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    He set down the binoculars and reached
up to scratch his eyes, scraping off the last remains of sleep. His coffee cup
steamed nearby, momentarily forgotten where it melted the snow around it on the
railroad tie. His hand trembled a little as he took up the binoculars again,
squinted, and brought them back up to his face. The eyepieces were cold.


    Okay,
now concentrate, he  muttered to himself. His breath made a cloud in front of his
face. 


    The binoculars wobbled as he tried to
control the slight tremor. Finally he had them resting lightly on his eye
sockets, letting his brain take in what the lenses had shown him. He scanned
the target area without result. Maybe he’d been wrong. A breeze had started
kicking up the snow all around his dug-out.


    He tried to tell himself that maybe
what he’d seen was a snow-laden tree branch, swinging from side to side. Maybe
a piece of old cloth, blown in that breeze and stuck in a branch…


    He had checked this spot twice daily
for longer than he could remember.


    No, this
was what he had first thought he saw down below.


    Movement.


    He hadn’t spotted movement there other
than wind-caused or the occasional deer or coyote for at least a year, by his
count. There had been that blackout period, a sort of mental hiccup, where he’d
lost track of time. Amazing how one had learned to rely on smart phones, but
once the last one gave up the ghost people were no longer smart either.


    He turned the focus ring and scanned
again, sure he had spotted some sort of movement unlike that which he had
become accustomed to. He ticked the glasses up and down in tiny increments,
then sideways, to try and spot it again.


    Movement.
A branch swung slightly as if in the wake of someone’s passing.


    No doubt, someone had passed through
the thinner corner of the wooded lot. And now it was even worse. He told
himself it couldn’t be, but he knew he’d seen something else.


    There it was, a flash of color. Faded
color, but still color. Red maybe. He held the glasses as steadily as he could
in the trembling hands. There were enough thick pine trunks in the way to keep
him from making out details, but there were several bodies moving through the
woods.


    He followed, his thoughts racing.


    Living? If they were, and they spotted
him or his cabin, it could be trouble.


    Dead? If they were and they smelled
him, it was trouble.


    Shit.


    He’d been dreading this possibility for
months, but he had slowly begun to relax because there had been no one, no
movement, since the last of the townspeople had visited him and he’d been
forced to execute them.


    Execute? Hell, he’d liberated them. He had a good sense that
none of them would have chosen to wander their old stomping grounds, killing
any “breathers” left and eating their twitching bodies like the monsters in
those quaint horror movies he had once enjoyed. No, he didn’t think most people
would have wanted to end like that. Well, as food, either.


    He gripped the binoculars, hoping to
catch another glimpse.


    He felt a shiver, but it wasn’t the
crisp cold air or the blanket of snow in which he was currently kneeling behind
the low wall.


    It was a combination of old memories
and new fear.


    Fear he hadn’t felt in a while.


    Who
knew what had happened? The rumors had flown while they could:
it was a military weapon, some kind of weaponized nerve gas that had escaped
one of the many secret military installations they always denied existed; it
was a new strain of bacteria from South America, where continued deforestation
had released previously unheard of diseases and loosed them onto the populace;
it was a disgruntled CDC employee who had tossed a petri dish outside in a
temper tantrum; it was the Chinese, who decided to gamble on numbers carrying
the day; it was Al Qaida terrorists and this was their doomsday plan; it was an
alien disease brought back by a satellite…


    Had he forgotten any?


    Well, the religious had called it
“God’s Wrath.” He’d laughed at that one. Insane laughter, but laughter
nonetheless.


    Whatever it was, it had killed untold
millions, and then in a cruel joke right out of those ridiculous movies —
which didn’t seem quite so ridiculous anymore — it had awakened many of
the survivors with a twisted hunger for living flesh. First they’d gone for
their pets and their flocks, and when those were gone they’d turned on their
relatives, friends, and neighbors. The number of survivors dwindled and,
throughout the world, television and radio stations had gone silent in waves or
broadcast repetitive messages of hope (and later panic) until the power went
out. The internet died server by server, and cell phone service followed soon
after. Or was it the other way around? He couldn’t remember.


    He’d driven out of the city and headed
north to his favorite vacation spot, but the people there had either already
turned into “Them” or had died at their hands. He’d found a well-stocked
year-round cabin that was also defendable and had set about liberating any of Them who stumbled onto
his tiny fortress. And then he had set about reclaiming his life. A large
library, a thrifty generator and enough nearby stores, homes, and warehouses to
raid. He understood the irony of living through what people had in some of his
favorite movies and books — but it didn’t change the basic facts.


