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Chapter One

"Now " Rour ke shouted, pushing hinself up froma |Iow crouch and waving his left arm He burst into
a long-strided, |oping run down the steep gravel enbankment, past the scattered granite

out croppi ngs, and toward the packed dirt highway bel ow. The dozen men cl ose behind himwore the
khaki fatigues of the Pakistani Counter-Terrorist Strike Force. Fierce threats of death and

viol ence issued fromthem Small H K MP5SD3 integral silencer, collapsible stock 9-nmm subnachi ne
guns in their white-knuckled fists, they storned the two dozen turban-clad opi um smuggl ers on the
hi ghway, clinging to the four stake trucks.

As Rourke's strike force reached the nmidway point to the highway, the snugglers began returning
fire. Gl-sneared tarps were whisked fromtheir heavy machi ne guns nounted on tripods in the back
of each of the opium packed truck beds. Snall-arnms fire bristled fromthe opened wi ndows and
doors.

Rourke fired the Heckler & Koch P2Al1 flare pistol clenched in his right hand. Its 26.5-mm
projectile soared high into the gray winter sky, then expl oded.

From hi s vantage point al ong the enmbanknent, Rourke could see the heavily arnored Pakistan
mlitary half-track noving into position and bl ocking the road about half a mile further down the
mountain. Stuffing the enptied flare pistol into the outside pocket of the borrowed | eather
sheepskin coat he wore, Rourke swung his own HK SMGinto a firing position, then ran down the

| ast hundred yards of the enbanknent, l[eading his nen and firing.

Al ready, he could see the |ead vehicle of the four-truck caravan swerving into a U-turn under the
wi t hering machine gun fire fromthe half-track. Two of its wheels spun precariously near the ditch
on the near side of the road, then the truck |unbered back onto the road, conming toward him
Enptying the HK s thirty-round nagazi ne Rourke crossed the road in a dead run, then hit the
gravel on the drop-off side of the road, and threw down the HK His right hand, then his left,
reached for one, then another of the brace of stainless steel Detonics .45 autos fromunder his
coat .

Thunbi ng back the hamrer on the scal ed-down .45 in his right hand, he closed his fist tightly over
the rubber Pachmayr grips. He triggered one round toward the cab of the truck. The pistol in his
left hand spit fire at the sane instant. Both shots connected. The driver's body bounced away from
t he wheel

Rourke rolled back fromthe Iip of the highway, sliding down along the edge of the steep slope.
The truck was out of control and careening toward him As it rocketed over the edge of the road,
Rourke fired his pistols into the fuel tank, and the truck exploded. The blistering flanmes of the
fireball scorched his face.

d ancing up toward the highway, clanbering along the slope, Rourke spotted one of the three

remai ning trucks going into a skid, half clinmbing the enbanknment and flipping onto its side. The
fortune in opiumthat was its cargo spilled out along the highway. The guard fromthe truck's
passenger seat tried to clinb out the wi ndow, but stopped hal fway and brought up a stubby nuzzl ed
submachi ne gun to spray the roadside.

Rour ke saw two of his newest strike force men go down. Dropping and skidding on both knees toward
the truck, Rourke fired both Detonics 45's. The sub-gunner turned toward him and Rourke fired

twi ce agai n. The sub-gunner's upper torso snapped back, the autonatic weapon in his hands flew
skyward, his body bent at a tortuous angle.

Rour ke got to his feet and ran down the road toward the two stopped trucks. Mdre than a dozen
snmuggl ers were exchangi ng automati c-weapons fire with the half-track. "G enades!" Rourke shouted
over his shoulder to the men running close behind him There was a bel ching roar fromone of the H
K 69's. Its 40-mm hi gh-expl osi ve projective whistled overhead. Rourke dropped to the road, tucking
hi s head down as the grenade expl oded just yards in front of him He glanced up as the truck

expl oded. Bodi es and severed arns and | egs soared into the air. The sky rai ned opi um and bl oody
flesh. One of the HK 69's whooshed again. The second truck expl oded.

Pushi ng hinmsel f up onto his el bows, then getting to his feet, Rourke shouted to his nmen, "Finish
"em" His teamclosed in on the surviving drug runners. He fired both Detonics pistols until they
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went enpty, then stuffed theminto the wai stband of his trousers and reached to his hip for the
Metalifed six-inch Colt Python .357 holstered there, firing it point blank into the chest of the
cl osest of the drug snugglers, then enptied it into two nore of the men coming at him

Using his enpty Colt like a truncheon, he smashed down hard on the head of the nearest of the
snmuggl ers, then wheel ed around. A turban-clad man with a | ong-bl aded knife charged toward hi m
Rour ke si dest epped. He dropped the Python back into its holster-no tine to reload. As the
Paki st ani snuggl er charged toward hi m agai n, Rourke edged back and grabbed his AG Russell Sting 1A
boot knife.

The smuggl er sl owed, then dove forward. Rourke sidestepped the knife and whi pped down with his
smal |, doubl e- edged bl ade agai nst the right side of the man's neck, slicing open an artery.
Wheel i ng agai n, Rourke drew his right armup, deflecting a bl ow from anot her nearby snuggler. He
| ost his blade and now, tucked into a crouch, his left fist smashed up, into the Pakistani's
stomach, while his right hand knifed forward, pal mupward, fingers extended. The bl ow connected
with his attacker's throat and crushed the w ndpi pe. Then, wheeling around, in the classic T-
stance, Rourke stopped.

To his left, one of his nmen was knocking the |ast drug deal er down to the road with the butt of
his sub gun.

Drawi ng up hi s shoul ders, Rourke breathed deeply. Turning and snatching one of the spare six-round
magazi nes froma doubl e pouch at his trouser belt, Rourke dropped the enpty magazi ne from one of
the Detonics .45s into his hand, rammed the fresh nagazi ne hone and worked the slide stop
stripping the top round and | oading the chanber. Carefully, he lowered the little stainless gun's
bobbed hamrer and then slipped it into the speed break hol ster under his left arm

As Rourke started reloading the second pistol, he glanced up at the sound of the familiar voice.
"Your nmen-and you, yourself, John Thonas, were superb!”

A smile lighting the browm eyes in his | ean, clean shaven face, Rourke said, "Fromyou, Captain
that's the finest of conplinments. But we |lost two. They bunched together-1 warned themnot to."
The ot her man nodded.

Rour ke added, "But maybe the others'I| learn by it. You and I both know that the stuff that's
hardest to renenber is the stuff than'll usually keep you alive or get you killed."

"You're right, John Thomas. But | think these nen you trained will do well in this opiumwar we
fight." The Pakistani captain, shorter than Rourke and with a bushy black moustache, lit a

cigarette for hinmself, then offered one to Rourke.

"No, thanks, Muhamed,"” Rourke muttered, then reached into his shirt pocket and plucked a tiny
cigar and put it between his teeth. "I'Il take a Iight though,” he said, |eaning toward the

Paki stani's cupped hands, sucking in the flane of the match, then | eani ng back and exhaling the
gray snoke slowy. He watched it catch on the wi nd and bl ow down al ong the road to vani sh where
two of the trucks still snol dered.

Rourke ran the fingers of his left hand through his dark brown hair, pushing it back from his high

forehead. "You still planning a nmop-up operation here?"

Hunchi ng hi s shoul ders agai nst the raw wi nd, the Pakistani nodded. "I think then that it is good-
bye for you to your nmen."

"Yeah, | guess you're right," Rourke said, glancing over his shoulder as he finished | oading six

fresh rounds into the cylinder of the Python, then putting it back into its holster on his right
hip. "Hang on a minute," Rourke told the Pakistani, then turned and wal ked back up the road toward
the ten men remaining fromhis force

The young mlitary policenen canme to attention as Rourke approached, but he gestured for themto

remain at ease. "You guys did good," he said. "That's why you're still alive. Muli and Achned-they
didn't renenber what | taught you guys, and that's why they're dead. They were good nen, no worse,
no better than any of you here. | want you to understand that. Surviving-whether it's a fight |ike
this or just gettin' hone at night in traffic means keepi ng your head, renmenbering what you're
supposed to do, learning to react the way you know you shoul d-then just doing it. I won't be
seeing you guys again. | told you, |1've gotta get back to the States. Miybe sonmeday we' Il all get
together again. And if you guys renenber that the first rule-in this or anything inlife-is to
keep your head, you'll all be alive so that we can get together."

Rour ke shook hands with each of the nen, a |onger handshake for the corporal, Ahned. At first,

Rour ke had confused the man wi th Achmed because of the sinmilarities of their names. "Good | uck
pal ," Rourke whi spered, clasping his shoulder and returning the warmsmile in his eyes. "Here," he
added i npul sively, handing the nman the Heckler & Koch flare pistol fromhis pocket. "You're the
team | eader now. You'll be needing this."

Rour ke turned and wal ked back toward Muhamed. The helicopter coning for themwas al ready | oom ng
I arge on the horizon, the distant whirring of its rotor blades |like the drone of an insect.
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They waited together, Rourke and Muhammed, w thout speaking. The helicopter hovered over the
mount ai n road a nonent, then angl ed down and | anded-unconfortably cl ose, Rourke thought, to the
enbankmnent .

He ran around to the starboard side of the machine and slid in beside the pilot. Muhammed got into
t he back. Rourke turned and shot a final wave to the nen he'd trained.

They didn't see it. Already, they were clanbering back up the enmbanknent, toward the nmountains, to
attenpt to intercept the men who had been destined to receive and transfer the shiprment of raw

opi um

The pilot swung the helicopter out over the gorge and flew parallel to the nountain road for
several kiloneters, then started clinbing. Rourke turned to | ook behind him feeling at the sane
nmonent, Muhamed's hand on his shoulder. "W are flying toward the Khyber Pass-it is not far. One
of our border outposts was nmaking its regular transnission, then suddenly the radio went silent.
W want to be sure it is only sone sort of equipnent failure.”

"Fine," Rourke said, nodding, but disinterested. He stared out the bubble done and down to the
val l ey floor thousands of feet bel ow. After another nonent, Mihanmed said, "Tell me-I have read
your file-but how does a man becone a weapons expert, a survival expert, making a living out of
teaching counterterrorist techniques?"

"You read the file," Rourke said, chewing the stunp of cigar between his teeth. "Like it says, |
did counterterrorist work for the CIA." H's eyes crinkled into a snile-he'd actually been a field
case officer in the Covert QOperations Section. "Wapons," he went on, "were just a natural part of

than-1've al ways been good with guns, ever since | was a kid. Hunted a lot, |iked the woods,
backcountry canping. Sort of led ne into survivalism And | read the newspapers-scared hell out of
me, too. So | learned everything | could about survival. | was on a job like this once, in Latin

Anerica," he said, finding hinself shouting over the whir of the chopper blades. "Anyway," he went
on, holding the cigar butt in his fingers and staring at it as he spoke, "those were my wi | der
days-back with the Conpany. Wth a bunch of anti-Conmuni st partisans, | got anmbushed. My right |eg

got shot up. Everybody else was killed. | was left for dead. | had a .45, an M 16 and a bayonet-no
food, nothing in the way of nedical supplies except sone antibiotics. | couldn't get out of the
jungl e for six weeks. Then, when | did, the Conmunists had al ready taken over the country and

had to steal a boat-spent ten days in open water before | hit the Florida keys. | was dehydrated,

i nfected, sunburned and had about everything wong with nme except athlete's foot."
"Athlete's foot?" Mihamed asked, "This is a-"

"You know between your toes."

Rour ke | aughed.

"Ah, yes, we call it by another nane."
"Yeah, well," Rourke continued, "but in spite of it all, | survived. Pretty proud of nyself, |
was. |'d learned a whole hell of a lot-particularly how nuch | didn't know. Went back to reading

everything | could, going to every lecture | could, sorting through all the gimrickry and gadgets.
There's nmore stuff to |l earn every day."

"But what is the purpose to it all?" Muhanmed said. "Learning for itself is a noble purpose, to be
sure, but-"

"Naw-it's a lot nore practical than that," Rourke said, lighting the cigar again and getting an
angry glare fromthe tonb-silent pilot sitting beside him "There are enough | oonies |oose in the
world today to screw up the planet so bad that survivalismtraining is going to be the only thing
than'lI| keep people alive-maybe. What do you need-a runaway | aboratory virus, a gl obal econonic
coll apse, a world crop failure?"

Bel ow t hem now, Rourke saw the fam liar craggy geography of the Khyber Pass, the historic gateway
from Af ghani stan to Paki stan. These days, he thought bitterly, Afghanistan was a Soviet satellite
or the next best thing to one. Muhanmed | eaned forward, speaking to the pilot, "Take the nachine
down-1 want to see our border outpost fromthe air before we land."

Rour ke reached into his borrowed jacket and took the tinted aviator sungl asses fromtheir case and
put them on, peering down toward the summt of the nountain

" Ahh, Mihamed?"

"What is it, John Thomas?" Mihanmed sai d.

Maki ng a sharp, downward stab with his right thunmb toward the Paki stani side of the pass, directly
bel ow t hem now, Rourke al nost whi spered, "Well, remenber, | was tal king about sonme of the reasons
to study survivalism | left out one-probably the nost likely one as it |ooks fromhere."

The Pakistani officer edged forward in his seat, his face inches from Rourke's right shoul der. The
smle which he usually wore degenerated into a blank stare, then froze into a grinmace of fear
"dinmb. Get us out of here"' Mihammed shout ed.

Bending forward to Iight his cigar again, staring down as he did at the endl ess col um of Sovi et
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trucks, tanks, and arnored personnel carriers rolling across the Khyber Pass bel ow him Rourke
said, half to himself, "Yeah, Muhamed-one of the surefire best reasons for survivalismmght be
VWrld War Three."

Chapter Two

Cor poral Ahmed Mahnmude Shindi, his voice low, his speech clipped, rasped, "W cannot risk the
radi o. They may have all our communi cations channels nonitored. You two," he whispered, gesturing
to another corporal and a private, "nust go back, back to the road. Follow it until you reach an
out post, and report what we have seen. Stop for nothing. Do whatever you nust. But it is

i nperative that you get through.”

The cl ouds which, throughout the day had been dark gray at the | ower elevation, were now a bl ack
shroud t hrough which the setting sun wi nked orange. Heavy snow, each flake the size of a large
coin, began to fall.

Ahnmed brushed the snow fromhis field glasses and hunched | ower toward the barren wet ground as he
edged up toward the rimof the gorge. A quick glance back over his | eft shoul der confirned that
his men were already setting out to alert military headquarters. Looking down into the dry rock
bed several hundred yards beneath him he saw Soviet troops half covered by the canvas shrouds of
their stake trucks. And Soviet tanks, arnored personnel carriers-all noving along the road bel ow
in a rapid single colum. He refocused his binoculars back along the way from which the Soviets
had conme. He could see no end to the convoy.

The wi nd was gusting. The snow whirled around himlike dust devils. Crawling back toward the smal
cave in the shelter of overhangi ng rocks under which his seven renmai ni ng nen huddl ed, Ahned's m nd
raced. Rourke who had taught himnore than he had ever |earned from anyone el se about fighting and
survival, had always repeated one adnonition-to keep his head; regardl ess of the task, to do what
you knew was the right thing in the right way.

"What ," Ahned asked hinself, "is the right way of this?" Against the thousands of troops pouring
al ong the road, down from Afghani stan, what coul d ei ght nmen hope to acconplish? He found hinself
shaking his head as, shivering with the cold and danpness now, he crawl ed under the lip of the | ow
rock outcropping and into the snall cave beside his nmen. "Wiat do we do, Corporal ?"

It hardly mattered to Ahnmed which of his nen had asked the question-they all had the question in
their mnds. He said nothing for a nonment-Rourke had been |ike that. The American had never tal ked
just to talk. He had said little, in fact. But what the American had said when he did speak was

al ways worth renenbering.

Sl ow y, Ahned formul ated the possible actions he could take. "There are thousands of Soviet troops
com ng down fromthe Khyber Pass-you have all seen this. W are eight nmen only. W cannot stop
them But if we withdraw and sinply let them proceed, we will be failing our responsibilities as
Paki st ani s-as nen. If we can do sonething that delays their invasion of our country by even so
much as a single nonment, we will have done sonmething to help our people. We will have struck a
blow If we stay here, ny friends, we will be safe, at least for the nonent. If we fight-and we
may achi eve nothing-we will nost surely die. | cannot nake the decision for you. But I...1 wll
fight."

Ahned | eaned back agai nst the cold rock of the cave wall and took a cigarette fromhis tunic. H's
wi fe had been telling himthat snoking so was bad for him and he had prom sed her to try to stop.
Now, he had passed a sentence of death on hinself. The snoking could no I onger hurt him It al nost
made hi mlaugh. As he sucked the snoke deep into his lungs, he took a photograph, plastic covered,
fromhis wallet. It alnost made himcry.

He stared at the face of his wife, the snile in the eyes of the baby girl she had given himless
than a year before. He stared at the photo as if somehow by | ooking at the picture he was

communi cating his thoughts to them "I love you," he shouted but in silence. Not caring what his
men saw, he touched his lips to the photo, then replaced it in his wallet.

The cigarette, burnt down to a tiny, glowing butt, becane the focus of his attention. Staring at
it, he said to his nen, his voice cold like his feet, his hands, his back, "Wo goes with ne to
fight?"

Ahned stared into their faces. One by one, each nodded or gestured with a hand. Al ready, sone of
them were | ooking to their weapons.

"Cone then," he said.

"Wait!" It was the young private who had spoken when Ahnmed had first returned to the cave. "W
shoul d pray before we die."

Ahrmed nodded, and the young private began. Ahned's eyes flickered fromone face to the other as
each nade his own peace. And then the prayer was over. Saying nothing, Ahnmed started fromthe
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cave. The others followed himback into the swirling snow, the darkness, the wind and the cold.
They noved along the rimof the gorge. In | ess than an hour of numnbing tenperature and chill w nd,
exhaustion and total silence, they cut the road and reached a |l ow rock | edge. Following it down,
toward the roadsi de, Ahned guessed that they were ten m nutes ahead of the |ead Soviet truck and
the notorcycles just in front of it.

As they reached the road surface, Ahned smiled-there were no tracks in the snow. The snow he

| ooked above himtoward the cl ouded sky, watching the swirling nass of white com ng down-was a

bl essing from Al Il ah. The Russians could not use their helicopters or fighter planes this night.
He stopped by the side of the road and called his nen to a halt. "W nust go down the road al ong
the side here. In that way, they will not see our tracks. Cone." In single file, at sone tines
climbing back up into the rocks, they wal ked al ong the roadsi de, going for perhaps a nile, before
they halted once nore.

"You four," he said, gesturing with his nunbing left hand, "will stay here. The rest of us wll
move further down, then cross the road and retrace our steps along the opposite side. Wen the
Russi ans cone, open fire on the notorcycles with your submachi ne guns. Each grenadier will open
fire on the nearest truck. The grenadier with nme will use his last rounds on the outcroppings of
rock above us here. If we can block the road with a rock slide, we will delay the Russians even
nmore. You are good nen," Ahned said finally, then turned and started al ong the edge of the road.
Wth his three-man unit, he noved on several hundred yards, then hurriedly crossed the road.
Doubl i ng back took | onger than he had planned; there was little ground between the road and the
yawni ng chasns below. At tinmes he and his nen were forced to crawl on their hands and knees
through the snow to avoid slipping and failing to their deaths.

They finally stopped, parallel to the other four nmen, and just opposite themon the protected side
of the road. Ahned checked his watch. As if to confirmthat the watch was keeping accurate tine,
he heard the runmbling of the trucks. Ahned directed his nen to conceal thenselves on the edge of
the road, behind the slight protection of a small spit of rock jutting out over the void.

Except for the runmbling of the trucks, all else was silence. The snowfall heightened the noise of
the trucks. Perhaps the convoy was not so near, he thought. Ahned gl anced over the rock behind
whi ch he hid. He could see the headl anps of the slow noving notorcycles, snow swirling in the
probing fingers of light as they wove through the darkness. Ahmed had ridden a notorcycle many
times, and for an instant was touched with conpassion for the Russians aboard them The road was
icy now, and uneven to begin with. Mneuvering the cycles on such a night, nmere inches at tinmes
froma thousand-foot drop, would be constant terror

Ahnmed coul d see the first of the notorcycles clearly now. One nan riding, one nan in the sidecar,
their clothes covered with snow He watched as the | ead cyclist nonentarily freed his heavily

gl oved fingers fromthe handl ebars of the machi ne and brushed at the goggles covering his eyes.
Ahred, bracing the H K submachi ne gun agai nst his shoul der, screaned, "Open fire!l"

Wth his first burst, he shot the man riding in the sidecar rather than the cyclist.

The HK 69's were already bel ching their 40mm hi gh-expl osi ve charges. The first truck was | ess
than a hundred yards away. As the grenade hit, the truck gushed into flane. Soviet troops, their
uniforns afire, poured fromthe back of the vehicle. They fired at the flane-covered troops from
each side of the road, gunning them down.

Anot her truck expl oded a nmonent later, flames fromthe fireball licking out in the high wnd,
catching the tarp covering of the center truck. It, too, burst into flanes.

Ahred t hrew down hi s subrmachi ne gun, the weapon enpty, his |ast nagazi ne shot out. He snatched at
the 9-mmpistol on his belt, shot out the first nagazine, then re-|loaded and picked off nore of
the Russians as they scattered fromtheir burning vehicles.

The ground bel ow hi m shook, and Ahnmed fell back, the pistol, only half enpty, flying fromhis
hands. Looking up-his right eye was blurred-he saw the Sovi et tank pushing the burning trucks out
of its way as it thundered down the road. He started shouting to the grenadier-but the nan had
already fired. The grenade bounced agai nst the tank's arnor and expl oded. The Sovi et giant was
unaffected. "Russian arnor,” he muttered to hinself. "The rocks he shouted to his grenadier

As the grenadier started firing at the rock outcropping on the opposite side of the road, Ahned
reached into his left pocket, his frosthitten fingers touching the butt of the flare pistol which
Rour ke, had given him Stiffly, he crammed a cartridge into the chanmber and set it to fire.

The rocks across the road were already crunbling under the inpact of the grenades. Huge boul ders
crashed down and bl ocked the road bed.

The ground shook again, and Ahned's ears rang. He bounced skyward and cane down hard agai nst the
road surface. He twisted his head to see with his good eye-the pain al nost nade hi m pass out. The
grenadi er was gone-nowhere to be seen. Ahned started to cough; thoughts of his w fe and daughter
merged with the terror of death that was sweeping over him He | ooked up. A Soviet soldier was
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standi ng above him a submachine gun in his raw, bare hands.

Ahred rai sed Rourke's flare pistol and pulled the trigger just as the first of the Soviet
trooper's bullets cut through him

Ahned wanted to die with his eyes closed, but he stared sightlessly up at the failing snow

Chapter Three

"M . Anbassador, wake up sir, please!"

Stromberg roll ed over. The weak-bul bed bedside | anp was on. He closed his eyes against the dim
light. "Wat the hell are you doing here at-" Stromberg gl anced at the watch on his nightstand-"at
three in the norning? My God, man! Were's Ms. Stronberg?”

"1 knocked and she let nme in, sir. Wien | sort of told her what was going on, she said to wake you
nmysel f-she was going to nake sone coffee for you. | said | could get soneone fromthe staff, but-"
"Never mnd that, Hensley! What the hell are you waking me up for, to begin with? You know |'ve
got that trade conference tonorrow norning at nine-this nmorning!" Stronmberg yawned, found his

gl asses and put themon, at the sane time running his spatulate fingers through his thinning gray
hai r.

"Sir, it's an eyes-only nessage. You're going to have to decode it. It's direct fromthe
president, not the secretary. But it's signed by himtoo, sir."

"Ch, hell," Stronberg groaned. "Probably forgot to send sonebody an anniversary card or

sonet hing. "

"But, sir," the young cipher clerk insisted, "the code is Maximum Priority. You ve got to read it
now. "

"Hensley," Stronberg said, trying to roll over between his blankets, then pushing hinmself into a

sitting position. "You' ve got to |learn one thing, young man. Nothing in the State Departnent ever
happens that won't wait until norning. Well, | shouldn't say that," he added as he started to come
awake. "There's only one reason they'd send a nmessage like that, and that's inposs-" He reached
over to the bedside table and grabbed a cigarette froma snmall jade box. Hensley lurched forward
and lit it. "There's only one thing, as | said that-" He stared at the message. "Good God!

Hensl ey, get ny robe!"”

Stronmberg was halfway to the door before Hensley could intercept him hel ping himon with his robe
as the ambassador funbled with the doorknob, then threw open the door to his private office.

I nside, Stronmberg took the Andrew Weth painting fromthe wall behind his desk, then felt al ong
the joint of the wall paneling. A piece of the paneling slid away, revealing a small wall safe.
"Sir," Hensley said. Then, clearing his throat, repeated hinself, "Sir!"

"What is it, man?"

"I shouldn't be here when you go into that safe, sir-that's against security-"

"The hell with security, Hensley," Stronmberg said.

There was a knock at the door

"Conme in!" Stronberg hal f-shouted.

"Cof fee, darling-hot." Ms. Stronberg was young-Stronberg couldn't help but be rem nded of that as
she entered the room Hensley stared at her. Her robe was nore revealing than Stronmberg woul d have
Ii ked.

She started to | eave the room and Stronberg said, "No. Wait here."

He had the safe open, then sat down at his desk. Looking at Hensley, he said, "Let's see that
nmessage again."

"Here, sir," Hensley said. "Should I go now?"
"No-wait. Let's see what this sucker-sorry dear,'
what this is all about."

Stronmberg's wife stood beside him |ighting another cigarette, then putting it between his |ips as
he worked at the tiny, gray canvas-bound code book. Stronberg could taste her lipstick on the
cigarette filter.

He stopped hal fway through the nessage. "Hensley, get the embassy security chief up here, pronto.
You come back, too. On the way, go down to the code room and get Washington to retransmit this, to
be sure. Verify that they haven't changed Sigma 9, RB 18 since the last time ny book was updated.”
"Should | say that, sir, | nmean en clair?"

"Yes, Hensley. They can al ways change the code later.'
muttered, "If there is a later-"

After several mnutes he | ooked up fromhis desk, stared across the roomand saw his wife sitting
in the chair opposite his desk, snoking one of his cigarettes. She only snoked his cigarettes,
never bought any of her own because she snoked so seldom He had often wi shed he could contro

he said absently to his wife, then, "Let's see

And as Hensley left the room Stronberg
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snmoki ng the way she did-half a pack or a pack one day, nothing for several weeks, then a single

cigarette. She had will power.
Stronmberg | ooked across the nmessage in his hands, saying, "I'll read this to you, Jane. If it's an
error, it doesn't nake any difference. W'll know that in a mnute. If it's true-" he shrugged-

"doesn't make much difference, either."”

"Security will be nmffed with you, George," she warned, sniling.

"Piss on security," he grunted. "Here-listen. 'Instruct you to advise Soviet Premier, formally, in
person, follow ng. Ongoing Soviet invasion of Pakistan begun zero eight forty-five Washington tine
must be halted i medi ately. Troops nust be withdrawn to Afghani border. United States views Soviet
aggression in Pakistan as gross violation of Geneva Accords and threat to United States security.
STOP. Severe international repercussions will result. The possibility of United States and ot her
NATO power arned intervention not ruled out. Wrd it tactfully but strongly, CGeorge. End it.""

"My God," the woman whi spered

"It's signed by the president, Jane."

"Do you want ne to pretend to be a secretary and call the prenmier for you?"

"What ?" Stronberg said. "Oh, yeah-please. Good idea."

He stood and wal ked to the wi ndow, staring out onto the enbassy grounds below. "This could nean a
world war, Jane," he whispered. H's breath cl ouded the w ndow pane

"I know, Ceorge." He heard her answer over the clicking of the tel ephone dial
"No-wait," he said suddenly. "Hensley hasn't verified the Sigma 9, RB 18 code yet.
the wait was a waste of tinme. The nessage was correct.

But he knew

Chapt er Four

The tiny alcove in the antechanbers of the premier's office was oppressive Its cold, al nost
sterile stone seemed to close in on CGeorge Stromberg as he waited, pacing and snoking, |ooking for
an ashtray.

He turned, hearing the premier's young nmale secretary re-enter the room

"The premier will see you now, Anbassador Stronberg."”
"Thank you." Stronberg followed the secretary down the hallway, past the premier's formal office,
then into another carpeted hall. They stopped before a snmall dark wooden door. The secretary

knocked, then, without waiting for a reply opened the door and stepped aside for Stronberg to
enter.

Stronberg waited until the secretary had gone to say anything-the premier rarely advertised the
fact that he spoke excellent English.

"M . Stronberg, what an unexpected pleasure." Behind the desk, its green blotter bleached in
yellowtinged light, sat the premer

"Good evening, sir," Stronberg said perfunctorily, then approached the desk. He could see only the
bottom hal f of the premer's face, the stubble showing that the man had not bot hered shaving for
Stronberg's unexpected visit.

But was it unexpected, Stronberg wondered? If he had | earned anything in three years of
representing U.S. interests in Mdscow, it was that every Russian politician was a consunmrate
actor, and the prenmier was perhaps the best of all. "Sit down, please, M. Stronberg. You nust be
tired."

"I am sir," Stromberg said, sitting in the worn | eather chair opposite the desk.

The yellow circle of light fromthe ol d gooseneck |anp on the premier's desk left the man's eyes
i n shadow. Stronberg was unable to read his face

"And why have you come, M. Stromberg? An urgent nessage from your governnent?"

"l see no reason why we should mnce words, sir," Stronberg said.

The prem er, Stronberg decided, knew himwell.

The I ong, bony fingers of his left hand pushed a small glass ashtray into the pool of |ight and
toward Stromberg. "Feel free to snmoke, if you choose. "

"Thank you, sir," Stronberg said, then funbled out his cigarettes and the Dunhill Iighter which
Jane had given himon his last birthday. Suddenly, Stronmberg felt afraid. Had it been his | ast

bi rt hday, hers, everyone's?

"M. Stronberg, since we are speaking plainly, | assune your president wi shes to convey sone
message about our recent decision to protect the internal security of the people of Pakistan. And
how i s your president, by the way? | was, in all honesty, expecting a call fromhimdirectly.
But...l see this is not the case. Wuld that we could tal k person-to-person as people think we
do." He chuckled. Stronberg watched the premier's mouth in the light. The lips set into a tight
hal f-smle.
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"A formal note signed by the president will arrive by courier later in the norning. However, the
presi dent wi shes me to convey his best personal w shes, and that he is troubled by what he can
only interpret as an act of aggression-not only agai nst the autononmous governnment of the people of
Paki st an, but agai nst our nutual interest of world peace. "

"I't depends, M. Stronberg," the premer said. A match flashed in the darkness near his heavy
brow, then a cloud of cigar snoke filtered into the Iight of the gooseneck lanp. "It depends upon
how one interprets things. We are preserving peace."

"M. Premier," Stronmberg said, clearing his throat, "you said we were speaking frankly. May [?"

"Certainly, Stronmberg. We are old friendly adversaries. | sent your daughter a fur ski jacket for
her el eventh birthday, renmenber?"
"Yes, sir-she still wears it often. In fact, she wanted nme to thank you personally for the

porcel ain doll you sent."
"I mean no harmto you,"
me-the truth.”

"Sir," Stronberg said, leaning forward in his chair, desperately trying to glinpse the premer's
eyes. "My president's nessage was that if Soviet forces are not withdrawn from Pakistan to beyond
the border with Afghanistan, there could be severe international repercussions, possible nilitary
intervention in Pakistan by U S. and NATO forces."

"And you feel, Stronmberg," the prem er said, his voice tired-sounding, "that your president is
tal ki ng about what you would call World War Three, no?"

"Sir, the president's nessage said nothing of global war."

"But total war was between the lines, was it not?"

the prem er whispered, "nor to your wife and daughter, Stronmberg. So tel

Stronmberg said nothing, and the premier went on. "I will speak frankly with you. It is hard, your
not being Russian to understand us. We think in two different |anguages. In two different ways.
You cannot think in the manner that we do, and we cannot think as you do. | appreciate your trying

to l earn our |anguage. W see our novenent into Pakistan as the only way to make our posture in
Af ghani stan tenable.™

"As you, sir, nust believe ne," Stronberg said, lighting another cigarette, "when | tell you that
a mlitary response is our only tenable reply to your nove."

"I know this, and for this reason | amsitting here with you at an unholy hour! | do not want a
war with the United States. | have never wished this. But you must believe what | am about to tel
you. In some ways it is highly secret, but you nust know it if you are to prevent a war."

"The American press,” the premier went on, "has called Afghanistan a Soviet Viet Nam It is. But
we cannot afford to withdraw from Af ghani stan. The United States does not border Viet Namit is
oceans and thousands of kilonmeters away. W do border Afghani stan. Sone of our nbst inportant
research facilities are near it. Today, the Mslem popul ati ons of our own territories grow
restless. Were sonething the |ikes of which your governnment allowed to transpire in Iran to have
taken place in Afghanistan, it could have spread into our borders. Guns and propaganda and
fighting nen are entering Afghani stan through Paki stan. This nust stop. No one else in the world
has decided to stop it, so we nust."

"But, sir, the entry into Afghanistan is still the subject-"

"Of much debate, yes | know. | amtired of debate. Russian soldiers are dying in Afghanistan
Debate does not bring themback to lifel If we were to pull out of Afghanistan, the Mslem peopl es
in the Soviet Union would view this as a sign of weakness and we m ght well have open revolt. For
a variety of reasons, this could not be tolerated. You know this. It is common know edge that our
primary particle beam weapon research facilities are in an area close to Afghani stan and peopl ed

| argely by Moslens. W are advanced-vastly. No-the word is superior. We are superior to you in
this field. W are-and you nust believe this-at the stage where our particle beam weapons can be
depl oyed terrestrially. | amnot tal king about |aser-equipped hunter-killer satellites at thirty
thousand neters overhead or some such. | amtal king about cannon-1like particle beam weapons which
can destroy any American mssiles or bonbs before they can deliver their weapons and war heads. W
are mlitarily superior.”

