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# CHAPTER ONE

The fluorescent lights in Mercy General's ER had been flickering for three weeks. Maintenance kept saying they'd get to it. Every time Mara Ellison called down to facilities, she got the same response: "We're aware of the issue. We'll get someone up there." But no one ever came. The lights kept their irregular strobing - bright, dim, bright, dim - casting the emergency department in an unsettling rhythm that made everyone look slightly dead.

Which, Mara supposed, was appropriate given the circumstances.

It was 10:47 PM on a Thursday night, and she'd been on shift since noon. Ten hours and forty-seven minutes of the usual chaos: car accidents, kitchen burns, chest pains, a possible appendicitis, two overdoses, and a construction worker who'd put a nail through his hand. Standard fare for a coastal city's busiest hospital. The waiting room held forty-one people at last count, their faces ranging from bored to desperate, all of them hoping to be seen before midnight.

Mara had stopped hoping for anything three hours ago. Now she ran on autopilot - check chart, assess patient, treat, document, move to the next. The rhythm of emergency medicine, as familiar as breathing.

Her pager buzzed. *Bay 7 - need consult - SM*

Sanjay Mehta. Senior attending, her mentor when she'd first started here four years ago. If Sanjay was asking for a consult, it was either interesting or complicated. Possibly both.

Mara finished suturing the laceration on the patient in bay fourteen - drunk college kid who'd tried to climb a fence, lost - and stripped off her gloves. The nurses' station was a disaster of charts, coffee cups, and someone's half-eaten sandwich that had been there since this morning. She grabbed a fresh pair of gloves from the dispenser and headed toward bay seven.

The curtain was pulled closed. Mara could see Sanjay's silhouette through the thin fabric, standing motionless beside a gurney. Not moving. Just standing there.

Weird.

She pulled the curtain aside. "You paged?"

Sanjay didn't look at her. His eyes were fixed on the body in front of him - sixty-two-year-old male, according to the chart clipped to the gurney. The sheet was pulled back to the patient's waist. Gray skin. Slack jaw. The unmistakable stillness of death.

"You paged me about a body," Mara said, confusion creeping into her voice.

"Watch the left hand," Sanjay said quietly.

Mara moved closer, frowning. This was unusual. Sanjay was methodical, scientific, not prone to dramatics. She'd seen him calmly manage trauma cases that would've made other doctors vomit. Whatever had him spooked was worth attention.

She positioned herself at the bedside and looked at the patient's left hand. It lay palm-up on the gurney, fingers slightly curled in the natural curl of death. Nothing remarkable. Standard post-mortem positioning.

She waited.

Nothing happened.

Behind her, a monitor beeped steadily in another bay. Someone shouted about needing a crash cart. The PA system crackled with a Code Blue on the third floor. Life and death happening simultaneously, the way it always did in a hospital.

"Sanjay, I've got four patients in triage and a waiting room that's about to riot," Mara said. "What am I looking at?"

The index finger twitched.

Mara froze.

It was subtle - barely perceptible - but unmistakable. The finger had moved. Just the tip, a tiny flex at the distal joint.

"You saw it," Sanjay said. Not a question. A confirmation.

Mara's mind went through the checklist. "Cadaveric spasm. Residual nerve activity. It's rare, but documented."

"That's what I said." Sanjay's voice was flat, drained. "Thirty minutes ago, when I first noticed it. When I told myself it was nothing. When I convinced myself I was just tired."

Mara looked at him properly for the first time since entering. His eyes were red-rimmed, bloodshot. Dark circles underneath. He'd been on shift since... she calculated... since eight this morning. Fourteen hours. And before that, he'd pulled a double earlier in the week.

"How long have you been awake?" she asked.

"Watch the hand," he repeated.

Mara turned back. The hand lay still for a moment, then - there. Another movement. This time not just the finger. The whole hand, a brief clench and release, like someone squeezing a stress ball in their sleep.

Mara's medical training kicked in. She pulled on fresh gloves and lifted the wrist, checking for a pulse she knew wouldn't be there. The skin was cool to the touch. Not cold yet, but cooling. The transition temperature between living tissue and dead. She checked the chart again.

Patient: James Whitmore. Age: 62. Admitted: 21:15. Chief complaint: Fever, confusion, suspected sepsis. Pronounced dead: 22:47.

Time now: 22:58.

Eleven minutes since death.

She pressed two fingers against the carotid artery. Nothing. No pulse. No blood flow. Dead.

The hand twitched again.

"Temperature?" Mara asked, her voice clinical now, detached.

"Ninety-five point three when I checked ten minutes ago. Dropped two degrees in the last twenty minutes. He's dead, Mara. Clinically, legally, actually dead."

Mara set the hand down carefully. "Electrical interference? The bed could be - "

"Bed's off. I unplugged it entirely." Sanjay gestured to the power cord, visibly disconnected. "No external electrical source. No pacemaker - I checked the history. This is pure muscle movement."

"Then it's involuntary. Delayed nerve death. Residual ATP in the muscle fibers causing random contractions. It happens."

"Not like this."

"Sanjay - "

"Mara, I've been a doctor for eighteen years. I've seen plenty of dead bodies. I know what post-mortem muscle activity looks like. This..." He gestured helplessly at the corpse. "This isn't random. It's patterned. Repetitive. Like something's trying to..."

He trailed off, unable or unwilling to finish the sentence.

Mara exhaled slowly through her nose, trying to center herself. Outside the curtain, the ER continued its symphony of chaos: someone was shouting about wait times, a monitor alarm beeped steadily - ignored by someone who should've silenced it - and the double doors whooshed open to admit another ambulance patient. Thursday night in a coastal city's busiest ER. They had a waiting room full of living people who needed help, and a morgue that was supposed to have collected this body twenty minutes ago.

"What do you want me to say?" Mara asked.

Sanjay finally looked at her. "I want you to tell me I'm not losing my mind."

She looked at him - really looked. Sanjay Mehta was one of the best physicians she knew. Careful, methodical, evidence-based. He'd trained at Johns Hopkins, done a fellowship in emergency medicine at Mass General. He didn't believe in ghosts or miracles or anything that couldn't be measured, tested, and replicated. If he was freaked out, there was a reason.

