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Chapter 1
The Leadership Seminar Buffet


Hiding behind the heavy marble of the teller's
stations wasn't going to protect Lisa Korolenko from the crowd of
zombies massing outside. She knew that, but she didn't want to tell
anyone.

"Cover those doors," shouted Logan Swanson, standing
heroically in the center of the room with the security guard's
gun.

On the floor, the mangled corpse of the security
guard had already stopped bleeding. The bank manager, Mister
Ballard, was used to giving orders, but he moved now without
questioning. Lisa watched her boss start to barricade the inward
opening double doors with plush chairs and potted ferns. None of
the seminars he attended had prepared him for this, and she was
glad Logan was taking charge of the situation instead.

Behind the counter with her were two customers and a
teller named Helen, who whimpered in panic. Lisa put an arm around
her. She wanted to comfort her coworker but didn't know what to
say. Her eyes glanced up at the security monitors.

More zombies were arriving every minute, surrounding
the building, but Lisa kept herself calm. She had imagined
scenarios like this. All those late night movies were finally
coming in handy. She knew the rules for zombies.

Logan heard the whimpering teller and leaned over the
counter. "Don't worry," he told his girlfriend. "I'll handle this."
He raised the gun for emphasis. The customer named Kaveh started to
stand, but Logan shook his head. "No. I said I'd handle it."

The second customer pulled his friend back behind the
teller's stations, and Kaveh sat with his back against the deposit
slips, eyes filled with resentment, arms folded across his
chest.

The moaning sound from outside rose and fell. Zombies
pounded with inhuman chaotic rhythms on the two wooden doors, and
Mister Ballard's barricade of plants and chairs was already
crumbling. Logan saw that and yelled, "Not that stuff. Use one of
the desks."

Logan stuck the gun into the back of his jeans while
he and the manager moved to stand at opposite ends of the desk
closest to the door, the one that belonged to Lisa.

She watched the handles of her purse bob back and
forth as they carried her desk across the room. Her medicine was in
there. Should she say something? She couldn't tell them why she
needed it, especially now.

They carried it past the fallen security guard. Blood
was soaked through his uniform, and his right arm was contorted
into an impossible position. He was dead. Lisa had worked with
Vince for years. He'd always been nice to her, but when the zombies
had attacked, he'd panicked. Now he was just gone, and the smell of
decay so soon confirmed everything for Lisa. When he came back,
he'd be nothing but a mindless killer. She wouldn't let that happen
to her. They'd have to destroy the body before it reanimated.

The two men set her desk down near the front doors.
Logan gave a condescending look and knocked the manager's barricade
away with one shove. Lisa saw their guard go down, and her spine
tensed for something to go wrong.

Wood cracked. A hand burst through the door and
grabbed Logan's arm.

Logan reached for the gun in his belt, but the
rotting hand pulled his shoulder hard against the door and kept him
from turning far enough. He tried to pull away, but undeath had
given the zombie incredible strength.

He hooked his leg over the desk, knocking Lisa's snow
globe off the other side. "Push," he shouted at Mister Ballard. Was
he barricading the door with his last act or just desperate for a
barrier between himself and the clutching corpse?

It didn't matter. The bank manager was frozen,
watching Logan struggle against the zombie hand.

"Help him," Lisa said out loud. Mister Ballard did
nothing. Another hand, then another, burst through the door. Logan
didn't stand a chance. He couldn't fight them all.

 

Kaveh stood up again from the cold marble floor. He
was tired of hiding. He was tired of being the immigrant who
pretended to be an American, and he was tired of working the line
at what passed for ethnic cuisine in this town when he knew he
could do things ten times better. He picked up the baseball bat
from where Logan had dropped it on the way in, and he slammed it
into the hand that pinned Logan to the door.

Logan took a step back and drew the gun. "Get behind
me," he said.

Kaveh stayed where he was, gripping the bat.

Logan shot each of the intruding hands, but they
didn't stop grabbing the air.

"What are those things?" Kaveh asked.

Logan fired again, but the click, click, click said
the gun was empty. Kaveh gave him points for accuracy, but you had
to keep track of your ammo. He could tell Logan had never cooked
twenty dinners at the same time. Kaveh had. He knew the only
bullets they had left were the two clips in the dead guard's
belt.

Logan yelled, "Get the desk."

Kaveh and Logan dropped their weapons and pushed on
the desk. It was heavy, but it finally went down, covering the
bottom two thirds of the doors and knocking away the hands. It
would hold them back for a while.

Logan leaned forward. One of the holes wasn't
completely covered, and he used it to look outside. He held his
hand out behind him. "Quick, hand me the gun."

Kaveh opened his mouth to argue about who deserved to
hold the gun, but the door splintered in Logan's face, and a dozen
hands yanked him over the top of the desk.

Kaveh grabbed for Logan's feet, but he caught nothing
but air as they disappeared, wriggling, through the hole in the
door. He heard the screaming as those things tore Logan apart. He
hadn't liked the guy, but nobody deserved that.

He picked up the gun and aimed at the door, but the
creatures were busy.

He ejected the empty clip, went to the body of the
security guard and picked up a new one. He couldn't fight them all,
but he might make a gap in the crowd. Then he and Speedy could
escape.

"Give me that," someone said, and Kaveh looked up. It
was the manager. He meant the gun.

"No," said Kaveh. The manager was slow and fat. He
froze at the first sign of trouble. Kaveh's best chance to survive
was to keep the gun for himself.

"You're in my bank," said the manager, but he only
wanted it because there was an Iranian with a gun in "his" bank,
and that scared him more than what was outside.

Kaveh loaded the fresh clip, returning the manager's
bitter glare. He knew these people thought of him as some kind of
monster. They didn't want him to open his own restaurant, and they
were never gonna give him the loan he'd applied for, even before
this strange attack.

The blonde teller poked her head over the counter and
screamed again. She must have figured out what had happened to her
boyfriend. At the noise, the creatures turned their attention away
from Logan and back to the bank.

The manager was the closest to the door. They grabbed
him first and pulled him over the desk, but he stayed pinned to the
doors. He wouldn't fit through the hole. He was too fat.

He tried to struggle his way loose as more arms
punched their way inside. The hole was getting bigger. The blonde
screamed again. Kaveh aimed the gun at those arms, but the manager
kept getting in the way.

He saw Kaveh pointing the gun at him and looked over
at Lisa behind the counter. "Do something," he shouted. "I'll
promote you." He was about to be pulled outside and ripped apart,
but he was still afraid of Kaveh.

 

Lisa stepped around the counter, sizing up the
situation. She should listen to her boss. This was his branch. He
was in charge. The hole in the door was now almost big enough for
him to fit through, but as long as they didn't bite him, he could
be saved. She just didn't know how. She took another step forward.
The zombies outnumbered them ten to one, and they had the bank
surrounded. Mister Ballard screamed, and she saw blood coming down
his back. That was it for him.

Lisa decided, "Get his keys. We'll hide in the
vault." She wasn't getting that promotion.

Mister Ballard screamed again. "No! Help me."

Lisa shook her head. "It's too late for you."

She watched Kaveh edge closer and reach for the keys
on the manager's belt. He grabbed at them just as the door gave way
and dozens of rotting hands pulled her boss into the street.
Sunlight streamed in through through the hole, illuminating the
three zombies climbing in over the desk.

"Speedy," Kaveh called.

Kaveh's friend came from behind the counter, picking
up the baseball bat on the way. The two customers exchanged no more
words as Speedy lined up between his business partner and the three
monsters.

He swung the bat. Two zombies fell to the ground.
Kaveh shot the third in the chest, but it kept coming. He didn't
understand zombies.