    Whenever any of Them found him, he
liberated. To his shame, any “normal” humans who also approached him he’d had
to execute, too, because not one had intended anything other than taking what
he had carefully built for himself. Not a single one had intended friendship,
or even simple coexistence. They had all come gunning, and he had outgunned
them. He’d had no choice. He’d surprised himself at how well he coped with the
killing.


    And then he had become accustomed to
being alone, and to keeping a daily eye on his surroundings. A full year now
with nothing. Before that, another year in which he’d killed with little pity.
Whether they wanted his living flesh, or his supplies (and his fortress), he’d
had few qualms.


    How had he become an “Omega Man”? What
made him immune to the original disease? The joke was that it hadn’t fucking
mattered. He’d expected to die and either stay dead or come back, but either
way he couldn’t have stopped it.


    But nothing had happened to him, other
than the passage of time and the slow deterioration of his body and soul.


    Now, after so much time without a
purpose, he was hungry for some company. But he wouldn’t let it cloud his
judgment. There was a good chance what he’d just now spotted was some of Them,
moving like a herd through the landscape, eating what they could. He was pretty
certain he was the only living being within a hundred square miles, so would
they smell him?


    The binoculars caught another movement,
another flash of color — blue? So there was more than one. Finally they
reached a small clearing and crossed it, and he was able to see them clearly.
And count.


    Seven. No, eight.


    Literally a pack, but not a herd.


    A large male, several smaller males, a
couple or three females. One child. Not that it mattered. They were more like
asexual animals now. Their gender didn’t matter. Maybe they were a family unit
once. Maybe they’d just clung together like animals following herd mentality.
Maybe the large one had somehow made them into a cohesive unit.


    He made a decision.


    They were far away, at the outer edges
of his binoculars’ range. They were stumbling toward town, but had no reason to
turn in his direction and look up. He was tired of hunting, and at this range
he needed the Weatherby hunting rifle and scope he had up at the cabin, with
which he could have picked off each of the walkers before they could figure out
what was happening. Since he didn’t have the rifle with him, if he wanted to
engage he would have to stalk them from behind. A year ago, even six months
ago, he would have done so without a second thought. Now that he had some
months of peace behind him, it wasn’t a reaction that attracted him…


    No, if they continued on their way,
he’d let them go.


    Call it his Christmas present to them.


    To his conscience, maybe.


    He sighed.


    By now they’d passed into the thicker
part of the woods again and he couldn’t see them any longer, just an occasional
branch movement or flash of old clothing. They’d looked ragged, so he assumed
it was the walkers — whatever he wanted to call them. Usually he just
thought of them as Them, with a
capital T. The term zombie was a
movie convention. The dying civilization had started with the z-word, then
transitioned to ghouls, then to monsters, and then it hadn’t mattered to
anyone. He called them walkers.


    This was a group of Them, because if
they were like him, they’d have been loaded down with backpacks and equipment
and… rifles or shotguns. Or swords. No, these were wearing less than they
should have for walking in two feet of new snow. So they didn’t feel the cold.
The occasional flash of skin tone showed him they were slowly decaying. Maybe
they were all winding down, food or
no food.


    Everything wound down, didn’t it? Maybe
the disease had started to wind down. Maybe he was just overthinking again.


    He’d made a conscious effort to stop
thinking in philosophical terms. And yet… could he ever get away from
philosophy? Sometimes it was hell, living in his own head.


    He read from his huge library, great
fiction and poetry, practical nonfiction when he needed to learn something
useful, occasionally history with a sense of irony (who would write the
experience of this for history?). He
read some biographies he’d never had time to, before: Steve Jobs, Ben Franklin
and the more interesting of the founding fathers, Lincoln, FDR, MLK, Malcolm X,
Gandhi, the Rolling Stones and the Beatles, Michael Caine, Frank Sinatra.
Whatever caught his fancy when he made his weekly, very eerie library visits.
Reading about other people kept him out of his head. At least it helped.


    He shook his head. He often got himself
twisted up in contradictions. Attempting to avoid a topic, he’d end up thinking
it into the ground.


