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 INTRODUCTION
 
 

The Junkie Quatrain grew out of an email I got back in January of 2011 from publisher Jacob Kier. He’d secured a deal with Audible.com for several Permuted Press books to be recorded and released in audio format, two of which were mine. One of them I’d only finished writing a week or so earlier. Then Stephen Feldberg at Audible.com approached Jacob with the idea of bonus content for some of the releases. People would get the Permuted novel they paid for, plus part of another post-apocalyptic novella or maybe a short story. My name came up in the discussion and Jacob asked me if I’d be interested.
The big catch was that all this material needed to be produced on a pretty tight deadline. Audible.com wanted to start releasing their versions of the books over that summer, and they’d need time to cast and record the material once it was written. Could I create these new stories in, say, five or six weeks?
Now, on that note, let’s have a moment of frank honesty between you and me. I am the worst person for this kind of offer. I’ve never been good at writing anything clever on command. Oh, I can sit down at the desk and make myself pound out two or three thousand words a day with no problem. That’s what five years of journalism (even softer, entertainment-oriented journalism) does for you. You want a book—I can do that. You need a short story—no problem.
What I’ve never been that good at, when it comes to fiction, is writing specific things. If you want a buddy-cop novel where they’re solving the murder of a mad scientist in a steampunk world ... well, that’s probably going to throw me. I’ve never been too happy with anything that I wrote for a specific theme or niche. There are some folks who dominate that anthology/ magazine market where you have to write to a certain target. I’m not one of them.
What did catch my third eye, though, was the idea of short stories that weren’t a series but just loosely connected. I spent a few weeks thinking about it and came up with the idea of something in the vein of Paul Haggis’s Crash or Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction. And maybe even a little bit like the Akira Kurosawa classic Rashomon.
I also liked the idea of a very recent apocalypse. So many stories—my own Ex-Heroes series included—concentrate on what happens after the end. People hole up somewhere, maybe they go into a coma, and by the time they come out things are already pretty much over. We don’t see much of the collapse. The light is on and then the light is off. How often do we linger on that time when the bulb is dim and flickering?
And then, in that bizarre way things happen inside the heads of people like me, these two ideas twisted together and formed a world.
Now, as Bill Cosby might say, I told you all that so I can tell you this...
The stories here are not meant to be read in any particular order, because they were intended to be assigned to different Audible.com releases. In fact, it was kind of a painstaking process to make sure each of them was independent of the others.
This caused a problem, though, once Permuted Press decided to release The Junkie Quatrain as an e-book. Which order should we choose for that assembled manuscript? They had a certain release order from Audible.com, but the stories each reveal different clues and hints, so reading them in different orders makes for a very different experience. Yeah, sure, we all like to say we’re clever and independent of such things, but let’s be honest one more time. The moment I say ‘Strictly Professional’ should be the first story in the ebook, from here on it is the first story in The Junkie Quatrain. No matter what order people first heard them in, the vast majority of folks will go back into iTunes and reorganize their Audible play list to reflect the order here. And that defeats the whole point of this little experiment.
In the end, this conflict was solved in the same way most geek-related problems are solved.
I rolled some dice.
You can read these stories in the order they appear here, but I encourage you to roll dice yourself. Or flip coins. Maybe ask your Magic 8-Ball or let the computer shuffle that above-mentioned play list. Y’see, reading these stories in various orders may give you different takes on what happens next to some of these characters.
I say some because... well, again, let’s be honest.
Not all of them will be making it out of this alive.
 

—P.C.
Los Angeles, August 5th, 2011





CODEPENDENT
 


Six months ago, the world ended.
For Holly, it had only been six weeks.
It was morning and her feet hurt, but she was used to it by now. Downtown Los Angeles loomed a few miles to the north, which meant she’d walked almost a hundred and forty miles so far. She was glad she’d dumped her sneakers for a pair of solid hiking boots.
She walked up the middle of the road. It made her more visible, but also gave her a clear line of sight to everything else. She’d tried skulking in alleys and between cars for the first few days, the way an outsider would, and it just hadn’t worked.
Besides, with no cars running, it was amazing how quiet things were.
Holly looked back and forth, listened for a moment, then looked around again. She carefully set her baseball bat down. It was an aluminum one—a cheater’s bat, her husband had joked back when he was just her boyfriend—with cloth tape around the handle and a dull blue practice weight fitted around the end. She’d cleaned it off half an hour ago, right after using it, but the weighted donut had some sticky spots on it that looked black against the blue. It gave a faint clink as it touched the pavement and she leaned the shaft against her thigh.
She shifted her backpack with a tug on the shoulder straps. Another two or three hours would get her into downtown. Then maybe she’d find a sanctuary. If not, Los Angeles had lots of cars to sleep in. And enough stores to scavenge some food.
A rustle of leaves, or maybe old papers, echoed down the street.
She spun and knocked the bat over. Her fingers caught it before it clattered on the pavement. She inched it away from the ground, her knuckles white on the handle.
The noise happened again. And a slapping sound. Shoes hitting pavement.
A mail truck was parked across the bike lane to her right. She moved until it was between her and the sound. If she pressed her head against the back of the truck, she could look right through the chrome handle there and stay almost hidden.
Another two footsteps clapped out from somewhere ahead. Then a third.
Holly flattened herself against the truck. She took the bat in her left hand. Her right dropped to her holster. Her fingers rested on the strap across the Beretta. The snap caught on her fingernails and she pried it back until it was ready to pop open.
Half a block down the street, a pair of junkies stumbled out from behind a parked SUV. A middle-aged man and a woman. Their matching clothes were streaked with filth and gore. On their gaunt frames, the shirts and pants hung like rags on a pair of scarecrows.
There were lots of polite and politically correct terms that people had been advocating since the first outbreaks at the start of the year. The afflicted. The infected. A lot of government people used them. Them was good because it created a nice separation that let you justify a lot of actions. A few uppity folks tried using the Baugh-ridden, after the pathologist who isolated the contagion after the first outbreaks. He never used the term himself. He’d died a week after identifying the virus. Some of his new namesakes had gotten into his lab and eaten thirty-five pounds of him.
The truth was, everyone just called them junkies. They trembled. They shook. Their words were a slur of noise when they tried to speak. They didn’t so much run as throw themselves at a target. Everything they did had a frantic desperation to it.
The woman’s shoulders shivered. She let out a low groan and followed it with a stream of nonsense syllables. Even from half a block away, Holly could see their dilated eyes twitching back and forth.
The matching clothes bothered her. It meant the junkies had probably been a couple. And if they were still together, it meant there was a sliver of reasoning left in them. So they were going to be more concerned with feeding than running away.
It wasn’t a sure thing, but two months of experience told her it was a good way to bet. It fit the pattern.
The woman groaned again and took a few more steps into the road. The man stood still and Holly saw the dark stain spreading out across the crotch of his pants. A few minutes later the smell hit her, carried by the light breeze. She was lucky she was downwind of them.
There was a flutter on the edge of her vision. A pigeon flapped down out of the sky. There were still lots of birds. Not as many stray cats, though.
The junkies lunged at it. The woman grunted a few times. The man let out a flood of angry sounds.
The bird took a few hops and leaped back into the air. It wasn’t quick enough. The man swatted it to the ground and pounced on it. He ripped one of the wings off with his teeth and took the head off with the next bite. It sounded like he was eating a mouthful of potato chips.
The woman howled and gibbered at him. He pushed her back and twisted away. The bird was gone in three more bites. A few feathers clung to his lips the way they would on a cartoon cat.
She howled and hit him across the back of the head. He staggered and she struck him again. And again. Holly guessed if the male junkie had been upright it would’ve ended quickly, but he’d dropped to his knees to eat the pigeon. He was smaller now. He couldn’t assert dominance.
The woman battered him again and again. They weren’t punches, just strikes from flailing arms. But there was a savage energy to them. She was starving and he’d just eaten a meal in front of her—small and awful as it’d been.
When his head touched the pavement Holly knew it was over. The man was low enough that the woman could use her legs, too. She kicked his head and stomped on his body and bent down to claw at his face. She kept at it for five minutes after he stopped moving.
Holly watched the whole thing. She didn’t dare look away. If the female junkie spotted her now, all that frenzy would get a new target.
At some point a switch flipped and the junkie dropped to her knees and tore at the man’s cheeks. One of them came away, then his lips. She tore his shirt open and buttons pitter-pattered on the street. Her claw-like fingers punched through his stomach and came away with thick ropes of flesh. She crammed it into her mouth as fast as she could swallow.
Couplehood wasn’t what it used to be.
The woman would probably eat for half an hour. Holly could be long gone by then. She pushed herself away from the mail truck. A quick glance told her the ground was clean—this would be a bad time to step on some old flyers or broken glass—and she set her foot down behind her. Another foot back. A third. And a fourth.
She looked up and craned her neck to peer around the truck. The junkie almost had her back to Holly. She was still cramming meat into her mouth.
Holly pulled a breath in through her nose, held it, and took three sideways strides into the alley between two shops. Her fingers tightened on the bat as she listened for the sound of the junkie’s shoes slapping on the pavement.
Nothing. Just the wet sounds of hunger.
The alley came out into a small parking lot surrounded by chain link fences. There was another avenue between the buildings on the far side of the lot. She moved out into the next street.
 

* * *
 

She walked for another hour. A pair of sleeping junkies beneath the 10 freeway caused a detour. A handful of half-eaten bodies spread across the road caused another. Death was commonplace, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with.
The sun was high in the sky when she heard the gasp.
Holly had stopped to tighten one of her boot laces when there was a sharp intake of air off to her side. The road was narrower here, more so because of the cars parked on either side. There was a mini-van with an open side door. She’d ignored it because junkies couldn’t stand confined spaces. Stupid mistake.
She threw herself to the ground, away from the mini-van, and reached for the holster. There was no time for the bat. There might not even be time to draw.
The other woman saw the holster and threw her hands in the air. ‘Don’t shoot,’ she yelled. ‘I’m not one of them.’ The Victoria’s Secret catalog would’ve called her full-figured. Her clothes were clean and her dirty-blond hair was cut just above her shoulders.
Holly had already rolled back to her feet. She slapped her hand over the woman’s mouth and pushed her against the side of the van. Holly’s neighbors in San Diego had the same car in silver. They used to, anyway.
The woman struggled for a moment until Holly held up the bat. ‘Not a sound.’ It wasn’t even a whisper. Only the slightest breath carried the words. ‘Noise like that will bring every junkie for two blocks running.’
The woman gave a nod. She looked close to crying. Holly kept her palm over the woman’s mouth.
She counted to twenty in her head. No other sound. No hungry howls or trample of eager feet. No...
Snuffling echoed across the street, and then a grumble. A junkie climbed through the broken showcase window of a furniture store two doors down and across the street. A young man with dark skin. Maybe Latino or an Arab. He was barefoot, and his feet were covered with scabbed blood. They shifted left and right.
Beneath her palm, Holly felt the other woman scream.
The junkie’s eyes were dilated all the way open, black pits in his face. He tilted his head at the two women. He was small. And they outnumbered him. Fight or flight?
She took a gamble. Holly let go of the other woman’s mouth and turned to face the junkie. She raised the baseball bat in both hands, bared her teeth, and stomped her foot. His eyebrows went up at the noise. For a moment she thought she’d spooked him.
Then he charged.
The junkie threw himself across the street at them, gibbering madly. The woman screamed. Holly pulled the bat back, ready to swing.
A whipcrack echoed between the buildings and the junkie spun like he’d been punched. He dropped to the ground. Most of his head was gone above his jaw.
She pushed the woman back against the van. The other woman tried to push back and failed. ‘What’s going on?’
Holly looked her in the eyes. ‘What’s your name?’
‘Angie. Angie Smi—’
‘Angie, you need to stop talking so loud and you really need to not scream again. Got it?’
‘I just want to—’
She slapped her hand over Angie’s mouth. ‘Not so loud. The first rule of fight club is no loud noise. If you have to talk, whisper. Got it?’
Angie nodded.
Holly took her hand away.
The other woman looked out at the headless junkie. When she spoke her voice was little more than a breath. ‘How’d you do that? I didn’t even see you draw your gun.’
‘Somebody else shot him.’ Holly pointed at the puddle of blood and gore just left of the junkie’s body. ‘I’d say someone pretty high up with a rifle.’
Angie looked at the body. ‘But they killed the junkie. They’re on our side, right?’
‘Maybe,’ said Holly. ‘Maybe it’s just some outsider who got bored and decided to shoot anything that moves.’
Angie’s eyes went wide. ‘You think they might shoot us?’
Holly shrugged. ‘Head that way. Keep quiet. Stick close to the wall. Make sense?’
Angie nodded again.
‘Do you have any gear or supplies?’
‘No, nothing.’
Holly sighed. ‘Okay, then. Let’s go.’
They moved around the van and down the sidewalk. Holly let Angie go in front of her. The woman was too loud and too fast. If she was going to attract attention, Holly wanted her in front. Plus it was dangerous to let a stranger get behind you. There were too many crazy people wandering around.
Angie kept glancing back. Holly directed her with a nod or a quick gesture with the bat. They went ten blocks until she signaled they should stop.
‘Which way are we going?’ asked Angie.
‘We?’ Holly shook her head. ‘I’m headed north. I don’t know where you’re going.’
‘Can’t I come with you?’
Holly closed her eyes and shook her head again. Her fingers squeezed the bat’s handle. ‘Things ended messy with the last person I traveled with. And the person before that.’
‘I’ll be better.’ She put on a smile that wasn’t sure if it was ingratiating or sexy. ‘Two girls out conquering the world.’
‘We’ll see.’ Holly shrugged the backpack strap higher onto her shoulder. ‘How do I know you’re not just some outsider trying to grab my stuff?’
Angie laughed out loud, but slapped her hands over her mouth. ‘You think I’m an outsider?’
‘Not a very good one, but maybe. Why else would you be out?’
Her half-and-half smile faded. ‘I got thrown out of my sanctuary.’
‘Why?’
Angie gave a lopsided shrug, dipping her head toward one shoulder. ‘I like sex,’ she said.
Holly said nothing, but tightened her grip on the bat a little.
‘Not like that,’ said Angie. ‘I just like it. I have since high school. I’m not first-stage crazy or anything.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘If it’s the virus, I caught it twelve years ago in the back of Joey Frost’s pickup.’ She smiled. ‘That’s supposed to be a joke.’
‘Doesn’t sound like it ended up being that funny.’
‘Not really, no. Yesterday I said I was hungry too many times and that was that.’
Holly nodded. She’d met people tossed outside for dumber reasons over the past few weeks. ‘You have any sort of plan?’
Angie pointed north. ‘There’s another sanctuary up in Los Feliz. Some big old condo or apartment building or something, just off Hillhurst. Another one up by Runyon Canyon. I was going to try to get into one of them.’
‘How far is that?’
The blonde woman shrugged. ‘Maybe seven or eight miles. I’m not sure. Never walked it before.’
Holly looked at the sky. ‘Call it eight. We might make that by dark, if we’re lucky.’ She took a few steps up the road. ‘Lead the way.’
 

* * *
 

They marched through Hollywood, past the tall walls of film studios decorated with gigantic posters of movies and television shows. Angie talked quietly but constantly, pointing out minor landmarks or mentioning some event from her life. She was thrilled when they saw a plastic tricycle abandoned on a street corner.
‘I worked at a Toys R Us out in the valley,’ she explained. ‘Took the train out there every day. I put bikes together.’
Holly tried to act interested. ‘Really?’
‘Yeah. Bikes, Big Wheels, all those wagons and little cars. Supposedly I was one of the only women in California in that position.’
‘Yeah?’
‘Yeah. Well, I don’t know. The district manager was trying to get in my pants, so he mighta just been saying that.’
Holly smirked. ‘I thought you liked sex.’
‘I do,’ said Angie. ‘Doesn’t mean I’m giving it away. What about you?’
‘I used to work for Hewlett Packard down in San Diego. I sold printers.’
‘Like, computer printers?’
‘Yeah. I did all the really big accounts. Big companies. Governments. They flew me all over the place.’
‘Wow,’ said the blonde woman. ‘You ever been to England?’
‘A dozen times, easy.’
‘What about Paris?’
‘Yep.’
‘What’s the last place you got to go before...’ She gestured around them.
Holly took in a deep breath. ‘China.’
Angie whoofed out some air. ‘No way. When?’
‘I was on one of the last planes out.’
‘Wow.’
‘The sad thing is, it was probably the best trip of my life. I got a free upgrade to first class. I had a four hour layover in Hawaii and a really good-looking guy flirted with me in the bar for half of it. I closed a major deal.’ She shrugged. ‘I heard about the first few cases while I was there. It wasn’t until the day I left that I heard how bad it was getting. I got on my plane and they pretty much slammed the door behind me. I think the quarantine was declared seven or eight hours after I touched down in San Diego.’
‘Jesus.’
‘Yeah. I was lucky. I knew a couple people who weren’t. People in the China office who got trapped there.’
They walked in silence after that. The road was getting steeper as they climbed up toward the Hollywood Hills. They both saw the handmade signs at the same time.
The good Sanctuaries all looked pretty much the same. They had sheets of plywood over all the lower windows, often slipped beneath the iron bars that already protected them. One main door, usually made of expanded steel, with a big open space cleared out in front of it. Three or four sentries on duty at all times.
It was the bad ones you had to look out for. There were ones that counted on security glass or jury-rigged barriers to keep out the junkies. Word was already spreading about some that were decidedly—sometimes aggressively— racist or homophobic or orthodox for one religion or another. There were even whispered stories of gang-rape and Satanist and even cannibal Sanctuaries, but from what Holly had seen in her six weeks of traveling, they were just stories.
Of course, California was a pretty progressive state. Even when the edges had crumbled off civilization. It was probably worse in a lot of other places.
The Runyon Canyon sanctuary looked to be one of the better ones. Angie walked toward the gate and Holly grabbed her arm. ‘What are you doing?’
‘I was going to knock.’
Holly glared at her. ‘You want to get shot?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You never walk up to a sanctuary, especially if it’s got signs out. Walking up means you can’t read the instructions or you can’t wait. Which means you’re one of them. So just stand still and wait.’
They waited. Angie shoved her hands in her back pockets. Holly watched the shadows creep across the pavement. She leaned the baseball bat against her thigh and crossed her arms.
There were four guards on duty. They made a point of ignoring the women for a bit longer, then one of them stepped closer to the gate. ‘Can we help you?’ He had a ring of hair around a pale, polished scalp. Classic chrome dome, flitted through Holly’s mind.
‘Hi,’ said Holly. Her stage whisper carried across the street. ‘We were hoping to spend the night inside.’
‘We don’t have much room,’ he said. ‘And no food.’
‘Not looking for food,’ she said. ‘Just a place to sleep. Even outside’s fine.’ She gave a nod at the walls of the building. ‘As long as it’s an outside that’s inside.’
A couple of the guards chuckled.
‘Okay, ladies,’ said the chrome dome man. ‘Strip. Everything off.’
Holly’s knuckles whitened on the bat. One of the guards saw and raised his pistol.
‘Come on,’ said the Dome. ‘It’s not like that. You know we’ve got to check you for cuts and bites.’
Holly furrowed her brow. ‘But it’s a job with perks, right?’
He managed a tired smile. ‘Hate to let you down, but I’m happier when guys show up. Nothing personal.’
Holly set her hands on her belt and tugged at the leather end. Angie had already slid out of her jacket. She unbuttoned her blouse to reveal a low-cut bra with pink polka-dots the size of quarters. Holly sighed at the sight of it. How was the girl supposed to run in something like that?
The guard with the pistol shook it at Holly. ‘What are you waiting for? Hurry it up.’
‘What’s the rush?’ Holly took her hands off the belt. ‘You having trouble waiting? Maybe some impulse control issues?’
She heard the murmur from the gate and saw a few people shift away from the man. The Dome gave him a harsh look. ‘Hey,’ said the man. ‘It’s not like that and you know it.’
‘I don’t know anything,’ she said. ‘For all I know you got infected a week ago and you’ve been passing it to everyone in there.’
‘He hasn’t been infected,’ said the Dome, ‘but I’m wondering why you’re hesitating.’
Holly gave him a look. ‘What would you think if I was in a rush to get my clothes off? You’d just use that as proof I’m early stages, right?’
Angie’s fingers fumbled to a stop on her jeans. Her blouse and shoes were off and her fly was open. She started again, making a show of how slow she moved.
The Dome nodded. ‘Fair enough.’
‘I just want to take my time and make it clear that I’m not infected.’
‘Whenever you feel like it, then,’ he said. ‘Just understand we’ll be sealing up for the night in about twenty minutes.’
She slid her belt out of the loops and caught the holster as it fell free. Twenty minutes wasn’t much time. She’d have to hope for the best. Three shrugs of her shoulders got her hoodie down on the ground, draped over her backpack. Her fingers worked their way down the buttons of her blouse, showing off a sleek sports bra.
Angie was sliding her pants down over her knees. She was shivering.
Holly took a breath, closed her eyes, and let her shirt slide off her arms. She heard the gasps. The Dome muttered something.
She opened her eyes and looked down at her arms. The left one had two circular scars the size of limes. On one, you could make out the individual teeth marks. Her right arm had three matching marks—two on the forearm and one on the bicep.
‘I know what you’re thinking,’ she said.
‘I’m thinking you better get out of here damned quick,’ said the Dome.
She held up her arms. ‘Look at them,’ said Holly. ‘Really look. These bites are old. They’re scars.’
Two of the men peered a little closer. The Dome wasn’t one of them. Neither was the impatient guy with the pistol.
‘These are old bites,’ she repeated. She spoke in a stage whisper, slow and clear, something a junkie could never do. She held the arms closer to the gate, turning them so they’d catch the red light shining in from the west. ‘They’ve been healing for almost two months.’
Pistol-guy shook his head. ‘You get bit you’ve got a week, ten days tops, and then you’re a junkie.’
‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘Exactly right. So if I’ve got bites that have already become scars, what’s that mean?’
The Dome pulled out a pistol of his own. ‘You really need to be getting on your way, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I’m real sorry, but you know we can’t let you in.’
‘Don’t you get it?’ Holly thrust her arms out again. ‘I’m immune. The virus doesn’t affect me.’
‘No one’s immune,’ said the Dome. ‘They found that out really quick.’
‘I’m immune!’ She fought to keep her voice calm and slow. ‘I’ve been bitten half a dozen times and I’m fine. You can let me in.’
‘Ahhh, hell,’ said another man. ‘Both of them.’
She whipped her head around.
Angie stood there wearing nothing but her polka-dot bra and a green pair of boxer-briefs. She had her feet turned in at odd angles, and Holly thought she was trying to be modest. Then she saw the bruise on the other woman’s inner thigh, just below the hem of her underwear, and the dark scab of blood where the skin was broken.
‘You bitch,’ Holly muttered.
‘Pair of lesbo junkies,’ said Pistol-guy. ‘What a waste.’
Angie sniffed. She reached down and gathered up her clothes in a colorful bundle. Her cheeks were wet.
The Dome leveled his weapon at Holly’s head. ‘The two of you need to go,’ he said. ‘Now.’
‘Look,’ said Holly, ‘I barely know her. I didn’t know she was bitten. But it doesn’t change the—’
‘I’d rather not shoot you,’ he said. ‘You haven’t changed yet. But I will if I have to.’
She took a breath. ‘Please,’ she said to the Dome. She met his gaze over the pistol. ‘Listen to me. Look at the scars. You know I’m not infected. If you’ve got any doctors they can vouch—’
‘I’m going to count to five,’ he said. ‘If you and your girlfriend aren’t at the end of the block, we’ll shoot you both.’
Holly took in another breath. ‘I’m telling you, I’m not infected.’
‘One.’
Angie scampered a few feet away, the bundle of clothes clutched against her chest.
Holly looked him in the eye.
‘Two.’
‘Fuck you,’ she said. She bent down and scooped up the belt and pistol. Her shirt and hoodie slipped through the strap of the backpack. Her boot caught the handle of the bat and kicked it up into her hand.
‘Three.’
She marched down the road after Angie. She heard the Dome call out one more number. He never finished his count. They walked for another block, just to be sure.
‘I’m sorry,’ said the other woman. ‘I didn’t think they’d make us—’
Holly hit her in the stomach with the bat. It was a quick jab, and the air went out of Angie with a whoof. She dropped her clothes and fell to the ground.
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ growled Holly. ‘You could’ve gotten us both killed.’
‘Hey,’ snapped Angie. To her credit, she flinched when she realized how loud she was. ‘You’re bitten, too.’
‘But I’m immune,’ said Holly. ‘I almost had them convinced and you messed things up.’
‘You didn’t have them—’
Holly raised the bat.
Angie shut up. She grabbed her jeans and wiggled into them on the ground. They slid up her legs and hid the bite.
‘Do I even want to know how you got that?’
‘My boyfriend,’ she said. ‘He went out searching for food. A couple of them got infected somehow. We were fooling around. I just thought he was being kinky and got a little carried away.’
‘So your sanctuary threw you out?’
Angie paused and looked down at her half-buttoned blouse. ‘After they killed him and the others, yeah.’
‘How long ago?’
‘I told you, just last night.’
‘How long ago were you bitten?’
‘Two nights ago. He bit me, they realized he was infected the next day and threw me out.’
‘So two nights, that’s it? Forty-eight hours?’
‘Not even. Barely even.’
Holly sighed and set her backpack down on the ground. She pulled her shirt on and tied it in a quick knot across her chest. ‘Sun’s almost down,’ she said. ‘I need to find somewhere to sleep.’
‘What are you thinking?’
Holly yanked the hoodie up. ‘I’m thinking I can’t trust you. Go find your own place.’
‘What? Come on, it was just two days ago. If I’m infected it’ll take another three or four days before anything happens.’
‘So I trust you for two days and then what?’
‘I don’t know. If you leave me out here alone I’m just going to die.’
Holly slung the backpack across her shoulders and snatched up the baseball bat. ‘You’re infected. You’ve got six weeks, tops.’
‘Unless I find someone with the cure.’
‘What?’
Angie climbed to her feet and tugged her jeans up an inch. ‘There’s a cure. People talk about it all the time.’
‘There’s no cure.’
The other woman shook her head. ‘If you soak the bite or the cut or whatever in hydrogen peroxide before symptoms set in, it can kill the infection. That’s why you can’t find it in stores. People took it all.’
‘Of course they took at all. It’s basic first aid.’ She reached up and rubbed her temples with her free hand. Then she glared at Angie. ‘Seriously? Hydrogen peroxide? Do you think things would be like this if you could kill the infection with something you can buy at Target?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Angie. Her cheeks were wet again. ‘What am I supposed to do? I don’t want to die. I have to do something.’
A cry echoed from somewhere south of them. Another one answered it.
Holly sighed. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s find somewhere safe for the night.’
 

