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        A father and son head off for their latest night shift. A reporter gets the break of a lifetime, interviewing a famous artist about his latest work. An old woman decides to face the end with dignity for herself and... others. A man falls in love only to find his girlfriend harbors a dark secret. A girl and her brother journey into a strange land to find their mother.
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      Zombies.

      

      Shambling, decaying, mindless, relentless monsters. What’s not to love?

      

      Welcome to Life Among the Dead, a zombie story anthology

      

      Some people think zombies are boring. Others find them endlessly fascinating. For me, zombies connect to my love of post apocalyptic stories. There’s always something interesting about reading stories about the end of the world, especially from the safety of my living room. And although zombies as such tend not to have a lot of character to them (after all, how much character can you have when your mind is, ahem, consumed with the drive to consume others), I am interested in the people who respond and survive in a world of zombies. Some learn to fight, some learn to adapt and some learn to thrive.

      

      So enjoy these five tales of zombies and find out how these folks find Life Among the Dead!
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      “Get a move on, they aren’t gonna raise themselves!” Jeb pulled on his thick leather gloves. The stitching on the thumb of the right hand looked frayed. Darn that Lenvo, never did a proper repair job in his life. Jeb’d have to deal with that later.

      “Come on, Ryan, let’s go!”

      Thudding sounded on the wooden stairs. Ryan appeared in the doorway, slouching on his canvas jacket.

      “Just about ready, Pa.”

      “You are not wearing that,” Jeb said. “Get a proper coat. That thing’s too light.”

      “It’s hot out there,” Ryan said.

      “I don’t care how hot it is. Get a decent coat or you ain’t coming with.”

      Ryan grumbled as he trooped back up the stairs. He returned a moment later, shrugging on his old leather winter coat.

      “I’m boiling in this, Pa,” he said before Jeb even opened the door.

      “That’s what you get for wasting all your money on the Grayson girl.” Jeb held the door as Ryan slipped past him. Even in the darkness of the late night Jeb could make out the frown on his son’s face. Sometimes the truth irritated like a tick bite.

      “Ain’t nothing wrong with her.”

      Jeb ignored his son’s grumbling and picked up the shovel from beside the door. The boy followed him as he headed down the porch stairs. The breeze blew cool but the night still held onto the day’s heat, unwilling or unable to give it up. Ryan would soon be sweating buckets in that coat but better sweat than contamination.

      Jeb hoisted the shovel into the truck bed. “You fill up the pack yesterday like I tell ya?”

      “Sure,” Ryan said. He flapped the front of his coat as he walked around the truck to the passenger’s side.

      “Hmpf.” Jeb unhooked the back of the truck and pulled the pack out.

      “Pa!”

      Jeb ignored his son’s protest and opened the pack. A quick once through showed that Ryan had indeed replenished the pack yesterday. Wonders never ceased. Maybe, just maybe the boy listened on occasion.

      He stowed the pack and closed the back of the truck. Returning to the driver’s side, he slipped in beside Ryan, ignoring the boy’s frown.

      “Let’s go,” he said and started the truck.

      

      * * * *

      

      It didn’t matter how many times Jeb drove to the cemetery, he always crossed himself as he steered the truck through the broken gate and over the cracked asphalt. Used to be a time when the grounds here were kept well trimmed, green grass weedless and perfect as far the eye could see. Now the elements had taken over with wild abandon. Trees once grown tall and straight seemed to twist and bend across the land. Grass grew wild, more yellow and brown than green. Jeb’s sniffles told him there was more pollen this year than last. As he stopped the truck at the edge of the pavement, he heard croaks and hisses over the ticking of the cooling engine. An owl hooted in the distance.

      Ryan jumped out and headed for the back of the truck. With practiced ease, he unpacked the harnesses. Three in all. Going to be a busy, and profitable, night. Good thing too, Jeb thought. With this drought, his farming business wasn’t what it should be.

      Thank goodness for the raising.

      Jeb hoisted the pack on his shoulder, grabbed the two shovels and nodded at Ryan. The boy had the harnesses draped across his back, perfect for proper weight distribution. Jeb pointed and they headed west.

      The first graves showed signs of disruption. Jeb ignored them. Nothing good left there anyway. The edges were always the first to go. Kids, family members, curiosity seekers, all tried their hand and made a general mess of things. The farther into the cemetery, the better. Less chance of spoilage.