And they'd worked together for four years. Long enough to develop trust. Long enough to know when someone was serious.

"You're not losing your mind," she said. "But he's dead, and we need this bay. Call the morgue again."

Sanjay nodded, but he didn't move.

"There was another one," he said quietly. "Tuesday night. Elderly woman, cardiac arrest. Post-mortem muscle activity for almost an hour. I thought it was just... I put it in my notes. Didn't seem worth reporting."

"Two cases in three days?"

"Three, actually. Monday afternoon, before you came on. Trauma case, DOA. Respiratory movement for about twenty minutes after pronouncement. Martinez saw it too. He made a joke about zombies." Sanjay pulled the sheet back over the body. "Nobody's laughing now."

Mara felt something cold settle in her stomach. "Where are the other bodies?"

"Morgue. I assume."

"You assume?"

"Mara, they were dead. We pronounced them, we documented, they got taken downstairs. That's the process."

The hand moved again under the sheet. A slow flex, like someone trying to make a fist in their sleep.

Mara stepped back. "I'm calling down to pathology."

"It's almost eleven. Nobody's there."

"Someone's always there."

She pulled off her gloves and pushed through the curtain. The ER stretched before her in its familiar chaos: every bay full, patients on gurneys in the hallways, nurses moving with efficient exhaustion. The waiting room beyond the double doors held at least forty people. She could see them through the small windows, lit by the same flickering fluorescents.

Mara grabbed the phone at the nurses' station and dialed pathology. It rang seven times before someone picked up.

"Yeah." Male voice, young, annoyed.

"This is Dr. Ellison in the ER. I need to speak to whoever's on duty."

"That's me. Rick Costas, night attendant."

"I need to know about three bodies that came down from the ER this week. Monday afternoon, Tuesday night, and there's one coming down now."

"Okay? What about them?"

"Have you noticed any unusual post-mortem activity?"

Silence on the line.

"Mr. Costas?"

"What kind of activity?"

"Muscle movement. Spasms. Anything abnormal."

"Look, I just move them and log them. You want someone to actually look at them, you need to call during business hours."

"Are they still there? The two from earlier this week?"

She heard papers shuffling. "Monday... yeah, still here. Waiting on family for release. Tuesday, let me check." More shuffling. "No, that one got released yesterday. Family pickup."

Mara's grip tightened on the phone. "The Monday case. Can you check on it now?"

"Check on it how?"

"Visually confirm the body is... stable."

"Lady, it's a body. It's in a drawer. It's stable."

"Please. Just look."

Rick sighed. "Hold on."

The line went quiet. Mara watched the ER while she waited. A nurse hurried past with an IV bag. Someone was crying in bay three. The double doors opened and a young man stumbled in, hand wrapped in a bloody towel. Normal. Everything was normal.

The phone clattered. Rick's voice came back, different now. Tighter.

"It's fine. Body's fine."

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah. I'm looking right at it. It's dead. Okay? Can I get back to work?"

"Did you see anything unusual?"

"No. Look, I don't know what you're worried about, but there's nothing unusual down here. Just dead people. That's the job."

"Okay. Thank you."

Mara hung up. Her hand was shaking slightly. She made a fist, released it. Fourteen-hour shift. No dinner. Coffee since three PM. She was tired, that was all.

"Dr. Ellison." One of the nurses, Kim, appeared at her elbow. "Bay four needs you. Possible stroke."

"On my way."

She moved down the hallway, muscle memory taking over. Check the chart. Read the vitals. Ask questions. Examine. Diagnose. Treat. This was what she knew. This was solid ground.

Bay four: seventy-year-old woman, left-side weakness, slurred speech. Mara ran through the stroke protocol, checking boxes, asking the husband when he'd first noticed symptoms. Two hours ago. They'd driven themselves to the ER instead of calling 911. Too late for clot-busting drugs now. She ordered a CT scan and moved to the next patient.

Bay six: kid with a skateboard injury, possible concussion.

Bay nine: elderly man, dehydrated, confused.

Bay twelve: woman in her thirties, fever, rapid pulse, spreading infection from an untreated cut.

The night blurred. Mara fell into the rhythm of it, the endless triage, the constant calculations of who needed her most urgently. She forgot about bay seven until she walked past it an hour later and found it empty, the sheets already changed.

She grabbed Kim as she passed. "The body from seven. Did morgue pick it up?"

Kim nodded. "About forty minutes ago."

"Did they say anything?"

"About what?"

"Never mind."

Mara returned to the nurses' station and pulled up the patient's chart on the computer. She scrolled through Sanjay's notes. Detailed, thorough. Nothing about post-mortem muscle activity. Of course not. That would go in a separate incident report, if anywhere.

She opened a new window and searched the hospital's internal case database. Monday, DOA, trauma. She found the file. Thirty-eight-year-old male, motorcycle accident, pronounced on arrival. Dead for two hours before the body was transported to the morgue.

No incident reports attached.

She searched for Tuesday's case. Eighty-one-year-old female, cardiac arrest, resuscitation unsuccessful. Pronounced at 19:23.

No incident reports.

Mara sat back. Maybe Sanjay had imagined it. Maybe they'd both imagined it. Stress, exhaustion, the brain seeing patterns where none existed.

Her pager buzzed. Trauma incoming, ETA three minutes.

She stood and walked toward the ambulance bay. Through the windows she could see the city at night, lights stretching up into the hills. Out there, people were sleeping, living normal lives. Eating dinner. Watching TV. Unaware that in this building, in this bright fluorescent box, the ordinary rules of death might be bending.

The ambulance pulled up, lights flashing. Mara pushed through the doors into the night air. It was cold, clean. She took a breath and then the paramedics were there, pulling the gurney out, rapid-fire briefing.

"Female, early twenties, found unresponsive in apartment. Possible overdose. Pulse weak and thready, respirations shallow. Gave Narcan, no response. BP dropping."

Mara ran alongside the gurney as they moved back inside. "How long has she been unresponsive?"

