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PART ONE: "PRE-SEASON" 
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Chapter 1: Friday Night Lights
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The blitz worked because he saw the quarterback's eyes.

That was the thing nobody understood about football, not really. They thought it was about strength, about speed, about running faster and hitting harder. Those things mattered. But at the highest level ~ the level Trent had touched once, briefly, before his knee exploded in a pile of bodies on a Thursday night in Jacksonville ~ it was about reading the tells. The tiny adjustments. The way a kid's left shoulder dipped a quarter-inch before the snap, telegraphing a bootleg.

That was how you won when the other team had just as much talent. That was how you stole games.

Trent Wilson stood on the sideline of Titans Field, the November wind cutting through his hoodie, and watched his son drop back to pass on third and goal from the nine. The stands were a wall of sound ~ three thousand people in a town of thirty-five hundred, because every soul in Northhaven had shown up for this. State semifinals. Overtime. The whole season riding on one play.

Little T's shoulders were square. His feet were set. He looked left, looking off the safety, then came back to his second read ~ Hernandez on a shallow cross.

But Trent saw the cornerback cheat.

The kid from O'Neill was fast, all-state fast, and he'd been jumping routes all night. He'd already picked off two passes, both times reading Little T's eyes like a children's book. Trent had yelled himself hoarse on the sidelines: Look him off. Move your head. Make him work for it.

Now, with the game on the line, the cornerback took one step toward Hernandez before the ball was even in the air.

Trent's heart stopped.

And then the ball went somewhere else entirely.

Little T pump-faked to Hernandez, watched the cornerback bite, and launched the ball over the middle to a spot where no receiver was supposed to be. But there he was, Miles Washington, the third-string tight end, a junior who'd caught exactly four passes all season. He'd slipped out of his block late, found the soft zone between the linebackers, and turned just in time to see the ball dropping out of the stadium lights.

It hit him in the hands. He cradled it. Fell forward into the end zone.

The crowd erupted.

Trent didn't jump. Didn't cheer. He stood frozen for one beat, two, watching his son raise both arms to the sky, watching the entire team mob Miles Washington in the corner of the end zone. Then he turned to Big Jim Haskins, his offensive line coach, and said, quietly, "He audibled."

Jim stared at him.

"What?"

"He was supposed to throw to Hernandez. He saw the corner cheat and changed the play." Trent shook his head slowly. "I didn't call that."

Jim's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

"Hell, Coach. That's your boy."

Trent watched his son disappear under a pile of shoulder pads and turf. Somewhere in that pile, he knew, Little T was grinning that cocky grin, the one that made Trent want to hug him and punch him in the same breath. The kid had talent. More talent than Trent had at sixteen. More confidence too, which was both a gift and a curse.

The clock hit zero. The Titans had won. Twenty-seven to twenty-one. State championship game next week, for the first time in...

"Twenty-one years," Reverend Sam Goode said, appearing at Trent's elbow. The pastor had played defensive end at a Division III school back in the day, and he still showed up to every practice, running the scout team defense when they needed an extra body. "You were the last one to take them, weren't you, Coach?"

Trent nodded.

"Different field. Practically a different century."

"You were quarterback then too."

"Different quarterback." Trent watched the crowd spill over the fences, parents and grandparents and kids all streaming onto the field. The band was playing the fight song, slightly off-key because the sousaphone player had never quite learned the third verse. Cheerleaders were crying. Farmers in Carhartt jackets were hugging shopkeepers in Titans hoodies. For one night, Northhaven wasn't a dying town on the high plains. It was the center of the universe.

"Different," Sam agreed. "But not that different."

Trent felt his phone buzz in his pocket. He ignored it. The stands were emptying, and somewhere in that river of people was his wife, his daughter, his other son. He needed to find them. He needed to...

"Coach!"

The voice cut through the noise. Little T had extracted himself from the pile and was jogging toward the sideline, helmet tucked under his arm, sweat freezing on his forehead in the twenty-degree air. His eyes were wild. His mouth was moving faster than his brain.

"Did you see that? Did you see that? I read the corner, just like you said. He was cheating the whole game, so I knew if I looked him off..."

"You audibled." Trent kept his voice flat.

Little T's grin faltered.

"Yeah. I mean, it was there. The zone was wide open, and Miles was just standing there, and I thought..."

"You thought you knew better than the play I called."

The grin disappeared entirely. For a second, Trent saw the boy underneath the quarterback ~ sixteen years old, desperate for approval, terrified of failure. Then the mask came back. The cocky tilt of the chin. The shrug.

"I thought I saw something. And it worked."

Trent held his son's gaze for a long moment. Then, slowly, he let himself smile.

"Yeah. It did."

Little T blinked.

"Wait. You're not..."

"You read the defense. You made the right adjustment. You put the ball in a spot where only your guy could get it." Trent stepped forward and put his hand on the back of his son's neck, the way his own father used to do after a win. "That's quarterbacking, Trent. Not just running the play. Running the team."

For just a second, the cockiness faded into something real. Gratitude. Relief. The look of a boy who'd just heard his father say I'm proud of you without actually saying the words.

Then Lisa appeared, and the moment broke.

She came through the crowd like a ship cutting through waves, her Jaguars coat unzipped, her hair coming loose from its ponytail. She was smiling, really smiling, the kind of smile she'd worn less and less over the past few years, since the hospital laid off half its nursing staff and she'd decided to stay home with the kids instead of commuting to Grand Island.

"Trent Wilson Junior," she said, wrapping her arms around her son from behind. "That was the most ridiculous thing I've ever seen."

"Ridiculous good or ridiculous bad?"

"Ridiculous terrifying. I thought my heart stopped."

Little T laughed and twisted out of her grip, but he was still smiling.

"Mom, it's just football."

"It's never just football." She caught Trent's eye over their son's shoulder. He saw the question there: Did you see? Did you see what he just did? He nodded slightly. Her smile widened.

Alyssa appeared next, twelve years old and already showing signs of the woman she'd become ~ sharp eyes, sharper tongue, a patience that belonged to someone twice her age. She had her earbuds in, though there was no signal and hadn't been for three days, not since the cyber attacks started making the news. She still wore them anyway, a shield against the world.

"That was okay, I guess," she said, hugging her brother quickly.

"Okay? I just threw the game-winning touchdown in the state semifinals!"

