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​Chapter 1: A World on the Brink
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I knew a horror, one buried under fragile sinew and bone, laughing a spectral laugh that quivered up through the joints and broke out in breathless howls. I watched it come like a dust storm to sweep the country bare. From New Guinea to New York, to my laboratory at the CDC, the staccato beat of the phone was an old lament returned to taunt me. It startled the silent instruments to life, needles scratching at chart paper like frantic little feet. My heart seized with its familiar clutch as I cast aside a rack of glass vials to answer the call. The voice on the line crackled with urgency, every syllable a well-measured strike. "Possible outbreak in Papua New Guinea. Severe symptoms reported. Please advise." It stung like an insult. I held the receiver in a steady hand, scrawling notes on a yellow pad while fluorescent lights glared their hateful fluorescence, shadows of a dozen unquiet nights flickering like accusations.

When Mark came into the room, I was still grasping at old phantoms. He hovered over me, spectral and insistent, eyes fixed on a stream of data flashing across my computer screen. “Erratic laughter,” he said, each word like a long-delayed sentence. “Fits the profile.” My mind dragged against it, an anchor pulling through heavy silt. I’d left that horror buried; I’d left it dead. Yet it emerged in precise clinical graphs, sprung like a trickster from the dark earth to dance and mock and spin. A nod passed between us, two marionettes bound to their preordained, ill-fated play.

A feed streamed from New York, vivid and hellish on the screen. A teeming crowd choked the streets of Times Square. Lights strobed against skyscrapers like spectral auroras. Voices swelled, chattering like demented sparrows. And then a collapse, the scene jerking as a man crumpled in spasms of deranged mirth, his face twisting, his body wracked by cruel, convulsive fits. Sirens screamed an urgent elegy, wailing like mourners behind a hearse. The camera panned wide, and the cackle of madness bled from the speakers, flooding the room in wicked echoes. It curdled the blood, but more than that, it chilled the soul. It was a thing returned, come to roost and plague us once again.

I leaned into the monitor’s blue glow, a slow and torturous resignation gnawing through me. Each screech of laughter cut through years of pretense and artifice, laying bare the old failures, the haunting incompetence. I saw the blight spread through New York, viral and relentless, consuming reason and dignity. A map unfurled in my mind’s eye, etching red ink from borough to borough, tracing jagged veins through tunnels and avenues, as far-flung as Long Island, until there was no refuge left. The news looped like a vicious cycle, feeding us endless reports of grotesque absurdity: a lawyer leaping from his thirty-second-story office window, manic glee echoing behind him; an elementary school erupting into anarchic mirth, teachers clutching their sides as children looked on in horrified awe; an old woman convulsing in her hospital bed, nurses crowding around, mouths agape. It swelled to the tipping point, this thing of nightmare and delirium, of flesh and memory.

Mark rifled through a heap of case files, moving with the inexorable drive of one for whom history is a taunt, a derisive jeer to be quelled at any cost. I moved with him, an accomplice to his desperate acts. It became a siege, and the siege became a routine. As New York choked and writhed, we locked ourselves in that ghastly laboratory. Day and night folded into one another like malignant blooms, curling black at the edges. The room thickened with a miasma of dread. The hum of the fluorescents turned sickly, the pale blue of the computer monitors washed into dull jaundice. They bathed us in their fevered glow, tireless in their grim exertion.

Data and sweat ran in streams, endless and meaningless. Apathy spread its virus through our blood. Yet we could not abandon the hunt. I dissected genetic code like a priest parsing holy texts, seeking some revelation among the runes and nonsense. But it mocked me, inscrutable, beyond comprehension.

The city slipped further into bedlam. My mind grew cavernous with dark possibilities, memories twisting into each other like subterranean passages. I saw again the children of Papua New Guinea, frail specters cackling at their own decay. The field research team standing impotent among them. The urgent calls and grim confirmations. And I saw myself at the epicenter of it all, every direction I turned marked by loss. I let it infect me, the same old fever of desperation, burning its malignancy into the lab, into Mark, into our wretched, endless task. We found nothing. It was unthinkable.

