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​ Introduction

 


I think you’re going to be a little amazed by
the stories in this book. I know I was.

It’s like the reaction most of the
non-zombie-loving TV viewers had when they finally sat down and
watched an episode of The Walking Dead and realized the
possibilities and the resonance of the zombie metaphor in American
popular culture as we are gripped by this recession.

And while we all know that zombies can
represent bigotry (Night of the Living Dead) or rampant
consumerism (Romero’s Dawn of the Dead), the most relevant
issue about the current zombie zeitgeist is that it’s really not
about the actual zombie monsters as much as it is about what their
undead presence in our world does to us, the so-called Living. I
find that fascinating.

And so do the fifteen authors who have
contributed stories to this book.

The scope of the stories and the variety of
the authors is pretty stunning. There are stories that take place
in cities and suburbs from Chicago to Colorado, in the Caribbean
and India, gay and straight. Stories that will break your heart and
others that will make you laugh, and one or two that will do both.
We have children’s book authors and card-carrying Romance Writers
of America writers, a Hollywood horror actor, a first time author
and school teacher, and author pros who have published hundreds of
stories.

In the recent past, if I were to make a zombie
joke at the dining room table, everyone would have thought I was a
geeky, rude (possibly crazy) guest. Today we would all play
can-you-top-this. We have zombie commercials to sell insurance and
cars, and the CDC even has a zombie apocalypse survival plan
because they are trying to be hip and funny.

The zombie outbreak has already happened. And
it has permeated our society. We ARE all infected.

And it’s not such a bad thing.

As long as you can find love in the time of
Zombies.

 


Lori Perkins

10/30/13


 


 


Undying Love

​


by Scott Smith

 


“Kevin, you—you know what you have
to do. There’s no other choice,” Chloe sobbed, gripping her
shoulder with her free hand in a failed attempt to stem the
bleeding from the awful wound she had just suffered. A chunk the
size of a small plum was torn from the flesh there, and most of it
lay dangling by only a flap of skin that miraculously held the
grotesque mass in place. Blood was beginning to pool into darkening
circles on the filthy floor of the abandoned apartment in which
they were huddled, and Kevin was close to panicking as he watched
his girlfriend writhe in obvious agony, so he tried to focus on the
little things.

He was unsure whether trying to cut the
remaining skin-free was the best choice. Maybe leaving it would
somehow help hold the flesh in place. Maybe the scarring would be
lessened if he left everything intact. Maybe none of this even
mattered because Chloe was clearly going to bleed out in the next
ten or fifteen minutes. A hundred maybes raced through his mind as
he tried to put the pieces of the last few minutes into
place.

Everything had been fine. They had been
foraging for supplies in town, each keeping their eyes and ears
open for all of the usual signs of danger: the shuffled feet, the
low moans, the small clatters they made when they ran into things
as they moved. There had been none of the usual signs of a hoard.
As it turned out, that was because there wasn’t one. It had been a
loner that had gotten Chloe, the first loner they had seen in
nearly a year. One lousy zombie against two healthy humans in their
primes should have been no contest. Instead, the damned thing had
gotten lucky and caught them by surprise as they entered the
remains of a convenience store.

It latched onto Chloe almost as soon as they
were through the door. It had been just a boy when it turned, maybe
twelve or thirteen at most. Though she was no giant, the undead
preteen hadn’t matched her own height; thus, he had bitten her
shoulder. Kevin had killed it immediately by driving one of his
sharpened railroad spikes through the boy’s head, but it had still
had time to rip the flesh from her bones. Had he been taller, it
would have been her throat that was ripped open, and she would
already be dead. For now though, she was alive, and Kevin was going
to keep her that way as long as possible.

Chloe let go of her shoulder long enough to
reach up and put a condoling, albeit blood-covered, hand on Kevin’s
face and drew his eyes to her own.

“Look at me,” she spoke softly. “I
can see what you’re thinking, but I’m not going to make it, and you
know it.”