"You threw it to Miles Washington. He almost dropped it."

"He caught it, didn't he?"

"He looked surprised." Alyssa pulled her hood up. "I'm cold. Can we go home?"

Trent scanned the crowd for Heath. Found him standing by the concession stand, talking to the school's maintenance guy about something electrical ~ the generator, probably, or the new timer system Heath had been building in the garage. His middle child was thirteen going on forty, more comfortable with circuits than with people. He'd watched the game from behind the end zone, not in the stands, because he said he could see the formations better from there.

"Heath!" Trent called. "We're leaving!"

His son gave a thumbs-up without looking away from the maintenance man. Trent sighed. Some battles weren't worth fighting.
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THE LOCKER ROOM SMELLED like sweat and victory and the cheap deodorizer the janitor sprayed on the mats twice a week. Trent had been in this room a thousand times... as a player, as an assistant coach, now as the head coach for six seasons. He knew every dent in the lockers, every chip in the concrete floor, the way the water pressure in the showers dropped to a trickle if more than three guys turned them on at once.

His team was exhausted. They were also drunk on the win ~ not literally, though Trent suspected a few of the seniors had stashed airplane bottles in their gym bags. He let it slide. They'd earned it.

The room quieted when he stepped onto the bench in the middle of the floor. He didn't have to raise his hand or clear his throat. He just stood there, six-four and two-twenty-five, his bad knee aching in the cold, and waited.

"One more game," he said.

The room erupted. Whistles. Stomping. Someone banged a helmet against a locker.

"One more game!"

He let them cheer for a few seconds, then raised his palm. Silence.

"One more game, and then you're legends. Not just in this town. Not just in this county. State champions. Your names go up on that wall." He pointed toward the corridor leading to the gymnasium, where the banners hung—district titles, conference championships, and one lone state championship banner from 2005. His banner. "You'll walk into this room ten years from now, twenty years from now, and you'll see your names. Your children will see them. Your grandchildren."

Little T was watching him from the front row. The cocky grin was gone. This was the part of his father he didn't know how to match ~ not the coach, not the former athlete, but the man who understood what it meant to have something slip away.

"Tomorrow, we rest," Trent continued. "Sunday, we watch film. Monday, we practice. We treat this week like every other week, because if we start thinking about the trophy instead of the game, we've already lost." He paused. "But tonight? Tonight you celebrate. You're fifteen minutes from the best game you've ever played. And I'm proud of every single one of you."

More cheering. Big Jim cracked a beer ~ technically against school policy, but the principal had left at halftime, too nervous to watch the overtime ~ and passed it to the nearest senior. Trent stepped off the bench and made his way toward his office, limping slightly on the knee that had ended his NFL career before it really began.

"Coach."

He turned. Reverend Goode was leaning against the doorframe, still in his Titans hoodie, his clipboard tucked under his arm.

"That was a hell of a speech," Sam said.

"It was a hell of a game."

"Want to pray with them?"

Trent considered it. He wasn't a religious man, hadn't been since his career ended, since the God who was supposed to have a plan had let a two-hundred-fifty-pound linebacker fall on his planted leg at exactly the wrong angle. But he respected Sam, and he respected what the ritual meant to the boys.

"You go ahead. I've got the film to break down."

Sam nodded, not surprised.

"You know, Coach, one of these days you're going to have to decide what you actually believe."

"I believe in blocking and tackling."

"That's not a theology."

"It's gotten me this far."

Sam smiled and pushed off the doorframe.

"Fair enough. Good game, Trent. The good Lord was watching tonight."

"Tell Him I appreciate the help on that last drive."

Sam was still laughing as he walked back toward the team.

––––––––
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THE WILSON HOUSE SAT on the edge of town, a ranch-style home with a wraparound porch and a detached garage that Heath had turned into his workshop. The porch light was on ~ Lisa always left it on, even when they were home ~ and the living room window glowed warm against the dark Nebraska night.

Trent pulled his truck into the driveway and sat there for a moment, engine idling, watching the steam rise from his breath. The rest of the family had driven home with Lisa. He'd stayed behind to lock up the field house, check the equipment, make sure no one had left anything important in the locker room. The ritual of it was calming. The solitude, even more so.

His phone buzzed again. He pulled it out of his pocket and glanced at the screen.

News Alert: Cyber anomalies reported at MIT quantum computing lab. Government sources say "no cause for concern."

He swiped it away. The cyber attacks had been in the news all week, something about Russian hackers, or Chinese, or maybe just some kid in his basement. Nobody seemed to know for sure. The internet was spotty. Cable news kept cutting out. Lisa had said something about the credit card processors being down, and Carla at the diner had mentioned that her supplier couldn't confirm their next delivery.

But that was tomorrow's problem. Tonight, his son had thrown the game-winning touchdown. Tonight, Northhaven was alive.

He killed the engine and limped toward the house.

Lisa was in the kitchen, heating up leftovers. The TV was on in the living room, muted, some talking head gesturing at a map of the world. Alyssa was already in bed ~ she had a way of disappearing when she was done with social interaction ~ and Heath was in the garage, because of course he was.

"Left knee?" Lisa asked without turning around.

"Left knee." He lowered himself into a chair at the kitchen table and began unlacing his boots. The ritual. Every game night, home or away, win or lose. He'd been doing it since he was twenty-two, since the surgery, since the doctor told him he'd never play again.

Lisa set a plate in front of him ~ meatloaf, mashed potatoes, green beans from the garden they'd put in last summer.

"Eat."

"I'm not hungry."

"Eat anyway. You barely touched the food at the diner after the game."

He picked up his fork.

"You talked to Carla?"

"She says the truck didn't come this week. The one with the produce."

Trent chewed his meatloaf. It was good ~ Lisa was a better cook than she gave herself credit for ~ but he barely tasted it.

"Supply chain issues?"

"That's what she said. But she also said the news is talking about riots in Omaha. Looting. The whole nine yards."

"The news is always talking about riots." He gestured toward the living room with his fork. "That's how they sell ads."

Lisa sat down across from him with her own plate. She'd always been beautiful ~ high cheekbones, dark hair that fell past her shoulders, eyes the color of the sky before a storm. Seventeen years of marriage, three kids, and a nursing career she'd walked away from because the hours were killing her and the hospital was killing her soul. Sometimes Trent looked at her and wondered how he'd gotten so lucky. Sometimes he looked at her and saw the weight she was carrying, the worry she tried to hide.

