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	Chapter 1: The Scorched Pocket

	The flathead screwdriver slipped off the brass slot for the fourth time, its worn tip gouging a clean, white scratch across the iron casing of the centrifugal water pump. Arthur Vance blew a strand of gray hair out of his eyes, his thumb throbbing where the metal had pinched the skin against the workbench edge. A smear of black cylinder oil ran from the web of his thumb down to his wrist, gritty with fine iron filings that bit into the skin every time he squeezed the screwdriver handle.  

	He straightened his spine by degrees. His lumbar vertebrae popped with a sound like dry hemlock sticks breaking underfoot. Through the open shed door, the afternoon haze hung heavy over the lower orchard, where the early McIntosh apples were already dropping into the unmown timothy grass, rotting in the humid dirt.

	Inside his left breast pocket, against the fifth rib, his phone gave a long, shuddering pulse.

	Arthur pulled the device out with his oily thumb and forefinger. It was a thick, rubber-armored flip-phone David had purchased at the hardware store three months back, complete with an oversized keypad designed for arthritic knuckles. The rubber backing was hot. The plastic screen cover radiated a stubborn, suffocating warmth, the kind of heat a flat river stone holds after four hours under an August sun.

	He held the phone up to his face. The battery icon in the upper corner showed a single red bar, blinking inside an exclamation mark: Internal Temperature Critical. Background Tasks Throttled.

	"Stupid piece of tin," Arthur muttered. He set the handset down on an oily pine rag.

	Behind his right ear, the skin felt equally tender. Four days had passed since Norman Gable had escorted the young technician down the corridor of the Fairbrook Adult Center, handing out complimentary beige ear molds to fourteen attendees before the mid-morning bingo call. The silicone plug had felt soft enough at first, like a piece of chewed bread jammed into the canal, but by noon each day, a persistent prickle of heat spread through the cartilage, making the mastoid bone ache as if someone were pressing a warm penny flat against his skull.

	A blue flatbed pickup swung into the gravel turnaround outside the shed, its rear springs groaning over the washboard ruts. The driver’s door kicked open, and David climbed down into the dust. He still wore his gray warehouse trousers, the cuffs stiff with dried mortar from the rail siding, his forearms sunburned down to the wrists where his work gloves ended.

	David carried a brown cardboard box under his left arm. In his right hand, he held a folded pink slip torn from a utility envelope.

	"You smell gas out here, Dad?" David asked, stepping across the threshold. His boot clipped an empty five-gallon pail, sending it clattering against the pump stand.

	"Float valve on the pump is stuck," Arthur said, reaching for an eight-inch crescent wrench. "Screws are seized tight in the threads."

	David set the box on the edge of the woodbox. He didn't look at the pump. He opened the pink paper slip with a sharp snap of his wrists, holding it two feet from Arthur’s chest.

	"The cellular office in the village sent this out by courier," David said. His tone was flat, carrying the strained, mechanical patience of a man who had already unloaded six freight cars before breakfast. "Our joint account hit ninety percent of the data ceiling at ten this morning. The plan has twenty gigabytes on it, Dad. We use twelve between my route schedules and Sarah's clinic shift. That leaves eight for the house."

	Arthur adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses, squinting at the purple print. "I haven't touched the dial since Sunday. I called the grain elevator to ask about the winter rye, and I hung the receiver on the hook."

	"It doesn't have a hook, Dad," David said, pointing a calloused finger at the greasy phone lying on the rag. "It’s a mobile terminal. You don't have to dial to leave an open connection. The bill shows seventy hours of continuous data transfer between Wednesday night and eight o'clock yesterday morning."

	"The phone was sitting right on the flour bin," Arthur answered. He turned his attention back to the pump, setting the wrench jaws over the brass valve nut. "It was sitting there while I ate my oatmeal, and it was sitting there while I boiled the cabbage."

	David reached out and picked up the phone. He pulled his hand back an inch, his eyebrows coming together in a deep, dark furrow. "Why is this thing boiling? It feels like it was sitting on the woodstove lid."

	"It does that every afternoon," Arthur said, leaning his weight onto the wrench handle. The seized brass nut gave a dull screech, turning an eighth of an inch before binding hard in the cast threads. "And the beige plug Gable gave me does the same thing. Feels like a wasp sting right behind the bone."

