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The Awakeni ng

Chapter One

It was another dream another in the endl ess succession of dreans, of

ni ghtmare fantasy and reality, of happiness and pl easure—anot her of the
dreans. He had | ong since becone aware of them viewing themfromthe peculiar
position of observer yet at once participant. He had even learned to contro
them When a scene in the dream woul d be viol ent, when he was agai nst

i nsurmount abl e odds, he would stop the dream go back several scenes and
provi de an additional weapon for hinmself, extra explosives, sone added means
of escape. He tried that when he cane upon an electrified fence—+tike the one
that had sur-rounded the Wwnb—and for sonme reason despite his precautions, the
electrified fence was sending a charge through his body. The funny thing of it
was that the charge was not killing himbut did one ever die in dreans, he
wondered? In fact, the charge was al nost pleasant. He felt the tingling
sensation in his body—as if it were sonehow ani mati ng hi mrather than
destroying him

He considered this, in the surreal way in which dreaners can consi der
anyt hi ng—ahy was it pl easant?

Enough of this dream

He opened his eyes.

John Rour ke opened his eyes.

He coul d breat he.

He closed his eyes—but he realized at one | evel of consciousness that it was
not a dreamnow. He was at |ast awake.

John Rourke realized he was alive.

To sit up was imnpossible yet—he felt only the tickle of the electrical charge,
the sensation of light touching his eyes, his eyes unused for five centuries.
The sensation of the rising and falling of his chest.

There was no danger of falling asleep

But with his eyes dosed, he felt his body awakeni ng, never nore aware of his
body in so physical a way—+t was |ike orgasm only with the entire body as its
focal point.

Alive .

Rour ke sat up, the lid of the cryogenic chanber rising in rhythmwth his
body.

He turned his head-he had been practicing that. The nonitoring lights stil

gl owed on the five other cryogenic chanbers, still sealed. They too were

al i ve—Sarah, M chael, Annie, Paul —and his eyes rested on Natalia. He closed
his eyes. She was beautiful even in her sleep as the swirling

clouds of the bluish gas drifted across her face. But he missed the surrea

bl ue of her eyes.

John Rourke | ooked to his right.

Hi s Rol ex Submariner—he picked it up and as he did the sweep second hand
started to nove again. He would have to ascertain the correct tine, the
correct date. Slowl y—ot noving well yet-he placed the watch on his wist and
closed the flip-lock clasp in place to secure it there. Beside the watch—the
twin stainless Detonics .45s.

He remenbered now.

There had been the fight with the last Soviet helicopter. He had killed
Rozhdest venskiy and Rozhdestvenskiy's submachi ne gun—+t was an Uzi, Rourke
recal l ed for sone strange reason—had fired into the chopper. The chopper had
expl oded and Rourke had dived for the escape tunnel. He renenbered a wound to
his left forearm a rock chip. He had cl eaned the wound, dressed it while he
had gone about the rest of his business in preparing the Retreat.

The worl d had been dyi ng outside.

He had renoved the bandage just before entering his chanber, just before
injecting hinself with the cryogenic serum

The hypoderm ¢ needl e—+t lay on the floor beside the chanber now as he | ooked
down. And he | ooked at his arm The wound was heal ed and there was no scar.
Hi s pistols. Rourke had cl eaned them |eaving them unl oaded. He picked up one
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of the pistols—the lubrication was still in evidence.

He was naked fromthe wai st up, and bootl ess and sockl ess.

Slow y, he began to nobve his |egs. .

Rourke's feet were over the side now, the pair of rubber thongs beside the
chamber, the thongs that he had worn while cleaning the guns, securing the
Retreat. He renmenbered that. He placed his feet in themand tried to

st and—sl ow y.

He coul d stand, but he | eaned agai nst the cryogeni c chanber for support.

He started to walk, the twin Detonics' Combat Masters in the hip pockets of
his beltless Levi's—his pants felt a little large on himat the waist. Wight
| oss, he supposed, the body burning energy however mnutely for higher brain
func-tions and the I|ike.

There was a nmirror in the bathroom-he started toward it, not having to urinate
yet, but knowi ng that he should try to get his body working again. Wter

He was suddenly cot ton-nmouthed, thirsty. He continued toward the bathroom up
the three | ow steps, the steps hard going, hard to bal ance on, but he reached
t he bat hroom

Rour ke activated the electrical punp for the water system hearing it conme on,
turning on the cold water—air sputtered through the pipe, nak-ing |oud noises,
then a trickle of water fromthe tap, a murky yellow color, nore air, a bubble
of gas, then water, clean |ooking.

He et it run for a tinme, looking up to see hinself in the mrror

H's hair was a little longer than he renenbered it. He could cut it hinself.
He had taught hinself to do that. He had a beard that |ooked the equival ent of
two weeks or so of growth—he' d grown beards before, sonetines involuntarily in
the field. Hs eyes were clear. Winkles that had been at their corners were
now gone.

The scar on the base of his left ear |obe where a bullet had nicked hi m+the
scar was gone.

He had suspected the cryogenic process mght serve to restore and rejuvenate
the body, fromthe data he had seen. He felt, sonehow, younger

Rour ke sat down on the toilet, the lid down, to rest while the water ran.

He had drunk watei after first testing it for purity—t was as pure as it had
been. The underground stream had not failed him

He had cooked a neal of cream of wheat and lightly toasted whol e wheat bread.
He had one cup of black coffee—he had barely made it to the bathroomin ting,
but the results had been normal, healthy.

In the area beyond the confines of the living section of the Retreat he had
constructed a ballistic test chanber. Wth boxes of amunition selected at
random and the twi n Detonics pistols—he wore a shirt now and a belt, the belt
notched in tight against his newer thinness—he went to this section of the
Retreat. The primary generators hunmed, working perfectly. He would detail -

i nspect them | ater.

But defense—t mi ght be inportant.

Four boxes of Federal 185-grain JHP .45s. He sel ected one round from each box,
having first nore closely inspected his guns, renoving excess |ubrication

He fired the four rounds into the test chanber, the chronograph reading
showi ng the proper nuzzle velocity, the functioning of guns and amunition
conbi ned as perfect as ever.

He | oaded the nagazi nes for both pistols, reinserting them working the
slides, lowering the hammers over the live rounds, He | oaded the hal f-dozen
magazi nes fromthe black |eather MIt Sparks Six Pack, the Six Pack already on
his belt.

Rourke inserted the Detonics pistols into the double Al essi shoulder rig,
settling the holsters on his body—the faniliarity of the weight.

He returned to the main portion of the Retreat—his little A G Russell Sting
I A bl ack chrome—he positioned this inside his trouser band behind his left hip
bone. And the bone was easier to find with the | oss of weight.

Socks and boots. There would be tine for a shower |ater

He found boot socks, pulled themon, then a pair of conbat boots. He pulled
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these on, lacing themup

Hi s bonber jacket—before putting hinself to sleep he had saddl e soaped it. He
pulled it on now, his gloves in the side pocket—they were still soft, supple.
He pulled on the gloves.

Not a ci gar—ot yet.

Hi s dar k-1 ensed avi ator-style sungl asses—he

pl aced these in the inside pocket of his coat.

He had no idea if it was day or night outside. He had been awake for nearly
five hours.

He checked the charge for the battery units for one of the Geiger counters.
Adequat e.

John Rourke started for the escape tunnel

It had a double hernetic seal

It was the only way to know..

Hi s muscles were unused to worki ng—and he was tired as he clinbed the rungs of
the tunnel fromthe interior door, a rechargeable flashlight in his jacket,
the light swaying as he noved.

The barred hernetically seal ed door. He opened this—eold.

The air seemed sonmehow thinner to him But he could breathe it. He had tested
the Geiger counter against the lumnous face of the Rolex. But it read nothing
now. He checked it against the watch face agai n—+the radi ati on detector worked.
But there was no high |level of background radiation

Rour ke clinbed through the tunnel, securing the hernetically seal ed door
behind him He kept clinbing upward, toward the final door

Did a viable world |lay above it?

He worked away the bar. The rubber gasket still had its integrity but the
rubber was a little dry—he made a nental note to lubricate it. He used the

Gei ger counter again with the door only open a small crack so he could close
it quickly.

No al arming | evel of background radiation.

He opened the door, turning his face away, putting on the glasses. There was
no way to test for

ozone content. Skin cancer was a risk he woul d endure—but the signs of
excessi ve incom ng solar radiation woul d show up quickly.

He noved through the last door into the blinding sunlight. Squinting agai nst
it, despite the dark-1ensed gl asses, he clinbed out, exhausted fromthe clinb,
muscl e weary, his breathing | abored—the air was rarer than it had been but
that was to be expect ed.

The digital readout on the cryogeni ¢ chanber had shown 481 years to have
passed. v

He stood up—around hi mwas desert, at the base of the nountain and beyond.

Bi nocul ars—he took the Bushnells fromtheir case at his side. Shivering again
agai nst the cold, he estimated the anbient tenperature in the fifties and it
was mni dday.

He focused the Bushnell eight-by-thirtys—+n the far distance, there was green,
patches of it, |ike sparse grass

John Rourke dropped to his knees—half from exhaustion and half froma nore
conpel | i ng necessity.

He made the sign of the cross.

Chapter Two

Still wusing the escape tunnel and keeping

the main entrance seal ed, Rourke sortied into the world often throughout the
next several days, testing the atnobsphere against his own skin. After six
days, he determ ned that although prol onged exposure to the sun would have its
ef fects because of the thinness of the atnobsphere, a sufficient anmount of the
ozone | ayer had survived and/or been restored so that with sone care it would
not be lethal to be out of doors. He determined this as best he coul d—enly
long-termtine would truly tell, perhaps fatally.

But life initself was a ganble.

Judgi ng fromthe exact readout on the chanber in terns of years and deci nal
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val ues thereof —-and from readi ngs on the position of the sun and sone of the
nmore regul ar constellations in the brilliant night sky (there was |ess

di storti on now because of the thinner atnosphere)—he calculated the date of
hi s awakeni ng as Septenber twelfth, and the year as well.

He was also able to set his watch precisely, as well as the electric clocks

t hroughout the Retreat.

Time was now a definitive coomodity, neasur-ing, rather than nerely el apsed
time, an orderly progression.

One by one, he had checked the systens within the Retreat—a mnor repair here,
an alteration there.

He experinmented with the food. It had survived, the neal irradiated to kil
bacteria before storage provi ng now exceedi ngly wort hwhil e.

He was on solid foods, his appetite com ng back

to him his bodily functions nornal.

A conpl et e physical —as conpl ete as a physi-cian can give hinself. H's heart
rate was better than it had been since his early twenties. So was his pul se.
Hi s hearing was better, too.

Snoki ng no | onger a habit, he consuned three cigars a day or less. He

calcul ated that, at that rate, he had enough for three years, perhaps a little
| onger. He had prepared. Tobacco could be grown.

He had begun a program of rigoroYis physical activity, |arge nuscle group
function tostrengthen the heart and to tone the body and devel op | ung power.
At mdday on the sixth day he used a soil test kit to deternmine the viability
of the Iand near the Retreat, for the first tine using the nain entrance.

The soil was richer than it had ever been, despite the sandy appearance. |t
was bl eached by the stronger sun. He was tanning rapidly and by the fifth day
had begun to wear one of his broad-brimred Stetsons agai nst the sun

Beneath the topsoil, the ground was still dark and rich. Sone nutrients were
in bizarre conbina-tions—but it would grow food.

He had tested all of his weapons and amuni-tion—all was in order

Gradual |y, he was recharging the battery for the Harley Low Ri der

But he was al one.

Chapter Three

On the seventh day, Septenber eighteenth, he did not rest.

He was not God and so there was no special reason, for dramatic meani ng or

ot herwi se, to do so.

H s pl an was one he had considered carefully, one in which he had no choice
but to place his confidence. For the survival of themall, it was necessity.

/ He stood—ene of his cigars, the first of the day, was clanped tightly in the
| eft side of his nouth between his teeth, unlit. Rourke stared at the
cryogeni ¢ chanbers

H's hair was cut. He could feel his nuscle power returning nore rapidly than
he had anticipated. He was clean shaven and had a full stomach.

Alive in all but the fullest sense of the word.

He activated the controls of the cryogeni c chanbers, to awaken his son and his
daught er.

He sat down on the sofa which had been pushed asi de to nake room for the
cryogeni ¢ chanbers when they had first been brought to the Retreat, watching
the sl ow awakeni ng process begi n—the gas began to swirl in different patterns,
to slowy dissipate.

He wat ched.

John Rourke was fasci nated—the process took hours. He felt overly clinical,
but he nade notes as he watched, smiling too as expression returned to

the face of his young daughter, to the face of his young son

Anni e's hair had grown—perhaps two inches. Mchael's hair had grown as wel | —-he
could give Mchael a haircut. The longer length hair |ooked pl easing on Annie.
Rour ke watched themturn their heads, evi-dently passing through the state
where dreanms and returni ng consciousness co-m ngl ed, as he had—t fascinated
hi m how | ong this process seemed to endure. And he wondered what children's
dreans were. His dreanms in childhood had | ong since faded in his nenory.

Rour ke wat ched. He noted things in the | egal pad before him
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He renenbered things in his heart—he won-dered how it would be to watch his
wi fe Sarah, Natalia, Paul. How would it be for then®

To awaken.
Anni e began to sit up. M chael —al ways the harder of the two children to
awaken—still noved, but in a supine position, tossing, turning.

The Iid of Annie's chanber began to rise, coordinated with the rising of her
seven-year-ol d body. That she had been born 488 years ago did not escape

hi mthe irony of it.

The cryogenic chanber's lid was fully open

"Hel l o, sweetheart," Rourke whispered—for the first time since his awakening
havi ng soneone with whomto speak

" Da_"

Her nmouth wasn't working properly yet and he

ift

| aughed, standing up, wal king over to stand besi de the chanber, reachi ng out
his right hand to hold her hands. "We're all alive. W nade it. You've been
sl eeping for four hundred and ei ghty-one years."

" How—how—

"How long is that? It's a very long time, |onger than any other hunman bei ng
has ever slept and then awakened. The people on the Eden Project—they' ve been

sleeping a little longer, but they're still asleep. They should be for another
twenty-one years. Do you understand nme?"
Anni e yawned, like only a little girl yawns, her body scrunching up, her nouth

open, her arns outstretching.

And she sm | ed—he had renenbered how beautiful her smile was, at |east he had
t hought he had. But seeing it now was even nore than he had renenbered. He
noticed too that the small chicken pox scar that had been on her eyelid, and
the mark on her hand fromthe renoval of a wart—both scars were gone now.

She hugged her arns—awkwardl y—around his neck. He lifted her fromthe chanber,
ki ssing her cheek

In the cryogenic chanber to the right, Rourke's left, Mchael was beginning to
nmove with greater determination it seened—and he was starting to rise, the lid
of the chanber rising, the slightly sweet snell of the cryogenic gas again as
it dissipated.

M chael sat fully erect. f
19
"Hi, son."

M chael |ooked at himoddly. And then it | ooked |like Mchael was starting to

| augh.

Chapt er Four

(ddly, the children had seened tirecl after only a few hours of
wakef ul ness—but a rapid yet complete exam nation had reveal ed no unexpect ed
physical conditions, no illness. They were sinply children—sonethi ng which
Rour ke had con-sciously rem nded hinself to remenber—and been exhausted by the
exci tenent.

After eight hours of sleep, a surprisingly |arge breakfast and endl ess
questions about the cryo-genic process, Rourke stood with them before the open
outer door of the Retreat. It was their first sight of the New Wrld.

"I't looks like a desert,” Annie observed. "But it's kinda pretty, isn't it,
Daddy?"

"Yes—kind of pretty,’
"Kind of."

"I's everything dead out there?" M chael asked suddenly, his shoul ders hunched
in the too large blue denimjacket Rourke had | oaned him

Rourke didn't answer for a noment.

Anni e repeated M chael's question. "Is it all dead out there?"

"I thought that it would be—and in a way it is. But | was awake for a week
before | awakened you, Annie, or you, Mchael. And I did a |ot of thinking."
He started through the outer doorway —the rocks were still in place as they
shoul d be, the rocks which he used as the counterbal ances for opening the door

Rour ke answered, snok-ing his first cigar of the day.
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of the Retreat. He perched on a rock near them Annie squirnmng up onto his

I ap, M chael |eaningon his shoulderat his left. Rourke carried his Detonics
pistols only. "There night have been other nations which foresaw what coul d
happen and prepared, naybe other groups. There wefe a lot of Survivalists in
the days before the Night of The War. If an el aborate enough Retreat could
have been built, one that was self-sustaining —well, maybe we aren't alone.”
And he smiled, hugging Annie tighter on his |ap, holding Mchael close, too.
"But we're alone here—as far as the eye can see, even with binoculars." He
poi nted toward the top of the nountain. "Fromway up there, | can see
veget ati on—pl ants, you know. But no signs of fish in the streans, aninal
|ife—or people. No canpf ires, no snokestacks, no vehicles —ike the |and
around us was wi ped clean |like a chal kboard and no one has witten on it yet.
And that's what | want to talk to you both about." The air tenperature was
chill, but Rourke felt a warnth in himhe rarely felt as he held his children
"The Eden Project—=

"The spaceships," Annie supplied.

"Space Shuttles,” Mchael corrected, seem ngly automatically.

"Shuttles, ships—but the Eden Project. They should return in about twenty-one
years if the data was correct. But what if the Eden Project never returned,
and what if we were the only people on Earth?"

"I woul dn't have anybody to play with," Annie said softly.

Rourke smled, holding her. "Mre inportant that that—and | know playing is

i nportant—but nore inportant than that even: survival, not just of ourselves,
but the human race. The three of us here, and your nother, and Uncle Paul and
Nat al i a—enly six people. | thought a long tine about this.

Qur chancesof rcbm di ng, of maki nga new worl d—the only way is for all six of us
to be adults at the same tine, for all six of usto be as close in age as
possible. And so | have a plan. You'd both have to be very brave and be very
smart. "

"What is it that you want us to do, Daddy?"

He | ooked at his son's | ean face, the brown eyes, the full shock of dark brown
hair—+t was as il sonehow he were studying his own reflection in a mrror, but
the light biinging himthe reflection had taken a quarter century to return
fromthe mrror to his eyes. "For the next five years, I'mgoing to teach both
of you everything, some things you probably shouldn't know until you are much
older. We're going to work very hard—

"WIIl we have a chance to play, Daddy?" Annie snmil ed,

"Yes—there'll be tine for that, too."

"Why five years?" M chael asked him

"Because, son, in live years you'll be nearly fourteen biologically," and he

| ooked at Annie on his lap, her dark honey blond hair caught up in the breeze,
her brown eyes sparkling. "And you, young |ady—you'll be nearly twelve. That's

awful ly young for both of you—=

"Fourteen is pretty old,” Mchael insisted.

Rourke let hinself smle. "It's going to have to be. Because in five years, if
everything goes as | plan, I'mtaking the cryogenic sleep again. For sixteen
years. And when you are thirty, Mchael —and Annie, you'll be twenty-eight.
Then all the chanmbers will open, your nother's, Paul's, Nata-lia's—and mne
again." He |looked at his son. "You'll be about two years ol der than Natali a,
M chael ." He | ooked at Annie. "And you'll be just a little younger than Paul
Rubenstei n. And Mommy and Daddy won't be that rmuch ol der than either of you
Then there'll be six of us—and we can build the world again if we have to."
They didn't understand, Rourke thought. H's children didn't understand.

But in Mchael's eyes, he saw sonething. Rourke knew that he woul d.

"Qur first lesson in survival and in growi ng up begins today. So run—don't run
far, but run and

play-"

Anni e kissed himon the lips and slipped off his lap, running after M chael
Rour ke wat ched as they played tag down the nountain road fromthe entrance of
the Retreat. "Play," John Rourke

whi spered. "While you can." He inhaled on his cigar but it had gone dead. He

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...20Survivalist%2010%20-%20The%20Awakening.txt (6 of 82) [12/28/2004 4:49:46 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ James%20A x| er%20-%20T he%20Survival i st%2010%20-%20T he%20A wakening.txt

lit it again in the blue-yellow flanme of his Z ppo.

Chapter Five

The nost inportant task at the beginning had been teaching Annie to do nore
than just pretend to read. And she had | earned quickly. And he had i mredi ately
begun each child in the ways of self-preservation. Mchael had been taught the
rudi -ments of marskmanship before the Night of The War. And from what Sarah
had told him M chael had | earned these rudinents well. He found hinsel fJohn
Rour ke—soneti nes watching M -chael in those first days. N ne yearsol dand t he
boy had already killed. But it seemed not to affect him

The subject matter to be taught and mastered had been overwhel m ng, Rourke had
realized fromthe start. Electronics, plunbing, electrical work, notorcycle
mai nt enance—al | these to pre-serve the Retreat and what it housed. Cooking,
fromthe use of the stove and the m crowave oven to howto build a fire in the
wi |l d. Wbod was scarce and the search for it had taken Rourke away fromthe
children with the pickup truck to far beyond the base of the nountain. No
|ife—but trees to cut down. Eventually, as the years passed, he had

taught M chael to handle the full-sized McCulloch Pro-Mac 610. Rourke's pal nms
had sweated, his stomach churning, letting an el even-year-old boy handle a
chai n saw.

Both children he had taught the rudi nents of sew ng—putting back buttons and
mendi ng ri pped seans and holes in Levi's. Annie had quickly gotten into the
books Rourke had put up for Sarah and by the tinme she had reached age ten
spent nmuch of her leisure time doing needl epoint as she |listened to

recordi ngs, watched vi deotapes, and questioned her father

Mar ksmanship training for both of them pro-gressed, Annie utilizing the CAR- 15
because of the shorter buttstock | ength, M chael nanagi ng one of the M 6s.
Target practice in the early years was confined to the .223 because Rourke had
such an abundance of ammmp for this caliber as well as a | arge nunber of M 16s
and repl acenent parts, all of this fromthe United States Air Force base on
the New West Coast, part of the supplies he and Rubenstein and Natalia had
brought back with them Occasional handgun marksmanshi p was practi ced,
utilizing mscellaneous .38 Special amunition fired through Rourke's
Metalifed Colt Python.

It was not until M chael reached age twelve that Rourke in earnest began
teaching himthe use of the .45

The training gun was the blue Detonics .45 Rourke had taken fromthe Sovi et
agent who had worked with Randan Soanes near the early site of

of ;

U.S Il headquarters. Mchael had quickly taken to it. Annie's marksmanship
with Rourke's CAR-15 reached such a level that after a tinme he began joking
with her that Annie's real |ast nane should be Qakley rather than Rourke.

The martial arts. Childrens' bodies are supple, strong, flexible—they |earned
qui ckly and well, Rourke teaching themthe basics of Tae Kwon Doe and letting
them progress into other variations. It was not until Mchael was thirteen and
Anni e el even that Rourke began teaching the children what to do in order to
kill with their hands.

He paralleled their instruction, which at tines neant hol ding M chael back, at
ti mes pushing Annie forward. But teaching both children sinul-taneously was
the only way for him

The children studied history. Having lived through its nost inportant epoch,
its nost pivotal period, they seened naturally drawn to the discipline.
Questions—why had U S. and Soviet relations fallen to the point where the

Ni ght of The War had been the only alternative?

It was then that Rourke showed them sone-thing he had begun shortly after the
Awakeni ng-it was then that the children had realized why at night he had sat
alone in a far corner of the Geat Room nusic lowon the air, a
typewitergoing.lt was a nenoir of events |leading to the Night of The War, and
events afterward. It was not finished and Rourke had confided to his son and
daughter that he felt it never would be—there was always nore to add.
Shakespeare, Cervantes, Ovid in the original Latin—+t was good nental
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di scipline, he had told them

The scul pture of M chel angel o, the nusic of Beethoven and Liszt, the

phi | osophy of Aquinas, Sartre, Rand. He realized early on that he was nerely
i ntroducing the children to things they would have to | earn without him

The fertile soil outside the Retreat yielded corn, potatoes, asparagus,

t omat oes, peas. The winters were hard and | ong and cold and the grow ng
seasons short, but in these tines, as in all other times they shared, they
shared the work together. John Rourke discovered that he not only had
children, he had friends.

They would talk long into the evening—Iliterature, philosophy, nusic, science,
the arts.

Medi cine. By the tinme the |ast year had begun, both M chael and Anni e had

| earned first aid to the point where either would have been qualified to
assune the duties of a paranedic. He had placed nedi cal and dental know edge
above all else but self-defense, for without their health, in this hospitable
yet forbidding world, they would perish

M chael , at nearly fourteen, had begun to seriously assault Rourke's
limted—but not too |imted—supply of .44 Rem ngton Maghum am nunition. The
boy had becone enanpred of one particular pair of guns. John Rourke had never
favored single action revolvers. Mchael Rourke favored them

At the range area beyond the entrance to the Retreat, Rourke stood, watching
hi s son.

M chael, only two inches shorter than Rourke now, held the eight-and-three-

ei ghths-inch-barreled Stal ker in'both hands at full arns |ength, the webbed
sling for the nassive Magnum Sal es-converted Ruger Super Bl ackhawk swayi ng
slightly in the breeze as it hung fromits barrel and base-of-the-butt-nounted
swi vel s. John Rourke watched as M chael Rourke studied the target—a pine cone
one hundred yards di stant—+through the 2X Leupol d scope. Even with the sound-
danpeni ng earnmuffs John Rourke wore, the sound of the Stal ker as it discharged
was intense. In the distance, the dot that had been the pine cone seened to
vapori ze as Rourke studied it through the Bushnell arnored eight-by-thirtys.
"You hit it."

"1 know. "

"Let's see what you can do with the short one."

"Al'l right."

M chael set down the Stal ker, taking the shorter barreled gun fromthe wooden
table they had built together of rough hewn pine | ogs brought up fromthe
val |l ey bel ow. M chael picked up the Predator. It was largely the sanme gun, a
stai nl ess Ruger Super Bl ackhawk reworked by Magnum Sal es, but this wthout a
scope, the barrel only four and five-eighths inches |ong.

M chael held the revolver in both hands. John Rourke called to him "Wen I

sl eep again—practice firing that snaller one you' ve got now,

9«

practice firing it faster at closer ranges. Teach yourself to reload it on the
run as you fire."

"l understand what you nmean, but not howto do it," Mchael called back, his
voi ce deeper than it had been as a child. But not as deep as it would be,

Rour ke t hought .

"You take your shot down range—+i ke you planned—then I'I|l enpty it and show
you what | nean," and Rourke brought the shooter's ear-nuffs up again,

wat chi ng as M chael did the sane.

Rour ke wat ched t hrough the binocul ars agai n —another pine cone, this fifty
yards away. It was a good-sized pine cone, John Rourke rem nded hinself as

M chael 's Predator discharged, the pine cone disintegrating.

Rour ke | ooked at his son—proud, no prouder than when the boy had first
attacked geonetry and taken quickly to it, but just as proud.

Rour ke wal ked toward his son, |eaving the earmuffs up

M chael handed hi mthe Predator

"Four shots?"

"Never | oad nore than five in a single action, even if it is a Ruger," M chae
nodded.
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Rourke snmiled. Twenty-five feet away, nore or less, was a pine tree that had
been struck by |ightning—natural |ightning. It had happened only six nonths
earlier.

Rour ke picked up five rounds of the Federal 240-grain .44 Mags, his right

t hunb wor ki ng open the Ruger's loading gate, closing it, opening it, closing.
"Wth an original Colt, | knew a man

29

who kept the |oading gate open, reloading just as fast as he fired. You can't
do that with one of these. So you inprovise."

"Show ne," M chael said, his even white teeth showing as his w de nouth opened
inasmle.

"I was planning to," Rourke | aughed. "That struck tree—that's a nman shooting
at you. This table is cover. You' ve gotta nail himas you run toward the
table, reloading as fast as you can. Then because there's sonebody com ng
right up your back, you've gotta pass that guy and finish him So you run from
behi nd cover and enpty the next five into him+f it takes that many. This tine
it owill."

"Al right."

"Get back over there." Rourke gestured toa rock sone distance beyond the table
and out of range of any possible m ssed shot. "And keep your nuffs
up—shooting's hard enough on your ears in conbat, no sense danmmgi ng your ears
during practice.”

"Al right."

Rour ke took the Predator and the five spare rounds of ammp and strode back
perhaps twenty-five feet beyond the table at an angle. He shouted to M chael,
"G me a yell when you want ne to start—and keep in mnd |'mnot very good
with a single action and | don't shoot .44 very often.”

"Excuses, excuses—Aow "

M chael had caught himfl at-footed—but Rourke broke into a run, the Predator
in his right fist, the loose ammp in his left, his right thunb

jerking back the hammer, the right index finger '"triggering the shot, the
Magnum Sal es Cust om Ruger bucking in his right hand at the web of flesh

bet ween thunb and forefinger, bucking again and again and again as he crossed
the distance to the table, the lightning-struck pine shuddering with the

i mpacts, starting to crack near the base, Rourke skidding down behind the
table, the loading gate already flicked open. Hs left thunb worked the ful

Il ength ejector rod, the loose rounds in the left palm his left hand' s |ast
two fingers holding the Ruger, as the rod reached nmaxi num extensi on and the
enpty punched out, his right plucking a | oaded round fromthe pal mof his
left, inserting it, then repeating the process, the Ruger |oaded, the |oading
gate closed, Rourke up, running, enptying four of the five rounds into the
tree trunk target—the tree split, falling.

Rour ke st opped runni ng.

M chael was shouting, "That's pretty good, Dad-"

Rour ke wheeled, firing the fifth and last round into the remaining stunp of
the tree, the distance fifteen feet, the stunp cracking, a chunk of pine wood
perhaps two inches in dianeter sailing skyward.

Rourke pulled off his shooter's earnuffs; M -chael, approaching, did the sane.

Rour ke, his voice alnpbst a whisper, said, "I like a .45 better, or a double
action. But if you're wedded to these, maybe that's nore inportant. They're
good guns."

Anni e—pearly twel ve, shouted fromthe en-trance to the Retreat. "I cracked

open the last jar of peanut butter—anybody want a -cornbread and peanut butter
sandw ch?"

Rour ke | ooked at M chael —M chael | ooked at him

Annie was turning into a good cook for a girl of her years.

"Conme on—peanut butter sandwi ches with fresh strawberries and tonatoes and a
green pea and asparagus sal ad. Cone on!"

A fine cook, if somewhat bizarre.

Chapter Six
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Rour ke sipped at a glass of the corn whiskey. The first batch had been too
strong, but this was pal atabl e enough. He still had a nore than anple supply
of civilized Seagram s Seven but al nbst three years ago had started the still.
M chael was planning to produce beer eventually. Rourke had never worshi pped
beer that terribly nuch, but if he were nearly fourteen, he supposed that he
m ght—in anticipation.

They sat in the kitchen, Annie talking. "I wish we could find some surviving
dairy ani nmal s—anything. Even a goat. |'ve got sonme great recipes for cheese,
for yogurt, and you've got the starters

need. Remenber that yogurt | tried with the dehydrated m | k?"

"I't was good, sweetheart," Rourke told his daughter. She reni nded himof her
nmot her, except for the hair color. She had not cut her hair either, not since
t he Awakening. He mentally corrected hinsel f—eccasionally she trinmed "split
ends," as she called them He inmagi ned she had picked up the termfroma book
or froma videotape. But her hair, when it was unbound as it was now, reached
past her waist, still the sane dark honey blond color it had al ways been

She was becom ng a woman—but he would miss the little girl she so rarely was
nowadays. He had told her what to expect-—when she actually becane a wonan. For
there woul d be no wonan there, no adult.

He had explained to both children what they would feel in their bodies, and
expl ained to both of themthe obvious limtations their environment woul d

i mpose.

But he had planned for that as well.

They sat in the great room Rourke on the couch, M chael on the reclining
chair, but the chair not reclined, the back up straight. Annie sat cross-

| egged, Indian fashion, on the floor. Behind them-Rourke suddenly noticing
it—was the soft hum of the cryogenic chanbers. "W six are the future—t's
inportant that all six of us survive to make that future. | haven't really
taught you anything, either of you, except the neans to inprove your skills,
to acquire real know edge.

Si xteen years will pass after tonight before | see either of you again, yet
daily each of you will see me, see your nother—she is unchangi ng. SeePau] and
Natalia. |'mnot |eaving you—either of you—an easy task. Not at all. If
sonet hing cones up for which | wasn't able to prepare you, you'll have to
solve it. If it cannot be solved, then awaken nme fromthe sleep and hope that
I can solve it. If either of you is so seriously injured that the nmedica
techni ques |'ve taught you and the reference naterial avail abl e cannot

all eviate the situation, then awaken nme fromthe sleep. If there is a problem
with the/ Retreat systems which you cannot solve, thEn awaken nme. At even the
slightest intinmafion that the cryogenic systens are failing or thepower is
failing, awaken the four of us instantly. Instantly."

He | ooked at Annie. "I want you to pursue your interest in things
creative—reativity is vital to survival, nentally as well as physically.
Don't redecorate the Retreat—+ kind of !ike it the way it is. But exercise
your mnd, practice the fighting techniques |'ve taught you—but don't break
your brother in half."

"Dad," M chael | aughed.

Anni e only snil ed.

"Move up fromthose .38s out of ny Python—start into .357 Magnuns. Don't get
hooked on single action revolvers |ike your brother."

"I like that Detonics Scorenaster you let nme try once—t's pretty and it's
accurate. "

"Fine—but wait a few years before you get into

it, and the gun is yours."

"Al'l right." She smled, the corners of her nouth dinpling.

He | ooked at M chael. "I'm not sounding chauvinistic—at |east | hope not. But
you're two years older, and you're a nman. Fourteen is a rough age to start
bei ng a man, but you started when you were younger than that and saved your
mother's life with those Brigands, hel ped your nother and Annie out of that
swol | en | ake when the dam burst. You've got an ego | haven't seen the |ike of
since ny owmn. That can be a positive feature if you can control it. A negative
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feature if you can't. But you'll be in charge. | think Annie accepts that,"
and Rourke | ooked at his daughter. She smled, laughing a little, but nodded.
He | ooked back to Mchael. "If | didn't think you could handle it, | wouldn't

say you were in charge. You're the one responsible for yourself, your sister
and, while we sleep, for the four of us. And when you work with that snokel ess
powder you're experinenting with, don't blow yourself up." He | ooked at his
son and | aughed.

