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​Prologue
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Richard Harris was thirty-three years old when he realized some nights never really end.

They just... linger. Buried under layers of time, of therapy, of campfire laughter and annual reunions. But always there. Waiting.

Tonight, sitting alone on the porch of his small Colorado home, the memory came back unbidden. Not as a blur or a nightmare—but sharp. Clear. Every detail intact, as if twenty-six years hadn't passed at all.

Thirteen years old. NorthStar trailer park. Benzie County, Northern Michigan.

He could see himself clearly: that restless, curious kid who couldn't resist the pull of the unknown. Growing up surrounded by dense woods and quiet streets, the kind of stillness that made nights feel endless. But in the months before it happened, that stillness had started to feel suffocating.

If only I had listened.

His mother's voice echoed in his mind. How many times had she told him? "Richard, stay inside after dark. You hear me? It's not safe."

But he knew better. He was thirteen. Practically an adult. Or so he told himself.

The crisp night air. The crunch of gravel under his sneakers. The way the stars seemed to shine brighter when no one else was awake. That's what he had loved. That's what had called to him night after night. Not the thrill of breaking rules—just the freedom. The sense of adventure.

If only I had listened.

He remembered slipping out his bedroom window, careful not to make a sound. His mom was a light sleeper, but he had gotten good at this. Too good. The window frame groaned softly, and he froze, heart pounding, waiting. Nothing. Just the hum of the old refrigerator and the distant bark of a neighbor's dog.

He dropped to the ground, landing softly on the grass. His sneakers were already on—he'd slept in them that night, anticipating this. Planning it. Because that's what curious kids did. They planned their escapes.

If only I had listened.

He had barely made it two hundred feet from the trailer. The faint glow of the porch light still visible behind him. The gravel road stretched ahead, pale under the moonlight. He remembered thinking how quiet it was. Too quiet.

Then—tires on gravel.

The sound shattered everything.

A large van. Dark exterior. No windows. No markings. It screeched to a halt beside him before his brain could even process what was happening.

Run, something inside him screamed. Run now.

But his legs wouldn't move. They felt like they were rooted to the ground, like the gravel had reached up and grabbed his ankles. He stood there, frozen, as the side door slid open with a metallic groan.

Darkness inside. Yawning. Hungry.

If only I had listened.

Hands grabbed him. Rough. Unyielding. Fingers digging into his arms as they yanked him off his feet. He remembered the sensation of weightlessness—not the good kind, not the kind from jumping off a swing. The sick kind. The kind where you know you're no longer in control.

A coarse bag over his head. The fabric scratching against his face, cutting off his vision. He gasped, but the air inside the bag was thick, suffocating. His hands and feet were bound—something tight, unrelenting. Plastic zip ties, he learned years later. The kind you can't break. The kind that bite into your skin when you struggle.

And he did struggle. God, how he struggled.

Panic surged through him, hot and overwhelming. He thrashed against his restraints, twisting, kicking, anything to get free. Tears welled up in his eyes, spilling over before he could stop them. He tried to scream, but the strip of duct tape across his mouth turned his cry into a muffled, pathetic whimper.

If only I had listened.

In that moment—truly for the first time in his life—Richard Harris felt completely and utterly helpless.

The van's engine roared to life. The vehicle lurched forward, and he felt the gravel give way to smooth pavement. They were speeding away. Away from NorthStar. Away from his mom. Away from everything he had ever known.

The darkness inside the van pressed in on him, suffocating and endless. He could hear voices—men's voices—low murmurs from the front. But the words were indistinct, drowned out by the pounding of his own heartbeat in his ears.

Where were they taking him? What did they want?

Questions raced through his mind, but there were no answers. Only fear.

If only I had listened.

His thoughts turned to his family. His mom, asleep in their trailer, unaware that her son was gone. His little sister, who always looked up to him. Would he ever see them again? The weight of that thought was unbearable. He squeezed his eyes shut behind the bag, trying to block out the terror. But the darkness was everywhere—inside and out.

He remembered thinking: My life will never be the same.

That much, at least, had been true.

—-
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Time became shapeless after that. Meaningless. Stretching and collapsing in on itself like a bad dream. He had no way of knowing how long he'd been in the van—whether it had been a day, two days, or more. The only constants were the hum of the engine, the occasional jolt of the tires over uneven roads, and the oppressive darkness surrounding him.