    The walkers had pulled even with him
now, straight down the long incline that led to the depression — almost a
hollow — and its thick woods. He’d chosen this cabin because its location
was high ground and gave an unimpeded view all around. In fall it was like
being surrounded by great bursts of reds and browns and yellows on an
impressionist canvas. Now, in the thick of winter, it was all grays and a deep,
deep white from the recent snowfall. The snow had made the colored cloths more
visible from where he huddled in his spy-hole.


    As he watched the clump of
flesh-eaters, the large male simply stopped in his tracks. The others slowly
followed suit. One bumped into another.


    He had the binoculars focused right on
the large one, and suddenly the branch that hid his face swayed in the breeze
and the male turned his head and stared up the hill, right at him.


    Its eyes blazed. Before apparently
dying off, the world’s scientists had noted that the whites of infected eyes
tended to turn red over time (no one knew why), and this one’s eyes were
downright bloody.


    Shit,
he muttered.


    The monster’s mouth opened in an ugly
scream he could hear clearly even from his fairly distant perch.


    The big leader turned to face squarely
up the hill and took a step, then another step. The others followed suit. They
turned awkwardly in the same direction. Then they were all heading up his way,
cutting through the fluffy snow with ruthless efficiency. They were still in
the outer edges of the woods, but within minutes they would reach the tree
line. And then the way right to him was basically wide open.


    His laxness had created a problem. With
the beautiful Weatherby rifle, he’d be able to pick them off before they could
climb the slope and reach him.


    But… he’d stopped carrying it with
him on his daily recon. Too heavy.


    He’d grown complacent, that was it.


    Shit.


    So now he took stock. A Sig Sauer 9mm
semi-auto on his hip. As back-up, a Colt Python in a hunter’s shoulder rig. A
Gerber fighting knife strapped to his thigh.


    Sure, he carried enough ammo to blow
them all away, but they had to be within range. And if he let them get close
enough, then his rounds had to count. And it always took several rounds to
bring down one of Them. Maybe they didn’t feel pain. Larger rifle or shotgun
rounds definitely worked better than smaller calibers. Whatever, it wasn’t as
easy as in the movies. And he wasn’t so confident to think he could drop them
all with pistols as they swarmed around him.


    If he beat a hasty retreat up the hill
to his cabin, they’d be close behind him by the time he got there. He’d bolt
his doors and drop his shutters, but at that point they’d be right there. He
could skip the door defenses, but by the time he took the rifle and started to
drop them, they’d have reached him and then he might wish he’d taken the time
with the doors and windows.


    They were already starting up the
slope. He looked at them more closely. The one large male, the herd leader.
Three smaller but healthy-size males. Three females, one older and two younger
and fleeter of foot. One child, maybe male. He checked their faces. The leader
wore a grimace, his black mouth twisted into a hateful, hungry crooked slit.
His bloody eyes seemed to stare right through the binoculars at their user.


    He shuddered.


    Bad
move today.


    Too late to correct his mistake.


    The women were grimacing too, as if
they felt nothing but pain. One’s head was twisted, as if someone had tried to
break her neck. Another seemed to have had half her face shot off —
tendrils of her right ear hung down to her shoulders. The other seemed to have
taken at least one major blow to the head — tissue and blood had matted
there and gave her head a balloon look, as if it had been blown up only
half-way by a child’s breath. The child hung back, clearly slower, a tiny boy
with a toy truck in his hand but the same red-eyed glare and hunger in his
mouth as his (he presumed) father.


    While he assessed, his invaders had
chewed up another dozen yards of snow-covered slope, their eyes fixed on the
hide-away he had built himself — a foxhole dug behind a couple railroad
ties behind which he could duck, or from where he could snipe at approaching
enemies. When he had the damned rifle
with him. If he waited any longer, they’d be on him.


    Shoot now, or conserve ammo and wait
until they reached the house?


    The rear of the cabin faced another slope
of the same hill. A sturdy deck surrounded three sides of the cabin on what
became its second floor. If they reached the house, they could conceivably
outflank him and breach his defenses while he was busy elsewhere. What if there
was another group working its way up the other side of the hill?


    No, he was psyching himself out. It was
purely accidental that this group had caught his scent. If he’d been in the
cabin, they would have continued on their way past, never even realizing anyone
alive was nearby.


    He watched them now, almost not needing
the binoculars. Undecided.


    He’d never frozen like this before.


    What
the hell was wrong with him?