M chael stood up, stabbing his hands into the side pockets of his Levi's, the
cuffs turned up because they were Levi's Rourke had put in the Retreat to wear

for hinself and M chael was not yet his height. "I won't |let Annie down—
won't let you, or Mom or Paul or Natalia down. | don't know how snoboth it's
gonna go for the next sixteen years, but it'll be all right."

John Rourke stood, M chael Rourke wal ki ng

toward him John Rourke outstretched his right hand to his son. H's son took
it. Annie stood up, enbracing themboth. In a few hours, John Rourke would

sl eep agai n.

Chapter Seven

The scoped Stal ker slung diagonally across his back, M chael Rourke started
down fromthe rocks, into the valley, the Retreat—his father had told himonce
that"Jatalia Tienmerovna referred to it as "Rourke' sMuntain"—n the distance.
He had begun rangi ng the nmountains surrounding the Retreat when he was twenty
and in nearly ten years, he had seen no sign of aninmal life, but the

vegetati on—where it grew at all—was thicker and |usher with each spring. He
qui ckened his pace—Anni e, who had turned into a superb cook, was fixing neat.
It was a special -occasion delicacy usually—for his birthday or her own, but
this was not January, the nonth of both their birthdays. Annie, that norning,
had sinply said, "I'mtired of being a vegetarian—+'mtaking some neat out of
one of the freezers. Make sure you're not late for dinner."

M chael Rourke hadn't argued.

A rabbit or a squirrel -had he seen one, he would not have shot it, but
attenpted to followit.

N He woul d have brought such an animal food fromtheir gardens. But no such
ani mal exi sted.

No birds flewin the sky. No insect buzzed.

Sone type of beetle to attack the vegetables in the gardens woul d have been
wel cone, but there were none.

Perhaps in other parts of the world, or at lower a 1 ti tudes—perhaps.

He had taken one of the three Harley Davidson Low Riders once, taken it far
fromthe Retreat. That had been five years ago. He had ranged for nore than a
hundred mles in the four cardinal directions. He had found the rusted, gutted
remai ns of an autonobile. He had found the ruins of what had once been a
city—skel etons of buildings now Not even a human bone survived.

But the strategic fuel supplies were intact—t had been the announced reason
for the trip. He had checked two of the reserves and they still held their
preci ous gasol i ne.

Annie would range fromthe Retreat as well at tinmes. He didn't worry that
terribly much for his sister. She had begun nmastery of the Detonics
Scoremaster .45 she had liked so nmuch, begun its nastery when she was fifteen
At twenty-ei ght—al nost—she was a superlative shot. At one hundred yards,

wi t hout a scope, using just the Bo-Mar iron sight, she could consistently hit
obj ects M chael could barely see with the naked eye.

They had begun readi ng through the Bntannica when in their late teens. He had
reached the end of vol une seventeen of the Macropaedia and found it

amusing to read the information concerning tax | aws. Taxes were no nore.

M chael renenbered an expression his father had used once—sonet hi ng regarding
the in-evitability of death and taxes. Taxes were no |longer inevitable. He
wondered if death were

The t hought was vaguely disquieting to himthat he had known nore people who
were now dead than still alive. As best he had been able to ascertain in
nearly sixteen years of nonitoring the airwaves on the Retreat radio,
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studying the stars and the daytine sky as well, of searching the ground for
the slightest sign, no one else lived on the earth.

He had been tenpted once to take one of the Harleys and drive/toward Col orado
where the Soviet Wnb had Keen. But if anyone had survived there, they woul d
likely be his enenies now as they had been his father's enem es al nost five
centuries earlier.

At night, when he nmonitored the radio or studied the stars through the

tel escope, he would sonmetines sit with a glass of the corn-based whi skey—t
was quite good now and, at least to him the taste was as pleasing as the
occasi onal gl ass of Seagram s Seven; other tines he would stare at the
cryogeni ¢ chanbers. Annie would always fall asleep earlier than he, perhaps
while they watched a filmtogether on the video recorder. But there were the
al one times—and as he watched the cryogeni ¢ chanbers, he woul d consi der what
it would be |ike when there were no | onger just two

peopl e wal king the earth, but six instead.

As he wal ked al ong the nountain road | eading to the Retreat now, he wondered
again. What was the wonan Natalia |ike?

He renenbered fromhis early chil dhood seeing his nmother and father kiss. From
films, he had seen others. One filmin particular—the man and the wonan lay in
bed besi de one another. He was not sexually ignorant of the technical aspect
of it—he had read, his father in his w sdom having provided things for them
both. And before his father had slept, his father had told them both things,
answer ed questi ons.

But he watched the woman Natalia sonetines, wondering.

And he wondered at his father's remarks about the inperative of all six of

t hem survi vi ng.

M chael Rourke sonmetimes thought that he thought Iike his father—and if he
did, he realized, then he knew what his father planned and it alternately

war med and frightened him

"l got the recipe fromthat cookbook Mom w ote once. Wat do you think?"

M chael Rourke put down the gl ass of Sea-gram s—t was, after all, a special
occasion. "I liked it, Annie. Wat did you call it again?"

"Beef Stroganov. But | didn't have any wine, so | used sone of your honenmade
beer."

"Terrific. The man who marries you— and M chael Rourke shut up

20

He watched his sister's brown eyes, brown |ike his. She noved her hair—she
kept it at waist |ength—back fromher face. "What do you think Dad has

pl anned?" she asked, her voice soft—tike Mchael renenbered his nmother's voice

bei ng soft.

"You want ny honest opinion?"

"Yeah, | want your honest opinion. |I'mgonna get dessert. Strawberry

short cake—one on and refill your glass." She stood up, wal ki ng back toward

the stove and the counter beside it. Mchael clinbed down fromthe stool
taking her enpty glass as well as his. He passed her, standing at the nearer
counter, untwisting the cap on the bottle. "Wat do you think? You want sone
nmore 500-year-ol d whi skey?"

"Tal k about aging! Am | gonna need sonme nore whi skey?" /
"M ght not be a bad idea."

"Al'l right." She paused. "I'll have sone nore whi skey. You want a |ot of
strawberries?"

"Yeah. "

He poured the second glass, closed the bottle and turned to watch her as she
fixed the strawberry shortcake, ladling freshly cut strawberries which they
had grown thensel ves onto the chunks of cornbread. She was dressed as she
usual Iy dressed. Rarely did she wear pants, although she was so tal ented that
she coul d easily have nade nore than the few pairs she had fabricated. Hs
father—their father—had provided before the Ni ght of The War bolts of materia
and thread and a sewi ng machine and all the necessary accessories. Annie had
t aken

Af t
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to using the machine like a pianist would take to a concert-tuned piano. He
had read about concerts, pianists and the |ike, watched the videotape of a
concert several tinmes. And he listened to nusic incessantly, as did Annie. But
she wore one of her typical midea If- length full skirts, navy blue in color
And a bl ouse which seenmed to hold up on her shoulders by friction-he had read
a novel where such a garnent had been described as a "peasant blouse." This
was her usual attire. He watched her as she carried the dessert back to the
mai n counter.

He foll owed her, crossing to the far side of the counter and straddling the
stool. He scratched his bare left thigh where it itched beneath the ragged
edge of the cut-off Levi's. There were still nore pairs of these in the
storeroomthan he could wear through in a lifetine, but these old ones were
confortable for sitting around the Retreat at night.

"So—what do you think he has planned for us?"

"Sal ud," he nmurmured, raising his glass. He had studi ed Spani sh from books and
audi o tapes and—again his father had provi ded—wat ched the one Spani sh | anguage
nmovie in the tape library innunerable tines.

"Sal ud, already." And Annie clinked glasses with him "So, what do you think?"
He wi shed that he snoked, so he could have lit a cigar or cigarette and

del ayed saying what he felt. "All right." But he didn't snoke. "He al ways

tal ked about the six of us being vital for survival."

41

"AH ri ght —so0?"

"So—you' ve probably seen me—'ve seen you do it—

"What do you nean? What are you tal king about ?"

"I"mtal ki ng about being human."

"M chael !'"

"I think he planned this all along, fromthe first tine that he | earned what
was going to happen to end the world. That's why he awakened us, spent only
five years with us and then sleptl. He planned it."

"What do you—

"When you | ook at Paul Rubenstein, in his chanber—what do you tjhink of?"
"That he' s—= I

"That's he's a man? The only man who isn't your bl ood relative?"

M chael Rourke watched his sister. She | ooked down at her dessert, playing
with it with her spoon, not eating it. "I think about that," she whi spered
And she | ooked up then. "And what about Natalia?"

"I think that she's a worman," he answered, his voice al nost a whi sper

M chael Rourke | ooked behind him at the four cryogeni c chanbers which

dom nated the great room+the two others had been put away into the storage
area. He | ooked at the face of the worman Nat al i a—he renmenbered sonet hi ng
suddenly. Her bl ue eyes.

M chael turned away—-Anni e continued to stare

at the cryogenic chanbers. And he knew what she stared at. "Did he—did he—
M chael Rourke didn't answer her, his sister

Chapt er Ei ght

It lasted only a mnuscul e anount of tine, but as soon as it began, M chae
Rourke hit the buttons for play and record—the radi o nade sound.

Wor ds.

As he listened, he tried to understand them+the words—but the | anguage was
alien to him

He checked the Rol ex Submariner his father had given himbefore taking the

sl eep. The transmis-sion |asted approximately two and one-hal f m nutes.

Anni e was al ready in bed.

The radi o had yielded words only twice in all the tinme he had nonitored it.
Once nearly five years earlier. Once now.

He had put the words off as an errant transm s-sion bounced back from sone
obj ect in space. The transm ssion had been vastly weaker five years ago.

It was strong this night.

' 'The Eden Project?'' he asked hinself. Had they cone back, ent ered

file:/lIC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...20Survivalist%2010%20-%20The%20Awakening.txt (13 of 82) [12/28/2004 4:49:46 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ James%20A x| er%20-%20T he%20Survival i st%2010%20-%20T he%20A wakening.txt

Earth's orbit? Was it a

message? Was it that he could not understand the | anguage? Or that the
transm ssion was so garbled as to be unintelligible, the fault of atnospheric
di sturbance, or the fault of his equi pnent?

He had stripped the radio with Annie's hel p several tines, searching—n

vai n—for sone fault in the receiver itself.

There had been none that he coul d discern

It was inpulse, but he had | earned to obey that sonetines.

He snatched up the Predator as he ran across the great room toward the
storage area. Hi s father's Bushnell eight-by-thirtys—he passed them by. The
forty power zoom |l ens spotting scope he used as a tel escope. He grabbed this,
stuffing it box and all inside his shirt. Pulling aside what bl ocked the
energency exit hatch, he worked the conbination, opening it, and started up
through the tunnel along the rungs his father had put in place five centuries
earlier.

He kept noving, through the next hatch, not bothering to put the bar in place,
merely closing the hernetically seal ed door. He kept noving, upward, the
exertion nmaking himsweat, the flashlight in his |left hand bouncing its beam
across the natural rock chimey in the darkness, a white |ight.

The upper door-he wenched the bar free, swi nging the door open, the cold wash
of night air chilling himas he crawl ed out onto the top of the nmountain. He
| et the hatch swing closed behind him

| Stars—nillions, the night cold and crystal clear and the nmoon little nore
than a crescent of light. | The box for the spotting scope—he opened it, f

not bothering with the supporting bipod.

The forty power scope—he zooned the lens to half of full nagnification,
searching the hori zon.

A streak of light.

Hol ding his position, he increased the magnifi-cation—the streak of I|ight

gai ned definition, clarity, color. Orange, tinged with yellow and red.

It zigzagged. A neteor, he told hinself, would not do that. It vani shed toward
Earth and in his mnd he marked the approxi mate position. North-west, beyond
t he mount ai ns, past which he had never ventured, |ong past these.

M chael Rourke's hands trenbl ed—had they ceased to be al one?

He wat ched the night sky, shivering with the cold. There was no nore light, no
further clue.

Hi s voi ce unsteady-he told hinself because of the cold, thin night air-M chae
Rour ke whi s-pered, "I'Il find you."

Chapter N ne

"I'f it was the Eden Project, it was a crash maybe. And if it wasn't the Eden
Project, then it alnpst had to be sone other type of aircraft. That neans
peopl e—that other people are alive." »

Anni e licked her lips—she felt strange hearing M chael's words.

She was used to them being al one except for the four sleeping figures in the
blue gas swirling cryogeni c chanbers. She stood up, slipping off the counter
stool, stuffing her bare feet into her slippers, her robe and the ni ght gown
beneath it falling past her ankles, the hens brushing the gap of flesh above
the banded tops of the slippers. "What do you want to do about it, M chael ?"
she asked, her voice low, turning to the stove to pour the boiling hot water
into the teapot. She grew her own herbs in the garden and made fromthem an
herbal tea which she had becone quite fond of. She could snell it as the water
penetrated the holes in the small netal tea strainer, and she placed the lid
of the china pot in position, twisting it slightly to | ock. She would let the
tea steep.

"That's ~“yhat | wanted to talk to you about," she heard M chbel saying. She
turned around to face him holding the teapot with a pothol der, setting it on
the counter beside their waiting cups—M chael tolerated the tea because
coffee was a scarce commodity.

Anni e gat hered her robe around her and eased back onto the stool. "You want to
go and see, don't you?"

"Yes—+ have to." He rem nded her of the nenories she had of her father—-he
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| ooked virtually identical to John Rourke and he sounded identical to him Her
father had made instruc-

Af L

tional videotapes for themregardi ng mnor sur-gical procedures, gunsnithing
techni ques, etc. She played themoften so she could renenber him She had no
specific nenory of her nother, though | ooking at her in the cryogeni c chanber
where she slept Annie saw their common physical features. But her nother's
hair was darker, auburn colored. Her own hair was, as her father had al ways
called it, a dark honey blond. Specific nenories she didn't have, but genera
menori es—+ove, warnth, friendship. To have anot her worman in whom she coul d
confide—+t was a dream and soon, when it would be the appointed tine for the
Awakening, it would be reality. She had read books, seen videotaped novies,
where not her and daughter disagreed, where ennity had replaced | ove, dis-trust
repl aced respect. It was sonething she coul d not conprehend. And yet her

nmot her woul d be like her sister. Only four years ol der physically than she
when t he Awakeni ng woul d cone.

She poured sonme of her tea, Mchael's cup first. "Wiere will you go?"

"I marked the point on the nobuntains and when | cane back up top | shot an

azmuth on it. | can't really be too precise as to the distance. But the
direction, |'ve got that."

"WIIl you take one of the notorcycl es?"

"l can use Dad's naps of the strategic fuel reserves—+'Il be all right."
"You can take sone of the dehydrated food. 1'lI|l prepare it for you. \Wen are

you thinki ng of =

"Today—+n a few hours. If there was a crash and

47

there's soneone out there, well —naybe | can—

"l know-you sound like our father. You look like him Sonetimes | think you
think like him"

He sm | ed.

"But you don't snoke cigars. | can help you get your gear ready—-what will you
need?"

"I'"ve got nmy guns—and I'll take an M 16—

"Take one of the Gerber fighting knives."

"I was planning to."

"I'"ll pack sonme socks and underwear and things for you."

"Al'l right." Mchael nodded. "WII| you be all right?"

"Al one? But |I'mnot alone." Annie smled. "And you' ve been gone before."
"This'I| be for a longer tine."

"Gvene atime limt—-so | know when to start worrying."

M chael Rourke |aughed. "All right, if I'"'mnot back in fourteen days, then
start worrying."

"If you're not back in fourteen days," and she sipped at her tea—+t was very
hot, "I'Il do nore than worry," she pronised. The Awakening was to be on
Christmas Day and that was seventeen days.

She stood outside the Retreat, the notorcycl e—one of the big Harl ey-Davi dson
Lowx Riders, blue—between them It was cold and she hunched her shoul ders
under the quilted mdcalf-1ength coat she had nade for herself two years
earlier, the wind blowing up the road | eading away fromthe Retreat, whipping
under her nearly ankle-length skirt, maki ng her bar e | egs cold

wher e her

st ocki ngs stopped just bel ow the knee. A shawl —she had crocheted it

her sel f —was wrapped around her head and neck, her hands stuffed in the pockets
of her coat.

She watched M chael as he finished securing the last of his gear aboard the
bi ke. She had hel ped himcheck it, had prepared a spare parts kit for himjust
in case.

"Well." Mchael snmiled. "I guess this is it."

She | ooked at her brother a nonent. He wore one of her father's spare |eather
jackets. Slung across his back was the Magnum Sal es Stal ker, scope covers in
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place. In a crossdraw holster by his left hip bone was the smaller, scopel ess,
.44 Magnum Predator. She had hel ped himto secure the M16 to the bike. On his
right hip was the Gerber MII fighting knife. She had given himanother knife
fromher father's stock—an A G Russell Sting |A but not black chroned |ike

the one that helped to formher father's battery of personal weapons. This was

natural stainless steel finish. "I wish you' d take a double action revol ver or
a seni-automatic pistol."
"I'''m happy with these. | know how to use them-even Dad told nme | was a good

shot with them™

"But Daddy never |iked you just carrying single actions—too slowto reload."
"I''l'l be all right, Annie—now don't worry." He smil ed.

She wal ked around behind the back of the bike, inspecting it once nore with
her eyes. She put her

arns around his neck, felt his arms encircle her body, pulling her close. She
wondered what the enbrace of a |lover would be like. At nearly twenty-eight,
she had never known that. She felt Mchael's |ips brush her cheek. She took
his face in her hands, her hands cold in the wind, and kissed himfull on the
lips, fast. "I love you, Mchael —you're the only brother |'ve got. Be
careful ."

M chael Rourke | aughed. ifThat the only reason you | ove nme—because |'mthe
only brother you've got?"

She | aughed, burying her head against his chest—+the shaw worked down from her
head as he stepped away to nmount the bike, the wi nd caught her hair. She

rai sed her arns to capture her hair with her hands, holding it back w th her

| eft hand. M chael nounted the Harley and gunned the engine to life.

He | ooked at her once, smling. "Be seein' ya, Annie," and then he turned
awnay.

She stood there, the bike starting dowmn the road away fromthe Retreat,

wat ching him He | ooked back once and she waved at him She kept watching,

wr appi ng the shawl around her head again, stabbing her hands into her pockets,
shivering in the wind, but watching himuntil she could no | onger see even a

speck of novenent that might still be him \
Al one, Anni e Rourke turned around and started back into the Retreat, opening
the interior door after closing the exterior door, killing the red |ight and

then closing the Retreat door behind her

In the winter, there was little to do. No garden. She neatly fol ded her shaw
and set it on the edge of the kitchen counter to be put away |ater. She took
of f her coat, setting it across the top of one of the stool s—the one M chae
usual |y used.

Standing in the cold had nmade her want to go to the bathroom and she started
across the Geat Room But she stopped, staring at one of the cryogenic
chambers. Not her father, or her nother, or the Russian wonan Natalia—Natalia
was very beautiful. As she—Anni e—st abbed her hands into the pockets of her
skirt, she stared at another face. Paul Rubenstein. He was not handsone, but
she liked the set of his face. She renenbered himal nost not at all, except
that they had all played cards together and Faul Rubenstein had told her she
was a very pretty girl and she had giggl ed.

She sniled thinking of it.

Later she would check the smal| paper-nmaki ng operation. Later she would fix a
little dinner for herself. Later—tater she would go to the bath-room She
stood wat chi ng Paul Rubenstein instead.

She was her father's daughter, she had al ways known, and before M chael had
even begun to realize it, she had realized it.

John Rourke had played God.

John Rourke had | et her age to nearly the age of Paul Rubenstein. He had

pi cked Paul as her mate, or husband, but who would marry then? Her father? Was
bei ng master of the Retreat |ike being nmaster of a ship? O perhaps if the
Eden Proj ect

did return, the commander of the Shuttle Fleet could perform sone sort of

cer enony.

She had accepted her father's decision, not because it was his decision, but
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because for sone reason she could not understand, she had found herself
staring at Paul Rubenstein a great deal, fantasizing what his voice would
sound |i ke, wondering if the cryogenic sleep would sonehow al |l eviate the
eyesi ght probl em which caused himto wear the wire-rimed gl asses which were
with his things in the storeroom She had*washed the gl asses once, buffed the
| enses. She had wanted to do it.

She | ooked away from Paul Rubenstein, sml-ing, laughing a little as she

whi spered, "My intended." Annie |ooked at the face of Natalia Tienerovna.
She—Nat al i a—was her brother's "intended," and Annie knew that. She had
considered that a great deal. Mchael had tal ked about their father and "the
Russi an woman" many tines. Annie had decided that her father had been in | ove
with two wonmen—their nother and "the Russian woman."

But sonet hing inside of her, and sonething too in the face of the sl eeping
"Russi an woman" made her feel inside of her that playing at being God woul dn't
prove quite as easy as her father m ght have thought.

She no longer had to urinate. Instead, she started back toward the kitchen—she
wondered if Paul Rubenstein would |ike her cooking. She stopped beside the
counter, unbuckling the web belt with

the mlitary flap holster fromaround her wai st, the Detonics Scorenaster

al ways carried there when she left the Retreat whatever the reason. She set
the gunbelt down beside her shawl, picked up her apron and began tying it

about her waist. She could fix something exotic—M chael |iked only bland
things. A spinach souffle—she could start with that.
Chapter Ten

He had traveled for five days and in two nore would turn back, he had pron sed
hi msel f. He woul d not abandon the search, but rather return to be with Annie
for the Awakeni ng. Then perhaps he and his father both could search, Paul
Ruben-stein staying behind with the wonen to protect the Retreat. He had often
fantasi zed what it would be like to rove the new earth with his father, to
search out its secrets.

There was his nother to consider, and the Russian woman as wel | -but he knew
his father well. There was sonmething inside his father—and it burned inside
himas well.

There was a world to tame, to explore.

M chael Rourke disnmpbunted the Harley Low Rider, letting down the stand, the

bi ke freshly filled sone twenty mles back at one of the

strategic fuel sites fromhis father's map. Fromthe cold tenperatures and the
spect acul ar hei ght of the nountains and the distance he had travel ed, he

j udged hi nsel f somewhere in Tennessee between what had been Chattanooga and
what had been Nashvill e.

There was a high rise of rocky ground with sone scrub brush clinging to it for
a distance, the rise too steep to navigate with the Harley but not too steep
by foot. t

He took the key for the Harley, perfunctorily taking the M16, slinging it
across his back, letting the Stalker swing on its sling across his chest as he
started up the rocky face. He clinbed for a dual purpose—for sign of what he
had seen fall fromthe sky to the northwest and to see if any of the terrain
stirred menories in him nenories of the times he and his nother and his
sister had noved about these nmountains follow ng the Night of The War,
searching for his father.

The rocks were a steeper clinb than he had antici pated, but he worked
cautiously and slowy —a broken ankle or broken | eg could have spelled his
doom here and he was aware of the hazards of traveling alone in the

wi | der ness.

M chael Rourke kept cli nbing.

When he reached the top, he sagged over the edge, catching his breath. He
wondered what it would be like to function in a full atnosphere again where
the air was not so thin and cold in his |ungs.

He edged conpletely over the 1lip of rock,

standing up. Had it been sumrer, he would have worn a hat to guard agai nst the

file:/lIC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...20Survivalist%2010%20-%20The%20Awakening.txt (17 of 82) [12/28/2004 4:49:46 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ James%20A x| er%20-%20T he%20Survival i st%2010%20-%20T he%20A wakening.txt

stronger sunlight. He ran his hands through his hair instead, reninding

hi nsel f he woul d need Annie to give hima haircut when he returned to the
Retreat. The wi nd caught at his hair again and he pushed a thick strand of
it—dark brown like his father's, he thought—-back from his eyes.

M chael Rourke | ooked behi nd hi mothi ng but | andscape, however nore beautiful
it seenmed al nost day by day to becone. He wal ked across the flat expanse of
rock, taking the Bushnell eight-by-thirtys fromtheir case at his left
side—they were his father's.

Before him as he stopped at the edge of the rock, he thought he m ght well be
able to see as far as the next state.

He focused the rubber-arnored binocul ars, scanning toward the horizon. Trees
were growing in nore abundance than he had seen near the Retreat—perhaps being
farther north had sone-thing to do with it, he surm sed—the rays of sunlight

|l ess direct, the sunlight | evel nore benign. Mchael had placed the binocul ar
strap around his neck, and now he let it fall to his chest.

He took the G I. Lensatic conpass fromhis |leather jacket's left outside patch
pocket, opened the case and raised the | ens, sighting due north-west. He had
no way of knowing if the poles mght perhaps have shifted sonmehow during the
cata-clysm the holocaust. But even if they had, he used the conpass only for

| and navigation and it would

A
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00

be consistent for that, if off slightly fromtrue north. The North Star—t
seemed where it should be to himwhen he woul d scan the nighttime skies.

He picked a nountain top that was due northwest of him closing the conpass,
pocketing it.

M chael Rourke raised the binoculars, ainmng the twin tubes toward the

nort hwest .

A chill passed along his spine, consuming himw th cold. There had been no
lightning storms. But there was a thin plune of grey-black snoke rising.
Fire.

"People." He said the word very softly.

Chapter El even

He had foll owed his conpass—and by the odoneter on the Harl ey, he had travel ed
twenty-four miles. For the last two miles, when the rolling of the terrain had
permitted, he had seen the plune of snoke, its detail rich, the colors in it
varied. He had driven the Harley ever closer to it, his hands sweating inside
hi s gl oves.

He had stopped the Harley, taking it off the gravel and dirt track he had
followed for the last mile, pulling it into the trees, canpbuflaging it with
pi ne boughs, taking his pack onto his back,

nmovi ng ahead on foot. In the clear air, sound traveled long distances. If
there were people, he had no desire for a nachine fromthe twentieth century
to frighten them They might well be very sinple.

M chael Rourke checked his map, having updated it as best he could as he had
traveled, marking on it in faint pencil the coordi nates where he had left the
bi ke. He wal ked on, the Harley's key in his jeans pocket, a duplicate key at
the Retreat, the pace he set one that was practiced fromwal ki ng the nountai ns
near the Retreat, one he could maintain in the thinner air.

His right fist was closed on the Pachmayr-gripped butt of the Stal ker

M chael Rourke wal ked into the wooded area which for the last nmile had been
ahead of him threading his way through the trees, weaving back and forth,
movi ng as soundl essly as possi bl e.

He could snell the snoke now,

And he snelled sonmething else. He didn't know what it was, but it rem nded him
of the last tine his sister had cooked neat. But the smell was not pleasant
and warmng to him but sonehow vile.

He was afraid.
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He kept going.

M chael's fist tightened on the butt of the Stal ker, tighter than it had been,
the Stal ker unslung fromhis side, held slightly ahead of himbut not too
far—his father had taught himthat a gun extended too far ahead of you was an
invitation for soneone to try to strike it fromyour

hand. Soneone. That there m ght be someone, besides hinself, his sister, their
parents, Paul Rubenstein and Natalia Tienmerovna—his stomach churned, his
pal ns sweated and a chill again traveled the length of his spine. Y%

M chael Rourke parted the | ow pine boughs, their heaviness at this altitude
both startling to himand wonderful. He noved in a crouch, the Stalker in his

right fist.

The smel |.

He stood stock still as he reached the edge of the trees and could see clearly
the open area beyond, the clearing. The fire still snoked, in the center of

the clearing, blackened and snol dering. The snell was stronger as he noved
into the clearing, his eyes riveted to what he saw beside the fire—+t was a
human fenur. Wiite, the flesh gone, the two ends of the bone jaggedly broken
M chael approached the bone, seeing nore bones littering the ground near the
fire. He dropped into a crouch—with the spearpoint tip of the big Gerber he
carried, he rolled the bone over. The marrow frominside it had been scraped
out .

He wi ped the knife clean across the clunp of grass nearest him sheathing it.
In the grass, partially charred, lay a fork-sized chunk of neat.

M chael took one of the sticks fromthe fire—+t had evidently been used as a
cooking spit, the edges notched. There were two forked sticks on each side of
the fire. One end of the stick was sharpened to a point, as if it had been
used to

t hrust through sonet hing.

Wth this sharp pointed end, Mchael speared the tiny piece of neat.

He raised it to his nose. The snell was sweet, sickeningly. It snelled |ike
under cooked pork—what little pork had been in the freezer, he and Annie had
| ong ago deci ded woul d be cooked and eaten. Rubenstein was, after all, Jew sh,
as was Natalia partially. Annie had had hi m hel ping her while she had cooked
the pork, helping her with preserving vegetables grown in the garden. He
remenbered the smell.

But it was not pork. The bone, |ike the other bones Uttered near the fire—it
was unni st akably human.

And so was the partially eaten, burned flesh

He fought the feeling of nausea, standing up, turning away fromthe fire,
trying to breathe through his nmouth so he woul dn't experience the snell.
Human bei ngs.

Swal | owi ng hard, his stomach churni ng, he noved about the clearing. Human
feces at the edge of the clearing—the snell still strong. He could have
touched themto determ ne nore precisely the age. But warmor not, he would
not touch them A bush, wet, the snmell on the | eaves that of urine.

He scanned each oi the bones as he noved about the place—the encanpnent.

M chael stopped beside a clunp of thorny bl ackberry bushes. It was what he had
sear ched for.

There were no insects since the Night of The

War, or at |east none he had detected. So nothing crawl ed over it.

He coul d have picked it up, if he could have reached through the thorny

bl ackberry bush to take it.

But there was no need to take it.

The skin was gone fromthe top of the thing, as if scalped. Only the facial
skin from hal fway down the forehead to bel ow the chin renained, the ears gone
as well. The eyes were missing, Eaten, he surm sed.

The face had been that of a girl younger by sonme years than his sister.

Now, M chael turned away and threw up, dropping to his knees, lurching forward
wi th his heavi ng abdonen.

There were peopl e—but they were not people |ike hinself.
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They were canni bal s.

He had cried as a little boy, but never as a man. Until now.

Chapter Twel ve

It was true that the cryogenic process served to regenerate the body.

But not conpletely. Only one kidney func-tioned. He no | onger had a spleen. A
section of his

| eft lung had been cut away. There was a bypass around an irretrievably
damaged portion of the large intestine.

But aside fromurinating a bit nore frequently, and in the thin air tiring a
bit nore quickly than he woul d have, he suffered no sustaining ill effects.

He stood, |eaning against the fir tree, watching the snow capped nountain
peaks in the distance.

Greater distances away, beyond these noun-tains and the next and beyond what
had been and was still an ocean, lay his desire.

He was confident that destiny had not cheated him

He had chosen the higher el evations where the air was thinnest for this period
of four years since his awakening, chosen it so that he could adapt to thinner
air and his decreased |ung capacity, so that at nornmal elevations he would be
at full physical strength.

H s right hand in his right pocket, he felt at the hardness of his genitalia.
He had thought of the woman.

It was time for that.

He turned and wal ked back fromthe precipice, along the rugged ground beneath
the snow | aden fir trees, toward the nouth of the cave where he and the others
had set their encanpnent three years earlier. He stroked his beard.

He passed through the nouth of the cave and beyond./It was warner fromthe

sol ar-battery-generated electric heating coils and he opened his coat, not
feeling any shortness of breath as he

soneti nes did when coming into warnth.

Hi s people were about their business and he was all but alone at the
encanpnent. Al but alone. He opened the wooden door of his hut, stepping

i nside, throwing down his coat, stripping away the shoul der hol ster and
letting it hang fromthe straight back of the rough-hewn chair beside the
tabl e he used as his desk. He allowed the semi-automatic pistol to stay inits
hol ster.

He woul dn't need it, though he practiced with it three tines a week at |east.
He practiced drawing it quickly fromthe leather and hitting the torso of a

si | houett e-shaped target.

He wal ked fromthe small roomof the hut into the larger room the only other
room To the left, the shower and toilet behind a curtained doorway built off
the room To the right, the cabinet where he stored the bulk of his

possessi ons.

Ahead of him the bed.

The girl waited there.

"Do you know what | intend to do?"

She had frightened eyes. She was one of the ones who had survived by sone
means or anot her and becone nore animal than human. But she, the animal, was
frightened of him the man.

She had no | anguage other than grunts and he did not know how to converse with
her .

But he spoke with her anyway. "I discovered in nyself sonething very
interesting—but this was centuries ago. | was a master of the earth then. A
foul -breathed little beast Iike you would not have interested nme then. But you
are here."

He picked up the two-foot steel-cored section of rubber hose, etching lines in
his imagination with it across the white flesh of her abdonen, then very

qui ckly, raked it hard across her breasts and she screaned.

A scream of pain was sonehow a uni versal |anguage

He began to undress fully—-and then he would beat her well.

Chapter Thirteen

For three days and nights, he had foll owed them-scraps of burned human fl esh,
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a bone, an occasional footprint—ike sonething wapped in rags. He had
followed the only humans he had found on the face of the earth.

The canni bal s.

He had followed themon foot, leaving the Harley at the end of the second day,
|l est the notorcycle alert themto his presence, lest it deny himthe chance of
findi ng humanki nd, for sonmewhere inside him he had told hinself that there
were at | east two species noving on this part of the Earth/the canni bals and
their victins. He knew little/of cannibal societies on the whole fromEarth
history, but logic and reason told himthat any society, no natter how
primtive, no matter

how bi zarre, no matter how brutal, would require certain rules. And that
killing and eating fellow nmenbers of the tribe would be taboo—raybe.

The human skul | the fenal e—had seened nornmal enough. But then, he had told

hi nsel f, so too mi ght the cannibals.

The trek after the canni bals was | eading hi mthrough the nountains, through
the very area he had chosen to search for the | anding spot or crash site—for
the origin of the nysterious light in the night sky, perhaps the origin of the
i ndeci pherabl e radi o broadcast.

