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      I couldn’t find my penis. I’d last seen it on the nightstand next to my walk-in freezer, but when I emerged in the morning, it wasn’t there. I didn’t need a penis, but I’d had twenty human years with one, and I’d gotten used to it.

      “Mrs. Ross? Are you here? Have you seen my penis?”

      “You need a new one, Waylon.” Mrs. Betsy Ross’ specter floated into my room, holding the missing appendage.

      “I know, but they have to be fresh and coming upon a juicy, still-warm body is a tricksy thing. Can you please sew this one back on?”

      “You don’t urinate or have sexual relations.”

      I sighed. “Mrs. Ross, it is humiliating enough to ask you to connect my male member to my body, please don’t make it worse.”

      “Fine.” She sniffed. “Sit on the couch.”

      I followed her to the living room, placed my rear on the couch, spread my legs, and closed my eyes while one of history’s greatest seamstresses made me whole again. If I could have blushed, I would have reddened from my toes to my ears. As it was, I squirmed until she smacked me on the thigh.

      “If you want this sewn on properly, you’ll stop your fidgeting.”

      I held still but stared out the sliding back doors at an Evergreen Pear tree, fists clenched. The tree’s beauty distracted me, the white flowers still visible, the bees and birds swooping in and out. I was glad it was thriving in the northern exposure. I had worried it was too far west and would need more early morning sun, but it was doing well.

      “There,” Mrs. Ross said, rubbing her hands together, bringing me back to the situation at hand. “I’m done, but it looks mighty sad.”

      “What’s looking mighty sad?”

      I hadn’t heard him come in, but Dr. Samuel Early peered over Mrs. Ross’ shoulder, extracted his reading glasses from his shirt pocket, and placed them on his nose.

      “It’s too gray,” he said.

      “It’s not.” I pushed them both away and closed my legs.

      “No, wait, let me get a good gander,” Early said.

      He leaned close, only a few inches from my body, and studied my penis, clucking his tongue. I bit my lower lip and wondered if I should plant another Golden Rain tree in the front yard. They were terrific for shade.

      Early tsked. “Shriveled and discolored. Why are you holding on to this?”

      I shoved him away, glaring. “You want to give me yours?”

      Early pulled up short and sauntered back a few feet, raising his chin to meet my eyes. I was six-foot-five, and Early was all of five-foot-eight. With shoes.

      “Certainly not! I’m still using mine.”

      “Yours is only usable because of me,” I reminded him.

      He wrinkled his nose. “I know, but you don’t mind because I’m useful.”

      “You’re necessary. I wouldn’t be like this if it weren’t for you. You owe me,” I said.

      “Instead, you’d be dead.”

      “Exactly!” My breath came out in an exasperated huff.

      I’d explained it to him and explained it to him but getting Early to understand why I wanted to die after one-hundred and some odd years was impossible, but then, he didn’t look like me. He was a living, warm-blooded, average human with an exceptionally long life.  Swallowing zombie flesh once a month will do that to you.

      It killed me, pun intended, that I needed him.

      I harrumphed and turned to Mrs. Ross. “Mrs. Ross, do we have any clients today?”

      “Mitzi.”

      Early cocked his head, and I noticed he had jowls I hadn’t seen before. I guess swallowing Waylon bits didn’t stop aging altogether, which was something I hadn’t considered. Unaware of my scrutiny, Early’s face lit up as he said, “Mitzi? From that TV show and the tabloids Mitzi?”

      I nodded. “But remember that I have client/cosmetologist confidentiality. You are forbidden to see her or say anything.”

      “I can’t even see her? She’s gorgeous!” His eyes narrowed. “Why does Mitzi need you?”

      “She swears by my facials.”

      Early’s eyes opened wide. “You’re the reason Mitzi is so hot? Whooo, boy! Good on ya.”

      “Stop talking, Early. It’s not doing you any favors.”

      “Can’t I meet her? I’ll never tell.”

      “No. Mrs. Ross, when is she coming?”

      “Twenty minutes.” Mrs. Ross fanned her face with her hand, a habit she’d maintained since her death. It meant she wanted to say something.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You need to get dressed.”

      “Of course. Anything else I need to know for today?” I turned and was heading to my bedroom. Her delicate cough made me look back.

      “What?”

      She pulled a notepad and pen from somewhere I couldn’t see and checked a list. “Captain Perkins, from the Los Angeles Sheriff’s office, wants to see you. He’s the head of the Malibu/Lost Hills station.”

      I stopped short. “Why?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      “Did you ask?”

      “What do I look like, your secretary?”

      I breathed to a count of five. “Actually, yes, Mrs. Ross. Because, in fact, you are my secretary. Asking why someone wants to see your boss is part of what secretaries do.”

      She shrugged. “Fine. Then I want to be an executive assistant.”

      “Oh. My. God.” I left the room for my bedroom, pulled on boxers, dark dress slacks, a long-sleeved blue Oxford shirt, and knotted a darker blue tie. I couldn’t do anything about my hair, which was a golden blonde and flopped into my eyes, as it always would. Even if I cut it, it grew overnight. No one could explain it, but metaphysics and magic didn’t follow predictable rules.

      I did my make-up. The scars would never fade, but I found that hiding them made it easier for the living to look at me. The dead didn’t seem to mind.

      I’d gotten my cosmetology license and studied special effects make-up with some of the top Hollywood artists. I had a long list of clients who didn’t believe I was a zombie but did believe that I could hide any imperfection. In California, I wasn’t a zombie. I was an eccentric marketing genius. Like the business cards said, “Zombie Cosmetology: No Scar Too Hard. Calabasas, CA.” I wondered if the captain needed a peel. It would be a good idea, given how much he was in the sun.

      While I covered my skin, I left my eyes alone. They were a normal chocolate brown with blond lashes and looked normal, which was a saving grace because they helped me pass as human.

      I pulled on soft tan gloves so thin and flexible that I could still tie my dress shoes. I walked to my procedure room and donned by a white lab coat that hung on the back of the door. As I gathered my instruments, I called out for my secretary, err…executive assistant.

      “Mrs. Ross. What time is Captain Perkins coming?”

      “An hour after Mitzi,” she called back. I caught sight of her floating in the hallway.

      “Are you filing your nails?”

      She gazed at me, one hip at an angle, pausing mid-air with her emery board. “Yes, what of it?”

      “Your nails don’t grow.”

      “Neither does your penis.”

      The doorbell rang. “Just get the door, please. And make sure your feet touch the ground. Mitzi doesn’t believe in ghosts.”

      Mitzi, one name only, was a celebrity from two successful television shows, the first one a reality show and the second an honest-to-God acting job. Her role called for her to look amazing at all times, which was fine because she was a natural beauty. Or, at least, I made her look that way. She’d had acne as a teenager, and we needed to do touch-ups and treatments now and then. That’s what I thought we would be doing today.

      Until I saw her and my natural finesse took over. I tripped on my own two feet rushing to get to her and smashed my forehead on the door’s upper molding.

      I rubbed my forehead, although it didn’t hurt, because that’s what normal people did. “Mitzi, what’s going on? What’s with the humongous sunglasses? Are they Prada, by the way?”

      Mitzi’s lush dark hair swung down to cover her green eyes, and she held her designer glasses on with one hand.

      “Mitzi?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “What’s nothing?”

      “Promise you won’t tell?”

      “Mitzi, we have a confidentiality agreement.”

      She took a deep breath and removed her glasses.

      My client’s face was a mass of bruises, including a real shiner on her left eye.

      “Sweetheart, were you in an accident?” I asked while reaching out with both arms to pull her into my examination chair. I settled her in and pulled my light and a magnifying mirror closer to her face.

      Her eyes welled with tears, and a tiny snot bubble dripped from her nose, belying the glitz and glamour of Hollywood life. Forget putting our pants on one foot at a time. We all ugly cried when things got rough.

      “I annoyed Jason when I didn’t make our dinner reservations on time. By the time I met him, he’d consumed a bottle of merlot by himself, canceled our table, shoved me into a car and took me home. I apologized, but he went on and on about how I’d embarrassed him in front of the maître d’. He’s right, I should have called, but I was working. Things ran late on set.”

      I put a cooling mask on her face to bring the swelling down and retrieved cold tea bags I kept in the freezer for her eyes. My hands were steady, but my mind was racing. My voice low and calm, I said, “Jason hit you?”

