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      [image: fire] THEY SURVIVED THE COLLAPSE. THEY SURVIVED THE JOURNEY. BUT CAN THEY SURVIVE GETTING EVERYTHING THEY WANTED? [image: fire]

      The woman he thought was dead just walked back into his life.

      And she's about to destroy everything.

      Annie and Caleb Morgan have finally reached safety—their father's fortified homestead in the Montana wilderness. After months of loss, betrayal, and impossible choices, they've made it through the collapse alive.

      But surviving together has left them fractured.

      Annie has found love with Dax—the quiet protector who's never promised more than he can deliver. For the first time since the world ended, she can imagine a future that doesn't involve just surviving.

      Caleb has finally healed with Evie—the woman who stayed when everyone else left, who believed in him when he'd stopped believing in himself. He's ready to let go of the past and build something real.

      Then the radio crackles with impossible news:

      His dead fiancée is alive.

      Meredith—the woman he mourned, the love he buried with the old world—has been searching for him through every refugee camp and processing center. She's found him. And she's coming.

      Now Caleb must choose between the woman who defined his past and the woman who gave him a future. Between honor and survival. Between the man he was and the man he's become.

      But some choices burn everything down—even the people you're trying to save.

      In a world where trust is the most dangerous luxury, what happens when the dead refuse to stay buried?

      BENEATH THE SMOKE—where love becomes a weapon, hope becomes a burden, and the only way forward is through the fire of who you used to be.

      Perfect for readers who loved THE LAST OF US, THE ROAD, and aren't afraid of stories that leave scars.
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      Annie

      The compound breathed differently the morning after.

      Annie noticed it before she noticed anything else—the way sound moved through Frank's homestead like it was afraid of itself. Footsteps softer than usual. Doors eased shut instead of pulled. Conversations trimmed to murmurs, eyes cutting sideways before anyone spoke above a whisper.

      Word traveled fast inside a fence line. Thirty-seven people lived inside these walls, and every one of them had heard about Caleb before sundown. Now the compound operated like a hospital ward where the patient might still die.

      Annie hadn't slept. She'd lain in her bunk staring at the ceiling for six hours, listening to the night shift rotate at the perimeter fence, counting boot steps the way other people counted sheep. Her body cataloged the sounds without permission—two sentries on the south approach, one on the ridge, the third walking the tree line at intervals that matched Mitchell's rotation protocol. She'd absorbed that training the way muscle absorbed bruising. Couldn't stop it now if she tried.

      At some point the darkness outside the window had turned gray, then pale, then the sharp blue-white of northern Idaho morning. She got up because lying still felt worse than moving.

      The morning briefing was at 0600. Mitchell ran it from the main hall, clipboard in hand, voice pitched low and steady. Water levels in the cisterns. Patrol rotation for the south ridge. A supply run scheduled for Thursday if the roads stayed clear. Annie stood against the back wall and absorbed every word without retaining any of it. She counted the exits instead—two doors, four windows, the service hatch Mitchell probably didn't know she'd found behind the radio shelf. Her body did it on autopilot. She couldn't enter a room anymore without mapping the ways out.

      Three people asked if she was okay. She told all of them yes.

      Patrol prep took twenty minutes. She checked her rifle with the methodical attention Mitchell had drilled into her—bolt, magazine, sight alignment, safety. The weapon was clean. It was always clean. Maintaining it gave her hands something to do when her mind wouldn't stop cataloging damage.

      She slung the rifle and walked to the mess area. Breakfast was powdered eggs and canned peaches. The eggs had a chemical flatness that coated the inside of her mouth like chalk, and the peaches were syrup-sweet in a way that turned her stomach. Annie carried a plate to the long table, sat down, and moved food around with her fork until enough time had passed to leave without drawing attention. Connie glanced at her from across the room but didn't say anything. Even Connie, who had opinions about everything, was keeping her distance today.

      Annie scraped her untouched plate into the compost bin and started walking.

      She told herself she was doing a systems check. Making sure the compound was functioning, that people were where they needed to be, that yesterday's fracture hadn't cracked anything operational. That's what she told herself. The truth was simpler and uglier: she needed to see them. Needed to put eyes on every person she loved and confirm they were still standing.