He had been mmintaining a distance of perhaps two mles fromthe cannibal s,
never seeing themin nore than a fleeting glinpse—a vaguely hunan shape
passing into tree cover. They were nomadi c, hunters, wi thout a permanent

vill age, he sur-n sed.

Either that or a long-range hunting party. If it were the latter, then
following themwould |lead to their stronghold or base.

Cautiously, lest he be discovered, he had tracked them resting when he judged
they rested, noving when he j udged they noved. They were diurnal in their
travel .

As the third day drew into the third night, the scraps of human |eavings had
all but ceased and no nore were there the occasional piles of human feces near
the track. They woul d hunger agai n.

Thi s night he would close the gap, cone up to just outside their canp.

He woul d see.

M chael Rourke checked the face of the Rolex against the stars. It was nearly
m dni ght. He theorized that his quarry woul d be asl eep now.

He shucked his pack so that he could nove quickly, camouflaging it in nearby
brush. He debated over the M16. He had no intention of making battle. He
canoufl aged this as well, alnpbst hearing his father's voice telling himnot
to.

But his confidence was in hinself and in the two handguns w th which he had so
often practiced over the years.

He marked this spot's map coordinates, then noved ahead in silence in the

dar kness.

Sil ence. He wal ked quickly, quietly over the rocky terrain, |listening each
time he stopped, listening for a human voi ce.

He heard none.

Clouds were noving into the sky on a stiff cold wind and he snelled snow in
the air. He kept noving.

Ahead of him a shadow hung, deeper than the darkness around it.

The Stalker in his right fist, he noved ahead, quietly, listening, toward the
shadow.

M chael Rourke stopped in the wooded defile beneath the shadow, the shadow now
with form substance, his |l eft hand reaching up, touching at the harness
webbi ng. He had seen these things in books, seen themin videotapes.

What hung above himsnarled in the trees was a parachute, the clouds
overhead parting in a
sudden and chilling gust of wind, the whiteness of siJk or nylon—-he wasn't

sure whi ch—atching the light fromthe stars or the noon.

A parachute.

It had been an aircraft he had seen in the sky.

He Iit the Zippo lighter he carried to exan ne the harness webbing. It had
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been cut cleanly. A knife.

It was fromwhat he had seen fall fromthe night sky.

%

The aircraft should be nearby. And so should the pilot. He noved about beneath
the parachute, on his hands and knees in the grass and dirt, feeling the dark
ground, using the flickering blue-yellow flanme of the Zi ppo sparingly lest he
burn down the wi ck

A fol di ng knife—nothing unique about it. In the light of the Zi ppo he read the
| egend "Rostfrei" and "Solingen" on the blade, but there was no trade nane.
But the knife—+t could not be new—was in perfect condition. He closed the
singl e | ockbl ade and pocketed the fol ding knife, con-tinuing his search

He found nothing el se beneath where the parachute hung.

He sat on the ground in the cold and the darkness, constructing in his mnd
what m ght have happened. If the thing falling fromthe sky were some sort of
conventional aircraft, what he had heard on the radi o and what he had heard
five years earlier had perhaps been a prerecorded distress signal, perhaps

pl ayed at hi gher speed and

broadcast toward sonme base whi ch woul d have the equi prment to ungarble it.

The enpty parachute harness, the open folding knife. The pilot had bail ed out
after sending the nessage, the parachute snarling in the trees. The pilot had
cut hinself free. He | ooked up—the fall woul d have been perhaps six feet to
the ground, but perhaps the pilot had already been injured. It would be the
reason for leaving the knife—either that or the approach of the cannibals. But
he coul d not envision even unconsci ousness prolonging for nore than a week and
the pilot sinply hangi ng suspended. He woul d have | eft the scene. But if he
left the knife, it meant he was injured.

M chael stood beneath the parachute surveying the night around him The pil ot
crashed his aircraft, bailing out after sending his distress signal. The
pilot's chute became hung up. The pilot was injured in one nanner or another
and craw ed off into the denser trees. M chael moved to his right—down the
defile, easier for an injured person to navigate. He foll owed the gentl est

sl ope, toward the denser grow h of trees.

Hi s foot stubbed agai nst sonmething in the dark

He crouched, shielding the Zippo's flame fromthe stiffening chill wind. A

pl astic container, the plastic opaque, heavy, evidently designed for re-use.
He snelled the container. A food snell he could not identify.

In the denser tree cover, he could trust to using a flashlight. It was one of
t he angl eheads his father and Paul Rubenstein had taken fromthe geol ogi-

cal supply store in New Mexico—his father had told themthe story of the 747's
crash nore than once, of the origins of his partnership with Paul Rubensiein.
In the beam of the flashlight, Mchael scanned the ground, the Stal ker slung
across his back.

The earth di sturbed-he found a sharp stick and dug with it. Human feces, The
pil ot? The cannibals did not cover their |eavings. He re-covered the tiny
nmound.

Anot her plastic container. In the brush there was the sign of a freshly sawn
sapling. But the pine tar had solidified-he judged it as several days ol d.

He noved deeper into the brush, stopping—his right leg, the shin barked

agai nst sonet hi ng hard.

M chael shone the flashlight down. Another sapling, but the entire shaft of
the tree. He shone the light beyond it—a lean-to built into the natural brush
Around the lean-to and inside, three nore of the plastic containers. A
canteen—plastic, late GI., one quart issue. The kind his father frequently
had used when they woul d be away fromthe Retreat all day | ong.

The canteen was enpty.

He searched in detail near the | ean-to—pre of the neatly covered nounds of
hurman | eavi ngs.

But where was the downed avi ator?

He heard then, over the keening of the night wind, a scream The first hunman
sound he had heard since Annie's voice when he'd left the Retreat, the first
human sound besi de his own nusi ngs.
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He started toward the scream up the defile, taking a right angle when he
reached the tree where the parachute still hung, running now, the Stalker in
bot h hands as he pushed through the trees. The canni bal s—perhaps they had the
pilot. Snowhe felt it touch his right cheek

Anot her scream

M chael Rourke threw hinself into the run. If a civilized man were ahead of
him he had to know from where the man had come. Hs heart beat—not fromthe
thinness of the air or its coldness, but from sonething deep inside him
Chapt er Fourteen

Anni e Rourke sat up in bed—she was col d.

It was a curious effect of the cryogenic sl eep—she and M chael had di scussed
it. But dream ng, which was so continual, so vivid during "the sleep," seened
sonehow to be all but inpossible once "the sleep" had been endured. She had
consciously dreaned twi ce since the awakeni ng of herself and M chael. Once on
the night her father had returned to the sleep. And this was the second tine.
She was aware of the fact that dream ng was frequently subconsci ous, that one
didn't renember the dream or renenber having had it. But this

was a dream of which she was aware

Perhaps it was the closeness with M chael, of knowi ng no other human being for
si xteen years—but she could feel inside her that the dream was sonehow nore
than a dream

She pushed back the covers, standing up, her nightgown falling down around her
ankl es, not bothering with a robe until she found her slippers in the dark.
She found them then feit in the darkness at the bottom of the bed, finding
the robe, pulling it on, belting it around her waist.

She shivered still. She turned on the |ight beside the bed, its yellow gl ow
bat hing the roomthat her father had built for her in diffused |ight. She went
to the closet—from a hanger she took the heavy knitted double triangle of
shawl, throwing it around her shoulders, huddling init.

She turned off the light, sitting on the edge of the bed in the total
darkness, still cold.

M chael . She could not renenber the dream But M chael had been in great
danger. She shivered.

She stood up, walking in total confidence in total darkness across her room
Just outside the door was one of the switches for the Iights which illum nated
the Great Room

She hit the swtch.

She wal ked down the three steps fromher roomtoward the four operating
cryogeni ¢ chanbers

It was nearly Christmas anyway.

First her father, then her nother, then Natalia, then—she studied the face as
she activated the

switch. "I'"lIl finally know you." Paul Rubenstein. It would be several m nutes
bef ore they began to awaken—unni ng, she took the three steps to her room She
wanted to change into sonething pretty. She threw the shawl down onto the bed
and began to runmmage through her cl oset.

Chapter Fifteen

He had run into it, not slow ng, the snow cover-ing the ground in spots now,
the cold wind blowing the snow like tiny icy needl es against his skin, the
fire at the center of the clearing flickering, the flames |icking skyward into
the col d darkness, the screaning again. A worman—a human wonman. She screaned
once nore and was silent, the instru-nent in the hands of the canniba
dripping crimson with blood in the firelight as her executioner turned.

The woman's guts spilled to the ground.

M chael Rourke raised the Stalker in both fists, shouting, "Freeze!"

The canni bal raced toward him shouting some-thing barely intelligiblebut it
sounded |ike "Meat!"

M chael Rourke thunbed back the hanmer. He had taken human life, but it had
been centuries ago. "So help me—freeze!"

The canni bal kept com ng. There were others—at |east two dozen. In the
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flickering of the bon-fire—the snmell of human flesh in the snoke as the w nd
died for an instant—there were bodies tied to trees. An armwas missing from
one of them and a man—was it a man really—-at the fireside held the thing—the
arm+to his teeth. There was a hunman form dead on the ground. But it wasn't
dead. It was noving and there was a screamthe skin was be-ing peel ed away
fromthe flesh with ~ wedge of rock

M chael Rourke pulled the trigger, the 240-grain | ead holl ow point nmaking a
tongue of orange flanme in the gray-black nightas theStal ker rocked in his
fists. The center of the cannibal's face collapsed, blood and brain natter
spraying in a cloud on the air, the fire hissing and steanming with it.

A scream al nost i nhuman, and then the shrieked word, "Help!" M chael Rourke
wheel ed right, a wonan there. She had shouted in English. Naked, tied to a
tree, one of the cannibals falling upon her, his teeth catching the glint of
firelight, yellow, saliva dripping fromhis nouth as he started to bite at her
right breast and she screanmed again. M chael jacked back the Stal ker's hamrer,
firing, the big custom zed Ruger rocking again in his hands, the cannibal's
body jerking away fromthe woman as if caught in sone irresistible w nd.

M chael felt it on the hairs at the back of his neck—grateful Annie hadn't
cut his hair.

He wheel ed, backstepping. The Stal ker not

raised to his line of sight yet, he jerked the trigger, a cannibal with a
stone axe less than six feet tromhim the axe making the downsw ng, M chae
feel-ing the rush of air as the scoped .44 Magnumrocked in his fists. The
canni bal ' s body jackknifed, feet off the ground, the body rolling back in
md-air, falling. Mchael slipped the Stalker's sling over his head and his
right armthrough it, letting the pistol fall to his side, grabbing the
smal | er, nore nmanueverable Predator in his right fist, fir-ing as another of
the canni bals charged at him

The wonan on the far side of the fire with the missing armshe was dead.

The man on the ground with his skin being severed fromhis flesh—beside him
was one of the plastic food containers, half spilled froma ruck-sack. The
container was still full. These people wanted only living flesh as food.

He backstepped toward the still-untouched wonan—she screaned again and he
wheel ed, fir-ing, the cannibal fromthe fireside, swinging the armof the
human fenal e over his head like a club, Mchael's slug splitting the
canni bal 's skull at the center of the forehead.

And then he felt the feeling rising in his stomach. The cannibal s—their
bodi es were clothed in human skins. The man he had just shot, his upper body
and his loins were wapped in it, the upper portion of a human face, |ong red
hair hanging fromit, alnost obscene but nore than obscene, swaying over his

crotch as the wind caught at it. The human skull. The dead wonman—
her eyebrows had been an al nost unnatural red.
"Fuck you all!" M chael shouted the words, his throat hoarse with them-he

pulled the Predator's trigger again, then again, then again. One shot

remai ned, the action cocked under his thunb as the just-shot bodi es rocked on
the ground. By the fireside, others of the cannibals had fallen on two of the
bodi es, ripping arns and |l egs fromthe torsos, running with theminto the
shadow.

Rour ke heard the woman scream from behind him "No!"

He spun ninety degrees right. H s father had been right, a single action—he
pulled the trigger fromhip | evel, the cannibal's hands cl aspingat his chest
as the body rocked back and away-—was too slow to rel oad.

M chael stabbed the revol ver—enpty—nto the crossdraw hol ster, finding the
butt of the big Gerber knife. He wheel ed toward the wonan, hacking the bl ade
out war d—the ropes binding her hands to the notch of the tree above her, the
rope made of twisted vines, blood oozing fromher right wist as she fell to
t he ground.

He reached for her, draw ng back as he saw the shadow fromthe firelight

I unging forward. He buried the big fighting knife into the neck of one of the
canni bal s and drew it back

He hacked at the vine rope twi sted around the worman's ankl es. Wman? She was
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only a girl.

The girl raised her head—her eyes | ooked blue in the firelight. She was the
first totally naked woman he had seen in his life.

"Who are—

"M chael. Let's get the hell out of here."

"The archangel M chael +he sword—=

Her eyes—they seened riveted to the knife in his right hand.

Anot her of the cannibals, Mchael dragging the girl up, but only to her knees,
his right hand hacking out in a w de backhand arc, blood spurting as the bl ade
snagged at the carotid artery of the lunging cannibal. The body fell back,

bl ood making a fine cloud in the cold wind. Mchael dragged the girl to her
feet.

"Can you run?"

"I'' m naked. "

"l noticed—un for it!" And he shoved at her, the girl starting forward,

M chael shouting, "Back that way—hurry!"

He | ooked back once—anot her of the cannibals. Michael swng the knife toward
him The canni bal stepped back, then ran toward the fire, falling onto one of
t he bodi es.

M chael Rourke turned, running after the naked girl before he |ost sight of
her in the darkness. Had she cone in the plane?

Why had she called him"archangel "?

Hi s heart pounded in his chest harder than it had ever pounded before. But he
kept running. Once he reached the Retreat agai n—+f he reached the Retreat
agai n, when he reached the Retreat agai n—-he would take a third handgun. One
that | oaded faster.

Chapter Si xteen

Nat al i a Anastasia Ti enerovna sat up—so sud-denly her head felt Iight and she
cl osed her eyes.

To her left was Paul Rubenstein. He had not yet sat up. She could tell because
the cryogenic chanber's Iid was not yet el evated.

To her right was John Rourke. "John," she whi spered, her voice sounding,
feelingvodd to her. The lid of his chanber too was cl osed, but she could see
himstir inside. He was alive. Beyond John Rourke, in the farthest chanber,
Sarah sat up, rubbing her eyes.

Natal i a cl osed her eyes—the children. "The chil dren—where—" and she | ooked at
the face that held the eyes that | ooked at her. The eyes were brown, |ike John
Rourke's eyes. The hair, it was a dark honey blond, very long it seened,
draped over the girl's left shoulder and to her wai st and beyond.

The girl. "Who? Annie?"

"Natal i a—+est. We can talk. Al of us can—

Natal i a | ooked to her right—she had noved her head too fast. Annie was
talking. "I think wonen wake up faster from cryogenic sleep than nen do—ust
like they do fromregular sleep, | guess."

If Annie were an adult, Natalia thought—thinking was hard. She tried to
organi ze her thoughts. John Rourke, there was sone little gray in his hair,
nmore than she remenbered. She watched as he stirred.

Natalia turned to Annie, trying to nove her |egs. She could not nove themyet.
"How old is M chael ?"

"He'll be thirty in less than a nonth," Annie's soft alto answered in alnbst a
whi sper.

"Thirty—he's— Natalia | ooked at John Rourke—he stirred nore, seened about to
open his eyes. "John, why?" Natalia sagged back agai nst the chanber's pillow
and cl osed her eyes. She wanted to weep but no tears would cone to her—yet.
Chapt er Sevent een

Nat al i a had spoken al nbst not at all. Sarah had hugged Annie to her, but had
sai d not hi ng.

Paul had asked questions. John Rourke had answered them Annie answering sone
of the questions. Rourke watched his daughter's eyes as she spoke to Paul
Rubenstein. And he wat ched Paul's eyes—Paul could see without his gl asses.
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Nat al i a had been sick. Sarah, too—Paul as well. Rourke, nore knowi ng what to
expect, had taken the reactivation of his plunbing in better stride.

Anni e had reset his watch and he stared at the |um nous bl ack face of the

Rol ex now-the awakening had cone sone tine after midnight. It was nearly nine
a.m and he was trying some of

Anni e's herbal tea, sipping at it slowy.

He sat on the sofa in the great room Annie sat on the floor, her |egs

vani shed under the nearly ankle-length blue skirt she wore as she knelt near
his feet. "You don't believe in dreans, do you? | thought | raised you to be
nmore | evel -headed than that." Rourke smiled. The herbal tea tasted nauseating,
but the coffee shortage to consider, he had decided at the first sip to drink
enough tea to develop at least a tolerance for it

"I'"ve had two dreans since | awke fromthe sleep, Daddy. The one dream was
about seeing you and Monma agai n—awake. The ot her dream was about M chael in
danger. And |'m seeing you and Momma awake right now. And M chael's been gone
fromthe Retreat for eight days."

"You said he'd told you he'd be back in fourteen days, Annie."

"I felt it, Daddy—pl ease. Go look for him"

John Rourke sipped at the tea. "I intend to. By nidday, ny stomach shoul d be
stabilized and | should feel stronger. By tonmorrow, | should be able to go
after him"

"Not without me—and my stomach's killing nme." John Rourke knew the voice. He
| ooked at Annie's face instead as she | ooked up. He watched her hands as she
smoot hed her skirt with them as she touched at her hair with them

"Al'l right, Paul." Rourke nodded, not |ooking at the younger nan—he was five
years younger still. "The ladies will be safe here at the Retreat—

"I'"'m going, John. You nade it so that M chae

woul d be the right age." Rourke turned around. Flanking Paul Rubenstein were
Nat al i a and Sar ah.

"What do you nean?" Rourke said to Natali a.

"You stole nmy children,"” Sarah hissed. "You stole themfromnme forever. Maybe
you plan to nmake me pregnhant agai n—so we can repopul ate the world. But you
stol e these children. You stole Mchael and Annie. They're grown up."

"And you think that you solved our problem don't you?" Natalia said

enotionl essly. "You pandered nme to your son. How could you, John?"

John Rourke | ooked at his hands—they were steady. "For all | knew, for all
know, there are six human beings alive on Earth. Maybe the Eden Project wll
return. Maybe sonme ot her peopl e have survived. Maybe M chael is confronting
themright now Mybe. But six people. Six people. Definite. |1 |ove both of
you," and he | ooked at Sarah and then at Natalia. "I did what | did out of

| ove, for our survival."

John Rourke stood up. There should be quite a | ot of the cigars renai ni ng—he

started, his legs still weak, across the great room toward the kitchen and
the freezer where he kept them Behind himhe heard Natalia's voice, "I |ove
you—not soneone the age that you were, not sonmeone who | ooks |ike you, not
your son."

Rour ke stopped at the height of the three steps leading to the kitchen. He

| eaned agai nst the counter. "I did the only thing | could do. Now | eave it

al one, " he al nost whi spered.

7Q

Sarah's voice—he didn't |ook at her. "Wich god are you, John?"

H s voice welled up inside himand he shouted w thout |ooking at her, "Leave
it alone!"

"Wi ch god are you? Wich god are you, John Rourke! Should I fall on ny knees
to you? Should | burn a goddammed sacrifice to you? If you nmake nme pregnant
again, should | sacrifice our first born to you—you al ready made ne sacrifice
two children!”

"Al one! Leave it alone!"

"No! "

"Mome! "

"Stay out of this, Annie—=
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"M's. Rourke, Sarah—*

"No. You worship him+t's witten all over your face. He's your big macho

her o—taught you how to ride a bike, how to shoot a gun. Wll, nobody goddamed
taught ne. He wasn't there with ne." Rourke turned around, watching Sarah now
as she turned toward Natalia. "And you | ove himbecause you' re |like himyou're
bot h better than human bei ngs, better than anybody at anything. You were nade
for each other. But he didn't steal your children fromyou. You don't have the
menori es of theminside you, of caring for themwhen the world was going to
hel I, of snuggling them past Russi an guards when they were naked and shivering
under bl ankets, of fighting and killing to keep themalive. | went through all
of the hell—-and now he took them"

John Rourke watched his wife's eyes. "You did

an

this all because you know what's right for everybody, don't you? You'd stay
away for days building this Retreat. You' d keep at it and at it naking
this—this place. Well, what good did it really do? W're alive and to keep the
dammed hunman race goi ng you played god and nade the children grow up so your
son could marry your mstress and your daughter could marry your best friend.
How f ucki ng nobl e!"

She turned away, wal king into the bedroomhe had built with his hands for them
to share.

The door sl amed.

He felt sonething—a presence and he | ooked away fromthe cl osed door. Annie
stood behind him on the | owest step. She w apped her arns around his wai st.
"W started to raise tobacco, and in the encyclopedia and in the other books,

I learned how to nmake cigars for you. |'ve been freezing themfor years. You
can snoke all you want. Just l|ike the Cuban ones—+olled on the |lips of—= She
licked her lips, |ooking over her shoul der at Paul Rubenstein. Paul stood
there, his hands in his pockets, Rourke watching as the younger man stared
down at his feet. He'd never seen Paul Rubenstein's face so red before.

"I love you, Daddy. | know what Momma neant. |'d hate you if you took away ny
children, but I'"'mnot Moma. And | |ove you. Hold nme," and she rested her head
agai nst his chest as she ascended the steps.

John Rourke held his daughter close against him and closed his eyes. A

| ong time later,

he snoked one of the cigars and the taste—different than his other cigars—was
sonehow better

Chapt er Ei ghteen

He was still stiff and his nuscles sore, but on the trail in pursuit of

M chael there would be tinme to regain his strength fromhis |ong sl eep

At | east Paul Rubenstein told hinself that as he stood in the workroom
fieldstripping the Brown-ing H gh Power. The nagazine out, he drew the slide
back and | ocked the safety in the forwardnpbst notch. He began working the
slide stop out until he could pluck it fromthe left side of the frame with
his fingers. Slowy, he |owered the safety on the worn 9mm |letting the slide
move forward and disnmounting it fromthe rails. He renoved the recoil spring
and guide fromthe inverted slide, then jiggled out the barrel

He heard the rustle of clothing beside him He |ooked to his left—t was
Annie. "I guess your nother was kinda angry," he told her, not |ooking at her
but | ooking at the pistol again. He took the Break-Free CLP and began to pour
some of it—the cap renobved—ento a rag to degumthe pistol

"You're the only eligible man in the world. But that's not why | fell in |ove
with you, Paul."

He swal | owed hard. "Hey, don't nake fun of ne."

"What did you look like with your gl asses on?"

"I don't know. Maybe ny eyes being normal is just tenporary. Maybe—-
"Daddy—ny fat her—he had scars fromold wounds and they heal ed."

"My left armthere isn't any scar fromthat spear. You'll have to get your
father to—=

"He told ne. You're a very brave man."
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Paul Rubenstein |aughed. "Bullshit. I"'mjust—well, | pick things up quick
Your father—he's the one—

"You're a brave man. He told nme you saved his life nore than once."

"No, | never did that. | just—-and anyway, God, John saved ne— nean, your
father, he—

"When Daddy told you about your nother and father—what that Col onel Reed told
hi m4+ wanted to hold you."

"Annie, you're a little—=

"I''ma wonan—and | fell in love with you while you slept. Not because Daddy
made things so | would. | just did. Like girls falling in love with novie
actors or rock singers—never neeting them | fell in love with you."

"That's not |ove, that's—

"He told ne about the girl in New York once—one night. He was up very late
and | was ten years old and | sat up with himand he told me all about you."
"The Eden Project—there'll be lots of guys,

guys a lot better—=

"I''l'l be a spinster then, if you won't have ne."

He realized he was noving the cleaning rod in and out of the barrel and he

t hought she might think he was thinking sonething he shouldn't think and he
set the barrel and the cleaning rod down and he | ooked at her. "I, ahh—
"You want to say you don't |love ne yet—and | understand that."

"G mre a chance to breathe—=

"l know that —but | wanted you to know before you go off after Mchael. |
couldn't just not tell you," and she | eaned up toward him Paul feeling her
hands touching at his face. She was very pretty—-the deepness of the brown of
her eyes, the hair was uni nmagi nable, |ike sonething froma fantasy about a
mermai d or a goddess, he thought. The white bl ouse—+t showed the bareness of
her shoul ders where the shawl she wore fell away from her

"You' re the daughter of ny best friend. He—

"That has nothing to do with it."

"You're a gentile, |'m=

"That has nothing to do with it—there aren't any rabbis and there aren't any
mnisters. "

" But —

" But ?"

He licked his lips. "Anni e-you-Anni e~

"I fell inlove with you. | used to fantasize what your voice was |ike because
I couldn't renenber it. It's soft—+ like it."

"Anni e—=

"When | was seven or so and we played poker that night, you told nme | was
pretty."”

"You' re beautiful. You're the nost beautiful woman | ever—

"I'"'myour wonman. | don't expect you to do anything. But when you want
to—4ust—+ never talked like this. |I'myour wonan."

"You' re—=

"Al nmost twenty-eight."

"You' re—=

"You' re alnost five hundred and twenty-eight,"’
"I'"'mnot that— and he | aughed.

"Daddy told ne you were kind of quiet. | think he nmeant shy."

"Aww, dammit, |ook—=

"All I wanted was for you to know—that |'Il be here when you get back, Paul."
" Anni e—+ook—

"l looked—for a very long tinme," and she | eaned up suddenly and he realized
she was standing on her toes and her |ips touched his cheek and she was gone,
wal ki ng away. He watched how she wrapped the shawl about her shoul ders.

He licked his lips. He | ooked back to the work table.

Paul Rubenstein closed his eyes. He couldn't renenber how to put the parts
together. O the gun.

Chapter N neteen

They had spent the night hiding in the tr-ees, the wonan sayi ng not hing,

and she | aughed.
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shivering, wapped in the Thernps bl anket from his back pack and inside the
sl eeping bag as well, Mchael with the M 16 beside him the two revol vers
fully | oaded. He had broken his cardinal rule and kept sixth rounds in each of
the cylinders but would renove them before noving on

Dayl i ght had cone after the firel ess night.

The woman tal ked in her sleep, but neither was she intelligible to himnor was
the | anguage the | anguage fromthe tapes he had nmade of the radi o broadcast.
M chael had wanted to awaken her

Had she cone with the pilot?

Where was the pilot fronf

Who were these people who craved human fl esh?

Were there nore of then®?

He coul d not ask her because she did not awaken.

She had raced through the trees, M chael grabbing her, dragging her in the
right direction, toward the spot where he had secured the pack and the rifle,
past the hangi ng parachute—sute testinony to what, he wondered.

He had covered her body with his coat and his shirt, the snow freezing his
bare skin.

They had reached the bracken of pines and the

brush beyond and he had w apped her in the blanket, found a fresh shirt for

hi nsel f, taken back his jacket, wapped her in the sleeping bag.

He had kept her warm whil e he sat on guard, unsleeping, freezing as the snow
pi Il ed high around them

Once there had been sounds. There were no aninmal forms on the earth that he
had seen—except his famly, except this wonman, except the canni bals, whoever
they were. But the sound had been the wi nd, he had reasoned, because it had
returned several tinmes in exactly the same way and there had been no attack
But he had stayed ready throughout the night.

And then the worman spoke to him "You are the archangel . "

He | ooked at her, saw the snile etched across her face—ene of peace. But her
eyes were already closed again and she was asl eep

She no | onger nmpaned and nmunbl ed in her sleep and M chael Rourke watched her
for a long tine. There was nothing else to do and under the dirt snudges on
her face, she seened pretty to him It was how one perceived another human
bei ng—he had | ong ago thought that through. And he perceived her as pretty, as
terrified. And he perceived her as safe fromthose people who woul d have done
their foul things to her—for as |long as he had breath.

The col d hel ped himstay awake because it made his body trenble.

Chapter Twenty

"I'"'mnot sone archangel + just have the sane nane."

"But you are not one of Them and you are not fromthe Place. The other one—he
was an angel, that is why he fell fromthe sky. And you cane to save hi mand

you saved nme, too. | amsorry. Was he your friend?"

"The pilot?"

"The other angel, his nane was Pilate—+tike Pontius Pilate. | would think an
angel would have a nanme that was less |ike that weak man's nane—Pilate. | am

sorry for your friend, Archangel M chael."

M chael Rourke closed his eyes. "This is a fighting knife," and he showed her
the Gerber. "It isn't sone heavenly sword."

She smled. Her eyes were still very pretty. "W were taught to call your

m ghty blade a sword. But | shall call it a fighting knife if you wi sh that,
Archangel M chael ."

"I"'mnot an archangel. |I'mnot even a regular angel+'mjust a man."

"You are not Them and you are not fromthe Place. The angel Pilate canme down
fromthe sky and you cane to rescue hi myou are obviously the archange

M chael. You told ne that you were M chael ."

"l am M chael ," and she smled as he said it. "But—
88

"When nust you return to heaven?"

"1, ahh-t
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"Pl ease, | know that |'mnot worthy of heaven—but don't |eave ne here. Slay

me with your avengi ng sword, perhaps—anyplace but to be here with Them and

al one. "

"Then?"

"The ones who consune the flesh. Them They fight those fromthe Pl ace."

"l can take you back to the place."

The girl —he didn't yet know her nane—fell to her knees and fol ded her hands

and touched her forehead to her hands. "Archangel M chael, do not return ne to

the Place. | beg this by all that is holy. They will give ne back to Them Do

not return ne to the Place—do not for they will give me to Them slay ne. |

pray."

M chael Rourke | ooked at her—-she prayed to him She called himan archangel

She was fromthe Place. She was afraid of Them But who was she? he thought.

"Til go with you. You'll be safe."

She | ooked up, settling back on her behind—the bl anket was all that was around

her. "Archangel M chael is good."

M chael Rourke watched her eyes a nonent. "Sure."

89

Chapter Twenty-QOne

John Rourke stepped out of the Retreat and into the cold sunlight. There was

snow on the air—he could snell it. Sarah had told himone thing and only one
"Bring Mchael hone to me." The bi kes were already outside, Annie and Paul

tal ki ng, apparently, down the road a bit fromthe Retreat doors.

Besi de Rourke stood Natalia Tienmerovna. He didn't | ook at her as she spoke. "I

had to go with you. Sarah and Anni e—they need tinme to know each other. And

couldn't stay here now. "

He | ooked at her. "Are you angry at ne, too?"

"You are a good man—your heart is good. But you don't understand the hunman

heart. |'m sure you coul d perform bypass surgery on the heart if you had to,

but you don't understand it. What you did may have been right objectively, but

to Sarah it will always be wong. Do you really want nme to becone M chael's

wi fe?"

"That's part of why | did what | did, allowed the children to age while we

slept.”

"You didn't answer ny question." He had | ooked away again, and he felt her

hands on his arns now and he turned around to face her-her eyes. "Do you want

me to be sonme other nan's wife? Even if the other man is your son? Do you?" He

didn't answer her. "I was always certain of one thing since | first nmet you, |

think. That | love you and that you love nme. Do you want to think about

your son |loving ne? Do you want to cone to hate us both, or to hate yoursel f?"

"From what Sarah said, | should hate nyself already, shouldn't |?"

"Do you want me as someone else's wife? Do you?"

It was very cold in the fresh air after so long. "No."

"I looked to you like a god," she whispered, barely audi ble as the wi nd rose

fromthe north-west. "My uncle, he told me that you were not a god, that you

woul d never consider yourself a god."

Rour ke | ooked away. "All | tried to do— he began

"I think the reason | felt what | felt, what ny uncle spoke about—+ have never

met a human being so perfect.”

He | ooked at her. "I'm not—

"But you are—and the perfection is your flaw, John."

"You sound |ike you're analyzing a tragedy."

"Perhaps | am John. You were always able to subordinate your hunanity to your

logic. And you did it one time too often. You wanted to | ove me—physically.

But you woul d never allow yourself to. But because of your humanity, your

perfect logic hurt you. In trying to do what you |l ogically deduced was the

inmpartial, the correct thing, you nmade the nobst subjective decision any nan

has ever made."

Rour ke | aughed—a  short | augh. " ki nda

qQ

screwed up, huh?"
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"I love you with all of ny heart. I'Il always |ove you that way. And 1'l| do
your will if that is what you choose."

"M chael." Rourke smled. "He's, ahh—

"Not you. He couldn't be. No matter how |li ke you he is—o matter what he | ooks
like, Annie said he |ooks just Iike you. No matter what is in his heart or his
m nd-he's not you."

He raised his eyes—he'd been studyjng the toes of his conbat boots in detail
the added coats of polish he'd given them before the | ast sleep had preserved
them perfectly. Sone of the spare pairs of conbat boots in storage—he shoul d

|l ook to them he rem nded hinself.

"I never planned for falling in love with you," he told her sinply. "It
changed so—t—

"Sarah will be so happy when she sees M chael, when she gets to know Annie
She' I | —=

He closed his eyes. "No, she won't. He's a man now—+ took her little boy.

took her little girl."

"You and Sarah, you can have—

"I don't think so," Rourke answered, lighting one of his new cigars in the

bl ue-yell ow fl ane of his battered Zi ppo. "I don't think so."

"But she | oves you—

"If we're going to nmake any tine while there's still daylight—=

"John-"

Rour ke | ooked away fromher. He didn't know what to say and there wasn't nuch
point in say-ing anything at all, he felt. "No point at all," he

told the wind.

Chapter Twenty- Two

Rat her than goi ng back to where he had hi dden the Harl ey, they had wal ked, the
girl —she was very pretty—telling himthe Place was | ess than a day's journey
fromthe spot where they had spent the night. The snow and the cold nade nore
per manent shelter inperative, Mchael Rourke had reasoned—and his curiosity at
finding the nature of her people was sonething he realized to be insatiable.
She had had no clothes and fromhis things and with his hel p she had fashi oned
sone. His spare pair of Levi's was too hopelessly large for her; but with a
cut of rope she had fashioned a belt and the Thernos bl anket had becone an
ankl e-l ength skirt. She wore one of his spare shins and his sweater against
the cold, his sleeping bag like a coat. Wth part of the butchered Thernos

bl anket and a little nore of the rope, she had fashi oned coverings for her
feet, and in addition to these wore two pairs of his boot socks.

