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​Chapter One: The Incident at Miller Farm
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The call came in at 4:17 in the morning.

Aubrey Collins was already awake — she usually was by four, a habit she'd never quite been able to shake since her first year on the job. She was on her second cup of coffee when the radio crackled to life on her kitchen counter, Deputy Hess's voice cutting through the static with that particular strain she'd learned to recognize: not panic, not yet, but the edge right before it.

"Sheriff, we've got a situation out at Miller Farm. Got a welfare check call from the neighbor — Mrs. Pratt — says she heard screaming about an hour ago. Tried calling the house, no answer. I've got two units en route but—" A pause. "You're going to want to hear this one yourself."

Aubrey set down her mug. "I'm on my way."

Miller Farm sat on the eastern edge of Harlan County, twelve miles out of town on a two-lane road that turned to gravel the last quarter mile. The Millers had worked that land for three generations — corn mostly, some cattle. Good people. Ray Miller coached Little League for fifteen years. His wife, Carol, brought food to every funeral the county had seen in the last decade. Their son, Cody, was twenty-two and had just come home from a semester of community college to help with the harvest.

Aubrey knew all of this the way she knew most things about the people in her county — from proximity, from years of small moments adding up to something like a map. It was the same knowledge that made the gravel crunching under her tires feel wrong before she even cleared the tree line and saw the lights.

Two cruisers were parked at angles in the driveway, headlights cutting through the early dark. Deputy Yates was standing near the porch, her hand resting on the grip of her holster. Deputy Hess was closer to the tree line, radio pressed to his ear. Aubrey pulled up and got out before her truck had fully stopped rolling.

"Talk to me," she said.

Yates was twenty-six and good at staying composed. Right now she looked like composure was the only thing keeping her standing. "We got here eight minutes ago. The front door was open. Ray Miller was in the yard." She swallowed. "He wasn't — he wasn't acting right, Sheriff. We tried to make contact. He charged Deputy Hess. It took both of us to get him on the ground and he kept fighting the whole way down. Strength like I've never—" She stopped. "He bit me."

Aubrey looked at the deputy's forearm. The sleeve of her jacket was torn and through the fabric Aubrey could see a dark bruise already forming, the skin broken at the center. "You need an ambulance."

"I'm fine."

"That wasn't a question." Aubrey turned. "Hess — where is Ray now?"

Hess came off the radio. He had a welt across his jaw and his uniform was torn at the collar. "Back of my unit. He — we had to restrain him, Sheriff. Flex cuffs and leg irons. He's still going. I don't know what he's on but I've never seen anything like it. His eyes were — wrong." He shook his head like he was trying to knock the image loose. "And the smell. Something's wrong with him internally. Like something's burning."

Aubrey looked toward the house. The front door hung open, light spilling out onto the porch in a yellow rectangle. Somewhere inside, something moved.

"Carol and Cody," she said.

"We haven't been inside yet." Hess's jaw tightened. "We heard sounds. We were waiting for you."

She drew her weapon and went up the porch steps.

The smell hit her at the threshold — copper and something chemical, like a hospital crossed with a slaughterhouse. She scanned left and right out of reflex. The living room was overturned: a lamp on the floor, the couch shoved sideways, a picture frame knocked from the wall. Broken glass from a side table crunched under her boots. Whatever had happened here had been fast and violent.

She moved through the hallway with Hess at her back. The kitchen was empty but the back door was open, screen banging softly in the pre-dawn breeze. She cleared the room and pushed toward the back of the house.

She found Carol Miller in the master bedroom.

She was on the floor beside the bed. Not unconscious. Not asleep. She was moving — slow and rhythmic, her head tracking back and forth — and when Aubrey stepped into the doorway Carol turned toward her with the same wrong eyes Hess had described. Pupils so wide there was almost no iris left. Skin pale as chalk and threaded with something dark, a bruised-looking webbing spreading out from her throat.

"Carol." Aubrey kept her weapon raised. "Carol, it's Sheriff Collins. I need you to stay still for me. Can you hear me?"

Carol Miller opened her mouth. What came out wasn't a word.

She moved faster than a woman her age and in her condition had any right to move. Aubrey sidestepped and Hess caught Carol from behind, struggling to hold her. Aubrey watched the woman's hands — watched the way her fingers moved, reaching, grasping — and felt something cold settle in her chest. This wasn't a medical episode. This wasn't drugs. She'd seen domestic violence calls, psychotic breaks, overdoses. She'd never seen anything that looked like this.

