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 1 
 
         “Mister, can you spare some change?” 
 
         The little girl was dressed in rags, crumpled against the brick wall. A film of grime covered her face. 
 
         The businessman stopped. With a grin, he crouched to her level. 
 
         “Why are you out here all alone, sweetheart? Shouldn’t you be with your mommy and daddy?” 
 
         “They don’t want me. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
         “I’m sorry.” His grin widened. “Why don’t you come with me? I’ve got an apartment way up at the top of a skyscraper, with a view of the whole city.” 
 
         Her eyes lit up. “Really?” 
 
         “Yes, really. I even have some chocolate cake in the fridge.” 
 
         It was a lie, and he knew it. 
 
         “What’s your name?” 
 
         “Amelia, like Amelia Earhart. Someday I’m gonna fly planes just like she did!” 
 
         “I bet you will, Amelia.” 
 
         He gently took her hand. The buildings rose up on either side, looming monoliths of steel and glass. The sky shone through the gap between them, filled with the burnt clouds of sunset. The shadows on the street darkened, and the streetlamps flickered on. 
 
         “How much farther?” she asked, holding his hand tightly. 
 
         “Just a little bit.” 
 
         A dark alleyway came up on their left, its shadows blacker than the coming night. “No, wait.” The girl stopped in her tracks, staring into the abyss-like alley. 
 
         “No, come on. My apartment’s just a block ahead, over there.” 
 
         “No.” 
 
         The man looked at her eagerly, sweat beading on his brow. Come on, little girl, just follow me. Please. 
 
         He often ran into homeless children on his way home from work, and each time he used the same lines. They always worked perfectly. 
 
         View of the city. Chocolate cake. 
 
         He actually lived in a studio apartment on the second floor of a crumbling old building. All that he could see from his window was another brick wall, and all that sat in the fridge was a bottle of vodka. The lie was necessary, though, since they never followed him otherwise. After all, what kid wants to be turned in to the police? 
 
         “Come on, please. My apartment’s just up ahead.” 
 
         “No.” 
 
         Just follow me to the station. 
 
         If he could just get her there then it’d be easy, as it always was. The police would try to locate her parents, and if they failed then she’d go into the foster system. That wasn’t ideal, of course, but it would be better than starving on the streets. 
 
         Palm Sands wasn’t safe. 
 
         “Don’t you want chocolate cake?” 
 
         “No.” 
 
         “Why not?” 
 
         “I heard something in the alleyway. I think it was a meow. I want to pet the kitty! Oh, please, can we pet the kitty?” 
 
         He sighed. “Okay, we’ll look for the cat.” He glanced up at the darkening sky and grimaced. Sunset had passed; the only trace left was a trailing fingertip of cloud brushed with pink. 
 
         I hate being out here after dark. It isn’t safe. 
 
         She darted into the alleyway before he could stop her. “Hey, wait up!” he yelled, his feet slapping against the pavement.  
 
         “Come back here!” 
 
         He whipped around in the darkness. All he could see were the vague outlines of dumpsters, garbage, and pipes. The slim gap of light from the street seemed miles away.  
 
         “Hello?” 
 
         Silence. Then, just as he opened his mouth again, a voice sliced through the blackness. 
 
         “Why did you lie to me?” 
 
         The voice was hers, but it had turned cold and emotionless. The laughter and smiles had been sucked right out, like a vivid picture turned black-and-white. 
 
         “What? I don’t know what you’re...” 
 
         “Why are you taking me to the police station?” 
 
         Dammit. She must’ve seen the Crown Vic poking out on the next block.  
 
         He crouched down again, though he couldn’t see her in the darkness.  
 
         “It’s not safe for you to be on the streets. I was going to bring you to the police station to help you find your mommy and daddy.” 
 
         “Is it because of Drew?” 
 
         “What?” 
 
         “I said, is it because of your brother Drew?” 
 
         He was silent. His heart pounded in his chest – the only noise he could make for a moment.  
 
         How does she know?  
 
         He sucked in a deep breath and tried to reply with confidence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…” 
 
         “He drowned in the pool. You didn’t see him, because you were talking to a girl.” 
 
         “I, I don’t…” He faltered. His heart pounded even louder in his chest, in his ears. I didn’t tell anyone that, not even Mom. 
 
         “Wake up, Drew! You’ll be okay, come on!” she cried in the darkness. 
 
         Those had been the man’s exact words. As his brother lay dead on the concrete he’d screamed those eight words over and over, until he couldn’t scream anymore. Here, years later, was a child saying them with the same intonation, the same level of panic. 
 
         The quick, pattering thumps of her footsteps echoed in the alleyway.  
 
         “I know you didn’t mean to do it, Mister Brandon.” 
 
         He fell to his knees, his hands shaking. “Who are you? How do you know all of this?” 
 
         “Earl Grey.” He could see the deranged grin on her face in the dim light, just inches from his. “Not the tea. The little gray pill.” 
 
         “No, no. Please, tell me you didn’t take some drug. That’s how… that’s how lives are ruined.” His voice crumbled. He was on the verge of tears. “How?” 
 
         “A week ago, while I was begging, a nice lady came over and talked to me. She gave me a little gray pill and said if I ate it, I’d get superpowers.” 
 
         Brandon’s head dropped into his hands, and he couldn't hold back the tears that started to fall. 
 
         “I did. And now I do have a superpower!” 
 
         “What superpower?” Just play along. Play along and try to get her to come to the station. 
 
         “When I look at someone, I can see their memories. I can feel their feelings, and I suddenly know everything about them. It’s like being psychic!” 
 
         “Oh, Amelia…” He thrust an arm into the darkness, feeling for her. “Okay… I get it. You have this superpower no one else has.” 
 
         “Soon other people are going to have it too!” 
 
         “Oh, is that right?” He stumbled in the direction of her voice, but his hands fell on empty air. 
 
         “Some guys were talking behind Bernie’s Bagels. They said in a few weeks they’re going to let everyone take Earl Grey. Isn’t that awesome? Then we can all be...” 
 
         His hand latched onto her arm.  
 
         Yes. 
 
         He yanked her towards him, harder than he meant to. 
 
         “You’re coming with me, now.” 
 
         “No!” 
 
         Her scream reverberated against the buildings, against the darkness. He tugged at her, but her hand slipped out of his grasp. 
 
         Thump, thump, thump. 
 
         Her feet raced against the pavement.  
 
         Thwack! 
 
         He crumpled to the ground. Pain burned along his spine and shot up his arms. He tried to stand up, but something heavy was sitting on his chest, pinning him to the ground. 
 
         “I. Said. No.” 
 
         Her eyes flashed red. 
 
         Then his world faded to black. 
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        “We interrupt this broadcast for an emergency alert,” the radio blared. Anna rolled her eyes, only half-listening. The last alert had been for a tornado four-hundred miles away; she’d lost her faith in such “emergency” alerts. 
 
         “An outbreak of a deadly disease is underway in Palm Sands. We urge everyone to stay inside their homes.” 
 
         Palm Sands? She fumbled for her cell phone, the pickup swerving as she rapidly pressed buttons. 
 
         “The death count estimate is...” Static. 
 
         “Come on, pick up,” she breathed, the phone sweaty in her hand. No answer. Biting back sobs, she clicked over to the next station to see if it would come in clearer.  
 
         “This just in from Palm Sands. Police have now erected a temporary blockade around the city. No one is permitted to enter or leave. We have a quarantine. I repeat, we have a quarantine.” 
 
         Quarantine. What a shit word. She managed a half-deranged laugh through her tears. A cutesy little name for a death sentence, for the lives traded for the ‘greater good.’ She clicked the radio dial forward. 
 
         “We still don’t know what’s going on inside the city, but it may be related to the drug Fenilhexocane, commonly known as ‘Earl Grey’,” said a second, raspy voice. “I wish we knew more, but the city’s station, WQPS 90.9, has gone radio silent.” She heard their forced laughter, but paid it no mind. 
 
         The first voice cut back in. “All we know is that, in a matter of minutes, thousands of people were infected. Some are dead, and as for the rest the rest? Well, we don't know.” 
 
         I'll go back, I'll make them let me in. She jerked the steering wheel; it slipped under her sweaty fingers. Bring out my gun if I have to. She glanced in the mirror for traffic, but caught a glimpse of Jackson instead. He was sleeping peacefully, his left cheek squished against the side of the car seat. 
 
         Jack. No, I can't bring him there. 
 
         She sped home instead, gripping the wheel as the pickup jostled over gravel, kicking up dirt and dust. In minutes she pulled in to her family’s driveway, her mind focused on just one thing.  
 
         The gray house with the white gables rolled into view. In its day the house must have been grand. It boasted sprawling rooms, tall columns, and even a captain’s walk. Now the columns were gouged with rot, and vines clung to the brick facade. Even the windows were smeared with grease, blurring the shadows moving within. 
 
         Anna clicked off the seatbelt and swooped Jackson into her arms. His eyes blinked open, and he looked around in a daze. She ran inside, shouting for her father. 
 
         Avery Livingston was laying guns out on the dining room table like a fancy buffet when she barged in. Her mother, a plump-faced woman who usually wore a smile, was stone-faced and amassing canned food. 
 
         “The crazy stuff is always because of drugs,” her dad grunted, loading a rifle. His salt-and-pepper mustache vibrated with each word. “Ban ‘em all, I say. Only a matter of time ‘till something like this happened.” 
 
         “Anna!” her mom cried. “Thank God you're safe. I was so worried...” 
 
         “She knows how to take care of herself, I told you,” he mumbled. Click – another gun loaded. 
 
         A little girl ran over to Anna, throwing her arms around her waist. As usual, her face was covered in a film of grime, her hair tangled up worse than a bird’s nest. “Mommy! Mommy! You’re back!” 
 
         “Yes I am, Amelia,” she said, slinging an arm around her daughter. Then she turned to her mom, tears brimming in her eyes. “Have you heard from Luke?” 
 
         Priscilla’s face dropped. “What do you mean? He was with you, wasn't he?” 
 
         “He went back to the office after the appointment,” Anna choked out. “He said he had work… and now he won't pick up his phone.” 
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         One hour earlier 
 
         Tufts of blond hair stuck comically out above an immense stack of paper. Luke shifted from the keyboard to his pencil, tapping his foot impatiently against the floor. 
 
         Clack, scratch, tap. 
 
         “Luke!” His coworker, Rudy, gestured toward the window. “Look, Dorky's flirting with Blondie again!” 
 
         Most of the offices at 451 Egret Street boasted scenic views like quaint Main Street, the Egret Cove wetlands, or the ocean on the horizon. As lowly 2nd-year associates, Luke and Rudy were not afforded that luxury. Instead, their window faced the building next door, which was the office of Palm Sands’ radio station, WQPS 90.9. Spying on the people inside had become their favorite pastime. 
 
         “He just touched her arm,” Rudy said, between slurps of coke. “And...oh! She's giggling! He shoots, he scores! I might win this bet after all.” 
 
         “What bet?” 
 
         “I bet you ten bucks that Dorky would get in Blondie’s pants.” 
 
         Luke scratched his head. “How do you plan to verify that?” 
 
         Rudy shrugged. “Oh. Well, I didn’t think it through that much.” He fidgeted with his class ring. It was one of those tacky things, with a fake emerald and various collegiate symbols. 
 
         Luke snickered, turning back to the screen. “Sorry, but no time to talk. I’ve got to finish this, or Kevin will be furious.” 
 
         “Ah, well, Kevin’s a pain in the ass,” Rudy snickered. “And a weirdo. Do you know what he did earlier today?” 
 
         “No.”
     “He saw me in the men’s room and started talking to me while I was standing at the urinal, mid-pee. You know how much I hate that, right?”  
 
         Luke glanced back to his screen. Come on, I need to finish this.  
 
         “He talked to me for fifteen minutes in the bathroom. Ranting about how worms are the world’s most amazing creatures, because they recycle stuff into soil. I mean, the guy is a nutcase. No wonder he’s still a virgin.” 
 
         “Yeah.” 
 
         “And one time I got here early, and he came up to the office through the freight elevator. Smelling like vomit. I mean, what was that? A walk of shame from a drunken night with his worm-loving friends?” 
 
         “Yeah. Listen, I can’t talk. I got to get this done.” 
 
         Rudy flushed red, his tone defensive. “Well, that’s not my fault. You disappeared for half the day.” 
 
         “I was at a doctor's appointment for Jackson,” he snapped, his eyes darting over the top of the monitor to glare at Rudy. 
 
         “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean…How is he?” 
 
         “The doctor now knows something is wrong, just doesn't know what.” 
 
         “That sucks, man.” 
 
         “The brain scan wasn’t normal.” He fidgeted with his pencil, as if it could erase bigger mistakes than misspelled words. “I was sure it was going to be.” 
 
         “All you optimists, setting yourself up for disappointment.” 
 
         “Aren’t you the optimist? You used to be a salesman, after all. Every product is wonderful, cheap, and never breaks, right?” 
 
         Rudy chuckled. “Well, yeah, until you buy it.” 
 
         “Or marry it.” 
 
         Rudy looked at Luke, his eyes going wide. “Trouble in paradise, huh? Anna not putting out?” 
 
         Luke let out a bitter laugh that didn’t sound at all amused. “No, she’s wonderful. It’s me. I was just so much nicer to Anna before we got married.” He leaned back in the chair, crossing his arms over his chest.  
 
         “What are you talking about? You’re the perfect husband. Dude, if I swung that way, I’d marry you.” 
 
         Luke shook his head. “No, you don’t get it. I said some really awful things today.” 
 
         “What did you say?” 
 
         He didn't reply, looking down at his lap dejectedly. Rudy stared questioningly at Luke, waiting for a response. After a few minutes he shrugged, giving up on getting an answer. 
 
         “Don’t worry man, she'll get over it. Buy her some chocolate or something on the way home.” 
 
         Luke nodded, returning his attention to the screen. His reflection was dashed across the monitor, and he winced at the sight of his sunken eyes and messy hair.  
 
         Did I always have that wrinkle across my forehead? 
 
         “Hey, look, look!” Rudy shouted, once again breaking what little concentration Luke had.  
 
         “I need to finish this.” 
 
         “No, look!” 
 
         Luke glanced out the window. Blondie was leading Dorky into one of the empty corner offices, flicking her hair and glancing over her shoulder flirtatiously. 
 
         “Damn, if he can get her, then I can get Natalie Dormer,” Rudy said, his eyes dancing with excitement. 
 
         “No, you can’t,” Luke rebutted, finally breaking into a smile. 
 
         They watched the scene unfold behind the glass. Dorky and Blondie started making out, hands clumsily writhing over each other. He stumbled against her, towards the wall, as he clumsily fumbled at his pants. 
 
         Then, suddenly, they stopped. 
 
         “Why’d they stop?”  
 
         “She didn't like what he was packing, if you know what I...” 
 
         “She's offering him a pill,” Luke said, squinting. Even through the reflections dancing on the glass, a gray pill could be seen in her outstretched palm. 
 
         “Oh, I know what that is.” Rudy rolled his chair forward, peering through the window. “It’s Earl Grey.” 
 
         “Earl Grey? Like the tea?” 
 
         “No, dude. It’s this new drug everyone’s talking about. Super rare, super expensive.” He took a loud slurrrrp of coke. “It’s supposed to make you super perceptive, or a mind-reader or something.” 
 
         “Hey, I could use some of that,” Luke joked. “Then I could just read Anna’s mind and fix my marriage.” 
 
         “Well, there are rumors…” Rudy lowered his voice to a whisper. “Rumors that it causes, like, a very small percent of people to become violent. Remember a few weeks ago when there was the story about some woman strangling her husband? They think she was on it, even though forensics didn’t show traces of anything in her blood.” 
 
         Luke stared outside, dread settling in his stomach. Through the window Dorky was examining the pill, rolling it between his fingers. He grimaced, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, but then Blondie looked at him suggestively. 
 
         With a shrug he popped it into his mouth, swallowing it whole.  
 
         “Let me know if anything interesting happens,” Luke said, twirling his chair back to the desk. “Like if he starts reading all our minds or something.” 
 
         “I don’t know about that, but Blondie just took off her shirt!” 
 
         Luke's neck twitched, but kept his eyes glued to the screen. “Anna has enough reasons to be mad at me. I don’t want to give her another one.”  
 
         “Who's going to tell her? Me?” 
 
         “Come on, Rudy.” 
 
         Rudy sighed dramatically. “They just went under the table, anyway. Can't see a damn thing.” He remained at the window with his face nearly pressed against the glass, desperate for a glimpse of Blondie’s buttocks. 
 
         Luke rolled his eyes and continued typing, pointedly ignoring his friend. 
 
         Ten minutes later the duo across the street emerged. Blondie's skirt was hiked up to her armpits; Dorky's tie dangled askew like a torn fingernail. They rummaged around for the rest of their clothes, and even from such a distance Luke could see that Blondie was red with embarrassment. 
 
         “Was he always that ugly?” Rudy said. 
 
         Luke looked up, not understanding the question. He glanced at the window, surprise rippling through him.  
 
         Dorky does look worse than usual. He now had a pallid complexion, deep bags under his eyes, and a gaunt, sickly face. 
 
         Maybe it’s the reflections across the window. Or the dim light. I can’t see them that well… Luke chuckled to himself. Or maybe it’s our egos. After all, if someone as ugly as him can get laid, so can we. 
 
         “Hey, you owe me ten bucks,” Rudy exclaimed. “Come on, cough it up!” 
 
         Luke rolled his eyes and pulled out his wallet, his eyes still glued curiously to the window. Dorky had sat back down at his desk. He was furiously scribbling something on a sheet of paper. 
 
         Then he stood up, walked over to the window, and taped the paper to the glass. 
 
         The paper read in clear, black handwriting: I SEE YOU. 
 
         Rudy scooted his chair back from the window, his face drained of color. “Get back,” he hissed furiously.  
 
         Luke’s heart pounded, but he kept his voice steady. “There’s no way he can see us up here. We’re a floor above him, and with the reflection of the sunset…” He shook his head. “It must be meant for the floor below us. I mean, you can’t be the only one who watched them do it, right?” 
 
         Rudy’s gaze remained on the window. His feet shuffled to push him further back, even though the chair had snagged on a desk corner. “The office below us is Hamilton Tutoring Center. I don’t think a bunch of teachers and little kids just watched them going at it.” He turned to Luke. “It’s clearly meant for us.” His puffy face was flushed pink, lending him the resemblance of a cornered pig. 
 
