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Chuck and Ed Langston sat on the neat back porch of the old wood farmhouse. After a hot August day, the humid night offered scant relief. They drank beer and gazed into the darkness. Moonlight cast waving shadows on grassy meadows fringed by hawthorn and elm. A coyote yipped in the distance.

“Shining up the engines tomorrow,” said Chuck. As the fire chief of Trinity Falls he was one of the few who got paid. The small fire department ran on volunteers, including his brother Ed.

Ed nodded. “Sure, I'll be there. The mayor wants a truck going through town Friday to hype the County Fair.”

Chuck nodded. “Hotels are booked full. Should be a good one.”

Every year, the town of Trinity Falls hosted the Rockwell County Fair for a week. Population almost tripled. Since the construction of the superhighway bypass, the event brought more revenue into town than Christmas. This year it was the biggest yet. People would remember it for decades.

Ed gazed up at the brilliant swath of stars above. “There's a shooting star.” He pointed to a thin bright line in the distant sky. “Good luck, right?”

“Maybe aliens,” said Chuck.

“Aliens.” Ed shook his head in disgust. “It's a universal force of nature, bro.”

“There's other life forms out there,” said Chuck. “Why are you always a skeptic?”

“Maybe because I was the Trinity Falls high school science teacher for forty years.”

Chuck laughed. “Yeah, happy retirement. I hear your replacement arrived. She bought the house on Carnegie Crescent.”

“Nice neighborhood. I was planning to drop by and help with her curriculum.”

“Yeah, I bet.” Chuck snickered, and Ed punched him in the arm. “Ask her about aliens. Maybe science advanced since you went to school.”

A blinding light flashed in the sky. Chuck and Ed cried out and threw up their arms in surprise as a flaming ball hurtled from the firmament to plow deep into the far field. They waited tensely for an explosion, but it did not come.

Crickets chirped.

Chuck and Ed grabbed their shotguns and loaded shells as they went.

“Maybe it's one of the Cessnas from the airport,” said Ed. The local airport housed a few small planes, the rescue chopper and a couple of gliders.

They hurried through thigh-high grass to the far meadow. A faint glow emanated through a line of pines. Ed and Chuck crept closer.

In the meadow, a broad gash through the earth terminated in an enormous crater. The ground smoked. At the center of the crater, a large elliptical stone gleamed in the moonlight, like a Neolithic egg. A pulse of illumination passed over it, then faded.

“It's a damn rock,” said Ed, lowering his shotgun.

“Did you see,” said Chuck excitedly. “It was glowing.”

“Ah, just the moonlight.” He stared at the mangled meadow. “What a mess.”

Chuck tested the ground heat, and scrambled into the crater. “Come on!”

Ed shrugged and followed.

Chuck poked the rock with the barrel of his shotgun. It didn't move.

Ed pushed it with his foot, but he rock resisted.

A split appeared from top to bottom. The brothers jumped back, raising their firearms. The stone cracked partly open. Nothing happened.

“What is it?” Chuck bent down cautiously.

The rock burst apart. A large white mass shot out and struck his face. Tiny worms spilled over his neck and into his hair. Chuck dropped his shotgun and beat at his head and face.

“Chuck!” Ed sprang to help his brother. He tried to brush the writhing creatures from Chuck's skin. There seemed to more all the time. Ed shrieked in panic as they crawled to his fingers and up his hand. His flesh blistered and burned. They dropped on his legs and burrowed through his jeans.

Chuck staggered and fell, screaming. The swarm overwhelmed him. He thrashed in vain.

Ed crawled toward him as explosions of pain wracked his body. Tiny creatures wriggled into his ears and warm sticky blood spilled out.

Chuck's body spasmed as the squirming mass dug into his flesh. His stomach caved in, and intestines spilled through a ragged hole in his gut. His eyes stared blankly at the starry sky.

Shrieking with horror and pain, Ed collapsed. The creatures poured into his mouth and began to eat their way out through the back of his head. Ed gurgled in his death throes, twitched, and moved no more.