They got Carol restrained on the bed. It took both of them and two sets of cuffs and Carol fought the entire time without making a sound that could be called human.

Cody was in the barn.

Yates found him, despite Aubrey's orders to stay by the vehicles. Later, Aubrey would understand why — Yates had grown up two farms over from the Millers, had babysat Cody when he was eight years old. Later, she would not blame her. But in the moment, when she heard Yates scream from the direction of the barn, Aubrey ran.

Cody Miller was twenty-two years old and had been a quiet, gentle kid who helped old women carry groceries and never once gave Aubrey's office a reason to write his name down. What was in the barn was not that. It moved in a crouch, and when the beam of Aubrey's flashlight found it, it turned toward the light like something tracking heat rather than sight. Its mouth was open. Its hands were dark to the wrist.

Yates was on the ground between them, clutching her shoulder, trying to scramble backward.

Aubrey put herself between Yates and Cody Miller and said his name three times. He didn't register it. He didn't register her badge, her weapon, her voice. He registered her as an obstacle or a target and he moved toward her with a low sound in his throat that raised every hair on the back of her neck.

She fired twice.

Center mass. She was the best shot in the county. She did not miss.

He didn't stop.

The third shot she fired because there was no other option and because Yates was on the ground behind her and Cody Miller had his hands on Aubrey's jacket and his teeth six inches from her face and the thing looking out of his eyes was not a twenty-two-year-old kid from Harlan County anymore. Whatever it was, it wasn't him.

She told herself that. In the weeks that followed she would keep telling herself that, and on most nights it would be enough to let her sleep.

The aftermath was quiet in the way that only crime scenes are — a terrible, specific stillness. Aubrey stood in the middle of the barn with her weapon still in her hand and her heartbeat slowing from a roar to a rhythm and she looked at what was in front of her and she understood, with the clarity that only shock can produce, that she was the first person to witness something that had no name yet.

By sunrise, county officials had declared it a tragic isolated incident. A mental health crisis. A family in distress. They used words like "contained" and "investigated" and one official from the state health department drove out, spent forty minutes on the property, and drove back to the city.

Aubrey stood in her driveway when she got home at noon and looked at the dried blood on her jacket cuff — her blood, from where Cody's fingers had torn the skin — and she thought about the webbing on Carol Miller's throat and the way Ray Miller had fought two trained deputies with the strength of something that wasn't afraid of pain.

She thought about the smell. That burning chemical smell.

She pulled out her phone and started making calls.

The county thought it was over.

Aubrey Collins knew it was a beginning.
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​Chapter Two: Dylan Comes Home

[image: ]


The bus dropped Dylan Parker at the corner of Meridian and Fourth at half past two on a Wednesday afternoon, and the first thing he noticed was that Harlan looked exactly the same and nothing like he remembered, both at once, the way places do when you've been gone long enough for them to exist in your mind as something other than geography.

He stood on the sidewalk with his duffel over one shoulder and his discharge papers folded in the inside pocket of his jacket and he looked down Meridian Street — the hardware store, the diner, the barbershop with the same striped pole it'd had since before he was born — and he breathed in air that smelled like diesel and cut grass and the particular nothing-smell of a small town in early fall, and he thought: okay. Okay. This was supposed to help.

That was what Dr. Mehta had said, in their last session before the discharge was finalized. Go somewhere familiar. Somewhere the ground doesn't move. She hadn't said it like it was a cure. She'd said it the way you hand someone a glass of water after they've been sick — not because it fixes anything, but because it's something you can do.

Dylan had grown up in Harlan. Left at eighteen, enlisted, served two tours, in a ten year period to places he was not going to think about right now. He was twenty-eight now, and what he had to show for it was a body that functioned correctly on most days and a mind that functioned correctly on some of them, and a sister who still lived on Pullman Road and had offered him the spare room without asking questions. That last part was the thing that had actually decided it. Kira never asked questions. It was the quality he valued most in a person right now.

She wasn't home when he got there — she'd left a key under the mat with a note in her handwriting that said spare room is yours, food in the fridge, don't eat the leftover Thai it's mine — and he let himself in and sat on the edge of the spare bed and did not unpack. He sat there for a while with his hands on his knees, listening to the house settle around him, and then he lay back on the bed with his boots still on and stared at the ceiling until he fell asleep.