"The boys are getting college letters," she said.

"I know."

"Little T had three more this week. Nebraska. Kansas State. Some Division II school in Missouri I've never heard of."

"He's not going to Missouri."

"Trent."

"I'm not saying he's too good for it. I'm saying he's better than that. He's got offers from Power Five schools. He's got..."

"He's got a father who put his entire self-worth into a game that broke him." Lisa's voice was soft, but the words landed hard. "I'm not saying he shouldn't play. I'm not saying he shouldn't chase it. But don't put that weight on him. Don't make him carry your dreams."

Trent set down his fork.

"My dreams are dead. Have been for a long time."

"Are they?" Lisa reached across the table and put her hand on his. "You watched him throw that touchdown tonight, and I saw your face. You weren't watching your son. You were watching yourself, twenty-one years ago, standing in that same end zone."

He didn't answer. Because she was right.

The kitchen was quiet for a long moment. The refrigerator hummed. The TV flickered silently. Somewhere in the garage, Heath was probably welding something he shouldn't be welding.

"State championship next week," Lisa finally said.

"Next Friday. In Lincoln."

"You're going to win?"

"We're going to try."

"That's not what I asked."

Trent looked at his wife. She was smiling again ~ that real smile, the one he'd fallen in love with when they were seventeen years old, sitting in the back of a pickup truck at the county fair.

"Yeah," he said. "We're going to win."

She squeezed his hand. Then she stood up, took both plates to the sink, and started running water.

"I'm going to check on Heath," Trent said.

"You do that. I'll put the food away."

He kissed the back of her head as he passed. She leaned into him for just a moment, a brief pressure that said I love you and I'm worried and stay with me all at once. Then she let him go.

The garage was a wonderland of half-finished projects. Heath had taken over the space two years ago, after Trent had given up trying to fix the lawnmower himself. Now there were workbenches along every wall, covered in circuit boards and wires and tools Trent couldn't name. A generator sat in the corner. Heath had rebuilt it from scrap, and now it could power half the house if the grid went down. Next to it, a timer system for something, though Trent wasn't sure what.

Heath was sitting on a stool at the main workbench, soldering something tiny. He didn't look up when Trent entered.

"Good game tonight," Trent said.

"It was all right."

"Your brother played well."

"He played okay. O'Neill's secondary was slow. Any decent quarterback could have picked them apart."

Trent hid a smile.

"Any decent quarterback?"

Heath looked up then, his goggles pushed up on his forehead. He had Lisa's eyes and Trent's jaw, and he looked at the world like it was a puzzle he was still trying to solve.

"Miles almost dropped that pass."

"He caught it."

"He was surprised he caught it. Watch the film. His eyes go wide before he even lands."

Trent pulled up another stool and sat down heavily, his knee complaining.

"What are you working on?"

Heath held up the board.

"Timer for the sprinklers. The old one died, and the new ones cost eighty dollars. This one cost about twelve in parts."

"When did you learn to build a sprinkler timer?"

"Youtube. Before the internet started acting weird."

Trent nodded. The internet. He'd noticed it too ~ the way pages took forever to load, the way videos buffered endlessly, the way the news alerts kept piling up on his phone. Cyber anomalies. Whatever that meant.

"Is it going to get worse?" Heath asked.

"Is what going to get worse?"

"The attacks. On the computers. People are saying it's a war."

Trent looked at his son. Thirteen years old, barely five feet tall, and already worrying about things that most adults couldn't comprehend.

"People always say it's a war. That's what people do."

"But is it?"

Trent thought about the news alert he'd swiped away. Thought about the riots in Omaha, the supply chain issues at the diner, the way the world seemed to be holding its breath.

"I don't know," he said honestly. "But whatever happens, we'll be ready. We've got food in the pantry. Water in the well. And you've got that generator." He nodded toward the corner. "We'll be fine."

Heath studied his father's face for a long moment. Then he nodded and turned back to his soldering.

"Good game tonight, Dad."

Trent stood up, his knee popping.

"Yeah. It was."

He limped back toward the house. The TV was off now, the living room dark. Lisa had gone to bed. The clock on the microwave said 11:47.

Trent walked to his office ~ the small room off the master bedroom where he kept his playbooks, his coaching manuals, and the framed photo of himself in a Florida State uniform, holding the Heisman Trophy over his head. He looked at it sometimes, when he couldn't sleep, when the weight of his past felt heavier than the weight of his present.

Tonight, he didn't look at it.

Instead, he sat down at his desk, pulled out the playbook, and started drawing up the game plan for next Friday. The state championship. One more game.

Outside, the wind picked up. Somewhere far to the east, in a laboratory in Cambridge, Massachusetts, a group of anarchists was preparing to end the world.

Trent didn't know that yet.

He just kept drawing his plays, one after another, building something that might survive what was coming.

The clock on his desk ticked toward midnight. The game plan grew.

And in the darkness, the world began to crack.
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Chapter 2: The Ghost of Saturdays Past
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Lisa woke to the sound of his knee.

It was always the same on Saturday mornings ~ the slow roll out of bed, the sharp intake of breath as his left foot touched the floor, the barely audible grunt when he put weight on it. Seventeen years of marriage, and Lisa Wilson could track her husband's pain levels the way other women tracked the weather. Today was a four on a scale of one to ten. Better than after a game, worse than a rest day.

She didn't open her eyes. Just listened to him shuffle toward the bathroom, the slight hitch in his gait that had become as familiar as his heartbeat. The water ran. The medicine cabinet opened. The familiar rattle of the ibuprofen bottle.

He never cried.

She thought about it sometimes, usually in the half-light of dawn when her mind wandered to places it shouldn't go. The injury had happened on national television. Thursday Night Football, the Jaguars against the Titans, a game no one would remember except for the moment a two-hundred-fifty-pound linebacker named Mario "The Mauler" Thompson had launched himself at Trent's planted leg. Lisa had been watching from their apartment in Jacksonville, nine months pregnant with Little T, a bowl of popcorn frozen in her hands.

They'd shown the replay eleven times. Each time, she'd watched her husband's knee bend in a direction knees weren't supposed to bend. Each time, she'd waited for him to cry.

