

[image: image]




Mammoth Books presents


A Clutch of Zombies:
Four Stories by Scott Edelman, Joe R. Lansdale, Albert E. Cowdrey and Karina Sumner-Smith


Taken from The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror 22, Edited by Stephen Jones


[image: image]




 


 


 


 


 


Constable & Robinson Ltd


55–56 Russell Square


London WC1B 4HP


www.constablerobinson.com


Stories taken from The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror 22 edited by Stephen Jones,


published by Robinson, an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd, 2011


Collection and editorial material copyright © Stephen Jones, 2011, 2012


WHAT WILL COME AFTER copyright © Scott Edelman 2010.
Originally published in What Will Come After.
Reprinted by permission of the author.


CHRISTMAS WITH THE DEAD copyright © Joe R. Lansdale 2010.
Originally published in Christmas with the Dead.
Reprinted by permission of the author.


FORT CLAY, LOUISIANA: A TRAGICAL HISTORY copyright © Albert E. Cowdrey 2012.
Originally published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, No. 688, March/April 2010.
Reprinted by permission of the author.


WHEN ZOMBIES WIN copyright © Karina Sumner-Smith 2010.
Originally published in The Living Dead 2.
Reprinted by permission of the author.


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in


Publication Data is available from the British Library


EISBN: 978-1-47210-265-2




SCOTT EDELMAN


[image: image]


What Will Come After


SCOTT EDELMAN HAS PUBLISHED more than seventy-five short stories in magazines such as The Twilight Zone, Absolute Magnitude, Science Fiction Review and Fantasy Book, and in many anthologies, including The Solaris Book of New Science Fiction, Crossroads, MetaHorror, Once Upon a Galaxy, Moon Shots, Mars Probes and Forbidden Planets. New short stories are forthcoming in Why New Yorkers Smoke, PostScripts, Space and Time and other publications.


What Will Come After, a collection of his zombie fiction, and What We Still Talk About, a collection of his science fiction stories, were both published in 2010, and he has appeared in two previous volumes of The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror. He has been a Bram Stoker Award finalist five times, in the categories of both Short Story and Long Fiction.


Additionally, Edelman has worked for the Syfy channel for more than a decade, where he’s currently employed as the editor of Blastr. He was the founding editor of Science Fiction Age, which he edited during its entire eight-year run, and has been a four-time Hugo Award finalist for Best Editor.


“When Peter Crowther agreed to collect my many zombie short stories for publication by PS Publishing,” recalls the author, “he asked only one thing of me – that I write a new piece of fiction for the volume to entice readers who might already be familiar with my undead oeuvre. Which I, of course, immediately agreed to do.


“But having already pushed the zombie envelope as far as I thought it could go with the story I’d written most recently at the time, ‘Almost the Last Story by Almost the Last Man’, and wanting to make the new story truly special, I realised that there was only one place to go. I had to get personal. Very personal.


“And so, I wrote a story in which I was the protagonist, and looked ahead to what would happen after my own death . . . and rebirth. It was an emotionally difficult story to write, but what I didn’t realise was that it would become even more emotionally difficult for me as time went by.


“What I should have known when writing ‘What Will Come After’ was that it would become more difficult for me to reread as time went on. You see, because the story is about me, it is also about the people I love. Even though within the story, many of them are dead, at the time I wrote the tale, they were all alive – and I still had trouble not losing it at the ending during a public reading.


“It’s been a rough couple of years since I wrote this story, and when I next read it aloud, one of those loved ones had died, and my voice cracked and I had trouble keeping it together during the section that mentioned that death. Now yet another relative is gone, and I had difficulty even proofing this for publication. And there are other relatives still alive, but they, too, will go someday . . .


“So I appear to have set myself up for many more difficult emotional experiences in the future. But it was, of course, worth it. I only hope that when you read the story that follows, some small part of that love bleeds through from me to you . . .”


 


I AM ALREADY AWARE of certain events surrounding my coming death – which, if I’m reading the signs correctly, is not that far off – as surely as if they’d already occurred and I am merely remembering them.


I will not really begin to live until after I die. I will not be alone in that. It will be that way for many, as if what had up until then been the entirety of human existence had suddenly instead become its prologue. Death – though not dying, which will remain as painful, frightening, and mysterious as ever – will have lost its finality. We won’t understand why. There’ll be no explanation, at least none which will be found acceptable to us. That’s just the way it will be one sudden morning, when we will all wake to a world in which death has become only temporary. Some of us will take it to be the vengeance of God, while others will place the blame on the hubris of science. But the finger-pointing of billions will not alter our new situation. Life, for lack of a better word, will go on, and what will come after will more often than not be far more interesting than what had come before. Because how many of us, if tasked to speak the truth, could ever say that we fully used what we had been given in the first place?