      After fifteen minutes of walking, Jeb signaled to Ryan. He heard a grunt as Ryan dropped the harnesses on the ground. In front of them, the tombstones reflected dull grey in the light of the half moon, like the lower nubs of an old man’s teeth. Even without looking closer, Jeb figured these were old graves, probably seventy to a hundred years old. He brushed dirt off the closest one and felt the fine grit of the stone. Perfect age. Should be a good raising.

      From the pack, Jeb pulled out the searcher stick and started walking around the graves, moving in an ever widening circle. The stick lay limp in his hand. Then on the fourth pass, he felt the tell tale quiver run up his palm and his forearm. He slowed his pace. The quiver increased until the stick jerked in his hands.

      “Looks like a good one,” Ryan said.

      “Yeah.” Jeb kicked at the ground, marking the spot. Then he returned the stick to the pack. He and Ryan picked up the shovels and moved to the spot. Jeb dug the shovel into the ground, hauling out a load of dirt. Ryan hung back.

      “I’m really hot in this coat,” the boy said.

      “I’m not doing this all myself,” Jeb said. “You want a share, you do some of the work. Now come on.” He dug out another shovelful.

      The boy shrugged in his coat. The leather shhhed against his skin.

      “Can’t I just take it off for the digging?”

      “No,” Jeb said. “Get moving.”

      Ryan shoveled out two swipes before stopping. “It’s really hot.”

      “With your share you’ll buy a new coat,” Jeb said. “Remember this when you’re mooning over that Grayson girl. Unless you want to forfeit your share?” He paused in his own shoveling.

      The boy grumbled again and picked up his shovel.

      They got down a couple of feet before Jeb called a halt. The base earth seemed loose enough. Should be easy enough for the raising. He climbed out the hole and helped his son out. The boy was wilting under the heavy coat. Sweat dripped down the sides of his face and made his hair stick to his skull. He’d sure remember this time, Jeb thought. He pulled a kerchief from his pocket and handed it to the boy.

      “Wipe your face, Ryan, and get some water while you’re at it.”

      “Thanks, Pa.” The boy swiped the cloth over his forehead as he turned back to the pack. He pulled out the canteen and took a large swallow. He held it out to his father. Jeb shook his head. After another swig, Ryan returned the canteen to the pack.

      Jeb set the shovels a distance from the hole. He’d learned from experience to keep them out of arm’s reach. Sometimes they raised up with a bit of thinking in their heads. Best not to take chances.

      Satisfied, he returned to the pack and pulled out the supplies Ryan had stowed the other day. Together they spread the crushed herbs and ground bones in a rough circle around the open hole. Jeb stuck the stubs of five white candles in the ground at the correct points of the circle. He didn’t bother to measure although he made sure Ryan did so. Even in the dark he could see the boy shake his head as he rolled up the tape. Probably thought he’d have to measure all the time himself, Jeb thought. He’d be eyeballing it before he knew it. The boy had good sense when he put his mind to it. Just needed focus was all.

      Jeb lit the candles as Ryan fetched the first harness. After the near total darkness, the candles seemed to cast a lot of light. Jeb picked up the prod and nodded to Ryan. The boy nodded back. Ready.

      Holding the prod in his left hand, Jeb lifted both hands to the sky.

      “Come forth I call to you. In the name of the dark father, I command you. Rise up and come forth. Rise up to my bidding. Rise up!”

      He paused in the silence. Any nearby animal had either fled or hunkered down, hiding. Only the wind rustled the distant trees. He felt the wind's approach as the hairs on his forearms stood on end. The whisper of the leaves grew louder. Off to his right, an owl burst from the trees and took to the air, circling once before sweeping away into the darkness. In front of him, Ryan shifted. The harness jiggled in his hands.

      "Hush," Jeb said. The wind swooped forward, swiping at his hair as it passed. It flapped the front of his jacket, reminding him he should have zipped up. Around him, the grass shivered.

      At his feet, the dirt in the hole moved. Small swirls started and bubbled up as if something was pushing from beneath. Jeb kept his face tilted upward but looked down his nose into the hole. The dirt was definitely moving. Pebbles shot up, never reaching the top of the hole. They hit the sides and ran down. A spray of dust flew up, then greater and greater clumps. Jeb lowered his arms, holding the prod in front of him. Across the hole, Ryan stood ready with the harness. Any time now.

