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​Chapter 1: Just Another Day in Fredericksville
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The eggs are doomed from the start. Lana knows this even before the yolk hits the oil, but she cracks them anyway, one-handed, knuckles white where the skin stretches over bone. She wears Drew’s ratty high school gym shirt—the only clean thing she could grab—though she knows the comments it will invite. The stove clicks, hisses, exudes the chemical stench of propane with an overtone of burnt Teflon. She swirls the spatula in the pan, watching the eggs flatten, edges curling and blistering.

Drew materializes behind her, a looming, bearded gravity well that somehow makes the already claustrophobic kitchen fold in on itself. “You’re overcooking them again,” he says. Not a question, never a question. He cranes his head over her shoulder and sneers, breath hot and cereal-sour. His reflection in the black oven door gives Lana a dual view: one Drew live, another Drew flickering in distorted miniature.

“Yeah, well. I like them cooked,” Lana says, the effort to keep her voice even visible in the tense line of her jaw. Her own reflection, warped and smudgy, looks ghost-pale. In the oven glass, she’s already halfway disappeared.

Drew ignores the answer. “You wearing that to work?”

The spatula stops mid-stir. Lana forces a laugh she knows will sound wrong. “Just for breakfast. Changing after.”

He lifts the sleeve between two fingers like it’s contaminated. “Christ, Lana. You look like you’ve given up. You want people thinking you can’t be bothered?”

She almost says, I don’t give a shit what people think, but the words detonate only in the soft cavity of her skull. “It’s early,” is all that comes out. “Didn’t want to wake you with the hair dryer.”

He shrugs. “Looks like you just rolled out of the dumpster.”

The countertop is tiny, more of a shelf than a surface, and Drew’s sports trophies—third place, runner-up, local hero, All-Conference ‘98—form a golden barricade. The football players forever frozen mid-victory, arms aloft, mouths agape in a silent roar. Next to them, Lana’s collection of battered cookbooks is jammed in a corner cabinet behind an arsenal of vitamins and protein shake mix. She can’t remember the last time anyone besides her cracked one open.

Lana turns the eggs with a violent flick, sending a spray of yolk onto the stove, tiny dots like sickly confetti. “Breakfast’ll be ready in a minute,” she mutters.

Drew moves away from her and plants himself at the table, the chair groaning under his bulk. He opens his phone and begins scrolling, thumb moving in a frantic, practiced arc. “Don’t forget you’re supposed to meet with my mom today,” he says, voice already half-swallowed by the dopamine fog of headlines and memes. “She said last time you barely said a word. She thinks you’re mad at her.”

She dumps eggs onto two plates, sliding one toward him like a peace offering or maybe a dare. He barely glances at it, but keeps talking. “You know, a lot of guys would be pissed off if their girlfriend didn’t get along with the family. I’m just saying.”

Lana sits at the far end of the table, feet hooked around the chair rungs to keep from shaking. “I’m not mad at your mom.”

Drew’s face wrinkles in disbelief, as if she’s told him two plus two is five. “Could’ve fooled her. Just don’t want you making things weird, that’s all. You got enough problems at work without getting my family on your bad side.”

He says ‘your job’ like it’s a community service project he’s forced her into for the optics. “We’ve been over this,” Lana says. “The store’s fine. Megan’s got the front, I run the restock—there’s nothing to worry about.”

Drew snorts. “Yeah, okay. Just saying, you could probably do better than a dead-end bookstore gig. If you put your mind to it.” He forks eggs into his mouth, chews and swallows without looking up. “What happened to that culinary program you used to yammer about? Could’ve had your own restaurant by now.”

Lana focuses on the clock—one of those fake-antique farmhouse things, the hands always stuck at 6:40—and wills herself not to engage. “The program was full. Waitlist is like a year. I told you that.”

He shrugs, not listening. “Never hurts to follow up. Unlike these eggs. Hurt my jaw, they’re so tough.” He shoves the plate back, barely touched.

Her body moves before her mind catches up: she’s already scraping his leftovers into the garbage, hands shaking but steady, if that’s possible. “I’ll do better tomorrow,” she says, and it sounds like an apology and a threat at once.

“Whatever. I’m gonna shower. Try not to make the whole place smell like grease, yeah?” He stands and exits with the same force as a landslide, bare feet slapping the linoleum, the entire apartment shuddering in his wake.

