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  Chapter One




  He looks hungry.




  Suddenly the lurching zombie snatched the ham steak off the plate on the lunch counter, then, with its gray fingers, stuffed the dripping piece of meat whole into its mouth. It chewed noisily as a line of drool ran from the side of its mouth down its cheek.




  Yup, he’s hungry, all right.




  Sheriff Aloha Armstrong’s brow wrinkled in a wince of revulsion. She took a single cautious step closer to the zombie. What was he doing in here?




  Then again, here I am an undercover Legal Investigative Protection agent stuck in the great wet Northwest. L.I.P.S. agents were supposed to work in warmer climes like Florida or California. At least that was what the recruitment brochure said when she signed on six years ago. This latest assignment had led her to Zomopolis, a small town situated in a remote valley halfway between Spokane and Seattle so it rained a lot. Thankfully the town was constructed under a dome so weather wasn't an issue; otherwise she would have quit on day one. Too many days of rain depressed her. What's a secret agent gal who loves to suntan to do?




  Aloha watched the zombie. Everyone knew brain-eaters ate at Cerebellum Station, the




  Brain-Eater-Only cafe that specialized in brain food. Joe’s Family Diner didn’t serve their kind




  — only living humans not undead ones.




  Aloha winced and immediately scolded herself. What am I thinking? Their kind? Some of her best friends were zombies.




  Like too many times before, the memory of her ex-boyfriend, handsome former-zombie,




  Matt Butcher, popped into her mind. Man, I wish I could get that guy outta my hair, and my subconscious.




  Her stomach muscles tightened. She took in a deep breath and held it, causing her ample bosom to swell. Out of the corner of one eye she spied 90-year-old Mr. McDok staring at her from where he lounged in a red leather booth. His weathered features were split by a salacious grin. Not that this surprised her, since the form-fitting sheriff’s uniform did little to hide her voluptuous figure. She scowled at him. He was a dirty old man.




  




  She decided she had to make time to fix her uniform. She'd been too busy settling into the new routine of the job. It seemed sheriffing was harder than secret agenting.




  Shifting her attention back to the ham-munching zombie, she released the air from her lungs as quietly as possible so as not to alert the brain-eater to her presence.




  Her deputy, Elvis Bushwood, had already herded the diner’s customers, except McDok, who refused to leave the booth, through the kitchen and out the back door of the diner.




  Elvis’s round, nut-brown, hairless head and beady brown eyes filled the small window of the swinging door that separated the counter area from the kitchen.




  From the way Aloha’s police-issue boots (about as ugly a piece of footwear as ever




  invented) slipped with each step she took she knew the floor tiles’ checkerboard had been freshly waxed this morning. Disregarding her own safety, she ever so slowly edged closer and closer to the zombie. She didn’t want to have to kill a local one week into the job, but he had to be stopped before he ate the brain of a live human. The undead living amongst the not-dead still irked her, but the town of Zomopolis was what it was.




  At the job interview, the mayor had been adamant about not shooting the town’s zombie residents. Mayor Sharona Figer explained the local economy was dependent on good relations between the living and the undead. The mayor explained the living people in the town were from all across America, the best and brightest working on a foolproof cure for the zombies. Aloha’s job was to protect them and prevent crime.




  Aloha tipped her head to the side as a signal to Elvis to come through the door. He blinked twice and swiveled his neck as if to get out a kink but didn’t move to enter. Elvis had the Legal Investigative Protection Service net gun she’d given him earlier. The brilliant Dr. Oh, chief R&D scientist at the L.I.P.S. weapons laboratory, had been proud of the gun’s intimidating look, but Aloha was unimpressed with it. According to Dr. Oh, the gun had an effective range of only five feet, and unless Elvis came through the door she would have to face the zombie alone. Which meant, of course, she’d have to shoot it.




  Her plan was to block the zombie’s escape out the front door while Elvis trapped him with the net gun. Aloha would provide the frontal assault and scare the brain-eater toward Elvis. It was the classic pincher strategy perfected by Napoleon over 300 years ago.




  C’mon, Elvis. Move! But he stayed still, staring uncomprehendingly at her through the door’s tiny window.




  




  She hoped he understood SWAT-talk. She raised one arm and used it to signal he was to come into the counter area. He shook his head.




  She sighed. He doesn’t understand SWAT-speak? Where did he receive his police training, the school for small-town cops?




