The dog barked as he approached the gate.  The groundskeeper took no notice.  The stupid dog barked at everything that moved.  This man hadn’t been the first to pass by tonight and probably wouldn’t be the last.  He noticed that the bark changed, however.  Now it seemed more interested, as if the dumb mutt might actually be doing his job.

John moved again to the window and saw that the man wasn’t passing by, but had hobbled near his gate.

“Sanctuary!”  Came the cry.

“Confagnabit!” John mumbled back.

He grabbed his jacket and lit the gas lamp.  A crisp breeze hit him as the door opened and his light poured onto the ground.

“Whaddya want?”  John called to the man leaning on his gate.  The dog quieted to a whimper and ran to its master, keeping a close eye on the man just outside the light’s illumination.

“Sanctuary! Let me in.  Sanctuary!”  The man beat on the gate.

“Quityer yellin, I ken hear just fine.  You realize the church is next door?  This is the cemetery.  And it’s a Baptist church.  So even if the practice of sanctuary was still in action, which it isn’t, you’d have to go over three blocks to the Catholic Church.”

The man’s head sunk and the gate creaked under his full weight.

“You won’t help me then?”

“Nobody didn’t say nothing bout not helping no strangers, did they?” John asked.

He watched the man trying to count the negatives on his fingers.  He bent down and put his dog on a chain and stepped out into the night air.

“Sir, I’m confused.  When you said ‘Nobody didn’t’...”

“I’m comin, I’m comin.  There’s always room for one more in here.”  John chuckled to himself.

As John took a few steps forward the light finally illuminated the man at his gate.  His feet missed a step as he took in the sight.

“Well, holy guacamole! Yer plumb covered in blood!”

“Yes, I know.  Could we please get this gate open?”

The dog took to barking again.  John hated putting the mutt on a chain.  The combination of the barking and chain rattling were enough to drive him to the grave, and he was already having a hard enough time thinking about the situation.

John’s mother had taught him that once you made up your mind to help someone, you had to follow it all the way through no matter how hard it got.  John had put his mom in the loony bin two years ago.

“Yes...well now, I meant to see about that.  You’re not hurt are you?  I noticed you hobbled to my gate...”  John led.

“Don’t worry, this isn’t my blood.”  The man answered.

“Oh, of coarse.  Why should I be worried?  The blood isn’t yours.”  John sighed.  Only one thing to do now.

He unbolted the gate and it flew open as the man nearly fell through.  John caught one shoulder and heaved the man to his feet.

The dog seemed to be trying to commit suicide, as it would run full speed toward them till the chain snapped taught and yanked the dog off its feet.  The stupid thing got up and tried again.

“Um... Nice axe.”  John said conversationally.

“Thanks.  You have coffee?”

“You take sugar?”

“Nope.”

“Then, yep.  I’ve got coffee.”

“Good.”

John stepped back inside after untangling himself from the dog’s chain.  Within a few moments the water was flowing through the grounds and into the pot.  John took two old mugs from the cabinet and poured the coffee.

“Usually when someone calls for sanctuary they’ve got something they’re running from.  Careta fill me in?”  John asked as he passed the coffee to his guest.

“Well, I kinda hoped you wouldn’t ask, but... This is good.  Oh...You, uh, haven’t happened to see an army of lifeless corpses hell-bent on destroying everything in their path, have you?”

“Not since the Nixon administration, why?”  John asked; his interest piqued.

“No reason, really.  This being a graveyard and all, I kinda figured they’d show up here.  Looking for recruits, you know.  That’s why I asked for sanctuary.  Zombies are a lot nicer whenever you claim sanctuary.”  The stranger explained.

“Wait, wait, hold on...Zombies?!  Now, I never knew they honored sanctuary,” John said in disbelief.  As an afterthought, he added: “Never really thought they existed, but if they did, I didn’t think they’d honor sanctuary.”  

The man looked out the window overlooking the graves.  John mostly stayed away from that window.

“Recruits, huh?”  John asked to break the silence.

“Yep.”  The stranger said to restore the silence, then after a moment, “Your dog ever shut up?”

John just growled in answer.  John was pretty sure the dog never slept, its only function seemed to be to make as much noise as possible.