      A hand shot out of the dirt. It grabbed at the air as if at something solid then fell back, grasping at the earth. Soon a second hand appeared with less confidence, not bothering with the air this time but instantly grabbing at the ground. Next dirt-clotted hair appeared. It shook from side to side as the head struggled to free itself from the clutches of the earth.

      Around them, the wind picked up, making the candle flames dance like crazy. The light flickered wildly, giving Jeb flashes of images from the hole as the creature inside pulled itself up. The images jerked like still photos, chronicling it crawling forward. Dirt flew up, making Jeb cough. Ryan squinted, holding the harness up in front of his face. The wind whipped at Jeb's hair and yanked at his coat. He envied Ryan's heavy winter coat now. It wasn't moving at all.

      Then the candle to Jeb's right blew out. In front of him, the creature roared, a guttural wail of anger. Dammit, the circle was broken!

      Jeb darted forward, jabbing with the prod. It sizzled as it hit the creature. The head came up, exposing the gaunt, withered face. Male from what Jeb could see. Fairly big one too. He leaned into the prod.

      The male snarled. Its right arm swiped out but the reach was off track and it soared over Jeb's head. Jeb pulled back the prod, then jabbed again. He used multiple blows to drive the male back. It stumbled, arms waving. Groans and guttural snarls sounded from its torn mouth. Just one more step...

      Ryan slapped on the harness. Too late the male surged forward, trying for escape. Jeb's sizzling prod drove it back even as the harness tightened, holding the male in place. With a practiced hand, Ryan slipped the muzzle over the top of the head and over the mouth. A few tightened buckles and the male was trussed. Ryan attached the back lead and tugged. The male struggled but crawled out of the hole. It tried to twist its body out of the harness to no avail.

      Jeb used the prod to help Ryan guide the male back to the truck. They fastened it to the back, making sure to hobble the legs and secure them. Just for good measure, Jeb locked down the arms as well, leaving only the hands free to scrabble at the dirt by the male's knees. Used to be a time when hobbling the legs was good enough but after hearing of one rip off another raiser's protective clothing and infecting a scratch, Jeb wasn’t taking any chances. Let someone else deal with that when they was cleaned up, disinfected and domesticated. Not that Jeb really believed they could be all that domesticated. But who was he to judge? As long as he got paid for his trouble, it wasn't for him to say.

      Making one last check of the bonds, Jeb stood up, listening to his knees pop. He clapped a hand on Ryan's shoulder.

      "Good job, boy," he said. "Let's get us the next one."

      The second raising was even faster than the first. A female this time, she scrambled out of the dirt with a speed that surprised Jeb. Her high pitched snarl echoed in his ears, reminding him of his beloved Bessie. He almost lost his grip on the prod as the female leapt at him. At the last minute he lifted it, hitting her across the face. She shrieked, landing with her leg pinned beneath her. Still unused to her animated body, the female struggled to stand again, giving Ryan enough time to hurry up and get the harness around her. It was a bit big for her and both Jeb and Ryan had to work fast to tighten the straps and secure the buckles while she growled and snapped at them. Even the face cage was big. Jeb roped the straps around the back of her head and then over her face again before locking the buckle. That held the muzzle in place. The female whined. The tip of her tongue appeared between the muzzle slits. Jeb turned away.

      They dragged her back to the truck and locked her down a short distance from the male. Jeb didn't like leaving two of different sex alone but they didn't have any choice. They had one more raising to do tonight or he wouldn't make his bonus. After all, Ryan needed that new coat.

      They trudged back to collect their gear. Jeb tried the searcher stick but after five minutes he knew nothing remained at this site. They’d have to find a different spot.

      “Let’s head in,” he said to Ryan. The boy huffed under his heavy coat but made no other comment as he picked up the final harness. Jeb gathered the pack and the shovels and they headed out again.

      The knee high grass scraped against his boots. Hulking trees above blocked out the feeble moonlight, leaving them in a deeper darkness than before. Jeb slowed his pace, making sure Ryan stayed in ear shot. His left hand tightened on the shovels and his right tightened on the prod. Most knew he raised in this cemetery but there were a few unscrupulous types who didn’t want to pay for it and tried their own hand. They tended to be hostile if discovered before a raising, panic stricken and desperate if found after. That was if they were still alive.

