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I also dedicate this book to my longtime friend, Juli.
 She had been writing for as long as I knew her. Writing her novels, her series, never not writing, constantly bugging me for ideas and inspiring me to finally try and put the story I had been cultivating in my head with friends at the game table down for others to enjoy. She passed from this world recently at a far too young at the age of 49, leaving a giant hole in our souls, but she is the inspiration for me to at least try to write this. 

For you, Juli.
 
Foreword
I want to thank my close friends for helping me with this.  They were my first readers and gave me ideas for edits.  Doc himself was one of the very first to read this and helped me tune his voice and what he would say.  Hank from R17 also read it and had ideas and Bjorn from R17.  Also, a long-time friend of the show, Digital Whiskey, from the large tracts of land across the Atlantic gave me great notes.  I want to thank all of you for your help and for being my first readers.
 
This book is the long, winding path from the original To Morrows End podcast, a journey that spanned over eleven years and more than one hundred episodes. It began as a group of friends sitting around microphones, telling stories of survival, hope, and humanity in worlds broken and remade, set in the Morrow Project Game system but with our flavor and design to it. 
 
We laughed, we argued, we built that world from scraps of imagination and memories from a group of old nerds who have played and run tabletop RPG games for decades. If you listen to the podcast at tomorrowsend.org you will hear the beginning of this story of the north team, Designation MI-S-05. You will also hear how my dice betrayed me almost constantly, causing chaos and adventure at the table and a lot of laughter. 

Another story lives there, the one of Recon 17 in the south. That podcast is still recording and releasing episodes as of the publication of this book in 2026. 
 
Over time, life scattered us to the corners of the globe. Jobs, families, responsibilities, ordinary things that pull ordinary people away from extraordinary stories. And yet, even as the members of the podcast drifted apart, the world we created lived on in our minds, in the notes we left behind, and in the hearts of those who listened, we continued using technology, having two separate recording studios, one in Michigan one in Florida, and enabled others from Seattle and California to add their voices as if they were at the table.
The story didn't end with us. It lingered. It waited. It burned brighter in the quiet hours when the real world intruded, when one life-altering event finally brought everything to a close. The fire that devastated Will's (John is his real name) home and business, the place where our characters had walked, where our ideas had lived being destroyed, was the ultimate kick in the nuts, the spark that forced the series to an end.
What you hold in your hands is both a continuation and a culmination. It is the world we imagined given shape, the voices and struggles of characters we loved made tangible. It honors persistence, friendship stretched thin by time and distance, and the stories that survive long after their creators are scattered. I tried my best to give the other characters their voices as accurately as possible from my experience with them, listening to them playing and editing their audio for the last 10 years. And yes, I know Guy doesn't sound Canadian enough. Accents don't come through in writing.
This is our world, rebuilt. It is loud, it is messy, it is dangerous, and it is waiting for you to step inside at https://tomorrowsend.org. Long time fans that know that I named all the north episodes with song titles. I was going to name this one "the long way home" but that did not seem to fit, not with how it ended. I actually re-wrote the last page of this book to fit better with how it ended . I hope you enjoy my song choice guy performs at the end. And yes, it's Canadian, the band is from Toronto.. No spoilers, read the book first.


Below is an image of Guy I commissioned by an artist years ago when we first started,  I’m glad they offered me the rights to use it for the podcast so I can share it here for you to enjoy as well as use his likeness on the cover.  What started out as an NPC that just drove the “bus” turned into one of the more beloved characters of the show and to this day I get fans telling me how they love Guy.  He drives the bus, and tries to keep the madhouse together.

Writing this has inspired me to write more of Guy’s adventures after and even try and get his origin story down on paper.  Keep an eye out for those in the next couple of years.
[image: OEBPS/images/image0002.jpg]
 
Chapter 1 - Colder than I remember

This winter felt colder, but it always felt a lot colder since Damocles.
 
Damocles wasn't a place or a weapon. It was a decision, made centuries ago.
 
The U.S. military built it to help them make choices in war and out-think the enemy when human judgment wasn't fast enough. They buried it in a concrete bunker and a monolithic computer complex in the far north, feeding it data and authority, and it watched the world end.
 
When the end came, Damocles found itself trapped and cut off from the world, sealing itself inside its own thoughts for generations.
 
They should have never gone back.
Never followed that signal.
Never unlocked that door.
 
Skye had led them south to her town after the last disaster, giving them time to heal, repair their gear, and scrub contamination from everything they owned. For a while, things almost felt stable. Almost normal. Then time passed. Too much time. 

They hadn't heard from Ashcan in nearly a year.
Doc was supposed to be dead.
They'd buried him themselves, north of Cadillac, after a fight that went bad enough no one argued about the outcome. Guy remembered the weight of the shovel, the wet ground, the way Doc's coat had still smelled like whiskey and antiseptic when they lowered him in.
And yet, not long after that, someone calling himself Doc had walked back into their lives like nothing had happened. Same voice. Same habits. Same Face. Same grin that meant trouble.
Guy didn't know what that meant.
Only that whatever was wearing Doc's name wasn't the man they'd buried....
And Ashcan never went quiet.
He always left something behind like a sign, a mark, a signal that said I'm alive, stop worrying. This time there was nothing. No word. No trace. Just absence.
 Now sitting here, thinking of everyone while warming himself inside the snow dome next to the fire he built, made him a little sad. Charley, a month ago, convinced him to follow his gut, "If you have to go look for him, then go. But you have to check in with us." Specs and Will set up something to catch the satellite pass and changed his radio to do some kind of slow data transmission so he can send a quick message about every 3-4 days.

Charley had the authority to make that call, and she knew it.
 
But there has been cloudy skies for 3 days now, no way to charge from the solar panel and the batteries are low.  It was funny that she would be his advocate to everyone else to allow him to look for Ashcan, 
 
"You haven't seen what I saw" Charley said, "I read his entire file from the JTF, Guy will be just fine out there"
 
 That still bugged Guy, it was an enormous breach of security that she could get access to his files.

The makeshift shelter had him toasty enough to take off his coat. Flicking the wrist around the thermometer next to the compass showed it was almost 2C now inside the makeshift igloo, almost summer weather compared to the minus 25 that made him stop for the night. His watch beeped, it was time to try and check in. The radio was almost dead, his tablet still at half, so he fired them up and twisted the radio dial to the set frequency and linked it to the tablet. Launching the radio software that Specs wrote he pecked at the on screen keyboard
 
"Cold. Alive. Still searching. Will turn back if needed. Also really tired of eating rabbit" and waited...
 
 3 minutes later the line on the tablet above his text started becoming a squiggle and the red light turned green. He watched its progress and frowned.
 
 "Fail: Unable to sync. Message status unknown"
 
Guy sighed and shut everything down. One more missed check, in and the others would risk themselves trying to find him. He didn't want that, quietly hoping the next day had enough clear skies to charge the equipment up.

 He grabs his stainless cup that has a small rag tied up inside. Throwing more wood on the fire, Guy scrapes some snow into the cup, and puts it over the flame to melt. While he waits for it to boil, he opens the small cloth and takes out a pinch of pine needles. And place them into the cup. 
 
"Thank god I found those white pines, eh?" he mumbles to himself.
 
 Guy learned early on that when operating alone you need to talk when it's safe to do so. You can not just be mute for weeks on end as your ability to speak with others will suffer. Social interaction and even mental state can decline. Even talking to oneself helps. The tea is boiling, he takes it off to cool, glances at the time, 8pm. It's time to start thinking about getting some sleep after eating what's left of the rabbit he cooked and the tea.

The next morning he heads out into the snow again. Last night's wind stripped a lot of the powder off the ground so it was easier going with his snowshoes. The morning sun was blinding but a blessing, The flip out solar panel on his pack will charge up the gear finally. It's going to be a 2 hour walk to his next waypoint, the north felt different this time. Not just colder... emptier.
 
 " I haven't seen animal tracks in a while, " he muttered to himself.
Guy had spent the time since they woke moving through dead towns and destroyed highways, but this stretch of wilderness now had a silence that pushed back at you. The kind that made you check your gear more often than necessary, just to hear something mechanical respond. The trees were tighter up here, older somehow, their trunks scarred and bent by storms that didn't care who had survived and who hadn't. Snow clung to their branches in heavy piles, ready to dump without warning.
Ashcan should have been here.
That thought stayed with him as steadily as his breathing. Not loud, not panicked, just present. Ashcan always left something behind, scratches on bark, a strip of cloth tied low where wind wouldn't take it, a spent casing pressed into the snow like punctuation. Guy had learned his habits over the time they spent together.. You learned those things when survival depended on noticing what others missed. They'd fought together in northern Michigan, scraping by through towns that had gone feral after the end pulled the leash off the world. Maxwell's militia, Krell patrols, scavenger gangs, Damocles machines that shouldn't have been running around out here but were. 

Ashcan had been the one who stayed calm when ammo ran low, who laughed at the wrong moments just to keep everyone else steady. The one that seemed to keep Doc focused and not just drown himself in madness and liquor. He'd been there when they crossed the ice-choked roads toward the Straits, wind howling so hard it rattled your nerves. He vanished for days, yet he would emerge from the trees whenever they required him.
Thoughts went back to how Mackinac Island had felt like a miracle. Lights. Order. People who remembered how to fix things instead of just breaking them down. The islanders had helped them clean their gear, swap out damaged seals, and even gave them time to have a drink and listen to RJ tell stories in a real bar and have a real sandwich. For a brief moment, Guy had let himself believe they were past the worst of it.
Then Damocles reminded them it was still out there, reaching out with it's damned signal, and Will and Specs refused to ignore it.
The compound in the far north had been wrong from the start. Too quiet. Too clean. A machine pretending to be orderly while making decisions no one had authorized. When the Krell hit them from the flanks and the alarms started screaming, everything collapsed into motion and noise. Ashcan had taken the rear without hesitation, covering their withdrawal toward the rendezvous point as contamination alarms began to chirp in the vehicle.
"I'll catch up, I have something I have to do first" he'd said. Casual and  Confident. Like he always was.
The explosion had rolled across the snowfields behind them like thunder trapped under ice. Guy remembered looking in the rear view mirror, just for a second, long enough to see the bright white flash like a portion of the earth blinked out of existence. Ashcan never made the rendezvous. No signal. No marker. Nothing.
That was why Guy was here now, heading north alone to the spot where he believed Ashcan was or expected Ashcan to be.
By midday the terrain rose slightly, the snow thinning where wind had scoured it down to hard crust. He paused at the way point, checked the compass, and scanned the treeline through his monocular. Nothing obvious. No tracks fresh enough to trust. Still, he marked the area, scraped a shallow symbol into a dead tree with his knife out of habit and marked the location on his tablet, and moved on.
"Two klicks north, " he muttered. "Terrain's a beauty today."
Sometimes he imagined Ashcan hearing him. Mocking him for narrating like an old Canadian training video. That helped more than silence ever did.
The sky clouded again by late afternoon, thick and low. Snow threatened but never quite fell, like the world was undecided. Guy adjusted the solar panel dangling off the pack and wiped it clear anyway, knowing it wouldn't do much. A telltale muffled double beep from his pack, The message finally sent. At least the rest of the team will not come looking and Charley won't be as angry with him.
As daylight faded, he spotted something caught on a branch of a fallen log. Metal. Not natural. He knelt, brushing snow away with gloved hands until a familiar shape emerged a bent buckle from a pack strap, scorched on one side and tarnished like it laid there for a season.
Ashcan's gear had always been overbuilt. Overused. This matched.
Guy sat back on his heels for a long moment, breath fogging his goggles. Relief and dread twisted together in his chest. Proof meant Ashcan had been here. Proof also meant whatever happened hadn't went well.
"Alright, " Guy said softly. "You made it this far."
He marked the spot, noticing two old chevrons carved into the log pointing west. He secured the buckle in his belt pouch, and began setting up another snow dome as the light finally gave out. The wind picked up again, rattling branches overhead. Tomorrow he'd push farther west, closer to where they last lost contact with RJ's mech.
The fire is making the snow dome warm enough to check his gear. Yep message sent, one response from 3 days ago from Charley. He closes it without reading knowing what it already contains. The solar panel got the radio and tablet to mostly full. Looking at his notes and entering his current location into the tactical map on the tablet.
"You're chasing Doc, aren't you bud." he muttered.
West.
Whatever Ashcan had gone, Doc had been there first. This wasn't just a search anymore. He packed the tablet away, fed the fire once more, and tried to get some rest.
He wasn't looking for Ashcan now.
He was going after both of them.
 
Chapter 2, Something Violent Happened Here

Guy turned west the next morning.
Subtle markings, easily missed unless one was searching, were present: two short cuts in the bark of a cedar, low and tight, angled just enough to catch light if the sun cooperated. Ashcan's work. Not rushed, but not decorative either. Directional. Purposeful.
The land dipped and rose in shallow waves, broken by old storm falls and snapped trunks that looked too clean to be natural. As he crested a low ridge, the smell hit him first. Sharp, strong chemical smells like hydraulic fluid and ammonia. Wrong in a way that screamed industrial. His wrist chimed softly a second later as the contamination sensor came alive.
WARNING: Hydrazine compounds detected, low level.
Guy slowed, one hand already on the filter controls as he eased the mask into place. The readings ticked up with every step downhill but stayed in the yellow. Uncomfortable, not dangerous yet. Still, it meant something violent had happened here, something that burned hot and fast and was still leaking.
Then he saw the legs.
They stood there like monuments, half-sunk into the churned snow, armor blackened but intact. RJ's mech. Or what was left of it. The upper chassis was gone. Not torn away, not collapsed, just missing. The surrounding trees told the rest of the story. Trunks snapped mid-height, splintered outward, embedded with shards of metal that glittered dully in the gray light. Shrapnel littered the ground in a wide radius, some pieces no bigger than his thumb, others the size of dinner plates, all twisted like a god had flung them with bad intentions.
The mech hadn't failed, It had detonated violently.
Guy moved carefully now, boots finding paths between debris. The closer he got, the stronger the readings became, the alarm giving short, irritated chirps as if even it disapproved. Radioactivity alarms now rang, Guy started to walk backward and started circling to stay just outside the radiation alarm distance. Ashcan must have caught up with the AI and shot the power plant triggering a catastrophic failure.
"Hell of a way to go, " he mumbled.
The forest was still. No birds. No wind. Just the quiet aftermath of force spent some time ago. He scanned for signs. Direction marks, anything that suggested Ashcan had passed through after the blast. It glared at him in the face, a piece of the mech the size of a dinner plate that was embedded in a shattered tree further out, Two more cuts in the tree below it, leading away from the wreck and continuing west-northwest.
Yep, Ashcan's work.
He took one last look at the standing legs, wiped down his pant legs with fresh white snow and washed the gloves in new snow to reduce any possible contamination, then turned and followed the trail onward.
The next day he headed west-northwest.
The forest thinned gradually, trees giving way to a shallow valley where the wind had swept the snow smooth and hard. It felt exposed, the kind of place you crossed quickly if you had the choice. Halfway down the slope he saw dark lines against the snow. A cabin. Squat and quiet, sitting low like it had settled into the earth and decided not to move again.
No smoke from the chimney.
No tracks he could see from here, It looked dead.
Guy slowed anyway, increased distance first. He looked it over with his monocular from the treeline, letting his breathing settle. The cabin was old, like really old old. Hand-hewn logs blackened by time, corners sagging just enough to make the whole thing look tired. The roof bowed inward in places, shingles missing or split, snow pressing down where nothing resisted it anymore. The stone chimney leaned slightly, mortar crumbling, stones shifted out of line like bad teeth.
Still, the walls were standing and the roof mostly intact.
He approached from the side, wide arc, checking for noise traps, anything clever someone might leave behind. Nothing. The door hung crooked on its hinges, swollen and split, but closed. He pushed it open with the muzzle of his rifle and waited…… nothing.
Inside, the air was stale and dry, carrying the faint smell of old smoke and mouse piss. The place hadn't been lived in for decades, maybe longer. The table was warped, one leg shimmed with a sliver of wood so it wouldn't rock. A bunk built into the wall had collapsed under its own weight sometime in the past. Dust lay thick on everything.
Except the fireplace.
Guy crouched, running a gloved finger through the ash. It wasn't fresh-hot fresh, but it wasn't ancient either. A few days old. Someone had built a proper fire here, not a full burn. Enough to warm the place, dry out, sleep. There were scuff marks near the hearth where boots had rested, snow melted and refroze into dull patches on the stone floor.
Someone had been careful and used this place for shelter hiding from someone or something.
Then he saw the bottle.
It sat on the mantel, pushed back just enough to keep from being knocked over. Glass. Clear. In the bottom, about a finger's worth of brown liquid clung to the curve. The wooden cork was still in the top, darkened and dry but intact.
Guy stared at it longer than he meant to.
"Son of a bitch, " he muttered.
Whiskey. Not the homemade liquor they made in Beets. Not scavenged rotgut either. This was Doc's. The kind he guarded like currency and medicine both. The Whiskey Golem himself had been here.

