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‘You’ll get back to where you came from.’


– William Golding, Lord of the Flies





ONE


‘I can’t make this.’


‘But Jason …’


‘There’s just no audience. No one will want to read this so no one is going to make it, especially – especially – not me. I’m sorry Sadie, but it’s not gonna happen. The pictures are great, maybe some of your best, but it’s too soon. Way too soon.’


‘You said things were changing,’ I said. A whining note crept into my voice. ‘We could run just a short issue, a teaser. Maybe see if there’s interest …’


‘There won’t be. It’s a waste of my time and – sorry – yours too.’


Jason was a genius, a penny pincher and – sometimes – an idiot. Most successful people are. But I thought he would go for it, I really did. My sketches sat spread out in front of him, panels and whole pages with empty speech bubbles where words would eventually go. Well, with Jason’s latest decision, make that where words would never go. With his green light, that would have been someone else’s job – a writer’s job. Me? I’m just Sadie Walker, illustrator. I handle the art, the ‘way too soon’ art that apparently nobody wanted to see.


At least Jason had given the pages a good look-see. He tried. His fingertips were smeared with pencil lead when he peeled them away from the drawings and raked them through his thinning gray hair. With a little sighing laugh I gathered up the pages and stuffed them back in my folder. I’m not sure what I expected. It’s not like life was a series of triumphs these days. Just managing to eat and not smell like a sewer was a big accomplishment.


I turned to go, one corner of my drawings sticking out, a blood-drenched ax peeking at me like a winking albino eye.


‘Well, thanks anyway,’ I said. ‘Maybe next year.’


‘Probably not.’


Jason’s apartment, his ‘studio,’ sat on the western edge of what’s left of Capitol Hill in a cozy and crooked brown-stone nestled against the east side of Melrose Avenue. The whole place reeked of corn beef hash from the abandoned diner downstairs. He said something I didn’t quite catch as I shut the door and made my way down the cramped hall to the stairs that led into the diner’s storeroom. It was empty now, stale and spotted with months-old coffee and ketchup stains. Nobody had eaten there since September, when The Outbreak started. The chairs and tables and fry baskets were still overturned from when things went bad, and the kitchen doors remained cocked open, showing the messy, pillaged shelves and countertops beyond.


With the portfolio of sketches close to my chest I stepped back outside. A stiff wind caught a few street pamphlets and sent them wheeling down Melrose; cold for April but not unbearable. March was worse, colder, and the food was leaner, making every drop of blood in your veins run a little bit slower. Nothing like hunger to intensify a chill. There were two bus lines up and running now and the pamphlets said there might even be three by the end of April. Who could guess? Two was all we had and even that felt like a luxury.


Leaving Jason’s studio, I considered just how lucky I was to still have something, however small, to remind me of what I used to be. ‘Illustrator’ didn’t mean much now. My friend Andrea joked that I took my old job too seriously, that the only job that mattered now was survival. But I’d go mad, completely nuts without those pages, even if survival really was the only thing worth fighting for.


The view here looking down to the waterfront was mostly unobstructed. The Space Needle was still standing, of course, jilted and sad in the dark blue overcast, and the few skyscrapers we had never toppled. But entire city blocks had vanished, burned down in the panic or pulled apart afterward to make room for gardens and livestock pens. The streets used to smell like rain and earthworms, with the occasional waft of coffee or donuts from a café. Now the aroma is more Tombstone than Sleepless In Seattle – dirt, manure and decay stamped out the clean rain smell.


This early in the morning – four o’clock, to be exact – Seattle wore an eerie cast of rising purple, like an embarrassed flush, and it was easy to see why. In the chaos, big cities fared the worst. So many people, so many things to destroy and burn – it was unavoidable that the aftermath here would be bleakest. From here, miles away from the waterfront, you could still see the Golden Princess cruise liner in the harbor, half sunk, like a miniature city descending gradually to its demise, a white-gold Atlantis. The rumor at the time was that everyone on board the cruise perished, and not only that, but someone on board was the carrier, the undead transmitter that spread The Outbreak to Seattle.


Looking at her now, all broken windows and crumbling stern, she seemed like a stand-in for a movie, a Titanic played out in small, modern scale.


At that hour the buses had started running but I hoofed it anyway. It was about a three-minute walk to the market by car, but nobody really drove. Any spare gasoline went straight to the buses. With the wind biting at me, I kept the folder and my sketches close in to the chest. They were precious – to me, at least – a blueprint, a project I’d been working at for months. I tucked the corner page with the ax down into the folder and turned up the woolly scarf around my neck, hunkering down for the mile or so walk to the market. By now the lines would be massive, but there was a hungry nephew waiting at the apartment, still asleep, if there was any justice left in the world. I couldn’t be sure there was.


A few months ago, a casual walk through town to the market wouldn’t have been possible. Back then, the terror of The Outbreak was still in full-swing. What was empty, stained pavement now was covered in moldering corpses, some just waiting to get up and have a second go. There were lots of strays, too, some bitten, but the virus seemed to affect animals differently. I guess their systems can’t handle it the way ours can. A bitten dog would be a threat for a few short hours and then they would keel over. Some parts of town had looked like Cruella de Vil’s Dumpster.


