
        
            
                
            
        

    
	“They told me that you had gone totally insane, and that your menus were unsanitary.”

	“Are my menus unsanitary?”

	“I don't see any menus at all, chef.”

	“I expected someone like you,” he rambled on, tapping the forehead of his mask. “What did you expect?”

	Marlow did not know what to say. He just shook his head.

	“Are you a corporate assassin?”

	“I'm an investigator.”

	“You're neither. You're an Uber driver sent by culinary hacks to retrieve a P&L statement.”
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 “It seemed to me that the house would collapse before I could escape, that the heavens would fall upon my head. But nothing happened. The heavens do not fall for such a trifle. Would they have fallen, I wonder, if I had rendered Kurtz that justice which was his due? Hadn't he said he wanted only justice? But I couldn't. I could not tell her. It would have been too dark—too dark altogether…”

	 

	—Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

	 


Content Warning!

	 

	Warning: this book is gross. 

	As inspiration for Apocalypse Cow! I drew on the over-the-top gore of late 1970s and 1980s zombie, sci fi, and—what the heck genre is Videodrome, anyway?—so films and stuff like that. I don't feel it is justified to call this a trigger warning (if anything in this book brings back difficult memories, I have no words), but it is fair to say this is an Extreme Gross warning.
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Chapter One: a job, in Mission

	He woke up to the radio, some throwback station playing ‘The End’ by The Doors. The song was momentarily drowned out by a corporate helicopter that shook his room as it flew over the building, on its way to the executive helipad at the complex across the street.

	He opened his eyes in the choking, humid heat. The room was spinning. No, wait. He was drunk. That spinning was the ceiling fan blowing stagnant hot air in billowing chop chops into his face. It wobbled on its mounting like an ailing top, like it might decide to come loose at any moment, descending on him to perform a simultaneous castration and beheading.

	Ramada. Shit. I was still at the Ramada. Every time, I thought I’d wake up back at work. When I was home after my last job, the suburbs were worse. I’d wake up, and there’d be nothing. Not even a dog barking. When I was here at work, I wanted to be there. When I was there, all I could think about was getting back into the work.

	I’d been here a week now. Waiting for a job. Getting softer. Every minute I stayed in this room, I got weaker. And every minute, company security tech got stronger. Each time I read an article, the options for espionage became smaller and smaller.

	#

	Outside the Ramada Inn, an e-Escalade rolled silently up to the loading zone. A man and a woman wearing suits and sunglasses exited the vehicle, while a third stayed behind the wheel, keeping the air conditioning running. In the foyer, they did not bother with the front desk. They knew where they were headed—the elevator and up to the third floor.

	Everyone gets everything they want. I wanted a job. And for my sins, they took me to Mission and gave me one. Brought it up like room service.

	There was a knock at the door. “Captain Willard, are you in there?”

	He blinked and tried to look around the room. The bottle of bourbon slipped out of his hand, rolled off the bed, and shattered on the floor. He stumbled to his feet.

	“Yeah, I’m coming.”

	It was a real choice job in Mission, too. And when it was over, I’d never want another.

	He stumbled out of bed, trying not to fall over but tripped sideways into the broken glass. It sliced into his foot, pitching him forward into the dresser and splitting open his forehead. He crumpled to the ground, bleeding, slowly picked the shards of glass out of his foot, and finally the door. Only then did he notice he was naked and covered in blood, so he grabbed a sheet off the bed, attempted to wipe some of the blood off his face, wrapped the sheet like a toga, and pulled the door open.

	 “What do you want?”

	“Are you okay, Captain?” asked the woman.

	He gave them each a look, then walked back into his room and sat on the bed. “What does it look like?”

	The two peered into the room then exchanged a glance. The woman gingerly followed the captain into his room, clearly worried about dry-cleaning bills.

	She approached him with a piece of paper. “Are you Captain Marlow Willard, 505th Investigations?”

	“Affirmative.”

	“173rd Operations North?”

	“Yeah”

	“Assigned to S.I.R.?”

	“Hey, buddy, you gonna shut that door!” Marlow shouted at the man, who had not yet entered the room. He came in and pushed the door shut behind him.

	“We are here to escort you to Mission.”

	“Are you cops? What are the charges?”

	“Sir?”

	“What’d I do?”

	“No charges, Captain.” She held out a piece of paper. “You have orders to report to Strategic Information Retrieval at the Best Western, Mission.” 

	“Ah…”

	“That’s right.”

