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## CHAPTER 1: THE WAKE

The sand remembered everything.

Soren Vale knew this the way other men knew their own heartbeat - instinctively, in the space between sleep and waking. He lay still in the pre-dawn dark, listening to the desert breathe. The canvas walls of his tent filtered gray light that wasn't yet sunrise, and somewhere outside a guard coughed quietly, trying not to wake the camp.

Too late. Soren was already awake.

He'd been awake for the last twenty minutes, running calculations in his head. Water consumption from yesterday's march: forty-three gallons, accounting for the busted seal on Wagon Seven. Distance covered: eleven miles, maybe twelve if you believed the odometer on the lead truck, which Soren didn't. Time lost to the Harren family's axle break: two hours, thirty minutes. People who complained about the rationing: eight. People who had a right to complain: all of them.

The numbers never stopped. They followed him into sleep and waited there until he opened his eyes.

Soren sat up, joints protesting. Forty-six years old and he felt sixty. His father had run caravans until he was seventy-two, died in his sleep at a waystation with his boots off and a belly full of grain mash. That kind of death was a luxury now. Most people Soren knew had been dragged under the sand or died of thirst with their lips cracked open and their eyes seeing things that weren't there.

He kept a list in his head. All of them. The ones who'd died under his command.

Jennifer Kassis, three years ago. Stepped five feet outside the perimeter to retrieve a dropped canteen. Burrower took her in seconds. They'd found the canteen but not her.

Old Thomas Wren, heat stroke during a summer march. They'd tried cooling him with wet cloths, but his body temperature just kept climbing until his brain cooked. He'd been eighty-three. Should have died in a bed somewhere, not convulsing in the back of a wagon.

The Rodriguez twins, Carlos and Maria. Carbon monoxide poisoning from a poorly vented heater. Someone had improvised a heating system during a cold night without thinking about exhaust. Soren found them in the morning, peaceful, like they were sleeping. They were twelve.

Seventeen more names. Nineteen if you counted the two who'd left the caravan against advice and were never seen again. Twenty-one if you counted the ones he'd ordered left behind because they were dying and would have slowed the caravan to everyone's death.

His father used to say: "A good route-master remembers every soul. A great one forgets and keeps moving." Soren had never figured out which one he was.

He pulled on his boots - leather, pre-collapse quality, patched seventeen times - and stood. The tent smelled like dust and sweat and the particular staleness of air that had been breathed too many times. Outside, the camp was beginning its morning ritual.

The caravan had stopped last night in a depression between two dune ridges, the closest thing to shelter you could get in open desert. Forty-one vehicles arranged in a loose defensive circle: trucks with reinforced frames, repurposed buses with armor plating welded to the sides, a few precious motorcycles for scouting, and the water tanker that Kessa Marr guarded like it was her own child. Around the vehicles, people had pitched tents or simply laid bedrolls on tarps. The perimeter was marked by posts driven into the sand at twenty-foot intervals, each topped with a chemical light stick that had burned down to a faint green glow.

Soren stepped out into air that was still cool. That wouldn't last. By midday, the temperature would climb to one-fifteen, maybe higher. You could fry an egg on the hood of a truck at noon. He'd seen someone try it once, back when they still had eggs to waste.

The guard at the nearest post nodded to him. Young woman, maybe twenty-five, named Carr. She held a rifle across her chest - bolt-action, pre-collapse military surplus. Ammunition for it was getting scarce, but the sight of it still meant something.

"Quiet night?" Soren asked.

"Quiet enough," Carr said. "Felt a tremor around oh-three-hundred. Small one. West side."

Soren's jaw tightened. "How small?"

"Didn't register on the cans."

The cans were empty fuel drums half-filled with water, placed around the perimeter. They were crude seismographs, but they worked. If something big moved beneath the sand, the water would ripple. If the water stayed still, you could breathe a little easier.

"Good," Soren said. "Wake rotation went smooth?"

"Yeah. Dekker took over from Minh at midnight, no issues. Found a scorpion in his boot but he shook it out."

"Tell him to check twice next time. We're too short on people to lose one to venom."

Carr nodded, and Soren moved on.

That was Rule Seventeen: Check your boots. Shake them out. Check again. Scorpions, snakes, and sand spiders all liked the dark warmth of leather. Dekker had violated the rule by checking only once. He'd gotten lucky. Next person might not.

The rules were simple and absolute. Soren had watched too many people die from violating them:

Rule One: Stay inside the perimeter after dark.

Rule Four: No loud noises. Ever.

Rule Eight: Waste nothing. Water is life.

Rule Twelve: If someone falls into sand during an attack, don't go after them. They're already dead.

That last one had cost them Jennifer Kassis. Her husband had tried to dig her out. The Burrower took him too. Their daughter still traveled with the caravan, now orphaned, taken in by a family who could barely feed themselves.

Every rule was written in blood. Every rule had a story. And still, people violated them - out of ignorance, or carelessness, or because they thought they knew better.

Soren's job was to enforce them. Not because he enjoyed it, but because the alternative was watching everyone die.

The camp was waking in stages. Someone had started a cook fire - carefully contained in a steel drum, flames kept low - and the smell of something being heated drifted across the sand. Breakfast would be grain paste with a little dried meat if you were lucky. Soren hadn't felt lucky in a long time.

He walked the perimeter first, like he did every morning. Checked the posts, checked the sight lines, checked the sand for any disturbances that didn't belong. The desert was never the same twice. Wind could reshape a dune overnight, bury a landmark you'd been using for navigation, expose something that had been hidden for decades. You had to pay attention. Inattention killed.

As he walked, Soren catalogued the caravan in his head. Forty-one vehicles, but that number told only part of the story. Six were converted buses - rusted frames that had carried schoolchildren once, now armored with welded steel plates and carrying families who'd pooled resources to buy passage. Twelve were pickup trucks in various states of decay, most held together with wire and prayer. Eight heavy cargo haulers for supplies and water. Four motorcycles for scouting. The rest were a mishmash - panel vans, modified sedans, one ancient ambulance that served as mobile medical unit.

Two hundred and ten souls. Soren knew most of their names, though new arrivals made the count fluid. Thirty-seven children under twelve. Forty-two elderly or infirm who required extra consideration. The rest were working age, though "working age" in the desert meant anyone who could hold a tool or walk a watch.

Sixty-seven were original members from when Soren had taken over as route-master ten years ago. The rest had joined at various waystations, refugees from failed caravans or collapsed settlements. Every one of them had a story. Every story ended with "and then I had nowhere else to go."

The caravan wasn't a community. It was a collection of desperate people who'd chosen collective survival over individual death. That was the most you could hope for out here.

On the east side, he found what he'd been dreading.

Wagon Seven - the Harren family's transport - sat at an angle, its rear axle visibly bent. The wheel hub had cracked sometime during yesterday's march, and they'd limped into camp barely moving. Now, in the gray morning light, Soren could see the full damage.

