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  Introduction


  On September 20, the zombie virus was released into the dense population of transients on Skid Row in downtown Los Angeles. It spread like unstoppable wildfire in all directions, decimating everything in its path for six full weeks before measures were taken to cleanse the scourge. These stories take place in those final times.


  They are told through the eyes of several different Angelinos, each offering a unique perspective to the events as they unfolded and to the aftermath of the virus. They have not been edited for content but remain preserved in their initial capturing. They bear witness not only to the tragedies of that unforgettable period, but also to the city’s former glory.


  May they not be forgotten but remain uncensored for future generations, so they may understand the choices that we made. And may they also serve as a reminder; not only of mankind’s infinite potential for good, but also of their latent animal desire for cruelty and suffering, and how the constant struggle between these two opposing forces defined what it meant to be alive in the era commonly referred to as the 21st century.


  Los Angeles, also known as the City of Angels, once had a


  racially and culturally diverse population of nearly 4,000,000 people.


  Prior to its fall it was the most populated city in California


  and the second most populated in the entire United States.


  It covered an area of nearly 500 square miles.


  In fact, the Greater L.A. Area region contained approximately


  18,000,000 people, making it one of the most densely populated


  metropolitan areas on the entire planet.


  The city’s inhabitants were referred to as Angelenos.


  LAX


  The flight management computers were still working when he locked himself in the cockpit. He’d been trying to catch his breath for what felt like forever. Sweat formed at his temples and he could hear his heart beating violently in his ears. He was sore all over, but other than that he was in better shape than most. He’d managed to climb through hell without even getting a scratch. He’d double-checked the door to be sure it was locked, not believing his own eyes.


  Thank God for 9/11, he thought. The last thing I need right now is an uninvited guest crashing the party up here while I’m setting navigation. And here I thought nothing good would come of that day, just like nothing good can ever come from today.


  He began aligning the inertial navigation systems and entering data into the flight management computers. Normally he’d be talking to the tower as well right about now, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen. The radio was dead quiet. It gave him chills just to think about it. In all the years he’d sat behind the controls of an airplane, that had never happened. Not once. He’d be basically flying blind once he got off the ground with no way of knowing when another flying object might suddenly veer into his path at six hundred miles an hour. He wasn’t all that worried about the takeoff and landing so much as he was about the actual flight itself. Normally that was the easiest part. All he had to do was get above the clouds and level off. But today nothing was going to be easy and he knew it.


  Knowing something and accepting something are two very different things, he reminded himself.


  He ran through the checklist in his head as he fired up the engines and backed the plane out. He cut across the runway—breaking protocol—and set himself up for takeoff.


  “Last flight out of Hell-eh,” he said before giving the bird some throttle and launching himself up and over the ocean. The plane had been serviced and refueled the night before. He had enough gas in the tank to make it to London with ease, but he was headed in the opposite direction instead. He might be able to make Sydney if he felt like it, but he figured Waikiki would be far enough to be free of this mess. Once he got closer he hoped he’d be able to pick up someone on the radio.


  “Free at last!”


  He let out a whistle as the endless expanse of the bright blue Pacific Ocean rose up before him. It was a textbook take off, one for the record books. Most planes leaving Tom Bradley Airport in Los Angeles, also known as LAX, shoot out over the water before turning back to find their flight path across the United States. The exceptions were San Francisco, Seattle, and Hawaii. Today he was hoping to make it to paradise in one piece.


  “The worst is behind me now,” he said trying to calm his nerves. “Five short hours of calm skies is all I ask and then I’m gonna need a big-ass tropical drink with a tiny little umbrella parked in a chunk of rum soaked fruit.”


  He leveled the plane off at thirty thousand feet and checked his instrumentation. It was perfect. Everything had gone according to plan, you know, if you factored in surviving the end of the world as part of the equation. He looked down to see his filth-covered hand shaking uncontrollably, the veins bulging beneath the skin, writhing like living snakes.


  It’s just nerves, he told himself. That’s all. You made it, man. You’re safe now.


  He exhaled and felt the stitch in his chest relax just a notch. There was still a hardness in his stomach that he couldn’t shake—like any moment his guts might seize up into a charley horse. He let out a forced chuckle, hoping it would bring with it the joy and jubilation he thought he was supposed to feel. Instead, the creeping feeling of dread lingered with him. He couldn’t shake it and he didn’t know why. He’d survived the worst living nightmare imaginable, in one piece no less. He should have felt better about it.


  You just need to stick to your routine, he thought. It will all come back to me. Give it a moment.


  He took the microphone in hand to address the empty 747. He pressed down on the switch and heard the familiar bing.


  “Good morning ladies and gentlemen. On behalf of what’s left of the human fucking race, I’d like to welcome you to Undead Air,” he droned in his usual tone, fighting back a snicker. “I’m your pilot today, Edgar Reynolds. Unfortunately, none of you made it out of Los Angeles with a pulse. We apologize for the inconvenience. This will be the last flight from the West Coast of the United States for the foreseeable future. We appreciate your understanding. It has been a pleasure to serve you. On behalf of everyone here at Undead Air we invite you to sit back and relax and enjoy some free in-flight entertainment. Simply look out your windows to see the worst shit imaginable as we pull away from the mouth of hell. The flight time to Hawaii should be about five hours, but I’m going to push this bitch hard so be prepared to experience some higher than normal turbulence. Praying here that the island is still inhabited by actual living human beings at this point and not…”


  He let the word die in his throat…zombies. It wasn’t possible. It just wasn’t. He must have been dreaming.