She seened physically fit, healthy—the pace she set was a qui ck one as they
moved out of the woods, widely circunventing the clearing where the cannibals
had hel d her and nearly killed her

He wat ched her hair as it caught in the w nd—t

was a gol den blond color, like the yellow of the sun and cascaded in waves to
the mddl e of her back. She turned around suddenl y—he guessed she sonehow knew
he was watching her. She sniled and the pale blue of her eyes struck him
"You're very beautiful,"” he told her

She | aughed. "The Archangel M chael is very kind, but | amnot beautiful." Her
face was thin, but not unpleasantly so—t was youth, he decided.

"How ol d are you?"

"l have nineteen years—that is why it was ny tine."

"Your time?"

"To be sacrificed to Them™"

M chael had no idea what she was tal king about. He suddenly realized that he
had never asked her nane. "Wat's your nanme?"

She | aughed again. "Only the Fam |ies have nanes."

"You have to have a nane. Wiat do they call you?"

"Who?"

"Your friends—the other people?"

"Ch, | am Madi son. But then so are nmany others. The nunbers change when one
goes. "
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"What do you nean—goes?"

She stopped wal ki ng, putting her tiny, |ong-fingered hands on her hips. "The
Archangel M chael nmust know what it nmeans when sone person goes. You | augh at
me. "

They were coning into sone rocks. They had been wal king for two hours by the
position of the

sun. He glanced at the Rolex on his left wist—t was two hours and fifteen
mnutes. "Let's rest for a few mnutes before we go on," he decided, starting
toward the rocks, talking to her still. "And | told you—+'m not an archangel
my name is Mchael, but it's Mchael Rourke."

She | aughed. "That nust be why you do not know what it means when soneone

goes. In the |l anguage of heaven, Rourke nust nean Arch-angel. In the | anguage
of the Place, goes is |ike—well, whatever it would be in the | anguage of
heaven. "

He found a flat rock and sat on it, the girl dropping to a slightly |ower rock
besi de him tucking her knees up alnost to her chin, gathering the inprovised
skirt around her | egs.

"When somneone goes," he persisted. "Wat happens?"

"You joke with me again, Archangel M chael."

"I''m* He started to tell her he was not an archangel. |nstead, he said, "For
conveni ence sake, just call me Mchael ."
"Li ke, ohhh, like you called the other angel Pilate. | feel this is

di srespectful for nme not to call you Archangel M chael."
"I't isn't disrespectful, believe nme."

"M chael =M chael ," she repeated, smiling. "I |like the sound of M chael."
"What do they call you?"
"When | | earned that Mdi son twenty-four goes | becane Madi son fifteen."

"Madi son fifteen?"

"One is born a Madi son and assignhed an immturity nunber, but then at the age
of eight one is given a maturity nunber. | was Madi son twenty-nine, then | was
Madi son ni neteen, then | was Madi son four. | am now Madison fifteen. But | am
probably not Madi son fifteen anynore. Wen soneone is sacrificed to Them the
person goes and their nunber is reassigned."

"Then you're just Madison." M chael Rourke snil ed.

She appeared to consider this. "Yes, Mchael. | am Mdison."

"What are sone of the other nanes at the Place?"

"Among the Fanmilies or anong the people |ike nysel f?"

"Li ke yourself, for openers."

"There are Hutchins, Geeleys, Cunninghans —any like that. There are many
Cunni nghans but they work in direct contact with the Fanmilies."

"Madi son—who are the Families?"

"The Famlies own the Place."

"What are sonme of their nanmes?"

"One of the Families is called the Vandivers. Another is called the

Canbri dges. Another is—

He cut her off. "And these people have first nanes. | nean like Mchael is a
first nane."
"Ch, yes, Mchael —ence | served Elizabeth Vandiver in her suite. | carried in

her weddi ng dress along with several of the other Madisons."

He puzzl ed over this a nonment. "Wat do the Madisons do?"

She | aughed. "What Madi sons al ways do. Make the clothing, clean the clothing,
repair the clothing, take the winkles fromthe clothing, fit the cl othing.
But only two of the Madisons do this—fitting."

"Just for the wonmen or—=

She | aughed again. "The Hutchins do this for the men—they fit the cl othing.
But the Madi sons do all the rest."

"You're a servant."

"Of course. | ama Madison."

"Al'l Madi sons do this?"

"Yes, M chael —-what else would a Madi son do?"

"Who does the cooking?"
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"The Cal |l anays."

"The Pl ace—who cleans it?"

"W keep things clean anong oursel ves—but for the Famlies?"
"Yes—for the Famlies."

"The Cunni nghans—they cl ean and serve and—

"What do the Fam lies do—+ike this Elizabeth Vandiver?"

"Do?" and she | aughed.

"Yeah—what do they do?"

"M ss Elizabeth Vandiver paints, and she raises orchids. But, of course, she
is Madane Elizabeth Canbri dge now. She supervi ses her househol d."
"You have two cl asses—the nmasters and the servants."

"Yes." She nodded.

Q7

"Why?" M chael asked her
n \My?ll

"Yeah, why?"

"It is always this way."

"When sonmeone goes—t's always to ThenP"

"No," and her face lost its smle. He noticed her dinples by their absence
fromthe corners of her nouth. Her lips were thin, pale. Her hands trenbl ed
and he didn't think it was the cold. "A very little one goes sonetimes—t is
not known why. And the very old ones. Wen it is tine, each of them goes. And
when a new one is born soneone al ways goes. \When Madane Elizabeth had her
baby, | thought it would be ny turn for sacrifice, And it was."

M chael Rourke closed his eyes, opened them focusing on the toes of his
conbat boots. "How nmany people live at the Place?"

"One hundred," she answered.

"About a hundred, huh?"

"Exactly one hundred.” It was the first tinme he had heard her use any word
even simlar to exactly.

"What do you nmean—exactly a hundred?"

"There are never nore than a hundred—except for a few hours after a young one
is born. Sonetines there are |ess than a hundred, but then new ones are born."
"Exactly a hundred. Young and old, nale and fenal e?"

"Yes—why do you take such interest, M chael ?"

Canni bal s lay outside the Place. Inside, he

realized, there was |ikely sonething much worse. Systenmatic genocide with
willing victins.

He reached out his left arm putting it around the girl's shoul ders, draw ng
her cl ose against himas they sat beside one another on the rocks. "You'll be
safe, Madison," M chael Rourke al nbst whis-pered. "Safe."

Chapter Twenty-Three

John Rourke ran his bare fingertips across the ground—t was the faintest of
tire inpressions. He stood to his full height, stiff still fromthe cryogenic
sl eep but feeling his strength return. He didn't | ook back. "M chael's been
this way. He nust be followi ng a straight northwesterly course.”

"He cannot —the nountains," he heardNatalia interject.

" "It doesn' t nmatter which way he picks around an obstacle-he'll pick up the
same course on the other side. If we lose all track of him Paul can go one
way, you and | the other," he told her, pulling on his gloves against the
cold, turning, wal king back toward the bikes. Natalia stood beside the jet-

bl ack Harley. Paul rode his own bike. The blue Low Ri der Rourke had taken from
the Brigand canp was the nmachine M chael rode. "You've

gotta renmenber,"” Rourke told them nounting the Harley, putting his dark-

| ensed avi ator-styl e sungl asses back to cover his eyes. "I taught himland
navi gati on—+ taught both of them But this is his first tinme any great
distance fromthe Retreat. He'll be smart enough to stick to the basics, even

if it means going out of his way a little. Anyway—he'd stick northwesterly
because he's trying to pinpoint that crash site or whatever it was."
"The nessages on the tapes—er whatever they were. Could you figure out the
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| anguage?" Paul asked.

Rour ke | ooked at Rubenstein, feeling Natalia mounting the Harl ey behind him
feeling her arms circle his waist. "Yeah. It was some sort of conputer
message. |'d need the access code to figure it out."

"The Eden Project?" Natalia's voice asked from behind him

Rourke twi sted in the saddl e, |ooking at her. "No, this is something else.
don't know what —not yet. But if sonething crashed out there, well, we'll
see," and Rourke shoved the CAR-15 back on its sling, gunning the Harl ey,
feeling the machine as it vibrated under him "Let's go, Paul," he call ed.
There were still a few hours of daylight. After the cryogenic sleep, he would
not feel he needed sleep, but he was tired fromthe exertion. So |ong without
exerci se or proper nutrition

He I et out the Harley—to follow his son

Chapt er Twenty- Four

"I have never eaten flesh—t is forbidden. Them they eat flesh."

M chael |ooked at the jerked beef stick in his right hand. "Used to be, |
renmenber it alittle—before the N ght of The War—=

"Bet ween t he angel s?"

"No, there weren't any angels involved." He smiled, watching how the gl ows
fromthe firelight played across her little girl face. "But before the Night
of The War, you could go places—fast food restaurants they called them You
coul d get hanburgers and chi cken sandwi ches and fish sandw ches. | al ways

| i ked hanmburger. But there aren't any ani nals now. Wen the Eden Project
returns, they should bring back animals and after a while, there should be
meat again. But it's a delicacy now "

He extended the jerked beef stick to her—Annie had processed sonme of the |ess
appealing cuts of neat in the freezer into jerky. The darkness around them was
cold, forbidding, but it was warmnear the fire in the shelter of the rocks.
He had given up on reaching the Place before dark, and had not wanted to cone
on it after the light was gone. He had worried over the fire, that guards from
the Place might see it, or the cannibals. But the cannibals would be glutted
and he had beaten them off once. And Madi son had told himthere were no guards
at the Pl ace.

She sat cl ose beside himand he gnhawed away a pi ece of the jerked beef. "Cone
on—+ can't see where it's against your religion."

"The angel s eat flesh?"

He avoided the remark. "This isn't flesh like you're thinking of. The people
call canni bal s—the ones you call Them—they eat other people, the flesh of
other people. This is the flesh of cattle. They were raised specifically to be
eaten even-tually. That was their function."

She |icked her lips. She had eaten half the supply of dehydrated fruit and
veget abl es he had brought as trail food, the fruit and the vegetables fromthe
garden. It had been only the last few years that they had actually gotten the
fruit trees to bear, pollinating the trees thensel ves. She had eaten five of
the fingers of cornbread Annie had sent with him "I will try the flesh."
"That's a girl." Mchael felt hinself snmile. He handed her the beef stick. He
wat ched as gingerly she placed it near her mouth. "Think of it as neat—ike
hanbur ger or sonething."

"Hamburger," she repeated, touching the tip of her tongue to the rolled stick
Her tongue noved as rapidly as the tongue of a snake was supposed to nove. He
had read of snakes, seen thousands of themin a very fanpus novie his father
had the videotape of. But the conparison to a snake was wong sonehow, he

t hought. Her tongue noved |ike the wings of a humm ngbird. He renmenbered
actually seeing one during the times he and his sister had been on the trai
with their nother after

the N ght of The War. Her tongue noved |ike that.

He asked hinsel f why he was watching her in such detail

She placed the stick of beef in her mouth. Her nose winkled up a little and
he | aughed as she struggled to tear the bite she had taken fromthe stick

She handed it back to him

He watched as she held it in her mouth. "You don't have to eat it if you don't
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want to—+ just wanted you to try it."

"It—s—+s very tasty, Mchael."

H s armwas around her. He watched her nmouth as she chewed, her throat, the
nmovenent there as she swall owed. "Wy do you know so much about angels and
archangels and so little about hanmbur-ger?" It was a stupid question, the way
he put it, he realized.

She smled, the firelight in her eyes, changing the shade of the blue there.
"Wt read the Holy Bible. The Fanmilies—they read other things sonetinmes. But we
read the Holy Bible and the Holy Bible is interpreted for us by the

M nisters."

"Who are the M nisters?"

"The heads of the Fanmilies—en fromeach of the Fanmilies are the Mnisters. It
is always this way."

She shivered in his armand he couldn't quite understand that because she was
very healthy seeming and she was dressed nore warmy than he, the sl eeping bag
she had used as a coat earlier when they'd wal ked now swat hed around her
beside the fire.

He held her nore closely against him

"Do these Mnisters—do they tell you about other things, besides the Bible?"
"Ch, yes, they tell us everything that we need to know. "

"Have you ever wondered if there's naybe sonething you needed to know t hat
they didn't tell you?"

"But the Mnisters know best for us."

"You' re beautiful, Mdison."

She | ooked away. "You joke with ne. | amnot beautiful. Madane Elizabeth
Canbridge is beauti-ful. Mss Genevieve Vandiver is beautiful. | am-=

"I said you're beautiful. May | Kkiss you?

She rai sed her eyes, looking at him the fire nmaking shadows there one
instant, the shadows gone the next.

"But you are an archangel and I amonly a Mdison."

"Then there shouldn't be anything wong if | kiss you," Mchael Rourke told
her .

"I have never—+ amnot a breeder."

"A breeder—a breeder?"

"Only sonme fromthe Madi sons can breed and | was not selected.”

"To breed wi th whom-anot her Madi son?"

"That is forbidden."

"To breed with whom then?"

"Wth one of the Mnisters, or sonmeone ap-pointed by themfromthe Fanmlies."
"And who do the nal e Madi sons breed wth?"

nu

"After the first tinme—they may breed with any of the fenale breeders if the
perm ssion is given,"

M chael Rourke felt a tightness in his throat he had never felt. "Breed with
me, then."

Her eyes seened suddenly so wide. "An arch-angel would not—=

"I told you, I'mnot an archangel. I'ma nman. And suddenly | want to breed
with you very much. But we don't call it breeding. Although | guess that's
what it is. |'ve never done it before either."

"If it is not breeding, then how would one say it then?"

He wat ched her face, her eyes—her |lips. He touched his lips lightly to hers.
She didn't nove away. "It's called making | ove. And you're the first wonan |
ever kissed besides nmy nother or ny sister or sone relative years ago | can't
remenber . "

"M chael ." She whispered his nane, saying nothing nore.

H s hands noved, al nbost independent of thought, under the sleeping bag that
was around her, her arns folding around his neck. He felt her breath against
his skin, his face

She touched her lips to his cheek

H s hands found the buttons of his shirt that she wore beneath his sweater.
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There were snaps and he pulled at the shirt front, the snaps opening with a
succession of tiny clicking sounds.

Hi s hands felt things incredibly warmburn-ing. He had never touched a wonan's
breasts—until now. .

105

Chapter Twenty-Five

They canped at the site of what Rourke realized was his son's first canp.
Bei ng nore experienced, they had made better tine than M chael had. But then,
Rour ke thought, lying beside the fire, listening absently as Natalia and Paul
tal ked, they had not been searching for something fallen fromthe sky. They
were searching for a man and a machine. Only that.

He felt sonething agai nst his cheeks—Natalia' s hand—and he turned his eyes
fromthe fire to stare at her, crouched, then dropping to her knees beside
him between his legs and the fire.

"Paul is going up into the rocks to keep watch. He said we don't need to
relieve him He can't sleep.”

"He'll be like that for a few days—and then he'll really crash but good."
Rour ke smi | ed.

"He has left us alone."

"Subtle, isn't he?"

Natalia noved closer to him "After we find M chael then what ?"

Rour ke chewed down on the cigar. H s daughter was an adnirable cigar maker.
Di d her thought-ful ness nmake the taste all the better? he wondered. "You'l
have to try one of these cigars and |l et nme know what you think."

"I haven't had the urge—to snoke at |east."

"Filthy habit." He smled.

"l had five hundred years to break it. But sone

t hi ngs never change, do they, John?" John Rourke folded his right arm around
her

shoul ders, and she eased beside him against him

"I'"'msorry," he al nbst whispered.

She ki ssed himquickly on the mouth, and then

she buried her head against his shoulder. In the

darkness he couldn't tell, but he thought that she

cri ed.

Chapter Twenty-Si x

He sat at the small table that he used as a desk, reading the report.
There—far fromwhere he was—t was waste-land, like it was wastel and

ever ywher e.

Believing that they lived sonewhere, that they |lived sonehow, had kept him
alive. The substance whose chemi cal formula could not be recon-structed. He
had stolen it in the last hours.

Wth a few of the others, he had used it.

He had survi ved.

They woul d have survi ved.

He felt this inside of him

He stood up, throwi ng down the sheaf of papers that nade the report, crossing
fromthe smaller anteroominto his bedroom

The girl was still tied to the bed, where he had | eft her tied.

There was little left of her

She had been cl eaned up—the bl eedi ng stopped —and returned to him

If the garbled grunts and noi ses she had made had been speech, this was | ost
to her.

She whi npered only, |ike an animal whi mpered. Wen there had been ani nal s.
But there was still pleasure in her for him

Wat ching her stirred himand he began to undress, seeing it in her eyes, the
fear he had put there, fear like flowers bl ossoning am d the bruises of her
face, amd the welts and cuts. "You serve a great purpose,"” he told her
"There are wonen here, but | would not use themthis way. But there is one
worman. Perhaps after | find her, then perhaps after | do to her things | have
never done even to you, perhaps then | will no | onger care for this.'' And he
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smled. "But,'' and he picked up the steel-cored rubber hose, watching the
terror, hearing the insensate whinpers fromher puffed and swollen |ips,
"until that tinme— and he brought the steel-cored hose down hard across her
face, the head snapping hard right. There was no novenent, and the eyes only
stared. There was no sound.

He sighed long, loudly, then threw down the steel-cored rubber hose.

He sat naked on the edge of the bed beside the dead female. He did what he had
to do hinself.

Chapter Twenty- Seven

Her body noved beneath hi mviolently was the only word he could think of to
describe it. Her thighs burned at his flesh. Her eyes were closed, and he
could see the lids flutter in the firelight. It was renmarkable, he thought,
how sonehow sonet hi ng he had never done before seenmed so natural, so perfectly
natural. H s body trenbl ed—hers trenbled beneath him his arnms aching as he
hel d hi nsel f over her, her hands against the bare flesh of his behind. He
could feel her nails as they dug into him her body noving nore violently now
than it had.

Suddenly, he felt as though he woul d expl ode—and a part of himdid and he
sagged agai nst her, his lips touching at her breasts, his head resting beside
hers, his breath comng hard to him the girl's body rising and falling hard
against him her |ips noving, no words com ng, then the words. "M chael

M chael . M chael." Over and over, she said his nane.

M chael Rourke opened his eyes, very quickly. There was the sound of Madi son
breathing in the crook of his right arm of the long night log crackling with
fire. The sound of the wind, like a | ow whistle. But another sound in the
darkness. He squinted to focus, studying the |Ium nous bl ack face of the Rol ex
Subrmariner. It was nearly four a.m

The sound again, and Madi son stirring beside

him curling her naked body against his in the sleeping bag. Again he saw the
wi sdom of his father—a snaller gun that could perhaps be fired easily from
inside a sleeping bag woul d be useful now. He had no such gun

The Predator was beside him

H's left fist closed around the Pachmayr-gripped butt. Five rounds |oaded, an
enpty chanber under the hammer. Wth a Ruger of nodern design, there was no
need for this precaution, but it was still advisable for added safety.

He lay perfectly still, waiting. Had it been before the hol ocaust, when the
sky becane flane, it could have been an aninmal. But there was no hi gher ani nal
life.

H's left thunmb poi sed over the Predator's hamrer.

Ready.

The sound of a twi g breaking. Naked, Mchael rolled fromthe sl eeping bag, the
hamrer of the Predator jacking back, one of the cannibals, human skins | ayered
over his body, a stone axe in both hands, was coning from beyond the fire.

M chael twitched the Predator's trigger, the can-nibal's body lurching with
it, falling back into the flanes, the human skins which covered the canni ba
catching afire, the snell of human fl esh burning on the wi nd, shrieks, nore
ani mal than human. M chael |eveled the Predator, the hammer jacked back. He
swal | owed hard, pulling the trigger again, the sound |ike thunder, a tongue of
110

bright orange flane licking fromthe nuzzle, through the darkness.

Naked, shivering, he stood, waiting.

There was no sound fromthe cannibal, the fire consunng the flesh

If any nore of themwere in the darkness beyond the firelight, they were not
att acki ng.

He was aware of novenent beside himand he swing the nuzzl e of the Predator
toward the sound.

But it was Madi son, naked |ike he was, staring at the fire.

He folded his right armaround her, drawing her close to him her flesh
against his flesh. "M chael —+ |ove you," she whispered.

"Get dressed, we're sitting up the rest of the night. At dawn, we get out of

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...20Survivalist%2010%20-%20The%20Awakening.txt (37 of 82) [12/28/2004 4:49:46 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ James%20A x| er%20-%20T he%20Survival i st%2010%20-%20T he%20A wakening.txt

here. "

He | ooked down at her face. "M chael =

"After we go to the Place, | want you to come back with me. To the Retreat.
want you to be with nme. | guess that neans | |ove you, too."

She buried her face against his chest, the fingers of her right hand knotting
in the hairs there. "Yes, Mchael."

Chapter Twenty- Ei ght

"There—there is the Place." 11|

There had been no nore of the cannibals. Mchael Rourke assunmed the nman he had
killed at four o' clock that norning—a little over four hours ago—-had pursued
them for a bl ood feud. He woul d never know, he realized. Beside him clad in
the inprovised skirt, his shirt and sweater, the sleeping bag no | onger needed
as a coat about her shoul ders because of the radical change in temperature
after the rising of the sun, Mdison pointed down the defile and into a
verdant valley and beyond, to the far side of it.

"That cave?" M chael asked her

"It is the entrance—+the main entrance. | have always heard that there are
other ways in and out known only to the Families. But the Place is there."
"How do you get in?" he asked her

She | ooked up at him her blue eyes pinpoints of color as the sun washed her
pal e face. "M chael would be better to think howwe will get out of the Place.
They will want to take nme and return ne to Themto appease Them And you are
an out-sider—they will see that you too are one who goes."

He took her left hand in his right, saying, "Don't worry— cone from hardy
stock," and with Mdi son beside him M chael Rourke started down the defile
and into the valley—toward the Place

The cave entrance was very cl ose now, M chael not touching either hand to his
firearns but ready. Suddenly, he asked Madison, "Wy didn't you

119

make sone comrent on ny guns? |f you thought | was an archangel and ny knife
was a sword."

"l saw the guns once. That is why | know you nust be the Archangel M chael. No
one can have guns but the Fanilies. There is a very large roomfull of guns.
Once, | was assisting the Cunning-hans, cleaning the quarters of one of the
Fam lies. And at the end of this corridor, there was a big roonmand the doors
were opened for just a minute. | |ooked up frommy scrubbing through the
doorway. | saw these things and one of the Cunni nghans whi spered to nme what
they were and that | should never nention themfor any know edge of guns was

f or bi dden beyond the Mnisters and the Fanmilies."

"Do they carry guns—the nenbers of the Famlies, or the Mnisters?"

"No—the electric stick."

"Cattle prods, | read of them" Mchael noted half to hinself. "They carry no
guns?"

"No, | have never seen a gun beyond the confines of that room and of course
the guns that M chael hinself uses. You are very skillful with these." She
smil ed.

He | ooked away from her. Staring down at the ground, they wal ked a noment. "M
father is better."

"The father you speak of -he is Qur Heavenly Father?"

M chael sniled, |ooking at her—snmiled at her innocence. "No, he's ny father
and ny sister's father."

m

"But he nmust be very wi se, and know all things."

"Possibly," Mchael told her. "Wen you come with ne to the Retreat you'l

meet him I1t'll be time for the Awakening soon. |'Il miss it. But perhaps
Annie will wait."

"Anni e—she is your sister."

"Right. And ny father's nane is John. My nother's name is Sarah. And we have a
good friend naned Paul and anot her good friejid named Natalia. There were six
of us. Now there'll be seven."

She touched at her abdonen as they stopped before the entrance to the cave.
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"Perhaps nore than that," and she snil ed.
M chael Rourke | eaned down and ki ssed her |ips quickly. Then he turned away
and stared at the entrance to the Place. It was a cave, of natural rock, but
had undergone nuch hunman engineering. It still bore scorch marks on the rock
fromthe fires that had consuned all life—alnost all, he cor-rected
hi nsel f—+£ive centuries ago.
He wal ked around behind her, then took her right hand in his left, the M 16
slung crossbody at his right side. He had packed the crossdraw hol ster for the
Predator in his pack, the Predator conceal ed under his shirt behind his left
hi ppone. The A .G Russell Sting IA was clipped inside his sock on the inside
of his left calf.
By nature, he reflected, he was not a trusting soul
They entered the cave, the cave entrance broad
and high, the walls narrowing as the cave penetrated the rock of the nountain
itself.
"I amfrightened," Mdison whi spered, but her voice was picked up by the
wal | s, echoed, anplified, reverberating around themlike a thousand | oud
whi spers
He did not answer, still noving. He saw no entrance yet, no entrance into the
nmount ai n.
He stopped, |eaning down to her, his lips touching at her right ear as he
whi spered, "Were's the entrance?"
"I do not know-ene is taken for sacrifice to Them blindfol ded and the
blindfold is renoved when one is outside."
"What do you do when you normally go outside?"
"W never venture out-because of Them "
M chael Rourke rose to his full height. He was as tall as his father and had
been since he was just shy of seventeen. He | ooked behi nd t hem—not hi ng.
Ahead, there was nothing. Hi s pal ne sweated and he | cosed her hand for a
monent to wipe his |left pal magainst his blue-jeaned thigh. He took her hand
again and started ahead, holding the pistol grip of the M16 nowin his
bunched right fist, his thunmb poised near the selector. If these people had
guns but never used them he rationalized, a nodest display of firepower m ght
avert any danger.
They kept novi ng.
Not hi ng ahead. He | ooked back. Not hi ng behi nd.
11PL
They kept noving, his fist tightening on theM 16, twenty-nine rounds in the
magazi ne, one round al ready chanbered.
"I amfrightened," she whispered again, and again the echoing, the thousand
whi spers, only nore distorted now. The construction of the cave-how much was
man- made he was uncertain —forned a natural whispering gallery, a natura
security systemfor the slightest sound. Gradually, he had been becom ng nore
aware v of their reverberating footfalls. If he did fire a burst fromthe M
16, aside fromthe potential for ricochet, there would be a deafeni ng noi se.
He kept novi ng.
H's mind raced, calculating the possibilities for a hidden entrance. There
were shackles built into the side wall—+o0 secure the sacrifices. He had read
the books his father had read before constructing the nmain entrance to the
Retreat. Was the doorway to this place opened by a system of weights and
count er bal ances? It woul d have to be, he reasoned, for otherw se, how coul d
the structure be secured agai nst unwanted entrance when the owners or users
were all away. It was obvious to him that what he was about to enter—-however
he was about to enter it—was a survival retreat, constructed before the N ght
of The War, But how had the people survived?
Then a thought chilled him The constant |evel of population. It had to be as
he had surm sed—genocide, institutionalized genocide with victinms who were
willing to go.
nf t
There were no | arge rocks visible, like there were outside the Retreat.
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Wiere was? . . . He heard the sound, wheeled toward it, shielding Madison
behind him swing-ing the M16 forward taut against its black web sling, a
panel opening out of the living rock, a human face, and then another and

anot her, nen, three of them inmaculately tailored three-piece business suits,
but in bizarre contrast to this each of the men wore bedroom slippers. In
their hands were swagger-stick-shaped objects, perhaps eighteen inches in

I ength. The cattle prods, M chael surmn sed.

"Al'l right-hold it. I'mcomng as a friend. | don't nmean you any harm You
know what this is,” and he gestured with the assault rifle. "But the girl
isn't to be touched. You expelled her and she's with nme now." He felt her
hands agai nst his shoul der bl ades.

One of the three nmen—a nan on each side of himsmniled. "You are not fromthe
Pl ace. You are not from Them Ohers live then."

"Qthers live." Mchael nodded, |owering the nuzzle of the M16 slightly. "M
famly, two of our friends. And there was an aircraft. | didn't find the

wr eckage, but | found the pilot's parachute. And the pilot was slaughtered by
the ones you call Them | didn't have any chance to search through his things
and find out where he came from But there must be others alive as well, and
somewher e technol ogy has survived. The world can rebuild and grow and there'l
be no need for all of you to

117
Iive here underground and—=
"Mchael!" It began as a word and ended as a scream M chael wheeling, the

pressure of Madi-son's hands agai nst his back suddenly gone. Madi son was being
dragged toward the opposite wall by nore of the nen in inmacul ately tailored

t hree- pi ece business suits and bedroom slippers, cattle prods held to her
flesh as she screamed i nconmprehensibly.

M chael noved the M 16 forward, opening his nouth to shout, to order them-then
trie pain. At first he could |locate the origins. The small of his back, the
center of the back of his neck—the word he renenbered abstractly was
"nape"—and where his right armjoined his shoul der.

The M 16 fell fromhis hand, on its sling, his body tw tching uncontrollably,
the pain flooding hi mnow, Madi son screaming, "Mchael!" the pain, Mchae
Rourke falling to his knees, feeling sonething he had never felt before,
everything in his field of vision fuzzy suddenly and green and a cold sweat on
his skin, the feeling of nausea in his stonach. He sagged forward, rolling on
the rock floor of the cave, trying to make his right hand respond and find the
pistol grip of the M16. Through the green wave washi ng over him he saw

Madi son bei ng dragged through the opening in the rock wall on the opposite
side of the cave

She screaned again, and he heard it as his eyes closed and his head struck
agai nst the rock and the darkness fl ooded his consciousness. "M chael!'"
Chapter Twenty-Ni ne

In the intervening day, she had seen her nother four times. Four times her

nmot her left the roomher father had built for he and his wife to share,
entered the bathroomand then returned to the room

She sal at her sewi ng machine, her left foot on the pedal that gave the
machine its electrical power, her left hand feeding the material beneath the
needl e, her right hand giving added tension to the thread, working the hand
wheel on the side of the machine as she henmmed the blue floral print skirt she
had been nmeking for the | ast several nonths. She did npost of her sew ng by
hand—t consuned nore tinme and the supply of fabric was not inexhaustible, but
she wanted this finished now so she could wear it when Paul returned.

Anni e | ooked up fromthe nachine, her nmother standing in front of her. Sarah
Rourke wore a man's shirt—M chael's or their father's. It was bl ue chanbray
and there were at least three dozen of them Her nother's hands were inside
the pockets of a pair of blue jeans. On her feet she wore no shoes or socks.
"Let's talk, Ann."

Ann—nAo one called her that. "I can nmake us sone tea—you'll like it."
"You nmeke the tea, I'll make sonme lunch. |I'm hungry."
"l can—

file:/lIC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...20Survivalist%2010%20-%20The%20Awakening.txt (40 of 82) [12/28/2004 4:49:46 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ James%20A x| er%20-%20T he%20Survival i st%2010%20-%20T he%20A wakening.txt

"I know you can—but I'll nake it."

Annie flicked off the Iight on the sewi ng machi ne and stood up ..

"He |ikes you—+ don't nean Paul. | nean, that's obvious, but | nmean your
father." Sarah Rourke was stirring sliced potatoes in a frying pan. She had

taken neat fromthe freezers. "Why'd you |l ook at me so oddly when | took out
t he neat ?"

"There isn't very nuch neat, Momma, and M chael and | always saved it for
special occasions, | was thinking |I'd make a roast when Daddy and Paul and
Natalia got back with Mchael —+ike a special occasion. It'll be the first tine
the whole famly—=

"The whole famly," her nother repeated. "Yes, just the six of us. A father
and nother who collectively aren't ten years older than their children's ages
conbi ned. The four of us, plus Paul and good old Natalia, the KGB major.

Paul 's very nice. I"'msurprised at the friendship between Paul and your
father. Your father never really nade friends. He raised you to mate with
Paul . "

"I know that—but that's not why | feel the way | do, and if Paul feels the
same way, that isn't why for himeither."

"You're probably right. And he raised Mchael for Natalia—that's obvious."
"He was trying to—

"Did your father ever ask nme?"

"The potatoes will burn.”

"No, they won't, 1've been doing this a hell of a lot |onger than you have. He
never asked ne. | took the sleep expecting to wake up at the sane
i on

time everyone el se awakened. Not to wake up twenty years after ny children
did, not to find themalready grown just so Natalia and Paul wouldn't be
forced to marry or whatever it is people can do when there are only six people
alive on earth."” She cut off the burner and began shifting the potatoes into a
serving bow, then took a pothol der and checked the oven for the neat. "Your

f at her never cheated on ne—never once. |'msure of that. But he cheated ne,
cheated ne nore than he ever could have if he'd cheated on ne."
"But we—t

Sarah turned around, her eyes staring, harder than Annie had ever seen them
"If you marry Paul Rubenstein, if you and Paul have chil dren—how woul d you
feel closing your eyes and seeing themas children, then opening your eyes the
next instant of consciousness and seeing themfully grown, nmissing all the
years in the mddle. How would you feel? Wio told you what to expect when you
were growi ng up—from your body, | nean? Who taught you everything you didn't
teach yoursel f?"

"Wl |, Daddy did, but—

Sar ah Rour ke whi spered, "You finish dinner—I'mnot hungry."

"But. . ."

Anni e wat ched her nother wal k away, to the bedroom but Sarah Rourke didn't

| ook back.

It wasn't as Annie had planned it—t wasn't that way at all

191

Chapter Thirty

John Rourke di smounted the Harley. By taking a route through the nountains
that he and Paul Rubenstein had | earned of by accident in the weeks follow ng
the N ght of The War, he had saved two days of travel. Natalia di snounted as
well. Al about themwere telltale signs of a canp. A fragnentary notorcycle
tread. Burned wood froma fire, and signs of a fire being neticul ously put
out .

"He's been here, all right," Paul vol unteered.

Rour ke | ooked at the younger nan, but only nodded.

Rour ke studied the partial tread print, |looking up fromit, ahead, then taking
off in a long-strided jog, his eyes scanning the ground through the dark-

| ensed avi ator-style sunglasses, a cigar, unlit, clanped between his teeth in
the left corner of his nouth.
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Anot her tire inpressi on—he stopped running, dropping to his knees to exam ne
it. "Natalia, bring up ny bike. Paul, cut an arc of about one hundred eighty
degrees about a hundred yards ahead of ne—ninety degrees on each side of where
I'mat now. "

"Tracks—ight."