He crouched next to it, ran his hand along the axle. The metal was fatigued, stress fractures spreading like spiderweb cracks. It had maybe another five miles in it, maybe less. The wheel itself was worse - three spokes broken, the rim warped.

"Can you fix it?"

Soren looked up. Thom Harren stood a few feet away, arms crossed, face tight. He was a big man, forty years old, with sun-scorched skin and the kind of hands that were used to holding tools. Behind him, his wife Lena and their two kids watched from the tent entrance.

"How much weight are you carrying?" Soren asked.

"Everything we own."

"That's not an answer."

Thom's jaw worked. "Twelve hundred pounds, maybe more. Furniture, trade goods, water reserves, food. Our whole life."

Soren stood, dusted his hands on his pants. "Axle's shot. Wheel's shot. Even if I had replacement parts, which I don't, this frame's been over-stressed. You've been running too heavy for too long."

"So what are you saying?"

Soren met his eyes. "You need to cut weight. Half, at least. Maybe more."

"Half?" Lena's voice cut across the distance, sharp with disbelief. She walked over, her daughter clinging to her leg. "That's everything. Our trade stock, our - "

"Your life," Soren interrupted. "That's what you're carrying. You can haul furniture or you can haul yourselves. Not both."

Thom's face darkened. "We paid our share. We bought into this caravan same as everyone else. You're the route-master - find a way to make it work."

"I am making it work," Soren said. His voice stayed level, but the words had edges. "You lighten the load, we rig a support to get you to the next waystation. That's the way."

"And if we don't?"

"Then you stay here."

The silence that followed was the kind that had weight. Lena's daughter started to cry, quietly, like she'd learned not to make too much noise. Somewhere behind them, other people were watching now. Caravan business was everyone's business.

Thom's hands curled into fists. For a second, Soren thought he might swing. But the moment passed, and Thom just shook his head.

"You're a hard man, Vale."

"I'm a living man," Soren said. "I plan to stay that way."

He walked away before Thom could respond, before the anger could turn into an argument that would poison the morning. He'd learned a long time ago: you made the call, you stood by it, you moved on. Hesitation killed just as surely as bad judgment.

By the time he reached the center of camp, the sun was starting to show at the horizon - a pale disk behind the heat haze. People were breaking down tents, loading supplies, going through the hundred small tasks that turned a temporary camp back into a moving caravan. Soren found his second-in-command, a wiry man named Cole, checking tire pressure on one of the lead trucks.

"Harren situation?" Cole asked without looking up.

"He'll cut weight or get left behind."

"He won't like it."

"Nobody likes anything out here," Soren said. "How's the fuel?"

"Fourteen drums left, plus what's in the tanks. Enough to make Crossroads Station if we don't hit any detours."

"And if we do?"

Cole shrugged. "Then we walk the last twenty miles and hope we don't meet anything hungry."

Soren grunted. Crossroads Station was the next major waypoint, sixty miles southeast. It had a well that still produced, a trader who usually had fuel, and walls high enough to keep out most of the things that prowled at night. They'd been pushing toward it for six days now, moving in careful stages, watching the sand.

"We're burning daylight," Soren said. "Get everyone moving. I want wheels turning in thirty minutes."

Cole nodded and moved off, shouting orders. The camp responded like a machine that had run this sequence a thousand times. Tents collapsed, gear got strapped down, engines coughed to life. The water tanker - a massive thing built from three welded fuel trucks - rumbled as Kessa Marr started its engine. Soren caught her eye across the camp and she gave him a curt nod. They'd talk later, go over the numbers, make sure they weren't cutting it too close.

They were always cutting it too close.

Soren climbed into the lead truck, a battered thing that had once been a military transport. The seat was patched with duct tape and the windshield had a crack running corner to corner, but the engine was solid and the frame was reinforced with welded steel. It would take a hit and keep moving. That was what mattered.

His father had driven this truck. Had sat in this same seat for forty years, running the traditional circuit that used to connect thriving waystations. Back then, the routes were reliable. Water was abundant. Burrower attacks were rare enough to be noteworthy.

Soren hadn't wanted to be route-master. He'd been a mechanic, perfectly happy fixing trucks and staying out of leadership. But his father had taken a fever during a summer plague, and there'd been no one else qualified. The caravan needed a leader. Soren was the only one who knew the routes, who understood the logistics, who'd grown up listening to his father's decisions.

"You'll hate it," his father had said on his deathbed. "Every decision gets someone hurt. Every choice costs something. But someone has to do it, and better someone who understands the weight."

Soren had been route-master for ten years now. His father had been right - he hated it. Every single day, he hated the responsibility, the impossible choices, the fact that people's lives depended on his judgment.

But he kept doing it. Because someone had to. And because stopping would mean admitting that twenty-one dead people had died for nothing.

He adjusted the rearview mirror and saw the caravan forming up behind him. Forty-one vehicles, two hundred and ten people, everything they owned strapped to roofs and hanging off the sides. They looked like refugees because that's what they were. Refugees from a world that had dried up and blown away, trying to find the next place where water still flowed.

The radio on the dashboard crackled.

"Lead, this is Scout One." Arik Thorn's voice, tinny through the speaker. "Route is clear for the next five miles. No visual disturbances."

Soren picked up the handset. "Copy, Scout One. Stay ahead, keep your intervals."

"Roger that. Scout One out."

Soren set the radio down and looked out at the desert. The sun was higher now, turning the sand from gray to pale gold. In the distance, heat shimmer made the horizon ripple like water. It was a lie, of course. There was no water out there. Just sand and more sand and the things that lived beneath it.

He thought about the tremor Carr had mentioned. Small one, west side. Probably nothing. Probably just the normal settling that happened when the temperature changed. But "probably" was a word that got people killed.

The desert remembered everything. It remembered the highways that used to cut across it, the cities that used to thrive on its edges, the people who thought they could tame it. Now those highways were buried, those cities were tombs, and those people were dust.

The desert remembered.

Soren put the truck in gear.

Behind him, the caravan lurched into motion. Engines growled, tires bit into sand, and two hundred and ten people started moving again because staying still was death. They followed the lead truck in a loose column, spacing themselves to minimize vibration, keeping the intervals that might - might - keep them beneath the notice of the things that hunted by sound and movement.

At the back of the column, the Harren family's wagon rolled unsteadily, visibly lighter now. Soren didn't look back to see what they'd left behind. Furniture, probably. Trade goods. Things that used to matter.

The rules were simple out here.

Move quietly. Move carefully. Move together.

Watch the sand.

And when something came up from below, run like hell and hope you weren't the slowest.

Soren drove, and the caravan followed, and the sand stretched ahead of them endlessly - an ocean of dust and death and buried secrets that would take them if they hesitated even once.