* * *
 

The RV was parked six blocks away from the sanctuary. They found it just as the streetlights were flickering to life. The Los Angeles power grid was a delicate balancing act, but for now it was still working in more places than not. Everyone knew it wouldn’t be that way forever. Probably not for much longer.
The door was locked, but Angie scampered up the rear ladder and pried open the skylight. Inside was dry and kind of warm. Holly yanked all the drapes shut and propped up a few thin cushions from the seats and benches to block the windows even more.
They found bowls and silverware. There were a few cans of soup and half a box of crackers in the cupboards. It made for a fine dinner. They sat at the table on the cushionless benches and could almost pretend the world was fine for a little while.
Junkies howled and groaned outside. Some of them sounded close. Angie looked at the wide windows. ‘Are we going to be safe in here?’
‘They don’t like enclosed spaces,’ said Holly. She set her bowl in the sink out of habit. ‘If we keep quiet and don’t give them a reason, they won’t come in.’
‘You sure?’
‘I’ve been doing this for over a month now.’ She shook out the thin blankets on the bed. They were a bit dusty, but clean. She stared wistfully at the cramped shower for a moment and then set her backpack down on the shelf next to the bed.
Angie looked at her, then at the bed. ‘How are we going to—’
‘Do you snore?’ asked Holly.
‘I don’t think so, no.’
‘Then you can have half the bed.’
‘It’s not going to make you feel—’
Holly’s hand swung across her throat in a quick slash. She didn’t blink. She pointed past Angie to the window.
A shadow moved across the drapes, bold and dark from the streetlight. It was someone with wild hair and thin shoulders. The shadow shifted as the junkie stumbled a bit closer.
Angie clapped her hands over her mouth. Holly looked at the bat. She’d leaned it in a corner near the bedroom entrance.
A loud groan came from outside the camper, followed by a string of nonsense syllables. Another moan came from somewhere nearby. Then a third voice gibbered for a few moments.
Another shadow moved across the drapes. They could only see the top of the head. Then another. And another. They could hear the dull slaps of uneven footsteps and the faint rustle of fabric.
There was a bang and the RV rocked. Angie cried out, but behind her hands it was just a squeak. Holly glared at her.
Something heavy hit the outside again. It was closer to the window. Still on the opposite side from the door. They heard moans and hoots and nonsense chattering and then hands were pounding on the wall of the camper. Some of it sounded like slapping palms, some like knuckles, and some like hammering fists.
Angie stared at Holly’s hips and nodded. It took Holly a moment to realize she was looking at the pistol. She shook her head and Angie nodded harder. The other woman reached for the holster and Holly stepped back, putting her hand near the baseball bat.
The pounding lasted almost a minute, then settled down and ended. The cries and shouts and gibbering started back up, punctuated with a few snarls. Rubber and leather and bare skin smacked against the pavement as the pack suddenly burst into motion and ran howling down the street.
Holly glared at her roommate. ‘Next time you try to take my pistol, I’ll beat you senseless.’
‘They were going to break in!’
‘They liked the noise. They didn’t even know we were in here.’
Angie closed her eyes. The web between her finger and thumb was bleeding. She’d bitten it trying not to scream during the assault. ‘How can you be so calm about this?’
Holly shrugged. ‘What’s the point of getting worked up?’
‘They could’ve killed us.’
She shrugged again. ‘They didn’t.’ She made a point of double-checking the snap on the holster. ‘I’m going to bed. Tomorrow’s going to be another long hike. Maybe we can reach Sherman Oaks.’
 

* * *
 

Holly woke up crying. She always did. It was the same dream and it took her a minute to remember that it was in the past. Six weeks in the past.
She was just starting to doze off again when she realized Angie’s arm was around her waist.
It didn’t surprise her that much. Everyone has habits in bed. Up until two nights ago Angie’d been spooning with someone. She’d probably been half-asleep when she snuggled up against Holly. She was warm.
Besides, the extra body heat was nice considering the thin blankets.
Holly shifted on the mattress, folding the pillow in half to support her head. She heard Angie’s breathing shift and felt warm air on her neck. ‘Sorry,’ Holly whispered. Another bed habit.
‘S’alright,’ murmured Angie. She sounded groggy. Her hand patted Holly’s belly twice.
Then it slid up under her shirt to cup her breast.
She tensed up, wide awake again. Angie seemed asleep. Holly was willing to excuse it as another random movement.
Angie’s fingers flexed, spreading back and forth. A hot breath flowed across the back of Holly’s neck. She felt lips settle on her shoulders. The arm across her chest pulled tight, and she could feel the other woman shifting.
‘No,’ she said. She grabbed Angie’s wrist and pulled it away from her chest.
Angie shook her off and grabbed the tit again. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. Her hand traced a path down the stomach and settled on Holly’s belt.
Holly kicked the covers off and rolled out of bed. She slept with the holster on and now the Beretta was in her hand. She looked back at the bed, eyes wide in the dim room.
Angie was naked. She’d wiggled out of her clothes during the night and they were wadded up at the bottom of the bed, the green boxer briefs and the polka dot bra near the top of the pile. Her skin was dusky gray in the uneven light filtering around the drapes. She looked at the pistol and her eyes went wide. ‘Hey,’ she said. Her voice was soft. Seductive. ‘Calm down. It’s not that big a deal.’
‘The hell it isn’t,’ snapped Holly. ‘Are you bi?’
‘What?’
‘Are you? Have you slept with a woman before?’
‘What? No. I just thought... you know, it’s kind of chilly and we’re already in bed and—’
‘And you just decided to switch teams for the night?’
Angie’s eyes went up and down Holly’s body. Her tongue slipped out to touch her upper lip. ‘What’s the big deal?’
‘Two nights ago you were in bed with your boyfriend, now you’re feeling up a woman you’ve known for a day.’ She thumbed the hammer on the pistol. It clicked into place, and the sharp sound echoed in the RV. ‘When did you get infected?’
‘I told you. The night before—’
‘You weren’t bitten two nights ago,’ snapped Holly. ‘Your inhibitions are gone. How long has it been?’
Angie crossed her arms, but her eyes kept tracing Holly’s figure. ‘About a week. More or less.’
‘More or less?’
‘Eight days.’
‘Damn it.’
‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I feel fine.’
‘You’re maybe seventy-two hours away from eating anything you can fit in your mouth,’ said Holly, ‘whether it’s alive or dead.’
‘Well, I feel fine now.’ She stood up on her knees, showing off her nudity in the shafts of light that filtered through the drapes. Her fingers slid down her own body, and she tickled herself beneath the neat patch of hair. ‘You said you’re immune, so what’s the big deal?’
‘Sit down.’
‘I bet you’d like it once I got going.’
The barrel shifted up to her eyes. ‘I’ll kill you,’ Holly told her. ‘I won’t have a choice, because right now you’re going to attack or run screaming if I just wound you. So lie down and go back to sleep. We’ll figure this out in the morning.’
Angie’s fingers came away from her crotch. The passion left her eyes as quickly as it had risen up. ‘Fine,’ she muttered. She threw herself down on the bed and yanked the thin blanket up to cover herself. ‘Your loss.’
Holly edged away from the bed. She fumbled for the baseball bat without taking her eyes off the prone woman. She stepped back out of the bedroom, into the main section of the RV, and pulled the flimsy divider shut.
She settled into a chair behind the driver’s seat. It faced the back of the camper and gave her a clear view of the bedroom a dozen feet away. Angie would have to make noise and cover distance to reach her.
She fell asleep sitting up with the pistol in her hand.
 

* * *
 

The divider clicked open. The pistol jumped up and Holly blinked herself awake.
Sunlight streamed in around the drapes and cushions that blocked the windows. The RV smelled faintly of last night’s soup. It didn’t look quite as appealing in the light.
Angie was dressed. She’d buttoned her blouse up high and zipped up her jacket as well. Her hands were wedged in the pockets of her jeans. ‘I’m... ummmm... I’m sorry if I came on kind of strong last night.’
‘You almost raped me,’ said Holly. The pistol stayed up.
‘I’m sorry. I haven’t lost it that bad before. I’ve had urges, y’know, but I’ve been able to keep them under control.’
‘Eight days?’
‘Yeah. Well, nine if you count today.’
They said nothing for a few minutes.
‘So,’ said Angie. ‘What now?’
‘I can’t trust you,’ Holly told her. ‘You can travel with me today, but you stay in front of me the whole time. Tonight you’re on your own.’
‘That’s not much.’
‘It’s better than some people got.’
They unlocked the door and stepped outside. Holly left the door open a crack. Someone else might need it someday.
Angie stretched her arms. ‘Okay, then. Which way are we headed?’
‘North.’
‘Why?’
She shrugged her backpack up onto her shoulders. ‘My brother and his family are up by San Francisco. A little place called Pleasanton. I know they’ll take me in. What’s the best way we can take?’
Angie rolled her head on her neck until she was looking east. ‘We go about half a mile that way, we’ll be at Highland Avenue. We can either get on the freeway or take the pass into the valley.’
‘Highways aren’t good,’ said Holly. ‘Nowhere to hide unless you get lucky. The junkies get less food up there, too, so they hunt you.’
‘Really?’
Holly tapped her left arm where her shirt hid a scar. ‘Really.’
‘We can probably be at the pass in an hour, then.’
‘Wait,’ said Holly. ‘The Cahuenga Pass?’
Angie nodded. ‘Yeah, why?’
The bat drifted down and clinked on the pavement. ‘Paul, my husband, he loved the old black and white Zorro television show,’ she said. ‘Zorro and the soldiers were always riding horses way out to the Cahuenga Pass for meetings and ambushes.’
Angie blinked and looked down at Holly’s bare fingers. ‘You’re married?’
Holly blinked away her memories. ‘Not for a couple of weeks now,’ she said. She hefted the bat and gestured. ‘Start walking.’
 

* * *
 

They’d hiked down away from the canyon and across Franklin Avenue. There was a pile of sleeping junkies, a whole pack, at one skewed intersection, and the two women skirted around them. Holly looked at the towers of the Magic Castle as they walked past it and studied the quiet spires of the church a few blocks later.
It was high noon when they crested the Cahuenga Pass and headed down into the valley. They were passing between a huge, black office building and a car dealership when Angie looked back over her shoulder. ‘I’m getting really hungry.’
Holly stopped and raised the bat.
‘Not, like, crazy-mindless-bottomless hungry,’ said Angie. ‘Just hungry, y’know? We didn’t eat breakfast.’
The bat stayed up. ‘I don’t have much,’ Holly said. ‘I can’t waste it on you.’
‘Thanks.’
‘Just the way it is.’
Angie snorted. ‘Why are you immune, anyway?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Did you get some sort of special shot or drug or something?’
Holly shook her head. ‘Nothing. Believe me, I’ve tried to figure out why. It’s just bad luck.’
‘Bad luck?’
She coughed. ‘You know what I mean. There are always people that are immune to a disease. They’ve got some little twist or fishhook in their genes. I just happened to pull the short stick.’
Angie looked back at her again. ‘Why do you keep saying it like that? You’re immune. Most people’d think that’s kind of awesome.’
Holly returned the gaze and sighed. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘It’s really made my life awesome.’
‘Hello, ladies,’ wheezed a voice.
They both spun around. Holly brought the bat up one handed.
The man was small and thin, with a round face and pale eyes beneath ragged black hair. His smile was pasted on. He was crouched on the hood of a car. A rifle stretched across his lap, and its strap hung loose over his knees. He gave them a little wave, and his smile broadened to bare teeth at them.
Holly tossed the baseball bat to her other hand and reached down to unsnap her holster. It was a loud noise in the silence of the street. She let her hand settle there.
‘Don’t do anything rash,’ said another voice. Holly glanced to her left and saw a woman had appeared near a white van. She was short, with dark skin and braided hair. Indian, maybe.
The outsiders already had them surrounded. Holly counted five men and two women, and was pretty sure there more she couldn’t see. Their clothes were faded and gray, a simple urban camouflage. They all had rifles, and most of them had a holstered pistol as well.
She was outnumbered and seriously outgunned. She took a few steps forward and then realized she’d let herself get in front of Angie. The hair on her neck bristled. Too late now.
One man stepped towards her, into the circle of firepower. He wasn’t overly tall and almost had a bit of a paunch. He had a thick, dark beard, and without it he’d probably be baby-faced. His voice was soft and pleasant. ‘Afternoon,’ he said. ‘What brings you out here?’
‘Just passing through.’
He nodded. ‘Passing through to where?’ He had a big rifle hanging on a strap off his shoulder, inside his arm. It was a glossy, lethal-looking thing with a big ammunition drum. At first she thought it was an old-fashioned Tommy gun. Then she realized it was some kind of automatic shotgun.
‘Just passing through,’ she repeated.
‘Did Bradbury hire you?’
‘Who?’
‘You’re not working for Bradbury?’
‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.
The bearded man made a gesture. She glanced back as a man leaped from behind a dusty SUV to grab Angie. He had a thin nose, gray stubble, and a prominent overbite. It made him look like a rat. One arm was wrapped around Angie’s throat. The other held a pistol near her head, but made a point of not aiming it at her.
‘Hey,’ said Holly, ‘Don’t scare her. She’s—’
Angie screamed. It was a furious screech of fear and rage, aimed at the Rat. He flinched back. They all did. The raw noise was almost alien in the silent city. The Rat smacked her. The shock shut her up and she trembled.
‘Hell,’ said the Rat as the echo of her scream faded away. ‘She’s infected. Late stages.’
‘That settles that,’ the Indian woman said. ‘No one’d hire an almost-junkie.’
A yell came from down the road. It hooted twice and sank into gibberish. Matching howls came from up in the hills behind the office building. A few more came from the freeway behind the car dealership.
A few blocks away someone loped out into the street. The figure was too far away to be sure if it was a woman or a thin man. It hollered at them, took a few steps, and broke into a run. It hadn’t gone ten yards when a larger form dashed out from between buildings to join it. A moment later three came from out of a Carl’s Jr. parking lot, crouched low as if they started moving before they’d even fully stood up.
‘Junkies,’ called one of the outsiders. ‘We got junkies.’ They scattered. Three of them covered Holly and Angie while the others yanked hidden bicycles from beneath cars and trucks. The leader stayed with them.
‘Sorry about this,’ he said. ‘It was just business. Nothing personal.’
Holly glared at him. ‘You’re leaving us here?’
‘Hey,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry, but it wasn’t my people that started screaming.’ The outsiders shouted and he ran over to join them. They stood on their pedals and raced away, back up the Pass towards Hollywood.
Angie saw the junkies. She started shaking. ‘Oh, God,’ she gasped. ‘No, no, no.’
‘Come on,’ said Holly. ‘We have to go now or I’m leaving you.’
‘Oh, God.’
‘NOW!’ She twisted Angie’s jacket into her fist and gave a hard tug. The other woman stumbled to her feet.
The junkies were halfway there. Close to a dozen men and women, their feet thundering on the pavement. Some of them were foaming at the mouth like overworked horses. Or rabid dogs.
Holly looked at the nearby cars. There was nothing big enough to protect them from this many junkies. They didn’t have time to search for an open door or to pry one open, anyway.
The outsiders must’ve been looting the black office building. Or been holed up there. Either way, it had to be open. She shoved Angie that way and sprinted past her for the lobby door. The pounding of feet was even closer, and she could hear the junkies gasping and grunting and barking.
The outsiders had kicked out the bottom panel of glass on one of the doors. Holly dove through it and felt a moment of terror as her backpack caught on the door’s frame. Then she skidded through the broken glass in the lobby and threw herself back to her feet. There was a clatter behind her as Angie tumbled through the opening.
They ran deeper into the expansive lobby. It was all chrome and dark stone. The elevator links were a trap. They needed somewhere small. A ground-floor office or a closet or—
The stairwell. She saw the sign and the arrow and the stick figure on the jagged line. She yanked on the handle. The door opened just as she heard more glass break back at the front door.
Holly charged up the stairwell with Angie clomping behind her. The larger woman wasn’t used to so much running, that was clear. She was probably still a bit in shock, too.
There was a card-reader on the third floor door that had been smashed. Probably the outsiders. The door pulled open with no problem. She grabbed Angie’s shoulder and shoved her into the hallway beyond. As the door settled shut behind her, she heard nonsense voices echoing up the stairwell.
She slowed her pace a bit and pushed each door handle as she passed it. The fourth one opened and they crossed into a small reception area. Holly gave Angie a prod with the bat, guiding her deeper into the office.
‘Where are we going?’
Holly jabbed her with the bat again. ‘Keep quiet,’ she said.
Angie glared at the bat, but dropped her voice. ‘What are we doing?’
‘Hiding.’
They slipped through two more doors and found themselves in a small office with a large desk. A dusty computer tower stood by the window. Holly pushed the other woman down so the desk would be between them and the door.
Angie looked up at her. ‘Do you think it’ll work?’
‘Maybe,’ said Holly. ‘They don’t like enclosed spaces. I’m hoping the deeper they get into the building the less they like looking for us.’ She slumped to the floor and let the bat fall between her legs. Her chest was heaving.
‘If it doesn’t?’
Holly closed her eyes and let out a low sigh. ‘They were going to leave us alone. Why’d you scream at him?’
Angie squirmed. ‘I... I didn’t mean to. He just got me so mad and I didn’t care. I just wanted to—’
‘Impulse control,’ said Holly. ‘Completely shot. You’re heading into stage three. Are you still hungry?’
‘Of course I’m still hungry. We haven’t—’
‘Probably already there.’ She shook her head. ‘Just like everyone else.’
Across the office, down the hall, they heard the stairwell door. The pneumatic arm near the top, designed to make it close quietly, hissed as it opened. The noise echoed in the silent hallway.
‘It’s always the same,’ said Holly. ‘You just keep using me and then you go away. One way or another you all go away.’
‘Shhhhhh,’ said Angie. ‘I think they’re in the hall.’ Her voice rose on the last syllable and she slapped her hands over her mouth.
Holly glared at her. ‘You’re just like Paul,’ she hissed. ‘Telling me what to do.’A series of mutters echoed through the office door. They were nonsense noises. They sounded sad. One was almost whiny.
Angie’s eyes pleaded with Holly to be quiet.
‘Telling everyone I’m away too much,’ muttered Holly. Her gaze dropped to the baseball bat. ‘I’m under too much stress. I’m not a good mother. He got them to take Lisa away from me. I think he was hoping I’d get caught in China.’
A few slow footsteps thudded in the hall. A lone voice moaned, and the replies sounded distant. The junkie padded back down the hall and the sound of its feet faded.
‘Then I thought he wanted to make up,’ said Holly. ‘He comes back a week later and we have this wild, crazy couple of days and I think everything’s going to be good again.’ She shook her head hard enough that the short wisps of her hair stood on end.
In the distance the pneumatic arm hissed again, and the door clicked against the latch plate.
Angie lowered her hands. She opened her mouth and slapped her fingers across her lips again. Her eyes clenched shut in concentration. ‘I think,’ she whispered, ‘I think they’re gone.’
‘But everything wasn’t good,’ said Holly. She was still staring at the bat. Her fingers traced the dark, sticky spots on the blue weight. ‘He was just infected. He was like you. No control. He just wanted sex and didn’t think about me at all.’
‘I don’t feel good.’
Holly climbed to her feet and looked down at the other woman. ‘It’s not fair,’ she continued. ‘Why do you get to become one of them and I don’t?’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
Holly glared at her. ‘Junkies stay together,’ she said. ‘They make packs. I could’ve been with my family all this time. We could’ve been together.’
Angie trembled. A vein pulsed in her neck. Another one throbbed on her forehead. She looked up at the woman.
‘But I’m immune,’ said Holly. ‘I never get to be with them.’ She held up the bat with one hand. ‘No one gets to be with them. If I could’ve been infected, I wouldn’t’ve had to—’
Angie’s tremble grew into a shake. She gritted her teeth and twisted up into a crouch, wrapping her arms across her stomach. ‘Holly,’ she hissed, ‘I think I’m—’
Holly jabbed her with the bat. Right on the breastbone, just above her boobs. Angie dropped back to the floor.
The baseball bat poked out again. And again. Angie knocked the aluminum shaft away. Holly smacked her in the shoulder with it. It made a thick, meaty sound.
‘Everyone leaves me,’ she snapped. ‘Everyone!’
She pulled back and swung the bat again with both hands. It caught Angie in the side of the head. Her cheek sagged and a pair of teeth pitter-pattered across the carpet. One of them clicked against a desk leg.
Angie snarled through her broken mouth and leaped up. The bat caught her in the head again and she spun on one foot. It was a graceful move that ended with her collapsing on the desk.
Holly raised the bat over her head and brought it down hard. The desk echoed with the impact, even padded by Angie. She tried to roll over and brought her hand up to ward off the blows. The bat mangled three of her fingers. She let out a grunt that became a wail.
The next strike shattered her elbow. The next one cracked her collarbone. The next one came in from the side, hitting the soft tissue of her belly. It knocked the air from her lungs and something ruptured inside her.
It took five minutes for Angie to die. Holly kept beating the body for ten. Just to be safe.
 

