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      For Gus —

      who walked the real Burning Ground and shared its secrets with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “We knew the world would not be the same. A few people laughed, a few people cried. Most people were silent. I remembered the line from the Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad Gita; Vishnu is trying to persuade the Prince that he should do his duty, and to impress him, takes on his multi-armed form and says, ‘Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.’ I suppose we all thought that, one way or another.”

        — J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            DUST AND DETECTORS

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind came low and relentless, a dry rasp across the cracked basin that stripped the world to bone and rust. Graham pulled the frayed scarf higher over his nose and mouth, the fabric already gritty with the fine powder that rose from every footfall. Goggles — scavenged from some long-abandoned maintenance shed — pressed against his face, turning the horizon into a hazy amber. Behind him, the convoy's engines remained silent, parked in a tight defensive cluster beside the admin building where they had taken shelter.

      They had rolled through the rusted gate under cover of full dark the night before, headlights killed, tires crunching over decades of drifted sand and debris. No one had dared speak above a whisper. Graham, Sam, and a handful of the steadier men had stood rotating watch in the long, echoing corridor of the first intact administration building they could barricade. The rest of the group — women, children, infants, the exhausted and the pregnant — had huddled against the cold concrete walls, wrapped in whatever blankets and tarps they could salvage. Sleep had been thin, broken by the low moan of the wind outside and the occasional soft cry of Bang and Addy's newborn. Paige had curled against Graham's side for a few fitful hours, her hand never leaving the gentle swell beneath her jacket, the black radiation detector resting cool and silent against her skin.

      He had not slept. He rarely did anymore before first light of unknown territory. Too many years of learning what dawn could bring.

      Instead he had sat with his back against the concrete wall and listened to the breathing of everyone in the corridor — counting it, almost, the way you counted ammunition. Grae making his thin hungry sounds. Sam shifting on the hard floor, too old for it and too stubborn to say so. Macy murmuring something in her sleep. Tehya absolutely still in the corner the way she had learned to be, which still made his chest ache when he thought about how young she had been when she started practicing it.

      This was what he carried into every new place. Not a plan. Not a map. This particular inventory of breathing.

      Dalton had been the one who told him that, years ago, in a different kind of dark. You don't lead people, Graham. You carry them. There's a difference. He hadn't fully understood it then. He understood it now, in the particular way you understood things that arrived too late to be useful and too true to be forgotten.

      Dalton wasn't breathing in this corridor. That absence sat beside him all night like a cold that wouldn't lift.

      Neither was Rick. Neither was Tala.

      The dead didn't stop traveling with you. They just stopped taking up space you could see.

      Now, with dawn bleeding across the bleached sky, they were emerging to see the truth of where they had come.

      Hanford stretched before them like a forgotten cathedral of the old world — skeletal buildings leaning at broken angles, their corrugated walls streaked with decades of oxidation the color of dried blood. Towering cranes stood frozen mid-reach against the horizon, and in the distance, the massive domes of the old reactors squatted like sleeping giants, their concrete skins flaking away in the ceaseless wind. It was beautiful, in the way a blade is beautiful: cold, precise, lethal.

      Graham stood at the threshold and let himself look at it for a full moment before he let himself think. That was something else Dalton had taught him — see it first, before your fear does.

      What he saw was enormous. What he felt was smaller than he expected. Not relief. Not dread exactly. Something closer to recognition. Like arriving somewhere you had been warned about so thoroughly that when you finally stood in it, it was almost familiar. The smell of rust and chemical distance. The silence beneath the wind. The way the reactor domes didn't look dangerous so much as patient.

      This is the last place, he thought. So we'd better make it count.

      "Eyes sharp," Graham murmured into the handheld, his voice muffled. "Sam, take the east perimeter. Tehya — north ridge with Mark. Stay low. Blend."

      He didn't need to say the rest. Everyone wore the goggles now — scratched, fogged things that turned the world into a sepia nightmare. Scarves, bandanas, anything to keep the dust out. Paige walked a step behind him, one hand splayed protectively over the gentle swell beneath her jacket, the other gripping the black detector looped around her neck. The little screen glowed faint green. Silent. For now.

      A gust whipped past, carrying the faint metallic tang that made Graham's throat tighten. Chemical ghosts. Radiation didn't roar or burn — it whispered. It waited in the soil, in the wind-scoured cracks, in the shadowed corners of bunkers that had once held the power to end civilizations.

