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  Praise for RG Hart’s “My Partner the Zombie” in the zombie romance anthology, Hungry For Your Love from St Martin’s Press




  “Filled with stories from the hilarious to the horrific ... there is something here to tug at the hearts (and brains) of any zombie lover. Highly recommended for anyone’s collection.” — Monsterlibrarian.com”




  “Unrequited love is hard to accept, but Aloha Armstrong knows that she has only herself to blame.




  “Being a Zombie is not an easy existence, but Matt Butcher is resigned to making it the best it can be.




  Following up on a story of attempted murder puts Matt and Aloha in the path of a madman. They must ferret out the truth before more people are infected with the virus. Aloha wants the man caught, but she is devastated that she could very well lose Matt in the process.




  There is a great dynamic between Matt and Aloha, and it really makes for some fun reading.” http://coffeetimeromance.com/BookReviews/hungryforyourlove.html — Coffee Time Romance — (4 cups)”




  “A wonderfully twisted undertaking (pun intended), ‘Hungry for Your Love’ is a many-faceted feast of love, loss, sex, heartbreak, rotting flesh, and romance from beyond the grave.” — Christopher Golden, bestselling author and editor of The New Dead”




  Praise for Russ Crossley's Attack of the Lushites




  "The first time I read Attack of the Lushites, I was shaking my head by page two and laughing out loud by page five. One of the wildest, craziest, and most entertaining novels I have had the pleasure to read." — Dean Wesley Smith, USA Today bestselling author




  "I loved this book. Mr. Crossley has a wonderful way of combining both off-the-wall humor and exciting adventure. I enjoyed all the characters. I thought they were well developed, and even the worst if them had a little bit of saving grace hidden inside. I found myself becoming attached to them and wanting to learn more about them.




  The Lushites were my favorites. When I read the description of their leader Jack, I couldn't help but think of Captain Jack Sparrow. Laughing, I could just picture him swaying across the deck.




  My favorite character had to be Bud. His interaction with both The Brain and Jal were wonderful. I loved the fact that with all the individuals who held the power and ran the different worlds, it was Bud and Jal who ended up the heroes.




  "Underneath all the humor and action ran a thread of warning. A thread




  about excess and the consequences of that excess, whether it be overeating, drinking or smoking. All in all a very witty, over-the-top story with a moral warning.




  Mr. Crossley's writing reminds me a great deal of the writings of Lionel Fenn, aka Charlie Grant, and like Mr. Fenn, left me smiling and wanting more." — ladybug, Amazon.com
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  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to a person or persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is purely coincidental.
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  Introduction




  This is a new edition of the first full length book I sold. I decided to create a new cover and title because I thought the previous cover and title no longer work for the story I told. Of course this is all hindsight and may not work to gain new readers but I love the book a lot and think it deserves an audience.




  The creation of this story began on the phrase, "Midget Shelby Bass is swept off her tiny feet by zombie Sir Reginald Kincade." Now the use of the word midget may offend some people but I assure you I mean no offense. The story is about how people are sometimes rejected for who they are, what they believe, or what they look like be it a half-zombie or a midget or a clown. I am personally offended by intolerance and hopefully this story will highlight this important societal issue.




  The story is a romance but it is told with humor so hopefully you the readers will enjoy the read as much as I enjoyed writing it.




  Any errors or mistakes in details are entirely my own no one else. While I did write acknowledgements I want to highlight my wife, Rita's, contribution to this book. She is an awesome friend and my biggest fan. her support is worth far more than money.




  Russ Hart




  Vancouver B.C.




  2013




  One




  Shamus MacFee’s steady gaze followed King Gustav as he paced back and forth on the thick Oriental rug, his hands behind his back.




  His majesty looks more nervous than I’ve ever seen him.




  Shamus suppressed a shiver as a knot of fear formed in his stomach. He shifted in the leather wing chair, but the movement didn’t ease his discomfort. If something happens to Reggie, I’ll never forgive myself.




  “Thank you for coming so soon, Agent MacFee.” With a wave of one hand, the King indicated toward a man seated in the matching chair next to his. “Meet Mr. X.”




  Shamus studied the smug face of the dwarf. Lad’s the spitting image of Dr. Evil. But he's in hiding. “Yes, Majesty. I had made an early connection at Heathrow. But who is this man?”




  “It doesn’t matter who I am, MacFee. All you have to know is I’m here to make an offer you can’t refuse.” The little man’s tone and words pegged him as an American. His tiny face wore an arrogant smile that made Shamus’ stomach muscles tighten even more, this time in anger. “And time is short for pleasantries.”




  I’d like ta wipe that smirk off your face, little man. It’ll have ta wait until the time is right. At least you’re right about time, what little you have left. Shamus’ fingers gripped the handle of his teacup tighter. With a barely audible tink, a crack appeared on the side of the cup that only he seemed to notice.




  The King stopped pacing from behind his desk, his swarthy complexion darkened. His eyes shifted to Mr. X, who now kicked his legs back and forth like a child. “Mr. X, this is Shamus MacFee. He’s Chief of the Gnotborst Protection Service. GPS’ responsibilities include the protection of members of the royal family.”