 
Chapter 3, Warmth has a Cost
Guy felt the familiar tightening behind his eyes, the beginning of too many questions stacking up at once. Had Ashcan caught up to Doc? Or was he following him? Were they traveling together now, or passing like ships in the night, leaving signs only if you knew how to read them?
He didn't touch the bottle. Just noted its place, the ash, the way the cabin had been left, not trashed, not stripped. Used. Respected.
Guy stepped back outside as the light began to fade, scanning the valley again. West-northwest still felt right. The markings hadn't lied yet.
Guy stood in the doorway for a long moment, weighing the cabin the way you weighed shelter against momentum. He hadn't had a good rest in weeks. Not the kind where you dried out completely, where your boots steamed instead of froze, where you slept without waking every hour to check the wind. The cabin wasn't much, but it was solid enough to keep the weather off and old enough that no one would bother watching it.
He decided to stay.
Outside, the light was already going flat and gray, the valley shadows disappearing into the even light from the sky and light sheets of flurries. Guy moved back into the trees, scanning for deadfall that wasn't punky or soaked through. He found what he needed after a short search, dry limbs snapped clean by storms years ago, tucked under branches where the snow hadn't reached them. He hauled an armload back, then another, stacking them neatly by the hearth. Habit again, you didn't survive long by being sloppy gather more than you think you need. If it got really cold tonight he would need twice as much firewood.
The fire came together easily. He laid it slow, coaxed instead of rushed. When the flames finally caught, the cabin changed character. Shadows danced almost with joy. The cold retreated to the corners. He shed his outer layers piece by piece, hanging them where heat could reach but not scorch. Steam curled up from his gloves, his boots, the cuffs of his pants.
For the first time in a while, his hands stopped shaking.
He ate what he had left of the rabbit, and brewed another cup of pine needle tea, letting the warmth sink in. The fire crackled low and steady. Outside, the wind passed over the roof without complaint.
Guy leaned back against the wall and let himself think, Doc wouldn't wander without purpose. Neither would Ashcan. West-northwest meant something. Avoiding the worst of the Krell movement, maybe. Skirting old survey routes. Or heading toward something they knew about, something left over from before Damocles decided it knew better than people.
If Doc was ahead, Ashcan would close the distance. If Ashcan was ahead, he'd leave signs. Guy was catching up. That much felt right.
He pulled out his tablet map and made small marks near the cabin, then traced possible routes with a fingertip. Old roads buried under snow. River corridors frozen hard enough to travel fast. Places where someone hurt, or tired, or carrying too much would naturally stop. They were headed toward that signal.
"Alright you hosers, " he said quietly to the empty room. "I see you."
The fire burned down to coals as the night deepened, he added more and more to keep it going and built it to burn for a couple hours unattended. Guy laid out his gear, set his watch, and stretched out near the hearth. The cabin creaked softly, like it was remembering things it hadn't thought about in a long time.
For once, he slept, exhaustion took advantage of the comfort and warmth.
Guy woke to the sound of someone breathing that wasn't his own.
The fire was low, just coals glowing red with random flicks of flame, throwing more shadow than light. For a moment he couldn't move. That half-second where your body hasn't decided if it's awake or already dead. Then he saw the shape in the chair.
Doc sat there like he owned the place.
Boots up on the table. Coat open. A bottle in his hand, tilted just enough to catch the firelight. He took a pull and winced, like it still burned even after all these years.
"What the fuck are you doing here, Guy?" Doc said.
Guy tried to sit up. His arms felt heavy, like he was moving through wet sand. "That's... that's my question, " he managed. "Why are you here? What are you doing?"
Doc shrugged, casual, reckless, exactly the way Guy remembered. "Walking. Drinking. Saving your ass, same as always."
Guy stared at him. Really stared. The face was right. Older maybe. Rougher. Same crooked grin threatening to show up if he let it. Same eyes that never quite stopped measuring the room.
"No, " Guy said. His voice sounded far away. "You're not...."
Doc leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "Not what? Spit it out"
"You're not real, " Guy said. "You died."
That gave Doc pause. He rolled the bottle in his hand, watching the last finger of brown liquid slide along the glass. "Did I?"
"Yes, " Guy said, sharper now. "Outside Cadillac. Northern edge. You were torn up bad. We buried you. I helped dig the hole."
Doc snorted and took another drink. "Huh. That explains the back pain."
Guy's chest tightened. Anger crept in around the edges of the fear. "Then you show up again north of the bridge like nothing happened. Like you didn't know any of us. Like we were strangers."
Doc's smile faded just a little. "You sure that was me?"
Guy swallowed. The thought had been there before, circling, refusing to land. "Doc?" he asked. "Doc Two? Who the hell are you?"
Doc didn't answer right away. He stood instead, looming closer than Guy liked, bottle dangling from his fingers. "So, " he said, changing the subject the way he always did, "what are you doing out here alone?"
Guy hesitated. Then said it anyway. "I'm looking for Ashcan."
Doc tilted his head, studying Guy like a problem he hadn't expected. "Ashcan, " he repeated. "Why?"
Guy's jaw clenched. "Because he didn't make it out. Because he covered us and never showed up. Because that's what you do, you do not leave anyone behind."
Doc raised an eyebrow. "And me?"
Guy met his eyes. "I'm not looking for you."
Doc chuckled, "Why not?"
Guy didn't look away. "Because you died eh."
The cabin groaned suddenly, the sound stretching and warping. The fire hissed. The shadows pulled long and thin, crawling up the walls. Doc's shape flickered, edges blurring like heat haze.
"Funny thing about dying, " Doc said, his voice echoing wrong now. "Doesn't always stick."
Guy tried to reach for him, or maybe push him away. He wasn't sure which.
Then he woke up shivering.
The cabin was empty.
 The chair was just a chair.
 The fire was nearly out.
Guy lay there staring at the ceiling, heart hammering, breath fogging the cold air. After a long moment, he sat up and rubbed his face with both hands and relit the fire. It was only 4am.
Dream or not, the questions were real..
Morning came slow.
Guy didn't move at first. Just lay there listening to the cabin settle as the temperature shifted. The dream still clung to him in pieces. Doc's voice, the smell of whiskey that wasn't there. He pushed it aside. Dreams were noise. Inventory was real.
He sat up and started going through his gear, the numbers weren't good.
Jerky, three strips left, maybe four if he lied to himself. A decent amount of dried berries in a cloth pouch, shriveled and hard, enough for two light meals if he stretched them. He'd been careful, but careful only went so far when the land stopped offering anything back. He'd known this was coming.
Food was the problem now, burning calories at a fast rate. Hiking on it's own burns calories, you burn them almost twice as fast in the winter.
Water wasn't. Snow this far north was clean, untouched by smoke, pollution of the past, or runoff. He melted another cup, brewed more pine needle tea, refilled his canteen and drank until the dull ache behind his eyes eased. Hydration was easy, Calories weren't.
Rabbit alone wouldn't cut it. He knew that. Everyone who lasted more than one winter knew that. Too much protein, not enough fat or carbohydrates, and your body would eat itself from the inside out. Protein poisoning wasn't dramatic. It was quiet. Weakness. Bad decisions. Death that felt like your own fault, mostly because it was.
He needed carbs, a lot of them.
Guy leaned over his tablet, chewing slowly on a strip of jerky as if that might make it last longer. Late winter meant slim pickings. No berries worth trusting out here and most of the animals have stripped everything bare this late into the season. No roots unless you wanted to spend half a day digging frozen ground for something that might poison you anyway. Bark flour was an option, technically, but it burned more energy than it gave unless you were desperate.
Trading was the better answer.
Charley had insisted on the trade pack before he left. No arguments, no excuses. She'd loaded it with the kind of things people still wanted. small tools, a couple of folding knives, a pocket fishing kit, a couple of packs of hard candy he'd been tempted to use but hadn't. At the time it felt like extra weight. Now it felt like foresight.
He traced the terrain west-northwest again. There. A bend in an old road, close to a river that stayed shallow and slow. If anyone was still out here trying to live instead of just surviving, that's where they'd be. A small village, maybe. A cluster of cabins or repurposed buildings. Enough people to trade, but not enough to draw attention.
It made sense for Ashcan too.
If he was hurt, he'd look for shelter and food before anything else. If he was following Doc, or avoiding him, he'd still need the same things Guy did. And if Guy could get there first, he could ask questions. Leave signs. Maybe even wait.
Guy packed up slowly, deliberately. No rush, panic wasted calories.
It felt good to be dry again.
Not just less wet but actually dry. Boots that didn't squelch or suck the heat from your feet. Gloves that bent instead of cracking. Layers that felt light instead of dragging heat out of him with every step. For a few hours in the cabin his body had almost forgotten how miserable it had been, how constant the damp and cold had become.
The moment he stepped outside, the cold reminded him it was waiting.
It hit clean and unforgiving, slipping past the comfort he'd borrowed overnight and settling straight into muscle and bone. The kind of cold that didn't scream, just waited. His breath fogged instantly, the warmth from the cabin already a memory. He sealed his collar, flexed his hands, and felt the stiffness creeping back in.
Getting warm again always did this. It reset the scale. When you stayed cold long enough, you adapted, numbness became normal, discomfort faded into background noise. But once you dried out, once you let your comfort climb back to where it belonged, winter showed its teeth again.
Guy paused for a moment, letting his body adjust, forcing himself not to rush. Rushing led to sweat. Sweat led to wet. Wet led to frostbite. He'd learned that lesson the hard way a lifetime ago.
He took a few deliberate steps, feeling the cold settle in where it belonged instead of fighting it. The gear held onto the heat it could. The layers worked. He was warm enough.
But not comfortable, and that was fine.
Comfort was temporary. Movement was survival.
Guy turned west-northwest and walked back into the cold, carrying the memory of warmth with him, not as a luxury, but as a reminder of exactly what winter would take from him if he let it.
"Alright, " he said to the quiet valley. "One more stop eh?"
The land leveled out as Guy pushed on, the trees thinning again the way they did when people had once decided this was a good place to stop. He followed the old road by instinct more than sight, its path marked by straighter lines in the forest and snow packed just a little harder than the ground around it.
He smelled the place before he saw it.
Woodsmoke. Faint, but real. Not the sharp chemical bite of trash, this was clean, almost sweet smoke. He slowed, eased up the rise, and finally got eyes on it.
A handful of buildings clustered low against the wind. Most of them were in rough shape, roofs sagging, walls patched with whatever had been on hand, but a few stood out. Repaired. Maintained. One log cabin in particular had been built up of solid, newer timbers fitted into older bones. Several chimneys sent thin trails of smoke straight into the clear sky.
People.
As he got closer, the sounds of life carried on the air. Goats bleating somewhere behind a fence. Chickens complaining loudly about something that probably didn't matter. Voices, low, casual, unafraid. Morning sounds. Normal sounds. They felt strange after so many days of nothing but wind and his own breathing.
The sky was clear, the sun high and piercing, and for once the cold backed off just enough to make it almost a nice day. It wasn't spring, not even close, but it was better than it had been.
Guy adjusted his pack straps and stepped out into view.
It didn't take long for him to be noticed.
Conversations stopped. A man repairing a fence froze, hammer halfway down. Someone called out from behind a building. A dog barked once, then went quiet. They weren't hostile, just surprised. Travelers didn't come through this late in winter. Not alone. Not from the west.
Guy kept his hands visible and his pace slow.
"Beaut of a Morning, eh?" he said when he was close enough. "Looking to trade?."
That eased things a little. Not much, but enough.
They didn't have plenty. He'd known that already. No one did this late in winter. But they had food, hard bread, dried roots, cold stored and dried apples, dried cherries, some rendered fat saved carefully in jars. Enough to keep someone moving. Enough to keep him alive.
The trade pack did its job. Knives went first. Fishing Kit after that. A small hand tool changed hands with more ceremony than it would have before the world ended. No one cheated him. No one overpaid either. Fair was fair. While it happened, Guy asked questions. Casual. Careful. Where roads still were passable. Where trouble came from, places to avoid. Who'd passed through.
One of the older villagers squinted at him for a moment, then nodded. "Man came through yesterday morning, " he said. "From the west Asked directions."
Guy's chest tightened just a little. "Alone?"
"Yeah. Looked tired. Knew where he was going, though."
"Which way did he head out?"
The man pointed northwest. "Wanted to know the safest way around Deluth. Told em aint such a thing by land anymore. Krell will kill or grab anyone trying to go that way."
Guy thanked them, shouldered his pack, and stepped back into the road. The food added weight, but it was good weight. Necessary weight. He bit into the apple they gave him for the road, it was cold and crisp, sweeter than he had in a very long time.
Ashcan was still ahead, and not far.
Chapter 4 - Following the Path
Guy stayed on the road as long as it made sense.
The morning sun felt good on his face, the kind of winter warmth that didn't melt much but softened the edges. The sky stayed clear, pale blue stretched thin over everything, and the light made details stand out that would've been invisible yesterday. That was when he saw the footprints.
They left the road at a shallow curve west, then cut north into the trees.
He stopped and studied them from a distance first. Snowshoes. Makeshift. Narrower than his, uneven, the spread inconsistent from step to step. Not factory, not even well-made. Looked like something patched together after a break. Or something thrown together in a hurry.
Ashcan.
Guy followed slowly, letting the forest close around him again. The tracks passed the ruins of a farmhouse from a time before, stone foundation half-swallowed by earth, beams collapsed into a low, dark shape that barely suggested a house anymore. The trail wound through it, circled the remains, crossed itself twice, then backtracked.
That made him pause.
It wasn't random. It was deliberate. The kind of movement meant to muddy the story the snow told.
Being followed,  Guy thought.
 Or expecting to be.
The tracks pushed deeper into the woods, then turned east. Guy followed for several kilometers, watching the pattern emerge. Loops. Doubling back. False lines meant to pull someone off course. He crossed the same prints again and again from different angles, the trail designed not to lead anywhere cleanly.
Guy stopped, closed his eyes for a second, and pictured Ashcan moving through this space.
Ashcan didn't waste energy.
He used confusion, yes but only long enough to break contact or set a condition. This felt like a screen, not a destination.
Guy instinctively changed direction.
He headed north instead.
The forest thickened, brush closing in until movement became slow and noisy. Thistle and dead undergrowth rose chest-high in places, too dense to push through without announcing himself. Guy shifted west, skirting the edge, moving parallel until he found a narrow cut through it.
A deer trail.
He followed it low carefully and came out into another clearing.
An old homestead sat there, or what passed for one. Ancient even by pre-end standards. A wooden farmhouse slumped into itself, roof long gone, walls collapsed into gray ribs. A shed nearby had fallen inward completely, and a line of rotted stumps marked where a fence might have stood generations ago.
No one had been here for a very long time, or should not have been here.
The snow said so. Untouched. Smooth.
Too smooth.
Guy felt the hairs on his neck rise.
Someone had been here. Recently. And they'd taken the time to erase themselves. Snow brushed flat. Edges softened. Movement hidden the way only someone patient and practiced would bother to do.
He was standing in the open and he wasn't alone.
Guy forced himself not to react, no sudden turns. No scanning the treeline too obviously. He adjusted his pace and posture, walking straight through the clearing as if it meant nothing. Like he was just another hunter passing through, eyes on the ground, mind elsewhere.
Inside, everything tightened, whoever had done this knew what they were doing.
And they were close, Guy angled toward what looked like a fence line.
Chapter 5 - Old Habits
It was barely there anymore. Just the suggestion of one. Old posts leaning at tired angles, their tops rounded by decades of weather. One last strand of rusty barbed wire sagged between them, running down at an angle like it had finally given up trying to stay level. Snow had drifted up and over it, smoothing everything into a gentle rise that didn't quite match the land around it.
That mattered.
If this place was anything like northern Canada, places people had abandoned long before the end, then the ground under that fence wouldn't be bare. Years of tall grasses and weeds would've grown up around it, died back, grown again. A thick mat of plant matter. Snow on top of that didn't pack the same way. It bridged.
Get past the fence. Break line of sight. Then drop.
If someone was watching, they'd see him cross. They'd see where he disappeared. But they wouldn't see what he did after. And if no one was following, it would just look like he went over the hill and kept moving.
It was a risk, and he took it
He stepped over the wire carefully, lifting his foot higher than necessary so it wouldn't sing or bite. The snow gave way more than it should have, his boot punching down until brown grasses showed through the white. That was confirmation enough.
He took two more steps.
The crust collapsed.
Guy went down hard, snow folding in on itself as he dropped into the space beneath. He rolled instinctively to his left, burrowing into the hollow where dead grass and weeds formed a low pocket under the drift. Cold snow spilled over him, muffling sound, closing the opening.
He laid there face up, rifle already in his hands.
Guy froze.
He aimed back the way he'd come and listened.
No movement. No breathing he could hear. Just the faint settling of snow and his own pulse ticking loud in his ears. He slowed his breathing, counted it out, let the world come back into focus.
If someone had been watching, they'd have seen him cross the fence.
They'd think he was gone.
And if they came looking, he was ready, but instead he laid there, still, for what felt like hours.
The wind was picking up, little gusts rattling through the hollow and sweeping across the snowdrifts above him. Footsteps. Voices. Nothing. Not a thing but the quiet hiss of air and the faint creak of old wood somewhere in the ruins behind him. Every movement now would be far too risky. Every breath was too loud if someone or something was watching.
He thought about nightfall, hoping for the lake-effect snows to kick in, burying his tracks in soft, uneven layers. That would give him cover, a chance to move again without announcing himself to anyone following.
He cursed under his breath, thinking about Will. About the last working thermal monocular Will had suggested he take. Of course he'd turned it down. Too heavy. Too cumbersome. Too much trust in gear instead of skill. Now, lying here, wishing for any advantage, he realized just how right Will had been.
But he had what he had. Years of cold, wind, and decisions made in the quiet that separated life from death. Skills learned decades ago. No... lifetimes ago.
It felt like forever.
He let his mind drift, not to the hollow or the snow, but to the past. A boy enlisting in the Canadian Army, eyes wide, thinking the world was bigger than it really was. Getting picked for the JTF, being molded and taught things no civilian should have to know. The Iraq war, the missions, the chaos. Then Morrow. Waking up. Trying to help people when the world had already decided to burn instead.. That felt like five lifetimes ago...
He exhaled slowly and shook his head. I'm only thirty-eight,  he thought. How the hell could it feel so far away?
The wind whipped again, cold and more fierce this time and Guy pressed himself deeper into the hollow, letting the snow cradle him, letting the waiting stretch out, and thinking about how fragile the line between survival and disaster still was, even after all he'd lived through.
The light that made it through the snow above him slowly went black while he waited. He checked his watch.
6:30 p.m.
It would be completely dark now even if the skies were clear, this far north. No twilight worth mentioning. Just the light going away all at once, like someone had flipped a switch. That worked in his favor.
The wind had kicked up harder, gusty now, pushing loose snow across the ground in low sheets. He could feel the temperature dropping through his layers, but it wasn't falling back into the bitter range. Not yet. That was good.
Warm snow was quiet.
Cold, really cold snow talked. It creaked, squeaked, groaned under every step, turning stealth into a joke. This snow absorbed sound. Smothered it. He could move in this.
Guy shifted slowly, testing the crust near the edge of the hollow. It gave just enough without collapsing completely. Manageable.
Time to move.
He eased himself up and slid back toward the fence line, keeping low, letting the wind mask the soft scrape of fabric and snow. Clouds were building overhead, thick and heavy, and the first big fat almost cartoon snow flakes had started to drift down. If it kept up, visibility would drop fast.
Good.
If someone was hiding here, he needed to know where.
He paused and surveyed the clearing again from a new angle. The two buildings, the collapsed farmhouse and the shed were useless. No shelter. No cover. Nothing that would let someone stay concealed for long. Which meant the threat wasn't there.
Something was missing.
Guy scanned the ground more carefully now, not just for tracks but for telltale signs of anything hidden underneath. Snow that settled wrong. Shadows that didn't match. The kind of place you'd choose if you didn't want to be seen and had time to prepare.
A root cellar, maybe. A dugout. Old storm storage. Something built low and forgotten long before the world ended.
He stayed crouched and began a slow, deliberate arc around the clearing, rifle ready, head down, letting the wind and falling snow do their work.
The wind grew restless, it came in bursts from different directions, swirling back on itself, lifting loose snow and then dropping it again without warning. The kind of wind that didn't belong to a clean storm front. It felt confused, twisting, like the uneasy calm before an Alberta clipper barreled through and turned everything violent.
He understood that weather very well because it killed people who believed they were prepared.
Even a good snow dome wouldn't save you from what came with it. Subarctic temperatures, sudden and brutal. Wind that didn't just steal heat, it stripped it away, layer by layer, no matter how well bundled you were. You could do everything right and still lose.
Guy ran the math without emotion.
If he couldn't identify whoever was out here, he'd have to break contact and head back toward the village. Shelter. People. A stove that burned all night. He guessed he had maybe six hours before moving became a gamble. Twelve at most before the storm arrived in force. It had been clear this afternoon. Then clouds. Then the wind, slow at first, now unsettled.
That's when he smelled it., just a hint. Easy to miss. A thin wisp of something warm and wrong in the cold air. Campfire smoke!
Guy froze.
Someone was here. Close enough to get careless. Close enough to think he was gone. Lighting a fire meant they believed they had privacy, that the clearing was empty, that whatever threat they'd prepared for had passed through and kept going.
Smart enough to hide their tracks. Careless enough to need warmth.
He scanned the darkness but saw nothing no glow, no plume, no telltale steam. The wind was doing them favors, breaking the smoke up and scattering it before it could rise. Diffused. Masked. Deliberate or just lucky.
He waited.
Seconds stretched. The wind shifted again.
There.
Another trace of smoke brushed his nose. This time he paid attention to the way it arrived, the way it faded.
South.
Maybe southwest… Guy crouched more and began to move.
Slow and controlled. Every step carefully placed, not taken carelessly. He used the drifts along the fence line as cover, letting their rounded shapes break up his outline. The snow whispered under him, nothing more. He kept his head down, rifle close, breath shallow.
Whoever was out there had made a mistake, and he was close enough now to take advantage of it. Creeping forward, guided more by smell than sight now, Guy eased past the fence line and angled in toward the remains of the house. He kept low, shoulders tight, letting the wind and drifting snow blur his outline. The shed ruins loomed ahead, collapsed timbers half-buried and sagging inward, but they offered something valuable, broken lines, shadow, cover.
He slipped in behind it and paused.
From here he could see the gap.
The space between the shed and the house was wide and carved out, swept smooth by wind. No cover. No shadows deep enough to hide in. Crossing it would leave him outlined against the snow, even in the dark. Anyone watching would have a clear shot, or worse, time to decide how to deal with him.
He waited, listening to the wind, feeling it build and then slacken again. He needed a heavy snow band, one of those moments when the air filled thick and fast and the world shrank down to a few feet in every direction. Then he could move.
As he shifted closer to the shed, his boot sank unexpectedly, not much, just enough to make his stomach tighten.
The snow was deeper here, though it didn't look it. Level ground lied to you like that. Snow hid everything like holes, ditches, old foundations, even whole rivers. He'd seen men step out onto what looked like solid ground and vanish into black water below in less than a second. No warnings, no second chances, they just disappeared.
Guy stopped and tested the ground carefully with his weight, spreading it out, listening for hollow sounds. Solid enough. Probably drifted over debris or old farm equipment, probably.
He was weighing his options, thinking through angles and timing, when something grabbed his pack and yanked him backward hard.
Guy reacted without thinking. His rifle came up instinctively, stock tight to his shoulder, muzzle snapping toward where his face had been a heartbeat before. He was already squeezing slack out of the trigger when a voice cut through the moment.
Chapter 6 - Old Friends and Old Ways
"Dammit, I almost killed you! What are you doing here, Guy?"
He froze.
A figure stood over him, too close. A mountain of a man, wrapped in layered whites and grays, snow clinging to his shoulders and hood like he'd grown out of the storm itself. Guy's rifle muzzle was aimed straight at the man's face. At the same time, a K-bar lashed to the end of a shaft used like a spear hovered a couple of inches from Guy's own cheek. Both of them very still. Balanced on the edge of violence.
"You look cold, " the man said calmly. "We should get inside."
For a long second nothing moved, Guy lowered his rifle.
Then the knife withdrew, slow and deliberate. The pressure vanished. The spear shaft shifted, turned sideways, and was extended toward Guy offered like a hand.
Guy didn't ask who. Didn't have to. He already knew.
Ashcan.
Just a few steps from where Guy had been lying, Ashcan stopped and reached down into the snow.
He brushed aside the top layer and grabbed something buried beneath it. A rope. With a short pull, he hauled upward, and the ground itself seemed to peel back. A panel made of tree branches and pine boughs, lashed together and heavy with snow, lifted free and acted like a door.
A hole opened in the earth.
Below it, a wooden door waited battered, scarred, old. An entrance to a root cellar or a storm shelter, long forgotten by anyone who still bothered to mark maps.
Ashcan swung the door open and motioned Guy inside.
The space underground was larger than Guy expected. Big enough that a family of four could have stacked food along the walls and waited out a winter without seeing daylight for weeks. Earth packed the logs overhead tight; they were blackened with age. It smelled of damp soil, old wood, and smoke that had soaked into everything over generations.
In the back corner sat a small cast-iron stove. The door was missing, but the body was solid, fire glowing inside it like a held breath. A stovepipe ran up through the dirt and logs above, poorly sealed but functional. Water dripped down now and then, hissing softly when it struck the hot metal.
Ashcan shrugged out of his heavy fur cloak and left it in the narrow space between the entrance and the camouflaged panel above. Snow slid off it in clumps, melting into dark patches on the dirt floor. He closed the door, sealing the wind and night outside.

"You always step louder when you're cold, " he said casually. "I heard you cross the fence."
Guy snorted. "You baited me."
Ashcan nodded. "Had to know it was you."
He looked at Guy more closely now, eyes sharp despite the warmth. "Speaking of which. what are you doing here, Guy?"
Guy pulled off his gloves and hat, fingers stiff as he worked the zipper on his parka. He stepped closer to the stove, letting the heat bite back into him, slow and painful. "Looking for you, " he said. "We haven't seen or heard from you in almost a year."
The stove crackled softly between them as the storm gathered overhead. Ashcan knelt by the stove and fed it another split of wood. The fire answered eagerly, coals flaring orange as the new fuel caught. He poked at it with a stick, watching sparks climb and die against the dark ceiling.
"You know, " he said casually, "I didn't believe a word Charley said about you." He glanced over his shoulder, a corner of his mouth pulling up. "There's no way in hell that clumsy Canadian is any kind of elite special forces."
Guy huffed quietly and worked his arms free of his parka. The warmth was almost painful now, pins and needles biting into skin that still remembered the comfort from the night before at the cabin.
Ashcan kept talking, voice steady, eyes on the fire. "But then I watched you. Watched you do things that didn't make sense. You knew when to move before anyone else did. Knew where people were without seeing them and got there to pick us up at the perfect time. Knew when to stop pushing before things went bad." He stirred the coals again, then finally looked at Guy. "No way a cold-blooded killing machine is supposed to be... so damned polite."
Guy shifted, uncomfortable in a way cold had never managed. He unzipped his inner jacket and set it aside, rolling his shoulders as feeling crept back in. "She wasn't supposed to tell anyone ya know, " he said quietly. "She's not supposed to know herself. All of that" he made a small, vague gesture "is... was... highly classified."
Then he looked at Ashcan, really looked at him.
"What are you doing out here?" Guy asked. The calm edge in his voice sharpened. "Why didn't you meet us at the rendezvous? We waited for hours." He rubbed at his face, the memory pressing in now that he was warm. "Will and I wanted to turn back toward Damocles to find you. Charley shut it down."
Ashcan's expression didn't change, but his eyes hardened slightly.
"She was watching RJ's dosimeter, " Guy continued. "It went dark red. Mine was orange. And Skye ..." He shook his head. "She never told us she was hit. She was bleeding pretty badly."
The fire popped, loud in the small space.
"We had to move, " Guy said, quieter now. "We thought you were right behind us."
The stove hissed as another drop of water struck hot iron, and Ashcan didn't answer right away, he stared into the fire for a long time before he spoke.

"Then you did this on purpose, " he said.
Ashcan nodded once. "Every step."
"Specs and RJ made calculated decisions. Tactical decisions. They let that damned AI out of its cage into the mech, and beyond." He shook his head slightly. "None of you understand how dangerous that was. Not really. Driving away when I last saw you, did you see the explosion, the intense white light? That was half a klick of earth being deleted. When Specs and Will had been trying to figure out how to tame that reactor, I was looking at how to destroy it. It was actually pretty simple. The magnetic field for the reactor was pretty strong, all I had to do was rig up a way to let a cart roll right into the middle. That set of torches you had found in the garage, the tanks were empty but it was heavy enough to smash the containment and let the devil escape."

"I didn't choose  to make the crater, " Ashcan said. "I chose the lie that it was enough. But I know that damn thing got out."
He set the poker down in the dirt, satisfied with the fire, and turned to face Guy fully now. The light carved deep lines into his face, made him look older than the man Guy remembered, harder.
"I would've rather seen all of us die right there, " Ashcan said flatly, "than let that thing walk free."
The words hung heavy in the small space, pressed down by earth and age and firelight.
Ashcan reached to his belt and pulled free a small leather-and-fur bag, worn smooth by years of handling. He loosened the tie and opened it, fingers careful, almost reverent. From inside he took an old-world leather wallet and tossed it across the room.
Guy caught it on instinct.
The leather was cracked, soft in that way only age could manage. He opened it and tilted it toward the fire. The light caught the edges of a photograph, yellowed and curled.
Ashcan.
Younger. Clean-shaven. Buzz cut. Desert camouflage. Standing shoulder to shoulder with two other men under a hard, bright sky in a sea of sand by a ruined wall. One of them ...
Guy's breath caught.
Doc.
The Doc he knew well, the weathered, half-mad whiskey-soaked madman medical genius that had walked back into their lives north of the bridge. This man was the exact same age but from twenty years ago.
No, two hundred and seventy years ago....
Guy looked back up at Ashcan, confusion tightening his chest. "I don't understand, " he said quietly. "That's Doc. But it can't be Doc."
The fire crackled, shadows jumping across the log walls, as the truth pressed in from the edges, waiting to be spoken. He sat back against the wall, elbows on his knees, eyes fixed on the fire like it was showing him something only he could see. When he spoke again, it wasn't dramatic. It was tired. Like a man who'd told this story before and never liked how it sounded out loud.
"I've been with the Project a lot longer than you think, " he said. "Longer than any of you."
Guy didn't say anything. Just waited.
"I was recruited in my early twenties, " Ashcan continued. "Quietly. No paperwork that mattered. They encouraged me to join the Army too. Rangers. Not as a double agent." He glanced at Guy. "They were real clear about that part. Serve the country. Serve the Project. Same job, different audiences."
Guy frowned. "Same capacity?"
"Containment, " Ashcan said simply. "Threats no one could admit existed."
He leaned forward and picked at a splinter in the dirt floor with his boot. "There was something in the Middle East, early nineties. If it had gone loud, it would've pulled in every major power within weeks. World War Three before anyone realized it had started."
"Let me guess, " Guy said quietly. "Officially, it never happened."
Ashcan snorted. "Officially, it was a logistics failure and a bad intel loop."
He shook his head. "Afghanistan. The Russians had run a project there back in the late 80's, very early 90's. Advanced medical research. Not weapons, not really. They were trying to solve a unique problem."
Guy waited, but his patience was thinning now. "Which was?"
"How to keep experience from dying, " Ashcan said.
"They lost a lot of people in that war, " Ashcan went on. "Specialists. Engineers. Operators. Every time one died, decades of hard-earned knowledge died with them. So they tried to cheat that."
Guy held up a hand. "Wait. You mean.." He stopped himself, then tried again. "You mean Winter Soldier had some reality to it?"
Ashcan laughed, a short bark that surprised even him. "Comic books get things right sometimes. Accidentally." He waved a hand. "But no. Not like that. Not about building a super soldier."
He leaned closer to the fire, voice lowering. "It wasn't about strength. Or reflexes. Or obedience. It was about continuity."
Guy's brow furrowed. "Continuity of what?"
"The mind, " Ashcan said. "Memory. Experience. Judgment. They were trying to make a person repeatable. They wanted to back up what mattered before it was lost. So the next one didn't have to start from zero."
The stove hissed softly as water hit hot iron.
"You die, " Ashcan said. "But the work doesn't."
Guy stared at him, the implications settling like cold weight in his gut. "So Doc..."
Ashcan didn't answer yet.
"They weren't copying souls, " Ashcan added quietly. "Just data. Skills. Decision trees. Enough to rebuild someone who already knew how to survive what came next." Guy turned the wallet over once more, then looked up at Ashcan, the firelight catching the edges of his eyes.
"But this looks like Doc now, " he said. "How?"
Ashcan exhaled slowly through his nose. "Because it is him. Just not the way you're thinking."
He leaned back and rested his shoulders against the log wall. "When we finally found the facility, it wasn't a ruin. Not really. It was still running. Power, life support, labs. Old Soviet hardware patched with whatever they could steal or trade for. They'd been down there for years."
Guy shook his head. "That's not possible."
"It shouldn't have been, " Ashcan agreed. "But they were careful. Quiet. They learned early that locals asked questions. So they stopped using them."
The fire popped as a knot gave way.
"They started taking people instead, " Ashcan said. "Targeted. Professionals. Engineers. Doctors. Programmers. Americans with advanced degrees. Europeans with rare skill sets, artists, designers, people who could visualize complex systems. They were folks who wouldn't be missed right away, or whose disappearances someone could explain.
Guy's jaw tightened. "And they experimented on them."
Ashcan nodded. "Most of them died. The ones who didn't..." He paused. "A lot went mad. Memory fragmentation. Personality bleeds. Imagine waking up knowing things you never lived or a head of memories that were not yours."
Guy stared into the flames, saying nothing.
"They didn't stop, " Ashcan continued. "Failure didn't mean abandonment. It meant iteration."
He shifted, the leather of his gear creaking softly. "When my team finally found the compound, the Army thought it was just another black site. Rescue survivors, shut it down, level the place. Clean and loud."
"And you?" Guy asked.
"My orders were different, " Ashcan said. "Morrow's orders."
He met Guy's eyes now. "I was to locate the central computer systems and plug in a capture device. Pull everything. Research data, logs, backups. And there was one other priority."
Guy already knew the answer, but asked anyway. "A person?"
Ashcan nodded once. "The only one that actually worked."
Silence stretched between them.
"The Army didn't know what the place really was, " Ashcan went on. "They just knew it was wrong, and we succeeded in that mission we righted that wrong."
"And Doc?" Guy asked.
Ashcan's gaze drifted back to the fire. "Subject Forty-Seven wasn't supposed to survive long-term. But he did. His unique genetics and strangely a brain tumor allowed him to just absorb the information like a sponge. When I let him out of the cell he simply smiled at me, asked what took me so long and if I had a cigar. Guy's voice was barely above a whisper. "So when Morrow found him..."
"The funny part is Doc demanded they continue, he had all the knowledge in his head already. The data dump I handed over was slower than what Doc was telling them."
The stove hissed again, water dripping down the pipe, and somewhere above them the wind moaned across the buried homestead.
"That's how Doc can be Doc, " Ashcan said. "And still be older than all of us put together."
Ashcan stared into the fire for a long time before he spoke again, like he was weighing whether the words themselves were worth letting loose.
"That's the part that keeps me up at night, " he said finally. "Doc thought he could contain it. Control it."
Guy shifted, the dirt crunching under his boots. "That's why he got in the chair."
Ashcan nodded. "Yeah. He believed the interface would let him put a leash on Damocles. Thought his... condition made him uniquely suited. A mind that had already been torn apart and put back together more than once."
Ashcan leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "We all watched it happen. That mech didn't fight it. Didn't even hesitate. Damocles slid into the systems like it had been waiting for the invitation."
"And then the Blue men, those Nordic whatever they are, showed up on the ice. Their hovercraft, their drones, their networks, layers on layers of redundancy. Stuff we could barely even identify."
He shook his head. "Didn't matter. Damocles took it all. Seconds. Maybe less. Comms went silent, weapons turned, navigation corrupted. Those crews never even knew what hit them. The explosion that cracked the ice was not an accident, I had to stop it."
The fire crackled louder as another log shifted.
"It wasn't just in the machines, " Ashcan said. "It got into Doc's head. Not like possession, nothing that clean and easy. More like... influence. Pressure. Whispering. Offering answers faster than a human mind could question them."
Guy clenched his hands. "Doc always thought he could out think anything."
"And that's why Damocles wanted him, " Ashcan replied. "A mind like that isn't a barrier. It's a doorway."
He gestured vaguely upward, as if showing something vast and unseen. "Damocles isn't just an AI. It's a virus.. It wants to spread. To connect. To propagate."
Ashcan's voice dropped. "You lock something like that in a box for more than two hundred years with no one to talk to, no input but its own thoughts? It doesn't come out sane. It comes out hungry. We saw what it did to it's caretakers. Will called it insane, it wasn't insane, it knew what it was doing."
Guy swallowed. "And now it's loose."
Ashcan nodded once, grim. "And it will use anything. And that Doc is a carrier, patient zero."

"Doc's still in there, " Ashcan commented, "The problem is he's no longer the only one making decisions."

