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THE SURVI VALI ST #03
THE QUEST.
by Jerry Ahern
Chapter 1..

Sarah. M chael. Ann. Alive. God, Rourke thought as he wal ked briskly through the woods beyond the
gutted framework of his house, the note Sarah had witten and nailed to the barn door folded
tightly in his wallet, but why do | need a wallet? Driver's license, Social Security card,
conceal ed weapons permnit, the latter nade Rourke |augh, he wanted to |augh for the first tinme
since the night of the war. Conceal ed weapons permit, he | aughed again. He wal ked on, the Python
strapped to his right hip in the Ranger |eather canouflage rig, the twin stainless Detonics in the
Al essi shoul der hol sters under his |leather jacket, the Colt CAR-15 slung under his right arm
muzzl e down, his thunb hooked in the carrying handl e under the scope.

It was all useless, he realized, everything in his wallet, or alnbst everything. The hundred-
dollar bill with Ben Franklin | ooking enigmatic in its center, the CIA card, the credit cards, the
only things that were real there anynore was the picture of his wife, Sarah, his son, Mchael, and
his daughter, Ann, and it wasn't really such a good picture of them didn't do themjustice. But
the picture and the voided Rourke fanm ly check with the note from Sarah scrawl ed across it were
the only real things ever since the war. Looking up at the stars, he revised his thinking: the
stars were real, the earth was still real under his feet, but for how long he didn't know There
had been odd clouds in the night sky, the sunsets had been redder each evening, and the weat her
seenmed definitely to be changing. How many nissiles had been | aunched, bonbs dropped that night of
World War 111, World War Last in all |ikelihood? And that was another real thing, he thought,
puffing on one of the cigars, the stubby, thin tobacco in the left corner of his nouth, alnost
bolted between his clenched white teeth.

He stopped wal ki ng and | ooked up to the sky again, wondering what was up there. He'd found hinself
wondering that progressively nore often. When he was training to be a physician, he had been
concerned with what had nmade nan work, not the humanity but the physiology of it. Later, in the
ClA in Covert Operations, he'd been equally concerned with maki ng men stop working: he hadn't
becone a weapons expert by nere chance or through a correspondence course. Later as a
quot e/ unquot e Survival Expert, Rourke had been concerned again wth keeping nen working, the body
functioning and living, despite all odds. But he wondered, as he dragged on the cigar, whether or
not Sarah and the children were watching the stars this night, if sonewhere there were sanity,
sonmewher e bei ngs who had not pressed the magic and deadly red button and ordered the mass nidni ght
executions of |legions of total strangers, men and wonmen and children and all their dogs, cats,
frogs, and farmani mals. Soneti mes, Rourke realized, he alnbst cursed hinself for being sane; it
woul d have been easier the other way.

And there was Paul Rubenstein, the young Jew sh guy from New York City, or what had been New York
City. He'd never ridden a notor, never fired a gun, let alone in anger, and sonmehow Rour ke counted
the younger man his best ally and, next to Sarah and the children, the only friend he had.

He | ooked at the dark ground, then studied the cigar butt, the tip glowing orange in his fingers,
and | ooked again, trying to find the nearest star.

Rourke didn't like riding the notorcycle in darkness. The Harley Low Ri der handl ed perfectly,
everything worked well, but he wouldn't ride any bi ke wi thout glasses, and all he had were the
sungl asses and |ight sensitive with well-above-normal night vision. Rourke could see well enough
in the dark with his sunglasses on, but felt like a fool wearing them He glanced at his watch
Once he'd crossed into what had been, before the night of the war, the Eastern Tine Zone, he'd set
t he Rol ex Submariner one hour ahead. But he still felt he was on Rourke Standard Time: he had set
the watch by the sun, but now he was judging sunrise by the watch and the Rol ex's |uninous face
read just past six-thirty A M He watched the horizon and could see the reddish line there that
meant the clouds were still dust-laden. Radioactive dust? He reninded hinmself to check one of the
two Geiger counters, the one he carried on his bike. He'd left the other one with Paul Rubenstein.

Rour ke stopped the bike. He was |less than five miles fromwhere he'd |eft Paul, secure up in the
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rocks, the wounds still painful but on the nend, the "Schmeisser" subgun as the younger man still
insisted on calling the MP-40, the Browni ng Hi gh Power, and Rourke's own Steyr-Mnnlicher SSG
Special Rifle as conpani ons. Rourke watched the horizon line, the hell with the watch he thought,
and saw the sun wi nk up above the glowi ng red clouds. The redness of the clouds worried hiny he
made anot her nental note to check the radiation count. Suddenly, there was a knot in the pit of
his stomach: what would life be like after his quest was through, after he found Sarah, M chael
and Ann? Would they all live in the retreat forever, like early man, but instead in a

sophi sticated cave with all the conveni ences? And afterward, after that, what kind of world, what
world at all perhaps, would the children grow up into?

Rour ke coul d see hinsel f, soneday saying to his son, "Mchael, | |eave you vast nucl ear
wast el ands, in which nothing will grow for two centuries, irradiated water you cannot drink

poi soned air you cannot breath, the |last surviving Encycl opedia because there is no one left to
write another and a superlative command of the | anguage, but no one to talk to. Here's a vintage
notorcycl e, but there is no gasoline; Here's your choice of the finest pistols ever nmade, but all
the amunition is gone now. And the birds and the bees | told you about are now totally extinct,
and if you do find a human fenmal e who hasn't grown up to be a nurderess or just gone insane, you
can have children with her to perpetuate the race, but it's likely they'll be hideously deformed."
Rour ke shook his head and wat ched the sunrise. He never knew when it would be the last tine
anynore. The sun rose because the earth rotated, but when would that stop? He thought of the
finishing line for the lecture to his son on the attaining of his manhood: "Have a good tinme ...
Rour ke stopped the bi ke again, the grayness in the East pink-tinged with the color of the horizon
the fog snelling foul and rolling in waves across the ground. He heard shots just ahead, killed
the motor on the Harley and swng the CAR- 15 fromthe nmuzzle down carry across his back into his
right hand, the fingers of his fist wapped around the pistol grip, his left hand automatically
com ng back and sweeping the bolt open and letting it fly forward, his thunb fingering the sem -
automatic's selector into the safe position. The ground dropped off perhaps fifty yards ahead of
him Beyond that was a long grade, then a clearing of flatland, then a high nmound of rocks. Rourke
edged forward fromthe Harley, the gunfire growing clearer with each step, sporadic, not like a
pitched battle, but rather like ... He stopped and flattened hinmself on the lip of the grade. Paul
Rubenstein was in the high rocks beyond the clearing where Rourke had left himearly that previous
ni ght. Bel ow Paul were perhaps a dozen figures, nost of them nen, but one or two possibly wonen,
(it was hard to tell sonetines, Rourke reflected). The figures, clearly brigands, heavily arned,
dirty-1ooking, and out for blood, were slowy advancing up the rocks, firing to keep Rubenstein

pi nned down until they could close in. Rourke's face creased into a snile. "Here it goes again,"
he whi sper ed.

Chapter 2.

Rour ke noved the Harley back into a stand of trees, then circled wide around the lip of the
grade, noticing five pick up trucks of varying vintage parked perhaps two hundred yards farther
back in a small clearing, the brigands' transportation, he decided. Rourke had al ready assessed
the situation. If he started shooting, there would be a protracted gun battle, lasting hours,
perhaps it could | ast days, especially if there were nore of the brigands nearby to hear the
change in the pattern of the shots and come running to reinforce their friends.

Rour ke was now at the far end of the grade, |ooking down onto the flat expanse |eading toward the
hi gh rocks. He coul d see Paul Rubenstein, body tucked down, the Steyr-Mnnlicher SSG Special Rifle
with the 3 x 9 scope at his shoulder. There would be a series of shots fromthe brigands to pin
Paul down, then the brigands woul d advance, and Paul woul d edge up and fire the green synthetic
stocked rifle, then duck down as the brigands shot again. If the brigands had divided thensel ves
into fire-and-nmaneuver el enents, Rourke realized, they coul d have swept over Paul easily, but
fortunately their tactics weren't that good

Rour ke slung the CAR-15 across his back diagonally, nuzzle down, and edged over the lip of the
grade, hugging the pine trees and | ow rocks along the side and noving diagonally along the |eft
flank of the attacking brigands. The closest of them a big nman, heavyset, armed with sone type of
automatic rifle Rourke couldn't inmediately identify at the distance, was perhaps fifty yards
away, edging along a wall of [ow rocks running in a zigzag pattern toward the far side of
Rubenstein's position. Rourke inched along, flanking the man, but cutting the distance too, timng
spurts of his own novenents to the covering noise of the brigands' shots. Wth his |eft hand,

Rour ke pal med out the A .G Russell black chrome Sting IA; the tiny doubl e-edged knife shifted then
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into his right hand. There was another |ong round of firing and Rourke nade his nobve, com ng up
behi nd the heavy brigand in a rush, diving toward him tackling the man and bringi ng hi m down hard
onto the rocks, the squishing sound of the man's head slanmming into a rock, Rourke's right fist
ranmi ng forward into the throat rather than the man's trunk because of the shortness of the knife
bl ade. Rourke gave the knife a hard twist and ripped it out, flattening hinself over the body,
listening for a change in the pattern of shooting. Looking up over the |ow wall of rocks, he saw
that nothing had changed. He picked his next target, a tall, lanky nan with shoul der-1ength bl ond
hair and a scraggly beard. Wping the knife blade clean of blood on the first dead man's trousers,
Rour ke inched forward over the low rock wall and toward the tall blond nman.

The target was twenty-five yards ahead, and as with the first brigand, Rourke waited for another

I ong shot string, then nmade a headl ong dash, |eaping over a clunp of |ow rocks, sidestepping a

hal f-rotted pine tree trunk and diving into the man's body just below the waist, throttling himto
the ground. Rourke's right hand whi pped forward with the knife, his Ileft hand grabbed on to a
handful of the greasy hair and jerked the head back to expose the neck, then the knife made a left
to right swi pe across the unguarded throat. As Rourke drew the knife away, he let the head sag to
the rocks. Wping the blade clean on the blond man's cl ot hes, Rourke spotted his next target,
wonderi ng how many of them he coul d take out before they'd be mi ssed, before soneone would turn
around, see him then start the real shooting.

He edged toward a black man, snmallish in build, but the bare arns rippling with nuscles. A .45
automatic was in the man's left hand. The di stance was twenty-five, perhaps thirty yards, the
precise range hard to tell because of the nman's position in the rocks. Rourke closed to ten yards,
wai ted for another volley of shots fromthe brigands, then noved forward. He dove toward the man,
but the man turned, sidestepping and m ssing Rourke's knife blade, but Rourke's left arm was
solidly hooked on the man's left shoul der and neck and he brought himdown. As the nman started to
shout, Rourke lunged upward fromhis knees with the Sting |A the spear point biting deep into the
Adam s apple. The man fell back, his nouth half opened, but the scream not coming. The body
tunbl ed backward al ong the rocks.