  The King’s steady grey gaze shifted back to Shamus. MacFee saw the rare, but familiar look of failure in the King’s eyes. The King had screwed up, but Shamus had as well.




  Disowning his own son wore on the King. The dark shadows under his eyes told Shamus that his majesty hadn’t been sleeping.




  The King’s guilt at losing Reggie had increased exponentially in the last several weeks. Angry words bear bitter fruit.




  “Mr. X is going to help us with our problem, Shamus.”




  This is more serious than I had originally thought. The King has gone outside the royal security for the first time ever. This must be bad. A niggling at the back of his mind itched as he eyed Mr. X. The little man looks looked very familiar.




  King Gustav sighed and laid his hands spread-eagled on the surface of the antique desk. “Is everything ready at the location?”




  Shamus shifted his attention from the dwarf back to the King, “Yes, Majesty. I checked the location via satellite and everything appears ready.”




  The polished leather upholstery sighed as Shamus shifted in his chair again.




  “Unfortunately, we have no way of knowing exactly where Reginald is in the house.” His deadpan gaze fell on the dwarf. “But I’m sure Mr. X knows that already.” I’m sure we’ve met before. If only I could place where I’ve seen him.




  According to the report, filed by his field agent, Prince Reggie had left the University for a three-hour cruise with his two roommates. As far as I can tell those two are lay-a-bouts and not worthy of the prince’s friendship.




  After that, the three college seniors disappeared. There were strange reports about zombies but as a professional security agent, Shamus dismissed such nonsense. When he asked the King about it, the King had ignored his question saying only he had disowned Reggie.




  Now, two months later, Mr. X appeared saying he had them in a house as part of some reality television show. I swear, Mr. X, if anything happens ta the heir you’re gonna pay.




  The King looked back to X. “Mr. X, our mutual problems will be solved by the end of next week.”




  “Wonderful news, Highness.” His tiny black eyes wrinkled at the corners.




  Sooo smug. I know that voice. But from where?




  The image of the offices of the Zero Corporation flashed in front of his eyes. GPS had bugged the offices last year for treason against his country, Gnotborst, and he had helped with the Interpol joint surveillance operation. In the lobby on the wall hung a wall-sized portrait of the founder and CEO.




  Realization dawned on him that the little man seated next to him was none other than Arnold Zero worldwide industrialist, and racketeer. Zero managed to escape last time their paths crossed when Shamus worked for MI6, but he would ensure Zero didn’t escape this time.




  Too bad, I can’t arrest ‘im now. Being in the United States has its limitations. And we might lose leads to finding Reggie if I move too soon. No heir to the throne gets lost on me watch.




  Shamus brought the teacup to his lips and sipped the now tepid orange Pekoe. He fixed his gaze on the man who called himself Mr. X. The future of the kingdom was at stake. Failure wasn't an option.




  “What do ya really want Zero?” blurted Shamus. He knew from the case files Zero never wanted to help others and only wanted something if it benefited him. How did Zero benefit from Reggie’s case?




  From the corner of his peripheral vision, he saw the King’s tanned features whiten to ash-gray. The King was worried. Why? What isn’t he telling me about all of this?




  Zero didn’t blink and continued to gaze directly at the King ignoring the Gnotborst security chief. “I’m leaving for Las Vegas immediately.” Zero jumped off the chair to land flatfooted with a thud, then waddled toward the office door. I so want to smack the little guy up the side of his head. Just once.




  “You will of course make sure nothing happens to Reggie?” The King rounded the desk and walked toward the office door.




  Zero turned back to face the King, his features free of emotion, his eyes hard.




  Shamus’ hands balled into fists, and his arm muscles tightened beneath his suit jacket. Down, boyo. He crossed his legs to stop himself from leaping out of the chair and tackling the little man. Now’s not the time. First, save the prince, then deal with Zero.




  “Until I have the formula, I guarantee nothing.” Zero’s cold tone sent shivers down Shamus’s spine.




  If I know anything, it’s Zero wants this formula because it’s worth millions or maybe billions. Shamus looked at the King’s slack features. His majesty’s shoulders were slightly slumped. The normally strong, proud monarch had been cowed. Tis my duty to restore the King’s pride.




  I wonder why this formula is so important to him? Shamus’ eyes narrowed as he considered the situation. During his past dealings with Zero, Shamus realized Zero didn’t do anything unless there was a lot of money and power at stake. Kidnapping a prince, and threatening his life, meant the stakes were high, very high. I wish I knew more.




  Shamus uncrossed his long legs then bolted from his chair toward the office door, throwing the cup hard into the fireplace shattering it.




  Zero held up a very small hand like a crossing guard and stopped him.




  Shamus hesitated.




  Zero’s gaze flitted to the King. “Call off your dog, Gustav or you’ll never see the boy again.”




  Shamus looked to the King who gazed out the window at the garden for instructions. “Majesty?” He hoped he would have permission to tear Zero apart, but knew what was at stake, Reggie’ life and maybe something more. Zero’s hunger for power is legendary.




  Without looking at them, the King waved a hand in Zero’s direction and shook his head. “Let him go. We have no choice.” His voice was barely above a whisper.




