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​Chapter 1: The City That Never Sleeps Anymore

​
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Marcus Cole stood on the tarpaper roof of his building, the binoculars cold against the bone under his eyes. The city below spread out in a tired grid, dark as a mouth with its teeth knocked out. He had no clear reason for being up here. There was only habit, and the secret knowledge that comes from waking every night in the same way, at the same hour, pulse stuttering, lungs uncooperative, certain the world was coming for him with its teeth bare.

It was 5:17 by the watch on his wrist, which had not been set to daylight savings in three years. He liked to believe time was static on this roof; if he stayed up here, the hands would never move, the light never change, the future never catch him. The city below disagreed. Even now, a blue glow gathered over the row houses, barely enough to shape the rooftops into perspective. Streetlights dripped their sodium halos onto the sidewalk, illuminating nothing but broken glass and the detritus of the night before.

He worked the focus wheel, the action sticky from dried rain. The view brought the world nearer but no less grim: the bodega owner on 14th street, his hoodie gray and stained, struggling with the security grate; a Metrobus rolling to a halt, its headlights yellow and watery in the gloom, all its windows blank with the faces of those not yet resigned to the hour. A nurse in blue scrubs jaywalked across Irving, head down, plastic bag in one hand, already exhausted by the shift she hadn’t begun.

It was the only time Marcus Cole allowed himself the role of silent observer, uninvolved, a pair of eyes above the city’s surface. When the sun was up and the noise started, he would find himself among the other animals, searching for a corner to defend. But up here—among the litter of a rusted lawn chair, a coffee can full of cigarette butts left by someone whose lungs had failed them in a previous decade, and the clay pot with its perfectly dead succulent—he was nobody’s, and nobody could touch him.

The binoculars found motion across the avenue: two figures on the opposite sidewalk, heads dipped, hands in pockets, their steps uneven. At first he cataloged them as drunks, stragglers from the city’s nocturnal economy, but their gait unsettled him. It was not staggering, nor stumbling. It was a kind of marionette lurch, the legs moving out of time with the hips, as if something inside had come loose. He tracked their progress, his stomach constricting. They were young, maybe late teens, but their faces refused to resolve in the early light, eyes lost to shadow. They did not speak. They did not once look up.

Two blocks south, the corner bodega, another shape: the rolling security gate had not yet opened, and against the slant of the entrance was a slick, dark mass. He squinted. The patch seemed to absorb the light, not reflect it, and it pulled at his attention in a way that reminded him, unhelpfully, of a bloodstain.

He watched it for too long. The first rays of sun fell across the street and caught the dark smear, turning it, for a moment, glossy as wet paint. Marcus held the binoculars there, muscles in his jaw drawing tight, as if waiting for the city to admit its secret. The stain did not move. The city did not confess. He lowered the glasses, rubbed at his forehead, and told himself not to look again.

He never did, but the image would work its way into his thoughts for the rest of the day, growing larger, more articulate, each time he tried to suppress it.

He stayed on the roof until the morning’s thinnest light sapped all color from the sky, then made his way back to the stairwell door. The roof access was kept unlocked only because Marcus had replaced the deadbolt himself, a year ago, with one from a condemned church a few blocks north. He liked the symmetry.

The stairwell’s walls were painted a color the building’s management referred to as “Mocha Renaissance.” In truth, it was a shade somewhere between dried blood and institutional beige, and every stairwell in every building in the District wore it like a shroud. He descended past a graffitied third floor landing—JUSTICE 4 WHO scrawled in blocky marker—and hesitated before entering the corridor that led to his apartment. The hallway smelled like unwashed carpet, old heat, and the urinal cakes from the bar that occupied the building’s ground level.

His door was the last on the right, a battered steel sheet with evidence tape residue around the handle, a relic from the days when his comings and goings had mattered to anyone but himself.

Inside, the air was thick with the chemical ghosts of paper and failed meals. He locked the deadbolt with a practiced flick of his thumb, then kicked off his shoes, placing them heel-to-toe beside the entryway. Marcus Cole ran his hand along the scarred wall, more a tic than an action, until he reached the only window that wasn’t sealed by city order. He drew back the blackout curtain, letting in a shaft of daylight no wider than his wrist.

