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Here are the true confessions of a zombie.

 

Recounting the years of his life, the zombie tells a hauntingly beautiful story full of startling revelations, danger and death, heart and hunger.

 

This is a story of how the zombie came to be. A story of his eternal life and the curse of that life. A story that powerfully conveys the depth of fear and horror, the ineradicable spirit of conflict, the raw and vivid nature of the beast that lives within us all.
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“Well,” said the zombie finally as he sat across from the girl and leaned back into the luxurious leather of the French provincial arm chair. “I not only stayed with the wolves, but I became their leader. Or at least, they looked to me to lead them and I did.

  “Life with the pack was simple. We hunted. We defended our territory. We sheltered. The pack was everything to me and I was everything to them, for I was Alpha.”

  “Alpha?” the girl asked.

  The zombie gazed at the girl. As much as he wanted to tell his story fully to someone, it was the interruptions, always the interruptions that brought out his nature and ultimately led to failure.

  The girl smiled under the weight of his stare. He smiled back even as he imagined tying the girl to the chair, using a surgical saw to cut a circle around her cranium so he could remove the cap of her skull and get at the tissues of her living brain. Even as he imagined scooping up those tissues a bite at a time with a citrus spoon while the girl writhed and screamed.

  There was no substitute for such delicacy. None. Point of fact, he’d eaten little else since he’d perfected the technique centuries ago and it was really modern medicine that was to thank for his marvelous find.

  In the early centuries of his life there simply hadn’t been such fine instruments as those used in modern medicine. Except modern wasn’t really the right word, was it?

  Nothing from the 15th century could be considered modern anymore, even so he grinned sheepishly at memories of his days stalking cobbled streets with his novel tools, at the way the horses always seemed to know who and what he was while his quarry would never admit to themselves that he was what he was even as he ate their live flesh while they flailed, screamed and squealed.

  Of all his tools, it was a simple citrus spoon from a Civil War silver service that he most cherished. He’d tried other types of spoons. Place spoons. Cream soup spoons. Demitasse spoons. But it was the citrus spoon with its serrated edge that made dining a pure joy. Nothing else could scoop up brain still attached to its host as easily.

  The zombie reached out to the girl, his hand moving hesitantly across the cinnamon-finished coffee table. He wanted to feel her warm flesh beneath his fingers once again. He knew he shouldn’t have touched her before, but the temptation was there. It was overwhelming. Overriding. The reason for every thought he promised himself he wouldn’t have.

  He relived the moments of their touch. How he’d grabbed her wrists to dissuade her leaving. How he’d reached out over the length of the table and steadied her. How she’d shuddered at his touch.

  The fear scent she’d released then was manna from heaven. Except heaven had nothing to with what might be ahead. Not even hell had anything to do with what was ahead. Hell was a child’s playground by comparison.

  The zombie wet his lips, managing to pull back his hand even as the temptation to let his fingers spider across the table set his senses ablaze. As he lifted the wine glass to his lips, he breathed in her scent on his fingers as easily as the bountiful bouquet of the deep red liquid.

  Beneath the Trésor perfume she’d dabbed on her wrists earlier that evening was her true scent. A scent that was surprisingly earthy for one of her occupation. He smelled the herbal teas she preferred to coffee. The garlic, ginger and ginseng of her ethnic foods. The faint odor of cigarettes from smokers who had been standing outside the all night diner where he’d met her earlier.

  The zombie realized his stomach was fluttering and his breathing was more rapid than it should have been. The sigh that escaped his lips then was almost a moan of pleasure, a tip of the hat to the fact it’d been so long since he’d eaten Asian.

  “Alpha?” the girl repeated.

  The girl’s voice brought the zombie out of his thoughts, but it was her warm brown eyes and the eagerness reflected in them that reminded him of what he was trying to accomplish. “Yes, alpha. Leader of the pack. I threw down my father’s sword, discarded my father’s shield and armor, and became one with the pack.

