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Under The Bed
 
              Terri shivered uncontrollably as she bit down on her lips to stop herself from making a sound. She needed to stay as quiet as possible, but her arm really hurt and she was exhausted. She lay as still as possible under her bed as she could. In her left arm she clutched her Winnie the Pooh. Until today she’d thought maybe ten was too old to still want her Pooh bear. 
              Now she held onto him so hard that she was sure some of his stitching had split. He’d been a gift from her daddy and daddy had promised to get her all of the characters. But Pooh was the only one he got for her before he left and never came home.
              Mommy’s feet passed in front of her eyes again as she stumbled around Terri’s room. One slipper was still on mommy’s foot but the other was bare and Terri could see where the blood dried as it ran down mommy’s leg from the hole on her neck.
              Mommy had been going outside to put the trash in the can while Terri was eating her Fruit Loops. As far as Terri was concerned Fruit Loops were the best cereal ever made. As she was watching the cereal float around in the bowl Mr. Johnson from next door walked up to mommy. Terri was watching through the window and she thought Mr. Johnson was walking very funny. 
              When mommy said hello to Mr. Johnson he’d started to moan and stumble toward her. Mommy tried to run but slipped on the ground and lost a slipper. She’d screamed for Terri to hide as Mr. Johnson dropped on her and started to bite her on the neck and face. 
              Terri had screamed then ran upstairs to her room and hid.
              A long time later Terri heard noises coming from downstairs. It had sounded like glass breaking and shuffling. She gathered up all of her courage and opened her door and tip toed to the head of the stairs to see who was down there. She saw mommy walk by and ran down to her yelling because she was so happy to see her. But just as she was about to jump into mommy’s arms she saw the blood caked and dried on the front of her robe and the weird look in her eyes. Terri tried to run back up the stairs.
              But mommy had seen her and grabbed her arm. Terri fought and thrashed. She did not want mommy touching her because mommy looked scary like Mr. Johnson. Then mommy bit her right on the arm! It hurt her so bad and the sight of her own blood made her freak out and actually start hitting and kicking mommy. Terri finally managed to pull free and she ran upstairs and dove under her bed. 
              Forgetting to shut and lock her door. 
              For almost an hour now mommy walked back and forth in front of her room and Terri stayed quiet. But it was getting harder and harder to stay awake… maybe she would just take a little nap and everything would be all better when she woke up.
              Terri closed her eyes. 
              A little while later she woke up and joined mommy. They headed outside to find something to eat. Pooh Bear stayed under the bed. Perhaps he was hiding from Terri.
 
 
 



Last Train Out
 
 
              Tammy Bailey was trapped inside a subway car, of all crazy things and she was pretty damn sure she was going to die there. 
              All she’d wanted to do was get to her mother’s house in New Jersey after all of the craziness started a few hours ago. The television started talking about riots and other violence in downtown Manhattan and was advising people to just stay in their homes until the police restored order. That had been ok for the first hour. Then the sexy Latina reporter had her cute little nose bitten off by a kid who looked like he was no more than ten. The kid had looked like he was dead for Christ sake. 
Tammy decided to get the fuck off of the island.
              She’d packed a small bag and headed out onto the streets. There seemed to be a lot of people running around screaming and acting like it was the end of the world. For all Tammy knew it was. There also seemed to be a lot of people who were just aimlessly wandering around and moaning at the people who ran past them. Tammy remembered the demise of the sexy reporter who’d once upon a time filled her solo time with so many pleasurable fantasies and decided to stay away from everyone.
              A lot of people acted like they’d gone crazy. They also looked like they had absolutely no business walking around with all of the open wounds and extreme injuries.
              She reached the entrance to the subway station and noted with approval that there was an armed guard posted there. She was a bit disturbed by the almost two dozen brown and red stains on the concrete surrounding the entrance.
              “Ma’am,” the guard said firmly, “I need to make sure that you are uninjured before I let you in.” He glanced past her at the popping sounds of distant gunfire as he finished the obviously well rehearsed speech.
              Tammy started to get indignant. She wanted to scream at this jacked up Rent-A-Cop like when she’d been in High school after 9/11 and there were so many fucking cops everywhere in the city. That one in Times Square had been sorry he’d ever fucked with Tammy Lee Bailey. She was just about to open up at full volume when she noticed that the guards hand was firmly on the butt of his automatic pistol, then she remembered the stains on the ground and for the first time wondered if all of those people that had left those stains were the injured crazy ones or were they people that just had not been able to keep their mouths shut?
              Without a peep of protest, a thing that would have shocked her mother, Tammy allowed the guard to look her over for signs of trauma. He then waved her through to the station below.
              Below ground was barely controlled chaos. Police officers in Transit uniforms directed people onto cars so packed Tammy was shocked anyone could breathe in them. She jumped a bit when she heard three sharp gunshots from above. Tammy assumed another red and brown stain had been added to the concrete.
              It was almost an hour before Tammy was shoehorned onto a train car and by that point she was getting really scared. For the last fifteen minutes the gunfire above had become heavier and heavier. The sounds of hundreds of people moaning could clearly be heard whenever there was a lull in the fire. As the train was leaving the station Tammy thought she saw someone come running down the steps from the surface firing up as they descended but she was never sure.
              The train traveled for more than twenty minutes and passed two stations. The first station seemed abandoned. Tammy could see that the platform was empty and the gates were closed. The second station was something from her worst nightmares. There were dozens of people milling around on the platform but they were all covered in gore. There was blood and body parts strewn all around and the gates seemed to have been torn from their anchors in the walls of the platform. As they passed the creatures, she no longer thought of them as people, all turned toward the train and began to jump off the platform and follow them. The result was several of the monsters made contact with the third rail that powered the electric motor of the train.
              The train glided to a stop. In the silence the moans of the dead could be heard coming toward them. The other passengers began to panic there were screams and several people were badly injured. Two men managed to force the doors of the car opened and the passengers started streaming into the subway tunnels. Tammy’s belief that this was a really bad idea was soon confirmed when the screams of the former passengers were carried back to the ones in the car as they met the other travelers in the tunnels.
              Tammy helped several others who’d stayed on the car close and barricade the doors that had been forced open. They watched horrified as the people who’d left ran like blind mice trying to avoid being attacked by the people who had to be dead. One by one the screams stopped and one by one the ranks of the dead were increased and their moans and pounding were enough to drive anyone mad. If it were not for the fact that they did not seem to understand that they had to climb up onto the stairs before they could try and enter the train everyone inside would have been quickly consumed.
              For many long hours they remained trapped inside the car. Thirteen people, four badly injured, facing a horde of what appeared to be several hundred of the dead. One of the survivors had a radio on her and they listened to the news reports of the dead rising all over the world and the increasingly desperate actions being used to combat them. They learned that large sections of New York City had been abandoned to the dead and it did not take any of them more than a minute to figure out they were right inside the area that had been abandoned.
              One of the badly injured died five hours after the train was stopped. One minute the man, by his dress Tammy thought he was a bicycle messenger, was breathing raggedly and the next he was not. Only two minutes later he sat straight up and looked at them, he then let out a low savage moan. The second panic was worse than the first. He lumbered over and began eating one of the other badly injured people, several others tried to stop him but they were in turn bit. Tammy had been listening to the news and she knew what was going to happen. She reached into her purse and drew out the snub nosed .32 caliber pistol her mother bought for her when she moved to the city. In four years she’d never drawn it in anger, but she was a damn good shot.
              She put one round in the head of the Bike Messenger, the news had been pretty clear about that, and proceeded to do the same to four others he’d attacked. She ignored their pleas for her not to shoot, she’d seen too much today. She had one round left when she was done the seven other living people in the car stared at her but said nothing. Tammy knew in that moment there was no way she or anyone else was going to get out of this coffin, but she didn’t really give a fuck about the rest of them. Let them figure their own way out.
              She put the barrel under her chin and pulled the trigger.
 
 



