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The last streetlight on Route 34 had been dead for six months. Nobody had come to fix it, and nobody expected anyone would. That was the way of things in Prosperity, Nebraska, a town whose name had become its own quiet joke sometime around the turn of the century, when the railroad rerouted and the grain elevator closed and the young people started trickling away like water through a cracked foundation. Now, past ten o’clock on a Tuesday night in July, the town lay silent under a sky so wide and black it seemed less like a sky and more like an absence, a void pressing down on the flat earth with patient, geological weight.

Main Street ran four blocks from the old First National Bank building to the Methodist church. Half the storefronts were boarded up. The pharmacy had closed in 2019. The diner lasted until 2021. A hand-painted sign in the window of what used to be Greer’s Clothing still read GOING OUT OF BUSINESS SALE, the red letters faded to the color of old brick dust. The town square, anchored by the massive gray-stone courthouse with its Classical Revival dome, sat empty. Strings of rusted Christmas lights hung from the cupola year-round, a relic from when the town could afford holiday celebrations, when there had been enough children to justify the expense. Now they just hung there, oxidizing, swaying slightly when the wind came across the fields.

Beyond the last houses, beyond the grain bins and the water tower with PROSPERITY painted on its belly in letters that had once been proud and blue, the cornfields began. They stretched in every direction to the horizon, row after row of drying stalks rustling in the late-season breeze, whispering to each other about nothing at all. In daylight they were merely monotonous. At night they became something else entirely: a wall of darkness, impenetrable and close, pressing against the edges of town like a living thing testing the boundaries of its enclosure.

But there, on the two-lane highway at the eastern edge of Prosperity, a single point of light held the darkness at bay. The gas station and pizzeria sat in a pool of their own fluorescent glow, their canopy lights casting hard white circles on the concrete pump islands, its neon sign buzzing and flickering in the July air. The sign read FILL UP & FUEL, though the second L had been out for three weeks, making it FI L UP & FUEL, which Marshall Reed thought was somehow more honest. The place operated much like a Casey’s General Store, that particular Midwestern institution where you could get diesel, a frozen burrito, and a surprisingly decent pepperoni pizza all under one roof. It was the last stop before hitting miles of nothing, and because of that, it attracted a certain kind of late-night clientele: truckers running behind schedule, teenagers with nowhere better to be, and the occasional eccentric local who seemed to exist outside the normal rhythms of time altogether.

Marshall stood behind the pizza counter with his hands buried in a mound of dough, working it against the floured stainless steel surface with practiced, rhythmic pressure. He was twenty-four years old, five-ten, with blonde hair that curled slightly at the ends when it got too long, which it always did because haircuts required a thirty-minute drive to the next town over. His blue eyes held a warmth that people noticed and remembered, something open and attentive that made even the grumpiest trucker feel like their story mattered. He wore his faded uniform shirt unbuttoned over a plain white t-shirt, the sleeves pushed up past his elbows, a pair of dusty jeans, and boots so beat-up that the steel toe peeked through the leather on the left one. A thin dusting of flour covered his forearms and had settled into the creases of his knuckles.

The pizza dough yielded under his palms, stretching and thinning into a rough circle. He had made hundreds of these, maybe thousands at this point, and his body performed the motions with the easy automation of long habit while his mind wandered elsewhere. The overhead speakers played a country station out of Kearney, turned low enough that the songs blurred into pleasant background noise, just guitars and someone’s heartbreak rendered anonymous by the volume knob. The pizza oven behind him ticked and hummed at four hundred degrees, radiating a dry heat that made the back of his neck prickle with sweat.

He liked the late shift. The early evening hours were busy, full of families picking up dinner and high school kids buying energy drinks, all of which required a certain performative cheerfulness that wore on him after a while. But after nine, the pace slowed, the world contracted to just this building and whoever wandered through its doors, and Marshall could settle into a looser, more genuine version of himself. The version that listened. The version that asked the right questions at the right time. The version that had turned a dead-end gas station job into something resembling a vocation, though he would never have called it that out loud.

He ladled sauce across the stretched dough, spreading it in concentric circles with the back of a spoon. The sauce was from a commercial can, nothing special, but the heat of the oven would caramelize the sugars and brown the cheese in a way that elevated the whole thing beyond its humble ingredients. He scattered mozzarella, then pepperoni, working quickly. Slid the pizza onto the wooden peel, then into the oven’s open mouth. The heat billowed against his face, carrying the smell of baking bread and melting cheese and the faint mineral tang of the oven’s stone surface.

Four hundred degrees. Twelve minutes. He wiped his hands on a towel and leaned against the counter.

The store was empty. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, washing everything in their flat, slightly blue-tinged glare. The candy aisle, the cooler doors fogging and clearing in their cycles, the rotating hot dog warmer with its three remaining sausages slowly desiccating under the heat lamp. A fly bumped lazily against the front window. Beyond the glass, the pump islands sat empty, the concrete stained with old oil, and beyond that, the highway disappeared into darkness in both directions. No headlights. No sound except the oven and the flies and the distant, oceanic rustle of ten thousand acres of corn.

Marshall pulled out his phone and thumbed open his notes app. He had a running list there, a collection of fragments and half-stories, things people had told him during these late shifts that might someday become episodes. Most of them were nothing. Old Harold Finch claiming he’d seen lights in the Trent cornfield back in ’94. Debbie from the post office swearing her dead husband’s radio turned itself on every morning at five-fifteen. A trucker from Omaha who said he’d hit something on Route 34 that wasn’t a deer and wasn’t a dog and wasn’t anything he could name. Marshall kept them all, these little offerings, these pieces of other people’s unease. They were the raw material of Midnight Static, the podcast he and his friends produced out of his grandmother’s converted garage, and even the ones that went nowhere still felt valuable to him, still felt like small acts of trust from people who didn’t trust easily.

The door chime rang, a bright electronic ding-dong that sounded obscenely cheerful in the late-night quiet.

Marshall looked up. A man came in, mid-fifties, wearing a trucker cap pulled low and a denim jacket that had seen better decades. He moved with the stiff, deliberate gait of someone who had been sitting in a cab for too many hours, his boots scuffing against the linoleum as he made his way toward the coffee station. His face was weathered, deeply lined around the eyes, and he carried the particular exhaustion of a man who drove for a living and had been doing it long enough to forget what it felt like to be rested.

“Evening,” Marshall said, straightening up from the counter. His voice carried that natural warmth without any effort. “Coffee’s fresh. Made a pot about twenty minutes ago.”