      Clarisse moved among them like a ghost in a worn lab coat cut into strips and turned scarf, her own goggles reflecting the merciless sun. "Keep the seals tight," she said, voice steady but edged. "Wind kicks up particulates. If it beeps — any of them — you move. No hesitation."

      She had been saying variations of that sentence for years now. Graham wondered sometimes if she knew how much of the group's survival was simply Clarisse refusing to stop talking.

      Tehya crouched on a low ridge of fractured concrete, rifle steady, her dark hair tucked brutally under a faded cap. Even through the goggles, Graham could see the set of her jaw — the warrior he'd never wanted her to become. She scanned the empty expanse with the cold patience of someone who'd already paid the price for hesitation. Scout lay belly-down beside her, ears pricked, as much a shadow as the rest of them.

      Bang helped Addy down the steps from the admin building, baby Grae swaddled against her chest under layers of cloth. The baby's detector rested against the bundle like a talisman. Graham watched Bang's hand settle briefly at the small of Addy's back as she found her footing on the broken steps — automatic, careful, a man keeping track of the thing he couldn't afford to lose. Graham recognized that particular vigilance. He practiced it himself.

      Lawoaka and the other rescued women moved in tight formation, faces covered, eyes darting. They had survived islands and chains. Now they walked into the belly of America's oldest sin.

      Graham paused at the rusted gate, glancing again at the HANFORD lettering he'd uncovered the night before in the beam of a hooded flashlight. The metal was already warm from the rising sun, flaking under his glove. This was the last chance. Dalton's voice in his head. Rick's, too. A place no one had ever wanted to come to — until it became the only place left.

      The wind rose again, howling through the skeletal frames like the breath of ancient dying gods — a low, mournful wail across a poisoned empire. Dust devils danced across the open ground, swirling rust and secrets. Somewhere out there, the remnants were coming. Here, inside the wire, the real enemy never slept.

      Paige stepped up beside him, her shoulder brushing his. "Perfect spot for a baby," she muttered dryly. "Nothing says 'welcome to life' like breathing in yesterday's fallout."

      Graham slipped an arm around her, hand resting over their unborn child. The detector at her throat stayed blessedly quiet. "We make it safe again," he said. "Or we die trying."

      The goggles hid his eyes, but not the weight in his chest. They had fled the green world for this rusty tomb. Now they would stand vigil in the poison, faces covered, hearts exposed, while the dry wind sang its endless, radioactive dirge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            SHADOWS ON THE RIDGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Tehya lay belly-down on the fractured concrete ledge, rifle stock pressed firm against her cheek. The morning wind scraped across the ridge in dry, endless waves, carrying a fine powder that worked its way into every fold of her scarf and the crevices of her goggles. She had claimed this elevated spur of broken roadway at first light because it gave her the best overwatch position north across the sprawling complex.

      In the distance the reactor domes rose like enormous weathered monuments, their surfaces pitted and cracked, concrete shedding in slow motion beneath the constant abrasion of the wind. The whole place felt ancient and watchful, as if the land itself were holding its breath.

      Tehya shifted slightly against the broken concrete, and something hard pressed beneath her elbow. Frowning, she brushed aside the powdery dust with gloved fingers.

      A shell casing.

      Not green with corrosion. Not buried for decades.

      Brass still dull-bright beneath the grime.

      Scout lifted her head immediately, ears forward.

      Tehya turned the casing slowly between two fingers. Rifle round. Recently fired—recent enough the wind hadn’t fully reclaimed it yet. She could still smell the faint bite of burnt powder clinging to it.

      Mark noticed her expression from a few yards away. “What?”

      Without answering, she tossed it lightly across the gap between them. He caught it one-handed, studied it, then slowly lifted his gaze toward the reactor fields.

      Neither of them spoke for a moment.

      The ridge suddenly felt less abandoned.

      Scout settled warm against Tehya’s left flank, the dog’s ears flicking at every gust. Loyal as ever. Just like Sheriff had been.

