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The White Zombie

Prologue - In Country

range of less than fifty meters and the Wolf Spider

variant detonated into a fiery punctuation mark, shrapnel

gone in a hundred sea urchin lightning tracks of white-
hot splinters. The Iranian heavy rifle crew had already shifted
ground before the drone’s sisters serviced the enemy fire step
with floods of explosive rounds and flame.

Ahead was a gap in the rubble, which if Krause was
anticipating correctly, the Iranian gun crew would cross the gap
to come to a next firing position. The remnants of the Iranian
92" Armored Division, reinforced by hordes of Pasdaran
fighters, had taken the eastern and northern parts of the city and
by morning they’d have the American 3" Armored Division
bottled up with the Persian Sea at its back. The first figure in
khaki dashed through the gap but Krause did not shoot. The
lead runner’s function always was to draw fire. The sniper’s
selection priority was sophisticated weapon first, gunner
second, anyone else after. The gun carrier appeared next.
Krause squeezed off a round and was pretty sure of a breech hit
then he put two into the next man to appear, who likely was the
gunner. Now it was his turn to scoot. “That’s three,” was
shouted to his ear with surplus enthusiasm by his spotter.
Leonard Osmand had been in-country three whole weeks.
Krause’s previous spotter had been crouching behind a shoulder
high section of rubble when an HV round vaporized him from
the waist up. To an Iranian heavy rifle team all things upright
were viable targets and they loved to observe the result when
the fast bullets hit.

The near combat drone ate a hypervelocity round at a
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Northeast a sea launched artillery salvo crashed with freight
train devastation into several blocks of Basra rubble. North
where fires raged unabated the attenuating smoke blotted out
the stars. The crack and smash of hypervelocity ammunition,
clatter of automatic weapons, pulse and roar of attack
helicopters, rolling thunder of artillery and dust, smoke, crash
and flame filled the world. Krause slunk lower into his crater,
eye to night vision scope, his world as still and quiet as he
wanted it to be, and listened with the kind of concentration able
to detect a whisper in a hurricane while Osmand dictated a
revised list of targets.

Owing to the massive amounts of bullets and bombs sent
their way the Iranians had been slow to concentrate numbers. In
the Hawizah Marshes three short weeks ago the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard, under camouflage, positions overrun,
their Iranian 92" Armored Division decimated, had uncovered
with the HV rifles and launchers no one had known they had. A
few hypervelocity rounds or a single hypervelocity missile
could take out an Abrams main battle tank front to back and
thanks to their Pakistani allies the Iranians had had plenty of
both. The American 3" and 4™ Armored Divisions despite
superior technology, organization, numbers and skill were
within a few short hours shot to ruins. The IRGC had in a single
engagement defeated the best the American Army could field
and changed the course of Middle East history forever.

The Basra assault had been soaking up defenders and
capturing territory in job lots and nothing the defenders had
tried so far had done better than slow the enemy advance.
“Colonel’s ordered a withdrawal to the docks,” said Osmand,
tapping his headset for emphasis. A spotter for an Iranian rifle
team received elimination with prejudice.

“Time to hop,” Krause agreed and was about to crawl the
M110 sniper rifle away when he spotted something that had no
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place in the here and now—a figure all white, female, upright,
unafraid, and walking toward his position. She was going to
pass by a handful of meters on his left and came on as if bullets
were rainwater. The bullets sped, the bombs fell and the
shrapnel flew and she might have been an angel or a ghost for
how serenely she passed through it all.

“Krause?”

Why had she followed him? From Mosul then from Tikrit?
He was sure the woman he’d seen in those places was the same
woman here and now.

“Krause, they’re repositioning that mortar regiment that’s
been hitting us hard all day. According to Division it’ll be
laying fire on us in fifteen.”

She had crossed from the Iranian into the American side
then exited right out of his world to some other place.
“Damn...,” he breathed.
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The White Zombie

Chapter One - Bison Hunt

hen the plague raged its worst he was far into wheat

country, back from that disastrous third tour, duffle

filled with souvenirs he’d thoughtlessly collected

and intended not to show. He’d said when no one
should be listening he thought the plague must have followed
him home. Things had gone to hell everywhere else in the world
and were just starting to go to hell here. Krause wondered had
she followed him? Ghost, hallucination, guardian angel, grim
reaper?

Standing on the porch, light flowing through the windows
behind him, the night as clean and quiet as was it brand new.
His father touched his shoulder and it didn’t matter what he’d
say because Krause had already made up his mind. He’d be
back after a look-see to know how things went. Items they were
short of, canned goods, condiments, spices, he’d scrounge and
bring back. Maybe he’d bring back someone—he hoped the
mysterious /er. His folk being farm people had ample of the
basics: tools, grain, livestock, bullets and fuel enough to last a
year if they wouldn’t run the tractors except when they
absolutely had to. They’d made pacts with the neighbors.
They’d get by. They were the kind of folk would help persons
they knew so much as they could but anyone arriving out of the
blue was liable to be shot. His brother Mark and his family
hadn’t shown up after a phone call to say they were on their
way. He’d said to his mother’s deep sorrow he would find them
except he’d already decided he wouldn’t even try.

Krause had been on the road little more than an hour before
he encountered the first of what he had hoped to avoid. He’d
been traveling well away from the main road, beyond easy
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sources of food. It had been following the road, an ordinary
country road, patches hardpan and patches gravel, walking not
shambling, walking normal, and its looking about had not been
listless, dull and flat but keen and interested. Not long ago it had
been a high school kid. It wore the jacket, royal blue, white
shoulder swatches, award patches on the arms. The jacket,
Levis and sneakers were stained and filthy, the body inhabiting
the garments filthy and reeking. The deader was fast, racehorse
fast. Krause watched it run down to him and because he was
used to shooting people he stepped out, took unhurried aim and
stopped it with a bullet.

Dane was the name stitched into one of the patches. Blood
flooded out of its mouth and down either side of the jaw. Dane
had been no reanimated corpse. The infected were not dead
despite the stench they existed in. That stench was owing to
biology and happenstance; to secretions and to the places and
things they encountered—nothing was cosier to settle in for the
night than a moist heap of fermenting manure, nor so interesting
to a childlike intelligence. They consumed whatever they could
find and it didn’t matter was the thing raw and bloody or sun
dried and crawling with maggots. They were not mindless
zombies: the intellects that drove them might be clouded but
they were essentially intact.

Dane was well and truly dead by a substantial subtraction of
brain cells but the body had not ceased gyrations. It had to have
soiled itself several times since the onset of infection, and as it
died the body once again released its wastes. A whole clip of
bullets would do nothing now except introduce more holes for
the blood to drain from. The crows would not touch it until it
ceased to move, an hour or so from now.

It had to have stopped being human weeks ago. Infected at
home, school, town? By friends, family, strangers? Fled, fought,
or had he simply surrendered? “You’ve your end now,” he said
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to Dane’s twitching among its blood and filth. “You’re
welcome.”

She stood on the crest of the near hill, garment of something
flimsy behaving as though caressed by a zephyr despite the
windless day. He felt her approval warm the back of his neck.
Krause gasped his pleasure and surprise. Fire, she said. He
wouldn’t look her way and so she would stay up there so long
as he liked.

“Yeah, burning’s a sure thing.” He’d a canister of gasoline
in the back of the pickup. Take but a minute to set things up.
The flames did for the stink so well as it did for the carcass and
as the flames died the blackened remains achieved a peace of
sorts. “I can do this,” he said to the vacant eyes sockets of the
charred skull.

He needed a ritual and sophisticated help. The hardware
supply in the town ought to provide a decent assortment of
recent Al. Diesel fuel, turpentine, gasoline, oil-based paints
would do as accelerant and a handy basement, parking lot or
gravel pit would do to stack the fuel in. The easy to sterilize
machines would do the lifting and transporting. He could
visualize the process from its beginning through to the end, and
felt her approval as though she stood directly next to him.
Krause looked at last upon the ridge and, of course, she had
gone but it didn’t matter that she had. His spirit guide need no
longer direct him in what needed to be done, her inspiration and
love had been all that he needed.

#

The patrol was six Humvees and four Bradleys backed by
two squadrons mixed of Wolf Spiders and Black Widows and
another of Daddy Long Legs sappers. It was being overflown by
a full squadron of Predators. Al Qaeda’s weapon of choice, the
improvised explosive device, had been emasculated by state of
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the art electronics able to detect explosive compounds a
hundred meters away and buried two meters deep. Suicide
bombers and bomb factories were being identified and targeted
from half a kilometer away.

Bob Abernathy slow mouthed a toothpick behind the
padded ocular of the tripod mounted spotter scope. Red-haired,
twenty-six, average height and stocky build, mid western small
town born and raised. The sniper pair was sited high in a shelled
out building. Al Qaeda, left with but conventional means to
fight with, was losing and losing hard. Daddy Long Legs
sappers had been supplied in job lots to the Iraqi security and
armed forces and while the insurgency had not been stopped
cold it had taken a huge hit. “Walk in the park,” said Abernathy
conversationally. “Hey, Krause, where do you think all the
Indians’ve gone?”

“The Hindu Kush,” replied Krause, then muttered, “or
nowhere at all.” Nothing stood in the way of the scouting party
except what appeared civilians. The presence of so many
combat drones guaranteed the insurgents wouldn’t make a play.
Without the strength or the courage to wage a standup fight Al
Qaeda had run flat out of options.

A flurry of movement ahead had a Wolf Spider as its focus.
Krause panned the area for possible threats. A mob of kids was
throwing rocks ahead of a group of hard faced adults. The rocks
bounced harmlessly off the spider drone’s carapace and the
machine ignored the attention as it should. Iraq might belong
now to Iraqis but there were far too many hardliners for any
fair-minded democracy, leave alone the implanted tepid Iraqi
version, to last for long. Krause snapped on the scope covers.
The insurgents wouldn’t try anything. They wouldn’t go
suicidal without good reason. The bad guys were holding back,
conserving people and resources, waiting for the next chance,
whatever it might be.
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“The LT says we’re calling it a day,” said Abernathy.

Krause answered with a grunt.

“Krause, hey what? You see something?”

He was seeing her. This the first time. She was standing on
a rooftop surrounded by laundry strung on lines between rickety
aluminum posts. She looked right at him, her head covered and
face veiled. She wore a gossamer something. Not native dress
either and sexy as hell. Despite that she was in the heart of Arab
Town he knew her skin tone was his own except not so bronzed.
She was an American.

“She hot?” asked Abernathy.

She was as he imagined her to be. Utterly beautiful.

“Which roof was that again?”’

#

The stench of meat was as an aphrodisiac. The infected had
gathered beneath it, yearned for it ferociously, their attention
consumed by hunger lust. While the bullets arrived they never
realized it nor would they have taken fright even if they had.
The bodies flew ahead of his bullets, chests exploding, heads
flying apart.

They were not human. Only they resembled human. It
would have been impossible otherwise to destroy the young and
beautiful. Nonetheless he was glad there hadn’t been that many
kids, and that so few were younger than ten.

The pit was lined in diesel soaked ties. The bodies were
three deep. The pyre ignited with a roar. The cleansing white
smoke tumbled skyward in an uplifting volume. He watched
into where the violated flesh crackled. Every bullet was a soul’s
salvation; every cremation a part of the world restored. No
longer was he a stone rolling. He performed every day miracles
in the manner of an angel, the terrible kind.
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Krause stood upon the threshold of flames under a sundered
sky. His understanding of things had coalesced. He’d ample
food, bullets and machines. The sniper looked to where the
storm roiled over the city that needed his help. It had been
essential that he have justification so he could do and make
things right. For the good of all but also for himself.

Good.

“Im done here.” He’d even taken up the corpses of
abandoned children to burn. He’d burned the blood stained
ground and he’d burned most of the town. “I’ll be leaving then.”

Yes.

Gold aura leaked through the pearlescent shroud that floated
over a hundred blood stained corpses. Her body glowing, the
blood and pale of the rest as mud, she moved with mysterious
eloquence beneath her cover. The fire exploded into life then
flowed brilliant blue across wood and flesh. When it finished
never would there be different ash. Krause awoke sweat slick,
mouth dry and with wildly beating heart. Dreams could only be
nightmare or something else. He’d flipped the sleep coin and
come up ‘heads’ over and over again. A gambler would
consider that string of outcomes lucky.

Krause’s arrival into what had been wheat fields before the
wheat fields were given over to suburbs was as the final grain of
sand passing from the high to the low of an hourglass to make
its last of all impression. The distance to the deader moving left
to right across a decorative berm was near to twelve hundred
meters. The burst of shooting elsewhere Krause decided wasn’t
indicative of impending disaster for it was steady until it simply
ended.

“Welcome to Stadium Enclave, Goldilocks,” Susanna heard
as she staggered across the fat yellow line at the top of the
concrete ramp. The locked halves of a stout steel gate and men
with automatic weapons barred the way ahead. A honey-blond
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twenty-three year old, aromatic with the effluvia of her
secretions, Susanna had brought everything that might be
crammed into a backpack that had been left over from a siege
that had lasted beyond three weeks. She’d glad eyes and
trembling for all that she was seeing while she hoped, because
she was wired that way, they’d milk for the kids.