  Zero chuckled and his cruel overly thin lips twisted into a grin. “Time Magazine says you are a wise ruler.” He sneered. “Glad to see there’s still some accuracy in journalism.”




  The King frowned, then walked back toward the desk and around to his chair. His broad shoulders drew back. He attained his full regal posture as he sat. “Zero, you have my promise that, if at the end of your reality game my son is safe, you’ll get what you want. But only if Reggie’s unharmed will I give it to you.” His gaze narrowed as his dark brown brows pinched together as he glared at the little man poised at the door. “If he’s not safe at the end, then there is nowhere you can hide.”




  The King glanced at Shamus, who gave the King a barely detectable nod. He would do anything for that man.




  Zero shook his head and grunted as he turned his back on them and headed through the office door. “I don’t respond to idle threats. King or no King, you know I hold all the aces. So don’t be making threats you can’t deliver on.”




  He raised himself onto the tips of his Nike’s and reached for the doorknob, turned it with both hands, and then swung the door open. He turned to face them. “We’ll not see each other again.” He grinned. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you both.” He closed the door behind him with a dull thump.




  Sure, for you. Not for me.




  After what seemed like an eternity, the silence broken only by the crackling of the flames licking at the cedar in the fireplace, Shamus turned to face the king and cleared his throat. “Majesty. Arnold Zero is the worst kind of human, he deals in human trafficking, espionage, illegal arms trading, and a plethora of other nameless things.” Shamus snorted in frustration. “If he has your son, then I fear the worst. I hope you don’t trust him.”




  The King rolled the chair forward on its casters and rested his elbows on the desk, his fingers locked together. “Of course not.”




  The King sighed then leaned back into the chair. It creaked softly. “You’ll go to Nevada and ensure my son is kept safe.”




  My personal honor is at stake. I lost Reggie when he left for the cursed island, and now I have to get him back or die trying. He’s my responsibility.




  “We could storm the movie studio,” suggested Shamus.




  The King shook his head. “No. It’s too risky. The house is a maze. By the time we found Reggie, Zero would have him killed. In Zero’s twisted world Reggie is a pawn to be used so he can gain control of the formula. He’s a sick and demented little man. We can’t cross him, but we can be prepared.” King Gustav shook his head. “No, Shamus, the formula is the only option.” Gustav’s chin lowered to his chest.




  There must be another way.




  “Everyone else is expendable,” the King’s voice dropped to a whisper.




  I know. “What about Wills, Highness?”




  The King’s eyes narrowed and his brow wrinkled. “Wills is in charge of the show. He did the impossible when he infiltrated Zero’s organization. Having a double agent on the inside is the only hole card we have. You’ll protect him as well.”




  “Understood, Highness.” Shamus stood.




  “And, Shamus.” He stopped and looked back at King Gustav.




  “Yes, Highness?”




  The King’s eyes drooped at the corners and his shoulders slumped. “You know I love Reggie don’t you?”




  “Yes, Highness.”




  With that, Shamus turned away and started for the door. His mouth formed a grim line. I will not fail.




  Zero and I are in for one hell of a ride. May the best man win.




  Two




  Dust sucks.




  Time was short. Another week, two at the outside, then they were going to be piles of dust. Unless he found a new source of radiation to halt the progress of the decay. The guys and I are doomed. I’m fresh out of ideas. My medical tech prof used to call me the egghead. His shoulders slumped. Some egg head. I’m more like scrambled eggs.




  Reggie shook his head in disgust.




  I can’t do anything right. But there has to be a way to stop the decay. Science is losing to magic and I can’t do anything about it. I’ve never been so frustrated.




  Reggie studied the grey flesh on the back of his hand and sighed. He placed one hand over his eyes as the sunlight streaming in the window facing the street made him wince. Another sunrise.




  It was early. Too early. But it seemed pointless to sleep anymore. Sure, the sunrise chased away the darkness. But I hate mornings. Daylight just didn’t have the same attraction as it used to. All the sun did was dry you out. Being unable to go outside during the day meant he had to gaze on this sorry excuse for a two-bedroom apartment for hours on end. It’s like waiting for the bus to eternity. I wish I could sleep. Insomnia is the worst side affect of being a zombie.




  The seventies era furniture and forest green shag rug were a far cry from the pristine grounds, oriental silk rugs, and marble floors of the royal palace back home.




  Lord Reginald Kincade, Reggie to his friends—no longer crown prince and heir to the throne of the ancient Kingdom of Gnotborst on the Rhine—scooted forward on the cheap leatherette chair with the threadbare cushion.




  This chair hurts my butt.




  And the itch on my foot is driving me crazy.




  Crazy zombie that’s me.




  He slumped back and crossed his arms over his chest.




  If only I hadn’t gone along with Matt’s stupid idea. For a smart guy, I can be sooo dumb.




  Consequences?




  We don’t need no stinking consequences. Yeah. Right.




  A spring break trip with a couple of Phi Beta Kappa chums from Northwestern, what could be more innocent than that? A private island to party? Sure. Why not? Three girls. Three guys. Best odds ever. Now we’re zombies. Well, half zombies actually.