He never did. Not on the field, not in the ambulance, not in the hospital when the doctor said his career was over. He'd just lay there on the gurney, his face the color of paste, and stared at the ceiling like he was doing math in his head.

Trent Wilson didn't cry. He calculated. He adjusted. He found a new way to move forward.

But Lisa had heard him scream that night. In the bathroom, with the fan on and the water running, when he thought she was asleep. A sound that came from somewhere deeper than pain. From somewhere closer to grief.

She opened her eyes.

The bedroom was gray with November light. Trent's side of the bed was already cold. The clock on the nightstand said 6:47... late for him, early for everyone else. Saturday morning. The day after the win. He'd probably be in his office by now, breaking down film of their next opponent, even though they'd just played twelve hours ago.

She sat up, stretched, and padded toward the kitchen. The house was quiet in the way houses got quiet when everyone was recovering from something. Last night's victory was still settling into the bones of the family, still finding its place among all the other memories.

The TV was on in the living room. Trent must have turned it on before his shower. Muted, always muted, because he said the talking heads gave him a headache. Lisa grabbed the remote and unmuted it.

"...continuing to monitor the situation at MIT, where authorities have confirmed a lockdown following what witnesses describe as 'suspicious activity' in the quantum computing lab. We're getting reports of a possible cyber intrusion, though the university has not officially commented..."

Lisa changed the channel.

"...riots in downtown Omaha for the third straight night. Police have declared an unlawful assembly as protesters clash with..."

Changed it again.

"...stock markets remain closed for the second day in a row. The NYSE citing 'technical difficulties' and..."

Changed it again. Cartoons. She left it there, the bright colors and simple voices a balm against the static feeling building in her chest.

She started coffee. The ritual was automatic... scoop the grounds, fill the water, press the button. She'd done it ten thousand times. Fifteen thousand. She'd been making coffee for Trent since they were seventeen years old, sleeping in the back of his Ford Ranger at the county fair, waking up to the smell of damp hay and cheap gas station brew.

The shower stopped. Footsteps in the hall. Little T's door opened.

"Mom?"

"In the kitchen."

He appeared a moment later, hair still wet from his own shower, wearing sweatpants and a Titans hoodie. He'd gotten his father's build... broad shoulders, long arms, the kind of frame that college recruiters drooled over.

But he had her eyes, and sometimes when he looked at her a certain way, she saw herself staring back.

"Dad's already watching film," he said, grabbing a box of cereal from the pantry.

"It's six in the morning."

"It's seven. And the game's in six days."

Lisa poured herself a cup of coffee and leaned against the counter.

"You slept okay?"

"I dreamed about the touchdown." He poured milk into his bowl with the concentration of a bomb disposal expert. "Like, three times. Same play. Over and over."

"That sounds exhausting."

"It was awesome." He grinned, that cocky grin she both loved and feared. "You think the scouts noticed?"

"The scouts?"

"From Nebraska. The guy who came to the game? He was sitting in the press box. Dad said he was taking notes on me."

Lisa set down her coffee.

"Trent Junior, you are sixteen years old."

"Some guys commit as juniors. It happens."

"Some guys also tear their ACLs as juniors. Some guys..."

"Mom." The grin faded. "I'm not Dad. I'm not going to get hurt."

"You don't know that. Nobody knows that. That's the whole point of..."

The toaster popped, interrupting her. They both turned.

Heath was standing at the counter in his pajamas, a half-eaten Pop-Tart in one hand and a screwdriver in the other. The toaster was partly disassembled, its chrome shell resting on a kitchen towel while its innards sat exposed on the counter.

"What are you doing?" Lisa asked.

"Fixing it. The left slot wasn't heating evenly."

"With a screwdriver?"

"It's what I had." He took another bite of his Pop-Tart. "The timer's off. Probably a loose connection. I can have it done in ten minutes."

Little T stared at his younger brother.

"You're fixing the toaster. At seven in the morning. On a Saturday."

"The toaster doesn't know what day it is."

"He's got a point," Lisa said, though she wasn't entirely sure what point that was. She looked at the clock. "Where's your sister?"

"Asleep," Heath said. "She was up late."

"Up late doing what?"

"Drawing."

Lisa sighed. Alyssa had been drawing more and more lately ~ not the crayon scribbles of her childhood, but real drawings. Portraits. Landscapes. Sometimes dark things, things she wouldn't explain when Lisa asked. The old farmhouse on the edge of town, the one that had burned down when Lisa was a girl. The tree in the schoolyard where a kid had hung himself back in the eighties. Things Alyssa had never seen but somehow knew.

She didn't know what to make of it. Neither did Trent. They'd talked about therapy once, but the nearest child psychologist was in Lincoln, two hours away, and Alyssa had insisted she was fine.

"I just draw what I see," she'd said.

"What do you see?" Lisa had asked.

"Things."

The coffee maker beeped. Lisa poured herself another cup and wandered into the living room, the TV still flickering with cartoons. She muted it again, letting the silence settle over her like a blanket.

Through the window, she could see Trent's truck in the driveway, dusted with frost, the Nebraska plate that read TITANS. She could see the garage next to the house, the one Heath had turned into his workshop. She could see the horizon, flat and endless and empty.

And somewhere, beyond that horizon, she could feel something coming.

––––––––
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MENDEZ'S DINER WAS the heart of Northhaven, had been since Carla Mendez's grandmother opened it in 1972. The same booths, the same counter, the same smell of coffee and bacon and the particular kind of hope that only existed in small-town diners on Saturday mornings. The sign out front ~ Mendez's: Home of the Titan Burger ~ hadn't changed in fifty years, though Carla had added a footnote in sharpie after her father died: Now under new management, same old stubbornness.

Lisa pushed through the door at 8:15, the bell chiming overhead. Half the town was already here ~ farmers in clean overalls, families in weekend clothes, a few teenagers nursing hangovers with greasy plates of eggs and hash browns. The buzz from last night's win was still in the air, a low hum of conversation and laughter.

Carla was behind the counter, pouring coffee with one hand and wiping down the griddle with the other. She was forty-two, compact and muscular, with close-cropped gray hair and a face that had seen things. Army medic. Two tours in Afghanistan. A medical discharge after an IED had sent shrapnel through her shoulder and ended her career. She'd come back to Northhaven because there was nowhere else to go, taken over the diner because there was nothing else to do.