      “Like I said, I was late.”

      “That is irrelevant. Jason Teague, star of The Marvelous Five, the top superhero movie of this past summer, a man so muscled that his muscles have muscles, used that strength to beat you up?”

      “I should have called.”

      “Mitzi,” I said, massaging her temples. “He had no right to hit you.”

      “He lost his temper, it’s true, but it was my fault.”

      “No. It. Wasn’t.”

      A creak at the door told me someone was looking in, and I was betting by the intake of breath that Early was sneaking a peek at the gorgeous TV star despite my warning him off because he was just that kind of asshole. His breath turned into a controlled exhale and a deep rumble of controlled anger, and my annoyance lessened somewhat.  He had a lot of faults, one being that he was a former southern Civil War doctor that experimented on dying men to turn them into zombies, but on the other hand, his southern sensibility meant he had an old-school sense of propriety around women. It may be antiquated today, but for Early, this violence would be an anathema punishable by hanging. Mitzi was so absorbed in her own worries that she didn’t hear him.

      “No judgments, please, Waylon. I need to be at the studio in an hour. Can you cover this mess?”

      “Sure, Mitzi. You’ll look great.” The bruises required a mixture of yellow, green, and peach concealers to neutralize the florid colors, followed by a full-coverage foundation applied in layers with a special feather-light brush. I gave her a strong winged eyeliner and three coats of mascara to bring attention to her eyes and went with a light lip gloss. She had naturally dramatic eyebrows, so they only required a bit of shaping. Adding a touch of shimmer on the top of her cheekbones finished the look.

      By the time I finished, you couldn’t see a thing. “Will the make-up artist at the studio be okay with another professional doing your face?” I asked.

      “I’ll handle her, don’t you worry. You’re the best, Waylon.” She threw her arms around me and gave me a warm hug that made me wish, again, that I could have a girlfriend.

      “Don’t let him do this to you again, Mitzi. Call for help. Call me if you need me, anytime. Go to the police. This is assault.”

      “It’s just the one time.” She gave me a wink, but there was sadness behind her eyes. As she reached for the knob, the door swung open.

      “Oh, Waylon, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had a client.” Early stared at Mitzi. “Oh, Mitzi! I love your show. You look beautiful as ever.” He leaned close, speaking in a conspiratorial whisper. “Did my friend Waylon treat you right?”

      “Oh, yes. He’s magic.”

      Early nodded and held out his hand. “That he is. My name is Dr. Samuel Early. I sometimes consult for Waylon.”

      “Oh, you’re a dermatologist?”

      “I’m a specialist, yes.”

      “That’s terrific. I’ve got to go. Nice to meet you, Dr. Early.”

      “Let me escort you to your car.” Early held out his elbow and she took it, giggling.

      “Such a gentleman.”

      Early led her from the room, shooting me a look over his shoulder as he did so. I acknowledged with a sharp nod. Early would keep an eye on her and, if I were a betting man, would locate one Jason Teague.

      The thought was a little unsettling.
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      Captain Perkins knows you’re a ghost, but it’s not nice to rub his face in it. Concentrate and make yourself solid.”

      Mrs. Ross fluttered her eyelashes. “I’d like it if he rubbed his face in certain places.”

      “Mrs. Ross! Not appropriate.”

      “He’s a fine-looking man, Waylon Jenkins, and all I have to do is wait another forty years or so to get a crack at him.”

      “Ugh. Don’t say such things. It makes me want to stick my hands in my ears and la, la, la my way out of here. When he’s dead, you do you, but for now, keep it clean, please.”

      “You are the most boring zombie I know.”

      “You don’t know any other zombies!”

      “Doesn’t make my statement any less true.”

      “Just get the door.”

      Mrs. Ross cooed at Captain Jacob Perkins, the leader of the local constabulary and human as they come, but a man aware of the supernatural. I didn’t know his history with the paranormal in detail, but we’d met a time or two, and I’d confided what I was. It didn’t mean he liked me, and for him to pay a house call portended bad news. I wondered what brought the lawman out to see me.

      “Captain. Welcome to my office.” I proffered my hand.

      The captain’s eyes were cold, and he looked at my outstretched arm like it was a dead fish.

      “Tell me, Mr. Jenkins,” he said, sitting down while taking his hat off his head. “Are you eating well these days? Feeling a little peckish now and then? Going out for a bite?”

      I sat, wary. “Captain, what are you talking about?”

      “Don’t you zombies eat human flesh?”

      “No, those are orcs. Zombies eat nothing. Where’s this going?”

      The captain slapped his hat on his leg. “I’ve got bodies, Mr. Jenkins. Three of them.”

      “Homicides?”

      “Every damn one.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, but why come to me?”

      The captain leaned in, his blue eyes sharp and furious. “Because, Mr. Jenkins, every time I get to one, it’s missing body parts.”

      “Animals?”

      “No, not animals. Our murderer did it with a sharp instrument, like a––” He hesitated, his lip curled.

      “A what?” Now it was my turn to lean in.

      “A chef’s knife.”

      “Unlikely,” I said, sitting back in my chair and steepling my fingers.

      “Sounds paranormal to me.”

      “I don’t know about that. Humans do pretty weird stuff too.”

      “Waylon, let’s put this in a straightforward manner. I’m taking you to the Coroner’s office to examine these bodies. This is woo-woo stuff, and you are the only–ah, person–I know who has an eye on the paranormal.”

      “I’m a cosmetologist! I don’t do murders.”

      “Consider yourself drafted. In the meantime, tell me about your relationship with Jimmy Ricci.”

      “Jimmy the Duck? Absolutely nothing. He’s a scumbag, but I know that from the news, not by personal association.”

      “You can prove that?”

      “Prove that I don’t know him? No one can prove a negative, captain.”

      “But if I look through his bank accounts, follow his cash flow, I won’t come to you?”

      “If he lets you look through them, you won’t find a trail to me.”

      “He’ll let me alright.”

      “How? Caught him red-handed with a chef’s knife?”

      “Naw. He’s dead. He’s the last of the three bodies I was telling you about.”

      “Somebody whacked Jimmy the Duck?”

      “Someone killed him. No one says ‘whacked’ anymore.”

      “Still, it takes nerve to do that, right? His dad is probably out for blood.”

      Perkins waggled his hands in a so-so motion. “His father is shook up. It’s his mother that worries me. Rita has a mean streak.”

      I studied him. “Rita? First name basis? You know her?”

      “Went to the same high school. I didn’t know she would marry such a putz.”

      I cringed. “Language, Captain.”

      “Fuck you. I’ve got three dead bodies with missing parts, and you’re the only guy I know who could use them. I still like you for it, but even if you didn’t do it, you are the only one who can shed light on who might have. So giddyap.”

      I sighed and stood, my frame dwarfing the lawman, even though he was a former football player and not too small.

      “Lead on, Captain. Let’s go see who carved up the Duck.”
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      All manner of things resided in the coroner’s office. Random objects rested on shelves, languished in boxes, and teetered on tabletops. Doctor Sorya Sang, who was a tiny Cambodian lady, scooted around her small, cramped office like she didn’t see the clutter. In fact, she buzzed like a bee on espresso, and I blinked multiple times to make sure she wasn’t winking in and out of existence.

      “Sit, sit,” she said, sweeping a pile of papers off of two chairs onto the ground and then kicking them to the side to reveal a few inches of carpet for our feet. “You want to see the three slasher victims, right?”

      “Slasher?” I asked, lowering myself into a chair and wishing it didn’t have armrests. Armrests were tough on large people.

      “Cut up, cut off, cut open. Slashed, sliced, and severed. Cleaved, divided, and hacked. Call it what you will, someone took a sharp edge to those bodies and divided them into parts.”

      “There must have been a lot of blood,” I said.

      “Some. I’m estimating the butcher did the deed within 24 hours of death but not immediately.”

      I said, holding up a hand. “Are you saying the severing instrument, whatever it was, wasn’t the murder weapon?”

      “That’s correct. Something else killed them. I’m waiting for toxicology to come back with the report, but I suspect poison.”

      “You can’t tell what kind of poison?”

