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THE TYCOON

He was, really, not so bad.

If only they could see this. If only they could put down their signs and quiet their clever chants for a moment and actually talk to him. Speak with him one-on-one, like real people. Then they would doubtless see him the way his friends did. The way his business associates and employees did. The way the rich and famous all over the globe had come to see him.

He would look into their irascible, protest-mad eyes, shake their unwashed hands, and then the remarkable, magical force that had carried him this far—that had made him a billionaire, and television star, and placed him at the helm of one of the most-respected brands on earth—would surely cast its spell over them.

Surely.

But for whatever reason, such simple solutions were never possible.

Instead, this. Always this.

As the Tycoon sat in the $5,000 leather office chair at the top of the tower that bore his name, he could look straight down into the public circle below where the thousands of demonstrators had gathered.

Their protest chants and signs were rather nonspecific. They said that the Tycoon “had to go,” that he didn’t care about America, and that he was a fraud. But what were these declamations, really? What were these claims? They were not action-items you could check off once they had been completed. Rather, they were abstractions.

Though his familiarity with “using computers” remained cursory at best, the Tycoon managed to launch an internet browser on his laptop and scroll through the day’s news headlines. So many were about him. But, again, these stories also seemed to have been written by people who just did not understand. People who—if he could only meet personally—would surely come around. But who, as it stood, misunderstood him utterly.

The Tycoon’s friends and advisors had told him that the primaries would be the difficult part. That securing his party’s own nomination was the true test. It had to be, they said. The party needed to examine him with a fine-toothed comb. Needed to review his performance under every condition. It was not personal, he was assured. Yet the process was necessary because anything they might find, the opposition party would undoubtedly locate. If he went in to the general election untested, there was no telling what might happen.

And so, though it made him cringe and itch all over, the Tycoon had allowed it. The muckrakers had gone to work, and they had found muck aplenty. In his business dealings. In his personal life. In his memberships and associations. It had been a feast for the carrion crows. They’d found things he’d forgotten about entirely! Things from his distant past—he was now reckoned to be about seventy years old—that had not even been transgressions at the time. They had simply been how things had been done back then!

So much had been found.

And none of it had hurt him.

If anything, this unearthed litany of failings and foibles had made the Tycoon a stronger candidate. To the voters, he now appeared more real. More authentic. A straight-shooter who didn’t pussyfoot around when it came to what he thought, or said, or did. To the astonishment of his primary opponents, the American electorate seemed positively starved for a man of his temperament. The things they had been told they “could not do” anymore? Well, he did them. He had done them for years—sometimes on camera, in front of audiences of thousands. He had dismissed the “rules” with a wave of his hand. He called the other side agents of “political correctness,” and, with those magic words, had made them disappear.

And it wasn’t just talk. He showed, through his bold acts and actions, that it was all—all of it—the emperor’s new clothes. That in fact you could impersonate a handicapped reporter. You could enforce all immigration laws. You could ignore the petitions and concerns of groups you found annoying. You could do all these things!

The Tycoon showed his party that perhaps they had forgotten this simple fact. You could do it! Here—he seemed to say in his speeches and rallies—hold my beer. (This was a figure of speech, of course. The tycoon did not drink. Alcohol.) Watch, now. I’m going to do it. I’m going to say it. I’m going to show you that the magic spells the other side has used to control your thought and speech and behavior were never really magic to begin with. And we can dispel them simply by not believing in them anymore.

And so he had. And so they did. And they loved him for it.

This had demonstrated to his party that he—above all others—was the man for the job. And so he had swept the primaries almost entirely. Now he would be coronated at his party’s convention, and then there would be only one obstacle left.

Her.

The former first lady and secretary of state. The Tycoon’s advisors told him not to underestimate her. He had learned to give as good as he got during the primaries, but her attacks would be different, they told him. She came from a dynasty known for dirty tricks. He could expect them to come fast and thick.

Her opening move had been to announce that her party was thankful—yes, thankful—that the Tycoon had been nominated to face her. His party was in such disarray, she said in a press release, that it had nominated the weakest possible candidate. It had nominated the man with the least experience and the most scandals. The man who put his foot in his mouth every time he spoke.