  “The pack protected me and I protected the pack. Song of the Moon, a great she-wolf who had been mated to the alpha I killed, was the only hold out. She distrusted me and I her. Of course, I had no idea at the time that wolves mated for life or that wolves, or any creature for that matter, could pledge themselves so fully to vengeance. I was naïve about a great many things in those early days.”

  “But you were just a boy, scarcely old enough to be on your own let alone to know the ways of the world,” the girl said.

  For a long moment the zombie gazed at the girl and then he started as if awakened from deepest thought. He breathed in her intoxicating scent. The wonderful tang of fear and trepidation were giving way to something else. Something equally tantalizing. “A boy, perhaps, by today’s standards, but I felt I was a man, for with the spring thaw came my second year in East Anglia and I was by then fifteen.

  “I’d survived a harsh winter with my pack and spring brought us nature’s bounty. We hunted the woods with deadly precision, for what I lacked in speed and agility I made up for in cunning. I loved my pack. I trained them in the art of the lure and the trap and they trained me in the art of the hunt and the kill.

  “We dined on elk, deer, wild pig, game hen, river fish and wild horse. I loved tearing flesh from bone with my teeth. I relished the way beating hearts pumping blood slowed and became still. The way that blood bathed me as I fed.

  “We wanted for nothing. There was such abundance that every pup in every litter survived, making our pack stronger than it ever had been before.

  “But there was always Song of the Moon as a thorn in my side. I thought I could change that by mating with her and claiming her for my own, but that only made matters worse. Worse for the she-wolf. Worse for me.”

  “You mated with a beast?” the girl asked, her eyes full of disbelief and her voice full of an unspoken hesitation, as if she were thinking of something else.

  The zombie raised a halting hand as he leaned forward. His expression showed his surprise at the things unspoken. The smell of her restrained arousal fed his yearning. A yearning he struggled with just as he fought the bountiful hunger building within him. “Not as repulsive as you must think. You must remember that I was a wolf then, not a man. I knew nothing else.”
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The girl shook her head. Her eyes watered. Her changing scent told the zombie many things, chief among them that the girl was not repulsed by the thought at all. True, something he had already known, but he had wanted to be sure before contemplating how to explore the new possibilities that suddenly occurred to him.

  “It’s all right,” the zombie said to reassure her. “I’m not as offended by your words as I pretend to be. It’s only that I forget from time to time that this is your first time hearing my story.”

  “But what did you do? How did you survive if Song of the Moon was against you?” the girl asked.

  “It was the coming of winter that changed everything. The cold set in early, as did the snow. At first, I didn’t know anything was wrong, but some of the elders knew almost at once. They tried to divide the pack, to chase away the young wolves.

  “I didn’t understand. I fought those elders, drove them away instead, and Song of the Moon went with them. My pack without its greatest elders wasn’t the same. The young wolves were full of vitality but they lacked the verve of the great elders.

  “The hunt and the kill were never the same afterward and much of what I taught the pack of the lure and the trap was lost as well. Where before to a one our hunts succeeded, now fully half or more of our hunts failed. We went hungry some days and many nights.

  “As winter raged on, game became increasingly scarce. My pack had to range farther and farther away to pick up scents. During the long dark nights, I joined my brothers and sisters howling at the moon and begging the Lords of the Night for help. But no help came.

  “I blamed the deep snows and bone-baring cold. I never thought to blame Song of the Moon, though I should have. Instead I looked inward. I became bitterly disappointed in myself. I no longer believed that I deserved to be alpha. I despaired and my heart ached.”

  “By spring, I’d lost a quarter of my pack to hunger and cold. I told myself that what happened in winter didn’t matter. I grew the pack, kept every pup from every litter. The wolves that survived from the previous year’s litters were stronger now, more capable.

  “I taught them the hunt and the kill as I’d been taught. There was no time for the lure and the trap though, as we spent all of our time ranging farther and farther to get the game we needed to survive.