"Aim for the head," said Lisa.

Kaveh fired again, splattering the zombie's brains on
the carpet as it fell to the ground.

"Thanks," said Kaveh. He tossed her the keys.

Lisa caught them. "Come on, Helen," she said, knees
braced to run.

Helen stared blankly ahead. She hadn't made a sound
since she'd stopped screaming. Near the doors, Kaveh fired two more
shots, but Helen didn't blink. Lisa pulled her hand, and Helen
followed blindly to the vault.

She unlocked the giant circular door. Lisa had been
in the vault many times, but she'd never been able to open the
heavy door by herself. There were more gunshots behind them. She
looked at the dazed Helen and realized she didn't have a choice.
She put her foot against the door frame, the hem of her business
skirt pressing into her thigh, and pulled. Inch by inch, the door
opened.

She grabbed Helen's hand, and they went inside.
"Close the door," whispered Helen, her eyes unfocused.

"No," said Lisa, "I'm giving them a chance." She
couldn't see the rest of the bank from where she was, so she waited
to see who would come around the corner first. If it was human,
she'd let them in.

What if it wasn't? A shiver went up her spine. Panic
almost took over, but she wouldn't let that happen to her. She
breathed like normal and braced herself to close the door as
quickly as possible, to save whoever she could.

More gunshots. That was a good sign. Zombies didn't
use guns.

Shadows on the wall. She bent her legs to pull the
door handle, but it was the humans. Kaveh turned and fired two more
shots before dashing into the vault.

Lisa pulled the metal handle with all her strength.
The door swung quickly. She didn't know she had that kind of power
in her. An arm reached inside at the last second and was severed by
the door's weight.

She locked them in, watching the arm to see if it
moved on its own. No, these zombies didn't work like that. She told
herself she would get through this by understanding exactly those
kinds of rules.










You have to learn the
rules of the game. And then you have to play better than anyone
else.

— Albert Einstein

 

Different stories have different rules. In Return
of the Living Dead, a severed zombie arm would continue to try
and attack the living. Sometimes zombies run. Sometimes they can't,
and explanations for the outbreak are different every time. That's
part of what makes them so frightening, but the defining
characteristics of zombies are pretty consistent and fairly
straightforward:

1. Zombies are reanimated corpses that don't think or
feel. All they want is to eat the living.

2. Destroy the brain, kill the zombie.

3. If a zombie bites you, you die and become one of
them.








Chapter 2
Canned Food


Kaveh was still pumping adrenaline from the fire
fight, and it made him lightheaded. The vault was barely large
enough to fit the four of them comfortably, but it wasn't filled
with stacks of money, as he had imagined. Instead, it was lined
with hundreds of drawers of various sizes. 

As he caught his breath, he saw the severed arm that
was left on the floor, and he noticed his own arm felt warm. He
looked down. Blood was pouring from his left shoulder, soaking the
inside of his sleeve.

He showed Speedy. The two of them had worked together
for five years, and the only people they knew in town were like
them, immigrants. The rest of the town pretended they weren't
there, and Speedy insisted they play along. True to form, Speedy
shook his head quickly. "Cúbralo."

Kaveh knew he didn't need to cover it up. He needed
to stop the bleeding and clean the wound. He started to peel back
his suit jacket, cursing Speedy for making him wear his best
clothes for the loan application. Speedy shook his head again and
took off his own jacket. He draped it over Kaveh's arm just as Lisa
turned around.

"Can you help me with," she started, but she must
have seen something in their faces. "What's wrong?"

Speedy looked around nervously in awkward silence.
"Nothing," he finally said. Lying wasn't his strong suit.

Lisa pulled Speedy's jacket away, and Kaveh's arm
clenched against the pain. "Get away from him," she said, but there
was nowhere to go. Speedy shook his head, and Kaveh smiled at his
friend's loyalty. "Do it now." Her voice raised, and the noise
bounced off the walls. Even she seemed surprised at her sudden
volume, but Speedy looked to Kaveh.

Kaveh wanted to know what was going on and nodded for
his sous chef to do as he was told.

Speedy stood on the other side of the tiny room, next
to the blonde, who was still in shock.

Lisa held out her hand. "Give me the gun." She spoke
slowly, like she had during the loan application, as if Kaveh were
stupid or didn't understand English.

He didn't need to be a linguist to say, "No."

She spoke even slower. "They bit you. You're gonna
die. Then you'll be one of them." She pointed to the door. "A
zombie."

Kaveh followed her finger with his eyes, but he
didn't believe it. Things like that just didn't happen. He was
really getting dizzy now. He couldn't stand up much longer.

He leaned against the wall and sank to the ground. He
watched Lisa watching the gun. Something in her eyes reminded him
of someone.

She stood over him now. "Are there any bullets left
in that thing?"

He knew how many there should be, but he checked to
be sure. He nodded solemnly. "Just the one in the chamber." He
thought about the full clip still on the guard's belt on the bank
floor, but there was no way to get it now.

"That's good," she said. "We can use it on you." He
looked into her eyes again. She was serious. That's when he
realized who Lisa reminded him of. That dark hair, those eyes that
held secrets he would never completely understand, he'd seen them
before in Fatima, the first girl he ever loved.

Speedy stepped between them again. The baseball bat
hung limply at his side. "You're not shooting my friend," he said,
his Mexican accent slightly thicker than usual. 

 

Lisa knew what to do, but nobody would listen to her
if they knew the reason she found zombie movies so relatable. She
wished there was someone else to explain it to them. She wasn't
sure how long Kaveh had left, but when he turned, he'd eat them
before they could escape, and he had the gun. "Am I the only one
who sees what's going on here?" She turned to Helen for support,
but her coworker could only stare vacantly.

"It'll heal," said Kaveh. Lisa knew he was wrong, but
it would be easier if he realized it on his own. He jerked his
head, and Speedy stepped out of the way. The anger in Kaveh's eyes
softened, and he said, "What happens to you without bullets?"

Lisa looked around. There was an air vent near the
ceiling, but it wasn't big enough to fit a person. The only way out
was the way they'd come in.

The vault door stood strong, its circle of dead-bolts
keeping them safe for now. If they opened it and the zombies were
still out there, they'd be as dead as Vince and Logan and Mister
Ballard.

Lisa realized all the people she'd known who had died
in the last hour, and she felt sick. She looked down at Kaveh.
She'd just met him today, but this man had been bitten on his way
into the vault, and that made her feel worse than the people who
were already dead. Hiding in here had been her decision, and she
already regretted it. She spoke slowly, her technique for keeping
people calm when she had to give bad news about their loans.
"Monsters are kind of a hobby of mine."

Kaveh's eyes changed, and he did the last thing she
expected under the circumstances. He laughed. It filled the cold
metallic room with a new energy, and for a second, she forgot
everything else that was happening. A warm feeling came up inside
her, but her own laugh never reached her mouth.

"It stopped bleeding," said Kaveh, looking at the
bite on his arm. His laughter was gone. Speedy knelt down to
examine the wound. It was already starting to rot.

"It's starting," said Lisa. She ran her fingers
through her hair. The same thing had happened to the security
guard. Circulation seemed to be the first thing to go. She wanted
to help Kaveh and keep him from turning, but he would need to give
her the gun first.

He looked up at her. His face was turning pale. "You
don't really believe in zombies, do you?" The first hint of worry
crept into his voice.

"What do you think those things are?" said Lisa. "How
else do you explain everything that's been happening lately? That
restaurant you wanted to buy, why do you think they went out of
business?"

"Rats," said Kaveh. "But I'm gonna clean them out."
His eyebrows arched. She realized he was still talking about the
loan.