  Sandra, he thought. There was a bitter taste in his mouth at the thought of her, like acid on his tongue. She said that little pill was an Ambien, but she must have given me LSD on accident.


  Even as he thought it he knew it was farfetched. He wanted to believe it, but everything was so surreal now. He looked out in the distance and saw the Catalina Islands floating on the Pacific like a green ball rising above the surface of the churning tides.


  “Think, man,” he shouted at himself, trying to put it all back together. There were blood smears and ugly streaks of some dirty brown liquid still covering his hands and body, desecrating his pilot’s uniform.


  His job as a pilot had always meant that he lived a less than routine lifestyle. He’d been trained by the Navy—graduated Top Gun—and joined up to pilot commercial planes the minute he left the military. The first year he’d logged over two hundred thousand miles, and it had only gone up since then. Over the last twelve years he’d made the strangest collection of friends imaginable flying 747’s and 777’s from Los Angeles to Tokyo, Sydney, and even Shanghai. In the end he’d been cut down to only five jumps per month, no matter how hard he tried to find a way around it. A local carrier might do as many as forty runs a month, taking one of those tiny planes from John Wayne or Bob Hope to Vegas and back three or four times a day. He knew a guy named Lee who only flew from Seattle to San Francisco to Los Angeles. He’d been doing the West Coast boogie for nearly five years and didn’t mind at all, but that wasn’t exactly his cup of tea, if you’ll forgive the expression. For Edgar, it wasn’t an actual flight until he was up for at least four hours. That’s when the real skill came in to play. That’s when experience proved invaluable.


  Some pilots treat it like a big-ass school bus, he thought, but not me. Never. It was always a thrill to know I had over four hundred or more lives in my hands, way up in the air. It felt like playing God.


  He thought back to the way he usually got ready for a flight. It was a whole lot different than what he had pulled today, cutting across the runway and ignoring all safety protocol. The FAA would have his license if he tried that in the real world. He’d catch flack for sure from his least favorite tin pusher, an air traffic controller by the name of Oscar, who’d earned the nickname Oscar the Grouch. Once when LAX had been stacked up with a lot of commercial aircraft waiting for approach, he’d lost his cool. They were already over an hour late. Edgar knew the WX was good, but somehow there was still a traffic bottleneck keeping them in the air. He hadn’t slept well the night before. He’d been trying to keep himself on Pacific Standard Time to cut the jet lag down when he was home. He wasn’t the only one angry either. Other pilots and crew were on the box expressing different forms of frustration at the holdup as well. Finally, one let out a string of expletives in a high-pitched voice that ended in a screeching FUCK!


  “Aircraft making last transmission,” Oscar snarled, “identify yourself immediately!”


  “Approach Delta 54, negative on the F—U—C—K word.”


  “Approach US Air 1107, also negative on fuck.”


  “Approach NW 313, negative on dropped F bomb.”


  Each denial only seemed to drive the Grouch more insane. When he finally responded to Edgar’s millionth request to touch down, his voice was dripping with venom.


  “All aircraft holding. Expect additional fifteen-minute delay.”


  “You do understand that it costs us two thousand dollars to make a one-eighty in this airplane?”


  “Roger,” Oscar quickly replied. “In that case mark me down for about four thousand dollars’ worth of turns to start and we’ll see where we go from there.”


  Edgar was used to landing big planes and dealing with attitude problems of the arrogant geniuses running the tower. Air traffic controllers were notorious assholes who liked to play God. They were Type A personalities on steroids. Still the high stress of the job and long hours spent under insane pressure meant most of them burned out in as little as ten years or less. Over the years though, the Grouch had hung on. It was strange not to hear his voice on the radio.


  “Poor old Grouch is probably one of those mindless things now,” Edgar said to himself. “Can’t say I’m gonna miss him though. That fucker really was a pain in the ass.”


  Generally, there were two extra pilots on board and he would fly relief. That meant on long flights he would come in tired and bunk it first, then when the other pilots were starting to fade Edgar would take control and bring them on in. He loved making the wide banks around Heathrow, dashing in and out of the clouds as they circled in a holding pattern while dozens of people in the control tower worked hard to land incoming travelers from all over the world. One minute he’d be climbing up into a soft whirl of puffy white cotton balls, effortlessly floating like a child’s idea of the kingdom of Heaven; the next minute he’d be swooping over the vivid green pastures and English farmland country crisscrossed by stone walls and shrubbery, dotted with cracker box toy houses. It was one of the reasons he preferred being a relief pilot and landing planes as opposed to doing take off. He loved the feeling of coming out of the sky and touching down, the way the plane lurched when the wheels hit, and the sound of the chirp as the rubber connected with the landing strip. The other reason was that it meant he could sleep the first leg of the trip.