They’d not opened the gate. Why hadn’t they opened the
gate? Susanna looked behind herself. The late nineties Honda
Civic, grill caved, engine gasping metronomically as it cooled,
rested ahead of a ten-meter skid mark—Susanna hadn’t known
if the brakes were good, the car had been Jason’s not hers. Her
own car had been parked on a level too distant to be reached
during the helter skelter of the escape. The nearest infected,
head shot, lay oozing and obscenely twitching not twenty
meters away from where she stood. The primary school teacher
quickly averted her eyes.

While her attention had been elsewhere, her gate reception
had put out a table and chair. The gate continued locked, an
unreasonable precaution as the onset interval once a person was
infected was seconds and not the minutes she’d been forced to
wait already. The blue clad security was keeping to their side of
the barrier. Susanna, becoming annoyed besides uneasy, had no
choice but to keep hers.

“Pardon me?” and Susanna gasped the best smile a tortured
spirit could manage.

“Your name, Sweet Cheeks.”

“Hum-m-m? What?”

“Name?”

“Susanna Alice Reece,” she replied beneath the stares of
every person there. Had good manners evaporated right along
with civilization?

“Took bloody long enough for you to decide to come in,”
her antiseptic greeter grumbled. “Take this,” and she was
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slipped page and tossed pencil stub through the bars. “Fill out
completely, fingerprints and blood sample. Surrender any ID
you might be carrying. The form’s complete in all respects or
no rations.”

“We were cut off,” she protested, and in every fiber of her
being felt how inadequate so meager an explanation was to a
condition she’d existed in for twenty-three alternately tedious
and terror filled days. “Why do you need a sample of my
blood?” Surrounded from first days, her apartment building
penetrated top to bottom, with hope for rescue even when it was
for sure that rescue would not come. They’d used a mattress as
a shield, screaming like fiends, to win their way into the
elevator, a success they’d taken as prophesy that they’d make it
all the way out, all of them. The wide-open parkade was where
hopes collided with reality and things fell apart.

“It’s the rule, dimwit. Just follow the line on the floor.” The
line she was to follow at last revealed when the gate was opened
for her to pass through.

At the nurse’s station, after her wonderfully hot, high
pressure exfoliating shower, after she was required to give a
liter of blood for typing, testing, or as beverage, a dozen test
tubes filled, plus tissue smears, besides fingerprinting, retinal
scan, pictures front, back and sides, and cavity search, she stood
on ice cold tile, the inadequate towel she’d been given dedicated
to its impossible task, and now and then she glared to the
corner-mounted camera with its glowing ‘in operation’ light.

The latest target, slammed by kinetic impulse, was gone
from view as though removed from existence. From where
Krause lay he could see the litter of the dead for its individual
parts, shattered head up or head down, twitching spasmodically.
They’d been attracted by movement, noise, scent of grass,
pleasure of breeze got from little elevation, memories of what
they’d liked or disliked, and he’d killed them. He’d killed men,
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women and children old and young, white, black and brown. He
was an equal opportunity killer. Each target had come with an
equal chance to be made dead and he’d not failed to make them
so. The next deader moved slowly left to right, stumbling over
the corpses. Krause came again over his elbows and sighted in.

“You’re the new girl,” was got from the grease stained
person she’d been sent to see.

“Yes, that’s me,” Susanna grumbled. Six hours of isolation
done near freezing and in a condition of near nudity, then on a
bug-infested cot in a threadbare shift with a single blanket for
warmth and no pillow. Owing to her not having died between
when she was put in her isolation and when she was let out
she’d been declared clear of infection and let to join the general
population.

“You’re kitchen help.”

“But I’'m trained as an educator. I'm a teacher, a primary
school teacher.”

“Good for you. You can use your educator skills to teach the
potatoes you’re about to peel how to duplicate themselves.”

“That, as anyone knows, is impossible without a 3-way
mirror and a stick of dynamite.”

A grin was offered up by her reception before: “The peeler
and the bucket are through that door. We keep the skins, so
nothing edible left on the floor when you’re done.”

“Right,” answered the person who’d once had a job that
possessed real significance. Beyond the door she’d been
directed to were nine other potato peelers, all female, average
age mid forties to early fifties and hard at work. Susanna
supposed she’d been set upon the lowest rung of the ladder so
she’d better appreciate her place when it was finally shown to
her. Smiling apologetically she squeezed among the others to
select her first victim from hundreds of kilograms of not
particularly nutritious starch, poured into a heap from fifty kilo
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sacks. Ten liter plastic pails of cold water for dipping and
cleaning were by each person, besides the pails of peelings and
tubs of skinned potatoes. The workers upon sacks folded as
cushions over the stern wood of their seats, were a grim,
humorless group. When called to her eventual interview
Susanna wondered if she ought to fake the humility her baseline
torture ought to by then have impressed upon her or should she
stand over her hind legs like an intelligent doe and seek redress
for the wrongs she had been subjected to?

What didn’t surprise her, especially owing to her empty
condition, was the eating of peelings and potato splinters going
on, done surreptitious in respect of the now and then glow upon
the camera situated high in a corner of the room, which was
why, Susanna realized, most of the workers sat with their backs
to that corner. Conversation was done head down, quiet and
sober. The pails into which all the peelings ought to go were
filling so slowly that it must have been by common practice that
the detection of thievery was avoided. As new girl and being in
enfeebled condition Susanna was slowest peeler and her
misfortune of snug fitting clothes, irrespective of recent fasting,
voided the benefit of convenient storage. She would not eat
many peelings, being finicky besides prone to honesty. The
rawness of what she did consume met discordantly with her the
acid of her empty stomach. Belching and she was coming to
worse by the time her labor ended.

The contents of her backpack had been taken to be divvied
up among persons who needed it, Susanna supposed. The
stadium complex, the parts where she was let to roam, was
cavernous with strange reverberations. No place was private and
even the ladies’ had its doors removed. Better accommodations
were in the upper levels, sky boxes and offices converted to
domiciles. First to third levels were for the use of the public at
large and once they had finished their chores persons could go
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up to the third level and look out upon the city that was no
more.

Infection wandered the streets, aimlessly and in all
weathers, never swarming except to feed or to indulge
aggressive or procreative impulses. Infection also happened
through contact skin to surfaces upon which was blood or saliva
or the dry left from a hand print. Jason had been an
acquaintance near her age and resident on the same floor in her
apartment building. He’d been courageous and strong, funny
and smart, and kinda cute in his scrawny geek way.

Despite the madcap confusion of the time she was certain
that Jason, owing to a heroic impulse, had sacrificed himself so
that she could make it to his car. He had not been obligated to
take the infection meant for her. In the midst of her brooding
she was realizing a pulse of rifle fire in the northwest of her
place of standing, a sound regular as the sweep hand of a clock
pounding out seconds. Someone was out there shooting...and
killing. She was drawn to the sound as would a nail to a magnet.
The sound of each bullet a jolt to the senses. She imagined the
man who was doing the shooting. A grim man, troll-like,
humorless and hard featured. For a half hour she stood listening
and the shooting did not cease except for minor intervals of
quiet, which she supposed were necessary for the killer to
reload his weapon. Counting shots against time, then she made
an estimate. Hundreds? Each bullet a person? Hundreds of
bullets? Hundreds of people? In amazement and with an
expanding sense of dread and horror she pressed her weight
against the cool stone and leaned precariously, the city’s
neglected lights beacon-like in the dusk. What was this man,
mass killer, mass murderer? How had he squared things with
his conscience that he be able to do what he was doing? Why
was he doing it?

11
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The enclave ran upon a schedule whose events were
prefaced by chimes before being verbally supplemented for the
hard of comprehending. Susanna’s first institutional meal was a
handful of deep-fried potato skins, half scoop of kernel corn,
slice of dry bread, and plastic cup of water tinted orange. Dining
was in a room with seating for one hundred. Owing to the
alphabet Susanna’s turn to be fed came with the last shift for the
room. She would eat from a twice cleaned plate and her issue of
plastic cup, knife and fork were not to be considered disposable.

“Hey, Cutie, in with the hard cases, huh?” came from the
large mid-forties woman arrived to the seat next to her and
helping her chubby self to the fried skins on Susanna’s plate.

“Those are mine!” As Susanna swung her plate out of reach
of the thief, she delivered it for the easy access of the person
arrived upon her other side.

“Watch it, ditz!”

“Sorry, I—hey!” This other, likewise large and heavy
person pushed what was left of her skins and all of the corn off
Susanna’s and onto her own plate.

“Spill it, lose it,” from this other person.

“I didn’t spill. Give that buh!—" Two elbows applied to
sternum toppled her over the fulcrum of chair legs to the floor.
She hit with the back of her head the malodorous carpet
skinning the concrete floor and her view went grey about the
edges.

“Cinderella fall down go boom?” from the first of her
attackers ahead of a chuckle. The two thereafter, their captured
portions having been consumed at an indigestion inducing rate,
got up from their seats to troll for their next victim.

“Are you going to lie there all night?”” was delivered several
seconds later from the only person to come to her aid who was a
late teens, lank blonde hair, painfully thin, wisp of a girl. Ferret
face with its acne spotted skin, traces of brow, small mouth,

12
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ring through left nostril, ring through left eyebrow, peered with
mild interest down at the victim. The lower ring had a dark
green bead, the upper dark blue.

“Who were those guys?” Susanna grumbled, wondering
why they’d left her the slice of bread after taking everything
else.

“Botha and Bertha, the Butch Twins,” her rescue informed
her. “They pick on anyone smaller than they are, which is just
about everybody else here. They’re our schoolyard bullies.”

“Bullies? You’ve got to be kidding!” was proclaimed
disgustedly.

“Yeah, it’s high school all over again,” sighed the teen. “For
some of us, it’s like we never left the place. Got any cigs?”

“Don’t smoke. You shouldn’t either. Hi, I’'m Susanna,” said
the primary school teacher as the teen helped her to her feet
with a heave then Susanna made her grimace to the single slice
of bread she’d been left for her supper.

“You don’t want to eat that,” said the teen. “I’m Mariole.”

“Pretty name,” Susanna murmured. “Why not?”

Mariole neatly flipped the bread to expose the colony of
mold briskly expanding the complexes of its macroscopic
empire. “We get old stuff and leavings. As if potato peelings
and near to indigestible corn weren’t bad enough. I was sixty
kilos when I arrived here.”

“You?” was coupled to an expression of disbelief. The kid
was rail thin.

“Just kidding. You don’t gain weight from this stuff unless
you have the Butch Twins’ knack for scrounging up extra.”

“That’s god damn criminal,” grumbled Susanna, watching
the duo descend on their next victim, a kid not even Mariole’s
age. Shouting: “Hey, you fat savages, get away from her!”

“Uhn oh,” went Mariole. To Susanna’s ear before she beat
her hasty retreat: “Great meeting you. Have a nice afterlife.”

13
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After evading dozens of hormonally crazed maniacs it ought
to be as nothing to deal with two large and brutish women. So
Susanna thought as she watched the pair advance upon her from
two sides in that same manner they’d employed in stealing her
food, implacable and with looks of murder in their eyes. Large,
dark haired, dark eyed, mustachioed women much alike who no
doubt expected a swift and easy conquest, her doe about to be
crushed between their two pickup trucks.

Her neat step upon folding chair seat and across table escape
to avoid encirclement caught the pair wholly by surprise. Next
her hard swung metal tray, deflected at the last instant by an
elbow yet still received upon the forehead rather than across the
mouth of her intended target elicited a screech of pain. “Come
on!” she shouted to the other twin. “I’ve a cookie in my
pocket!” She would clout the first to try her escape route with
the chair she’d just picked up.

The twins had stalled on the other side of the table. They
hadn’t expected resistance, certainly not violence, which
Susanna felt herself primed to deliver a great deal more of.

“Just watch it, Toots!” grumbled the one uninjured. “You’ll
get yours!”

“When, Bee-atch! Bring it on! I'm ready now!” Who, in this
modern age, called another person ‘Toots’? “Get your fat butt
over here so I can bash you silly!”

“You’ll get yours,” was replied but with less conviction than
before. “Crazy bitch.”

“Why don’t I just come over there?” she said, advancing
toward the near end of the table, chair at full cock above a stern
two-handed grip, the bullies retreating as she started her run.

“Stay the fuck away!” exclaimed Botha or was it Bertha?

“P’Il hit you both so hard you’ll puke up that food you
stole.” The slender blonde chased the lumbering pair right out
of the room and applause and thready cheers were her sole
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reward. A light headed and trembling—owing to how famished
she was and for no other reason—former primary school teacher
lowered her weapon then unfolded it to sit.

“Remind me never to get you angry at me,” a smirking
Mariole exulted after she had materialized as though magically
conjured at the dizzy hero’s side.

For his amusement Harold Strand had his collection of
surveillance clips. Lust, infidelity, fights, drug deals, gossip,
conspiracies were his reality television and soap opera
substitutes. People ignored the cameras, they supposed the
devices didn’t work, they supposed that anything old world no
longer mattered, they were stupid, they were too trusting, or
they just didn’t care. The record of the unequal contest between
the slender and beautiful Miss Susanna Reece and the notorious
Butch Twins was fast becoming his favorite. The commander of
all things Stadium Enclave, and in the time before this
Alderman Harold Strand, sipped his scotch and soda upon his
leather skinned comfort. He’d been watching the nicely edited,
spliced together from three different sources, courtesy of his in-
house tech wizard, food hall altercation on his wall mounted
plasma screen. Of the surviving enclaves his was the largest in
terms of size and population, best supplied for food and
medicines and, arguably, the best organized. At current rates of
resources consumption they could hold out another three
months. After the common rations were gone, they’d strategic
rations, a tractor load of MREs, for another week. Guns, bullets
and people they’d have three months and one week from now
just no longer any food. Every one of the nearly twelve
thousand persons he had responsibility for was going to die
unless the initiative, for which he’d teams primed to start, be
agreed to by the directors of the other two enclaves starting with
his honor the mayor, Gerald Francis Lund. Lund’s Core
Complex Enclave retained the largest concentration of weapons
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and ammunition in the city. One of two brigades of National
Guard was bivouacked inside Central Square and their APC’s
laagered in its underground parkade. The second brigade had
taken up residence within the northeast armory. Both with the
help of a scratch engineering company maintained the
barricades that protected the armory and the inner city. Strand
raised his glass to a valiant effort. The inner city had been
losing territory and people from the start and would continue to
do so until it should be no more.