Rourke stood to his full height, taking the Zippo in his right hand, flipping
it in his hand, not opening it, not really intending to light the cigar as
yet.

122

He gl anced skyward, then confirned the time with his watch. Three hours of
daylight remained. If he could second guess Mchael's route as he had earlier,
they mght be able to cut through the nountains again in such a way as to
intercept Mchael's next canpsite before total darkness.

He was trying to cut the gap of tine between them Rourke felt a snmile cross
his |ips—he realized, chronologically |less than a decade ol der than his son,
that he'd al ready done that.

"Ready. "

He | ooked at Natalia, then | ooked away as he nounted the nachine.

Chapter Thirty-QOne

He had | ost count of the hours, and realized he had | ost count of the days.
The cattle prods they had used—his body ached as he noved. He had been away
fromthe Retreat—-how nmany days? He shook his head to clear it, dismssing the
question until a later tine.

Cautiously, before assessing his surroundings, he felt under his shirt beside
his | eft hipbone. The revolver—t was still there. As he sat upright, his back
screanming at himwith the pain, he felt inside his left sock—the A .G Russel
knife was still there.

123

M chael Rourke | ooked up, unable to keep the smile that he felt comng from
etching across his face. He was alive. He was arned.

He assessed his surroundings as, with difficulty, he stood. An ordinary-

seem ng room but there were no wi ndows. A door—t seened made of netal. He
approached it, about to touch it to confirm-but he stepped back. Wth their
pen-chant for electricity, he was uncertain. He | ooked upward—there seened to
be no observation caneras in evidence, no mcrophones. Perhaps the roonm-al nost
a khaki color for walls, ceiling and the linol eumcovered fl oor—was just that,
a room Nothi ng nore.

Per haps too they expected himto wal k out of it.

He licked his lips, reaching down to his sock, removing the Sting A Gently,
he tossed the all-steel knife against the door. It clattered to the floor
There was no evidence of electricity. He picked up the knife, stepping back
fromthe door again.

He threw the knife—gently, again—this tine the knife bounci ng agai nst the
door knob, sparks of electricity sputtering into the air.

M chael Rourke stepped back

After a long nonent, he picked up his knife. Quickly, he resheathed it,
concealing it, then dropped to the floor. He began to unlace his right conbat
boot. His father had told himthe story of the | ast seconds before fire had
engul fed the planet, of the clinb to the top of the nmountain which held the
Retreat, of using the double nmagazi ne pouch |ike a heavy | eather glove to

i nsul ate his hand. The

boot off now, M chael placed his right hand inside it, flexing the |eather so
he could grip with it.

He thought suddenly of Madison. If they had killed her, he would kill them-t
was very sinple, very logical. He renenbered, as they had | ain together after
di scovering each other, she had asked himwhat the white flakes which fel
fromthe sky had been and he had expl ained the crys-talline structures which
when exam ned were never at all |ike any other. He had expl ained that sonme had
theorized that perhaps as they fell, the flakes may i ndeed have fallen into
certain patterns and that the infinite variety came about fromthe constant
mel ting and refreezing they underwent as they passed through different

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...20Survivalist%2010%20-%20The%20Awakening.txt (42 of 82) [12/28/2004 4:49:46 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ James%20A x| er%20-%20T he%20Survival i st%2010%20-%20T he%20A wakening.txt

tenperature layers, or fell upon the warmground to partially nelt and then
refreeze. She had stopped him |aughing, telling himthat she thought they
made his hair and his eyebrows | ook pretty. Wat did one call them she had
asked. Snow, he had told her. And she had repeated the word several tines.

He approached the doorknob—he'd free her sonehow, he told hinself.

But as he reached for the doorknob, the knob sparked, then turned.

M chael Rourke drew back, ready to go for his gun

One of the nmen in a three-piece business suit stepped into the doorway from
the corridor which Mchael could partially see beyond him "You are to cone
with us. The Mnisters wish to see you. W can use the electric sticks again
if you resist."

Smiling, he dropped to the floor. "Just let nme get ny boot on, guys."

Chapter Thirty-Two

They had travel ed for nbst of the night, gotten six hours of rest and then
nmoved on before daylight. Mdrre of the shortcuts through the nountains and John
Rour ke estimated they had saved perhaps as much as two days of travel tine
conpared to Mchael's route. He was exploring. They were searching, a nore
singl e-m nded pursuit, Rourke had told Paul Rubenstein.

Nat al i a besi de hi mnow, Paul on foot noving through the woods beyond the
clearing, |ooking for signs, John Rourke stood, staring at the remains of a
fire. It was not one of Mchael's fires. Littered around the clearing, nost
prom nently near, the fire, were human bones.

Nat al i a, her voice | ow, whisperlike, said, "Can-nibals."

"M chael parked his bi ke and noved through the clearing on foot—he went right
to them"

"Hurman bei ngs, John-he was | ooking for nore of his own kind. That's why he
|left the Retreat. But there was no sign of himreturning to the bike."

"He headed after themi' Rourke added som berly.

He | ooked at her, Natalia's eyes looking into his. "Wat would you have done?"
He | aughed a little. "Gone after them4ust |ike M chael —under the

ci rcunst ances. "

"You told nme you taught himto be very good with a gun. And Anni e—she said he
practiced regularly."

"Yeah, but all he took with himwas one assault rifle and those two single-
actions he liked. And two knives. That neans, in a firefight, just one viable
weapon. Those handguns are super for what they were built for—hunting, backup
in the gane fields, silhouette shooting. Not for conbat. And anyway, he's on
his own."

"They' ve been on their own for fifteen years. Annie told us Mchael would

| eave the Retreat sonetinmes to go off exploring.”

"Never this long. And anyway—he's not just sone guy. He's ny son. |'mworried.
Canni bal s," and he dropped into a crouch beside an al nost neatly stacked pile
of human ribs, the bones spotless.

"John—eh, shit-—-3John!"

Rour ke was up, running, Natalia ahead of him both of the Metalife Custom L-
Frames which bore the Anerican Eagle synbols on the barrel flats coming into
her hands, Rourke snatching the Python fromthe full flap holster at his hip.
He slowed his run, Natalia stopped already beside Paul Rubenstein, Paul's
hands shaking, the sling for the MP-40 subgun rattling.

Rour ke wal ked over to stand between them In the bushes was a human head, the
smel | of the

rotting tissue strong. The eyebrows were reddi sh tinged; the scalp and the
skin above the mddl e of the forehead had been peel ed away.

" Canni bal s?"

Rour ke | ooked at Rubenstein. "Yeah," he al nost whispered.

Chapter Thirty-Three

M chael Rourke glanced at his Rol ex—the date had changed, ever closer to
Christrmas and the tine set for the Awakening. He had been intonscious fromthe
el ectrical shocks overnight. They—the three nen in the business suits—had | et
himstop in a bathroom He had urinated and defecated, and washed his face and
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hands, noticing the stubble on his cheeks as he studied his face nmonmentarily
inthe mirror. He | ooked identical to the sleeping visage of his father in the
cryogeni ¢ chanber.

Hi s three business-suited guards with their high-powered cattle prods wal ked
with himas he noved down the corridor now, a |arge, double-doored roomat one
end. Was it the arnory Madi son had spoken of ? he wondered. He nmade a nental
note to investigate it.

The corridor nmade a | eft bend and at the far end where the corridor stopped
there were two ornate wooden doors, |ike sonmething one m ght expect

form ng the doorway of a conference room

"You will go inside and await the Mnisters," the one who had spoken earlier
told him opening the right hand door. M chael noticed the door handle. It

| ooked to be made of gold and ornately figured.

"What about you guys?" M chael asked.

"The Mnisters will see you." The man hel d open the door. M chael wal ked
through. The roomwas |it with conventional -1 ooking ceiling fixtures, but

bul bs rather than the fluorescent tubes which would have been nore in keeping
with the room he thought.

A | ong, expensive-Ilooking conference table dom nated the center of the room
space to sit perhaps two dozen people: nentally, subcon-sciously, he began
counting the chairs—twenty-eight, one larger chair at each end. At the far
end, before the larger of the two |argest chairs, were two candl es, but
neither candle was lit. He was alone in the roomas far as he could ascertain.
He | ooked to the walls on each side of the room and then to the wall on the
far side of the room Mirals, crudely painted, very stylized, at once nodern,
primtive and yet alnost juvenile, filled the walls. H s nouth was suddenly
dry. It was the Night of The War, cities burning, mssiles raining dow from
the skies. He had seen none of this where they had taken shelter that night in
the barn opposite their house. But he had heard the stories around the
campfires of the Resistance, remembered the stories his father had told of
overflying

the cities that night as they were systematically turned to ashes. Both
flanking walls depicted this horror and he | ooked away fromit, to a horror
that had been worse, one he had seen, did renmenber, could never forget. It was
the last sunrise, the holocaust, the end of the world, the sky afl ane,
Iightning bolts crackling through the skies, ball lightning rolling across the
ground, bodies on fire—death.

"These have neaning to you, young man?"

He turned around. The conference room doors cl osed. There were seven nen, al
in immacul ately tailored business suits and red fabric bedroom slippers, their
ages varying fromyounger than his own to what he judged night be |ate
seventies. The sane voi ce—the ol dest one of themwas slightly bent, balding to
the point where a wispy fringe of white crowned the sides of his head, the
light fromthe overhead bul bs gleamng dully off his head. "You renenber this
fromstories?"

"l saw this—with ny own eyes—the hol ocaust, when the skies caught fire."
"Heresy," one of the others murnured.

"But |+ amvery old, and | saw none of this."

"It's a long story—but we utilized a special scientific process, for cryogenic
sl eep. "

"What is this cryo—this—

"Cryogeni c sleep."

AR

"My father and nother, my sister, our two friends. The six of us. W'd thought
we were the only people left alive."

"You wear shoes of |eather, boy."

M chael Rourke | ooked at his feet, and then at their own. "They were nmade five
centuries ago but well-cared for."

The ol d one who had done all of the speaking except for the word "heresy"

| aughed. "Five-hundred-year-old shoes on a five-hundred-year-old man who | ooks
to be perhaps thirty years ol d—1
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"I turn thirty next nonth—but what | say is true. W are you?" M chael asked.
"I amthe man who will decide your fate, along with ny six associates."

M chael Rourke licked his lips. "Wiat is the Place?"

"I't is our hone." The old one smiled, alnobst |aughing.

"Who are Then?"

"Qutcasts, young nan—they are outcasts."

"From wher e?"

"Fromthe Place, outcasts sent fromthe Place over the course of the |ast
several decades."

"Where i s Madi son?"

"She who was Madi son fifteen, until it was deci ded she woul d be one who goes?"
"Yes—the one you call Madison fifteen."

"She was called that, but she is called nothing now"

M chael started for the old one, but the man raised his hands, pal ns outward

and he smiled. "For the nonment, this girl is quite safe and quite well. You
will see her again, | assure you."

"I canme here in peace. | saved Madi son fromthe ones you call Them | forced
her to bring ne here. | search for people of my own kind. Do you have
aircraft?"

"Machi nes which fly? O course not."

"Sonmeone does—there was a crash. | couldn't find the weckage. But the pilot—
found his parachute. And he was being killed by Them That's how | came to
rescue Madison. | only cane for know edge—not for violence. Believe that."

"You came with the guns. This one is called a handgun,| think?"

"Yes—a handgun."

"And the other one—t is called?"

"An automatic rifle." He said nothing of his know edge of the arsenal which he
had gai ned from Madi son.

"We have nany such inplenents, but they are never used. They are dusted, they
are given oil—

"Where do you get oil fron?"

"Peanuts which we grow. We distill an oil to a specific formula given to us
over the ages."

"Why do you keep guns if you don't have a use for then?"

"They were used by our progenitors and have religious value to us and this is
why we preserve them But we do not need to make shoot with them"”

"To nake shoot,"” M chael repeated. "Right." He w shed he snoked |ike his
father had. "Listen —+ cane in peace. Gve ne ny guns, give ne the girl—'I

| eave with her."

"Your guns have been added to ours. There they shall remain."

"Fine—gim®e the girl, then. You keep the guns."

"W will not give you the girl and allow you to | eave, as you say, because
then you mght tell others of this place."

"There are no others," Mchael told him "Except the cannibals. No others.
Whoever cane in that plane, | don't know where he cane from and even if |
did, I wouldn't tell himabout you—f you let us go in peace.”

"Have you no curiosity, young nan—about us? We have about you. Tell us your
story and we shall tell you ours."

"I'"d love to, but maybe sone other tinme. I'll bring Madi son back to visit or
sonet hing. "

The ol d one | aughed. "A sense of hunor—ay goodness. How refreshing."

"Thanks. Now—+

"No. We shall recount our story. W have never before had the chance," and the
old man started fromthe doors and crossed near Mchael. Mchael felt the
tenptation to reach out and throttle the man, use himas a wedge to get past
the others and find Madi son and escape. The old man just |ooked at him "If
you attack ne, it will gain you nothing. It is nearly time that | becone one
who goes. Harming ne, or the threat of harming ne will not gain your freedom
fromhere. But you nust be curious."

"A'l right, I'mcurious—tell ne."

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...20Survivalist%2010%20-%20The%20Awakening.txt (45 of 82) [12/28/2004 4:49:46 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ James%20A x| er%20-%20T he%20Survival i st%2010%20-%20T he%20A wakening.txt

192

The old man snmiled and M chael noticed that a cataract partially covered his
| eft eye. "Do you have doctors?" M chael asked as the old nman shuffled toward
the head of the table,

"W have healers but an attenpt to prolong the time before one goes is

f or bi dden. "

"Super—ust let people die."

"One does not do this thing you say, young nan—ene goes.
easing into the largest chair, before the two candies.
"You go outside and get torn apart by those can-nibals |like you sent Madison
You di e—pure and sinmple."

The ol d man | aughed.

The other six nen noved about the room one lighting the two candles at the
head of the conference table, another opening a wall safe behind an inset wood
carving in the back wall, the carving out of place anmid the nmural of the end
of the world. Fromthe safe, another of the six assisting him he withdrew two
books. One was | eat her-bound and the size of a Bible or un-abridged
dictionary, the other smaller, |eather-bound as well, but the size of a diary.
"What are those?" M chael asked.

The ol d man | ooked up, "Wy, the holy books, of course.”

"The large book—+t's a Bible, right? But the other one—+t |ooks like a diary."
"It is the last book, witten by our progenitors and it is | ocked and shal
remain so for all tine."

"You revere a book as holy and yet you have no

way of knowi ng what it contains?"

The old man snmiled indul gently again. Wth great effort, he stood, one of the
others assisting him He reached to his vest pocket, extracting fromit on the
end of what appeared to be a gold chain a small key. "As head of the counse

of the Mnisters, | carry the key. It is ny badge of office. The key will

unl ock the second holy book, but the key is given to us to test our faith and

The ol d nman was

wi Il never be used as it has never been used."
"If it's a diary, it probably tells sonething you should know—+t's not wong
to pry into the" witings of sonmeone who's gone if it will help you to stay

alive in a situation like this."

"You are a nost peculiar young nman." The old nman snmiled again as he sat. "The
second holy book is five centuries old. And to stay alive as you put it is not
a problemto us. And what situation? A situation requiring desperate neasures?
I think you misunderstand ne. W thrive here. W have happi ness here. There is
no desire to alter this at all. So, then, why should sacrilege be committed
and the second holy book be opened? But perhaps you will better understand
after | recount our story."

"CGo ahead." M chael nodded.

"Be seated—there, in the far chair fromne."

M chael |ooked at the second | argest of the two large chairs. He noved the
chair as he approached it—o wires, nothing out of the ordinary. He sat down,
pl aci ng his hands on the polished table before him "So, tell ne your story,

if that's what

you want."

"Yes—+t is what we want, young man." "My nane is M chael -M chael Rourke." "The
Pl ace," the old nman began, seenmingly oblivious to M chael having given his
nane, "was built nore than five centuries ago, and at great expense and | abor
It was the fashion, as the story has been passed down to us, for persons to
plan to survive warfare anong the nations of nmen, or disease, or econonic
trials. And so, the Place was built. And it was staffed. Because of the guns
and because of the expense of the fixtures here in the Place, security persons
were used to protect the Place fromoutsiders. The war between the great
nation of the United Statesof and the evil nation of Commi e took place—=

"I't's the United States of America, not United Statesof, and the nation of
Conmi e—+t was the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union was run by a Comuni st
governnent, and sonetines Comnunists were called Comrmies. You're telling ne
an oral tradition, aren't you?"
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The old man resuned, as though, M chael realized, nothing had been said. "The
war between the United Statesof and the Conm e began, but our very w se
progenitors foresaw this tinme of grief and took shelter in the Place and the
Pl ace sustained their every need. Tine passed, and the great fires cane from
the heavens and consuned the earth as it was prophesied in the Holy Bible. But
our progenitors in their wi sdomhad becone the Chosen of God and it was Hi s
decree that the

Pl ace and our progenitors remain unscathed. And when the fires consuned al
that was evil and had purged the land and the waters and the air, only the
progenitors and their servants renmained. Yet the servants were evil, consuned
by jeal ousy of the wi sdomof the progenitors and sought to hurl out the
progenitors fromthe Place, but they were not successful, and as puni shnent
for this blaspheny, the servants were put out. It was decreed that the nunber
of one hundred persons should not be exceeded over seven days. And so, it is
the descendants of the servants who are set out into the evil of hell which
surrounds us, and consuned by Them the ones who eat the flesh."

The ol d one | ooked up, smiling—he seened sonehow pl eased. Perhaps that he had
remembered it all, Mchael conjectured. "Wat you're saying is that you
practice institutionalized geno-cide on persons you consider racial inferiors.
And that the ones you threw out eventually becane able to survive, by

canni balism and now you continue the practice to feed them"

"You eat flesh—this can be seen fromthe things you wear on your feet."

"l eat meat, but the nmeat of cattle and other animals raised for human
consunption. But since the hol ocaust, there has been no fresh neat so we eat
very little neat at all."

"By his own words, he admits his origin, sir,
suited men said to the old one.

"Fromhell thou art and to hell thou shalt
return—both you and the girl."

M chael stood up. "Wonderful —you're letting us |eave. You think outside is
hell —this is hell. Never going outside, killing people to keep the popul ation
in perfect balance. You're all crazy."

"They shall be bound and set aside to be consumed by Them"

M chael 's right hand flashed under his shirt, the button there already open,
his fist closing around the butt of the Predator. "Uh-uh, guys." M chae
stabbed the .44 forward, aimng it toward the opposite end of the table, his
right thunb jacking back the hamrer. "You're plain out of luck. I'mfinding
Madi son and nmy guns and |I'mgettin' the hell out of here."

"See how he defiles the Conference Room" It was the one who had procl ai med
M chael as guilty.

"See how | defile your face when | bl ow your fuckin' brains out,"” M chae

whi spered, his voice low "M/ advice—epen that diary, read it. Maybe you were
meant to read it, and if you weren't, then nmaybe you shoul d anyway. "

M chael started toward the door, backing up, glancing once behind hi m+the

one of the younger business-

doors were still closed. He assuned the three guys with the cattle prods woul d
be outside—but the gun woul d even the odds substantially. "Were do you keep
the girl?"

The ol d one smiled, but said nothing.

M chael nodded. "OK, 1'll find her—then we'll be out of your hair, you'l

pardon the expression,"”

he added, the light reflecting fromthe top of the man's head.

Behind him he felt the doors. He reached for the handle.

"Not gold," he rasped, the electricity surging through him the Custoni zed
Ruger falling fromhis right fist, not discharging, his body shaking,
trenbling, pain. "No!" He sagged forward, the blackness conming, but his hand
unabl e to rel ease the door handl e.

Chapter Thirty-Four

The door opened, and she shrank back into the corner, three of the ones from
the Famlies, two of themwi th gloves on, dragging Mchael. H s body shook,
his eyelids fluttered as they rested his body on the floor, walking fromthe
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roomw t hout | ooking at her, the third one closing the door

She Jeft her corner, on her knees, noving to be beside Mchael, her right hand
gently touching at himshe felt the mld shock his body still carried, her
hand drawi ng back, cradled in the palmof her left hand on the faded gray
skirt of her uniform

"M chael .M chael , answer nme. M chael —pl ease—M chael !'"

H s eyelids fluttered again, but did not open

H s right hand—t twitched. The flesh on the

i nside of his fingers—t was bl ack and burned.

She could not touch himuntil the electrical current left his body—-she had
seen what the electrical current could do before.

On her knees, still, she rocked her behi nd back agai nst her heels, her body
swayi ng, her hands still in her lap, her calves cold-feeling against the bare
floor. It was a hol ding room She knew where she would go. She had been pl aced
in a holding roomonce before—when the Fanilies ha4 sel ected her as one who
goes. To Them

She felt tears in her eyes, felt themdribble down her cheeks.

Her archangel

M chael .

He was human after all.

And in her heart, the thing Mchael had tal ked about as | ove-she felt it
stronger for himnow as she knelt at his side.

"M chael .. ."

Chapter Thirty-Five

The wind of the slip streamwas cold against his face, but every few nonents
he woul d feel the warnth of Natalia's breath agai nst the back of his neck, her
body cl ose against his as they rode searching for Mchael's trail lost in the
rocks an

hour earlier. They had split up, Paul running a search pattern to the south,
Rour ke and Natalia searching to the north. AH they had uncovered was anot her
campfire of the cannibals and nore—but vastly less this tine than before—of
their ghastly | eavings: human bones.

"John. "

He turned his face right, to speak over his right shoulder. "Wat is it?"

"I think | saw novenent in the rocks—above us and to the left."

He nodded. "I saw it a little while ago. | think we've got company. Qur

canni bal friends."

"What about Paul ?"

"He'll be all right—so'll we. It's Mchael |I'mworried about." He gl anced up
into the rocks—a furtive blur of notion, then nothing.

He slowed the Harley, stopping it at the close of a wide arc, cutting the
engi ne. "Wat are you doi ng?"

"I'"'m going up there—gonna catch a cannibal. Get himto talk."

"John!"

"They won't cone down here after us. |'lIl go up after them"

He felt her hands | eave his wai st where they had rested as they had driven
She di snobunted the Harl ey, Rourke disnmounting as well. He un-zipped his coat,

pul ling off his gloves, folding themafter straightening them putting themin
his bonmber jacket's left outside patch pocket. He took a cigar fromthe inside
pocket of his jacket, the end

al ready cut away as was his habit, putting the cigar in the left corner of his
mout h, clanping it tight between his teeth. "You back ne up from down here—and
listen for any gunfire frém Paul . He should be on the other side of the rocks.
If it sounds like he's getting into trouble, you double back and I'll cut
across the top."

"You don't know how many of themthere could be, John."

"They don't have guns," he told h”r, his voice low. "At least | don't think
they do. But | do. Anyway, naybe we can just talk," and he sml ed.

"Don't—+ nean—ust because it is Mchael —don't—

"I won't," Rourke whispered, |eaning toward her, kissing her cheek lightly.

He pushed the CAR-15 farther back on its sling so it was across his back, then
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started toward the rocks.

Chapter Thirty-Six

He woul d find his son—there was no question of it, he knew. He kept noving,
across the bare rock face, noving upward slowy, his rifle sway-ing away from
hi s back, then swaying against it. He had seen no nore noverment above

Rour ke | ooked back once, below him Natali a,

142

her hands on her hips, standing beside the jet-black Harley, black like the
bl ack of the junpsuit she wore-her battle gear—black |like the boots she wore.
Bl ack |i ke the color of her hair—but her hair was only al nost black for there
was no true black in nature he knew.

Rour ke kept nmovi ng.

Sarah. Natalia. But now the task was to find Mchael. He had | aughed at Annie
when she had awakened themearly fromthe Sl eep, |aughed at her prenopnition,
her dream But the canni bal s—he had not anticipated this. How any nmen coul d
have survived on the surface was inconpre-hensible to him

There were nysteries in this newearth. If the Eden Project returned, there
woul d soon be machining capabilities. Perhaps an aircraft could be built. As
it was, the Harley's engine would power a |ight biplane nore than adequately.
He kept noving, reaching up with his right hand, then bringing his left |eg
up, then his left hand, then his right |eg, repeating the sequence as he
clinmbed higher, the edge of the higher rocks nore clearly discernible now He
kept novi ng.

His left hand reached out, and with his left leg he thrust hinself up against
t he nmeager purchase bel ow the height of the rocks, half falling forward onto
the rock surface

Rour ke pushed hinself up and rolled away fromthe edge, flat on his back for a
monent, resting fromthe exertion in the thin air, setting hinself as bait to
the cannibals, for themto attack.

No one cane.

After several mnutes, he rolled onto his abdo-nen, then pushed hinself up,
standing to his full height. He wal ked back toward t he edge, wavi ng down at
Nat al i a. She waved back. M chael would be nore used to the thinner air. In
time, he too would becone used to it.

He turned away fromthe edge, staring across the flat expanse of the height of
the rocks. He reached into his Levi's pocket, finding his lighter. He snoked
|l ess and less—+n the thin air, intentionally damaging his lung capacity was
insane. But he lit his cigar now, rolling the Zi ppo's striking wheel under his
thunb, plunging the tip of the cigar into the w nd-dancing blue-yellow flaneg,
flicking the cowing shut with an audible click

It was the stillness. No sudden engi ne noi se betraying a Soviet patrol or a
Bri gand bi ker gang, no gunshots fromoff in the distance, no one. Not hing.
The Earth was a dead pl ace.

And he supposed the cannibals were its new found scavengers.

He noved ahead, dragging easily on the cigar, his breathing still rapid from
the exertion of the clinmb, his rifle across his back again rather than at his
side as he had placed it before making the final assault on the top

He wanted to | ook |ike easy prey.

Rour ke kept wal ki ng.

Coul d these people tal k? Could they under-stand?

Where had they cone fronf

If these cannibals lived, however few in nunber, others lived too, he knew.
He kept wal king. "Hey—+ want to talk," he call ed.

No answer. "Do you speak English?"

No answer. "Habl a EspanoB"

No answer. "Parlez-vous Francai sV he | aughed. He coul d ask the sane question
in German, in Russian, perhaps another |anguage or two if he racked his brain
for the right conbination of words.

"I didn't come to harmyou," he shouted. "I came searching for one who | ooks
like me."
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And Rour ke stopped. "One who | ooks Iike ne," he whispered. If Mchael had net
the canni bal s and fought themoff, they would think he—Rourke—was his own
son. If Mchael had died—a shiver ran along his spine. They would think he was
M chael ' s ghost.

He ganbled on life, sniling to hinmsel f—+t had been the one commpdity on which
he had al ways ganbl ed.

He reached down to the holster at his hip, slowy w thdrawing the Python. It
was bi g, shiny—l ose enough in appearance to M chael's handguns, at least to
the untutored eye. Slowy, Rourke raised the gun over his head. Then slowy
again, he dropped into a crouch, flexing his knees, setting the pistol on the
ground.

The CAR-15—+t too | ooked near enough to Mchael's M16. He slipped the sling
over his head

and set the rifle down, the safety off but the chanber enpty. Mchael carried
two handguns, and Rourke reached under his jacket for the Detonics in the
doubl e Alessi rig. He-snapped the pistol fromthe |eather, setting it down
beside the Colt revolver and the CAR-15. There was still one under his right
arnpit. The little Detonics Conbat Master .45 |ooked nothing |like Mchael's
smal | er .44 Magnum Predat or—but again, Rourke thought: To the untutored eye.

%

And a knife. He ganmbled M chael had likely had only the one knife visible-the
bi g Gerber. Rourke unsheathed the bl ack-handl ed Gerber MI| and set it down
besi de his guns.

He stood. "There," he shouted. "No weapons!"

He stepped back one step, then a second step, then a third. His pal n8 sweat ed.
There were boul der-si zed rocks scattered all along the top of the nobuntain,
and from behi nd one of these now stepped a nan. He was clad in human skins, a
worman' s head of hair dangling obscenely near his crotch. In his right hand was
sonet hi ng Rourke considered at |east slightly nore nundane—a stone axe, the
handl e perhaps two feet long, a nassive flat rock laced to it wth what Rourke
surmi sed woul d |ikely be human hair woven into rope. "Do you speak English?"
Rour ke call ed out.

The canni bal's face seaned with sonmething half between a smle and a snarl,
his body bending slightly forward as his left hand joined his right on the
axe. From behi nd anot her rock, another of the

146

canni bal s, then frombehind still another rock still a third, the second two
arned like the first, each with a nassive stone axe. Rourke owned one, a

Cher okee I ndian stone axe. But he had never fought with it—as these nen,
barely nen, seened intent to do. The first one—with the woman's hair near his
crotch—started forward in a | oping, crouching walk.

Rourke didn't nove away. "I didn't come to kill you—probably. | want ny son.
He | ooks |ike me—just like ne."

The first cannibal was coming closer, the other two hanging back slightly.
Rour ke swal | owed hard—the reason for the man's |oping walk, he realized, was a
bull et wound, the left side of the man's body saggi ng, |eaves plastered over

the left shoul der, dried blood there as well. The wi nd shifted, and Rourke
could smell it—the wound was suppurating. "I'ma healer—for information on ny
son, I'1l heal your wound."

The canni bal kept comi ng, raising the stone axe now to sw ng.

The only other person alive—possibly—-who coul d have shot the man woul d have
been M chael. For that reason, as the canni bal noved toward hi m now, Rourke
woul d not reach for the second Detonics pistol, or the Black Chrone Sting |A
The axe started the downstroke, Rourke side-stepping quickly, wheeling half
right, his left |eg snapping up and out, a double Tae Kwon Do kick to the |eft
side of the cannibal's head, the canniba

147

staggering, not falling. The other two were com ng now, scream ng somnething so
guttural Rourke couldn't even be certain the screans were not words, threats,
the second canni bal cl osing. Rourke wheel ed agai n, sidestepping as the stone
axe cl eaved the air where his head had been, a high sweeping forward kick with
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his right |eg, then wheeling, the sane hi gh sweeping kick again, but this tine
the left leg, this tine connecting against the jaw of the second canni bal, the
axe flying fromhis hands. Rourke stepped in, the heel of his left hand
hamreri ng up and out, inpacting the base of the cannibal's jaw, his right hand
punchi ng forward, the mddl e knuckles finding the solar plexus—the human skin
the canni bal wore over his own was cold, danp to the touch

The canni bal sagged back, Rourke's |eft knee smashing up, hamering into the
testicles, but Rourke feeling no squish as the canni bal doubl ed forward,

Rour ke si destepping to avoid the canni-bal's breath. The body fell

Rour ke wheel ed, the third canni bal charging, the first nan up as well,
grabbi ng his stone axe.

Rour ke spun one hundred ei ghty degrees |eft, back-kicking the canni bal once,
then again in the chest, as Rourke's right foot settled back to the ground.
Rourke's right fist backhanded the nman across the center of the face, the nose
shattering, blood spraying on the wi nd, Rourke wheeling right one hundred
eighty degrees, a left hook to the cannibal's jaw, then backhanding the

canni bal across the face again on the backsw ng.

The third cannibal was too close. Rourke threw hinself down to the rock
surface, rolling against the cannibal's shins, the axe flying, the man's body
sailing over him

Rourke rolled onto his back, both | egs com ng up, snapping outward and down,
Rourke up, to his feet, the second canni bal com ng again. Rourke's right fist
snapped outward into the center of the face once, then again, then stil

agai n, the canni bal sagging, falling.

Rour ke wheel ed left, the third cannibal on his feet again, comng, the axe in
a giant swing laterally, Rourke wheeling, sidestepping. Rourke reached down to
the rock surface, snatching up one of the fallen stone axes—the stones were
wound to the wooden shaft with what Rourke recognized as dried and cured human
i ntestines.

Rour ke swung the axe upward, blocking the lateral thrust of the cannibal's
axe, Rourke's right foot snapping forward and up, into the jaw of the

canni bal , Rourke backstepping. The axe heads | ocked, dragging the man forward
and down as teeth spit fromthe cannibal's cracked and bl eeding Iips.

The canni bal rolled forward, Rourke side-stepping, half wheeling right,
Rourke's left foot snaking out, a fast double kick to the side of the head—he
m ght be killing the man, Rourke realized. The man still noved, another double
ki ck and there was no novenent.

The sound of feet against stone, Rourke wheel-ing. The first nan, the one who
bore the gunshot

wound, he was com ng, charging, blood covering his face and chest, the axe
hi gh over his head.

There was no choi ce—Rourke swung the axe in his own hands, cleaving the stone
head into the right chest cavity of the charging canni bal. The cannibal's body
rocked with it, the cannibal recovering, swinging the axe in a horizontal

chop. Roui ke blocked it with his own borrowed axe, pulling his opponent off

bal ance. The canni bal swung the axe agai n, Rourke dodgi ng back, dodgi ng again
on the backswi ng, Rourke's own axe com ng up, powering down, inpacting the
crown of the skull, a crunching, splitting sound, blood spraying in a pink
cloud, then gray—the gray of human brain. The cannibal's body fell backward,

i mpacting the stone, bouncing, blood spraying upward agai n, the body rocking,
the arns saggi ng, spread-eagling, still.

The second canni bal, noving quickly now, reaching out for Rourke's rifle.
Rourke didn't know if the man could use it. He couldn't ganble. Rourke |eaned
out on his left leg, taking a half step as he wheeled ninety degrees left, his
right leg fully extended forward, his hands and arns bringing the axe down
diagonal ly, inmpacting the left side of the neck, the stone axehead | ocking in
the chest cavity, a hideous scream then a cloud of blood, then the snell of
sphi ncter nuscl es rel axi ng, hunman excrenent pouring from between the

canni bal's legs, the head hanging by a thread of flesh, flopping across the
right side of the chest cavity as the body fell away.
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Rourke |l et go of the axe handl e.

He stood there a nmoment. The remaining canni bal was unnoving, still on the
rocks where Rourke had kicked himrepeatedly in the head to put himdown. The
eyes were open. Rourke assuned deat h.

He reached down for his weapons—there was gunfire, the short, light bursts
from Paul Ruben-stein's Schneisser, a famliar sound he hadn't heard for five
hundred years.