The wake of their passage smoothed away behind them within minutes, erased by wind.

By noon, there would be no sign they'd ever been there at all.

—-
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**[Chapter 1 Complete: 2,503 words]**

## CHAPTER 2: WATER MATH

Kessa Marr counted in gallons.

Other people counted in days or miles or memories of things they'd lost. Kessa counted water. She counted it in her sleep. She counted it when she looked at people's faces, calculating how much liquid was leaving their bodies through sweat and breath. She counted it when the wind picked up, factoring for increased evaporation. She counted it constantly, obsessively, because the math was the only thing standing between the caravan and a mass grave.

Her morning routine was ritual: Wake at five. Check the temperature - affects evaporation rates. Check the seals on all barrels - even a drip loses twenty gallons over a week. Run the dipstick on the main tank - three times, never trust a single reading. Log everything in the ledger. Calculate consumption from yesterday. Project consumption for today. Update the buffer calculation. Check supplies of purification tablets. Test water clarity with the ancient spectrophotometer that still, miraculously, worked.

Every morning, the same sequence. Every morning, fighting the same enemy: scarcity.

The previous water-keeper, old Tess Marcom, had taught her the rituals. "Water keeping isn't about water," Tess had said. "It's about preventing panic. You count obsessively so they don't have to. You know exactly how many days remain so they can pretend it'll last forever. The math is a shield between the caravan and despair. Never let them see you doubt the numbers."

Tess had died three years ago, heat stroke during a summer that hit one-twenty-six degrees for two straight weeks. She'd given her personal water ration to a pregnant woman who was dehydrating. Classic Tess - putting others first, right up until her body couldn't take any more.

Kessa had sworn she wouldn't make the same mistake. You couldn't help anyone if you were dead. Practicality over sentiment. Always.

Right now, the math was wrong.

She sat in the cab of the water tanker, ledger open on her lap, pencil wearing down to a nub. The tanker swayed with the movement of the caravan, and outside the reinforced windows the desert rolled past in shades of tan and bleached white. Inside, the air was hot and smelled like metal and the faint mineral tang of stored water.

The ledger showed three columns: CAPACITY, CONSUMPTION, DAYS REMAINING.

Kessa chewed her lip and ran the numbers again.

Total capacity: 3,200 gallons across the main tanker and the reserve barrels strapped to various vehicles. Current level: 2,847 gallons as of this morning's reading. Daily consumption: 186 gallons, calculated at the bare minimum half-ration. That gave them 15.3 days of water at current population and current rationing.

Crossroads Station was four days away, maybe five if they hit trouble.

That should have been comfortable. A buffer of ten days was acceptable. Not great, but acceptable.

Except consumption yesterday had been 203 gallons, not 186.

The day before: 197 gallons.

The day before that: 192 gallons.

Someone was using more than their share, or her estimates were off, or both. Either way, the buffer was shrinking faster than it should, and out here a shrinking buffer meant people making bad decisions when the crisis hit. It meant desperation. It meant someone pulling a knife over a cup of water while their kids watched.

Kessa had seen it happen. Once was enough.

She closed the ledger and climbed into the back of the tanker. The interior was a maze of pipes and valves, everything welded and sealed against the constant vibration of travel. The main tank took up most of the space - a huge cylindrical container that had once held aviation fuel, back when there were still planes. Now it held something infinitely more precious.

Kessa checked the dipstick, reading the level by the marks she'd carefully etched into the metal. Then she checked each of the six reserve barrels, noting the weight, looking for any signs of leakage or contamination.

Each barrel got the full inspection protocol: Visual check for cracks or rust. Smell test - contaminated water had a distinctive odor, like wet metal mixed with rot. Taste test on a single drop - bacteria created a slick feel on the tongue. Color assessment against the reference card taped to the wall. Temperature check - water that was too warm bred growth faster.

The barrels were strapped down with cargo nets and locked with chains. Not because the water would escape, but because people would try to take it. Each lock was coded. Only Kessa and Soren knew the combinations, changed weekly.

She pulled a water sample from Barrel Four and ran it through the purification test. Four drops of iodine, wait sixty seconds, check for discoloration. Clean. Good. But iodine supplies were running low - maybe two months left at current usage. After that, they'd rely on boiling alone, which required fuel they didn't have.

Another problem for another day. The problems never stopped coming.

Everything checked out. No leaks, no contamination, no sign of tampering.

Which meant the problem was consumption, not supply.

Kessa climbed back to the cab and keyed the radio.

"Water One to Lead."

Static, then Soren's voice: "Go ahead."

"Need to talk. Tonight, after we stop."

A pause. Soren knew what that meant. "How bad?"

"Not emergency bad. But trending wrong."

"Copy. We'll talk."

Kessa set the radio down and watched the caravan through the side mirror. They were strung out in a loose line, each vehicle maintaining spacing according to the rules. No tailgating, no bunching up. Too much weight in one place meant vibrations that carried deep, and vibrations brought attention from things that paid the wrong kind of attention.

She saw the Harren wagon near the back, listing slightly to one side. They'd cut weight this morning - she'd watched them do it, watched Lena Harren's face as she decided which pieces of her old life to leave in the sand. It was always hard, those decisions. But hard was better than dead.

The radio crackled again.

"Water One, this is Wagon Fifteen."

Kessa recognized the voice: Marcus Lowe, traveling with his wife and mother-in-law and a sick daughter who'd picked up fever somewhere back at the last waystation. She'd been watching their consumption closely.

"Go ahead, Fifteen."

"Request permission to draw an extra ration. Maya's fever is up again, she needs fluids."

Kessa felt the familiar tightness in her chest. This was the part of the job that made her understand why some water-keepers ended up drinking themselves to death - when they could find anything to drink.

"What's her status?" Kessa asked, keeping her voice neutral.

"Temp is a hundred and three, maybe higher. We've been cooling her with wet cloths but she's losing more than she's taking in. She needs extra water."

Kessa pulled out the ledger again, flipped to the family roster. The Lowes had three adults and two children. Standard ration for that composition: 9.3 gallons per day total, split across drinking, cooking, and minimal hygiene. They'd been drawing their full ration for the past week, no cushion built up.

"Fifteen, you've been at full ration for seven days. I can't authorize additional draw without offsetting reduction somewhere else in your allocation."

Silence on the radio. Then Marcus's voice, strained: "She's six years old, Kessa. She's burning up. What am I supposed to reduce? Food prep? Our own drinking water?"

""I'm not saying don't help her. I'm saying you have to make the trade. Cook with less water, skip washing, cut your own consumption if you have to. But I can't give you extra. There isn't extra."

Even as she said it, Kessa felt the weight. A six-year-old girl, burning with fever, needing water to survive. And Kessa was denying it, citing math like math mattered more than a child's life.

But it did matter more. That was the horror of water keeping. One child's life versus two hundred people's survival. The math was brutal and clear.