The infection had spread quickest in the suburbs. The near
impossible to defend high school and college campuses had
been overrun in a matter of days and none of the more than a
dozen suburban enclaves had survived. Hundreds of thousands
more infected had joined what had become a forty-kilometer
deep encirclement.

The greatest problem to survival was not in enemy numbers
or their infectiousness but that they were consuming all things
edible. The food Strand was depending on to feed his hungry
thousands when in-house stocks should be gone was being
steadily depleted.

A cull, no matter how distasteful the notion, was essential to
survival. Yes, they had been loved ones, friends and neighbors,
but no longer. No matter that infection did not kill it still robbed
the victim of his humanity. An infected was lost to the human
race as effectively as had he died outright except that he also
became a highly infectious transmitter of the disease as well as
a competitor for rapidly diminishing food resources.

Lund had been unwilling to take the step which Strand had
accepted as critical to preserve what remained of the human
race. His grim look went to the splinter of playing field not
devoted to greenhouses where a mob of kids chased a ball
fashioned out of rags and twine beneath a darkling sky. He’d
been given an enormous responsibility and if drastic action was
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needed to ensure survival then by god he’d take that action and
be damned the sanctimonious bastards at city hall who hadn’t
the guts to do the same. How did the city hall saints suppose
they were going to survive once that last outside thing was
consumed and the infected realized, which they had to have
sufficient intelligence left for, that the only food left was behind
the walls they would have to tear down to get to?

This is it? Susanna was thinking. At the least her time in
quarantine had afforded her dubious privacy. The only
advantage Susanna saw to her current situation was that the
space housed single females only. Single males slept elsewhere.
Married couples, orphaned children, and families had their own
regions of the concourse also, and good for that. Despite that
managing children no older than ten had been her vocation for
three years, she appreciated the fact that all kids could not be
good all of the time while always there were some kids that
could never be good no matter what the circumstances they
found themselves in and these were likely to create far more
disturbance than was commensurate with their immature sizes.

She had to be on the alert for what the Butch Twins might
do. The bullies had passed by her assigned place dressed in their
evil looks a few minutes earlier. She intended to move her place
so soon as the lights went down. She would try the floor’s well
worn plastic cover for comfort, as the cheap, listing to one side
cot she’d been issued was as likely to collapse by an
unconscious shift of sleeping position as by ambush.

She’d been far too preoccupied with work, the novelty of
her surroundings and hunger to devote much thought to recent
history. Her ordeal had begun when she’d stepped out onto her
balcony and observed with horror the violent flurry of attacks
on the street below. Next infected persons by the dozen had
streamed into her building; a result triggered, she’d supposed,
owing to her appearance in plain view then inadvertent scream.
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She’d been startled and then ashamed. She ought to have left for
one of the enclaves so soon as the first alerts were posted, but
like so many others—and the majority of the persons of her
building—she hadn’t thought the emergency so urgent as it was.
Her last normal day had been like this day, long and with many
insignificant details that had needed her attention. She’d said
goodbye to the twelve children present out of a class of thirty-
three third graders, the rest gone wherever they had with their
families, been forced to sit through a wholly unnecessary staff
meeting with weeping and near hysterical fellow teachers, then
been too tired and emotionally blown when she returned home
to do other than collapse into sleep. Then had come the deader
invasion like a car crash delivered at irresistible speed. As the
stream of invaders storming into her building thinned Susanna
had thought there might be time yet to flee. Her car was in the
upper level parkade; she would seize an armload of clothes with
her keys on her way out of the door. Except so soon as she came
into the corridor she discovered persons milling about, confused
and vulnerable. She’d paused to offer advice then been caught
up into the group that Jason was leading. She ought not to have
let herself be seduced by reason in a situation where instinct had
been best counsel. Jason had gotten them to barricade doors, run
water into bathtubs and sinks, and pool their resources. Emily
had phoned the police and been advised to wait for rescue.
They’d stayed that first day when it would have been safest to
make their way free. They’d watched other persons fleeing in
cars. After the first night it had become impossible to leave. The
infected had camped on every floor below theirs, a besieging
army, and stayed because it was their home, too, and for the
food and water.

Almost impossible, for wasn’t she here now? Sole survivor
of nine. Emily, Jason, Inga, Jeremy, Evan, Carl, Mallory and
Steve. If her story was typical, what a depth of tragedy must be
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in all the world! Compared to that a conflict with bullies was
nothing. Opening her tearing eyes to their full, Susanna realized
the lighting had gone to dim. Only the exits showed, haloed
with their red. A cautious slither to the floor with pillow and
blanket was followed by a sinuous crawl beneath sleepers while
regretting the concrete beneath the cover pad and its seeping
cold. The teacher continued to a place beneath someone small
who she hoped would not be a light sleeper.

Out in the world the infected lived feral lives, their actions
predicated by base impulse. They moved place to place,
spreading affliction indiscriminately, tearing down civilization.
What should be left when the thing was done? Would all
humanity succumb? Was there no hope? What could a mere
primary school teacher or anyone do and what should be left to
salvage even if they succeeded?

Krause had gone through the house top to bottom, liking its
size, the brick of its walls and the iron bars over the ground
level windows. No free standing structure could be entirely safe,
but the infected did not move against that within which they’d
not detected persons or food. They’d no intuition that way.
Night was come and they were bedding down wherever their
meanderings had delivered them: lawns and under trees in
mulch, on park benches, in doorways, and in buildings that had
stood open. They settled themselves yet remained as sensitive to
intrusion as a neighborhood too full of dogs. A man trained to
caution might travel among them with relative safety, but the
slightest misstep would bring on doom by the tonne.

Through the night scope, the child, having lain into a
depression beneath a tree, appeared brilliant green, living glow.
Its removal into death was no harder than had the thing been
done in daylight. The sniper eased back the weapon, shut off
and removed the night scope to replace into its case. Last kill of
the long day. Last of thousands. He’d filled the pool of the
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house upon the corner with flammable materials rescued from a
home improvement center. Kerosene by the bucket, beams
soaked to dripping. Persons would know he’d arrived by the
sign he would make and he didn’t care. They would suspect
what he was doing but he doubted they’d interfere.

Where were the archangels, those forbidding and terrible
creatures? A single archangel might cleanse a city in a single
day. That’s an atomic warhead in post biblical time, he
reminded himself. Nuclears had been tried elsewhere and, no
matter, the infected had advanced in their teeming millions
bleeding from open sores and shedding hair, and the red areas
on the maps had spread like spilled ink all the same and
smothered the green areas.

Krause chewed a ration bar, his body washed in starlight
upon a sinfully comfortable platform that he was soon to fall
asleep on. Shooting stars he was accustomed to seeing except
not so many as now. Out of doors the universe continued as it
always would, uncaring.
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Chapter Two - Encounters

supply to the room.” Susanna nodded compulsively

with the receipt of this advice. The morning after

her arrival and she was painfully hungry. She
thought she might be experiencing the symptoms of a low grade
fever. “You’ll fill your buckets in the nearest washroom, bring
them here and empty them into your barrels to about three
quarters full. Soap is on the shelf. We’ve plenty of soap but
don’t waste it all the same. You may want to add enough to
make suds but that’s not necessary. Just no food particles or
grease spots on the plates when they’re done. Rinse in the
second barrel. When you’re finished empty the barrels the same
way you filled them and make sure you clean away any sludge
that might be left in the bottoms of the barrels. Any questions?”

She’d but one question she really wanted to ask, but
suspected it would do her no good to do so to ask it of this
person one step further up the ladder than she. “Make a new pile
for clean dishes?” She’d presently several fifty high stacks of
dirty dishes to look at.

“Yes, ah, not directly on the floor please. There were tables
in here at one time, but apparently someone’s removed them
and we don’t know if we’re getting them back.”

“How then?”

“Yes, right. You might get some boards and ah, sawhorses?
Make sure they’re clean first though.”

“Boards? From where?” Where had the last person to have
this crap job put their god damned filmy dishes? No doubt on
the god damn dirty floor regardless of any instructions they
might have received to the contrary.

‘ ‘The water’s never been shut off, just we’ve no
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“I think there’re boards downstairs somewhere.”

Her grunt of annoyance was made to this advice. She’d
resigned herself to having to do menial tasks until a job
befitting her education, training and experience was found for
her, but at the least for what she had been given to do she ought
not to have to invent strategies for. “What have people been
doing since the tables were taken away?”

Her supervisor opened and closed her mouth, showed
annoyance, looked to the side, then just turned and went on her
way.

They’ve been putting the damn dishes on the floor and
nobody had been willing to mend the situation because they
were either too lazy or just didn’t care! So get the new girl to do
it! “Right, then,” she grumbled to the empty room. “Hose, and
see if we can get the carpentry shop to make some replacement
tables.” The heaps of dishes, with their skins of grime and food
bits, would have to wait. If she should run out of time before the
end of her shift she might just transfer the heap unwashed to a
new spot upon the floor and call it done. The way things were
being done around here likely it was that no one would notice.
The administration had sentries dressed in police style, blue
coveralls posted at intervals throughout the three levels in use
by the general population. She went to the first she saw to ask
for directions.

“Carpentry shop? Don’t know there is such a thing,” the
sentry said. His tag announced him as ‘T. S. Brooke’. He was
typical of the crop of stadium cops. Recruited from the resident
population because so many cops during the early days of the
outbreak had gotten infected while trying to help persons to
safety. Mid twenties, reasonably fit but no marathoner. Minimal
training. Told: obey this guy, aim your weapon like this, don’t
ask too many questions, try to look like you know what you’re
doing.
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“I need tables, at least two fair sized ones, sturdy ones.”

“Try the cafeteria for those.”

“I need them on a permanent basis. I can’t take the ones
from the cafeteria or from any of the food courts.”

The cop shrugged.

“Could you call someone for me?” she asked. T. S. Brooke
had a fist sized communications unit fixed to his right epaulet.

“I suppose I could,” he said dubiously.

“Please,” she said and put her hands behind herself, her best
parts forward with ‘this girl needs help but payment for services
rendered is only gonna be a smile’ expression showing. When
he suggested she might subscribe to the next level in the
administrative hierarchy Susanna at once looked about herself
in expectation, no doubt owing to her lightheaded condition, of
a next level representative simply materializing as the
consequence of her asking and as the reward for all that which
she had endured since arriving in Stadium Enclave. She and the
sentry were on the lowest level of the stadium complex, with
stairs and escalators upon her right in locations near and far
away left. The custodial staff used elevators to move service
carts between upper and lower levels. The lower level
concourse was concrete everywhere and hung with sports
banners. The predominant color after grey was fire engine red.

“No carpentry shop,” the sentry said and pretended he had
run out of answers.

“Where do I get my tables and hose from then?” she asked.

“Ah...,” he went.

“Whom should I talk to?”

“Ah, not sure,” T. S. Brooke said, smiling unhelpfully.

“Who’s your supervisor? Could you tell me where I can find
him?”

“That’d be Herm Kerrick.”
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“Could you call him for me please and tell him I’'m on my
way?”

Her help was showing unused to confrontation. He might
also be supposing he was in trouble or about to be. “I’m not so
sure I should do that. Herm’s a pretty busy guy.”

With doing what at the moment? Holding up the wall as you
are? “Please call him for me and tell him I’m on my way to see
him. Susanna Reece.” T. S. Brooke very much did not want to
follow through with her instruction and so a glare helped him to
a resolution, exactly the sort of thing she had used on her pupils
to a like effect, although not all that often as the old Miss Reece
had been popular with both her kids and their adult parents.
Eventually he gave her a location and instructions how to get
there. She was tempted to think he’d directed her false, then
while she should be gone go hide or switch posts with someone.
Herm Kerrick was a much enlarged forty something with
bloodhound dewlaps and a furrowed brow. He’d been retired
from the police service before the plague. He was about her
height and appeared shorter owing to his width while seated and
because he slouched. He’d bars on his collar which suggested
his rank was lieutenant or maybe captain? She relayed her
expectations, which he at the least listened to before shaking his
head.

“I haven’t a clue where you can get that stuff,” Kerrick said.

“Then I’d like to make a requisition for it,” she said.

“Requisition? We don’t do requisitions.”

“Nonetheless, I wish to make a requisition for two tables
and a sufficient length of hose. About fifty meters I’d say. And
some kind of pump I can use to empty water from barrels with.”

“You don’t ask for much, do you?” he grumbled.

“No, I don’t,” she replied hotly. “I’ve been given a job to do
and I intend to do it and in the best way that [ know how.”
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“Well, I still don’t do requisitions so I’d say you’re out of
luck.”

“Who does?”

