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EVENT 201

 


First Officer Jag Streetrr felt himself going
full-on Zombie. Spots danced like gnats before his eyes. His blood
gelled on his arm, and black maggots paddled in the ooze around the
knife blade stabbed through his forearm. The buzz of a dentist’s
drill filled his ears. Sweat rolled down the channel between his
pecs. He felt overwhelmed by the urge to bite Rykkr, the woman
who’d stabbed him

He hadn’t gone over. Yet. He was still human.
He could see down Rage’s .50 cal muzzle. One wild move — with
Rage’s attitude of badittude, even a hiccup would do for wild — and
he’d be the headless, and horse-less, horseman.

Cripes. Him, Streetrr. All the years
leading teams of State-Sponsored Assassins to kill Zombies. Now a
Zombie himself, about to suffer the fate he’d dealt to so
many.

Damn.

 


***

 


Then again, he saw no need to go all drama
queen about it.

Time to get a grip before his troops caught on
to his panic.

Truth was, he had a long way to go before
going over to the biter clan.

Gnats actually were the spots dancing before
his eyes.

On his arm, black flies, not maggots,
dog-paddled in the red tar of his blood — if they laid their eggs
in the wound, the maggots would come later.

Rykkr was busy testing a small rotary tool
that sounded like a dentist’s drill.

The sweat? Oh, yeah, it was there. Why not?
The day was hot as hell.

The urge to bite the red-headed beauty? Well,
hell, yes. That was real. He’d wanted to feel that swollen lower
lip of hers between his teeth the moment he saw her pouting in the
briefing room because Gajj wouldn’t call on her.

Those symptoms? Nothing more than his old
enemies, fear and doubt, doubt and fear, the four things no officer
could ever admit to.

“Question, Doctor.” Streetrr sat
back against a sandstone boulder eroded by the wind to look like a
stack of plates, his damaged left arm propped on his thighs. He
shooed flies with his free hand.

“Don’t get careless and hit that
blade,” she said. “It’s sharp enough to cut off your other
arm.”

“What can I expect when I’m
expecting to go Zulu?”

“Zonbie, if it please you.”
With a smile as clean as if she’d just brushed her teeth. Or maybe
that was just an illusion. Crushing on her through his fear
goggles, doubting about his desire for a woman he could never have,
certainly never deserve. Wondering, too. If he could have her,
would he just want somebody else? Did women ever feel this way? She
did seem rather fond of the Zonbie race, but what about him? Could
she learn to like him as much?

She shut off her rotary tool and laid it out
beside the rest of her surgical kit. She looked every bit as
feverish as he felt, and he didn’t like it that she betrayed a lack
of confidence about cutting him.

“What was your question
again?”

“Zon-n-n-bee-e-e-e,” he
said. “How will I know if I’m about to bee-e-e-e
one?”

“Who knows? It’s like knowing how
the last second of life feels. We have no reliable reports. Only
the symptoms before the passing. Sudden onset of fever, wracking
body pains, undifferentiated aggression.” She shrugged. “But you
don’t need an MD to know that. Literally millions of laymen have
seen that play out before their eyes, maybe in the movies before
science fiction gave way to reality.” She fiddled with the items in
her kit. Thin, sharp surgical blades and a pair of ergonomic
handles for connecting the blades and manipulating the cuts.
Needles, syringes, vials, surgical thread, and the same glue that
SSA troops used to repair gear, glue she’d use to repair his wound.
A bit of magic from that bottomless belly pack of hers and mixed in
with whatever she had plucked from Stitch’s med kit.

Too few bandages, so she asked Vakkoff to
collect more from the individual first aid kits of the SSA
team.

She arranged and rearranged the items without
looking him in the eye.

“What’s on your mind, Doctor?
You’re not losing your nerve.” He waved his good arm toward the
team surgeon. “You’ve Stitch to help you and a surgical theater as
big as the great outdoors.”

“Lose the bravado, Streetrr. I want
to ask you something.”

“Yes, you can have all the roadkill
in my backpack when I’m gone.”

“Get serious. During the French
Revolution, there were condemned teachers who asked their students
to find strategic positions in the gallery at the guillotine. The
teachers planned to send messages by way of blinking after their
heads came off. The code for I can hear sounds might be
three blinks. I can feel pain might be two blinks with one
eye.”