"Roommate says at least an hour before she called. We've had her for twenty minutes."

They wheeled into trauma one. Mara snapped out orders. IV fluids. Another dose of Narcan. Intubate if respirations dropped further. The team moved around her, trained, efficient.

She looked at the girl's face. Young. Someone's daughter. Track marks on both arms.

The monitor showed a pulse, weak but there. Sixty beats per minute. Fifty-eight. Fifty-five.

"Pressure's dropping," one of the nurses said.

Mara adjusted the IV rate. "Push another milligram of - "

The monitor flatlined.

"Starting compressions." Mara positioned her hands and began. One, two, three, four. The familiar count. The mechanical rhythm. She'd done this a hundred times.

They worked for twenty minutes. Epi, atropine, more compressions. The girl's ribs cracked under Mara's hands. The monitor stayed flat.

"Call it," someone said quietly.

Mara looked at the clock. 01:17 AM.

"Time of death, 01:17," she said.

The team stepped back. Someone turned off the monitor. The sudden silence felt heavy.

Mara pulled off her gloves and walked to the sink to wash her hands. In the reflection of the steel cabinet above the sink, she could see the body on the table behind her. Still. Motionless.

She watched it while she dried her hands.

Nothing moved.

She threw the paper towels in the trash and turned around, feeling foolish. "Get her ready for the morgue."

"Want me to call the family?" Kim asked.

"I'll do it." Mara picked up the chart and walked back to the nurses' station. She made the call. It was the worst part of the job, always. The roommate cried. Mara said the things you say. I'm sorry. We did everything we could. Someone will be in touch about arrangements.

When she hung up, Sanjay was standing there with two cups of coffee.

"Peace offering," he said, handing her one.

"For what?"

"For making you look at a twitchy corpse."

Mara took the coffee. It was terrible, burnt, from the machine in the break room. She drank it anyway. "You see anything else weird?"

"Define weird. I've had three assaults, a domestic violence case, and a guy who superglued his hand to his girlfriend's car. It's been a weird night."

"I mean the bodies."

"No. No more bodies since that one." Sanjay leaned against the counter. "I looked it up while you were busy. Post-mortem muscle activity. There's documented cases. Rare, but it happens."

"For an hour?"

"There's a case study from 2015. Cardiac patient, muscle movement for ninety minutes after death. They think it's related to calcium ion distribution in the cells. It's weird, but it's not supernatural."

"I didn't say supernatural."

"You were thinking it."

Mara smiled despite herself. "I was thinking I need sleep."

"When are you off?"

"Two hours ago."

"So get out of here."

"Can't. We're short-staffed."

"We're always short-staffed." Sanjay gestured at the waiting room. "Those people will still be here tomorrow. Go home."

Mara looked at the board. Every bay full. The waiting room count had gone up to forty-three. But Sanjay was right. They were always short-staffed. If she waited for a good time to leave, she'd never leave.

"Okay," she said. "But if any more bodies start dancing, call me."

"Deal."

She grabbed her bag from the break room and headed for the parking garage. The hospital corridors at this hour were quieter, just the occasional nurse or orderly pushing a cart. Her footsteps echoed on the tile.

The elevator doors opened. Empty. She stepped in and hit the button for P3. The doors started to close.

A hand shot through the gap.

Mara jumped back. The doors retreated and Rick Costas, the morgue attendant, stepped in. He looked worse than he'd sounded on the phone. Pale, sweating.

"Dr. Ellison," he said.

"Mr. Costas."

The elevator started moving with a mechanical hum. Rick stared at the floor numbers ticking upward - B, 1, 2 - his jaw working like he was trying to find words.

"You asked about the body," he said finally. "The one from Monday."

"Yes."

"I lied. On the phone." The words came out fast, like he'd been holding them in too long. "When you asked me to check on it."

Mara's exhaustion evaporated like smoke. "What do you mean?"

"I mean when I went down to look..." He stopped, swallowed hard. She could see his Adam's apple bob. "The drawer was open."

"Open?"

"Like, from the inside." Rick's hands were shaking. He shoved them in his pockets. "The latch was disengaged. The drawer was pushed out maybe six inches. Like something had - like it had opened it from in there."

Mara felt her stomach drop. "That's impossible. The latches are mechanical. They can't be opened from inside."

"I know that. I KNOW that." Rick's voice cracked. "But it was open. And the body - the body was shifted. Moved. Like it had been trying to sit up."

"Rick - "

"I shut it. I didn't look close. I just slammed the drawer closed, locked it, and got the hell out of there." He finally looked at her, and his eyes were wild. "You think I'm crazy."

Mara wanted to say yes. Wanted to tell him it was stress, or that he'd forgotten to latch it properly in the first place, or that there was some rational explanation. But she'd just watched a dead man's hand flex. Repeatedly. For thirty minutes.

"Did you file a report?" she asked instead.

"And say what? A body opened its own drawer? That I think a corpse moved? I'd get fired. Or committed."

The elevator dinged. P2. Not her floor. The doors opened onto an empty hallway. Rick didn't move to get out.

"It's nothing, right?" he said, and Mara could hear the desperation in his voice. The need for reassurance. "Just... I don't know. The latch wasn't secured properly. Thermal expansion. Something mechanical."

"Probably," Mara heard herself say.

"Yeah." Rick nodded frantically. "Yeah, that's what I thought. That's what I keep telling myself."

The doors started to close. He put his hand out to stop them, holding them open for a moment longer.

"But if it's not," he said quietly, meeting her eyes. "If there's something actually wrong. Something really wrong. Someone should know. Right? Someone should check. Someone should - "

He couldn't finish. Just stepped back and let the doors close.

The elevator descended. Mara stood alone in the small metal box, watching the numbers count down. Her reflection stared back at her from the polished steel doors - pale, hollow-eyed, looking as exhausted as she felt.

P3.

The doors opened onto the basement parking garage. The overhead lights cast harsh shadows, turning every concrete pillar into a potential hiding place. Her car was fifty feet away, parked under one of the flickering fluorescents that made the whole place strobe like a horror movie.

