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            PREFACE

What would happen if a zombie virus didn't affect your mind or your inner organs, but just ate at your flesh?

What if you could visit a Stitcher and simply replace or upgrade your limbs?

Within Florida, the epicenter of a new zombie outbreak, good flesh is hard to come by and if you already own some, well...

you better protect it.

———

"I always thought of the zombies as being about revolution, one generation consuming the next."

—George A. Romero
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Laura Street was quiet this early in the morning, maybe the only time it was lately. 

Jeremy Handish—Doctor Handish to his many patients—walked from the church to the bookstore across the street, eyes darting back and forth for any movement. 

It had become a dog-eat-dog world, and even though he was much needed by some, there was a large group of the living that thought he should join the undead ranks himself. 

A bit of irony, wouldn’t you think? Me, joining my patients in their endless quest to not rot away to nothing, Doctor Handish thought.

He went inside and ordered a large hot coffee with lots of cream and sugar as well as two chocolate glazed donuts from the small cafe attached. Smiling at the petite girl behind the counter, he wondered if she took care of herself. Not only physically but emotionally. 

One thing Doctor Handish had learned since he’d dovetailed into his new work as a Stitcher was it wasn’t only the perceived look of the potential donor but how they handled their own body. 

Body parts, in essence. 

“Do you go to the gym or to church or both?” Doctor Handish asked the girl. 

She stared blankly at him before looking around.

Doctor Handish followed her gaze and saw the two women at the counter in the bookstore portion of the building were quietly talking.

“I know who you are... what you do,” the girl said. She slid his order across the counter and stepped back, hugging herself. “You’re disgusting. If I owned this place I’d ban you from it.”

Doctor Handish grinned. “Then good thing for me you’re nothing but a petulant loser who has to work in this dump while the world burns around you. I’ll be seeing you soon, I imagine.”

“Go fuck yourself, creep.” She stormed away from the counter and into the backroom. 

He laughed as he went back outside and to the church. 

Doctor Handish’s offices down the street had been ransacked many months ago, when everything had gone south, but he’d managed to secure the equipment he needed to continue to work. He knew he was perhaps the only Stitcher in Jacksonville, and he was grateful he had so much work.

Maybe grateful isn’t the right term, but I am happy they seek me out, he thought. 

As he settled down to drink his coffee and eat his donuts he heard a knock on the door. 

Not taking any chances, Doctor Handish went to his bank of monitors and checked the front door camera to see who this early morning visitor was. 

It was definitely a smart zombie, leaning against the wall and using his only good hand to knock again. 

How many were in Duval County? Maybe half a dozen? Not many in the grand scheme of things, Doctor Handish thought. He imagined there would at some point be an influx of the smart ones looking for him, once they found out there was a Stitcher who did excellent work. 

“I wonder what he’d like replaced?” Doctor Handish smiled at his joke, since he saw this smart zombie was only using one arm. Likely it had rotted and he might even need another part or two to stay what they liked to call fresh. 

As soon as he opened the door, he got a bad feeling about this encounter. The smart zombie was grinning and there was evil in his eyes. 

“Doctor Livingston, I presume?” The zombie laughed at his joke, a phlegmy sound since his organs weren’t actually working at this point, slowly congealing and rotting away inside. “Doctor Handish, you come highly recommended. Perfect work from what I hear.”

Doctor Handish smiled. “Can I ask who recommended me?” It was important for him to record who was spreading the good word about him, so he could give small discounts when he was in the mood. The more customers the better, especially since he figured at some point everyone would be a zombie and some would keep their intelligence and need work done. 

He didn’t want to think about the lack of fresh body parts at some point down the line. For now, he’d do what needed to be done and worry about the future... in the future. 

“Recommended? Everyone I know, doc. All of them.” The smart zombie pressed too close to Doctor Handish, who took a few steps back and tried to get a table between him and the zombie, but he couldn’t seem to do it. 

“What can I do for you?” Doctor Handish looked at the zombie’s arm and smiled. “Obviously, you’ll need a new left arm. What else?”