"Coffee?" Carla asked.

"God, yes."

Carla poured. Black, two sugars, the way Lisa always took it.

"You look like you didn't sleep."

"I slept fine. It's everything else."

"Everything else?" Carla leaned against the counter, her good shoulder taking the weight. "You mean the win? Or the world ending?"

Lisa blinked.

"What?"

Carla nodded toward the TV mounted in the corner of the diner. It was an old set, one of those boxy ones from the nineties that weighed more than a small child. Carla kept it tuned to the news channel because her grandmother had kept it tuned to the news channel, and some traditions were worth dying for.

On the screen, a reporter was standing outside what looked like a police cordon. Behind her, Lisa could see the distinctive domes and spires of MIT.

"...authorities have now confirmed that the quantum computing lab was breached at approximately 3:00 AM Eastern Time. Unconfirmed reports suggest that the breach was not a physical intrusion, but a cyber attack originating from within the facility itself. We're hearing that a group calling itself 'Prometheus' has taken credit..."

"What's Prometheus?" Lisa asked.

Carla shrugged.

"Some hacker group. They've been on the news all morning. They're saying they stole something. Or released something. Or..." She waved her hand. "I don't know. The news is all jumpy. Half the channels are just static now."

Lisa looked around the diner. People were still talking, still laughing, still eating their eggs and drinking their coffee. A few were glancing at the TV, but most had their backs to it, focused on the present tense rather than the breaking news.

"Turn it up," she said.

Carla raised an eyebrow, but she grabbed the remote and cranked the volume. The reporter's voice filled the diner.

"...the nature of the breach remains unclear, but sources within the intelligence community have described it as 'catastrophic in scope.' The group claims to have accessed and released what they're calling 'the complete archive of government secrets,' including classified documents dating back to the 1940s. We're now getting reports of similar breaches at facilities in London, Moscow, and Beijing..."

The diner got quieter. One conversation stopped. Then another. Then another. Forks paused halfway to mouths. Coffee cups hovered in mid-air.

"...the White House has issued a statement urging calm, though we are now hearing that the President may address the nation later today. In the meantime, the full scale of what has been released remains unknown. The group has posted what appears to be a manifesto online, but with internet services disrupted across much of the country, verification has been..."

The screen flickered. The reporter's face pixelated, froze, then came back.

"...difficult. We're now getting..." Another flicker. "...reports that the breach may have..." The screen went black for a full three seconds. When it came back, the reporter was gone. In her place, a scrolling banner in stark white text against a red background:

CIA ASSASSINATION FILES LEAKED. VERIFICATION PENDING... STATE DEPARTMENT COUP PLANS EXPOSED... OPERATION MIDNIGHT CLIMAX: GOVERNMENT-SPONSORED PROSTITUTION RINGS... OPERATION FAIR TRADE: ICE RAN HUMAN TRAFFICKING  PROGRAM...

The banner scrolled, endless and damning. Lisa watched the words pass, each one more horrifying than the last. Bioweapon tests on US civilians. Assassination of foreign leaders. Famine experiments. Child trafficking.

The diner was silent now. Not quiet. Silent. The kind of silence that came before a scream, when the brain was still processing something it couldn't quite believe.

"Jesus," someone whispered.

Carla reached over and muted the TV. The banner kept scrolling, silent and damning, a river of horror flowing across the screen.

"We shouldn't be watching this," she said. Her voice was steady, but her hand was shaking. "Not here. Not like this."

"Is it true?" Lisa asked. "Any of it?"

Carla looked at her. Really looked at her, the way she'd looked at dying soldiers in the sandbox, trying to decide whether to tell them the truth or a lie.

"I don't know," she said finally. "But I know that the army taught me something. When the intel starts coming in faster than you can process it, you don't try to understand it all. You just look for the one thing you know is real."

"And what's that?"

Carla nodded toward the window. Outside, Main Street was still normal. The hardware store was opening. The bank's lights were on. A kid on a bicycle was delivering newspapers.

"That," Carla said. "That's real. The rest? We'll figure it out."

Lisa's phone buzzed. She pulled it from her pocket.

Trent: Where are you?

Lisa: Diner. Something's wrong.

Trent: I know. Come home.

She typed back: On my way. Then she looked up at Carla.

"How bad is this going to get?"

Carla didn't answer. She just poured herself a cup of coffee, black, and stared at the silent TV, where the red banner had started scrolling again. Government-sponsored famine experiments. Child trafficking rings. Assassination of journalists.

"How bad?" Lisa asked again.

Carla took a long drink. When she spoke, her voice was barely a whisper.

"I've seen what happens when people stop believing in their government. When they stop believing in anything. And it's not pretty." She set  her cup down. "Get home, Lisa. Stay there. Keep your family close."

Lisa stood up. Her coffee was untouched, growing cold on the counter. She left money ~ too much, not enough, she didn't care ~ and walked toward the door.

The bell chimed as she pushed through. Behind her, the diner was still silent. In front of her, Main Street was still normal.

But somewhere, far to the east, someone was smiling.
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CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS:

Dr. Rhonda Stockwell, Ph.D., watched the data pour out of her servers like blood from a wound.

The lab was dark except for the glow of the monitors, dozens of them, arrayed in a semicircle around her chair, each one displaying a different stream of information. Terabytes of data. Petabytes. Everything they'd stolen, everything they'd copied, everything they'd spent the last three years collecting. It was all flowing out into the world now, through fiber optic cables and satellite links and every backdoor they'd ever built.

She should have been terrified. Instead, she was smiling.

"It's beautiful," she whispered.

Beside her, Marcus Chen ~ her partner, her lover, her co-conspirator ~ was watching a different set of screens. He was younger than her, twenty-six to her thirty-four, with nervous hands and a nervous laugh and a brain that could break encryption like most people broke bread. He was also terrified. She could see it in the way his leg bounced under the desk.

"Beautiful?" He laughed, a sharp, barking sound. "Rhonda, we just..." He gestured at the screens. "Do you understand what we just did?"

"I understand exactly what we did." She turned her chair to face him. The monitor light caught her face, illuminating the sharp angles of her jaw, the intensity in her eyes. She was not beautiful ~ she knew that ~ but she had a face people remembered. A face that said I am not afraid of you. "We opened the books. Every book. Every ledger. Every secret they've been keeping since the day they realized they could keep them."

