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Chapter 1



January 12, 1982.  

Snowmass, Colorado.

The mountain was majestic under a cold, crisp blue dawn sky and three feet of pristine, virgin snow. It was peaceful there. Isolated. Good and quiet.

At least until the hot-wired 1975 Pontiac Grand Ville convertible with the top down and its radio blaring a boisterous Mariachi cover of Incense and Peppermint arced air-born out over the mountain’s jagged crest.

The square-jawed, trust fund ski-bum behind the wheel kept his foot solidly and unnecessarily down on the gas and his arm draped over the pretty, vacant-eyed ski-bunny nuzzled in tight next to him. In the back seat, his frat-boy sidekick tried to pour an empty can of beer out over his own face. All three seemed perfectly oblivious to the sudden air-born status of their vehicle, an ignorance due almost entirely to their condition as zombies: Mottled-skinned, freshly-made zombies.

At the end of its graceful arc, the Grand Ville did this perfect thudding belly-flop onto the unspoiled mountainside, kicking up billowing clouds of snow around it, back wheels spinning madly, engine revving.

For a moment the three zombies sat in stunned silence from the impact—then burst into grunting peels of guttural, phlegm-spitting laughter that echoed throughout the valley. Laughter that quickly turned into screaming howls of confused protest as gravity and inertia kicked in and started the Grand Ville plunging down the mountainside.

Retaining some instincts from his previous non-zombie life, Ski-Bum grasped the steering wheel with both gnarled hands and valiantly yanked it hard left and right, randomly and ineffectively.

Next to Ski-Bum, Ski-Bunny seemed to sense the truth that they were simply along for the ride now and threw her arms up in the air, squealing with excitement. Noticing how much fun she appeared to be having and how little effect he was having on their headlong plunge, Ski-Bum abandoned the wheel and threw his own hands into the air with a giddy moan, the Grand Ville sliding faster and faster down the mountainside. 

Behind them, Husky, for no discernible reason, had crawled up on the back seat of the Grand Ville and was getting to his feet. Standing, and after only a moment’s unsteadiness, he launched into a surfing pantomime, arms outstretched, knees bent, surprise on his dead face that he was actually pulling it off. Which of course his zombie coordination simply couldn’t—not for long, anyway. Panic swept across his face as he began to fall back. Arms wind-milling, he cried out for help.

Hearing the shrill, desperate cry from his friend, Ski-Bum twisted around, shooting out a helping hand into the back seat.

Husky grabbed Ski-Bum’s hand around the wrist with one hand, his other flailing out behind him, and managed to steady himself just as the Grand Ville hit a mogul—the snow kind, it should be noted in the interest of clarity, not a Warner brother.

The front of the Grand Ville bucked hard, the force ripping Husky’s arm out at the shoulder. He tumbled back over the trunk and out of the car, his arm remaining behind, wrist-locked with Ski-Bum.

Ski-Bum held Husky’s separated but still moving arm up in front of him, brow furrowed, perhaps wondering where the rest of his friend had gotten to before tossing it out of the car with a shrug. Ski-Bunny waved goodbye after it then turned around as Ski-Bum was taking up the steering wheel again and leaning forward, all ready for another try at getting the car under control.

That was, of course, the very moment the Grand Ville wrapped itself around an Engelmann spruce at the bottom of the mountain, not twenty feet in front Reginald Stalin Broont and William “Billy” Van Helsing.

Startled, Billy—a muscularly rotund dwarf with an ever-so-slightly hunched back—let out a startled yelp and jumped nimbly behind a nonplussed Broont—a sharp-faced skeletally gaunt giant, prematurely white hair swept back from a high forehead into a severe point—calmly observing the plunge through binoculars. 

After a moment, the Grand Ville did not explode and Billy cautiously poked his head out around Broont’s knees. He grinned dopily and whistled in appreciation at the wreck.

“Indeed,” Broont said, lowering the binoculars to dangle against his concave chest on a leather strap around his pencil-neck. He focused his intense slate gray eyes on the accident before him.