      Evie's bunk was empty. The sheets were pulled tight, corners tucked with the precision Evie brought to everything—but the pillow was cold. Annie touched it, then pulled her hand back. The medical bay. Evie had slept in the medical bay again, probably curled on the examination table with her first aid kit clutched against her chest.

      Annie could go check. Confirm it. Stand in the doorway and see Evie's face and know whether the damage from yesterday had settled into something survivable or something worse.

      She didn't. She closed the door quietly and kept walking.

      Caleb's door was shut. No light underneath. No sound from inside. She stood there for ten seconds, hand raised to knock, then lowered it. Whatever was happening behind that door—sleep, grief, the kind of staring-at-nothing that she recognized from their father—Caleb wasn't ready for her yet. And she wasn't sure what she'd say if he opened it.

      The temporary barracks sat at the compound's eastern edge, a prefab structure Frank had added three weeks before they arrived. Through the window, Annie could see Meredith sitting on a cot, back straight, hands resting on her knees. Awake. Alert. Watching the door like she expected someone to come through it.

      Annie studied her through the glass the way Mitchell had taught her to study terrain—reading what was there, not what she expected to find. The woman's hands were still. No fidgeting, no restless shifting. Her gear was stacked in a neat line at the foot of the cot, pack already repacked, boots laced and set within reach. Those weren't the habits of a refugee grateful to be safe. Those were the habits of someone trained to move on short notice.

      Mitchell had mentioned it at intake. Meredith's posture during processing, the way she'd asked about perimeter depth before she'd asked about food. Details Annie hadn't cared about then but couldn't stop turning over now.

      She turned away before Meredith could see her watching.

      The eastern perimeter fence ran along a tree line of lodgepole pine, the posts sunk deep and reinforced with wire that hummed faintly in the morning wind. Annie followed it with her eyes scanning the ground out of habit—tracks, disturbance, anything that didn't belong. The air smelled of pine sap and wet earth, sharp and alive, a world apart from the stale, recycled stillness inside the barracks. The wind shifted and she noted it without thinking—blowing northeast, which meant sound from the compound would carry toward the ridge, not away from it. Mitchell would adjust the south patrol if he was paying attention. He was always paying attention.

      She heard Dax before she saw him. The soft crunch of gravel under boots, the particular cadence of his walk—measured, deliberate, the stride of someone who'd spent years making sure his footsteps didn't give him away.

      He came up beside her and leaned against the fence post. Dust on his jacket from early patrol. His face carried the careful blankness he wore when he was thinking hard about something he hadn't decided how to say.

      They stood in silence for a minute. Two. The morning air was sharp with pine and the metallic bite of coming rain.

      "We should leave," Dax said.

      Annie's fingers tightened on the fence wire. "What?"

      "All of us. Before your father makes the choice for you."

      She looked at him. His jaw was set, his eyes fixed on the tree line like he was reading a map only he could see. This wasn't impulsive. Dax didn't do impulsive. This was something he'd been sitting with, turning over, running tactical calculations on while the rest of them were managing yesterday's explosion.

      "Leave and go where?"

      "South fork of the Priest River. Eighteen miles northwest. There's an old Forest Service cabin that's structurally sound—I checked it on patrol last week. Spring-fed water. Defensible terrain. Close enough to the Canadian border for options but far enough from the network routes that no one would look for us there."

      He'd had an exit route planned since they arrived. Annie absorbed that. Dax had walked into Frank's compound, shaken the man's hand, accepted his patrol assignment—and immediately started mapping a way out.

      "You've been planning this."

      "I plan exits wherever I go. You know that."

      She did. She'd watched him do it at Riverside, at the settlement, at every temporary shelter they'd passed through on the way north. It was the thing about Dax that had annoyed her first and comforted her later—his refusal to trust any place completely, even places that felt safe. Especially places that felt safe.

      "Dax. My brother is in there. Evie is in there."

      "I know." His voice stayed level. "That's why I said all of us."

      She wanted to argue. Wanted to tell him that running was exactly the wrong response to yesterday, that what their family needed was stability, not another upheaval. But the words died before she could form them, because some part of her—the part that had been swallowing her anger at Frank for weeks—recognized what Dax was actually saying.