“So, I take it you’ll want help finding this army?”

“I’ve been following them for days.  I don’t know this area and everyone else in town seems to be dead.  So, yeah, I was hoping you could help me.”

John stood in silence.  He tried to take everything in, but couldn’t quite grasp something.

“Well, if everyone’s dead... You did say everyone, right?  Hmm... That’d be an awful lot of work for me.  Let’s see, there were the Bates, and the Mullands, and the Jacobson’s, and...Well, that’s a whole lot of people that need graves.  Yeah, alright.  I’ll help yeh.”  John agreed.

“Great.  I’ve only got my one axe, so...”  He trailed off.

John picked up his shovel hopefully.  The stranger nodded his approval and they began to prepare.  It seemed to John that there should be more to say, but he couldn’t find the words.  So instead of words he used actions and filled a backpack with two flashlights and what little food he had.

He set his dog free and ordered it to follow them.  As they left the cemetery John locked the gate and hung his ‘Gone Fishin’ sign.

“So, how did these zombies come back to life?”  John finally asked.

“Witchcraft.”  The stranger said quickly.

“Witchcraft?”

“Um... Full moon?”

“You don’t know, do you?”

“No idea.” The man admitted.

“You know where they’re headed?” John tried again.

“Las Vegas?”

“Never mind.”

John didn’t know it was possible for a dog to be running in circles at full speed and still bark non-stop.  Maybe if he just chopped its tail off so it could finally catch it...

“There.”  The man pointed and that was all that was needed.

John saw the trail of destruction.  Not a flowerpot had been left unsmashed.  Each house had been ransacked; most of the contents (including the residents) had been eaten.  Only the cans of applesauce had been left alone.

They walked silently through the carnage.  John was devastated.  It would take him months to bury everyone.  And that’s if he could even tell who was who in all of this.  He let out a long remorseful sigh.

“What’s our plan when we catch the zombies?”  John ventured.

“I figured we’d chop them into itty bitty pieces.  I don’t think they can cause as much trouble that way.”

And then they found them.  Coming up over a hill they looked down on 23 ½ rotted corpses milling about, bumping into each other, and gnawing on everything in sight.

“Well, let’s do this.”  The man began down the hill.

“Wait.  Do they have any weaknesses?  A leader?  Magic?”

“The only weakness I’ve noticed is an affinity for strawberry milkshakes.  As for the rest, I have no idea.  I’ve never fought them before.”

“What?  But you’ve been following them... and you’re covered in blood... and that limp!”  John exclaimed.

The man looked down at himself.  “Oh, you thought..?  No, actually this is a funny story.  I’d been following these guys for a couple of days without food.  Then I came upon a chicken farm, you wouldn’t believe how bloody they can get, and when the farmer came out-”

‘You ken tell me all about it after we’ve dealt with the zombies.  Right now I’m going after my dog.”  And he did, leaving the stranger to catch up.  As he jogged down the hill he cried, “Sanctuary!”

The zombies that still had ears turned to look at where the sound was coming from.  The zombies without ears began gnawing on their newly distracted companions.  The zombies with only one ear turned in circles trying to figure out why the sound always came from whichever direction they turned.

John reached the bottom of the hill and leaned on his shovel to regain his breath.  He whistled for his dog and kicked at it when it came near, mumbling his unhappiness.

“Sanctuary!”  The man behind him yelled.

“We were just hoping we could convince you to stop... well, everything; but mostly living,”  John said as a way of introducing himself.  John never much liked introductions.

“Mrqxgbbrr...”  One drooled in response.

“We’d even be willing to buy you each a strawberry milkshake.”  John offered.

“Glbrckaggh...”  Another chimed in as it tried to bite the dog.

John looked at the stranger, who merely shrugged, before picking up his shovel.  “Guess there’s not nothing that can’t be done about it.”

As the zombies tried to count the negatives he swung his shovel full speed at the nearest zombie.  The shovel connected with the zombies head with a sickening thud, and with a squishing ‘pop!’ the head came clean off.

“They really hate when you’ve claimed sanctuary then go and do something like that.”  The stranger explained belatedly.

