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So, this is book five of (probably) six short story collections. If you haven’t read the first four, it wouldn’t hurt to start there. A lot of the stories in here share universes with stories from the other books. There’s one from the Caretaker universe, one from the Afterlife universe, and two from the Midpoint universe. The rest are stand-alone stories, including one about implanted memories, one about a ghost-witch party, and one about a mysterious sequence of digits. First up, though, we’ve got a fun one about a sentient bug swarm. Enjoy.
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Bugged
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Patrick unlocked his front door and stepped inside, past the coat rack, past the umbrella stand...

He didn’t have an umbrella stand. He turned back to look at it, just in time to see it collapse into a swarm and scurry out through a gap under the door. Time to call the exterminator. He texted Sybil.

Patrick: “They’re in my house!”

Sybil: “Be right there.”

Sybil was the closest to an expert on these things that Patrick knew. She had a degree in biology, wasn’t the least bit squeamish about bugs – which was a lot more than Patrick could claim about himself – and, most importantly, she believed him.

***
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The first time he’d spotted them, he’d been walking from the parking garage to his office. He’d happened to be looking at a crumpled-up paper bag on the sidewalk a few feet in front of him. He wasn’t even sure why it caught his eye. Something about it just looked wrong. As he approached it, the bag began breaking apart into hundreds – or maybe thousands – of bugs, some as big as a cockroach, some almost too tiny to see. By the time he reached their location, they’d skittered away and down a nearby storm drain, their bodies fading to gray as they went.

When he got to work, he tried to explain what he’d seen to his coworkers. They just looked at him funny. Impossible, they said. Bugs don’t impersonate litter.

He’d looked it up and, yeah, they were right. There was no such thing as a bug with adaptive camouflage, at least not on this scale. And a swarm of them acting in concert to mimic a random object? That was way beyond anything ever observed. Most web searches led to dead-ends, conspiracy theory sites, or videos of octopuses disguised as coral or hermit crabs or something.

And that was the thing. An octopus was pretty smart. It could do a decent job of blending into its surroundings, aided by... what were they called again? Chromatophores? But, as far as Patrick knew, insects didn’t have anything like that. Oh, there was some new stuff about peppered moth larvae, but that was about it. And they definitely weren’t smart enough to pull off a group masquerade, even if it was just as a piece of garbage.

Oh, sure, there was a lot of material out there about the collective intelligence of ants and bees. But nothing like what he’d witnessed. This was way beyond bees building hives or ants’ scent trails or even boogie-woogie aphids. It was, like the folks at work said, impossible.

He must’ve imagined it. Maybe the wind blew the paper and it crumbled to pieces before falling down the storm drain. That was it. Had to be.

But then it happened again. He was driving home, just turned down his street, happened to glance at Hilda and Manuel’s place and noticed a new garden gnome. They had an extensive collection of lawn ornaments that seemed to grow every few months. Patrick wondered if each marked a special occasion, or if it was just some odd compulsion to keep adding to the display. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to the pieces chosen: gnomes, deer, a rabbit reading a book, a frog with a fishing pole. There was one point of consistency, though. No two ornaments were the same. Until now. Now there were two identical gnomes standing side-by-side.

He slammed on the brakes and dug his phone out of his pocket. As he did, the gnome on the left began to move. By the time he’d unlocked the phone and started recording, the statue had almost completely dissolved, disappearing through the gaps between the river rocks beneath it.

Patrick looked up to see Hilda glaring at him through her screen door. He smiled and waved at her, pointed at the lawn display, gave a cheerful thumbs-up, then returned to his car.

The resulting video was blurry, shaky and completely unconvincing. He showed it to some people at work, not telling them anything other than that there was “something weird” in his neighbor’s yard. Everyone squinted at it, shrugged, dismissed it. Nearly everyone. Sybil, in QA, saw something.

“What was that?” she asked, grabbing his hand to steady the phone. “Looked like a swarm of aphids or something.”