Just before midnight, a dark silent parade of vehicles turned onto the dirt track leading into Langston's meadow. Headlights bounced. Two were military trucks. A van with reinforced steel sides bore a tree logo and the words “Beyond Limits Laboratories” in stylish bold font.

A car parked beside the rim of the crater and a tall man emerged. He gazed at the two bloody skeletons in the moonlit crater, and called over a military sergeant. “Take care of that,” he said. The sergeant saluted.

A police car turned into the meadow, blue and red lights flashing. The siren blared. The car drove up to the crater and parked beside the tall man.

“Turn off the damn siren,” said the man.

The siren stopped. A suntanned young officer in civilian clothes stepped from the car. He opened his faux leather jacket to show his deputy police chief badge. “Dan Conway,” he said. He tipped the brim of his Western hat and held out his hand. The tall man ignored it and glared at him. “Okay then,” said Dan.

“Where's Sam Spencer?”

“The police chief?” Dan shrugged. “He was at a promotional dinner tonight with the mayor, maybe it ran overtime. His phone's off.”

“Well, do your job and find him.”

“I'm acting in his capacity,” said Dan.

“Hardly,” said the tall man. “What are you doing?” he snapped as Dan began skimming through his phone.

“Calling Jeremy Blake, the mortician.”

“We don't need a mortician.”

Dan gestured at the two bloody skeletons in the crater. “Looks like we do.” In the background, a generator kicked in with an eager rumble. Floodlights cast brilliant illumination onto the crater, the skeletal corpses and part of the surrounding meadow. A military helicopter thrummed into view. “Are those the Langston brothers?” said Dan, peering in consternation at the human remains. “They own this property.”

The tall man shrugged. “A couple of nosy idiots who got in the way.”

“The Langston brothers are well known in Trinity Falls,” said Dan. “Chuck's the fire chief and Ed -”

“Look, Dudley Do-Right,” said the tall man. “This is way out of your league.” He flashed a wallet ID, too quickly for Dan to catch the name. “The feds will take care of it. Shove off.”

Dan's phone notified him of an incoming call. He picked up. “Yeah, Sam. Something's going on in the meadow near the Langston house. What? Yeah, there's this guy telling me not to call the mortician. Hey!” cried Dan as the tall man snatched the phone from his hands.

“Spencer?” The man turned and walked out of hearing range. Dan tried to follow. A soldier in camouflage barred his way.

“That's my phone,” Dan protested. He tried to get around the soldier, but the military operative was fast, and solid.

The tall man came back and returned Dan's phone. “He wants to talk to you.” All around them, military erected tents and temporary sheds. A semi truck bearing a sleek black trailer pulled into the meadow.

Dan took the phone. “Sam?”

“Dan. I've got it from here. Thanks. Go home.”

“But the mortician,” said Dan.

“No problem. I'll talk to Jeremy. Go home.”

“All right,” said Dan reluctantly. He couldn't argue with the police chief. He cut the connection and pocketed his phone. The tall man was gone.

Beeping, the big black trailer backed up. Soldiers worked on a steel mesh fence. Dan got back into the police car. He drove out the dirt track to the paved road and headed south to Trinity Falls.

As the morning sun rose in a bright blue sky, Haley Hill turned the Rockwell Country Channel 8 News van into the parking lot of the Trinity Falls Royal Suites Hotel. People thronged the front doors. It was one of the two hotels in town, an old brick façade building, booked solid for the next week.

In the back of the van, Jacques Marchand sorted equipment. He checked his main camera and the wireless mics. “You want some interviews on the way in?” he called to Haley.

“I guess.” She eased the van into the last remaining parking space.

“Don't sound so excited.”

Haley sighed and turned around in her seat. “Why do I always get these gigs, Jacques? County fairs, book signings, strawberry socials. Jeez.”

Jacques grinned, rubbing his unshaven chin. “You're the junior journalist. Wait til they hire someone else. You'll move up.”

“I've been the junior journalist for three years.” She glanced at herself in the side view mirror. The wind through the open window had whipped her long blonde hair into tangles. She pulled a brush out of her bag and yanked at the knots. “I'm so sick of it. Anything good goes to that self-centered twit.”