“That’s not true! You’re
going—”

“It is,” she interrupted. Her
breathing was becoming uneven already, Kevin noted pitifully. “And
you can’t let me turn into one of them,” she begged. “Please
promise me you’ll do what needs to be done.”

Kevin searched her face and found no trace of
doubt or hesitation that betrayed her request. Still, he could not
bear to think of doing what she asked. It was impossible, but so
was the alternative.

“Maybe it isn’t so bad,” he offered
weakly as he tore the sleeve off his red oxford print shirt and
wrapped it gently around her shoulder. “Maybe if you turned we
could find a cure and bring you back later. Think about it,” he
added as she tried to interject. “Just hear me out, and then I’ll
do my best to help you however I can. Maybe you wouldn’t even know
what you had become.”

Chloe shook her head as vigorously as she
could manage. She noted that the pain was beginning to lessen, but
she wasn’t sure that was a good sign.

“It doesn’t matter if I know.
You would know what I had become, and you could never love
me like that.” Her voice was barely a whisper now.

“I will always love you,” he
insisted, continuing to fidget with the binding he had made. He
tried to convince himself that it was helping because there
definitely was less blood pumping out. One look in her far-away
eyes and at her ashy skin though told him it wasn’t the binding
that was responsible. She was slipping away. “Always,” he promised
again.

“Loving me won’t help you much if
I’m trying to eat you, will it?” she moaned. “So I guess it doesn’t
matter anyway. Now, please, before it’s too late, do
it.”

She was right of course, Kevin told himself as
he reluctantly drew one of the deadly twelve-inch spikes from its
resting place in his knapsack. He wanted to fling it away from
himself as an image of his beloved with the terrible object
protruding from her skull kept invading his brain like some
torturous worm he couldn’t shake loose. Waves of nausea and guilt
washed over him. The trouble was, he felt the same guilt whether he
killed her or allowed her to turn. He knew he couldn’t just kill
Chloe, but the one flaw in any plan that avoided killing her is
that she would constantly be trying to kill him. Not that he
wouldn’t gladly have died for her, but to what end? If he allowed
her to turn and himself to be eaten, they would neither be together
nor would she truly have been saved.

Kevin cursed under his breath. Chloe had
closed her eyes, and her breathing was so shallow it was
practically non-existent. She probably had less than a minute left.
He raised the spike with both hands above his head and prepared to
strike. If only there were some way that he could guarantee she
wouldn’t try to eat him, he would gladly let her turn rather than
kill her. He wouldn’t mind caring for her, no matter how impossible
it sounded. Maybe a cure really could be found some day if only he
could buy some time, but he knew he couldn’t because once she
changed, she would immediately try to devour him. The one thing
that you could count on zombies for was that they ate anyone who
crossed their paths. No exceptions.

Wait, Kevin thought, lowering the spike. There
was one exception.

He quickly checked his backpack for a piece of
paper and a pencil. If he was going to do this, he’d need to write
down a couple of things first on the off chance that his insane
plan worked. Finding the necessary items, he quickly set to
work.

“That’ll be all, Private.
Dismissed.”

The tired lieutenant-colonel gave a cursory
salute to the private who stood fidgeting before him, waiting on
him to return the sign and leave him to contemplate just how
screwed up things had gotten. Two years ago, Fort Gordon, located
just west of the Georgia-South Carolina border, had been an easy
assignment, a dream post really. He had been attached to one of the
regular brigades there and was riding out his time until
retirement. Then, the world went to shit faster than a fat kid eats
an ice cream sundae, and he found himself the highest ranking
surviving officer on the fort. After a bitter fight, the remaining
soldiers had taken the base from the zombies and were now doing
what they could to secure an ever widening area around Fort Gordon.
The trouble was that for every hole they plugged in the zombie dam,
two more seemed to open up. It was getting to be an impossible
task.

To make matters worse, this private didn’t
seem to understand what the word dismissed
implied.

“You want something,
son?”

“Sir, um, no, sir. That is, I—I’m
not sure, sir.”

Jesus Christ.