      “No immediate odor or changes in skin color. The only thing I noticed is rigor mortis set in sooner than I would have thought, but again, my time estimates on death might be skewed since each body was outside, and no one has come forward to verify time of death.”

      I mulled this, ignoring how Captain Perkins watched me like a hawk, judging my every word and move. I was about to ask another question when Dr. Sang jumped to her feet.

      “Let’s go check these chunky monkeys out.”

      Following her out, I whispered, “Does she always talk this way?”

      Captain Perkins wrinkled his nose. “What way?”

      “You know, disrespectful of the dead and rapid-fire.”

      “She’s disrespectful?”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that. If you were around dead bodies all the time, you might get immune, but being a dead body hadn’t done that to me yet.

      The cadaver room was as opposite of the doctor’s office as could be. Cold and sterile, painted light blue, almost gray, the room contained one wall of stacked stainless-steel boxes with handles. There were also three rolling stainless-steel tables, a stainless-steel countertop with a sink and various plastic-packed instruments, a closet, plus single-use gloves in multiple sizes, some purple, some not.

      “I’m not allergic to latex,” Dr. Sang said, noticing my inspection of the different colored gloves, “but other people are, and I maintain a stock of various sizes. Here,” she said, handing us both protective coverings and masks. “Gown up.”

      We donned the gear, including face masks, and she opened three drawers, extracting long trays holding bodies. Captain Perkins recoiled at the smell, but it didn’t bother me.

      She lifted the covering on one of them. “This is Jimmy Ricci. No gunshot wounds, as we might usually see from a member of this family. But if you look below, you’ll see something interesting.”

      She pulled the cover down all the way and it was immediately evident. Jimmy’s leg was severed at the thigh. Not gnawed off but cut clean.

      “This wasn’t a knife,” I said, leaning in closer to see the wound. I’d had some experience removing limbs from bodies. A lot of experience, actually, given that I needed new parts regularly, but I was big and strong. Taking a leg off with a knife was hard for any living person. I wasn’t sure it was possible.

      I continued. “No knife took that leg off, at least not by itself. You’d need a saw.”

      “Oh, really?” Captain Perkins gave me a look.

      “Or so I believe, Captain,” I said. “You know my tenant, Dr. Early?”

      “Don’t know him personally but know of him. He works for that Industries outfit, right? That military organization?”

      “They’re private but yes, run on military contracts. They research advanced wound treatment and prosthetics. He’s taught me a thing or two.”

      “I’m surprised you are handling this so well, Mr. Jenkins,” said Dr. Sang. “You don’t seem bothered by the corpses or the odor.”

      “I just have a terrible sense of smell, Doctor,” I replied. “Show me the other two bodies.”

      “This here is one Hugh O’Connell, a small-time bookie. How he got killed and chopped up, I do not know,” said Perkins, as Dr. Sang pulled up the covering so I could get a good look. This one was missing both legs at the knee.

      The third was a computer systems hacker of some kind who was missing one whole leg and the other foot.

      “All criminals?” I asked.

      “All bad guys doing bad things, yes.”

      “So, our killer has a conscience?”

      “I don’t know about that. These guys were shady, so maybe they just ran into our murderer through the course of business or whatnot,” replied the captain. “Not that it matters. I’m not sad to see these men go, but they shouldn’t die at the hands of yet another low-life who gets his jollies taking body parts.”

      “Not just any body parts, Captain. Our murderer is a leg man.”

      The captain snorted. “No breasts to be taken.”

      “Exactly. The victims are all male.”

      “Right. So, what are we looking at here?”’

      Dr. Sang slid the bodies back and motioned for us to strip off our gear. Once finished, we followed her to her office.

      She plopped into her chair, curling up crisscross applesauce. “Okay, Zombie, what’s up with the bodies? Who wants men’s legs? Shapeshifters? Sasquatches? Wendigos?”

      I stared at her.

      “Did you tell her, Captain?”

      “I said nothing.”

      Sang waved her hand in the air. “I see everything, Mr. Jenkins, and I do mean everything. I’ve autopsied things that weren’t human. You’ve done a good makeup job, but I’m betting you’ve got scars underneath, and you’re wearing gloves when it’s warm out. Besides, who hasn’t heard of the Zombie Cosmetologist, The Secret of the Stars?”

      I groaned. “I hate that TV show.” A year ago, this entertainment program called Celebrities Tonight, had cornered me after learning about my A-list clientele. I hadn’t given an interview, but they ran a segment anyway.

      “Everyone thinks you’re unconventional, an oddball, but nothing more. I took one look at you and knew the truth. Now, what gives, Mr. Jenkins? Who’s killing our criminals?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Not good enough, Jenkins,” said Perkins, giving me a hard cop stare.

      “Well, geez, Captain, so sorry, but I’m a cosmetologist, not a detective. I looked at the bodies, and I can tell you only one thing. The weapon that removed those legs wasn’t a simple kitchen knife.”

      “I agree with that assessment, Perkins,” said Dr. Sang. “I use a Mopec 5000 autopsy saw. I mean, think about it. It’s hard enough to cut through a chicken joint with a chef’s knife.”

      The captain, who’d probably never made anything more complicated than a scrambled egg, stared at her blankly. “Okay, fine. We’ve got some kind of poison plus a big saw.”

      I clapped and stood. “Great, glad we had this talk, now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got clients to see this afternoon.”

      “I do not excuse you, Waylon. You’re going to be my partner in this investigation until we figure out who or what is poisoning their victims and cutting off their lower limbs.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m lonesome, ornery, and mean. Besides, that way I can keep an eye on you, and if nothing else happens while I keep you busy, I’ll have a good reason to think you’re my perp.”

      Now I was in the weird spot of hoping something else did happen. What kind of person wishes death on another?

      Someone who couldn’t die themselves and was looking for a way out.
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      The first thing we’re gonna do,” said Perkins, holding one finger in the air, “is talk to your friend, Early. You raised a good point about him knowing stuff from his work at The Industries, and having a chat with him might do our investigation a world of good.”

      “He’s a tenant, not a friend. We have a professional relationship.”

      “You say potato; I say pa-TAH-to.”

      “I’m not sure he’s at work right now, Captain,” I said, looking at my feet. He might be tailing a starlet to identify the residence of her abusive boyfriend.

      “You have a cell phone, don’t you?”

      “Right. I’ll text him.”

      I didn’t like my mobile phone because my thumbs were too big for the touchscreen, and I didn’t always catch the typos before hitting send, which led to some embarrassing scenarios.

      Me: Hi. Where are you hip?

      Me Again: You? Where are you now?

      Early: Why?

      Me: Captn wants to talk with you.

      Early: Captain?

      Me: Captain Perlins.

      Me: Perkins.

      Early: Why does Captain Perkins want to talk to me?

      Me: There have been murdoos. Tree of them. Missing purts.

      Early: Three murders? Each of them missing parts?

      Me: Yes.

      Early: I can’t talk to him.

      Me: Why?

      Early: I’m busy.

      Me: Wjat you wnat me to tell him?

      Early: Make an appointment.

      Me: He ill. He’s got to do his dilly dally,

      Early: What?

      Me. Argh! He will, He;s got to due his due diligence.

      Early: Understood.

      Me: How’s MItzi

      Early: Fine. I found Jason.

      Me: hows he?

      Early: talk to you later.

      Me: Donut kill him.

      Early: Why? I’ll just bring him back to life later.

      Me: EARLY!

      Early: You worry too much.

      I turned to Perkins, smiling. “He’ll be happy to talk to you. He asked that you make an appointment.”

      “I hoped to talk to him now.”

      “Sorry. He says he’s busy now, but call the company. I’m sure they can fit you in.”

      “Doesn’t he live with you?” Perkins beeped the car door open, and I slid in. I’d already moved the seat as far back as it could go.

      “He rents the cottage house on the back of the property.”

      “I’ll wait for him at your house.”

      “He has his own entrance and driveway. I do not monitor his comings and goings. Captain, I have clients to attend. Call Early’s office like he asked.”

      “I’ll make an appointment for tomorrow. I’ll text you. Give me your personal number.”

      “No.”

      “Fine, I’ll call that lovely Mrs. Ross and let her know when I’ll pick you up.”

      “Why do I have to go?”

      Perkins put the car in reverse, backed out, and eased onto the highway. “’Cause you’re my ace in the hole, Waylon. Hard to lie in front of a friend.”

