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Chapter 1

Liz
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Elizabeth allowed only her closest friends to call her Liz, and Liz was pissed off. Formalities did not have much importance anymore since almost everyone was dead, dying, or somewhere in-between. Liz was particularly angry at her boyfriend, whom she had discovered was not entirely forthright about his past. She was also hopping mad about all of those undead bastards who were trying to kill and eat her.

This thing had not been in Liz’s five-year plan. Get a real career, meet a decent guy, lose ten pounds, yes, those were in the plan, however ephemeral. Mobs of animated corpses springing out of the shadows, that was most definitely not part of the plan.

A world-wide pandemic of the undead stalking the living was just a cable television fantasy, except there was no television anymore. Liz had always assumed the apocalypse was an excuse for doomsday preppers to justify buying cases of ammo for their collection of Glocks. It was a Millennium fantasy. It was a great Halloween costume if your boyfriend was creative enough to see how much fun it would be to show up as an undead couple. The apocalypse was never supposed to become a reality.

Yet here she was, scanning the street from a doorway, trying to pick out a safe route back to the Fort. The corpses scattered up and down the block were the least of her worries. Stinking bodies were still pretty gross, but they were steadily disappearing as the re-animators ate them. Right now she was worried about the corpses that didn’t stink.

It was the multi-national corporations that finally managed to wipe out civilization, along with most of the humans in it. Liz remembered watching those last grim news reports. As the now-dead talking heads became more frantic, the news puppets had begun to blame genetic engineering. One too many starfish genes spliced to one too many tomato was all it took. The dissenting view, taken by some fundamentalists, was that the pestilence was caused by the liberal homosexual agenda in America. Since the fundamentalists were as dead as their hairpieces, their view didn’t count for much.

The plague sparked on the West coast of America, flared in the Midwest, and then raged. Exported like a bad Hollywood action movie, the wave of death rolled over Europe and kept going, meeting an opposite wave sweeping across Asia. 

Crouching in the doorway, Liz pondered the five long city blocks between herself and the Fort. It was daylight and the street seemed still. None of the dead bodies in view were twitching, but that was no guarantee. She sniffed the air for any scent of almonds, but there was only the usual haze of rot and decay.

She checked the lanyard between her right wrist and the number three driver. Daylight would not last forever. She had already cinched the shopping items tight to minimize noise. Snugging down the backpack straps and keeping a two-handed grip on the golf club, Liz ducked out of the doorway and into the street.

Human society had lasted about five weeks, at least in Seattle. Five short weeks from the first reports of a fast spreading illness to silence. Television broadcasts went first, slipping into the blackness of the “No Signal” message on Liz’s digital TV. Radio signals lasted a little longer, but they too sputtered and went silent. Then the Internet died, along with everyone else in her neighborhood. 

Liz moved quickly down the center of the street, holding the driver at port arms. She maintained clear sight lines on the bodies, scanning for movement. Keeping up a fast walking pace with as little noise as possible, Liz gave the abandoned vehicles a wide berth. Three step distance, three step distance, that was the mantra of survival. Nine feet was the margin of error. Three steps from any obstacle, any doorway, any body. A three step buffer in which to swing the driver twice and the run like hell, noise be damned. 

Being pissed off was not helping Liz’s concentration. Being distracted could easily mean being dead, but she couldn’t help it. She tried to move towards the Fort like a silent ghost, but she looked more like a very angry golfer out for a drunken speed-walking session.

He had lied to her! If he had lied about being a pacifist, what else was he lying about? It is true, he had saved her life, but he was a liar. She couldn’t actually dump him for some other guy, at least not one that was alive. Dating options had gotten a lot leaner since the plague. Granted, those options hadn’t been good before everyone died. Three step distance, three step distance. Last datable guy or not, when she got back to the Fort they were going to have a serious talk.

Liz was two blocks from the Fort. She could almost see it. Eyeing the pavement ahead, focused now, she shifted to a quiet trot. It came at her right side from behind a dead van, lunging low and fast. Liz swung the three wood out in a lashing arc, but she was off-balance to her right. The heel of the club hit a glancing shot to the Re-am’s jaw, swinging its head up and momentarily stopping its attack. It was a weak blow, but it gave Liz the time she needed. Balanced now and ready, Liz swung from her right with a perfect forehand, arms extended in a deadly follow through. The driver’s titanium faceplate dug a deep furrow through the Re-am’s forehead, temple to temple, and the thing fell in a heap. Failing to replace the bone divots, Liz recovered from her swing and sprinted towards the Fort.

The heavy pack was slamming into her lower back with each step as she careened around the last corner, keeping three steps out from the wall. Clear! It was clear! She veered right to snatch at the panic alarm handle but the steel door was already open. A 12 gauge shotgun barrel was trained behind her from the shadows within the doorway. The barrel disappeared and the door flung wide as she hit the opening at a full run. Inside the shadows, doubled over and gasping for breath, she heard him clang the Fort door shut and shoot the lock bolts home. 
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Chapter 2

Formerly Rachel
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Formerly Rachel wanted meat. Meat! Not old rotting meat, she was sick of that. Fresh meat was her desire, her all-consuming hunger. Formerly Rachel’s obsession with noshing living flesh was a bit out of character given her vegan past, but any sense of irony, almost all conscious thought in fact, had been removed from her. These days she knew only a few things and those were resting, hunting, and eating. Nothing else mattered. Right now Formerly Rachel was hungry, a ravenous hunger that coursed through every altered cell of her being. The meat was so close! Be still, be quiet, be ready, and soon she would eat.