The room was not a living space. It was a shrine to the only thing Marcus still did with discipline: the Case. Not a particular case—though he still called it that, out of habit, as if it could be solved, as if solving it would buy him some grace—but a feverish constellation of the city’s slow and irrevocable death. On one wall, a grid of hand-drawn maps, each block and alley rendered in ballpoint, cross-hatched where crimes had touched. The opposite wall: a spiderweb of case files, glossy photo prints, city council mugshots, the unblinking eyes of murder victims whose names he recited at night like a prayer.

He poured a mug of coffee from yesterday’s pot, black and thick as the runoff in the gutters below. Next to the empty mug, his service pistol, decertified, the serial number ground off and replaced with a strip of blue tape. Marcus did not know if he would ever need it again. The notion of being needed at all was comforting in its own way.

He set the mug down beside the gun and pressed his palms to the cold laminate countertop, breathing through the tightness in his chest. His phone buzzed, a vibration that echoed against the Formica. The screen illuminated a single word in block caps: DESTINY.

Marcus stared at the screen, the word blurred by an overlay of old guilt and newer, sharper shame. He let the phone buzz three times before answering.

“Yeah,” he said, voice rougher than intended.

“Hi,” the girl’s voice said. Not girl, woman. He corrected himself every time. Sixteen years old, taller than him now, a new tattoo sketched across her left forearm. She’d gotten it the same week she stopped calling him “Dad.”

“Everything alright?” He tried to sound casual, as if Destiny’s calls were frequent and not event markers in a long, slow calendar of estrangement.

“I’m fine.” The syllables dropped, flat and practiced. “Just checking in. Mom said to check in.”

He heard background noise, music, something with bass and auto-tuned hooks, and the muted laughter of other voices. He tried to imagine her room in the split-level on Alabama Avenue—pink walls now painted over with chalkboard paint, a menagerie of secondhand stuffed animals sitting in quiet judgment on the dresser—but it was as unreachable as a planet through the wrong end of a telescope.

“How’s school?” he asked, because it was expected.

A pause. He counted three seconds.

“It’s school,” she said, with a brittle little laugh that almost made him flinch.

“Any trouble?” The question was absurd; Destiny was the sort of child for whom trouble was a specter to be exorcised, not entertained. He regretted the word as soon as it left his mouth.

Another silence. A muffled thud; maybe she’d dropped something, or was drumming her nails against the phone case.

“Are you working?” she asked, suddenly, voice climbing in pitch. He thought of the police office, the long line of city jobs that had tried to replace him and failed, and said, “A little bit. Some consulting. Mostly I’m at home.”

Another pause, this one thick with the shared knowledge that “home” was not the house he’d once helped pay for, or the life he’d left behind. Just this: the four walls and the echo of a single word vibrating between them.

“Okay,” Destiny said, stretching the vowels as if trying them on for size.

“I can come over on Saturday,” he said, surprising himself. “If you want. I can bring food.”

She hesitated. There was nothing hostile in it, only the polite wariness of someone caught between competing obligations.

“Yeah. Okay. Just let Mom know.”

“I will,” Marcus said, feeling the words dissolve before they even reached the microphone.

The call ended with a soft click. He remained there, phone pressed to his ear, for a count of five. Then he set it down, face-first, as if the sound of her voice might otherwise escape and rattle around the room.

The city had fully woken now, horns and alarms rising in pitch and frequency, the street below animated by the choreography of need and fatigue. He looked at his maps, at the looping red strings and the scrawled notes in his own frantic hand, and wondered how much of the city’s damage was reflected in him, a cracked mirror repeating the same ugly pattern, over and over, until someone shut off the light.

He stood there for a long while, not moving, not thinking, until the sun edged up past the next building and threw a square of yellow onto the wall. Marcus did not believe in omens, but it was the only hopeful thing he would see that day. He stared at it until it faded.

