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With a Little (or a Lot of) Help From My
Friends…

 


Unlike most of my work, which has to
percolate around in the ol’ brain for ridiculous amounts of time
before the first word trickles out through the keyboard, this story
gushed out practically overnight.

Several months earlier, I read Living With
the Dead: With Spring Comes the Fall by Joshua Guess. This was
the collections of the first six months of his blog, which
chronicles the day-by-day events experienced by a group of
survivors during the outbreak of the global zombie pandemic. I was
so impressed that I contacted him, and we became acquainted. When
he began preparing to release Living With the Dead: Year
One, containing the entire first twelve months of his
narrative, he asked me to contribute a short story to the
collection. As it turned out, I’m a novelist through and through,
and a short story was beyond my ability. The shortest I could come
up with was a novella, but in the end we were both very happy with
the results. My eternal gratitude, Josh, for creating the
fascinating world of post-apocalyptic Frankfort, Kentucky, and for
including me in your project. It introduced me to another side of
my muse, and was so much fun to write.

Zachary J. Maers developed an absolutely
amazing cover for Monsters Unmasked, using all original art.
It was a real pleasure to work with him, and if you are ever in
need of original art for any kind of project, Zack is your man. You
can check out his work at http://www.freelanced.com/zod18.

I was reading the technical process for
publishing this novella, and within moments my brain began to leak
out of my ears. This was not a new skill set I wanted to develop at
this point in my life. Thankfully, there are gifted professionals
out there like Todd Macy of Mace eDesign
(http://www.maceedesign.com). Great friend that he is, he agreed to
take on the job, and has done an extraordinary job, as always.

Annetta Ribken has been a constant source of
friendship, support, encouragement, advice, and the occasional
motivational sporking if I slack off too much. If you head over to
her blog, Wordwebbing (http://www.wordwebbing.com), you can find
links to how to buy her amazing flash fiction collection in print
or e-formats. It’s called Not Nice, And Other
Understatements, and it will alter your sleep patterns for
decades to come. ‘Netta, you’re a powerhouse, and you’ve inspired
me more than you’ll ever know.

Thanks also to my new friends on the We Who
Write group on Facebook. I learn something new from you every day.
And from Joseph Paul Haines, twice a day.

Finally, I’m grateful every moment for my
incredible husband, who puts up with the reality of having a writer
for a wife. Believe me, I’ve never been easy to live with, but he’s
somehow managed for nearly thirty years, despite the new twist of
having me writing… all the time. I love you, hun-bun!

 



 


 


An Introduction (You’ve Been Warned) by Joshua
Guess

 


I met Lori Whitwam through Facebook. She had
read the first collection of my weird writing experiment, Living
With the Dead. It's a daily blog set in the zombie apocalypse,
which I sell on the Kindle. Lori had picked it up, loved it, and a
friendship was born.

When the time came to put out the collected
first year, I asked several of my writer friends, including Lori,
if they'd like to contribute short stories to be included as bonus
content. I didn't know it at first, but that was really a lucky
break for me, because it began a partnership that will help both of
us immensely over time. Her short story, set in the universe I
created, evolved into a novella of stunning darkness and truly
moving light.

What you are about to read will disturb you.
It will make you sad, angry, and put you in a violent mood. It will
also move you, bring tears to your eyes, and make you believe that
no matter how terrible life can be, no matter what horrific
circumstances fate brutalizes you with, there is always a brighter
day ahead. In this novella, you will bear witness to the blending
of the best and worst that human nature has to offer, woven
together by someone whose talent I stand in awe of.

Lori and I, along with our other writer
friends, will make the Indie journey together. My hope is that we
will all work on projects together, and support one another.
Because I'll be honest—I might have published before Lori, but my
bet is that her work blows up on a huge scale before my own. So
I've got to keep her happy, lest I lose my grip on her
coattails.

Enjoy the story, and all those she writes in
the future. I will.

 


-- Joshua Guess, March 2011

 



 


 


Monsters Unmasked

A Living With the Dead Novella

By Lori Whitwam

 


“If what you are is what you do when
crisis comes, then they were monsters, worse than the shambling
dead that surround us at all times.” –Joshua Guess, March 28,
2010

 


It should be easy to tell who the monsters
are in the middle of a global zombie pandemic. The blank-eyed
swarms of animated corpses who want to gnaw on your flesh are the
obvious choice. The reality, though, is it’s not always that
simple.

I learned that less than a week after the
outbreak started, and it was like getting hit in the head. In this
case, literally. I was a graduate student at Kentucky State
University, studying for my degree in Library Science. I wasn’t a
tough girl. In fact, I was a real Pollyanna. Life was wonderful,
the future was bright, and there was never anything with fangs
under the bed. I lived off-campus with my older brother, Matt, who
managed a wholesale buyer’s club off of I-64. At first, he didn’t
like having his little sister underfoot, but I was quiet by nature,
and between classes and working part-time in the University
library, he barely knew I was there.

A couple of days after the “riots” were
reported in Cincinnati, we knew something terrible was happening. I
don’t remember which of us said the z-word first. It felt
ridiculous, and I almost laughed, but soon it was all too real. Our
parents lived in Cheviot, on the west side of Downtown Cincinnati.
We heard from them once, the day it started, and they were planning
to wait it out. I guess that didn’t go well, since we were unable
to reach them again.