  Next, she pointed at him, then at herself, then at the zombie. Finally she showed three fingers, hoping to indicate on the count of three they would make their move on the zombie. This time Elvis smiled and nodded. Good, finally he gets it.




  Suddenly her left foot slipped on the tiles, making a loud scraping noise like fingernails on a chalkboard. She froze with her legs wide apart, trying to keep from falling. Her upper body swayed back and forth while she waved her arms like wings in an attempt to stabilize herself.




  Whoa!




  That was too close.




  Her heart was racing when the zombie turned around to face her. A sliver of drool ran from the left side of his undead mouth, and his ink-black staring eyes were free of any trace of human emotion . His blond hair was cut jaggedly as if someone used a warped bowl to guide the style.




  The zombie probably saw her as one big delicious brain.




  Aloha’s eyes flitted to Elvis still on the kitchen side of the door. She mouthed for him to hurry. He nodded and finally came through the swinging door.




  Since Hanson Braddock kept his restaurant in good repair the door had been oiled recently and made no noise when it eased open.




  She thanked the heavens for small mercies.




  Elvis held the net gun in both hands, the barrel pointed slightly down, his beady eyes narrow and focused on the grunting zombie. As the zombie shuffled toward Aloha, Elvis raised the gun and took aim. The net gun had a wide barrel like that of an oversized double-barreled shotgun, so it was not easy to raise the heavy weapon in order to fire it. The zombie would be unable to move.




  No fuss. No muss.




  After the thing was subdued they’d put it in the pen out back of the town hall where they kept the whacked-out zombies until a decision could be made about what to do with the undead.




  Elvis stepped to within the range recommended in the gun’s user manual, then raised the gun and pulled the trigger. A loud click was followed by silence. Once Elvis pulled the trigger the net should have deployed to ensnare the zombie in a net big enough to envelope his entire body.




  A dud? Oh. Oh. Wayta go, Dr. Oh! Aloha moved her feet, but they slipped out from under her, and suddenly she was airborne. She landed hard on her tailbone, the shock traveling up her spine and forcing the air from her lungs. Spots danced before her now teary eyes, and she blinked at the sharp pain at the base of her spine. Her chest hurt as she struggled to take in a breath.




  Man, that hurts.




  Through hazy vision she saw the zombie shuffling closer and closer. Her nose wrinkled. He reeked of rotting garbage.




  She tried to move, but her legs were too weak. She tried not to panic as she realized she was unable to move. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t get her lungs to bring in any air.




  In her oxygen-deprived mind it suddenly dawned on her what would happen next if she were unable to move .




  Oh, crap, he’s gonna eat my brain




  The round glass light fixtures hanging from the diner’s ceiling threw rainbows of brilliant color across the ceiling tiles. The echo of shuffling footsteps followed by a sharp grunt made her tense.




  She was about to become the main course on the brain-only diet plan.




  A swish, a snap, followed by a yelp of surprise, announced something dropped heavily next to her on the cool tile. In Aloha’s foggy mind she sensed the human-shape had to be the hungry zombie. The smell of rotten fruit confirmed her realization.




  Finally her aching lungs managed to draw in a sharp breath of air. She tried to speak. “What




  …” Her voice dropped to a hiss.




  She cleared her throat and tried again, but no words came out. She was certain that if she looked up the definition of the word frustration her picture would be there.




  “It’s OK, Sheriff, don’t try to talk.” Hanson Braddock, he of the handsome, dimpled, tanned features came into view as her mind cleared. A loop of dark curls fell across his slightly wrinkled forehead above hazel eyes that brimmed with genuine concern.




  She nodded and took in several deep breaths. The light-headedness slowly dissipated, and her faculties gradually returned.




  




  Aloha sat upright, gasping for breathe since she landed on her tailbone. She wiggled her toes to help increase circulation and looked around to find the zombie lying face down on the tiled floor next to her with a rope securing its ankles. It lay unmoving, but seemed to be breathing, evidenced by the rise and fall of its back.




  It was out. But it sure must’ve hit the floor hard. Aloha winced. Ouch.




  “What happened?” She finally managed to croak. She coughed to clear her throat. She was relieved to find her throat felt better.




