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Chapter One: The Leak
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It began with a hiss. Not a bang, not a scream, but a soft, almost imperceptible hiss—like the breath of something ancient waking from a long sleep. Deep beneath Flagler Hospital in Saint Augustine, behind two layers of biometric security and an unlisted door with a red biohazard seal, a Level 4 virology lab conducted research that officially didn’t exist. The world had just barely begun to recover from Pandemic 2.0, and the appetite for bio-research had turned quiet, secretive, and morally gray. The virus they called AR-34T was never supposed to be viable. It was designed to mimic the transmission behavior of the 2.0 strain, a dead shell for study—harmless, non-replicating, stored in cryotanks until dissected and archived. But something went wrong. Dr. Evelyn Mora, lead researcher and virologist, had slept only six hours in the past three days. She knew the data wasn’t right. She saw how AR-34T interacted with organic tissue in ways it wasn’t supposed to. The monkey in Isolation Pod 12 had exhibited abnormal neural activity—cognitive spikes, dream-phase brainwaves during waking hours, self-directed injury, followed by a terrifying calm. The cameras recorded it carving spiral patterns into the plexiglass with a jagged tooth it had pulled from its own mouth. And then came the moment—the containment breach. A failure in the negative pressure chamber, one gasket giving out, a sliver of space no larger than a human hair, and the hiss began.

No alarms. No flashing lights. Just Dr. Mora, standing frozen, watching condensation bloom on the inside of her visor, hearing only her own breath and that terrible, soft release of death into the air. Security arrived too late. When they found her, she was unresponsive, face turned upward, eyes wide open and blood seeping from her ears. The monkey was gone—vent cover kicked out, blood trails leading into the ductwork. The CDC was contacted. Hazmat suits, lock-down protocols, airspace restricted. But it was already too late. The monkey had escaped into the drainage system beneath the hospital and from there into the Matanzas State Forest. Following instinct, water, scent, or perhaps something more... it made its way west, crossing under the 207 bridge, slipping into the brush near East Palatka. Within forty-eight hours, the first signs appeared.

A gas station clerk collapsed behind the counter, babbling in fragmented Latin. An elderly man at the riverfront screamed about shadows in the trees and ripped out his own eyes with his fingers. A child at a local grocery froze in place and whispered for hours, “It sees through skin. It sees through skin.” At first, the town’s doctors thought it was a drug outbreak. Bad meth. A laced batch. But the symptoms didn’t line up. There was no elevated dopamine, no psychosis markers—only a strange degradation of neural inhibition, followed by phases of hyperawareness, fever, catatonia, and in some cases, a full clinical death... followed minutes later by spontaneous reanimation. Not undead, not zombified—conscious. Alert. Changed. They would speak in whispers, draw spirals in dirt or on walls, often mutilate themselves into symmetrical patterns, and then sit motionless for hours. The mayor of Palatka issued a local emergency broadcast, asking residents to stay indoors and remain calm. But calm left the city when the police chief shot himself in the middle of a city council meeting, whispering, “The light is inside us now.”

By Day Five, the National Guard sealed the roads. US-17 barricaded. State Route 100 closed with dump trucks and sandbags. The Memorial Bridge rigged with explosive charges—just in case. No one in. No one out. Palatka became a quarantined zone under the jurisdiction of a federal task force known only as Division Theta. They claimed it was a viral containment operation. The residents didn’t believe them. And then, those same residents started turning on each other. Food trucks stopped arriving. Cell towers were jammed. The power grid sputtered. Local grocery chains were looted within hours. Makeshift shelters formed inside schools, the courthouse, and the ruins of the old mall. It wasn’t just illness anymore—it was transformation. Some people became aggressive. Others fell silent. And some began repeating strange phrases as if rehearsing a script they didn’t remember learning. “The spiral remembers. The spiral returns. The spiral becomes.”

On the seventh night, just after sunset, a strange electrical storm circled the river. Blue lightning crackled over the surface. The lights in every home flickered once and never returned. Battery radios captured only static, until one frequency—88.1 FM—began transmitting an untraceable signal. It played a woman’s voice on repeat, calm and detached: “We were never meant to survive. We were meant to evolve.” On Day Eight, Palatka Fire Station 2 released one final broadcast—bodycam footage from a responding paramedic. The lens shook as the camera turned toward a man standing shirtless in the street. His skin blistered, eyes weeping blood, but smiling. He leaned into the lens and whispered, “We’re not sick. We’re waking up.”