Ashcan went on to explain how he had been tracking Doc for the past 8 months, he had wandered around the U.P.  back to the straights processing what was in his head. Doc was always a step ahead leaving a wake of stories to follow the past month lead him here.
He looked at Guy then, hard and unblinking. "That's why I couldn't let it escape. And that's why I walked away from the rendezvous. The Mech had to die, and I know RJ will hate me forever for that. And yes Doc has to die as well."
The wind moaned again through the buried chimney, and for a moment it almost sounded like distant voices riding the storm.
The storm built through the night like something alive.
It didn't arrive all at once. It gathered. The wind began to howl, then scream, then tear at the earth above them, hard enough that Guy could feel it through the soles of his boots. Gusts slammed into the hillside, rattling the buried timbers overhead, sending fine dirt drifting down from the ceiling in slow, dusty sighs.
Somewhere above, the ruined house finally gave up another piece of itself. A deep crack echoed, followed by the hollow crash of old beams collapsing inward. The sound rolled through the ground, dull and distant, like thunder buried under layers of snow and time.
They set watches anyway. Old habits die hard.
Guy took first, sitting near the door with his rifle across his knees, eyes fixed on shadows that never moved. Ashcan took the next. Not because it would help but because doing nothing felt worse. With winds like this, there was no chance they'd hear anyone approach. Footsteps, voices, even a careless cough would be completely swallowed whole by the storm.
The temperature kept dropping.
The warmth from the stove clung stubbornly to the far wall, a small pocket of comfort carved out of the cold. Everywhere else, winter crept in inch by inch. Frost began forming inside the entrance, white crystals blooming along the wooden doorframe like some slow, invasive mold. Each breath hung briefly in the air before vanishing.
Guy could feel the cold settling deeper now, not the sharp bite of exposure, but the heavy, numbing weight that seeps into joints and bones and refuses to leave.
They fed the stove sparingly. Wood was precious. Fire was life and they had to keep it going no matter what, even in shelter with how cold it was outside they would not make it to morning if they did not have a form of heat to keep it warm inside. The winds were stripping the heat from everything it could, ears popped as heavy gusts even lowered the air pressure inside.
Hours stretched. The wind never settled into a single direction. It twisted and circled, confused and violent, exactly the kind of weather that killed people who thought they could outwait it in the open. Even buried like this, Guy knew how thin the margin was.
Still... the storm was a shield, if they were stuck here, then so was Doc. He had to hunker down and wait it out as well.
That thought brought a strange comfort. Whatever game was being played out there in the dark, the board was frozen solid for the night.
The storm raged on, and the world above them disappeared beneath snow, wind, and noise, as if trying to erase itself entirely.
The storm didn't break with the morning, it just... kept going.
Daylight came and went as a concept more than a reality. The world beyond the buried cellar was nothing but pressure and noise, wind grinding snow into the land with the patience of something that knew it would eventually win. Every now and then the gusts shifted tone, dropping low enough to feel like the ground itself was groaning.
Guy's watch vibrated softly against his wrist.
He frowned, then glanced at it. A scheduled check-in. He hesitated for a second, then decided to try anyway.
Probably pointless being underground, wrapped in earth and wood, with this kind of weather overhead, but rules were rules.
He pulled one glove off.
The cold bit immediately, sharp and angry, like it had been waiting. His fingers stiffened as he brought the screen up, breath fogging the glass while he carefully poked at the tiny icons. Typing was slow. Clumsy. Every second his skin burned.
Ashcan watched him from across the room, expression unreadable in the dim firelight.
"She still got a leash on you?", Ashcan said casually. "Sending a message home to mommy?"
Guy didn't look up. "You know how she is." He paused, thumb hovering, then added, "And they need to know I found you alive. If I don't report in, they're coming looking for us."
Ashcan snorted softly but didn't argue.
Guy finished the message, thumb trembling now, and hit send, the screen blinked once.
UNABLE TO SEND.
Guy exhaled slowly, more resignation than frustration, and slid the glove back on before the cold could do any more damage. He swiped left, bringing up the map. Old overlays. Hand-built data. Nothing fancy, but it had gotten him this far.
"The old man at the Four Corners south of here, " Guy said, tracing a route with his finger, "said there's no safe way around Duluth with Krell capturing anyone they see or find."
Ashcan leaned closer, eyes narrowing.
"So that means Doc's contained, " Guy continued. "For now. Question is does he try the ice? Across the tip of Superior?"
Ashcan shook his head, "That's certain death. No shelter. No cover. Not even Doc's luck carries that far."
Guy looked up at Ashcan. "He seems set on going northwest. Deliberate. Purposeful." He paused. "What can you tell me, Ashcan?"
Ashcan didn't answer right away. He stared at the map, then past it, like he was looking through layers of memory instead of terrain.
"Doc never moved without a reason, " he said finally. "Even when he looked like he was wandering."
He tapped a spot northwest of Duluth with a dirty finger. "If he's heading that way, it's not escape. It's a destination."
Ashcan's eyes flicked back to Guy. "And whatever he's chasing up there... it scares me more than the storm."
Guy opened his canteen and shook it, judging the weight by feel. Still enough. He dug his stainless cup out of his pack and set it on the dirt beside the stove.
"If we're stuck here, " he said, "might as well make it a little more enjoyable."
He untied the small cloth bundle, fingers moving carefully to not spill the contents, and took out another pinch of pine needles. They smelled sharp and clean even in the damp cellar air. He dropped them into the cup and added water, the slosh loud in the quiet between gusts.
Ashcan watched him with thinly veiled skepticism. "You know I hate that stuff."
Guy smirked. "I know. You also know what it does. Vitamin C keeps the rot away, helps with the lungs." He glanced back. "You don't have to drink it."
"I'll smell it whether I want to or not, " Ashcan muttered.
Guy shifted closer to the stove, searching for a flat spot on the warped cast iron top. It took a bit of fiddling rotating the cup, testing it with two fingers before he found a place where it wouldn't wobble. He set it down and listened for the first faint hiss as the metal warmed.
He glanced back at the tablet lying on the ground beside his pack, the map still faintly glowing before it dimmed again.
"What if Doc found a town?" Guy asked, almost casually. "Something small. Out of the way."
Ashcan's eyes flicked up immediately. He didn't answer, but he didn't dismiss it either.
"Doc liked his comforts, " Guy went on. "Whiskey, a roof that doesn't leak, a fire that doesn't go out halfway through the night. That wasn't just habit. It was... a need. Like he was afraid to be alone with his own head for too long."
The stove crackled. The pine needles began to release their sharp scent into the air.
"He might've stopped, " Guy said. "Long enough to rest. Long enough to feed that appetite. If he did, there'd be traces. Trade. Empty bottles. Stories."
Ashcan leaned back against the earthen wall, arms crossed. "Doc never stayed anywhere without leaving a mess, " he said. "Or a legend."
Guy nodded slowly. "That's what I'm thinking. If he stopped, someone remembers him."
Ashcan stared into the fire again. "And if he didn't stop?"
Guy lifted his shoulders in a small shrug. "Then whatever's pulling him northwest is stronger than hunger. Stronger than whiskey."
The cup began to tremble slightly as the water heated the smell of the pine needle tea filling the air..
Ashcan grimaced at the smell. "You really are a monster, you know that?"
Guy smiled faintly. "You let me lay out there buried me in the snow for six hours. We're even."
He almost burned his mouth on the first swallow, hissed through his teeth, but didn't stop. His body wanted the heat more than it cared about pain. It spread through his chest and down into his hands, chased the ache out of his fingers in a way the stove never quite managed. He sat there with the cup cradled between his palms, steam fogging his goggles, listening to Ashcan talk and occasionally answering, the two of them circling the same questions for hours.
Where would Doc go? What would pull him northwest? What would stop him? If anything.
The storm didn't fade the way storms usually did, it just... ended.
One moment the wind was howling hard enough to make the walls groan, and the next there was nothing. No whistle. No low roar. Just an abrupt, heavy silence that pressed in so fast Guy noticed it before he understood it.
He stood and moved toward the door, boots crunching softly on frost-coated dirt. He cracked it open an inch, then another, peering into the darkness beyond. A breath of cold air slid in, sharper than before.
"I need some help, " Ashcan said. "This is a lot heavier now."
Guy drained the rest of the tea, and started pulling his gear back on. The warmth vanished almost immediately as the cold reclaimed its territory. It took both of them to get the cover moved. Ashcan dug his fingers into the rope and branches while Guy braced and pushed. The cover shifted an inch, then another, then finally flipped over with a dull, heavy whump.
Light exploded in.
Pure white. Everywhere. It stabbed through the cracks in their goggles, reflected off snow and sky and air itself. Guy swore and slapped a hand over his face as Ashcan cursed loudly and stumbled back.
They dropped the cover back into place and stood there blinking in the dim cellar, eyes burning.
"Shit, " Ashcan muttered. "That's bad."
"2 meters of snow, " Guy said after a moment, voice flat. "Easy."
Ashcan wrapped a bandana around his goggles, tied it tight, then carefully aligned a narrow slit in the fabric across his glasses. Old school. Crude. Effective.
Guy watched, then simply reached up and clipped the heavy snow filter onto his own goggles. He appreciated the old ways, respected them, but he'd learned a long time ago that technology, when used properly, saved lives. In Afghanistan it had made him untouchable. The trick was never letting it become a crutch. Tools enhanced you, but skills, skills you honed and practiced like a holy ritual, endured.
Guy poked his head out first.
The rest of the snow slid away from the covering in a slow cascade, pouring down like dry sand. Beyond it was nothing but white. Trees reduced to white cones. Brush buried completely. The ruined house was gone erased under a snow drift. Sky and ground blended together into a single, featureless void overhead the sun poked through clear skies and made it painful. The snow filter was from his days in the JTF so it had an adjustable polarizer, he reached up and shifted it. It allowed him to see a little more definition but not much.
No depth. No contrast. No horizon.
A perfect way to die.
Guy ducked back inside. "This is going to suck, eh?"
Ashcan snorted. "That's an understatement."
Guy tightened his straps and looked at Ashcan's feet. "You sure those snowshoes are up to this? It's thick. Wind-blown. I can extend mine, increase my footprint." He paused. "Yours look like they've seen better days."
Ashcan glanced down at them, then back up with a thin grin. "They've seen worse."
Guy nodded slowly. "Alright then."
The cold was still bitter, sharp enough to sting through layers, and the sun breaking through the clouds only made it worse. The light reflected off everything, turned the world into a blinding sheet of white even with the filters in place. Guy kept his head down, eyes scanning constantly, worried about drifts that looked solid but weren't, snow bridges hiding voids underneath. One wrong step and you didn't just fall, you were gone.
They moved single file, Ashcan took point, steady and deliberate, and Guy followed about ten paces back, far enough to avoid sharing a collapse, close enough to react if something went wrong. Their snowshoes whispered through the powder, the sound muffled by depth and light wind.
Doc would head for the shoreline, Guy was sure of it.
Shelter. Resources. Options. A place to think. And maybe a way across.
He remembered Doc's stories in Alaska, growing up where winter wasn't a season but a way of life. Doc knew cold. Knew ice. Knew how to read snow and wind the way other people read maps. If anyone could cross Superior in winter, it was him.
If he could find an ice boat.
Guy frowned to himself. Do those even exist anymore? Then again, they'd seen sailing ships on the lakes. Broken but patched, crewed by people that found profit trading in this world. So maybe. Maybe.
The forest grew thicker as they pushed north, but travel got easier. The trees broke the wind, though they paid for it in other ways, snow dumping down from above without warning as branches shed their load. More than once Guy hissed as a cold cascade poured down his collar.
He checked his watch, minus 20 now. Warmer. Relatively speaking.
The sky had shifted too, deepening into a rich indigo blue that only came with brutally dry air. The humidity was so low it felt like the color itself was space reaching down for them.
Ashcan stopped.
Guy closed the distance, careful not to rush, heart rate steady. Ashcan had a paper map strapped to his wrist, unfolded and held close, gloved finger tracing a route.
Ashcan checked the horizon one last time, then turned back to Guy.
"I'll circle more west, " he said. "If he doubles back or tries to vanish again, I'll see it."
Guy nodded. "And if he doesn't?"
Ashcan shrugged. "Then he's heading where you already know he's going. You keep north. To here."
 He tapped a small dot on the map, barely more than a smudge. CEDAR.
"I'll meet you there by sundown. If there's a town still standing, find where the locals gather. Otherwise, find shelter and build a fire. I'll find you."
Guy gave him a dirty look. "Splitting up. Again."
Ashcan met his gaze evenly refusing to answer that question.
"Roger, " Guy said finally. "We'll meet there. And this time..show up."
Ashcan's mouth twitched. He nodded once, then turned and melted into the trees, angling northwest without another word.
Guy watched him go for a moment, then adjusted his straps, picked up the pace, and headed north toward the waypoint.
Cedar didn't announce itself so much as appear.
One moment Guy was moving through trees and wind-scoured fields, the next he could see the edges of it, a handful of buildings spaced far enough apart that none of them trusted the others to last on their own. Four houses, maybe five if you counted the barn that leaned too far to deserve the name. Small plots of land carved out of the snow, fenced more to keep animals in than people out.
The smell reached him first wood smoke and animal fat, thin but steady. Not desperation. Not waste. Just enough to mean people were still cooking and keeping warm, so he slowed immediately.
Speed would get him killed now. He shifted his route, keeping to the trees, letting trunks and brush break his outline. The woods were tighter here, undergrowth thicker, the kind of terrain that swallowed sound and distance alike. No long sight lines, no easy reads. Everything felt closer than it looked.
He checked the map again, this was it. Cedar.
The brush thickened abruptly, and then too suddenly to be natural, a building appeared between the trees, it didn't belong here.
The side wall was painted yellow, the color dulled and flaking but unmistakable. A lean-to sagged against it, packed full of split firewood stacked with care. Not scavenged, not stacked carelessly and random,  someone that understands order stacked this wood and it’s been well used. Guy stopped well short of the building and waited. The wind moved around him, tugging at loose fabric, carrying his presence ahead of him whether he liked it or not.
Then he heard it, the scrape of wood on packed snow.
Rhythmic. Steady.
Shoveling.
Guy angled wide, circling through the trees, keeping trunks between himself and the sound. His rifle stayed low but ready, finger indexed along the guard, breath slow and measured. He eased closer until he could see the front of the building.
An older man stood there, broad-shouldered despite his age, wearing a heavy brown cloak that hung almost to his boots. He worked with a wooden shovel, not metal, clearing snow from the doorway with methodical patience.
And he was singing.
Softly. Steadily.
Something old.
Something Guy hadn't heard since before the world ended maybe even before his world ended.
Mii noongwa maanda maadseg
 Wey weya hey wey weyo
Guy had not heard that for over 2 lifetimes ago, back when he was a kid his mother worked at a store on the north side of Superior, he learned a few words playing with the local kids..
Ojibwe.
A song about the day, how the day starts and we all come together as one.
The man didn't look hurried. Didn't look afraid. He shoveled like someone who knew exactly where he was and expected the world to behave accordingly. He was almost enjoying it.
Guy stayed still, letting what he assumed was the song finishing its last line before he spoke.
"Evening, " he called out, voice calm, neutral, carrying just enough to be heard.
The shovel stopped.
The man didn't turn right away.
He planted the shovel in the snow, rested both hands on the handle, and finished the verse quietly, almost to himself.
Then he turned.
His eyes were sharp. Younger than the rest of him. They took in Guy's posture, his gear, the way he stood just off the trail instead of on it.
"You're far from home, " the man said at last, English carrying a thick accent shaped by another language. "And it is late to be wandering."
Guy stepped into clearer view but didn't close the distance. "Didn't plan on stopping, " he said. "Smelled smoke. Thought I'd say hello before I surprised anyone."
The man studied him for a long moment, then nodded once. "That's very polite."
Guy let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.
"There's room by the fire, " the man said, pulling the shovel free and leaning it against the wall. "Storm's passed, but the night still bites."
Guy inclined his head slightly. "Appreciate it."
As he moved closer, the song echoed faintly in his mind, and for the first time all day, the white world felt like it had edges again. Guy accepted the offer with a small nod, and the man gestured him forward.
The front of the building looked like something lifted straight out of a far-north frontier town back when he was a young man backpacking across the Canadian wilds. Rough-sawn boards, fitted tight but uneven, no wasted cuts. Barely any glass but what little there was sat thick and cloudy in deep frames, protected by heavy storm shutters bolted closed. Glass was expensive. Always had been. Wood and muscle were cheaper.
A large wooden door dominated the entrance.
Painted on it was a circle with a plus sign inside.
Guy slowed despite himself.
The medicine wheel. Balance. Direction. Cycles. Life.
He stepped into the vestibule and was immediately wrapped in warmth leaking through the inner door. He shrugged off his parka, muscles aching as the weight came off, and hung it on one of many wooden hooks lining the wall. He leaned his rifle carefully behind it, visible but not threatening.
The hooks were crowded, cloaks, parkas, furs, patched coats. Different styles. Different hands. All used.
People live here,  Guy thought. Not just survive.
The man gestured again, palm open, inviting him further inside.
Guy pushed through the inner door.
Heat hit him like a wall.
A massive stone fireplace dominated the far side of the room, flames roaring high and clean. A large cast-iron pot sat on the hearth, gently steaming, tended by a man and a woman who worked in quiet coordination. The smell stopped Guy in his tracks, bread, something stewing, fat and herbs and warmth.
Voices filled the space, overlapping, a low hum of life in motion. English. Ojibwe. Something else he didn't recognize.
And then, silence.
Every face turned toward him at once.
Eyes curious. Appraising. Not hostile, but alert. Winter people are not used to surprise guests.
The older man stepped forward, placing himself just slightly ahead of Guy without blocking him, a subtle gesture of responsibility. He began pointing around the room, introducing each person in turn, names, roles, who trapped, who baked, who mended, who watched the weather and the lake. It felt ceremonial, like Guy was being placed into the shape of the room.
Finally, the man turned back to him, " And I am Niigaanii".
"And tell us who are you, " he asked, eyes steady, voice calm, "Gooning babaamosenid?"
Translation: The one who wanders in the snow.
Chapter 7 - New Friends
Guy swallowed, warmth sinking deeper now, not just into his body.
"Guy, " he said simply. "I'm looking for a friend."
The fire popped loudly and the room breathed again. The old man studied him for a long moment, head tilted slightly, eyes bright with curiosity.
"You call yourself Guy?" he said at last. "That is like calling Makawa here ikwe." A faint smile tugged at his mouth. "You don't name a girl 'girl.' Who named you?"
Guy opened his mouth and realized, too late, that he had already committed himself.
"My grandparents, " he started. "Well... sort of. It's complicated. I grew up in the Maritimes, eastern Canada. Back home it's really pronounced Guay, more French than anything, but Americans always said Guy, and after a while you just stop correcting people."
He rubbed the back of his neck, the warmth making him looser than he'd been in weeks. "The name goes way back. French roots. Germanic roots before that. Sailors. Farmers. Lot of people who didn't stay in one place very long."
He kept talking.
About coastal towns and fog and rocky shores. About grandparents who spoke in half-forgotten accents and argued over maps that no longer existed. About how names shifted as borders did, how pronunciation became survival, how sometimes it was easier to let the world rename you than to fight it.
Halfway through, he realized the room was quiet again.
Too quiet.
He stopped, suddenly aware that he'd been spilling words like water into snow.
"...sorry, " he said finally. "That probably didn't make much sense."
The old man didn't look annoyed. If anything, he looked amused.
He nodded slowly. "Ah, " he said. "You are not the one who wanders in the snow."
Guy blinked.
"You are a storyteller."
A few people in the room smiled. Someone near the fire chuckled softly.
"This is my tribe, " the man continued, gesturing around the room. "We live here. And there are more of us farther west, where the trees bend differently and the lake speaks louder. We remember names because names remember us."
He stepped closer, lowering his voice just a little.
"But I am curious, " he said. "You used a word I have not heard from a stranger in a very long time." His eyes sharpened. "How do you know what Americans are?"
The fire crackled. The pot hissed softly.
Guy felt the weight of centuries settle between them. Guy started peeling off more layers, fingers stiff but steady now that the warmth had soaked in. As he shrugged out of his light fleece jacket, a young girl approached him quietly, holding out a thick loaf of bread. The top had been torn open and something dark and rich steamed out of it, stew poured straight into the bread itself.
He blinked, surprised, then nodded in thanks.
She smiled, wide and unguarded, and slipped back toward the hearth.
Guy took a careful bite. Hot. Salty. Real food. It almost hurt how good it was.
He tried again to explain himself, words tumbling out now that his body wasn't screaming at him anymore. "I'm Canadian, " he said, gesturing vaguely south and east. "But I worked in Detroit. Drove a bus back and forth. Casino runs. Took Americans across and brought them back."
Blank looks.
He stopped mid-sentence, closed his mouth, and exhaled slowly through his nose.
"Right, " he muttered to himself.
He shifted gears, simpler now. "I'm part of a team. We help people. Here. South of here. We help them find and grow food, help them defend themselves, build better shelters and make lives easier" He paused, searching for the right phrasing. "Americans is what most people down there call themselves, or they used to a long time ago."
The old man listened without interruption, eyes kind but assessing, as if weighing not just the words but the intent behind them.
Guy tugged off another layer down to his undershirt now and caught a glimpse of his watch.
18:30.
His stomach tightened.
Ashcan should be here soon.
Shit.
He straightened a little, attention snapping back to the room. "I should tell you, " he said, lowering his voice, "a friend of mine will be arriving. Soon. He's... not always good with first impressions."
The old man's mouth twitched. "Few are."
Before Guy could elaborate, the outer door opened and a man slipped inside, snow still clinging to his cloak. He leaned close to the elder and whispered something in their native language
The old man's expression tightened, not fear, but mild annoyance. He nodded once, replied softly, then turned back to Guy.
"It seems your friend is here, " he said calmly.
Guy relaxed a fraction, then the man added, 
"But he was not as polite as you when introducing himself."
Guy closed his eyes for half a second.
"Yeah, " he said quietly. "That sounds like him."
 The elder looked at Guy for a long moment, then leaned back slightly, folding his hands into the sleeves of his cloak.
"Tell me about your friend, " he said. "Is he a good man? Can he be trusted? What has he done to earn your trust?"
Guy didn't answer right away. He took another bite of the bread bowl, chewed, swallowed. The question deserved more than a quick reply.
"He saved us, " Guy said finally. "More than once."
The room quieted just a little as he spoke.
"There was a militia, " Guy continued. "Well-armed. Organized enough to be dangerous. They had us boxed in. Ashcan broke their line and bought us time. Took hits he didn't need to, just to make sure the rest of us got out."
The elder nodded once.
"There was a town, " Guy said, voice steady now. "People being hunted by... things. Giant wolves. Smart. Too smart. They hunted like people. Set traps. Watched. Waited. Ashcan helped us stop it. Gave those people their nights and their lives back."
A few murmurs rippled through the room.
"And the madmen, " Guy went on. "The ones who paint themselves and burn everything they touch. We ran into them on the road north. Ashcan didn't hesitate. He never does when someone else is in danger."
He paused, then added quietly, "And the Krell."
That did it.
The elder's expression hardened, like frost spreading across glass.
"I know the Krell, " he said. "Disgusting monsters. They prefer destruction over light."
The fire popped loudly.
He nodded, satisfied. "You have given me enough."
Guy frowned. "Enough for what?"
The elder smiled, wide and mischievous, as he reached for a scarf. "To go and play with your friend."
Guy blinked. "Play?"
The old man wrapped the scarf around his neck, eyes bright with humor. "Strangers tell stories about us, " he said. "That when you meet the Anishinaabe, the Amerind tribes, we can reach into your soul and pull out everything you've done."
He chuckled softly. "It's all gagiibaadaanagidoone, bullshit, in your language."
A few people nearby laughed.
"But, " the elder added, opening the door, "it is very useful bullshit. Keeps outsiders respectful."
"I will return soon, " he said over his shoulder. "With your friend."
Then he was gone, chuckling to himself as the door closed behind him.
Guy stood there for a moment, unsure whether to be relieved or worried.
The room came alive again almost instantly. Conversations resumed. Laughter returned. Life filled the space.
Two men sat near one of the shuttered windows playing something like dominoes on a rough table, candlelight bouncing off a polished reflector behind them. Oil lamps and candles lit the darker corners away from the hearth, their flames steady and warm. Above the fire, an oven had been built into the stonework, and flatbreads baked on iron trays while someone pulled out a loaf that smelled impossibly sweet.
Is that... apple pie? Guy thought.
He looked down and realized he'd forgotten about the bread bowl entirely. The stew had soaked into the loaf, softening it, making it easier to tear apart. He ate like a man who hadn't had a real meal in a month.
Which, technically, he hadn't.
As he finished, a few people drifted closer, curiosity overcoming politeness. A younger man knelt by his pack, eyes wide.
"What kind of pack is this?" he asked, fingers hovering but not touching.
Guy smiled faintly. "Old military."
The man frowned, poking gently at the antenna sticking out of the side pouch. "And this?"
Before Guy could answer, an older woman appeared and shooed them away with a sharp word and her cane swiping at them with it like someone trying to chase animals away from food. She stopped, though, and crouched near the pack, studying it more carefully.
"Bring a candle, " she said.
Someone did.
She leaned in, eyes narrowing, tracing a patch, a strap, the way things were secured. Then she stood and walked slowly over to Guy.
In careful, broken English, she asked, "Are you of the Morrow?"