“Philemon Rogers?” Jacques stuck a toothpick in his mouth and chewed. “Yeah, he's got his nose up Riley's ass. Ready?”

“Hang on.” She put on lipstick. Jacques tossed her a mic. “Let's go.”

She walked into the crowd. Jacques followed with the camera. People cleared a space and waved as Haley faced the lens.

“Wait,” said Jacques. “You got a shadow under your nose. Move left a bit. No, that's worse. Go the other way. Oui, got it.” A Concordia film school graduate, he worked at the news station for the money. Too many student debts. Lucky to pay them off before he died of old age, or something else. And right now, he was on probation for a bar brawl. It wasn't his fault. People just got in the way of his fists.

Haley put down her bag. “This is Haley Hill, Channel 8 News,” she said brightly into the wireless mic, smiling at the camera. People gathered behind her while the doorman tried to keep order. “And we're here in Trinity Falls to cover the Rockwell County Fair, opening tomorrow night.” Cheers went up. “Rides, games, cattle judging, free burgers, activities for the kids, fun and prizes galore. What are you folks looking forward to?” She held the mic toward the crowd.

“Roller coaster!”

“The rodeo show!”

“Face painting!”

“Pie eating!”

“Fireworks!”

Haley spoke into the mic. “And there you have it. Everyone's anticipating the biggest event of the year. We'll bring you updates all weekend. I'm Haley Hill, Channel 8 News.” Jacques took a few crowd shots, and they made their way into the hotel.

The desk clerk nodded and gave Haley the key for Suite 408. “I'm Marco,” he said. “You guys need anything, just give me a call. Hey, maybe I can do an interview later.”

“Maybe,” said Haley, as they stepped into the elevator. The double doors closed. Haley slumped against the side of the elevator. “Glad that's over,” she muttered as the floor numbers lit up one by one.

Jacques grinned “You got a whole weekend of fun. We'll try out some rides.”

The doors opened on the fourth floor, and they stepped onto the frayed carpet. Haley opened the door to their room and groaned. “There's only one bed.”

“That's too bad. Where you gonna sleep?”

“The station was supposed to book us a double.” She flopped into an armchair.

“No worries,” said Jacques. “I sleep on the couch. Wouldn't be the first time.” He opened his laptop, uploaded the camera footage and sent it to Bob Riley, the station manager in Rockwell.

Meanwhile, Haley clicked on the TV with a remote anchored securely to the nightstand, and found the local news station. “Hey, look at this.” She turned up the sound.

“ ... and finally, a meteorite hit ground last night, in a meadow at the back of the old Langston farm just north of Trinity Falls. Brothers Ed and Chuck Langston are not available for comment. People are asked to stay clear of the area as the authorities are doing a thorough sweep. And that's the morning news. Keep safe and happy.” Lively music played.

Haley turned off the TV. “What do you think?”

“Probably be better without the brightness filter.”

“Not the show. The meteorite. Interesting enough for a story?”

“You're the reporter. I just follow you.”

“Maybe we should take a look.”

“Oui, that place will be overrun with curious onlookers. But you got a date with the mayor, remember?”

“Crap. Right. A promo interview at 11:30.” Mayor Eleanor Hurst was eager for county press coverage. The fair committee operated on a big budget this year. On the nearby superhighway, billboards bursting with color and happiness announced the grand opening and upcoming week of fun. Mascots skipped around town handing out fliers.

Haley dumped her makeup in the bathroom and took a quick shower. Jacques shaved yesterday's stubble from his face. They went out the back of the hotel to avoid the crowd, and headed for the fairgrounds. The mayor stood by the front gates, waving.

Beside her were two men, one in a loud suit, smiling expansively, the other plump and balding.

“Eleanor Hurst.” She leaned forward to shake hands. “Welcome to Trinity Falls.” She indicated the balding man. “This is Fred Beasley. He runs the local media coverage. News, radio and a weekly paper.” Fred nodded. She took the arm of the other. “And this is our fair manager, Albert Pickton.”