She walked toward it, keys already in hand, held between her fingers like the self-defense instructor had taught her in medical school. Weapon-adjacent. Ready.

The garage was silent except for the hum of the ventilation system and the echo of her own footsteps on concrete. Somewhere six floors above, the hospital continued its endless work - patients arriving, being treated, discharged or admitted, the cycle never-ending. Somewhere two floors below, in the morgue, bodies waited in their refrigerated drawers.

Some of them, apparently, didn't wait quietly.

Mara reached her car - a Honda Civic that had seen better days, the driver's side door slightly dented from where she'd backed into a pole three months ago - and unlocked it. She got in quickly, locked the doors immediately. Habit from medical school, from late-night shifts, from being a thirty-two-year-old woman walking alone through dark places. The locks clicked with a satisfying thunk.

She sat in the driver's seat and didn't start the engine.

Her hands were still shaking.

She thought about the hand under the sheet. The way it had flexed, over and over, like it was trying to grip something. Like it was practicing some half-remembered motion.

She thought about Rick's pale face. The way his voice had cracked when he talked about the drawer being open. The terror in his eyes.

She thought about three cases in three days. Three bodies. Three instances of post-mortem activity that shouldn't be possible.

Sanjay had explained it away. Rare but documented. Calcium ions. Residual ATP. Medical phenomenon with a rational explanation.

But what if it wasn't?

What if - 

Mara stopped that train of thought. Forced herself to breathe. She was exhausted. Fourteen-hour shift. Running on coffee and adrenaline. Her brain was making connections that weren't there, seeing patterns in random noise.

She turned the key. The engine sputtered - it always did on the third try - then caught. The dashboard lit up, casting her face in green light.

She drove home through empty streets, the city quiet at almost two in the morning. A few cars at traffic lights. A homeless man pushing a shopping cart. A bar with its neon OPEN sign still glowing.

Normal. Everything was normal.

But Mara couldn't shake the image. That hand, flexing. Rick's voice: *The drawer was open. Like something had pushed it open from inside.*

She reached her apartment building twenty minutes later. Third floor, one bedroom, sparsely furnished because she spent more time at the hospital than at home. She climbed the stairs, unlocked her door, dropped her bag on the couch.

Her phone buzzed. Text from Sanjay: *You get home okay?*

She typed back: *Yeah. You still there?*

*Another two hours probably. Fun times.*

*Get some sleep when you can.*

*Sleep is for the weak. And the dead.*

Mara stared at that last message. Then: *Don't say that.*

*Sorry. Bad joke. Night.*

*Night.*

She set down her phone and walked to the bathroom. Looked at herself in the mirror. Dark circles under her eyes. Hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. Still wearing her scrubs, which probably needed to be burned after tonight.

She thought about taking a shower but was too tired. Brushed her teeth, washed her face, fell into bed still half-dressed.

Sleep came quickly. But it wasn't restful.

She dreamed of the morgue. Of drawer after drawer opening. Of gray hands reaching out. Of Rick running down endless corridors while something pursued him, something that moved with a stiff, jerking gait.

And in the dream, Mara knew - with the absolute certainty that only dreams provided - that whatever was happening, it was just beginning.

When her alarm went off at noon the next day, she woke with a gasp, heart pounding.

Twelve hours until her next shift.

Twelve hours to convince herself that last night had been nothing.

Twelve hours before she'd have to go back and find out if that was true.

—-
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# CHAPTER TWO

Jonah Pike believed in data.

Not in hunches or gut feelings or the nebulous "wisdom" that executives loved to cite when making decisions that contradicted evidence. Not in political expedience or what looked good in quarterly reports. Jonah believed in data because data, properly collected and analyzed, told you what was actually happening in the world. Not what people wanted to believe was happening. Not what should be happening according to plans and projections. What *was*.

And the data on his screen was very, very wrong.

He sat in his office on the third floor of the Port Authority building - a corner office that would've impressed someone who cared about corner offices, which Jonah didn't - and stared at three weeks of cargo manifests spread across three monitors. Numbers, charts, tracking reports. The digital heartbeat of global commerce flowing through this port.

A heartbeat that was becoming irregular.

Delays. That was the first thing he'd noticed two weeks ago. Ships arriving late, citing crew illness. Nothing dramatic. A day here, six hours there. But Jonah tracked everything, and delays meant money lost, schedules disrupted, cascading effects through the entire supply chain.

So he'd started compiling. Creating a spreadsheet because that's what he did - took chaos and organized it into columns and rows until patterns emerged.

The pattern that emerged made his skin crawl.

Forty-seven ships in the past twenty-one days had reported crew illness significant enough to cause delays or require medical attention. Forty-seven. The historical three-year average was four ships per three-week period. The standard deviation was 1.2.

This wasn't within normal parameters. This was eleven standard deviations from the mean. Statistically, that was essentially impossible through random chance.

His phone rang. Jonah glanced at it - Sarah Chen, his boss - and ignored it. He opened another spreadsheet, this one tracking container throughput sorted by origin port. Pacific Rim shipments were down eighteen percent week-over-week. Southeast Asian routes down twenty-two percent. European routes holding steady, but that made sense - they hadn't been reporting crew illness.

Only the Asian-Pacific routes. Only ships that had called at ports in China, Singapore, South Korea, Japan.

The phone stopped ringing.

Started again immediately.

Jonah sighed and picked up. "Pike."

"Conference room, now." Sarah's voice was clipped, tense in a way he'd never heard before. Sarah Chen was normally unflappable - had to be, running logistics for a major port. "Drop whatever you're doing."

"I'm in the middle of - "

"Now, Jonah."

The line went dead.

Jonah looked at his screens for a moment longer. The numbers stared back, unchanged. Whatever was happening, it wasn't going away because he got called into a meeting.

He saved his work - three backup copies on three different servers, because he'd learned the hard way that institutional memory was fragile - and walked down the hall.

Through the windows lining the third-floor corridor, Jonah could see the port spread out below like a giant's game board. Cranes rising like skeletal fingers, containers stacked in precise rows of red, blue, green - the standardized colors of global shipping. Ships waiting at anchor in the harbor, some offloading, some waiting for berth assignments, some - three of them, as of this morning - sitting in quarantine.