"W are aware of Soviet strides in particle beam weaponry,"” Stronberg said. "The United States has
made simlar strides, in sone instances along parallel lines."

"W know what you have and what you don't have," the prem er said, alnost bored. "Ask anyone who
has the better of intelligence services. W do. The world knows this. And you nust now believe ne.
This is why we have for so long been sincerely interested in strategic arns linmtation talks-to
limt nuclear weapons. W can survive with what we have, and still be victorious if need be. But |
am not saying this as a threat."

"Then why are you telling ne this, sir?"

"It is sinple," the premer answered slowy. "W do not wish the destruction of the world. There
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That is something your president can understand, something on which we are both agreed. W will
not withdraw our troops from Pakistan until significant border regions of that nation are totally
under Soviet control. W will then | eave a residual peacekeeping force and concl ude prosecution of
the matter in Afghanistan. Wthin perhaps a few nonths, at nost a few years, Soviet troops will be
wi t hdrawn from Paki stan. This, | pledge. But not before." He drummed his right fist down hard on
t he desk.

Stronberg watched the hand. His own father had been a roofer before fornming his own construction
busi ness and rising in society. Stromberg renenbered his father's hands-the huge knuckl es. The
prem er had been a roofer as a young nan-had Stronberg not already known that, the nassive, raw
boned knuckl es woul d have told him "The United States certainly does not wish a war with the
Sovi et Union or any other power, yet we nust again insist on the sovereignty of Pakistan."

"M. Stronberg," the premer said, "you are an anbassador-you are not paid to say what you think
| ama premier-1 ampaid to say what | think." He paused. Then: "I do not think the United States
will risk a world war over Pakistan. You are bluffing-that is the expression, yes?"

St ronber g nodded.

"Bluffing, then. You have in the past-a great deal. You will again. W will sonetinmes acquiesce to
your bluffing sinply to avoid protracted difficulties. But this time, the Soviet Union wll not
back down. If the president chooses to nmake his ultimatum public, he will only |ose face in the
worl d comunity. NATO will not back you-of this, | amsure. The Warsaw Pact Nations can easily
def eat even the npst innovative NATO strategy in Europe. You are hopel essly outnunbered, ny
friend. If your president is foolish enough to begin a war with us, he will not win. He will be
remenbered as the destroyer of the United States, not its avengi ng savior. Perhaps he will be
renenbered as the destroyer of the world-if there is anyone left to remenber him"

"You woul d risk that, M. Prem er?" Stronberg said, incredulous.

"I speak of the welfare of my nation. A man nust be willing to risk all for a cause he feels is
just. Do you think this is only the prerogative of the West, my friend Stronberg? If you do, then
you understand us less than I had thought."

"What can-" Stronberg stammered

"Go and tell these things to your president, convince himof ny sincerity and nmy earnest w sh for
peace. Do not trouble yourself to return here with the formal note. Your assistants can handl e
that. My formal reply shall be ready for return to your president by then. Now go." Stronberg
started to stand up, but then the premer said, "A bit of advice to you. |I like to think that as
wel | as possible we have beconme sonething of friends over these three years since your posting
here. Stay in the Soviet Union-you will be safe. At least, if you cannot, keep your w fe and

daughter safe here. | will guard themas if they were ny famly. Mscow is inpervious to attack.
It will be-in that eventuality-the safest place on earth for them"
Stromberg | ooked into the darkness as he stood before the premer's desk. "I used to have

ni ght mares about sonething like this."
The prem er whispered, so softly that the American anbassador could barely nake out the words: "
still do."

Chapter Five

Sarah Rourke rolled over and opened her eyes, |eaned toward the bedside | anp, and squinted as she
pul l ed the chain for the light. Looking away fromthe glare as nuch as she could, she studied the
digital alarmclock beside the bed-M chael would be late for kindergarten. She felt behind the

cl ock. The al arm had been pushed off.

She sat bolt upright in bed, pushing her shoul der-1ength brown hair back fromher face. She had
wat ched the network news the previous evening, then had a hard tinme getting to sleep afterward. As
she pull ed away the covers and edged her feet out of the bed, she wondered if John had nade it out
of Paki stan before the Russians had entered the country. G ngerly, she tested the rug with her
toes until she found her slippers, then slipped her feet into them and stood up

Her pal e bl ue ni ghtgown brushed at her ankles as she reached for the robe on the chair beside the
bed and slipped it on

"M chael"" she called fromher door, "get up for school. Mommy overslept. Cone on. You too, Ann,"
she called to their four-year-old daughter

“I''"ll get Ann, Mom" M chael shouted back

"All right. I'lIl make breakfast. You can eat at school today. No time for me to make your |unch."
She glanced into Mchael's roomfirst. H s was across the hall fromher own. And then into Ann's
room before she started toward the head of the stairs.

She stopped. She'd thought she snelled cigar snoke, but supposed it was only her imagination-
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despite herself she'd been thinking of John all night. But as she stood there at the head of the
stairs, she could snmell it now quite distinctly. She rubbed her eyes and peered over the banister
into the living roombel ow. Sonmeone was in the easy chair by the fireplace-and there was a fire
goi ng.

Over the mantel, the brass brackets for the shotgun which John had insisted she keep there were
enpty. "My God," she started to say, her hazel eyes staring straight at the back of the head that
was hal f visible above the chair's headrest.

"You can rel ax, Sarah."

He stood and | ooked up at her, the shotgun and an old rag in his hands. It was John, and for an
instant she wasn't sure she was glad. If it had been a prow er, she would have known how to react.
But with her husband, she no |onger did.

"Daddy!" It was M chael screaning and runni ng past her, taking the steps down two at a tine; then
Ann was raci ng past her too, "Daddy! Daddy!"

Sarah Rourke turned and wal ked back down the hallway. He'd been cleaning the shotgun. Hi s
obsession, she realized, with guns and death and vi ol ence hadn't gone away. Her stonmach was
churni ng. She stunbled into the bathroom Cbsession. She | ooked into the mirror, studied her face
a nonent, touched her right hand to her hair, realizing that she was |ike hi m obsessed.

John Rourke pulled his wife's '78 Ford wagon to a halt on the gravel driveway in front of the
house. He could see Sarah waiting for himin the doorway-blue jeans with a few smears of paint on
them a T-shirt with one of his own plaid flannel shirts over it. Her hair was | oose at her

shoul ders, a cup of coffee steamed in her hands, and her hazel eyes stared over it at him

"Well," he began, across the driveway fromher, "I got the kids to school-they weren't too late."
"Have to kill anybody al ong the way, John?" Wthout waiting for an answer, she turned and wal ked
back inside the house.

As Rourke pulled his |eather jacket shut against the cold, he felt the stainless Detonics .45 in
his hip pocket. He'd left its mate and doubl e shoulder rig in the house, and realized that she'd
seen it.

"Shit," he nuttered to hinself, then wal ked across the gravel and up the three steps and onto the
I ong riverboat front porch, then into the high-ceilinged old house. "Were are you?" he hal f-
shout ed.

"I'n the kitchen-naking your breakfast," Sarah called back. He tossed his jacket on the coat tree
and wal ked the length of the hallway to the end, then turned into the kitchen.

"You finished stripping the wainscoting? It |ooks good that way," Rourke said, sitting down in
front of the steam ng nug of coffee that waited for himon the trestle table.

"It was a lot of work," she said, still facing away fromhim standing by the electric stove. "The
woodwor k, | mean," she added, her voice |ow

"How are the kids?" he said.

"Didn't you ask then?" She turned toward himand put a plate before hima snmall steak, two eggs,
hash brown potatoes and toast.

"l didn't expect this," he said.

"Didn't you ask themthe children?" she repeated.

"Yeah," he said, a forkful of egg and potato poised in front of his nouth. "I asked themall they
said was they missed ne. Said you missed ne too," he added.

"Wl |l -they do. | do, but that doesn't change anything." Sipping at her coffee, she said, "I was
worried you hadn't gotten out of Pakistan in tine. The Russians and everything. | thought you were

supposed to be in Canada for that sem nar on-what is it?"

"Hypertherm a," Rourke said. "Field recognition and treatnent of hypertherm a-a lot of interest in
that these days."

"Way didn't you becone a doctor after medical school? You're crazy."

"Dammit, Sarah," Rourke said.

"Well, why didn't you? You went to coll ege, took Pre-Med, went to nmedical school, then you quit
and went into the CIA. You're an idiot."

Rourke threw his fork down on the plate, then stood and wal ked to the wi ndow | ooki ng out onto the
encl osed back porch. "Wat? You want the sane argunent we had |ast tinme?"

"No," she said quietly. "I just want different answers."

"I I'ike what |'mdoing."

"Killing peopl e?"

Rour ke turned and glared at her, realizing he still had the gun in his pocket. Wighing it in his
hand a nonment, he set it on top of the refrigerator and sat down again

"Answer ne. Do you really enjoy violence?"

Biting down hard on a piece of toast, he said quietly, "I'Il tell you one nore tinme. | enjoy
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working with police and nilitary people. Training themhow to stay alive. If staying alive entails

killing soneone else, then, okay-it does. | didn't nmake the world. Somebody has to teach people
how to stay alive init. |I knowall there is to know about terrorism brushfire wars-but it's nore
than that. Just the day-to-day business of staying alive would kill npbst people if they found
thenselves in the wilderness, the desert...if they lost their nodern technology in a flood or a

quake. Most people-"

"Li ke me?" she said defensively.

"Yes. Yes, like you or anybody el se. Do you know anythi ng about edible plants? Ever skin down a
snake then worry about whether you' d gotten all the poison out because if you didn't eat it you'd
starve to death? No. But | have."

"What do you want, a nedal? | don't mind that part of it-but why is it always tied to death? | bet
you' re hopi ng the Russians go straight on through Pakistan and we go to war with them Then
everybody' d have to tell you you were right." Then, deepening her voice and frowning, she shouted,
"Plan now for death and destruction-read the collected works of J.T. Rourke, noted survivalist and
weapons expert. That's right, |adies and gentlenmen, he can tell you how to survive war, fam ne
death-and, if you act now, he'll even throw in pestilence at no extra charge."

"Hell, lady," Rourke said, downing his coffee. "If | really thought you believed that, 1'd give up
on this whol e dammed t hi ng bet ween us."

"What ? Divorce instead of the separati on we have now?"

Rour ke stood, wal ked around the table and put his hand on her shoul der, felt her touch her face
agai nst his hand, then felt her lips touch his fingers.

"Why do we fight?" she whispered

"Because we | ove each other. Qtherwi se, we'd have given up a long tine ago."

"On that," she said, "I'll admit you're right."

Rour ke dropped to his knees beside her chair and wapped his arns around her, feeling her body
pressing against him They stayed that way for a long time.

When he sat down again his coffee was cold and so was the food.

"1"I'l make sone nmore coffee-would you |li ke sonme nore coffee?" she said, standing across the room
by the stove.

"Yes, I'd like some nore coffee." He smiled, and she | aughed. Wile the fresh pot brewed, he
followed her into her studio across the hall. "Wat's the | atest book?" he asked, |eaning over the
sl anted drawi ng table by the w ndow.

"I don't have a title for it yet," she said, leaning over with himto | ook at the draw ngs. "Do
you | i ke then?"

"A snow | eopard?" he said, pointing to one of the |oose drawings at the top of the table. It was
part of a conposite. She had al ways nmade draw ngs and backgrounds separately, then conbined them

It was a sl ow process, but her illustrations for the children's books which she also wote had
received considerable critical acclaimover the years.
"Yes," she said, her voice soft and girlish as she | ooked at the picture he held. "It's about a

snow | eopard. They're arboreal-hardly ever cone down fromthe trees. This one has to. He's
exploring a new world that's been right under his own world all his life."

Rour ke put his arns around her. "Wat about the coffee?" she asked, pushing her hands agai nst his
chest.

"Pull the plug."

"Ckay. "

Hand-i n- hand, they went back to the kitchen for a nonent while she unplugged the electric coffee
pot. Then the two of them went back down the hall and up the stairs to the second floor, into the
bedr oom

Sun was stream ng through the sheer curtains on the broad-paned w ndows. Rourke folded Sarah into
his arms. H s hands pressed tight against her back and her rear end. Her arms tw ned around his
neck. She | eaned up toward hi mand he kissed her lips, gently, then with greater force as her
hands caressed his face. H's hands slowy explored the fam liar curves of her body.

They undressed each other by the wi ndows. She snmiled, alnbst blushing, as he stripped away her
bra. They stood naked for a nonent, arns about each other, watching the autum-1|ike | andscape on
the other side of the glass. Their land stretched for niles into the woods, whose deci duous and
coni ferous trees were untouched, save for the yearly Christnas tree they always cut and a few
trees felled for wood to stoke the house's several fireplaces.

"I'n Pakistan, up in the nountains," Rourke whispered, "It's winter."

She touched her fingers to his lips and he pushed them away, kissing her again, then walking with
her the few short steps to the unmade bed.

They sat on the edge of the bed while she told himwhat M chael and Ann had been doi ng since the
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last tinme he had conme to see themall-just before he left for Pakistan. Then, naturally and
easily, they fell back onto the bed, slipped under the sheet, warning each other for a while as
their hands touched each other's bodies.

Rourke felt her hands slip between his thighs. H's own hands touched her breasts, her thighs, then
he noved over her, slipping between her thighs. Her back arched, her stomach pressing up agai nst
him H's |ips touched her neck, her ear, her cheek, and as their nmouths touched, their tongues
touched al so, the tip of hers at once exploring and inviting his. Her hands were guiding himand
he nmoved agai nst her, the noisture and heat of her, the twitching of her small nuscles around him
meki ng hi m push all the nore deeply into her

Her breaths were short and erratic as she noved under him her eyes closed, the lids fluttering as
he wat ched them sunlight through the curtains splashing across the face he knew so well ...

They wal ked in the woods, both of them having showered together after they'd left the bed. Rourke
wore jeans and boots and a pale blue shirt. His |eather coat was open. Sarah's arm w apped around
his wai st and under her coat. She shivered a little as they stepped into a small clearing a few
hundred yards fromthe ol d house.

"Way did you cone back, John?" she whispered, quietly.

"To see if we could patch things up. | don't care whether you think what I'mdoing is right or
wong. But | want to be with you-you and the kids."

"But what about the children?" she said. "I don't want themgrowing up with the idea that death
and viol ence are just normal -1ike you feel. Maybe you're right-1'11 give you that. Maybe |I'm so
wong that |'"'ma fool. But if everyone does nothing but prepare for the destruction of
civilization, there won't be any civilization left to be destroyed. Do you know what | nean?"

"If the world is going to end, you'd rather not know about it?"

"Maybe. Maybe it's something like that. | don't want M chael and Ann growi ng up with guns and
vi ol ence-there are other things. You, of all people, should know that. But you ignore it."
Rour ke wal ked away from her and sat on a deadfall log in the niddle of the clearing. In a nonment

she was standing beside him her hands resting on his shoulders. "After all these years you still
don't understand what |'mdoing," he said. "You should cone up to the retreat. Maybe you'd
understand it better then."

"What do you nean?"

"Al'l the noney |'ve poured into the retreat over the |ast few years-you never once would go there.
It's not an arsenal. It's a part of civilization, a protected piece. That's why | put it where
did-up in the nountains. That's why you can only get there by horse or notorbike-in good weat her
with a four by four truck.”

Sitting down beside him she said, "Al right. Tell nme about the retreat."”

Rour ke | ooked at her, then said, "Ckay. |I'Il tell you about it. You never wanted to know before."
He sighed. "It was a cave to begin with. | bought the piece of the nmountain first, then seal ed off
the cave conpl etely-waterproofed it, everything. Using the natural configuration of the rocks, |
built a second home there-for all of us. A place we could use when we wanted just to get away from

things. And a place that, if everything fell apart, we could go to and still live |ike human
beings. | turned the nouth of the cave into a long hallway. At the end of it is the great roomthe
ceiling must be thirty feet high and it's natural rock. It's huge. It's the library, living room

recreation roomit's just where you live. Opening off that are three smaller roons that are
bedroons. Another roomw th a full kitchen. Baths, everything. The electrical power cones from an
underground spring that runs the generators | installed. Heating is electric-with the rock and the
hi gh ceilings you never need cooling."

"I't sounds like sonething froma science fiction novie."

"Maybe, " Rourke said. "But it's nice-beautiful, confortable, secure. The air that cones into the
place is all filtered and scrubbed. Far in the back | built a humdified greenhouse that uses
electric plant lights-those things |ast alnmost forever. It's self-contained, an environnent wthin
an envi ronnent. Books, nusic, videotape equipnent, enough rations for the four of us for a couple
of years. | even laid up a supply of booze. It's not an arsenal. Mst of nmy guns | have with ne
all the tinme. | keep a fewthere. Alot of ammunition there. But that's just for security if
necessary, and for hunting, not for a war."

"But if there were a collapse, John, wouldn't your retreat be discovered? | nean, how can you keep
sonething |ike that hidden?"

"Qur retreat, Sarah,"” Rourke said. "And it wouldn't be discovered. Fromthe outside it |ooks Iike
just a granite outcropping of the mountain. The entrance is conpletely conceal ed. Nobody'd find it
unl ess they knew it was there and nmade an organi zed search of the whole area to find the entrance.
It's even got an energency escape exit along the streamthat powers the place. And the water is
fresh. 1've got a filtering systemto use if necessary, but the water apparently stays deep
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underground for a long tine. It's clearer and sweeter than anything you' ve ever drunk. The
tenperature of the water is so cold, the spring night start off up by Canada. There's no way to
tell."

She turned her face to his and said abruptly, "Wiwy aren't you in Canada for your |ecture, John?"

"Sinmple," he said, his voice low, his eyes staring down at the ground between his boots. "I was in
a helicopter with ny Pakistani |iaison officer. On the way out we saw the first prong of the
Sovi et invasion fromthe air. 1've still got plenty of contacts with CIlA and State. If the

Russi ans don't pull out of Pakistan, we're going in with troops to push themout. And you know
what that could start.”

"God, John, no. No one woul d be sensel ess enough to start a world war. | just can't believe that."
"Wl | ," Rourke said, "I hope you're right. In case you aren't, though, | wanted to try to persuade
you to cone to the retreat with the kids-stay with me there until this thing all blows over, or-"
She cut himoff. "Or until the war starts and we can't |eave."

"Something like that," he said, not |ooking at her.

"You go to Canada," she whispered. "And when you cone back, let's try to start over again. Maybe
we'll even visit your-our-retreat. How long will you be gone?"

"I't's three days-with travel, nmake it four. | don't have to go."

"Yes, you do. If | want to get nyself psyched up for trying again, you ve got to. Can you stay the
ni ght and | eave in the norning?"

"Do you want me to?"

"Yes," Sarah said, her voice a whisper

Chapter Six

"Commanche Nine holding at Fail Safe point, sir," the young airman droned, still studying the
control panel before him The captain behind himdid not indicate whether he had heard him but
continued wal king al ong the rank of thirty-six consoles on the nmezzani ne overl ooki ng the Sioux
Mountain Strategic Air Conmand G obal Layout. The lights of the console blinked on and off in
various colors, indicating the positions and statuses of flights. Many of the lights were gl ow ng
anber; those flights were all within a fewair mles of the Soviet nminland, and the anber col or

i ndi cated they were armed with nucl ear warheads and holding at the Fail Safe point-poised to
penetrate Sovi et defenses, armed and ready, awaiting a digitally coded attack order. Once that was
i ssued, only a specific, conplex recall code could be issued to nmake the bonbers pull out. At the
end of the rank of consol es and blue-clad airnen nmonitoring them the captain turned a corner and
moved al ong the catwalk to the other side of the mammoth, anphitheater-like room On this side,
there was a nearly identical row of airmen, with nearly identical consoles. The nap on the far
wall of this roomwas nearly identical to the one on the other, but the lights were in different
patterns and of different colors.

Here, nost of the lights were navy blue-Soviet |lyushin 28 and Myasi shchev 500 bomnbers hol di ng on
their Fail Safe points-just a respectable distance outside the continental United States.

Li ghts changed, as the captain strolled past the map, but the nunbers of themdid not. There were
quite a few nore blue lights on this board than there were anber |ights on the opposite board. The
t hought worried the captain slightly, and he nade the decision that he should alert his superior
to the nunbers gane scoring on the twi n boards.

He picked up the receiver of the white phone nearest him dialed the code, and waited.

"You must go, sweetheart. Just a precaution, but a president is human, too. How can | function at
my best if I'mworried about your safety and the safety of the children?" He snmiled at her, not
the smle he had used on election night, nor the snmle he used at press conferences when one of
the network reporters asked an awkward question-but the smle he saved for her and the children
As he put his arns around her, he reflected that it was likely his only real smle. There was
little else to snile about these days.

"But, Andrew," she whispered, her cheek resting against the front of his blue three-piece suit,
"why can't you go with us? You can run things just as well fromM. Lincoln as you can from here
You' ve told ne that yourself."

"Marilyn," he whispered, trying not to sound as concerned as he felt, "If the president were to go
to his war retreat, it would | ook |ike we expected a war-and that mght help to bring one about.
Unl ess we were hol ding an exercise-which we aren't-1 sinply cannot go there. The people, would
think war was imrinent if | did."

"But isn't it, Andrew? The papers, the conmmuni qués from Anbassador Stronberg? He's been back and
forth to Russia twice in as nany days."

"1 know, darling. The premier is running a bluff. That particle beam weapon he tal ks about is
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still only experinmental. |If Mdscow were ringed with operational PB devices, we'd know about it.
Unfortunately, the papers, TV-they just don't believe we're telling themthe truth, that the
Soviets are running the risk of a U S. retaliation. The premer is sinply refusing to adnmt the

fact that we're still mlitarily superior. He's running a bluff, and if | have to, I'Il call it.
But | want to save his credibility, as well-if I can, if he'll let nme. | know the problens he
faces in his own |eadership in the Kremin. I'lIl be on the hot line with himsoon. W'll work it

out. Renenber, darling, the premier is no amateur. He's a reasonable man, a seasoned politician
We'll talk like reasonable nen."

The president wal ked beside his wife down the hall and past the Oval Ofice to the narrow flight
of stone steps leading to the driveway abutting the living quarters of the Wiite House. The
children were all waiting there. Andrew, Jr., seventeen; Louise, fourteen-naned after her naterna
gr andnot her - and Bobby, eight.

"Hey, Daddy!" Bobby shouted, running up to the president, a toy space ship in his hands, its |aser
cannons bl asti ng.

The president bent down and swept the boy up into his arns. "And how are you, spaceman? "Wat's
the I atest word from Al pha Centauri ?"

"Ch, Daddy-l'mjust playin'."

"Ch, okay," the president said. "How about giving the president a kiss-that's an order fromthe
conmander -i n-chi ef of the space fleet."

The boy wapped his arnms around his father's neck. The president's eyes net his wife's for a brief
monment as he bent to set the boy down.

"l want you to take care of your nother, Bob. You know she doesn't |ike helicopter rides. Ch, and
| got Lieutenant Brightston to prom se to haul out any videotape you want tonight and run it on
the big screen at the nmountain-so don't let himforget."

"Gotcha," the boy said, reaching up for a quick kiss, then running off toward his ol der brother
and sister who were standing by the curb.

Qut of the corner of his eye, the president saw his chief of staff, Paul Dorian, walking briskly
down the steps, right hand raised discreetly, eyes boring toward him "You go ahead, Marilyn," the
president said, then waited, his shoul ders hunched against the cold for Dorian to join him

"What is it, Paul ?"

"The full alert is in effect, sir. Al standbys are cancelled-everything. Wrd from SAC
Headquarters at Sioux Muuntain is that the Russians are doing the same. ClIA confirns that. So does
Air Force intelligence, everything."

"The hot |ine?"

"Ready when you are, sir. The premer is available."

"Good," the president said, but the word soured in his nmouth. "GCh, Paul ?"

"Yes, M. President," Dorian said. "Let's go ahead with that drill on the Eden Project thing-just
in case."

The president studied the hard set Paul Dorian's eyes took. Mention of the Eden Project worried
Dorian. As the president started toward his wife and children, to take the short walk to the Wite
House | awn where his personal helicopter awaited, he thought, "All well and good."” It was about
time Paul Dorian started to worry.

Chapt er Seven

El i zabeth Jordan brushed a wi sp of blonde hair back from her forehead and tucked it under the thin
wi re band of her headset, then tapped out a response to Yuri Borstoi, who was on the other end of
the hot line.

"Yuri, word is that the president will be on the line soon. What do you think on your end? Liz."
She waited as the satellite hook-up carried her nessage and as Yuri-the man she had known by
satellite for three years-forned an answer. Like herself, Yuri was unmarried. At first jokingly,
but in the last few nonths quite seriously, they had tal ked about neeting soneday. The hot |ine
was al ways kept open, testing and retesting that the vital |ink between East and West remnai ned
operational. And, when formal testing was not run, Adm nistration al nmost encouraged a constant
chatter along the line, to nake sure it was in a constant state of readiness.

She had never heard Yuri's voice but inagined what it was |ike. She had never seen his face, but
t hey had described thenselves to each other, and she had a fair enough idea of his |ooks. Now, as
she waited for his reply, she tried to picture him It was easy. His face was thin. He had said
that he was a student nights at a Polytechnic Institute with a name she could not pronounce and
that he didn't get enough sleep so there were dark circles under his eyes. His hair was black and
straight. He was twenty-four-a year younger than she was. He had said his eyes were brown.
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"Liz," the nessage began, "I too amworried. Reasonable men-1 should not say this-can do
unreasonabl e things. The premier will be coming on in a-rmust go. | love you." He hadn't even had
time for his signature. As the line went dead-the President and the Prem er would be tal king now
she realized too that it was the first tinme he had said, "I |ove you."

Chapt er Ei ght

"I'"ve read all the books and articles you put out, John. Fascinating stuff. The thing on

hypert herm a should save a few lives, I'd say."

"That's the idea, Mjor," Rourke said, slunping back into the overstuffed chair. "It was nice of
you to invite ne to your hone, by the way."

"Stranger in a strange country, and all that. Anyway, | had an ulterior notive," the Roya

Canadi an Mounted Police inspector said, sniling and handi ng Rourke a drink

Rour ke took the whiskey and sipped at it, then said, "And what was your ulterior notive?"

"As you probably know, John-It's not nuch of a secret-our services here are looking into quite a
nunber of nodern small arms for the mlitary. Made ne give some thought to weaponry for our

speci alized teans in RCMP. | know survival isn't your only thing. You know weapons too. Thought |
mght pry a few opinions fromyou while I ply you with sone whi skey and nmy wife's home cooking."”
"Ply away," Rourke said, smling.

"Your mind is somewhere else, isn't it? That snowstormsort of put the squeeze on your plans to
fly out tonight. But the neteorol ogy people are saying everything will be clear by m dday
tonorrow. Tonight, just take it easy."

"I"'mworried about my famly-all this war talk."

"Just talk, | think. | hope,"” the Canadian said brightly.

"Change of subject,” Rourke said, raising his voice slapping both knees. "Now, what do you want to
know?"

"Well," the inspector said, touching his left hand to his snmall noustache, "when you're not
teaching survivalism but instead working with counter-terrorist weapons, what do you use?"
"You mean, which guns do | |ike best for myself-or which would I recommend for you?"

"1"ve read your recomendations on various things nore often than | can renenber, John. But what
about you? What do you use?"

"Al'l right," Rourke said, standing and wal king toward the snall l|ibrary bar. Leaning against it,
he said, "Short and sweet, then-I can snell dinner. 1've got a |ot of guns and knives and ot her
stuff-but the things | really bank on are just a few | always carry these." He spread his coat

open, revealing the twin stainless steel Detonics .45s in their Al essi shoul der hol sters. "Best
automatic | know, bar none-when you consider effectiveness of the round they throw, reliability,
and conceal nent characteristics. The stainless steel they use is the best quality. | alnost never
get the tinme to clean these things, and there isn't a spot of rust or corrosion. They work every
time, and you can interchange the standard governnent nodel nagazi nes, the whole bit."

"What el se?" the mjor said.

"What el se?" Rourke repeated. "When |'min the field, 1've got this Metalifed six-inch Python, had
the barrel Mag-Na-Ported, got a set of .22 Long Rifle conversion chanbers, and a barrel liner for
it fromHarry Onens-good for everything that way froma small bear in a pinch to a squirrel for
the pot. Sonetinmes | use a Metalifed Colt Lawnan snubby, too-when | want a third gun that | can
conceal ." Rourke paused and lit his cigar, and as he started to speak, he heard the inspector's

wi fe com ng.

"I think you gentlemen mght want to listen to the radio," she said, her voice subdued.

Wt hout saying anything else, the attractive, m ddl e-aged wonan wal ked over to a corner of the
built-in bookcases beyond the bar and clicked on the radio in the stereo. "...told that inforned
sources indicate the U S. president and the Soviet prenier have just conpleted a | engthy
conversation, and that nothing has been resolved. An anonynous high-ranking nilitary source at the
Pent agon i n Washington indicates U S. Long Range Strike Force elenments-a nobile nilitary unit
conpri sed of persons fromall U S. services anal ogous to our Special Comrandos-are at this nonent
being air-lifted toward Pakistan. O ficial Washington has been unavailable to confirmor deny this
report. W now rejoin our regularly schedul ed programm ng. Mre bulletins will be forthcom ng as

i nfornati on becones avail able." The inspector's wife clicked off the set.

"That's Roger Carrigborne," the ngjor said, nmechanically, tossing down his drink. "Fine chap-one
of the best of the reporters-"

"I gotta get out of here," Rourke said, hamering down his half-enptied drink on the bar and
spi |l l'i ng whi skey.
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Chapter N ne

"My brother," the young soldier said, rubbing his hands to warmthem "has an easy job. He tal ks
with this American girl on the satellite Iink between Moscow and Washington. That is all Yuri

does. He even tells ne he has fallen in love with her-though he never met her. He is warm | am
cold. He talks with Anerican girls-1 guard enpty trucks on a nmountain pass in Pakistan. He sits on
a chair-1 stand in the snow. This is not right."

"You talk too nmuch," his sergeant said. The ol der man | eaned agai nst the fender of the nearest

truck. "lvan, | tell you the truth, the Americans nay cone and fight us. Sone of our officers were
speaki ng of this a few m nutes ago."
"Cood," lvan said. "At least it would give me sonmething to do instead of standing here, freezing,

hol ding this damed rifle."

"I was sixteen and holding a rifle-with no bullets-at the siege of Stalingrad. Do not conplain
young one," the sergeant said, his voice al nost a whisper. "It was cold then, too, and |I had hol es
in nmy boots. This night, | have bullets in ny rifle and no holes in ny boots. Things are better."
"Wy are we here, Sergeant?" the soldier said, his voice trenbling with the col d.

"W are Russians-that is why we are here. Tell me, Ivan Meliscovitch, do you and your brother who
| eads the easy life have a nother, or a sister?"

"Two sisters, Conrade Sergeant. Qur nother is dead.”

"Then you fight here for your sisters,” the sergeant said. "Do not fight a war because you are
trying to protect sonething you do not understand-politics, speeches. Fight to protect sonething
you do understand and you will be stronger, fight harder. Hold on to life and be a brave nan. |

have t hree grandsons-younger than you. | fight for them Years ago, | fought for ny wife. But |
cannot do that anynore." The sergeant's voice broke then, and he turned away and coughed.
The young soldier, lIvan, cleared his throat and started to speak. "Conrade Sergeant, | amsorry."

The |l ast word caught in his throat as a bright red fl ower of blood sparkled suddenly across the
bridge of his nose and he crunpl ed back against the truck, the Kalashni kov pattern assault rifle
failing fromhis gloved fingers.

The sergeant dropped flat down into the snow and rolled under the truck, glancing back and
reachi ng out toward the dead boy-confirnming that for hinmself-then slid under the belly of the
truck, shouting, "We are under attack"

There had been no sound of the shot. WAs it a sniper with a silencer?

As the sergeant slid fromunder the truck, his long great coat was white with the snow. He
scranbled to his feet. H s knees ached with the cold. He ran in a | ow crouch toward the nai n body
of his fellow soldiers. A ready, as he ran, he heard sounds fromthe canps-shouts, rapidly barked
commands, gunfire. "Fool s!" the Sergeant thought. "Wo are they shooting at?" He turned his head
to gl ance back into the darkness fromwhich the bullet that had killed lIvan Meliscovitch had cone.
The sergeant coul d see not hi ng.

He started to fall. As he went down he thought he had tripped on sonmething in the snow, but when
he tried to stand up, there was fire in his left ribcage. He touched his gloved right hand across
his body to his coat, and his glove cane back dark with bl ood. The sergeant pushed hinself to his
feet, lurched forward, two steps, then three, then fell again. Aloud cry came fromdeep in his
chest as his face pushed down against the wet snow "Natalial!" The sergeant closed his eyes.

The truck bounced hard on the rutted, snow packed road. The sergeant | ooked at some of the nmen who
were nore seriously wounded than he was. He was well enough to sit instead of Iying flat on his
back on one of the stretchers. H s side ached, his head swama little fromthe norphi ne which the
medi ¢ had given him He | eaned back, snoking a papyros. The tobacco tasted bad to him It was too
flat. Hs mind flashed back to sone of the Anerican soldiers he had nmet in Berlin, toward the end
of the long war with the Nazis. He tried to renmenber the nanes of their cigarettes-they had tasted
good. One had been called "Lucky" he believed. One kind that he renmenbered-he had liked its taste-
had had a picture of a canel on the package. He had taken his grandsons to a zool ogi cal park once
and shown them a canel, told them how he had snoked cigarettes with the picture of this aninmal on
t he packet.