      Mark lay prone beside a slab of shattered roadway, rifle angled toward the distant structures. Her closest friend—more brother than anything else in this broken world—had volunteered to take the watch with her without hesitation. Mark had been there since the earliest days, one of the first kids Graham brought into the group. He understood her silences the way no one else did. Bang might act as the steady surrogate father she needed, but Mark was the one who never treated her like she was fragile.

      He simply stood beside her.

      “Overwatch in position,” Tehya said quietly into the handheld, using the clipped shorthand they had all learned over the years. “No movement on the northern sector. Clear so far. Over.”

      “Copy, Overwatch,” Graham replied, voice steady through the static. “Main team is clearing the admin block. Stay sharp. Eyes on any movement toward the reactor domes. Out.”

      Tehya kept her eye glued to the scope, sweeping slowly across cracked asphalt lanes half-swallowed by tall, dry grass. Nothing stirred except drifting sheets of dust rolling through the old industrial corridors. Somewhere far below, loose metal groaned softly in the wind.

      The silence out here felt different from the forests they had known—heavier, drier, laced with something metallic that clung to the back of the throat.

      Sleep in the echoing corridor the night before had been nothing but jagged fragments.

      Meg’s eyes wide in that final moment.

      The slick warmth on her knife hand.

      The wary glances from some of the others afterward.

      Rick’s fresh grave haunted her too. She missed his calm radio voice more than she cared to admit, even to Mark.

      Mark eased a little closer, staying low. “Graham’s team is still sweeping the admin block and the nearest storage buildings. They’re hunting those deep bunkers Dalton marked on the old maps. Lower levels should give us decent protection from the wind and whatever’s blowing around in the soil.”

      Tehya held her position, scope steady. “We stay here until they finish clearing the first block. Then we push north along the ridge for a better look at the rail line. If there are supply caches or intact bunkers up there, we need eyes on them before the group commits to unloading the trucks.”

      They remained motionless, two shadows among broken concrete and rusted guardrails, scopes sweeping in slow overlapping arcs.

      The sun climbed higher.

      Heat shimmered above the distant asphalt. A faded radiation warning sign creaked lazily against a bent chain-link fence below them, the old paint peeling away in strips.

      Tehya’s detector remained blessedly silent for now, but she could feel the land pressing inward around them.

      This wasn’t ordinary ruin.

      This was a place deliberately erased from memory.

      Now her family had been forced to claim it anyway.

      Minutes stretched into tense silence.

      Then Mark stiffened.

      “Tehya,” he said suddenly, voice tight. “Three o’clock. High. What the hell is that?”

      She swung her scope.

      At first she thought it was a bird riding the thermals—a dark shape gliding steadily against the washed-out sky.

      “Could be catching the jet streams,” she muttered, still tracking it.

      Mark never looked away from his scope.

      “No,” he said quietly. “Birds don’t do that.”

      The object held perfectly steady against the wind.

      No drift.

      No wobble.

      Just a matte-black shape hanging motionless above the skeletal cranes.

      The hairs along Tehya’s neck rose.

      Then it moved.

      Fast.

      Not gliding like a bird. Precise. Mechanical.

      It cut sharply sideways against the gusting air and vanished behind the rusted framework almost faster than her eyes could follow.

      Tehya lowered the rifle slightly.

      “That wasn’t a bird.”

      Mark exhaled slowly. “No. I think that was a drone. Someone has a drone up here.”

      Tehya keyed the handheld immediately, keeping her voice calm and controlled.

      “Main, this is Overwatch. Possible drone sighted, northern sector. Mechanical. Small quadcopter type. Flew steady then cut hard against the wind before disappearing behind the cranes. Over.”

      Static crackled.

      Then Graham answered fast.

      “Copy, Overwatch. Confirm no visual now?”

      “Negative. It’s gone. But it was watching the complex. Over.”

      A short pause.

      “Stay low. Blend. McCann and Marcy are coming to relieve you. Eyes open. Out.”

      Tehya and Mark held their positions until the relief team arrived.

      McCann moved with his usual quiet competence, rifle low and ready. Marcy arrived separately a moment later, adjusting the strap on her medical pack as Mark glanced toward her without meaning to. The distance between them was subtle but unmistakable now—careful, restrained, the silence of two people carrying too many disappointments they no longer knew how to talk about.

      Neither Tehya nor McCann commented on it.

      “Anything new?” McCann asked quietly as he settled into position.