The walk to the market, unfortunately, left plenty of time to mull over Jason’s chilly reception of my work. He was no stranger to me showing up at all hours with new sketches for him to peruse. Months ago, and what feels like forty million years ago, Jason was my boss, my editor. He was the only one left at the press and these days one of only three presses in the city. And when I mean press, I mean it literally – a nineteenth-century cast-iron book press. Everything he produced now was by hand, painstakingly inked and pressed, and every illustration was done by yours truly. Electricity was still unreliable so it was safer to just use the ancient press. Mostly we did what we always had – make quirky little books for kids about talking gophers and otters with adventure on the brain. There were still small kids around and they still needed entertainment.


But Jason had one rule, and it was the one rule I tried to break today: Nothing heavy.


It made sense – at least for a while – to focus on the uplifting. When your mom or dad or sister or brother had been eaten by a next-door neighbor or burned to death in a fire, it was nice to have an escapist tale about a wily, quick-thinking sea anemone outsmarting a shark. But I was hoping that Jason would be ready to try something new, something daring. So while my nephew, Shane, continued helping me think up cute stories to trade to parents for vegetables or clothes, I was leading a sort of double life, drawing what I really wanted to draw.


I felt a disappointed shiver, then a quiver in my lip. The panels had taken months of late nights to complete, with me bent over a row of candles, destroying what was left of my eyesight to sketch and ink a comic aimed at adults. I thought the story might give them hope in a different kind of way. But maybe Jason was right. It was too soon – too soon to be telling stories about fighting the undead, about the pain of loss and the greater pain of being betrayed by the living.


As I trooped down Boren the city came slowly to life. Lanterns behind windows sent up low, orange signal fires and men and women in Wellingtons and fingerless gloves emerged from their homes to tend community gardens. It was hard work, keeping a winter garden, and the kind of labor that got you out of bed at ungodly hours to rake mulch or repair raised beds for beets and cabbages. Too much carelessness, too much oversleeping meant someone went hungry.


Looming over the vegetable gardens, hooked to street lamps and windows, hung painted wooden signs and graffiti. THEY’RE NOT YOUR FAMILY IF THEY’RE INFECTED, read one. DO THE RIGHT THING: ALERT THE AUTHORITIES OR ANOTHER, OBSERVE THE CURFEW.


A street pamphlet careened up the street toward me, grabbing at my ankle. I paused and bent to retrieve it. The flyer, as usual, was garish – bright green paper, bold black font like a flyer for a topless bar. Impossible to miss. I read as I walked, perusing the latest news. There were radio shows and even a few television programs, but Shane and I weren’t the types that could afford them. Most citizens relied on the street pamphlets to deliver their news, and the presses that provided them took an immense amount of pride in their work. It was old-school journalism. No celebrity birthdays or overdosing starlets, no CEOs fleecing their hardworking employees, just facts – weather tables for farming, locations where someone was giving away food or clothing …


And of course there was always at least one article about the population freaks. They preferred the term Repops or Repopulationists, a kind of religious or social group (some said cult) that feel a divine calling to repopulate the city and – I suppose in their warped minds – the world. The pamphlet was nice enough to refer to them as Repops, but everyone I knew just called them Rabbits, because all they seemed to want to do was shut themselves up in some hidey-hole and screw, screw, screw. And for months they had done just that, until the elected city council caved from public pressure and told them to cut it out. The Rabbits liked to brag about how many pregnant women they had. Then the city grew some balls and pointed out that those babies would be a major drain on city resources. Now the Rabbits didn’t feel welcome and they were threatening to leave, taking with them a workforce the city – we – badly needed.


I was still perusing the pamphlet when I reached Pike Place. The hill sloping down to the fish market had become slick with misty rain and I nearly flew headlong into the line waiting for food. Not even five in the morning and already the line extended to 1st Avenue. But that was all right, I had expected that. With a hefty tote in one arm and my portfolio stuffed full of sketches in the other, I sidled up close to the stranger in front of me. Nobody was recognizable beneath their hooded sweatshirts and scarves. At this hour, even in April, a foul chill crawled up from the nearby waterfront. We might have been a horde of dock workers and clock makers and shoe shiners, a bleak Dickensian postcard of hungry people just trying to eke out a living. But it wasn’t 1855, it was 2010. And we weren’t recovering from an outbreak of cholera, but from The Outbreak.


But since The Outbreak things had stabilized. Stabilized. That’s the word the street pamphlets liked to use – ‘the situation has stabilized.’ The fear was that the Rabbits leaving would upset the balance. If they stayed they would fuck things up and if they left they’d be a nuisance too. These people attracted hostility and vitriol like a corpse attracts maggots. I didn’t quite get it. Couldn’t they just slow down? There would be time to make babies and I couldn’t see why anyone would be in such a hurry.


‘Stabilized, my ass.’


The man that had gotten in line behind me had read the pamphlet over my shoulder. He had a strong Polish accent. I gave him a wan smile. ‘Could be better,’ I said with a shrug, ‘Could be worse.’


