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Even as Zombies evolve into armies, Science is
introducing the...
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“...Their faces were as the faces of men... and
their teeth were as the teeth of lions.”

— Revelation, Chapter 9

 



 


 


The Ranch

 


Twenty-two men and women in lab coats perched, every
butt at the edge of a seat in the clamshell amphitheater. A dozen
uniformed guards lined the walls and stood posts in front of the
stage and at the exits. Safeties off, weapons hot, the first
standing order. The second, Fire at will.

The guards shaded their posture toward the curtain,
not about to turn their backs on it, every guard’s finger hovering
next to the trigger of a rifle, shotgun, or pistol.

All the men — guards and lab coats alike — wore
beards. The woman wore mustaches — not literally, but they were
mostly mature women, and the harsh overheads cast slanted,
unflattering shadows on their older, upper lips.

Except for one woman dressed in a blue blazer
teetering in the spotlight at the brink of the stage, a blonde in
her mid-to late-30s and pretty enough to withstand the cruel beam.
She was briefing only one man, a pinstriped suit sitting down front
and center, telling him tonight’s dog and pony show would prove to
be a “stimulating, informative, profound demonstration of the power
of innovations in practical genetics.”

Pinstripe yawned.

Blondie took a step back from the brink of the stage.
Her eyes narrowed, glittering bright as the red silk scarf bunched
at her neck. “This concludes my briefing,” she said. “Sir.”

One long moment of silence. Then…

Pinstripe yawned again.

More silence.

The Lab Coat sitting next to the suit leaned to
Pinstripe’s ear and cleared his throat.

“Mister Gates. The demonstration.”

“Well, then.” Gates checked his watch. “Get on with
it.”

She stalked off the stage.

“Honestly, Quist, what’s with all the drama?” Gates
raised the palm of a hand. “I’m surprised the woman didn’t do a
soft-shoe.”

Blondie answered that with a slam of a door, stage
left.

The house lights dimmed. A distant motor churned. The
guards tensed. The curtain lifted. A pair of blue spotlights
snapped on, hooking every eye to reveal a cage that took up the
entire stage. Welded steel bars formed the outer layer, lined with
steel mesh. Behind that, sheets of glass, more mesh, and more bars.
At the center of the cage was the training apparatus of choice for
terrorist training camp commanders, the horizontal ladder, actually
three ladders, two of them welded vertical to the steel cage floor,
the third a bridge between the vertical ladders.

A single lumpy figure dressed in black stood leaning
against one of the vertical ladders, a mannequin.

“You shouldn’t have, Quist.”

“Sir?”

“The overkill.”

“Sir?”

“You shouldn’t have spent so much on flourishes.
Armed guards guarding cages within cages? And what’s in the cage? A
terrorist scarecrow? Honestly, Quist, I’ve seen high school plays
with more pizzazz. For a guy trying to persuade me not to pull the
plug on this boondoggle you do underwhelm.”

Quist gave a quick, tiny smile on the side of his
face away from Gates.


 


 


An Attack Assembly Area

 


Lt. Col. Josh Avery lay back to back with his
helicopter, gazing up at the night sky, waiting for the call to
action. Taking off with teams of soldiers and dropping them into
landing zones for training, flying off to land and wait for them to
burn thousands of rounds of blank ammunition against an imaginary
enemy, waiting an extra half hour for them to pick up all the
expended brass from the blank ammo — even special operations troops
were on budget restrictions these days — then picking them up in a
different place and flying them back to the airfield. That’s what
passed for action in today’s army. But then you always had
something to look forward to: tomorrow, same call to action again,
different night.

When he heard the sound of the radio inside the
cockpit, he sat erect. A second of self-motivation: Take it
seriously; play it hard, play it real-world. He slid his butt
across the roof of the Huey and rolled over onto his belly. He
clambered off the roof of the UH-1H “Huey” and eased into the
cockpit, dropping into the pilot seat, slipping into his flight
helmet.

“Launch-time?” he asked his copilot, Maj. Cliff
Breen.

“Roger, Sir.”

“Ingalls,” Avery called out.

“I’m on it, Col.” The crew chief ran past the nose of
the helicopter, swinging the main rotor at the end of the tiedown
rod. He gave the blade a powerful sling and slipped the rod from
its tip. “Clear and untied.”

Avery squeezed the starter trigger to take advantage
of the blade’s momentum. The Huey’s turbine ticked as igniters
sparked off. Vaporized fuel caught fire, and the turbine went
through its progression of whines and whistles, building to a
roar.

Out front, from 50 feet away the dozen men of a
special operations team ran to the Huey in a mob. The faceless
swarm split at the nose of the craft, half going to each side.
Avery felt the helicopter rock and roll as the combat soldiers
piled in. They were training hard, playing real-world. The least
you could do was meet them halfway.

Breen finished the checklist. “Engine and
transmission in the green. RPM 6600.”

“Clear left, clear right, clear behind, all bodies
tucked in, Sir.” Ingalls.

Avery pulled the Huey to a momentary hover and nosed
over. “On the go.”

The Huey swept up and out of the clearing,
accelerating to 40 knots — skipped back to 30, then up to 40 —
before the aircraft settled into an easy, loping, bouncing cruise
at the tops of pin oaks and pecan trees of Fort Hood, Texas. Avery
punched the start button on the sweep second hand of his clock and
adjusted his kneeboard so that he could hit his time-distance
milestones. The airspeed indicator acted up again.

Breen tapped the twin indicator on his side of the
instrument panel. “Airspeed is erratic.”

“No kidding.”

“Might be a spider in the pitot tube,” said Ingalls.
“I’ll check it after we shut down.”

“On shut-down? That’s crap,” Avery said. The pointed
tube protruding well out from the nose of the craft collected ram
air in a quarter-inch hole during flight. The higher the ram-air
pressure, the higher the indicated airspeed. A simple mechanism
subject to failures as simple as flimsy as a spider web in the tube
throwing off navigation times. During foggy conditions a clogged
pitot tube could endanger the crew by preventing instrument
flight.

“You check it on every pre-flight, dammit, and you’d
better hope that we don’t get too far off on our LZ times.”

He didn’t feel like making nice about it, either, not
hiding an excess of agitation in his voice.

Even if it was an easy fix. He hit the pitot heater
switch that kept the tube from icing up in winter. In a matter of
seconds, the heater had burned out the spider, web and all,
apparently, because the airspeed needle stopped dancing.

Minutes later, on-time, on-destination, Avery slammed
the Huey to a 50-foot hover and listened for Ingalls to disgorge
six of the troops. Three rappelled in turn out each side of the
Huey.

“Troops off, ropes in,” said Ingalls, his voice
subdued.

Avery dove out the hover, off the pinnacle, into the
valley. Up the next ridge he flew, sailing into another hover,
dropping off four more soldiers, skiing off the slope, weaving
through the trees. His dark mood eased up at the thrill of speed
and moments of weightlessness. The flying was still fun.

At least there was that.

“We hit every single time hack,” said Breen.

Breen was trying to be optimistic, but Avery wasn’t
having optimism.

“Luck.”

“Think of it as clockwork, Colonel. We’re getting
good at this.”

“You think? After 21 times this month? We ought to be
able to do it blindfolded by now.” That was the thing about the
practice-world. Do it enough times, and you could get it down to
clockwork. But when you took it into the combat zone, the clock
stopped working right at the first shot fired.
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