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      That morning, Rose woke to the sound of a scream echoing throughout the flat.

      “But he loves me!” her roommate, Mary, cried.

      “Oh, get off it,” said her other roommate, her best friend Lyra. “He’s nothing but a wanker and you know that.”

      “He is not!”

      “He so is!”

      “He is⁠—”

      Good God, Rose thought, floundering onto her side. Not this again.

      She blankly looked at the bedside clock—which displayed nothing more than her pasty reflection and the abysmal hour of ten-fifteen—and allowed her head to fall face-first into the pillow.

      There was no way she was going back to sleep.

      Once it started, it rarely ended.

      The sound of Mary’s whalesong reverberated throughout the flat at such a pace Rose felt her head would shake. Only occasionally muffled by the tone of Lyra’s comforting but equally-enthusiastic sarcasm, it continued for the next several minutes, but then a door slammed, thus ending the next act in the story of Mary’s dramatic love affair with Spencer.

      “Finally,” Rose mumbled. “Peace.”

      No sooner had she settled into her comfortable spot than a knock came at her door.

      Great.

      “Yeah?” Rose asked, hoping she was dreaming.

      “Are you awake?” Lyra replied.

      “Sorta.”

      “Well getcha ass out here. Don’t let me deal with this shit alone.”

      I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Rose thought.

      Groaning, she rolled out of bed and stumbled to the bedroom door in her nightclothes, only briefly glancing at her dark-haired, aquamarine-eyed reflection in the mirror. Lyra—who greeted her with a traditional raised eyebrow and crossed arms—briefly shifted her weight onto one leg before huffing air between luscious lips. “Lovely way to start the morning, eh?”

      “You’re not kidding there,” Rose replied, reaching up to push her dark hair from her bleary eyes. “What about you? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

      “The bloody idiot burst into the door just as I was about to leave and started wailing on about that slag. Spencer, Spencer! Oh, he loves me! God, what a fucking moron—the both of them. I missed the train and now I’m late.”

      “And you haven’t left because?”

      “Because Mary, if you haven’t noticed, is going to seek sympathy from you as soon as possible. It’s the way of the world: I call Spencer a slag, she goes on about how she loves him, then she storms into her room and awaits your ballroom entrance. I just thought I’d let you know what was going on beforehand.”

      “Thanks,” Rose mumbled. “I guess.”

      Lyra laughed. “God,” she said. “If a girl doesn’t have enough to worry about, all she has to do is wait for her roommate to come home and she’ll have a whole ‘nother purpose in life.”

      “At least she talks to you.”

      “Complains, more like it.”

      Shrugging, Rose slipped past Lyra and into the kitchen. The early-morning light that seeped through the high windows was almost enough to blind her.

      “Shit,” she said, shielding her eyes with her forearm.

      “You say that every morning,” Lyra commented.

      Rose cast a glance over her shoulder and flipped her friend the bird. Lyra, always the more eager of them, was quick to return it.

      “Off now,” she said. “See ya.”

      “See ya,” Rose replied.

      She watched Lyra grab her keys off the rack and walk out the front door.

      Rose sighed.

      The silence of the morning should’ve been spent in bed—dreaming blissfully of insignificant things like dandelions and rainbows—especially after an all-night study session.

      Oh well, she thought. You want to cross bridges, you’re going to have to build them first.

      She chuckled at the irony, considering she aspired to become an architect, and idly swept her gaze along the shelves, taking note of the assorted knickknacks and other memorabilia—most specifically, pictures. Several of her and Lyra--detailing a friendship that had thrived since Rose’s move to England when she was sixteen--were her primary focus.

      And to think I thought I would never fit in here.

      That first day in secondary school had changed everything—when, out of nowhere, a pretty black girl with the name of a beautiful instrument took her under her wing.

      Ten years later, they were still friends.

      Even if you’re an American snob, Lyra would’ve said.

      Rose giggled and reached into the fridge to pull out a carton of orange juice.

      Almost immediately, the reality of her exhaustion became clear.

      Though classes wouldn’t begin until that afternoon, she had little hope that she would get any rest.

      
      By the time she collapsed on the couch that night, she was ready to pass out.

      “You look beat,” Lyra remarked.

      Rose rolled her eyes to find Lyra standing opposite her, nibbling on what appeared to be a pastry.

      “Huh?” Rose asked, struggling to make sense of what her friend had just said.

      The other woman inclined her chin toward the dingy television set against the wall. “You hear anything about that?”

      “What?” Rose asked, straightening. “America?”

      Lyra nodded and chewed on her pastry. The thick crunch of bread beneath her teeth pierced Rose’s ears and stabbed hunger into her gut. “You ask me,” Lyra said, “probably just a load of shite. People fight. There’s riots. But no—American sensationalism, always getting everything riled up.”

      “But this has been happening all over the country.”