The man grunted, which Marshall understood as both acknowledgment and gratitude. He watched the trucker fill a large Styrofoam cup, watched him add three creams and two sugars with the precise, unhurried movements of ritual. When the man approached the register, Marshall rang him up and asked, simply because it was the kind of thing he always asked, “Long haul tonight?”

“Kearney to Sidney.” The man’s voice was gravel and fatigue. “Should’ve been there two hours ago.”

“Road’s clear, at least. Haven’t seen a soul in the last hour.”

“That’s what worries me.” The trucker took a sip of his coffee, winced at the heat, and seemed to debate something internally. Marshall recognized the look. He’d seen it dozens of times, the slight shift in posture, the way someone’s eyes moved to a middle distance as they decided whether or not to say the thing they were thinking. Marshall waited. He had learned long ago that silence was the best invitation.

“You ever drive that stretch past the Trent place?” the man asked. “West of here, maybe ten miles?”

“Sure. Lots of times.”

“Something weird going on out there.” The trucker said it flatly, without drama, which made it land harder than if he’d tried to make it sound spooky. “Last three times I’ve come through on this run, same stretch of road, my radio goes out. Not static, not interference. Just, dead silence. Like someone pulled the plug. And both times, there’s this smell.”

Marshall leaned forward slightly. He couldn’t help it. His elbows found the counter and he settled there, chin propped on one hand, giving the man the kind of unhurried attention that said they had all night, that nothing in the world was more interesting than what he was about to say next. “What kind of smell?”

The trucker looked down at his coffee, turning the Styrofoam cup in his thick fingers. “Like ozone. Like right before a lightning strike, you know that taste in the air? But the sky’s clear. Not a cloud. Stars from horizon to horizon.” He shrugged, uncomfortable now, as if the telling of it had made it more real than he wanted. “Probably nothing. Probably a dead cell tower or something screwing with the signal. I don’t know.”

“And this is always the same spot? Same mile marker?”

“Give or take. There’s that old windbreak, those dead cottonwoods on the south side of the road. Right around there. Maybe half a mile past where the county road cuts north to the Trent homestead.” The man’s eyes narrowed slightly, studying Marshall’s face for any sign of mockery. He seemed reassured by what he found there. “You know anyone else said anything like this?”

Marshall thought about it honestly. “Not exactly this. But people talk about that stretch. Old Harold Finch, lives out on Route 6, he mentioned lights out near the Trent place a while back. Different thing, maybe. But same area.” He paused, letting the connection sit between them without pushing it. “How long does it last? The radio going out?”

“Minute, maybe two. Then everything comes back like nothing happened. The station picks right back up mid-sentence, like I’d just hit a dead spot in coverage. Except my phone still shows full signal the whole time. That’s what gets me. The phone’s fine. It’s just the radio.”

The trucker picked up his coffee and took another sip, longer this time, as if the telling had earned him the reward of caffeine. “Look, I’m not a crazy person. I’ve been driving this route for twelve years, Tuesdays and Fridays, and it never happened before last month. End of June, first time. I wrote it off. Second time, I thought maybe there’s road work, some equipment putting out interference. But the third time, last Friday, I rolled my window down when it happened. That’s when I smelled the ozone. Strong enough to taste on my tongue.” His thumb worked against the side of the Styrofoam cup, denting and releasing it in a slow rhythm he didn’t seem aware of.

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” Marshall said, and he meant it. He always meant it. That was the thing about Marshall Reed that people responded to without quite understanding why: when he told you he believed you, the sincerity was absolute. It came through in his eyes, in the slight forward lean of his body, in the way he gave you his full attention like nothing else in the world existed. People opened up to him like flowers to sunlight, and he never took that for granted.

It was also, if he was being honest with himself, the thing that got him in trouble. The eagerness. The willingness to believe. Rusty had told him more than once that he would follow a stranger into a dark basement if they promised a good story at the bottom of the stairs, and Marshall couldn’t exactly argue the point.

“You pass through here often?” Marshall asked, already composing the episode in his head. The Dead Stretch. The Silence Zone. The Quiet Mile. Something with a good hook, something that would make someone driving alone at night glance involuntarily at their radio dial.

“Every Tuesday and Friday.” The trucker was already backing toward the door, the conversation having exceeded his comfort level. He tucked his free hand into his jacket pocket and shifted his weight toward the exit. “Like I said. Probably nothing. Probably just my rig getting old.”

“Well, if it happens again, you stop in. Coffee’s on me next time.” Marshall smiled, easy and warm, the kind of smile that said we’re in this together without making it weird. “I’m Marshall, by the way.”

“Dale.” The trucker nodded once, a concession to familiarity he probably wouldn’t have offered fifteen minutes ago. “Dale Kroger. You have a good night.”

“You too, Dale. Safe roads.”

The man lifted his cup in a half-salute, pushed through the glass door, and was gone. The chime sang its little song again, that two-note melody that always seemed too bright for the hour. Through the window, Marshall watched Dale cross the concrete to his rig, a Peterbilt with a white cab and a refrigerated trailer, the kind that hauled frozen goods between distribution centers in towns just large enough to have a Walmart. The engine coughed to life, the running lights flickered on in sequence, and the whole assembly pulled away from the pumps with the ponderous grace of a ship leaving harbor. Marshall watched its taillights shrink to red pinpoints on the eastbound lane, watched them waver once in the heat still rising off the asphalt, and then they were gone. Nothing left but the fading rumble of the diesel and then, eventually, not even that. Just the corn and the wind and the silence filling back in like water into a hole dug on a beach.

Marshall pulled out his phone and typed quickly: Route 34, west, near Trent farm. Radio dead zone. Ozone smell. Recurring. Started one month ago. Follow up.

He slid the phone back into his pocket and checked the oven. The pizza was browning nicely, the cheese bubbling and starting to take on spots of amber at the edges. The smell filled the small store, warm and greasy and comforting, the kind of smell that said someone is here, someone is making something, this place is not abandoned yet. He pulled it out with the long wooden peel, slid it onto the cutting board, and drew the rolling cutter through it with quick, practiced strokes. Eight slices. He transferred them to the warming display case, where they would sit under the heat lamp alongside the aging hot dogs, waiting for the next customer who might or might not come.

He cleaned the counter, wiping down the stainless steel until it reflected the fluorescent lights in long, warped streaks. He restocked the napkin dispensers, the wax paper hot dog sleeves, the little packets of red pepper flakes that nobody ever took. He checked the coffee level and decided it could wait. These were the small tasks of maintenance, the quiet rituals of keeping the lights on in a place the world was slowly forgetting. There was a kind of dignity in them, Marshall thought. Or maybe he just told himself that because the alternative was admitting he was a twenty-four-year-old man whose greatest professional accomplishment was a consistently stocked condiment station.