      “He’s not my friend, but Early has no reason to lie. Remember, he’s an expert in wound treatment and prosthetics, not a mad doctor.”

      I crossed my finger when I said that.

      “Uhm hummm. That he is. Wait for my call, Waylon.” The captain dropped me off at my home and sped away.

      I texted Early. What do u know?

      No response.

      Mrs. Ross yelled out the door. “Waylon, why are you waiting outside in the sun? You just got another appointment. Come on in and get yourself ready.”

      She was right about the sun exposure. It made dead skin char like kindling in a campfire. I needed to take my own advice and wear sunscreen and a hat.

      My next appointment was a B-movie actress with big plans. She needed a sinus drain massage and a major mustache waxing.

      “It’s the Italian genes,” said my dark-haired beauty as she leaned her head back, making it easier for me to use my fingertips to rub in small circles on the sides of her nose. “I was almost tempted to shave it off the other day.”

      I gave her my sternest look. “You know better. That’s just asking the hair to come back darker and fuller.”

      She sighed under my touch. “I know, Waylon. That’s why I made an emergency appointment. I’m auditioning tomorrow for that new Jason Teague movie.” Her eyes sparkled. “I know I’m right for this part. The femme fatale is Greek. That’s practically Italian.”

      “It is, you know. There is a tremendous shared history.”

      “Really? Whatever. I just meant they are close to each other on the map.” She opened her eyes wide. “They are, aren’t they? Close together?”

      “Yes, they are. You are completely correct,” I soothed. I switched topics. “What do you know about Jason Teague?”

      “Jason is a big-shot and the ‘it’ guy right now. Think a younger Tom Cruise without the Ron Hubbard. I’ve only met him twice.”

      “Ever seen him with Mitzi?”

      “On the red carpet? Of course. They look beautiful together.” Her voice was soft and far away, and I knew she was falling asleep under my ministrations.

      I had the solution for that. “Wake up, princess, the hot wax is going on.”

      Five seconds later, believe you me that she was wide awake.

      “Don’t rub it, darling. It will calm down. Let me put some cream on it.”

      “What’s in that magic cream, Waylon? It’s amazing.”

      “Shhh…secret recipe.” It had zombie skin cells in it. When I replaced a body part, I froze the old one and scraped a bit into my cream formula. The rose water made it smell good, but the zombie particles were the key to the regeneration properties.

      Not FDA approved.

      “You could sell it. I know people if you want me to hook you up with financing.”

      “No, I’m good, but thanks.” I handed her a bottle of water. “Now, stay hydrated and knock ‘em dead tomorrow.”

      She kissed me on the cheek. “Your skin is so cold, Waylon. Maybe you should get out in the sun more.”

      As she left, a new swing in her sashay, she got me thinking about the magic of zombie regeneration. I needed a fresh body to replace a part, and that had to happen on a semi-regular basis because my parts tended to disintegrate. Once I attached a limb to my body, it would “take” and become a part of my body until I needed a new one.

      The funny thing was that once I removed that worn-out part, it retained its zombie nature, so much so that I could use a little in my skin products.

      The original procedure used by Early all those years ago in the woods at Shiloh had been archaic but lasting.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what advances The Industries had made.
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      The lock turned with a clank and a swear word from Early as he dropped whatever he was carrying. I didn’t get up to help him.

      He flicked on the light and jumped back, his arms so full of groceries that he used his foot to push in his fallen bag. It was a paratrooper’s heavy-duty canvas messenger bag, and he loved the thing. It wasn’t a yuppie reproduction bought online, either. He’d grabbed this one off a body at some point, but I never asked for details.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked. He kept his voice just below a snarl.

      “I wanted to have a chat with you before Captain Perkins does.”

      He walked to the kitchen, open to the main living area, and placed his groceries on the counter, then walked back to the door to get his bag and put that on a side table. He didn’t look at me while he grabbed a tumbler and a bottle of whiskey, then poured three fingers. He gulped it down in one go, poured himself another, and finally sat in the rocking chair in front of me. I took up the whole loveseat on my own.

      “The Industries had an escapee,” he said.

      That caught my attention.

      “What kind of escapee?”

      “The zombie kind.”

      I clapped my hands together to keep from taking his head off. “They’re still making them? New ones, I mean?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought they’d stopped. You told me they’d stopped.”

      Early was quiet and sat there, sipping his drink. I heard the curtains flutter.

      He shifted in his seat. “They told me they did, but there was a team I didn’t know about that had a secret contract and continued.”

      “More war-time fodder?”

      Early sipped again and nodded, eyes down.

      “Early, how could you let this happen?”

      Now he did snarl. “I didn’t let it happen! They did it on the sly. I continued my research into ending zombie lives while they were still making new ones, and I didn’t know. I. Didn’t. Know.”

      Ah. Now I knew what was bothering him. I sat back and crossed my arms. “You’ve lost control of the outfit.”

      “If I ever had it, but at least at one time I sat at the executive table and knew all the teams.”

      “Who’s running the outfit?”

      “New guy, only been there nine months. A Brit named Quint Addington. Could his name be any more pretentious?”

      “Probably not.”

      “My point. He’s a prick. A well-connected prick, and I must grudgingly admit he’s brought in additional funding and gotten rid of some dead weight—“

      “Dead weight? Bodies?”

      “No, you dumbass, catch up with modern slang. I meant scientists and doctors who were nonperformers.”

      “Ah. How does he feel about you? Given that he didn’t tell you about the zombie team?”

      “It may mean nothing.” He tapped his hand on his knee.

      “Have you produced any papers lately? Brought in any grants?”

      Early jumped to his feet and took the empty glass to the kitchen. “I fail to see what that has to do with anything. I’m working on a singular project.”

      I kept my voice mild. “Just wondering what Addington’s definition of ‘dead weight’ is.”

      I knew I’d hit a soft spot when Early turned his back to me.

      My needling him was necessary because his research was the only chance I had of dying for real. He couldn’t get fired, or my chances were over. He couched his research in terms that made it palatable to funding committees, but basically, he was searching for a way to kill me.

      On my request.

      “How many active zombies in the military today, Early?”

      “I would have said ten, but now I don’t know.”

      “Any of them asked to die?”

      He didn’t answer.

      I stood and faced his back. “Early?”

      “I think so.”

      “So they decided to make more.”

      Early whirled on me. “They feel that it is better to use zombies than living humans because zombies don’t feel pain.”

      “Yeah, we just get up, get stitched back together, and they throw us out there to do it again. We have personalities, Early. Our minds. Our hearts. It’s traumatic to be torn to pieces and remade.”

      “I know that, but they don’t care. If they can keep sewing you guys up and sending you out, no blood, no pain, and no family to notify, they’re going to keep doing it. The government likes the reduction in casualty numbers since you can’t count zombies twice.”

      “Bastards. Tell me about the escapee.”

      Early grabbed two slices of bread and a jar of peanut butter and made himself a sandwich.

      God, I wished I could eat. I’d almost forgotten how good food tasted, but I could still smell it and, though I know it didn’t happen, I imagined my stomach rumbling in response. I wanted to enjoy a glass of wine. Taste fresh corn on the cob. Feed a strawberry to a pretty girl.

      I would never, ever have those things.

      Early swallowed a bite and retook his seat. “The zombie is about five-foot-eleven with brown hair and eyes. He died in Iraq with no known family, even after an extensive search. He used to have a sister, but she died in a car crash.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Living, his name was Edward Sampson. Went by Eddie. I think they…” He trailed off.

      “What?” My voice was more urgent. I knew I wasn’t going to like what Early was about to say.

      “Zombies are given numbers, not names.”

      “But they are still feeling, thinking beings!”

      “Maybe they found a way to inhibit the personality.” Early had the decency to look at least a little bit miserable.

      I paced the floor, which only took three steps one way and three back, but I had to burn off my anger.

      “Fine, so let’s accept that they are creating mindless cannon fodder out of dead soldiers, why did Eddie run for it?”

      Betsy Ross popped through the door. Early dropped his sandwich, glared at her, and went to make a new one.

      She ignored him. “Maybe they need some to be creative thinkers to lead the other zombies. I mean, what’s the point if they can’t make decisions on the ground?”