​

Millie’s Diner waited for Marcus at the edge of morning, neon flickering blue and pink in the puddles outside, though it had not rained for days. The door’s bell let out a strangled note as he entered, announcing him to a world of empty stools and the low, antiseptic tang of over-brewed coffee.

Jerome Washington was already there, folded into the battered red vinyl of the back booth, coffee mug in both hands. He had the kind of hands you remembered: shovel-palmed, with white calluses along the thumb webbing, surgical scars overlaid in a geometry that made you wonder about the number of times he had picked up a blade for business, not pleasure. Jerome wore his Army surplus jacket like a second skin, and his posture told you immediately which man in the room could kill you before you finished your toast. The dark hollows under his eyes were new, however, and so was the nervous tic that had him scanning the door every three or four seconds, as if expecting a parade of his own ghosts to come strolling in.

“Doc,” Marcus said, sliding into the opposite bench.

Jerome grunted acknowledgment, the sound nearly swallowed by the hiss and pop of the deep fryer at the back of the diner. The only waitress was asleep at her station, or practicing stillness as a protest against minimum wage.

Marcus ordered the house breakfast and let the silence sit between them, letting Jerome decide how much of himself he would have to bleed out before he could get to the point.

After a minute, Jerome leaned forward, his bulk imposing even at rest. “Seen three of them this week,” he said. Voice low, the consonants muffled by fatigue. “Maybe four, but the last one left before intake.”

Marcus cradled his own mug, black with floating grounds. “Symptoms?”

Jerome’s gaze drifted to the counter, then back. “Aggression first. Like, not fighting, not grandstanding. Predatory. Like something flipped the old switch for hunting, you know?” He used his index finger to tap a measured beat on the edge of the Formica. “Then the pupils go. Blown wide, even in direct light. Sometimes both. Sometimes just one.”

Marcus filed it away, already overlaying Jerome’s words onto his own map of the city’s decay. “Physical?”

“Lacerations. Self-inflicted, mostly forearms and palms. Couple facial, maybe from banging their heads.” He paused. “None of the wounds closed. Kept bleeding long after they should.”

“And the rest?” Marcus leaned forward, nose close enough to his mug to feel the rising steam, which smelled faintly of iron and dish soap.

“Speech is gone. Not slurred. Just—” Jerome pulled a hand from his mug to circle a finger in the air, indicating something looping, recursive. “Like a CD skipping. Words repeat. Sentences repeat. Then they stop recognizing people. Or themselves.”

The words bounced between them, echoing in the diner’s linoleum cavity. For a moment, neither spoke.

“Drugs?” Marcus finally said.

Jerome grimaced. “If it’s Tranq, it’s a batch I’ve never seen. No mixing. No synthetic signature I can pin down.” He exhaled through his teeth, lips flattening into a line. “Two of them died after I called the ambulance. Last one got up and left. No clue where he went.”

The waitress had materialized, poured stale coffee into Marcus’s mug, and vanished again, all without eye contact. Marcus spooned in two sugars, the grains making a small scree at the bottom.

He studied Jerome. The man was sweating through his undershirt. Under the Army jacket, his hands shook just enough for Marcus to notice.

“You alright?” Marcus asked.

Jerome barked a laugh that sounded like a choke. “I got no context for this, man. Nothing. I treated meth-heads in Afghanistan who were less unstable. Seen PCP rage that lasted forty minutes. This is different.”

“How different?” Marcus pressed.

Jerome shook his head, expression slipping for a moment from professional worry to something more personal. “It’s like the old joke. Patient presents with all symptoms of being haunted.”

Marcus considered that. He was not a man prone to magical thinking. But it was a good line, and it neatly covered the facts. He speared a piece of sausage, chewed slowly, letting Jerome’s words reorganize the landscape of his morning.

Jerome cleared his throat. “One of them—the one who left—knew me. Knew my face, my name. Treated him for a sprained wrist last summer. Day after, he’s looking straight through me, like I was static on a busted TV.”

“Any pattern? Race, age, block?” Marcus set his fork down, appetite gone.