The machinery of global commerce, turning endlessly.

Or usually endlessly.

Lately the turns were getting slower. The gears grinding. The machine showing signs of stress.

The conference room was at the end of the hall. Through the frosted glass door, Jonah could see silhouettes. More people than usual for a mid-week logistics meeting.

He opened the door.

Six people sat around the table, and the tension in the room was thick enough to choke on. Sarah Chen sat at the head, her normally composed expression tight with stress. On her right sat two people Jonah didn't recognize - federal types, he guessed from their dark suits and the particular brand of bureaucratic alertness they radiated. The others were port management: Bill Horvath from security, ex-Coast Guard with a crew cut and permanent squint from too many years staring at the sun off water. Janet Reese from operations, normally chatty, now silent and pale. And Marcus Webb, the harbor master, a man who'd been working ships since before Jonah was born and who Jonah had never seen look worried.

He looked worried now.

"Close the door," Sarah said. Not a request.

Jonah closed it and sat in the only empty chair. He set his phone on the table, screen down, and waited.

Sarah gestured to the man on her right. "This is Dr. Michael Voss from the CDC - " Centers for Disease Control, Jonah's brain supplied automatically, " - and Special Agent Elizabeth Kern from Customs and Border Protection. They've come from San Francisco. They have some questions about the Titan Echo."

The Titan Echo.  Jonah knew that ship. Container vessel, 294 meters length overall, Panamax class, flagged out of Liberia for tax purposes but operated by a Singapore-based shipping conglomerate. Arrived six days ago from Singapore with stops in Kaohsiung and Long Beach. Capacity: 4,400 TEU - twenty-foot equivalent units, the standard measurement for container ships. Currently sitting at anchor three miles offshore in federally designated anchorage position Echo-7.

Currently sitting there because Jonah had flagged her and recommended she not be allowed to dock.

"What kind of questions?" Jonah asked, keeping his voice neutral.

Dr. Voss opened a tablet. "The Titan Echo reported seventeen crew members with influenza-like illness when they docked in Long Beach. Three were hospitalized. The ship was cleared to continue after a medical inspection, but we've since had... concerning developments."

"What kind of developments?"

"One of the hospitalized crew members died yesterday. The other two are in critical condition. We've also had reports of illness among Long Beach port workers who had contact with the ship."

Agent Kern leaned forward. "How many crew members had direct contact with your port workers during offloading?"

"None," Jonah said. "The Titan Echo hasn't docked here. She's been sitting at anchor since she arrived."

"Why?" Voss asked.

"Because I flagged her." Jonah pulled out his phone and opened his notes. "Seventeen sick crew members was an outlier. I ran the numbers. Ships from that route normally report zero to two cases of illness. Seventeen was statistically significant. I recommended she stay at anchor pending further medical clearance."

Sarah nodded. "Which I approved."

"Good," Kern said. "Because as of this morning, that ship is under federal quarantine. No one on, no one off."

"For how long?" Marcus asked.

"Until we understand what we're dealing with."

Jonah pulled up his spreadsheet on his phone. "The Titan Echo isn't the only one. I've been tracking illness reports across all incoming vessels. The pattern started about three weeks ago. Spike in flu-like illness, respiratory symptoms, fever. It's happening on multiple shipping routes."

Voss and Kern exchanged a look.

"How many ships?" Voss asked.

"Forty-seven in the past three weeks."

"Jesus," Marcus muttered.

"Where are they now?" Kern asked.

"Scattered. Most of them docked and off-loaded already. Some are still in transit. Three are currently at anchor in our waters, flagged for the same reason as the Titan Echo."

Voss typed rapidly on his tablet. "I need the full list. Names, routes, ports of call, crew counts, dates."

"I can send it to you now."

"Do it."

Jonah forwarded the file. The room was quiet while Voss read. His expression got progressively darker.

"This is not influenza," Voss said finally.

"What is it?" Sarah asked.

"We don't know yet. But the mortality rate is wrong. Flu doesn't kill like this. We're seeing rapid onset, severe symptoms, and death within forty-eight to seventy-two hours in some cases."

"Are we talking pandemic?" Bill asked. He was head of port security, ex-Coast Guard, normally unflappable. He looked flapped now.

"We're talking about a novel pathogen with an unclear transmission vector and a high mortality rate," Voss said. "Whether it becomes a pandemic depends on containment."

"Can you contain it?" Sarah asked.

"We're trying. But if forty-seven ships have already docked and off-loaded..." Voss trailed off.

Jonah did the math in his head. It's what he did - saw numbers, relationships, cascading effects.

Average crew size on container vessels of the class that frequented this port: twenty to twenty-five people. But crew didn't work in isolation. Every ship that docked required interaction with longshoremen for offloading, customs officials for clearance, port inspectors for safety checks, truck drivers picking up containers, crane operators, equipment maintenance workers, administrative staff processing paperwork.

Conservative estimate: thirty to forty port-side personnel per ship with direct or indirect contact.

Forty-seven ships.

That was 1,410 to 1,880 potential contact points in the past three weeks.

And those people hadn't stayed at the port. They'd gone home. To families. To grocery stores. To restaurants and gyms and schools. Each of them potentially exposing - he did the math - an average household size of 2.5 people, plus casual contact in public spaces, call it another 10-15 people per week.

His mind painted the network diagram: exponential growth branching out from each contact point. The classic epidemiological tree. Each generation of infection spawning multiple next generations.

If even a fraction of those initial exposures resulted in transmission, and if the disease was as severe as Voss was suggesting...

The numbers made his stomach drop.

"You need to shut down the port," Jonah said.

Everyone turned to look at him. Sarah's expression was carefully neutral. Voss looked thoughtful. Kern looked irritated. The others just looked shocked.

"That's not your call," Sarah said carefully, her voice tight.

"I'm not making a call. I'm stating a fact. If there's a pathogen spreading through the maritime system, every ship that docks is a potential vector. You want containment? Stop the boats."

"The economic impact - " Janet started.