      I pointed at her. “You’re right. They still need leaders. Early, we need to find Eddie.”

      “Do you think he has anything to do with the murders?” He slapped jelly on his bread this time.

      “He may not have anything to do with them whatsoever. Why would he kill people? Kill criminals? It makes no sense. If I were him, I’d want to get as far away as possible, not make a scene murdering random crooks.”

      “So, why do you want to find him?”

      I stared at Early long enough that he blinked. Mrs. Ross floated beside me, giving him her best ghost glare. “Because he may need help.”

      “Right. Of course. I just meant that maybe he is better off alone, staying hidden, traveling out of town, and forging his own path.”

      “With no money and no friends? I don’t think so.”

      Mrs. Ross nodded. “He’ll want a place to sleep. You guys still need rest, even if not as much as a living person, and you prefer the cold.”

      “I agree. He’d want a place that gets him out of the sun, where people aren’t likely to stumble on him, but not so far out that he can’t get a glimpse of civilization. If I were in his shoes, I’d be lonely. Seeing people, even if he can’t interact with them, would make him feel a little less isolated.”

      “He’ll need something new to wear,” Mrs. Ross said. “Army clothes will stand out.”

      It hit me like a hammer. “What if they didn’t? What if he chose a place where his strange looks might be assumed to be something else?”

      Early snapped his fingers at the same time Mrs. Ross’ eyes lit up. They spoke simultaneously.

      “Paramount Ranch.”
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      The drive to Paramount Ranch was awfully quiet, Early and I each meditating on our thoughts. The park was nestled in the beautiful Santa Monica Mountains, part of the National Park System, and had gorgeous hiking and horse paths. The Ranch was originally leased by Paramount Pictures in 1923 and had since served as a “western town” set for major motion pictures and television shows. It was a popular tourist attraction since visitors could swagger through the cowboy town with its bathhouse, saloon, and old-timey bank. We walked over the rickety bridge to traipse the dirt streets with the tourists and their dogs, kids, and strollers.

      Two men stood back-to-back in front of the main building, pretending to have a duel, and a woman posed for a photo in front of the Mud Bug Hotel. You couldn’t go in the buildings, but walking around made you feel like you were in the Wild, Wild West, panning for gold or searching for that small piece of land to call your own.

      One area was roped off because of a movie currently filming there, although no one was on set today. As luck would have it, the movie was Zombie Cowboys from Space, which seemed ideal for Eddie and had motivated our visit. One Stetson, a pair of low hung jeans and a bandana and Eddie could blend easily and make scale while doing it. If he camped in the mountains at night, no one would find him.

      Of course, he could be long gone by now. I’d been looking for Jesus everywhere and never found him. I’d searched hard, too, far and wide, because I had questions. I’d even taken out a full-page ad in several newspapers, both in the US and abroad. The headline read, “Come to me, Jesus.” I got well-meaning messages from pastors and ministers and church ladies telling me that I had it backward, that Jesus doesn’t come to me, that I had to go to Jesus. I told them I would if I knew where, but they just said, “Go to church,” and that didn’t work. I’d already searched churches of every denomination.

      Point being, it was a big world, and one resurrected man could stay hidden if he chose.

      Early and I wandered for an hour, taking our time, and then met in the center of town. I was less certain than I had been that this was the right place, but Early seemed confident.

      “How do you think we handle this?” I asked.

      “We wait here and let him come to us.”

      I almost told him about Jesus but decided not to.

      “How do we attract him?” I asked.

      “Do you have make-up remover in the car?”

      I drew myself up, offended. “Do I have make-up remover in the car? I have my whole kit. You never know.”

      “You never know when there’s going to be a make-up emergency?” His voice couldn’t have been drier.

      “Hey! It’s Los Angeles; stranger things have happened. A month ago, I rescued a bride on her wedding day when it rained. No one plans for rain in L.A., but I happened to be nearby and fixed her face.”

      “You’re a hero.” Early picked a long piece of grass from the edge of a trailhead and tucked it between his teeth.

      I let him chew on it for a good thirty seconds and then said, “You know, they allow dogs in this park.”

      He spat it out.

      “Maybe we should leave a message,” I said. “If I were him, I’d want to know what we want, and to make sure we’re not The Industries coming back for him.”

      “That’s precisely what we are going to do. Go take off your face.”

      I jumped back a few feet. “I beg your pardon?” He couldn’t mean that.

      “I meant take off your make-up, you twit. Use that makeup remover you’re so proud of in your car and show your scars. He’ll recognize you as a zombie.”

      “So? He won’t know who I am. He’ll think I’m part of a well-laid trap.”

      “You are part of a well-laid trap. Our trap.”

      “We aren’t trapping him! We want to help him.”

      “All the same. We want to get in arm’s reach.”

      I marched to the car, relieved to see that most people were leaving the area. I didn’t want to scare anyone. I grabbed a bunch of cotton squares and my micellar makeup remover. (I use the drug store brand. The French brand is too expensive for no good reason.) A few minutes of gentle wiping—don’t rub, people—and my skin was au naturale.

      It wasn’t pretty. Scars ran vertically from my ears down the entire length of my throat and diagonally from my temple, across my cheeks to my nose. They weren’t equally spaced, so one side’s stitches were higher than the others, and my skin tone was noticeably green, like a light puce, the color living humans turned when ill with food poisoning. My nose was sewn on by itself, having been replaced several times and repaired with careful stitches from Mrs. Ross. All in all, I looked like a monster.

      I sat in the car, staring at my face in the rearview mirror, not enjoying what I was seeing and terrified to open the door and show my face in public. A young family was getting into the car next to me, and I turned my head away, holding a cotton square up like it could shield me.

      Tap. Tap.

      A little girl peered at me through the window.

      “Are you putting on your makeup for the movie?” She bopped up and down like she had to pee.

      “I’m so sorry, mister,” said her father, grabbing the girl under her arms and swinging her into her car seat in the back. “She’s super nosy.” He grinned while he said that, clearly charmed by his outgoing child.

      “It’s not a problem,” I said. “Yes, tell her not every monster is a bad one.”

      “Oh! I know that!” yelled the little girl, leaning forward so far that she strained the belt on her chair. “I watch cartoons! And Sesame Street! And my favorite movie is Monsters, Inc.”

      The dad blushed and closed the door. “I like old movies.”

      “I do, too. She’s sweet. I’m glad the special effects makeup didn’t scare her.”

      “Naw, she’s tough. Have a good day.”

      “You, too.”

      They drove off, and I felt a bit better. Maybe if I pretended I was an actor, I could do this.

      I exited the car, shoulders back, and brought my makeup kit with me. It rolled along, wobbling on some rocks here and there, but instead of fear, I got swarmed by the remaining families.

      “Can I have your autograph?”

      “Are you someone I should know?

      “I thought they weren’t shooting today.”

      Early strolled over. “Easy, folks, easy. We’re just doing some test shots in the late afternoon light. No actual filming today. Thanks for your enthusiasm, though.”

      A few stragglers stared at me, but Early kept up his prattle and took out his iPhone like he was taking some photos or emailing important people, which set them at ease. Meanwhile, I carried my kit to the edge of the town and looked toward the Coyote Canyon Trail, then slowly made my way up the historic racetrack toward the Hacienda Trail and Marco Polo Hill. I completed the circle by tromping south, walking the Medea Trail, and hiking to the Western Town Overlook. If Eddie was out there, he’d have seen me.

      Early followed me on this journey, giving me directions to turn this way and that, holding up his hands like he was checking camera angles. All-in-all we mugged it up for the onlookers who eventually got tired of his act and my face because they all wandered away, leaving us with a darkening sky and no zombie.

      We decided to wait at the “Sheriff’s Office” and see if Eddie would show up. By this time, I decided we’d wasted our afternoon, but Early was still optimistic.

      While we hung around, leaning on a hitching rail, I pondered the possibility of getting a dog, something I’d considered many times, but hadn’t done yet out of fear the dog might be scared by my appearance or disturbed by my smell, which wasn’t the same as a warm-blooded human’s. My skin was cold, and my scent more like a cadaver’s. I stayed away from dogs on purpose, but the dream of a constant companion never left. I’d have to stick to trees and plants, though, given the circumstances. They didn’t judge. The point being my mind was occupied when a voice rang out.

