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“We oughta be killing them, you
know,” said Tully. “Well, killing them again, I mean. I’m telling you,
these zombies aren’t some mass, electrical muscle-twitch; some
random, evolutionary experiment. They’re an invasion. All right,
all right, a bunch of people have already tumbled to that, but
they’re not the invasion that everybody thinks.”

He propped his right foot up on the
wooden bench that ran between the two rows of lockers. He hiked his
pant leg up and slid a Glock 70 into an ankle holster. He was short
and wiry, with glossy blond hair slicked back and tied into a tiny
ponytail like some coke dealer in an ’80s documentary on the
History Channel.

“I thought we were supposed to be
counting them,” I said, but he ignored me. My still-warm laminated
Census Bureau ID badge screamed New Guy. Not in so many words, of
course, but the badge was bordered in green. Everybody else’s was
bordered in blue. Census Blue, not New Guy Green. As in, doesn’t
know how to find the bathroom yet. Too dumb to come in from the
rain. Wouldn’t know a zombie if one lurched up his ass. A green
aura glowed around me. Census-takers were low drones on the totem
pole in government service: statisticians, compilers, actuaries,
analysts, and then there were the field workers, the guys on the
street who were on a level with sewage in the organizational flow
chart. And zombie census-takers seeped into the ground below the sewage. And on
top of all that,
I was the new guy.

“Man,” said Tully, blousing his
cuff around the ankle-gun, going for a natural look. “Remember when
you were a kid and you walked past a graveyard when they used to
really mean something?”

Smith rolled his eyes. He was
Tully’s partner, a big guy, mid-fifties, with the twin horrors of
going gray and going bald racing each other to claim his head. He
had years of government service tucked away around his waist and a
face like an unfocused black and white photograph: small squinty
eyes, thin lips, solemn expression.

“Back when dead guys used to stay
in one goddamn place like they’re supposed to?” Tully continued.
“Remember how cemeteries used to have like a magnetic field or
something around them? You could just feel it when you walked past one,
like some kind of otherworldly radiation. Like hoodoo gravity,
attracting all the creepiness, keeping it all inside, kind of
dragging you into the darkness if you got too close.”

We were the last three in the
locker room. The rest of the agents for the shift had already moved
into the briefing room, and I could understand why no one lingered.
The locker room was rundown, broken, on crutches and just plain
old, with white floor tiles and three double-rows of dented
sheet-metal lockers, probably bashed up from FDR joyriding in his
wheelchair. The paint was this institutional sludge-green; that is,
what hadn’t faded or flaked off after getting bored with government
service since the War. Pick a War, since I was pretty sure there
was a coat of drab green slathered up there which corresponded to
any one you’d care to name for the last century.

I had locker number thirteen. I
figured it was best not to ask who’d had it before me. I had
already changed: black pressed pants, white shirt, black skinny
tie, shiny black Florsheims, and my usual haircut: short, fifteen
dollars, different barber every time at the Hair
Factory.

Everybody else had filed out in
jeans, sweatshirts and running shoes, except for the one other
trainee. She was dressed for a business funeral, just like
me.

Tully switched his left foot up
onto the bench and strapped a sheathed Kobun boot-knife with a
black checkered grip to the inside of that ankle.

“Now,” he
said, “cemeteries aren’t good enough for dead guys anymore.
Now corpses have to
start taking constitutionals everywhere, like Chicago ain’t crowded
enough already with shitheads and slackjaws without having all the
goddamn falling-apart dead guys dropping their arms and eyeballs on
the sidewalks like fucking dog shit everywhere you go.
Now they gotta be
standing on corners, hanging out in doorways, just chillin’
everywhere. Man, you can’t get away from them. I can still smell
them in my sleep.”

He stood straight and shook both
feet to make sure his armory didn’t come loose. He slid a Smith
& Wesson 9mm automatic under his jacket, into a holster on his
belt at the small of his back.

“Remember when,” he said, checking
the automatic to make sure it was secure. “Remember when just the
thought of something creeping around inside a cemetery was enough
to give you the willies? Instead of now, when it’s just
S.O.P.?”

He slipped a black anodized
throwing knife into a pocket sewn into the back collar of his
jacket. He put a Colt Compact .45 automatic into his front belt
holster.

“Shit,” he summed up, shaking his
head.

Smith shrugged himself into a gray
windbreaker with CENSUS BUREAU printed across the shoulders in big
white block letters. “That was a long time ago, Tully,” he said,
not looking at either of us. “It’s a different world
now.”

“All I’m saying,” said Tully, “is
that it’s a goddamn shame we’re not killing them again, is all.” He
dropped a stun gun into the inside pocket of his Bureau jacket, and
a couple of extra magazines of ammunition into the outside pockets.
He stood straight again, working his shoulders around, checking for
bulges, not even listing at all, as balanced as his throwing knife.
He nodded to himself in the mirror on the inside door of his
locker. He smiled.

I could have sworn I heard the
metal detector in the lobby go off.

Smith rolled his eyes
again.

“What?” said Tully, looking at
Smith. “I need all this. I keep telling you, we’re in the middle of an
invasion, a Third World invasion. They can’t fight the Army, the
Navy, and the Marines, because we’d kick their Third World asses
three miles deep into the ocean. Raising the dead was the only way
they could hurt us. Damn respectable scam, too. Fucks our legal and
ethical and economic systems but good.” He made a fist and rammed
it upwards with a twisting motion until he grimaced. “Right up our
collective complacent assholes.”

“Jeeze, Tully, spare the kid your
theories for his first night at least, okay?” Smith turned to me.
“Tully thinks the Pope put out a contract on JFK.” He
shrugged.

“I never said any such thing,”
said Tully, with an air of misquoted irritation. “I never said His
Holiness put out the contract personally. He likes to keep his
velvet gloves clean, you know? That’s what he’s got Cardinals for.
And it wasn’t JFK, either. It was Michael Kennedy. Skied into a
tree, my white ass. That had the Vatican’s fingerprints three-deep
all over it. And if you’re not going to actually
listen to me, then don’t
go around quoting me. Conspiracies are all in the
details.”

I looked at Smith. I looked at
Tully. I didn’t mean anything by the way I looked at them. Really I
didn’t. They were my new partners. They were going to initiate me
into the mysteries of the Census Bureau. I wasn’t quite regretting
joining the Bureau yet, but I was seriously considering having
second thoughts.

“Well, you can live in whatever
fairy-world you want to, I guess,” said Tully, shaking his head,
turning away from both of us. “It just doesn’t pay to try and
educate some people.”

I looked at my watch. 11:15 p.m.
The beginning of my first day.

Smith must’ve seen me look,
must’ve seen me fidget. “Our shift starts in forty-five minutes,”
he said. “But before that, the Assistant Director of the Chicago
Office in Charge of Zombies—and that’s not her official title, by
the way—wants to talk to everybody. So you’re going to get your
first standard, government-issue pep-talk tonight. And
before that, I
also have a word or two of wisdom for you.”

Great. My first government-issue
pep-talk. I tried not to dance a jig.

“First,” said Smith. “Don’t
even think about
shooting any zombies with that thing.” He pointed a big, meaty
finger at my brand-spanking-new, government-issue revolver. “No
matter what Tully says. And as a matter of fact, don’t even think
about taking that gun out of its holster, ever.”

He drew his own revolver, identical
to mine.

“This gun is not used for
shooting,” he said, holding it up and pointing to it like he was
posing for a gun-safety coloring book. “The trigger stays unpulled.
Let me clarify. The trigger will never even see your fingerprint.
Understand?”

It was only a revolver, for
Chrissakes, not an M-32 Heavy Assault Rifle. I’d seen better
weapons chipped out of stone. A standard-issue, Census Bureau
Little Buster 25 caliber revolver. In other words, a
standard-issue, cheap-ass, punk piece of shit, like something
Stephen Baldwin, that guy in the upper-right square on
Hollywood Squares: the Next
Millennium, would pack to make himself
feel like he had a cock.

Smith must’ve seen the look in my
eyes. Must’ve seen the way I handled the Little Buster, like it was
my mother’s diaphragm. The guy may have been old and fat, but
apparently his squinty little eyes saw everything.

“Let me clarify again,” he said.
“You shoot that thing over my dead body, you understand, Jett?” He
held his thumb and index finger an inch apart, right up in front of
my nose. “I have to fill out that
many forms if you shoot that gun while you’re a
trainee and my responsibility, which is half again as many as I
have to fill out if I decide it’s necessary to shoot you myself
first. You figure
out which is less trouble for me.”

Tully grinned behind Smith’s back
like he’d just found an extra pistol in his coat pocket.

“You have that gun for show only,
Jett, understand?” said Smith, using a Playskool-approved tone
which I didn’t think suited him well, but I figured it was best not
to say so. “You have it because the equipment list says that every
Census agent is supposed to have one. You have it because when you
quit, tomorrow, next week, next month, however long you last,
you’re going to be asked to give it back, and so you have to have
it in the first place in order to be able to give it back.

“Tully handles any gunplay,
understand? Tully’s my backup, and he’s your backup, too. You’re
here to observe, to learn, to stay out of the way, and especially
to make sure that your gun stays nice and clean and safe and
unfired.”

I nodded.

He slipped his revolver back into
his holster with a little snick. The Little Buster wouldn’t
shoot through a personnel file anyway, much less an actual person.
I had a Ruger 9mm in a shoulder holster and a KA-BAR straight-edge
knife sheathed at the small of my back, but I figured now wasn’t
the best time to mention them.

“Okay,” I said.

“Good,” said Smith. He stuck out
his hand. “Welcome to the team.”

Tully huffed.

Abracadabra, I thought. The magic
of life. I was lost, and now I’m found. Transformed, just like
that, into a member of the team. Abracadabra. I shook his
hand.

“What’s our procedure in the
field?” I asked, now that I was one of the guys, now that I knew
the job was completely and utterly safe, since I wasn’t expected to
ever draw my weapon, which sort of glossed over the fact that I had
been issued said weapon in the first place. I figured I may as well
try and learn how I wasn’t going to need the weapon I had been
issued.

“I’ll handle that question,” said
Tully, grinning. “What we do, kid, is we walk right up to the
zombies and we shoot them—Bang!—right in the back of the
head.”
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Snyder bent low, hiding under the
night, for the short dash across Evergreen Street and then over the
rubble of a collapsed brick wall that formed a low levee around St.
Boniface Cemetery. He took the pile of rubble in two noiseless
strides, and then he was in among the opened midnight graves, with
dark, silent trees above and bright stars between the still
branches.

He stopped and knelt at the first
tree, looking left and right and left again. He wore old jeans, gym
shoes and a jungle-camouflage army jacket he had bought at a resale
shop. The name KEELER, A. was stenciled over the right breast
pocket, U.S. ARMY on the left.

The cemetery was quiet, with no
sounds of cars or crickets, no people or music, despite Clark
Street being no more than fifty yards to the west, Lawrence Avenue
a block to the south, and red-brick apartment buildings all around.
The apartments were abandoned, their windows dark. The first-floor
storefronts were boarded up. The streets around the cemetery,
around all cemeteries, had been abandoned since January 1, 2001.
The neighborhood around St. Boniface was a zombie
ghetto.

Open graves cratered the cemetery
lawns. White marble crosses, statues of winged cherubs, and
headstones like stone scrolls lay toppled and cracked in the long,
unmowed grass. There were no flowers.

A zombie lived in every open
grave.

Snyder saw no movement, but zombies
didn’t always move. They could stand still under the shadows of the
trees, blending into the darkness. He avoided the yellow glare of
streetlights to protect his night vision.

He knelt behind the tree for a few
minutes, watching for movement, letting his heartbeat and breathing
slow. He reached inside his jacket and felt for his Nike sports
bottle. The cool plastic reassured him.

“Holy Mary full of God, pray for
all us sinners,” he whispered, leaning against the bark. “I don’t
see any. I don’t see any anywhere. They must be gone, praise
God.”

He took a deep breath and loped
south across the grass, aiming a little to the left of the
streetlights, pressing the bottle against his side so it didn’t
jostle and slosh. He zigzagged around the open graves and trees,
bending low, until he had nearly reached Lawrence Avenue, when he
slowed, wary, the lights growing brighter. He stopped again behind
another tree.

Zombies shuffled in erratic circles
in the street. There was no blood, no life, no ease in their limbs.
Their legs shuddered with each step. Not many, twenty at most, and
they were on the far side of the intersection. About half were men
and half women, and all had been adults when they had risen from
their graves nearly twenty years ago. They didn’t speak or moan or
shriek. They were dressed in their finest grave-clothes, their only
clothes: dirty double-breasted suits, one tuxedo, a leisure suit,
flowered dresses and silk dresses and a wedding dress, all mingling
like a filthy, aimless wedding reception. The clothes had been torn
during the zombies’ flailing escapes through the lids of their
coffins, then the burrowing up through six feet of frozen
earth.

Snyder swallowed his panic and
crossed himself. He watched the bus stop shelter across Lawrence.
The shelter was empty, and it was closer to him than to the
zombies, and the zombies were slow.

His eyes were clouded by the glare
of the streetlights, but he didn’t see any zombies closing in
behind him through the shadows. He stood and tensed to sprint into
the light.

The rumble of an approaching bus
rolled down Lawrence, coming from the west. Snyder hesitated at the
sound. The bus, its windows closed, slowed when it reached the
zombies, its driver reflexively checking for living people in the
crowd. But the bus didn’t stop, instead bumping zombies out of its
way, toppling the corpse in the tuxedo, rolling over the foot of a
female cadaver in a pink dress. The pop of metatarsals echoed like
firecrackers off the silent buildings. The bus pushed through the
wobbly herd of corpses, and then the driver gunned his engine when
he saw that the bus shelter was empty.

Snyder saw live faces in the bus
windows, but those faces refused to look out.

The bus growled as it lurched into
second gear, accelerating towards the lake, where there were no
graveyards. Exhaust blew out the tailpipe and drifted across the
street, like a blue scarf sailing in under the trees. Zombies
drifted across the intersection too, slower than the smoke,
scraping their bony fingers along the sides of the bus, raising
decaying hands to the windows, swaying to keep their balance,
shambling after what they couldn’t catch.

“God protect me,” whispered
Snyder, watching the zombies come closer to St. Boniface, closer to
his hiding place.

He crouched and backed deeper under
the trees, dropping himself into an empty grave. He watched the
zombies collect on the street in front of the bus shelter, barely
fifty yards away, one by one dropping their arms to their sides as
the bus escaped their clutches and disappeared into the
distance.

“Our Father who is in Heaven,” he
murmured, his back pressed against the dirt wall of the grave. “Our
Father who is in Heaven.” He turned and peeked over the mound of
bare dirt that had been excavated from the grave, repeating “Our
Father” over and over.

The zombies stood still, facing
east, coming no closer to Snyder, but going no further away
either.

Snyder pulled a thick, well-thumbed
paperback Bible from his back pocket. The book’s spine was broken,
its corners crumpled from having been shoved into one pocket or
another. He opened it at random and recited, “‘Hearken unto the
voice of my cry, my King, and my God; for unto thee will I pray. My
voice shalt thou hear in the morning, O LORD; in the morning will I
direct my prayer unto thee, and will look up. For thou
art…’”

He ducked his head below the level
of the grave so that he couldn’t be seen, his face so close to the
book that he touched the pages with his lips. He mumbled, repeating
the same verses in a loop. He closed his eyes, since there was no
light to see the words which followed “For thou art…”

His voice grew silent, only his
lips moving, like a stream slowly drying out and leaving the stones
underneath as silent as unspoken words. He waited for the crumble
and slide of dead feet over the tumbled bricks of the cemetery
wall, for the group of zombies to split up, searching for him, for
anyone, but the sounds never came. He waited five minutes, ten
minutes, and then he crossed himself and ventured a look out of the
grave.

The zombies had regrouped where he
had first seen them, on the other side of the intersection, as if
the pavement were tilted, funneling them to that spot.

He stuffed the Bible back into his
pocket, then shifted his feet under him to boost himself out of the
grave. He stepped on something soft, like a hand or a face, and he
jerked his foot away as if he had stepped on a nail. He twisted to
see if he were alone in the grave. Zombies didn’t have to move, he
reminded himself. Zombies could be still forever.

A coffin lay splintered in the
bottom of the hole, the lid smashed open from the inside. The
bottom of the coffin acted as a floor for the grave, the draped
lining gray and torn. Zombies lived in their graves, waiting for
the night to rise and wander, and this grave was empty. The coffin
was small, a child’s casket. Snyder had stepped on a green toy
rabbit, stuffing bulging from its burst seams.

“Thanks be to God,” he said, his
voice like dust. He seldom spoke to anyone but himself, sometimes
for days at a time.

A rosary was coiled around the neck
of the stuffed rabbit, tight as a noose, no doubt the rosary that
had been clutched in one buried hand, with the rabbit held in the
other.

Snyder knelt in the coffin and
bowed his head. He unwound the rosary and kissed it, then arranged
it in a circle on the small pillow in the coffin. He took a plastic
crucifix from his pocket and set that in the center of the rosary
frame.

“May you find peace,” he said in
his cracking voice. “May I find you tonight and free you, if that
is His will.”