* * *
 

She left Angie in the office building. There were no junkies in the hallway, or in the stairwell. She found one asleep in the lobby, a young man, and crushed his skull with a pair of blows from the bat. Then she wiped the weapon clean on the dead man’s shirt.
Not far after Universal City the Cahuenga Pass became Van Nuys Boulevard. She spent the night in the back room of a grocery store that had been picked over by looters. An hour of searching in the morning gave her a few lone mystery cans and some chocolate bars that had fallen behind a register. They went in her backpack and she continued north.
Holly kept her eyes peeled for a bicycle. She couldn’t believe she’d never thought of that before. Such a perfect way to travel these days. Van Nuys Boulevard was too shopping-oriented, though. Not many apartments. She found a sports store later that afternoon, but it had been looted. It didn’t look like the type that had bicycles anyway.
Another day of walking. Three more grocery stores. Five times she had to hide from junkies. Once was a huge pack, like the start of a marathon. They were chasing a pair of cats. She watched from a small restaurant patio. She hoped the cats got away and got back to their families.
She was in the heart of the valley, at the intersection of Van Nuys and Sepulveda, when she saw him.
A man stood in the southern half of Sepulveda. He was young. His dark hair was cut short. He was wearing a rumpled suit. An expensive one, like Paul used to wear.
‘Hi, there,’ he said. He didn’t call out. His voice carried across the silent intersection.
He was moving slow. There was a pistol tucked in his belt and a dark gym bag slung over his shoulder. He was calm and rational.
‘Are you okay?’ he asked. ‘I’m a doctor. I can help you if you’re hurt or—’
‘I’m okay.’
‘Good,’ he said with a nod. ‘My name’s Sam.’
‘Holly.’
He nodded. ‘It is really nice to meet you, Holly. Which way are you headed?’
She pointed up Sepulveda with the bat. ‘North.’
‘Anywhere in particular?’
‘Maybe.’
He spread his arms in a gesture of trust. ‘I’m headed that way too. Sacramento. Maybe we could travel together.’
Holly closed her eyes and gripped the tape-wrapped handle of the bat. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Things ended messy with the last person I traveled with.’





PREDATOR AND PREY
 


It had been six months since the world ended.
For Barney and his team, it had been some of the best months of their lives.
Of course, the current delay made that easy to forget. He came back down the hall and gave Monica a questioning look. She shook her head and her long braid swung back and forth like a pendulum. Barney rolled his eyes. ‘What’s the hold-up, guys?’
Big Jay and Derek looked up from the lock. ‘Hey,’ said Derek, ‘it’s not a normal office door. Sue me.’ He tried to sneer, but with his buck teeth and sharp nose it just made him look more like a rodent.
‘It’s been five minutes.’ Barney shook his head. It made his whiskers scratch on his collar. ‘Get it open.’
They nodded. Derek pushed the pry bar along the edge of the door. The metal teeth worked down alongside the frame and he threw his scrawny weight against the bar’s length. He felt for the right vibration and gave Big Jay a nod. The large man shook his right leg. It was probably still sore from his first attempt to kick the door open. He’d almost snapped his ankle on it.
‘Move, big guy,’ grunted Derek.
Big Jay spat on the carpeted floor. He loved spitting and pissing in buildings he never would’ve been let in the lobby of three months ago. He tugged his cap down over his ears. Then he threw his weight behind his foot and planted it above the doorknob. There was a loud crack and a bang as the door slammed open and into a wall. They all winced at the sound.
Noise could mean trouble. It attracted the junkies. Granted, it was rare for them to come inside. Even rarer for them to travel through a narrow stairwell up to a high floor. But Barney didn’t have the number one team in Los Angeles because he took chances. He gestured for Epi, Sarah, and Mel to hit the exits again and make sure everything was still clear. Mel and Sarah gave him a quick salute. Epi nodded, and the spikes of his mohawk wobbled.
Six months ago a virus had popped up in China. It damaged the brain and turned people into babbling, twitchy berserkers who tried to eat everything—and everyone—they could. If they survived three or four weeks of madness without someone else killing them, the junkies still burned out and died from malnutrition, exhaustion, or fever cooking their brains. If you caught it, one way or another your number was up.
It was spread by bodily fluids, which was bad because for the first week or so the virus just made people forget their inhibitions. People in China, India, Russia, and all the Stan countries did a lot of the same things as everyone else when they didn’t have any morals holding them back. So the disease spread fast. Most places managed to restrict travel to and from Asia. Not fast enough, though. Thirteen weeks ago it showed up in North America, and in less than a month it had turned the United States into tons of isolated communities and sanctuaries.
Which was where the outsiders came in. People in sanctuaries still needed food, medical supplies, and sometimes they just needed to get themselves from point A to point B. They’d pay good money for it. Or they’d pay somehow. Every city had people who were skilled enough, crazy enough, or stupid enough to go outside and dodge the wandering packs of junkies.
Barney’s team fit two of the three categories. They were good enough to get a regular, high-paying deal from the Feds. Barney reported to Bradbury every other week or so for a list of supplies the director needed scavenged from across the city. His team did little jobs in between. And they tried to stay ahead of the competition.
Pretty good for an Iraq vet who’d ended up stocking shelves in a grocery store.
Jay and Derek stood by the door of suite 551. Charlie crouched between them. They had out their pistols and the creaky AK-47 that looked tiny in Jay’s big paws. Charlie batted some dust from his sleeve and they all watched the gray cloud spread out into the room. Nothing disturbed it.
‘Looks clear, boss,’ said Derek.
Barney walked forward and peered through the door. There was a small reception area right up front with a curving desk. A few plush chairs sat to either side. He stepped over the threshold and looked around. The others followed him in.
There were two offices on either side of the reception area. The doors were blank, but the room on the left looked slightly more ornate and executive. Behind reception was a frosted glass wall with walkways on either side. Barney peered around it and saw a long meeting table. There were more plush chairs. ‘This doesn’t look right,’ he said.
Two of the outsiders took the office to the left. Two more took the office to the right. Chit read a business card from the desk. ‘Interweave Incorporated.’
Barney looked at Charlie. ‘You sure we got the right place?’
‘Yeah, I’m sure,’ said the round-faced man. ‘Room five-fifty-one.’
Chit tossed the card at him and pulled another one from the tiny rack. ‘Says they’re efficiency consultants.’
Charlie shrugged. ‘Could be a cover.’
Monica stepped out of the left-hand office. ‘We got nothing, boss.’
‘Nothing here, either,’ said Andi from the opposite doorway.
Barney frowned and scratched his beard. ‘It’s got to be here. Check all the closets and drawers for false backs or hidden panels or something.’
Chit wandered into the office on the right. Sounds of shuffling and tapping crept out of each room. Monica let her hands settle on her hips. ‘Didn’t sound like this place was supposed to be that hidden once we were inside.’
‘No,’ said Barney, ‘I didn’t think so, either.’
‘Didn’t Bradbury say it would all be clearly marked and easy to find?’
‘Yeah, but it wouldn’t be the first time he hasn’t been completely straight with us.’
‘Fuck him, that’s what I say,’ said Charlie. ‘We don’t need that jackass.’
‘No we don’t,’ said Barney. ‘But we need that fortress-sanctuary they’ve turned his building into.’
‘Whatever.’
A disappointed mutter echoed out of the right-hand office, followed by the thump of a gloved fist on a wooden panel. ‘Nothing,’ said Derek.
Barney looked at Charlie again. ‘Are you sure we’re in the right place?’
‘Yes,’ snapped the smaller man. He pulled a battered messenger bag around his hips. He flipped it open, shoved a rubber-band-bound Thomas Guide out of the way, and slid out a clean manila envelope. He thumbed through the contents and removed a crisp sheet of paper covered with tight writing. ‘Instructions and directions,’ he stated, ‘from the hand of our lord and master himself.’ He ran his finger along the page, then stopped to squint at something. His eyes went wide and his lips opened up.
‘You fuckwit,’ sighed Monica.
‘Hey,’ snapped Charlie, ‘his threes and his fives look a lot alike. It’s not my fault.’
‘Where are we supposed to be?’ asked Barney.
‘It’s just a little mistake,’ said Charlie. ‘We’re in the right building and all that, just the wrong office. We want to be in three-three-one. Two floors down.’
‘Okay, everybody,’ said their boss, raising his voice. ‘Charlie screwed up again. We want to be—’
‘Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,’ said Derek in the right-hand office. Jay let out a low whistle.
Barney went to look. Monica and Charlie were right behind him. Monica let out a whistle that matched Jay’s.
The wall across from the executive desk had slid away like the side door on a van. Behind it was a well-lit closet dominated by matching metal racks. The bottom third of each one was a set of drawers.
The top two-thirds were weapons.
Matching rifles were lined up in quartets along the top of both racks. There were at least three different types. Below them was a double-row of pistols. The handguns sat in groups of two and three, grips out. A pair of gleaming shotguns sat across from them, with ammunition drums the size of softballs.
‘Boss,’ said Derek. He’d found the matching panel on the other side of the office. Hidden behind it was a long-barreled rifle with a huge scope. A collection of knives and blades were laid out on a shelf below it.
‘Holy fuck,’ whispered Charlie. ‘We’ve died and gone to the Matrix.’
Chit and Jay dashed over to the other office. Now that they knew where to look for the release, they found even more hidden closets. ‘Body armor,’ called Chit. ‘Holsters. Belts.’
‘And food,’ shouted Jay. ‘There’s a ton of food here.’
Most of them scampered over to the other office. Monica reached up and pulled one of the rifles off the rack. It was a strange, futuristic thing with the trigger in the front, a snub barrel, and a see-through magazine along the top. ‘What is all this stuff?’
‘That’s a P90 you’re holding,’ said Barney. He pointed at some of the other rifles. ‘Those are M4 carbines. That’s a German G36.’
‘Eight years in the Army finally paying off?’
‘Yeah, cause I’ve been doing nothing with it the past couple months,’ he said. He picked up one of the shotguns. ‘AA-12. Automatic assault shotgun. The one with the long barrel over there’s some kind of sniper rifle.’
‘Jesus,’ Monica said. ‘What’s it all doing here?’
Barney shook his head. ‘Some gun nut executive,’ he said. ‘We’re looking for a hospital, not an armory.’
She picked up a square-topped machete with a well-worn wooden handle. ‘Maybe it’s part of the same set up? That’s the hospital, here’s the guns, food’s over there?’
Barney shook his head again. ‘There isn’t enough here for a squad of guys. It’s just random stuff someone collected and put in a hidden closet to impress chicks.’
‘Consider me impressed,’ Monica said. She loosened the strap on the P90 and slung it over her shoulder. ‘Think I might keep this one.’
‘Might as well. This is top of the line stuff and it’s all going to waste here.’
Derek came back in with an empty holster strapped to his thigh. ‘Give me one of those pistols,’ he said. ‘Time for a serious upgrade, y’know?’
Jay followed behind him. The big man had a foil pouch and was shoveling food into his mouth with his fingers. ‘Chicken and rice,’ he said. ‘It’s good.’
‘Okay, everybody listen up,’ said Barney. ‘Charlie didn’t screw up as bad as we thought. We lucked out, but we don’t have time to waste, so it’s going to be like Christmas Eve.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ asked Chit.
‘Everybody can take two things. That’s it. We know this place is here, we’ll come back once we get Bradbury his supplies. But for now we’ve got a schedule to keep and we can’t get bogged down with this stuff.’
‘What about food?’ said Jay. ‘Does food count as one thing or two?’
‘If you want to grab some food and shove it in your pack, fine. But don’t go crazy with the weapons trying to turn yourself into some kind of badass. Especially you, Derek.’
They stuffed random pistols into holsters they’d grabbed from the other room and hefted rifles into the air. Barney hung the AA-12 on his shoulder and grabbed an oversized pistol he was pretty sure was special forces issue. Monica strapped the machete to her thigh in a nylon sheath. Jay and Charlie filled their backpacks with the military-issue rations they’d found.
Five minutes later the outsiders moved out and headed down to the floor below, all praising their good luck. Chit smashed the card reader on the third floor landing, twisted some wires, and the door opened with a clunk of released magnets.
Suite 331 was what they’d expected. It was a quartet of white rooms that looked like it belonged in a hospital. Or maybe a sci-fi movie. There was an operating table, drawers filled with stainless steel equipment, and a collection of machines with electrodes and paddles and coiled cables.
Sarah and Derek were with Charlie. The round-faced man read items from his list one by one. He had a knack for pronouncing the long chemical names, or at least getting close enough that anyone else would know the name when they saw it. The extensive directions explained where each item should be, what it looked like, and how it was packaged. Sarah searched for it on the shelves. Derek followed her around with the packs as she loaded them up with small cardboard boxes, blister packs, and plastic bottles.
It took half an hour to fill all three bags, just like Bradbury said it would. He’d also been keen on them leaving everything else, so Monica swatted Jay’s hand when he tried to pocket a bottle of Vicodin. He knotted his eyebrows at her, but put the bottle back on the shelf.
They headed back down to the lobby where some of the outsiders stood guard. Epi’s head was pressed against the glass, his bright mohawk splayed out like an old brush. ‘Back up the hill,’ he said. ‘People.’
Barney frowned. ‘Another team?’
‘There’s only two of them.’
‘You sure?’
Epi shrugged.
‘Junkies?’
‘Don’t think so. They seem pretty steady.’
They slipped out through the hole they’d broken in the door. Barney signaled for Derek and Mel to circle around behind the women. Cars lined the street, so they could keep low and stay out of sight. Another gesture sent Charlie scuttling between vehicles. Epi and Chit stayed with the cargo packs.
The strangers were both women. One was on the chubby side, wearing clothes that were clean and bright. The other one was dark-haired, lean under her clothes, and looked kind of frayed at the edges. The lean one was wearing a pistol on her hip and carried a baseball bat with a weight on the end. She made a point of staying behind the heavy one, Barney noticed. The sounds of their voices finally became words.
‘...people’d think that’s kind of awesome,’ said the heavy one.
‘Yeah,’ muttered the other. ‘It’s really made my life awesome.’
As soon as they passed him, Charlie slipped onto the hood of a car. He could be damned quiet when he put his mind to it. The little man set his new rifle casually across his legs and cleared his throat. ‘Hello, ladies,’ he said.
They twisted around. The ragged one brought her bat up one-handed. Charlie smiled and waved at them.
Barney gave Sarah a look and she returned a firm nod. He gestured Derek and Mel into position. Monica moved in from the other side.
The woman made a show of popping the strap on her holster and Monica stepped out from behind a van. ‘Don’t try anything rash,’ she said. She held up the P90 with one hand. It fit snug against her arm.
The lean woman stepped forward and settled her hand on the butt of her pistol. She glared at Monica, but didn’t draw. The rest of the outsiders made a point of not raising their own weapons.
Barney took a moment before speaking to reach up and scratch his beard. ‘Afternoon,’ he said. ‘What brings you out here?’
‘Just passing through.’ She was thirty, tops, but the lean woman’s voice was dry. They’d all heard a few voices like that lately. People who weren’t used to talking, or were out of practice.
These two women hadn’t been together long. Which meant they probably weren’t another team. But Barney needed to be sure. If Bradbury was playing them, his price just went way up.
He gave her a slow nod. ‘Passing through to where?’
She sized him up. Her hand was still on her pistol. ‘Just passing through,’ she repeated.
Barney studied the ragged woman. ‘Did Bradbury hire you?’
‘Who?’
‘You’re not working for Bradbury?’
‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ She gave a faint shake of her head.
She was just a bit too professional.
Derek stepped forward and wrapped his arm around the heavy woman’s throat. His pistol came up level with her head, an implied threat. He took a few steps to the left and dragged his hostage with him.
‘Hey,’ said the ragged woman. ‘Don’t scare her. She’s—’
The heavy woman screamed at Derek. It was a raw howl of anger. He flinched back. They all did, even her friend. After months of silence, noise was almost offensive to them. Derek smacked her. The shock of it seemed to knock some sense into her and she shut up. The last of her scream bounced off the office building, echoed out over the car dealership, and faded away. ‘Hell,’ he said. ‘She’s infected. Late stages.’
‘That settles that,’ said Monica. ‘No one’s going to hire an almost-junkie.’
Just as Barney thought they might have somehow beaten the odds, a cry came from the east. It repeated and became random sounds and syllables. A few yells bounced down out of the hills behind the building. More shouts came from the freeway behind the car lot.
Maybe a quarter-mile down the road, something loped out into the open. It could’ve been a thin woman or a malnourished man. It was too far away to be sure. The figure hollered at them, took a few shaky steps, and broke into a run.
‘Ahhh, shit,’ said Monica.
It had barely started running when a bigger form, definitely a man, came sprinting out from one side of the road. A beat later a handful of them charged out of a fast food parking lot, all hunched over to run like dogs.
‘Junkies,’ said Epi. ‘We got junkies.’ He ran back and pulled his bicycle out from under a van. Roger and Chit were dragging out theirs as well.
Barney locked eyes with Monica and nodded. There was a quick telephone game of glances between the outsiders and then they ran for their stashed bikes. He looked at the two women. The screamer looked like she was in shock.
‘Sorry about this,’ Barney said. He looked past them to the approaching junkies. They were maybe two blocks away. Three more had joined the pack. There were too many to risk using their new weapons and calling in even more. ‘It was just business. Nothing personal.’
The lean woman glared at him. ‘You’re leaving us here?’
‘Hey,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry, but it wasn’t my people that started screaming.’
‘Barney, come on,’ shouted Monica. She was holding his bike up, waiting for him. Half the outsiders had already started pedaling.
He ran to join them and leaped onto his bike. Heading east on Cahuenga Pass, away from the charging junkies, meant they were headed uphill. They could go faster than the junkies, but not for as long.
He risked a glance over his shoulder. The ragged woman was dragging her friend toward the office building. The junkies had closed the distance to just a few dozen yards, and the pack had grown by three or four more. They always came out of nowhere. Half of them were going after the women, the rest were coming after the outsiders. Five or six, at least. He didn’t take the time to count.
Barney stood on his pedals and pumped. He could hear the slap-slap-slap of feet behind them. The junkies let out barks and snarls as they ran.
He passed Jay huffing and panting. They’d never been able to find a bike large enough for him. ‘Come on big guy,’ he said. ‘Keep at it.’
Jay grunted something and pedaled harder. Up ahead, Mel rasped out a smoker’s wheeze. So did Sarah.
The footsteps were thundering closer. Barney risked another look over his shoulder. Twenty feet, tops, between him and the closest junkie. One met his eyes and spat out a mouthful of sounds. Their lungs wheezed and their limbs trembled, but they threw their legs out again and again. Giving up wasn’t in their nature. Junkies’d drive themselves to heart attacks if they didn’t drop from exhaustion first.
The bikes passed a fire station, then a garage. Another dozen yards or so and they’d be over the hill. The junkies would never catch them on the downhill side.
Barney’s tire snagged on something and let out a rubbery slurp. He didn’t stop, but his balance was gone for a second. He kept the bike upright and pumped harder. An angry snarl came from behind him—from right behind him — and this time he felt the fingertips grabbing at his backpack. He thought about trying to use the shotgun and knew it would slow him down to reach for it. Instead he leaned forward and the snarl became a howl. He could hear lips smacking and nostrils snorting.
They were at the top. The road leveled out. He could see the edge of the pavement vanish up ahead as it dropped down the hill into Hollywood. Epi and Chit were already over it, and Derek was right behind them. The outsiders leaned into it, thrusting the pedals down again and again. The grasping fingers fell away.
The pavement sank beneath Barney’s tires and he felt the air on his face turn into wind. There were a few last howls and the sound of running feet faded behind them. He stopped pumping the pedals and let gravity take over.
‘I do not get paid enough for this shit,’ grumbled Jay. He was soaked in sweat, even through the straps of his backpack.
They all chuckled and coasted down into Hollywood.
 

