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  Prologue


The scientist was annoyed. The young couple camped far too close to him for comfort and could ruin his research with the wild fungi he was trying to collect samples from. Seriously, you would expect forty thousand acres of a remote forest reserve to be a little less populated. 
At least they weren’t complete morons, he consoled himself. The man carried a shotgun with him. When the scientist spoke briefly to the couple as they hiked past, the man was well aware of the dangerous predators in the area. There were bears here, and there’d been rumours of a cougar prowling around. The man had seemed quite prepared for trouble of any sort. He carried the gun with competent ease and walked with a confident stride. The man and woman both seemed quite comfortable in the remote wilderness.
The parties had exchanged pleasantries and gone their separate ways. Not far enough away, as far as the researcher was concerned, however. It had taken great pains, not to mention a phenomenal amount of money, to have access to this restricted section of the forest reserve. He would be sure to ask his assistant to look into it when he made his evening check-in call. What was the point of paying the huge fees if it didn’t get you what you paid for? His company should try to get a refund. Really, he could have bought himself a new car with what this supposedly private week was costing.
Being preoccupied with thoughts of the interlopers, he didn’t see the hole and stepped right in it. He went crashing down into the ferns and ripe fungus, face first. Fungi burst and clouds of spores filled the air. As he breathed them in, he coughed and sneezed wildly, lungs and nasal passages burning from the onslaught.
He checked himself for damage. His ankle wasn’t broken, nor did it seem even mildly sprained. He was glad now he’d splurged and bought the expensive boots with the advanced ankle support.
He was still on his knees, about to get to his feet, when he noticed not all of the mushrooms had released spores when he fell on them. Ankle forgotten; he retrieved a specimen jar from his pack. He gathered it up and cataloged it. It was what he was here for, after all.