  Usually I’m out by the time the pilot comes on, he thought. Unless the turbulence is strong.


  Last night was no different than any other flight. He was the last pilot to fly the stretch between London and Los Angeles. He brought the bird in and touched down before getting the news that he would be flying first the next day, September 21st.


  It was unusual, he thought, because it meant that today, right now, would be my sixth flight.


  The airlines had received a tidal wave of last minute passengers desperate to get out of Los Angeles. It was a decision made by the board of the airlines to add a couple more flights. The OT would be more than covered by the last-minute booking fees. It was in the interests of the stockholders, he was told. The Board always made the final call—that is unless the FAA had something to say about it. The Pilots Union, on the other hand, wasn’t consulted on these decisions.


  “Pricks in the towers get more love than we do,” Edgar grumbled. “The last time anyone even listened to us was when Sully landed that bird in the Hudson.”


  Edgar hadn’t minded so much. There was something depressing about coming out of the bright California sunshine and gentle cumulus clouds to descend into a veil of choking brown smog upon hitting the City of Angels. He was more than happy to head back out to wherever they sent him.


  Now I know why there were so many last-minute flights out of town, he thought grimly. Even if I grew up here I’d want to get as far away from this place as possible.


  He started in on his routine immediately upon hearing the news that he was heading back to work the next day, which meant running down the old mental checklist. He’d set aside a fresh uniform. He had four in rotation but was down to his last clean one due to all the extra flying. He knew there wouldn’t be time to hit the dry cleaner. He’d barely have time to eat and get to the hotel before he needed to hit the sheets. He nervously drank his second bottle of water. Hydration was always an issue. It had become a habit of his to polish off several bottles of water the moment he left the plane. He’d walk through the ‘Crew Only’ line and past customs drinking bottle two. By bottle three, he’d be moving quickly through the airlines hallways, safely shielded from the public. He’d be ready to piss some out by the time he reached the company bathrooms.


  Sticking to my routine keeps me out of trouble, he thought. Usually.


  He ate at the McDonalds out in the terminal, then fought his way down past the baggage claim and out to the curb, narrowly avoiding becoming entangled in a bait ball of paparazzi. They were swarming around a famous rapper, taunting him with petty jabs about his personal life in the hopes of getting a reaction out of him. One of the sleazier looking guys began making lewd comments about the rapper’s reality television girlfriend, alluding to rumors of a leaked sex tape that had been going viral on the Internet.


  “She definitely looked like she was enjoying it, man,” the opportunist bellowed, holding up his camera and capturing video of the stars reaction. “Only that ain’t you in the clip, brother. That’s her ex-boyfriend, Joshua Ramirez, with his hands around her neck while she’s cumming her brains out. She ever ask you to get rough like that with her, Stud?”


  The rapper had been ignoring them while walking toward a shiny, white Rolls-Royce Phantom the color of uncut cocaine. His hand was on the handle of the suicide door that opened toward the back seat when he froze—he was a ghetto kid from the streets of Bed-Stuy and had been in and out of prison his whole life because of his bad temper. The rest of the paparazzi pulled away from their loudmouthed colleague as he turned around to fix a glare at him. In seconds he was on the man, who squealed and begged for mercy while the temperamental musician delivered a series of blows to his face and neck.


  The last thing Edgar saw as he boarded his hotel shuttle was the photographer on the ground with his arms raised in fear as the rap star raised the expensive camera over his head. Despite the pap’s heart wrenching pleas his attacker hurled the camera onto the asphalt, using both hands to maximize the damage, while the semi-circle of paparazzi surrounding him drowned them in an explosion of flash bulbs. He smiled as the doors closed and the driver began pulling into the constant stream of airport traffic.


  He’d gotten used to staying just off campus at the Airport Radisson. It was cheap, and they treated him well enough. He wasn’t looking for any kind of luxury, but for what he paid he thought he got a pretty good deal. They usually gave him a room with a view of Century Boulevard, but since it was late when he got in, the only room they had available was one that faced the parking lot in back.


  “I’ll take it,” he said to the slightly overweight blonde girl with the perky attitude at the front counter. “I just need to lie down now.”


  “One key or two?” He wasn’t sure what she meant. Was her eyebrow arching an invitation to something more intimate? The idea made him want to laugh. He’d already passed up the chance to have sex with a beautiful woman earlier and was starting to regret it. He held up his ring finger to show off his wedding band as if that was some universal sign of fidelity. He’d started cheating on his wife three years into the marriage when they’d discovered she was unable to have kids, and if he wanted them they would have to adopt or hire a surrogate. He’d gone as far as suggesting they ask her sister before giving up. A week later he slept with his first flight attendant in a cheap hotel in Tokyo. He’d felt guilty about it for months, but it didn’t stop him from doing it again and again. Now he didn’t feel anything at all except fatigue and the urge to lie down and never get up again.


  “Just the one key,” he said with a smirk.