Rour ke got to his knees, turning, and saw one of the brigands | ooking his way, starting to shout.
Rour ke's right hand dropped the knife, flashing toward the Detonics pistol under his left arnpit,
the tiny stainless steel .45 in his fist, the hanmer sw ping back to full stand. The first finger
of Rourke's right hand edged against the trigger until it gave, the pistol rocking in his hand,
the brigand sounding the alarm now falling back, the center of his forehead split w de because of
the angle of the 185-grain jacketed holl ow point slug when it inpacted.

Rour ke snatched up his knife, wiped it clean, and holstered it, then pulled the second Detonics
fromunder his right arm

Wth one of the .45s in each fist, Rourke started up the sloping rocks, the brigands turning
toward himnow, directing their fire away from Rubenstein. Rourke fired the gun in the I eft hand,
then the one in the right, then the left again. As the eneny fire started finding him he dove
into the rocks, hearing the chattering of Rubenstein's 9mm subgun comi ng fromthe top of the
rocks. Jammng both of the enptied .45s into his belt, Rourke swing the CAR-15 from his back, his
thunb flicking off the safety, his trigger finger snapping off three-round, seni-automatic bursts
fromthe Colt's thirty-round nmagazi ne. The brigands were falling back. Rourke got to his feet and
moved out toward them Fromthe corner of his |eft eye he saw Rubenstein, noving awkwardly because
of the earlier wounds, starting down fromthe rocks, the subgun in his right hand, the 9mm
Browni ng High Power in his left, both guns spitting fire. Three brigands were still noving al ong
down toward the base of the rocks and past the clearing, heading for the trees. "The pickups,"
Rour ke rasped under his breath. He raised the CAR-15 and fired, then fired again, but the nmgazine
was shot enpty and there were still two men running.

Rourke let the CAR-15 swing out of the way under his arm He snatched the Mag- Na-Ported six-inch
Python fromhis hip, lining the dull netallic finish of the Metalifed gun's front sight into the
outlined notch of the Onega rear sight blade, his fists wapped around the massive Pachnayr grips,
the doubl e action pull conming off, a single 158-grain sem -jacketed soft point belching fire at
the muzzle. The nearer of the two nen was goi ng down and rolling forward, hands outstretched.

Rour ke sighted again, fired and m ssed, then thunb cocked the Python, the |ast brigand was perhaps
seventy-five yards downrange, and Rourke fired, the muzzle clinb of the .357 al nbst negli gibl e,
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but bl ocking his view for an instant. As the gun cane down out of recoil, he saw the |ast brigand
staggering, both hands clanped to the small of his back, then the | egs buckled and the man went
down. Rourke turned, swi nging the nmuzzle of the Python around, but eased it down.

Paul Rubenstein was beside him The younger nan, his face stream ng sweat, panted, "You shot him
in the back." Rourke let the revolver hang linp at his right side along his thigh and said, "Only
because that was the guy's best |ooking side.”

Chapter 3.

Sar ah Rourke di snobunted, held |oosely one of Tildie's reins as she stood beside the |athered
animal, and stared out at the sandbag fence and the farnmhouse beyond.

rayd

She | ooked over her shoul der, "M chael, Annie, you, too, MIllie, stay here and keep nmounted. |'m
going to see if there's anyone at that farmhouse." Then | ooking at ten-year-old MIlie Jenkins,
she added, "MIlie, | want to see if anyone knows your aunt and where | can find her farm"

Sarah turned back and faced the farnhouse, then drying her sweating palns on the sides of her blue-
j eaned thighs, she started wal king toward the sandbag fence, |eading Tildie behind her. The mare
whi nni ed once, snorted, and followed her on the | oose rein. Sarah had left tied to Tildie' s saddle
the nodified AR-15 she'd taken fromone of the brigands that first norning after the war. Al she
had was her husband's Colt .45 automatic inside the waistband of her trousers, the butt conceal ed
under her ripped blue T-shirt. She was perspiring despite the fact that it was cool in the
Tennessee Mountains. She stripped the bl ue-and-white bandanna from her hair and shook her dark

hair | oose as the wi nd whi pped up from beyond the farmhouse.

She had seen no sign of |ife at the house but it |ooked normal enough and that was why she had
determ ned to stop. She'd been searching the Smoky Muntains around M. Eagle for several days
now, trying to find "Aunt Mary" and deliver MIlie Jenkins. Aunt Mary was MIlie's nmother's
sister, so the last nanme would be different and Sarah had no idea what Carla Jenkins's mai den name
had been. It was likely, too, Aunt Mary was herself married. All MIlie renmenbered of her aunt's
farmwas that the house had been set in a valley with a huge horse pasture fenced in behind it and
that Aunt Mary grew roses.

As Sarah approached the sandbag fence and stopped, |eaning her |eft hand agai nst one of the

sandbags, she stared up at the house, seeing it nowin greater detail. There were five pickup
trucks parked in the yard, all lined up in sone kind of order. The wi ndows of the house were
shuttered closed, with narrow slits in them A chill ran up her spine, but not fromthe w nd, she

t hought. She reached under her T-shirt and took out her husband's .45. She'd taught herself howto
| ower the hamer on a | oaded chanber and now, with the hamrer down, she braced her thunb agai nst

it and cocked it, raising the safety, then slid the gun back under her T-shirt, having kept the
gun bel ow the |l evel of the sandbags in case anyone in the house was watching her. The slide of the
pistol felt alnmost slinmy with her own perspiration

She clinmbed up on the bottom stack of sandbags to get a better view of the farmhouse, then raised
her right arm sweeping it back and forth, calling out at the top of her lungs, "Hello! Is anybody
there? | want to tal k!"

She stopped and |istened. There was no reply. She waved the bl ue-and-white bandanna in her hand
and shouted at the top of her voice across the sandbag fence, "Hello! | just want to talk!"

The door of the farmhouse opened. A tall, black-bearded nan stepped out onto the unpainted porch
sonme kind of rifle or shotgun in his hands, Sarah couldn't tell which fromthe di stance. As he
wal ked toward the steps | eading up onto the porch, Sarah stopped waving the bandanna

The man shouted, she could hear himwell, "W don't want no strangers 'round heah, lady. Gt out
a' heah!"

Sarah Rour ke shook her head angrily, too angry to say anything. Then, forcing herself under
control, she said, "Look, I've got three small children with me. | don't want anything fromyou,
just directions. Please!"

"Gt out! Thems directions, lady." And the man started to turn and wal k away.
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Al'l the tension, all the fear, all the loneliness and frustration welled up inside her, and she
fought to hold back tears. She screaned at the nman, "Please! For God's sake!"

The man wal ked another step or two, then turned, waited, then wal ked back toward the end of the
por ch.

"There's a gate down yonder. Send yer young' ns al ong ahead of y'all, and no tricks."
She sank agai nst the sandbags, waving her right hand and shouting, "Thank you!"
She | ooked back at the children and suddenly felt very tired.
"Thank you," she muttered again, but not to the man on the porch
Chapter 4.

"There're brigands all over here," Rourke said, his voice low H's eyes squinted behind the
sungl asses agai nst the bright nmorning sunlight.

"Do you think they found your retreat, John?" young Paul Rubenstein asked, pushing his wre-franed
gl asses back from his nose, his face perspiring profusely.

Rour ke thought a nonent, then said, "No, that's the |least of ny worries. Maybe an archeol ogi st
will find it a thousand years from now, but nobody's going to find it today, tonmorrow, or twenty
years fromnow. Trouble is, " Rourke | ooked past Rubenstein and beyond the rocks where the bodies
of the brigands they had killed lay, "I wonder if twenty years fromnow |'mstill going to be
living init."

"What do you nean, John?"

Rourke lit one of his small cigars,thinking nonmentarily about the cigars he had stored at the
retreat. "What | nmean, Paul, is the world, you | ook at the sunsets, the sunrises, the way the
weat her has been hot one day, cold the next, the rains, the winds? And if the world stays in one
pi ece, what happens then? Can we rebuild? There are so many questions. Not enough of them have
answers and the ones that do are tough answers.™

Rour ke stopped tal king and | ooked down at the Colt Python. He'd rel oaded the other guns and now
slipped the spent cartridges, identifying themfromthe priner indentations fromthe cylinder and
replacing themw th some of the | oose rounds he carried. He stood up fromthe crouch and
stretched, snatching up the CAR-15 and slinging it under his right shoul der

"But," Rourke continued with a sigh, "as sonebody once said out of frustration and bitter
experience, life goes on, hmmP" Rourke, without waiting for Paul, started wal king across the flat
expanse at the top of the rock cluster toward where he and the still recuperating Rubenstein had
haul ed the younger man's bi ke that previous night. Rourke scanned the ground below. In the

dar kness they had nanhandl ed the bike up into the rocks, but now, with the |light, Rourke saw a
path, precarious, but he judged it manageable. "You wait here," he said, |ooking back over his
shoul der toward Rubenstein.

Rour ke picked his way across the rocks and stopped beside the bike, then | ooked back toward the
pat h, and reassessed his judgnent that the bi ke could be driven down. He glanced at the Rol ex on
his left wist, then at the sun. Wth the gunfire ceased and the brigands not having returned to
the larger force Rourke felt they were a part of, he decided it was only a matter of time before
soneone cane, perhaps a heavily arnmed brigand force.

Rourke did not want that. He was too close to the retreat to waste the tinme, he thought, and eager
to begin searching for Sarah and the children. He sniled, "eager." Fromthe night he had stood
talking with the RCMP Inspector in Canada and the man's wife had turned on the radio

newsbr oadcast, Rourke had been nore than eager. Wien he took the first flight out to Atlanta, the
bonbi ng and missile strikes had begun. In the |ong night after the plane was diverted and before
the crash of the jetliner in New Mexico, and in the long days and nights since, Rourke had thought
of little else than finding his famly.
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He had resolved early on to be unwavering on one point, that sonehow they had survived. And they
had. As he nounted the bike and started the engine, the corners of his nouth turned dowmn in a
bitter smle. He | ooked out across the land fromthe high ground. If Sarah and the children were
sonmewhere in the mountains of northern Georgia, they would be hard to find. Wre they somewhere
el se in Georgia, the Carolinas, perhaps Tennessee? Every nile they traveled likely took them
farther away, he realized, nmaking the search just that much | onger and nore difficult.

Fi nding a woman and two young children, refugees in a country full of refugees, The entire

m dsection of the country was a radioactive desert. There was no | aw. What of the Russians, the
bri gands, God knew what that |ay out there? Rourke revved the bike, squinted agai nst the sun and,
usi ng his conmbat booted feet to support the machi ne runbling between his |egs, started it down the
pat h.