The zombie smiled and looked at his dead arm. “Yeah, that might be it for now. I’m sure I’ll need a few more parts and a tuneup, like a car, right? I’m sure at some point there will be computers hooked up to us to monitor what needs replacement, and a store on the corner to order the parts. Gotta stay fresh, doc.”

“I think I have an arm that might work for you. Follow me.” Doctor Handish turned on his heels and moved quickly, fear making his hands shake. He couldn’t figure out what felt so wrong. He’d been alone with smart zombies many times and even the arrogant ones like this gentleman, the ones who smiled too much or said shocking things, didn’t give him the chills like he had right now. 

He went to his freezer units in the back of the church and went through the first one, trying and failing to keep the smart zombie in his sights.

“Here. Two options. I’ll let you pick. Both are equal to what you have and will match nicely, especially in this Florida sun. It will tan up and be perfect.” Doctor Handish held both of them out. 

The smart zombie didn’t even bother to look. “You’re the doc. Pick one and let’s get started.”

Doctor Handish decided on one and waved for the zombie to sit down in a chair and put his arm on the nearby table. “This will hurt a bit, coming and going. Have you had any other work done?”

The zombie smiled. “Nope. First time for everything, right?”

“Now, before I do the work... there is my fee.”

The zombie nodded. “I gotcha covered, doc. I have three females tied up on the third floor of the library across the street, in fact. They’re yours as soon as we’re done here. I promise.”

Doctor Handish was about to ask for payment upfront, which was his usual ask, but he just wanted to get this zombie out of the church as quickly as possible. 

He lifted a sharp hacksaw from his instrument table.​
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She could hear them back there, over near the stadium parking lot. More than one, in fact. Maybe a pack of them, which made them even more dangerous. 

The zombies were slow but they cornered you, seemed to be smart enough or predatory enough to know when to herd their prey into tight spaces and then feed. 

Mariam had seen it with her eyes, too: a young girl, no more than ten, her legs and arms pulled in opposite directions until they were yanked from her body. Mariam still remembered the dying screams of the girl.

Time to find a hiding place, she thought and ran down the street. She was in an area her snobbish parents used to call one of the many ghettos in Jacksonville, all because people darker than their skin color lived here. 

Even now, all of the houses seemed to be well-maintained and nice. Despite the zombies slowly taking over, people still had pride in their possessions. In their neighborhood. 

Mariam wondered why she was still in this area after so long, too. While it had all started, really started, while she was selling hot dogs and soda at the baseball grounds, everyone else had decided to leave. Run out but leave the gates wide open. 

That first night, alone, Mariam had run from a horde of zombies, who filled the stadium looking for those still alive. 

Too many of them were wearing either Jumbo Shrimp or Jaguars logos. People she might’ve sold a pretzel or a cheeseburger to only a few short hours ago.

She’d managed to survive by not panicking. By not leaving the area, too. Who knew what dangers lurked over the many bridges in Jacksonville? Mariam knew staying near the stadiums and the arena was much safer than downtown, which was teeming with the undead. 

A few days ago, she’d walked over the Arlington Expressway bridge to the McDonalds, or what was left of it. The Burger King had been shuttered months ago, even before the world had taken a turn south. 

Mariam had found boxes of ketchup, syrup, mustard and melted butter packets. Starving, she’d feasted until she heard noises outside. When she’d lifted her head up over the counter she didn’t see anything or anyone, but she knew she was no longer safe. 

As safe as you might be in this situation to begin with. 

Filling her backpack with as much as she could carry, Mariam slipped through the back door and stopped. 

There was a group of zombies outside the nearby Family Dollar, milling about as if they were waiting for the bus. 

She walked to the far side of the McDonalds and looked at the street, which seemed empty. Mariam knew a Harveys Supermarket was a block away, but she also knew it had likely been ransacked in the beginning of this mess. 

In a perfect, fantasy world they would be shelves filled with fresh food and bottles of water. The doors would be intact and she could lock herself inside and feast without fear of being attacked.

Somewhere downtown a gunshot rang out, just one, and then it was silent again. 