Lana breathes. The kitchen is suddenly ten degrees cooler, the air actually moving. She doesn’t touch her eggs. Instead, she sits and stares at the far wall where Drew’s high school glory basks in eternal victory. She imagines a slow-motion replay: a young, limber Drew crossing the finish line, a stadium roaring his name, his mother crying in the stands. In the fantasy, Lana is not in the frame. Not even in the building.

For a second, she lets herself imagine what she’d say if Drew ever let her get a word in. Maybe she’d tell him to go fuck himself. Maybe she’d list, line by line, every morning he’s made her feel like a defective appliance, an off-brand microwave barely fit to reheat his leftovers. Maybe she’d pick up one of his trophies and hurl it through the window just to see something shatter that isn’t her.

But then the water pipes moan as the shower comes on, and the fantasy collapses, messy and incomplete.

Lana gathers up the plates and starts washing them. The eggs, cold and rubbery, peel off the china in whole pieces. They tumble down the drain, out of sight, leaving the plate clean as if nothing had ever stuck.

Fredericksville Bookstore is forty percent sagging plywood shelves and sixty percent silence. The third shelf from the right, the one with the faded "Local Authors" placard, is sloped so far forward that Lana braces her knee against it every time she reorganizes a display, which is often. Today, she’s swapping in a stack of beach-read thrillers for the dusty literary memoirs that no one ever buys, her fingers still sticky with the egg yolk that got under her nails during the morning’s skirmish.

It’s early, barely ten, and the only sound is the jazz-muzak on the speaker and the whisper of Megan, her coworker, counting bills at the register. Lana can’t shake Drew’s parting salvo—Never hurts to follow up, unlike these eggs. Hurt my jaw, they’re so tough—so it loops in her mind while she lines up spines like soldiers.

Megan clears her throat. “You need change for the five?” She waves a bill over her head, not looking up.

“No, I’m good,” Lana says. “Thanks.” She knows she should ask Megan about her weekend, pretend to care about the birthday party for Megan’s niece or the charity bake sale, but the words are heavy. They won’t budge. Lana watches Megan, sees the way her nails are bitten to the quick and her mascara is one careful blink away from collapsing. She wonders what Drew would say about Megan’s look today—maybe nothing, or maybe something even worse than nothing, a silent judgment that would follow her around the store like static cling.

A chime dings at the door. Nobody enters, but the noise triggers the landline to ring. Megan flinches so hard she drops a quarter, then picks it up with both hands as if the metal is radioactive. She answers, and her entire body compresses: shoulders rounding, chin ducking, voice a register lower.

“Hi, babe,” Megan says, then tucks the phone under her chin and slides backward, almost hiding herself behind the plastic-wrapped bookmarks rack. “No, I’m at the store. We just opened. No, I haven’t talked to anyone yet. No one here but me and Lana.”

Lana pretends not to listen. She grabs the step stool and climbs to adjust a torn poster above the display, the faded image of a book club’s last desperate gasp. Below her, Megan’s voice trails off to a hush. “No, I swear. It’s just us.”

There’s a pause. Lana can hear the man on the other end, a blaring rumble, even though he’s probably miles away. Megan whispers: “No, I don’t think she likes me. It’s just her face. She always looks tired.” A beat, then: “No, I’ll be home right after. I promise.”

Megan hangs up and returns to the register, her face red, breathing shallow through the nose. She glances at Lana but doesn’t meet her eyes.

“You okay?” Lana asks, knowing it’s pointless, but saying it anyway.

Megan nods, then immediately shakes her head. “It’s just...he gets anxious when I don’t pick up. Said I sounded weird last night.”

Lana wants to say, That’s not normal, but she’s still replaying Drew’s greatest hits from that morning and the two soundtracks drown each other out.

“I might have to leave early today,” Megan says. “He...needs me at home.”

Lana nods, moving a paperback slightly to the left. “I’ll cover. No problem.”

They work in silence for the next hour. Every so often, Megan checks her phone and Lana catches her counting the seconds between texts, like there’s an invisible tether pulling at her spine.

At eleven, a customer breezes in, clogs squeaking on the battered floorboards. She’s the type who wears ironic glasses and a tote bag covered in activist stickers, and she immediately makes for the “New & Notable” table. “Hey, do you guys have that new Margaret Atwood?” she asks.