“None that I can see. Two white, one Black, all under thirty. All from different parts of the corridor.”

Marcus nodded, absorbing it. Then: “You call anyone else?”

Jerome’s laugh was lower this time, more the growl of a dog. “Who’s left? CDC’s not coming for three junkies. Metro PD told me to drop a report and wait for narcotics. Only you would actually pick up.”

A brief flare of pride—or what passed for it in Marcus’s world—made him sit straighter in the booth. The eggs on his plate were cooling, coagulating into the same texture as the stories on the wall of his apartment.

Jerome drained his mug, fingers drumming. “You think it’s spreading?”

“Everything spreads,” Marcus said, which was not an answer, but the truest thing he knew.

They let that hang. Marcus paid in cash, leaving enough for Jerome’s next refill. He stood, jacket zipped to the chin, and clapped Jerome lightly on the shoulder. The gesture was clumsy, but Jerome seemed to appreciate it, or at least didn’t flinch.

“Keep me in the loop,” Marcus said.

Jerome looked at him, something both pleading and defiant in the set of his jaw. “You know I will. Don’t leave it too long.”

Marcus left the diner, the bell at the door giving another strangled note behind him. The city was awake now, the drone of engines and distant shouting weaving a blanket over the uncertain silence of before.

He pulled his collar up and walked toward the rising sun, feeling the day compress into a knot behind his eyes. He kept seeing those blacked-out pupils, the way they absorbed the world and returned nothing. He remembered Jerome’s hand trembling, the first time he’d ever seen that happen.

And though he could not say why, Marcus felt a profound certainty that tomorrow, and the day after, the city would keep delivering worse.

​

He took the alley behind Kenyon as a matter of ritual, a way to avoid the foot traffic that thinned his patience to ribbon. The alley was a tunnel of sleepless infrastructure: dumpsters pushed up to one side, a trash fire still smoldering from the night before, brick walls tattooed with the desperate lyricism of marker and paint. A rusted fire escape ran like a broken spine overhead, ladders hanging crooked, more threat than refuge. Marcus counted the steps, the rubber soles of his boots finding every loose bit of gravel.

It was early enough that the world had not fully decided what kind of day it was going to be. The sunlight slid in as a wedge, illuminating only the highest edges of the brick, leaving the alley floor in a kind of premeditated gloom.

Halfway down, he saw the man.

The figure was hunched near the mouth of the alley, back to Marcus, body folded double so that the crown of his head pointed at the cracked concrete below. Something about the posture set every nerve in Marcus’s body on edge. The man’s arms were planted on either side of whatever held his attention. His shoulders moved with a slow, rhythmic wetness, like a beast chewing through something viscous. There was no visible sound, just the slow grind of fabric and bone.

Marcus’s first instinct was to slide his hand into his jacket, for the weight and comfort of the binoculars he’d never managed to take off, even indoors. He didn’t raise them; he just needed the presence. Two steps closer, and the shape of the scene arranged itself: the man, his hands bare, elbows locked out like a mantis, hunched over a patch of concrete darkened beyond what a fresh spill should be.

He stopped ten yards away, just outside the band of sunlight, and watched.

The man wore a pair of navy sweatpants, and a local high school hoodie zipped up to the throat. His feet were bare, soles black and shredded. His head moved in a circular rhythm, not an arc, more animal than human.

Marcus’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, and the details resolved:

A dead stray lay on the ground in front of the man, its stomach flayed, fur caked in something wet and dark. The man’s hands were in the cavity, up to the wrist, working and pulling, strings of offal stretching between his fingers.

The air held the sharp tang of copper, and something higher, sweeter, the way insulation burns in a house fire.

Marcus’s boot, scraping a fleck of glass, sounded a small warning.

The man froze.

It was an absolute, predatory stillness, shoulders tightening, head cocked to the side as if listening for a frequency Marcus could not hear. After a second, the man turned, slowly, and looked straight at him.

His eyes were wrong.