Lisa shook her head. "I don't think it was rats." If
he still wanted the loan, it meant he didn't believe in zombies.
She was alone.

"What's in all these?" he said, looking at the walls
of drawers.

Lisa followed his eyes. She didn't have the keys to
the safety deposit boxes, only the bank's drop drawers. "Money,"
she said.

"Let's see," said Kaveh. "Open one." She looked back.
The gun was pointing at her. Her body went cold as the last of the
feeling she'd had at his laugh drained out of her.

She'd always been told to comply with robbers, that
the bank's insurance would cover it, but she'd never personally
been held at gunpoint. She tried to look away, but she couldn't
move. "They got you already," she said. "What are you going to do
with money?"

"Same thing I was gonna do before, buy a restaurant,"
he said. He was getting paler, and speaking seemed to take effort.
"If I die, Speedy can have it." He said the last part gently. Could
he be accepting the inevitable? He was nice when he wasn't so
angry.

Speedy smiled at his friend's words. "Thanks,
boss."

Lisa stared closely at Kaveh's eyes, and she saw the
kindness in them. Even with the gun pointed at her, even when he
could turn into a zombie any minute, he didn't frighten her.

She sat down next to him. The gun didn't move to
follow. She tried to speak gently. "I'm sorry for what happened to
you, Kevin."

 

Kaveh was confused. She'd been calling him Kevin
since the beginning of the loan application. They called him that
in the kitchen to make fun of him. Also, the wound on his arm hurt
more than it should have. He didn't understand how it'd gotten so
bad so quickly, but he refused to believe in zombies. "Where did
you hear that name?"

Lisa shook her head. "I don't know. It was on the
paperwork."

Kaveh frowned. He'd counted on Speedy to fill out the
forms, and he didn't appreciate his friend trying to whitewash his
background. He corrected her. "My name is Kaveh Hisami." Then he
said, to make sure there was no confusion, "I'm Iranian." He'd come
to America to be with his sister after their parents died, but he
had gotten stuck making this town's version of Indian food in the
kitchen at Rajah's Surprise and trying to avoid any "camel jockey"
comments.

"Oh," said Lisa with a blank look on her face. He was
used to people being immediately judgmental of where he came from.
"My family's Ukrainian," she said.

Now Kaveh froze, considering European demographics.
"Jewish?" he said, narrowing his eyes. He tried hard not to be
hypocritical.

"Maybe," she said. "They never told me anything about
where we came from. They wanted me to fit in." Kaveh relaxed. He
was used to hearing this too. Everybody in America was from
somewhere else, but nobody seemed to remember anything about
it.

"I don't want to forget my past," said Kaveh. "I want
my restaurant to serve real Persian food. There's nothing like it
around here." His lungs felt tight, but he forced himself to
continue if there was any chance left of getting the loan. "I know
where to get the best price on lamb."

Lisa's mouth smiled, but her voice was harsh. "I wish
you could have had your restaurant."

Kaveh didn't move. Speedy had given him more hope
than he'd had in years. They could have made something great. He
could have been proud of his culture again. Now the last chance for
that dream was dying. It felt like someone was squeezing his
heart.

His anger rose, filling every word. "I was never
gonna get the loan, was I?" He wanted her to say he was right, to
admit the system was built on bigotry. He wanted to show Speedy
they'd never get what they wanted by keeping their heads down and
playing nice.

"I don't make those decisions," said Lisa. She
wouldn't give him the satisfaction, even when she thought he was
dying. The pain in Kaveh's heart became like a knife. "I told you,"
she said, "I fill out the forms, then I make a recommendation.
That's all." Her boss was dead, but she was still hiding behind
him.

"I don't want to hear that." Kaveh tried to stand up,
but his limbs felt like rubber. He hadn't been hurt that bad. He
couldn't understand it. There was no rational explanation for what
was going on, only Lisa's insane ideas about zombies.

When Kaveh had first seen the creatures a week
before, one of his neighbors was pushing some of them off her porch
with a broom. Now he'd seen those things tear people apart. He'd
shot them through the heart and watched them keep coming. His arm
smelled like spoiled beef. He shuddered. His skin was pale, just
like theirs.

Fuck. Lisa was right, wasn't she? His head spun. They
were real. His lungs were getting tighter, and his throat hurt. He
couldn't fight it anymore. He was dying. Everything he'd ever known
or done was about to disappear. He looked at Lisa. "What if it was
your decision?" he said. "What if you could grant loans?"

Her eyes changed, and for the first time, he saw the
sadness in them. She was so beautiful. "I would have loved to have
some of your cooking. You deserve that restaurant."

With his good arm, he put the gun on the ground
between them. "There. You make the decisions now." His adrenaline
spiked with the understanding of what he'd just done. He tasted
blood. He fought the urge to reach for the gun.

"What the hell are you doing?" Speedy shouted in a
voice too loud for the tiny space.

"I don't wanna be a zombie," Kaveh shouted back.

Finally, Lisa picked up the gun.

From the corner, the blonde's weak voice tried to
catch up to the situation. "He's a zombie?" She stood up, her blue
eyes trying to focus. "What are we gonna do?"

"Don't shoot him," said Speedy.

Kaveh held up his hand. His throat felt like a brick.
"Speedy. They killed me."

Lisa stood up, using the wall for support.

"So?" said Speedy, moving again between Kaveh and
Lisa, the baseball bat held high.

Kaveh forced the air out of his lungs. "So stay
back." He was still Speedy's boss. The sous chef soldiered up and
did what he was told. Kaveh slumped against the wall.

Lisa stepped to the center of the vault speaking
slowly, her voice cracking. "It's the way zombies are," she said.
"They don't have any sympathy for us, so we can't have any sympathy
for them." She raised the gun.

Kaveh looked down the barrel, thinking what a shame
it was to waste their only bullet on him. He thought again about
the full clip outside the door, but there was no way for them to
get to it. He looked into Lisa's eyes. "Wait," he whispered, "I
think I can save you."










Wait. What?

— the Walter Reade Organization

 

Nobody owns the origin point of the modern zombie,
Night of the Living Dead.

A copyright notice was indeed placed in the print of
the film, along side the title that the filmmakers had given it,
Night of the Flesh Eaters.

When the distributor of the film, the Walter Reade
Organization, realized that there had already been a movie called
The Flesh Eaters, they changed the title, but they forgot
to put a copyright notice on the new frames. Nobody noticed at the
time, and it went out to theaters. In 1968, that meant the entire
movie was accidentally placed in the public domain.

Later, a colorized version and a remake were both
made in attempts to reestablish a kind of copyright, but that
original cut remains under nobody's creative control. That's why,
for example, James Riffel could use all that footage in 1991 and
replace the audio track to create a new work, Night of the Day
of the Dawn of the Son of the Bride of the Return of the Revenge of
the Terror of the Attack of the Evil, Mutant, Alien, Flesh Eating,
Hellbound, Zombified Living Dead Part 2: In Shocking 2-D.








Chapter 3
The "Living"


Lisa listened to her breathing as it filled the tiny
space. With the door closed, there was no light at all in the money
drop compartment. She had tucked into a fetal position to fit
inside, and her spine was killing her. She had to remember to call
her chiropractor if she survived all this, assuming her
chiropractor wasn't killed by zombies.

She didn't even want to think what might happen if
she didn't take her epilepsy medicine soon. She tried to distract
herself, to think of anything that would keep her body under
control, but her loud choppy breaths continued no matter what she
did.

The vault's front door opened with the piercing sound
of metal on metal. It was too late to change the plan. Either the
zombies would be out there, or they wouldn't. Her breathing got
louder. By the time she came out of her hiding place, Lisa thought,
it would already be decided whether she lived or died. The gun went
off. The zombies were out there. It was up to Kaveh now.