They introduced themselves and set up for the interview. Beyond the gates, balloons billowed and a candy floss stand was under assembly. White tents stood around the grounds, doors flapping. Rides ran empty for testing and loudspeakers blared tinny carnival music.

“Have fun,” said Fred with a wave.

“Aren't you joining us?” said Haley.

Fred shook his head. “Got my footage earlier. See you soon?”

“You bet,” said Haley, and gave him her cell number.

Jacques put on a set of headphones. “Recording in three ... two ...”

Haley, the mayor and the fair manager faced the camera. After Haley's introduction she had to say very little.

“We're expecting in a bumper crowd,” said the fair manager. The bright colors of his suit confused the camera's light sensors, and Jacques cut him out of the shot.

The mayor gushed about the boost to the flagging local economy, down since the development of the highway bypass several years ago. The event was crucial. It brought jobs and income. Behind her, streamers flew. “This will be the best fair ever,” she enthused.

After the interview, they thanked the mayor and accepted a handful of coupons from the beaming fair manager. They loaded up the van and went to a busy restaurant near the hotel for lunch. They hoped for a booth and settled for two seats at the counter. Everywhere was crowded today.

They ordered burgers and Cokes. Next to them, two farmers stirred their coffee and talked.

“I'm tellin' you, Earl, that cow was healthy as a horse this morning.”

“Maybe her heart went, Merv. It happens. Or some kind of gut blockage. What about bacterial? You check for blackleg?”

“She was eaten down to a skeleton,” said Merv. “Only way I knew it was her was the tag from her ear.”

Haley glanced over. The two men, elbows on the bar, seemed oblivious to the flow of people around them. She nudged Jacques.

“Vultures probably ate her,” said Earl. “You know they can pick a cow corpse clean in half an hour.”

“Didn't see any,” said Merv. “But I was working on the tractor. Huh. She was my best milker.”

Another man joined them. The server behind the counter put down another coffee cup and moved on. “Hey, Gordie,” the two men said.

“You hear about Merv's cow?” asked Earl.

“Everyone's talking about the meteorite,” said Gordie. “Up north of town.”

“One of Merv's prime milk cows dropped dead. Got et by vultures or something.”

“Sorry to hear that, Merv.”

“Yeah, thanks. What's about that meteorite? I saw something bright in the sky last night.”

“That's it. Can't get near the crash site,” said Gordie. He dumped cream into his coffee and reached past Haley to get the sugar. “Sorry, lady.” He turned back to his friends. “They got police and military all over Langston's meadow.”

“Anyone talk to Ed and Chuck?” said Earl.

“No one's seen them.”

“They weren't in for coffee this morning,” said the server, topping up their cups.

“Huh,” said Merv. “That's weird.”

“They got military out there,” said Gordie. “And a police blockade.”

Earl snorted. “What police? We only have four full-timers in Trinity Falls, including Deputy Dan and the police chief.”

“Doesn't seem to by anyone from Rockwell. They usually get called in if we need extra help.” He shrugged. “It's gotta be the feds.”

Haley asked for the check and put it on her expense account.

“You have an expense account?” said Jacques.

“It's meager,” she replied, as they left the restaurant.

“I don't have an expense account,” he grumbled.

“Let's check out Langston's meadow,” said Haley.

“Sure,” said Jacques.

Haley stopped. “Wait. What if it's just publicity for the fair? They're going all out this year.”

“If it's feds,” Jacques replied, “I don't think they care about the fair.”

She nodded. “You're right. This could be a big story.”

They went back to the hotel and loaded up the camera. “Sure I know the Langston farm,” said Marco the desk clerk. “You want to get onto this paved road here.” Several people had already asked him. He pulled up a map on his phone. “That's Old Town Road. It's all farmland, with a lot of dirt tracks leading into the fields. Keep an eye out for other sightseers, you'll find it.”

Jacques drove, and Haley kept watch. It wasn't hard to locate the entrance to the crash site. Vehicles parked along the broad shoulders of the paved road. A small group of people stared as the news van turned onto the dirt track. It was more of a wide rut. A lot of traffic had been through here.