Not red, not white, but a totality of black. Not even black—just the absence of iris, absence of sclera. As if the eyes had hollowed out and left nothing to reflect. The face below them was smeared from the mouth down, lips peeled back and trembling, revealing teeth black at the gum line, wet and gleaming.

For a heartbeat, Marcus thought the man might speak.

Instead, he made a sound.

It was the sound of a chair dragged across a concrete floor, a deep tearing from the bottom of the chest, not a scream but the beginning of one. It bounced off the bricks, shattering the silence of the alley, and hit Marcus as a physical thing, a low-frequency concussion that found the place in his head reserved for things he had tried very hard not to remember.

The man snapped upright with impossible speed, spattering the pavement. He ran—not stumbling, not tripping, but in a straight predatory sprint, arms churning at his sides, hands flexing and clawing the empty air as he passed. He disappeared around the corner so fast Marcus almost doubted he had been there at all.

Marcus did not follow. His heart had climbed into his throat, beating with the desperate logic of a snare drum. He reached for the pistol at his side, fingers closing on the cold metal, but did not draw. Instead, he pressed himself against the brick, trying to flatten out every memory that might leak through. The air had gone perfectly still, the city’s morning noise now impossibly far away.

He stood like that for a long minute, listening for a return, for anything.

He heard only his own breath, ragged and unreliable.

When he finally risked a look, the alley was empty. The sunlight now reached a little further in, illuminating the place where the man had been. The cat was still there, ribs and fur open to the sky, and the dark print of the man’s hands pressed into the concrete around it, as if he’d tried to climb inside the world and failed.

Marcus stepped closer, careful. The blood on the pavement shone oily in the light. The smell was wrong. Not animal, not exactly. Something industrial, caustic, the way batteries leak in the heat.

He stood, not moving, binoculars against his chest. The city’s noises resumed around him—distant laughter, a police siren, the hollow crash of a garbage truck collecting yesterday’s news. He could not shake the echo of the man’s sound, the way it vibrated through him and stuck somewhere under his ribs.

He left the alley by the main street, not looking back. But all the way home, Marcus felt as if he were still being observed, as if the black eyes lingered at the edge of every reflective surface, waiting for him to admit what he had seen.

He did not sleep that night.
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​Chapter 2: The Outbreak Begins

​
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Three days and three nights without sleep, and the city still failed to exhaust its capacity for dread. Marcus watched from the third-floor window, binoculars pressed to the orbital bone hard enough to raise a bruise. It was early morning by the trembling, guttered light—he doubted the hour mattered to anyone left alive in Columbia Heights. Below, the world insisted on behaving like itself, as if apocalypse were just another day to be endured.

The binoculars’ field was a narrow theater of movement and shock. Parked cars dotted the curb like rotten teeth; a burned-out sedan still steamed in the intersection where someone had tried and failed to block a lane with its rusted corpse. There was a fog—no, just the particulate residue of distant fires, hanging low and unmoving. In this suspension, the city’s infected moved with a parody of ordinary life, an algorithm left to run until its variables all collapsed to zero.

The Tranqers, as Jerome named them, hunted in odd little arcs. They moved like sleepwalkers unless provoked; then they swarmed with insect speed, turning the air into a meat grinder of broken syllables and teeth. Marcus observed their patterns. He saw two scuttle from behind a Metrobus, skin gray and waxy under the wash of early sunlight. He saw a third perched on a mailbox, knees under chin, head rolling in a slow, impossible orbit. Their eyes—what had replaced the eyes—were all black, rimless, and liquid. When one glanced up, Marcus felt himself flinch away, though he knew the glass and shadows concealed him.

He lowered the binoculars. His hands trembled with a fatigue so deep it had tunneled through to clarity. He wiped at his eyes, trying to smudge away the afterimage of black holes, but it only made the world softer, the violence outside a little more remote.

He scanned for anything not already dead or dying.