* * *
 

Most of Highland Avenue was downhill, so they got to rest after their narrow escape. They skimmed between the few parked cars near the Hollywood Bowl, zipped past the big Hollywood and Highland complex, and then Hollywood High School. There was a fair amount of junkies, but it took them a moment to register what they were seeing and the outsiders were going too fast to catch. Even the big packs weren’t that dangerous if you were moving fast enough.
Barney knew there were a couple outsiders in the city who used cars. God knew there wasn’t a shortage of vehicles in Los Angeles. There was something to be said for protection and speed. But he’d thought ahead. Gas had been in short supply before things closed down completely. Plus, cars and trucks were loud. Every junkie for half a mile could hear them in the silent city. You became a magnet. Not to mention the hassle of refueling. By their very nature, gas stations were big areas without a lot of cover.
No, bicycles were better. They were quiet. They never ran out of fuel. They could go anywhere a person could. You only needed to go ten or fifteen miles an hour to outrun most junkies. Once everything locked down, Los Angeles had become a very bike-friendly city.
They camped out for the night in a Jack in the Box near Wilshire and LaBrea. Monica got first shift on the roof. She took Derek, Andi, and Mel with her.
The trick to the roof was staying where you had a good line of sight, but were still mostly hidden. It wasn’t like the movies where you could just sit out in plain sight and watch mindless zombies flail away. Junkies had just enough brain left to be dangerous. If they saw people on top, they’d charge the building below. Chit and Sarah had been with another outsider team that hadn’t gotten that. They were the only two survivors.
One of the best things to do was grab a milk crate or paint bucket or whatever you could find, sit down a few feet away from the edge, and pretend to be a statue. If you didn’t move and weren’t close enough to smell, junkies usually didn’t react. The only catch was trying not to nod off when you sat still for four hours in the dark. Monica sat and watched the road that came off Wilshire. The sign said it was Sycamore. She’d probably passed it two or three dozen times before and never given it a second glance.
A trio of junkies shuffled by below her. There was a man in a ragged suit, a woman in jeans and a dark top, and a little girl in a blue and gray school uniform. Their faces were gaunt, especially the woman’s. They were starving to death. They’d been infected for a while.
She wondered if they’d all been exposed to the virus at roughly the same time. Or had they found each other again after their individual infections set in? Maybe they weren’t even a family. It might just be coincidence that this particular pack came together with these junkies. She’d seen all male and all female packs, too, over the past two months.
Three weeks ago they’d seen a pack of almost two dozen children over on Western, growling and grunting and slavering like dogs. The outsiders had hidden in a low-end furniture store and watched the pack go by. All at once, for no reason, they’d turned on one of their own. The crowd of nine and ten year olds ripped apart a screaming little girl and ate her piece by piece.
It gave her nightmares for a week.
She wondered about the two women they’d left behind in North Hollywood. Why would anybody travel with someone infected? Were they friends? Lovers? She hoped the junkies had killed them quick. The lean woman had a pistol. Maybe she’d saved them the trouble.
A loud cough, or maybe a snort, came from behind her. Too loud. Anyone on sentry duty should know better. Monica looked over and saw Mel had fallen asleep. He was stretched out on his side by the southeast corner, looking as comfortable as someone could on a gravel roof.
‘Mel,’ she stage-whispered. ‘Wake up, you lazy bastard. No sleeping on the job.’
Derek saw the sleeping man and smirked. He picked up a small stone and tossed it at Mel. It patted off his thick vest and fell to the roof with a click.
Andi chuckled on the west corner. She walked over, her footsteps crunching on the roof. ‘He’s keeping the good stuff to himself again,’ she said. She gave him a gentle nudge with her foot.
‘Lazy fucker,’ said Derek.
Andi bent down and grabbed Mel’s shoulder. He coughed again and she leaned over him to look at something on the ground. Her body settled across his, most of her weight on his hip. Her shiny new rifle rattled on the roof as it slid off her shoulder.
It took Monica another couple seconds to realize what had happened. She threw herself flat on the roof. The coarse stones cut her fingertips.
‘What the hell,’ said Derek. He looked at Monica. He looked at the two bodies.
‘Get down,’ she hissed.
Instead he heaved his rifle up to his shoulder. ‘Is there something out there?’ he said. He spun and panned the M4 carbine around. Across the street was a small strip mall. To the east was a car dealership. To the west was the solid face of a small skyscraper. A residential street stretched out behind them. Derek turned to face each of them, then twisted back as if he was going to catch something on the move. ‘I don’t see anything,’ he said. He spun to the car dealership, snapping the rifle up again. ‘Go wake Barney up. I’ll cover you.’
‘How are you going to cover me if you don’t know what you’re shooting at?’
‘If I just keep moving,’ he said. And then he fell over. She heard the same noise. Not quite a cough or a snort. Something moving very fast through the air.
Derek hit the roof with a thump. Monica rolled away. The small rocks and coarse tar paper and random nails cut at her. She caught a quick glimpse of Derek with blood pouring out of his nose and ears. Then the roof vanished, the sky spun around, and she hit the pavement behind the restaurant.
She dragged herself to her feet. The junkie family was a dozen yards away. They’d heard her land and looked around for the source of the noise. She pushed through the back door of the restaurant and limped past Epi and Chit. The tall man eyed the scratches on her face. ‘What happened to you?’
Barney was asleep in one of the booths, half sitting up. The big shotgun was on the table by his hand. Monica grabbed him and shook him hard. ‘Problems,’ she said as his eyes snapped open. ‘Everyone’s dead on the roof. Mel, Derek, and Andi.’
He blinked twice. ‘Are you sure?’
‘Very sure. Happened right in front of me.’
Chit leaned over from the door. ‘Did you say they’re dead?’
Monica nodded at her.
Barney glanced up at the ceiling. ‘Dead how?’
‘I’m not sure. I think it might be a sniper. I didn’t actually see anything.’
Big Jay had been sleeping on the floor with Sarah tucked under his arm. Charlie was stretched across the counter using his pack as a pillow. They all yawned awake.
Barney ducked his head and scanned the roofs across the street. ‘Did you hear a shot?’
‘I heard something,’ said Monica. ‘I don’t know what it was.’
‘What’d the wounds look like?’
‘I didn’t stick around to check ‘em out.’
Sarah shook the sleep from her head. ‘Who’s shot?’
‘Everybody on guard duty got killed except Monica.’
Big Jay looked at her. ‘How’d you get away?’
She glanced down. ‘I tried to duck and fell off the roof.’ Now that she said it out loud and the adrenaline started to wear off, she realized how much her arm hurt.
Jay and Sarah walked over to the big panes of glass that were the front of the restaurant. ‘I don’t see anything out there,’ he said.
Monica and Barney snapped at him almost in sync. ‘Get away from the window, you idiot.’
‘No,’ said Sarah. She sounded confused. ‘There’s nothing out there.’
Epi wandered over and looked out, too. The arm holding up the carbine rifle went limp and it thudded against his side. ‘Jesus,’ he whispered.
The rest of them moved to the window. ‘Ah, hell,’ muttered Barney.
There had been almost a dozen junkies wandering around the restaurant when they went to sleep. Now there were almost a dozen corpses. Monica spotted the trio she’d been watching. Dad and the little girl were face-down on the pavement. Mom looked up at the night sky.
‘Maybe they just died,’ said Big Jay. ‘That’s what happens at the end, right? They just fall over and die.’
Sarah smacked him in the arm. ‘You think they all just fell over and died at the same time?’
He shrugged. ‘Maybe.’
Chit looked at Barney. ‘You think it’s a sniper?’
He shook his head and his beard scratched against his collar. ‘I sure hope so,’ he said.
Monica blinked. ‘You do?’
He nodded. ‘If not, it means there’s someone out there doing all this with their bare hands.’
 

* * *
 

They sat in the darkened restaurant and watched the dead junkies in the road all night through the big panes of glass. A little after midnight a pair of junkies wandered through the street and settled down to rip chunks out of the bodies of the family. They ate until they were gorged, then ate some more, and finally passed out in the street next to the corpses.
Nobody in the Jack in the Box slept well.
The sun peered through the tall buildings, not quite over them, and the outsiders had a gritty breakfast of energy bars, vitamins, and bottled water. More than a few of them stared up at the ceiling or out at the bodies in the street. Sarah went out back to unlock the bikes with Epi covering her. He had one of the M4s they’d nicked from the office. It was a solid weapon with lots of stopping power. At the very least it’d slow something down long enough for everyone else to get out there.
‘We’re going to be fine,’ said Barney. ‘We ride hard, we can be at the Federal Building in maybe three hours. Play our cards right with Bradbury, we can relax all afternoon and spend the night there.’
‘We’re making a run for it,’ said Chit with a nod.
‘That’s what the plan always was,’ Barney said. ‘Let’s not get stupid and change it now. ‘
Big Jay raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s it? None of you guys are worried about all that?’ He tilted his head to the corpse-dotted street.
‘Yeah, we’re worried,’ said Barney. ‘That’s why we’re getting out of here fast and early. I’ll take one of the cargo packs. Monica, Chit, so do each of you. The rest of you will be wingmen and keep the junkies away from the cargo.’
Charlie glanced around at the packs and weapons scattered through the Jack in the Box. ‘What do you want to do with everyone else’s gear?’
Barney rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘Grab food, ammo, and any medical supplies. Pile the rest out of sight on the other side of the counter. If we can come back for it later we will.’
Monica looked up at the ceiling. ‘What about them? We just going to leave them on the roof?’
He nodded. ‘Junkies can’t get to them up there. It’s still not super-hot during the day. They’ll be safe there until we can come back in a day or two. We can bury them in one of the lawns up the street or something.’
Charlie looked up from one of the packs and grinned. ‘That’d suck. World ends and you come back to find a buncha dead people buried in your front yard.’
Chit swatted the back of his head. ‘Show a little respect,’ she said.
Monica frowned at them, then shot a glance at the back wall.
Barney saw the look. ‘Something bugging you?’
Monica looked at the back door again. She wrapped her arm around the P90 and let it settle into the crook of her elbow. ‘How long’s it take them to unlock the bikes?’
Big Jay leaped up. Chit and Charlie grabbed their rifles. Barney stopped them with a gesture and nodded to Monica to follow him. They eased open the back door, weapons ready, and peered into the back parking lot.
Epi and Sarah were gone. The bikes were unlocked and the cable was pulled halfway through them. There was no blood and no empty brass from their weapons.
‘Guys,’ called Barney. It was a stage whisper that probably carried a hundred feet at the most. ‘Where are you?’
They called out their names and listened for any sort of answer. A quiet response, a cry for help, or even just the awful sound of junkies feeding. The silence of the abandoned city filled the air.
Monica looked at him. ‘Junkies?’
Barney shook his head. ‘We didn’t hear anything.’
‘Maybe they just ran.’
‘Why would they run away from the door?’
‘Maybe something was blocking them.’
Barney looked around the parking lot. ‘Then where’s that? What could’ve made them run away that we wouldn’t’ve heard or seen?’
Big Jay shuffled up behind them, tugging on his knit cap. ‘She out there?’
Monica shook his head. ‘There’s no sign of either of them.’
The large man tried to push past them, but Barney settled him with a hand on his chest. ‘She’s gone, big guy.’
‘But she could be right over there,’ said Jay. He pointed to the alley on the west side of the parking lot. It almost lined up with the drive-through. ‘They both could be.’
‘If they are, they’ll find us. If they aren’t... well, there’s nothing we could do for them.’
‘We gotta look.’
‘We don’t and we can’t,’ said Barney. ‘We’ve got rules and we’ve got a schedule.’
The big man’s face twisted up and his fingers tightened on his rifle. ‘She’d look for me.’
‘If you want to go, you can,’ said Barney. ‘But you go alone. That’s the rules. You knew that from the day you joined up.’
Jay stared out at the empty lot for a minute. Then he turned and went inside.
‘Go make sure he’s not taking it out on anything we might need later,’ said Barney.
Monica nodded and headed in.
Barney looked at the hedge between the parking lot and the residential street. It was already getting overgrown and wild. The whole city was getting wild. He thought about the streets of Baghdad and how crazy things had gotten there, and he remembered how long it took before things even vaguely resembled sanity again.
How long was it going to take a city the size of Los Angeles? Or Dallas? Or New York?
Just like in Iraq, he could feel something watching him.
He went back inside. He put one foot behind the other and never turned his back to the thing with eyes on him. The door closed in front of him.
‘What’s the story, boss?’ asked Charlie.
‘They’re gone,’ said Barney. ‘We don’t know if they got killed or taken or what. We just know they aren’t out back and they’re not answering.’
Chit nodded. ‘So what are we doing?’
He looked at Big Jay. The man stared out the window and squeezed his fists. ‘Just what we said. The bikes are unlocked. We get out of here and head straight down Wilshire as fast as we can.’
A few grunts of understanding came from the outsiders. They looked at each other and realized how small their group suddenly was.
‘Let’s be quick,’ said Barney. He shrugged the pack of medical supplies up onto his back. ‘I want to be out of here in the next couple minutes, before the junkies start waking up.’
They exited the restaurant with weapons up. Charlie finished unthreading the wire that bound the bicycles together. He went to coil it and Barney waved for him to leave it. The little man nodded and guided bikes out of the pack one by one.
Monica straddled her bicycle and kept watch. The city was still silent. No vehicles. No sounds of junkies. It was quiet. The phrase too quiet immediately crossed her mind. She tried to come up with something less gnawing and her mind produced silent as the grave. When she brushed that aside it came up with quiet as a tomb.
A loud crash came from behind her. Charlie had knocked one of the bikes over. It had dominoed into the one that had been Sarah’s and trapped Big Jay’s under the pile. ‘Sorry,’ he whispered.
From down the street came the moans and senseless grumbles of waking junkies. One somewhere, a woman by the sound of it, let out a mournful howl. They always woke up hungry.
‘So much for the element of surprise,’ muttered Chit.
Barney slapped Jay in the arm and pointed at the bikes. The big man tossed the two fallen ones aside and hauled his upright. The noise of shifting bicycles almost hid the low thuds and stomps of feet coming down Sycamore.
The outsiders kicked off and rolled through the drive-through. Barney gestured right three times with quiet chops in the air. They pumped their pedals and moved out fast. The sound of feet faded away.
They fell into formation and headed down Wilshire. There was a faint downhill slope just past LaBrea that let them build up a bit of speed. Monica and Barney were in the lead. Chit was centered behind them with Charlie and Big Jay flanking her. Charlie put on a burst of speed to rush past a clump of sleeping junkies, then settled back to hang almost in her blind spot. Chit glanced over her other shoulder to check on Jay. It was a bit of a balancing act with the bulky pack.
The street was empty on that side.
She raised her voice as much as she dared. The junkies were shifting and waking up. ‘Where’s Jay?’
The quartet of bikes slowed. Charlie looked behind them, then dropped back to zigzag across the road. Barney and Monica managed the same awkward look around their packs. Aside from a few clumps of junkies stretching themselves awake, the road was empty as far back as they could see. There was no sign of the big outsider.
‘Damn it,’ muttered Barney. ‘Move.’
‘He might just be—’
‘He’s not,’ said their leader. ‘We all know it. Let’s put some distance between us and whatever took him.’
The four of them bent over their handlebars and the bikes skimmed down Wilshire.
 

