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EVENT 101

 


He didn’t want to be anywhere near this
mission, knowing that every trooper on the patrol would be dead in
six minutes. The urge to bolt tore at him from eleven different
directions.

But. How would it look if the First Officer
deserted his team in the face of an attack? His troopers would
doubt him forever after. With good reason. They’d brand him a
coward, too, even if it weren’t cowardice that urged him to light
out.

No talking his way out of it, either. Look.
Guys. Gotta make a latrine call. Gotta pee really bad — yeah,
that’s it. Be back after I drain my lizard. Two ticks.
Honest.

Right. That’d sell it.

So. He had to gut it out, had to stick around
and watch the train wreck.

Just as well. Maybe he could make a thin
lemonade out of this debacle. Maybe find a clue, even a crumb of a
clue about how a routine recon mission could end with no survivor
to tell why or how? Bad enough to be here at the loss of his
friends, his SSA family — hell, his only family.

What else would he lose? Honor?
Trust?

Worse, was this his fault? Had to be. Who
else?

He hunkered in as close as he could get to
Second Officer Lyll Elnn. So he could stick it out with her. Be
with her at the end. Get into her head. Maybe get the answers he
needed.

He had trained her for a night like this,
trained her to survive Zombie combat.

Which of his wrong ideas about combat would
cause her death?

What detail had he left out that could save
her life?

Show me, Sister. Before you go on
over, touch me, tell me, teach me — how could this happen? After
all we’ve been through. After all I’ve done for you. After all
you’ve meant to me. Give me a hint.

 


***

 


Nothing in the Z-War, humanity versus its
worst nightmare, could match this night’s chill sickness in
Steetrr’s chest. Nothing in the skirmishes that followed, the
so-called Civil Wars, humanity versus itself, could compare to the
way this zombie patrol roiled his gut.

This event was in a class of its own, because
. . . well, because Streetrr knew how the night would end. Simple
as that. No slogging through the soldier’s routine of
hurry-up-and-wait. No delay, no deliverance, no doubt, no foreplay,
no finesse. Just disaster. All nine SSA team members dead, killed
by the Zulus. Every body dismantled to a man and woman. Yet another
SSA team reduced to broken, half-digested detritus and scattered
across the landscape, the third such team in a month. The end in .
. . his WristPal told him . . . only five minutes now?

 


***

 


He studied the darkness in the helmet’s
heads-up display. Nothing. He blinked. Nothing. He clenched his
eyes. Nothing. No difference between eyes wide or eyes shut.
Scary.

If his troopers and his leaders could see him
now. Jag Streetrr. Mr. Doubt. Doubting his mind and body. Afraid of
failing himself and others. Knowing that the only difference
between heroes and cowards is the direction they run at the moment
they snap. So afraid that he might not find meaning in the tragedy
now in his face. Doubt. His only counter a silent fury that he
dared not let out . . . Get off it, Streetrr. Get your head in
the game.

He reached to dial-up passive reception of the
infrared goggles in his combat helmet before he remembered he
couldn’t go bright.

One word, Lyll. How did I let you down?
Doubt.

He re-checked his WristPal.

In only four minutes from now?

Why the hell weren’t they coming?
Fury.

He heard the quick, nasal breathing of the
others nearby. They felt it, too, the doom in the moment. Streetrr
worried the hammering of his telltale heart would betray his guilt
and fears to the others, loud as a snare drum inside
his—

Doubt.

No. There. A faint pink glow, barely
more than an eye ghost sliding across his cornea.

No more room for either doubt or
fury.

 


***

 


A cloud of red showed up in the scrub, a tiny
crimson fog rising from the bottom frame of darkness in the passive
IR goggles.

Then a second wisp of fog, a red smear on
black, faint thermal imagery. The PIRGs picked up the movement via
its onboard motion detector.

Why were the goggles — and the team — so
tardy? Come on, Elnn. I taught you better than this. Red
numbers and icons flicked to life on the IR screen, so many images
so sudden and so bright after all the darkness. He picked out the
critical numbers from the data overload: AZ=087 degrees | 323m |
55F/13C. Two thin-lined circles appeared, imposed over the two red
clouds.

Cripes. The redundancy.

If you needed the circles to point out the red
fogs of a pair of undead heads floating across the landscape, maybe
zombies weren’t your biggest issue.