The bag never came off. The bindings never loosened. The duct tape stayed sealed across his mouth, though his cries had long since dried up, replaced by a numb, hollow feeling in his chest.

He took several naps—if you could even call them that. Desperate escapes. Moments where his body and mind simply gave out from exhaustion. Sleep was the only relief, a temporary reprieve from the fear and uncertainty that gnawed at him whenever he was awake.

But even in sleep, there was no peace.

His dreams were fragmented and chaotic—shadowy figures, half-remembered faces, his mother's voice calling his name from a distance he could never close. He would wake up disoriented, heart racing, only to realize that his nightmare was still very much real.

If only I had listened.

At some point—hours or days later, he couldn't tell—a memory surfaced. Faint at first, like a flicker of light in the darkness.

Facebook. Headlines. Posts shared by worried parents. Comments filled with fear and outrage.

Children were going missing. Not just one or two, but dozens. Maybe even hundreds. Not just in big cities or faraway states—everywhere. The numbers were on a sharp rise, and no one seemed to know why.

He had seen the stories, but he hadn't paid much attention. They felt distant. Unreal. Like something that could never touch him. After all, he lived in a small Northern Michigan town where everyone knew everyone, where the biggest danger was slipping on ice during the winter.

Not here, he had told himself. Not from a place like this.

If only I had listened.

The realization hit him like a punch to the gut. He wasn't special. He wasn't safe. He was just another name. Another face. Another statistic.

He wanted to scream, to fight, to do something—anything. But he was powerless. All he could do was lie there, trapped in the darkness, and wonder if anyone would ever find him.

—-
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Twenty-six years later, sitting on his porch in Colorado, Richard Harris closed his eyes.

The memory faded, but it never truly left. It never would.

He thought about his mother—gone now, cancer took her five years ago. He thought about his little sister, grown with children of her own. He thought about Tyson, Jeff, Jeremy. The others. The ones who made it. The ones who didn't.

And he thought about the men in that van. The doctors. The surgeries. The mechanical implants and surgical steel. The years stolen from him.

If only I had listened.

But he hadn't listened. And neither had thirty-nine other children.

Now, after everything—after the escape, after the reunions, after the healing that never quite finished—Richard had a new thought. A darker one. One that had been growing for months, years, until it could no longer be ignored.

The doctors were dead. All of them. Killed during the escape or hunted down afterward.

But someone had hired them.

Someone had signed the contracts. Someone had funded the laboratory. Someone had looked at forty children and seen weapons instead of human beings.

And that someone was still out there.

Richard opened his eyes. The Colorado stars were bright tonight—not unlike the ones he had stared at as a thirteen-year-old boy, standing on gravel, feeling free.

He stood up and walked inside.

Tomorrow, he would make some calls.
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​Chapter 1
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The annual summer vacation to the KOA campground, just outside of Craig, Colorado, had become routine. Not a getaway from family—Richard loved his family very much—but rather a reconnection with his friends. The friends he now had more in common with than his own flesh and blood.

The changes to their bodies had made him and his thirty-two other friends—survivors—something other than "normal" humans. It had now been ten years since their escape from the medical labs that had forever changed their lives. A decade of freedom. A decade of trying to piece together something that resembled a life. But some things could never be pieced back together.

No longer able to eat. That was one of the hardest losses for most of them. The simple pleasure of sitting down to a meal with family—the smells, the tastes, the togetherness—was gone forever. Richard sometimes caught himself watching people eat at restaurants, feeling a strange mix of longing and resentment.

No longer able to take in normal fluids—other than water. Their modified bodies rejected anything else. Juice, soda, milk—all of it would trigger system failures that could take days to recover from. Water was fuel now. Nothing more.

No longer having the flawless skin they had each possessed as children. Fine precision surgical lines could still be seen throughout their entire bodies, a roadmap of everything that had been done to them. Every look in the mirror was a reminder. Every glance at their own arms, their own chests, their own faces—there were the scars. Delicate, precise, and permanent.