Mariam looked up at the sky and knew it was going to rain this afternoon. It always did in Florida, right around three o’clock. 

She hesitated. What should she do? If she stayed downtown, even on the periphery like she was, there was a really good chance she’d be spotted and the zombies would come after her. Worse, one of those smart ones might decide she had a nice pair of arms or legs and want to have them sewn on their rotting body. 

It wasn’t like everything had completely fallen apart, either. There were pockets in Jacksonville, likely all over the world, where people were going about their normal business as if nothing had happened. 

As if people weren’t being bitten by monsters who used to be family, friends and neighbors, and eventually turning everyone into the undead. 

Mariam knew at some point everyone would be dead. She often wondered if it was worth it, trying to stay alive. Hungry all the time. Dirty and itching. 

She needed a better place to hide at night. During the day she had a better chance against the zombies, although the living were troubling. There were armed packs of dirty men that drove motorcycles and pickup trucks and shot anything that moved. Which would be nice if they only concentrated on the undead and not also on the living. 

Mariam had seen a gang of them capture three women she’d only just met on the street. She’d managed to run away and escape. She wondered about those women all the time, and knew if they weren’t dead they wished they were right now. 

Deciding to take a chance, Mariam ran toward Harveys and hoped for the best. 

The parking lot was filled with abandoned cars and she could smell smoke and what she hoped was barbeque but knew it was human flesh being cooked. 

It made her mouth water and she felt hot tears in her eyes.

Would she eat a cooked dead body part? Mariam pushed the thought out of her mind because she knew she would in a heartbeat to stay alive. 

She was an aisle away from the front doors, standing behind a Honda Civic, when she saw movement inside the supermarket. 

Dozens of zombies shuffled slowly in a clockwise direction, like they were at a lame metal concert and had formed a lame moshpit. 

Mariam turned away. If there was anything of value inside she’d never get to it in one piece. 

She walked away from where she’d come, knowing she was making a dumb move. She’d need to get back to the stadium area before dark, but she needed to find somewhere she could gather supplies and food. There had to be a forgotten building downtown filled with what she needed. 

Filled with the living, all working together instead of killing one another. All wanting to survive and not jump at every little sound. 

Mariam started to walk, wondering if the church up ahead could offer her sanctuary. A safe haven.

Frustrated when she tried to open the doors and found them locked and likely barred from inside, Mariam wanted to slide down onto the side of the building and give up. 

Instead, she turned away, knowing if there was a God he’d abandoned all of them a long time ago, and started to walk in a random direction.​
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Doctor Handish couldn’t help but admire his work. You’d need to look closely at the skin to see the stitches, and even then only under certain direct light could you guess it wasn’t the man’s real arm.

He wasn’t a real man, though, either, Handish thought. “A perfect job, if I do say so myself. I’d spend a few days in a tanning bed or under the Florida sun to get the coloring more uniform, but otherwise... you’re all set.”

The smart zombie tested the arm, moving it up and down, left and right. 

“Let all of your friends know,” Handish said with a smile. “I’m currently booked for the next few weeks but I’ll take an early walk-in if they are a referral from a previous client.”

“Interesting. I simply walked in,” the smart zombie said. He grinned and held out his new arm as if to shake the doctor’s hand in thanks.

When Doctor Handish gripped the new arm he was surprised to feel how powerful it had become on the creature. 

“You’re hurting me. Please let me go. I’ll need payment now, too, of course.” Handish glanced around for a weapon, worried he was about to die. 

The smart zombie released the grip and maintained his grin. “Sorry. You never know how good the work will be, right? You are one of the best, it seems.”

Doctor Handish stepped back but didn’t want to show fear. He wondered if these creatures could smell it, like a dog. 

“Come with me. I want to show you something, doc.” The smart zombie didn’t wait to hear a response, getting up and walking out the door and onto the street. 

Handish followed, alarmed to see so many zombies shuffling in the park next door. 

“Don’t let them scare you. As long as I’m within a few feet of you, they’ll steer clear. They know their place in this new world,” the smart zombie said. “He turned and put out his other, older, hand for the doctor. “I’m Todd, by the way.”