  
  Chapter one
The Day I Woke up a Dead Naked Chick


Iwas first aware of the cold. And man, I mean, it was freezing. Bone deep and soul-sucking cold. It even smelled cold. Then the darkness. Wherever I was, it was cold and dark. 
Suddenly, there was movement. A sliding, bumpy motion. A feeling of being lifted, and a bright white light. Then a shadow blocked the light.  
I tried to open my eyes to see what was going on. The light and shadow were impressions, you know, like when you’re lying in the sun with your eyes closed and someone stands over you? This was exactly like that. Except for the fact that it was minus freaking cold.
More movement. I really wished I could see what was going on.
The light was back, shining directly into my face. Of course, now was naturally the time my eyelids functioned. I blinked several times to clear the sunspots away and looked around.
I couldn’t see very much since only my eyes seemed to work, but heaven seemed to have a kind of hospital morgue feel to it. Weird. Then I heard the distinctive snap of a rubber glove being put on. Freaked me out, let me tell you! And that’s when I heard the angel speak.
“Okay, class. Who’s first?” a pause and then, “Roberts? Good. We will start with the basic Y incision.”
This didn’t sound especially heavenly. I was seriously freaking out now. Maybe this was just a bad dream, brought on by bad cheese and falling asleep on the couch, and a cop show or doctor drama was on TV. Only, I didn’t remember watching anything like that. I usually prefer fluff TV. Stuff like, ‘All Day with Kittens’, ‘Cooking with Primates’ and ‘The Shopping Channel.’ The ‘Fireplace Channel’ is good too. It’s soothing.
Ow! Okay, that felt real. Like, really, real. I got my arm to move, finally, and swatted at the pain. I sat up too, more by reflex than any actual decision on my part. That got a reaction from the angels.
Only... I’d never, ever heard of angels that looked like this. Figures dressed in surgical scrubs surrounded me. They were all wearing face shields. One of them was holding a power saw and wearing a rubber apron.
I got a good look at my surroundings, and I certainly did not enjoy the view. If this was heaven, it was seriously messed up.
“What’s going on here?!” I demanded. But it came out more like “nuf oin rer”. Wow, I had to get my lips thawed out. Apparently, no one understood grunts and moans, because then there was a lot of screaming, running and fainting. The only one who didn’t seem upset was one short, older guy.
“Relax people. This is a totally natural occurrence due to gases in the cadaver and shrinkage of the ligaments.” It was the voice of the angel who’d spoken before. “Roberts, get over here and help me strap her back down. I knew I should have used the duct tape to start with.” That last statement really didn’t sound very angelic. I was beginning to suspect this maybe wasn’t heaven.
I had to do something, and fast. The older guy and a storky-looking guy I assumed was Roberts were approaching with duct tape. I tried to jump off the table in order to effect my escape. Operative word here tried. I fell flat on my face onto the floor. It was then I discovered I was naked. Totally and one hundred percent naked. Wonderful. What else could go wrong?
I wished I hadn’t thought that when I heard, “Whoa! She’d be hot if she wasn’t dead!” Great. Stuck in a nightmare with a creepy pervert. I tried to get up, but all I got was a sort of pathetic swimmy thing going.
“Oh, my god! It’s alive!” someone screamed.
“Well, duh!” I said in grunts, annoying myself. Stupid lips.
“Wow! Dr. Marten, I think we have a real live, I mean, you know. An actual zombie.”
“Hmm. Are you sure? I don’t think I’ve ever come across anything like this before. “
“Well, we have some preserved brains here in the lab. Zombies live to, I mean, they crave brains. We could test it out.”
Suddenly, a jar of pickled brains was shoved in front of my face. “Yuck!” I said, still in Wookie. I tried to get away, it was grossing me out.
“You keep trying Roberts, my lunch has just arrived.”
While I was trying to avoid the persistent Roberts, I smelled something that was truly heavenly - French fries.
“Neh nies!” I cried. “Neh nies!” I started crawling towards the smell. Man, I was starving.
“Dr. Marten, look out! She’s coming your way!”
“Hmm. Interesting. The pickled brain seems to repel her. Is it my far superior brain she’s after? Do zombies prefer fresh brains?”
“No! I want the French fries!” Only, it sounded like “No! A wa de neh nies!” That came out a little shrill, I admit, but in my defence, I was starving. I felt like I hadn’t eaten for a year.
“Dr. Marten, are you up for an experiment?”
“Naturally,” he said, while easily avoiding me.
“Okay. Put the burger on that table, the fries on the other one and you stand over there. I’ll hold her back with the pickled brains.” he said waving the jar in my face again. I recoiled in disgust.
“Okay. All set. Release!”
Roberts took the jar away from my face and I crawled, slowly, painfully slowly, out of the corner he’d backed me into. As I made my way to the fries, I spotted a sheet lying abandoned on the floor. I snagged it on my way by.
Finally, I reached the fries and ate, well, ok; it was more like, inhaled them, I went through them so fast. Even though they were cold by now and not at their best. I got to my feet and wrapped the sheet around myself when I was done.
“Okay class, what’s left of you anyway, what have you just learned?” Dr. Marten asked. He was short, stocky and looked like the Joker was his dad and a gorilla was his mom. He had thick black hair and an eyebrow to match. I liked him instantly.
“Not all cadavers take dissection lying down!”
“French fries are more addictive than anyone ever suspected!”
The only other woman in the room looked up from the jar of pickled brains. “I’m surprised she didn’t eat this miracle of science. Considering its rarity, it’s a priceless delicacy.”
“What do you mean?” Roberts foolishly asked.
“Why, it’s a half of a man’s brain! Normally, they don’t even have that much.”
I laughed so hard I fell down. Unfortunately, so did my temporary toga.
“Seriously people! This is no time for Jockularity!” Dr. Marten admonished.
“Obviously not. He’s fainted in the corner.”
Dr. Marten just sighed. “Why do the Admissions Staff always stick me with the comedians? Does anyone have our subject’s chart? A little information would be handy.”
Roberts came over, helped me up, and got me into a hospital gown. He waved off one of the other guys.
“Sorry man. Just wanted to help.”
I recognized that voice! It was the creepy pervert who thought dead chicks were hot!
“Get away creep!” I said, of course, in grunts. That was getting old really fast. But he got the point.
The girl laughed. “I think she heard you say you think dead chicks are hot, and she’s creeped out too! Okay! Found her chart. Says her name was...is? Unster Blich. Died from: cause unknown. Age: unknown. Sex: never with Neckro Boy!”
“Hey! I said if she wasn’t...”
“Let me see that.” Dr. Marten said, taking the clipboard. “This is unusual. The police report’s still attached.” He read for a few minutes, then said, “By the way, people, we are all stuck here until the quarantine is lifted.”
I was horrified. “How will I get French fries?” I cried, grabbing the front of Roberts’ scrubs.
“Calm down. They can deliver take out,” he said.
“How do you know what she said?”
“I’m guessing. I think ‘neh nies’ is ‘French fries’. Unster, is that right?”
I nodded. I was so grateful he could understand me; I hugged him.
“Omigod! She’s attacking him!”
“Oh! That is SO NOT FAIR! How does Storky Roberts get all the girls? I mean, look at him!” said Neckro Boy.
“I think they’re making out!”
I would just like to clarify I did not make out with Storky Roberts. At that time.
Someone was getting to their feet behind a counter. “Oh, hey. I’m okay, don’t need any help or anything. Thanks for caring. What’s going on?”
“Oh hey, Jock. You seemed fine, so we just let you be. Turns out our study buddy cadaver is a French fry craving zombie. She’s already turned down Ned ‘Neckro Boy’.”
“No surprise there. Everyone turns him down.”
“Hey!”
“And she’s been making out with Storky Roberts.”
“That’s no surprise either. I mean, look at him.”
There was suddenly an awkward silence in the room.
“Okay. Well, quarantine is going to be fun now, isn’t it?” the girl said.
“What? We’re in quarantine? I miss everything. Great. Now I have to reschedule my appointment for the Hair Club for Men. Do you have any idea how long I’ve been on the waiting list?”
“Yeah, yeah. Cry me a river, we all have other lives. My wife and kids are going to be missing me too.” Dr. Marten said.
I must have looked surprised since Roberts whispered to me, “He’s married to the bearded lady, you know, from the circus? Never ask to see pictures of his kids. It only upsets him.”