         “Maybe he did it just in case someone was watching. I mean, some people walk up to their dark house and say into the bushes, ‘I know you’re there!’, just on the off chance someone is there.” 
 
         Rudy stood, gesturing wildly. “No. It’s the drug. He’s reading our minds right now, and that’s how he knows we’re watching him.” He backed away. His rear end hit a stack of paper, sending it fluttering to the floor. He made no move to pick it up. “That guy’s fucked up. He could stalk us out to the parking garage tonight, gut us like…”  
 
         “Rudy.” 
 
         Rudy whirled around, his face now white. Kevin loomed over them, a frown cut deep into his face.  
 
         “Join me in my office. Now, please.” 
 
         He glanced at Luke, who just shrugged. Rudy’s eyes were bulging and his lip was quivering, but he meekly followed Kevin into the office. 
 
         Luke turned away from the window and returned to the spreadsheet. “Forty-five percent of z-one,” he mumbled, clicking away. Forget about Dorky, Earl Grey, everything. You need to get this work done, or you’ll be fired. And if you’re fired… Anna will be really angry then. 
 
         As his fingers raced across the keyboard, his thoughts trailed back to Jackson. At least the doctor said he’s not in pain. He grimaced at his reflection in the monitor. Is that just a nicety they tell all worried parents? It’s not like Jackson can tell him he’s wrong.  
 
         He ran a sweaty hand through his hair, his attempts at focusing fruitless. The doctor also said he was sure the MRI would be fine. I can’t listen to him. 
 
         He sighed and cradled his head between his hands. I’m not going to finish this by five. As he sat there, his mind in a jumble, a chill creeped up his spine. It prickled the back of his neck, nagging silently at the edge of his mind. 
 
         It was the feeling of being watched. Luke bolted up, glancing around wildly, but his part of the office was mostly empty. The closest person, Evan the intern, was several desks away, clandestinely texting underneath his desk. 
 
         Look behind you. He slowly swiveled towards the window. Taking a deep breath, he glanced down. 
 
         He practically jumped out of his seat. Dorky was against the window, staring back up at him. His face was pressed against the glass, steaming up a patch of the window. He was like a statue – unblinking, motionless, still. 
 
         Watching. 
 
         There’s no way he can see us. He’s drugged out of his mind, just doing some harmless, creepy stuff. Stupid kid. Luke shook his head at the figure below, trying to rid himself of the thought. 
 
         Dorky nodded back conversationally. 
 
         Luke stumbled back from the window, his heart pounding. No way. He can see us! He stepped back towards his desk, his legs shaking. 
 
         “Watch it!” 
 
         He collided with Rudy, nearly losing his balance. 
 
         “He can see us,” Luke blurted out. “He was watching me, and…” 
 
         Rudy sat down at the desk. An awkward silence ensued.  
 
         “Rudy?” 
 
         He just stared vacantly at the computer screen. 
 
         “Are you okay?” 
 
         “I'm fine.” Rudy picked up the coke absentmindedly, clearly functioning on autopilot. Slurrrp. Then he went back to fidgeting with his class ring, not even making eye contact with Luke. 
 
         “You don't seem fine.” 
 
         He finally turned to Luke, anger flashing across his face.  
 
         “What do you want me to say? Kevin just told me that I've been underperforming. I have a week to clean up my act, or I'm out.” 
 
         “I’m sorry, that sucks.” 
 
         “It’s okay. I’ll just put out some job applications. Everything will be fine.” 
 
         “It will be, Rudy, I promise –” 
 
         Luke stopped, listening as a strange noise resounded through the office. The sound was muffled through the glass, but it was incredibly odd. Geese? The sound seemed to be a haphazard mix of high and low pitches, and it rose and fell like waves on a stormy sea.  
 
         Not geese. 
 
         Screams. 
 
         Luke ran to the window. The scene in WQPS’s office was one of absolute pandemonium. Some people were running to the stairwell, while others slammed their office doors and tried barricading themselves inside. Others just stood there, screaming and screaming. Luke glanced around the churning office of people, looking for the source. 
 
         There. 
 
         Dorky was standing in the center of the room. He was standing on a chair, holding something in his right hand. It was pale and round, with tassels or strings hanging from it. For a second, his eyes gleamed red. 
 
         A loud scream pierced the air. 
 
         The sound wasn't from across the street, though; it was from above Luke. Thumps and clangs sounded across the ceiling, accompanied by more screams. 
 
         “We need to call the police.” Luke picked up the phone, his sweaty fingers slipping over the keys. 9, 1... 
 
         Clack. Rudy held down the disconnect button, cutting off the call. 
 
         “What are you doing?!” 
 
         “We can’t call the police.” 
 
         “Why not?” 
 
         “We don’t have time. We got to run.”  
 
         The screams on the floor above intensified. A few men shouted something, followed by a loud thump. The workers near Luke were starting to stand up from their desks, looking around wildly before running for the door. 
 
         “Come on, we can call on the way.” 
 
         Luke hesitated, glancing out the window. Dorky was still grinning, now standing on one of the desks. He twirled the weird, round thing by one of its strings. 
 
         What is that? 
 
         The strings were long and golden, clumped here and there with something dark. The round object was pink, almost the same pale shade as flesh. 
 
         No.  
 
         It was Blondie’s head. 
 
         Luke bolted to the stairwell and sprinted down the stairs, his hand slipping on the banister and his feet nearly tripping over each other. As he descended, he heard screams from the third floor too. Rudy’s footsteps echoed behind him. 
 
         He was glad he wasn't alone.  
 
         Luke reached the ground level first. Across the street lay the parking garage, which was their best means of escape. He frantically yanked at the doorknob, choking back a sob when it wouldn't open. 
 
         “It’s still locked!”  
 
         I should have remembered. This door auto-locks until 5pm. He fumbled for the FOB, but his pocket was empty. 
 
         “Doesn’t matter, we’re safe in here,” Rudy said, leaning against the wall. He took out his phone, putting it back almost instantly. “No reception. Oh, well.” 
 
         “How can you be so calm?” Luke fumed, mopping the sweat off his face. “Something insane is happening across the street, as well as above us and below us. You were freaking out about it just ten minutes ago.” 
 
         “Crazy things happen sometimes. It’s just part of working in a city.” 
 
         Luke studied his friend. In the dingy light of the concrete stairwell, Rudy looked white as a ghost. His usually chubby cheeks were now clinging to his jaw. His eyes were sunken into his face, deeper than they had been earlier. 
 
         “You’re anxious to get home to Jackson,” Rudy drawled. 
 
         “Well, duh. Of course I am.” 
 
         “I know what’s wrong with him, you know. Not too hard to figure out.” 
 
         “What are you talking about?” 
 
         “It’s stupidly simple. I can’t believe you haven’t figured it out.” His face fell into shadow, obscuring his eyes. He appeared to be nothing but a twisted, grinning mouth, detached from its body. 
 
         “What are you saying?” 
 
         “Kevin gave me Earl Grey.” 
 
         Luke stopped. His hands grew cold, leveling out to match the temperature of the doorknob. 
 
         “It turned me into a genius, Luke. Just by looking at people I know everything about them. I know Judy the secretary has been fucking Mark the janitor. I know Evan the intern is an ex-con from Arizona. Hell, I know you tried cigarettes once in school, promptly threw up, and blamed it on the cat.” 
 
         Luke backed away. He tried the door, but it was still locked. 
 
         “I always wanted to be a genius, you know? Like you. Like all the others here. Never really felt like I belonged.” The mouth opened, letting out empty, reverberating laughter. “And now, just think! I know everything about everybody.” 
 
         Luke tried the door again. No luck. 
 
         “I’m omniscient.” The disembodied grin grew wider. “I’m basically God.”  
 
         “If you know what’s wrong with Jackson, then tell me,” Luke said. “Don’t give me this empty talk about how you’re God. You just sound like an idiot.” 
 
         “An idiot! Ha, ha, that’s rich, coming from you. You’re so ignorant, you don’t even know what’s wrong with him.” 
 
         Rudy finally stepped out of the shadows, his body swaying in the flickering, fluorescent light. 
 
         “Don’t worry. If you take the pill, you’ll be God too.” 
 
         “I’ll take it if you prove it works.” Luke’s voice quivered, but he stared coldly at Rudy. “I know you’re a great talker, a salesman, but I need proof. Tell me what’s wrong with Jackson, and I’ll gladly take it.” 
 
         It was a lie – but lies bide time. 
 
         Rudy cocked his head and leaned in, inspecting Luke. His face was so close to Luke’s that he could smell his stale breath, see the mottled purple under his eyes. 
 
         “Nice try. If I tell you, you’ll have no reason to take it.” 
 
         Luke turned the handle. 
 
         The door finally opened. 
 
         He raced across the street and into the parking garage, his shoes slapping the concrete. He grabbed the banister and rushed down the stairs. Thump, thump, thump. Rudy’s footsteps sounded behind him, but he didn’t turn around. Those few seconds wasted could be the difference between life and death. 
 
         “Come on, Luke,” the voice echoed down to him. “You have nothing to lose.” Luke’s legs ached and his lungs stung, but he kept going. 
 
         “And what happened to Dorky, huh? He didn’t become some superman. He became a murderer.” 
 
         “We need some way of dealing with the chaff.” His voice sounded louder, closer. “Blondie was an idiot, so the pill made him kill her.” He chuckled. “Is that all you’re worried about? Because I can guarantee you, you’ve definitely got the right stuff.” 
 
         “I’m not worried about being murdered,” Luke growled. “I’m worried about becoming a murderer.” 
 
         Down another flight. He ran out into the lot, followed closely by Rudy. 
 
         “Poor little Jackson, his life held in the balance by your hesitation,” Rudy taunted behind him. 
 
         “So he can be saved.”  
 
         Keep him distracted. Just a few more steps. The green Accord sat in the corner of the lot, glinting in the dim light. “We just need to figure it out, and then we can save him.” 
 
         “But you won’t figure it out.” 
 
         “It takes a genius, huh?” Almost there. The keys bit into his hand. His shirt stuck to his back. 
 
         “More than a genius. Someone who’s taken the drug.” Rudy's voice was much closer now. Where is he? Behind the red SUV? Luke broke into a jog, his shoes pounding hard against the pavement. “Tell me, Luke. Will Jackson ever forgive you?” 
 
         Luke mashed the unlock button repeatedly. The car blipped angrily back at him. 
 
         “Will he forgive you for passing up the chance to make him a real boy?” 
 
         The Accord swam and shimmered before Luke. Patches of his vision flickered to black. Almost there. He felt weak, heavy, slow. The world began twirling away. 
 
         His fingers locked on the handle. He yanked it open. 
 
         No. 
 
         Rudy stared back at him from the driver’s seat, his eyes glittering red. 
 
         “Will he?” 
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        Anna paced the front yard, bouncing Jackson with each step. The weather was absurd for such a day – offensive, even. The sky was clear and unblemished, perfectly free of clouds. The palms swayed in a light breeze, their shadows dancing playfully on the lawn. 
 
         It was too perfect, too pretty for all of the ugly things happening in the city.  
 
         Anoles scurried across the sidewalk and into the underbrush. Amelia chased them, grinning and laughing. Her face was covered in smudges of dirt, but Anna didn’t have the time or energy to wash it off. 
 
         Her mother swung the door open, her voice hushed.  
 
         “They're showing live coverage of Palm Sands. People are being pushed out of buildings. You should see this…” 
 
         “I don't want to,” Anna snapped. 
 
         Priscilla sighed. “Staying out there might attract attention. You can be seen from the road, you know. If someone stopped at the lamppost and looked through the bushes, they'd see you. Come inside.” 
 
         “Jackson likes the fresh air,” Anna said, just as Jackson started to wail. 
 
         Her mother grimaced and shut the door with a snap. Anna continued to pace, dodging the overhanging branches, her mind wandering into the darkest of places. 
 
         She imagined a rainy day, one with clusters of people dressed in black. She envisioned a closed casket, silent and unyielding, underneath a bed of flowers.  
 
         The scene flashed through her mind in a blurry what if.  
 
         In her mind, she saw herself rise from the pew, as Amelia and Jackson stared at her from the front row. Or maybe, by that time… Jackson would be gone, too. 
 
         “The last time I saw Luke,” she would say, voice quivering from the tears dammed up behind her eyes, “he told me that Jackson's delayed development, seizures, and death were all my fault.” 
 
         The crowd would gasp, as if this revelation was a horror worse than the death that gathered them.  
 
         “He told me that I poisoned him in the womb.” 
 
         That scene melted to a different one, one where her wavering voice faded under Luke's angry one. This image wasn’t a daydream, though; it was a recent memory.  
 
         “If you hadn't taken Zenophil every day, maybe this never would have happened! Maybe Jackson would be fine!” 
 
         They were standing in the hot sun, as she rummaged for her keys in the doctor's parking lot earlier that afternoon.  
 
         “You're saying this is my fucking fault?”  
 
         “You took a Class X medication. You think that had no effect?” 
 
         “I didn't know I was pregnant then!” 
 
         “You suspected it,” Luke spat, buckling Jackson in to the car seat. He began to cry, but Luke ignored him, tightening the strap. “You refused wine at Carla's engagement party.” 
 
         “If I’d had the wine, would that have been better?” she shouted. “Some women do fucking heroin while they're pregnant. All I did was take my anxiety meds. Might I remind you, Zenophil is one of the most popular medications there is? Half the people I know take it. Are they all evil too?” 
 
         “They weren’t pregnant.” 
 
         “I’m sure some of them were.” 
 
         “Then yes, they’re evil. They – you – valued peace of mind and a full night’s sleep over our son’s life.” 
 
         “Fuck you, Luke.” 
 
         Anna swung into the driver's seat, her body shaking and her vision blurred with tears. Luke slammed the door, standing outside the car with his arms crossed. 
 
         “I need to get some more work done at the office. I'll see you at home.” 
 
         Anna didn’t reply. She backed out of the parking space, glancing at Luke's stiff, receding figure in the rearview mirror. 
 
         For what was possibly the last time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         Rudy peeled out of the parking garage. Luke pressed himself into the seat, his heart drumming in his chest.  
 
         “Where are you taking me?”  
 
         “Does it matter?” 
 
         “Yeah, kind of!” 
 
         The car made a sharp left. Luke’s head hit the window, pain throbbing across his skull. 
 
         “Well, too bad. You’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
         The city was in chaos. People ran onto the sidewalks in terrified clusters, like herds of frightened cattle. One man ran to the road, picked up the manhole cover, and slipped inside. A woman ran into an alleyway and crouched behind a dumpster, her eyes burning red.  
 
         Crack! 
 
         Luke whipped around, nearly vomiting at the cause of the sound. A woman lay in a bloody pool on the sidewalk, twitching and writhing. Two floors above her, another woman leaned out of an open window, her hair whipping in the wind. 
 
         She was smiling. 
 
         Luke’s attention was drawn back as cars pulled crazily out into the road. They screeched and honked, bumping into each other, as everyone clamored to escape the city. A few people ran at the cars, pleading with the drivers. A short woman threw herself at the window of a red sedan, begging for a ride. She was viciously yanked back by a man whose eyes flashed red. 
 
         Luke watched in horror as he began pulling her towards an alleyway. 
 
         “Rudy, stop! Stop the car! We have to help her!” 
 
         Rudy just laughed. The struggling pair receded in the mirror, until they were just another dot among the chaos. After that, they drove in silence for several minutes, Luke trying to form an escape plan. 
 
         He didn’t have the time. 
 
         “Well, we’re here.” 
 
         Luke looked up. They were at the edge of the city, overlooking the Egret Grove wetlands. The water shined red in the setting sun, broken by patches of thick, dry grass. True to its name, a few egrets paced the shore, bobbing their heads and searching for fish. 
 
         The little birds were completely unaware of the chaos around them. 
 
         “Rudy, come on, what are you doing?” Luke still hoped that maybe, any minute, Rudy would snap out of it. Maybe it’s one of his pranks. Or maybe the effects of the drug wear off after an hour, and we’ll be sitting here laughing about it in a minute. 
 
         Rudy was stone-faced. “I wish it didn’t come to this, Luke. But… we have strict protocol for people unwilling to take Earl Grey, and I have to follow it.” 
 
         “Yeah? What’s that?” Luke forced a laugh. Show him confidence. 
 
         “Drowning.” 
 
         Then Rudy pressed the gas pedal, hard. The car lurched forward – straight for the rickety wooden fence, which was the only thing separating the road from the water. 
 
         “Isn’t the water here really shallow?” Confidence, confidence. 
 
         “Yeah, but I’ll see to it that you don’t make it out.” 
 
         Luke yanked at the handle. He tried unlocking the door, but Rudy locked it right back. 
 
         “Let me out!” 
 
         “No way.” 
 
         Luke’s eyes fell on the glove compartment. He grabbed the handle, pulling it open and thrusting his hand inside. Among the papers, random coins, and rubber bands, he felt something cold and sharp. 
 
         It’s still here. 
 
         The car was just a few feet from the fence. The water glittered, beckoning them playfully. The egrets tilted their heads, staring curiously as the grass bent and bowed in the breeze. 
 
         Luke pulled the knife out from the glove box. 
 
         In a swift motion, he plunged it deep into Rudy’s chest. The blood spraying across the dashboard, and Rudy jerked forward. 
 
         “What...”  
 
         Rudy’s voice caught in his throat. It faded into a choking, gurgling splutter as Luke plunged the knife into his neck. 
 
         Luke thrust the shifter into park, and the car shuddered to a halt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         Ssssscccrrrp. 
 
         Anna jumped back at the sound, but a familiar sight came into view. It was a green Accord, sporting a new dent across the hood. Beneath the bright reflections scrolling across the windshield she could make out a pale, grinning face. 
 
         “Luke! How did you… the quarantine...” Anna choked out. 
 
         “It's a long story,” he replied, his lanky body unfolding itself from the car. “I may or may not have broken a few laws, but...” 
 
         Anna started to sob. 
 
         “I'm sorry I worried you,” he said. “And I am so, so sorry for what I said earlier. It was completely unfair, completely wrong...” 
 
         The door swung open. The butt of a rifle poked out, followed by a twisted mustache and tired eyes.  
 