	“Mission, for me?” Marlow tried to lay back down on his bed, but the two grabbed him.

	“We got a live one,” the woman said. “Come on, Captain. We have a few hours to get there. Lots of time for you to get cleaned up.”

	“I’m not feeling too good,” Marlow complained. But they overpowered him and drunk-walked him into the bathroom.

	“This will get you going,” the woman said as they got Marlow into the shower. She turned the water on full, but just the cold.

	Marlow cried out as the icy water poured over him.

	The man scoffed at him. “Hey, watch the suit!”

	#

	After about an hour’s drive, the shiny e-Escalade rolled up in front of a Best Western Plus conference room foyer. As the SUV was electric, the only sound it made was the noise of its tires grinding bits of gravel into the concrete parking space.

	I was going to the worst place in the world, and I didn’t even know it yet. Days away and almost a hundred kilometres up the Fraser River, snaking its way through the fast-food wars like an overflowing grease trap, draining right into Sanders.

	They exited the SUV. The two suits that had collected Marlow from the Ramada now flanked him into the conference room lobby.

	It was no accident that I got to be the caretaker of Colonel Kurtz E. Sanders’ memory. No more than being back at that Ramada was an accident. I was chosen for a reason.

	Inside, two men in suits stood in front of them, hands up in a ‘stop’ gesture. One took Marlow’s ID and scrutinized it while the other handed the captain a clipboard and motioned for him to sign his name, the date, and the time. After Marlow signed, the first suit gave him his ID back, and they flanked him up to the lobby doors. Marlow looked back to see his previous entourage making its way back to their SUV.

	There was no way to tell his story without telling my own. And if his story was really a confession…

	One of the suits held open a door for him, and Marlow entered the room. They did not follow him inside. He stepped in to see a woman, in her early forties, dressed for business but not like all the stuffed suits he’d seen so far. She met him in a kind of foyer, which ran to the left of the door about three meters before opening up to the conference room proper.

	“Captain Marlow reporting, ma’am.”

	...then so was mine.

	“Captain. Good.” the woman said, words clipped and efficient.

	“Thank you, ma’am.” Marlow stood stiff and at attention, a habit from his service days he’d never managed to break. There was a table he could see covered with those silver service trays and bowl-like lids that fancy hotels served room-service with.

	“Stand at ease,” she added.

	As she turned to lead him into the room, Marlow could see half of a second table, with a man sitting at the side he could see. He looked just like Chris Kempczinski, the CEO of McDonald’s. Why would such an industry heavy hitter be at a job interview? Just in case, Marlow gave him a nod and said, “Sir.”

	The woman asked, “Do you want a cigarette?”

	“No, thank you, ma’am.”

	“Well, that’s good. It’s a non-smoking room.” She led him past the wall blocking the view of the room, and Marlow could now see another man sitting at the table across from Kempczinski. This guy also looked familiar. Marlow thought he might be Daniel Schwartz, Executive Chairman of Restaurant Brands International Inc. and Co-Chairman of RBI's Board of Directors, the parent company of Burger King, Popeyes, and Tim Horton's. Another super heavy hitter in the fast food wars. What was going on?

	The woman motioned to Schwartz. “Captain, have you ever seen this gentleman before?”

	“No, ma’am.”

	“Met Mr. Kempczinski or myself?”

	“No, ma’am. Not personally.”

	She continued, “You've worked a lot on your own, haven't you, Captain?”

	“Yes, ma’am, I have.”

	“Your record specifies Intelligence, Strategic Information Retrieval, Operations North.”

	Marlow swallowed. “I'm not presently authorized to discuss those operations, ma’am.”

	The woman regarded him for a moment, then reached into a purse on the table next to her. She pulled out a pack of cigarettes, removed one from the package, and lit it. Then she walked past him to collect a file folder from a nearby table. She opened it and regarded the paper within.

	“Did you not work for Denny’s Canada?”

	“No, ma’am.”

	“Did you not acquire the technical specifications to a prototype hamburger grill lines painting machine in BC Province, June 18, 1998?”

	The room went quiet. Schwartz was also reading a piece of paper, his eyes switching between it and glaring at him.

	“Captain?” she prompted.

	“Ma’am, I am unaware of any such activity or operation.” Marlow tried to swallow, then cleared his throat. “Nor would I be authorized to discuss such an operation if it did, in fact, exist, ma’am.”

	The woman looked to Kempczinski, who was staring at the floor and rubbing the fingers of his left hand together. Then he stood up and walked up to Marlow.