  
  Chapter two
Steve ‘Storky’ Roberts


Ok, yeah. That first day was something wild. There I was in pathology class, waiting to see the corpse da jour when everything went sideways. 
We’d done, oh, I dunno, three dissections up to that point when we got a new donation for class. You’d be surprised how common it is for people to get donated, especially if there’s no one to claim them at the time of death. Saves the government money. Makes them money actually, since the school pays them.
Dr. Marten pulled out the tray from the cooler and there was no sign of anything, you know, weird. I certainly couldn’t tell she was alive, er, well, you know.
The sheet got pulled off so that we could start and, Neckro Boy, what? Oh yeah, I mean Ned, he yells out how hot she is. I didn’t say anything out of respect for the dead, right?
What do you mean I’m skipping parts? Oh. You want all the details. Well, ok, yeah, we put her on the cart and moved her over to the table under the lights before the sheet came off. Who helped move her? Me, Ned, Jock and one of the other guys who ran out when shit went down. I dunno his name. I just refer to him as the Big Wuss.
Anyway, sheet off, Ned gets rude. No, wait. Dr. Marten tells me to bring the scalpel and make the first incision. Which I did. She smacked my arm away. I was seriously impressed by how strong this dead chick was! Like, wow. She knocked me right on my ass! What? No, no, I never screamed like a little schoolgirl. Someone’s making that up. What do you mean, the camera sees and hears all?
Anyway, when she sat up a second later and started grunting, the Big Wuss went running, screaming out of the room. He’s the one who screamed like a little schoolgirl. Along with pretty much the rest of the class.
I have to say Dr. Marten is the most unflappable guy I have ever met. Well, unless you say something about his family, then he can get a little cranky. Anyway, he tells me to get the duct tape and no worries, it’s just gas. I was a believer; I mean there was the smell; you know? Oh, hey. Hey! Don’t write that down. Whatever you do, don’t tell Unster I said that!
Then she fell off the table. That’s when Ned, you know, said what he said. She tried to move and grunted a bunch more. Why did I think of zombies right away? Seriously? You went through all my stuff while I was stuck in quarantine, so I think you know... oh. Yeah. For the record. In my own words. Well... I’m a zombie fan. I have every zombie movie ever made. Comics, books, video games, make-up... What? Zombie make-up. Not regular chick make-up. That was from an ex-roommate. She left it when she moved out.
Anyway. I really like zombies, and I just had an instinct, I guess that our study buddy was a zombie. How did I know for sure? I dunno. I mean, how does anyone know what they know? And how can you be sure you know what you know and be sure that you know it? All I know is, I had a feeling.






  
  Chapter three
Group Assignments


“Listen up, people! We are in quarantine for the foreseeable future, so we need to get some things organized. Roberts, since you seem to have developed a friendship there, you will be in charge of taking care of and interpreting for our patient. That includes getting some clothes for her. It just won’t do to have Neckro Boy all hot and bothered while we’re stuck here. Janice,” 
“Dr. Marten, that’s pronounced Yaw Niece.”
Dr. Marten gave Janice ‘The Look’ for interrupting, which was extra impressive thanks to the black unibrow and went on, “Janice, you will do some research on her background. Neckro Boy will help you.”
“I’m not sure I can work with Ned ‘who likes them dead’ McFled,” Janice said.
“Well, get sure. He’s all the assistant you’re going to get. Jock, you and I will be in charge of other stuff.”
“What exactly does that mean?” Jock asked the doctor suspiciously.
“Essentially, you’re my personal assistant, the janitor and in charge of setting up cots, procuring food and my nightly foot massage.”
“Hey, Ned, we should get started on our project ASAP!” Looking horrified, Janice grabbed Ned by the arm and dragged him across the room.
“Can we make outside calls? I’ve got to call the Hair Club and change my appointment. And don’t we just order in, as far as getting food? I think I read that in the Emergency Manual.”
“I knew you would have read that. What else should we be doing that’s in the manual?”
Jock looked thoughtful for a minute. “Well, sleeping in shifts, maybe? But really I can’t see where this situation is that sort of emergency.”
“Well, let’s just sleep when we feel like it, then. Let’s get these cots set up.” Dr. Marten and Jock got busy setting up gurneys to sleep on. Luckily, there was a fresh supply of sheets that had returned from the laundry earlier that day. They wheeled them over to one side of the pathology lab where they would be out of the way, and the light was marginally dimmer.
“Hey Jock, can you get us some more French fries? Unster’s a bit peaked looking.”
“Sure thing, Storky. Um. How can you tell by looks though?”
“She’s really pale.”
“Uh, wouldn’t being dead make her pale?”
Storky said, “We don’t know that for sure. I’ll have to conduct some tests. And can you order some equipment for me when you get fries?”
“Sure thing. What do you need? And couldn’t you tell when you were making out earlier?”
“No. And I wasn’t making out with her. It was just a hug. Jeez. Here’s the list. I’m going to need all of it.” Storky rolled his eyes at Jock and handed over his list.
Jock flipped through the list. “This is five pages. Do you really need all of it?”
“Yep.”
“We’re going to need a bigger facility.”