      “What? You think it’s terrorism or something?” Lyra vaguely nodded and sunk her teeth into her lower lip. “Yeah. I can see that—I mean, if it’s something like 9/11 or some shit. Puttin’ something in the water, spraying it in the air. I mean, God—have you seen the shit they put in their food? People were bound to go crazy eventually.”

      The notion of ‘crazy’ didn’t necessarily suit the scattered reports coming in from overseas. Even Rose’s techno-conscious self hadn’t been able to sort the truth from fiction. Cries of ‘censorship’ and ‘constitutional rights’ had been quickly spewed, but in their place had risen American firewalls blocking access to information. She could’ve hacked it, if she wanted—her internet haunts as a teenager had endowed her with such useful skills. Her only deterrent was the fact that they were on university internet and that she could be expelled.

      “What’re they saying now?” Rose asked. “I mean… if they’re saying anything.”

      “It’s the same thing, over and over. Attacks. Attacks, attacks, attacks.”

      “Mass violence?”

      “Not yet, but it’s getting there. It hit New York a few days back and has been spreading ever since.”

      Rose lowered her head and only slightly avoided Lyra’s gaze. It wasn’t as though she could blame her friend for forgetting her Queens lineage. She’d been here so long Lyra often introduced her as ‘her friend Rose from London.’

      “Shit,” Lyra said. “I’m sorry, Rose.”

      “It’s ok. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Have you been able to get a hold of your Mum? Or your Dad?”

      “No. Phones are down. I get a busy signal anytime I try.”

      A rough sigh escaped Lyra’s chest as she rounded the couch and settled down next to Rose. Slinging an arm around her shoulders, Lyra leaned into her side, bumped their heads together, and pulled her into a tight hug. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what else I can say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Rose said.

      “Think of it this way: at least in America they have guns. That’s got to be some comfort, right?”

      A shrug followed by a short but forced nod gave answer to Lyra’s unintentionally hurtful testament.

      People in New York didn’t have guns. They were illegal.

      Sighing, Rose pulled away and craned her head about, her gaze instinctively falling upon the darkened hallway leading to the bathroom and bedrooms. “What about Mary?” she asked. “How’s she been?”

      “In her room. Cryin’. She kept trying to call that twat all day and couldn’t get an answer. I told her to suck it up and forget it, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      “Because she knows you don’t like him.”

      “Because he’s a fuckin’ wanker!”

      Rose lifted a hand to suppress a giggle, which Lyra returned with a simple roll of her eyes before standing and making her way to the kitchen. “Should I go talk to her?” Rose finally asked.

      “Don’t you dare start her up again.”

      Standing, Rose pushed her arms over her head, arched her back, and cast another glance over at Lyra before starting toward the hallway. “I’m gonna call it,” she said, spinning to face her friend. “Long night, even longer day. Wake me up if anything exciting happens.”

      “I hope not,” Lyra said, then paused, eyes shifting toward her friend. “Hey... wait a sec. Have you eaten anything yet?”

      “Too tired,” she replied. “I’ll do it later.”

      “Yeah yeah. Skinny bitch.”

      Rose merely laughed before walking down the hall.

      
      “And he… he… he…” Mary’s wailing voice said from outside Rose’s bedroom.

      “He what?” Lyra asked. “You sound like a fuckin’ idiot when you blubber like that. Either tell me what he did or⁠—”

      “He gave me an engagement ring!”

      What… the fuck, Rose thought, pulling her wet hair back over her shoulders before she started toward the door.

      Before she could reach for the door, it opened to reveal Mary—mascara smeared down her face, nose etched with snot, and lips quivering as she held her hand out before her. “I’m engaged!” she wailed.

      “Oh God,” Rose said, taking note of the ring upon her roommate’s finger, which looked to be a diamond, but she expected otherwise. Mary bowed her face into her hands and sobbed. Rose took careful care in pressing her hands against her roommate’s shoulders and wrapping her in a partial hug. “Congratulations, Mary. That’s amazing. But are you sure you should be getting married when you and Spencer have such an on-off relationship?”

      “He loves me!” Mary cried. “He loves me, Rose! Why doesn’t anyone believe me?”

      “Maybe because he’s the biggest slag this side of London,” Lyra muttered—apparently too loud, since Mary burst into a fresh set of sobs and stormed out of the room. “Uh-oh. Guess she heard that.”

      “It’s the truth that hurts,” Rose replied with a sigh. She straightened herself out and looked Lyra in the eye. “You ok?”

      “Uh… yeah. Just… a little bothered by what I’ve been seeing on the telly.”

      “What’s that?”

      Rather than say anything, Lyra led her down the hall and into the living room. A short moment later, their eyes were on a news broadcast whose LIVE captioning appeared to dictate something of serious concern.

