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The limo approached Vegas from the east, high speed down the interstate, kicking up a dust plume. V8 turbo roar. A marine stood in the sun roof like he was manning a gun turret. Face masked by sand goggles. Shemagh wrapped round his mouth and nose bandit style. He held an AR-15.

Frost and her companions in the passenger compartment. Zebra upholstery. Blue floor lights. Jolt and sway. Clink of bottles in the mini-bar.

One of the grunts in the driver compartment turned and leaned over the partition. Full flak and K-pot.

‘We call these trips Thunder Runs.’

‘Yeah?’

‘First journey was tough. Hotwired a Peterbilt and bulldozed our way down the nine-five, shunting vehicles aside. Hung out the side door providing cover fire. Tore up my shoulder like tenderised steak. Stuffed tissue in my ears. Had to rotate weapons in case my barrel started to melt. Long fucking day.’

Frost nodded. She looked out the smoked glass window. Bleak desert.

‘But now we got a route. A clear path in and out the city. Pedal to the metal. Don’t stop for anything or anyone.’

She nodded.

‘Mind you, it’s never pretty. Infected folk hear us and walk into the road. Don’t have the smarts to jump aside. Women, children. God awful mess. Sometimes it gets so bad we have to run the wipers.

‘That’s why we take turns to drive. Doesn’t seem fair to put it all on one guy. Sight of them hitting the fender. Sound of them going under the wheels. Preys on your mind.’

She turned her attention back out the window hoping, if she broke eye contact, the guy would shut up.

‘You don’t have to look. Guess that’s what I’m saying. When we reach the city. Might be best just to close your eyes.’

McCarran International Airport, Las Vegas.

Sentries manned the wire.

A two-man sniper team stationed in a squat watchtower. Faces striped with zinc cream like war paint. A crate of ammo and a piss-bottle. A portable sound system pumped Motörhead. Forty degree heat. Crazy boredom.

Rotted revenants, shambling skeletal things that had once been human, scrabbled at chain-link, anxious to reach aircrews they glimpsed walking between hangars and geodesic living quarters.

Scope reticules centred on a forehead. Focus/refocus. Distance-to-target calibrations.

‘Check out the fat guy,’ said Osborne.

‘Which one?’

‘Construction dude. Tool belt. Keeps looking up at the razor wire, trying to remember how to climb.’

‘Hope he doesn’t remember how to cut. If these bastards figure how to use clippers, we’re all fucked.’

Osborne set his rifle aside. He drained dregs of Cuervo Gold and hurled the bottle towards the fence. Smash of breaking glass.

He picked up his Barratt once more and rested the bipod on the planked wall of the sanger. Eye to the scope.

The infected man climbed chain-link. Shirt streaked with blood and pus, face knotted with metallic tumours.

‘Look at him. This guy’s fucking Nijinsky.’

The rotted construction worker reached razor wire. Barbs tore his flesh.

‘Give me some red tip. I want to light this fucker up.’

Standard full-metal jacket rounds swapped for a clip of incendiary cartridges.

Crank the charging handle. Cross-hairs centred on the bridge of the guy’s nose. Black eyeballs. Pitiless like a shark.

The guy hissed as if he could hear the sentries seventy-five yards distant.

Lower the cross-hairs. Centre on his open mouth.

Gunshot.

Skullburst. Head blown apart. Blood-spray and magnesium fire. The guy’s hard hat span and landed in the grass.

‘Give me a drink.’

‘All we got left is Bud.’

Tab-crack. Head thrown back.

‘Fucking piss. We need to hit the supermarkets again. Liberate some fucking cigars and shit.’

Can-crunch. Belch.

A fresh survey of the crowd pushing at the fence.

Cross-hairs centred on a young girl, couldn’t be more than seven. Ragged party dress. Metallic scalp tumours pushing through blonde hair.

‘We should hose these fuckers in aviation fuel and toss a match. Save some ammo.’

‘How many rounds we got left?’

‘Couple of days. After that we better get the hell out of Dodge.

Trenchman climbed the ladder. The shooters hurriedly threw a jacket over their beers and killed the music.

‘How’s it going, boys?’

‘Pretty good, sir,’ said Osborne.

Trenchman could smell booze-breath. He ignored it.

‘The Hummer should be with us in five, ten minutes. Cover fire, all right?’

They listened. A silent city.

Distant engine.

‘Any word when we might get out of this place, sir? Munition running low, and more of these fuckers every day, pardon my French.’

‘Twenty-four hours and we’re done with this shithole. Pack our gear and hit the road.’

‘Can I ask where we might be headed?’

‘Yet to be determined. But anywhere is better than here, right?’

‘Fuckin’ A, sir.’

‘So stay sharp. You got our backs until then.’

‘Gonna get bumpy,’ shouted the grunt.

Elevated freeway. Blurred glimpse of incinerated storefronts and wrecked automobiles. Crooked phone poles. Burning billboard for a magic show at the MGM Grand.

A swerve down the off ramp like they were heading for The Strip, then sharp left and jump the kerb into the grounds of Bali Hai Golf Club. Manicured fairways turned to meadow. They tore across the grass, spraying turf. They skid-swerved sand bunkers and an ornamental lake, flattened a couple of marker flags, whipped a dead irrigation hose. The driver ran wipers to clear mud.

‘Stay in the vehicle until we get through the gate. Gonna be plenty of shooting. Just sit tight until it’s over.’

They jolted across Vegas Boulevard and slammed through a tear in the airport’s old perimeter fence.