Thinking on this, the Tycoon pushed his chair back from his gilded desk and laughed a deep belly laugh. As she was in so many things, his opponent was so close … yet so far off at the same time.

It was not his own foot he put into his mouth. It was other people’s.

Feet, yes. Feet were a fine place to start. An acceptable appetizer, definitely. But there was so much more. So many other wonderful parts to enjoy. So many different courses to the meal. Arms and legs. Fingers and faces. And of course brains. Brains. Braaaaaaaaains.

The word reverberated inside the Tycoon’s mind like the last strains of a symphony.

Brains.

Than which, there was nothing higher or better. Why did one get up in the morning? Why did one go to bed at night? Why did one do all of the horrible, degrading, frustrating things that the world required?

Brains.

Brains, and brains again. Always brains. Ever brains.

The Tycoon was not the only one with this predilection, of course. He was not the only person of prominence whose tastes ran to the flesh of the living. But the others—in his opinion—had thought small, so far. That was their problem. They had been content to haunt abandoned hospitals and derelict shopping malls. To emerge from misty bogs at midnight to feed on unlucky villagers. To abscond with the mourner who dawdled a tad too long after the funeral, and then to retreat once again beneath the cemetery landscaping.

These were not bad souls, necessarily. But they lacked a fundamental ambition. They failed to think in matters of scale. To have brains occasionally was one thing, but to have them with great regularity? To install systems that would allow you to get them again and again, whenever you wanted? That was true success. As a celebrity billionaire, the Tycoon thought bigly upon these things. He had considered the path toward such a goal for many years. And eventually, he had determined there was no better way of achieving it than securing the presidency.

At his rallies, the Tycoon’s supporters held aloft homemade signs praising him for foregoing a life of ease, for risking his name and his fortune, and for subjecting himself to the slings and arrows of national politics—all because he so loved his country.

And they were half-right.

He was taking a gamble. But it was not out of patriotic love for his country (or any other country in the world—despite what they liked to imply regarding his relationship with Russia). Neither was it out of anything so crude and commonplace as selflessness or compassion. Instead, it was out of the simple need for more. Not more power or recognition. (Goodness knew, he had enough of those already.) But the need for brains. More brains.

The two syllables pounded inside his head, day in and day out, like the heartbeat he did not have.

More brains!

More brains!

More brains!

And not just for him, but for all members of the walking dead. For all zombies everywhere! Whether they sauntered through the corridors of power in starched shirts, or lurched aimlessly and half-naked in forgotten misty burying grounds, they were all his people. He needed more. They needed more. And they would have it. Despite what the scruffy protestors outside his office said. Despite what his elitist political opponent said. Despite, even, what the prognosticators within his own party said—who looked at predictions and poll numbers and always shook their balding, flabby heads dejectedly. The men (and a few women, too) who wheezed: “But even with the bump we’ll get at the convention, it’s going to be a real challenge to catch up to her …” The ones who suggested that the best outcome possible—the true victory—might be to use the notoriety arising from his presidential run to start a TV network. And besides, they assured him, the system was rigged. He shouldn’t take it personally. Someone like him had never had a serious chance. Someone like him …

If only they knew the half of it.

Who he really was. What he really wanted.

But soon they would. Soon all of them would.

As the Tycoon stared down into the mass of protestors gathered outside his skyscraper, this was the one thing in the world he felt he knew for sure.

THE REPORTER

“At this point, there’s no way he can win.”

Jessica Smith nodded thoughtfully and seriously at the prognostications of her boss, a veteran reporter some twenty years her senior. He smiled a world-weary smile and held the door for her as they strode into the largely-empty arena.

Preparation for the convention was behind schedule and more disorganized than anyone wanted to admit. The contractors in tool belts and hard hats—when they realized that the first convention reporters were actually arriving—rolled their eyes and thanked their lucky stars that they were not the project managers who would ultimately be blamed for the disorganization and delay.