  “Oh, how we hunted. We were fearless taking whatever we found for our own. One of our greatest hunts came just before winter, a she-bear and her two cubs.

  “Bears are ferocious beasts. As we set upon them, the she-bear reared on her hind legs to protect her cubs. She took Running Mountain, the greatest of my pack, with one swipe, flinging him against a tree and breaking his back in an instant.

  “I didn’t see the mercy of such a swift kill then. I knew only my fury. My rage fueled our ravenous attack. A dozen wolves circled the she-bear, attempting to take her bite by bite while she swiped and roared. I lost two more of my pack, Grey Son of Deer Killer and Yellow Moon in Shadow. Grey Son to her powerful paws, Yellow Moon to her jaws.

  “But setting her jaws into Yellow Moon was the first of the she-bears many mistakes, for once she’d latched on she needed to maintain her hold until Yellow Moon was finished. While she shook her head and thrashed, the pack set upon her en masse, tearing into her fur and flesh over and over. After that, it was a matter of waiting while she bled and weakened.

  “If there’s one thing wolves know, it’s patience. We took the cubs while we waited. One on a cloudless morning near a swift-running river. The other after the cub wandered down and over a rise away from the she-bear. I’ll never forget the mournful roars of the she-bear upon discovering what remained of her cubs.

  “Her cries of rage were things a radiant beauty, as moving as any somber opera ballad, as sincere as any broken-hearted lover’s poem. It was as if one of the Lords of Night had come down from the dark sky and kissed my forehead while whispering in my ear. The she-bear lost her will to fight after losing both her cubs and we took her inside a rounded hollow as she sought to retreat to her winter cave.”

  “Fattened on our bounty, I felt we were ready for the winter, but I was wrong. Once again, game became increasingly scarce and we ranged farther and farther to find new quarry to hunt. As our hunts started to fail more often than they succeeded and the snows deepened, hunger set in.

  “Hunger during the long cold season is not unknown to wolves, but I again saw it as my failure. When Little Hound, the first born of the spring litters, died, I cried out to the Lords of Night, much as the she-bear had cried out for her cubs. I vowed I would do whatever it took to sustain us all.”

  “But that’s understandable,” said the girl quickly when the zombie paused. “I mean, wouldn’t anyone have done the same in such circumstances?”

  “Is it really so understandable?” The zombie looked at the girl. Her eyes never moved from his and in those eyes the zombie found the emotion he had been scenting for some time. The girl wasn’t like the others. Though his words dismayed and distressed her at times, they did not repel or repulse her. This was new. Different. “I think perhaps it was youthful inexperience. Let me explain. I loved my pack, as I told you, at times I believed there was nothing save pack. If someone would have told me there was anything else—that there could be anything else—I would not have believed them.

  “I was alpha. The pack was everything, and I was everything to the pack. Though my brothers and sisters hungered, I never did. The pack would not eat until I had eaten, for the pack was willing to give up everything for me, just as I would have given up everything for the pack.

  “But I couldn’t see what my eyes did not see, nor could I fight what I didn’t know and what I didn’t know was that from the moment the pack split Song of the Moon had set her sights on my end and the end of my brothers and sisters.

  “The game we could not find was gone not because it had ranged on, but because Song of the Moon and her pack had driven the game away. Our once fertile hunting grounds might as well have been a frozen wasteland. Not only were elk, deer, wild pig and wild horse gone, but gone also were winter hare and other small creatures that braved winter’s cold as wolves did.

  “It was a chance encounter with Old Blue, one of the great elders from Song of the Moon’s pack, that led to the discovery that her pack was to blame for our hunger. Rather than let Song of the Moon’s pack chase our game away and starve us, I decided to hunt and kill Song of the Moon.

  “As alpha, it was my duty to guide, nurture and protect the pack, but this was something more. This was something I felt I needed to do in the deepest parts of my bones.