    He scrambled out of his hole, suddenly
needing to feel his walls around him. Suddenly feeling rusty after a year of lonely
routine that he had too easily abandoned.


    When he stood on the railroad ties and
looked down, his stare caught the large one’s and they took stock of each
other. He had no idea if the walker could really “see” him, but the walking
corpse certainly reacted as if he did. Sight or scent, the walker emitted a
snarl that echoed across the hillside, and then his pace increased and he
started to leave the others behind. They stepped it up, too.


    His hand trembled. He gripped the Sig
now, but he doubted he could hit them all in the head at this distance. Any
closer and it would be moot. He whirled and stumbled up the remainder of the
slope, heading for his cabin’s back door. The two sides of the wrap-around deck
met at the door, and he had made a low firing wall back there, just off the
deck steps, of railroad ties four high, with a short trench behind them and a
berm facing out. He could be outflanked here, too, if the walkers split up and
flowed at him from either end.


    The door fought him. 


    He glanced over his shoulder and saw
that the leader had reached the downslope lookout perch already. These walkers
were fast.


    What
the hell…? Never seen that before…”


    It wasn’t the door, it was him. After frustrating wasted seconds he
managed to wrestle the lock open.


    It shouldn’t have been like this. He’d
expected his defense of the cabin to be almost routine, easily accomplished, as
it had been the last time he had done it. If he’d taken the Weatherby with him
this morning, and if he’d decided to liberate
them (like in the old days, he
thought), then none of this would be happening. But as time passed he’d relaxed
his guard, and now made a series of wrong decisions. In his old practice, he
would have asked something like, “And how does this make you feel?” and “When
did you realize you had acted irresponsibly?” In his old practice, he would
have asked probing questions designed to lead the patient to his or her own
answers.


    None of which helped him in the least.


    He barred the door behind him, then
staggered to his upstairs gun rack. The Weatherby was in the downstairs rack,
but he no longer needed distance. Now he needed stopping power. He grabbed a
loaded Remington shotgun and racked the pump.


    He dropped his special shutters over
the window glass, then popped open the gun ports he had designed himself. The
hinges were rusty. It’d been that long since he had to use the ports. 


    Should
have thought to oil them.


    If
I survive this, he promised, I’ll remember the little things.


    Not that anyone cared.


    There would be no one to mark his end,
if it came today. No one at all.
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    Their loud, irregular steps echoed on
the deck.


    He stood behind the door, waiting.


    He didn’t want to admit it to himself,
but then he did: his nerve had failed him. He could have shot them all when
they were far enough away that they would not have reached him. Back when the
nightmare had begun to unfold, he had expended ammunition like a man insane,
over the line. He’d made himself drunk on the smell of cordite and the stench
of decayed blood and bone and flesh. He had terminated dozens of the walkers,
all along expecting to become one himself. He had burned corpses (were they double corpses?) in piles, and then
— when the nearby town had died and he was alone — he had slowly
let the memory of their burning flesh change him, though he hadn’t been aware
of it until today, the day he saw this group of walkers and decided to let them
pass unharmed. And then they had forced his hand and now he would have no
choice.


    For deep down he still wanted to live.
Deep down, if he looked, there was still pleasure to be had in a cup of coffee
on a crisp day, a solitary lunch on the deck when the short summer was in full
swing, a glass of wine from an unending supply tipped at a colorful sunset.
Deep down, he still relished being human, even if no others like him ever found
him. He wondered why none had and he knew if they did, his fortifications would
again have to protect him from his fellow humans. Most days he bitterly
relished the irony inherent in the possibility that humans, not walkers, would
be more likely to cost his life. But he hardly relished the possibility.


    And right now, he relished the hope of
surviving his own hubris.


    Outside, they began to batter the door
and the windows, using their bodies as rams. Only the door seemed in danger of
breaking, despite his reinforcement. And that was because the largest walker
and two of the males were attacking it in unison. Their growls and grunts
brought back memories he’d hoped were laid to rest.


    He selected a port, poked the shotgun
barrel through it, squeezed the trigger and the blast nearly deafened him.
Outside, something made a thump as whatever the pellets hit disintegrated and
the walker rolled off the deck. Another blast, another hit. He would have to
check them after, blow off their heads to make sure. For now he had evened the
odds. Given himself some time.