      This compound was Frank's world. Frank's rules. Frank's hierarchy. And in Frank's world, people didn't get choices. They got assignments.

      For half a second, something loosened in her chest. Relief. The word yes forming somewhere behind her ribs before guilt crushed it flat. She wanted to run. She hated herself for wanting it.

      "I'm not ready," she said.

      Dax nodded once. He didn't push. Didn't argue. Didn't tell her she was wrong or try to convince her. He just stood there, steady and present, the way he always did when she needed time to catch up to something he'd already figured out.

      "The offer stands," he said. Then he pushed off the fence post and walked back toward the compound, leaving her alone with the hum of the wire and the weight of a decision she wasn't ready to make.
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        * * *

      

      Annie leaned her rifle against the fence post outside the operations room door. The weight of it had been a comfort on the walk over. Now it felt wrong—carrying a weapon into a conversation with her father. Not because she was afraid she'd use it. Because she was afraid of what it said about the kind of person this compound was turning her into.

      She found Frank inside, standing at the long table where he ran his morning planning sessions, maps pinned under clear plastic, radio equipment casting green light across his face. Alone. His people had cleared out after the briefing, leaving him with his systems and his silence. Frank preferred it that way. People were assets to be managed. Solitude was where the real work happened.

      Annie closed the door behind her.

      Frank looked up. His expression didn't change—it rarely did—but something shifted behind his eyes. A recalibration. The slight adjustment of a man who'd been expecting this conversation and had already decided how it would go.

      "You brought her here," Annie said.

      No preamble. No easing in. The time for careful navigation had ended somewhere between her empty plate and Evie's empty bunk.

      Frank set down the pencil he'd been marking coordinates with. "Meredith arrived with a scheduled transport of displaced civilians. I approved the transport three days ago based on a request from Administrator Wells in the northern zone."

      "You knew she was on that transport."

      "I was informed of the manifest twenty-four hours before arrival."

      "And you didn't tell Caleb. You didn't tell any of us."

      Frank's chin lifted a fraction of an inch. The gesture that meant he was done being questioned and was about to start explaining, which in Frank's language were two very different things. But his hand moved to the edge of the map table, and his fingers pressed against the surface for a beat longer than necessary before he spoke. Annie filed it. Frank didn't fidget. Frank didn't need to brace.

      "Caleb's emotional state has been unstable since the communications room incident. Introducing this variable without preparation would have been operationally irresponsible."

      "Operationally irresponsible." The words sat in her mouth like metal shavings. "Your son found out his dead fiancée was alive from a bureaucrat on a scratchy radio tape. Three days later she walked through your front gate while Evie was standing right there. And you call that preparation?"

      "I call it a situation that required controlled management."

      "You didn't bring her here for Caleb." The words came out quiet. Steady. Surprising even to Annie, who'd expected to shout. "You brought her here for you."

      Frank went still. Not offended. Not angry. Just still, the way a man goes still when someone sees through the operational language to the calculation underneath.

      "Meredith Larson is former emergency medical services with wilderness trauma certification," he said. "She has field triage experience, defensive training, and leadership capacity. She's an asset this compound needs."

      "And Evie?"

      The question sat between them. Annie watched her father's face for any crack in the armor—any sign that he understood what he'd done to the woman who'd kept his son alive, who'd stitched wounds and rationed antibiotics and loved Caleb without asking for anything except the chance to stay.

      "Evie is kind," Frank said. "Kindness doesn't keep walls standing."

      Annie's hands curled at her sides. She felt the blood leave her fingers, felt her nails press crescents into her palms. The operations room was quiet except for the low hum of the radio and her own pulse knocking against the base of her throat. She had to stop before her next sentence. Had to wait for air to come back, for the tightness in her chest to release enough to let words through.

      She thought about her mother on the trail outside the mine. The dry rasp of Mary's breathing, the way her hand had gone cold in increments. Evie had been there. Evie had held that hand and lied about how bad it was so Caleb could keep leading and Annie could keep walking and Mary could keep believing her children would make it north. Evie had carried that lie for days, and it had cost her something Annie was only now beginning to understand.