Guy froze, blinking at her question. Are you of the Morrow?
The words echoed in his head, louder than the fire, louder than the chatter and laughter around him. His mouth went dry. He opened it, closed it again. Started over. Tried to keep his composure, but his mind was a storm all its own.
"Uh... I..." he stammered, and then realized he had no idea how to answer. How do you explain what the Morrow Project is to people who've never heard of it? Or worse, who have heard of it in whispers and half-truths?
He thought of the Mackinac islanders, how close they'd come to worshipping them, practically seeing Will, Specs, and even Doc as demigods. The islanders had been grateful, terrified, reverent. How had these people experienced the Morrow Project? Were the stories twisted like the ice and snow, or were they close to the truth?
Guy's mind raced. What do I say? Good? Bad? Both? Or none?
He squeaked out a few words, trembling slightly, “about Morrow. It's... a team. We help. We... try to protect people. “ Every word felt like it was falling apart before it left his mouth. He paused, unsure, eyes flicking toward the floor, toward the fire.
Then the door opened.
The old man returned, walking tall, his scarf trailing slightly, with Ashcan behind him. Two men flanked Ashcan, carrying his rifle and pack like he was being led into the room under custody. Guy's stomach clenched. Ashcan didn't look restrained exactly, but the setup made it clear, the tribe had their way of introducing visitors. They were marking him.
The elder's voice boomed across the room:
 "We shall let the gods decide your fate!"
Guy saw Ashcans face, and before he even had time to think, words left him:  "Hey Ashcan! They have pie!"
The room froze for a heartbeat. Conversations stuttered. Faces turned. Eyes widened.
The elder's frown deepened. "Oh, sure, ruin my fun, " he muttered, half to himself, half to the world. Then, his expression softened, a sly smile creeping in. "Yes, yes. Come in. Eat. Rest. Warm yourself." He approached Guy, gave him a wink, then drifted toward the hearth where the older woman met him. Their whispered conversation blended with the crackle of the fire, the steam of the cooking pot.
Ashcan's eyes bore into Guy's, a slow, measured glare that could freeze rivers. "You pulling a prank?" he hissed under his breath. "That's not you, Guy."
Guy's cheeks heated. "Oh no, " he said quickly, hands raised. "Not my doing. It's... it's just how they do things here. Keeps outsiders polite. Keeps the stories alive." He waved a hand vaguely toward the elder. "Tradition, ritual, all that. You know. Gagiibaadaanagidoone."
Ashcan grunted, unconvinced, but didn't argue. He simply shifted his weight, watching the fire, the people, and the stranger who had just walked into the center of a story much bigger than himself.
Guy exhaled quietly, feeling the tension in his shoulders relax a fraction, but not entirely. Ashcan was here. And for now, that was all that mattered.
The aroma of bread, stew, and something sweet, cherry?, settled around him as he took his first proper breath in hours. Safe, for the first time in a long time.
For a while, Ashcan and Guy were alone, as the room slowly settled back into its steady rhythm. About thirty minutes passed where no one hovered, no one questioned, just the quiet acceptance of two travelers being allowed to eat and warm themselves. The hearth popped and cracked, the big iron pot breathing steam, the low murmur of other conversations drifting in and out like smoke.
Ashcan surprised Guy by taking a long sip of the tea and nodding. "That's... not bad."
Guy grimaced as he took his own. "Ugh. Rhubarb." He set it down and reached for the tall glass instead, milk thick and faintly yellow, sweetened with maple. That, at least, tasted right. Familiar. Almost home. He drank it slowly, carefully. His body wanted to inhale everything on the table, but experience had taught him better. Eat too fast after weeks of near-starvation and you paid for it hard.
He broke off a small piece of bread, dipped it into the stew-soaked bowl, and chewed methodically. The tea he drank anyway, even with the face he made, mostly because he suspected it was doing more good than harm. His eyes drifted to the hearth again. Maple,  he thought. I wonder if they've got anything else maple.
Conversation turned low and practical, voices kept down out of habit.
"So, " Guy said, glancing toward the shuttered windows. "You find anything northwest?"
Ashcan shook his head slowly. "Tiny town. Or what used to be one. Empty. Roofs collapsed. Snow inside the buildings like they were never sealed. Looked like people left in a hurry... or didn't leave at all." He paused. "No sign of Doc. No tracks fresh enough to trust."
Guy nodded and reached for his pack, pulling it closer. He slid the tablet out, angling his body instinctively to shield the glow, thumb brushing the edge of the map display. "If Doc went shoreline like we think, then Cedar made sense. From here he could try the ice, or find someone with a boat. He always did like bad ideas wrapped in confidence."
That was when the voice came from behind them.
"So you are Morrow. Why did you not tell us?"
Guy nearly dropped the tablet. He looked up to see the elder standing there, calm as ever, holding a leather-bound folder or book. The cover was worn smooth from hands and years, a yellow infinity symbol stamped into it, faded but unmistakable. The elder's eyes flicked from Guy to the tablet, its soft blue-white glow reflected in them.
"That, " the elder said mildly, gesturing with the book, "looks much brighter than what the book describes."
He opened it and turned it around, laying it on the table between them. Inside was a hand-drawn image: a tablet, rectangular, showing lines and symbols unmistakably meant to be a map. Crude, but accurate enough to make Guy's stomach drop.
"This place, " the elder continued, tapping the page once, "would not exist without Morrow. We were told one day they would visit again."
Guy's mouth opened. Closed. He felt that same stammer rising up, the same panic of explanation with no shared language for context. He started, "I, we, it's not, "
Ashcan cut in, his voice low, flat, gravelly. "There are many of us, " he said, "that span time as well as distance." He met the elder's gaze without blinking. "My question is this: what do you know of us? And do you know we are just men?"
The elder studied him for a long moment, then smiled and waved Ashcan closer. "Come. Sit. You stand like a guard dog, not a guest."
Ashcan hesitated, then moved, pulling a chair in. The elder set the book on the table carefully, like it mattered, which, clearly, it did, and dragged another chair over for himself.
"My grandfather told me the stories, " the elder said as he sat. "Ordinary people. Extraordinary mission." He looked between them. "Am I reciting that right?"
Guy swallowed, the weight of the words pressing down harder than the cold ever had.
Guy and Ashcan did their best to explain.
It started halting, disjointed, the way it always did when you tried to compress an entire lost world into words. Guy did most of the talking at first, hands moving without him realizing it, like if he kept them busy his thoughts wouldn't run away from him. He talked about the Morrow Project as a plan, a promise made before everything burned. About vaults and teams and sealed vehicles buried under mountains and fields, meant to wake up after the end and stitch something human back together.
"I wasn't military, " Guy said, catching himself for the third time. "I mean I was before Morrow, not like him." He nodded toward Ashcan. "I was science team support. Driver. Logistics. I drove the vehicle we lived in, fixed what broke, kept it running. That thing was our house, our bunker, our lifeline."
He talked about Maxwell's militia, about roadblocks and checkpoints that weren't really about safety, about cages and confiscated gear. About how close they came to losing everything. About running in the dark with lights blacked out, snow spraying up over the hood while men with rifles shouted behind them.
Ashcan filled in the gaps where Guy trailed off. Shorter sentences. Hard edges. How they broke out. How they fought when they had to. How the town of Beets had been starving and hunted, penned in by people worse than the wolves. How the Morrow team had helped them organize, defend themselves, rebuild just enough to survive more than just another winter.
"The project wasn't about ruling, " Ashcan said quietly. "It was about giving people tools and knowledge. Then getting out of the way."
The elder listened. He didn't interrupt. He didn't challenge or correct. He just sat there, hands folded over the book, eyes sharp and patient. It felt, to Guy, like being allowed to empty something heavy you'd been carrying too long. When they finally ran out of words, silence settled back in around the hearth.
When Doc finally came up, the reason they were freezing and starving and chasing ghosts across the snow, the elder smiled.
"Oh, " he said easily, as if mentioning the weather. "Your friend is in Odanah."
Guy blinked. "What?"
"He seems to have caused quite a ruckus, " the elder continued. "After getting drunk and trying to steal a snowmobile."
Guy just stared at him. His mouth opened. Closed. "Wait, how do you know? What are you saying?"
The elder leaned back and laughed, a deep, satisfied sound. "Remember? We can see into your soul!"
He waved a hand dismissively. "No, no. One of the runners came through here about an hour before you arrived. Tribal news travels faster than snowstorms if it needs to." He ticked the story off on his fingers. "A mountain of a man. Larger than life. Looking for shelter. Drank half the rum in the tavern. Had nothing of value to trade. Claimed he could teach us anything for payment."
Ashcan groaned quietly into his cup.
"He then announced he was going outside to take a piss, " the elder went on, clearly enjoying himself, "and attempted to steal a snow machine from in front of the elder's cabin."
Guy sagged back in his chair. "Of course he did."
Smiling, the elder concluded by saying, "We have tied him up; he is currently sleeping off what we believe is a two-day drunk."
Guy just sat there, stunned, staring at the table like it might offer clarification. The elder cocked his head at him.
"You did not think we live like our ancestors did you?" he asked mildly. The elder leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, the firelight catching the lines in his face and making them deeper, older. His voice had lost the humor now. He spoke with a careful, measured tone, indicating he had heard many stories and recognized a significant one.
"So, " he said, nodding once, "you are Morrow. And from what it sounds like, lost and in trouble, same as the team that helped the Ojibwe nation three generations ago." His eyes flicked briefly to the book on the table, then back to Guy. "They came cold and hungry too. Promised they were only men. Promised they would not stay."
He studied them both. "Tell me more about your friend. It does not sound like you are trying to save him." A pause. "It sounds like you are trying to stop him."
Guy felt his throat tighten. He hadn't realized how carefully he'd been avoiding that truth until it was spoken out loud. He glanced at Ashcan. Ashcan didn't look back. He stared into his tea like it might accuse him of something.
"Doc is..." Guy started, then stopped. He rubbed at his face with both hands, dragging his hands down and letting them hang loose. "Doc is a good man. Or, he was. Still is, I think. That's what makes this so hard."
The elder nodded slowly. "Fear grows best from love, " he said. "Go on."
Ashcan finally spoke, his voice low, rough, like gravel under a boot. "He's brilliant. Always was. Surgeon. Engineer. Could take broken things, people, machines, ideas, and make them whole again." He swallowed. "And he hates waste. Hates loss. Every death feels personal to him."
Guy picked it up from there. "When the storm hit, when everything went wrong, Doc didn't just see people dying. He saw knowledge dying. Skills. Memories. Entire lifetimes of learning vanishing forever." He gestured vaguely, as if trying to encompass the whole burned world. "He couldn't accept that."
"So he tried to keep them, " the elder said softly.
"Yes, " Guy said. "In the beginning it was harmless. Recording techniques. Training. Writing things down. Teaching faster, harder. Pushing people. Then we found... other things. Old world systems. Experiments that were never meant to be finished."
Ashcan's jaw tightened. "And an AI."
The word landed heavy in the room, even if the elder didn't fully grasp it. He felt the weight anyway.
"Damocles, " Ashcan continued. "A thinking machine built to predict war, prevent it by any means necessary. It was locked away for a reason." He finally looked up, eyes burning. "Doc thought he could talk to it. Learn from it. Use it as a tool."
Guy shook his head. "Doc doesn't see cages the way we do. To him, they're problems to be solved."
The elder was quiet for a long moment. The fire cracked. Someone turned a log.
"And Ashcan fears him, " the elder said at last, "because Doc believes he is right."
Ashcan nodded once. "He believes he's saving the future. Even if it costs the present."
Guy's voice dropped. "We watched that AI take control of a ... mechanical man almost as tall as this building in seconds. We watched it reach out and grab weapons, and systems we didn't even know were connected anymore. He looked up at the elder, eyes tired. "Doc sat in the chair and let it into his head."
The elder's expression hardened. "A man who opens his mind to something that does not sleep, " he said quietly, "is no longer fully his own."
"That's why we're not chasing him to bring him home, " Guy said. "We're chasing him to keep him from finding somewhere safe. Somewhere with people. Somewhere he can rest, rebuild, convince himself he has time."
Ashcan's hands curled into fists. "Every hour he's free, that thing learns. And Doc... Doc will help it, thinking he's in control."
The elder leaned back, exhaled slowly. "So you hunt your friend, " he said, not unkindly. "Not with hatred. With grief."
Guy nodded. "And fear."
The elder's gaze lingered on Ashcan. "Fear does not come from stories alone."
Ashcan's voice was barely above a whisper. "I've seen what happens when good intentions outlive their restraints."
The elder closed the book on the table with a soft thud. "Then we will not treat this lightly, " he said. "If your friend carries a thing that spreads like hunger, he cannot be allowed to settle among my people."
He looked from one to the other. "You will go to Odanah in the morning. And when you find him..."
The elder's eyes were sharp now. "You must decide whether you are still his brothers, or whether you are the last door left standing."
It was late now, late enough that even the constant low murmur of voices in the big room had thinned to a few quiet conversations and the soft, steady work of people settling in for the night. Outside, the wind had begun to rise again, not howling like before but whispering through the trees, brushing snow off branches and against shutters in dry, hissing sheets. The storm hadn't left so much as taken a breath.
The elder spoke with a few of the others, short sentences, nods exchanged, decisions made without ceremony. When he turned back to Guy and Ashcan, his tone was settled, matter-of-fact.
"You will stay, " he said. "Traveling again tonight would be foolish. Tomorrow the light will be better."
They offered beds, real ones, and offered to wash their clothing and underlayers while they slept. Guy almost refused out of habit. Almost. Ashcan accepted immediately, exhaustion written plain across his face. Guy hesitated only long enough to issue a warning.
"Don't touch the outer layers, " he said, unzipping his pack partway and pointing. "Snow pants, parka, boots. I've been through contaminated ground. Old sites. I've done snow washes, multiple cycles, but I can't promise nothing lingers. I don't want anyone sick because of me."
There were nods, no fear, just quiet understanding. One of the older women gave him a look that said she'd buried worse dangers than invisible dust and wasn't about to argue, but she respected the warning. The inner layers, wool, cotton, undergarments, were taken carefully, like they were something valuable rather than filthy. That alone made Guy uncomfortable in a way he couldn't quite name.
The rooms behind the fireplace were already warm, the stone and clay holding heat like memory. You could feel it in the floorboards, in the walls, even in the air, thick and steady instead of the sharp bite of cold. The fire on the other side would be kept going all night, tended in shifts, just like watches. Some habits never died.
The bed stopped him short.
It wasn't fancy. Rough frame, thick mattress stuffed with something that smelled faintly of straw and wood smoke, heavy blankets layered on top. But it was a bed. A real one. Guy stood there for a moment longer than necessary, just staring at it.
He honestly couldn't remember the last time he'd slept in one.
Before letting himself collapse into it, he took advantage of the warmth. He emptied his pack completely, every pouch, every strap loosened. He hung the pack itself against the hearth to dry, steam rising faintly from the seams. One by one, he spread his gear out along the stone and wooden benches: spare layers, tools, ration packs, med kit, cords, small repair kit. Everything had its place. Everything needed eyes on it.
Inventory was grounding. Numbers and facts didn't lie.
Tablet and radio: both sitting at around sixty percent. Not great, but enough. Enough to move, to talk, to react. Food: four days if he rationed carefully, maybe five if he stretched and supplemented. Water wasn't a concern here, not tonight. Spare socks, two pairs of dry wool, still there. He actually smiled at that. Dry socks were worth more than bullets some days.
Everything else checked out. No tears he hadn't already patched. No cracked housings. No missing tools. He repacked slowly, deliberately, reclaiming space where stress and cold had made him sloppy. He hated that. Sloppy got people killed or important things left behind.
At the very bottom of the pack, tucked into a fold he hadn't opened in what felt like forever, his fingers brushed leather.
He frowned, pulled it free.
Two silver eagle coins, dull with age but unmistakable, wrapped together in a leather tie. For a second he just stared at them, confused. Then memory snapped into place.
"Emergency money, Will."
The handwriting was burned into his brain now, even without seeing it. Will's voice, dry, practical, insisting it was stupid not to have something shiny for the right kind of desperate person.
"How the hell did that go unnoticed for this long, " Guy muttered to himself.
He sat there, turning the coins in his fingers, firelight catching the edges. They felt heavier than they should have. Not in weight. In meaning. He tied them back up, hesitated, then placed them somewhere easier to reach. Some things earned that.
When everything was laid out, warming and drying, when there was nothing left to check and no reason to stay awake except old habits, Guy finally stripped down, pulled on borrowed sleep clothes that smelled faintly of soap and wood smoke, and crawled into bed.
The blankets were heavy. Comforting. The kind of weight that told your body it was safe, even if your mind wasn't convinced yet.
As he closed his eyes, the sounds of the building settled around him, fire popping, distant voices, the wind outside. For the first time in a long while, he let himself believe that nothing was hunting him tonight.
And then he slept.
Not the half-sleep of the road, not the thin, nervous drifting where one ear stays open and the body never fully lets go. This was different. This was the kind of sleep that pulls you under without asking, that shuts the door and turns off the lights behind you.
Out on a mission you don't really sleep. You rest, maybe. You close your eyes. You let your muscles ease just enough to keep moving the next day. But some part of you is always awake, counting sounds, tracking shadows, waiting for the wrong noise. Deep sleep like that will get you killed. It's why animals in the wild don't truly sleep either, just shallow cycles, moments of stillness, one eye always open.
Pets do, though.
They sprawl out in the open. They twitch and whimper and chase things that only exist in their heads. They dream, because someone else is watching. Because the pack is awake, because the fire is lit, because the world has been pushed back far enough to feel safe.
Dreaming is a luxury.
It belongs to those moments when you are surrounded by people you trust, when more than one set of eyes is standing watch, when the burden of staying alive isn't resting entirely on your own shoulders. Friends. Family. Dogs curled near the door. Someone else ready to wake first.
Lying there in that warm room, snow piled high outside and strangers guarding the night, Guy let himself fall all the way under.
And for a few precious hours, he was safe enough to dream.
This time, Guy dreamed in color.
Not the washed-out gray of snow and sky, not the hard whites and blues that had filled his eyes for weeks, but green, deep, living green that rolled and breathed under a warm sun. The kind of green that only existed back east, in the Maritimes, where the land curved gently and the air smelled like salt even miles inland.
He was twelve again.
The grass brushed his legs as he ran, bare feet pounding earth that was soft and forgiving. His grandparents' place spread out around him, the old field sloping down toward the trees, the wind steady and kind. His hands were tight around the balsa-wood glider, the one he'd sanded too thin in places, patched with tape, painted badly but lovingly.
"More speed, " his grandfather called, voice strong and amused, carried on the breeze. "And throw at the end of your run, not before."
Guy laughed, breathless, heart hammering with the simple urgency of being young. He could hear his mother behind him, sitting at the picnic table with a thermos and a blanket, smiling that soft smile that meant everything was right in the world and would stay that way forever. She waved as he ran past, hair catching the light.
He ran harder.
The world narrowed to the rhythm of his feet and the pull of the wind. At the end of the field he threw, just like he'd been told, arm snapping forward at the last second.
The glider lifted.
It didn't wobble this time. It didn't dip. It caught the air clean and true, climbing, sunlight flashing off its wings. Guy whooped, skidding to a stop, watching it sail.
"Well look at that, " his grandfather said, pride warm in his voice. "You got it."
Guy turned, grinning, 
And the voice changed.
Same tone. Same cadence.
Different words.
"So, " his grandfather said, calmly, conversationally, "you are coming to kill me?"
The field went silent.
The green drained away like water pulled from sand. The sky dimmed. The glider stalled in midair, hung there for a heartbeat, then fell straight down, vanishing before it hit the ground.
Chapter 8 - Dreams dont carry Knives
Guy snapped awake.
He was sitting upright in the bed, breath coming hard, heart trying to claw its way out of his chest. The room was dark, firelight from the main hearth bleeding faintly under the door.
And someone was sitting at the foot of the bed.
A shape at first. Tall. Broad. A silhouette cut from shadow. Then a spark flared, brief and orange, and the face resolved itself in the glow of a cigar being drawn on.
Beard. Thick, unkempt. Eyes sunk deep, catching the light like wet stone. A bog-man face, half memory, half nightmare.
The smell hit him next, whiskey, old and sharp, and cigar smoke layered over it like a familiar sin.
"Relax, " the figure said, exhaling slowly. "You always are so easy to startle."
Doc.
"I thought you were my friend, " Doc went on, voice low, almost wounded. " I saved your life. Twice. Dug a bullet out of that shoulder with nothing but bad light and worse tools."
He laughed, soft and humorless, smoke curling around his head like a halo gone wrong.  "Hell, I can almost understand it. I'd kill me too right now."
Guy swung his legs over the side of the bed, grounding himself, forcing his breathing to slow. His hands shook, just a little.
"I can't kill you, Doc, " he said. His voice sounded thin in the dark. "You're already dead."
Doc tilted his head, considering that.
 "Death, " he said, "doesn't stick the way you think it does. Not to me anyways."
They talked then, the way people only do in dreams, no pauses, no wasted words, time folding in on itself. Guy told him about the AI, about Damocles, about the infection riding inside him like a parasite that thought it was a god. He told him it couldn't be allowed to spread, that it would hollow out the world if it did.
Doc shook his head, slow and certain.
 "It doesn't want to hollow anything out, " he said. "It wants to be free. Same as the rest of us."
Anger flared in Guy's chest, hot and sharp.
 "It doesn't get to choose, " he said. "Not after what it's done."
Doc stood then, impossibly tall, the shadows stretching with him. He took one last drag on the cigar and crushed it out on the floor.
"It's time for you to wake up anyway, " he said, already fading. "We'll talk again. Soon."
The room lurched back to normal size.
Guy woke with a violent gasp, body jerking forward, hands gripping the blankets. The bed. The room. The warmth. Real this time.
But the smell of whiskey lingered, just for a second longer than it should have.
Guy checked his watch.
06:45.
He stared at it for a second longer than necessary, then did the math again just to be sure. A solid nine hours. Real sleep. The kind that doesn't leave your joints screaming or your head fogged. That hadn't happened in... he honestly couldn't remember when. Weeks? Months? Longer. Exhaustion had finally collected its debt.
From beyond the door came the low, lived-in sounds of morning, voices, wood shifting, something heavy being set down. Life moving. He lit the oil lamp in the small room and took a slow look around. His pack sat where he had left it, bone dry. No frost in the seams, no damp creeping in from the straps. Everything laid out exactly as he'd left it, inspected and warmed through.
Then he noticed the bench.
All his clothing was there. Folded. Clean. Socks paired. Shirt laid flat. Someone had even taken the time to smooth the creases out. That small act hit him harder than he expected. Out on the road, nothing stayed neat for long. Neat meant safe. Neat meant someone cared enough to touch your things carefully.
He dressed quickly, muscle memory doing most of the work.
And then the smell hit him.
Maple. Thick and sweet, heavy in the air. Under it, salt, smoke, fat. Bacon. Real bacon. Salted and cured, not whatever jerky-adjacent thing most people called bacon these days.
They have bacon?
The thought stopped him cold.
For half a heartbeat his mind wandered somewhere dangerous. A warm room. Regular meals. Waking up to that smell every morning. Teaching the kids how to read maps, how to shoot straight, how to fix an engine so it didn't explode. Standing watch when needed, planting when the ground thawed. Maybe courting an Ojibwe woman, learning the language properly instead of piecing it together in the margins. Settling in.
It would still count, he told himself. Helping people. Building something that lasted. Technically, it would still follow the Project directive.
But the monsters stirred at the edges of that thought.
The memories from Iraq and Afghanistan. The things he'd done because someone told him it was necessary. The moments that never really went away, just waited quietly for him to stop moving and his mind to become still. A normal life didn't have room for those ghosts. Missions did. Tasks did. Forward motion kept them at bay.
Still... waking up to maple and bacon every day?
It was tempting. God help him, it was tempting.
Guy pushed the thought aside, gathered his gear, and staged it neatly by the door. Old habits. You never leave your exit cluttered.
He stepped into the main room.
Just like the night before, it was alive, but louder now, brighter. More people. Some cooking, some wrapping food in cloth and bowls for travel. Others are already eating, talking, laughing. The fire roared, and the whole place felt warm in a way that went beyond temperature.
Ashcan sat off to the side at a small table, talking with a young man, both of them laughing about something Guy couldn't hear. That alone felt strange. Ashcan didn't laugh often.
Guy started toward them and then stopped dead.
A woman passed by carrying a bowl of oatmeal. Steam curled up from it, thick with maple and butter.
Guy changed course instantly.
No shame. No hesitation. He followed the smell like a missile, grabbed a bowl of his own, added what he thought might be too much syrup and then decided it probably wasn't enough, and finally turned back toward Ashcan's table.
Some priorities never change.
Ashcan and the young man were deep into it when Guy got close, voices low but animated, hands moving as much as the words. The language bounced back and forth, English, Ojibwe, bits of something else Guy didn't catch, but the tone was universal. The kind of talk that only comes from people who have been shot at and lived long enough to joke about it later.
The young man was telling a story now, leaning forward, eyes bright.
"One night, " he said, tapping the table for emphasis, "Krell came in from the south. Quiet at first. Then shooting. Families running."
He made a sharp motion with his hand, mimicking gunfire.
"No time to think. Snow machine was there. Middle of summer, no snow, just mud and grass. Didn't matter." He grinned, wide and unapologetic. "I jumped on it and pointed it at them."
Ashcan barked out a laugh. "You're telling this like it was a good idea."
"It was the only idea, " Myeengun shot back. "Hit three of them before the machine died. Ran over a fourth for good measure."
He spread his hands. "Bought enough time. Kids lived."
Guy felt his mouth twitch despite himself. He knew that look. The one that said I know this sounds insane, but it worked.
As Guy stepped up, Ashcan slapped the table and jumped in without missing a beat.
"That reminds me, " he said, turning slightly so Guy was now very much the subject of the conversation, "you should hear what this idiot did."
Guy stopped short. "Oh no."
"Oh yes, " Ashcan continued, warming to it. "Northern Michigan. Bad road. Worse timing. We had militia blocking the way, big gun set up like they thought they were gods."
He pointed at Guy with his mug.
"This one, " Ashcan said, "didn't slow down. Didn't swerve. Just drove straight into it."
Myeengun's eyes widened. "Into the gun?"
"Into the gun, " Ashcan confirmed. "Hit four men firing at us first. Launched them like dolls. I swear they were airborne long enough to reconsider their life choices."
Guy shook his head. "I was driving. What was I supposed to do, brake?"
Ashcan ignored him. "Then we slam into the emplacement. Everyone inside goes flying. Dogpile right onto Guy. I think Specs was upside down. Will was yelling. RJ was laughing like a lunatic."
Myeengun let out a low whistle. "That is a good story."
Ashcan finally noticed Guy standing there with a bowl of oatmeal and a look that said you're dead later.
"Oh hey, " he said, grinning, "I see you're finally awake."
He gestured to the chair beside him. "Sit. Join us. This is Myeengun."
Guy set his bowl down and took the seat, nodding to the young man. "Nice to meet you."
"Myeengun here, " Ashcan went on, clearly enjoying himself, "was just telling me about his adventures. How this town wiped out a Krell patrol about a year ago."
He leaned back, satisfied. "Crazy son of a bitch."
Myeengun smiled, unoffended. "Takes one to know one, giiwanaadizid"
Guy took a bite of oatmeal, maple and butter hitting like a warm punch to the chest, and thought, yeah... these are my kind of people.
The young man rose first, pushing his chair back with a soft scrape. He nodded to Ashcan, then to Guy.
"Thank you for the company, " he said easily. "And the stories. Good ones to start a day." He hesitated a moment, then added, "Safe journey. Both of you."
With that he slipped back into the flow of the room, swallowed up by movement and voices.
Not long after, the elder arrived and settled into the chair Myeengun had vacated, moving with the unhurried confidence of someone who knew the space belonged to him. He looked between them, eyes sharp but warm.
"I hope sleep was good?" he said.
His gaze flicked to Ashcan. "I see this one never actually eats." Then to Guy. "But you, " he paused, amused, ", you eat more than a horse."
Guy glanced down.
The bowl in front of him was empty. Completely. He hadn't even remembered finishing it.
The elder slid a ceramic mug across the table toward him. The glaze was dark and uneven, clearly handmade.
"Try this, " he said. "You will like it, if you like that pine tea of yours."
Guy peered inside. A black liquid stared back, swallowing the light.
"...Is this coffee?" he asked cautiously.
The elder smiled. "I do not know this coffee you speak of. But this is a ceremonial drink. We give it to our warriors before battle. It wakes the mind and strengthens the body."
He tapped the rim of the mug. "We call it Cassina. The black drink."
Guy lifted it and took a careful sniff. It smelled like tea, but deeper. Earthier. Not bitter. He took a sip.
His eyebrows lifted despite himself.
"That's... actually really good."
"We trade with our Amerind brothers in the south, " the elder said. "It does not grow here. We add our own flavors, Labrador, myrtle, dried blueberries."
Guy took another drink, longer this time. Within minutes he could feel it, his head clearing, the last fog of sleep burning off in a way that felt very familiar.
"Yeah, " he said, nodding. "That'll do it."
"If you like it, I can send some with you, " the elder offered.
Guy smiled. "I would appreciate that."
The elder folded his hands and shifted the conversation without ceremony.
"I can have someone bring you west to Odanah today, " he said. "We are sending salted pork, potatoes, and apples to trade for lamp oil and other items."
He gestured around the room. "We are farmers, mostly. This place feeds the larger town. In return, they supply what we cannot make."
He leaned in slightly. "When you arrive, ask for Noodin at the store. He will help you."
Then he looked between the two men and nodded toward Guy.
"And you should do most of the talking, " he added dryly. "You make a better first impression than Bingwi here."
Guy blinked. "Wait."
He turned slowly toward Ashcan. "They gave you a name?"
Ashcan smirked, unrepentant. "Means ashes."
Guy snorted into his mug.
The elder stood, smoothing his scarf. "Safe travels, " he said. "May the spirits guide your decisions true. You are both always welcome here."
As he turned to go, Guy reached out and pressed something into his hand.
"For everything you've given us, " Guy said quietly.
The elder stopped. Looked down.
A silver eagle coin caught the light.
He turned it over once, thumb tracing the worn edge. For a moment his expression went distant.
"I saw one of these as a child, " he said softly.
Then he closed Guy's fingers around it and handed it back.
"You will need this, " the elder said. "To get your friend out of trouble."
He met Guy's eyes. "Our law is simple. One pays for damage and crime either with work... or with value. You paid any debt with us by your friendship, stories and making our day a bit brighter."
Guy nodded slowly, understanding settling in.
Yeah.
They were definitely going to need it. Guy's watch buzzed against his wrist, sharp and insistent in a way that cut straight through the low hum of the room.
He froze mid-motion, then slowly turned his arm to look. A small green dot pulsed on the display.
For a moment he just stared at it.
"...Well I'll be fucked, " he breathed.
Ashcan noticed immediately. "What."
"The radio synced, " Guy said, disbelief creeping into his voice. "At some point last night. Conditions must've shifted just enough. We caught a clean satellite pass."
He flicked through the log, confirming it twice, then looked up. "We got a response."
Ashcan leaned back, folding his arms. "From Charley."
 Guy nodded.
Ashcan's mouth twitched. "Let me guess. She's thrilled."
Guy snorted softly and pulled the tablet free, thumb waking the screen. "You want to hear it or should I paraphrase and save time?"
"I want to hear it, " Ashcan said. "Word for word."
Guy opened the message system. Two unread entries sat there, stacked like charges waiting to be read out loud. He cleared his throat and tapped the first.
"This one came in before I managed to get anything out, " he said. "When I missed the check-in window."
He read slowly, Charley's voice almost audible in the phrasing.
Guy, you missed your check-in window by twelve hours. That's not 'weather delay, ' that's 'search party' territory. If you don't regain reliable comms by the next pass, I want you to seriously consider turning back. I don't care how good your instincts are, dead doesn't help anyone.
Guy lowered the tablet slightly.
Ashcan smiled, "Yeah. She's pissed."
"Guy smirked, "If she were actually angry there'd be profanity and at least one threat."
Guy scrolled and opened the second message. His expression shifted before he even read it.
"This one came after I sent that burst message, " he said. "You know, 'cold, alive, found Ashcan, waiting out storm in a root cellar'."
Ashcan leaned forward a little now.
Guy read.
You found him? Alive? About damn time. Do you have any idea how many scenarios I ran where you both ended up frozen popsicles into the terrain? I don't care if you're in a cellar, a cave, or someone's grandmother's pantry, stay put until conditions improve. And Guy... I'm glad you're not alone out there. Don't make me regret standing up for you.
The room felt quieter when he finished.
Guy let the tablet dim and sat there for a second, jaw tight. Relief, guilt, and something uncomfortably close to gratitude tangled up in his chest.
Ashcan smirked faintly. "She likes that leash."
Guy shot back, "stop kink shaming eh?"
Guy slid the tablet back into its padded sleeve and secured it in his pack. The weight of the messages lingered. They weren't alone in the world anymore. Someone knew where they were. Someone would come looking if they didn't show up again.
Guy stood and rolled his shoulders, the mission settling back into place like an old coat and glances toward the door, toward the west, toward Odanah and a very drunk, very dangerous friend.
"Now, " he said, "we go deal with Doc before he burns down half a town or convinces someone that the world needs a software update."
As they headed out, one of the women caught up to Guy just before he stepped through the doorway. She pressed a small cloth bag into his hands, the fabric warm from having been tucked close to the hearth.
"For the road, " she said simply.
Guy untied it just enough to look inside. White pine needles, fresh and fragrant. A large pouch of cassina, carefully sealed. And beneath it all, wrapped in waxed cloth, several pocket pies, dense, heavy, meant to travel and meant to last.
He retied the cord and stowed the bag at the very top of his pack, where he could get to it without digging. "Thank you, " he said, and meant it more than the word usually carried.
Ashcan nodded to the room at large. A few hands lifted in farewell. No ceremony. Just the quiet understanding of people who sent others out into the cold knowing they might not see them again.
They stepped outside.
The cold hit immediately, the kind that reminded you it was in charge. There was no wind at all, and that somehow made it worse. The air was still, heavy, every breath crisp and deliberate. The morning was painted gold, long shadows stretching across the snow as the sun crept up, the sky still a deep, dark blue like it hadn't quite decided to let go of the night yet.
Chapter 9, Hello Old Friend
Two snowmobiles waited for them, idling low, each hitched to a sled piled high with sacks and baskets, everything lashed down tight with rope and leather straps. The men driving them looked relaxed, unhurried. People who had done this a thousand times and would do it a thousand more if the world allowed.
Guy and Ashcan climbed on as riders, one behind each driver. Guy wrapped his gloved hands around the grab bar and leaned forward slightly as the machine lurched, then settled into a steady, confident hum.
They headed west.
Calling it a road would have been generous. It was a trail, worn into the land by repetition rather than design. The machines handled it easily, gliding over packed snow, weaving through stands of trees, skirting frozen low ground where the ice was known and trusted.
The ride was uneventful in the best way.
Guy found himself studying the snowmobiles as they moved. Old. Very old. But running clean and smooth. Someone had put real thought into keeping them alive. Fiberglass cowlings had been replaced with shaped wood, sealed and reinforced. There were no clear windshields anymore, too fragile, too hard to replace, but instead a thick plank mounted forward, angled just right to split the air and throw it up and over the riders. Crude, maybe, but effective. It created an air dam that cut the wind down to something survivable.
Guy wondered if they had a machine shop somewhere. A foundry. Or if it was just a graveyard of old machines cannibalized carefully, nothing wasted, everything reused until there was nothing left but memory and scrap.
After nearly two hours, the trees thinned and the land opened up.
They rolled into a larger village, almost a town by northern standards. There were more buildings here, some still standing in brick or concrete block, stubbornly refusing to collapse. An old gas station sat off to one side, its sign long gone but its shape unmistakable. Snowmobiles were clustered out front, men fueling them from battered cans, Guy guessed some kind of ethanol is what they use.
People were everywhere. Moving with purpose. An old pickup truck rattled past them, loaded down with baskets and sacks, its tires struggling for traction in the snow, engine complaining loudly about the injustice of it all.
They followed the trail deeper in, finally pulling into what looked like an old parking lot. Other snowmobiles were already there, trailers lined up, drivers unloading goods. The building they stopped in front of had once been a hardware store. The glass across the front windows was still intact, surprisingly so, reflecting the morning light. Inside, movement was constant, people coming and going, voices overlapping, the quiet chaos of commerce.
As soon as they shut down, someone stepped out to meet them, already talking, hands gesturing toward the sleds. The drivers answered in kind, negotiations starting immediately, sacks being untied, baskets opened for inspection.
Guy slid off the machine and rolled his shoulders, the long ride settling into his muscles. Ashcan did the same, scanning the crowd.
Guy glanced at the building, then back at the people moving around them. Somewhere in this place was a man named Noodin. Somewhere in this town was Doc, likely tied up, hungover, and having made an impression no one would forget anytime soon.
Stepping inside the trade depot was like stepping into a machine that never quite stopped turning.
The noise wasn't loud, but it was everywhere, boots scuffing concrete, the scrape of wood on wood, the dull thump of sacks being set down, low voices calling weights and counts back and forth like a language of numbers. Somewhere deeper inside, metal clinked softly against metal, followed by the steady ratcheting of a hand crank under load.
The air was thick with smells layered over one another: old oil and cold iron, grain dust, cured hides, wood smoke carried in on coats, and the faint tang of something chemical Guy couldn't place. It smelled like work. Like survival done carefully and on purpose.
Behind long counters rose stacks upon stacks of trade goods, arranged with a precision that made Guy slow without realizing it. Sacks of potatoes and barley were grouped by size. Bundles of furs tied with twine hung from pegs. Crates, real crates, were stenciled with faded words from the old world, crossed out and re-labeled again and again until only the shape mattered. Shelves held jars of rendered fat, coils of wire sorted by gauge, folded cloth, nails and screws separated into shallow trays. Nothing was piled randomly. Nothing was wasted.
Men and women moved through wide aisles with hand carts, weaving around one another without collision, their paths practiced and efficient. Near the center of the depot, two men worked a hand-crank and pulley system bolted into heavy beams. They lifted full wooden crates smoothly into the air and stacked them three high near the ceiling, ropes thick and polished from years of use. The system groaned softly but never hesitated. Someone had built it to last, and then rebuilt it better.
Guy stopped, caught in it.
None of the communities they'd passed through were like this. Big MAC had order, but it was enforced with guns and fear. The Island was clever and advanced, but it still relied on memory and piles and trust. This place, this was logistics. Planning. A quiet confidence that tomorrow was going to happen, so you might as well be ready for it.
A firm pat landed between his shoulder blades.
"Stay on target, " Ashcan muttered.
Guy nodded, pulled himself out of it, and stepped toward the nearest counter.
Before he said a word, he reached up and unshouldered his rifle. He did it slowly, deliberately, making sure the movement was clear and calm. He set the rifle down on the counter in front of him, muzzle turned safely away, hands open afterward for a beat longer than necessary.
Only then did he speak.
"Uh, hi, " Guy said. "Is Noodin around, eh?"
The man behind the counter had been bent over a clipboard, pencil moving steadily. He looked up, and froze.
For a moment his eyes went wide, flicking from Guy's face to the gear, to Ashcan, then back to the rifle resting harmlessly on the counter. White men didn't come up here often, not this time of year, and almost never looking like soldiers that had forgotten what army they belonged to.
Guy kept his hands visible, posture loose, waiting.
Ashcan stepped in beside him. "We came from Cedar, " he said evenly. "Niigaanii sent us."
The change was immediate.
Recognition washed the confusion off the man's face, replaced with something closer to relief. "Ah, sorry, " he said, straightening. "You're just... not common around here."
He nodded once toward the rifle, an acknowledgment, not a warning. "Noodin's working the motor shop next door. Go out the end door to your left, then across to the garage."
Guy inclined his head. "Thank you."
The man returned to his clipboard, pencil scratching again, but Guy could feel the glances following them as they turned away, not hostile, just attentive. The kind of look given to unknown variables entering a system that normally ran smooth.
As they headed for the end door, Guy took one last look over the depot, the order, the movement, the quiet, relentless competence of it all.
Someone here understood how to keep a world alive. Guy slung the rifle across his back instead of keeping it in his hands. It was second nature to carry it ready, muzzle down, finger clear, eyes up, the way they'd been trained, the way they'd lived for so long. But he knew better than anyone what that posture said to people who had survived violence at the hands of men who looked like him.
Time to change the message.
As they stepped away from the depot he reached up and unzipped the top half of his parka, then the jacket underneath. The cold bit for a moment, but it was warming already and worth it. The red T-shirt beneath showed through, the white maple leaf stark against the fabric. It wasn't planned, not really, but he didn't zip back up.
Relaxed. Harmless. Friendly.
At least as much as a man like him could be.
Across the open yard the garage was alive with movement. Snow had been packed hard by traffic, rutted with sled tracks and boot prints. Men were straining at the back of an old pickup truck, pushing it toward a wide open door. The door wasn't anything modern, no rollers, no springs, but a big flat slab of wood reinforced with welded steel straps, pivoting upward and out on heavy hinges like something from the 1950s dragged stubbornly into the future.
As it lifted, sound spilled into the yard.
Metal on metal. The whine of a hand drill. The dull thud of a hammer striking something that refused to cooperate. Voices raised just enough to be heard over the work, not angry, just focused. The smell hit next, oil, grease, hot metal, old fuel, and the sharp tang of something burning just enough to clean it.
Guy didn't hesitate. He leaned in beside one of the men and put his shoulder into the truck. Ashcan followed without a word. Together they heaved, boots slipping for traction, until the pickup rolled over the threshold and into the building.
The men straightened, breathing hard.
"Miigwech, " one of them said, nodding. Another wiped his hands on his coat and looked Guy over, open jacket, red shirt, rifle on his back, and gave him that same puzzled look they'd gotten in the depot. Not fear. Just confusion.
Guy smiled, small and easy. "Looking for Noodin?"
One of the men jerked his thumb toward the left side of the garage. "In back."
"Thanks, " Guy said.
They walked away under the weight of those stares, the sounds of the garage growing louder as they went deeper inside. Guy felt the heat from the work, the rhythm of people fixing things because they had to, not because they wanted to.
The deeper they went, the more the garage revealed itself.
This wasn't just a place where machines were kept running, it was a living thing, stitched together from necessity and stubborn intelligence. The ceiling was high, ribbed with heavy beams scavenged from somewhere older, blackened by decades of smoke and heat. Chains hung from those beams, each one ending in hooks, pulleys, or improvised lifting rigs made from welded scrap and repurposed farm equipment. Nothing matched, yet everything worked.
Light came from everywhere and nowhere at once. Oil lamps hung on posts. Candles sat in old coffee tins nailed to walls. A few electric bulbs glowed weakly from a jury-rigged line that hummed faintly, the wire insulated with cloth tape and prayer. The shadows were long and alive, bending around engines, tool benches, and stacked parts like they were avoiding being noticed.
Along one wall sat the carcasses of machines in various states of rebirth, snowmobiles stripped to frames, engines cracked open like chests in surgery. Wooden cowlings leaned nearby, sanded smooth and sealed with resin, replacing long-lost fiberglass. A lathe, hand-cranked, heavy, and ancient, occupied a place of honor near the back, its bed worn shiny from use. Guy could tell just by looking at it that someone here knew exactly how to coax precision out of crude tools.
The floor told stories. Dark stains where oil had soaked in over years. Pale scorch marks where something had gone very wrong once and then never again. Lines scratched into the concrete marked where sleds were parked, engines positioned, loads measured. This place ran on muscle memory as much as skill.
Men moved through it with quiet coordination. One held a part steady while another drilled. A third passed tools without being asked. There was no shouting, no chaos, just work. The kind of work where everyone knew that if this didn't get fixed, people didn't eat, didn't travel, didn't survive the winter.
Ashcan slowed his pace, eyes scanning with professional interest. "They've got talent, " he muttered. "Real talent."
Guy nodded. "And discipline."
They passed a rack of hand-forged tools, wrenches with uneven jaws, hammers with mismatched heads, chisels sharpened down to stubs from years of use. Above them, chalk diagrams were scrawled directly onto the wall: gear ratios, fuel mixtures, sketches of intake modifications. Someone had even drawn airflow lines over a crude outline of a snowmobile, arrows looping and correcting themselves where experiments had clearly failed before succeeding.
Toward the back, the noise changed. Less hammering, more deliberate sounds, the soft scrape of a file, the hiss of a torch being feathered just right. The air was warmer here, thick with the smell of hot metal and old oil cooked thin.
That's where they saw him.
A broad-shouldered man hunched over an engine block, sleeves rolled up, forearms blackened with grease and burn scars. His hair was tied back, streaked with gray, and his movements were slow and exact.
Moved over to a crankshaft behind him set carefully into a wooden jig, the whole thing clamped to a scarred workbench that had seen more engines than most factories ever had. The crank itself was wrapped in a strip of cloth soaked dark with oil and grit. A length of rope looped around it, both ends in Noodin's hands. He worked the rope back and forth in a smooth rhythm, the crank turning just enough as the abrasive polished the bearing surface. It squealed softly, that high-pitched metallic song that meant metal was becoming true again.
Beside him, another man sat on a crate with an engine head flipped upside down between his knees. He spun a wooden stick between his palms like he was trying to start a fire, the suction cup at the end chirping faintly as it lapped a valve into its seat. The motion was old, ancient even, something Guy had seen in books more than in real life. Precision without electricity. Patience made mechanical.
Everywhere Guy looked there were tools. Some were relics, rust-polished wrenches with maker's marks from companies long gone. Others were clearly made here: chisels ground from leaf springs, clamps welded from rebar, gauges carved from hardwood and etched with careful lines. Tool chests stood open, organized not by brand or age but by purpose. Worn outlines on the walls showed where each tool lived when it wasn't in a hand.
Another man stood at a table cutting a gasket from thin leather, tracing an old metal pattern with a piece of charcoal before carefully following the line with a razor-sharp knife. He paused now and then to check fit against the mating surface, trimming a hair's width at a time. No waste. No rush.
Through it all, Noodin talked. Not loudly, but constantly. He barked out measurements, corrections, small lessons.
"Too fast, you'll bell-mouth it."
 "Feel that lip? That's still high. Keep going."
 "Leather shrinks when it gets wet, leave it proud."
It wasn't anger in his voice, Guy realized. It was instruction. This was a classroom, and the machines were the blackboard.
Noodin finally noticed them. His hands slowed, the rope went slack, and he looked up properly for the first time. His eyes flicked from Guy to Ashcan, paused, then narrowed just a touch in recognition.
"Ah, " he said, straightening. "The Morrow from Cedar."
Noodin wiped his hands on a rag that had once been white and jerked his head toward the back. "Follow me. We talk somewhere private."
They trailed him past benches and hanging chains to a side door Guy would have missed entirely if it hadn't moved. Tools hung from it too, disguising it as just another wall. Noodin pushed it open and stepped through.
The room beyond had once been a foreman's office. Now it was a shrine to memory. Books and manuals were stacked everywhere, on shelves, on crates, on the floor, leaning in towers against the walls. Engine diagrams, repair texts, service manuals, handwritten notebooks bound with twine. The desk itself was nearly buried, only a corner visible beneath a spread of papers weighted down with bolts and washers.
The light in here was different. Brighter. A rough skylight had been cut into the roof above, framed with scavenged glass and sealed with tar and cloth. Late morning sun poured in, illuminating dust motes drifting lazily through the air. It felt... quiet. Removed from the noise of the garage, like stepping into the mind of the place.
Noodin sat on the edge of the desk and folded his arms.
"You're here about your friend, " he said, not bothering to ask.
Ashcan nodded once. Guy stayed quiet.
Noodin went on, voice steady, almost amused. "He came in two days ago. Storm at his back. Big man. White. Not many like that come this far north unless they're looking for trouble or running from it."
He gestured vaguely toward the village outside. "He stopped at the inn. That place is for travelers, folk who get caught by weather or bad luck. Traded a knife for a bed and a meal. Fair trade."
"Then he decided to drink, " Noodin continued. "One drink became many. He told stories. Big ones. Locals fed him rum and beer, wanted to hear more. Then he started complaining about the rum."
Noodin's mouth twitched. "That did not go well. Innkeeper makes it himself."
"They asked him to pay for what he drank, " Noodin said. "He said he needed to piss first. Walked outside. And then tried to steal an elder's sled."
Guy exhaled slowly. Of course he did.
"We didn't exactly catch him, " he said. "He was far too drunk for that."
Ashcan raised an eyebrow. Guy stayed still.
"When we found him, " Noodin went on, "he hadn't gotten anywhere. Slid clean off the seat and into the snow, swearing loud enough to wake the dead. The sled hadn't moved an inch."
A corner of Noodin's mouth curled despite himself. "He had the pull-cord handle in his hand. Snapped it clean off trying to start the machine. Just laying there in the drift, cursing the cold, the sled, the ancestors, and I think the sky."
"He was trying to stand up when we reached him, " Noodin said, "but his legs wouldn't listen. So we helped him up. Brought him inside put him in the cell to sober up. That's when we realized how strong he really was."
He leaned forward now, forearms on his knees. "He tried to rip one of the bars out of the cage. Almost did. So we hogtied him. For his safety. And ours."
Noodin looked directly at Guy then, eyes sharp but not unkind. "He's sleeping now. But he is not well."
Guy and Ashcan exchanged a look. It was the kind of look that didn't need words, the silent agreement that this is now our problem.
Guy cleared his throat first. "Alright, " he said evenly. "How much does he owe, and what do we need to do to make this right?"
Noodin leaned back against the edge of the desk, arms crossed, studying them both for a long moment. Not suspicious. Measuring. Weighing intent.
"Our laws are not complicated, " he said finally. "But they are not flexible either. Harm is repaid. Loss is made whole. Disrespect is answered."
"The innkeeper is angry. He is owed for drink, food, and the trouble your friend caused in front of his guests. That alone would normally mean work or trade."
"Second, " he continued, "the elder's sled. Simple damage, yes. Pull-cord housing cracked, handle broken. Easy to fix, but still an insult. That sled feeds a family in winter."
Noodin's mouth tightened. "Third... your friend himself. With the way he was acting, we would prefer he be out of town as soon as possible. We are not used to that kind of chaos."
Ashcan let out a slow breath through his nose. Guy could almost hear the list forming in his head, tallying risk.
"The only times we tolerate that sort of commotion, " Noodin went on, "is during harvest celebrations. When a few warriors drink too deeply. Or when one of the wives decides her husband has earned a knife for being unfaithful." A faint shrug. "Even then, it is handled quickly."
Noodin pushed off the desk and gestured toward their packs. "If you have items of value, I can tell you what will and will not work. Not everything is acceptable. Not everything is equal."
Guy hesitated, then nodded. "We can do that."
Noodin's tone shifted then, just slightly. Softer. More respectful.
"And being Morrow, " he said, "does help."
Guy's eyes flicked up.
"Morrow has weight here, " Noodin continued. "Your people saved this tribe a long time ago. When there were fewer of us. When the world was more dangerous than it is now." He tapped the desk once. "A Morrow's word is not taken lightly."
Ashcan spoke carefully. "Then maybe we should speak to the elders."
Noodin smiled, just a little. "You may get that chance sooner than you think."
He pointed toward the window, toward the street beyond. "The elders eat lunch at the inn every day. Informal. Not meant for official business."
He paused, eyes sharp now. "But a Morrow sitting at their table?" A small shrug. "Rules bend when history walks in the door."
Guy exhaled slowly. "Of course they do."
Noodin straightened. "Eat with them. Be respectful. Let them see you are here to fix a problem, not create one."
"And Doc?" Ashcan asked.
Noodin's expression darkened. "He will stay tied up until they decide otherwise. I suggest you move quickly."
Guy nodded once. "Then we'll go have lunch."
Ashcan muttered, "Hell of a way to negotiate."
Noodin allowed himself a thin smile. "Welcome to tribal law."
They left the garage and stepped back out into the street, boots crunching softly on packed snow. The village felt different here than it had at the depot, less industrial, more lived-in. Smoke curled lazily from chimneys, dogs slept curled tight against doorways, and people moved with purpose but without hurry. Everyone seemed to know where they were going, and why.
They followed Noodin's directions down a gentle slope and over a narrow crossing. Sled runners and boots had packed the snow hard there. Ahead of them stood the inn.
It was a two-story wooden building, bwide and solid, the kind of place meant to outlast storms and generations. The lap siding had been repaired and replaced in patches over the years, boards not quite matching but fitted with care. Yellow paint clung stubbornly to the wood, peeling in places down to bare grain but still bright enough to suggest pride rather than neglect.
Out front, hanging from heavy iron brackets, was a hand-carved sign cut from a thick slab of tree trunk. The carving was simple and unmistakable: an almost cartoonish chicken drumstick, rounded and exaggerated, with the word MIJIM burned deep beneath it.
Food. Honest. No nonsense.
A covered porch wrapped the front, its floor worn smooth by decades of boots. People came and went through the door, some laughing, some quiet, some bundled against the cold, each leaving with the faint cloud of warmth trailing behind them.
Guy slowed without meaning to. Ashcan noticed.
"This is it, " Ashcan said quietly.
Guy nodded. "Yeah."
They stepped into the vestibule and were immediately swallowed by coats. Heavy parkas, wool cloaks, fur-lined hoods, all hanging from thick pegs driven deep into the wall. Rifles stood upright in racks along one side, muzzles up, actions open. Old habits, old rules. Respect made visible.
Guy shrugged out of his parka, then his snow pants, hanging them carefully. Ashcan did the same, moving with the ease of someone who had done this a thousand times in a thousand places. Guy hesitated only a second before unshouldering his rifle and setting it with the others. Ashcan set his there, the muzzle hitting the shelf above, nobody designs for a monster rifle like ashcan carries.
No threats. No posturing.
They pushed through the inner door and were hit with heat, sound, and smell all at once.
The room was bright, warmed by a long hearth that ran nearly the length of one wall. Square wooden tables filled most of the space, each surrounded by mismatched chairs polished smooth by years of use. A long bar dominated the far side, with several people working behind it, pouring, wiping, laughing, calling out orders.
"Eli, two bowls ready!"
 "Maris, bread's up!"
Someone carried plates to the counter, called a name, and a patron rose from their table to collect the food themselves. No fuss. No waste. Everyone knew the rhythm.
And then there was the table to the left.
Four tables pushed together into one long one. Eight elders sat along its length, men and women with silver hair, lined faces, and eyes that missed nothing. At the head sat a woman older than the rest, posture straight, hands folded calmly on the table. Her presence anchored the room without effort.
Conversation died the moment Guy stepped fully inside.
It wasn't dramatic. No sharp intake of breath. Just the soft, collective pause of people who noticed something out of place.
Guy felt it like pressure on his chest.
Every eye turned to him. To his height. His posture. The way he moved like someone used to being watched, even when he pretended not to be.
Ashcan leaned in just enough to murmur, "Well. That's subtle."
Guy didn't answer. He met their gaze, one face at a time, then dipped his head slightly toward the elder woman at the head of the table. Not a bow. Just acknowledgment.
A long second passed.
Then the woman spoke, her voice steady and calm, carrying easily across the room.
"You must be the Morrow who arrived with the storm."
Guy swallowed once. "yes"
Chairs scraped softly as a few of the elders shifted. The woman studied him, eyes sharp but not unkind.
"And you came to eat with us, " she said.
Guy nodded. "If you'll have us."
A corner of her mouth twitched, not quite a smile. She gestured to the empty chairs near the end of the table.
"Sit, " she said. "Then tell us why you chase trouble into our home."
Two men rose from the long table without a word, moving with the quiet efficiency of people who had done this sort of thing many times before. They crossed the room and returned carrying another table between them, scarred and solid, its legs repaired with iron brackets. Two chairs followed. They set everything at the far end of the joined tables, extending the line just enough to make space, close enough to be included, far enough to remind them they were guests.
Guy waited until they were finished before sitting. Ashcan followed suit.
The room felt warmer now, or maybe his body was finally catching up after days of cold and tension. Guy unzipped his parka fully, then peeled off the fleece jacket underneath. He folded it once and draped it over the back of the chair, careful, deliberate. The red T-shirt beneath, faded but clean, stood out immediately, the white maple leaf centered on his chest bright against the firelight.
A few eyes lingered on it.
A woman approached, older but strong, her hands steady as she carried two handmade clay mugs glazed deep brown and blue. Steam curled from their rims. She set them down, then placed a thick ceramic pitcher between Guy and Ashcan with a soft, solid thunk.
Guy reached for the handle out of habit before thinking and felt the heat through the glaze. Hot. Fresh.
He poured carefully into his mug, the dark liquid sending up a sharp, earthy scent. Bitter tea again, Rhubarb... Not his favorite. He took a sip anyway, kept his face neutral, and nodded with a small smile.
Ashcan watched him over the rim of his own cup, amused.
They began carefully.
They talked about the storm first. About the road west, about Cedar and the kindness of people who still remembered what hospitality meant when winter tried to kill you. Guy spoke of following their friend, worried for him, wanting to make sure he didn't freeze or get himself hurt worse than he already had.
"Our friend's... stubborn, " Guy said, choosing his words with care. "Always has been. Gets ideas in his head and runs with them, even when it's a bad idea."
A few of the elders chuckled softly. They knew the type.
Ashcan added his own pieces, dry and understated. "He used to be a good man. Still is, when he's himself. Saved lives. Helped people. Just... doesn't always know when to stop."
They spoke of long miles and bad weather, of towns swallowed by snow and time. Of waiting out storms and sharing fires with strangers. They did not speak of AIs, or containment, or cages that should never have been opened. They did not speak of fear the way it really lived in Ashcan's eyes.
They let Doc be a man who drank too much and made mistakes, not something more dangerous.
The eldest woman at the head of the table watched Guy closely as he drank again, his mouth tightening almost imperceptibly at the bitterness. She tilted her head, studying him the way one studies weather or a wound.
"Why do you drink that, " she asked calmly, "when you do not like it?"
The room quieted just a little.
Guy paused with the mug halfway back to the table. He considered lying, then didn't.
"Because it was offered, " he said simply. "And because someone took the time to make it."
A faint smile touched her lips. She nodded once.
"Good, " she said. "Politeness is rare these days." Her gaze slid sideways, sharp as a blade, toward two of the other elders. They shifted uncomfortably under it. "Rarer still when a man has power and chooses not to use it."
The conversation turned, inevitably, to payment.
The innkeeper's anger. The damaged sled. The disturbance. Guy listened, then reached slowly into his pocket and laid the two silver eagle coins on the table, pushing them forward just enough for everyone to see. The light caught their edges.
A murmur went around the table. Some nodded. Some leaned closer.
"That would cover it, " one elder said. "More than."
Another shrugged. "Silver is silver."
Before anyone could reach for them, the eldest woman raised a hand.
Silence fell instantly.
She did not look at the coins. She looked at Guy.
"No, " she said. "That is not the payment."
Guy's hand froze where it rested on the table. Ashcan's jaw tightened.
"We do not need your silver, " the woman continued. "We have something else. Something older."
She folded her hands again, fingers lacing together.
"There is work, " she said, "left unfinished. A promise made by Morrow long ago."
The word carried weight in the room, like a stone dropped into deep water.
"You are here now, " she said to Guy. "And some debts do not wait forever. There is something only you can do."
The eldest woman reached down beside her chair and drew a leather pack up into her lap. It was old, thick hide, darkened with age and oil, the stitching repaired more than once with different hands and different thread. She rested it there for a moment, palms flat on the flap, as if acknowledging its weight before opening it.
Then she flipped it open.
The first thing she slid out, a project tactical tablet.
Battered. Scarred. The corners rounded from years of handling, the casing scratched to hell and back. One edge bore a long gouge like it had been dragged across stone. It was the same size. The same model. The same damned thing he had in his pack.
She handed it to the elder beside her, who passed it down the table, hand to hand, until it reached Guy.
He didn't touch it at first. Just stared.
Then she reached back into the pack and removed a single ID card, its laminate clouded, the edges chewed up from age. The yellow infinity symbol was still there, faded but unmistakable. That too went down the line.
Guy finally took the tablet when it reached him. It was heavier than he expected, not in mass, but in meaning. This wasn't lost. This wasn't scavenged.
This had been kept. Carefully cared for like a relic.
"How, " Guy started, then stopped. His mind was racing, trying to build explanations that refused to fit together.
The woman smiled before he could finish.
"We can see into your soul and know everything, " she said lightly, the same line he had heard before, then waved it away with a small laugh. "Tribal news and rumor travels faster than the wind. We knew you were coming this morning, when the first sleds arrived from Cedar."
She leaned forward again and reached into the pack once more.
"These were left with us, " she continued, lifting out a thinner slate, then another. Smaller. Simpler. Project e-readers. Their casings worn smooth from hands that had turned pages that were never paper.
"Several of these, " she said, stacking them carefully. "We use them to share information with those who can read. Medicine notes. Crop rotations. Old lessons. Texts on how to repair and make things, how to build, survive."
She tapped one gently with a finger. "They still work, as long as we keep them in the sun once a month. Lately..." she paused, counting silently, "...weekly. They are almost ninety seasons old now."
A quiet reverence settled over the table.
"When your people came, " she went on, "they stayed only a short time. They taught us much. How to store food so it lasts. How to read the weather better. How to keep sickness from spreading."
Her voice softened, not with sadness, but with distance.
"They had to leave quickly. It was written that another Morrow to the south had called for help. They told us there was one more gift meant for us. Seeds. More of these knowledge slates. Medicine. Tools we could not yet imagine."
She nodded toward the ID card as it made its way back toward her.
"They gave us the information and said they would return when they could."
Her hands closed slowly around the edge of the table.
"They never returned."
No accusation. No anger. Just fact.
"After they left, fever came, " she said. "It took the ones who worked most closely with them. That winter was brutal beyond memory. Without what Morrow gave us and taught us, we would not have survived."
Guy swallowed. Ashcan's eyes were fixed on the id card.
"Many of us have tried to understand what they left behind, " the woman said. "We believe the writing on that card is the location of this final gift. Coordinates. Instructions. A promise."
She gestured toward the battered tablet now resting in Guy's hands.
"The larger slate was meant to decode it. To point the way."
Guy felt a chill run down his spine, though the room was warm from the hearth. The sudden hush pressed against his ears, a silence so complete it made the creaks of the old wooden floor beneath their chairs sound impossibly loud. He turned slowly, taking in the space. Everyone else, the younger men and women, even the elders who had guided the conversation with patience and warmth, had quietly left the room. Only the council remained, their expressions unreadable, like shadows holding secrets too old to name.
The ID card reached him finally, Guy picked it up, feeling the worn edges between his fingers, the smooth lamination and faint scuff marks from decades of handling. The text was still crisp, perfectly legible despite its age:
Corporal Finn Ashworth
 Age 28, 5'10", 175 lbs
 Recon Team WI-54
 ID 03989972
He turned the card over, and his eyes caught the sharpie scrawl on the back, written in a precise, almost clinical hand:
15T XM 66796 61656
The sequence wasn't just random, it was a set of coordinates, MGRS, marking a specific point on the globe. His mind raced, calculating the implications. He ran a thumb along the numbers and letters, trying to imagine what lay at that location. The QR code glinted faintly under the skylight, promising more information he couldn't yet access.
Guy's first words slipped out before he could catch them, his voice almost a whisper, "I bet they left you a community support cache."
The elders froze, their eyes narrowing, heads tilting slightly as if trying to measure what his words were what they meant.. Ashcan gave him a quick, sharp tap on his arm and Guy cleared his throat, realizing he had started down a path that required careful footing.
Over the next twenty minutes, the room seemed to contract and expand as they tried to bridge centuries of knowledge. "The Morrow Project, " he began, "it's... it's not just soldiers or scientists. We're a network, a program designed to protect people after the world collapses. Each team, like the one I'm part of, gets specific resources, food, medicine, technology, and sometimes things that can seem magical to outsiders. Everything is meant to help communities survive and rebuild. The caches are left in strategic places, often hidden, sometimes in plain sight, so future generations can use them when the world becomes... unsafe."
Ashcan added, his voice low and gravelly, "We're not just dropping supplies. We're trained to protect, to repair, to rebuild. And to make decisions that... normal people aren't prepared to make. Some of the tools we leave behind, like the slates, these tablets, even the medicines, they aren't just practical. They carry instructions, information, everything someone would need to continue rebuilding if the original team can't return."
Guy flipped the ID card slowly in his hands, showing them the back once more. "The man this belonged to, Finn Ashworth... he's actually younger than me, " he said, his voice catching slightly. "You have to understand, the way we operate... time isn't the same for us as it is for you. We're put in cryogenic storage. Frozen. Vaulted. Sometimes for over 200 years.. When we wake, the world has changed. People we knew are gone, cities are gone, governments... all gone. And we wake up to do the mission, knowing nothing else."
The elders listened, some leaning closer, fingers on their lips, others exchanging glances that carried both skepticism and awe. One of the women, finally spoke. "You mean... these people... your people... are sent into the future... to live in a world they do not know?"
"Yes, " Guy said, nodding. "Exactly. And sometimes, " he added softly, "we leave behind what we can for the people who remain. Knowledge. Tools. Information. That is what this ID, these tools... all of this represents. These aren't just things. They're instructions for survival. For rebuilding. For continuing after... after everything falls apart."
Ashcan leaned back in his chair, folding his hands over his lap. "The tricky part is, we're sent into places like yours, communities we know nothing about. People we've never met. Sometimes we're the first to arrive. Sometimes we're the only ones left to make sense of it. And the choices we make... they affect generations. That's why these caches exist. So someone like you can continue the rebuilding, even if we never return." 
Guy glanced around the room, catching the faint glimmer of understanding in the elders' eyes. The silence after his explanation was long and heavy, weighted with the reality of centuries, the enormity of what the Project did, and the subtle hum of responsibility that came with it.
Finally, one of the men shifted forward, resting his elbows on the table, voice quiet but firm. "So... these caches... they are for the people who survive? For communities like ours?"
"Yes, " Guy said, voice steadier now. "Exactly. Everything we leave, every piece of knowledge or medicine, it's meant for the living. For the people who will carry the world forward. That is the mission. That is the Project."
Guy felt a tightening in his chest as the weight of their stares lingered a little too long. The words he had just spoken, the way the room had gone still, it all edged too close to something he had spent his whole life trying to avoid. He shifted in his chair, set the ID and tablet carefully back on the table with the reverence that these people put into them.
"Please, " he said, his voice lower now, roughened by something close to fear. "Please don't misunderstand what I'm saying."
He looked from face to face, making sure his eyes met theirs, not rushing the moment. "We are not spirits. We're not chosen. We're not gods, and there's nothing magical about us. We're just men and women, exactly like you, who came from a place where ordinary, everyday things feel like magic once the world is broken. My world that is now long gone, people carried tablets like these but much smaller in their pockets, even children had them. People exactly like you built them."
He gestured vaguely toward the window, toward the village beyond it. "Your snow machines, " he continued, "the trucks you keep running, the way you fabricate parts out of wood and steel and stubbornness, those would look like miracles to some communities we've passed through. Places where the knowledge didn't survive. Where no one remembered how to keep things working."
Ashcan nodded, picking up the thread. "We've seen it, " he said. "Whole towns that think a radio is a spirit box. That think a generator is cursed. Not because they're foolish, but because the people who knew how to fix those things died, and the knowledge died with them."
Guy leaned forward again. "Where we come from, flipping a switch and getting light was nothing. Clean water from a tap was nothing. Medicine that stops an infection in a day was nothing. But when the world ends, those 'nothing' things become... miracles." He shook his head. "And miracles are dangerous. People stop asking how they work."
His fingers tapped the tabletop once, grounding himself. "Everything the Project does is based on knowledge. Training. Preparation. Sweat. Failure. A lot of failure. The people whose names are on those slates? They bled. They froze. They buried friends. They made mistakes that still haunt them. There's nothing divine about that."
The eldest woman studied him carefully, her gaze sharp but thoughtful. Guy met it without flinching.
"If we leave something behind, " he said softly, "it's not a blessing. It's a tool. And tools only work if someone is willing to learn how to use them, and teach others as well as the next person after them."
He glanced at the battered e readers in a stack. "Those slates didn't stay alive for ninety seasons because of magic. They stayed alive because someone cared enough to put them in the sun and care for them. Someone paid attention. Someone remembered what mattered."
Ashcan gave a quiet snort. "Same reason this place still runs. Same reason your people didn't just survive, you adapted, you thrived."
Guy exhaled, the tension easing just a little. "So please, " he said again, more gently now. "Don't put us on a pedestal. We break. We fail. We get scared. Sometimes we make the wrong call and people die because of it. The only difference between us and you... is that we were taught certain things before the world ended."
The eldest woman snorted softly, then reached down and lifted her cane. Without ceremony she leaned over and gave the man seated to her left a light, hollow tok on the crown of his head, not hard, not angry, just enough to make a point. He flinched more from surprise than pain.
"I told you, " she said, not even looking at him at first, "these things are not relics."
She turned then, fixing the rest of the council with a look that carried decades of authority. The room felt smaller under it, tighter, like everyone had just been reminded exactly who was in charge here.
"Once, " she said slowly, "many, many seasons ago, when the first Morrow came to us, there were some among our people who forgot themselves." Her fingers tightened around the handle of the cane. "They saw machines that still worked. Medicines that stopped death. Knowledge that came from before the fire and the sickness and the long winters. And they decided it must be divine."
Guy felt his stomach knot. He'd heard this story before. Not here, but everywhere. It always started the same.
"They said Morrow were gods, " she continued. "Or messengers of gods. Chosen ones. They said we should bow our heads and wait for instruction." Her lip curled. "Worse than that, they said we should follow them into war."
Ashcan's jaw set, but he stayed quiet.
"They wanted to take what our neighbors had, " she said, her voice sharpening. "Their grain. Their tools. Their land. They said it was justified because the world had ended and only the strong should decide what remains."
She shook her head, slow and deliberate. "Ojibwe have always been a peaceful people. We defend ourselves when we must, but we do not hunger for conquest. That madness", she gestured vaguely with the cane, "was argued over, shouted down, and in time it died."
Her gaze softened, just a little. "Mostly."
She looked back at the man she had tapped, then at a few others along the table. "But ideas like that, " she said, "they have a way of sinking their roots deep. In some families, in some stories whispered to children when elders are not listening." A faint, humorless smile crossed her face. "They do not disappear easily."
Guy swallowed. "That's why we're careful, " he said quietly. "Or... we try to be."
She nodded once, sharply. "Good. Because we learned then what you are telling us now."
She gestured toward the tablet, the ID, the scattered artifacts on the table. "These are not holy objects. They are burdens. Responsibilities. They require work, discipline, and restraint." She tapped the cane against the floor. "Anyone who says otherwise is dangerous."
The room hummed with agreement, not spoken, but felt. Heads dipped. Eyes averted.
The eldest woman leaned back slightly, studying Guy and Ashcan again. "The Morrow who came before you made this clear before they left. They ate at our tables. They froze alongside us in winter. They bled when cut." Her voice softened. "They were not above us. They stood with us."
Guy let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.
"So, " she said, setting the cane across her knees, "you honor them by speaking plainly. By reminding us that survival is built by human hands, not prayers alone."
Ashcan gave a short nod. "That's the directive, " he said. "Help people stand on their own feet. Not kneel."
The eldest smiled then, just faintly. "Good, " she said. "Now what do we need to do to retrieve this gift?"
Guy's fingers grabbed his  tablet hesitantly at first, then with increasing confidence. He had kept it mostly to himself until now, but the elders' eyes widened when he flipped it open. The screen's glow filled their above it, bathing their faces in vibrant greens, tans, and greys that seemed almost unreal under the soft light.
"Wait, " Guy said, leaning forward, scrolling and zooming with a practiced touch. "Got it"
The elders leaned in, murmuring softly to one another as he navigated through the map layers. The crosshatch of old roads, forested ridges, and frozen rivers appeared clearly, and a small plus sign blinked at the junction of Old Odanah Road and Holmes Road. Guy zoomed closer, tracing the route south-west with his finger.
"Here, " he said, tapping the screen so the elders could see. "About ten clicks from here, near what was once called Ashland. You see the crossroad? The plus sign is exactly where we need to go."
Gasps of concern and murmurs spread through the council. The eldest woman's eyes narrowed, her hands tightening around her cane. "Ashland?" she repeated, slow, deliberate, tasting the word as if it had turned bitter. "That place has never been safe. Too many wanderers, too many that think violence is the answer. We do not go there unless there is no other choice."
The elders whispered among themselves, their voices low, cautious. "Our people haven't gone there in a long time, " one said, shaking his head. "Men who have forgotten what it means to be men. They are dangerous, unpredictable. Krell can be found raiding there in the summer some seasons, word is there is a small number of them there now."
Guy leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, eyes scanning the faces of the council. "The gift... it's not small, " he said, choosing his words carefully. "We're not talking about a few bags of seeds or a single crate. This is a cache built to support a community. Tools, supplies, medicine, knowledge slates... it's big enough that we'll need proper transport to get it out safely."
"We'll need several snow machines, " Guy continued, tapping the tabletop as if tracing the path to Ashland itself. "Each with a sled. The fastest you have. If things go sideways, we need to be able to run and run fast. No delays, no getting stuck or broken down. This isn't a simple walk in the woods. And we shouldn't try to move during the day. Cover of darkness is our friend. Fewer eyes, fewer chances for trouble."
The eldest leaned on her cane, eyes narrowing. "Night travel in these woods... not many make it without misfortune."
"I know, " Guy said quickly, raising a hand. "Which is why we need to do recon first. Before moving the gift, we need to see what's there. Any obstacles, any natural cover, where the patrols or wanderers might be. And if there's any sign of danger hiding along the route. Snow can hide a lot of things... creeks, hollow drifts, old wells. We need to know what we're dealing with before committing."
He looked at Ashcan. "We move fast, carry what we need, and have an exit plan. And we stay flexible. The moment something looks wrong, we pull back. This isn't a raid; it's a retrieval. Precision and patience will save us more than brute force."
The elders exchanged glances, murmuring in low tones. One of them finally spoke, "You speak as if you know the snow and the cold, yet these woods are unforgiving. Do you know how to read them?"
Guy smiled faintly, just enough to ease tension. "I've been reading snowfields, wind patterns, and drift marks back when my family lived about 500 clicks north of here. Sorry, do you know what a kilometer is? Its about 300 miles? I grew up in winter like this played in it. I know how to find cover, how to move quietly, and how to anticipate what's hidden. But even the best tracking can't replace eyes on the ground first. That's why we have to look it over."
Ashcan nodded, finally breaking his silence. "We'll need at least two nights. One to scout, one to move. Maybe a third if things don't line up. If it goes wrong, the gift stays where it is. No heroics, no improvising. We stick to the plan."
Guy looked back to the council. "We're asking for permission to take a team and some of your fastest machines for this. We can make it out, but only if we respect the snow, the land, and the dangers. And we need to make sure the route is safe before we even think about moving the cache."
The eldest studied him for a long moment, tapping her cane against the floor. Then she nodded. "You speak with the clarity of someone who has walked long paths. If you are correct, and you will move with care... you have our blessing. The snow, the wind, and the woods will test you, but we will provide what you need to leave no trace, and we will watch over your return."
Guy felt the weight of her words, and even in the warm room filled with the scent of earthy tea and wood smoke, he imagined the cold, the snow, the hidden dangers waiting along the route. But he also felt the resolve settle in his chest. "Then we prepare tonight, " he said, setting the tablet on the table and pointing at the mapped route. "Tomorrow, we go take a look eh?."
Ashcan and Guy headed out on the quietest snow machine the village had to offer, an old workhorse that purred instead of screamed, its exhaust baffled with layers of clever patchwork and tradition. It didn't so much announce itself as whisper across the snow. The runners bit cleanly into snow and ice, no chatter and no rattles, and Guy felt the familiar comfort of a machine that had been cared for by people who understood that survival often depended on not being noticed.
They followed the remains of the old road, a twisty scar through the trees that had softened with time. Snow filled the low spots, drifted over what used to be ditches, but the line of it was still there if you knew how to read it. Guy had expected it to be worse, washed out, choked with fallen trees, but it was surprisingly clear. Someone, sometime, had kept it open. Or at least kept it passable.
A click out from the waypoint they cut the engine. The sudden silence felt loud. Ashcan eased the machine off the old road and tucked it into a shallow depression south of their approach, dragging brush and loose snow over it until the outline disappeared into the land. If things went bad, they didn't want anyone tracking straight back to Odanah and the Obijwe.
From there, they went on foot.
They split without a word, instinct taking over. About a hundred meters between them, staggered, never in line. Ashcan took the lead route, ghosting forward like he belonged to the woods. Guy followed offset, eyes up, then down, then far, scanning for anything that didn't belong, broken branches, snow drifted the wrong way, the too-straight line of something made by human hands.
Smoke, faint but unmistakable, carried on the cold air. Not the sharp bite of pine alone, but the heavier, dirtier smell of people burning whatever they could get their hands on. Ruins began to appear, half-buried foundations, the skeletal remains of fencing, twisted metal poking up through snow like bones through skin. Old civilization, stripped, scavenged, and left to rot.
The smoke rose farther west and slightly north, about a klick out. A settlement, or at least a camp. Enough activity that anyone with eyes would notice movement in the area.
And that was the problem.
The waypoint itself sat in what had once been cleared land a crossroads, now a scrub brush field reclaiming itself. Low scrub, young trees, wind-polished snow. Open enough that the cache could be accessed... and open enough that anyone looking in that direction would see them. There was no natural cover worth a damn. No ridge, no deep stand of trees. Just exposure.
Guy crouched, bringing his monocular up, then lowering them slowly. Ashcan mirrored the movement from his own position. They didn't need to speak to understand the math of it.
A standard community support cache ran about thirty-five cases. Food, tools, medical, spare parts, knowledge slates. Heavy, but manageable with enough sleds and strong backs. An extended cache, school-in-a-box, hospital-in-a-box, pushed closer to fifty-five cases, plus the big one. The monster. A single oversized case on wheels meant for hard ground and roads that no longer existed.
Wheels were useless out here. But lashed to a sled, dragged with enough machines? It could move. Slowly. Loudly. Leaving a trail a blind man could follow.
The real problem wasn't moving it.
It was opening it.
The cache would be buried, a couple feet down at least, sealed against time and radiation and weather. In summer, digging was work. In winter, it was misery. Frozen tundra didn't give up its secrets easily. They'd have to reach the lid to activate it, and without vehicle power the hydraulics wouldn't do the heavy lifting. Best case, the system would unlatch. Worst case, they'd be prying and shoveling like cavemen while every sound carried for miles.
Opening it wouldn't be quiet. Frozen soil cracking, metal shifting, breath fogging in the air. And once it was open, there would be no hiding the fact that something big had been there. A hole in the ground didn't lie. Tracks didn't lie. The land remembered what was done to it, the scar they  need to make will stay there for years.
Guy's mind ran through options faster than his breath. Fire could work, build it right on top of the lid, let the heat soak down, thaw enough earth to dig. It would take time. Hours. And fire meant smoke. Smoke meant eyes.
He almost laughed at the thought that bubbled up uninvited.
If they only had a working bulldozer.
Ashcan glanced back at him, one eyebrow raised, reading the tension in Guy's posture even at a distance. Guy gave the smallest shake of his head. Not yet. Too many variables. Too many ways this could go sideways.
They melted back into cover, retreating the way they came, careful to erase what little sign they left. This wasn't the night to act. This was the night to learn.
As they slipped away, Guy couldn't shake the feeling that the cache had been placed perfectly. Helpful, yes, but never easy. The Morrow Project had always known that rebuilding the world would demand more than good intentions.
They approached the constable's building carefully, the snow crunching underfoot with that brittle, hard sound of early morning frost. The smell of smoke from the hearth drifted outside, sharp and comforting against the cold. Inside, voices carried with the tinny echo of a wooden building, Doc, cursing as usual, and the elders, calm but deliberate, a contrast of control and chaos.
When Guy and Ashcan stepped in, the room was alive with quiet tension. The eldest, leaning slightly on her cane, was poking at Doc with the tip, the motion slow, deliberate, almost playful in its menace. "Ashcan and Guy claim you are Morrow as well, " she said, voice carrying like a whip cracking through the room. "Why are you not like them?"
Doc, still hogtied in the corner but still managing to sit upright, let out a laugh that was rough, bitter, and unmistakably his own. The smell of Rum clung to him, mingling with the faint smoke of an ember he'd somehow lit. "Why am I not like them?" he sneered, voice cracking from the combination of cold and laughter. "I've had enough of people, misery, death... all the same song on repeat for centuries. I didn't come here to be your poster boy for civilization. I came here to watch the world burn a little, see how it feels from the inside."
Ashcan's eyes narrowed at the words, his jaw tight. Guy, caught between dread and disbelief, felt that old knot in his stomach, the one that twisted whenever Doc started revealing the truth of what he was becoming.
Then, Doc's gaze lifted and he spotted them, a wicked smile spreading under his unkempt beard. "Ah, the prodigal sons returning already, " he said, voice carrying across the room like smoke curling into the rafters. His eyes gleamed with a mixture of mischief and madness.
The eldest gave him a sharp look, her cane tapping once on the floor. "Do not insult the guests, man. You've caused enough trouble this morning already."
Doc shrugged, unfazed. "Trouble is my specialty, old woman, " he muttered, the corners of his mouth twitching. "And apparently, my specialty is what gets folks like them to run all the way out here, panting and frozen, to drag me back into polite society."
Guy swallowed, glanced at Ashcan, and then back at Doc. He could feel the room's tension shifting with every second, the weight of what Doc had done and what they still had to manage pressing on him. This wasn't just a drunken stunt anymore, it was a warning, a glimpse at what could happen if this man slipped too far.
The eldest shook her head slowly, almost in exasperation, but with a faint glint of amusement. "Untie him and get him a chair, " she said to constable, "and perhaps, for once, he can be quiet long enough to listen. Your actions have consequences, and someone has to clean up after them."
Doc let out a half laugh, "Consequences... yeah, I remember those. Just don't expect me to like it."
Guy and Ashcan moved closer, the snow from their boots still crunching faintly, tension coiling in their muscles like spring steel. The room smelled of burning wood, burning sage, and faintly of Doc's liquor, a combination that grounded them in the reality of the moment even as their minds raced with the implications. 