      “Why are you looking for me? I’m not going back.”

      Early popped to his feet and turned in a slow circle, showing his empty hands. I copied him, my arms outstretched.

      “We aren’t here to capture you or take you back. We just want to talk to you.”

      “Why? Who are you?”

      “My name is Samuel Early, and I’m a doctor. This is Waylon Jenkins, and as you can see, he’s like you, except he isn’t part of The Industries. He lives free.”

      “Jenkins, is this true?” The voice was a little closer.

      “It is,” I responded, raising my voice so it would carry. “I’m a makeup artist.”

      “No shit? You can’t feel pain or bleed or die, and you spend your time smoothing out women’s complexions?”

      I crossed my arms now, a little grumpy at this zombie’s attitude. “I learned special effects makeup so I could cover my scars and pass as human, and I need to support myself. I have a house and a career, and you’re hiding in the mountains, so don’t be so condescending.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” said Eddie, his voice contrite. “I’m probably a little jealous.”

      “Why don’t you come down here, and we’ll talk about it?”

      “No offense, but I’m not in a trusting mood.”

      “Understood. Can I ask you another question?” I was taking a chance, but I had to know.

      “I guess.”

      “There’ve been three dead bodies that have come to the police’s attention. Each missing lower limbs. You know anything about that?”

      Crickets. Literally.

      “Eddie?”

      Early tried. “Eddie, we aren’t saying you killed the men. We just want to know if you have information.”

      I pulled a business card from my kit and stuck it into the corner of the Sheriff’s Office window. “This is for you, Eddie. If you get access to a phone or something, check me out. You’ll see I’m telling the truth. We’ll be back tomorrow. Hoping you want to talk then.”

      Early and I walked back to the car and drove off. I took one last look behind me and saw a flash of light from someone hiking the Medea Trail. Guess our Eddie had stuck around and listened. Maybe he’d show tomorrow, maybe not. We’d have to wait and see.
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      My penis disintegrated in the shower that evening. I loved the feeling of hot water sluicing down my back, but I didn’t appreciate the plopping noise the offending member made when it hit the tile, nor the look of it when I picked it up, and it oozed between my fingers.

      I needed a new one, but that meant finding a fresh body or getting Early to procure one from The Industries, even if I despised them for the zombie program resurgence. I knew they used cadavers for experiments and training, and that they applied the learnings from prior zombie programs to both dead and living tissue for wound and prosthetic procedures, but making new zombies from scratch? That was something they had supposedly given up.

      Eddie was proof they hadn’t.

      Until I knew more about what they were doing and Early’s status there, I didn’t want to get anything from The Industries. I was going to have to live without a penis for a while, which made me sad. I was already less of a man than I wanted to be, and now I’d been diminished further. I was a zombie eunuch. How depressing was that?

      Mitzi arrived the next morning dressed in an adorable floral sleeveless summer dress with red kitten heel sandals.

      “Darling, you look wonderful,” I said as I hung her bag on the back of the door and helped her into my chair. “Love the flirty hem.”

      “Thanks, Waylon,” she said, leaning back and taking off her sunglasses. “How am I doing?”

      “Much better,” I replied. “Your bruises are almost gone. We’ll get some foundation and cover-up on there, and you’ll be good to go for set in no time.”

      I placed more cold compresses on her skin while I gathered the base, color Fair in number three, as well as the matching concealer, plus a cream blush, a standard of mine that I used on practically everyone. The color was divine, and the tiny milled gold flecks added a lovely glow to all complexions.

      I took a breath and dove into the more pressing questions. “While we have this moment together, Mitzi, have you kicked Jason to the curb?”

      “You know, I didn’t have to. He was so apologetic the next day and has been so charming and thoughtful ever since. I think he turned a corner. I don’t know what changed, but he’s been a total gentleman lately.”

      I knew what did it. Or, who did it. I didn’t know how.

      “That’s nice to hear, but you know abusers don’t really change. They tend to repeat their same bad habits. Be careful.”

      “He’s not an abuser, silly!” Mitzi patted my arm. “He’s just a strong man who got a little flustered. It’s all good now.”

      I wanted to argue with her, but I knew my pleas would fall on deaf ears. I hemmed and hawed and said benign things as she told me about the script for the day’s shoot and how her agent was working on a movie deal with a big-name director. She was happy, and I didn’t want to burst that bubble.

      “Hold still and look up, dear, and I’ll get this mascara on. It’s a Korean fiber brand, so you’ll need a good waterproof makeup remover to get it off later. Do you have one? If not, I’ll give you a little bit of mine.”

      “Oh, I’ve got everything at home, Waylon. No worries.” She blinked a few times, and I made her wait a moment while I got a cotton swab and dotted away a few mascara streaks.

      “There, you’re perfect. Go knock ’em dead.”

      “Waylon, I couldn’t do this without you. Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.”

      She traipsed to her car in her cute dress and heels, with a flawless face and a chipper attitude, and I vowed to learn from her. I would face my day with an equally positive attitude, and for a moment, I was actually cheery.

      “Waylon?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Ross?”

      “Captain Perkins will be here in fifteen minutes. He’s taking you to The Industries for an interview with some higher-ups there.”

      And there went the cheer. All of it, in one fell swoop, replaced by extreme anxiety as I realized I would be walking into a pseudo-military, scientific complex that created zombies and lived to study them. If I wasn’t careful, I could wind up as their newest lab rat.

      I got ready with as much care as I gave to Mitzi. Makeup to cover the scars, blotting to a skin-like finish, glasses with clear lenses to draw attention to my human-looking eyes, a dark gray suit with a pink shirt and a silver tie with delicate ivory polka dots. A black belt and black shoes, smooth Oxfords, not Brogues, completed the look. I certainly qualified for “Best Dressed Ambulatory Non-Living Personhood.”

      I decided not to wear gloves but used fake skin employed by special effects artists to, ironically enough, create scars and wounds. I used a liquid version that was smooth and flexible.

      “How do I look?”

      Mrs. Ross gave me a once over and said the sweetest thing.

      “You look normal.”

      I texted Early.

      Me: Coming to officially.

      Early: What?

      Me: Comin to office.

      Early: My office? Now?

      Me: ? Bee there soon.

      Early: Who are you meeting with? He didn’t make an appointment with me.

      Me: Don’t know, perkins st up.

      Early: Oh. Dear.

      I was well and truly scared to do this, but I couldn’t figure out how to refuse the captain. I had no doubts that if Perkins believed I’d killed those men, he’d arrest me and out me. Or, as unlikely as it seemed, he could try to kill me, and that would be worse, because he couldn’t. He’d just reduce me to smaller and smaller bits, which meant my consciousness stayed with those bits until Early reassembled me. The reconstruction was trivial when it was a large body part or two, but once the components got smaller, it took tinkering. I had to be reconstituted like a jigsaw puzzle and then left to regenerate the rest of the way. Then, depending on what healed and what didn’t, he’d have to find larger parts to piece me back together.

      And yes, we knew this by actual trial and error. My body couldn’t be destroyed and wouldn’t completely decompose. My consciousness stayed tethered to those tiny, remaining parts, and there I lingered, unable to speak, move, or touch, but aware of everything that was happening around me.

      It was hell, and it was what was potentially facing me if Perkins thought I was guilty. I’d let him kill me if I believed it would work, but he’d fail.

      On the other hand, The Industries would love to have me in its grasp, and that thought gave me the chills.

      The captain was the rock and The Industries, the hard place.

      Perkins rapped on the door, sharp and quick. Betsy Ross answered, her feet firmly on the ground.

      “Captain, good to see you.”

      “Is he ready?”

      “I’ll call him.”

      I walked to the captain, my arm outstretched. “No need, Mrs. Ross. Captain, nice to see you.”

      The captain turned his back to me, ignoring my hand. “Let’s go, Frankenstein.”

      I refused to move. “Don’t call me that.”

      He turned slightly. “Why? You’re like him, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe, yes, but you meant that in a derogatory way, like if I called you ‘cracker,’ or ‘redneck,’ given you’re from the south.”

      “Didn’t know you had such delicate feelings.”

      “You want my help, Captain?”

      “Not really, but I don’t have enough evidence on you to hold you accountable yet, so keeping you in my sights seems like the right thing to do. Although I’m getting close to nailing you on this, Jenkins, since another body showed up yesterday.”