Instead, they had superstrength abilities. Their original bones had been removed entirely and replaced with titanium steel, making their skeletons nearly indestructible. Body weight in excess of nearly nine hundred pounds each, yet contained within a body frame that suggested they weighed only the average hundred and sixty-five pounds. The density of the titanium bones, the composition of reinforced muscles, the metal and synthetic components woven through their entire structure—all of it added mass without bulk. They looked lean, even thin to some eyes. But underneath the surface, they were machines.

Machines designed for war.

Each of them, individually, possessed the power to devastate even the strongest of normal military platoons. They had tested themselves once, years ago, in a controlled environment. The results had been terrifying. A single survivor could tear through reinforced steel. A single survivor could run at speeds that blurred the vision. A single survivor could take hits that would kill an ordinary person ten times over. Their titanium skeletons would not break, would not shatter, would not even dent under most circumstances.

And there were thirty-three of them.

All of this was a constant reminder with each look into a mirror. Those fine precision surgical lines, invisible from a distance but undeniable up close. They ran along arms, across chests, down legs. Some were thin as thread. Others were thicker, raised, like scars from wounds that should have been fatal. Dr. Kennedy and his team had not been gentle. They had not been careful. They had been efficient. The titanium replacement surgeries alone had taken months, each bone extracted, shaped, and replaced with cold, unfeeling metal.

The reminders came in other ways too. A family member would say something about having to use the bathroom, and Richard would feel that old ache—not physical, but emotional. The tragic surgeries had left each of the thirty-three survivors without the ability to even defecate. Their anuses had been sewn shut, considered unessential for the weapons they were being turned into. Their scrotums and testicles had been removed—also deemed unessential. Reproduction was not part of the design. Pleasure was not part of the design. Only function.

Only water cooling.

Only the ability to urinate clear fluids as the body relied on water to regulate its internal temperature. Their modified systems ran hot—always hot—and the only way to keep from overheating was constant hydration and the efficient release of clear, sterile fluids. No waste. No digestion. Just input and output, simple as a machine.

There were a couple of upsides to their abilities. Never getting sick, for one. Their immune systems had been ripped out and replaced with something far more effective. Nanites patrolled their bloodstreams, identifying and destroying threats before they could take hold. Colds, flus, infections—none of them could touch the survivors. It was a small comfort.

Implanted vials within their abdomens supplied a lifetime's worth of essential vitamins. The doctors had thought of everything. The survivors didn't need to eat, didn't need to digest, but their bodies still required nutrients to function. The vials released precise doses at precise intervals, keeping each survivor in perfect internal balance. They would never suffer from malnutrition. They would never develop deficiencies. They would simply continue.

Their lungs had been replaced with air scrubbers, meaning no poisons could be inhaled. Chemical weapons, airborne toxins, biological agents—none of it mattered. The scrubbers filtered everything, pulling in oxygen and expelling carbon dioxide while neutralizing anything harmful. In a world where biological warfare was a genuine threat, the survivors were immune.

There were practical upsides too. Who needed a floor jack for car repair when you could lift up to ten times your body weight? Approximately nine thousand pounds. The titanium bones could handle the stress easily, where normal human bones would have crumbled. Richard had changed a tire for a stranger once, on a remote highway. The man's jack had failed, the car pinned at an odd angle. Richard had simply walked over, lifted the vehicle with one hand, and held it while the man worked. The man had stared at him like he was a ghost. Richard had just shrugged and walked away.

Despite everything—despite the abilities, the immunities, the strength—overall, everyone wished they were just like everyone else within the human race. But wishing only brought you down more. Richard had learned that lesson years ago. Wishing didn't change the titanium in his bones. Wishing didn't restore what had been cut away. Wishing didn't give him back the ability to sit at a dinner table and share a meal with his family.

So he didn't wish anymore. He accepted.

The KOA campground was part of that acceptance. It was a place where he didn't have to pretend. Where he could be exactly what he was, and no one would stare. Where the others understood without explanation.

Tyson would arrive later today. Jeff too. Jeremy was already on the road, driving up from Texas. Dillon and Chris were flying in together, sharing a rental car from the airport. They would gather around the campfire tonight, just as they had every year for the past decade. They would laugh. They would remember. They would pretend, for a few precious days, that they were just old friends catching up.

But none of them would eat. None of them would drink anything but water. None of them would use the bathroom. None of them would remove their shirts, because the scars were too hard to explain.

They would simply exist, together, in the only place where existing felt almost normal.