He boosted himself out of the
grave, scrambling onto his knees on the ground. He brushed dirt out
of the letters inscribed in the headstone, uncovering the name,
syllable by syllable.

ROSA FELICIA MALDONADO

1986-1992

BELOVED DAUGHTER OF HENRY AND
REYNA MALDONADO

“You had eight years of peace at
least,” he said. “And the sin was not your fault.”

The dead had risen at the turn of
the millennium, but no archangels or trumpet blasts or judgment had
followed. The Time of the End had been announced, even welcomed by
some, with joy and fear, but, eighteen years later, the End of Time
had still not yet arrived.

He stood and checked the cemetery
again. The rows of stone, the smooth drives, and the kept lawns of
St. Boniface were long gone. The loose earth shifted beneath his
feet, as if squirming, as if even the dirt were alive and crawling.
The air was still under the trees, like the corpse of a
breeze.

“I have not been left behind,” he
said. “I am alive for a reason, and I am not alone. I can’t be
alone. I can’t have been left alone.” He pulled out his Bible
again, letting the pages fall open by themselves.

“‘And after this it came to pass,
that David smote the Philistines, and subdued them: and David took
Metheg-Ammah out of the hand of the Philistines. And he smote
Moab.’”

He took two deep breaths and
pocketed the Bible.

“So,” he said. “I understand.
David smote the Philistines and Moab. So. It doesn’t matter that
the priests are afraid to join me. It just doesn’t matter. I have
to smite the zombies. It’s up to me, and I’m not afraid, so it
doesn’t matter that I’m here alone, because I’m not
afraid.”

He groped for the familiar plastic
of the squeeze bottle under his jacket, taking care not to grip it
too hard, not to squeeze it under his clothes.

“I’m not afraid,” he said, his
voice squatting in his throat. “And I’m never really alone. I’m
doing what needs to be done.”

He remembered the small coffin,
invisible at the dark bottom of the grave, and the rabbit, and the
rosary. He hardened his heart into a watertight vessel for mercy.
He took a pair of surgical gloves out of his pocket and squeezed
into them, tightening the webbing of latex between his
fingers.

“I’m doing the right thing,” he
said, flexing his fingers, white and smooth and cold inside the
latex. He checked to make sure he still had his cigarette lighter,
flicking it on and off once, and then he headed for the bus
shelter.

“The flames will purify,” he said
with the cadence and certainty of the Old Testament.
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“So, is it the walking up to the
zombies part, or is it the shooting the zombies in the back of the
head part that I’m in training for?” I said.

Smith pulled a black leather case
out of his locker and set it flat on the bench. Both Smith and
Tully ignored me. Smith opened the case. Inside, set into black
foam cutouts, was a pistol like a tranquilizer gun. Compressed air
charges, large caliber, long barrel, no sights.

Smith lifted it out of the case and
snapped a V-shaped wire attachment like an antenna onto the
business end of the barrel. The ends of the antenna spread out from
the muzzle until they were about four inches apart.

“We find a zombie,” Smith said. “I
walk up behind him, or her, as the case may be, and place my sights
on either side of his or her neck.”

He twirled his finger in a circle,
indicating for me to turn my back to him. I did. He rested the tips
of the antenna-sights on the back of my neck. The V-shape fit
perfectly, centering the muzzle right at the top of my
spine.

“That thing’s unloaded, right?” I
said.

“Then I pull the trigger,” said
Smith. “Bang.” Then he lifted the pistol off my neck. I turned
around again, still feeling the weight of the cold sights on my
neck.

“The charge of compressed air,”
Smith said, “buries an ID chip inside the spine of the zombie, him
or her, thus numbering, dating and physically locating said zombie,
him or her.

“The chips are modifications of
the standard digital dog tags the Army uses. Non-toxic, durable,
cheap, and they can only be read with a special scanner. For
privacy purposes, of course. A spike digs into the bone. They won’t
shake loose, like if you put a bracelet around a zombie’s wrist and
his or her arm falls off, or if you tattoo a barcode onto a
zombie’s skin and his or her skin peels off.”

“We tried those,” said
Tully.

“Think of it as their Social
Security card,” said Smith. He disassembled the sight and fitted
the parts back into the case. “It doesn’t hurt them, or at least no
one’s complained yet. And yes, we do have an official complaint
form in case anyone ever wants to fill one out.” He shrugged. He
pointed to a digital camera and a pad like a small digital photo
scanner, also set into foam cutouts in the case. “Then we take
pictures and record their fingerprints, if possible.”

“They don’t always have fingers,”
clarified Tully. “But now that we got you around, kid, we have
someone to go police the area for missing body parts.”

“But how am I supposed to know
which fingers go with which…” I shut up. Tully was kidding. At
least I thought he was kidding.

“Then,” said Smith, closing the
lid on the case. “We use the pictures and prints and location to
try and match the zombies up with death certificates and names, if
possible, back here at the office.”

“Why don’t we just take DNA
samples to identify the zombies with?” I said.

“DNA samples, even for living
people, are too spotty,” said Smith. “There just aren’t any for the
majority of the population.”

Tully huffed.

Smith rolled his eyes. “Tully
here,” he said, “thinks the government keeps records of everybody’s
DNA in a secret vault dug into a mountainside in
Virginia.”

“They do.” Tully shrugged his
shoulders. “What do you think the ridges on coins are for? A little
bit of your DNA scrapes off on them every time you handle one.
Government’s got its hands in your pockets in more ways than one,
kid. And it’s not the whole government, either; there’s a
super-secret shadow government that controls the people you think
you’re electing. And it’s not Virginia, it’s Maryland, but they’re
thinking of moving it.”

I nodded. “Uh-huh,” I said, and I
turned to Smith. “What then?”

“Then we find another zombie,”
said Smith, clacking shut the metal buckles on the case.

“Welcome to the Census Bureau,
Zombie Division,” said Tully.

I looked at my watch. 11:25 p.m. My
new job. I tried not to start singing upbeat show-tunes.

“Thirty-five minutes, Jett,” said
Smith.

Tully laughed. “And then,” he said,
“it’s time for your first graveyard shift.”
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Snyder climbed over the rubble of
the cemetery wall, which slumped across the sidewalk like a
landslide. He crossed the street, heading for the bus shelter,
pulling a Cubs cap down low over his eyes, keeping his hands in his
pockets. He saw no cars, no pedestrians, no living people
anywhere.

He checked his watch—11:26 p.m.—so
that anyone watching would think he wanted a bus. Sometimes living
eyes watched from the windows of the abandoned buildings, lookouts
for the Insane Stiffs or the El Skeletanos or any one of a number
of gangs that did God knows what in the zombie zones. He had a can
of pepper spray ready, just in case any of the living got in his
way, though he didn’t expect it. The presence of the zombies
usually took care of that.

The zombies noticed him as he
entered the shelter.

He kept his head down, staring at
his shoes, avoiding eye contact. He saw a severed finger in the
gutter, and he resisted the urge to cross himself.

The zombies walked toward the
shelter, swaying left and right with every step like crazed bowling
pins. They always came for him, always right away, always in
groups, came for him more than most people, for warmth, for his
life, for something. He didn’t know what, but he tried not to mind.
He wanted a group.

They formed a semi-circle facing
him, curved like a lens, focusing darkness and fear in his
direction. They came closer, as slow as a series of still pictures,
and the gaps between them disappeared as they crowded together,
each one aiming directly for him.

One zombie, a man, dead in middle
age, shuffled ahead of the rest, his lips and eyelids gone, teeth
clenched, cheeks and ears green from mold, a few divots of hair
missing from his scalp, the tufts of what remained sticking out at
spiked angles. Another zombie pushed two legless corpses packed
tight in a shopping cart, its wheels swiveling and creaking on the
pavement.

Snyder saw nobody young enough to
be Rosa Felicia Maldonado.

“It’s not too many,” he whispered,
glancing up from his shoes to watch them approach, suppressing the
desire to run. “It’s all right. It’s not too many.”

There was a creaking sound behind
him, and the shelter rocked. He turned and saw a zombie pressed
right against the clear plastic wall, inches away, trying to push
into the shelter like a mime through an invisible wall. The zombie
had only one eye, no jaw, and a few long strands of black hair. The
zombie was small, a child, a little girl, dressed in what had been
a lacy white First Communion dress, black Mary Janes, and white
ankle socks.

Her throat was torn open, and there
was a gash from her left ear to her nose where the mortician’s wax
had been worn away by years of rain.

All Snyder could think was:
closed casket funeral.

She pushed and pushed against the
shelter wall, her face pressing up against the plastic, her head
arched back, her upper teeth sliding and scraping across the
plastic.

Snyder nearly vomited. He backed
against the cool wall opposite, turned and saw the other zombies
stomping within twenty feet of the shelter. He pulled out his
Bible, flipped it open at random, and searched for instructions,
for a sign telling him what he was supposed to do.

“‘And the porch before the temple
of the house, twenty cubits was the length thereof, according to
the breadth of the house, and ten cubits was the breadth thereof
before the house. And for the house he made windows of narrow
lights.’”

He stared at the words, and he
heard the zombies scraping towards him, and the girl scrabbling
against the wall, and the shelter swayed back and forth around
him.

“Too many,” he said, gripping the
Bible. “Too many.”

Then he ran, sliding along the
outside of the shelter just beyond the reach of forty decaying
hands, muttering, “It must mean something. It wouldn’t be in the
Bible if it wasn’t important. It must mean something.”

He swatted the last hand, a hand
with the ring finger cut off, out of his way with a thump of the
Bible, and he ran, his eyes closed, his hands raised as if to ward
off blows. He ran south on Clark Street, past boarded-up doorways
and windows.

“Too many,” he said. “I can’t be
expected to do it all by myself, not with so many. There’s just too
many. Hail Mary, full of God.”

He felt the empty gaze of the
zombies suck at his back, urging him to return. He slowed to a
walk. Zombies weren’t fast. He heard their deliberate, scraping
pursuit like a snow plow shoved a few inches at a time over dry,
sparking pavement. He didn’t look back.

He reached an alley branching east
off Clark. He looked left and saw one zombie in the oily darkness
of the alley, just one zombie, staring into a Dumpster.

“Thank God,” he said. “Thank God
for just one.”

He turned into the alley. The
zombie was only thirty feet away. Snyder pulled his hands out of
his pockets and checked over his shoulder once, but the others
hadn’t caught up to him yet.

A few more steps and he reached the
zombie, and both of them stood among the Dumpsters and boxes and a
rusted car, shadowed beneath the black steel fire escape. The
zombie had once been a young woman, and now she was thin and slack
and ragged as a burst balloon, with wide, dark eyes, no lips, no
ears, missing teeth, and with knife scars on her face and neck like
chevrons of high-ranking abuse and murder. She had a shadow of
stubble on a shaved scalp and skin that was white on
white.

She turned and saw him, lurched
towards him. He flinched. They always came for him.
Always.

The air swept cold across his latex
gloves. He aimed the spout of the sports bottle at her and squeezed
hard. A stream of lighter fluid hit her in the face, in the eyes,
draining down the knife scars like gutters. She didn’t even blink.
He ran the stream down her body, soaking her, emptying the bottle
upside-down over her head.

She grabbed for him, but he ducked,
and she missed.

“I’m not burning
you,” he said. “I’m
burning your sin.”

He flicked his cigarette lighter
into fire and drew a cross of flame across her breasts. The flames
ran up and down her body like twisting red ropes, bright red flames
tightening around her like a tourniquet.

He stared into the heat for a
second, as hard and hot as sandpaper rubbed against his
eyes.

She grabbed at him again with
crackling hands, but he backed away from the flames, as if from an
open furnace.

“I will not curse the darkness,”
he chanted, inhaling the waves of hot air that swirled off her
flailing hands. “I will light a candle.”

He pocketed the lighter and sports
bottle and ran down the alley, further into darkness, beyond the
wavering sphere of firelight cast by the burning zombie.

The woman didn’t run or scream or
struggle or writhe in pain.

Snyder knew she wouldn’t. He had no
need to look. None of the zombies he had burned had ever run or
screamed or struggled or writhed in pain. They had just
burned.
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“All right,” said Smith. “I’m the
C-T, that’s Census Taker. You’re my trainee.”

I tried to keep my heart from
fluttering.

“That makes you the
Under-Census-Taker,” said Tully.

“Shut up, Tully,” said Smith, then
he turned back to me. “Tully’s security. You get to back him up
too, which makes you the bottom-of-the-barrel, green,
wet-behind-the-ears, soft-as-a-baby’s-bottom trainee.”

“Your official, Census Bureau
flow-chart acronym is BOTBGWBTESAABB trainee,” Tully
added.

“Shut up, Tully. That exalted
position,” Smith continued, looking at me, “gives you
responsibility only in flaming, end-of-the-world emergencies, in
which case you’re allowed to put your hand on your Little Buster.
But, in all honesty, Jett, what we do isn’t all that hard, and, as
long as we keep our eyes open, it’s almost never dangerous,
either.”

“Speaking of dangerous,” Tully
said to me in a stage whisper, “why don’t you ask the Census Taker
here about St. Valentine’s Day. Go ahead, ask him.”

I tried to contain my enthusiasm
for Tully’s question below critical mass. “What about St.
Valentine’s Day?” I asked Smith.

“Some other time,” said Smith,
sighing.

We had left the locker room and
walked to a briefing room. Now twenty of us, nine teams and two
trainees, waited for the Assistant Director, Sharon Warren, to show
up.

The room had one long table and one
long parallel crack in the ceiling, a bunch of old swivel chairs
left over from the Eisenhower administration, and the official
portrait of our current president by LeRoy Neiman, the favorite
Presidential artist.

The agents, men and women, were
dressed in jeans and sweatshirts and gym shoes. Smith had me take
off my tie on the way in. With the other trainee and me dressed for
the first day of our brand-new bank teller jobs, it wasn’t hard to
figure out who the comic relief was.

The door opened, and Sharon Warren,
Assistant Director of the Chicago office, entered at a march with
Supervisor Byron Parks at her heels, carrying what looked like a
map case.

Warren was short, wore black gym
shoes with a skirt and blazer, and she had black hair going gray,
piled in swoops and whirls atop of her head like she was in a
hair-sculpting contest with Margaret Thatcher and Marie
Antoinette.

“Evening,” she said to the room as
she moved to the far end of the table. She sat and plugged a
personal palm-computer into a socket under the table.

Parks unrolled the map case into an
LCD screen and hung it on the blank wall behind Warren. He smoothed
it out with his hands. The screen lit up, blank, connected to
Warren’s computer.

“Everybody have a seat,” she said.
“I’ll make it quick.”

There weren’t enough chairs.
Evidently Mr. Eisenhower hadn’t planned ahead. Smith and Tully and
me, along with a couple of others, stood against the back
wall.

“Okay,” said Warren, tapping a few
keys on her computer and hooking tiny, oval, reading glasses over
her ears. “Latest information. The ACLU brought suit five years ago
in California, in John DOA vs. the State of California, claiming
that Reanimated-Americans were entitled to all the same rights,
privileges, benefits, social programs, etc., as, I quote, ‘any
biologically viable citizen,’ unquote.

“The ACLU won.” She glanced up at
the room over the tops of her glasses. “Well, it is California,
right? The ACLU then won twice more on appeal. You all know that
already, or at least you should.”

She eyed the room over the rims of
her glasses. I think she stared at Tully longer than anyone
else.

“What you don’t know,” she
continued, “is that, as of tomorrow afternoon, the Supreme Court
will refuse to hear another appeal.

“In addition, the 28th Amendment
to the Constitution, making all Reanimated-Americans full citizens,
is expected to be ratified by the states. Best guess in Washington,
it’ll become official early next year.

“The writing is on the wall,
ladies and gentlemen. Early next spring, the government is going to
extend vital services to our new fellow Americans. Therefore, we
will need to know precisely how many we’ve got stumbling around out
there.

“We’ve been organizing. You know
that. We’ve been devising procedures and equipment to deal with a
demographic that won’t fill out forms.

“We know how many people die each
year. Legally. Then there’s the people who die off the grid that we
don’t know about. Then, of course, some people’s bodies get
destroyed in the process of dying. And some people were cremated
when it was still legal. And some people are still cremated
illegally. And we know skeletons don’t become zombies, so there’s a
time limit on how many people rose from the dead when this all
started. So, the best guess from our actuaries, we’ve got somewhere
between six and eighteen million Reanimated-Americans in the
country. Which is not an acceptable assessment from the Census
Bureau. Therefore, we will count.

“But first of all, I don’t want to
hear any more discriminatory nonsense coming out of your mouths,
you hear me?”