  Reggie stood then moved to the sagging brown sofa and plopped himself down with a heavy sigh. Lifting his feet off the floor, he plunked them down on the worn cushions. He scratched his itchy toes through his socks.




  I’m shedding like a Golden Retriever in spring. He stood and walked over to the bookshelf and picked up the Northwestern physics department nuclear catalogue. He flipped to the home nuclear reactor section sighed and closed the catalogue. It’s hopeless. Buying reactor time costs big cash. And they had exactly sixty-two cents to their name. If only dear old Dad hadn’t cut off my allowance after I became a zombie.




  There were only so many pop bottles to return. If we don’t disintegrate, we’ll be living in a cardboard box by next month.




  Good thing their landlord Mr. Perkins was a fan of zombie movies or he’d have already kicked us out. Mr. Perkins believes it’s bad luck to kick out zombies.




  You never know when a good superstition is going to come in handy.




  “Zombie’s are people too.” Mr. Perkins tone sounded like a rehearsed line.




  Reggie knew Mr. Perkins didn’t really believe they’d eaten anyone’s brain. Nor did their neighbors who barricaded their doors every night. Even the cops visited at least once a week to search for evidence that they’d eaten someone’s brain.




  As if? Disgusting! How many brains are missing? Is there a missing brain registry?




  “Hey, Reg, ya want sum soup?” His thoughts were interrupted when Herbie Holmes entered the living room from the kitchen, a dirty brown apron tied around his waist.




  Herbie, used to be a bull necked, dumb linebacker at Northwestern. Now his blue jeans had flesh falling out of the torn out holes and his red sleeveless t-shirt hung loosely off his torso. He was like the Hulk in reverse.




  “What kind?” Reggie’s attention shifted away from Herbie to concentrate on viciously scratching his foot through his sock.




  “Tomato basil.”




  Ever since he turned zombie, Reggie could hear a pin drop and right now the hand wiping on apron sounded like sandpaper on a two-by-four.




  “Yeah. Sure. Is Matt around?” Reggie changed the subject from food he could barely taste. He hated how Matt disappeared for a week at a time, never telling them where he was going or how long he would be gone. This was a risky neighborhood to be a living person, never mind a zombie.




  The skin on Herbie’s face shook like it would fall off as he wiped his hand across his cheek. A small tear opened on his left cheek. Herbie froze, his eyes wide with fear as his dark brown eyes pleaded with Reggie for help.




  These boys have no real idea what’s going to happen to them. Denial is a beautiful thing. We’re not going to last much longer unless we find a cure. I just don’t know how to tell them the end is near.




  “Hold it!” Reggie leapt from the worn, scuffed-brown corduroy couch.




  Grabbing the sewing kit off the end table, he raced to stand beside Herbie then with his needle and thread he closed the tear quickly with a few deft stitches. I’m far too good at this body repair thing.




  He smiled reassuringly at Herbie and gently patted his shoulder.




  Herbie relaxed and smiled in kind at him, “Thank you.”




  His friends had also suffered prejudice at the hands of classmates, friends, and family. They, too, had become the dispossessed. It really hurt when your family gave up on you. He never thought his mother would ever stop loving him. Apparently, she must have agreed with his Dad. I’m a worthless son. Shaking off the memory of his dad telling him he was disowned, he focused on the repair job.




  “Look Herbie, the radiation treatment isn’t doing what I hoped it would. Don’t worry I’ll find something else. We’ll be okay.” I may be good at sewing, but I’m a piss poor liar. I should be saying were doomed. I’m such a coward.




  Herbie lurched across the living room like Dr. Frankenstein’s monster with his arms in front of him, what they called the zombie movie shuffle. He emitted a pitiful moan.




  Reggie laughed and sighed. It’s seems like I haven’t laughed in years. It feels good.




  Matt Butcher threw the front door open with a bang and yelped with unbridled joy.




  Reggie jumped and then winced when his roommate walked into the living room. He sat down next to Herbie on the sofa.




  Matt’s wrinkled gray features were dotted with thread where Reggie had sewn closed tears. His face split with a wide, cheerful smile.




  What the heck has gotten into him anyway?




  The former blond captain of the football team with the too white, too perfect smile, and a dimple in his right cheek, was now a gray ghost of his former all-American-boy-next-door glory. Matt should be bedding the head cheerleader right now instead of sharing an apartment with a science geek and a meathead defensive lineman.




  Reggie let his head fall back against the couch. He saw the spark of life still in Matt’s eyes, his cocked eyebrow, and his silly grin. In a way, Matt’s refusal to give into their situation helped Reggie not wallow in misery. He smiled back at his friend.




  Matt was up to something. And considering how his last scheme of party hardy worked out, his track record wasn’t exactly stellar.




  Whatever Matt was cooking up, it wouldn’t have a happy ending. Some days he would still get mad at Matt for suggesting they go to that island. But Reggie just couldn’t stay mad at the guy. I didn’t have to agree to go with him did I? He’d become a good friend, zombie or not. Like his prof used to say, Common problems breed common understanding.




  “Hey, guys.” Matt planted himself on the matching overstuffed chair across from the couch. The chair erupted with its usual puff of dust into the already stuffy air.