Ski-Bum had been thrown through the car’s windshield. But not cleanly nor clearly. He had gotten stuck half-way through and was squirming there—not trying to extricate himself, as far as Broont could tell, but to simply make himself comfortable. Ski-Bunny, she too would have been thrown out but for the sizeable shard of windshield that had splintered in the impact and spun back to securely pin her cleaved chest against the front seat. She pawed at the glass with curiosity, slicing the tip of her left index finger clean off in the process.

Broont pinched his bony nose between forefinger and thumb, letting out a long sigh.

“Well, at least they’re not trying to eat each other like the last batch.” Billy plodded out from behind Broont on webbed snowshoes. Like Broont, he was decked out for a day of snow-bound experimentation in an insulated, gaudily pastel-colored Baldwin Ski Lodge and Resort staff ski suit. Unlike Broont, Billy did not wear a lab coat over his ensemble, as it would have limited his access to the portable field laboratory within the expedition-sized backpack he carried. “That’s something, right?”

“Give them time,” Broont said, not hiding his disappointment or exasperation. “I don’t even know why I bothered to cut the brake lines when the simple concept of seat belts is apparently beyond them.”

“You cut the brake lines?”

“If we’re ever going to produce zombies capable of acting independently of their master’s direct commands—zombies we can patent and lease to the burgeoning computer industry as tech support call-takers—we have to prove they can show some initiative in areas other than feeding on brains. They have to be able to improvise. Show some basic intelligence. Which,” Broont added as he watched Ski-Bunny merrily poking herself in the eye with her own severed fingertip, “as the experiment proves, they do not yet.”

Billy shrugged. “I dunno, for a couple seconds there the surf moves were pretty impressive.”

“Indeed, but let’s not deceive ourselves, Billy. Look at them.” Thick acrid smoke had begun pouring out of the Grand Ville’s crumpled hood. His waist being shredded by the glass holding him in the windshield, and giggling like a child, Ski-Bum attempted to scoop handfuls of the smoke into his hungrily writhing mouth while Ski-Bunny snapped her jaws at his flailing boots. “They’re idiots.”

“They weren’t exactly rocket scientists before we zombified ‘em, Broont.”

“Granted, but I doubt in their current state they could manage to blurt out even the most basic ‘Have you tried turning it off and on again?’ before degenerating into a monosyllabic and business-disrupting demand for ‘Brains…’” 

Billy’s thick unibrow crunched thoughtfully. “So, what are you saying? Are we quitting zombies?” 

“It would be the easiest thing to do, wouldn’t it?” Broont took out his pipe and lit it with a wooden match. He puffed away, staring wistfully through the smoke at the wreck. “We’ve been at this since we were thirteen… five years of tireless striving to perfect the Formula, but to what end? You’ve had the privilege of working with me but what do I have to show for it? A few well-regarded preliminary papers and an admittedly quite flattering cover profile in Young Para-Scientist Quarterly, but we’re no closer to a patent. It’s quite… maddeningly depressing. And here I really thought we were on to something mixing the Wolf’s Bane with a Dr. Pepper and Tabasco distillation.”

“Wow, this is big, Broont,” Billy said, “but to tell you the truth, I’m kinda relieved. Don’t get me wrong, there’s nobody I’d rather assist, but we’ve been going through lodge guests pretty quickly—people are gonna start noticing their friends and family aren’t coming back from vacation.”

“An entirely unfounded worry, Billy. We took this ski instructor job precisely because, outside of Wall Street, where else but a ski lodge could we hope to find so many potential subjects nobody’s sorry to see go missing?” Broont sighed dolefully. “More’s the pity…” 

“We could do something with robots. I like robots. There’s a lot less blood with robots.” Billy grinned optimistically up at Broont, clapping his hands together and bobbing up and down. “Oh, can we do robots, please?”

Broont snorted dismissively. “Don’t read more into this that what it is, Billy—it would be an insult to scientific pursuit to give up an entire life’s work simply because of a fleeting vexation with our results. Of course we will forge ahead—it is, after all, not the science that has me out of sorts, but Katie.”

“Oh. Did she dump you?”

“Dump me? Of course not. No, she found the bag of blood-pickled toad heads in our mini-fridge and started asking some rather inconvenient questions. We may have to deal with her sooner than I’d hoped.”

“Before she puts out.”