Doctor Handish shook the hand, glad there was no power grip show with it. 

“You said you had three females at the library?”

Todd nodded but kept walking, going across the street and turning left, past the corner and the bookstore and the closed mom and pop shop that hadn’t been opened in weeks. Handish imagined the owners had either fled the city or were even now wandering downtown as lost souls. 

Doctor Handish was glad when Todd made a right into the library through the shattered front doors and they walked into the main area with the counters and books. 

It was a massive library that took up a city block and had three floors as well as a lower floor, where Handish remembered going to see a colleague once who had a book signing down the hallway and the ramp. 

They passed through the center of the main floor and came to a meeting room, the door shut and the lights off. 

“I need you to keep cool no matter what your brain or eyes tell you to do. Got it, doc?” Todd was smiling again. 

Doctor Handish noted without thought his left eye was beginning to go white, which meant he’d need a new pupil sooner than later. Always plenty of work to be done. 

Todd opened the door and reached inside, turning on the light. 

The meeting room was empty. No furniture, nothing hanging in decoration, just off-white walls and a beige dull carpet. 

“I don’t understand—” 

Todd pushed Doctor Handish into the room and closed the door. 

“Wait, what are you doing? This is unacceptable,” Doctor Handish said, trying to open the door. He noticed there was no handle on this side and watched as Todd locked it from the other side. 

“This is not personal, doc. I just need you to help out a friend. I thought it would be easier to bring you over and have you do your best work for me on a more personal level, so then I’d have your undivided attention,” Todd said. “I’ll bring your equipment to the adjacent meeting room in the next few hours. Until then... are you hungry? I can have someone run out and get you a sandwich.”

“I’m not hungry. I’m angry.”

Todd thumped the glass window and shook his head. “I need to say this without it being a veiled threat, so listen closely to my words. This is a definite threat. If you break the glass—not sure how you’d manage it but you seem smart enough, I suppose—I will have to rip you apart, limb by limb. Allow another Stitcher to take your place and use your body parts, which would be quite ironic... don’t you think?”

Doctor Handish did not agree. “I won’t work for free.”

Todd smiled. “But you will work for your freedom, right? I have a few friends who need some work done and have nothing to trade for your services. Again, you are simply the best. I admire your work that I’ve seen on others.” He moved his new arm up and down. “This is stellar.”

“How many friends are we talking about?” Doctor Handish asked, knowing he couldn’t argue. The best he could do was do the work and hope the smart zombie wasn’t lying, which was more than likely. 

“Not many. Most of them are long dead now, which is a shame. It’s my belief that I can create an army of undead and take over Jacksonville and then slowly but surely, the world.” Todd grinned again. “You’ll be with us every step of the way, especially if we need new legs and feet.” He laughed at his joke and slapped the glass.

“Fine. Make sure you don’t damage any of my equipment. I need every last item in the church,” Doctor Handish said. He turned the light out in the meeting room and sat down in the corner facing the door, aware he was never going to get out of this situation alive. 

Why did I think any of this would work out in the end? This was not a job you could keep for years and not get into trouble, Handish thought.

Doctor Handish put his head down and closed his eyes, fearing what was about to begin and knowing he might never get out of this library.​
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Mariam stood outside the public library and sighed. She couldn’t see any lights on inside, but she’d come to the library on and off for years, in better times, and couldn’t remember if it always looked so dark.

If there were people inside, they might have candles lit, right? They also might have guns and knives and want to kill any trespassers, too. 

Mariam decided to keep walking and see if she could find somewhere to rest for an hour or so and not worry about getting killed by the living or the dead. 

Up ahead on the next block she saw a bookstore and cafe and it looked like they were open, so she stepped inside. 

The power was out but she could hear the buzz of a generator somewhere in the distance and feel cooler air blowing from large fans. 

“Can I help you?” A man with a hipster beard and glasses was standing at the cafe counter sipping on a cup of coffee or tea. 

Mariam tried not to show her disdain for the man, wondering if those social boxes were even worth checking anymore. “You have coffee? Actual coffee?”

