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THE SPOTLIGHT WASCOMING TOWARD THEM
"Captain Hilton!"

The volume was deafening, close to pain level. Jm clapped his hands over his
ears, wincing from the roaring voice, booming and unrecognizable, battering the
SEenses.

"Captain Hilton and the crew of the Aquila! Anyone know about Operation
Tempest? Show yourselves." The Chinook was about two hundred yards away,
to the north of the ghost town, hovering over a maze of dry ravines.

"Sorry we're aday late on the rendezvous here... tech problems. Come on out,
folks. Okay, we got you on the scanners."

Now the blinding light had located them, sucking them into a cone of brightness
so powerful it almost felt like being suffocated in aforce field.

Jm Hilton held his breath, feeling like afly trapped in amber. He was aware of
Sly Romero screaming in terror.

Then above it all, the noise of gunfire.
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PROLOGUE

Captain James Hilton, lately the commander of the United States Space V essel
Aquila, started down the sunlit main street of the abandoned ghost town of
Calico, Cdlifornia.

There was the dazzle of the chromed hood of the sleek silver Mercedes sports
car parked near the open front of what had once been a popular gift shop. Mica
wind chimes still tinkled in the light breeze, and he could just taste the faint,
elusive flavor of pifion pine candles.

There were five bullet holes in the car, not counting the smashed windshield.
The nearside fender was crumpled and smeared with brown, drying blood. One
of the double headlights was gone, and Jim could still make out the macabre
hank of blond-haired scalp that dangled from the socket.

The rough surface of the old picnic table in front of him felt warm to the touch.
He glanced at the sky, seeing it was cloudless from east to west.

It was November 15, 2040, the date and the place that Zelig had warned them to
attend.

He looked around, seeing what changes the past seven eventful weeks had
wrought in his command. Mentally he ticked off the names of the crew, finding
to his dismay that some of the faces had already blurred.

Dr. Bob Rogers from Topeka, dead in his cryo-capsule.
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Mike Man, the best chess player that JJm had ever known, dead in the landing
crash.

Marcey Cording, the Aquila's number two, decapitated.
Ryan O'Keefe, their psychiatrist, also dead at Stevenson Base.

Jed Herne, shot by a sniper not far from San Francisco, his death described to
them all by Jeff Thomas that morning.

Pete Turner and Henderson "Mac" McGill, both missing, believed killed. Their
planned trip up to New England had been the longest and the most dangerous.
Mac's loss was about the hardest to bear of the seven dead or lost.

Then there were the survivors from the Aquila.

Himself.

Steve Romero and Kyle Lynch, who'd left together and returned together.
Jeff Thomas, beating the odds to return to Calico.

And Carrie Princip, who'd been such avital support for Jm through the past
seven weeks.

Down to seven from twelve.
But they also had some additions.

Hilton's own daughter, Heather, eleven years old. She was sitting on the porch of
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what used to be the house of the town's schoolteacher, playing a game with a
handful of quartz pebbles along with ever-smiling Sly Romero. The boy was
about eighteen, but he acted more like ten. His round, gentle face turned toward
Jim, and the boy waved a soft hand.

Jm waved back, then turned his head to the north, where the ground rose
steeply, close by the remains of an old mining railway. He felt the woman before
he saw her, conscious of the intensity of her gaze.

The enigmatic Nanci Simms, immaculate in her khaki pantsuit and polished
boots, stood on the ridge and stared at him.

There were some questions there. Jeff had come in with the sixty-year-old
stranger, but he hadn't talked much about her. Jim Hilton reckoned the questions
could wait awhile.

There was no sign of Zelig, no sign of anyone moving as far as the eye could
see. Just the ocher expanse of the desert, stretching away, unchanged and eternal.
But the dried shards of sagebrush and mesquite still showed in the distance,
carrying the scarlet tint of the lethal plant cancer that had ravaged Earth while
the Aquila was on its mission. It had caused the deaths of tens of millions of the
planet's population, changing life forever. Jim sighed. "What now?" he said.

Chapter One

The pile of paper advertised the Barstow Film Festival: February 1st Thru 10th,
2040.
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Jm Hilton browsed quickly through the list of vids and movies that were
scheduled. A few names he recognized, and afew more he didn't. A
retrospective season of Peckinpah's best, aswell as anew print of the cult classic
Repo Man, including six minutes of never-shown footage and arare candid
interview with the director, an eighty-five-year-old Englishman called Alex Cox.
He was also the guest of honor at the festival.

The other side of the flyer was clear, except for afew lines about a special late
addition: The Best There Ever Was—The Films of Harry Dean Stanton.

"Him I've heard of ," muttered Jim.

It had occurred to him that some sort of alog or ajournal might not be a bad
idea, something to set down arecord for anyone coming after. There was a
pencil in the desk, and he took one of the sheets of dry, dusty paper and began to
write.

THE UNITED STATES Space Vessal Aquila, under his command, had been out
on atwo-year deep-dark mission. When the crew had been brought back out of
cryosleep prior to landing, it had been to find a changed world, aworld ravaged
by the plant cancer known as "Earthblood," which had destroyed all plant life
across the planet in a matter of months.

When the plants died, the animals and birds and fish died. And then the people.
Cities were boneyards where only ghouls now lived. Towns were abandoned to

the flourishing scavengers like the coyotes and the vultures.
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Small communities either vanished or became armed camps of gun-hungry
vigilantes.

| went up to my old house in Hollywood with Carrie Princip. She was second
navigator on the Aquila. Found my wife and one of my twin girls dead. Brought
Heather back here to Calico.

Jim reached for a new piece of paper, wondering idly if the Barstow Film
Festival had ever taken place, guessing that the ecodisaster would have struck
too quickly.

Steve Romero and Kyle Lynch went off together, up to Colorado. Steve was the
radio honcho. Kyle, the only black in the crew, was chief navigator. They came
back safely with Steve's boy, Sly. Nice kid, with Down's syndrome.

That covered six of the eight.

Outside, through the shattered glass of a side window, Jim could see Jeff
Thomas walking with Nanci Simms. The West American had paid millions of
dollarsto get their star journalist on board the mission. Now Jeff had the greatest
scoop in history but no newspaper to write for. No newspapers anywhere, except
for the ragged pages that were blowing in the wind.

Jeff had gone out toward San Francisco along with Jed Herne, the ship's
electronics expert. Jed had also played free safety for the New Y ork Giants
before a bad knee injury finished his career.

Now he was dead, shot by a sniper.

That was what Jeff Thomas had told Jim Hilton when he arrived in the old ghost
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town.

Jm wrote, "Jed Herne, killed on the way to San Francisco. By rifleman." Then
he drew a question mark and circled it.

Jefferson Lee Thomas. After the disastrous crash landing of the Aquila back in
Nevada at Stevenson, he'd weighed a pudgy one-sixty-five. Now he'd slimmed
down to around one-fifty.

Arrogant and argumentative, he'd not been the most popular crew member, but
now there was something different about the twenty-four-year-old. Something at
the corners of his eyeswhen he'd been telling Jim and the other survivors about
the murder of Jed Herne.

"Heard the crack, then Jed went down. Clean through the head. Didn't say a
word. Never saw the man who shot him. One moment he's walking along with
me, then he's flat on his back, staring up at the sun with sightless eyes."

Only problem was, Jim had heard him telling Steve Romero that they'd both
been on mountain bikes and that the killer had been araggedy old man with
white hair.

He thoughtfully circled the question mark again with the blunt stub of pencil.
The last name was Nanci Simms.

Though she was open and pleasant and obviously extremely tough and resilient,
she had an oddly guarded, impenetrable quality.

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%20map/James¥20A x] er%20-%20Earthbl 00d%2002%20-%20Deep%20Trek.html (9 of 292)16-2-2006 16:55:07



Axler, James - Earth Blood 02 - Deep Trek.htm

She looked to be close to sixty, though her six-foot body was in terrific shape.
Jim Hilton had shaken hands with her and he had felt steel and whipcord in the
grip. Jeff had introduced her as aretired schoolteacher from San Francisco.

Jim hadn't met many retired lady teachers who carried a 16-round, 9 mm Port
Royale machine pistol across their shoulders and a pair of Heckler & Koch P-
111 pistols on the hip. Greased and ready for action.

He shook his head.

The light was just beginning to fade away toward the west as the sun dipped
behind the Sierras. Night came fast out in the desert. The fifteenth day of the
eleventh month of the year was nearly over.

There'd been no sign of General John Kennedy Zelig. He'd been the senior
officer in charge of the space mission. Now, with something mysterious called
Operation Tempest, Zelig had left them a runic message to all meet together in
the ghost town of Calico on November 15.

They were all there, the survivors, but nothing had happened.