Over-engineering. The new/old Army way. The
latest bright idea in the latest version of combat boots for the
SSA to help in swimming and rock climbing — called the cliff-jumper
in mock by troopers. Forget cliff-jumpers. Spend your R&D money
on technology that can tell us about the brain heat. Work on ideas
that save lives. Build us toys after you give back
Christmas.

Brain heat. That was new, the latest twist in
Zulu resurgence. Faint brain heat to be sure, but a sign of a
change. Nobody, not even the top science minds could account for
it. Top-Secret-Ultra, like all things classified, too scary for the
little people to know, even the little peeps who might need to
know.

He checked the compass icon on the screen
inside the combat helmet, the arrow just shy of three o’clock.
Azimuth, range, and line from the team — those were the things you
needed, not all that other crap. Except the temp. With the undead,
you needed that, too. But only after —

“Contact, three o’clock, two
bogies, range three-two-three meters.” Elnn. Still tardy. How could
that be? She was his top officer in training and best Second ever
on half a dozen actual missions. So rock-solid, he’d even turned
over command to her on a pair of missions. Yet, so shaky tonight.
Even her voice wobbly. Could he have been so wrong about her?
Should he have kept her at his side a few months more? Did he put
her in line for a promotion too soon?

He could have kept her nearby, the Division
First even agreed to it. He loved the gurgle of her laugh. He loved
working with her, and kept their relationship in check. He would
have loved her any way but dead.

“Going bright,” Elnn said, catching
up to events.

“About time,” came a whisper from
the left. Rage’s mouth in full bloom, like a mule releasing its
exhaust in a single eruption, Rage being Rage. Needling Streetrr as
much as Elnn.

Still. Streetrr smiled a tiny smile of relief.
His mind in the combat moment had shed all the doubts, denials, and
dreads. Combat could do that for a man. In combat, you made
yourself one with the moment, all actions and orders. The second
you waste in deep thoughts might be the time an enemy shooter’s
bullet needs to empty your mind into SSA heaven. Or one of the
biters takes off your nose, recruiting you by infection into the
ranks of the undead. Combat cleared your head. Except.

Except for the one deep tattoo of Streetrr’s
fear.

Was it me, Elnn? Or did you screw
up all on your own?

Doubt.

Another wash of shame. Good move, Streetrr.
Blame the victim-to-be.

And a self-reprimand: Save your shame for
later, Streetrr, when you can afford your little pity
party.

Fury.

He punched himself in the chest to bring him
back into the moment. The picture came up in all-red. IR painted
the picture in shades of heat from black to red, the redder an item
the hotter — and brighter. He checked his WristPal — three minutes
and change until the end.

The heads of the two figures slouched from
left to right across the screen, the brightest of images in the
heat picture. The scattered foliage had already given off the day’s
heat, so it was cold black. Streetrr could see the torsos and legs
of the bogies as a moving blur, nearly the same shade of black as
the background. In contrast, the bare earth and especially the
rocks and boulders stored the sun’s energy best, so they glowed
nearly as bright as those dead heads. Which was why Elnn’s IR
discrimination was set so far so fine — on full-bright, a human
would glow like a heat lamp on a night like this, the brightest
shine coming from an exposed head, the body’s radiator virtually a
roaring fire at anywhere from 90 degrees to 98.6. But these bogies
— no particular threat right now because they seemed to be on an
aimless stroll to nowhere — gave off brain heat somewhere in the
range of 59 degrees Fahrenheit. At this light hour the earth had
cooled, and the boulders might be in the area of 57 degrees or 58
degrees. On full-bright, a zombie head might not stand out from
your average chunk of granite. But this new generation of combat
headsets, packed with high-tech gadgetry could discriminate down to
a single degree. So while the rest of the picture was black, the
slightly warmer dead heads showed up, floating . . .

Elnn? Why was she so slow to give prep
commands? And where was Roczz Nixx, the First Officer, damn
him?

Not that it mattered. Roczz would pay for his
sins with his life, too. This bell could never be unrung, even if
he jabbed Elnn in the ribs and growled at her to wake the hell up
and assign—

“Bravo Niner acquire lead target,
Bravo Seven trail.” Elnn assigning shooters to each of the
undead.

Finally.