Though she was unaware of it, unaware of anything but the hunger, Formerly Rachel was beautiful, strikingly so. Still, it would be very dangerous for anyone living to wander over for a closer look. Devoid of memory, Formerly Rachel could not know that she had been a yoga instructor before the plague. She had, in fact, been the big draw at a local hot yoga studio, her sinuous form bringing in lots of men and more than a few women. The men and women endured a long and painful hour inside an over-heated box, trying to contort themselves into strange postures and all the while admiring Rachel’s bendy loveliness. A room full of sweat-soaked bodies: what a buffet that would make! But Formerly Rachel did not, was unable to, imagine anything but the most immediate problem. 

The meat was close, so close, but she could not get at it. Her prey appeared and disappeared in and out of the big box. Inside the box, the meat was safe behind brick and steel barriers. Formerly Rachel had acquired some knowledge of brick and steel, but only after bruising and scraping herself. She had learned. When they came out of the box, the meat had not come close enough. Not yet. But Formerly Rachel was patient. She would wait, absolutely still. She could wait for days. Time had no meaning for her. The only thing that was real was the hunger. 

The space between the steel bin and the wall was very small. Being the bendiest of the new beings allowed her a distinct advantage over the other hunters. Contorted into the tiny space, hidden, frozen as in death, she kept a fixed stare trained on the opening of the big box. Other meat had come to these bins, clanging and banging around inside. They had made easy prey for the agile huntress. Other prey, small meat, would come to her hiding places, but they were foul to her taste and not worth the time to kill. The small prey would creep up to her body as she lay still, nosing and sniffing. If they got too close or tried to bite her, her hand would shoot out of the stillness, locking onto their throats with a fierce grip and a deadly shake. In the early times, Formerly Rachel had eaten many of these small creatures. That was before she discovered the big meat.

Before the change, a time that was now a meaningless blur, Rachel would have gagged at the smell of a steak on the grill. She had avoided the meat aisle at her local co-op. The sight of dead flesh, even if it was from free ranging and organic critters, made her heave. Rachel, as she was known back then, had been a picky eater. Ingesting the tiniest portion of gluten caused her beautiful flat stomach to bulge into a rubber ball. She had kept her lithe body alive with bowls of brown rice and greens, tofu from the wok, and something called seitan. It is true that Rachel had loved chocolate, but she had only eaten single-source fair trade chocolate. Not anymore.

These days Formerly Rachel wouldn’t notice tofu if she stepped in it. She had stepped in a lot worse. She kept her eyes on the opening of the big brick box. She had seen the meat going into the box, moving fast and scared. Scared meat was good meat. It made mistakes, got too close, became prey. They would have to come out, wandering the streets like they did, poking into things. She had set her hunger on the long-haired meat. When that one came out, if she came out alone, Formerly Rachel would feed.

Her legs were twisted beneath her, ready to spring. Breath slowing, her body absolutely still, Formerly Rachel slipped into a state of fixation. A slow grey wave washed though and over her. Her body became that of just another corpse, frozen in the awkward pose of the newly dead. She was suspended in time, immobile, yet her hearing and sense of smell were acutely aware of every sensation around her. The most subtle movement, a fresh scent on the air, the most stealthy footfall, any of these would snap her from stasis to full-blown predator in the blink of a victim’s eye.
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Chapter 3

Pat
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Pat jacked a round of double-ought out of the Remington 870P, racking the next round from the tube magazine into the chamber. He picked the ejected .12 gauge shell off of the table and reloaded it into the shotgun magazine. “Four plus one, ready for fun” ran through his head, except this was not fun and games, nor was it work. He hit the button safety on the shotgun and placed it in the ready rack near the door of the Fort. 

Pat hated it when Liz left the Fort without him. If she needed alone time, she could be alone in any room in the Fort. It was not like there were a crowd of roommates bumping into each other or lining up for the bathroom. As if the bathroom worked anyway. But Liz had made it crystal clear to him that she wasn’t going to do her alone time in the Fort. Pat still hated it, but Liz was a force of nature, something to be reckoned with. Liz had geared up for a shopping run, deliberately leaving the Glock Model 22 on the table. That goddamn Glock. Pat’s current troubles all came back to that stupid pistol. Now Liz was out on the streets with her golf club and a bad attitude while Pat stewed in the Fort.

The only good thing about being alone in the Fort was that Pat could enjoy a smoke without making things any worse. While Liz was usually tolerant of his cigar habit, when she was pissed it became a point of contention. Pat chose a corona from his makeshift humidor and tucked it into his vest pocket along with a torch lighter and a cutter. He walked into the ladder room and slung the Savage 22-250 over his shoulder. Pat climbed the interior ladder to the roof of the Fort, flipping open the roof hatch. Leaving the hatch open for quick access to the Fort, Pat walked to the north side of the flat-roofed structure. 

He scanned the streets to the north, looking uphill toward the heights of Queen Anne. There was no sign of Liz. She was already out of sight, heading past the green labyrinth of the Seattle Center towards Mercer Street. He looked northwest over the trees of the Seattle Center, eyeing everything in a slow, careful scrutiny. Aside from the usual crows and a stray gull, there was no movement. Why couldn’t a world-wide plague kill off those bastard crows as well as the humans. A world without crows made more sense to Pat. 

It looked like another beautiful day in the neighborhood. Pat thought of Mister Rogers and allowed himself a grim laugh. How would Fred Rogers deal with the Post-Plague landscape? Would he make up a little song for the kids, something about how it’s not nice when the neighbors are trying to eat you?