Just the eight of them. He wondered what had happened to the other couple of
crew members who'd survived the crash and the bloody attack on them back at
Stevenson Base.

Henderson McGill and Pete Turner. Mac was the astrophysicist and, at forty-
five, the oldest member of the Aquila's complement. He'd also been Jim Hilton's
best friend. Pete had been second pilot, a thirty-six-year-old widower with no
children. His wife had been murdered by muggers, years earlier, on the Lower
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East Side of New York. An expert in martial arts, im had reckoned Pete had a
better chance than most at making it.

Mac and Pete had headed northeast, on much the longest odyssey of anyone.
With no family, Pete Turner had been happy to travel with Mac, who had been
married twice and had seven kids. One wife, Jeanne, lived up on Mount Vernon
Street, in Boston. And Angel, the second Mrs. McGill, had a Victorian Gothic
white frame house on Melville Avenue in Mystic, Connecticut. Jim knew the
house, having visited it several times over the years.

But with winter closing in, there had always been arisk that the snows would
catch them—if some other grinning death hadn't gotten to them first.

They hadn't come back.

Jm knew Mac. If he hadn't returned to Calico for the agreed date, then
something serious had stopped him. Something like no longer being alive.

Jim laid down the pencil, looking at the neatly written notes.

Out of the window he could see Nanci Simms leaning against the wall of what
had once been the ice cream parlor.

Jeff was in front of her, and it looked asif they were having an argument. The
journalist, half a head shorter than the woman, was shaking his finger at her,
pointing behind him toward the rest of the township. Jim realized that they had
no idea that they were being watched.

He looked away from them, whistling tunelessly between his teeth, glancing
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again at his notes and deciding that it hadn't been a good idea after all. He
scrunched up the brittle sheets of paper and dropped them to the splintered
boards of the floor.

"What's the point?' he asked himself. He stood up, stretching, hardly aware now
of the thirty-five ounces of revolver on hisright hip.

It was a GPF-555 Ruger Blackhawk Hunter. Six-shot, .44 caliber, full-metal
jacket. Blued steel with cushioned grips and walnut inserts.

Jm had already lost certain count of how many people he'd killed with the gun.

Out of the open door he saw his daughter, walking slowly and wearily toward
him, dragging her feet through the red-gold dust.

Behind him he heard the sound of a squeal of shock or pain, quickly muffled.
Before he turned to look, Heather called out to him. "Hi, Daddy!"

"Hi, kitten." He grinned, instantly remembering. "Sorry. Forgot. Hi, Heather."
Behind him came another strange yelping sound. Jim still didn't glance around.
"I'mred tired, Dad."

"Me, too. Best wait until full dark in case Zelig delivers on his message.”

The girl stood about fifteen yards away, scrawling with her toe in the rutted dirt.
Asthe night came racing in, the temperature dropped like an iron bucket down a
well. Jim could see the pale ghost of his daughter's breath, frosting around her
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pursed lips.

"Can | goto bed?'

"Sure. They got the fire going good?"
"Yeah."

"Be with you in aminute."

The girl waved a casual hand and turned, walking back rather more briskly
through the gloaming. Jim Hilton could catch the aromatic smell of burning logs
from down the street.

At last he looked behind him, through the broken window, and saw a strange
tableau.

Though the light was diminished, he could make out Nanci Simms bending
forward alittle. One hand was locked in Jeff Thomas's bushy hair. His face,
aready badly scarred from the Aquila's crash, was distorted with pain. The
woman was forcing him slowly to his knees, talking to him softly al the time
and smiling at him.

Jim stood, silently watching. He saw the ex-journalist groveling in the dirt, head
lowered, Nanci pressing him down until his mouth was against the polished
black leather of her boots. Kissing and licking them.

It seemed to Jim that Jeff wasn't really struggling al that hard to get away.

NANCI HAD BROUGHT plenty of food, crammed into the trunk of the
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damaged Mercedes.

Asthey ate by the fire, she glanced over at Jm Hilton. "Y ou know Jeff and | had
that unfortunate tangle on the way here?"

1" SlJre."
"Cops," interrupted Jeff.

"Let metdll it," she said quickly. The man leaned back as though she'd slapped
him. "Looked like cops. Might have been highway patrol—" she hesitated "—
once. Not now. | was thinking they might get some friends and track us up here,
Jm."

"Y ou reckon?"

Far away in the deeps of the diamond-starred night, they all heard alone coyote
howling at the sliver of moon that showed itself behind awrack of thin, high
cloud.

"I think it's not beyond the realm of possibility," she said.

Jm thought that she surely sounded like a schoolteacher. Then he thought about
Jeff Thomas crawling in the dirt. And about the heavy weaponry she carried.

"Post guards?"

"Y ou're the man in charge, Jim," Nanci replied with what he felt was a touch of
barely contained sarcasm.
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"Then we will."
The rest of them stayed silent, their attention on the food.

After the meal Kyle Lynch walked over to join him. "Thinking about Mac and
Pete?' he asked.

"Y eah. Figure they both must have taken that last train to the coast. Still, guess
you never know. Maybe..."

He stopped as both of them heard the unmistakable sound coming toward them
from the north and west. Toward Bakersfield or maybe where Fresno had once
been.

The unmistakable sound of a helicopter.

Chapter Two

The battery-powered clock on the table by the barred window was showing three
minutes to midnight, on November 15.

Henderson McGill had got up to go to the washroom, pausing on his way back to
bed to stand in the living room and stare out across the white expanse of the rear
garden. Part of the fortification of his second wife's home, in Mystic, had
involved the radical cutting back of the Earthblood-blighted trees and bushes,
creating an open area down to the stone wall at the bottom of the large plot.
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Three-quarter-inch iron bars had been cemented into the frames of all of the
windows on the first floor, preventing any would-be intruder from forcing an
entry.

Mac gripped the cold metal, setting his jaw. It was almost impossible for him to
come to terms with what had happened... what was happening.

Seven weeks ago he'd still been shrouded in a deep cryosleep, plunging dizzily
through the whispering abyss of black space, locked away into the dreamless
darkness.

From that first waking moment, it had been like living through an endless
nightmare. A barren wilderness road where the markers were corpses.

His knuckles whitened, and he rested his forehead against the cool iron. Closing
his eyes, he found himself sinking into a stupid and pointless prayer that all of
thiswould really be only a chimera of the night, that he would open his eyes
again and all would be well.

"Can't deep, lover?'

Mac sighed, aware of the bitter cold that made his breath fog the glass near his
mouth. "Y eah, Angel. Just thinking how well you all did to stay alivein the
middle of..." He let go the bars and gestured toward the snow-covered garden.
"The middle of al this madness. This death."

She came up behind him, putting her arms around him, her breasts pressing
insistently into his back. "L ook on the bright side, Mac. We got guns and
supplies. Folks around here... those still living... know we're the McGill
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fortress. Not likely they'll make a play against us. We sit out the winter here."
"Then?"

"What you said about Zelig and the messages. Could mean that there's some sort
of place set up somewhere. We could go find them."

"Today was the day for the meet at Calico." He took another long slow breath,
laying his hands on top of hiswife's. "Wonder how it went, how many got there,
what they found?"

Angel laid her head against his back, squeezing him more tightly. "No way welll
find that out, not for some time. Snow always closed in hard over New England,
and there are no ploughs out on the freeways tonight, lover."

Her hands moved alittle lower, from around the muscular walls of his stomach,
then lower still.

"Hey," he whispered.
"Jeanne doesn't mind it. She and me talked about this."

Mac could feel himself responding to her touch. He felt a moment of shock at
the realization that it had been over two years since he'd last had any sort of
sexual relief.

"Better go into the bedroom before | go off half-cocked."

"Fedls like more than half to me, lover. Lot more."
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IT WAS eleven minutes after two o'clock in the morning.

McGill rolled silently from his bed, managing not to disturb his wife, who was
sleeping contentedly on her back. Her mouth was half-open, and she was snoring
gently.

He washed quickly in the blue-and-white porcelain bowl that had come from
England nearly two hundred years ago, wincing at the touch of icy water. The
bowl! had been carried by his great-great-great grandmother as they fled the
oppression of the Highland Clearances to seek their fortunesin a new land across
the gray waters of the Atlantic.

On its soft, rounded shape were faded pictures of old flowers with forgotten
names.

The night was passing and the frame house was settling, its beams
accommodating to the bitter chill of the darkness outside.

Mac stood again and stared across what had once been a shady and pleasant
garden. It had now become a cleared firezone with good lines of fire running
from side to side and no dead zones to shelter crawling enemies.

Behind him the iron-framed piano still stood against the wall. The moonlight
gave enough of aglow for him to be able to read the title of the sheet music that
stood open—a song from the middle part of the previous century, called
"Daydream Believer." It had always been one of the favorites of his daughter
Pamela

He resisted the temptation to tap out the melody and hum the words about the
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reality of life that confronts the homecoming queen.

