice steady and warm, the kind of voice that made people feel safe even before he arrived.

“Sheriff’s office. O’Conner.”

“Rourke, this is Levi Carter.”

There was a brief pause, thoughtful rather than suspicious.

“Well hello, Levi. What can I do for you.”

“I was hoping you could join me for lunch at Mabel’s today. There is something I would like to talk to you about.”

Another pause followed, and Levi could almost hear the sheriff’s instincts shifting into place.

“Lunch at Mabel’s,” Rourke said. “That usually means something ominous.”

“Maybe.”

Rourke chuckled softly. “All right. I will meet you there at noon.”

Mabel’s diner was half full when Levi arrived. Farmers sat at the counter, retirees read newspapers, and two mechanics in stained coveralls talked quietly near the window. The smell of burgers and coffee drifted through the room, familiar and comforting.

Rourke walked in a few minutes later. He was tall and broad shouldered, wearing a canvas field jacket and a sheriff’s badge clipped neatly to his chest. He moved with the relaxed confidence of a man who knew every road, every farm, and every family in Acorn County.

He spotted Levi and headed toward the booth.

“Afternoon,” Rourke said as he slid into the seat. “You look like a guy carrying something heavy.”

Levi nodded. “Thank you for coming.”

“I ‘m always willing to talk,” Rourke said. “Especially when someone offers lunch.”

Mabel brought menus because she always did, even though she knew Levi’s order by heart. Rourke asked for a burger. Levi asked for a BLT. When she walked away, Rourke leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table.

“All right,” he said. “Tell me what’s going on.”

Levi took a slow breath. “We have had visitors.”

Rourke’s expression remained calm, but his eyes sharpened with interest. “What kind of visitors.”

“Black SUVs,” Levi said. “Tinted windows. No plates. They have been driving past the construction site. Sometimes they slow down long enough to study the place.”

Rourke nodded thoughtfully. “How many.”

“Three sightings,” Levi said. “Possibly the same vehicle.”

Rourke rubbed his jaw. “Those are not local vehicles.”

“Locals drive trucks,” Levi said. “And they don’t linger on the road to watch a construction site.”

Rourke nodded again. “That is true.”

Levi continued. “A few days ago, a Blackhawk flew over. It came in low and circled the site.”

Rourke’s eyebrows rose. “A Blackhawk.”

“Yes.”

“Any markings.”

“None that we could see.”

Rourke leaned back, thinking. “That is unusual,” “I did get a report from one of the deputies about a low flying helicopter.”

Levi exhaled slowly. “I don’t know if someone is studying us or why. But I thought you should know.”

Rourke looked out the diner window for a moment, watching a pickup roll down Main Street. When he turned back to Levi, his voice carried a firmer edge.

“I appreciate you telling me” He said. “And I will be honest with you. Nobody has contacted my office. No federal agents. No state investigators. No military liaison. Nothing.”

Levi nodded, feeling the tension in his chest tighten further.

Rourke’s voice shifted again, not toward Levi but toward the idea itself. “I don’t care for outside agencies stepping into my county without letting me know. They have a habit of arriving unannounced, stirring up trouble, and leaving the locals to deal with the aftermath. They forget that small towns are not just dots on a map. They are people. My people.”

Levi listened carefully.

“So, if someone is studying your place,” Rourke continued, “I want to know about it. And I want them to know that I am paying attention.”

Levi swallowed. “What can you do about it?”

“ Regular patrols,” Rourke said. “Day and night. Especially at night. If someone is creeping around Carter Hill, I want them to see a sheriff’s truck and reconsider whatever they came to do.”

A wave of relief moved through Levi’s chest.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

Rourke smiled. “We look out for each other around here. That is how Acorn County works.”

Their food arrived, and the conversation shifted to lighter topics. They talked about hunting season, local gossip, Amelia’s school, and Helen’s plans for the clinic. Rourke was easy to talk to, warm without being intrusive, sharp without being intimidating.

Levi liked him. Henry would respect him. Helen would trust him.

By the time they finished lunch, Levi felt something he had not felt in weeks. Relief. Not a large amount, but enough to breathe more easily.

Rourke stood and adjusted his jacket. “I will be in touch,” he said. “And Levi.”

“Yes.”

“You are building something remarkable out there. Don’t let a few shadows make you doubt it.”

Levi nodded. “I won’t.”

Rourke tipped his hat, a habit he had never broken, and walked out of the diner.

Levi watched him go, feeling the weight of the unknown settle a little lighter on his shoulders. He still did not have answers. But now he had an ally. And soon, HighKeep would have a guardian watching the road at night.