Despite the ongoing challenges and holdups, some of the trappings of a political convention had been achieved in a sort of rudimentary way. American flag bunting hung from windows and walls. The stage in the center of the arena was still under construction, but columns and platforms were beginning to come into existence. Hurried carpenters rushed to and fro. Instead of the Muzak so typical in these venues, patriotic music was being piped into the parking garages, stairwells, and elevators. All in all, it rather gave Jessica the feeling of something constructed by a foreign (or possibly alien) culture that had never before seen an American political convention, but had been asked to give it a go anyhow.

Jessica had landed her position with this elite, East Coast news outlet directly after graduating from journalism school. She had beat out literally thousands of applicants for it, and knew how lucky she was. In a time when newspapers across the country were dying, or merging, or merging and then dying, her employer was one of the last powerful papers that had—kind-of, sort-of—remained profitable.

Jessica had been interested in American politics since before she could remember, and journalists had always been her idols. So far in her brief career, she had covered regional politics and written about city council and mayoral races in New York City. But she had only seen national political conventions on TV. They had always looked extravagant and exciting. (And like they had been produced and built by people who actually gave a damn about what they were doing.)

As the senior reporter who supervised her—George Cutler was his name—paused to regard a crude, stock image of a bald eagle that had been tacked to the door of a press lounge, he smiled sympathetically at Jessica, like a father whose child has just met the deflated, alcoholic mall version of Santa Claus.

George shook his head and moved down the hallway, trudging deeper and deeper into the half-built convention space. Jessica followed. They passed arena staff vacuuming floors and cleaning bathrooms. Several away teams from special-interest groups and civic organizations were also present, hurrying to set up displays and erect banners.

George spoke confidentially and quietly, as though he and Jessica were educators discussing a student who would have to be held back a year.

“As you know, I’ve been to a few of these—and this is your first one, so maybe you can’t tell—but this is not typical.”

Jessica nodded thoughtfully, but said nothing.

“In American elections, the candidate who spends the most money wins about ninety-five percent of the time,” George continued. “Just look around. What does that tell you about what’s happening here?”

“He says he’s still putting his fundraising team together,” Jessica tried, as they passed a large papier-mâché elephant so crude it could have been created by a child. “After he gets the convention bump, that might get more potential donors excited. Could be that’s when they plan to start the real push for cash.”

George smiled as he shook his head, as if to say Jessica had found a solution that was technically plausible, while still managing to still be very unlikely.

“Even the regular donors know he’s not going to win,” George said. “Sure, they’ll make some contributions in the days ahead, but they’ll be token gestures. Favors to a friend. There’s no way, Jessica. He is going to lose the general election by a landslide. Have you heard the old Louisiana political axiom: ‘To lose, he’d either have to be caught with a live boy or a dead girl’? Well at this point, I think they could catch her with both of those … and she’d still beat this guy. And his party knows it. Think about it. It’s the week of the convention, and they haven’t even announced who is going to be speaking. Why? That’s because they still can’t find anybody who wants to get on board this sinking ship. It’s embarrassing for everybody. They’re embarrassed to be doing this, and we’re embarrassed for them. But we all still have to do our jobs. That’s the way the world works.”

“So then …” Jessica struggled. “So then …”

“So then why are we even here?” George asked with a grin.

Jessica nodded timidly.

“For one, we’re getting a paycheck,” George said. “Whatever else may be true, that certainly is. The real news won’t be what happens on the stage. It’ll be out in the streets. This week, I want you to think human interest stories, Jessica. That’s the best we’re going to get. Why do people want to vote for this clown? How did a sick joke powered by misogyny and internet memes ever make it so far? That’s what we’ve been sent here to ponder.”

They passed down another carpeted hallway and into a section of the arena that contained very small media conference rooms. George and Jessica would be walking past these; they were reserved for the lowest of the low when it came to news organizations. They housed bloggers, agenda-driven publications, and nonprofits with newsletters. The tables in these rooms were small and crowded closely together. The reporters—such as they were—would be cramped. The lighting was grim and institutional.

Glancing inside these rooms, Jessica felt thankful all over again to have secured a position at a top-tier newspaper. Jessica looked over this competition, such as it was. And that was when she saw him.