Lana snaps to life. “Yeah, let me grab it for you.” She leads the customer, almost grateful for the small talk, and stacks a fresh copy in the woman’s hands. They discuss the book, and Lana can feel herself warming, like maybe in a different timeline she’s the kind of person who can recommend dystopias with a straight face and a sense of humor. Maybe even mean it when she says, “It’s got teeth.”

The customer laughs. “Great! I love her mean streak.” She holds up the book. “I need a story with women who bite back, you know?”

Lana smiles, real and accidental. “Don’t we all.”

The moment doesn’t last. When the woman leaves, the chime seems sharper. Megan is gone from the register, only the faint perfume of cheap lotion left behind. There’s a note: “Ran home. Thanks for covering—M.”

Lana rereads the note, then studies her own handwriting on the “Welcome” sign by the door—bubble letters, bright marker, made in an unguarded, optimistic moment she can’t remember. She wonders what it would be like to walk into her own life and actually feel the sign meant her, not just everyone else.

The clock on the wall jumps forward in a hiccup. Lana returns to the display and sets the next book, spine out, everything at perfect right angles. For a second, the store is almost peaceful. Then a delivery truck thuds past outside, shaking the glass in the windows, and the whole building flinches with her.

Dinner is microwaved to the approximate temperature of the sun and still manages to be flavorless. Lana sits cross-legged on the fraying edge of the couch, sporking Salisbury steak out of a divided tray, the gravy already coagulating in the corners. The living room is a shrine to Drew’s adolescent self: team banners on every wall, a half-deflated autographed football on the coffee table, and the world’s largest collection of bobbleheads leering down from the entertainment unit. The only trace of Lana is a shelf of ceramic owls, each one smaller than the last, crammed into the far corner next to an unplugged lava lamp.

Drew is a throne unto himself, deep in the rec room recliner with a beer can welded to his fist and ESPN on perpetual loop. He has a talent for producing a running commentary that is somehow both completely unoriginal and utterly abrasive. Lana tunes most of it out, her inner soundtrack alternating between the morning’s fight and the memory of Megan’s voice, small and brittle, saying He needs me at home.

After the commercial break, the news channel breaks into the game coverage with a blaring "Special Report." Drew groans, but doesn’t change the channel, at least not yet. The anchor’s lipstick is too bright and her teeth look sharpened, like a cartoon rabbit’s. She reads off the prompter with the urgency of someone announcing the end of the world: “An unidentified illness is sweeping through Millfield and the greater Fox Valley area, with symptoms including fever, cognitive changes, and extreme aggression. Officials are urging residents to take precautions and limit travel.”

Drew barks a laugh. “Probably some wuss who couldn’t handle the cafeteria tacos.”

But Lana sits forward, pulse hammering in her neck. She glances at Drew, who is already bored, then back at the screen.

The segment switches to the weather desk, and it goes off the rails fast. The weatherman—normally a butter-voiced, frat-boy type with a flawless tan—looks pale and glassy-eyed. He fumbles his words, loses track of the day, then starts mumbling about “these female meteorologists, coming for our jobs.” The rant crescendos with him clutching the desk and staring straight into the camera, face beading with sweat. Then he collapses, live on air. The feed cuts to a Geico ad mid-scream.

“Did you see that?” Lana says. “They said the cases are spreading. Millfield’s only twenty miles from here.”

Drew makes a face and waves the remote. “Give it a week. All the old people’ll forget about it.” He pauses to scratch his thigh, then drains his beer with a satisfied “ahhhh.” “Probably some TikTok thing gone viral.”

Lana watches the replay looping on the TV: the weatherman’s wide, frightened eyes, the sudden loss of motor control, the way he slumped over as if yanked by a string. “That didn’t look like food poisoning.”

Drew finally gives her the full weight of his attention, and it lands like an anvil. “What are you, a doctor now?”

Lana shrugs, feels her face heat. “It just seemed...serious.”

“Everything’s ‘serious’ these days,” Drew says, and flips back to the basketball game. The room fills with sneaker squeaks and the dull thud of the ball. “If it was a real threat, the government would’ve shut down the bars by now. Relax.”

She takes another bite, chewing so hard her molars ache. She wants to rewind the conversation, try again with new words, but all of them sound weak before they even leave her tongue.