      “Dr. Lionel,” an anchorwoman said, holding her interlaced hands steadily before her as video of a violent confrontation inside a shopping mall played on the monitors behind them. “You’re a doctor of psychology at the University of Princeton. What do you have to say about the violence that’s occurring in New York City?”

      “Herd mentality—what most everyone refers to now as ‘mob mentality’—is common within all aspects of the animal kingdom. Think of the bison that move across the plains, or sheep that flock together to avoid predators: they do so because they feel the need to band together to take control of something, or at least exhibit a sense of security that comes with being a part of a group. As humans, we often react the same ways that animals do. We are evolutionarily designed as pack animals in order to survive—to share resources and seek company in others. In our case, mob mentality is often spurred by choice events that cause ripple effects across psychologies of crowds. It’s like someone shouting fire in a theater—if one person strikes a match, the rest of the building will go up in flames.”

      “What do you believe is causing these riots?”

      “They are believed to have been caused by a demonstration making its way through the streets of New York. It’s no surprise that people would be upset over the American President’s decision to leave armed troops behind in Afghanistan and Iran, especially after Great Britain withdrew their support. So when the demonstration came to Times Square and their message was being heard by a mass audience, the crowd erupted and violence surged.”

      “Are there confirmed reports of this?”

      “No. There are not.”

      “This doesn’t tell me anything,” Rose said.

      “It’s not that,” Lyra said. “It’s this.”

      Lyra flipped the channel.

      The local Liverpool station burst into life.

      Written across the bottom of the screen in red letters were the words, Violence arrives in England.

      Rose swallowed the lump that developed in her throat. “It’s here, then,” she said. “Whatever it is.”

      “Yeah,” Lyra said. “Coulda told you that much.”

      “Have they been saying anything on the news?”

      “Not really. It’s all been bar fights—drunk people, really. But that’s not surprising considering the area we live in.”

      The acknowledgement of their location did little to diminish the implications of such a threat. Having crossed the ocean, no longer was this an American threat. It posed an undeniable question that seeped into her mind like a bad seed whose roots spread deep into fertile soil.

      The calamity was simple.

      Who was doing this, and what--if anything--did they want?

      And what if it gets here?

      Common rationale led her to believe that such a thing was impossible. One half argued that the outrageous claims could not be substantiated, because little information was being released. Another, meanwhile, beckoned the possibility of what might happen if this ‘mob mentality’ were to come to their small town.

      The idea didn’t sit well with her.

      They lived in a three-story apartment that stood no more than three miles from the coast. Ten miles away stood Liverpool, then ten miles beyond that, the John Lennon Liverpool Airport. Statistically speaking, mass viruses—if it was, in fact, a viral outbreak—were quick to spread upon international travelling routes. She understood enough about biology to know that subtle symptoms would go unnoticed—coughing, sneezing, weeping eyes, itchy flesh. All were indicative of pollen allergy, but if someone had happened to create a virus mimicking such effects…

      The faint ‘click’ of the TV going dark knocked her from her reverie.

      “Rose?” Lyra asked.

      “Are they saying anything about us?” she asked, the beat of her heart returning to her chest.

      “Only to be cautious and not go anywhere alone.”

      Rose shook her head and pressed a hand to her temple, grimacing as her class ring chilled her skin. “Great,” she said. “That’s all we needed. Fucking lunatics in the streets.”

      “Look on the bright side,” Lyra smiled. “At least Mary is engaged.”

      Rose groaned.

      
      The quiet morning was pierced by the harrowing sound of a gunshot.

      From their place in the living room, Lyra and Rose raised their heads.

      “What in the world was that?” Lyra asked.

      “I… I think that was a gunshot,” Rose replied, making her way to the balcony window to look out at the street below.

      “Nah, couldn’t be.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      A second shot, followed by a third ripped through the afternoon. What sounded like a scream followed shortly thereafter.

      “What the hell’s going on?” Lyra asked, fumbling through the mass of magazines on the coffee table. “Fucking hell! Where the hell’s this stupid piece of motherfucking shit remote when you absolutely fucking need⁠—”

      The click of the TV coming to life silenced Lyra midsentence.

      The hairs on Rose’s arms stood on end.

      All she could hear was the monotone drone of a dead channel.

      “Lyra,” Rose said, her attention set firmly on the street as another gunshot barked through the morning. The sound of squealing tires, then the bang and subsequent alarm indicated a car had crashed. “Why is the TV making that noise?”

      “It’s… dead,” Lyra said. “It’s just… dead.”

      Rose turned.

      The public service announcement display illuminated the TV in coarse, stark light.

      The monitors, she thought as she recounted what they’d seen the other day. The fighting, the violence, the people⁠—

      It all made sense now.

      It was here, in their little town, just outside Liverpool…

      It’d come overseas.

      The planes had brought it here.

      Rose’s breath caught in her throat. “Lyra,” she said, voice trembling as she fought to control her shakes. “Where is Mary?”

