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​Chapter 1: The First Giggle
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We huddled under the fluorescents, bathed in their sterile glow. Reports like a great blizzard of desperation fell across our laps, onto the cold tile floor, until the numbers ran into nonsense. The endless notes were gibberish. In them, a nightmare without shape and an illness without mercy laughed. Reeves watched the screens as I watched him, our eyes each finding a madness that hid in plain sight. He said nothing as the footage of bodies, convulsed with awful mirth, ran in looped procession before us. And the screams, punctuated by those sudden bursts of laughter, were not loud enough to silence the echoes of our own shame. Reeves sat in that plastic chair like a child on a precarious throne. I sat with him in the windowless room. Outside, the sky must have turned black with more reports of hysteria, with case files pouring like rain.

When we thought the end might be coming, we shut ourselves away in the last safe room we could imagine: the office. It was filled with clutter and equipment, old coffee and unspoken terror. There was something intimate in the clutter, as if we were close enough to be consumed by each other’s dread. My fingers moved, skeletal and uncertain, over the keyboard. Reeves stood in the corner with his face obscured, breathing heavy in the dense air, knowing there was nothing we could do. But it felt as if doing nothing would destroy us more completely than the sickness that devoured our world. A hollow voice from a hollow throat laughed, or perhaps cried, on the screen before me.

Our vision tunneled in on one case, a grim lottery, and in that choosing we could almost feel we had some measure of control. It began in the only place it could have, a forgotten pocket of the state where the factories loomed large, and where life had long ago gone small and afraid. Before the townspeople knew it was there, it took hold in them. At first, just one. But one was all it needed. A patient came to the local clinic, giggling through broken teeth, telling of how her family caught it at a funeral. She was infected by it and by them, her past closing around her in cruel poetry. There was no name for what took them. Not then. Reeves, forever glib in his denial, called it the new laughing gas. He meant to wound me with his irreverence. He succeeded.

A breath of something, not fresh but less foul, whistled from the old vent in the office ceiling. It did nothing to lift the pall. Our confinement stretched out in uncertain hours and emails with unread subject lines. Reeves suggested that we return to our homes. But he didn’t leave, and I didn’t stop him. It was as if staying in that dreadful place could hold back the laughter that we heard spreading from those forgotten streets, across those forgotten families, all the way to the sterile confines of our institution. He joked less as time went on. It grew more real to him. It grew less real to me. The days melted into an indistinct fever, each hour both swollen with tension and emptied of hope.

I watched the cases with a cruel fascination. My mind grew as cluttered as my desk, my heart as barren as the landscape of panic beyond the walls. When I let myself, I thought of the townspeople as specters of my own making. I saw them through the same grimy lens as I saw Reeves and myself. People haunted by sins, long buried and freshly dug. I gave them names. Their bodies became mine to account for. Their stories became mine to endure. It took one after the other, laughing as it went. An infection. A possession. A resurrection of all the things they hoped had died.

One day the calls stopped. It was not relief we felt but an awful silence, heavier than the noise it replaced. Reeves picked up the last phone in the last moment of reception, as if reaching through to that other world could absolve us. I thought it would be nothing but static and guilt. I was wrong. A young man’s voice came through the dying line. He said the whole town was gone. The families. The friends. Everyone. All taken, he said. All buried under their own maniac laughter. And he was next. I wanted to believe him. But I had grown too practiced at doubting. Reeves had grown too practiced at cruelty. It didn’t matter if he was real. It didn’t matter if he was a lie. Reeves took the phone and the story and, like everything else, left them for me to decipher.

In the week after that last call, when the air tasted of something like apocalypse, the world grew as distant and as threatening as ever. We shut out the reports with closed doors and calloused minds. They couldn’t reach us in our place of despair. I saw what I wanted to see, believed what I needed to believe, and as the screens blinked off one by one, my doubt grew stronger than the truth. Reeves left before the light finally went out. It was easier for him. His hands were never clean, but they were quick to abandon. I stayed in the silence of that haunted room. A long, silent vigil. It was my only absolution. It was the only hope I had.

But even hope is not immune. I turned the cameras back on. I watched with unflinching eyes. I was alone. I was not alone. They appeared again, the bodies, and they seemed almost to dance in their pain, as if some wicked joy were propelling them. I played the footage over and over, my heart more distant with each new viewing. There was one, the young man from the call, perhaps. The young man from my invention, perhaps. He had escaped, perhaps. He had not, perhaps. His voice haunted the recordings, hollow and giddy and free. It sounded like accusation. It sounded like despair. It sounded like nothing I could bring myself to understand.

I read the last of the incident reports with my eyes half-closed and my mind fully elsewhere. Each new case was a different page from the same story, the same page from a different story. An entire town, a great field of broken families and forgotten loves, swept into their own hysterical afterlife. A virus, they called it. Or a poison. Or an awakening. Reeves would have called it something clever and heartless. Reeves would have called it inevitable. I called it other names. The files lay in messy heaps, and the sense I made of them was messier still. Each diagnosis was a Rorschach blot of grief and dread. I saw my face in them, as if they were the final, unwanted photograph of me.

I sat with the knowledge, uncertain and maddening, that it would find me. It would find us all. The place grew colder as the world grew quieter. I left the camera running. I left the calls unanswered. I let it all build to an awful crescendo of panic, a last moment of terror, then die in slow and resigned breaths. In those breaths, I saw them, my families of hysteria, crumpled under the weight of the very sins they sought to escape. The disease was nothing compared to the regret, to the lies they told each other, to the lies they told themselves. We infected them with that first. And when the laughter reached them, they had already grown used to its echo.