* * *
 

They’d been going for almost an hour when Monica saw it. They’d passed the museums and were well into Beverly Hills when something in the other direction flitted through the corner of her eye. It was just a quick shadow. She turned and looked but the only thing on the cross street were a few clumps of junkies. They were reeling, as if something had whipped by too quickly for them to react.
Barney saw her turn her head. ‘What?’
‘There’s something a block or so up,’ she said. ‘I think it’s following us. Running parallel.’
‘D’you get a good look at it?’
She shook her head. ‘Dark and fast. That’s about it.’
Charlie pulled up. He let go of the handlebars and jerked one thumb to the north. ‘You guys saw it, too?’
‘I did,’ said Monica. ‘He didn’t.’
Barney nodded at Charlie. ‘What’d you see?’
Charlie shrugged. ‘Dark. Hunched over. Might’ve been a big junkie, the way some of ‘em kind of bend over like that.’
Barney thought about it. ‘Could it’ve been somebody on a bike?’
The round-faced man shrugged again. ‘Maybe. I just got a really quick glimpse.’ He eased back on the pedals and drifted back into position.
‘Might be Jay,’ said Monica.
‘Yeah,’ said Barney. ‘He’s probably just playing a great joke on us.’
‘Better than thinking it’s a junkie on a bicycle.’
Barney shook his head. She could hear the whisk of his beard on his chest even over the quiet chittering of the bike chains. ‘It’s not Jay,’ said Barney. ‘I think someone’s hunting us.’
‘What d’you mean?’
‘I’ve put a couple things togeth—LOOK OUT!’
The junkie lunged. Monica had drifted too close to the cars on the side of the road, and Barney had seen the twitching figure moments before she did. Threads of saliva streamed from the gaunt man’s mouth as he knocked her off the bike.
Monica landed on the pack and threw her arm up. She wedged her forearm under the junkie’s chin so the only way it could grab her was to throttle itself on her arm. One hand grabbed her shoulder and shirt and bra strap, tangling it up in one knotted mess. The other one grabbed at her cheek and she felt its thumb catch on her ear.
Charlie skidded to a stop and let his bike clatter to the pavement. Barney swung his around and brought up the big shotgun. Chit swung her leg off her bike and was charging forward.
Monica drove her other fist up. With the junkie on top of her, she couldn’t grab the P90 strapped to her chest or her pistol. Drool splattered on her face. She pressed her lips together and clenched her eyes shut.
Charlie slammed the stock of his rifle into the junkie’s skull. The infected man turned to growl at him and caught the second blow in the face. His nose ruptured with a sound like an egg breaking and gushed blood onto Monica’s shirt. He staggered back and Charlie swung the rifle again. It knocked the junkie off her and sent it rolling back.
The junkie twisted back to his feet as soon as he shook off the strike. He charged forward again. This time the man howled and gnashed his teeth. He bit his own tongue and blood frothed on his lips.
Charlie shot him in the chest. The M4 barked once, then again when the junkie took another two steps forward. The infected man dropped to the ground, his chest a mess of blood. He flailed on the ground for a minute, and his hands stretched out to grab at Charlie’s boots.
An orchestra of hoots and cries came from down the street. ‘Hell,’ said Barney. ‘I wish you hadn’t shot him.’
Charlie took a breath and let it whistle out. ‘Sorry about that,’ he said.
The sound of distant footfalls echoed between the buildings. Barney saw eight or nine junkies charging down the road, just over four blocks away. Three more joined them as they ran through an intersection. He looked at the two women. ‘Tell me you’re ready to go,’ he said.
Chit had washed most of the drool and blood away from Monica’s face. She rinsed the last of it away and emptied her canteen on the blood-soaked shirt. Monica wiped her face with her sleeve and opened her eyes. ‘Good as we’re going to get,’ she said.
The junkies were two blocks away when they got back on the bikes and leaned over the handlebars. The infected chased the outsiders for almost half a mile. Then one of their own, a young woman, fell and snapped an ankle. They forgot the four bicycles and went for the easy meal. Her screams didn’t last long.
Monica was just breathing a sigh of relief when she saw it again. A quick movement down an alley. It was almost like catching a glimpse of her own reflection. Almost, but just off enough that she knew it wasn’t.
‘It’s still following us,’ she told Barney. She jerked her head to the north. ‘Whatever it is, it waited for us.’
He straightened up in his seat for a moment and looked off to the side. ‘I told you, it’s not an it,’ he said.
‘Yeah, sorry,’ she said. ‘I got a bit distracted back there. What is it then?’
‘You sure you want to know?’
She nodded. He bent over the handlebars for a few moments and collected his thoughts. When he spoke he didn’t look at her.
‘I think that whoever it is probably has a really nice rifle. Something that’s a passable sniper weapon, but would still work if you got cornered. Probably with a high-end suppressor on it, too, or we’d’ve seen and heard a lot of gunshots last night.’
Monica nodded. ‘Makes sense.’
They’d reached Westwood. It was all downhill from here. They swerved around a pack of crouching junkies and heard them howl with frustration. The bikes soared down the street, building up more and more speed.
He mirrored her nod. ‘So, where’ve we seen a nice, high-end collection of guns lately?’
She glanced down at the P90 slung across her chest. ‘The off—’
They heard a clatter of metal behind them. Barney glanced back and slammed on his brakes. Monica and Chit did the same.
Charlie’d fallen off his bike. He was on his back, flailing. Monica’s first thought was that he looked kind of like a cockroach, and that wasn’t much of a leap for Charlie. As soon as she thought it, she saw the drops of blood spraying from his mouth. The red was that bright, even a dozen yards away.
He tried to sit up and twenty feet away they could see the twisted shape of his throat. Charlie grabbed at his neck and croaked out some air. He flailed some more when he couldn’t take any in. He wheezed and fell back on the pavement, clutching his throat.
Behind Charlie, they saw a handful of junkies racing forward.
‘Move,’ snapped Barney. ‘He’s here. Move!’ He didn’t wait to see if they listened. He just stood up on the pedals and started pumping.
Monica glanced at Chit and bent over her own handlebars.
It took them five more minutes to get to the Federal Building. It was at the bottom of the hill, just before Wilshire ducked under Interstate 405 and headed down to the beach. Barney had always thought of it as the ghost building because of the eerie lighting effects the recessed windows caused at night.
These days it was more of a fortress. Months ago it had been fortified with concrete dividers, chain link fences, and lots of barbed wire. There were scaffolding towers with spotlights and more towers with armed men. A huge gate had been built on the Wilshire side. Chit had mentioned several times that it looked like the gate to a concentration camp. The bonfires out front where they burned infected bodies added to that appearance.
In front of the gate was a large circle, almost fifty feet across. They rode their bikes into the circle and slammed on the brakes. Like a lot of the little sanctuary communities, one of the first stages of getting into the Federal Building was proving you could be patient and stand still. The three outsiders looked up the hill at the junkies they’d passed on the way down. The infected men and women built up momentum as they charged down the hill after the bicycles.
They waited just over a minute. They bit their lips and kept their hands at their sides as the junkies got closer and closer. There were almost forty of them pounding across the pavement when the guards waved them in though the gate.
Charlie had once commented on the fact that there weren’t any actual soldiers guarding the Federal Building. It was all private security in black uniforms with a notable lack of nametags and badges. Barney had told him to shut his mouth.
Monica glanced back up the street as they passed through the gate. She could just see the speck of Charlie’s body. The junkies were tearing it limb from limb.
They heard the soldiers fire into the approaching mob. All they had to do was wound six or seven of them and the rest would shift focus to feed on the wounded. It was an accepted strategy at this point.
The outsiders dropped their packs in the waiting area, surrendered their weapons, and headed into the trailers for the safety exam. They each stripped for a doctor while two guards held them at gunpoint. They stood naked while every inch of their skin was checked for bites and their blood was tested. Chit spent the time staring at the floor or ceiling. Monica focused all her attention on the guards and tried to make them feel more uncomfortable than she did. Normally Barney held out hopes that he’d get the cute female doctor he’d seen once or twice. Today he was glad he didn’t, because he still felt a bit cold and withdrawn.
He was getting dressed when they asked for his papers. He bit his lip as he remembered Charlie flailing in the street, his messenger bag sticking out from under his hips. ‘I lost our work order,’ he said, ‘but Director Bradbury can vouch for us. Tell him we got everything on his list.’
The guard made a noncommittal grunt and picked up a phone. After a few moments he gave a nod. ‘You’re good,’ he said. ‘Your gear’s in the reception area. Director Bradbury’s busy in a meeting, but Mathis can accept delivery. Or you can wait in the lounge on nine.’ His eyes didn’t rise from his computer screen as he held up a tan card. ‘Your weapons are in lock-up. Present your ticket when you exit the compound.’
Barney nodded. He stepped outside and found Chit buttoning her shirt. Monica joined them a beat later. She wore a pale hospital blouse over her jeans. ‘They burned half my clothes,’ she said. ‘Too much blood on them.’
Barney snorted out a laugh. They grabbed their packs from the clerk, clipped on their VISITOR badges, and headed toward the Federal Building itself.
‘At least they let you keep your new pigsticker,’ Barney said as they trotted up the steps. He nodded at the machete on Monica’s thigh.
She smiled. ‘Yeah. I guess they figure if they’ve got all the automatic weapons there’s not much I can do with an eighteen-inch blade. Or the bozo was too distracted by me not having a bra.’
‘I’d keep it to yourself,’ said Chit. ‘You know they’ll go crazy if they find you with a weapon in here. Especially if it was their mistake.’
Barney swung his pack into his other hand and Chit stumbled off the side. He shifted to look and Monica thought he’d hit the smaller woman with the backpack. Then the shift became a few big, awkward steps toward the big pillar and then he turned abruptly around to face her. The bag slipped from his fingers and he stood straight.
Chit slumped to the ground. She twitched twice and let out a small whine. It wasn’t much louder than a breath.
The knife at Barney’s throat kept him standing straight. It was black metal, but Monica could see the gleaming edge even through her boss’s beard. As if it knew where she was looking, the blade adjusted its angle. It bit into Barney’s throat, not quite enough to draw blood but close enough that any move would make it happen.
Monica let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d taken and raised her palms. ‘Hey,’ she said, ‘let’s take it easy.’
‘I would like my machete back,’ someone said behind Barney.
The woman the other day—the lean, ragged woman—she’d had a dry voice. She’d probably gone a whole week without talking before stumbling across her infected girlfriend.
This voice was hot air out of an Egyptian tomb. It wasn’t the voice of a gun-nut executive. It was the sound of dust, a voice that hadn’t needed people in a long, long time.
Monica could just see the man in the shadows. He was whip-thin with a bristle of dark hair across his scalp. A pair of round lenses—John Lennon glasses flitted across her mind— covered his eyes. The lower half of his face was hidden by a gray dust mask. It made him look like an evil surgeon.
‘Are you serious?’ She looked at the man, then down at the blade strapped to her thigh. ‘That’s what this was all about?’
The hand with the knife didn’t waver. The other hand reached out, palm up. ‘Please,’ said the man.
Monica cursed him again, shook her head, and unbuckled her gun belt. She wrestled with the canvas scabbard for a few moments, then held it out.
The evil doctor didn’t move. He flexed his open fingers once and turned the blade against Barney’s throat just enough to catch the light.
She leaned forward and set the machete in his hand. The thin man’s fingers closed over the scabbard and pulled it back into the midday shadows.
A beat passed and Barney let out a deep sigh. Monica realized the blade had vanished from his throat. She turned her head toward the lobby and took in a deep breath to yell.
‘No,’ he said.
She bit back the call for help. ‘That psycho killed most of our crew.’
Barney took another breath and looked over his shoulder. ‘I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that guy’s killed a lot of people,’ he said. ‘At the moment, I’m focusing on the fact that he didn’t kill us.’
Monica bit her lip but said nothing. Barney went to help Chit up, and the smaller woman winced. He unbuckled her pack and got her to her feet. ‘You okay?’
‘A lot of pain,’ she whispered, ‘but I think I’m okay past that.’ She tried to raise her arm and winced again.
One of the black-suited guards, a woman, walked by with a young man in a suit. The guard ignored them, the man gave them a glance. Monica felt the urge to say something rise up again but Barney gave her a look.
‘So now what?’ she said when they were alone again.
He slung his pack over his shoulder and picked up Chit’s. ‘We finish the job,’ he said. ‘We deliver the goods and get paid.’
‘And then?’
He shrugged. ‘I’m thinking maybe we should call it quits for a while.’
‘You think so?’
Barney looked out at the city. ‘There’s some dangerous stuff out there. A person could get killed.’





 CONFIDENTIALITY
 
 