If she authorized extra ration for Maya, she'd have to authorize it for the next sick person. And the one after. Within a week, discipline would collapse. People would invent illnesses to justify extra draw. The buffer would vanish. And when they reached Crossroads running on empty, everyone would die - including Maya.

Better one child at risk than two hundred people certain.

Kessa had made this calculation a dozen times. It never got easier."

"There's three thousand gallons in that tanker."

"There's two thousand eight hundred and forty-seven," Kessa corrected. "For two hundred and ten people. For four more days minimum. And we're already running over projection by eight percent."

Another pause. When Marcus spoke again, his voice was lower, dangerous. "My daughter is dying."

"I know," Kessa said quietly. "And I'm sorry. But if I authorize overdraws every time someone has a crisis, we'll hit Crossroads with empty tanks and two hundred people fighting over the last cup. You want to save Maya, keep her stable with your current ration. We'll be at the station in four days and you can draw as much as you need. But right now, the math is the math."

"The math," Marcus said bitterly. "My daughter is six years old and you're giving me math."

"Your daughter is six years old and I'm keeping her alive," Kessa shot back. "You think I like this? You think I enjoy telling you no? The math is what keeps all of us breathing. You want someone to blame, blame the desert. Blame the collapse. Blame whatever you want. But don't blame me for counting."

She cut the transmission before he could respond, before the anger in his voice could turn into something worse. Her hands were shaking slightly. She gripped the wheel tighter, forced herself to breathe.

This was the job. This was what she'd signed up for when Soren had offered her the water-keeper position three years ago. Keep the books, make the hard calls, be the person everyone hated because you were the one who said no.

The alternative was chaos. The alternative was everyone taking what they wanted until there was nothing left and they all died in the sand with their throats too dry to scream.

She'd take being hated.

The caravan rolled on. Outside, the landscape was unchanging - dunes and hardpan, the occasional rock formation jutting up like broken teeth. Heat shimmer turned distant ridges into fluid mirages. Kessa watched the temperature gauge on the dash climb: ninety-eight, one-oh-three, one-oh-nine. By midafternoon it would hit one-fifteen, maybe one-twenty.

At one-twenty, unshaded metal would burn skin on contact. Dehydration accelerated. The desert stopped being passively hostile and became actively murderous.

She took a sip from her personal canteen - carefully measured, exactly four ounces, logged in her mental ledger - and thought about Maya Lowe.

Six years old. Fever. Probably bacterial, picked up from contaminated food or water at the last stop. In the old world, it would have been antibiotics and IV fluids and a week in a clean bed. In this world, it was wet cloths and hope and maybe a shallow grave if the fever didn't break.

Kessa had seen twelve children die since joining the caravan. Twelve. She remembered all their names.

The radio crackled with routine traffic - scouts calling in clear sectors, someone reporting a mechanical issue, Soren's voice coordinating the movement. Kessa listened with half her attention while running calculations in her head.

If she redistributed allocations, shifted two percent from general stores to medical emergency reserves, she could authorize a temporary increase for the Lowe family. It would mean tightening elsewhere, maybe skipping a meal wash cycle, but it was possible.

She pulled out the ledger again, started sketching the redistribution.

Then she stopped.

Because if she did it for the Lowes, she'd have to do it for the next family. And the one after that. And within a week, everyone would be demanding exceptions, and the math would fall apart, and they'd be in crisis mode with forty miles still to go.

The rule existed for a reason. No exceptions meant no favoritism, no politics, no arguments about whose need was greater. The ration was the ration. It was fair because it was the same for everyone, and fairness was the only thing preventing mutiny.

Kessa closed the ledger.

Maya Lowe would have to survive on standard ration, or she wouldn't survive at all.

The thought made Kessa feel hollow, but she'd learned to live with that feeling. You either got comfortable with the hollowness or you put a gun in your mouth. Those were the options.

Around midday, the caravan stopped for the mandatory heat rest. Kessa used the time to do afternoon water distribution for those who'd depleted their morning allocation.

The Garrett family approached - mother, father, teenage son named David. They were quiet people, had been with the caravan for eight months. The father worked maintenance with Cole. The mother helped with medical supplies. David was learning to be a scout from Arik.

"Point-nine gallons total for three," Kessa said, measuring carefully.

"Thank you," Mrs. Garrett said. She actually smiled, though it was tired around the edges. "I know it's not easy, what you do. Keeping track, saying no when you have to. My sister was a water-keeper before the collapse. Managed a municipal system. She used to say the same thing you said earlier - 'the math is what keeps people alive.'"

Kessa felt something loosen in her chest. "Your sister. Is she...?"

"Gone. Early in the collapse. But she taught me - taught all of us - that water discipline isn't cruelty. It's survival." Mrs. Garrett took the containers. "I heard about the Lowe situation on the radio. You made the right call."

"Doesn't feel right."

"No. But it's correct. There's a difference."

The family walked away, David carrying the water carefully, not spilling a drop.

Not everyone was angry. Not everyone blamed her. Most people, like the Garretts, understood that discipline was what kept them alive.

It was just hard to remember that when a desperate father was screaming about his dying daughter. Engines shut down, people retreated into whatever shade they could find or manufacture, and for two hours everything went still. Moving during peak heat was suicide - vehicles overheated, people collapsed, and the Burrowers were more active when the sand was hottest.

Kessa used the break to do a full audit of the reserve barrels. She climbed out into the murderous heat, feeling it slam into her like a physical force, and made her rounds. Each barrel got checked, measured, logged. She found a loose seal on Barrel Four - not leaking yet, but close. She tightened it with a wrench, made a note to watch it.

When she finished, she was dizzy and her vision was starting to gray at the edges. She'd been out in direct sun for forty minutes. Stupid. Even she made mistakes.

She retreated to the tanker's cab, drank eight ounces of water - logged it - and pressed her back against the seat, waiting for her body temperature to drop. Through the windshield, she could see people huddled in the shade of their vehicles. Nobody moved unless they had to. The desert owned the midday hours.

Her radio clicked.

"Kessa?" A woman's voice, tired. "It's Lena Harren."

Kessa picked up the handset. "Go ahead."

"Just wanted to say... thank you. For this morning. For talking sense to Soren. I know Thom was angry, but you were right. We were carrying too much."

Kessa blinked. Gratitude wasn't common in her line of work. "Soren made the call, not me."

"But you run the numbers. You know what's sustainable. I just wanted you to know... we get it. We're lighter now, and we'll make it to Crossroads. Because of the math."

Something loosened in Kessa's chest. Not much, but enough. "You're welcome, Lena. Keep your ration discipline and you'll be fine."

"We will. Harren family out."

Kessa set the radio down and allowed herself a small smile. Sometimes people understood. Not often, but sometimes.