She heard the moaning. How many were there? Were they
eating Kaveh right now? Her back spasmed. She needed to get out of
the confined space, but she stopped herself from opening the door.
That wasn't the plan. She'd know soon enough if Kaveh reached the
security guard.

A second gunshot reached her ears. There, he had the
other bullets. There was another shot, then two more.

Kaveh would be out there, alone with the zombies,
until the end. The only chance for the rest of them to survive was
for him to shoot as many as he could before they ate him.

The shots stopped, and Lisa heard nothing but her own
breathing again. She listened harder, to figure out what was going
on, and she noticed a distant thumping that radiated out to her
hands. It was her pulse.

She opened the miniature door the smallest crack and
listened closer. There were no more moans. She opened it a little
wider. She could see part of the opposite wall, where Speedy was
coming out of his drop drawer just as cautiously. He saw her too,
and they both froze.

There were no zombies in sight. The baseball bat was
on the ground between them, but Lisa knew the first to climb into
the open would be the first to get eaten. She might be able to get
out and close the vault door in time, but it would make the whole
plan useless.

Her back spasmed again. It didn't matter if they were
out there. She couldn't take it anymore. She shoved the door open,
pulled herself out and spilled onto the floor.

Her back wouldn't straighten. Every muscle was tight.
She lay on the floor of the vault, helpless as a baby in a crib,
the bat just out of reach. It had to be tension. It had to be a
cramp, anything but a seizure. She forced her limbs to move, pushed
off against the wall with her legs and grabbed the bat with her
hands, but every part of her tensed back up. "Ow," she said
involuntarily.

A moan came from the bank. She'd been heard. She
clenched her lips and held still, but she couldn't stifle the noise
of the quick breaths in and out of her nose.

There were two new gunshots, and the moaning stopped.
Was Kaveh still alive? Lisa tried with all her strength to get up
but only managed to reach her hands and knees.

Speedy crawled out of his drawer slowly, stretching
each muscle as he went, and Lisa noticed him trying not to stare at
the pile of blue deposit pouches they'd pulled out to make room in
the drop drawers. When he was done, he crawled over to her and
spoke with a grin. "He did it." Lisa wasn't so sure, but Speedy
continued. "Go see what's happening."

Lisa thought about leaving the vault, and her pulse
pounded in her ears. Her limbs went rigid again. She couldn't let
anyone see her like this. She needed her medicine, but they needed
to know what was out there first. "You go," she said as quietly as
she could.

Speedy shook his head, still grinning. "You have the
bat." His eyes drifted back to the money. He wasn't too scared to
go, he was too greedy.

Lisa was now the senior living employee in the bank.
If anything happened to that money, she'd get the blame. She
reached out her hand to offer him the bat, but a noise came from
behind them, something inside the vault. They turned around to find
Helen peeking out of her drawer. "Are they gone?" asked the
teller.

Lisa held a finger to her mouth to indicate silence.
"We're not sure," she whispered.

"Why don't you check?" said Speedy, still eyeballing
the money.

Lisa used the baseball bat to force herself to stand.
She knew what Speedy really wanted. She didn't want to argue, but
she wanted to go outside even less. She pointed at Helen and bowed
her head. "I have to stay. She needs my help."

Speedy clenched his hands and stood up. He took a
step towards Lisa, towering over her.

She stared him down. "Go check outside," she said,
but her voice came out louder than she intended again. She covered
her mouth and regretted saying anything, but it worked. Speedy
turned and walked out of the vault, and the voice of authority
hadn't attracted any zombies. Then she realized she still had the
bat. He was out there without a weapon.

She turned around to find Helen on the floor,
stuffing a deposit pouch into her purse. The situation was getting
completely out of control. She needed her medicine. "What are you
doing?" She leaned down, using the bat as a cane, and tugged on the
pouch. "I'm responsible for that."

Helen tugged back. "Dooon't," she said in a drawn out
whine. 

"That money belongs to the bank," said Lisa.

Helen said, "They're not paying us enough to go
through all this."

Lisa tugged harder. "I'm gonna lose my job."

Speedy came back around the corner, and the two women
stopped pulling.

He stood still outside the vault, the gun in his
hand, his grin long gone. He looked like he was fighting back both
tears and vomit. Had he been bitten? He motioned with the hand
holding the gun for them to follow and walked away.

Lisa had to know what had caused his reaction. She
let go of the money and went to the door. "Come on, Helen," she
said. Helen zipped up her purse and followed.

Before she even rounded the corner, Lisa saw the
first two bodies, their heads blown open, brains oozing out of
their skulls. She walked past them into her bank, and it was
nothing like a movie.

The smell reminded her of the maggot covered deer
she'd found once on the shoulder of Route 10. Sprawled corpses
covered the floor of the room where she'd spent countless hours.
None of them moved, but she knew more might climb their way in any
second.

Most of their features were rotted away until they
barely looked human, but she recognized the security guard, Vince.
His body was ten feet closer to the vault than before, his vacant
expression showing no reaction to the bullet hole just above his
right eye.

In the center of the room, Speedy stood over his
friend. Kaveh was dead, and a large part of his intestines were
gone, but his head was still intact.

Lisa looked at the young Mexican. "Okay Speedy, shoot
him."

Speedy shook his head. "No," he mumbled, the tears
still not far off.

She looked down. Kaveh's face held the same defiant
expression as when he'd been alive. "He didn't want to be a
zombie," she said.

Speedy's forehead furrowed in anger. "Leave him
alone." He shouted, "Haven't you done enough?" Was he blaming her
for leading them into the vault, for getting Kaveh killed? Speedy
stood still, except for the raising and lowering of his shoulders
with each breath.

Lisa looked down again at Kaveh. She couldn't blame
Speedy for wanting to leave the body in peace. When she'd pointed
the gun at him, she hadn't been able to pull the trigger either.
There was a strange warmth in her chest, something she didn't
recognize. The muscles in her hands twitched. Her breathing was
heavy.

She held two fingers to her neck and felt her pulse
pounding. Circulation was the first thing to shut down when people
became zombies, so at least she knew she was human. She couldn't
explain what was happening, but she wouldn't let it include a
seizure. She needed her purse.

She said, "Let's just get outta here. Check the
doors?" Speedy's forehead went back to normal, and he went to the
front doors.

She thought that would give her a chance to collect
herself but looked over to find Helen staring at her, and all her
paranoia came rushing back.

"What's wrong with you?" asked the teller.

Lisa felt the heat of her face blushing and the
numbing panic rising up from inside her shoes. "What?" she said to
buy time.

Helen looked her in the eyes. "I've never seen you so
jumpy."

Lisa looked around the room to avoid eye contact.
"You're one to talk, Helen. You were screaming your head off
before." Her voice shook.

"But I'm always like that," said Helen. "I didn't
think anything could get to you. If you're scared of those things…
" She trailed off. Her eyes glazed over as she went back into
shock. Lisa wondered if the same thing was happening to her.

She tried to comfort her coworker. "It's not them,"
Lisa started. She and Helen had worked together for a year and a
half, and Lisa had never told the woman about her condition. She
was too afraid of what people might think.

"I don't see anything out there," said Speedy. He
stood on Lisa's overturned desk as it barricaded the doors, peeking
through the hole the zombies had smashed to get in. Lisa's purse
had been on that desk.

She knelt down to look underneath. It was down there
now, completely crushed under the heavy oak. She couldn't get her
medicine alone.

Speedy looked down at her, sticking the pistol into
his belt like Logan had done before. "What are you looking for?" he
asked.

