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			Chapter 1

			A Call from the City

			The morning mist clung to the Ozark fields like a prayer half-spoken, rising from grass still heavy with dew. Cassian stood on the wraparound porch, bare feet against weathered boards that had absorbed decades of Missouri summers and winters. The coffee mug warmed his palms. Steam rose from the dark surface, carrying hints of vanilla and the rich earth scent that followed overnight rain.

			Through the gray veil, he could see Jonah at the field’s edge. His partner moved with the focused precision that had never left him, even here in their sanctuary. Sig sat at perfect attention beside him, the German Shepherd’s ears pricked forward in anticipation of the next command.

			“Stay,” Jonah called, his voice cutting through the morning quiet with professional authority.

			He stepped backward three paces. Four. The dog remained motionless except for the slight twitch of his tail, every muscle coiled with restrained energy. Jonah had been working with Sig for over an hour, drilling fundamentals that most handlers considered basic. But Cassian understood the ritual by now. This wasn’t about the dog’s competence.

			The training was Jonah’s meditation.

			“Come.”

			Sig launched forward with explosive grace, covering the distance in three powerful bounds before settling into a perfect heel position. Jonah’s hand found the familiar spot behind the dog’s ears, fingers working through the thick coat with practiced affection.

			“Good boy,” he murmured, producing a worn tennis ball from his cargo pocket.

			The reward toss sent Sig racing across the field again, his dark form cutting through the mist like a shadow given purpose. Jonah straightened, rolling his shoulders back, and his gaze found Cassian across the distance.

			The smile that crossed his face was small and easy. Unguarded.

			Cassian raised his coffee mug in a lazy salute. After six months of shared mornings they had settled into this rhythm. Jonah’s dawn training sessions, Cassian’s porch vigil with coffee that stayed hot just long enough for his partner to finish. Simple domesticity that now felt a normal part of day-to-day life.

			A cardinal called from the oak tree beside the house, its sharp whistle joining the symphony of awakening insects and distant cattle. The world smelled of damp earth and pine needles, of coffee and the lingering traces of woodsmoke from last night’s fire. Peace had weight here, substance that could be felt in the morning air.

			Sig returned with the tennis ball, dropping it at Jonah’s feet with the kind of precision that spoke to thousands of repetitions. But instead of continuing the drill, Jonah clipped the lead to the dog’s collar and began walking toward the house. Training time was over.

			Cassian watched them approach, noting the easy satisfaction in Jonah’s stride. Six months of living here had transformed them both, but the change in his partner was the more dramatic. Jonah moved through his property with the confidence of someone who belonged to this place and knew it belonged to him. The five acres had become his domain in ways that transcended simple ownership.

			“Coffee’s still hot,” Cassian called when they reached the porch steps.

			“Give me five minutes,” Jonah replied, unhooking Sig’s lead and letting the dog bound up the steps to claim his usual spot in the morning sun. “Need to hose the mud off.”

			He disappeared around the side of the house, leaving Cassian alone with Sig and the kind of quiet that only came from miles of empty land. The German Shepherd settled onto the porch boards with a contented sigh, tongue lolling as he panted lightly from his workout.

			This was the life they had built. Not just the house or the property, but the rhythms that filled the spaces between emergencies. Coffee and training sessions. Shared meals and quiet evenings. The radical luxury of waking up in the same bed for months at a time.

			Cassian sipped his coffee and let the morning settle around him like a familiar blanket. In the distance, a hawk circled over the treeline, riding thermals that were just beginning to form as the sun gained strength. The mist was starting to burn off, revealing the rolling hills that stretched to the horizon in shades of green that defied easy description.

			The screen door creaked behind him as Jonah emerged, hair still damp from a quick rinse, wearing clean jeans and a faded ATF t-shirt. He settled into the chair beside Cassian’s, accepting the fresh mug of coffee with a grateful nod.

			They sat in comfortable silence, watching the last of the mist dissipate as the sun climbed higher. Sig dozed between their chairs, the picture of canine contentment. The morning expanded around them, unhurried and peaceful.