“Did they? Blink their
signals?”

“Yes.”

“If I go over, you want me to send
you some winks?” He frowned. “Rykkr. How are you going to know
whether I just have something in my eye or if I’m just flirting
with you?”

“Please. Since you’re going to be
conscious while you’re under my anesthesia, I want you to report
all that you see and feel.”

“Sure.”

“Maybe we could work out a more
suitable code than blinking for later. You know, if you do go
Zonbie.”

He stared at her.

“I’m not kidding. I’d like to
know.” She shuddered. “I know, I know; it sounds so sterile, so
calculating.”

“And cold. Don’t forget cold.” He
shushed her reply with an upright finger between their noses.
“Suppose we talk about it after you get this samurai sword out of
my arm.”

“Right. Just so you know. Anything
you do to help me solve the mystery of Zonbie
evolution.”

He leaned in close. “Tell me,” he whispered.
“Tell me that Vakkoff didn’t bite you and infect you with the
Botheration Virus,hich, I gotta tell you, is far more annoying than
the Z-virus.”

“Sorry.” She wasn’t sorry, though.
He could see that. She showed him one of the vials. “A new
anesthetic. A bit of hallucinogenic effect for good measure,
created just for the battlefield. You’ll remain awake during the
procedure.”

“And that’s a good
thing?”

“Yes. That will help with a quick
recovery. No respiratory side effects, since you’ll never be in a
deep sleep anyhow. No collection of fluids in the lungs. No
digestive tract complications. Less chance of reflux aspiration.”
She added an answer to the question on his face. “Drowning by
breathing your own vomit.”

“Right-right-right. Like from
overeating in the last twenty-four.”

“Has it been that long?”

“Longer. Get to the part about the
pain.”

“The pain will be there, live and
in color.”

“So they call it an anesthesia
because—?”

“Because you’ll know it’s there,
but you won’t feel it. You’ll see it.”

“See it?”

“And maybe hear it,
too.”

“You know this how?”

“From the reports we get from test
subjects.”

“No actual patients?”

“Mostly fellow doctors and interns
in a lab setting.” She busied herself with slitting the sleeve of
his jacket all the way up to his shoulder. “You’ll be my first
victim that’s actually shed blood. You know, except those that I
accidentally sliced with a scalpel.” She gave him a wicked
smile.

“Very funny.”

She showed him a pair of syringes. “It’s a
two-part series. This first one acts fast, but it makes you sleepy,
like a traditional anesthetic. The second injection
counter-indicates — messes with your mind to reverse the one effect
of the first. To keep you alert but allow the first one to kill the
pain.”

Nobody had any water, so she broke open a
sterile gauze pad and used his own clean blood from the top wound
to daub away from the blade of the knife.

“Streetrr, one more thing.” She
nodded toward Stitch. “I have to be honest with you. Stitch and I.
Well, this is his first field operation, too. Except for cutting
open fruit in the classroom and cadavers in the lab, this is the
first time we’ve actually cut into a person.”

“Except for stabbing me a while
ago.”

“Well, that.”

Streetrr stared at his team surgeon.
“Stitch?”

“Eight weeks of surgical training,
First Officer. They call it churning and burning the surgeons.
Churning is getting us to graduation. Now my first field
application is a life-and-death operation on my commanding officer.
Ergo, the burning part.”

“No, the burning is what happens to
your life, if you botch this.”

Enough to give Stitch a startle reaction.
Until he saw Streetrr wink at him.

Rykkr went to clean on his arm with a new swab
and fresh blood. She followed up with a fresh swab and a dark amber
disinfectant. “Any orders before I inject you?”

“Rib steak, rare, and a six-pack
cold.” And to her forced smile. “I’m turning over command to Second
Officer Vakkoff right now. My life is in your hands. And if I do go
Zulu on you, I’d like a quick finish, Second.”

Rage smiled wide. “Har.”

“Count on it, Boss,” said Vakkoff.
“If you go biter, we’re bringing back Standing Order
Nine.”

Streetrr gave a weak smile. Just like the
barking dog next door. Vakkoff just couldn’t give up yapping at the
shadows.

Hell with it. He gave the
nod.

 


***

 


Rykkr injected him. “Tell me when you feel
it.”

He blinked rapid-fire.