Pat settled into his camp chair and positioned the shooting rest to the front of his chair, facing up the hill. He leaned the 22-250 against the rest. After one more quick look up the street, Pat attended to his cigar. He snipped off the head of the corona and then used his butane torch to gently toast the foot. When all was to his liking, he lit the cigar, rolling it as he did. The ritual of the cigar eased his mind. He leaned back in the camp chair, trying to let go of the gnawing worry. The smoke wafted over his head to the south, the aroma of a gentleman’s lost civilization dissipating over a dead city. 

Smoking relaxed Pat, but it did nothing to relieve his confusion. Liz confused Pat. Human beings had always confused Pat, but most of them were gone now. Liz was alive, and he was crazy for her, yet she confused the hell out of him. He understood that Liz was angry with him and he understood why she was angry, but dammit, he had meant to tell her. He had just been waiting of the right opportunity. 

Pat had not really lied to Liz. He actually was a pacifist. He had not, however, told her what had led him to become pacifistic. Now they were going to have to have what Liz called “A Talk.” Pat was not fond of talks.

Pat scanned the streets again, settled deeper into his chair, and felt his mind drift back to the old days as the cigar smoke drifted from the roof. Pat had grown up in Oak Park, just west of Chicago. Not the nice part of Oak Park where the Frank Lloyd Wright houses sat on elm-shaded streets, but down near the Eisenhower Expressway. Wiry and slight, with sandy hair and freckles, Pat never looked like a tough kid. But he got that way. It was that sort of neighborhood in that sort of city. After a stint in the army, an attempt to get out of Chi-town, Pat found himself right back in the old hood. He was eking out a living with warehouse jobs and delivering pizzas. Trouble found Pat without too much trouble.

It wasn’t supposed to go down like it did. Pat’s best friend, his only friend, had a sister. The girl was hooked up with a real asshole, some small-time thief and drug dealer. When the guy wasn’t dealing dope up near the high school or boosting cars, he liked to drink beer and beat up the sister. Something had to be done. That’s what Pat’s friend said. The plan was for Pat to wait for the guy in the parking lot of his local tavern, scare him a little, maybe get him to see the error of his ways. But that’s not what happened.

So Pat is where he’s supposed to be, watching the dude’s car. The lot is good and dark when the guy comes out the back door of the bar, fumbling with his keys. Too buzzed to pay any attention to anything, he walks to his car. The next and last thing he sees is Pat pointing an old .38 at him. Before Pat can launch into his warning spiel about not beating the girl anymore, the asshole reaches into his coat pocket. Pat fires twice, both chest shots, and the bastard falls back against his own car. There’s a look a mild surprise on his face while he’s sliding to the ground, back still to the car, sitting there as dead as Custer. Without a word spoken, Pat runs into the night. 

The thing is though, Pat gets away with it. The sister doesn’t talk, the friend doesn’t talk, and Pat sure as hell doesn’t make a peep. The cops don’t give two shits about this dead guy since they consider whoever popped him did them a favor. No one would have known or cared about the dead guy getting dead if he hadn’t been stepping on some well connected toes down in Cicero.

Weeks go by and the whole thing seems to blow over. It wasn’t much to begin with from the official point of view. The more the cops find out about the dead guy, the less they care. They question the sister, poke around a bit, and then file the thing as not warranting a lot more effort. Pat is beginning to breathe a little easier. And then things change.

Pat and his friend are having a beer in their local, back in the corner, toasting to blind luck and hoping it holds It doesn’t. Two big guys who look like they mean business walk up to the booth in the back. These two suggest that Pat’s friend should occupy himself elsewhere. Seeing the wisdom and finality of their suggestion, Pat’s pal makes himself scarce, glad that he is not Pat.

On the roof, still smoking his cigar, Pat thinks about that night, the night that changed the course of his young life. The agents of that change weren’t the dead guy sitting against his car, the cops, or even Pat’s only friend. No, the agents of change were the guys who had sat down in that booth as if they owned it, back in the dark corner of that low-life bar. As the sweat beaded on their bottles of beer, another sweat, a cold one, started down the back of Pat’s neck. Pat scans the street for movement, but everything is still.

They laid it out for him. They knew he was the shooter, knew why he had been the shooter, and they were glad the dead guy was dead.

“Good job, Kid” said the guy who did the talking. All of talking.

Good job. That’s what he said. What with not respecting the order of things, stealing and dealing where he shouldn’t have and, what’s more, not kicking back what was due, the dead guy had been a real nuisance. 

“A real nuisance, Kid.” 

The silent half of the pair nodded in agreement.

The situation what it was though, it would be a shame if the cops found out, what with more or less everyone happy with the outcome. Except the dead guy, of course. The two had a chuckle over that one. 

“So, Kid, here’s the thing. We want you should work with us once in awhile. You play ball with us, we play ball with you. You make some dough and the cops, well, they never know nothing. Capish?”

It was not an offer. It was a statement of how it was going to be. The beers were finished.

“We’ll be in touch Kid, okay? Much better we keep this little talk between the three of us, yeah?”

And then they were gone.