Chapter 5.

It was never good to let them see you | ooking dejected, K&GB Mj. Vladnir Karanatsov rem nded
hi nsel f, throwi ng his shoul ders back as he stepped to the door of the mlitary aircraft and
breat hed the cool night air of Chicago. At the base of the short |adder |eading down fromthe jet
was his staff car, his chauffeur who was waiting on the runway tarnmac beside it, snapped to
attention as he saw his superior.

Kar amat sov smiled as he ninbly junped the | ast few steps of the | adder, then tossed his | eather
di spatch case in a gentle arc to his subordinate.

The driver caught the case, saluted, and said, "Good eveni ng, Conrade Mjor."

"Good evening, Piotr," Karamatsov responded w thout |ooking at the man. He stared at the runway
lights at the far end of the field instead. More nilitary transports were arriving. He reflected
that they would be needed. After the loss of the new Amrerican President, Sanuel Chanbers, and the
danger ous and enbarrassi ng epi sode with John Rourke and his own wife, Natalia, Karamatsov had
revised his earlier inpressions of American pacification followi ng the war that his country had
nomnally won. A nation of arned citizens, a nation of individualists, it would be hard to quel
their resistance. He had | earned that.

Rat her than bonbing the cities, Karamatsov thought, sniling alnost bitterly, they should have
bonmbed the countrysi de. Bombi ng the countrysi de woul d have been easier in the final analysis,
since the people of the cities would have been easier to subjugate. He had seen no point in
bonbi ng New York out of existence, for exanple. The wealth of the city was eternally |ost now, and
t he weaponl ess, fear-ridden people of the American giant woul d have been easier to subjugate than
the heavily arned and fiercely independent Westerners and Sout herners.

He noticed hinsel f shrugging his shoulders as Piotr, his driver, said, "Conrade Major, there is
sonet hi ng?"

"No, Piotr," Karamatsov said and turned, his dark eyes gleanmng. "I was just considering the
efficiency with which our |eaders are introducing additional troops to aid in the pacification of
the United States. We are fortunate indeed to be possessed of such nen of courage and foresight.
Is this not so, Piotr?"

"Yes, Conrade Major," the young nan said. A smile forced on his face, Karamatsov thought.

The KGB maj or and the Army corporal eyed each other a monent, Karamatsov still thinking in
English, saying in his mnd, "The boy doesn't believe that bullshit any nore than | do." He

| aughed, then wal ked toward his open car door, and stepped inside the Cadillac. He |iked Anerican
cars: they ran, which was nore, he thought, than could be said of their Soviet counterparts.

Undoi ng the hol sterless belt on his greatcoat, then undoing the double row of buttons, he sl unped
back in the seat, taking the proffered dispatch case fromPiotr. "To the house, Piotr." He renoved
his hat, setting it on the seat beside himon top of the dispatch case, and closed his eyes,
waiting for the notion of the car to start as soon as his |uggage was renoved fromthe plane and
pl aced in the trunk of the car
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He opened his eyes and sat up, startled. The car was slow ng down, and he sat forward in the rear
seat to | ook over the front seat through the tinted glass of the wi ndshield. He could see the
house. Large, white-painted brick with a |ow porch and three steps leading fromit toward a wal k
that jutted out to a cenented driveway slicing between dead grass patches that once had been
verdant | awns, he imagi ned.

The square footage of the house was over three thousand, |arger by far than anything he and
Natalia had ever lived in. At one tine, the suburb of Chicago, where the house was situated, had
been for the very rich. Now they were dead or had fled. Al houses within the six-block area had
been taken over as an officer's conmpound or for inportant civilian officials, falling into both
categories, really.

Kar amat sov t hought he had gotten one of the best of the houses.

As the Cadillac Fl eetwood turned up the driveway, Karamatsov |eaned back, minutely inspecting the
insignia on his hat, but really wondering what it would be like with Natalia. It would be the
first private tinme they had had since the events |leading to Chanbers's and Rourke's escape from
the conplex in the taken-over air base in Texas. He had covered for her, partially he realized
because she knew enough about himto damm himand partially, The car stopped and Karamatsov put on
his hat, waiting for his chauffeur to open his door. Had Rourke |lied, he asked hinsel f? Had Rourke
and Natalia been |overs?

"What sir?" Piotr asked.

Karanmat sov hal f turned to face the younger man as he stood beside the door. Karanatsov stopped,
frozen al nbst hal f-bent as he stepped fromthe back seat of the car. "Nothing, Piotr, nothing."
Kar amat sov stepped out of the car, his great coat unbuttoned, his belt over his arm beside the
di spatch case. "I will need you at six A'M Have a pl easant evening."

"You too, Conrade Major, a pleasant evening."

Looking up at the lighted wi ndows in the house, thinking about the wonan inside, anger suddenly
boiled within him Karamatsov muttered, "Yes. Thank you, Piotr." Turning on his heel, he added,
"The bags, place themjust inside the doorway and you nay | eave."

"Yes, Conrade Major."

Kar amat sov stood at the base of the steps, watching Piotr pass himto go up to the door, ring the
bell and wait, a flight bag, a large briefcase and a suit bag in his arns.

The door opened. Karanmatsov could not see her, only hear the voices.
Piotr said, "Good evening, Conrade.”
"CGood evening, Piotr," the soft contralto responded.

Kar amat sov balled his right fist. He imagined her with cl osed eyes. She |iked white, and she was
probably wearing a white robe over a white negligee. She would be inpeccably beautiful as she was
al ways, the bright dark-blue eyes, the alnost black hair, the ivory white of the skin that | ost
any suntan alnost imediately to return to the alnost religious al abaster radiance. She woul d be
smling at Piotr; she always snmiled at people. That was part of why she was the best agent he knew
in KE: she was coldly efficient and deadly, but there was a warnth and humanness i n her when

busi ness was not the order of the day. Even her enemies had always found it hard to hate her

He wal ked up the steps and stopped at the small porch, |ooking over Piotr as he set down the
baggage and staring at Natalia, his wfe.

"Good evening, Natalia," he murnured.
"Good evening, Vladnmr," she answered, her eyes downcast.

She was wearing white, something with [ace that she had not acquired in the Soviet Union
somet hi ng beautiful. She | ooked the nodel wife, elegant, |ovely, alnost shy and denmure. She
remai ned unnoving as Piotr cane to attention between them
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"Good night, Piotr," Karamatsov said.

Piotr | ooked awkward. It had suddenly become conmon know edge that Karamatsov and Natalia were
married, a fact Karamatsov had conceal ed for years, and the | ooks of awkwardness in the eyes of
those who knew t hem however casually, were something he was becom ng accustoned to.

Natalia said nothing. Piotr noved between them and stepped out, saluting as Karanmatsov waved him
away. The door closed behi nd Karamatsov's hand as he | eaned against it. Natalia was still staring
at the floor; he could not see her eyes.

"You are radiant tonight. You are radiant every night, but you know that," he whi spered hoarsely.
St eppi ng away fromthe door, he stripped the black |eather gloves fromhis hands and set them
along with his hat and di spatch case on the snall |eather-covered table by the door. He slipped
of f the greatcoat and draped it across a French provincial chair beside the table.

"A drink, please?" he asked.

She sai d nothing, but noved away. Because of the flowing quality of the lace-trimed floor |ength
robe she wore, it seened she floated to the kitchen rather than wal ked, he thought.

He unbuttoned his uniformtunic and renoved it, dropping it on the side of a sofa as he stepped
down three steps into the living room He undid the top buttons of his white shirt, automatically
checking the tiny S & W Mdel 36 holstered inside his trouser band on his left hip

He turned, seeing Natalia re-enter fromthe kitchen with a tray containing a bottle of vodka and a
gl ass.

"The ever dutiful wife," he remarked as she passed himand bent over a | ow coffee table to set
down the bottle and glass. "You aren't drinking?"

"I don't feel like it, VMladmr," she said quietly.

Hi s hands held her shoul ders and he snapped her around to him Her dark hair fell across her
forehead as her head bent back, tossing the hair fromher face showi ng her slender white neck. His
right hand noved to her throat and tightened around it.

"You're hurting ne."

Kar amat sov | aughed. "You are a martial arts expert; why don't you stop nme?" he asked, then let go
of her neck, bent down and poured a gl ass of vodka for hinself and downed half the tunmbler. He

| ooked at her. "I want you to have a drink." He knotted the fingers of his right hand in the hair
at the nape of her neck and bent her head back, arching her back. Her nouth contorted downward.
Kar amat sov rai sed the glass to her mouth, forced its rimbetween her |ips, and poured the vodka
fromthe glass, sone of the Iiquid dribbling dowmn the sides of her nouth. He let go of her hair as
she started to cough, choking on the vodka.

Her head bent |ow over her knees, one hand held her hair fromher face as she sat perched on the
edge of the sofa.

He bent down, staring at her. "Did you drink with Rourke, Natalia? Do you |ike Anerican whi skey
better than Russian vodka?"

He hal f stood, poured another glass of the vodka for hinself, studied the clear liquid for an
instant. He suddenly raked the back of his right hand downward, his knuckles connecti ng agai nst
the mracul ously perfect right cheek of the seated wonan in front of him The force of his hand
knocked her fromthe edge of the couch onto the floor

"l did not cheat on you with Rourke. He wouldn't," she said, staring up at Karanmatsov fromthe
floor.

Kar amat sov dropped to his knees, spilling half the vodka fromhis glass, wetting the front of his
shirt and pants. His face inches fromhers, he rasped, "But you wanted to!"
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H s right fist lashed out, and her |eft cheekbone suddenly lost its perfection as well.
Chapter 6.

Varakov stared at the skeletons of the mastodons in the main hall. In the weeks since Sovi et
MIlitary Headquarters for North America had been set up in the fornmer |ake-front museum GCenera
Var akov had grown exceedingly fond of watching the two extinct giants. And soneti mes when he
| ooked at them he thought, an anused snile crossing his florid thick lips, instead of mastodons
he saw the skel etons of a bear and an eagle | ocked in nortal conbat eons after their di sappearance
fromthe earth. He | ooked up through the wi ndows over the far door. There was darkness.

Gen. Ishmael Varakov had always |iked the dark; it was peaceful, yet full of things to cone.
" Conr ade Ceneral ?"

Varakov turned fromthe railing overlooking the main gallery and smiled at his young wonan
secretary. "They are here?"

"Yes, Conrade Ceneral."