Stuffing the Metalifed and Mag- Na-Ported Python into its hol ster, the CAR-15
and the Gerber in his left fist, Rourke balled his right fist around the
Pachrmayr gripped butt of the Detonics pistol —Rubenstein needed hel p. Three
shots was the signal he had found sonet hing. There was anot her burst of
subgunfire.

Much more than three shots—Paul was in trouble.

Rour ke was al ready scanning the far side of the rocks for a way down.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

One nonent he had been al one, inspecting what m ght have been tracks, then the
next, sounds of branches breaking, of footfalls. He had wheeled, fired,
fired again and again, cutting

down at least six of them falling back as the others regrouped behind | ow
rocks.

He stood beside his nachine—there was no need for cover. They were armed only
with stone axes. H s stomach churned—they had worn human skins for clothing,

sonme of themwith the facial hair or the hair fromthe head still intact, one
wearing on the center of his chest what appeared to be a skinned human
face—eyelids and lips still evident.

v

The nmagazine in the Schneisser he judged as nore than half enpty—too startled
to count his shots, sonmething he had taught hinself to do, sonething he had
made second nature. But the sight of them-he shivered, stabbing the partially
spent nmagazine into his trouser belt, taking a fresh thirty-two round stick
for the Schneisser and ranmming it up the well.

Paul Rubenstein shifted the Schreisser to his left hand for an instant,
drawi ng the battered Browning Hi gh Power fromthe ballistic nylon tanker-style
shoul der rig in which he carried it. The pistol in his belt, butt pointing
left for access with his left hand, he took the subgun into his right fist
again, steadying it with his left, waiting.

Rour ke had used t he expressi on once—a drug-store stand.

Both 9nms ready, he was ready.

And the canni bals were comi ng now, raising fromtheir positions behind the
rocks.

He fired a controlled three-round burst fromthe Schnei sser—but the cannibals
didn't hide, didn't

run, didn't fall back

Hs fists |ocked to his weapon, he watched it, alnost as if it were in slow
nmotion, the cannibals, their stone axes swinging wildly over their heads,
running to neet him screanms and shouts he couldn't understand issuing from

t heir nout hs.

He shifted the nuzzle of the Schneisser left, then started to fire, hosing
them cutting them down, stone axes |launching toward himas the nmen who had

wi el ded themfell, but nore of the cannibals coning, |ike a human wave, he
t hought. He zigzagged the muzzl e of the Schneisser again and again, putting
nmore of them down, nore of themstill com ng.

And the Schnei sser was enpty.

Paul Rubenstein let the subgun fall to his side on its sling, no tine to
reload it, finding the butt of the High Power with his |left hand, drawing it
fromhis belt, jacking back the hammer with his left thunmb, the chanber

al ready | oaded, thrusting the pistol outward, firing once, killing, firing
agai n—a head shot—-and the body falling, firing again, a hand | oosing a stone
axe, the body rolling back and down. Firing again, a stone axe flying skyward,
a body spinning out, tunbling to the ground. But sone of the canni bals he had
al ready shot, with the subgun, now with the H gh Power, they were
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ri si ng—eom ng.

As if they were not perhaps human, as if they were unkill able.

His right hand found the Gerber MII fighting knife John had given him
Rubenstein drew the

knife, holding it ready in his right fist like a short sword, still firing the
H gh Power, bodies falling as the stone-axe-armed canni bal s cl osed.

There was a shout from behind him "Paul —hold on!" The roar of a notorcycle
engi ne.

"Natalia," he whispered, the High Power enpty in his left fist, notine to
rel oad, his right hand punching out, burying the Gerber into the chest of one
of the canni bal s—through the skin of sone anonynous dead wonan whiclj the
canni bal wore—burying the steel up to the hilt.

The Hi gh Power—-he crashed it down against the forehead of one of themlike a
skul | crasher, the cannibal's body saggi ng back.

The roar of the bike again as a stone axe swung down toward himand he raised
his left armto block the bl ow however he could. A burst of automatic weapons

firesan M 16, a sound he knew well. The canni bal hol di ng the axe crunpl ed,
Paul sidestepping as the axe fell toward himw thout a hand behind it. In an
instant he realized that a hand did still grip the axe, but the hand was no

| onger part of an arm A scream—Rubenstein had the Gerber free and stabbed it
into the chest of the cannibal with the severed hand.

The bi ke—a blur of motion and color, the blackness of Natalia's clothes, the
bi ke inmpacting at the knot of the cannibals surrounding him bodies flying,
screanms, nore bursts of assault rifle fire as Rubenstein hacked into the human
wal |l closing on himwi th the bl ade of the Gerber and the butt of his pistol
More assault rifle fire—then it choked off. "Natalia!" He screamed the word so
|l oudly his throat ached with her nane.

The t hunder of a heavy caliber revolver, then again and agai n, bodi es peeling
back from him

Nat al i a was suddenly there, firing her gleamng Metalife Custom L-Franes point
blank into faces and torsos, the bodies of the cannibals nearest himfalling
away.

A clicking sound-her guns were enpty, he reali zed.

Then anot her sound—lick, click, click, then a scream The Bali-Song, the

gl eami ng steel catch-ing the sunlight, flashing across faces and chests and
hands and arns, screans of the cannibals.

She was beside hi mnow, and suddenly they were back to back, only their

kni ves—

"John shoul d be getting here," he heard her pant.

A cannibal cane at himwith a stone axe uprai sed—o way to block it, he
realized

He started to thrust the Gerber forward.

A sound then—a sound |like no other, the flat boom ng of a .45, again and again
and agai n, bodi es peeling back. Mdre of the shots from.45s, rapid succession,
then throttled off, then the thunderlike sound of a heavy caliber revol ver
agai n—+t woul d be John Rourke's Python. Ru-benstein sidestepped, stabbing the
Gerber into the chest of the stone axe wi el der

Nat al i a spun beside him hacking with her Bali-Song agai nst flesh, screans,
the boom ng of the

Pyt hon agai n and agai n and agai n.

Rour ke's face, Rourke's body shoul dering through, a knife in each hand.
Nat al i a screaned, "We're wi nning!"

Rubenstein's right armached as he worked the knife, cutting, hacking, killing
until he lost count.

After a long tinme Paul Rubenstein |owered his knife—-because there was no one
left to fight. Dead. Departed.

He woul d have fallen to his knees to rest but there was no spot near himthat
wasn't littered with all or part of one of the cannibals.

He heard Rourke tal king as he closed his eyes. "Only the nost fit, the nobst
strong anong them woul d have survived, the very toughest. W'd better get out
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of here after we check the skins they're wearing—that one of themisn't

M -chael 's." And Rubenstein shivered but he opened his eyes so he could | ook
for sone fragnent that would | ook |ike John's face-which was M chael's
face—and he prayed he couldn't find such a thing, not find it at all

And he rel oaded his weapons in case they would conme back and there would be
more killing to do

Chapter Thirty-Ei ght

There had been no one alive to interrogate,

Natalia reflected, realizing at once that the thought was horribly cold-

bl ooded. But she had interrogated prisoners before—and she hoped she woul d
never again. As she hugged her face agai nst Rourke's back, the | eather of his
battered brown bonber jacket rough agai nst her cheek, but good-feeling to her,
she wondered al nost absently what she woul d have been |i ke had she never
joined the K& as a young girl fresh fromthe Polytechnic and fresh from
studi es of classical ballet.

She had nmet Karamatsov at the Chicago School in the Soviet Union. It was

call ed the Chicago School, she had al ways been told, because the type of
English taught there, practiced there, used unflinchingly there, was Mddle
Western urban English, the nbst accent-free. She had | earned the advanced
techni ques of her then-new craft there. And she had nmet VI admir Karamat sov
there, the experienced field agent, the senior officer, the hero who daily had
braved the hateful Americans in his fight to preserve the people of the Sovi et
Union. After marrying him she had | earned that he was a lie, and that so much
of what she had been taught in school, so nuch of what she had been taught in
the various |levels of her K@ training had been a lie.

And John Rourke, the man whose body she hugged herself to as the Harl ey

vi brat ed beneath them speeding across the bunpy and rocky trails through the
mount ai ns—John, at her uncle's urging, had killed Vladnmir after VI adnmir had
nearly killed her in a fit of rage, violated her

humanity to the point where she had fought himin order to survive

And she had fallen in love. Wth John Rourke. And now his wife seened to
despise him or at |least his actions, and the action had been for her, she
realized. He could say he had planned for the survival of the race, that six
adults, three mating pairs would be far greater guarantee of survival than
only one. He could explain the |ogic. Wen he and Sarah soneday died, the

chil dren woul d have been perhaps faced with incest or the extinction of the
hurman race

And he woul d not have two wives—t was not his way. And Paul —Rour ke had want ed
to provide for Paul's happiness as well. Rourke had allowed his children to
age to adul t hood.

And now, with only the nost fragnentary clue, they searched for Rourke's son
For M chael

John had theorized that M chael, having en-countered the cannibals, would have
pursued the cannibals rather than the nysterious light he had seen in the sky,
and so they had left the due northwesterly course they had foll owed ever since
| eaving the Retreat, backtracking the cannibal's novenents by their hideous
trails of cookfires and human bones.

That they ate their own weakened or sick was obvious, but where had they come
fron? They coul d not have survived on the surface after the sky had taken
flane.

Wher e?

She shuddered—ess fromthe wind of the slip

streamthan fromthe fear they would find out.

Chapter Thirty-Ni ne

They had found tracks of Mchael's bike, then lost them again, doubling back
D smount ed, they stood now just inside the treeline, Rubenstein pulling away
the withered brush. "It's the bike you took fromthe Brigands after they
attacked the airplane, John."

Rour ke | ooked at the younger man, then back to the blue Harley Davi dson Low

Ri der.

"Check her to see if she'll run—that gives us a bike for each of us until we
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find him"

"Why woul d he have gone on foot?" Natalia asked.

Rour ke | ooked at her—really seeing her for the first time in days, the surrea
bl ueness of her eyes, the near blackness of her hair, the thing intangible

i nside her that made it so obvious to himthat she loved him "M chael would
have been getting cl ose to sonethi ng—aaybe a concentration ol the cannibals
that he'd followed. The engi ne noi se woul d have frightened themoff and
apparently he wanted to observe them So he left the bike. No pack, no other
gear. Either he got in trouble and couldn't get back for it or he's stil

foll owi ng them cl ose. "

"Then what should we do, John—f he's that close to them nmaybe? What about our
bi kes?"

Rour ke gl anced to Rubenstein for a nonment, then back to Natalia. "There'd be a
several day lead on us nost |ikely—f we start getting close to sonething,
we'll play it by ear. But on foot we'd be forced to travel too slowy. W can
cover in an hour nore territory than he could have covered in a day. W could
find himby norning, maybe," and Rourke | ooked skyward, the sunvlow, yellow
orange on the hori zon.

"W can go on in the dark for a tinme at |east,"’
Rour ke only nodded.

Hi s eyes were searching the ground and he noved now back fromthe bi ke and
toward the partial clearing beyond the trees. It was guesswork only, he
realized—o footprints would be visible on the hard ground. And the snow that
had conme and gone so qui ckly woul d have hel ped further to eradicate them

He wondered absently if it would snow for Christmas? Wuld he be hone for
Christmas?

Did he really have a hone?

And he | ooked up fromhis search of the ground for a footprint he knew woul d
not be there, feeling Natalia's hand at his shoul der

And he saw in her eyes what he had thought he no | onger had.

Chapter Forty

The lights had been off when he had awakened, the roomas dark as a starless
and noonl ess night, but he had felt her beside himin the darkness, heard her
whi spered murnurings, her tears that they would each soon be one who goes. And
he had tried, not yet able to nove, to explain death to her as he understood
it. And that her understanding of her religion was not all as it should be.
And he had held her—and she had cried again that if she carried his baby
inside her that it too would die and M chael Rourke had not known what to say
to her.

It had been hours by the |um nous black face of his Rolex—their only light in
t he darkened room-before he had felt he could nove suf-ficiently well. But he
had unbuttoned the front of the dress she wore—she had told himit was gray
and a worker's uniform hours before he had touched his hands to her flesh,
his right hand paining himbut the softness of her body making the pain | ess
sonet hi ng of which he was aware.

He had slipped between her | egs, to do again what they had done before—how

| ong ago?

Only a night.

Her body had noved with him beneath him surrounding him and she had
shudder ed agai nst himas he had shuddered agai nst her. The clinical side of

hi mrefl ected upon sonething he had read about the possibilities of

si mul t aneous orgasm

But they had felt it together and that, he knew inside hinself, was what had
mat t er ed.

He was his father's son, he knew, but in the darkness there hol ding Madi son's
burning warnmth cl ose against him he realized he was not his father. Wat
little remenbrances of his father's relationship with his nother were
remaining to him+t seened sonehow different. And perhaps he carried in him
sone of his nother as well, the enotions which he renmenbered. Tears, sniles,
gentle songs in the night.

Nat al i a announced.
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M chael Rourke smiled. He had di scovered hinmsel f-he wondered if nost people
di scovered thensel ves too late as had he.

There was still the knife—still the little knife in his sock. He could pick
the knife up frominside his enptied boot where it was now, use the knife when
they cane for themat dawn. He assuned it would be dawn, no desire to ask
Madi son, to make her renenber.

He could kill some of them with the knife, with the martial arts skills his
father had taught him kill some of them and before they got him kil

Madi son, to spare her the tornent of being skinned alive by the cannibals, to
spare her that.

M chael held her nore closely. One thing his father had taught himwel |l —+to
never give up.

And very suddenly too, as he now felt he understood hinself, he felt that he
understood his father's tornent—the wonan Natalia. If there were anything to
forgive his father, he forgave it.

Life was to be lived. M chael touched his lips to

Madi son's forehead, felt her stir against him felt her hands searching for
his face, her lips finding his. To be lived, he thought—as long as it could
be.

Chapter Forty-One

He had decided to wait—they were not bound, nerely blindfol ded. There had been
no ropes in evidence, no nmanacl es—enly the prods and the adnonition not to try
to escape.

He could feel the shifting in tenperatures as they noved, hear sounds he
recogni zed from having read of theman air |ock. The Place was hernetically
seal ed—+t was how it had survived the hol ocaust.

But the price for survival had been too high

A second door opened and he was urged through with the prods, but they were
not acti vat ed.

Voi ces—he had counted six as, blindfolded, they had first been led into the
corridor.

Si x men—he could kill six men, then perhaps escape with Madison into the hills
beyond the Place. He could fight off the cannibals again.

"Wait here," one of the voices fromthe bl ackness call ed.

A clicking sound.

Madi son had told him before the business-

suited nmen had cone for them There were shackles built into the wall where
she had been left for the ones she called Them He had seen them when
entering. The shackles required no key but needed to be opened with two hands
and the shackl es were so placed as to keep the victimspread-eagl ed agai nst
the wal |

It would be in the farthest reach of the cave, nearest the nouth, he knew-he
could feel the. coolness of the air on his flesh. ,

"Come with ne. Do not try to resist/' one of the anonynous voices called from
t he darkness.

M chael Rourke had never liked orders, he refl ected.

H s right hand—toward the voice in the dark-ness. Hs left hand—toward the

bl i ndf ol d which covered his eyes.

The right hand—t found flesh, tw sting, rip-ping.

The left hand found cl oth—w sting, ripping.

He blinked his eyes tight against the misty |light—t was dawn, the sun rising
beyond the nmouth of the cave, shafts of yellow light |ike hands across the
cave floor as he ripped the flesh of his enenmy toward him his left hand
punching forward into the face of the business-suited guard as the man raised
the cattle prod in his defense.

The nose—M chael shattered it. Weeling, back-kicking, his heel found the
groin, driving the body back and away fromhim his right hand reachi ng down
to find the cattle prod, the other five of themconing for him closing,

Madi son, the

blindfold pulled fromher eyes, screaming, "Look out, Mchael!"

M chael sidestepped right, ducking, wheeling—there had been a seventh nan. He
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shoul d have realized—the cattle prod hammered down toward him but his right

hand and |l eft hand held the wooden prod and he ramed his prod back, into the

abdonen of the seventh man, doubling himforward. M chael |oosed the prod with

his left hand, his right still holding the prod, snapping out in a wi de arc,

across the nose of the nearest of the five nen comng for him the man falling

back.

Anot her prod slicing the air toward him his right arm goi ng up, blocking the

prod with his prod, his body half wheeling left, his right foot snapping up

and out, into the abdonen ol his opponent, then his right arm snappi ng back,

hamreri ng the prod across the man's face, knocking hi m down.

Three remai ned, two of themstarting for him their prods held |ike sabers,

the ends of the tips glowi ng hot orange with the electrical pain they could

cause.

M chael started toward them hacking the air before their faces with the prod,

one of themfalling back, Mchael wheeling to the second, feigning a strike

with the prod, the nan dodgi ng, M chael wheeling half right, a double Tae Kwon

Do kick to the chest.

The second man-he was driving fast, the prod in both hands to bl ock a bl ow

fromthe hand or arm M chael drew his feet together, junping,

upward, his right leg flashing outward, the flat of his conbat-booted right

foot inpacting the prod at the center, the prod splintering, breaking, the man

holding it falling backward, |osing his balance, regaining it as M chae

dropped, his knees springing, taking the fall, the prod still in his own right

hand out, ained toward the face of the man.

The man edged back, M chael thrusting the prod forward, M chael sweeping the,

prod left to right, the man's head bobbi ng back, M chael wheeling half right,

a doubl e Tae Kwon Do kick, the man dodgi ng as M chael had known he woul d,

M chael holding the prod in both hands now, rammng it outward in a straight

line for the man's Adam s apple, a scream the snell of burning flesh as the

edge of the prod inpacted skin, the man caving in, falling back—dead, M chae

realized

The | ast nen—he was going through the air lock—+to lock themout, to | eave them
for Them Sounds, guttural, barely human if human at all, fromthe nouth

of the cave.

M chael |ooked back once, shouting to Madi-son. "Run—for ne-hurry!" The ones

she call ed Them were coni ng.

M chael 's right hand found the coat of the escaping guard, jerking back, the

man lunging with his cattle prod, Mchael's prod fallen, Mchael's |eft hand

snapping forward, the heel ainmed for the base of the chin. The man ducked—

M chael ' s hand i npacting the base of the nose,

breaking it, driving it up and through the ethnoid bone into the brain.

The air | ock door was jamed hal f open, but the body sagged, M chael throw ng

hi s wei ght agai nst the door—but it closed, a clicking sound as it | ocked.

M chael turned. The nouth of the cave—dozens of the cannibals, their stone

axes held high to strike.

Besi de hi m-Madi son hugged at his left arm

M chael reached down to the cattle prod, holding it nowin his right balled

fist.

His | eft hand—he found the knife hidden on his left |eg.

He clenched the steel in his left hand.

"Stay behind nme—won't |et themget you."

Trapped, the air lock door closed, the cannibals filling the nouth of the cave

in greater nunbers by the m nute. M chael Rourke stood his ground.

"M chael —ne—

"Just stay behind ne," he told her. "Behind ne."

He coul d see the lust for blood in the eyes of the cannibals as they

appr oached.

Chapter Forty-Two

The panel of rock had slid back into position-167

it was as if the door into the Place had never existed, M chael Rourke
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t hought .

He felt Mdison's hands behind him touching gently at his neck where his
shirt stopped. "M chael %kill ne."

It was the first, tine she had used the word. "Mike ne die."

He | ooked at her—no longer did she think in terms of "goes"—and as he | ooked
at her, he whispered, "If it comes to that, | won't let them have you. | |ove
you. "

A tear, a solitary tear, left the corner of her right eye and started to
journey across her cheek. Then her eyes were rinmed with them

M chael Rourke | ooked away.

The canni bals, the ones she called Them the spawn, he realized, of the rigid
popul ation control inside the Place, were closing. One of themcould have been
her father—Madi son' s—er her brother. He had seen no canni bal wonen, which
meant there was sonmewhere a vill age.

Worren, chil dren—hildren who would grow to becone this, he thought.

Survi val .

There were sone prices too hi gh—the cannibals paid such a price, the ones in
the Place paid it as well. Inhumanity had spawned i nhumanity.

He had | eft one of the bodies on the ground, the man still alive—for an
instant. A stone axe cleaved into the skull. A dozen of the cannibals [ell on

the body, snarling, growing, snapping their teeth at each other, disnmenbering
the body, hacking it to

pi eces, Madi son screaning, "M chael!"

One of themhad the man's left |eg over his shoulder, the |leg dripping bl ood.
Anot her of the cattle-prod-arned guards—this one already dead, his body fallen
on by another group of the cannibals, torn, the flesh ripped, one of the
cannibals biting into the raw fl esh of a human thigh di smenbered fromthe hip
joint and fromthe calf.

The ot her bodi es—M chael edged back with Madi son pressed behind himas the

ot her bodi es were one after another set upon, torn, sonme of the cannibals

| appi ng bl ood fromtheir victins.

One of the canni bal s—a human ear being chewed half outside the right corner of
hi s mout h—turned from his neal, staring.

He gestured toward M chael, M chael watching.

There was a grunting sound—anot her of the cannibals turned, blood dripping
fromboth corners of his nouth

More of the cannibals turned toward them now, sone of their axes catching in
the sunlight as it grewto till the cave, red glistening fromthem the

wet ness of hunman bl ood.

A canni bal started for himslowy, his axe raised

As the cannibal |unged, M chael stabbed the cattle prod forward, the hot end
i mpacting the cannibal's right eye. There was a scream nore hideous soundi ng
t hen anyt hi ngM chael had ever heard and the canni bal fell back, whinpering.

A nmenory, he wondered, of the pain of the

1AQ

el ectric sticks?

M chael brandi shed the prod, ready, waiting—waiting for what he knew was

i nevitabl e.

Three canni bals nowthe first one crawing off, holding his hand to his
eye—three now cane toward M chael. Their axes were raised high

A sound—deafening, like rolls of thunder, then a worman's voice. "Hold it—er we
will kill you all!"

The sound of a subrmachi ne gun—he renembered it fromhis childhood. A man's
voi ce—not his father's. "She neans it—so do I|."

The canni bal s turned one by one, slowy, parting slightly, in tw waves, a
corridor forming fromthe rear of the cave, where Mchael stood ready to

def end Madi son, to the mouth of the cave.

Backlit, a shadow because of the sunlight behind him M chael recognized the
man at the center of the nouth of the cave, a gl eanm ng Detonics .45 automatic
in each fist.

The voi ce—a voice he had not heard for fifteen years, a voice alnpst identica
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to his own, a voice. "If you understand English, let them pass. Let them cone
to us."

There was no answer fromthe two waves of the cannibals which flanked him

fl anked Madi son. M chael wait ed.

His father's voice again. "M chael, cone ahead —slowy. Keep the girl beside
you, not behind you. Slow-don't do anything sudden."”

He answered his father. "All right, Dad."

"They don't speak English—+'m sure of that by

170

now. But they renenber enough to understand. Wen you're close enough, |'I1l
toss you a gun—I| oaded and ready to go. They won't let you out of here."

M chael | ooked behind him to Madi son. She whispered, "He is your father—you
are in his imge."

M chael felt hinself snmle. "Stay beside me—and if we get out of here alive,
still stay beside ne."

"Al ways, " she whi spered.

He | eaned toward her, touching his lips to her forehead.

Then he | ooked back toward the nouth of the cave. The bl ack junpsuited worman
hol ding the M16 was Natalia Anastasia Ti enerovna, Mjor, KGB-he knew her face
well, like he knew the face of the man at the other side of the cave—the high
forehead and thinning hair, but no glasses. He sm | ed-Anni e had been right.
Paul Rubenstein wouldn't need them

"Maj or Tienerovna," Mchael called. "Good to see you after all these years."
"M chael, you are your father's mrror inmage."

"I know that." M chael nodded, hol ding Madi-son's body against him his left
arm around her slender shoulders, the knife in his left fist still.

He wal ked forward, calling, "M . Rubenstein—or is it Uncle Paul ?"

"Paul's fine. Chronologically you're older than | am now. "

"This is Madi son—she doesn't have any other nane. But she will—+'mgoing to
marry her. O

171

what ever it is you do when the people outside are canni bals and the people
inside are religious fanatics who use genocide for popul ation con-trol."

John Rourke, fromthe nouth of the cave, his voice so | ow Mchael could barely
hear it, whispered, "Mudison—daughter."

"W can't | eave here. The people inside—we have to stop them" M chael called,
wal ki ng sl oWy, cannibals on each side of them now, closing behind themas he
| ooked into Madison's eyes.

"A'l right, son—+f you feel we should," his father answered. "Just keep

com ng. Steady. Even."

"What are you gonna toss ne?"

"My CAR-15—+enenber, it's not an M16. One of these days maybe |I'Il change it
around. "

"All right. Thirty-round stick?"

"Thirty-round stick," his father answered, the cannibals closing tighter
around them

"If it's a choice, Dad—=*

"I know. Madi son—+ promise," his father answered.

"There will be no choice,"” Natalia's voice echoed through the cave. He |iked
the sound of it—firmyet femnine, warmyet with sonething his father had told
hi mwas once termed "cool" to it. "We will all get out of here alive."
"You're lovely. | see why ny father feels |like he does for you. He told ne
once, before he took the Sleep, so I'd care for you if sonething went wong
179

and you awakened and he didn't. He | oves you."

"You have a big mouth," his father |aughed fromthe front of the cave.
"I"'myour son," Mchael called back, ready with the cattle prod—to thrust it
into his first atiacker to free his right hand for the CAR-15.

He saw his father nove, slowy, stabbing one of the pistols into his beit, all
but his father's face clearly visible nowin the growing light inside the

file:/lIC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...20Survivalist%2010%20-%20The%20Awakening.txt (59 of 82) [12/28/2004 4:49:46 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ James%20A x| er%20-%20T he%20Survival i st%2010%20-%20T he%20A wakening.txt

cave.
A sil houette—a scoped assault rifle, the stock a different shape fromthat of
an M 16, the barrel seem ng shorter

"What happened to your guns?"

"Inside. They have an arsenal in there and they don't do anything but clean
it—don't even know how to use guns."

The canni bal s were tightening around them

"M chael, you and Madi son stop noving. |'mcomng to you."

"John! "

H s father didn't answer Natalia. He began to walk, the CAR-15 in his right
hand, al nost casually it seened, his arm hanging down at his right side. In
his left hand, one of the Detonics pistols.

M chael stopped, hol ding Madi son tighter against him sonme of the cannibals
starting to reach out to touch at her or at him

"She can go between us—Madi son can," his father said, his voice low, |ike a
whi sper.

He could see his father's face in greater resol u-

173

tion now-the dark-1ensed aviator-style sun-glasses, the cigar clanped tight in
his teeth, the teeth perfectly even, perfectly white. "Can she use weapons,
son?"

"I ' will try," Mdison stammered from besi de him

"Good girl." H's father nodded, the right corner of his nouth raising in what

| ooked like a half snile.

The cigar wasn't |it.

John Rourke stopped wal king, |ess than a yard separating them Slowy, he
reached out his right arm extending it to nearly full length, the CAR] 5
inches fromM chael's chest. "G ve Mdison that stick—don't drop it. Mke your

play when | do. Natalia and Paul'lIl back us up."
M chael pushed the cattle prod into Madison's right hand. Her hand was
trenbling

M chael raised his right hand to the rifle, closing his fist onto the pisto
grip, inserting his trigger finger through the guard, his thunb finding the
selector, verifying that it was set to fire.

He lowered the rifle to his right side.

He wat ched his father

John Rourke reached slowy into a side pocket of his Levi's, his right hand
reappearing, the Zippo lighter init.

John Rourke flicked back the cow i ng.

M chael Rourke could hear the sound of the striking wheel being rolled under
his father's right thunb.

FI ame—bl ue-yel | ow, steady.

174

The canni bal s shrank back, grunts, sounds, hisses. "You didn't tell ne you
were a specialist in nob psychology." M chael smled.

"You pick things up, son." His father stabbed the tip of the cigar into the
bl ue-yell ow flane and the flanme flickered now, smoke exiting his father's
nostrils as his father drew his head back

The lighter—+the cowling flicked cl osed.

The right hand noved to the right side pocket, the thunb hooking in the pocket
for an instant, then the lighter disappearing. "Count to three."

"One," M chael al nbst whi spered.

"Two, " his father nurnured.

M chael's father's right hand flashed to the Detonics pistol at his belt.
Toget her, father and son. "Three."

Chapter Forty-Three

Natal i a repeated the word under her breath in the instant it was said.

"Three."
The nuzzle of the M 16 raised as the thought passed through her, the assault
rifle responding as though it were one with her will, firing, short three-

round bursts, high, over the heads of John Rourke and M chael Rourke and the
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girl named Madi son, into the cannibals behind them

Fat her and son stood back to back, the girl

175

between them the CAR-15 naking fire from M chael's hands, in John's cl enched
fists in the twin Detonics stainless pistols, the heavy thud-di ng sounds they
made, bodies falling.

The rattle of Paul Rubenstein's MP-40, the shrieking sounds oi ricochets, the
reverberating oi the gunfire and the screans of the dying in the confines of

t he cave nout h.

Rourke's .45s were enpty, she realized, not seeing himshift guns, but hearing
as the dull thudding sounds were replaced with the sharper, explosive cracks
of the Python. Her owmn M 16 enpty—as it fell to her side on its sling, both
her hands found the butts of the Metalife Custom L-Franes, Rourke's .357
Magnum still firing as her own ,357s began to discharge.

A cannibal fell as he lunged for her, then another and anot her

Her revolvers were enpty and there was no nore gunfire except for the |ight
cracks of Paul's Browning H gh Power.

The Bal i - Song—from her hip pocket into her hand, the | ock working off under
her thunb's pressure, the handle half flicking out, back, out, the knife open,
the Wee-Hawk bl ade slicing cannibal flesh, a carotid artery spraying blood as

the body fell.
M chael Rourke. John Rourke.
She coul d see both nen now, Madison still between them each of the Rourke nmen

wi el di ng one of the stone axes, hacking, chopping at their common enemnies, the
screans, the shouted snarls

that perhaps were curses in the grunted | anguage of the cannibals, death
surroundi ng her as she slashed and hacked with the Bali - Song.

On the far side of the cave, the cracks of Paul Rubenstein's pistol had

st opped—he woul d be using his bl ade now, too.

She coul d see the Rourke nen—ahead. She fought toward them

Chapter Forty-Four

He heard the girl Madison scream ng behind him John Rourke wheel ed, three nen
with axes closing on his son. Rourke shoved the girl aside, hacking outward

with a stone axe, killing the canni bal nearest her, stepping forward between
M chael and the three cannibals, his own axe sw ngi ng outward agai nst the face
of the farthest cannibal, inpacting the head of the second. The axe of the

third was on a downsw ng, Rourke sidestepping, his son noving—a bl ur of
nmotion, the axe of the third man gone, the face crushed.

Madi son—her scream agai n. Rour ke wheel ed toward her. She was hacki ng outward
with the cattle prod, the snell of burning flesh on the air for an instant,
the canni bal falling back. The thought crossed John Rourke's m nd—they'd nake
a good Rourke of her

177

M chael —-hi s axe chopped downward, agai nst the head of the man Madi son had
struck with the cattle prod.

Rour ke brought his axe through in a wide arc, five of the cannibals falling
back, the inpact then against his |eft shoulder. He stunbled, the axe falling
fromhis hands, his upper body nunbed for an instant.

AN

M chael stepped past him the axe in Mchael's hands flailing outward.

v
Rourke's left armwas nunb, but his right hand found the butt of the Gerber
Mkll in the belt sheath and drew the blade, thrusting into the attackers with

it, withdrawing, thrusting, with-drawing, a sw ping hack across an exposed
artery. He wheel ed quickly as the bl ood sprayed.

Nat al i a—she was beside him fighting, her Bali-Song flashing in the sunlight
that now filled the cave, red blood dripping fromthe bl ade.

Paul —hi s fighting knife wenched free of a body.

And it had stopped—Rourke's right hand held the Gerber, poised, ready, but the
canni bals who still stood were w thdraw ng, backing out of the cave or running
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in fear.

There was a clicking sound—ohn Rourke knew it well, the sound of a fresh
magazi ne going up the well of Rubenstein's Schneisser. "Leave 'em Paul et
"em wi t hdraw. "

"Al'l right, but in case they cone back we'll be ready again."

Rour ke only nodded.

He gl anced at Natali a—she was wi pi ng her blade clean on a bandanna
handker chi ef. "Here—use this for your knife," and she passed it to him

Rour ke nodded. "Paul and | can take care of get-ting the bi kes down here—Paul
can ride them down one at a tine and | can cover him"

"Takes too nuch tinme—over himfor the third bi ke, then each of you ride the
| ast two down—

"You found ny bike!"

He | ooked at his son. "Yeah, we found your bike," and John Rourke | aughed.
Chapter Forty-Five

That the cannibals would return was not sonethi ng Rourke thought debatabl e—t
was obvi ous. M chael and Madi son had shown Natalia the |ocation of one of the
door panels in the rock wall of the cave and Natalia, Paul hel ping her, was
already at work to open it. She had | aughed. "All that KGB traini ng—+ was

al ways very good at breaking into things."

John Rourke stood at the nouth of the cave, his son beside him Madison with
Paul and Natali a.

"l guess | fucked things up."

Rour ke | ooked at his son. "Wl conme to the club."

"What do you nean?"

"Ahh," and he sighed loudly, long. "Your nother—-she's angry. Mre angry than
I"ve ever seen her. Because of what | did—using the cryogenic chanbers to |let
you and your sister reach maturity while the rest of us slept."

"It was the only practical thing."

"Don't |et your nother hear you say that."

"She'll get over it."

"I don't think so. Maybe it'll be good in a way—Ii ke you said that maybe
you' d gotten Madi son pregnant. A grandchil d—but at her age," and John Rourke
felt hinself snmile. There was no sign of the eneny but they had al ready proven
they were good at using natural cover. They could be ready to attack again,

Rourke realized. "No—nmaybe a grandchild will help her feel better about
herself, but it won't nmake her feel better about ne."
"You nean—

"I don't know what | rnean," John Rourke answered, |ooking at his son. It was
like staring into a mirror—M chael stood well above six feet, a full shock of
dark brown hair, brown eyes, the prominent jaw, but there were fewer lines in

his face and unli ke John Rourke, not yet a trace of gray. "I thought we m ght
have | ost you. But |'m enbarrassed—+ shoul d have known you coul d take care of
yoursel f."