They headed for the inner compound. Razor wire, floodlights and watchtowers. Troops corralled like POWs.

The shooting began. Distant crackle of cover fire. Infected mown down so the compound gate could be pulled wide.

A belt-fed .50 cal opened up close by. Concussions like hammer blows. Frost covered her ears.

The limo skidded to a halt. Frost almost thrown from her seat. She gripped the stripper pole for support.

‘Remember,’ said the driver. ‘Just sit tight.’

Sporadic gunfire. Troops eradicating a bunch of infected that managed to infiltrate the compound when the gate pulled back.

A gum-smacking marine knocked on the side window. All clear.

Frost opened the door and climbed out. She shielded her eyes. Emerged from a bubble of smoked glass into brilliant sunlight. Heat radiated from baked asphalt.

‘Watch your step,’ said the grunt.

Bodies sprawled on the ground. Men, women, children, felled by precise headshots.

She kicked through scattered shell casings. Skull fragments crunched underfoot.

She looked around.

The airport terminal buildings had been abandoned to the infected. She could see deformed figures in the B Gate lounge and control tower. Atlantic arrivals. T-shirt slogans in French and German. Big-ass Nikons slung round their necks. She watched them butt themselves bloody against plate glass as they tried to reach troops milling down below. Some of the blood smeared on the windows was black and crusted. Must have been throwing themselves against the glass day and night for weeks.

Rather than defend the entire airport complex, the garrison had fenced two runways and a couple of hangars, made a temporary home in a bunch of tents and Conex containers.

Beyond that was the Vegas skyline. Burned-out casinos. The onyx pyramid of the Luxor, punctured and smouldering like it took artillery fire.

Frost was joined by Pinback, Guthrie and Early. All of them in Air Force flight suits, backpacks slung over their shoulders.

They watched a couple of grunts park a baggage train loaded with cargo pallets to reinforce the gate.

‘Anyone want to hit the town, play the slots?’ asked Guthrie.

Captain Pinback contemplated the devastated city.

‘Look upon my works, ye mighty, and despair!’ He swigged Diet Coke and crunched the can. ‘Or some such.’

The grunt stood beside Frost. He tapped a smoke from a soft pack of Marlboros and sparked a match.

‘Welcome to Vegas.’
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A Chinook flew low over the ruins of Vegas.

Hancock was strapped in a payload wall seat. The ramp was open. Fierce rotor roar. Typhoon wind. The tethered tail gunner trained his .50 cal on car-clogged streets below.

Hancock released his harness, stood and gripped cargo webbing. He looked out the porthole.

They cruised five-hundred feet above The Strip.

Wrecked casinos. Judging by school buses and ambulances clustered at each entrance, the casinos had, at some stage of the pandemic, become makeshift hospitals. Vegas residents, tourists unable to get home, all of them headed for refuge centres hoping for evacuation somewhere safe. Bedded down between the slots, the Blackjack tables, waiting for FEMA to truck in food parcels and bottled water. Must have been hell. Battery light. No air con. Dysentery, overflowing toilets, rival family groups battling over floor space and hoarded food. Then infection took hold. Screams in the dark. Panic. Stampede. Cavernous, blacked-out game floors turned to a slaughterhouse.

‘Check this,’ shouted one of the cargo marshalls. He beckoned Hancock to a starboard porthole.

He pointed at Trump International.

‘What?’

‘Look.’

A smashed window, midway up the building. Roped bed sheets, hanging down the facade of the hotel.

‘Tells a story, don’t it?’

Hancock gamed the scenario in his head. What would he have done? How could he have survived the situation?

The hotel overrun by infected residents. Bodies choking the stairwells, the corridors. Blood up the walls. Screaming, eye-gouge mayhem on every floor. And somewhere, up on thirty, some poor bastard barricaded in their room. Tough choice. Stay put in their fortified room and starve, or arm themselves with a table leg, open the door and attempt to fight their way level by level to the atrium.

Brainwave: they unlocked the door of their suite long enough to snatch a laundry cart. Spent a few hours lashing sheets together, testing knots. Then they put a chair through the window and repelled a couple of hundred feet down the exterior of the building to the parking lot.

‘Tenacious motherfucker. Hope they made it.’

Touchdown. Rotor-wash kicked up a dust storm.

Wheels settled and blades wound to a standstill.

Trenchman at the foot of the cargo ramp.

Yellow warning beacon. A vehicle slowly emerged from the dark interior of the chopper. A wide wheelbase platform big as an SUV chassis loaded with something cylindrical under tarp. No driver. Electric motor. The heavy platform slowly rolled down the loading ramp. Hancock walked by its side, operating the control handset.

‘Is that the package?’ asked Trenchman.

Hancock nodded.

‘Take me to the vault.’

They walked across a chevroned slipway towards a building signed: FIRE RESCUE. The heavy wheeled platform hummed beside them, advanced at two miles an hour, balloon tyres crunching grit.

Hancock looked around.

The runway perimeter fence, razor wire draped with shredded shirt fabric and torn flesh.

Terminal buildings, derelict and overrun.

He squinted at the watchtowers. The troops looked strung out. Mismatched fatigues. Scraggy beards.

‘Where’s your flag?’ he asked.

‘You’re shitting me, right?’

‘Military installation, Colonel. Ought to raise a flag.’

‘I’ll get right on it.’

‘Have to say, discipline seems to be an issue round here.’