That might’ve been true, at least in Seattle, which wasn’t called Seattle much anymore. Back in September, when The Outbreak began, a group of firemen decided to take matters into their own hands. There was only one way to save the city, they thought, keep the living in and the undead firmly fucking out. They sealed off the city and enlisted as many volunteers as they could, and with an untold number of sandbags and cinder blocks, they had turned Seattle into what it is now, the Citadel. The waterway is still open, a meager fleet of boats still comes and goes, but there’s one landroute into the city and one route out and it’s guarded three-sixty-five, day and night. In December the sealing off of the city was completed and by early February the street pamphlets declared that the last of the undead had been cleared out of the city, hopefully for good. What anyone planned to do with the hideous no-man’s-land just outside the city, nobody could say. All the same, Seattle – the Citadel – had become a haven, one sprawling, struggling refugee camp.


I looked at the man ahead of me – I assumed it was a man, but in the chunky sweater and hood he could’ve been a thickly padded mannequin – as he stamped his feet to keep the blood moving through his legs. I couldn’t help but wonder where he had come from, where he lived now. He hacked a cough into the crook of his elbow. Everybody coughed. You got used to it.


The first Tuesday of every month, a caravan of trucks snaked into the one gated entrance to the city. They lumbered over to the old Pike Place Fish Market, now strictly a vegetable and food market, and dumped what ever produce they had managed to grow. The fruits and veg were sorted and carted to different stalls. The lines on Tuesdays started forming up at four or five in the morning, wending up and across the cobbled avenue leading down to the market – hundreds, thousands of people huddled together in the pink dawn glow, bags and baskets tucked under their arms.


There were fish to get as well – not the big, fatty beautiful fish we had eaten in better years but fish all the same. They came in brown paper packages, lightweight and smelling strongly of the sea – smelt and seaperch, salmon if we were lucky, cut and dried into leathery strips. A strip or two could flavor a big pot of cabbage soup and feed six or eight people. We made those packages of dried fish last all month long. The crowd was getting louder, rowdy, everyone in line shuffling anxiously, ready to get going and start their day.


‘Fucking Rabbits. They haul ass out of the Citadel yet?’


I jumped, nearly dropping the street pamphlet. It was Carl, my boyfriend. He wrapped me up in a hug and I was grateful for the warmth. It’s hard to hug back with so much stuff in your arms, but I managed. It was nice to see him. I felt just a little relieved to have company, a familiar face among a sea of coughing strangers. Carl, my boyfriend. Carl my boyfriend who was supposed to be watching Shane. I whirled on him.


‘What are you doing here? Where’s Shane?’


‘Don’t sweat it. Shane’s with my friends.’


‘Which friends?’


Carl shrugged, his lanky shoulders flying up around his ears like a pair of bony wings. ‘Dave and Jill,’ he said. ‘They’re cool. They work over in Queen Gardens.’


‘I don’t care where they work, Carl, I don’t know them. You can’t just leave Shane with strangers, he’s not a Cuisinart!’


Shane is shy, bookish. He doesn’t like strangers. He barely tolerates me, his own flesh and blood.


Carl heaved a dramatic sigh, his deep-set brown eyes rolling a complete three-sixty. I fold up the pamphlet and swatted him hard on the shoulder with it. On the back of the paper was a list of names, a lost and found of people. I was about to tear into Carl again when a fire truck rumbled by, three men in heavy rubber uniforms tucked along the ladder. They were going awfully fast for this part of town.


It was hard to stand still knowing that Shane was being watched by strangers. Trust is a commodity these days, and one I’m generally short on. I like Carl, but his parenting skills are about as sharp as a sea cucumber. I glanced back up the rising hill toward the distance, where the apartment was, the bottom floor of a stout apartment on Bell. Looking back at the market I saw the farmers had brought out the bins and the line was surging forward to push their ration papers into the farmers’ hands. The front of the line disappeared into the shadow of the fish market, the coppery pig statue swarmed with hungry people with the distinctive PUBLIC MARKET CENTER crooked and straining at its hinges like an ox pushing into its yoke. I felt suddenly claustrophobic, short of breath.


‘Here,’ I said, shoving the market bag at Carl. ‘You stay and get the food. I’ll go back to Shane.’


‘He’ll be fine.’


‘He better be.’


The ration papers were in my pocket. They stated in slanted handwriting that Shane and I, making up a family, were entitled to two bags of mixed vegetables, fruit and a packet of dried fish. These were in exchange for the beets and cabbages our family garden contributed to the city’s food supply. My hand-drawn children’s books don’t officially rate of course, but they’ve helped to barter for medicine and blankets in a pinch.


‘Use my papers and yours too,’ I added. ‘They’ll be more than enough for the month.’


Shane and I didn’t need much and with Carl’s rations coming in too, we ate pretty well. I turned to go and Carl grabbed me by the forearm.


‘I said they’re my friends. What’s the problem?’


‘Just get the groceries, okay?’


I didn’t feel like arguing with him, not just then, not when poor Shane was probably curled up in the fetal position, convinced that he’d been abandoned again. Shane is my sister Kat’s eight-year-old. Kat and her husband were on a bus when The Outbreak hit downtown. They never made it home and voilà, just like winning a twisted game show, I became a mother to a quiet little nerd with sunshine curls and a gap-toothed, if rare, smile.


Even more people were out and about as I half-ran up 1st Avenue. Looming, burned out storefronts darkened either side of the road; a run-down strip club with greasy windows and sun-bleached posters looked as if a demolition team had gone nuts on its insides. The main market still functioned as a grocer, but for basic things now – blankets and clothing and food and a few real gems, like booksellers and wine dealers. The Outbreak hit us in September. By early November, alcohol and books were at a premium. They still were, but at least now people like Jason and a few others produced new work, new books and comics.