A man—old, maybe seventy—moved quickly along the opposite sidewalk. Marcus recognized the survival posture: chin tucked, arms close to the ribs, each step a test of whether the pavement would hold. The man made it past two alleys before a Tranqer burst from the shadow of a stoop. It hit him low, shearing his legs from under him with a tackle perfected by the cruelest laws of evolution. Marcus watched the scuffle unfold: the man flailing, the Tranqer gnawing at his calf with its face pressed flat, hands splayed for purchase on the greasy concrete.

There was nothing new in the scene, nothing that would justify the extra battery of his gaze, so Marcus let the binoculars hang around his neck and allowed himself the dignity of looking away. Instead, he listened: the high, animal yip of the old man, the wet thuds of fist against skull, the percussive bark of sirens that never quite found their target.

He tried, for the hundredth time, to reach Destiny. The phone vibrated against his chest, insistent as a heartbeat, but the line was dead before it even began to ring. In his mind, he imagined her voice, scabbed over with disdain, answering from the safe zone with “What do you want?” and meaning it. He set the phone facedown on the windowsill and resolved not to try again for another hour.

Movement flickered two blocks south, near the corner bodega—the locus of some private geometry. A woman sprinted from the entrance, hair wild, purse clamped in her fist like a survival tool. The Tranqer that emerged behind her was a child, maybe eleven, but it moved with a choreography stolen from much older creatures. The child leapt, hands first, landing on the woman’s back. Her legs kicked out and she folded, hard, onto the curb. The Tranqer gripped her scalp and jerked her head up, teeth finding the line of her throat. There was no hesitation, no moment of gloating or brutality; just the instant rupture of artery and the spreading lake of color.

Marcus’s binoculars twitched in his hands, the reflex automatic. He found himself zooming in, compelled to witness the slippage from human to object. The woman’s feet jittered against the sidewalk, then stilled. A second Tranqer, then a third, converged on the body, tearing and feeding, elbows locked and lips stretched wide. Within two minutes there was nothing left of her face but a wet mask. Marcus let the glasses slip down, his own face already numb.

He turned from the window and crossed the length of his apartment. The gun and the go-bag waited on the counter, sentinel and reliquary both. The bag was packed with the certainty of someone who had drilled for this all his life, but the gun—service issue, nine millimeter—felt almost ornamental. The city’s rules had rewritten themselves overnight, and Marcus was always at least a day behind.

He thumbed the magazine, checked the slide, and holstered the pistol. The movement felt obscene in its normalcy.

The phone buzzed, shocking his nerves from dead calm to alert. Caller ID: JEROME.

He answered before it could ring again.

“Where are you?” he asked, voice a rusted hinge.

“Clinic,” Jerome whispered. “Four blocks east. We’re surrounded.”

Marcus’s jaw clenched. He could hear the tinkle of glass, the background chorus of pain and panic. Jerome sounded ragged, hollowed out.

“How many with you?”

“Six. Maybe seven if you count the boy. Paula Reyes, her kid. Gloria, Darnell, two more from the shelter. We’re in the back, but the doors won’t hold.”

“Basement?”

“Flooded,” Jerome spat. “Water main. The landlord’s already dead. Can you—” A loud crash, then a brief scuffle, then Jerome’s voice returned, thinner, as if pulled from the edge of a long drop: “Can you get us out?”

Marcus looked at the city, calculated routes, allies, and threats. He could almost see the map etching itself onto his retinas.

“I’ll be there,” he said. “Don’t open the door for anyone.”

Jerome tried to say something more, but Marcus was already moving, phone wedged between his shoulder and jaw as he unbolted the lock. The old muscle memory took over; his body was an argument with the universe that he intended to win. He slung the go-bag over his shoulder, pistol grip snug under the pit of his arm, and ghosted into the corridor. The hallway lights flickered with the unreliable rhythm of a dying organism. On the stairs, the moans from below echoed upward, a Doppler effect of misery.

At the bottom of the stairwell, he caught a reflection in the glass of the building’s entryway: his own face, pale and cut with shadow, eyes alive with an unearned clarity. For a heartbeat, he wondered if he looked more like predator or prey.

Then the glass trembled, and somewhere beyond, a siren split the morning open. Marcus listened, counted the seconds, then stepped out into the hallucinatory quiet of the street, every sense tuned to the wrongness that waited for him.