Jessica slowed her gait and eventually stopped walking entirely. She rubbed her eyes with her free hand. Was she really seeing this?

She was.

“Tim Fife?” she called incredulously.

He looked up from his laptop. He did not see her immediately, but he smiled at the sound of her voice. He looked like a man tasting a familiar flavor or smelling a favorite scent. Jessica lingered in the doorway to the small side conference room.

Eventually he saw her and stood, revealing blue jeans that had seen better days and a black t-shirt that read “Humpty Dumpty was pushed!” Somewhat alarmingly, he also wore a white plastic brace around his neck, as though he had recently suffered an injury. There was a mustard stain—a fresh one—starting at the edge of his mouth and making its way down over the brace, and onto the shirt. He had not shaved in two or three days.

“Jessica!” he said, pushing back his chair.

Jessica smiled and hastily glanced back up the hallway for a moment toward her colleague.

“George,” she called. “I’ll catch up with you!”

George nodded and continued on his way. Jessica warily entered the dingy conference room. Tim bounded over, lunging step after lunging step, and Jessica gave him a hug.

“Tim, what’re you doing here?” she asked.

“The same thing you are, I expect,” he said with a smile.

“It’s been so long since I’ve seen you!” she said. “You were always so much fun to have in class—so lively and full of interesting ideas—and we all missed you so much after you left the program. Are you doing okay?”

“Oh, this?” he said, gesturing to the brace that framed his head like a sixteenth-century ruff. “Old injury. Acts up every now and then. The doctor said I should wear this whenever it hurts.”

“Oh,” said Jessica. “But I meant, how have you been since … since I last saw you in New York?”

Tim had been a member of Jessica’s class at the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism, but had dropped out before the end of their first year. It was not entirely unheard-of for students to leave the program. Sometimes they discovered they simply didn’t like journalism, winced at the dim career prospects, or just didn’t get along with the professors. In Tim’s case, it had been the latter. Sort of. Outside of his studies, Tim had been operating a mean-spirited political gossip blog in his free time. A professor had learned of this, taken Tim aside, and strongly encouraged him to discontinue the project if he expected ever to be employed by a respectable news organization. Tim had found this a rather shortsighted view of the situation, and had separated from the program not long thereafter.

“I’ve been fine,” Tim said with a glint in his eye. “More than fine, if you really want to know! I’m doing quite well. I heard about your job, though. Wow! That’s the real brass ring. Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” said Jessica. “So, who are you here with? Are you still doing your … your …”

Tim smiled to say that she could relax. He had heard it all before.

“My trashy political website?” he finished her sentence. “Yes and no. It kind of got folded into something else.”

Jessica raised her eyebrows inquisitively and hopefully. Perhaps things had not gone so poorly for Tim.

“I’m now part of TruthTeller,” he said. “I have my own regular column about politics, plus I get to do in-the-field reporting. It’s a really nice arrangement.”

Jessica’s eyebrows strained under the weight of this new information, and eventually buckled. Her whole face fell.

“TruthTeller?” she said, her voice falling to a whisper. “But that’s that … fake news website, right?”

“Well people call us that,” Tim said, nodding. “But for every door it closes, it opens ten others. TruthTeller is a place where we can ask the questions that others won’t ask. Can’t ask. We pick up and look underneath the rocks that others won’t even touch. Sometimes we don’t find anything … but sometimes we do. It’s freeing. Very exciting, too. I feel like we’re on the leading edge of some revolutionary things.”

“And it’s run by that angry shouting man, yes?” Jessica said. “The chubby one who’s always selling nutrition supplements?”

Tim nodded sheepishly.

“Well … as my colleague was just saying to me … a paycheck’s a paycheck, right? That’s why we do this. They do pay you, yes?”

“Yes,” Tim said. “And that’s good, because Columbia didn’t forgive the loans I took out … even though I didn’t finish.”

“Oh,” Jessica said. “Right. I didn’t even think of that.”

Jessica’s father was a stockbroker who had retired at 50; her mother, an orthodontist to the stars (or at least their children). Jessica’s tuition at Columbia had been taken care of by her parents, who had also seen fit to house her in a doorman building in Morningside Heights for the duration of her studies.