“It was shaped like a garden gnome when I first spotted it,” Patrick replied. “But it was mostly gone by the time I got my phone out.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said.

So he told her everything he knew. The wad of paper, the gnome, boogie-woogie aphids, everything.

She nodded and listened. She wasn’t dismissive or skeptical at all. She seemed fascinated with the idea.

“Look, I’m pretty freaked out about this,” Patrick told her. “It’s like they’re following me.”

“Seems unlikely. It’d be kinda weird if they were picking on you in particular. But let me know if you see them again,” she said, and gave him her mobile number.

So he did. Since then, he’d had three more sightings: an abandoned red wagon down the street, a lawnmower in his front yard, and now this umbrella stand. Creeping closer and closer to his house, then finally invading it.

***
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“Get anything on video?” Sybil asked when she arrived.

“Nope. Sorry,” Patrick replied, letting her in. “I’ve got a bunch of security cameras on order, but they haven’t shown up yet.”

“Damn.” She looked around the foyer. “So, where was it hiding?”

Patrick pointed to a patch of floor near the door. “Right here. But it’s long gone. Slipped out under the door.”

Sybil crouched down and examined the spot. She clipped a loupe onto her glasses and pulled out a pair of tweezers and a Petri dish.

“You usually carry that kind of stuff with you?” Patrick asked.

She glanced up at him. “Only when I’m bug hunting. You usually get stalked by swarms of stealth insects?”

It was just dumb luck that Patrick had latched onto Sybil to help him with his bug problem. She had a biology degree, had even studied entomology at one point, but had ended up doing QA for ExtroMax because it paid well and she was drowning in student loan debt.

“Only the past couple weeks,” he replied. “It’s really starting to freak me out, to be honest. At first I thought it was just a coincidence, but now that it’s shown up inside my house... I mean, why me? Why target me specifically?”

“Excellent question.” Sybil said, poking at the hardwood flooring, digging her tweezers into a gap between two boards.

“But you think you can kill them, right?” Patrick asked. “I mean, some special bug spray or something?”

“Dunno. Won’t be able to tell until I get a sample,” she muttered, picking through the debris she’d scraped up. “Jeez, when was the last time you vacuumed?”

“Aha! Got one.” She picked up a gray speck the size of a grain of sand and dropped it into the Petri dish. “Tiny. Must be a juvenile.”

“Looks like it’s dead,” she noted, holding the dish up to her loupe. “Holy shit, it’s some sort of... Fuck!”

Patrick crouched down to look over her shoulder. “What?”

“It just... crumbled to dust,” she muttered. “One second it was there; the next it’s just a pile of powder. I didn’t even get a chance to take a picture of it.”

She stood up and stretched, nearly backing into Patrick in the process. “I barely got a look at it, but it’s definitely not an insect.”

“What is it, then?” Patrick asked, stepping back to avoid the top of Sybil’s head connecting with his chin.

She shrugged. “Got me. Some sort of arthropod for sure. Exoskeleton, segmented body, jointed legs. But it’s got four body segments and twelve legs. I’m no expert, but I can’t think of anything that fits that description. It’s like something halfway between insects and centipedes.”

“So, some undiscovered species, then,” Patrick suggested. “Still doesn’t explain why it’s following me around.”

“No, see, it’s like an entirely new subphylum,” Sybil explained. “It’d be like discovering... I don’t know... dragons or flying horses or something. There’s nothing in the fossil record even remotely like it. It’s like it popped up out of nowhere.”

“Well, it is pretty good at hiding,” Patrick pointed out. “And a pile of dust wouldn’t leave much of a fossil.”

“Fair point,” Sybil conceded. She put a lid on the Petri dish and pocketed it along with the tweezers and loupe. “But you keep seeing them. If they’re so good at hiding, how come you’ve seen them, what, four times now?”

Patrick shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s like they’re following me around, trying to freak me out. But every time I spot them, they run away.”