‘I got forty guys, give or take, from a bunch of different units. Some are Reserve. Shit, some are navy. All of them have seen horrors. All of them have lost family. I got to protect them from infected bastards massing at the wire, and I got to protect them from themselves.’ He gestured to graves dug in the dirt by the runway. Rifle/helmet markers. ‘We average a suicide every couple of days. Know what happened last week? Two perimeter guys didn’t report for duty. Found them in their tent, heads bust open with a golf club. God knows what went down. Brains everywhere. Maybe an argument went bad and somebody flipped. Point is: one of my guys is a double murderer and there’s nothing I can do about it. That’s the kind of bullshit going on round here. Place is a goddam madhouse. Yeah, I let the boys party. Try to keep them alive, try to keep them sane. Want to write me up? Complain to my commanding officer? Good luck with that, Captain.’ He pointed to the eagle tab, the rank insignia stitched to his MARPAT field jacket. ‘In the meantime, I’m CO of this joint and I’ll run it anyway I damn please.’

Trenchman lifted a shutter and led Hancock into the empty fire house.

‘This is where they kept rescue vehicles. You want a weapon vault? This is the best we can do.’

Hancock looked around the empty chamber.

‘How many exits?’

‘There’s a side door. Chained shut. Fire escape at the back. We chained that, too.’

‘I have a couple of equipment trunks aboard the chopper. I need them brought here.’

‘Okay.’

‘I’ll need light. Any food and bedding you can muster.’

‘All right.’

‘And I need two guards outside the door at all times. No one comes in here but me, understood? Make this clear from the outset: anyone sets foot in this room without my permission, I’ll shoot them in the fucking head.’

‘Hey. I’m installation commander. I’ll provide all the assistance you need. But anything happens to my boys, you’re going to be answerable.’

‘You got orders. I got mine. Anyone fucks with the weapon, anyone fucks with the mission, I will put a bullet in their skull. Tell your men. Make it clear.’
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Trenchman showed the aircrew to their quarters. A freight container.

TRANSPACIFIC LOGISTICS.

Three bunks and a couple of chairs. Flak jackets, magazines, cross held to the wall by chewing gum.

‘Where are the previous occupants?’ asked Frost. She checked out an oil drum washstand. Basin. Mirror. Old toothbrush.

‘Dead.’

‘How?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘There aren’t enough bunks,’ said Guthrie.

‘You won’t be staying long. This is just a place to drop your bags and freshen up. We got MREs, if you’re hungry.’

‘Like a fucking oven in here.’

‘We got plenty of bottled water.’

‘Anything refrigerated?’

Trenchman gestured around him.

‘This entire camp is for your benefit. Remember that. None of us chose to be here. We annexed the airport, secured this section of runway so you folks could complete your mission. You ought to be flying from Nellis, but it’s out of action. Don’t know why. Biggest Air Force base in the region. But some major shit went down, place is overrun, so instead we got to hold this shitty runway so you folks have the distance to take off.’

He checked his watch.

‘Sundown. We aim to get you in the air before morning. Soon as you return, we pack our shit and haul ass out of here. Let those infected fucks take the compound. Welcome to it.’

‘Where will you go?’

Trenchman shrugged.

‘The war is over. We lost. Earth belongs to the virus. Personally, I aim to find somewhere remote and hold out as long as I can. You folks do as you please.’

Sundown.

They crossed a slipway to hangar seven.

Trenchman fired up a diesel generator wired to an external junction box.

‘We keep the hangar doors closed,’ he explained. ‘Try to stay out of sight much as possible. Don’t want to agitate prowlers out there beyond the wire.’

He opened a side door and let them inside.

Cavernous dark. Pungent stink of aviation fuel.

‘Hold on,’ said Trenchman. His voice echoed.

He threw a wall-mounted knife switch. Arc lights bolted to high roof girders flared to life.

A gargantuan plane filled the hangar. A slate grey B-52. Hulking airframe, wide wingspan, almost as big as a 747.

‘Liberty Bell. Flown down from Alaska. Spent her twilight years flying stand-off patrols, edge of Russian airspace.’

‘What happened to the original crew?’

‘They went over the wire a couple of weeks back. Happens now and again. Couple of guys get together, figure they stand a better chance on their own. Desertion, I guess. Not that anyone gives a shit. If a bunch of them walk out the front gate, what am I going to do? Shoot them in the back?’

Captain Pinback gestured to the plane:

‘What kind of condition is she in?’

‘We got a Crew Chief. Used to maintain AWACS. Says she’s not in great shape, but it’s not like you’re taking her on a long-haul flight. All she has to do is stay airborne long enough to deliver the package.’

Pinback walked across the hangar. Echoing bootfalls. He approached the nose of the plane, looked up at the flight deck windows. He patted the hull.

‘How long to get her ready?’ asked Trenchman.

Pinback shrugged.

‘Couple of hours for a walk-around. Check her out, kick the tyres. Hour to finish fuelling. Hour or two to load and secure the missile. I’d say wheels up some time around two a.m.’

Pre-flight inspection. Frost and Pinback watched the Chief and his team conduct a nose-to-tail survey.

The names of absent airmen stencilled beneath the cockpit windows:

EMERSON

BLAIR

WALTON

KHODCHENKOVA

TRAINOR

It made Frost feel sorry for the abandoned plane, as if the half-billion dollar war machine had been orphaned.

A three-cable hitch to a power car supplied 205v AC/24v DC.

A fuel truck parked by the wing, hose hitched to a roof valve set in the fuselage spine, just back from the flight deck. Salute and wave for grunts pumping JP8 into the tanks.