On the TV, the ref blows a call. Drew howls, launching a foam finger across the room and nearly toppling the coffee table. The ceramic owls rattle but do not fall.

Lana puts her tray aside and folds herself small, arms around knees, watching the ticker at the bottom of the screen: MILLFIELD AUTHORITIES REPORT 28 CASES, URGE MASK USE AND SOCIAL DISTANCING.

Drew keeps yelling at the TV, but Lana doesn’t register the words. She closes her eyes and listens for the next siren, the next urgent voice, the next thing that will tip their life from uneasy equilibrium into something stranger. It won’t take much, she knows. Not at all.
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​Chapter 2: The First Signs
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Lana’s brain is jelly by the time the local news comes back around. It’s a quarter past nine, Drew snoring in the recliner with his head cocked so far back it’s a minor miracle his spine hasn’t snapped. The volume is up just high enough to drown out the neighbors, who are arguing again about the difference between “deck stain” and “house paint.” A debate that’s been running all week. The only illumination in the room is the TV’s rolling pulse and the bleached, perpetual daylight of the fridge’s cracked-open door.

On the screen: the anchor’s toothy smile locked in place like someone dared her to freeze. “Up next,” she says, voice shaking a millimeter off its usual register, “meteorologist Grant Foster with an update on this week’s strange weather patterns. Grant?”

Cut to the weather desk. The set is designed to look like a NASA control room had sex with a kindergarten classroom—primary colors, random monitors, a green screen that flickers at the edges. Grant Foster is the kind of weatherman who wears his hair like a helmet and still says “storm-a-palooza” on air without irony. Tonight, though, his face is flush, beads of sweat turning his forehead into a slip-and-slide.

Lana’s seen this guy a thousand times, always smiling like he’s got a steak dinner riding on the sunrise. But right now, the smile isn’t working.

“Thank you, Linda,” Grant says, eyes fixed on a spot somewhere below the camera. “Tonight, we’re looking at, uh—“ He flips to the next monitor, fumbles the remote, and drops a sheaf of cue cards. They scatter like white confetti.

Drew, eyes still closed, grunts: “What a pro.”

“—a significant increase in, uh, atmospheric pressure,” Grant powers on, voice warbling. “Cold front, right. You’re gonna wanna wear layers, not that anybody asks me anymore.”

Lana leans forward, elbow digging into the pizza box, scraping cheese crusts into her palm. Grant’s jaw flexes, the neck veins jump-rope under his collar.

“There’s been some talk,” Grant continues, his speech picking up speed. “Lot of rumors flying around about how certain people, certain unqualified individuals, are manipulating the numbers, the data, the—” He loses the thread, looks straight at the camera with the wild stare of a lottery winner about to lose it all.

The next part happens fast, but also in slow motion.

“I’ve dedicated my entire life to this,” Grant says. “But they just want to replace us, you know? Because apparently, women are better at reading numbers now. Like that’s a thing! Like they didn’t just show up last week and—” He’s red now, blood rising into his scalp, his hands slapping the table with the force of a telethon. “You think you can just parade a pair of tits in front of a green screen and call it science?!”

Lana’s mouth opens, nothing comes out. She glances at Drew, who is still at half-mast but registering the change in TV flavor.

On the screen, Grant’s speech slurs. He’s off his chair, clutching the desk for balance, spittle collecting at the corners of his mouth. “It’s not right. It’s not natural. Next thing you know, they’ll want to—”

His eyes roll up. He lets out a long, dry cough, then collapses sideways. A pale hand reaches from off-camera, tries to help, then disappears. Cut to the anchor, Linda, now openly panicking, her hands flapping like she’s just dropped a lit cigarette in her lap.

“We seem to be having some...difficulties,” she says. Then a too-long silence, followed by the station’s holding slide: a spinning picture of the city courthouse and the phrase “FREDERICKSVILLE: OUR KIND OF PLACE.” Lana counts three seconds before they cut to commercial.

The apartment’s air is suddenly made of static. Drew’s snoring has stopped. He sniffs, squints at the TV, then farts a disinterested little fart.

“Wow,” he says, “Grant lost his shit.”

Lana doesn’t answer. She rewinds the DVR, replays the meltdown. This time, she watches for the tiny details: Grant’s trembling hands, the unnatural flush spreading across his face, the way his eyes flicker away from the teleprompter, searching for something that isn’t there. She runs it again, slower, pausing on the last frame before he drops out of view.