The heat rest ended at two-thirty. Engines coughed back to life, and the caravan resumed its crawl across the sand. Kessa drove with her eyes on the mirrors, watching the line of vehicles behind her, counting them obsessively. Forty-one vehicles. Two hundred and ten people. Two thousand eight hundred and forty-seven gallons.

The math had to work. It had to.

By the time they stopped for the night - another depression between dunes, another temporary camp - Kessa had finished her final calculations. She climbed down from the tanker and found Soren at the perimeter, talking with one of the scouts.

She waited until he was done, then walked over.

"We need to talk," she said.

Soren looked at her, and she saw the weariness in his eyes. He already knew it was bad news. It was always bad news.

"How over are we?" he asked.

"Eight percent yesterday. Seven percent the day before. Average of 7.5 percent over projection for the last five days."

"Where's it going?"

"That's the problem. I don't know. No leaks, no tampering, no obvious waste. It's just... vanishing. People using a little more than they think, or my estimates were conservative, or both."

Soren rubbed his face. "What's the impact?"

Kessa pulled out her ledger, showed him the numbers. "If it continues, we hit Crossroads with 380 gallons in reserve instead of 740. That's a two-day buffer instead of four. Still safe, but tight. If we hit any delays..."

"We can't afford delays."

"I know."

They stood in silence for a moment, watching the camp come together around them. People setting up tents, starting cook fires, settling into the evening routine. None of them knew how close they were running. That was Kessa's job - to know, so they didn't have to.

"Options?" Soren asked.

"Cut rations across the board by ten percent. That gets us back on track."

"People are already at minimum."

"I know."

"We cut further, we'll have heat casualties. People collapsing during the march."

"I know," Kessa said again. "But if we don't cut, and something goes wrong - sandstorm, detour, mechanical breakdown - we could be in real trouble."

Soren was quiet for a long time. Then: "Hold the ration for now. But start watching for waste. Anyone using more than their share, anyone being sloppy with discipline, you document it. We'll address it if we need to."

"And if we hit a delay?"

"Then we cut, and we deal with the fallout. But I'm not starving people on a maybe."

Kessa nodded. It was the right call, probably. Leadership was choosing between bad options and hoping you picked the least bad one.

"There's something else," she said. "Marcus Lowe requested extra ration for his daughter. She's got fever, losing fluids. I denied it."

"Was it the right call?"

"Mathematically, yes. Morally..." She shrugged. "You tell me."

Soren looked at her, and something in his expression softened slightly. "You did right. I know it doesn't feel like it, but you did. We hold the line or the line disappears."

"I keep telling myself that."

"Does it help?"

"No," Kessa said. "But I do it anyway."

They stood together as the sun dropped toward the horizon, painting the dunes in shades of orange and purple. It would have been beautiful if it wasn't trying to kill them.

Somewhere in the camp, a child laughed. Maya Lowe, maybe, or someone else. The sound was fragile and brief, swallowed quickly by the wind.

Kessa thought about water, and days, and the math that kept them alive.

The math was wrong.

But it was the only thing they had.

—-
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## CHAPTER 3: THE OLD HIGHWAY

Arik Thorn loved the moment when the caravan disappeared behind him.

Not because he hated the people - he didn't, mostly - but because the silence that came after was the closest thing to peace he'd found in three years of desert travel.

The motorcycle - a salvaged Honda from before the collapse, rebuilt twice, named "Red" for the rust stains Arik couldn't quite sand away - was his sanctuary. Out here, five miles ahead of the column, there was just wind and engine noise and the rhythm of scanning terrain. No arguments. No politics. No desperate families asking questions he couldn't answer.

Just him, Red, and the desert trying to kill them both.

He'd spent the first hour of every morning maintaining Red. Check the oil - they were down to synthetic blends scavenged from ancient auto shops, and those were running out. Clean the air filter - sand got into everything, would choke an engine in hours if you weren't careful. Check tire pressure, brake cables, fuel lines. The motorcycle was more than transport. It was survival equipment. It was his partner.

Some people thought he was crazy for talking to a machine. Arik thought they were crazy for not understanding that out here, anything that kept you alive deserved respect. The motorcycle engine was loud, sure, but it was a clean sound, purposeful, contained to him and the machine. Behind him, the caravan was a chorus of grinding gears and rattling frames and two hundred voices all wanting something.

Out here, five miles ahead of the column, there was just wind and sand and the horizon.

Arik throttled down and let the bike coast to a stop on a patch of hardpan. He killed the engine and sat in the sudden silence, listening. The desert had its own sounds if you paid attention: the whisper of sand moving across stone, the tick of cooling metal, the occasional cry of something that had adapted to survive in a place that killed everything else.

He pulled out his binoculars and scanned the route ahead.

The terrain was typical for this region - rolling dunes interspersed with areas of exposed bedrock where the wind had scoured down to the bones of the old world. In the distance, maybe two miles out, he could see the ridge they'd been aiming for, a navigation point marked on Soren's ancient map. Beyond that, nothing but more sand.

Arik lowered the binoculars and checked his compass. Heading: 127 degrees southeast. Crossroads Station was sixty miles on that bearing, give or take. Four days at caravan speed. Two days if you were on a bike and willing to push it.

He'd done that run once, back when he'd first joined up. Soren had needed someone to race ahead and confirm that Crossroads still had water after a dust storm had buried half the region. Arik had volunteered because he was young and stupid and thought he had something to prove.

He'd made it there in thirty-one hours, hallucinating for the last six, and when he stumbled into the station he couldn't speak for two days because his throat was so destroyed from breathing superheated air at speed.

Soren had called him an idiot and made him water-keeper's assistant for a month as punishment.

Arik smiled at the memory. He'd learned a lot during that month. Mainly that Kessa Marr was terrifying and competent in equal measure, and that water was the only currency that mattered.

He kicked the bike back to life and continued forward, moving at a steady pace, eyes scanning constantly. This was the job: scout the route, look for hazards, report back. Hazards included terrain problems, signs of predator activity, evidence of other caravans, and anything else that might kill people.

The list of things that might kill people was long.

After another mile, Arik spotted something that made him slow down. A straight line cutting across the dunes at an angle - too straight to be natural. He turned toward it, curiosity overriding caution for a moment.

As he got closer, he realized what it was: a section of pre-collapse highway, partially exposed by recent winds. The asphalt was cracked and faded, but unmistakable. White lane markers were still visible in places, along with the rusted remains of a guardrail.

Arik stopped the bike and walked over to the exposed section. Highways were weird - simultaneously useful and dangerous. Useful because they usually ran toward places that had been important, places that sometimes still had water or salvage. Dangerous because they attracted attention. Both human and otherwise.

He crouched and brushed sand away from the asphalt, revealing more of the surface. Something about highways made him nostalgic for a world he'd barely known. He'd been fourteen when the collapse hit, living in a city called Millerton on the western edge of what used to be called the Midwest. Back then, there had been cars and schools and grocery stores and all the things that seemed like fever dreams now.