He thought about Dale Kroger and his dead radio. Three occurrences, all in the same spot, all within the last month. That was a pattern. That was the beginning of something. Marshall could already hear how he would frame it on the podcast, could hear his own voice dropping into that slightly lower register he used for the narration segments: For twelve years, the road was just a road. Then, at the end of June, something changed. He would need to drive out there himself, obviously. Take the recorder. Maybe bring Rusty’s EMF meter, the one cobbled together from an Arduino board and a tutorial Rusty had found on some forum for paranormal enthusiasts in Eastern Europe. The thing barely worked half the time, its readings jumping and spiking at random, but it gave them data, or at least the appearance of data, which was almost as good for the podcast.

Forty listeners. Maybe forty-five on a week when the episode title was particularly grabby. It wasn’t much. It wasn’t anything, really, in the vast economy of internet content. But those forty people chose to listen, chose to spend thirty minutes of their week with Marshall’s voice in their ears, and that meant something to him. It meant he wasn’t just talking to the corn.

It was almost eleven when the oven timer beeped again, though he hadn’t put anything in. He walked over and found the display reading an error code he didn’t recognize, a string of numbers that blinked twice and then cleared itself. The oven hummed on at its steady temperature as though nothing had happened. He made a mental note to tell the morning shift, then forgot about it almost immediately. The equipment in this place was old and temperamental, prone to small malfunctions that never amounted to anything. The ice machine made sounds like a wounded animal at three in the morning. The soda fountain occasionally dispensed pure syrup from the Coke nozzle. You learned to live with the quirks.

The store settled back into its late-night stillness. The country station had shifted to a late-night talk show, some caller droning on about cattle futures in a voice that seemed designed to induce sleep. Marshall turned it off. The silence that followed was not truly silence but rather a layering of small sounds: the buzz of the fluorescent tubes, the hum of the cooler compressors cycling on and off, the faint ticking of the oven as its element maintained temperature. These were the sounds of a building keeping itself alive, machines doing their small work in the absence of people.

Marshall drifted toward the front of the store, past the aisles of chips and candy and motor oil, until he stood at the wide plate-glass window that looked out over the parking lot and the highway beyond. The neon sign hung just outside, its blue and red tubes casting colored light across the concrete, and beyond its reach, the world dropped away into unbroken darkness.

He could see the edge of the cornfield from here. It began maybe two hundred yards past the shoulder of the highway, a wall of stalks that in the daytime stood about eight feet high and in the darkness seemed to have no height at all, seemed instead to be a solid mass, a boundary drawn between the known and the unknowable. The July wind moved through them and they shifted together, ten thousand stalks nodding in unison, producing that dry, papery whisper that was the background sound of every night in Prosperity, so constant and so pervasive that most people stopped hearing it altogether.

Marshall had not stopped hearing it. He listened to it now, standing in the fluorescent brightness of the store with his reflection ghosted in the glass before him, and he thought about the trucker’s story. The dead radio. The ozone smell. It was probably nothing, almost certainly nothing. A bad wire in the man’s dashboard. A transformer on the county road kicking out interference. The kind of mundane explanation that Chloe would find in thirty seconds of research and deliver with that quiet, slightly apologetic precision of hers, as if she felt bad for ruining the mystery.

But Marshall didn’t want the mundane explanation. Not tonight. Tonight he wanted the cornfields to hold something, some secret, some story worth telling. He wanted the darkness beyond the neon to mean something more than absence, more than the slow economic death of a town that had been dying since before he was born. He wanted Dale Kroger’s dead radio to be the first sentence of a story that got stranger and darker and more beautiful as it went on, a story that would pull all forty of his listeners to the edges of their seats and make them forget, for thirty minutes, that they too lived in places the world was forgetting.

This was his flaw, and he knew it, and knowing it did not help. He was twenty-four years old, living in his grandmother’s garage, working a job that paid eleven dollars an hour, hosting a podcast that got maybe forty listeners per episode on a good week. His entire life existed within a fifteen-mile radius of this gas station. He had never seen the ocean. He had never been to a city with more than one highway. His world was small and getting smaller, contracting like the town itself, and the stories were the only thing that pushed back against that contraction. They were the only thing that made the darkness outside the window feel like possibility instead of emptiness.

He pressed his palm flat against the cold glass. Out there, beyond the reach of the buzzing neon, past the gravel shoulder and the ditch and the fence line, the corn rustled and whispered and kept its secrets. The wind carried the faint smell of earth and dried husks and, if he concentrated, maybe, just barely, the metallic bite of ozone.

Or maybe that was just the neon sign above his head, leaking its charged gas into the July air.

He stood there for a long time, watching the darkness, waiting for something to move in it. His reflection watched him back from the glass, a young man in a flour-dusted uniform standing in a box of light at the edge of nowhere, suspended between the warmth at his back and the void before him. The corn whispered. The sign buzzed. The oven ticked.

Nothing happened. Nothing ever happened. That was the whole problem with Prosperity, Nebraska.

But Marshall Reed kept watching anyway, because he was the kind of person who believed, down in some unshakable part of himself, that one night the darkness would finally answer back. That something real would come walking out of those fields, something worth recording, something worth telling. He didn’t know what it would be. He didn’t know what it would cost. He only knew that he wanted it with a longing so deep it felt less like ambition and more like hunger, the kind that no amount of gas station pizza could fill.

The night stretched on. The sign buzzed. The corn whispered.

And Marshall Reed stood at the window, waiting.
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The morning shift had called in sick, which meant Marshall was pulling a double and had been standing behind the counter of Fill Up & Fuel for going on fourteen hours when the sun finally gave up its last hold on the western horizon and let the dark come pouring in across the fields like floodwater. He didn’t mind. The overtime was good, and there was something clarifying about exhaustion, the way it stripped away pretense and left you operating on pure instinct, pure presence. By hour twelve you stopped performing pleasantness and simply became pleasant, the way a river doesn’t decide to flow but just does because that’s what rivers are for.

He had restocked the cooler twice, mopped the linoleum until it squeaked under his boots, burned one pizza and made two more to compensate, and sold enough diesel to float a barge. The afternoon had been busy the way Prosperity afternoons sometimes got during harvest season: a steady trickle of farm trucks and grain carts pulling through for fuel, their drivers sunburned and taciturn, smelling of dust and dried sweat and the faintly sweet chemical tang of anhydrous ammonia. Marshall had exchanged the same conversation with each of them, the call-and-response of small-town commerce. How’s the yield looking. Fair to middling. Rain coming maybe Thursday. Lord willing. You take care now. You too, son.