Her breathing sped up again. She didn't want them to
worry she might spaz out on them. She pointed under the desk,
saying, "My keys."

"It's okay." Speedy dug a set of keys out of his
pocket and looked at them sadly. The silver K-shaped keychain was
dull from age and wear. "We'll take Kaveh's truck," he said. "He
won't mind anymore. Come on." He lay belly down on the desk, stuck
his legs through the hole in the door and pushed himself backwards
until only his head was inside the bank. Then he was gone.

Helen climbed onto the desk and mimicked the
process.

Lisa looked at the clock above where her desk had
been. Seven thirty. The pharmacy on Pine Street didn't close until
nine. She could still make it. This could still be okay. Then she
noticed the snow globe from her desk cracked open on the hard
floor.

She followed Helen over the desk. When she finally
got her head out of the bank, the sunlight hit her, and she turned
around. The sun hugged the horizon, pushing a warm breeze across
the town. Up on the mountain, the taller trees overshadowed their
neighbors in the horizontal light. Below them, the western walls of
every building in town were bathed in orange.

The world was different than before. This one had
zombies in it.

The streets were empty, unusual for this time of day.
Next to the bank, their cars were in the parking lot, Mister
Ballard's Beemer, Lisa's Honda, Helen's Range Rover and an old
Chevy pickup. Speedy went for the pickup.

In a way, it was better Lisa didn't have her car
keys. It wouldn't be safe for her to drive right now, but squeezing
into the cab of that pickup meant one of the women would be
straddling the gear shift. She turned to Helen to ask about her
car, but she found her coworker staring at the ground with her eyes
open too wide.

Lisa looked down to realize she was standing in a
pool of blood and clothing scraps.

Her own blood pumped harder. A stained sidewalk was
all that was left of Logan Swanson and Pat Ballard.

She couldn't imagine what Helen was going through at
that sight, but Lisa had to process what this meant. In some
movies, zombies would only eat people's brains, but these weren't
that kind of zombie.

"Let's get in the truck," she said and took Helen by
the hand. Speedy started the Chevy. Lisa rode in the middle.

They were the only car on the road as they pulled out
of the parking lot. "Take a left at the next stoplight," said Lisa,
trying to ignore Speedy using the gear shift between her knees.

"I need to check on my family," said Speedy. "And
somebody has to tell Kaveh's sister."

"That's important," said Lisa, "but we need to make a
quick stop on the way."

Speedy took his eyes off the road. "Why?"

Pine Street Shopping Center was less than a mile
away, and the pharmacy would start to close in just over an hour,
but Lisa didn't want to say that. There was another reason to head
over there. "Pine Street has a gun store."

"We already have—" Speedy stopped at the red light.
There was a police roadblock in front of them, three cop cars in
the intersection with their lights spinning silently. The cops were
gone, leaving only bloodstains and bits of flesh and uniform. The
sawhorse signs instructing people to keep back were knocked to the
ground and trampled. Nobody said anything, but Speedy drove between
the cars and took a left towards Pine.

They drove for blocks without seeing another human
being. Helen tried to break the silence. "Where is everyone?" Lisa
didn't want to answer, too afraid she would be right.

Speedy turned onto Pine Street and slammed on the
brakes. There were more than a hundred zombies in the parking lot
of the strip mall, roaming from store to store. Lisa could see the
pharmacy from where they were. The lights were still on inside, but
the gate was closed. Nobody was getting in there.

Speedy put the truck in reverse and backed away
slowly.

Lisa started, "Wait, I need my—" She froze, then took
a deep breath and got ready to explain, but she couldn't. She was
sure they would freak out. She couldn't bring herself to tell them
that she'd been taking anticonvulsants for years, with
antidepressants to control their side effects. Between the two of
them, she'd been able to keep the epilepsy secret, hadn't had an
attack in years. That was the reason she watched monster movies, to
remember what might go wrong if she didn't protect herself. She
lowered her head. Now that assurance was gone. "Never mind. Just
go."










Grand-daddy was a priest
in Trinidad. Used to tell us, "When there's no more room in hell,
the dead will walk the Earth."

— Peter, Dawn of the Dead




Before Hollywood took zombies and ran with with the
idea, the concept originated from the Afro-Carribean practices of
voodoo, also known as vodou or vodoun. A zombi, whose name derives
from the African god Nzambi, was said to be created by dark
sorcerers called bokors with the power to bring the dead back to
life, and victims of such a procedure would retain no memory,
awareness or ability to resist their new master.

Scientists who studied the practice discovered the
effect was created using specific drugs. The first, the coup de
poudre, contains tetradotoxin, the same chemical found in the flesh
of the pufferfish, which creates numbness of the mouth and a
feeling of dissociation. In higher dosages, trouble speaking joins
with trouble breathing, headache and nausea, followed by loss of
motor control and paralysis. Used skillfully, a victim of such a
poisoning might be kept alive but in a death-like coma for days. A
second chemical, datura, could be administered upon revival to
induce suggestibility and obedience indefinitely.

Voodoo itself appeared in Haiti through the slave
trade, combining African religious practices with a smattering of
Catholicism as a way to continue traditional forms of worship
without the slavers finding out. As their culture adapted to the
new systems of control, they used traditional legends to describe
their oppression, giving renewed life to stories of zombi
slaves.

There were also legends of the creatures escaping
their shackles. Some sources suggest heavy emotional connections
might temporarily restore some of a zombi's faculties. Others claim
that the taste of meat or salt might be enough to break the spell
of the bokor and allow the deceased the freedom to return to their
grave.








Chapter 4
Cranial Culinary Academy


Kaveh woke up cotton-mouthed. His head was throbbing,
his stomach hurt, and he was hungry. He couldn't remember the last
time he'd eaten.

He looked around. He was on the floor of a bank, but
he didn't know how he'd gotten there or why he was so hungry. He
got up, and something fell on the floor. It looked like sausages.
He'd never been this hung over in his life.

Everything seemed far away, like he was looking at
the world through a dirty window. His body was heavy, and moving
took his full concentration. Still, his feet dragged on the floor,
and his arms propped themselves rigidly in front of him.

There were more people on the floor, but none of them
moved. He stepped around them and went to the door. There was a
desk in the way, so he moved it. The door was locked, so he tore it
open and stepped out into the night.

The parking lot was on his right, three cars sitting
silently. Was there something missing, something of his? He
couldn't think what it could be. He put one foot in front of the
other, keeping his eyes on the edge of the sidewalk as his feet
swerved crooked lines down the street.

He wandered without a destination. Each time he came
to an intersection, he would choose a new direction by
instinct.

At one point, his feet stumbled off the curb in front
of a car. He tried to get out of the way, expected the panic and
adrenaline to make him move faster, but they never came. He
couldn't avoid the crash, but that didn't come either. The car
wasn't moving. Nobody was at the wheel.

He shuffled out of the street and looked at the
building in front of him. He knew this place. It was his
restaurant. The doors were boarded up, but he'd never gone in
through the front. He stumbled around back to the kitchen entrance
and stopped so he could search his pockets. He couldn't find his
keys. He couldn't remember where they might be.

He reached out, running his fingers down the surface
of the door and noticed the padlock was gone. He pulled the door
open and stepped inside. It was dark in the kitchen, but he sensed
there was something in here, something he wanted.

"Kaveh?"

Someone had spoken. Kaveh stumbled towards the source
of the voice.

"What happened to you?" they said. Kaveh got closer
and saw the speaker, a fat man with white hair. "Did you get the
money?" asked the man.

Kaveh tried to answer him. Something inside him made
him think the answer was important, but the only noise that came
out was a long dull moan.