His father had been an accountant. His mother taught high school biology. They'd lived in a two-story house with a lawn that needed mowing and a garage that held two cars. Arik had played soccer, worried about grades, spent hours on a computer that connected to something called the internet.

Then the water table dropped. Arik remembered the first day the taps ran dry. His mother had tried turning them on and off, like maybe it was a mistake. His father had gone to the municipal building demanding answers. The answer was: the aquifer was depleted. There was no more water. Figure it out.

The farms failed within months. Food stopped coming to grocery stores. The city started rationing - first food, then water, then fuel. Lines formed. People waited hours for supplies that ran out before everyone was served.

The riots started when the national guard tried enforcing distribution rules. Arik watched his high school burn. The library where he'd studied. The stadium where he'd scored goals. All of it gone in smoke and rage.

The government collapsed. The gangs filled the vacuum. His neighborhood became territory, divided by street signs. His father was killed trying to cross into a sector controlled by a group that didn't recognize neutral passage. Shot in the street for carrying water.

His mother and little sister died that winter. The gangs had cut off heat to their sector. Hypothermia took them both while Arik was out scavenging food. He came home to find them cold in their beds, holding each other.

Everyone with any sense left. Arik was among the last. He'd stayed because leaving meant admitting his family had died for nothing. Finally, he'd joined a caravan heading east, away from the dead city, toward rumors of functioning settlements.

That was six years ago. He'd been a scared teenager with soft hands and no skills. The desert had hardened him, taught him to survive, made him useful.

But sometimes, late at night, he still dreamed about lawns that needed mowing and taps that actually flowed.

He shook off the memory and stood. The past was a weight you couldn't carry in the desert. You either let it go or it pulled you under.

He followed the highway for a quarter mile, noting its direction. It ran roughly parallel to their route, which made sense - people had built roads to connect water sources, and water sources hadn't moved much even if everything else had changed.

Then he saw the marker.

It was a green road sign, half-buried, tilted at a crazy angle. He walked over and dug sand away from the text:

**CROSSROADS  -  52 MI**

Arik felt a small thrill of satisfaction. The sign confirmed their navigation. They were on track, the maps were still accurate, and Crossroads was real and reachable. He pulled out his radio.

"Scout One to Lead."

Static, then Soren's voice: "Go."

"Found old highway marker. Crossroads confirmed at fifty-two miles. We're on track."

"Good news for once. Anything else?"

Arik was about to say no when something caught his eye. A pattern in the sand, maybe fifty yards from the highway. He walked toward it, radio still in hand.

The sand was disturbed - not by wind, but by something that had moved beneath it. The pattern was distinctive: a raised ridge that curved in a long arc before disappearing into a dune. Next to it, the sand had collapsed in several places, forming depression pits.

Arik's mouth went dry.

He'd seen this before. They all had.

"Scout One?" Soren's voice on the radio. "You still there?"

"Yeah." Arik crouched next to the track, careful not to step on it. The ridge was wide - three feet across, maybe more. Whatever made it was big. "Got something else. Burrower sign. Recent, maybe last night."

Silence on the radio. Then: "How big?"

"Big. Track is three feet wide. Single passage, looks like it was moving southeast to northwest."

"Across our route?"

"Close. Maybe a hundred yards north of our planned path."

Another pause. Arik could hear the calculation happening in Soren's head. Burrowers didn't have territories, not exactly, but they did have hunting patterns. If one had moved through this area recently, it might still be close. Or it might be twenty miles away. No way to know.

"Mark the location," Soren said finally. "We'll adjust our line, give it some distance. Anything else?"

Arik stood and scanned the area. The track was isolated - no other signs of disturbance, no indication of multiple predators. Just one, passing through, probably hunting.

"Negative. Just the one track."

"All right. Continue your sweep, report in thirty minutes."

"Copy. Scout One out."

Arik clipped the radio back to his belt and stood looking at the track. In the sunlight, the disturbed sand looked almost peaceful - just a gentle ridge, like something a child might build on a beach.

Except there were no beaches anymore, and the thing that made this ridge could swallow a truck whole.

He'd never seen a Burrower up close. Nobody who'd seen one up close was around to describe it, mostly. But he'd seen the aftermath of attacks, and that was enough. Vehicles torn open like tin cans. Bodies dragged underground so fast there wasn't even blood left on the surface. Entire sections of caravans vanishing between one breath and the next.

The official description was "segmented desert predator." The mechanics said they were probably related to worms or centipedes, evolved to massive size in the empty ecological niche left after the collapse. The religious folks said they were punishment from God. The pessimists said it didn't matter what they were, only that they were everywhere and they were hungry.

Arik personally didn't care about taxonomy. He cared about not getting eaten.

He walked back to his bike, started it, and continued the sweep. The joy of solitude was gone now, replaced by the familiar hyperawareness that came with knowing you were in hunting territory. His eyes scanned constantly, looking for any sand disturbance, any ripple, any sign that something was tracking him.

Nothing.

Just empty desert and silence and the sense of being very small in a very large and hostile place.

He completed his sweep in a wide arc, checking the route for the next five miles. No more Burrower sign. No terrain problems. Nothing but sand and more sand.

When he turned back toward the caravan, he saw them in the distance - a thin line of vehicles crawling across the landscape like some kind of segmented insect themselves. From this far away, they looked fragile. Temporary. Like they could be erased by a strong wind.

Arik twisted the throttle and headed back.

He caught up with the caravan around mid-afternoon and pulled alongside the lead truck. Soren glanced over and jerked his thumb toward the side of the route. Arik nodded and pulled off, killed the engine, and waited for Soren to stop for the heat rest.

Fifteen minutes later, the caravan went still. Arik found Soren in the shade of the lead truck, drinking water from a dented metal canteen.

"The track," Soren said without preamble. "Your gut feeling. Old or new?"

"New," Arik said. "The sand hadn't settled yet. I'd say within the last twelve hours."

"Direction?"

"Southeast to northwest. Moving perpendicular to our route."

"So probably not tracking us."

"Probably not. But it was big, Soren. Bigger than anything I've seen sign of before."

Soren's jaw tightened. "We'll adjust our line, give it distance. Not much else we can do. Detouring would cost us a day, maybe more."

"And if it circles back?"

"Then we deal with it." Soren took another drink of water. "You look like you want to say something else."

Arik hesitated. This was the thing about Soren - he read people the way Kessa read numbers. "The highway. It's running parallel to us. If we followed it, we might make better time. Asphalt is easier on the vehicles than sand."

"Highways attract attention."

"So do caravans."

"Highways attract the wrong kind of attention. Other people. Scavengers. And Burrowers hunt along old roads because that's where prey goes. You know this."

"I know. Just thought I'd mention it."

Soren looked at him for a long moment. "You're getting restless again."