He woke up to the sound of Kira coming through the front door at six and the smell of whatever she'd picked up from somewhere on her way home, and for a moment — just a moment, the handful of seconds between sleeping and waking — he didn't know where he was. His body went rigid and his hands moved and his heart rate spiked to something close to unbearable before the ceiling of his sister's spare room resolved itself out of the dark and he breathed through it the way Mehta had taught him and let the adrenaline drain back down to wherever it lived.

By the time Kira knocked on his door he was sitting up on the bed and his hands were still.

"You awake?"

"Yeah."

She came in with two paper bags from what turned out to be the Mexican place on Route 9 that had apparently opened in the three years since he'd last been home. She looked good — older, which was reasonable since she was older, but good. Steadier than she'd been in her twenties. She had their father's eyes and their mother's mouth and she sat cross-legged on the floor with her food and didn't make a production out of seeing him and that was exactly right.

They ate and talked about nothing important. Her job at the county assessor's office. The truck she was thinking about buying. A neighbor whose dog kept getting out. Normal things. Ordinary things. Dylan ate and listened and felt something in his chest begin, very slowly, to unclench.

It was Kira who mentioned Miller Farm.

She hadn't meant to make anything of it — he could tell by the way she said it, casual and sideways, the way people mention local gossip when they've run out of other things to say. "You hear about what happened out on the Miller place? Before you came back, I mean. Maybe three weeks ago."

Dylan looked up from his food. "No."

"It was strange." She shook her head, and there was something in the gesture that was more than dismissal — a kind of studied normalcy, like she was actively choosing not to lean into whatever she actually thought about it. "The whole family went — I don't know. Berserk isn't the right word. Violent. Ray Miller put two deputies in the hospital. Carol attacked Sheriff Collins. Cody—" She paused. "Cody didn't make it. Collins shot him. She had to."

Dylan set his food down.

"The county came out and called it a mental health crisis," Kira continued. "Said it was some kind of shared episode. But people aren't buying it. Mrs. Pratt — she's the neighbor who made the call — she won't talk about what she heard, but her daughter says she's been sleeping with her lights on. And there's been trucks." She said the word with a particular weight. "Black ones. Government plates. Coming and going on that road for two weeks after the incident."

"What kind of government?"

"Nobody knows. That's the thing. Bobby Crane — you remember Bobby, he works out at the grain elevator — he says he got close enough to read one of the plates and ran it through somebody he knows and it came back as a federal vehicle but the department code didn't match anything DOJ, DOT, DEA — nothing anyone recognized. He's been going on about it down at the Tap and people keep telling him to put his hat back on but." She shrugged. "I don't know. It's strange. The whole thing is strange."

Dylan picked up his food again and took a bite he didn't taste.

He was thinking about a village called Karim Abad and about a man he'd watched walk through a compound wall as if it were made of suggestion rather than concrete block, and about the smell that had been on the air that night — copper and chemical, like a hospital crossed with something that had no name in any medical text Dylan had ever been handed — and about the six rounds he had personally watched his team put into Sergeant Leonard Hayes before Leonard Hayes had finally gone down and the thing that had been riding inside Leonard Hayes had gone with him.

He was thinking about the way Leonard's eyes had looked in the beam of a tactical light. Pupils blown wide. No iris. Just dark.

He put the memory back in the box where he kept it. He got very good at putting it back in the box. He'd had four years to practice.

"You okay?" Kira was watching him.

"Yeah. Long day. The bus."

She didn't push it. He'd been right about her not asking questions.

He spent the next three days trying to settle in. He ran in the mornings, five miles on the roads north of town where it was mostly farmland and there was no one to navigate around. He helped Kira with things around the house — fixed a gutter, replaced a light fixture, the kind of concrete and solvable work that Dr. Mehta had also suggested. He drank coffee on the back porch and watched the weather come in off the plains and tried to exist in the present tense, which was harder on some days than others.

But Harlan was a small town, and small towns talk, and it was impossible to be in a diner or a hardware store or the gas station on Clement Road without hearing some version of the Miller Farm story. Each telling had its own particular texture. At the diner it was hushed and deliberate, the kind of conversation people have when they want to be overheard being careful. At the hardware store old Mick Pelletier told it straight, no embellishment, in the flat recitative of a man describing something he believed completely and had no framework for. At the gas station, a kid of maybe nineteen who was working the register told Dylan that his uncle said Carol Miller's skin had been gray when they brought her in. That there'd been something wrong with her veins. That she was in the county hospital now and they weren't letting anyone but immediate family in, and the family had been told not to talk about the incident by a man in a suit who had not identified his agency.