The main gear bogies: four balloon tyres on white aluminium hubs, chocked, supporting thick hydraulic actuators.

The Chief knelt and checked tyre pressure.

He moved on and worked through his checklist:

Hydraulic reservoirs.

Accumulator pressure.

Moisture drains.

Pitot survey.

Shuttle valves.

Wing surfaces.

Engine intake/duct plugs removed.

All panels and doors closed and secure.

Frost glanced up into a gear well. She reached up and ran a finger across the hatch. Fingertip black with dust and grime.

‘She’s dying of neglect, sir. Hasn’t been serviced in a long while.’

‘Airworthy?’

‘Barely. A junker. There are wrecks lined up in Arizona boneyards in better condition than this.’

Pinback shrugged.

‘Single sortie. There and back. That’s all she has to do.’

They walked beneath the port wing. Huge engine nacelles, each containing two Pratt & Whitney turbofans. Wide intakes. Fanned turbine blades.

Frost traced a rivet seam with her finger.

‘Corrosion.’

‘Not as much as I anticipated.’

‘Yeah, but what can’t we see?’

They walked the length of the plane.

The bomb bay doors.

The vast vulpine tail.

‘What do you reckon, old girl?’ said Pinback, addressing the aircraft. ‘Want to put on your war paint one last time?’

Briefing.

The hangar office. Frost set metal chairs in a semicircle, encounter group-style. Hancock dragged them to face front, reasserting traditional hierarchy.

Geodetic data, National Recon topographical maps and satellite images pinned to a noticeboard.

Trenchman polished thick-framed Air Force reg glasses.

‘Simple enough mission. Proceed to the drop point. Launch the package. Fly home. Approximately four-hour flight time.

‘Why us?’ asked Pinback. ‘Plenty of delivery systems. Pop a Tomahawk from offshore.’

‘Tactical strike,’ said Hancock. He sat apart from the aircrew, arms folded, aviator shades. ‘Plenty of ships equipped to throw an H bomb big enough to leave a mile-deep crater. But we don’t want to fry southern California. Just want to take out the target, clean and precise.’

‘But why Liberty Bell? She was a beautiful bird, back in the day. But right now she’s fit for a wrecker’s yard.’

‘Little choice. Original plan was to use a Minuteman RV to deliver the mail. 44th Missile Wing out in Dakota. They tried to fire up a mothballed silo, but the place got overrun before they could launch. You know the score. The world is falling apart. We have to adapt. Use what we can find.’

‘B-2s?’

‘Otherwise engaged.’

‘Subs?’

‘Lost communication. They must be out there, somewhere, under autonomous control.’

Pinback leaned forwards and peered at sat photos. A desert mountain range. Sedimentary rock. Rippling contours. Peaks, mesas, ravines.

‘What’s the target?’

‘Classified. The missile will make the final leg of the journey on its own. You won’t even see the aim point. All you have to do is confirm detonation, then return to base.’

‘What kind of bang are we talking about?’

‘Ten kilotons. Like I say: weapon release fifteen minutes from target. Just take position and watch the show.’

Trenchman turned to Frost.

‘You’re the radar nav, right?’

‘Yeah.’

He handed Frost a plastic disk on a lanyard.

‘Old school authorisation protocol. Dual key, all the way.’

Frost turned the disk in her hand.

‘The arm code?’

Trenchman nodded.

‘Captain Hancock holds the other one. Two minutes from the drop point, you will contact me for final authorisation to proceed. Once you’ve got the Go, your EWO will arm the weapon. Load both codes. Then you’re hot to trot.’

Hancock looked around at sombre faces.

‘Hey. First folks to drop an atomic weapon on US soil in anger. We’re about to make history.’
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Trenchman activated the hangar door controls. Motor whine. Clatter of drum-chain. The doors parted, splitting a huge Delta Airlines logo in half. They slowly slid back, revealing the floodlit aircraft.

Light spilled across the slipway. Low moan from darkness beyond the perimeter fence. Infected wrenched and tore at the chain-link, agitated by the sight of light and movement. Some of them started to climb the fence. Gunshots from the watchtowers. Snipers momentarily lit by muzzle flash, eyes to the scope. Rotted bodies fell from the wire, decapitated by .50 cal rounds. They hit the ground, and were immediately trampled underfoot.

Osborne:

‘Hey, Colonel.’

Trenchman unhooked his radio.

‘Go ahead.’

‘Neighbours are getting mighty restless, sir. Need that plane in the air, soon as practicable.’

‘Roger that.’

Hancock rolled the weapon platform into the hangar on silent wheels. Two sentries paced behind the electric truck.

Pinback watched as he parked the truck behind the wing, flush with the plane’s fuselage.

‘Give me a hand.’

Pinback helped Hancock unrope the tarp and pull it clear.

First sight of the weapon. AGM-129 ACM. Twenty feet long. One and a half tons. Porcelain white. Forward-sweeping fins.

Hancock released canvas retaining straps.

‘Better stand back.’

He adjusted the handset. The carriage wheels swivelled ninety degrees. The weapon truck slowly slid beneath the plane, easing to a halt beneath the open bomb bay doors.

Hancock ducked beneath the doors and looked up into the payload compartment. Frost stood on a narrow walkway looking down on him.

‘Ten kilotons.’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Hiroshima, give or take.’

‘You’ve done your sums, right? We won’t get blasted out the sky?’

‘We’ll be fifteen minutes clear. Close enough for a grandstand view. Thermonuclear detonation, up close and personal. Not many folk get the privilege.’