“He was sick,” she says. “Did you see his skin? He looked like a boiled ham.”

Drew waves her off. “Drama queen weathermen. They’re all hams.” He picks up the remote and flips to Sports Center, grumbling about “real news” and “people who can hold their liquor.” The screen lights up with a montage of dunks, but Lana’s mind stays fixed on Grant Foster, his mouth foaming, words breaking apart in real time.

She sets her empty pizza plate on the coffee table and pulls out her phone, fingers greasy and unsteady. She hops on Twitter, types in “Grant Foster.” It’s already trending, a river of hot takes and grainy screen-records. Most of them are jokes—#ForecastFreakout, #MeteorologistMeltdown—but buried under the hashtags are clips from other stations: an anchorman in Janesville who started ranting about “feminazis in the fire department” before projectile vomiting into his coffee mug; a high school gym teacher on local access who peeled off his shirt and howled at the ceiling until police hauled him out.

Drew is on his second beer, lost in the afterglow of a basketball highlight reel, when Lana finds a thirty-second clip from the next town over. It’s a radio DJ, mid-segment, suddenly cussing out his female co-host. “They shouldn’t even let you in the booth!” he screams, spittle audibly hitting the mic. The sound cuts, then static, then someone else’s voice coming in too late.

Lana thumbs through Reddit and Facebook. Same stories, copy-paste format. Male host or teacher or professional, suddenly going off-script, spewing about women taking over, then losing motor control, then collapsing or getting dragged offstage. Always the same progression: smug, defensive, then terrified.

“Is it a virus or something?” Lana asks. The question lands with a wet slap, but she can’t let it go. “Seriously, Drew, this is...fucked up.”

He finally gives her the look, the one he uses on customer service reps and junior referees. “What, are you an epidemiologist now?”

She doesn’t answer. The words run in place in her mind: Not just a virus. More like a spell, or a curse, or some crossbred brain worm. She glances at the reflection in the dark TV: Drew, bigger than life, mouth slightly open, eyes dull with self-satisfaction. Then her own face, smaller, sharper, hunched and tired.

Lana sets her phone aside. “I’m going to bed,” she says, but she doesn’t move.

Drew shrugs. “Don’t let the TV rot your brain,” he says, and starts another beer.

In the bedroom, Lana lies on her back and stares at the ceiling. The floorboards shake with the echoes of Drew’s TV and the neighbor’s ongoing debate about wood finish. On her phone, the Grant Foster video loops endlessly: “You think you can just parade a pair of tits in front of a green screen and call it science?!” Over and over, until she mutes it, then scrolls on autopilot for hours, scrolling past every cat video and vacation photo, and always there: another man, another glitch, another crash and burn.

At 2:30 a.m., she closes her eyes, and the words are still there, stuck to the backs of her eyelids like packing tape.

She knows she won’t sleep.

She just hopes whatever’s going around doesn’t crawl through the walls and find them first.

Morning comes for Lana like a punch in the kidneys. The alarm is set for six, but her body says screw it and stays horizontal until Drew’s foot, callused and crusty, nudges her in the ribs. “It’s your turn to walk Pickles,” he grunts, not even opening his eyes.

“We don’t have a dog,” Lana says, but Drew is already snoring again.

She peels herself out of the sheets. Her brain is a dehydrated lemon. She’s still in the same gym shirt and leggings from yesterday, because laundry is something that happens to people who aren’t dealing with the apocalypse, and judging by last night, the line is getting blurry.

The apartment is silent except for the hum of the fridge and the pop-pop-pop of the old toaster that always half-burns her bread. She doesn’t bother making eggs this time, just dabs a gob of peanut butter onto a rice cake and eats it standing up, watching a line of tiny ants march toward an old ketchup spill under the microwave. Nothing in this place is clean.

She opens the front door for some actual air, half-expecting a camera crew or maybe a government guy in a yellow hazmat suit. What she gets is a Fredricksville-flavored sunrise and the faint, tart stink of someone burning rubber.

Across the street, her neighbor—the balding one with the monster truck and the "NO FAT CHICKS" sticker on the tailgate—is doing a slow shuffle down the sidewalk. His walk is off, like a bad copy of a mall-walker, arms hanging a little too straight, knees locked. At first Lana thinks, hangover. But the color of his skin is all wrong: sallow-gray, like a cheap tuna fish.