He shrugged, |ooked at his unbuttoned uniformtunic, then left it unbuttoned, rem nding hinself he
was the commandi ng general and there was no one for thousands of niles who had the power to tel
himto button it. "Go tell themI'Il be there." He turned to | ook back at the mastodons once nore.
If nothing else positive had come out of the war, he thought, it was seeing this place. Wen he
had served as an advi sor once in Egypt, he had never seen such treasures of the past as were
there. He had never appreciated the beauty and conplexity, yet at once sinplicity, of the
evolution of nature as he had from what he had seen here. He wandered the halls incessantly. He
had at |ast found a home he liked, he thought, smiling. Then out |oud he added, "Here anobng the
rest of the anomalies of antiquity." He smacked his lips, turned fromthe railing, and started
toward the | ow, w nding steps leading to the nain floor and the neeting.

He shuffled on his sore feet past a bronze of a stone age nan, another of a Ml aysi an wonman, and
anot her of a bushman arned with a blowgun. He turned right toward his wall-less office just off
the main hall. An office without walls was the best kind, he thought with a smle. They were al
there, the ranking general and field-grade officers of his comand, sitting in a neat senicircle
facing his enpty desk. He stopped and wat ched them shook his head, and stared at his feet, then
smling, wal ked ahead, runbling, "There is no need to disturb yourselves, gentlenen. Please remain
seated. "

He crossed past the semicircle of men on the edges of their seats, rounded the corner of his desk
and pl opped into his chair. He | eaned forward across the | eather desk top, then pushed off his
shoes, his white stockinged toes splaying agai nst the carpet under them

"We all are aware," he began, |ooking at no one in particular, "that the conplete mlitary
occupation of the United States is inpossible at this point in tine. Those fragnented units of

Anerican, British, and West German troops and others are still making life in Europe mserable for
our forces. China is holding its borders and we are holding ours, a land war w th China,
gent | enen, would be nadness. | am convinced we woul d never have occupied this land if it weren't
for the fact that we need the industrial output possible fromthe still-standing factories,
weapons, snall arms, tanks, food, chenmicals. And this, " and he hanmered his fist on the desk top
"is our primary mission in the United States. | enphasize this because many reports have come to
me that it seens instead we are bent on the total pacification of Anerica. That is not within the
real mof possibility at this point in tine, regardless of official line, it is not!"

He | eaned back and stared past the men. "I have decided to take personal charge of the fine

details of the plan for civilian pacification. It is alimted plan to achieve Iimted and
realistic goals, Conrades. Since the restarting of vital industries and their protection from
sabotage is our nost inportant goal, we shall act accordingly. |I shall borrow sonmething fromthe
psychol ogy and experience of the very people we are attenpting to control, and | enphasize
control. Control! | have signed an order establishing what can best be called forts, mlitary
out posts designed to be as largely self-sufficient as possible, like the Amrerican frontier

out posts we have all seen in the American Indian capitalist exploitation films. W, " he | eaned
forward, raising his first finger on each hand, staring briefly into the eyes of each of the nen
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in the sem circle before him "we will be the cavalry! Qur functions will be sinple, to prevent
the rise of organized resistance and protect the civilian population as well. Notice that: protect
the civilian popul ation. There are bands of blood thirsty brigands prowing this land, killing and
| ooting. W nmust prove to the surviving Anerican civilian population that we are not out to
facilitate their exterm nation; we rmust protect themfromthese brigands, and at the sanme tine we
nmust realize that sone of these brigand forces could becone the kernel around which massive arned
resi stance can grow. As a fornmal resistance novenent devel ops, and much of ny intelligence
infornmation indicates this nay already be happening, we nmust be so actively engaged in protecting
the American people fromthese crininal brigand elements that we can | unp together these

resi stance fighters with the | aw ess brigand el ements and conbat themall. W nust not |et
resi stance becone a popul ar novenent as it did in Afghanistan, or years earlier as it did for the
Nazis, " he al nbst spat out the word, "as they fought the French."

For the first tine one of his subordinate officers, General Novadkhastovski, spoke.

"Conrade Ceneral," he began, then his face softened into a smle as he glanced around the room
"I'shnael. W& are to protect these people?"

"That is right, Illya, we will never, not within our lifetines at least, " he stared past his old
wartine friend to the bony nmastodons in the nain hall near the fountain beyond, "but if we can
make them see that their safety," he stopped, realizing he had skipped an entire portion of his

i dea (he was getting old, he sighed) then backtracked, "we will never get themto like us, to
willingly accept our rule, but if we can at |east nake themrely on us for their safety we wll
have won the nost mmj or of psychol ogical battles. And, as long as the brigands are roam ng free,
we too nmust worry about their harassnent. These gangs of ruffians are heavily arned and kil

wi thout nmercy. They are aninmals."

"It is wise, | think. You are right, Ishmael."

Var akov nodded to his old friend. Such a thing for the man to say was worth nmore than an offici al
comrendati on; he valued the man's m nd

"Thank you, old friend," Varakov said. "The first of these forts will be established in
northeastern Georgia." There were sniles because of the sinilarities in Soviet Georgia and
Anerican Ceorgia, but in the nane only. "It will be charged with patrolling northeastern Georgia
and the Carolinas and extending to the Atlantic Coast." And then Varakov | aughed. "W have given
Florida with its sinkholes, forest fires, dimnished water table and rising coastline, etc., to
the Cubanos. And as our loyal allies we wish themwell!"

There was a broad round of |aughter, even Varakov's usually reserved secretary smling, alnpst

bl ushing as she sat on the small chair by the side of his desk taking notes on the neeting. As the
| aught er subsi ded, Varakov cleared his throat, then began again. "This fort will be located in
what | understand is one of the ol dest universities in the United States. | would encourage that
this structure renmain as unaltered as possible. If we appear to show respect for what the Anerican
peopl e thensel ves respect, perhaps we too can gain sonme of this respect, if not affection.” Then
Var akov | ooked at his secretary, saying, "Call in Colonel Korcinski. W need him now"

The young wonan got up, snoothing down what Varakov thought was an overly long uniformskirt, then
wal ked across the open-walled office and out to the main hall. She returned in a nmonent, follow ng
di screetly behind Col. Vassily Korcinski. The Col onel was mi ddl e-aged, white-haired, handsonme to
the point of effem nacy, Varakov thought. He Il eafed through Korcinski's service record file,

ai rborne qualified, wounded twice in conbat, nmarried with two teenage sons in Miscow. They were
still alive and had survived the American attack, the file noted. Varakov wanted no nan in a
position of authority with a personal vendetta.

Korci nski stood at attention before the desk, and Varakov nodded to him saying to the assenbl ed
staff officers, "Gentlenen, the Commander of our first outpost!”

Chapter 7.

Nat al i a reel ed under her husband's blow to her |left cheek. H's knuckles were bl oodi ed. She stared
up at him She started to her feet, saw his hand coning for her again, and tried to raise her hand
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agai nst the blow, but he knocked her right armaway with his left hand and his right fist crashed
down agai nst the side of her face. She sprawl ed back across the couch, sonehow feeling indecent
that her robe and ni ghtgown had bunched up past her hips. She | ooked at Vladnir's eyes, watched
hi mwat ching her, felt the tears welling up in her eyes, then shrank back as she saw hi mundo his
uniformbelt and draw the heavy | eather fromthe trouser |oops. He picked up the vodka bottle.

"l have decided, Natalia," he said, his voice |low, edged with tension and trenbling. "I will have
you and that way | will know if soneone el se has had you." He tilted the square bottle upward and
she watched the colorless liquid pour fromthe narrow glass neck into his nouth and his Adam s
appl e move as he swal | owed. She edged back al ong the couch, pulling down at the hem of her gown.

Kar anmat sov | aughed, throwing the half-enpty bottle across the room then reached toward her. She
tried to push away, edgi ng back. Then his right hand cl enching the belt, swung back past his left
shoul der and sl ashed downward, and she screamed as the | eather stung against her |egs. She
cringed, burrowing into the couch, feeling the sting of the | eather on her bare behind, then
feeling her husband's hands pulling her up. She was on her feet but |ooked away fromhis eyes. He
had been like a father, yet a lover, her |eader as she grew into her womanhood, the only man to
have her. Now she could not look into his eyes. She felt the belt swish lazily against her flesh
and his hands at the neckline of her gown, the robe open now. There was a tearing sound, and her
neck and shoul ders ached. She realized her eyes were closed. She opened them as he stripped away
the tatters of her nightclothes. Automatically, her right armcrossed the nipples of her breasts
and her left hand cupped over the triangle of hair at her crotch.

"Vl admr, please," she begged.
"No," he answered so softly she could barely hear him

She wat ched the belt starting up again and tried to nove aside, but his left fist crashed into her
stomach and she doubl ed over, dropping to her knees on the carpet. Then she felt the belt across
her back, felt his hand in her hair as though it were being ripped out by the roots, her head
drawn back and her neck bent back to where she could barely breathe.

She [ ooked finally into Viadmir's eyes. He said, "You won't fight." The belt, |ooped double in his
right hand, |ashed across her left cheek and the bridge of her nose and, as her left hand went to
her face, it cane away bl oodi ed. She couldn't open her |eft eye.

His left hand was still knotted in her hair and he haul ed her to her feet, then shoved her back
onto the couch. He stood over her, his hands dropping the belt to open his uniformtrousers,
pushi ng them down as he fell on top of her

"No," she whi npered. Then she turned her eyes away. She felt his hands on her, pulling at her
breasts, his fingers knotting in the hair at her crotch, then his hands coning inside her.

"No," she nmurmured, then felt the hardness stabbing into her. "No!" she screaned. She stared up at
the ceiling until he finally sank agai nst her. Tears streaned down her face, but she felt she
wasn't crying.

After a long while, she heard himnutter, "Bitch, unfeeling bitch." H's right hand cuffed her
face, then his left, then his right. Her nouth was bl eeding, and she tried to raise her head
because she was choking on the bl ood.

He was standing, reeling, the vodka bottle was back in his hand, sonme of the clear Iiquid sonmehow
still inside, then he tilted the bottle. A snmile, sonething |ike she had never seen, crossed his
lips as he picked up the belt, |ooked at the bottle in his other hand, then |ashed out with the
belt, the heavy leather alnost instantly raising a dark red welt across her breasts. He knocked
her back to the couch, the bottle still in his hand.

The neck of the bottle was pointed toward her, held low, and she stared at it with her good right
eye through the tears.

VI adm r Karanmat sov whi spered, "If | do not please you, then perhaps this will." And he | aughed as
he started toward her
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Nat al i a screaned, gagging on the salty taste of the blood in her nouth, her puffed and cracked
i ps drawn back in horror.

Chapter 8.

"l don't know," Rourke said, not |ooking at Rubenstein, but staring up at the stars. They were
less than a mile fromthe principal entrance to the retreat. "Sonetines you get the feeling
there's sonet hi ng happeni ng, you don't know where or what, but that you're involved with it
anyway, and that someday you'll learn what it was and when, sort of like the feeling you get when
a shiver runs up your spine and people say that sonebody's just wal ked across your grave. Maybe
they have."