“Who does what?”” and he showed her that same look she’d
gotten from his downstairs underling. It had to be that everyone
liked their position and the manner in which they performed it
so much that any departure from routine was treated with equal
parts suspicion and dismay.

“I need to know who to submit my requisition to,” she said
with mock patience. If she could not wash her dishes properly
then they would not get washed and it wouldn’t be her fault that
they wouldn’t. Persons were going to be eating their breakfasts
from dirty plates.

“I’ve no clue whom that might be,” he said through a
grinding of teeth.

“Then I need to speak with your superior.” Maybe she ought
to have dropped the whole thing. Gone back to her buckets and
barrels and just done the job. Except surrender had never been
the way in her family. She was committed to do the thing right
and if she be about to be made to suffer for her zeal then so be
it.

“You think you can just barge into someone’s office with
this bullshit?” Kerrick said.

“I think that if a person needs something to do her job
properly then she is entitled to seek out that something no
matter how far up the chain of command she needs to climb.
Now, just tell me, who do I have to talk to next?”

Her search for adequate answers to her questions was taking
her places she suspected were reserved for middle or upper
management and not ever meant to be frequented by the lowly
such as herself. From possessing a part of the high opinion of
herself and her status got from a respected past before
civilization went into the crapper, she was bound to resent the
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resistance she’d so far received. Susanna banished all notion of
a smile of her expression; being of a sudden obsessed with the
question of where the food she was not at present earning the
right to have would come from it was not difficult to maintain a
sober look. “You’ve come to me to request some tables and a
hose?” from the next person in the chain of command and the
very last she was entitled to talk to. Clark Melville. A balding,
graying, chair-bound blimp in an ill fitting leisure suit, who
resembled in every part the used car sales manager he had used
to be.

“And some kind of pump,” she amended. “A working sink
would be nice, but I suppose that would be asking too much.”

“You’re a dishwasher,” he stated.

“I’m whatever I’m told, for now,” Susanna replied.

“You do realize that the work of this complex does not stop
for one person’s pleasure.”

“I’m not asking anyone to stop anything. All I'm asking for
is a little resource material so that I can do my job properly. It is
not my fault you’ve no mechanisms in place to deal with
requests of this kind. It is not my fault that [ haven’t what I need
to do my job adequately.”

“But you do have what you need. Two barrels, a bucket and
a scrub brush. That’s all that anyone has ever needed before this
and that’s all you’re going to get.”

She showed him her lips tight, eyes squinting look that had
he known her would have been a warning that an explosion was
about to erupt. Her mother would at this point defuse her
enthusiasm for debate with a warning finger coupled to a hiss
and she would most times pause to think before the intake of
next breath to propel next word with. Melville knew nothing
about those disarming tactics or when to use them. Her tirade
started low and soft and went swift to the loud and harsh. She
was her most eloquent when she was her most angry except
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while expostulating she was, in most cases, blind to the reaction
of her audience. Melville was almost certainly not amenable to
debate nor was he likely to be persuaded to change his mind. To
his credit he tolerated her rant for an entire minute before
ordering her out of his office.

Susanna stood panting and in a cold sweat for a full thirty
seconds outside Melville’s office before deciding that all that
she’d been through thus far was but the preamble to what she
ought to have committed herself to at the start. She’d need a
way to slip from the penultimate level to the last, something
she’d no hope of managing without a great deal more time and
effort than she’d invested thus far if she intended to employ the
at present nonexistence channels. The guards either side of the
elevator she needed to access stood straighter as she
approached. Faint heart never won fair Lady, nor fair Lady her
way. “I’ve an appointment with Mr. Strand,” she said while
absolutely despising the act she had been forced to perform. She
hated playing off on her looks, the fun got from doing so had
died back during her adolescence years. It was not the
impression of herself she’d wanted to be known by. She was
pretty; she was smart. The two conditions were not mutually
exclusive. Wearing a smile painful as a paper cut done to the
webbing beside the thumb and forced a kilometer wide, eyes
bright as much with fever as with determination, and her hair a
lot flatter than was flattering, she danced up in her worn jeans
and soiled Tee with chest up thrust. Anything in her sights was
going to be putty in her hands.

Until: “You got a chit?”

“A—a what? No, [ don’t have—I wasn’t given one.”

“That’s too bad, Miss,” the left-hand sentry answered while
leering at her most physically forward features. “But maybe we
could do something about that?”
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“Forget it, Buster,” she replied. “Though I will say one
thing. You better hope you’ve got a good working relationship
with your boss because he’s not going to be too damn happy
you turned me away.”

Threat of retribution could work so well in an apocalyptic
world as in the happy past, Susanna was realizing. Mr. Leering
let go his smirk to consult with his shoulder mounted comm
unit. Susanna was too desperate hungry to enjoy her partial,
uncertain victory. Now and then she recalled that she ought to
preen. The debate entered into by the left-hand guard with his
higher up ( the honorable Harold Strand himself? ) was far
longer than it needed to be for the simple information she’d
provided. Was the higher up considering, consulting, or
equipping himself with a gun to deal with a troublesome person
( slave ) personally?

“All right,” Leering said, pressing to summon the elevator.
“You’re passed through.”

“I um—of course I am,” and flounce so well as she was able
into the elevator car. Her lightheadedness, the flutter of her
heart, the quaver in her step, none of that could be attributable
to a nervousness she felt herself not obligated to feel.
Movement had exacerbated her famished condition: when she
reached the stadium’s highest level and had open corridor
before her, movement would clear her head and restore her
vigor. Deep breath was taken, elevator doors opened, and
plaintiff stepped out. Upon this level were sky boxes converted
to administrative offices/domiciles. Which? Her lower lip was
taken to suck. After a few more steps she felt her body reaching
a crisis, gulps of non nutritious air no longer helped, a trembling
begun about the level of her ankles was spreading. Oh, my...was
a last conscious thought before blackness. She awoke upon a
soft as pillows platform, her forehead supporting a damp cloth.
The older gentleman leaning over her with steel grey hair and
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dressed in red paisley pattern over black silk dressing gown
over dress shirt, striped tie and trousers, supported by black
wing tips, had soap opera star looks, a body top heavy but
neither too much muscle nor too much fat, and a jaw shaved to
a pinkness. His not quite smile had the look of curiosity
satisfied. He supposed he knew what she was about and
Susanna could not help but be angered by this attitude.

“Good morning,” he said. “Feeling better?” Her shirt felt
shifted but had retained the tuck into the top of her jeans and
nothing else about her person or garments had been altered that
she knew. He had not fondled her in her sleep unless it had been
incidental.

“I fainted,” she said stupidly, tincture of accusation added.

Come back straight at her in adult tones was, “Yes, you did.
Did you hit your head?”

She supposed she might have, although the injury couldn’t
have been much. “I was hungry. I hadn’t eaten for days.”

“Days?” he went neutrally.

“I’ve just come in, to this sanctuary, I mean. I'm Susanna
Reece.”

“Harold Strand—James, would you bring in a plate of
sandwiches and some lemonade.” Food so soon as it arrived to
be devoured by the elementary school teacher. Strand watched
her at her unflattering feeding worst with fingertips together and
a thoughtful frown put on her when he did not smile, an act
proper and nice and merely for show. He’d been annoyed by her
entreaties while pleased he could pretend the part of savior.
“Feeling better?” he asked once she had finished the platter and
was cleaning the mustard and juice about her lips with paper
napkin.

With the restoration of energy her sense of outrage had
restored also. Her look became stern. The effect upon her host
was to be an interesting one. He would become disconcerted, he
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would sweat, and he would retreat into his chair. Harold Strand
did not like confrontation nor the feeling he was not in complete
control. “Yes, thank you,” Susanna replied angrily. “Two
women stole last night’s supper and I wasn’t permitted
breakfast.”

“Stole your supper?” he went blandly. “That shouldn’t
happen.”

“Apparently it’s been happening a lot. Particularly in my
cafeteria group.”

“We’ll look into it,” he said.

“I’d appreciate it, as would everyone else who’s been
victimized by those two. One or two of your policemen on duty
to oversee things ought to do nicely.”

“We hadn’t thought that would be necessary, but if persons
are stealing food from others then absolutely we will do
something about it.”

“There’s something else,” she said.

“Yes...?”

“I’ve been put to work as kitchen help. I would like
something else to do.”

His grimly inflexible reply was, “Everyone has to work,
Miss Reece.”

“I appreciate that fact. I’'m a teacher, primary school. There
are many children underfoot and my understanding is that there
is no school for them.”

“It hasn’t been that long,” he protested mildly.

“There will be other teachers here. We need to organize
ourselves. For the school we will need at least two rooms and
tables and chairs or student desks and teacher work stations if
you can supply them. Oh, and resources: books, paper, pens and
pencils.”

“FEr...school,” he went.
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An unanticipated belch was put out against the side of her
fist. “Sir, Director Strand, there must have been vandalism and
bullying already. Keeping the children occupied with what
they’re used to will cut down drastically on incidents of those
sorts.”

“I suppose you’re right,” he grumbled.

The tart ‘of course I’'m right” she wisely kept behind teeth
and lips. “Might I be let to start organizing our school?”

“Yes, do, go,” he said and might have been about to make a
shooing gesture, he was that anxious to be shot of her.

“Originally I had come up to ask about tables and a hose for
the dish washing station I’d been assigned to,” she said, rising
from her seat. No dizziness was experienced by the former
famine sufferer and she almost smiled.

“It will be taken care of,” he said.

A silent continuous explosion showing far beyond the
stadium walls captured Susanna’s attention on her way out. She
had to pause to watch it for a while. “What’s that?”

Column of black risen half sky high. Idlewild suburb, he
thought. Thirty to forty kilometers out. “Smoke, a fire.”

“Yes, but who’s gone and set it?”

“Some deader wandered into a power substation,” was his
opinion.

“Not likely. Those were all fenced in.”

“Then some clumsy deader has set a gas station on fire.”

“Wrong type of smoke,” she said. “Someone should go
check that out.”

He did not care to be told what to do. Harold Strand was
most times his own best council and no kid fresh out of college
could know better. He watched the girl out of his suite much
irritated with the amount of bother she’d piled into his lap. That
she was right was salt in the wound. “Stuck up bitch,” he
grumbled until he paused to indulge the fantasy of what he
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might do to the stuck up little cunt if conditions were only a
little worse than they were.

The music store had an operating sound system. A
gathering, a throng, a rave was taking place. Dancers oblivious
to one another, ecstasy slathered on their faces. Marathon
dancing. Dance ‘til you drop. From exhaustion or a bullet. They
existed in outhouse funk. The prettiest girl, hair lank and
snarled, nude, semi nude or clothed in rags, was a reeking filthy
thing. She went down so easy as the grossest, ugliest male. And
made indistinguishable ash.

Added to his convoy had been two self directed flat bed
trucks, six tripods and eight spiders. The low center of gravity
spiders, about the size of a collie, could build funeral pyres from
preset programs entirely on their own. Only was needed to input
locations and specs. Two pyres under construction and the
reggae seduction was the current job. The infected swarmed as
though willing to be shot. Krause lay supine upon his balcony
over doubled up carpet, at times swigging from a water bottle,
sweat trickling down his back as he shot through magazine after
magazine, the mechanical help darting in to haul away the fallen
then place them onto the flat beds that carried them to where
they would be burned. A five minute break happened every half
hour, used to drink and wipe away the sweat, during which he
would also watch the dancers and imagine they were something
else.

The party of blue clad observers gone into the northwest
office building eighth floor, ninth and tenth windows in from
this side, were watching through binoculars. They were higher
than he and overlooked his position. Their presence made him
nervous although he’d the sure impression they approved of
what he did owing to the grease marker sign they’d shown:

KEEP UP THE GOOD WORK.
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A pause was necessary during which he changed rifles. A
self-directed trike sped in, weaving among new arrivals, forklift
arms extended. The dead lay thickest within the door where
single bullets made corpses of two and three and retained
energy enough to splinter and smash within. The music store
alarm was too quiet, it blended in too easily, the dancers took no
notice of it. He shot ten minutes more.

NICE SHOOTING.

Rising over the north ridge was a column of dirty white
smoke with an intestine look. A slow truck heaped with bodies
rolled over the bridge and he watched it until it turned toward
the smoke. The wind with having changed direction floated
toward him laden with its battleground stink of shit, blood and
bullets. With a gasp of disgust he slid back off the balcony then
abruptly stood and closed the sliding door. The little bit of
movement went unnoticed below. New dancers came, jostled
for space and gyrated. He would shoot for a while longer but
from a different location, he decided. The music would continue
to occupy their attention, and his bullets would continue to ease
them from the world they ruined by existing.

NEED TO TALK.

Krause showed a sour look to the watchers. Owing to his
foreign experience he’d a solid distrust of organizations,
institutions, and authority in general. The few good officers
he’d known of or served under were back there still and
fertilizing the sand.

PARKADE TOP LEVEL THIS BUILDING.

It was inevitable the local administration would want to put
a rein on his activities. The sniper first packed up then strapped
his equipment to the trike carryall and belted on his .44. In the
street the other trikes began loading the fresh arrived second
flatbed with the fallen deaders from among the oblivious crowd.
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Ned Sampson had experienced plenty of wild men in the
last few months both within and without the influence of the
virus. Near all of the nut jobs were gone, succumbed to
infection or misadventure. Ex army, ex cop and a survivalist,
Sampson had staked his future on Harold Strand’s grand vision.
He had eschewed to do the wilderness thing despite that when
things fell into the crapper he’d been mightily tempted to. He
just wasn’t enough of a loner to want to hide in the woods until
the world wide disaster wound down to its end.