He | eaned back and drew the snoke fromhis papyros into his lungs and tried to inagine that it was
an Anerican cigarette instead. He | ooked out and saw the spot of ground where Conrade Private |van
Mel i scovitch had been shot by the Pakistani sniper-two nen fromthe sergeant’'s own platoon had got
the sniper an hour and three dead Russian soldiers later. As the sergeant closed his eyes, trying
to forget the bunping of the truck, he wondered if Ivan Meliscovitch had ever snoked an Anerican
cigarette.

Chapter Ten
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"I think it a perfectly charming idea, M. Anbassador,"” Ms. Justin Col bert-Snythe effused.
"Everyone had planned so long and hard for the charity dance-and with the Russians coning

now. .. Wl |, heaven knows what the founding homes here will be forced to cope with."
"I"'mso glad you approve, Mdane," Anbassador Bruckner smiled. "Now, if you | adies"-and he smled
at the tight circle of aging matrons around him"will allow me, | nust confer with some of ny

associates in the library." He nade a slight bow and started to wal k away.

"About the world war that's com ng- Daddy?"

Bruckner turned, seeing his nineteen-year-old daughter, Cheryl, at the edge of the group of ol der
woren, the young French intelligence attaché she had been seeing for the past six nonths now at
her el bow, | ooking slightly unconfortable.

"You're being an alarnist darling," Bruckner said, walking toward his daughter. She was the
hostess for the evening. "lIsn't she?" he said, turning toward her conpanion. "lIsn't she being an
al arm st, Charles?"

"As you say, Monsieur Anbassador-isn't she?" Bruckner glared at the younger nan a nonent, then

| eaned toward his daughter and touched his lips to her cheek. He did not |ike Charles Mntand-the
young man was nhot what Bruckner considered a good intelligence man. Tal ked too much, and then
there was al ways the chance that Mntand was seeing his daughter in order to spy on the Anerican
Enbassy. Montand had started seeing her in earnest just after the enbassy in Pakistan had becone a
listening post for the Soviet occupation on the neighboring Afghani stan border. A great deal of
heavy U.S. intelligence was flowing in and out of the enbassy. Cheryl, despite her age, and
because her father was a wi dower, Bruckner thought bitterly, was in the same position of many
anmbassador's w ves-she knew too much.

"I have to go, darling," Bruckner said, his tone brightening. "You see that this |ast dance here
goes well, hm®? Renenber, our plane |leaves at six AM" Then, turning to Momand, "I suppose we
won't be seeing you again, Charles-at least not in the immediate future,” he added, trying to nute
the cheerfulness in his renmark

"Ahh, but you will, Mnsieur Anbassador. | am being posted to our enbassy in Washington. A
pronotion."

"Chh," Bruckner said, forcing a smle.

"Qui. | knew that this would be pleasing to you. Wth your |ovely daughter's perm ssion, | can go

right on seeing her."” Montand lit a cigarette froma small silver case and Bruckner sm | ed agai n-
he hated nmen who carried cigarette cases.

"Wel | ," Bruckner said, edging away from his daughter and the French intelligence man, "on such
good news, how can the two of you bear standing here talking with an old nan |ike nme? You shoul d
be out celebrating."

"Cel ebrating, Daddy?" his daughter whispered, |ooking down into the champagne gl ass she held in
bot h hands.

Bruckner | ooked at the pale blonde hair, the hint of blue eyes under her long | ashes, the delicate
bones of her face, the tiny but determined chin. It was as if his wife had been reborn in his
daughter. Bruckner's wife had died at the noment of Cheryl's birth.

"You're so much like your nother," Bruckner whispered, dismssing the young Frenchman beside his
daughter fromhis mnd. "Even to her stubbornness." Bruckner kissed her on the cheek again and
wal ked away.

As he noved along the corridor toward the library, he glanced through one of the picture w ndows
and across the darkened | awns and beyond to the other side of the dark bul k of wought iron fence
separating Anerican enbassy territory from Paki stan. There were vans and cars on the other side,
and he could see lights for news caneras. The reporters had been there for twelve hours, ever
since the United States and several of her allies had announced the intention of |eaving the

Paki stani capital. Oficial business was being left in the hands of the redoubtable Swi ss. Al nost
bitterly. Bruckner realized he would be forced to say sonmething to the reporters either when he
left in six hours, or else at the airport.

Bruckner stopped at the double doors to the Iibrary and pulled down on his waistcoat. He hated
formal wear. He placed both hands on the doors and pushed them open with a flourish.

"CGentlenen," he said briskly, then wal ked across the oriental rug toward his desk, nodding
individually to each of the men waiting for himthe French, the British, the West Gernan and the
Swi ss anbassadors. "I hope you gentlenen |ike the cognhac,” he said, whisking the tails out of his
way as he sat down in the | eather chair behind his desk. "Here, Reinhardt," he started, reaching
for the cognac and starting to rise. The Swi ss anbassador waved hi m back down.

"I't is ny doctor-and nmy wife. She spies on me for him No liquor. A horrible way to live," the
Swi ss anbassador concl uded, sucking on a dry pipe, the sound annoyingly |oud to Bruckner.
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Pouring a few ounces of cognac into a large crystal snifter for hinself, Bruckner cleared his
throat, then said, "I, ah, | imagine you all know what this is about?" Then turning back to the
Swi ss anbassador, he added, "I'msorry we're |leaving you with all our troubles, Reinhardt."

"That is part of being Swiss," the man said, gesturing with a casual wave of his right hand. Then
he | ooked back to his pipe.

"I"'msure | speak for all ny colleagues when |I say that our governments will certainly not forget
t he ki ndness, Reinhardt. Then, on to business, hnmm?"

"Arnol d?" It was the British anbassador. "What's your American Cl A saying? Qur chaps assess it as
the Russians going full tilt. WIIl that nean war?"

Bruckner sat back, |ooked at the Englishman, then the Frenchman beside him then at the others. "I
hope not. But the Russians nust be stopped. The president and our State Departnment are in touch
with all the governnents involved-the prine minister, the French president, the chancellor-1 don't
know, in all honesty."

"WIIl your president conmit the American forces, as he has so indicated?" the French anbassador
whi spered through a cloud of cigarette snoke.

"If the answer won't | eave this room" Bruckner began, knowing that it would, "then yes. Sone of
our rapid deploynment forces are already preparing for take-off from Egypt. Al they need is the
word. "

"And vat ist this word," the West Gernan said, his hands fol ded across his massive Bi smarck-1ike
st omach.

"There's a tine deadline, actually, isn't there, Arnold," the British anbassador interjected.
"Yes-true," Bruckner said, staring into his cognac. "Less than a day, now. " He transferred his
gaze to his watch.

"Where did it all go wong, nes ams," the Frenchman said, |ighting another cigarette on the
glowing tip of the nearly burnt out one between his fingers.

"What ? Sorry, wasn't listening," Bruckner said, absently.

"I said, where did it go wong?" The Frenchman stood and wal ked toward the w ndow of Bruckner's
office, parted the heavy drapes there for a nonent.

"Where did what go wong, Serge?" Bruckner asked, his voice suddenly |acking conviction

"We are all logical nen. The Russians are, too. And suddenly the end of humanity is upon us," the
Frenchman whi spered, his voice even and enotionl ess.

"I say, Serge-all this poof about the end of humanity-really,
"He ist right," the Wst German said, his voice rough
Bruckner stood up and wal ked around to the front of his desk, then sat on its edge. Staring down
at the oriental rug, he said slowy, "You realize that it takes hundreds of hours to nake a rug
like this? The art is alnpst |lost. Like engraving. No one wants to devote the effort to it
anynore."

"Then | amnot the only realist here," the Frenchman said, and as Bruckner |ooked up, their eyes
met .

"I will take a glass of cognac now," Reinhardt Getsler, the Swi ss anbassador said. "Wat? Ch,
certainly Reinhardt,"” Bruckner said, reaching for the cognac. Wen he started to pour it, he

noti ced that his hand was shaking so badly that the cognac was spilling. The Frenchman wal ked over
fromthe wi ndow and took the snifter and bottle from him

"Serge," Bruckner said, ignhoring the others in the roomfor a nonent.

"Qui," the Frenchman answered, his hand rock steady as he poured the cognac for the Sw ss
anbassador, then passed the bottle around the room

"I's your man, Montand-is he only what he clains to be with ny daughter? |I've got to know. "

"Do you nean is he spying on you through her? No. Mntand is not."

the British anbassador droned.

"Thank God," Bruckner said. "I'd hate it if she'd been cheated. You understand?"
"Qui. You can know she has not been cheated of that one thing." Then, putting his hand on
Bruckner's shoul der he added. "I have known you since before Cheryl was born. Her nother was not

cheated of that one thing either, nmon anmi."

Bruckner's hand st opped shaki ng. The cognac in the snifter he held settled into a snpboth pool at
the bottom Wthout |ooking up, he whispered, "I have a few fornmal things that the secretary of
state wants us to work out-in just a nonment though." He enptied the glass.

Chapter El even

"Al'l right. Let's just pretend we did a shakedown run and we'll all rest easily. The electric boat
fixers here wouldn't let us down," Captain Mtch Wlnmer intoned quietly into the nmicrophone. He
could hear the faint echo of his own voice coning back to himthrough the open doorway | eading
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fromthe bridge over the intercom speaker just beyond. "W're going down now and M. Billings, the
exec, tells ne the water's fine. Anything you need to know, 1'll keep you posted. W/I mer out."
Snappi ng the m crophone back into its nmounting bracket on the consol e domnating the central core
of the U.S.S. Benjanin Franklin's bridge, Wlner turned to the young man standi ng just below him
by the seated corpsman, saying, "Al right, M. Billings. You' re on. Take her down, Pete."

"Aye, aye, sir," Billings snapped. Then, "Prepare for negative buoyancy. Al ahead one-quarter
Check the trimon the starboard diving planes, Snmith! Let's get those tanks going. Bl ow nunber two
and number four. Al right, blow one and three. Secure."

A smile crossing his lips, Wlner cut inon Billings. "I'll be in ny cabin for a mnute, Pete."

d ancing at his Rol ex-just about an hour out of New London, Connecticut, now, he saw he snatched
up his baseball cap with the gold braid on the bill and left the bridge. He caught sight of the
new sonar nman. The nan seened pretty conpetent. Then he wal ked down the conpani onway and to his
quarters.

Letting hinmself in, he snapped on the light, wal ked past the smaller conpartnment where he slept
and straight toward his desk at the far end of the nain cabin. He tossed the baseball cap on the
smal | easy chair, wal ked around behi nd the desk and sat down, snatching a thunbnail full of
Copenhagen snuff and slipping it into the pouch in his left cheek. He glanced at the photo of his
wi fe and two daughters on his desk.

Fishing in his trouser pocket for his keys, he found the right one and opened the |arge false
drawer at the bottom of the right pedestal of the desk. Bending down to see, he twirled the

combi nati on on the small safe there, opened the fireproof door, and reached inside, past his |og,
for the envel ope he'd been given. Wl nmer closed the safe, then the desk, and ripped open the

mani | a envel ope around the Top-Secret seal. Inside, was a smaller, white envel ope. He opened it.
On letterhead fromthe Chief of Naval Operations was printed a single word: "Mrningstar."
"Wonderful ," WIlner nuttered to himself. He put the orders down on his blotter and opened the safe

again. This time he had to get out of his chair to reach all the way into the back of the safe and
work the conbination for access to the interior conpartment. Tucked inside was a packet of bul ging
envel opes, each with a code word printed in the upper left-hand corner and stanped again across
the closure flap-just as a precaution, he'd been told, that in haste soneone didn't open the wong
orders.

"Let's see,"” he nuttered again. "H ppodrone, Indiana, Igloo." Then, flipping through nore of the
envel opes, he realized that someone was ignoring al phabetical order. "Poker" was in front of
"Barricade."

But then he found what he was searching for

"Morningstar," he read al oud, then checked that the envel ope was perfectly seal ed and checked the
code nane in the upper |eft-hand corner and across the seal. He stood and wal ked to his cabin
door. He locked it and threw the bolt. Oders were orders, he thought. Coing back to his desk, he
opened the envel ope.

The co-ordinates in the first paragraph startled him Using the old Perry route past Baffin Bay
and Greenland, he'd intersect the Nautilus polar exploration route-the sanme route Byrd had used in
part - bypassi ng Franz-Josef Land. Then he'd strike out across the Barents Sea toward the Kanin
Peninsula. Hs target |lay 67 degrees north, 31 degrees east, near Mirnmansk on the Kol a Peni nsul a.
The icepack woul d be above the Ben Franklin until she was hal fway out of the Barents Sea.

"Wonderful ," he said again. There were submari ne pens near Mirnmansk and Archangel and those were
his targets.
"Captain..." The voice on the intercomwas that of Pete Billings, his exec

"Captain here," he switched. "What is it, Pete?"

"Probably nothing nuch, sir, but the Russians sure got a whole hell of a lot nore trawl ers out
here than usual ."

"Figures, Pete," Captain WIlner sighed. "Don't get into a fender-bender with the con. I'll be
along in a minute or so. Keep me posted if you need to." WIner sw tched off

"Trawm ers," he nuttered. Why the Soviet Navy still relied so heavily on trawl ers was beyond him
Sovi et satellite tracking was just as good as its Anerican counterpart-or was supposed to be-and
subs could be tracked by infrared fromspace a | ot nore accurately than sonar fromthe ocean
surface. Shrugging his shoul ders WIlner replaced the orders, noted what had transpired-including
the traw ers-in his | og book, then closed the interior and exterior safe doors and | ocked the
desk.

Putting the keys back in his pocket, WIner reached reluctantly into the bottom drawer on the
other side of the desk. His 1917 1Al-slightly oily to the touch-was there, next to its shoul der
hol ster. Standing up, he slipped the harness over his head and | eft shoul der and settled the strap
across his chest, checked the .45 for a full nmagazine and enpty chanber, |owered the hanmer, and
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put the pistol away beside his left arnpit. He snapped the strap of the holster closed over it.
Wl ner had never |iked guns, felt unconfortable wearing one, and doubted that if he ever needed to
use the pistol, he could hit anything with it after all these years.

He reached down to the intercomand flipped the switch to call the sub's hailing system
"Attention, all hands, this is the captain. W are now officially on alert. Section chiefs, report
to your stations. Al officers, nmeet with ne on the bridge in ten mnutes." He started to click
of f, then thought better of it and added, "We'Il be going under the ice on this run, com ng up
near the Soviet mainland." Technically, he was di sobeying the standing orders by telling this to
the crew, but nade the command deci sion that everyone woul d be better off know ng sonething. "W
are not on a war footing. | repeat, not a war footing. So take it easy. WIlner out."

He snatched his hat as he wal ked to the door, then passed into the conpani onway. He passed a
seaman first class on his way toward the bridge and noticed that the man was nervously eyeing the
.45 automatic he carried. Wlnmer smiled at him nurnmuring, "Everything s jake."

Wlner spent a long time on the bridge, then retired again to his cabin, not bothering to eat,
telling Billings, "Wake ne before we're too close to the ice, Pete.”" Wlner tried sl eeping,
couldn't, then took two sleeping pills. He disliked the way his nmouth would taste afterward, but
rationalized their use since he would get little rest once under the ice, and after that-he didn't
know. . .

There was knocking on his cabin door. WInmer sat bolt upright, then wi ped his hand across his
face.

Anot her reason he hated sleeping pills was because they always caused himto dream And worse
still, all he could ever renenber of the dreans were that they were horrifying, but he could never
renenber why.

"Yoh," he shouted, and the knocki ng stopped.

" Approaching the icepack sir!" The nmuffled voice on the other side of the door he recognized as
that of Dan Kinberly, a chief.

"CGotcha, Dan," WIner rasped, his nouth dry. "Wth ya' in a sec'." Feeling his face again, he
deci ded on a quick shave. He swung his feet off his bunk and into his shoes and went into the

bat hroom Five minutes |ater he was going al ong the conpani onway, the .45 back under his arm On
the bridge, he saw Billings, wal ked up behind him and said, "You get any sleep, Pete?"

"No, sir. Figured | would after we got under the ice."

"You' re lucky-1 can never sleep worth a dam under the ice. | think |I'm claustrophobic or getting
that way after all these years. Hell of a thing for a submariner, isn't it?"

"Yes, sir," Billings said.

Turning around, W/l nmer |ooked to the nman beside the npst exotic of the consoles, the ice nachine
with the | ong technical name everyone shortened to "Watchyanacallit," the nmachine that gave a
constant readout on the thickness of the ice overhead.

"Cot the Watchyamacallit all revved up, Henderson?" WI ner asked.

"Aye, aye, Captain."

"Ckay," WIlner said, then turned to Billings.

"Take her under the ice, Pete."

As Wl ner |eaned back against the railing on the central island, he told hinself again that there
was no real change. You were still under tons of water-just tons of ice over that. And surfacing
was possi bl e-unless the ice was too thick. And you always rode the instrunents |ike a nother hen
| ooked after her chicks; only, under the ice, the instrument readings had to be nore precise and
their readings coul d change nore quickly.

An hour later, just as Wl ner was preparing to get Billings to take his pronised sleep, the new
sonar man called out, "Blip, approxinmately five hundred off the starboard bowpl ane."

Fi ve hundred what, nman?" WI ner rasped. "Sing it out!"

"Make that five hundred-four seventy-five yards now, sir."

Wl ner was al ready standi ng behind the sonar man, Billings off to his right behind another console
operator.

"Russi an, Captain?" Billings asked.

"Hell if it's Anerican-unless we got subnarines they haven't told ne about. Yeah, Russian, al
right. Looks like this is kind of a busy street, huh?" WIlnmer turned to Billings, then glanced
back at the scope in front of him

The man wor ki ng the consol e tugged at his earphones, saying, "Captain, |'mpickin" up sonething. |

can't be sure what it is."

"Gme that," Wlnmer said, his words harsher than his tone. He took the earphones and tw sted them
around so he could hear; then | ooked down at the scope.

"Did a pinch on sonar once, a long tine ago," WIlmer recited, slowy.
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Turning to Billings, he rasped, "Load up nunber one and two with conventionals, and ready nunber
three with-" Dropping the earphones, he shouted, "Damit-that was a torpedo being | aunched!"
"Captain! W got it on the scope here! Conmi right at-"

"Hard starboard-all ahead three quarters. Make that all ahead full!" WInmer shouted. The Russian
torpedo slicing through the water off the port bow sounded just inches away when it nade an echo
along the Iength of the hull. Wlner, Billings, and every man on the bridge watched along its path

as if somehow they could see it.
"Fire one! Fire two!" WI mer snapped.

Chapter Twel ve

"Zero deviant flux on ny signal. Ten, nine, eight-"

M khai | Vorovoi watched the entire firing conplex fromthe steel-railed nezzanine with a sense of
satisfaction that was evident in his snile. As the technician droned off the countdown for
activation of the |aser charge through the particle chanber, Vorovoi could already see in his
mnd' s eye, the Arny drone aircraft being set free on auto pilot nmles away toward the upper

at nrosphere, the warheadl ess mssiles being | aunched fromthe Ukrai ne uncounted mles away.

"How do you feel, Mkhail?" a voice said. He turned, saw the hand on his shoul der, |ooked into the
icy blue eyes of the bl onde-haired woman beside him the white | ab coat poorly concealing what he
had found with her al nost every night since they had first met when she'd just conme to work on the
project. "Your first test on nultiple targets, and both mssiles and planes. You should be proud,
M khai | Andreyevi ch, dushenko."

"Elizabeta," he whispered, "you know what this nmeans. If ny particle beam weapon passes this test,
soon it will be operational, and then nuclear war will have becone obsolete. Its threat will not
hang over us anynore |like a plague waiting to break. In just a few years, it will be these weapons
that both our country and the Anericans will rely upon! No nore radiation, no nass nurder"

"You still see this as a road to peace, Mkhail, | know that," Elizabeta whi spered.

"Qdyin!'" The technician shouted the final number. Then "Switch on, charging, one-quarter, one-
hal f, three-quarter, full power. Boost on number three"'

"Myir," he found hinself saying, "Peace. It is at hand, Elizabeta,"” he nurnured, holding her smal
hands in his. "I nust go down on the floor and fire the beam personally-1 nust."

Their eyes net, and she sniled. He | eaned toward her and quickly ki ssed her cheek, then ran toward
the steel ladder that led to the firing arena. He took the | adder rungs two at a tine, junping the
last three to the stone floor, then raced toward the center console.

"Here-go, nove aside," Vorovoi said to the technician. "I will take charge personally." H's dark
eyes focused on the instrunent panel, the gauges, the indicators, the conputer readout diodes.
"Boosting ionization twelve points," he shouted, twirling one of the nearer dials. Punching the
button for visual via the polar orbit satellite link he anxiously searched the screen, spotting
first the lowaltitude dot that he knew was the first aircraft, then the second aircraft. Soon-he
wat ched the screen intently-he would see the m ssiles.

"Capaci tance function readout"' he called out.

From behind him a voice called back, "Ten to the fifteenth capacitance, to the sixteenth,
seventeenth-" there was a | ong pause-"ten to the ei ghteenth-"

"Hold at that," Vorovoi interrupted.

"Ten to the eighteenth and hol di ng capacitance, zero flux," the voice called back

Hi s eyes scanning the nonitor, Vorovoi saw what his instruments already confirned-the two unarmed
m ssiles were streaking through the sky toward the drone aircraft. "Designating targets-now Gid
83, target alpha. Gid 19, target beta. Gid 48-correction, 49-target gamma. Gid 27, target theta-
| ock!™

He | eaned back, waiting, wanting desperately for manual firing node, but knowi ng that the true
test of his particle beam weapon systemand its potential for |ight-speed pinpoint accuracy lay in
the conputer firing nechanismas well as the weapon itself.

"Automatic target acquisition and destruction on my mark-six, five, four, three, ready, one.

Mar k! "

He closed his eyes, his hands fanned in front of thema nmonment. Then, ignoring the dials and
gauges and digital conputer readouts on the console, he fixed his eyes on the nmonitor. Target

al pha, the nearest of the |lowflying bonber aircraft, exploded in a burst of I|ight and vaporized
Alnost in the blink of an eye, target beta, the second drone aircraft, vaporized. Vorovoi started
to search out the first missile, third target in the firing sequence, but before he could | ocate
it, there was a bright flash. Quickly, he spotted target theta, the last of the four. The angle
was right, and he could see the knife edge of the particle beamit |ooked |ike something from an

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-...(4/9)/Survivalist%20001%20-%20Total%20War.txt (21 of 64) [12/24/2004 11:00:02 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/A hern,%20Jerry/ GCASurvivalist%20(4/9)/Survival i st%20001%620-%20T otal %20War.txt

Anerican space novie, he thought. He had seen several Anmerican films in Stockhol myears earlier
when he was there for a scientific conference.

"Deat hray," he nmurrmured. The second mssile vaporized in a bright flash, the canera whiting out a
monent fromthe |ight.

There was total silence in the firing control center, except for the incessant whirling and
buzzing of the conputers and the climate control systemwhich |latter was needed for the proper
wor ki ng of the machi nes. Vorovoi stood up, |ooked toward the nezzani ne, and saw El i zabeta beam ng
at him Her snmile was sonething Mkhail could never forget. Locking his fists together over his
head, he junped into the air, scream ng, |aughing. And, suddenly, the technicians, the mlitary
guar ds-everyone around hi mwere appl audi ng, shouting, |aughing.

"W have entered the new age!" he cried. "Peace"

Chapter Thirteen

"As you were, gentlenen," Rear Admiral Roger Corbin said absently as he entered the tiny briefing
room The dozen or so naval officers crowded together had started to rise.

"Admiral Corbin"'

Corbin turned around, pushed a bony hand through his graying blond hair, and said, "Yes,

Conmander, " then, squinting to read the nane plate, added, "Abranson."

"We've just had confirmation, sir, that-"

"I know, Commander. |'mthe one who confirnmed it." Then, raising his voice Corbin started toward
the platformat the front of the room saying, "All right, gentlenmen, let's get this thing
underway. |'m due at the Wiite House"-and he gl anced at his digital watch-"in fifteen m nutes."
He lit a cigarette and waited as the room qui eted. The gathering of high-ranking Nava
intelligence personnel knew him except for a few faces, |ike that of Conmander Abranson. Corbin

began, "The Nucl ear Regul atory Conmi ssion just confirnmed what our own satellite infrareds and

ot her sensing devices already showed. A | arge-sized nucl ear device was expl oded just a few niles
beyond the estinmated perineter of the polar icecap-just about where the Benjamin Franklin's

posi tion shoul d have been, according to its |ast radio beacon relay via satellite. Also, there's a
Sovi et sub-what the hell's the name of that?" He turned to the |ieutenant.

The young man consulted his notes, knit his brow a nonent, then | ooked up. "The Volga, sir-it's a
Pot enki n cl ass nucl ear sub."

"Right," Corbin continued. "The Potenkin-1 nean the Volga-well, it's off our tracking plots and

m ssing. Could have been a collision, could have been the Russians attacking. There's no way to
confirmw thout pulling another sub off position and going in to take a | ook-see. Can't do that

now. I'll officially label it a nuclear accident, a collision, confer with the Russi ans, what-have-
you. But ny personal assessnent-and it's just a gut level reaction-is that one of themlost their
nerve and opened fire, then the other one returned. | knew Wl nmer, comrander of the Franklin. A
little edgy about his job, but a good man. He woul dn't have opened fire first. | bet on the Ruskie

conmander. Intelligence put himdown as a David-pronounce it Dahveed- Antonyevi ch Kosnuyevski. Kind
of a new man, on his first line command. Could be the sort of thing a guy like that would do.
They're on alert status, too."

"Sir," a lieutenant commander fromthe rear of the room shouted.

"I know your questions before you ask '"emtell nme if I'mwong." Coughing and stonping out his
cigarette, then pausing to light another, Corbin said, "About seventy megatons-neans at |east one
of the reactors went up along with nearly all the warheads on both boats. U S. Geol ogi cal Survey,
our own peopl e, Oceanographi c and At nospheric Adm n peopl e- nobody knows what's going to happen
Shoul d hi ke the tides, mght |oose a lot of ice into shipping |anes, could nmake sone ninor short-
termclimtic changes. Not too much crap in the atnosphere as best as we can tell at this tine.
Answer your question, Commander?" Admiral Corbin smiled, glancing back at the nan.

The man only nodded.

Chapter Fourteen

"Al right, guys, take off your coats, whatever. The president's on the hot line with the Sovi et
premer. Told me to get the briefing started.”

"Thurston, what the hell | hear about the Navy blowin" up a submarine?”

Thurston Potter glared at Secretary Meeker. What the Commerce Departnent was doing at the
intelligence briefing was beyond him except for the fact that the president and Commerce
Secretary Meeker were lifelong friends.

"M. Secretary, I'lIl come to that." At tines like this, Thurston Potter realized, he painfully
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felt his twenty-eight years. Two Ph.D.s didn't make any difference to the Pentagon people, or to
nmost of the rest of the inner circle of presidential advisors. Potter |ooked at his watch. In
twenty-five mnutes he had a press briefing, and by then had to brief all the nen assenbled in the
conference room and get everyone straight on the stories for the nedia people.

"Maybe | can answer Secretary Meeker's question,” Adnmiral Corbin said fromthe opposite end of the
table, a cigarette waving in his left hand.

"Way don't |1?" Potter said. "But, thank you, Adnmiral." Then, turning toward Meeker and the others,
Potter began, "The Navy didn't blow up a submarine, M. Secretary, gentlenen. They happened to
meet a Soviet submarine. Qur U S.S. Benjamin Franklin apparently cane in close proximty of the
Sovi et craft Volga. The Volga is of their top-of-the-line boats. W don't know for certain whether

they collided or fired on one another. | think we should agree officially on a collision story, at
| east for the press, at least for today. If we say that in light of the current information, we
may consider it a collision we'll be safe in case the facts contradict us later. Al so, we m ght be

able to use the tragic deaths of several hundred U S. and Soviet seanmen as a tool toward cal m ng
thi ngs down on the Pakistani question. And we need that. The radiation fromthe thing-explosion
woul d neasure at the sane as about a sixty- or seventy-nmegaton bonb. It shouldn't pose nuch of a
heal th probl em There should be sone tidal aberrations-Oceanographic and At nospheric Admin is
drawi ng up sonething for the press on that now But, basically, it |ooks okay. Any questions so
far?"

Potter |ooked around the room Several of the men shook their heads. He continued. "Now, to bring
you up to date on the Pakistani situation. Qur enbassy people should be flying out of there just
about nowalong with French, British, and West German diplomats. Others may be with them It's a
little after six AM their tinme. There's about eighteen hours left on the president's deadline
for troop conmitnent against the Soviets. W're not planning anything terribly major-sonme rapid
depl oyment strike-force personnel working in conjunction with Pakistani forces. Wat we are doing
i s honoring our defense treaty with Paki stan and showi ng the Russians that we nmean business. It
woul d take at | east seventy-two hours to position a sizeable force over there. |I'mtalking about a
force that could pose nmajor opposition to the existing Soviet ground forces, and we're on alert
for that-Admiral Corbin's people indicate the Soviets aren't building up terribly in the Persian
@ul f, but we are. However, not so nuch as to force them beyond their present strength."”

"So what the hell are we doing then?" Meeker said, lighting a cigar and nunbling sonething that
Potter didn't understand.

""Well, M. Secretary, the inmportant thing right nowisn't so nmuch what we or the Russians are
doing-that's pretty rmuch followi ng the patterns both nations expected at this juncture. India's
position has becone the inportant variabl e-and a possibly dangerous one right now. How many of you
are familiar with the Indian Utimtun?" Potter |ooked for nods or a show of hands. There was sone
i ndi cation that nany of the nmilitary personnel in the roomwere at |east aware of it.

"Basically," Potter said, "the Indian governnent sent a communiqué to the U S., the Soviets, and
the Pakistanis. Al were identical. If the Russians haven't begun a withdrawal to beyond the
Khyber Pass by the deadline that the president set, India will introduce troops into Pakistan to
secure Paki stani borders. They believe that the Soviet presence there poses a threat to Indian
internal security. Now, we asked the Indians, both formally and informally, to hold off on that.
The prem er said she wouldn't. The Russians sent a copy of their note to us unofficially. They
told her that they had no designs on Indian territory. Unofficially, we told her that we agreed
with the Russians, and that in this instance they were telling her the truth. Al India did was to
respond with a second note-an addendumto their original ultimatum In essence, it said not to
forget India s nuclear capabilities and that were the situation to warrant nuclear intervention
it wouldn't be ruled out."

"Ch shit," Admiral Corbin nuttered, but |oud enough that Potter heard himat the opposite end of
the conference table.

"Yes, Admiral. Ch shit, indeed. And then we got this," and Potter reached into a sheaf of papers
and pulled a copy of a telex fromthe stack, holding it up. "The People's Republic of China-which
as you all realize has remmined silent throughout this entire unfortunate situation-has inforned
the Soviet premier that, if need be, China is prepared to side openly with India and support U. S.
policy in Pakistan. And, should such becone necessary, with nilitary aid. Langley-the Cl A people
there-they say the Chinese are nassing troops on the Soviet border already."

Potter | ooked around the room then suddenly felt quite disgusted with the conference and the
conpany. He said, "I think Admiral Corbin put it well a nonment ago."

Chapter Fifteen
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"Can't your driver make this thing nove any faster?" Rourke said, |leaning forward in the seat, the
muscles in his face and neck taut, his eyes set.

"You' ve lived on the Atlantic Seaboard too | ong, John. You' re a southerner.”

"What ? Maj or?" Rourke interrupted. "Ch, you nean the snow? How it ties things up?" Then, | eaning
back into the passenger seat beside the RCMP inspector, Rourke sighed, his voice al nbst a whisper
"Yeah, naybe you're right. How far are we fromthe airport?"

Rour ke | eaned forward, rapping on the glass that separated himfromthe driver. The dark-suited
young man slid the panel open with his right hand, w thout once taking his eyes off the swirling
snow and knotted, unnmoving traffic along the Toronto airport feeder. "Sir?"

"Mast erson, what's your guess on tinme and distance to the term nal ?" Rourke asked in his

accust oned softspoken nmanner.

"Time, sir?" the chauffeur asked. "At | east an hour and a half. And the terminal is right out
there, sir. Less than a nile away."

Rour ke snapped his next question. "Msterson, what's that open area like? | nmean, would it be
heavily drifted? How high if it is?"

"Shoul dn't say nore than a foot at the greatest, M. Rourke. | run out here quite a bit for

gentl emen such as yourself. Never took particular notice of the ground, but it should be pretty

| evel -grassy in the sumrer tine."

"Thanks," Rourke muttered, then | eaned back again.

"You're not-" the mmjor started.

"Why not ?"

"Well-the snow The cold out there-you want to get to the flight you re scheduled for in one

pi ece, and-"

"I want to get home. That's ny big concern right now and sitting here for another hour or nore
isn't going to do than-it won't get nme hone," he added. "Now, maybe ny flight can't get off the
ground in this storml don't know But we both listened to that radio. A couple minutes ago we
both heard about those two submarines colliding. What if that wasn't a collision?" he asked. "What
if the reports were lies? Wiat if those were missile exchanges that caused the expl osion under the
i cepack? What about that ultimatum by India, and that unconfirned report that China plans to side
with us agai nst the Soviets?"