      "Evie kept your son alive," Annie said. Her voice was low and even, and she barely recognized it as her own. "She kept all of us alive. While you were up here building your kingdom, she was in a mine in Wyoming holding my mother's hand and lying about how bad it was so Caleb could keep leading. She earned her place here. Not because she's an asset. Because she's family."

      Frank looked up from his maps. Something moved behind his eyes—not guilt, not remorse, but recognition. The acknowledgment that his daughter had just drawn a line he hadn't expected her to draw. His hand was still pressed flat against the table. He didn't move it.

      "Family," he said, the word carrying the same testing weight it had the day they'd arrived.

      "Family," Annie repeated. And this time, she didn't wait for his verdict.

      She turned and walked out of the operations room, pulling the door shut behind her with a deliberate, measured click. Not a slam. A slam would have been anger. This was something harder than anger. This was a decision.

      She picked up her rifle from where she'd leaned it. The stock was cold against her palm.

      She stood in the hallway, her pulse hammering against her ribs, and understood for the first time that the homestead had never been the finish line. It was the place where she'd finally have to choose who she was—Frank's daughter, or Mary's.

      Or something neither of them had made room for.
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      Caleb

      The ceiling was pressing down.

      Not literally. Caleb knew that. The rational part of his brain logged the fact the way it logged radio transmissions—timestamp, source, assessment: false alarm. But the rest of him couldn't breathe. The dark was too close, the walls too tight, and the sound of his own exhale filled the room like something trapped.

      His hands found the armrests. He gripped until his knuckles went white, until the edges of the wood cut grooves into his palms, and he held on. Counted. Inhale through the nose—two, three, four. Hold—two, three. Exhale through the mouth—two, three, four, five. Frank's training. Even now, even here, his father's voice running drills inside his skull.

      The bunk was behind him. He'd tried it at midnight and lasted forty minutes before the stillness became something else entirely. The chair was better. The chair meant sitting upright, boots on the floor, weight distributed, ready to move.

      He didn't sleep.

      At some point the darkness outside the window turned gray. Then pale. Then the sharp blue-white of northern Idaho morning.

      Caleb opened the door. The handle was cold under his palm.
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        * * *

      

      The compound was already operational. Six forty-five by the angle of the light cutting across the courtyard. People moving between buildings with the purposeful efficiency Frank demanded—nobody loitering, nobody wasting steps. Two of Mitchell's security team headed toward the south gate with rifles slung. A woman from the kitchen crew carried a crate toward the storage shed.

      Normal. Everything running the way Frank designed it to run. The compound didn't care that Caleb Morgan's life had detonated sixteen hours ago. The compound had schedules to keep.

      The morning air hit him like a slap—cold, thin, carrying the sharp resin smell of the pines that ringed the property. His empty stomach cramped against the temperature drop, a brief twist of nausea that came from running on nothing since yesterday's powdered eggs. His shoulders drew in. Jaw tightened. The body adapted even when the mind was somewhere else entirely.

      He was halfway across the courtyard when he saw her.

      Meredith came out of the temporary barracks and turned toward the mess hall. She walked the way she'd always walked—head up, shoulders squared, covering ground without hurrying. But something was different. The tilt of her head when she scanned a doorway. She'd always turned left-to-right. Now it was right-to-left. A small thing. The kind of thing nobody else would catch.

      Caleb caught it, and the recognition sat wrong in his chest—like looking at a photograph that had been subtly altered. The woman he'd memorized was still there, but the months between them had rearranged her in ways he couldn't catalog from thirty yards away.

      Two compound members paused their conversation as she approached. Caleb watched them straighten slightly, the way people did around someone who carried authority without demanding it.

      His feet stopped moving. His chest did something complicated—a tightening that wasn't quite pain, wasn't quite recognition, was something older and deeper that lived in a part of him he'd spent months trying to seal shut.

      And that knowing was the problem. Because he also knew the sound Evie made when she laughed, and how her hands moved when she was stitching a wound, and the way she tucked her hair behind her ear before she said something that mattered.

      Meredith reached the mess hall door and pulled it open. For half a second, her head turned toward the perimeter fence—habitual scan—and Caleb stepped sideways behind the generator shed before her gaze could sweep his direction.

      He stood with his back against corrugated metal, breathing harder than the movement justified. The cold of the shed seeped through his jacket, and he could taste something metallic at the back of his throat—the flat, copper tang of adrenaline burning through an empty system.