Jessica suddenly thought of George and glanced back down the patriotically-decorated hallway.

“Gosh, I ought to get back with my boss, but we really should catch up some more,” she told Tim. “It’s so nice to see you again. And so surprising! Maybe we could get dinner or a drink sometime this week.”

“Yes,” Tim said hopefully. “That’d be great. Here …”

He began fishing about inside the front pocket of his jeans. Moments later, his greasy fingers had located a business card, only slightly stained with mustard. It looked homemade—printed on a personal printer and cut, inexpertly, with a pair of kitchen scissors. Tim pushed it into Jessica’s palm.

She gripped it awkwardly and brought it up to her eyes.


Tim Fife

Senior Political Content Creator

TruthTeller—“Where the Truth Will Find You”



His email and phone were listed beneath that.

“Thanks,” Jessica said, thrusting it into her pocket. “Great running into you, Tim! Being here is all so strange. It feels surreal. I have no doubt this is gonna be a crazy week!”

Tim’s face grew eerily still. His heavy breathing fell to a Darth Vaderian murmur. The mustard on the side of his face caught the light from the fluorescent fixture above, and seemed to glisten with supernatural power.

“You have no idea how crazy,” he whispered ominously. “You have no idea.”

THE FAKE NEWSMAN

As Jessica Smith departed, Tim Fife straightened his neck brace and returned his ample body to his chair. Only as he sat back down did he notice that the medical device—and indeed, much of the front of him—bore a thin but prominent stripe of yellow. He resolved to clean it off at his first convenience, but not immediately. For the moment, there were more pressing matters at hand. Tim opened his laptop and began to type.

They were living in times of wonder and astonishment. Every sign pointed to this conclusion. Every star that shone seemed to consecrate this idea with its slow arc across the sky. These days had never come before, and they would never come again. This was all unique.

Tim’s responsibility was to help his readers understand this simple but vital fact. This election was not like others, because in this election the whole story was not being told.

There might have been wars waged on the public’s access to information at other junctures in history, but never to such a degree, never in such an organized way, and never with so many involved in the conspiracy. In previous generations, it might have happened accidentally. But now there was now a horrible intentionality to it. The truth—not just about one thing, but about many—was being intentionally held from the people. The digitization of information had made this withholding possible. Collusion no longer needed to occur at secret midnight gatherings. It could all be executed and coordinated remotely, and ’round the clock.

That was why the resistance needed to use these same tools. It needed to be digital, nimble, and unafraid.

As the smell of her perfume began to disappear from the conference room, Tim felt genuinely sorry for his J-school colleague Jessica. The world was changing and moving on. Institutions like hers had failed to notice. Sure, he could momentarily envy her salary and prestige, but how long could it last? Jessica had signed on with one of the finest and most respected producers of buggy whips … but the era of the automobile was dawning. You could smell the gasoline on the wind. It was coming. Tim Fife was sure of it.

Seeing Jessica had been a distraction—a welcome one, but still a distraction. Tim tried to refocus. He forced himself to return to the task at hand. Now was not the time to be sidetracked. Not by old friends, or even by old friends who were attractive young women. His work was so important. At times, Tim could be overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of the responsibility that fate or God or the universe had placed upon his neck brace. The future of the world was at stake. Literally the world. For the next four years, at least.

Before Tim could ruminate further on the importance of his charge, he was interrupted by the arrival of the rest of the TruthTeller convention team. They were a pair of men who—aside from a deep and abiding dedication to fact-finding at any cost—could not have been more opposite.

Ryan Hoffwell was loud and large. He wore his hair even longer than Tim did. His t-shirt was even more filthy. And he outweighed the already-portly Tim by a good hundred pounds. When Tim stood next to Ryan, he felt thin and handsome.