"But, surely-"

Rourke, leaning into the flame of his cigarette lighter and firing up a cigar, squinted into the
snoke and | ooked at the RCMP inspector. "Major, I've got a wife. 1've got a son and a daughter
|I"ve got a survival retreat that just might save their lives if we get into a world war. Now, ny
wi fe Sarah doesn't know how to find the place. I've checked it all very carefully." Rourke's voice
was | ow, al nobst nmenacing. He stared at the mgjor. "If the Russians go after big targets, the
section of northeast Georgia where nmy farmis should be safe fromdirect hits. Residual fallout
shoul d be light there. You can check air flow charts yourself and confirmthat. But |'mstil
gonna have to get themout of there pretty fast, or else it'll all be no good." Rourke pushed the
power button on the w ndow and | ooked outside, then turned back to | ook at the man besi de him
"I"'mno good to anyone just sitting here. If I were you," Rourke said, pointing to the red flasher
on the dashboard, "I'd have Masterson there flick on that little Mars light you' ve got, turn this
thing around, grab your fanmilies, and get the hell out of the urban area. You night be sitting
smack-dab in the mddle of a ten-mle radius of ground zero right now "

The car had cone to a conplete stop in the snow and traffic.

Rour ke opened t he door of the Mercedes sedan and stepped out, shouldering into his down parka.
"Trunk unl ocked?"

"Corporal Masterson, help M. Rourke," the najor ordered.

As Rourke started to turn away, the major said, "You really think it's going to happen, John? War
I nean."

Rourke | eaned into the car, pulled his right glove off and extended his hand. The major took it.
"Yes," Rourke said. "I hope we'll see each other again sonetine."

Rour ke wal ked around to the trunk. Already-though no vehicles were noving in the traffic jam and
heavy snow notorists i medi ately behind them were honking, as if the trunk being opened and a nman
taki ng his | uggage was sonehow adding to the del ay.

As Rourke | eaned down for his aircraft alum num gun cases, he heard a man's voice behind him "Hey-
what are you doin', Mac?"

Rour ke turned around, |ooking up. The voice belonged to a man in a worn brown | eather jacket. He
was burly and bearded. A stocking cap was cocked on the back of his head.

"You talkin' to nme?" Rourke asked, quietly.

"You're the only bloody fool standing around out here gettin' your grips froma damed Mercedes-
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yeah. I'mtalkin' to you."

"Just wanted to be sure,"” Rourke said, his voice | ow and even as he set down his gun cases.
Rourke's right hand flashed out then, his fist connecting with the side of the bigger nan's
lantern jaw. The bl ow was a quick, short jab, and Rourke followed it with a shortarmleft into the
man' s midsection, then a quick right crossing into the jaw

As the big man started to go down, Rourke caught himunder the arnpits and eased himinto the
snow. "Watch your head," he muttered.

Turni ng back to Masterson, Rourke took his two gun cases, the smaller, attache-sized one under his
left arm the longer case for the rifles in his | eft hand. Rourke extended his right hand to
Mast er son, saying, "Pardon the glove. Good luck, friend."

"And-and to you, sir. You're really going to wal k over there, across that?"

"No," Rourke said, the corners of his nmouth raising slightly, his lean facing cracking into a
smile. "No, | figure that even with the luggage and all, | can still jog it over there-except when
the snow gets deep in the drifts. Be see'n ya!"

Rour ke boosted his large flight bag into his right hand and threaded his way across the next |ane
of traffic and onto the shoulder and over to the guard rail. There was-as best as he coul d nake
out with the snow cover-a sloping drop of about fifteen feet to the ground | evel below He

squi nted agai nst the glare of headlights and the bl owi ng snow. Across the open space, he could
make out the edge of a parking lot. Beyond it was what | ooked |like a hotel, and beyond that, the
nearest of the airport terminals. "Alittle over a mle," he muttered to hinself. He lifted his
flight bag over the guard rail and let it drop over the side. It slid over the snow. "Not too
deep,"” he nuttered again. The long gun case was next. His Colt senmiautonatic collapsible stock
sporter and the 7.62 nmm SSG special rifle, both | ocked securely in its foam padded interior

The I ong gun case slid down al nost |ike a toboggan, Rourke thought. "Should have ridden it down,"
he | aughed to hinself. He stepped over the rail. Losing his footing hal fway down the gentle sl ope,
he intentionally let hinmself fall backward, skidding to the bottom of the slope on his rear end.
He stood and dusted the snow fromhis clothes. Then he | ooked back up to the level of the highway.
He coul d see Masterson and the RCVP inspector standing at the guard rail

Rour ke made a | ong, exaggerated wave and, without waiting for themto return it, picked up his
rifle case and his flight bag, and started out in a slow jog across the snow

The snow was drifted heavily near the center of the open expanse as Rourke jogged on. The height
of the drifts forced himto slowto a broad stride, a deliberate commando wal k. At tinmes, when the
drifts were above his knees, he fought the snow, raising his feet high, placing themdown slowy
to test the footing. Hi s trouser |egs were soaked and pl astered col d agai nst his skin, but,

merci fully no snow had entered his cowboy boots. As he passed the center of the field, the drifts
got smaller. As he neared the edge of the snow, he spotted a high fence, snow piled on the other
side, apparently from plow ng. This separated the parking lot fromthe open field. It was easy
going for himagain, and he broke into a jog as he neared the fence.

The snowbank on the opposite side of the fence cushioned the inpact for his baggage when he heaved
the three cases over. He took a step back and junped against the fence after he had tossed a
snowbal | against it to be sure it wasn't electrified. Catching the toe of his boot in the
chainlinks and holding on with his gloved fingers, Rourke pulled hinself up to the top of the
barrier and junped over, coning down in the snow bank. Brushing hinself off again, he gathered up
his things and started across the parking lot. Cinbing the fence had tired him and now he heard
the noi se of a vehicle behind him Turning, Rourke spotted a pickup truck with airport maintenance
mar ki ngs on the door. He stopped as the truck skidded to a halt beside him

Rour ke could see the driver leaning across the front seat and pushing open the passenger side
door. "Need a lift? American, ain't you?"

"Yeah, |I'm Anerican," Rourke said, nodding. "But, no thanks-good night for a walk-terminal's not
too far. Probably faster on foot. Thanks anyway.

"Suit yourself, mate," the driver said, nodding and nmuttering something Rourke didn't quite catch.
Rour ke reached into his pocket, snatched a cigar, and lit it with his Zi ppo. Looking over the
glowing tip and across the lot, he could see the entrance to the hotel-like building he'd spotted
fromthe roadside. "Half a nmile," he nuttered to hinself, picking up his flight bag and wal ki ng
on.

Chapter Si xteen

"So, we talk again, M. President. |, too, prefer the voice link rather than the standard hot
Iine. Now, what troubles you?"
The president of the United States, his coat hung on the back of his chair, his vest unbuttoned,
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his tie at half-nast, |eaned back and put the heels of his shoes on the edge of his desk. He
stared at the ceiling of the Oval Ofice a nonent, then began. "M. Prenmier, you are right. W
have tal ked a great deal in these |last few hours. | am happy we are of |ike mnds regarding the
voice link. Wen this crisis has passed-as | know that it will," the president said enphatically.
Too enphatically, he wondered? "Wen this has passed," he began again, his tone mlder, "I |ook
forward to the voice link as a neans of broadening the dial ogue between your desk and nine."

"M . President?"

"Yes, M. Prenier?"

"l think you are about to remnd ne that | ess than six hours renain before you introduce troops
into the Pakistan affair. And you wish to inquire if | personally know about the unfortunate
situation between your Benjamn Franklin undersea boat and the Volga. | do-and | know your
deadl i ne, too."

"Sir," the president began. "Anbassador Stronberg and | had a long tal k when he was here not |ong

ago. | asked him his personal assessment of you-as a person. You night be surprised to | earn how
hi ghly he speaks of you."
"You have a good man in Anbassador Stronberg. | would Iike to hire himfromyou. But we do not

agree politically."

"I don't agree politically with all nmy anbassadors all the time, either, M. Premier. But the
point I'mtrying to nake is that he says you are a nan of good will. Well, so aml, sir. | want us
to settle this thing here and nowif we can. | think we can both agree that we're pushing things a
little far this time. Those men aboard your submarine and ours-regardl ess of how it happened-let's
let their deaths becone a bond between our peoples. Let's learn fromthat tragedy to avoid an even
greater tragedy. Do you agree, sir, that we should do that?"

The connection was silent a noment. The president could hear the premier-quite a bit ol der than he-
breat hing heavily on the line. Then: "In principle, of course, | agree. But coming fromprinciple
into fact nust be our goal. | would be a madman if | w shed to have our two nations linger on the
brink of war. But there are other variabl es-ones which you either wish to ignore or about which
you are sincerely less than informed."

"These are, sir?" the president said, swinging his feet fromthe desk and craning forward in his
chair.

"Qur particle beam weapon. W have ringed Moscow with these. W have-and this is perhaps sonething
I should maintain as secret information but | choose to reveal it-just conpleted a test to

eradi cate the one m nor shortcom ng of the system W have tested it against varying altitude high-
speed targets in nmultiple sequence. Four targets, M. President. Al of them vaporized."

"No di srespect intended, M. Prenmier, but the systemwould be usel ess against multiple reentry
vehi cl es. You nust know that. We have our sources.

"W have our sources too, M. President. W know what is necessary about your MRVs-we can def eat
them | have, though, no desire to see which of us is correct. You nust see that."

The president ripped open his "conscience" pack of cools fromhis center desk drawer, lighting the
first cigarette he had snoked in three nonths. He sucked the nenthol ated snoke deep in his |ungs,
then spoke again. "I see, sir, that you nust realize we are not bluffing. | have already taken
steps-whi ch your own intelligence can verify-to interject our tactical response forces at the tine
t he deadline cones about. | have also placed all Anerican forces on alert, prepared for nassive
intervention in the Pakistan area should Soviet troops not withdraw "

"Then," the Soviet premier said, his voice very tired, "we are like two young fellows trying to
prove thensel ves over a young worman. W w |l push at each other, brandish our fists, give the
angry gl ances-and see who backs down or fights. The Soviet Union will not back away. | had
entertai ned the hope that your anbassador could convince you of the sincere notivations for our
nmove into Pakistan. Apparently, you chose to ignore this. My hands are tied. | will not be the
first to start a war, if that gives you any confort, nor will | inmediately react with Sovi et

nucl ear forces if your Anerican troops do i ndeed nove into Pakistan. But if Soviet lives are
threatened, then | must take whatever action conscience dictates as necessary. Please call ne
again if there is sone new devel opnent-1 shall do the sane. The interview is al nost over, |

t hi nk?"

"Yes," the president sighed. "Yes, I'll keep in contact with you, sir.
"But one thing nore, M. President."

"Yes, M. Prenier?"

"l wish to nake a denpnstration. W are using, if | understand correctly, the primary satellite
for our talk. The others are still operative?"

"Yes-but | fail to see what you're driving at, sir."

"The voice you will hear on the line is a technician-he cannot hear our conversation though we can
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hear him Do not be alarmed. This is a nere test."

The president sat bolt upright as he heard a heavily accented voi ce-young soundi ng, either a woman
or a boy, droning, "Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four-"

"M. Premer! Wiat is going on? | denand-"

"Zero. Mark"

The president sat back in his chair, the communication |ink dead, a | oud buzzing sound havi ng
started before the connection automatically cut out. He hung up the phone. In a noment, his
intercombuzzed. "Sir?" It was one of the secretaries.

"Yes, what is it?"

"I have the premier on the line again." dicking the intercomoff, the president snatched up the
red phone. "Yes?"

"The particle beam weapon. W will reinburse your country for the satellite if you feel that it
will prohibit any tension resulting fromthis denonstration. But, please, check with your
communi cations and el ectronics intelligence personnel. The satellite was vaporized by a high-
frequency particle beam”

"That Proves noth-"

"That is sad," the premer renarked. "I had hoped that it would." And the |ine went dead, the
prem er's phone clicking in the president's ear.

“"Marian!" the president rasped into his intercom

"Yes, M. President?"

"Get M. Antonais, ny science advisor."

"Sir, he's already on line six."

"Put himon," the president said, |ighting another cigarette.

"M. President?" the G eek-accented voice said.

"Dmitri-did they really-?"

"Yes, M. President. The Con-Vers One was vaporized at precisely-"

"Never mind that," the president said. "Get over here. I'll need you."
The president hung up the phone, leaned into his intercom and said, "Hold all calls for about two
m nutes. |'ve got to think."

He switched of f, stood, and wal ked toward the w ndow, |ooking out into the rose garden. At this
time of year, he thought, it wasn't terribly pretty.

Chapt er Sevent een

"Some sort of policeman, are you?"

"What ? Rourke said, turning away fromthe wi ndow and his view of the snowlittered runway and

| ooki ng at the blond, ruddy-cheeked man besi de hi m

"I asked if you were sone sort of policenan?"

"No," Rourke said, starting to turn away. "Saw you back in the terminal-so covered with snow,

| ooked al most |ike you'd wal ked," the nan began, | aughing.

"I did wal k-what's so funny?" Rourke said.

"Well-1 meant with the alum numcases and all. |1'ma shooter nyself, you know QGun cases, weren't
t hey?"

"So what ?" Rourke said. Then noticing the belligerence in his own voice he forced a smle then as
he did.

"Well, not the ordinary person can take guns in and out of Canada. Rifles, yes, but not handguns.
That was what you had in that snaller case, wasn't it?"

"I was up here doing sone teaching with the Munties,"” Rourke explained. "Brought the guns al ong
for a short thing with one of their special units.” He did not nmention the counterterrorist squad.
"Going to Atlanta on business. How about you?" the nman said, changing the subject.

"I have a place down there, and a farmin the northeast part of the state. So |I'm going hone."
"Ch. Well, I won't be hone for two weeks. Things to do, a living to nake, all that."

"It sounds fascinating," Rourke said, turning away to gl ance back out onto the runway. He turned
back and stared toward the front of the first-class cabin, hearing the speakers conming to life.
"This is the captain speaking. Ladies and gentlenen, I'msorry for all the delays caused by the
snow, but it |ooks like we'll finally be getting off the ground in just another few nminutes. |'ve
just been in radio contact with the tower, and we're cleared for approach onto runway four. Looks
fromhere like there are about four planes ahead of us, so it shouldn't be |ong before we get
final clearance for that |ong-awaited takeoff. Wather reports just south of here show gradua
clearing, and once we're over the Geat Lakes area, then heading down toward the Snokey Mountains
the weather noderates quite a bit. Atlanta's Hartsfield Airport, our destination, shows clear
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condi tions, present tenperatures of high forties with a morning low of the low forties and clear

and warnming for tonorrow. Since we will be getting underway, if you nay have | oosened or undone
your seat belts, we ask that at this tinme you check that they are secure. And that all trays and
seats are in the upright position. 1'll |eave the no-snoking signs off for now, but please observe

them once we actually get underway. Should you have any questions now or |ater, please check with
the stewardesses as they pass by. Managenent tells me because of the delays here, cocktails wll
be complimentary for this trip once we're airborne. So please enjoy your flight and thanks for
traveling with us."

Rour ke stared back out the wi ndow, automatically tugging at his seatbelt. He realized al npost
bitterly that if the war cane, his lifelong battle of nerves with his wife would be ended. H's
position would be vindicated. A smle crossed his |lips as he renenbered sonethi ng soneone had said
about the bitter taste of victory-he would have rather lived a lifetime in peace, his time and
noney invested in survival equipnment, and the retreat itself having been all part of being
foolishly over-prepared.

"You know, |'ve spent a long tine analyzing world affairs,"” Rourke said. The ruddy-cheeked

busi nessman besi de himturned and | ooked at him saying, "Wat? |I'msorry?"

"I said |'ve spent a long tinme analyzing world events. | prepared for this-read everything | could
get ny hands on, trained-"
"What ?"

"I knew this was conming." Finally, then, as if for the first tinme he noticed the man beside him
listening to him Rourke turned and said, "Have you been listening to the news? The radi o?"
"What? All the war tal k? Just sabre rattling, nmy friend. I wouldn't worry over it. Not a bit."
"Ch, you wouldn't, huh? Well, | was just going to suggest that nmaybe you get off this damed

ai rpl ane and go hone and take care of your famly just in case it isn't all talk."

"You really did wal k through the snow just to get aboard. My God, fellow, you take this Russian
stuff dreadfully seriously, don't you?"

"Yeah," Rourke said, term nating the conversation and turning back toward the wi ndow. "I guess |
@,

"There's another conmmuni qué fromthe Indian government, M. President. Just cane in over the
telex."

"Read it to ne, Thurston," the president said, sitting down at his desk.

Potter whispered. "All right, sir, It says-"

"Just the essentials,"” the president said.

"Yes, sir. They say that at the expiration of your deadline, they'll utilize a |owyield nuclear
device-tactically. It's nostly as a synbolic statenment of their entrance into the conflict with
the Soviets and their intention to resist their incursion into Pakistan at all costs."

"That's crazy. Get me the Indian anbassador right away."

As Potter left, the president turned to his national security advisor, Bernard Thorpe. "Bernie,
what do you think?"

As Thorpe started to speak, Commerce Secretary Meeker cut in. "You'd better get out of here up to
somewhere we can count on your bein' alive long enough to direct the war effort, M. President."

Bernard Thorpe, wire-rinmmed gl asses in his hands, his pipe out but still clenched hard in his
teeth, said, "Much as | hate to agree with M. Meeker, M. President, he's naking good sense. I|f
I ndia uses a nucl ear device, maybe we can still avoid a war. Pakistan, though, mght be tenpted

then-1 understand they have themready. No really effective delivery system though. But that
could start it. What if another pair of submarines collides or attacks each other? \What does M.
Antonai s say about the Soviet particle beam systens?"

"Dmitri says they could be operational, but that the destruction of the communications satellite
was just a planned shot-could have been working it out for hours in advance and probably were.
Wwn't be any match for our MRVs. But | don't want to get that far. | don't think the premer wants
that, either.”

"Are we going to back down then?" Thorpe said.

"I"'mgoing to call the prem er again. Maybe we can work out a conpronise. Bernie, tell Marian to
have ny special plane called up just in case | want to get over to the nountain."”

Meeker, standing up, exhaling hard and tugging at his tight necktie, said, "CGood nove, M.
President. If those suckers want to play poker, well then, let's play."

* % %

The Soviet premer sat at his desk. The lights of his office were out except for the small desk
lanp and its circle of yellowish light. "You are sure of this?" he asked.

"Qur intelligence realized the inportance of this, Conrade Prenier. It has been investigated and
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i nvesti gated again. There can be no doubt,"
Intelligence for [ong, Gospozha?"

"Yes, Conrade Prenier," she answered unconfortably.

"How nice for you." Then, |ooking back at the deci phered nessage in his bony hands, he said, "So
the Paki stan Arnmy has a nuclear device and will destroy a damlying in the path of our forces. Has
anyone bothered yet to informthe Pakistan Arny that this will force the possibility of tota

war ?"

the wonman said. "You have been a major with

"No," the woman said, thoughtfully. "No, Conrade Premier. O, at least, | have not been so

i nforned. "

"Well, well..." The prem er blew snoke into the circle of light. "The Anmerican president just
tried calling ne, but | was unavailable. He left word he would try again from his hardened
mountain retreat-his bonb shelter. | suppose that |, too, should go to ny bonb shelter. He can

reach me there. You are a credit to your sex, Conrade Major. Please advise ny staff that |
instructed you to avail yourself of sone refreshnment on your way out."

The prem er picked up the phone on his desk, dialed, and spoke into the receiver. "Alert the
helicopter pilot that | shall be needing his services shortly, and nake all other arrangenents. |
wi sh the energency neeting of the Politburo advisors, ny science advisors, and other nenbers of ny
senior staff to begin in five mnutes.”

He hung up the phone and bl ew nore snoke into the patch of light on his blotter

Chapt er Ei ghteen

"Mj or, excuse..."
Major Nikita M khailevitch Porembski turned and stared at the young female |ieutenant. "Yes, what
is it?" he asked.

"My good friend, Conrade Major. He is with the troops at the Pakistan front. | was wondering...?"
The bl onde-haired girl left her question unfinished. The man squinted as he | ooked down into her
blue eyes. "I can tell you nothing. | know nothing. There is an alert order. The runmor is that we
may | aunch agai nst the Anerican mainland and sel ected Arerican allied targets. | do not know

anyt hi ng beyond that. The runor is only that, Lieutenant. It is your |over for whomyou worry?"
The girl | ooked away, her eyes cast down. The nmmjor touched her shoulder lightly. "There is a

speci al neeting underway in the Kremin, | have heard. Perhaps sone decision will cone of that.
Per haps not. Are you on duty?"
"No, Conrade Major. | went off duty an hour ago, then canme here."

"To Arny Headquarters?' The major's voice was filled with incredulity. Then, "You nust |ove the
young man a great deal. He is an officer?"

"Yes, Conrade Major," she said, her voice low. "W attended school together."

"Come-| have not eaten. The canteen has food. | too amoff duty now. W can talk, Lieutenant. WII
you cone?"

The young wonman | ooked up into the major's gray eyes. "Yes, Conrade Major."

The two officers started wal ki ng back down the hallway, in the direction fromwhich the senior
officer had just cone. "You rem nd ne of ny niece," the major began.

Suddenly, there was shouting fromthe end of the hall. A young |lieutenant was running toward them
his hair flying in his wild eyes. "There is war! There is war"'

As the young nman passed them the nmajor put his armaround the young worman besi de him He wat ched
her eyes stare blankly down the corridor after the rapidly disappearing young nan

"War," he said quietly, and the girl |ooked at him

* % %

Aboard his helicopter, flying through the night, the Soviet prem er shone a small pen |light onto
the sheet of yellow paper he held in his left hand. He preferred the flashlight to the overhead
dome light. On the yell ow paper, not bothering to abide with the Iines there, he had witten
several itens, all of which he had discussed with his Politburo advisors, his science team the
mlitary staff-all in a very brief time before he had boarded the helicopter.

Item one had been the particle beam weapon. He did not trust it; neither did the mlitary. Only
the fanatic young scientist was convi nced-and had pl eaded-that it would nean an end to nucl ear
war. The prenier had deci ded he could not trust the weapon to bring down the Anerican | CBMs,
especially those with multiple reentry vehicles-nultiple warheads. He woul d ganbl e on | aunchi ng
Soviet missiles if the Indians or Pakistanis struck with nuclear weapons first.

Itemtwo had been the Chinese. This had forced the nuclear option, and had anmended item one. He
had felt conmpelled to attack the United States first, for the Chinese would surely attack if the
I ndi ans or Pakistanis used a nuclear device, and intelligence indicated that the Pakistanis were
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ready to do so within the hour to stop the Soviet advance. The sad thing, the prem er thought, was
that he had already ordered the advance stopped. His troops had secured the territory they had
originally intended to take, and there was no need for further advance.

Itemthree. He turned off the pocket flashlight. He could see the words even in the tota

darkness. The first missile would |aunch in approxinately fifteen mnutes, just as he reached his
shel ter.

"How many dead?" he nuttered-in English so the pilot woul d not understand. "The follow ng special
broadcast is a tape of a message pre-recorded in the Oval Ofice just mnutes ago. The president
of the United States.™

Sar ah Rour ke wal ked past the television set and sat down. M chael and Ann were asking questions.
"Hey, Mom why is he on? It's supposed to be-"

"Shh-1et nme hear this," she said, holding up her hand to silence the boy. "I want to sit on your

I ap," Ann, said.

"Fine," Sarah whispered, as if by talking aloud she would | ose her grasp of the nonent.

"Good evening, ny fellow Anericans,"” the famliar voice began. Silently, Sarah Rourke |ooked at
the president's face and thought how old he had gotten in the years since he had assuned the

of fice. She had net himonce and renmenbered him as |ooking twenty years younger

"I'f you are now hearing this nessage, it is because sonething of vital concern to the American
peopl e has just taken place. W are all aware of the heightening world tensions in these past few
days and weeks-these past few hours. It would appear now that the possibility exists of Soviet
mlitary action to sone degree or another against the United States. If you are now hearing this
message, it sinply neans that we have el ected to take the precautionary action of placing you, the
Aneri can people, on alert to this possibility. It does not nmean that war has been decl ared, or
that attack is immnent. It does nean that it would be prudent to tune to your local Civil Defense-

Sarah Rourke stood up, slipping Ann from her |ap

" Monmy! "
"Qui et-please,"” she said, going to the stereo and punching the AMbutton and turning the dial to
640. The president's voice was com ng through on the radio as well. "-their directions. The

Aneri can peopl e have endured many hardshi ps over the past in the defense of liberty, and their
response has been one in which future generations of Americans have al ways taken great pride. Let
what ever events transpire be so recorded as well. And let us pray that these few sinple
precautions will be required for only a brief period. By keeping tuned to either 640 or 1240, by
followi ng the sinple advice broadcast by Cvil Defense, we shall all endure the events which are
taki ng shape in as peaceful and secure a manner as conditions allow. | amordering, for the
protection of all Americans, that martial law be in effect in areas of high popul ation density;
that all sales of liquor, firearns, anmunition, explosives, and other controlled substances-with
the exception of medication-be curtailed. To heighten the effectiveness of Gvil Defense neasures-

Sarah Rourke put her hands over her ears. She wanted to scream Tears welled in her eyes. She

| ooked at M chael and Ann-M chael |ooked so nuch |ike John. Ann was crying, M chael |ooked afraid.
"Cone here, children," she said. She |ooked at the digital clock on top of the TV set, hearing the
president's voice again, telling her not to be afraid. She stared at the clock. "Maybe Daddy's

pl ane has | anded al ready," she whi spered.

M chael, his voice |low for a boy his age, said, "Don't cry, Mmy,"'
neck. She | eaned her head agai nst her son's chest and cried anyway.

then put his arns around her

Chapt er Ni neteen

"This is the captain speaking, |adies and gentlenen. I-ah-1 don't quite know how to say this, but
according to Atlanta tower, for reasons of national security, our flight and other flights stacked
currently at the field are being diverted inland. I'Il ask that you check your seat belts once
again. We'll be moving out of our holding pattern here and taking a new flight plan. Qur projected
landing is in Phoenix, Arizona. | want to apol ogize, on behalf of the airline, for any

i nconveni ence this may cause you, but also assure you that transportation back into the Atlanta
area as soon as such can be arranged will be taken care of, as will accomobdations for you in the
Phoeni x area. The reason behind this rerouting, as best as we can determine, is a currently
unsubstantiated report that the Soviet Union and the United States, fifteen m nutes ago,
officially broke off diplomatic relations.”

"What the hell is going on?" Rourke said, his voice low His right hand stretched across the
florid-faced busi nessman beside himand held onto the arm of a stewardess.
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"Sir, | really can't add anynore to what the captain has said." Her well practiced airline hostess
sm |l e had vani shed. He | ooked at her, released her arm and turned back toward the w ndow.

The captain's voice cane on the speaker again. "Ladies and gentlenen, this is Captain Stewart
again. |I'mpicking up sonmething cutting across our frequency with Atlanta tower. It indicates that
Civil Defense is alerting the Atlanta area that approximately fifteen mnutes ago satellites

i ndi cated a nmassive Soviet Intercontinental Ballistic Mssile launch against the U S. mainland and
west ern Europe.”

The intercomsystemwas still on-Rourke could hear it hunmi ng. But beyond that and the engine

vi bration noise as the aircraft clinbed into the higher, thinner air-the lights of Atlanta

vani shing in the distance belowall was silent.

Then he heard a scream The woman sitting across the aisle screaned again, grasping at her throat
with both hands. Rourke ripped open his seat belt, pushed rudely past the man in the seat beside
hi m

O her passengers started screanming. In the aisle now, Rourke shouted, "Quiet down! This woman is
having a heart attack-what's your excuse?"

He bent over her and | oosened the tight pearl choker at her throat. The old woman was starting to
gag. Forcing her mouth open, Rourke reached two fingers inside and got her tongue back up out of
her throat. A stewardess was at his el bow "Are you a doctor?" she said.

"I trained as one. See if there's another doctor aboard. Hurry!"

As Rourke started to bend toward the old woman to give her resuscitation, he stopped. The
fluttering of the pulse at her neck had stopped. She was no |onger breathing, and her eyes were
fixed and staring. Leaning over her Rourke hammered his fists down over her chest. He could hear
the stewardess's voice behind him "What are you doi ng?"

W thout |ooking at her, Rourke rasped, "lI'mtrying to get her heart started again."

He kept at it for several seconds-and nothi ng happened. "Stewardess!" he shouted.

"Yes, sir. There wasn't another doctor aboard. Can | hel p?"

Rour ke gl anced at the young wonan over his shoulder. "Yeah. Find ne a hair dryer and sonething to
plug it into-hurry.”

"A hair dryer?"

"Yeah," he rasped. "A hair dryer, electric razor-sonething |ike that."

In a nonment, the stewardess was back beside him a gun-shaped hair dryer in her hands.

Snat chi ng the appliance, Rourke ripped out the cord, then using a small pocket knife, split the
cord and stripped away the insulation, exposing an inch of wire. "Plug this in when | tell you to-
but don't touch these ends or let themdrag agai nst anything."

Putting both hands on the neck of the older worman's dress, he ripped the garnent down the front.
"Ckay-plug it in," he said. Then, turning to the stewardess, he took the electrical cord and
gingerly touched both exposed ends together until they sparked.

"Now, " he whispered, "don't |let anybody touch her." He touched both ends to the woman's chest. Her
body bounced hal f off the seat. Leaning forward, he listened for her heart. Taking the electrica
cord again, he touched the ends once nore to the wonman's still chest. Her body |urched up, then
back down into the seat.

"She's breathing!" the stewardess cried.

Rour ke wrapped the electrical cord around his fingers and yanked it fromthe socket. "Try to make
her confortable," he said, |eaning down and listening to the woman's heart, then hol ding her wi st
for the pul se. "Keep her nouth clear. Have one of the passengers watch her to nake sure her chest
is rising and failing. And you better go tell the captain to set us down as soon as he can. This

| ady here needs a hospital."

"l can give her oxygen."

"Save that for when she needs it-she's breathing okay for the noment," Rourke said.

He pushed his way through the passengers who had crowded around them and wal ked toward the center
cabin bathroomand let hinself inside. He stared at his face in the nmirror a nmonent, catching

hi msel f against the small sink there for support as the plane suddenly | urched downward.

* % %

The president and Thurston Potter raced across the Wiite House | awn toward t he special short take-
of f and | andi ng pl ane which the president had ridden only once before during a Cvil Defense
exercise. It was called the "Doonsday Plane," and aside fromthe president and his advisor there
was room for only the pilot and a copilot and one nore passenger-the Air Force sergeant who
acconpani ed the president everywhere he went. A snmall black rectangul ar case was in the sergeant's
hand, and, as always, handcuffed to his wist. Inside the case was a small radi o tel ephone unit;
its battery was charged once a day and the | eads checked at |east that often. Using the
communi cati ons device, the president could give the coded verbal attack order for a nassive

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-...(4/9)/Survivalist%20001%20-%20Total%20War.txt (31 of 64) [12/24/2004 11:00:02 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/A hern,%20Jerry/ GCASurvivalist%20(4/9)/Survival i st%20001%620-%20T otal %20War.txt

nucl ear | aunch

The president-his advisors had told himthe Soviets had undertaken their own massive |aunch-had
not used the box yet.

When they were all aboard the Doonsday Plane, Potter shouted, "Are you going to use the box, M.
Presi dent ?"

The president strapped hinself in. The Air Force sergeant was beside him The plane had al ready
started to lift off The president shouted over the engi ne noise, "Not yet! There's still a chance.
Not yet." As the plane angled upward and cleared the Wite House grounds and the tops of the
bui | di ngs, there was a sudden shudder and the plane raced forward. "We'l|l be at the nmountain in

| ess than ten minutes,"” the president shouted. "I've got a call going out to the Soviet premer."
"But, sir, none of us wants this. But sone of their subnmarine based mssiles could be reentering
t he atnosphere by now," Potter pleaded. The president held up his right hand for silence. Above

t he engi ne noi se he heard a | ow whistling sound. The engi ne noise of the aircraft suddenly
intensified. "We're speeding up,"” the president said, half to hinself.

The whistling sound, despite the engine noise, grew |louder. The pilot's voice was coning over the
speaker fromthe radio set on the fusel age beside the president. The president, the Air Force
sergeant, and Thurston Potter stared at it. "This is Mjor Hornsbey, M. President. My radar just
picked up a missile-a big one, it |ooks |ike-comng out of the east on a trajectory with the
center of Washington."

The president tapped the Air Force sergeant beside himon the shoulder. "Harry, give nme the box
now. "

Afterward, as the president handed the comuni cator back to the sergeant, who replaced it in the
box, he said, "Gentlenen, | think it would be proper for us all to take a nonent for silent
prayer." Only the drone of the engine filled the small cabin for several nonments. Then, the
sergeant and Potter | ooked over at the president. Potter opened his mouth to say something, but
stopped. The president was saying, in a barely audi bl e whisper, "The Lord is my shepherd, | shall
not want."

* % %

Sarah Rourke, M chael, and Ann, carried bottles of water down into the cellar. Ann was crying. She
didn't like the cellar. Sarah sat down in the corner on the floor between two inside walls,

M chael on one side, Ann on the other. The transistor radio, tuned to the Gvil Defense station
was on the floor under her raised knees. She | eaned forward and pull ed the hide-a-bed mattress
that M chael had dragged down the stairs for her closer to them

"Now, " she said quietly, the voice of the Cvil Defense announcer droning on fromthe radio. "I'm
not going to say this is a gane, children. This is very serious. W're going to pull the bl anket
up over our heads, then the mattress. That's in case sone danage shoul d be done to the house. But
we're al nost seventy niles fromAtlanta, and | don't think the damage will go this far. Now,
remenber, keep under the blanket and the mattress. There might be a very bright light that could
burn us, but it will go away after a few seconds. That's what the radi o announcer said. There

m ght be a very strong wind-that's why we're down here in the cellar-just in case sonme of the

wi ndows get blown in. And there may be a really | oud noise, so when | put nmy arns around you,
want each of you to put your hands over your ears and keep your nouths open. Okay?"