      He was hiding. From a woman he'd once planned to marry. In his own father's compound.

      The absurdity of it registered somewhere distant and clinical, the way a medic might note a symptom without feeling the pain. The man who'd led people through Wyoming and buried his parents and kept his sister alive couldn't walk across a courtyard.

      Caleb waited until Meredith was inside, then crossed on a different line, keeping the storage building between himself and the mess hall windows. He reached the communications building and went in through the side entrance.
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        * * *

      

      The comms room was dark except for the green glow of the radio equipment and the amber standby light on the signal booster Frank had installed last month. The air smelled like solder and old coffee—the stale kind, reheated on a hot plate and left too long, the smell baked into the walls themselves. Caleb's station was exactly as he'd left it yesterday—headphones coiled on the desk, logbook open to a half-finished entry, pencil sitting where he'd dropped it when Annie's voice cracked over the walkie: Caleb, you need to come outside right now.

      He sat down. The chair creaked under his weight. The headphone cushions were slightly damp—someone had pulled a monitoring shift overnight, probably Rodriguez or the new woman Frank had trained last week. Caleb wiped them with his sleeve, settled the pads over his ears, and adjusted the frequency dial. The dial had a slight catch at the 7.2 mark where the detent was wearing out. He knew that catch the way he knew the feel of his rifle's trigger. Muscle memory. The body learning a space even when the mind refused to settle.

      He started listening.

      Routine. The only thing he had left that made sense. Sit here. Listen. Log what you hear. Report anything significant to Frank. Don't think about the woman in the mess hall. Don't think about the woman who wasn't.

      The radio traffic was bad.

      Not unusual-bad. The kind of bad that made Caleb's training override his personal disaster and force him to pay attention. He reached for the logbook and started writing. The pencil shook in his grip for the first two characters. He steadied his hand against the page, pressed harder, and kept going.

      The first transmission was a relay from a ham operator near Boise. Government forces were consolidating positions along the I-84 corridor, establishing permanent checkpoints at every major interchange between Boise and Twin Falls. The operator's voice was steady but clipped, the cadence of someone delivering information they knew was dangerous to possess. He listed unit designations, approximate troop counts, equipment sightings. Caleb wrote it all down.

      The second was worse. A woman on a civilian frequency, broadcasting from somewhere in eastern Washington. Refugee corridors that had been operating for weeks—unofficial routes through national forest land where displaced families could move without encountering government patrols—were being systematically shut down. She named three corridors by their local designations. Two were already closed. The third was compromised, with military units moving into position to seal it within forty-eight hours.

      Caleb marked the corridors on the map pinned above his desk. Two of them fed into routes that connected to Frank's network. If those corridors closed, the flow of displaced civilians toward the northern safe zones would bottleneck into a handful of increasingly dangerous alternatives.

      The third transmission made him stop writing.

      A male voice, distorted by distance and atmospheric interference, reported from a frequency Caleb hadn't monitored before. The signal was weak, cutting in and out, the source unverified—and Caleb noted that in the margin of his log before writing anything else. Unconfirmed. Single source. No corroboration. But the details tracked with fragments he'd picked up over the past week, and his gut told him to keep listening.

      Someone was building an empire. A rogue FEMA operative—the voice used the name Harlan, though whether that was a first name, last name, or alias wasn't clear—had established a supply-for-territory operation moving north through central Idaho. The model was simple and brutal: Harlan's people controlled access to medical supplies, fuel, and ammunition. Communities that cooperated received provisions. Communities that didn't were cut off. Or worse.

      The voice described what worse looked like. Caleb's pencil moved across the page without pause, recording details he wished he could unhear. Harlan's operation had absorbed two smaller militia groups and was actively recruiting from displaced military personnel. Estimated force strength was between forty and seventy armed individuals, growing weekly.

      Moving north.

      Caleb plotted the trajectory on the map. If the reports were accurate—and he wrote if in the margin, underlined it—Harlan's operation would reach the Priest River valley within three to four weeks. Frank's compound sat at the edge of that projected path.

      He needed to bring this to Frank. The tactical part of his brain was already organizing the data—threat assessment, projected timeline, recommended response options, source reliability graded as low-to-moderate pending corroboration. The structured format his father expected.