Dylan paid for his gas and drove back to Kira's and sat in the driveway for ten minutes.

It was not the same thing. He didn't know that it was the same thing. Karim Abad had been a single incident on the other side of the world in a context so classified that half the men who'd been there had signed paperwork whose implications they hadn't fully understood until later. This was rural Kentucky. These were farmers. Whatever had happened to Ray and Carol and Cody Miller had a dozen possible explanations that had nothing to do with what Dylan had seen overseas, and it was exactly the kind of pattern-matching that Mehta had warned him about — the mind trying to organize trauma into narrative, finding shapes in noise, turning isolated incidents into systems because systems could be understood and survived and random horror could not.

He knew all of that. He believed it, mostly. He went inside and ate lunch and did not look up anything on his phone.

He lasted until the following afternoon.

The records were public — the initial incident report, the county health department's statement, a brief article in the Harlan Courier that said what Kira had told him and not much else. But it was the photo that stopped him. A background shot from the Courier piece, taken the morning after, showing the Miller farmyard in the gray early light. In the foreground, two county vehicles. In the background, at the tree line, three people in hazmat gear carrying equipment cases toward a barn.

The equipment cases were a specific color and a specific shape and Dylan had seen them before. He had signed paperwork about having seen them before. He looked at the photo for a long time and then he closed the browser tab and set his phone face-down on the table and stared at the wall.

Not hazmat. Not exactly. He knew what hazmat looked like. The protocol was different. The way those three people moved, the spacing they kept, the way one of them held the equipment case at a specific distance from her body — that was containment protocol from a manual that had no civilian distribution. He knew because he had been trained on a version of it. He knew because the training had come six months after Karim Abad, delivered by two people who had not given their names and who had told Dylan and the four other survivors in that room that what they'd experienced was an isolated and fully resolved incident that would not recur and that the training was purely precautionary.

One of those four other survivors was Leonard Hayes, which told you something about the reliability of that assessment.

He slept badly that night. He lay in Kira's spare room and listened to the house and tried to do the breathing and couldn't quite get there, and around one in the morning he got up and sat at the kitchen table in the dark and worked through it the way Mehta had taught him — not suppression, not avoidance, but inventory. What do you actually know? What are you inferring? What are you afraid of?

What he actually knew: a farm family in Harlan County had undergone some kind of acute episode that had required lethal force to contain. Unidentified government personnel had visited the scene for two weeks afterward. Equipment consistent with containment protocol had been present at the scene.

What he was inferring: connection to Karim Abad. Connection to whatever Leonard Hayes had been exposed to in that compound before he stopped being Leonard Hayes.

What he was afraid of: that he was right. And underneath that, quieter and more honest, something else. That whatever it was, it was here now, in the same county where he was sleeping. That it was not contained. That the people who were supposed to be handling it were the same people who had told him four years ago, with straight faces and unsigned documents, that it was over.

He thought about the sheriff. Collins — he didn't know her, she'd come into the office after he'd left town, but he'd heard things in the way you hear things about people who run a county well. Competent. Straight. Not the kind of person who accepts easy answers. Kira had mentioned her filing a secondary incident report that contradicted the county health department's official statement, a fact that had apparently not made the paper but had made the rounds through the assessor's office, which knew everything about everything because property and governance and gossip were all the same system when you got close enough to the machinery.

Dylan thought about going to her. He thought about what he would say. I served overseas. I saw something. I think you might be looking at the same thing and I think the people who came out here with their equipment cases are telling you the same lies they told me. He thought about how that sounded. He thought about his discharge papers and the VA file that had "PTSD" on the front page and the very good chance that a county sheriff would hear a recently returned veteran talking about government cover-ups and black trucks and make a reasonable and not entirely unfair assessment of his credibility.

He sat in the dark kitchen until the sky outside the window shifted from black to the deep gray that precedes dawn and he thought about Cody Miller — twenty-two years old, someone's kid, had helped old women with their groceries — and he thought about the thing that had been in Leonard Hayes looking out through Leonard Hayes's eyes with no iris left.

Whatever it was, it moved. It spread. That was the thing they hadn't put in the manual, the thing Dylan had worked out for himself in the months and years after Karim Abad when he had too much time and too many nightmares and a particular inability to stop trying to understand things. Whatever it was, it didn't stay in one place. And if it had found a farm family in Harlan County, then the radius of possible exposure started the moment it arrived and it did not shrink. It grew.