"We'll be all right, Mama," M chael said, putting his armaround her neck. "I'll take care of you
and Annie."
"I know you will, Mchael," she whispered. "Nowgive ne a hand with the bl anket and the mattress."

Wth Mchael's help, Sarah pulled the bl anket up over their heads, then awkwardly reached around
and haul ed the mattress over them She turned on the flashlight and let it rest between her |egs
beside the radio. Sarah's left armwas around Ann, and she drew M chael toward her, then put her
right armaround him She circled themw th her arms and put her hands over her own ears. Al of
them had their heads down. She could hear that the radio was still playing, but she could not nake
out what the announcer was sayi ng.

Very suddenly, she felt the ground underneath themtrenble. She held the children nore tightly,

| ooking into the dimlight cast by her flashlight to nake sure their ears were protected. She had
to force Annie's hands up over her ears.

There was a runbling, and even with her hands over her ears it seened to grow steadily |ouder. She
drew the children's heads down into her |ap and bent her body over them M chael began to squirm
The sound grew | ouder, the trenbling beneath themintensified and suddenly she felt warm warner
than she shoul d have felt under just the blanket and the mattress. After what seenmed like a | ong
ti me-though her watch showed that it had only been a ninute or less-the noise started to die down
and the trenbling subsided.

She waited, realizing she'd been holding her breath. "Children, | think it's passed.”
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As she started to sit up, there was a whooshi ng noi se and the sound of smashing glass fromthe
house above them She'd been on the fringe of a hurricane once, she recalled. And the sound she
heard now was |like that-a strong wi nd. The house began to shake, the sound of glass breaking from
upstairs in the house grew | ouder. She could feel things failing on her back as she bent her body
over the children. Ann was crying, and M chael was asking questions. Sarah Rourke wanted to
scream but she didn't. "It will be all right," she whispered. "Daddy will be here soon." But in
her mnd, she realized that if her husband had been anywhere outside and unprotected, he was
probably dead. Her heart forced her to disnmiss the idea as soon as it came to her. Until she knew
ot herwi se, she told herself, she would believe her husband was coning for them however long it

t ook him

Sarah Rour ke whi spered to the children, "Daddy will cone."

Chapter Twenty

"My wi fe? The children?"

"They are fine, M. President. W' Il be perfectly safe here," Thurston Potter said, wal king over
to the president and sitting down on the easy chair opposite the couch where the president sat.
"ls everyone here at M. Lincoln?"

"Your Chief of Staff, Paul Dorian is here, sir. M. Thorpe is here."

Li eutenant Brightston is playing with your youngest son, running novies for him Rear Adniral
Corbin and his intelligence people made it."

"What about Secretary Meeker?" the president said.

"As best as we can determne, he was going to get his wife-we don't think he nmade it. Washi ngton
is all but gone. The vice-president, M. Sneed, didn't nmake it either, sir. They couldn't get him
out of the hospital at Bethesda in tine. The operation he was having was at the critical stage."
"My God, Meeker, Sneed! How many millions, Potter? Any estinmate yet?"

Before Potter could answer, there was a knock at the door

"Yes-cone in," the president said, his voice high-pitched.

Rear Admiral Corbin stepped through the doorway. "M. President, |'ve got a prelimnary situation
report."

"What about casualties?" the president said, lighting a cigarette.

"Well, too early to tell, M. President. It |ooks like they nmade a massive |aunch, but with the

exception of a few strategically inportant cities, prinmary concentration was on our mlitary
targets-not on popul ation centers. Sonme reports fromthe Mdwest indicate that neutron devices

m ght have been used-so the real estate up that way should at |east be somewhat sal vageable."
"What sort of damage are we inflicting on then®"

"Mpj or cities, nmajor industrial conplexes-but they got way too nuch of our stuff while it was on
the ground. | think we lost this one, sir," Corbin concl uded.

"This one?" the president said, and he realized he was smling absurdly. Then, quietly, he said,
"Admiral Corbin, don't you realize there isn't going to be another one?"

* k% %

Rour ke shouted, "Everyone, |ook away fromthe wi ndows and put your heads down-protect your faces,
your eyes!" Staring out the wi ndow as the 747 had crossed beyond the M ssissippi, Rourke had
caught a glinpse of sonething in the air-pale white and crashing downward. As the 747 started
rocki ng and bounci ng, Rourke knew his guess hadn't been wong-it had been a missile with a nucl ear
war head. What had been, seconds earlier, the city of St. Louis, Mssouri was now gone. After a few
m nutes, the turbul ence eased, and Rourke | ooked up. The npans and cries he'd heard were quieting
now as he | ooked around the first-class cabin. People in the wi ndow seats-at |east a dozen that
Rour ke was able to count quickly-had their hands pressed to their faces and were screamn ng or
sobbi ng.

Rour ke | ooked into the aisle as the stewardess who had helped himwi th the ol der wonen earlier
came down the aisle. Her hands reached out to the seats to steady herself against the jet's
motion. Her face was white, her eyes wi de. Rourke reached out and took her hand, |eaning across
the man next to himas he did. "Wat is it? You just came fromthe captain.”

"Not hing, M. Rourke. Nothing to worry-"

Rour ke stood up, stepping past his seatnate and into the aisle. Reaching into his wallet, he
fished out one of his identity cards and handed it to her. "You know what this is?"

"I't says Central Intelligence-"

"Yeah," Rourke whi spered. "Now, unless your passenger |ist shows sonebody else, |I'mthe closest
thing to a governnent official you' ve got on this plane. Now, what's up? Pilot and co-pilot were
bl i nded, weren't they?"
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"How did you-"

Rour ke cut her off. "Only makes sense. They couldn't have | ooked away fromthe St. Louis blast in
time, too nmuch glass up there anyway. Did the cabin keep its integrity-none of the glass was
broken or anyt hi ng?"

"Yes, but you're right. Neither of themcan see. It's on auto pilot now, but with this turbul ence-
"Exactly," Rourke said. He made a quick decision to cal mthe passengers before he checked on the
pilots. "G ve nme the m crophone for the speaker system" he said.

He followed her up the aisle toward the front of the cabin, and she handed hi mthe m crophone. He
pushed the switch and began to speak. "Ladi es and gentlenmen, ny nane is Rourke. | am a speci al
enpl oyee of the governnent." Mitterings and exclamations nixed with the cries and sobs. Everyone
began shouting out questions at once. He |ooked toward the wi ndow nearest him "Now, | want
everybody to be quiet a minute and listen. First, haul down the curtains on the w ndows, and don't
| ook outside. Second, if you've got soneone seated near you who appears to be having trouble with
his eyes right now," he lied, "that should be just tenporary. After |I'mthrough tal king, get a
pillow fromthe conpartnent above your seat and try to nake the person confortable. I'malso a
qualified physician, so | will be comng around to check on you all. Take a blanket fromthe
compartnent and try to keep the injured person warm Soon, we will come to you and nmake avail abl e
what ever nedical assistance is required." He paused a nonent, then added, "It |ooks |like the
United States is under a nuclear attack-"

Anot her burst of cries. Soneone started to scream Rourke shouted over the m crophone. "Now, let's
be quiet and let's keep calm | wish | could say sonething encouragi ng about what's goi ng on bel ow
us on the ground, but | can't. But for now, we are all reasonably safe," he lied again. "NowI'd
i ke anyone with flight training of any sort to report to the front of the forward cabin as soon
as |I'mthrough talking. Don't panic. The captain has the plane under control, but because of the
turbul ence fromthe heat on the ground, he can use sone extra help on sone of the instruments.

Al so, anyone with any sort of first-aid training or nursing experience, report up here, as well,
as soon as |I'mthrough. W'll need your help to get everyone confortable and start tending to
their nedical needs. The stewardesses will cone around now with conplinentary drinks. | suggest
you have one. It's going to be a long night." Rourke handed the nicrophone to the stewardess.
Several passengers started filtering up toward the front of the first-class cabin. Wen no nore
seermed to be comi ng, Rourke addressed themall, saying, "Okay, let's cromd into the galley. Talk
things over. You too," he said to the stewardess.

Rour ke wal ked into the galley and | eaned agai nst the counter top, waiting until everyone was

i nsi de. When they had gathered, he told the stewardess, "Cl ose the curtains and keep 'em cl osed, "
then turned to the six nen and wonen. "Now, does anyone here have any kind of flight training?"

A woman of about thirty raised her hand.

"What kind of training?" Rourke asked.

"I started private pilot training three weeks ago-1've had four lessons in the air. That's all."
"Well," Rourke said, smiling, "that's better than nothing, isn't it?" He bit on his lower lip,
searched his jacket for a cigar, found one, and |it it with his Zi ppo. "Anybody el se?"

There were no responses. Rourke said, slowy, "Then | assune the rest of you have had sone nedica
training. Now, the stewardess here will coordinate with you on anything you need that we can get
hold of to hel p. Anybody a nurse?"

There were no responses. "All right," Rourke said, "the stewardess is going to get on the PA
system and see who anpong t he passengers has aspirin or any other kind of pain killers. Lay off the
aspirin unless nothing else is available. W mght find that sone of these peopl e have radiation
sickness and the last thing they need is sonething else to irritate their stomachs. Flush the
burned areas on their faces and eyes, use cold conpresses, try to make everyone confortable. Do
what you can. |I'ma doctor, so if you need any advice, have the stewardess check with ne. Now, |
don't have a bag or any instruments or drugs or anything, but | can help."

Turning to the woman who' d said she'd taken flying | essons, Rourke said, "Wuat's your nane, M ss?"
"I't's Ms.-Mandy Richards."

"Well, Ms. Richards, you and | are going to go forward and see about hel ping the captain and the
co-pilot. Ckay?"

"I don't know how nuch help |I can be, M. Rourke."

"Call me John. Sinmpler. We'll help however we can.”

The stewardess was al ready starting back down the aisle with | arge containers of water and towels.
The five who'd claimed sone nedical experience followed her

Rour ke knocked on the door of the pilot's cabin and tried the handl e, then wal ked through, saying
to the woman beside him "Forgive nme for going ahead of you, Ms. Richards."
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Rour ke stopped inside the doorway. Both the captain and co-pilot were still strapped into their
seats. Both nen were writhing, holding their faces. The co-pil ot was npaning.

"Shut the door, Ms. Richards,"” Rourke said softly.

Leani ng down, he wal ked forward and | ooked at the captain. The woman behind himsaid, "My God,
both of these nmen are blinded Iike-"

"That's why we're here, Ms. Richards. But if we tell all the passengers, they m ght panic, and
that woul dn't do anyone any good, right?"

"Who-who are you?" It was the captain, his voice strained and hoarse.

Rour ke | eaned down beside the man. "My nanme is John Rourke, Captain. |I'mone of the passengers.
The stewardess told ne you night need sone help."

"You're the doc, aren't you?"

"Yeah, well in a manner of speaking," Rourke said. "But |'mhere to help you. |'ve tested out on
mlitary jet fighters, flown a helicopter. There's a wonan here with ne-Ms. Richards-whose had
flying experience, too. Thought maybe we could give you a hand. If you can stay conscious, maybe
you can tell us what to do to keep this thing airborne and help us land it when it's tine."
"That's inpossible, Doc. The controls on these babies are just too rmuch unl ess you know them |
can't talk you through it."

"Wl | ," Rourke said softly, "you'd better hope we can figure this out. By the | ooks of that fue
gauge, | don't figure we've got nore than a couple of hours flying time before we hit enpty. And
auto pilot isn't going to do nuch next time we hit a shock wave froma missile going off under
us."

"What's the use? We're all dead anyway,'

the captain said.

"Maybe, maybe not. | don't know. But we can't just commit suicide up here, can we?"

Rour ke wat ched the captain. The man's eyes were closed tight. Hs face was beet-red |ike soneone
with a bad sunburn. "It's no good," the captain said, "but go ahead and try if you want."

"I will," Rourke said, then started unbuckling the pilot and getting himdown on the floor at the

back of the cabin as confortably as possible. "Get some pillows, blankets, water, and towels, Ms.
Ri chards,"” Rourke said. As the worman | eft, Rourke noved forward and hel ped the copil ot-unconsci ous
nowinto a reclining position near the doors.

In a nonent, the wonman was back and Rourke said, "Wrk on the captain first. The co-pilot's pretty
far gone."

Rourke sat in the pilot's seat and started studying the controls. He hit the switch for the

i ntercom and spoke into the mcrophone. "This is John Rourke. Could the stewardess, Mss-" and he
remenbered he'd never asked her name-"the stewardess who hel ped ne a few nonents ago report to the
cockpit for a nmonent?"

Rour ke | ooked at the controls, the nyriad dials and gauges. He began to believe that the captain
had been right. He entertained little hope of getting the plane down. Shrugging his shoul ders as
he heard the knock on the door, he knew that little hope of success would not keep himfrom
trying. At the back of his mind, as he called out, "Conme in," he wondered if Sarah and M chael and
Ann were still alive. He chewed down on his cigar

"What is it, M. Rourke?" the stewardess asked. "Are there any manual s,
bookl et s-anything that can help me with this thing?"

"The pilots have manual s," she began, then | eaned over and reached into a drawer under the

i nstrument panel, "but they're designed as troubl eshooting references. | don't know if they'd be
of any help."

Rour ke gl anced at the thick, vinyl-bound manual s the stewardess gave himand wei ghed themin his
hands. "Just the thing," he said quietly, "for trouble-shooting."

he began, "instruction

Chapter Twenty-one

Sl ow y, Sarah Rourke pushed away the bl anket and nattress covering herself and the children. She
snel | ed sonet hi ng- snoke? But no, she thought. It was plaster dust. "All right, children," she
said. "I think we can see what's going on now. "

Chunks of debris fell fromthe mattress as she pushed herself up onto her knees. Standing,
surveying the littered cellar, she picked up her small transistor radi o and shook it-nothing but
static. She switched bands. There was nothing on FM She turned the dial fromside to side-still,
only static.

"What's wong with the radio, Mama?" M chael asked. Hi s question was somnething she could have done
wi t hout at the nonent.

"Ch, | think the ground shaking nust have | oosened a wire inside it. You know," she conti nued
lying, "these radios are made up of thousands of wires. Your father can tell you about it better
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than | can.”

"Where is Daddy, Mommy," Ann asked, her voice little as the three Rourkes stood there in the
partially coll apsed cellar.

"Ch, he's com ng, honey," Sarah Rourke reassured her. "It'll be all right," Mchael said, putting
his armaround his sister.

"M chael ," Sarah began, "you stay here with Ann for a minute. |I'mgoing upstairs to | ook around."
"Can we conme? W don't want to stay here."

She | ooked at M chael, nodded. "All right, but stay behind nme. Just in case anything is wong
upstairs.” The flashlight-one of John's Safariland Kel-Lites-was still working as if nothing had
happened. For a nonent, as she focused the beamtoward the stairs, the thought anused her. She
coul d i nagi ne her husband, in one of his nmgazine articles or books, saying, "This Kel-Lite
flashlight survived World War |11 and kept right on working." The thought al nost started her
crying. She sniffed and started toward the staircase, then stopped. She snelled gas. "M chael, go
back and very gently pick up the water jugs. Hurry, but be careful."

"But can't we get the water later, non"

"No, son, | don't knowif we'll cone back down here again. | snell gas, and we night be risking a
fire. Don't touch anything netal, don't scrape against anything at all if you can help it. Then
come back and hold your sister's hand."

M chael returned in a noment and handed Sarah two of the three water jugs he'd brought, then took
his sister's hand. "Now, M chael, don't let go of her-no nmatter what you do. Do you understand?"
"Yes," he started, "but why-"

"Never mind," Sarah said. She |ooked at Annie, who | ooked as though she would burst into tears at
any mnute.

Sarah stooped down to her. The little girl-her hair different from Sarah's, John's or Mchael's, a
dark honey bl ond-raised her arms into the air. "WII you pick me up, Momy?"

"I can't now, Annie. But | will later."

"I want sonebody to carry ne."

"You're going to have to walk, Annie," Sarah said firnmly, then turned back toward the stairs.
Plaster in large chunks and snmal|l pieces of wood littered the stairs. She started to push them
asi de, but thought better of it; they could be nails or sonme snall netal anong the debris which
could make a spark. Slowy, she picked her way up the stairs.

"M chael!" she screaned, turning and glaring at the boy.

"What did | do?"

"Don't kick that stuff off the stairs. It could make a spark. Just take nmy word for it and don't.
Now, come onhold Annie's hand."

Anni e dutifully grasped her brother's larger hand and wal ked beside him As Sarah | ooked at the
little girl's face, she could still see that the girl was on the verge of tears.

Sarah stopped at the cl osed basenent door. The gas snelled stronger. She reached down to the

door knob, then stopped. "What if it makes a spark?" she asked hersel f, half al oud.

"What is it, Mama," M chael said. Then, "Here-l can open the door for you."

Suddenly, M chael was standi ng beside her, his hands already on the doorknob, pushing the door
open.

"M chael !'" Sarah screaned, grabbing the boy and his sister and draw ng t hem agai nst her. The door
t he hi nges creaki ng and soundi ng as though they needed oil, swung open. Nothi ng happened.
Cautiously, the boy and girl beside her, Sarah stepped into the house. The snell of gas was

conpl etely gone. As she | ooked up and down the hallway, she could see that, apparently, every

wi ndow i n the house had smashed i nward. The roons were littered with glass from broken di shes and
vases, the overhead |ights-everything was destroyed.

"What happened?" M chael said.

"Some very bad nen dropped sone big bonmbs on our country, Mchael," Sarah said. "You' ve heard
about the atom c bonmb, the hydrogen bonmb. Well, they have a | ot nore expl osive force than ordinary
bonmbs. Al this nmess is from bonbs they dropped on Atl anta-and you know it takes us an hour and a
half to drive there. So Atlanta was pretty far away." She shuddered as she heard herself use the
past tense-"was." The zoo, the nuseuns, the shops and restaurants-a fl ood of nmenories rushed over
her. The people? Her throat started tightening, and, bending down to the children, she said, "I
want us to get a few things and get out of the house. We'll stay in the barn tonight."

"Way woul d we stay in the barn, nonP"

"Yeah," Annie echoed, "why are we going to stay in the barn, Monmy. | don't like the barn very
much. "

"Wel | ," she said patiently, "the gas that we all snelled down in the cellar. Gas could still build
up and explode. W'll be safer in the barn. Now, cone and help ne." Autonmatically, she started
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toward the kitchen, but changed her mind. "W're going upstairs to get a few clothes and things
just in case we don't get back to the house for a while. Mchael, take sonme jeans, underpants, a
couple of shirts, all your socks and two extra pairs of shoes and put themin your back pack. Then
get Annie started. Take your sweaters, too."

"I't's not very cold out, Mom" M chael started. She |eaned down to the boy and put both hands on
his shoulders. "M chael -you're very smart and sonetines you' re very grown up. But sonetines | need
you to do what | say-exactly what | say. Now hurry and do it. And don't forget to start getting
Anni e packed too."

She went up the stairs ahead of the children and glanced in their roons to nmake sure everything
was safe. Like the downstairs, the upstairs | ooked, she thought, as though a hurricane had struck
Shouti ng, "Watch out for broken gl ass-Annie, stay with Mchael," she wal ked to the end of the hal
and the bedroom she shared with her husband-when he was home. She went into his dresser and found
the only other gun besides the shotgun that he had forced her to keep in the house. She |ooked at
it, reading the words on the side of it, "Colt's Government Mddel M |V/ Series '70," then
underneath that, "Caliber .45 ACP." As she held the gun, she wi shed she'd |listened to her husband
nore attentively when he'd told her about it. She renenbered his leaving it there several nonths
earlier.

"Now, this is a Governnment Model .45," he'd said. "Just a pretty ordinary gun but a damed good
one."

"You nmean a .45 like the little guns you carry?"

"Yeah," Rourke had said. "Just bigger. Now | know you have trouble with slides on automatics, but
I"ve left one round | oaded in the chanber. After you shoot the gun-cock it first-1leave the hamer
up and just put up the safety. See?"

Sarah had gotten the discussion over with as quickly as possible. Now, she turned the gun over in
her hand. It had rubber grips, black, with nedallions of tiny horses on them Shruggi ng her

shoul ders, she stuck the gun in the wai stband of her blue jeans, shivering a little because the
metal was cold against her skin. In the same drawer, she found two extra clips, which, her husband
had al ways told her, were nmagazi nes. She took those and a box of ammunition and stuffed theminto
a |l arge canvas purse, then went into her own dresser and got underwear, some T-shirts, and two
sweaters. From her closet, she took two pairs of jeans, identical to the ones she wore. She put
two pairs of track shoes into the huge canvas bag as well, then went back to her husband's dresser
and took as many pairs of his white sweat socks as she could fit into the case. She snatched up
their wedding picture, too, stripped it fromthe frame, and folded it in fourths, then put it into
an inside pocket of the bag.

As she passed the bathroom she took a canvas bag fromunder the sink-an old U S. nail bag-and
began stuffing it with soap, tampons, toothpaste, Band-Aids, and disinfectant spray.

M chael was ready and waiting in the hallway and she checked his pack, sending himback for his
sweaters and telling himto grab as many rolls of toilet paper as he could and stuff themin his
pack.

As fast as she could, she hel ped Anni e pack, stuffing extra clothes for both children in Annie's
back pack. She wal ked the children downstairs, the water jugs still down at the foot of the stairs
where she'd left them and carried everything into the kitchen. Her husband had insisted on her
keepi ng a supply of freeze-dried foods from Muuntain House and sinilar itenms, these all in a large
duffel bag in the pantry. She grabbed this up, opened the bag, and stuffed a few cans of soup and
beans and a can opener inside it as well. "Now, " she said, "I want both of you to drink as nuch as
you can of the mlk in the refrigerator. | have to get everyone's vitam ns and sonme bl ankets."

She left the children and ran back into the hallway and up the stairs, getting vitamns fromthe
bat hroom vanity and bl ankets fromthe spare bedroom She wi shed now she'd | et her husband buy them
t he sl eeping bags he'd wanted to.

As she reached the bottom of the stairs, she stopped and caught her breath.

"Come on, children," she shouted, then started back toward the kitchen for them

"1'"l'l put the milk in the refrigerator,”™ M chael said.

"You don't have to darling," Sarah began. "There isn't any electricity."

Wth M chael carrying nore than she'd thought he could, and Ann draggi ng Sarah's bi g canvas purse
Sarah started everyone fromthe kitchen, then thought of one other thing. She reached into the top
drawer beside the sink and took the very sharp, Henkels boning knife, wapped it in a kitchen
towel, and slipped it into the duffel bag. She could barely nove the bag.

As they reached the end of the hallway, she stopped and turned into the living room "Wt a

m nute."

She went over to the mantle, grabbed the pictures of the children, and stripped themfromtheir
franmes. Then she took the doubl e-barrel ed shotgun fromover the hearth and grabbed the box of
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shotgun shells fromthe drawer in the small end table.

"Ckay," she said, trying to make her voice sound cheerful. "This is going to be quite an
adventure." As they stepped onto the front porch, coats on, arns | oaded with bel ongi ngs, she could
hear the horses in the barn, whinnying, frightened. And she realized why. In the darkness-although
the late-night sky in the direction of Atlanta was bright |like a sunset-she could hear the wild
dog packs how ing. The sound frightened her, too. "Conme on, children-let's get to the barn," she
whi sper ed.

Chapter Twenty-two

"I have those figures now, M. President," Thurston Potter began

"How accurate are they?" the president asked, sitting back down in the couch
"Conmput er estinmates based on intelligence data-close."
"Al right," the president said, his voice low, "tell ne.
Potter began. "Less than twenty percent of continental |and-based nissiles were able to get

ai rborne. OF the ground bonbers, approximately eighty-five percent nade it out. CQur nuclear
submarine fleet and bonbers holding at the Fail-Safe point came out okay in terns of doing their
job. I have a ratio of ninety-percent effectiveness for the subnmarine fleet. The bonbers got to
target, but, apparently, that Soviet particle beam system knocked nost of themout."

"I want to know about casualties-us and them" the president interrupted.

"W estimate sixty percent of the U S. popul ati on dead or dying-about 145 nillion people-"

"Ch, sweet Jesus."

Potter went on, sifting through the papers in his hands, "By norning there should be at | east
seventy-five tines nore third-degree burn patients than all pre-war burn centers and fully

equi pped hospitals could handle. The anticipated deaths as a consequence nake up part of that 145
mllion casualty figure. Add another twenty percent for residual deaths fromradiati on poi soning
So we get slightly Iess than 175 million dead within the next few weeks, and that should be the
maxi mum figure. | can go into greater depth, M. President. W have a prelinmnary statistical

br eakdown. "

The president glanced up at Potter, staring into his eyes. "Later Thurston. How did the Russians
do?"

"We knocked out sixty percent of their heavy industry, approxinately forty percent of their

popul ation. And they've still got the Chinese to contend with. OQther global casualty figures
aren't too conplete, yet, but much of the British Isles have been destroyed, sonme major cities in
Canada. Most of France is intact. Nothing nuclear except for a lot of tactical stuff used in West
Germany, and Sovi et divisions are swanpi ng Europe. But that won't last. The Chinese are really
giving the Russians hell on the Sino-Soviet border."

"How about our forces?" the president asked

"That's not so good, M. President. Qur European |and forces have been pretty nuch w ped out. But
a lot of small units are still fighting independently, and the Pentagon people indicate they' |l go
on doing that until you tell them otherwi se. Mist military bases in the continental United States
wer e knocked out, since they were A-Class targets because of their missiles. The really bad news
is an unconfirmed report that when the missiles struck on the West Coast, they ruptured the San
Andreas fault |line and caused massive earthquakes and tidal waves. W' ve confirmed that New York
Cty was swanped by an Atlantic tidal wave. Estimated casualty figures don't include the San

Andr eas quakes, but do include the New York disaster."

"Are the Russians com ng?" the president asked, his voice enotionless.

"As best as we can tell, they'|l nake landings in certain safe cities where they used neutron
bonmbs. About twenty-four hours. It's nore synbolic than mlitary. They can hold those areas, but
just frankly don't have the nmanpower to do anything else with the Chinese on their rear ends. And
they won't have sufficient heavy industry for years to get up enough nmuscle to actually occupy our
entire country. We've got some snmall independent military units that are ready to go and nake the
Sovi et occupation here mserable. Should be able to keep up fighting alnpst indefinitely."

"l suppose | should be thankful,"” the president nuttered. "The whole planet could have been bl own
out of its orbit and plunged into the sun-like sone of the scientists have been warning."

"Well, sir, no one got to use all their stuff. The Russians have pretty nuch stopped targeting us
now. May have been a slight axis shift, could result in sonme radical climatic changes. Can't tell
yet. Pretty scary business. Mnd if |I sit down, M. President?"

"Ch, I'msorry Thurston," the president said, |ooking at the young man. "Yeah, go ahead and sit."
"M. President, what are you going to do?"
The president smiled, saying, "I was afraid sonebody was going to ask ne that. Wll, | have no
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precedent to guide ne. The country, nore or |less, has ceased to exist as a country. | don't know.
What about fall out-any guesses there?"
"Well, sir, we had a lot of scenarios worked out for war, and this conmes cl osest to scenario,” and

Potter studied his notes. "Eighteen-A | doubt you'd renenber it by that nunber, but, basically,
it | ooks as though the fallout should stay in bands across the country, and when it settles to the
ground, stay that way. Sonme areas will become nucl ear deserts and are estimated to renmain that way
for perhaps hundreds of years-depending on the exact nature of the warheads the Soviets dropped.
Sone few areas will have very little danger fromfallout. But then of course, alnpbst the whole

M ssi ssi ppi basin was destroyed with direct hits, so the entire nidsection of the country is going
to be a vast no-nman's land for a century or nore."

"The planet isn't dead, though," the president said.

"Not as far as we can tell. | don't knowif | should tell you what Rear Admiral Corbin said."
"Tell me," the president asked.

"Well-he called it instant urban renewal. Said someday future generations may actually thank us
for this. Only the really fit will survive, the weaker types will be naturally cropped out. The
land will eventually restore itself."

"He's full of crap," the president said quietly.

* k%

The Sovi et prenmier signed the necessary papers for the token airborne invasion of several neutron-
bonbed cities. Mst inportant woul d be Chicago, or what was left of Chicago after the seiche in
Lake M chi gan had produced a tidal wave effect and destroyed nmuch of the city proper. Chicago was
the largest of the cities they would occupy; Atlanta, St. Louis, Washington, and other eastern
cities had been destroyed by conventional nucl ear weapons and woul d be uni nhabitabl e for-he
checked the figures on the radi oactive half-life of the nuclear material -204 years. Los Angel es
and other western cities were not to be considered. Los Angel es. San Franci sco, and nost of
central California had fallen into the Pacific when the San Andreas fault line had slipped. This
di stressed the premier. Tidal wave effects had swanped a portion of western Canada; parts of

Al aska and were expected to slide toward the coastal areas of Siberia and, eventually, Japan

The Premer turned off the desk lanp. Unlike the one in his Kremin office, the light was strong,
and it hurt his eyes. Sitting in the darkness, secure in his bonb shelter, he recalled the
prelininary casualty estimates for the Soviet Union-sone forty percent of the overall popul ation
He cl osed his eyes-120 million men and wonen and children had died. And there was still the war
with China. In the darkness, where no one could see him he brushed tears fromhis great dark
eyes.

Chapter Twenty-three

Rour ke stood up and turned toward Ms. Richards who was kneeling on the cockpit floor beside the
captain. "You were right." Ms. Richards |ooked at him Rourke went on. "The captain is dead." He
gl anced across to the other side of the narrow cockpit-the copilot had died twenty ninutes
earlier. "Looks like it's up to us now," Rourke said quietly.

Mandy Richards bit her |ip and nodded.

Rour ke patted her on the shoulder. "Fromwhat |'ve been able to tell, we've got about two hours of
flying tine left-less, since we'll need sone fuel to get her down, and we'll have to get down to a
| ower altitude before we can do that."

Suddenly, Rourke held his fingers to his lips, signaling silence. The speaker for the radio was
the focus of his attention. He heard a voice comng fromit. Ever since he had gone forward to the
cockpit and begun trying to deci pher the controls, the radi o-on every band he'd tried-had been
not hi ng but static. lonization, he'd believed was the cause. But now there was a voi ce.

"Excuse nme, Ms. Richards," Rourke said, noving forward and dropping into the captain's chair,
then putting the headset on and working the radio controls. "This is Cananerican 747 Flight 601-
readi ng you with sone heavy static. Do you read ne? Over."

He waited a nmonent, then the static broke and the voice cane back. "This is Buck Anderson-ham
operator out of Tonbstone, Arizona, Captain. Over."

Rourke smiled. "I'"mno captain kid-just a fella flyin' the plane. Captain and co-pilot bought it
with flash burns. Is it possible for you to relay our signal and get us sone professional help-
maybe from Tucson?"

"There is no Tucson," the voice cane back. Then there was a | ong pause.

"Buck," Rourke said, "you still reading ne? Cver."

"I"'mstill reading you. But there is no-no Tucson. Everything to the west has either gone into the
sea like California did or been flooded. W're on an island out here now. "
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"Yeah," Rourke cut in, "yeah, | knew your area-was there for Helidorado Days."

"But the water," the boy's voice went on, "it may be rising-not sure if it's stopped. Everyone is
dead-1' m sick-the bombs that hit Tucson and Phoenix just w ped themout. As far down as Bensen."
There was a little restaurant in Benson that Rourke had |iked. It had nade the best pizza he'd
found in Arizona. "What's your source for the West Coast thing?" Rourke asked. "Over."

"Ham operator-a girl | knew. W were on when the bonbs started failing and she kept on. Somehow I
was still getting her. Then she started describing it-horrible."

"Tell me," Rourke said, his voice |low "Over."

"Ch. Mother of God-the buildings started shaking, the ground-fromwhere she was she could see the
ground starting to open, and then she went off. After that, | picked up another comrercial flight.
Told me they were watching fromthe air-huge cracks in the ground-lava coning up, and then
suddenly it all slipped away and there was a giant wall of water. | lost the transm ssion after

that. The pilot said the turbul ence was getting bad and cut off, kind of funny."
"Any word on Flagstaff, Buck?" Rourke asked. "Over."
"No-nothing since a Civil Defense broadcast over an hour ago-the whol e area around Fl agstaff and

the Grand Canyon had an ei ght- or nine-point earthquake, and there were bonbs still failing."
Rour ke just shook his head. "Kid," he said, "you gonna nake it?"

"I don't think so-I'mstarting to throw up blood-vision is already blurry. | think its radiation
si ckness. "

"It is, Buck," Rourke said.

"That's what | thought."

"I"msorry," Rourke said.

"I wish | could help you get your plane down. But | can't. Maybe you're better off just crashing-
it's hell down here. The air is bad, the water's rising nowl can tell, and-" The voice cut off.
"Buck?" Rourke said.

The boy's voice cut back in. "My generator handle pulled out-sorry."

"Anyt hi ng on New Mexi co? Over."

"Can't nmmke out-" Then there was static.

"Did he die?" It was Ms. Richards, sitting nowin the co-pilot's chair beside Rourke.

"No, Ms. Richards-we just got into different air space and out of his frequency. No, he didn't
die-yet."

"Maybe the boy was right," Ms. Richards said. Rourke |ooked at the wonan.

"Now, as long as we're alive," he said, "we've got a chance. Once we give up and lie down, that's
it."

"My husband was in California," Ms. Richards said.

"I have a wife and two children back in Georgia," Rourke replied.

"But they could still be alive. | know nmy husband is dead. Maybe that boy was just a liar," she
started. "A liar-he was just |lying because he didn't knowit couldn't have just fallen into-"

"I don't think he was lying, Ms. Richards,” Rourke said, quietly.

"Do you think nmy husband coul d have survived?" she asked softly.

"Honest ?" Rour ke queri ed.

"Yes," she said.