It had been six months since the world ended.
For Sam Clemens it had been six months of non-stop work.
On one level, it was exciting as hell. As a student of diagnostic medicine with a specialty in virology, the China outbreaks had been fascinating. He’d sat around with his friends and classmates examining the reports out of Asia and forming their own theories about the H1B6 virus, sometimes called the Baugh Contagion.
Then it reached North America. He’d been pulled out of his residency in Seattle and flown to Sacramento. There he’d been given an honorary doctorate and told he was now employed by the Centers for Disease Control.
And now, two months after that, he was being driven through Los Angeles in an armored Hummer. Humvee, actually. The driver, a solid man with a square jaw, had corrected Sam twice now on that point. Hummers were civilian, Humvees were military.
They pulled up to the Los Angeles Federal Building just after noon. The structure had been surrounded by concrete barriers and barbed wire. Through the gate he could see a small group of people on bicycles checking in with the guards. He couldn’t imagine being one of the outsiders who ventured out into the wild zones on a regular basis.
As they waited, Sam saw a large pack of Baugh-ridden to the east, maybe twenty or thirty of them. Their clothing was dirty and tattered from weeks of wear. Most of them were thin. They all shook and trembled enough that he could see it almost two blocks away. That and their garbled, slurred attempts at speech were what had earned the infected the casual nickname of junkies.
The pack was focused on something on the ground. He recognized the motions as a fight over food. Each of them was trying to get more than a few mouthfuls of whatever dog or cat they’d managed to corner. As he watched, one of them, a young woman, lifted her prize to the sky and gibbered like an ape. It was an arm, ripped off at the elbow.
Sam stopped looking out the side windows and stared at the hood of the Humvee.
They were waved through the gate by a pair of men in dark body armor. He craned his neck and saw towers with floodlights and even more men with rifles and armor. The Humvee halted in front of a trailer that Sam recognized as a mobile research lab. His door opened and he was gestured out. ‘Right this way, sir,’ said one soldier.
He was guided into the lab. Sam stripped naked in a brightly lit room and a slim brunette examined him for lacerations or severe abrasions. She also swabbed his mouth and took a blood sample. He dressed while they waited for the test results and made small talk about the facility.
His test came back negative and he stepped outside again. It was a major infection zone, but the air in Los Angeles was still wonderfully fresh. He hadn’t been outside much in the past few months.
‘Sir?’ Another soldier, this one a broad-shouldered woman, was in front of him. She didn’t have the dark body armor on, but there was a pistol on her thigh and a variety of lethal-looking things hooked to her belt. A few short strands of dark hair curled out from under her cap. She gave him a polite nod. ‘Sergeant Hogan, sir,’ she said. ‘I’m to escort you up to Director Bradbury.’ She held out a laminated badge with his name, picture, and the FMF logo on it.
Sam glanced over at the empty space where the Humvee had been while he clipped the badge to his coat. ‘I had some bags,’ he said. ‘Clothes and some copies of my research.’
‘Already on the way to your quarters, sir,’ she said. She gestured to the building’s main entrance. ‘If you could come this way, Director Bradbury’s waiting for you.’
They passed a series of huge pillars where a scruffy trio of outsiders was muttering about some deal that had gone bad, then entered the building’s lobby. There were armed soldiers everywhere, all in black armor. They each gave his escort a salute as they walked to the elevators. He stepped all the way in and put his back against the wall. The sergeant stood almost dead center. She pressed the button marked 6 and placed her fists together behind the small of her back.
Sam looked at her shoulders again. ‘Excuse me, ummm...’
‘Sergeant Hogan, sir.’
‘Thanks. What branch are you with, sergeant?’
‘Sir?’
‘Are you Army or National Guard or what? I don’t recognize any of your insignia.’
‘Whitestealth Security, sir. We provide all defense for this facility.’
He raised an eyebrow. ‘The Federal Building doesn’t get military protection?’
‘We are military, sir,’ she said. ‘Just privately contracted by the Freedom Medical Foundation.’
Sam gave a slow nod and took a second look at her uniform. He studied the different items on her belt. She gave him a look and he realized studying her belt probably looked a lot like checking out her ass. He cleared his throat and made a show of pointing at one item. ‘Is that a... what do you call it, a taser?’
She shook her head. ‘Technically it’s a stun gun. Tasers shoot electrified darts. Same principal, different delivery system.’
‘Is that standard?’
She nodded. ‘They’re great against the junk—sorry, sir, the Baugh-ridden. They don’t even know enough to block it. You just hit them and they drop.’ She cleared her own throat. ‘Keep it up and I’ll be glad to demonstrate.’
‘No,’ he said, ‘it wasn’t like that. I was just...’ He decided to stop talking. It seemed like the wiser path of action.
The elevator doors opened and she guided him to the left. Sam realized he could see little traces of his breath, the air conditioning was set so high. They opened a set of double doors and he stopped in his tracks. Then a junkie threw herself at him and let out a silent howl as she clawed the air.
A huge wall of plexiglas stretched in front of him, like an aquarium. Sections of the clear wall were streaked with dark material. Some of it was dried blood.
There were dozens of junkies in the aquarium. They wore blue hospital smocks with large numbers painted on them. Two or three clumps cowered in the different corners of the pen. A few dashed from one end of the tennis court-sized space to another, while others slammed into the walls, confused by their imprisonment. Right in front of him, a dark haired woman threw herself against the plexiglas again and again. She had a bloody nose. While he was watching she knocked one of her front teeth loose.
‘Kind of takes your breath away, doesn’t it?’
The speaker was an older man. He had the long gray beard, gleaming scalp, and pleasant smile of a college professor. The man strode down the narrow hall in front of the aquarium. He ignored the junkie concussing herself on the huge window and held out his hand. ‘You must be Doctor Sam Clemens.’
‘No relation to the writer,’ Sam said as he took the hand. ‘Doctor Bradbury, I presume?’
‘You presume correctly, although it’s been a while since anyone called me doctor.’ He gave a sly wink to Hogan. ‘They’re all pretty hooked on ‘director’ around here.’
‘Sorry,’ said Sam. ‘I didn’t mean any offense.’
Bradbury shook his head. ‘Don’t worry about it at all. To be honest, these days I almost wish I was just a doctor. It would mean a lot less paperwork.’
They shared a smile at the joke and then the junkie lunged at them again. Another one joined her, a black man, and they continued to beat themselves senseless against the plexi. It sounded like a muffled drum solo.
The older man glanced at them ‘Sad, isn’t it? I come down here now and then to remind myself what we’re up against. These were all regular people once. American citizens who didn’t deserve this kind of fate.’
Sam nodded. ‘These are your test subjects?’
‘We started out with fifty-five,’ said Bradbury, ‘but a lot of them attacked each other. Part of their mental makeup we can’t figure out. Some are welcomed into the pack, some aren’t. We’re down to thirty-nine, I believe.’ He looked at Hogan and she gave a quick nod.
‘If I may ask, sir,’ said Sam after a few moments, ‘I’m not entirely sure why I’m here.’
The director blinked. ‘The middle of a devastating pandemic and one of the brightest young virologists in America can’t figure out why he’s been brought onto a project?’ He clicked his tongue and gave another wink. ‘Doesn’t say much for you, young man.’
Sam smiled. ‘No, I understand that. I’m just not sure why I was pulled from my CDC group and transferred here.’
Bradbury’s head moved up and down again. ‘A lot of the work we’re doing here parallels the CDC,’ he said, ‘but we’re reporting up a different chain of command. Someone much further up asked who I thought might be able to help us here. I thought of some of your reports I’d read. After that...’ He shrugged. ‘More paperwork. And now here you are.’
‘I see.’
‘Why don’t we go up to my office,’ said Bradbury. ‘We can have some coffee and go over the work we’re doing here.’
‘That sounds great.’
They walked back to the elevators. The junkies followed them as well, and slammed their bodies against the aquarium window again and again until Bradbury led Sam past an oversized airlock door and moved into another hall. Sergeant Hogan stayed a few steps behind them the whole way.
Bradbury’s office was large and surprisingly un-Spartan. He’d set his own rug down over the institutional pebbled-brown carpet, and the walls of his office were covered with notes and pictures. A large-leafed plant stood in the corner by the window. His desk had numerous papers and a well-used laptop, but also a small collection of family photos and what looked like a collection of Lego people. Near the center, on a disk of granite, was a small golden statue the size and rough shape of a football. Its oversized head had wide eyes and a mouth opened in a silent shout. Right behind the cluttered desk was a black-outlined inspirational poster showing a skydiver and the word DARE.
The director waved him to one of the chairs in front of the desk. Hogan stood by the door. She rested her fists behind her back again.
‘You’ve got some remarkable recommendations,’ Bradbury said. He dropped into the chair behind the desk the way someone sat down to watch the big game. ‘An exceptionally bright, logical young man. To be honest, I’m surprised someone else didn’t scoop you up ages ago.’
Sam shifted in his chair. ‘Well, someone did,’ he said. ‘One of the crisis directors at the CDC saw some of my papers on pandemics. Based on that, they pulled me for the duration. It’s a dream job, really.’
The director looked confused for a moment, then smiled. ‘Right, he said. ‘I just meant someone big.’
An aide came in with coffee for each of them. It was made just the way Sam liked—two sugars, no milk. In the past two months of government work, he’d learned not to question how such things happened. He took a sip and let the mug rest on his thigh. It made a warm circle against the air conditioning. ‘So, sir,’ he asked, ‘what angle are you working on here?’
The older man sipped his own coffee. ‘If you don’t mind,’ he said, ‘why don’t we start with you. Talk to me about H1B6.’
‘Sir?’
‘I want to hear it in your terms, see what kind of a grasp you’ve got on it.’
‘Are you looking for case histories or—’
‘I want,’ said Bradbury, ‘to see if you understand what’s going on right now. Not in some clinical, by the numbers way. Tell me what the virus does. Tell me what it’s doing to the world.’
Sam fiddled with the coffee cup’s handle for a moment. It was too loose for two fingers, too tight for three. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘H1B6 is a complex virus which attacks the nervous system, primarily the brain. After incubating, it affects the amygdala and the medial orbitofrontal cortex, reducing inhibitions. The two most common results are increased bouts of violence and-or sexual proclivity, both of which allow the virus to spread further.
‘Once it becomes fully symptomatic, it compromises the Broca’s area. The afflicted can’t process language and lose their ability to communicate in any way. Their adrenal glands are also affected and result in a pretty much constant flow of epinephrine into the blood.’
Sam paused for a sip of coffee, cleared his throat, and continued.
‘The virus also causes a hyperphagic condition similar to Prader-Willi syndrome. Infected individuals suffer from insatiable, often ravenous hunger. Combined with the damage to the amygdala and the continual fight-or-flight state caused by the epinephrine, the afflicted will do whatever they can to feed. There’ve been reports of them gnawing on trees, eating pets and other animals, and of course...’
He paused again and took another sip. A longer one.
‘Cannibalism,’ said Bradbury. ‘Just say the word. What’s the CDC predicting as a mortality rate?’
‘It’s hard to be sure. A large percentage of the infected die from secondary causes. Malnutrition, mostly, or they tax themselves to the point of cardiac arrest or stroke.’ He studied his mug again. ‘A fair number of them have been killed by the National Guard in self defense.
‘However, in the subjects we’ve managed to isolate, brain damage continues to progress. It hasn’t been a statistically viable number of cases, but at the moment it looks like the initial reports out of China and India were correct. Mortality rate is one hundred percent. Once it goes symptomatic, the average victim has five weeks or less to live.’
Bradbury drummed his fingers on the desktop. ‘And how many victims is the CDC talking about.’
Sam took another sip. The coffee was already getting cold in the chilly air. ‘At the moment the estimate is that seventeen percent of Americans are infected. Possibly another fifteen percent have already died from it or from attacks by the infected. So the current projected estimate is ninety-two-point-two million dead.
‘We’re still on the uphill side of this, though. Estimates put combined deaths in China at close to nine hundred million in the past six months. India is almost at seven hundred million. Russian deaths number at least three hundred million, but they stopped sharing information right about the time I was recruited.’ He shrugged. ‘It looked like Irwin Baugh was taking big steps toward finding a cure before he died, but most of his work was incomplete. Brilliant mind but a sloppy scientist.’
‘Yes, said Bradbury, ‘that was a tragedy.’ He moved his head up and down in a slow pattern. It was like he wanted to acknowledge the facts, but didn’t want to dismiss them with a quick nod. ‘Do you like movies?’
Sam blinked. ‘What?’
‘Movies. Films. DVDs. I love Raiders of the Lost Ark. One of the greatest movies ever made.’ He gestured at the golden statue on his desk. ‘Limited edition, but it was worth it. Did you know the ‘throw me the idol’ guy in that scene is Alfred Molina? Same guy who played Doctor Octopus in the Spider-Man films. What kind of movies do you like?’
‘Ummm... comedies, I guess. Mysteries. I’ve been kind of busy. Haven’t seen anything new in a year or so.’
‘Not a horror fan, then?’
Sam shrugged again. ‘When I was a kid, I guess. I grew out of it.’ He tilted his head toward the window. ‘Besides, there’s enough horror out there right now, isn’t there?’
Bradbury pointed a proud finger at the younger man. ‘Good answer,’ he said. ‘To be honest, I was never a big fan of horror films. Nowadays I try to make sure everyone working here avoids them, too. The last thing you want to do is to have some movie clouding your judgment about what’s happening.’
‘Fair point,’ said Sam. He was relieved to see the segue actually lead somewhere. He’d had babbling bosses before.
‘Believe me, Romero’s rules of zombies don’t apply to H1B6 and the Baugh-ridden. We’re not going to find out there’s infected monkeys or alien worms behind this. We need to keep level heads and make sure everyone stays focused on the important thing—how to stop this.’
‘I agree.’
A wide grin appeared in the director’s beard. ‘Excellent.’ He rapped his knuckles twice on the desk. ‘Now, forgive me for being melodramatic, but I have to ask this. Are you sure you want to know what we’re doing here?’
‘You’re researching the H1B6 virus.’
‘Well, yes, but the... I know this sounds very cloak and dagger, but we need to sign some forms before we go any further and I tell you anything else.’ Bradbury slid open a drawer and lifted out a ream of paperwork. ‘It should only take a few minutes. I just need nine initials and five signatures.’
‘Wait a minute,’ Sam said. He set his coffee down on his side of the desk. The director raised a bushy eyebrow and he picked it back up again. ‘I don’t understand. You requested for me to get transferred here, but you can’t tell me why until I agree to work here?’
‘Well,’ said the director, ‘until you sign the forms. After that you can still decide not to work with us, but there will be some penalties.’
‘What kind of penalties?’
His grin faded a bit. ‘You’ve heard that old joke, ‘I’d tell you, but then I’d have to kill you’?’
‘Yeah, of course.’
‘Well, in this case, Sergeant Hogan will be the one to kill you.’ He gestured to the woman at the door.
Sam looked over his shoulder. Hogan dipped her head in acknowledgement. His eyes dropped to the pistol on her thigh.
‘This is insane,’ he said. ‘You’re going to shoot me?’
Bradbury looked offended. ‘Well, not just out of the blue for no reason,’ he said. ‘You must understand, the work we do here is beyond top secret.’
‘Top secret medical research?’
‘Well, we’re getting access to a lot of classified data. Material the CDC doesn’t have and isn’t going to get.’
Sam’s brow furrowed. ‘Why not?’
Bradbury made a gesture that was half shrug, half waving off the question. ‘That’ll be clear as we go over the data. And that’s really all I can say until you sign the forms. Or we can have you back in Sacramento by tomorrow night.’
Sam looked at the stack of paperwork. He could feel Hogan’s eyes staring at his neck. Was she picking out a target? A bullet to the base of the skull would sever the spinal column. A quick, almost painless death according to most sources.
Bradbury picked up his gold idol and passed it from hand to hand. It had some heft to it, the way it moved. He stared absently out the window.
‘Tell me this,’ said Sam. ‘Are you closer to a cure than the CDC is? No hype, no politics. Do you think you’ll get it first?’
The older man nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can tell you that. We’ll have a cure long before they do.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes.’
‘How can you be so sure?’
‘You’ll have to sign the paperwork. But we will have the cure first.’
The two doctors looked at each other. Then Sam pulled the stack of papers across the desk and picked up a pen. The forms and contracts were flagged and highlighted everywhere his mark was needed. Bradbury was right. It only took a few minutes, and then he dropped the pen on top of the ream.
‘Excellent,’ said Bradbury. He gathered up the papers and slid them back into the drawer. ‘Welcome to the FMF. Great to have you with us.’
Sam clenched his fingers. ‘So when can I see your work?’
‘Soon enough.’
‘How are you so far ahead of the CDC?
‘We have access to the work Baugh was doing.’
Sam blinked. ‘But it was destroyed in his lab when he was killed. And there wasn’t even that much of it, from what I understand.’
Bradbury opened his mouth, paused, and touched the tip of his tongue to his upper lip. ‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘I misspoke. Baugh’s work paralleled ours. When we saw his initial results, we knew he was on the same track as us.’
‘Ahhh,’ said Sam.
‘Needless to say, we’re confident we can have our serum in production within six to eight weeks, especially if we have your insights.’
‘Six to eight weeks?’ Sam’s jaw dropped. ‘The CDC wasn’t expecting any positive results for almost six months.’
The director nodded. ‘Yes, I know.’ He drummed his fingers on the desk again. They marched across the blotter and tapped against the idol’s granite base. ‘Before I go any further, we need to talk about something unpleasant.’
He fell silent again. Sam could see the older man was choosing the right words to use. It was the kind of look he’d seen during his residency just before doctors went in to speak with cancer patients.
Bradbury reached up to scratch the whiskers on his cheek. ‘You’re familiar with the concept of triage?’
‘Of course.’
‘Humor me again,’ he said. ‘What’s your definition of the word? Not the textbook, classroom phrase you rattled off to your professors. What does triage mean to you?’
Sam took in a breath and rolled the concept around in his mind. ‘It’s conservation of resources, I guess, when it comes down to it. In a crisis you can’t try to save everyone you would in a normal situation. You can’t afford it in time, effort, or actual supplies. Saving one difficult case could mean letting three or four easier ones die. So sometimes...’ He shrugged. ‘Sometimes you have to let the one die so you can save three or four.’
The older man nodded. ‘Fantastic. It’s a term the FMF has talked about a lot, and you summed it up perfectly. Are they still teaching medical ethics these days?’
Sam nodded. ‘They were, but they moved it off the required list when I was still a sophomore.’
‘Damned shame. Everyone who’s going to practice should be made to think about these things.’ He drummed his fingers on the desk again. ‘So, Sam Clemens, no relation to the writer, why does a bright, logical doctor like yourself think I asked you that question? Why has the FMF had so many discussions about that word?’
Sam leaned back in the chair. He flexed his left hand and cracked his knuckles with his thumb. The older man’s eyebrows went up again.
‘I’m guessing it’s going to take a while to process large quantities of the serum,’ he said. ‘Best case scenario, it’d take months to prepare a few million doses, and we’d need almost a billion. It’s something the CDC has acknowledged as well. Even if the knowledge gets disseminated to the World Health Organization, there are just too many afflicted people. Decisions are going to have to be made about who gets those first doses.’ He flexed his right hand and it popped. ‘Who do we let die and who do we save?’
Bradbury’s head bobbed up and down. His beard was long enough that it flapped back and forth. ‘Again, a fantastic answer. There’s just one flaw in your reasoning.’
Sam ran his statements back in his mind. ‘There is?’
The director nodded.
‘Do you have different estimates for how long it will take to produce the serum?’
‘We do, yes, but that isn’t what I meant. I’m not talking about moving forward.’
Sam went over his conclusions again. ‘I’m sorry I don’t understand.’
Another fingertip drum solo echoed in the room. ‘When I asked you about triage, it wasn’t about moving forward. I’m talking about how we got here.’
The younger man shifted in his chair. ‘I... I still don’t understand.
‘I think you do, Sam. As I said, you’re a very bright, logical young doctor. One who’s written several papers on the global effects a pandemic can have.’
Bradbury stood up and moved to the window. He had a view of a military graveyard and part of the 405 freeway. ‘Look at how the world was a year ago,’ said the director. ‘Energy crisis. Food crisis. Medical crisis. The world was... well, it was pretty messed up. And it all tied back to population.’
Sam blinked. ‘You can’t be serious.’
‘Think about it,’ said Bradbury. ‘Eliminate a third of the world’s population and how many problems does it deal with? Resources are no longer a concern. Smaller population density means fewer infectious diseases. A great boom for the economy. Heck, this even took care of global warming issues. India and China are two of the biggest atmospheric polluters on the planet. Carbon emissions reduced by fifty-eight percent, just like that.’ He snapped his fingers.
Sam ran his hands through his hair. It was a bad habit for a doctor but he’d never been able to beat it. ‘You’re telling me...’ He had to stop as the madness of what Bradbury was saying boiled through his mind again. ‘You’re saying you’ve had a treatment all this time, but you held off distributing it for political reasons? For some kind of... global triage?’
‘Not quite,’ said the director. ‘I’m kind of surprised you don’t see where I’m going with this, Sam. It’s something you advocated yourself in your papers.’
Sam tried to think of anything radical or controversial he’d ever hinted at in his work. One phrase drifted forward in his mind. ‘When I said a major pandemic wouldn’t necessarily be destructive,’ he explained, ‘I was talking about one that has already run its course. I wasn’t suggesting someone should actually hold back treatment or a vaccine and allow the virus to—’
He stopped. Another thought, a corollary, had crossed his mind. He looked at the older man, saw his patient stare and his quiet sense of superiority.
‘No,’ he said. ‘You didn’t.’
Bradbury nodded. ‘Fortunately, there were a few people just outside the government, some key policy people, who weren’t scared of doing what needed to be done. The Freedom Medical Foundation was founded nine years ago to help fight world hunger and epidemics. That’s true. Most people just don’t know the path we were following.’
‘You made this? H1B6 is an engineered virus?’
The director nodded again. ‘The FMF recruited some of us from the science and medical fields. People who understood the path the world was heading down and the steps that needed to be—’
‘You made it?’ Sam repeated. The death tolls swam in his mind. He shot a look over his shoulder at Hogan. She stared back.
‘—the steps that needed to be taken,’ continued Bradbury. He gave Sam an eyebrow that was all-too-much like one an interrupted college professor would use. ‘Not everyone was going to survive, so the goal was to make sure the right people survived. Just like weeding a garden.
‘At first the people behind the FMF had thought about using an existing super contagion,’ continued Bradbury. ‘Marburg. Ebola. Hemorrhagic fever. We convinced them those were too dangerous, though. Population densities have already hit the point that a disease of that magnitude would wipe out whole continents.
‘No, we needed something a bit more controllable. Also something no one would question too much. If Marburg shows up in Beijing, people start to wonder why. How’d it get there? Where’d it come from? But something no one’s seen before, that’s probably just a freak of nature. A bit of bad luck for Asia. People are much more accepting of it.’
He picked up the idol again and walked back to the window. It made a faint slap as it moved from hand to hand. ‘So, we custom-made something. Not a disease that would wipe them out. A disease that would make them wipe themselves out. They die, they kill other people, or they get killed, just like you said.’
Sam tried to calm down. His heart was racing. The air felt very thin. He had a death grip on the coffee mug. ‘How did you do it? Did you infect food or medical supplies?’
Bradbury shook his head. ‘Nothing so sinister. A few people in the U.S. Passport office found a carrier for us who made regular business trips to China. She was dosed with an accelerated form of the virus just before boarding her plane. It incubated during the flight. Twelve hours after she got to China she was infectious. Average estimates say she passed it to more than three hundred people within forty-eight hours, and it spread from there. Again, population density.’
‘You’re insane. Seriously, bugfuck insane.’
‘No call for harsh language, Sam. It was the logical course of action.’
He grabbed the hair on the back of his head in a fist and tried to blink away the white spots in his vision. ‘Why did you let it keep going, then? If you’re so keen on this triage idea, why let it run wild in North America?’
Bradbury sighed and looked at the idol in his hands. A bit of his superiority slipped away. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that’s kind of where you come in, Sam.
‘It wasn’t supposed to reach here,’ he said. ‘Some members of the FMF wanted to deploy in Mexico, but it was agreed Asia was the better target. And safer for American interests.’
Sam felt his pulse go up again. ‘You must’ve had a cure standing by. A vaccine. You didn’t engineer this thing without a failsafe.’
‘No, of course not,’ said Bradbury. ‘We designed a synthetic enzyme that would neutralize the virus. It wouldn’t reverse the brain damage, but it would prevent further spread. It could even be delivered in an aerosol form. The plan was just to dust cities with it if the virus ever reached American soil.’
‘So why didn’t you?’
Bradbury started tossing the small statue again. ‘We did,’ he said. ‘There was just... a mistake was made.’
‘A mistake?’
The director shrugged. ‘A simple math error. The dosage was supposed to be one part per thousand. It was released as one part per million.’
‘Jesus.’ Sam closed his eyes. ‘How the hell did that happen?’
‘Like I said. Just a math error.’
‘What happened?’
‘Well, nobody was cured, of course. They gassed San Diego, Los Angeles, Manhattan, Houston, Washington D. C. ... Two dozen cities all together. More than half of them hadn’t even had a reported case yet’
Sam wanted to get up. He felt a strong need to pace, but he wasn’t sure how Sergeant Hogan would react to it. ‘So why didn’t you just hit them again with the correct dosage?’
Bradbury sighed. ‘We didn’t have any of the enzyme left. The people in charge of distribution got nervous and burned through all of our supplies in the first wave.’
‘All of it?’
‘Every last drop.’ He walked back to his desk. ‘We immediately began to synthesize more, of course. But over the past few months our research team made an unfortunate discovery. The diluted exposure helped the virus build up a resistance to the enzyme.’
‘How much of a resistance?’
The older man set the idol down again, a bit harder this time. It made a loud clack when it hit the granite disk. ‘The enzyme is only effective on four percent of the Baugh-ridden.’
‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’
Bradbury pursed his lips for a moment. Then he shook his head. ‘Afraid not.’
Sam closed his eyes and tried to calm the whirlwind in his mind. ‘I thought you were close to a cure? You acted like you had a cure.’
The director nodded. ‘Very close, as I said. Our research team was working on a new version of the trigger enzyme to neutralize the virus. They were almost there.’ He pulled a flash drive from his coat pocket and tossed it to Sam. ‘That’s a copy of all their work. They hit a snag so we need you to finish it up for them.’
‘What kind of a snag? Can I talk to them about it?’
‘You can try,’ Bradbury said. ‘They were throwing themselves against the glass downstairs in the tank.’
Sam felt a chill that wasn’t the air conditioning. ‘And what if I don’t want anything to do with this?’
Another smile appeared in the older man’s beard. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You’re going to refuse to find the cure for H1B6? The greatest pandemic since the Black Plague?’ He shook his head. ‘Believe me, you’ll be given full credit for your work. You’ll be well paid, you’ll save hundreds of millions of lives, and you’ll be a legend of medicine for centuries to come. Or...’ Bradbury looked past him to Hogan.
Sam heard the nylon of her holster scratch against her uniform. ‘Or I can be shot in the back of the head,’ he finished.
The older man put his hands up in a what can you do gesture. ‘You’re a smart man, Sam. More to the point, you’re a good man. You want to look at that data and you want to do the right thing with it. The logical thing. That’s why I wanted you here working with us. Because I knew you’d see it was the right thing.’
Sam looked at the flash drive. It was black and had the FMF logo on it. He spun it in his hands. Sixty-four gigs of data at his fingertips. Probably a Nobel Prize, too.
He looked at Bradbury. ‘When can I start working?’
The director reached out his hand and the two men shook. ‘I believe the lab’s been cleaned up for you. Let me go check.’ He stood up and nodded at the phone. ‘The inter-office system’s been out all morning.’
‘Not a problem.’ Sam flipped the flash drive over in his hand one more time and dropped it into his coat pocket.
Hogan stepped to the side to let Bradbury exit. ‘Keep an eye on him,’ said the older man with a wink. ‘Make sure he doesn’t try to steal my idol.’
‘Yes, sir,’ she said with a straight face.
With Bradbury gone, Sam decided to risk getting out of the chair. He leaned forward and slowly shifted his weight to his feet. He straightened up and stretched his arms out over his head. He’d barely been sitting for half an hour, but his limbs felt stiff and sluggish. He shook his hands out and snapped his fingers a few times.
He looked at Hogan. She was kind of pretty in a sturdy, mannish way. He cleared his throat. ‘Would you really have shot me if I said I wasn’t interested?’
Her eyes stayed fixed on the far wall. ‘I would’ve done my duty, sir.’
‘That’s not really an answer.’
‘Yes, sir, it is.’
He pursed his lips and stretched again. ‘We have a saying in the lab. You get one bounce a semester.’
She glanced at him. ‘Sorry?’
‘In the lab.’ He rolled his shoulders a few times to loosen them up. ‘Every now and then you’ll drop a beaker or a flask, or a test tube will slip and roll off the table. It’s just part of the job. But every now and then, maybe once every four or five months or so, that beaker will hit the floor and it won’t break. It’ll bounce.’ He mimed a vertical rebound with his hand. ‘The Pyrex glass makes this really neat sound, too.’
She nodded absently and went back to staring at the wall.
‘The whole point,’ he continued, ‘is that every now and then the universe cuts you some slack and things don’t go the way everyone expects they will.’
He lunged at her.
Sam outweighed Hogan by about twenty pounds, on a guess, but she was solid muscle and he was a doctor who hadn’t seen a gym in four months now. One of his hands went for the holstered pistol. The other grabbed her belt in the back and tried to turn her away from him, into the door. There was a strap across the pistol and he fumbled with it.
She slammed her elbow back. It didn’t hit him right in the gut, but it was close enough. He coughed up most of his air just as his fingers pulled open the velcro strap with a loud ripping noise. Her fist came around in a backhand that snapped against his temple. His vision blurred and he dropped to one knee.
‘That was very stupid,’ she said. She grabbed his shoulder and kept him on his knees. ‘I’m going to have to tell the director about this. You may be deemed a security risk after all.’
‘Bounce day,’ he said.
Her brows came together and he jabbed her thigh with the stun gun. It made a loud crack, a very bright spark, and then all its impressive voltage was channeled into Sergeant Hogan’s muscles and nerves. She fell back and he leaned forward to make sure the prongs stayed in contact with her. Her legs gave out as she hit the door and she slumped down, twitching the whole way.
Sam pulled the stun gun away from her. Then he sucked a few breaths into his bruised lungs. He staggered to his feet, hooked his arms under hers, and dragged her away from the door.
He was just setting her down again when Bradbury walked back in. The director took in the scene in a moment. He turned to run and Sam hit him in the back with the stun gun.
He took another deep breath. For a plan he’d made up five minutes ago, it was going surprisingly well. He hooked the stun gun’s thin lanyard around his wrist and
checked to make sure the flash drive was still in his pocket. He’d have to trust that it really was what Bradbury said it was.
Five minutes later he’d dragged Hogan to the elevator link and locked Bradbury inside his office. There’d been a brief desire to brain the man once or thrice with his precious replica idol. More than brief, really. Part of him still wished he’d done it. He thanked God again that the director’s floor had almost no one on it. Even Bradbury’s aide had vanished, perhaps off to a late lunch. He could hear the echo of voices, but no one appeared to question what he was doing with the sergeant.
He propped Hogan up against the back wall of the elevator and tapped one of the buttons. A quick check of her eyes confirmed she was glaring at him. He shut her radio off, released her pistol, and found the pouch of extra magazines on her other hip. He dropped the magazines in the coat pocket with the jump drive. The pistol didn’t fit in a pocket, so he tucked it into the back of his pants and pulled his coat over it.
The elevator doors slid open on the sixth floor.
He walked back to the giant aquarium. Three junkies charged him this time. The same two as before and another man. He ignored them and went to the large, airlock-like door.
It was the exact same setup as the CDC had back in Sacramento. A time delay door with a pass code lock. The lock had a basic keypad layout, just like an ATM. He looked at it for a moment and decided to see if he could get two bounces in one day.
He tapped in a five digit code and hit enter. There was a heartbeat of silence and then the keypad turned green. Above the door, a red light flashed next to a thirty-second countdown timer. There was no alarm.
Like the CDC, no one at the FMF had bothered to change their lock code from the default setting it came with. What would be the point?
The former research team threw themselves at the Plexiglas again. They watched him with hungry eyes. More of the junkies moved towards the flashing red light.
He ran back to the elevator. The car gave a slight bounce as he stepped in that almost covered the distant hiss of an airtight door opening. Hogan glared at him and muttered a few angry syllables.
‘You might not believe me right now,’ he said, ‘but someday you’re going to thank me for saving your life.’
He hit her with the stun gun again and she twitched for a few seconds. Then he hit the button for the lobby. As the doors closed he tossed the block of plastic out into the sixth floor hallway. He could hear bare feet in the elevator link as the car dropped down the shaft.
The doors pinged open on the ground floor. Three guards in black body armor stood there. The two facing him saw Hogan on the floor and their eyes got hard.
Sam met their gaze. ‘Where’s your medkit?’ he shouted.
They were already stepping forward but the shout made them pause. It also made them raise their rifles a few inches. ‘What happened to Sergeant Ho—’
‘She had a seizure,’ Sam snapped. He jabbed the FMF badge on his coat twice as he did, the one that said DR. CLEMENS in big letters. ‘Where’s your damned medkit?’
The man pointed down the hall to the reception area. The others kneeled by Hogan and tried to speak to her. She moved her mouth but no sound came out.
‘Elevate her feet and hold her down,’ yelled Sam as he stepped into the hall. ‘And stick something in her mouth. She could bite her tongue off if she seizes again.’ He headed in the direction of the medkit.
Two more guards passed him and he waved them towards the elevator. He hoped no one noticed the extra weight in one side of his coat. The woman at reception looked at him. ‘What’s all the shouting back there?’
‘They got out,’ he said. He tried to add a believable dose of panic into his voice. ‘The junkies in the tank up on six, they got out.’
Her eyes went wide. ‘Is everyone okay?’
‘I think so. Director Bradbury locked himself in his office. Sergeant Hogan got me out but she had some kind of seizure or something.’
The woman typed while he talked and red lights began to flash. ‘Get to your quarters,’ she said to him, tilting her head towards the door. ‘I need to lock the building down.’
Something went tight in his throat and relaxed just as fast. The shiver probably helped make him look scared. ‘Thanks,’ he said.
He stepped out of the building. A squad of men in black armor charged up the steps and he leaped out of their way. He was at the bottom of the stairs when he heard the door lock shut.
Three bounces. He didn’t deserve to be this lucky.
He walked across the plaza. There was a Humvee waiting by the gate. It might have been the same one he drove in down from Sacramento. He wondered if their gate procedures were lax, too.
The big vehicle was empty. It was the same Humvee, because he could smell the driver’s body odor. Sam hefted himself into the seat. The pistol in the back of his pants shifted and fell out. He tried to pull it out casually and drop it between the seats.
The Humvee had more power than anything he’d ever driven, and he could feel it raring to lunge forward. He pulled up to the gate and tried to give a casual salute to the guards there. Most of them were looking back towards the flashing red lights at the Federal Building. They only half-glanced at him and returned the salute just as casually.
The gate opened.
Four bounces in a row. He had definitely used up all his luck for the year.
He steered the Humvee across Wilshire and made the turn north onto Sepulveda. He remembered that much from a Spring Break at Venice Beach. Sepulveda can get you anywhere. He’d even mentioned it to the driver on the trip down.
With him behind the wheel, the Humvee was a clumsy beast, but it was the only vehicle on the road. Sam floored it and the huge engine growled. It climbed the hills, passed museums, and cruised down into the San Fernando Valley.
He saw some junkies as he drove. Some cringed from the roaring behemoth of the Humvee. Others roared back and tried to chase it. He left them in his dust and they vanished around curves and corners.
Twenty minutes after escaping the Los Angeles Federal Building, he noticed the red light on the dashboard. It was right under the gas gauge. The needle was pointed at E. Five minutes after that the big vehicle rolled to a stop.
So much for bounces.
Sam peered out through the windows. He was right by a broad on-ramp for Interstate 405. Sepulveda curved away between tall buildings ahead of him.
The freeway would be more direct, but would also offer less shelter. The main road offered more opportunities, and a better chance to hide from the FMF if they came after him. It also meant a better chance of running into junkies.
While he debated his next step he searched the Humvee. There was a black duffle bag under the back seat with an emergency kit in it. Some food, water, a first aid kit, and some other survival supplies. There were some flares in the far back, too, and a large flashlight. He stuck them all in the bag and added one of the spare pistol magazines as well.
He opened the door and slid down to the pavement. The city was dead quiet. He hadn’t realized it on the drive in. No cars. No birds. Just the faint sound of distant breezes.
Sam slung the bag over his shoulder and tucked the pistol into his belt. After a moment he pulled it out and walked with it in his hand. Then he stuck it back in his belt.
It was almost four hundred miles to Sacramento, if memory served. Not impossible to walk. A lot harder watching out for junkies. If luck held, he’d find another car. Or someone to watch his back.
He walked two blocks north on Sepulveda to where it intersected with Van Nuys. A woman stood in the east side of Van Nuys.
She wasn’t much older than he was. Maybe not at all older, just with a lot more mileage. A lot of people had that look to them these days. She wore a pistol on her hip and there was an aluminum baseball bat in her hand. It had a practice donut on it, giving it a bit more weight for the swing.
‘Hi, there,’ he said. He didn’t call out. His voice carried across the silent intersection.
She looked at him for a moment. He couldn’t make out too much of her features, but she had dark hair and he wondered if maybe she didn’t speak English. He couldn’t remember too much Spanish.
He cleared his throat and raised his volume slightly. ‘Are you okay? I’m a doctor. I can help you if you’re hurt or—’
‘I’m okay,’ she said.
He nodded. ‘Good. My name’s Sam.’
‘Holly.’
‘It’s really nice to meet you, Holly. Which way are you headed?’
She pointed up Sepulveda with the bat. ‘North.’
‘Anywhere in particular?’
‘Maybe.’
He opened his arms. A gesture of peace. ‘I’m headed that way too. Sacramento. Maybe we could travel together?’
Holly closed her eyes and gripped the tape-wrapped handle of the bat. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Things ended messy with the last person I traveled with.’
Sam relaxed his arms and felt the shape of the jump drive in his pocket. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’ll turn out better this time.’
Five bounces. He hoped his smile didn’t make him look crazy.