Pat dropped the last of the cigar into the butt can next to his chair. As he stood to stretch he caught a glimpse of movement to the south. It was Liz, coming around the corner of John Street and running hard. Pat snatched up the rifle and trained it behind her. Why was she coming from the south? He was out of position and aiming offhand, the shooting rest pointing uselessly to the north. Liz disappeared out of his sight line. Seeing nothing behind her, nothing chasing, Pat dropped the Savage and bolted for the hatch, skinning his hand on the ladder. Hitting the floor inside the Fort, he ran into the entry room, grabbing the shotgun from the ready rack. Pat thumbed the safety off and stepped to the door. There was no time for a perimeter check. Flinging the door open, he swept the area with the 20’ barrel, ready to drop any lurkers. Clear, it was clear. Dropping to one knee, he pulled the door in to protect his right side. As he swung the shotgun left, he saw Liz come into view. She veered towards the panic alarm handle, but then she sprinted past it towards the open door. She had seen the open door and was coming fast. Pat covered her retreat as she flew past him into the Fort. Swinging the steel door in, he slammed home the bolts. 
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Chapter 4

Liz and Pat
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Pat slammed the bolts on the door to the Fort.  Liz stood doubled over with her hands on her knees, breathing hard, her backpack still strapped tight.  The heavy load heaved up and down like a nylon camel’s hump.  The golf club hung from her wrist by its lanyard.  

“Are you okay?  What happened?  Why were you coming from the south?”

Liz straightened upright without a word and gave Pat the hand.  She loosened the straps on the pack and walked out of the entry room towards the galley.  Pat peered out through the wire reinforced door window, seeing nothing.  He stowed the shotgun in the ready rack and followed Liz.

The three wood and backpack lay on the galley table as Pat entered.  Liz was tilting back a nalgene water bottle.  With half a liter down, she let go one last deep breath and turned towards Pat.

“Hi Baby.”

“Hi Baby? Hi Baby?  What the hell happened out there?  Are you okay?”  Pat was a little agitated.

“I’m fine now.  Thanks for having the door ready.  Thanks for having my back.”

“Okay Baby, you’re welcome.  Can we please stop the Chip n’ Dale routine?  What happened?  Please.”

“I got jumped by a Re-Am on my way back down Queen Anne.”

“Why were you coming down Queen Anne?  You know I can’t see you if you’re not on the First Ave route.”

“That’s sort of the point of alone time Sweetie, being alone.  If I know you’re tracking me from the roof I’m not really alone, am I?”

Pat was so relieved he was forgetting to be pissed off.  Besides, Liz wasn’t acting angry with him.  Right now it was ‘Baby’ and ‘Sweetie.’  What the hell was going on?  Pat was now relieved as well as confused.  Think, think!  Pat knew that he had to play this carefully.  Maybe he wasn’t in as much trouble as he thought.

“Okay, I get that, the alone thing, really, I get it.  So you were coming back down the hill on Queen Anne and...”

“I got jumped by a Re-Am, like I said.  She came at me from behind a car.  It was like the bitch materialized out of the goddamn bumper.”

“So it was a fast one?  Did you have some distance?”

“Yes, Baby, she was pretty fast.  Probably a gym bunny when she was human.  And yeah, I had a solid three step clearance from the car, but it was just barely enough.  I clipped her with the first shot, but it bought me some time.  Took the bitch’s forehead off with the second swing.”

Do not mention the Glock.  Do not mention it.  The warning was like neon glowing in Pat’s brain.  So she had left the pistol behind, it was her choice.  Clamping down on the stupid words that were trying to bubble past his teeth, Pat watched Liz hit the water bottle again.  A few drops slid from Liz’s mouth and trickled down to her beautiful throat.  Hey-Zeus, he was so crazy for her.

“So, okay, you got her with the club.  Cool.  Good work.  That year of junior varsity paid off.  Then what happened?  Was the Re-Am solo?”

“Well, it happened so fast, you know?  I clocked her, knew she was down for good, and I took off.  I never saw or heard anything else.  It felt like a solo, but we can’t count on that anymore, right?”

Don’t mention that one thought Pat.  Let it go Man!

“So you cleared out and, what, circled south?  Why?”

“I was scared, I was running, but I still didn’t want to make it easy for any other Re-Ams did I?  I made sure nothing was behind me and then doubled back at John Street.  I was getting a little winded.”

“Smart Girl.  Good job.  And you didn’t see any others?”

“Nothing, but I wasn’t slowing down either.”

Liz pulled out one of the kitchen chairs and sat down.  She motioned Pat to do the same.

“Let’s talk, Baby.”

Uh-oh, thought Pat.  Here it comes.

Liz settled in and gave Pat a long look.  He was so cute when he was confused.  Ah, well, let him wonder for awhile.  He deserved it.

“I’ve been thinking about the Re-Ams again, why they are all so different and how they seem to be changing.”

“How the Re-Ams are changing?”

“Yes, Doofus, the Re-Ams.  There isn’t anyone else, at least not around here.  So remember when there were fat Re-Ams, fat and slow?  And pretty stupid as well?”

“Yeah, they were easy.  I like the fat ones.  They must have all been car salesmen, or receptionists.”

“Or call-center ghouls. But they weren’t gym bunnies, that’s for sure.  But what happened to them?  The slow ones seem to be gone.  Gone in what, six or eight weeks?  Now it’s all the skinny ones, the fast ones.”

“Maybe they’re getting thinner.  I mean, they’re all on a diet now.  Fat pigs.  What was that fad thing called?  The Paleo diet?”

“Cute, Honey.  I don’t think that’s it.  I think that the fat slow Re-Ams have died off.  More and more I think we are seeing the survivors, the ones that are learning to find food.  I think the things are evolving.”

Pat had thought the same thing, but he had never dared to give voice to these thoughts.  He always tried to put a positive spin on whatever the situation was, even if the situation was being the only two humans in a neighborhood of flesh eating monsters.  At least Liz wasn’t going to dump him for a Re-Am.  That was positive.  

“So you think we are dealing with evolving Zom...”

“Do not say that word!” Liz said, her voice sharp.

“Sorry, evolving Re-Ams?”