    But the door continued to rattle in its
frame, and he heard glass breaking in one of his shuttered windows. He lunged
for it, stuck the barrel in the shutter port and fired again. The sound of
flesh destruction was less, a smaller target — perhaps one of the
females, or the child.


    He grimaced at the thought. He wasn’t
looking forward to the clean up.


    Behind him the door started to splinter,
so he pumped the Remington and put a shell through the port, satisfied at the
sound of further destruction. He didn’t think of it as murder. The walkers did
not scream or speak, they only grunted and growled, and it was easier to think
of them as animals. Dangerous animals who could
have left him alone.


    But they hadn’t…


    Suddenly the door exploded inward and
he barely had time to pump the action before the large leader of the herd
stumbled in and recovered his balance all too quickly, his ruined hands reaching
out like talons to grab flesh.


    He made a strangled sound and shot the
walker in the stomach, folding the creature in half… but only for a
split-second, because then the face was up again and all its decaying skin was
hanging in strips and its mouth was like a shark’s, snapping closed as it tried
to grab the food it craved. Its back was a ruined mess where the pellets had
exited, some of them taking half the other male’s face off in a bloody black
cloud. That walker dropped like a sack, but the massively built leader somehow
continued on, its attack mode fully engaged.


    A pump of the Remington and now there
were only two shells left in the magazine.


    Make
it count! he thought. He heard more glass tinkling as another window
went.


    While his attention had slipped, a hand
grasped at his clothing and he sobbed as he felt himself dragged forward. The
shotgun barked and deafened him and he felt the blast’s wind as the shot took
off the walker’s arm at the shoulder, releasing him. It didn’t matter because the
monster seemed barely to notice, its focus on food and nothing else.


    Almost desperate now, he backed up out
of the snapping jaws’ range, lifted the shotgun barrel and put another handful
of pellets into the walker’s face. The shot was devastating.


    He stepped back just in time and the
wrecked body landed at his feet, twitching for few seconds then shuddering and
stiffening. A quick second death.


    Satisfied, he turned to face the other
breaking window, drew the Python, and two quick shots dropped the female walker
to the deck.


    Breathing in shudders, he tried to both
reload the Remington and also count the walkers he had neutralized. He stepped
around the corpse, through his ruined door and checked the mess on the deck.


    Shit!


    The kid and two females were unaccounted
for.


    And then he saw two of them, a female
and the kid, lurching away from his back steps and half-rolling down the slope.
Without their leader, they were no longer game for the fight. He stalked after
them single-mindedly, Python in hand. He had to finish them off, or they’d be
back.


    He stumbled down the snow-covered
hillside, almost catching up to them.


    They were moving erratically now. This
was the time. He extended his hand, the Python’s ribbed barrel swinging from
larger body to smaller, the sights lining up, his finger tightening on the
trigger. He brought some pressure to bear and…


    A strangled sob escaped him.


    With their backs to him as they slid
through the snow, the two didn’t look like walkers, like animals who hungered
for flesh.


    They looked like a woman and her child.


    He gasped and sobbed again, his eyes on
their backs, knowing he could drop them both, one-two, just like that. He’d
done it a thousand times.


    Christ!


    He lowered the Colt.


    What was wrong with him?


    He just couldn’t pull the trigger.


    Then he jumped, literally jumped in his boots, and whirled around.


    Fuck.


    Three.
There had been three more. He watched
as the two he’d allowed to escape reached the tree line and disappeared among
the pines almost as if they’d never been there.


    He stumbled and staggered back up the
hill toward his cabin, wondering how he’d managed to get so soft. And now he’d
made a… possibly… very fatal mistake. Two of them. Letting walkers live was
one step removed from suicide. Letting one disappear on him, likely inside his
own fortress, was suicide.


    The slippery snow-covered hillside
hindered his progress and the cold air chilled his hands and feet as he
struggled upward, his breath gasping out of his mouth and obscuring his view.


    When would the other female surprise
him? Where had she hidden? How would he lure her out so he could shoot her and
return his day to the peace and quiet with which it had begun?


    He holstered the Python and slipped a
few rounds into the Remington’s breech.


    The cabin lay silent on his hilltop,
its back door and three rear windows all ruined. There was no sign of the
female.


    Carefully, quietly, he climbed the
steps and avoided the black blood he’d spilled. The bodies outside were where
he had felled them.


    Just inside the back door, though,
something had changed.


    He stood gasping, staring, his shotgun
ready.


