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      Ginger marveled at just how good she felt with the cocktail of cocaine, caffeine, antihistamines, and whatever the hell else was currently streaming through her veins. It certainly overcame the lethargy that COVID-19 had left her with. She’d only had a fever for a day, but the exhaustion had hit her hard.

      Good thing she’d been prepared for it.

      Ginger didn’t regularly use drugs. Cocaine was one of those things that had just felt a little too good the first time she’d tried it, back in the 1980s, when she’d been in college. However, in her preparations, she’d acquired a mix of drugs just for this occasion, in case she, too, came down with the plague just when she’d reached the culmination of her plans.

      She drove through the eerily empty streets of Palo Alto. Everything had been shut down for a month. People were still getting used to it. Lots of cat memes and end of the world jokes, plus sourdough, of all things. Fortunately, Ginger hadn’t followed along with the rest of the idiotic herd—even at fifty-one, she didn’t have a nesting bone in her body. It was all rage and fire.

      Working at home had just given her the opportunity to do a deep dive into her plans and actually set things in motion.

      The houses she drove by had hard edges on them, as if everything had been outlined with a black sharpie. Most of the cars she saw were parked. Getting here, she’d never driven down the 101 so quickly, instead of having to deal with asshole tourists weaving across lanes as they read their maps, or dumbass developers checking their phones.

      It was weird seeing so many birds in the city. It wasn’t like from a horror movie with them dive bombing the few people who did venture out, aiming for flesh and soft spots. Instead, it felt more like an advance guard, checking to see if it was safe.

      As if any place in the world was safe.

      And the birds couldn’t reach the boardrooms and conference tables where the real crimes were committed.

      Ginger shook her head, reminding herself to focus. It was pretty fucking hard between the drugs amping her up and the exhaustion threatening to tunnel her.

      Too damned bad. She had a job to do. A plan to realize. Her plan was as resilient as she could make it. One never tried to make something foolproof. Fools were too damned ingenious. Instead, resilience was the name of the game. At least these days in the software industry.

      Her plan was still pretty clever, though it relied heavily on the current state of affairs.

      After all, they were no longer conducting autopsies on those who died who had COVID.

      That had been a huge piece of luck on her part.

      She’d friended Robert J Whitney, Jr years ago on all the social media platforms, just so she could see how he was still profiting from his father’s theft. She knew it was unhealthy to compare herself to him all the damned time, wanting to do better than he was financially, even though he was only in his mid-twenties. The shrinks would have quite a bit to say about their one-sided competition.

      Fuck ’em.

      Still, she’d rejoiced when Robert had announced that he’d tested positive for COVID, though she’d expressed sympathy and well wishes along with everyone else.

      It had certainly lit a fire under her ass, and she finally put all her plans into motion. This was a golden opportunity. She just had to reach out and take it.

      Despite catching the fucking plague herself.

      The drugs were still keeping her upright, but just barely. Fortunately, her rage would have to do the rest.

      And she had a volcano’s worth of hot burning lava to fuel her.

      The neighborhood where Robert lived wasn’t as posh as she would have imagined. She’d never been there before, had never allowed herself to drive through it, afraid that the temptation to lob Molotov Cocktails through his front windows would have been too great to resist.

      The houses were all McMansions, of course. But the yards weren’t even as large as she would have imagined. Instead, they were all postage-stamp sized, with the buildings just a couple yards apart. Some of the lots were deep enough to fit a swimming pool in the back. But not all.

      The neighborhood association must have required that all the lawns be perfectly trimmed and even. Probably fucking dictated the color scheme of the flowers out front. Only brick-colored lava rock was apparently allowed beneath the plants to keep the weeds out. Bright red or black wouldn’t have been tolerated.

      Ginger could never live in a place like this. She’d want to paint her house chartreuse or magenta just to fuck with people.

      The skies were a pale blue, as if mourning the world that used to be, like the rest of them. Although the lack of smog and pollution had made the air a fuckton cleaner. Ginger didn’t know if everyone would stay working from home after the plague had passed or not.

      Didn’t much matter to her.

      They always said to dig two graves when plotting your revenge. Ginger had done her best to cover her tracks. But if she didn’t survive, well, then she’d just get to spit in young Robert’s eye when she met him in hell.

      As well as his old man.

      Everyone was inside that morning, probably chatting on Zoom or whatever the hell else they did to avoid actually working. Only delivery cars and trucks were out cruising the empty streets.

      She drove past Robert’s house slowly, as if making sure that it was the right address. She’d stolen one of those magnet stickers that proclaimed her car as a delivery service, had slapped it on the driver-side door.

      No one would look twice at her car. Or think anything about it if it was parked there for a while. She might have more than one delivery in the neighborhood. Maybe even catering a clandestine party.

      She stopped two houses past Robert’s. Then she tied on her mask and put on her gloves—how convenient those were now!—before she got out of the car.

      Ginger had to pause for a moment as the world darkened around the edges. God, she was tired.

      But she was so close to her target, to annihilating the cause of all her suffering.

      She ground her teeth and pushed forward, too stubborn to stop now.