She hit a key on her computer. The
LCD screen on the wall, slaved to her computer, lit up, showing the
same memo to everyone:

 


Memo: July 15, 2019

From: Assistant Director S.
Warren

To: All Personnel

Re: Appropriate Language

As of the above date, the following
terms are considered to be inappropriate for use by Census Bureau
employees in reference to Reanimated-Americans:

Zombies Bodies

Ghouls Skeletons

Crispy Critters Stiffs

Cadavers Corpses

Typical Republicans Typical
Democrats

Abominations Demons

Wraiths Ghosts

Sodbusters Flatliners

Morgue Fillers
Dirtnappers

Coffin Stuffing Worm
Sushi

Tall Cold Ones The Walking
Dead

The Living Dead

The Fucking, Fungus-Covered,
Creeping, Disgusting Dead

 


“These terms,” said Warren,
pointing over her shoulder to the bright list on the screen, “are
officially considered to be offensive, as of now. The same goes for
any other names that you might come up with in the future in your
fertile little imaginations, and which you might mistakenly think
are just too clever not
to share with the rest of the world. No one
working in my office will use these terms. Understand?” She glanced
up over the rims of her glasses again, and I knew she was staring at Tully this
time. “Everybody will download this list onto their own computers.
And that’s not optional. Remember, they are Reanimated-Americans.
They are, or soon will be, your fellow citizens, like it or not,
and they are entitled to all the same rights and courtesies that
any biologically viable taxpayer is entitled to.

“I now call your attention to
today’s second memo, also to be downloaded onto your
computers.”

She keystroked her computer, and
the wallscreen changed.

 


Memo: July 15, 2019

From: Assistant Director S.
Warren

To: All Personnel

Re: Reanimated-American Domiciles,
Searches Of

As of the above date, all
Reanimated-American graves are to be treated as legal domiciles,
and are to be considered private property. This includes the graves
themselves, the contents of the graves, and any objects found
within six (6) feet of the graves, as measured from the nearest
point of the perimeter of the grave. However, such claims of
private property may only apply to the specific Reanimated-American
and his/her specific grave.

 


“It’s not yet clear exactly
how the Bureau will go
about designing procedures for matching untagged
Reanimated-Americans with their specific graves,” said Warren,
frowning. “Therefore, until Legal can clear this point up, Bureau
policy is as follows. Enumerators cannot enter Reanimated-American
private property without a warrant. Enumerators cannot disturb or
harass Reanimated-Americans inside their domiciles, with the act of
tagging to be considered a form of disturbance and/or harassment
for purposes of this policy. Enumerators cannot examine the
possessions of Reanimated-Americans, even if said possessions are
just lying around on the ground next to open graves.

“Since we have no guidelines yet
on how to match individual Reanimated-Americans to their specific
graves, it follows that even if you think you absolutely
have to have a warrant,
you’re not going to get a judge to give you one. This prohibition
applies as well to any case of ‘hot pursuit’. Untagged
Reanimated-Americans may not be pursued from public property onto
private property for purposes of tagging. The upshot of all this
is…” She took off her glasses, rubbed the bridge of her nose and
then swept her gaze across the room. “Don’t tag any
Reanimated-Americans in cemeteries, and, just to be on the safe
side, don’t even go inside a cemetery in the first place.

“Moreover, in addition to, and on
top of all this, our mission remains unchanged. We are the Census Bureau. Humble
civil servants that we are; diligent, tax-supported employees of
the people, we have been tasked to count, and, if possible,
identify each and every one of these shiny new immigrants from the
undiscovered country.

“You are not the best of the best.
You know that. You aren’t even the best of the pretty good, in many
cases; but you all passed the Civil Service exam, and, by God, that
makes you the best this country has to offer under the
circumstances, and that should be good enough to catch up with a
bunch of dead people—my mistake, a bunch of
Reanimated-Americans.

“We have a simple, straightforward
job. We are well-paid. We are happy. Make no mistake. On my watch,
we will count the
dead.”

She turned off her
computer.

Somebody in front started to
speak.

She held up her hand and stopped
the question. “If you have any questions, ask Mr. Parks.” She
indicated Supervisor Parks, standing behind her, who nodded his
head once. He had interviewed me once. He had all the
qualifications of a hat rack, just not a particularly good one.
“That’s what he gets paid for,” Warren finished.

She stood up, pocketed her
computer, and walked toward our group at the back of the room. The
bulk of the meeting surged to the front of the room, where Parks
began checking everybody’s coats.

“Smith. Tully. I want to talk to
you,” said Warren, approaching them. “And…” She came up blank
looking at me. “And you, too,” she finished, pointing at me.
“Evening, Gary, Tully,” she said as she reached us, talking under
the sound of the questions at the front of the room.

She was even shorter than I had
thought. The top swoop of her hair wasn’t even up to my chin, but
it was as if the floor shivered and the air vibrated around her,
like a jet with its engines running flat out and its brakes
on.

“Gary, I have a job I need you
two,” she said, then looked me up and down. “My mistake—you
three—to do.”

At least now I knew that Smith’s
first name was Gary.

“Assistant Director Warren,” said
Smith. “I’d like you to meet Jett Ahrens.”

I tried hard to look like one of
the country’s best, or at least one of the best the country had to
offer under the circumstances. “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Warren,” I
said. I’m smooth.

“Welcome aboard, Mr. Ahrens.” She
nodded. “What made you decide you wanted to shag down
Reanimated-Americans for a living?”

“He’s building up a résumé for a
job drumming up votes in Chicago city government,” said
Tully.

“Shut up, Tully,” said the
Assistant Director without even glancing at him.

At least now I knew Tully’s first
name was Shut Up.

“Tell me, Mr. Ahrens,” Warren
said. “Have you been issued your Bureau computer yet?”

“Uh, no, ma’am,” I
said.

She frowned and pulled out her own
computer, noting the fact that I hadn’t been issued a
computer.

Smith took out a computer as well,
noting the fact that Warren had noted the fact, I guess. Smith
apparently contained technologically literate depths I hadn’t
suspected. I tried not to let my jaw drop.

“What about your Bureau commcard?”
she asked next.

Commcards were plastic cards the
size of credit cards. They normally contained information—text and
numbers usually, although aural info was possible with the right
modifications and upgrades—all recorded onto the commcard via a
computer connection. Two commcards could then talk to one another,
exchanging their information across the minute electric fields
generated by human bodies whenever two people touched skin-to-skin.
You shook hands, and the two cards found each other’s wavelength
and passed digital greetings back and forth.

I had a couple dozen cards at home,
but they had my own personal modifications. The Bureau ones weren’t
going to be as good, but anything would be better than
nothing.

“No, ma’am,” I said, and I held up
the laminated photo ID that hung around my neck by a silver-bead
chain. “Just this and a revolver.”

Warren frowned. “Our job here is
really about information, Mr. Ahrens,” she said. “The palm computer
and the commcard are more important than weapons.” I thought I
heard Tully’s brain screaming in quiet agony. “I’ll see to it that
you’re issued everything you need by tomorrow. Have you been
scheduled for your Sensitivity and Diversity Awareness Seminar
yet?”

“Tomorrow before shift,” I
said.

“Good,” she said, nodding, and,
having gotten at least one answer out of me that she liked, she
apparently decided to quit while she was ahead. She turned to
Smith. “Gary, I want you three to go meet a Detective Hermanson and
a Detective Knox of the Chicago Police Department. They’re in an
alley behind…” She glanced at her computer. “…1453 Lawrence Avenue.
They know you’re coming.”

Tully gritted his teeth at the
sound of Hermanson’s name.

Smith recorded the info.

Although it wasn’t my fault that I
didn’t have a computer, it was my fault that I had forgotten to
bring a regular notebook and pen. That was bad, but, fortunately,
no one was paying any attention to me one way or the
other.

“What’s in the alley behind 1453
Lawrence?” asked Tully, sounding suspicious. I was surprised that
he didn’t know the contents of every alley in the city by
heart.

“A Reanimated-American got burned
about half an hour ago. And now, because of the Court decision, the
police have decided to take it seriously and actually investigate.
Nobody’s quite sure if it counts as murder yet, but it’s not a
Dumpster fire either, and everybody’s scrambling to cover their
behinds from future whistle-blowers.”

“Why us?” said Tully, and I
thought it was a fine question, even coming out of Tully’s mouth.
“We’re not cops.”

“Because you’re the most
experienced team I’ve got,” said Warren, glancing at me sideways. I
nodded, resisting the urge to take a comic pratfall. “All you have
to do is ID the corpse, or the corpse of the corpse. Um, the
remains.” She smiled. She seemed pleased with that formulation.
“Since the Bureau isn’t about to let a local police force have
access to Bureau scanners or the information on Bureau ID
chips.”

“There’s only ID numbers, dates
and locations on those chips,” said Tully. “And they’re only
zombies. It’s not like even the cops don’t know they’re already
dead.”

“Now there’s only basic
information,” said Smith.

“Exactly,” said Warren. “But next
year, who knows? I’m not setting any precedents. We keep our
information confidential. I want you to liaise between the police
and my office on this case.”

Tully opened his mouth—to object
again, I guess—but stopped himself. If I didn’t know better, I’d
have thought that Tully didn’t want to go to this meeting with the
police.

“And Tully,” said Warren, pointing
her finger at him. “I don’t want any repeats of last Tuesday, you
hear me?”

“Hey, that wasn’t my fault,” said
Tully, and he held his hands out in a completely aggrieved gesture.
“All I said was that that corpse looked like Jimmy
Hoffa.”

“He wasn’t Jimmy Hoffa, Tully, and
like I just said, they’re not ‘corpses’ anymore, either. They’re
Reanimated-Americans. Don’t you listen to me when I talk? Gary,
when are you going to teach your Neanderthal partner some
sensitivity?”

“I have been,” said Smith,
shrugging.

“Go,” said Warren, walking away
from us, the air humming in her wake. “Go talk to the
police.”
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Smith parked the Bureau car on
Clark and Lawrence, right behind one of about ten squad cars. The
car was a new Volkswagen Whatever, shaped as nearly like a
hemisphere on wheels as to make no difference, a post-ironic,
politically correct, anti-consumerist, style-neutral electric car,
available in any color, as long as it was green. I was folded up,
knees to chest, in the back seat, looking for the clown shoes the
last occupant had left behind.

A group of zombies crowded around
the head of an alley kitty-corner from where we parked. Tully spat
on the sidewalk when we got out of the car. “Shit,” he said,
looking over at the zombies. “I hate Reanimated-Americans. Make
sure you lock the door, kid. I don’t want any of them creeping
inside the car and touching my stuff while we’re gone.”

I slammed the car door.

“You wanna bring the gun with?”
Tully said to Smith, nodding at the crowd of zombies. “Kill two
dead birds with one stone?”

Smith shook his head. He pulled the
ID scanner out of an inside pocket and pushed a button, checking
for maybe the fourth time to see if it worked properly. He put it
back. “No,” he said. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Smith had the car keys on this big
green glow-in-the-dark plastic keychain in the shape of a
five-pointed star, with You’re A
Star! printed on it in yellow glitter
letters, except a lot of the glitter had flaked off. It looked like
something from Barbie’s dollar store.

“My daughter got it for me for my
birthday when she was five,” he said when he noticed me looking at
it.

“Ah,” I said. A meaningful gift. A
father-daughter thing. Whatever.

We walked south, staying on the
side of the street opposite the zombies. Tully went first,
swiveling his head, looking up and down, keeping his hands free and
near his waist.

I watched the zombies, lit under
the bright cone of a streetlight. They hadn’t noticed us yet,
because the police had a double cordon around the alley, an inner
line to keep about five living people at arm’s length from the
police business going on inside the alley, and an outer cordon to
keep the zombies away from the gawkers, a leather-jacketed meniscus
of batons to enforce a respectful distance from the quick and the
dead alike. The zombies were quiet, like they almost always were. I
saw one in a tux, one in a wedding dress. One had been “modified”,
which was the polite term for having been disfigured by a street
gang or just a private citizen with a morbid sense of humor. The
zombie had had all the skin of his skull, his face, his ears,
everything but his eyes, stripped off, and the bone then painted
bright red, a red skull grinning with black teeth and eyes that
moved.

One old woman held a paper cup
filled with quarters. She dropped single coins into zombie hands
through the linked arms of the cops, like she was playing the
slots. The neighborhood was so quiet that I heard one of the old
lady’s coins fall onto the sidewalk when she missed a
palm.

“Hey, lady,” whined a young man in
an orange fast-food uniform underneath a khaki jacket. “Cut it out,
willya? You’re only encouraging ’em.”

The old lady ignored him, oblivious
to everything but her own weird version of Halloween.

Another guy, older, in pot-bellied
jeans, steel-toed workboots and a double-shift’s growth of beard,
yanked the cup out of the woman’s hand and heaved it in a long arc
over the police and zombies, over the intersection, right towards
our car.

The kid cheered and patted the guy
on the back.

I guess they figured the zombies
were like family members, like fathers, better tolerated at a
distance, at least six feet away, but preferably more.

Everyone, cops, gawkers, Smith, me,
turned to follow the silver cascade of sounds made by the spray of
quarters skittering across the pavement and under the VW Whatever.
Everybody except the zombies, that is, who didn’t care about
quarters. And one other guy, in a Cubs cap and a camouflage jacket.
He apparently didn’t care either. He watched the cops in the alley.
Was watching them when I looked away at the coins, was watching
them when I looked back.

The old lady just stood there, this
horrified look on her face, like she couldn’t believe she didn’t
have anything more to give the zombies, like she didn’t know how to
deal with being empty-handed, like quarters were all she had to
offer anybody anymore.

“Get a job, you fucking corpses,”
the coin-thrower yelled.

I was watching the guy in the Cubs
cap, so I bumped into Tully when he stopped on the sidewalk in
front of me. We were directly across the street from the
alley.

Tully spat on the sidewalk again.
“They really give me the creeps,” he said. He held his arm up under
my nose. “Lookit. Goosebumps. The hair on my arm is standing up,
like I’m in a magnetic field or something. I bet they give people
cancer, too, like power lines, you know? I can feel the cancer
crawling all over my skin like army ants whenever I’m near
them.”

“The zombies or the cops?” I said,
getting a scowl for an answer. Tully started across the street.
Smith and I followed.

I saw a corpse who couldn’t have
weighed more than eighty pounds, with his hair mostly gone, and
what was left was green like some kind of fungus, like cancer and
chemotherapy had locked up in a Mutual Assured Destruction pact in
his body.

I saw a corpse with a nice neat
bullet hole in the back of his executed head and a face exploded
like a Claymore mine packed with meat.

I saw a couple of half-corpses
sandwiched into a shopping cart, the cart harnessed to another
zombie, like some infernal punishment he had hauled back out of the
afterlife.

I saw a corpse of a woman who
looked like she had nothing wrong with her at all. She was white
pale, her skin smooth, her eyes blue. She couldn’t have died very
long ago, because there was hardly any decay, just a little damage
at the fingertips, which could as well have been from clawing her
way out of her coffin. She was actually healthier-looking than some
of the winos and addicts I had known. Dead people should look dead,
I thought, and then I noticed her wrists, where the mortician’s wax
had worn out of her knife scars, small wounds hardly even a
Band-Aid deep that could only have drained the life of a spirit
already thoroughly depleted. She wore a wedding dress, yellowed as
a thrift store, but with a veil that looked new and white until I
got close enough to see that it was woven of cobwebs. I didn’t see
a spider, but I tried not to look that close either.

They were suicides, murders,
disease, accidents and old age. I knew people alive who weren’t far
removed from being just like them. And Tully was right; they had an
aura. They looked like every bad decision that anyone had ever
made, but concentrated. They looked like every degradation ever
endured, every vindictive, bitter, racist, hateful thought ever
expressed, every dirty, forbidden desire that had ever crawled out
from underneath the sweaty, sticky shadows of the human id. They
sounded like a doctor running into the wall of his lack of
knowledge, like an ambulance siren turned off halfway to the
hospital, like a dirty syringe dropped clacking onto a bathroom
floor. The one thing they didn’t look like was people. Not to me.
To me, they looked like souls.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I
nearly popped a nosebleed, my blood pressure spiked so
hard.

“Mostly this isn’t a thinking
man’s job,” said Smith, his hand on my shoulder.

We were stopped in the middle of
the street. I was
stopped in the middle of the street, with Tully a few steps ahead
of me, watching me. I looked at Smith.

“They’re harmless,” he said. “Just
ignore them.”

Three of the zombies had handmade
signs hung around their necks: “I am dead. Please help me,” said
one. “I died for my country. Please help a veteran,” said another.
“Will decompose for food.” Practical jokes, street humor, or
political commentary. I didn’t know which. I tried to ignore
them.

“Fucking zombies,” said Tully.
“Dead guys claw their way out of the ground and they act like bums,
like Chicago ain’t got enough living deadbeats and losers to go
around.”

“Just ignore them, the
zombies and Tully,” said Smith. “And let’s remember. Officially, they’re
fucking Reanimated-Americans, all right?”

“Didja know that rats avoid
zombies, kid?” said Tully. He wasn’t looking at me; he scanned the
dark, second-story windows of the red-brick buildings around the
intersection. It looked like security stuff to me. “Didja know that
snakes avoid them? Worms avoid them. Even pigeons steer clear.
Only people go
near them. If I die on the job, kid, you had better burn me. I
don’t want no goddamn flying rats turning up their noses at my
remains.”

“Shut up, Tully,” said Smith.
“Nobody’s going to die.” He pushed me forward, his ham-hand heavy
between my shoulder blades. “So let’s just get the ID over and done
with, all right?”

We pushed aside outstretched zombie
arms like turnstiles to the Other Side clutching at us. Tully went
first, hacking at the arms, shoving corpses out of his way. Smith
went second. I was last, crowding behind Smith as close as I could,
because he didn’t seem creeped out at all by the situation, by the
pushing faces, by the hands. I stepped on the back of his shoe and
tripped myself, lost a step.