The parkade had drop down barricades at ground level and
electronic surveillance that still worked. Sampson had put one
man in the security watch room and sent another to the gate.
Women were not let to participate as scouts, being needed as
brood mothers despite that for sure there were some in the
enclave who would fail miserably in that role and not be missed
or were better marksmen than those that he had. No female cops
had made it to the stadium, hardly any cops had at all, and he’d
no cops in his team.

The sniper arrived at the gate driving a long red Cadillac,
the right kind of car to crunch over the crazies when they tried
clinging. Sampson guessed he’d looked particularly for it. Short
of an RPG round the thing would just keep on rolling and there
was enough room inside for a person to dodge bullets in.

“Let him in?” came from the guy below.

“Of course let him in,” Sampson grumbled. Most of his
team was like that. Half-assed punks who needed to be told
when to tie their bootlaces. He’d been expected to provide on
the job training as well as leadership, but he’d done none of the
former and only enough of what was required of the latter to get
things done.

The car rolled up the long zigzag way. Sampson smoked all
of one cigarette and started on the next by the time it hove into
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view then stopped well short of where he and his other two guys
were standing with the engine running.

His team had a Hummer for transport, civilian variant,
which was a notorious bastard for maintenance, which was why
they were lucky to have the local dealership mechanic back at
the enclave with all his tools and parts inventory. Herman was
the guy’s name. He wasn’t a Kraut but a Farsi educated Iranian
export who could barely speak one word of English out of three.

“Give me the fucking sign,” said Sampson and wrote on it:
GET OUT OF THE CAR. Held the sign up and gave it side to
side motion, thinking: this guy could probably kill us all and do
so without a second thought.

The pause that ensued lasted long enough to be measured in
minutes. Then the car door opened. The guy stepped out. He
was a little more than average height, thin—sinewy, Sampson
corrected himself—and about his own age of mid thirties, with a
couple days growth of beard and sand colored hair cut real
short. The spaghetti western stare the stranger showed conceded
nothing. If he didn’t like what he was seeing he would just
leave.

Sampson put down the sign. “My boss wants to know who
you are and what you’re doing out here.”

“What I’'m doing should be obvious.”

“That’s so, yeah, but this is our territory.”

“Didn’t see a flag planted. Besides, seems to me it’s all
deader territory until someone takes it away from them.”

“Well, you seem to be well along your way to doing just
that. Nice trick with the music.”

The stranger shrugged. “Tell your man not to move any
more to my right. He might make me nervous.”

“Ah, we need to take something back to our boss.”

“You’ve seen what I’'m doing. That should be enough.”

“A name would be nice.”
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“Sure.” He thought about what name he should give
himself, then said, “Krause.”

“Krause?”

“Yeah. Tell your boss it’s Krause.”

“No first name?”

“Nope. None. I’'m kinda busy. I’d like to get back to what |
was doing.”

“Sure thing. Ah, keep up the good work.”

“Yeah, and fuck you very much for the compliment.”

Harold Strand was posed with right hand on hip and flat of
left foot on chair seat while leaning his considerable mass
toward the monitor before him. Communications room, stadium
complex second level. Joanna Parks was his communications
operator. Compact cute and of Korean extraction, her age was
late twenties. “I don’t care if he claims he’s Genghis Khan, get
him the fuck to come in.”

Joanna was riding her chair well out of the way. She’d no
opinion to express on any of the idiotic things she’d overheard
or witnessed. She had, however, acquired an impression of a
top-heavy organization that delegated ineffectually, took
responsibility for as little as possible, and accomplished not
much at all. The shit was bound to hit the fan so soon as the
food ran out, which would be a whole lot sooner than anyone
was anticipating as all of the administration had been greedily
appropriating food supplies for their own use and to hoard.
Joanna intended to be somewhere else when the crisis
happened. She’d her own stash of hoarded goods and the
location of a well-founded cabin deep in the woods as a place to
go to.

“You say he’s killing thousands out there?” the Director of
Stadium Enclave gasped in disbelief. The initiative he’d been
pushing for, the glacial effort it had been to get the thing off the
ground, and the meager result so far. While a stranger, come
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from nowhere and an expert shooter to boot, was producing
singlehandedly the very result he’d been demanding. Would he
continue to do so? What resources would he require or did he
have that which he’d be willing to share? Would he let himself
be directed? “Offer him anything he wants.”

“There’s nothing we have that he hasn’t got already.”

“Does he have a woman? Tell him he can have his pick.”

“You’re not serious,” was from Parks the moment his long
distance conversation ended.

“When it comes to the survival of the people I’'ve been
given responsibility for you’re damned right I’m serious.”

Then maybe you ought not to be appropriating everything
you can get your greedy mitts on. “You’d actually give him
someone to be his slave?”

“Of course not, you idiot. But if we set him up in his own
suite, give him his pick of furnishings and appliances, do you
not suppose that one among our many eligible young and lowly
employed young women wouldn’t jump at the chance to play
house?”

“You don’t know the kind of fiend this guy could be,”
Joanna grumbled.

“What was that?”” Strand asked sternly.

“I suppose you’re right,” Joanna said.

“Of course I’m right,” said Strand on his way out of the
room.

A woman? Krause almost laughed out loud. He’d killed the
beauty of the world a hundred times over and, his bullet
splitting another head like ripe fruit, one more. Then did his
thinking seem to stall. Memory snapshots arrived too fast to
separate until he ceased to think at all. At the end of this dark
period he received before his mind’s eye the representation of a
woman, idealized and nebulous in form, yet also untainted with
disease. The creature of his hallucinations? That he might be
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about to be introduced to this longed for person was a notion
that appealed overwhelmingly as he eased a tumescent
condition to a less painful position. “All right, I’'m sold,” he
heard himself say. “When I’m finished here.”

Susanna gazed at the collection of materials she and her
colleagues had been given to teach with while at the same time
appreciating how inadequate it was. One and one half bundles
of venerable foolscap smelling of mold, a coffee cup half filled
with used pencils, most of them stubs, a stiff paper packet of
pens, blue, another of pens, black. A white board on a stand was
the size of a windscreen and they’d a single packet of wax
markers to write on it with, containing two each of colors red,
blue, black and green, most of which was already used up.

“They’re not serious, are they?” Judith LaMarr said. Judith
was forty-five, with grey shot brunette hair that missed its
artificial auburn, fading nicotine and caffeine habits and thirty
kilos of extra mass that used to be fifty besides the excess of
skin to remember her former condition by. Mariole, as tag along
and teacher’s aide in training, was attempting to look helpful
while in truth she was not much better than amused.

“This has to be temporary,” said Susanna. As would be their
accommodations because she would not teach in a dark dank
room whose varicolored pipes and prismatic pillars provided
punctuation in odd places. For tables she had sawhorses and
planks. Everyone in their school would have to stand because
they had no chairs.

“You’ve tried talking to Strand?”

“Several times. He does not return my calls.”

“Oh...,” went LaMarr, having noticed a blue suited security
cop moving toward their work space.

“Miss Reece,” called the newcomer.

“Yes, that’s me,” said Susanna. “What’s this about?” She
hoped for but didn’t really expect that the guard had come with
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the directions to a stash of teaching supplies that had just been
uncovered.

“Director Strand has a task he’d like you to perform.”

“All right...,” she said uncertainly then bestowed an
uncertain gaze upon her friends. Mariole’s sweet and unhelpful
shrug then attempt to smile was their best response. “I’ve been
trying to get through to the Director for some time now.”

“Don’t know anything about that. You’re wanted to be part
of a reception. Some guy coming in, someone important.”

“An educator?” Someone with administrative experience?
Someone who could deal with Strand directly and forcefully?

“Something like that.”

“Hum-m-m. I’ll think about it.” She needed a sympathetic
ear among the stadium’s upper class, somebody who wasn’t
power mad and intellectually stymied as a consequence by the
condition.

“It’s not that kind of decision,” the security cop said, folding
his arms before himself.

“What do you—you mean I don’t have a choice?” She was
having to get used to a new order of things in which the rules of
liberty and freedom were routinely ignored as if such a thing as
the Bill of Rights had never been penned. She was bound to
resent the fact. However, Strand’s representative muscle was
not the vessel to practice her wrath upon. The person she was to
present herself as eye candy for might be someone higher in
government, ( Could it be Mayor Lund? ) and more receptive
than the idiots here to an airing of legitimate complaints and
even if he wasn’t a braying into the face might at the least
relieve her of some of her frustration and sense of
powerlessness.

“You’re expected to be there,” the guard said implacably.

“Fine. Am I supposed to attend dressed as I am?” Stained
jeans, T-shirt, kangaroo top, sneakers. Her only set of clothes.
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She hadn’t bathed since the astringent shower of her arrival. /
will come back here when I'm done, she thought despondently,
and nothing will have changed.

“Not my responsibility,” the cop grumbled. “Deal with it
yourself.”

“Make it your responsibility,” she growled while catching
him by his sleeve before he should go. “If Strand wants me to
perform as eye candy then he’d better provide me with
something to enhance the effect or I will simply show up as I
am and you, for not having relayed my request for suitable
garments and a chance to bathe, will be held at fault.”

As she’d hoped, from having observed the condition among
the stadium guard contingent already, the threat of reprisal from
on high was the only weapon an ordinary inhabitant could use
to defend herself with. The person standing before her was
exhibiting vexation with a little fear about the edges and had to
be imagining a worse job than what he was presently being
employed at as the consequence of not following through with
her request.

“I think I’ve something you could put on,” came from
LaMarr.

The goof had just destroyed any hope Susanna had of
expanding a wardrobe that besides what she had on included an
extra set bra and panties and two pairs of sport socks. “You’ve
something?” she gasped angrily.

“Yes, I think so,” replied LaMarr and the off the hook guard
took himself rapidly away.

The something was an oversized T-shirt rust brown with a
Las Vegas logo glowing neon red, amber and green across the
chest cinched by a narrow width size fifty belt looped double
about her size twenty-four gone twenty-two waist. LaMarr, as
was usual with most if not all primary school teachers, was
conditioned to make do with resources at hand. The cotton
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comfortable T-shirt dress that stopped at knee height resembled
best a B-movie slave costume. The other girls present, no less
than a dozen unattached females besides herself, were all better
dressed and had on nylons and heels rather than sweat socks and
sneakers. Susanna did not care. She didn’t expect to win, nor
did she want to win whatever was the prize—or to be the prize.
She’d an evening of food and drink and was taking full
advantage of the largesse, as was everyone else at the reception.
Second and third helpings of sandwiches, chips and dried fruit
were consumed and still the dignitary had not presented
himself. Strand wore the crossest look she’d ever seen a male of
her species show outside of the cinema. The party mood had
gone as tense and anxious as its boss.

“Which are you?” came and because the query had seemed
not to have been aimed at her Susanna had nothing to say to it.
“You’re not like those others, are you?” was from the same
source and again it had seemed directed elsewhere.

“I beg your pardon?” Susanna asked when her gaze caught
up with her question.

“I think you’re the school teacher.” Dark blonde hair and the
kind of face and teeth that had either come perfect or been made
that way. Taller than she, Susanna discerned, even out of high
heels. A fashion model’s figure, which the stranger was likely
to maintain far longer now owing to lean times, and dressed in
dove grey slacks and pale emerald jacket over a blouse with the
look of old ivory. Small and thin were the rings, bracelet, and
necklace that were mounted with stones of the first quality. Mid
to late thirties with glacial good looks and the kind of ( superior
) attitude that had been cultivated over decades to be as it was.
Old money and a lot of it which up until a month ago had meant
something.

“I am the school teacher,” Susanna grumbled.

41



Gabriel Darke

“What a pretty confection you’ve been turned into,”
sparkled the socialite sarcastically. “I hope our guest appreciates
the effort.”

“Go to hell,” retorted Susanna, having not been counseled
by anyone that she ought to be nice to strangers no matter how
they should come wrapped. The metal and stone adorning her
companion were just metal and stone again. Five thousand years
of economics had been removed from society so neat as by a
scalpel.

“My apologies,” replied the stranger. “I hadn’t meant to
offend you. You’re only following your orders, or, unless I
mistake myself, necessary requirements?”’

“Something like that,” was also grumbled.

“It would have been us ten years earlier.” Holding out her
hand and bestowing a wintry smile upon the imported eye
candy. “Wilhelmina Fenestra. ‘Billie’ to my friends.” Billie
Fenestra was one of the few persons in residence that had come
out from their upscale mansions, luxury high-rises, and
penthouse suites with as many essentials in as many suitcases as
the hired help could carry. The nice suit of clothes she had on
had been worn only twice before, its adornments as a set no
more than a half dozen times. Fenestra was hopeful for a change
in her living conditions, and hated her half-sized luxury and
limited access to food, entertainment, and things novel and
exciting. That her situation was identical in its key aspects to
that of every other person here was no consolation and made no
difference at all to her prejudices.

“Susanna Reece.” Susanna doubted such could ever have
been the case and smiled politely as she exchanged hand
pressures. “It could be that he’s not going to show.”

“Oh, I think he will,” Billie replied firmly. “If he doesn’t
he’ll have missed one of the last opportunities there will ever be
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to appreciate civilized human conversation. I doubt there are
many men who would risk such a thing.”

“You can’t be thinking this is the end of us?” said Susanna,
frowning.