​

Marcus kept to the sidewalk, head low, shoes muffled by what passed for snow in June: flecks of insulation, pulverized glass, drifts of blackened leaflets from the mayor’s last reelection. Every other streetlamp was dead or in the process of dying, so the world segmented into sharp intervals of shadow and exposure. His path was a ritual, learned over six years and made sacred by repetition—alley behind the laundromat, catwalk over the HVAC units, cut through the playground with its jungle gym reduced to twisted pipe. He mapped each step before taking it, rehearsed in the mind’s theater every possible failure.

He made the alley on Kenyon in under a minute, pulse up only a tick. The stench was immediate: rot and garbage and the coppery twang of old blood, layered so thick the nose could only surrender. He moved, quick, eyes fixed to the periphery, trying not to linger on the frozen tableau beside a dumpster—what had once been three, now a single shape, locked together in a tangle of limbs. The city was condensing its stories, running out of patience for subtlety.

At the midpoint of the alley, a doorway opened into shadow. Marcus had time to register movement before the Tranqer surged forward, launching itself in a flail of elbows and teeth. He went sidelong, pivoted, drew the pistol one-handed as the thing closed the gap. There was no hesitation, just the mathematical rhythm of training. The first shot took it in the chest; it stuttered, kept coming, jaws working in a spiral. The second shot punched through its left eye at point-blank. The body snapped back, struck the wall, and slid to the concrete in a puppet collapse.

He waited a full beat, nose filling with the sweet-sick chemical whiff that passed for their blood. The body spasmed once more, fingers clawing at air, then fell still. He scanned, listened. Silence and broken glass.

He pressed on. The alley led to the narrow service walk behind a string of rowhouses, all windows boarded and spray-painted with overlapping tags: “PLAGUE,” “REZIST,” “DC4EVER.” A satellite dish spun slowly above, making slow murder of every broadcast frequency. Somewhere on the far side, a car alarm wailed and was ignored.

He crossed Irving at the dead light, making himself a smaller target than habit demanded. Up the metal fire escape, three flights, then across the tarpapered roof where the wind battered the rain gutters until they squealed. On the way down, he saw another pair of Tranqers at street level, pacing the crosswalk in broken sync. They paused, heads tilting at a dog’s whimper from somewhere unseen, then continued their orbit. He ducked out of sight, mind already plotting the next segment.

The gap in the chain-link was still there, exactly as Jerome said. Marcus hesitated at the edge, not from doubt but calculation—trying to project what waited beyond the little threshold. He crouched, checked the bag, and slipped through.

The next alley was a horseshoe of overfilled dumpsters and cracked pavement, puddled with something so viscous it resisted even the late-morning sun. The auto shop beyond looked bombed-out, all its bays open, and in the center of the space a Tranqer squatted, working at something Marcus couldn’t see. It heard his steps—no, sensed them, turning in a single uncoiling motion. This one was bigger, dressed in what might once have been a mechanic’s jumpsuit. It braced on all fours and hissed, long and guttural.

Marcus raised the gun, centered mass. He knew it wouldn’t stop the thing but maybe slow it, or spook it off. He fired a warning shot into the wall beside its head. The Tranqer jerked, startled, and bounded sideways, colliding with a trash barrel, then scrambled over the fence, moving with a logic not quite animal, not quite human. He watched until it was gone.

Beyond the alley, the world collapsed into quiet. Marcus jogged the last hundred yards to the clinic, using the parked cars as cover. The sidewalk outside was empty. The front door was shuttered with plywood and chained; through the cracked reception window, a single strip of light illuminated the battered check-in desk.

Marcus gave three sharp knocks, the universal signal.

A shadow flickered behind the glass. Jerome’s eye peered through the break, wild and red-veined, then retreated. Marcus heard the groan of a table being moved, the rattle of chains, and then the door slid open three inches. He slipped through.