But evening had emptied the place out again, and now Marshall stood alone in the familiar fluorescent hum, leaning against the counter with a dog-eared paperback open in front of him. It was a collection of local folklore he’d found at the Goodwill in Kearney, published in 1978 by a professor at the university who’d spent two summers driving around central Nebraska with a tape recorder, collecting ghost stories from farmers’ wives and retired railmen. Most of it was standard fare: phantom trains, vanishing hitchhikers, a weeping woman near the Platte River who appeared only during spring floods. But one entry had caught his attention and held it for the last twenty minutes, a story about a patch of ground near the Republican River where cattle refused to graze and compass needles spun in slow circles. The farmer who’d reported it, a man named Eldon Krieger, claimed that on certain nights in late summer the air above the patch shimmered like heat off asphalt, even when the temperature had dropped to fifty degrees.

Marshall was composing the episode in his head already. He could structure it as a survey, a historical atlas of the unexplained in south-central Nebraska. The Dead Patch. The Spinning Compass. He would need Chloe to dig through county records, see if anyone else had reported anomalies in that area. And maybe there was a connection to Dale Kroger’s dead radio out near the Trent place. Maybe the whole region sat on something, some geological formation or mineral deposit that played tricks with electromagnetic fields. Or maybe it was something stranger than geology. Something older.

He was deep in this pleasant fantasy when the sound reached him: a low, grinding mechanical rumble approaching from the west, growing louder until the plate-glass windows vibrated faintly in their frames. Not a semi. Too slow, too uneven, with a rhythmic clanking underneath the engine noise that Marshall recognized immediately. A tractor on the county road, running without implement, just the machine itself lumbering along the shoulder at a speed that suggested its driver had nowhere to be in a hurry and no expectation that he would arrive there happy.

Marshall set his book face-down on the counter, spine cracked open to hold his place, and looked out through the glass. The tractor swung wide into the station’s lot, a John Deere 4440 that had to be forty years old at least, its green paint faded to something closer to sage, its cab streaked with dust and chaff from a long day in the field. The headlights swung across the pump islands, casting long shadows, and then the engine throttled down to idle and a man climbed stiffly from the cab.

James Trent. Marshall would have known him from two hundred yards in a dust storm, just from the way he moved: deliberate, heavy, each step placed with the careful economy of a man whose joints had been filing complaints for years and whose pride refused to acknowledge the paperwork. He was sixty-three, though he looked older, his face a topographical map of weather and work and grief. Deep furrows ran from the corners of his nose to his jaw. His eyes were pale blue and permanently narrowed, less from suspicion than from a lifetime of squinting into wind and sun and the flat glare off open fields. He wore the same thing he always wore: a sun-bleached seed cap, a canvas work jacket over a flannel shirt, jeans worn white at the knees and thighs, and boots that were more mud than leather.

His wife, Judith, had died two Aprils ago. Cancer that started in her lungs and ended everywhere else, burning through her in eight months like a wildfire through dry timber. The town had watched it happen with the helpless familiarity of people who know exactly what dying looks like. James Trent had buried her on the family plot behind the homestead, a half-acre of ground where five generations of Trents lay in their plain wooden boxes, and he had not spoken about it since. He had simply gone back to work, because the wheat didn’t care about your grief and the bank didn’t either, and that was the end of it.

Marshall watched him now through the window, pumping diesel into the tractor’s side-mounted tank. The overhead canopy lights threw his face into sharp relief, hollowing his cheeks, making his eye sockets into dark wells. He moved with a bone-deep weariness that had nothing to do with the hour. It was structural, that tiredness. Load-bearing.

When the tank was full, Trent hung the nozzle back on the pump and walked toward the store with the slow, bowlegged gait of a man who spent more hours on a tractor seat than on his own two feet. The door chimed its cheerful two-note song as he came in, and Marshall straightened up behind the counter, sliding the folklore book aside.

“Evening, Mr. Trent.” Marshall’s voice found its natural warmth without effort. He’d known this man his entire life, the way you know everyone in a town of eight hundred. James Trent had been a fixture at the Methodist church until Judith died, had served on the school board when there were still enough students to justify one, had once helped Marshall’s grandmother replace a water heater on Christmas Eve without being asked and without accepting payment. “Fueling up late tonight.”

Trent grunted, approaching the counter with a twenty-dollar bill already between his fingers, cash like always. “Seeder’s still hooked up at the north section. Got to drag it home before the wind picks up.” He set the bill on the counter and glanced at the pump number. “Fourteen even. Keep the change.”

“I appreciate it.” Marshall rang up the transaction, but didn’t rush to close the register. He recognized the particular quality of Trent’s presence tonight, something heavier than usual, something that lingered in the set of his shoulders and the way he stood facing the counter without quite looking at anything. The man was tired in a way that sleep wouldn’t fix. “You want some coffee? I’ve got a fresh pot.”

Trent seemed to consider this with more gravity than the question warranted. Then he nodded once, a short downward jerk of his chin. “Black.”

Marshall poured it into a large Styrofoam cup, leaving an inch of room at the top out of habit, and set it on the counter. “On the house.”

“Don’t need charity.”

“Isn’t charity. It’s the end of the pot and I’m just going to dump it anyway.” This was a lie, but a comfortable one, the kind that small-town transactions were built on. Trent accepted it with a grunt that might have contained gratitude, took a careful sip, and leaned his hip against the counter in a way that suggested he wasn’t in as much of a hurry as he wanted to appear.

The silence between them was easy, the kind that didn’t demand filling. Marshall let it sit for a moment, watching Trent stare out through the front windows at his idling tractor and the dark beyond. Then, because he was Marshall Reed and because the book was still sitting there spine-up on the counter and because the question was already half-formed in his mouth, he said: “Hey, Mr. Trent, you ever hear about a patch of ground down near the Republican River where cattle won’t graze? Some kind of magnetic thing, supposedly. Compasses going haywire.”

Trent’s eyes shifted to Marshall, and there was something in them, not irritation exactly, but a kind of patient weariness, like a father watching his child reach for the stove for the second time. “Where’d you hear that?”

Marshall tapped the paperback. “Found this at the Goodwill. Collection of local legends, published back in the seventies. There’s a whole section about electromagnetic anomalies in the area. And you know, I had a trucker in here the other night saying his radio dies every time he passes your stretch of road. Same spot, three times in a row. Said the air smelled like ozone.”

He was warming to the subject now, his voice taking on that slight acceleration, that forward-leaning energy that happened whenever a story began assembling itself in his mind. He could feel the pieces connecting, or wanting to connect, the old folklore and the trucker’s testimony and the fact of James Trent’s land out there at the center of it all, one hundred fifty years of the same family working the same soil. There was narrative in that. There was weight.