 
The Rising Water
 
              When the rain began to fall Billy wasn’t too worried even though his mom and dad were both in the city leaving him alone in the house. They’d told him he was big enough to stay home alone while they made the twelve mile trip from the old farm house to the grocery store in town. He’d felt very proud of himself. Then the television began to show him some really scary things.
              That was yesterday morning.
              When mom and dad left he’d done what every kid does when they are left alone for the first time. He’d turned on the television louder than his mother ever would have allowed and he’d dug into the junk food in the kitchen. He was talking to his best friend Brandon via Instant Messenger when the TV began to make that stupid Emergency Broadcast noise.
              “Damnit!” Billy said and giggled because he could swear out loud without having to worry that his mom would hear him. It never occurred to him that his parents might have wired a camera to keep an eye on him.
              He reached over and grabbed the remote to hit the mute button. He spun the chair around, aimed the remote at the television, and then stopped cold. The scene was one of chaos and for a second Billy actually thought it was a city scene from the latest “Left 4 Dead” game.
              The scene was shot from a stationary traffic camera. There was a man running down a street and below the image a caption said “Downtown Boston”. Behind the man was a pack of what looked like sick people stumbling and falling as they pursued him like a swarm of ants. To Billy it looked like something they would see in the fields when they were rounding up the cows at night. The man was limping like he’d hurt his leg and Billy could see that he was soundlessly screaming for help.
              “This can’t be real,” Billy whispered to the empty room as he watched the man being overrun and taken down by the pack. The last image was of the man’s single arm reaching for help. Then the picture switched back to the daytime weather girl sitting behind the anchor desk.
              Billy turned the volume back on and listened as the somewhat hysterical anchor tried to explain what they were seeing. She attempted to convince the audience and presumably herself that this was some kind of terrorist attack and that the people doing the killing were infected with some sort of toxin or virus.
              Billy shook his head in disgust. Even at twelve he knew what was going on. He knew that it could only be one thing.
              Zombies!
              The first thing he’d done was to retrieve his bat from his room and then make sure all of the windows and doors were locked. Then he turned all of the exterior lights and every light in the house off except for the flashlight he carried with him. He knew from the plethora of zombie movies and books he’d consumed that the dead would be drawn to the light. He then camped out in his parent’s room and turned on their television to watch the chaos unfold.
              The rain that had been falling steadily all day began to increase in intensity not long after he established his command center in his folk’s room. The winds picked up and whenever he peaked through the heavy blinds the water was falling faster and faster.
              He considered going out to the barn and checking on the animals while there was still light. But he had no desire to encounter one of the dead whose numbers seemed to be increasing exponentially according to the TV. Even though they were relatively isolated out here on the farm the valley still had a population of nearly twenty five thousand.
              After an hour he made the first attempt to call his parents on their cell phones. After more than fifteen attempts it became clear to him that the circuits were so overloaded it could be days before he would be able to make a connection. Besides he was sure it would only be a matter of time before they came home. Then they could all ride out this crisis here on the farm safe and sound.
              The rain kept falling.
              He fell asleep sometime around midnight. His parents had yet to return home and he’d begun redialing their numbers every five minutes. The images on the television were becoming more frightening as scenes of death and insanity filled the screen. Sometime around eleven the female anchor had a meltdown and began sobbing and screaming for somebody to please go to her house and check on her children because the police would not allow her to leave the studio.
              Billy switched over to Netflix at that point and started watching old episodes of Adventure Time to calm himself.
              The power went off sometime before five in the morning as best as Billy could figure. When he woke the air conditioner was off and the room was chokingly hot already. He was covered in a thick sheen of sweat and was forced to take a very cold shower in order to relieve the greasy unpleasantness. He changed and then went downstairs to check the doors and windows.
              The house was dark and hot. 
              Billy went to each door and every widow and assessed the situation outside. He saw none of the dead but he was disquieted by the amount of standing water he could see in the fields and on the lawn. His father had complained that it had been an unusually wet and hot spring and that too much of the snowpack had melted. He’d been concerned they would be unable to get a good crop this year because of oversaturation. The rain was still falling as hard as ever.
              Then he saw the shape by the barn.
              It looked like the outline of a person but Billy was not able to determine who it was. His first instinct was to go out there and greet them. The idea that it was an adult who would help him was just too appealing. He sprinted from the window to the door and was just about to throw the door open and race into the torrential downpour when his calmer nature took over. He considered the possibilities.
              What if it was one of the dead people?
              What if it was a living person who was looking to steal from the farm?
              What if it were somebody who was hurt?
              What if they were lost?
              What if he knew them?
              That last thought was the one that spurred him into action. The valley was a close knit community and there were very few people who he didn’t have a passing acquaintance with. He grabbed his rain slicker from the mud room and threw it on as he scooped up his bat. Then he hit the door and hurried toward the massive rust colored edifice that was the farms central barn.
              “Hello!” he yelled. “Are you hurt?” He closed the distance, his feet sucking into the muddy ground, as quickly as he could. In his mind it was one of the neighbors, they had hiked over because the water had washed out the roads and they were here to take care of him. He came to a squelching stop in front of the open door to the barn and his jaw hit his chest.
              Apparently the winds of the night before had ripped one of the doors off of its hinges exposing the interior to the elements. Inside the gloom he saw the shape of the person bent over the struggling body of a chicken. There was blood and feathers all over the muddy ground and the animal, which had to already be dead, was twitching uncontrollably.  In the darkness of the interior he could hear the agitate cries of the other animals as they attempted to put as much distance as possible between themselves and their unwanted visitor.
              Billy began to back up but in his fear he forgot about the mud. He was unable to cleanly pull his boots free of the molasses like ground and fell backwards into the morass.  The creature raised its head and appeared to be sniffing the air before turning its head to look directly at Billy.
              It loosed an evil moan and rose to its feet.
              Billy was shocked to see that he did indeed know the person the zombie had been. Erin Kelly lived five miles away with her husband. They raised and boarded horses. It had been Miss Erin who taught Billy how to ride and care for a horse. Now she was walking slowly and methodically toward him, her jaw working up and down.
              “Miss Erin, what happened to you?” Billy asked as he attempted to free himself from the quagmire. He could see what appeared to be a massive wound on her right shoulder and a large splash of red brown blood covering her blouse.
              Instead of answering the thing that had been his friend and teacher exited the barn and advanced through the mud toward him. She was already moving so slowly and methodically that the mud seemed to affect her much less than it had affected him.
              He was now scrambling backwards through the mud. Tears ran down his young face and mixed with the rain water as he attempted to simultaneously rise and flee. He accomplished neither of these actions and the relatively slow zombie cleared the space between them.
              “Please Miss Erin, NO!” he cried as she reached for his feet.
              She grabbed hold of his ankle and began to pull him toward her. If Billy had stopped to think he probably would have been dead. Instead he switched over to a type of panicked autopilot and began to kick and scream wildly. He was like a penned and wounded animal and every time he made contact with her dead sodden form he felt a primal jolt of pleasure. After the fourth or fifth kick made contact with her face the zombie Miss Erin fell backwards and her grip on his ankle was broken.
              Adrenaline buzzing through his system Billy sprang to his feet and raced to the bat he’d dropped at the barn entrance. He could hear the Erin thing struggling to its feet behind him but he paid it little mind. He needed to get to the weapon. Heart pounding and the smell of rot, mud, and warm rain filling his nose Billy retrieved the aluminum club and whirled around.
              She was advancing again.
              He set his feet firmly in the mud and raised the implement over his shoulder. He knew all he needed was one good swing. All he needed to do was make contact with the small woman’s head and he could drop her. All he had to do was kill someone who’d been like an older sister to him his entire life.
              “Erin, please stop,” he whispered and the tears that had never stopped flowing picked up in intensity. 
              She advanced.
              “Please don’t make me do this,” he begged
              She growled.
              “Please just go away,” he begged.
              She reached for him
              “I’M SORRY!” he screamed, and then he swung the bat as hard as he could.
              She dropped to the ground. 
              It was hard for Billy to say how long he stood in front of the barn and cried over the body of his friend. It may have been minutes and it may have been days. In that moment time meant nothing. But the Billy who eventually returned to the house was not the one who’d left it.
              That Billy was as dead as Miss Erin.
              He decided he would make some dinner and eat it on the massive covered porch. His father had a shotgun in the basement and Billy would take it with him. The rain showed no signs of letting up and the water was getting higher and higher in the fields and on the lone road. Soon it would reach the porch.
              He would wait for the water to stop rising. And then he would go find his parents.
 
 
 
 
 



 
It Was The Corn
 
Jack was not feeling so good. Ever since he ate that donut and coffee this morning he’d been feeling dizzy and having sharp pains under his rib cage. At first he thought that it was just a really bad case of gas. He’d been using that new sweetener, unisweet, for the last week and one of the possible side effects that was listed on the box was gas. Jack had already been seeing massive results from the usage of unisweet. He’d not changed his eating and drinking patterns in the slightest but dropped almost fifteen pounds.
              Unisweet, a substitute sweetener made from genetically engineered corn, had been released onto the market almost thirty days ago and was touted as the answer to the world’s weight problems. Not only did unisweet have zero calories it also encouraged the body to not absorb the calories from other foods and beverages.  
              A massive cramp jumped from the pit of Jack’s stomach to the center of his chest. He dropped to his knees in the middle of the hallway and the papers that he’d been taking to the accounting department scattered across the floor in a white fanning arc.
              “Jack, are you ok?” Marie asked. She was the attractive administrator from the research department. Jack always perked up when she spoke to him. Now she seemed very worried as she knelt beside him and took his hand in hers.
              Jack always liked Marie, her caramel colored skin and dark eyes usually had the power to send his heart fluttering and to tie his tongue in knots. But at the moment all he could do was hope that his bladder didn’t release from the pain. Instead of answering her he groaned loudly and rolled onto his side drawing his knees up to his chest.
              “Somebody call 911” Marie yelled, “I think he’s having a heart attack!” 
              If he’d been feeling a little better Jack might have smiled at the real concern he heard in her voice. But his vision was fading and he was beginning to hear things as if he were at the bottom of a pool. There was a rushing in his ears and his breath was coming in short painful gasps. He vaguely realized that his pants had become warm and wet but it really didn’t matter because his pulse was racing and the room was spinning.
              “OH MY GOD!” Marie screamed as Jack began to spasm and convulse. For thirty seconds Jack Meyer, Junior Partner at the Law Firm of Goldman & Stern, whipped across the floor and released his bowels. Then he went still and quiet.
              The crowd of people that had gathered around Jack stood shocked and silent. Blood poured from his nose, mouth, ears, and eyes. Nobody approached closer than ten feet and the air was still and quiet.
              “Is he dead?” someone in the crowd asked but Marie couldn’t answer.
              She shook her head slightly, visibly steeled herself, and knelt down next to Jack and said, “Jack … Jack are you ok?”
              There was no response and the crowd began to murmur.
              Marie reached out to touch Jack’s shoulder. Before she made contact Jack’s body shook. She drew her hand back and the group gasped. He began to roll over and Marie smiled.
              “Oh thank god” she said and reached out to help him up.
              As soon as her hand touched him she knew something was wrong but she never had a chance to do anything about it. Jacks head whipped around and she saw the cloudy red pall over his eyes and the bloody grimace on his open mouth. 
              “Jack …” she began.
              His hand flashed out and grabbed her arm. It was painful but she never had time to cry out as Jack’s entire body sprung forward like a coiled spring and his teeth clamped down on her shoulder. Blood streamed from the bite and then Jack ripped a huge chunk from her body. She screamed and attempted to fight her way free of him but his hands were like steel vices.
              All around them the people in the office began to run and scream. Nobody looked back at Marie as Jack’s teeth ripped another chunk of her flesh out and her blood flowed onto the expensive carpeted floor.
              On other floors in the building the same scene was playing out.
              All across the city, the state, the country … all across the world the same scene was playing itself out.
              A very tiny fraction of the population was allergic to the active genetically modified ingredients in unisweet. Once those people reached a certain level of saturation a cascade effect took place. Those with the allergy died and then the brain was restarted by the genetically changed sweetener. The people that got up were then ravenously hungry and the prey they craved was the flesh of their fellow humans. To make matters worse the genetic coding was transferred in the fluids of the infected to their victims.
              All efforts at containment failed within hours as the infection spread.
 