	David looked from the hot rubber phone to the side of his father’s head, where the flesh behind the earlobe showed a distinct red patch against the pale gray hair. He turned the handset over in his palm, pressing the power button three times. The screen remained black, refusing to light.

	"Gable told me those units were covered under the county senior grant," David said, his voice dropping an octave as he wiped a bead of sweat from his temple with the back of his wrist. "He said the state paid the carrier fees so the center could log daily wellness checks through the software. He told me the whole setup was certified by the regional board."

	"Gable talks to hear his tongue wag," Arthur said, dropping the crescent wrench onto the dirt floor. He reached up, took the silicone dome between his fingers, and pulled it out of his ear with a soft, wet suction sound. He held the little beige shell out to his son. "Feel that. Tell me if that feels like a wellness check."

	David took the plastic bean. It was smaller than a walnut, but the center casing was hot enough to leave an oily print on his palm, smelling faintly of heated circuit board lacquer and paraffin.

	David stood motionless in the shed doorway, watching the dust motes drift through the sunlight toward the orchard, the pink billing slip crumpled into a ball inside his fist.

	Chapter 2: The Static on the Speakerphone

	The Maple Diner was three-quarters full when the rain started coming down in fat, greasy drops that smelled of slate dust from the quarry. A draft cut across the third booth under the emergency exit, rattling the loose zinc weather-stripping against the sill.

	Peter sat on the inside vinyl seat, his knees turned sideways to accommodate his left hip, which had been pinned with stainless steel screws after a timber jack rolled off a trailer in seventy-eight. He wore an olive poplin windbreaker over a gray hooded sweatshirt, the sleeves rolled up twice to keep the cuffs out of his split-pea soup.

	Across from him, Jessica Miller had her black canvas tote bag upright between her feet. Her tortoiseshell reading glasses hung from a silver neck-chain, resting against the buttons of her patterned cardigan. On the Formica table sat her open green ledger, its ruled columns covered in neat, tiny pencil entries noting water district boundary assessments.

	"He's twenty minutes late," Jessica said, checking her gold wristwatch against the wall clock above the griddle. "Leo's bike probably threw the master link again. I told his mother that five-speed derailleur has three bent teeth on the low gear."

	"The boy will get here," Peter said, breaking a saltine cracker into four equal squares and dropping them into his bowl. "He was helping me pull the armature out of the tractor starter when the school bell rang. Kid’s got good hands with a tap-set. Doesn't rush the threads."

	The diner door banged back on its spring, and Leo hurried down the aisle, his wet hair plastered in dark points across his forehead. He hauled a heavy canvas backpack off his shoulder, letting it thud onto the vinyl seat beside Jessica. A black smudge of bicycle grease ran from the heel of his palm to his forearm.

	"My chain didn't break," Leo said, pulling a paper napkin from the chrome dispenser and scrubbing at his wrist without success. "Mr. Vance's truck was idling by the creamery bridge. David drove him in."

	Arthur followed two paces behind, carrying his blue chore coat over his arm. He dropped his beige hearing aid into the clean ceramic saucer Peter had pushed aside, the little plastic bean clinking softly against the white porcelain. Beside it, Arthur laid the rubberized black phone.

	"Touch that shell, Peter," Arthur said, sliding into the booth next to his grandson.

	Peter reached out with his calloused index finger, pressing the pad against the beige plastic. He held it there for three seconds, his leathery face tightening into a squint. "That’s not body heat. That’s an electrical short. Feels like an ungrounded solenoid on a six-volt generator."

	Leo didn't ask for permission. He reached into his canvas bag, pulled out a battered gray laptop with electrical tape wrapped around the hinge, and flipped the lid up. The small fan inside whined like a dental drill before settling into a high, raspy hum. From an outer pouch, he produced a black USB cable with an adapter tip held together by two wraps of blue thread.

	He plugged one end into his computer and the other into the port on the base of Arthur’s black phone.

	"Don't do anything that deletes my telephone numbers, Leo," Arthur warned, reaching for the water glass Marge had left on the table. "I have the veterinarian’s home line written on the back of the battery cover."

	"I’m not deleting anything, Grandpa," Leo said, his fingers clicking over the keys. His eyes were wide behind his wire-rimmed glasses, reflecting the blue glare of the monitor. "I’m just running an adb shell to see what processes are running on the system root."