“I was thinking maybe there’s something geological going on,” Marshall continued, pushing a strand of blonde hair off his forehead. “Like maybe there’s a mineral deposit or some kind of underground formation that puts out electromagnetic interference. And if it’s always been there, maybe that explains some of the older stories too. The lights old Harold says he saw. Maybe people have been noticing it for generations and just explaining it different ways depending on the decade.”

He looked at Trent with something like hope, the expression of a man offering a gift he has been assembling in private and is now presenting for the first time. “Could make a great episode. The history of one piece of land and all the weird things people have experienced there over the years. I wouldn’t have to use your name if you didn’t want.”

Trent took another sip of his coffee, slow and measured. He set the cup down on the counter and looked at Marshall with an expression that was hard to read, layered, containing things that moved at different speeds. His mouth worked slightly, as if he were chewing on a response, testing its weight before letting it loose.

“Let me ask you something, Marshall.” His voice was low, roughened by decades of dust and cold air and conversations held across running equipment. “You know how many acres my family’s worked?”

“A lot. Six hundred? More?”

“Eight hundred and forty. Since 1876. My great-great-grandfather broke that ground with a team of oxen and a walking plow. Took him three years just to clear the first forty acres. Every generation since has worked it, improved it, bled into it.” He paused, and his jaw tightened in a way that pulled the skin taut over the bones beneath. “I’m the fifth generation on that land. I got no son to pass it to. My daughter lives in Denver and doesn’t want it. Judith’s gone. It’s just me out there now.”

Marshall’s enthusiasm had cooled slightly, not gone but banked, embers instead of flame. He could hear that this wasn’t heading where he’d hoped. The shape of the conversation was changing, bending toward something he hadn’t anticipated, and he did what he always did in those moments: he listened. He gave Trent his full, unhurried attention and he waited.

“You know who does want that land?” Trent’s pale eyes were fixed on Marshall now, sharp and unwavering. “Consolidated Agricultural Holdings. That’s who. Some outfit out of Omaha with a mailing address that traces back to a P.O. box. They’ve sent me four letters this year. Four. Each one with a higher number on it. And each one with language a little more specific about what happens if a man my age can’t keep up with his property taxes.”

He said this without drama, without heat. He said it the way a man reports the weather or the price of a bushel of corn: as fact, unadorned, uninterested in your emotional reaction to it.

“They sent a man out in June,” Trent continued. “Drove up the lane in a black SUV wearing a suit that cost more than my combine payment. Stood on my porch and told me he was there to discuss my ‘transition options.’ That’s what he called it. Like I’m not being pushed off land my family has worked for a hundred and fifty years. Like it’s just a transition. A natural thing. A phase.”

He drank his coffee and set the cup down harder than necessary, the Styrofoam denting under his grip. “I told him to get off my property. He smiled at me. Smiled. Like I was a child throwing a tantrum and he was waiting for me to tire myself out.”

Marshall opened his mouth, then closed it. He wanted to say something, to offer the right words, but the weight of what Trent was telling him pressed against his impulse to narrate, to find the story angle. This wasn’t an episode. This was a man standing in front of him holding something heavy and real, and Marshall, to his credit, recognized the difference even if he didn’t always know what to do with it.

“Mr. Trent, I’m sorry. I didn’t know about any of that.”

“Course you didn’t. Because it’s not a ghost story.” Trent’s voice carried an edge now, not anger directed at Marshall but anger that lived in him permanently and occasionally showed its teeth. “There’s no mystery to solve here, son. No episode. It’s just a man and his land and people with more money than God trying to take what isn’t theirs because they can. Because nobody’s going to stop them. Because this town is dying and everyone knows it and some folks figure they might as well sell the corpse for parts.”

He turned and looked out the window at his tractor idling under the canopy lights, its engine ticking away with the patient rhythm of old machinery built to last beyond the lifetime of the man who drove it. When he spoke again, his voice had lost its edge and found something quieter, something closer to grief.

“Your stories. Your legends and ghosts and magnetic whatchamacallits.” He shook his head slowly. “That’s kid stuff, Marshall. I don’t mean that cruel. I know you put work into that show of yours and I know people enjoy it. But life ain’t some make-believe fantasy. It’s real out here. It’s taxes and diesel prices and topsoil blowing away in the wind. It’s watching your wife die in a bed you built together and then going back to work the next morning because the wheat doesn’t give a good goddamn about your broken heart.”

He looked back at Marshall, and for a moment the weariness in his face softened into something almost paternal. Not unkind. Just unsparing.

“The real monsters don’t leave signs you can read with a homemade gadget. They send letters on corporate stationery. They wear suits. They smile when you tell them no.” He picked up his coffee cup, drained what remained in a single long pull, and crushed the empty Styrofoam in his fist with a dry crackling sound. “You want to help this town? Forget the ghost stories. Figure out who’s buying up every piece of land between here and Holdrege. Figure out why the county assessor raised my tax valuation thirty percent in a single year when I haven’t improved so much as a fence post. That’s your story. But it won’t make for fun listening, I’ll tell you that. Real life never does.”

He tossed the crushed cup into the trash can by the door with a practiced, effortless arc and pulled his seed cap lower over his eyes. His hand found the door handle.

“Mr. Trent.” Marshall’s voice stopped him. The older man paused, half-turned, cool night air leaking in through the gap in the door. Marshall wanted to say something that would bridge the gap between what Trent needed and what he could offer. But the words that came out were small and honest: “You be careful out there.”

Trent studied him for a moment. Then the corner of his mouth moved, not quite a smile but adjacent to one. “Always am,” he said. “Lock up when you close.” And then he was through the door, the chime singing behind him, his boots heavy on the concrete as he crossed back to his tractor.

Marshall watched him climb into the cab with the stiff, cautious movements of a man negotiating his own pain. The tractor’s engine rose from idle to a working rumble, the headlights swept across the parking lot like searchlights, and then James Trent was pulling back onto the highway, heading west toward eight hundred and forty acres of land that five generations of his family had worked and that some faceless corporation in Omaha was trying to pry from his grip.

The taillights shrank and disappeared. The highway went dark again. The corn whispered.

Marshall stood behind the counter and stared at his folklore book, still open to the page about the magnetic patch near the Republican River. The words hadn’t changed, but they felt different now. Lighter. Less substantial. He thought about Eldon Krieger and his spinning compass. He thought about Dale Kroger and his dead radio. He thought about James Trent, alone on eight hundred acres with letters piling up from people who wanted to take it all away.