When the zombies started turning up on the
Kentucky side of the river, panic took over within hours. Matt
hoped to get his store’s valuable supplies into the hands of those
who needed them, rather than looters who wanted the power that came
with a monopoly on essential goods. He didn’t want to leave me
alone, so we headed for his pickup. I put my little beagle mix,
Skip, in his crate behind the seats, and we went to assess the
situation, dodging the groups of zombies that were beginning to
clog the streets.

At first, people still went through the
motions of trying to do business, but things quickly spiraled out
of control. Fights broke out all over the store, and some people
began wheeling their top-heavy shopping carts right past the
checkout counters. Nobody tried to stop them. Most of them were
openly carrying guns.

I got worried about leaving Skip in the truck
in case someone stole it. I got him out, put on his leash, and
rushed back inside to find Matt. He was in the warehouse, and a
large truck was backed up to the loading bay. Any other time this
wouldn’t have seemed unusual, but this was not a normal day. Matt
was backed against a pallet of canned vegetables, his hands in the
air, facing five men with shotguns.

I froze, as Skip began to growl. I recognized
the man in front. I’d seen him many times when I stopped by the
store to shop, or talk to Matt about borrowing his truck. His name
was Mason. He was taller than Matt, but thinner, though working in
a warehouse had given him tight, ropy muscles. He had sandy hair
that was always in his eyes, and he seemed shy, occasionally
nodding at me but never speaking.

He didn’t look shy now.

Matt, foolish, responsible Matt. “You can’t
just drive off with all this stuff, Mason! People need it.
We have to help people coming in here get the things that might
keep them alive.”

A dry, emotionless laugh was Mason’s reply.
“Hey, dumb-shit, you don’t get it. It’s every man for himself now.”
Gunshots were heard through the loading bay door. “See? They’re
here already. Me and the boys are gonna set us up a supply depot.
This will make a real good start.” His eyes cut to me. “Maybe your
sister’d like to join us. I bet she’d be real popular.”

Matt took a step toward Mason, and in an
instant Mason brought up his gun and fired. Matt flew backward, the
pallet behind him rocking with the impact. That hadn’t been a
warning shot. It hadn’t been to wound or incapacitate. Mason had
shot Matt in the face, and I’m sure he was dead before the first
drops of his blood hit the floor.

I screamed, and Skip barked and lunged at the
end of his leash. Mason swung the gun toward us, then dipped it
down, pointed directly at Skip. “We don’t need this noisy little
fucker.”

His finger tightened on the trigger, and I
let go of Skip’s leash. “Go, Skip! Run!” He leaped forward just as
the gun went off. He yelped, but kept going, right out the back
door.

I sank to the floor. I looked at my dead
brother, and hoped Skip would keep running and find somewhere safe
until I could get him. I couldn’t wrap my head around what was
happening. There were monsters outside, roaming our streets. This
guy, who was barely older than I was, had a gun pointed at me. I
began scooting backward, getting my hands under me so I could get
up and run.

“Oh, no you don’t, sweet thang,” Mason said.
“Ellen, isn’t it? Miss Ellen Hale, always so cool and proper. Well,
them days are over.” He moved toward me, swung his fist, and that’s
all I knew for a while.

 


***

 


I couldn’t feel my arms. The only light I
could see came from a narrow crack between two broad metal doors. I
made out the shapes of crates and boxes stacked around me, and
concluded I was in the back of the truck Mason and his goons loaded
with stolen merchandise. The engine rumbled, but we weren’t moving.
The lack of motion may have been what nudged me back to
consciousness.

A quick inventory told me my hands were bound
behind my back, and my head throbbed. In the dim light, I
discovered the chill I felt was due to my shirt being pushed up
under my arms, exposing my bra, and my jeans were unbuttoned and
unzipped. They remained in place, though, and I hoped that was a
good sign.

The doors banged open and I squinted, ducking
my head away from the light. “Well, the princess is awake.” I
recognized Mason’s condescending, contemptuous drawl. I didn’t say
anything. “Ignore me if you want, princess. Won’t do any good.”

As my eyes adjusted to the brightness, I saw
pallets of food, bottled water, and other items stolen from the
wholesale club, as well as cases of bourbon. I surmised we’d made
another stop, looting the Buffalo Trace Distillery on the north
side of town, while I was unconscious. Fabulous. I read enough
novels to know liquor was a high-value commodity in any survival
situation. I also knew enough about mean drunks to be even more
afraid.

Mason climbed into the truck and reached
behind me. He grabbed my bound wrists and jerked me to my feet and
then out into the early March sun. I saw that we were behind a
run-down two story hotel off the highway. The windows were boarded
up, and I noticed signs of a recent fire scorching the walls to one
side of the back door. A power pole canted against the
building.

He pushed me ahead of him, and I was
ridiculously grateful that my shirt slipped down to cover me,
though I had to shuffle, thighs together, to keep my jeans from
slipping down. We went up the stairs to the second floor. I heard
other women calling from behind doors fastened with latches and
padlocks. Some were shouting for help, but mostly I heard sobbing.
I wondered how long it would be before I was doing the same
thing.
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