There was a photograph on top of the piano, and Mac leaned forward to look
carefully at it. It had been taken nearly three years ago on a bright summer
afternoon, smiling eyes gazing toward the time-set camera.

The clouds feathered away from the edges of the moon, and the room became
brighter. Somehow it seemed to make it colder, and Mac, only wearing a cutoff
pair of stone-washed jeans, shivered.

He picked up the picture, remembering the moment as he wiped a smear of dust
from it.

John had been around seventeen. The stubble of hisfirst beard glowed gold in
the photo like an inverted halo.

Paul, ayear younger, had his hands folded in his lap. Mac had noticed too late
that the boy was giving the finger to the camera.

Pamela had bangs back then, afringe of hair dangling over the veiled brown
eyes. A hint of asmilelifted the corners of her mouth. Was that because she'd
started to secretly see Dermot, the local |eader of the pack?

He angled the picture, realizing with a shake of the head how like her mother,
Jeanne, his oldest daughter was.

The background had puzzled him for afew moments, his memory blurring on
him. Now he saw it was a patch of cropped turf near the tumbling waters of the
Ottauquechee, not far from White River Junction, up in Vermont.
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A long, deep gorge, the rocky walls smothered in mosses and lichens. A long
green cavern. Now he guessed that it would all be tainted with the Earthblood
crimson, dead and barren under the covering of snow.

Quechee Gorge. Helen had been just six years old when the two families got
together for one of their regular picnics. She'd misheard the name of the place
and had insisted on calling it "Greasy George." It was a saying that entered the
annals of the McGill tribe.

Jocelyn and Jack were standing on either side of Angel, who was waving a mock-
angry hand at being photographed. Little Sukie, still in diapers, was sitting on

her 1ap, pudgy fist in her mouth, eyes rolled back as though the clouds were the
most interesting things in the entire universe.

Mac slowly and carefully replaced the picture on top of the old rosewood piano.
That had been in the long-gone days of 2037, immeasurably far away now. The
only good thing about it was that they were all still alive, and together.

The big man moved again to look out at the side gardens of Melville Avenue,
Mystic.

Paul and John had flattened the fence between their property and the Cordells on
the left side. Jeanne had told him how their neighbors had vanished a day after
the National Guard had closed the highways and never returned.

There was an empty lot on the opposite side. There had once been a small
Unitarian chapel there, but it had burned down in the late 1990s and never been
rebuilt.
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In the sinking moonlight the ground sloped away toward a small brook. Beulah
Creek, narrow in summer and frozen over in winter. Beyond that was the dark
mass of Howell's Coppice, the woods stretching for about fifteen acres, mainly
overgrown spruce and a few oaks.

Now it was a maze of dead trees, the stark stumps standing jagged and clawed
like tumbled monoliths in an ancient graveyard.

Mac turned away, wondering again about Jm Hilton and the others, getting
solace from the security of the house.

BEHIND MAC, unseen among the coniferous cemetery, a cluster of dark
shadows squatted. Eyes glinted in the moonlight, watching the fortress-home.

One of them, taller than the rest, made a beckoning gesture.

"God smiles on us, brethren."

"Hallelujah, Preacher Casey," came the ragged, pattered response.
"Jesus wishes us to go forth and slay the greedy unbelievers."
"Amen, Preacher, amen to that."

An ax blade, chipped and scored, shone silver among the dead trees. "They that
have shall have not. They that take shall give, yea, to the last drop of their evil
blood."

"And we get the woman, Casey," growled a deep voice.
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"Sure we do, Brother Glass."
"When shall the butchering begin, Preacher?"

The elongated, tattered figure turned and grinned. "What's wrong with now,
brethren?’

Chapter Three

Nanci Simms was at Jim Hilton's shoulder, right hand shading her eyes against
the moonlight that shimmered over the rocky desert to the far north of Calico.

"Chopper, coming in low and fast," he said.

"Old Chinook. Half speed. Don't know what kind of fuel they're using, but it
doesn't sound like top-quality aviation spirit, doesit?"

"You sureit'saChinook? Last time | saw one it was in a museum near
Anaheim."

"Y eah. Started building the old Vertol 114 about eighty years ago. Six hundred
saw service in Nam. One of them brought out nearly two hundred refugeesin a
single hop."

He looked at the blur of her face. "How come you know so much, Nanci?

"Hobby. Like the War Between the States. Because I'm awoman, Jim, doesn't
mean that | have to spend all of my resting moments lying on a chaise lounge
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and embroidering roses and lilies on sanitary pads. Does it?"

He was glad that it was too dark for the acid-tongued woman to see him
blushing. "Sorry, Nanci," he mumbled.

"Old Chinook. Two free-turbine turboshafts. Sixty-foot rotors and fifty-foot
fuselage. Well, fifty-one feet if you want to be pedantic, Jim. Maximum speed
just under two hundred miles an hour. Want the rest of the specs?”

"No. No, thanks."

"Whoisit, Dad?"' asked Heather, standing at his side in a cotton T-shirt and
trainers.

"Could be the good guys," he said.
"Zelig?' That was Steve Romero, with his son, Sly, holding hisarm.
"Might be."

Nanci Simms whistled softly between her teeth. Jim Hilton had already noticed
that she was somehow fully dressed and armed. The Port Royale machine pistol
was in her left hand, the matched pair of Heckler & Koch P-111 automatics on

each hip.

"Everyone for a hundred miles around'll have heard them coming in." It was
amost asif she wastalking to herself.

"Meaning what, Nanci?"
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"Meaning that | hope they got a good ground lookout ahead of them."
"The fake cops?' Jeff Thomas was one of the last to join the watchers,
"Very good, Jefferson,” she said sarcastically. "Y our memory is getting better."

"Think they might try and attack them?" Jim paused, struck by an afterthought.
"Or us?'

A part of him wondered why he was deferring to Nanci Simms. What did a sixty-
year-old teacher know about combat? Then again, what did a thirty-three-year-
old United States space commander know about combat? Not alot, he concluded.

"Going away," said Sly in abooming voice. "Big noise going away."

Everyone listened intently. Carrie Princip broke the silence. "Damned if he's not
right. Sound's going to the east."

"Good boy," said Steve, patting the big teenager on the shoulder.
"Y eah, Dad, me heard it going away, the big, big noise."
"Coming in on afigure-eight recon pattern,” said Nanci Simms.
"Who do you think it is?' Jim asked her.

"Know about the same as you do, Captain. Y ou could engrave our joint
knowledge on the head of a pin and still have room for an angelic host."

"Swinging back again," said Kyle Lynch. "L ook, you can see its navigation
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lights."

"Stupid bastards," hissed Nanci with a sudden, surprising venom. "Why aren't
they playing 'Hail to the Chief and letting off fireworks? If | was..." She alowed
the sentence to trail off into the California night.

"How do we know they're on our side?' asked Heather Hilton.

"We don't. But it makes most sense, after the messages for us to be herein
Calico. They're heading away toward the west now."

Kyle lynch looked around them. "Think we ought to try and show some lights
for them to land? Some rough terrain here."

Jim nodded. "Good idea. Could use the Mercedes for a start.”
"Don't think that's agood idea, Jm."

Somehow the woman's interruption wasn't a surprise. "Why's that, Nanci?' he
asked, managing to keep atight rein on his anger.

"They've got infrared night scopes on the Chinook. Been standard for ten or
twenty years now. Also we don't want to bring in anyone else who might be
waiting and watching out there."

"Y ou're paranoid, lady," said Carrie Princip. "Y ou reckon there's black hats
behind every cactus?'

Nanci turned slowly, smiling with perfect teeth at the younger woman. "1'm not
paranoid, doctor. They really are out to get me. That was the old joke, Second
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Navigator Princip. Funny joke, in the old times. Sort of joke your parents might
have found profoundly amusing—once."

"What do you know about my parents?

"Nothing. Semi wiped them away a couple of years or so ago. Silver wedding
anniversary, wasit not, Carrie?' A measured pause. "Not too far from
Y ellowstone, | believe."

"How the fuck d'you know?"
"Obscenities in the mouth of a woman are as maggots within the heart of arose."

Carrieinsisted, ignoring the gathering rumble as the chopper made another
diagonal turn and came swooping in low toward them. "l asked how you know
about my parents? How could you know?"

The light blue eyes seemed to reflect the moonlight like silvered contact lenses.
Jim was watching Nanci and he saw the way her lips tightened.

" Jeff told me."

Carrie spun around, staring at the journalist. "Did you?"
"What?"'

"Tell her?"