      “I don’t know,” her friend replied. “She said she was going down the road for a smoke and to meet Spencer and then⁠—”

      Something slammed into the stairwell door.

      Someone screamed.

      Moments before Rose could make it to the kitchen, the door burst open to reveal Mary—crazed, wide-eyed, and with tears streaking down her face. “Shut the door!” she screamed as Rose started toward her. “He’s come⁠—”

      A figure lashed forward.

      Rose pushed her roommate out of the way and slammed into the door.

      Her eyes struggled to focus on the figure trying to break in.

      Mary’s screams, the man’s snarls⁠—

      Rose finally took note of the person.

      Caught against the doorjamb was none other than Mary’s boyfriend Spencer.

      His face was a viscera of horror. Mouth curled open, lips shredded, teeth cracked, blood pooling from his neck, eyes glossed over but filled with a violent edge that set every nerve in Rose’s body on end—he lashed out and only barely managed to claw at Rose’s arm before she forced her entire weight against him.

      For each moment he was trapped against the doorjamb he screamed—a sound so guttural and raging it didn’t seem possible.

      This can’t be happening, she thought as she struggled to keep the door in place. This can’t be. It⁠—

      “HELP US!” Mary screamed from the place where Rose had pushed her onto the floor. “SOMEBODY PLEASE HELP⁠—”

      “Hey, tough guy,” Lyra said. “Eat this.”

      The flat side of a skillet slammed into Spencer’s face just as he turned and screeched at her. He faltered, stumbled through the door and to his knees, then lashed out at Mary.

      Spencer screamed.

      Lyra swung the pan about her broad frame and smacked him again, but just like before, Spencer continued his rampage, regardless of the broken nose and shards of cartridge exposed on his face. His fierce intent on Mary shifted to Lyra as his mouth turned into a monstrous snarl.

      “HIT HIM AGAIN!” Mary cried. “HIT HIM AGAIN!”

      Lyra smashed Spencer’s face and sent him stumbling into the hall.

      She reared the skillet behind her shoulder baseball-style as he ran for her.

      The blow connected with his chin.

      His head snapped up.

      In one deft move, Lyra swung the weapon over her shoulder and allowed gravity to bring it onto Spencer’s head.

      A sickening crack split the man’s skull.

      Spencer dropped to the ground.

      This time, he didn’t get back up.

      Trembling, chest heaving, Lyra looked down at the body before her and watched as a pool of blood began to spread from the man’s concaved head.

      Mary, ass on the floor, wailed.

      “What happened?” Rose asked, grabbing her inconsolable roommate and shaking her shoulders. “What happened, Mary? What happened?”

      “I was waiting for him to meet me at the train and I saw him running toward me. I thought he was happy to see me and I wanted to see him so bad, and when I saw he was hurt, I just… ran to him… and then he… he⁠—”

      “What happened?”

      “He jumped me!” Mary wailed. “He grabbed me and tried to bite me and I couldn’t get away and he⁠—”

      “Are you hurt?” Rose asked.

      Mary broke into hysterics.

      Rose paused before she could say anything further.

      Something dripped onto her arm.

      Blood.

      Mary’s wrist was shredded—the telltale imprint of teeth stark upon her flesh.

      “I killed a man,” Lyra said, her voice mute of expression as she looked down at Spencer’s cooling body. “I actually killed the fuckin’ wanker.”

      “It was self-defense,” Rose said, rising to put her hand on Lyra’s arm. “Put the skillet down. We have to get him out of here.”

      The sound of the skillet hitting the floor was deafening, even with all the chaos happening outside.

      “Lyra,” Rose said, grabbing her friend’s arm. “Lyra. Lyra⁠—”

      “I killed him,” her friend said. “I… he⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter! It’s done! Over! We have to get him out of here before anyone else comes.”

      “What’re you⁠—”

      An animalistic screech rose from somewhere in the streets.

      Taking hold of the corpse’s leg, Rose waited for Lyra to round the body and take the other leg before she began to drag the skinny man from the flat.

      A thick smear of blood was left in his wake.

      Once deposited in the stairwell, Rose kicked the body as far away from the threshold as she could before dragging Lyra back into the flat.

      The door was locked and chained.

      Sirens blared throughout the city.

      Mary’s wails only got worse.

      “We have to get her quiet,” Rose said, patting Lyra’s cheek as a semblance of the woman’s normal self began to materialize. “We can’t let her keep crying like that.”

      “I,” Lyra said. “What about⁠—”

      “Just go. Go!”

      Lyra only offered a panicked, wide-eyed look before starting toward the hallway, where Mary had managed to leave blood on the carpet by crawling halfway toward her room.

      Rose scanned the flat.

      Her eyes settled on the window in the living room.

      The answer was clear.