    The large walker, the leader (father?) of the herd, was not where he’d
been shot. He was gone.


    There was black and gray gore
everywhere, and a trail where he could see the walker had been dragged.


    He followed the trail cautiously,
edging down the steps to a slightly lower level where the corridor to the
upstairs bedrooms lay. But the trail of gore led down the main stairs, an open
staircase to the kitchen. He stepped carefully, avoiding the worst of it.


    His breath was ragged. His hands
trembled and the cradled shotgun wobbled.


    He found her in the kitchen, in the
middle of the floor, huddled over the ruined body of the walker.


    He raised the shotgun, finger
tightening on the trigger. It was a fairly light trigger, for a shotgun, and it
wouldn’t take much for him to follow through. But just as the pad of his index
finger started to widen on the cold, ribbed hardness of the curved trigger, he
blinked his eyes and his heart seemed to stop.


    The woman walker looked up at him
through the filthy bird’s nest of her hair, through the blood and gore on her
face. She looked up at him and he saw tears coursing down her face.


    Jesus,
this isn’t possible!


    A walker, crying? Could a walker be
alive enough or feel enough to cry? He didn’t think so. He’d looked into their
empty eyes enough as he had killed them. There was never anything in them but
raging, mindless hunger. This woman’s eyes were blank behind the tears, but…


    It was a different kind of blankness.


    Her eyes were wide and glazed, almost
sightless, but they were indeed leaking tears. Real tears. Her face looked like a walker’s, covered with
gore and decay, but now that he stared at her more carefully he started to
notice details. Her skin wasn’t decaying, it was just covered with dirt or
soot, along with the blood and whatever else — maybe from when he’d shot
someone else nearby. Her head had looked deflated to him through the
binoculars, or misshapen, but now it looked more as if she’d suffered some
blunt force trauma and had bled, and then her other head wound had scabbed
over.


    He released his pressure on the
trigger. Just enough to separate the skin of his finger from the trigger
itself. He half-lowered the shotgun.


    Her eyes followed the muzzle. It was
the first time, really, that he saw anything other than a stare from her.


    She couldn’t be a walker.


    His career prior to God’s Wrath had
been all about reading people, and treating them. The Wrath had made a killer
out of him. But now he felt a tingle, a hitching of the breath, that told him
to stop. Told him to evaluate.


    Christ…


    He hitched up the barrel when she
twitched and almost let go the blast, but held off and it was just a huge
body-length sigh and shudder that wracked her entire body.


    It wasn’t hard for him to spot the
possible signs of post-traumatic stress, perhaps in concert with actual trauma
of having her head bashed in by something like a two-by-four or baseball bat.
Maybe a steel pipe. His training, though rusty, helped with that.


    But the other part, the part that made
him suddenly realize she had been with the walkers and hadn’t been dead, or a
walker herself, and… she hadn’t been
turned into food, either… that part created more questions than it
answered.


    The male walker was definitely down for
good. The shotgun blasts had blown out his chest cavity as well as his arm and
all but decapitated his corpse. He was done.


    The woman, on the other hand, was
alive.


    Alive…
The old fashioned way. Really alive, as in breathing. He could see it now,
shallow breathing along the visible portions of her neck.


    If the large walker was her father,
perhaps that explained why she was still grieving. But all other such cases he
had witnessed ended when the walker in the family had attacked his or her own.
This one had not?


    He felt the world shift a little under
his feet. His world.


    He lowered the gun, making a decision.
“Friend?” he said.


    Idiot!
He’d
just killed her father again. As far
as she had to be concerned, he hadn’t proven much friendship.


    She looked at him with blank eyes that
somehow displayed a little less blankness at the outer edges.


    “Friend?” he repeated. The gun was now
almost too low to help him if she lunged as he had seen them do.


    She inclined her head and continued
crying, dripping tears on the body she still cradled.


    He watched her as he lay down the
shotgun. She stared back, sniffling almost imperceptively.


    Jesus.
He’d killed non-walkers, but they were actively attacking him, rogue human
scum. This woman was not, and had not. Not really. She’d followed the pack
leader, whoever he was.


    “Are you hungry?” he said. Her eyes and
nostrils widened, almost like those of an animal teased with a tidbit. He took
her answer as a yes.


    As she stared, he swiped an open
package of saltines from the counter. He offered it to her, but she shrank
back.


    Okay,
he thought. He lay it down on the messy linoleum. She would have to walk around
the body, but he would wait.