He got up from the table when the sky was gray and he put on his shoes and he went out to run, and as he went north on the empty farm roads in the early dark he made a decision that he recognized even in the making of it as the kind of decision that changes the shape of a life. He was going to find out what was happening. He was going to do it carefully and quietly. He was going to do it because he was here and he knew what he knew and no one else in Harlan County had both of those things at once.

And if it turned out to be nothing — if it turned out to be grief and pattern-matching and a mind that had been broken and was still not fully repaired — then that was okay. That was a price he could pay.

But he didn't think it was nothing.

He ran until the sun came up and turned the fields gold, and then he turned around and ran back toward town, and Harlan County looked exactly the same as it always had — peaceful and ordinary and old — and somewhere east of him, twelve miles out on a two-lane road that turned to gravel the last quarter mile, the Miller Farm sat empty with its front door nailed shut and yellow crime scene tape snapping in the morning wind.
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​Chapter Three: The Missing Patient
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The call came from County General at six forty-three in the morning, and Aubrey was already at her desk.

She'd been there since five, adding to the secondary incident report that the county health department had asked her twice to retract and that she had twice declined to retract. Each addition was careful, clinical, the kind of language that made ugly things legible without making them dismissible. The smell. The eyes. The webbing on Carol Miller's throat had spread another two inches between the night of the incident and the last time Aubrey had visited her in the hospital. The way Cody had absorbed three center-mass rounds before the third one finished it, which was the detail she had wrestled with longest before writing it down anyway, in the flattest language she could manage, because it was true and because she had decided early in this process that the only thing she had to offer against whatever was being arranged around her was an unbroken record of what she had actually witnessed.

She was twenty-eight years old and she had been sheriff of Harlan County for fourteen months, which was long enough to know how the machinery worked and short enough that some people were still surprised when she walked into a room. She had learned to use both things. The surprise especially.

Her desk phone rang.

"Sheriff Collins." Dr. Coldburn had the flatness of a man whose shock had already burned off and left something grimmer in its place. He was a careful, methodical man — fifty-three years old, two decades in county medicine — and the careful methodical people were always the ones who scared her when they sounded like this. "Carol Miller is gone. Sometime between the two-thirty and four o'clock checks. The restraints are still on the bed. The window is open." A pause weighted with something he wasn't saying. "We're on the third floor, Sheriff."

Aubrey was already standing. "Lock the floor down. Nobody in or out of that room. Don't touch anything. I'm on my way."

She drove the seven minutes to County General with the particular focus that had gotten her through the academy at twenty-two and through her first two years as a deputy under a sheriff who hadn't wanted to hire her and through the night at Miller Farm and through three weeks of county officials and state health department representatives trying to hand her a story that didn't fit the facts. It wasn't adrenaline exactly. It was the narrowing that happened when everything else fell away and there was only the problem and what she knew about it and what she needed to find out.

Dr. Coldburn met her on the third floor. He looked like a man who had been awake since the discovery and had spent the intervening time trying to construct an explanation and failing. He walked her to the room without speaking, which told her he'd already run out of words for it.

The restraints were the thing. She stood at the foot of the empty bed and looked at them and felt the same cold clarity she'd felt standing in the barn doorway with her flashlight finding Cody Miller in the dark — that specific sensation of the world rearranging itself around a fact that had no place in it. The restraints were buckled. Both wrist cuffs, both ankle cuffs, the connector straps — all of it whole, undamaged, still configured around the shape of a person who was no longer there. They lay flat on the mattress like an outline, like something drawn to mark where a body had been, and there was no ordinary explanation for that and Aubrey had stopped reaching for ordinary explanations three weeks ago.

She photographed the restraints from four angles. She photographed the room. She noted the position of the IV stand — still upright, the line dangling, the catheter end lying on the mattress where it had apparently been removed with some care, which was its own kind of detail. She photographed that too.

The window was open. She'd known it would be before she looked — Coldburn had told her on the phone — but knowing and seeing were different. The screen was on the ground three floors below, in the narrow grass strip between the building and the parking lot, and when she leaned out over the sill she found what she'd half-expected: score marks in the painted metal, deep parallel grooves pressed with enough force to cut down to bare steel, spaced slightly wider than fingers ought to be spaced. She photographed those. She wrote down measurements in her notebook. She did all of this with the methodical patience she'd trained into herself because the alternative was to stand in this room and feel the full weight of what the empty restraints meant and she didn't have time for that yet.