"No-1 don't. Even if he was on the right side of the fault line, the tidal wave woul d have gotten
him | had, | guess, a friend in San Diego-told me once that if the San Andreas fault ever went,
he'd be okay. His office and his house were on the continental side. | didn't have the heart to
rem nd hi mabout the tidal wave. See, when those nountains slipped off and all the land on the
other side, the inpact and the added nass, as well as the slipping notion itself-all that figured

into create a tsunanm and then flood the |owand. | don't know where the new coastline will wnd
up. "
"Why should | live?" she noaned. "There's nothing left. Nothing to live for. Wy |live now?" She

said it like a chant.

Rour ke | ooked at Ms. Richards, then slowy said, "That's a question you' re going to have to
answer for yourself, ma'am And | hope you can. Now, lets try to fly this plane, and get everyone
down, huh?"

He kept watching her. She did not seem hysterical or beside herself, but her eyes filled with
tears. Finally, she turned to him whispering, "Maybe you just said it-we got all those people
back there, haven't we?"

"Yes-we have," Rourke said slowy. "And all they've got right nowis us."

"What will it be like-on the ground. If we nake it, | nean?"

"Wel |, your guess is as good as nine. But | don't see humanity conming to a screeching halt, if
that's what you nmean. Maybe civilization, but humanity will find a way of going on. It always has,
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always will. Now," he said, turning and facing the control panel, "like the nan said, let's see if
this mother'Il fly. You got charge of the instruction book."

Rour ke put his hands on the controls, killed the auto pilot switch, and throttled back to get the
feel. Suddenly, the plane shuddered.

"M. Rourke!"™ Ms. Richards shout ed.

"That wasn't nme, lady. That was the expl osion down there." Already, he was hauling back on the
controls and throttling forward. "Hit that seat-belt sign, Ms. Richards, and get on the PA and
tell everyone to settle in. | gotta clinb before that blast cooks us"

Ms. Richards picked up the nicrophone for the PA, then asked, "Was that another mssile that
hit 2"

"No-we were over an oil refinery, is ny guess. It just blew " Alnost as the words | eft his nouth,
t he pl ane shuddered, and he | ocked his fists tighter on the controls. "Hit that seat-belt sign
huh! "

Chapter Twenty-four

Sarah Rour ke crouched by the inside of the barn door, her right hand clutching the shotgun, her

| eft armaround both children

"Who is it, Mama?" M chael whi spered.

"Shh," she rasped, |ooking into the yard between the barn and the house.

Four nen and a wonan were the object of her gaze. All were in their mddle or late twenties, it

| ooked. They stood around a | ate-nodel van with a smashed right front fender. They had guns in
their hands. She recognized one of thema nmlitary-type weapon, an ML6, she thought. It | ooked
simlar to a gun her husband used a lot, but the rear portion of the stock was different.

"Hello in the house!" the woman in the yard shouted. Annie started to speak, "Mymy-she said hello
to our house," then started to |augh. As Sarah turned and put her hand over the little girl's
nmout h, she realized that the five in the yard had probably already heard Annie.

Wien she | ooked back into the yard, two of the nmen were gone, and the other two nen and the woman
were staring toward the barn

"Hey-who's in the barn?"

Sarah was paral yzed. If she shouted back, they'd realize-no natter what she told themthat there
was no man. But if she said nothing?

"I said, who's in the barn?" The voice was rough and angry.

"I am" Sarah shouted back

It was one of the men who spoke. "Just who are you?"

"I ma wonan with a gun, mster. Cone any closer and you'll find out who I am" Sarah Rourke was
surprised that the words had cone from her nouth.

Suddenly, from behind her in the back of the barn she heard a voice "Drop the shotgun, |ady-or |
kill the kids."

Sarah Rour ke wheel ed around on her knees, releasing the children and bringing her Ieft hand onto
the shotgun. M chael was starting to get up. "Stay still, Mchael," she screaned. The nan who had
spoken-t here was another nman behind himwas standing in the loft of the barn, the mlitary rifle
in his hands.

"Drop it, lady. W ain't gonna hurt ya. Unless you put up a fight."

"You | eave ny nother alone!" M chael shouted, his voice sounding younger and snaller to Sarah than
she'd thought it coul d.

Behi nd her, Sarah heard footsteps. Then the woman's voice "W got you covered, |ady-drop the

shot gun and nove away fromit."

Bitterly, with a feeling of great failure, she dropped the shotgun

"Ckay." it was the man who'd tal ked before fromthe loft. "Mive away fromthe kids."

"No, " Sarah shout ed.

"Move-or they get it."

Sarah | ooked up at him "No, please don't." Suddenly, she was angry. She knew that John woul d not
want her to beg these people. And she knew that she wouldn't. As she started to edge across the
barn fl oor, she saw M chael out of the corner of her eye. He was starting to walk toward their
bags in the corner. No one was watching him

"Al right, lady-on the ground," the man in the |oft commanded.

"What you gonna do, Eddie?" It was the woman

"I"'mgonna get ne a piece. Then I'l| see.

"Not in front of her kids, Eddie!"

"Why, maybe they' Il enjoy it." Then-Sarah watched his eyes across the distance that separated them
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"Ckay, |ady-down." Sarah started to drop to her knees, watching the man com ng down the | adder
fromthe loft. She had | ost sight of Mchael, but saw a pitchfork in the opposite corner of the
barn, perhaps ten feet away.

"Al'l right, Eddie-ne and Pete and Al can go check the house." Sarah watched as the wonman and t he
other two nen left. Then she turned her eyes back to the man, who had reached the foot of the

| adder and was turned to face her

"I ain't had no head for a while. Maybe we'll get started with that. Stay right there on your
knees, lady, or the kids get it." The man started toward her. Her eyes were | ooking past himto
the pitch-fork. As she turned to |l ook up into his eyes, he shouted "Goddamit-" and started to
fall forward against her. His body fell onto her and she pushed against him

She saw t he boni ng knife she'd taken fromthe house-it was buried up to the handle in the man's
right kidney. In the sanme instant, she saw M chael, standing where the man had been a second
earlier.

"Take daddy's gun, Mommy!" he shouted. She found herself reaching for it. The dead man was stil
half on top of her, and her |egs were pinned. The .45 was in her hands now. She | ooked to the

| oft. The second nman was al ready hal fway down the | adder. She held the gun, cocked the hammer
back, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. She held the gun nore tightly, pointed it, and
tried the trigger again-the gun junped in her hand. The shot rang in her ears, and the nman fel
fromthe |adder, his rifle sailing out of his hands. Sarah worked her |egs under the weight of the
dead man and pulled free. She stared at M chael. She knew in the back of her mind that the other
two nen and the wonan woul d be com ng any ninute.

"M chael ?" She | ooked again at the knife in the first man's ki dney.

"Daddy said that when he's gone, |I'mthe man of the famly."

Sarah Rour ke swept her six-year-old son into her arns, holding himtight against her.

"Momy!" It was Anni e scream ng. Sarah, on her knees, turned, the .45 Colt automatic still in her
right hand. It was the woman. She was aimng a revolver at Annie.

Sarah pulled the trigger on her .45

The woman screaned, fell back, and the revol ver dropped to the ground. Both hands cl asped her
chest.

"Anni e!" Sarah screaned. Then, "M chael! Get your sister to the back of the barn. The other two
men will be coming.'

Sarah Rourke started toward the open barn doors. One of the nen was already running across the
yard. She fired the .45 once, then again, and the nan turned and ran back toward the house.
"It's the broad and the kids!" he shout ed.

Sarah fired again, kicking up dust near his heels, but mssing the man. She stayed by the barn
doors, waiting.

"Gve up, lady. W ain't gonna hurt you. Gve up or we'll burn down the barn with you and the kids
init!" a voice shouted fromthe house. "Mnmy?"
"It's all right Mchael," Sarah said, surprised that her voice was so even and calm

She | ooked down at the gun in her hand, renenbering what John had said about the safety catch, and
raised it. She saw now why it hadn't fired the first tinme-John had told her about the grip safety.
She hadn't been hol ding the gun tightly enough. She | ooked around on the floor of the barn, then
wal ked over to the first man-the one M chael had killed. The thought of that was still hard for
her to accept. How one night can change your life she thought. She was proud of M chael for

def endi ng her.

She reached down and tried to pick up the dead-man's mlitary rifle. The sling for the rifle was
still over his shoulder, and she had to |ift his dead armto pry the gun |oose. She read the

I egend on the left side of the gun. "Colt AR-15." It was |ike her husband's gun. It was better
than the shotgun. She noved what she thought was the safety but the clip started to cone out. She
pushed t he magazi ne back in and searched again for the safety. She found it and pointed the gun in
the direction of the floor and pulled the trigger. The dirt and boards started to fly up and she
took her finger off the trigger. "A nmachine gun?" she nuttered. She renenbered, then, having read
an article dealing with how sone people took sporting rifles and changed themto subnachi ne guns,
illegally. She guessed that this was one of them Her husband's gun-the stock was definitely
different-fired only one shot at a tine. She noved the safety |ever, then touched the trigger to
see if she had it right. The gun fired, but only one shot. She tried the safety |ever again. She
pressed the trigger and not hi ng happened. She noved it all the way back, and the gun fired like a
subnmachi ne gun again. In the second position, it fired one round at a tine. She took a deep breath
and searched the dead man's clothes, finding four extra magazi nes. She woul d have to enpty one and
count how many rounds they held, she told herself. "But first things first."

Al ready, she knew what she woul d do about the two nen in the house. There had been others who had
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drifted by during the night. Qutlaws, brigands-just people who wanted to steal. She'd frightened
one group away with the shotgun, not even firing it. And she realized these nen who had al nost
killed the children and herself wouldn't be the last. She would have to | eave the farm The pickup
truck or the station wagon would only run out of gas. She |ooked at the two horses, standing
peacefully in their stalls-her mnd flashed back to the last time she and John had gone ridi ng.
She coul d | oad the bel ongi ngs and both children on the horses, and still ride herself.

She turned toward the house and began to walk toward the barn doors. She had to get rid of the nen
in the house before she could do anything el se. Several times through the night, when the wi nd had
shifted, she had snmelled the gas fromthe house. The basenent had only one w ndow a snall one that
sonehow hadn't bl own out. The basenent still had to be full of gas.

She got down on her knees and put the rifle to her shoulder, setting the selector |ever to single-
shot. Sem automatic. She remenbered the term John used it frequently in his weapons articles. She
found the sights and lined themup, then ainmed toward the house.

The bullet hit the dirt in the front of the house. She raised the barrel, ainmed again, and tried
to squeeze the trigger-the few times John had forced her to try shooting, he had al ways said,
"Squeeze the trigger-don't snap it back."

She squeezed the trigger. She saw a piece of one of the house boards fly off. One of her hanging

planters was still attached to the top of the front porch, and she ainmed at it. Wen she fired,
the planter noved. She fired again and the planter disintegrated.
"Dammit, |ady, keep up that shootin' and we'll burn down the fuckin' barn with you and the kids in

it-so help mel"

Asmle lifted the corners of her nouth. She woul d have never thought of what she was going to do
if they hadn't threatened-twi ce nowto burn down the barn. She was going to burn down the house-
blow it up, with the nen inside.

She pointed the rifle's nmuzzle toward the small, unbroken w ndow of the cellar, lined up the
sights, and squeezed the trigger. The wi ndow smashed. Not hi ng happened. She fired again, then fel
back on her haunches. There was a loud roar, then fire belched, first fromthe small w ndow, then
fromthe first floor of the house. Then a fireball engulfed the house for an instant. Flanmes |eapt
skyward. She coul d hear screans fromthe house, one of the nen yelling, "Gas-1'"mon fire"'

One of the nmen-she thought it was the one the dead worman had called Pete-ran fromthe front door
his clothes burning. She fired, and he fell over. "I'ma killer," she whispered.

Chapter Twenty-five

"M. President," Thurston Potter said. "M. President?"

The president of the United States rolled over and opened his eyes. "Thurston?”

"Yes, sir. You fell asleep on the couch."

"Ch-yes. | guess | did. And it isn't a dream then, is it?"

"No, sir. | wsh-"

"Whan's the current situation?"

"We've just received word, M. President. The Russians are broadcasting on a | ow frequency FM band

that's getting past all the static. W nust formally surrender or they'll destroy the few
remaining cities. | don't know what to-"
"Well, what is it, Thurston?" The president swung his feet off the couch

"I don't know, sir."

"“I'f I surrender, then nost of the resistance to themwill stop-it won't even begin when they | and
here. ™"

"Yes, M. President."”

"If I just let themtake us, then they can put any words in ny nouth that they want, can't they?"
"Well, | suppose so, sir."

"The vice-president, the speaker of the house, all of ny cabinet-dead. Dead?"

Thurston Potter squirmed on his heels. "Yes. Yes, sir."

"If I were dead, there would be no United States government to surrender. No one who had the power
to surrender. Correct?"

"Well, sir, there were a few nenbers of Congress who were out of Washington. A few may have
survived. "
"But it would take the Russians forever to find themif they were still alive. R ght?"

"Yes, M. President."

"Do we have a way of getting news out?" Potter thought for a nonment. "W could send out sone of
the intelligence people to spread the word, | suppose. It would be slow, but once it got started,
if the news were inportant enough, the people would hear it."
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"That's what | thought. Get ne Paul Dorian. Then, after he leaves, | want to see ny wife and the
children. After that, the chief of the Secret Service detail here. Hurry. You conme back wth

Paul ." The president |eaned over the coffee table and took up one of his cigarettes. He was
smling as he lit it.

"Al'l right, Ms. Richards. |'ve decided to try to bring this thing down just south of Al buquerque.
There's a lot of flatland south of there, and a drop in the desert |ooks Iike the best chance we
have. |'m betting the Al buquerque airport is finished."

"You can't be sure," the woman said.

"I can overfly it," Rourke said. "You're right." Looking away fromthe instrunents a nonent,
Rourke said, "Ms. Richards, take the controls. Don't nmove anything." He consulted the plastic-
covered maps and checked them agai nst his approxi mate position. "Al buquerque should be ten minutes
ahead." Already, as Rourke | ooked through the w ndshield and down toward the ground, the sun was
starting to rise. The ground had a gray cast to it. The nmountains off to his right were stil
partially steeped in heavy shadow.

He'd driven into Al buquerque nmany tines, through the nountain passes and down-the view had been
breathtaking. It still was he thought, but as he followed about a nile fromthe cl osest high
ridge, flying low, he could see that the view had changed.

He had no idea if Al buquerque had been hit directly, but there had been a firestorm Perhaps from
natural gas? He could see that there were few houses standi ng; the ground was burned bl ack. Some
energency vehicles were nmoving on the ground below him But there was no sign, no huge crater, to
indicate that a direct hit had been nmade on the city.

He found the markers for the airport-a few were still standing. He started to follow themin.
"This is Cananmerican 747 Flight 601," Rourke droned into the radio. "Calling Al buquerque tower. Do
you read ne? Over."

He had set the radio to the right frequency for hailing the facility, but there was nothing to
answer himbut static. Both fists |ocked on the controls, Rourke whispered, "Al right, Ms.

Ri chards, I'mgoing to overfly the airport, and we'll see how it |ooks. After that, |1'll have just
enough fuel left to set this thing down there or on the desert. So lets nmake it a good | ook."
Rourke throttled back on the nonster-sized jet engines. The noise roared in his ears as he

squi nted agai nst the brightness of the sun and scanned the ground. He hauled up on the flaps, and
the airport | oonmed up ahead.

The field-fromone end to the other-was a nass of debris. What | ooked |ike dozens of planes had
been burned on the ground.

"What happened?" Ms. Richards asked. "A mssile?"

"No, | don't think so. | think sone kind of accident. Probably sonmebody like us tried to conme in
and m sjudged the runway. Yeah, see over there?" Rourke pointed far on the starboard side of the
pl ane. "Looks l|ike sonething ramred a fuel truck and they didn't get the fire in time. Firestorm
of some kind is what it |ooks like all over the city. So the city shouldn't be hot with

radi oactivity."

There was the recogni zabl e framework of a huge tank truck, black and gutted, anmi d the weckage of
a |large comercial jet.

"We're not going to land here," Rourke said. He throttled forward and got the nose up, banking as
gently as he could to get south of what had been the city. The ruins vani shed from beneath them
the ground turned into scrub brush and sand. Rourke throttled down again and slowy played the
instruments to get the plane's altitude down. "I don't know exactly how | ow or how sl ow | can get
this thing and still be able to keep air speed. And if | |ose engine power, this thing will fal
like a rock. Ht that seat-belt |ight and get on the PA. Tell the stewardess to get everyone into
a crash position."

Rour ke scanned the ground. Silently, he prayed that he could have sone idea what he was doing. As
far as landing went, there was no simlarity between the 747 and nmilitary fighter aircraft he had
flowm before. Bringing this down was |ike playing Russian roulette with all chanbers full

He squi nted agai nst the norning sunlight, watching the altineter, the fuel gauge and the other
instruments. He heard Ms. Richards alert the passengers for a possible crash

By the tine Ms. Richards had finished the announcenment, Rourke was banking the plane gently,
having clinbed in order to acconplish the naneuver. "I picked out our landing field, Ms.

Ri chards," he comented. "N ce, flat stretch about five mles long with no trees to speak of, back
about twenty-five mles. 1'mgoing around for a try. We can only do it once. I'mletting us run
out of fuel to mnimze the risk of fire. One other thing | want you to do. Alert the stewardesses
that as soon as we get down on the ground, | want everyone out of here as quickly as possible and
as far away fromthe plane as they can. And | want you in a crash position right by the escape
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chute in the main cabin. You ve done great."

"Whn't you need nme to hel p?"

"Well," Rourke began, "I don't believe two of us can land this thing any better than one. And

you' ve got a cool head. That's going to be needed if anyone's going to survive after we | and.
Chances are good the cockpit will get the heaviest inpact."

"You nmean you'll be killed, and if | don't stay with you, |I'Il have a better chance of staying
alive."

"Yeah, pretty nmuch. CGoes back to what we tal ked about [ast night. That you opt for life. Anything
else is irrational, Ms. Richards. You don't strike nme as an irrational person. And |'d bet that
your husband wasn't the kind of guy who'd want you to give up on life."

Rour ke brought the plane into another banking maneuver to line up for his final approach. He
glanced at Ms. Richards. She said, "Are you a psychiatrist too, M. Rourke?"

"Only the bargai n-basenment kind," Rourke said, smling broadly.

"That's the first time |'ve seen you snile." She rose and started back toward the forward
passenger cabin, then turned to himand said, "I hope you make it-and that your wi fe and children
made it too." She | eaned down and ki ssed himon the cheek

Qui etly, Rourke said, "Thank you, Ms. Richards."

As soon as Rourke heard the cockpit cabin door close, he settled hinself back in the captain's
seat and tightened the |ap and shoul der restraints. He fished in the breast pocket of his jacket
for his sunglasses to fight the glare fromthe sand below him Slowy, he throttled back, stepping
down the 747's altitude. The plane was close to the ground now. It raced away beneath the nose of
the bigjet; it was as if the air speed were a hundred times faster than the readout on the

i nstrunment panel. He dropped the | anding gear, and the green light indicating that it was | ocked
in place flashed on. He throttled back nore. The starboard engines nearly stalled, but he held the
speed, skinmming |less than five hundred feet above the scrub-dotted desert floor

The 747's nose started to drop, and he brought it up

The starboard engines al nost stalled again, and the altineter needl e started droppi ng. He punched
the PA button and talked into the small m crophone attached to the radi o headset. "This is Rourke-
brace yourselves for inpact!”

He tried bringing the nose up, throttled back alnost all the way, and |l et the engines nearly die
as the | anding gear touched ground, bounced away, and touched again. He throttled forward
slightly, using the engine conpression to slow the plane as it raced, skipping on the |anding
gear, across the desert floor. Hs mke was still open, and he rasped, "W're down but not
stopped. Stay in the crash position!”

The plane wasn't slowi ng as nuch as he wanted. Rourke stared ahead. The ground dropped off |ess
than a mle away, and he didn't know what was beyond it. He worked the starboard flaps, and the

pl ane started to turn. Mentally, he made the choice. He cut the engines and decided to burn out
the brakes. He brought the flaps on both wings all the way up. The plane was starting to sl ow
down, but in front of himwas a stand of tall pines. "W're gonna hit," he rasped into the

m crophone which was inches fromhis lips. Hs face was drawn into a tight nmask, his |lips pulled
back, his shoul ders set. The brakes held for a nonent, then, suddenly the plane |urched, and there
was Nno nore pressure.

Rour ke coul d see beyond the stand of pines now. A rock face rose up fromthe desert floor

Al ready, the nose of the cockpit was cutting into the trees. He threw his arns up in front of his
face and doubled forward. He couldn't see, but the sound was |like a thousand chain saws, the pines
crashi ng down on the plane.

The plane lurched and suddenly cane to a conplete stop. He | ooked up. The w ndshi el ds were
cracked, shattered, but still holding up. Trees were all around hi mpine branches virtually
covered the front of the fuselage. He sat for a nonent, breathing heavily. Then he funbled for the
m cr ophone.

"This is Rourke. W're down. Now get the hell out of the plane, but don't panic. Everything seens
fine." He tossed the headset down, then tore open the seat and shoul der belts and pushed out of
the captain's seat.

When he had thrown open the door, he stopped. The portside of the forward cabin's fusel age was

al rost conpletely ripped away. A large tree jutted into the cabin, like a can opener. People were
scream ng, and he knew that others were trapped in the weckage. As he started back to help them
sonet hing on the floor caught his eye. He |ooked at it for a monment, then turned away and | eaned
agai nst the bul khead. It was the severed head of Ms. Richards.

Chapter Twenty-si X
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"We'l | be together soon," was all the president could say as his wife and children left his office
inthe M. Lincoln conplex. He had tried to tell his wife, without letting his children know But
he couldn't find the words. Bobby's face and his wife's were the |ast faces he saw, as his famly
turned down the corridor. Bobby was still holding the spaceship. The president turned to Pau

Dori an who was standing in the corridor

"They' ve | anded?"

"Only in token nunbers, M. President-and they're pushing the tining on the neutron radiation a
little at that. Those cities-like Chicago-are still hot."

"Paul , what about the Eden Project. Did it get off?"

"Yes," Dorian said, his eyes downcast. "Wthout a hitch, sir."

"Then maybe there is sone hope after all. Send in the chief of my Secret Service detail."

"M. President, you can't do this."

"I have to-if there's going to be any United States left. It's not a country, a |land-mass, Paul. |
finally see that. The United States is an idea. And if | don't do this, the idea may well die.
don't have nmuch of a choice, do I?"

The president took the outstretched hand of Paul Dorian, then wal ked back into his office and sat
on the couch. In a nonent, the chief of his Secret Service detail, Mke Cemer, cane through the
door. "M ke, |'ve got a favor to ask."

"Anything, M. President," Cemrer said, entering the room "Take this." He handed C emer an
envel ope with the presidential seal in the upper left corner. "And now, give me your revolver."
Clemrer started to reach under his w ndbreaker, then stopped.

"That's an order, Mke. There are two letters in the envelope. One is to ny wife, the other is to
the American people. Thurston Potter knows what to do with them This is ny |last order, Mke. Gve
me your gun.”

Clemrer wiped his palns on the sides of his trouser |egs and reached under his jacket to his right
hi p. The president watched as he produced a short-barreled, shiny revolver. "I don't know nuch
about guns, Mke. Always wanted to try them but never had the tine. Does yours have a safety
catch?"

"No, sir. Revolvers don't. M. President, you can't. | can't let you."

"You've got to, Mke. If | stay alive, the Russians will find ne and use ne. If | die, there wll
be no government left to capitulate, and free Americans will go on fighting until there is a

gover nnent agai n-anot her el ected governnment that will throw the Soviets out. If they get ne, it's
all over for all of us.”
"But M. President-they'll never get into M. Lincoln."

"You know that's not true," the president said. "And if we're totally cut off, they've got a
capitulation anyway. But if the American people know I'm gone, then the Soviets-no matter what
they do-can't lie to the Anerican people that the United States has surrendered. It's the only
way. Now, give me the gun."

The president | ooked away from M ke O enmer and extended his right hand, lighting a cigarette with
his left.

He felt the heavy steel object in his hand, then heard the footsteps across the carpet. \Wen he
| ooked up, M ke demer was gone. The president |ooked into the enpty hallway through his open
door.

The president of the United States dragged heavily on the cigarette and held the snmoke in his
lungs. He glanced at the picture of his wife and children on the coffee table in front of him
then | ooked straight into the stubby nmuzzle of the revolver. He touched the first finger of his
right hand to the trigger..

Chapter Twenty-seven

Sarah Rourke turned on her heel and took the .45 automatic fromthe wai stband of her blue jeans.
The corners of her nouth raised into a snile and her green eyes lost their hard set. "Ron
Jenkins," she said. The man she stared at was a fanm liar one, the retired Arnmy sergeant who owned
the next farm He rode a tall Appal oosa gelding. She knew the horse well. On a bay, behind him
was his wife, Carla, and riding behind her on the sane horse was their ten year old girl, Mllie.
"My wife and ne-we was gettin' ready to clear out on horseback here, then we heard the expl osion
over your place this norning and | said to Carla, 'Betchya Sarah Rourke's got some probl ens-John
probably ain't honme.""

Sarah slipped the .45 automatic back into her wai stband, gestured with the same hand toward the
snol dering ruins of the house and said, "I guess you'd call them brigands or sonething. They
wanted to rob us and-well, you know," Sarah said, turning away fromthe Jenkins famly and | ooki ng
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back to the tack she was adjusting on her chestnut colored mare. The white mare with the bl ack
mane and tail and four black stockings-John's horse-was al ready saddl ed and the gear tied on. She
finished adjusting the latigo strap on her own horse and turned back to the Jenkins. "Thanks for
comng to see about us," she said quietly.

"You want we should all ride together? I'mtaking nmy wife and daughter up into the nountains. Not
far, but should be safer," Ron Jenkins said.

"Conme with us, Sarah,"” Carla Jenkins said, |eaning forward in her saddle.

Sarah w ped the pal ns of her hands on the |egs of her jeans, then glanced at M chael and Annie
standi ng beside the barn. Carla Jenkins talked too nuch, and Ron Jenkins didn't tal k enough-and

their daughter MIlie was a brat, Sarah recalled. But she | ooked at her children again. "I guess
there's safety in nunbers," she said. "I thank you for coming for us. | know it was out of your
way. We'll be happy to come with you. |'msure we can all help each other. |I'm al nost through
here. | just have one thing to do."

“I''"l'l help your children get nounted up,"'
one?"

"Yes-pl ease,"” Sarah said, smling. She wal ked back to the barn doorway and gave each of the
children a nudge, then reached into her canvas purse and took a pen and the checkbook. She tore
of f a check and al nost | aughed as she found herself starting to wite "void" across the front.
They were all void now, she realized. She dropped to her knees on the ground and, using the
checkbook to steady her hand, wote:

"My Dearest John, You were right. | don't know if you're still alive. I"'mtelling nyself and the
children that you survived. W are fine. The chickens died overnight, but | don't think it was
radi ation. No one is sick. The Jenkins fanmly canme by and we're heading toward the nmountains with
them You can find us fromthe retreat. I'mtelling nyself that you will find us. Maybe it wll
take a long tine, but we won't give up hope. Don't you. The children | ove you. Annie has been
good, Mchael is more of a little man than we'd thought. Sone thieves came by and M chael saved ny
life. W weren't hurt. Hurry. Al ways, Sarah"

She slipped the note inside a plastic sandwi ch bag-from M chael's lunch the | ast day he'd been in
school. There was a nail already driven into the inside of the barn door, and she stuck the
plastic bag over it, took one last ook at the note, took the bag down and took out the check
again. At the bottom in larger letters, she scrawed, "I |ove you, John," put the note back in
the bag and hung it back on the nail.

Snat chi ng up her bl ack canvas purse, she turned on her heel and ran toward her horse, then clinbed
into the saddl e.

"You ready, Sarah?" Ron Jenkins asked.

Sarah Rourke | ooked at the Jenkins family, then at her children, then pressed her heels gently
agai nst her horse's flanks. She held the reins fromJohn's horse which carried Mchael and Ann, in
her left hand. As they started fromthe yard, she | ooked back. The ruins of the house were stil
snoki ng. But her attention focused on the barn door, the note to her husband nailed to the inside.
Silently, she prayed that he was alive to read it.

"Come on, Tildie," she whispered to the nare between her | egs.

Ron Jenkins said. "On your husband's horse-the white

Chapt er Twenty- ei ght

John Rourke | eaned back against a rock and stared at the wecked airplane two hundred yards away.
He cl osed his eyes, and he wanted to put his hands over his ears to shut out the npaning of the

i njured passengers-the ones he'd worked through the ong day to save.

"M . Rourke-coffee?"

He opened his eyes. The stewardess-the sanme one who had hel ped him at the begi nning-was standi ng
beside him a coffee cup in her hand.

"Yeah, thanks," he said.

"I don't believe the way you were able to get everybody out, M. Rourke, then go back for the

things in the cargo hold. You're a real, live hero."

Rourke smled at the woman. "Well, going back into the cargo hold was pure sel fishness. | needed
the stuff | had there.”

"Those?"

Rourke foll owed her eyes to the twin stainless Detonics .45 s in the hol ster across his shoul ders.
"Yeah-and the other ones, too. I'"'mgoing to have to go into town for some nedical help-if | can
find it. There isn't much nore | can do for nost of the people who were injured. And when | | eave

you people, you may need to defend yourselves. And | need to defend myself when | try making it
i nto Al buquerque.”
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"Def end oursel ves? From what? Surely, no one-"

Rour ke cut her off "Let me ask you a question," he said. "Wuld you have felt confortable wal king
around in a high-crime area in Atlanta last night? O any night?"

"Well-no."

"How about Chi cago, New York, Los Angel es?"

"Well-certainly | wouldn't have, but-"

"Now, that's with police, civil courts, the whole shot of civilization. Wat about with no police,
no courts, no laws-no civilization?"

"But-"

"People who'd hit you over the head to steal your noney when there m ght be a cop | ooking wll
kill you to steal your food, your nedical supplies, your ammunition-when their |ives depend on
getting it. You understand? Since |last night, in alnpst any area you can think of, there is no

Il aw, no protection. The only recourse you have is yourself, or soneone who cares enough about you
to put hinself on the line."

"lI's that why you' re going for help, M. Rourke?" the stewardess asked.

"Sonebody has to," Rourke grunted. "lI'mgoing to | eave you in charge-with a gun. That Canadi an
busi nessman who was sitting next to nme-what's his nane?"

"M. Quentin?"

"Yeah, well he said that he shoots. |I'Il |eave hima gun, too-two of them |f somebody shows up
and starts acting funny, shoot first and ask questions afterward. Got it? |I'mtaking about five or
six people in with me-just in case we can't get help to conme out here, we'll be able to bring
enough stuff back to do sonething. | nake it twenty, naybe twenty-five mles into Al buquerque.

W'l | be there by dawn. Be back by tonorrow night, late, probably. So just hold out, huh?"

Rour ke took the stewardess aside and showed her how to work the Colt Python .357, then left it
with her. He gave his CAR- 15 rifle to his florid-faced ex-seatnmate, along with the snub-nosed
Metalifed Colt Lawran . 357 revol ver, reninding himthe stewardess was in charge. Anong the
survivors, he found five nmen strong enough and willing to acconpany himon foot to Al buquerque. He
|l et one of the five carry his Steyr-Mannlicher bolt-action rifle. It was cool on the desert with
night failing, and he pulled a sweater on over his shirt and the Allessi shoulder rig with his

Det oni cs .45s, then pulled his sportcoat back on over the sweater. He started fromthe canp with
his group. He heard the stewardess running after him

"M . Rourke! | thought you and the other nen could use these." She handed hima paper bag
" Sandw ches?"

"Unh- huh. "

"Thoughtful, Mss...?" Rourke had still not bothered to |earn the young wonan's nane.

"Sandy Benson," she said, smling.

"You have a pretty smile, Sandy,"

Rour ke said, then turned and started away fromthe inpronptu canp

He gl anced at his watch, then at the hazy nmoon. The Rolex on his wist read eight P.M Shifting
his right shoul der under the water bottle suspended there on a borrowed trouser belt, he | ooked at
the five nen with himand then at the open ground in front of them He guessed they woul d nake
four or five nmles an hour. Wth rest stops, they'd be in Al buquerque by sunrise or before.

He wal ked with the five men in silence for the first hour, making a better pace than he'd thought
they woul d. Then he called a rest stop. The five sat by thenselves and made no nmove to talk with
him He watched themfor a while, then tried remenbering their names. One was O Tool e. Anot her
Rubenstein. Then there was Phillips. He couldn't renenber the |ast two nanes. One of the nen-one
of the two whose nanes he didn't renmenber-said, suddenly, "Are you really conm ng back, Rourke?"
"That's what | told everybody," Rourke answered quietly.

"Are you for real ?"

"Why shoul dn't |I?" Rourke asked.

"Well, nost of those people back there are dying, except for the stewardess you left your rifle
with, and the Canadi an guy and a few others, maybe."
"Left my rifle with the Canadian. | left the stewardess a revolver," Rourke corrected. "Don't you

think we owe it to the people back there to hel p?"
"What about us?"
"Well, what about us?" The one who had been talking started to get to his feet.

"Well," he said, walking toward Rourke, "I say we don't."
Rour ke stood, his back aching. "Then, just don't go back," he said. "W can get al ong okay wi thout
you. "

"Yeah," the man said, stopping less than a yard from Rourke. "But that isn't the point. Wth your
guns, we'd stand a better chance."
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"I can see where that's true," Rourke said, |ooking away fromthe man a nmonment and noddi ng his
head. "And you figure you need all the help you can get. Like ny guns. Right?"

"Ri ght."