      From the trunk of her car she pulled two large bags from a local Thai restaurant that she knew Robert loved, given the pictures he’d posted on his social media feed.

      She also stuck her hand in her pocket and pulled out what looked like an oversized phone. It was almost two inches thick, though the rest of it was about the size of the latest mini-tablet.

      No one from a distance could see the prongs sticking out from the top.

      Ginger had modified the taser herself, making damned sure that the new design would be unrecognizable at a casual glance, as well as pack one hell of a punch.

      Of course, the sidewalk up to Robert’s door had no weeds sticking out between the cracks. He paid a service to ensure that his lawn was fucking perfect as well. The azaleas were just starting to flower. He had no damned clue what they were, of course, just called them pretty.

      She rang the doorbell, glad for the excuse to be wearing gloves. As well as a mask.

      Robert opened the door. He looked like shit, skin pale and eyes watery. His brown hair was sticking up as though she’d just woken him. He wore a baby blue, ratty bathrobe over a stained white T-shirt.

      He just gaped at her for a moment. “Did I order food?” he asked dully, as if he couldn’t remember.

      “You certainly ordered something,” Ginger replied sharply.

      Then she tasered him, knocking him hard on his ass, before stepping inside and kicking the door closed behind her.

      Step one, accomplished.

      Now she just had to set up his “suicide.” And her revenge would be complete.

      Finally.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Fuck, Ginger was exhausted. She didn’t remember ever feeling this tired before. Not even pulling all-nighters just after her first product had gone live.

      She’d paused after she’d shut the door, looking around his spotless front entrance. What the hell? Was he having his illegal maid service come in to clean?

      It took more strength than she’d counted on to pull his unresisting body from in front of the door to the living room on the right. He must have gained weight or something.

      The nest he’d made himself on the couch told her the full story: Robert hadn’t moved from that spot for days. Probably only to go pee. Maybe to get food delivered, given the mountain of take-out containers stacked up.

      The rest of the house was likely to be spotless just because he hadn’t been anywhere else since he’d gotten sick.

      Ginger didn’t open any windows, though she wanted to, as the stench of sweaty, unwashed male was overpowering. She dug deep into her rage and ignored it instead of puking.

      The rest of the living room was nice enough. She’d seen parts of it on social media plenty of times. The couch in the center of the long space, in front of the TV, perfect for him to wank on. Built-in bookshelves against the far wall, colorful spines of flashy books meant to impress, not that he would have read anything but the reviews or wiki page. In the far corner, a desk the size of an architect’s drafting table, with three huge monitors on it.

      She’d smirked when she’d seen those the first time on Instagram—over compensating for much?

      It took almost all her strength to drag Robert up into his desk chair. She’d figured it would be the chair that she could easily tie him to, though she had a secondary plan for using one of the kitchen chairs if she had to. Zip-ties were in the takeout bags.

      It should have taken her between two to three minutes to tie him up. She’d timed herself, practicing on a manikin in her apartment in Daly City.

      She hadn’t counted on the fucking plague making her hands shake, or herself as weak as a kitten.

      Goddamn it!

      She wanted to throw her head back and howl. The neighbors probably wouldn’t notice—not given Robert’s rapist tendencies.

      Still, best not to risk it. Plus, such a shout might take even more of her strength. She gritted her teeth and made herself move, despite the black spots dancing on the edges of her vision.

      It was just more hell for her to push through. She’d already been through worse.

      Fortunately, she seemed to have a touch of luck, or Robert was really sick, as she got him all the way tied up before he came to. He was making noises through the gag, as though he was trying to talk to her, to ask her what she was doing. Too fucking bad. She’d take it off later, after she had him arranged to her liking.

      Still took her for-fucking-ever. And she didn’t have that much time. Sooner or later, someone would notice the delivery driver was still inside, and not out being a good minion and risking their life so that others could eat.

      Finally, Ginger felt she was ready. She pushed herself up to her feet, ignoring how she swayed a little.

      Okay, maybe swayed a whole hell of a lot. And the room blackened considerably for a moment.

      She was not about to faint though, goddamn it!

      She got herself back under control and finally pulled out the suicide note that she’d thoughtfully provided for Robert.

      It had been printed on a printer identical to the one sitting next to his desk. That the police wouldn’t find the note on his computer probably wouldn’t mean that much. If they even bothered to look for it.

      Crafting the note had taken time. Ginger had run a lot of Robert’s feed through an AI program to analyze it, and to make damned sure that what she produced sounded exactly like him. It said that he was sorry for being such a shit, apologized for raping that woman, and that he could no longer live with all the things he’d done.

      Fortunately, she’d been able to create the note before she’d come down with the plague herself.

      She showed the note to him, with a mostly steady hand, giving him time to read it and digest the implications.

      Then slowly, carefully, she reached for his gag.

      “I didn’t do it,” were the first words out of his mouth.

      “Yeah, right. Like father, like son,” Ginger spit at him.

      Good, this was going according to plan. She knew the little shit would deny raping that girl.

      Just like his father had denied ever doing anything wrong to her.

      To be fair, though, Robert
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