      “Drone,” Mark answered, pointing in the general area. “Gone now, but it was real.”

      Marcy’s eyes flicked toward the reactor domes, then toward the shell casing lying beside Mark. Her expression tightened slightly. She said nothing.

      Tehya and Mark made their way back down the ridge in silence.

      The deeper they moved into the complex, the stranger Hanford felt. A loose antenna rotated slowly atop one distant structure. Not enough to prove anything. Just enough to keep the nerves awake.

      When they reached the trucks, most of the group had gathered near the lead vehicle. Graham looked up as they approached, rifle slung but attention sharp.

      “Report,” he said.

      Tehya spoke first. “We found a fresh shell casing on the ridge. Not old.”

      A ripple moved quietly through the group.

      Then she continued. “We also saw something in the sky. Not a bird. It flew too steady at first, then cut hard against the wind and disappeared behind the cranes.”

      Mark nodded once. “Mechanical. Small. Someone has a drone up here.”

      Sam rubbed his jaw slowly. “A drone. In all this dust.” He shook his head. “We haven’t seen many of those in the last decade. That’s not remnant junk. That’s maintained.”

      Kade leaned forward slightly. “Means we’re not alone. Someone’s studying us.”

      Graham looked back toward the ridge where the drone had vanished.

      A functioning drone.

      After all these years.

      Not scavenged junk.

      Maintained.

      Which meant batteries. Power. Parts. Skill. People.

      Something tightened quietly in his chest.

      Paige stood nearby, one hand resting protectively over her belly. Bang stood close to Addy and little Grae. The weight of every soul under Graham’s care pressed down on him all at once.

      He looked once more toward the cranes.

      “We assume they’re watching—not attacking. If they wanted us dead, they’ve already had the chance.”

      His eyes moved across the group.

      “Until we know otherwise, we stay alert, stay underground as much as possible, and keep clearing the bunkers. Dalton and Rick left us this place for a reason.”

      He looked out across the ruined expanse of Hanford.

      “We make it ours.”

      The wind rose again, dragging sheets of dust across the open ground. Somewhere deep inside the reactor fields came the faint metallic groan of old steel shifting against old steel.

      Tehya touched the knife at her belt, the same blade that had ended Meg’s life.

      This place would ask more of her. She could feel it already.

      More blood.

      More ghosts.

      Yet standing there beside her family, she felt something shift inside her chest. Not fear. Not dread.

      Purpose.

      High above the ridge line, sunlight flashed once—brief and sharp—from somewhere among the distant cranes. Gone again before she could focus on it.

      Watching.

      Hanford stretched before them, vast and silent beneath the blowing dust.

      And somewhere inside it, someone already knew they were here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            COOL MORNING ELK

          

        

      

    

    
      Clarisse stepped out of the admin building into the cool dawn air, a rare moment of stillness settling over her shoulders. For the first time since their arrival, the wind had eased. Only a soft whisper moved across the cracked basin now, stirring thin ribbons of dust along the broken pavement.

      She pulled her scarf a little tighter around her neck and adjusted the black detector hanging against her chest. The small screen glowed a steady, blessed green.

      Still safe.

      For now.

      She paused just beyond the doorway, letting her eyes adjust to the pale morning light.

      What she saw stopped her cold.

      A small herd of elk moved like ghosts through the tall, dry grass swallowing the old paved roads. Their coats gleamed gold-brown in the low sunlight as they grazed peacefully among the ruins, heads lowered, ears twitching lazily at the quiet world around them. One large bull lifted its head. For a long moment it stared directly toward the admin building. Then, without fear, it lowered its antlers again and returned to feeding.

      Clarisse felt something tight loosen quietly in her chest.

      This cursed place had somehow become an untouched wildlife sanctuary. A poisoned kingdom reclaimed by silence and animals. Life still found a way. Even here.

      For the first time since they rolled through the rusted gates under cover of darkness, she allowed herself one full, unguarded breath.

      Behind her, the group had already begun stirring awake. Most of the women and children remained inside the secured admin building under McCann, Macy, and a rotating watch of the steadier rescued women. The lower corridors had been barricaded through the night with desks, filing cabinets, and welded storage carts dragged from nearby offices.

      Safety first. Always safety first. Especially now that they knew they weren’t alone.