Marcus ran his hands through his hair.

"The CIA files alone... Rhonda, there are names in there. Operations. People are going to die."

"People were already dying." She stood up, pacing between the rows of servers. The hum of the cooling fans was a constant thrum, a heartbeat beneath the floor. "People have been dying for seventy years. Our parents. Our grandparents. Everyone who trusted the institutions that were supposed to protect them. We just gave them the truth. What they do with it is up to them."

"That's not..." Marcus stopped. Swallowed. Started again. "Rhonda, we talked about this. We said we'd release the financial crimes first. The corporate stuff. Give people something to process before..."

"The financial crimes wouldn't have done anything. They would have been a footnote. A scandal. A few people would have gone to jail, and the rest would have kept taking their bribes." She stopped pacing and faced him. "This? This is different. This is everything. Every assassination. Every coup. Every time they poisoned their own citizens and called it a vaccine study. Every time they looked at the camera and lied."

Marcus was quiet for a long moment. On the screens behind him, the data kept pouring out. UFO files. MKUltra. Operation Northwoods. The secrets of the American empire, bleeding into the world.

"We just ended the world," he said quietly.

Rhonda walked to him. Put her hands on his shoulders. Looked into his eyes, those nervous, beautiful eyes that had seen too much and still believed in things like justice and fairness and the basic decency of human beings.

"No," she said. "We freed it."

"You don't know that."

"I know that everything they built was a lie. The democracy. The freedom. The American dream." She leaned in, her forehead touching his. "We just tore down the lie, Marcus. What comes next... that's not on us. That's on everyone else."

He closed his eyes.

"The backups are in place?"

"Three continents. Air-gapped. Even if they find this lab, even if they kill us tonight, the data keeps flowing." She kissed him, soft and quick. "We did it. We actually did it."

On the main screen, a new banner appeared. Prometheus Protocol: 100% Complete. Data distribution: 47% and climbing.

The world would never be the same.

Rhonda Stockwell smiled.
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NORTHHAVEN, NEBRASKA:

Lisa's truck smelled like coffee and the vanilla air freshener Alyssa had hung from the rearview mirror. Main Street rolled past her windows ~ the post office, the library, the old movie theater that had closed in 2007 and never reopened. Normal. Everything looked normal.

But the phone in her pocket felt like a live grenade.

She'd tried calling Trent twice on the drive home. Both times, the call had dropped after a few seconds. Not the usual "call failed" message. Just silence. Then the line going dead.

The third time, it didn't even ring.

She gripped the steering wheel and drove faster.

The Wilson house appeared at the edge of town, the porch light still on from the night before. Trent's truck was in the driveway. So was a car she didn't recognize, a dusty sedan with out-of-state plates.

She pulled in beside it and killed the engine.

The front door opened before she reached the porch. Trent was standing there in his coaching hoodie and jeans, his face unreadable. Behind him, she could see the TV in the living room, still on, still scrolling that terrible red banner.

"Who's here?" she asked, stepping inside.

"Refugees." He closed the door behind her. "From Omaha. The riots spread overnight. They said the bridges are closed. The interstate is blocked."

Lisa stared at him.

"Refugees? From Omaha?"

"A family. Mom, dad, two kids. They drove through the night." He led her into the living room, where a woman was sitting on their couch, holding a toddler in her lap. A man stood by the window, looking out at the street. An older kid, maybe ten, maybe eleven, was sitting on the floor, staring at the TV with wide eyes.

"These are the Hendersons," Trent said. "They're going to stay with us for a few days. Just until things settle down."

The woman looked up at Lisa. Her face was bruised, a dark crescent under her left eye, a cut on her lip.

"Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you so much."

Lisa turned to her husband. His jaw was clenched in that way it did when he was thinking four moves ahead. His eyes were cold and calculating.

"What happened?" she asked.

Trent took her arm and led her into the kitchen, out of earshot.

"They said the police pulled out of their neighborhood around midnight. The National Guard hasn't shown up. People are looting. Burning. Some of the gangs have started..." He stopped. Shook his head. "It's bad, Lisa. Worse than the news is showing."

"The news isn't showing anything. Just that banner. Just..." She felt something crack inside her chest. "Trent, what's happening?"

He looked at her then. Really looked at her, the way he'd looked at her the night he proposed, the way he'd looked at her when each of their children was born. Like she was the only solid thing in a world that was crumbling.

"I don't know," he said. "But I'm going to find out. And in the meantime, we're going to keep our family safe."

He pulled her close, wrapped his arms around her. She could feel his heartbeat, steady and strong.

"We're going to be okay. I promise."

Lisa closed her eyes. In the living room, the TV kept scrolling. Government-sponsored famine experiments. Child trafficking rings. Assassination of journalists.

Somewhere, far to the east, a woman was smiling.

And somewhere, closer than anyone wanted to admit, the world was ending.
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Chapter 3: The Prometheus Unleashed
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The radio died somewhere between the county line and the grain elevator.

Trent had been listening to a reporter out of Lincoln, a woman whose name he'd already forgotten, whose voice had been steady and professional until it wasn't. She'd been describing the scene at the State Capitol, the crowds gathering on the lawn, the National Guard vehicles blocking the streets. Then, mid-sentence, her voice had cracked.

"...the Pentagon is now confirming that the breach includes... includes..."

A pause. A long one. The kind of pause that wasn't a technical difficulty.

"I'm looking at documents right now," she'd said, her voice barely a whisper. "Documents that name names. American citizens. People who were... who were used as..."

Static. Then silence.

Trent had punched the scan button, cycling through frequencies. Country music. Static. A preacher shouting about the end times. Static. What sounded like someone crying into an open microphone. More static.

He'd given up somewhere around the turnoff to Old Mill Road, killed the radio, and driven the rest of the way in silence.

The Hendersons were still in his living room when he got back. The woman ~ Jenny, she'd said her name was, though she'd barely made eye contact when she said it ~ was still holding the toddler. The man, Dave, was still standing by the window, watching the street like he expected something to come crawling out of the ditch.