Dan Kieffner was the other TruthTeller representative. Dan was in his early forties and did not like to talk about his past. He was tall and bald. He had a leer that bespoke a capacity for violence. He did not dress “well” by any precise understanding of the term, but could usually manage to find clothes that were appropriate to the situation (which was more than could be said of Tim or Ryan). Dan had muddy tattoos that ran along his arms, the kind that were usually administered for free by a roommate during a stay as a guest of the government. And “the government” turned out to be the two words you did not want to mention around Dan. Worse than any slur or slander, reminding Dan that—across the world, in every nation, in every place you went—people tended to be governed … made him halfway insane. For this reason, Tim Fife had been surprised when TruthTeller management had designated Dan as a member of the team that would be covering this convention. (Usually Dan wrote about instances of government overreach: Police shutting down a kids’ lemonade stand for lack of permits. A township that required licenses for professional dog walkers. Mandated government certifications to paint someone’s fingernails. That sort of thing.) Since arriving in Cleveland, Dan had seemed even quieter and more disturbed than usual. Privately, Tim wondered if Dan had been sent along by management in the hopes that—if he could not report on it—Dan would perhaps make the news. By going crazy. (Everyone expected something to happen at the convention. Maybe that “something” was going to involve Dan Kieffner.)

The trio settled back into their chairs. As was typical, it was Ryan who spoke first.

“I brought doughnuts,” he said. “They had doughnuts in a room over there. A sign said they were for reporters, so I totally took some.”

Tim looked up expecting to see a plate of doughnuts, and found that Ryan had snagged an entire box. Well, Tim thought to himself, at least it was only one box.

“Who was that lady?” Dan asked, opening his laptop.

“Just an old friend from J-school,” Tim said. “She’s here for work too.”

“She’s down the hall in one of the nice conference rooms?” Ryan observed. “Sounds like a member of the establishment to me.”

“Eh, she’s not so bad if you get to know her,” Tim said. “One of the good ones.”

“You were in a co-ed … J-school?” Dan asked suspiciously. “The ‘J-school’ I went to, we were segregated into cell blocks and never got to see women.”

“Journalism school,” Tim said. “Not—”

“Oh,” Dan said. “Never mind then …”

The trio ate doughnuts and checked their emails. TruthTeller headquarters would often send suggestions for stories to file, but the reporters also received their share of news tips directly from readers and private sources. It was these informal tips (and the green light to follow up on them, if one so wished) that made working at TruthTeller so different from other reporting jobs, and—at least in Tim’s opinion—so much fun. When you wrote for the New York Times or the Chicago Tribune, there were topics upon which you’d automatically take a pass. New photographic evidence that members of the British royal family were actually lizard people, for example, did not tend to be pursued by those outlets. Conspiracy theories at all generally seemed to be quite scarce between their pages. TruthTeller, which did not have pages—at least not the kind you could stick things between—was different. Some conspiracies, it suggested, might very well be true. Others, which were such whoppers that even regular readers of TruthTeller found them hard to swallow, still received attention via reporting on the phenomenon of the conspiracy. “We’re not saying that there’s good evidence that the Federal Reserve is controlled by shape-shifting aliens, but a lot of people seem to think there is. How could this be? What’s really going on? And how could the mainstream media—the MSM, for short—have failed so utterly to tell you about this phenomenon?”

It was upon this final question where TruthTeller really hit its stride. TruthTeller positioned itself as a trusted friend who you could count on to shoot straight and treat you like an adult. MSM news outlets felt they were performing a service by “protecting you” from news that was too wild or outrageous. But had you asked to be treated like a child? To be fed the pablum of censored, safe, gentle news?

Or were you an adult who deserved to hear the whole story?

Tim and his TruthTeller colleagues endeavored to make readers feel as though they were.

And so Tim scanned his inbox, looking for the next lead full of danger, intrigue, and suggestion. Many tips contained interesting speculation, but no new information. Even more frequently, the tips would involve topics that TruthTeller had already done to death. Sometimes, what Tim saw disturbed or confused him. Sometimes it bored him. Many tips quite simply made no sense at all.