Red and blue lights flashed in the early afternoon sunlight, part of a military and police blockade between the road and the crash site. People sat in lawn chairs in front of bushes, craned their necks in vain to see past the blockade, and drank ice tea or beer. Flames leapt up from a portable barbecue and hot dogs browned. Music blared from a car radio. Whoops went up as the Channel 8 News van pulled past.

Jacques stopped before the blockade and went to the back of the vehicle to get the camera. Haley took the wheel and moved closer. As soldiers and a police officer watched, she got out of the van, and Jacques came up with the camera.

“I'm Haley Hill,” she began.

“Back up,” said an authoritative voice. “This area's restricted. No media.” A federal officer came toward them. He walked up to Jacques and put his hand over the camera lens.

“Maudit idiot,” Jacques swore. “You touch my camera?”

“We'll confiscate it if you don't leave right now.”

Jacques swung the camera out of his reach. He shook a fist under the nose of the federal officer. “Get out of my face, you.”

The cop reached for his body mic and Haley interceded. “It's all right,” she said. “Just a few questions, then we're leaving.”

“He put his fingerprint all over my lens,” stormed Jacques.

Haley smiled at the cop. “Can you tell us what's going on here, Sir?”

“Meteorite impact, that's public knowledge. Clear the area. Now.”

“But why all the military? And the federal officials?” Her voice grew firm. “People have a right to know.”

“It's standard procedure.” He spoke into his body mic. “Yeah, got a reporter from Channel 8 news and a guy with a bad accent trying to breach the perimeter, send ...” He looked up and stopped.

With due haste, Haley and Jacques were already loading themselves and the equipment into the vehicle. Behind the wheel, Jacques turned the van around, tires spitting up grass.

“Never mind,” he said, and went back toward the road.

“Stop here,” cried Haley. Jacques pulled up near the people in lawn chairs. Haley jumped out of van. “Hi, there,” she called, approaching the man at the barbecue. “Can you answer a few questions?”

“Sure,” said the man. He put down his spatula and hiked up his pants.

Jacques appeared with the camera. “Wait, esti.” He dabbed some lens cleaner on a microfiber cloth and polished the rounded glass. “You want to looked smudged?”

“Not really,” said the man.

“I'm talking to her. Okay, rush job, it'll have to do.” He raised the camera onto his shoulder. “Ready, Haley? Recording in three ... two ... one ...” He pointed at her.

“I'm Haley Hill,” she said, “and we're in Trinity Falls at the site of the mysterious meteorite crash last night. As you see behind me ...” Jacques waved her over and she moved “... police lights are flashing and military operatives are on the scene. They won't allow us anywhere near the impact zone, threatening to confiscate our camera, but we've found some friendly people willing to share their insights. Mr. ... ?” She held the mic out to him.

He leaned in and spoke slowly. “Howard Schneider.” He leaned back.

Haley covered the mic. “Just speak naturally.”

He stared at her. “That's natural.”

“We're still recording,” said Jacques, rolling his eyes. He'd have to cut out this bit.

Haley recovered herself. “All right, Mr. Schneider, can you tell the viewers what you've seen around here?”

“Oh yeah,” he said. “Aliens.”

“You've seen aliens?”

“No, but we know the feds are hiding them. I bet an alien was killed in that crash and they got the body behind that fence.” Mutters and calls of agreement came from several people in lawn chairs.

Someone else cried, “You're full of it, Schneider. It's nothing but a publicity stunt for the damn County Fair.”

“It's a government conspiracy,” a woman shouted.

“Yeah,” said Schneider. “About aliens.”

“There you have it,” said Haley, facing the camera. “Public opinion is divided. Stay tuned, and We'll be sure to keep you informed as updates come in. This is Haley Hill, Channel 8 News.”

On the way back, Haley called Bob Riley in Rockwell. “Breaking,” she said. “Something strange is going on in Trinity Falls.” She filled him in. “I think we've got a cover-up.”

“Yeah?” She heard him thinking. “Okay, I'll send a senior journalist tomorrow morning.”