"I't was touch and go there for a while," his son laughed. "I'mglad you and
Paul —and Natalia—I'mglad you all showed up when you did." And M chael seened
to clear his throat, his voice odd-

1Q0

soundi ng as he al nost whispered. "I was going to kill Madison if |I had to."
"I know that."

"You woul d have done the sane, wouldn't you?"

"Yeah, | would have—and | wouldn't have liked it any better. This thing, this

thing with your nother and with ne, well—=

"I figured we could go exploring together—see what's out there, you know,
and—=

"You' re gonna have a fanmily—=

"That never stopped you," M chael answered.

Rour ke | ooked away and sniled. "No, it never stopped nme. Maybe it shoul d have,
son—nAaybe it shoul d have."

"I'f Madison is carrying a child, well, there'll still be time. Before the
child conmes, after.”
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"What +eave the girls at hone? You and ne—and Paul —=

"Wel |, sure. Paul, too-he's your partner and—

"Best friend | ever had. You are too, but you're nmy son. So that allows ne to
have two best friends. But whatever happens,” and Rourke |it another cigar

"Well, don't get into this thing between your nother and me—+t wouldn't be
right for her to think 1'd turned you or Annie against her. | never wanted—
"Doesn't she realize why you did it—+ nean, | know. You set things up so

Natalia and | woul d, ahh—=
"Am | that transparent?" Rourke | aughed.

181

"Yes, you are-yes."

Rour ke nodded. "I guess | am But it didn't work, did ii?"

"You were willing to give up Natalia for your |ove for Momm."

"You nean | was willing to give up one woman | |ove for the other wonan |

| ove—that doesn't say a whole hell of a lot for nme, does it?"

"But all that tinme you searched for us and you never—

v

"No, " Rourke laughed. "I wanted to—God, did | want to. But as long as there
was a chance your nother was alive .. ."

"I don't—

"Your nother and |," Rourke said softly, exhaling a cloud of the gray cigar
snoke, watching it dissipate on the air, then staring at the glowing tip and
the ashes as they forned there. "W fell in love with each other—we're stil
inlove. At least | am And she is, too—yeah. But, ahh, we were never—well, we
were never really friends. | knew this couple once—the guy was a witer. He
and his wi fe—you never saw two people so nmuch in |l ove. But they were buddies,
pal s—friends. The friendship and the | ove coexisted. |, ahh, your nother and
| -we never— and Rourke inhal ed hard on the cigar

"What about you and Natalia? Are you friends?"

Rour ke | ooked at his son. "We're friends. It's your nother's play. I'll do
what she wants."

"What about Natalia if, ahh—=

"Ahh, what?" Rourke smiled. "I don't know. |

woke up fromthat second period of cryogenic sleep, ya know? Annie had this
dreamsaid it's only the second tinme in her life she renenbered a dream and
that she saw you in danger. W oughta listen to that kid nore. But | woke up,"”
Rour ke sighed, exhaling the cigar snoke again, watching tt again as the w nd
caught it and nade it dissipate. "Your nother was heartsick—and | decided I'd
never try playing God again. | nmean | didn't try this last time—+ just tried
to do what was right, what was best for all of us. Well, | did that, ya know, "
and Rourke snorted |oudly, his sinuses bothering himsuddenly. "I did

what —what | thought and, well, shit," and he inhaled on the cigar again and
opened his eyes wide against the wind. And he felt his son's hand on his
shoul der.

Chapter Forty-Six

Anni e Rourke hitched up her skirt as she clanbered over the rocks, getting to

her feet again, letting her skirt fall, straightening the webbed pistol belt
at her right hip, the Detonics Scorenms-ter there in the mlitary flap
hol st er.

She could see for mles fromhere. She had started coming here as a little
girl and she had never stopped. She didn't renenber their hone at

the farm Perhaps soneday they would go back to where it had stood and

sonet hing she woul d see would jog | oose a nmenory—-she hoped that it woul d. But
the Retreat was the home she had grown up in, was the home in her heart.

She dropped to her knees, gathering her skirt under her, |eaning back, sitting
finally, not taking her eyes off the nobuntains and the vall eys between them
r

She was cold as the wi nd picked up and she hugged her arns to her, huddling
nmore in the quilted coat she had nade

She had never known the conpany of adults of her own sex—and she wondered if
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she and Paul came together, would they sonetinme, soneday be drawn apart.

She thought of her nother.

The Retreat was not Sarah Rourke's hone. It never would be. She hated it—that
was obvi ous, Annie realized.

She thought of her father and her nother—and she was frightened.

She had known not hi ng el se—that Sarah Rourke and John Rourke were husband and
wife and that it was forever for them

Anni e Rourke was very cold now. She closed her eyes and saw Paul Rubenstein's
face and couldn't inmagine feeling toward Paul what her nother now felt toward
her father. But then for an instant she could inagine it—and she was afraid.
She was very afraid and she sat there and stared out at the mountains again,
wanti ng Paul Ruben-

stein to say he loved her, to hold her

Chapter Forty-Seven

The interior air lock door had not taken as long as the exterior door which
had been covered w th rock.

"I have it, John," Natalia announced.

Rour ke wat ched her for a monent, then stared at the disnmantl ed | ocki ng devi ce.
"They never intended their retreat to be unoccupied."

"I't was never nade to be opened fromthe outside."

Rour ke nodded to her. He | ooked at his son, Mdison standing beside him "You
said this second holy book is sonme sort of diary."

"I't looks like that—ene of the videotapes had a diary featured in the story,
and | read about diaries."

Rour ke nodded. "All right. So we get this second holy book and break the sea
and read it."

"That is forbidden—even to ones |ike your-selves," Madi son whi spered.

John Rourke put his hands on the girl's shoulders, then snmiled at her

"Mchael tells me the Bible is very inportant to thf people here—at least to
sone of you."

"That is true." Mdison nodded sonmberly. "It is

all that we read.”

"Then isn't it presunptuous for nmen—i ke the ones who head the Fanmilies—sn't
it presunptu-ous for men to add to it, to change it, with sonme secret book
they won't even read thensel ves but that supposedly gives themthe authority
to commit nurder every tinme the popul ation goes over sone nagi ¢ nunber, year
in, year out, to create people like the ones you call Them to create people
who aren't people anynore, at all?"

" But —

"I look at the story of Adam and Eve rather differently than nost people do.
If their aimwas to seek know edge, | don't see it as a sin. To play ganes
with the devil—+that's wong. But to want to know, to understand—know ng isn't
evil. It's what you do with the know edge. W'll find that book—you think
Natalia's good on doors, wait '"til you see her with a safe. W'll read that
book and then we'll know what really happened here and how to help all the
Madi sons and all the other people here—er at |least we'll be better able to
try. Al right, sweetheart?"

"Yes/' and she | eaned her head against his chest. "Yes, Father Rourke."

John Rourke just closed his eyes and hugged the girl for a nonent.

"We're ready," Natalia said.

Rour ke | ooked at her. "All right."

"Il go first," Paul announced.

He was already starting to open the doorway M chael covering himw th Rourke's
CAR- 15.

Then M chael passed through, Rourke hearing himcall. "There's no one waiting
for us."

"There may be a redoubt of sone kind further ahead," Rourke answered.

Madi son passed through the doorway then.

Rour ke stood al one beside Natalia. She touched at his hand. "If | were a young
girl—you would make a fine father."
Rour ke | ooked at her, smling. "Just because | let nyself age another five
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years while you slept—well, don't rub it in, huh?"

And he let Natalia pass through the doorway and he followed her close behind,
a De tonics pistol in each hand.

Chapter Forty-Ei ght

"The last thing | ever expected to see again in ny whole life was a golf
course," Paul Rubenstein murnured.

Rour ke shrugged—after the indoor pool (A ympic sized) and the sauna and the
racquetball courts, an indoor nine-hole golf course hardly surprised him That
it was only nine holes he found curious.

He stepped out onto the perfect green carpet, dropping to one knee—what he
felt through the knee of his Levi's, the touch of his fingertips confirned.
Synthetic grass. It had been called

Astroturf before the N ght of The War. "I have never seen this place,” Mdison
mur mur ed, between Rourke and his son

Rour ke | ooked at her. "This place—the Place-it's hernetically seal ed at nost
times—at all tinmes really because of the air lock. No dust, no dirt. No reason
for mmintenance. The pool is bone dry—Ilikely hasn't been filled for
centuries. | bounced one of those racquetballs—the core is dead. It hasn't
been used for a long tine." v

"A playground," M chael rmurnured.

"The rich capitalist playground.” Natalia sniled.

Rour ke | ooked at her. "Yes—sn't it," and he reached up to the Al essi shoul der

rig, returning the one Detonics pistol he still held, with his left hand
closing the trigger guard snap that forned the speed break. "Let's find that
arsenal then we'll find their book. If they can't use what they have, nmaybe we

can. Wth that door having to be forced open, the hernetic seal is broken. If
those canni bal s have an ounce of brains anong themthey' 11 feel the air
circulating between the crack the door left and the wall—and they' ||l pry it
open and attack. What M chael told us about that one cannibal following him
and Madi son on a bl ood hunt—that may be typical behavior. And we killed a | ot
of them Now be on the | ookout for those guys in the business suits with the
cattle prods. Madi son—show us the way to the arsenal."”

"Yes—where the guns are kept."

"Yes—where the guns are kept." She startet

ahead, wal ki ng beside and slightly ahead of M chael, her right hand | ocked
inside his left, Mchael's right fist balled around the CAR-15's pistol grip
the Colt assault rifle's stock collapsed, the scope covers renoved.

Rourke felt a hand touch gently at his—he |ooked into Natalia's eyes, his left
hand cl osing over her right hand. "He | ooks so nuch |ike you—but he isn't
you," and she | eaned up quickly as she wal ked beside him kissing himon the
cheek.

"I love you," John Rourke told her, still holding her hand, wal ki ng on
Chapter Forty-N ne

Nat al i a had opened the doors to the arsenal —not bothering to pick the I ock,
instead half wheeling right, a double kick to where the two doors joined, the
doors splitting i nward

Paul had rushed in, the subgun ready in case the Families had decided the
arsenal should be their redoubt.

But the arsenal was enpty of people.

"Who were these peopl e?" Natalia whispered.

Rourke didn't answer her

"Arsenal —you can say that again," Paul Ru-benstein whispered.

Rour ke | ooked at himfor an instant, then to the

189

Astroturf before the N ght of The War. "I have never seen this place,” Mdison
mur mur ed, between Rourke and his son

Rour ke | ooked at her. "This place—the Place—it's hernetically seal ed at nobst
times—at all tinmes really because of the air lock. No dust, no dirt. No reason
for mmi ntenance. The pool is bone dry—Ilikely hasn't been filled for
centuries. | bounced one of those racquetballs—the core is dead. It hasn't
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been used for a long tine."

"A playground,” M chael rurmnured.

' '"The rich capitalist playground. Natalia smil ed.

Rour ke | ooked at her. "Yes—sn't it," and he reached up to the Al essi shoul der

rig, returning the one Detonics pistol he still held, with his left hand
closing the trigger guard snap that fornmed the speed break. "Let's find that
arsenal then we'll find their book. If they can't use what they have, maybe we

can. Wth that door having to be forced open, the hernetic seal is broken. If
t hose canni bal s have an ounce of brains anong themthey' 11 feel the air
circulating between the crack the door left and the wall—and they' Il pry it
open and attack. What M chael told us about that one canni bal follow ng him
and Madi son on a bl ood hunt—that may be typical behavior. And we killed a | ot
of them Now be on the | ookout for those guys in the business suits with the
cattle prods. Mdi son—show us the way to the arsenal."

"Yes—where the guns are kept."

"Yes—where the guns are kept." She started

ahead, wal ki ng beside and slightly ahead of M chael, her right hand | ocked
inside his left, Mchael's right fist balled around the CAR-15's pistol grip
the Colt assault rifle's stock coll apsed, the scope covers renoved.

Rourke felt a hand touch gently at his—he |ooked into Natalia's eyes, his left
hand cl osi ng over her right hand. "He | ooks so nuch Iike you—but he isn't
you," and she | eaned up quickly as she wal ked beside him kissing himon the
cheek.

"I love you," John Rourke told her, still holding her hand, wal ki ng on
Chapter Forty-Ni ne

Nat al i a had opened the doors to the arsenal—not bothering to pick the |ock,
i nstead half wheeling right, a double kick to where the two doors joined, the
doors splitting inward

Paul had rushed in, the subgun ready in case the Families had decided the
arsenal should be their redoubt.

But the arsenal was enpty of people.

"Who were these peopl e?" Natalia whispered.

Rour ke didn't answer her

"Arsenal —you can say that again," Paul Ru-bens tein whispered.

Rour ke | ooked at himfor an instant, then to the

wal I's. What he estimated as a hundred M 16s were in racks | ocked to the wall
with retention bars, the bars padl ocked. Beyond these, smaller racks, three
tiers high, at least fifty Governnent Mdel .45s in each of the racks, perhaps
a hundred and fifty in all. Beyond these, a solitary glass-fronted rack—
Rour ke wal ked toward this and exami ned what | ay beyond the glass. Six Steyr-
Mannl i cher SSGs, identical to his own rifle which was back at the Retreat.

"My guns!”
Rour ke turned around, his son exam ning the |ong glass case on the opposite
wal | . Rourke | ooked back to the rifle case, his right hand feeling behind it

where the case mated to the wall —+there was a gap, uneven. "Hrara," he murnured
under his breath.

Then he started across the room The center of the room-earpeted, which he
consi dered curious—was piled high with wooden and card-board crates and netal
mlitary carry boxes. Ammunition-5.56mm for the M 16s, .45 ACP for the pistols
and 7. 62mm NATO for the sniper rifles. But there were other boxes as wel |l —
conmmerci al anmunition in 9nm Parabel lum .44 Magnum and . 357 Magnum as wel |
as boxes of shotshells, all seenmingly twelve gauge, the nmajor-ity 00 Buck,
sonme rifled slugs as well he noted.

He continued across the room Natalia stood beside M chael -her attention
seeming to shift nervously fromthe | ong gun cabinet to the doubl e doors

| eadi ng back into the corridor

1 190

Rour ke | ooked at the gun cabi net -handguns, an expensive coll ection, sone
neatly arranged on fa brie-covered pegs, sone just lying in the bottom of the
cabinet. "Qur friends had interesting tastes," Rourke renmarked to no one in
particular. Smith & Wesson and Colt revol vers, Walther and Browni ng sem -
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automatics. Along the bottom of the case mxed in with the handguns, severa
shot guns—Rem ngt on 870s and 1100s, Mssberg 500s of various configurations,
Browni ng Auto Fives. There was a closed | eather case which Rourke assuned
contai ned a Browni ng Super-posed and extra barrels.

"This room woul d have been worth a fortune," Paul Rubenstein said suddenly.
"No," Rourke corrected. "Not this room-at |east not originally. This room
wasn't the arsenal to begin with—+t was sone other room That case hol ding the
sniper rifles—+t was renoved fromits original nmountings. And this one," and
Rour ke bent to the side, feelingalong the wall. "This is the same. Wth the
air locks and all, they were security-conscious—you don't |eave an arsena

like this in a rooma wonman can kick her way into without half trying."

"Thank you, not at all." Natalia smled.

"Even a very special woman. No-there's a vault around here, and if it were

i mportant enough to renove this stuff fromthe vault, then whatever they put
in the vault nmust have been even nore inportant. Stand back," and Rourke
waited as Natalia, Mchael, Mdison and Paul Ruben-

stein stepped away fromthe glass. Rourke stepped back, sidestepped, selecting
the spot, then wheeled half right, bending into a double Tae Kwon Do kick into
the gl ass, snapping his foot away, wheeling as the glass shattered, shards of
it falling, collapsing.

"What do you do?" Madi son asked, her voice al armed- soundi ng.

"Wth those guys outside—we'l|l need nore equi pnent than we have. This s
called liberat-ing."

"John explained it to ne once—a long tine ago," Paul Rubenstein told her
"Before the Night of The War, taking sonething just because you needed it was
stealing. But since then, taking sonething you need to stay alive is survival
Soil's liberating."

"It's still stealing," Rourke interrupted, "but in a good cause."

M chael already was reaching through the opening broken into the gl ass—his
Stal ker, his Predator. M chael checked both guns. "Enpty."

"At | east they know how to do that." Rourke nodded. M chael slipped the
Predator into the trouser band of his Levi's.

"I wonder where the hell they put the rest of nmy stuff?"

"We'll find it—iberate sone ammp for your-self."

M chael reached into the case again, having handed off the Predator to Madi son
who seened sonehow frightened of holding a gun. Rourke al ready knew his son
wel | enough—she woul d get

192

over this fear quickly enough. Guns of thenselves were nothing to fear—enly
sonme of the people who use them guns could just as easily be an instrunent to
eradi cate fear.

He watched his son—three Snith & Wsson Mddel 629s, eight and three-eigths, a
six, and a four.

"Don't you think you're overdoing it a little?"

"I like .44s—but you were right, | needed to add sonething that loads a little
faster. These'll do for now "

Rour ke only shook his head. "Look in that bin at the far end of the room See
what they have—nmaybe hol sters or whatever." Al three of the stainless Smiths
were wearing the factory wal nut and they wouldn't reload that rmuch faster

wi t hout speedl oaders. He shrugged.

Natalia was taking a Walther P-38 fromthe cabinet. "One extra pistol will do
me nicely. |I've used these before. But I'mgoing to pick the | ocks on those
chains and get us some extra M16s," and she turned to Madi son. "Wuld you
like to help me, darling?"

"Al right." Madison followed after her, M-chael already by the bins at the
far end of the room "Pachmayr grips, Safariland speedl oaders, boxes of spare
magazi nes for all the mazagi ne-fed weapons."

"Good—take what you think we'll need and get Pachmayrs onto those Smith
revolvers. Natalia' s got a screwdriver. And take plenty of speed-I|oaders."
Paul , standi ng beside Rourke, renarked, "These
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peopl e had good taste."

"Take a couple of extra pistols for yourself, Paul—and a couple of M 16s. |f
we can avoid getting down to stone axes again, |I'd just as soon."

"You'd just as soon," Rubenstein |aughed.

Rour ke wat ched as the younger man took two blued commercial Browning High
Powers, these like the battered mlitary nmodel Rubenstein carried, old enough
to have the cone hanmers rather than the spur type hanmers sinmlar to those on
the Colt Government Mbdel

Rubenstein started toward the bins, Rourke still standing before the shattered
case. They would return what they had taken if the situation warranted it-as
much as he joked about it, liberating was still a formof stealing, even when

necessary. But he knew what he would "borrow' at |east. He had given his to
Annie. And there were two here—betonics Scorenmaster .45s, the cone hammered,
flat mainspring housing stainless steel Detonics counterpart to the Colt Gold
Cup.

He took the two pistols into his hands—+they were factory original except that
the once sharp corners of the high profile Bo-Mar rear sights had been rounded
off. As he closed his fists over the Pachmayr gripped butts, the beavertai
grip safeties deactivated

There was a good feel to the guns. He would regret having to return them but
he woul d.

He started toward the bins, to find spare nagazines if there were any.

Chapter Fifty

John Rourke stood in the doorway between the arsenal room and the corridor,
Natalia watching him The two stainless steel Scoremasters were positioned,
each butt rightward in his trouser band and under his pistol belt-she had

wat ched as he'd tested then | oaded the dozen or so spare nmagazi nes he had
found, then stuffed theminto his nusette bag. He carried an M 16 now in

addi -tion to his CAR-15.

She | ooked at M chael John's near-identical duplicate. He had found his owmn M
16, the one he had taken fromthe Retreat, a second one carried on his |eft
side now. She had taken a second M 16 for herself as well. Mchael's |iberated
Smith & Wesson pistols he now carried—all three of them in two wide cartridge
| ooped belts, the belts crisscrossing at his hips, holsters for themto match.
Saf ariland, |ike her own.

Madi son carried two MI16s, but the girl carried themonly to carry them
knowi ng not hi ng of guns yet, |ooking incongruous in the gray nmaid' s uniform
and snmall white apron with an assault rifle under each arm She was a pretty
girl —but she was seemi ngly bewi |l dered by the newness of her relationship with
M chael , bewildered by M-chael's father, and his father's friends, and by the
terror she had seen. Natalia blaned the girl not at all for the latter, and
the other sources of the girl's bew | dernent would pass with tine. They had
passed for her, Natalia remenbered

Paul had found a double holster rig for the two Browni ng H gh Powers and wore
this now, having added an M 16. But the assault rifle slung across his back
the Schnei sser, as he called the MP-40, he grasped in his hands.

Natalia started toward the doorway now, her |iberated P-38 in what she

recogni zed as a Gerrman police full flap holster added to her belt with the L-
Frame Smiths.

She had taken one other thing fromthe arsenal —a Randall Mdel 12 Sm thsonian
Bowi e. The bl ade was el even inches |Iong, two and one quarter inches deep, the
stock three-eighths inches thick. She had seen them before the N ght of The
War and with her penchant for knives had al ways wanted one. At |east this was
hers to borrow. Made for a |l arge man, wei ghing she judged a good two pounds,
the | eat her washed handl e was | arge enough that she could hold it with two
hands confortably and thus wield it |like a short sword. This hung in its
scabbard behind thebuttof thelL-Frane on her left side.

She stopped at the doorway. "Now what, John?"

Rour ke nodded. "Paul —you take Madi son and her M 16s there and go back near the
doors where we hid the bikes. Any sign of the guys from outside, open fire and
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we' |l be there—we should hear gunfire well enough anywhere in the complex. It
doesn't seemthey were too concerned with deadeni ng sound when they built this
pl ace. Natalia and Mchael and I'll go through the

conpl ex—find that book M chael tal ked about and | ook for the vault these gun
cases were renoved from Between the book and the vault, we should have our
answers. "

"Al'l right—you guys be careful, huh?"

Rour ke cl apped his friend on the shoulder. "Aren't we al ways?"

"Yeah, well, if there weren't two |ladies present |1'd tell ya about that."
Nat al i a watched Paul turn to | ook at Madi son. "You ready, Madi son?"
"Yes— but she | ooked past Paul at M chael. "Be careful, please."

M chael |eaned past Paul and ki ssed her quickly on the Iips. Paul took her
hand and started back along the corridor with her

"Which way do we go now?" Natalia asked, |ooking at M chael

"Just to the end of the corridor—double doors, |ike a conference room It's
where the Mnisters talked to nme. Were they had the wall safe with the second
holy book," and he | ooked at his father. "Wat about this roomyou al ways
taught ne never to | eave any guns behind."

Natalia smled. "Paul and | took care of that—the M 16s don't have any firing
pins, neither do the senm -automatic pistols. The shotguns and the revolvers we
didn't have tine for."

"I't'Il have to do," John Rourke announced. "So—tet's find that second holy
book. "

John Rourke started into the corridor, Natalia beside him M chael —-as she

| ooked back—eomi ng behi nd.

197

Chapter Fifty-One

She had picked the lock in less than a m nute and John Rourke—wearing his
heavy | eat her gl oves—had opened the doors, renmenbering M-chael's experience
with the electrified door han-dles. So far, there had been no sign of anyone
fromthe Fanilies or fromthe servants. No one.

Rour ke wal ked through the doorway into the conference room

"There—ever there's the safe, behind that," and M chael stared toward it.
"Wait, Mchael —+t may be electrified,” Natalia called after him

Rour ke joined them eyeing the doorway, still wearing his gloves, gingerly
touching at the wood carvi ng and exposi ng the safe.

Rour ke drew the Gerber knife fromhis left hip and touched the tip to the safe
door, to the conbination lock, to the handl e-there was no sparking as there
woul d be if it were electrified.

"Go to work," Rourke told her

"1 don't have ny stethoscope."”

"l have mine on ny bike."

"But | won't need it for alittle wall safe," she finished.

Rour ke nodded, turning away fromthe safe to study the nural s—the N ght of The
War, the hol ocaust when the sky took flanme, although he imagined the latter
was | argely based on supposi-tion and the terrified tales of any who had been
caught outside and nade it inside as the sky had caught fire.

The candl es on the table near the largest of the two |arge chairs. He
approached these, renobving his right glove, touching at the wax at the top—it
was still warm "They didn't | eave here too |ong ago," he announced. He felt
the chair—the seat was still warm "Hmm" he nurnured.

He | ooked at the walls agai n—at the massive wooden carving on the rear wall.

" Hm "

"I have it," Natalia called

Rour ke turned back to | ook at her standing beside the wall safe. In her right
hand she held the small book which Rourke assunmed to be the one of which

M chael had spoken

"That's it," Mchael confirnmed, as if reading Rourke's thoughts. Rourke smled
at the pos-sibility.

"It's a diary. | used a cover identity for six nonths once as an Anerican
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housewi f e+ used one of these as a prop. These | ocks can be opened with a
bobby pin."

"Do you have a bobby pin?" Rourke asked her, smling, standing beside her now.
"I may in ny purse."”

"Nevermind, " he interrupted. He withdrew the Gerber fromits sheath. "These
things can be opened this way, too."

He pried gently with the Gerber's tip where the two portions of the | ock net.
"Have you opened nany diaries, John?"

He | aughed. "Don't forget—espi onage was ny

racket too for a few years," and the | ock popped.

He handed the book to M chael. "Your dis-covery. Read it—dnless you don't want
to,"

M chael took the diary, saying nothing, then opening it.

Rour ke wal ked over to the nearest of the chairs at the conference table,
drawi ng the two stainless Detonics Scorenaster .45s from where they were

nestl| ed agai nst his abdonen, placing themon the conference table beside him
M chael began to read. "We have conmitted an unspeakabl e crine agai nst God and
agai nst humanity."

M chael |ooked up fromthe diary. John Rourke thought that instant that
secrets were rarely kept secrets to hide their beauty.

Chapter Fifty-Two

M chael continued to read. "I have set forth here an account of our actions
taken in order to survive after the horror of the burning in the sky. It is a
bri ef account because | cannot bring nyself to dwell on the details Ilest |
shoul d weep—

"A rather quaint style, isn't it?" John Rourke observed.

"' m ski pping sonme nmore of his recrimninations —here—here—= and M chael began
again to read

fromthe diary. "Wen the flanes seared the sky, it was evident to all of us
that in order to live, the survival retreat erected by our enployers—=

"Their enployers,” Natalia whispered.

"Let himgo on," Rourke told her. He took a cigar frominside his battered
brown bonber jacket and lit it in the flane of his Zi ppo—there was no ash tray
but the fact didn't bother him

"The survival retreat erected by our enployers would have to be hernetically
seal ed by neans of the air locks for some time. Food supplies inmediately
began to dwi ndl e despite the best rationing nmethods instituted by our

enpl oyers and augnented by the kitchen staff. After several weeks, a vol unteer
from anmong the servants was sent out through the air locks to see if the

at nrosphere was safe. He was never heard fromagain. There was an attitude
among us, those who served, that |ife had ceased having nmeani ng. Although we
were brought to our enployers' survival retreat prior to the bonbings and

m ssile strikes, our fanmlies and | oved ones and friends were not. There were
a few fortunates anong us whose entire immediate fanmily was in service, and
therefore not excluded fromthe survival retreat. After several weeks, the
rationing now quite severe, the air quality poor, another volunteer set forth.
Li kewi se, he was never heard fromagain. It seened clear that two choices
confronted the persons living in the survival retreat, masters and servants
alike—to either die a slow death or conmit suicide. But it was one of the

enpl oyers

who struck on a third alternative, though it was never ascertai ned which of
them for indeed he may well have been killed in the fighting—=

"Ch, ny CGod," Natalia murnured.

M chael |ooked up a nmonment, then back to his diary. "The enpl oyers decided to
exile their servants to whatever |ay beyond the hernetically seal ed doors. It
was, as discussion anongst us later brought forth, only a | ogical extension of
their view of us, their servants. For, after all, did we not exist to fulfill
their needs? This then—survival —was a need |ike any ot her

"They awakened us while we slept, nost of us in our pajanas or ni ghtgowns
forced fromthe quarters bel ow and assenbl ed at gunpoint on the golf course.
W were then herded like animals into a pen in the swi ming pool which had
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never been filled. W were held there, as two at a tinme our nunbers depl et ed.
But those taken away never returned. And suddenly, the whispered fate of these
our co-workers began to spread throughout those of us who remai ned. Qur co-
workers, in some cases nmenbers of our fam|ies—they had been sent to their
deaths through the air | ock doors. One of our nunber—a brave soul —shouted this
to our enployers, that we, the servants, were being systematically executed.
The enpl oyer—a boy of fourteen—earest himshot himin the face with one of
the rifles taken fromstorage in the arsenal vault. A cry went up. One of the
butlers clanbered up the side of the swimm ng pool to disarmthe young
murderer. One of the enpl oyers

shot him then smashed in his skull with the butt of arifle. One of the
parl or nmaids screamed, running toward the | adder |eading fromthe pool. She
was ki cked back. More of our nunmbers then—it had begun. W started fromthe
pool, many of us dying before ever reaching the |level of those who would
systematically nmurder us. There was fight-ing, shouting and rmuch killing on
both sides. |I nyself picked up arifle and killed nmy enployer with it, and
then in a fit of rage shot his oldest son, shot his wife, shot his youngest
daughter. H s ol dest daughter fell to her knees at ny feet and wept. | did not
shoot her. After the enployers had been subdued, it was decided that indeed
their decision to reduce the popul ation of the survival retreat had been the
only valid choice for survival. So the popul ati on was reduced. The bodies
pushed through the air |ock were sone of the enployers. The surviving

enpl oyers were |l ocked in their quarters and guarded. That night, | nade | ove
to ny enployer's el dest daughter whose life | had spared and throughout it, |
felt that she | aughed inside herself at ne."

M chael |ooked up fromthe diary. "I can't read any nore of this."

Nat al i a—abruptl y—took the diary from M -chael's hands. She continued after a
monent — Rour ke presuned spent |ocating Mchael's place —to read. "Severa

weeks passed and we soon realized that the enpl oyers had needed us. W had not
needed them But still, there were very few of us. Selected younger nenbers of
t he enpl oyers

fam |ies—+the woman whose bed | shared anobng t hem—were taken under tutel age and
shown how best to prepare neals, to tend the gardens which grew beneath the
artificial light, to clean what needed to be cl eaned about the surviva

retreat of which we now were the nasters. The chief butler anbng us was
skilled with mathenatical conpu-tations and with the cooperation and
intelligence of the chief gardener, the food supply's yield was cal cul at ed.
Twenty-four of the new nmasters—anong t hese nysel f-had survived. Mre than one
hundred of the fornmer masters, the enployers, renmmi ned. But by best estinates,
only one hundred people could be supported by the garden w thout overtaxing
the soil, without overusing the grow lights. Realizing that only one hundred
could survive, those of us who now held sway drew randomlots from anong the
nore than one hundred of our enployers. Twenty-ni ne nanes were sel ected, anong
these the oldest and least fit to work, to survive. In the dark of night when
the lights were turned off, by candlelight we noved through the corridors—at
gunpoint, we forced these selected ones toward the air |ock doors. And then we
turned themout to die."

Nat al i a | ooked up, al nbst whispering, "I wish | had cigarettes."
Rour ke wat ched her eyes as they flickered back to the diary. "The popul ation
began by natural neans to grow and there was little illness. Again, from anong

the enpl oyers there were nanes sel ected. The enpl oyer's daughter whom | had
made nmy wi fe had borne ne a child and though her nane was selected, ny wife's
nane was set aside and another was chosen. As the years passed and it was
realized that the earth outside our hone beneath the ground night never be
restored to where it could support life, those of the original group of
servants who survived as the new nmasters fornmed the Counsel of Mnisters in
order to assune the awesone responsibility of determ ning who would live and
who woul d go through the doors to their death, this to spare the greatest
nunbers any guilt. Voluntarily, our segment of the population was limted to
twenty-four, nean-ing that seventy-six of our fornmer enployers, now our
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servants, would be pernitted. When a child was born to us, the new nmasters,
our popul ation would be one or perhaps two too great. Wen a child was born to
the new servants, their popul a-tion would be too high as well. It was at these
tinmes that the Counsel of M nisters—M nisters because we prayed for gui dance
in our choices and prayed for the renission of our continual sins—we would
determine from anong the new servants who would die. It could not be done by

| ot the gardeners were inportant, too inportant often to die. The | ower

cl asses of servants were used—the tailors, the seanstresses. Fibrous plants
were grown and their bounty converted to cloth fromwhich clothing could be
fashioned with great skill. Slippers were worn because there was no | eather
for shoes. Life continued anong both cl asses while inexorably, birth would
cone and

death woul d be selected. No | onger could only the old or infirmbe selected to
go, but from anobng the young.

"I wite this as | lay in the bed of ny death—and | wel come death as death has
cone to be wel conmed

by all of our class, for death saves another life from

. i

bei ng taken. And this is ny consol ation, that when

nmy death cones, there will be ninety-nine only among all who dwell here and
when a new child is born, no one will need to go. May God forgive ne and all
like me for what | was forced to do."

Nat al i a cl osed the book.

John Rourke | ooked at his son. "They don't know of this—the M nisters? They
don't know what is contained in the diary?"

"I think the old one does—he carries a key. It's his badge of office. He told
me he didn't know—=

Natalia interrupted. "If this diary has been | ocked for nearly five centuri es,
and John opened it by prying the lock with his knife, then why are there fresh
scratches near the keyhol e?"

Rour ke | ooked at her

M chael whispered, "He did read it—the old one read it."

John Rourke closed his eyes. He spoke. "The old one you tal ked of -he revered
the diary too nmuch to destroy it. You told himof the aircraft and the pilot.
You told himabout us—the Retreat. All his life, he thought he'd been carrying
out sone preordai ned m ssion of nurder based on sone holy book. Now he finds
it's the diary of a murderer and that all he's been doing is carrying

out a tradition of killing the innocent."