  
  Chapter four
Storky gets Personal


“Well, now that we’ve got our stuff ordered, we should start with trying to figure out what’s going on with you. Here’s the thermometer.” Storky gave Unster the thermometer to stick under her tongue. 
Unster grunted, asking him a question around the thermometer.
“I think I know what you just said but hang on a minute. Hey Neckro Boy! Do you have your smarter than you phone on you?”
“Yeah. Why?” Ned replied.
“Does it still have that type to talk thingy on it?”
“Yes. Again, why?”
“I need it.”
“For what? I’m not just handing over my life to you!”
“Neckro Boy! Give Roberts the phone. I have a good idea what he’s up to.” Dr. Marten intervened.
Grumbling, Ned handed his phone to Storky, showing him how to open the type-to-talk app. “And don’t be snooping through all my personal stuff!”
“Is he going to find some creepy stuff on there, Ned? Hey Storky! If you find creepy stuff, I don’t want to know. I have to work with this guy, for who knows how long.” Janice said.
Storky just shrugged her off and concentrated on the phone. Suddenly, a mechanical voice sounded in the room. “This number has been blocked by Giselle. This number has also been blocked by Susan, Jeanette, Cinderella, Erica, Ariel, Bob, Belle, and Lisa.”
“Yup. Not too surprised.” Jock said. “Well, maybe by Bob. That’s a shame, Ned. I thought you really had something special there.”
“Hey!”
“Stop fooling around, Roberts. And apologize to Ned. Six people in this room and if we can’t get along, well, at least we’ll be handy for the autopsy.” Dr. Marten admonished.
“Sorry, Ned. I was just trying this out.” Storky said, not sounding sorry at all, if the laughing was any indication, and turned his attention from torturing Neckro Boy to finding out if Unster could type.
Janice and Ned returned to their study of the patient chart and were making notes.
“This paper is pretty thick. Is it standard issue? Why is the police report still attached? Seems weird. What do you think, Janice?” Ned asked her while rubbing the police report between his finger and thumb.
Janice took the report from him and opened the file folder. “It’s cardstock, and yes, it’s standard issue. Do you really need to see a conspiracy in every detail? And it’s pronounced Yaw-Niece. Not Ja-Niss.”
Jock was on the other side of the room, where he’d set up a command post using a gurney and a shop stool. The phone was hanging on the wall beside him.
“Yes, I understand you can’t just change it at the drop of a hat. I’ve been on the waiting list for months. Do you really think I would willingly cancel? That’s insane! What do you mean, so is being in zombie quarantine? Look, I don’t even own a TV, so how can I be getting ideas from it? Well, forget it then! You’ll have to get your perfect hair donor somewhere else!” Jock slammed the phone down on the cradle. He was so surprised by how good it felt, he did it a few more times until Dr. Marten grabbed his arm and wrestled it away from him.
“That’s our only link to the outside, man! Be careful with it.”
“Sorry. But it somehow feels so much more satisfying than swiping ‘end of call’. I can’t explain it. I feel so...so...invigorated!”
“I know what you mean. Phone fights haven’t been the same since booping a button got popular. People used to fight on the phone just so they could have an excuse to slam the receiver. That sad little ‘beep’ just doesn’t cut it. Just makes you feel kind of pathetic. And like the argument is strangely unfinished somehow.”
Jock shuffled some papers on his makeshift desk uncomfortably and then asked Dr. Marten, “Um, just how serious was this nightly foot massage assignment? Cause, I’m squeamish.”
“Boy, I don’t believe that for a minute! You see dead people every day! I can’t believe a little toe fungus would freak you out. Buck up and be a man. Besides, there’s gloves. I snore like a train if I don’t get them massaged before lights out. Trust me, it’s the best thing for everyone.”
Jock blanched, looking a little green around the gills.
Storky took the thermometer from Unster and made a notation. “Hmm. Seventeen Celsius. That’s just a tad bit on the low side. Hey Jock, what’s the room temp?”
Jock checked the thermostat on the wall. “Um. The usual. Seventeen C.”
“Is there an ETA on my equipment?”
“Uh, yes. The Administrator said it would be a couple of hours.”
“Huh. Well, ok, I won’t have anything definitive until I get it, then. No point in jumping to conclusions. Ok, Unster, do you know how to type?”
She nodded, and Storky showed her how to work the phone.
“Hi. It’s cold in here. When are the French fries getting here? What am I doing here? Thanks for the phone, Neckro Boy.”







  
  Chapter five
Unster Talks


Oh wow! Ned’s phone was such a relief! I could communicate! Of course, I wanted to know about food. I was still starving, even after the fries I’d just eaten. 
“When are we getting more fries? What I said earlier was: this is old-fashioned. Why don’t you use a digital one? What am I doing here?”
“Ok, well, I’m not sure when we’ll get more fries. And this is a public school, so everything is old-fashioned. All I know about what you’re doing here is, you were donated to medical science, and this is a pathology class.”
I gasped and typed, “I was going to be dissected?”
“Well, yes. But only for the good cause of furthering education. At least, whatever happened to you, you ended up here and not in a cemetery. Or the crematorium.”
I shuddered, thinking about it. That would have been simply awful.
Neckro Boy and Janice came over. Janice had a clipboard and a serious look on her face. “What happened to you? Before you woke up here?”
I thought about it. Everything was just a big blank, fuzzy spot in my head. I knew my name; I didn’t enjoy exciting TV programs, and that was pretty much it. I had a feeling I knew but just couldn’t remember. “I don’t know. I wish I did.”
Janice consulted her clipboard. “Well, it says here you were found lying on the street, naked, beside the apartment building where you lived. The police investigated, found nothing out of the ordinary. Somehow, you ended up here instead of in a forensics lab. Some kind of government mix-up, I guess. We should make sure that you are the same person as in this report. Maybe this isn’t even you.”
I nodded. It sounded like a good plan. Janice started reading a physical description, and Storky and Ned checked everything.
“Eyes: green.”
“Check.” Storky checked my eyes. His were a gorgeous piercing blue, like the summer sky. He was staring right at me. How was I not supposed to notice?
“Hair: pink.”
“Yep, sure is,” said Neckro Boy. He didn’t have to get too close to see that, so it was ok.
“Tattoo: inside left ankle, bar code, number 7721XT.”
Storky bent down, lifting my leg so he could see the tattoo. “Bar code, 7721XT. Check. Inside left ankle.”
I shivered when he let go. I for one would be glad when my order of socks arrived. I was still freezing.
“Piercings: navel, nose and several in both ears,” Janice said.
“I never noticed a navel piercing earlier... Um... There don’t seem to be any now though.” Ned said.
I saw the photo Ned was holding up, and wow. I had an awful lot of piercings. I really didn’t feel like the kind of person who would do that or get tattoos. It just didn’t feel like me.
“What were you noticing then, Neckro Boy? There should be a hole where the M.E. jabbed her with a meat thermometer to check liver temp to get her T.O.D.”
“Janice, and if you say, ‘it’s Yaw Niece’ one more time, I will lock you in the closet, I realize that you only work with deceased persons and don’t see live patients, but a little tactfulness would be nice. As you can see, our patient is clearly not fully deceased.” Dr. Marten interjected.
“I don’t feel overwhelpingly desiezed.” I typed.
“I had a dog that felt over whelped when she had sixteen puppies once,” Janice said. “What? I can’t help it. It’s like an auto-response reflex.”
I couldn’t imagine how I would have ended up lying face down, naked, on the sidewalk outside my apartment. But the evidence was right there in the folder. A whole bunch of glossy photos of me lying face down, naked on the sidewalk. Police tape all around me. I felt a weird sort of vertigo and a vague remembrance of feeling mad that I was there, naked in the icy rain, and no one was doing anything about it. It felt like a half-remembered dream.
I sifted through the photos, and although I couldn’t remember, what they showed just felt true. Something terrible had obviously happened to me.