“That’s it.  Evolving Re-Ams.  I think only the fast ones are surviving.  The ones that are quick enough to catch whatever it is they are eating besides humans.  Dogs, rats, birds, they have to be eating something.  We don’t see them foraging at the Mety Mart.”

“I wish they would eat those fucking crows.  That would be a plus.”

“What is it with you and crows?  Are you listening to me?”

Focus, focus, thought Pat.  “Sorry Baby.  Yes, I’m listening.”

“So, if only the Re-Ams who are good hunters are surviving, it’s going to get tougher for us.  There must be other human survivors out there, but we haven’t found any in our range.  Almost three months without seeing or hearing a soul.  All of them gone or hunted down. Except for those bastards that tried to murder us.”

Pat let out a long breath.  Liz was right, of course.  She was smart, Liz was.  She could think long-term, plan things.  Pat could fix stuff, plan immediate actions, but he knew he wasn’t a long-term guy.

“We’re going to have to plan this out.”

It was as if she was reading his mind, an all too familiar feeling for Pat.

Liz pushed back from the table and stood up.  

“Have we got enough water for a splash bath?”

“Sure Baby, I stocked up the tank in the courtyard.”  Pat was proud of his water management skills.

“Cool!  I’m going to clean up.  Why don’t you stow the shopping.”

Liz leaned down and kissed him on the forehead.  She smelled of sweat and adrenalin.  Her scent washed over him. She turned and walked out into the concrete courtyard, giving it a visual once over before moving out of sight to the makeshift shower.

Pat sighed and turned his attention to the backpack.  He popped the fastex buckles and started sorting through the heavy canned goods.  Liz had done a good job.  There had to be forty pounds of food in the growing pile, enough to keep them well fed for a week.  Unzipping the top pouch of the pack, he let the more fragile treasures slip out onto the table.  There were batteries for the flashlights.  Those were getting scarce.  A few bottles of girl stuff and, what the hell?  Two boxes of condoms. 

“Hey Big Boy, you gonna sit there all day?”

Pat looked up to see Liz wearing only a T-shirt and a few drops of water, water which fell to the floor of the galley.  She locked the door to the courtyard, threw a perfect smile over her shoulder, and disappeared into the depths of the Fort.  Pat was confused, but he wasn’t stupid.  He grabbed one of the boxes of condoms and followed her.  

As the day waned, they lay in a tangle of themselves and the sheets, safe in each other’s arms and in the windowless bedroom of the Fort.  The sheets were somewhat further along the progression between starchy new and nasty.  When the bedding slipped too far towards the nasty, new sheets popped out of packaging and the old ones were stockpiled in the machine shop off of the courtyard.  Doing laundry, at least sheets, was as dead as civilization. 

Liz pushed herself up on one elbow and began fiddling with Pat’s sandy hair, pushing it around with her fingers.  “You need a haircut My Love.”

Pat gazed up at her, seeing her dimly lit in the half-light filtering through the open door, light that was fading with the evening.  He adored her, would do anything to protect her.

“And you still have some ‘splaining to do.”

Oops.  Gone but not forgotten.  “Baby I...”

“Not now Pat.  Later, okay?”

“Um, Okay.”

“Can we talk about the smell?”

“The sheets seem alright to me.”

“Not the sheets, Goofball, the stupid Re-Ams.”

“Oh, that.  So we’re being serious again?”

“Yes Baby, serious.  Try to keep up.”

Pat felt his head spinning ever so slightly.

“You noticed it first, that bittersweet smell.  Like almonds or something.”

“Yeah, but I haven’t noticed it lately”

“Maybe if you laid off the cigars you would be able to smell other things.”

“Hey, a man needs at least one vice.”

“Beer?”

“Okay two.  And I’m going to have to switch to scotch.  The beer is too heavy to carry.”

“Me?”

“You’re not a vice, Liz.”

“Yeah, whatever.  So we know the Re-Ams seem to have a smell.  Why?  I think it’s important.”

“It might be, but I don’t know why.  We don’t usually stick around the dead ones too long.  But when we found that nest, or whatever it was, that had the smell.  I still think it was a Re-Am’s hiding place, or sleeping spot, or something.”

“Right, see?  But I remembered something when I was leaving the Mety Mart.  There was a rack of those TV magazines near the old checkout.  Something on the cover of one of them caught my eye and then my brain clicked.”

“What?  What was it?”

“I wasn’t stopping to read, but on the cover there was something about a new Sherlock Holmes show.”

“Holmes, the detective?  Like, with Dr. Watson?”

“Yes Baby, Sherlock Holmes, BBC, British accents, elementary.”

“So?”

“So, I remembered an old episode that I saw.  Holmes solved some mystery by figuring out there was a smell of almonds in the room.”

“What did he solve?”

“The murder was done with cyanide.”

“But cyanide is poison, right?”

“Right, which is why you murder people with it.”

“Okay, okay, but are you saying that the Re-Ams are, what, breathing out cyanide?  It’s poison, like we said, so wouldn’t they die?”

“I don’t know Pat.  We only know what we heard at the end and lots of that was bullshit.  Poison food, everyone dying, news reporters freaking out on camera.  The bible thumpers were blaming the Gays and Lesbians, like it was God’s wrath.  Bullshit, all of it.  So what happens?”

“Everyone died Baby.  Almost.”

“Not quite, and I’m glad we didn’t.  But almost everyone did die.  Some humans survived, like us.  Who knows how many?  Then the goddamn Re-Ams appeared.  They re-animated Pat, from corpses.  Dead and then not dead.”

“And you think that this cyanide smell, if that’s what it is, has something to do with the Re-Ams being able to come back?”

