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A stillness hung over Washington, D.C., a thin veneer of peace separating blissful ignorance from the violence that would soon course through every square metre of the city.

Parked near the junction of 10th and Eye Streets, two officers sat in a cruiser, the radio playing in the background as they ate their lunches.

“Earlier today, Congress passed a bill to increase child tax credits, fulfilling a promise made by President Alicia Morgan during her election campaign. Political pundits are at war, with some praising the commitment and others criticising the independent party leader for potentially leading families down a path where the rug could be pulled from under them after the midterm elections.”

A brief rushing sound signalled the next segment.

“In other news, there have been reports of increased biotech components being leaked by foreign interests, tying into the suspicion that...”

“Eh, turn that off, will you?” one of the officers said, dabbing his moustache with a soiled napkin.

The passenger clicked off the dial, keeping one hand pinched around his burrito. “I was about to during the politics. Got carried away enjoying this. Just typical they get that bill passed now, huh? Not a lot of good it would do us anyway.”

“Is it off the cards, then? Definitely?”

“Looks that way. I mean, damn it. We could have adopted and spoiled some kid rotten with all the money we’ve spent on treatments. It’s our anniversary tomorrow.”

“Man, you’ve been trying all this time, haven’t you? What’s it now, been with her for eight years?”

“That’s right. Met on Independence Day.”

The other man chuckled, leaning his head against the driver’s-side window. “It still tickles me.”

“What does?”

“The irony. Independence Day, you bump into her, and whoosh, there goes your freedom.”

“Ha, don’t I just know it.” He paused to take a bite of his burrito, then stretched his neck to peer into his partner’s thin cardboard container. “You gone for the ramen?”

“No, went for another salad. Pieces of ham and egg in there. Not suffering too badly,” he said, then clasped his right temple and winced. “Ah, shit. Not again.”

“Again? I told you to get that checked out.”

“Nah, nah, must be a side effect.”

“Attention all units, attention all units,” the dispatcher broke in. “Reports of a woman experiencing a psychotic episode with a knife. Ambulances have been dispatched to the scene to treat the wounded. Requesting immediate backup. Please respond.”

They waited a few seconds, listening as another unit answered the call and confirmed they were en route.

“Speaking of again,” the officer with the burrito said. “Haven’t you noticed this is getting too frequent?” He saw his partner still pressing his temple. “Hey, man, are you listening?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m listening. Damn it. It’s usually just a dull ache.”

“I told you not to get that goddamn implant.”

“Cut me some slack, will you? It was meant to cure the migraines, and hey, I really needed that ten grand upfront they were anteing up.” The officer prodded his salad box with a wooden fork, skewering meat and lettuce before taking a careful bite. “I think it’s subsiding.”

“Connor, seriously, that’s not right. You need to get it checked out. If the sergeant or anyone else finds out, they’ll suspend you. Or worse, you know, a desk job.”

“You’re not going to tell on me, are you, kid?”

They stared at each other. Connor broke eye contact, pushing the wooden fork around his food. “You’re right. You’re right. I can be a bit of an ass.”

“Look, I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m concerned, that’s all.”

“I get it, Nicky. I get it.” Connor dabbed his moustache once more, then quickly patted his brow and forehead. “You’re right. If this happens and I have a suspect in my sights, who knows what the hell is gonna happen.”

A group of young adults walked past the cruiser, crossing the street with shopping bags bulging with designer clothes.

“You know,” Connor began with a huff, “it makes me laugh. You spend your whole life protecting people. I get the chance to rid myself of these headaches and make a little money to feed into the pension, for what? Sometimes I think it’d be better to die on duty.”

“Where’s all this coming from all of a sudden?”

“Ah, forget it. I’m being a grumpy old fool.”

“Attention all units. Attention all units. Reports of a man...”

Heavy static cut off the broadcast.

Nicky grabbed the radio. The sudden noise made Connor drop his salad box into the driver’s footwell, his hands flying up to clasp his head.

“Officer Nicholas Morrison here. Can you please repeat? Your signal cut out, over.”

“Attention all units. Man reported experiencing a psychotic episode with a gun at Macy’s on F Street. Suspect has killed civilians. Proceed with extreme caution. SWAT is inbound on your location. First responders required.”

“Shit, that’s not far from here,” Nicky said.

“Argh!” Connor screamed in pain. He shook violently, slamming his face against the steering wheel and forcing the vehicle’s horn to blare.

“Hey! Hey!” Nicky swiped the radio again. “Dispatch, we have a situation here. Cruiser 1699, we’re situated outside 10th Street by the...”

The screaming stopped.

Nicky turned and found his partner drawing his service pistol on him. Connor’s eyes were pale and completely glazed over. Deep purple veins emerged around the glistening whites, swelling into expanding reticles around his pupils.

“Vrag nashego budushchego padyot zdes segodnya.”

Nicky lunged to shove his partner’s arm away. “Connor, what in the hell are you...?”

He was too late.