Long before everything changes, I will have already seen the script for my desired death acted out by others. It won’t, however, have been an end capable of rehearsal. It’s a scenario I will have hoped for, but which I, which we, will be denied. I will not be as lucky as the ninety-year-old woman, married for sixty-seven years, who had a stroke, or her husband, also ninety, who then phoned 911. I have already read about their ends, now, even as I write these words, long before the world’s rebirth, long before I’ll need to fear the transformation. As the emergency crew bundled up that elderly woman to rush her to the hospital, the stress from the flurry of activity, from seeing his wife limp and unmoving, caused her husband to have a stroke as well. Neither of the pair ever regained consciousness. They died within days of each other. If I could choose a manner in which to leave this world, it would be that one, my wife and I taken from the world at once, neither of us suffering extended solitude, never alone for long. Those few minutes apart would be an eternity enough. My wife and I have talked about that, hoped for that, and will continue to hope, even after everything changes. But who among us gets to choose the time and place of his or her death? Especially when the world becomes the way the world will henceforth be forever.


I will die in my own home. Even though I will have sickened, I will not have sought help as once I might have. The world will no longer contain enough help to go around, not for all the frail and faltering, not once people have changed into predators. Besides, places which used to be symbols of safety will have become too suspect to act as havens. Hospitals, for example, will have become far too dangerous by then for any sane person to visit, what with the undead coming back to life, and though those institutions will uneasily live on, struggling to be more than just a feeding ground as patients become hunters, they will never be safe again, no matter what precautions are taken. Neither will malls, movie theatres, sports arenas, convention centres, schools, or any other businesses at which the public had previously gathered in so carefree a manner. For humans, stepping out of one’s sphere of solitude will become a rarity. We will adapt to telecommuting not only in our jobs, but in our personal lives as well. In love, in family, and in marriage, too, the long distance will become commonplace. Our race’s slow march to solitude will increase to a breakneck speed.


I will die alone. My wife and I will have separated, not the way married couples do when disaffected, but for our own safety, since we will both know what would inevitably happen to her if I were to die by her side, or to me, should she predecease me while I remained within her reach. Neither of us will want to chance that risk of being the first to go, and since the only other way to eliminate that possibility would be a suicide pact, one which we will not trust ourselves to properly effectuate in order to avoid the anticipated horrors, we will, as we sense our individual ends approaching, know that we have to part. I will remain in our home in West Virginia, while she will move to her mother’s home in Maryland, which will, at that time, have been empty. Her mother will have been the lucky one, avoiding with impeccable timing what will someday occur. Our parting will be emotional, as we have been together since we were children. At least, that’s the way it’s always seemed. I will not share the details of that separation here; some things should remain private. The exodus from our home will not be easy for her, as any journey in that future time will have its dangers, but still, it will be safer for her to be a state away rather than here, remaining beside me while we counted down the days, wondering which of us would be the first to fall only to then rise up into a frenzy. Neither one of us will want to shuffle off to what should have been a long sleep with the other still alive beside us, only to have that sleep interrupted, to wake and then begin to feast on the one we love. A solitary death, as painful as that would be, would be preferable.


I will die in my own bed. It will bear no relation to the end I had expected. I will have always assumed that I would be attacked and eaten by a bear that wandered over from Sleepy Creek, or else find myself flying through the windshield of my Jeep at dusk after hitting a deer. Or, if I was to be lucky enough to have a death less violent than that, I expected it to be out in the garden. I would clutch my chest – perhaps among the bamboo, the spot which brings me the most happiness – and fall to my knees, tottering a moment before my face hits the earth. But it will prove to be none of those. I know this. I will have tucked into my own bed, which will have suddenly grown to the size of a continent. I will have patted the place where my wife’s shape could still be felt, and then fallen into a deep sleep. I will be dreaming of her, missing her, acting out within my mind a scenario in which she is still beside me, in which we are forever young, and in which the nightmare we faced had been replaced by a desired dream, when something will burst in my brain. All bodily functions will stop, but only for a little while . . . then some of them will start up again. Some, but not all, and I, like so many others, will be reborn.


I will not suffer from Alzheimer’s, but I will look at my world as if I did. When I rise again, in that most miraculous way, I will stare blankly at my surroundings. I will look at the bookshelves filled with people and worlds I had loved, populated by universes created by others and then carefully collected by me, and I will not remember any of them. On other shelves, I will see the books and magazines filled with words I had written and not know that they had ever been mine. I do not even think that books and magazines will any longer register as meaningful objects. They will just be the random static of a world I will no longer be capable of hearing. I will look at the paintings on the walls, many of them created by my own father, and not recognise them, or remember him. I will look at the photographs also hanging there, and see only strangers. Perhaps I will not even be capable of that, of categorising human beings. Perhaps I will only see those photographs as advertisements for feasts which will be beyond my reach. My conscious mind will be gone, and I will be nothing but a moving tropism, a thing of urges alone. Eventually, once my desire manifests, it will only have one true destination.
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