  
  Chapter six
 Special Agents


“Yes. Hello. I’m Special Agent Sherry Homes, and this is my partner, Special Agent Dave Whatsun. We’re from the Zombie Horde Prevention Task Force and we are here to search Apartment 101.” Agent Homes shoved her official ZHPTF badge and a document into the landlord’s face. “And this is our warrant to search the premises.” 
The landlord adjusted his grimy glasses on his sleep puffed face and took the search warrant from her for a closer look. “Hunh. Never hearda you guys, but this looks legit.” Removing the cigar from his mouth, he licked the seal on the document, earning a grimace from the Agents. “Tastes ok. Lemme get my keys.” He returned the warrant to Agent Homes and went back into his apartment.
“Pants would be a bonus!” Agent Dave yelled after him. “Free Willy’s a movie, not a lifestyle! And giving me the finger is a Federal offence!”
The landlord came back with the keys, and happily, pants. With Homes holding the warrant by a dry corner, the Special Agents followed him up the stairs to apartment 101.
“How is it that there’s numbers from 101 to 601 when there’s only four apartments in the building?” asked Agent Homes.
“Don’t know. Don’t care. All I know is four’s lots enough for me to look after. Here we are. One oh one.”
Agent Dave took the keys from the landlord and dismissed him. “Thanks. We’ll take it from here.” He inserted the key in the door and pushed it open.
Agent Homes called out, “Steve Roberts, come out with your hands up!”
Agent Dave said, “Now, why would you say that? We know he’s not home. He’s in lockdown at the lab.”
“Procedure. Besides, maybe that’s not the real Steve Roberts.”
“Good point.”
The Agents entered the apartment together, getting lodged in the doorway.
“Why must you do that every time? Seriously, Homes, I’m the Senior Agent, I always go first.”
“Didn’t your mother teach you manners? Ladies first. And yes, you are senior to me, but advanced age isn’t everything.” Agent Homes squeezed past and into the main area of the apartment.
“Well, this shouldn’t be too hard. One roomers are so easy,” she said.  
“Stop jinxing us. Remember what happened at our last one-room apartment?”
“How was I supposed to know that would happen? And don’t remind me. That was the most disgusting... Whoa! Check this out!”
“What?” Agent Dave took two steps across the room to Agent Homes’ side.
She’d gotten the mattress lifted off the bed and was going through a pile of magazines. Her hands were double gloved, of course, in order to prevent contact with any evidence. “I’d say this guy’s got issues.”
“And every one of them, too! The whole shebang. This guy’s a med student, where does he get the money for a vintage copy of Zompocalypse? And how disgraceful! The condition it’s in! All the pages are falling out.” Agent Dave shook his head while thumbing through the old magazine.
“Here, this is how he got it.” Agent Homes handed him a page she’d retrieved from the floor.
“To Storky, love Dad on your B-day! Hmm. Well, that’s one mystery solved. Find anything else?”
“Not really. There’s tons of zombie literature though. We’ll need to get forensics in here to go over everything. I’m not finding any test tubes, lasers or anything else that’s particularly revealing.” Agent Homes reported.
“Unfortunately, I have, it seems.” Agent Dave replied.
“What? Oh, too much information!” Agent Homes said, looking at what Agent Dave pulled from a dresser drawer.
“Yes, it would seem our Mr. Roberts likes thongs. And not the innocent kind that go on your feet.” Agent Dave dropped the thong back into the drawer to continue searching.
“Come and check out what I just found in the bathroom.” Agent Homes called out.
Agent Dave pushed aside the curtain and looked at Agent Homes’ find. “I don’t see any evidence of a woman living here and yet there’s women’s make-up. This lipstick looks like it’s seen a lot of use. And recently too.”
“I kind of like the greenish-black colour, though. It’s different.”
There was a knock on the door followed by a melodious voice, “Storky, are you home?”
“Well, hello. Who might you be?” Agent Dave asked the woman in the doorway. He leaned on the door frame of the bathroom in a sexy pose. The curtain just wasn’t up to the task. He caught himself and brushed off. “I must have tripped,” he said as he straightened out the curtain and ran a hand over his hair.
Agent Homes elbowed him in the ribs as she went by him. “What was that for?” he whispered to her.
“You look like you’re having a Captain Kirk moment. Snap out of it!” she hissed.
The woman in the doorway looked at them in confusion. “Who are you? And where’s Storky?”