  The girl flushed as she finished his paperwork and sent him on his way. The first thing he did when he got in the room was strip naked. He hated the restrictive feeling of clothes, especially after a long flight. Next, he ran a hot shower, and used the bathroom once more. He shaved before he showered. He plugged in his iPod. He laid out his uniform for the next day. He set up everything so he could rise and get moving quickly. Keys went on the end of the counter along with his watch, with the alarm set. He no longer trusted the digital clocks in the hotels. He couldn’t afford to be late or to oversleep. He was expected to report to operations an hour and a half before departure, so he could meet the other pilots and review the flight plans, even though he didn’t make a dime until the wheels came off the tarmac. They’d also check the maintenance history and go over the weather forecasts for the day.


  He arranged the complimentary coffee packet and his liquid vitamin shot next to the one-cup brewer at the hotel. The last thing he did was set his pilot’s license, airline identification, and security badge on top of his uniform where he couldn’t miss it.


  You don’t want to be the guy who ends up sleeping in the terminal or in the crew room, he thought, because you forgot your passport.


  He held up the tiny pill Sandra had given him to help him sleep. He thought about her out there just off the end of runway 25L, sleeping with the rest of the pilots in their recreational vehicles in their employee parking lot. After putting in grueling shifts—often working more than several days in a row—these poor souls would recover and decompress before the long flight back to their homes and families in places like New Jersey, Texas, and Florida.


  LAX Ghetto, Edgar thought to himself, that’s what the papers called it.


  Since 2005 the quiet community had grown to include mechanics and flight attendants like Sandra. Her husband back in Waco had insisted that she get the used RV to sleep off long hauls overseas before hitching a ride on a competitor’s airline back home to him and her three kids. What he hadn’t anticipated at the time was that Sandra would use it as a crash pad to hook up with the lonely pilots she harbored crushes on, guys like Edgar who had long since given up on working out their dysfunctional marriages and were resolved to simply let the state of their emotional lives atrophy until they were beyond repair. Edgar had shared more than one sleepless night in that tiny, cramped RV listening to Kenny Rogers on cassette and trying on different condoms until he found one that didn’t completely kill all the feeling. They’d go until they both passed out, generally for two or three hours depending on how drunk Sandra was or when his caffeine buzz would burn out.


  The whole place stinks like fake roses, he thought to himself. It’s like the upholstery was soaked in the cheap shit spray they sell at the dollar store for your bathroom.


  Still he’d been there more times than he could count on both hands. His mind drifted back to those intimate moments, the way her tiny hands softly traced invisible lines between the freckles of his chest, the heat of her breath, the impossible wetness that always invited him in. She’d wanted him to stay the night despite his quick turn around, but he knew he couldn’t. His spirit was willing but his flesh…well…it just wasn’t performing with the same youthful vigor for which he was once proud. The truth was that he just didn’t have it in him anymore to drink and screw all night, no matter how exciting it was to fall asleep with a beautiful woman who wasn’t his wife.


  “I used to be able to go all night, then pop up and work four days straight like it was nothing,” he reminisced. “What happened to that guy? I miss those days.”


  He was no longer a young man, and every passing day served to remind him of that fact. Everything from the graying hairs at his temples to his utter exhaustion to his flagging libido only reminded him that he was no longer in his prime, no longer thriving and growing, but slowly being diminished by the ravages of time. He’d seen countless commercials for low testosterone on television by this point and they had started to make him wonder about his own failing chemistry. To make matters worse he’d had more than a little trouble performing the last time he’d stayed in the RV with Sandra. He’d even considered scheduling an appointment with his doctor to ask about it. He wasn’t very good at following through with things like that though. That was his wife’s job and since they were most definitely heading in two different directions now, little things like check-ups were falling by the wayside more and more. In fact, it had been over a year since he’d been to the dentist as well.


  “Just one more night,” Sandra pleaded when they got off the London flight. “I need you. I’m heading back home in a couple of days. I’m not sure when I’m coming back. It’s complicated.”


  Edgar sighed. It was always complicated with Sandra. She’d threatened to break it off before as well. He stared at the shiny metal buttons that gleamed in the sea of bright blue on her uniform, searching for the right way to say what he had to say. The last thing he wanted was to push her away. He just needed the sleep.


  “It’s not you,” he said at last. “I’m just tired is all. I’m flying first, and I’ve got almost no turn around. I’m just praying I can sleep.”


  “That’s too bad,” she said, a hardness creeping into her voice as the wall came back up and the soft, delicate creature he’d grown so fond of retreated somewhere back behind it.


  She thinks you’re losing interest in her sexually, a voice in the back of his head screamed. He didn’t want their sessions to end but something told him that, like everything else, it was inevitable.


  Everything falls apart, he thought. It’s just a matter of time.


  “Please don’t,” he said, grabbing her gently by the shoulders and turning her back toward him. “I want you so much right now I can barely see straight. I’m just tired that’s all. Blame it on the FAA. Blame it on the airline. Hell, blame it on the Grouch if you want or one of the other prick ATC’s. Just don’t blame it on that smoking hot body of yours. Okay?”


  She looked up with wet eyes that held back tears. He thought about the confession she’d made the last time they’d woken up together, that she couldn’t sleep right unless someone else was there with her, that she was deathly afraid of being alone.