Richard arrived first, as he often did. He liked the quiet before the others showed up. Liked the chance to walk the campground alone, to breathe the mountain air, to feel the sun on his face without anyone watching. He had rented the same campsite for ten years running—site seventeen, a bit removed from the main loop, bordered by pine trees and a small creek. The owners knew him by sight now. They didn't ask questions. They just smiled and waved him through.

He set up his tent in ten minutes flat. Not because he was fast, but because he barely needed to try. The tent weighed nothing to him. The stakes drove into the hard ground with a single push of his thumb. The whole process was laughably easy, another reminder of how far he was from ordinary.

When he finished, he sat in a folding chair facing the creek and waited.

The others would be here soon.

"Chris and Dillon have to drive from Steamboat Springs," Richard said as he, Tyson, and Jeff gathered firewood.

Tyson responded immediately. He was always the practical one and sometimes did too much thinking. "They couldn't get into an airport closer?"

"No," Jeff answered quickly. "The closest airport for an airliner is Steamboat. If it had been a small aircraft, they could have made it here to Craig instead."

With this, Jeff unloaded a large armful of firewood onto their quickly growing pile. The wood thudded against the stack, heavy and solid. Jeff barely seemed to notice the weight. None of them ever did anymore.

"I've just got to grab the water out of the trunk of my car," Richard said.

He turned toward his vehicle, a modest sedan that had seen better years. The trunk popped open with a dull thunk, revealing several cases of bottled water stacked neatly inside. They would go through all of it before the reunion ended. Thirty-three bodies running on nothing but water—it added up quickly.

In the distance, all three of them could hear a little boy asking his parents about making s'mores.

"Daddy, can we make s'mores tonight? Please? Please?"

The mother laughed. The father groaned playfully. The sound of a family camping trip drifted through the pine-scented air—ordinary, warm, achingly human.

"That sounds good," Jeff said out loud.

He didn't mean it the way the boy meant it. He didn't mean the chocolate, the marshmallows, the graham crackers. He meant the sound itself. The normalcy. The simple, unthinking joy of a child asking for something sweet.

Another luxury that they could never have.

Richard loaded the water cases onto his shoulder as if they weighed nothing. He carried them back to the campsite in a single trip, stacking them neatly near the cooler that would hold nothing but ice and more water. The cooler was mostly for show. Old habits, maybe. Or the desire to look like everyone else.

Tyson had stopped gathering wood and was just standing there, staring at the family in the distance. His face was unreadable, but Richard knew that look. Tyson was thinking about what they had lost. Tyson did that more than he let on.

"Hey," Richard said quietly. "Come on. Help me stack these."

Tyson blinked and nodded, shaking off whatever memory had settled over him. He walked over and grabbed two cases at once, stacking them with mechanical efficiency.

About an hour later, a car with out-of-state license plates suddenly pulled up. The gravel crunched under the tires, a familiar sound that made all three of them turn. The car was a rental—generic, silver, nothing memorable. But the faces inside were anything but generic.

It was Dillon and Chris.

The doors opened before the engine had fully stopped. Dillon practically fell out of the passenger side, already talking.

"Sorry for being late, guys," Dillon said immediately, before he had even closed his door. "We did stop and buy some water from the Kum & Go gas station here in town before we came out here, though."

He held up two large cases of bottled water as proof. Chris was already out of the driver's side, stretching his arms over his head like he had been sitting for hours. Which, to be fair, he had.

Dillon was taller than the average person at six foot three and very skinny. Over the years, he had gotten large gauges in each ear, stretching his earlobes to the point where they looked like they were about to burst. Tattoos peeked out from under his sleeves—ink he had collected over the past decade, a way of reclaiming his body after the doctors had taken so much. His clothes hung loose on his lean frame, hiding the surgical scars that crisscrossed his arms and chest.

Chris, on the other hand, was shorter than average. He had a much more muscular look and was typically a very busy body—always moving, always doing something with his hands. Even now, standing by the car, he was fidgeting with his keys, tossing them from one hand to the other, checking his phone, looking around the campground. Chris couldn't sit still. He never could. The doctors had taken many things from him, but they had not taken his energy. If anything, they had amplified it.

Richard walked over and clasped Dillon's hand, then Chris's. The handshakes were firm but brief. They didn't need long greetings. They had moved past that years ago.