The stories he collected, the tales people told him at this counter in the late hours, they existed in a space between real and imagined, a comfortable twilight where things were spooky but never actually dangerous, where the unknown was a thrill rather than a threat. Marshall liked that space. He lived in it. He broadcast from it every Tuesday night to his forty-odd listeners, spinning the darkness into something almost beautiful, almost safe.

But Trent was right, wasn’t he? The real darkness wasn’t beautiful. It didn’t come as mysterious radio dead zones or phantom lights or ground that made compasses dance. It came in letters on corporate stationery. It came in tax assessments and transition options and men in expensive suits who smiled when you said no. Prosaic and relentless and indifferent to whether you found it interesting enough to podcast about.

Marshall closed the book and slid it under the counter. He pulled out his phone, opened his notes, and looked at the entry he’d made after Dale Kroger left. Route 34, west, near Trent farm. Radio dead zone. Ozone smell. Recurring. Started one month ago. Follow up. He read it twice. Then he typed below it: Consolidated Agricultural Holdings. Omaha. Letters. Tax valuation up 30%. Ask Chloe.

He put the phone away and looked out the window at the place where Trent’s taillights had vanished. The night was the same as it had been before the old farmer arrived. The same darkness, the same corn, the same wind carrying the same whisper. But something had shifted in the quality of Marshall’s attention, a subtle reorientation, like a compass needle finding a new heading. The fantasy was still there, the pull of the strange and unexplained. That would always be there. That was who he was.

But underneath it now lay the harder thing. The real thing. A sixty-three-year-old man alone on his land, fighting to hold onto something that mattered more than any ghost story, and a town dying so slowly that most people had stopped noticing.

Marshall turned off the country station that had come back on without his noticing. The silence rushed in, filled immediately by the hum of the coolers and the buzz of the lights and the distant murmur of the fields. He had three more hours until close. Three more hours in this box of light at the edge of nowhere.

He wiped down the counter. He checked the coffee. He stood at the window and watched the dark.

But tonight, for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t just looking for ghosts.
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Chapter 3
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The auto shop sat thirty yards from the gas station, close enough to share a gravel lot but far enough to maintain the fiction that they were separate businesses owned by separate people operating on separate timelines. In truth, Rusty’s Auto Shop ran on the same schedule as Fill Up & Fuel, which was to say no schedule at all. It opened when Rusty got there and closed when the last vehicle was drivable or when Rusty ran out of daylight, whichever came first. On weeknights it stayed open late because Rusty had nowhere else to be and because the fluorescent tubes in the ceiling threw enough light to work by and because the alternative was going home to a rented room above the barbershop where the walls were thin enough to hear old Carl Dimmick snoring two doors down.

Marshall crossed the gravel lot at nine-fifteen on a Thursday night, his shift at the gas station over, his boots crunching on loose stone and broken glass that never seemed to get swept no matter how many times the wind rearranged it. The bay door was up. That was Rusty’s version of a welcome mat. If the door was down, you didn’t knock. If the door was up, you walked in and found him wherever the sound of clanking metal led you.

Tonight the sound led him to the back corner of the shop, past the hydraulic lift holding up a Buick LeSabre with a rusted-out exhaust system, past the pegboard wall where wrenches hung in descending order of size like a metal xylophone, past the stack of bald tires Rusty kept meaning to haul to the dump in Kearney but never did because that would require borrowing a trailer and calling ahead and generally participating in the kind of bureaucratic logistics that made his eye twitch. The shop smelled the way it always smelled: motor oil, WD-40, the sharp ozone bite of electrical solder, and underneath all of it the permanent ghost of cigarette smoke from the previous owner, baked into the concrete floor over decades until it became less a smell than a geological stratum.

Rusty was at his workbench. That was the word for it, though calling it a workbench was like calling a landfill a garden. It was a six-foot sheet of plywood laid across two sawhorses, bowed in the middle under the accumulated weight of Rusty’s various obsessions: soldering irons, breadboards trailing colored wires like exposed veins, gutted radios with their circuit boards splayed open, a dozen Arduino microcontrollers in various states of assembly, rolls of electrical tape, a coffee can full of salvaged capacitors, and three half-empty cans of Mountain Dew marking the perimeter of his current project. The overhead tube directly above it flickered at a frequency that existed just below conscious awareness but did something unpleasant to the back of the eyeballs if you stood under it long enough.

Rusty himself was bent over the bench like a heron studying shallow water, his long frame folded into an angle that could not have been comfortable. He was six-one, all elbows and shoulder blades and knobby wrists poking from the rolled-up sleeves of his oversized mechanic’s overalls. The overalls were olive green and roughly two sizes too large, bought from a surplus store in Grand Island because they were eight dollars and had enough pockets to hold everything Rusty needed to have on his person at all times, which was more than most people would consider reasonable. His red hair stuck up at odd angles where he’d been running his fingers through it, and his face wore the particular furrowed concentration of a man trying to coax cooperation from something that had no intention of cooperating.

“You’re going to blow a fuse standing like that,” Marshall said, stepping into the pool of flickering light at the bench’s edge.

Rusty didn’t look up. “Already blew two. The little orange ones.” He held a soldering iron in his right hand and a pair of needle-nose pliers in his left, and between them, pinned to the plywood by the sheer force of his attention, sat an object that took Marshall a moment to identify. It was a clear plastic Tupperware container, the kind his grandmother stored leftover soup in, except this one had been modified extensively. A row of red LEDs poked through holes drilled in the lid, five of them in a neat line like the dots on a domino. Wires ran from the LEDs down into the container’s interior, where an Arduino board sat mounted on a square of foam rubber, connected to a small antenna and a piezo buzzer that looked like it had been pulled from a smoke detector.

“Is that the thing?” Marshall asked. “The EMF detector?”

“The Franken-Meter.” Rusty finally looked up, and his face did that thing it always did when he was presenting something he’d built: a mixture of pride and preemptive self-deprecation, like a kid showing a drawing he suspected was terrible but couldn’t help showing anyway. His green eyes were slightly bloodshot from hours under the chalky glare. A streak of solder residue ran along his jaw like a faint scar. “Well, it will be. If I can get this piezo to stop squealing at nothing. Right now it’s basically a two-hundred-dollar smoke detector that doesn’t detect smoke.”

Marshall pulled a stool up to the bench, one of those wheeled shop stools with the cracked vinyl seat that spun if you shifted your weight wrong, and sat down. He leaned forward and studied the Tupperware container with the attentive interest he gave to everything Rusty built, which was to say: genuine curiosity underlaid by the comfortable certainty that he would never truly understand how any of it worked.