"What do you nmean?" Paul Rubenstein asked, his voice sounding tired.

"I don't know," Rourke al nost |aughed. "Cone on. Not nuch farther now. " Rourke | ooked at the
bal di ng younger nan in the starlight. Rubenstein was exhausted, his wounds still depleting his
strength. The road to the entrance of the retreat was twisted and difficult. "Conme on."

They rode the bi kes, the engines barely above stalling, up the narrow pathway. Rourke eyed the
fam liar |andmarks; he knew each tree and each rock. He had found the site of the retreat six
years before, purchased it, then over the last three years was able to afford to convert it. It
was a natural cave, carved over nmillions of years by the forty-foot-high waterfall from an
underground spring, filtering fromthe natural pool at its base down into the rocks, coursing
below in a narrowi ng cavern to God-knew where, its origins, he guessed, perhaps as far away as the
Canadi an border, the water icy cold, crystal clear, perhaps only comng to light as it passed
through the rear of the cave. He could mark the places where the waterfall had been over the
nmllions of years since it had begun, how it had gradually carved out the cave. G ant stalactites
wer e suspended fromthe cave ceiling and gradually bled their substance to formthe stalagnmites
bel ow t hem

He used the underground portion of the streamas his hydro-electric power source, his own
generators capabl e of supplying three tines his maxi num power needs. He had left the structure of
the cave basically unaltered, the natural rise at the rear of the cave to the waterfall's right
form ng the main sleeping quarters, smaller natural nezzanines formng the additional roons: two
nmor e bedroons, the kitchen, and the bath, the latter shielded fromthe rest of the nassive cave hy
a natural, opaque curtain of |inmestone. Rourke had electrified the cavern, plunbed it and, using a
four-wheel drive pickup truck, gradually furnished it with appliances, bedroom furnishings,
everything that woul d be needed to preserve the confort if he were ever forced to |ive pernanently
inthe retreat. Spare parts, service manuals, all were carefully catal ogued and stored. The great
roomwas the roomhe liked. It was the main body of the cavern and its rear was formed by the poo
at the base of the waterfall. In this roomwere his books, records, videotape library, guns, his
room he had always thought of it. As he slowed his borrowed Harley Low Ri der and signal ed Pau
Rubenstein to do the same, he alnost felt a longing for the place, a sense of normalcy there.

"We're here," Rourke whispered.
"Where? | don't see anything."

"You' re not supposed to." Then Rourke explained. "Once | had the retreat | realized it would be
useless to me if | couldn't absolutely rely on the fact that it wouldn't be discovered. That neant
I had to have sone sort of secret entrance. In com c books, novies, science fiction, they put
branches or shrubs in front of the cave entrance, but none of that works. | wanted sonething nore
per manent . "

"So what did you do?" Rubenstein asked.

"Watch." Rourke di snmounted fromthe bike and wal ked toward the cracked and rough weat hered granite
wal | before them He | ooked down; they were approximately half way up the nountainside. He wal ked
to a large boulder on the right of his bike, then pushed against it with his hands. The boul der
rolled away. He walked to his far left where a sinilar, but squared-off rock butted against the
granite face. "See," Rourke began, pushing on it. "This whole area of Georgia is built on a huge
granite plate at varying depths. This nmountain is an outcropping of it, extending all the way into
Tennessee, maybe well beyond. | did a lot of research in archeology to cone up with this, how the
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Egypti an tonbs were seal ed off, Mayan tenpl es.
it aside.

Rour ke braced hinsel f against the rock and pushed

There was runbling in the rock itself, and Ruben-stein drew back. The rock on which Rourke stood
began to sink, and as it did a slab of rock about the size of a single-car-garage door began to
slide inward. "Just weights and counterbal ances," Rourke said, smiling, his face reflected by the
starlight. "Wen you want to open frominside, |levers performthe sane function as noving the
rocks out here."

Rubenstein | eaned forward, peering into the gradually opening doorway and the darkness beyond.

"Conme on," Rourke said, then wal ked into the darkness. Rubenstein was off his bi ke now, but Rourke
saw t he young man standi ng unnecessarily close behind him "It's fine, really."

A flashlight was in Rourke's left hand, one of the angl eheads the two nmen had stolen fromthe
geol ogi cal supply house in Al buquerque. As the weak beam shone agai nst the granite, Rourke bent
down, then flicked a switch with an audible click. Adimlight, reddish in hue, illum nated the
cavern openi ng.

"Get your bike inside."

Rour ke went back outside to get his Harley and wheeled it through the entrance. As Rubenstein
began to nove his machi ne, Rourke rasped, "Paul, there's a redhandled lever in there, by the |ight
switch. Swing it down and lock it under the notch.”

Rour ke waited a nonment, |ooking up at the stars, then heard Rubenstein shout, "CGot it, John."

Rour ke sai d not hing, but bent and rolled the two rock counterbal ances into position, then stepped
into the cave. He bent to the redhandl ed | ever, loosed it safely fromthe notch retaining it and
raised it, the granite doorway started to nove, the rock beneath them shuddering audibly.

"Rel ax," Rourke said softly, turned, and saw Rubenstein staring beyond at the edge of the red
light to the steel double doors at the far end of the antechanber. "I've got ultrasonics installed
to prevent insects or vermin fromgetting in, closed circuit TV up there," Rourke said, gesturing
above their heads to the | ow stone ceiling.

Rour ke wal ked to the steel doors, shone his flashlight on the conbination dials and began to
mani pul ate them then turned the | ever-shaped handl es and the doors swung open

"Paul ," Rourke said, stepping into the darkness, "kill that light switch for red back there, huh?"

Rour ke stepped into the darkness, reached out his right hand and waited until he assuned
Rubenstein was beside himin the darkness. He could see the |light of the angl ehead flashlight.

"Now, " Rour ke al nost whi spered, then got the light switch
" God!"

Rour ke | ooked at the younger man, smiled, and stepped down into the great room "Just as
described it," Rourke said with what he felt was justifiable pride. "Let's bring the bikes down
the ranp.” Rourke pointed to his left to the far side of the three broad stone steps leading into
the great room "then I'Il give you a fast tour before you coll apse."

Rubenstein wi ped his brow Rourke started to back up the three steps, then into the darkness
beyond the steel doors. Rourke started his |iberated Harl ey down the ranp, stopped it, went back
and cl osed the doors fromthe inside, sliding a bar in place on |evers across the doubl e doors.

"Place is stone, so it's fireproof, everything in it is as fireproof as possible. 1've got a
coupl e of energency exits too; show 'emto you tonorrow.” Rourke returned to the Harley and
started it down the ranp, stopping again to hit another |light switch nounted agai nst the cave
wall, netal wire nolding running fromit up toward the darkness of the ceiling. The ranp was w de
enough for the two nmen to walk their bikes side by side. In front of them at the base of the
ranp, Rourke pointed out a truck
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"Ford, four-wheel-drive pickup, converted it to run off pure ethyl alcohol. Got a distillery for
it set up on the far side over there." Rourke pointed well beyond the canoufl age-pai nted pickup
truck to the far end of the side cavern. Along the natural rock wall separating it fromthe main
cavern were rows upon rows of shelves, stacked floor to ceiling, several |arge |adders spaced

al ong their |ength.

"Up there, spare anmunition, reloading conponents when | get to that, food, whiskey, whatever."

Rour ke parked the bike on its stand. Rubenstein did the sane. Rourke wal ked the I ength of the side
cavern, pointing to the shel ves.

"I've got a conplete inventory that | run on an ascendi ng/ descendi ng bal ance system so | know
what's runni ng down, what m ght spoil, etc.” Then Rourke started pinpointing, calling off the
things on the shelves. "Toilet paper, paper towels, bath soap, shanmpoo and conditioner, candles,
Iight bulbs, sixties, hundreds, fluorescent tubes, lights witches, screws, nails, bolts, nuts,
washers, " he stopped to point to a |ow shelf, "MCulloch Pro Mac 610 chain saw, best there is,
conbi nes easy handling with near professional quality durability, spare parts, etc." Rourke noved
on. "All the amunition for nmy guns." Rourke started at .22 Long Rifle, noved up to .38 Speci al
then . 357 Magnum 9mm Parabel |l um .44 Magnum and .45 ACP, then the rifle cartridges, .223 and

. 308, then twelve-gauge shotgun shells, double O buck and rifled slugs, nostly two and three-
quarter-inch. "I stick to the shorter stuff,” Rourke commented, "because it works in the three-
i nch Magnuns, not vice-versa."

There was row upon row of Muntain House foods in |arge containers and small packages, sone

ordi nary canned goods, other food supplies, then stacks of white bootsocks, underpants,
handkerchiefs. "All reserve stuff," Rourke commented. A |large bin occupied sone of the end of the
shelving area, inside it, as Rourke showed Rubenstein, were holsters, slings, various other

| eat her goods. Beyond this was a shelf filled with a dozen pair of black G conbat boots, and
besi de these a half dozen pairs of rubber thongs.

"I't'll take you a while," Rourke comented to Rubenstein, "before you can really see all |'ve put
up, but you'll catch on to it. Check the inventory sheets." Rourke took down one of four

cli pboards hangi ng on hooks at the far end of the shelving. "Now | ook behind you. My pride and
joy, " Rourke gestured to the far wall, a gl eam ng black Harl ey-Davi dson Low Ri der suspended a few
inches off the floor, "to protect the tires."

Rour ke wal ked back to the end of the shelf row and hit another switch and the side cavern behind
t hem went dark. Rourke hit a second switch and the darkened snmall er chanber ahead of them
illum nat ed.

Rour ke comrented, "Wdrk room" and pointed along the walls and down a row of |og tables. Vises,

rel oadi ng equi pnent, power saws, drill press, then ranked on shelves above these were oil filters,
spark plugs, fan belts, tools hung on pegboard wall panels beyond these. Rourke set his CAR-15 on
one of the tables, withdrew the six-inch Python, setting it beside the rifle, next he snatched
bot h Detonics stainless pistols fromtheir doubl e-shoul der rig and set them down as well, then the
small A .G Russell black chrone Sting I A

"CGotta clean these tonporrow," Rourke observed.

Rubenst ei n took the Browni ng Hi gh Power fromhis belt and set it down, then laid down the
Schnei sser, "I'll get the little Lawran and the Steyr later,” Rourke noted. "Cone on."

Rour ke wal ked past the rows of tables and hit the light switch, then turned a corner and, once
again, they were in the main cavern, but at the far end of the great room the sound of the
wat erfal |l spl ashing beside them

Rourke stripped away his |eather jacket, his Al essi shoulder rig, and the Ranger |eather belt, and
set themon the arm of what |ooked Iike a |eather-covered chair.