"Glad you made it," Richard said.

"Wouldn't miss it," Chris replied. His voice was raspy, damaged from something that had happened during the surgeries. It always sounded like he was recovering from a cold, but he never was. That was just his voice now.

Tyson and Jeff came over to greet them as well. There were a few back slaps, a few inside jokes about the rental car's color, a few complaints about the drive. Normal stuff. The kind of banter any group of old friends would share around a campground.

But underneath it all, Richard noticed something.

Dillon was normally the most upbeat person in any room. He was the one who told jokes, who kept spirits high, who refused to let the darkness swallow them whole. At every reunion before this one, Dillon had been the spark plug—the one who got everyone laughing, who organized games, who made sure nobody sat alone by the fire.

But for some reason that nobody could put a finger on yet, Dillon seemed a little quieter tonight. A little more reserved. He was smiling, but the smile didn't quite reach his eyes. He was talking, but his words felt rehearsed.

And he seemed lost in thought.

Richard watched him as Dillon helped unload the rest of the car. Dillon moved like he was on autopilot—grabbing bags, handing them to Chris, closing the trunk. His mind was somewhere else. Somewhere far from the KOA campground.

Chris noticed it too. Richard could tell by the way Chris kept glancing at Dillon, like he was trying to solve a puzzle. But Chris didn't say anything. Not yet. That wasn't his way. Chris would wait, watch, and only speak when he had something concrete to say.

Jeff, ever the steady one, broke the silence. "You guys want to set up your tents before it gets dark?"

"Yeah, good idea," Dillon said. His voice was flat. Too flat.

They grabbed their gear and walked toward the far end of the campsite, where there was enough flat ground for two more tents. Tyson followed, offering to help, because that's what Tyson did—he helped, even when he didn't need to.

Richard hung back for a moment. He stood by the fire pit, watching the group move through the motions of setting up camp. Tents went up quickly. Sleeping bags were unrolled. Water bottles were stacked in the cooler.

It looked like any other reunion.

But something felt different.

Richard couldn't explain it. There was no logical reason for the unease settling in his chest. Dillon was just tired. That was all. The drive had been long. The airport had been crowded. Anyone would be a little off after that.

And yet.

Richard made a mental note to keep an eye on Dillon. To pull him aside later, maybe after dark, when the campfire was burning and the others were distracted. To ask, gently, if everything was okay.

Because that's what they did for each other. That's what survivors did.

They noticed.

Though everyone tried to avoid the topic of their abductions and torture from years before, each year the topic would eventually come to light. Normally it would be later into their two-week vacation, but for some reason, the topic was brought up that first night as they sat around the campfire.

The fire crackled and popped, sending embers drifting up into the star-filled sky. Someone had brought a bag of marshmallows for appearances—none of them could eat them, but holding a skewer over the fire made them look less conspicuous. It was a small performance, one they had perfected over the years. The families in neighboring campsites didn't need to see a group of adults sitting around a fire with empty hands. That would raise questions. Questions led to curiosity. Curiosity led to danger.

It was Tyson who brought it up first.

Tyson was fifteen when he was abducted. He had been out late at night when he wasn't allowed out past dark. It had been raining terribly—a summer thunderstorm that had rolled in without warning, soaking him to the bone before he could find shelter. He had been running for home when the van appeared. He never even saw it coming.

"I can still feel that rain sometimes," Tyson said, staring into the flames. "Like, I'll be standing in the shower, and for a second, I'll think I'm back there. Running. Soaked. Scared."

No one interrupted. That was the rule. When someone shared, you listened.

Tyson shook his head and poked at the fire with a long stick. "I was so mad at myself for so long. For breaking the rules. For being out there. It took years to stop blaming myself."

Then Jeremy Sharp chimed in.

Jeremy had been the oldest of the entire original forty who were abducted between the United States and Canada. He was seventeen at the time—practically an adult, or so he had thought. Though Jeremy now lived in Texas, at the time of the abduction, he was in Phoenix visiting family with his dad. He had been standing in his uncle's front yard, just far enough from the front door to feel like he had some independence.

"I didn't even break a rule," Jeremy said quietly. His voice was calm, measured, the voice of someone who had processed his trauma over many years. "I was literally in the yard. The van pulled up so fast. Before I could turn around, they were on me. I couldn't even scream. Couldn't run. It was like my body just... froze."