Then the feed died. And Palatka went dark.
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Chapter Two: Inside the Sealed City
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The first thing they took was the sky. Overhead, a swarm of black drones hung above Palatka like vultures in a holding pattern—silent, watching, unblinking. They formed a net above the city, scanning every movement, every flicker of life. They didn’t need to fire. The threat was enough. A warning embedded in the cold red blink of their eyes: don’t run, don’t resist, don’t even try. People learned quickly that approaching the bridge crossings—Crill, Memorial, or the old trestle—was a one-way trip. A flash of static on nearby radios, a sharp electric whine in the air, and the person would vanish. No body. No scream. Just gone.

Inside the city, the streets turned gray. Power flickered in and out. Stores went dark. Gas stations, emptied within hours of the lockdown, became forts for the desperate. The hum of civilization faded, replaced by whispers, screams, and silence. By Day Six, Palatka was no longer a town. It was a cage with ghosts for neighbors and dread for air.

Cory Banner hadn’t planned on being a survivor. He was a grocery stocker at the discount market off Reid Street. Just a kid trying to save for a boat motor and maybe a shot at getting out of Florida someday. But that future crumbled the day the manager handed out paychecks and bolted, leaving behind a hand-scribbled sign that read, “If you stay, pray.” Cory did stay. He turned the store into a bunker. Carts, shelving units, even frozen pizza boxes—he used everything to seal the doors. At night, he slept near the pet food aisle with a flashlight and a hammer under his chin. By day, he scavenged batteries and rotated canned goods. He kept his ears sharp and his eyes sharper. It wasn’t long before he realized something worse than the virus was circling Palatka.

People weren’t just getting sick. They were... changing. Cory watched them through a pair of binoculars from the roof. First, it was just odd behavior. People walking into the middle of intersections and standing there. Some naked, some whispering to themselves. Then they started drawing spirals—chalk, charcoal, even blood—at every street corner. He never saw them do it. Only saw the results: fresh, perfect spirals each morning, all pointing east. He heard things too—radio static morphing into voices. Thoughts that weren’t his. Orders. “Leave the light on. Burn the picture. Go to the river.” He didn’t obey. He just watched, waited, listened.

Across town, Lena Morales, a former nurse from Putnam Community, was learning the hard way that medicine had limits. The hospital fell fast. First the patients doubled. Then the staff halved. The oxygen tanks were drained by Day Three. By Day Four, the morphine was gone. On Day Five, the night shift found that the ICU ward—twenty-six patients—was empty. No alarms, no mess, no codes. Just beds stripped clean, the faint smell of antiseptic and rot, and a single spiral drawn into the glass of the operating room door. Lena didn’t ask questions. She walked out and never looked back. Now she lived in the backroom of a pawn shop on St. Johns Avenue, surrounded by flickering security monitors and silence. The cameras always showed the same: empty streets, still alleyways. But once, just once, she saw a man in the middle of 10th Street, shirtless, pale, his mouth stretched into a grin too wide for his face. The camera blinked. He was gone. She didn’t check the feed again.

Out by the marshland, a man named Eddie “Two-Switch” Grant had become Palatka’s last broadcaster. An old conspiracy guy with a CB radio tower and too many solar panels, Eddie lived in a rusty camper near the Raceway. No one believed him before the lockdown, but now they tuned in every night. At 11 p.m. sharp, he flipped the signal and went live: “This is Channel 0-0, coming to you from the last patch of dry truth in the zone. Don’t trust the lights. Don’t eat the berries. And for the love of God—don’t answer the voice that sounds like your mama. That ain’t her.” He broadcast stories from other survivors—strange calls, lost time, people waking up in different homes wearing someone else’s clothes. One clip he played often was grainy and distorted, pulled from an abandoned first responder feed: a woman whispering, “The spiral opens when you dream. When you dream, it drinks you.”

Most ignored him. But some didn’t. And then came the Cracker Barrel Incident. Twelve people in the dining room, positioned like spokes on a wheel. Hands touching. Mouths sewn shut. Spiral carved into the center of the table with a steak knife. After that, no one laughed at Eddie’s show.

Palatka didn’t explode. It dissolved. Civilization slipped away in bits—the local radio went first, then water pressure, then cell signals. Everyone still inside either huddled in silence or wandered into the mist that now crept from the river each night. And the city began to hum—not like machinery or insects, but something deeper, like the world itself was vibrating under skin. Some called it madness. Others called it evolution. But everyone agreed on one thing: it wasn’t just a virus anymore.
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