“Makes you wonder how many times you’ve walked right past a bunch of them and not noticed,” Sybil proposed.

“Not just me,” Patrick pointed out. “They could be all over the place, hiding in plain sight, and people walk right past them without a thought.” He shivered. “Makes my skin crawl just thinking about it.”

“OK, well, we’re not going to get anywhere standing around speculating. We need to catch some live specimens. And, for that, we need a trap.”

Patrick’s shoulders slumped. “And I’m the bait, right?”

“You want to find out why these things are following you, don’t you?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he sighed.

Sybil patted his shoulder and smiled. “Then you’re the bait.”

After she left, Patrick wandered around the house, looking for anything that didn’t fit in. Satisfied that there were no extraneous objects lying around, he grabbed a roll of painter’s tape and sealed up the cracks around all the doors and windows.

“If you’re still in here,” he announced to the house in general, “you’re stuck in here with me.”

In retrospect, he realized that wasn’t a particularly comforting statement.

***
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“A vacuum cleaner and a big plastic bag,” Patrick said. “This is your master plan?”

Sybil held up the objects in question: a rechargeable bagless minivac and a large transparent leaf bag. “Yep, I’m going to follow you around all day, all weekend if need be.”

“And I’m supposed to do what, exactly?” Patrick asked. “Stand around with a sign that says ‘free bird seed’ and hope the roadrunner falls for it?”

Sybil laughed. “I don’t think the sign will be necessary,” she said. “Just, y’know, wander around the house, outside, preferably, and see if they make themselves known. They’re almost certainly in the area, and they seem to want something from you. I’m just hoping my presence doesn’t scare them off.”

“Scare them off?” Patrick repeated. “How smart do you think they are?”

Sybil shrugged. “Smart enough to mimic a garden gnome and then notice when they’ve been spotted. Now, put some shoes on and let’s head outside.”

“Fine,” Patrick sighed. “Might as well get some gardening done while we’re waiting.”

He pulled on some rubber boots and led Sybil into the back yard, grabbing a hoe and a trowel that were sitting by the back door. He knelt down and started pulling weeds from between his tomato vines.

“Wow,” Sybil commented. “You’ve got a hell of a crop back here.”

Patrick nodded absently, focusing on the weeding. “Yeah. Green thumb. What can I say?”

Sybil pulled up a lawn chair and made herself comfortable. She scanned their surroundings for anything even remotely out of place. Anything at all...

“Bit early in the season for pumpkins, isn’t it,” she said quietly. She stood up and started sidling over toward a large pumpkin in the middle of a patch of zucchinis. She tried not to look directly at it.

“Hmm?” Patrick said, still tending to the tomatoes. “I didn’t plant any pumpkins this year.”

“Yeah. Didn’t think so,” Sybil replied, thumbing the power switch on the minivac. “Only there’s this giant pumpkin sitting over here. Thought you might want to take a look at it.”

Patrick turned his head to look in the direction of her voice. Behind her and slightly to her right was a large, bright orange pumpkin. It started to shift nervously. “Get it!” he shouted.

Sybil wheeled to her right and aimed the nozzle of the minivac at the rapidly-dissolving gourd. A stream of orange particles filled the canister, fading to gray as they settled. She shoved the vacuum cleaner into the leaf bag, tied off the open end, then pressed her thumb against the thin plastic to switch off the motor.

The bugs swarmed up the sides of the canister and into the body of the minivac. A few climbed out a crack in the handle and tried to wriggle their way through the knot in the bag.

“Shit!” Sybil exclaimed. “I’m going to need to get these things into something a bit more durable before they figure out how to cut through plastic.”

She ran toward her car, calling behind her. “Gotta go! I’ll let you know what I find out.” She threw the bag into her trunk, slammed it shut and drove off.

Patrick watched her leave, then turned to the empty space in the zucchini patch. “Well, now you’ve done it. You’ve pissed off a biologist.”