  Hanson stood up, his lean, muscular frame sending shivers through Aloha. The restaurant’s owner was all man and incredibly sexy. He grinned, deepening the dimples on his cheeks. His eyes sparkled. “I was a cowboy in my former life.” He hooked his thumbs on the front pockets of his tight jeans. “I used to be pretty good with a rope.”




  “It seems you still are.” Aloha held out one hand, and Hanson’s warm hand engulfed hers as he helped her stand. Once on her feet she reluctantly released his hand. Man, was he strong.




  “You two make a cute couple.”




  Aloha turned to glare at old man McDok still seated in the red leather booth. He grinned at them. It pleased her when he shriveled and dropped his eyes to his table under her disapproving gaze.




  “You think so?” Hanson said, cheerily.




  Aloha faced Hanson as her features relaxed. Her cheeks must’ve been as red as a slice of ripe watermelon.




  “Hey, Sheriff.” Elvis came up to them, the net gun loosely gripped in his huge fingers. “You OK?”




  Relieved by the distraction Aloha snatched the net gun out of Elvis’s hands before he could protest. “What’s wrong with this thing?”




  She scanned the gun’s faux wood stock and immediately spotted the problem. Elvis had left the safety on.




  “Elvis! My brain could have been eaten.” She demonstrated the weapon’s safety by flicking it off and on with her thumb.




  The corners of the big man’s eyes drooped, and he avoided her glare by looking at the zombie.




  




  The zombie grunted as it woke from its dreamless sleep. At least she hoped for its sake it was dreamless.




  She stole a glance at Hanson and thought she saw a flash of disapproval from him at the way she spoke to Elvis. “Oh, never mind. Why don’t you take the zom to the holding area?” She raised a single eyebrow at him.




  Elvis met her gaze as his expression brightened. He nodded, then leaned over and grabbed the zombie’s right arm in his meaty fingers and pulled the creature to its feet. The zombie stood, its shoulders slumped, and emitted a low growl. The undead man pulled at Elvis’s grip, trying to break loose.




  Elvis’s knuckles whitened as he tightened his hold. “We’ll have none of that, zom. You better come along quietly if you know what’s good for ya.” The deputy patted the canister of zom-repellant spray on his belt; it was identical to the one Aloha had affixed to hers.




  Aloha flinched. Oh, man. She forgot about the spray.




  The zombie’s expression changed to a mixture of fear and timid submission at sight of the canister, and he stopped pulling. Zombie’s hated the new spray. Not that she blamed them.




  A week previous, the town’s major employer, the Totally Zip Corporation, had issued her and Elvis an experimental spray repellent designed to stop attacking zombies by freezing them like statues. In the sales pitch video she’d seen, the zombie test subject’s eye movements indicated the undead creature’s senses were still active after it was frozen. It knew it was helpless.




  Aloha shuddered as she recalled the pitiful whimpering of the frozen test subject as it strained to move.




  And the cry of pain when the lab technician broke the zom’s left arm to demonstrate how helpless the undead subject had become under the spray’s influence.




  And how horrified she’d been when she read the instruction pamphlet, which stated that side effects to the subject included possible prolonged skin irritation, headache and vomiting, watery eyes and, in extreme cases, the subject’s skin melting off to become a puddle of primordial goo.




  Subject was such a dehumanizing term. Aloha preferred to think of the zoms as victims.




  After all, zombies had once been people too.




  The pamphlet went on to assure the customer that death after using zom spray was




  extremely unlikely.




  




  Yeah, right. Like when a building collapses on your head it’s extremely unlikely you’ll be crushed. Get real.




  Hanson knelt down next to the zombie’s feet and removed the lasso from round his ankles.




  “You need any help getting it to the corral, Deputy?”




  “It’s not an it! It’s a person .” Aloha spat her words indignantly, eliciting slack-jawed surprise from both Hanson and Elvis. Even the zombie looked startled by the fierceness of her reaction. Aloha immediately chastised herself for snapping at them. Too often she thought of them as it s, and since her ex-boyfriend had once been a half zombie the subject was a trigger for her temper.




  Aloha cheeks again grew warm. She lowered her voice, “Huh, sorry. I meant to say zombies are people first and brain-munching monsters second.”




  Elvis and Hanson looked at each other, then shrugged in unison.




  Aloha looked at her Timex. “I’ve gotta go. I’m late for my meeting with the mayor.” Not waiting for a response, she spun around intending to make a dignified exit but slipping on the tiles and waving her arms about like a mad chicken instead.