			“Thinking about anything in particular?” Jonah asked eventually, his voice soft enough not to disturb the tranquility.

			Cassian considered the question, rolling it around like wine on his tongue. “Just this,” he said finally. “Right here.”

			Jonah’s hand found his across the small space between their chairs, fingers interlacing with the easy familiarity of lovers who had learned to trust completely. The contact was warm and solid, an anchor in the present moment.

			Neither man spoke of how hard-won this peace was, or how fragile it might prove to be. For now, it was enough to exist in the space they had created together, watching the morning light transform their small corner of the world from gray mystery to green reality.

			The coffee grew cool in their cups. Sig stretched and repositioned himself in the warming sun. And the quiet morning unfolded around them like a promise they had finally learned to believe.

			Dr. Rhea Sato closed the manila folder with practiced precision, her pen clicking shut as she completed the final signature on a routine toxicology report. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead in her regional health facility office, casting sharp illumination across organized stacks of paperwork and the dual monitors that displayed case management databases in neat columns.

			The coffee in her ceramic mug had grown cold during the two hours she had spent reviewing backlogged cases. Administrative duties filled most of her days now, a necessary evolution from field pathology to regional oversight that carried greater authority and broader responsibility. The promotion had come with a corner office, expanded jurisdiction, and direct lines to federal agencies.

			Her phone rang with the distinctive tone reserved for priority calls. The display showed “St. Louis City - Medical Examiner” in bold letters.

			“Dr. Sato,” she answered, her voice carrying the calm professionalism that had become second nature through years of receiving crisis calls.

			“Rhea, thank God.” The voice belonged to Dr. Marcus Evans, the St. Louis City Medical Examiner. His usual measured tone was strained, words coming too fast. “I need your eyes on something. We have had three deaths in the last eighteen hours, all presenting with hemorrhagic symptoms that don’t match any known pathogen.”

			Rhea reached for a fresh legal pad, pen already moving across the paper in neat shorthand. “Give me ages, exposure timelines, and preliminary blood work.”

			“Two men, one woman. Ages twenty-eight, thirty-four, and forty-one. All healthy, no underlying conditions. First victim presented at St. Mary’s emergency department yesterday afternoon with fever and epistaxis. Dead within six hours. Second and third followed the same pattern, different hospitals.”

			The pen paused above the paper. Six hours from symptom onset to death was catastrophically fast for any natural virus. “What did the blood panels show?”

			“That’s the problem.” Dr. Evans’s voice carried the frustration of someone whose expertise was being challenged by impossible data. “The cytokine storm is consistent with viral hemorrhagic fever, but the cellular damage is too uniform. Too precise. This isn’t Ebola or Marburg. The pathology looks engineered.”

			Rhea set down her pen and leaned back in the chair, her mind already shifting into the analytical mode that had made her reputation during the Foxtail bioterror case six months earlier. The details suggested the artificial enhancement of a natural pathogen, a modification designed to accelerate lethality while maintaining transmissibility.

			“Exposure vectors?” she asked, her voice remaining steady despite the implications forming in her thoughts.

			“All three attended the same biotech networking event at the Helix Core building downtown. Monday evening, about sixty people total. We’re tracking down the guest list, but Rhea...” His voice dropped. “The director said to call you directly. After your work on Foxtail, he said you’re our go-to for anything that feels engineered.”

			The recognition carried a weight that extended beyond professional courtesy. Federal agencies had taken notice of her analysis during the previous case, leading to her current position and the direct communication channels that bypassed normal bureaucratic delays. When local medical examiners encountered potential bioterror, her name appeared on the contact list.

			“I need tissue samples, complete blood chemistry, and detailed timelines for all three victims,” she said, her mind already organizing the investigation protocol that would determine whether they faced a natural outbreak or an intentional attack. “Also the complete guest list from that networking event and security footage from the venue.”

			“Already being compiled. How soon can you get here?”