“Why not?” went the fatalistic Fenestra. “The mammoth,
the dodo, the passenger pigeon, the Great Awk. The god damn
dinosaurs. Why should we be immune from the everyday
processes of nature?”

“What’s happening isn’t natural.”

“Nor was what happened to all those other species
considered natural, yet it was one or more creatures eliminating
another, or, as in the case of homo sapiens, several. It must be
called fitting that we be the agent of our own demise for having
over the millennia destroyed so many of our fellow creatures
and most of the time having had not one regretful thought while
we were about it.”

To which Susanna gave her grunt of acknowledgment. “I’ll
grant you the insensitivity of former generations, the ignorance
of the ages before now. Much has changed since those times.”

“Since ten thousand years ago when our ancestors
slaughtered the last mammoth to when? Yesterday when a self-
propelled bulldozer destroyed the last of a species of beetle that
had been alive since the time of the dinosaurs?”’

“We are not all senseless monsters,” complained Susanna,
warming to the debate. This style of conversation had been what
she’d been missing. Tired she’d become of the other sort, the
gossip. Boys and men, wimps and studs; how certain underwear
gripped uncomfortably; which foods were especially missed,
who was the bitch, the slut, and the suck up.

“While that is so our species as a whole always is and will
be monsters,” replied Billie. “In every generation there are
sadists, murderers and rapists besides geniuses and saints. That
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is our failure and our tragedy. We could be great except that we
are inherently flawed.”

Billie meant a double meaning, Susanna knew, but she
hadn’t attention more to devote to a diversion no matter how
stimulating. The guest had arrived. Billie’s low whistle, its
breath impacting on her cheek, had alerted Susanna to the fact.

Cowboy rugged, snake lean, tattoos, mussed hair, brown
and blond face stubble. Staring was unavoidable. He wasn’t that
good looking just he was that different from every other male in
the room. His biceps tattoo, one of the several he had although
the only one she could see the complete of, was something
piratical of crossed daggers, ribbon and skull. Yes, he was a
hottie. She felt herself responding because of his bad boy aura,
because of the restrictive circumstances she was having to cope
with, and maybe, too, because she hadn’t had much opportunity
in a great long while for sex, or men, or for a little tension
releasing self gratification.

This was the guy? But he had to be. The room had reacted
to his arrival as though he was the one sandaled youth. Susanna
confirmed for certain it was he by Strand’s Pelias reaction,
which was suspicion, dislike, distrust, and nothing at all joy.
Fascinating! The stranger looked about the room and straight
through Strand as though the administrator was no different
from anyone else. Here was disdain worthy of her admiration.
For so long as he was being ignored Strand’s discomfort
increased incrementally, which amused her tremendously. Some
of the girls, taking their instructions to heart, were approaching
the newcomer with their desperately facile smiles. She wished
them luck while munching a carrot stick. Unless she be prodded
she would go nowhere near to him. Dangerous men, no matter
how well they presented themselves, were best avoided, and yet
she couldn’t take her eyes off him.

“Yum-m-m,” went Billie. “You into that?”
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“What?” was replied while showing her back to the male
eye candy. “No.” Billie’s day was nothing like hers in terms of
work and expectations. Ease and some might say sloth would be
what she was used to. With ample access to the enclave’s food
stores she’d have for her breakfast poached or fried eggs or
whole grain cereal, toast and marmalade, and most mornings
both orange juice and coffee. Lunch was of soup and crackers.
Dinner consisted of a meat entre with rice or potato, stewed
vegetables and a fruit preserve. She’d joined with neighboring
suites to pool allotments for at least one group meal a week but
most days she prepared her own meals and ate alone. Portions
were adequately nutritious though economical. Billie had lost
three kilos and was quietly proud of herself. She’d no labor or
duty to perform. Her suite was cleaned twice a week by regular
cleaning staff and she exercised five times during the same time
period. She was reasonably healthy although most of the time
bored.

“Krause, I presume,” grumbled Strand to the arrival. “We
expected you earlier.”

“Nice party,” the sniper replied. Blonde in the corner was
peeking over her shoulder at him. The others were fawning over
him but it was she who was most like a princess despite her
plain garment—oversized T-shirt?

Billie watched the stranger too. The old and the new
juxtaposed? Was here being presented more than what seemed?
Wilhelmina Fenestra, who’d accepted while never liked her new
conditions, had hope for something, which despite what pain
might come had promise to be better than what was.

“See something you like?”” went Strand.

Turning his attention full upon the administrator Krause
asked, “Who are you again?”

“Harold Strand. I run this enclave.”
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Susanna snorted her water and lime juice. Billie without
comment offered a napkin. Krause was attracted to the noise
she’d made to stare and be amused. Of all the women present
she resembled most the vision and his dream. He had to make
her acquaintance.

“I’ve a proposition...,” directed Strand to his back as Krause
was moving away.

The confidence he had got from his experiences of far off
places, from his understanding of things before and of things
after, brought him across the floor to present himself to the
almost girl of his dream. Along his way he was noticing the
furtive motion she made as would have a rabbit about to bolt.
The moment before she’d been sopping at the spill gone down
the front of her shirt with a paper napkin, snagging the fabric
with her down strokes to pull into view the outlines of her erect
nipples.

“The name’s Krause,” he said and nodded toward the other
who, sighing quietly, did not stay beyond the greeting.

“John Krause? James Krause? Fred?” Susanna tried which
was to distract him from the straight on peering he’d been
indulging.

“Just Krause.”

His finish was her cue to introduce herself, which she was
reluctant to do. Giving a name was like giving away secrets.
She’d rather not. She thought she’d give him a false name, then
for no reason that she could clearly articulate to herself she did.
“Judith LaMarr,” said she and presented him with her hand to
do something with.

He regarded her offering with knit brow, sure that he didn’t
like it. Her response had been much too common when he’d
expected angel horns and harps. “Well, Miss LaMarr—"

“Mrs. ,” said she, entirely willing to push her freshly minted
fiction so far as it could go.

46



The White Zombie

“Husband deceased?” he went, suspecting it must be so.
Being so young as she appeared it had to be she’d barely been
married and so, to judge by her attitude, barely missed the guy.

“Er, missing,” and Susanna was much pleased with herself
and her fabrications and even more so with her expression,
which was barely smiling.

Lying? which was the sense of her reply. Why was she
lying? Was she afraid of him? All the usual start up lines could
not work: come here often? What’s your sign? How about
those—insert the name of your favorite team here? “Like your
shirt.” Which, because she was that moment tugging on it, was
instigating more of that interesting topside action.

“It was a present. We don’t get out much.”

He smiled. He was thinking of something he could do that
might get appreciated. She put one foot atop the other, the T-
shirt dress rode up some centimeters, and she appeared younger,
mid teens.

“Mr. Krause,” came at them imperiously.

“One minute,” he said over his shoulder.

Strand continued as her amusement, whom she watched
sidelong in order not to seem to. His wrathful appearance the
font for fun. The persons around him, his subordinates, looked a
gang of Vikings in business suits, and with their acquired
women, shared his disapproval and uncertainty because they’d
no choice not to. She’d thought Billie would have gone to stand
with them, from supposing her to be one of them. In vain.
Fenestra appeared to have gone from the room and Susanna
wondered why.

“You want to go somewhere?” Krause asked, resisting with
an effort the sudden impulse he had to snap fingers before her
eyes.

“Huh?” she went. The rest of the presented women and
girls, having gotten over their reticence ( or remembered their
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orders ) were swarming. Within seconds the two of them were
surrounded and the chance to work a different destiny was as
gone as the exhalation of a breath.

“Mr. Krause,” The Great Man himself had come to them,
“we have business to discuss.”

Susanna, with having come to her senses, did the equivalent
of a duck behind curtains and was half the way across the room
before anyone ( and one person in particular ) thought to look
for her. A fast pair of feet took her the rest of the way out.

The blonde had disappeared as had she never been except
the scent of her soap and skin had lingered. “Mrs. Houdini, not
LaMarr,” Krause grumbled.

“LaMarr? No, that was Reece. Susanna Reece,” said Strand
and shooed away all other Cinderella pretenders with his
presence alone. “Hutchins, find out where Miss Reece has gone.
No one’s given her permission to leave.”

“Permission to leave?” Krause muttered inaudibly and
watched the faces around him, all the looks that were forced,
conformist, unsure or hopeful. An atmosphere surrounded him
that was as artificial as any of the smiles he could see.

“Will you come with me into my office?” Strand was
saying.

Some of the suits before him were muscle, although neither
sophisticated nor talented. The group had a collective rundown
look and the boss had dark about the eyes. Krause had it in
mind to turn about and walk himself out of there and if they
should try to stop him that would be better. He remembered the
girl, Susanna, as he now knew her name to be, and held her
image before his mind’s eye. He saw her returned by her arm
and eloquent in silent indignation. Because he hadn’t a vested
interest he’d do nothing except be angry.

“Sure, I’'ll go with you,” Krause said, watching the girl
watching him back.
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“Who 1is he, really?” Susanna asked Hutchins, who’d a
remarkable scar, a crescent of flesh removed neat as if by a
scalpel, the size of her pinky. The mutilation of his cheek had
given him a rogue appearance and when he smiled, because the
skin went two different ways, you never believed it.

“That, little lady, is a cold-blooded killer,” said Hutchins,
grinning like a satyr.

Susanna gave the sniper a sudden piercing look that was as
good as any question posed in any language. Krause had no
excuse to offer, watching back as he was ushered from the
room, past persons almost touching him on all sides. She was
the not quite girl of his dream. It was appropriate that he should
be not quite the man of hers either.

49



Gabriel Darke

Chapter Three - Nothing Like a Girl

burdened with a load of memories terrible and remote.

Wherever she looked she saw stern skyscrapers and

vacant streets and when she breathed the air was cold.
Persons suddenly were rushing out at her, policemen and
soldiers. She clutched her teddy, all that she owned, so hard as
she could.

“It’s all right, Honey,” the lady policeman crooned, kneeling
to wrap a blanket about her. “It’s all right. You’re safe now.”
All the other policemen began firing their weapons and the
soldiers behind the sandbag walls were firing theirs and the
noise was tremendous. Franny Miller shrieked, her hands to her
ears, the sound more and worse than anything she’d known in
all her six years of life. The policewoman scooped her up and
ran her inside past the sandbags then through the gates, and she
couldn’t stop crying.

“Someone else busy today,” Ned Sampson noted with a nod
to the direction of the sound of guns firing and grinned. His hair
was beetle black and shining. His brows full and dark. He’d a
narrow face and a prominent chin to make up for his less than
average height. Hoisting the rifle so that the butt arrived on his
thigh, the strap wrapped about his elbow, his foot on the seat of
a chair, he shielded his eyes with the flat of his hand. Toward
what was below: “Here, kitty, kitty.”

Shooters stood along the forward seeking crescent of
concrete deck and were looking out. Below the dance was
reaching its crescendo. Krause watched to after the order to fire
was given and it wasn’t long before he understood the
difference. Irreverence was in their laughter; jokes and profanity

She’d arrived naked and alone to the center of the city
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were being directed to the bodies blown apart and shredded, and
the blood. More blood flowed than he liked. It made pools, it
seeped, it poured into drains. The dancers were becoming
splashed vivid red. Two places down the line an acned shooter
was being untidily sick over the balustrade.

“Fuck me, but this is amazing,” went Sampson, grinning ear
to ear. “You’ve been doing this all along?”

“For a while,” he said, his bland look masking the unsettled
condition of his insides.

“To think I used to be afraid of those fuckers.”

You still should be, Krause thought and headed for the exit.

“You leavin’?” coming from Sampson was a call to which
he wouldn’t respond. The great noise had attracted spectators
and while the second level with its shooters was off limits to
civilians, the next deck above was open to anyone. A large part
of the enclave’s population had gathered up there to watch.
While there’d been cheers and howls at the start of the killing,
since was mostly silence. Persons on the stair were coming
down as he entered the stairwell, many of them pale and slow.
None were willing to make eye contact, none to smile. He’d
seen that look before. Many would regret going up. Many
already did.

“No!” came sternly from below then replied the multi-
voiced and mostly young protest in reaction to the
admonishment.

“Come back here, Adam. Tommy, no!”

The boys racing up the stairs he caught one, two and for the
good it might do hauled them to where Susanna, another adult
and a scrawny teen with arms spread strove to hold back a
horde of pre adolescent youngsters, males predominantly at the
front, all wearing the look persons not liking to be kept from
their pleasure showed. His stern coming down, with ease
holding the two squirming youngsters, setting them down,
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amazed them enough to pause their protests then he snatched up
again the one determined still to dash up the stairs to lay across
his lap and administer five stinging slaps which silenced the
renegade and all the rest. Leaving the weeping youngster to rub
his hurt he growled at the rest: “Next one of you tries going up
there gets ten of the same.”

Susanna showed a less than enthusiastic gratitude for the
help, and annoyance—with him, he supposed. “All right, back
to the room, the lot of you,” she said, using her sternest voice,
which she might have saved. His intimidation had already
served up all that had been needed.

“Miss Susanna Reece,” he said, freezing her in mid-stride.

“Well...,” she went and set hands to hips.

“If you’d prefer Mrs. LaMarr?”

“Hey, that’s me!” from Judith, then pursed her lips over
what might have been the revelation of a secret. Mariole put a
look on her blond champion then covered her own mouth
comically with both hands. His annoyance burned against all
three of them.