He stops directly across from her door, stares, then grunts. The sound is familiar. Lana’s used to this guy calling her “sweetheart” or “nice legs” on garbage day, and the noise he makes is just left of that—like the words are there, just not assembled in the right order.

She steps out a little, lets the screen door hiss behind her.

“Morning, Tom,” she says, voice tentative.

He opens his mouth. It takes him a second to get the machinery moving, then: “Yehhhhhhhhh.” It starts as a whistle, breaks off in a hiccup. He lifts one arm, points vaguely at her, then at the sky, then at the power line where a crow is picking at something gross.

“You good?” Lana tries, not really wanting an answer.

Tom rocks on his heels, lurches one step closer. The crow caws and flaps off, and for a second Lana thinks Tom is going to do the same. Instead he veers into a mailbox and ricochets off it, muttering: “M-m-m-m, mmmnngh, uh. Uh.” He knocks over a trash bin with his knee, doesn’t even register the impact.

That’s when a second guy appears at the end of the block. Similar build, similar posture, but with a trickle of something black dried down his chin. This one Lana recognizes too—a guy from the auto parts store, always “ma’am”-ing her in that way that means the opposite.

The two men spot each other, and for a split second it’s like nature documentary: rival predators sizing up. Instead, they both shy away, like magnets pushing apart, and each emits the exact same weird, shivery moan. Then they both kind of...retreat. Not in a run, but a slow, robotic shuffle, eyes darting in every direction but never at each other.

Lana lets the screen door slap shut and stands there, staring out at the trash-strewn street. There’s more movement now: two more men, both doing that same fucked-up mannequin walk. One steps straight into a parked car and bounces off, another stops to stare at a realtor sign for a full thirty seconds, slack-jawed and unblinking.

The entire world has been body-snatched, and Lana’s the only one awake for it.

She goes back inside, arms cold, even though it’s June.

Drew is still at the table, scrolling his phone with the practiced thumb-flick of someone who believes the world owes him a dopamine hit every minute. His breakfast is untouched, except for a bite mark that’s mostly gum.

“Why are you back so soon?” he asks without looking up.

“You need to see what’s happening out there,” Lana says. “Everyone’s gone full Night of the Living Douchebag.”

He finally glances up. His eyes are red as popped balloons, and the skin under his nose glistens with sweat. He looks...bad, but in a way that is still recognizable as Drew: angry, sick, stubbornly upright.

“My head is splitting,” he says. “Like, you have no idea.”

She watches a vein in his neck pulse, the color a worrying shade of blue. He wipes his forehead with his palm and leaves a shiny streak.

“You look like you have the flu,” Lana says.

Drew shrugs, winces. “It’s just a cold. I don’t get the flu. I have a superior immune system.”

“Want me to get the thermometer?” she asks, not moving.

He glares at her. “Just want coffee, not an interrogation.”

She makes him the coffee. The kettle rattles on the stovetop, a background counterpoint to Drew’s muttered complaints. He’s starting to rock back and forth, a slow metronome, both hands braced on the table. She sets the cup in front of him and he grips it like he’s drowning and it’s a life raft.

“Too hot,” he says, spits the first sip back in.

“Wait two minutes,” Lana says.

He grunts, holds his head in his hands.

They sit in silence, punctuated only by the ticking of the clock (perpetually stuck at 6:40) and the distant, slow-motion collision of bodies outside. Lana finds herself listening for something, anything: sirens, helicopters, maybe a neighbor screaming, but the world’s on mute.

Drew lifts his head. The whites of his eyes have gone translucent, jellylike. His lips are blue and his ears—are they gray? No, can’t be.

He glares at the window, then at Lana. “What are you looking at?”

She thinks of Tom and his mailbox, of the men retreating from each other on the sidewalk, and her skin tightens all over.

“Just checking to see if you’re about to strip and howl at the moon like the weather guy,” Lana says, voice flat.

He barks a laugh, but the sound is two clicks higher than normal, like his vocal cords are learning to walk. “That guy was always a drama queen,” he says.

“Right,” Lana says. “Of course.”

She clears the table. Drew grabs her wrist. His grip is too tight, sweaty and urgent. “Hey,” he says, “don’t be a bitch about it. I’m just sick. I’ll get over it.”