  Reggie waved away the cloud of dust that enveloped him. “Okay, Matt, I’ll bite. What’s up?” Reggie’s stomach twisted with anticipation.




  Herbie stood and walked into the kitchen he soon returned with his hands hidden by bright florescent pink oven mitts dotted with banana-yellow flowers, carrying a baking sheet covered with warm chocolate chip cookies.




  “I have cookies.”




  Reggie frowned. Maybe I should get a hobby. He shook his head forlornly. Naw. What’s the point? We’re outta time.




  The remaining taste glands in Reggie’s mouth watered profusely at the happy memory triggered by the cookie aroma. He recalled the joys of his childhood when his housekeeper, Olga, would bake sweet treats for him and his two sisters. At least for now, he could still enjoy the taste of food.




  “Our problems are solved, boys.” To punctuate his point, Matt slapped the arm of the chair.




  Herbie jumped at the sound and the cookies bounced on the cookie sheet, but none fell off.




  Whew! That’s too close. We nearly lost a few.




  The look of horror in Herbie’s eyes at almost losing some of his precious cookies made Reggie want to laugh.




  All the world’s a stage.




  Herbie sat on the couch after placing the tray on the coffee table.




  Reggie looked back at Matt. “Spare us the drama, Matt. What’s goin’ on? But don’t think we’re going along on any wild scheme. Your last idea didn’t turn out so hot did it?”




  Matt’s features pinched like he’d sucked on a lemon.




  Reggie rolled his eyes. The prince of drama strikes again.




  “On com’on, guys you know we’re running a little short on time,” alleged Matt. “But this time I have a really cool idea.”




  Matt peeled dead skin off the tip of one index finger and dropped it to the worn forest green shag carpet as if to illustrate his point about time being short.




  The dead skin drifted to the floor like a leaf in the fall.




  “Do you have to do that? Skin is hell to get out of the rug,” Herbie shouted.




  Ignoring Herbie’s domestic princess comment, Matt jumped to his feet. “Listen up, guys. I’m serious. We have an offer we can’t refuse.” A slow grin spread over his gray face. “It’ll mean a lot of cash—and maybe a way for us to survive."




  Well what do ya know? He’s been listening after all. They trust me to get them out of this mess. I’m the science guy after all.




  “How much are we talking about?” Reggie’s curiosity got the better of him and he cringed.




  Isn’t this how Matt got us into this mess in the first place?




  “No way, man,” Reggie shook his head. “This homie doesn’t cross your line. Not this time.”




  Matt ignored him. “More bucks than you can imagine.” He rubbed his hands together like a spoiled kid with too many birthday presents.




  Reggie snorted. “You have no idea what I can imagine.”




  “How about enough to get us a doctor that will ensure we don’t disintegrate before our expiration date?”




  “Huh? When’s that?” Herbie scooted forward on the couch.




  Reggie smirked. “It’s an expression, big guy.”




  Herbie grunted as if he understood, but Reggie doubted the big ox understood much of what Matt was telling them. Being a great football tackle was more his forte. No matter what harebrained scheme Matt conjured up Herbie always went along. Regardless if it made sense or not. And now apparently so would Reggie.




  Would it be better to steer around this wreck waiting to happen, but what if he’s onto something? Reggie sighed inwardly. What’s the use? In for a penny…“So what’s the plan?”




  “A reality show. We, my friends, are going to be Team Zombie on the Reality Show Network’s newest hit show, Bachelorette: After the Prize!” Matt’s eyebrows wiggled comically. “There’ll be a girl. And we’re the bait.”




  Three




  Shelby Bass, in the rear seat of the 1960 Volkswagen Beetle, stewed over her predicament. This sucks the big one. Her two brothers, Clem and Buster sat in the front bucket seats laughing at their usual bad jokes. At least they’re happy about this gig.




  It was seven in the morning and the sun had just appeared over the low hills surrounding the valley. The television studio was located in the middle of Nevada’s hot, dry foothills fifty miles outside Las Vegas.




  Could we be any more remote?




  The dry, hot desert air was like an open oven door. The next car we get better have air conditioning. Or least be built in the twenty-first century. It must be a hundred and fifty out here. The oppressive heat added to Shelby’s glum mood.




  The entrance gate sagged on its hinges and behind them were the massive sound stages made from huge sheets of plywood and oak beams that held the walls up. The wood looked worn and old, the paint peeling, with roofing tiles missing, leaving a patchwork effect. Great. The studio’s a wreck. Dad is sooo gonna pay for signing us to this gig. Getting the diamond back isn’t worth the humiliation of being on a reality show.




  If this is reality then I have a big butt, which I most certainly do not.




  If the sound stage we’re supposed to be on is in as bad shape as the front gate, then this dump’s gonna fall on our heads. Shelby sighed. Better dead than humiliated.




  But if we don’t get the diamond back, I’ll be a thief until the day I die. Shelby fumed at her brothers laughing and joking in the front seats. Morons.




  It’s not fair. All I ever wanted to be is a surfer babe in Hawaii. Can that be too much to ask? After the Prize? Get real. I’m not a prize steer.




  Tumble weeds roamed down the dirt street and Cholla cacti has taken over the entrance to a dilapidated security shack.