He activated brakes. Steel feet extended and anchored the weapon platform to the hangar floor.

He pressed RAISE. Hydraulic rams began to lift the massive weapon into the belly of the plane.

The flight deck.

Pinback ducked beneath overhead control panels and lowered himself into the pilot seat. He secured the five-point harness.

Interior inspection. He checked avionic presets.

‘Battery start.’

The external AC cart was disconnected and rolled clear. Thumbs up from the crew chief.

‘All yours.’

Aircraft on internal power.

Trim check. Another thumbs up from the chief. He disconnected his external headset and stepped clear.

Pinback:

‘All right. Engine start.’

Ground crew wearing heavy ear defenders fired up the start-cart. Air injected at 30 psi kicked engine pod two into life. Engines three and four boosted the other turbofans to motion.

‘Starting one, starting two …’

Throttles to Idle. Check rpms.

A shudder ran through the plane. Escalating jet roar.

Start-cart rolled clear.

Chocks removed.

Clearance to taxi.

The lower cabin.

Frost secured the floor hatch and replaced the deck cover.

She strapped herself into the radar nav chair. She secured her helmet, jacked her oxygen feed and radio. She loaded cryptographic presets, slotted a data transfer cartridge and uploaded flight data.

It would be a quiet journey. Noble, the Electronic Warfare Officer, would have little to do. There would be no air contacts, no acquisition lock from enemy radar. They would fly through empty skies. Drum his fingers until the final moments when he would confirm authorisation to deploy, call the countdown, then hit WPN REL. The missile would drop from the payload bay. Boosters would fire and the ALCM would begin its journey, skimming the dunes at Mach zero-point-five. Liberty Bell would circle at safe distance and wait for the blast.

Ten kilotons. A mix of dread and exhilaration.

Guthrie leant close, conspiratorial:

‘What do think?’ he asked, gesturing up the ladderwell to the flight deck.

‘Hancock? A true believer. A zealot and an asshole.’

Frost took gum from her mouth and glued her lucky coin to the console. She secured her oxygen mask and adjusted her harness.

Flaps lowered. Brakes released.

‘Let’s roll her out the barn.’

Pinback eased the throttles forwards.

The massive B-52 slowly rolled from the hangar out onto the floodlit chevrons of the slipway.

They followed lead-on lights to the runway. Slow taxi to the head of 19R.

The plane jinked starboard, aligned itself on the threshold, facing the nine-thousand foot strip.

Pinback secured his oxygen hose and mask. He jacked the interphone cable.

‘Trench. You copy?’

‘Ten-four.’

‘Hit the lights.’

Runway lamps, centre line and edge. Brilliant white. A wide boulevard stretching to vanishing point.

First time Pinback had seen the perimeter fence from an elevated perspective. Hundreds of infected butting the wire.

‘Jesus Christ. They can’t hold them back much longer.’

‘Not our problem,’ said Hancock. He checked output dials. ‘EPR good.’

‘Ejector seat arm.’

‘Ejector seat arm. You have the plane.’

‘Time to hit the road.’

Pinback gripped the throttle levers and eased them forwards. Airspeed indicator crept from zero.

Increasing thrust. Pressed back in their seats by acceleration. Engine rumble rising to an earthquake jet-roar.

Hancock:

‘… Twenty knots. Thirty …’

Pinback glanced down at the central alert panel. Winking red light.

‘Intermittent fuel warning on three.’

The warning light shut off.

‘Cleared,’ said Hancock.

‘I’m calling abort. We need to put her back in the hangar and check it out.’

‘Negative. You will fly the plane.’

‘I’m ranking AC.’

‘And I have tactical command. The warning has cleared. You will get this bird in the air and complete the mission.’

Heading for the end lights and stopway. Moment of decision. Pinback increased thrust.

‘… sixty, sixty five …’

Airspeed clocked seventy.

He eased back the control column.

Nose up.

Wheels left asphalt.

They took to the sky.
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Frost woke face down in sand.

Her field of vision: a gloved hand viewed through the amber tint of her visor. A Nomex gauntlet. Seams, strap cuffs, and her, alive, looking at it.

She rolled onto her shoulder.

Dunes rippled heat.

She fumbled the sweat-slicked silicone of her oxygen mask and released the latch. She pulled off her helmet and threw it aside. It rolled. The airhose snaked in the dust.

Fierce sun. Blue sky. She shielded her eyes from the glare.

‘Hey.’

Silence.

‘Yo. Anyone?’

Nothing.

She patted herself down, ran fingers through her hair and checked her scalp for blood.

Typical injuries a person could expect to sustain during the 12g-force of ejection: bust ankles, concussion, compressed spine.

She tried to sit forwards. Shock of pain.

‘Motherfuck.’

Her right leg. A sudden wave of dizziness and nausea.

She lay back, panting for breath. She was tempted to unlace her boot, slit her pant leg, probe her ankle and shin for broken bone. But if she unstrapped the injury, pain and swelling might render her immobile.

‘Hey. Anyone?’

Sudden wrench. Hauled backwards six feet. She scrabbled at the parachute harness and flipped the canopy release. Nylon billowed and pulled tangled chute cord beyond the lip of a high dune.

She shrugged off the harness.

A morphine auto-injector pen in the sleeve pocket of her flight suit. She popped the cap, stabbed the needle into her thigh and delivered a 15mg shot.

Warm bliss diffused through her veins.

Her survival vest: nylon pouches slung on a mesh yoke.