  “And so a new type of hunt began. One of wolf hunting wolf. But our every attempt to take Song of the Moon was met by the great elders and the new members of Moon’s growing pack.

  “With winter’s bone-baring cold settled in and the long nights filling with hunger, I was left with fewer and fewer options. I knew I must make a move while my pack was strong. I knew I must not wait until hunger weakened us and we could fight no more.

  “In a desperate gambit, I called out challenges to Song of the Moon. Challenges I howled of through two long nights and days, calling for a one on one match. I couldn’t have known then that such a fight was what the great she-wolf had wanted all along.”
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The girl’s face was tense, showing both her astonishment and her eagerness to hear more. “Song of the Moon goaded you into a fight? Did she want your pack for her own?”

  The zombie was silent for a time. “More than that. Much more than that. She was lost to her great sorrow. The heartbreak of such loss had consumed her. She wanted me gone, dead. She wanted all the wolves who sided with me gone, dead. Old Blue wouldn’t have betrayed her otherwise.”

  The girl leaned forward, touching a hand to the round table. “Old Blue betrayed Song of the Moon? But you said it was a chance encounter?”

  “A poor choice of words then, because it was not so much chance as providence. Old Blue wanted to be found and we happened to find him. But Old Blue didn’t betray Song of the Moon completely. Instead he spoke of a vision he’d had. A vision in which the packs were united after the downfall of a leader who intended murder.”

  “Murder?” the girl asked.

  “It’s as close a word as fits, for wolves do not kill wolves as men kill men, nor do wolves speak with words of such fixed meaning. A wolf’s howls can have many meanings, many ways of interpretation. Everything from the pitch of a yip to the sloping of an ear has meaning and changes the context and nature of what’s said.”

  The zombie was looking out the window again. A silence hung in the air while his eyes scanned the street below. The girl heard the sound of a car, a car door closing, a woman’s heels on concrete. Then the car drove on and was gone.

  “So what did you do?” asked the girl. “Did Song of the Moon accept your challenge?”

  “She did. It’s what she wanted more than life’s breath itself. She called for a meeting of the packs under the next full moon and I accepted. But I knew I couldn’t face Song of the Moon and live. The she-wolf was easily twice my size, with strength and cunning far surpassing my own.”

  “However did you survive then?” the girl asked.

  “I didn’t really. Or I should say that the wolf I was then didn’t because I knew I couldn’t face Song of the Moon as I was. I knew I needed to become more than a wolf. The next full moon was many nights away. I looked inward for days and the answer came to me in a dream, a whisper of a dream really. But it was enough and I knew that to face Song of the Moon I needed something forgotten in my past.

  “And so, I began searching. What I searched for, I didn’t really know and yet I knew I would know it when I found it. My search took me across leagues of frozen forest. A great arcing circle, carrying me back to a place I thought vaguely of as having once been my home—a home really. It wasn’t a wolf home certainly and so I could only see it at the edges of my mind, in places I hadn’t dared look as a wolf.

  “These were places from my former life you see. My life before I was a wolf. My life as a man.

  “I found what I was looking for on the fourth night. Not much remained, but I recognized it at once. It was the winter shelter I’d made as a man. The place I’d collected the former alpha’s pelt for my winter coat.

  “The sword, shield and armor were where I’d left them. Mostly in ruin, but these were the things I’d seen at the corners of my mind. The things that would help me live through the challenge ahead.

  “My pack stayed with me during the long nights and days of my search. They stayed with me as I salvaged what I could of the shield and armor. The sword, my steel teeth, stood ready, however. I needed only to clean and sharpen the blade, to hone my skills as I played with the blade in the field, and all the while time crept slowly forward toward a fateful encounter.

  “On the eve of the full moon, I donned the armor, took up the sword and shield and went with my pack to the meeting place. The packs met in a deep vale, with the light of the full moon bathing the place where Song of the Moon and I danced our dance of death and winner take all. Together we numbered more than a hundred.