      She threw herself across the flat and secured as many doors and windows as she could—tearing curtains across glass, turning or snapping locks into place. She considered the strength of Spencer’s assault and how adamant he had been to attack regardless of their defense, and started to drag the kitchen table toward the doorway.

      A chill ran down her spine.

      The force of it stopped her in her traps.

      Her sudden realization was absolutely haunting.

      They were on the third floor.

      Spencer had made it up here so easily.

      If they were to get swarmed—if anything was to block them in⁠—

      The only exit they had was outside, through the living room, on the third-floor balcony. The fire escape was completely inaccessible.

      A tight knot of anguish rumbled through her as she shoved the table up against the door with a final admission of defeat. They couldn’t leave—not now, not in the midst of all this, and especially not with Mary screaming like she was.

      He went straight for her when she was yelling.

      His eyes…

      She knew Spencer dealt coke, but she’d never seen anything like that before. He’d looked… dead, like they did in the movies.

      She looked up at the sound of a door closing. Lyra emerged from the hallway, briefly disappearing into the bathroom to wash her hands before making her way toward her. “I took care of Mary,” she said.

      “Is she ok?”

      “About as ok as she’s going to be. The bleeding’s stopped, the wound’s been bandaged. I’d even venture to say that she’s not even in shock, but if you ask me, it’d be pretty hard not to be if your boyfriend tried to eat you.”

      “Guess working in a clinic helped after all, huh?”

      Lyra shrugged, the normally-amused remark that would have followed nonexistent. Her eyes strayed to the television set that still displayed the PSA screen. “You got everything closed in here?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” Rose said.

      “Windows, doors?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “We need to do the rooms, too. I know we’re high up, but… you never know, you know?”

      Rose nodded. “Hey,” she said, catching Lyra’s shirtsleeve before she could start away. “Are you ok?”

      “I’m fine,” Lyra said, the tremor about her shoulders and arms still there. “Really—I’m fine.”

      “I’d imagine you’ve seen worse.”

      “Nothing like this,” she said. “Nothing like… that.”

      Lyra gestured toward the bloodied skillet on the floor, flecked with the remnants of Spencer’s nose.

      “Why don’t you sit down?” Rose said, taking her friend’s arm and leading her toward the couch.

      “But Rose⁠—”

      “I’ll take care of the rooms.” She gently pushed Lyra onto the couch. “Take a breather for a minute. Ok?”

      “Ok,” Lyra said.

      Rose forced a smile before turning toward the hallway.

      Outside, the world was going to hell.

      And they were right in the middle of it.

      
      She secured her and Lyra’s rooms before she presented herself in Mary’s room. Stalwart in her determination to ensure that all of them were safe, she knocked on the door before pushing it open. She found Mary curled up in bed, the windows full and exposed, the girl’s frame graced by the light of the violent afternoon.

      “Mary,” Rose said, entering with care as she took note of her roommate’s possibly-sleeping form. “It’s just me. I’m coming in to close and lock your windows. We don’t want anyone knowing we’re in here while all of this is going on.”

      “He loved me,” Mary mumbled.

      Rose paused. Halfway to the window, she looked over at her friend and asked, “What?”

      Mary said nothing. Her eyes, now revealed by the angle of her position, were shown to be open—gazing without fault at the window. Only her lips moved occasionally, as if she were speaking to someone who wasn’t even there.

      “Mary?” she asked.

      She stepped toward the bed and extended a hand to her roommate.

      Mary screamed and lunged off the bed.

      “What’s going on?” Lyra asked as she flung herself into the room.

      “He tried to kill me!” Mary said, trembling, her body one massive tremor as Lyra attempted to approach, only to be rebuffed in the process. “He… he bit me… he bit me, guys. He’d never do that! Never! So why… why…”

      “It’s ok,” Lyra said, smoothing her hand along the blonde woman’s hair as if she were a child or small animal. “Everything’s going to be fine. You’re safe here. But you need to calm down. Rose is just in here to make sure everyone is safe.”

      Rose nodded as she snapped the curtains into place.

      Almost immediately, Mary began to sob. “It’s so dark,” she said. “So… so…”

      “We’ll leave the door cracked,” Lyra said. “We’re here, Mary. We’ll be right outside if you need us.”

      Rose could only just make out the nod that came from Mary’s silhouetted form before she followed Lyra out into the hall, then the living room.

      Near the kitchen, Lyra expelled a long sigh and lifted her hands to massage her temples. “Fuck,” she breathed.

      “What is it?” Rose asked.

      “I’m not a doctor or anything, but didn’t it look like she was going into⁠—”

      “Shock?”

      Lyra nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “Like catatonia. Only she reacted when we tried to reach out to her.”

      Even the idea that the third in their trio might become a vegetable was enough to send Rose into the throes of panic. Wanting nothing more than to be free of their skyward prison and within the protection of the British police force, she tangled her hands through her hair in an effort to hide her growing anxiety, and allowed herself a moment to breathe.