      The pack swung on his shoulder, bumping against his side. Jeb shrugged, thinking it might be slipping. Through the bush in front of him he spotted a clearing. Another batch of graves. They’d probably find a good candidate for raising there. He hurried forward, the pack jiggling against him. Only after taking three steps did he realize what it meant...

      The snarl seemed to explode by his ear. Something hit him on the right, knocking him off balance. The shovels clattered to the ground. Jeb landed on his side, left arm pinned beneath him. The pack pressed against him, giving him a few precious inches from the thing grabbing for him.

      Teeth snapped at his face. Rotted, decaying breath filled his nostrils, making him gag. Dirt smeared hands clutched at him. He felt it grip the front of his coat and yank. He hadn't zipped up!

      "Pa!" Ryan's scream caused a momentary distraction. The thing, a young male, jerked away, head turning toward the sound before it resumed trying to get at Jeb's flesh. Jeb still held the prod in his right hand. He tried to twist it beneath him, aiming the tip at the young male's thigh. If he could just get it to jump away by a foot...

      Ryan darted forward. He swung the harness, catching the male at the side of the head. It howled, lurching sideways. Almost, just another few inches. The male's hand reached out, grabbing Jeb's wrist. Finally getting contact with something solid, the male lunged forward, mouth chomping. Jeb felt teeth mashing against his leather glove. He twisted his hand, struggling to yank it out of the male's mouth. The male bit down. Teeth scraped against the leather, leaving drag marks against the rough texture. At the edges of Jeb's fingers, the male bit down hard in one final attempt to bite through the fabric.

      Jeb felt something wet on the tip of his thumb. He yelled, rocking his body back. His left arm came free. He grabbed the prod and jammed it against the male. The male howled, releasing Jeb. Ryan swung the harness again, hitting the male on the side of the head. Its head snapped back and in the stillness, Jeb recognized the tell tale break of its neck. The male flopped back, landing on its side, legs bent underneath it. It lay still in the thick grass.

      Standing over it, Ryan held the harness, ready to swing again but it wasn't necessary. The male was gone. Must have been an imperfect raising, Jeb thought, making the male too brittle, too easily broken. Good thing they hadn't raised it. Some idiot had done it and probably got eaten for his trouble.

      Jeb stood up. His shoulders ached from the fall. He rolled them forward and back, trying to loosen the knots in his back. It helped somewhat. Damn, that male had slobbered all over his glove. He felt it seeping through the stitches on his thumb. Definitely had to get that Lenvo to do a better job on his repair work. Jeb bent to retrieve the pack. Now his lower back hurt. He was getting to be almost too old for this job. Best to finish Ryan's training soon and then draft another apprentice. Getting the two of them working, Jeb could focus on expanding the business, making folks aware of how good his raisings were compared to the others. That was something he'd been wanting to do for a while. It was time to get started on it.

      Inside the pack, he pulled out a thin white candle and lit it. In the meager light, he noticed the wetness on the leather of his glove. Not saliva from the male like he'd expected. No, it was something else. And he'd known it all along, hadn't he?

      Jeb turned to where Ryan was hunched over the male, inspecting him. The boy still had one hand on the harness, holding it in a defensive position, ready to slap it down if the male moved. Good to see the boy paid attention, even with that Grayson girl causing such distraction. If he let himself, Jeb admitted that he'd been the same way with Beatrice. But that was too many years ago. He'd never be distracted like that himself again.

      There were a lot of things he'd never be again.

      "Ryan," he said.

      "Just a sec, Pa, let me finish checking this one." Ryan wagged the harness in his direction as he continued his inspection. Keeping his mind on the business at hand, Jeb thought with pride. The boy would make a fine raiser in time. Too bad there wasn't enough of it left.

      "Ryan, I need to talk to you now, boy."

      Ryan finished his inspection of the male. With a grunt, he stood up. Dragging the harness along the ground, he moved to his father.

      "Don't be dragging that like that," Jeb said. "You need to treat your tools with respect. They'll only work as well you as treat 'em."

      "Yes, pa, sorry." Ryan lifted the harness several inches off the ground.

      Jeb blinked away the wetness in his eyes. Must be a symptom, he thought. That must be it.

      He lifted the candle, letting the light spill over his right hand.

      "Ryan, you need to look at this." Jeb turned his hand over.

      "What, pa? Did he slobber on you?" Ryan peered at the glove.