"Is irrelevant if half your workforce is sick," Jonah interrupted.

"Mr. Pike is correct," Voss said. "From a public health standpoint, limiting port operations would significantly reduce transmission risk."

Sarah rubbed her temples. "Shutting down operations would require federal authorization. We're talking about millions of dollars in daily commerce."

"I can make calls," Kern said. "But it won't be fast."

"How fast is the disease spreading?" Marcus asked.

Voss hesitated. "Based on the Long Beach data... faster than we initially thought."

"Give me a number," Sarah said.

"Each infected person is spreading to an average of three to four others. That's the preliminary estimate."

Jonah opened the calculator on his phone. Started plugging in numbers. Initial infections times transmission rate times incubation period...

"We have a week," he said. "Maybe ten days before the caseload overwhelms hospital capacity."

"That's speculation," Janet said.

"That's math." Jonah showed her his screen. "Exponential growth. This is what it looks like."

Voss nodded slowly. "He's right. If the transmission rate holds, we're looking at thousands of cases locally within two weeks."

The room fell silent.

Sarah stood. "Dr. Voss, Agent Kern, thank you for the briefing. We'll await federal guidance on operations. In the meantime, Jonah, I want you to work with Bill on enhanced screening for any ships still at anchor. No one docks without full medical clearance."

"Understood."

"Everyone else, keep this confidential for now. We don't want to start a panic."

The meeting broke up. Jonah walked back to his office with Bill.

"You really think we've got a week?" Bill asked.

"I think we've got less. Those numbers assume early intervention. If hospitals are already seeing cases, we're behind the curve."

"Shit."

"Yeah."

Back at his desk, Jonah pulled up news sites on his third monitor. CNN, BBC, local channels. Nothing about an outbreak. Nothing about unusual illness patterns or maritime health concerns. Either the media hadn't caught on yet - which seemed unlikely given how many ships were involved - or someone at the federal level was actively suppressing the story.

Which made sense from a containment perspective but was terrifying from every other angle.

He minimized the news and checked local hospital wait times using the regional health network portal - he had access because the port coordinated with emergency services for workplace injuries. Mercy General: four hours. County General: three and a half hours. Eastside Urgent Care: two hours.

All significantly higher than normal for a Thursday morning in October. Normal would be ninety minutes to two hours. This was doubled.

And it was only going to get worse.

Jonah opened a new spreadsheet - his comfort zone, his way of wrestling chaos into submission - and started building a predictive model. Hospital capacity first: he pulled data from the state health department. The city had approximately 2,400 hospital beds across all facilities. ICU beds: 240. Ventilators: 180.

Infection rates: if Voss was right about R-naught being 3-4, and if the incubation period was similar to influenza at 1-4 days, then starting from those 1,400-1,800 initial contact points...

He built the formula. Ran the simulation.

The projection curve looked like a hockey stick. Gentle slope for about five days, then nearly vertical growth. By day seven, hospitals would be at 150% capacity. By day ten, 300% capacity.

Mortality estimates: Voss had mentioned 40-70% mortality among hospitalized cases. Even at the conservative end, that was catastrophic. He pulled CDC pandemic planning documents, adjusted for local population density of 8,200 people per square mile, factored in the port as a superspreader location.

The numbers got worse the longer he worked.

His phone buzzed, startling him. Text from his sister Rachel in Portland: *You seeing this flu thing on the news?*

Jonah minimized his spreadsheet - the projections were too grim to keep staring at - and switched to a news site. There it was, finally breaking into mainstream coverage: "Unusual Flu Strain Causes Deaths in California Hospitals."

He clicked through. The article was brief, almost deliberately vague. Health officials urging people to wash hands and stay home if sick. Get vaccinated. Standard flu season messaging. Nothing about ships. Nothing about mortality rates. Nothing about the scale of what was coming.

He texted back: *Yeah. Might want to stock up on supplies. Just in case.*

*You're such a prepper.*

*I'm practical.*

*Same thing.*

*I'm serious, Rach. Extra food, water, medications. Do it today.*

*You're freaking me out.*

*Good. Better freaked out and prepared than caught off guard.*

She sent back a thumbs up emoji. Whether she'd actually do it, Jonah didn't know. Rachel thought he was paranoid. Always had. She'd made fun of him for keeping spreadsheets of household inventory, for having a go-bag in his closet, for insisting on backups of important documents.

But paranoia was just pattern recognition that other people hadn't caught up to yet.

Jonah set down his phone and swiveled his chair to look out the window. The port spread before him - his port, in the way that places became yours after you'd spent enough time learning their rhythms. He'd worked here for eight years, starting as a junior logistics analyst and working his way up to senior coordinator. He knew every crane operator by name, knew which berths were most efficient, knew the ebb and flow of global commerce through this small slice of coastline.

And now it was all grinding to a halt.

A container ship was visible in the distance, waiting at anchor. He zoomed in with the binoculars he kept on his desk - yes, the Titan Echo. Even from here he could see it was riding high in the water, containers still fully loaded. She hadn't offloaded. Seventeen sick crew members aboard. Three critical. One dead.

And somewhere in the city - in homes and schools and grocery stores and coffee shops - the people who'd handled cargo from forty-six other ships were going about their lives. Working. Shopping. Sending their kids to school. Completely unaware that they might be carrying a pathogen that killed 40-70% of the people it infected.

Completely unaware that they were walking time bombs.

Jonah pulled up his spreadsheet again. Stared at the hockey stick curve. Tried to find an error in his math, some variable he'd weighted wrong, some reason the projection might be overly pessimistic.

He couldn't find one.

Jonah Pike believed in data.

And the data said this was just beginning.

—-
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# CHAPTER THREE

Callie Ward's alarm went off at 5:30 AM and she wanted to throw it through the wall.

Instead she slapped it off - the snooze button had broken months ago - and dragged herself out of bed. The apartment was cold. The heat had kicked off at midnight because the landlord, Mr. Vachelli, was too cheap to keep the thermostat above sixty degrees overnight. Callie could see her breath in the gray pre-dawn light filtering through the blinds.