“Niner fully acquired by
StarLight.”

“Seven, ditto.”

“Roger. On my command.”

Meaning both men had found their targets, now
off IR and onto the StarLight M3A4, tracking in their scopes, ready
for the kill-command. No firing at will, no firing unless
necessary. All SOP, all good. This was a recon, not a strike, so
the team would not give away its position by shooting. Elnn, back
on her game, kept a string on their trigger fingers.

The IR heat imagery was the best way to spot
the undead, but moving across a backdrop of warm heat signatures,
the image could look like a shimmer of the highway on a Sunday
drive — Sunday drives a thing of the distant past since rising risk
level changed lives and times. StarLight collected and amplified
ambient light, turning a target into an image of 1,024 shades of
gray or a battery-burning three million colors that enhanced
earthly colors to the near edge of heavenly. SSA patrols used both
methods. The strength of one system canceled a weakness of the
other.

Streetrr took a deep breath. All caught
up.

“Alpha-One, here. Give us a screen
capture.” A new voice. Nixx, with the reaction team, himself and
four others, lying off a klick or less, ready to act as a reserve,
maybe a covering force if Elnn’s B Squad had to beat feet
out.

“IR capture on three-two-one,
transmit.”

Elnn sent the image her IR goggles captured to
the rest of the team. Each man could toggle the switch beside his
left ear to see what Elnn was seeing through her
goggles.

Nobody had to turn around to look or shift
positions to see what she saw.

“Roger. Waste them.” The voice of
Roczz.

What?

“Say again?” Elnn.

Streetrr heard the same reaction from two
other voices nearby. Murmuring the same question as the voice in
his head.

“Don’t listen to him. Hold.” The
growl of Hangrr, nickname of Rage. Again. But Rage was right. This
was a recon mission. No need to fire at a couple of passing biters.
What was Roczz doing?

Before anybody could answer, the two Zulus
stopped dead. Streetrr saw the undead heads swivel on cold
shoulders. Two spots on each head appeared, four eyes in all, the
warmest spots, open windows to the fevered heat of two insane
brains. Streetrr had seen it dozens of times in the last year. He
couldn’t always put a finger on what put them on alert, including
now, but he knew what came next.

 


***

 


“Busted.” Rage.

“We’re busted.” Elnn. “This is
Bravo Six. On my command.”

“Roger.” Two voices in one this
time, the shooters.

“Waste them.”
Nixx.

Shut up, Roczz. Shut up and let
her work.

And there it was. The Zulus took off in a
Sprint at the team, two red blurs on the IR screen.

“Permission to retro to Papa Zulu
Charlie.” Elnn.

“That’s a neg. Waste them.”
Roczz.

Stay out of it, Roczz, dammit. A team
leader can’t lead from half a mile away. This is for the Second
Officer, boots on the ground, eyes-on Zulus.

The bogies streaked red, yet again a fearful
wonder. Streetrr had seen the Zulus come at him as skeletons of
fire, guts spooling behind them. Until something blew their minds,
say, the .50 caliber Z-round.

He checked the range indicator in Elnn’s
PIRGs. The sprinters passed through 200 meters over rough ground,
slashing through stands of low shrubs at full speed. He shook his
head. Amazing.

“Dammit, waste them now.
Shoot.”

“Shut up, Roczz, damn you.”
Rage.

Streetrr analyzed the ground. Open at
200meters, then a belt of trees in a shallow swale, then a broad
plain sloping toward a ravine. He knew Elnn. The plain before the
ravine.

The red bogies came clear of the scrub at
one-seventy-five.

“Aim-fire, fire.” Elnn, ordering
aimed fire.

The first shot sounded. Then the second. The
PIRGs blinked twice at nanospeed, circuit cutouts canceling washout
of the muzzle flashes. Two trails of the .50 caliber tracer rounds
painted bright-red lines on the screen. Two blossoms of heat
erupted on impact.

The first, red-hot, out the top of a dead
head. The second blew out at the base of a neck like a secondary
turning two diseased heads into skulls full of jelly.

No cheering, no celebration.

Except for Nixx. “Well done,
shooters.”

But. Put Nixx aside. What had alerted the
Zulus? Streetrr needed to know. The force needed to know what had
changed. Had they grown more sensitive in their hearing? Had Nixx’s
team made too much noise? What?