The distraction created by her friends’ responses had given
her the opportunity Susanna needed to make a getaway, if she
could. She’d been about to mix herself into the group of pupils
when an iron grip seized her by the arm. “Leave go of me,” she
snarled.

“You lied to me,” was in like tenor put to her ear.

“I didn’t know what you were—get going, you lot, back to
class!” The thunder of the guns through the blare of music had
diminished somewhat since the beginning but it had by no
means stopped. As she hadn’t the power to break his hold, nor
the option to complain no matter what he might do, she stood
stock still, hating him more for each second that they remained
locked together.
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“I want to help you. You’re a school teacher?” He let her
go.

“Yes.”

“I guess you need things. Supplies?”

“We need all sorts of things,” she grumbled while was in
part mollified. He’s a killer, she was thinking, her emotions
mixing their hot and cold indiscriminately. He kills the people
we loved. She keenly searched his face to know what drove him
and why he’d decided to be as he was and turned away
dissatisfied though also unsure. Any man who could destroy
thousands couldn’t be a natural human being and like those
people upstairs whooping like animals no one she’d ever want
to know. The man who had ordered the thing done was worse in
the matter of guilt by a whole order of degree, like a Hitler or a
Stalin. Nonetheless she discovered herself telling Krause the
things she wanted for her school, because there were things the
kids needed in order to receive a proper education and because
she was as angry as she was. If her voice sounded strained it
was natural that it should.

“All right,” he said, nodding, and then he left. Walked out of
the stairwell and was gone. A devil’s bargain, Susanna was
thinking, and peered down at her own hands to see them, for
wasn’t she carrying her own burden of blood?

Strand stood upon the long curve of parapet, surrounded by
his administration, watching into the carnage, and felt as though
the first step upon the necessary journey was taken. “They just
keep coming,” he muttered in awe. The street beyond the
shooting wasn’t packed anything like it would have been was
there being staged a game or a concert but he could see
hundreds of deaders approaching from so far away as the
obstructions of landscape and buildings allowed, to come so
near as they could to the music, which continued as less than
half of what it had started, as some idiot had shot up one of the
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speakers. Even more deaders, he noticed, were appearing out of
side streets.

“At this rate we’ll have our city back in a matter of weeks,”
Enrique Salvatore, Director for Inventory and Supply exulted.
Short, balding, mid fifties, and as overweight—about forty
kilos—as he was when the siege began. Could he be so glad as
he showed because there was about to be a realistic solution to
his depleted well ahead of schedule inventories?

“Sooner than—" Strand began as the large red truck and
orange trailer streamed out as would have a fast train into a
sharp turn away from the blood, bullets and death, running
down deaders, taking with it the equipment he’d expected to
have to clean up the wall to wall mess accumulated in front of
his enclave. Strand shouted into his collar communications
button: “What in the god damn hell! Culver! What in the hell!”

“Sir?”

“Where is Krause gone? Why have you let him go?”

“Ah, he wasn’t supposed to go?”

“What did I just tell you?”

“Ah, I don’t know.”

“What the fuck do you know, you fucking moron
Infection was seeping into drains and grass and being splashed
onto benches, trees and the sides of buildings and every
machine capable of cleaning it up had just left.

“Maury,” he said heavily.

“Yeah...?” Tall, rangy, mid-forties, curly red hair and beard.
Maury Solomon wore his square framed glasses at perpetual
half mast over the bridge of his nose. His freckled, mildly
sunburned face was scowling. With anticipating what he was
about to be asked to do his jaws were knit tight together.

“We’re going to need fire equipment to hose away that
mess.”

'79
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Maury had the good sense not to mention the on-site
equipment, which would have been wholly inadequate for the
job. “Nearest fire hall. Yeah, 'm on it.”

“Julius, I have a job for you,” Strand continued. As
punishment for his sheer imbecility Julius Culver deserved
something especially nasty to have to do.

They’d be shoveling up guts and body parts and hosing
away blood for days, Strand was thinking sourly. Fortunately
they’d plenty of supernumeraries to put to work even if they
hadn’t the hazmat suits to dress them all. The draftees would
just have to be careful where they stepped.

Four-year-old Tiffany Kirkland had not made it to the gates.
She’d been attracted by the music along with everyone else and
although she had advanced along the edge of the dance to past
where the stereo speakers had been situated it had made no
difference to the plan that had sent her here. Her fate had been
the same as a great many others.

Ned Sampson ceased fire. Fewer than half the persons about
him were still shooting and most of the rest were doing as he,
looking down into hell. Many of the shot deaders were capable
still of movement and even if they’d but one limb that worked
they’d use it. It’d be no easy task to clean up the mess. Plenty of
opportunities were there going to be to get splashed—an
infinitesimal of blood contact would be enough to make it for
someone a very bad day. “Not my responsibility,” he grumbled,
the air redolent with the copper tang of blood and sour of
excrement. Then no one was shooting. Below the dance was
gathering fresh numbers of targets while was happening blind
kicking among the ruined flesh. Sampson listened for the distant
shooting, but that had ended too.

Joanna Parks had maintained regular contact with the
enclaves at city hall and the armory. She was friends with the
other communications technicians and had shared stories and
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rumors since the network was established. The armory had been
on the brink of collapse for days but the hall had always been
secure and one assumed safe.

“One minute, Joanna...,” went Steve Chase. Despite that
Steve had only completed his first year of community college
before the disaster which had befallen humanity it wasn’t fair to
call him a dropout as some of the other operators had. Everyone
had stopped careers to do their part in order to survive.

The Hall Enclave had rescued a little girl. The downtown
deader population density was less than outlying areas but still
substantial and the child had appeared out of nowhere. The buzz
was, because she had to have walked through whole city blocks
of infected and not been attacked, that it might be she was
immune. This was huge news which Joanna knew she’d have to
share.

“Joanna, we’ve got a problem,” was Chase’s
pronouncement upon his return, the change in his tone sending a
chill rippling through her scalp back to front. “That kid wasn’t
immune. She’s a carrier. Some of our medical staff got infected
and quite a few of our security people. They’re trying to sort
things out, but it’s looking pretty bad right now.”

“She had the virus and didn’t show symptoms? Is that even
possible?”

“I’ll be damned if I know. Anyway, Mayor Lund wants to
talk to Strand, to give him the heads up.”

“How bad is it?”

“Pretty bad. The outbreak’s gotten into the general
population. We’ve got infections happening all over the place.”

Joanna gasped: “Don’t you guys have a quarantine
protocol?”

“Yeah, we do, but at the time it didn’t seem necessary.”

“I’ll get him. Strand. Just....” Do what? Hold tight until
rescue? Who would be doing the rescuing? Not Strand, who

56



The White Zombie

was a chickenshit of the first order. Maybe the armory enclave
could get something rolling in time to do some good.

Strand listened sternly to what Gerald Lund had to say.
Anyone knew that once the infection took hold of a person the
best cure was a bullet strategically put. “We’ve never had such
a person show up here,” Strand said cautiously.

“Our own fault,” the Mayor said distractedly. “People were
excited. Hell, if we’d the expertise and resources we might have
been able to deal with the child as she is and produced a
vaccine. Instead it looks as though we’re going down.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

“I’ve got people I’d like to get out of here if we can get
them to the parkade.” The Hall had no air transport left—one
vehicle had crashed and the other had been hijacked by its pilot
weeks ago—or Lund would have sent his evacuees to the roof.
Stadium Enclave also had pilots but no aircraft either.

We’ve no room here. We don’t want them. “Yes, Your
Honor.”

“We could use some help....”

“I’ll see what we can do,” Strand said.

The mayor nodded. “I’'m sure you’ll do all that you can,
Harold.”

Harold Strand would do only that which he absolutely had
to do. The reason why there were enclaves in widely separated
locations was so that what was happening inside city hall should
not spread beyond its walls. The place was a write off. The
sooner things ended there the sooner the rest of them could
return to what was important for survival. In the meanwhile was
come damage control time. His own people would have to be
given the essential details in order to avoid any chance of panic
or brash action. “You’ll keep this to yourself, Joanna,” he said.

“We are going to do something?” she said warily.
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“Just what is it we should do?” he grumbled. Joanna Parks
wasn’t essential personnel no matter what her own opinion of
her status might be. Any idiot could run a communications set.

“Send someone over there, with a bunch of portable stereo
systems, to draw the infected out. It could make a big difference
to them.”

“They’re doing that already themselves, aren’t they?”

“Not if they’re trapped inside.”

After a five second span of quiet needed to come up with
viable excuses was replied, “We have neither the manpower nor
the resources to spare to send.”

“That’s bullshit. Why don’t you call for volunteers? I’'ll go
myself.”

He was inclined to take her up on her offer, as a quick and
effective means to deal with an irksome someone too full of
herself to know when to keep her mouth shut, except he wasn’t
about to let himself be led about by the nose by a mere
employee. “I’ll think about it,” he said and did. For one whole
second.

A difference was in the tempos of gunfire Krause had been
hearing. Near to continuous in front of the stadium with
sometimes rabid although always temporary escalations. The
other, which he had gone to higher ground to know better, was
bursts of noise between ominous silences. A column of smoke
was rising from right of center downtown. “City hall,” he
muttered and lowered his far-look glasses. The place had to
have been penetrated and deaders converging upon it from all
sides. The infected had shark instinct for sensing weakness and
shark talent for exploiting it. The downtown deaders would
concentrate their numbers and energy until the last human was
overcome. Krause thrust the binoculars into their case and
turned to go down. There would continue to be holdouts for as
long as forty-eight hours, which would be when thirst drove the
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survivors from their hiding places. The worst feature of a rescue
would be extracting persons through infested halls and
stairwells. Strategically sited music would slow the deader
concentrations, the rest must be done bullets and blood.

Funeral pyre at center field, wood shop lumber, was
completed. The self-directed tripods had finished piling on the
dead. The loading of desks, tables and chairs was soon to end.
Fifteen minutes would be needed to secure his cargo. Time to
get there? If there be no unexpected barricades or wrecks along
the route a half hour? forty-five minutes?

The men about the conference table exhibited stony, fearful
or befuddled looks. Strand hadn’t a single person on his council
with ambition stacked higher than a gnat’s behind. Most had
been part of his aldermanic staff, and the rest were
acquaintances. A safe council, not one was likely to question his
motives, leave alone challenge them. Despite the air
conditioning at full and the room sealed was a slaughterhouse
reek that would only worsen until Solomon returned with fire
hoses to clear it away. “We are in agreement that the situation at
the Hall is beyond our means to alleviate without grievous
hazard to anyone we might send?” Strand said carefully. All
that would be discussed in this meeting was being recorded for
posterity. Future generations must not be let to suppose other
than what was the truth.

“A suicide mission,” said Enrique Salvatore. “Without a
doubt.” He dismissed any notion of a different conclusion with
a single wave of pudgy hand.

“It is unfortunate,” added Thomas Wright. Lincolnesque
height and nearly as ugly. An appropriate shaped beard should
help if he ever cared to grow one. “Are they certain about what
happened?”

“A child,” affirmed Strand. “It was infected. They let it in.”
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“Infected? Let in without precautions?”” went Clark Melville
through the obstruction of the half of a doughnut he’d put into
his mouth the moment before. “You could say they brought
what’s happened onto them by their own actions.”

“No one’s to blame,” said Strand magnanimously. “The
child didn’t display symptoms. They thought it would be safe to
bring it in.”

“Just a mistake then?” from Salvatore. “But what a costly
one at that!”

“The consequence to us here is that we’ll have to beef up
our own precautions. Anyone that goes out, even should they
display no symptoms when they return, must be quarantined
and tested thoroughly. No strangers are to be allowed in without
a thorough screening,” said Strand, by then immersed within a
fog of inspiration. “A single spot of blood could ruin us all!”

The question of what they ought to do had been well and
truly answered. His council’s like tuned response had been what
he’d hoped for. His satisfaction with the result was entire. The
rest of the meeting was devoted to the mundane. Strand liked
his enclave to run smoothly. The calamity at city hall and
Krause’s unpredictable behavior were variables not likely to
much longer complicate things. The Director thought he’d
managed the city hall fallout as well as it could be managed.
Some persons, Joanna Parks for one, were bound to be
unhappy, but as they’d no power to either make a decision or
influence one their malcontent was nothing he had to worry
about. He walked out of the meeting full of the power of his
position, unassailable, confident, strong. And was met so soon
as he came into the corridor with: “Many of you have heard
about the emergency at city hall. This is an update. The crisis
has reached a critical stage. Most of the lower levels have been
penetrated but there are hundreds of people evacuated into
upper-level rooms that are secure against forced entry. These
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people need our help. We have yet to hear from Director Strand
what he intends to do, but whatever it is he’s decided will have
to be initiated soon. These are our friends and neighbors: they
need our help.”

Bitch! Parks had to have been monitoring the security
screens to know for how long she would be safe to broadcast
and not have to worry that an intervention of a sudden would
arrive to pull her from her booth. His idiot security force, that
moron Culver, had done nothing to stop her either. She’d done
all the damage that she could and it was more than enough.
Surrounding him was the specious looks of his councilmen and
the stench of their unspoken condemnation. What did they
expect him to do? Did they not understand the concept of a
forlorn hope? The fallout to come from the general population,
the deputations, the protest groups, the ridicule about to be
heaped on him by anyone stupid enough to form an opinion,
was bound to rise to a level far worse than what he was seeing
about him right now. The right thing to do, the responsible
thing, the only thing in fact that he could have done was what
he had done. City hall and its population were gone, lost to the
plague. That was a hard fact for people and one meddling
communications technician in particular to swallow, but the
hard truth that went along with that hard fact was not going to
change no matter how many lives and how much resources
were risked in a rescue.