He smiled but she could see the annoyance in his eyes. “Yes. We’re a cafe.”

“Large coffee. Light and sweet.” Mariam fished through her pockets to her cash, hoping places still took it. She worried everything had devolved so badly she’d need to start trading things... including her womanhood. 

Not with this hipster, Mariam thought. 

“Ahh. Britney Spears,” the hipster said with another fake smile.

“Excuse me?” Mariam didn’t know if he’d called her Britney or maybe she was here, downtown... she turned and looked outside but the street was empty. 

“Your coffee order. Light and sweet. We call that a Britney Spears.”

Mariam shrugged. “I’ve never heard that. I’ll have to remember it for next time.”

He turned and started to make her coffee and she sat down at one of the tables near the window so she could see if anyone or anything approached. Living in the stadium and after seeing what she’d witnessed, Mariam didn’t want to shut her eyes for a second. She needed to stay vigilant. 

“Do you live around here?” Hipster asked. 

“Uh, near the stadium, kinda. You?”

Hipster pointed, as if she could figure out exactly where he was pointing to. “Across the street. The building to the left of the church. Office space. I snagged the entire top floor. Had some buddies staying with me, but...” He finished her coffee and put it on the counter.

“But what?” Mariam finally asked, walking to the counter to get her coffee.

Hipster wasn’t smiling anymore. “The zombies flooded the building one morning, right before first light. Dozens of them, like they were sweeping through downtown. We heard the screams from the floors below but had nowhere to run except the roof.”

Mariam put her hand on the coffee, but she was focused on the awful story she knew she was about to hear. 

“The elevator wasn’t working because of no power. The stairwell was packed with them, all falling over each other trying to get to the next floor.” Hipster was staring out the window. “I know what your question is going to be, because I’ve told this story a dozen times already.” He turned back to Mariam. “How’d they open the doors, right?”

Mariam nodded. “A smart one was leading them.”

Hipster nodded. 

“I was at the baseball stadium, working, when they attacked. I barely escaped,” Mariam said. “I had no idea anyone else in Jacksonville was even alive.”

“Oh, there are a lot of survivors, and for the most part they go about their day, which is insane.” He tapped his chest with a hand. “Look at me, working at a cafe while the world slowly rots around us. I used to be an IT cubicle worker.”

Mariam lifted her coffee and took a sip, feeling it hit her in all the right spots. Delicious. 

“I managed to hang off the side of the roof, one foot balanced on a thin ledge. Everyone else was torn apart. I saw a couple of friends leap off the side to their death so they weren’t bitten and become one of those things,” Hipster said. 

“That’s awful. So much death and destruction. I saw—”

Hipster grabbed Mariam by her hand and pulled her toward the counter. She was about to throw a punch or the coffee in his face but he looked scared. 

“Get behind the counter. Hurry. One of them is coming,” Hipster said. 

“One of them?” Mariam decided in that second she needed to trust him, so she swung up and over the counter, careful not to spill her coffee. They both ducked down behind the counter and Hipster had a baseball bat in his hand. 

“A smart one. He’s standing across the street, near the church. I think he’s looking for the doctor, who’s rumored to be a Stitcher,” Hipster said. 

“No, they’re not real. Just a myth... right? Why would anyone help the zombies? It makes no sense.” Mariam shook her head. 

“He’s come in for coffee almost every morning since I started working here. The other baristas say he’s really creepy toward them, but I’m the only male so he ignores me.” Hipster raised up a couple of inches, peeking over the counter. “I don’t see him anymore, but he might be right outside. They are, afterall, smart.”

“I say we sit here for a few more minutes. Just in case,” Mariam said. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was happy right now. Not because they’d come close to getting hunted by a monster, but because she actually missed close contact with another living person. 

Her hip was touching against his and she wanted to reach out her hand and touch his shoulder but didn’t dare. Instead, she took another sip of the coffee.

“What do I owe you for this cup?” Mariam asked, 

“Nothing. On the house. When you finish it, I’ll even get you a free refill, um, if...” Hipster was back down on the floor with her but he wasn’t looking at Mariam. “Can you hang out for a bit? I miss having conversations with people who aren’t so busy and just want their coffee or their egg and cheese bagel to go.”