Agent Homes took over since Agent Dave still looked Kirked. “I’m Special Agent Homes and this is my extremely senior partner, Special Agent Dave Whatsun. Do you know the resident of this apartment?”
“Oh, no! Has something happened to Storky? Was he in an accident?” the woman seemed distressed. “Sorry, yes I know Storky, I mean, Steve. I’m Serena Otta, Storky’s neighbour.”
“Mr. Roberts is fine for the moment. Just how well do you know him?”
The woman looked at Agent Homes for a moment and something clicked for her. “Aha. I see. When did it end?”
“What are you talking about?” asked Agent Dave.
 “I’m married to Bryant Otta. Storky and I are good friends, though. We like to keep in touch.” Serena said.
“I bet. And just how much friendly touching are you and Mr. Roberts up to?” asked Agent Dave, finally cluing in.
Serena gasped and covered her mouth with a perfectly manicured hand. “How dare you! It’s not that sort of thing.”
“I see. And where do you live?” asked Agent Homes.
“Right across the hall. Apartment 601. That’s how I met Bryant, actually. I was living with Storky, we’ve been friends since forever. We moved in together to save rent. Bryant moved in across the hall after he bought the building. And well, Bryant and I fell in love and got married.”
“Hmm,” said Agent Dave as he made some notations in his notebook. “And what is it you do for a living?”
“What do you mean?”
“What is your job?” he asked slowly, enunciating carefully, giving her time to catch up, putting the extra little ‘buh’ at the end of job.
“I don’t have a job. Bryant is rich. He keeps me in the lifestyle I always wanted to become accustomed to.”
“And what lifestyle is that? Hanging about with ne’er-do-well celebrities? Endless shopping sprees? A calendar jam-packed with nothing but spa appointments and ritzy vacations? Hmm? Like that, is it?” asked Agent Dave, making notes.
“No, nothing like that. I’m an artist. I do paint-by-numbers. It’s my passion. My life calling. Velvet Elvis’ are my specialty. You can come in if you’d like to see them. Oh, you must!” Serena exclaimed excitedly. She led them across the hall, opened the door to the neighbouring apartment, ushering the two Agents inside.
They looked around the apartment, which was also only a single room. One giant room filled with Velvet Elvis’s, paint-by-numbers in watercolour, oil, and some experimental ones with pastel chalk, fabric dye and markers.  
“I don’t know what to say. Oh, sorry, I absolutely have to take this call.” Agent Homes stepped back out into the hall to answer her phone, leaving Agent Dave alone in the apartment with Serena, while she explained her art to him. He was reaching out to touch one of the terrifying paintings when Homes came back in.
“That was Agent Orange. He wants us back at the HQ, pronto. He’s sending some junior agents and a CSI team over. They should be here any minute.” Homes reported.
“It’s not the team with that Miami guy, is it?” Agent Dave asked. “I hate that guy. I always look fat in the reflection of his mirrored glasses. He is such an arrogant, insufferable-”
“Don’t be ridiculous. They’re on another job. And besides, you’re just jealous you can’t do that thing with the shades he does. Well, Mrs. Otta, here’s our card, we’ll be in touch and please, call us when your husband is available. We want to talk to him too. Have a nice day.” Agent Homes shook Serena’s hand before Agent Dave could, pushing him out the door.
As they made their way downstairs again after handing the scene over to the CSI team and the junior agents, Agent Dave asked, “What took you so long pushing the Emergency Help button? I thought you always carry it in your pocket?”
“Sorry. I put my chapstick in the same pocket. I panicked and kept pushing it by accident.” She shuddered. “Those clown paintings were scary. I don’t know how anyone could sleep with that towering over the foot of your bed! Nightmare city! At least the horn was strategically placed.”
“The clown ones weren’t exactly my cup of tea, but when this is over, I think I might get a Velvet Elvis. They were very well done.”
“Hunh. Never pictured you as an Elvis groupie.”
“I’m not. I just liked the paintings. I love the way she’s actually glued on real sequins to his jumpsuit. Sparkles are always good.”






  
  Chapter seven
At the HQ


Special Agent Dave drove his zombie-proof modified tank out of town to the Zombie Horde Prevention Task Force HQ, which was unhandily on the outskirts of Port Metro. They rumbled through the gate and across the bridge over the moat. He beeped and waved at the guards manning the flamethrowers. 