      They were fine.

      Here, on the third floor, they were as safe as could possibly be. The bottom floors were the most accessible. Anyone who wished to raid or attack anybody up here would have to go up a flight of stairs, and surely if they were of any conscience, they would turn back once they saw the body—or, hopefully, even call the police.

      But his eyes…

      How haunting they were.

      Shaking her head as if the act would free her desperation, Rose directed her attention to the blood smeared across the floor. “We need to clean that up,” she said. “If it is… whatever it is… and he had it…” She swallowed the lump in her throat, unable to continue any further.

      “I’ll get the mop,” Lyra said.

      Rose nodded.

      She didn’t want to consider how far this could go.

      
      The situation became all but despairing when by nightfall absolutely nothing had changed. Gunshots, screams, the occasional siren, the bark of dogs—Rose lifted her head from her place in the kitchen, where she’d spent much of the afternoon cleaning and sanitizing the once blood-covered floor, and glanced down the hallway.

      Mary’s prognosis, Lyra said, was not good.

      She’s not coming out of it, her friend had said when she had gone to check on her just before dark. She’s just… laying there.

      She’d so desperately wanted to ask if Lyra knew what was wrong, but there was no point. Her friend wasn’t a medical professional. She just worked as a filing receptionist at one of the clinics.

      After reconciling with the fact that she could get the floor no cleaner than it already was, Rose lifted the bucket filled with bloody water in her hand and began to guide it toward the sink.

      Halfway there, she stopped.

      This was where their drinking water came from. If she were to contaminate it⁠—

      The subtle notion led her eyes toward the living room—directly to the sliding-glass door that led onto the balcony.

      Would it be worth the risk?

      I can’t, she thought. I shouldn’t⁠—

      But was refusing to go outside, if only to dump the water—or even the mop and bucket with it—worth risking their lives?

      In the grand scheme of things, she realized that one moment of apprehension would be far better than anything this outbreak had to offer.

      Hefting the bucket into a sturdier grip, she balanced the mop against her shoulder and made her way to the balcony window.

      Her hesitation in the matter was apparent. Hands trembling, heart thundering, she undid the fine clasp that held the curtains together, then parted them before unlocking, then snaring her fingers along the plastic lining the door.

      She pushed it open.

      Cool air blew in.

      Outside, the world was calm.

      Silence, Rose thought, before the storm.

      She tried to push the metaphorical matter from her mind and stepped onto the cold granite, her ears attuned but completely baffled by the lack of sound around her. Everything—even the madness of the earlier hours—was gone: reduced to nothing, as if God had clapped His hand about the world and muffled it and all its worth.

      Such a thing surely couldn’t be good.

      She wasn’t even sure if she should throw the bucket over.

      The sound…

      Carefully, she lowered the bucket and the mop onto the granite and pushed it into the corner of the balcony, feeling with utmost certainty that balancing the mop’s handle against the railing was all ridiculous.

      She should be throwing it over the edge.

      Bugs might be attracted to it.

      It was dark. There was no one around. If she did it just right…

      The scuffle of hasty footsteps filled her ears moments after she crouched down and reached for the bucket.

      While the instinct to run was overpowering, she froze and remained in place.

      Her eyes scanned what little she could see of the street below.

      She’d heard something out there in the darkness, directly below the dusky streetlamps.

      A figure stepped into view and inclined its head about the area before shuffling forward.

      She assumed it was a person—had to be, because of the shape and matter—but realized as the silhouette stepped into view that it was not what it appeared to be. The man she saw before her was but a wreck of a person, his body torn and his face an abhorrent display of caricature. Exposed bone lay plain across the side of his jaw where it appeared a wicked object had attempted to shear his skull, and one leg was bent at an awkward angle—limiting, immensely, its mobility about the world.

      Beyond that, the sheer amount of blood that caked its clothes gave testament to what should have been a cruel and violent death. But here he was, standing in the streets, walking about as if nothing had happened.

      What little sound he made was sheer horror.

      The hollow wheezing, the short, startled bursts of breath…

      Frozen in place, Rose struggled to regain control of her body.

      She reached back to steady herself on the granite below.

      Her hand caught the bucket.

      The lid upended.

      The mop—acting pendulum to the vibrating action—slapped against the railing, then sent bloody water spilling across the granite.

      Liquid splashed onto the second-floor rafters with such force it sounded like rain was falling.

      The figure—who up until that moment had seemed all but unaware of the world—froze mid-step and snapped its head around with chilling clarity.

      Its eyes were centered on their building.

      The breath she’d been holding escaped her chest as the creature let out a cry.

      Rose half-ran, half-stumbled back into the apartment and slammed the glass door.

      “Rose?” Lyra asked from somewhere within the flat. “Is everything all right?”