    His brain buzzed.


    He studied her as she looked at the
saltines longingly. She was maybe mid-twenties, square-jawed. Large, limpid
eyes. Straight nose. Her lips were thin and scabbed, but her lower lip was
larger and it now trembled. She looked wild, but that was because she’d been
dragged over the countryside by her walker family. Was that even possible?
Apparently it was…


    He backed out of the kitchen after
scooping up the shotgun again. She barely flinched, so enrapt had she become by
the food lying within reach.


    He stepped back upstairs and made sure
he could close what was left of the partly splintered door. He looked at the
human remains spread throughout the back hall and set about cleaning up as well
as he could. Now that he’d wound down a bit he saw his breath as the outside
cold had encroached on his cozy fortress.


    Yeah,
not much of a fortress anymore. He dug out bleach and a mop and a
bucket he filled from the well pump, then cocked an ear. He heard her
unwrapping the saltines downstairs. He kept the shotgun near, but got some of
the mess cleaned up. Superficially, at least.


    The body downstairs he would tackle
tomorrow. Christmas Eve.


    He spent the rest of the day in a chair
facing the stairs. The shotgun was on his lap. He heard the woman moving around
downstairs, but he’d barred the french doors and windows that opened onto the
front of the deck. She couldn’t leave without passing him. The guns were racked
and chained, unloaded, trigger-locked. He had taken every precaution but the
obvious one.


    Now what?


    The thoughts swirled as he sat. The
sight of her face hovered in his memory. His old instinct, that of a helper, started to manifest. He’d killed
for so long, it was a strange feeling. How had this happened, and why? The
question went beyond how and why this woman was alive, but how and why she
hadn’t been attacked and killed by her family members who had turned. Could the
walkers feel love? Could they
continue to love even after death? The woman clearly still grieved for her
father, if that’s who the large walker had been. Perhaps his attack had been
based on doing the best for his family, not mere hunger. But even thinking this
was disturbing. And if this one whose corpse lay downstairs was doing just
that, were there others? What did this mean for the end of the world? Maybe the
end was a kind of beginning. 


    Here he was, delving into philosophy
again.


    Hours — and an endless stream of
thoughts — later, he heard shuffling on the steps and soon she appeared,
her eyes downcast. She stood at the top of the stairs. She wouldn’t look at him
directly.


    He pointed to a blanket and pillow on
his sofa. “If you want it,” he said. Now she was looking at the shotgun, so he
slowly placed it on the floor. And then she looked at him, her eyes large in
the darkening room. The tears had dried, but she still seemed shell-shocked.
“The couch is warm,” he added.


    They remained in their places for a
while, neither talking or moving. He didn’t know what to say — how do you
apologize for shooting someone’s family? He wasn’t sure how to deal with this
situation, and he wasn’t sure letting her in his house was any sort of
solution.


    Still…


    It seemed like hours later, but it
probably wasn’t, that he made a decision. He went to bed.


    By now she was shivering, waves of
all-over shivers wracking her body.


    Shock. Or the cold air that whistled
through the house. Or both.


    He had almost started a fire, but he
was afraid being too warm would impact his watchfulness. So he allowed the cold
to continue filtering in through the gaps in the damaged doors and windows,
then he threw a down quilt over his bed in the nearest bedroom, climbed under
it, and slowly let his muscles relax. There was almost pain from his day-long
tenseness, and he sighed with relief at lying full-length on the bed.


    The wind picked up outside and howled
through the holes, sounding like animated wolves baying at the moon. He
wondered what those two others were doing —  huddling in a hole somewhere, or under a fallen tree?


    More important? Were they alive too? Had he almost killed two
living humans? And why shouldn’t he have? They had attacked his home. Then
again, nothing in this situation had an obvious explanation. Maybe he would
look for them, see if his suspicions were correct. Maybe he’d make a mistake.
Another mistake. But maybe he had to try.


    The loneliness had gotten to him, and
only now did he realize it.


    Moisture pooled at the corner of his
eye and he blinked it away.


    Awake, he waited.


    The cold seeped into his skin even
under the quilt. The house had become an ice-field, and he was glad he’d kept
his clothes on. He wondered about the woman, but tried to let his mind wander.


    He heard a small shuffling at the door.
He sensed she was standing there, looking at him in the dark. He felt her eyes
on him. He heard her shivering, her teeth clacking together. How had they
managed to stay warm on the outside? Did they have a shelter? A shelter nearby?