She took out a PRQ-7 CSEL radio and pulled it from a protective plastic sleeve. She extended the antenna and maxed the volume.

‘This is Lieutenant Frost, US-B52 Liberty Bell, anyone copy, over?’

No response.

‘Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. This is Lieutenant Frost, United States Air Force, navigator tail MT66 broadcasting on SAR, anyone copy?’

She was transmitting on the standard military Search and Rescue frequency. The mid-watch radioman back at the Vegas compound should be on air demanding comsec validation: her day-word and a digit from her authentication number.

Nothing.

She cupped a hand over the screen to shield it from glare.

GPS hung at ACQUIRING SIGNAL. All base stations returned NO COMMS.

She shut off the radio to conserve power.

She unwrapped a stubby marine flare. She flipped the striker and tossed the pyro.

She lay back and watched red smoke curl into a cloudless sky.

Crawling up a steep gradient on hands and knees. Her lame leg gouged a trench.

She crested a dune. She shielded her eyes.

A rippling sandscape stretched to the horizon. Primal nothing, like something out of dreams. It was as if she had turned inwards and was traversing her own deep cortical terrain, a race memory bequeathed by early hominids. The hunt: tracking prey across sun-baked, sub-Saharan wilderness, spear in hand.

She checked her sleeve pocket. Two more morphine shots.

Somewhere among the dunes lay the slate-grey wreckage of Liberty Bell. A UHF beacon bedded in the debris transmitting a homing tocsin on 121 and 243 MHz.

Somewhere, in the Vegas garrison, a radioman would pick up the distress signal. Trenchman would call Flight Quarters. Alert 60. He would assemble a TRAP squad and order immediate scramble. The team would strap their vests, buckle helmets, distribute live ammo. The Chinook would be marshalled out of the hangar. Strap in, spin up, head west tracking their beacon. Touch down at the crash site, rotors kicking up a storm. The squad would descend the loading ramp. They would cut the twisted fuselage with oxy-acetylene gear, slice open the belly of the aircraft, suit up and take Geiger readings before entering the payload bay to retrieve the warhead. Finally they would fry sensitive electronics with thermite grenades, and begin a radial search for survivors. Scan the dunes for the six personnel that ejected from the craft.

She checked her watch. Chipped bezel, smashed face, hands jammed at the moment of egress: four-ten.

She unbuckled the watch and threw it away.

Sun high overhead. Merciless heat.

She peeled off her gloves and tucked them in a pocket. She unclipped her survival vest, unzipped her flight suit and tied the sleeves round her waist. An olive-drab T-shirt blotched with sweat.

Her face was glazed with perspiration. Half-remembered advice from survival school, Thompson Falls, Montana. Her instructor, Major Coplin: ‘Don’t towel sweat. It has a function. Let perspiration cool your skin by slow evaporation.’

She should have retained the parachute. Used it to make a headdress. Hung it for shade.

She spoke, just to break the awful silence:

‘Get it together, bitch. Don’t let morphine mess your thoughts.’

The chute lay a hundred yards distant, pasted to the side of a dune.

Best move before analgesia wore off.

She slung the survival vest round her shoulders and began to crawl.

A journey out of nightmares. Fingers raked mineral dust. Massive muscular effort to advance a single inch.

Steep gradients. Sliding sand. Every time she stopped for breath she began to lose ground.

She paused at the top of each dune and sat a while, raised her head greedy for any kind of breeze.

An ass-skid descent. She spread her arms to slow her slide. An uncontrolled tumble might rip open her fractured leg. Jagged bone could tear through skin. Turn a painful injury into a life-threatening crisis. She would quickly bleed out, fresh arterial blood soaking into sand as she struggled to push flaps of wet muscle back into her calf and choke the wound with a boot-lace tourniquet.

She crawled the steep gradient on her belly and dug deep with her hands like she was swimming through dust.

She hauled herself to the crest.

The chute was gone.

She looked around. The breeze had dragged the parachute a quarter mile distant, far out of reach.

‘Christ.’

She lay in the sand awhile, head in the dust, robbed of strength by an enervating wave of defeat.

Fierce, unwavering sun.

She galvanised heavy limbs, took off her T-shirt, draped it over her head and shoulders. The sweat-sodden cotton burned dry in seconds, leaving salt rime at the seams. The sun seared her bare back.

She unzipped a vest pocket. Three small water sachets bound by a rubber band. Vinyl envelopes of vacuum-sealed liquid squirmed between her fingers. She ran her tongue over parched lips. She gripped a tear-tab, fought the urge to rip open a packet, throw back her head and suck it dry. Three hundred and seventy-five millimetres in total. Best conserve liquid as long as possible. She rezipped the pocket.

She shielded her eyes and scanned the horizon. Distant mountains veiled by heat haze. Venusian peaks. Cliffs, buttes and mesas, insubstantial as cloud. Might be the Panamint Range. The plane was on target approach when the engines crapped out. Seven minutes from the drop, crew psyching themselves to launch the ALCM. Which put her somewhere in Death Valley and a long way from help.

No smoke plume. No sign of wreckage.

She cupped her hands. Loud as she could:

‘Pinback? Guthrie?’

She held her breath, listened hard.

‘Hello? Can anyone hear me?’

Silence.

She thought back to her final moments aboard the B-52. The plane tearing itself apart. Thick smoke. Shudder and jolt. Flickering cabin lights. Shrill stall warnings, Master Caution and ENGINE FIRE panel alerts. Frantic chatter over the interphone as Pinback and Hancock fought to save the plane:

‘Two’s down. Shutting crossfeeds.’