	A black terminal screen flickered on the laptop, followed by four lines of red text: PERMISSION_DENIED: ROOT_ACCESS_RESTRICTED SECURITY_POLICY: SOUNDSYNC_ENTERPRISE_MDM_V4 FAILED_AUTHENTICATION_ATTEMPT: 1/3

	Leo stopped typing. A line of sweat formed along his upper lip. "It’s locked down. It’s running an enterprise mobile device manager. I can't even list the package directories without a corporate security certificate. If I try an exploit script, the bootloader will wipe the internal memory."

	Peter stopped his spoon halfway to his mouth. "What do you mean, locked down? That’s Arthur’s phone. David bought it at the feed and grain."

	"David bought the hardware, Mr. Peter," Leo said, his voice thinning out as he tapped the trackpad with his thumb. "But whoever installed this sound application took over the operating system kernel. The phone doesn't belong to Grandpa anymore. It belongs to the network in Delaware."

	Peter set his spoon down into the yellow soup. He reached into his poplin jacket, pulled out an old silver flip-phone with half the paint worn off the corners, and thumbed open the clamshell. He pressed a single number on the worn keypad, holding the receiver to his good ear.

	"Who are you calling, Peter?" Jessica asked, her pencil hovering over her ledger page.

	"Jake," Peter said. "He works on these things for the logistics firm in the capital. Handles the server firewalls for the state hospital system."

	The phone rang four times, the tinny sound leaking through the plastic casing into the booth. A man’s voice answered—clipped, brisk, backgrounded by the muffled clatter of an office printer and someone speaking in a low tone down a hallway.

	"Dad? I’m in a compliance meeting. Is everything all right with the well?"

	"The well’s fine, Jake," Peter said, leaning his mouth within an inch of the microphone. "I’m sitting in the diner with Arthur Vance and his grandson Leo. Arthur’s ear piece is cooking like an electric skillet, and the kid plugged his machine into Arthur's telephone. The kid says there’s an enterprise lock on the system and he can't see the directories."

	A brief silence hung on the line, followed by the sound of a chair rolling across an office floor and a heavy door clicking shut.

	"Put me on the speaker, Dad," Jake Vance said.

	Peter pressed the star key with his thumbnail, laying the phone flat on the Formica between the saucer and Leo’s laptop.

	"Leo, you there?" Jake’s voice was clear, stripped of small talk.

	"Yes, Mr. Jake," Leo said, his shoulders hunching up toward his ears. "I tried to run an adb pull on the staging partition, but it hit an MDM policy flag. It’s SoundSync Enterprise version four."

	"Step away from the shell immediately," Jake ordered, his voice sharp enough to make Marge glance over from the coffee station. "Do not send another command packet over that bridge. If that device is enrolled in an active MDM container, three failed root attempts will trigger an automated remote wipe and flag the source MAC address on their central console. You’ll burn your own laptop's network adapter."

	Leo instantly jerked the USB cord free from his machine, the loose blue thread on the plug fluttering in the draft.

	"What is that thing doing to Arthur’s phone, Jake?" Jessica asked, leaning her face toward the speaker.

	"If the hardware is running hot enough to warm the casing, it’s not an audiological profile, Mrs. Miller," Jake said, his cadence slowing into a precise, cold rhythm. "A normal hearing aid uses low-energy Bluetooth. It sends twenty bytes every few seconds to adjust equalizer bands. For a phone battery to overheat like that, the radio transceiver has to be locked at full transmission wattage. It’s streaming raw, uncompressed audio upstream."

	Arthur picked up his half-glasses from the table, turning them over in his fingers. "Streaming what, Jake?"

	"Everything in your kitchen, Mr. Vance," Jake answered through the small speaker. "Every conversation, every paper you read aloud, every telephone call you take on the landline. It’s an open surveillance tap, and they’ve routed the data consumption directly through your family’s phone bill so they don't have to pay for their own cellular bandwidth."

	Peter looked down at the beige hearing aid sitting in the white ceramic saucer. A breadcrumb had fallen onto the plastic sound tube. He reached out with his rough thumb and swept the crumb onto the floor.

	"How do we stop it, Jake?" Peter asked.

	"You don't stop it," Jake replied from seventy miles away. "If you turn it off, they know you found it. You leave the unit running, you keep your hands off their server ports, and you let me pull the corporate registration records from the state commerce portal tonight. Leo, do you hear me? Don't touch that code."

	"I hear you," Leo whispered, closing his laptop lid with a slow, careful motion
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