The sheriff’s patrol truck rolled past the construction site just after sunset, its headlights sweeping across the gravel road and catching the dust that hung in the warm evening air. Henry watched from the scaffolding, arms crossed, his expression unreadable. Rourke O’Conner had kept his word. Two patrols had already passed that day, each one moving slowly enough to make its presence known.

The added security helped. It steadied the workers and eased some of Levi’s tension. Yet the deeper problem remained. The SUVs continued their slow, deliberate passes. The Blackhawk’s circling path lingered in memory. Henry’s cameras recorded every movement around Carter Hill, but the recordings only confirmed what they already suspected.

Someone was studying HighKeep.

Levi stood near the base of the keep tower, watching the road long after the patrol truck disappeared into the trees. The sky shifted from gold to purple, and the first stars flickered awake above the ridge. The construction site quieted as the last workers headed down the hill, their voices fading into the evening.

Levi pulled out his phone.

It was time to call William.

William Carter answered on the third ring. His voice carried the crisp, practiced tone of a man who spent his days in conference rooms and court offices, yet it softened the moment he recognized his brother.

“Levi. Is everything alright.”

Levi hesitated. “Not exactly.”

William’s tone changed immediately. The professional cadence fell away, replaced by the steady concern of a brother. “Tell me what happened.”

Levi took a slow breath. “We have had unusual activity around the site.”

“What kind of activity.”

“Black SUVs,” Levi said. “Tinted windows. No plates. They move slowly along the road. Sometimes they pause long enough to study the construction.”

William was silent for a moment, thinking.

“All right,” he said. “That is concerning. Anything else.”

“A Blackhawk flew over a few days ago,” Levi said. “It came in low and circled the site.”

Another pause followed, longer this time.

“Levi,” William said carefully, “that is not typical.”

“I know.”

Levi leaned against a stack of lumber, watching the last of the workers walk toward their trucks. The evening breeze rustled the tarps and loose papers around the site.

“I don’t know what’s  happening,” Levi said. “But I thought you should know.”

William’s voice softened. “You did the right thing calling me.”

Levi heard the shift in William’s breathing, the subtle change that meant his brother had begun analyzing the situation. William’s mind moved quickly, sorting possibilities, eliminating the unlikely, narrowing the field.

“First question,” William said. “Has anyone contacted you. Federal agencies. State investigators. Anyone.”

“No.”

“Good. Second question. Has the sheriff been notified.”

“I met him for lunch today,” Levi said. “He is sending patrols. He does not care for outsiders studying his county.”

William chuckled quietly. “I like him already.”

“He said he would tell me if anyone contacted him.”

“Good,” William said again. “Now third question. Have you done anything that would attract federal attention.”

Levi rubbed his forehead. “Besides winning the lottery and building a keep.”

William sighed. “Fair point.”

Levi looked toward the ridge. “Do you think this is about the money.”

“It could be,” William said. “Sudden wealth draws scrutiny. But helicopters are not part of financial oversight.”

Levi swallowed. “Then what is it?”

William did not answer immediately. Levi could hear him pacing, the soft echo of dress shoes on hardwood. William paced when he was thinking deeply, when he was sorting through possibilities that did not fit neatly into any category.

“I don’t know,” William said finally. “But I intend to find out.”

Levi exhaled. “How.”

“I will make calls,” William said. “Quiet ones. I will check federal dockets, state inquiries, anything that might hint at oversight or interest. And I will speak with a friend who owes me a favor.”

Levi felt a flicker of relief. “Thank you.”

“You are my brother,” William said. “You don’t need to thank me.”

Before Levi could respond, William’s tone shifted again. It dropped lower, more serious, carrying a weight that Levi had not heard in years.

“Levi,” he said, “listen to me.”

Levi straightened.

“Until I know more,” William continued, “don’t assume this is harmless. Don’t assume it is curiosity. And don’t assume it is about the money.”

Levi felt his pulse rise. “What do you think it is.”

“I think,” William said slowly, “that someone is interested in what you are building.”

Levi looked up at the keep tower. The stone walls rose steadily, the scaffolding wrapped around them like ribs, the workers packing up for the night. The structure looked strong, purposeful, and increasingly visible from miles away.

“HighKeep,” Levi said.

“Yes.”

“Why.”

“I don’t know,” William said. “But I intend to.”

The wind picked up, rustling the tarps and loose papers around the site. Levi felt the weight of the moment settle on him, heavier than the stone walls rising behind him.

“I will call you as soon as I find anything,” William said. “And Levi.”

“Yes.”

“Be careful.”

Levi nodded, even though William could not see it. “I will.”

They ended the call.

Levi stood alone on the hilltop as the sky deepened into night. The sheriff’s patrol would return soon. Henry’s cameras watched every road and approach. William was already digging for answers.