Jeff shook his head, blinking, rubbing his eyes. "Sorry, Carrie, | didn't..."
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Nanci held her hand on hisarm. "I wastelling Carrie that you had recounted the
dismal saga of her parents untimely ending, Jeff."

"You were..." The wheels and gears moved slowly and meshed. "Oh, yeah.
Sure. | told Nanci about it, Carrie."

"Getting closer," said Sly.

The helicopter was jinking from side to side, the Doppler effect of its engines
bouncing off the shadowed walls of the arroyos around the ghost town, making it
difficult to judge how far away the chopper actually was. But it certainly seemed
to be drawing nearer.

"If there are any hostiles out there," began Steve Romero hesitantly, "the
chopper should be able to pick them up. Don't they have night scopes and heat
seekers on board?"

Jm answered him, getting in before Nanci. "Sure. But if it's Zelig, they'll likely
be concentrating on finding us."

A searchlight suddenly stabbed into the darkness, like a spear of dazzling
whiteness. Everyone blinked and tried to shade their eyes.

"Fireworks, Dad," said Sy, hugging himself excitedly.

"Anyone hiding out there with even a Kentucky musket could bring them down,"
said Nanci to nobody in particular. "They have to be very confident. Or just
dumb."”
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There was aloud hissing, crackling sound, as though a speaker had been
switched on.

"They have missiles?' Jim asked.

"Sure. Some kind of SRAMs most likely. An AGM-74F? Something like that.
Bigger missile like the old Maverick? Could be apair of Dirty Harrys. The Mark
10s? Sure, they got plenty of power. But attacking from the ground to a chopper
ismuch like shooting fishin abarrel. Asl've said, either they're confident and
they're sweeping as they go, or they are seriously dumb."

The crackling grew louder as the Chinook came lower, close enough for them all
to feel the dusty downdraft from the twin blades. Sly covered his eyes and cried
out in alarm, but Steve put his arm around the boy, reassuring him.

The spotlight was cutting toward them, faltering over the buildings at the top of
the hill by the old mine workings.

"Captain Hilton!!" The volume was deafening, closeto pain level.

"Shit!" Jim clapped his hands over his ears, wincing from the roaring voice.
Booming and unrecognizable, it battered the senses.

"Captain Hilton and the crew of the Aquila!" Someone on board the chopper
must have realized that they were too loud. The thunder diminished. "Anyone
there in Calico? Anyone knows about Operation Tempest? Show yourselves."

Now the voice was recognizably human and certainly unlike General John
Kennedy Zelig's strange, thin little tones. This was a robust man, whose voice
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had what sounded like an Idaho twang to it.

The Chinook was about two hundred yards away, to the north of the ghost town,
hovering over amaze of dry ravines.

"Why don't they comeright in?' yelled Jeff Thomas at the top of hisvoice, then
added barely audibly, "If they know we're here."

Nobody bothered to answer him.

"Thisistransport from Operation Tempest. We know the Aquila made it down
and we know there were several nonsurvivors. Sorry we're aday late on the
rendezvous here. Tech problems. Come on out, folks. We can... Okay, we got
you on the scanners. Stay there and watch the dust. Coming in."

Now the blinding light had located them, sucking them into a cone of brightness
so powerful it aimost felt like being trapped in aforce field.

Jim Hilton held his breath, feeling like afly trapped in amber. He was aware of
Sly Romero screaming in terror.

Then, above it all came the noise of gunfire.

Chapter Four

Henderson McGill was on his way back up the wide staircase, fingers brushing
lightly against the balustrade, when he was startled by the jagged sound of
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breaking glass.

It came from the front room downstairs, which overlooked Melville Avenue, and
the noise repeated from the kitchen. Someone yelled out in the darkness.,

Then wood splintered as if someone was throwing ajimmy hard against the back
door.

"Attack!" shouted Mac at the top of hisvoice. "We're being attacked!"

More glass shattered, this time in the side room, where they stored most of the
emergency food. He turned his head, listening, trying like an animal to work out
how many were out there. Had to be half a dozen. Probably alot more, judging
by the yelping.

Paul was first out on the landing, holding a 12-gauge pump action in his | eft
hand, wearing a pair of jeans and a T-shirt.

"Get yourself agun, Dad," he said, voice as calm asif he was suggesting putting
more catsup on atoasted bun.

John was at the top of the stairs, his muscular body a pale blur in the darkness.
"Don't anyone touch the lights," he called. "Little ones stay put. You all know
what to do."

Now both of the women were out of their rooms, with seventeen-year-old
Pamela at their heels. All of them held identical .32-caliber automatics, SIG-
Sauer P-230s, each with eight rounds. They ignored Mac, who was still standing
on the stairs. Jeanne pushed past him and crouched at the bottom, while Angel
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went beyond her, stopping at the end of the hallway to kneel by the door through
to the kitchen. Both of them kept silent. Pamela followed John toward the stairs
to the third floor, where the attic windows would give a good field of fire out
around the house on all sides.

Paul was still on the landing, checking that everyone was doing what they should
be doing, going where they should be going. The noise from below and out in
the watery moonlight was louder—more glass and breaking wood.

"Dad?' he said quietly.
"Y eah. Shit, these bastards, son."

"Just go get a scattergun from our bedroom. They're all loaded and ready to use."
His voice became sharper. "Don't freeze on me, Dad. Either do it right now or go
with the little ones. Y ou're in the fucking way, standing there."

The snap of anger got through to Henderson McGill, and he nodded. "Sure, |
hear you."

He was up the stairs and into his sons room, seeing the gun cabinet against the
wall. He'd built the shelves himself, over there, opposite the window, to
accommodate Helen's extensive and hideous collection of Gerty the Goat
models, in all of the clattering shades of fluorescent purples and pinks. Now it
was just wall-to-wall weaponry.

Above him there was the vibrating boom of guns opening fire on their attackers
and a choking scream from the garden.
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There was enough light for him to make out arow of Winchester pump-action
shotguns, 12-gauge, 8-round, Defender 1700 models.

But the first weapon that came to his hand was his own scattergun. Mac had
bought it in Boston around the time, seven or eight years ago, when he'd first
started taking the two oldest boys duck shooting up in the Adirondacks.

It was an imported shotgun, from Italy. As he took it down, the blued-steel
weapon felt just right, like using a familiar razor to shave. A 16-gauge pump
action, it held only five rounds.

It was made by Luco Brazzi & Sons of Genoa. His fingers brushed over their
engraved trademark on the receiver—a man's head, with curly hair, eyes closed,
surrounded by a number of lethal, elegant pike.

Mac had promised himself a second-hand English Purdey for his fiftieth birthday
and had even got a separate account in the First National. He'd been halfway to
the fifty-five thousand dollars it was likely to cost him. Maybe more with
inflation.

"Not now," he whispered to himself. "Not now and not ever."

Clutching the weapon to his chest, Mac realized with a start that he'd been letting
his mind wander. All around him there was a chaos of shooting and yelling. The
harsh smell of cordite drifted into his nostrils.

The house was suffering a serious attack, and the family was in danger.

His house and his family.
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"Right," he said, levering one under the hammer. "Right."

FOR ONE HEART-STOPPING, hideous moment, Mac nearly pulled the trigger
on his children. His nerves were stretched so tight that the unexpected flurry of
movement as he ran into the small dark bedroom made him jump.

Helen sat on the bed in adressing gown, holding Sukie on her Iap. Jocelyn and
Jack were on either side of her. Helen had a chromed .22-caliber revolver on the
blanket by her leg and she grabbed at it as her father appeared.

"Wow, sorry, Dad," she hissed, giggling with tension. "Not used to having you
around again."

"Sure, munchkin, sure." He steadied his own breathing as he flattened himself
against the wall and squinted down into the narrow strip of side garden.

There were shadowy figures running backward and forward. A body lay
slumped against alow wall, black blood Ieaking from the lower abdomen.
Someone noticed him on the second floor, and arifle was pointed. Mac ducked
back just in time, the bullet smashing through the window and burying itself in
the ceiling with a snowy burst of plaster.

Sukie started to cry.
"Let 'em haveit, Dad!" shouted Jack. "Go on, kill them."

Henderson McGill closed his eyes. The ragged figures outside were from a
nightmare. He wasn't really standing there, holding an unfired shotgun, with four
of his children behind him.
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Of course he wasn't.
"Kill 'em, Daddy!" squeaked Sukie, giggling at her own nerve.
"Yeah," he said, nodding. "I'll do just that, sweetheart."

Pushing the barrel of the Brazzi through the shattered glass, he took hasty aim at
the nearest of the daring silhouettes.

The gun kicked against his shoulder with a satisfying jolt. He peered out,
disappointed to see that there was still only one corpse down in the trampled
white of the garden.

"Y ou get one, Daddy?' asked Jocelyn.
"Sure did," he said. "Plugged the critter plumb between his mean, ornery eyes."