“No,” she cried, “this is my story!”

“You're there to cover the fair,” said Bob, and hung up.

It was dinnertime at the Munroe family hobby farm. Rhonda Munroe had been slaving over pot roast all the hot day. She poked the tender carrots. Perfection.

“Smells great,” said her husband Shane, and went to call in the kids. They were torturing insects in the back shed, and came bounding in, cheerful and disheveled. “Wash up,” he urged. “Dinner's ready.” Nine-year-old Mandy and ten-year-old Eric elbowed each other and ran for the bathroom.

Rhonda poured wine for herself and Shane, and juice for the kids. Everyone gathered at the dining room table as she came in from the kitchen with the pot roast under a shining silver cloche. She set the plate in the center of the table and lifted the cloche.

“Ooooh,” they all said as the fragrant vapors filled the room. Shane got up to carve the tender beef and Rhonda went back into the kitchen for the fresh-baked buns. The family sat down together. They poured gravy over mashed potatoes and juicy roast beef.

“We should do this every day,” said Eric, shoving a bun with melting butter into his mouth.

“Maybe when you learn to cook,” Rhonda laughed. “It's not every day your father gets a promotion. Head sales manager.” She put her hand on his arm. “I'm so proud.”

“I'll be bringing in the big bucks,” said Shane.

“Good,” said Mandy, “Maybe we can move back to the city.”

“What for?” said Rhonda. “It's a beautiful little town, so peaceful.”

“Bo-o-oring,” said Eric, rolling his eyes.

“It's healthy for children to grow up in the country. Isn't the goat fun?”

“It head-butts us,” said Mandy.

“What about the chickens? You like collecting the eggs.”

“Hmph,” replied Mandy, “at first. Not all the time.”

“Well, you like eating them.”

“Don't worry,” said Shane. “School's starting soon. You'll make a lot of new friends.”

“Your father's right,” said Rhonda. “Pass the peas.”

The table tilted, and the peas slid down toward her as they all grabbed their plates.

“Cut it out, Eric,” Mandy shouted, “you're spilling everything!”

He jumped to his feet. “I'm not doing it."

Rhonda leapt up and pulled Mandy away from the table. Dishes crashed and shattered. The pot roast tumbled. Gravy sprayed. The kids screamed. A huge wriggling mass rose up through the floor.

Eric tried to back away. The creatures swarmed up his legs. Rhonda shrieked and lifted him into her arms, swiping at the writhing creatures with her hands. They clung to her arms. Pain darted through her skin. Blood erupted. Rhonda slipped and fell. She saw Shane pick up a screaming Mandy. The swarm covered the little girl as she flailed. The creatures poured over Shane's shoulders. He fell to his knees. Tiny mouths drilled into his face. Mandy's body burst apart in his arms. He toppled over as the horde seethed over him.

Rhonda fought searing pain and struggled to her feet. She stared in horror. Eric's eyes were eaten away. A mass of tiny white worms crawled into his skull. She felt them squirm under her clothes. Sharp mandibles dug into her flesh. She convulsed in agony.

Eric's body fell as she crashed to the floor. The creatures descended ravenously upon her. She tried to scream and a gush of blood spewed from her mouth. The worms wallowed in it. Rhonda fell and hit the floor. Her dead eyes stared as tiny sharp teeth pierced her heart.

Within mere minutes, the bodies were stripped down to bone.

At his house near the station, Dan Conway was watching an old movie on TV when he received a panicked call. He got up and went into the kitchen.

“Calm down, Mrs. Sharp. Tell me what happened.”

“Oh, Deputy Dan, it's awful, just horrible. You need to come to the Munroe place right away. I just stopped by to pick up some of Rhonda Munroe's home made raspberry jam, you know, for the competition at the fair? She said she was entering this year. Oh, it's terrible. I can't say.”

“Take a deep breath, Mrs. Sharp. That's it. Where are you now? At your home? Good, have a drink of water. Now, you went to the Munroe house.”