      No more drones had appeared since the sighting on the ridge, but Clarisse couldn’t rid herself of the sense that unseen eyes still lingered somewhere out beyond the reactor fields. Watching. Waiting.

      She turned back toward the doorway.

      “Marcy,” she called softly. “Bring the kit. We’ll set up the first med station downstairs. Lower levels should be cooler and better shielded.”

      Marcy appeared moments later carrying the battered medical case, pale but determined. Together they descended the concrete stairwell into the depths of the old bomb shelter.

      The temperature dropped almost immediately. Cool air wrapped around Clarisse’s skin as they moved deeper underground, easily twenty degrees colder than the surface. Just as Dalton’s notes had promised.

      The beam from her flashlight swept across rows of rusted bunks, steel shelving, and ancient military ration crates stacked neatly against one wall. Then she paused.

      One section of floor near the far ventilation unit looked cleaner than the rest. Not spotless. But disturbed. As if someone had swept the dust aside recently.

      Clarisse’s eyes narrowed slightly.

      Beside the vent sat a newer-looking air filter—less yellowed than the others surrounding it. Not new. But newer. Someone had changed it. Not fifteen years ago. Recently.

      She said nothing. Not yet.

      The air smelled faintly of concrete, machine oil, and old metal, but it was breathable. That alone felt miraculous.

      Clarisse set the medical case on a sturdy table and began laying out supplies. “Let’s check everyone who spent time outside at dawn,” she said. “Start with the children.”

      Marcy nodded, though her shoulders remained slumped with exhaustion. After a moment she sat quietly on the edge of a rusted bunk.

      “Another negative,” she said softly without looking up. “I took the test this morning before we came down.”

      Clarisse’s hands stilled briefly over a packet of gauze. She had watched Marcy and Mark chase this hope for years now through war, sickness, displacement, and endless uncertainty.

      “Your body’s been through hell,” Clarisse said gently. “The virus. The stress. The move. We’ve barely settled.”

      Marcy gave a tired smile that never fully reached her eyes. “I keep telling myself that,” she admitted quietly. “But every month it gets harder to believe.”

      Clarisse understood the fear better than most. Not simply fear of infertility. Fear of what the world itself had become. Radiation. Viruses. Toxins. Invisible damage carried silently through blood and bone. The worst part was that by the time symptoms appeared, it was often already inside you—working, changing things, destroying things quietly.

      They worked in companionable silence for a while, checking temperatures, listening to lungs, changing dressings, and scanning each person with the detectors as small groups filtered into the shelter.

      The bunker almost felt safe. A cool pocket of calm beneath the poisoned world above. Children sat wrapped in blankets near the far wall while Addy quietly fed baby Grae beneath the muted glow of an old emergency lantern. For a few fragile minutes, the shelter almost resembled normal life.

      Then one of the detectors gave a sharp beep.

      Clarisse’s head snapped up instantly. One of the younger rescued boys stood frozen beside the supply table, eyes wide. The detector hanging around his neck flashed amber. Beep. Beep. Not red. Not yet. But enough to send ice threading through Clarisse’s veins.

      She crossed the room immediately and dropped to one knee beside him, pulling her own detector closer. Another soft warning chirped. Amber. The first threshold. The invisible poison had found a way in.

      “Everyone stay calm,” Clarisse said, forcing steadiness into her voice. “We’re moving him deeper into the shelter. Fresh filter mask on him now. Hydration too. I want him monitored every fifteen minutes.”

      Fear moved quietly through the room. No panic. Not yet. But everyone heard the detector. Everyone understood what it meant.

      As Clarisse guided the boy toward the cooler rear section of the bunker, a new sound drifted faintly down the stairwell from the surface.

      Whump-thump.

      Whump-thump.

      Whump-thump.

      The old pipes overhead vibrated softly. Dust drifted down in a tiny cascade.

      Marcy froze mid-step. “What is that?”

      Clarisse stopped too. Her stomach tightened instantly. She knew that sound. During the worst months of the pandemic collapse, helicopters had become the sound of desperation—evacuations, supply drops, government extraction teams. The last birds left in the sky before everything finally fell apart.

      But that had been over a decade ago.

      The rhythmic heartbeat of rotor blades grew louder for several seconds, echoing strangely through the concrete shelter as if the entire bunker itself were listening. Hovering. Studying. Then circling once.

