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CHAPTER ONE: THE CHILDREN OF TABRIZ

The photographs arrived at two in the morning, and Mary Glance knew before she opened them that they would cost her something.
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She checked the encrypted channel only when she couldn't sleep, which lately was most nights. The account had no name attached to it, only a rotating string of characters that changed every seventy-two hours. Three people in the world had the key. One of them was dead. One of them was in a Cairo prison. The third was a doctor Mary had met exactly once, in a hotel bar in Geneva, over a conversation that had lasted four hours and ended with both of them crying.

So when the channel lit up at 2:04 a.m., Mary did not tell herself it was nothing. She sat up in the dark of her Austin apartment, pulled the laptop off the nightstand, and let the cold blue light wash over her face.

Six images. Six children. All from Tabriz, a city in northwestern Iran, near the Turkish border. All under fourteen. All dead within seventy-two hours of symptom onset.

She enlarged the first image. The camera work was amateur — a smartphone held at an odd angle, fluorescent light throwing hard shadows across a stainless-steel table — but the medical detail was impossible to miss. The child's arm, from wrist to elbow, was covered in lesions. Not burns. Not the rash of any infectious disease Mary recognized, and she had spent two decades cataloguing the ways human beings could be destroyed. These were puncture wounds. Deep. Deliberate. Arranged in a pattern that looked almost botanical — five to a stem, each wound ringed by at least eight fine, pointed barbs, as though something with a will had reached out and taken hold and not let go.

She clicked to the next. Then the next. Different children. Different limbs. But the pattern never varied. Five punctures. A stem. The barbs. Precise as printed circuitry, and about as natural.

Mary had seen a great deal of suffering rendered into pixels. She had built a career on refusing to look away from it. But she found, sitting there in the dark, that her hand had drifted to her mouth and stayed there.

The message beneath the photographs was brief: Medical emergency. Unknown etiology. Cluster deaths in Tabriz. Children only. Last week. Hospital staff is terrified. No official reports. Please advise.

Please advise. As though Mary Glance, thirty-seven years old, an organizer of marches and a writer of open letters that senators' aides deleted unread, could advise anyone about anything that mattered. She knew the sender. A doctor with Médecins Sans Frontières who had spent fifteen years in the worst places on earth — Aleppo, South Sudan, the camps outside Cox's Bazar — and had never once, in all the correspondence between them, used the word terrified.

Mary stood and walked to the window. Below, Austin slept. Congress Avenue ran empty and gold under the sodium lamps, the dome of the Capitol lit up pink and civic and obscene at the far end of it. She pressed her forehead to the cool glass.

She thought, as she often did at this hour, of her brother.

Danny had been nineteen the year he came home from his second deployment and stopped speaking. He had spent four months in the spare bedroom of their mother's house in Killeen, thirty minutes from Fort Hood, staring at the ceiling, and then one October morning he had driven his truck out past the range roads and had not come back. The Army called it a training-adjacent incident. The county coroner called it something else. Mary, who had been twenty-two and away at school in Austin, had called it the war, and she had never stopped calling it that, not once in fifteen years. She had built her whole life on the certainty that the machine which had swallowed her brother could be named, shamed, and stopped.

She had named it a thousand times. She had shamed it in front of crowds and cameras. It had never once stopped.

The first time Mary understood that protest was theater, she was lying on her back on the hot concrete of the Capitol's south steps with two hundred other bodies, playing dead.

It was a die-in. Somebody's good idea. They had laid themselves out in rows at noon on a Tuesday, and the heat came up through the concrete and into Mary's spine, and for eleven minutes nobody moved, nobody spoke, and Mary felt — really felt, for the first time in years — the shape of what they were doing. Then a young man in a suit stepped over her legs without breaking stride, phone to his ear, coffee in his other hand, and went inside to a meeting about procurement schedules.

He had not looked down. That was the thing she carried home with her. Not cruelty. Not opposition. He had simply not registered her as an obstacle, the way you do not register a painted line on the road. Theater needs an audience. The powerful had stopped attending years ago.

She kept marching anyway. For three more years she kept marching, because the marching was the only language she had, and because stopping would have meant admitting that Danny's death had purchased nothing — not a lesson, not a reform, not even a moment's hesitation in the machine that had taken him. She could not admit that. So she shouted into a wind that had been engineered, carefully, to carry no sound at all.

Mary returned to the laptop. Opened a browser. Typed: Tabriz deaths children unusual wounds.

Nothing. No news reports. No official statements. No humanitarian alerts.

She tried again. Iran bioweapon attack. Tabriz epidemic. Unknown pathogen Iran.

Nothing. Not even the usual sludge of conspiracy forums and content mills that surfaced for any query, no matter how absurd. The internet, which had an opinion about everything, had no opinion about six dead children in Tabriz.

Which meant, she knew from twenty years of experience, that someone powerful was working very hard to make sure it stayed that way. Silence on the internet was not the absence of a thing. It was the presence of a hand.

Mary sat with that for a long moment. Then she did something she had promised herself, three years ago, that she would never do again.

She opened a new encrypted message to a man named Rod Hungerly.

Her hand did not shake. That frightened her more than anything else that night.

No more open letters. No more marches. No more sunlight. She was reaching, instead, for the currency the machine actually traded in — secrets, whispers, men with two names. She had spent fifteen years standing outside the fortress with a bullhorn. Now she was asking to be let in through the servants' entrance, and she understood, with a clarity that felt like ice water, that the fortress did not change for the people it admitted.

It changed them.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE JOURNALIST'S BURDEN
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Rod Hungerly was awake, because Rod Hungerly was always awake, or near enough that the distinction had stopped mattering. Sleep was a country he'd been exiled from around the time he understood that the world did not care about the truth unless you took it by the throat and forced it to look.

He sat in a basement apartment in Denver — a city he had chosen for exactly one reason: it was far enough from both coasts, from both the people who might recognize his old byline and the people who paid him now, that he could move through it like weather. His laptop was open. His encrypted messaging stack was running across three windows. He was monitoring three feeds at once, which was how he lived: one official news wire, one from an independent network of journalists scattered across four continents, and one — the important one — from a private intelligence contractor in Reston, Virginia, who fed Rod fragments of the classified world for reasons Rod had long ago stopped trying to understand and started simply using.

He had been good, once. That was the part no one believed anymore, least of all Rod. For fifteen years he had been a real journalist, the kind who filed from places with no electricity and got the story out on a satellite phone taped to the underside of a jeep. He had won things. There had been a period, brief and bright, when editors returned his calls within the hour and sources
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