    He was on his side, facing away from
the door.


    She took a step into the room, then
another step. She was dragging something. The blanket? He hoped it was the
blanket. His muscles tensed again.


    She approached the bed, still
shivering, her movements sounding stiff and automatic.


    Shock,
he thought. Shock in addition to trauma.


    Or
stealth.


    His hand was under the pillow,
clutching the warm (yet cold) Colt Python he had slipped underneath when he’d
gone to bed. His finger was on the trigger.


    Her breathing was ragged, shallow. Not
stealthy at all.


    Lost,
afraid.


    His muscles tensed as she lifted the
quilt and climbed under, next to him. His finger brushed the trigger, unsure.
Her shivering made the bed quiver. He lay still.


    A half hour passed.


    She slid slowly closer and he let her.
She was sniffling now, a small hitching sound.


    Lonely.


    He let her share in his warmth. They
huddled under the quilt together, slowly warming despite the cold wind. He
smiled in the dark. He’d have to throw out the bedclothes. Sometime after
midnight, when her breathing was regular, he took his finger off the trigger.


    Maybe… lonely no more.


    The coming day seemed a little less
dangerous.


    It was Christmas Eve.


    


     

    


     

    *
* The End
* *


     



     ☮


    


     

    Bonus Reprint


     In the anthology Small
Bites, published in 2004 as a benefit for the great author Charles Grant, 


    the gimmick was that each
story had to come in under 500 words. This was one of my three stories 


    in that book, and it’s still
a favorite of mine! This is its first reprinting… 


    and an appropriately light
closer for this publication, I thought.


     


    


     

    STAND BY YOUR ZOMBIE


     


    W.D. Gagliani


     


     


     


    What else could Linda do?


    Yes, the virus had turned dark-haired
men into meat-craving, lurching eating machines. When Brad had begun coughing
up blood-flecked phlegm, she knew what it meant. She watched MSNBC and CNN and
Headline News, and that cute anchorman had started coughing and died right on
the air. Then he’d risen up and commenced chomping on the woman anchor, the
cute one Brad lusted after, and the network went black for three hours.


    Linda knew the danger. The government
had passed an emergency law saying she was supposed to turn in Brad’s corpse as
soon as the National Guard trucks pulled into the Wal-Mart parking lot down the
street. The trucks had come in just last night.


    But goddamn it, Brad had never been so
good to her. He’d stopped hitting her for messing up dinner. or not having a
drink ready when he came home. He’d stopped making wise-ass remarks about her
to the neighbors. He’d stopped saying mean, untrue things about her to his
mother while Linda sat in the same room. He’d stopped leering at the new woman
who’d moved in down the street — what was her name? Brooke.


    And his death had somehow left him with
a raging erection no Viagra or Cialis could have produced.


    After she figured out how to muzzle
Brad like a guard dog, she found he was pliable as a corpse. His dead, soulless
eyes seemed to lust for her flesh, but only as food. Linda had a whole
different sort of lust in mind. And tied up as he was, she was more than happy
to sate herself at will, no matter how badly his deteriorating carcass smelled.


    Society had broken down, but they still
made PineSol. Go figure.


    No, government orders or not, she
wasn’t going to give up Brad, not when he had finally become the sort of
husband she wanted. Maybe they’d send blond and red-haired soldiers (all the
genetically dark-haired had fallen victim to the virus, too), but she would say
he had left her. She would take her chances. After all, she had vowed to honor
and obey. He couldn’t give orders any more, thank God, but what she did with
his body could be called honoring.


    There was one catch…


    She couldn’t ignore his muffled mewling
and whimpering, his rolling pupils, his skin turning sallow.


    She dialed and the call went through after
a short wait. Order was being restored on a daily basis.


    “Hello?” The voice at the other end was
tentative.


    “Hi, Brooke? It’s Linda.” From down the
street!” She covered the mouthpiece with her slender hand. “Hang in there,
Brad, my love,” she whispered.


    Into the phone, she said, “Brooke,
honey, you want to come by for coffee and a snack? I’m real lonely. Okay, dear,
see you in ten!”


    Brad’s tremors seemed to subside as she
went about setting the table for one.


    


     

    *
* The End
* *


    


     

    ☮


    


     

    Merry
Christmas & Happy New Year!


    ❃
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