      “It’s a chopper,” Clarisse said quietly, almost to herself.

      Nobody moved. The sound lingered overhead for several long seconds before slowly fading back into the wind beyond the shelter. Too controlled. Too deliberate.

      Clarisse met Marcy’s eyes across the dim bunker. For one long heartbeat neither woman spoke. The silence between them carried everything they couldn’t yet name.

      They had not simply found shelter.

      They had entered someone else’s territory.

      And whoever ruled this poisoned land had just reminded them they were being watched.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            THE DEEP COOL

          

        

      

    

    
      Bang carried the last storage crate down the concrete stairwell one careful step at a time, the beam from his flashlight cutting across peeling paint, rusted pipes, and old fallout signs bolted into the walls. Beneath one of them, someone had painted three words in black spray paint long ago.

      THE BURNING GROUND

      The letters had dripped while drying, leaving dark streaks down the wall like old rain.

      Above him, the wind worried at the broken world. Down here, it faded. The deeper he went, the quieter Hanford became. Not safe. Never that. But quieter.

      Behind him, Addy descended slowly with baby Grae bundled against her chest, one hand braced against the wall. Her boots found each step with careful patience, though Bang could hear the exhaustion in her breathing. He slowed immediately.

      Above them, Scout had stopped at the top of the stairwell and would not come further. She sat there with her ears forward and her nose working steadily at the dark below. Bang had tried twice. She wasn't moving. He'd left her at the threshold without another word — some things you didn't argue with.

      "Take your time," he said to Addy.

      "I am."

      “You say that like you’re not annoyed with me.”

      “I’m always a little annoyed with you.”

      The softness in her voice saved him from answering too quickly.

      Baby Grae stirred beneath the blankets, making a small restless sound. Addy shifted him higher against her chest, instinctive and practiced already, though the boy had only been in the world a short time. Bang watched her do it and felt the familiar ache open under his ribs.

      There were things a man could fight—men, weather, distance, even hunger for a while. But there were things he could only stand guard against and hope he was enough.

      They reached the lower shelter level, and the temperature changed all at once. Cool air settled around them, still and dense, held inside the old concrete like water in stone. The surface heat, the bitter dust, the metallic sting in the back of the throat—all of it seemed to stay behind at the top of the stairs.

      Bang paused on the landing and let his eyes adjust.

      The old bomb shelter stretched ahead in long rows of bunks and steel support posts. A few lanterns glowed where the others had begun carving order from the underground dark. Blankets hung between bunks for privacy. Crates had been stacked into makeshift walls. Someone had swept a path through the worst of the dust.

      Not home. But something closer than the trucks. Something better than a corridor of an admin building with rifles pointed at every door.

      “This one,” Addy said quietly.

      Bang followed her gaze to a recessed alcove along the left wall. It had two lower bunks, an old metal cabinet with a door that still closed, and enough space between the posts to hang blankets across the front.

      A room, if a person wanted badly enough to believe in rooms.

      Bang set the crate down. “We can make this work.”

      Addy gave a tired little smile. “You say that about everything.”

      “Usually right.”

      “Occasionally.”

      He looked over his shoulder at her. “Woman, I have survived the end of the world on charm and good decisions.”

      “You have survived on luck, other people’s patience, and Graham’s kind heart.”

      Bang grinned despite himself. For one brief second, the bunker did not feel like a tomb. It felt like a place where a family might laugh quietly while the world above tried to kill them.

      He pulled two blankets from the crate and shook them out. Dust rose in a faint gray cloud. Addy coughed once, turning her face away from the baby. Bang stopped.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded, but the answer came too fast. “I’m fine.”

      There it was again. That word people used when they were too tired to explain the truth.

      He watched as she lowered herself carefully onto the bunk. Baby Grae began to fuss in earnest now, mouth searching, face wrinkling with newborn outrage. Addy shifted the blankets around them and settled him to nurse. The child latched, and the shelter seemed to grow even quieter.

      Bang looked away out of respect, busying himself with the crate, but every part of him remained aware of them. Addy’s shoulders drooped. Her cheeks looked thinner in the lantern light. The skin beneath her eyes had darkened from travel and worry and too little sleep.