He lets go, but not before squeezing once, hard. A pulse of anger shivers through Lana, but she smothers it, gets up, and rinses the plates.

Outside, another crash. She looks through the peephole: two more men, standing in the middle of the road, both staring at the same spot in the sky, like they’re waiting for a sign.

Lana closes the blinds, flips the lock, and stands with her back to the door.

The rest of the morning is a holding pattern. Drew shuffles from couch to kitchen to bathroom and back, alternating between aggressive boredom and real, animal discomfort. Lana tracks the progression of his symptoms: the shakes, the grayness around the lips, the way he recoils from her when she so much as suggests a Tylenol. By noon, he’s stopped making sense.

She tries calling Megan at the bookstore, but gets only static, then a recording that the line is out of service. She tries Megan’s cell: rings, then drops.

Lana sits on the floor in front of the couch, knees up, arms wrapped tight, watching Drew spiral. She counts his breaths: uneven, ragged, one every two seconds, then a pause, then three in a rush. He mutters, occasionally, but not in any language Lana knows.

She wonders, not for the first time, how many days it takes to lose your mind completely. She wonders, not for the first time, if it’s contagious.

She wonders, finally, if it’s just her, or if every woman in town is watching the same show.

Either way, she can’t look away.

By the time Lana leaves the house, Drew is a human speed bump on the living room floor, face-down and snoring through both nostrils at once. She tiptoes past him, one eye on the TV—now a rotating parade of “BREAKING NEWS” crawls, half speculation and half schadenfreude—and out to the parking lot.

The morning after is always the weirdest, even during the end of the world.

Lana’s car, an ’05 Corolla with two mismatched doors and a sticker that reads “REPEAL DAY DRINKING,” smells like old fries and newer fear. She sets the AC to maximum and steers into the half-dead daylight, letting the streets confirm what her gut already knows: this is a full-on, out-of-the-bag disaster.

Every block has its own tableau of ruined masculinity. On the corner by the car wash, two ex-jocks with identical sports jerseys lurch in circles, clapping each other on the back every forty seconds, like a broken TikTok loop. At the vape shop, three dudes in mesh shorts take turns shoving each other out of the shade, then high-fiving, then cowering from a passing Prius as if it’s a charging rhino.

It would be hilarious if it weren’t so apocalyptic.

At the town square, the statue of Fredericksville’s founder has never looked more smug. It’s covered in local campaign posters—Lana counts at least seven variations of “Elect Real Men”—and at the base, the actual mayor is holding court. Mayor Kilbride, old as dirt and twice as salty, infamous for telling female reporters to “smile more,” is now a gray-skinned scarecrow propped up by two lackeys. He totters in place, jaw slack, staring at the statue’s crotch.

A gaggle of moms and day-drinkers have gathered in a semicircle, phones out, recording the spectacle. Lana double-parks, rolls down her window, and listens in.

“I’m saying,” Kilbride wheezes, “all these—these women voters—ruined everything. Didn’t even used to count, you know?”

He tries to spit, but it’s mostly air. The crowd gasps, then titters. One of the lackeys, equally pallid, grabs Kilbride’s arm and steers him away from the monument. He resists, then slams into the stone base with a hollow bonk and mutters, “Go back to the kitchen, see how you like it,” before being led off, his feet barely clearing the ground.

Lana catches eyes with a woman holding a pink thermos. They exchange a nod that says, Can you believe this shit?

She hits the grocery store next, because what else do you do while the men are zombifying. The parking lot is half-full, most of the cars skewed across multiple spaces. She hustles to the entrance, weaving between two shirtless guys yelling at a cart corral and a third attempting to eat a plastic bag.

Inside, the atmosphere is tense but focused: women of all ages darting between aisles, stockpiling boxed wine and canned chili like it’s hurricane season. Lana grabs a basket and does the same, defaulting to whatever looks durable and doesn’t require refrigeration. She passes a cluster of teenage girls in pajama pants, all frantically texting, and two middle-aged women in matching tie-dye shirts, who are loudly arguing about whether the CDC even exists anymore.

At the meat counter, the butcher (female, thirtyish, biceps like cable wire) is calmly portioning out ground beef for a line of customers. Lana waits her turn. The woman ahead of her, a former regular at the bookstore, leans in conspiratorially.