STRICTLY PROFESSIONAL
 


It had been six months since the world ended.
For Quilt, things didn’t seem all that different.
Oh, a few dozen cities had fallen and more than a billion people had died, if numbers were to be believed. Millions were starving because of the shutdown of so many public services. Millions more were running around killing and eating anything they got their hands on.
In the end, though, nothing had really changed, as he saw it. People were still selfish animals, infected or not. Despite what science said about chimpanzees, Quilt believed mankind was a more evolved form of cockroach. This epidemic was a minor setback. Within fifty years there’d be no sign it had happened.
He loped along the roof of the building, slid down to the shop next door, and paused to wipe some dust from his glasses. They had a non-reflective coating which could be damaged easily if he let too much grit build up on the lenses. While he wiped them on his undershirt, he glanced over the edge of the roof at the baker’s dozen of infected people wandering and moaning through the streets.
It had begun in Asia. An epidemic that spread like wildfire. Not surprising, he thought, given the population density. It had been called the China Syndrome for the first few weeks, but the technical name was H1B6. Most people called it the Baugh Contagion now, after the scientist who first isolated it.
The contagion affected the brain. It caused poor judgment, uncontrollable hunger, a breakdown of communication skills, and eventually death. People spread the disease in its early stages through lack of inhibitions and bad personal choices. In the final weeks, they spread it in a much more active fashion. While most diseases made their victims weaker as they progressed, H1B6 made them burn up their lives in a frenzy. Two or three weeks of running, shaking, and howling. And biting. The biting had helped make it an epidemic. The tremors, babbling, and erratic behavior had helped give the infected the nickname junkies.
As Quilt looked at the gibbering infected below him, it occurred to him that he’d gone seven weeks without saying a single word. He’d gone for long periods before without speaking, depending on the location or requirements of a given job, but this was impressive even for him. There’d been no one to speak with, granted, and for a brief moment he toyed with the idea of saying a few words just to hear a voice, even if it was his own. He dismissed the thought just as swiftly. Talking to yourself was a bad habit, and bad habits were the bane of his profession.
In another life, Quilt might’ve had any number of jobs. He had very good organizational skills. He was great with faces. His hand-eye coordination was phenomenal. He had a flawless internal clock. It crossed his mind now and then that he would’ve made an excellent executive assistant, or perhaps a high-level manager of some kind.
Of course, he had one other skill. No matter where or when he’d lived, it would’ve ended up being his defining trait. It stood out on a resume.
Quilt killed people.
He did it very well, and had been doing it for most of his adult life. He’d never be so arrogant as to say he was the best at what he did or any other such statements. Privately, though, he knew there were very few people in his line of work who were considered better.
A quick check assured him this new rooftop, three stories up, was completely secure. He’d been on the move for six hours. Time to stop for his meal. He set his rifle down carefully and slid the streamlined pack off his shoulders. There were two Marine-issue MREs left in it.
He lifted the particle mask that covered his nose and mouth. It was number sixty-eight out of one hundred. They were all charcoal-gray, a specialty color he paid double for from an exploitative website that took advantage of rich germaphobes. Their products were top quality, though, and they had never questioned the false identities Quilt used to buy them.
Quilt hated diseases. One might even say he feared them. He disliked anything he couldn’t fight on equal terms. He knew his phenomenal health and careful, precise method of doing things made the risk of infection extremely minimal, but the thought nagged at the back of his mind.
He cracked open the MRE and began to eat. He made a point of setting his spoon down between each bite, giving the food longer to suppress his appetite. Quilt only ate one meal a day. It made it easer to carry enough food for two or three weeks.
Supplies were a bit low at the moment, but that was the whole reason he’d come back to Los Angeles. Quilt had offices and safe houses in a dozen cities across the globe. Never in key areas. Only amateurs stood in the target. He’d based himself just off-center, close enough to major transport but far enough to be out of sight. There was a loft apartment in Cardiff, and another one in Bonn. He had a small beach house in southern Maine, an hour north of Boston, and another one just south of Buenos Aires.
And, of course, an office in North Hollywood. Shielded by the Hollywood Hills in case of an attack on Los Angeles or LAX. Moving at an easy pace, he’d be there tomorrow afternoon.
He heard a distant yelp. It sounded faintly like a dog. Dogs were one of the few things Quilt had any fondness for. Probably, he admitted, because a well-trained dog was one of the most loyal weapons you could have. He’d seen the junkies go after dogs, and he made a point of stopping them when he could. And when he could spare the rounds.
He stood up and used his rifle scope to scan the streets below until movement caught his eyes. There was a junkie standing in the middle of the street, two blocks to the north. A young man with dark hair and skin. The junkie was Egyptian, probably. Maybe Lebanese. His features had a few of those subtle markers a person can only pick up on after so much time in a region.
He wasn’t after a dog. He had two women pinned by a few cars. Quilt could see the back of their heads. One was wiry and tough. The other one looked too soft to last long. He let the crosshairs settle on the base of her skull and contemplated tightening his trigger finger. His heart beat twice and he switched targets. Quilt made a point of not killing randomly. He was, after all, a professional.
The tough woman was trying to scare off the junkie. He heard her stomp on the pavement and saw her wave at him with some kind of club or bat. She was brave. Stupid, trying to frighten the infected man when Quilt could see a holster on her belt, but brave.
Quilt applied precise pressure to the trigger on the rifle, a Heckler & Koch G36 outfitted with a Beta C-Mag drum magazine, and the junkie’s head vanished from his scope. And from the junkie’s shoulders. Then he settled down to finish eating.
Some people would have seen a political motive in shooting the Arab junkie over the blonde woman. They would be wrong. Quilt made a point of having no political views whatsoever. It made his work simpler not to think about the motivations behind different jobs. However, there was no denying that he missed the worldwide chaos of the Bush years. A glorious time for a freelance soldier, when assignments could be picked up easier than milk at a grocery store. The mercenary assassin trade had been getting thin under Barack Obama.
His last assignment before the collapse of western society had been to kill a doctor. Fifteen weeks ago. As far as Quilt’s target assessment could discern, the man had no aspirations and posed no threats, even within academic or departmental bureaucracy. He was a dedicated researcher who isolated viruses and their origins, nothing more.
Quilt had driven a delivery truck into the loading dock. He’d disabled the security cameras the night before with a paintball gun, along with eight other randomly selected ones in nearby buildings. The campus police had discovered them that morning and already written it off as a student prank. It would take another day to schedule maintenance and have them cleaned.
He’d wheeled his three large crates into the doctor’s lab. The man suspected nothing until Quilt had glanced at the room’s corners to confirm there were no cameras. Then he’d known instantly.
Over the years, Quilt had come to realize that targets fit into a few simple groups once confronted with their impending deaths. There were the ones who fight, the ones who bargain, and the ones who accept it. The doctor had sighed and shook his head.
‘No matter what you do to me,’ the target had said, ‘people are going to find out. You can’t hide something like this.’
Quilt had broken his neck with a quick blow to the fourth vertebrae, a technique he’d learned in Laos and mastered in Somalia. It was quick and painless. The man had died instantly. Every now and then, perhaps one out of every five targets, the person would survive the shock of internal decapitation and their brain would live in terror of what was happening for another fifty or sixty seconds before the oxygen in their blood was depleted. Quilt often felt a twinge of guilt at those instances. Not for the killing. Just for the messiness of it.
The doctor had fallen to the floor and Quilt had moved on to stage two of the assassination. The client had suggested it to cover his tracks. Quilt never left tracks of any sort, but he rarely argued with a client.
Each of the three crates contained a heavily-sedated person in the final stages of infection. He had pulled on a set of rubber gloves, checked their pulses, and dumped them on the floor near the doctor’s body. Quilt had locked the doors behind him as he left, then kicked them open to break the lock from the outside. He had paused to wipe a partial print of his shoe from the door and heard one of the junkies groan as the noise roused it. Junkies always woke up hungry, as he had confirmed several times since then.
It had been, in Quilt’s assessment, a perfect assignment, even when the client sent a second man to silence him. Just as there were certain types of targets, there were certain types of clients as well. Some believed in a Machiavellian need to eliminate an operative after a successful mission—usually the ones who’d never seen any sort of combat themselves. Quilt had broken both the man’s arms and knees, slit his throat, and left him outside their public office building. Payment had been transferred to his Gstaad account the next day.
A perfectly-executed assignment.
 

* * *
 

He reached the office building at quarter of five in the afternoon the next day. The building was one of dozens in Los Angeles with a regular tenant rotation. Suites and whole floors were rented out to small movie crews and production companies. The landlord was thrilled to have a few tenants with permanent offices. Quilt made a point of contacting the man every seventeen months to argue about rent. Perfect tenants attract as much attention as bad ones, in their own way. He strived to be a mediocre tenant at all his properties.
The bottom of one of the front doors was smashed in. From the lack of dust, he guessed it had happened within the past twenty-four hours. There were tracks in the broken safety glass that had almost been hidden by a body sliding through it. A few small cubes of material trailed off towards the stairwell and nowhere else. Whoever had come in had gone straight upstairs.
Quilt frowned.
He moved to the opposite side of the lobby, where the building’s security office was located. The door was unlocked, which bothered him. While this was far from the most high-end office building in the city, an unlocked security office spoke of a certain lack of professionalism. He did a quick sweep of the room and sat down at the desk.
Like most of the city, the building still had power. The computer was security protected, but a twenty-three second search of the desk found the password on an index card beneath a box of staples in the left hand drawer. It was, to Quilt, yet another sign of the lack of professionalism.
According to the security log, the doors had been locked seven weeks ago, but the main alarm system had not been turned on. Which explained why the power was on yet the broken door had not set off half a dozen blaring sirens. There were a few glitches in the logs, most likely from random brownouts, but the past two days were clear and machine-meticulous.
The break-in had been five hours, forty-two minutes ago. Ten minutes after the glass in the door had been broken, the stairwell card reader had been compromised on the fifth floor. Seven minutes after that, the lock on suite 551 had failed.
They had broken in and gone straight for Quilt’s office.
Was it a raiding party? Or an attempt to deny him his supplies? How could anyone have known the bolt hole existed? It was rented through three dummy corporate shells, registered to a stolen identity, a fake name, and a dead man, respectively. The closest he’d been to it in the past two years was a job six months ago in Hawaii. According to the computer log, thirty-seven minutes after his door had been breached the east stairwell card reader on the third floor had failed. Five minutes later suite 331 was compromised.
The two break-ins confused him. The suite directly below or above would be an attempt to breach his office without setting off an alarm on the door. But why would someone go to another office altogether? And after already achieving the objective?
Confusion bothered Quilt.
He slipped into the computer’s operating system and erased the record of him accessing the security log and the operating system. Once finished he carefully readjusted the papers on the desk and the position of the chair. He closed the door behind him and made a point not to lock it, as much as it nagged at him.
As he walked across the lobby he noted the different tracks in the dust and broken glass. At least ten people. Mostly men, from the size of the footprints and strides, but he couldn’t be sure of that. He pulled open the stairwell door and a junkie lunged at him.
The infected man threw his full weight on Quilt, driving them both to the ground. Quilt already had his hand up, bending the junkie’s head back so neither his teeth or the streamers of drool came near exposed skin. The man flailed at Quilt, raining down a flurry of savage blows that would’ve been lethal if they’d been aimed with any degree of skill.
On his back, Quilt yanked his knee up, hitting the junkie in the groin. The man was an animal at this point, but he still yelped and froze up for a moment. It was all the time Quilt needed to collapse the man’s trachea and draw his knife. He flipped the junkie over and drove the blade up into the man’s skull where it joined the spine. A quick twist of the knife turned the junkie’s brain into a purposeless mass of waterlogged flesh. Blood spread across the floor. Quilt cleaned his knife on the man’s shirt, stepped carefully around the puddle, and headed up the stairs.
He stopped at the third floor landing. This model of card reader could be defeated by half a dozen magnetic master keys. It had been cracked open and hotwired. The work of someone not used to covering their tracks.
Quilt swung his rifle down and slipped into the third floor hallway. He could smell blood, not fresh but only a few hours old at the most. He listened for a moment and determined if anyone was still on this level of the building they were at least as skilled as he. Which was not a pleasant thought.
The door for suite 331 had been kicked open. Again, a crude method with no attempt to hide the invader’s presence. It had taken two or three blows. Quilt was about to enter the office when he noticed the lock. It was a Medeco3 dead bolt set. Not the building’s standard, but very common with the U.S. government.
He examined the frame and found three additional sensors past the building’s standard security lines. There was a micro-thin pressure pad on the threshold. Someone had wanted to know every time this door opened.
Quilt let his rifle hang and drew his MK23 SOCOM pistol.
Suite 331 had the same layout as his own office. A small reception area with two small rooms on either side and a larger room behind it. Perfect for a small business or production company.
Or, in this case, a covert field hospital.
When valuable agents or assets were wounded and a public facility wasn’t an option, most agencies kept a well-stocked, low-profile infirmary in every city. Quilt had seen rooms like this before. His left kidney had been removed in one. Bandages, sutures, surgical tools, braces, crutches, a fully-stocked pharmacy, and equipment to monitor everything from heartbeats to brain waves.
Judging by the style of the furniture in the reception area and the design of the lone examination table, he estimated this room had been here for just over twelve years. It was well-established when he set up his bolt hole two stories above. If he was the smiling type, Quilt’s lips might have twitched at the thought of the embarrassing situations which could’ve resulted from this unfortunate coincidence.
The field hospital was missing several things. More to the point, he noted, many things had been left behind. Most of the equipment. Almost two-thirds of the chemicals and drugs, including narcotics. Whoever had done this was not looting. They had been searching for very specific items and materials. He could see outlines in the dust where bottles and cases had been pulled from the shelves.
Quilt knew the names and purposes of most of the drugs and compounds that were still there. So the things that had been taken were specialty items. Things only a professional in this field would know about or have use for.
The card reader on the fifth floor landing had been broken and hotwired the same way. He slipped into the hall and listened. Again, there were no sounds.
His office door had been pried away from the lock and kicked open. The fact that the desks and cabinets were searched told Quilt whoever had done this had no idea what they were looking for. His suite had not been examined, it had been ransacked.
They had found both gun racks, hidden behind the false wall panels he’d installed seven years ago. The ammunition drawers had been pried open. Both supply closets were broken open, and the concealed closet in the other office.
A third of his rations were gone. Almost a full month’s worth of food. An AA-12 shotgun, three M4 carbine rifles, and two P90s were also missing, along with a dozen assorted pistols and tactical gear.
They had taken his machete. One of his very few sentimental items. That machete had gotten him through North Korea. He’d crossed close to two hundred miles of jungle with nothing but the heavy blade and an AK-47 with a single round in it. Because of the machete, he’d never needed to use the bullet.
Quilt frowned. For the first time in months, he felt annoyed. Not annoyed, angry. Angry at the amateurs that had found his bolt hole and looted it.
The thieves had not discovered the twin safes beneath the carpeting. One contained approximately one-point-five million dollars, divided into dollars, euros, and yen. The other was the hard drive and processor for his personal security system. He had ten cameras in the office, four in the hall, two in the downstairs lobby, and another five on the building’s roof.
They appeared on his desktop screen. Six men and four women, wearing sporting equipment as if it were body armor. He’d heard people like this called outsiders over the past few months. As the disease spread and junkies became more and more common, the services of those who dared to go outside—and could make it back unharmed—were becoming more and more valuable.
Quilt watched them enter the office and search. He saw them discover his cache and dole out weapons and supplies among themselves. He memorized their faces.
According to the outside cameras, they’d left the building seventy-one minutes after entering. Twelve-thirty-seven. And there’d been some kind of altercation with another pair of scavengers.
He squinted at the high-angle shot on the screen. The two other scavengers were both women. One, the soft one, became a hostage in less than a minute. The other one, the wiry one, had a baseball bat. Quilt was not a romantic, by any means, but he had a keen awareness that running into the same women twice in two days was noteworthy.
The soft one had panicked. Her screams had brought junkies. Eleven of them. The thieves had left on bicycles—good, quiet, dependable third-world transport. The two women had run back into the office building. Four of the junkies had followed them in. The other seven had chased the thieves.
Quilt remembered the smell of blood on the third floor, and he considered the matter with the mystery women solved.
The thieves had headed up the road, which meant they had either gone straight and headed into Hollywood proper or turned at Barham and crossed over the freeway into Universal City. Scared people tended to go in straight lines and follow the path of least resistance, and the thieves didn’t look professional enough not to be scared. With the hardware they’d stolen from his bolt hole, seven junkies shouldn’t’ve been a problem, but they’d chosen to run. That means they’d avoided the sharp turn onto Barham and also the two or three residential streets that led uphill.
The thieves were in Hollywood.
 