      Grae needed her. And Addy needed food. Real food. Not scraps. Not whatever they could stretch from the last tins and sacks pulled from the trucks. The journey here had burned through more than fuel. It had burned through bodies.

      Bang crouched beside the crate and lifted out what they had left: a half sack of rice, two dented cans of ancient peaches, a wrapped bundle of dried beans, some jerky so hard it might break teeth, and a jar of salt someone had guarded like treasure.

      Not enough. Not for all of them. Not for long.

      Across the room, one of the rescued women had found the old shelves built into the bunker wall. She pulled down a faded cardboard case and wiped dust from the label with her sleeve.

      “Food,” she said, half hopeful and half disbelieving.

      A few heads turned.

      Bang stood.

      The shelves were lined with ration cases, stacked in faded rows as if some long-dead quartermaster had expected the next war to begin at any moment.

      CHICKEN A LA KING.

      BEEF WITH NOODLES.

      HAM AND LIMA BEANS.

      The words looked almost cheerful on the brittle paper labels, like something from a school cafeteria in a world nobody alive had ever seen. Then Bang noticed the dates printed along the edges. World War II era. Older than Clarisse’s grandparents would have been.

      The cardboard had gone dark and soft in some places, brittle in others. Metal seams on several inner tins were stained with age. One case had sagged inward as if the contents had collapsed long ago.

      The rescued woman turned a packet over in her hands. “Sealed though.”

      Clarisse’s voice came from the med station before anyone could answer. “No.”

      The word cracked through the bunker with enough force to stop movement. She crossed the room quickly and took the ration from the woman’s hands, not unkindly, but with no room for argument.

      “Do not eat these.”

      The woman blinked. “But if we run out⁠—”

      “Then we have a worse discussion,” Clarisse said. “But not now. Not while we have any other option.”

      She lifted the packet so everyone could see it. “These things are from World War Two. Chicken a la king from before most of our grandparents had gray hair.”

      Sam, standing near Graham’s map table, let out a low humorless sound. “Hell, I wouldn’t have eaten ham and lima beans when they were new.”

      A few people gave weary smiles. Clarisse did not.

      “Packaging breaks down. Seals fail. Oils go rancid. Metal leaches. Bacteria can survive in places you wouldn’t expect, and botulism doesn’t care how hungry we are.”

      She set the ration carefully back onto the shelf. “The last thing we need is food poisoning down here. One bad can could take out half this shelter before I knew what hit us.”

      That sobered the room quickly.

      Bang looked back toward Addy. She had her head bowed over the baby, one hand cupped behind Grae’s tiny skull. The boy nursed greedily. Addy’s face remained soft, but Bang could see the strain behind it. A body could only give what it had. And hers had been giving for days.

      The image of the elk returned to him. Clarisse had seen them at dawn. A herd moving through the grass over the old roads. Alive. Healthy. Unbothered by the ruins. Meat on the hoof while they sat underground counting beans and rejecting food from another century.

      Bang wiped his hands down the front of his jacket. “What about the elk?”

      The room shifted.

      Graham looked up from Dalton’s old map. Sam turned slowly. Clarisse’s eyes narrowed, not in anger, but calculation.

      Bang nodded toward the stairwell. “Clarisse saw them. A whole herd.”

      “I saw six,” she said. “Maybe seven.”

      “Enough.”

      “Enough for what?” Graham asked, though his tone said he already knew.

      Bang looked toward Addy, then the children gathered near the far wall, then the tired faces of the women who had been rescued and dragged through one terror only to find themselves inside another.

      “Enough to feed people.”

      No one spoke for a moment. Above them, faint and far away, the wind moved over the mouth of the stairwell.

      Clarisse folded her arms thoughtfully. “They probably do carry some contamination.”

      Bang nodded. “I figured.”

      “Radiation doesn’t always announce itself in the animal. Something can look healthy and still carry exposure in tissue.”

      “I figured that too.”

      “Then don’t look at me like I’m supposed to tell you it’s safe.”

      Bang met her eyes. “I’m not asking if it’s safe.”

      That settled differently. Clarisse glanced to Addy and the baby. Her expression changed, just slightly. No one in the bunker needed the rest explained. Addy was nursing. Paige was pregnant. Children were hungry.

      Adults could pretend longer than children could. Mothers could pretend longest of all, right up until their bodies gave out beneath the pretending.
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