A zombie pushed between us. It—I
couldn’t tell male or female, because all I saw was eyes, right up
in my face—it was
the one with its skin removed, all its skin peeled from its skull,
and the skull painted shiny red, with just those two lidless eyes
staring out, and grinning at me with no lips and black-painted
teeth.

I stopped. I froze. I couldn’t do
anything but stare back at it. Its eyes were…dead.

And then Tully shoved it out of my
way, grabbed me by a handful of my skinny, trainee necktie and
yanked me through the rest of the crowd.

I came out in front of the outer
line of cops with some cobweb draped on my shoulder. I wiped it off
on my pants—too fast—with an enthusiasm I tried to turn into a show
of disgust for any of the cops who might be looking. I couldn’t
wipe the look of that stripped skull and that red stare out of my
head, though.

I didn’t look back. I’d seen
zombies before, but not this many, this close, this…modified. I
didn’t want to lose it, not my first night on the job. Damn. At
least I hadn’t reached for my knife. It stayed in its sheath under
my suit jacket.

“Red Deaths,” said Tully, letting
go of my collar. “Gotta love Chi-gangs. Very artistic.”

I turned my shoulders to slide
between two cops who leaned apart just enough to let me through. I
ducked under the twisted yellow police tape. They always hung the
stuff at weird, German Expressionist angles, just to emphasize the
creepiness of crime scenes, like this one needed any emphasis. I
closed up behind Smith, showing my Official Temporary Trainee
Census Bureau badge to anyone who cared to look. No one did. Smith
and Tully functioned as sufficient ID to drag me along between them
without any questions, I guess, and my being alive didn’t hurt
either.

A couple of older uniforms stood
inside the tape barrier, slouched, hands propped on holsters,
supervising how the other cops slouched in line.

I don’t usually have much use for
cops, but at least they weren’t corpses. Two more cops—I assumed
the detectives we were supposed to meet—one in a blue POLICE
windbreaker, the other in a trenchcoat, stood near a Dumpster maybe
thirty feet into the alley. At their feet was a charred human
shape, like a kid huddled under a black blanket, except I could see
bones when I looked close.

Trenchcoat was big, maybe 6’4” and
240, with a third-string, community-college lineman’s body, but
maybe twenty years past his strutting days, more than long enough
for everybody but him to have forgotten even his best shake’n’bake
moves. He had a real under-age look in his eyes, like he was a
picture on a fake ID, like he’d memorized all the essential
information he would need in life, and he was constantly afraid of
being asked a difficult question, because it went without saying
that he couldn’t answer any difficult questions. He had a
gold-plated toothpick stuck between his teeth.

“Shit,” said Tully. “Get ready for
bad cop/worse cop.”

Windbreaker looked short and bored,
marking his territory with clove cigarette smoke, which seemed kind
of callous to me, even for a cop, considering the mode of
second-death. I guess he could have been trying to cover the
burned-body smell, since the alley was dark with the stench. Smoke
curled off the corpse, like long-denied worms sticking their heads
up to decide what the first course was going to be.

Windbreaker had a stun gun screwed
onto the end of a three-foot stick. He jabbed it into the middle of
the smoking mass, the corpse, the re-corpse, or whatever the hell
it was. Blue sparks lit up the wisps of smoke from
below.

“What’s he doing that for?” I
said.

“Hit a zombie with electricity,”
said Smith, “and their brains surge to life. Just for a little
while. They talk.” He didn’t look happy about what Windbreaker was
doing.

“I know that,” I said. “But
why…”

“Down and dirty death
certificate,” said Tully. “Try and get a coroner out of his office
for a slabjockey. If it talks, it’s a zombie. If it
don’t…”

Windbreaker hit it again. More
sparks flickered the alley.

It didn’t talk.

The big cop saw us and slapped his
partner in the stomach with the back of his hand. Windbreaker
flinched, then made as if to jab the stun gun in the big guy’s
face, which made him flinch. Then Windbreaker tossed his clove-butt onto the
smoking zombie.

“Ashes to ashes,” he said to
nobody in particular. He looked at me. “Who are you?” he said, in a
tone that sounded as if he wore his authority like platform shoes,
just to be taller than the next guy. He passed the stun gun off to
a cop.

“Tully! What are you doing here?”
boomed Trenchcoat, smiling large, holding his toothpick between
thumb and forefinger. “You ain’t a cop. At least not anymore. This
is police business. This isn’t for people who aren’t cops,
like you.” He
stuck his toothpick back between his teeth, no doubt to pick some
of the shit he had eaten out of his grin.

Tully walked right up to the guy,
got right up under his big chin. “Howya doing, Roman,” he said, and
then he sniffed loud enough to hear in the back row of a theater.
“I’d almost forgotten what the smell of bourbon was like at the
beginning of a shift, I haven’t seen you in such a long
time.”

“Aw, shaddup, Tully,” said Roman,
forcing his smile to stay in place around the toothpick.

“I’m Agent Gary Smith. Agent Tully
and I are from the Census Bureau,” said Smith, sticking out his
hand between the two of them.

Tully backed off a step from both
Roman and the charred body. “This is Roman Hermanson,” he said,
nodding at Roman.

“Detective Roman Hermanson,” said Hermanson. “And this is
Detective Jack Knox.” He
pointed to Windbreaker.

Smith dropped his hand to his side.
“This is Agent Jett Ahrens,” he said, indicating yours
truly.

I squinted. I nodded imperceptibly.
I would have scowled, but I didn’t want to overplay my hand, since
they’d all seen my Trainee badge anyway.

Hermanson bit down on his
toothpick. Half a second later, Knox took out another clove
cigarette and a lighter, and prepared to light up a good stink for
himself.

Then we all just stood there, not
saying anything, staring at each other, earning our salaries. So
nice to step into a steaming pile of one of Tully’s old
feuds.

“This is the body?” Smith said
finally.

“That’s the body,” Hermanson
said.

In less than a minute, without
hardly trying, Tully had reduced five grown men to reluctantly
stating the obvious.

Smith shrugged and took out the
scanner. He squatted next to the body’s head-end and inspected it.
“I can touch it?” he said over his shoulder to
Hermanson.

“You can vacuum it if you want,”
said Hermanson.

Smith waved the scanner a few
inches over the body, looking for the ID chip. “A woman,” he said.
“At least used to be. Any idea who did it?”

People usually didn’t bother
torching zombies anymore. Mostly people ignored them. It’d been
nearly twenty years since they’d risen from the dead. The zombies
didn’t eat human flesh; they didn’t stalk the living with
unstoppably malevolent souls bent on mayhem and murder. Almost the
only thing they ever actually did was stand around and…annoy
people. If they weren’t dead, they’d be bums.

Sure, a lot of them had gotten
torched and shot and chopped to pieces and reburied when they first
came out of the ground, but not anymore. Now they were mostly a
nuisance, but since they usually kept to themselves, over the years
most people had just learned to avoid them, to just put them out of
mind.

After all, the Dow Jones was at
42,000 and change, the country wasn’t at war and life was good. Why
think about zombies if you didn’t have to? Americans have a pretty
short attention span; they’re self-absorbed; they’re apathetic.
They lost interest when it became clear that the zombies didn’t
have a taste for human flesh. “They aren’t going to eat me? Then
fuck ’em; what’s my retirement portfolio doing? And I don’t want to
pay any fucking taxes to support any zombies either.” That pretty
much summed up the American public’s opinion.

This year, in fact, the first
openly dead main character had appeared on an HD sitcom, even
though the character was played by a living actor and not a dead
one, which was pretty odd really, since there was a whole spectrum
of good candidates walking around Hollywood, from Robert Mitchum to
River Phoenix, doing nothing.

Seeing the dead treated well on HD
was a nice feelgood for Middle America, a pat on the back for their
openness and tolerance, which people were happy to give, as long as
it stayed limited to HD, and no zombies tried to shamble into their
neighborhoods. If that happened, then there was still the
occasional torching, but not here. Here they were left alone. Here
somebody had gone out of his way to torch a zombie.

“We’re pretty sure it wasn’t
another zombie did it,” said Hermanson, and then he guffawed, a
real laugh-track Har-Har-Har. I couldn’t tell if his answer was a
result of police work or a sense of humor. “But we think it may
have been…sexual…in nature,” he added, and his smile looked like something
that should have had a bandage wrapped around it.

Knox laughed too, and I still
couldn’t decide between comedy and insight.

“So I’m thinking, Tully,” said
Hermanson between his own hysterics, “where were
you about an hour and a
half ago?” That broke him up again, but Knox didn’t join him this
time. Hermanson had a real career waiting for him doing voiceovers
for cartoon plowhorses.

“Oh, it wasn’t Tully,” said Smith,
still squatting over the body. “Because that’s when I picked him up
at your wife’s door.”

I managed to keep my jaw from
dropping. I didn’t know Tully was a ventriloquist. The comment
stopped the laughfest though. Well, it stopped Hermanson. Knox
grinned a little, though I wasn’t sure if it was still at
Hermanson’s joke or at Smith’s. Knox seemed like the kind of guy
who could laugh equally well at his friend’s jokes or at his
friend’s expense.

I hadn’t figured Smith for that
kind of nasty comment. It wasn’t professional. It wasn’t
standard-issue. It wasn’t something a liaison would say. I liked
it.

“Jett,” Smith said, cocking his
head to me. “Come here a second and look at this.”

I squatted next to him. I didn’t
want to kneel in the alley. I didn’t know where this ground had
been.

“So you got no idea who did this,”
said Tully, and it didn’t sound like a question.

“It may be one of Chef’s,” said
Knox.

Smith pointed out to me how the
scanner zeroed in on the ID chip, like a metal detector. He turned
the scanner off and handed it to me. “You try,” he said.

“Who’s Chef?” said
Tully.

“Chef’s the guy who cooked the
zombie,” said Hermanson, a real tenured professor of circular
logic. “Well, probably it was him. May as well have been, anyways,
at least that’s what my investigation’s gonna say. I think this one
is his sixth.”

Knox nodded.

“Six?” said Tully. “What are you
talking about? How come Census wasn’t notified?”

Hermanson shrugged, chewing on his
toothpick like it was the only good thought he had ever had, and he
didn’t want to give it a chance to get away.

“Yesterday they weren’t
important,” said Knox. “Today they are. Yesterday zombie flambé was
no big deal. Today it is. Yesterday we didn’t tell you. Today…” He
shrugged.

“And so what if six fucking
zombies get torched anyways?” said Hermanson. “Big fucking deal. So
what if the Census Bureau doesn’t get informed? Bigger fucking
deal. We didn’t tell Streets and San or the Parks Department
either.” He smiled, I guess figuring he’d put Tully in his
place.

Tully opened his mouth to speak,
which was fine, since if he moved his hands, literally anywhere, he
could be going for a weapon.

“Why ‘Chef’?” Smith asked in the
lull. We were still hunched over the body. I was still looking for
the ID chip. Finding it was trickier than it seemed.



Hermanson looked at Smith. “Same
M.O. every time,” he said. “He douses the doornail with lighter
fluid, lights ’em up, and he’s got some cold meat cooking on the
fire, just like a barbecue. Voila. The Chef.” He shrugged. “I
didn’t come up with the name.”

“I can believe that,” said
Tully.

Knox grinned.

“Hey,” said Hermanson, a light
bulb flickering above his head. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

Tully and Hermanson began to square
off. Again.

“We tested some names inside the
Department,” said Knox. He blew clove smoke between Tully and
Hermanson’s faces, separating them. “You know how a good, catchy
serial killer name will get the public’s attention?”

“Yeah,” said Tully. “It gets you
leads, tips, information.”

“And if you don’t make the name up
yourself,” said Knox.

“Then the newspapers will,” said
Smith.

Knox blew out another breath.
Everyone took a step back. “The problem was, everyone had their own
favorite chef, their own favorite regional cuisine, even their own
favorite goddamn recipe, for Chrissake. It turned into a real
pissing contest. Every time we had a focus group, it turned into a
fist-fight, even a couple of pepper-spray incidents, and one
lieutenant-to-lieutenant taser. The Robert Irvine Roasters against
the Bobby Flayers against the George Foreman Griller Killers
against the Gordon Ramsay Stupid Fucking Asshat Shouting Dirty
Hippie Shit for Brains Zombie Firefucks. It got so bad we had to
ban the Food Channel in every precinct house in the
city.”

“I still miss Iron Chef,” said
Hermanson.

“So you called him ‘The Chef’,”
said Tully.

Knox shrugged. “It was the only
name we could all agree on.”

“That’s kind of embarrassing,” I
said.

They all stared at me. I
anticipated fists, pepper spray, maybe tasers.

“You pick this kid up in the
suburbs?” said Hermanson. “Or was he always just born
stupid?”

“Between you, me and the pile of
ashes over there,” said Knox, “we shoulda called him the Guy
Fieri-bug.”

Tully laughed. Smith laughed. I
laughed, even though I didn’t think it was funny. Because that’s
me: full of camaraderie.

But Hermanson didn’t laugh. He
looked—and I know this might be hard to credit—but he looked
wistful.

“Barbecue,” he said, shaking his
big, square head as if one of the wooden pegs inside had fallen out
of its hole. “Who’da figured it coulda been so…” He searched for a
word.

“Touchy?” I offered, exercising my
newfound camaraderie.

“Incendiary,” said
Smith.

They all nodded, looking at the
body.

“So,” said Smith,
“are there any
leads?”

I finally found the ID chip,
buried in the smoke and char and darkness of the remains of the
zombie’s brain. A few numbers scrolled by on the tiny read-out
faster than I could read them, and that was that. That was all that
was left of whoever this had been. There should have been
something more, I
thought. Shit, at least a longer string of numbers.

“I don’t know,” said Hermanson.
“Jack? We got any leads we can discuss with civilians?”

Knox shook his head.

“Sorry,” said Hermanson. “Whatever
we got, we can’t talk about with you guys. Why don’t you just ID
the zombie already and pass on the information to me, so I can do
the police work? Then all three of you can go back to whacking
Walkmen in the back of the head, or whatever the hell it is you
do.”

“What he’s trying to say is, he
ain’t got squat,” said Tully.

Hermanson pulled a small square of
green felt out of his pocket, folded the toothpick into it, and
then stuck it back in the pocket, leaving both his hands
free.

Tully stared up at him, like he was
trying to figure out how much trouble it was worth to manhandle a
defective refrigerator into the Dumpster by himself.

Smith stood up. “Well, we’re done
here,” he said.

“What’s the ID?” said Hermanson,
not looking away from Tully. “Who was it?”

“Sorry,” said Smith. “But that
information is confidential. We’re not allowed to reveal it to
non-Bureau personnel. Put in a request with the Bureau, and then,
when it’s approved, we’ll get right on top of the paperwork, and
you should have the name in a month or so.”

Tully grinned.

I guess “liaison” is French for
“screw you.”

“But…” started
Hermanson.

“Sorry,” said Smith, and he
started walking out of the alley. “But my hands are tied.
Federal policy. Local
police force. You can see my problem.”

Smith never stopped walking, past
the detectives, past the police line. I followed, shoving the
scanner in my pocket. The civilians were mostly gone, but the
zombies were still there. Tully came behind me, walking backwards
so he could smile at Hermanson all the way out onto the street. He
took a parting shot when he got to the police line.

“Hey, Roman,” he yelled. “Did you
ask that guy in the window across the street if he saw
anything?”

“What guy?” said Hermanson, and he
even looked like
a cartoon plow-horse. He did manage to stop himself short of the
embarrassment of saying, What
window?

“The guy in that window over…”
Tully started to point, then stopped himself and plunged into the
zombies. “Ah, what am I telling you for? You already got that
covered, because you’re the Detective, not me.”
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Snyder walked up to the trunk of
his car, a blue ’96 Taurus, twenty-three-years-old and made more of
Bondo and rust than metal. He pulled his latex gloves, still
smelling of lighter fluid, out of the pockets of his Army
jacket.

The car had no hubcaps, its hood
was dark red, and both its taillights were red cellophane, but
still it didn’t stand out on the street. Snyder had parked the
Taurus three blocks north of St. Boniface, on a dark, quiet side
street off Clark.

The houses were occupied by the
living, the closest inhabited neighborhood to the cemetery. The
houses were run-down, and the lawns small, mostly dirt and yellowed
grass. The sidewalks were cracked and buckled. The windows and
doors were barred, though whether against zombies or just the
neighbors, Snyder didn’t know. Zombies usually didn’t travel far
from their home graveyards, for some reason. Snyder checked the
street, but it was late, and everything was quiet.