         “Get the hell off my... Oh, hi Luke!” 
 
         “Luke!”  
 
         Priscilla squealed, throwing her arms around her son-in-law in a tight hug. 
 
         “Avery, go help him with his stuff, will you?” 
 
         “Fine, Priscilla.”  
 
         He grunted to his wife, trudging towards the car. He stopped short as Luke blocked him, shaking his head vigorously.  
 
         “I, uh, just have a few things. I don't need help.” 
 
         Dad shrugged, walking away. 
 
         “Are you sure you don’t need help?” Anna asked, touching the car’s trunk. Luke hurried over, leading her away from it. 
 
         “Yeah. I just want to be inside. With you, Amelia and Jack.” 
 
         “Daddy! Daddy!” Amelia squealed, giving him a big hug as he came through the door. “Can we play airplanes?” 
 
        “Of course,” Luke said, returning her hug. Then he hoisted Jackson up by the arms and swung him around, enjoying his son’s giggle. The little boy smiled at his father with a big, beautiful, toothy grin. 
 
         But no cooing, no hi’s, no dada’s. 
 
         18-month-old Jackson had never babbled, or said a single word, in his entire life. 
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         That night, Anna sat on the couch, laptop perched on her legs. Luke sat next to her, eating a can of beans. Jackson rolled a toy police car across the carpet, and Amelia scribbled with crayons on a large sheet of paper. 
 
        “We should watch this,” Anna said to Luke, tilting the laptop towards him. “Everyone’s sharing it.” 
 
         “What is it?” 
 
         “Footage of Palm Sands from earlier in the afternoon. Already up to over a million views.” 
 
         “Look at those comments,” Luke said, through a mouthful of beans. “Kill them all! bomb the city!” 
 
         “That’s the internet for you,” she replied, pressing play. 
 
         It was aerial footage. The chp-chp-chp of helicopter blades pounded through the speakers. Below, standing next to Egret Grove, was a crowd of people. Every head was turned, staring at a lone bearded man crossing the street. 
 
         When the man noticed the crowd, he tried to turn around. Tried to run back to where he came from. 
 
         He wasn’t fast enough. 
 
         Two men grabbed him and dragged him towards the swamp. They pulled him, thrashing and kicking, into the water. 
 
         They nodded at each other. 
 
         In one powerful motion, they pushed his head underwater. 
 
         His body writhed and thrashed, sending a thick spray of water in every direction. More of the infected swarmed over, their hands joining on his head. Above the chp-chp-chp of the helicopter, their voices could be heard. 
 
         Not talking. 
 
         Singing. 
 
         After a few minutes, the splashes ceased. 
 
         Luke stared at the screen with wide eyes. Rudy was wrong. Earl Grey doesn’t just turn some small percent of the population violent. 
 
         It turns them all violent. 
 
         A voice erupted through the speakers, muddied with feedback. “Down! Down!” 
 
         The helicopter started to descend. 
 
         Oh, no. Luke’s heart pounded. They’re trying to save him. The footage wasn’t live, but even so, his inner voice screamed: Don’t do it! Please, don’t do it! 
 
         The helicopter landed in the picnic area, about twenty feet from the water. The footage bounced as the cameraman ran across the pavement, towards the pond. 
 
         The singing stopped. 
 
         A stampede began. The infected swarmed the cameraman. They were blurred into unrecognizable, pixelated blobs from the motion of the camera, but a few hands could be seen. Outstretched, grabbing at him. 
 
         “Hey, stop!” he screamed, his voice tinged with panic. 
 
         He lifted the camera towards the crowd. The image became clearer. 
 
         Luke gasped. 
 
         He recognized them. Kevin. Judy. Evan. 
 
         Their faces were slightly distorted, just like Rudy’s was. Gaunt, sunken cheeks and unnaturally large eyes. Smiles that stretch a little too far. Eyes that flash red. 
 
         The video jittered and flickered. A crack, followed by a pained yell. 
 
         The screen cut back to the newscaster. “That disturbing footage was taken earlier today in Palm Sands. We still have a quarantine around the city, but it’s possible some have slipped out under the radar. All of us must be on the lookout for the infected.” She smoothed her hair, making a poor attempt to look undisturbed by the footage they just saw. 
 
         She continued: “Signs of infection are red eyes, a gaunt or misshapen-looking face and violent outbursts. We also now believe that the longer someone has been infected, the more violent they are. Which may be why these people drowned an innocent…” 
 
         Luke reached over and closed the laptop. 
 
         “Hey! I wanted to see what she said!” 
 
         “I don’t want Jackson and Amelia listening to this.” 
 
         “They’re not even paying attention!”    
 
         Jackson was studying the underside of the car, running his chubby little fingers across the wheels. Amelia was drawing pictures of horses with a rainbow of crayons. 
 
         “Remember the last time we let the kids get involved in adult problems?” Luke lowered his voice to a whisper. “When we explained to Amelia that we didn’t have enough money, and that’s why we were moving back in with Grandma and Grandpa?” 
 
         “That was your idea,” Anna huffed. “Teach the kids financial responsibility, and they’ll never be poor like us!” she mocked. 
 
         “I know. But it wasn’t good for her. Remember what she did? She lied to us. She told us, numerous times, she was visiting Kayla in the city… but instead, she was sitting in the gutter, begging for money.” 
 
         Anna sighed. “Yes, I remember that.” 
 
         “The instant we left Kayla’s house… she put on her old torn dress, left the apartment, and sat on the sidewalk. She’d sit there for hours, telling people sob stories about how she was a homeless kid. She even got Kayla in on it. Made her to lie to the babysitter so we didn’t find out.” Luke sighed heavily, and glanced at Amelia’s small form. “All to earn money so that ‘mommy and daddy won’t be poor and sad.’” 
 
         Anna laughed. “She actually made a pretty penny doing that. What’d she have after a month of it? Two hundred dollars?” 
 
         “Anna, that is not the point!” 
 
         She stared at him. “What’s going on with you? You’ve been acting like you have a stick up your ass the entire day.” 
 
         Luke winced. He’d never quite gotten used to Anna’s blunt, crude language. He’d always been a soft-spoken man, growing up in a house where saying crap earned you a week without dessert. 
 
         “I’m just nerved up about all of this,” he said, finally. Family problems, money problems, this outbreak... And what’s in the trunk, out there in the hot Florida sun. He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I’ll take them into the other room. You can keep watching.” 
 
         “Daddy, can we play airplanes?” Amelia shouted, following him into the living room. “Please?” 
 
         “Okay, okay, Amie,” Luke said with a smile. 
 
         Amelia stuck out her arms sideways, running haphazardly around the room while making sputtering noises. Luke followed, his arms out too.  
 
         “I’m going to shoot you down!” she giggled. “Pew! Pew! Pew!” 
 
         “What, you’re a war plane now? I thought you were a passenger aircraft!” 
 
         “I changed my mind! Pew! Pew!” She made explosion noises. “Ah! I got you! You’re gonna crash!” 
 
         Luke dramatically crumpled to the floor, making a dry choking sound. 
 
         Jackson stared at them both, watching wordlessly before he turned back to his toys. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         “And they lived happily ever after,” Luke said. 
 
         Amelia looked up at him, the covers pulled up to her neck. In her hands she clutched an Amelia Earhart doll, complete with cloth goggles and a little plane sewed to her hand. She’d slept with that doll every night for the past two years. The thing had gotten so grungy that Anna refused to touch it. 
 
         “Will we live happily ever after, Daddy?” 
 
         Luke looked down into her soft brown eyes, a pang of sadness in his chest. She was such a sweet little girl. Even though he’d spent much of his life trying to reign in her stubborn, free-willed nature, he loved her more than anyone did. 
 
         He wrapped his arms around her and gave her a tight hug. “Of course we will, Amie. Why do you say that?” 
 
         “Because something bad is happening to the city. There are evil people.” 
 
         “Who told you that?” 
 
         “Mommy.” 
 
         Luke sighed. Anna not censoring herself around the kids, as usual, he thought. “We’re going to be just fine, okay?” 
 
         “But –” 
 
         He wrapped her into a tight hug. “I promise, Amie.” 
 
         She was quiet for a long time. Then she finally said into his shoulder: “Okay, Daddy.” 
 
         He got up from the bed. “Goodnight, Amie.” Click – he turned out the light. 
 
         Luke made his way to the master bedroom. The door was open a crack; a dim, flickering light spilled out from within. 
 
         He pushed open the door. 
 
         Anna was waiting for him. She was dressed in a black chemise – something he hadn’t seen her wear in several years. Her long, dark hair trailed down to her waist. A few candles stood on the dresser, their lambent, golden light filling the room. 
 
         “For a second, I thought the house was on fire,” Luke laughed. 
 
         “Oh yeah. I just took my dad’s gasoline, poured it all over the place, and set it on fire.” She rolled her eyes. “No. I wanted to do something special tonight.” 
 
         “I’m down for ‘something special,’” he said, with a suggestive laugh. 
 
         Anna walked over to him and wrapped her arms around him. She unbuttoned his shirt; her nearly-bare body grazed his chest. 
 
         He leaned down and kissed her. The kiss was soft, long, romantic – far more than the quick kisses they’d shared every morning when Luke left for work, and every evening when he came home. 
 
         “You taste like beans,” Anna said, when she pulled away. 
 
         “Sorry. We’re almost out of toothpaste, so I’m trying to ration it.” 
 
         “Oh, how sexy.” 
 
         She kissed him again. 
 
         His mouth brushed across her face, dipped down to her neck. Her hands swept along his back. She felt a rush of excitement as he pulled her towards the bed. 
 
         Waaaaaaaaaaaaahh! 
 
         Jackson’s loud wails came through the wall. 
 
         “I’ll get him,” Anna grumbled, throwing on a shirt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         Luke rolled over and looked at Anna. 
 
         She looked beautiful, even though she’d cried herself to sleep. After they’d made love, after she thought Luke was asleep, she’d held Jackson’s stuffed teddy bear and sobbed into it. She’d been doing it for months now. Mourning their little boy, who they expected would soon be gone. 
 
         Each time it broke Luke’s heart – but he always pretended it didn’t happen the next morning. Anna didn’t like him seeing that sad, vulnerable side of her. 
 
         He pushed himself up. The bed groaned and wobbled, but Anna didn’t stir. 
 
         Good. 
 
         He shimmied on his jeans, throwing his shirt over his head before tiptoeing to the door. Outside, the house was quiet. Only the hum of the fridge and the tick of the grandfather clock broke the silence. 
 
         Thump, thump, thump. 
 
         He padded across the carpet and into the kitchen. He rummaged through the junk drawer and pulled out a flashlight. Holding his breath, he slid the door open, enjoying the cool night air as it swept over his face. 
 
         Luke stepped out into the night. The porch light faded with every step, and the humid air clung to his face. The usual song of crickets and wind was quieter than normal, almost as if they knew about the turmoil happening miles away. 
 
         He walked over to his car, nervously popping the trunk open. The flashlight’s beam fell over a motionless arm, then a chest, then a face. Pallid skin, closed eyes, and a half-open mouth. The gash across the corpse’s throat had faded from bright red to rusty brown. 
 
         Rudy. 
 
         Luke slipped his hand into Rudy's pocket, rummaging around for a moment. The clothing, and the skin, were both cold and stiff. His face was still oddly gaunt and distorted. 
 
         Luke pulled his hand out of the pocket. 
 
         In his palm sat his tacky class ring and a little gray pill. 
 
         With a grunt he pulled the body out of the trunk, dragging it unceremoniously past the bushes and brambles to the edge of the yard. Then he grabbed a shovel and started to dig, the sound hushed in the pre-dawn shadows.  
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        Luke sat on the bed, a small wooden box in his lap. He flicked the clasp open and placed Rudy’s class ring next to the gray pill inside. 
 
         You killed him. 
 
         Guilt coursed through his body. Early that morning, Rudy’s sister had messaged him on Facebook.  
 
         Did you see Rudy? Do you know if he made it out okay? 
 
         He ignored the message, letting the little Seen at 7:49 AM text pop up. He didn’t want her to have false hope… but he also didn’t have the strength to lie. 
 
         He stared down at the class ring and the pill, the two things looted off Rudy’s dead body. Two things Luke was keeping. Why? To remind me what I did to him? 
 
         “Luke, breakfast is...wait, what are you doing?” 
 
         Luke’s head snapped up. Anna was standing in the doorway, her brows knotted in concern. “Oh, Anna! Uh…” 
 
         Before he could stop her, she was standing next to him, staring into the box. “Is that Earl Grey?!” 
 
         “No, Anna, I...” 
 
         “And whose ring is that?!” 
 
         “I can explain!” 
 
         “Okay. Then fucking do it.” She crossed her arms and stared at him, eyebrow raised. 
 
         “They’re both Rudy’s.” 
 
         “Luke, I told you that he isn’t welcome here! You heard him, he called me a –” 
 
         “He wasn’t here.” Luke shook his head, staring at the floor. “Anna… I didn’t tell you everything about what happened that day. The day of the quarantine, the outbreak.” 
 
         She sat down on the bed next to him, her tone softer. “Then tell me.” 
 
         “Rudy went crazy. He was acting like those infected people in that video. He tried to make me take Earl Grey. He came after me, Anna. I didn’t mean to, but… I had a knife. I had to defend myself.” 
 
         “Oh my God, Luke…” 
 
         He looked up at her, eyes brimming with tears. 
 
         “I killed him, Anna.” 
 
         She pulled him into a hug. For a long time they were silent, their arms wrapped tightly around each other. 
 
         Then she pulled away. 
 
         “You didn’t bury him under Mom’s coral bells, did you?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         That night, Anna couldn’t sleep. 
 
         I can’t believe Luke killed someone. 
 
         She ripped the covers off, readjusted her head against the pillow.  
 
         But it was self-defense. 
 
         She rolled over. But he kept it from me! Luke isn’t the type to keep secrets. He’s so honest, he even reported Aaron’s bachelor party in excruciating detail. “I looked at the stripper… just for a second, I promise! It wasn’t longer than that!” She smiled to herself in the darkness. What an idiot. 
 
         She rolled over and wrapped her arms around Luke, closing her eyes for just a moment. 
 
         Waaaaaaaaaahh! 
 
         Jackson’s cries came through the wall, loud and clear. 
 
         She pulled the covers over her head. He’ll just go back to sleep. He usually does. 
 
         Waaaaaaa – 
 
         Mid-scream, the cry stopped. 
 
         That’s weird. Anna rolled out of bed. Yawning, she shuffled out of the bedroom. 
 
         The hallway was dark and silent. No cries from Jackson, no rustling from the bedrooms. Only the sound of her bare feet, sticking to the linoleum floor with each step, could be heard. 
 
         She looked up. 
 
         The nursery door was open. 
 
         Her racing heart began to calm. Mom probably heard him and decided to check on him. She stepped into the room, her feet hitting the carpet. “Mom, is he okay?” 
 
         The room was a mess of shadows. Her eyes flitted over to the corner, the rocking chair Priscilla often sat in – but it was empty. The pile of toys next to it was jumbled and disordered, as if someone had tripped their way throsugh it. 
 
         “Mom?” she called. 
 
         No answer. 
 
         Her eyes began to adjust to the darkness. She could make out the crib, standing in the center of the room. White slats popped out against the gray and black shadows. 
 
         Over the crib stood a figure. 
 
         Too short to be her mother. 
 
         “Amelia?” Anna recognized the bent, short figure as her daughter. “Amelia, what are you doing up so late?” 
 
         No reply. 
 
         Anna stepped forward. “Amelia, honey? Are you comforting your little brother to help Mommy? That’s so…” 
 
         She stopped. 
 
         Amelia was leaning over the crib, her face hidden beneath her tangled, dark locks. Below her, Jackson lay on the mattress. 
 
         Much too still. 
 
         Anna’s heart began to pound. “Jackson?” she called. In the murky shadows, she could see his little arms, splayed out at his sides. His eyes, pressed tightly shut. His mouth, gaping open in a silent scream. 
 
         Then she noticed something. Something thin and shiny, pulled over his face. 
 
         A plastic bag. 
 
         Amelia was holding a plastic bag over Jackson’s head. 
 
         Anna lunged for the crib. She tore at the plastic bag. “No!” Amelia screamed, trying to tug it back down. 
 
         The bag flew off, landing on the floor. Jackson screamed a horrendous, blood-curdling shriek. 
 
         “Amelia, what the fuck were you doing?!” This wasn’t the time for niceties, for censoring swearing in front of kids. 
 
         “I was holding a plastic bag over his head,” she replied calmly. 
 
         “You could’ve fucking killed him!” she screamed. 
 
         Not could have. Would have. If I’d just gone back to sleep… Jackson would be dead. Anna hugged him tight against her body, tears of streaming down her cheeks. “Amelia, why?” 
 
         The little girl looked up, her eyes locking with her mother’s. 
 
         “His crying woke me up, and I got mad.” 
 
         “You got mad… so you tried to kill him?!” 
 
         Thump, thump, thump. Luke rushed in, his hair sticking up all over the place. “Is everything okay?” 
 
         Anna was nearly incoherent, sobbing and yelling. “She, she tried to kill Jackson...” 
 
         “What are you talking about!?” 
 
         Anna lifted a trembling finger, pointing to the ground where the crumpled bag lay on the floor. Luke stared at Amelia, completely dumbfounded. 
 
         “What happened, Amelia?”  
 
         He expected a lie, or some version of the truth that was different from the horrible tale twisting in his mind. 
 
         But that didn't happen. 
 
         “I held the bag over Jackson’s head,” she replied clearly, as though speaking to an even younger child.  
 
         “Why?” 
 
         “So he wouldn’t cry anymore.” 
 
         Amelia lifted her head and stared at her father. 
 
         In the dim light, her brown eyes flickered red. 
 
         No. 
 
         “Amelia. Listen to me, very carefully.” Luke crouched down, looking her in the eye. “Did you take a little gray pill at any point?” 
 
         She nodded. 
 
         Luke’s heart sank. 
 
         “When?” 
 
         “A month ago.” 
 
         “Who gave it to you?” 
 
         “A nice lady in Palm Sands. When I was trying to get money for you and Mommy.” 
 
         Luke returned to Anna’s side. She averted her eyes, tears streaming from them. Jackson whimpered in her arms, still terrified.  
 