“I don’t know, Baby, but I think it’s a clue.  What do you think Watson?”

“Shit Liz, that’s crazy!  Cyanide?  Re-Ams breathing cyanide?”

“Not breathing it in, breathing it out.  Maybe.”

Pat’s brain was reeling as it tried to process this possibility.  Everything that had seemed impossible was now a reality.  Civilization was gone, wiped out by some man-made genetic malfunction.  They were alone and fighting sub-human monsters.  Why wasn’t the cyanide thing possible?

“You know something else Pat?”

“What Baby?”

“It’s time for you to tell me how a pacifist can handle a pistol the way you can.”

That goddamn Glock.  Pat blinked at Liz, caught in the gaze of her sea-gray eyes, those eyes that seemed to look right through him, right into him.

“It’s going to be okay Pat, but you need to tell me.  I need to know that I can trust you.”

Pat rolled over to face Liz, trying to figure out where to begin.

“Start at the beginning, Baby.”

Damn her, how did she do that?
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Chapter 5

Dead Mack
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Mack, the soon-to-be-dead-guy, edged the Jeep wagon past the bodies and debris. He hated running over the corpses, going to great lengths to avoid doing so. Over time, the bodies were disappearing or falling to skeletonized rag-dolls, but Mack still swerved the county health department vehicle all over hell and gone to miss a pile of bones in spandex and lycra. Poor souls, he thought to himself, poor souls.

Mack had a job to do. As a county health nurse assigned to epidemiological response, he was sworn to rush in when everyone else rushed out, which is exactly what he did when the plague collapsed everything. Regardless of Mack’s rushing into the breach, nearly everyone died, including all of the epidemiology response staff at county. But Mack was a man of his word, dedicated to his job. After weeks of hiding out, all alone in the county motor pool garage, he came to his senses, mastered his fears. It was his job to help people, to find survivors, bring them medicine and aid and comfort. Mack outfitted one of the county rigs with medical supplies, food, water, and some coats and work clothes he found in the shop area. He was on a mission.

Mack was a man who believed in methodical action. First, he would choose an area of the city from the big dispatch map which hung on the wall of the garage. After he mapped out a day’s worth of travel, he would hand crank fuel out of the county tanks, making sure the vehicle was in tip-top shape. Then, fully prepared, Mack would set out to bring aid and comfort to any survivors he could find. 

The trouble came about when he actually did find survivors, few and far between though they were. The first survivor he spotted shot at him, which unnerved Mack to no end. He was driving a clearly marked county vehicle. He was trying to help. Why was someone shooting at him? 

He was not a man to be deterred from his mission. On several subsequent sweeps he spotted lone survivors, but they fled on foot. Mack left little caches of food and medicine at the locations of the sightings, but he still had not made direct contact. The closest he came to a survivor was the lunatic guy who had attacked his truck, scaring the bejesus out of him. Out of nowhere some poor soul leapt on the hood of the Jeep, clawing at the windshield. Mack panicked and floored the thing, swerving to throw the maniac off of the vehicle. As the man slid off the hood, Mack felt a pang of guilt, but that fellow had scared him badly. The fact that the attacker bounced to his feet and chased Mack’s vehicle scared him even more. The man was obviously crazy with grief over the plague. Not everyone could cope with an epidemic of this scale, but Mack had been trained for just this sort of calamity. He felt compassion for the unfortunate survivor. 

Formerly Rachel froze when she heard the noise. It was the motor noise, the sound that had meant ready prey until all of those noises had stopped. She oriented herself to the direction of the sound, all of her senses straining towards it. Moving through the shadows of the trees, Formerly Rachel veered around the big hole with the silver dome at the bottom. Lots of dead meat there, long fed on and worthless. She kept to the side of the big hole where there were more trees, edging nearer to the source of the sound. Light flashed off of the front of the steel box as it rolled into sight. She slid along under a covered wall thing that led straight towards her prey. 

Mack had fond memories of the Seattle Center. It was once a green oasis north of the downtown, home to the 1962 World’s Fair and the iconic Space Needle. When he was a kid, Mack loved the rides in the Fun Forest, a defunct amusement park that occupied an area on the east side of the center. Today there wasn’t any fun to be found as Mack maneuvered the white county rig down the main access road off of Fifth Avenue, passing through the canyon of the Memorial Stadium on his right and the Center House on his left. The giant concrete dish and silver dome of the International Fountain came into view as he entered the open area of the center. He passed the covered arcade walk on his right and stopped the vehicle. The fountain area, where happy little kids had raced to touch the dome before the fountain squirted them, was littered with bodies in various states of decay and dismemberment. Mack set the parking brake and stepped out of the Jeep, leaving the engine running. 

“Hello? Anyone out there? Can anyone hear me? This is the King County Health Department. Hello?” Mack’s shouts echoed back off the deserted buildings. The only thing that answered were the crows.

Liz and Pat moved through the empty street, silent as cats. Pat was pulling his little wagon with the pneumatic tires. They were headed into the Seattle Center to look for propane tanks, tanks that were too heavy to carry by hand. The wagon had been tucked away in the old maintenance shop, with its cute fat wheels and fold down sides. Pat had greased it and padded it so that it rolled along without a squeak or a clang.

Liz hated going into the center grounds. First, it was dangerous, or at least it felt dangerous. Second, it was a happy place gone horribly wrong. Liz remembered Folklife festivals, gorging at the Bite of Seattle, and stage hopping at the Bumbershoot music orgy. All that was gone now, only the memories remained. But they needed gas cylinders for cooking. Pat was right about the food carts. The carts would have propane tanks and were outside in plain view, not inside the death trap of the Center House building. 