He unlocked the chain that lashed
his trunk closed. The trunk bulb lit up a half-empty carton of
lighter fluid cans, along with a couple of pop-up dispenser boxes
of disposable latex gloves, a fire extinguisher, a shovel, a dozen
quarts of oil, and a jumbled pile of fifty or a hundred books,
mostly Bibles. A King James
hardback, a Good News
Bible, probably from a hotel, a
Bible for Men, a
Paraphrased Bible,
a New English Bible, a Street Person’s Pocket
Bible, an Illustrated Bible, an
Ebonics Bible, an
Annotated Bible,
Shipton’s Commentaries on the
Bible, The Lives
of the Saints, A
Practical Book of Angels in the World Today (a recommendation of the Oprah Winfrey Book Club!), a
Q’uran, The Complete
Jesus, The
Awakening of Grace, The Care and Feeding of the Weary Soul, The Genesis
Code, Active
Faith for Traveling Salespeople,
The Mystics Handbook, The Lives of the
Popes, The Oxford
History of Christianity, and
Healing Yourself with Homeopathy, Volumes
1999-2009.

There were twenty spiral notebooks
filled with a tight-curled, wormy scrawl in red ink, like burst
capillaries under pale paper skin.

There were several wadded-up
changes of dirty clothing.

He stripped off his jacket and
shoved it into the trunk, switching into a weathered, black denim
thrift-store jacket. He tossed the Cubs cap into the back of the
trunk. He dropped the squeeze bottle into the half-empty carton of
lighter fluid cans. He leaned on the brittle rubber seal around the
edge of the trunk and set his paperback Bible onto the top of the
pile.

“All this,” he said, leaning over
the books, staring into the lettering of the titles. “All this and
still I’m not safe. All this and the fear is still like a serpent
at my breast. All this and I’m still weak.”

He sniffed, rubbed his
eyes.

“All this,” he said, resting one
palm on the pile of Bibles, “and I couldn’t burn one poor little
girl. I’m sorry, Lord, but I’m weak. Next time I’ll be strong. Next
time I’ll burn her to ashes. Next time.”

He dug into the pile, beneath the
Bibles, beneath the Guide to Holistic
Medicine, beneath The Gnostic Psalms, beneath
The Secret Prophecy of
Bernadette, beneath The Marine Corps Survival Manual,
until he found a matte black stun gun, the size of his palm, a
fifty-thousand volt fist.

He slid it into his pocket and
walked around to get into the front seat, leaving the trunk open.
Half a dozen rosaries and crosses hung from the mirror. A red-robed
plastic Jesus gave a blanket benediction from the dashboard. Bumper
stickers were plastered on the inside of the windshield.

“I need to sleep, Lord,” he said
as he turned the interior light on, leaving the engine off. “Just a
little sleep. Then I can preach. But a little sleep
first.”

He opened the glove compartment and
another Bible fell out, this one with a genuine leatherette cover,
gold-gilt pages, and the words of Jesus in red capitals.

“May I have a little sleep first,
Lord?” he said, his eyes raised to the glowing dome light inside
the car. He let the pages of the Bible open, without watching where
they fell.

“‘Run ye to and fro through the
streets of Jerusalem,’” he read aloud. “‘And see now, and know, and
seek in the broad places thereof, if ye can find a man, if there be
any that executeth judgment, that seeketh the truth; and I will
pardon it.’”

He closed the book slowly, making
certain not to crease the pages. He turned off the dome light, got
out and slammed the door, as loud as sunrise in the stillness, and
then he walked back to the trunk.

“Yes,” he said. “Yes. Great. I can
seeketh the truth. Great. That’s what I’ll do then, as soon as I
sleep. I’ll be pardoned for my weakness and my sleep.”

He fed the ends of the chain to the
inside of the trunk. He climbed inside, the car sagging a little
under his weight, and he burrowed into the pile of books to sleep,
keeping the red words of Jesus next to his heart. He pulled the
trunk lid closed with a thunk and rattled the chain tight. The
padlock clicked once from inside.
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Tully pushed his way through the
zombies, grinning and chuckling. He didn’t even seem to mind
pushing dead flesh out of his way.

“You could have warned me that you
knew that guy, you know,” Smith said, waiting for Tully in the
middle of the street.

“I wasn’t sure it was him,” said
Tully. “There’s two Hermansons on the force, and his father’s a
stand-up guy.”

“Let’s get out of here,” said
Smith, and he started for the car.

“Wait a second,” said Tully. “I
want to check out the guy in the window.”

“We’re not the police, Tully,”
said Smith.

Tully huffed. “And you think Roman
is?” he said. “Who do you think gets assigned to Zombie Patrol? The
Mayor’s nephew? I’ll give you a hint. The Mayor’s nephew is Deputy
Commissioner, one step away from a corner office at Police
Headquarters. Roman is a blunt instrument, and he’s out at one in
the morning following zombies around with a pooper-scooper, and
he’s not even very good at that.”

We stopped at the intersection,
across from our car.

“Look,” said Tully. “Let’s just
bring the tagger gun along. Then we’ll do a sweep of the building
for any untagged zombies. If there happens to be a
living body in there for
us to have an informal kind of chat with, well, what’s the harm in
that?”

The reasoning almost made some
sense. Almost.

Smith considered, and then he gave
me the car keys. “Go get the case, Jett,” he said.

“And don’t stare at the windows in
this building on your way back,” Tully said.

At least now I knew which building
the guy in the window was in. He must have been right above where
we were standing. I hadn’t noticed anything, but I guess Tully knew
his job.

I jogged across the empty street to
the Whatever, unlocked the trunk and hauled the case out. The thing
weighed a ton, but I got a quick look at the building as I slammed
the trunk.

Three stories of red brick, the
corner rounded like a tower, with store-fronts on the first
floor—all boarded up—and apartments on two and three. The second
floor windows were boarded up, but not the windows on
three.

Three windows were spaced equally
around the rounded tower wall, with good views of the intersection,
the bus stop, and up and down both streets if you sat in the alcove
of the tower. The room behind was dark, but the windows shouldn’t
have been open at all.

I saw a rounded shape, less than a
foot wide, on the roof, sticking up over the facade. Then I had to
stop looking and jog back with the tagger case, the damn thing
wrenching my shoulder with every step. Luckily, my experience
schlepping suitcases for the SWAT team was finally paying off. I
kicked myself all across the intersection for not having noticed
that window before.

Smith and Tully started walking
west on Lawrence when I had closed the trunk, so I angled across
the street to meet them.

“Did you see…” I started to say
when I reached the sidewalk.

“Give me the scanner,” Smith
interrupted.

Tully crossed his lips with an
index finger, making a face at me like I was the biggest idiot in
the city outside of uniform.

We walked to the end of the
building and another shitty alley. I was beginning to think this
job wasn’t for a social climber.

An ancient “Target: Rats!” warning
sign, faded yellow with a red crosshairs centered on the snarling
cartoon of a rat, was nailed to a rotting telephone pole. Zombies
were the best anti-rat program ever devised by anyone. We turned
into the alley.

“Did you see what was on the
roof?” I asked. “I couldn’t make it out.”

“Satellite dish,” said Tully. He
drew his Smith & Wesson and inspected the back door.

Smith unstrapped his Little Buster
and rested his hand on the handle, but he left the gun in the
holster, leaning forward a bit, like he was preparing for the OK
Corral.

I reached for my own Little Buster,
and then I changed my mind. I decided I might as well draw the
Ruger if there was the chance of gunplay.

Smith saw me move and looked back.
He sighed quietly. He nodded, directing his eyes to his Little
Buster, miming that I should draw mine too, and then he turned back
to watch Tully.

I pulled the Ruger anyway, with
just the tiniest slip of steel on leather holster sounding in the
alley. Smith turned around again immediately, staring at the pistol
and me, as if he had been able to tell by the sound alone that I
hadn’t performed a standard-issue act, the fat, psychic
bastard.

He shuffled two steps back to me.
Tully looked at us and stopped fiddling with the door.

“What the hell is that?” hissed
Smith, his hand still propped on his own gun.

“It’s…” I started.

“First night on the job and
already you know more than me?” he whispered. “That’s not a Bureau
weapon. You may think you know everything already, but your head
isn’t wall-to-wall with smarts yet, Jett. One Tully on my team at a
time is sufficient.”

“But…”

“But what? We’re a team. Teams
don’t hide things from each other.”

“But Tully’s got…”

“I know every weapon Tully’s got,
and I know how each of them sounds. I know when he’s firing even if
I can’t see him. Tully doesn’t keep secrets from me, or me from
him.”

Tully backed over to us, keeping
his eyes, and his Smith & Wesson, on the door.

“Gentlemen,” he whispered. “D’ya
think we can proceed with the potentially dangerous search of this
dark and spooky building now? Or would you rather break for coffee
first?” He glanced back. “Hey, nice pistol, kid. What is that? A
9mm Ruger? How does it…”

“Shut up, Tully,” said
Smith.

“I didn’t mean…” I
started.

“I don’t care what you meant,”
said Smith. “I care what you did. So tell me, you got anything else
I should know about?”

“A KA-BAR,” I said.

“That’s it? That’s
everything?”

I nodded.

“We don’t keep secrets, Jett.
We’re a team, understand? I don’t suppose you actually know how to
use that thing?” he asked, watching my eyes.

I nodded again.

He waited a beat. “All right then.
Let’s go.”

“What?” said Tully. “We’re not
gonna group-hug?”

“Let’s just get the goddamn door
open, all right?” said Smith.

“Kids,” huffed Tully. “What’s a
father to do?”

“Shut up, Tully,” said Smith.
“Just open the door, okay?”

Tully shrugged and crept back to
the door, and after everything was said and done, Smith hadn’t made
me revert to the Little Buster.

Tully yanked on the padlock that
hung from the latch on the barred back door. The lock wasn’t
clicked shut, and it came free. Tully opened the bars and pushed
the steel door inside open. He had put a pair of gloves on. I
hadn’t seen him do that, the sneaky little bastard. I checked
Smith, and he had gloves on too. Great. But touching things
shouldn’t be a problem, since I was carrying a pistol
and a two-thousand pound
suitcase. I didn’t have any hands available to leave
fingerprints.

Tully looked inside and stepped
through. Smith went in right after, and a second later a big,
meaty, gloved hand stuck back out, signaling me to follow. I did,
hooking the bars and the steel door closed behind me with my foot.
Having a steel door at my back wasn’t a feelgood, especially one
with a padlock handy. I should have taken the padlock with me. Too
late.

The hallway was dark.

The building had ten, maybe twenty,
years of disrepair and neglect rubbed into it, but it wasn’t
trashed. The paint was faded and flaking. The plaster was cracked.
The carpet had been torn out. The light fixtures were missing, but
the bulbs looked new. There weren’t any holes in the walls, scorch
marks from fires, or beer cans or cigarette butts or nests of
blankets or broken syringes. No punks or homeless or winos or
junkies.

I knew enough to know that if the
punks and junkies steered clear of the place, then they had good
reason. That made
it a lookout post for gangbangers.

“This is dangerous, Tully,”
whispered Smith. “You know that, right?”

“Safe as a crib,” said Tully. “The
guy’s just a lookout. We’re on the edge of a territory.”

We crept through the halls and up
the stairs, Tully on the right, me and Smith on the left. The place
was as quiet as Hermanson’s brain. When we got to the third floor,
Tully pointed at the door we wanted. I heard an HDTV on the other
side of the door, turned low.

The hallway smelled: pot, beer,
urine, pizza, burritos, Chinese food, booze, cigarettes.

Tully set up on the far side of the
door, me and Smith the near side. And then Tully just knocked on
the door. “Pizza man,” he yelled, grinning.

“Aw, Christ,” Smith sighed, and he
finally drew his revolver.

There was a rustling inside the
apartment. The HD volume was turned down, and half a minute later
the door opened.

“I didn’t order…”

A girl, maybe fifteen, maybe
fourteen, medium height and skinny, stood in the doorway, dressed
in desert camouflage pants and a dirty gray tank-top, with long,
curly ringlets of white-dyed hair falling around her face and into
her eyes. She had shaved off her eyebrows. Self-proclaimed
Generation 3K, growing up in the third millennium.

Tully shoved the Smith & Wesson
into her face and backed her into the apartment, shouting “Federal
Agent!” every step. Smith followed him in at an angle. When no
gunfire erupted, I went in too, still lugging the damn tagger
case.

Tully had the girl leaned against
the wall face-first, arms and legs spread, while he stood back a
step and pointed the gun at her head. Both he and Smith
subliminally produced badges to back up the Federal Agents thing,
without giving her the chance to look too close, even though the
weapons were probably enough ID for her at the moment. I covered
the door and hallway. Smith checked the other rooms.

The living room contained a big,
moth-eaten sofa, a 52” HDTV tuned to the History channel, and a
small refrigerator within arm’s reach of one end of the sofa. There
was a burn-scarred coffee table in front of the sofa with a pair of
binoculars, a cell phone, a backpack, three ashtrays coned high
with ashes, a couple of crumpled packs of cigarettes, and a
two-foot-tall orange waterpipe. I hadn’t seen a bong in
years.

“Who are you?” said Tully,
pressing the pistol into the back of her head.

“Cassandra,” she said. “I work for
Prosper.”

“We already know that,” said
Tully. I almost believed him, and who knows, he may even have been
telling the truth. Maybe he knew Prosper. I didn’t.

Smith came out of the
kitchen.

“It’s clear,” he said. He pointed
at me. “Close the door, and don’t touch anything.”

I shoved the door closed with my
right elbow, the Ruger pointing at the ceiling, the tagger case
thumping against my left knee. The name’s
Bond, I thought, James, ouch!, fucking Bond.

“You two are in a shitload of
trouble,” said Cassandra. She twisted her head around, trying to
get a better look through the white hair falling in her eyes. She
saw me, looked me up and down and frowned at my suit, or my age, or
whatever. “You, too, ass-hat,” she said, pointing her chin at
me.

I didn’t recognize her, but it had
been almost four years since my white-hair, no-eyebrow days. She
was too young to have recognized me from then.

She had her hands flattened
against the wall on either side of a framed poster of the 2015
re-make of White Zombie
starring Kevin Bacon. It was the single piece of
decoration in the place; also probably her single tie back to the
suburbs. Kevin Bacon as Murder Legendre stared out of the poster.
I’d seen the movie twenty-three times when it came out, in a
previous life. I noticed her poster was signed by Kevin Bacon. I
felt a flash of envy; my poster wasn’t. But it didn’t matter. All
of that was a previous life, and she was still too young to have
recognized me from a previous life.

Smith came back in the living room,
holstering his revolver. He patted Cassandra down, lifting a
commcard out of her pocket, which wasn’t surprising, at least not
to me. Tully dropped the pistol to his side, but he kept it out and
visible. The HD played low.

“So, you work for Prosper, huh?”
said Smith, meandering around the room. He glanced at the commcard,
then dropped it on the table. “Prosper’s a dangerous character, you
know.”

“Dangerous enough to have your
liver on a stick, fat boy,” said Cassandra. She smiled. “I’m
protected.”

“You have a pretty good view from
up here,” said Smith, stepping over to the window.

“I didn’t see anything,” she said
as she turned around and slouched against the wall, crossing her
arms in front of her, facing Tully. She could have been a slouching
instructor at the Police Academy. “You gonna arrest me? I didn’t do
anything.”

“We just want to know what you saw
across the street,” said Smith.

“Nothing,” she said. She pointed
her chin at the TV. “I was watching HD.”

I looked. Some documentary about
supermodels so superficial it had slipped into
transparency.

“I hope you have a better memory
when Prosper asks you,” said Tully. “Because one of his zombies
just got torched on your watch. Very bad news indeed for a lookout
who was watching HD when she was supposed to be watching the
street.”

Smith poked around through the
stuff on the coffee table. He picked up the cell phone.

“Hey, don’t touch,” said
Cassandra.

“What’s Prosper’s number?” Smith
said to Tully.

Tully shrugged. “Depends. Home?
Office? Bathroom? Panic room? Cell? Be specific.”

“Office.”

“555-3612.”

Smith dialed.

“Wait,” said Cassandra. “You can’t
do that. How’d you know that number?”

Tully grinned. “Ever hear of
MKUltra, Little Miss Pollyanna? The Patriot Act? The MK Patriot
Act? I’m a Federal Agent. I can find out any phone number in the
country; except for the presidents of the phone companies, the
bastards.”

“Let me talk to Prosper,” Smith
said into the phone, and then he waited. I thought I heard a Muzak
version of “American Idiot” leaking out of the speaker.

“He’s kidding,” I said to
Cassandra.

Tully stared at her like Kevin
Bacon as Murder Legendre.

“No shit,” she said.

“The sheep go baa,” said
Tully.

“Hello, Prosper?” Smith said.
“This is Gary Smith…yeah, I’m fine.”

Cassandra’s eyes got wide. I don’t
think she expected a fat, slow Federal agent to call her boss and
be recognized. I didn’t blame her. I sure as hell didn’t expect
it.

“Listen,” said Smith. “I think
we’ve got a mutual problem…uh-huh…right. His name is Chef, at least
that’s what the police are calling him. Ever hear of him? No, huh.
Too bad. What? Oh, I’m on one of your employee’s
phones…uh-huh…yeah, she really should be more careful, but she’s
young…uh-huh. Says her name’s Cassandra…uh-huh…no, I didn’t think
so. So what is her name? Thanks. No, she’s been very uncooperative,
very close-mouthed, a real company girl. A little too much bad
attitude in a teenager for my taste, but very professional
otherwise…uh-huh…yeah, I know, you’re not exactly Microsoft.
Uh-huh…okay, just a second.”