The clock kept ticking away in his
head.

This was it? Streetrr checked the elapsed
time. This disaster was to go down in the very last minute? None of
the Zulus in sight could kill an entire SSA team in only a minute?
Impossible. Too far to—

“Contact.” Nixx. “Two hundred
runners, ten10 o’clock.” Panic in his voice. Under attack. “Going
retro here, Papa-Zulu Charlie.” The pickup zone for the
helicopter.

“Give us a capture, Alpha-One.”
Elnn asking him to send a picture of what he saw, so she might
help.

No response.

“Pack it up,” she said. “Papa-Zulu
Charlie.”

Streetrr tensed, ready to bolt on her command,
although he could not go with her.

“Bravo Eight. Contact. Fifty — no,
a hundred bogies at two o’clock.”

Elnn’s screen swept over the landscape to the
first sighting.

“No, two hundred.
Minimum.”

This time they came in waves, a tsunami of
zombies pouring over the plain. Still. No way they could they get
to Elnn’s group in the few seconds left in the six-minute
countdown.

Even so, Streetrr felt a jolt. He hadn’t seen
such swarms since the world war.

“Fire, fire, fire.”

Wrong call, Sis. Run, run,
run.

She needed to set her charges on motion
triggers to blow like a minefield and run like hell.

Her screen capture swept across the sky, then
down toward the ground. Streetrr heard the rustling sounds through
the open mic. Elnn digging for her remote. In the left cargo
pocket.

What was wrong with her? She should have had
it armed and clipped to the front of her combat jacket.

Elnn looked up, showing a screenful of
attackers. Her screen blinked to cut out the muzzle flashes of her
team.

Until. Her screen froze.

On a sparkle at the right of the
screen.

A flash. A streak of sparklers snaking its way
over the heads of the undeads on the run.

Right at Elnn’s face screen.

Streetrr dived. He called out a warning an
instant before Elnn.

More shouts, more warnings, and the grunts of
troopers lurching, hitting the deck, jostling for cover.

The veterans had seen these sparkles. In the
civil fights most uncivil.

A missile. The Leveler.

How could that be?

Zombies firing
missiles?

The Leveler was a rocket-mortar fired on the
level rather than a high-arc trajectory. Not anti-tank but a
people-killer.

Made to kill those people now moaning curses
and prayers from the ground up.

Curses and prayers all cut short by the blast
of white on Elnn’s screen.

Then, except for the screeching of chair legs
on the tile floor, silence.

 


***

 


The dazzle of the briefing room fluorescents
blew out the images of the combat footage, lighting up chaos of
another kind. The men and women of Streetrr’s team, sheepish in the
extreme, picked themselves up off the floor, unwinding their limbs
from their chairs, blinking. One or two bumped heads as they
emerged from beneath the cover of the conference table like gophers
after a flash flood. A few rubbed more than a few banged knees and
elbows. Uttering more than a few curse words. These were the combat
veterans who had seen missiles in their own headsets.

Streetrr pulled a loose $10 bill from his
pocket change and held it up. “I found it, guys. Thanks for helping
me look.”

His crew let loose a group belly
laugh.

Some of the faces seemed merely glad that he
would ease the awkwardness of the moment. Others clearly
appreciated that he had thrown himself to the floor, too, proving
he was not a Do as I say, not as I do leader.

None of which could relieve Streetrr of the
distress of that video. A team just like his own. In a flash. Gone.
He didn’t feel like a comedian.. Or a leader. Just sick to the pit
of his gut.

Only three people of the dozen or so in the
room had kept seats at the missile firing. Squadron First Officer
Gajj, of course. He’d already previewed the vid.

The newbie to the team, Robntt, the medic,
nicknamed Stitch, looked around, confused. Streetrr and the team
would forgive Stitch this once. Fresh out of a government medical
training program of eight weeks then, on to SSA training of
eighteen weeks, practically still a civilian because he hadn’t gone
through the Jag Streetrr on-the-job grad school.

Third, the teenager in the lab coat. The
redhead. A damned civilian. Combat virgins all three.