Pat was in the lead, the wagon-handle in his left hand and the .40 caliber Glock pistol in his right. Liz brought up the rear with the pump shotgun. Even though the Glock was technically hers by default, courtesy of her asshole boss who was very dead, Liz couldn’t seem to hit a building with the thing unless she threw it at the wall. She just could not get the knack of aiming it. Pointing the shotgun, however, was easy. So, despite the relationship trouble that the Glock had caused them, Liz had insisted that Pat carry it. 

They passed the Children’s Theater on their right. Pat’s plan was to head for the old popcorn cart that was at the edge of the International Fountain. They stopped at the intersection of two paved walking paths, remaining silent. Pat and Liz communicated with a series of looks and hand signals. Pat liked hand signals and Liz favored giving Pat looks in response. Pat held up his hand and reconnoitered the area before they turned north towards the fountain. 

Formerly Rachel dropped into a crouch in the shadow of the overhang. There it was! The prey was out in the open now, not inside the steel box. She measured the distance carefully, gathering herself, coiled tight. The prey was not looking at her. It was making loud noises. Formerly Rachel rose to her full height and stalked forward on the balls of her feet, moving quickly and silently, closing the distance.

Mack listened to the cawing of the crows, the only answer to his shouts. As he turned to the north he saw her coming out of the shadows of the arcade walkway. His first contact with a survivor and she was beautiful! Finally, his luck had changed. He took a few slow steps towards the front of the vehicle, not wanting to frighten the young woman. Mack’s last words were “Everything is going to be okay Miss.” After that it was only screaming.

Now the prey was making softer noises, noises directed at her. Formerly Rachel had seen tricks like this before, tricks that had almost cost her, almost turned her into the prey. She would never be the prey, never, only the hunter.

She covered the distance to the meat with two long running strides and a spring to the land atop the front of the steel box. Too late, the prey turned to run. She was on it, leaping from the steel box to land on its back, her hands around its throat. It squealed as she latched onto it, the high pitched scream that trapped animals make. With her knee in its back and her hands clawed around its throat, she swung her weight to the side, spinning the thing off balance and slamming it into the ground. Formerly Rachel twisted its head to one side and ripped a jagged hole in its throat with her teeth. The squealing drowned in a fountain of warm blood. She flipped the prey on its back and produced a sharp clear edge from her grimy clothing. With three viscous slashes of the sharp, she disemboweled the meat from groin to chest. Dropping to her knees, she began to feed over the moans of her dying prey.

They both crouched instinctively when they heard the shouting, human shouting. Weapons at the ready, they scanned the perimeter and closed ranks. With the second shout, they saw the vehicle about two hundred meters to the north, next to which stood the shouting maniac.

“What do we do Pat?” whispered Liz.

“Shit, Baby. I don’t know.”

“We could answer him. He seems harmless.”

The shouts died on the still air as the crows answered. They saw the man turn away from them and start to move.

“Yeah, but we’re out in the open. What if he... Holy Shit!” exclaimed Pat.

“Did you see that? It took him down!”

“Baby, we have to help him. Dammit.”

“Okay, okay Pat, let’s go.”

Leaving the wagon behind, they moved forward at a trot, trying to keep their noise to a minimum. Pat knew he would have to get within fifty yards to have a prayer of a shot, and it would be only a prayer. He wished hard for the rifle, sitting in the ready rack back at the Fort. He shook his head to clear it and kept pace with Liz. 

As they closed on the scene, Liz and Pat could see the Re-Am hunched over the dead guy, for there was no doubt this guy was dead. The Re-Am was feeding hard and fast. It was hopeless, but they kept going, moving in faster.

They were still more than fifty yards out when the Re-Am’s head snapped up and it spun towards them, on its feet as quick as a cat. It took a few running steps towards them as Pat pulled out of his run to level the Glock. He squeezed off three steady shots, trying to lob the .40 caliber rounds in on target. He may as well have shot at the clouds. The range was just too far. The Re-Am turned away and sprinted around the front of the white Jeep and out of sight. 

They walked the last distance to the body, alert and ready. There was no need to hurry. The dead guy lay in a mess of his own entrails and a widening pool of blood. His throat was torn apart. Blood-spray had dappled his still open eyes.

“Holy crap she was fast” muttered Pat.

“Pat, it, she, whatever, it tore this guy apart. What was he doing here? He was standing out here in the open, shouting his head off, no weapon, no nothing. Did you hear what he was shouting?”

“No Liz, I only got the ‘Hello’ part. He was too far away. I couldn’t hear the rest of it.” Pat kept his gaze north, eyeing the path the Re-Am’s had taken.

Liz took one more look at the dead guy and shuddered. “Well, we can’t do anything for this poor dead idiot, but I think we should get out of here.”

“You’re absolutely right Baby, and we’re taking his vehicle.” Pat walked over to look in the side windows of the vehicle. 

“Look at this, med kits, water jugs, and some sort of boxed food rations. It’s a load of goods. Screw the propane, let’s get out of here and back to the Fort.”

Liz stepped to the other side of the vehicle, shotgun at the ready. When she was sure it was safe, she thumbed the safety and stowed the shotgun amongst the precious supplies before climbing into the passenger seat. Pat laid the Glock on the dash and slid behind the wheel. 

“Windows up and doors locked Baby?”

“I’m good on my side.”

“Okay, let’s roll.”

Liz leaned forward to peer at a laminated document attached to the dashboard. “Hey, look at this.”

Pat was keeping his head up and scanning for the Re-Am. “What is it Baby?”

“It’s some sort of identification badge. King County Health Department. That explains all the supplies I guess.”