“I still don’t know why HQ has to be so far out of town. You can forget about getting an actual hot pizza delivered. It’s so inconvenient.” Agent Homes complained.
“You’ll be glad it’s this far from the crowd when the Zombie Horde happens. Don’t you watch the training videos? Every one of them shows how easy it is to make a swarm in populated areas. And my personal favourite teaches us that-”
“Shaun of the Dead is not a training video.”
“Maybe not, nonetheless, it is a good movie. Anyway, the keys to surviving the Zombie Horde are isolation, unlimited flame thrower capabilities and never-ending bullets.”
“Don’t forget about the good old-fashion axe. Or rednecks. What happens again when we run out of gasoline for the flamethrowers?”
“We are secretly tapped into every single gas station and depot in the city. We’ll never run out! What could possibly go wrong? This system was designed by Mengineers with lots of book learning and no actual real-world experience. It works fantastic on paper.” Agent Dave’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Wait. Did you do that just to wind me up? You know how I feel about the whole supply issue.”
“Maybe. You know how bored I get on these long drives. Has anyone ever tested the electric fence and the flame throwers when the moat is actually filled with gasoline like it’s supposed to be when the shit hits the fan?”
Agent Dave just grunted as he parked the tank in his reserved spot. They climbed out and surveyed the parking lot.
“Looks like Agent Jimini got a new ride. I don’t like those new tanks. Too many untested gadgets and reliance on computers. I think I’ll stick with old Faithful.” he patted his tank fondly.
“I didn’t think there was money in the budget this year for new tanks.”
“Well, you know Agent Jimini. He wants something; he just keeps on with the chirp, chirp, chirp, like an annoying little cricket until he gets it.”
They walked through the echoing foyer of the ZHPTF HQ and stopped in front of a desk surrounded by bulletproof glass.
“Hello, Gatekeeper. Is the boss in?” Agent Homes addressed Agent Orange’s assistant.
“You guys are to go right in. He’s expecting you.”
The two Agents entered the ZHPTF director’s lush office. They each took a seat in the chairs in front of the large desk. Agent Orange leaning back in his chair, threw his pen down, raised his arms for a stretch, and asked, “So. This Steve ‘Storky’ Roberts guy checks out?”
Agent Homes shrugged. “So far as we can tell, he’s just a zombie genre fan. Not an apocalypse engineering genius.”
“Personally, I don’t think he’s any kind of genius. And that thong certainly gave me the measure of him.”
“And what is that?” Agent Orange asked, taking the bait.
“This.” Agent Dave held up his hand, measuring a minuscule space between his thumb and forefinger. “Not much of a banana in that hammock. Don’t believe me? Ask Homes. She saw it too. I’m scarred for life now. I deserve danger pay.”
Agent Orange just shook his head. “So, what’s your next step? Do we need to delve into him further?”
“I say we move them to our secure facility sooner, rather than later. I would just feel better if they were properly contained. Did you get any surveillance from the school?”
“Yes, we did.” Agent Orange used a remote to turn on several of the monitors on the wall beside them.
“Omigod! She’s making out with the stork guy!” Agent Dave gasped. “Bet that wouldn’t have happened if she’d seen the thong. What kind of manifestation is this? And she was actually avoiding the jar of brains? Un-fricken-believable!”
“It gets more interesting. Storky checks her temperature. It is exactly room temperature. Which is a classic zombie symptom. He took her pulse too and reported a zero finding. Other classic symptoms are lack of coordination, not being able to speak, lots of moaning and grunting instead.”
“Did any other alarms go off?”
The director shook his head. “That’s a negatory. So far, this looks like an isolated incident. Did you get any info on her?”
“We got copies of the police report. They were still with her. One of her neighbours called the cops to report a dead body on the sidewalk, no obvious signs of foul play or trauma. But, that happened about a year ago. Where she’s been in the meantime, we haven’t a clue. There’s no record that she was ever delivered to the M.E.’s office for a follow-up. She dropped off the radar until she showed up at the school today.”
“We haven’t even been able to track who did the delivery to the school yet. We have our guys on it and should hear something soon. I have them checking all deliveries for the last six months.” Director Orange said.
“This gets weirder all the time. We left a card for the stork guy’s neighbour lady and we want to talk to her husband. She didn’t say where he was, just ‘out’. Which is always so helpful.”
“What’s your next move?” Agent Orange asked.
“Well, I say we bring the gang over here and do interviews, and then check out Miss Blich’s apartment. Assuming it’s still available.” Agent Dave said, flipping his notebook open and making a notation.
“It is most definitely available. The CSI team was on their way after they finish the med student’s places. Someone’s been paying the rent, even after she was reported deceased. No refund was requested. So far, the funds have been untraceable. It appears that the apartment has been unoccupied since the murder as well.”
“I’m assuming that the Idiot Trackers are on it?” asked Agent Dave.
“Yes, IT is on it. And stop calling them Idiot Trackers. They don’t like it.”
“I don’t see why not. It’s practically a compliment. It’s like a superhero name.” said Agent Dave.
“And they do track down idiots,” interjected Agent Homes. “They’re super. They need a superhero name. And t-shirts.”
“Anyway, all of her expenses were paid for the same time period. Someone didn’t want it to be noticed that she was missing.” continued Agent Orange, as if he hadn’t been interrupted.
“Then how did she end up on the sidewalk? That doesn’t make sense. I mean why go to all the trouble and expense of paying for everything and then leave the body where anyone can find her?” mused Agent Homes.
“That’s what you two are going to find out. Whoever this mad man is trying to build zombies needs to be stopped before there’s a major outbreak.”
“What if it’s a woman?” asked Agent Dave.
“Highly unlikely,” said Agent Homes.
“Why?”
“It’s always lonely men who make zombie women. Read the literature. I have a pamphlet here if you need it.”