John barely heard, however.  Between all the squishing, mashing, and pounding he could barely hear himself think.  But after his fourth zombie a thought occurred to him.

“This isn’t some sorta joke, is it?”  He stopped swinging his shovel and looked at the stranger.

“What!?”  The man called back.

“You know.  This isn’t some reality show is it?  No one’s gunna pop out from behind a tree and yell ‘Smile you’re on Candid Camera’ are they?”

“No.  Keep swinging, they really would like nothing more than to rip the flesh from your bones, only to use the bones for toothpicks.  At least for those who have teeth.”  He reassured.

“Good.  I really hate reality TV.”  John mumbled.

The zombies didn’t put up much of a fight.  Usually people just ran away screaming at the sight of them.  They kept trying to bite John’s shovel, but it was too fast.  And that stupid dog kept biting them.  That really offended the zombies, because if there was one thing they were sure of, it was that they did the biting.  And its bark was the closest thing to screaming, which didn’t satisfy them at all.  The zombies really missed the screaming.

After a while the zombies found a strategy that seemed to work: Dodge the shovel.  This made John’s job a lot tougher.  Then the zombies figured out something else quiet by accident.  While trying to dodge the shovel one tripped over a head and fell onto John.  That’s when it happened:  the shovel stopped swinging.

John and the stranger had reduced their numbers to roughly 11 ¼.   But now they had dodging, falling zombies to deal with.

“Tougher now.  Didn’t know they could learn.”  John grunted between swings.

“In our defense, all the one’s we’ve already killed were completely brainless.”  The man called over his shoulder.

“Now that’s not fair.  Sure, they were a little slow, but I saw some real potential in a few before I smashed them.”

“I meant literally.  Most of them were missing large chunks of their heads and they didn’t have anything upstairs.”

“Oh.”  John said, satisfied.

After a few more swings, John got tired.  He leaned forward on his shovel to catch his breath.

“I give up.  This is no use.”  He called out.

The zombies let out a gurgle of joy and rushed him.  As quick as he could, he grabbed his shovel and clobbered three of them.  The rest stopped and looked at each other in confusion.  A moment more and their number had been dropped to three.  John actually stopped to recount.

“Yep, only three.  No fractions this time.”

“They really hate when you lie to them.”  The man called as he ran over to face the last remaining zombies.

In a flash of zombie brilliance the three tried a ruse of their own.  The stopped advancing and threw their hands in the air.

“I think they want to surrender.”  John said in amazement.

The zombies chuckled at their own joke, then tried to grab john’s shovel to clobber him with it.

“I don’t think so.”

The man quickly dispatched two of the zombies as they fought over who got to do the clobbering.  John grabbed the third in a headlock.  In a flurry of movements that would have made his old high school gym teacher proud, he had the zombie on the ground in a pin hold.

As much as John wanted to call his dog over to gnaw on this zombie, which he thought was only just since this was the same zombie that had tried to bite the dog, he resisted.  Instead he jumped up just as the stranger swung his axe.

“Is that the last one?”  John asked.

“I think so,” he looked around to be sure before continuing,  “ So anyway, the farmer came out and saw me carrying seven dead chickens and covered in blood.  He picked up the nearest thing and came after me.  He got in a few good blows, but you’ll never guess what he picked up.  Go ahead and try.”

“Is this really the time for a story?”  John couldn’t stand the look of disappointment on the man’s face so he guessed, “A rake?”

“Nope, another chicken.  He just picked it up by a leg and started whirling it above his head as he chased me around the yard.  His wife heard him yelling and came out to see what all the commotion was.  When she saw what he was doing to that chicken she nearly took his head off.  That’s when I made good my escape.”  He finished in a fit of laughter.

“Yeah...well, speaking of escaping, I’m gunna head home.”

“Goodnight, thanks for the coffee.”

“You don’t need anything else, then?”

“No, no.  Killing half a horde of zombies is enough for one night.”

“Goodnight, then.”  John said as he turned away.

During his walk home, the dog barking at every shadow, John thought long and hard about his mother’s advice.

“Yep.  It was the right thing to do.  Mom deserves to be in the loony bin.”  