         Then, suddenly, Anna grabbed his arm and yanked him out of the room. 
 
         Slam. 
 
         She closed the door behind them. Anna handed Jackson to Luke, grabbing a few rubber bands and a chair. After a few minutes she’d jimmied a block around the door, one that would keep Amelia in. 
 
         “You’re just going to lock her in there?” 
 
         “She tried to kill Jackson,” Anna said, wiping her eyes. “She’s not, she’s not herself. Until we figure out what to do…” 
 
         “There’s nothing to figure out,” Luke snapped. “We hold her, hug her, and love her. We help her fight this.” 
 
         Anna violently shook her head. “No, Luke, I don’t think she can fight it.” 
 
         “Do you really have no faith in our daughter?”  
 
         She’s not like Rudy, not like the others, Luke thought, trying to fight the tears. We can beat this. We can fight it. 
 
         “Daddy?” 
 
         A small, quiet voice came from the other side of the door. 
 
         “Daddy, why did you leave me alone?” 
 
         Luke crouched down at the door. He pressed his hand against the cold wood and tried to comfort her. “You’re sick, Amelia. Mommy and Daddy need to figure out how to get you all better.” 
 
         “But it’s dark in here. I’m scared.” 
 
         Luke turned the doorknob, pushing the door open just an inch.  
 
         “You can see Daddy now, okay?” 
 
         Her face appeared in the crack. She broke into a huge grin. “Daddy!” 
 
         Anna stared down at them wearily. Jackson had fallen back asleep, limp in her arms. She held him tight, unwilling to let him go. 
 
         “I want to go to sleep. Will you bring me back to bed? Tuck me in?” 
 
         Luke turned to Anna, but she shook her head.  
 
         “You’re going to sleep in there tonight, okay?” he said, as sweetly as he could. 
 
         “Why? Are you mad at me again?” 
 
         Luke’s heart sank. She often asked him that question. After he found out she was begging in the streets, he barely spoke to her for a week. When she stole his shaving cream and sprayed it all over the walls, he took away her toys for the day. 
 
         He swallowed and stared at the tiny crack, where her red eyes peered out at him. 
 
         “I’m sorry, Daddy. I’m sorry that I hurt Jack... I didn’t mean to.” 
 
         “I’m not mad at you, Amie.” 
 
         “Then can you let me out? Please, Daddy? I’ll be good!” 
 
         Luke rested his face in his hands. 
 
         “Please, Daddy, let me out!” Her voice cracked as she started to cry. 
 
         Luke shook his head. He took a deep breath and told a bitter lie. “In the morning I’ll let you out. We’ll go looking for birds in the backyard. We’ll play airplanes. I’ll even take you to Cakes & Candies, and we’ll get you a red velvet cupcake. Okay? Just try to sleep right now.” The lie scorched his lips, filled him with dread. 
 
         “Okay, Daddy.” 
 
         Her face disappeared from the gap. Rustling sounds came from the other side of the door as she lay down on the carpet. Poor Amelia. She doesn’t even have a pillow. His heart sank impossibly far into his chest as he thought about his little girl. 
 
         Sniff, sniff. 
 
         “Amie, what’s wrong?”  
 
         “I don’t have Amelia Earhart.” 
 
         For the past two years she’d never gone a night without that doll. Not even once. 
 
         Luke turned around. Anna had disappeared back into their bedroom with Jackson. 
 
         “I’ll get you Amelia Earhart, okay?” he whispered. “But don’t tell Mommy.” 
 
         “Really?!” Amelia’s eyes appeared in the gap again, accompanied by a huge smile. “Oh, thank you Daddy, thank you!” 
 
         Luke stood up, quietly walking down the hall and into Amelia’s room. On the bed, tangled up in the covers, was Amelia Earhart. Stinky, grimy, and as gross as usual. He smiled to himself and walked back down the hall, the doll in his hand. 
 
         He sat back down on the floor. “I’ve got her.” 
 
         He tried to push the doll through. 
 
         It didn't fit.  
 
         “It’s stuck,” Amelia wailed. He felt her tug at it from the other side, but it didn't budge.  
 
         Luke glanced at the chairs and rubber bands holding the door in place. Then he glanced to the shut master bedroom door. 
 
         Anna will never know. 
 
         Snap. Luke slowly undid the rubber bands, pulling away the chair as he pushed the door open a little further. 
 
         Amelia wasn’t there, waiting for the doll. 
 
         In fact, from what he could see, the room appeared empty. 
 
         Creeeaaak. He pushed the door open a few more inches and took a step inside. “Amelia? I’ve got your doll –” 
 
         Thwack! 
 
         Amelia flew out at her father. He stumbled backwards, cracking his head on the hard floor. The doll fell out of his arms and rolled down the hallway. 
 
         Two little hands closed around his throat. 
 
         “Amie! What are you doing?” he choked. 
 
         “Making you die,” she said, plainly. 
 
         “Amie...” Patches of black swam in his vision. He could feel his strength slipping away, feel the numbness growing in his chest. 
 
         “You didn’t let me out,” she said, her eyes flashing red. “You’re mean, Daddy. You deserve this –” 
 
          Crrack! 
 
         Amelia crumpled. She slid off him. Her body dropped to the floor with a sickening thump.  
 
         Anna stood in the hallway, her shaking hands gripped around a smoking rifle. 
 
         “Luke, I didn’t want to... I didn’t mean to... but she, she...”  
 
         Her words came out as a string of choked sobs. She fell against Luke, sobbing uncontrollably. He watched as a pool of darkness seeped from beneath Amelia’s lifeless body, and he knew the stain would never lift. 
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         One week later 
 
         They buried Amelia at the end of the yard. No funeral, no words, no prayers. It was too painful to process. To hide from it all, Luke threw himself into his work. He and Avery worked every day on erecting a fence around the house, hoping that it would help keep the infected out. 
 
         One afternoon Luke entered the house, breathless and exhausted. It wasn’t easy work, and Avery had yelled at Luke. Work faster, or I’ll drop ya right back off in Palm Sands! Luke hoped he was joking, but then again… Avery was never that fond of him. 
 
         Anna’s mom, Priscilla, was much nicer to Luke. She was always thrusting various baked goods in his face, and she made sure to tell him she appreciated his hard work. She was also handy – she knew how to do things like hunt deer and fix a leaky faucet. Luke originally assumed she learned those skills from Avery, but in the years he’d gotten to know them, he decided it was the other way around. 
 
         Priscilla was in the kitchen, preparing a dinner of canned tuna and rice. The radio played off her computer as she worked. She smiled at Luke as he pulled a diet coke out of the fridge. 
 
         “We have an important announcement,” the radio blared. “An antidote has been found for the disease that has claimed so many lives in Palm Sands.” 
 
         Luke turned the volume up, his interest piqued. 
 
         “The antidote cures those who have the virus – and it also makes those who haven’t gotten it yet immune.” 
 
         Luke’s smile faded.  
 
         We could have saved Amelia? He felt dizzy, numb, terrible. If I hadn’t opened the door… we could’ve kept her locked in there. We could have kept her safe until she was cured. 
 
         He took a seat at the kitchen table, clasping his hands together to try and stifle their trembling as the announcement continued. 
 
         “You can get the antidote at any pharmacy within ten miles of Palm Sands. The CVS at the city limits, the Walgreens on 7th… they all have it stocked.” 
 
         Luke eyed his shoes, next to the door. I could be there in ten minutes. I’ll get it for Anna, for Jackson, for Avery and Priscilla. 
 
         “Just ask for the little gray pill. Thank you for listening. Remember – the sun always shines on 90.9!” the jingle sang, merrily. 
 
         Luke paled. 
 
         He turned the computer screen towards him. 
 
         NOW PLAYING: WQPS 90.9. 
 
         “No,” Luke said. “That isn't true. They’re lying! My office was across from that station. I saw what happened there.” 
 
         “Luke, what are you talking about?” 
 
         Priscilla rushed over to him, eyeing him like a concerned mother hen. 
 
         “They’re all going to be infected.” He turned to the family room. It was empty, save for a few blocks and an overturned police car. “Priscilla, where’s Anna and Jackson?” 
 
         She looked at him blankly, as though asked a dumb question.   
 
         “They’re at the CVS right now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         Luke broke a few laws on the way to his family, but fortunately there were no cops around to pull him over. A stop sign was ignored; a red light went unheeded. After an illegal left turn, Luke was speeding towards the CVS, his hands shaking so hard that he had to fight to keep the wheel steady.  
 
         Almost there, almost there. 
 
         He made a right on to Oak Street, and his heart skipped a few beats when he saw the old wooden welcome sign. 
 
         Welcome to Palm Sands! Population: 206,453.  
 
         It was vandalized. Spray-painted over it, in thick red letters, was the word INFECTED. Behind it, a line of orange-and-white barricades spread across the road, their reflectors flashing in the sunlight. Two police cars guarded the border, their windows black and impenetrable.               
 
         Beyond the barricades was chaos. Empty shops had their windows punched out. Garbage was scattered across the sidewalks, and debris filled parts of the streets. The stench of rot and swampy air blew in through his window, almost making Luke vomit. 
 
         He made a sharp left onto 4th street, and the CVS came into view. Luke screeched into the parking lot. He leapt out of the car and dashed into the store. The glass automatic doors whirred open in front of him. 
 
         “Anna?” 
 
         The place was a madhouse. The line snaked through the aisles, down past the register and even outside the back door. He ran, nearly knocking over several people and a display of M&Ms. He almost gave up, but then he saw them. 
 
         “Anna!” 
 
         “Luke, what are you doing here? I was going to bring back one for everyone.” 
 
         “No, it’s a trap! Those gray pills are what’s causing the epidemic, not curing it.” He took in a breath, slowed his speech. “They aren’t handing out an antidote. They’re handing out Earl Grey.” 
 
         He spoke so loudly, the people nearby began to murmur. 
 
         “But the radio said...” 
 
         “I work across from WQPS’s office! Remember? That’s where this all started! How could you forget?!”  
 
         The anger flared in his chest. It was the same rampant, fiery anger he felt when he killed Rudy. When he accused Anna of causing Jackson’s illness. 
 
         He took a deep breath, trying to steady his emotions.  
 
         “Listen. That day, through the window, I saw one of them take the pill. You know what he did after that?” 
 
         Anna shakes her head. 
 
         “He decapitated the secretary.” 
 
         A hushed silence fell over the line. Some people just stared at him; others backed away. 
 
         I don’t care what they think of me. That’s the truth, and the truth needs to be heard, he thought, staring right back at them. 
 
         “If that’s true… then we need to warn everyone here.” Anna glanced over to the pharmacy window, where a man was taking a brown paper bag from the woman behind the counter. On each arm was a little girl, giggling and squealing. 
 
         Luke raced down the aisle, shoving several people over in the process.  
 
          “Hey, hey!” 
 
         The man turned around. One of his little girls pointed to Luke.  
 
         “Who is that crazy man, Daddy?” 
 
         Luke snatched the brown bag out of his hands.  
 
         “This isn’t the cure, it’s the cause. This is all a trick! WQPS is tainted, you can’t trust them!” 
 
         Hands grabbed him roughly by the shoulders. He whipped around. One of the CVS employees was holding him tight, her eyes narrowed at him.  
 
         “You’re causing a disturbance, sir.” 
 
         Her chin was too long. Her eyes were too close together. She looked slightly distorted, deformed, inhuman. 
 
         Like Dorky, like Rudy. 
 
         Like Amelia. 
 
         “You’re one of them! One of them! They’re all lying – don’t take the gray pill!” 
 
         More workers swarmed around him. One grabbed his legs, and another looped her arms around his waist to hoist him up. Anna ran over to them, Jackson bouncing wildly in her arms.  
 
         “Hey! What are you doing to him?” 
 
         “He’s causing a disturbance.” 
 
         “So what? That doesn’t mean you can shove him around like that!”  
 
         She stood as tall as she could, trying to look as intimidating as she possibly could. Jackson began to wail at the top of his lungs. The employees exchanged a look, then continued to drag Luke towards the double doors in the wall. 
 
         “Everyone needs to be properly immunized against the disease to prevent it from spreading, ma’am,” one of them said to her. “Whether they consent to it or not.” 
 
         “Anna!” Luke yelled, his voice muffled by one of their hands. “Anna...” 
 
         The doors swung shut behind him. 
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         As soon Anna got outside, she called the police. 
 
         “The employees at CVS assaulted my husband,” she said, steadying her shaking voice. “They dragged him into a back room, and locked the door, and wouldn’t let me in. And...” 
 
         “Okay, stay calm miss,” the officer responded on the other line. He had one of those sweet southern drawls that melted even the coldest of hearts, and it instantly helped calm Anna. “Which CVS is it?” 
 
         “The one on Kerry Street, a few minutes outside of Palm Sands.” 
 
         “Okay, miss. We’re going to get a squad car out there right away. In the meantime, tell me what happened, as best you can remember it.” 
 
         “Well, he was being a bit loud and argumentative. He was trying to persuade everyone not to take the antidote.” 
 
         “Why?”
     “He said he, uh, saw someone take one of the gray pills – just like the antidote. The guy went insane and decapitated someone, or something. Luke was trying to warn everyone else not to take it.” 
 
         Silence. 
 
         “Hello? Officer?” 
 
         “Listen, we’re under strict government orders here,” the officer said. His tone turned ice cold. “We have to administer the antidote to everyone. If even just one person doesn’t take it, they could risk the whole community becoming re-infected.” 
 
         “But, they took him and locked him in a room. They won’t even let me see him! I was yelling and banging on the door, and they wouldn’t let me in...” 
 
         “As I said miss, we’re operating on strict government orders.” 
 
         There was a click, and the line went dead. 
 
         Was he one of them?  
 
         Anna glanced in the rearview mirror. Jackson was crying. His face was red, and tears were streaming down his face. One of the ‘infected’ people Luke was talking about? Tears began to run down her cheeks, matching her son’s. 
 
         If even the police are infected, then we don’t stand a chance. 
 
         When she arrived home, she collapsed onto the floor.  
 
         “Anna?” Priscilla hurried out of the kitchen. “Oh my God! Anna, are you okay?” 
 
         Jackson’s face was beet red. It looked like he’d been crying for hours. Anna didn't look much better, and she didn’t turn to face her mother. 
 
         “They took him. I can’t believe it. They just took him.” 
 
         “Who took him? You’re not making any sense.” 
 
         “The people at CVS.”  
 
         She explained everything in a jumble of words that tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop them. Her mother didn’t understand, but she wrapped her arms around Anna and held her for a long time. 
 
         Thump, thump. Avery’s heavy boots shook the floor as he came back inside. “We got the fence lined up all ‘round the property. Barbed wire and all. Ha! I’d like to see Perry’s fat old dog try to shit in my yard now, ha!” 
 
        “Avery,” Mom hissed. 
 
         He looked around. When his eyes fell on Anna and Jackson his face dropped.    
 
         “What’s wrong?” His eyes darted around the room. “Wait – where’s Luke?” 
 
         “Gone,” Anna sobbed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         Luke opened his eyes. He was sitting in a small cell, eight feet squared. The walls were concrete, and there were no windows. There was just one door, with a panel of glass that looked out into the hallway. 
 
         “Hello?”  
 
         No one answered. He looked down. His legs were fixed to the chair with rope. He wriggled as hard as he could, but the chair only nudged forward a little. 
 
         Dammit. 
 
         Minutes passed, or maybe hours. It was hard to have any concept of time when stuck in the same room, the same position. 
 
         Creeeaaak. 
 
         The door swung open, and a woman walked in. She was the same employee that restrained him. He remembered her curly black hair tied back in a ponytail, her chocolate-colored skin. She had the same distorted look of the others – the gaunt cheeks, the eyes set too close together. Definitely one of them. 
 
         Her name tag read MYRA. 
 
         “Guess what, Luke?” A crooked smile formed on her lips. “You’re going to die tomorrow.” 
 
         “You’re going to kill me?” He tried to portray confidence and failed. Myra kept her eyes locked on his. 
 
         Then she burst into laughter. 
 
         “Nah. I’m just playing with you.” She rolled a gray pill between her fingertips. “I’m just here to tell you about this little thing called Earl Grey.” 
 
         “I’ll never take it. It’s the reason my daughter’s gone. The reason that hundreds of people have died in this city.” He let out a bitter laugh. “And, before all of that, my coworker already tried convincing me. It didn’t work.” 
 
         “That’s because Rudy’s an idiot.” 
 
         “What? You know him?” 
 
         “Once the pill is taken, we all know each other. It’s some freaky, hive-mind shit.” She let out a chuckle, almost like a normal person’s. “It’s not perfect, not yet. Sometimes I pee my pants, thinking I’m the girl sitting on the toilet in the Palm Sands Food Mart. Or vomit, thinking I’m the guy who just drank too many tequilas at Blue Veranda.” 
 
         Luke stared at her blankly. The rope cut painfully into his wrists. 
 
         “Anyway, about Rudy: well done!” 
 
         “Well done on what?” 
 
         “Killing him.” 
 
         Luke’s throat tightened. “What?” 
 
         “He was the chaff.” She locked eyes with him again, as she paced around the room. A smile crept up her lips. “You killed him – just like you were supposed to.” 
 
         The room twirled around him, and he suddenly felt nauseous.  
 
         “Wait, what are you talking about?” 
 
         “Your boss, Kevin Donahue, has been spiking the water cooler for years.” Click, click, click – her heels clapped against the cement, as if applauding her. “You’re what we call a dormant. You’re already infected; you have been for years.” 
 
         “Years. How many years?” The gears were turning in Luke’s mind; a terrible realization sunk in his chest. 
 
         “Mmm, probably about three.” 
 
         The world spun underneath him. The rope cut into his legs like fire; his head pounded in bursts of pain. 
 
         Three years… 
 
         Jackson is one and a half. 
 
         “Does it affect children?”  
 
         “What do you mean?” 
 
         “If I fathered a child, after I was infected, what would happen?” 
 
         “Oh, you’re asking about Jackson.” 
 
         “How do you know his name?” 
 
         “The pill basically makes us mind-readers, remember?” She leaned over him. Her eyes darted across his face, pausing on his eyebrows, then his mouth. “I can read the name of your child from the expressions on your face. From the lilt of your voice. It’s as easy as telling time.” 
 