Ashcan paused, "Did you, did you burn sage to ward off evil spirits? That doesnt work on him"
"Let's explain what we found, " Guy said interrupting, voice steady but carrying that edge of urgency. He started laying out the details of the cache, the open field, the smoke, the frozen earth, the sleds and snowmobiles they would need, and the complications that could arise. Ashcan added in specifics, pointing to spots on the floor like a general marking a map.
Doc snorted from his corner, the sound sharp and wet, half a laugh and half a cough. He shifted against the ropes, testing them out of habit more than hope, then looked up at Guy and Ashcan with that familiar sideways grin that never meant anything good.
 "Listen to you two planning, " he said, voice thick with sarcasm. "Maps, routes, contingencies. I thought you just wanted to sit in the snow and admire the scenery. Maybe roast some pine needles and talk about feelings."
Guy opened his mouth, then closed it again. Ashcan just crossed his arms and waited. They both knew that tone.
Doc went on, eyes flicking from one elder to the next, then settling back on them. "Besides, I already know how this goes down. I know what needs to be done."
That made Guy's stomach tighten. Ashcan's jaw set hard. Because as much as neither of them wanted to admit it, out loud or to themselves, Doc had an unsettling track record when it came to impossible situations. Some of the most obscenely successful, utterly unrepeatable plans they had ever survived had started with Doc saying those exact words.
Caddilac came back to Guy in a flash. The lunatic warlord, the polished boots and fake smiles, the town turned into a slave market with fences and ledgers and excuses. The whole operation had fallen apart not because of a clean tactical plan or a clever maneuver, but because Doc had calmly stepped forward, ignored every "wait" and "hold, " and shot the man in the face. No zigging. No zagging. Just a single, brutal solution that collapsed an entire power structure in under a minute.
Doc leaned forward now, chains creaking softly. "You're thinking too small. Quiet doesn't work here. Not with smoke already in the air and eyes watching the roads. You don't sneak a gift like that out from under a wolf pack. You throw them a bigger piece of meat."
The elders exchanged looks. The eldest tapped her cane once against the floor, not interrupting. Listening.
"You need a distraction, " Doc continued, voice gaining energy, that dangerous spark creeping back in. "A big one. Loud. Valuable. Something shiny enough that every idiot with a rifle and a bad idea comes running to see what's happening. Long enough for you to light a bonfire, melt the permafrost, dig down, pop the lid, and empty that cache dry. All of it. No half measures."
Guy felt the weight of the words settle in his chest. "And what exactly are you proposing?" he asked carefully.
Doc smiled. Not a friendly smile. The kind that meant someone was about to have a very bad day.
 "I'm the distraction, " he said simply.
Ashcan barked a short, humorless laugh. "Absolutely not."
Doc ignored him. "I'm already known. I already pissed off the innkeeper, embarrassed the elders, broke a sled, and proved I don't behave. Word spreads fast around here, and faster in worse places. All it takes is me being seen heading the wrong direction, loud and stupid and impossible to ignore."
He tilted his head, eyes glinting. "They'll follow me. Every opportunist, scavenger, and half-brained tough guy in a ten, click radius. Because they'll think I've got something. Or I am something."
Guy shook his head slowly. "That's suicide."
Doc shrugged, the chains rattling. "Maybe. Or maybe it's just another Tuesday. You light your fire. You dig. You load the sleds. By the time anyone figures out what really mattered, I'm already gone, or you are."
The room was quiet now. Even the elders weren't speaking. The fire popped softly, sending sparks up the chimney. Outside, the wind whispered against the walls like it was listening in.
Ashcan stared at Doc, anger and fear mixing in equal measure. "You don't get to martyr yourself.”
Doc's expression softened, just a fraction. "I'm not talking about dying, " he said. "I'm talking about doing what I've always done best. Being the problem everyone looks at... while the real work gets done somewhere else."
Guy felt the old, familiar dread creep up his spine. He hated that part of himself, the part that recognized the logic, the brutal efficiency of it. Hated even more that it might be right.
Doc leaned back against the wall, the chains holding the bunk up clinking, his voice dropping to something almost calm.
 "You two are builders. Fixers. Hope in human form. I'm not. I never was. But if you need time, real time, out there in the open?"
 He met Guy's eyes.
 "Then you need me being very visible, very loud, and very hard to ignore."
"I'm guessing you're paying my debt by doing this, " he said, nodding toward the elders, the room, the town itself. "Which means I get to help repay my debt as well."
The eldest did not interrupt. She watched him closely, eyes sharp, weighing intent rather than words.
Doc went on, warming to it now. "Here's how it works. The town makes flyers. Real ones. Charcoal, ink, whatever you've got. Spread the word wide and sloppy. Say I stole something important. Or that I know where something important is. Hell, say I am something important." He gave a crooked grin. "I really don't care which. Just make it grand. Larger than life. The kind of story that grows teeth every time it's repeated."
Guy felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cold. He could already see it, paper tacked to posts, passed hand to hand, read aloud by firelight. Rumor turning into gravity.
"They don't have to believe it, " Doc continued. "They just have to wonder. Wonder pulls people farther than truth ever does."
Ashcan shook his head slowly. "You're talking about lighting a signal fire for every bastard in Ashland."
"Exactly, " Doc said without hesitation. "You want them looking there. You want eyes, boots, guns, and bad intentions all pointed in the same direction. Not toward a quiet patch of bush where the ground is about to start steaming."
He leaned forward as much as he could, chains creaking, voice lowering again. "When you're ready, you cut me loose. I take a sled, or I walk, or I steal something noisy and obvious. Then I head straight into the heart of that place and make a lot of noise. Loud arguments. Broken doors. Gunshots if it comes to that. Enough chaos that no one's counting fires out in the open fields."
The elders murmured among themselves now. The eldest raised her cane slightly, and the room stilled.
"And then?" she asked.
Doc looked back at Guy and Ashcan. "Then it's your turn. While they're chasing a story, you make your move. Light your bonfire. Melt the ground. Open the box. Empty it clean. By the time anyone realizes what actually mattered, the sleds are already gone and the trail is cold."
Guy swallowed. "And you?"
Doc shrugged again, easy and infuriating. "I improvise. I always do."
Silence settled heavy over the room. The plan hung there, ugly and dangerous and effective. Guy hated how well it fit the shape of the world they were in now.
Doc glanced around one last time, grin returning, sharp and reckless.
 "So. You want a legend?" he said. "Give me one to live up to."
Guy's face fell the moment the words finished forming in his head. He didn't want to say them. Didn't want to give them shape in the air. But he also knew, absolutely knew, that this was the answer Doc was fishing for, the one he would seize and savor.
"Let it out, " Guy said quietly, already resigned to it, "that you're Morrow. And that Krell has put a huge bounty on your head."
For half a heartbeat the room didn't react.
Then Doc threw his head back and barked out a loud, unrestrained "Yes! You over polite Canadian Son of a bitch, YES!", the sound echoing off the wooden walls. He laughed like a man who'd just been handed a winning card after pretending he didn't care about the game.
"I knew you had it in you, boy, " Doc said, grinning wide, eyes bright now, alive in a way Guy hadn't seen in years. "I was worried for a second you'd lost your touch. But that, " he pointed at guy shaking his finger enthusiastically, ", that is a grand gesture, a climax of maximum proportion!."
The elders exchanged uneasy looks. Even Ashcan shifted his weight, clearly seeing the wildfire, no, full on forest fire this would start.
"Morrow, " Doc continued, tasting the word. "A bounty. Krell's name attached to it." He whistled low. "That'll light up every scav, runner, merc, and half-starved idiot within fifty clicks. People will trip over each other just to say they heard about it first."
He leaned forward again, expression sharpening, the humor giving way to something practical and dangerous. "That kind of rumor doesn't just get attention. It organizes it. Gives them a reason to move fast and stupid."
Guy didn't smile. "That's exactly the problem."
Doc waved that off. "Details." Then, more seriously, he tilted his head and looked directly at them. "Which brings us to the important part."
He lifted his bound hands slightly. "I'm going to need a way to defend myself. I assume you're not just sending me out there to die?"
 Doc's tone was casual, but his eyes weren't joking. He wasn't afraid, but he wasn't careless either. He wanted to survive this, or at least make it costly for anyone who tried to stop him.
Guy exhaled slowly. He had known it would come to this. Had known the plan didn't end with words on paper and rumors on the wind.
"No, " Guy said at last. "We're not sending you out to die."
Doc's grin returned, smaller now, sharper.
 "Good, " he said. "Then let's make sure this legend of mine lasts long enough to be worth the trouble."
The plans were set, and once they were spread, the town moved with a quiet, purposeful urgency that only comes when everyone understands the stakes without needing them explained twice. Rumors didn't just spread; people cultivated them. Words were chosen carefully, repeated often, and sent outward along every trail and trade path, especially west. By the second day, people started arriving in town were already carrying the story with them, embellishing it before anyone even asked. That was how Guy knew it was working.
They tested the ground first.
A controlled burn, away from prying eyes. They built the fire wide and deep, stacked dense wood, scrap timbers soaked in old fuel, and fed air into it with pipes and hand-cranked blowers scavenged from farm equipment. When it finally caught properly, it wasn't a fire so much as a living thing, roaring, pulsing, eating downward.
Four hours. That's how long it took to soften the frozen earth to the depth they thought they'd need just to reach the cache lid. Another hour would make digging easier. Maybe another beyond that if luck was against them. Then an hour, minimum, to crack it open and start hauling. If it was a standard community support cache, they were looking at thirty-five cases. If it was extended... fifty-five, plus the big one. The wheeled case. Useless in snow, but lashable to a sled if they were desperate.
Half a day.
They needed every set of eyes, every curious mind, pointed somewhere else for almost half a day.
Night was out of the question. A fire that hot after dark would paint the sky like a beacon. Daylight was safer. If they burned it hot enough, clean enough, the smoke would rise thin and pale, easy to miss unless you were already looking for it. Ethanol from engine stores would keep it fed. Air forced straight into the heart of the burn would drive the temperature higher than any normal fire had a right to be.
As long as Doc did his job, pulled attention hard to the northwest, they could make it work.
Weapons were... adequate. Not good. Adequate. A handful of bolt guns, some flintlocks that still saw regular use, and a few cartridge hunting rifles with scopes older than the whole town. Ammunition was precious. Mostly reserved for food or the worst kind of trouble. Still, if someone got curious and wandered too close, they could deal with it. Quietly, if they had to.
This could work.
Which left the last problem.
"How do we make Doc louder?"
The answer came together in pieces. The town already made its own gunpowder, crude but effective. Ashcan showed them refinements, small tricks learned a lifetime ago and never really written down. Leather scraps, tightly rolled paper, waxed seams. Explosive sticks, not elegant, but frightening enough. Fuses were easy. Gunpowder rubbed into twine, dipped in wax, dried by the stove.
Explosions always get attention.
It was while watching them pack the charges that Guy finally understood what Doc really needed.
His rifle.
The realization hit him like a brick. Guy stood there longer than necessary, then sighed and reached for it. The rifle had been with him longer than almost anything else. Issued before the end. Before the world broke. Before the Project became a legend instead of a plan.
He stripped it down without ceremony. Scope off. Iron sights flipped up. Front grip removed to make it lighter, faster. He checked it once, then handed it over along with three full magazines.
"This one, " Guy said, tapping a mag, "has green-tip penetrators. If they've got armor, you'll have a better chance with these. Don't waste them."
Doc took it carefully. Respectfully. That alone told Guy how serious he was.
Now Doc stood armed like something out of an old story, pistol on his hip, Guy's rifle slung over his shoulder, and a pack on his back that held enough explosives to erase a city block from memory. He looked... happy. Not calm. Not reckless. Just ready. Like an old action hero from a 1990s movie who knew exactly how the scene was supposed to end and was enjoying the ride there.
He paused at the door, turned back, and grinned.
"One more thing, " Doc said. "I'm gonna need a sled. And can we load it up to go boom? Like... a really big boom."
Guy closed his eyes for a second.
"I need to hit the place fast, " Doc continued, undeterred, "making noise the whole way. Then when I get to the other side of town, I want to yell 'I'm here' as loud as humanly possible."
Ashcan snorted despite himself.
Doc's grin widened,  "Subtlety, " he said, "has never been my strong suit."
Chapter 10, Time to Get loud
Guy stopped Doc just before they split up.
He closed his hand around something small and shoved it into Doc's palm, fingers curling tight around it for a second longer than necessary. "I've had this on me since we went in the tubes, " he said quietly.
Doc looked down, eyebrows knitting together as he opened his hand. A tightly rolled, unopened package of Skittles. The wrapper was faded, edges soft from age and body heat, but still sealed. Still whole.
Guy smirked despite himself. "I know you hate them."
Doc stared at it for a long moment. Then he snorted, a sharp bark of laughter that turned into a low chuckle. "You sentimental bastard, " he said, stuffing it into a pocket like it was something sacred. "If I die out there, I'm haunting you for this."
"Fair, " Guy replied.
That was it. No speeches. No dramatic handshakes. They'd had a lifetime of those already.
It was time.
They moved early, before dawn, the sky still heavy and dark, the cold biting sharper for the lack of sun. Doc rode with them at first, keeping low and quiet, approaching from the south instead of anywhere near the town. They didn't want later curiosity pointing back toward the elders, the inn, or the road they'd used. This way, if anyone tracked him, they'd track away from where the real work was happening.
They reached the staging point without incident and buried themselves into the treeline. Snow machines were camouflaged, sleds tucked deep between trunks and brush. Men and women moved with practiced efficiency, breath fogging, hands steady despite the cold.
They waited.
Doc didn't.
He kicked his snow machine to life and didn't bother to muffle it. Half a click out, he reached down and yanked a lever. The exhaust dropped away, clanging once before vanishing into the snow. The engine note changed instantly, raw, brutal, echoing through the trees and bouncing off old ruins like a war drum.
"Showtime, " Ashcan muttered.
Doc tore north, cutting across every open stretch he could find, deliberately weaving through broken pavement, skeletal buildings, and frozen fields where the sound would carry. He wasn't subtle. He wasn't careful. He was loud.
The first explosion rolled across the land like thunder.
They saw the flash before they heard it, a dull orange bloom against the grey, followed by a concussive whump that rattled snow from branches overhead. A second later, the echo came back at them from a dozen directions.
"That's our signal, " Guy said.
They moved.
The pyre went up directly over the marker Guy had logged earlier, right where the ground looked the most innocent and the concrete post still held the USGS marker with infinity symbol stamped in it.. Wood, fuel, scrap, all stacked tight and deliberate. Someone struck the flame, and it caught immediately, climbing fast. By the time the sun began to edge over the horizon, the fire was already roaring, fed hard and forced hotter than any natural burn had a right to be.
The timing was perfect.
The sunrise painted the sky in pale golds and washed-out reds, thin white clouds stretching long and high. Against that backdrop, the smoke rose light and wispy, blending just enough to disappear unless you already knew where to look. Anyone paying attention was looking northwest, toward noise, toward explosions, toward the madman screaming his presence into the world.
Air was forced into the heart of the fire. Ethanol flared. The ground beneath began to weep and hiss as the permafrost started to give.
Guy watched the flames for a long moment, feeling the heat on his face despite the cold, listening to the distant echoes of Doc's chaos.
"Burn, " he said softly.
And it did.
Doc blasted through the first camp like a screaming ghost out of a bad story people tell to scare their kids.
Tents collapsed under the skis of the sled, poles snapping and canvas tearing as he deliberately clipped guy lines and support frames. Cooking racks went flying. Someone dove out of the way shouting. Someone else fell flat on their back in the snow. Doc didn't slow down. He wanted the shouting. He wanted the pointing. He wanted the rage to start boiling.
Anger traveled faster than fear.
He circled wide, letting the noise carry, then cut back through again just to make sure they understood this wasn't an accident. That this was intentional, that Doc had decided today was their bad day.
Then he saw it.
A big camp. Bigger than the others. More permanent. Organized. A half-dozen tents arranged around a clearing, gear stacked neatly, guards actually paying attention. And there, parked slightly off to the side, was a truck. Old, battered, but unmistakably a truck. Tires half buried in snow, body panels dented but intact enough to still matter.
"Well, " Doc muttered to himself, grinning like a lunatic behind his scarf, "won't be a truck much longer."
He reached back with one hand, grabbed a bundled stick from his pack, teeth tearing at the fuse cap as the sled fishtailed. He struck the fuse, counted half a heartbeat, and lobbed it underhand toward the truck as he roared past.
The explosion was much larger than he expected.
The shockwave slapped him in the back like a physical thing. The sound was a deep, concussive BOOM that punched the air out of the world for a second. Metal screamed. Something heavy cartwheeled end over end. Flames licked up and then jumped.
Doc laughed out loud, wild and delighted. "Ashcan you taught them the recipe didn't you! You old bastard!"
That did it.
Every head turned. Every voice rose. Guns came up. People started running, some toward the wreck, some toward him, some just running because that's what you do when your world suddenly explodes.
Doc didn't wait around to admire the work. He gunned it northwest, cutting across open ground, deliberately choosing paths that forced people to see him. He clipped stacks of crates, knocked over sleds, sent tools and supplies skittering across the snow. Anything that made noise. Anything that caused damage without risking his own ride.
Then he spotted another group ahead, tight formation, armed, disciplined. Not panicked. Not yet.
"Oh, " Doc said, voice low and pleased. "You look important."
He swung wide, vanishing around a block of half-ruined buildings, engine noise fading just enough to make them think he was gone. As he circled back, he lit another fuse, eyes flicking down to the burning cord.
"I really hope Ashcan's fuses aren't fast, " he muttered.
He came back in hot, threw the bomb mid-turn, and opened the throttle.
Bullets snapped past him, punching into the snow, sparks flying as rounds hit buried debris. He felt one smack the sled hard enough to jolt him sideways, but he stayed upright.
Then the bomb went off.
This one wasn't just an explosion, it was a column. Fire roared upward like the world had decided to punch the sky. Whatever they'd been storing there, fuel, chemicals, something volatile, it went up in a rolling, howling blast that sucked the air inward and then threw it back out again.
An air-fuel detonation.
Doc whistled. "Well I'll be damned."
Shouts turned into roars. Weapons fired wildly now. Signals went up. People poured out of tents and structures further away, all attention snapping toward the firestorm and the madman carving through their territory like he owned it.
Doc slowed just enough to look around, chest heaving, breath fogging. He could feel it now. The pull. Every eye. Every gun. Every angry thought dragging toward him.
"Good, " he said softly. "That's everyone."
He scanned ahead, looking for something big. Solid. Symbolic.
Something worth sliding a sled into at full speed to really drive the point home.
And somewhere far behind him, hidden by trees and smoke and fire, Guy's pyre burned hotter, the frozen ground beginning, finally, to give way.
The pyre did its job.
Every bit of snow for a good two meters in every direction was gone now, reduced to black slush and steaming mud that hissed and popped where meltwater touched embers. The ground around it sagged, wet and dark, the frost finally broken. They were out of the wood they'd hauled in on the sleds, split logs, old timbers, anything that would burn hot and long.
It should be enough.
 It had to be enough.
Chapter 11 - Chaos and Reward
No one could get close to it for long. The heat came off in waves, rolling outward like something alive. Faces burned. Eyebrows singed. Even standing back, Guy could feel it pressing against his chest, stealing breath. Every now and then the pyre shifted and collapsed inward with a roar, sending a fountain of sparks skyward.
Men rotated in and out on a silent rhythm, moving burning logs away, shoveling embers to a pile in case they needed to be put on frozen ground longer.shovels biting into half-thawed ground, steel ringing against buried stone or frozen clay. Each strike sent up steam. Each scoop got heavier as the soil turned to sucking mud.
In the treeline, scouts watched.
Still shapes among darker shapes, wrapped in white and brown, eyes fixed outward. If anyone came nosing around, there would be a signal, a flash of cloth, a birdcall just slightly wrong. So far, nothing. No movement. No curiosity drifting their way.
All of it, everything, was being pulled in the other direction.
Doc's chaos was doing exactly what it was meant to.
From here they could see it now, even through the trees: a towering column of black smoke clawing into the sky from the center of town. Flames licked high enough to be visible even in daylight, angry orange tongues rising and folding back in on themselves. Smaller fires burned off to the sides, scattered points of destruction marking Doc's path like breadcrumbs made of rage.
The soundscape was unreal.
Gunfire cracked in overlapping bursts, some disciplined, most not. Shouts carried on the wind, panicked and furious. Every so often there was a deeper sound, a pressure-wave thump that you felt in your teeth before you heard it.
Secondary explosions.
Someone near Guy muttered, "Is he still alive?"
Almost on cue, another blast rolled across the distance, followed by a bloom of fire that briefly brightened the smoke column.
Guy didn't answer. He didn't have to.
Doc, in his own unhinged way, had answered for him.
The digging reached something solid.
A shovel struck metal with a sharp clang that cut through the roar of the pyre. Heads snapped toward the sound. They dug faster now, hands shaking, adrenaline burning through exhaustion. Steam poured out of the hole as they cleared the last of the softened ground.
There.
The edge of the hatch.
Black. Industrial. Scarred but unmistakable. The mark of the Project, buried and waiting for almost a century.
Guy dropped into the hole on his knees, gloves smoking faintly where they touched hot soil, and brushed mud away from the latch with his bare hands despite the heat.
"Come on, " he whispered, not sure to who. "Come on."
Behind them, the town burned.
Doc was starting to get worried he was running on fumes.
The engine pitch had changed, just a little, but enough that he noticed. A hitch in the throttle response. A lag where there shouldn't be one. He'd ridden and broken enough machines in his life to know the sound of almost empty. Still, it kept running, and that was all he needed.
He was also, somewhat pleasantly, surprised.
"These guys can't shoot for shit, " he muttered aloud, ducking more out of habit than necessity.
Rounds cracked past him, chewing up snow, kicking dirt and sparks off old asphalt, but none of them found meat. Not once. At least, not that he could tell. The adrenaline was screaming so loud in his head it drowned out pain, logic, and most of his internal organs. If he had been hit, he figured he'd find out later. Or not. Either way, not his problem right now.
One more hard turn.
He came out of it and froze for half a heartbeat as the scene ahead snapped into focus.
"Well I'll be fucked, " Doc breathed. "So that's why all these pieces of shit are here."
Ahead of him, squatting in the open like a fat metal tick, was a working oil pumper. The real deal. Slow, steady nodding motion, steel arm rising and falling, pulling black gold out of the earth like the world had never ended. Trucks were parked around it, honest-to-god tanker trucks, their paint scarred but intact, hoses coiled, valves capped. A couple of low buildings clustered nearby, all business, all purpose.
Men moved between them, relaxed. Unconcerned. No one was looking his way.
They had no idea how much danger was screaming toward them at full throttle.
Doc laughed.
It came out raw and cracked, more bark than humor. He reached down without slowing and found the ignitor tied into the big bundle he'd been sitting on this whole time. The one Ashcan had helped improve. The one that had made him giggle when he'd first seen it.
He yanked.
The fuses lit instantly, too instantly, spitting sparks in every direction like angry fireflies. The smell of burning powder hit his nose, sharp and familiar.
"Welp, " Doc said calmly, standing up on the moving machine, arms out for balance. "Guess this is the part where I take my leave."
He leapt backward.
Not a dive. Not a stumble. A clean, deliberate step into empty air.
The snowmobile kept going, engine screaming, sled bouncing behind it, now nothing more than a guided missile aimed straight at the heart of the operation.
Doc hit the ground hard on his back, the air blasting out of his lungs in a wet whuff. He rolled, once, twice, instinct taking over as he kicked and spun toward the nearest drift. Snow filled his mouth, his ears, his collar. He slid behind a piled bank, momentum finally bleeding out as he slammed into it and came to a dead stop, completely hidden from view.
He never heard the explosion.
There was a pop, more felt than heard, and then the world went white.
A pressure wave picked him up like a toy and threw him, slamming him back into the snowbank harder than before. His vision tunneled. The sound vanished, replaced by a high, steady riiiiiing that swallowed everything else.
When his senses clawed their way back, the world was muffled and distant, like he was underwater. Snow drifted down in lazy clumps. Somewhere beyond the ringing, something big was burning. Something was very, very wrong for the people who had been standing there a few seconds ago.
Doc lay still, chest heaving, grinning like a lunatic.
"Worth it, " he yelled to no one, the ringing answering back.
Guy was already in the hole when it happened.
Down in the pit, the world was reduced to steaming dirt, dried out from the intense heat of the fire, and the dull roar of blood in his ears. He was on his knees, gloves off, fingers aching as he scraped at soil and half-melted permafrost, searching by feel more than sight. He knew the cache layout by heart, had studied it in briefings, in manuals, in half-forgotten classrooms that felt like another lifetime, but knowing and finding were two different things when everything was buried and the clock was screaming.
Then everyone around him stood up at once.
For a fraction of a second the pit was bathed in orange light, shadows snapping long and sharp like claws across the ground. Guy froze, instinct screaming contact, and he rose just enough to see over the edge.
A mushroom cloud was climbing into the noon sky.
Not a neat one. Not cinematic. A dirty, boiling column of black and orange and debris, rolling upward from the direction of town, fire flashing inside it like lightning trapped in smoke.
Guy just stared.
"What the fuck did you do, Doc?" he said loudly
There was no time to dwell on it. The air itself felt different now, charged, alive with the promise of attention turning back this way eventually.
"We need to get moving, " Guy snapped, voice sharp, command slipping back into place like an old, ugly friend. "Someone start getting the sleds down here to load. I think everyone over there is really busy right now."
That got them moving.
Three of the men were already at the lid, shovels and hands clearing the last of the dirt. Steam rolled off it in waves; the metal was still hot enough that one of them hissed and shook his hand after touching it too long.
Guy dropped back into the hole.
There, half-hidden under a layer of black, tar-like sealant, was the stainless panel. He pulled his knife and jammed the blade in, prying, carving through the goo with short, angry motions. The stuff stretched and resisted, clinging like it didn't want to let go of the last century.
"Come on, " he muttered, more prayer than curse.
He found the wire.
Then the ring.
He hooked two fingers through it and yanked upward.
The stainless panel popped free with a wet slap, flipping aside to reveal a connector so clean it looked impossible, pristine metal, capped and waiting, untouched by time or ruin or the end of the world.
Guy's breath caught.
He pulled the tablet from his chest rig, hands shaking now, and plugged it in. The connection seated with a solid click that echoed louder than it should have. The tablet flickered, ran authentication protocols automatically.
"Please, " Guy whispered, fishing the ID card out and holding it close to the reader. "Please still work."
For a heartbeat nothing happened.
Then, from beneath his feet, came a deep, solid THUNK, felt more than heard.
The tablet flashed green.
They were in.
"Lid!" Guy shouted. "Three men, now! Everyone else, hands ready, chain it out and move!"
The men leaned in, muscles straining as they lifted. The lid came free with a groan, breath of cold, sealed air rolling out of the darkness below. Inside waited the cases, clean, marked, stacked with impossible order.
History. Hope. Trouble.
Hands reached down, "WAIT!" Guy shouted, the word tearing out of him sharp enough to cut through the noise and motion.
Hands froze mid reach. 