I turned right, going more steeply up hill, away from the waterfront and toward the apartment. Most things change, but some things never did. The Olympic Mountains loomed over the Citadel, rising out of the fog, silent, stoic watchers that, on a daily basis, managed to remind me that enduring was possible. Other things, less majestic things, stayed the same too. Like the crappy all-night grocers in this part of town and the seedy bars. There was nothing to sell there now except sex with pock-marked flesh and the accompanying array of colorful diseases.


My whole body, sensing trouble, sped up. A nasty idea had occurred to me: Carl didn’t have friends, Carl had customers. He dealt mainly in knives, self-defense junk, and he had a knack for finding army surplus all over town. Carl kept the knives elsewhere but the only people I’d ever seen him hang around with were in some way tied to his business. I didn’t like his business, but it brought in extra food, a lot of it, and you just didn’t complain about that sort of thing.


Belltown, now laughingly called Beet-town, housed entire city blocks stripped down and devoted to growing the knobby purple vegetables. It was a smart thing to grow when you had investment bankers and massage therapists tending the gardens; beets are hearty and hard to fuck up. There’s another more alarming reason for the nickname: it’s a rough area and Beet-town sounds a lot like its other specialty, beat downs.


Luckily, even with the dregs of the city up and stumbling out of their doorways, I was safe. People knew Carl in this part of town and so by extension they knew me. Nobody picked a fight with a man specializing in knives and they didn’t bother his girlfriend either. Carl was better than a can of Mace and cheaper than a gun.


A prickly heat began rising out of the back of my scarf. I should’ve just waited to leave the apartment and dropped Shane off with Mrs Trieu downstairs. She didn’t open her day care until after ten, giving her some time to tend her own expansive garden and do the cooking and washing for the day. Mrs Trieu charged exorbitant prices, even by post-Outbreak standards, but she was also a crack shot with a Luger and made the best Vietnamese food in ten blocks, so nobody minded. Her spotless record and tasty Pho spoke for her.


Our apartment took up the western half of one block, the eastern half reserved for the gardens. The redbrick façade was in bad shape, slender shadows falling down over the windows and front door from the ragged roof supports jutting out. Ivy had sprung up through the broken sidewalk, covering the front of the apartment with a gangrenous mossy film. Someone had taken an old Buick and turned it into modern art in the intersection, peeling open the roof and nailing lawn ornaments to it. A fat sleek crow perched on the curled car roof. Glossy black wings, slightly iridescent – crows are an illustrator’s best friend; they’re simple to sketch, beautiful and an instant dosage of gravitas to any frame.


Fumbling with the keys, I flung open the front door and raced through the sand-colored empty lobby, down the hall and up the back stairs. Our apartment sat right at the top, around a bare two-by-four doorway, close enough to hear the neighbors troop up and down day and night. The door to our apartment was shut, a good sign, but the queasy feeling in my stomach didn’t ease. Inside it was dark. The pink frills of early morning were just visible out the windows, the sun appearing like a bright red egg yolk behind the clouds.


I dropped my portfolio with a thud on the hardwood floor.


‘Shane?’


He never met me at the door. In fact, he was usually hiding somewhere, either behind the mattress or in the kitchen cupboards next to the rice. ‘Shane? It’s not a joke. Come out here.’


There was a faint tinkling sound, like a distant jingle bell. To the right, the apartment housed a cramped kitchen. Even in the semi-darkness I could see a cupboard door inch open. I grabbed the edge and yanked.


‘Shane! Oh God, Shane.’ I pulled him out of the cupboard, brushing the stray rice off his little shoulder, and gathered him up in my arms. He didn’t protest, which was odd, and put his nose right into the crook of my neck.


‘Are they coming back?’ he asked in a tiny voice. He was holding his favorite stuffed animal, Pink Bear. It was actually a fluffy pig, but I didn’t have the heart to explain the discrepancy. Pink Bear was the star of many of our illustrated adventures.


‘Is who coming back?’ I asked. ‘Carl’s friends?’


‘They’re not friends,’ he whispered.


I pulled him back, smoothing the blond curls away from his forehead, checking for bruises, signs of injury or abuse. He scrunched up his face and tried to dodge my frantic pawing.


‘Did they hurt you?’ I asked.


‘They’re not friends,’ Shane said again.


A flicker of shadow passed over his face and I heard a quick intake of breath from behind us. But there was no time to react, not with a kid in my arms and my heart rate just starting to slow. Something hard and sharp hit the top of my head. I felt Shane slip and my body tip forward and the ground come for me like a swiftly rising tide. But it wasn’t quite enough.


‘Hit her again.’


It was Carl saying this. Carl speaking, my Carl, telling someone to knock me out. Shane’s pale blond head flashed in front of me. I turned, stumbling out of the kitchen and pushing past the blurry stranger who had struck me. A black ink spill was falling over my eyes, dripping down like a liquid curtain. But I had enough of my wits to lash out with my arms, reach blindly for my nephew. He screamed. Shane never screamed – he protested from time to time quietly in his meek, middle-aged child manner, but never raised his voice above a thoughtful murmur. There was probably blood on me. Blood would make him scream.