         “Then answer the question,” Luke said, his voice beginning to crumble. “Is that why Jackson is ill?” 
 
         For a second, they just stared at each other. Her face looked so distorted, so strange, like it was some sort of robot with a wax face stretched over the metal. Or a crude sculpture of a woman, by someone who didn’t quite understand human anatomy. 
 
         Slowly, she nodded. 
 
         A dull ringing filled his ears. “So he’s going to die, because of me.” 
 
         “Not exactly.” Myra began pacing the room again, her heels clicking against the cement floor. “When he’s activated, all of his symptoms will disappear.” 
 
         “But then he’ll be one of your pawns. Killing the chaff, carrying out orders from whoever leads all of you.” 
 
         “Well, yes. But it’s not a bad lifestyle, Luke! Not at all.” 
 
         “What about me? When is it going to happen?” 
 
         “You were going to be activated months from now,” she said, twirling a lock of black hair around her finger. “But because of your little outburst we’ve moved the timeline up. Can’t have you calling from the rooftops don’t take the gray pill! Don’t do it!” She cupped her hands over her mouth, mocking him with a contorted, desperate expression. “Oh please, don’t take the gray pill, everyone!” 
 
         “So what? You’re going to activate me now?” 
 
         She smiled. 
 
         “If I told you when we were going to do it, that’d ruin all the fun, wouldn’t it?” 
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          Anna spread the guns across the carpet. 
 
         “Look, Anna,” Avery said, standing up. “I’m all for shooting up the bastards who took him, but don’t you think this is a bad idea?” 
 
         Jackson sat in the highchair, completely oblivious, as his grandma fed him spoonfuls of macaroni and cheese.  
 
         “You’ve got nothing to worry about, Anna. They’ll just release him as soon as they’ve administered the antidote,” Priscilla said. 
 
         “You don’t get it. We can’t wait that long! If he takes the pill, he’ll become one of – one of them!” 
 
         “Maybe you misunderstood Luke, honey.” Her mother broke off a piece of cracker and placed it on the highchair tray. A chubby hand shot out and grabbed it happily. “It sounds like the pill is a good thing. The radio said it’ll make him immune to the disease.” 
 
         “No! Don’t you get it? The pills are the cause!” 
 
         Anna stood up so forcefully that her toe caught on one of the guns. It clattered against the others, causing Jackson to jump. “Mom, Dad… we have to save him. Before it’s too late.” 
 
         They shook their heads. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         Anna jolted out of bed. The clock by her bed read 11:04 PM. She glanced at the crib; Jackson was sleeping soundly, his chubby face squished against the mattress. Since Amelia’s death, she’d moved Jackson into the master bedroom. She never wanted to sleep apart from him again. 
 
         Anna stayed still and listened. All was silent, save for the light pitter-patter of the rain outside. 
 
         Good. They’re asleep. 
 
         She plucked off the covers and climbed out of bed. Then she tiptoed to the door and slowly pushed it open. 
 
         Crreeeeaaaak. 
 
         Damn rusty hinges. Luke was supposed to fix that.  
 
         Luke… She felt a pang of sadness, but ignored it as she stepped out into the hallway. She left the bedroom door open. If Jackson happened to wake up, her parents would hear him. 
 
         They’ll also figure out I’m gone, but that’s a risk I’m willing to take. 
 
         She crept out into the family room. Most of the guns were still lying on the carpet – except for Dad’s beloved Smith & Wesson that had rested underneath his pillow for the past fourteen years. 
 
         Anna picked out a rifle and she walked to the key rack.  
 
         Dammit. The keys to the white pickup were gone. Dad must have them… it is technically his car, after all. She grabbed Luke’s keys to the Accord instead. 
 
         With a slam of the door and a jingle of keys she pulled out of the driveway. Her white headlights washed over the road, casting eerie, elongated shadows from the streetlamps and the trees. The mirror was fogged with humidity. Anna didn’t turn on the radio. Tonight was a night for silence. 
 
         It took her ten minutes to get to the CVS. The parking lot is desolate, shimmering in the light from the streetlamps. Inside, all the lights were off, save for a few in the back. The aisles of Maybelline and the displays of M&Ms were cast in eerie, dim light. 
 
         She walked up to the front door, but as expected, they didn’t whir open. 
 
         She aimed the rifle at the glass and pressed the trigger. 
 
         Crrrack! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         “What about Anna?” 
 
         “What about her?” Myra asks. 
 
         “Is she infected too?” 
 
         “Did she take the pill?” 
 
         “No, I mean, is it…” 
 
         “Oh, sexually transmitted? Ha! I wish. Then my job would actually be fun.” She sighed dramatically. “No, the only way to get infected is to take the pill. Dissolved in a water cooler, crushed into a powder, or even baked into a flambé. My friend Katie did that.” She paused. “Well, not really my friend. Someone I know in the hive mind.” 
 
         “So Anna’s safe.” 
 
         “For now. And...” Myra froze. Her eyes went glassy as she stared blankly at the wall. 
 
         “Myra?” 
 
         Still as a statue. 
 
         And then she jolted back to life. “Sorry, just getting orders through the mind,” she said, tapping her temple with a smile. “I’m supposed to get something. Be right back.” 
 
         She disappeared through the door. Luke waited until her figure disappeared from the glass-paneled window. 
 
         Then he wriggled against the cords again. He bent his arms and shook his legs. But it was no use; they were just too tight. 
 
         A few minutes later, Myra came back with a tall glass of water. Except Luke could tell it wasn’t just water. It looked slightly darker and slightly cloudier than it should have.  
 
         Myra stooped and cut the rope from Luke’s wrists. A tingling numbness spread over his skin, and he felt a rush of relief. 
 
         Myra placed the glass in his hand.  
 
         “Drink.” 
 
         “I’m not stupid. That’s Earl Grey.” 
 
         “Sort of. It’ll activate you, but just for an hour. Consider it a preview.” 
 
         “Why? Why not just activate me now?” 
 
         “Because you’re useless to us if you’re against the cause. I’m going to persuade you by showing, not telling.” 
 
         “I’m not taking it.” 
 
         “It’ll wear off, I promise.” 
 
         “You promise?” he scoffed. “So what, now I’m supposed to trust the woman who tied me to a chair?” 
 
         Myra reached into her pocket. She pulled out a long, sharp knife and pressed it against Luke’s neck. “You don’t exactly have a choice, you know.” 
 
         Luke gulped, looking down at the water. It’s this, or never seeing Anna again. Never seeing Jackson again. 
 
         He raised the glass to his lips, taking a tiny sip. He immediately choked on it. “This is terrible!” 
 
         “Drink it all,” she commanded. 
 
         He tilted the glass and chugged it down, fighting the waves of nausea coursing through his body. The glass rolled out of his hand, falling onto the floor. 
 
         Crash! It shattered into a thousand pieces. 
 
         “Good.” Myra stood up and paced the room again, the glass crunching under her feet. “How do you feel?” 
 
         “Terrible.” 
 
         The effects were immediate. A slow, sinking feeling followed by a wave of nausea. Then crackling pain that spread over his skin like lightning. 
 
         Then there was nothing. 
 
         He opened his eyes. Myra stared at him, head cocked. “What do you see?” 
 
         He didn’t have time to answer. 
 
         Crrrack! 
 
          A gunshot reverberated through the walls, and her grin faded. 
 
         Crrrack! A second one followed. Luke wriggled against the rope, twisting his knees and shifting his feet, but it didn’t budge. Myra took a careful step towards the door, raising her finger to her lips. 
 
         “Hey! Untie me!”  
 
         She didn’t respond. 
 
         “I’m a sitting duck! They’re going to kill me in an instant!” 
 
         “Fine by me. You’re kind of annoying.” 
 
         “Come on Myra...”  
 
         Slap, slap, slap. Hurried footsteps against the cement were coming closer and closer. 
 
         And then a familiar face poked in, crowned with wild, dark hair. 
 
         “Anna?” 
 
         He cried out in relief as she stepped into the room, rifle poised. 
 
         Myra leapt at her knife-first, but Anna was faster.  
 
         Crrrack! 
 
         Slap.  
 
         Myra fell to the ground. Blood soaked through her jeans. She grabbed at her leg and screamed in agony. 
 
         “Don’t bring a knife to a gun fight, you fucker,” she whispered under her breath. Then she pried the bloody knife from Myra’s hands, as if it were nothing, and cut at Luke’s rope.  
 
         “Luke, are you okay?” 
 
         He didn’t hear her, or anything, except for a deafening tone that was ringing in his ears. It was like a chorus of screams, but flattened into a single, unearthly note. His hands snapped up to is ears. 
 
         “Luke! Are you okay?” 
 
         The scream faded into a chorus of voices. A thousand at once – yet somehow, he could hear them and understand them perfectly. 
 
         Did you hear that? 
 
         One of us is wounded. 
 
         It’s Myra. 
 
         They’re at the CVS on 4th Ave. 
 
         Move. 
 
         Ugh, I don’t feel good. Shouldn’t have had that tequila… 
 
         Luke heaved. A spout of vomit fell into the carpet. 
 
         “We have to get out of here!” Anna yanked him out of the room and through the store. It was empty, quiet. Rows of shampoo and cold medicine glinted in the dim light, watching them. One of the bulbs flickered, setting the shadows into motion. Their footsteps echoed off the carpet, muffled and low. 
 
         The voices in Luke’s head faded into soft chatter. He looked around, his eyes catching on the cooler. It was lit from the inside with a blue, otherworldly light. Rows of Coke and Gatorade lined the refrigerated shelves. 
 
         Pinned to the glass was a handwritten sign: BUY 1 GET 1 FREE. 
 
         She was crying when she wrote that. 
 
         He could tell from the quiver of the 1s, from the way the ink ran on the last e. He could read it in the crinkles on the sides of the page, on the slant of the tape. He could see it all. 
 
         “Luke. We have to go.” 
 
         He didn’t budge. 
 
         His eyes were glued to an overturned can of peanuts. The cartoonish, anthropomorphized peanut stared up at him from the canister with an outlandish grin. The man who drew that just had something wonderful happen to him. A baby, or a wedding... 
 
         Click. 
 
         The flow of thoughts stopped. Luke whipped around. “I heard something,” he whispered to Anna. “I think someone’s in here with us.” 
 
         “I didn’t hear anything –” 
 
         “Ssssshhhhh!” 
 
         They cautiously took a step forward. 
 
         Clack. 
 
         The sound came from the makeup aisle, behind a lit-up Revlon display with a blown-up photo of some blonde celebrity. Luke moved to go in first, but Anna threw out an arm.  
 
         “I’m the one who’s got the gun.” 
 
         She pushed past him. Luke watched as the end of the gun turned the corner. His eyes flicked to the floor; the makeup was spilled out in a rainbow of shiny lipsticks, brightly-colored tubes of mascara, and shades of tan foundation. 
 
         There was too much silence. Not only in his ears, but from the endless chittering of the infected. They had fallen dead silent in Luke’s head.  
 
         Did they turn it off on purpose?  
 
         His heart pounded, and a terrible sinking feeling settled in his stomach. He stepped through the aisle after Anna. Anna took a few slow steps forward, gun poised in front of her. If these infected dimwits think they’re going to get us, they have another thing coming, she thought. Her finger trembled on the trigger. The eyeshadow palettes crunched under her boots. 
 
         “I think it’s clear, Luke.” 
 
         “No. Something’s still wrong.” 
 
         He could see it in the spilled makeup. A tube of lipstick was standing upright. A stick of eyeliner dangled haphazardly from the rack. 
 
         Waiting to fall over. 
 
         Waiting. 
 
         Waiting around the corner.  
 
         “Anna, stop!” 
 
         It was too late. A man poked his head out from the corner, staring right at them. 
 
         They had been found.  
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         Luke charged at the man. 
 
         He could see nothing else but those blue eyes, circled with deep wrinkles. He could feel nothing but insatiable rage. 
 
         Smack. They collided and tumbled to the floor. Luke’s hands fumbled, then locked around the man’s neck. “You’re not going to hurt us,” he yelled. “You’re not going to make us take that stupid gray pill!” 
 
         The man made a choked gasp. 
 
         “Luke, stop!” Anna screamed. 
 
         Luke’s fingers tightened. 
 
         “Luke!” 
 
         Anna’s hands fell on his shoulders. She pulled him away. 
 
         Luke’s heart slowed. The tunnel vision faded. The man hobbled up. 
 
         Just an innocent, homeless old man. 
 
         “You’re one of them!” he shouted hoarsely, pointing at Luke. “I came in here ‘cause I saw the shattered door, thought I could get some food, but it’s one of you. Now you’re gonna make me take that gray pill, aren’t you?!” 
 
         “No, no, we’re not…” Luke’s voice died in his throat. 
 
         “Let’s just get out of here,” Anna said, tugging at his arm. “We’re so, so sorry,” she called to the man. “I saw some kettle corn in aisle 4! The good organic stuff!” 
 
         “Fuck you,” he called back at her, fading into the darkness of the aisles. 
 
         “What is wrong with you?” Anna hissed, as they stepped through the jagged opening in the door. “All he did was look at us, and you fucking charged at him like he was going to kill us.” 
 
         “I’m just on edge.” 
 
         “On edge? That’s your excuse? My God.” She rolled her eyes and stepped into the parking lot, but then she froze. 
 
         What the fuck? 
 
         Anna stared into the darkness. Across the street, under the flickering street lamp, was an odd-shaped shadow. It took up a good stretch of sidewalk, like some sort of hellish caterpillar. She took a tentative step forward to get a better look, and instantly regretted it. 
 
         It was them. A dozen people, standing still as statues, across the street. They were staring right at Anna and Luke. 
 
         She dragged him towards the car. The shadows took a synchronized step into the street, making a horrendous clop that echoed off the buildings. 
 
         “We’re not going to make it!” Anna screamed. 
 
         Clop. Clop. 
 
         Anna and Luke pulled the car doors open. 
 
         Slam. 
 
         The engine roared to life under Anna’s feet. She peeled out of the parking lot and onto the road. The figures faded back into the rearview mirror, until they were nothing but glints of light and shadow under the distant streetlamp. 
 
         “I’m so sorry I was late. I meant to get here sooner,” Anna said, her words cutting through the silence. 
 
         Luke didn’t reply. Anna glanced over at him. And as they passed under a streetlamp, his face was illuminated in a flash of yellow light. 
 
         He looked gaunt, pale, strange. 
 
         “Luke, are you okay?” 
 
         “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
         He was listening to them, not to her. The voices were a tumultuous roar, sloshing inside his head like the sea. 
 
         “I’m sorry, Luke.” 
 
         He glanced over at her. A million things popped out at him that he never noticed before. The tiny scar above her eyelid, from when she nearly gouged her eye out with a car door. The mottled bruises on her shins, from bumping into every single piece of furniture on her midnight trips to the bathroom. 
 
         There was something else, too: a tiny scratch across her shoulder. Luke stared at it for a few seconds before he spoke.  
 
         “A few days ago… a few days after Amelia… you went out to the pier.” 
 
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  
 
         The steering wheel slipped under her fingers. Luke turned to her, but she kept her eyes glued on the road. 
 
         “You drove down to the pier. That scratch on your shoulder is from the rusty nail that pokes out of the first post.” 
 
         Anna was silent. He watched as her lips twitched down, as her eyes shone with moisture in the glare of the headlights. 
 
         “You walked to the end, and you parked Jackson’s stroller in front of some seagulls. He loves watching them.” 
 
         Quiet sobs broke from her, but he kept pressing.  
 
         “And you thought about jumping in.” 
 
         Tears flooded her cheeks. 
 
         “Anna, why?” 
 
         “Because I fucking killed our daughter, Luke. That’s why.” Her voice crumbled to sobs. “I could’ve just yanked her off you. We could’ve kept her in a locked room, fed her meals through the crack in the door. She could be alive now.” She sniffed loudly. “I didn’t even think. I was so terrified by what she did to Jackson. So terrified what she was doing to you. I let the fear control me… and I pulled the trigger before I even thought about it.” 
 
         “She was infected. I think she was already gone.” Luke touched her hand. “I have these dreams where she’s still alive. The horror of waking up, and remembering she’s gone, is the worst thing I’ve ever felt. But there was nothing we could do, Anna.” 
 
         “That’s not the only thing.” Tears ran down her cheeks, glittering in the headlights. “You were right about Jackson. Totally, one-hundred fucking percent right. Okay?” 
 
         Luke reached for her shoulder, but she jerked away. 
 
         “I knew I was pregnant. Or at least, I was pretty sure. But I took the medication anyway. I was just so tired, and all these fucking thoughts and anxieties kept cramming into my head. That we’d get in a terrible car accident because of the construction on 295. That a bomb would drop and kill us all. I couldn’t stand it, and I just wanted to sleep…” 
 
         Luke grabbed her shoulder.  
 
         “Anna, you’re not responsible for Jackson’s illness.” He swallowed, taking a deep breath. “I am.” 
 
         “What?” 
 
         “That woman in there… she said my boss had been spiking the water cooler with Earl Grey for years. I’ve been infected, in some sort of dormant state, this whole time. That’s what messed Jackson up.” 
 
         “You mean it had nothing to do with me?” 
 
         “Nothing.” 
 
         Anna forced a laugh through the tears. “You really mean –” 
 
         She hit the brakes. 
 
         The car screeched to a halt. 
 
         Lying across the road was a white pickup truck. Dents puckered the metal; the cratered headlights flickered and fizzed out. 
 
         A white pickup truck that looked all too familiar. 
 
         “Oh my God…” Anna said, her heart pounding in her chest. “Is that...” 
 
         A shadow was slumped over in the driver’s seat. In the back seat, through the shattered window, the red-and-black cloth of a car seat poked out. 
 
         Anna opened the car door before Luke could stop her.  
 
         “Anna, wait! What are you doing?!” 
 
         “That’s Dad’s truck! Don’t you recognize it?! He must’ve noticed I was gone, and they followed me out, and, and...” 
 
         “Wait, Anna! Don’t!” He grabbed her arm. The drug was fading fast. Something was wrong – Luke could tell that much – but without the full effect of Ear Grey, he couldn’t quite pin it down. 
 