  “The shield saved me more than once from the great she-wolf’s terrible jaws. The armor too. But it was my steel teeth that helped to even the odds.

  “I was terrified when it began. On four paws, Song of the Moon was able to look straight into my eyes. In truth, she wasn’t just two times my size, she was nearly three times my size. She outweighed me by far. Her jaws could lock around my waist from side to side. One of her paws was twice as big as both of my fists together.

  “But as I poured everything I had into blow and after blow, I came to realize the terror I felt was the man’s and not the wolf’s. In that instant, I knew too that to survive I must be both a wolf and a man.

  “I didn’t know how I would do this, but I puzzled at this as I fought to survive. This proved without doubt the most difficult part for me. While the wolf in me had no fear, the man in me was full of fear. Full too of things I didn’t want to know. Things long lost to the wolf. Memories of a father and brothers gone. Sisters and a mother I’d never see again.

  “Such pain proved to be as fearsome as the steel teeth in my hand. It drove my arm. It gave me strength. Such strength that for the first time I had the barest advantage.

  “Song of the Moon was powerful, cunning and strong, but I was full of pain and my desire for retribution was stronger than hers. I knew to my core what I must do. As if to remind me, the great she-wolf raked my chest. The armor caught most of the blow but my flesh caught some too.

  “Thinking me more wounded than I was, Song of the Moon closed in for the kill. So close I could feel the heat of her breath warming the frigid air between us. After she raked me again, she clamped her jaws onto my side, crunching through the armor and giving me the great scars I carry with me still.

  “Her terrible mistake was the same as the she-bear’s, for once she’d locked her jaws she committed herself to tearing the flesh from my bones and ending me. The armor, dented and rusted as it was, prevented her from finishing me. While she shook her head and fought to rip away armor and flesh, I threw down my shield. I took the sword in both hands and drove it into her neck and down toward her heart.

  “But even then she refused to release her grip. I watched her struggle, try to break free, fail, and finally go limp. And die. She did not die at once.

  “She collapsed onto me. I saw life drain from her eyes as her heart beat slower and slower. Finally, I delivered mercy. I took the hilt of the sword in both hands and drove the blade deeper still.

  “Then it was necessary to take her pelt and wear it as my own. I was almost sick from this. I was weak and had little reserve true enough, but this was something more. I wanted to honor Song of the Moon for her gift to me. Her gift of understanding, for I had needed to fully and utterly embrace both the wolf I was and the man I’d once been to truly come to know myself.

  “I then became something more. Something more than I ever dreamed possible.”
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The girl’s eyes grew huge. She had drawn further and further into the French provincial arm chair as the zombie spoke, and now her face was painted with emotion. Her eyes, narrow and focused, hungered for something her lips dared not utter.

  The zombie’s lips shaped the word no, but no sound came out. He took a long drink of wine to clear his throat. “No,” he said. “This isn’t when it happened, but it was a necessary transformation for me to become what I would later become.”

  “And when did you become a zombie?” the girl asked, her voice rising as she spoke.

  The zombie touched a hand to the table. “We’re getting closer now, but that’s really only just the beginning. There so much more to tell beyond how it happened and how I became what I am. The whole story of my life really. Everything from the Crusades to the Grail to the forming of the Republic to the Red Coat war. But I’m getting ahead of myself, aren’t I?”

  The girl said nothing. The hunger in her eyes said everything that needed to be said.

  “Let me take things in order. After besting Song of the Moon, I was the undisputed alpha of both packs. I settled old disagreements as wolves do with great hunts and unions between bachelors and she-wolves just coming into their own.

  “I repaired the divide and filled it with pack. Our strength was also our weakness, however. Feeding and keeping a pack of more than a hundred wolves was a great challenge, especially when we were so deep in winter’s throes.

  “But I knew there must be an answer to the hunger clawing at our bellies. The answer came just as the weakest of us started dying. It came in the form of a creature that walked upright on two legs and carried steel teeth and fire sticks in its hands.