"H's mnd nmght—

Rour ke | ooked at his son. "That weapons vault is the only place they could
be—all the people fromhere. | think | know what we'll find once we |ocate
it." And John Rourke felt Natalia hold his right armvery tightly as he picked
up the twin stainless Scoremasters fromthe conference table.

Chapter Fifty-Three

Paul Rubenstein stayed near the inside of the air lock, listening—but there
was no sound from outside. Behind him he heard Madi son speak. "The woman with
M chael 's father—she cannot be his nother. She is too young. M chael's father
seens too young—he | ooks al nbst not at all older than M chael ."

Paul | ooked at her and smiled. "That's a long story. Mchael's nother is at
our place—eur Retreat. And Natalia is John Rourke's friend."

"But Mchael's father and the wonman Natali a—they | ook at each other |ike

M chael |ooks at me, like | ook at M chael."
Rubenstei n shrugged. "I told you—+t's a long story. But you're right—+ know
the | ook. There's a girl—-Mchael's sister. Her nane is Annie. You'll Iike her

Madi son—and she | ooks at nme that way,"

and he sniled inside hinmself, feeling the smile as it crossed his lips. "That
probably sounds real peculiar. Wll, but—=

"I think that you are a good man. That is what she sniles at."

Paul Rubenstein studied her face a nonment. Then he replied, "Thank you-very
much, " and he | ooked away rat her than feel nore enbarrassed than he already
felt. That no one cane through the doors as yet sonehow frightened himnore
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than i f dozens of the cannibals were attacking. And what had becone”of the
peopl e who |ived here?

He shivered, shaking his shoulders, flexing the nuscles there to shake off the
feel i ng.

The Schmei sser in his hands, he crouched besi de the door. "Madi son—+enenber,
keep a | ookout behind us."

"I renmenber," the girl answered.

Fl exi ng his shoul der nuscles had not gotten rid of the feeling.

Chapter Fifty-Four

John Rourke spoke as he ran, Natalia and M chael flanking himas they turned
fromone corridor into the next. "Think about it. Once they realized the ones
they called Them were outside, when the Mnisters and the rest of the
upper cr ust

208

died, they wouldn't consign their bodies to be eaten. Assuming that the air
was at least mar-ginally breathable at |east a century ago, that accounts for
moving the arnms fromthe vault. They're using the original vault which would
have been seal able as a burial chanber for the Famlies. If your husband or
wife or child died, could you send their body through the air lock to be
ripped to pieces?"

"But where is it?" Natalia asked, panting. Rourke's own body, he realized, was
tiring nore rapidly because of the prol onged exposure to the thinner
air—Natalia's as well. But Mchael, who had lived in the thinner atnosphere
for fifteen years, in this heavier atnosphere inside the Place, nore |like the
at nosphere that had once been upon the surface of the earth, seened to thrive.
They stopped at the nmouth of a corridor they had not yet expl ored.

Rourke stared along its | ength—a massive gray steel door at the far end.

"The vault," Natalia whispered.

M chael started—very slow y—wal king around it, saying, "If they knew we had
found our way inside and that the air lock's integrity was broken and that the
canni bal s woul d— He let the sentence hang.

"A fear built for a century,” Natalia whispered

"They'd look at it as a final decent act—the old one and the other Mnisters,"
Rour ke added. Rourke held the liberated M16's pistol grip in his right fist.
He |ooked at his son. "Wen the

209

canni bal s had Madi son before you tried to get her

out, were they about to—

** "No," M chael answered quickly.

"Did Madi son say why she wasn't a breeder?"

"No, she—what the hell are you—=

"l don't know yet—+'mthinking out |oud. Forget about it," and John Rourke
wal ked ahead. If it were nothing with Madi son-he suddenly renmenbered during
the fighting. He had given one of the cannibals a knee smash and ie had had
virtually no effect.

He stopped at the vaultdoor. His gloves were on but he wouldn't risk it—he
took the black chrone A.G Russell Sting A frominside his trouser band,
gently tossing the knife toward the door. There was no sparki ng of
electricity.

He picked up the knife, re-sheathing it.

He touched the flash deflectored nmuzzle of the M16 to the combination dial
then to the opening handle of the vault door, holding the M16 by the
synthetic buttstock only. There was no sparking of electricity either tine.
He | ooked to his right—doubl e doors, the kind that swung i nward and outward,
but a chain | ooped through the door handl es and drawn tight, a padl ock on the
chai n.

"Nat al i a—work on cracking the vault. M -chael —keep her covered. Call ne when
it's open."

"Where are you goi ng?" his son called frombehind him "Woat are—=

"Do as | said," Rourke answered softly.
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Rourke stopped a good fifty feet from the

9in

chai ned doubl e doors. He shoul dered the M16, the selector set to seni. He
sighted on the chain link rather than the lock, firing.

"What are you—

"Never mind!" It had been a niss. He fired again, connecting, but the chain
didn't break.

"You want the chain broken—ust tell nme about it," Mchael called from behind
hi m

Rourke lowered his rifle, then nodded. "I'msorry | lost ny tenper. So use
your cannon and break the chain."

M chael stood beside himnow, the Magnum Sal es Stal ker extended in both fists
before him

"Hol d your ears, Natalia," Rourke called, covering his own ears. The gl eamni ng
stainl ess steel revolver bucked once in Mchael's hands and he lowered it a
monent, then raised it again to sight through the scope. The revolver fired
again. Mchael turned to his father. Rourke took his hands fromhis ears. "You
wat ch yourself with that thing shooting indoors—gonna ness up your hearing."
"What ?" and M chael |aughed. "I couldn't hear you."

Rour ke feigned a punch toward his son's m dsection, M chael dodging, |aughing.
Rourke felt two things inside hinself as he wal ked toward the doubl e doors,
the | ock shattered and obvi ously so—gl adness for having Mchael, and a

si ckness for what he thought he would find beyond the doors.

231

Chapter Fifty-Five

Rour ke stood in the center of the room M chael had gone back to Natali a.
There was a single stainless steel surgical table. Beside it was a covered
tray. He lifted the covering fromthe tray, folding back the white cloth

He closed his eyes.

The M nisters had nany sins. %

He opened his eyes.

He turned away and |l eft the room but some-thing caught his eye as he did and
he stopped. Rourke wal ked toward a nearly enptied surgical cabinet. The top
shel f held a large nortar and pestle.

The niddl e shelf was enpty as was the | ower shelf.

There was fine dust in the bow of the pestle—Madi son had spoken of never
experiencing nedi-cal treatment. M chael had said the old one seened to
consider it a sinto attenpt to prolong life. It was possible that the

M nisters cheated on this, but Rourke doubted it.

Then there was only one ot her answer.

He shook his head and wal ked fromthe room

He coul d see Natalia—she was on her knees by the conbination dial for the
vaul t.

Rour ke kept wal king, feeling very tired. He stopped, beside Natalia, handing
M chael his M16. "Stand up—and hol d ne—pl ease," and he wat ched her eyes as
she | ooked up at him as she

got from her knees, as she | ooked at himagain, then her arns fol ding around
hi m and Rourke | eaned his face agai nst her head. H s voice sounded off to him
"I thought we were through with it, ya know? Wth all this insanity.

Karamat sov i s gone. Rozhdestvenskiy is gone. | thought it was all gone with
them | really did. And then these canni bal s— Rourke felt Natalia's hands
touch at his neck—their cool ness, their softness. "I really thought that after
all of this— and he |l aughed, holding her body tight against him He felt

M chael's hand on his shoulder. "I really—=

"Dad, what-—

Rourke licked his lips. He | ooked up, at his son, and at the woman he had not
been supposed to love but did. "Inside that room+t's a very basic surgery. |

found tool s—the kind you'd only use for one thing. And then evidence they were
maki ng pills—and two enpty shelves. W're going to open that vault—and every
singl e person from here—=

"I found the combination. Al | have to do is—=
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"I'"ll doit. Don't come inunless | tell you to."

"1 can—

"Pl ease," Rourke whispered, and he stepped away from Natalia a single step. He
| eaned his lips to her forehead, touching her there. Then he turned to the
vaul t door. He placed his left hand on the handl e.

"You want your rifle, Dad?" M chael asked.

Rour ke only shook his head. He worked the handl e downward hard, then pulled on
the vault door, swinging it open. "Don't go inside," he

a 9

whi spered, going inside.

The overhead |ight bul bs—he i magi ned they had found a way of naking their own
filaments and reusing the bul bs—were bright. He could see clearly.

Near|y one hundred peopl e—seven nmen in three-piece business suits and red
bedroom sl i p-pers; seven wonen in el aborate re-creations of high fashion
dresses fromfive centuries ago (but they too, incongruously, wore the red
slippers); a half dozen children, two boys and four girls, in fashionably
expensi ve | ooking clothing fromfive centuries ago, wearing dimnutive
versions of the red slippers; roughly seventy-five nen and wonen and children
in gray slippers, the nmen wearing the off-white jackets of busboys, the wonen
in severe gray naids' uniforns, the children dressed iden-tically to the ol der
menbers of their caste. Infants as well. A few of the business-suited nmen were
m ssing—the ones fromthe fight in the cave and the attack of the cannibals,
Rour ke surm sed. Those nen were dead. And so was everyone in the room

Rour ke dropped to his knees beside the body of a dead little boy—ene of the
servant class, a descendant of one of the fornmer masters who had begun it al
five centuries earlier. Rourke's right hand reached out to the boy, the boy
sitting against the back of a nan, a woman's head resting in the boy's |ap.
Rour ke cl osed the boy's eyes, and then he closed his own..

"Dad!"

Rourke didn't open his eyes. "Stay outside with Natalia, son," and then he
opened his eyes and he stood, staring down at the dead clustered around him
He began to walk the I ength of the vault, stepping over the dead, stopping to
exam ne a dead child or a dead woman or a dead man to be certai n—but they were
al | dead.

He found the old one, knowing it was the man M chael had spoken of. The watch
chai n—Rourke held up the key, letting it sway a nonment pendul um fashion

Rour ke shook his head, then bent to the man-he replaced the key and cl osed the
man' s eyes.

The far end of the room-he started toward it now. Cl oth bags were there—the
shapes were enough to show him stacked one atop the other. Generations of the
Fam | i es.

He | ooked at the old one. "For what?" John Rourke whispered.

He woul d not have expected an answer even if any of them had renained alive.
There was a dead wonman near his feet as he stopped near the vault door, her
eyes dull but once pretty he knew. He | ooked at her right hand as he cl osed
her eyes—the skin was rough textured fromtoil. If it were a synbol of poetic
justice for the sins of her ancestors—f all of it were that, John Rourke

t hought. He shook his head, "Awmv, shit,"” and he stood up and wal ked back to

the living.
Chapter Fifty-Six
"They're all dead—mmss nurder or nmass sui-cide, | don't know which," Rourke

told them as he wal ked, again Natalia and M chael flanking him "The surgery
was used for castrati ons—the Coun-sel of Mnisters realized what they had done
sendi ng people out into the outside world. Sone of them survived by eating the
others and there was no other way for the Mnisters to reduce their popul ation
wi t hout sendi ng out surplus people. So, they castrated the nen. The reason we
only saw nen outside was because of the few who were strong enough to stay
alive and be accepted into the canni bal s—the ones Madi son calls Them—none
were wonen." And he | ooked at Natalia. "Even if you were out there, with no
weapons, no nmartial arts trai ning—you wouldn't have had a prayer."
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"l disagree," Natalia said flatly.

Rourke put his right arm around her shoulders for an instant, then found her
|l eft hand and held it as they continued wal king. "Likely the canni bals had
enough sense |left that when their nunbers began dwindling, they'd | et new
menbers i n—and the food was | ess needed. Popul ation control for the outside

world as well. Involuntary—ust like it was inside. You said," and he | ooked
at M chael, "that one or two of them shouted 'neat' as they attacked. They
were probably sone of the nore recent acquisitions to the tribe—they stil
retai ned

sonme | anguage that was recogni zabl e. There isn't any vill age—they wander,
eating what they can off the land and waiting for their ration of neat. And
they were never disappointed. Never at all. But they can't reproduce sexually
at all. And with their nmeat supply gone, sone of themw ||l starve to death and
the rest of themw Il just die off naturally. Ten years from now, nmaybe
twenty—none of themwll be left. It'll be as if none of themever existed. A
five-centuries-old tribe, which split in tw, conpletely extinct—except for
Madi son. Some of themsone of them out there now Sone of themstill probably
have | anguage abilities, but using |anguage |ike we know it would have been so
rare that it just ceased being necessary. Sone of them-we could probably talk
with them bring the | anguage back to them™

"I'sn't there anything we can do?" M chael asked.

"For Them—nothing. Their religion, their lifestyle, their ritual—all of it
tied to receiving the hunman sacrifices. And they won't have that anynore. W
could try to teach them ot her ways—but they wouldn't let us." He had | ocked
the vault door and taken M chael's revolver and froma safe distance shot off
the combination dial. It could never be opened w thout torches or expl osives.
"W have to get all the useful stuff fromhere that we can carry, then make it
away from here."

"Madi son told ne there were runored to be other exits fromhere."

" could | ook for them+f we could find
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anot her way out, we could avoid another battle with the people outside. |
don't—=

Rour ke | ooked at Natalia. "Agreed—there's been enough death. Meet us back at
the arsenal room-and be careful.”

Natalia started to turn off and Rourke reached out to her. She | ooked back at
him "One hour or less," and she glanced to the gold |l adies' Rolex on her |eft
wist, her left hand held in his right.

" Agr eed—ene hour." A

Rour ke watched after her a nonent and then tapped his son on the shoul der.
"You're a strong young man—that neans you can carry a lot of stuff to the

bi kes. Cone on,"

Rourke started toward the arsenal room his son beside him

Chapter Fifty-Seven

She felt bone weary—the travel and the exertion through the thinner air had
sapped her strength, she knew. But she forced herself into the gentle run as
she noved al ong the corridor toward the conference room one of the M16s held
at high port in her balled fists.

She stopped, before the conference room doors.

She started through, inside, past the conference table and the still-open
safe, slow ng now, stop-

pi ng before the rear wail of the conference room She had seen executive
quarters in all parts of the world—the Krem in, Wshington, the corpora-don
boardrooms of New York, Zurich. There was always a secret way in and out.

"Al ways, " she whi spered.

As she began exam ning the wall surfaces, she thought of John Rourke—ef his
sadness. He had wanted for the world to be changed, for the evil to be gone
fromit. He had al ways, she knew, considered her naive. She sniled at the

t hought —for once she was the realist.

Evil was as intrinsic to life as good

Her |eft hand stopped—she found a seam Her right hand had the Bali-Song, the
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knife flicking open in her hand, the tip of the We-Hawk bl ade follow ng the
seam now, scratching the paint ever so slightly, but giving the seamin the
wal | greater definition.

She dropped to a crouch, wi ping the blade clean on the carpet, flicking the
handl e half to close the knife, thunbing closed the | ock as she squeezed the
handl es tight together. She pocketed the Bali-Song, feeling down the |ength of
the wall to the floor, a smle sonething she could feel on her |ips as she
found the floor seam following this as well—-she had found the door

She followed the seamout to where it stopped.

Nat al i a Anastasia Ti enerovna had one task renai ning as she gl anced at her

| adi es' Rol ex—nore than a half hour renmained before the rendezvous w th John
and M chael. She only had

to find a way to open the secret door

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Wth M chael, Rourke had enptied the arsenal roomof all that the bikes could
conceivably carry. He had taken no nore M 16s—there was an abundance of the
rifles and the ammop for them already stored at the Retreat, nor had he taken
.45s, and for the sane reason. The six Steyr-Mannlicher SSGs were the only

| ong guns he considered potentially useful fromthe arsenal, spare nmaga-zines
for these as well and several canisters of .308 to feed the sniper rifles. .44
Magnum anmo for M chael and 9mm Par abel | um for Paul Ruben-stein and for the
Wal ther P-38 pistol Natalia had selected. A half dozen boxes of .880 ACP for
Natalia's stainless PPK/'S Anerican, the silenced pistol she had carried in the
final assault against the Wnb. A stainless steel six-inch Python fromthe

pi stol cabinet, then considering, a second one, as well. Perhaps for Annie,
perhaps just to hold in reserve.

He had sent M chael on alone with the |last batch of weapons and ammo for them
wor ki ng fever-ishly to deactivate the weapons Natalia and Paul had not had the
time to take care of earlier. To reactivate them a machinist with gunsnithing
abilities would be needed—he doubted any of the cannibals would qualify.

He repl aced the last of the revolvers—the firing pin renoved—+n the cabinet,
dropping the firing pin with the others in the nusette bag at his |eft side.
He turned when he heard the sound of fingers rapping agai nst a door franme, one
of the Detonics Scoremasters conming fromhis trouser band into his right fist.
But it was Natali a.

She was smiling. "I found our door. Another air lock. It |ooks as though it
was never used. | opened it. It leads out on the far side of the nountai n—
there's a valley beyond, | clinbed up sone distance. | got our bearings. W

can ride through the valley and then go directly south for perhaps a day and
then turn east and intersect our original trail here. It should even save us a
day's travel time and the path down fromthe doorway isn't so steep that we
can't wal k the bikes."

"What can | say?" Rourke sml ed.

"I know what you'll say. Go get M chael and Paul and Madi son and neet you by
the doorway."

"Where is it?"

"I'n the back wall of the conference room"

Rourke started toward the doorway. "We'l|l get the others together—one on,"
and he took her hand in his and started into the corridor.
991

Chapter Fifty-N ne

"Madi son showed nme the hydroel ectric power plant for this place—+t was only a
matter of tine. No one had repaired or serviced the generators for so |ong
sone of the parts were starting to seize with rust. They would have lost their
el ectrical power here in another year at the nobst. And the backup generator
was so heavily greased it wouldn't have functioned," M chael announced,
wal ki ng beside his father.

Rour ke only nodded, turning into the corridor which | ed toward the conference
room He gl anced back once—M chael was wheeling one of the Harleys, Paul
another and Natalia a third. Mdi son—+i ke Rourke—was festooned with ar-manment,
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bringing up the rear.

"When we reach those doors, Natalia, you go first to |lead the way—+'11 | eave

| ast in case anything goes wong inside here," Rourke or-dered. They were at
the conference room doors now and Rourke stopped, letting Mchael roll the Low
Ri der past him then letting Natalia and Paul do the sane with the other two
bi kes.

As Madi son passed through, |ooking nervously behind her, Rourke fell into step
with her. "Relax," he told her. "The worst is over—you and M chael wll be
happy together."

"But this place—the Place—+—

"It's all right now-don't worry, you're safe,"” and he stopped near the head of
the conference

table, Natalia pulling open the inside air |ock door, Paul Rubenstein hel ping
her .

Nat al i a | ooked back once. "It's very steep seem ng—but it can be wal ked
without difficulty, you'll find. We'll each need help getting the bi kes over
the door flanges here and beyond."

"Natalia can help ne after | help her, John," the younger nan vol unt eered.

"M take care of it on this end—Natalia, be careful," Rourke told her matter-
of -factly.

Natalia smiled, nodding. Rourke stepped to the other side of her bike, hel ping
her roll the Harley over the inside air lock flange—the air lock was sinilar
to the type found on a submarine and, Rourke theorized, |ikely bought from
surplus or manufactured to naval specifications in the sane factory.

Natalia's bi ke was through, Rourke hel pi ng Rubenstein then. He heard Paul
Rubenstein's voice frombeyond the interior air |lock door. "Wait up a

nm nut e—have M chael wait—erowded in here—+oo crowded."

"Right," Rourke call ed back—he | ooked at his son, standing beside Mdison
"You two are next," he told them And then Rourke heard anot her sound—al nost
too Il ow to hear but his hearing had al ways been good and he had al ways trained
hinmself to listen for sounds that shouldn't be there.

This was such a sound—al nost inpossible to discern, it was the guttural cry of
one of the cannibals and it cane from beyond the conference

99%

room doors and somewhere inside the Place

Chapter Sixty

M chael had pushed Madi son through the inside air |ock door and swung his M 16
forward so rapidly that nomentarily Rourke had been shocked by his son's

i nstant apprehensi on of the danger. He was | earni ng, John Rourke thought.
Rourke started toward the conference room doors, running now, the M16 in his
right hand. He called to his son, his voice a rasping whisper, "Don't open
lire—don't nmake any |oud noises. Let's keep 'em searching for us | ong enough
to get everyone through. You go back—get Madi son on the back of one of the

bi kes and ride like hell."

"I"'mstaying with you. We're—=

"Fighting together, that's just what we're doing. But the nore people we have
to get through that air lock the longer it'll take. Just do as | say—I' m not
plannin' to wait around any |longer than | have to. Have Paul ride with
you—Nat al i a can be the |l ast away. She's gonna have to wait for ne—we're
sharing the sane bike."

Hi s son's brown eyes could only be described by one word, Rourke

t hought —+nt ense. M chael Rourke extended his right hand. "Dad—~

Rour ke took his son's hand in his, then fol ded

224

his arms around him "I |ove you—now get out of here."

v

He felt the pressure of his son's arns enbrace himfor a nonent, then M chae
was starting in a long-strided run back toward the air lock. "If you aren't

following us in five mnutes—aell, Paul can carry double on his bike too and
I"l'l be back, Dad."

Rourke sniled at his son. "I know you will—now hurry," and M chael started
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the last bike through the interior air |ock door

Rour ke worked the selector of the M16 to auto, waiting. Rolling back the knit
cuff of his battered brown bonber jacket, he glanced at the |umi nous black
face of the Rol ex Subnmariner—he woul d give M chael and the others three

m nutes only. No nore woul d be needed.

Rour ke reached into his inside jacket pocket—he clanped the cigar, unlit,
between his teeth, biting down hard on it, waiting. The shouts, the cries—they
grew | ouder now.

Foot st eps behi nd hi mRour ke wheel ed, the M16 |low, his finger nearly touching
the trigger. "Natalia—what the hell are—

"Paul and | decided. M chael and Madi son can neke it on their own—Paul's
outside with the bikes."

Rour ke shook his head, then turned back to the doorway, Natalia taking the
opposite side, an M16 | ocked in each fist. "Wen they cone," Rourke told her

"enpty your guns down the center of the corridor and run for it. 1I'Il be right
behi nd you."
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"Agreed—+ | ove you."

"I love you too—what the hell we're gonna do about it, | don't know. "

"Sarah will change her mnd."

"l don't think so—but she's still ny wife."

"l understand that—+ always have. It doesn't change how | feel."

"I know that," Rourke told her. "I'msorry—

"For the way you are? Don't be—don't ever be, John. |If soneday—well, then we
will. But | don't need that to | ove you, do you know that ?"

"Yes," Rourke al nost whispered. "I'mglad you're with nme."

He saw themthe first of the cannibals as they raced along the corridor from
where the corridor bent. "Don't shoot yet," Rourke conmanded. "I want the

whol e corridor full of them"

Natalia didn't answer. Rourke shifted the M16 fromhis right fist into his
left. Wth his right hand, he drew one of the recently |iberated Detonics
Scoremaster pistols, jacking back the hamer, the chanber already |oaded in
this pistol as well as its twin still tucked into his belt.

More of the cannibals, the cannibals filling the corridor. "Now " Rourke
shout ed, punping the M16's trigger in a three-round burst, Natalia stepping
into the doorway, both M 16s spitting fire fromher hands, the Scoremaster in
Rourke's right fist bucking again and again, waves of the cannibals going
down, stone clubs launched toward them falling just short of the doorway.
"Enpty!" Natalia shouted.

9of i
"Run for it—'Ill cover you!"
Rourke's M 16 enpty as well, two shots re-mained in the Scorenaster—Rourke

fired themoff, ramm ng the gun, slide |ocked open, into his waistband,
drawi ng the second Scoremaster with his left fist, firing into the attacking
canni bals. He started backing away fromthe doorway, nore of them com ng, nmany
of them al ready wounded and bl eedi ng. The second Scoremaster was enpty. Slide
| ocked open, he ramred this into his belt as well.

The twi n Detonics stainless Conbat Masters—both fists found them ripping
them fromthe double Al essi shoulder rig, his thunbs jacking back the hamers.
He was at the air |ock doorway, cannibals charging now through the conference
room doorway, Rourke's index fingers twi tchingagainst the triggers, bodies
goi ng down.

One pistol enpty—the second enpty now. Rourke turned, stepping through the
doorway, throw ng his weight against the air |ock door, feeling suddenly

wei ght —pushing at it. Then nore weight as he threw his body against it—the
door was bei ng pushed open against him

A hand through the space between the door and the frame. The A G Russel Sting
| ARour ke stabbed the back of the hand with the small bl aded knife, a scream
of pain, a spurt of blood, the hand drawn back. Rourke dropped the knife.

Behi nd hi mNatalia's voice. "John, run for it—we can get the second door
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t oget her. "

227

Rour ke reached down for the Sting | A and ran, diving through the second door,
rolling onto the rocks beyond, tw sting, clanbering to his feet, throwing his
wei ght agai nst the exterior air |ock door, Natalia beside him But the door
woul d not close. "Paull"

But Rubenstein was al ready beside them "Who the hell's on the other side of
that door?"

"A bunch of deternined guys who don't know any better—+ugged outdoor |ife they
| ead, all that crap. Now push," Rourke snarled, leaning into it as he fought
t he door.

"I't's no good!" Natalia shouted.

Rour ke gl anced behi nd hi m once, chew ng down harder on his cigar. "Natalia,
start Paul's bike—then start our bike. Paul -when | count to five, nake a run
for your bike and—

"It's too steep that way," Natalia interrupted. "We'll have to cut across the
mount ai n—there's a better path on the far side that we can ride down."
"You heard her—then cut across. Natalia and |I'Il be right behind you."

"Il lay down sone fire once you guys get rollin'."

"Right." Rourke nodded to the younger nan. "Natalia—get the bikes started.”
Natalia noved away fromthe air [ock door, Rourke throwi ng his weight hard
against it now—it was the first time he had realized how strong Natalia was,
despite her size

The roar of one of the Harley's conming to life. The sound of an engi ne being
gunned again

and agai n.

More pressure agai nst the door

The sound of the second Harley starting, Rourke shouting to Paul Rubenstein.
"Run for it—go on!"

"Count of five?"

" One—two—three—four—I VE!'"

"See ya," and Paul Rubenstein junped back fromthe door, running, Rourke

| ooki ng back once as the younger nman nounted his nachine, the engi ne revving
once, then the bike tearing off across the nmountain top

"I"'mready," Natalia shouted.

Rour ke | ooked back at her—both M 16s were | evel ed at the doorway.

"Now! " Rourke rel eased the door, half stumbling back, hitting the rock
surface, the door flying open, cannibals starting to pour fromi nside,
Natalia's M16s firing over his head, Rourke dragging hinself across the rock
surface, clear of her guns now, to his feet.

He straddl ed the Jet Black Low Rider, shouting to Natalia as he ramred fresh
magazi nes into the little Detonics pistols, then stuffed themback in his side
pockets. "Now "

The gunfire ceased, shouts and the bizarre speech of the cannibals filling the
air—the pressure of Natalia on the bike, her hands tapping his shoul ders, the
pressure of her arns around his wai st as he gunned the bi ke, away, the blur of
a stone axe as it crossed the edge of his peripheral vision, shouts, the

expl osi ve sounds of the Hai-

229

| ey' s exhaust systemas he let the machine out, the chatter of subgunfire from
ahead, Paul Ruben-stein firing the Schneisser into the air to hold them back
Then Rourke was even with Rubenstein's bike, Rubenstein's nachine charging
ahead as well, the twin exhaust systens deafening in the clear, thin air.
Ahead the mountain seenmed to evaporate, to drop away. "To the left—hurryl” It
was Natalia shouting frombehind him Rourke twisting the Harley'i fork,

bal ancing it out with his combat-booted feet, wenching the bike into a hard
left, followi ng along the edge of the flat expanse of rock. "Just ahead—a
sharp right and you're clear of the nountain top, John!"

Rour ke nodded, clanping the cigar tighter between his teeth, squinting despite
the dark-1ensed aviator-style sungl asses he wore, Natalia shouting |oud now.
"Twenty yards—then turn.” Rourke slowed the Harley, then Natalia shouted,
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"Here! Here!"

Rour ke wrenched the bike right, blind, not seeing the trail, but trusting
Natalia as he had so nmany tines before. The Harley |urched under him bounced.
Before them running steeply downward but not so steeply as to be unnavigabl e,
was a trail, the valley spreadi ng out bel ow.

Rour ke sl owed the bi ke again, balancing the machine with his feet as the trai
dodged right then left then right. He glanced back once—Paul Rubenstein was
comng along the trail and the
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canni bal s were already gone from sight. John Rourke remenbered to breathe

t hen.

Chapter Sixty-0One

They had intercepted M chael and Madison in the valley, Natalia's route across
the nmountain and then down, despite a greater distance, faster than Mchael's
navi gating the bi ke down the steeper trail by walking it.

They had ridden long into the night, the noon bright, traveling on unti

nearly dawn to be far gone fromthe Place and the ones Madi son had call ed
Them A sparse neal —Madi son had tried nmeat again and M chael had patiently
explained to her that the neat of domestic animals or wild gane was all i |ght
to eat. She had not eaten much, John Rourke had noti ced.

They had slept a few hours, Rourke, his son and Paul Rubenstein each taking a
two- hour shift on guard, then taking to the trail again wthout breakfast, by
m dnor ni ng.

They settled into a schedule, reaching the Retreat the prine objective,
stopping once to | eave the route and | ocate one of the strategic fuel sites to
gas up the Harleys and the spare gas canisters, then to nove on

John Rourke and his son had agreed—to return
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to the wooded area where M chael had found the parachute, then to fan out and
search for the weckage of the aircraft to learn its source.

But after Christnas,

They had ridden hard through the day, and long into the night now, the Retreat
so close and the date Decenber twenty-fourth. Christmas—always a tinme Sarah
had at once enjoyed and found sonmehow sad. John Rourke had no desire to make
this Christnmas sadder. S

They had crossed the renmmins of a paved road and started up the | ong nountain
road toward the nmain entrance of the Retreat, John Rourke rolling hack the
cuff of his bonber jacket to read the face of the Rolex—t was snudged with
the light snow as soon as he rolled back the cuff and he wiped this away to
better read the watch face. It was nearly m dnight—and very soon, before it
was actually Christmas norning, they would be "honme". He felt a smile cross
his lips. "Hone," he nurnured.

"John!"

It was Natalia's voice frombehind him nuffled sounding, his back shiel ding
her fromthe w nd.

"What is it?" he said over his shoulder, slowing the Harley Low Ri der under

t hem

"For a nonent-stop and | ook up there."

Rour ke sl owed the Harley even nore, making a wide arc with it, Mchael wth
Madi son behi nd hi m stoppi ng just ahead of them Paul stopping beside them
"We're al nost honme, Dad—what's up?"

Paul Rubenstein stopped beside them | augh-
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ing. "You didn't renmenber to wi sh me happy Hanukkah, but 1'll w sh you Merry
Chri st mas anyway. "

Rour ke reached out and clasped his old friend on the back. "Happy Hanukkah

t hen. "

"You can renenber ne on May Day,'
you. "

The snow was a shower, the sky surprisingly clear, a wi de opening in the

Nat al i a | aughed, "but | ook up there—all of
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clouds to the east.

Li ght. One. Then another, then another, and still nore, pinpoints, noving,
"The radi o-we can signal them " M chael shouted.

A"Holy shit—the Eden Project, it's gotta be," Paul Rubenstein murnured.

"Yes." John Rourke nodded. "I doubt they'll be able to read our signal —but,
maybe, we can try to— But the clouds covered the opening in the sky now and
the pinpoints of noving |light were no | onger visible. Had the atnosphere been
the way it was when the Eden Project fleet had left the Earth five centuries
earlier to travel in cryogenic sleep to the edge of the solar system and back,
the shuttles would never have been visible at all, Rourke realized.

"They will find us—er we'll find them" Natalia said frombehind him It would
be a long night, Rourke knew-istening for radio signals, alternately
transmtting, observing in the cold fromthe top of the nmountain to attenpt to
get a fix on the crafts if they passed overhead again. Coincidence or

provi dence, Rourke wondered. He

233

di sm ssed the question

Rourke twi sted in the saddle to better see Natalia's face. He took her face in
hi s hands, the wind catching at her hair, her cheeks cold to the touch, her
lips drawing out into a smle. "Merry Christms, John*"

He smil ed, wondering—but he drew her face toward him Kkissing her I|ips,
hol di ng her there.

Chapter Sixty-Two

Al'l was ready, his neager things prepared for the journey—an historic journey,
he had told hinself.

The ol d wounds bot hered himnot at all

H s speed with a gun was fast—very fast. Faster, he wondered? Faster than John
Rour ke?

The vial of the cryogenic serumhe had paid so nmuch to obtain when he had
first learned of the Eden Project |ong before the Night of The War. The
gunfi ght —-he had | ost.

But sonme few of his faithful -he would sing their names to the pages of

hi story—they had taken him found himthe best of care in secret and when the
inevitability of it had been known, hel ped himto survive.

He closed his eyes tightly, a pressure behind them he could feel, then opening
them staring at

the sky—+t was already Christnmas. And the present he so nuch wanted to
bestowthe gift of death—he could not yet give.

"Soon," he whispered to the norning stars, to the horizon beyond the nountain
top where he had forged his plans, begun it all

Foot st eps crunched in the snow behind himand he turned around.

"All is ready. But there are strange signals coming over the radio—+t is
perhaps the tinme. The words are garbled—but | think they are English. It is a
signal |like none | have ever heard."

"The Eden Project. So nuch the better—so much the better."

"There is no way to be certain."

"I amcertain. Wien the pain was all that consuned ne, it seened sonehow to
deepen mny perception, to heighten ny awareness—+ could feel their presence
before you spoke of it to nme. W |eave, then."

The other man, swathed in arctic parka and ski toque, raised his right hand in
salute, "Yes, Conrade Col onel."

The snow t hrough which he trod had been virgin until he had rmade his inprint
on it, he thought as he wal ked, the subordinate following him It would be
that way with this new world as well.
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