  Her brothers pointed at the studio and laughed like kids. They looked like two kids who’d just discovered a tree fort in their backyard. Do boys ever grow up?




  Inside the security office stood a guard wearing a wrinkled, faded blue uniform shirt, holding a wooden clipboard in a withered hand. He shuffled out of the shack moving toward them in that shuffling seniors-retirement-home way.




  The guy looked as old as the buildings. He’s probably original issue when the studio was built, which must’ve been in the nineteen-twenties.




  I hope they have indoor toilets.




  The ancient guard tipped his peaked cap in greeting with one gnarled finger. “Hey there, young fella.” His voice reminded Shelby of sand paper running over a blackboard.




  The slightly dirty and aged white plastic nametag on his shirt read, PAUL.




  Great, a prison guard




  Only he looks more like a prisoner than a guard. A skinny old guy like him isn’t gonna to keep me from going over the wall.




  “Hey, yourself,” Clem tone gratingly cheerful.




  “Help ya with sumthin’?” The white-haired guard’s sleepy gaze dropped to his clipboard.




  “Paul is it?” Clem always refers to people by their first name, something he learned in Marketing 101. Too bad he never took Marketing 202 or he’d be a more successful thief. Clem is terrible at bartering with fences.




  Paul smiled and nodded, “Names?” He then tapped slowly on the clipboard with the tip of his pen.




  Shelby stuck her head between the two front bucket seats and opened her mouth to speak. “We’re—”




  Clem beat her to it. “We’re the Family Bass. You must’ve heard ‘o us?”




  A tight, I’m-so-tolerant smile crossed the old man's bloodless lips. “Bass…hmmm…” His gaze dropped to the clipboard held in his shaky hand while he thumbed the ballpoint pen’s mechanism, click, click, click in rapid succession.




  Using the tip of the pen as a pointer, he ran down what must have been a list of names and nodded. “Yup. Got three Bass’ here. Shelby, Clem, and Bobby.”




  Clem chuckled and turned to face Buster and winked.




  Buster grunted and his brow wrinkled.




  “Nope, my brother’s name’s Buster, as in Buster Keaton, who I’m sure you knew personally.”




  Paul chuckled and checked off the names. “Yeah. Good ‘ol Buster K. Knew him well.” He stepped back and pushed on the counter weight that made the gate go up. “Go ahead.”




  Clem rolled up the driver’s window and stepped on the gas pedal. From the backseat, Shelby glanced at the side mirror as they drove onto the old movie lot and saw the cloud of brown dust left in their wake.




  Turning her attention to the front, she caught a movement of bright color out of the corner of her eye. The human shape of the color made an old fear rip through her. Her stomach became queasy. She shook off the nausea. “Naw. Couldn’t be.” It can’t be a clown. Not here.




  Buster gazed over the back seat. “Somethin’ wrong, sis?”




  “Nope. Nuthin’. Thought I saw something. But it’s impossible.”




  Clem stopped and parked the car outside the half moon-shaped sound stage.




  The massive soundstage towered over the tiny car some forty feet into the blue desert sky. The wall blotted out half the visible horizon with its massive size casting a shadow over them. How and why would a small television production company build such a monstrous structure?




  Movement out of the corner of her eye again. She swiveled her head sharply to the left. Her jaw dropped and her heart froze in her chest.




  A pasty-faced clown had just exited through a door on the side of the otherwise featureless wall of the sound stage.




  The world began to spin, the car seat seemed to swell like drifting on the sea. “I don’t feel so good.” Beads of sweat tickled down her forehead, then her cheeks. She shivered.




  I must be coming down with something.




  She collapsed onto the seat, and her eyes closed. Her brothers, the car, the studio, and the evil clown disappeared into a haze reminiscent of twilight. As her gaze dropped into darkness, the last thing she remembered hearing was Clem’s frantic cry.




  Four




  A disembodied voice that sounded very far away wedged its way into her mind. The voice gently called her name, “Shelby…Shelby…Shelby…”




  Gradually Shelby opened her heavy eyelids and blinked several times.




  Where am I?




  She licked her dry lips. Yuck. Morning mouth.




  Shelby winced, the pain behind her eyes increased as she tried to keep her eyes open.




  Ohhhh. My head hurts.




  Slowly she opened one eye. Her blurred vision progressively cleared with each passing tick of the imaginary clock in her head until she made out the chipmunk-cheeked face of Clem as he hovered over her.




  “What time is it?” Her voice rasped and her dry throat needed moisture.




  ‘Ten minutes since you passed out.” Clem hovered over her, kneeling on the back seat by her legs. His dark brown eyebrows were pinched with worry.




  She smiled back at him. How cute.




  The tension in his shoulders relaxed and his creased forehead receded as he sat back on his haunches. “Whew. I thought we weren’t gonna be able to do the show.”




  “You preggers or sumthin?” Buster hung over the passenger seat. He must be on his knees—his round face eager as kid at Christmas. He smelled of bananas.




  Shelby frowned. Wrong. They don’t care about me they only care about the show.




  Clem scowled at Buster.




  Buster shrugged and flipped around in his seat.