***
 
              The group had been moving hard throughout the night and had been on the march for almost a week. Six days before, the pack of dead besieging their hiding place had finally gotten through the defenses they’d been reinforcing for more than a month. If it’d happened a few weeks earlier it would have been tragic but they had been at the end of their food stocks and the debate about whether or not to make a move to someplace better had been becoming heated.
              The numbers of the dead on the streets were light and they’d been making good time. Even the children hadn’t had any real problem keeping up with the rest of the group. There were three main goals. First they had to acquire some transportation, then they needed to secure a new and hopefully an easier defended place to live, and finally they needed food. These things were easier said than done, in the weeks since the rising of the dead. Most of the trappings of civilization had deteriorated faster than anyone could have guessed.
              Most of the vehicles readily available were either damaged or they lacked something necessary such as tires, batteries, and gas making them useless. A lot of the more suitable buildings were either taken by the living or more often the dead. Or they’d been damaged in some way that made them uninhabitable without a serious amount of work. All of this was bothersome but it could be worked around, the real problem was the lack of readily available food.
              In the days of chaos when the crisis began people scoured the stores and restaurants for all food they could lay their hands on. The survivors had stopped at more than a dozen locations since escaping their former home and the most they’d found was a few bags of crackers and stale bread. They’d been on the move without any food for more than a day.
              It was the little Asian kid who saw the truck.
              Overturned in the middle of the road was a delivery truck with the graphics of cakes, cookies, and pies plastered to the sides. It had apparently taken a turn way to quickly during the rising and had overturned and rolled into the ditch on the side of the road. The doors were still closed, the widows were cracked but intact, and the truck had not caught fire.
              “Hold up,” the leader of the group said and then motioned for three of the members to check it out.
              They were all experienced in the ways of the new world. When they pried the glass out of the front wind shield nobody was surprised when the broken form of the driver pulled itself out of the truck, groaning and reaching. The creature was quickly dispatched. Then the trio moved to the back of the truck where they pried the rusted rolling door open.
              “It’s good,” one of them called out. The glee heard in his voice was infectious.
              “Alright folks,” the leader said. “Let’s get down there and have a bite to eat.” He grinned and then led his group of survivors to the sugary bounty that awaited them.
              The group, all twenty three of them, fell upon the goodies in the back of the truck. The last cargo it had carried were snack cakes and pies for convenience stores and gas stations. The survivors gorged themselves on fatty sugary goodness until they were stuffed and satiated. It was decided the area behind the truck was a good place to set up camp and rest for a few hours.
              None of the survivors paid any attention to the stickers on all of the cakes and pies which read “Made with Unisweet”.
              In less than six hours all of the survivors were dead and walking. The weeks of heat had caused the modified genes in the sweetener to grow in potency. Seven of the survivors quickly succumbed to the allergic reaction while the others slept or paid attention to the area outside the camp.
              And the world kept dying.
 



 
One Foot In Front Of The Other
 
              Swing and a miss! 
              That was the first reaction which stomped through Dana’s mind when she saw the kid with the club. He was carrying a club, probably a pre-plague baseball bat, heavily modified with rebar and leather reinforcement over the last twenty years. She watched him swing for the head of the groaning mess trying to get a grip on his young and juicy body. 
              She had to give the kid credit for guts, even though as he missed with his first clumsy attack he simply backed up a few paces and tried again. This time the weapon connected with the right shoulder of the monster trundling toward the boy. The full motion reminded her of Zane back in the early days.
              Dana winced as she heard the snap and crack of bones being held together by skin that was more leather than flesh break under the force of the impact. The sound was one she was intimately acquainted with. The creature had once been a human being. Dana studied the shreds of clothing still clinging to the gaunt form and realized this one had been a soldier at one time. The fatigues were still identifiable under the layers of dried mud and gore. It stumbled under the blow but did not go down.
              “Shit!” the kid cried in frustration, his voice was a little high and had the slight breaking of someone just beginning to enter his manhood. He stepped back three more steps and readied to swing again. She could see the runnels of sweat gleaming on his heavily tanned skin and his long brown hair blowing in the gentle breeze gave him a slightly ethereal quality. She was painfully reminded of Zane as she watched the kid refuse to give up and flee the zombie before him.
              “Boy has guts,” Dana said to herself. She never took her eyes off of him as she unslung the rifle from her back and worked the lever action driving a round into the chamber. A voice in the back of her mind gave a tusking noise when she realized that the kid had not heard the snacking of the lever and bolt. He was brave but not nearly observant enough for her liking. Zane would have smacked her on the back of her head for having so little situational awareness. 
              She was surprised when she realized the boy was not preparing to swing for the head which was a good six inches higher than his own this time. The angle of his stance showed he was aiming somewhere a good deal south of the creature’s skull. He swung and connected solidly with the knee of the zombie. There was a loud popping noise as the lower leg was dislocated from the upper leg and the creature, that should have been dead maybe twenty years ago but was not, fell to the ground leaving the dislocated section flopping and useless. The thing was persistent though and it began to crawl toward the boy. Its skeletal fingers were digging into the cracked and busted asphalt that was once the parking lot of a burned out shopping complex, moaning and reaching.
              Dana shivered. 
              No matter how many times she heard it, the hunting moan all zombies employed to call their brethren to the feast never failed to give her the creeps. She began to scan the tree line for movement, if they were lucky there wouldn’t be too many of the things within easy hearing distance, but then she heard the answering moans and knew luck was not with her today.
              The boy did hear the moans of the dead and his head shot up as he spun around looking in all directions to see if any of the former residents of Wayne, Michigan were about to put in an appearance. As his eyes scanned the over turned semi trailer Dana was leaning against, he jumped back half a step in surprise. He looked at the rifle braced across her forearm and cocked his head in a silent question. “Is that gonna be used on me?”
              Dana shook her head and nodded toward the former soldier now less than five feet from the kids cracked and faded engineer’s boots. He looked down, raised his war club, and swung it down into the withered skull. There was the sound of a pumpkin splitting open and the creature stopped moving for good this time.
              He started to walk toward Dana when motion in the old shopping center caught both of their eyes. Three figures were heading toward them reaching and moaning in anticipation of a warm meal.
              “Come on kid,” Dana called out abandoning the noise discipline that had served her so well for the majority of her life. Now that they’d been made by the locals speed was more important than stealth. Zane would not have approved of this, she thought to herself as she raised the carefully maintained rifle and took aim on the closest zombie.
              CRACK!
              The head of the first zombie exploded and the creature dropped to the ground.
              She worked the lever, ejecting the spent round and chambering the next… CRACK!
              And the next one fell.
              One more time she manipulated the weapon Zane had carried for fifteen years, beginning in Vancouver, British Columbia and ending in a nameless little town in West Virginia… CRACK!
              And the final one was dispatched.
              “Wow,” the kid breathed as he closed the last dozen yards between them. “Where did you learn to shoot like that?” Dana was uncomfortable with the worshipful look she saw in his bright green eyes. She thought Zane may have seen the same thing when he found her trapped in the RV outside of Calgary.
              “A friend taught me,” she replied slinging the weapon over her shoulder. For a full minute neither spoke as they scanned the area for more visitors. To anyone living in the post plague world it was an action which had become second nature over the years.
              “What were you doing out here?” Dana asked after she was relatively sure they were safe for the moment. You were never a hundred percent safe in the open and on the ground, but it had been more than a year since Dana had encountered a real horde.
              “What do you mean?” he asked strapping his club to his hip. The kid was all ropey muscles and tight sinew. He had the hard look all survivors had these days. But he was grinning like the cat that got the cream.
              “You were playing with that thing. When you encounter a ghoul you put it down, it’s not a toy it’s death,” she said coldly.
              “I’m training,” he said. He was looking at her again and now she realized he was probably only thirteen or fourteen years old.
              He wasn’t even born when the world was right, she thought and shook her head sadly.
              “If I don’t practice hunting and killing them how the fuck will I protect myself when I get cornered by a pack?” he asked cocking his head curiously.
              They began to walk toward the road together. Neither was conscious that they were following the other. It was a gorgeous sunny June day. The last two years had been something approaching normal, the ashes from the dead cities burning had finally begun falling from the upper atmosphere allowing the globe to warm again.
              A hawk cried out in the distance.
              “Where do you live?” Dana asked. She unhooked the ancient canteen from her belt and took a hard pull then offered it to the boy who gulped down half the contents.
              “Me and my mom live with a group,” he replied not giving details. Dana approved, they had just met and she had no need to know where he lived. He was so calm and confident. It had been a long time since Dana had met anyone who seemed to have a hopeful outlook on life.
              “What do you do?” he suddenly asked her.
              Dana broke out laughing. It was the last question she would have ever guessed the boy would ask. “I travel,” she said giggling.
              “Well yeah,” he said, “but what do you do?”
              Dana thought about it for a second. The kid was so like she had been as a kid. They stopped and she reached into her bag and brought out a fat notebook. She handed it to him.
              “Can you read?” she asked.
              “Yep, mom says I have to understand the world if I am going to live in it. She was a teacher,” he replied smiling. “What is this?” he asked.
              “My journal, I record everything I see and do on the road. Tonight I will write about you.” She didn’t know why she added that last part but the grin that split his face made her heart sore.
              “Really? That is totally cool!” he said. “Why do you do it?” he asked and his genuine interest was infectious.
              “One day this will all be over. The dead will be nothing more than a nuisance, if they are even still around. Then we will rebuild and people will want to know what happened during the dark years,” she said. It had been Zane who had started the first of the six journals she carried. She had made copies of them and hidden them around North America just in case she never had an opportunity to hand them off.
              “Wow,” he said again and began flipping through the pages. Dana smiled. He was really a good kid.
              “I gotta get moving kiddo,” she said after a minute.
              The disappointment on his face hurt her but she had nowhere to stay and the closest community was a three day hike. She needed to find a place to hold up for the night.
              “Um…” he started, “do you want to come back to my house? My mom would love to see your books,” he said shyly. 
              Dana grinned. “I would love to,” she said.
              The boy yipped with joy and they headed off together. Placing one foot in front of the other and the sun setting behind them, the world full of new possibilities.



 
Santa Claus Vs the Living Dead
 



Prologue
 
              This is the story of the Christmas that almost wasn’t. The Christmas when the question of whether there is a Santa Claus was finally decided in Virginia. The Christmas when the dead rose to devour the living and only one person had the strength to rally humanity and lead us to victory. This is the story of the Christmas when Santa Claus fought the Zombies.
              Very few people were aware of the coming danger. 
              When the outbreaks of Ebola occurred in Western Africa a year earlier, nations panicked. When the American Centers for Disease Control contained and eliminated the threat it was logical to assume the citizenry would calm down. 
              This was not the case.
              A wise person once said that an individual human is rational and smart, while the human race as a whole is composed of frightened ignorant beings that’d trample their own mother for a buck. The same could be said for the human desire for power and control over one another. The idea was the brainchild of a cadre of the world’s ultra rich and their global political lackey’s. It’d seemed so obvious, use the global fear of Ebola to seize total control of the world.
              The plan was simple. 
              First they would release a highly contagious but mostly harmless virus in isolated areas causing the citizens of the first world to panic. Then once the population was properly terrified they’d quietly declare a state of emergency and offer free vaccinations for everyone. But what the people believed to be vaccinations would be a new virus designed to render them docile and open to suggestion. Meanwhile, the chosen elite would be vaccinated against the real virus.
              Does this seem like an overly complex and stupid plan to you?
              It was and like every overly complex plan—the creators screwed it up.
              For ninety percent of the population given the “Vaccination” nothing happened. They were protected from nothing and they were not rendered passive or easily controlled. The remaining ten percent seemed to be affected in the intended way. They became passive and easily swayed.
              It all changed on Christmas Eve.
              Nobody knew the radiation was coming. In an invisible and virtually undetectable wave it washed across the planet in the blink of an eye. Was it from space? Was it from within the Earth itself? Nobody would ever know but that didn’t matter because the effects were instantaneous.
              Every one of the ten percent of the human race affected by the vaccination, almost three quarters of a billion, instantly dropped dead. They hemorrhaged from all openings, convulsed violently, and ceased to live.
              Then… they got back up.
              Like a bad horror movie the now reanimated dead attacked the living. They were driven by an unquenchable need to feed on the warm flesh of the living. Panic ensued and in a matter of hours the human race was brought to its knees. 
              On that night, the snow fell on the American Midwest in buckets. Cities were shut down, interstates came to a halt, and for many the power ceased to flow. Despite the record amounts of white stuff pounding the center of the United States, children all over were excited for the Christmas holiday.
              While the dead were hungry and on the prowl. 
 