      Rose fought to clasp the curtains together.

      Moments after she succeeded, she stumbled back into one of the couches and began to tremble.

      Footsteps from the hallway announced a presence.

      She spun.

      Lyra stood on the threshold. “Rose?” she asked.

      “They aren’t,” she said, gasping, struggling to form coherent words as another shrill cry sounded in the street. “They aren’t⁠—”

      “They aren’t what?”

      She bowed over the armrest and shut her eyes as tightly as possible.

      You had to have been seeing things. That couldn’t have been real.

      They said that there was violence in the streets. It was entirely reasonable that someone could have been injured because of that. The gunshots, the car accidents, the immense explosions that indicated houses caught ablaze and then wreathed in destruction, or even gas lines exploding into fiery inferno—the world was hell out there. Anything could have happened. So for her to think that man was anything other than injured… that Spencer had been anything other than coked out of his mind…

      Lyra watched Rose as she stood and wandered toward the kitchen. She opened the fridge with the intent of salvaging what might have been the last little bit of wine when she realized the door light hadn’t switched on.

      Unsure of what she’d just witnessed, she closed the refrigerator, then opened it again.

      The light was still off.

      “What’s wrong?” Lyra asked.

      “Turn something on,” Rose said.

      “What?”

      “The lights, the TV—something.”

      Lyra did as asked. Her fumbling hand through the dark and then her insistent thumb upon the remote control were enough to prove her point.

      The power was out.

      Lyra had only one thing to say. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah,” Rose said. “Fuck.”

      The women looked at each other from their places in the dark.

      The silence between them was immense. Even the world outside, so dark and hollow, could not break the bleak atmosphere inside their flat.

      Though no words were spoken, their thoughts led them to the same place.

      They pulled the candles from the cabinet above the stove, matches from the drawer right beside it.

      There was no denying it now.

      They were in this for the long haul.

      
      The pale flicker of a candle snuffing out stirred Rose from her dazed half-sleep on the couch.

      Lifting her head, she narrowed her eyes to regard the smoking countenance of the now-extinguished light source, and wondered if the events of the previous day had all been a dream.

      It couldn’t have been real, she thought. It couldn’t have.

      But if it wasn’t, why wasn’t she in her room, in her bed? And why had there been an unwatched candle burning where it could set the living room on fire?

      The halfhearted notion gave such life to her disbelief that when she heard footsteps approaching from the hall, she didn’t even flinch.

      “Rose,” Lyra said, her voice low and alien. “Mary’s dead.”

      There was no reasonable reply. The only thing she said was: “What?”

      Lyra didn’t speak. The only things Rose could hear were her friend’s uneven breaths and the sharp inhalation of developing snot.

      Turning, Rose regarded Lyra through her sleep-deprived eyes and waited for her to say anything further.

      Once more, her friend remained silent. She merely turned and started back down the hall.

      Rose was quick to follow.

      “What happened?” she asked when they were in the bedroom.

      “I don’t know,” Lyra said, crossing one arm over her chest and using the other to balance her chin atop her hand. “I just went in to check on her and she… wasn’t moving.”

      “Did you check her pulse?”

      “Yes. Goddammit Rose, do you honestly believe I don’t know how to check a pulse?”

      Anything was possible. Shock could frame everything in such dismal light. For that, Rose slid around Lyra and leaned over Mary’s unmoving body, reaching carefully for her roommate’s jugular, struggling to maintain focus on the matter when Mary’s eyes were open and unmoving.

      Her fingers touched cold flesh.

      If temperature wasn’t an indication, the lack of discernible heartbeat was.

      “She’s dead,” Rose said, confirming what they already knew.

      Lyra lost it. She startled to sob immediately.

      “There wasn’t nothing you could do,” Rose said, reaching out to close Mary’s eyes. “You did everything you could.”

      Her warm flesh upon Mary’s dead skin was the most unnerving thing she had ever felt.

      Though peace washed over her when her friend’s eyes were closed, it could not dissuade the flood of feelings that followed.

      Rising, Rose reached for the end of the bed, pulled Mary’s sheet over her body, then led Lyra out of the room, careful to close the door to only a crack behind them.

      “I know this may sound in bad taste,” Lyra said, “especially considering what’s going on, but… do you want a coffee?”

      Rose couldn’t refuse.

      Given that the power was out and Lyra was unable to use the electric stove, she took to pouring the mixture into the machine and allowing the drainer to filter the excess shit while she stirred purified water and the melting remains of ice cubes about a large mug.

      So diligent was she that her eyes never left her work.

      Though shocked as one would be, Rose could never have imagined seeing Lyra so morose.

      She did find her body, she thought with hurt and bitter sympathy. It’s not like you can expect any more of her.