      The thought landed with an edge he hadn't expected. Frank had put him here—behind a desk, away from the perimeter, away from the field teams, away from anything that mattered in real time. Communications and intelligence. The son who'd proven he couldn't handle sharp edges. And now that desk was producing the most significant threat assessment the compound had seen in weeks, and Caleb would walk it into his father's office like a clerk delivering a memo.

      He could resent it or he could use it. The intelligence was what mattered. Not who delivered it.

      The rest of his brain was sitting in a dark room listening to a dead woman's heartbeat.

      He pulled off the headphones and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. The pressure created false light, red and orange shapes that swam behind his eyelids. His body wanted food. His body wanted sleep. His body wanted to stop functioning in a state of sustained emergency that had been running since yesterday afternoon.

      He put the headphones back on and kept listening.
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        * * *

      

      At 0830, the door opened.

      Caleb didn't turn around. He knew the sound of those footsteps—lighter than Dax's, more deliberate than Annie's, with the particular measured quality of someone who'd spent a year working in a care facility where sudden movements startled fragile patients.

      Evie crossed the room behind him. He tracked her by sound alone. Four steps from the door to the desk. The soft thunk of a plate being set on the wooden surface to the right of his logbook. The faint clink of a fork against ceramic.

      She'd brought him food.

      The room changed with her in it. The radio static seemed louder, sharpened by the presence of someone breathing four feet behind him. He could hear her—not labored, not shaking, just steady, deliberate breaths. The kind of breathing you did when you were controlling it on purpose.

      The smell hit him before he could prepare for it—scrambled eggs, real ones, golden and steaming. Toast, actual bread, the yeast-and-wheat smell so far removed from the powdered mess the kitchen had served at 0600 that it might have come from a different world. Evie had gone to someone for this. Had asked, or traded, or used whatever social capital she'd built in the compound's kitchen to get real eggs and real bread for a man who'd broken her heart sixteen hours ago.

      Their hands were close on the desk surface. Inches apart. He could see hers in his peripheral vision—capable hands, nails trimmed short and practical, a small scar across the left knuckle from the barbed wire outside the mine in Wyoming. Hands that had held his face in the dark. Hands that had pulled him back from the edge of himself more times than he deserved.

      Their fingers didn't touch.

      Caleb pulled off the headphones. The room went quiet except for the low hiss of the radio and the distant sound of someone hammering outside.

      "Evie, I⁠—"

      "Eat." Her voice was level. Controlled. The voice she used with patients who needed managing, not comforting. "You have a shift."

      She turned and walked out. The door closed behind her with the soft click of someone who was being very careful not to slam it.

      Caleb stared at the plate. Two eggs, scrambled soft the way he liked them. She remembered. Had carried that knowledge all the way from Missouri to Idaho, through militia checkpoints and mountain passes and the death of people they both loved, and she still remembered that he liked his eggs scrambled soft.

      And she'd brought them to him the morning after his dead fiancée walked back into his life. Had gotten up, crossed the compound to the kitchen, found something better than powdered rations, and carried the plate to the one room in this place where she knew he'd be hiding. Because Evie knew him too. Knew that when the world broke, Caleb retreated to duty. Knew he'd be here, doing the only thing he still understood how to do.

      Eat. You have a shift.

      Four words. Not angry. Not cold. Just the stripped-down language of a woman who was holding herself together by refusing to have the conversation that would take her apart.

      He picked up the fork. The eggs were warm. He put a bite in his mouth and chewed, tasting salt and butter, swallowing because she'd told him to and following her instructions was the only thing he could give her right now.

      He ate half the eggs and one piece of toast. Set the fork down. Put the headphones back on.

      The ham operator near Boise had moved on to weather reports—a cold front pushing south from Canada, temperatures dropping into the low twenties by end of week. The woman in eastern Washington was gone, her frequency replaced by static. Harlan's name surfaced on two more transmissions, each one adding detail to a picture Caleb didn't want to see clearly but couldn't stop assembling.

      He logged everything. Had to reread one line where the letters blurred and ran together, fatigue finally breaking through the wall of adrenaline. He blinked hard, refocused, kept writing. Neat, precise characters because Frank expected legible reports and because the act of writing kept his hands steady and his mind focused on problems that had tactical solutions.