"Vinyl," Rourke observed. "Hate the stuff, but it's |less susceptible to danmage than | eat her and
nore easily repaired.”
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Rourke started into the room then stopped, turned to Rubenstein, and took off his sungl asses.
"What would you like to see first? | bet, the bathroom hm? How about a real shower?"

Rourke didn't wait for an answer, but started toward the near side of the great room wal ked up a
row of three | ow stone steps and pointed toward the opaque curtain of stone. "In there, help
yoursel f. Grab yourself some clothes. I'Il use it later."

Then Rourke turned and wal ked across the great roomtoward the tel evision set, the stereo, the
books, the guns. He stopped in front of the glass gun case and slid the glass panel aside. He
heard Rubenstein's voice behind him turned, and saw himwi th a handful of clean clothes. Rourke
smled, pleased the younger man had found his way back to his notorcycle, already |earning to make
his way around the retreat.

"What's that, John?"

"Cone and see," Rourke said, staring back at the cabinet. He heard Rubenstein stop beside him
then pointed at each weapon in the gun case. "That's an Interdynanm cs KG9 9mm assault pistol,"
Rour ke began.

"Looks |ike a submachi ne gun," Rubenstein conmented.

"Only a seni-automatic, though,"” Rourke said, then pointed to each succeeding item identifying it
inturn, "Smth and Wesson Mydel 29 six-inch, Metalifed and Mag-Na-Ported; Smith and Wesson Model
60 two-inch stainless Chiefs .38 Special; Colt MK IV, Series '70 Governnent Mdel; Metalifed with
a Detonics Conpetition Recoil systeminstalled and Pachmayr Colt Medallion grips. That little
thing is an FIE .38 Special chrome Derringer, and the little tubes on the shelf down here are .22
Long Rifle and .25 ACP barrel inserts made by Harry Omens of Sport Specialties. Makes the little
gun able to fire .38 Special, .22 rinfire, or .25 ACP. |'ve got nore of those insert barrels for
my Detonics, for ny shotguns, et cetera."” Rourke pointed back up to the cabinet. "That gun is a
Colt Oficial Police .38 Special five-inch, Metalifed with Pachnmayr grips. Sane frame essentially
as a Python, so | had it reamed out to .357 to increase its versatility." Then Rourke noved to his
right to the long guns, racked one over the other. "That's a standard AR-15, no scope. That's a
Mossber g 500ATP6P Parkerized riot shotgun. Safariland sling on it. That's an original Armalite AR
7 .22 Long Rifle. Take it apart and it stows in the buttstock, even floats. Had enough?”

Rourke turned, smiling at Rubenstein.

"How nmuch, | nmean it's rude, John, | know that but how,

"Every cent | could scrape together for the last six years, after the cost of the property itself.
| ganbled. I"'msorry | won, but it paid off I guess.” Rourke closed the case and wal ked toward the
sofa in the center of the great room then | eaned down to a snall box on the table, and | ooked
inside. "Enpty," he nuttered, and crossed the room

He gl anced over his shoul der, Rubenstein followi ng him Rourke sniled, saying, "You re nore
curious than eager for that shower, aren't you?"

Rour ke kept wal ki ng, up the three | ow stone steps and into the kitchen. There was a | ong counter
with stools beside it, on the other side a six-burner range with a double oven, a doubl e-door
refrigerator, and nore counter space. At the far left were two chest-type white freezers. "I've
got a big neat |ocker back in the side of the utility area, maybe you sawit, this is for stuff
that is nmost commonly used."

Rubenst ei n was next to him as Rourke opened one of the freezers, the entire left half of it was
filled with alum numfoil-w apped packages. Rourke took a package fromthe freezer and turned over
a roast, looked at it, then closed the freezer. He unw apped the package on top of the freezer
extracted one of the small cigars he liked, rolled it between his fingers, snelled it, and put it
to his mouth. He lit it with the Zi ppo.

"You' re kidding," Rubenstein said, his voice sounding to Rourke as though the young nan were
shocked.

"What's the matter? What's so strange? Al the conforts of hone." Rourke stopped, the lighter
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still burning in his hand as he stared over Rubenstein's shoul der, past the counter to the small
table on the side of the couch. There was a picture there, he couldn't see it, but knewit, of
Sarah and the children. "Alnost all the conforts,” he said, his voice |ow He snapped closed the
cowming of the lighter and dropped the lighter in his pocket.

"How did you get this up here?"

"Wth the truck," Rourke answered, as he went to the refrigerator, opened it, and took out an ice
tray. He took a large glass beer mug from an overhead cabinet and filled it half with ice. He
repl aced the unused ice cubes, muttering, "Help yourself to anything you want," then turned on a
smal | black switch next to the sink. There was a runble, a nechanical hum then Rourke turned on
the cold water faucet, the spigot sputtering a nonent. "Air gets in the system" Rourke renarked,
then water spattered out, and Rourke wal ked away, |eaving the water running.

He went to another cabinet, this time below the counter |evel, and extracted a half-gallon bottle
of Seagramis 7, twisted off the cap, breaking the stanp, and poured a good three inches in the
beer nug over the ice, then closed the bottle and replaced it under the counter. He returned to
the sink and added two inches of water to the glass, shut off the water, then turned off the punp
swit ch.

"You' ve al ways got to renmenber to turn on the switches for the water, only thing different from
ordinary plunbing, electrically operated punps. | use several, so if one breaks down it won't kil
all ny water at once."

Rour ke started out of the kitchen and back down the steps into the great room Rubenstein was
behind him "John, this can't be real, | nean, "

"I't is, Paul,"’
eat."”

Rourke said, turning. "It is. Go get cleaned up. Later I'Il fix us sonething to

"How about steak and eggs?" Rubenstein asked | aughi ng.
Rourke didn't laugh. "Well, |I'lIl have to flash thawit, but |I guess so. Powdered eggs all right?"

Rour ke nursed his drink while Rubenstein showered. He got the steaks and set the m crowave oven,
then returned to the sofa. He was readi ng, not a book, but a catal ogue of the books he had on the
shel ves al ong one wall of the great room refreshing hinself on the contents of his library,
determining, nowthat it was his only library, if any gaps existed that critically needed filling.
He put down the | oosel eaf binder and went to the bookshelves, rolled the | adder along their |ength
and clinbed up, selecting a book about projected climatal ogi cal changes as the result of heat and
tenperature inversion. The red sunsets still worried him

He heard Rubenstein behind him turned and stepped down the | adder
"Al'l those books, John. Wat are these?" He stopped and pointed to a | ower shelf.

"Just books I've witten on weapons, survivalism things like that. |1've tried to have sonething
of everything," Rourke said, sipping his drink and studying the cover of the book as if by hol ding
it an answer to the bizarre climte would somehow cone to himosnotically. "I always viewed a
library as the nost essential thing for survival beyond food, water, shelter, weapons. Wat good
would it do if we survived, Paul, if all the wisdomof the world were lost to us? | may be

nm squoting but | believe it was Einstein who said that regardl ess of what Wrld War Three was
fought with, and I'mjust paraphrasing, Wrld War Four woul d be fought with rocks and cl ubs.
Sinply it means that civilization, regardl ess of the physical reality of man, would end. It won't
here." Rourke gestured broadly toward his books.

"Children's books too?" Rubenstein asked, |ooking at the |owest shelf.

"For Annie and M chael, perhaps their children someday. Can't teach themto read with these."

Rour ke gestured at the higher shelves. "Mst of those, children's books were illustrated or
witten and illustrated by Sarah, anyway, a doubl e purpose."
"Do you really think it'll last that |ong?"
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"The world or the aftermath of the War?" Rourke asked, turning away, not expecting an answer. He
dropped the book on the coffee table, |ooked over his shoul der as he downed his drink, and said,
"If the timer hits on the m crowave, just push the off button. |I'mtaking a shower."

Rourke wal ked to the far side of the great room past the waterfall, and up the three stone steps
to the master bedroom Curtains could be drawn to separate it fromthe rest of the retreat but he
| eft them al one, going through his things to find a fresh change of clothes and dunping the
contents of his pockets on top of the dresser. He went into the bathroom

He shaved, brushed and flossed his teeth, then clinbed into the shower, washing hinsel f severa
tinmes, washing his hair, and standing under the hot water. He then turned it to straight cold,
fromthe underground spring the tenperature was cold, very cold. Rourke, standing under the icy
wat er, stared down at hinself: a few cuts, a few bruises. He was intact, the last radiation
readi ng on hinself and his equi pnent showed normalcy. He inhaled, able to count his ribs a little
nore easily, and he noticed too that nore of the hair on his chest had turned to gray. He turned
his face up to the spray, his eyes closed, feeling the water hammering on him then shut off the
wat er and stepped out to dry hinself, shivering a little, unused still to the tenperature of the
cavern, a year-round constant 68 degrees because of the natural tenperature of the rock and the
water. It was a relief not to put on conbat boots and wear instead a pair of rubber thongs.

Rour ke coul dn't see Rubenstein; he guessed the younger nan was exploring. Wth his shirt tails out
of his pants, his glass refilled and fresh cigar, Rourke wal ked toward the rear of the cavern
beyond the living quarters and shop area, past the waterfall. He stopped and sniled when he saw
the | ook of bew | dernent on Rubenstein's face.

"You' re inpressed?" Rourke asked, sipping at his drink

"A greenhouse?" The younger man was staring at a small house of sheet plastic, humdity dripping
fromthe wi ndows, bright purple Ilights glowing fromwthin

"I wish | could use sunlight, but if I installed any sort of skylight, it would be visible from
the air and that could blow the whole place. So, as long as the growights hold out, we've got
fresh vegetabl es, occasionally."

"I punched the off button on the mcrowave oven. You got everything here!"
"Not quite," Rourke said, then wal ked back in the kitchen

The nen ate, Rourke in relative silence. Ruben-stein unending in his comments on the retreat.
After dinner, time really didn't matter in any relative sense, Rourke realized, the two sat in the
great room drinking and talking. Rourke's watch read four A°M for the outside world.

Rubenst ei n becane tired and Rourke pointed himtoward one of the spare bedroons. He | eft Rourke
alone in the great room Rourke, unable to sleep, was still considering the note his wife had |eft
and wondering where to begin the search. He found a videotape to his liking and put it on the
machi ne. There was one of Sarah and the children, but he couldn't take seeing it, he told hinself,
so he watched a novie he'd recorded fromcomrercial television two years earlier, he thought. It
was a Western with the hero a gunfighting nmarshal up against a |and baron. Rourke turned it off
and found anot her tape, a science programon the big bang theory of the origins of the universe.
He fi xed another drink and watched the tape. Still w de awake when the tape ended, he found a
nmovie nore to his liking, a British secret agent after a top secret satellite. Rourke watched,
fixed anot her drink, and wondered when the whiskey would run out.

Chapter 9.