Reeves’ voice stayed in my ears long after his presence left. Maybe it’s just a new laughing gas, he had said, and for once his callousness was closer to the truth than anything I had the heart to say. It was nothing and everything to us. We knew it before we knew it. And when it spread beyond the horizon of that forgotten place, it spread through the horizon of us. We felt it was too late before it began. The files were wrong. The bodies were wrong. The stories we told were wrong. But the laughter, inhuman and bright, that was the one thing we never got wrong. 
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​Chapter 2: Viral Disbelief
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We knew it would come, of course. We, who toiled among our screens and their haunted glow. We, who swam in our stagnant eddy of coffee and decay. And still, we were blind. It began like this: a slow drone, an electric hum. Alerts scattered, notifications blossoming across my screen. That pixelated bastard, Jake Thompson, back again. He infected us all with his latest filth, grainy and strange. My pen tapped out a quickening rhythm. The images ran wild: people thrashing on hospital gurneys, laughing like demons in their convulsive dance.

“It’s just another stunt,” someone said as they slipped by my cluttered little cell, their shadow thin against the flickering light. But my hands tightened around the warmth of my coffee, though I was chilled through. Though the cold was not only of the body. I repeated the footage until it ran beneath my skin, its frantic cadence rattling my bones.

In the stark conference room, I pleaded my case to those whose ears were dead. The light there was cruel and clinical, revealing too much. Harsh, overhead, it buzzed and trembled as if infected, too. I showed them printed sheets, thrust them toward Hartley’s hands. “We have to act now,” I said, but my voice sounded distant, hollow as a long-abandoned shell. Hartley did not even raise his eyes. He was calm, always calm. His hands were large and pale as they flipped through a report. “We cannot cause mass hysteria over what might be a hoax,” he replied, and my fingers drummed their own impatience on the metal table. Other officials, whose faces I cannot recall, exchanged uneasy glances as the clock grew louder in the thickening silence. I could see it all, unraveling, yet I was powerless. Helpless as the sacrificial lamb, bound for slaughter.

Atlanta evenings were crueler than their days. Their mist lay low and malignant, swirling over rain-slick streets like the cold breath of death. The storefronts were shuttered, windows barred, lights gone dim. Even the neon buzzards were silent. It was then, when the sun had fallen behind a dirty sky, that I saw him. A man in a suit, stained and rumpled, collapsing beside a cracked curb. His laughter split the air, jagged and raw. His body twisted like the spasms of the dying. Manic, awful, the sound bounced off the walls and left the air trembling in its wake. Passersby stopped in their tracks, then scattered into the gloom, their faces pale blurs of shock.

I stood transfixed, unable to look away. Even the shadows seemed to flinch. Beneath the flickering streetlamp, the sound echoed long after the last witness fled.

Days stretched thin and sickly. Like victims on a battlefield, I stepped over the bodies of my coworkers. Watched as they lay slack in their plastic chairs, ears plugged to silence the outside world. Some stopped showing up. I saw it spread, relentless and cunning. Through flickering screens and whispered gossip, it festered. More shaky videos, more grainy horror. More bodies twisting on hospital gurneys, abandoned in the alleys of their cities. They said it was hysteria. Said it was nothing, just a trick of the mind. A new drug, a sick prank. But I knew better. Knew, and was powerless.

One by one, they slipped away, the others. To safety, to madness, to places unknown. We received reports of cities quarantined, suburbs barricaded and abandoned. Soon it was only me and Hartley, each of us infected by the other’s persistence. Each of us knowing what would come. I no longer left the building, could not bear to see the streets, hollow and dark, or hear that laughter echo off the bones of the empty city. Hartley retreated to his office, shut himself inside with the faint hope of salvation.

And so it was. My own prison cell grew cramped and dark, lit only by the computers’ humming glow. I watched the evidence accumulate like maggots in a festering wound. We were the dead who could not die, only linger. When I closed my eyes, the videos played again on the screen of my eyelids. Each laugh, each jerk, each spasmodic twitch.

They took us in the night, I think. They wore masks, their faces obscured, their hands firm as they dragged us from the building and into the open air. Rain lashed against my skin, the wind howling in its chorus of shrieks. Hartley thrashed beside me, not like the ones in the video but with the violent anger of the condemned. “It was a hoax,” he screamed. “You were wrong, you were all wrong.”

I did not resist. Knew that I was damned. I was empty, save for the thrum of my own failure, the beating heart of despair. They forced us into the van, strapped us down with practiced efficiency. As the doors closed, I heard it. A laugh, high and cracked, and knew then that we were not the only ones.

We were their captives. It was an old hospital, or an asylum, perhaps. Some tomb built to house the wretched and insane. Windows shattered, rooms decayed, ceilings that wept their own malaise. But still, they tried. Oh, how they tried. They did their tests, their charts, their scans. Our bodies poked and prodded like some alien thing. We were prisoners of the future and the past, bound by what we knew and did not know. Others came, too, after us. So many others. Soon the halls were thick with them, bodies crammed together in that mass of awful sound. They moved us, shuffled us from room to room, trying to stay ahead of the sickness. It was everywhere.

And all the while, it laughed.

One morning I woke to silence. An eerie hush, profound in its emptiness. I sat up, untangling myself from sheets gone damp with sweat. A cell, yes, but not my own. They’d moved us again, left me in some desolate room. Alone, and yet not. Across the way, another cot. Empty, save for a pale hand that clutched its edge. Hartley. Of course it was him. His skin was gray, his mouth a cavernous, silent scream. It did not look like sleep. It looked like an ending. I went to him, though I knew there was no point. No breath, no pulse, nothing but the stillness of a marionette whose strings had all been cut.
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