Cassandra had lost a few
years and the
attitude during the conversation, backtracking to her other
extreme, until she looked just like a thirteen-year-old suburban
Catholic schoolgirl who had fallen down the wrong
rabbithole.

Smith held out the phone to
her.

She gulped audibly.

“He wants to talk to you,
Shannon,” said Smith.

She took the phone, tried to put on
some attitude, then raised it to her ear. She never got the chance
to talk. The conversation was short and one-sided. Cassandra nodded
a lot, said “Uh-huh” a lot, and then clicked off the connection.
She placed the phone on the coffee table like it might sprout legs
and try to crawl through her ear into her brain.

“Still want to work for Prosper?”
said Tully.

She looked at the floor.

“Why don’t you go home?” said
Smith.

“No,” said Cassandra, shaking her
head, still looking at the floor. “Prosper told me to stay here. He
told me he wants to talk to me later.”

“I bet the cops would like to talk
to you, too,” said Tully, nodding at the window. “They’re right
outside.”

She finally looked up. “I didn’t do
anything,” she said.

“They care what you saw,” said
Tully. “Not what you did.”

“I didn’t see anything either.”

“I believe you,” said Smith. “So
go home.”

“No,” she said. “Prosper
said…”

“The police also care what Prosper
said,” said Tully. “The police care what you saw, what Prosper
said, what you said to Prosper, where he is, when he’s coming to
see you, and so on and so forth. You are a goldmine of information
to the police,” said Tully.

She opened her mouth, but nothing
came out.

“Go home,” said Smith.

She went back to studying the floor
for a minute. Tully opened his mouth to say something, but Smith
waved him quiet. She gathered up her backpack. She stared at the
phone, then reached for it.

Tully grabbed it first and slipped
it into his pocket. “Evidence,” he said.

“Clean break from Prosper,” said
Smith.

She opened her mouth. I could see
some attitude trying to work it way out, but then she shut it. She
slung her pack and headed for the door. No one stopped her. She
left the HD on and a cigarette burning in the ashtray.

We gave her a head start, and
followed her out.
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The HDTV played to an empty
apartment, as if it were practicing for an audience it knew would
appear sooner or later. A documentary began on the History Channel,
an acoustic guitar playing a slow, wandering tune over the
speakers, as if the Mississippi had come to life somewhere down
around Louisiana on a lazy August afternoon, its fingers meandering
across the strings of a Gibson flattop guitar, idly picking out a
theme for a serious documentary.

The camera focused in extreme
close-up on a photograph, panning across the image, lingering like
a man’s P.O.V. of a woman’s naked body.

The camera pulled back, focusing on
a color photograph of a fat Sheriff in a smoky hat, puffing on a
cigar. He was emptying a can of gasoline over the head of a
child-zombie, both of them standing on the front steps of a white
clapboard church. The color of the photograph drained to black and
white.

The screen faded to black, then
came up again, the camera lingering over another color photograph.
Five men holding axes stood in a line facing the camera. They stood
on either side of a zombie-man, who was hanging upside-down by one
leg from a rope, as if he were a prize swordfish. The zombie’s
head, arms and other leg lay in a pile on the ground in front of
the men, who were all smiling for the flash. The color of the
photograph drained to black and white.

The screen faded to
black.

Fiddle music eased over the guitar,
sliding notes that evoked woodcut portraits of rural Americans
gripping farm implements, barefoot fantasies of 1890s Kansas towns
with white picket fences enclosing peaceful, unexcavated prairie
churchyards.

The camera came up in extreme
close-up on a green eye, then pulled back slowly to reveal the face
of a woman, unsmiling, middle-aged, pudgy, her jowls grim; then
pulled back more to show a crisp white shirt and blue tie, a
plastic nametag pinned to the shirt, announcing, HI! I’M MIDGE! in
black letters on a white background; then pulled back more to show
Midge barring the front door of a restaurant, holding a
flamethrower in her hands; then pulled back completely to show a
sign in the restaurant’s window: NO ZOMBIES. The photograph drained
to black and white.

The screen faded to black, then
filled with titles.

 


NO ZOMBIES

A CRISIS IN AMERICA

a film by Ken Zorn

 


A guy in a John Deere cap filled
the screen in close-up. He stared off-screen, an uncomfortable
black and white face.

“Well, hell, yeah,” he said, “when
they first crawled out of their graves, I hated ’em, yes sir, I
did. I mean, what’s a man supposed to think, what with corpses
squirming themselves out of the dirt like soybeans like they was?
Hate seemed downright generous.”

“And what happened then?” asked
the even, calm voice of an off-screen interviewer.

“Well, I was plinking ’em in their
heads from up the house with my Winchester, just happier than a pig
in shit that they wasn’t closing in to eat me and the wife and the
grandkids alive, you know? You gotta understand something about me.
I still have the nightmares from when I was in Nam, not so much any
more, but still sometimes. I was in-country a whole year, and that
first night when the zombies started coming back from the grave,
well, it was like them VC buggers when they swarmed all over the
firebase way back in ’68 all over again. I’m not excusing, mind
you; I’m just explaining. So I took down the Winchester and started
shooting, and Annie kept the shotgun and the Colt handy, and she
kept the grandkids on the floor behind us where both of us could
keep an eye on ’em. So I just kept shootin’ and shootin’ until I
saw Ma.”

He looked away from the camera and
pulled his cap off. He wiped a gray wool sleeve under his
nose.

“Then you saw your mother,”
prompted the interviewer.

“Yeah, I did. I saw Ma, and she
didn’t look so much different than usual. The cancer had taken her
pretty fast. It was just her time, the pastor said. But she didn’t
look so much different really, except for the sod and snow and shit
stuck to her, and maybe a little worse for wear around the edges is
all. No worse’n she looked after a dawn-to-dusk tractor-run during
planting season, just a little unraveled around the seams, you
know? And I got a pretty good look at her, too, through the
sniper-scope.” He sniffed and wiped his sleeve across his nose
again. His eyes were red.

“And you didn’t feel you could
blow your own mother’s head off like some stinking VC dink, is that
right?” said the interviewer.

“Well, of course not. A man just
can’t blow his Ma’s brains all over the front yard like that. It
ain’t right.”

“So you stopped
killing?”

“Yes, sir, I did. They wasn’t
coming up to the house anyways, like I said.”

“And then what
happened?”

“Well,” he said, slowly, thinking.
“I had the TV on, cuz it was an emergency and everything, when the
Reverend Wesley came on.”

“The Reverend Randall
Wesley?”

“One and the same. Well, sir, the
Reverend came on and said we shouldn’t be killing the dead ones.
They were our fathers, our daughters, our cousins and the like, and
it wasn’t our place to kill again what God had already killed once.
It was sort of blasphemous, he said, almost like we were saying
that God hadn’t done the job right in the first place. If God
wanted these dirtnappers awake and walking around, then who was I
to go against Him? Well, it made a kind of sense, you
know?”

“And your rage
dissipated?”

“Yes, it sure did. Can’t be no
rage when you’re in agreement with the Lord.”

“And you haven’t shot a zombie
since?”

He smiled for the first time. “No,
sir, not a one, I’m proud to say. Me and the Lord, we’re walking
shoulder to shoulder.”

“Thank you, Mr. Hobbs.”

Hobbs nodded once to the
interviewer, then turned his gaze on the audience and nodded once
again.

“Mr. Russell Hobbs of Ft. Smith,
Arkansas,” said the interviewer.

The camera pulled back to take in
the porch of Hobbs’ farmhouse, the picture brightening from
black-and-white footage to color midway through the shot. Half a
dozen zombies sat on rocking chairs and a porch swing in front of
the house. All of them, men and women, bore a strong family
resemblance to Russell Hobbs.

“A story like many others,” summed
up the interviewer.
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“I am the Alfa and the Romeo,” said
the voice from the clouds, a gold-gilt voice speaking in red
capital letters.

The clouds swelled above Snyder, a
storm as black and fluid as a mudslide, in agony to begin falling.
There was no sun, and then there was suddenly so much rain that
there was no air to breathe between the drops.

“I am the First, not the Last,”
boomed the voice, and the rain grew hot with the power of the
words.

Hot rain hit him like fists, and he
dropped to his knees, his shoulders sagging and his head bowed, and
his words of prayer were beaten into the ground by the rain so that
even he couldn’t hear the sounds.

Rain melted the ground to mud in a
rectangle around him, and he began to sink. It weighed down his
arms and legs, and he couldn’t move.

“Hey!” shouted the voice. “This is
God talking! Pay attention already! I’m trying to tell you
something here!” The words broke over him like
shockwaves.

Rain dug the grave deeper, with him
at the bottom, as if he were prostrate on the floor of a descending
elevator. The mud on which he knelt began to boil and steam. He
heard flames beneath the floor of the grave, flames rising closer
and closer to him.

He stopped sinking six feet deep,
and he raised his head, despite the pain of the raindrops needling
his face. Rain melted the walls of the grave, hissed and crackled
as it hit the glowing, red-hot floor, mud flowing like liquid
starless night over the rim of the grave and in on top of him. His
knees burned. The floor of the grave seared him, threatening to
light the wick of his flesh.

He stood and tried to run. He
struggled against the cataract of mud and the gravity of rain,
scrambling with legs and arms against the ooze, climbing, crawling
out of the hole, and finally, finally, after what seemed like
years, coming out into air, spitting mud.

The rain stopped, and he found
himself lying on blacktop, on a road. There was no sun. There was
no rain. There were clouds, carved marble thunderheads, piled up to
scrape the floor of Heaven. The blacktop was hot, as if the sun
were beneath it, inside the Earth, forever out of sight, a hell
under graves.

He stood, looking at
nothing.

Two fangs of lightning struck from
the clouds and bit into the blacktop in front of him, smoke and
sparks exploding from the craters melted by the
electricity.

Two dice, two asphalt-black dice
with bone-white pips, rolled, wrapped in fire, down the road and
came to rest, flaming but unconsumed, at his feet, shouting one
silent phrase: SNAKE EYES.

He ran, and the lightning struck
around him, like the bright bars of a cage pursuing him, and he ran
into a crowd of cold corpses, a crowd of rigid corpses who didn’t
run or scream or struggle or writhe in pain, and the lightning
struck again and again, sparking the flesh like filaments that
glowed with life for only seconds before burning out.

“Where is my knife?” screamed his
mother, standing closest to him, coldest, stiffest, vast and
pregnant with him even as he stood there in front of her, but his
mother as she appeared in pictures, from thirty years in the past.
Lightning crooked down and struck her, twisting her body into its
electric curve for just a second, then releasing her.

“Where is my knife?” she screamed
into his face. He heard himself shrieking inside her womb, kicking,
silently screaming.

“No!” he screamed, outside and in,
but no one heard him.

“Johnny, have you seen my knife?”
she called to his father, after whom he was named. “Why won’t
anyone leave my knife alone? Why don’t you answer me, Johnny? You
never answer me. Never. You don’t take me…oh, you just don’t. I
don’t know why you wanted to marry me, anyway, I don’t. I see all
the…oh, I see it all, you know, yes, I do. Where are you, Johnny?
You have to get me out of this, you do. Help me get out of this,
Johnny, please. I know you don’t love, I mean, I know. I know you
didn’t want to marry me, I know. I’m sorry, but only help me. I
won’t ask anything more, never again, just help me now. Help me
find my knife. Johnny, are you there? I’ll cut it out if you say,
if you’ll only give me my knife. I don’t care about it. I’ll cut it
out, I will.”

And she kept talking, and all the
rest of the cold, rigid people kept talking, to Johnny or Phyllis
or Mother, to people who lived and breathed and moved only inside
the unfocused gel of their own eyes, to people who were not there,
who couldn’t be there, who would never be there again, and some of
the corpses only mumbled or moaned or hissed, dead throats unable
to support the terrible weight of words.

He fled from the lightning and the
rain and the words, but he never got any further away, no matter
how hard he ran.
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The HD played to the empty
apartment.

The camera focused on a man who was
lean and sunburned and in his late fifties. He wore sunglasses, but
the webs of wrinkles around his eyes, inscribed by years of
squinting into high, cloudless skies, were still visible around the
edges of the frames. The picture was black and white.

“I took the Thunderbolt up and
headed for the cemetery,” he said, his ears huge, deployed out from
his head like flaps.

“And you had a plan at that time,
Mr. Crotty?” asked the same calm, even voice off-screen that had
interviewed Russell Hobbs.

“You never take a plane up without
having a plan,” said Crotty. “I got to the cemetery and circled
slow, with my cockpit open, the Plexiglas slid all the way back,
just so’s I could see what was what. There were lots of them
zombies around, but no people I could see near ’em, so I just
brought Miss Liberty in low, which was the plan. Miss Liberty was
the Thunderbolt, you understand, a P-47, single-engine, big-ass
fighter from Double-U Double-U Two that I restored with my own two
hands, every nut and bolt. Sweeter aircraft never flew, and I’m a
member in good standing of the Confederate Air Force, so I oughta
know.”

“And the cemetery?” asked the
interviewer.

“Oh, yeah. Well, like I said, I
took her down on the deck, with Miss Liberty’s belly almost
scraping the ground, so low I got grass-stains on my ass. You get
the picture.” He stretched his arms out straight and swayed and
banked, demonstrating his maneuvers. “And then I lined her up with
the biggest collection of zombies I could see, and I took her in.
That propeller has a Pratt and Whitney R2800 turbo-supercharged
2000-horsepower engine behind it, capable of moving that aircraft
at over four-hundred miles an hour, and Miss Liberty just mowed
those zombies down like nobody’s business. The people on the ground
told me afterwards that Miss Liberty trailed this fifty-foot
rooster-tail of body parts and clothes and all kinds of shit, just
spraying out behind her when I sliced through the crowd of ’em.
Must’ve been quite a sight. Sorry no one had a video camera handy.
Must’ve been a helluva sight.”

“And what happened
then?”

Crotty bowed his head, then gazed
off-screen for ten seconds or more. The camera didn’t
move.

“If you need a moment to compose
yourself, Mr. Crotty, we can…”

“No, no,” said Crotty, holding his
hand up to the camera. “Just a second.” He sniffed once, loudly.
“I’ll tell you what happened then. One of those zombies’ heads flew
right into my cockpit, right into my lap, looking right up at me.
Can you believe that? It happened, all right.

“Now, I’m not the blubbering sort.
Ask anyone around here. They’ll tell you. But when the severed head
of Mickey Mantle landed square in my lap, I just couldn’t shut the
waterworks off. Nearly wrecked Miss Liberty right there on the
spot. Now wouldn’t that have been a helluva day? Decapitating the
Mick, and crashing Miss Liberty, all at the same time?”

“And how did decapitating your
boyhood idol make you feel, Mr. Crotty?”

Crotty pulled his sunglasses off
and squinted into the camera as if it were the sun. “There’s only
one cadaver of Mickey Mantle in the world, and there’s only ever
going to be that one forever and ever, and I’m the sumbitch who
chopped him into corpse-turds. How do you think that makes a man feel?” He
slid the sunglasses back on, shaking his head, hands on hips. “He
wasn’t bothering no one. Prejudice, that’s all it was on my part.
Blind, ignorant prejudice. Couldn’t see the people beyond the
corpses. But I’m a changed man now. Live and let live, that’s my
motto these days.”

The camera pulled back to take the
Thunderbolt into the frame, the film going from black and white to
sunblinding color. Miss Liberty was no more. The Thunderbolt had
been re-named The Mick, the fuselage painted in Yankee pinstripes,
the number 7 displayed beneath the cockpit. Mickey Mantle’s head
was painted on the tail, just his head, and a bit of skull where
the ears had rotted away after he had been buried.

Crotty turned to look at his
aircraft, then spoke over his shoulder. “He was the Mick, and he
wasn’t hurting no one, and I fucking clotheslined him, clotheslined
him good,” whispered Crotty, and he covered his face with his
hands.

“Mr. Vern Crotty of Dallas,
Texas,” intoned the interviewer. “Just one story among
many.”

 


 


The priest folded his hands on top
of his blond-oak desk.

“All I can say,” he said, “is that
I have never seen a zombie harm anyone, and having the living dead
walk the earth has certainly parked a lot of rear ends in my pews
on Sundays. I’ve had to add Masses to accommodate all the lapsed
Catholics who have returned to my flock. I even added a couple on
Saturdays.”

He smiled, then forced a serious
look onto his face. “But seriously,” he said. “It is written that
the dead shall rise at the Last Judgment. We haven’t seen the
Judgment, or have we? Who’s to say that our treatment of the dead
isn’t an expression of that judgment? Compassion or condemnation?
Perhaps this is a test, and even now we are being judged according
to our own actions. ‘And I saw the dead, small and great, stand
before God; and the books were opened: and another book was opened,
which is the book of life: and the dead were judged out of those
things which were written in the books, according to their works.’
Revelation, chapter twenty, verses twelve to fifteen. We should be
careful how our works may be judged.”

“And so Church doctrine is
settled, Father Griffin?” asked the calm interviewer.