  Shelby held the side of her head with one hand, with the other she struggled to sit up. Dizziness overwhelmed her, and a nauseous sensation deepened in the pit of her stomach.




  “You okay, Sis?” Clem stroked her cheek gently with the back of his hand.




  “Whhha happened?” her words were slurred.




  “You fainted,” Buster snorted from the front seat.




  Think it’s funny eh? Try being in my shoes.




  Then the image of the clown’s green and white stripped baggy suit and purple wig, it’s face chalk white and it’s lips bright red flooded back. She shuddered and shook her head to loosen the mental cobwebs. Immediately regretting the movement when a sharp pain shot across her forehead. “Owww. Where are the clowns?”




  She looked around dreading she’d see the clown again. A heavy sigh escaped her lips and the knot in her stomach eased. Nothing. No clowns.




  “The clown went back inside to join the others. His name’s Happy.” Clem’s tone seemed a little subdued. “He seems like a nice—”




  Shelby crossed her arms over her chest and glared her brother into silence.




  Clem opened and closed his mouth like a trout.




  There were clowns here. Right here. Right now. It’s like they’re following me from the circus. She shuddered.




  “We have to leave,” she shoved Clem's hands away. “I’m going home.”




  “We’re not going anywhere.” Buster pushed the car door open with both hands.




  Her head had been resting against the rear passenger door. The VW bug had been modified for circus use to have four doors.




  “Besides, where are you gonna go?” He indicated with his outstretched hand toward the desert dotted with cacti and tumbleweeds that spread out in every direction from the studio to the horizon. “Watch out for rattlers.”




  I hadn’t thought of that. But if I stay here the clowns are gonna get me. Fear of death by clown or fear of death by rattler. Some choice.




  “No! I don’t care!”




  “Dad said—” Clem moved to stand beside Buster, both outside of her car door. They stood side by side, folding their arms in unison with brows pinched as they silently glared at her.




  “No! I will not be around clowns. I will not work with clowns. I will not speak with clowns. You know—”




  “Oh, com’on, Shel, you can’t still have that old phobia. Surely you’re over it by now.” Buster rolled his eyes,




  “Don’t mock me!” Shelby’s anger surfaced from her belly. She crossed her arms and stuck out her lower lip. I’m afraid. Don’t they care at all about me? I thought they loved me?




  Buster glanced at Clem. In unison, they sighed and shook their heads in what must have been wonderment at her behavior.




  “Listen, Shel.” Clem’s tone shifted to soft and soothing.




  “We understand how you feel, but Dad is depending on us to bring home the pork fat. You know all Mom ever wanted for Dad and us is happiness and a full life.” Clem shrugged. “And besides, you wouldn’t wanta let Mom’s memory down, would ya?”




  Shelby’s scowled at her brothers. How could they forget Mom died because three clowns didn’t hold the net to catch her? And there is the diamond. We have to find the diamond. I have no choice.




  But I really hate clowns.




  As with most clowns, they’d been out partying the night before. Shelby blamed those clowns for her mother’s death. After the funeral, she vowed then and there never to forgive those baggy pants-wearing-painted-devils-from-hell ever.




  Now I have to be in a reality show with clowns. Why would Dad do this to me? But making her father happy always seemed important, especially because of her mom’s death. And of course, she still had to help Clem and Buster find the diamond they had lost, hidden somewhere on the set of the reality show.




  How am I going to get through this stupid game? Dad said find the diamond so I have to bail my brothers out. It’s not like I lost it, but what’s a girl to do when it’s your family?




  “Com’on, Shel, let’s go in.” Clem grabbed her hand to help her out of the car, pulling hard, and yanking her out of the backseat.




  She stood in the warm breeze her red hair falling over her lips and mouth. She spat the hair out of her mouth.




  The dust and the pungency of creosote trees filled her nostrils. Her mouth seemed to be jam packed with cotton balls. She ran her tongue over her dry lips. “I need water.”




  “Hey, lady that’s some tongue.” A husky male voice spoke from behind her.




  She assumed a clown must have snuck up behind her. They are known for quietness. This one is far too quiet. She whirled around ready to take on the dreaded creature and stopped awestruck when she saw the who or what behind the manly voice.




  Eyes like a glassy azure ocean on a summer day held her frozen. Gray skin wrinkled, peeled and looked ancient, yet the eyes were young and vital, and that voice. Bedroom eyes and a bedroom voice to go with them and wavy black hair. And what a bod. Cute zombie for sure, but he looks too human for the undead. She shrugged. I’m so glad he’s not one of those horrible clowns.




  The average size young man-thing wore faded blue jeans, a tight blue t-shirt and cowboy boots. Zombie cowboys? What will they think of next?




  “Huh…uh…” She couldn’t believe all she could do was stammer.




  The weird looking man chuckled at her embarrassment.




  A warm flush crept up her neck and into her cheeks. Don’t laugh at me, mister. I really don’t like being laughed at ever since high school. She cringed at the memory of the humiliations she’d endured.




  The man-thing leaned forward and held out a hand. His grey skin appeared to be peeling as if from a bad sunburn. Gingerly, she placed her hand in his, then pulled it away a little too quickly. I wonder what’s wrong with him that makes his skin peel?