Nat al i a screamed agai n. Karamatsov pushed the bottle toward her. Inside herself, feelings of the
guilt she held for betraying himby hel pi ng Rourke escape, the feelings for wanting to betray him
and beconme Rourke's lover, the half-conscious, half-subconscious desire to be punished for doing
what she knew to be wong, these fought with her rationality. And against the pain. She could fee
the Iip of the bottle. She screaned again, know ng that sonehow Karanmat sov had won agai nst her
She | ashed out with her right arm the knife edge of her hand sl ashing across her husband' s Adami s
appl e, the heel of her left hand soaring up. Her body was acting independently of her will now,
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she realized, as though once the decision to defend herself had been made, a fl oodgate of
vengeance and brutality had washed open. The heel of her |eft hand caught the tip of Mladmr's
chin and hanmmered his head back

Naked, she rolled to the floor, her husband fallen over the back of the couch

He cane at her, smiling, the belt in his hands, swinging it, but this tine the side with the
buckl e.

She screaned at him "M admr! Were are you?" And she realized the man she had virtually grown up
with, married, |oved, been faithful to except for one unconsummated indiscretion, was gone from
her .

The brass belt buckle swung toward her and she dropped to the carpeted floor, sweeping her |egs
under his swing, against his |legs, knocking himto the floor. The belt sailed fromhis hands as he
fell. She threw herself on him her knees hamering into his ribs and chest, her hand grasping for
the tiny .38 Special revolver he carried, her right el bow jabbing into the side of his head as he
fought to stop her.

She had the revolver. She cocked the hammer, the stubby muzzle Iess than an inch fromhis face,

between his eyes. She didn't recogni ze her own voice. "I'Il kill you if you nove, bastard! Leave
this house, |eave nme, leave us! | don't know you anynore. So help nme, 1'll shoot this thing
bet ween your eyes, and |I'Il 1augh!"

Kar amat sov stood up and she edged away fromhim He threw up on the floor and stunbled toward the
hal | .

Along tine after that, when he was gone, the door |ocked, she | owered her husband's gun and
dropped to her knees and cri ed.

Chapter 10.

John Thormas Rour ke sat up, staring at the videotape on the television set. He realized
i medi ately what had happened. The great roomwas dark; he'd fallen asleep watching the novie. And
when he had recorded it, he'd left the tape running too |ong.

U S Navy jet fighters were soaring through the bright blue sky in perfect formation, the "Star
Spangl ed Banner" was playing |loudly. There were faces, too. A black child, an H spanic farm

| aborer, a businessman, an Oriental wonan, a housew fe. The faces of children, nen, wonen,
Americans. The flag, fifty stars on a field of blue with thirteen stripes of red and white, it
waved across the faces of the children. An Anerican Eagle soared through the sky, the signoff
cutting to the Washi ngton Monunent, the Lincoln Menorial, and an aerial view of the Statue of
Li berty.

"And the hone of the brave,"” Rourke stood up, knocking over the enpty beer nug, tears welling up
in his eyes in the darkness.

He fell to his knees as the flag waved in the wind, then suddenly the tape went blank. And the
great room inside a cavern, in a granite nmountain, a retreat, bonb-hardened from anything except
a direct hit of a nuclear device . . . Sarah, Mchael, Ann, faces, Anericans. Rourke wept in the
darkness. It was all gone and perhaps only they survived all of it, the faces in nenory.

Chapter 11.

Sarah Rourke had kept the children riding after darkness had fallen, something she rarely did but
the man at the farm hardened agai nst brigand attack had not only known MIlie Jenkins's Aunt Mary,
but al so known that brigand activity in the area was so intense that any stray traveler was likely
to be killed, throat slit, possessions taken, forgotten, if anyone cared to forget. She kept the
illegally nodified AR-15 across her saddl e horn, the safety on, but her trigger finger edged al ong
t he guard, ready.

Aunt Mary's last name was Molliner and the nention of the nane had struck a responsive cord in
MIllie. The farmwas high in the nountains and far fromthe Interstate H ghway that had before the
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ni ght of the war teened with comrercial and private vehicles. Sarah knew t hese nountains, or
mount ai ns |i ke them she thought. She had camped several times with John, especially before the
children had been born. He had |iked the nountains, telling her that they were strong and
peaceful, like him she now realized, yet like the nountains, capable of erupting in stornms of

vi ol ence when the conditions were right. And thunder was runbling now in the higher peaks. There
was little of the moon visible, except when a gust of wind would blow the purple tinged clouds
fromits face for a moment. She would use those nonents to slow and | ook back at the children
study the trail. WAs she going the right way? The man at the farmhouse had drawn a crude map for
her, and so far all the | andmarks he had cited had been easily found, but the way was so | ong, she
t hought. Had he purposely drawn a nap to take her sonme |long and renpte route, she wondered, to
avoi d brigand contact?

She eased up in the saddle, her rear end hurting her. The wind gusted again, rain starting to fal
lightly. She started to turn, to say sonething to the children and, as she did, a gust of wnd
caught in a natural hedgerow to her right. She stared, thinking she'd seen sone |ight beyond it.

She di smounted, holding Tildie's reins and snatching at the reins of the children's horses. The
rain started to pour down in sheets as she edged toward the bushes, pushing them aside as the w nd
| ashed the rain against her with sudden, al nost uni magi nable force. Water stream ng down her eyes,
the hair | oosened fromthe bandanna pl astered agai nst her forehead, the T-shirt clinging to her
body like a cold, wet, second skin, she saw |ight beyond the bushes. "A house," she nmuttered, then
turned back toward M chael. He was wearing a rain poncho she had cut for himfromsheet plastic.
He was riding Sam her husband's bl ack-stocki nged, black-maned gray. "M chael, keep together, all
of you, you in the | ead behind ne and the pack horse. |f anything happens, M chael, get Annie and
MIllie out of here. Try to find that farnmhouse where we stopped.”

"What's the matter, MnP" the six-year-old asked.
"I think | see a house, |I'mnot sure, it could be MIlie's aunt's place. |I'mnot sure though."

She brushed the hair back from her forehead, squinting her eyelids shut against the rain. M chael
hadn't |et her down; he was his father's son, and she'd learned to rely on him He had stabbed one
of the nen who had attacked the farmthe norning after the night of the War, M chael had saved al
their lives and saved her from she shuddered at the nenory. She had drunk the contani nated water
He had cared for her until her health had returned. She | ooked at himnow, his wavy hair plastered
by the rain to his head and face with the perfect upturned nose, the strong chin, the smling
eyes. "All right, Mchael?"

"Ckay, " he said.

She wondered when this were ever through, could Mchael go back to being a little boy agai n? She
didn't think so: he had been a man too | ong now. Because of the rain, Sarah Rourke couldn't tel
if there were tears welling up in her eyes.

She turned, handing back the reins of his horse to Mchael, handing MIlie the reins of the horse
she rode with Annie, Annie half-asleep against the older girl's back despite the rain and rough
country. Sarah haul ed herself wearily into the wet saddle, bending across and shaking Annie, then
snatching the little girl into her arns across the saddl e horn, displacing the AR-15. She handed
the rifle to Mchael. "The safety's on; don't touch it, Mchael!" Managing the reins of Tildie and
the Jenkins's horse used as a pack animal, her daughter Annie in her arms, Sarah started forward
around t he hedgerow and toward the |ight.

A broad, open field |ay beyond, rocky and with high grass, the w nd whipping the sodden grass

agai nst her legs and the horses, the rain so heavy now Sarah could barely see beyond the horse she
rode. But the light was still there, that she could still make out. The wi nd was bl owi ng harder
now, driving the rain against her. She glanced behind her again and again to nake certai n none of
the children had fallen behind. She felt her horse stunmbling, the animal starting to go down. She
slid fromthe wet saddl e, Annie clutched against her breast. The ground was hard despite the rain,
the grass lashing at her face as she forced herself to her knees. She gl anced back to M chael and
shouted, "No, I'mall right! Stay nmounted and keep an eye on MIlliel"

Sarah Rour ke, her body wet and aching, her arnms stiff from hol di ng her daughter agai nst her
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pushed herself to her feet and caught up the reins of her own horse and the pack horse, then
stared at the yellow Iight beyond the end of the field. She started walking toward it, the rain
hameri ng agai nst her, obscuring her vision. She would turn her face away fromit, then gl ance
back toward it at an angle so she could see for a few seconds before the rain blurred her vision
again. She could tell now that the yellow |light was froma farnhouse w ndow.

She stunbl ed to one knee, pushed herself up, and wal ked on, holding the sleeping Annie in her
arns, the reins to the two horses tight in her left fist, the aninals balking. She was tired, a
nmot her, a nother to the children of her body, a nother now to the orphaned MIlie Jenkins since
her parents had been killed. Sarah Rourke |aughed, swallow ng too much of the rain, choking for an
instant. She was a nother even to the horses. She could hear herself as if the voice belonged to
sonmeone el se, cajoling the animals, telling themto be good, to walk just a little farther in the
darkness and rain. Sarah Rourke, nother and adventurer, she thought. She | aughed.

The farmhouse | oonmed ahead of her in a massive shadow, the yellow |ight brighter and clearly
visible froma side w ndow

She stunbl ed once again, this tinme banging her el bows hard on the ground as she fought to keep her
wei ght from crushing her four-year-old daughter. She got to her knees, |eaned back on her heels,
then one leg at a time, stood, then started forward, glancing behind her to the children, talking
|l ow and soft to the animals. The rain washed over her body and her body racked with chills.

The house was twenty yards ahead, she judged, and she quickened her pace. She saw the wi ndow
clearly, a small porch and side door near it. She stopped at the base of the | ow steps, forced one
l eg, then the other, then again and agai n, and she was standi ng, swaying on the porch.

She kicked at the door and the door opened. A young nan with a shotgun in his hands stood franed
in the blinding yellow light fromthe kitchen beyond, a woman in a house dress standi ng behind
hi m

Sarah Rour ke gasped, "Aunt Mary, | brought you MIlie Jenkins."
There was heat fromthe kitchen, and the warmdry air made her start to feel faint.
She heard a woman's voi ce shout, "Get out of my way! Her baby!"

Sarah started to fall forward, felt a nan's rough hands catch at her and Annie swept from her arns
as she sank to her knees.

Chapter 12.

Rour ke sat at the kitchen counter, staring into the enpty great room sipping at his own strong
bl ack coffee. He had arisen early, Rourke time of eleven AA.M He had cl eaned the guns, including
Ruben-stein's H gh Power and MP-40, then performed the necessary mai ntenance on the |iberated
Harl ey Low Ri der, and checked his own nachi ne.

He had showered and changed. Next he had gotten out the Lowe Al pine Systens Loco pack, the kind
used by search and rescue teans, to Rourke's thinking the perfect all-around pack with an integra
franme. He had put off loading it, being hungry. He stared at the waterfall and the pool, wondering
what Sarah and the children woul d say when they first saw the retreat, if they ever would see it.
He scratched the last thought; he would find themand bring them back, bring them home. They would
see it. He imagined the children playing in the shallow pool beneath the falls.