“No, no,” said Father Griffin,
shaking his head. “That’s not official doctrine, just one poor
parish priest’s musings. Officially, the Church has taken no
position on the question of the spiritual status of zombies.
Officially, the question of whether or not zombies have souls is
considered to be open. Officially, the purpose of zombies in God’s
plan is unclear. Can zombies be saved? Officially, we don’t know.
Can zombies receive the sacraments? Can they be baptized? Can they
go to confession? At which point in time are the Last Rites
applicable? Are zombies to be considered indivisible with the
previous living owners of their bodies? The theological questions
are many and complex and unanswered, and we have simply not been
enlightened yet, but I assure you, prayer continues rigorously
night and day. Sooner or later, we will be told the
answers.

“But, on the plus side, enrollment
at seminaries and theological colleges is way up, 46% across the
country. People have turned to the Church for answers. What will we
tell them? That the only answer we can come up with is to take a
flamethrower to your beloved Uncle Willie in the
mausoleum?”

He shook his head
gravely.

“No, no. That hardly seems
Christian. The Church will not condone hysteria and mass killing
unless we’re absolutely certain that those things are God’s will.
This forbearance applies as much to zombies as to Muslims or Jews
or blacks or atheists or homosexuals or abortionists. We stand fast
against senseless murder.

“Perhaps this is God’s way of
bringing the people of America back to the Church. As I have
already mentioned, church attendance is up, 32% across the board,
and 55% among those aged sixty-five and older, not coincidentally
those who are closest to the controversy. Conversions, baptisms,
confessions: All are up nearly 30%. And abortions have nearly been
eliminated after the first trimester. Animated zombie-fetuses are
the best contraceptive ever created. That fact alone makes me
consider the possibility that zombies are heaven-sent, divinely
inspired hardware operating under the direction of the software of
God’s word. Even the ratings for televised Sunday morning Mass have
moved up in their time slot. These trends are strong and
encouraging, and, in the opinion of this humble parish priest, they
can’t help but strengthen this great country of ours, as well as
the Church.”

“Thank you, Father Griffin,” said
the interviewer, and the screen faded to black.
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Snyder woke up thrashing. He
slammed his elbow and knee against the inside of the trunk lid. He
heard no sounds, no rain, no flames, no dead voices. Everything was
dark, with no outside light leaking into the trunk. He could have
been alone in the world, the first man or the last, all the light
in the universe hoarded inside his memory.

The open Bible under his cheek was
warm and moist with sweat, crumpled by the movements of his
nightmare, the pages shaped to his face.

He fumbled for his flashlight and
his padlock, not knowing which to grasp for first. He used one hand
to brace the trunk lid against the darkness pressing down on top of
him, but the shadows slipped down through his fingers, filling the
trunk and his mind.

He felt the flashlight, grabbed it
and turned it on, the shadows chittering at the edges of the beam
like bats or roaches. He breathed in the light, and his blood
slowed.

He pulled a pocket inside-out to
reach a childproof bottle, and he twisted off the cap. The label
read Demer-Ease; the small print, which no one ever read, said
Meperidine Hydrochloride, over-the-counter strength Demerol. The
pills wouldn’t fix the problem. They were medical duct tape.
Nothing could fix the problem. He swallowed four dry.

He left the flashlight on and
closed his eyes, directing his mind. “I will not dream about my
mother again,” he whispered. “The Lord will help me. The Lord will
keep me safe. I will not
dream about my mother. Praise the
Lord.”

But sleep wouldn’t come
again.

“I had my sleep,” he finally
whispered, and he unlocked the chain. “It’s time to
preach.”
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The HD played to an empty
apartment.

The scene began in color. A
poor-quality videotape picture shook and bounced on the screen,
tilting, fuzzing, reaching in and out of focus, swerving and
finally settling on a fat, thirty-something African-American man in
an orange hunting jacket. He sat in the corrugated load bed of a
moving pick-up truck, and the video-camera couldn’t hold him in the
frame for more than two seconds at a time.

“Hey, Burt, pass me a beer,”
shouted a voice, and the camera slewed to the left to show the
other side of the load bed, where a white thirty-something man sat,
his body bouncing as the truck bounced, his beer belly bouncing
almost independently. Somebody off-camera handed him an opened beer
bottle.

The camera shifted, re-aiming
itself to look behind the pick-up. The shocks clonked and rattled
as the truck raced down a dirt road at high speed. A heavy-duty tow
chain had been fed out over the closed tailgate, steel scraping
against steel, the links sawing back and forth over the rim of the
truck, like they had hooked a marlin in an ocean of
dirt.

Plumes of dust rose in the truck’s
wake, and, bounding and tumbling in and out of the brown cloud, on
the far end of the tow chain, was a zombie-man, or what was left of
a zombie-man. Every time the zombie hit the ground, a thump deeper
than the shocks rolled through the truck, as if the wheels had
rolled over a loose manhole cover.

“Yippee-kiyay!” shouted the guy
with the beer, and he held up his bottle in solitary
toast.

The truck hit a bump. A hiccup of
beer slopped out of the bottle and into the guy’s lap. The guy in
the orange jacket laughed, and the camera skidded over to catch him
busting a gut, then slid back to the guy with the beer.

“Shit,” said the guy with the wet
crotch, scrambling to escape the puddle of liquid. “Shit,” he said
again, and he threw the bottle, still mostly filled, at the
zombie.

The guy in the orange jacket
laughed harder, and so did the cameraman.

“Fuckin’ stoner,” said the guy
with the wet pants. He gave the zombie the finger. “Fuckin’
stoner’ll be sorry he made me spill my beer. Hey, Burt, pass me
over the shotgun, willya? I’ll blow every bit of him that’s left
off every other bit.”

The camera bounced, showed some
close-up load bed, showed some boots, some dust cloud. A shotgun
got passed into the picture.

Cassandra opened the door to the
apartment. She had her backpack over her left shoulder. She looked
right and left, at the kitchen and bedroom, listening, then closed
the door behind her.

“Fuckit, I said slow the fuck
down!” shouted the guy with the beer-stained pants on the HD. He
knelt in the back of the bouncing truck, unable to hold the shotgun
still.

Cassandra hurried to the
White Zombie poster and
took it down. She ran her fingertips across the glass that covered
Kevin Bacon’s signature.

The camera on the HD jerked back to
a close-up of the shouting man’s face, then froze into a still
picture of rage, his spittle speckling the camera lens, the raving
eyes filling the screen, then slowly fading to black and white. The
sound faded.

Cassandra heard something outside
in the hallway.

The credits started; music began to
play.

She turned the HD off.
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Detective Hermanson sniffed at the
hallway, the air so heavy with smells that it was almost visible.
He and Knox were searching the abandoned building on the corner
opposite the crime-scene alley. They had already nosed around two
other buildings, and had found them to be truly abandoned,
containing no guys in any windows. And then Knox had noticed the
satellite dish on the roof of the corner building.

An HD played in an apartment down
the hall, muffled by walls.

“What a dump,” Hermanson said
under his breath, his gun-arm relaxed at his side. He had sent the
uniforms on their way. He preferred interviewing witnesses, if any
witnesses were to be found, with only himself and Knox
present.

“That’s the one,” Knox whispered,
nodding at the door at the far end of the hallway. He had his own
pistol out and ready.

“I know that,” said Hermanson, his
voice too sharp in the quiet hallway, too loud with irritation.
“What do I look like, an idiot?”

Knox didn’t answer.

Hermanson turned around, the
floorboards creaking under his weight. He opened his mouth to say
something else, but then the HD went silent.

“Shit,” said Knox, covering the
door with his pistol. “He heard us.”

Hermanson turned back towards the
door and leaned forward into a crouch to get his bulk going. He
rushed the door as if he were about to sack the quarterback,
crashing into it, grunting as he hit the plywood. The lock and jamb
splintered, and the door swung open into the apartment, with
Hermanson stumbling in right behind.

“Police!” he bellowed, rumbling to
a stop three steps into the living room, his .38 Police Special up
and waving left to right. Knox slid into the room and sidestepped
over to the kitchen door, ducking his head in and out. “Police!”
Hermanson yelled again, pointing the snub-nose revolver at
Cassandra.

Cassandra jumped in place next to
the table, her eyes wide as reflected muzzles.

“Where is he?” Hermanson yelled at
Cassandra.

“I…” she stuttered.

“Come on, where is he?” Hermanson
yelled again.

Knox moved behind Hermanson and
oozed through the bedroom door. “Nobody here,” he called from the
bedroom a few seconds later.

Hermanson nodded at the voice, then
walked up to Cassandra. “Where’d he go?” he said, reaching down and
wrapping one hand all the way around her right bicep. He shook her,
and her backpack slipped off her shoulder to thump onto the floor.
He tossed the poster to the floor. The glass cracked as it slid
into the corner.

She stared up at Hermanson. “I
didn’t do anything,” she said. “I’m a juvenile.”

“Har-Har-Har! You hear that, Jack?
She says she’s a juvenile. She says she didn’t do
nothing.”

She squirmed to get out from under
the bourbon smell of his breath. “Ow,” she whined, twisting her arm
in his grip.

He squeezed deep, white, bloodless
trenches into her skin, and she stopped wiggling. “You better tell
me where your boyfriend went,” he whispered into her ear, “or I’ll
put you in jail for so long you won’t get out until you’ve stopped
having periods.” He pulled her arm up higher and shook her
again.

She stared at the floor and went
limp, not even trying to wheedle her arm away from him any more. “I
don’t know what you’re talking about,” she whined. “There ain’t no
guy here. I don’t even live here. I don’t have a boyfriend.” She
finally looked up at Hermanson. “I don’t like men.”

Hermanson let go of her arm and
took a half-step back.

She sank down from standing on
tiptoes and rubbed her arm, the temporary tattoo of his grip
darkening from white to red.

Knox came out of the
bedroom.

“You hear that, Jack?” said
Hermanson, leering. “She says she likes girls. And she says she doesn’t know what
I’m talking about.”

“Maybe Tully meant her,” said
Knox. “Not a guy. There’s no one else here.”

“Naw,” said Hermanson. “He said
there was a guy in the window. Tully’s full of shit, but he knows
the difference between a guy and a girl.”

“What did you see?” said
Knox.

“Get bent,” said Cassandra. She
turned to Hermanson. “You too, ass-hat.”

Hermanson slugged her in the face,
his fist the size of her head, a class ring as big as a padlock on
one finger. The ring cracked against her jaw, and she collapsed to
the floor. She squirmed face-down on the dirty carpet, but she
couldn’t coordinate her hands to reach her face. She
groaned.

“D’ya think she knows any more
now?” said Hermanson. He smiled.

“I doubt it,” said Knox. “Let’s
try not to kill her, though, okay, Roman?”

“All I did was punch her one,”
said Hermanson, shrugging. “Women know how to take a beating. It’s
genetic. They’re naturals at it.”

“We want her to talk, Roman,” said
Knox. “Not grovel.”

“She’ll talk,” said Hermanson. He
holstered his pistol. He planted a size 15 Florsheim in the small
of her back and leaned into it. “And she’ll grovel too, if she
knows what’s good for her.”

She grunted. Her arms reached
around behind her, trying to dislodge his foot. “Don’t know
nothin’,” she slurred, trying to raise her head, blood from her
mouth smearing across the carpet.

“She’ll talk,” said Hermanson,
leaning down, easing off, leaning down. “Cuz I know just the right
way to ask her questions.” He unfolded his toothpick and stuck it
between his smiling lips.
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We’d driven less than three blocks,
cruising north along Hermitage, a neighborhood of old two-flats,
three-flats and houses on the edge of zombie territory. St.
Boniface Cemetery was a few blocks east, and the houses could have
had people in them, or they could have been abandoned. They were
all dark, but it was after one in the morning, and I had to remind
myself that some people led normal lives, some people slept at
night, some people didn’t go out after dark specifically to look
for zombies.

“Got one,” said Tully from the
front passenger seat, but Smith had already started pulling the car
to the right. Tully pointed, and I saw a figure standing near a
tree, half a block away, hardly more than a shadow. “Red Death,”
said Tully.

Smith turned the headlights off and
let the car creep up on the figure. I squinted, but I couldn’t tell
that the shadow was a zombie, much less a Red Death. Smith stopped
the car, double-parking alongside an old Caddie. We sat
there.

“Don’t see anyone else,” said
Smith after a moment.

“Me neither,” said
Tully.

Smith turned around in the driver’s
seat and looked at me. “What about you?” he said. “You see
anything?”

I looked around. We were fifty
yards from the tree, and the shadow hadn’t moved an inch since I’d
first seen it. I guess that made it a zombie as surely as anything.
But the rest of the neighborhood looked quiet, dark, still, not
even any squirrels or birds or rats.

I shook my head. “Nothing,” I
said.

We got out, and Smith went around
to the back of the car.

“Tagger case?” I said, and I stood
next to him as he opened the trunk, expecting to be the one to
carry whatever we were taking with us.

“No,” said Smith as he reached
into a cardboard box behind the case.

“It’s do-gooder time,” said Tully,
scanning the houses.

Smith came out of the trunk with a
plastic spray bottle and a roll of paper towels. He closed the
trunk without taking out the tagger case, and then we walked to the
zombie.

As we got closer, as my eyes
adjusted to the darkness, I noticed that the zombie’s head appeared
to be…glowing red. “What happened to him?” I said.

“Scalped,” said Tully, and he made
a flicking motion with his right hand as if he were opening a
switchblade. “Peeled like a grape and painted.”

The zombie was a Red Death, just
like the one outside the alley, with everything skinned from his
skull, hair, ears, lips, everything but his eyes, and then painted
bright, phosphorescent crimson, like a red light bulb. His grinning
teeth were painted black. He had some sort of symbols or curly
script painted, also in black, on the back of his skull, a squiggly
mass like Chinese characters giving birth to cuneiform.

I looked closer, squinting at the
arabesques, and I saw that the little squiggles were segmented,
curling around each other, a signature made up of worms, though I
still couldn’t read the actual name.

“The artist’s signature,” said
Smith. “Prosper’s signature.”

I squinted harder, but I couldn’t
make the word “Prosper” pop out of the squiggles, no matter how
hard I stared. “We’re not tagging him?” I said when I pulled back,
trying to focus again.

“Shit,” said Tully.

Smith aimed the spray bottle’s
nozzle at the zombie’s head and squirted him with whatever liquid
was inside, from the top of his skull to his neck. The liquid
almost immediately began to dissolve the paint, and red globs of
paint and solvent began to drool down the skull like a greasy
combover.

“We’re wasting our time,” said
Tully.

“No, we’re not,” said Smith,
handing me the spray bottle. He unwound a fistful of paper towels
from the roll. “This is degrading. Stripping their skin. Painting
them. It’s sick. He may be a Reanimated-American, but that doesn’t
mean he deserves to walk around slopped up like a billboard
advertising ignorance.”

“He’s dead,” said Tully. “How much more
degrading can things get for him? You wanna buy him a toupee too?
Maybe a new suit? How about tickets to a show? Better get him a new
face first, though, before we drop him off at the
Shubert.”

“It’s degrading,” Smith said. He
swabbed the back of the skull with the towels, and they came away
sodden red, like the zombie was bleeding from a head wound. “It’s
the least we can do for him.”

“No, it’s not. The least we can do
for him is nothing,” said Tully. “And, I mean, come on, look at
him, it’s not that degrading. He just looks like a Mexican wrestler, is
all.”

“You think that’s not degrading?”
I said.

“No help from the recently
unemployed needed,” said Tully without looking at me. “Besides,
they’re just going to paint him up again tomorrow.”

“Then I’ll clean him again
tomorrow,” said Smith.

Tully shrugged. “Pushing back the
tide,” he sighed. “It’d be more efficient to just shoot all the
gang members.” He took his eyes off the buildings for a second and
looked at Smith. “Look, Gary,” he said. “You’re being real
compassionate and everything, but I got news for you. If there’s a
God out there, I guarantee you that He doesn’t like zombies. Degrading is probably
just exactly what He had in mind for them.”

“The more you distract me,” said
Smith, unwinding another length of towels. “The longer this is
going to take.”

“Yeah, but why do
you have to be the one
to take the time?” said Tully. “Why do you personally have to be the one to
look out for El Mariachi Morte here?”

“Do you see anyone else helping?”
said Smith. “And besides, I might need this same help myself
someday, and you might too.”

“This isn’t gonna happen to me,”
said Tully shaking his head. He pointed at Smith. “I want to be
burned. I’ve told you that, and you’d damn well better burn me when the time comes,
Gary. I don’t want to be painted up like no eight-ball by a bunch a
gangbangers. You’d better burn my ass. You’d better bring a
motherfucking flamethrower to my funeral. You let me end up
shilling for the Red Deaths, and I swear to God I’ll follow you
everywhere you go after I’m dead. You’d better buy a king-size bed,
pal, cuz you’ll be sleeping with me.”

“Jett,” said Smith. “On second
thought, maybe we should tag him. There’s no one else around. You
still got the scanner on you?” He had wiped most of the skull
clean, but the face was proving to be more difficult. He was having
trouble cleaning out the nooks and crannies of the nose and the
teeth. The eyes followed the movement of the paper towels, like
some kind of haunted holographic painting.

I took the scanner out of my
pocket, where I’d stowed it after checking the zombie in the alley.
I started in on this one, running the scanner head up and down the
back of his neck while Smith finished wiping off his face. “He’s
got a tag,” I said. It was a lot easier to find when the zombie had
a recognizable body. The information flickered across the screen
like a passing thought. I replayed it, this time slow enough to
read.