"Not right," Rourke said softly, and his left fist hamered forward and into the nman's stonmach. At
the sane tine, his right knee cane up and connecting with the side of the man's jaw. Already, both
of Rourke's hands had snatched one of the Detonics .45 s fromthe shoul der hol sters. Rourke took a
step back. One of the other four nen had the stock of Rourke's 550 sniper rifle to his shoul der

Rour ke shouted, "You m ght get off one shot-but while you re working that bolt action, 'l kill
all of you unless that first shot is a good one. Your nove. | said ny piece."

He thought it was Rubenstein, but wasn't sure. The nman stepped away fromthe other three, hands in
the air, saying, "Hey-wait. I'mnot with them"

A second nan, carrot-red hair in his eyes, stepped beside Rubenstein. It was O Toole. "M
neither!"

Keepi ng one of the guns trained on Rubenstein and O Tool e, Rourke shouted, "Wat about it?" to the
other two nmen. He could hear the nman he'd decked starting to groan

The man hol ding Rourke's rifle started to | ower the gun from his shoul der

"Don't drop it-set it down slowy," Rourke whispered. "Rubenstein," he rasped, hoping he was

mat ching the name to the right face. The man who'd first broken away took a step toward him "Pick
up my rifle. Grab it by the barrel and cone here and stretch it out to ne. Be quick about it."
Rour ke wat ched as Rubenstein wal ked over, picked up the rifle by the nuzzle end, then started
toward him Rourke shoved the Detonics fromhis left hand into his belt, reaching out with his
free hand and grasping the stock of the rifle. He slid the gun through his hand, catching it
forward of the trigger guard along the front stock, then slipped his left armbetween the rifle
and the sling and haul ed the synthetic stocked bolt action onto his left shoul der.

The man he'd knocked down was groani ng | ouder now, and Rourke stepped back fromhim Then, | ooking
at the four nen still standing, Rourke said slowmy, "Nowif | were smart, 1'd kill all of you
right now and save nyself headaches |l ater on. Once we get into Al buquerque, anybody who wants to
come into this with me and go back for the rest of the passengers can. Anybody who doesn't, just
stay away fromne. But if you split and if | ever see you again, I'll kill you. Now, you two," and
Rour ke gestured toward Rubenstein and O Toole. "Pick up this guy and get himwal ki ng. W' re noving
out, and all you guys are staying in front of nme. One wong nove from anybody and he gets a bullet-
maybe two just for luck. Questions?"

None of the four nmen said anything. Rubenstein and O Tool e wal ked forward slowy and started

hel ping the fifth man off the ground. "All right-let's start wal kin',"” Rourke said.

Chapt er Twenty-ni ne

Rourke stood in the mddle of the square; in front of himmraculously-still standing-was the

ol dest church in the Anmerican southwest. Around it, much of the rest of Al buquerque's old town was
gutted and burned. He gl anced down to the Rolex on his wist. It was alnost four A.M, and the sun
woul d not be up for nore than three hours. There were no lights, except for lights frominside the
church, and Rourke assuned these had to be Col eman | anps or candies. Wl e streets had ri pped
apart when the fire-stormhad hit natural gas |lines. There was no electricity.

Rour ke shivered under his sweater and coat. Shifting the rifle fromhis shoulder, he stood there a
monent, staring at the old church. He renenbered taking Sarah and M chael there once, severa

years ago. M chael had enjoyed playing in the old town cul -de-sacs, watching the Indians selling
their jewelry along the square. Sarah had wanted a rug from one of the shops, but for sone reason
whi ch Rourke couldn't renmenber now, they hadn't purchased it.

There were no people on the street, but he could hear the howling of dogs. Rourke turned and
glanced at the five nen with him standing together to his left. "Well," he said. "I guess here's
where we part conpany-at |east those who want to. Looks fromhere like that Catholic Church is
probably being used as a shelter. Anybody's who's not conming with ne back to the plane, can split
here. 1'mgoing to check that shelter after | take care of a couple of things, then I'mgoing to
find the closest thing to a hospital." He |lit a cigar, then said, "Anybody coming with nme, step
over here."

None of the five nen noved for a nonent. Then Rubenstein-a smallish man with a receding hairline
and wire franed gl asses-stepped away fromthe other four and wal ked toward Rourke. "What about

you, O Tool e?" Rourke said through a cloud of cigar snoke.

"No. | don't want to go back," O Toole said. "I don't knowif I'mhanging in with them either
but I'm not going back to the plane.”
"Suit yoursel f-and good |uck," Rourke added. Turning to Rubenstein, Rourke said, "Wll, friend.
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Let's go." Wthout waiting for a reply, Rourke started across the fire-scorched square, picking
his way over the |large gouges in the pavenent and away fromthe church

He heard Rubenstein, beside himsaying, "Were are we going, M. Rourke?"

"I't's John. "Wat's your first name?"

"Paul . "

"Wel |, Paul, Al buquerque is a town where a | ot of people were interested in prospecting. Ceol ogy,
things like that. So I'mlooking to find a geol ogi cal equi pnent shop, where there might be a
Geiger counter. | want to see how rmuch radiation we've taken. And then, we get back to the plane

I want to check out the rest of us.”

Rubenstein wal ked silently for a while, then asked, "Tell ne, John, what're you going to do then-
after we help those peopl e back there?"

Rour ke turned and | ooked at him "Wl I, going back across the country. See, ny wfe, Sarah, and
our two children. They're back in Georgia."

"But all those nmissiles that were going off around the M ssissippi River-that whol e area between
here and Georgia is going to be just a huge desert, a big crater."”

Rourke said slowy, "I've thought of that. Here, turn down here." He noved onto the ruins of a
side street. "There were a lot of little stores down here, | renenber."

"I never been to Al buquerque before," Rubenstein said.

"It was a nice town," Rourke said, his voice low "But, anyway, |'ll get back to Georgi a- maybe
work my way down through Mexico then up along the GQulf Coast. I'll have to play it by ear.

"What if they're dead when you get there?"
Rour ke stopped in md-stride and turned to Rubenstein. "You married?"

"No, | have a nother and father in St. Petersburg, Florida."

"Are you goi ng back for then®"

"I hadn't thought about it. | don't know. "

"You got anypl ace else to go, anything else to do?"

"No, | guess not."

"Nei ther have |," Rourke said. "I'mgoing on the idea that ny wife and children are still alive.
I"'mgoing to look for them And if they're not home-we had a farmin a rural part of the state-and
I don't find hard evidence that they're dead, |I'll keep on | ooking."

"But aren't we all gonna die?" Rubenstein said, his voice starting to crack
"Al'l of humanity wiped out? I'mnot plannin" on it." At that, Rourke turned and continued wal ki ng,
stopping a few yards further down what was left of the street in front of a partially burned

bui | di ng.
"Wel | -1 o0k at that," Rourke said, pointing up at the sign above it.
" ' Ceol ogi cal Supplies,' "Rubenstein read al oud.

"Yeah, | ooks like." Rourke pushed against the door-all the glass was broken out-and the door noved
in a foot. Reaching under his coat, he grabbed the Detonics fromunder his left armand stepped
t hrough the door frane, Rubenstein close behind him

"This place is in ruins.”

"Looks like, but let's see," Rourke said. The floor of what had once been the store was covered
with charred pieces of wood, broken glass, sone hal f-burned snall cardboard boxes. The fire,

Rour ke guessed, had burned through quickly.

The back portion of the shop was relatively untouched except for dark scorch-marks on the walls.
"Jees," Rubenstein nuttered.

"What's the matter?"

"I tripped-this place is as dark as a closet."

"Just have to get your eyes accustonmed," Rourke said quietly. "C ose your eyes and count to ten
then open them There's noonlight from outside-enough to see by if you | ook close."

"I't looks lIike some sort of storeroom back there, Rubenstein," Rourke said.

"Where? That door?"

"Yeah. Watch your step now," Rourke said. Then he picked his way across the rubble on the fl oor
"I't snells funny in here," Rubenstein said.

"Well, it isn't gas. More |like burned flesh," Rourke said manter-of-factly.

"Bur ned what ?"

"Peopl e, Rubenstein. Cone on." He tried the doorknob, but the door didn't budge. Taking a step
back, he raised his right leg and kicked. H s foot snashed hard agai nst the | ock and the door fel
i nwar d.

"Just like in the novies," Rubenstein remarked. Rourke turned and | ooked at Rubenstein, saying
not hi ng. The storage room high-ceilinged and narrow, was darker than the store had been. Rourke
waited in the doorway, letting his eyes becone accustoned to the di nmess.
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"You nust see real well in the dark," Rubenstein said.

"I do. But it has its disadvantages. If | don't wear sungl asses when |'m outside during the day,
the brightness gives me headaches-bothers ny eyes.” He started into the storeroom "Here, just a
second," he said, and in a nonent there was a soft clicking sound then a light. "Flashlight-the
guy nust have sold them | had to find batteries for them Here," Rourke said, handing the
flashlight to Rubenstein, "Take this-1'Il fix another one for nyself."

"Isn't this stealing? | nean, couldn't we get shot as |ooters?"

"Yeah, we could," Rourke said, tightening his grip on the flashlight and flicking it on. "Not a
very good flashlight,” Rourke comrented, flashing the angl ehead |ight around the room He stopped
the beam at the high shelves at the back of the room

"Look! What do you want for free?" Rubenstein comrented.

"Yeah, | suppose you're right," Rourke said. "Gve ne a leg up so | can get to that top shelf."
"What | eg up?" Rubenstein said.

"Here," Rourke said. "Put your hands together like that." Rourke put his right foot in
Rubenst ei n's pal ns, then pushed hinself up on the shel ves.

"For a lanky guy, you're sure heavy," Rubenstein gasped.

Rour ke stretched to reach the shelf, got a grip on a box, then slid dowm to the fl oor
"What is that?"

"A Ceiger counter. Looks like the |ast one he had. | have to put sone batteries in it." He dropped
to his knees, ripped open the box, then produced a dark-bl aded knife and pried at the cowing on
t he machi ne.

"What kind of a knife is that?"

"Sting 1A black chrone-it's a boot knife," Rourke said absently. "Hand me sone of those batteries
fromthe shelf up there-the big ones." Rubenstein handed Rourke a hal f-dozen batteries. Rourke

t ook what he needed and said, "Hold onto the rest of them You nmight find a couple nore
flashlights and get themworking. See if there's anything el se we could use. A couple of good-
sized hunting knives wouldn't be a bad idea. And see if you can find some conpasses. Oh-the knives-
| ook for thick blades rather than |Iong ones."”

"Gotcha," Rubenstein said. Rubenstein |l eft the storeroomand Rourke finished placing the
batteries, then replaced the cowing on the Geiger counter. He flicked the on switch and took the
ni crophone-1i ke attachment and swept it across his clothes. He watched the Roentgen reading,
stripped off his jacket, then took another reading. He stood and stripped off the rest of his

cl ot hes and weapons, taking a reading on each item H's guns, the holsters, his knife, even the
sweater he'd taken fromhis luggage in the cargo conpartrent-all were nornal. The clothes he'd
worn in the cockpit were reading high. He ran the counter over his skin and the readi ng was
normal . His watch-the Rol ex he habitually wore-was reading too high. He took it off and took

anot her reading. His body was norrmal. He picked up his guns and knife and left the clothes in the
storeroom then wal ked back into the store, squinting as Rubenstein's |light flashed across his
face. "You're naked!"

"Yeah, aren't | though,"” Rourke said. "I took a Ceiger counter reading. My clothes and everything
nmust have gotten contam nated up in the cockpit. But ny sweater, ny guns-everything fromthe cargo
hol d-were fine. | even had to ditch ny watch."

"That was a Rolex wasn't it? That's about fifteen hundred bucks"'

"A radi oactive watch won't due nme nuch good. Besides, |'ve got another one back at the plane,"
Rourke said. "Here," he said, "lI'mgonna sweep your clothes with the counter. You m ght be hot,
too."

Rour ke checked Rubenstein with the wand of the Geiger counter and stepped back. "You should strip.
Your cl othes are contam nated."

"But | can't run around naked."

"Your choice, friend," Rourke said. "Wuld you rather get radiation poisoni ng?"

Rubenstein started to undress. Once the man was naked, Rourke ran the Geiger counter over him
"Get rid of your watch,"” he said.

"Sure," Rubenstein said, "You threw away a Rol ex-1 can throw away a Ti nex. What the hell, huh?"
"Come on," Rourke said. "That next block over |ooked pretty nmuch untouched by the fire-nmaybe we
can find a clothing store or sonething."”

Rour ke started out of the store, Rubenstein behind him "Jees-its cold."

"Here," Rourke said, and he tossed Rubenstein his sweater. "And watch your feet."

The doubl e shoul der hol ster across his back, the rifle slung fromhis shoul der, the Geiger counter
in his left hand and the flashlight in his right, Rourke started down the street toward the next
bl ock, aware of his nakedness only because of the night air. H's main concern-and he began wal ki ng
nmore rapidly-was the how i ng sound sone distance behind him
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"What's that noi se?" Rubenstein asked, a few feet behind Rourke. "WId dogs-running in a pack,"
Rour ke sai d, his voice even

"A pack of hungry wild dogs, huh?" Rubenstein said. "And here we are, meat on the hoof, huh?"
"You' ve got the idea, Rubenstein,"” Rourke said, smling. "And, speak of the devil."

Rour ke stopped and turned, Rubenstein beside himnow The howing was | ouder, and at the end of
the street in plain sight, less than fifty yards from Rourke and Rubenstein, stood six dogs. Five
Ger man shepherds and one Dober nan

"My God," Rubenstein muttered.

"The Lord hel ps those who hel p thensel ves, doesn't he?" Rourke said, snatching one of the Detonics
pistols into his right hand. His knife was clipped to his shoulder rig, but his |left hand was
crowded with the Geiger counter, the flashlight, and a bag of spare ammp he had taken fromthe
store.

"Here, hold ny stuff," Rourke rasped.

"You just gonna stand here?"

"Yeah," he said. "Until they cone at us in a run. Then I'm going to shoot them Here-take the
rifle in case | mss one of em™

"Ch," Rubenstein said, taking Rourke's SSG "I never shot a gun inny life."

"First time for everything. Bet you never wal ked down the street naked before either."

"Well, yeah," Rubenstein said.

Rour ke smled, snatching the second Detonics fromits hol ster.

The dogs started edging forward. "How good a shot are you?" Rubenstein asked, nervously.

"Not bad," Rourke said. "Better than average, | guess,"” he added.
"Ch. You're not bad. Better than average," Rubenstein said, |aughing. "Well, listen. I'mglad of
that."

The dogs started breaking into a loping run now, their speed increasing as they approached. "Mist
be pretty hungry to attack people who look |like they can defend thensel ves," Rourke said slowy,
raising the Detonics stainless .45 in his right hand, his left hand with the matching gun stil
hanging linmp at his side.

"Must be," Rubenstein said, taking a step back. The nearest of the dogs-the |argest Gernan
shepherd-was thirty feet away when Rourke fired. The holl ow point round caught the animal square
in the chest and it dropped.

Al ready, Rourke had the second Detonics raised and cocked. He squeezed the trigger. The bullet cut
into the second of the German shepherds. The ani mal yel ped once, ran a few paces, and fell. Wth
the pistol in his right hand, Rourke sighted on the Doberman, then fired.

"M ssed,"” Rourke munbled, firing then with the pistol in his left hand, catching the Dobernan and
dropping it instantly.

The pack was less than fifteen feet away now, and Rourke | owered both guns to m dway between his
shoul ders and wai st and fired, first the one in his right hand, then, as he brought it back on
line, the one in his left. The hot brass burned agai nst his naked chest and thighs. He fired both
.45 s sinmultaneously at the last dog, dropping it in md-air as it sprang toward him Then he | et
both pistols drop to his sides.

He took a step forward, then turned to Iisten to Rubenstein who was saying, "That was spectacul ar-
| never saw anything like that in ny life. It was |like a novie or sonething. You woul d have nade
one hell of a great cowboy in the old west, John Rourke."

Rour ke stooped over the nearest dog, studying it. Then he stood, fished in the bag for spare
magazi nes for his pistols and rel oaded, saying to Rubenstein, "That dog has rabies. Watch out for
cats, dogs, anything. W gotta get out of here, soon."

Wt hout another word, they started down the street in their original direction. Rubenstein had
slung the rifle across his shoul ders.

On the next block, Rourke stopped, staring up and down the street, then pointing. "Over there.
We'll see if there's anything |l eft-nmight have been | ooted."

He started wal king toward the clothing store, Rubenstein behind him There was no glass in the

wi ndows; it had blown i nward. Rourke glanced down the street. There was a huge hol e where,
apparently, a gas nain had ruptured. Beyond that, at the end of the block, all the buildings were
bur ned.

"Why are sonme of the buildings left, some only partway burned do you suppose?" Rubenstein asked.
"Afirestormis a funny thing-it feeds on itself, builds its own winds. There's no logic to it.
That's why they're so dangerous. Probably," and Rourke-cautiously because of his bare feet-stepped
t hrough the snmashed gl ass door, "when that plane hit the gasoline tanker truck at the airport, the
city was pretty much evacuated. May have been expecting a Soviet nissile to be targeted on them
No one to put out the fire, got into the gas systemand gas mains blewthen a firestorm It mnust
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have burned itself out fast though."

"Here," Rubenstein said. "Take your flashlight."

"Thanks," Rourke nuttered, shining the beam along the length of the store. The nerchandi se seened
untouched. "Hel p yourself," Rourke said over his shoulder, starting toward a table | oaded with
Levi's.

After ten minutes both nen were dressed agai n-jeans, shirts, boots. And each took a jacket.

Rour ke stopped by the cash register and wal ked behind the counter, going into the snmashed displ ay
case and snatching a handful of Tinex watches. "Here," he shouted, tossing a couple of the watches
to Rubenstein, then putting two on his left wist.

"Got any idea what tine it is?" Rubenstein asked.

"Doesn't really matter anynore. A watch is just a way of keeping track of elapsed tine. Wen the
sun rises, it'll be about seven. Grab yourself a w de-brimred hat, Paul," he added. "That sun on
the desert'll be strong tonorrow "

Rour ke snatched a pair of dark-Iensed aviator sunglasses and tried themon, then found a dark gray
Stetson in his size.

As they left, he said, "Let's head for that church and then find the nearest hospital."

Chapter Thirty

"I never wore a cowboy hat before," Rubenstein said. "Except when | was a kid."

Rour ke turned as he started opening the door into the church. "Is that a fact? Cone on."

Rour ke stepped inside, Rubenstein behind him Then both men turned back toward the door.
Rubenstein started coughing. "My God!"

"Yeah, ain't it though,"” Rourke said, turning back to | ook down the church's Iong main aisle and
toward the altar. The snell of burnt flesh was strong. The pews had been converted into beds-
people were lined one after the other, head to head al ong them

Rourke started up the aisle. The pews were jamred with burn victins, as were the floors. He picked
his way past the people in the aisles. A few were sitting up. They had open, festering sores on
their beet-red faces. Many of them had their eyes bandaged. There were nuns-about six or seven-
movi ng sl oWy about the church, and near the front of the church he saw a priest. He wal ked toward
the man, tapped himon the shoul der.

The priest was gently washing the face of a little girl. The hair on the left side of her head was
burned away. Her face was a nmass of blisters. "Father?" Rourke said.

The priest turned toward himthen. Rourke studied the priest's face. He was dark-apparently
Chicano. It looked Iike he hadn't shaved for several days. "Father, ny name is Rourke. My friend
here and | are froma comercial jetliner that crashed about twenty-five nmles south of here.

need to find a hospital, sone nedical -" but he stopped.

The priest's eyes were alnost smiling, but not quite. Rourke whispered, "This is the hospital ?"
"Yes. Al the hospitals were destroyed in the firestorm W here are doi ng what we can, but there
nmust be thousands out there in the ruins-like this one. There is no one to help your people on the
pl ane."

"What about nedical supplies?" Rourke asked.

"Water-and that is running out. W nmake bandages from what we can."

"I see," Rourke said slowy, starting to stand. Then he | eaned over the little girl. He said, "Are
you a doctor, Father?"

"W have no doctor."

Rour ke | ooked back to Rubenstein, and Rubenstein nodded, his face set in a grim nask.

"You do nowat |east for a few hours. |I'ma doctor."
"God has heard ne," the priest said, crossing hinmself and smling.
"Well, | can't say about that."

He started working then, until sunrise, then noon, and long into the afternoon. As soon as he

t hought he'd seen every patient, another was brought in.

The little girl died at noon. There were no drugs, no pain killers and Rourke realized bitterly
that nost of the nore serious cases would end in death. But at |east he had been able to hel p sone
of them As night started to fall, he checked one of the worst cases again. The man was dead.

Rour ke covered his sticky, rawface with a sheet, then stood. Rubenstein was hel ping the priest
nmove one of the dead, a woman, into the courtyard behind the church

Rour ke followed them stopping just outside the door. There were dozens of bodies in the yard,

seventy-five or nore, Rourke judged. Rourke wal ked over to the priest. "Father, |I'mgoing to have
to get back to the plane now. "
"Yes. | have been waiting all afternoon for you to say this. | knew you would have to return to
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the airplane. May God go with you."

"You' d better get those bodies buried, Father. Soon."
"I will do what | can."

"Move them and burn them then," Rourke advised.

The priest stared at Rourke. "They will be buried. | know nost of these people. They were
Catholic. They nmust be buried as Catholics."

"I'f I could, I'd hang around and hel p," Rourke said quietly. "I'msorry."

"You have hel ped-and God bl ess you for it."

Rour ke took the priest's outstretched hand, then turned to go. "I'mconing, John," Rubenstein
sai d.

Rourke turned to him holding his hat in his hands, saying, "After all this time, | don't know
what we'll find out there, Paul."

"I know that," the smaller man said. "lI'mgoing with you anyway."

Rour ke just nodded, turned, and started toward the main doors, Rubenstein behind him It was dark
again by the tine Rourke and Rubenstein reached the edge of the city. The howing of the wild dogs
in the distance grew | ouder with the failing darkness.

Much of the residential section here had not been burned, but was deserted. "Were' d you suppose
everyone went?" Rubenstein said.

"Up there," said Rourke, pointing toward the nountains on the other side of the city. "For sone
reason, whenever there's di saster, people always think of going to the npuntains. Santa Fe is
probably a giant refugee center by now Doesn't |look like there were any hits up there, either.”
"Why don't we go to Santa Fe for help, then?"

"Too far to walk, and if the town is still functioning, |I'd guess they don't have any doctors,
nurses, or medical supplies to spare.”

"How cone you're a doctor but you run around with guns?"

"That's a long story."

"I got the time," Rubenstein said.

"Well, briefly, I studied to be a doctor, went all through college and medi cal school, even
interned. But then | started watchi ng what was happening in the world and said to nyself that as a
doctor, all 1'd be able to do would be to patch things up for other people. Maybe in the C A or
sonmething like that, | thought, | could keep things fromneeding to be patched up for a while

|l onger. After a few years in covert operations, down in Latin Anerica, nostly, | saw that wasn't
possi ble. I'd always been into guns-hunting, the outdoors, the whole nine yards. Started getting
interested in survivalism | was a weapons expert already, found nyself witing articles and books
on it, started getting into the technical side of survival. Wote about that, too. Because of ny
degree, | wound up doing a |lot of seminars on survival nedicine, stuff like that. | traveled al
around the United States, parts of Latin Anerica, the M deast, Europe-teaching survivalism
weapons training. Anyway, here | am"

They wal ked on in silence for a few m nutes, then Rourke stopped Rubenstein as they passed a house
on their left. It seened totally intact. There was a garage at the end of a long driveway, the
door closed all the way.

"Look at that," Rourke said, "and see if you' re thinking what |'mthinking."

He didn't wait for Rubenstein to reply, but started sprinting toward the garage, up the driveway.
He stopped at the garage door and tried it. Locked.

Reachi ng under his |eather jacket, he snatched one of the Detonics pistols fromits shoul der

hol ster. "Now |I've got a lock I'm gonna shoot-get out of the way," he said.

He ained at the lock and fired once. The lock and nost of the handle fell away. "Go find sonething
to pry at this door with," Rourke said.

In a noment, Rubenstein was back, but enpty handed.

"What's the nmatter?"

"I found sonething better than a prybar. The side door was unl ocked."

"Did you | ook inside?"

"Yeah. The prettiest '57 Chevy you ever saw. It's up on blocks, but the tires are there."

Rour ke foll owed Rubenstein into the garage. A tarpaulin was draped half over the gleanming fire-
engi ne red and chrone vintage car. "Look for some gas," Rourke al nost whispered.

Ten mnutes later, they had found three two-gallon gas cans and were beginning to put the wheels
on the car. Wirrking now on the | ast wheel, Rourke said, "Here," then handed Rubenstein one of his
pi stols. "Take this and | ook around the block. See if you can find any nore gas. That's the gun |
used on the door. It's only got five rounds left init. If I hear you shoot, I'll cone running."
Rour ke tightened the last of the lug nuts, then started working on the garage door, pulling the
chains taut and pushing up until he had released the | ocking mechanism He slid the overhead door
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up and clear of the frame, then wal ked back to the Chevy. He searched under the front seat and
found the ignition key. Then he slid into the front seat and put the key in the ignition. He got
out again, took the one water jug he'd brought fromthe church for hinself and Rubenstein to use
and checked the battery. He had to pour nobst of the water into it. He opened the radiator cap-the
radi ator seened full when he shone his flashlight inside and he nuttered, "Thank you."

Getting back behind the wheel, Rourke tried the ignition. The car groaned a few tines. He smashed
his fist against the steering wheel. If the battery were dead, it was hopel ess. He turned when he
heard a sound at the side door. It was Rubenstein.

"l found one nore can of gas next to a power nower down the street."

"Good," Rourke nuttered. Then, "If this battery doesn't turn this over, you can go out and check
for a battery and tools to change it with. Keep your fingers crossed," he added.

He took the key out of the ignition, |ooked at it and whispered, "Conme on baby-this'll be the ride
of your life."

He put the key into the lock and turned the ignition. The engi ne coughed and then roared as he

st epped on the gas pedal

Rubenst ei n shouted. Rourke | ooked up at him squinted his eyes against the flashlight he held.
"You're takin' that cowboy hat awful serious, aren't you?" Then, "Cone on, Paul, pour in that gas
and let's get out of here."

The smell of exhaust funmes was thick in the garage, despite both open doors, by the tine
Rubenstein threw down the enpty gas container and ran around the front of the two-door hardtop and
clinbed in beside Rourke. Rourke | ooked over at himand sniled. "Let nme guess. You' ve never stolen
a car before-or ridden in a '57 Chevy? Right?"

"Yeah," Rubenstein said. "How d you know?"

"Intuition,"” Rourke | aughed, hauling the big |ong-throw gearshift into first. "Intuition."

The needl e on the speedoneter was bouncing near twenty as Rourke slowed at the end of the |ong
driveway. He let up on the clutch again and made a hard left into the street, sliding the stick
back into second as he reached the end of the block, then cutting a hard right onto what had been
a main street. He raced through the street, then turned onto one of the major arteries.

"You just ran a-" Rubenstein started, but then fell silent, smiling to hinself.

"I don't know about you," Rourke said, "but right nowl'd be happy if a cop pulled nme over for a
ticket." He glanced at Rubenstein and the smaller man nodded.

A nmonent | ater, Rubenstein said, "Hey-this thing's got a tape deck."

"Wonderful ," Rourke said. "Check the gl ove conpartment and see if he's got any tapes."”

"One," Rubenstein said a nonent later, then inserted the cartridge.

As the music began, the nen | ooked at each other. "The Beach Boys?" Rourke said.

"You gotta admit," Rubenstein said, touching the dashboard, "the nusic goes with the car."

Chapter Thirty-one

Sandy Benson hitched up the skirt of her stewardess uniformand clinmbed over the rock out-
croppi ng, then edged along the large flat rock, stopping and hol ding her breath to listen. She
didn't hear anything. After a nmoment, she whispered, "M . Quentin, are you out there?"

"Shhh," he hissed. "Up here."

She | ooked to the top of the large, flat rock, then clinbed back along it and over the rough out-
croppi ng again. Squinting in the darkness, she could just barely nake out his silhouette. "M.
Quenti n?"

"I'"'mcom ng down," he whi spered. She could hear himshuffling toward her, and, soon, he was cl ose
enough so that she could nmake out his features.

As the Canadi an approached her, Rourke's CAR-15 slung fromhis right shoul der, she asked, "Any
sign of them M. Quentin?"

"No-not of Rourke or of the people on the notorcycles."

"I wish he'd hurry," she said.

"I don't know rmuch about Rourke," Quentin said, |eaning back against the rock, "but he struck me

as somebody who'd do his best. He'll be back. But | can't say |I liked the | ook of sone of those
men he took with him?"
"Neither did I," the stewardess whi spered, half to herself. Tal king |ouder then, she asked, "Do

you think there was any help in Al buquerque. According to what he said, he thought there had been
a firestormthere-wasn't nuch left of the town."

"I don't know," Quentin said. "I guess all we can hold out for is that Rourke gets here with sone
hel p before that notorcycle gang cones back. | counted twenty or nore, all of themwth rifles or
shotguns. And | know t hey spotted the plane.”
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"What could they be waiting for?" the girl said, suddenly shaking fromthe desert's evening chill
"I don't know," Quentin said. "I hunt, do some target shooting. But | never fired a gun at a
person in my life. So | sure can't figure what nakes people like that tick. Maybe they were just
getting out of Al buquerque and are out to protect thenselves. O naybe not-1 don't know. "

Sandy shook her head, staring into the darkness. Suddenly, she touched Quentin's arm whispering,
"I hear sonething."

"I''"l'l go back up and take a look," he said. "No!" she hissed, holding his armnore tightly. "It's
the sound of notorcycles-lots of them Listen"'

Quentin turned and stared off into the darkness. "You're right. They' re com ng back."

"We've got to get to the plane!" Sandy Benson stood and started to run back

d anci ng over her shoul der, she saw Quentin followi ng her. She had |l eft Rourke's big revol ver

besi de her purse, back at the canp.

As she rounded a great outcropping rock and headed al ong the periphery of a stand of pines, she
could see the bonfire fromthe canp where the passengers were, and well beyond that, the

sil houette of the abandoned airpl ane.

She tripped, felt herself failing, and threw her hands in front of her to break the fall. She felt
a hand at her el bow and al nbst screaned, then | ooked up and saw Quentin beside her. As she started
back to her feet, she heard a |oud series of bangs.

She turned and stared at Quentin. "My God-those are shots!" Then she broke into a dead run toward
the canp, Quentin at her heels.

* k% %

"You know," Rourke said, "you've played that tape all the way through-tw ce now. "

Rubenstein | aughed. It was the first time Rourke had heard hi mlaugh out |oud. The snaller nan

pul l ed the tape fromthe deck, then said, "I know this sounds horrible, with all that's happened-
mean, World War Three began two days ago. But here | am wearing a cowboy hat, riding in a
fireengine red '57 Chevy, out to rescue sone people trapped in the desert. Two days ago, | was a

junior editor with a trade nmagazi ne publisher and dyi ng of boredom Maybe |I'm crazy-and |I'm sure
not happy about the War and all-but |I'm al nost having fun."”

Rour ke nodded. "I can understand."

"Li ke two days ago, | needed hel p. Today-now I'm hel ping. |'ve done nore in the |ast two days than
I ever did in the twenty-eight years | been alive."

"You twenty-eight?"

"Yeah-last nonth. | | ook older, right? Everybody tells me that."

Rour ke | aughed. "I wasn't going to tell you that. You | ook twenty-eight to ne."

"Wel | ," Rubenstein started to say, but Rourke held up his hand and ground the Chevy to a halt.
"What is it?"

"Listen," Rourke said. "@nfire. Just down the road and off to the right there. Sounds like it's
fromthe plane."”

He accel erated through the gears, speeding the Chevy down the dirt road they'd been driving al ong
for the last ten mles. Abruptly, he started to sl ow down, at the sane tinme punching the lights
off As they neared the crash site, he killed the engine. The sound of the gunfire grew | ouder. He
eased the car to the side of the road.

"Paul ," he said to Rubenstein. "You want one of ny pistols or the rifle?"

"Let me try the rifle."

"Fine." Rourke reached into the back seat, renoved the scope cover and showed Rubenstein where the
safety | ever was. He worked the bolt and introduced a round into the chanber. Fishing in his
pockets, he found the two spare five-round magazi nes for the Steyr-Mannlicher 550 that he had
brought al ong and handed themto Rubenstein. "Just |ook through the scope. Wen you see the inage
clearly-with your glasses on-it should pretty much fill the scope. Get the crosshairs over your
target and squeeze the front trigger. You'll be a terror with it. Come on."

Rour ke threw open the driver's door and started for the rocks, Rubenstein behind him The sound of
the gunfire was dying now, and above it, they could hear nmuted voices calling back and forth to
each other. By the tinme both nen had clinbed up into the rocks and | ooked down onto the flatl and
bel ow, the gunfire had totally ceased.

Rubenst ei n, besi de Rourke, rasped, "Ch nmy God-we were too late!"

"Yeah," Rourke said, reaching under his coat and stripping a Detonics fromunder his |left shoul der
with his right hand. He had two nmore full nagazines with him "They're starting to nove out," he
said, peering toward the canpsite. As best as he could tell, all the passengers had been killed.
The bi kers-nearly two dozen of themwere going through the baggage, which they had spread on the
ground. He watched as they cane to the body of a wonan-fromthe distance, Rourke couldn't be sure,
but the blue skirt and the blonde hair made himthink it was the stewardess, Sandy Benson. He saw
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one of the bikers bend over her and take his own glinting Metalifed six-inch Colt Python fromthe
ground besi de the wonan.