  “Do you believe me?”


  “I believe you,” she whispered.


  “Good,” he said, letting her go. He felt embarrassed by his sudden show of emotion. He was usually in complete control of himself at work. He nervously glanced around to be sure no one was watching them. People streamed past them with almost no regard. The only person interested was a curious child of no more than two who was wound between his mother’s legs. He had his fingers in his mouth and openly gawked at them.


  “Take this,” she said, holding up the sleeping pill. “You’ll be asleep before your head hits the pillow.”


  “How does it work? I don’t want to be hung over tomorrow.”


  “It burns off before you wake up,” she said. “I promise. Tomorrow morning you’ll wake refreshed and feeling like a new man in a new world. I promise.”


  He took the pill from her and she kissed him on the mouth, pulling back and staring into his eyes.


  “Take good care of yourself until I see you again,” she whispered.


  “You try to stay out of trouble,” he said. “Be safe.”


  She turned and left without another word.


  I wonder who she’ll end up with tonight, Edgar thought darkly, knowing with a kind of painful certainty that she would not go to bed alone. He thought of the other pilots out there, the quiet community that had sprung up of cheaters and other lonely souls. He was surprised to realize he didn’t know most of them, other than casually, and didn’t care to know them. He’d been embarrassed when he’d passed them on the way to her RV while they’d waved and said hello with big smiles. It wasn’t what he was doing that left him feeling less than friendly with her neighbors. Far from it. It was because he knew they probably took turns with Sandra when he wasn’t around. Behind every one of those big smiles was a secret. As they waved to him they were laughing that they’d had her last, that she was an easy lay, low hanging fruit. Edgar never was one to willingly share his toys. Surely there was a long line to get to that RV and hear “The Gambler” while she worked her magic.


  Back in the day, women like her were hanged for being witches, he thought with a smirk, by the very men they shared their beds with.


  He popped the pill into his mouth and washed it down with a handful of cupped water from the faucet. It tasted heavy and metallic, as if it was flavored by the dirty pipes that carried it. He winced as he choked it down, then relaxed on the bed until dark waves of sleep took him under. He didn’t know if it was the long flight or the frustration of knowing that some other man would be enjoying the sexual ministrations of his favorite flight attendant, but he was out in less than fifteen minutes. In the back of his head he could still hear the country music he hated but had grown to associate with her and that pungent love shack on wheels. One lyric kept repeating as he passed out, his mind finally letting go of everything and surrendering to the chaos of the unknown.


  Know when to walk away…and know when to run.


  He awoke to the sound of his alarm going off. It had been loudly beeping for over ten minutes. The power in the room was out. The alarm clock provided by the hotel was digital. It sat blank and useless, giving him no indication of when the juice went out. He tried the television, but it was dead too. He threw the remote in frustration. It was already getting hot. The AC unit was turned off. He fiddled with the knob, but nothing happened.


  “This is exactly why I depend on my own alarm,” he said to the empty room. Outside in the hallway he heard a loud groan, which he mistook for another tired traveler violently protesting the coming day.


  “Right there with ya, buddy!” He shouted at the door but didn’t get a response. He walked into the bathroom and splashed some water on his face. It was cold from both faucets.


  “What the fuck is going on? Whole damn world is gone to shit.”


  He walked back into the room and began to dress. Back in London, he could splash on some cologne and take a hot shower. He had a spot he preferred not far from Heathrow’s sprawling grounds, a five-minute ride by cab. They always knew just how to treat him there. He enjoyed everything about the United Kingdom better these days. Hell, even the cabs were nicer!


  Maybe I should just give up and move there. After all, it’s not like my wife would notice.


  He hadn’t talked to Theresa in over a week, but she was never far from his mind. He just didn’t know what to do about her anymore. He realized that he should have called her when he landed and explained the change in his work schedule. She’d be expecting him later in the day. He picked up his cell phone and saw that it had no signal. The battery was low too, despite being plugged in all night, because of the power outage. Instinctively he grabbed his iPod. Anger coursed through him as he saw it, too, was almost completely drained now. Listening to his own mix before takeoff was also one of his rituals, on the rare occasions he flew first. He’d made a fast-paced rock mix to get him pumped up for the first leg of the trip. Then later, when it was time for another pilot to relieve him, he’d listen to the chanting of Tibetan monks as he fell asleep. Now all that was out the window.


  “Looks like the day is going to be a total loss,” he grumbled. He picked up the phone to call downstairs and complain, but the line was dead.


  “Guess I won’t be talking to Theresa today after all,” he said. He reached over and picked up his complimentary bag of morning coffee. He stared from his hand to the one-cup brewer like a caveman trying to figure out how to use a computer. Slowly the realization dawned on him that he would not be enjoying a fresh cup of piping hot coffee to start his day.


  “Great,” he said aloud to the empty room, his frustration growing. “Just great. No shower. No cell service. No morning news. No iPod, and now no coffee. This is just perfect. Looks like it’s going to be a great fucking day.”


  He threw the coffee bag hard against the wall. It opened on impact, spraying fragrant grounds across the bed and nightstand.