			Rhea glanced at her desk calendar, noting the routine meetings and administrative reviews that suddenly seemed trivial compared to potential bioterrorism. Three deaths with identical presentation suggested either the worst coincidence in epidemiological history or the beginning of something far more dangerous.

			“Two hours,” she said, already reaching for her emergency travel bag that remained packed in the office closet. “Set up isolation protocols at all three hospitals. Treat this as a Level 3 containment until we know what we’re dealing with.”

			“Already done. Rhea, if this is what I think it is...”

			“Let’s determine what it is before we speculate about its implications,” she interrupted, though her own thoughts were following the same dark paths. “I’ll call you from the road.”

			She ended the call and sat for a moment in the sudden quiet of her office, processing the information through years of training in forensic pathology and bioterror response. Three deaths. Identical presentation. Six-hour progression. Biotech venue.

			The pattern suggested deliberate action.

			Rhea locked her computer screens and gathered the files that would need secure transport to St. Louis. Her movements were efficient and methodical, muscle memory from previous emergency deployments taking over while her mind continued analyzing possibilities and protocols.

			Her emergency travel bag sat in the office closet, always packed and ready for deployment. The administrative comfort of her regional position was about to give way to field pathology, the kind of hands-on investigation that had built her reputation.

			Three deaths could become thirty. Or three hundred.

			Rhea reached for her phone, scrolling through contacts until she found Cassian’s number. Professional courtesy required notification of the team leader, even though this initial consultation fell within her independent authority as Regional Forensic Pathologist. The call connected after two rings.

			“Morning, Rhea. What’s the word from the medical front?”

			His tone was relaxed, carrying traces of the domestic peace she was about to disturb. In the background, she could hear faint sounds of a rural morning, birds calling and the distant bark of Jonah’s dog.

			“Three suspicious deaths in St. Louis,” she said, keeping her voice neutral and factual. “Hemorrhagic presentation, rapid progression, possible bioterror connection. I’m heading up to consult with the M.E.”

			“Need backup?” The shift in Cassian’s voice was immediate, professional alertness replacing casual conversation. “Maya’s available if you want lab support.”

			“Not yet. This might be a natural outbreak with unusual characteristics. I’ll know more after examining the tissue samples and reviewing the exposure data.”

			“Keep us posted,” Cassian said with the easy confidence of someone whose morning remained unthreatened by invisible dangers. “If you need the band back together, we can be mobile in two hours.”

			“Understood. I’ll call if this escalates beyond routine consultation.”

			She ended the call and shouldered her travel bag, the weight familiar from previous emergency deployments. After locking her office door, she walked toward the elevator with purposeful steps that carried her away from administrative safety toward field investigation.

			The parking garage smelled of concrete and motor oil, fluorescent lights humming overhead as she located her sedan. The engine started immediately, settling into a quiet idle while she programmed the GPS for downtown St. Louis. Two hours through Missouri countryside to reach answers that might change everything.

			Highway asphalt stretched ahead through rolling green hills that showed early hints of autumn color. Farmland extended to distant tree lines, peaceful landscapes that spoke of agricultural prosperity and rural tranquility. The contrast struck her as she accelerated toward the posted speed limit, leaving behind a world where the most dangerous threat was seasonal influenza.

			Her phone lay silent on the passenger seat, ready for calls that might transform a local medical mystery into a federal bioterror investigation. The speedometer showed steady progress toward St. Louis, each mile carrying her closer to tissue samples and blood chemistry that would either confirm her suspicions or suggest alternatives she hadn’t considered.

			Towns passed in the distance, their church steeples and grain elevators marking communities that felt insulated from urban dangers. The morning sun climbed higher, burning through the heat shimmer to reveal a landscape that embodied the kind of American prosperity that made a perfect target for those who sought to destroy it using invisible weapons.

			Traffic density increased as she approached metropolitan St. Louis, farmland giving way to suburban developments and industrial facilities. Highway signs indicated distances to downtown districts and airport terminals, the kind of infrastructure that could spread contamination far beyond any initial outbreak zone if her worst fears proved accurate.