In recent days, one of the recurring messages he’d been instantly dragging to his “Delete” folder had concerned information that one of the major party nominees in the next presidential election was a member of the walking dead. These tips appeared to come from multiple sources, but that meant little to nothing. Many tipsters with agendas often sent in the same information using multiple identities and email addresses. Tim had taken to ignoring the emails with the screaming subject lines like: “DEFINITIVE PROOF: Candidate is a Zombie!—TruthTeller must publish!!!” It was too fantastic, even for him.

Thus, is was not Tim, but Ryan, who brought it up.

“Are you guys seeing the zombie thing?” he asked between bites of second doughnut.

Tim and Dan grunted yes.

“I’m starting to think there could be enough for a story,” Ryan said. “I dunno. Maybe a few hundred words?”

Tim stopped clicking and leaned back in his chair.

“Really?” he asked Ryan. “We’re not exactly starved for content right now. We’re at the convention. Anything could happen. Everybody is here. You really want to spend your time on a supernatural angle?”

“Yeah, but … do you ever just get a feeling?” Ryan asked.

Ryan was going right for the big guns.

Of course Tim got feelings about stories like this. Of course he did. It was one of the reasons why he worked at TruthTeller, despite the lousy pay and the lack of professional respect. Tim understood on a deep, primordial level that you could sometimes get a special feeling that something needed to be reported on. And when that happened, you needed to be free to do it.

“Sure,” Tim said, adjusting his neck brace. “I know all about getting feelings.”

“Well, I’m getting the feeling that this could be usable,” Ryan said. “Zombies are a new angle. They bring so many things to the table. Religion, mysticism, violence. I dunno. The more I think about it, the more I like it.”

“I’ve seen those same emails, but I haven’t read many,” Tim admitted.

Tim toggled into his garbage file to see if some might still be there.

“It’s just … I dunno,” Ryan said. “I think there’s space to make some interesting connections to the candidate. There’s his charity work in Haiti. The trips with a billionaire donor to a vacation home on what the locals call ‘Zombie Island.’ And of course the rumors about what goes on at his club in Florida. That’s not a few hundred words?”

Tim shrugged. Perhaps Ryan had a point. While there would be angles aplenty to pursue on convention week, perhaps a conjectural piece about the undead would be the right thing to get their gears turning.

“Do you want to take it?” Tim asked.

“I mean, you can if you want to,” said Ryan.

“Really?” said Tim. “You were the one who had the feeling.”

“I didn’t necessarily mean it was the right story for me,” Ryan said.

“Yeah, okay,” said Tim. “Then maybe I will.”

Tim slowly pulled together the related emails. The messages had been addressed to him, but had obviously gone to the entire TruthTeller staff. The spray-and-pray method. Hey, when you had a scoop like this, you wanted to leave nothing to chance.

Tim looked over the grisly inventory the tipster had sent. It included a bulleted list of all the reasons why the major party candidate was actually a zombie, and promises of “ironclad” photographic evidence to be shared at a later date and in person.

Tim shook his head, smiled, and hit reply.

THE TYCOON

Ohio was more than just a “swing state.” That was what his advisors had told him. Instead, they said, Ohio was like a small version of the entire country. Like a little America, miniaturized and dropped in the middle of the cornfields. It was half urban and half rural. Half conservative and half liberal. It had college towns; gleaming, growing cities; rusting, dying wastelands; and acres and acres of farmers and Amish and 4-H. Parts of it were flat, but parts out east were practically West Virginia hill country. Parts were black, and parts were whiter that white, and there were enclaves of other ethnicities too. All manner of religious devotions were observed, from the casual to the all-consuming and cultish. The Tycoon’s advisors had told him these things, he guessed, to make him feel as though the place was at least 50% on his side. It was half of everything, they reasoned, so it must be half with him.

He wished, now, they’d merely left it there, with that single idea. But no. Unable to contain themselves, they had provided embellishments. Painted vivid verbal pictures of all the great variety that the state offered. Really fleshed it out.

And now the Tycoon understood that there was nothing here to which he might truly relate. The duality of the place did not suit him at all. For a man raised amongst the skyscrapers of New York, the idea that the cultivators of these immaculately square patches of farmland—which he could see so vividly from the window of his airplane—were the ones on his side? Were his 50%? The notion seemed insane. Impossible.