  Edgar never bothered to check out. It was a habit he’d gotten into when he was in college that had stuck with him. When he was ready to go, he simply walked out and shut the door behind him. Over the years he’d learned to take the keys with him, in case he left something. Later when the bill came in he’d compare it to his check-in receipts. So far, he’d never had a problem with being overcharged. Usually he just breezed past the front door in uniform with his aviator glasses on and didn’t bother to acknowledge the employee working the front desk—if they even spoke to him. But as he stepped out the door that morning he decided it was time to have a quick chat with management about the falling standards, and maybe ask for a discount on his room.


  “They can do better than this,” he said. “A lot better.”


  The hallway was dark. The power was out in the whole building. Edgar wondered if it was just this block or all of Los Angeles. He made his way to the stairs. The emergency lighting was on. He held the rail cautiously as he walked down and exited the Radisson, ending up out in front of the hotel instead of in the lobby as he’d planned. He stepped out into the bright sun with his carryon. The door shut behind him and in the same instant his heart leaped into his throat and his mouth went dry. All around him were signs of total chaos. It looked like some psychotic artist had painted the parking lot and grounds with buckets of human blood and entrails. He looked down next to his foot and saw a woman’s hand with her engagement ring still on. It looked like it had been chewed off at the wrist. He turned it over with the polished tip of his shoe, and it fell in the grass near the planter. His eyes wandered from it to what looked like a human rib cage resting in the valet parking next to a blood-soaked Cadillac Escalade with the doors left wide open. Edgar slowly walked over to it until he could make out the sound of the car door binging. The keys were still in the ignition. The carcass next to it looked like it had been torn apart by savage beasts with dull teeth. There were bite marks on top of the ripped flesh as well as on some of the intestines drooling out the bottom where the stomach and legs should be. Edgar saw that there was hair growing out of some of the skin and figured it didn’t belong to the woman who had lost her hand.


  “What the fuck is going on?”


  He turned in wide circles. The hotel lobby looked empty, but it too was covered with dark, coagulated blood. There were bloody handprints smeared on the glass windows and doors at the entrance. He turned back to the street and saw in the distance that there were figures moving out onto Century Boulevard. Then he spotted an Asian man limping away at the far end of the parking lot. Without thinking he jogged toward him, doing his best to catch up with the slow-moving man in the tattered business suit.


  “Hey,” he called out. The man stopped but did not turn around or reply. “Hey, man! What’s going on out here? Are you all right?”


  Edgar could see the street more clearly now. It was filled with abandoned cars; some had smashed into each other and were left behind, others were left idling. In between the cars were what looked like dead people slowly moving around. They were all ages and from all walks of life. Men, women, and children, all races, all dressed differently. Some were missing body parts like arms or legs. Some had huge bloody wounds showing through their tattered clothing. Some had blood pouring from their eyes like tears. All of them had the gray skin associated with long-dead corpses. Edgar thought about an article he’d read in an in-flight magazine about a Zombie Walk in Las Vegas during a horror convention. He thought about the images in the article, but they were nothing like this. Those were happy, smiling faces covered in bright red makeup and hand-torn clothing. This was something else altogether.


  The Asian businessman turned around to face Edgar. It felt like having the wind knocked out of him in slow motion. The whole world seemed to tilt sidewise as his half-eaten face came into full view. Edgar fought back the sudden urge to throw up at the gruesome sight of him. Frayed skin tissue radiated out from where huge chunks of flesh had been ripped clean. There were grooves in the remaining skin that made it look like it had been peeled off or scratched away by dull instruments.


  Like human teeth, Edgar thought, or clawing fingernails.


  In some places, Edgar could see down to the boney material he assumed was part of the man’s skull, especially near the temples. The man was grinding his jaw absentmindedly like a drug addict. With each movement Edgar could see deeper into the layers of exposed muscle as a dark red, mucus-like substance leaked out over the remaining flesh. Worst of all were the man’s eyes. There was a jaundiced haze forming over them with evidence of blood in the right eye, partially obscuring the cornea. The pupils themselves were dilated and empty of consciousness, like two wide-angle-lens closed circuit cameras pulling everything around them into some unspeakable void.


  What could have happened to him to leave him in this condition?


  Edgar realized he could hear the man moaning, even though he was over a hundred feet away. There were no car horns, no traffic sounds, and worst of all, no planes. Edgar glanced up nervously to confirm his suspicion and saw not a single aircraft in the sky. As he looked back down, the man with the gnarled face raised his puss-covered hands in his direction and let out a delirious howl of hunger. The next thing Edgar knew the man was charging at him, his limbs oddly flailing as he moved.


  “What the fuck?”