DESPITE THE dead bolts and security devices, the raiders managed to break in
the kitchen door. Jeanne and Angel kept them at bay for five or six minutes with
steady fire from their handguns, but the mob outside had several sawed-down
shotguns and used them to drive the defenders up off the first floor.

An overhanging porch ran the length of the back of the house, and Preacher
Casey had encouraged his screaming followersto useit for cover from the
defenders shots.

Mac joined his wives, daughter and two sons on the first landing, opening fire on
anyone stupid enough to show themselves.
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John and Paul were both furious.

"Bastards will raid our food supplies once they get into the cellar," said the older
boy. "Could finish us. Must be twenty still alive and unwounded.”

"Can't havethat." Mac glanced at them. "We stay up here and they sted
everything. Might as well get killed quick as face that. Think of the little ones
starving slowly to death."

"Should we risk attacking them?" asked Paul. "L ot of them."”

"Sure. Rabble. Six of us, well armed. Six McGills against araggedy mob. Let's
go get the bastards! Check ammao."

"If we go down the stairs, they'll..." began John McGill.

"I'm going out on the roof. And you're coming with me. Shotgun each. Won't
expect us attacking them through the broken kitchen door. Moment you hear us
open fire, then Paul and Pamela come down to help. Y ou two—" Mac pointed at
Angel and Jeanne, "—stay up here and guard the little ones. No matter what
happens, you both stay put."

"I'd forgotten how forceful Mac could be," Jeanne said with agrin, kissing him
lightly on the cheek. "Go get them."

IT WASBITINGLY COLD and the shingles on the sloping roof were
treacherous with ice. Mac and his son were both barefoot, picking their cautious
way down. There was still bedlam from inside the first floor, with someone
singing out an obscene parody of the good old hymn, "Shall We Gather at the
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River?

There was deep snow piled at the eastern end of the porch, and Mac went first,
gasping as he landed clumsily, twisting his ankle on rutted ice. But he was able
to stand, wincing as he put weight on the right leg. John was quickly down at his
side.

"You all right, Dad?"

"Sure. Can't run far, but I'm not figuring on doing any bastard running. Sure a
squid like you can keep up?"

"At your shoulder, Dad."
McGill nodded, feeling a surge of pride and love for his boy.

He gripped the Brazzi tight, and John followed suit with the Winchester. He had
a handful of shellsin his pocket.

The door had been completely destroyed, the wood ripped apart by dozens of
hacking ax blows,

"Need to layer it with steel next time," muttered John.
" Get the house back first."
His son clapped him on the shoulder.

Mac braced the shotgun at his hip, carefully stepping in over the splinters of
painted wood, picking his way between the shards of broken glass.
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A man and awoman were copulating on top of the table, taking it in turns to
swig from a green bottle of wine. For several heartbeats neither of them took any
notice as the two men appeared at their side.

Then the woman's mouth dropped open, showing toothless gums, and she drew
in along breath ready to scream.

Mac didn't hesitate. He pressed the muzzle of the Brazzi shotgun into the man's
back, just to the right of his spine, and squeezed the trigger.

The sound of the shot was muffled, but the effect was utterly devastating. The
shot tore through the liver, shredding it to rags, then carried on almost unchecked
into the woman's lower stomach.

Mac knew enough about death to be certain he didn't have to waste another
round on either of them.

The man rolled off, the back of his shirt flaring into yellow flames from the
proximity of the blast. He was rigid with shock, arms spread as he crashed to the
floor. Blood was pouring from the massive exit wound above the hip.

The woman lay on the table, legs splayed. Both hands had gone to the gaping
wound in her belly, as though she was trying to stuff the yellowish coils of
intestine back inside herself.

The man was making a harsh rattling sound in his throat, and the woman was
gasping, her breathing fast and shallow.
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Nobody else on the first floor of the house seemed aware that the avengers were
among them. Ahead of them, in the dining room, the light was on, and the
singing was louder, accompanied by the smashing of glass. McGill had a
moment to wish he'd put on his combat boots.

He glanced at John, whose face was white as death, eyes wide, mouth half-open.

"Here we go," he said, and the young man managed a nod of agreement. It was a
massacre.

Not one of the tatterdemalion gang even managed to fire a shot.
Mac stood to the left of the open door, John to the right.

The central figure in the room was standing at the head of the table, clutching a
cognac bottlein hisleft hand, his right fondling the sagging breasts of afat
young woman.

The bottle was being used to conduct the singing of arevolting version of
"Bringing in the Sheaves." He was skinny, aged around fifty, with a short-
handled ax tucked into his belt. He was wearing a stained black denim shirt with
astrip of white plastic pinned around his wattled throat like a deliberate parody
of aclergyman's collar.

As soon as the two men opened fire, the room exploded in bedlam. Blood
sprayed everywhere, walls and floor and ceiling dripping crimson. Bodies
stumbled and fell. Men and women screamed and fought to get away from the
ruthless execution. But the windows were barred, and the only exit from the
room was blocked by the murderous shotguns.
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It took |ess than ten seconds to butcher the majority of the raiders.
Both Mac and his son kept a single cartridge in the breech, standing ready.

The room stank of hot blood and shells and excrement, a smell that any soldier
would recognize as the true scent of death.

Mac banged the butt of his Brazzi on the door. "Those who can walk, get the
fuck out of my house. Take your wounded with you. All of them."

John dlipped seven more rounds into his pump-action Winchester Defender. He
fired one off above the heads of the dazed crowd to emphasize his father's words.
"Move it!" he shouted, voice ragged and high with the tension.

From behind him, Mac heard Angel's voice calling out to him. "How isit?'
"Under control. The guests are just readying to leave."

He couldn't believe how he felt. His heart was going like atrip-hammer, his
mouth was dry, and his hands were sweating. With the help of his son he'd just
massacred at least eight or nine men and women. Slaughtered them at point-
blank range. Gunned them down as they stood there helplessly.

And it felt so good.

One by one the survivors were getting to their feet, dragging up their wounded
comrades. The screaming had stopped, and there was only alow moaning from
the injured.
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"1'll watch the back door," said John.
"Sure."

Mac noticed that his son's eyes were wide with shock. His face was dappled with
smeared gobbets of crimson, his beard filled with tiny bright rubies.

Mac had snatched a moment to reload his own shotgun, covering the remnants of
the murder gang as they slouched past him.

One short man muttered, "Didn't have to waste us all, mister. No harm."

There was aflaring temptation to take his head off with another shot. After so
much death, one more wouldn't make any difference. But Mac managed to
overcome thekilling fever.

"Just get the fuck out," he said, calmly.
"Want help?' called his second wife.

"No. Stay there. Nearly done. Just the dead |eft to get rid of. We'll drag them out
in awhile. Deal with them later."

There were finally seven corpses, sprawled among their dining-room furniture.
The ordinary chairs and table seemed to mock the grotesque stillness of bloody
death.

Mac saw that one of the dead was the skinny man dressed like a priest, lying
huddled up against the glass-fronted bookcase.
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He stepped toward him, conscious of the hot stickiness between his bare toes.
John called from the kitchen, making him turn away.

"All gone. Gear over the bottom wall and across Beulah Creek."
"Good. Well..."
The corpse at hisfeet erupted into violent life, swinging at him with a vicious ax.

Mac parried the first blow with the barrel of the scattergun, the blade of the
hatchet sparking off the blued steel.

"Messiah'll drink your fucking brains!" screeched the madman.

Mac jabbed at him with the gun, gripping the stock, unable to shift his hands to
reach the trigger in case it gave the killer the chance to chop him.

"Dad?"'

There wasn't even a splinter of a second to call out to his son; every particle of
his mind was concentrating on the rheumy eyes of the lunatic in front of him.

"Yes, yes, yesyesyes..." The chanted words dlithered into each other like a nest
of tangling cottonmouths.

The scarred blade came in again, low, aiming for Mac's groin. But he was able to
step back outside it, swinging the scattergun backhanded and catching the man a
glancing blow on the side of the head. Blood trickled from the long cut. Mac was
guick. He used the butt to knock the weapon aside, then dropped the Brazzi and
got in close enough to use his hands.
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Though he still wasn't back to the level of fitness he'd achieved before the
Aquila’'s last, doomed mission, Henderson McGill still remained an enormously
powerful man.

His left hand gripped the mock-preacher's right biceps, fingers digging in like
chromed-stedl claws, separating the muscle from the bone and making Casey cry
out in agony. The short-hafted ax cluttered into the puddied blood around their
feet.

Mac's right hand had the helpless man by the throat, clamping off the air. Fingers
crushed the windpipe, cracking the fragile thyroid bone, tighter and tighter, all of
his vengeful rage flowing down his arms, into his hands.