  Finally, she managed to stumble out the door to the sidewalk and took in a deep breath.




  Immediately dizziness gripped her. Car horns and the rush of tires on pavement from the traffic sounded louder than normal. Her heart was still racing, and her forehead was dotted with beads of sweat. What's wrong with me? She'd been a L.I.P.S. agent for six years and been in more tight scrapes and near-death experiences than she could count. Of course, the enemy agents, mad scientists, and super villains she'd encountered only wanted to kill her, not eat her. A shiver ran down her spine. The undead were creepy.




  A sudden burst on an air horn made her look to her left in time to see the wide chrome grill of a large delivery truck careening toward her.




  Through the windshield of the truck, she could see the driver’s panicky face and wide eyes as she tried but failed to regain control of her truck. The air brakes locked, followed by the hiss of the air bleeding out. The smell of burning rubber permeated the air as the truck’s tires laid a strip of black rubber straight toward where her VW Beetle patrol car sat parked at the curb.




  Aloha realized when the truck rear-ended her sheriff’s car it would drive the small car over the sidewalk right into where she now stood. And she knew she would have no time to react.




  




  Why did this remind her of the old joke about the last thing that goes through a fly’s mind when it hits a windshield?




  Geez, I hope my butt doesn’t taste funny.




  She closed her eyes and cringed as she heard a loud bang followed by the screech of metal on metal.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter Two




  Joe’s Family Diner’s top waitress, Betty Strongbow, had returned to work after the zombie incident and was standing at the other end of the counter, making a fresh pot of coffee.




  “Hey, Betty,” Hanson said casually.




  She looked up from the coffee pot. Her gray eyes were curious.




  “I’m going out. I shouldn’t be long.” I hope.




  Before Hanson could untie his apron, he heard a louder screech of brakes from the street. He reacted out of pure instinct and raced out the door in time to see a delivery truck about to run into the rear of the sheriff’s bug patrol car.




  He clearly saw the patrol car would be shoved up onto the sidewalk and into Aloha. She would be killed for sure.




  The ear-splitting screech of metal striking metal affected him like a bell woulda prizefighter. He leaped into action and covered the distance between himself and Aloha faster than he’d ever moved in his life.




  He tackled her football-style, his arms wrapped around her slender waist. She grunted in surprise. Locked together, they flew across the cement just as the Beetle filled the spot where she’d been standing. The car slammed into the side of the red brick bank building next to the diner with a sharp bang and a crunch of metal as the bumper absorbed the impact. The Beetle’s front window cracked in a spider-web pattern.




  Lying on top of Aloha, Hanson marveled that a mound of broken bricks where the wall of the zombie repair shop next to his restaurant used to be now covered the car's crumpled front end. He was breathing hard, and his heart still beat rapidly in his chest. The car was so a write-off. The sheriff’s not going to like it.




  He rolled off her and realized her head had hit the cement sidewalk. She was unconscious but still breathing.




  Oh, oh. I think I hurt her.




  