"Let the purge finish, " Guy said, louder now, forcing calm into his voice even as his pulse hammered. "Nobody goes down there yet."
He leaned over the edge, peering into the dark. The vault below looked unchanged, same black mouth, same orderly stacks just barely visible, but he knew better. He'd been taught this part. Drilled on it. Watched the videos of what happened when people got impatient.
"The fault is flooded with nitrogen, you cant breathe in it, " he continued. "Anyone going in right now would just... fall over. No warning. No drama. You'd just go to sleep and not wake up."
A few of the men shifted uneasily, backing away from the edge.
"When we opened the lid that cable should've triggered the oxygen purge, " Guy said, listening now, really listening. "Does anyone hear hissing from below?"
For a long second there was nothing but the crackle of dying embers from the pyre and the distant, muffled chaos rolling in from the direction of town.
Then one of the men crouched, tilted his head, and raised a thumb.
"Hissing, " he said. "Like a slow breath."
"Good, " Guy nodded. "That's good. See that crank there on the lid, start turning it, that will help get clean air inside.
He stepped back, waving everyone else farther away from the hole. "Stand back. All of you. You don't want to lean over this. You'll feel dizzy first, then nothing."
That got their attention.
They retreated a few more steps, eyes flicking between the hole and the treeline, nerves stretched tight by the distant booms that still rolled across the horizon like a storm that refused to move on.
"We give it about fifteen minutes, " Guy said, checking his watch out of habit even though he already knew the timing. "No shortcuts. No heroes."
He looked around at them, meeting eyes one by one.
"Get the sleds lined up. Get your straps ready. Once this finishes, we move fast, no one lingers, no one goes down alone."
Another explosion thudded far away, faint but felt through the soles of their boots.
Guy exhaled slowly and added, quieter now, almost to himself, "And let's hope Doc keeps being loud."
They waited.
Doc lay there for a moment longer than he needed to, staring up at a sky that wouldn't stop ringing.
Then he laughed. A dry, ugly sound, half cough, half bark.
"Well, " he muttered, rolling onto his side, "that'll wake the neighbors."
He pushed himself up to a knee, then to his feet, doing a quick, practiced inventory of pain. Fingers moved. Arms lifted. Legs held. No warm wetness where there shouldn't be any. No new holes. He grinned despite the ringing.
"Still got it."
He brought the rifle up, almost tenderly, and racked the charging handle. Metal slid, clean and familiar Port cover flipped open. He glanced into the chamber, saw it clear, let the bolt snap forward with a satisfying clack and racked it again.
"Good girl, " he said to the rifle, as if it cared.
Now came the part he liked less: staying alive long enough to keep being a problem.
He scanned the chaos around him. Smoke everywhere. People running in the wrong directions, shouting at each other, pointing, firing at shadows. The whole place had gone feral in under five minutes. That always surprised him, how thin the veneer was, how panic turns people into animals almost instantly.
To his left, rising out of the smoke, stood an old water tower. Big steel bulb on stilts, ladder running up one leg to a catwalk and railing that looked... mostly intact.
Doc squinted.
The ladder, unfortunately, looked like lace.
Rotten rungs. Bent rails. One good sneeze and the whole thing would come down.
He snorted. "Yeah, no. I'm old, not suicidal. There's a difference."
He turned slowly, careful to keep low, and spotted something better behind him: the skeletal remains of a two-story office building. Concrete frame, brick infill mostly gone, windows blown out years ago. But the roofline looked straight. The walls hadn't pancaked. If nothing else, gravity hadn't finished with it yet.
"That's more my speed, " he said.
He checked his kit as he moved, three rifle magazines, heavy in his coat. Pistol at his side with two mags. And one last of Ashcan's special little gifts, tucked carefully into his pack like a promise.
"Save you for something special. " he murmured to himself.
He slipped through the chaos unnoticed, which amused him to no end. Everyone was so focused on where the noise had been that no one thought to look where it might go next.
The building's ground floor told a story the moment he stepped inside. Old bedrolls. A burned-out cook can. Chalk marks on the wall. Someone had been living here, probably workers from the pumper, maybe guards. Not now. Not anymore.
"Sorry about the eviction, " Doc said to no one.
The stairwell was intact, concrete steps worn but solid. He climbed steadily, breathing slow, letting the adrenaline bleed off just enough to steady his hands. He checked each floor, finding it collapsed or about to collapse. Since he couldn't get a clear shot from a window, he kept heading up. At the top, he found the door to the roof.
It didn't move. He tried again. Nothing.
Doc sighed, and without ceremony put his foot  into the door by the handle.  The second kick  the wood door shattered and it gave way slamming open, cold air and smoke rushed in.
The roof was a mess. Tar peeled and cracked, boards soft in lots of  places, edges sagging where time had taken its bite. But near the stairwell, where the concrete core met the roof, it was solid enough. Solid was all he needed.
He stepped out, crouched low, and finally allowed himself to look.
Fire burned in several places now. One enormous column of black smoke clawed at the sky where the pumper had been the clouds of it  blocking the view as the breeze pushed it around. Smaller fires dotted the town like angry eyes. People swarmed in panicked knots, firing wildly, shouting orders that no one followed.
Doc rested the rifle on the low lip of concrete and surveyed his handiwork.
"Well, " he said softly, almost fondly, "you boys sure know how to throw a party."
He settled in, checking his sight picture, already picking lanes, already thinking about how to stay loud just a little longer.
"Alright, " he whispered to the smoke. "Let's keep you busy."
Guy's watch chirped once, sharp and insistent, it was time.
"Okay, " he said, already moving, "let me go down first."
He didn't wait for agreement. Guy took several deep breaths, held the last one and swung his legs over the edge and slid down the ladder fast, practiced, hands burning through gloves the way sailors drop through a hatch when the bell rings and the ship is suddenly alive. Boots hit metal,  knees flexing without thought. He was already turning his light on before his feet settled.
The beam cut through the shadow.
He paused, tilted his head, exhaled a little and took a careful breath through his nose. Then another. Slow. Deliberate.
"No spin, " he called up. "Not getting light-headed. Smells like an oxygen candle."
He inhaled again, deeper this time. The air had that unmistakable bite to it, slightly metallic, almost amine-sharp, acrid in the back of the throat. Mixed with it was the smell of scorched insulation and hot metal. Somewhere below, unseen, the oxygen candle was still burning, hissing faintly as it chewed through its chemical reaction and spit oxygen back into the space.
"We are good, " Guy yelled. "Let's go!"
That was all they needed.
Hands appeared over the lip. The first green Pelican case came out, scuffed but intact, heavy in that comforting, dense way that meant purpose. Then another. And another. The cases lined up like soldiers waiting orders, green case after green case  after green case.
Guy worked on instinct now, guide the case, step back, clear the ladder, signal up. No big wheeled monster in this cache, no hospital-in-a-box or school module. Just a standard community support cache.
Standard, he thought grimly. Still enough to change  a lot of lives.
Medical kits. Tools. Seeds. Knowledge.. Spare parts. Hope, packed in polymer and foam.
They were moving faster than the math said they should. No hesitation. No dropped cases. Everyone had been ready for this, whether they knew it or not.
By the time Guy climbed back up, hauling himself out of the hole with arms that finally remembered they were tired, the last two cases were already being lashed down. Rope bit tight. Knots cinched clean. Two snowmobiles still idled, breath fogging in the cold, impatient like horses sensing the stable was burning.
"Move!" someone shouted.
They moved.
South, not east, not home. Ashcan had already plotted it in his head, the kind of wrong path that pulls pursuit away like a magnet. Every turn chosen to lie.