The leader of the attackers was choking to death. His eyes protruded like the
stops on a mission harmonium, his tongue flicking out like a rattler tasting the
air, darkening, purpling. Blood was suffusing the man's face, and his hands
clawed at Mac's arms, struggling desperately to loosen the death grip.

"Dad? You al right? Let go of him and I'll shoot the scum!*
"Waste of agood bullet," Mac said through clenched teeth. "No need, son."

With all his strength he hoisted the preacher off the floor. His feet drummed at
Mac's shins, but there was no power left in them.

Crimson worms inched from the open mouth and from the corners of the eyes.

Breath croaked deep inside the man's throat, and he went limp. Mac didn't let go
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at first, still holding him in the air until he was sure that life was truly gone.
He dropped the corpse to the carpet to join the others.

"We'll clean up thismessin awhile,” he said, rubbing his hands on his pants.
"First, though, | reckon we all deserve a mug of coffee.”

Chapter Five

For afew moments it seemed to Jim Hilton that the shooting had nothing to do
with them or with the hovering Chinook.

The amplified voice carried on for several seconds, as though the speaker was
oblivious to what was happening below them.

"WEelll take you north, to the secret base. Code nameis Aurora. Before we land
there'll be identification and... What the sweet fuck is going on, Major?"

The noise was like someone tearing along a seam in a bolt of silk.
Kyle was closest to Jm, yelling. "What they shooting?"

"Don't know. Machine gun of some sort, | guess. Nanci?'
"Probably they've somehow managed to obtain amilitary SAW."

"What's that?"
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" Sguad Automatic Weapon. Replaced the good old M-60 years ago. Lighter and
faster. Listen to it go. The M-265. Eight hundred rounds a minute. Put aholein a
steel helmet at amile.”

The chopper had started to climb, dlipping sideways toward them asit tried to
dodge the stream of bullets from out in the desert. There wasn't just the machine
gun, but the single shots of rifles, aswell. The searchlight had gone off, but the
loudspeaker was still switched on.

"Get the missiles primed, Major! Jesus, they hit us!"

Down on the ground they could hear the end, even before they saw the flash of
fire. Lead dliced through the camouflaged fuselage of the big helicopter, perspex
smashed, men yelled. The turbo-powered engine was faltering, then racing out of
gear.

"That'sit,” Nanci shouted.

There was enough light now for them to see that the Chinook was doomed. One
rotor had jammed, and the other was flailing erratically with broken blades. The
whole body of the chopper was starting to revolve, nose up. Someone managed
to get amissile off in those last, doomed seconds. It flew erratically into the air,
straightening toward the west, and vanished, leaving only the pale, feathered
plume of its vapor trail behind it.

The shooting had stopped abruptly, the hidden group of ambushers able to see
that they'd achieved their aim.

"Look out!" shouted Jeff Thomas, throwing himself flat in the street, followed by
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Sly Romero, whimpering in terror.

But the rest of them could see that the tumbling helicopter wasn't going to come
down all that near to them.

Like a demented banshee, the amplified voice gave afinal truncated cry.
"Hilton... Aurora. North to... Oh, shi—"

There was adazzling burst of light, blooming from near the tail of the Chinook.
It was white-hot silver at its center, shading through gold to smoky crimson near
its edges. There was surprisingly little noise for such abright explosion, just a
soft rumble that rolled out across the wilderness all around the old ghost town,
echoing from the distant mountains in awhisper of sound.

The point of impact, as near as Jim Hilton could figure it, was around six
hundred yards from the edge of Calico. Roughly northeast, in the general
direction of the long-abandoned military installation of Fort Irwin,

The fire burned with aterrible crackling intensity for less than twenty seconds,
then the night came flooding in again, riding on the back of an immense stillness.

"No point going to look for survivors from that," said Carrie.

Steve had helped his son to his feet, patting him on the shoulder to reduce the
trembling terror to an occasional gulping sniff.

"That's the end." Jeff Thomas turned on his heel and started to walk quickly back
toward their sleeping quarters.
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Jm Hilton stopped him. "Wrong," he said. "Guess it's more like a beginning."

Kyle Lynch had brought out his Mannlicher .357 rifle and now he rested the
stock gently on the stones by his bare feet. "Y ou reckon those guys with the
gunsl| be coming in to see us, Captain?' he asked.

"Yeah." Nanci started to speak, but he talked over her. "They'll have heard the
loudspeaker and know that we're here."

"Whoever they are," said Kyle.

"Could make aguess." Nanci Simms was looking around at the desolate ruins of
the old township. "Best get ready for them, Jim," she said.

"Sure. But who do you think they are?"

She took him by the arm, leading him away from the others with a surprisingly
strong grip. "You know that Jeffs told you I'm a teacher."

"Sure."
"Believe that?"
"No."

The older woman smiled at him. "Figured you didn't get to be doing the job you
did by being areal idiot, Jm."

"My guess is something close to military Intelligence, Nanci."
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"That's close enough for now. It's not right, mind, but it's close enough for now."
'S

"There's aways plans, Jim."

"For what?"

Again came the smile, her teeth white in the moonlight. "For everything.
President dropping dead in abordello in Juarez. Chinese invading Alaskain
sailboats. Y ou name it and some government high-forehead little nerd will have
produced a contingency plan for it. So, Earthblood wasn't entirely unexpected.”

"Was it a plant cancer from one of our laboratories, Nanci?"
"Doesn't signify where it came from. It came, it bred and it conquered.”
"Now its effect is passing.”

She nodded. "L ooks possible. Seen afew touches of green breaking through the
dead red. But it's done its stuff with great efficiency, and the world won't ever be
the same."

" Speaker shouted something, just before it went down, about a place called
Aurora." He could smell the stench of aviation fuel from the crashed Chinook,
over theridge.

"Right. One of those contingency plans from Nerdsville."

"North. Y ou know where?' Sudden hope flooded his heart.
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"No. Sorry, Jm. | know alittle about alot, but things like Aurorawere on a high
need-to-know basis. Very high. Fifteen floors up over my poor old head."

"The guys with the guns?"

"I heard about a kind of contra-grouping. Senior officers, some politicos, men
with big money in industries. Powerful men. And afew women. Called
themselves the Hunters of the Sun."

Their conversation ended abruptly as the machine gun suddenly opened up
again, bullets ripping through the weathered walls of what used to be the old
schoolhouse in Calico.

THE CONTRAST with the time, only short weeks ago, when they'd been
attacked back at Stevenson Base, was very considerable.

Then they'd all been severely disoriented, virtually weaponless and mentally
unprepared to do much to defend themsel ves.

Time had passed.
Times had changed.
Now they were armed and more than ready to kick some ass.

Jm Hilton had taken charge of their defense, making sure that Sly and Heather
were safely at their center. He picked a group of buildings near the top of ahill,
overlooking the parking lot, placing everyone out in askirmish line.
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After that initial burst of firing, the attackers remained silent. The obvious guess
was that they were closing in under cover of night. The moon had almost
vanished behind a skirt of thickening cloud, and midnight was drawing nearer.

One major problem was that the defenders had no way of knowing how many
men were out there. It could be only three or four. Then again, it could be half a
regiment.

Jim gripped his Ruger Blackhawk Hunter, staring into the blackness, fingers firm
on the cushioned grip with the walnut inserts. The thirty-five-ounce, six-
shot, .44-caliber revolver felt right. Ready for use.

He'd put himself at the center. Nanci had gone to the far left, without being told,
nearest to the last sound of shooting. She was dripping with weaponry: the
scoped rifle on her shoulder, the matched Heckler & Koch automatics on the
hips and the machine pistol in her hand.

Jeff Thomas had followed her, carrying his Smith & Wesson 4506, an eight-
round .45. A broad-bladed butcher's knife swung on his left hip as he scampered
after the tall woman.

Steve Romero was next, between the ex-journalist and Jim Hilton. The tall
skinny radio expert had a polished bowie knife sheathed on the hip with a small
blued Beholla .32 automatic balancing it. The unidentifiable sawed-off
scattergun was in his right hand. None of his weapons would be much use above
arange of twenty-five yards.

"But let the bastards get close," he'd said with agrin at Jim.

file://1J|/sci-fi/Nieuwe%620map/James%20A x| er%20-%20Earthbl 00d%2002%20-%20Deep%20T rek.html (49 of 292)16-2-2006 16:55:07



Axler, James - Earth Blood 02 - Deep Trek.htm

Kyle Lynch was next along from Jim Hilton, to the right, with the excellent
Mannlicher rifle lying at hisside. A Mondadori .32 automatic was holstered on
his belt.

Carrie Princip completed their lineup. like Steve Romero, she wasn't armed for
distance. She had the Smith & Wesson 2050, the six-shot, .22 revolver with the
snub, four-inch barrel.