“Let me help,” the colonel offered.
“You either do or do not need something from me. If you do, spit it
out. If you don’t, get out. Either way is good as long as it
happens in the next few seconds.” His patience had been lessened
somewhat of late what with the world coming to a foreseeable end
and all.

The private could barely maintain eye contact
as the sweat dripped down his brow. Why, oh, why had he been the
one to see what he had seen? He’d tried telling his squad leader,
but he had been informed that he could deliver this bit of news
himself if he was crazy enough to try. The colonel was not the most
patient of men, so it had been incredibly tempting to let it go,
but when you live through an apocalypse that raises the dead, it’s
almost impossible to ignore something that still manages to qualify
as strange.

“Sir,” he offered, sighing, “maybe
it would be best if you just saw for yourself.”

The colonel eyed the nervous youngster
carefully for several seconds, deciding whether the man was
possibly drunk or just needed to get that way to blow off some
steam. In either event, something in the youth’s demeanor advised
him that he should at least see whatever it was the boy thought
needed seeing. He’d reserve the right to tear him a new asshole
until after this bout of soft-heartedness passed.

 


***

 


They reached the fenced perimeter of the
eastern edge of the fort in only a few minutes. Since a sweep of
that side of the base wasn’t scheduled for two more days, the
undead horde was beginning to swell there. The colonel had found it
far more efficient to place patrols in selected areas and deal with
the zombies in waves versus trying to spread his men all over the
base. Single guards, like Private Sheppard, were posted in the
unmanned zones during the in-between times just to make sure no
area got overrun before its turn came up in the
rotation.

This section was getting a bit too populated,
the colonel thought. Might have to switch things around to get this
cleared out tomorrow, but surely this isn’t what he wanted me to
see.

“I am going to assume that your
sense of self-preservation prevented you from bringing me here just
to show me that they’ve got numbers on their side,” the colonel
pointed out.

“Yes, sir. I put the numbers in my
report though. Thought you might want to consider moving up the
patrols to get these guys cleared out pretty quickly.”

The colonel gave only a semi-approving grunt,
but the rarely seen gesture bolstered the private’s nerve enough to
point out what he had seen earlier.

“There they are,” he said, standing
in the jeep and pointing to a pair of zombies near the back of the
pack. “Sir, can you see the one in the red shirt? The one with the
girl right next to him?

The veteran soldier lifted the heavy field
glasses to his eyes and scanned in the area the private had
indicated. Bingo. He spotted the zombies in question and
immediately adjusted the focus on his glasses to double check what
he was seeing.

“Do you see it, sir? Is it just me,
or are they—”

“Holding hands,” he muttered. The
colonel’s face had gone gray, and he was visibly shaken when he
lowered the glasses to rub something from his eyes. “I see it,” he
said when he looked back. “Wait, no, look again,” the colonel
ordered, handing over his more powerful binoculars. “Look right at
their hands. What do you see?”

The private hesitantly took the glasses,
afraid that whatever he saw would mean that he had wasted his
commander’s time on this errand. The colonel didn’t seem angry
though, or no more so than usual, just…out of sorts somehow.
Curious at what it all meant, the private let his eyes adjust to
the binoculars until he saw it.

A string. No, a shoelace. A frayed, dirty
shoelace was wrapped around their hands, tying them
together.

Had they been playing some strange game and
both gotten turned, he wondered. Unlikely, if they had been tied
together, the zombie or zombies who did this to them would have had
a pretty easy time eating them both. Neither looked much above
eighteen years old and both kind of smallish. Not too difficult for
a rabid corpse to handle if they had been tied up. So afterwards
then? Who in their right mind would tie up a pair of zombies and
then turn them loose? How could you get close enough to do
it?

Sheppard looked down at the colonel for
answers, but if he had them, he was keeping mum. Returning his gaze
to the peculiar site of the zombie pair, the private continued to
look them over, seeking clues as to how this could have happened.
Could it mean anything? Doubtful, but you never could tell anymore.
He ran the glasses from head to toe over each of them again, but
nothing new stood out at first.