Behind her, Dr. Coldburn said: "I've never seen anything like it."

"I know," she said. "Neither have I."

She was still at the window when she heard the deputy's voice rise in the hallway.

Dylan Parker had not planned on getting caught.

He'd cleared the pharmacy on the first floor in under ten minutes — prescription renewal, a PA who barely looked up, nothing to remember him by — and had taken the stairs to the third floor on the operating logic that had been running him all week. Move toward the thing. Understand the shape of it. The plan would clarify once he knew what he was actually dealing with. It was the same logic that had served him through two deployments in places where uncertainty was the primary weather condition, and it had kept him functional if not always comfortable, and he saw no reason to abandon it now.

What he hadn't accounted for was Deputy Tanner.

Most people in a restricted hallway watched the door they were guarding. Tanner watched the space — the elevator, the stairwell door, the corridor approach — with the systematic attention of someone who had been trained to do exactly that and took the training seriously. Dylan had made it eight steps off the stairwell before Tanner's eyes found him and held.

"Floor's restricted this morning. You need something up here?"

"Wrong floor," Dylan said. "My mistake."

"What floor are you looking for?"

It was a reasonable question and Dylan was in the middle of constructing a reasonable answer when the door at the end of the hall opened and the sheriff came out.

He'd formed a vague expectation from what Kira had told him and what he'd heard around town, and she didn't match it. She was twenty-eight — his age — and she moved through the hallway with the economy of someone who had learned early that authority wasn't a thing you waited to be given. Dark hair, sharp eyes, a face that offered nothing for free. She had a notebook in one hand and she was already looking at him before he'd finished assessing her, doing the same kind of fast inventory he did himself, and whatever she concluded from it made her walk toward him rather than away.

"He's fine, Tanner," she said, without looking at the deputy. She stopped a few feet from Dylan and looked at him the way she probably looked at everything — directly and without apology. "You, on the other hand, are on a floor you have no reason to be on."

"Wrong floor," Dylan said. "I was just telling your deputy."

"I heard you." She tilted her head slightly. "You came up here because you heard something happened. And you wanted to see how bad it was."

It wasn't a question. He decided not to treat it like one. "I wanted to know if she was still here."

The hallway went quiet in a specific way. Tanner went still. The sheriff's expression didn't change but something behind it did — a sharpening, a recalibration — and Dylan understood he had just moved from minor nuisance to something that required a different kind of attention.

"Come with me," she said.

The family consultation room at the end of the hall was small and smelled like recycled air and old coffee and the watercolor print on the wall was the particular shade of inoffensive that hospitals deployed in rooms where they delivered bad news. She closed the door and stood with her back to the window and looked at him with the expression of someone who had not yet decided what category he belonged in.

"Name."

"Dylan Parker. I grew up here. Been back for about six days."

A flicker of something. "Kira Parker's brother."

"Yeah."

"She mentioned you were coming back." A beat, during which she was clearly running what she knew about Kira against what she was looking at now. "Army."

"Yes."

"How long out?"

"Six months."

She nodded once, filed it, and moved on. "You said you wanted to know if she was still here. How did you know to come here at all? Her admission wasn't public information."

"Small town," he said. "Things move."

"Things move," she repeated, flat. "What things specifically."

"People talk at the grain elevator. At the gas station. At the diner on Clement." He held her gaze. "I've been listening."

"For six days."

"Yes."

"Why."

He looked at her and made the decision he'd been building toward all week, the one he'd rehearsed in Kira's kitchen at one in the morning and then at two and then again at four when sleep had declined to come. Not everything. Not the classified architecture of it, not the names and locations and specifics that he'd signed paperwork about in a room with people who hadn't given their own names. But the shape of it. Enough to be useful. Enough to justify standing in this room instead of walking out of it.

"Because the symptoms match something I saw," he said. "On a deployment I can't discuss specifically. The eyes — pupils all the way out, almost no iris left. The discoloration, the vein webbing spreading from the throat. The strength that shouldn't be physically possible. And the smell." He watched her face. "Chemical and copper at the same time. Like a hospital ward inside a fire. You know the smell I'm describing."

She said nothing. Which was its own answer.

"I saw a photograph in the Courier," he continued. "The morning-after shot from the Miller property. Background of the frame, at the tree line, three people in what looks like hazmat gear carrying equipment cases toward the barn
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