Heather was resting flat on the ground, right behind her father. "Couldn't | have a
gun, Dad?" she whispered to him.

"Sorry, kitten."
"Dad!"

"Sorry, honey. Forgot about calling you 'kitten.' Just stay there and keep quiet. If
things go wrong, head out back and keep running."

"They aim to chill us, Dad?"
"Y ou saw what they did to the chopper. Not too friendly."

The first noise was a single snapping round from Nanci Simms. The echo from
therifle rolled around them.

It was followed by ayelping gasp, and the clatter of someone falling down.
"Oneless, Jim," she called.

He thought he glimpsed someone moving out of the corner of hisvision, but he
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couldn't be certain. The desert at night was eternally silent yet filled with an
infinity of tiny sounds.

The voice seemed to come from about three hundred yards ahead of him.
Immediately Jim checked behind to make sure it wasn't atrick to distract them.
But there was nothing there.

"Y o, the camp! Y ou hear us?"
"Don't say anything, Jm," hissed Nanci.
"I know that," he retorted, angry that she thought he could be that stupid.

"We don't mean no harm. Only that the chopper was after us. We haven't done
anything to justify that kind of retaliation."

Whoever he was, the man out in the blackness was well educated, with a
pleasant, convincing kind of avoice.

"Hello! Hello in there!™

The reply came from just to the left, behind Jim Hilton, making him jump.
"Hello!"

Steve Romero was quickest to react. "Sly. Keep your mouth shut.”

"Man was friendly, Dad." The voice was soft, gentle and puzzled.

"Y eah, son. But he's not really afriend. Trying to trick us. Don't say aword.
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How do we keep our lips when we want to be quiet?"

"Huh?"

"When we keep quiet, our lips haveto be... be what, Sly?"

A chuckle of delight. "Oh, yeah. Like a great big zipper."
"Good." Steve turned toward Jim. "Sorry 'bout that, Skipper."
"No problem."

“Nice one of you showed some manners. If he wants to come out here, then welll
guarantee his safety. Rest of you keep your silence, and we can't make any
promises.”

Jm kept checking behind him. There was just enough filtered moonlight for him
to notice Nanci Simms doing the same.

"Losing patience. Y ou saw what happened to the Chinook. Likely to find
yourselves going down under atriple-red code." Anger flared in the voice. "We
got the men and the firepower to wipe you out without atrace."

Sy spoke very quietly to himself. "Gee, Dad was sure right. Man isn't friendly.
The painted smile's gone."

For over half an hour there was no more talk and no sign of life out in the raven
black desert. Then the voice made one last effort. The anger had been carefully
smoothed over, so that it was almost gone.
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"Captain Hilton. JJm. We know who's there. Know about your mission. General
Zelig's sent us to get you and Marcey Cording and the rest of you and bring you
to safety.”

Marcey Cortling had been second in command of the Aquila and had been
decapitated in the landing crash. It was odd that the invisible speaker knew so
much and yet so little.

Out of cautious habit, Jim Hilton glanced behind him again, toward the township.

He saw half a dozen shadowy figures creeping toward him, less than twenty feet
away.

Chapter Six

Two months earlier Jim Hilton would certainly have hesitated for afraction of a
second, with his mind blurred by the sanctity of human life. Something to
preserve, not destroy.

But that was then.
Thiswas now.
The wide-spurred hammer clicked back, falling on the full-metal-jacket round.

The gun kicked, barrel seeking the sky. But Jim was braced and ready, wrist
strong. Beyond the flash of the muzzle, he saw one of the figures go tumbling
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out of sight, asif someone had pulled arug out under its feet.

There was no need to shout a warning to the othersin his group. The boom of
the GPF-555 Ruger was enough to alert them to the sneak attack.

Heather screamed and Sly jumped up, waving hisarms as if he were being
attacked by a swarm of vicious mosquitoes.

The clouds pulled away from the serene silver moon, enabling Jim to glimpse
what they were up against. There were five or six men, three in dark-blue-and-
black camouflage jackets. The others wore brown sweaters, with leather patches
on elbows and shoulders. All were carrying Uzi machine pistols.

But the shock of Jim's lightning response had given the edge to the defenders of
the ridge. Nanci had swung around like a scorpion, opening up with her own
Port Royale machine pistol, spraying lead at the uniformed attackers.

Carrie'slittle .22 popped away at the end of the line, and Steve Romero's sawed-
down shotgun roared, sending ajet of flame into the night.

Jim took careful aim and put down the farthest of the men, who'd already turned
to try to run away. In the moonlight he saw a disk of smashed bone torn from the
top of the skull, hurtling off into the night like a Frisbee, blood and brains
erupting from the shattered head.

" Stop shooting!"

The voice belong to Nanci Simms, cutting through the savage exultation of the
firefight. Jeff was last to check himself, another big .45 slug booming out across
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the sandy wasteland.

"We put them all down," she called, voice ragged, her tall figure loping toward
Jim Hilton at the center of their defensive line.

"Sure?"

"Y eah. But there might still be some living. Come with me. Rest of you cover
us. Jeff, you and Kyle watch out for any more coming in from the other side.”

"They've still got that machine gun." Kyle was blowing hard, as though he'd just
run five miles across sand dunes.

"Yeah," agreed Jeff. "They open up with that, and we're shredded meat."

"They just lost at least athird of their men. Maybe as much as two-thirds.
They're hardly likely to rush us again, are they? See sense, Jefferson." Nanci
turned to Jim. "Come on."

The pebbles rolled under his feet, and he had a sudden, irrational fear that he
might fall and put his hand onto the face of a corpse. Asthey walked over the
ridge and down the slope, Jim levered three more rounds into the big handgun.

"I counted seven," said Nanci. "Liked your shooting, Jim. Grace under pressure.
Y ou would be very surprised to know how rare that is. Ah, here'sthefirst of the
coolers."

The moonlight seemed to be getting brighter, and Jim found he was hunching his
shouldersin anticipation of a sniper's bullet splintering his vertebrae into
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powdered bone.

The man was wearing one of the brown sweaters, patched at elbow and shoulder.
His Uzi was afew feet away from him, muzzle down in a patch of soft, dark
sand.

He'd been shot in the back, trying to run away, the bullet hitting him below the
shoulder on the left side and exiting through the center of the chest, leaving a
hole the size of a small plate.

"How d'you make sure they're really dead?' asked Jim. "l mean... not him.
Obvious. But one of them might be faking it."

Nanci turned to him. "1 confess that you choose the oddest moment for your
gueries. You don't bend over them and check the pulse beneath the ear, if that's
your idea. That way you get your own throat opened up if they're 'faking it,' as
you Sso appropriately put it."

Jim tried to ignore the sarcasm. " So how do you make sure?"

"Likethis." She lifted her polished boot and stamped down, aiming the heel at
the eye of the corpse. There was a horrible liquid grating sound. The head
rocked, but the dead man didn't move.

"Y ou do that and watch to see if they try to get up. If they don't, then it means
they are no longer dwelling this side of the dark river, Jm."

All but one of their attackers had been killed outright or had died within a minute
or so of being gunned down.
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Some of them had several bullet wounds stitched across their chests or backs.

Nanci Simms kicked one of them over, pointing down with the muzzle of her
machine pistol. "Haven't lost my touch," she said. "Look at that pattern. Trig and
trim as an Amish quilt."

There were three 9 mm bullet holesin astraight line, perfectly spaced out.

Jim caught the faint rustle of a sound from alarge clump of dead sagebrush to
their right. The woman also heard it.

"Got him," she said very quietly.

Despite her height and age she moved with an uncanny balance and elegance,
cat-footing her way toward the noise.

Jim Hilton started in to follow her, but she waved him back with a peremptory
gesture of the Port Royale.

He stood in the stiliness of the night, holding the Ruger loosely down at his side.
Behind him the rest of their small group of survivors were waiting, and his mind
began to tussle with the overwhelming problem of what they might do next.
Where they might go.

But the adrenaline rush from the firefight was still flooding through him, and Jim
found himself unable to look logically toward any sort of future. It was all too
uncertain.

"Jm?'
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"Yeah?"
"Here."
"He still alive?"

"Only just. Got histicket for the last train west and one foot already aboard the
caboose."

Mesquite crackled as he pushed through, finding the woman kneeling by a dark
figure.

The man was on his back, moaning in a soft, bubbling voice. It was only just
possible to make out an occasional mumbled word. Blood, black in the
moonlight, was frothing around his lips, dappling the stark pallor of hisface.

"Lungs," said Nanci. "And a couple of bullets through the guts." She laughed.
"Think it was Carrie's popgun did the damage. Just shows that it's not the size
but where you put it that really makes the difference.”

"Any chance of finding out who he is? Who the rest of them are?"