Inside, the air was a jar of competing smells: old Lysol, canned sweat, the low note of urine. Marcus blinked as his eyes adjusted to the static-blue of the waiting room lights, where five strangers and Jerome were arrayed in varying attitudes of collapse and readiness.

Jerome leaned against the reception counter, jacket stained and face covered in an oil slick of stress. He offered a nod, something between apology and relief.

The others:

— Paula Reyes, young but already hollowed by the last seventy-two hours. She sat with her back to the wall, one arm curled protectively around her son. Miguel, age undetermined by either the birth certificate or trauma, kept his face buried in her side, hands twitching at invisible threats.

— Darnell Okafor, built like an athlete who never quite made the team. He stood beside the supply closet door, brandishing a red fire extinguisher with knuckles so white the skin cracked.

— Gloria Simms, who looked sixty but might have been twenty years either side of that. She sat upright in a waiting chair, purse on her lap, jaw set to a line that would not bend for anything. Her stare was a challenge to the room, or possibly to fate.

— Troy Banks, thirty-four, pacing in his battered courier vest. He chewed at the quicks of his fingers until they bled, and every few steps he shot a glance at the front entrance, like he expected the universe to call his number next.

Marcus took stock, memorizing faces and weaknesses.

He moved through the waiting room, searching for vulnerabilities. The front was solid, but the rear of the clinic had only a hollow core door separating them from the alley. He spotted a locked medication cabinet; the key was probably on Jerome. In the half-open break room, a sad display of food: a case of bottled water and some scavenged crackers, each packet hoarded and counted. Not enough for two days, even if they all made it that far.

“Status?” Marcus asked, voice the same dead monotone he’d used on dozens of calls.

Jerome wiped sweat from his lip. “Four outside, last check. Two circled back, maybe more behind. Haven’t heard them for half an hour.”

“Anyone infected?”

Jerome shook his head. “We checked everyone. Paula came in before the locks went up. Darnell and Gloria were both outside but clean. I can vouch for Troy.” He grimaced. “And for myself.”

Marcus nodded. He could feel all eyes on him, some hungry for hope, some already cataloging how much of him could be sacrificed for the group.

He crossed to the back door and inspected the brace. It wouldn’t last—maybe ten minutes under serious assault. He scanned the little room, looking for things that could be repurposed as barricades, weapons, escape tools. The rest of the group watched in silence, hope and dread taking turns in their faces.

Paula’s voice broke the hush. “You’re a cop?”

“Was,” he answered, which no one contested.

She looked up, eyes dry but rimmed red. “How long until someone comes?”

Marcus considered telling her the truth. Instead, he turned the question back. “Who do you want to come?”

She stared, lips trembling. “Anyone.”

He nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

He pulled out his phone, thumbed Destiny’s number, watched the blue line chase itself in a circle and fail to connect. He held the screen in front of him for a long two seconds, then pocketed the phone. The gesture felt rehearsed.

In the brief calm, he let himself count the resources in the room—how much water, how many viable adults, who could run and who could only hide. He inventoried every exit, every liability.

“Anyone eat yet?” he asked, more as diagnosis than concern.

“Not hungry,” Gloria said, voice like a marble slab. “We’re all just waiting for the next thing.”

As if on cue, a noise rattled the back door—one, two, three impacts. The first two were like someone testing the hinges. The third shook the entire wall, sending a fine spray of ceiling dust into the room. Everyone froze.

Marcus looked at Jerome. “What’s back there?”

“Dumpster. Parking lot. Maybe ten yards to the street.”

The impacts repeated. Something was learning the rhythm of force and failure.

He took a position by the door, holstered and unholstered the gun twice, waiting. The group braced themselves: Paula and Miguel hugging the wall, Darnell with the extinguisher raised overhead, Gloria seated but feet squared for leverage, Troy pacing tighter and tighter until he had nowhere left to go.

The lights died. Not a flicker, not a warning—just gone, with the suddenness of a pulled plug.

For a moment, all that remained was the shudder of the door and the sharp, collective inhale of everyone in the clinic. Marcus could feel every eye in the room, every pulse pounding against bone.

Then, in
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