‘We need to put her on the deck.’

‘No time. Give me more thrust.’

‘That’s all she’s got.’

‘Nose up. Nose up.’

‘Power warning on Four. Wild RPMs. We’re losing her.’

‘Restart.’

‘Nothing. No response.’

‘Full shut down and restart.’

‘Negative. She’s not spooling.’

‘Hit the ignition override.’

‘She’s stone dead. Time to call it.’

‘One more go. Come on, girl. Give me some lift.’

‘Losing airspeed. Can’t keep the nose. I’m getting hydraulic failure. Oil pressure is dropping through the floor. I got red lights all over.’

Momentary pause. Pinback running options, trying to figure some way to save the plane.

‘All right. That’s it. She’s going down. Out of here, guys. Eject, eject, eject.’

The crew punched out one by one as the plane slowed to a fatal stall. Tripped their ejector seats before the crushing g-force of a nosedive froze them in their chairs. They adopted the posture: elbows tight, back straight, then wrenched the trigger handle between their legs. Hatches blew, rockets fired. Pilots through the roof, navigators through the floor. They must have landed miles apart.

Channel select from Guard to Alpha.

‘This is Frost anyone copy, over?’

NO SIG.

‘Pinback? Early? Anyone out there, over?’

NO SIG.

‘Come on, guys. Sound off.’

No response.

She set the handset to Acquisition, held it up and watched numerals flicker as it scanned wavebands.

Nothing. No military traffic, no civilian.

Sudden signal spike. A weak analogue broadcast. She held the handset at arm’s length, swung it three-sixty and tried to get a lock.

FM interference replaced by Hendrix. Churning guitar reverb floated across the dunes. ‘The Star Spangled Banner’. Woodstock. Face-paint peace signs. Get Out of Nam. The ghost of old wars.

A voice cut in. Click of a pre-recorded message interrupting the transmission:

‘You’re listening to Classic Rock, Barstow. We have suspended our normal programming at this time as part of the National Emergency Broadcast System. Please stay tuned for important updates and announcements by Federal Authorities regarding current quarantine regulations and refuge centres in your area. Remember, it is your responsibility to stay informed.’

Another snatch of improv feedback.

Click. ‘You’re listening to Classic Rock, Barstow. We have suspended our normal programming at this time as part of the National Emergency Broadcast System …’

She checked battery levels and switched the handset to transponder mode. The screen flashed BEACON to let her know a homing signal was broadcasting on SARSAT 406.025 MHz.

The sun was getting high overhead. Several hours must have elapsed since Liberty Bell went down. The Vegas garrison would have been manning their comms gear, waiting for the B-52 to confirm target strike. Instead, the plane was out of contact and long overdue. Trenchman should have scrambled a TRAP team a while back. Fired up the Chinook and sent it west. She should be back at the compound by now, lying in a bunk, leg in fresh plaster, sipping Coke through a straw.

Pang of pure grief for all the times she took air con and ice cubes for granted.

Insidious thought:

The boys back at Vegas have a single chopper. They need it. They won’t send it into deep desert to search for a downed plane.

She told herself to shape up.

Hold it together. They won’t abandon you. They won’t leave seven guys to die of thirst in the desert. And they sure as hell won’t forget the warhead.

She inspected her weapon. A 9mm Beretta with a twelve-round clip slung beneath her left armpit in a passive retention holster. She blew dust from the pistol. Function check: she shucked the slide. She dug a plastic bag from her survival vest, wrapped the gun and returned it to her shoulder holster.

This is not adversity. This is not your Great Test. You’ve got a bust leg and you need a drink. Improvise. Adapt. Overcome.

A fierce struggle to stand upright. She balanced on her good leg and looked around at surrounding dunes.

An impact crater fifty yards to her left.

She crawled on hands and knees.

She slid into the bowl-depression and dug. She excavated a heavy nylon pack. The ejector seat survival kit. The pack had been strapped beneath her chair and released by barometric trigger as she plummeted to earth.

She brushed sand from rip-stop fabric and pulled zippers.

Emergency gear packed for patrol over the pack ice and sub-zero waters of the Bering Sea.

A life raft and a plastic oar.

An Arctic immersion suit.

Woollen mittens.

A woollen hat.

‘Fucking sweet.’

She rubbed her eyes. Merciless glare. Forearms already cooked red. Couple more hours in the sun would inflict first degree burns. Weeping blisters. Peeling skin.

The guys back in Vegas had looted plenty of supplies from abandoned supermarkets. Cans, water, cigarettes, pharmacy shelves swept clean. She wished they had had the foresight to snatch some high factor sun cream.

She took out the life raft. Rip cord. Gas-roar. Tight-packed polyurethane plumped and unkinked as buoyancy chambers filled with CO2.

A black one-person raft with a low tent canopy.

Frost dragged the raft to the crest of a dune, oriented it to catch the near-imperceptible breeze, then climbed inside, glad to be out of direct sunlight.

She drowsed in the shade, choosing to conserve sweat until the noonday heat began to abate.

She closed her eyes and breathed slow, worked to induce sleep. No sound but the oceanic diastole/systole surge of pulsing blood vessels in her ear canal.

She felt the raft buoyed by swells. She heard waves lap the side of the boat.

She slept, and dreamed she was adrift on a vast, moonlit sea.
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Adrift on a storm-lashed ocean. The blackest night. Driving rain. The raft rode thunderous, titanic swells. She gripped the side of the boat, tried to stabilise the roll, braced for the inevitable capsize.