Carl stood in the hallway, his tall, rangy body framed by the open doorway. I fumbled toward him, batting, my legs failing just in time to send me pitching forward. Carl and I tumbled out into the corridor.


‘Hit her again. Jesus Christ. Hurry up!’


He slammed into the wall and grunted the air out of his lungs; my fists balled up and pressed against his chest. I grabbed him by the collar of his coat and shook and then pulled. But gravity and my aching head won, and I fell forward again, my weight sending us both toward the stairwell and the wide open arch of two-by-fours. Nothing stopped us. The stairs were suddenly there, plummeting downward, steeper than I remembered. Carl went down first, me on top, and I felt every hard crack against his spine as we toppled and rolled. I was getting nauseous, about to throw up. Everything spun as we finally found the bottom and Carl’s neck, encouraged by my weight, crashed into the baseboard. The last thing I heard was a sound, an unmistakable, biological crunch as vertebrae met wood.


And then nothing and a deep tugging feeling in my chest, like I was being dragged down, like I was drowning.




TWO


The funny thing about being unconscious is that you don’t notice you’re passed out on top of a dead man. I didn’t know that could happen. I couldn’t have guessed. I slept, fitfully, not knowing how long I had been out. In the twilight sleep of pain, I heard words, terrible words that only began to make sense as I came slowly back to my senses. People came and went. Maybe they thought I was dead too. A pair of big, long-lashed green eyes stared down at me. Eyes I recognized, friendly eyes. Andrea.


‘You’re up,’ she said.


I was laid out flat on my back, the pitted plaster ceiling with its familiar whorls and patterns overhead. Sitting on the mattress beside me, Andrea pushed a glass of water and a little blue pill into my hands. She must have moved me back up to the apartment, but I wasn’t sure how. She’s about my same size, petite and slight, one hundred and ten pounds soaking wet. In the back of my mind I wondered if Carl was still crumpled at the bottom of the stairs. She pointed at the pill.


‘Take that. You’ll feel better.’


‘Shane!’ I wailed. ‘Is he okay?’


I knew he wasn’t but I had to ask anyway. He was gone. I knew it, felt it and wondered if maybe some weak vestige of motherhood had actually begun to take root in me. That was a warm and fuzzy thought for another time. Andrea put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed.


‘He’s gone,’ she said quietly. ‘How’s your head?’


‘It hurts … it doesn’t matter. He’s gone. I have to find him.’


I tried to sit up but the rush of blood and feeling made me dizzy and I collapsed back down. Andrea reached over and pried my lips apart, shoving the blue pill between my teeth.


‘Swallow,’ she commanded, ‘you’ll feel better. There’s not much time.’


‘What are you talking about?’


With everything hurting, especially my head, Shane’s loss seemed far away – blissfully distant. Eventually I would feel it clearly but right now the haziness was more than welcome to stay. She pushed at my shoulders, trying to help me into a sitting position. There was an uncharacteristic urgency in her movements.


‘Up,’ she said. ‘We have to get you on your feet.’


‘I can’t. My head, it’s … Am I okay?’


‘Just a bad bruise,’ she replied, pressing her fingers tenderly over the wound. I winced. ‘There’s a cut, too, but not deep. You’ve been asleep for a day.’ Fidgeting, she glanced at the windows and then asked, ‘Did you kill Carl?’


‘No … I guess so,’ I said, trying to remember. ‘I pushed him and we fell down the stairs.’


‘So that’s a yes, then?’


I nodded. Andrea shrugged and popped a blue pill of her own. I had known her before The Outbreak, when she was in marketing, but now everyone in a ten-block radius knew her too. Chinese, Japanese, Russian, American – they called her simply Lady Pharma, because she was more knowledgeable and better stocked than any of the functioning ration pharmacies. Pain killers, antidepressants and hallucinogens were her specialty – house calls only – but she could find virtually anything. Sometimes I was sure my surviving The Outbreak was pure luck, a fluke, but Andrea was resourceful; she didn’t simply survive, she thrived.


‘We have to get going,’ she said. Her lips pursed with determination, she began gathering up her things, shoving orange pill bottles into a bottomless messenger bag. Outside a fire engine screamed by. Andrea pulled on a hat, a brown knit thing shaped like the best part of a muffin.


‘Shane,’ I said, sitting up with a grunt. ‘I have to find him.’


‘You won’t,’ Andrea replied. ‘Whoever took him will be long gone.’ That was Andrea – sensible, reasonable, and level-headed even when the sky was falling. ‘I don’t think your little tumble with Carl put a hitch in their step. They’ll be out of the city by now. And pardon my fucking French, but the shit is really about to hit the fan.’


‘Did you see them?’ I asked.


‘No, but it takes more than one person to wrangle a little kid.’


‘Not Shane,’ I said. Then quieter, ‘Not Shane. I’m going after him.’


Andrea shrugged and leaned forward, her dark ponytail swinging as she yanked the curtains back. I gazed over her shoulder at the view down to the waterfront. I gasped. Luckily I was already sitting down. Déjà vu that potent could knock you flat on your ass. There was the city sloping down to the harbor and all of it alive with columns of smoke and fire, a picture that might’ve been painted straight from my memory. The Outbreak. I shivered and covered my mouth, certain the retching would be soon to follow.