He looked down at his hands—scarred, powerful, inhuman hands. "I think about that sometimes. If I had just been standing ten feet closer to the house. If I had gone inside five minutes earlier. But I didn't."

It seemed that every victim had been actively breaking their family's rules at the time of their abductions. Regrets. That was the common thread that ran through so many of their stories. The ones who had snuck out, who had stayed out past dark, who had walked alone when they should have been with someone else. They all carried that guilt, whether they deserved it or not.

Jeremy, however, hadn't really broken any rules. He stayed not just close to home—he stayed in the yard. He did everything right. And still, the van came. Still, the hands grabbed him. Still, he vanished into the darkness.

That almost made it worse, in some ways. The others could tell themselves that if they had just listened, just followed the rules, just been better, maybe it wouldn't have happened. But Jeremy had no such excuse. He had done nothing wrong. And they took him anyway.

"Everything happened so quickly," Jeremy continued. "I didn't have a chance to even scream or run into the house. One second I was standing there, looking at my phone. The next second, I was in the van. Just like that."

He snapped his fingers. The sound was sharp, loud in the quiet night.

Jeff, on the other hand, was the youngest at only six years old. He rarely talked about the abduction itself. He said he didn't remember much of it—just flashes. A hand over his mouth. The smell of the van's interior. The sound of his mother's voice calling his name as the doors closed.

"She was screaming," Jeff said softly. His eyes glistened in the firelight. "I can still hear her screaming."

The group fell silent for a long moment. The fire crackled. An owl hooted somewhere in the trees. In the distance, a dog barked once and then stopped.

The conversation lasted about an hour and a half before the subject finally changed. Someone brought up a movie they had seen recently. Someone else talked about a home repair project. The weight lifted, slowly, like fog burning off in the morning sun.

By then, the rest of the campground sounded as if it had all gone to bed. The distant sounds of children laughing, parents talking, radios playing—all of it had faded into silence. Only their campfire still glowed in the darkness.

Richard looked around the circle. Tyson, Jeff, Jeremy, Chris, and Dillon. Five faces he knew better than almost anyone else in the world. Five people who had been through the same hell he had. Five people who understood without explanation.

But as his gaze landed on Dillon, Richard noticed something.

Dillon hadn't added anything to the conversation about their abductions. Not a single word. He had sat there, wrapped in a hoodie despite the warm night, staring at the flames. His face had been neutral, unreadable. When others spoke, he nodded in the right places. When someone made a dark joke to break the tension, he smiled at the right moment.

But he didn't share.

Not about his abduction. Not about his regrets. Not about anything.

He did put input into other people's painful memories, though. He made sure that everyone knew it was important for the group—even though only half of the survivors were present—to have these conversations. He nodded along with Jeremy when Jeremy talked about processing trauma. He agreed with Chris when Chris said that talking helped. He played the role of the supportive friend perfectly.

But he didn't open up himself.

Jeremy and Dillon had always been the ones who tried to make the emotional pains go away. Jeremy did it through gentle logic and patient listening. Dillon did it through relentless positivity and distraction. Two different approaches, but the same goal: help the others heal.

Tonight, though, Jeremy was doing all the work. Dillon was just... there.

Richard filed that observation away. He didn't want to read too much into it. Dillon was allowed to have quiet nights. Dillon was allowed to not want to share. That didn't mean something was wrong.

But Richard had known Dillon for over a decade. He had seen Dillon at his best and his worst. And this—this quiet, hollow version of Dillon—was not normal.

Chris caught Richard's eye from across the fire. He tilted his head slightly toward Dillon, raising one eyebrow. A silent question: You seeing this too?

Richard gave a tiny nod. Yeah.

Chris's jaw tightened, but he said nothing. He just grabbed another bottle of water from the cooler and tossed it to Dillon, who caught it one-handed without looking.

"Drink," Chris said. "You look dehydrated."

Dillon nodded and twisted off the cap. He drank half the bottle in one long pull, then capped it and set it down beside his chair.

"Thanks," Dillon said. His voice was flat. Empty.

Richard leaned back in his chair and looked up at the stars. The same stars he had looked at as a thirteen-year-old boy, standing on gravel, feeling free for the last time.
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