She pulled on two sweaters - the blue one with the coffee stain on the sleeve, then the gray one with the hole in the armpit - and stumbled to the bathroom. Her reflection in the mirror looked as tired as she felt. Dark circles under her eyes. Hair that needed washing. She was twenty-five years old and looked thirty-five. That's what working sixty-hour weeks at minimum wage did to you.

That's what raising your teenage brother on your own did to you.

Devon's door was closed. Of course. Her seventeen-year-old brother could sleep through anything - alarm clocks, fire sirens, apocalyptic events. She'd once seen him sleep through a car alarm going off directly outside their window for forty-five minutes straight.

Callie knocked on his door. "Dev. School."

Silence.

She knocked harder. "Devon. I know you're awake."

"I'm up," came the muffled response.

He wasn't up. Callie knew the difference. Awake-Devon responded immediately, his voice clear. Pretending-to-be-awake-Devon's voice was thick with sleep, words slightly slurred. But she didn't have time to fight about it. She had to be at the grocery store by seven for the morning shift - had to be, not wanted to be, because Greg had made it clear that showing up late one more time meant termination.

And they couldn't afford for her to lose this job.

She stumbled to the kitchen - more of a kitchenette, really, barely eight feet wide with a two-burner stove and a refrigerator that wheezed like it had emphysema. Made coffee in the ancient Mr. Coffee machine that had belonged to their mother. Burned toast because the toaster's settings were either "barely warm" or "charcoal" with no middle ground. Ate it standing at the counter while scrolling through her phone.

The usual morning doom awaited.

Three bills in her email: Electric ($87.43, due in 5 days), Internet ($64.99, past due), Student Loan Payment Reminder ($247/month that she absolutely could not afford). She deleted the student loan email without opening it. What were they going to do, repo her two years of community college that hadn't led to any job better than retail?

Three texts from her manager Greg: *Can you cover Linda's shift Saturday?* (sent at 11 PM), *Really need someone reliable* (11:47 PM), *Let me know ASAP* (6:02 AM - the man never slept, apparently).

One news alert from her phone's default news app: "Health Officials Warn of Severe Flu Season."

Callie opened that one, vaguely remembering seeing something on TV about a bad flu going around. She skimmed the article while chewing burnt toast. Nothing too alarming. Wash your hands. Cover your cough. Get your flu shot if you haven't already.

She'd gotten hers in October - the grocery store offered them free to employees, probably their only actual benefit besides the 10% employee discount. She'd dragged Devon to get his too, despite his protests that he "never got sick" and didn't "trust what they put in those things."

Check. One thing handled correctly.

She rinsed her coffee cup - one of two mugs they owned, both with faded logos from places that had closed years ago - and grabbed her coat from the hook by the door. Devon's door was still closed, no sound from within.

"Dev, I'm leaving in five minutes!" she called.

The door opened. Devon appeared in the doorway wearing pajama pants covered in cartoon dinosaurs - a gift from their mom three Christmases ago, back when things were normal - and an oversized hoodie. His hair stuck up in three directions, pillow-creased face squinting against even the dim hallway light.

"I'm not going," he announced.

Callie felt the familiar tightness in her chest. Not this. Not today. "Yes, you are."

"I'm sick."

She stepped forward and put her hand on his forehead before he could dodge. Skin temperature normal. Maybe even slightly cool. "You're fine."

"I feel like shit."

"Language."

"I feel like *crap*."

"You're going to school." Callie pulled her hair back into a ponytail using the hair tie she kept on her wrist. "We've had this conversation, Dev. You've already missed six days this semester. Miss any more and they're going to hold you back, and then you'll be graduating with kids two years younger than you."

"So let them hold me back. Who cares?"

"I care. Mom cared."

Devon flinched slightly at the mention of their mother. Good. If guilt worked when logic didn't, she'd use it.

"What's the point?" he said, softer now, less defiant. He leaned against the doorframe, all angles and awkward teenage lankiness. When had he gotten so tall? He'd shot up three inches since summer, was now eye-level with her. "I'm failing anyway."

"You're not failing."

"I'm failing English and History. Mrs. Patterson says I'm 'not applying myself.'" He made air quotes. "Which is teacher-speak for 'you're too dumb.'"

"You're not dumb. You're just - " Callie stopped herself. Depressed? Grieving? Still processing Mom's death two years later? All true, but saying it out loud made it real, and neither of them wanted to have that conversation at 6:15 in the morning. "You just need to be in class, not home playing video games."

"I'm not playing video games all day."

"Then what are you doing?"

"I don't know. Stuff. Looking things up. Thinking."

"Then think at school."

Devon sighed, a full-body thing that made him deflate against the doorframe. He ran a hand through his hair, making it stick up worse. "Can we talk about something?"

Callie glanced at her phone. 6:15. She needed to leave in ten minutes or she'd hit traffic and be late. "Make it fast."

"I want to leave."

"You can't leave. You have school in an hour."

"Not school." Devon looked at her with an intensity that was unusual for him. "The city. I want us to leave the city."

Callie stared at him. "What are you talking about?"

"Everyone's talking about this flu thing online. It's bad, Callie. Really bad. People are dying."

"People die from the flu every year, Dev. That's why we got flu shots."

"Not like this." He pulled out his phone - newest model, bought with his birthday money from Uncle Ray, the only person in their family with disposable income - and pulled up something. "Look."

He shoved the phone at her. A Reddit thread: r/CoastalCity, 487 comments, posted 4 hours ago. Title: "Anyone else hearing weird stuff about the hospitals?"

Callie scrolled. Comment after comment claiming hospitals were overwhelmed, emergency rooms turning people away, rumors of people dying and then - her thumb stopped scrolling - then "moving after death." Conspiracy theories about bioweapons. Claims of government cover-ups. Links to Twitter videos she didn't have time to watch.

"This is the internet," Callie said, handing back the phone. "You can't believe everything you read."

"There's videos. From Long Beach. Emergency rooms totally packed. Bodies in hallways."

"Long Beach is three hundred miles away."