‘How?’


‘I’ll explain on the way out,’ Andrea said, standing. She ushered me to my feet, strapping the enormous messenger bag across her shoulder. How a person of her size managed to drag that thing around the city on foot was unimaginable. For her trouble, she had a gorgeous pair of leather all-weather boots and she could afford the kind of food Shane and I only dreamed of. Sometimes she shared. She always treated us well.


Us. Shane. I had to find him.


Andrea went to the shallow walk-in closet and pulled open the accordion-style doors. With a sharp eye she found the heaviest coats and sweaters I owned and tossed them into a garbage bag. Standing was difficult, but I managed it with a wincing sigh. There was more than just the painful wound on my head. The tumble down the stairs with Carl had left me as tender and soft as a bruised pear.


The room spun as I gained my feet and the reality of Shane’s situation crashed down with sickening force. Kidnappings were not unheard of. Most things change, but some things never did, like humans just having to fuck up a damn decent thing. So even when the city was ‘stabilized’ and most people could eat and sleep safely, there were those, like the Repops, who had to tamper and tinker and have things their way.


These people didn’t have a name but their shadowy presence lingered over children, like a boogey man or witch woman from a story your grandmother told. Thousands of newly childless parents meant there was a booming black market for children, especially cute, smart children like Shane. There was no trail of crumbs through the forest, no promise of candy, just coldhearted thieves dealing in babies. If a loon spotted a child that reminded them of their own, the next week they might pay to have that very same kid for themselves. A replacement, a flesh and blood Barbie doll. This wasn’t supposed to happen to us – having Carl around was supposed to prevent a kidnapping, not guarantee one.


Someone had paid dearly for this kidnapping and it was almost a relief to think of the price Carl himself had paid. Almost a relief. Relief didn’t bring Shane back, nor did it change the fact that I had screwed up, royally screwed up and let down my sister, wherever she may be.


‘Shane will be safe,’ Andrea said, reading my mind and my crestfallen face. ‘You don’t go through the considerable trouble of kidnapping a kid to make his life miserable. He’s probably safer than we are, so let’s get a move on.’


‘How?’ I asked again, still stunned. Andrea tossed a coat over my shoulders. She had stripped me down to a long-sleeve T and thermal underwear when she moved me to the bed. Now it was time to get dressed, time to care. Andrea knelt and helped me pull on a pair of jeans and then an oversized wool sweater. She tossed the garbage bag full of clothes into my arms and made for the door. Her boots crunched. My portfolio. Months of work. My drawings.


‘Stop,’ I said, blindly reaching to gather up the sketches. I stuffed them into the torn folder and clutched it to my chest.


‘Just the basics,’ she said, clearly disapproving. ‘Ya know – food? Clothing? Booze?’


‘I can’t leave them.’


‘Fine. Jesus.’


Fussing like a mother hen, she shooed me out the door and down the hall, pointedly away from the back staircase and – logically – Carl. As if seeing his dead body would bother me. The smell might, but the rage was still a big, ugly knot in my chest and the thought of Carl rotting in a shitty apartment stairwell made me feel absolutely nothing.


I wasn’t prepared for the panic outside. The streets were full, crowded with shoving, frightened strangers. I kept close to Andrea, following her dark ponytail through the turmoil in the streets. The drawings kept slipping out of the folder and so finally, frustrated, I pushed them into the garbage bag of clothing. Judging from the smell, Andrea had thrown some dried fish in there too.


Another fire engine shrieked by, red lights flashing like blood-soaked flashbulbs.


‘The Rabbits,’ Andrea said by way of explanation. I pulled up close to hear her. Even weighted down with her pill pack she moved at an amazing clip. ‘They finally had enough. They broke through the Queen Anne barrier with a dump truck. Barrier’s thin up in those parts,’ she said, barreling over a man twice her size. ‘The undead could smell them so they were congregated outside – waiting, I guess. You remember last time.’ I did. ‘Just takes one inside the city and boom, there goes your stabilization.’


There was that word again. I was really beginning to hate it.


‘Not so easy to flee this time,’ Andrea went on. ‘With the barriers up, everyone is trapped. It’s a goddamn buffet.’


That put a bounce in my step. In this case, being small had its advantages. We sliced through the panicking crowd quickly, squeezing into spaces bigger people couldn’t manage. Nobody seemed to have any destination in mind, just milling and screaming. A few groups peeled off, heading toward the nearest bus stop. Others fled south, toward the Citadel gate. I realized with a jolt that we most definitely had a destination in mind – Andrea had a destination in mind; she was leading me down to the waterfront.


Water … Boats … Suddenly that bounce in my step was gone. Andrea was Portuguese. Her whole family was Portuguese and lifelong mariners. She was full of amusing stories about their rollicking maritime adventures, but those tales always had the comforting hallmark of fiction. But it was in their blood, Andrea said so herself whenever we ate fish, which was often, and so her intentions were suddenly, horribly, as clear as a funeral bell.


‘No,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘I won’t get on a boat, I won’t. It’s suicide.’


Andrea grabbed me by the scruff of my sweater and hauled me forward, apparently unmoved by my protests.