  I don’t know him but I also don’t want to insult a guy I just met, but then he’s a tallie. Like her father often warned her. Never trust a person taller than you. Dad has way too many rules, but in my experience too often tallies discriminate against little people like me. Her entire family had dwarfism. No one had inherited the average size gene. And being in the circus seemed to have jaded them all against tallies.




  Except something about mister hunky was different. He seems nice, if a little flirty.




  “Hi, my name’s Reggie. My friends and I are Team Zombie. Are you the bachelorette?”




  Zombies! Bachelorette? Oh yeah, the game show. She smiled and shrugged.




  Five




  “I said, what team are you three?”




  Shelby looked at him uncomprehending. The zombie speaks. Zombies, clowns and little people? I just entered the Twilight Zone.




  She shook her head. “Sorry. You startled me. I thought you were someone else.”




  “Who would that be?” His mottled brow wrinkled slightly and his blue-eyed gaze seemed genuinely concerned.




  She shrugged, “Oh. It’s not important.”




  Looking away to divert her attention to something other than hunky guy, she gazed up, up, up at the pitted aluminum wall of the giant sound stage. The immense size of the walls made her dizzy. She closed her eyes.




  “Big. Isn’t it?”




  “Yeah. Big.”




  She opened her eyes and looked away from him to her left. The last thing she wanted to do was stare into his eyes. There were no signs of the clown she’d seen earlier. Thank goodness.




  Looking back at hunky, she saw a sloppy grin had crossed the zombie’s strong-jawed features. Aren’t zombies supposed to be undead flesh-bots? They walk around like Frankenstein, and they’re mute or maybe they grunt, or something. This guy looks more like a regular guy than many of the so-called regular guys I’ve been on dates with. The guys I date, are either too tall, too short, too circusy, or have bad breath. Shelby gazed at the zombie. If anything Reggie’s too handsome, with a sexy dimple in his cheek, wavy hair and a twinkle in his eye, and he smells good.




  He’ll probably be eating my brain before this is over.




  Shelby smiled and shook her head. “You’re not a real zombie, are you? Real zombies—”




  “Are stiff and mute and eat brains. Right?” Reggie finished her sentence.




  She nodded her mouth hung open. Realizing her mouth must look like a cavernous tunnel, she snapped it shut. My foot tastes surprisingly good.




  Reggie shrugged and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his blue jeans. “Most of the ones I’ve seen are, sure. But, somehow, we escaped before the Mambo—that’s a sort of Voodoo witch—had completed her spell. I’m certain she’s really pissed about the whole thing. If we hadn’t gotten away in time I’m sure we’d still be on that island as her slaves. I really can’t explain it, I just live it.”




  Shelby stood still, wide-eyed as if in a trance as she listened intently to Reggie’s story. Guy’s a zombie. Good looking, but still a zombie. Too bad.




  “You okay?” Reggie touched her shoulder gently.




  Shelby blinked and cleared her throat. She brushed his hand away from her shoulder. “I’d prefer if you didn’t touch me.” He scares the crap outta me. “I like my brain where it is.” She offered a weak, apologetic smile. “Sorry. Horror movies are not my thing.”




  Reggie frowned then chuckled. “Me neither.” He shook his head. “You have no idea how people treat those of us who are different.”




  Shelby nodded in agreement. I’ve never considered fear of zombie’s as prejudice before. Who woulda thought zombies had the same problems as little people? “Yeah, I know what you mean.”




  She decided to change subject. Her brothers and the rest of Team Zombie had already gone ahead and left her alone with the charming zombie. “My brothers, Clem and Buster over there.” With a nod of her head, she indicated her brothers acting out their usual array of stupid circus jokes for the two other zombies. “We’re Team Midget. And I’m Shelby.”




  “Well then, after you, Bachelorette Shelby.” Reggie made a sweeping gesture with his arm as he bowed. The action was as if he were a gallant prince welcoming the princess to the castle.




  Shelby couldn’t help but grin at this act of chivalry, even though it annoyed her. Does he really think I’m a push over for such old-fashioned crap? It’s not like I’m Snow White. To begin with she’s a tallie. I’ll be hurt. It’s happened before, I have to protect myself.




  Prince Charming the zombie? She shook her head. This is all too weird. A strong breeze swirled the fine golden sand about her feet as she approached the door her brothers and the other zombies had entered.




  Reggie held the door open for her, and she stepped inside.




  You old smoothie.




  Once inside, she froze in her tracks. The door clunked closed behind them. Whoa! This sound stage is huge! She took in a deep breath of the cool air.




  The air conditioned warehouse-like space was a welcome change after the desert heat outside. Rows of lights ran the length of overhead walkways that spidered across the shadowy ceiling high above their heads.




  The building had to be the size of three football fields, and at least a hundred feet high. The air smelled of fresh cut wood.




  In the distance stood a full size black, two-story house painted ink-black. Amazing! The black siding ran in overlapping layers up to multiple domes that comprised the roof. Along the edge of the domes were gilded railings. Two windows, that reminded her of eyes, bracketed the front door. It was like the house was watching them approach.
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