***
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They following afternoon, Patrick received a text from Sybil, instructing him to come over. He parked his car in a guest spot outside her apartment building and headed up to the second floor.

He wasn’t sure what to expect. What he didn’t expect was a glass box the size of a coffin on Sybil’s kitchen table. Along one side were two pairs of circular ports, with rubber gloves bolted into them. Sealed inside the box was the vacuum cleaner, the leaf bag lying beside it. And, beside that, a second minivac. There was also something Patrick didn’t recognize: a small metal box and a cylindrical wand connected by a bundle of wires.

“OK,” Patrick said as Sybil let him in, “I can believe you own a loupe and Petri dishes, but a glove box?”

“Borrowed it from a friend,” she replied. She pointed what looked like an extremely expensive microscope set up on the kitchen counter. “And that too.”

“You’ve got some interesting friends,” Patrick noted, trying not to sound too impressed... and failing. He nodded to the Petri dish on the microscope’s stage. “Examining the dust?”

Sybil smiled. “It’s not dust. Take a look.”

Patrick peered into the eyepiece. He pulled back and looked at the Petri dish. He looked into the eyepiece again. “It’s bugs.”

“Yep,” she agreed. “That little bug I found between your floorboards was made up of even smaller bugs. The smallest ones are about fifty microns long. There’s about a thousand in there, all pieces of the one I picked out of your floor.”

“So it’s bugs all the way down,” Patrick said, staring at the inert mites under the microscope. “That’s really fucked up.”

“Well, I don’t think they get any smaller than that,” Sybil replied. “That’s about the smallest an arthropod can get and still function.”

“Function?” Patrick scoffed. “Those things can turn themselves into anything. That’s pretty damn functional, if you ask me.”

Sybil shrugged. “One of them isn’t very bright – or very mobile, for that matter. But a bunch of them assembled into a bigger bug is quite a bit smarter and a lot more mobile. And the swarm that’s been following you around? That contains, oh, something like a hundred billion of these little buggers. Imagine an ant colony or a bee hive that big, all working together with one goal in mind.”

“And it uses all that collective intelligence to follow me around, impersonating umbrella stands?” Patrick asked. “None of this makes any sense at all. I mean, what’s it doing now?” He pointed at the glove box. “Just sitting inside one of those vacuum cleaners like a good little swarm? Speaking of which, why are there two vacuums in there? Have trouble wrangling the bugs into the box?”

“Yeah, about that...” Sybil walked over to the glove box, stuck her hands in, and picked up the wand lying inside. She flipped a switch on the box attached to it, pointed the wand at the minivac on the left, and pushed the button. A hole opened in its side, dust crumbling around the edges.

“That one isn’t a vacuum cleaner,” Sybil explained. “The swarm escaped the real one, then assumed its shape. This thing...” She waved the cylinder. “...emits ultrasound at about seven megahertz. Shakes up the little buggers. Disrupts their camouflage.”

“Borrowed that from a friend too, I suppose?” Patrick speculated.

“Built it myself. But, yeah, I borrowed the parts.” Sybil grinned. “Like you said, I’ve got some interesting friends. Pays to keep in touch with old colleagues.”

“And this ultrasonic thing... it kills them?” Patrick asked.

Sybil shook her head. “Nope. Sorry. They recover pretty quickly.” She gestured at the vacuum cleaner.

Clumps of dust formed into gray bugs, which scrabbled up the side of the faux minivac, bridging the hole by linking limbs. The lattice of bugs dissolved into a contiguous surface, fading from gray into a red and white pattern, perfectly matching the plastic shell of the vacuum and seamlessly healing the wound.

“Jeez!” Patrick marveled at the reconstruction process. “I can’t tell the copy from the original. I mean, I’ve seen them do this trick from a distance but, up close, it’s really amazing. There could be billions of those things hiding anywhere and we’d never know it.”

“Exactly what I was thinking!” Sybil exclaimed, opening the glove box, pulling out the ultrasonic wand and its power supply, and slamming the lid shut again before the faux minivac even had a chance to move.