It wasn't a question. Arik shrugged. "Three years on the same route. Same stations, same dunes. Sometimes I wonder what else is out there."

"Nothing good," Soren said flatly. "Everything else is either dead or trying to kill you. This route works because I've spent ten years learning every inch of it. You want adventure, go join a raider crew. You want to survive, stay with the math and the discipline."

"I know. Like I said, just mentioning it."

Soren's expression softened slightly. "You did good today. The highway marker, the Burrower sign - that's exactly what I need from a scout. Clear information, no guessing. Keep doing that."

"What about the track? You really think we can just adjust our line and be fine?"

"No," Soren admitted. "I think we're rolling dice every time we move. But we're always rolling dice. At least now we know there's something big in the area. We'll watch the sand, keep the perimeter tight, and hope it's hunting somewhere else."

"And if it's not?"

Soren met his eyes. "Then you run fast and hope you're not the slowest."

It was the same answer Soren gave to every impossible question: do your best and accept that your best might not be enough.

Arik nodded and walked back to his bike. The heat rest had another hour left, but he was too wired to sleep. Instead, he sat in the shade of someone's truck and stared out at the desert.

Somewhere out there, something huge was moving beneath the sand. Maybe hunting, maybe just passing through. Either way, it was in their path now, and they were in its territory.

The desert didn't negotiate. It didn't offer compromises or second chances.

You either survived it or you didn't.

Arik checked his canteen - half full - and took a small sip. Then he closed his eyes and tried not to think about things with too many legs moving in the dark beneath him.

—-
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## CHAPTER 4: DUSK PROTOCOL

The caravan stopped ninety minutes before sunset, exactly as planned.

Soren watched from the lead truck as the column executed the evening procedure with the precision of a machine that had run this sequence a thousand times.

The choreography was complex, developed over years of trial and error. First, the lead vehicle positioned itself at the center point. Then the others arranged in concentric circles by weight class - heaviest on the perimeter to provide shelter, lightest in the center for protection. Each vehicle had an assigned position, marked by the order they'd joined the formation.

Guards dismounted first, always. They established perimeter before anyone else moved. Eight positions, each with two people, rotating every four hours through the night. The positions were marked by posts that had to be driven exactly twenty feet apart - close enough for mutual support, far enough that one Burrower couldn't take multiple guards simultaneously.

Only after perimeter was set did Soren sound the horn: two short blasts meaning civilians could dismount.

People emerged from vehicles in priority order. Children first - get them to shelter immediately. Then elderly and infirm. Then everyone else. Tents went up in designated zones. Cook fires were prepared - fuel carefully rationed, flames kept low to minimize visibility. Water distribution began under Kessa's supervision.

The whole sequence took forty-five minutes from first stop to full defensive posture.

Forty-five minutes where they were vulnerable to attack. Forty-five minutes where everyone moved with practiced urgency, knowing that dawn and dusk were when Burrowers hunted most actively. Engines cut in sequence from front to back, the silence spreading like a wave. Vehicles positioned themselves in the defensive circle - largest on the perimeter, vulnerable in the center. Guards dismounted and took positions at the designated posts before anyone else moved.

Only when the perimeter was established did Soren give the signal. Two short blasts on the air horn.

The caravan came to life in controlled chaos. Tents rose. Cook fires were prepared - not yet lit, but ready. Water distribution began under Kessa's watchful eye. Children were kept close to their families. Everyone knew their role.

Soren walked the perimeter like he did every evening, checking positions, checking sight lines, checking the people who held the line between the caravan and everything outside it.

"North post secure," called a guard named Torres.

"East post secure," from another.

One by one, the calls came in. Soren logged them mentally, noted who was where. The guard rotation would start after dark - four-hour shifts, two people per post, no exceptions. Nobody stood watch alone. Too easy to fall asleep. Too easy to miss something.

He was making his way to the west side of the perimeter when he heard the sound that made his blood go cold.

Metal on metal. Loud, rhythmic, echoing across the sand.

Clang. Clang. Clang.

Soren ran.

He found the source near Wagon Twenty-Three - a battered panel van that had joined the caravan two weeks ago at Red Station. The back doors were open and a man was crouched inside, hammering at something with a wrench. Each impact rang out like a bell.

"Stop!" Soren's voice cut across the distance.

The man looked up, startled. Young, maybe thirty, with soft hands that said he'd spent most of his life indoors. City folk. His name was Dren something - Soren had approved his entry into the caravan but hadn't paid much attention beyond that.

"Stop," Soren said again, quieter now but with an edge that could cut glass. "Right now."

Dren lowered the wrench, confused. "I'm just fixing the exhaust mount. It's been rattling all day and I thought - "

"You thought wrong." Soren climbed into the van and took the wrench from Dren's hand. "What's the first rule?"

"I... what?"

"The first rule. The one we told you when you joined. What is it?"

Dren blinked. "Move quietly?"

"Move quietly," Soren repeated. "Move carefully. Move together. That's three rules, but they're all the same rule. Everything we do, we do with noise discipline. You understand what that means?"

"I was just - "

"You were hammering on metal." Soren's voice stayed level, but the words had weight. "Making rhythmic impact sounds that carry through the sand. That's how they hunt. Vibration. Rhythm. You just rang the dinner bell."

The color drained from Dren's face. "Oh God. I didn't think - "

"No. You didn't." Soren set the wrench down carefully - no impact, no noise - and climbed out of the van. "With me. Now."

Dren followed, stumbling slightly. By the time they reached the center of camp, a crowd had formed. Word spread fast in a caravan. Someone broke protocol. Someone put everyone at risk.

Soren stopped in the open space near the water tanker and turned to face Dren. The crowd was silent, watching. Soren saw familiar faces: Kessa with her ledger, Cole the mechanic, the Harren family, Marcus Lowe with his sick daughter. Everyone.

This was the part of leadership he hated most. But it was necessary.

"This is Dren," Soren said, loud enough for everyone to hear. "Two weeks ago, he joined us at Red Station. City born, minimal desert experience. We accepted him because we needed mechanics and he said he could learn."

Dren stood frozen, eyes wide.

"Five minutes ago," Soren continued, "he was hammering on metal during dusk protocol. Loud, rhythmic impacts. The exact kind of sound that attracts Burrowers from miles away. Anyone here not understand why that's a problem?"

Silence.

"The rules exist for a reason," Soren said. "Noise discipline isn't optional. It's not something you follow when it's convenient. Every single person here - every single one - knows that rhythmic sound means death. Engines we can't avoid, but we muffle them. Voices we keep low. Impact sounds we eliminate. Because out there - " he gestured at the darkening desert " - something is listening."

Dren's voice cracked. "I'm sorry. I didn't know it was that serious."

"You didn't know." Soren let the words hang. "You've been with us for two weeks. We've gone over the rules every single day. You sat through the safety briefing. You heard the stories. But you didn't know it was serious."