 



 
One
 
 
Christmas Eve
Lucy’s House
              
              “Daddy I don’t want to go to sleep.” Lucy pouted, standing rooted in her bedroom doorway. “I want to stay up and see Santa!”
              “Lucy, if you stay up Santa won’t come,” Eli Jones said to his only daughter with a chuckle. “Now you need to get into bed.”
              Lucy hung her head in surrender. The little girl, just three months shy of six, had been waging a campaign to stay up late with the adults on Christmas Eve ever since Kindergarten had gotten out for the holidays. Her mother, aunt, uncle, and grandmother were all in the living room drinking adult drinks and talking and having fun without her.
              “Alright Daddy,” she said heavily.
              The lights flickered for the hundredth time that evening.
              I’m glad Maria got me to top off the generator before the storm started, Eli thought silently thanking his wife yet again for being the practical one in the family. 
              Out loud he continued, “Now give me a hug and it’s off to bed with you.”
              Her mood returning to light and excited at the prospect of Santa coming, Lucy hugged her father then scampered off to bed. Once her light was off and the Eli was reasonably certain she was down for the night he headed back to join the rest of the family.
              The lights flickered again.
              “How’s the little Princess?” Maria asked when Eli came back into the living room. “Did she stop trying to convince you she should be allowed to stay up?”
              “She’s fine,” he laughed settling back next to his wife on the leather couch. “She tried every trick in her arsenal but in the end she went to bed happy.”
              Soft laughter filled the room. 
              A fire crackled merrily in the fireplace and the wind whipped outside. Mark, Eli’s brother got up and stoked the fire. Then he went to the window and pushed the heavy curtains aside.
              “It’s really coming down out there, I can’t even see the cars,” he said turning back to the room. “Good thing we were all planning to stay here tonight anyways.”
              “When your father was alive he thought a heavy snow was the precursor to trouble,” Dianna Jones said sipping her coffee, which was liberally spiked with Kentucky bourbon. “But your father was also convinced our old neighbor, Mr. Ryerson, stole the Sunday newspaper from our porch every week—so take that as you will.”
              “Is that why he kept those binoculars by the front window?” Mark asked grinning. “I always thought it was so he could watch the neighbor lady across the street when she was sun bathing.”
              Mark’s wife Julie started laughing then coughed as she choked on her drink.
              “No dear that was me,” Dianna deadpanned.
              Everyone laughed.
              Then the lights went out.              
              One, two, three, four, five… the generator should kick on any second now, Eli thought as they all sat cloaked in the sudden darkness. Any second now the beast will turn over and we’ll have power once more.
              “Umm Eli?” Maria asked in the fire illuminated darkness, “Shouldn’t the generator have kicked on by now?”
              Eli sighed and got to his feet. This wasn’t the first time the power had gone out and the automatic switchover had failed. Such events necessitated a trip to the shed behind the house where the generator was installed. For the hundredth time Eli wished he’d taken care of the problem last time it occurred.
              “Want me to come with you?” Mark asked moving from the window and into the glow of the fire.
              “I’ll never say no to some company,” Eli laughed.
              The two brothers, best friends since before they could read, headed into the blowing snow of the back yard without even donning coats. Even when they’d been young, the brothers had been notorious for not being properly dressed against the elements.
              “You two are gonna catch your deaths!” Dianna called out between laughs. She was used to the way her boys were, it was so much like the way their father had been.
              “I don’t think the two of them will every really grow up,” Julie laughed taking another sip of her drink.
              The wind blew even harder and none of the women heard the moaning.
 
 



 
Two
 
Tea Party Patriot Bunker
 
              “What are we going to do?” Congresswoman Shelly shrieked.
              The plan had been so simple. They’d release the plague on the public and as order collapsed, the Patriots of the Tea Party would come forth with the cure. But when the vaccine was administered to the staff of the bunker they were transformed into the same savage undead as the infected outside. The slaughter had been fast and all consuming, leaving the Congresswoman and her two colleges trapped in one of the first class washrooms.
              The dead pounded on the locked steel door.
              “Please God save me!” Senator Eddie sobbed, his face buried in Congressman Willie’s chest. The two men were cowering together in the far corner of the first class executive washroom.
              Shelly shook her head in disgust. Her place in the hierarchy had been clear. Eddie was the front man, Willie was the blowhard, and she was the woman who’d make them look strong and reasonable by comparison. 
              At least that’s how it’s supposed to be, she thought staring at the pathetic excuses for men cowering beneath her gaze. Isn’t that the reason I threw my Presidential campaign, because that’s what I was supposed to do?
              “The Lord will come and deliver us,” Congressman Willie said absently stroking Eddie’s hair. “We are the chosen ones. It’s not our fault those bastards in California messed up the virus, our intentions were pure.”
              “I thought the Jews were the chosen ones,” Shelly muttered. She winced as fists slammed against the door.
              “Those bagel munchers are hell bound, my daddy says so,” Eddie whined.
              “I’m glad we made it out of the carnage in the dining room,” Willie chimed in. The pudgy Texan looked at Shelly and quickly added, “Well all of us except for your husband, sorry about that.”
              Shelly glared at the two men from her perch on the marble counter. Her husband had been a trusting, if naïve, man and had taken the vaccine to prove to the base staff it was safe. Now he was outside the washroom hunting down the survivors in the base.
              “Do you think the others are okay?” Eddie muttered.
              Shelly knew he meant the real leaders of the nation, the corporate masters who’d given them their marching orders. They were the only ones who knew all of the details of the plan. 
              Mittens why the hell aren’t you here with us? she thought wincing as a new round of fist pounding on the doors commenced. He’s probably cowering in the Nevada facility hoping his magic underwear will protect him from the monsters. Resolution firmed in her bony body and she dropped from the countertop. 
              “All right enough of this crap!” Congresswoman Shelly barked. Her head snapped around and she glared at the cowering men, her eyes blazing with the intensity she was infamous for. “Get off the floor and act like men!”
              Neither Willie nor Eddie argued with her. Instead both of the men rose and took their places behind her. The power amongst them had shifted, now she was the one making the decisions and leading the way while they would be the ones to follow and do what they were told. There had to more survivors in the complex and enough true vaccine to protect hundreds of thousands of people, at her fingertips along with the means to mass produce more. Maybe it was her time to shine once more.
              “Now let’s take back this shelter,” she said coldly. 
 
 



 
Three
 
 
The North Pole
 
              “Ho-Ho-Ho, are we ready to go team?” Santa asked as he walked down the line of reindeer and patting each one on the head. 
              He was rewarded by stamping of hooves and snorting from each of the magnificent beasts. Each of the animals had a bit in their mouths and was therefore unable to speak. The younger reindeer, standing to the sides of the sleigh along with a multitude of elves, cheered. This was the night they always worked towards. This was their night to be the light of goodness in the world.
              “Rudolph my boy, are we set?” Santa asked removing the bit from his lead reindeer’s jaws.
              “We’re ready to fly Santa,” the young buck said a grin on his face. Behind him the eight other members of the team stomped in agreement. Santa set the bit back into his team captain’s jaws and headed back toward the sleigh.
              “Santa,” a familiar voice called from the crowd. “Santa, can I talk to you for a second?” Though long retired from the team Donner, was still the senior reindeer and one of Santa’s oldest friends.
              “Of course Donner,” Santa replied turning from the sleigh and joining the massive animal. The grey on his muzzle, far from making Rudolph’s father look old, lent him the air of a distinguished elder in the reindeer community. “What can I do for you?”
              Donner looked from side to side and seemed to be unwilling to speak openly. Instead he gestured for Santa to join him by the shed where the special feed was stored. Just before the team took to the air they’d each be fed a bag of the high calorie mix they needed to keep up their strength during the night’s journey.
              “Santa,” Donner continued once they were isolated, “I’ve been talking to some of the elves and what they’ve been hearing from the world has me worried.”
              “What have they been hearing?” Santa inquired. He was anxious to begin the trip but he always took what his oldest friend had to say seriously. If Donner was worried, Santa needed to know why.
              “It’s massive chaos Santa. They’ve been watching the satellite news feeds and riots have broken out in many of the world’s major cities.” Donner dipped his head in frustration as he tried to find the right words. “It doesn’t make any sense Kris,” he finished using Santa’s given name, something he rarely did. 
              Santa set a gloved hand on Donner’s neck and looked him in his dark brown eyes. The old souls took the measure of one another. There was never much need for them to say more than a few words for the other to know what they were thinking.
              “How worried are you Donner?” Santa asked.
              “I haven’t been this concerned since the Blitz,” he admitted. It was a hard thing for Donner to admit weakness to anyone, especially to Santa. “I haven’t been this worried since you were determined to fly into war torn Europe and deliver presents despite the threat of the Luftwaffe.” Santa straightened himself and a thoughtful expression crossed his face. Donner could almost see the internal debate and knew before he spoke that Santa had reached a decision. 
              “You’re in charge here while I’m gone. Coordinate with Mrs. Claus and Alton,” Santa said. Mrs. Claus, was the defacto Mayor of their village and Alton Silver Hammer, was the leader of the Elves. “If things get really bad I’ll be in contact with you.”
              Donner nodded and stamped his front hoof in agreement.
              With that dealt with Santa headed toward his sleigh. There was work to do and in the millennia he’d been custodian of the Earth’s children he’d never missed a Christmas. 
              This year would not be an exception.
 