  It was all he could manage before his ‘fight or flight’ instinct finally kicked in. He felt his legs go from being two solid and unyielding slabs of concrete to feeling like thin, rubbery trees as they abruptly unlocked, threatening to pitch him to the already hot asphalt of the parking lot. He wobbled for a millisecond as the awareness reached him and his adrenaline kicked in, then he pivoted and turned to run. His arms moved like two unattached windmills; his heart was racing now, pumping hot fear and fresh panic into him. It felt like he’d just slammed down ten shots of espresso all at once! Every thought ceased, his generally incessant inner monologue going surprisingly quiet as the reality of the danger of his situation fully set in. He seemed to be moving at half speed, the way he did sometimes in dreams, where everything else was moving normally and he was mired down in molasses. He felt the muscles of his right calf seize up as he urgently kicked away from the ground forcing himself to run. He fought through it. No lack of warming up was going to stop him from escaping.


  Not today, he thought with fierce determination.


  He sprinted forward a few steps, feeling a new confidence. It didn’t matter what was really going on. There would be plenty of time to figure all that out later. All that mattered now was that he escape in one piece. He locked his eyes on the open door of the Escalade and decided it was his best chance for sanctuary and a possible getaway. His feet pounded against the ground as he turned toward the door, and he gave it all he had. He marveled for a split second about how amazingly resilient the human body was; how the mind, so often murky and tired and muddled, could be cleared instantly in the face of an eminent threat to one’s survival.


  It’s written in the DNA, he thought.


  He heard the feral animal grunts of the man behind him. He tilted his head slightly to see if the walking nightmare was in his peripheral vision, all the while keeping his body moving straight for the refuge of the sports utility vehicle. He saw a flash of oily, thick, inky black hair matted with blood, and something else that looked like brain matter. It was moving incredibly fast. His heart thundered in his ears as he pushed his body for more, but it wasn’t enough. He felt the cold hand clamping down on his shoulder as spikes of panic raced through him, making him numb.


  There was something heavy on the back of his legs, pushing the fabric of his suit pants into the crease of his knees. He felt the back of his right shoe push hard into his silky dress sock, and then come loose. The next thing he knew something solid hit him in the lower back, right where he hurt the most from sitting through long flights. Then the ground came up, rushing unexpectedly toward his face. He put out the palms of his hands to break his fall. He felt a sharp sting as they connected with the hard ground, drawing blood. He tumbled forward and the monster clinging to him rolled with him like a heavy sack filled with foul liquid. A strong smell overpowered him, and he realized it was coming from the man. He came to a clumsy stop flat on his back, nearly knocking the breath out of him. The palms of his hands screamed in pain, but he held them up to force the man back. The smell of fresh blood only seemed to drive the man further into a frenzy as he snapped viciously at Edgar’s face, leaning over and drooling what smelled like rancid meat saliva, missing his face by near inches.


  “Get off me!”


  It was no use. There was no longer any man left to reason with, no longer anything that resembled a human being other than the sack of skin and bones that pinned him to the ground. Edgar could feel his strength leaving him as the monster leaning over him used the force of gravity and the weight of his body to drive himself closer and closer to his face. He turned his head and saw in the distance more creatures like the one that was trying to kill him. They were sniffing the air like a pack of wolves. Some had already caught the scent of fresh blood and were now heading his way, picking up speed as they moved.


  I thought zombies were supposed to be slow and dumb, he thought briefly before shoving back with renewed force against his assailant. This isn’t what I expected at all.


  The realization came to him suddenly—he didn’t have much time left. If he planned on living to see another day, he’d have to do something drastic and do it fast.


  “Here goes nothing,” he said, reaching up and driving his thumb into the Asian man’s left eye. To his great surprise, the man didn’t even flinch. His thumb slid into the eye socket and the man’s eye squirmed out, dangling by a series of fleshy threads until the gelatinous orb was now inches from his own face. A trickle of dark fluid oozed down to the ball and dripped onto Edgar’s face. The man above him showed no response to having his eye gouged out. Edgar wasted no time doing the same thing with his other hand to the right eye. Using all the strength he had, he drove his fingers in deep until he felt a spongy material somewhere deeper inside the man’s skull. Driven on by adrenaline and the will to live Edgar squeezed down, jamming both thumbs toward each other. He could feel the muscles of his arms and chest contracting painfully as he gave it all he had. He felt the man’s grip on him loosen slightly as he drove his fingers all the way into the brain. With a great cry Edgar forced the man off him, rolling over and hurling the disgusting corpse away from him. The man crumbled into a ball, then rose again quickly and began wildly searching for his victim. His eyes hung loosely from the filth-covered strings in their sockets, dangling near his collarbones like macabre kid’s toy. He sniffed the air, knowing his quarry was just nearby, but was unable to locate him. He threw back his head and screamed out in anger, an inhuman cry that brought the attention of the others now closing in.


  If they didn’t know you were here before, he thought, they sure do now.


  Edger pushed himself to his feet just as the next one came running toward him at an impossible speed. Without thinking about it, he rushed right at the creature—a stocky white guy in a Budweiser delivery uniform with thick dried blood smeared down the front of his goatee and white undershirt. As he reached the man he brought his palm up, fingers curled in, and drove it forward into his attacker’s face. He felt himself connect with the underside of the deliveryman’s nose, driving the bone straight up and into the brain. The man went instantly silent and fell to the ground lifeless. It was as if Edgar had turned off an electrical switch that had kept him running. He laughed at the simplicity of it, the sound of his own mirth surprising him.