After several minutes though, two important
details emerged about their clothes. The girl had a filthy red sash
of some kind tied around her shoulder, except it probably wasn’t a
sash because the boy was missing a sleeve off his red shirt that
looked like a pretty good match. He hadn’t spotted it at first
because he was so accustomed to zombie clothing being in tatters.
There was almost certainly no way that anyone took the sleeve off
of one zombie’s shirt to tie it around another zombie’s arm, the
private reasoned. How could they have? More importantly, why would
they? It was even more certain that the zombies hadn’t done it
themselves. But that only left…

The private didn’t want to believe it. Could
the young man possibly have torn his shirt to treat the girl’s
wound only to watch her turn into a zombie? If so, then the
likeliest candidate to have turned him was her. But that also meant
that if no one tied them together, which he couldn’t believe had
happened, then the young man also had done that. Had he willingly
turned himself into a zombie to stay with the girl?

“Colonel,” he began slowly, “do you
think there is any possible way that they did this to each other? I
mean, I know that sounds crazy…”

“Not so crazy,” the colonel
muttered.

“What’s that, sir?”

“I said did you notice his shoes?”
he lied.

The private looked again. This time, there
could be no doubt. The lace from his left shoe was missing. Private
Sheppard was certain that the boy had used it to tie them together.
This girl, whoever she had been, must have been someone very
special to him.

“What do you want to do, sir?” he
asked, slipping down into the driver’s seat and looking over at the
colonel.

The colonel slipped his sunglasses back on and
stared ahead at the fence line.

“You and I are going to double-time
it back to the quartermaster’s station and get two rifles.
Officially, we are doing special target practice. Then, we’re going
to come back here and thin out this herd. You understand so
far?”

“I think so, sir,” he replied.
“Forgive me for asking, but what about those two?”

“I have a special initiative I’m
starting that I hadn’t announced yet. It’s time we tried to capture
a couple of them and hold them for observation long-term. Those two
should be simple since they’re already tied together. We might
learn a lot about them that way, don’t you think?”

“Yes, sir,” the young private
replied, happy at the prospect of not having to kill the two
lovebirds or whatever they were. “We just might at
that.”

 


***

 


Corporal Sheppard opened the door, approached
the colonel’s desk, and saluted sharply, standing fast at
attention, waiting for the colonel to speak.

“At ease, Corporal. How are our
guests today? Any changes?” he asked, swirling the dregs of his
coffee mug before downing it in one gulp.

“No, sir. Same today as every day
for the last six months. They sit or stand or walk around their
cell, always holding hands and doing nothing else unless it’s
feeding time.”

The colonel nodded thoughtfully.

“You suspect that will ever
change?”

“No, sir,” he answered quickly. “I
thought it would after we removed that shoestring, but when they
kept on holding hands, I figured right then it would go on that way
forever. I don’t know if it means anything or if it’s just because
they were that way for so long that they’re kind of stuck now, but
it’s forever either way, sir.”

“You might be right,” the colonel
observed. “Time will tell, I guess. Well, back to work. Dismissed,
corporal.”

They both saluted and the corporal left the
office quickly, shutting the door on his way out.

Sliding open the bottom drawer of his desk,
the colonel eased out the folded letter he had read so many times
over the last six months and flattened it out in front of him. His
eyes roamed over the paper needlessly since he had, by now,
memorized the text from his habit of reading it at least once every
day. He found the words incredibly comforting, the words and the
knowledge that that those two had been together at the end. That
helped, them being together. Trying to imagine what Kevin must have
felt, he began to recite the hastily written words…

“To whoever finds this letter, my
name is Kevin, and the girl who I hope you found with me is Chloe.
We’re people. We may look and act like monsters, but we’re really
people, and we’re in love.

“Chloe was bitten and was going to
turn, and I couldn’t stand the thought of losing her. She wanted me
to kill her. Maybe I should have, but I couldn’t, so I did the only
other thing I could think of—I joined her. I waited ‘til she died
and I barricaded her in a bathroom. We may still be there for all I
know. I just left her arm sticking out and I tied us together. When
she changed, I let her bite my hand, and then I waited.