 



 
Four
 
Lucy’s House
 
              Uncle Mark is bleeding, Lucy thought. Whenever one of the flashlights swept across Mark she could see the blood soaked cloths Aunt Julie had wrapped around his arm. Uncle Mark is bleeding and Daddy looks scared.
              Fists slammed against the door shaking the frame as Eli, Maria, Mark, and Julie were racing from door to door and window to window engaging the locks and closing the curtains. Dianna was buried in the hall closet looking for the tool box Eli assured her was in there. Upstairs, Lucy stood on the top landing watching in terror as her family tried to secure the house.
              “Are you sure it’s in here Eli?” the old woman asked. She sounded measured and calm which was in stark contrast to the chaos surrounding her. “All I see are boxes of old DVD’s.”
              “Yeah mom it’s in there,” Eli huffed. He and Mark were moving the massive bookcase in front of the picture window. Breathing harder he added more to himself than to anyone else, “We have to move faster.”
              Mommy’s trying the hello-phone again, Lucy thought using her old term for the telephone for the first time in more than a year.
              “Damn it! Eli it won’t connect, it keeps saying the circuits are busy,” she cried slamming the five hundred dollar iPhone down so hard the screen cracked.
              The moans from the things outside the house grew louder, so loud that they blotted out the storm. Lucy clutched her stuffed Eeyore and did her best to be as small and quiet as possible. She didn’t know that when her daddy and uncle went outside they’d been attacked by monsters. Monsters who were really their neighbors. 
              “Eli, I’m not feeling so good,” Mark muttered slumping against the bookcase. “I think I need to sit down.”
              Eli turned to tell his brother he needed him to help barricade the house from the growing horde outside but he never had the chance. The sounds of the doorframe smashing in filled the room.
              To Lucy time slowed to nearly a stop and many things happened at once. First, the door fell in and too many people for her to count flooded into the room. She knew some of them but they all looked wrong, they were covered in blood and they were moaning loudly. As this happened Uncle Mark fell to the floor and started flopping like a fish on the dock. Grandma Dianna and Aunt Julie screamed while her mommy and daddy turned and headed for the stairs.
              “Lily, get in your room and lock the door!” Maria shrieked when one of the monster people grabbed the back of her sweater and pulled her down. “Hide baby!” she shrieked agony filling her voice.
              Lucy never saw what happened to her family. She ran to the end of the hall, dove through the doorway, slammed and locked the door, slid under her bed, and covered her ears so she didn’t have to hear the screams. She knew what was happening to her mommy, her daddy, and the rest of her family.
              Please, somebody help me, Lucy thought tears streaming silently down her face. Please save me, Santa Claus… HELP ME SANTA!
 
 



 
Five
 
Santa’s Sleigh
 
              “Oh this is very bad,” Santa said shaking his head in shock as his sleigh flew over the city of Detroit. “Somebody has been very naughty this year and now all of the good boys and girls are in trouble.” 
              Fires burned across vast sections of the dark metropolis and the open areas were filled with the shambling forms of the undead. Even from his altitude, Santa could hear the relentless sounds of gunfire as the humans attempted to hold back the horrors assaulting them.
              Before he could say more the sleighs radio came to life.
              “Santa can you hear me?” the slightly distorted voice of Donner asked. “Santa this is the Workshop, please come in.”
              “I hear you Donner,” Santa replied banking to the left in order to get a view of the Interstate below him. “Old friend, please tell me things aren’t as bad as they look.”
              The line of traffic on the river of concrete was stalled and snarled. Santa could see multiple wrecks and more than a hundred of the vehicles were burning. Like ants escaping the mound, thousands of terrified people fled the walking monsters that’d not so long ago been their friends and family. Santa’s belly filled with icy fear as one by one people were brought down by the enemy.
              “Kris,” Donner replied and Santa heard the catch in the mighty male’s voice, “I think it’s worse than you realize.”
              “Rudolph, take us down,” Santa ordered indicating a small clear spot on the interstate. “I need to see what’s really happening down there.”
              The team captain guided the sleigh toward the ground.
              “How can it be worse Donner?” Santa asked as Rudolph controlled the descent and landing.
              “Santa, it’s all over the world,” Donner replied sounding breathless. “Every major city on Earth is reporting some form of this outbreak.”
              The sleigh settled as gently as a butterfly on the frozen asphalt and Santa stood to observe the area. He was in a pool of calm amidst an ocean of chaos. None of the living or the dead could see him through the magical cloaking field shrouding the sleigh and team.
              What he saw broke his holly jolly heart.
              There may be a being in the infinite Multiverse that loved the human race more than Santa Claus, but he had yet to meet them. For the entirely of his long and wonderful life Santa had done his best to relieve suffering and bring joy. For every one act the humans attributed to him there were a thousand they were unaware of. He couldn’t do everything but he did what he could. Now he was confronted with a problem he’d never considered. But he was Santa and he’d lived long and done much. 
              
              HELP ME SANTA!
 
              The words, in the voice of a young girl exploded in his mind. Like in the stories by that nice boy from Maine who wrote the scary books Mrs. Claus loved, Santa had a little psychic twinkle. He could reach out and touch the minds of the boys and girls all across the globe, it was one of the ways he complied his list. But it was a rare and special thing when a child could reach out and touch back.
              “Donner, my friend, are you still there?” Santa asked.
              “Yes Santa, what do you want us to do?” the senior reindeer asked.
              Never in the history of the human race had Santa ever considered taking such a direct hand in the affairs of men and women. But there’d never been a crisis of this magnitude, even the plague paled compared to what he was seeing. Decision firmed and joined the mirth that lived in his eyes.
              “Donner, rally all of the herds and every free elf not needed to maintain the village. Get them out into the field. We need to help as many people as we possibly can. Put every resource we have into finding out what caused this and what we might do to fix it,” Santa grunted taking up the reins and indicating for the team to take flight.
              “All right Santa, I’ll get them moving,” Donner replied sounding grateful to have his marching orders. Then he asked, “What are you going to be doing?”
              “I have a good little girl to see,” Santa answered as the sleigh took to the air.
 
 
 



 
Six
 
Lucy’s House
 
              Please Santa, please save me!
 
              The same thought raced through Lily’s mind in a continuous loop. The darkness beneath her bed was stifling and only the sounds of the monster-people outside of her door kept her from withdrawing from her hiding place. Every couple of minutes one of the creatures would slam into her door and cause her heart to leap into her throat. Hot, silent tears streamed down her pale face. She clutched Eeyore so tight his eyes bulged under the pressure. 
 
              Mommy, Daddy, Gran, Uncle Mark, and Aunt Julie are all dead.
 
              Lucy was only five but she wasn’t dumb. Last year after her grandpa died she’d been incessant on the subject of death. She’d badgered everyone in her family and her Kindergarten teacher Mrs. Cupp until they were ready to pull their hair out. In the end she was left feeling better about the loss and with an adult’s rational perspective on life and death.
 
              I have to stay quiet. If I make a sound those things will get me.
 
              Just as Lucy was beginning to think she might be able to outwait the monsters one of them slammed into her door. There was no way to know if it fell into the hollow cored sheet of plywood or if it sensed she was on the other side, but the results were the same. The sharp sound of splintering wood filled the room and the door was flung open.
              That was when the power came back on.
              The darkness of the blackout was replaced by the mockingly bright and joyous lights of the holidays. From beneath the sanctuary of her bed Lucy could see two sets of feet entering her room. One set was bare and covered in wet sticky blood. The other wore cheerful Christmas themed socks. The socks were covered in candy canes and snowmen. They were socks Lucy knew very well.
              “Mommy!” The word was out of her mouth before Lucy could call it back. Small hands slapped across her mouth as fear exploded from the pit of her stomach and radiated to the tips of her fingers and toes.
              Loud guttural moans exploded from the obscured figures. The sounds of the dead in her room was a lure for the others in the house and Lucy was pushed to the brink of hysteria as a dozen or more wet moaning voices from inside the house joined the chorus.
 
              I’m gonna die, I’m gonna die, I’m gonna die… PLEASE SAVE ME SANTA!
 
              Lucy was a heartbeat away from screaming in terror and revealing her location when the bedroom window was thrown open. Icy, snow-filled air blew into her room followed by the sounds of heavy boots hitting the ground. 
              “Ho-Ho-Ho,” a strong friendly voice called out, “I’m looking for a good little girl named Lucy have any of you naughty boys and girls seen her?”
 
 
 



 
Seven
 
Santa’s Sleigh
 
              “Rudolph!” Santa called over the blowing wind. “She’s in the second floor, back corner bedroom. I need you to bring the sleigh to her window and hover!”
              The lead reindeer, his nose so bright Santa was forced to don his sunglasses, nodded and changed direction. The eight other members of the team worked like the well-oiled machine they were and in moments the sleigh hovered even with the window.
              “Well now this is no good,” Santa said as the door inside the darkened bedroom flew open. “Perhaps I have something in my sack to help deal with this mischief.”
              Reaching into the massive red velvet bag Santa concentrated hard. The space inside the sack contained everything he could possibly imagine and all he had to do was concentrate and close his hand to retrieve them. Never before had Santa needed an item such as the one he summoned now. The six foot long red and white striped cane emerged glowing with an internal radiance.
              “Yes, I believe this will be sufficient,” Santa hummed softly.
              Locks, latches, obstacles, and barricades were of no consequence to Santa. With a touch of his finger to the tip of his nose the window to young Lucy’s bedroom flew open allowing the cold air to rush inside.
              “Hold it steady Rudolph, I’ll be back in a flash,” Santa said bounding over the threshold and into the house. His boots hit the soft yellow carpet as Santa brandished the staff before him. In front of him half a dozen of the living dead stared blankly with more living dead outside of the bedroom.
              
              Oh these poor boys and girls, they all used to be good. This isn’t their fault but that doesn’t change the fact they are all on the very, very, naughty list now. The best I can do for them is put them out of their misery.
 
              “Ho-Ho-Ho,” Santa called out spinning the staff and grinning, “I’m looking for a good little girl named Lucy. Have any of you naughty boys and girls seen her?”
              The creatures groaned and began to shuffle toward Santa. Apparently they were unaware of the bed in the room and looked around in confusion when they reached the barrier.
              “None of you are very bright, are you?” Santa chuckled. “Well that’s a good thing for all of the scared boys and girls.” Then he added sniffing the cold air, “My you all need a bath, you smell like reindeer poo.”
              First one and then three of the dead worked their way around the bed and made a direct line for Santa. The jolly fat man, clad all in red, stood still and waited. He knew the value of patience and he knew there was no need to hurry because they would come to him.
              “I am afraid Santa has to deliver a little holiday justice,” he cried out.
              Swinging the staff around and bringing it down on the head of the first zombie, Santa launched his attack. A sickening cracking sound filled the room and the zombie who’d been Lucy’s mommy dropped to the ground and moved no more.
              “I apologize my lady but sometimes unpleasant things need to be done,” Santa whispered as he advanced on to the next one, which he dropped. Then the next, and the next, and the next until no more of the living dead remained in Lucy’s house.
              “Lucy,” Santa said reentering the little girl’s room, “it’s safe to come out now”.
              Slowly the form of the little girl scooted out from under the bed.
              “Are you alright Lucy?” Santa asked kneeling as she stood so they were both eye to eye.
              Lucy nodded but didn’t say anything.
              “I am very sorry about your family Lucy,” Santa continued trying to gauge the little girl’s level of shock. It broke his heart to see her in such pain. “Would you like to come with me?”
              Instead of answering Lucy threw her arms around the fat man and hugged him tight. There was no way even Santa could take away her pain but his main ability was to bring joy. The hug was enough to break the girls shock and allow her tears to flow.
              Time stopped.
              Not metaphorically either. Much like locks and latches—the forward flow of time was Santa’s to command. All around them the snow, the wind, and the world itself froze in place so that he could give little Lucy all the time she needed to cry. They stood there for a heartbeat… they stood there for an eternity.
 