"And it's spreading." Devon's voice had that edge to it now, the one that meant he'd been researching this, obsessing over it, building it up in his head into something bigger than it was. "Cal, I really think we should go stay with Uncle Ray for a while. Up in Ashland, Oregon. Just until this blows over."

Callie handed back his phone. "We can't afford to go to Ashland."

"We can drive. I'll chip in for gas."

"With what money?"

"I've got some saved."

"How much?"

Devon looked away. "Like sixty bucks."

"Dev, I can't just leave. I have a job. We have rent. Bills."

"What if it gets worse?"

"Then we'll deal with it. But I'm not running away because of some reddit thread." Callie grabbed her keys. "Get dressed. I'll drive you to school."

"I can walk."

"It's forty degrees out."

"I'll live."

They stared at each other. This was new, this tension. Devon used to be easy - good kid, did his homework, stayed out of trouble. Then their mom died two years ago and Callie had become his guardian at twenty-three, and something had shifted. He'd gotten angry. Distant. Started skipping school, talking about leaving, questioning everything.

"Fine," Callie said. "Walk. But if I get a call from the school saying you're not there, we're having a longer conversation tonight."

"Whatever."

He closed the door.

Callie stood in the hallway, wanting to go back in, to try again, to say something that would bridge the gap. But she was already late. She left.

The grocery store was a fifteen-minute drive through morning traffic. Callie parked in the employee lot and clocked in at 6:58. Two minutes early. Small victories.

The store was already busy. People filling carts with bottled water, canned goods, cold medicine. Callie grabbed her vest and name tag and headed for her register.

"Hey, Callie." Her manager, Greg, appeared with his clipboard and his permanent expression of mild disappointment. "Can you cover register four? Shanice called in sick."

"Sure."

"And we need someone to stay late. Restock. You available?"

"How late?"

"Probably till ten."

That meant fourteen hours. Two shifts back-to-back. Callie did the math: overtime pay, extra money for rent, maybe enough to put something away for emergencies.

"Yeah, okay."

"Great. You're a lifesaver."

Greg wandered off. Callie opened register four and logged in. Immediately the line started forming.

The morning blurred into the rhythm of scanning and bagging. Beep, scan, bag. Repeat. The customers were stressed, in a hurry, buying weird combinations. Bottled water and batteries. Pasta and hand sanitizer. One woman bought seventeen cans of soup.

"Stocking up for the flu," the woman said, like she needed to explain.

"Smart," Callie said, because what else do you say?

Around noon, the store got weirdly busy. More people than usual for a Thursday. Callie's line stretched back into the aisles. People kept asking if they had more cold medicine in the back. They didn't. The shelf was empty.

During her fifteen-minute break, Callie checked her phone. Text from Devon: *at school. happy?*

She texted back: *ecstatic.*

Another text, from her friend Maya: *you working today?*

*till 10.*

*damn. wanted to grab drinks. you see the news about the hospitals?*

*what about them?*

*ER wait times are like 6 hours. shits crazy.*

Callie pulled up a news site. There it was: "Local Hospitals Report Higher Than Normal Emergency Room Traffic." The article blamed flu season and recommended people visit urgent care for non-emergencies.

Six-hour wait times seemed like more than just flu season.

She texted Maya: *probably nothing. media loves to panic.*

*yeah maybe. still. be careful.*

*always am.*

Callie went back to her register. The afternoon was worse than the morning. More people, more panic buying, more questions she couldn't answer. Do you have masks? Are you getting more toilet paper? Is the flu really that bad?

I don't know. I don't know. I don't know.

At 7:00 PM, the store finally slowed down. Callie's feet ached. Her back hurt. She had three more hours of restocking ahead of her.

Greg appeared again. "Hey, so, bad news."

Callie waited.

"Tyler's not coming in tomorrow. Sick. Can you cover his morning shift?"

"Greg, I've been here since seven AM."

"I know, I know. I'll make it worth it. Double overtime."

Callie calculated. More money meant more security. More security meant less stress. Less stress meant she could focus on Devon, on keeping things together.

"Fine."

"You're seriously the best."

At 10:15 PM, Callie finally clocked out. The parking lot was dark and nearly empty. She sat in her car for five minutes before starting the engine, too tired to move.

Her phone buzzed. Text from Devon: *you still at work?*

*just finished. home in 20.*

*ok. there's something on the news. about the flu. its bad cal.*

*i'll be home soon. lock the doors.*

She drove through empty streets, streetlights casting yellow pools on wet pavement. The city looked normal. Quiet. A few cars at traffic lights. A homeless guy pushing a shopping cart. A bar with its neon sign glowing.

Normal.

But Callie couldn't shake the feeling she'd had all day, the strange energy in the store. People weren't just buying for a normal flu season. They were scared.

She pulled into her apartment complex at 10:40. The building was old, crappy, but cheap. Most of the windows were dark. She climbed the stairs to the third floor, unlocked the door.

Devon was on the couch, laptop open, surrounded by snack wrappers.

"You're supposed to be asleep," Callie said.

"Look at this." He turned the laptop toward her.

A news broadcast, local channel. Breaking news banner. A reporter standing outside a hospital.

" - confirming at least fifteen deaths in the past forty-eight hours from what officials are now calling an 'unusual respiratory illness.' Hospitals across the region are reporting severe overcrowding, and health officials are urging anyone experiencing symptoms to seek medical attention immediately - "

Fifteen deaths.

Callie set down her bag. "That's... that's more than normal flu."

"That's what I've been saying." Devon's voice had an edge of vindication mixed with fear. "Cal, people are freaking out online. There's videos of hospitals in Long Beach. It's really bad."

"Okay." Callie tried to think. "Okay. We're vaccinated. We're healthy. We just need to be careful."

"Or we could leave."

"Devon - "

"I'm serious. We could go to Uncle Ray's. Tonight. Just throw some stuff in the car and drive."

"We can't just leave."

"Why not?"

"Because - " Callie gestured helplessly. "Because we have lives here. I have a job. You have school."

"Who cares about school if we're dead?"

"We're not going to die from the flu."

"You don't know that."

He was right. She didn't.

Callie sat down on the couch next to him. On
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