"Gve me the rifle," Rourke whispered to Rubenstein

Taki ng the SSG spreading his feet along the ground, and snugging the butt of the stock into his
shoul der, Rourke squinted through the telescopic sight, settled the crosshairs on the biker
standi ng by the stewardess, and pulled the first of the twin, double-set triggers. The nan stood
and whirled around toward the expl oding dust behind him Settling the crosshairs on the biker's
forehead, Rourke pulled the rear trigger. He touched the first trigger, the SSG rocked agai nst his
shoul der, and the .308' s 165-grain boat-tail bullet split the biker's forehead Iike it was a ripe
mel on. The man's body fell back in a heap on the ground.

As the other bikers started to react, Rourke speed-cocked the bolt and | evel ed the SteyrMnnlicher
again. A biker wearing a Nazi helnmet was sitting on a three-wheel ed bi ke. Rourke felt he didn't
need as nuch finesse on this shot-he worked the forward trigger all the way through, w thout using
the rear trigger. The helneted bi ker threw his hands to his chest and fell back, his bike
collapsing to the side as his body hurtled over.

Rour ke worked the bolt again. There was a wonman bi ker, her arns |aden w th bel ongi ngs of the dead
passengers. She was running across the canp. Rourke swung the scope al ong her path. A bald biker
riding a big, heavily chroned street machine, was waving frantically for her.

Rour ke followed her with the scope as she crossed the canp, past the bodies of the nurdered
passengers. As she reached out to touch the hand of the bald biker, Rourke fired, killing the bald
man with a round in the left tenple. He speed-cocked the Steyr's bolt, and swung the scope to the
woman. He coul dn't hear her above the sounds of the notorcycles revving in the canp area now, but
t hrough the scope he could see her nouth opening and cl osing. He i magi ned she was screan ng. She
dropped to her knees, and he shifted the scope downward a few degrees and pulled through on the
first trigger. The rifle's gilding netal -jacketed slug skated over the bridge of the woman's nose
smashing a crinmson red hole into her forehead. Her body snapped back, then her head lolled
forward, as though in death she was sonehow still praying not to die.

Rour ke swapped magazi nes on the sniper rifle, worked the bolt action, and clipped a biker with
bright hair in the right side of his neck. Hs bike half-clinbed a snall rise, then rolled over.
Rour ke worked the bolt again. He swng the scope onto another biker. Like one of his earlier
kills, this man was wearing a Nazi hel net. Rourke fired. The Steyr's 165-grain boat-tail soft-
poi nt splattered against the right side of the helnmet. The biker threw his hands up and fell from
his motorcycle. He rolled over and then lay still.

Rour ke worked the bolt, swi nging the scope along the ground. He spotted another biker in a

sl eevel ess denimjacket with a gang name across its back-the only thing, Rourke thought, that

di stingui shed him The biker crawl ed al ong the ground, then got to his feet and broke into a dead
run for a group of bikers to Rourke's left. Rourke fired and hit the biker in the back. The inpact
threw the man's body forward on his face into the dirt.

Rour ke swung the scope, working the bolt action fast and ripping the last three shots into the

group of bikers whomthe Iast man he'd killed had been running toward. Three bodies fell. The
other three junped onto their nachines. Rourke swapped nmgazi nes on the Steyr and brought the
rifle back to his shoulder, firing twice nore, killing two nore of the bikers as their nachines

noved out of the canpsite.

He brought the rifle down from his shoul der and clicked the safety on

Rubenstein, lying on the rocks beside him said, "You just killed twelve nmen!"

"No," Rourke said. "Eleven nen and one wonan. Cone on, let's see if any of the passengers are
still alive down there."

Chapter Thirty-two

Rourke tossed the rifle to Rubenstein and started running along the rocks down toward the
canpsite. The wind started to whip up fromthe | ower ground, catching the dark Stetson he wore and
blowing it fromhis head. He ran the long fingers of his right hand through his hair, then reached
under his coat and snatched out one of the Detonics pistols-in case any of the bikers had survived
his fire and decided to return it. As he reached the flat space beneath the rocks, he broke into a
crouching run toward the lifeless formof Sandy Benson

He dropped to his knees beside her, rolled the body of the dead bi ker away, and | eaned over the
girl. He raised her head in his hands. She opened her eyes. Her blonde hair fell back from her
face, as she | ooked up and smiled at him

Rourke said, "Like I told you before-you got a pretty smle, Sandy."

"1 knew you'd conme-1 knew it, M. Rourke." Her head fell back, and after a nonent, Rourke bent
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over and ki ssed her forehead. He closed her eyelids with the tips of his fingers, then rested her
head back down on the ground. He found his Python beside her in the dirt, picked it up, and opened
the cylinder. Al six rounds had been fired. Searching through her purse, he found the two

speedl oaders he'd left with her and enptied one into the gun, tossing the enpty cases into his
pocket .

He | ooked up. Rubenstein had conme up behind him Standing, Rourke blew the sand fromthe big Colt
revol ver, closed the cylinder, and stuffed the gun in his waistband.

"I found Quentin-the Canadian. He's dead. | started checking some of the others. | think they're
all dead.”

"WIIl you help ne here?" Rourke asked, |ooking down at the dead girl by his feet. "I want to haul
all the bodies up by the plane, then torch the plane. W can't possibly bury them™

"The bi kers, too?" Rubenstein asked.

"I wouldn't spit on them" Rourke answered.

The grisly task of getting the bodies to the makeshift funeral pyre took nmore than an hour. Before
they set the plane abl aze, Rourke sifted through the passengers' bel ongings and the things the
dead bi kers had with themor had |left behind. Wth Rubenstein's help, he placed everything that
m ght be of use to themin a pile in the center of what had been the canp. He told Rubenstein to
wait for a few noments, and left. Wen he returned, he had his flight bag and gun cases. "I
stashed these," he said, "back on the other side of the plane."

"You al ways pl an ahead, don't you John?"

"Yeah, Paul," Rourke whispered. "I try to."

Rubenstein was half in shock. He could not get over the nass slaughter comritted by the bikers.
More than forty people had been murdered for no reason, no sense.

Rour ke changed into his own clothes fromthe flight bag, packing the clothes he'd taken in

Al buquerque inside it. He wore a pair of well-worn blue deninms, black conbat boots, a faded |ight
blue shirt, and a wide leather belt. He squinted toward the rising sun through his dark gl asses.
About hi s wai st was a canoufl age-patterned Ranger |eather gunbelt, the Python nestled in a half-
flap holster on his right hip. The double Al essi shoulder rig was across his back and shoul ders
like a vest, nmgazi ne pouches for the twin .45 s on his trouser belt. The Sting 1A boot knife was
i nsi de the wai stband of his trousers on the left side.

He took his two-inch Lawrman Paul had found-the Canadi an, Quentin, dead with the little revol ver

Il ocked in his right fist-and placed it inside his flight bag. He wal ked over to the bikes |eft
behind by the killers, selected a big Harley, and strapped the flight bag to the back of it. Then
he slid his SSG sniper rifle into a padded case and secured it to the side of the bike.

Al'l the tinme, Rubenstein kept talking. Finally, Rourke turned to the snaller man and said, "Can
you ride one of these things, or do you want the car?"

"I"'mgoin with you. You're goin' after the rest of the bikers, aren't you?"

"Yeah," Rourke said, pulling the | eather jacket on against the predawn cold that still clung to

t he desert.

"1 was thinking about what you said earlier. My parents-in St. Petersburg. Maybe they're alive,
maybe they could use ny help. And | wasn't nuch good back there agai nst the bikers. Maybe | could
learn to be better. | want to get them too." Rourke | ooked down to the ground. He checked his
spare Rolex in the w nking sunlight on the horizon. "Let's call it seven-fifteen," he said.

He wal ked over to the pile of weapons and accessories by the burnt-out fire. "One of 'ens got ny
CAR-15," he said absently. He picked up a Wrld War Two-vi ntage MP-40 submachi ne gun fromthe
pile, sifted through the debris, and cane out with four thirty-round nagazines. "Call this a
Schnei sser. In the vernacul ar," he said.

"Can | cone with you?" Rubenstein asked.

Rourke smiled and | ooked over at the younger, smaller man. "Wuldn't have it any other way. Now,
like | asked before,” and Rourke gestured toward the notorcycles. "You know how to ride one of

t hese things?"

"Nope," Rubenstein grunted, shaking his head.

Rour ke sighed hard. "Can you ride a bicycle?"

"Yeah."

"Good. I'lIl show you how the gears and the brakes work. You'll catch on. Between New Mexi co and
the East Coast lies nore than two thousand miles. You should get the hang of it. Now, give ne a
hand here." Wth Rubenstein hel pi ng, Rourke searched the guns that had been dropped by the bikers,
scroungi ng sone .38 Special anmp that would work in his .357 revolvers in a pinch and sone
additional .308 ammp in the process.

"Shoul d I take a handgun?" Rubenstei n wondered.

"Yeah-you won't need a rifle. Once | get nmy CAR 15 back, we'll have two. Here, use this for now "
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Rour ke reached into the pile and found a vintage Browning High Power. "This is a nine-millineter.
One of the best there is. After | get through using this," and Rourke gestured to the German MP-40

subnmachi ne gun on the ground beside him "There should still be plenty of nine-miIlinmeter stuff
avail able."
They siphoned off gas fromthe other bikes to fill the tanks of the Harley that Rourke had

sel ected for hinself and the second Harley he had chosen for Rubenstein. \Wile Rubenstein gathered
hi s bel ongi ngs and strapped them on the bi ke, Rourke took the renaining | oose ammo from his gun
cases-whi ch he was | eavi ng behi nd-and repl eni shed the nagazines for his Detonics pistols and the
Steyr-Mannlicher rifle, packing away the spare nmagazines for his CAR-15 for when he got it back

By early norning, Rourke and Rubenstein were ready. Foodstuffs fromthe airplane were their only
provi si ons. Rourke had checked it all with the Geiger counter. They were | ow on water, so took the
two-day-old coffee as well. Then, filling every container they could find with gasoline fromthe
remai ni ng bi kes, they prepared the crashed aircraft for the funeral pyre.

St andi ng wel | back, Rourke took a gasoline-soaked rag and started to light it. Rubenstein stopped
hi m

"Aren't you gonna say anything over thenf"

"You do it," Rourke said quietly.

"I'''mJewi sh, nost of themweren't."

"Wel |, pick sonething, nondenom national," Rourke responded.
Rubenst ei n, | ooki ng unconfortabl e, coughed, then began. "The Lord is ny shepherd. | shall not
want. He naketh nme to lie down in green pastures. He | eadeth ne beside the still waters..."

Rour ke, alnbst without realizing it, began saying it with him "He restoreth ny soul."”

Rubenstein turned and | ooked at Rourke, and both men went on. "He | eadeth nme in the paths of

ri ghteousness for Hi s Nane's sake. Yea, though | wal k through the valley of the shadow of death, |
will fear no evil, for Thou art with me." Rourke's thoughts were filled with i nages of Ms.

Ri chards, and Sandy Benson, whose courage had seemed unendi ng. There was the Canadi an busi nessnan
whom Rour ke had started out disliking-Quentin.

"Thou preparest a table before ne in the presence of nine enenies; Thou anointest nmy head with
oil. My cup runneth over."

Rour ke thought of the Chicano priest back in Al buquerque and the burn victins there in the church-
in his mind he could see the little girl whom he had worked over to save. Then she had di ed.
"Surely, goodness and nercy shall follow ne all the days of ny life..."

He cl osed his eyes. Were was Sarah? Wiere was M chael and Ann at this nonment? Wre they even
alive?

"And | shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever."

Rour ke opened his eyes and saw Rubenstein turned to face him "You've gotten all the rotten jobs,
John. It's ny turn, now Gve nme the torch." Rourke said nothing, but handed the gasoli ne-soaked
rag to Rubenstein, then the lighter. "Be careful,"” he said, then watched as the younger man
flicked the Iighter and touched the flane to the rag. In an instant the rag was a torch and
Rubenst ei n-hesitating for a split second-threw it into the gaping hole in the fusel age.

"Come on," Rourke rasped, his voice suddenly tight and hoarse.

Rubenstein was still standing by the plane, and Rourke wal ked up to himand put his hand on his
shoul der. "Come on, Paul. We got work to do."

Rubenstei n | ooked at Rourke, took off his glasses for a nmoment, but said nothing. The sound of the
flanes fromthe plane was all there was for either of themthen to hear

Chapter Thirty-three

The ride across the desert, trailing the bikers, had been hot. Rubenstein had fallen off the big
Harl ey once but had not been hurt. As Rourke and Rubenstein stopped on a |low rise, Rourke turned
to the younger man, saying, "l think you're getting the hang of it, Paul. Good thing, too. Look."
He pointed down into the shallow, bow -shaped basin before them

"My God!" Rubenstein said, shuddering.

In the basin-once a | ake bed, Rourke supposed, but now nothing but sand and sonme barrel cactus
dotted here and there-were the bikers they had been trailing. Rourke recognized, even at the

di stance, two of themfromthe clothes they wore. One nan in particular, whom Rourke had picked as
the | eader of the gang, wore a Nazi helmet with steer horns jutting fromeach side, not unlike a
Vi king hel net. None of the other bikers in the basin had such a helnet. There were at |east forty.
"What is it-sonme kind of convention?"

"What ? Rour ke asked absently, then, realizing what Rubenstein had said, he commented, "They were
probably part of a |arger biker gang and they all set this spot as a rendezvous. Could be nore of
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t hem comi ng. "

"Damed bi kers." Rubenstein spat in the dust.

"Hey-we're bikers, now, aren't we?" Rourke said, |ooking at Rubenstein. Taking off his sungl asses
to clean the dust fromthem he went on, "Mst bikers are okay-sonme of them badasses. But you
can't generalize. Just 'cause sonebody's got a machine under him and he doesn't nmuch care for
authority doesn't make himscum It's just these guys-they're scum"”

"But there's gotta be al nbst three dozen of them down there."

"I make it forty, give or take," Rourke said lazily. He checked his watch, then checked the sun
"I'n another two hours, it'll be dark. Looks like a good nmoon tonight, though. W'll get 'em al

t hen."

"There's just two of us," Rubenstein said. "That's twenty-to-one odds."

"Yeah. At least they can't accuse us of taking unfair advantage of them"

"Twenty-t o-one, John?"

"Remenber what we said over the nen and wonen they killed, back at the plane? 'Yea, though | walk
through the valley of the shadow of death, | will fear no evil.' Wll, | never cared for fearing
t hi ngs-doesn't hel p anyt hing nmuch." Then, pointing to the desert behind them he said slowy, "See
all that Paul? Now, that's sonething we're never going to cross in fear. Wat's out there in that

country after the war, neither of us knows. Nucl ear contanination, bands of brigands that'll nake
these suckers down in the basin | ook |ike sissies, probably Russian troops. | don't have the idea
that we won the War, really. Good knows what else. There'll be plenty of chances to be afraid
later, | figure. No sense starting before we have to."

As quietly as they could, then, Rourke and Rubenstein took their Harleys behind the cover of sone
| arge rock outcroppings, ate sone of the food they'd brought fromthe plane, and rested. Rourke
tol d Rubenstein of his plan. Wien he had finished, Rubenstein said, "You' re gonna get killed."
Rour ke shrugged.

They waited until past sunset and well into the night. The nobon was up, and the sounds fromthe

bi ker canp in the basin indicated to themthat everyone was pretty well drunk. Wile they'd

wai ted, another half a dozen bi kers had cone into the canp.

Rour ke checked both of the stainless Detonics 45s, checking the spring pressure on the nmgazines,
even hand-chanbering the first round rather than cycling it fromthe magazi nes of the guns. This
gave himsix rounds plus one in each gun, plus the spare nagazines. He secured the Detonics
pistols in the double Al essi shoulder rig, then slipped the nassive two-inch Colt Lawran inside
his trouser belt, at the small of his back. Metalifed, |ike the Lawran snubby, the Colt six-inch
Pyt hon in the Ranger |eather holster on his right hip was checked as well. The Ranger belt had

| oaded dunp pouches, but Rourke was counting on speed if he had to reload. For that reason, he
checked the Safarilands cylinder-shaped speedl oaders. There were four of them Designed for use
with the Python, they worked equally as well with the Lawran two-incher. Rourke put two each in
the side pockets of his jacket. Taking a swig of the old coffee, he stood up and wal ked toward his
bi ke.

"l still say you're crazy," Rubenstein warned.

"Coul d be," Rourke said, settling back, lighting a cigar. "You know, |'m al nost out of cigars.
Hope we find sone place that's got sone one of these days." He sucked deeply on the big cigar
"Don't forget to get down there with that Schneisser when | need you, now. "

Rubenst ein stuck out his right hand. Rourke | ooked at him smiled, and shook it. Then he cranked
the bi ke and headed out from behind the rocks and down into the basin.

The slope into the basin was a long, gentle incline, and he kept the bike slow as he rode it down.
d ancing fromside to side, his jaw set, the nmuscles of his neck tensed, he counted perhaps fifty
bi kers, nost of themlying about on the ground. Fromthe brilliance of the nmoonlight in the clear
sky he could see the glint of wine and whiskey bottles strewn about the canpsite. He could see the
guns-assault rifles of every description, some subnmachine guns. Virtually everyone was wearing at
| east one hand-gun, and several of the bikers were wearing two. As he reached the perinmeter of the
canpsite and started in, he saw some of the bikers get to their feet, watching him He flashed a
smle and waved to one of them The nman waved back, | ooking at Rourke, but his expression was
puzzl ed.

Rour ke kept riding. Not quite halfway to the center of the canp and the nan with the Viking

hel met, Rourke saw the bikers closing in behind him He heard a voice in the crowd shouting,
"That's Pigman's bike!"

Rour ke sl owed the bike as he reached the center of the canp. He kept the engine running and
stopped |l ess than three yards fromthe big man with the horned Nazi helnet. He was sitting with
his back to his nachine. A woman was on each side of him Rourke took a deep drag on his cigar
smled, and rasped, "Hello. You the head honcho around here?"
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The Vi king stood up, hitching his jeans up by the wi de black belt slung under his beer pot.

"Yeah. Who are you?"

"We nmet before, but maybe you don't quite renmenber,"” Rourke said, slowy exhaling the gray cigar
snoke as he spoke. "My nane's Rourke. John Rourke. W were never introduced."

"I ain't net you," the Viking said.

"He's ridin' Pigman's bi ke"' Someone shouted. Rourke watched the Viking' s eyes under the lip of

t he hel net.

"Like | said. Who are you?"

Rourke, the cigar in the left corner of his nouth, squinted against the snoke and said, "W net
back there, where you and your bunch of pussywhi ps nassacred all the people outta that airliner.
I"'mthe guy with the sniper rifle who snuffed out twelve of you asshol es. Renenber ne now?"

The Vi ki ng stepped cl oser toward Rourke. "Yeah. | remenber you now. And |'m gonna kill you."
Rourke smiled, whispering, "I just wanted to make sure you knew who | was." His left hand had been
resting on the back of the bike seat. Now he flashed it outward, the snubby-barrel ed Lawran
appeared in his fist. He pulled the trigger twice. The nmuzzle was |less than a yard fromthe
Viking's face. Both bullets sliced through his head, and bl ood and brai ns expl oded, spattering the
two wonen, who began to wail and run

Rour ke gunned the Harley and started into the wall of bikers in front of him firing the Lawran
enpty at the nearest of them He rammed the enpty revolver into his belt and got the Python into
his right hand, firing.

Rourke cut the Harley forward. The bikers fell away fromhimlike a wedge, the Python roaring into
faces and chests and backs. They had been standing so tightly together that nissing one was

i mpossi bl e

As he reached the far end of the canp, Rourke skidded the bike into a tight circle and di snmount ed.
Al ready, there were bikes revving up frominside the camp. A swarm of the bikers was starting
toward him on foot.

Crouchi ng besi de the bi ke, Rourke speedl oaded the Lawran and the Python and set them confortably
in his hands. Rubenstein should be com ng, he thought, opening up with the submachi ne gun that
he'd grabbed fromthe gear of one of the bikers. He sighted across the Python in his right hand
and fired into the attacking bikers. As he enptied the Python and the Lawran into them gunfire
started from above Rubenstein was shouting above the din-the same counterfeit Rebel yell he'd rmade
back in the garage when they'd got the '57 Chevy started. Rourke used his last loads in the

revol vers, firing both guns enpty into the bikers, who were running in all directions, dodging the
gunfire that rained on themfromin front and from behi nd.

Putting away the enpty revol vers as he advanced toward the center of the canp, Rourke snatched up
an M16 fromthe ground, which had been dropped by a dead biker. Still wal king toward the center
of the canp, he fired the assault rifle enpty, then snatched up a Thonpson submachi ne gun from
near by himon the ground. Walking now, firing three-shot bursts into the nasses of bikers around
him he pressed toward the center of the canp. The Thonpson clicked enpty. He dropped it to the
ground, ripping both of the Detonics .45 s fromtheir shoul der holsters. He could see Rubenstein
now, on his knees beside his bike, at the far end of the canp. The SMs bl azed into the bikers
around him

There were half a dozen bi kers, mounted, coming toward Rourke now. Mst of the others were at the
far corner of the canp or already dead. Rourke fired the Detonics in his right fist at the nearest
bi ker, catching the man in the neck and hurtling himfromhis machine. Then he fired the one in
his left fist at a second biker. The bullet hit the biker's face and hamrered himto the ground.
His bike fell on top of him the wheel s spinning.

Rourke fired both pistols sinultaneously as a biker coming up fast fromthe left started toward
him The biker had a submachine gun in his right fist, and he was firing. Rourke's twin .45"'s
burned into the biker's chest, ripping the man out of the seat. The biker's ankles | ocked into the
handl ebars and the bi ke spun out into a crowd of bikers ten feet away.

Suddenly, Rourke felt something hammering into his neck. He fell forward, going into a roll, both
.45's still in his hands. Three bikers were coming down on him He fired, each pistol nailing one
of the bikers, then conming up enpty. As the third biker threw hinself onto Rourke, his hands going
for Rourke's throat, Rourke palnmed the black-chroned Sting 1A fromthe sheath inside his trouser
band and drive it down like a stake into the biker's back. Pulling hinmself up to one knee, Rourke
touched his left hand to his neck. Hi s fingers came away covered with bl ood. Ramm ng fresh

magazi nes into the Detonics pistols, Rourke got to his feet and continued firing, enptying the
guns as he finally reached the center of the canp.

He stopped beside the body of the Viking, and let both pistols drop to his sides. He could see
Rubenstein, at the opposite side of the canp, standing, the gun in his hands silent. He squinted,
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his head aching fromthe wound on the side of his neck. The basin was a sea of fallen bodies and
fallen motorcycles. At the far edge of the canp, he heard the sound of an engine gunning to life
and | ooked up. There was a |l one biker, westling his nmachine away fromthe canp, a trail of dust
behind himas he started out of the basin.

Rour ke | ooked down to the ground, snatched up a twel ve-gauge shotgun which one of the bikers had
dropped. Tronboni ng the punp and chanbering a round, Rourke haul ed the nearest notorcycle fromthe
ground, straddled it, and started the engi ne. From behind him he could hear Rubenstein shouting,
"Rour ke-what are you doi ng?"

Rour ke headed the notorcycle after the one survivor of the canp and shouted back, "I'm not
finished!"

He passed the perineter of the canp and started picking up speed. The biker's dust trail faded
ahead of him The basin was far longer than it was wi de, and at the distant end, toward which

Rour ke headed, was a steep hill

Through the dust, Rourke could see his quarry starting up the hill, the bike slipping and the nan
goi ng down. He junped up and got the bike under himand tried the hill again. Rourke bent |ow over
the Harley, the wind ripping at his face and hands and hair. His |ips were drawn back, his teeth
bared, the riot shotgun in his right fist against the controls.

The bi ker was hal fway up the hill, and the bi ke started collapsing under himagai n. Rourke skidded
to a halt in a cloud of dust at the base of the hill, letting the bike drop to the ground. He
snapped the riot shotgun to his right shoul der. He squinted down the sights and nmuttered the word,
"Diel"™ Then he pulled the trigger

The bi ker's hands went to his back, and he fell forward, then slid down the hillside on his face
H s body slammed to a halt at the base of the hill, less than ten yards from where Rourke stood.
Rour ke dropped the riot shotgun into the sand and started wal ki ng back toward the canp. He could
see a dust cloud, coming in his direction, a single man on a notorcycle. As the bi ke neared him
Rour ke made out Rubenstein's face and stopped, switching loads in his .45 s as he waited.

Rubenst ein sl owed the bike. Obviously, he was still having a hard time still controlling it. He

st opped, and the nachine nearly skidded out from under him

Rourke waited a nmonent until the dust settled. Then he wal ked over to Rubenstein and his bike.
Rubenstein, very softly, asked, "Are you finished now?" Rourke nodded his head, saying, "W've got
a long ride ahead of us. But |I'mfinished for now "

The End

Speci al Preview of the Survivalist #2
The N ghtmare Begins

"1've been neaning to ask you," Rubenstein began, w ping his red bandana handkerchi ef across his
hi gh, sweat dripping forehead. "Qut of all those bikes back there at the crash site, why did you
take that particular one?"

Rour ke | eaned forward on the handl ebars of his notorcycle, squinting down at the road bel ow them
the intense desert sun rising in waves, visible despite the dark-Iensed aviator framed gl asses he
wore. "Couple of reasons,” Rourke answered, his voice low "I like Harley Davidsons, | already
have a Low Rider like this,” and, alnost affectionately, he patted the fuel tank between his |egs
"back at the survival retreat. It's about the best conbination going for off-road and road use-

good enough on gas, fast, handles well, lets you ride confortably. | like it, | guess," he
concl uded.

"You' ve got reasons for everything, haven't you, John?"

"Yeah," Rourke said, his tone thoughtful, "I usually do. And |'ve got a very good reason why we

shoul d check out that truck trailer down there-see?" and Rourke pointed down the sloping hillside
and al ong the road.

"Wher e?" Rubenstein said, |leaning forward on his bike.

"That dark shape on the side of the road; I'll show you when we get there," Rourke said quietly,
revving the Harley under himand starting off down the slope. Rubenstein settled hinself on the
nmot orcycl e he rode and started after. Perspiration dripped from Rourke's face as he haul ed the
Harl ey up short and waited at the base of slope for Rubenstein. Lower down, the air was even
hotter. He glanced at the fuel gauge on the bike-just a little over half. As he automatically
began cal cul ati ng approxi mate nil|l eage, Rubenstein skidded to a halt beside him "You've gotta
wat ch those hills, pal," Rourke said, the corners of his mouth raising in one of his rare sniles.
"Yeah-tell ne about it. But I"'magettin' to control it better."
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"All right-you are,"” Rourke said, then cranked his bike into gear and started across the narrow
expanse of ground still separating themfromthe road. Rourke halted a monent as they reached the
hi ghway, stared down the road toward the West and steered his notorcycle in the direction of his
gaze. The sun was just below its zenith and as far as Rourke was able to tell they were already
into Texas and perhaps seventy-five mles or less fromEl Paso. The wind in his face and hair and
across his body was hot, fromthe slipstreamof the bike as it cruised along the hi ghway, but it
still had some cooling effect on his skin-already he could feel his shirt, sticking to his back
with sweat, starting to dry. He glanced into his rear-view nmirror and could see Paul Rubenstein
trying to catch up.

Rour ke skidded the Harley into a tight left, realizing he was al nost past the abandoned truck
trailer. He took the bike in a tight circle around it as Rubenstei n approached. As he conpl et ed
the 360 degrees he stopped al ongsi de the younger man's machi ne. "Conmon carrier," Rourke said
softly. "Abandoned. After we run the Geiger counter over it we can check what's inside-m ght be
sonet hi ng useful. Shut off your bike. | don't think we're gonna find any gas here."

Rour ke unstrapped the Geiger counter fromthe back of his Harley and gave it to Rubenstein. He

wat ched as the smaller man carefully checked the truck trailer; the radiation |evel proved nornal
Rour ke wal ked up to the double doors at the rear of the trailer and visually inspected the |ock
"You gonna shoot it off?" Rubenstein was asking, suddenly beside him Rourke turned and | ooked at
him "You' ve gotten awful violent lately, haven't you? W got a prybar?"

"Not hin' big," the other man said.

"Well," Rourke said, drawing the Metalifed Colt Python fromthe holster on his right hip, "then
guess I'mgoing to shoot it off. Stand over there,"” he gestured back toward the notorcycles. Once
Rubenstein was cl ear, Rourke took a few steps back and on angle to the |ock, raised the
Magnnaported six-inch barrel on line with the | ock and thunbed back the hammer. He touched the
first finger of his right hand to the trigger, his fist |locked on the Colt Medallion Pachmayr
grips, the .357 Magnum 158-grain sem -jacketed soft point round slamring into the |ock, the
mechani sm vi sibly shattering. Rourke holstered the revolver. As Rubenstein started for the |ock

he cautioned, "It mght be hot,” but Rubenstein was already reaching for it, pulling his hand away
as his fingers contacted the netal.

"I said it might be hot," Rourke whispered. "Friction." Rourke wal ked to the edge of the shoul der
bent down and picked up a medi um sized rock, then wal ked back to the trailer door and knocked the
shattered | ock off the hasp with the rock, throwi ng the rock aside. "Now open it," Rourke said
slowW y. Rubenstein funbled the hasp for a nonment, then cleared it and tugged on the doors. "You've
got to work that bar |ock," Rourke advised

Rubenstein started trying to pivot the bar and Rourke stepped beside him "Here-watch." Rourke
swung the bar clear, then opened the right hand door, reached inside and worked the closure on the
| eft hand door, then opened it as well.

"Just boxes," Rubenstein said, staring inside the truck

"It's what's in themthat counts. W could stand to re-supply.”

"But isn't that stealing, John?"

"A few days ago, before the War, it was stealing. Nowit's foraging. There's a difference,
said quietly, boosting hinself onto the rear of the truck trailer

"What do you want to forage?" Rubenstein said, throwing hinself onto the truck, then dragging his
I egs after him

Rour ke, using the Sting 1A fromits inside-the-pants sheath, cut open the tape on a small box and
said, "Well-what do | want to forage? This m ght be nice." Reaching into the box, he extracted a

Rour ke

| ong rectangul ar box about as thick as a pack of cigarettes. ".45 ACP ammp-it's even ny brand and
bul | et wei ght-185-grain JHPs."

" Ammuni ti on?"

"Yeah-j obbers or whol esal ers used certain conmon carriers to ship firearns and amunition to
dealers. I'd hoped we'd find sone of this. Find yourself sone 9-mm Parabellummy as well stick to

solids so you can use it in that M40 as well as the Browning Hi gh Power you're carrying. If you
conme across any guns, let ne know "

Rour ke started working his way through the truck, opening each box in turn unless the | abe
clearly indicated sonething useless to him There were no guns, but he found another consignment
of anmuni tion-.357 Magnum 125-grain sem -jacketed holl ow points. He put several boxes aside in
case he didn't find the bullet weight he wanted.

"Hey, John? Why don't we take all of this stuff-all the anmm, | nmean?"

Rour ke gl anced back to Rubenstein. "How are we going to carry it? | can use .308, .223, .45 ACP
and .357-and that's too nmuch. |'ve got anple supplies of ammunition back at the retreat once we
get there."
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"That's still close to fifteen hundred nmiles, isn't it?" Rubenstein's voice had suddenly |ost all
its enthusiasm

Rour ke | ooked at him saying nothing.

"Hey, John-you want sone spare clips-|I mean nmgazi nes-for your rifle?"

Rour ke | ooked up. Rubenstein held thirty-round AR-15 nmagazines in his hands-a half dozen. "Are
they actual Colt?"

Rubenstein stared at the magazi nes a nonent, Rourke saying, "Look on the bottomon the
floorplate.”

"Yeah-they are.™

"Take 'em al ong then," Rourke said, opening a box of baby food in small glass jars, said, "now go

and see if you can find sonething to use as a sack to carry all this stuff. 1'"mgoing to take sone
of this baby food-it's full of protein and sugar and vitam ns."
"I have a little-1 nmean had-a little nephew back in New York that..." and Rubenstein's voice began

noticeably tightening, "that stuff tastes terrible.”
"But it can keep us alive," Rourke said, with a note of finality.
Rubenstein started to turn and go out of the trailer, then | ooked back to Rourke, saying, "John-

New York is gone, isn't it? My nephewhis parents. | had a girl. W weren't serious but we m ght
have gotten serious. But it's gone."
"Yeah," Rubenstein said, his voice odd sounding to Rourke. "I guess-" Rourke |ooked up, Rubenstein

was al ready clinbing out of the trailer. Rourke searched the remaining boxes quickly. He found
some flashlight batteries, bar type shaving soap prepacked in small mugs, and safety razors and
bl ades. He rubbed the stubble on his face, took a safety razor and as many packs of bl ades as he
could cramin the breast pocket of his sweat-stained blue shirt, one of the nugs and several bars
of soap. He found anot her consignment of amunition-158 grain sem -jacketed soft point .357s and
took eight boxes of fifty. Wth it were sone .223 solids and he took several hundred rounds of
these as well. He carried what he wanted in two boxes back to the rear of the trailer and hel ped
Rubenstein clinb inside with the sack to carry it all. They cramed the sack full and Rourke
junmped down to the road, boosting it onto his left shoulder and carrying it toward the bikes.
"We're going to have to split up this load," he said.

As Rourke turned toward his bike, he heard Rubenstein's voice and over it the clicking of bolts-
fromassault rifles. Wthout noving he | ooked up, heard Rubenstein repeat, "John!"

Slowy, Rourke raised to his full height, squinting against the glare through his sungl asses. A
dozen men-in sone sort of uniformwere on the far side of the road. Slowy, he turned around, and
behind him on Rubenstein's side of the road beside the abandoned truck trailer, were at |east a
hal f - dozen nore.

Al'l the nmen carried assault rifles of mixed heritages-and all the guns were trai ned on Rourke and
Rubenstein. ..
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