The man backed away. "They got you?" he said. Kaveh
followed him. He couldn't say it, but he was hungry.

The man backed up against the wall and reached for a
shelf above his head. He grabbed a small sauce pot and hit Kaveh
with it. Kaveh doubled over, but he didn't feel the blow, just the
uncontrollable hunger. The old man's fat stomach was in front of
him. He leaned forward and bit.

The man screamed. Kaveh chewed as blood poured out of
the stomach, soaking the white apron.

The man tried to shove him away, but Kaveh grabbed
his hands, got a hold on the sauce pot and pulled it away. He
needed more. His hunger consumed him.

The old man groped along the wall and found a paring
knife, but Kaveh brought the sauce pot down on his head. The man's
skull caved in. His body went limp, and he fell straight down. The
pot was warped into something unrecognizable, so Kaveh let it go
and knelt over the white haired corpse.

He ripped off bits of flesh and devoured them, but
they didn't come close to dulling his hunger. He ate the stomach,
the liver and intestines by the yard, which might have worked if he
added a little cilantro or saffron, but he wasn't satisfied. He
reached into the fractured skull, got a handful of the brain and
took a bite.

It was a revelation.

He finished the brains that were in his hand and went
back for more. He could do something with this, make something
delicious.

He stood up, remembering where to find the spices,
and went to the stove. The shelves were empty, except for a sprung
empty rat trap. All the ingredients were gone. What had happened
here? He had these memories of the room being full of tomatoes and
flour and hundreds of strands of slowly drying homemade pasta.
Wait, this wasn't his restaurant, it was the place he wanted to
buy. He worked across town. This was Tony's.

Tony. That was it. He went back to the corpse on the
ground. It was Tony, the man who was selling him the restaurant.
What had he done? He tried to apologize to the man, but he could
only moan.

Kaveh looked at Tony's face and waited for the guilt
to drag him down, but he didn't feel that either. He saw the look
that was frozen in Tony's eyes, the look he'd always seen from him,
that he was something different, something to be feared. Kaveh had
wanted to show him how wrong he was, but he would never get that
chance now, and those intestines were looking tastier by the
second.

A distant moan caught Kaveh's ear. He stood up, some
instinct awakened. He had to follow the noise. The moan continued,
making the same noise Kaveh's throat made when he tried to
communicate. Someone else was out there with the same problem.

He left the restaurant and stumbled down the street
in the direction of the moans. He followed the noise for blocks.
His limbs didn't seem as heavy anymore, and the world didn't seem
as far away. Tony had raised his spirits, the way a good meal
usually did, but he wanted more. Wherever the voice led him, he
hoped there would be something good to eat.

As he got closer, he realized it wasn't a single
person moaning but an entire group going at the same pitch. He
rounded the corner and saw dozens of them, limbs rigid, dragging
their feet as they wandered in meaningless circles. These people
were just like him, except they were fighting to get into Earl's
Taco Shack. Kaveh wouldn't be caught dead eating in a place like
that.

Still, he was hungry, and seeing everyone else trying
to get inside made him want what was in there. He stumbled forward.
The neon "open" sign was lit, but the windows were boarded up from
inside. There was a crescent moon shaped hole in the door, and a
gun barrel poked out of it. Everyone was so eager to get in, they
didn't seem to care.

The gun went off, and the person in front of the door
fell to the ground. Kaveh was shocked, but the crowd kept pushing
forward and moaning.

Kaveh shuffled along the edge of the group. The gun
went off again, and someone else went down. Whatever was happening
to him was happening to them, too. He hadn't been part of a
community this large since leaving Iran, and he'd be damned if
anyone was going to threaten these people. He called out to the
others, and his throat made the same moan. It was the only sound he
could make, so he gave it all the strength he could.

A woman turned her head and moaned back in his
direction. She followed the noise, and their combined voices lured
more people from the crowd. Gradually, a new group formed around
Kaveh.

Kaveh rounded the edge of the building, still
moaning, and the rest of them followed. There were no entrances or
windows to board up along the side of the building, but when they
got to the back, they found the loading dock. Kaveh grabbed the
doorknob and pulled, but he ripped it out of the door. He tried to
get his finger into the hole it had left, but his hands wouldn't
work right.

The group he'd gathered shoved in behind him and
pushed him against the door. It needed to open out, but they
clustered in close, pounding with their hands. He shoved back, but
they outnumbered him. He slammed his shoulder against the door, but
it held fast.

He reached through the disorganized mess. He found
another man and rotated him, then rocked back and forth until they
slammed into the door together, which the man continued to do
mindlessly when Kaveh let go. He grabbed someone else and pushed
them to slam their weight against the door. The two of them formed
an uneven rhythm, something familiar, but Kaveh couldn't place
it.

He did the same with others. More of them heard the
rhythm and started to follow it. They were good at following. Soon,
the whole group was smashing into the door together, and it started
to buckle. Kaveh went to join them, but he stopped when something
fell out of his stomach.

All thought went out of his head.

He stared at a pile of ground meat covering his
shoes. He was so hungry.

There was a rhythmic beating coming from nearby. He
heard a crash and looked up. A doorway was open, and the others
were going through. He followed their moans.

There were people inside, but they weren't like Kaveh
and his group. When he looked at them, all he saw was food. He
moved forward, keeping pace with the others. A loud noise rang out,
and one of his new friends fell, but the rest moved forward
together. When they closed in on their targets, Kaveh thrashed with
his arms, and the meal didn't move anymore. He started eating.

It wasn't bad. From the apron, this girl had worked
the grill, and he appreciated the light basting of grease it gave
her, but he wanted more. He noticed there was a gouge in her head,
so he reached inside and took a bite of her brains.

Incredible. This brain was different. It had more
gristle, more white matter. Every bite was a new taste experience,
like fireworks going off in his mouth. He kept eating. It made him
think of France, of cordon bleu and beouf en daube. He needed
another brain, to see what other flavors he might find. He went to
another Earl's Taco Shack employee, where his new friends were
eating the muscles and torso. They were missing the best part.
These people had no taste at all.

He pulled off the head and smashed it into the
ground, but the skull didn't open. That could have been why the
others ignored it, but Kaveh knew it'd be worth the effort. There
was a whole new brain trapped in there. He cracked it against the
edge of the counter and was rewarded with an outpouring of sweet
delicious brains.

He closed his eyes, savored the aroma and the
texture. The intricately folded pink organ tried to fall apart in
his hands, so he moved it quickly to his mouth and managed to have
it unravel across his tongue as he chewed. It was delicate and
juicy at the same time. Every head he opened seemed to contain the
most delicious brains yet.

The taste awakened thoughts and images that flooded
his mind, a dirt road snaking up the side of a mountain, cups of
coffee over the faded counter of a late night diner, the smiling
face of a beautiful woman he'd never seen before. Where were all
these thoughts coming from?

A flavor like this deserved to be shared. He opened
his eyes and looked around, and that's when he realized he was
surrounded by zombies. He stood up, but they ignored him,
continuing to feed on the human dead all around him. He looked
closer and realized these were the same people he'd led inside, the
ones he'd had such a connection with. He noticed the festering bite
mark on his shoulder. He looked at his hands to find them pale and
bloodless, and he remembered what had happened.

He remembered leaving the vault to protect the
others, rushing through the zombies to get more bullets, then
turning and shooting whatever came towards him. He looked down and
remembered what had happened to his stomach, remembered the zombie
that ate his intestines while he was dying, too weak to stop it.
He'd kept a count in his mind, saving one bullet for himself, but
he hadn't been able to use it.