“What about the fridge table?” She waved the wand at her refrigerator. Nothing. “Nope.”

“Or that lamp?” She swung around to aim at a torchiere in the living room and accidentally ripped a gash across Patrick’s chest.

Patrick looked down. There was an inch-wide horizontal groove, cutting through his sweatshirt, into his skin. He wasn’t bleeding, but a big piece of his chest was missing. “Huh. That should’ve hurt,” he said simply. He frowned in concentration. “I’m a bunch of bugs.” He looked up at Sybil. “How am I a bunch of bugs?”

Sybil gawped at him. “Shit, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to fire it at you. I was...”

She paused. “But I guess that explains why that swarm’s been following you around, huh? They must’ve recognized you as their own kind.”

“Weird. I don’t feel like a bunch of bugs.” Patrick stood there, looking down at the damage. As he watched, the dust that had fallen to the floor clumped together into bugs, swarmed up his legs, up into his chest. Within seconds, there was no trace of the wound or the hole in his sweatshirt.

Sybil reached out. “Hey, you’re still you, y’know. I mean, you are a swarm of bugs, but it’s not like...”

“Shouldn’t you be totally freaked out about a walking, talking pile of bugs?” Patrick interrupted.

Sybil shrugged. “Well, I studied entomology...”

Patrick reached out and took the wand from her. He pointed it at her and thumbed the button. Her right shoulder crumbled.

“Well, that explains that, then,” Patrick said, nodding toward the remains of Sybil’s shoulder. “It’s not just me.”

She looked down. “Huh. That’s... unexpected.” She watched as her shoulder reformed. She looked up at Patrick and frowned. “You’re right, though. We should be more upset about this.”

“What, you mean about both of us being bug colonies?” He asked, handing back the wand. “Yeah, I really don’t like bugs, so I should be really squicked out about all this. I wonder why I’m not. I mean, I literally just saw bugs crawling all over me.”

“Just saw...” Sybil repeated. “Now, that’s the crux of the problem right there, isn’t it?”

She started pacing. “OK, fair assumption that both of us are swarms of some sort of arthropod. So, what does it mean for us to see something? What’s really happening?” She pointed to her face. “I mean, these aren’t eyes. They’re, what, clusters of bugs pretending to be eyes, and they’re relaying visual stimulus to another cluster of bugs pretending to be a brain?”

She stopped and pointed at Patrick. “You’re not a human, trying to make sense of being a bug colony. You are a bug colony. So, what exactly is doing the thinking? Why should a bunch of bugs be upset about being a bunch of bugs? And what, exactly, is explaining this to you? Me? Another bunch of bugs? What’s to say that our perception of reality is even remotely accurate?”

Patrick shrugged. “Philosophers have been arguing about that for centuries.”

“For all we know, they were bug colonies too,” Sybil quipped.

“Hmm. Maybe they were. May I?” Patrick asked, reaching for the wand and power supply.

She handed them over. He walked over to the window, and opened it. Sybil’s apartment overlooked a fairly busy sidewalk.

“What’s the range on this thing?” he asked.

“Let’s see...” Sybil began, staring into space. “The transducer’s beam spread is less than point zero zero...”

“Will it reach the sidewalk from here?” Patrick interrupted.

Sybil blinked. “Hmm? Oh. Yes. Probably.”

“OK, let’s see what happens,” Patrick said, and aimed at the pedestrians below, blasting holes in each one as they passed by.

“Holy shit,” Sybil muttered, surveying the carnage. Dozens of people with dust crumbling out of holes in their arms, torsos, heads – wherever the wand’s blasts landed.

None of them looked up. None of them even noticed. As they continued on their way, the dust clumped together and scrambled after them, crawling up into the gaps, blending in.

Patrick turned to Sybil. “So, what do you make of that?”

She stared after them. Within seconds, there was no trace of the damage Patrick had inflicted.