“What do you want to do if some
Red Deaths show up?” said Tully. “They’re not going to like you
defacing their artwork, you know. Fucking artists like those guys,
they’re very touchy, very territorial, very protective of their masterpieces.
They see you—they see us—monkeying with their work,
they’re liable to think that we don’t like their artistic vision,
and then, like any misunderstood artistes, they’re going to yank out
their Uzis and respond to your implied criticism with bullets, and
then I’m going to have to respond to their response by committing
multiple justifiable homicides. You want that, Gary? It’s a helluva
pile of paperwork for the ungrateful Mr. Clean here.”

“All done,” said Smith, and he
tried to sop up some of the dripped paint off the guy’s
suit.

The zombie was clean, as tabula
rasa as Smith could make him, but I personally didn’t think he was
much improved in the looks department. He’d gone from a red,
grinning skull with lidless, staring eyes to a white grinning skull
with lidless, staring eyes. I couldn’t see much difference. Well, I
guess I saw some difference. If you had to be a screaming skull, then maybe it
was better to be a natural-looking screaming skull. I guess. I
figured I wouldn’t want to be indistinguishable from a
graffiti-covered El train when I was dead.

“Okay, then,” said Tully. “Let’s
let old cue-ball here resume his normal programming, and then we
can go find another slab-jockey, okay?”

“What’s his name?” Smith asked
me.

“Uh,” I said, and I looked down
and read the information off the scanner. “Garvey Richard Robinson.
Born 1951. Died 2015. He was tagged a couple of months ago near
Madison and Western.”

“Long way from home,” said
Smith.

“Yeah, well, who isn’t?” said
Tully. “Let’s go, okay?”

“Fine, Tully, we’ll…” Smith
started to say before I tapped him on the shoulder and pointed down
the street. Another zombie was stumbling out of the alley that ran
parallel to the next cross-street. The zombie’s head glowed
crimson.

“Two?” said Smith.

“Three,” said Tully, and another
red-lit zombie lurched out of the alley behind the first
one.

“Now that’s just damn odd,” said
Smith.

“Odd, my ass,” said Tully.
“Something stinks.”

A third zombie came out of the
alley, but this one had company. A kid—a living kid who was maybe twenty
years old with full sleeves of tattoos on his skinny arms—ran out
of the alley after the zombie. He caught the dead guy by the collar
and jerked him to a stop. He flattened a square piece of cardboard
or plastic against the back of the zombie’s red skull, and then he
shook up a can of paint—I heard the can rattle, we were so
close—and sprayed the back of the skull.

“A stenciled signature,” said
Tully, and he shook his head. “And I thought they at least took
some pride in handcrafting their works of art. I’m very
disappointed.”

The guy stopped spraying, then gave
the zombie a shove between the shoulder blades. That’s when he
looked over and noticed us, three guys with no business standing
next to a cleaned-off Red Death zombie. He ran back into the
alley.

“Shit,” said Tully.

“What do we do?” I
asked.

“We talk to Prosper,” said Smith,
and he nodded at three guys walking out of the alley towards us. I
switched Smith’s spray bottle from my right to my left hand, to
free myself up for trouble. Smith laid a hand on my arm. “Remember
what Warren said,” he whispered. “This job is about information,
not fighting. We trade with Prosper, information for information,
so we don’t want to antagonize him.”

“Evander Toulouse Prosper
Toussaint Delacroix,” said Tully, not bothering to whisper. “Pimp,
thief, perjurer, bribery artist, blackmailer, card cheat, murderer,
sociopath. No known aliases. No known friends. No known wives or
girlfriends or boyfriends or children. No known sexual kinks or
ethical qualms. His heart’s a frictionless surface. Just the kind
of guy you don’t want to meet in a dark alley. Shit.”

Prosper was a black guy, about
thirty, six feet tall, slim, dressed in a red silk shirt and black
pants. His head was shaved, smooth and shiny. He walked in the
center, a step ahead of the other two, both of whom I recognized. I
didn’t think they’d recognize me back, since I looked pretty
different these days, nothing like how I’d looked when I’d last
seen them, about three years ago.

The one to Prosper’s right was a
skinny Japanese-American guy named Iso, and he fancied himself a
real sport, with his wispy black mustache, goatee and slicked-back
hair. He was a gearhead, the owner—no, the father—of a 1980 Impala low-rider as
bright purple as ten coats of paint and I’ll-pay-whatever-it-costs,
high-gloss polish could make it. He carried a can of red spray
paint.

The other guy was a bodybuilder
white guy called Harry or Jerry or something, and who was just too
short and badly proportioned to ever go anywhere on the muscleman
circuit, but I guess he liked the endorphins, because he looked
even more pumped up than the last time I’d seen him. His neck
sloped up to his ears like an avalanche of muscle, and he didn’t
look like he could force his arms down far enough to touch his
sides.

Prosper held his arms out and
smiled. “Agent Gary Smith of the Census Bureau!” he yelled while
still thirty feet away. “How are you? What a surprise to see you
this far away from a cemetery. And Tully, the Agent with One Name!
How are you, as well?” They stopped in front of us. Prosper held
out one hand.

Smith started to shake it, then
noticed the paint-covered paper wad still in his right hand. He
shifted the towels to his left hand and shook.

Prosper took Smith’s hand in both
of his and an enthusiasm of shaking resulted, but Prosper’s eyes
clicked down to take in the switch of towels, then back up to the
cleaned zombie behind us. He never stopped smiling, almost as wide
as Mr. Robinson, but his eyes looked like the darkness in a
dead-end alley.

“So happy to see you both,” he
said, smiling, all the time smiling. “What will I be speaking about
today with my favorite representatives of the United States
government? Speak, speak. Share your thoughts and feelings with me,
or…perhaps…” He hesitated. He smile dimmed. I wasn’t sure if it
felt more threatening if he was smiling or not smiling. “Perhaps,”
he said, and the smile returned, “you are in a hurry, and you must
be going. Can I give you directions out of this neighborhood? I
have been told that it can be—how do I say it?—dangerous for anyone who doesn’t
belong here.”

“Nope,” said Tully. “We’re fine.
How’re you doing? How’s the gang business these days?”

“Ah, Tully, Tully,” said Prosper.
“What you call a ‘gang’ is more properly called a ‘circle of
trust’. We yoke the power of our minds, our spirits, our prayers,
together in the mutual search for spiritual growth.”

Tully opened his mouth again, but
Smith interrupted him.

“The Chef,” he said.
“We…”

“Ah, the Chef,” said Prosper. “I
have already made inquiries since our delightfully unexpected
conversation on my cell phone this evening, Agent Smith.
Regrettably, my questions have so far elicited no answers, but my
contacts are numerous, so there is still the possibility of joyful
news concerning the true identity of this Chef.”

“That’s great, Prosper,” said
Smith. “If you do find him…”

“When,
Agent Smith. When I find him,” said Prosper, smiling. “When I ask questions of
my people, I receive answers. Always I receive answers. After all,
information…” He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together, the
bills between seeming almost tangible. “…is money. Information is a
fine business, and I am a fine businessman. I always find the
information I need. So, please, when I find him, not
if.”

“When you
find him,” said Smith, “I think it would be best if you let us
know, and then we can let the police handle him. Your name won’t be
mentioned, of course.”

“Of course,” said Prosper. “Of
course. I will let you know immediately, Agent Smith. An end to
this Chef’s criminal career, that is what we all want, I assure
you. A peaceful and completely legal resolution to the situation. I
sense this Chef needs help. Hospitals. Doctors. Medication.
Therapy, to get in touch with himself. Yes, a great deal of
therapy, I feel. That is the only civilized path to follow, and I
am a civilized man. Burning zombies is not civilized, because of
what use to anyone is a burned zombie?”

“About as much as a zombie painted
up like a clown’s nose,” said Tully. I think Smith grimaced.
Prosper smiled at Tully. Iso didn’t. Harry or Jerry or whoever
flexed his muscles.

“I would be insulted,” said
Prosper, “by your implications, however misguided they may be,
except that I realize that I cannot control your emotions or
educate your ignorance. I can only control and educate myself, and
only you can control and educate yourself, and so I do not wish to
dissipate my energy trying to change that which it is not within my
power to change.”

“I…” said Tully.

“Your insults, your aggression,
your violence, always kept stressfully taut just beneath the
surface,” said Prosper, shaking his head. “When will you understand
that these things are only symptoms of your own emotional
pathologies, Agent Tully? I am less disturbed by your insults than
by the uncomfortable presence of your negative energy inside my
aura.” He waved his hands slowly in front of himself, making
bad-smell faces at the area around Tully. “The darkness of your
aura is physically painful to me. I grieve for the catastrophic
illness which is slowly infecting your soul, Agent
Tully.”

“At least I’m not a violent
sociopath,” said Tully, and, given that his hands were near two
pistols, I, at least, wasn’t so sure about that.

“Violent?” said Prosper. “Ah, you
need to re-examine your own chakras, Agent Tully.
I am not violent. I
abhor violence. Violence is self-hatred turned outwards, and I do
not hate myself. So how could I possibly be violent? You, on the
other hand, desire to take my portals to the other side away from
me.” His smile had disappeared. “You and your kind have made my
connection to the afterlife illegal. You and your kind want to
steal the bliss of the hereafter from me. You and your kind wish to
prevent me from exercising my spiritual growth. I’m not violent,
Agent Tully. I’m merely protecting myself from the violence of
your ignorance.”

Now nobody was smiling. Tully was
radiating enough negative energy to wither a black hole.

“So,” I said, and everybody looked
at me. “I’m Agent Jett Ahrens. Nice to meet you.” I stuck my hand
out in Prosper’s direction.

He stared at me. A switch in his
head visibly tried to click, the muscles in his face twitching. He
clicked the switch again, and this time the smile returned,
although a little strained. He took my hand. “Splendid to meet you,
Agent Ahrens,” he said.

“We really have to be going now,”
said Smith. He draped a big, meaty hand on Tully’s shoulder,
letting the deadweight drag him backwards toward the car. Then he
stuck out his other hand and grabbed Mr. Robinson by the arm,
dragging him toward the car as well.

The bodybuilder flinched, almost
making a grab for Mr. Robinson, but Prosper stopped him. “I didn’t
think the Census Bureau had zombies as members, unless I am
mistaken,” he said. “Perhaps you should leave that one here. He
looks so pale and sad. Leave him here with us. We will turn him
from Mr. Sadface to Mr. Happyface.”

“Sorry. No can do,” said Smith,
still backing away, with me and Tully and Mr. Robinson in tow. “New
policy. We find a Reanimated-American wandering around outside of
his neighborhood, we take him back. He’s going back to the West
Side.”

“Of course,” said Prosper. “You
must help him find his way. It is the only civilized thing to do.
We have much in common, Agent Gary Smith.”

I pocketed the scanner again and
tried to keep the bottle of paint solvent out of sight, and we all
kept backing away to the car. By the time we got to the car,
Prosper had gathered his minions and was returning to the
alley.

Smith shoved and folded and
squeezed Mr. Robinson into the back seat, where he would be riding
next to yours truly. I tried not to start whistling cartoon theme
songs past the graveyard.

Tully watched, but didn’t help. He
looked like he’d just eaten some spoiled pork. “You can’t take him
home with you,” he said to Smith. “And do we absolutely have
to have him in
the car? He stinks.”

“Just long enough to get him out
of the neighborhood,” said Smith, trying to bend the zombie’s head
underneath the door frame. “So he doesn’t get painted
again.”

“Pushing back the tide,” said
Tully. “You did see that there were at least three more back there
who were painted,
right? You do see how pointless this all is, right?”

“Why do they paint zombies?” I
asked. “What is the point?”

“Not quite sure,” said Smith, and
he finally got Mr. Robinson to bend enough to slide into the back
seat.

“They’re nutcases,” said Tully.
“Weren’t you talking to the same people I was talking
to?”

“Maybe they’re totems,” said
Smith. “Graffiti, so that their names will be recognized? A
physical manifestation of their power in the face of death? I don’t
know.”

“Portals to the other side?” I
said. “His connection to the afterlife?”

Smith shrugged. “I don’t know,” he
said.

“They’re fucking nutcases,” said
Tully. “Nutcases act like nutcases because they’re
nutcases.”

Smith closed the door on Mr.
Robinson. The three of us stood there, next to open
doors.

“Shit,” said Tully, and he got in
and slammed his door.

“There’s not as much actual
counting involved in
this job as I thought there would be,” I said to Smith.

He frowned at me, then got in the
car and closed his door.

I shrugged, got in, and we drove
away.
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“Shouldn’t we really’ve killed
those guys, boss?” said Terry the bodybuilder.

Prosper stood next to a van parked
in the alley. Iso and Terry huddled around him. Santos hauled
red-painted zombies out of the back of the van with skinny tattooed
arms. Three zombies weaved towards the street in a wavering line,
glowing like Chinese lanterns.

“Killing people is bad karma,”
said Prosper.

“But shouldn’t we really’ve killed
’em for taking that zombie? They might…”

“Killing people isn’t good for
spiritual growth, Terry,” said Prosper. “The negative energy of the
victim dissipates. The killer absorbs it from the very air around
him, like secondhand smoke, no matter how much the victim deserves
to be killed, no matter how justified the killer. Now leave me
alone.” He bowed his head and closed his eyes. “I control myself,”
he chanted. “I control myself.”

“But…” started Terry.

Iso elbowed him in the
ribs.

“No!” yelled Prosper, and his eyes
snapped open. “No, we shouldn’t have, Terry, you fucking moron,
because if we kill three Census fucks, then the Federal government
will feel the loss, they will care, and they will search for a
sense of closure, and then the police will care, too, and the
Federal government and the police are very bad karma when they are
searching for closure. Understand?” His eyes shone like something
made out of polished steel in the darkness of a dead-end
alley.

Terry considered the explanation
for a moment. “Yeah,” he finally said, nodding.

Iso grabbed Terry’s elbow and
pulled him away. “We’ll help unload,” he said to no one in
particular. He pushed Terry up into the back of the van, which
sagged slightly from Terry’s weight.

Prosper turned his back to the
zombies and pulled out a cell phone. He dialed, then raised it to
his ear, leaning against the side of the van.

“Matty,” he said after a second.
“I have just encountered Gary Smith and Tully on one of my
drop-offs…Yes, they saw us, and they saw the zombies. I think we
need to divert them. It would be helpful if they became interested
in something else, anything else. Will you take care of it?…Good.
Goodbye.”

The van shivered as zombies were
unloaded. He heard the sound of an aerosol can. He turned and
watched Santos spraypainting a stenciled signature on another
zombie. He shook his head.

“Santos,” he said, and he waved
the kid over with his hand.

Santos walked over, can in one
hand, stencil in the other. The stencil hand was shiny black with
excess paint. His right index-finger, his button-pushing finger,
was also black with paint, with drips straggling down into his
palm.

“Never,” said Prosper, and he
half-turned, reaching into the back of the van,
“never forget to
sign my name to one of my pieces.” His hand came out of the van
with a pistol, and he shot Santos twice in the chest. Santos
flopped backwards onto the pavement.

Iso and Terry jerked around to see
what the trouble was, Iso pulling his own weapon as he
turned.

Prosper set the pistol back inside
the van. He closed his eyes and blew loud breaths from puffed
cheeks. He waved his hands slowly in front of his face. “I can
smell his stupidity in the air,” he said. “Throw him in back.” He
waved toward the open van with one hand.

Terry stood next to the staring
body, holding his breath, but he didn’t bend to pick it
up.

“Go on. Pick it up,” said Iso,
nodding at the body. “Trust me. You can’t breathe in any more
stupidity.”

“I will give him one more chance
to be of use to me,” said Prosper. “And if he isn’t…” He smiled.
“Then I’ll paint and sign him personally.”
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Cassandra slumped in a wooden,
hard-backed chair, her wrists handcuffed behind her, a pillowcase
pulled down tight over her head. Red blotches stained the
pillowcase, a smudged outline of her face, bleeding through the
cotton. She had ridden face-down in the back seat of the police
car, Hermanson holding her down the whole ride.

“Why did we bring her to the safe
house?” asked Knox. “Why not the station?”

“Cuz I got a little plan,” said
Hermanson. “And a good plan needs privacy.”

“A plan?” said Knox, raising one
eyebrow. “You’re not a good planner, Roman. I thought we agreed
that you’d let me in on all the plans beforehand, especially after
last time.”

“Yeah, well, I forgot, okay? I got
a brand-new interrogation technique I’ve been itching to try
out.”

“What’s that?” said
Knox.

Hermanson yanked the pillowcase off
Cassandra’s head, and she cringed, closing her one good eye, as the
light rushed in on her. Her left eye was swollen shut, and her
face, bruised and bloody, looked like a mudflap after a
cross-country race.

Hermanson held his class ring up
under her nose. The stone was missing from its central setting.
“You’re gonna be sorry you busted up my ring with your face,” he
said, leaning right down breathing-close in her face. She turned
away from his bourbon smell. He grabbed her head in one hand, as if
he were holding a football, and forced her back around to face him.
“You’re gonna be real sorry.”
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