"No. I'd work on him if | thought it was worth it. But his mind's locked away
into his own passing. Too late."

Jim filed the casual, thrown-away reference to being ready to "work on him."

"Cold...feet frozen...can't any...didn't say gunsready..."
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Nanci straightened. She swung her right foot back and kicked the dying man
with surgical precision, the toe of her boot cracking into his head just below and
behind the right ear.

The impact made a surprisingly quiet, moist thudding sound.
"That it?" asked Jim.

"Sure. That'sit. | think we should go and rejoin the others now. Nothing more
out here for any of us. He carried no identification at all."

"Think he was one of those... what did you call them, Nanci?"'

"Hunters of the Sun? Very possible. | don't know enough about them to be
certain of this sort of modus operandi. Trained men, well armed, clothed in a sort
of uniform. Paramilitary grouping.” She nodded, her pale blue eyes seeming
amost white in the silvered light. "Would make sense. Think we were lucky,
Jm. They didn't expect usto be well armed and ready for them. They won't be
SO careless next time."

THE SOUND OF A TRUCK and several motorbikes came roaring out of the
blackness roughly a half mile north of Calico.

Jim and Nanci Simms had only just rejoined the others, and they all stood, silent,
listening.

"Going away," said Sly Romero, quickly recovered from the shock of what had
gone down less than a half hour earlier.
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"Right." His father nodded. "Good boy. They're going away, al right."
"How many dead?' asked Carrie.

"Seven. All of them that tried to sneak in and back-stab us. All dead." Realizing
that he was still holding the heavy pistol, Jim dlid it quickly into the oiled leather
hol ster.

Heather was looking at him, and he took a hesitant step toward her, but the
young girl turned away from him.

The sound of the engines was fading off to the north.

"Think they're really going, Nanci?' Jeff Thomas was shuffling from foot to
foot, like alittle boy bursting to go to the rest room.

"Y eah. And stop hopping around, will you. Look like you have to take aleak."

Carrie brushed dust off her hands. "If we keep a guard, we could maybe go back
to bed."

"Sure," agreed Jim.
"Then what?' said Steve.

Jim didn't have any answer for that one.

Chapter Seven
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Thefirst yellow light of dawn came creeping in through the broken windows of
the room where Jim Hilton and his daughter had spent the night.

The celling was stained and cracked plaster, decorated with a variety of graffiti.
Some had been done with spray cans, but most of them showed the peculiar
smeared effect of writing with a candle.

Heather stretched, the T-shirt tight across her shoulders. "Dad?"

"What isit, love?"

"| dreamed about Mom last night."

"I dreamed about her during the time | was coming home. And you and Andrea."
"It was just Mom and me."

He sat up, rubbing the stubble around the jaw-line. "Tell me, Heather."

She stood up, kicking her way out of the sleeping bag. "We werein abig art
galery. Like an old bus station, with lots of rooms. Metal galleries and
walkways. Nobody else around. Pictures of saints and stuff. Lots of gold and
reds and blues. Sort of nice."

Jim rubbed sleep from his eyes, remembering that he'd helped to slaughter seven
men only afew hours ago.

"Goon."
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"Mom was laughing at some of the pictures. Said that the infant Jesus had a fat
ass in one of them. Made me laugh alot."

"Y our mother was good at making people laugh," he said.

"Sure. Then | was looking at this picture that had some real triple-ape demons,
with pincers and gallows. L ooked up and she'd vanished, Dad. | was there all
aone."

He nodded. "Then what?"

Heather shook her head, and he could see unshed tears glistening in her blue-
gray eyes. "That wasiit! Just that. | turned round, and Mom was gone. Just like
shereally went and..."

The girl's hand went to her mouth, and she scampered outside, bare feet padding
in the soft California desert dust.

Jim followed her out, but respected her need for privacy. He moved toward Kyle
Lynch and Steve Romero, who had got afire going with the help of Sly. There
was some instant soup bubbling away, its steam rising into the cool morning air.

Jm checked hiswrist chron. "Coming up to seven," he said. "Good to have a
quiet night. | thought | heard coyotes."

Jeff Thomas was carrying a pile of wood he'd collected around the backs of the
surviving buildingsin Calico. "Yeah. | heard them, too. Sounded like they were
fighting."
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Nanci Simms was walking just in front of him, looking like afashion ad for
outdoor casual wear for the older woman. The pants of her khaki pantsuit were
tucked into the tops of the polished boots. She'd left the Port Royale behind, but
the matched pair of automatics were elegantly holstered.

"They were fighting, Jefferson, dear. Fighting over the meat we so generously
left out for their suppers last night."

"Supper?' said Carrie Princip, closing her eyes. "Oh, | get it. Y ou don't think we
should have maybe buried them? Not just allowed them to be torn by
scavengers?’

Jm answered her. "No. Short and ssimple, Carrie. No."

Heather appeared, already dressed, her short blond hair brusned flat. She
managed a small smile for her father as she squatted cross-legged on the ground
by his side. Her eyeslooked a little swollen.

Jim felt one of those inexplicable waves of overwhelming affection for his
daughter and thanked the gods that he hadn't lost all of hisloved ones. He
reached out and took her small hand in his, getting a squeeze in return.

Kyle ladled out the soup into everyone's bowl, then helped himself.
There was silence in the circle as they spooned down their breakfast.

Jm was one of the first to finish, and he carefully took what seemed to be about
one-eighth of what was left for his second helping.
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"Decision time," he said.

Jeff jumped in first, wanting to know when they were going to get started on
tracking down this mysterious Aurora place.

"Just head north, and welll find it," he said, his right hand unconsciously stroking
his badly broken nose. "Can't be that difficult.”

"| was navigator on the old Aquila," said Kyle Lynch. "Means | know alittle
about maps. Y ou should get that pea-size brain of yoursinto gear, Jeff, before
you operate your mouth."

"What's that mean?"

"Means that 'north’ isn't all that much of a peg to hang an expedition onto."
"If it'sasort of base, then it shouldn't be that difficult.”

Kyle persisted, very gently. "How far north is north, Jeff?"

"WEéll, how the fuck should | know that? | don't know."

"Right. Fifty miles?'

"| said | don't know. But..."

"Hundred miles? Five hundred? Thousand miles north, Jeff?"

"Can't be that far! Where's athousand miles going to put us?"
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"Around about the Canadian border," said Jm. "That right, Kyle?'

"Y eah. Alaskais north, Jeff. That's another couple of thousand miles away from
us. Be agood place for a secret base, after Earthblood, wouldn't it? Fancy trying
Alaska."

"They didn't even say what 'north' really means, Jefferson, my dear boy." Nanci
smiled at him as she spooned up the last of her soup.

"North means north. Come on, what the fuck else can it mean?"
"Hey, just tone the language down," warned Jim. "Got two young ones here."

Jeff's face was flushing with anger. His lips seemed to grow thicker and looser,
and he'd begun to sweat. "Sure. Y our precious little girl and that great dummy
wegot..."

Steve Romero was across and grabbing him by the neck before he could finish
the sentence. "Y ou want that nose broken again, Jeff?' he hissed.

"l didn't mean..."

Steve Romero was a good ten pounds lighter than the younger man, but he was
about eight inches taller. He loomed over the journalist, face pressed close, his
voice athreatening whisper.

"Sly isn't adummy, you useless bastard! He's got Down's syndrome. Means he
has some weaknesses. Also means that the boy's got some amazing strengths.”

"All right, all right." Though Jeff Thomas's face was turning purple, nobody had
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stepped in to interfere.
Steve let him go and went and sat down, patting Sly reassuringly on the shoulder.
"Y ou were talking about going north, Jeff," prompted Carrie.

Kyleinterrupted. "Not likely they really meant absolutely hundred percent true
north. North and west? North-northeast? We don't know. Chicago's north. Salt
Lake City. New Y ork. Vancouver. Bucksnort, Idaho."

Jeff was rubbing histhroat. "Yeah, | get it. All right. You don't haveto..." he
mumbled, allowing the sentence to trail away.

Jim saw the look of hatred the ex-journalist darted at Steve Romero. And he
wondered again what had really happened when Jed Herne had met his death in
Jeff's company.

"Made your point, grease-ass." Jeff looked around at the others. " So, we don't
know where we're going. So, what do we do?"

It seemed asif everyone started talking at once. Jim banged his spoon on the
edge of hisdish. "Hey, keep it down! One at atime, guys. Just one at atime,
please."

Carrieraised a hand. He gave her anod to carry on. "Thanks. Seems to me that
we got a couple of choices. We can stay here, or someplace nearby, whatever
suits us, and try and set up acommune.”

"Like the peace-and-love hippies from last century." Jeff grinned. "Too much
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loving's far out of sight."
"That's really funny, Jeff," said Steve Rome