      “What? Where?”

      “Like you don’t know. Paramount Ranch.”

      I didn’t say a word, just stood there blinking.

      He pulled out his phone and handed it to me. It was a photo of me walking toward the old west town, rolling my kit along.

      “I was there, yes.”

      Perkins all but spit at me. “That’s obvious.”

      “I didn’t kill anyone.”

      Perkins got close to me, and though he craned his neck to see my eyes, and I gazed downward, his stare made me cringe. “Then. Why. Were. You. There?”

      That was a nifty question. I couldn’t tell him about Eddie, yet.

      “I was there to audition for the movie.”

      Perkins stepped back, his eyebrows squinched together. “Zombie Cowboys from Space?” He took another step back. “I guess I could see why you would want to.” He gestured to my body, sweeping a hand up and down. “It certainly suits.” He rubbed his eyes. “They weren’t shooting yesterday.”

      “So I discovered. I’m going back today, this afternoon, in fact.”

      He gestured for me to follow. “Still, awfully coincidental.”

      “Oh, come on. Someone dropped a body in the Santa Monica Mountains? That can’t be too unusual, Captain.”

      Perkins harrumphed and jerked his head for me to follow. He slid into the driver’s seat of the tan unmarked car and belted up. “Let’s go,” he said.
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      Who are we meeting?” I belted up too, although I could go right through the window and walk away unscathed.

      “Quint Addington, the director. I made an appointment with his assistant.”

      “I thought you wanted to speak to Early,” I said.

      “I mentioned Early when I made the appointment.”

      “What do you know about Mr. Addington?”

      The captain pointed to a manila folder shoved in between his seat and the center console. I opened it and read the single sheet of paper it contained.

      “British, recently relocated here. Educated at Oxford but with study abroad stints at the Sorbonne and Humboldt University of Berlin. Master’s Degree from the London School of Economics.”

      “Yeah,” Perkins said. “A real smarty-pants.”

      “Spent time in London working for a consulting firm, then moved to New York for a position at Smith, Whyle, and Grimmons, whoever they are. Now at The Industries. Unmarried. No children.”

      I looked at Perkins. “This man lives for his work.”

      “And sounds like a spook.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “That resume sounds like someone who works for a clandestine agency. Secret Intelligence. MI6. Call it what you will, that’s what he sounds like to me.”

      “Why would a spy work for The Industries?”

      The look he shot me would have withered my nether regions if I had any.

      “Don’t be naïve, Jenkins. A top-notch United States military funded think tank? Why wouldn’t he want access? The only question is whether he is there with the approval of the CIA or not. I have to think they know about him or even invited him because he’s not pretending to be someone he’s not. He’s not here undercover.”

      “Maybe it’s a cooperative thing, or Mr. Addington left MI6 and went to work in the private sector.”

      Perkins snorted. “Possibly, but I know the type. They never completely leave.”

      The building was several floors tall and sprawling. Its gated entrance had two uniformed guards manning the post. Perkins leaned out the window to talk to one of them while the second surveyed our car from the outside and scribbled on a notepad, presumably writing down our license plate number.

      “We have an appointment with Mr. Addington,” Perkins explained, handing over his identification and gesturing to the star pinned to his chest.

      “Yes, sir.” The guard took his ID, checked a list, and made a call. The other guard came around to my side and knocked on the glass.

      “We’ll need your ID, too, sir.”

      “No problem.” I handed over my driver’s license, which was real, although the birth certificate I used to get it was fake, and he took it back to his colleague.

      Perkins rolled the window up, calm on the exterior, while they checked us out,but he kept fiddling with the radio. Finally, they returned our identification, handed us each a badge to clip to our clothes, and slipped a placard onto the inside dash that indicated we were guests.

      “Leave that on the car when you park, Captain. That way, we won’t suspect a bomb and blow up your car.”

      Perkins and I both startled at that.

      The guard grinned, or, more accurately, showed us his teeth. “Just kidding.”

      “Ha.” That was all Perkins said. I didn’t say anything.

      We parked in a guest spot right in front of the door, and I checked my makeup in the mirror. It was a nervous tic, and I shouldn’t have done it, given the outside cameras and what the security staff would make of a man powdering his nose.

      Perkins didn’t seem to care. He was taking in the surroundings, noting the cameras, the K9 patrol on the far end of the campus, the high fences, and he looked up when a helicopter flew overhead.

      “What the fuck are they doing here? Wound care?” he whispered to me as we approached the imposing front doors. “Sure as hell isn’t bandages, antibiotics, and butterfly clips.”

      Again, I went with silence.

      The armed guards at the front door inspected our badges and waved us through. The man and woman at the desk inside the foyer wore plain clothes, pretending to be receptionists, but I noted the holster bulges under their jackets.

      The woman addressed us. “Captain Perkins. Mr. Jenkins. Mr. Addington will see you in his office. Allow me to escort you.”

      Perkins and I exchanged glances. Like we were allowing anything. It was obvious that they were calling the shots.

      She used a card key to access the elevator and ushered us in, pressing the top floor, which was indicated by a blank white button. All the other buttons had numbers on them and were black. The C-suites ranked anonymity.

      The door opened, and a man in a suit greeted us before we could step out.

      “Captain Perkins and Mr. Jenkins, welcome. I’m Peter Shunk, Mr. Addington’s executive assistant. Please follow me.”

      The elevator door closed behind us with a soft hum. Only way to go was forward, but my discomfort was growing by the minute. I was lucky I didn’t sweat, or it would be dripping down my face. Perkins kept pulling at his cuffs, a sign that even his cool veneer was cracking. He wore his uniform, a tan, crisp button-down, a dark tie with a silver tie clip, his star over his heart, and dark green khaki pants. His duty belt was fully kitted out with his gun on his right hip, extra mags in the back, handcuffs, pepper spray, and a pouch for gloves, as well as other paraphernalia that made him look dangerous and all business.

      Peter slipped across the carpet like a well-oiled dinner cart in a five-star hotel, silent and unobtrusive. His steps didn’t even leave footprints in the plush fibers. With his dark slick hair, pointy chin, and mincing walk, he reminded me of a praying mantis waiting for an unsuspecting bug. I comforted myself with the thought that male praying mantises don't live all that long and often met sad, tragic ends.

      He knocked on a simple wooden door without a name placard.

      “Come in.”

      Peter opened the door and motioned for us to enter. It was a simple office, basic furniture, southern exposure windows, and a medium-sized man with glasses in an utterly nondescript, tailored gray suit standing to greet us. Peter followed and sat in a chair in the corner of the room.

      “Quint Addington, CEO of The Industries, at your service. Pleasure to meet you.” His eyes were brown, and his nose was broad with huge nostrils. It was the only thing memorable about his face. Everything else was the taupe of facial features.

      Captain Perkins shook his hand, but I fumbled with the back of a guest chair and gave him a weak wave. I didn’t want to touch hands with him and take the chance he’d notice the fake skin. He looked at me quizzically for a moment.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” he said to me.

      “Waylon Jenkins.”

      Addington perked up. “Ah, yes. Captain Perkins mentioned you when he made our appointment. You’re friends with Dr. Early.”

      I tipped my chin in acknowledgment. “Early is a tenant on my property.”

      “How nice for you.”

      Not really, I thought.

      “Peter, would you fetch Dr. Early, please?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “So, gentlemen, how can I be of service?” Addington sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers.

      “We’ve had some bodies show up, recently,” stated Perkins.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Addington said.

      “Yes, yes. The thing is, all of them were poisoned and are missing limbs. We know that your facility deals with amputations, and we thought we could pick your brains about how that could happen.”

      Addington sniffed. “I assure you we have nothing to do with murders.”

      “We didn’t say you did,” Perkins said in a bland voice.

      Peter re-entered, Early on his heels.

      “Ah. Early, please take a seat. I take it you know Mr. Jenkins.”

      Early gave us a nod and pulled up a chair. “Of course, he’s my landlord. Captain, nice to see you again.”

      Addington continued. “Captain Perkins says that they’ve had some murders of late, awful that, where the bodies are missing limbs. They’d like to know more about how one would remove a limb.”

      Early turned to Perkins. “And, you think we would know, because?”

      “Waylon told me you had teams specializing in amputation.”