  He looked around and spotted the deputy standing beside his tricked-out pickup truck with the zom from the diner. He looked, wide-eyed, at the shattered Beetle in the wall. “Hey, Elvis! A little help here.”




  ~~~




  After the ambulance left to take Aloha to the hospital, and ensuring she was going to be OK, Hanson returned to the diner and now stood behind the counter, leaning his weight on a broom handle. He’d washed the floor only this morning, but the scuffle with the zombie had left behind patches of dead flesh. As he swept, a small pile of gray skin began to form in front of the broom’s bristles.




  Zoms sure are messy. He was glad now he had bought Joe’s place rather than one of the zombie-only diners in town. He’d probably be seeing more of Sheriff Armstrong in the future. At least he hoped so. Having the local sheriff's department as customers was a diner's bread and butter.




  Sure, Aloha Armstrong seemed like a bit of a stuffed shirt sometimes, but there was




  something about her he liked — something besides her tight uniform. And he wasn't about to let her die on the street. His father raised him to help others.




  Aloha surprised him; she seemed tough and no-nonsense. I like that in a woman.




  It impressed him. Aloha wasn't able to demonstrate how well she could handle herself with that out-of-control zom, but he sensed she had skills he hadn't seen yet. The air of confidence surrounding her was intoxicating.




  Hanson had been in Zomopolis for only a few months and had already learned that loose lips led to uncomfortable questions about why he came to town and where he was from. He wasn’t about to reveal his real reason for being in Zomopolis until he had solid evidence. Only then he'd tell Aloha what he was doing.




  But his plan was coming together nicely. So far he’d spoken to about half the town’s human residents.




  “I still think you make a cute couple,” said Albert with a suggestive wink.




  Hanson looked up from the pile of gray skin in front of the broom, not realizing he’d been so lost in thought. Albert McDok had sat in the booth all morning just as he did every morning. If this were a bar they'd call him a barfly, but Hanson had taken a liking to the old man. Besides he sometimes offered him some pretty valuable advice. “Hey, Mr. McDok,” Hanson smiled thinly.




  “What was that?” He asked as if he hadn’t heard the old man.




  “I said you and the new sheriff make a cute couple.”




  Hanson’s cheeks grew warm. “I don’t even know her.”




  McDok chuckled. “What’s that got to do with the price of pie? I chased the late Mrs. McDok halfway cross the country before she agreed to marry me, and it isn't like I saved her life like you did the sheriff's.”




  Hanson's face felt warm. He nodded, his eyes focused on the broom's bristles as he swept.




  “So you stalked her?”




  Mr. McDok snorted. “We called it courting in my day.”




  Hanson liked old man McDok. Everyone seemed to think he was a perv, but he was actually very wise. He'd suggested a new coffee supplier for the shop, which saved Hanson a lot of overhead money.




  Hanson stopping sweeping and set his chin on the broom handle, both hands gripping the shaft. “All right, since you’re such an expert, what should I do?”




  “Do what Russell Crowe or Mel Gibson would do –– go after her.”




  “Right now?”




  McDok shook his head. “And you’re waiting for what, exactly?”




  Hanson leaned the broom against the counter. McDok’s right. Getting to know the sheriff better would help him find out what she knew. If he befriended her, and she found any evidence, maybe she’d tell him what she’d discovered before anyone else.




  




  




  




  Chapter Three




  Aloha opened her eyes and winced. Her head pounded so hard it seemed about to split in half. She blinked repeatedly until her vision cleared and she could take in her surroundings.




  Her whole body ached. Even her eyeballs hurt.




  She half-expected to see a puffy cloud with an angel sitting on it, but instead she saw walls painted a shade of pale yellow and a faux oak table beside the hospital bed she lay on. Thick beige drapes covered the single window, so she had no idea if it was night or day.




  A smiling man with a dark complexion entered the room. He wore a knee-length white lab coat, a powder-blue shirt, and tan slacks. The echo of footsteps in the hallway outside followed the door swinging closed behind him. A stethoscope hung round his neck and down the front of his shirt. It swung back and forth in time to his movements. “Hello, Sheriff.”




  Aloha hung her head and scrunched into a ball as she planted her hands over her ears.




  “Hey!” she scolded in a hoarse whisper, “don’t shout!”




  The man’s smile disappeared. His brow creased. “Sorry,” he whispered. He stood at the foot of the bed and picked up the medical chart hanging off a hook attached to the footboard.




  Aloha dropped her hands from her ears, sank into the soft pillow behind her, and sighed.




  That was better.




  The man scanned the chart, then placed it back on the hook and buried his hands in the pockets of his lab coat. His eyes were serious as he studied her.




  He didn’t say anything for several minutes, which made her think he had bad news for her.




  She forced herself not to squirm under his steady gaze.




  Finally, he cleared his throat, and the smile came back over his angular features. “You’re going to be fine, Sheriff. You had a nasty fall, but the x-rays don’t show a concussion. Just minor bruising and a few cuts and scrapes. Nothing serious.”