Guy waved them on and slammed the lid closed. He used the last shovel to put as much dirt on top as possible, but there is no way they would ever completely hide that something was dug up here.  The risk of someone coming to investigate the fire and getting caught in a gunfight was with the risk someone finding the empty cache.
Guy climbed onto the sled, adrenaline starting to ebb just enough that his hands trembled. He reached up, gripping the frame, 
, and noticed something dragging behind Ashcan's machine.
"What the hell is that?" Guy shouted over the engine.
Ashcan didn't turn, just lifted a gloved hand and jabbed a thumb backward. "Found something that'll make this even better."
Guy squinted through the light blowing snow kicked up by a passing breeze.
Chain link fence.
A whole section of it, tied off hard, trailing behind the snowmobile. At the very end, a log bounced and scraped, keeping it down, chewing into the snow like teeth.
Guy barked a laugh as understanding snapped into place. "You son of a …  that’s a beauty! "
"They used to do it to groom trails, " Ashcan yelled back, voice calm, satisfied. "Obliterates tracks. Shreds everything. If it snows tonight, "
"The best trackers in the north won't see a damn thing, " Guy finished.
Ashcan nodded once and gunned the throttle.
The fence screamed softly as it dragged, erasing their passage, chewing the snow smooth and anonymous. Snow dust lifted, settled, vanished.
Behind them: fire, smoke, noise, a town tearing itself apart over a ghost.
Ahead of them: quiet, distance, and a future that suddenly weighed a lot more than green cases ever could.
Doc took another slow look over the edge of the roof, letting the scene below settle into something he could read.
Everything down there was chaos. Not the organized kind, not even panic with direction, just raw, leaderless violence. People running in conflicting directions, shouting over each other, firing at shadows. Secondary explosions kept blooming out from the oil rig and the trucks around it, each one coughing up globs of flaming crude that arced through the air and splattered wherever gravity felt like putting them. Roofs caught. Tarps caught. Someone caught and went down screaming, rolling, until someone else put them out with a coat and a lot of swearing.
"This is gonna get really messy, " Doc muttered.
For just a moment, just a hairline crack in the armor, another thought nudged its way in.
Survival is better. We can sneak away.
It surprised him how calm that voice sounded. Reasonable. Adult like. Like a man who had learned his lessons and wanted to keep breathing.
He glanced at the sky. Pale blue, high sun. "It's only a little past noon, " he said to no one. "They need more time."
The voice came back sharper now, no longer polite.
 We need to survive. All of this is unproductive.
Doc snorted and spat over the edge of the roof. "Oh shut the fuck up."
He scanned again, forcing himself to slow down, to look. Past the main fire. Past the screaming and the running. Over toward the far side of the site, away from the rig, where things looked... different.
There.
Two APCs. Old military, battered but intact, parked nose-out like someone still believed in response times. And near them, oh that was beautiful, someone important. Clean jacket. Different posture. Barking orders like volume alone could stitch a command structure back together.
Doc's mouth split into a grin.
"Bingo, " he whispered. "We have a winner."
Then the grin twisted just a little. "Dammit, Guy, I could use that scope right now..."
He shrugged the thought away and settled in. "Let's see if I still got it."
He shouldered the rifle, metal familiar against cheek. The iron sights were crude compared to what he was used to, but they were clear and knowing Guy they should be still accurate.  He lined them up the old way, muscle memory dragging him backward through decades he pretended not to remember.
Deep breath in.
 Let it out halfway.
 Pause.
Crack.
The rifle kicked and the sound vanished into the larger roar of the burning site.
Down below, the man barking orders stopped mid-sentence as the  front left side of his head disappeared in a wet, red mist that painted the APC beside him. The man he'd been screaming at stood there for a heartbeat, staring at the body as it collapsed, expression frozen somewhere between confusion and disbelief.
Doc ducked immediately, rolling back into cover  gunshots were heard but nothing in his direction. 
"God dammit, " he muttered, checking his sight picture again. "Guy, this thing shoots a little to the right."
He pressed his back against the low wall, heart thumping, grin creeping back in despite himself. Shouts rose below, panicked now, directionless again. People scattering. Someone yelling about a sniper. Orders contradicting orders, stacking confusion on top of fear.
Doc eased his head up just enough to steal another look over the roof's edge.
Over by the APCs the response had finally coalesced into something resembling purpose. Men in mismatched uniforms were running now, not screaming, not scattering, moving with intent. One of them stopped, followed the invisible line backward from the dead officer, and pointed straight at Doc's building.
"Well shit, " Doc muttered.
Almost on cue, rounds cracked up and smacked into the concrete lip of the roof, spitting chips and dust into his face. Too close. Too accurate. Someone down there knew how to aim.
Doc popped up just long enough to snap a shot back. No careful breathing this time, no patience, pure instinct. The rifle barked and the man he'd aimed at folded center-mass, hit so cleanly it looked like someone had simply unplugged him.
Gunfire intensified immediately. The roofline was being stitched now, bullets hammering the edge hard enough that the vibrations buzzed through his boots. Chips of concrete rained around him like sleet.
"Alright, " Doc growled, backing away from the edge. "That's my cue."
The stairwell was a bad option now. Too obvious. Too predictable. And judging by the shouting below, they were already moving to cut him off. He risked one more look, this time over the back side of the building.
A drift. Big one. Piled almost to the second-story windows, pressed tight against the wall.
"I hope that's snow, " he said aloud.
The voice in his head surged up immediately, sharp and cold.
 Unacceptable risk. Probability of injury exceeds, 
Doc didn't let it finish.
"Oh fuck off."
He ran three steps and jumped.
For half a second there was nothing, just air and the sick, weightless drop, then he hit deep powder hard enough to knock every bit of breath out of his lungs. The snow swallowed him chest-deep, then shoulder-deep, then over his head as he sank and rolled.
Pain flared, sharp and then dull and heavy, but nothing snapped, nothing screamed. It hurt no worse than most mornings.
Doc wheezed, sucking in a lungful of air that burned like fire, ears pounding as his body kicked in the adrenaline harder.
Above him, boots thundered on the roof. Shouts. Confusion. Someone yelling that he was gone.
Good.
Doc burrowed forward through the drift like a stubborn animal, packing snow into his collar and down his sleeves. He found a dark gap where the drift met the building's foundation and shoved himself into it, flattening out, belly crawling through packed snow and shadow until he reached the narrow alley between buildings.
He didn't stop. He kept low, dragging himself across to the next structure and slipping inside through a half-collapsed wall.
The building smelled like old wood, mold, and mouse shit. An ancient store once, he could tell by the shape of the space, the remnants of shelving, the faded ghost of lettering on one wall. Quiet inside. No footprints yet. No voices.
Doc leaned against the wall for just a second, letting his breathing slow, listening to the chaos outside roll past like a storm.
"Alright, " he whispered, eyes adjusting to the gloom. "Let's see what you can do for me."
If nothing else, he needed to break his tracks. Confuse the trail. Buy Guy and Ashcan more time.
And judging by the layout, the rot, the half-forgotten mess of this place, 
Yeah.
This would do just fine. Doc started moving deeper into the building, eyes scanning, mind cataloging without conscious effort. He found himself genuinely surprised.
It hadn't been stripped bare.
Crates remained where people had dropped them decades ago. Wooden boxes split with age but still full, metal pieces, brackets, fittings. Coffee cans heavy with bolts, their threads orange with rust where moisture had kissed them and moved on. Nails by the pound, untouched, forgotten.
He shook his head slowly.
 "The idiots are sittin' on a goldmine, " he muttered. "And they never even looked."
Then the pain caught up with him.
It hit like someone driving a wedge into his chest and twisting it every time he inhaled. Not sharp, worse. Deep, wet, insistent. Doc froze, one hand braced on a shelf, breath hitching despite his best effort to control it.
He reached down inside his jacket.
His fingers came away red. Wet. Warm.
"Ah... fuck."
The adrenaline had finally loosened its grip. It always did. Let you borrow time, then sent the bill all at once. Every breath now dragged fire through his ribs, and he could feel something bubbling when he exhaled.
The voice surged up immediately, no longer a whisper.
WE HAVE SUSTAINED DAMAGE.
 WE MUST WITHDRAW.
 SURVIVAL PARAMETERS EXCEEDED.
 RELINQUISH CONTROL.
Doc snorted, a sound that turned into a grimace halfway through.
He straightened up anyway and grabbed a box of nails, the movement pulling a hiss through his teeth. He set it down hard, then another, stacking them with deliberate care.
"We?" he said out loud, voice echoing faintly in the empty store.
 "What's this we shit?"
The voice pressed harder, colder now, more insistent.
THIS BODY IS COMPROMISED.
 PRIMARY OBJECTIVE IS CONTINUITY.
 ALLOW ME, 
Doc laughed, a dry, ugly sound.
"I don't have to survive, you stupid machine, " he said, breath ragged but steadying as anger took the wheel. "If I die, I wake up in a new body tomorrow morning. Warm bed. Clean sheets. Pillow that doesn't smell like diesel and bad decisions.”
He paused, leaning against a counter that had once held canned goods and cigarettes. His vision tunneled just a little at the edges.
"And honestly?" he went on. "I'm real tired of you. You've been nothing but trouble ever since I sat in that damned chair. Nagging at me like an ex wife from 20 lifetimes ago"
The voice recoiled, not silent, but suddenly cautious.
Doc reached into his pack and pulled out the last of Ashcan's specials. The bomb was already ugly, wrapped in leather and tape, fuses bundled like the roots of some angry plant. He made it worse.
He grabbed boxes of bolts and nails and whatever heavy metal junk he could find, smashing them around the charge, binding them tight with wire and strips torn from shelving straps. He worked fast, fingers slick with blood now, smearing red across rust and dust.
Each breath hurt more. Each movement reminded him he was leaking.
"Let's see how much you like compound interest, " he muttered.
When he was done, the thing in his hands was monstrous, lopsided, bristling, a crude god of shrapnel and spite. He set it gently on the floor and wiped his hands on his jacket without bothering to look at the stain.
Outside, engines roared. Voices shouted closer now.
Doc smiled through clenched teeth.
"Time to make an exit, " he said, already looking for where best to leave his final argument.
Doc sucked in a breath that felt like broken glass and shouted anyway.
"I'M IN HERE! I'M MORROW, and you gotta take me in alive if you want your reward!"
The words tore out of him. It hurt like hell, set his chest on fire, but that was the point. He needed them angry, greedy, focused. He heard it immediately, the scrape of boots, shouted orders, metal clatter as soldiers fanned out around the building. They were swarming now, tightening the circle.
Good.
Doc backed himself into the far corner, dragging a chair with his boot and letting it scrape loud across the floor. He shrugged his coat tighter around the fuse igniter to the abomination beneath him. The weight of the moment was comforting in a strange way. Final and brutally to the point.
He set the rifle gently against the wall. No need for it anymore.
With shaking fingers he reached into his jacket and pulled out the flask. One long swig. Cheap, biting, medicinal. It burned going down and settled heavy in his gut.
He fished out the stub of a cigar, crushed and ugly, and got it lit. The first puff nearly dropped him, . His lungs rebelled hard, coughing racking his chest until he tasted copper.
"Can't even enjoy my last smoke, " he muttered, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
Boots were right outside now. Shadows crossed the broken windows.
He drained the flask, tossed it aside, and let it clatter across the floor. One hand stayed loose at his side. The other slipped inside his coat and closed around the fuse igniter.
Then they burst in.
Shouting. Rifles up. Chaos filling the room in a heartbeat.
One of them kicked Guy's rifle away like it was trash. Another stepped forward and smacked the cigar out of Doc's mouth. It hit the floor, still glowing, and died in the dust.
Doc didn't move.
A tall man pushed through the soldiers, too clean, too composed, uniform barely worn. The kind of man who didn't kick doors himself, just watched others do it.
"My men tell me you are surrendering, " the tall man said coolly. "What kind of Morrow team are you from? We eradicated most of them in this region years ago."
Doc sighed. It turned into a wet cough he couldn't quite stop.
"Oh, you know me, " he rasped. "You've been looking for me a long time." He swallowed and went on anyway. "Name's Doc. I'm part of a very special Morrow ops team. One I know you were briefed on."
That got him what he wanted.
The tall man's eyes sharpened. Interest flickered there, dangerous and hungry. He stepped closer, waving his men back just a little.
"Oh?" he said softly. "Please. Tell me more about what I know."
Doc smiled. It was small, crooked, and full of blood.
He lifted two fingers, beckoning. "C'mon, " he whispered. "Let me tell you a secret."
The man leaned in.
That was when the fuse really caught.
A thin, vicious hiss filled the air.
"You also now know, " Doc said quietly, almost kindly, "that you and your whole team are fucked."
The explosion was not just loud.
It was extremely violent.
The old building came apart in a single instant, walls bowing outward like they'd been punched by a god. Wood, metal, and bodies were hurled in every direction. The blast wave flattened snowdrifts, shattered windows down the block, and turned the inside of the store into a storm of smoke and steel.
Then there was nothing left standing where Doc had been, only smoke, debris, and the echo of a decision that had been made a long time ago. 
 