* * *
 

It took him half an hour to confirm his suspicion. On the downhill side of the valley was a thin line of fresh, dark rubber, barely visible in the fading sunlight, and a slight drift of grit and dust. A dozen yards further he found another fresh tire mark where one of the thieves, now carrying extra supplies, had squeezed the brakes a little too hard.
It was sundown by the time he reached the base of the Cahuenga Pass and the Hollywood Bowl. It didn’t bother him. Enough of the streetlights were still working, and Quilt had probably spent more of his life awake at night than during the day. His scope had a night vision setting, but he rarely used it. He preferred to keep his natural senses sharp and not become dependent on tools.
He passed several junkies. They had passable night vision since the disease dilated their eyes. Most of them still didn’t see him. One pair did and he slit both their throats when they lunged at him. Another, a bony woman, managed to get the drop on him and grabbed him from behind. He broke the woman’s arm, knocked her head back with the heel of his palm, and drove his knife up into her brain through her jaw.
Quilt made his way down through the city. The streetlights were on, but no one was home. The tourist traps hadn’t seen any traffic in at least ten weeks. The roads were empty. His life had hardened him to the sights of war, and the various aftermaths of it. He still found the sight of an empty, abandoned city to be almost unnerving.
He followed the trail for another three miles as it cut back and forth through residential neighborhoods. He killed fourteen more junkies as he went, most of them with his bare hands or the knife. A small pack charged him and he put a round in each of their heads with the MK 23.
As he stepped out onto Wilshire Boulevard, a junkie child lunged at him, sputtering high-pitched nonsense. She was a girl of five at the most, dressed in filthy clothes that had been bright pink and yellow once. Quilt grabbed one shoulder and the top of the thrashing child’s head and twisted. Her five-year old spine made a noise like a bundle of celery being torn apart and she dropped to the ground. As her head hit the sidewalk, a scent drifted past his nose.
In Quilt’s opinion, smoking was one of the worst vices a professional soldier could pick up. Any addiction was bad, but one that risked uncontrollable coughs and shortness of breath was deadly. Worse yet, cigarette smoke had a strong, distinctive smell that could carry up to half a mile in certain conditions.
Such as an abandoned city.
The thieves had made a camp for themselves inside a fast food restaurant just east of Wilshire and LaBrea. Quilt studied the burger shack from the unlit parking lot of a small strip mall across the street. A horrible choice. They were too visible in the front and had no view in the back. There were limited exits, too. Again, the lack of professionalism gnawed at him.
It was time for their first lesson.
He scaled the strip mall and stretched himself flat on the roof of a sushi restaurant. The G36 came off his shoulder. He flipped out the bipod and gave the suppressor a half-twist to make sure it was still locked.
Four of them were on their roof keeping watch. One was smoking. He took a long drag and the ember lit up like a tiny flare. Another reason a professional soldier didn’t smoke. Quilt could see it from across the six-lane street. It pinpointed the man’s head, even with the streetlights.
He lined up and waited for the guard to inhale again. His finger applied pressure to the trigger. The rifle made a noise like a loud cough.
The cigarette scattered in a flurry of red sparks. The thief fell over. Quilt picked up the rifle and shifted fifteen feet to his left. Even with the suppressor he would not take two sniper shots from the same position.
It took two minutes for any of the other guards to notice their friend. They called out jokes about sleeping on the job and not sharing the good stuff. When he didn’t answer, one walked over to kick him awake.
Quilt pressed his eye to the scope. He let his breath slide out. He counted his heartbeats.
The next thief, a woman, gave the dead man a gentle boot in the ribs. Then a firmer one. She bent down to shake the man awake.
There was another cough.
The second thief continued bending at the knees and slumped over the first. She never made a sound. Her rifle, one of the P90s from Quilt’s office, rattled on the rooftop.
It took a few moments for the other two to register what had happened. One, another woman, dropped flat. She had a long braid which Quilt thought was asking for trouble. The other one, a man, lifted one of the M4 carbines and began twisting randomly back and forth, as if he’d suddenly catch sight of the sniper. He looked like an idiot. An idiot who thought he looked intimidating.
Neither of them signaled the people in the restaurant below them. Quilt felt another quick flare of annoyance as he settled into his new position. His trigger finger flexed and the idiot thief twisted one last time.
The braided woman twisted away and vanished. She’d rolled straight off the edge of the building, dropping out of sight as quickly as possible. Quilt decided to give her the benefit of the doubt and assume it had been deliberate.
A minute later the woman appeared in the restaurant. She limped over and shook one of the thieves awake, a bearded man who slept with Quilt’s AA-12 within reach. They had a brief but animated discussion.
While they were talking Quilt marched along the roof and used up eleven more rounds shooting junkies. Eleven hits in twenty-eight seconds. Not as fast as he could’ve done on a range, but still not bad. It was a bit wasteful, but this was the most enjoyable evening he’d had in at least two months.
He stretched out again and watched their body language while he reloaded the rifle drum. The woman from the roof was tense. Another two women and three men who’d been inside didn’t seem to understand what was going on. The bearded man, their leader, seemed calm but alert.
Quilt pressed the drum back into position, set the rifle against his shoulder, and read lips though the scope. The braided woman was smart. She was keeping back with the bearded man, out of lines of sight. Not far enough back, but better than the man and woman pressed up against the glass. They were the ones who noticed the dead junkies.
The discovery had many of them in a panic. Their bearded leader—Bernie, it looked like they were calling him—was still calm. Battle-calm, Quilt realized. The man had been under fire before. It was agreed that they’d leave at dawn. They had what they’d gone out to collect. They were due at—Bernie’s face turned away when he named the location— no later than five tomorrow. They would continue to sleep in shifts and be on the road in—Bernie checked his watch—six hours.
The thieves arranged themselves along the windows, and Quilt settled down for five hours of sleep.
 

* * *
 

Quilt was already on the roof of the burger shack when the thieves woke up. Two of them opened the side door and slipped out to the bikes parked in the small lot behind the restaurant. A long, rubber-coated wire ran through frames and wheels, fastening them together into a huge mass. Considering how slack they were in so many things, Quilt found this to be overzealous and a bit hypocritical. It wasn’t as if there were lots of people stealing bikes these days. It was more likely they’d want to make a fast getaway at some point and their bikes would be useless.
One of the thieves, a skinny man with a spiked mohawk, pressed himself against the corner of the restaurant and tried to keep a lookout. One of Quilt’s M4 carbines sat loose in his arms. The woman, just as skinny, bent to the padlock fastening the two ends of the wire. She gave a quick look around herself and then focused her attention on the combination dial.
Neither of them looked up.
Quilt landed to the mohawk man’s left, hidden from the restaurant windows. He slipped one hand behind the thief’s head and slammed the edge of the other hand into the man’s throat. Pushing the head forward accented the blow and kept the skinny man from making noise against the building. He hiccupped and his eyes bugged. The striking hand grabbed him under the chin and wrenched the man’s skull around.
The mohawk man went limp. Quilt held the body upright and away from the wall. The thief’s gear swayed for a moment and grew still. The rifle strap was still twisted around his arm. Quilt lowered him to the ground and stepped toward the woman.
She straightened up from the lock, pulling the wire out of the wheels, and Quilt placed his hand over her mouth. A blow to the stomach doubled her over and knocked the wind out of her. She wouldn’t be able to scream or struggle. He snapped her neck with the edge of his hand and caught the body before it fell.
He threw her corpse over his shoulder and grabbed the skinny man by the belt. He made a point of stepping only on clean stone or pavement as he carried them across the parking lot, around a hedge, and found himself in a more residential area. This was considered, if Quilt’s memory was correct, Beverly Hills-adjacent. There were small trees lining the street and little houses with expensive cars in the driveway. He dumped the bodies there.
There were a few junkies huddled in a pile on the postage-stamp lawn across the street. They’d be waking up soon as the sun got higher and warmed their bodies. And they’d wake up hungry.
Quilt had killed women up close before. His second-to-last job, the one before the doctor, had been a woman. He’d been paid to poison her. At least, the client had said the liquid was poison, but Quilt had his doubts. After several years, he had more than a passing familiarity with most toxins, natural and synthetic. The clear liquid didn’t flow right. It had separated into two distinct compounds, one of which was too viscous and clung to the sides of the microvial. More likely it was some kind of slow-release radioactive compound in suspension, possibly a tracking isotope.
Regardless, it had never been his job to question the client unless absolutely necessary. He followed the dossier, located the target in an airport bar, and struck up a casual conversation which he allowed to become more intimate. When her head had tipped back to laugh at a joke, he had slipped the liquid into her drink. He’d covered the action by dipping his own head to laugh and almost tipping over his own tall glass. Half an hour later she squeezed his hand, gave him a quick kiss, and boarded her plane.
The target had a clear tan line on her index finger. She removed her wedding ring for business trips. That demonstrated a lack of morals that Quilt found bothersome, although he recognized the irony of a man such as himself being a judge of morals.
He’d almost gotten on a plane himself after that. He had a permanent room in Aswan at the Abu Simbel Hotel. It overlooked the Nile and gave him a view of an old monastery on the west bank. Even with all the recent unrest and the ever-present police, Egypt was one of the few places he ever felt peaceful and relaxed. A few weeks later the first outbreaks had been announced in China. Had he gone to Egypt, his return to the States would’ve been much more inconvenient.
The other thieves called out for their partners. Moving as little as possible, he leaned his head and shoulders to a point where he could glimpse them through the hedge. He could see Bernie and the braided woman as they looked about and called for their partners. She pointed at the open padlock and the loops of wire by the bikes.
Another man looked out from behind them. He wore a knit cap that sported three concentric circles on his forehead. If he were the type, Quilt would’ve smirked. The man was wearing a target on his skull.
None of them stepped that far from the restaurant. They weren’t that eager to find their friends. A few quick words were exchanged and the braided woman and the Human Target went back inside. Bernie stayed behind to study the back lot. He looked past the hedge, down the side street, and for a brief moment Quilt was sure the man was looking through the hedge, that he’d been spotted somehow. His hand settled to his pistol, but Bernie’s eyes drifted away and he stepped back into the restaurant. He moved backwards, never taking his eyes off the street. Quilt respected that.
He sprinted across the parking lot as soon as Bernie was gone from sight. He found footholds, seized the edges of bricks, and was on the roof less than a minute after the restaurant door closed. He caught himself at the edge of the wall and paused to get his balance. If he let momentum carry him onto the roof too quick, they’d hear him inside. He took a breath and stepped down.
A few minutes later the thieves burst through the doors. There were five of them left. Bernie, the braided woman, and another woman wore heavy, bulging backpacks. They were carrying the materials from the field hospital. The other two were the escorts. They were supposed to intercept threats. The Human Target was one of them. So was a little man with a round face.
They mounted the bikes, cautiously looking around the whole time. The round-faced man fought to free his from one of the now-extra bicycles and sent the other one crashing to the ground. His partners glared at him. From down the residential street came the moans and howls of junkies.
The thieves kicked off and began to pedal. They moved down the burger shack’s drive-through lane and out onto Wilshire. Bernie and the braided woman were in good shape and took the lead almost immediately. The round-faced man scooted up alongside them and the others fell into position behind them. The Human Target was in the rear and already falling behind. He was just too bulky and long-legged to ride his bicycle with the efficiency of the others.
Quilt glanced over his shoulder. A quartet of junkies was shuffling down the residential street to investigate the noise. The bikes had gotten out of sight just in time.
He turned back to Wilshire and set his rifle to his shoulder. The last thief rode into the scope’s cross hairs. The G36 coughed and the Human Target dropped. The bike stayed between his legs so it made almost no noise as it fell over. The rest of his team continued on, pedaling hard.
Quilt slung the rifle over his shoulder and vaulted down to ground level. The four junkies gibbered with glee and lunged toward him. He drew his MK23 and dropped each of them with a round between the eyes.
He shook the bicycle free of the Human Target and did a quick check of the gears and shifters. It didn’t have a lot of wear on it, but wasn’t a great bike. Most likely something that had been looted from a department store or big toy chain. It would have to do.
Another groan came from behind the hedge, followed by the sounds of tearing cloth and meat. Something had found the two bodies. It was time to get moving.
 

* * *
 

Quilt’s bike skimmed through the alleys that paralleled Wilshire. It was dangerous. Less than ten minutes on the bicycle and he’d come out into a street just a few feet from a trio of junkies. They were already eating, tearing apart one of their own, from the look of it. They’d turned and howled and gnashed their teeth at him, but their hunger outweighed the instinct to chase him.
Fifteen minutes later he caught a glimpse of the thieves across a parking lot straddled by two tall buildings. The group of cyclists seemed slow and steady compared to the blur of background around them and himself. They were half a block ahead of him, no more.
Another cross street opened up in front of him. There were two junkies there, both women, dressed in filthy running clothes. They were on the far side of the street, already looking his way.
One of them spat out a stream of nonsense syllables and lunged. He yanked the bike to the side and dodged her arms. Then he pushed himself flat against the handlebars to duck the second junkie. It let him avoid her arms, but also blocked him from pedaling for a few seconds. The bicycle shot past the women, but Quilt could feel the loss of momentum.
The women were already after him, their soiled sneakers slapping on the concrete and pavement.
Quilt stood up and cranked his legs on the pedals, but knew it was a lost cause. The junkies would catch him before he could regain enough speed. He crushed the brakes in his hand and the bike skidded around to face the women.
He reached for his pistol but one of them, the dark haired one, was too close. Her flailing hands batted his arm away from the holster. Instead, he wrapped his arm around hers and drove the heel of his other hand into the bridge of her nose. There was a loud snap as the bone was pushed back into her skull. A second pound from his palm drove it the rest of the way into her brain.
He dragged the convulsing woman across the front of the bike and into the second junkie. The bleach-blonde clawed past her dying companion and her fingers brushed his particle mask. He punched her in the face. She staggered back as Quilt shook the first junkie off his arm. The blonde howled and leaped and he shot her once in the chest and again in the mouth. She dropped over the front tire of the bike and blood gushed across his boots.
Quilt’s brow furrowed behind his glasses. Blood was bad. Blood carried the infection.
He reached into the side pouch of his backpack and yanked out a brown bottle of hydrogen peroxide, his last one. He poured half of it over his boots and kicked pink, hissing droplets across the pavement. He tore the pocket off the dark-haired junkie’s pants and used it to mop some of the foaming blood away. He poured the rest of the bottle over them and heard it sizzle on the nylon. His feet were still dry. His boots were clean.
The attack and clean up had cost him just under five minutes. His brow knotted even more. The thieves were at least six blocks away by now. Quilt lifted the bike, turned it around in the air, and pumped the pedals again.
He’d gone through five blocks’ worth of alleys when he caught another glimpse of them, barely a hundred yards ahead. They must have stopped. There was no way he could’ve been so wrong in his estimates. Another minute and he was racing alongside them. He could see them flickering between buildings. A minute later he was in the lead.
They were coming out of Beverly Hills now, into the area of tall apartment buildings and taller banks. A few cars were parked along the road here, many of them with smashed windows. Quilt swerved his bike out towards Wilshire but cut onto the sidewalk. Ahead of him, at the bottom of a small hill, was the vehicle he wanted. It was an oversized SUV, its windows broken and tires slashed, probably by some tree-hugger as their final act before succumbing to the virus or being eaten.
He swung his legs off the bike while it was still coasting and guided it down to the pavement without a sound. He crouched between the SUV and the silver Lexus in front of it. He could stare into the Lexus and see a dim, distorted reflection of the road behind him.
A dark line wavered and swelled. Quilt watched it grow closer and closer in the reflection. In the silent city, he heard oiled chains grind through gears. He swung the rifle off his shoulder and wrapped his fingers around the oversized carrying handle.
Bernie and the braided woman rushed past his narrow hiding space. Five seconds later another thief whizzed by. Then he stood and pivoted, swinging the G36 up to shoulder height.
The rifle stock clotheslined the round-faced man. It caught him under the chin on the way up, crushing his trachea and shattering his jaw where it connected to his skull. He flew back off his bike and crashed to the ground next to the SUV. His hands clawed at his throat as he tried to force air into his lungs. The bicycle rolled on for another ten or fifteen yards, held up by momentum, and then it crashed into a sign post with a loud clatter.
Quilt was already on the move. Three left. They gave up all pretense of stealth and were rushing down the hill. The sound and motion attracted more and more junkies. Over a dozen chasing them already.
He could see their destination from here and recognized it. The Los Angeles Federal Building. It stood a bit away from the other structures, the separation made more prominent by the concrete barriers and barbed wire that ringed the small plaza.
Across the street, three bonfires burned with strong, tall flames. Even from half a mile away, Quilt recognized the black smoke coming from the piles. He’d seen it often in Africa and twice in the Middle East. They weren’t burning wood.
The thieves coasted up and stopped in a circle of white paint. It was large enough to be a helipad. They tried to stay calm as the gate guards sized them up and the mob of junkies thundered down the hill towards them.
Quilt paralleled the mob down the hill. He stayed hidden behind cars, streetlamps, and small trees. The mob —three or four dozen of them by now—was too focused on the big meal to notice him.
The gate opened and the three bikes rolled forward into the Federal Building compound. A Humvee appeared from further down the road and moved to take their place in the circle.
Shots rang out from the complex and Quilt dropped to one knee behind a car. Eight junkies stumbled and fell, by his count. Three dead, five wounded. Another six or seven tripped over them. The rest of the mob turned on the weak. The dead, the wounded, even those that had just tripped and fallen—all of them were culled from the herd.
Something moved behind him and he brought the rifle up as he spun. One of the wounded junkies had escaped somehow and dragged herself behind the line of cars—behind his car. She was a withered woman with auburn hair, and he could see the high-velocity round had taken off most of her right leg below the knee. The others would follow the trail of blood and track her down in a few minutes at best. The junkie hissed at him and raised her filth-crusted fingers.
Quilt eyed the infected blood and the filth. He raised the rifle and paused. A gunshot would bring the other junkies even faster. Some of them were just on the other side of the car, caught up in the frenzy of eating. He would have to kill her silently or flee.
He pulled his knife from its boot sheath and the woman bared her teeth at him. She twisted and pushed away with her one good leg. Her body moved through her own trail of blood. Her dilated eyes, with just the barest hint of green around the edge of her pupils, were locked on his. The junkie lashed her fingers back and forth again. He pictured a cat swiping at the air with its paw, attempting to look brave and threatening.
The junkie was frightened.
The near-mindless thing that killed for no reason was scared of him.
He lashed out with the blade. The keen edge opened her throat. It wasn’t the best way to go, but it was better than being dismembered and eaten alive.
Quilt continued down the road and slipped through the open kill zone while one of the sentries bowed his head to light a cigarette. He slipped over one of the concrete barriers and between two loops of razorwire. It was a fine impediment for opponents like junkies, but didn’t mean anything to someone with patience and finesse. After years of practice, Quilt could move through barbed wire easier than some people could walk.
He made his way across the compound. It was being run by a private outfit, not US military. From their uniforms and equipment, he guessed they were either Dark Eagle Incorporated or Whitestealth Security. He had dealt with both before and knew their standard patrol patterns.
He saw the three outsiders exiting a row of trailers. Most likely a decon/exam facility to make sure they hadn’t contracted the virus. The braided woman now wore a hospital smock instead of a shirt. The three of them gathered up their packs of retrieved goods and headed for the Federal Building itself.
Quilt skimmed behind another row of trailers and rolled beneath a semi truck. Another sprint put him at the far end of the building. The cloudy day created dozens of shadows between the pillars there. None of them were as dark as he would’ve preferred, but they were dark enough. He also saw two security cameras, but both were angled too low. They could see the lobby door, but not the greater area in front of it.
The trio of outsiders was heading for the pillar he stood behind. A tug on the strap cinched the G36 tight against his shoulder. He made a quick mental map of sight lines.
Footsteps echoed against the concrete and they appeared next to him, walking for the lobby. The braided woman was farthest from him, the smaller woman closest. The man, Bernie, walked between them. The nearby woman wore her backpack, the other two carried theirs.
He thought of the mindless things across the city that killed for no reason.
Bernie swung his backpack into his other hand, toward Quilt. Quilt used the distracting movement to grab the smaller woman, pull her aside, and punch a nerve cluster just below her armpit. He jabbed his fingers into a second cluster in her lower back. Together they caused enough pain to paralyze a person for five minutes.
He grabbed Bernie’s pack and used the momentum of the swing to pull the man off to the side. They were behind the pillar, out of sight of the guards. It was such a smooth move that the braided woman took a few steps before she realized what was happening. Her chest rose ever-so-slightly as she took in the start of a deep breath. Then she saw that Quilt’s knife was already pressed against Bernie’s throat. Her lungs relaxed and her hands went up. She babbled something.
The braided woman was defenseless. The man was at his mercy. The other woman would be helpless for too long. Even if they called for the guards, they would all be dead before help could arrive.
He could kill them all for no reason. Just as he had killed their companions. Just like the mindless junkies would.
After what felt to Quilt like a long pause, he said ‘I would like my machete back.’
She stared at him, then swore.
Without taking any pressure off the knife blade, Quilt held out his hand. ‘Please,’ he said. It was a practiced word with no real request behind it. He was not sure if he had ever said it and meant it.
The braided woman cursed him again, shook her head, and unbuckled her belt. She wrestled with the canvas scabbard for a few moments, then held it out.
Quilt did not move. He flexed his open fingers once and turned the blade in his other hand just enough to catch the light. Bernie did not tremble under the blade. He was a true professional.
She leaned forward and set the machete in his hand. Quilt’s fingers closed over the scabbard and he felt a quick twinge of satisfaction. Another perfectly executed assignment.
He took the knife away from Bernie’s throat and was a dozen yards away before they knew he was gone. They did not shout for the guards. He slid through the barbed wire, over the barriers, and back into the city.
Quilt was many things. A mindless killer was not one of them.
He was a professional.
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