He cupped his spilling guts and pushed them back
inside. He took the apron from the body of the griller and wrapped
it tightly around his stomach.

He couldn't believe it. He was dead. There was
nothing he could do about it. He had never quite believed death
would bring jannah or heaven, but he hadn't expected anything like
this. He didn't feel bliss or torment, not even regret. All he felt
was more hunger for the thing in his hand.

Wearing an apron again reminded Kaveh of what his
life had been. He was a chef. He shared the foods he loved. These
people were like him, and he would do anything to feel a sense of
community again. 

He took the last handful of brains and held them out
to the nearest zombie, who looked up, face dripping with blood from
the arm he was chewing, his eyes showing no awareness at all. He
looked down and went back to the arm.

Kaveh went around the room offering the morsel, but
they all looked at him with the same vacant expressions. None of
the other zombies were interested in having brains.

He heard the moaning from outside, where the rest of
the crowd was waiting. They would be hungry too, so he opened the
door.

He held up the brains in his hand as the rest of the
zombies staggered in. The crowd ignored him and gathered around the
remains of the humans. They were just as interested in his foods as
when they had been alive.

One zombie came up and took the last bit of brains
from Kaveh's hand. It was the bank manager, Mister Ballard, with
the same dull look in his eyes. As the manager ate, Kaveh searched
his face for any hint of recognition, maybe a smile at the taste of
it. There might have been something, but the blood covered too
much, and the manager walked away.

Kaveh refused to accept that. These were his people
now, and he wanted more than ever for them to see the world the way
he did. If they didn't appreciate brains like this, he'd have to
figure out a way they would. There was a kitchen here. He might use
that to make a real meal of it, but he was missing the central
ingredient.

The crowd of zombies had eaten every last scrap of
human and were starting to wander off in search of new victims.
They had eaten the rest of the brains in the course of things, but
their behavior was still totally mindless. They would wander out
there and stumble around, their behavior confirming every
stereotype.

If Kaveh was going to give the others brains, he
would need to create an irresistible recipe, but first he needed
raw materials, which meant finding more of the living. He went out
the front door and moaned. The other zombies moaned back, and Kaveh
set off with his new friends in search of the living.










Everything I need to know
about life, I got by killing smart people and eating their
brains.

— anonymous

 

Though they both exist in the popular consciousness,
the distinction between zombies as brain eating or flesh eating
creatures stems all the way back to the making of Night of the
Living Dead.

The film was written by George Romero, who became an
icon in the history of horror cinema, and John A. Russo, who's
slightly less well known. After the film was finished, the two men
disagreed on which direction to take the they intellectual property
they had created and went their separate ways.

Russo wrote a novel called Return of the Living
Dead, later made into a film by Dan O'Bannon, where for the
first time, zombies craved exclusively brains. Romero went on to
make a whole series of movies where the creatures ate any part of
someone they could grab, all with titles ending in "of the Dead,"
not "of the Living Dead," and with that single word of
divergence, there was no longer a single authoritarian source to
determine what modern zombies were and were not, and the chaos
could only continue to grow.








Chapter 5 No
Shelter


The crackling of the gravel driveway interrupted
Lisa's train of thought as the truck turned off the winding dirt
road and came to a stop. "We'll be safe here," said Speedy as he
turned off the engine. Lisa wasn't so sure. Death could come from
anywhere, but they might still be alright, as long as they stayed
hidden and didn't make any more mistakes. The headlights turned
off, and they were pitched into darkness.

"That's strange," said Speedy. He turned the
headlights back on. Darkness from Speedy's house was bad. His
family might have turned off the lights to avoid attention, like a
house on Halloween without any candy, but it didn't feel too
likely.

Speedy got out of the truck. The night was getting
colder. The house was isolated, which could be an advantage or a
disadvantage. They'd be safe if the zombies stayed in town, but if
any of them started wandering up the mountain road, the only escape
route would be gone.

Speedy went towards the house, and Helen got out of
her side of the truck.

Lisa sat as still as possible, her grip tight on the
hilt of the baseball bat. What if zombies had already come up this
way? There was a radio in the truck, but she wasn't sure she could
handle the news right then. Nobody else had mentioned it. She also
couldn't stop thinking how, without her medicine, a seizure could
come any second. More than that, she could barely remember life
without the imposed calm of antidepressants and wasn't sure what to
expect from it. She held herself still and said nothing.

"Hello?" said Helen at the house. It wasn't the
smartest thing to do under the circumstances.

"Estoy aqui!" shouted Speedy as he walked
forward.

Lisa stuck her head out of the truck and whispered.
"Would you guys be quiet?" Their ignorant behavior was putting her
life in danger.

Helen shrugged. "There's nobody here."

"No," said Speedy. "Deben ser aqui." He went to the
door, speaking Spanish faster than Lisa could understand, and threw
it open. "Dónde están?" he called inside.

Lisa opened the truck door and ran across the gravel,
thanking God she hadn't worn heels to work that day. She grabbed
Speedy's shoulder. "There could be zombies in there," she
whispered. "We don't want them to know we're here."

Speedy shook his head. "No, my family should be
here." He flipped the light switch, but nothing turned on. "Que
pasó?" He wandered into the house, the gun hanging loosely from his
hand, his face flashing between confusion, fear and sadness. Lisa
wondered if she'd looked like that when her bank was filled with
bodies.

She had trouble separating substance from silhouette.
The truck's headlights lit the room from an odd angle, sending an
eerie shadow across the wall. She traced it back to a lamp near the
window and turned that on, but nothing happened from that either.
Next to her she made out a couch. She followed its line of sight
across the room to the television and realized she was in a living
room. It should have been familiar, but everything felt wrong.
There was a doorway to the next room, but the headlights didn't
show what was past it.

"Do you have a flashlight?" whispered Lisa.

Speedy shook his head.

"Any guns? Weapons?" she said.

"No," said Speedy. "I don't think so."

Helen came over between them. "We can use this," she
said and pulled a cell phone out of her purse.

Lisa stared at her coworker. "Did you have that the
entire time?"

Helen frowned. "It's only for emergencies."

"What do you think this is?" said Lisa, raising her
voice more than she planned. She regained control. "We can call for
help."

Helen shook her head. "There's no signal out here."
She pressed a button on the phone, and the screen lit up. "I meant
this." She held the phone in the air, and the dim light from the
screen reached into the next room. "I use it when I can't find my
keys."

Speedy turned and wandered into the newly lit room.
Helen went behind him with the cell phone held high. Lisa had no
choice but to follow. Her eyes went wide to absorb the dim light,
she held out her hands for reassurance, and her feet shuffled
forward.

The next room was a kitchen, and her mind started
listing all the supplies they didn't have: food, water, barricades,
weapons. She started thinking about her prescriptions, but she
almost crashed into the counter when the cell phone light went
out.

"Sorry," said Helen. "It doesn't stay on very long."
She pushed a button on the phone and the screen lit up again.

The pit of Lisa's stomach tensed. Even when the phone
was lit, she could barely see. If there were zombies here, they
might attack before she even saw them. She held up the bat and
tried to scan the room, but Helen kept waving the phone around,
giving Lisa no chance to get a sense of her surroundings.

Speedy was already wandering through the next door.
Helen went with. Lisa followed them into a narrow hallway.

"Where are we going, Speedy?" whispered Lisa, but
Speedy didn't answer. He poked his head into every door they
passed. The scent of tile cleanser identified one part of the
darkness as leading to a bathroom, but other than that, Lisa had no
idea. She ran her hand along the wall, testing to see when it
became an open doorway and potential threat. "Speedy," she tried
again, "at least point the gun. You don't know what's here."

The light went out again, and Helen took a second to
turn it on.