         Doesn’t Avery’s license plate have an X in it somewhere? Or is that Priscilla’s? He stared at the pickup blankly, his heart pounding in his chest. And what did he crash into? There’s no second car, no tree, no streetlamp. There's just a dented car in the middle of the road… 
 
         “Let go of me,” Anna said. She slipped out of his grasp as he kept staring at the street. The pavement shimmered in the headlights, wet from the drizzling rain – but it was bare. 
 
    There were no glittering shards of glass, no bits of metal or tire. No skid marks, no smell of burnt rubber in the air. 
 
         The car didn’t crash. 
 
         It was placed there. 
 
         “Anna, no!” 
 
         He was too late. Anna was already out of the car, running towards the silent pickup. 
 
         Her hands fell on the cold door handle, slick with the light rain. She yanked, but it didn't open. “Dad!” she yelled at the immobile figure. “Dad, are you okay?!” 
 
         He must’ve realized I left and came out to follow me, she thought, her mind racing. Came down here to talk me out of it… and ended up in an accident instead. 
 
         Tears burned her eyes. She reached through the window, grabbing his arm. 
 
         “Dad! Dad?!” 
 
         Over the soft, rushing wind and the quiet chirp of crickets, the radio crackled to life. The sun always shines on 90.9! The jingle came through the radio, muddied with static. 
 
         “Dad! Dad?”  
 
          Thump. 
 
         The figure lifted its head. 
 
         Gaunt face. Red eyes. 
 
         It wasn’t Avery.  
 
         “Shit!” 
 
         She jumped back. But she was too late. 
 
         A hand latched onto her wrist. He pulled her towards the window. 
 
         Luke ran up to her, grabbed her by the waist. He yanked her back. After a few moments, the hand released. 
 
         The truck door began to open. 
 
         Slam. The man in the pickup stepped out. Clack, clack. His boots pounded against the wet pavement. 
 
         Anna and Luke made it back to the car. 
 
         “Get in!” 
 
         Vrrrrrm. The car lurched forward. 
 
         The man stood in the headlights for a moment. He stared them down, the white glow illuminating his tall, thin figure. When they came within a foot of him, he darted back into the truck. 
 
         A moment later he pulled onto the road after them. 
 
         “Go!” Anna screamed, covering her face with her hands. They careened through the darkness. The blocks were growing wider; the trees were getting thicker. The suburbs of Palm Sands were finally fading into the distance. 
 
         “Did we lose him?” she asked. 
 
         Luke glanced in the rearview mirror. The headlights of the pickup were still floating in the darkness, gaining on them every second. “No.” 
 
         “What are we going to...” Her eyes fell on her trusty rifle, laying across the backseat. She broke into a smile, and Luke caught her gaze.  
 
         “Oh, no, Anna. I don’t think that’s really a good...” 
 
         She grabbed it. Then she clawed at the moonroof, pulled it open. She squeezed herself through it. 
 
         There was silence for a moment. 
 
         Then came a series of sound. 
 
         “Get the fuck out of here!” 
 
         Crack. 
 
         “You’re a fuckin’ loser!” 
 
         Crack. 
 
         “Don’t ever come after us again!” 
 
         Crack. 
 
         The last one was a direct hit. The pickup swerved madly, then veered off the road. Crrrrrack. The terrible crunching sound reverberated through the damp air. Anna scooted back into her seat, a triumphant smile on her face. 
 
         “Uh, congrats?” Luke said. 
 
         Anna reached out and squeezed his hand. 
 
         “Thanks, Luke.” 
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        Jackson’s cries came through the wall. Anna hoisted her body out of the bed, suddenly feeling like she was made of lead. Her head ached and throbbed, and she had to squint to see.  
 
         Sleep deprivation is the worst. 
 
         But for the first time… I feel like we have a shot at curing Jackson. 
 
         Anna entered the nursery. Jackson was already standing up in the crib, his little face all red from crying. She picked him up and held him for a long time, despite the woozy feeling from lack of sleep.  
 
         “We know why you’re sick,” she whispered in his ear, a smile creeping up her face. “And we’re going to make you all better.” 
 
         She finally set him down. With a squeal, he ran over to his toy police car. A few minutes later Luke came in, barely holding back a yawn. “So how am I going to explain my presence to your parents?” 
 
         “We’ll say they let you go,” Anna replied, smirking back at him. “I wasn’t involved at all. Oh, no, last night I slept like a baby. Didn’t even hear him come in.” 
 
         He snorted. “You look really tired though.” 
 
         “Hey!” 
 
         “It’s true!” 
 
         Laughing, the three of them entered the kitchen together.  
 
         “Hey, Mom, Dad,” Anna said with a glowing smile. “They let Luke go last night!” 
 
         “Oh, that’s great!” Priscilla ran over and wrapped him in a hug. Avery gave him a smile and a thumbs-up. 
 
         After a few minutes of hugs and greetings, they returned to the couch. The news had just come on. 
 
         It showed a familiar scene. 
 
         The CVS. 
 
         “Hey, let’s put on cartoons for Jackson!” Anna said, with too much enthusiasm. “I think Curious George is on now, and he really loves that...” 
 
         Avery turned around, shushing her. “We’re watching the news! Can’t you see that?” Click, click. He turned the volume up, watching as the newscaster stepped into frame.  
 
         “Last night, the CVS on 4th Avenue was broken into,” the reported said, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “One person was found wounded inside – a woman by the name of Myra James. The perpetrator is still at large, but coming up, we have an exclusive interview with a witness.” 
 
         The scene cut to footage of an unkempt-looking man with blue eyes. 
 
         “Tell us what you saw last night, Mr. Kazinski.” 
 
         “I was walkin’ down the sidewalk on my way to see my friend Bill when I saw the door was broken into. So I said to myself, ‘hey, I’ll just sneak in and take a few snacks.’ Well, outta nowhere this crazed-lookin’ blond guy, about yea tall an’ kinda funny-lookin’, grabs me and starts stranglin’ me!” 
 
         Avery turned around, his eyes narrowing at Luke.  
 
         “His wife, some nut holding a huge gun, pulls him off.” 
 
         This time Priscilla turned around, her face scrunched into a scowl. 
 
         “Then I saw that poor woman in back. Shot straight in the leg. No doubt by tha’ gun-totin’ woman.” 
 
         Priscilla’s mouth hung open. Anna immediately turned back to the bowl of cornflakes she was making. Her hand shook as she held the carton, sending milk splashing up the sides of the bowl. 
 
         “Anna.” 
 
         Her mom stood behind her, so close that she could feel her breath. 
 
         “That was you who broke into the CVS, wasn’t it?!” 
 
         “No, of course not.” 
 
         “You were just talking about breaking into the CVS yesterday!” 
 
         “It could have been anyone!” 
 
         “How many rifle-toting women do you think live in Palm Sands, exactly?” Priscilla yelled. 
 
         “And I bet none of ‘em are married to funny-lookin’ blond men,” Avery shouted from the sofa. “They have better sense than that!” 
 
         “Okay, fine. It was me. Now, my cereal’s getting soggy, so...” 
 
         “You shot someone, Anna!” 
 
         “She was one of the infected, Mom. She was keeping Luke prisoner. She planned to kill him...” 
 
         “She actually wasn’t going to kill me,” Luke shouted from floor. 
 
         “Luke!” 
 
         “Uh, it’s not as bad as it sounds, Priscilla,” Luke added weakly. 
 
         “Oh, so Anna didn’t shoot someone?!” Priscilla asked, incredulously. 
 
         “No, uh, she did. But it was self-defense. When Anna broke in, Myra lunged at her with a knife.” 
 
         “That’s my girl!” Avery said, a hearty laugh floating in from the living room. Jackson giggled.  
 
         “This is all terrible! You broke into a CVS and shot someone – when all they were going to do was give Luke the antidote and set him free?” 
 
         They all stared at each other. Avery, amused at the whole thing. Anna, defensively staring daggers at her mother. Luke, awkwardly trying to keep the peace. Priscilla, seconds away from flying into a flaming rage. 
 
         Before anything else could happen, the scene halted. A small, but perfectly clear, sound came from across the room. 
 
         “Dada.” 
 
         Four heads whipped around to look at Jackson. He was sitting on the floor, toy car in his hands, while he stared directly at Luke. 
 
         He burst into a smile. 
 
         “Dada!” 
 
         A wave of emotion swelled in the room. Anna started laughing and crying all at once. Priscilla started sobbing uncontrollably. Avery ran over to the little boy, his footsteps shaking the whole house. They were overjoyed, but Luke just stood there numbly.   
 
         He knew exactly what it meant. 
 
         Jackson was now Infected. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12 
 
        The house stood behind the haphazard fence and barbed wire. Pink dawn bled over the horizon while Anna pulled the kettle off the stove. With a metallic clink, she sat it down on a trivet, then rifled through the cabinet. In the past two weeks she went through all the green tea, then all the black. 
 
         Now there was only one box left. 
 
         Earl Grey. How ironic. 
 
         She plunged the tea bag into the steaming water. It tinted the water brown, like the rising sun was tinting the dark sky with hues of dawn. Then she poured two cups – one for herself and one for Luke. 
 
         “What are you thinking about?” Luke asked. 
 
         “Nothing, really,” she replied, shaking her head. 
 
         “Come on, Anna. I know you’re thinking something.” 
 
         I am thinking something. 
 
         I’m thinking of the pier. 
 
         Anna took a shuddering breath and cleared her throat.  
 
         “So it’s not really Jackson saying ‘dada’ and ‘mama’?” She looked up, her lips trembling. “Is he… is he going to be like Amelia?” 
 
         “I don’t know, Anna.” He sighed, his breath blowing the steam off his cup in swirling eddies. “Myra told me –” 
 
         “Myra?” 
 
         “The woman you shot.” 
 
         “Oh.” 
 
         “She said when he was activated that he’d be cured. He’d talk, and he wouldn’t have seizures anymore.” 
 
         And he wouldn’t die? Anna thought. But if it isn’t really him, then how is that better? Tears burned her eyes, and she shook her head again. No, I’m not going to cry anymore. Luke reached out and squeezed her hand.  
 
         “I don’t know much more than you, Anna. I’m trying to make sense of it all, but I don’t know.” 
 
         “I know.” 
 
         A rustling sound came from the nursery. She rose from the table and walked in. He was standing in the crib, but instead of crying, he let out a soft “mama.” 
 
         It’s not real. It’s not him talking. It’s the drug, the disease. 
 
          She shut out the voice. No, I won't listen. 
 
         “Hi, Jack,” she said with a smile. 
 
         He’s not going to end up like Amelia. 
 
         I won’t let him. 
 
         “Want to join Mama in the kitchen?” 
 
         “Mama!” 
 
         Jackson followed her into the kitchen. She opened the kettle, fished out the teabag, and dropped it in the sink with an unceremonious plop. 
 
         Crack! 
 
         The sound reverberated through the morning air. 
 
         Crack! 
 
         Anna stood up, running to the window. 
 
        “Luke!?” 
 
         “What?” 
 
         “I think we have a problem!” 
 
         The sun’s first rays danced across the lawn, gold and serene. The chain-link fence stood tall, the barbed wire glistening in the light. 
 
         But the scene was broken by something terrifying.  
 
         Behind the fence stood a tall figure, who was cutting madly into the metal fencing with huge shears.  
 
         Anna disappeared from the window and grabbed one of the guns from the closet. Then she slid the kitchen door open and stepped out onto the porch. 
 
         “Stop, or I’ll shoot!” she yelled. 
 
         The figure immediately dropped the shears and held up its hands in surrender. 
 
         “Get off my lawn!” 
 
         “Wait!” The voice isn’t a man’s, but a woman’s. “I’m not one of them!” 
 
         “Like hell you’re not! You’re cutting through my fence!” 
 
         “I’m trying to help you,” she said. “Please, let me in.” 
 
         “I’m not falling for that.” 
 
         The woman hesitated, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Then she said, quietly, “I know about your son.” 
 
         “So you are one of them.” Anna cocked the gun, leveling it at the intruder. 
 
         “No, I’m not.” 
 
         “How else would you know about my son?” 
 
         “Because I was there, at the CVS. I was standing three people behind you.” 
 
         Anna studied the woman. She didn’t have the ghastly, deformed appearance of the infected – at least not from afar. Her eyes weren’t flashing that hideous red, and she stood patiently at the fence. 
 
         Anna turned to Luke questioningly. He shrugged. “She looks okay. Keep your gun up, though.” 
 
         Anna took a hesitant step into the yard. The palms swayed in the breeze, scattering shadows across the grass. The rifle was still raised, cocked, and ready. I’m safe, I’m safe, she repeated in her head, her finger poised at the trigger. 
 
         “What do you know about my son?” Anna asked, as soon as she got near. 
 
         “I know that he doesn’t speak, even though he looks old enough to. I’ve got a little one too, two years old, who’s the same way.” She smiled sadly at Anna. “And then someone told me a rumor…” 
 
         “What rumor?” 
 
         “That it’s linked to Earl Grey, somehow.” The woman folded her hands across her body. “So I set to work. I’m a chemist by trade, and I spent hours mixing up different things. I finally got something that worked. My little girl took it, and she’s cured.” She pulled a thin vial from the folds of her coat. “It’s right here.” 
 
         “You mean – it cures them, completely?” 
 
         “Like they never were infected. Good as new.” 
 
         Anna stared at the woman through the links of the fence. Her heart begins to soar. Cured… all she wanted, more than anything, was for her little boy to be cured. 
 
         The woman smiled sweetly at her. “If you take it and give it to Jackson, I think –” 
 
         Crrack! 
 
         The gun exploded in a fury of sound and fire. The woman’s head burst. Blood splattered onto the metal links of the fence. Her body toppled to the ground seconds later, motionless and still. 
 
         Anna backed away, panting madly. 
 
         “Anna, what the hell?!” 
 
         She turned to Luke, her eyes flaring. “I never told her Jackson’s name.” 
 
         “You mean she…” 
 
         Anna nodded. “They found us.” 
 
         Police sirens sounded in the distance. They were faint, but growing louder by the second. Anna and Luke ran back into the house. Jackson was wailing from the gunshot; Priscilla and Avery were standing in the kitchen, stunned.  
 
         “We have to get out of here,” Anna said, scooping up him up. “They found us.” 
 
         “What do you mean, we have to get out of here? Where are we going to go?!” Avery said, crossing his arms stubbornly.  
 
         “Anywhere is safer than here.” Anna scrambled to the nursery. She grabbed a tote bag and threw in the police car, a half-full sippy cup, and a stack of diapers. “Pack up your things. Let’s go.” 
 
         Luke threw clothes, phones, and chargers into a large backpack as Priscilla filled a bag with canned food. Avery reluctantly grabbed no less than a dozen different guns. They loaded into the pickup truck. Luke’s hands flew over the car seat as he buckled Jackson up tight.  
 
         They peeled out, past the palm trees and fences. They sped down the road until their house was nothing but a speck of gray against the green foliage. 
 
         “Did I leave the stove on?” Priscilla says, her face turning pale. “Wasn’t I cooking up some pancakes?” 
 
         Avery let out a hearty laugh. 
 
         “Doesn’t matter much now, does it?” 
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         The highway was empty. 
 
         I guess everyone who wanted to leave already did, Anna mused, staring at the green blurring past the window. 
 
         Avery pulled out his sixth stick of beef jerky. “Want some before I take a bite?” 
 
         The last five times he had only offered after he had taken a bite. 
 
         “Uh, no thanks,” Luke replied. 
 
         He and Anna were squashed uncomfortably in the back, one on either side of Jackson’s car seat. For the past half-hour, he’d been pressing the buttons on his plastic book nonstop.  
 
          Let’s go on an adventure! the voice sing-songed, followed by a musical blip. Anna groaned, putting her hands over her ears. 
 
         “When are we going to stop?” Priscilla asked. “I need to go to the bathroom.” 
 
         “We can’t stop, Mom. Not until we’re out of Florida.” 
 
         “That’s in four hours, Anna.” 
 
         “Then you’ll have to wait four hours.” 
 
         “We need to get gas, though,” Avery said. “We’re almost empty.” 
 
         Anna glanced out the window. “Okay, fine. Stop, but make it quick.” 
 
         They pulled off the exit and into the first gas station. Like the highway, it was totally desolate. Avery stepped out of the car and unhooked the gas nozzle while Priscilla dashed towards the convenience store. 
 
         “We might as well stretch our legs,” Luke said, unbuckling Jackson. 
 
         “We’ve been driving less than an hour.” 
 
         “Still, might as well.” 
 
         “Fine.” 
 
         The hot sun beat down on their backs. The wind is still. Jackson rested his chin on Luke’s shoulder, staring at the pickup truck. “Car,” he said. “Car!” 
 
         Neither Anna nor Luke could bring themselves to praise him for it. 
 
         Jingle, jingle. 
 
         The store was empty. The only evidence that someone ever was there was an open newspaper and a half-melted Slurpee. No radio played over the speakers, and there were no footsteps from the back room. Not even Priscilla’s footsteps could be heard from the grimy, unisex bathroom in the back. 
 
         Only silence. 
 
         They made their way through the aisles while the fluorescent lights buzzed and flickered overhead. Luke picked up a stick of beef jerky. “Should I get this for your dad?” 
 
         Anna laughed. “Absolutely not.” 
 
         They walked to the cooler, where rows of soda and off-brand milk still filled the shelves. Shlup – Luke swung the door open and grabbed a diet coke. Anna grabbed a bottle of chocolate milk and a water. They made their way to the counter, ready to be back in the truck.  
 
         “Hello?” Luke called out. No response. The condensation rolled off the Slurpee cup, pooling on the counter. The edge of the newspaper stuck to it, turning into gray mush. Luke glanced at the headlines. Palm Sands Still Under Quarantine. Antidote Administered to Surrounding Population. Then an educational article: 5 Signs Someone is Infected. 1. They know your name without you telling them. 2. Their eyes flash red… 
 
         “Hello?” Anna called. She glanced behind her. Where’s Mom? Shouldn’t she be out by now? 
 
         Luke rung the small, silver bell on the counter a few times. Ding ding ding! Jackson giggled. Then, once again, silence. 
 
         “Screw it,” Anna said. “Leave change on the counter. What was it, $1.99 for each?” 
 
         Luke reached for his wallet. 
 
         Thunk. 
 
         One of the back doors smashed open and a tall, haggard man stepped out. White hair ran down his back in a long, frizzed ponytail. His eyes were sunken and wrinkled, and he walked with quick, long strides. 
 