“Already?”

He laughed.

Under her breath, she cursed him and slid the
second needle into a vein.

“Look, Doc, it doesn’t give me a
great deal of confidence that somebody who took an oath to
‘First, do no harm,’ is telling me to perform a sex act on
myself that’s guaranteed to do me spinal damage.”

She had a comeback. Of course, she had a
comeback to go along with her laugh of derision. But Streetrr
couldn’t hear. For the racket of the pain in his ears, not a
painful racket, but loud. The sound of pain. The sight of it, too.
Even the bruises the SSA Zombie gave him chimed in like a chorus of
kazoos, out of tune as a kindergarten garage band.

The knife, he saw, began to twist in the
wound. “I think the knife is like a transmitter of pain, sending
out rays like laser lights under the skin.” He reached his free
hand to touch the hilt. Not turning, after all.

She caught his hand and moved it away. She
took a deep, deep breath, but he barely was aware of her now,
barely heard her lecture about infection, bacteria, virus,
yadda, Zonbie, yadda-yadda. She turned on a digital
recorder. From her fanny pack, of course. What didn’t she have in
there?

“The muscles — no, it must be the
nerves — they recoil from the rays of pain. I see individual shots
of pain pulsing up my arm. So many and so fast. Like colonies of
rats running up and down the arm beneath my skin.”

“Vivid, Streetrr.”

“Too much?”

“Not at all.” She spoke to him
through gritted teeth. “Heat, Streetrr? Do you feel
heat?”

“No. But I see heat. This is a
solar storm, rats and rays of pain erupting like sunspots. Sunspot,
on my arm. The tails of rats lashing out at the universe. They
dazzle my vision, like staring too long at the sun.”

Was this what the Zombies felt before they
lost their human capacities?

Surely.

“Normal,” she said, as if reading
his thoughts or maybe just to reassure him. “Pretty similar to what
our human guinea pigs tell us when we pinch them or pull on their
arm hairs in testing scenarios. Does it hurt, Streetrr? In any way,
does it hurt?”

“Affirm. The sound of it hurts my
ears. Seeing the pain makes me sick to my stomach. Not nauseous,
exactly. Just sick with cramps like urgent diarrhea, except not in
the bowel.”

“Relax, it’s no worse than
menstrual cramps.” She winked at him. “Our women subjects tell us
this, except with a lot less whining.”

He didn’t have an answer for the taunt.
Already he had begun to transcend the pain. Already he was above
the humor and the reality — no longer of the earth. Rising above it
all.

Literally.

 


***

 


“Rykkr?”

“Streetrr, are you all right?” From
afar. Afar and below. As Streetrr, the out-of-body Streetrr, looked
down on her red hair, parted on top. White. So very white was her
scalp. Not the roots. Those were all red all the way to the center
of her head, all the way down to the juncture of her thighs, he
guessed. But. Her scalp white as milk with not a flake of dandruff.
Nice.

At this altitude, the pain did not hurt his
eyes and ears as much. He was aware of the sickness still. But it
was so far away, it might not even be his own. No. It was not his
own. Truly. It belonged to the poor soul below, the man with the
knife through his arm. The older man with the knife through his
arm. So very much older than Streetrr now. An ancient in the hands
of a beautiful child. Whereas he felt like sprinting a hundred
meters out and back, just for the fun of it. Just to burn up some
energy. Energy.

A burst of energy he had not felt since the
day that Jenni Susannah agreed to marry him. Now he felt the same
way about Rykkr Jonnss, Doctor, his personal surgeon. And he felt
like telling her so.

“Jenn?” What?

“What?” Not Jenn, but Rykkr
answered him. “What did you say, Streetrr?”

He didn’t answer, because he had confused
himself. He did mean to call out to Rykkr, didn’t he? Sure he did.
Then, what kind of Freudian slip put his almost ex-wife’s name on
his tongue?

Ah, well, forget all that.

Because of what he could see that so
astonished him to silence.

He saw his world in Flicker mode. No.
Ultra-Flicker — he gave it the name on the instant. Ultra-Flicker,
an awareness of things farther than he’d ever known or dreamed of
knowing.