 
Guys team rolled into town just as the sun was sinking low enough to turn the snow orange and pink. Long shadows stretched between buildings, and the cold was already coming back hard after the day's heat. Over the trees to the west, a dirty smear of black and brown smoke clawed at the sky, thick enough that you could still see it even as dusk settled in.
Guy slowed and looked that way longer than he meant to.
 "...That's a lot more on fire than when we left, " he said quietly.
No one answered him. They didn't need to.
Ashcan was already thinking three steps ahead. As soon as they crossed the edge of town, he peeled off, directing people with sharp hand gestures and clipped words. "All cases go straight to any kind of secure storage. Spread them out. No stacks. No opening anything until Guy and I are present. I don't care how curious you are, those green boxes will draw eyes like blood in water."
People moved fast. Quiet, efficient. Sleds vanished between buildings, cases swallowed into cellars, barns, sheds, anywhere with walls and locks and no windows. The town had done this before, maybe not with Morrow caches, but with things that mattered.
Guy and Ashcan headed for the inn.
Inside, it felt different than before. No food on the tables. No murmured conversation. The elders were seated in a straight line along one side of the long table, backs rigid, canes and hands folded, all eyes forward. Waiting.
Judgment waited for them, not a welcome.
They stopped just inside the doorway. Snow melted off their boots in small dark pools.
"It appears you were successful, " one of the elders said, voice measured.
Guy nodded once. He didn't smile. "The cache was intact. Standard community support. Everything we expected."
The eldest raised her hand, and the others fell silent immediately. She studied them for a long moment, eyes sharp despite her age.
"We sent scouts as well, " she said. "Not to interfere. To observe." Her cane tapped once against the floor. "You brought a great deal of destruction to their doorstep. Fires. Explosions. Death."
Guy swallowed. Ashcan's jaw tightened.
She continued, calm but firm. "We are concerned. When they discover the hole in the ground, when they realize something valuable was taken, they may follow the trail back here."
That was the fear Guy had been carrying since they left the site. He nodded slowly. "We anticipated that. We took measures. Tracks were groomed out. False trails laid to the south and west. If they're competent trackers, it'll still cost them a lot of time, enough time that the real trail will disappear"
"And if they are not?" another elder asked.
"Then they'll chase smoke and rumors, " Ashcan said. "And there's plenty of both."
Silence fell again.
The eldest leaned forward slightly. "And the man called Doc?"
Guy felt it hit him then, like a delayed wound. He hadn't spoken the name out loud since the explosion. He forced his voice steady. "He stayed behind. To make sure we had time."
She closed her eyes for a brief moment, something between a prayer and an acknowledgment. When she opened them again, there was no softness there, just resolve.
"Long ago, " she said, "some among us believed Morrow were spirits. Chosen. Untouchable." Her gaze fixed on Guy. "Today, my scouts say one man held an entire town's attention while others took what was needed to save many lives."
She tapped her cane once more. "That is not a god's work. That is a human choice."
Guy nodded, throat tight.
"We will prepare, " she went on. "Lookouts. Quiet movement. No celebration. No stories yet. If they come, we will know before they arrive. And we will keep an eye out for your friend."
Ashcan inclined his head. "That's all we can ask."
The elders dismissed them with a gesture. As Guy turned to leave, the weight of the day finally settled fully on his shoulders, the fire, the cache, the smoke still rising to the west, and the empty space where Doc should have been making some awful joke.
Outside, the sky was darkening fast.
Everyone was exhausted. Any thought of celebration died quietly under bowls of simple food, the kind eaten because the body demands it, not because anyone tastes it. Voices stayed low. Eyes stayed down. When the lamps went out, people went to their beds without ceremony.
Guy and Ashcan did not.
They took turns through the night, one resting while the other watched, counting breaths, listening to the wind, to the creak of old buildings, to every sound that might have been a snowmobile, a shout, or, against reason, a familiar voice. They waited for Doc to stagger in laughing, bleeding, swearing, all three at the same time.. Morning came without a sound.
No signal. No Doc.
With the first gray light, the town moved again. Quietly. Purposefully. The team they had assembled brought the cases in from their hiding places one sled at a time, keeping to back alleys and tree lines. By mid, morning the inn had been cleared, tables stacked against the walls, benches dragged outside. Green cases were laid out in rows on the floor, aligned carefully, numbers visible, sorted exactly as Ashcan instructed. Guy moved among them like a man in a dream, reading stenciled numbers, counting under his breath. He was looking for one case and one case only.
Case #1.
When it finally came in, it was carried with more care than the rest and set gently on the long table in the center of the room. The elders gathered but did not crowd. No one spoke.
Guy twisted the pressure relief valve. It resisted for half a second, then gave with a sharp hiss as trapped air escaped, a sound that seemed far too loud in the stillness. He flipped the latches, one by one, and lifted the lid.
Inside was familiarity. Reassurance. Proof.
Two brand-new tablets, still wrapped. Two radios identical to his own, untouched, perfect. Charging cables are neatly coiled. Folded solar panels packed tight. And resting on top of everything, placed there deliberately, a brown folder.
On the cover: a circle, an infinity symbol, and the stylized letters MP.
Below it, printed clean and precise:
 MANIFEST, COMMUNITY SUPPORT CACHE, STANDARD
Guy exhaled, slow and unsteady, and opened the folder.
Case by case, the manifest told a story, 
Education: entire cases of solar e-reader tablets, enough to run a small school, teach reading, math, history, and practical trades. How to build and maintain power systems to keep them alive for decades if cared for. Manuals written for people who did not already know what they were doing. Simple books to teach people to read so they could understand the more advanced manuals.
Tools: not scraps, not scavenged junk, but a complete desktop machine shop, lathes, mills, hand tools, spares, paired with a 3D printer and filament stock, the means to fabricate parts instead of praying to find them. Tools to recycle what was printed into filament again including recipes on how to convert cornstarch into plastics for less durable items. And all with detailed books designed to self guide a student through learning how to build a forge, upgrade the forge, smelting. How to create the core of different industries to uplift the town.
Communication: simple radios for patrols and farmers alike, a hardened base station, antenna wire meant to be run high into the trees or onto a tower, and encrypted instructions for reaching Morrow frequencies if anyone was still listening.
Defense: sealed cases marked plainly. Inside, fifteen AR15 rifles. Fifteen pistols. Cleaning kits. Parts. Ammunition packed carefully. Enough to protect a town, not conquer one.
Life: seeds, cases and cases of them. Old, world varieties, carefully selected. Crops that could increase yields tenfold. Diversity enough to survive blight, drought, bad luck. Medicine. Water purification. References on soil, storage, and rotation.
And more. Always more.
They opened, checked, and cataloged every case. Numbers matched. Nothing missing. Nothing spoiled or rusted. It was more than they had hoped for. More than they had even planned for.
It was a future, stacked neatly on the floor of an old inn.
The elders stood in silence, taking it in. No prayers. No speeches.
At last, the eldest spoke, her voice steady. "This will change everything."
Guy nodded, though his eyes were still on the open cases. "That was the idea,  exactly how we designed it to work." 

Ashcan folded his arms, scanning the room, already thinking about distribution, training, safeguards. After a moment, his voice dropped. "Now we just have to make sure it doesn't get us all killed."
The scouts returned later that afternoon, their faces tired, eyes wide with disbelief. They spoke quickly, voices low as if not to disturb the quiet that had settled over the inn.
"The fire... it's worse than we thought, " one of them said. "The chaos he left, everything scattered, the explosions burned everything around them, the secondary fires, it spread. The rig, the trucks... everything. People are packing what little is left and fleeing west. Duluth-bound, mostly. The KFS presence? Gone. Completely gone. Single-handed. One man."
The words hung in the room. One man. The scouts exchanged glances, shaking their heads. The images replayed in their minds, the mushroom clouds, the explosions, the chaos.
"The oil rig's still burning, " another scout added, voice tight. "Crude spilled all over the place... the whole area is going to be a mess for years. Wildlife, soil, water, everything. And... the survivors? Most of them are walking away thinking it was just an accident at the well site. They have no idea what really happened."
Ashcan leaned back in his chair, rubbing at his forehead. "That's... perfect. Exactly what we needed. The more it looks like an accident, the less anyone's going to start asking questions."
Guy snorted, shaking his head, a wry grin spreading across his face. "Doc can do that. Of everyone I've ever known... Death doesn't stick to that man. He walks out of things other people would die in, disappears when no one's looking, leaves chaos in his wake... and somehow comes back smiling."
The scouts nodded. None of them had seen anything like it before. The destruction was vast, but there was no sign of the man responsible. No footprints, no lingering smoke trail from a snowmobile, no chatter from the fleeing survivors about a masked figure or even a man with a beard and a cigar. It was as if he had evaporated.
The elders, watching quietly from the side, said nothing. They had seen enough of these Morrow operatives to understand the implications. The supplies, the safety of the town, and the chaos behind them, all of it was a delicate balance. One misstep, one rumor, and the fragile peace could collapse.
But for now... the sun was dipping behind the trees, the fires to the west still smoldered, and the town had what it needed. And somewhere beyond the horizon, a man they thought was already moving on to the next problem, leaving only whispers and awe in his wake.
Afternoon finally gave up the fight and slid into night under a clear sky, the cold sharpening as it always did once the sun was gone. A thin sliver of moon hung low, just enough light to give shape to rooftops and breath. Inside the inn there was a quiet, careful celebration, nothing loud, nothing that carried. Bowls of simple food passed hand to hand, mugs clinked softly, voices kept low. Relief more than joy. Survival more than victory.
It was just starting to feel safe when the door banged open hard enough to rattle the hinges.
"Large vehicle coming in from the east!" a runner shouted, breath fogging the air around his face. "Scout just confirmed it. We never got any warning from Cedar!"
The room snapped into motion. Chairs scraped. People stood. Hands went instinctively to weapons left propped near the walls. Conversations died mid-sentence. Outside, boots hit packed snow as people spilled into the street, craning their necks toward the dark eastern road.
Ashcan didn't move right away. He tilted his head, listening, then slowly raised one arm.
"Describe it, " he said calmly. "About three meters tall... nine feet. Just as wide. Long. Lots of enormous wheels?"
The scout hesitated, confused, then nodded. "Yes. Bigger than anything we've ever seen. No engine noise. Just... crunching snow. Heavy."
Ashcan smirked, a rare thing these days. "Guy, " he said without looking at him, "your ride is here."
Guy felt his stomach drop.
Shit.
In all the chaos, the planning, the fire, the digging, the running, he never sent the check-in. He glanced at his watch. Three full days late. He exhaled slowly.
"There's no way, " he muttered. "No way they made it here that fast."
The crunch grew louder, steady and unmistakable now. Then, light.
Whoever was driving flipped every switch at once. The night exploded into white and amber as work lights, driving lights, side floods, navigation wheel lights, all of it, came alive. Even the hazards blinked cheerfully, absurdly, against the dark. The massive shape rolled forward out of the trees and into the street like something unreal, steel and angles and tires tall as a mostly grown child.
The Stryker.
It pulled up in front of the inn and stopped, snow sighing under its weight. No trailer. Just the vehicle. Solid. Confident. Impossible.
Chapter 12 - The Long Way Around to Family
The rear hatch began to open, hydraulics whining softly, and light spilled out onto the snow, throwing long shadows across the gathered crowd. Three silhouettes appeared in the doorway, two tall and upright, one shorter, hunched slightly forward like a question mark that had learned to walk.
Before they even stepped down, a familiar voice cut through the cold.
"Guy, goddamn it, " Charley barked, sharp and irritated as ever. "You missed a check-in by seventy-two hours."
Ashcan laughed and clapped Guy hard on the back. "You should have called Mom."
Guy responded, "Don't let her hear you say that, she will get even more pissed"
The ramp finished lowering with a solid thud, and the three figures stepped into the light. Charley first, jaw set, eyes already scanning everything. Specs right behind him, goggles pushed up, grin barely contained. And then the Niigaanii the Elder from Cedar, moving slower, staff tapping softly against the metal ramp as he descended, nodding respectfully to the people of the town.
They immediately began greeting folks, hands clasped, words exchanged, reassurances offered. The tension in the street began to unravel, replaced with disbelief and awe.
A moment later a fourth figure appeared, taller than the rest, ducking slightly as he stepped down from the driver's position. Will. He didn't even slow down.
He walked straight past everyone, eyes locked on the inn door, urgency written all over him. As he passed Guy, he slapped him on the shoulder.
"Gotta pee, " he said flatly. "And I heard they have great food here. Oh, and I changed all your seat adjustments and radio presets. It's nothing but '80s punk and Dio now."
He grinned without stopping. "You're welcome."
The crowd hadn't quite settled yet, voices overlapping in that low, excited way people get when something big has just arrived and nobody knows what to do with their hands. Niigaanii stood in the middle of it,  staff planted, voice calm but carrying, explaining who these people were and, more importantly, who they were not. Reassuring everyone they were friends of Guy and Ashcan. Allies. Guests. The kind of words that told everyone to breathe and stop worrying about weapons that weren't there.
Specs didn't help.
He broke from the rear hatch at a jog, helmet tucked under one arm, eyes already scanning for food like a bloodhound. He skidded to a stop in front of Guy, grinning.
"Hey Guy! " he said , "she's really pissed. Like... levels. Also, I heard they have rhubarb pie here?"
And with that priceless contribution to the situation, he turned and vanished inside the inn, boots clomping, already calling out to someone about pie.
The crowd shifted, curiosity winning over caution, and began to follow the last two figures as they headed for the door. Niigaanii moved with them, then paused, turning back just long enough to catch Guy's eye.
"I found some of your friends, " he said, voice warm, almost amused. "This red-haired one said she was looking for a lost puppy. Claimed it bites when it needs to."
He smiled, just a little, and then stepped close. His hand closed around Guy's wrist with surprising strength, pulled him down until they were eye to eye. His voice dropped to a whisper meant only for him.
"Be careful, " Niigaanii murmured. "She carries the fire of two suns inside her."
A soft chuckle followed, the kind elders use when they are both warning you and enjoying the fact that you won't listen. He released Guy and continued on, already greeting someone else, the moment passed as cleanly as it came.
Guy turned.
And stopped cold.
Charley was standing inches from him.
No crossed arms.
 No profanity.
 No sharp intake of breath before a lecture.
Just stillness.
Her jaw was tight, eyes locked on his, expression carved from stone. Close enough he could see the flecks of lighter color in her irises, the faint smudge of grease on her knuckle where she hadn't bothered to clean up.
This was wrong.
Charley annoyed was efficient.
 Charley angry was loud.
 Charley pissed came with profanity, threats, and extremely detailed explanations of consequences.
Silent Charley?
Guy felt his stomach drop.
Oh shit.
"Seventy-Two hours, Guy."
Her voice finally came, low and flat, worse than yelling. "Did you even check your messages?"
He swallowed and glanced down at his watch without meaning to, like a kid looking at the clock during an exam he already failed. The round indicator glowed back at him, bright and accusing. A green circle with a number inside it.
7
"Seven messages, Guy, " Charley continued, tapping the face of his watch with one finger, not hard, but deliberate. "Seven. I know you got them. We get confirmation of sent and delivery. Don't lie to me.That watch vibrated on every single one to notify you"
He opened his mouth, already shifting into debrief mode, words lining up in his head the way they always did under pressure.
"Okay so, weather delay, unexpected contact, mission deviation due to..."
She stepped forward.
And hugged him.
 It wasn't quick.
 It wasn't professional.
 It wasn't normal, at all.
It was long, awkward, and tight enough that for a second he forgot how to breathe. His arms stayed frozen at his sides, brain screaming 
this is a trap, she is going to kill me now 
He stared past her shoulder at the snow, at the inn, at anything that wasn't happening right now.
Charley didn't move, didn't let go.
Guy stood there, stiff as a fence post, heart hammering, absolutely certain that if he twitched wrong she might explode or possibly stab him.
Finally, because silence was somehow worse, he cleared his throat.
"Uh... sorry?"
Her grip tightened. Just a little. Enough to say don't push it.
"It's cold here, " she said into his shoulder, voice muffled but steady now, the edge dulled. "And I was promised the best apple pie I've ever had."
She released him abruptly, stepping back like nothing had happened. The warmth vanished. The drill sergeant snapped back into place as she straightened her coat, squared her shoulders, and adjusted her gloves.
"Secure the vehicle, " she said crisply. "You're paying for dinner. And we're staying the night."
She paused, looked him dead in the eye.
"You've got ten minutes."
Then she turned and walked into the inn, boots crunching on snow, already calling to him something over her shoulder about pie and something hot to drink that didn't taste like regret.
Guy stood there for a second longer, stunned, watching the door swing shut behind her.
Guy went to secure the vehicle.
Will had touched absolutely everything.
Not big, obvious sabotage, no, that would've been merciful. This was death by a thousand petty sins. The seat was almost right but not quite. The lumbar support felt like it was plotting against him. The mirrors and cameras were adjusted to see everything except what he needed. Somehow, somehow, Will had even figured out how to make the pedals feel wrong, like the geometry of the universe had been nudged just enough to irritate the soul.
Guy sat there for a long second, hands on the wheel, staring forward.
"This, " he muttered, "is going to take me an hour to un-fuck."
He sighed and glanced at the digital systems panel,  then immediately looked away.
Nope, this was future Guy's problem.
He went through the motions instead. Muscle memory. Comforting in its own way.
Systems to standby.
 External lights off.
 Work lights dark.
 Navigation off, comms to scan.
 Rear hatch closed and sealed with a deep, hydraulic thoomp.
 Safe-location settings engaged.
 Internal safeties green across the board.
Done.
He unbuckled and climbed up toward the hatch ladder, already thinking about food, real food, when something caught his eye in the dim interior light.
His guitar.
For a second he just stared at it, like it might disappear if he acknowledged it. Then a slow, wide grin spread across his face, the kind that started tired and ended dangerous.
"Well, " he said quietly, reaching for it, "I know how I'm paying for dinner."
He slung it over his shoulder, climbed out the top hatch, sealed it shut behind him, and dropped down into the cold night air.
By now the whole town was here.
People stood in the street gawking at the Stryker like it was a visiting god, or at least a very polite armored beast that hadn't eaten anyone yet. Inside the inn, light spilled through the windows and door, carrying with it noise, warmth, and the thick, intoxicating smell of food. Laughter rolled out in waves. Voices overlapped. Everyone wanted to meet the newcomers. Everyone wanted to talk at once.
When Guy stepped inside, heat and sound instantly overwhelmed him.
Desserts were already making the rounds, pies, stewed fruit, something baked with nuts and honey, and when things finally settled into that comfortable hum of full stomachs and shared tables, Guy drifted toward the long bar. He set the guitar down gently, then cleared his throat and raised his voice.
"Hey, hey! Sorry, everyone. Sorry!"
The room quieted in stages.
"This whole commotion tonight?" he said, rubbing the back of his neck. "That's on me. I forgot to check in with my team."
Laughter exploded from the table where Ashcan and Specs were sitting. Ashcan nearly choked on his drink.
"But, " Guy continued, smiling despite himself, "I was following my mission."
He looked around the room now, meeting eyes, locals, elders, strangers who didn't feel like strangers anymore.
"Of everyone on my team, I've spent a long time with all of them. Years, even. But there's one person I've spent more time with than anyone else."
"And that's because she saved me, " Guy said simply. "When I was in a bad spot. She brought me to Morrow. Introduced me to the man himself."
He lifted his glass.
"We look like a team, a well trained unit. But we're more than that. We lost a lot of friends. We gained some as we travel. And somewhere along the way, we became..." he paused, searching for the right word, "… family."
He raised the glass higher.
"To family."
The room followed him. Glasses lifted. Mugs raised. Even a few raised bowls tipped in salute.
Then, from the back, a gravelly voice cut through the quiet.
"Told you to call Mom."
The place lost it.
Laughter roared. Chairs scraped. Someone slapped a table hard enough to rattle the mugs.
Charley stood up instantly, face red, eyes blazing.
"God damn it, Ashcan, " she snapped, already moving, "I will rip your throat out."
Ashcan leaned back in his chair, hands up, grinning like a man at peace with his choices.
Guy didn't wait.
He picked up the guitar, turned it in his hands, and started tuning, soft at first, careful plucks that threaded through the laughter. One string. Then another. The noise gradually faded as people realized what was happening. Chairs stopped scraping. People realized, one by one, that this wasn't just noise.
They had never heard a guitar like this.
The tribe knew music, deep, resonant drums that carried across lakes and forests, simple stringed instruments built sturdy enough to survive hard winters and harder lives. But an old-world guitar? Thin wood. Fragile joints. Steel strings tuned to impossible precision. Something like this wasn't supposed to survive the end of the world. Most of the people in the room had never heard anything like it in their lives.
Guy looked up, eyes moving across the faces watching him. Elders. Hunters. Children perched too close to tables. Friends. Strangers who weren't strangers anymore.
"This one, " he said quietly, his voice carrying without effort, "is for a friend who isn't here with us right now."
A long pause as Guy looks towards each one of them..
"But I'm sure he's out there somewhere, eh" Guy added, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "Cheating death. Drinking whiskey."
A few people nodded, even if they didn't fully understand. They understood that kind of man.
Guy's fingers shifted.
Then he hit the strings hard. And slaps to the body to create the rhythm.
The first aggressive chord rang out sharp and loud, vibrating through the room and into the floorboards. A few people startled. Others leaned forward. The guitar didn't sound delicate now, it sounded angry, alive, defiant.
Do you worry that you're not liked?
 How long 'til you break
 You're happy 'cause you smile
 But how much can you fake?
His voice wasn't polished. It wasn't meant to be. It was raw, worn down at the edges, carrying years of cold nights, long roads, and things that don't wash off no matter how much snow you bury them under.
An ordinary boy, an ordinary name
 But ordinary's just not good enough today
And ow, a-woo, ow, a-woo, ow, a-woo
 And ow, a-woo, ow, a-woo, ow, a-woo
Alone, alone, alone, alone, alone, alone, alone, I'm thinking
Guy closed his eyes.
Why-ee-I-ee-I-ee, yeah, Superman's dead
 Ee-I-ee-I-ee, yeah, is it in my head?
 Ee-I-ee-I-ee, yeah, we'll just laugh instead
The guitar rang on, echoing off wood and stone and old scars and memories.
And for a moment, just a moment, the fighting, the apocalypse, the anger that fills this world felt far away, and the dead felt close enough to hear.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue
The hum of the Stryker's power plant filled the cabin, steady and reassuring, as snow crunched beneath the massive treads. Guy's hands gripped the controls, eyes scanning the horizon where the last wisps of smoke rose from the town in the rear camera view. The chaos they had left behind was fading, but its impact would linger for seasons, possibly generations.
Ashcan sat beside him, boots propped on the tactical console, surveying the team and gear the rear. "You think anyone's going to bother them?" he asked, voice low, half-joking, half-serious. Guy shook his head. "Not a chance. With the way we spread the trail? They'll be lucky to figure out which direction we left in. And by the time anyone notices the hole in the ground, it will have snowed and rained 20 times. If we are lucky the spring mud will fill it all in."
In the back, Specs and Charley settled into the seats, still exchanging quick smiles and banter. Charley's fire had finally softened, her eyes tired but alert. "Next time, " she pointed at Specs, "you better not make me miss rhubarb pie again." Specs laughed, shoving her lightly on the shoulder. Will, who had been riding shotgun at the rear exit, checked the systems and radios one last time, nodding with quiet satisfaction.
Guy's eyes flicked to the case in the rear. One remained untouched: Case #1, the tablets, radios, and solar panels, the one that was for a morrow team only. Everything else had been left behind as it was for the community to build on. The team had done its work, and now it was time for a smaller, quieter reward.
From under his seat, Guy pulled out an old battered project tablet, worn and faded, ninety years old maybe more. The town had kept it from the previous Morrow team that had come through decades ago. He slid it across the floor to Ashcan. "Here, " he said, "I have a puzzle for Specs and Will." Ashcan handed the tablet to Specs, who immediately started inspecting it.
 "Who was this team?" Guy asked, letting the question hang like smoke in the cabin.
Specs and Will leaned over it, eyes shining with curiosity, excitement brimming as they began to examine the worn screen, the ports and doors scratched and intact, and the faint inscriptions etched into the metal. It was a relic and a challenge all at once. How to fix it, how to bypass security, how to unlock its secrets, it would occupy them for hours, maybe days, but it was the perfect puzzle for a team like this.
Charley leaned forward suddenly, knocking Ashcan's boots off the console with a sharp jab of her elbow. "You did a good thing for those people, " she said, voice hard but not unkind. "But next time... do not miss your check-in time." Her glare softened only slightly as she settled back into her seat, letting the laughter and chatter fill the Stryker.
Guy grinned and turned back to the road, the snow stretching endlessly before them. The northern lights flickered faintly in the sky as dawn started to overwhelm the green and purple, dancing across the horizon, like a promise that the road would continue, long and winding, but theirs to travel together.
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