  “The great elders were wary of this quarry. The young ones knew little of steel teeth and fire sticks. They’d seen the steel teeth I carried but they didn’t know enough to be afraid. I knew I should be wary but I wasn’t and so I led the pack after the two legs.”

  “The young ones were anxious for the hunt. They wanted to take down the two leg we followed, but I bade them wait. ‘Patience,’ I howled. Somehow I knew following was the right thing to do and we followed the two leg to its den where it met others of its kind.

  “My brothers, sisters and I took the herd as they sat around a circle of fire. They did not expect our attack and they drew their steel teeth too slowly.”

  The zombie stopped. The girl sat motionless regarding him, astonished. “People?” she whispered, her eyes wide. “You’re talking about people? You hunted people?”

  “Yes,” said the zombie, his eyes level and his face calm as he sipped his wine. “My how we feasted that night. As I ripped open necks and tore flesh from bone, I marveled at the rich taste in my mouth. I’d never had anything like it before. It was a flavor wholly its own and yet in it I could sense so much more. Bear, elk, deer, wild pig, game hen, and river fish. It was as if the skies had opened and brought nature’s bounty to my mouth.

  “I think perhaps I was addicted to the taste from the first. But I don’t remember in truth if it happened then or later. But I remember the feeling. Oh, how I remember the feeling.

  “It welled up from deep within me and somehow I knew this hunt was the most true thing I’d ever done—even truer than when I’d bested Song of the Moon. It was as if there was a battle raging within me, as if I was no longer just a wolf.”

  “But you weren’t just a wolf,” said the girl interrupting. “You were a man. You’d always been a man. A man and a wolf, like you said.”

  The zombie’s eyes filled with longing and hunger before they went to the open windows where a renewed breeze was playing in the curtains. He was silent for a pair of breaths, then he looked back. “Not at that moment. At that moment, there was only the wolf. The wolf and his profound hunger.

  “It wasn’t until the dawn that I scented and saw the bloody tracks leading from the two-leg den and knew one had escaped. While my brothers and sisters continued to gorge themselves after their long hunger, I followed the trail away.

  “I followed the two legs through the forest, across leagues of frozen earth. I ran in the shadows as the two leg made its way to a river. The two leg had limped or crawled most of the way, so by the time it reached the river I was sure it was done for. But it surprised me by jumping into the river and letting the fast-running water sweep it away.

  “I loped along at the river’s edge, following as best as I could. At times, I was so close I could almost touch it. At other times, it was so far away I could only scent it.

  “Each time it caught a glimpse of me the two leg howled and thrashed in the water. It wasn’t unlike any other wounded prey I’d pursued and yet even now I can’t fully explain the way my senses tingled, nor the way I longed to gnash its neck between my teeth and taste its flesh.

  “For a time, I forgot about my pack and the pursuit became the only thing that mattered. I ran along the river for several leagues, following its twists and turns. I ran on even after I scented the sea in the air. I ran on even after I scented other two legs.

  “All I could think about was flesh. Two-leg flesh. Human flesh.”

 


 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

 

 

Emily Asimov grew up with books. Libraries raised her. When she was ten, she discovered the writings of her grandfather and started dreaming of being a writer one day. She read every fantasy and science fiction book she could find.

  Somewhere along the way though she lost the writer’s dream. She never stopped writing, but the very idea of being a writer one day faded away. At least until, she found her voice again and was encouraged by others to share her writing with others.

  As a life-long fan of all things science fiction, her goal is to write and publish sci-fi adventures for all ages. The characters in her Star Chasers books explore the vast reaches of the galactic empire controlled by the Order of Eight.

  Find Emily’s book at Amazon.

Ops/images/cover.jpg
INTERVIEW

WITH THE

ZOMBIE 2

‘WHEN WINTER BARED OUR BONES

l|. '

EMILY ASIMOV