“Walk me through it,” he said.

This was the thing Marshall always did with Rusty’s inventions. He asked, and he never pretended he already knew. Marshall had spent enough time hanging around the shop to see how Rusty’s customers treated him—demanding the impossible for forty dollars, ignoring their check engine lights—and he knew Rusty relished the chance to actually explain how something worked. Marshall didn’t just want to be told what was wrong with a machine. He wanted to understand the mechanics of it.

Rusty set down the soldering iron and picked up the Tupperware, holding it between them like a specimen. “Okay. So the basic idea is electromagnetic field detection. Ghosts, spirits, whatever you want to call them, the theory says they generate or disrupt electromagnetic fields when they manifest. Standard commercial EMF detectors run about three hundred bucks and they’re basically just a magnetometer with a screen. What I built is the same principle but using this.” He tapped the Arduino board through the plastic. “It reads the electromagnetic field through this antenna, and when the field spikes above a threshold I programmed, it lights up the LEDs in sequence. One LED, mild spike. All five, you’re standing next to something putting out a serious field.”

“And the buzzer?”

“The buzzer is for when we’re shooting video and you can’t look at the meter. Audio cue. The higher the reading, the faster it beeps.” Rusty tilted the container so Marshall could see the interior wiring. “I put the whole thing in the Tupperware because last time we were out near the Visconti place it started raining and I lost a whole breadboard to water damage. Thirty bucks in components, just gone. The Tupperware is waterproof. Basically bombproof, actually. My mom had one of these for like fifteen years and it still sealed perfectly.”

“Your mom would be proud,” Marshall said.

“My mom would ask why I’m building ghost detectors in a plastic food container at ten o’clock on a Thursday night instead of doing something productive with my life, and honestly that’s a fair question.” Rusty set the Franken-Meter back on the bench and rubbed the heel of his hand against his eye socket. “I don’t know why I do this.”

“Because you’re good at it.”

“I’m good at making things that almost work. That’s not the same as being good at something.” He said it lightly, the way he always delivered these self-assessments, with enough humor to disguise the fact that he mostly believed them. Marshall knew better. Rusty Cobb could rebuild a transmission blindfolded, could diagnose an engine knock from across the parking lot by sound alone, could program an Arduino to do things its manufacturers had never intended. But Rusty could never see himself as anything more than a lanky redhead in oversized overalls, perpetually greasy, living above a barbershop, building gadgets out of garbage for a podcast that forty people listened to. The word Rusty used for himself, when he used one at all, was mechanic. Marshall knew the word that fit was engineer, though Rusty would have rejected it with a laugh and a dismissive wave.

“It’s going to work,” Marshall said. “It always works eventually.”

“The Spirit-Sweeper took me three months and it still picks up truckers on the CB.”

“That’s a feature, not a bug. Last week it caught some guy singing Dolly Parton on channel nineteen. That’s content, Rusty. Pure gold.”

Rusty snorted and picked up his Mountain Dew, found it empty, set it down in disgust. “We need to talk about what we’re actually doing with this stuff, man. Like, the show is fun. I’m not saying it’s not fun. But we keep going out to these places in the dark with equipment I built out of recycled smoke detectors and Radio Shack clearance bins, and one of these days we’re actually going to find something, and then what?”

“Then we have the best episode we’ve ever recorded.”

“Then we die, Marshall. That’s what then.”

Marshall grinned. It was a familiar exchange, worn comfortable by repetition, a groove in the record of their friendship. Rusty was afraid of everything. Rusty had been afraid of everything since they were twelve years old and Marshall had convinced him to sneak into the abandoned grain elevator on Route 6 because someone at school said you could hear voices coming from the empty silos at night. They had not heard voices. They had heard pigeons, hundreds of them, exploding from the darkness in a deafening thunder of wings when Rusty accidentally kicked a can, and Rusty had screamed at a pitch that Marshall still brought up at least once a month, and that had been that. The beginning of it all. The origin story of their strange, imbalanced partnership: Marshall running toward the dark, Rusty running from it but never quite fast enough to actually leave.

“We’re not going to die,” Marshall said.

“You don’t know that. You literally cannot know that. Every time we go out there you say that, and every time something happens. The Visconti place, the thing fell off the wall. That painting. It just fell. Off the wall. While we were standing there.”

“The nail was loose.”

“The nail was fine, Marshall. I checked the nail after.”

“Okay, so a ghost knocked a painting off a wall. That’s not dangerous. That’s mildly inconvenient.”

Rusty pointed at him with a wire stripper. “It was a heavy painting. Oil on canvas. Big gold frame. If that had hit Blair on the head it would have given her a concussion. That’s not mildly inconvenient. That’s a liability.”

“Rusty.”

“I’m just saying. We should stay in the garage. The garage is safe. We can do the show from the garage. People love studio shows. Joe Rogan does it from a studio.”

“Joe Rogan also has a hundred million dollars and talks to MMA fighters about elk meat. That’s not what we do.”

“What we do is go places where things fall off walls and my equipment picks up electromagnetic anomalies that may or may not be the spirits of dead people and I’m telling you, man, at some point the math stops working in our favor.”

Marshall leaned back on the stool, letting it spin a half-turn before catching himself with his boot on the bench leg. He studied his friend with the particular expression he wore when Rusty was being Rusty: affection tempered by patience, the look of a man who has heard this song before and likes it fine enough to hear it again. “You know you don’t have to come out with us. I’ve told you that a dozen times. You can stay in the shop and just build the gear.”

Rusty looked away, toward the open bay door and the dark gravel lot beyond it, and something moved across his face that was quicker and more honest than the humor he’d been deploying. It was there and gone in a second, replaced immediately by a shrug and a self-conscious half-grin, but Marshall saw it. He always saw it.

“Yeah, well,” Rusty said. “Someone’s got to carry the equipment. You’d break it.”

“I would not break it.”

“You broke the first Spirit-Sweeper by sitting on it.”

“It was dark. It was on the seat. That could have happened to anyone.”

“It happened to you. Because you set it on the seat and then sat on it. Because you don’t respect my craft.”

“I deeply respect your craft.”

“You sat on my craft, Marshall.”

Marshall laughed, a genuine thing that filled the shop and bounced off the corrugated walls, and Rusty laughed too because he couldn’t help it. Marshall knew the fear was real. It lived in Rusty like a second skeleton, structural and permanent, informing every movement he made. But Marshall also knew the loyalty was more real than the fear. It was rooted in twelve years of friendship, built on the quiet understanding that Marshall would never make Rusty feel small for being afraid. He teased, sure, but he accepted Rusty completely. Marshall saw how much it cost Rusty to agree to these investigations, yet every time Marshall told him he didn’t have to come, he came anyway.