      Words caught in Jeb's throat. He coughed. When he finally got his voice working, the words came out soft and quiet.

      "It ain't slobber, boy."

      Ryan's head tilted to one side, the way it always had, even when he was a baby trying to figure something out that he couldn't quite grasp. He'd had that same look the first time he'd tried to walk and the same look the first time he'd helped at a raising.

      "What is it, pa?"

      Jeb took a deep breath and felt it rattle in his chest. Strange that he'd never noticed that rattle before. Of course it hadn't been there before. Just like those aches in his muscles hadn't been there before, or the dryness in his mouth. Even seeing the dampness on his own glove made him want to chomp down on it and chew it. Gosh, he thought, it sure came on fast. Faster than he ever would have imagined.

      "Keep a tight hold on that harness, boy," Jeb said. "You'll be needing it soon enough."

      Now alarm stretched itself over Ryan's face, changing the boyish features into something harder and flatter. He was aging right before Jeb's eyes. How often had he wanted that boy to mature faster, now he'd give anything to keep him young.

      Too late. Too late for anything.

      Jeb held out the prod. "Use this. You'll need it at full strength. Doing a raising by yourself is damn hard work. You want to be prepared and do it proper. This could make your reputation in this county. Everybody'll be coming to you for a raising after this."

      "Pa!" The sound tore out of Ryan as if from the depths of his soul. In the flicker of the candle light, Jeb saw tears trace down the boy's cheeks. His own heart ached to see them even as he licked his parched lips.

      Too fast. Too damn fast.

      "Pay attention!" Jeb said. "I won't get to tell you later. Do it right and you'll be set. And you'd better do it right, boy. You hear me?"

      Ryan nodded, his head bobbing fast and furious. A sob escaped his lips but he bit it back as he grabbed the prod out of Jeb's trembling hand. Jeb hadn't even realized he was shaking but he felt the tremors race through his body now. His muscles jerked and spasmed. It felt like all the moisture had been sucked out of him and he was thirsty, so damned thirsty. His stomach twisted.

      He was starting to feel hungry too.

      Ryan took a step back, holding the prod in one hand. The harness draped over the other. It bunched along his sleeve, pushing the leather fabric up, exposing a sliver of skin between his glove and the coat. Jeb felt his gaze drawn to the spot. Starving, he was starving. That soft mocha flesh reminded him of the most juicy steak he'd ever had.

      He managed a step but the angle of his walk overbalanced him. Jeb fell on his side. Spasms made his limbs jerk out. He opened his mouth to talk. A moan came out. He struggled, to his knees. His gaze found the bare spot on Ryan's wrist again. He lunged.

      Pain flashed through his nerve endings. He screamed as his muscles flailed. He fell forward on his face, unable to catch himself. His bowels let go and he soiled himself. The hunger wailed inside. His jaw worked, chewing on the tall grass, gathering dirt into his mouth. A filmy haze covered his eyes. Shadows and shapes blurred and he was unable to distinguish what they were, was unable to even wonder about them.

      All there was was the hunger.

      And the need to feed.

      His hands found the ground in front of him. He lifted himself up, smelling food. Something to eat. There, it was there. Food. Feed. Must eat. Must EAT!

      The prod hissed and crackled in Ryan's hand as he shoved it into his father's face. It hit right in his mouth as it opened. The stench of cooked flesh almost made Ryan gag. He wanted to drop the prod. But he couldn't. He had to hang on, had to finish. Before him, the thing that had been his father flailed and reached for him. After a moment, the prod's electrical system overrode the thing's own animation and it fell back. His arms jerked as if still trying to reach for Ryan. The stun would only last so long.

      Best get to work. That's what his father would say.

      Ryan slapped the harness on, rolling the thing on its side so he could tighten the buckles on the back. He let it flop back as he secured the mask on its face. It was an 'it' now. Nothing intelligent looked back at him from his father's eyes. Whatever spark of human he'd had was gone now. In the mask, his jaw continuing to work, opening and closing, opening and closing, still trying to bite, trying to feed. Until he was properly domesticated, decontaminated and controlled, he still try to feed.

      But that wasn't Ryan's problem. That was a distribution issue. All Ryan did was supply. After all, it was the family business.

      And his father had raised him to take over some day.

      Ryan picked up the leash and tugged.

      Time to take care of business.
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