She poured herself a stiff scotch and knocked it back. “There was no answer, you see, and the door was open, you see, so I took a peek inside. Oh, Deputy Dan, it was hideous! They're dead! They're all dead! The place is a wreck. And the bones ... the bloody bones ...” She started to cry.

Dan put on his hat. “Good work, Mrs. Sharp. Now stay home. I'll check it out myself.”

“Please be careful! There might be a maniac running around there! Oh, my goodness. He could have killed me.” She poured another shot of scotch.

“Call a friend to stay with you. I'm on my way to the Munroe place.” Quickly he laced up his boots and got into the old police car in the drive. The town had three official police cars, none of them younger than ten years.

On the way to the hobby farm he called the night desk officer at the station, and gave him the info on the situation. He tried to call the police chief again, but Sam wasn't answering. Promo events for the fair sponsors were hot and heavy. Dan shrugged. For all he knew, they were all in Rockwell at the strip club.

The porch light was on at the Munroe place, the door ajar. He drew his 9mm pistol from his shoulder holster. “Hello,” he called. “Police.”

No response. He knocked and pushed the door wider. A dim living room light glowed.

He walked into the dining room and stopped short. The table was upended, food splattered everywhere. A pot roast lay in a pool of spilled gravy. Flies buzzed around four bloody skeletons, two belonging to adults, and two kid-sized.

Dan's head pounded. He had seen bloody skeletons like that before, just yesterday, in fact, at the meteorite crash site in Langston's meadow. This time, there was no federal agent to stop him from doing his job. He called Jeremy Blake, the mortician. Jeremy also owned the funeral home.

While he waited, he knelt beside part of the human remains and waved away the flies. He noticed a small whitish worm in a gouged hip joint. It looked like a dead maggot.

Finding a plastic zip bag in the kitchen and a pair of tweezers in the bathroom, Dan carefully removed the worm, dropped it in the bag and tucked it into his jacket pocket. He took several pictures of the skeletons with his phone.

A car pulled up outside. He went to the front door to greet Jeremy. To his surprise, it wasn't. He didn't recognize the vehicle. Two federal officials got out. They showed him their ID.

“We'll take over now,” said one. They went past him into the house.

Dan turned to follow them. “Mortician's on his way,” he said.

“Thanks for the help. You can leave now.”

“Is this related to the meteorite crash? The two bodies?”

One of the agents, a tall man, turned to look at him with pale gray eyes. “Don't ask questions like that, Deputy Conway. Just do your job.”

“Asking questions is my job,” said Dan.

“Well, you're done. Get out, and let us do ours.”

Dan shrugged. He glanced at his watch. Just after eight, not too late for a visit. He started his car and drove down to Carnegie Crescent. He pulled into the lane of and parked behind a bronze sedan. He thought he saw a light go out in the house when he got out of the car. He went up the flagstone steps and rang the bell. No answer.

“Mrs ... Miss ... Miz Forrest?” He knocked. “Dan Conway, police.”

After a moment, the light inside came back on. The door swung open. “Yes?”

“Amelia Forrest?” He tipped his hat and showed his ID.

She leaned against the door frame, fixing her auburn hair into a loose bun. The sleeves of her old work shirt were rolled up. Behind her he could see open cardboard boxes. “Yes.”

“Can I come in?”

“The place isn't ready for visitors, Deputy Conway. What's the problem?”

“Dan. You're the new science teacher, right?”

“Is that a crime?” She noticed neighbors peeking through curtains, and opened the door wider. “Come on in, if you don't mind the mess.”

He laughed easily. “Thanks. You're not in trouble. Can you answer a few questions?”

He saw doubt in her eyes.

“Look, Miz Forrester,” he began.

She flinched. “Amelia.”

“I usually drop by to welcome new residents to Trinity Falls.”

“Do welcoming committees often arrive at night?”

“Sorry. We've been real busy with the fair. I'm covering for the police chief all week.” He paused. “Um, we don't actually have a welcoming committee. But this visit is part business.”

“You were saying.” She sat down beside an open cardboard box and returned to unpacking books.

“You know anything about maggots, Miz ... Amelia?”