“Now, you know more than I do. I
don’t know where we are or if we’re together, but I know I did the
right thing. I hope we haven’t hurt anyone. If we have, I’m so
sorry. You can blame me, not Chloe. I love her too much to kill her
and too much to live without her, so this was all that was
left.

“I know you probably don’t
understand why I did it. I’m not even sure I do. All I can say is
that I once made her a promise never to leave her, no matter what
happened. The world has sure changed a hell of a lot since I said
those words, but not enough for me to ever break that promise to
her.

“I wish I had been smart enough to
think of something better. Maybe whoever finds us can figure
something out. Maybe you’ll have compassion. Maybe you can
understand why I did it. If so, thank you.”

The colonel carefully folded and put away the
letter, drawing a small framed photo out of his desk at the same
time and holding it up to catch the fading light. He smiled and ran
one hand over the glass to rub away the little bit of dust that had
accumulated since yesterday at this time. He looked at the three
people in the photo and smiled at the memory. He, his wife, and his
daughter had taken the photo at a lake house in Colorado six
summers ago. His daughter had been only thirteen then and about to
enter the eighth grade, but she already looked so much like her
mother, who had not yet started to show the signs of the cancer
that would claim her only eighteen months later. They were all so
happy.

The only dark cloud over that weekend had been
that his daughter had wanted to bring along her boyfriend, a
request her father had flatly denied. The young man was her first
love, and she was seldom apart from him either in-person or on that
phone of hers. For no reason other than because he was a boy who
was attracted to his only daughter, the colonel couldn’t stand him.
In truth, there was nothing really objectionable about him. He came
from a good home, got good grades, played sports, and was
respectful, at least by the standards of his generation. Still, he
was a boy and, as such, was to be considered an enemy at the
gates.

She finally agreed to leave him behind only
when the young man had presented her with a gift, something she
could take with her to remember him by, a simple silver locket. His
wife had found it sweet. He thought it was ridiculous. Christ, they
were only gone for 48 hours. His daughter, of course, had cherished
it. She never removed it the entire weekend or any time after that
that the colonel could recall. In the photo, her hand was gently
touching it, unconsciously rubbing it between her fingers and thumb
as it dangled around her neck from the delicate silver chain. The
front was covered, but he knew what letters were engraved on the
outside, three simple characters that had turned out to mean so
much: K+C.

The colonel tucked away the photo once more
and murmured to no one in particular, “I do understand, Kevin.
Finally, I do.”

 



 


 


Ashes, Ashes

​


by: Rebecca Snow

 


The corpse slid down the chute and into Karl’s
waiting arms. His gaze slipped from the form he held to the metal
flap as it clanged shut at the top of the stairs. Tottering on his
unsteady feet, he managed to regain his balance and carried the
body through a set of blood-spattered swinging doors.

After dropping the cadaver on a gore-covered
gurney, Karl stepped back to look at his customer. Tilting his head
from side to side, he studied the rips in the man’s clothing. Blood
had saturated slice marks across the front of his shirt. The dead
man appeared to have been stabbed in the chest.

A tickle in Karl’s mind suggested that he
report the suspicious wound to the authorities, but the thought
evaporated, leaving him staring at the man’s bloody shirt.
Retrieving his tools from the floor, Karl palmed a grapefruit-sized
stone and raised it high above his head. Slamming it into the skull
on the table, he heard the bone crunch under the blow. After a few
more whacks, Karl’s hunger interrupted.

The scent of fresh meat wafted into his
nostrils. Retrieving a long metal spoon, he dug into the cracked
cavity. Gray squiggles of brain slid down his throat. Karl could
tell the body wouldn’t have turned for a few more hours—he’d found
the majority of the frontal lobe untainted by the virus. If the
body had been deposited an hour later, the disease would have
spoiled the delicacy.

When he’d picked the cranium clean, Karl
surveyed the room. His surroundings looked familiar again. After
each feast, the brain cells he ate rebuilt parts of his own rotting
mind. The infrequent meals weren’t enough to keep his memories
intact, but they did help him perform his job.