“Julius,” he called. Culver’s response was a reluctant, “Yes,
Director?”

“Report to my office at once.”

The security chief was sweating profusely as he settled into
the chair on the other side of the big oak desk. Strand’s look
was thunder while his slouch was eloquent for the rest of what
he might be thinking. “I’m sending you on a scouting mission.
Now shut up and listen to what I’'m going to tell you. You will
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approach as near to city hall as you can without endangering
yourself or your men, make a survey of the conditions you find
there, then return.

“You will discover the situation to be beyond help. Are you
clear on that, Julius?”

“Yessir, Director Strand,” Culver replied and was in no
hurry to be on his way.

“Now, Julius,” Strand growled and glared the man out of his
office. He sat for a while after the security chief had gone until
he realized that an unconscious jaw clenching was giving him
too much pain. He touched a spot on his blotter/keypad. “Now,”
he said and passed into his domicile, shedding jacket and tie
along the way. He’d a wife and two sons somewhere north, if
they lived, whom he’d no intention of ever seeing again. To his
homosexual younger son, who’d enjoyed a healthy stipend up to
recently, this had been a preferred arrangement. His older son
was much like him and too busy with his own affairs to bemoan
what couldn’t be changed. His alcoholic bitch of a wife could
continue to whore with whomever she could seduce into a
relationship. Secretly he hoped that two of the three of them
were infected or dead. He’d as much as severed all ties with his
past life and was expecting great things to come eventually with
his present situation.

She walked in unpinning the wraparound skirt, her look
preoccupied and directed to the floor. She kept herself neat,
clean and fragrant and he’d never indulged the thinking that she
maintained herself for him. He wondered idly what she did for
the time when he didn’t call for her to come. Did she watch
DVD movies and old television programs, read, or perform
some personal chore such as wash her nylons in the bathroom
sink? He had yet to detect a flaw in her makeup or dress
although rarely had he bothered attending how she looked
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before she began taking her clothes off. She’d arrogance in her
yet that he loved to trample on. Her feelings were easy to hurt.

“Leave the garter belt and nylons on?” Billie asked.

“Take’em off,” Strand directed from his face up on the bed
position.

She showed a thoughtful smirk. Billie knew he preferred to
fuck nylons on. He had to be upset about something and it
didn’t take a genius to point out what that something probably
was. “You’re not getting undressed?” she said as she slipped
straps and half spun her bra to unclasp it. She’d good muscle
tone, which she maintained by a great deal of effort and sweat,
except that she was more lean than he liked. He found himself
imagining Susanna Reece without her clothes. Shorter, more
emphatic curves, breasts more round, hair the color of corn silk.
He’d no doubt she’d be a handful in bed until she was made to
understand her position in the scheme of things. All the
surviving women capable of child bearing would be required to
contribute their bodies and subordinate their ambitions to
restore the human race to glory. That goal not to be reached
until well into the future, but the start was here. The credit for
saving humanity from destruction was now to be in all
likelihood his alone.

“What’s that look for?” Billie asked as she slid into place
alongside him and began to undo the buttons of his shirt. He
preferred to be undressed by his lover and to do as little as
possible during the process. The touching, tugging and sliding
of cloth as good as foreplay for his senses. Yet despite the
thoroughness of the contact and how she’d learned from
sessions past the things he liked, when she’d rendered him nude
was he also flaccid. It was not until she took him into her mouth
that his body reacted, however with no better than an
unsatisfying partial tumescence. He was unable to build toward
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climax until he revisited his fantasy of moments before,
imagining that different body and different mouth.

“That was...,” she’d been about to say ‘tedious’, but settled
for, “hard.”

“Who the fuck asked you?” he grumbled and moved onto
his side. Billie after a minor hesitation wrapped him from
behind. She knew better than ask that he do for her as she’d just
done for him. Her chin was on his shoulder; her warmth not so
soothing as it had been.

Target rich environment. Krause was creating a plug of slain
in front of the main entrance. The infected, being in frenzy,
climbed or squirmed over the bodies of the fallen and presented
themselves better to be shot. Within a half hour he had sealed
the front. No more infected could get inside and those in could
not get out.

This had been phase three of his plan. Phase one had been
the planting of boom boxes by spiders into intersections five
and six blocks away, which had all but halted the flow of
infected to the city center. Phase two had forced a way into the
square about which the law courts, hall, museum, and police
station made a four cornered march of stone and glass. The
attraction of the breached hall had helped to occupy the
deaders’ attention and he had come into his courthouse lair
nearly unopposed. Now phase four depleted the horde along the
block long eastern side of the complex. Krause selected a target,
shot, aimed upon the next. The tripods were very much engaged
retrieving the fallen and clearing them to the side. It was an
operation he’d performed more than a dozen times by this, a job
of work; the rhythm of the shooting, its mechanistic ritual,
maintained him in his concentration and resolve.

Blue uniforms lay writhing within the heaps, some with
weapons slung, and he supposed it meant an unsuccessful
breakout. The depopulated street gaped back at him, its heaps of
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bodies, trails of blood and puddles of blood and brains, and now
he’d a clear way to an ingress through a second floor window
he could see directly into and at the persons within looking
back.

“Phase five,” he grumbled and came up over his feet.

Julius Culver was confused. He had come within his single
APC to ten blocks from city hall and because the intersection
had been deserted he had disembarked to climb atop his vehicle
and watch down to where the deaders danced.

“We’re not getting past that,” came from Matt Klassen, his
driver, who with the rest of the car’s crew were exited and
standing outside the vehicle. They were near enough to hear the
regular beat of gunfire and to know when it had ceased. “You
think it’s Krause?” asked Klassen.

“Who else would be crazy enough to go down there?”
grumbled the security chief.

“It sounds like he’s succeeding,” commented Darian Long,
topside gunner.

“Whether he is or not, we’ve got our orders,” replied
Culver.

“If he’s gotten through, could be we can get through
ourselves,” said Klassen.

“Krause is also a fucking stone killer maniac,” grumbled the
chief. “You think you can be the same? You’d have to be to get
to where he’s at. Must be at least a thousand deaders in that
intersection up ahead.”

“If we go back and say we can’t do anything and Krause
succeeds on his lonesome isn’t that gonna make us out to be
liars and cowards?”

Culver’s sour look was done to the center of town as its
sound of gunfire resumed. “Who says the sonovabitch is gonna
succeed? Long, you think you can hit that boom box from
here?”
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“Tracy Kellerman,” said the brunette late twenties, flat
chested in blue SWAT uniform who’d received him at the top
of the rope ladder. “We didn’t expect anyone would come—
well, we hoped someone would....”

“You’re not out of the woods yet,” Krause replied gruffly
and, noticing the pistol snugged into the cop’s hip holster,
asked: “How you fixed for ammunition?”

“I’m out. So is everyone else in the room.” Seven others
besides Kellerman were in the room. Six were civilian
noncombatants with a riot gun and two pistols between them
and a second uniform, a National Guardsman, had selected for
his post a prone position with back to the wall near the door and
had his arm in an improvised sling.

“The spiders have extra rounds, guns, and magazines. I can
send for more.”

“Damn,” breathed the lady cop. “You’re my knight in
shining armor.”

“Derek Young. You got a plan?” asked the NG.

Krause’s reply was, “We take the complex back, starting
from this room. After that you guys can decide whether you
want to stay or go.”

Hesitation and wonder came before: “You’re that confident?
We started with over five hundred guys and a whole lot of guns
and we got our asses kicked.”

Krause didn’t even shrug. He checked his magazines,
watched as the help reloaded their weapons and instructed,
“Stay well back and clear of the blood spray. I’d prefer that all
of you not in uniform stay at this end of the room. Even after
we’ve cleared the corridor you should still stay in this room to
avoid picking up the infection by chance contact.”

“There’s at least half a dozen infected right outside this
door,” said Kellerman and thumbed her safety on then off while
adding in a mutter: “People I know.”
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“Stand well back,” repeated the sniper. “The spiders will
open the door then block it with their bodies. We’ll stack the
deaders up until they quit coming. Take your time, declare
targets and don’t hit my spiders.”

“Declare targets?”

“So we don’t waste rounds,” Krause grumbled. “Head shots.
Conserve ammunition.”

“Aye, sir,” grumbled Kellerman then took a breath to hold
and settled herself.

The eight spiders had gathered about the door, four of them
ready to make a wall with their uppermost appendages joined
claw to claw. Krause sent his signal to the spider standing
before the rest, ‘door open’ then ‘forward and first contact hold
in place’, and brought his .44 into both hands. The semi
intelligent spider examined the door release mechanism,
selected a correct procedure from a submenu, opened the door,
then surged forward to grip the nearest deader about the thighs
using both pairs of upper appendages. The next four spiders
embraced the doorway, the end machines fixing themselves to
the sill on both sides. Attached about the opening in this way it
would take the impact of a bull to dislodge them.

“Lab coat, dark hair!” shouted Krause and felled the target.
“Blonde uniform!” and felled that one next.

“Oh, God,” muttered Kellerman, the tears flowing freely
from her eyes blearing her vision. His eyes were staring. Foam
dribbled down his chin, and he was striving hard against what
seemed an inadequate bonding of metal spider arm, “Ah, male
in buh-blue uniform, John—er, John Bellamy!”

“He’s what!” thundered Harold Strand. He’d received Julius
Culver’s call on his cell, over what ought to be a secure
transmission line. Billie was in the next room showering, quiet
under the spray. He hadn’t thought he would join her. He’d
been nursing an incipient headache with aspirins and scotch and
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was near to an agreement with it. “What do you suppose you
ought to be doing about it?”” he asked when Culver had finished
his explanations and excuses.

“Ah....,” went Culver.

Both city hall and the armory had received more proficient,
more ambitious security chiefs, which fact he hadn’t found
reason to regret until now. “Hold your fucking position. Go to
ground if necessary. Do not approach and do not engage unless
you absolutely have to.”

“Ah, how long should we stick around?”

“How long do you think?” Strand snarled. Billie waited a
discrete thirty seconds past the end of Strand’s conversation
before she asked if she ought to go. “Yes, leave, get the fuck out
of here,” said Strand. Sometimes he wished she would protest
against her brusque treatment or at the least express some part
of the hate she was holding for him behind her eyes. He wasn’t
even interested enough to watch her half naked form as she
hurried from the room.

“Slow,” advised Krause, seizing Kellerman’s by the arm as
she’d been about to approach the stacked up deaders. “Let the
spiders clear them out of the way first.”

“You bastard,” she went, her anger and upset too great to
contain, as she watched stone faced the spiders work. “It isn’t
your friends lying at your feet all shot to hell.”

“We could have used a couple dozen spiders back when it
would have counted,” went Young thoughtfully. He’d been
shooting with his off hand, owing to his gun arm being injured.
He knew he’d accounted for three. Kellerman had downed
maybe four or five. The stranger had done the rest in a steady,
accurate and wholly dispassionate manner. He didn’t know
whether he ought to admire the guy or shoot him the next time
his back was turned.
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“That should be this corridor clear,” said Krause. “Check
the rooms along the hall.”

“You check them,” grumbled Kellerman and Krause moved
at once to seize her by the throat and walk her backwards to the
nearest wall, hard.

“I didn’t come here for you, him, or them,” said Krause
harshly to her flinching, turned sideways cheek. “But for all of
us. If you can’t hack this shit, get back with the noncombatants
and stay the fuck out of the way.”

“I can hack it,” she replied through clenched teeth which she
showed him directly on.

“Then check the fucking rooms!” he spat as at the same time
he released the hold he’d been keeping of her throat.

As she was about to knock on the next closest door
“Glove!” he shouted and she might have jumped right out of her
boots. For certain she’d leaked into her underpants. Yes, she’d
been about to do something incredibly stupid and he probably
had saved her life along with the bullet he would have had to
use to smash her brain with, but knowing those things wasn’t
going to make her feel any better soon or even much, much later
than this.

“Hack it or get the fuck out of the way,” he snarled at her as
he passed by on his way to hammer high up on the next door
with the butt of his .44.

“Chase...?” went Parks tentatively and wiped away the trail
of wet that had gone past her lip and down the left side of her
jaw beneath the warmth of her palm print. The chirrup of noise
had awoken her from an upright condition that had only
resembled sleep. She’d been gnawing knuckles for hours, too
beat up and depressed to move from her seat. “Krause,” she
heard. He’d sounded reluctant to give up that single syllable of
sound, and her jaw dropped all by itself. “Krause! You’re at the
hall? What’s your status?”

69



Gabriel Darke

“This wing and the rotunda are secure. We should have the
rest cleared by morning. Things are under control but we’re
going to have to evacuate. Too many infected areas.”

“All right,” said Joanna and realized she was trembling.
“Did Chuh—er, Steve Chase make it?”

“Don’t know. We’ve got less than two hundred standing.
Maybe another hundred are in the areas we haven’t gotten to
yet.” A pause came then, “You happen to know if Strand sent
anyone out this way? Who that might be?”

“He didn’t send you?” After cudgeling her barely awake
brain cells for a moment she was able to answer: “Ah, yeah, it
was Culver. Julius Culver.”

The silence answered from the other side of the connection
was ominous.
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