  “Are you the doctor?”




  The man suddenly burst out laughing, making her head pound. He held out one hand and




  winced. His voice dropped to a whisper again. “Of course, sorry. I forget sometimes when patients arrive unconscious they may not know who I am.”




  She shook his offered hand. His flesh was warm and firm, reassuring. “I’m Dr. Kupta. I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m the town doctor.”




  




  The corner of her mouth curled up slightly. Even this tiny movement elicited a shot of pain behind her eyes. Her lips puckered like she’d sucked on a lemon.




  Dr. Kupta released her hand and stuffed his back into the pocket of his lab coat. “The pain will subside. I've given you your maximum daily dosage of pain killer, so I'm sorry, but you'll have to wait for until tomorrow for more.”




  “Tomorrow? I can’t stand another minute.” She had closed her eyes but now opened them to see the grin on Kupta’s dusky features. He used the index finger of his left hand to push his wire-framed glasses up his wide nose. She noted the wedding band on the ring finger of his left hand.




  “Married?” she asked, changing the subject, anything to distract herself from the pain.




  He smiled easily. “Why, yes, how did you know?”




  Normally she would have nodded, but she lifted her right arm and pointed to the gold band.




  “The ring.”




  He chuckled. “Oh, yes, of course, I almost forgot; cops have built in married-guy detectors, don't they? Especially when they're wearing a ring on THE finger.” He punctuated his joke with a laugh.




  She smiled and realized she liked this man. He seemed honest and warm. Good traits for a small-town doctor, and with only 1,313 residents, Zomopolis certainly qualified for the small-town designation. And he was funny. Any man with a well-developed sense of humor was OK




  by her.




  She’d only been in Zomopolis for a week and already had almost been dinner for a brain-eating zombie and was nearly run over by a delivery truck. What else was going to happen?




  Her brow wrinkled. I recall a truck coming at my... “My car. What happened to my patrol car? Is the driver OK?”




  Kupta nodded. “The driver's fine, but I'm told your car is totaled. But you better ask your deputy. He called twenty minutes ago saying he’s on his way here.”




  “Actually, where is here?”




  Kupta chuckled, and the corners of his eyes wrinkled slightly. “You know where the




  community center is on Ukulele Street, right?”




  Without thinking she nodded. This time there was no pain. Cool, I’m getting better already.




  “We’re behind the center.”




  “How did I get here?”




  




  He smiled and rocked back on his heels. “You're in our humble but well-meaning hospital. I also drive the ambulance.”




  “A one-man band, huh?”




  He nodded.




  The door to the hallway opened, interrupting them, and she heard Elvis’s baritone voice say,




  “Thank you, ma’am. Thank you very much.”




  She wanted to roll her eyes but didn’t for fear of the pain it might cause. Oh, brother, is he a hambone or what? The guy was the worst Elvis impersonator ever.




  Unlike his namesake, Deputy Elvis Bushwood preferred rap music.




  Elvis stood before her, unshaven, a little out of breath, and his uniform so badly wrinkled and dirty she thought at first he’d been in a fight. She made a mental note to write him up for being in such a disheveled condition in public. “We have the obligation to look and act professionally at all times when on duty,” she’d told him on her first day on the job. He’d said he understood; now in only a week he’d gone all native on her.




  “Uh, hi, Sheriff.” Elvis offered her a weak smile and then shifted his gaze to the doctor.




  “Doc, can you give us a minute?”




  He nodded. “Certainly, Deputy.” He swung his gaze to Aloha. “My nurse will be in later to check on you, Sheriff. For now, please get some rest. No matter what emergency arises I want you to stay in bed and rest.” The doctor regarded Elvis with a blank expression on his face.




  Aloha grinned. “Ok, Doctor. No worries.”




  After Dr. Kupta had left the room Elvis explained where he’d been and what had happened in his usual rapid-fire style.




  Though she’d only met him a week ago he seemed like an old hound that lay on the porch in the sun scratching himself until something interesting happened. She pushed away the image of Elvis scratching himself.




  “Sheriff. We have a problem. A big problem.”




  “Elvis,” Aloha said, “first, please, whisper. Second, slow down and tell me what’s going on, and, third, tell me about my car.” She’d only had the car for a week but already she’d come to love the little Beetle with its roomy interior and peppy engine.




  Elvis looked from one side of the room to the other, and then leaned closer. He smelled like eau de chilidog. At least he whispered this time. “Sorry. Bugs?”




  




  What’s the use? Why fight it? She nodded.




  He continued, “Thought so. Zomopolis is crawlin’ with ‘em. But the wall is comin’ down.”




  He held up his left hand and displayed three fingers. He lowered one finger. “Your car is totaled.” He lowered another finger, leaving a single digit in the middle of his fist. He frowned, and his eyes narrowed. “Is that three or two?” He stared at the lone finger, his frown deepening.
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