  “Fucker went down like a sack of bricks,” he said aloud, eliciting a fresh roar from his sightless companion.


  There were others closing in now and no time to waste. A stream of undead horrors was now converging on the parking lot of the Radisson from all sides, drawn in by the chaos and the smell of fresh meat. Edgar wiped his hands on his pants before turning back to the Escalade. He jogged over, feeling sore in his hips and legs from where he’d hit the ground only moments before, and inspected the vehicle. There was blood across the driver’s seat and what looked like a puddle of urine, but he didn’t care anymore.


  I just gouged a man’s eyes out with my bare hands, he thought. What’s a little piss after that?


  He got into the car and slammed the door. He could feel the alien wetness soaking into his pants as he hit the car locks. He did his best to ignore it. There would be time later to deal with it. He buckled up, more from routine than a conscious attempt at safety, and turned over the ignition. The car came to life, blaring loud hip-hop music. He recognized the song on the radio. It was by the rapper, Snoop Dogg, a world-famous icon for the West Coast and L.A. area, who grew up in Long Beach. Snoop had always impressed him. The fact that he’d gone from selling drugs on the streets of Long Beach as a member of the Crips gang, to becoming one of America’s most beloved celebrities—all the while advocating the use of marijuana—always struck Edgar as nothing short of brilliant. He’d become familiar with Snoop Dogg’s music during the two weeks he’d spent in Budapest having an affair with a local named Agi. She’d rented a friend’s flat so they could screw all week without being interrupted. The place was sprawling, with solid plumbing, having been built before World War 2. It was also almost surely haunted. The slightest breeze would produce unearthly howls through the eroding tile hallways as if the dead were calling us to follow them home.


  The guy who rented the “cable ready love shack” to them was a Serbian refugee who went by the name of Victor. He owned and ran the youth hostel in the heart of town, on the Pesti side. His assistant, Vlad, was a Romanian who’d preferred staying in a building teeming with teenage Swiss girls rather than going into the family’s factory business back home. One night we went to visit them, giving ourselves a chance to hydrate a little and score more ecstasy pills. We found both of them painting the stairs up to the beds a shade of bright blue that reminded him of Violet Beauregarde; high on coke and blasting Snoop Dogg’s hit single, “Gin & Juice.”


  “You know, I usually don’t like rap music,” Edgar had said at the time. “But this is pretty catchy.”


  After that, Victor made them take the CD with them. They’d never been able to hook up to it without Edgar breaking down and laughing, but when the week was over he packed it with his stuff and took it home. It had been on his iPod ever since.


  “Sorry Snoop. Gotta concentrate.”


  He shut the stereo off and turned the AC on. A frigid gust hit him in the face and arms as the air loudly came blasting out.


  “God that feels good right now.”


  A moment later a resounding thump rang out on his left side. He nearly jumped out of his seat as he turned to face another monster—a woman this time—with stringy blonde hair sticking out of her head in patchy clumps. She had started out pounding both fists on the driver’s side window but soon gave up and pressed her open mouth against it, sucking at the tinted glass.


  It’s like those fish at the doctor’s office, he thought, the ones that eat algae off the walls.


  He could see inside the woman’s mouth to the back of her throat. Her tongue was chewed up to a pulp. She was missing several teeth including her two front ones, which looked like they might have come out before she was transformed into a walking corpse. She was dressed like a streetwalker, so it came as little surprise to Edgar, who assumed that women only turned tricks to score illegal drugs anyway. He knew from years on the job that women like that worked at airport hotels all over the world, buying rooms and placing ads for Johns online. He was grateful once more that he’d never sunk so low as to hire one, even for comfort. He knew a pilot, years back, who’d been robbed at gunpoint by a pimp who had literally caught him with his pants down in Singapore.


  Play with fire, he thought, and eventually you will get burned.


  The hooker let out a loud, distressed moan of hunger. She ran her fingers pitifully down the windows, almost as if she was begging him to get out and kindly let her take a bite out of him with her hobo teeth. He could see her fingernails were chipped and cracked, and in some places torn off completely, exposing the sensitive quick of the nail.


  “Sorry sweetheart,” he said, a feeling of renewed confidence coming over him. “But I’ve got a flight to catch.”


  He put it in drive and the car shot forward with a sudden jerk toward the exit and Century Boulevard. There were people blocking his immediate path out of the parking lot—a landscaper missing his right arm at the elbow, a tall white guy with spiky black hair in an expensive suit covered with bloodstains and looking like a charred palm tree; and a short, severely overweight woman with a huge ass wearing pink sweat pants, a bejeweled, sequined T-shirt, and flip flops. The woman carried the gnarled remains of a lap dog still in her arms, while the empty leash dangled from her other hand. There were huge chunks torn out of the now deceased animal. A sickening shade of dirty yellow puss ran out of the bite wounds and over her manicured hand with French tip fingernails. She clutched the remains to her out of instinct, emitting a low growl sounding like a sinister siren as she waddled forward in between the men.


  There were more monsters out in the streets, but Edgar knew he could drive around most of them. These three stood between him and his escape plan. They’d have to be dealt with, one way
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