“Alright,” Rusty said, pulling the Franken-Meter back toward him. “Let me show you the test. I think I fixed the sensitivity threshold so it won’t spike on every little thing anymore.” He flipped a small toggle switch on the side of the Tupperware. The row of red LEDs blinked once in sequence, a quick startup cascade from left to right, and then went dark. The piezo buzzer emitted a single chirp, like a smoke detector acknowledging a new battery. “Okay. It’s reading ambient. See how the first LED is barely glowing? That’s the baseline field from the fluorescents and the wiring in the walls. Normal background stuff.”

Marshall leaned in. The first LED was indeed lit, a faint red pinprick, barely there. The rest were dark. The device sat on the bench between them like a small, clear-cased heart, its wires and circuits visible through the plastic walls like something between a science project and a confession.

“Now watch.” Rusty picked up his phone from the bench and held it near the Tupperware. The second LED flickered to life. “See? Phone puts out a field. That’s normal. That’s fine.” He moved the phone closer. The third LED came on, and the buzzer emitted a soft, rhythmic tick. “Still fine. That’s within the range of normal electronics.”

He set the phone directly on top of the Tupperware. The fourth LED lit up. The buzzer ticked faster, a stuttering heartbeat. “Okay, that’s getting into the range where you’d want to pay attention in the field. If we were in a cornfield and there were no electronics around and it was doing this, that would be worth investigating.”

“And all five?”

“All five means something is putting out a field that has no business being there. All five means you record everything, you document the location, and then, ideally, you leave.” He paused. “You specifically will not leave. I know this about you. But I’m telling you what the correct response is.”

Marshall smiled. “Noted. Okay, so what’s the glitch you mentioned? It goes off randomly?”

Rusty pulled his phone away from the Tupperware and set it back on the bench. The LEDs faded back to baseline. “Not randomly. That’s what I thought at first, but I’ve been logging the false positives and they correlate with incoming texts and calls to your phone. Something about the frequency your carrier uses for notifications. It spikes the antenna.” He rubbed the back of his neck, leaving a faint grease mark on his skin. “I’ve been trying to filter it out in the code, but the problem is I don’t want to filter too much or I’ll miss actual anomalies in the same frequency range. It’s a needle-in-a-haystack situation.”

“So basically if someone texts me while we’re out investigating, the meter is going to go nuts and we’ll think we found a ghost.”

“Yes.”

“And if we actually find a ghost, we won’t know if it’s real or just Chloe sending me the Wikipedia article on electromagnetic radiation again.”

“Also yes.” Rusty spread his hands in a gesture of helpless acceptance. “Welcome to low-budget paranormal investigation. Where the equipment is homemade and the data is garbage.”

“It’s not garbage,” Marshall said. “It’s a work in progress.”

“It’s a Tupperware container full of wires that thinks your text messages are ghosts, Marshall. That’s not a work in progress. That’s a cry for help.” But he was grinning as he said it, the particular grin of a man who has named his failures and found them funny enough to live with. It was one of Rusty’s better qualities, that grin. It disarmed the self-doubt, or at least made it bearable, covered it in enough humor that neither of them had to look directly at it.

“Let’s do a proper test,” Marshall said. He stood up from the stool and took a few steps back, putting distance between himself and the bench. “I’ll stand over here. No phone interference. You take a reading.”

Rusty positioned the Franken-Meter at the center of the bench, clear of other electronics. The first LED glowed faintly at baseline. The others were dark. The buzzer was silent. “Okay. Clean reading. Background only.”

“Good. Now I’m going to walk toward it.” Marshall moved forward slowly, hands at his sides, no phone visible. He stepped into the flat white wash from the overheads. The meter held steady. One LED, background level. He stepped closer, within arm’s reach of the bench. Nothing changed.

“Still clean,” Rusty said. “Your body isn’t putting out enough to register. Which is expected. Humans are pretty electromagnetically boring.”

Marshall reached into his back pocket and pulled out his phone. He held it up in his other hand, well away from the meter. “Okay. I’m going to text myself.”

“You can’t text yourself.”

“Sure I can. Watch.” He typed his own number into the message field, tapped out a quick “test,” and hit send. For a moment nothing happened. Then his phone buzzed with the incoming notification, the screen lighting up in his hand, and on the bench the Franken-Meter came alive. The second, third, and fourth LEDs blazed red in quick succession. The piezo buzzer erupted into a rapid clicking, frantic, like a Geiger counter at a test site. The fifth LED flickered, couldn’t commit, and went dark again. But the other four held steady for a good three seconds before fading back to baseline as the notification cleared.

“There it is,” Rusty said, his voice flat with the resigned satisfaction of a man whose pessimism has been confirmed. “Four LEDs. From a text message. From three feet away.”

Marshall stared at the meter. “That’s, uh. That’s a lot.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying. Your carrier uses a frequency that this antenna loves. It’s like catnip for the sensor. Every time you get a message, every time your phone pings a tower, this thing is going to light up like it found the ghost of Abraham Lincoln.”

“Can you shield it?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. Copper tape, maybe. Line the inside of the container with it, make a partial Faraday cage. Block the phone frequencies but leave the lower ranges open for actual field detection.” Rusty pulled at his lower lip, a thinking habit that left faint grease marks at the corners of his mouth. “Problem is, if I block too much I lose sensitivity across the board. And the whole point of this thing is sensitivity. A commercial detector costs three hundred bucks because it has precision components with tight frequency filtering. I’m working with seven dollars worth of Radio Shack parts and an Arduino I bought used off eBay. There are limitations.”

“So we put my phone on airplane mode when we investigate.”

“That works until you need your phone for anything. Like calling for help. Which, knowing us, is guaranteed.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Marshall said, with the easy certainty of someone whose job was belief rather than engineering. He sat back down on the stool and picked up the Tupperware, turning it in his hands, studying the circuits through the clear walls. The Arduino’s green LED blinked steadily in its foam cradle, patient, persistent, a small heartbeat of electricity and intention. “You know what this reminds me of?”

“A waste of time and money?”

“The radio Dale Kroger was talking about. The dead zone near Trent’s farm. He said his radio cuts out every time he passes that stretch of road. What if we took this out there? If there’s an actual electromagnetic anomaly in that area, this thing would detect it.”

Rusty’s face did something complicated. It started toward interest, detoured through calculation, and arrived at apprehension. “You want to go out to the Trent place. At night. With a homemade EMF detector in a Tupperware container.”

“Not necessarily at night.”

“When have we ever done anything not at night?”

Marshall conceded this with
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