	“I thought we’d have a bite of lunch while we talk. I hope you brought a good appetite, Captain.” As he walked over to the table with all the covered serving platters, he said, “I noticed that you have a bandage on your head there. Are you wounded?” He sat down and waited as Marlow and Schwartz joined him at the table with the food.

	“A little fishing accident on R&R, sir,” Marlow explained as he sat down.

	“Fishing on R&R?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“But you're feeling fit? You're ready for duty?”

	“Yes, Mr. Kempczinski. Very much so, sir.”

	“Well, let's see what we have here.” Kempczinski lifted the lid off one of the serving platters. Beneath was an assortment of menu items from McDonald’s, still in their packaging. “Angus burger, and usually, they’re not bad. Try some, Dan, and pass it around.”

	Schwartz took the platter and passed it to Marlow.

	Kempczinski lifted another lid. This platter was filled with packaged items from Tim Horton's. “To save a little time, we might pass both ways.” He passed a bowl of chili across the table. “Captain, I don't know how you feel about this chili, but if you eat it, you'll never have to prove your courage in any other way.”

	Marlow took the chili bowl and put it on his plate. He declined a burger and tried not to look down at the bowl of steaming brown sludge in front of him.

	“Right, well, why don't I just take a burger here?” Kempczinski continued.

	The woman came up to him and thrust a large black and white picture in front of him. It was a man in a chef’s hat. His face was hidden behind a rabbit mask. “Captain, you've heard of Colonel Kurtz E. Sanders?”

	“Yes, ma’am, I've heard the name.”

	She turned away, and the papers in her file folder slipped out and fell to the floor. “Jesus,” she whispered, bending down to gather them up.

	Marlow looked down to see a picture, like a class photo, of Sanders, still in that rabbit mask, standing beside two rows of fast-food workers. At least, that was the closest he could come to describing them. They wore rag-tag uniforms from just about every fast-food place he could think of. Mismatched, ripped, worn but scrupulously clean. Each person had a totally blank look on their face, as if a bunch of corpses had been propped up like fence posts, their eyes glued open.

	As she picked up her papers, she continued, “Chief of Operations, Prototype Test Kitchen.”

	“Jessica,” Kempczinski asked, “would you play that tape for the captain, please?”

	“Yes, sir. I'm sorry, sir.”

	“Listen to this carefully, Captain,” Kempczinski added.

	Jessica walked over to an A/V unit nearby and pressed play on the DVD player.

	The flat screen came to life but remained black. A voice-over began, “January nine, zero-four-thirty hours, sector Thacker, Moon, twenty-seven.”

	Jessica explained, “These were monitored outside of Harrison. The voice has been verified as Sanders.”

	On the TV screen, a picture appeared. It was some kind of large kitchen but difficult to identify because of the low lighting. Still, shines and reflections could be seen almost everywhere, the hallmark of professional kitchen stainless steel. A figure walked onto the screen from the left. The person was lanky and walked with an exaggerated hop in their step. They sat down on the chair directly in front of the camera. The person was wearing a plastic rabbit mask.

	“I watched a legless pig crawl along the surface of a hot grill. That’s my dream. It's my nightmare. Crawling, slithering on the surface of a hot grill, and surviving.”

	The screen went blank and the same narrator continued, “Transmission eleven, received May thirty, zero-five-hundred hours, sector Kawkawa, Othello, fifteen.”

	Once more, the picture returned. This time, the figure with the rabbit mask was already seated, but bent over in the chair as if sick.

	“But we must slaughter them. We must cook them. Pig after pig, cow after cow, feeding village after village, city after city, growing endless profits and market share. And they call me unsanitary. What do you call it when the unsanitary accuse the unsanitary? They lie. They lie behind their NDAs, and we must be silent for those who lie. Those fools offering Nabob like it’s nineteen ninety-nine. I hate them. I do hate them.”

	Jessica turned off the TV and walked back to the table.

	“Kurtz Sanders was one of the most outstanding Operations Managers this company’s ever produced. He was brilliant. He was outstanding in every way.” Kempczinski looked down at a picture of Sanders in his hand. “And he was a good man, too. A humanitarian. A man of wit and humour. He joined the Special Kitchens… and after that, his ideas, his methods, became unsound.” He stared at the photo a few more seconds, then handed it off to Schwartz, who passed it on to Marlow. “Unsound,” he repeated.

	“Now he's crossed into the interior with this unemployed army of his,” Jessica explained, “that worship the man, like a god. They follow every order, however ridiculous.”