“They just kept going,” she said flatly. “They didn’t know... couldn’t see...” She looked over at Patrick. “How did you know?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t. Just guessed. I figured, if I was... and you were... well, maybe everyone else was too.”

She closed the window and went to sit on her couch. “Which brings us to the big question: What’s wrong with us?”

“Us?!” Patrick exclaimed, sitting next to her. “Everyone in the world is made out of bugs!”

Sybil waved her hands dismissively. “I know that. At least that’s a reasonable assumption. But that’s the point. I know, and you know, but no one else can see it. What makes us different? Why can we see the bugs we’re all made up of, but everyone else is oblivious?”

Patrick nodded. “OK, OK. I see where you’re going. This whole thing started with me noticing a swarm following me around. And then I dragged you into it...”

“What about before that?” Sybil interrupted. “Anything unusual happen before you noticed the swarm?”

“Nothing I can think of,” Patrick replied. “I lead a pretty boring life, really. Get up, go to work, go home, sleep. Lather, rinse, repeat.” He shook his head. “The only thing I can think of is, that morning, I slammed the car door on my hand.”

“Slammed the door on your hand?” Sybil repeated.

Patrick nodded. “Yeah. Dumbest thing. Wasn’t paying attention and slammed the door on my right hand. Cut it clean off at the wrist.”

Sybil raised an eyebrow. “That right hand right there?” She gestured at his obviously intact hand.

“Well, I grew a new one, obviously,” Patrick replied. He looked at the hand. “Oh, right. People can’t do that, can they?” He looked up. “How did I not notice that was weird?”

Sybil smiled sympathetically. “Again, bugs pretending to be a brain. They just sort of filtered it out.”

“So, what... you think that triggered some sort of self-awareness...” He struggled for the right word. “...thing?”

“Not sure,” Sybil replied. “It certainly seems to have started something. Right after that, you noticed the bugs following you around. It’s a fair guess that they’re what used to be your right hand. Though they seem to have grown a bit since then.”

Patrick nodded slowly. “OK, that explains me. How come you can see it too? All those people out there didn’t seem to notice a thing.”

“Got me,” she said. “Maybe, by enlisting my help, you infected me with your... heightened awareness.”

“And everybody else is like Plato’s cave people, then,” Patrick said.

“What?” Sybil furrowed her brow at him. “Oh, right. The Allegory of the Cave. Sure, that’s a reasonable analogy. They’re all seeing shadows of reality... or at least a heavily-filtered version of reality that keeps them from seeing what they’re really made of.” She chuckled dryly. “You realize we can’t tell anyone about this, right? They’d never believe us. More to the point, they’d be pre-programmed to disbelieve us.”

“Yeah,” Patrick agreed. “They’d lock us up and pump us full of drugs.”

He looked over at the glove box. “So, what do we do with Junior over there?”

“It’s part of you,” Sybil pointed out. “It probably just wants to come home.”

“I don’t know,” Patrick mused. “Thing must weigh a few pounds by now. Not sure I want to gain that much weight all in one go.”

“Hey, for all you know, it’d make you taller,” Sybil pointed out.

“That’d be kinda cool, I suppose,” Patrick conceded. “But, if all it wanted was to merge with me, it could’ve just snuck up on me at any time.”

Sybil shrugged. “Maybe you had to be ready to accept it. So, what do you think? Are you ready?”

Patrick considered that for a moment. “Fine,” he sighed. “Sure. Why not? It’s been a weird day all around. Might as well top it off by fusing myself with a vacuum cleaner.”

He put the wand and its power supply on the coffee table and walked over to the glove box. He opened the lid and reached in. “Here goes...”

Patrick watched calmly as the minivac stretched up and extruded tendrils toward his hand. The bright red and white of its plastic casing faded to the color of his skin as it approached.

Sybil came over to watch. If she looked carefully, she could see tiny bugs crawling over each other to form a bridge between the vacuum and Patrick’s arm. Waves of Patrick-colored bugs disappeared into his skin.