			The city skyline emerged ahead, glass and steel towers rising above the Missouri River in arrangements that spoke of economic ambition and architectural pride. The Gateway Arch caught the morning sunlight, its stainless steel surface reflecting the optimism that had built American cities during eras of unprecedented growth.

			Somewhere in that urban landscape, three people had died from something that shouldn’t exist in nature.

			Rhea took the downtown exit and began navigating the streets toward the medical examiner’s office, her sedan joining delivery trucks and service vehicles that kept the metropolitan area functioning. The transition from rural highways to concrete corridors marked more than geographical change. She was entering a potential war zone where the enemy was invisible and casualties were mounting.

			In her rearview mirror, she caught a final glimpse of green hills receding into the distance. The peaceful countryside of her morning commute had been replaced by an urban environment where engineered death waited in laboratory freezers for her analysis.

			Ahead through her windshield, the sprawling skyline of St. Louis stretched toward horizons that might soon become quarantine boundaries if three deaths marked the beginning rather than the end of something designed to kill with unprecedented efficiency.

			The highway carried her toward answers that would determine whether she faced a routine consultation or the opening moves of biological warfare disguised as a natural disease.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The St. Louis Cluster

			The St. Louis City Medical Examiner’s facility occupied a modernist concrete building that seemed designed to discourage visitors. Gray walls rose from sidewalks stained with decades of urban weather, while narrow windows offered glimpses of fluorescent-lit corridors that suggested institutional efficiency rather than human comfort. The building’s brutalist architecture spoke of municipal budgets stretched to cover essential services without concern for the aesthetics.

			Rhea parked in the secured lot behind the facility, her sedan joining a collection of official vehicles that included police cruisers, coroner transport vans, and the occasional federal sedan that suggested cases requiring specialized expertise. The asphalt showed oil stains and tire marks from emergency vehicles that operated around the clock, serving a metropolitan area where violent death was common enough to require industrial-scale processing.

			The morning air carried scents of urban decay mixed with a sharp chemical odor that seemed to emanate from the building’s ventilation system. Disinfectant and formaldehyde created an atmosphere that warned of the grim realities contained within the building’s concrete walls.

			Dr. Marcus Evans waited at the facility’s rear entrance, his usually composed demeanor showing cracks that spoke of sleepless hours spent wrestling with evidence that challenged his professional understanding. His lab coat was wrinkled, coffee stains marking the places where exhaustion had overcome careful attention to appearance. Behind wire-rimmed glasses, his eyes carried the haunted look of someone who had seen too much in too short a time.

			“Rhea, thank God you’re here,” he said, his relief palpable as automatic doors admitted them to corridors that hummed with mechanical ventilation and the subtle sounds of laboratory equipment. “I’ve had three more cases since we spoke. Same presentation, same timeline. Six deaths total now.”

			The number struck her like a physical blow. The three initial deaths had suggested a possibly isolated incident. Six deaths indicated acceleration, the kind of exponential growth that characterized engineered pathogens designed for maximum efficiency. Her training in bioterror response had included scenarios that began exactly this way.

			“Show me everything,” she said, her voice carrying the calm authority that had been developed through years of examining evidence that revealed humanity’s darkest capabilities. “Files, lab results, tissue samples. I want to see the progression data.”

			Evans led her through corridors lined with administrative offices and storage areas that contained the mundane infrastructure necessary for urban forensic pathology. The building’s interior reflected the same utilitarian design philosophy as its exterior, with linoleum floors and fluorescent lighting that created an atmosphere of clinical detachment from the human tragedies processed within these walls.

			The main autopsy bay occupied the core of the facility, a large room dominated by stainless steel tables positioned beneath powerful surgical lights that could illuminate the finest details of postmortem examination. The air conditioning system maintained temperatures that preserved tissue integrity while creating an environment that felt perpetually cold despite an efficient heating system.

			Six bodies lay beneath sterile sheets on examination tables
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