      Early nodded. “We do, that’s true.”

      “Well, what do I need to know?” Perkins took out a notepad and pen from his front right shirt pocket.

      “Did the amputations happen before or after death?”

      “After, is my understanding.”

      “That means the murderer didn’t have to deal with screaming or wriggling,” said Early, and I had to stop myself from slamming my head to my hand. Could he have been creepier? Addington’s smile became strained.

      Perkins blanched but wrote that down. “That’s one way to put it.”

      Early gave him a pointed look. “What I mean is that a living person isn’t so willing to lose arms and legs. There would be signs of a struggle, binding, and the cut would be messy. Is the cut clean?”

      “It is, and the bleeding was post-mortem.”

      “That settles that then,” Early said with satisfaction.

      “A bone-saw is best to get through the femur although it could be done with a hand saw or a bow saw, like the ones you would use to take down tree limbs. An ax could do it, but that would leave a different kind of post-mortem wound. The muscles would be ragged, and the bone would be splintered. You’d notice.”

      “That’s what we thought,” Perkins said, still writing. Without looking up, he asked, “Can either of you think of any reasons why someone would want to cut off a dead body’s leg?”

      “Of course not, Captain,” said Addington, before Early could respond. “We hope to replace missing arms and legs here and to do so on living people. We aren’t murderers or fetishists.”

      “Again, no one said you were,” Perkins responded with a mollifying smile. “Dr. Early, you were about to answer that question?”

      Early cast his eyes at Addington and shook his head.

      Perkins leaned in. “Are you sure, Dr. Early?”

      Early shrugged. “The only reason would be to experiment with necrotic tissue. There are some scientific reasons to do that. Some labs study larval therapy for removal of devitalized tissue.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I heard Addington shift in his seat.

      Early continued. “Maggots. They study the use of maggots to remove necrotic tissue.”

      “Does this facility do that kind of research?”

      “We do not.” Addington’s voice was clipped and definitive. “Captain, Mr. Jenkins, I’m afraid that’s all the time we have for you today. Peter, will you show them out? Dr. Early, please stay with me a moment.”

      “One last question, please,” Perkins said, holding up his hand.

      “What?” asked Addington.

      “The victims were poisoned first and, while we don’t know the poison, it seemed to speed up rigor mortis. Can you think of anything that would do that?”

      Addington had had enough. “We don’t deal in poison here, Captain Perkins.”

      Peter slunk forward. “Please, follow me.”

      “Thank you for your time,” Perkins said, his voice pleasant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      We exited twice as fast as we came in, as if the building and its occupants couldn’t wait to spit us out. We walked to the car and stood there for a moment.

      “That was interesting,” said Perkins.

      “How so?” For me, it was interesting in a “won’t you come into my parlor said the spider to the fly” kind of way, but I wanted to know what Perkins thought.

      “Their reaction to the questions. I thought there would be more scientific interest, that they would approach it with a detached academic curiosity, but instead, they got ruffled, made it more personal than I expected. Tells me they have things to hide. Definitely more spook than just military and certainly a place with secrets.”

      “Doesn’t mean they have anything to do with the murders though,” I said, leaning against the hood of the car.

      “Isn’t that hot?” Perkins asked me, his face incredulous that I was touching the car without screaming in pain. The sun was out full force.

      I jumped up. “Didn’t notice until you mentioned it, Perkins. Guess it is.”

      “Can’t you feel heat and cold?”

      “Yes, I can,” I explained, “but not the way you do. Hey, is that Early?”

      “Sure is.”

      Early was exiting the building and walking toward us. His face was red, and he walked like a man with a purpose.

      “What’s up, Early?” Perkins asked.

      “Mr. Addington wanted me to assure you that if we think of anything else, we’ll call, but he asked that you keep in mind that our work here is delicate and not for sharing with the public.”

      Perkins eyed him. “Y’all keep a low profile.”

      “That we do.”

      “You boys stay here for a moment. I want to ask these front door guards a question or two.” He sauntered toward them, hands loose by his sides. I had no idea what Perkins wanted, but it gave me a moment with Early. Still, I kept an eye on the Captain, hoping the guards saw his body posture as non-threatening. Something about them made me think they had itchy trigger fingers.

      Early watched, too. We stood side-by-side, not saying anything, both tense.

      I broke the silence. “Saw Mitzi today.”

      Early raised an eyebrow. “How is she?”

      “Better. Her bruises are fading.”

      “That’s good. She’s a delightful young lady.”

      “What did you do to Jason Teague?”

      “Me?” He shrugged. “I just told him that beating up on women was wrong.”

      “You simply spoke to him?” I crossed my arms and gave him the beady eyeball.

      “I might have also mentioned that I had done some research into him.”

      I eyed him some more. “What kind of research?”

      Early blushed. “Let’s just say that with company computers, nothing disappears. Even things you tried to erase from the internet stay forever.”

      Now he had me curious. “Like what?”

      Early looked around. I thought I saw some movement from the thicket of trees nearby, but Early didn’t seem to notice.

      “Jason Teague is Captain Colossal.”

      I didn’t understand. “Who?”

      “Captain Colossal was an adult film actor about three years ago. You can guess why.” He winked, gesturing at his crotch. I rolled my hand to tell him to get on with it but kept staring at the copse of trees.

      “Captain Colossal wore a mask at all times. He never revealed his face. Let’s just say that with a few taps on a special search engine, plus a phone call or two, I was able to unearth the truth. He thought he’d hidden the evidence, but there it was. Jason Teague, Hollywood heartthrob and everyone’s favorite boyfriend was once the world’s biggest porn star.”

      The more I thought about it, the more I liked it. “You threatened to reveal this?”

      “More like I mentioned that I knew, and he figured out the rest.”

      I smiled a wicked grin. “You know, Early, in this case, I approve of your methods.”

      Early waggled his eyebrows but turned his head when he saw my face. “What is it?”

      “There’s someone over there.” I pointed.

      “Behind the trees?”

      “Originally, that’s where I saw movement, but now, look further away, past the trees, toward the gate in the back.”

      Early shaded his eyes and peered where I told him, straightening in alarm. “Why is that person skulking?”

      I peered at the figure hugging the fence. “Don’t you think he’d be tripping some motion sensors or something?”

      Early’s voice was low. “Unless they want him to come back and are letting him enter.”

      “Letting!” It hit me. “Is that Eddie?”

      Before Early could stop me, I took off toward the fence. “Eddie, if that is you, go back! Go back! They’re trying to lure you in!”

      “Stop!” The voices behind me rang with command, but I didn’t care.

      Perkins’ voice followed. “Don’t shoot him! He’s with me!”

      I ran straight across the vast expanse of grass, dimly wondering—too late—if they land mined the place. I didn’t think they could do that, but I had an image in my head of Indiana Jones-like spikes springing from the lawn, impaling my feet.

      I ignored my macabre imagination and kept running, calling out. “Eddie, is that you? Turn around, run away! It’s a trap.”

      My Admiral Ackbar warning caught his attention. He froze, his back against the tall fence, and shifted his body to retreat in the direction from which he’d come. Inch-by-inch, taking care with his steps, he moved to his right, toward an outdoor electrical box at least three feet tall and four feet wide. He scooted closer and jumped on top of it.

      I didn’t see anything more because a man grabbed at my blazer, which I let him have, letting my arms go loose so he pulled the sports coat off of me. He reacted by grasping my shirt, untucking it from my slacks as he ripped it upwards. I dove forward, yanking myself free, trying to see where Eddie had gone. The thought of The Industries recapturing him drove me to a state of near madness. He’s just gotten out of there. Why would he come back?

      “Mr. Jenkins, stop running! Why won’t he slow down? What is he trying to do? Why would he pursue that man? He should have let security do their jobs!” I wasn’t paying attention to who spoke, though the voice was familiar.

      “Yeah, maybe he should have, but it wouldn’t have mattered. Your visitor was gone,” puffed Early, straining with the chase. “Waylon. Waylon! Slow down!”

      “I want him arrested! We had an intruder, and he let him escape!” said the same snarky voice, not labored at all, as if the speaker ran a daily 5K regimen, rain or shine, and judged you for not doing the same.

      “Calm down, Shunk,” said Perkins. “Hey! Waylon, get it together. What’s got into you?”
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