         He reached the counter, studying them carefully. His brown eyes flitted from Anna, to Luke, to Jackson. 
 
         “Is that all?” 
 
         Luke nodded hesitantly.  
 
         The man grabbed the drinks and slid them across the scanner. 
 
         Blip. Blip. Blip. 
 
         “Your total is $6.39.” 
 
         Luke handed him a 10-dollar bill. 
 
         “Thanks,” he said, plopping the change into Luke’s hand. “Have a good day.” 
 
         “You too, Mark.” 
 
         A deafening silence filled the room. 
 
         The man stared at Luke with wide, brown eyes. 
 
         Clack! 
 
         The Slurpee fell to the floor, exploding in a spray of blue.  
 
         Click. 
 
         The man held a loaded pistol, aiming straight at Luke’s head.  
 
         “You’re one of them!” 
 
         Luke opened his mouth, but no words came out. Myra’s voice echoed in his head, pulsing louder than his heartbeat.  
 
         Dormant. Activated. You won’t know when. 
 
         “No, he’s not.” 
 
         Priscilla was suddenly standing beside them, hands on her hips. “He saw your nametag, idiot.” 
 
         “I’m not wearing one,” Mark said, still pointing the gun at Luke. 
 
         “You left it in the bathroom. It’s right next to the sink.” 
 
         The man hesitated. The gun, just for a second, drooped. 
 
         They took the opportunity. They darted out of the store and raced across the parking lot. “Car! Car!” Jackson giggled, as they ran for their lives. 
 
         “Avery, get in the car!” Priscilla yelled. 
 
         “It’s not done filling yet –” 
 
         “Get in the fucking car, Dad!” 
 
         They flung the doors open and jumped in. Jackson shrieked with delight as he bounced in Luke’s arms, completely oblivious. Avery thrust the car into drive, and with a screech they peeled out onto the road.  
 
         “Will someone tell me what the hell is going on?” Avery yelled. 
 
         “Luke’s…” Anna faltered. She looked over at Luke, her eyes brimming with tears.  
 
         Priscilla glared at Anna, her eyes sharp and hard, almost hawk-like. “You owe us an explanation,” she said. “What the fuck was going on back there?! Because, let me tell you, there was no nametag in the bathroom.” 
 
         Luke swallowed, staring at the two of them. 
 
         They love me, trust me. They let me marry their daughter and live in their home.  
 
         He took a deep breath. “I’m infected.” 
 
         The car went silent, but only for a heartbeat. 
 
         “What? How?” Avery yelled, nearly swerving off the road.  
 
         “That’s not important right now.” Luke could hear the voices again. The hive-mind, or whatever it was. They were whispering and murmuring in the back of his mind. Some were suggesting, others were commanding. 
 
         And he realized with horror: 
 
         If he could hear them – they could hear him. 
 
         They know where we are. They know we’re right outside of Boynton. No, dammit! Don’t think it! 
 
         He pulled off one of his socks. He brought it up to his face, and tied it over his eyes as a blindfold.  
 
         “Avery – I can’t know where we’re going. Stop driving north and choose a different direction. Don’t tell me what it is, just drive as fast as you can.” 
 
         “But...” Avery tried to protest. 
 
         “Just trust me!” 
 
         Luke felt the car lurch underneath him, to the left. Then it straightened out. 
 
         “No, now I know you’re going west. Go zigzag, in circles, or something. Anything to throw me off. I just absolutely cannot know where we are, okay?” 
 
         The car lurched again and again. Avery drove in circles until they all felt nauseous. When the car finally straightened out, a wave of nausea rose in Luke’s throat. 
 
         “I think I’m going to…” 
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         They had been driving in silence for 1 hour and 32 minutes. Jackson was asleep, his head leaning against the car seat. His feet jiggled every time they drove over a bump.  
 
         Anna had the empty chocolate milk container wedged between her legs. She tapped it at random intervals, each time the gravity of the situation hit her. Luke looks so different. Too gaunt, pale, warped. 
 
         Priscilla pretended to read, but she’d been open to the same page for over an hour. Avery’s eyes were glued to the road. He hadn’t touched the rest of his beef jerky. 
 
         Luke leaned against the window, still wearing the sock blindfold. He’d scooted as far away from Jackson and Anna as he could possibly get in the tiny backseat. 
 
         The voices of the hivemind churned inside him. 
 
         But there was one voice that was different from the rest. A terribly familiar voice, echoing the same few sentences over and over in his mind. 
 
         I’m sorry, Daddy. 
 
         I’m sorry that I hurt Jack… I didn’t mean to. 
 
         Please, Daddy, let me out! 
 
         At first, he thought it was his imagination. The memory of Amelia haunting him, preying on his altered mind. But the voice was clearer than any memory. It sounded as if she were sitting right next to him. 
 
         Do the dying words of the infected echo, over and over, in the hivemind? He wondered. But he didn’t have much space to think as Amelia’s voice continued. 
 
         I’m sorry, Daddy. 
 
         Each sentence drove a stake into his heart. He remained still, crumpled against the door of the pickup. 
 
         Please, Daddy, let me out! 
 
         If only I didn’t let her out. Maybe she’d still be alive. Playing with her airplanes. Holding her Amelia Earhart doll. Sitting next to them in the car. 
 
         Please, Daddy, I’m scared! Where are you? 
 
         Luke jolted up. His heart thrummed in his chest. 
 
         Amelia had never said those words. 
 
         Tell me where you are, Daddy. I want to come find you. 
 
         The voice distorted into a hissing whisper. Tell me where you are, Luke. Or we’ll have to do this the hard way. 
 
         He gripped the door. Sweat covered his forehead. 
 
         “Can you open the window?” 
 
         It was Anna’s voice. 
 
         She stared out at the orange groves, whipping by in a green blur. Damn carsickness. Even though, deep down, she knew the waves of nausea coursing through her weren’t carsickness at all. 
 
         “Can’t you open it yourself?” Avery replied gruffly. 
 
         “You’ve got the child lock on again, Dad.” 
 
         He merely grunted in reply. 
 
         The window rolled down. Anna’s dark hair whipped back in the gusts of wind. She took a deep breath in, enjoying the fragrance of the grove. The glossy leaves glittered in the setting sun, matching the clusters of oranges. If only I could be one of those oranges, ripening in the sun, not a care in the world. 
 
         Luke straightened. He pulled in a deep sniff of air. 
 
         “Orange blossoms.” 
 
         Sniff. 
 
         “Brackish water.” 
 
         Sniff. 
 
         “Sulfurous smog.” He paused, and took in another long sniff. “We’re a few miles outside of Baronton, aren’t we?” 
 
          As soon as the words escaped his lips, the voices inside his head grew to a roar. 
 
         Baronton. 
 
         They escaped to Baronton. 
 
         Send an officer after them. 
 
         White pickup, right? I saw it go by just a few minutes ago. 
 
         Above the roar, above the din of the voices, he could hear a police siren blaring. 
 
         “Go!” Luke screamed. “Gun it and don’t stop!” 
 
         The pickup lurched forward. Luke tore off the blindfold. He whipped around. Behind them a police cruiser wove through the traffic, gaining on them steadily. 
 
         “You planned this, didn’t you!?” Anna snarled. “You’re one of them now, and you told them where we were!” 
 
         “No! I can’t help it! They’re in my head! I just figured it out and suddenly they all knew –”  
 
          The police car was just a few cars behind them now. The lights were flashing; the siren was blaring. 
 
         “Go faster, Dad!” 
 
         “Gun it, Avery!” 
 
         The police car was right behind them. 
 
         Crack. 
 
         It smashed into the bumper.  
 
         The pickup flew off the road. It rolled down the embankment, stopping halfway through the murky stream next to the orange grove.  
 
         “Shit!” Avery yelled. He pushed the shifter in reverse, jamming his foot against the pedal. 
 
         Sshhhhmmmm! 
 
         The wheels spun in the muck uselessly. 
 
         The car was stuck. 
 
         The officer stepped out of his car a moment later, obviously triumphant. He carefully walked down the embankment, taking his time reaching his prey. The setting sun shone behind his silhouette, dyeing it blood red. 
 
         Click. Anna unbuckled Jackson, preparing to run. She scooped him up, grabbed a gun for good measure, and leapt out of the car.  
 
         “Run!” she yelled frantically. 
 
         They were too slow. The officer was nearly upon them, his gun drawn. Avery had one leg out of the truck, Priscilla was panicking in the passenger seat, and Luke was knee-deep in mud. 
 
         “Go!” Luke yelled at her, gesturing wildly. 
 
         “What?!” 
 
         “Run, get Jackson away!” 
 
          “I can’t leave you...” 
 
         “Go!” he screamed, his voice echoing off the trees. She stared at him for a second – then she took off into the orange grove. 
 
         “Hey!”  
 
         The officer grabbed Luke’s shoulder. He landed painfully in the mud, but despite it all, he smiled. 
 
         They’re getting away. 
 
         “You're all coming with me,” the officer said.  
 
         More sirens filled the air, growing louder with every passing second. The officer shoved Avery and Priscilla out of the truck, his gun aimed at their heads. 
 
         “Where are you taking us?” Avery asked – but they already knew. 
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         “What’ve you got back there?” 
 
         More than a dozen police cars lined the blockade across Route 54. Two officers, a redheaded woman and a short man, flanked the SUV. Luke, Avery, and Priscilla stared out at them from the black-tinted windows, looking for any means of escape.  
 
         The redhead narrowed her eyes, staring down the cop who had caught them. “Looks like you’ve only got three people back there, Anderson.” 
 
         “The wife and baby got away.” 
 
         She snorted. “Incompetent, as usual.” 
 
         Anderson stiffened, scowling at her. “We’ve got officers searching the area. They’ll be found, I promise.” 
 
         She rolled her eyes, clearly not putting any faith in him. “Whatever.” She turned, speaking rapidly into her radio. “Anderson’s got them, I’m bringing them down 54 now.” 
 
         The SUV rolled forward, and Anderson turned the radio up. The sun always shines on 90.9! it chimed, in its sickly tune. 
 
         Luke turned to the window. Bernie’s Bagels, Webb Law Offices, Quik-Mart. The businesses lining the street were dark and empty. Some of the doors flapped sadly in the wind. Others were splintered and worn, as if someone tried to kick them down and gave up. 
 
         “We never should’ve taken you,” Priscilla growled under her breath. “Should’ve left you at that Godforsaken gas station.” 
 
         “Priscilla, stop.” Avery glared at her. “We’ll get out of this.” 
 
         “How?” she shot back. “Because, last time I checked, we were stuck in the back of a police car and driving straight into a quarantined city.” 
 
         “Come on, Priscilla. Cut him some slack.” 
 
         Luke tried to ignore them. He stared out of the window, watching the scenery pass. On the right, WQPS’s building rolled by. The tall, glass-and-concrete monstrosity reflected the setting sun in the multitude of windows.  
 
         Where it all started. 
 
         They pulled into the parking lot. Slam. Anderson got out of the SUV, dragging them out by the shoulders. The handcuffs cut into their wrists, and they were unceremoniously marched up to the entrance of 451 Egret Street. 
 
         Luke’s office building. 
 
         Anderson led them over to the elevator, where he forced them to pack in like sardines. Ding. The silver doors slid open. The low tunes of sleepy elevator jazz greeted them. 
 
         He pressed the button marked ‘3’, and they began their ascension.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         The voices were distant. The thumps of footsteps and the jingle of keys floated through the air like a faded memory, as Anna huddled in the murky shadows of an orange tree. She pressed Jackson against her chest.  
 
         “Tee, tee!” he said, looking up at the trees that surrounded them. The branches poked into her back, and the leaves scratched at her face, but Anna ignored them. She needed to keep them safe… and she didn't exactly know how to. 
 
         She finally stood up and took a step out onto the path. The trees rose up on both sides, like hedges in a maze.  
 
         Where am I?  
 
         She slowly spun around as she tried to get a sense of direction, but all she saw were endless rows of orange trees. 
 
         “Tee, tee, tee…” Jackson smiled at her, reaching for a wayward branch. 
 
         She readjusted him against her chest and took off down the path. Even though the sun had just set, the grove was as dark as night. The glossy leaves rippled in the wind, and the boughs were weighed down with ripe fruit. The rustling covered the sound of her footsteps, and she used that to her advantage to move quickly. 
 
         Snap. 
 
         The loud crack of a branch. 
 
         For a second, Anna thought the sound came from underneath her own feet. Jackson, however, whipped his head to the left. 
 
         He pointed a chubby finger into the shadows. 
 
         Her blood ran cold. She stood, paralyzed, against the comforting trunk of an orange tree. There isn’t actually someone out there, is there? No… there can’t be. 
 
         Snap. 
 
         The shadows shifted and shook. 
 
         A flashlight blazed on. 
 
         Its white beam swept through the trees, casting new, distorted shadows over the soil. Snap, snap. A man’s heavy footsteps echoed through the grove. 
 
         Anna held her breath and took a step back. Jackson wriggled against her chest. 
 
         Ssssszzz. A flicker of static. “You find anything?” came the voice on the radio, several rows over. 
 
         “No, chief, not yet,” he replied gruffly. “Found some footprints that I followed out here, but they’ve faded now.” 
 
         “Alright. Let us know if you find anything, Barker.” 
 
         The man’s heavy footsteps continued. Snap, snap. Anna took a shuddering footstep back, through the line of trees. 
 
         The leaves brushed her head and shoulders. A branch poked against her arm. Almost through, almost… 
 
         A branch scraped against Jackson’s face. 
 
         His smile faded. The corners of his lip turned down. His face flushed red. 
 
         No. 
 
         He’s going to cry. 
 
         She grabbed him tight against her chest and rocked him. “Jackson, shhh,” she cooed in his ear. “Shhh, shhh.” 
 
         Snap. “I think I heard something, chief.” His voice echoed through the trees in hissing whispers. 
 
         Anna crouched against the tree, her heart throbbing in her chest. Her breath sounded ragged and loud. Every time Jackson shifted against her, the clothing rustled. 
 
         He’s going to find us. 
 
         She cupped her hand over her mouth. 
 
         Snap, snap. The footsteps grew louder. 
 
         Snap. Impossibly close. 
 
         Then silence. A pause that stretched for seconds, for minutes, for what seemed like hours. Jackson wriggled against her impatiently; her crouching legs were numb. 
 
         Shaking, she slowly turned her head. 
 
         A dark silhouette stood in the path, between the rows of trees. His mouth was stretched into a crooked smile. 
 
         “There you –” 
 
         Anna brought her knee up quickly, colliding with the man’s crotch. “Bitch!” he screamed, stumbling backwards. 
 
         For a second, she was just going to leave him there. 
 
         Luke told them all, through his mind, where we were. Couldn’t this guy do the same? 
 
         She fumbled for her gun. 
 
         Crack! 
 
         As he writhed on the dirt floor, her eyes flicked over him. She snatched the radio off his shoulder. 
 
         Then she took off running, Jackson bobbing against her hip. 
 
         She didn’t stop until her lungs burned. Her legs ached. She collapsed against the trunk of an orange tree in the dying light. 
 
         I’m lost in an orange grove. 
 
         A grove that dozens of officers are searching, with a toddler who doesn’t know how to stay quiet. 
 
         Fuck. 
 
         Anna reached out for an orange and plucked it, her stomach grumbling loudly, as Jackson followed at her feet. She peeled back the layers, her fingers growing sticky. “At least we got food, huh, Jackson?” she whispered. 
 
         “Teeeee!” he exclaimed. He ran to the tree and pulled at the low-hanging leaves. One by one, he plucked each leaf that he could reach, until the branch was half-bare. 
 
         “Jack, stop.” 
 
         He stared up at her for a moment. 
 
         Then took off running through the trees. 
 
         “Hey, stop!” Anna yelled. She crouched and squeezed herself through the trees, trying to see which way he had gone. 
 
         There he is.  
 
         His tiny figure was off to the left, swaying with each step as he passed under the purple shadows. Then he disappeared into the trees again. 
 
         All she could hear were his excited squeals. 
 
         “Car, car!” 
 
         “Jack, no!” 
 
         Anna ran as fast as she could through the next row, the branches scraping her arms and whipping her face. She sprinted towards him and grabbed him by the wrist.  
 
         “Do not run off like that ag...” 
 
         “Car!” 
 
         He pointed wildly with his chubby little finger, trying to get her attention. Anna looked up. Through the swaying leaves and whittled trunks was the highway. 
 
         Not a police car in sight. 
 
         She picked up Jackson and walked along the side of the road. Then she held up one fist and stuck out her thumb. 
 
         The wait for a car to come along began. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         “Those two are clean.” 
 
         “Take them to floor 5, then.” 
 
         Anderson nodded, taking Anna’s parents with him. Priscilla was crying for the first time in years, and Avery was muttering obscenities under his breath. 
 
         “Now, to deal with you.” 
 
         Luke turned around. Myra stood before him. She was wearing the same playful grin on her face, but she looked tired and thin. Her left leg, from the knee down, was now crude metal. 
 
         She’s staring at me, not even blinking. 
 
         Her posture, her fast breaths… that’s rage. 
 
         “You’re going to kill me.” 
 
         “Not you. Your wife.” Her eyes crinkled up as she broke into a smile. “You’re getting better at that mind-reading, though.” 
 
         “You won’t find her.” 
 
         “Oh, I don’t need to. She’ll inevitably show up to rescue you again, sooner or later. When she does, I’m going to bash that cute little face in.” 
 
         “Stop.”  
 
         For the first time since getting caught, emotion took hold. The anger boiling in his blood began to flow through his veins. It throbbed in his chest, pulsing madly through his body. It took every ounce of self-control not to lunge at her, to wrap his arms around her head and twist her neck until it snapped. 
 
         “I’d prefer to be stabbed.”
     “What?” 
 
         “You just broadcasted your little murder fantasy to the entire hivemind. Now the cavalry’s going to be coming in 3, 2, 1…” 
 
         Ding! 
 
         The elevator doors whooshed open. Several police officers spilled out, their guns drawn. One of them grabbed Luke by the shoulders, yanking him up. 
 
         “No, don’t take him.” 
 
         “But he’s raging out! We heard it. The last time you didn’t want our help, that woman shot you in the leg…” 
 
         Myra laughed, shaking her head. “Luke, unlike his wife, is a goody-two-shoes. He’s going to do everything he can not to murder me. Isn’t that right?” 
 