“Indeed. A tragedy in itself, but more tragic is the fact that once we deal with her, we’ll have to move on, and I do say it will be rather difficult to find another situation so conducive to our work—a regrettable delay when we are so close.” Broont glanced at his Casio C-801 calculator LCD wrist-watch. “In any event, it’s almost seven—time to make this all look like a murder-suicide before the first cross-country groups start coming through.”

“Right.” Billy contorted his double-jointed arm to reach behind him into the backpack, pulling out a Winchester 1300 slide action shotgun after a moment’s rooting. “Does it have to be between the eyes this time?”

“You really must stop being so squeamish.” Broont arced an eyebrow at Billy over his pipe. “Any massive head trauma will do, but it is the gold standard for a reason.”

“I know, I know… destroy the medusa oblong ‘gator, kill the zombie.”

“Medulla oblongata.”

“That’s what I said,” Billy insisted as he hopped up onto the Grand Ville’s hood. Ski-Bum stopped trying to scoop smoke and smiled dumbly as Billy pumped the shotgun and, wincing with distaste, placed the barrel square against Ski-Bum’s forehead. Ski-Bum’s smile only got bigger as he stared up at the barrel, cross-eyed. “Oh, I hate this part.” Billy screwed his eyes shut as his tiny finger hesitantly tightened on the trigger. “Wouldn’t have to do this with robots, you know—”

“Ahem.”

Billy’s eyes snapped open and his head whipped around to look past Broont. Almost immediately, Billy’s face went all sheepish and he hastily slipped the shotgun behind his back. He gave the newcomer behind Broont a weak wave and a weaker smile. Both Ski-Bum and Ski-Bunny aped the gesture.

Broont recognized the voice. “Katie,” he said, slowly turning around. Their fellow ski-instructor—blonde, perky Katie—was surrounded by a pack of pre-teen cross-country students, all of them staring agape at the scene they had just skied onto. “Got an early start today, did we?”

That, of course, was the moment Husky finally came tumbling down the mountainside to settle into a writhing, moaning lump on the snow between Broont and Katie and her pack.

The children, naturally enough, broke into general wailing hysteria.

Broont offered the children an awkward smile over Husky as the zombie was getting to his feet, then, shrugging unapologetically at Katie, Broont took off for the nearby tree line, his long, scrawny legs furiously pumping his snow-shoes, his pipe held firmly in his teeth, leading the way, his lab coat flapping out behind him like a cape.

Billy and Katie watched him run off. Once he was gone, Katie turned to look at Billy. Billy was already leaping down off the Grand Ville and making for the woods himself.

He tossed her the shotgun, shouting “Between the eyes! Between the eyes!” back at her over his shoulder.

Reflexively, Katie caught the Winchester. She stared down quizzically at it for a moment, then looked up just as Husky leapt for her, snarling mouth wide and hungry.








  
  
Chapter 2



Six months and two mistrials later, Broont stood on the side of Rural Rt. 507 sweltering yet timelessly fashionable in a tweed English hunting jacket, long-sleeved black turtleneck, and wool long-pants at the head of a paved one-lane access road cutting back into the thick forest surrounding the dog-leg shaped Lake  Wallenpaupack. 

Dabbing his high, sweat-soaked forehead with a handkerchief, Broont sized up the pair of elaborate, gaudily painted fifteen-foot tall plaster Native American-style Totem poles flanking the access road. A sign at the base of one of the poles declared:

WELCOME TO CAMP HIAWATHA


IF YOU’RE NOT HAVING THE TIME OF


YOUR LIFE, WE’RE NOT DOING


THE JOB YOUR PARENTS PAID US TO DO!


“Billy…” Broont stuffed the handkerchief away into his jacket’s breast pocket. “I thought you said your uncle’s summer camp was called Calamitas?”

“It is,” Billy said as he easily lifted their bulky sea chest off the roof of the idling taxi. He swung the chest down to the pavement, setting it next to the rest of their luggage—seven overstuffed military duffel bags—and then slapped the door of the taxi with his palm, twice. “Or was. He must have changed the name again.”

“Again?”