  
  Chapter eight
Special Delivery and Pickup


There was a knock on the door. “Finally! Food’s here!” Jock announced as he opened the door. The smell of fries wafted in. Storky brought some over to me since I still couldn’t get around very well. He opened them for me. I scarfed them down. I was so focused on the fries; I didn’t notice until I was licking gravy off my fingers that there were two people in hazmat suits in the room with us. 
“This is the subject?” one of them asked Dr. Marten.
“Yes. She’s been quite cooperative and doesn’t seem to be dangerous. How widespread is this? How long are we going to be kept here?”
“So far, this is an isolated case. And as for how long you’ll be here, it won’t be long now.”
“Well, that’s a relief! I have a date tonight.” Jock said.
“We’re going to be moving all of you to a more secure government facility within the hour.” the taller of the two suits said.
“What? Oh man, I never get a break,” said Jock.
“Who are you?” I typed.
The shorter suit turned in my direction. “I’m Special Agent Sherry Homes and this is my partner, Senior Special Agent Dave Whatsun. We’re with the Zombie Horde Prevention Task Force.”
“Wow. I didn’t think you guys were real. I mean, I’d heard rumours on all the conspiracy channels, but who truly believes that stuff? So, is the zombie apocalypse really happening? Cool. Where do I sign up?” Storky wanted to know.
Agent Dave turned to him. “Are you involved? Are you working alone? Make no mistake, Mr. Roberts, your apartment has been searched and your every move is getting a look-see as well.”
“What kind of Special Agent says ‘look-see’?” I typed.
“Special Agent Dave, that’s what kind. Anyway, Mr. Roberts, we discovered some interesting things hidden under your mattress at your apartment earlier today. And I must say, you have got one enormous pile of issues.” said Agent Homes.
“Ew! I did not need that information!” said Janice.
“Uh, I keep it there because I don’t have a nightstand,” Storky said.
“Night of the Living Dead. How to Fight Zombies. Attack of the Zombie Horde. Zompocalypse? How many times have you looked at the pictures? Really? The pages were falling out. Disgraceful.” said Agent Dave, flipping through his notebook for effect.
“Oh well, if you’ve searched my stuff, you’ll notice that none of it pertains to how to make a zombie, only fighting them or turning them back to people,” Storky said, relief clear in his voice.
“Ah, yes. Reverse engineering. Clever subterfuge.”
“Sorry. I’ve never made fudge. Don’t like the stuff.”
“That’s sub... never mind.” Agent Dave flipped his notebook closed, stuffing it into the fanny pack strapped around his waist. “I think based on that answer, we have nothing to worry about. How do you even manage to stay in school? Agent Homes, is everything prepped and ready to move?”
While Agent Dave was questioning Storky, several more hazmat-suited people had come into the room and started wrapping everything in plastic and loading it on carts. They handed out hazmat suits to everyone. Except for me, that is.
“Please put the suits on. If you do not, Agent Dave has given me the ok to pacify you, using any means I see fit. So, try me. Go ahead. Make. My. Day.” Agent Homes said.
The hood on the suit made her voice sound funny. I’m pretty sure she glared at me when I laughed.
“Where’s the suit for Unster?” asked Storky.
“Oh, she doesn’t need one.” One of the other guys said. Four of them rushed the gurney I was sitting on. They grabbed me by my arms and legs. They held me down, strapped me to the gurney, and started wrapping me in plastic. One grabbed my head and held it down while they wrapped my head and face.
“Don’t let her bite you! And don’t rip your suits!” I heard Agent Dave hollering.
“You will unhand my patient! Right this instant!” Dr. Marten yelled at them, barging over.
There was a kerfuffle. I couldn’t see anything, since I was bound to the table, but the gurney got knocked over. I heard a buzzing noise and then... nothing.






  
  Chapter nine
At the Secure Location


Icame to again, in a sterile, white, cold place. It seemed like this was becoming a habit. A bad one. I was still plastic wrapped and strapped to the gurney and couldn’t move a thing. I groaned as a throbbing pain stabbed me behind the eyes. 
“Oh, good. You’re awake. For obvious safety reasons, you are still bound to the table and will be for a while yet. We need to conduct some tests. We don’t think your condition is contagious, but we want to be sure.” said a soft soothing voice.
“What happened?” I asked.
“Dr. Marten took umbrage at the situation and needed to be subdued. Sorry, the gurney got dumped.”
“Who are you? And how can you understand me?”
“My name is Marge. I work for the Zombie Horde Prevention Task Force. I’m a zombie expert, a zombologist if you will. My field is communication and linguistics.”
 There was a humming sound, and I felt the gurney moving. “Where are you taking me?” I asked, panicking.
“No worries,” said Marge in her soothing voice. “Only the MRI. You’ll be in there for quite a while. Try to relax. Have a nap if you like. We’ll have some French fries all ready for you when you’re done.”
 “Marge,” said a voice over the intercom, “Stop fraternizing with the enemy.”
 “Agent Dave, zombies are people, too. No wonder they don’t like you.” Marge replied. “Don’t mind him. He’s a jerk and has no social skills.” She said to me as she placed some earmuffs over my ears.
“I practice. Keeps me sharp.” Agent Dave responded.
Marge and a couple of other hazmat-suited beings slid me off the gurney and onto another platform. For the MRI I presumed. Hoped. The platform retracted into a large white tube. The noise was unbelievably loud, even with ear protection. I was extremely relieved when there were no flames.
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