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Chapter 1: The Silent Arrival
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The ambulance arrived at 11:47 PM.

Billy Chen was finishing his third cup of coffee when the paramedics wheeled her in. Female, early twenties, no visible trauma. No blood. No bruises. Her eyes were open.

That was the first thing Billy noticed. Her eyes were wide open, but she wasn't looking at anything.

"What do we have?" Billy asked, pulling on his gloves.

"Unresponsive. Found her sitting on a bench outside the subway station. Just... sitting there," the paramedic said. "Vitals are stable. No fever. No seizure activity. Pupils are fixed."

Billy leaned over the gurney. The woman's chest rose and fell. Her heart was beating. Her lungs were breathing. But something behind her eyes was gone.

"Can you hear me?" Billy asked.

No response.

"Can you tell me your name?"

The woman's lips moved. Billy leaned closer. She wasn't forming words. Her mouth was opening and closing like a fish out of water. Then she stopped. Her eyes drifted upward. Toward the ceiling.

Billy followed her gaze. There was nothing there. Just white tiles and fluorescent lights.

He ordered a full workup. Blood panel. CT scan. Lumbar puncture. Everything came back normal. Her brain was structurally intact. But the EEG showed something Billy had never seen before. Flat lines interrupted by slow, synchronized waves. Like someone had erased everything and left only a rhythm.

By 2:00 AM, three more patients arrived. Same symptoms. Same empty eyes. Same upward gaze.

Billy assigned them to the same isolation ward. He told himself it was protocol. But deep down, he knew. This wasn't normal.

At 3:30 AM, Billy walked out of the patient room to update the chart. He looked down the hallway.

Nurse Martinez was standing at the nurses' station. She wasn't moving.

Billy called her name. Nothing.

He walked closer. Martinez's eyes were open. Her pupils were fixed on the ceiling. Her lips were slightly parted.

Billy's hand reached for his phone. He dialed the CDC emergency line.

No answer.

He turned back toward the patient room. Through the glass window, he saw all four patients lying on their beds. Faces up. Eyes open. All of them staring at the same white tile on the ceiling.

Billy felt something cold move down his spine.

He looked up at the ceiling.
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Chapter 2: The Rules of Infection
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Morning came through the windows, but the light felt wrong.

Billy hadn't slept. He had moved Martinez to a bed and watched her eyes fade from brown to milky white over four hours. The transformation was silent. No pain. No struggle. Just a slow erase.

By 7:00 AM, seventeen patients. By 9:00 AM, thirty-four.

The hospital went into lockdown. Administrators argued about air filters. Someone ordered HEPA filters. Someone else demanded full hazmat suits. Billy wore his protective suit but knew it wouldn't help.

At 10:00 AM, a nurse named Davis collapsed in the break room. He had never entered the isolation ward. He had only touched a patient's chart.

Billy grabbed Davis by the shoulders. "What did you see?"

Davis's eyes were already glazing. "The... the shape," he whispered. "The paper."

Billy searched Davis's pocket. A folded piece of paper. A patient had drawn something on it. Billy unfolded it. A circle with lines radiating outward. A crude sun. Or an eye.

Billy looked at the drawing. He thought about it. What was it? A sun? A target? A—

Pain exploded behind his eyes.

Billy dropped the paper. He stumbled backward. His vision blurred. For three seconds, he couldn't remember his own name.

Then it passed.

He stared at his hands. They were shaking.

It wasn't air. It wasn't touch.

It was thought.

The moment you saw the pattern. The moment you pictured it in your mind. The moment you thought about the disease—you were already infected.

Billy grabbed a marker and wrote on the whiteboard in all caps: DO NOT THINK ABOUT THE SYMPTOMS.

But it was already too late.

He ran to the security room. The monitors showed every floor. Every hallway. Every room.

In Ward 3C, all twelve infected patients sat up at the same time. Their heads turned. Not toward the door. Not toward each other. They turned toward the ceiling corner. Toward the security camera.

They were looking at Billy.

Billy stepped back from the monitor. His heel hit the door. The screen flickered.

On the monitor, the patients' mouths opened. No sound came out. But their lips moved in unison. The same shape. The same word.

Billy couldn't read lips. But he didn't need to.

They were saying his name.
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