	“But it gets worse,” Kempczinski continued. “There is even more shocking news. Sanders was about to be arrested for murder.”

	Marlow leaned forward as he replied, “I don’t follow, sir. Murdered who?”

	“Sanders ordered the execution of two CFIA agents,” Jessica answered. “Agents he believed were going to shut down his Test Kitchen. He took matters into his own hands and had them consumed by zombies.”

	Marlow tried to process what he was hearing. “Z… Zombies?”

	Kempczinski stroked his chin and sighed. “Well, you see, Marlow, in this fast-food war, things get confused out there. Power, ideals, the old morality, and practical profit necessity. But out there with these unemployed, it must be a temptation…to be God. There's a conflict in every human heart, between the rational and the irrational, between profit and bankruptcy, between good and evil. And good does not always triumph. Sometimes, the dark side overcomes what Lincoln called ‘the better angels of our nature.’ Everyone has a breaking point. You and I have them. Kurtz Sanders has reached his, and very obviously, he has gone insane.”

	Jessica gave Marlow an iPad. She pressed the play icon on the screen. It appeared to show the two Canadian Food Inspection Agency agents being overcome by shambling figures who then, quite literally, began to eat them.

	Marlow looked up from the video. “Yes, sir. Very much so, sir. Obviously insane.”

	From behind him, Jessica said, “Your job is to depart Mission and proceed up the Fraser River in a firefighting patrol boat. You will pick up Sanders’ path at Harrison, follow it, learn what you can along the way. When you find the colonel, infiltrate his team by whatever means available, discover and acquire the recipe he is using to create zombies, then terminate the colonel’s Test Kitchen.”

	Marlow blinked, then looked at Kempczinski. “Terminate the colonel?”

	Kempczinski replied, “He's out there operating without any restraint or decency, totally beyond the pale of any acceptable human conduct. And he is still in the kitchen, creating food. There is more to his plans than zombie outbreaks, and whatever those plans may be, we can’t let them happen.”

	Daniel Schwartz, speaking for the first time, emphasized, “Terminate. With extreme prejudice.”

	Jessica added, “You understand, Captain, that this mission does not exist, nor will it ever exist.”

	As she spoke, Schwartz offered him a cigarette. Marlow took one even though he didn’t smoke and leaned forward so Schwartz could light it. Then he sat back in his chair, his mind buzzing. A boat on the Fraser River? Zombies? An unemployed army? Termination?

	#

	Meeting with the fast-food powerhouses had left him confused and exhausted. The suits gave him a ride back to his room and told him to be ready early tomorrow morning for a ride to the fireboat.

	Marlow unlocked his hotel room door and stepped inside; He’d forgotten to put the 'Do Not Disturb" sign up, so someone had been in the room and cleaned up the broken glass and bloody sheets. Marlow chided himself for neglecting such a basic security precaution, then placed the card on the outside door handle. He’d been off the job too long. The buzz and thrill of the work kept him on edge, hyper-focused. And here he was slipping like a first-year rookie.

	Marlow tossed the sealed dossier they’d given him on the bed and took the TV remote off the counter. One advantage of hotel TV was the fact they always offered local news stations, probably because they were cheap. So, he had no problem taking Kempczinski’s advice and catching up on current events.

	What he saw was as bizarre as it was intriguing. It was true there had been a rash of what the news was calling ‘outbreaks' around the Province. The reporters didn’t seem to know what to call it, referring to the situation as ‘infections,’ ‘group psychosis,’ or even ‘political protest run amok.’ But as he watched the news footage, with the sound muted to avoid the droning of news anchors trying to explain to people watching what they were seeing, the effect of Sanders came through. At the meeting they’d praised this man as a genius. They knew what they were talking about. Marlow thought there had to be a way to square what he was seeing on the TV with what his clients thought about the man himself.

	Sanders had either gone mad, or he had a plan no one could figure out. Marlow needed to understand. In the meeting they said he’d gone insane, but underneath he could sense something—not admiration—perhaps greed, or jealousy. They wanted something from Sanders, wanted something desperately. Marlow’s curiosity had been piqued, and even better, that buzz and thrill of the work was coming back.

	
Second Chapter: zombies don’t zip!

	Another black SUV waited for Marlow outside the building. Different crew, though. Two men sat in the front seat, both wearing shades. He got in the back, and without a word, they were off. 