Jenn. He saw Jenn — that’s why he used her
name, not Rykkr’s. Jenn. Not as he saw her the day he proposed. Not
as she was at all. Rather, as she is. Today. In the here and now.
Talking to her staff at her HQ. As usual, in a rant. Her six stars
and two angry eyes flashing. Not at him, for a change. Rather, at
her staff. “They’re not dead, dammit. I would know if they were
dead.” He remembered: She was so beautiful when she was angry. Her
complexion as red as her hair, bobbed wig flying, the flash of the
youth in every freckle. “I want a plan to bring back Jag . . .
Streetrr — First Officer Streetrr’s team, dammit.”

“Thank you,” he said. “Never lose
the faith.”

“Never, Streetrr. You’re going to
be all right,” she said.” Rykkr. “I’ll never give up on you.” Rykkr
— he was seeing, hearing, and talking to Jenn, but Rykkr was
talking to him.

He didn’t try to correct either one of
them.

Because he saw other things in his new state
of Ultra.

In the distance, across the hillside and among
the trees. Figures moving. Not in formation. Not as a swarm. Rather
like drunks. Figures stumbling about, perhaps each one reacting to
the noise of the others.

Zulus? A patrol? Not a patrol. Too much
thrashing around in the scrub for that.

Zulus. No immediate danger to the team. But
they would bear watching. Definitely Zulus, but no sign of a swarm.
Where did they go during the day? How could that many hide out?
What were they doing now?

Surprise. He didn’t feel alarm. Was it because
he knew it was an illusion? Or because he sensed they were no
danger? Or because he felt a brother to them? Was he devolving
sympathy of his own biter kind?

“Keep a watch to the northeast,” he
said in answer to that last fear.

“What?” Rykkr. From far
away.

“Turn your Zulu watch to the
northeast,” he shouted, although it came as a murmur to his own
ears.

“Yessir, Boss.” Vakkoff gave a
command to the scouts without question. It didn’t occur to the man
that Streetrr wasn’t supposed to be in charge, so used to taking
and relaying orders was he.

“Streetrr, what’s going on?”
Rykkr.

Streetrr paid her no mind. Because his mind
was trying to take in the power of his new superpower, now truly
beyond the limits of human senses.

In the moment. A moment without doubt. Without
fear. My God, such a relief.

Unless.

Was he already dead? Out-of-body? Didn’t that
go with death?

He checked above him and saw the tunnel of
white light that went with near-death.

“Oh, jeez.”

No. Belay that. The white light was only the
sun.

He checked below him.

“What next?” Stitch. To
Rykkr.

“Am I dead?” Not yet, he hoped. He
had a reason to live. He still had to find out about Elnn, still
had to avenge her. And let himself off the hook. Not to mention
proving that he wasn’t over the hill. Which was going to be a hard
sell. “You know, if I haven’t already crossed over to the
Styx.”

Rykkr: “Sticks, Streetrr? Speak up. You sound
so far away.”

Streetrr: “Am? I? Dead?”

Rykkr: “I’m not sure. Stitch?”

Streetrr: I like not that.

Rykkr: “I’m not sure what to do next, Stitch.
I don’t know how to get the blade out safely without infecting
him.”

Streetrr: Oh, she wasn’t talking to me. I’m
not dead. Yet.

Stitch: I’m glad he can’t hear us.

Rykkr: “We probably shoulda brought that up
before putting him out.”

Streetrr: I can hear you. In the
sing-song of his mind’s voice.

Stitch: “How long will he be under? I thought
you said he’d be awake and alert.”

Rykkr: “I don’t know what’s up. I expected
he’d be shooting his mouth off like always, but not just this
more-incoherent-than-usual babbling.”

Streetrr: I won’t forget this. More
sing-song, like a happy drunk.

Stitch: “Just in case you’re hearing this
First Officer, I’m not the one saying it.”

Rykkr: Laughing under her breath.

Streetrr on high: Also laughing under his
breath. Not hearing a lot of confidence down there. He felt
giddy, like he might start giggling any second.

Rykkr: “Since we can’t rely on disinfectants,
I thought about superheating the blade to red-hot and pulling it
through.”

Streetrr and Stitch in unison:
“Ouch.”

Rykkr, clearly ad-libbing. “You know, clean
the blade first. Then heat it to glowing. We get the benefit of a
sterile wound and cauterizing in one.”

Stitch: “Why don’t we just cut it
off?”