“Don’t look now,” she whispers, “but there’s three of them at the back doors. Just standing there. Watching.”

Lana shrugs. “Better than if they were coming in.”

“True,” the woman says, “but it gives me the creeps. You see the mayor out there?”

“I saw him try to headbutt the statue,” Lana says.

They both snort. The butcher grins and slides a wrapped package over the counter.

“You need anything else, hon?” she asks Lana.

“Coffee. Lots of it. And maybe pepper spray?”

The butcher shakes her head. “Already out. Sold to a mom with triplets at opening.”

Lana circles to the next aisle, where a lone man, skin already fading to dishwater, is pawing at the shelves. He bumps into Lana’s cart, then shuffles away, trailing a sour whine of complaint. She watches him move: every limb on a delay, every gesture twitchy and defensive. At the end of the row, he nearly collides with another man, and the two of them recoil, hiss, then go their separate directions. No violence. Just a weird, primal repulsion.

At checkout, the cashier is wiping down the conveyor belt with the intensity of a germaphobe on meth. Her hands tremble, but her voice is strong.

“You holding up?” she asks.

“Define holding,” Lana says.

The cashier nods. “They say it’s airborne, but it only hits men. Some kind of chemical thing, or maybe it’s psychological. Either way, I’d rather not catch it.”

“Same,” Lana says, glancing over her shoulder at the entrance.

She pays and bags her stuff herself. On the way out, a siren warbles in the distance, but nobody seems to care.

Lana steps into the foyer just as the store manager (all business, pixie cut, pantsuit) is yanking the doors shut behind her. A muffled thud makes everyone inside freeze: three men, all in some advanced state of zombification, are pressed up against the glass. They’re not clawing, not even banging, just staring in with identical vacant longing.

One of the teens from earlier snaps a selfie with the trio in the background, then laughs until she starts crying. Someone else says, “We should call the cops,” but nobody moves.

The manager locks the second set of doors, leans against them, and addresses the small crowd.

“Folks, I recommend you stay in here a while,” she says. “If you need to use the break room or bathrooms, go ahead. We’ll see if this calms down by lunchtime.”

A ripple of nervous energy moves through the group. Lana, clutching her plastic bag, drifts to the bakery and sits on a display crate, watching the men outside shift and moan and occasionally bump heads. The other women migrate in knots: talking quietly, arguing, laughing a little too loudly, but always, always watching the windows.

No one panics. They just settle in, as if surviving a zombie siege is just another Sunday inconvenience.

Lana glances at the glass. One of the men—she thinks it’s the guy from the vape shop—lifts a hand, presses it to the window, and mouths something. The sound doesn’t carry, but the shape of the words is clear:

Let. Me. In.

Lana smiles, but it’s not funny. She digs a cookie out of her bag and chews, staring down the monster. If this is the new world, she thinks, at least it’s quieter.

And for the first time in weeks, she doesn’t feel completely alone.

Lana lasts three hours in the grocery store before the manager unbolts the doors and shooes everyone out with a “Good luck” and a smile so fake it could be merchandised. The men are still there, crowding the sidewalk, but they scatter when the women emerge, like pigeons booted off a park bench.

The drive home is an obstacle course of abandoned trucks and the occasional wandering dude, each one more zombified than the last. On the car radio, a voice reads the emergency bulletin in a tone that’s less DEFCON 1 and more “wait, seriously?”

“Attention, Fox Valley residents. Due to the, uh, unexplained events of the past twenty-four hours, the mayor has declared a state of emergency. All nonessential workers are advised to remain indoors. Authorities are working to determine the nature of the phenomenon affecting the male population. For now, stay calm and, uh, avoid direct contact.”

The DJ’s voice clicks back on, barely holding in the nervous giggle. “If you’re just tuning in, that means all dudes, all ages. No word on pets. Ladies, you might be on your own for date night.”

Lana turns off the radio.

She’s halfway up the steps to her apartment before she hears it: the dragging thump of something big, slow, and not quite human. She grips her grocery bags tighter and nudges the door open with her toe.

The inside of the apartment is a time-lapse of rot. Drew is standing in the kitchen, frozen in front of the open fridge. His skin is slate, his eyes recessed and shimmering like river stones. His favorite T-shirt hangs off him, the collar torn from where he’s apparently been gnawing on it.
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