She looked up, her blue eyes questioning. “Maggots. You mean larvae? Flies?”

“Yes'm.” He tipped his hat and took the plastic bag containing the dead creature from his pocket. “Wondering if you can tell me anything about this.”

She took the bag. “Why ask me? Don't you have a lab?”

“No, I'd have to send it to Rockwell city. Ed Langston would be the guy to see in town, but he's missing.”

“Ed Langston? He's the one I'm replacing. Retired.”

“Right.”

“He was supposed to drop by to talk about the curriculum.”

“Well, ma'am, I'm not sure where he is myself. Maybe you can help me.”

She examined the maggot through the bag. “Looks like a fly larva. Wait.” She looked around at the boxes and saw one marked Fragile near the crooked couch. “This Side Up” read the bold red text. An arrow pointed to the floor. She turned it over, opened it and lifted out a microscope. “Come into the kitchen.”

Dan followed her. She set up the microscope and found a box of slides. She looked at the dead maggot through a magnifier, then laid it on a slide and slipped it under the microscope lens.

“Strange.” She turned a focus knob. “Where did you find this?”

“I'd rather not say, ma'am. Amelia.”

“Part of a top secret case, is it?” She fiddled with the internal lighting on the scope. “Find it on a body?” She looked up. “My ex-husband was in forensics.”

“Didn't know you were divorced. Sorry to hear it.”

“Don't be. It's no big deal. We drifted apart. Fighting all the time. That's why I took the job here in Trinity Falls. New start. Sounds corny, I know.”

“Kids?”

She shook her head. “We planned on a family. It didn't have time to happen.” She smiled and her wary expression softened. “Besides, I'll soon have my hands full. School starts in a couple of weeks.” She regarded him playfully. “Now I've spilled my guts, Deputy Dan. At least you can tell me where you found this maggot.”

He grinned. “You got me. Yeah, it was on a body.”

“How long was it dead?”

“The maggot?”

“The body.”

“The victim died a couple hours ago.”

She shook her head. “Flies can smell a dead body for miles and come to lay eggs soon after the death. The maggots hatch about twenty-four hours later.”

“Yeah,” said Dan. “That's right. So how did this maggot get on the corpse?”

“You're asking me?”

“I'm asking myself. But if you know ... ?”

Amelia took a photo from the microscope with the app on her laptop. She pulled up the magnified image, a white bloated wormish body. It rotated in 3D. Wicked hooks protruded from its head end.

“Are those teeth?” said Dan.

“Maggots don't have teeth. They're mandibles. They dig into a piece of rotting matter or dead flesh, and help the maggot manipulate food to its mouth. Then it uses enzymes to break down the food into liquids it can ingest.” On the computer she ran a check on the picture of the maggot, and soon came up with a close match.

Dan watched a short video. It was a cross-section view of lumpy white maggots squirming under the hide of a cow, boring into muscle.

“Screwworms,” said Amelia. “They eat living flesh.” Dan looked sick. “I'm sorry, are you squeamish?”

“Trying not to be,” he said.

“They were eradicated from North America in the 1960s.” She read the accompanying print. “Except for a brief breakout in Florida in the '90s, quickly controlled. Their range is south of the Panama Canal now, and they can't survive this far north anyway.”

“Good work,” said Dan. “You certain it's the same bug?”

“No,” she said. “Can you leave it with me?”

“Sure,” said Dan. He gave her his cell number and stood up. “I won't keep you any longer.” He had one more stop to make. He looked into the disarray of the living room. “You need help unpacking?”

“I'll be fine.” She walked him to the door. “It was nice meeting you, Dan.” She held out her hand.

Dan shook it. “You too, Amelia. Let me know if you get any more info on that thing.” He tipped his hat, got into the police car and backed out of the lane. He thought of the two bloody skeletons at the meteorite crash site, and the grisly remains of the Munroe family.

He called Jeremy Blake.

“Hey Deputy Dan,” came the answer. “Sure, come by.” Jeremy lived right behind the funeral home. Coffee was brewing when Dan arrived.
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