	The Mission Harbour Authority was about twenty minutes away on the west bank of the Fraser River. On the way, Marlow watched as a clash between the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and a crazed, bloodied mob of what must have been zombies, spilled out into the street in front of their car. The RCMP appeared to be losing.

	Without a word, the two men pulled out identical pistols with high-capacity clips. They stepped out of the car, and as the driver shut his door, he said, “Stay in the car.” They marched up to the RCMP defensive line and began picking off zombies with shots to the head. Their speed and accuracy were something to behold. By the time both men had emptied their magazines and inserted a second one, the tide had turned, and the RCMP began to mop up the remaining zombies. No one asked the men for weapons permits or seemed to care about the illegal, high-capacity clips they were using. 

	How many businesses had I already killed? Close enough to hear the owners’ miserable sighs after they signed the bankruptcy papers. So many ruined lives…but that was not the same as termination. It wasn’t supposed to make a difference to me. But it did. Shit, terminating a person for winning in the fast-food wars was like terminating Ronald McDonald for selling too many Kid Meals.

	Because all this was about winning the war. Sure, the negative publicity of one of theirs causing zombie outbreaks would be a problem, but that’s what PR firms were for. Just look at how they suckered everyone for forty years, saying that the dangers of smoking needed more research. Meanwhile, they went on making a killing hawking death. Same for car safety and climate change. 

	No, they weren’t worried about some bad PR. They were interested in how Sanders was doing it, and why. Because if he saw a way to win the fast-food wars, then they wanted it. Despite whatever horrors he was causing, and before the law caught up to him, they wanted to get their hands on Sander’s secrets.

	I took the job at Mission. What the hell else could I do? But I really didn't know what I'd do when I found him.

	After the bloodbath in the streets, Marlow’s escort drove him, without further incident, to the Harbour Authority. More suits, these armed with machine guns, stood at the gate and demanded identification. His driver provided them Marlow’s ID. After apparently passing muster, the guards returned his paperwork, unlocked and opened the gate, and ushered the SUV into the Harbour Authority proper. 

	His escort in the passenger seat handed back Marlow’s ID. He’d been given some tactical gear for the trip, so put his ID in one of its waterproof pockets. He was amazed at how many pockets he now had.

	The SUV rolled right up to the edge of the small dock. Marlow got out, but his escort stayed in their car.

	“Thanks for the lift,” Marlow said, paused, then shut his door.

	Suddenly, he heard sporadic gunfire. Marlow looked back to see zombies had attacked the gate before it was shut and locked, and now the guards were fighting a defensive retreat against overwhelming numbers. The two men in the SUV got out and started blowing off heads, but even their accuracy and extended magazines were not enough. They were overwhelmed. The mob proceeded to eat its victims.

	Now in a panic, Marlow ran down the dock looking for his waiting fireboat, glancing repeatedly over his shoulder at the bloody mob as it swarmed around the SUV. One of the zombies finally noticed him, and the chase was on. The boat was at the very end of the dock. Marlow jumped into it as the horde roared down the dock. They were so frenzied, they knocked each other off the sides in their scramble to reach the boat.

	“Did you check the tank?” a man in the wheelhouse asked as he looked nervously at the approaching swarm on the dock.

	“Yeah,” came the reply from a small set of stairs leading to the lower deck.

	The boat’s motor roared to life; it sounded like a beast. Marlow, his fear settling enough for him to look around, noticed the fixed water nozzles on the bow and the four smaller nozzles on the stern and sides. This motor didn’t just move the boat, it sucked up water and shot it into fires.

	“On the forward sixties!” the man in the wheelhouse shouted, and a pretty woman with a rock climber’s physique ran down the starboard gunnel and jumped into the seat attached to the water nozzles in the bow. She pulled a lever and the engine roared even louder. Her seat and nozzles rotated to port, and she started blowing the mob off their feet, like ants caught in an elephant stampede. Once they were down, she kept firing, pushing them all off the dock and into the water. Marlow noticed they didn’t stay on the surface but sank beneath it.

	The crew cheered and shouted. They all high-fived the woman as she came back to the stern of the boat. The party died down quickly, however, as they looked back at the receding dock to see it was filled again with even more zombies. They just stood there, staring at the boat. In the distance, weapons fire punctuated the morning, randomly interrupted by explosions.

	I was being ferried up the river in a Firefighting WBFS. A type of small, manoeuvrable firefighting craft, a pretty common site around coastal cities. They said it was a good way to pick up information and move without drawing a lot of attention. And that was okay. I needed the air and the time. Only problem was, I wouldn't be alone.
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