Lisa met him in the kitchen. She'd set up every device they owned on the table... her laptop, the iPad, both their phones, even the old Kindle Heath had gotten for Christmas three years ago and never used. All of them were open to different news sites, different feeds, different windows into a world that seemed to be coming apart at the seams.

"Anything?" he asked.

"Nothing good." She gestured at the laptop screen. "The internet's still up, barely, but half the sites are just gone. The ones that are still working are running the same stories over and over. The hack. The documents. The..."

She stopped. Swallowed.

"Trent, they're saying the Governor is dead."

He pulled out a chair and sat down heavily. His knee was screaming. He'd spent too long standing in the driveway, talking to Dave Henderson, listening to the man describe what he'd seen in Omaha before he'd loaded his family into the car and driven west.

"The Governor?"

"That's what they're saying. But the reports are all different. Some say he was shot. Some say it was a heart attack. Some say..." She shook her head. "Nobody knows anything. It's all just noise."

Trent looked at the screens. The headlines blurred together, a collage of catastrophe:

CAPITOL BUILDING UNDER SIEGE.

PENTAGON CONFIRMS BREACH. CLASSIFIED DOCUMENTS GO PUBLIC.

RIOTS IN 47 CITIES. NATIONAL GUARD DEPLOYED.

"WE HAVE LOST CONTROL" - SOURCES INSIDE THE WHITE HOUSE.

His phone buzzed. A text from Big Jim: You seeing this shit?

He typed back: Yeah.

Another buzz. We need to talk. The farmers are getting nervous.

Trent set down the phone. 

"Where's the kids?"

"Little T's in his room. He's been on his phone all morning, trying to reach his friends. Heath's in the garage. And Alyssa..." Lisa glanced toward the hallway. "Alyssa's drawing."

"Drawing what?"

"She won't say."

Trent stood up. The kitchen felt too small, suddenly, the walls pressing in. He needed air. He needed space. He needed to understand what was happening, and he needed to understand it now.

"Where are you going?" Lisa asked.

"To check on Heath. Then I want everyone in the living room. We need to talk."

He found his middle son in the garage, just where Lisa had said he'd be. Heath was sitting at his workbench, but he wasn't soldering or building or fixing. He was just sitting, staring at a small hand-crank radio in his palms.

"Heath?"

His son looked up. His face was pale, younger than his thirteen years, and there was something in his eyes that Trent had never seen before. Fear. Real fear, the kind that came from understanding something the adults were still trying to process.

"The signal's gone," Heath said.

"What signal?"

"All of them." He held up the radio. "I've been scanning for an hour. AM, FM, shortwave. There's nothing. Just static and..." He hesitated. "And some other stuff."

"What other stuff?"

Heath cranked the radio, twisted the dial. Static hissed out of the small speaker, a wall of white noise. Then, underneath it, something else. Voices. Multiple voices, overlapping, speaking in languages Trent didn't recognize. Then a tone, a single, sustained note that rose and fell like a siren.

"The hack did something to the satellites," Heath said. "Or maybe it's just everyone trying to use the same frequencies at once. I don't know. But the normal stations, the ones that were still working this morning, they're gone now."

Trent sat down on the stool beside his son. The garage smelled like solder and motor oil and the particular chemical smell of the cleaning solution Heath used on his circuit boards. Normal smells. Familiar smells. They made the fear in his son's eyes feel like a betrayal.

"Show me," he said.

Heath cranked the radio again. Twisted the dial. Static, static, more static. Then a voice, clear and sharp, cutting through the noise:

"...repeat, this is not a test. The United States government has suffered a catastrophic security breach. All citizens are advised to shelter in place. Do not..."

The voice dissolved into static.

"...Capitol is surrounded. I repeat, the Capitol is surrounded. We have reports of..."

Gone.

"...God help us all. God help us..."

Silence.

Heath set the radio down.

"That's all I've been able to find. Just pieces. Bits and pieces."

Trent stared at the small device. He'd bought it years ago, back when the kids were small, back when he'd had a vague sense that every family should have an emergency kit. He'd put it in the basement with the canned goods and the bottled water and the first aid supplies, and he'd forgotten about it until Heath had found it and taken it apart to see how it worked.

"How long do you think we have?" Heath asked.

"For what?"

"For whatever comes next."

Trent looked at his son. Thirteen years old. Still a kid, still someone who should have been worrying about homework and girls and whether the Titans would win next Friday. Instead, he was sitting in a garage in the middle of Nebraska, asking his father how long before the world ended.

"I don't know," Trent said honestly. "But we're going to be ready."

He put his hand on Heath's shoulder, squeezed once, and stood up.

"Get your brother and sister. Living room. Ten minutes."
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THE PRESIDENT'S PRESS secretary had been crying for almost two minutes before Trent found the video.

It was on one of the last websites still loading ~ a small independent news outlet out of Portland, the kind that usually covered local politics and craft beer festivals. Someone had uploaded the video from their phone, shaky and poorly lit, and the site was struggling under the traffic. It took three tries before the video would play.

The press secretary ~ a woman in her forties named Margaret Chen, whose face Trent recognized but couldn't place ~ was standing behind a podium in what looked like a hotel ballroom. Not the White House briefing room. Somewhere else. Her makeup was smeared. Her eyes were red. And she was reading from a piece of paper that trembled in her hands.

"...the President has directed me to assure the American people that..."   She stopped. Swallowed. Looked up at someone off-camera.

"I can't," she whispered. "I can't read this."

"Margaret," a voice said from off-screen. "Just read the statement."

"The statement is a lie." She crumpled the paper in her fist. "Everything is a lie. All of it. Every single thing we've ever told them..."

The video cut out. When it came back, the screen was filled with static.

"That's it," Lisa said. "That's all there is."

Trent stared at the frozen screen. The family was gathered in the living room, Lisa on the couch, Alyssa curled up in the armchair with her sketchbook, Little T leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, Heath on the floor with the hand-crank radio. The Hendersons had retreated to the guest room, closing the door behind them.

"We need to watch the news," Little T said. "The real news. Not this..."

He gestured at the laptop.

"Not this random stuff."

"There is no real news," Heath said quietly. "That's what I've been trying to tell you. The networks are down. The satellites are scrambled. Everything's just..."

He shook his head.

"It's all broken."

"Then we turn on the TV. The cable..."

"The cable's out too. Has been since this morning."

Little T pushed off from the wall, his jaw tight.