 
 



 
Eight
 
 
The Heritage Compound
 
              Before this night Chucky and Davey ruled the country. Not actually but they were part of the global elite. They were members of the group of ultra rich and powerful who’d attempted to use the virus to control the human race. To them, regular Americans were simply tools to be used and assets to be exploited.
              Now they were being punished.
              “Cry for me!” Krampus called out gleefully bringing the lash down.
              Long the secret counterbalance to the altruistic nature of his brother, Santa Krampus, relished his job as much as Santa loved his own. Davey and Chucky were both bent over the ornate dining room table in their compound, pants around their ankles. The table, an ancient thing, was worth more than the homes of most Americans.
              “Stop, please stop!” Davey cried as the lash came down on his bare buttocks. 
              Chucky just wailed incoherently.
              “Why would I stop?” Krampus asked bringing the lash down again. “Not since Adolph, have I enjoyed dishing out punishment this much. The two of you are so very naughty!” 
              Standing over seven feet tall and with a demonic visage, Krampus was the embodiment of the word punishment. As the centuries ebbed and flowed his services were needed in varying degrees but tonight, with the catastrophe these two men and their cohorts had unleashed on the human race, he was blessed with more than he could handle.
              “Now tell me how this all happened, tell me your sins!” Krampus ordered bringing the lash down again.
              It was Chucky who spoke first and when he was done Krampus was left in a conundrum. He punished not because he hated but because he loved. His job was to be the hand of justice and he reveled in it, but now he needed to change tactics. Tonight he needed to be the hero.
              “You two stay here,” he said snapping his fingers. Chains appeared from thin air and bound them to the table. “I have to see a fat man about a mission and then I’ll be back to play.”
              Krampus disappeared from the compound with a loud popping noise. He left only the smell of brimstone in his wake.
 
 



 
Nine
 
The North Pole
 
              “I don’t care how many of them there are you can’t let them into that school” Donner said into the radio. “Five hundred children are counting on you Hermy.”
              “Yes sir,” the elf on the other end of the radio replied. “We’ll do all we can, if those things want these kids they’ll have to go through us.”
              “They’re doing their best Donner,” Mrs. Claus said from behind the haggard looking reindeer. “You need to cut them a little slack.”
              “I know Martha, but with so much of the human government fallen, our people are the only chance the children have,” he said sounding near the edge of defeat. “If we fail… everyone might die. You should be the one in charge here Martha, I feel like I’m dropping the ball.”
              “You listen to me Donner, you’re doing better than anyone else could and that’s why Kris put you in charge of coordinating things,” Martha Kringle said wrapping her arms around the buck’s powerful neck and hugging him tight. “And I have my own responsibilities, refugees are pouring in by the thousands and someone has to organize and supply everyone.”
              “I just wish we knew how all of this happened,” the elder reindeer growled.
              “I might be able to help you with that,” a new voice said.
              Donner and Martha both turned to see Krampus standing in the doorway. The creature was covered in snow and a devilish grin spilt his face.
              “Krampus,” Martha said rushing over and hugging the shaggy behemoth. “What are you doing here, shouldn’t you be working?”
              “I was and I came upon a bit of delicious information we might be able to use in order to end this madness,” Krampus replied.
              “What did you learn?” Donner asked joining them. One of his assistants, a young elf named Pete, took over the radio station. “I have to tell you Krampus, we could use some good news right about now.”
              “Donner old bean,” Krampus said laughing, “I know how this happened, why it was done, and who’re responsible.”
              “What do you need?” Mrs. Claus asked, she was all business now.
              “I need to see the big man,” Krampus answered.
              Donner stood up straight and squared his shoulders before he spoke, “I’ll take you to him myself.
 
 
 



 
Ten
 
              Once he’d rescued the little girl with the special gift Santa set out to help coordinate the battles against the dead. There was no time to take Lucy back to the safety of the North Pole, he already felt a tad guilty about the detour to save her. 
              With time and space his to control in a limited degree, Santa went to war with the dead. He was everywhere at once bolstering defenses, rescuing the innocent, and rallying the defenders across the globe. Wherever he went the light and hope of the human race went with him. Because of Santa, bastions held and the men and woman of the world began to turn back the living dead before they reached the point of no return.
 
 
The White House
 
              “I’m afraid I’ll have to poke you full of Ho-Ho-Holes!” Santa yelled bringing the end of his staff, now equipped with a wicked point, down on the last zombie’s skull.
              All around the oval office zombies lay in smoking heaps. The President, his family, and half a dozen secret service agents stared in shock from behind the makeshift barricade of the flipped over Resolute Desk.
              “Thank you Santa,” the President said coming out from behind the desk. “You have saved my family.”
              “Oh Barry, you and your boys and girls were doing a good job, I just gave a helping hand” Santa replied hugging the President of the United States tightly. “You’re people are in trouble and they need their leader. Now I have a present for you Barry.”
              Santa handed a red and green flash drive to the President.
              “What is this?” the President asked.
              “All of the information my people have collected on the state of the country and the world,” Santa answered turning and heading for the window he’d entered from. Through the opening Lucy was clapping at Santa’s victory.
              “Thank you Santa!” the men, women, and children in the Oval Office called out.
              Then Santa was gone.
 
 
The Vatican
 
              “Holy Father, the monsters are at the door!” the former Archbishop of St. Louis whined. “We need to get to the tunnels!”
              “Quiet boy,” the Pope replied, his Argentine accent a soft and gentile contrast to the loud American. “The poor and the helpless need those tunnels worse than we do. As long as the innocent are in danger I will not leave the Vatican, and neither will you.”
              The sounds of the Swiss Guard in vicious close quarters combat with the dead could be heard on the other side of the doors. Gunfire and the moans of the dead mixed with the smell of burnt cordite lending the atmosphere in the chamber an unworldly feel. The four guardsmen in the chamber had their assault rifles leveled at the heavily barricaded doors.
              “But your grace, what good will you do the faithful by sacrificing yourself here?” the former Archbishop sniveled.
              Before the Pope could answer, the large doors overlooking the central square flew open. Cold air and snow, even though the weather in Rome had been sunny and mild all week, blew into the room. A smile split the old yet vital Popes face when he saw the man stepping into the room.
              “Ho-Ho-Ho Frank, sorry I’m late but there was a bit of trouble in Paris,” Santa bellowed brandishing his staff and striding purposefully toward the pontiff.
              “Saint Nicholas,” Pope Frank responded dropping to one knee and bowing his head. “You honor us all with your presence.” 
              “Get up now Frank, you’re a good boy, none of these silly Reindeer Games” Santa replied with a jolly laugh. “You’ve known me since you were a little boy dreaming of a new football under the tree and for your mama to get a pretty dress for Christmas!”
              “Thank you Nicholas,” Pope Frank said rising to his feet and grinning like a child. The light of hope and wonder shone in the old man’s eyes. Few knew one of his fondest dreams was to meet the patron Saint of Children before he died. Then he grew serious. “Please, my people need your help.”
              “Of course Frank, that’s why I’m here,” Santa answered patting the man on his shoulder and stroking his beard. “My boys and girls are already in the city helping your Guard and the Italian Army.”
              Relief filled Pope Franks face.
              “Oh please Saint Nicholas, get us out of here?” the former Archbishop pleaded thrusting his body between Santa and Pope Frank.
              The smile left Santa’s face and hardness filled his eyes. “You’ve been a bad boy,” he said in a cold whisper.
              The former Archbishop looked as if he’d been slapped. Without another word he turned, ran to the open windows, and threw his body into the darkness.
              Pope Frank watched in sick horror. When he turned back to speak with Santa the man was already gone. Outside the doors, the sounds of fighting lessened.
 
 
Buckingham Palace
 
              “Taste my steel you old hag!” the dashing young man with red hair and clad in the officers dress of a soldier yelled, driving an ornate yet battle worthy saber trough his stepmothers head. The formerly advancing and moaning corpse dropped to the two hundred year old Persian carpet spilling congealing blood and brain matter in a lumpy pool.
              The city of London was a war zone. Not since the Blitz of World War II had so much damage been done to the seat of the Empire. Gunfire, sirens, and the sounds of moans filled the air coming through the smashed windows of the palace.
              Harry was the last of the line. His grandmother, father, brother, and sister in law had all fallen to the zombies and their gnashing jaws. In one hand Prince Harry held his saber, having run out of bullets for his side arm, and in the other he held his nephew who was now the King of England.
              “Don’t worry little George,” Harry whispered taking in the mounds of dead he’d put down since the barricades at the gates fell. “They won’t get you while life courses through my veins.”
              “And that’s why, even when you were rebellious you were always a good boy Harry,” a loud cheerful voice bellowed.
              Harry whipped around, saber ready to bite, and stared in shock. Father Christmas stood in front of him. Glowing with an internal light and radiating hope as the red clad man strode forward.
              “You’ve done a fabulous job holding the line my boy!” Father Christmas said taking the young King from his uncle and spinning him around.
              The young boy laughed and clapped his chubby hands in glee.
              “You’re real,” Harry whispered dropping his arm holding the saber and gawping in amazement and wonder. “Mum always said you were real. William and I wanted it to be true.”
              “You mother was one of the best to ever live,” Father Christmas answered handing the new monarch back to his warrior uncle.
              The baby giggled and clapped again.
              Harry nodded unable to speak.
              “I’ve brought reinforcements and hope to the people of the Kingdom Harry,” Santa continued all business now. “They need their leader out front and until little George is old enough, that is you my boy.”
              Harry stared at Father Christmas in shock. He’d not considered that until this very moment, he was in charge now.
              “Don’t worry my boy, you have the mind of a leader, the soul of a father, and the heart of a warrior. You will be brilliant!” With those words Santa turned and headed back to his sleigh, disappearing into the night.
              Young King George giggled in Harry’s arms.
 