She jolted awake and shook off heart-pounding delirium. She wiped sweat from her eyes, licked parched lips.

She pulled back the raft canopy.

Mute desert. Cruel, unrelenting light.

She tried the radio. Hendrix and the Emergency Broadcast announcement.

She pictured the deserted streets of Barstow.

Crow-pecked bodies and burned out cars. A dead neon pole sign: Classic Rock FM. An edge-of-town office with a sixty-foot mast.

The abandoned studio running on back-up power. Scattered papers and toppled chairs.

An unmanned production desk: preset sliders and twitching output needles.

An empty sound booth.

‘… We have suspended our normal programming at this time as part of the National Emergency Broadcast System. Please stay tuned for important updates …’

The looped transmission would run until power failed, console lights flickered dark, and Jimi was abruptly silenced.

Selector to BEACON. She set the radio aside.

She flexed her leg. Intense jolt, like a high-voltage shock.

‘Jesus fuck.’

She lay back, waiting for the agony to subside. Pulsing pain, like someone driving a nail into her flesh.

A second morphine shot. Stab. Press.

She closed her eyes and rode a warm rush of well-being. Slow, shivering exhalation.

She tossed the hypo in the sand.

She tore the corner of a water sachet and sucked it dry. She had left her survival vest outside the tented raft. The sachets had cooked in the sun. Hot like fresh brewed coffee.

She ripped open the empty pack and licked residual drops of moisture from the plastic.

The sun had moved from its zenith. Shadows lengthened and coagulated in the depressions between dunes.

She wanted to hear the heavy beat of chopper blades. She wanted to look up and see the belly of a descending Chinook fill the sky.

She reached down and unlaced. A swollen foot prised from her boot. Gym sock peeled away, fraction at a time, teeth clenched against the pain.

She gently rolled the right leg of her flight suit. Her foot and calf were swollen, skin livid and stretched tight. She caressed her shin, traced her tibia with the tip of an index finger, gently probed for some kind of subcutaneous ridge that might indicate splintered bone. Nothing. Maybe her leg had suffered a hairline fracture rather than an emphatic break. Or maybe her leg was intact. Maybe she had suffered some kind of catastrophic sprain that would subside in a couple of days.

She gripped her ankle and checked for a tibial pulse. She flexed her toes. Still got circulation. Still got feeling.

She eased the sock back over her foot. She slid her foot into the boot, barked with pain as she pulled laces taut.

A plastic oar. She broke it over her good knee, and tossed the paddle.

She snapped the shaft in two.

Nylon cord ran around the lip of the raft. A handhold to help a downed airman pull himself into the boat.

She sliced the cord with her knife.

An improvised splint: oar sections either side of her injured shin, lashed in place with nylon cord. Snorts of discomfort turned to a thin, growling scream by the time she tied the final knot.

She punched the vinyl floor of the boat, lay and tried to get her breathing under control.

Fuck self-pity. Injured leg. Fleeting. Inconsequential.

She closed her eyes and stroked the Ranger emblem stamped on the leather sheath of her knife.

Injured leg. An inconvenience, nothing more.

She limped across dunes. She paused for a compass bearing. Flipped the lid of the lensatic, watched the liquid-damped needle swing and settle. Maintaining steady progress north. She snapped the case shut.

Backward glance. A trail of footprints. The raft was a distant dot.

Maybe if she covered a few miles she could raise someone on the CSEL. If she couldn’t bounce a signal off a satellite, if the MILSTAR network were down, NCASEC and TACAMO off air, she would have to coax an unboosted analogue transmission across the mountains to habitation. Tough job. Distant crags were marbled with uranium ore radiating magnetic anomalies that could potentially jam a radio signal.

OEBPS/images/ch003.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch005.jpg
©
w
o
z
<
(=]






OEBPS/images/titleimg.jpg
IMPACT

ADAM BAKER





OEBPS/images/ch004.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch002.jpg
WARNING
Military Installation

It is unlawful to enter this installation without

written permission from the installation commander.

Soc 21, Intornal Security Act 1950; 50 U.S.C. 797

While on this property all personnel are subject to search.

USE OF DEADLY FORCE
AUTHORISED





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘THERE'S NO DENYING THE
STRENGTH or BAKER'S PROSE’

SFX MAGAZINE

ADAM BAKER





OEBPS/images/ch001.jpg
(.A\UTI()\

ooooooooo

EXPLOSIVE BOLTS





OEBPS/images/ch006.jpg
USAF Crewman Survival Vest

(Contents vary depending on theatre of operation.)

Ultimte Survival Technologies “Air Ace’ Survival Vest

Fenix B35 Flashlight (CRIZ3A x2)
Marine WKI24 Signal Flares x2
Geyojet Flare Fen with 7 Flares

Petzl pixa headlamp

Boeing CSEL Radio

15-2000 Xenon strobe with IR filter

Hydrex 4.227 Fluid Ounce vater sachets x3
G1 Lensatic Conpass

Stgnal mirror

Canoutlage tace paint

Wool hat and gloves

Matestool

sponge.

Tourniguet strap

First Ald Kit -fishing kit, surgical closure, adnesive
bandage, gauze bandage, toelettes, wire saw, razor, insect
net, soap, matches, water purification tablets, energy bar.

Survival Evasion and Recovery Nansal

9 Becetta (Smm parabellum, 15 round clip.)