Speedy went faster towards the end of the hall. He
opened the final door and went in. Lisa craned her neck to see
inside, baseball bat ready to strike, and saw the room in flickers
of Helen's waving phone. At first, she thought she was losing her
sense of scale, but when the phone cast silhouettes of the plastic
unicorns on the table, it explained the child-sized mattress and
little pink dresser.

"Clara." Speedy's voice was hoarse with pain. Helen
pointed her phone at him, and Lisa saw his formerly conflicted
expression now frozen in panic and staring straight at her.
"Where's my niece?" he said. "What happened to her?"

Lisa's mind conjured a dozen tragic possibilities,
but all she could say was, "I don't know."

"You know about these things," he shouted and took a
step closer. Lisa started to panic. For an instant, nothing seemed
real. Her lungs pulled a short reflexive breath, and she looked
into Speedy's sad eyes. "Why don't you tell me?" he pleaded.

Lisa barely knew where she was at that point, let
alone where anyone else was. The silence dragged on, but she
couldn't look into those eyes and be the one to tell him his family
might be dead. It was too much. Speedy's face became more desperate
until Lisa was saved by the crackling of the gravel driveway
outside. The zombies had arrived.

Speedy did exactly what not to do, he ran out of the
room and stomped down the hall shouting, "Estoy aqui!"

Lisa ran after him, navigating the unfamiliar hallway
by touch. "Quiet," she whispered as loudly as she dared. "I'll help
you find your family. Just don't do that." Behind her, the cell
phone light waved across every surface, calling even more attention
to their presence.

They reached the kitchen as the phone light went out.
Lisa froze. Her heart was pounding, and excitement had replaced her
fear. "Hold on," said Helen from somewhere nearby.

The headlights didn't reach this room, so there was
only dim reflected moonlight through the window to see by. There
were footsteps in front of them, and Lisa didn't know if they were
Speedy's or not. There was a glint of something metal, and Lisa
raised the bat.

Helen's phone lit up, and Lisa found herself face to
face with another woman and a long curved sword ready to strike.
Her blood pumped too fast to stop and find out if she was human.
She swung the bat.

"Wait!" shouted Speedy.

Lisa checked her swing, and the bat missed the woman,
colliding with the sword in her hands.

"Goddamnit!" shouted the woman. "What the hell are
you doing here, Speedy?"

"I live here," Speedy said.

"And who the hell is this?" barked the woman,
pointing at Lisa.

"Who the hell are you?" Lisa barked back. She felt
excited and relieved to have an enemy she could see, but this woman
wasn't a zombie.

"She knows what to do," said Speedy, pointing at
Lisa. Then he pointed to the woman with the sword, "This is Farah,
Kaveh's sister."

Watching Farah keep an eye on her, Lisa repressed the
rush of her first instinct and lowered the bat. There was a small
chunk taken out of one side from its encounter with the sword.

"Where's everyone else?" asked Farah.

Speedy's eyes wandered around, as if his family would
suddenly appear. Lisa spoke for him, "We don't know."

Farah shook her head in disapproval. "Let's get out
of here. We'll be safe at my house."

Lisa still wasn't so sure.

 

For a second, Kaveh thought he'd died and gone to
gastronomic heaven, but he hadn't gone anywhere. It was only the
brains he'd eaten that were heavenly.

He dropped the empty head in a nearby trash can and
went back to his cart. He was wandering the hallways of the Ute
Hotel, his rigid legs staggering across the thin blue carpet. The
cart he'd taken from housekeeping kept him steady and held his
growing collection.

"Oh, Jesus, get back!" came a scream from down the
hall, followed by a long moan. A dozen zombies filed into the
hallway from the rooms where they'd been feeding. The hotel was a
honeycomb of human activity. Every time Kaveh thought it was clear,
another room would open up, and the scene would repeat.

By the time he followed the increasing moans to the
shattered door of room 237, the other zombies were already inside.
He left his cart and climbed through. He watched his fellow zombies
tearing at the body of a hotel guest, eating whatever they could
get their hands on, but they avoided the head. Zombies treated it
like garnish, pushing it around their collective plate until it was
the only thing left. Kaveh moved in and scooped it up. The others
were stupid, not selfish, and they had their portions already.
Kaveh left the room and added this new head to the collection on
his cart.

Knowing the best meals came from the freshest
ingredients, he pushed the cart down the hall, looking for the
nearest ice machine, and he called out to the others.

With concentration, he could modulate the moan that
came from his throat into a word. The word was "brains." He called
it out at the top of his voice, trying to interest the others in
the experience he had discovered, but none of them cared. He hawked
his wares, stretching the word like the moans that attracted him to
a fresh kill, but he was the only brain loving zombie he could
find.

A handful of zombies wandered out of a suite,
blocking Kaveh's route down the hallway. He recognized Mister
Ballard among them, a familiar face in a crowd of rotted features.
The zombified bank manager ignored him just like the others, but
Kaveh had seen this man eat brains before. He grabbed the manager
by the shoulder and pulled him over to the cart.

With a cleaver, he opened a fresh skull and held it
under the manager's nose. No reaction. He tore out a handful of the
soft juicy brain and offered it up, but the manager started to
wander away. It wasn't working. If he had herbs and spices, Kaveh
thought, his prowess as a chef might increase the appeal. Would a
dash of cumin be enough to change someone's mind? It didn't matter.
None of the hotel rooms came with kitchens.

Frustrated, Kaveh put the brains in his own mouth and
tried to satisfy himself with the rapture of cuisine. Delicious.
The taste awoke his senses and sent thoughts flashing through his
mind.

He closed his eyes and savored the unfolding layers
of experience, a christmas dinner as a child, that win at the
track, the faces of friends this man would never see again.

With every brain Kaveh ate, he remembered parts of
his own life and the life of the person whose brains they'd been.
This man had come from New Mexico on a business trip. Kaveh kept
eating, recalling some lost love, but the thought was empty for
him. He couldn't remember if it was his own or his meal's. He
thought of Lisa, with her beautiful eyes, and how she'd been kind
to him when he was dying, eventually.

He reached again for the open skull, but it was gone.
He opened his eyes and saw it in Mister Ballard's hands. The bank
manager had his nose buried in the cranial cavity.

This was Kaveh's chance. He concentrated to speak,
forcing words through his decomposing larynx. He encouraged the
manager to remember, told him he could think again if he tried. The
two hadn't seen eye to eye when they were alive, but in death, they
might have been the only friends each other would have, so Kaveh
watched closely, waiting for the spiteful manager to respond, even
to hate him. That would at least be a sign of recognition.

Mister Ballard ate the last of the brain, raised the
empty head and looked at its face. Was that a sign? Did he know
what he was, what he'd done? Kaveh waited.

The manager turned the head sideways and
unceremoniously tore its nose off with his teeth. Then he ate the
cheek and lips, the empty consumption of a mindless zombie. It
hadn't worked.

Maybe more brains would help. Kaveh went back to the
cart and rushed to open another skull. All those years of cooking
the American imitation of Indian food, he'd had Speedy's help. He'd
never had a deeper need for an ally of any kind, but Speedy was
probably with Lisa, hiding somewhere Kaveh would never find them.
He opened the skull and turned around to find the hallway deserted.
He was truly alone.

He thought of the only other person he'd been able to
turn to in this country. Farah's house had an enormous kitchen. He
didn't get along well with the Halseys, but he needed some plan, to
hold on to a sense of purpose.

He would gather all the zombies together, bring them
to his sister's house, and his people would have a feast.










Thank you for reading the beginning of my book. Find out what
happens next at www.numberkay.com/the-brain-ingredient/
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