Everybody else reacted as Streetrr had trained
them, either in the life and death of combat in the civil
skirmishes. Or in training when he had shot Levelers at his
bunkered team. Was that real? You never even asked the question if
you wanted on Streetrr’s team. You saw that streak, and you hit the
ground without wasting even a split second analyzing the sight.
Even now, with conventional warfare at an uneasy standstill, their
sole mission exterminating Zulu uprisings, you hit the dirt — or
the tile floor. There were still half a dozen countries in the
former North America that had both Levelers and the will to use
them with unkind intent.

If you were right about it being a Leveler,
you might survive its deadly discharge of depleted uranium
shrapnel. If you were wrong about it, the worst that could happen
was a red-face moment. Like the moment he’d just tried to rescue
his troopers from.

Streetrr slumped into his chair, sick, his
pale smile aching. Gone. Elnn, a woman he loved, the best he’d ever
trained, filled with more vitality and more raw talent than his own
aging, tiring body and mind, dead. Leaving him sick, wondering once
again.

Had he let her down? Was he that far over the
hill? Tired? Burnt out? Would a good long nap, say, six months or
so, bring him back to his old form? Or was this the last slide down
that slippery slope into the pit of quit? At the flame of his
spirit gone out?

Had his mind and body let him down? Time to
hang up the old pistol belt?

No. Those weren’t the questions. What about
that deeper question: If the Zulus could take out Elnn, a star
rising to heights he’d only dreamt of — if they could do it to her
in a tick, besides — what chance in hell did he stand?

 


***

 


Hangrr read the sickness on Streetrr’s face.
Not a bad play, Boss Man. Trying to hide the gag reflex like that.
It would take an Academy Award, you know, if they still gave the
things out, to fake your way through that.

Watching Sis, his squeeze on the side, take
the dirt nap like that. Bummer.

Streetrr always sneaking the moves on her.
He’d seen the secret hugs and handholding. Officers, man. Always
taking the best women for themselves. And women officers even
worse, not even looking at the enlisted armed servants.

The idea of Streetrr being sick brought on a
smile. Har!

Be fun to watch the Mr. Perfect Streetrr puke
his guts and eat his own vomit. Right off the lap of that sweet red
thing in white. You watch. Elnn wouldn’t even be a day-old memory
before Streetrr’d be hitting on Little Red Riding Good.
Unless.

Rage had bookmarked a few good moves, too. Red
might go for them. You know, later.

First. There was one helluva good question to
ask the Squadron First.

 


***

 


Streetrr watched Squadron First Officer Gajj
eye the team taking seats.

“When did the zippies start using
missiles?” Rage. As usual, out of order. But a good question
anyhow.

A good question ignored. “Troopers, you’ve
just seen the six minutes I promised you at the opening, six
minutes of footage from just hours ago. A new wrinkle in the
continuing mission of Special Services Activity.”

Gajj. As if he hadn’t even heard the question.
He took a pull on his bottle of water.

Some other SSA misfit of Streetrr’s, not Rage
this time, bellowed, “Assassins. You mean, State-Sponsored
Assassins.”

Gajj choked on his water . Rage laughed out
loud. Most were polite enough to look away. The troops used
State-Sponsored Assassins so often, the actual title,
euphemized to mean nothing to civilians, meant nothing to anybody
in uniform, either except REMFs, the rear echelon
mofo’s.

Streetrr’s eyes took in the redhead in the lab
coat. Not even a giggle. Not a teenager, either, after all. More
likely in her late twenties, early thirties. Still, very young. And
so earnest. He guessed she was one of the virtuous, one who
disapproved of AssassinaZion, as the SSA defined the killing
of the Zulus when they rose up now and then.

She was probably drop-dead gorgeous, too. He
wasn’t one to judge that, though, fixed as he was on redheads. A
fetish, some said. Unless a redhead was coyote ugly, she started
out beautiful in his eyes and went up the scale from there. This
one went off the charts. He guessed.

Gajj recovered his breath and his color. “Call
it a turning point in the way we fight,” he said. “Or even a
revolution.” He turned his head to cough. “No matter what you call
it, the price of poker has just gone up by a quantum measure.” And
coughed again, like getting the testicle check for a
hernia.

Streetrr shook his head. Out with it, Gajj.
Plain English. The zombies have Levelers. They don’t have to just
bite to kill us. They can shoot. They can kill from 500 meters.
Plus, they’re attacking in swarms again, heads hotter than
ever.
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