 
The Kremlin
 
              One after another the zombies fell beneath Santa’s Candy Cane of Cleansing. Former staffers, soldiers, and politicians were no match for the relentless speed and strength of old Kris Kringle. The old man with the heart of a child had crisscrossed the globe doing what he could and helping when it was possible. Now he was here to do one thing, he was here to kill.
              “Oh so many naughty boys and girls who need to see Santa!” Santa called out chewing up the ground between himself and the barricaded doors at the end of the ornate hallway. “I’m coming for you Vladimir. I know you were part of this madness and I’m coming for you!”
              A zombie dressed in the uniform of a Russian Colonel lunged toward Santa. He’d learned all he’d needed to know about the living dead in the time since the outbreaks began and now he found them more an annoyance and truly only dangerous in large numbers.
              The head of his staff came down on the zombie’s head, which exploded in a clotted cloud of gore. The now headless corpse fell to the ground with a muffled thud and Santa continued down the hall without breaking his stride. There was a man on the other side of the door who needed to be stopped before he did something foolish and naughty. With a wave of the staff, locks and latches were disengaged and the doors flew open.
              “Just what do you think you are doing Vladimir?” Santa asked charging into the room.
              The bald thin man at the desk was staring at an open briefcase. His finger hovered over a shiny red button. A look of madness was in his eyes and Santa knew the time to take the ultimate action had come. It didn’t matter that if he let the man live he’d push the button and destroy the world. Santa knew this would haunt him forever.
              The staff flew through the air and struck the Czar in the forehead. There was a crunching sound followed by the man being driven from the massive leather chair to lay unmoving on his office floor.
              Outside the Russian people fought to retake the Rodina.
 
 
In the Sky
 
              “We need to move faster Rudolph!” Santa called out. He knew it was pointless to complain. Even with his ability to bend local space time there was not enough time or recourses for him to save everyone. 
 
              If only we knew how this all started maybe we could stop it!
 
              As if summoned by his thoughts a fast moving object caught his attention off the port side of the Sleigh. At first Santa thought it might be a missile coming up from the Russian frontier to extract some minute form of vengeance for the fall of the new Czar.
              “Santa, why is that Reindeer coming toward us?” Lucy asked from the seat next to him. “And who is that person riding on its back.”
 
              She has a better ability to see with her mind than I do.
 
              “I’m not sure Lucy, but I don’t think they are a danger,” Santa responded pulling lightly on the reins and bringing the sleigh to a hover. He set the reins down and stood to greet the forms hurtling toward them. When they were close enough to make out in the clouded night air Santa was shocked by their identities.
              “Donner, why aren’t you back at the village coordinating the defense efforts around the globe?” Santa asked his closest and oldest friend as the chief reindeer came to a halt, and then he turned his attention to Donner’s passenger. “And Krampus, I thought you would be out punishing all of the naughty dead as they try to consume the good boys and girls.”
              “Kris,” Donner wheezed, it’d been many a season since he’d flown so far so fast. “Martha is running the show. I needed to get Krampus to you as fast as I could and I didn’t trust anyone else with the task.”
              “Santa,” Krampus interjected before Santa could ask Donner any questions, “I know how we can end this and save the world.” 
 
 



 
Eleven
 
Tea Party Patriot Bunker
 
              “The dead are coming!” the elf said bringing his mount in for a landing. The reindeer snorted in agreement and stamped its hoof on the asphalt. 
              The elf and reindeer team had been on a long aerial recon of the area making sure all was going as Santa planned. Other teams were landing across the fields in front of the bunker. As human units were bolstered and reinforced across the world, select teams of elf and reindeer warriors rallied to Santa. Amongst the elves and reindeer were elite teams of humans sent by the governments of the world for this assault.
              Everything hinged on this action and Santa had been put in overall command. He was the only person all the surviving governments trusted to give the orders needed to end the nightmare.
              “We want them to come to us Hermy,” Santa said looking through his brightly colored binoculars. “Our people will be safer with the enemy coming at our defenses than if we attacked them. We need to keep the dead occupied while we breach the bunker.”
              The elf nodded in silent agreement. 
              In the far distance a wall of ambulatory corpses chewed up the distance between themselves and Santa’s Army of elves, reindeer, and humans. All that could be done had been done and now they had to wait, once the army of the dead was engaged and occupied the way to the complex and the vaccine would be opened to them.
              “Krampus,” Santa said turning to his lifelong frenemy. “While the good boys and girls engage the dead you and I will deal with the bunker.”
              The holiday demon flicked his serpent tongue and grinned with delight. Never has he been given the opportunity to enact punishment on such naughty people. He was hopping up and down with excitement. He was like a puppy jerking at the end of his leash.
              The forces of the living and dead clashed in the middle of the field. Blood flew as elves, reindeer, and humans were torn asunder. But for every good boy and girl brought down by the ocean of the dead, a thousand zombies were left broken and empty. The heavens roared and the ground shook with the cacophony of carnage.
              “Now Krampus!” Santa yelled.
              The two ancient beings, opposite sides of the same coin, dashed for the entrance of the bunker. The locks on the bunker, some of the most complicated and powerful in the world yet to Santa they were as effective as a piece of string. Once inside the concrete and steel fortress Santa was assaulted by the smell of death.
              “I think the dead may have already been dispatched,” Krampus said growling and sniffing the stagnant air of the bunker. They moved swiftly through corridors stepping over unmoving corpses. “But I can smell at least one living person here.”
              They rounded a corner and nearly ran into her.
              Congresswoman Shelly was dressed in riot armor. In one hand she held a fire axe coated in blood and gore. In the other she held two ropes connected to the necks of two zombies. Senator Eddie and Congressman Willie had fought her at first but now they accepted their new place under her command.
              “Oh Shelly, you’ve been a naughty little girl,” Santa said shaking his head sadly. “Tell us where the vaccine is and we’ll let you be.”
              “This is my time now!” the woman shrieked. Her eyes bulged with insanity, any rational thought she might have once possessed had been exorcised from her during the course of the long nightmare. “Serve me Santa. Join me and together we’ll rule the world!”
              Krampus vaulted past Santa and scooped Congresswoman Shelly off her feet. She attempted to bring the axe down on him but Krampus snatched it from her hand and snapped it like a twig. “Naughty girl,” he hissed flinging her over his hairy shoulder.
              Zombie Eddie and Zombie Willie moaned and moved towards them. 
              Santa acted quickly shattering both of their skulls with a single strike from his staff. The former politicians and conspirators crumpled to the cold hard ground.
              “Get the vaccine Santa,” Krampus said grinning. “There are many spankings to be delivered to this one.”
              Congresswoman Shelly screamed as Krampus bounded away. As he hopped on his strong goat legs he delivered smack after smack to her narrow bottom.
              
              Krampus will do his job and do it well. It is after all his purpose in life. I need to get the vaccine and replicate it in my sack then I need to spread it to all the good little boys and girls.
 
              And Santa was as good as his plan. Once he located the vaccine he used the tremendous magic of his sack to replicate it. Then using his powers over space and time he delivered the vaccine to the children of the Earth and their parents. It wasn’t enough to end the zombie plague in a night but coupled with the heroics of the human, elf, and reindeer warriors they managed to turn the tide.
              As the sleigh returned to the North Pole on Christmas morning, Lucy woke. She’d slept through the end of the fighting and the night of deliveries. Martha Kringle was waiting for her husband, hot coco in hand.
 
 



Epilogue
 
Christmas Eve, One Year Later
 
              The year had been one of hard work and rebuilding. In the aftermath of the Christmas Zombie War, the children of the Earth came together. Old differences and conflicts were set aside and all the good boys and girls worked to make the world a better and brighter place. Things were far from perfect but every day thing got a little better.
 
 
The North Pole
 
              “Ho-Ho-Ho,” Santa called out entering the stables to inspect the team. “Are we ready to head out, team?”
              The line of excited reindeer, with Rudolph at the front of the line, stamped their hooves in affirmation. 
              “Good!” Santa exclaimed examining the raiment of each member as he passed them. “Now where is my assistant?”
              “Here I am, Papa Santa!” Lucy cried out entering the stable. “Mama Claus wanted me to make sure I finished my dinner before we left.”
              Santa took his foster daughter up in a hug and spun her around.
              “Well that’s just fine,” he said laughing as she giggled with dizziness. He set her back on her wobbly legs and tweaked her nose playfully. “Now we have a lot to do and we need to get moving.”
              Lucy, dressed in a miniature version of Santa’s own working clothes, took her spot next to him in the sleigh. Maybe it was fate that brought Santa to her in the dark night, or maybe it was chance, but regardless when he laid eyes on her, Santa knew her destiny.
              Santa was long-lived but not immortal. He knew one day he would be too ancient to continue delivering the presents. He’d often wondered who’d do the job when he no longer could but now worried no more. One day Lucy, the daughter of his heart, would take his place and wear the name of Santa.
              “Give the order little one,” Santa whispered.
              “Alright Rudolph, are we ready?” Lucy said taking the reins.
              The tall and powerful reindeer turned his head and nodded.
              “Let’s fly!” Lucy yelled and the sleigh took to the air.
 
 
 



 
Frankenstein King of the Zombies
 
              When the dead rose I admit I was happy. I didn’t necessarily want the vast majority of the human race to be destroyed in an orgy of blood and violence, but neither did I feel much kinship with them either. After my birth I’d wanted to be a member of the human race and to participate in society more than anything else.
              Those desires ended soon after.
              I once asked Vlad about this. We’d been walking through Central Park during the great depression. He was on the prowl for a snack and I was just bored and in the mood for some conversation. He was one of the few people in the world that could understand my depression.
              “They are beneath us Frank,” he said eying a semi-comatose homeless man who seemed cleaner than most of the vagrants sleeping in the park that night. “They build the buildings, make the music, and write the plays that we enjoy. But they are still beneath us.”
              I laughed. Vlad still calls movies “Play’s” to this very day. Not that anyone was making new movies these days. I’d taken Vlad to see The Wizard of OZ the week before and the poor blood sucking bastard had cried and claimed he had just, “Gotten something in my eye,” when we’d left the theater.
              “It’s funny but it’s also the truth. We can love them like pets and care for the ones that pull our heart strings but our welfare comes first,” he finished and then swept down on the man for a snack. It was a rare occasion when Vlad took more than enough from a meal to feel full. 
              He almost never killed if he could help it.
              That was the last time I brought the subject up. Vlad was older than me, wiser than me, and maybe smarter. Although that was debatable, I did have the brain of a genius after all. 
              When the first reports of the dead rising and attacking the living began to appear I was in the far North of Canada. I decided in the 1980’s that what I needed was solitude. So I used a tiny fraction of my vast fortune to purchase a large island in the North West Territory. Sabbaticals such as this were far from unknown since my creation but I usually returned to the centers of human population after a few years of rest.
              The rise of the information age  changed that. 
              I became a techno junkie. As computers and instantaneous communications became more common, I found less need to physically associate with regular humans. The World Wide Web served all of my needs. From ordering food and supplies to simply chatting, I never needed to leave the confines of my compound. With my greater strength, vast intelligence, and no requirement for sleep I accomplished more than a hundred men could have in the same span of time. I made friends online and was able to interact with them. I was a master Warcraft Player, and I increased my fortune several times over through online trading.
              For those few decades I was happy.
              News reports were posted first on the fringe news websites. Then they began to filter to the major sites. When the Huffington Post banner read “THE DEAD WALK” I knew it was a serious issue. Still I was unconcerned. I could live up in the north comfortably for an indefinite period of time. Besides, humans were resourceful and clever, in some ways they were to be admired. I was sure they would be able stop or at the very least contain this plague.
              Surprisingly I was wrong.
              I may have remained safe and isolated as the world crumbled around me if it had not been for Susan. I met her online seven years before the zombies began to rise. She was fourteen then and her parents had signed her up for math tutoring online. I volunteered for things like this all of the time. Children have always been special to me. Especially since I once a child myself and hurt a little girl on accident. After she’d finished her tutoring we remained friends. We gamed together and talked on Skype nearly every night. Vlad thought it was good for me to have a pet that I could love and care for. He said he worried about me bottled away from humanity in my icy paradise.
              One evening I was viewing the increasingly horrific news when my satellite phone began to ring. Susan was one of three people, Vlad and Puck being the other two, who had my number. She’d only called it once before and that had been when she was seventeen and her dog had been hit by a car. I picked up the phone and was shocked to see my thick grey fingers were shaking.
              “Susan,” I said quietly.
              “Frank, oh thank god it’s you!” I heard the desperate relief in her voice. “They are everywhere Frank. I tried to leave the city and get to my parents place but the roads are filled with wrecked cars and the dead. Frank… the dead are everywhere.” She didn’t cry or scream but I heard the fear in her voice. It was then that I was truly afraid.
              Vlad was wrong. I didn’t love her like a pet. I just loved her.
              Susan was living in Boston and going to school. That meant she was in one of the most densely populated areas in North America. If the reports were right she was going to be in a lot of trouble very soon.
              “Where are you?” I asked her as I raced around grabbing supplies and anything else I thought I might need. Thankfully I kept the jet fueled and ready in case of emergency and the skies were clear. Although I would have gone for her even if it was blizzard conditions.
              “I’m in my dorm room. Mindy and I barricaded the door. Frank… there are so many screams.” Her voice had gone cold.
              “Stay there, it’s going to take a few hours but I am coming for you,” I said just as I slid my thick heavy boots on, boots that I had not worn in a very long time.
              I could hear her breaking down into a sobbing mess on the other end of the phone.
 