      Supply routes. Force projections. Weather patterns. Problems you could map, measure, plan against.

      Not like the half-eaten eggs cooling in the green glow of the radio. Evidence that someone still cared enough to feed him, delivered by someone he'd hurt in a way that couldn't be plotted on a map or solved with better strategy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Evie

      The cut on Dale Weaver's forearm had gone septic.

      Evie could tell before she unwrapped the bandage. The smell hit first—sweet and wrong, the particular sourness of tissue losing a fight it shouldn't have had to fight. Dale sat on the examination table with his sleeve rolled past his elbow, jaw working like he was chewing something tough, not looking at the wound. People never looked at their own infections. They looked at the medic's face instead, trying to read the verdict before it was spoken.

      Evie kept her face neutral. She'd learned that at Clearwater Care Home, three years of working with patients who searched every shift change for evidence that their condition had worsened. You gave them nothing until you had something useful to give.

      "When did you change the dressing last?" she asked, peeling the gauze away in slow, even strips. The adhesive pulled at the skin around the wound edges. Dale's forearm muscles tightened but he didn't flinch.

      "Yesterday morning. Maybe the day before."

      "It needs to be every twelve hours with this kind of laceration. I told you that when I sutured it."

      "Been busy."

      Everyone was busy. Frank's compound ran on the assumption that idle hands were vulnerable hands, and Dale pulled double shifts on the construction crew reinforcing the western perimeter wall. The cut had come from a piece of corrugated roofing three days ago—a clean slice that should have closed without complications if he'd kept it covered and dry.

      He hadn't. Now the wound margins were inflamed, the surrounding skin hot to the touch, and a thin line of red tracked up his forearm toward the elbow. Lymphangitis. The infection was spreading.

      "I'm going to clean this and repack it," Evie said. "Then you're on oral antibiotics for seven days. I need you to actually take them. All of them. Not just until it feels better."

      "We short on antibiotics?"

      "We're short on everything. That's why I need you to take the full course so we don't have to use more."

      She laid out her supplies on the steel tray beside the examination table. Saline solution for irrigation. Betadine swabs. Fresh gauze. The antibiotic ointment was running low—maybe two weeks' worth left in the tube, and the supply run Frank had scheduled for Thursday wasn't guaranteed to find more. She'd have to note it in the inventory log. Add it to the list of things they needed that kept getting longer while the list of things they had kept getting shorter.

      Evie irrigated the wound with steady hands. The saline flushed out debris and a small amount of purulent drainage. Dale hissed through his teeth but held still. Good patient. Most of Frank's people were good patients—they understood that medical care was a resource, not a right, and wasting the medic's time with complaints was the same as wasting ammunition.

      She applied the betadine in careful strokes, working from the wound center outward. Repacked with fresh gauze. Wrapped it snug but not tight enough to restrict circulation. Taped the edges and checked his capillary refill in the fingertips. Two seconds. Adequate.

      "Amoxicillin, five hundred milligrams, three times a day with food," she said, counting tablets from the bottle into a small zip-lock bag. Fourteen tablets. She noted the reduction in the log. Their amoxicillin supply had dropped below forty doses. "Come back in two days so I can check the tracking. If the red line moves past your elbow before then, come immediately."

      Dale nodded, took the bag, and left. Evie cleaned the tray, sterilized the instruments in the small autoclave Frank had sourced from a veterinary clinic two counties over, and wiped down the examination table with diluted bleach solution.

      Her hands were steady. Her hands were always steady. Her hands had been steady when she'd set Caleb's dislocated shoulder in the rain outside the mine. Steady when she'd held Mary Morgan's wrist and felt the pulse weaken from erratic to thready to gone. Steady when she'd sutured a gash on Annie's leg by flashlight while Dax kept watch and the sound of helicopters faded into the distance.

      Her hands were the one thing that didn't betray her. Everything else—her sleep, her appetite, the way her chest constricted every time she heard footsteps outside the medical bay door—had gone unreliable. But her hands stayed true. The muscle memory of care was deeper than whatever was happening in the rest of her body.

      She was organizing
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