The trigger gave, the hammer fell, and a 9mm round buried itself in Nicky’s sternum. His body slammed backwards, the back of his head cracking against the passenger window. Gasping for breath, he pressed both hands over the wound and stared at his attacker.

He could only watch as Connor’s finger tightened around the trigger a second time.

“Ya daruyu tebe etu milost,” Connor said in fluent Russian.

He squeezed the trigger all the way.

The second round punched through Nicky’s forehead. Blood splattered across the passenger window as the bullet cracked the glass behind him.

Once Nicky went still, Connor squared himself back into the driver’s seat.

Outside, civilians ran in panic. None of them looked towards the cruiser. They scattered in every direction as several people clutched their temples and stumbled in pursuit while clutching makeshift weapons.

One office worker nearly collapsed into a hot dog stand, his hands frantically patting the surface until they locked onto a blunt breadknife. Snapping his head to the left, he spotted a young woman in a business suit. She screamed as the office worker gave chase, the force of her stride snapping a heel from her shoe. The surrounding chaos swallowed them from view.

In the midst of the horror, Connor’s expression remained blank. A pedestrian knocked on the driver’s-side window, desperate.

“Officer! Help us!” an old woman pleaded, her fingers clutching the top of the door frame.

When the officer didn’t move, her gaze shifted past him and caught Nicky’s slouched corpse in the passenger seat.

“Oh my...” She recoiled, her trembling hands flying towards her face.

Before they could reach her mouth, a man charged from the crowd and tackled her to the ground. The old woman’s wailing screeched through the air.

Connor reached for the handle and exited the vehicle, leaving the door wide open.

He raised his forearm and swept the gun across the street. His aim passed over the attackers, settling only when fleeing civilians came into range. One by one, he picked off the helpless targets.

When the gun ran dry, he ejected the magazine, drew a fresh one from his duty belt and slammed it home before firing into the distance again.

Then more shots followed, louder and more frequent.

Car wrecks piled up alongside the bodies. Nowhere felt safe, for anyone could turn at a moment’s notice. Even among the looters, people were turning, using their stolen goods as bludgeons. Family, friends, coworkers. The survivors had no choice but to suspect everyone, terrified they would fall under the same plague themselves.

Within the hour, the U.S. military deployed.

Blockades went up in an attempt to separate the uninfected from the threats, but even those deemed safe kept turning. More static crackled through communication equipment. Occasional vibrations shuddered underfoot, sending eyes rolling, muscles spasming and foreign threats spilling from the lips of the afflicted.

At the Pentagon, staff scrambled through the control room. Some crowded the escape routes, desperate to reach their families, only to find the emergency shutters and passageways sealed tight.

One woman remained fixated on a bank of screens, squinting intently as she picked up incoming messages through her headset. Her fingers entered commands on a holographic keyboard, swiping instructions across a digital map display. As reports spilled in, she selected a general’s secure feed and patched a call through. It connected, but the background noise of the panicking facility drowned out their voices.

Rising to her feet, she planted a photo frame face-down on the console. She walked through the unfolding chaos, dodging personnel rushing past and scuffling with one another until she reached a sealed office with an external control panel. She pressed the buzzer, making herself visible to the mounted security camera.

A man sat nearby on the floor, watching her, his hair a tangled mess. The top buttons of his shirt were gone, and his tie was wrapped tightly around one fist, blood trailing down to his wrist. He drew his knees up, waiting just a few feet away for the door to unlock.

Keeping him in her periphery, she heard the faint buzz of the lock releasing and saw the status light switch from red to green.

The man shot up, ready to bolt inside.

She lunged ahead, wrenching the door open and slamming it shut behind her just as he struck the steel.

“You fucking bitch!” a muffled scream echoed from the corridor.

A stainless-steel passageway stood before her, bathed in cool fluorescent light and leading to another reinforced door. Her footsteps echoed as she approached, and the inner entrance slid open automatically.

She entered an office decorated with military memorabilia. The walls were dark navy blue, matching the carpet, which glistened with tiny star-shaped symbols. Behind a mahogany desk sat an older man, a silk map of the United States mounted within a cherry-walnut frame on the wall behind him.

He waited for her to step forward, his fingertips pressed together and his elbows resting on the desk.

“General,” the woman said, standing to attention.

“Your report, please.”

“We’re receiving word that this incident has spread across the entire country. Requests for intel are coming in from every branch of the military.”

“I know.”

“Sir? What are we reporting back?”

The General shifted in his chair, glancing at the map behind him. “Beautiful, isn’t she?” He shook his head, a humourless laugh rising in his chest. “And we’ve been caught with our pants down.”

His focus snapped back to her.

“I’m afraid we are at a point of no return. The world as we know it is gone. The Secret Service will be protecting the President. By protocol, they must abstain from experimental drugs or treatments. Ha, if only we had asked that of our own men and women in the military.”

“Sir, the people, the survivors. What are your orders?”

The General scratched the stubble on his chin. “Seek refuge underground and await assistance. If found by the enemy, concede and comply.”

“This Eastern Coalition has been on the cards for some time. We’ve danced this dance
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