"So what? We just sit here? We just wait?"

"Yes," Trent said.

Everyone turned to look at him.

"We wait," he continued. "We wait, and we prepare, and we don't do anything stupid."

He looked at his older son.

"I know you want to help. I know you want to do something. But right now, the best thing we can do is stay put and stay calm."

"Dad..."

"That's not a suggestion, Trent. That's an order."

The room was quiet. Alyssa had stopped drawing, her pencil frozen mid-stroke. Heath was cranking the radio again, scanning for signals that weren't there. Lisa was watching her husband with an expression he couldn't quite read.

"Fill the bathtubs," Trent said.

Lisa blinked.

"What?"

"The bathtubs. Both of them. Fill them with water. If the pumps go down, we'll need it."

"You think the water's going to go out?"

"I think I don't know what's going to go out. So we prepare for everything." He stood up, wincing as his knee took his weight. "There are guns in the basement. My old hunting rifle, the shotgun, the pistol your father gave us for the wedding. Get them out. Clean them. Make sure they're loaded."

Little T's eyes went wide.

"Dad. You're talking about..."

"I'm talking about being ready." Trent's voice was flat, calm, the same voice he used in the locker room before a big game. "The Hendersons didn't drive all night because things were fine in Omaha. They drove because things were bad and getting worse. And if things are bad in Omaha, they're going to be bad here too. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But eventually."

"But the police..."

"What police?" Heath asked quietly.

Another silence. Longer this time.

"Deputy Choi is still here," Lisa said. "Chief Webb. They..."

"They're two people," Trent said. "And they have no idea what's coming."

He limped toward the hallway, then stopped. Turned back.

"I'm not trying to scare you. I'm trying to tell you the truth. We don't know what's happening. We don't know how bad it's going to get. But we do know that no one is coming to help us. Not the government. Not the military. No one." He looked at each of them in turn. "So we help ourselves. We protect each other. And we wait."

He left them there, in the living room, with the frozen screens and the dying radio and the weight of a world that had stopped making sense.
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WASHINGTON, D.C.:

The Capitol was burning.

Not literally, not yet, but the crowd that surrounded it had the heat of a fever, the pressure of a storm about to break. They'd come from every corner of the city, every suburb, every housing project and townhouse and high-rise apartment. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. They filled the National Mall, spilled onto the streets, pressed against the barricades that the Capitol Police had set up in a desperate attempt to maintain order.

The documents had done this. The truth had done this.

Special Agent Martin Everly of the Secret Service stood at a window on the third floor of the Capitol building, looking down at the sea of faces. He'd been on duty since midnight, pulled in for an emergency detail when the first reports of the breach had come in. He'd watched the Vice President's motorcade arrive at 6:00 AM. He'd watched the Congressional leadership file into a secure bunker beneath the building. He'd watched his colleagues' faces grow paler as more documents leaked, more names surfaced, more secrets crawled out of the darkness and into the light.

And he'd watched his own phone buzz with a message that had changed everything.

Martin. I'm so sorry. It was them. It was always them.

His sister. His little sister, the one he'd raised after their parents died, the one who'd graduated from college summa cum laude, the one who'd joined the Peace Corps and gone to Africa to make the world a better place.

She'd gotten sick two years ago. A cancer they couldn't identify, couldn't treat, couldn't explain. She'd died in a hospital in Bethesda, surrounded by doctors who'd shrugged and said these things happen.

But the documents told a different story.

Operation Sea-Spray. 1950. The US Navy releases Serratia marcescens over San Francisco. Thousands sickened. One confirmed death.

MKUltra. 1953-1973. CIA experiments with mind control and chemical agents on unwitting US citizens.

Project 112. 1962-1973. Biological weapons testing on military personnel without informed consent.

And then, buried deep in the files, a reference to something called Operation Second Harvest. A program that had continued into the 2000s. A program that had tested experimental bioweapons on civilian populations in Africa, Asia, and South America. A program that had killed his sister.

Martin Everly placed his hand on his service weapon.

The Vice President was in the chamber below, huddled with the Senate Majority Leader and a handful of military advisors. They were discussing the breach, the response, the need for calm and order and continuity of government. Martin had heard it all before. He'd heard it his whole life ~ the soothing lies, the careful deceptions, the promise that the government knew what it was doing and the American people just needed to trust.

He was done trusting.

He walked down the corridor, his footsteps silent on the marble floor. The other agents nodded as he passed. They were all exhausted, all on edge, all pretending that the world wasn't ending around them. No one asked where he was going. No one questioned his presence.

The chamber was guarded by two Capitol Police officers. They recognized him, waved him through. He was Secret Service. He belonged here.

The Vice President looked up as Martin approached. Thomas W. Hartley, sixty-three years old, a former governor of Ohio, a man whose face had been on magazine covers and whose name had been mentioned as a possible presidential candidate. He was pale, sweating, his tie loosened around his neck.

"Agent Everly," he said. "What is it?"

Martin drew his weapon.

The room went silent. The Senate Majority Leader froze mid-sentence. The military advisors reached for their own weapons, but it was too late. Martin had the angle, had the distance, had the clear line of sight that his training had drilled into him a thousand times.

"For my sister," he said.

He fired twice. Center mass. The Vice President fell backward, his chair tipping over, his blood spraying across the polished floor.

The Secret Service agents in the room drew their weapons, shouting, screaming, but Martin was already turning the gun on himself. He'd planned it that way. Clean. Quick. No questions, no trial, no explanation that anyone would believe.

He put the barrel in his mouth and pulled the trigger.

The last thing he saw, before the darkness took him, was the Vice President's body twitching on the floor.

The last thing he heard was the feed dying.
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NORTHHAVEN, NEBRASKA:

Trent was in the basement when Heath called down the stairs.

"Dad."

He looked up from the gun safe, a cardboard box of ammunition in his hands. The basement was cold and damp, half-finished, filled with the accumulated junk of seventeen years of marriage. Christmas decorations. Old toys. The treadmill Lisa had bought in 2012 and used exactly four times.

"Yeah?"

"You need to come see this."

Trent set down the box and climbed the stairs, his knee grinding with each step. Heath was standing in the living room, the hand-crank radio in his palms. His face was pale ~ paler than before, if that was possible.

"I found something," Heath said. "A station. It
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