         Luke stared at her wordlessly, refusing to dignify her comments. 
 
         “Anyway, follow me. I want to show you something.” 
 
         He followed her down the hall. Some of the cubicles were completely empty; others looked like they’d been ransacked. Papers were strewn across the floor, bobbleheads and family photos were smashed, and keyboards were pocked with holes. 
 
         They reached the end of the hall. There sat two familiar desks. On one stood an empty fast-food cup, caked with old, dried soda. On the other lay a photo of a dark-haired woman. 
 
         My old desk. 
 
         “Come on, this way,” Myra beckoned. They stepped into the freight elevator. The doors slid shut behind them. She pressed B2, and the elevator shot down. 
 
         Ding! 
 
         The doors slid open, but the basement was dark. A few lights were set into the floor, illuminating the path forward. Luke squinted, trying to make sense of the jumble of shadows. 
 
         Creaaak. 
 
         A door swung open further in the blackness, making him jump.  
 
         “After you.” 
 
         Luke took a hesitant step forward, nervous about letting Myra behind him. 
 
         The room was so large, so cavernous, that the far walls were obscured in shadow. Blue lights were suspended from the ceiling, twinkling like stars. 
 
         In the center of the room was a red sphere. It stood much taller than Luke, stretching up to the ceiling. What is that? Some kind of sculpture? 
 
         He took another step forward. 
 
         No. It was alive. 
 
         Wriggling. Pulsing. Squelching. 
 
         Worms. 
 
         A huge, tangled ball of worms. 
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         The door creaked open. 
 
         Anna hoisted Jackson onto her hip and stepped into the house. Everything was as they left it. Clothes were flung left and right; toys scattered on the floor. There was even still sticky, coalesced pancake batter sitting in a mixing bowl by the stove. 
 
         Thank God. Mom didn’t leave the stove on. 
 
         Someone had been in the house. She could tell that much. Dirty footprints scattered the carpet. A few of the dining chairs were turned over. Half the cookies were gone. 
 
         The infected already searched the house and found it empty, as she thought. 
 
         Now, it’d be the last place they’d look. 
 
         She swung open the fridge. Thankfully, there was still some food left. She pulled out a half-eaten turkey sandwich with wilted lettuce and soggy bread and took a bite. 
 
         Mmm. Never had anything that tasted so good. 
 
         She filled Jackson’s sippy cup with water, and he greedily grabbed it. She peeled the top off a plastic container, cutting the broccoli inside it into small pieces and haphazardly scattering it onto the high chair tray. 
 
         “Come on sweetie, let’s eat.” 
 
         She lifted him into the seat. He grabbed at the broccoli, then winced as soon as he tasted it. 
 
         “Sorry, buddy. It’s not that fresh.” 
 
         Anna didn’t come back for the food, though. 
 
         After Jackson was asleep for the night, she walked into the master bedroom. The covers sat in a tangled heap upon the bed. Clothes were scattered across the floor. She picked up one of Luke’s shirts, inhaling his scent. 
 
         I’m coming for you. 
 
         Anna opened the top drawer of the dresser, reaching her hand way in and feeling around.  
 
         Aha! It’s still here.  
 
         In her hand rested a small wooden box. Her fingers lingered on the clasp.  
 
         Once you take it, there’s no going back. You’ll be one of them. 
 
         “But there’s no other way,” she whispered to herself. “I can’t get past the barricades or the police without help. I can’t rescue them without it.” 
 
         She turned to the rifle, sitting in the cabinet across the room. 
 
         Maybe shoot them up instead? No, I’m outnumbered. What, 50 police officers to 1 Anna? Fucking terrible odds. Even with my aim, I’ll lose. 
 
         She took a deep breath. 
 
         I have to take the pill. It’s the only way. 
 
         Anna lifted the lid of the box. 
 
         “Shit!” 
 
         The pill was gone. 
 
         Just the class ring was there – along with a wriggling, red worm. 
 
         “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         “Luke.” 
 
         The voice echoed and bounded around the room. Luke whipped around, trying to locate the source. 
 
         “Who’s there?” 
 
         “What, you don’t remember me?” 
 
         Luke’s blood ran cold. 
 
         Thump, thump. 
 
         The figure stepped out of the shadows. He passed the ball, stopping just a few feet from Luke. 
 
         It was Kevin. 
 
         His eyes glanced over Luke and he grinned, his teeth shining yellow in the light. “Luke! The return of the Prodigal Son.” 
 
         “Quit being dramatic, Kevin,” Myra said, rolling her eyes disdainfully.  
 
         “Oh, this is worth being dramatic for! Luke is the smartest man in the whole company. I’ve been waiting for him to return to me for months.” 
 
         “But this whole thing only started two weeks ago,” Myra said. 
 
         “I meant metaphorically!” Kevin snapped. “Myra, you may leave us. Luke, follow me.” 
 
         Luke followed him across the smooth, dark floor. They stopped within a few feet of the ball. It was even more disgusting up close, with myriads of wriggling, oozing, blood-red worms. They smelled foul – like a mix of vomit and rotting food. 
 
         “This is the answer to all of our problems. Hunger, cancer, even poverty.” 
 
         “Uh, what?” Luke stared up at the wriggling mass, his stomach turning so badly he could barely focus on Kevin’s words.  
 
         “You’re familiar with the wondrous miracle that’s earthworms, are you not?” He gazed at the sphere lovingly, as if staring into the face of his newborn son. “Earth’s great recyclers. Turning food, garbage, and even our dead bodies into organic material that can be used anew.” 
 
         “Yes. Those worms are great,” Luke said, feeling the bile rise in his throat. 
 
         “But not great enough. Those worms, they don’t recycle our intellect. Sure, they turn our bodies back into soil, but our intellect is burned up into dust. Except for the books and academic contributions we’ve left behind, of course.” 
 
         Squelch.  
 
         One of the worms near the top wriggled free and fell onto the floor. Luke jumped back; Kevin crouched and picked it up tenderly.  
 
         “What does this have to do with anything?” Luke asked. 
 
         “The little gray pills aren’t pills at all.” He delicately placed the worm back on the sphere with its comrades. “They’re worm eggs. Or, more accurately, worm cocoons. When someone ingests the pill, the cocoon hatches – or stays dormant for a while, like in your case.” 
 
         “And then what happens?” Luke asked, not sure if his stomach could handle it. 
 
         “It burrows up into your brain. The postcentral gyrus, to be exact. It connects you to thousands of other people. You learn what they learn, you know what they know. And when someone dies, their knowledge is recycled back into the hivemind.” 
 
         Luke felt dizzy. He collapsed on a nearby chair, fighting off the darkness closing in on his vision. 
 
         With a flicker of hope, he asked: “My daughter, Amelia, died while she was infected. If her knowledge is recycled, does that mean I can –” 
 
         “No. If you want to talk to her, you’ll still need a good old Ouija board,” he said, with a derisive laugh. “The dead stay dead. This isn’t some magic.” 
 
         Luke glanced at the ball of worms, his hope extinguished like a flame. 
 
         “Of course, the hivemind isn’t perfect. It took on the most traits from the two people who took the gray pill first. They happened to be, well… not so perfect.” Kevin’s expression, which had been so triumphant, finally faltered. 
 
         “What do you mean?” 
 
         “I couldn’t exactly experiment with all of this on normal people. I mean, everyone notices when pretty, rich, successful people start acting funny, right?” He laughed, bitterly. “The first person who took Earl Grey was a psychic. Not a real fortune teller, but an incredibly perceptive person who made a living off reading people.” 
 
         “So that explains the enhanced perception.” 
 
         “Exactly.” Kevin sighed, heavily. “The second person to take it was an ex-convict. A murderer. He kind of spoiled the whole pot. I never intended for us to murder anyone.” 
 
         “You didn’t intend to murder ‘the chaff’?” Luke said, a scornful laugh escaping him. 
 
         “No. I mean, we don’t want some idiot dumbing down the whole thing, that’s true. But we weren’t going to murder them. We would have disinfected them and sent them away.”    
 
         Kevin sighed, taking a seat next to Luke. Luke kept his eyes glued to the floor. It was coated in a thin film of slime – probably from months of worms falling onto it.  
 
         “So, why are you telling me all of this?” Luke said. He’s going to kill me, he thought. You don’t just tell someone your whole evil plan, all of your secrets, and then let them free to tell everyone else. 
 
         “Quite the contrary. I want you to be my right-hand-man, Luke. I want you to help me introduce this to the whole country, then the whole world!” 
 
         It sounds crazy.  
 
         But his brain was suddenly flooded with complacency.  
 
         Go along with it. Go along with it, and maybe you’ll eventually see Anna again. 
 
         Luke didn’t know if the mind control was finally kicking in, or something else – but he didn’t have long to ponder it. 
 
         “Kevin!” Myra’s voice, chopped with static, crackled through the radio clipped to his belt. “Kevin, do you hear me!?” Her tone was panicked. Kevin held up a finger up to Luke, turning away.  
 
         “Yes, I’m here. What is it?” 
 
         “Someone’s set the place on fire! We’re trying to evacuate everyone but, but the doors are locked shut. The place is filling with smoke and, it’s getting so incredibly hot...”  
 
         Her voice cut off, followed immediately by a shrill scream. 
 
         “Myra? Myra, what’s going on!?” 
 
         Dead silence. 
 
         “We’ve got to get out of here,” Kevin said. He stared up at the worms, panic flickering across his face. “I’ve got to get them out of here. Quick, Luke, help me!” 
 
         “Of course I’ll help you.” 
 
         Luke smiled at Kevin. His eyes flashed red, but Kevin was too transfixed on the worms to notice. 
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         Anna sat on the bed, staring at the worm. It looked remarkably like an earth worm – but it was thinner, longer, and redder. It writhed in the box, pressing its skin against the sides. Two sharp, fang-like appendages poked out from either end. 
 
         The pills weren’t pills. 
 
         They were eggs. 
 
         She ran into the kitchen. She threw the cabinet open and grabbed a can of Raid. 
 
         Sprtz. 
 
         The worm still wriggled, looking a little more angry. She stood up, bringing it over to the kitchen table. Anna grabbed the moose-shaped salt shaker and vigorously coated the worm in the white grains. 
 
         Maybe it’s like a slug, and the salt will kill it. 
 
         It pushed a slimy, pointy end forward, wriggling out of the salt pile. 
 
         “Fuck.” 
 
         Anna threw open the cabinets. Garlic. Nope. Chili Powder. Nope. She sat the box on the floor, bringing her heel down squarely on the worm. 
 
         Squelch. 
 
         She didn’t miss, but that didn't kill it either. 
 
         She sat at the table and stared at it. It writhed around in the box, hooking its red tail around the class ring, as if caressing it. She sighed and stared blankly at the open cabinet, not sure what to try next. 
 
         Then her eyes fell on a small, thin box. 
 
         Matches. 
 
         Her lips curled into a smile. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
        The Accord roared underneath her. A jug of gasoline sloshed in the passenger seat. Jackson slept in his car seat, oblivious to it all. 
 
         She glanced at the clock. 12:17 AM. 
 
         Remember the plan, she thought, as the CVS rolled into view. Beyond it, the orange-and-white barricades flashed back. Several police cars were parked behind them. 
 
         She picked up the radio. 
 
         “This is Barker, do you read me?” she said, making her voice an octave deeper. A flimsy plan, but better than nothing. 
 
         The voice came back staticky and annoyed. 
 
         “Barker’s dead. Who the hell is this?” 
 
         Fuck. 
 
         “Uh, sorry. I was joking… too soon?” She coughed and brought her voice up to normal tone. “It’s, uh, Isabelle.” 
 
         “Isabelle?” 
 
         “Yeah, I’m new. Just took the pill a few days ago. Listen, I’m coming back into the city, could you tell your guys to –” 
 
         She stopped. 
 
         The police cars behind the barricade were empty. 
 
         “Uh, nevermind.” 
 
         “What?” 
 
         Anna clicked the radio off. 
 
         She drove onto the grass, weaving around the barricades and the parked police cars. They must go to sleep early, she thought. Either that, or… everyone’s with Luke, Mom, and Dad. Her stomach turned at the thought. 
 
         The streets were empty. The shops lined the streets, completely dark, their doors flapping in the wind. A few abandoned cars sat near the gutter, along with endless clumps of grime. Save for her headlights passing over the street, everything was pitch black. 
 
         She turned onto Egret Street. 
 
         The darkness was broken by dozens of glowing windows, running up the height of an office building. They shimmered in the sea of black like thousands of eyes, attached to some monstrous creature. 
 
         Anna recognized it. 
 
         451 Egret Street. 
 
         Luke’s building. 
 
         She cut the headlights and rolled to a stop on the street. 
 
         Jackson on one arm, a jug of gasoline in the other, she silently approached the building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         Luke and Kevin had rolled the ball two and a half feet. The basement temperature had risen 30 degrees. Luke’s shirt was drenched with sweat. Kevin’s face glistened in the dim light, his muscles straining. “Just a little more,” he grunted. 
 
         It was still about ten feet to the door that lead to the elevator, but Luke placed his hands into the slimy ball and pushed forward. Dozens of worms shed to the floor, most of them rolling forward into the hideous, slimy glob. 
 
         Since starting the process, the sphere had lost about two feet in height. 
 
         I don’t think this is working. And it’s so, so hot. 
 
         Luke had taken another step forward, pushing the ball with all his might, when a blinding pain seared through him. 
 
         “Aahhhhhhhh!” 
 
         “Are you okay, Luke?”  
 
         But then Kevin shrieked too. 
 
         The pain was excruciating. It felt as if someone stuck a knitting needle into the fire, gotten it red-hot, and then pierced it through his brain. 
 
         He fell to the ground, unable to control his screaming. The pain traveled from his forehead to the bridge of his nose. He could feel something moving, turning, shifting. 
 
         Wriggling. 
 
         “Help! No, no, no…” 
 
         His body seized up. An incredible itch grew in his nose. 
 
         Splat. 
 
         A red worm dropped to the floor, thrashing about wildly. Luke stumbled up, trying to keep the blood from dripping out of his nose. Kevin was lying on the floor, staring blankly at the misshapen glob of worms. “They’re dying,” he said, his voice tremulous. 
 
         The worms were twitching madly, as if electrified. They shed from the ball in writhing clumps, like disgusting rain. 
 
         Splat, splat, splat. 
 
         The door swung open. A beam of light illuminated the room. 
 
         “Luke!” 
 
         Anna stood in the doorway, Jackson tied to her hip. When the boy’s eyes fell on the worms he started giggling, pointing at them and laughing.  
 
         “Come on Luke! We’ve got to go!” 
 
         Luke turned around. Kevin was still on the floor, staring at the worms and muttering incoherently to himself. 
 
         “Now!” Anna screamed. 
 
         They raced out of the room and up the stairs. The ground level was even hotter than the basement. Smoke clouded the air, swirling in the flickering lights. Orange flames licked at the corners of the room, slowly spreading towards the center.  
 
         “Did you do this?!” Luke yelled, through a coughing fit. 
 
         Anna didn’t reply – she just yanked him towards the exit. In seconds, they were standing out in the darkness, gulping in the cool night air. The building was surrounded with hordes of people, their faces lit orange in the fire’s glow.  
 
         Evan the intern was standing in the shadows, holding his phone up to film it. Judy the secretary was crying tears of joy. Myra was sitting in the grass, a small smile on her face. Priscilla ran towards them; Avery limped behind her.  
 
         “The fire kills them,” Anna said, her dark eyes dancing in the firelight. “The heat is enough to get them out.” 
 
         “How did you figure that out?” 
 
         “Trial and error,” she said, laughing. 
 
         “All of these people – they’re cured?” Luke stared at her, smiling. “You’re a hero, Anna.” 
 
         “Please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I always wanted to burn down a building. The pleasure was all mine.” 
 
         Luke broke her gaze and looked at Jackson. Hanging from his nose was a tiny, shriveled red worm. 
 
         He plucked it off. 
 
         “Hi, Jack.” 
 
         Jackson stared at him. 
 
         Then he broke into a wide grin. 
 
         “Dada!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         “A thousand dollars. Can you believe it?” 
 
         “We had to get the fence removed, Avery. It was an eyesore,” Priscilla said, flipping the pancakes. “Not to mention the birds that kept flying into it. Three dead sparrows and a snake, can you believe it?” 
 
         “I could’ve done it myself!” 
 
         She rolled her eyes. “No, you couldn’t.” She gestured to his leg. “Doctor said six weeks. If you were more careful in escaping, then maybe.” 
 
         “Bah. Should’ve made Luke do it, then.” 
 
         “Nope,” Luke called from the table. 
 
         Jackson opened his mouth for a bite of cereal. “See-wul,” he babbled, with a wide, toothy grin. “See-wul, see-wul, see-wull!” 
 
        Outside the window, Anna kneeled in the dirt. The red coral bells surrounded her, their vibrant color bringing life back into the backyard. She wiped her brow, brushed off her hands, and plucked one. 
 
         Then she walked to the corner of the backyard. 
 
         Under the shadows of the trees, a small, gray tombstone stood. The name Amelia was hand-carved into the front, by her father. 
 
         She lay the coral bell over the grass. 
 
         If only I’d kept you safe, she thought, bitterly. Maybe you could’ve been cured. She took a deep, shuddering breath, and then whispered: “I love you, Amelia.” 
 
         Then she walked back to finish the coral bells. 
 
         “Hey! Anna!” Luke said, as she entered the house. “Jackson says ‘cereal’!” 
 
         She smiled. “That’s awesome. Mom, I’ve got your coral bells re-planted, Mom!” she said, peeling off gloves caked with dirt. “And I found something interesting out there in the dirt.” 
 
         She laughed and held up a small cup. Inside was a thick, healthy earthworm. 
 
         “What do you think – should we burn it?” 
 
         Priscilla glared at her. “Put that back in the garden, you nut.” 
 
         “Fine, fine.” She slid the door open and walked back down to the garden. The soil was moist and freshly turned, and the red flowers stood out like fire against the green foliage.  
 
         She turned the cup over. The worm thrashed and wriggled, then dug its way back into the soil. 
 
         “Don’t go into any brains, okay?” she laughed, before heading back into the house. 
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