With the fresh brain digesting, his mind-fog
cleared. He saw an image of himself some years ago. Over the
“Sutterville Funeral Home and Mortuary” sign, Karl nailed a
hand-painted placard that read, “Free Cremations. Deposit in the
front, retrieval in the rear. Infection-free since 2012.” When he’d
written them, the words had been true. The memory fizzled to
gray.

Karl grabbed the body in front of him by the
ankles and dragged it to a ceramic brick slab. Grunting, he dumped
the human shell and pushed it into the crematory’s retort. Before
he’d died, Karl had set the controls in such a way that a one-armed
monkey could operate the furnace. He pressed a few buttons and the
body began to burn. As the fire inside the chamber raged and the
outer room warmed, Karl wandered to his office at the end of the
hall. The brain food revived his mind, but it didn’t refresh his
decomposing skin.

While waiting for the man’s remains to char to
ash, another stray memory faded into Karl’s thoughts. He saw
himself cutting a hole in the funeral home’s front door. An image
of a blowtorch glow burned in his mind as he saw himself fashioning
an extra-large pet door from a shiny piece of sheet metal, mounting
it on an enter-only hinge, and welding shut the larger entrance
doors. The picture popped. A clouded recollection of people
standing in front of a flapping red ribbon and declaring his
operation “monumental to the safety of the community” echoed
through the haze before evaporating into a soupy fog.

A buzz from the oven timer down the hall
interrupted his reverie as Karl heard another whoosh from the
chute. Creaking to his feet, he shuffled to retrieve the next
customer.

When he reached the anteroom, he saw the body
of a small-framed young woman heaped at the bottom of the slide.
Blonde hair fanned out from her head like a halo. With his frosted
eyes, Karl followed the slender line of her neck down the tangled
state of her legs. Short skirt ripped to her waste and forehead
bloody from a head wound, the woman stirred. Karl stepped away from
the body and reached for a folded fleece throw that had arrived as
a toddler’s shroud. Tossing the coverlet onto the woman’s legs, he
retreated to the shadows. Her scent reminded him of warm summer
days before the virus. He saw her dainty hands tremble against the
sticky floor. She was alive.

Fearing his own reactions since his demise,
Karl avoided being in the company of the living. He, along with the
rest of the world, had been led to believe that every corpse would
kill if given the chance. But in truth, his last meal had satiated
his gnawing hunger. His curiosity triumphed over his fear, and he
lingered by the door to watch the woman revive.

Her eyes fluttered, and her whole body
flinched as she focused on her surroundings. She sat up and touched
her fingertips to the bloody lump on her head. Drawing in a quick
breath, she winced and pulled her hand away, looking at her
glistening red fingertips.

Karl kept the room lit by a weak floor lamp,
causing the woman to squint for details. Reaching out to steady
herself on the wall, she wobbled to her feet. The blanket dropped
to the floor exposing her legs to the room’s inherent chill. Karl
watched as she reclaimed the throw and tied it around her waist.
The woman gasped when she caught sight of his figure standing in
the shadowy doorway.

Karl groaned. The woman screamed and lunged
for the chute above her head. Karl backed farther into the shadows
and sat on his haunches. Her attempts at escape having failed, she
stopped flailing and cowered on the opposite wall.

“How did I get here?” the woman
asked as her gaze darted around the room. Her voice trembled. “What
do you want with me?”

Karl stepped into the light and shrugged. He
pointed up to the chute and raised his shoulders again. Gesturing
to the blanket wrapped around her midsection, Karl tilted his head
in dog-like manner. The woman’s frantic stare dropped to the state
of her dress. Her bottom lip trembled as she sucked in a tentative
breath. She crumpled to the floor and resembled the heap she’d been
when he first shuffled into the room. Karl took a hesitant step
toward her. The woman continued to howl until he reached out,
stroked her tangled hair with his chaffed hand, and made a hissing
sound meant to calm her. Looking up with glistening eyes, she
screamed and scrambled back into the corner.
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