Yet Levi felt something he had not felt before. A shift. A presence. A quiet pressure that did not come from the land or the construction.

The first week of surveillance footage revealed little. Henry reviewed it every night in the office trailer, sitting in the dark with only the glow of the monitor lighting his face. The hum of the portable generator outside blended with the soft clicking of the keyboard as he scrubbed through hours of recordings. Levi joined him sometimes, though Henry rarely spoke. He watched the screen with the same intensity he once used to watch foreign streets from safehouses far from Iowa.

Most nights, the cameras captured wind moving through the tall grass, dust drifting across the gravel road, and deer wandering near the tree line. The land looked quiet, familiar, and unchanged.

On Thursday night, the pattern shifted.

Henry sat alone, scrolling through the footage from three in the morning. The site was bathed in moonlight, pale and cold, the half-built keep tower casting long shadows across the ground. The scaffolding rose like ribs against the sky, and the surrounding forest pressed close, thick with overgrowth.

A shape moved at the edge of the tree line.

A figure stood among the shadows, tall and unmistakably human. Henry leaned forward, breath held, eyes narrowing. The figure remained still, positioned just inside the cover of the trees. Its posture carried purpose. Its presence felt deliberate.

The person held something in their hands. A faint glint caught the moonlight, and Henry recognized the movement. The figure was taking photographs of the construction site.

The wind rustled the leaves behind the figure, yet the person remained steady, focused entirely on the rising walls of HighKeep. After a long moment, the figure stepped backward into the trees and disappeared into the darkness.

Henry replayed the footage three times. Then he called Levi.

Rourke O’Conner arrived just after sunrise, his patrol truck rumbling up the hill, headlights cutting through the morning haze. The air smelled of dew and fresh cut lumber. Workers were beginning to arrive, their voices low and sleepy as they gathered near the equipment.

Rourke stepped out, adjusting his vest, his eyes scanning the site with the practiced ease of a man who understood how to read a landscape. Henry met him halfway.

“Morning,” Rourke said. “You sounded urgent.”

Henry nodded. “We recorded someone on the cameras last night.”

Rourke’s expression sharpened. “Show me.”

Inside the trailer, Henry played the footage. Rourke watched silently, arms crossed, jaw tightening as the figure appeared on the screen. When the recording ended, he exhaled slowly.

“That is not a local,” he said.

Levi looked at him. “You are certain.”

Rourke nodded. “Locals move differently. They don’t stand in the trees at three in the morning studying a construction site.”

Henry leaned back in his chair. “The posture suggests training.”

Rourke studied Henry. “Military.”

Henry considered the silhouette again. “Possibly. Or private. Or federal. The image is too distant to determine.”

Rourke rubbed his jaw. “This situation is becoming concerning.”

Levi swallowed. “What should we do.”

Rourke straightened, the morning light catching the badge on his vest. “I will increase patrols. Every night. Every road leading in and out of Carter Hill. If someone is moving around out here, I want them to see a sheriff’s vehicle and reconsider whatever they came to do.”

Henry nodded. “That will help.”

Rourke added, “And Levi, if anything unusual happens again, contact me immediately.”

Levi nodded. “I will.”

Rourke tipped his hat and walked back to his truck. The engine rumbled to life, and the vehicle rolled down the hill, dust rising behind it in a slow trail.

Henry watched him go. “Someone is testing us.”

Levi felt a chill move through him despite the warm morning air.

Later that afternoon, Levi’s phone buzzed. William’s name appeared on the screen. Levi stepped away from the noise of the construction site, walking toward the ridge where the wind carried the scent of pine and distant farmland.

“What did you find,” Levi asked.

William did not waste time. “Very little. And that is the problem.”

Levi frowned. “Explain.”

“I checked federal dockets, state inquiries, oversight filings. Nothing indicates official interest. No investigations. No surveillance requests. No coordination with military units.”

Levi exhaled. “So there is no connection.”

“There is a connection,” William said. “But it is not official. This pattern resembles private security contractors.”

Levi felt his pulse rise. “Private.”

“Yes,” William said. “Someone is studying your project. They are doing it quietly and without legal channels.”

Levi swallowed. “Do you know who.”

“No,” William said. “But I intend to find out.”

Levi hesitated. “William, we recorded someone on camera last night.”

William was silent for a moment. “Send me the footage. I will have someone analyze it.”

Levi nodded. “I will.”

“And Levi,” William said, “be careful. This situation is not ordinary.”

Levi looked toward the tree line, the place where the figure had stood. The forest seemed deeper now, darker, as if holding secrets he had not noticed before.

“I understand.”

That evening, Levi returned home to Acorn. The sky was streaked with orange and purple
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