Ever since The Outbreak there was a general fear of going out on the water. Ironic, considering Seattle got its legs from being a port. But that changed when half the city tried to flee the first time across the water. One ferry managed to depart without any undead onboard. It never came back, staying across the sound, anchored at Bainbridge Island. The scourge reached Bainbridge eventually, through other means. The other ferry never left port. Its skeletal shell still floated at the ferry terminal, empty except for a few brave squatters. Even now, months after the initial panic, boats washed up against town, their poor owners starved to emaciated science projects or missing altogether. And sometimes – very rarely – a skiff landed with a crew of undead playing pirates in the hold. There was the Golden Princess, too, still upended in the harbor, a stark reminder of what might happen to those foolish enough to take their chances on a boat.


The terror those stories had instilled in me was not to be overlooked. How do you commit yourself to the waves knowing the terrible fate of so many others? A boat, the sea, the isolation and uncertainty – to me it meant only death.


‘It’s suicide,’ I said again in a whisper. Not that it mattered. I had failed in my one simple task – protect Shane, give him a safe and healthy life. That wasn’t the kind of failure you brushed off, like losing a wager or a favorite scarf. Maybe slow and inevitable starvation or death by zombie sailor was exactly what I deserved.


‘Would you relax?’ Andrea barked, dodging down an alley and then another. ‘I know somebody.’


Of course she did. Uncle Arturo, Uncle Tiago, Uncle Whoever, every single one of them had salt in their blood and sand in their beards. They each owned a boat and lived and died by the whim of the waters.


I stumbled to a stop. I had to blink a few times just to make sure I was seeing what I thought I was seeing. Just down the hill, running horizontally across the road Andrea and I were sprinting down, was an achingly familiar head of blond curls, and they were bouncing and Shane was screaming, because two strangers were frittering him away to some gosh-darn lucky couple. They must have been holed up somewhere nearby before delivering Shane and now they were making a run for it because of this new Outbreak. There wasn’t a lot of logic to it, the way I peeled off from Andrea and charged down the hill toward them, but in that instant logic ranked a distant second to desperation. Andrea spun, just out of reach to grab me and pull me back.


‘Sadie! Goddamn it, Sadie!’ But she was running after me; I heard her heavy footfalls just inches behind.


Shane must have seen me coming, because he started screaming harder, little mouth opening up like a sink drain to bellow out another round of terrified shrieks. I’d never in my life heard him make that sound. It’s always the small, shy ones, the ones you least expect, who can really belt it out. Improvising, I stooped to pick up a tire iron abandoned next to some poor soul’s crumpled body. They looked old and frail. They had been trampled by the crowd. That same crowd pushed against me, a tide rushing down to the riverfront, slowing down Shane’s kidnappers but hindering me too. His arms reached out to me, his body slung over a slender man’s shoulder like a sack of grain. There was a gap in the horde of people streaming down to the water and I had my chance. With Andrea pelting behind me, shouting at me to slow down and let her help, I broke into a sprint, catching up to the two kidnappers just as they reached the alley. Lungs burning, head pounding, I wound up over my left shoulder, still running as I took a golf swing with the tire iron. The bearded man carrying Shane glanced back at the same instant. Thank God for Andrea, who caught up in time to screech to a panting halt, throwing out her arms for Shane and scooping him up as I cracked the man’s skull. He went headfirst into the pavement.


The bearded guy’s partner whirled, a heavyset woman with a pale, round face and caramel-colored hair.


‘Danny!’ she screamed, watching her partner roll uselessly on the pavement, blood pooling beneath his head. ‘You bitch! I’ll kill you for that.’ She pulled a switchblade, the sharp edge flashed, serrated and mean.


Andrea, more streetwise and ballsy than yours truly, grabbed the tire iron out of my hand and shifted Shane into my arms. I took a giant step backward, sheltering him from the squat little goblin woman and her partner. The bearded man flopped onto his side, as far as he could make it with his skull cracked. Laughing softly, Andrea pulled out a twelve-inch blade from the belt at her waistband. Apparently Carl was good for something. She held up both the tire iron and the knife, showing them to the woman as if this was The Price Is Right and these were her fabulous prizes.


‘Start running,’ Andrea muttered. ‘I’ll catch up.’


But there was no need. The woman took one last stuttering step and then turned on her heel, leaving her friend to wallow on the cold, wet pavement. He shouted after her, wild, inarticulate, and Andrea laughed again, shrugging as she tucked the knife back into her waistband. She threw one glance over her shoulder to make sure there were no undead bearing down on us yet. ‘I should take your balls for what you did,’ she muttered, spitting at his feet, ‘but I’ve got a boat to catch and with that head injury you’re zombie chow.’


Even so, she couldn’t resist aiming a swift kick at his groin. He hardly seemed to feel it, stunned from the hard blow to his head.


Andrea led us back out onto the street, where the crowd had transformed into a headless mob. Shane swung onto my shoulder, piggyback, silent and trembling as we trotted down toward the waterfront. There would be time to explain everything to him later, but getting the hell out of dodge was priority one. We were getting closer, the slope down to the waterfront steeper by the second. A scream rang out like a gunshot from down the street. If this was the sequel to The Outbreak, then we were flaunting convention and getting to the harrowing climax in act one. It wasn’t possible. It was too fast. If the undead were already at the harbor then escape, by any means, could be impossible. The Queen Anne barrier was not close by, which meant the undead were multiplying at alarming speed.