      She couldn’t, and wouldn’t. Even in the medical field it was preposterous to think that one who witnessed such pain and suffering would eventually become immune to it. Lyra was beautiful—a person who saw the life and light in everything, even if she happened to convey it in a mocking manner—and regardless of whatever anyone thought of her, Rose had always seen her friend as nothing less than a treasure who had walked into her life.

      “Coffee,” Lyra said. She passed Rose a mug over the kitchen island and propped an elbow on the table as she poured herself one. “I gotta tell you, Rose… I’m not sure what we’re going to do.”

      “About what?”

      “About anything. What’s going on, where we’re gonna be… what we’re going to do with Mary.”

      Rose kept her silence. She sipped her coffee in favor of interrupting her friend’s stream of consciousness, but when Lyra made no move to press further, she sighed and leaned forward, cupping her mug in her hands. “I’m not sure what you’re saying,” she said.

      “We can’t just leave her in there. She’ll start to smell after a while. And the bugs… God. Can you imagine?”

      “What if we just plugged up her door so the air couldn’t get out?”

      “It’d still get back in. Not much you can do about open ventilation, Rose.”

      “I know.”

      Lyra took another sip of her coffee. This time when she lowered her mug, her eyes had the fire that had always compelled her fighting spirit. “We have to move her,” she said. “Before the day gets older.”

      “What about…” Rose turned to look at the doorway. “Him?”

      “‘Till death do them part,” Lyra said, rather bitterly at that. “Isn’t that what the old man used to say?”

      Rose wasn’t one to quote Shakespeare, so she chose not to answer.

      “I’m just worried that if we open the door, someone will hear us,” Rose continued, strumming her fingers along her mug. “It was bad enough yesterday. What if someone slipped in and decided to wait out on one of the floors? Who’s telling what could be in here with all the shit that’s hit the fan?”

      “Ruh-Rose,” Lyra said.

      “What is it?” Rose asked, lifting her head, taking in the wild expression framed within the bold confines of the woman’s carefully-managed brows and strong cheekbones. “Lyra? What’s wrong?”

      “It’s… I thought…”

      “What are you⁠—”

      “Mary?”

      From the depths of the hall, the door to Mary’s room creaked open.

      Rose spun in her stool, every nerve in her body on edge.

      “I… I thought she was dead,” Lyra said as a sheet-covered silhouette stumbled out of the bedroom. “I… I checked her pulse.”

      “I know,” Rose replied.

      “What if I was wrong? Oh God, Rose… what if I thought she was dead when she really wasn’t?”

      “She was dead, Lyra.”

      “How do you⁠—”

      Pushing herself to her feet, Rose extended an arm to prevent Lyra from stepping forward and walked into the threshold that separated the living room and kitchen. Her eyes took note of the shuffled movements, her nose the undeniable stench of death.

      These eyes see through the storm, some would have seen fit to say.

      But what storm was it they weathered, and whose eyes, she wondered, were the ones that witnessed it?

      Swallowing the ever-growing lump in her throat, Rose lowered her arm to keep from barring Lyra passage and said, in the most fragile voice possible, “Mary?”

      The figure stopped moving.

      Shrouded beneath the satin-white sheet, the only thing that could be made out of Mary was her polka-dot socks.

      Not once in her life had Rose ever experienced the sensation of time going still, but here, in this flat, in this threshold, and in that hallway, she felt just that.

      Mary didn’t move.

      Lyra’s breath was hot against her neck.

      Rose’s heartbeat, so still, suddenly roared to life.

      It was as though that single moment was enough to trigger a firestorm.

      The sheet slipped from Mary’s body.

      Her head tilted up.

      Within her doleful eyes lay nothing: a slack expression that quickly changed into rage upon seeing the two women before them.

      “Run,” Rose breathed.

      A scream ripped from Mary’s throat like gutted lambs on the coldest nights before she ran right for them.

      Lyra threw herself around the island just as Mary closed in on Rose.

      “MARY!” Lyra shouted.

      Rose whipped her mug of iced coffee off the island and clocked Mary upside the head, sending the thing that used to be her friend into the wall.

      “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Lyra screamed. “THAT’S MARY!”

      “It isn’t Mary anymore,” Rose said, stepping back into the kitchen. “Mary’s dead, Lyra.”

      The creature lifted its head to regard her with filmy eyes.

      Lyra gasped.

      The corpse immediately snapped its head about and shrieked.

      Lyra yelled as Rose grabbed the massive mug of iced coffee and threw it across the island.

      The mug impacted with Mary’s shoulder and exploded.

      Glass rained everywhere.

      Iced coffee splattered the linoleum and sent Mary to the floor.

      Stunned by the reaction, Lyra ran, slipped, and flipped over the couch, where she landed somewhere Rose couldn’t see.

      By this time, the corpselike Mary had navigated to her feet and now stared directly at Rose.

      “Hey!” Lyra cried. “Wanker! Get a load of this!”
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