Mariam smiled and touched his arm. “Wait... you have egg and cheese bagel sandwiches? I’ll stay for that. Oh, and some conversation.”

They stayed behind the counter for the next few minutes, leaning into each other contentedly.​
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Todd didn’t understand why some humans were so weak they’d work for a monster and do his bidding, but he was glad for it. Not that he grew tired or needed food or water, but it seemed to be boring to spend his limited time moving furniture and the rest of the doc’s things from the church to the library. 

He wanted to sit down and read a good book, actually. It’s why he picked the library as his base, so he would be surrounded by literature. Ironically, he loved reading horror books, specifically zombie fiction. 

Todd had been a writer before all of this happened. Before he was bitten but stayed the same. Mostly, anyway. Sure, his computer nerd job paid the bills but his passion and love had always been writing his own stories. He envisioned them someday taking up a prominent spot in this library so when he came downtown to borrow some books he’d see his on display. 

“All done here,” one of the living said as he passed Todd, carrying a milk crate filled with paperwork. 

Todd followed them back to the library, making sure they weren’t attacked. 

Instead of going inside with them, Todd decided he was bored and needed a distraction. The humans could be trusted because they knew what he’d do if they disobeyed his commands. 

Todd walked across the street to the park. Before all of this had happened, the park was a destination for the homeless. No one who grew up in Jacksonville or had even been downtown for more than an hour knew to steer clear, because at some points in the day there could be upwards of a hundred of them, all begging for your hard-earned cash. Money you worked for, not them. 

He’d often daydreamed about killing one of them to see what it was like. In a couple of his unpublished short stories he’d written about wiping out the massive homeless population in the city. 

Now Todd could do it and no one could stop him. Even if they were all now zombies and no longer asking for a handout. 

The first zombie he came into contact with was a woman missing half of her face and her left arm. 

“I just got a new arm,” Todd said. “Let me try it out on you, bitch.” He grabbed her by the back of her neck and slammed her to the ground, kicking her in the back over and over until she started to fall apart, her blood and rotting innards beginning to leak from the holes he was stomping into her. 

Todd crushed her skull with his boot and chuckled. 

He took a step back and watched as more zombies began to come to him. Specifically, the now completely dead woman. They thought they’d get an easy meal. 

“Next,” Todd said and tripped a one-legged zombie to the ground and bashed his head in with his boot. He decided to only use his feet to take them out. It would be more challenging and the fun would last longer. 

The best part? The remaining zombies would clean up the mess, eating the entrails and sucking down intestines. 

Todd took his time, walking away from the main horde of zombies and found another woman on the outskirts, trying to push her way to the feast. 

A simple trip and she was down, her head hitting the pavement so hard she lost an eye. Todd stepped on the eye and laughed, before putting the boots to her neck and severing her head from her broken spine. 

He stepped aside when her body was noticed and began circling around again. 

Todd found a quiet rhythm to his work, moving in a definite pattern to catch one of them in the back of the herd, where he could trip them and pounce. He’d never played soccer when he was alive but not using his hands was liberating, especially since he didn’t want to overwork his new appendage. 

He knew Doctor Handish would simply find him a new one, anyway. 

Todd stopped after kicking a zombie so hard his boot got stuck between two broken ribs. He wondered if he should be saving these zombies so the doc could use the parts? 

“Nah. Only the living hold merit anymore. I need to find some of them and make sure they aren’t damaged, and then I’ll live forever,” Todd said to no one in particular. 

He turned and knocked another zombie to the ground. 

Todd liked to watch nature shows, especially when it came to Shark Week. 

There was nothing better than bull sharks or tiger sharks in a feeding frenzy, accidentally biting their brethren as they tore chunks of meat off of their prey. 

It was like that now, with zombies bumping into the others as they tried to get a scrap.

“Better to keep serving lunch, right?” Todd laughed as he knocked a couple more down and stomped them into the pavement. 
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