“Yeah, I saw the logo on the door, but what the hell was he doing out here and why didn’t he stay in his vehicle?”

“Who knows, Pat? Maybe he didn’t know any better. Maybe he never had to deal with a Re-Am before.”

“Well, if the poor bastard was that lucky, all of his luck ran out the first time he met one.”

“His name was Mack.”

“Liz, I’m not sure I want to know, but okay, was that his first name or his last name?”

“First. His last name was Guffin.”

“Huh. Well, I guess we’ll never know the whole story on Dead Mack. Let’s get back to the Fort.”

Pat put the Jeep in gear and rolled it back towards the Fort at an idle, swerving to avoid running over any human remains.

Formerly Rachel waited in her hiding place, quiet and still, watching the steel box roll away. She sat on her haunches, wiping the blood away from her mouth, licking it from her hands. When she felt secure, when she felt safe, she stretched herself upright and walked back to her kill. Dragging the meat by its legs, she pulled it into the shadows where she could feed in peace. 
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Chapter 6

The Fort
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Light from the warm spring morning streamed into the Fort, shining over the top of the plywood shutters. Pat and Liz sat at the galley table, each with their hands around mugs of precious coffee. The aroma of the coffee, triggering memories of safe mornings long gone, hovered about the room. Liz propped her elbows on the table and looked at Pat over the rim of her mug.

“Pat, what do you miss the most?”

“You mean what do I miss the most about life before the Plague? You’re probably going to laugh at me if I tell you, because it’s sort of corny.”

Liz perked up. “Well now you have to tell me because I’m intrigued. Are you going all romantic on me?”

Liz would hate to admit it, but Pat was usually the more romantic of the two of them, even if he was hopeless at it. In her dealings with men, Liz tended to be the realistic partner, the person aware of the pitfalls and traps of dating. She arched an eyebrow at Pat and waited.

“I miss being able to walk down the street holding your hand, instead of holding a weapon.”

“That’s what you miss the most? Of everything missing? Baby, that is so sweet, but I was thinking of more practical things.”

It was Pat’s turn to arch an eyebrow. “Such as?”

“Bacon” said Liz. “And bread. And fresh milk.”

Pat regarded the empty disposable bowl in front of him with a sad look. “Okay, I miss all of that. A future of breakfast cereal with nothing but powdered milk is not very attractive. Bacon I can live without, but I’m with you on the fresh bread and milk. Talking like this is just a way to torture ourselves. Now I’m thinking of a fresh baguette and a nice crumbly dry cheddar. That was one of my favorite foods.”

“I know Baby. I’m sorry to bring it up. There is just so much that I took for granted. I mean, what I wouldn’t give for a toilet that flushes. Who knew? Eventually the courtyard is going to become too foul even for you.”

“I’ll put another layer of lime and soil in the pit. Its the best we can do Baby.” Pat maintained the outhouse without complaint or comment, something Liz was incredibly grateful for. 

“Sorry Pat, I don’t mean to sound bitchy about it, but of all the things to have to deal with, that was just not in the game plan. Did I miss the part in all those post-apocalypse movies where the hero talks about the shit backing out of the toilets? I must have gone for popcorn during that scene. So why, again, does the water work and the toilets not work?”

Liz knew very well why, but Pat liked to explain it and Liz liked to let him, just to listen to his voice. When Pat talked about practical things, things made tangible and touchable, he relaxed into himself. Liz loved to watch the angst and uncertainty fall away from Pat when he dealt with what he called ‘real’ things. 

“You know why, Baby.”

“I sort of understand it, but tell me again so I can get it clear, okay?”

Pat was often confused by the workings of his relationship with Liz, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew when Liz needed to hear him say things again, deriving comfort from his repeated words. It was morning, it was safe, it was quiet, and he was with Liz. This was one of the patterns that had brought them together as a couple, the quiet shared mornings.

“So, the cold water still works because the water system is based on gravity. The water flows down from the reservoirs and towers. We’re lucky because of where we are. Downtown and lower Queen Anne have great water pressure because of the reservoirs up on the hills. When I was doing a plumbing job downtown we always had to be very careful with the water connections because the pressure was so strong from the Capitol Hill reservoir.”

When Pat fled to Seattle, he had disappeared into the background as a small-time remodeler and fix-it guy, working for cash as often as possible, flying below the radar. He built up a good reputation as someone who would actually show up on time and keep working a job until it was finished, a rarity in Seattle.

“Okay, gravity fed water, but what about the toilets, aren’t they gravity fed as well?”

“Yes, Baby, the water to flush the toilets is gravity fed. As long as the reservoirs hold out we will have water coming out of the taps. And the reservoirs and towers were all made security sites after 9-11 so the fences should keep out the Re-Ams and most everything else. When the reservoir flow slows down we will have to start draining water heaters. I’m not looking forward to that. If the tap water gets contaminated, we would need a lot of propane to boil all of our drinking water. Too much. Which means we still need to scrounge more of those portable water filters, just to be safe.”

“Toilets?”

“Right, sorry. The water to the toilets is not the problem. The problem is the sewer pipes backing up. The sewer lines run to pump stations, which pump the sewage up to the next gravity section. No power grid, no pumps, no pumps, no sewage flow. The shit literally backs up to the source.”

“So one of the legacies of civilization is flushing toilets. Who knew I would miss that? Re-runs on cable, not so much, but working plumbing? Dammit. Does that make me shallow?”

“No Baby, I don’t think missing a working toilet makes anyone shallow. I certainly don’t like scrounging for lime to make the pit less noxious. And I don’t think that makes
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