In The Air
              I called Vlad and Puck before the jet took off and didn’t receive an answer from either. Depending on where Vlad was at the moment he would be sleeping and unable to rise. Puck was often not available so I knew I would be doing this on my own. I thought for a second about calling Morgan but the last time she and I had spoken things had been messy.
              The air over the city of Boston was almost completely free of traffic but the ground was a mad house. I watched as large sections of the city burned and the roads were clogged with traffic jams and massive wrecks. I attempted to raise the tower at Logan Airport and was greeted with silence and static.
              My small Gulfstream jet was nearly on fumes, normally I would have refueled somewhere in Canada but I had to get to Susan, and I needed to land. I eyeballed the runways of Logan in the dying light of the evening sun and picked out a length I thought I would be able to land on. 
              I would never claim that the landing I made was a good one. Even if the airport had been operational I would never have been able to fly the jet again. That being said it didn’t explode when it ran off the runway and into the safety barriers.
 
On the Road
              I found an abandoned jeep near the terminal and was able to hotwire it. I have always been good with automobiles. All around gunshots and screams could be heard. Above all the noise I could hear the moans of the dead. It almost sounded like a language to me. A language that I should have been able to understand but I could not. I had yet to meet one of the risen dead and I was not looking forward to the encounter.
              Would they want to eat me?
              Would they see me as a threat?
              Those were both fair questions considering my fundamental physical nature. I had no time to stop and test those questions out. Susan and her roommate were trapped and they needed to be saved.              
              Things were worse in the city than I could have imagined. All around me chaos ruled. Zombies chased and ate people. I could accept that, these creatures were just acting as their nature dictated. It was a horrible and gruesome nature and it would make me very happy to see all of them destroyed, but it was still their nature nonetheless. 
              It was the humans that sickened me.
              All around the worst of humanity was on display. Thieves, robbers, murders, and rapists were reveling in the freedom to explore and immerse themselves in their base instincts. I swear I would have stopped and helped if it had not been for Susan. “After,” I said to myself, “After I am sure that Susan is safe I will go out into the night and help as many people as I can.”
 
At the School
              I arrived at the dorms of Susan’s school to find a scene of carnage. If it had been the dead besieging the building I would have figured a way around them. If the dead had overrun the building I would have plowed right through them. Instead there were a dozen men armed to the teeth. 
              They had the female students on the grass in front of the building. Each of the male students, I counted seventeen, had been shot in the head and piled for burning. The remaining female students, eight by my count, were in various stages of being raped by some of the men while the others either looted the surrounding buildings or stood guard to keep the dead at bay.
              My Susan was there.
              I stopped the Jeep and threw it into park. Then I nearly ripped the door off as I exited the vehicle. My blood, such as it was, was pumping hotter and faster than ever before. All around me fires burned but at that moment I feared them not.
              “SUSAN!” I roared in my deep tortured voice. Then I was running toward them.
              The men I encountered first never knew what hit them. With one punch I put my hand through a man’s chest and felt as his spine smashed out of his back. I dropped him and turned to his partner twisting his head clean off of his body. He never even had time to scream.
              Then the bullets started to fly.
              I won’t lie, they hurt. If you ever see me get shot you’ll notice I don’t really react. This has more to do with stubbornness than anything else. A side effect of my creation process is that I heal very fast. You ever read that comic book about the little guy with the knives in his hands? Yeah kind of like him but with less emo bullshit.
              I smashed through the mass of bandits till I reached the area where the girls were being held. At this point the bad guys were retreating and giving me a wide berth.
              “Susan,” I whispered as I approached her still form. I touched her gently and my heart soared. Her pulse was strong and steady.
              “Frank?” she moaned opening a puffy black and blue eye.
              “Yes Susan it’s me,” I said and hugged her. Her five foot five body was dwarfed by my seven feet of cool muscle.
              “Frankenstein,” she said and touched the mostly faded scars on my face.
              “Now you know,” I said to her and braced for the inevitable fear and revulsion.
              “I’ve always known,” she said and lifted her face to kiss me before I could react.
              My heart soared.
              Before we could do more than share a kiss one of the other girls began to scream. All around the open area in front of the dorms the dead were massing. In groups and knots they were being drawn to the pile of dead boys and group of living girls laid out for them.
              They were coming to feed.
              “What do we do?” Susan asked. She rose from the ground and began throwing on her ripped and tattered garments.
              I didn’t answer. Instead I got up and marched toward the nearest group of the dead. There were maybe twenty of the shambling and rotting things. One of Susan’s fellow girls, her roommate Mindy I realized, ran behind me. She looked at me and I didn’t see fear I saw hope. I put my hand on her small shoulder.
              “Gather all of the girls by Susan and wait for me.”
              Mindy nodded and I continued to the dead. Now I was going to find out what these things made of a man who was truly reanimated flesh. They were the universes cheap copy of my perfection. I felt insulted by their very existence.
              I planted my feet and squared me shoulders. “STOP!” I yelled at them. I don’t know what I expected. Looking back on that moment I was just getting myself ready for the attack. I never actually expected them to stop in their tracks. And not just the group in front of me, every zombie within eyesight had stopped and was doing… nothing.
              “Frank, what’s happening?” Susan asked taking my large cool hand in her small warm one.
              “I’m not sure,” I said dumbfounded. “I am not sure why Susan but they are listening to me.”
              “I think, Frank, that you may be able to save the world,” she said and snuggled into my side.
              At that moment I didn’t care about the world, though I would very soon. Right then I just cared about her.
 
 
 
 



 
A Call to Action
How to Help an Indie Writer
              We are Indie Writers. This means that we either self publishing our work or we are being published by a small company and not one of the “Big 6” publishers. We enjoy being independent, we can write what we want when we want with little to no oversight from above.
              It also means we are doing all of the heavy lifting for ourselves. 
              That is the part we enjoy the least. We don’t enjoy constantly spamming social media with information on our latest works, but it’s a task we have to do. 
              “What can I do to help you out?” you ask. 
              The answer is very simple. There is a short list of things you can do to give us a helping hand.
 
	Share information about our work with your friends and family
	Like, review, and rate our work on Amazon and Goodreads (of course if you don’t like something we would prefer you not leave negative feedback)
	Finally you can sign up for the company mailing list (link below) to keep up with the latest goings on our work

              We at Gorillas With Scissors Press look forward to producing more products that you can enjoy and we anticipate a long and happy reader/writer relationship!
-         Josh Hilden “Head Monkey” (GWSP)
Subscribe to the GWS Press Mailing list
http://forms.aweber.com/form/03/1103141603.htm



 
Join The GWS Press Book Club
              Do you like helping? Do you like free books and awesome swag? Do you like getting free books and awesome swag for helping?
              If you answered yes to any of that perhaps you would like to join the GORILLAS WITH SCISSORS PRESS BOOK CLUB!
              So what is the GWSP Book Club? Are we just a bunch of genre fiction freaks and geeks flinging poo at one another?
              Of course not… who told you that?
              No, the GWSP Book Club is just that, a book club. For as little as $1 you can be a member of this elite group.
              But what do you get out of it?
              What, helping us out isn’t enough? Well I agree the good feeling of helping isn’t enough. Depending on your subscription mount members get access to content beyond the Pay Wall,  monthly Skype or Google Hangout Q&A's, exclusive behind the scenes information, a monthly (or more often) exclusive story, free digital copies of our new releases, free paperbacks, free audio-books, when new swag is created (buttons, stickers, bookmarks… etc) Book Club members get first crack. 
              What will we do with these funds?
              First and foremost we'll be hiring new staff. We are in desperate need of a full time copy editor/proof reader along with an art director. After that we'll be bringing more writers into the fold.
              We hope you choose to join us in this journey of growth and expansion!
 
www.patreon.com/gwspress
 
- Josh Hilden "Head Monkey"



 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
              When I was born on August 3, 1976 in the great state of Michigan the hills shook and the sky was swept with fire. These were portents of the greatness for my future that was written in the stars ... I'm still waiting for that greatness.
              My name is Josh Hilden and I am many things. I am a husband, a father, a son, a friend. These are all important things but at my core I am an artist and the medium that I work in is words. I am a writer of Role Playing Games, short stories, essays, poetry, novellas, and novels. 
              In the everyday world I can be found spending time with my family and friends. I have been married to my lovely wife Karen since September of 1996. We have six amazing children. We tend to be a family of unabashed geeks and gamers who were geek before geek was chic.
              If you are really interested in me I am very active online with a personal and a writing blog along with a plethora of social media outlets. All links are available at my website (www.joshhilden.com). If you have any questions or just want to chat hit me up!
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