“He does it every so often.” As the taxi drove away, Billy—dressed more weather-appropriately than Broont, but with his usual disregard of good taste, wore cut-off jeans and Smokey and the Bandit 2 tee-shirt—arranged the duffel bags into a pyramid on top of his slightly-hunched back, securing them in place with thick ropes looped under his armpits. “To throw off bill collectors.”

Broont took his pipe out of a side pocket and lit it. “Does that work?”

The last duffel in place on his back, Billy hefted the sea chest up onto the tip of the pile. It teetered there precariously balanced as he gingerly stepped up next to Broont. His lips moved as he slowly read the sign. “Nope,” he said after a moment’s unibrow-crunched confusion. “Which is why he’s about bankrupt. Well, that and the gay porn. Okay, mostly it’s the gay porn.”

Broont’s left eyebrow arched up. “The gay porn?”

“Yeah,” Billy said with a shrug that threatened to topple the sea chest from the top of the duffel pyramid. “Uncle Claude spent most of his money putting together the largest collection of gay porn outside of Crawford, Texas. He’s real proud of it.”

“As anyone would be, I venture.” Broont started down the forest-bordered, sun-dappled access road, motioning with a wag of his pipe for Billy to follow. “I didn’t know your uncle was gay.”

“Oh, he’s not.” 

Broont glanced skeptically at Billy.

“What?” Billy asked. “And I suppose everybody who collects comic books is a superhero?”

“Valid point.”

“Thanks again for doing this. Uncle Claude was there for me when my parents disappeared under those very mysterious circumstances you refuse to talk about, and if working for free for the summer helps him keep the camp—if only for one more year—it’s really the least I can do for him.”

“Not a problem, my good man. Happy to. Besides, it works out quite perfectly. What better place than a lazy summer camp in a secluded lake-side forest to resume our experiments? And if we’re very lucky, there may even be a local serial killer we can sub-contract with to provide an ample supply of ready subjects.”

“Oh, no!” Billy stopped short, the sea chest tumbling from his back, just missing his head. It landed metal-edged corner first on the pavement with a thud, cracking open and spilling its contents out over the pavement. He stood staring at Broont’s back over the scatter of zombie-making paraphernalia and miscellaneous body parts, keepsakes of past experiments with various Formula iterations. “No... no experiments this summer. We talked about this. You agreed.”

Broont continued walking, puffing his pipe, hands clasped behind the small of his back. “I assumed you understood I was lying for expedient’s sake.” He jabbed a finger skyward. “Science must be done!”

Billy scrambled to collect the contents of the sea chest and stuff them back in before the more lively bits could make a run for it. “Please, Broont, I’m begging you. Uncle Claude has enough problems, he doesn’t need our kind of trouble.”

“We’ll be discreet.”

Billy grabbed the last errant animated hand just as it was hopping off the road and tossed it back into the sea chest, squishing the lid closed on top of it. “In a camp filled with nosy kids?” he asked, slapping the chest’s lock shut, ignoring the thumping from inside.

“We’ll be extra discreet.” Broont slowed to a stop and languidly turned to smile at Billy. “And if one of them does happen to see something…” He drew his thumb casually across his prominent Adam’s Apple. “Accidents do happen.”

Billy shook his head as he hefted the sea chest back atop the duffel pyramid on his back. “One letter home to mom and dad about the weird chicken-sacrificing camp counselors and all the undead suddenly walking around and we’re back in front of a judge again—and how many more times is your cousin gonna be able to fix a jury before people catch on?”

Broont scratched his chin with the bit of his pipe. “He is under quite a lot of scrutiny at the moment—I doubt he’ll even survive his first term if the select committee figures out what he’s really been up to in Central America. Contras—ha! But all right, I concede the point, it would be best to avoid any unnecessary risks for the time being, but no experiments? Unreasonable, at best. Our time away from the work has only left me all the more invigorated to get back to it.” 

“I know, me too.” Billy bounded up to Broont and they began walking again, side-by-side. “But it’ll just be for two months, until summer’s over and the kids go home. Then the camp’ll be deserted for a whole ‘nother year and we’ll have the place all to ourselves. Just think about that. And this is deer hunting country. Come fall, these woods are gonna be crawling with hunters. Drunk hunters. We’ll have all the subjects we need, practically delivered to our doorsteps free of charge—no sub-contractor commissions to pay.”