"I just thought - "

"Stop thinking. Start listening." Soren turned to address the full crowd. "This is what happens when someone doesn't take the rules seriously. They put themselves at risk. Fine. That's their choice. But they also put every single person here at risk. Your children. Your families. Everyone."

He turned back to Dren. "You're on watch tonight. Double shift. Eight hours. North post, where Arik spotted that Burrower track. You'll stand there in the dark and you'll think about noise discipline. You'll think about what might be listening. And tomorrow, if we all wake up alive, you'll spend the day doing whatever Kessa needs - carrying water, checking seals, whatever. No breaks."

"I understand," Dren whispered.

"Do you? Because if you pull something like this again, you're out. I don't care if you're a mechanic. I don't care if you've got valuable skills. I'll leave you in the sand with a canteen and a compass and you can learn the rules on your own time. We clear?"

"Yes, sir. I'm sorry."

Soren held his gaze for a long moment, then nodded. "Get your gear. Report to Torres at north post. He'll show you what to watch for."

Dren hurried off, and the crowd slowly dispersed. Soren heard the muttering - some sympathetic, some angry, all of it expected. He'd been too harsh or not harsh enough, depending on who you asked. Leadership meant making everyone a little bit unhappy.

Kessa appeared at his elbow. "That was necessary."

"Doesn't mean I enjoyed it."

"No one said you had to enjoy it. But he needed to understand, and so did everyone else. Rules are rules."

"Rules are rules," Soren echoed tiredly. "Sometimes I wonder if that's all I say anymore."

"You say other things. You say 'no' a lot. And 'we can't afford it.' And 'someone's going to die if we're not careful.'"

"Inspiring leadership."

"Effective leadership," Kessa corrected. She glanced at her ledger. "We're on schedule for evening distribution. Anything you need before I start?"

"Just the usual. Keep the counts clean, watch for waste."

"Always do." She paused. "For what it's worth, Dren's a decent mechanic when he's not being an idiot. Cole says he fixed the Harren wagon suspension better than expected."

"Being good at your job doesn't excuse being reckless."

"I know. Just saying he's worth keeping, if he learns."

"Everyone's worth keeping if they learn," Soren said. "The problem is getting them to learn before they get someone killed."

Kessa nodded and walked off to supervise water distribution. Soren continued his perimeter check, stopping at each post to verify the guards were alert and equipped. The sun was lower now, painting the sand in shades of amber and shadow. Darkness came fast in the desert - twilight was brief, and then it was night.

At the north post, he found Torres showing Dren how to watch the sand.

"See there?" Torres pointed at the dimming landscape. "That depression, about fifty yards out. You keep your eyes on that. If the sand moves, if the shape changes, you call it immediately. Don't wait to be sure. Better to have false alarms than miss the real thing."

"What does it look like?" Dren asked. "When they come up?"

"You don't want to know," Torres said flatly. "You just want to see it early enough to warn everyone else. That's your job. You're not here to fight it. You're here to notice it."

Soren listened for a moment, satisfied that Torres was handling it, then moved on. The perimeter was secure. The camp was settling into evening routine. Everything was as controlled as it could be.

He returned to the center of camp and allowed himself a few minutes of rest. He sat on the bumper of the lead truck and pulled out his own ration - grain paste in a sealed pouch, a strip of dried meat that might have been goat once, and his water allowance. He ate mechanically, tasting nothing.

Cole approached, wiping grease from his hands. "Heard about the Dren situation. Kid's an idiot but he means well."

"Meaning well doesn't stop Burrowers."

"True. But he's learning. Give him time."

"Time's the one thing we don't have much of," Soren said. "Out here, you learn fast or you don't learn at all."

"Spoken like a man who's buried too many people." Cole sat down next to him. "You hear about the consumption overage?"

"Kessa told me. Eight percent over projection. She's watching it."

"It's not waste," Cole said. "I've been asking around. People are being disciplined. It's the heat. We've been running hotter than normal this week, and people need more water to stay functional."

"Can't give them more. We're already cutting it close."

"I know. Just explaining where the overage is coming from. It's not theft or stupidity. It's biology."

Soren nodded slowly. Biology. Another enemy they couldn't fight. The desert didn't care about human physiology. It extracted water from bodies at a fixed rate, and if you didn't replace it, you died. Simple math, just like Kessa always said.

"We'll make it to Crossroads," Soren said, more to convince himself than Cole. "Four days, five max. We've done worse."

"Sure. We've done worse." Cole stood and stretched. "I'm on second watch tonight. Try to get some sleep before then, yeah? You look like hell."

"I feel like hell."

"Well, at least you're consistent."

Cole walked off, and Soren was alone with his thoughts. The camp had settled now - tents were up, fires were burning low, people were eating their rations and preparing for sleep. It looked almost peaceful, if you didn't think too hard about the fragility of it all.

Somewhere out there, something huge had left a three-foot-wide track in the sand. Something that could surface and drag a vehicle under in seconds. Something that was probably hunting right now, moving through the dark beneath them, following vibrations.

Soren thought about Dren's hammering. Those sounds had traveled. There was no undoing that. If something was close enough to hear, it would come to investigate. Not immediately - Burrowers weren't that simple. But the sound would register as potential prey, and prey was worth checking out.

All they could do now was wait and watch.

Soren finished his ration, logged his water consumption in his personal notebook, and stood. The sun was nearly gone now, just a thin line of red on the horizon. Stars were beginning to appear - thousands of them, more than you'd ever see in the old cities. The sky was one of the few things the collapse had improved. No light pollution. Just infinite darkness and distant suns.

He was walking toward his tent when he felt it.

A vibration. Faint, distant, but unmistakable.

Soren froze.

Around him, other people were freezing too. Everyone who'd been in the desert long enough knew that feeling - the sense of something moving beneath you, something vast and hungry and far too close.

The vibration came again. Stronger this time.

Soren's hand went to his radio.

"All posts, this is Lead. Tremor, bearing unknown. Status?"

One by one, the responses came in:

"North post, felt it."

"East post, confirmed."

"South post, confirmed."

"West post, confirmed."

Everywhere. The tremor had been felt everywhere.

Which meant whatever made it was directly beneath them, or close enough that the difference didn't matter.

Soren kept his voice calm. "All posts, weapons ready. Everyone else, stay quiet, stay still. No movement, no sounds. Douse the fires."

The camp went silent. Fires were smothered. People retreated into tents or pressed themselves against vehicles. Guards brought their weapons up - rifles, crossbows, anything that could hurt something big.

Soren stood in the open, waiting.

The vibration came again. Then stopped.

Silence.

Minutes passed. Five. Ten. Fifteen.

Nothing.

Whatever it was, it had passed beneath them and kept going. Hunting somewhere else. Following some other signal.

Soren let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.

"All posts, stand down
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