The week staggered forward, and we along with it. My phone blared, each call another blow, another hollow note in the endless funeral march. Chicago. Boston. Philadelphia. The scourge laughed its way down the eastern seaboard, our grim predictions writ terrible and true. It left sanity broken in its wake. Those infected were quarantined, their bodies seized in an ecstasy of laughter until all will had gone and they lay lifeless, twitching marionettes on invisible strings. We witnessed the failure in our own glass coffin, trapped behind an impenetrable wall of data.

Mark's eyes grew cavernous and vacant. His mind crumbled, just as I knew it would. One day I looked up from the jumble of useless reports to find his place empty. A thick and stagnant quiet hung where he had been. The stillness stretched to a fever pitch. I went after him, knowing where I'd find him but helpless to change the course.

He had abandoned his lab coat and found his way to a side street near the university. It was infested with students, drawn by the thrill of a city come unhinged. I stood in the dark and watched him as they passed. They staggered by the dozens, overcome with manic joy, tumbling against one another in fits of awful mirth. Mark drifted through them, unblinking and unfazed, a lost soul seeking oblivion in the thrall of hysteria. I knew the end of his path, the inevitability of his choice. But still I reached for him, and still he turned away. The crowd swallowed him whole, and with him the last trace of purpose, of motive, of design.

I was alone in the tomb. New York groaned in its death throes, the fits of laughter spreading into Long Island and the outer suburbs. The lines between sound and silence blurred. I became their instrument, as unstrung as Mark's lifeless body must have been. Still I was unable to stop the ghastly experiment, a series of senseless rituals conducted for an indifferent God. Test tubes filled and emptied, samples were cataloged and cross-referenced, raw data parsed and re-parsed into oblivion.

Days passed in shadows. They bloomed across the room, grotesque blossoms curling around old sins. The monitors dimmed, power dying in its source, until the only light was a spectral flicker from the screens. They taunted me, ghostly reminders of what was and would be.

A noise cut through, like laughter in reverse, like the scream of infants from the womb. A vibration trembled up through the building, a tremor in the deep foundation. It stilled me to the bone.

And then the city went dark.

The room fell into its truest state, into pure, black absence. It lingered, a hollow breath before the end. The lights flared to life, sudden and searing. They caught the broken marionette in their cruel brightness.

I sat alone in the cold silence, shadows flickering like accusations. 

Time held its breath as I watched the outbreak unfold, a contagion that was as chilling as it was unforeseen. It spread like wildfire through the arteries of civilization, each new infection a needle that stitched horror into the fabric of our world. They called it a laughter epidemic, a ghastly name that barely captured the terror of its reality. What started in New York bled into other cities, a grim trail of convulsing bodies and frenzied shrieks that echoed through deserted streets and abandoned homes. At first, we thought we understood it—a misfolded protein, an exotic strain, something our laboratories could untangle and dissect. But the virus eluded us, laughing at our arrogance, dancing beyond our reach. Weeks stretched into months, and each day became a funeral for the one before it. I watched, powerless, as society crumbled like ash beneath its own weight. And through it all, I carried the guilt of knowing that it was my failure, my sin, that had opened the door to this plague. The laughter, a macabre chorus, haunted my waking hours and whispered in my dreams. I could hear it even now, echoing in the dark corners of my mind, mocking me as I struggled to make sense of the madness I had wrought.

The virus showed no mercy. Cities became graveyards, sprawling monuments to our hubris. Streets lay empty, save for the few who wandered them like ghosts, lost in their own mania. I had seen the footage: people doubled over, laughter shaking their frames until they were hollow and spent. Their eyes wide with fear, their mouths stretched into grotesque smiles. Some had the good sense to run, seeking refuge in the country, where they believed the contagion could not follow. But it always did. The laughter found them, sweeping through small towns and villages with the same cruel efficiency. There was no escape, only delay. Those of us who remained in the city barricaded ourselves in, hiding from the inevitable. The CDC was my tomb, a sanctuary that offered only the illusion of safety. The others fled as the world fell apart, but I stayed, a prisoner of my own obsession. I moved through the halls like a specter, haunted by the weight of my failure. Equipment lay dormant, files gathered dust. Even the hum of the fluorescent lights seemed subdued, as if they too mourned the death of our endeavor. I took to sleeping in my office, where I would drift in and out of consciousness to the distant sound of sirens and the more distant sound of that damned, infernal laughter. In my waking moments, I scrawled frantic notes and pieced together what fragments I could, each new discovery more bleak and disheartening than the last.