It was in these moments that the overwhelming depression took him, and the Tycoon wondered if the talking heads on the Sunday morning political shows might know something after all. That he would never impress these voters, or, at least, never excite them to the degree needed to win the day. That he could not relate to their tractor pulls and their church bake sales and their weekend hunting trips. (The Tycoon had stepped aboard a tractor only once in his life—to prove it was safe—after a farming operation owned by his father had suffered a spate of OSHA violations. Religious institutions were also not well-known to the Tycoon, for he experienced a slight but steady burning sensation whenever he set foot inside one. Weekend hunting trips, however, might be the place where a little common ground could be found…. Something about hunting hunters had always been deeply satisfying to him. There was an irony involved.)

The Tycoon’s advisors were ambitious, cutthroat men. Generally, he liked these traits. But it could also make them a bit overeager and pollyannaish. These advisors had assured the Tycoon that any rifts here in the heartland (where he did not connect with voters) would be ably bridged by his running mate. The Tycoon hoped that this was true. That the Governor of the adjacent Hoosier state was indeed the man for the job.

Why his advisors had selected the Governor was no mystery. The Governor of Indiana had proved just what could be done with (and to) a place like that.

Under his watch, Indiana now dumped more toxic chemicals into its waterways than any other state. More than West Virginia. It also maintained some of the largest coal-fired power plants in the world. The coal plants in the thirty-mile stretch around Evansville alone released more greenhouse gas than any other municipal area in the USA. By the reckoning of some agencies, no other state now contributed more to climate change.

Back in the early 2000s, the Hoosier state had been a large investor in (and subsidizer of) wind power. Giant wind farms dotted the fields between Indianapolis and Gary. When the Governor had taken office, he had cut those programs entirely. He had also made Indiana into a right-to-work state, busting up the unions wherever he could. But beyond any formal adjustment to policy, the Governor had also ushered in remarkable changes to the culture. Made it a place where they weren’t all up in your face with the artsy stuff and the transsexual gender-business, and so forth. The Governor had passed laws that let businesses forbid service to anybody they liked, as long as the urge to do so stemmed from a “religious conviction.” And all this, somehow, magically, in a state that had fought with the North in the Civil War. It was as though this Governor had smuggled a state from the Deep South north of the Mason-Dixon line, convinced everybody to drop their accents, and passed it off as part of the Union.

That was an accomplishment. The Tycoon did not doubt that this man was capable. Hell, this man deserved a medal!

By why? Why had the Governor of Indiana done all of these remarkable things?

That was the remaining question which puzzled the Tycoon.

For what did such a man want? His appetites were famously few. The Governor did not overeat. He did not smoke. He did not seem to drink. Whenever the governor danced with his wife, he held her at arm’s length. They looked like teachers at a Catholic high school, demonstrating the acceptable distance for students before prom. (The Tycoon, when he danced, held his wife close. So close it could make observers uncomfortable. This came not from any intoxication with his wife’s anatomical gifts, but rather from his total dedication to the role. He must position himself as a groper and an ogler. He must leak tapes of locker room japery. He must make comments even about the shapeliness of his own daughter. All so that the truth might never be guessed—that his flaccid zombie penis had not worked in that way since he had become a member of the walking dead and lost any blood pressure entirely.)

In sharp contrast to the Governor, the Tycoon was ruled by desire. Once implemented, his plans for the country would result in a hedonistic blood orgy the likes of which the world had never known. The Tycoon’s every step inched him toward this scenario of excess and carnal satisfaction. But the Governor? Did he truly seek only to sit on the porch beside his matronly spouse, sipping unsweetened iced tea in the shadow of the coal plants? Was that a consummation devoutly to be wished? Was that anything? Even men who were not zombies—normal, healthy men—wanted more than those things.

What did the Governor want?

A limousine brought the Tycoon from the private airport where his plane had landed to the hotel that would serve as his headquarters for the convention. The Tycoon smoothed his hair and checked the Scotch tape on his tie. Then he exited the car and made his way into the parking garage elevator that would take him up to the executive suite where the silver-haired leader of the Hoosiers was waiting.
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