Rykkr: “Well I do have the rotary tool and the
steel-cutting blade. If we cut off the blade, we could pull it
through without a risk of infection, all right. But we might draw
metal filings into the wound when we pull out the remnant of the
blade.”

Streetrr: Good thinking,
Rykkr.

Stitch: “Not the blade. I’m not talking about
cutting that off.”

Streetrr: What? No, not
that.

Rykkr: “Oh. The arm? I hadn’t even thought to
amputate. Gimme a second to re-think.”

Streetrr: No. No
re-think.

At the top of his mind’s lungs.

Do not. Cut off. My
arm.

 


***

 


“Leave the arm,” Streetrr called
out to those below. “No amputation.” Rykkr and Stitch ignored him.
Maybe they were too busy with the cutting. He tried shouting to
Vakkoff. Nothing. To Rage. Nothing. Nobody would listen to him,
nobody at all.

What good was it to be awake, if he had to be
this isolated, so alone?

Maybe he was too far away, too high in the
air, too far detached, too deeply drugged.

He was dead. For sure.

No, it had to be the anesthetic.

Or the onset of insanity.

In a way, this wasn’t so bad. To be so far
above the rest of humanity. To be higher than the Zulus in the
distance, still wandering with no clear purpose. Maybe they were
like one of those old-fashioned robotic vacuum cleaners that you
turned on and let it go careening around the floors. Crossing and
re-crossing the area so many times that just by pure chance they
picked up all the dust balls and confetti. Maybe that’s what the
biters were doing, too. Just careening from tree to boulder until
they had covered every square inch of ground looking for warm
bodies to infect, steaming brains to suck from broken
skulls.

Too bad the miracle drugs didn’t give him
greater powers of understanding to go along with his new powers of
observation.

He wasn’t even all that sure about reality. He
didn’t know whether his chief surgeon, Rykkr, had decided not to
cut off his arm until she put the screaming diamond encrusted blade
of her rotary tool to the blade of the knife, shooting sparks in a
rooster tail three feet long.

He could see the sunspots of pain shoot out
even farther from the pain of the heat of the cutting. He was glad
the figure below did not have to feel the pain. Forget about going
Zombie. The pain alone could kill a man, if those six-feet-long
streaks were any indication.

Rykkr was almost through the blade. Stitch
gripped the tip with a pair of needle-nose pliers. Fully an inch
below the cutting blade turned red with the heat. And a half inch
above the cut glowed as well, except at the line where the blade
stuck in his arm, the steel smoking, the flesh steaming.

Streetrr could see the vapors. Knew that the
lips of the wound were cooking. Saw green-to-red-to-purple bolts of
lightning that put dimmers on the bright sparks of molten steel. He
was glad he couldn’t feel the things he saw and heard.

Stitch leaned back, away from the stench of
boiling blood, and the glowing tip of the blade came
free.

Rykkr used her rotary tool to buzz the burrs
off the rim of the cut blade.

She took a deep breath and grasped the hilt of
the knife.

Then in one swift, strong motion, she jerked
it free of the wound. Jets of steam and congealed blood sputtered
from the top of the arm and below, shooting rays of color a foot
long. But there was no gush of blood.

“Good, good,” Rykkr
said.

“No arteries. No major veins.”
Stitch.

Just the spewing rattails of pain ejecting
from the wound, which only Streetrr could see.

Rykkr doused both upper and lower wounds with
disinfectant. Stitch opened a package of surgical needles and
thread. Rykkr used the pliers to sew the lips of skin together. She
worked fast, her fingers plucking the thread into knots waving the
needle like a symphony conductor’s baton in her pliers, the rhythm
of the sound like a blues riff.

She looked into Stitch’s face without a break
in the dance of her flying fingers.

“You’re good,” he said.

“Lots of experience on oranges,”
she said. “We’re going to have to rely on the hot knife blade for
sealing the bleeders inside the arm. When we get back, they may
have to open him up again in surgery do cleanup behind
us.”

“Almost done, Doctor Jonnss?”
Vakkoff. “With the surgery? And the stitching up?”

She looked down at the wound she was closing,
an inch and a half long, with but a quarter-inch left to go. “Not
quite. Why?”

“Just before you wake him up, let
me know. So I can get a chopper in the air. To pick us up. Take us
out of here.”
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