There were whispers, in those early days, that the outbreak was some divine retribution. A punishment for our transgressions, a flood sent to wash away the wicked. Others, more practical, claimed it was an act of war, a bio-weapon released by a nameless enemy. I knew better. I knew that we had done this to ourselves. That I had done this to us. It was Mark's discovery, really, the one that set it all in motion. We had been so careful, so convinced of our control. The spores had fascinated us, their resilience, their resistance to our best attempts at classification. We isolated them, cultivated them. It was exhilarating. A new form of life, and one that seemed almost eager to reveal itself. When Mark fell ill, we believed it was something else. Something benign. But then the laughter came, a dry chuckle that escalated into madness. It was all over by the time I got him to the hospital, his body still, his eyes frozen in a mask of mirth. The laughter that took him spread through the ward like fire through dry leaves. Nurses, doctors, patients. The entire wing, consumed in hours. I tried to contain it, to quarantine the spores before they reached the outside. But I was too late. A janitor, I think. Or maybe a courier. Someone insignificant, someone I never thought to watch. By the time I understood, the city was already infected. The spores danced through the air, settling on the living like a shroud. Mark's death had only been the beginning.

We were wrong about the virus, wrong about its nature. The prions we discovered in the first wave of victims, the brain damage, the rapid degeneration—it all fit our models too well. We were blind, too eager to find answers that suited our limited understanding. It wasn't until the second wave, until the bodies began to rise, that we saw how little we truly knew. The virus laughed at us. Laughed at me. I see that now. I see it all too clearly. We had been focused on the living, on the chaos of the infection's first, savage strike. We thought it burned through its hosts like a fever, leaving them cold and empty, another wave of corpses to bury and forget. We never imagined that the dead would rise. That the virus would not be content to let its victims lie still. The reports came slowly, hesitantly. We didn't want to believe them. People stumbling through the streets, arms outstretched, faces twisted in that familiar, terrible grin. Not alive, but not dead either. Their bodies decaying, but their hunger—oh, their hunger was insatiable. The laughter, now, is the laughter of the grave. Hollow and eternal. We didn't understand at first, how it was spreading so quickly, how it could consume so much so fast. The new infections were nothing like the old. Hours, sometimes less. Then we realized: you didn't have to be alive to catch it. Didn't have to breathe, didn't have to move. The spores landed, nestled in the flesh of the newly dead, and brought them back, and sent them out to feed. They brought them back laughing.

I am the last. There is no one left to save. No one left to even mourn the saving. The virus, my child, has devoured everything. Everyone. Even now, as I write these words, as I scratch them into this pad with a hand that shakes from weariness and dread, I know it is only a matter of time before it finds me too. The spores drift in the air, invisible, a poisonous mist that I can almost feel gathering in my lungs. It would be easy to step outside. To let the virus have its due. But I have never been one for easy answers. There is a solution. I know it. I can almost see it. If I have enough time, enough time and enough clarity of mind, I can find it. The infection was only the beginning. The dead are only a distraction. There is more to this than I imagined, and if I can just see it through, if I can just— 
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​Chapter 2: The Laughing Dead
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The emergency response team navigated the shattered sidewalks of New York City as I led the charge, uniforms stained with rain and grime. Our shadows merged with the bleakness, flickering beneath the dull cast of a churning sky. The chaos in the streets mirrored the frenzy in our hearts as we marched, dogged by memories of sins we could not wash clean. We passed overturned cars, shattered glass, and scattered debris, with echoes of maniacal laughter drifting from broken storefronts. The hollow sound crawled into my ears, burrowed into my brain, mocking me with every breath. I quickened our pace, desperate to outrun it. But the laughter grew louder, nearer. It crept through the concrete and rose from the pavement. A fallen victim in tattered clothes clutched his stomach while laughing hysterically, his decay visibly starting to set in. Dr. Mark Thompson barked, "Stay close—this is no drill!" But it felt like a nightmare, this gruesome game we played. Concrete details emerged: a cherry-red taxi on its side, a flickering streetlight casting uneven shadows, and the distant wail of sirens merging with the sinister laughter. It was everywhere, within and without. A cruel specter.
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