
[image: cover missing]


Table of Contents

About the Author

Also by Adam Baker

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58


Acknowledgements


About the Author

Before writing his novels, Adam Baker worked as a gravedigger and a film projectionist. Impact is his fourth horror novel.

www.facebook.com/adambakerauthor

http://darkoutpost.blogspot.com/

Find Adam on Twitter: @AdamBakerAuthor


Also by Adam Baker

Outpost

Juggernaut

Terminus


[image: Logo Missing]

[image: Logo Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2014 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Adam Baker 2014

The right of Adam Baker to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 444 75588 6

Ebook ISBN 978 1 444 75589 3

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


For Ceri


[image: Logo Missing]


1

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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