“Just two months?”

“Less. Camp’s already been in for two weeks, so we’re only talking another six.” 

“Six weeks?” Broont sighed around his pipe. “Mark my words, I do plan to go mad with boredom almost immediately.”

“Marked. Anyway, you never know—you might like it. We can just relax for once, not worry about zombies or formulas or getting caught. We’ll soak up nature’s bounty. You’ll see, it’ll be fun.”

“Experiments are fun.”

“Broont...”

Billy’s voice trailed off and his mouth gaped open as they reached another pair of Totem poles and got their first look at Camp Hiawatha, spread out before them like Xanadu—the gleaming pleasure garden of the epic poem, not the epic Olivia Newton John disco roller skating musical. At the center of the camp, a large community building sat on the shore of a glimmering Lake Wallenpaupack. Off to the left were dozens of spacious, two-story camper cabins, air-conditioning units droning away peacefully. To the right were vast fields of tennis and basketball courts, an Olympic-sized swimming pool complex, and a massive dock on the lake, complete with a three-story boathouse topped by a faux-lighthouse. The buildings were all freshly painted, shrubbery neatly trimmed. As to be expected, the camp was alive with kids. But not normal summer camp kids—pudgy, oily-faced and unkempt in tees and shorts and hand-me-down sneakers. No... these were trim, healthy, athletic kids, wearing the trendiest pastel Lacoste Polos—the collars popped, naturally—and shiny Ralph Lauren running shorts, with their hair all done up neat and conservative, skin unblemished, jaws set in firm, our-parents-own-the-world steely expressions. In other words, rich kids. 

Broont’s left eyebrow arced up. “This is your nearly bankrupt uncle’s camp?”

Billy’s face puckered, confused. “Yeah, something’s not right here.”

Bemused, Broont slapped the bowl of his pipe on his open palm to empty it of ash. “Indeed—no one’s brought me a smoking jacket and slippers yet.”

“Can I help you two... gentlemen?” asked the uniformed security guard who appeared behind them seemingly from nowhere, but in actuality a well-concealed booth behind one of the Totem poles.

Billy let out a small yelp of surprise. “Ah, yeah... Hi,” he said, gulping in a few breaths to calm himself. “We’re looking for my uncle. Mr. Van Helsing. We’re the new camp counselors.”

“Who are you looking for?” the security guard asked. He was a good six feet tall and three hundred pounds, all of it muscle. His eyes were hidden behind mirrored aviator sunglasses. A name tag read: “Campbell, B.”

“Claudius Van Helsing,” Billy said, it coming out more like a question than an answer. “Owns and runs the place?”

The security guard crossed muscle-roped arms over a barrel chest. “No, I don’t think so. Camp Hiawatha is a wholly owned subsidiary of the Squimm Group. The camp director is Richard Rausdower. Never heard of anybody named Von Halsing.”

“It’s Van Helsing,” Billy corrected him.

“That either.” The security guard thumbed at the access road. “Now, if you two could just turn around and start walking back up the drive, you’ll save me the trouble of calling the police to have you arrested for trespassing.”

“Just a moment, my good man,” Broont said to the guard, it coming out more like an order than a request. He reinforced the order by jamming the bit of the pipe hard into the guard’s shoulder, between the trapezius and scalenus medius. The guard instantly fell to his knees in debilitating pain, eyes rolling to white, body trembling. Broont kept the pressure on and raised an eyebrow down at Billy. “Are you absolutely certain your uncle said the camp was in Pennsylvania?”

Billy chewed his lower lip in deep thought for a moment, then nodded confidently up at Broont. “He said the Poconos. How many Lake Waullenpaupacks can there be?”

“I think I see…” Broont eased off the pressure on the guard’s shoulder just enough that the man was able to breath. “My good man,” he asked the guard, “there wouldn’t perchance happen to be another summer camp in the vicinity, would there?”

Between gasps for air, the security guard blurted out: “There’s... Camp... Calamity... on the... other side... of the lake.”

“Indeed.” Broont slipped the pipe away in his jacket’s side pocket and gave the guard what he hoped would be interpreted as a friendly, no-harm-done smile. “May we perchance borrow a boat?”
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