A fire engine and its whining sirens roared by, flattening a stop sign. Another scream and Andrea didn’t need to tell me to hurry it along anymore. We turned north and then crossed Alaskan Way. The salt tang of the harbor and the squawking of seagulls announced the proximity of the water. As if that weren’t enough to send my heart rate sky-rocketing, out of the corner of my eye I spotted something hunched and ragged lumbering toward us.


‘Andrea!’


‘I see it.’


Another creature appeared behind the first, his face collecting in an oozing pile around his jaw bones. Andrea broke into a run, brandishing Carl’s knife but not moving to use it. I followed, the garbage bag over my shoulder knocking against my spine, Shane clutching my neck hard enough to choke.


I saw now that we were late to the party. Hundreds, maybe thousands of mismatched people converged on one tiny strip of land, like Ellis Island, if Ellis Island – at its peak – had been wreathed in flames. One woman ran by in a bathrobe and hiking boots, a tiny baby bouncing in her arms. Nobody was in charge. Here and there someone would bellow an order or try to conduct the flow of foot traffic, but the panic had set in. Months of carefully managed fears meant nothing now, not when a hoard of hungry flesh eaters had you surrounded.


Then someone seemed to get the idea to head for the ferry and suddenly everyone was heading for the ferry. I’d seen that kind of behavior before, in September, when a crowd of strangers all at once came to a conclusion together and nothing, not common sense or a rifle, could stop them. Andrea pushed against this current, leading me north up the sidewalk and away from the surging crowd. For a moment I questioned her sanity, noticing that going north also meant facing about three times as many undead stragglers. Empty fish-and-chips diners and seaside hotels broke out along our left like jagged teeth. We tore ourselves away from the main body of citizens and tumbled out onto an empty strip of pavement. It was easier to simply bat the undead aside with our heavy packs; stopping to actually decapitate them would take too long.


The thin masts of sailboats appeared, stabbing upward from the docks, limp sails fluttering on the boat decks like huge, white feathers. Gray morning gave way to silver as Andrea veered left, down a sloping cement embankment to a staircase and the docks themselves. The boards were slick. A cluster of people stood at the far end of the dock, their backs to us. Andrea sped up, clattering down the dock with her messenger bag bouncing and rattling. Close on our heels, dragging themselves down the embankment, came a handful of the undead, moaning as if to complain about our pesky ability to outrun them. That boat had better be ready to launch because, one way or another, Shane and I were getting on it. The choice between staying on the dock and shoving out onto the water was not much of a choice at all.


‘There better be room,’ I muttered, mentally taking a head count of the people on the dock. There were eight, not including us, and the boat in question didn’t look big enough for that many passengers. Andrea grunted something under her breath. She elbowed to the front of the crowd, me close on her heels. Shane clasped his little arms around my neck more tightly, whimpering. A short, stocky man was piling up a stack of ration cards in his stubby hands. Bribes. Apparently Uncle Arturo was as enterprising as his drug-dealing niece. He glanced up from his counting and frowned.


‘Tio,’ Andrea said, slipping into Portuguese. She nodded to her bag full of drugs. His small black eyes twinkled in response. He reached up and scratched his scalp and adjusted his newsboy cap. Incredible. He didn’t seem to notice or care that the zombies shambling down the dock were gaining ground. The old Portuguese sailor nodded and stuck his thumb over his shoulder.


‘Sadie and Shane,’ Andrea said, pointing at me. ‘This is Uncle Arturo. Everything’s kosher.’


Everything? That was one way to put it.


Stuck in the uncomfortable emotional wasteland between relief and terror, I sighed and followed Andrea onto the boat. Shane squirmed, sharing my unease about being out on the water. The boat was in remarkable condition, the wood still gleaming, the navy and white paint fresh and bright.


‘Fifty-one-foot Formosa center cockpit Ketch,’ Andrea announced, running her hand along the polished wood railing, admiring it like a piece of fine art. A Portuguese thing, I guessed. ‘Isn’t she beautiful?’


She was, but it seemed odd to be discussing this as if we were going out for a pleasure cruise, especially when the shouting started. Andrea, Shane and I had displaced passengers who had already bribed Arturo for a ride. What he planned to do with ration cards on a boat, I couldn’t guess. It was the principle of the thing, I suppose. Arturo shoved the unlucky ones away, back toward the end of the dock. A pretty woman in bloody nurse’s scrubs burst into tears. This seemed to make Arturo change his mind and he grumbled and nodded toward the boat. The nurse climbed aboard, still sobbing, as the other ‘chosen ones’ joined us.


Arturo scrambled up the plank resting against the edge of the boat and then kicked it over the side, stranding four poor souls at the end of the dock, their mouths falling open as they quickly realized the extent of their predicament. The outboard motor roared to life. I turned away, lurching back and forth as Arturo ran up the sails and the boat rocked. Screams followed us out onto the water, screams that died down to resigned groans. I grabbed Shane’s ankles as he let go of my neck to cover his ears. He whimpered. A splash. Someone had jumped off the dock. They paddled toward us, gulping down seawater as they fell farther and farther behind. The water out in the bay had grown foggy, the color of dishwater.
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