“What’s it feel like?” she asked.

Patrick concentrated. “It doesn’t really feel like anything,” he replied. “If I wasn’t looking at it, I don’t think I’d notice it happening at all.”

It took about half a minute for the bugs to complete their migration into Patrick. Sybil was vaguely disappointed to see that he didn’t really look any different. He did look a bit confused, but that wasn’t particularly unusual for Patrick.

“Well?” she prompted.

Patrick frowned at her. “Well what?”

She rolled her eyes. “How does it feel to be reunited with the swarm?”

“What swarm?” Patrick asked. “What the hell are you going on about?”

“Patrick,” Sybil began, speaking slowly and distinctly. “You’re a colony of bugs. So am I. So is everyone. Remember?”

He laughed. “Is this some sort of joke?” He looked around. “Where’s the camera?”

It was Sybil’s turn to look confused. “What camera?”

“This is a prank, right?” Patrick asked. “You invite me over out of the blue, and you’ve got all this science-y shit lying around. It’s got to be a prank. What is it, you’re going to let loose a bunch of roaches and watch me freak out? Gary put you up to this, right? He knows I don’t like bugs.”

“Oh, fucking hell.” Sybil retrieved the ultrasonic wand from the coffee table and pointed it at Patrick. She aimed, and blasted his left hand off. “There. What do you make of that?”

Patrick looked down. “What?”

“Your hand,” Sybil pointed out. “It’s gone.”

“No it isn’t,” he argued, waving the stump. “Look. Perfectly normal hand. What’s going on here? What is that thing?” He nodded to the wand. By the time he’d finished speaking, the remnants of his disintegrated hand had scurried back up his body and rebuilt it, good as new.

“This,” Sybil explained, “disrupts the bugs we’re all made from. Not ten minutes ago, you could see that. Now, it’s like you’re blocking it out.”

She aimed the wand again. “I wonder how oblivious you are,” she said, cocking her head to one side. “Let’s test that, shall we?”

Another blast took out the side of Patrick’s face. “Still think everything’s fine?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Patrick said, his voice distorted by the fact that half his teeth and lips were missing. Within seconds, the crumbled remains of his face had crawled back into place.

“Fine,” Sybil said, pulling out her phone, tapping the camera icon and setting it to video mode. “How about this?”

She held the wand in her left hand, holding down the button, sweeping back and forth, crisscrossing Patrick’s entire body. In her right, she held her phone, keeping it trained on him.

As chunks of Patrick landed on the floor, she blasted them until they were heaps of gray dust.

“How about what?” Patrick’s mouth asked, as it tumbled off his face.

“Oh, shut up,” Sybil retorted, blasting it as well.

By the time she was done, Patrick was nothing more than a pile of dust on the floor, with his keys, phone and wallet poking out. “There. Let’s see you ignore that.” She stopped recording and pocketed her phone.

The gray pile said nothing in reply. Bits of it started to shift, though, as the microscopic mites began to reorganize.

The wand’s power supply beeped, making her jump. Ah, just a low battery indicator. Sybil went into the living room and swapped out the battery pack, plugging the drained one into its charger.

By the time she got back, Patrick had begun to re-form. The gray heap had rearranged itself into an approximation of Patrick, sitting cross-legged on the kitchen floor. Gradually, finer details fell into place until he was indistinguishable from his former self.

He looked up at Sybil. “Whoa,” he said, rubbing his face. “I seem to have passed out for a second there. Is that what that thing is? Some sort of knock-out ray?”

Sybil stared at him. “No, it’s a high-powered ultrasonic emitter, tuned to the resonant frequency of the bugs,” she said. “Look, we’ve already discussed this. Don’t you remember anything?”

Patrick picked himself up off the floor. “All I remember is, you invited me over to show me something. You started going on about bug swarms, and then pointed that thing at me until I blacked out.”
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