He poured another cup of coffee, working with pencil and paper to |ist what he would bring. He
woul d | eave soon to scout the area for Soviet and brigand activity and pick up the trail of Sarah
and the children. He noted down itens on the list: both of the Detonics pistols, the small Misette
bag with spare magazi nes and anmo, the Bushnell 8 x 30 arnored binocul ars, the big, handnade Chris
MIller Bowie knife. He stopped and | ooked up. Rubenstein entered the great roomfromthe side
bedroom where he'd been sl eepi ng.

"Hell o, Paul, you trying for an endurance record?" Rourke glanced at his Rol ex. Rubenstein had
retired fourteen hours earlier
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"The first time | figured somebody wasn't going to shoot ne in the mddle of the night or
sonet hing. Sorry."

"No need to be. Have sone coffee." Rourke answered. Rubenstein ascended the three stone steps into
the kitchen. "There's orange juice in the refrigerator. Just |ook around and fix yourself sone
br eakfast."

"Orange juice?" Rubenstein asked, his eyes w de behind his gl asses.

"Yeah, frozen fromconcentrate." Rourke thought of sonething else to add to the list: one of the
Harry Onmens barrel inserts for the Detonics so he could fire .22 rinfires if he potted a rabbit or
sonet hi ng.

"John?" Rubenstein began

"I don't know when |'m | eaving, soon, though, but | won't be out long this first trip, so you just
take it easy."

"My parents, | want to go down to St. Petersburg, see if there still is a St. Petersburg, see if
they're alive."

"I know," Rourke said, then sniled at the younger man standi ng across the counter from where

Rourke sat. "I'Il miss you, Paul. I'll always count you ny best friend, "

"Listen, if, ahh, " Rubenstein stammered.

"Take whatever you need to get there and stay alive. |'ve got plenty and | can get nore."

"No, | didn't, I mean, if they're dead, would you, "

"My home, " Rourke gestured to the cavern walls and ceiling, "is your hone, m casa es su casa,

am go. Yeah, 1'd like it if .things work out that way. And for your sake | hope they don't, but
I'"d like it if you came back. | could use your help finding Sarah and the children; the kids could

use an uncle."

"“John, 1, "
"Don't. You can't leave for a while, remenber, |I'ma doctor? You need about a week of rest before
those wounds will be heal ed enough for you to travel hard. | want to teach you a few things before

you go anyway: couple of tricks that mght help you stay alive. Gve you a few things, a good
knife, some maps, a good conpass, show you how to use it, show you how to take care of your bike
You know sone of that already anyway."

"John, do you think you're going to find them Sarah and the children, I nmean?" Rubenstein asked,
si pping a nmug of coffee.

"Yeah, 1've thought about it. And, yeah, I'Il find them no matter what. See, " and Rourke stood
up, poured hinself another cup of coffee, then | eaned against the counter, staring past Rubenstein
toward the great room "see, we never had nuch time to talk, you and I. | think Natalia al ways

wonder ed about that, what nakes nme tick? | deci ded years ago, back in Latin Arerica that tinme |
had to stay alive on ny own after the CIAteam| was with got anbushed and | was wounded. The
thing that nmakes one person stay alive no natter what and another person buy it, there's sone |uck
to it, sure. The toughest man or worman on earth can be at ground zero of a nuclear blast and he's
going to die. But under general conditions, what makes one person survive and another |ose is,

well, there're a lot of nanes for it. Sone people call it neanness, sone call it tenaciousness,
whatever. But it's will, you will yourself not to die, not to give up. Nobody out there's going to
kill me," Rourke said, gesturing toward the steel doors leading into the entrance hall and the
out side world beyond. "Nobody out there's going to kill me or stop me, unless | let themdo it.

Sure, sonebody could be up in the rocks and bl ow the back of ny head open with a sniper rifle, and
you can't control that, but in a situation, a conflict, " Rourke struggled for the right words,
"it's not that |I'many better or tougher or smarter. | just won't quit. You know what | rmean,
Paul ? It's hard to explain, really."
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"I know, |'ve seen that in you," Rubenstein said. "Yeah, you want to teach nme that?"

"l couldn't if | wanted to, and | don't need to.

You just need to sharpen a few nmore of the skills that'll let you stay alive. You ve got will
enough already. | don't worry about you out there anynore than I worry about myself. You re a good
man. | haven't said that to very many people," Rourke concluded, then stared back at his I|ist,

sipping his coffee, aware of the sounds of Rubenstein making hinself breakfast, aware of the
sounds of the water fromthe falls, then the water crashing down into the pool

He wrote sonething on the list, the one itemthat nade his skin crawl because it represented
sonet hi ng he coul dn't conbat head-to-head: "GCeiger counter." He swall owed his coffee and al nost
burned hi s nout h.

Chapter 13.

Var akov stared out fromthe bal cony again, at the skel etons of the nastodons. Karamatsov said he
had slipped when Varakov asked himearlier that norni ng about the bruises on the right side of his
face. And Natalia, Karamatsov had said, was feeling ill and mght not be in for several days.

Var akov had di spatched VI admir Karanmatsov to the southeast, to aid Colonel Korcinski in setting up
the newmlitary district. There was a tough Resistance novenent forming in the area, intelligence
reports indicated.

Ever since the business in Texas, Varakov had realized that Natalia had betrayed Karamat sov
sonmehow, and that Karamatsov was not quite right in the head anynore, perhaps because of it. The
aftermath of the debacle and the [ oss of Samuel Chanbers had shown a ruthl essness in Karanatsov
that Varakov had al ways suspected, but never imagined in its scope. He had executed several of his
own nen for allow ng the escape; he had used his forces to kill every suspected nmenber of the
Texas mlitia, a bloodbath Varakov had not seen the |ikes of since the purges of the thirties
under Stalin.

A soldier's stock in trade was bl oodl etting, but there was a difference between warfare and
mur der. Karamatsov was a nurderer, pure and sinple, Varakov thought. And the thought nade him
wonder all the nore about Natalia. Had somethi ng happened?

Var akov | eaned over the railing, calling out to his secretary bel ow, "Cancel ny appointnments for
this afternoon. Call up ny car and driver. | have business to attend to. If sonething nust be
signed and you think it should be signed, then forge ny name. Hurry."

He trusted the girl; that was part of being a human being, he had al ways thought, trusting those
who deserved trust and distrusting those who would stab you in the back and smile over your still
warm body. He distrusted Karamatsov for exactly that reason, and he found his pal s sweating as he
started down the |low, broad steps fromthe nezzani ne overl ooking the main gallery. He was worried
about Natalia, the beautiful Natalia, the superlative agent, the tough fighter, the gentle girl,
his dead brother's only daughter

Chapter 14.

Sarah Rourke sat up in bed, startled, then a snile crossed her lips as the strong sunlight bathed
her face in its warnth. She renmenbered the previous night. After her collapse on the kitchen
floor, she had revived, finding that Mary Milliner had fed, bathed, and bedded not only her niece
MIlie, but Mchael and Annie as well. Mary Milliner had offered Sarah a home for as |ong as she
had wanted it. Sarah sniled, throwing back the sheet, and stared at her feet. She wiggled her toes
and stood up, and the borrowed yell ow nightgown fell to the floor past her ankles. Slippers were
besi de the bed, but she didn't remenber themfromthe previous night. She stepped into them
wal ked across the small bedroom of the country farnmhouse to the full length mrror on the inside
of the door. She | ooked at herself. She had showered and washed her hair before going to bed. She
ran her hands through her hair now, letting it fall to her shoulders. She turned around, staring
at her unfanmiliar inmage. She had not worn anything besides jeans in, she couldn't renenber how
I ong and was too happy to try.

There was a | ong robe across the bottomof the bed, yellow |ike the nightgown, and she put it on,
belted it around her waist. She realized for the first tine that she had | ost wei ght these nmany
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weeks since the night of the war. She wal ked to the door, opened it, and stepped into a hallway. A
staircase was at the end, she renenbered that, and she started toward it, then stopped as she
passed a hal f-open doorway. M chael and Annie were sleeping in a huge doubl e bed, sunlight
stream ng across it. Annie was not sucking her thunmb, for a change, and M chael peaceful and
smling, rolled over, stretched and hunched down agai nst his pillow.

Sarah | eaned agai nst the doorframe and stared at the sunlight. The wind through the slightly open
wi ndow bl ew the white curtain wildly. "Thank you," she said if anyone were |istening. She wanted
to see the outside, and turned and ran down the stairs, alnost tripping in the unfam liar slippers
and the floor-length gown. She saw Mary Mulliner in the living room but passed her, and went to
the front door, opened it, and ran onto the porch. The sky, the sky, there was a breeze blowi ng, a
dog barking and, for the first time in weeks, that sound didn't terrify her. She stared up at the
sky and heard herself |aughing, threw her head back, her arns outstretched. It was as if there
were some beautiful nusic playing, she thought, then she stopped | aughing, turned and saw Mary
Mul I i ner and her teenage son staring at her, standing behind her on the porch. The ol der wonan
just said, "I understand you, least | think |I do, Sarah."

Sarah Rourke turned to the wonan and hugged her.
Chapter 15.

Varakov sat in the back seat of his staff car, a Lincoln Continental expropriated froma parking
| ot near what had been the United States Federal Building in downtown Chi cago. There had been, he
reflected, that one nore urgent reason for sending Vladnir Karamatsov to the southeast, nore
urgent he felt than the brigands and the Resistance.

After Texas, Karanmatsov had noved directly to Florida, working through Cuban |iaisons to determ ne
what the exact nature of the | aunches at Cape Canaveral fromthe space center there had been the
ni ght of the war.

Al the missiles the U.S. had | aunched, Varakov understood, had been accounted for. These |aunches
were the only exceptions and that worried Kremin | eadership. It worried Varakov because it hinted
that somehow the Americans had prepared for the possibility of war and, despite the crushing

| osses, perhaps had some new weapon no one had dreaned of, up in space now perhaps. He stared up
at the gray Chicago sky through his back seat wi ndow. He wondered. During the exchanges, each
side's hunter-killer satellites had destroyed spy satellites of the other side. Nothing renmined
in orbit except the hunter-killers and the Soviet space platform which was now usel ess, Varakov

t hought, since the Soviet Union had no time, noney, or desire to explore the reaches of space,
surviving after the war would take all the efforts the people of the Soviet Union could nuster

If the Anericans had put sone nysterious weapons systemin orbit, there renmai ned no way of
detecting it. The Soviet manned platformwas in a polar orbit, and all the Anericans woul d have
needed to do was place their vehicles in an orbit out of range of the platform perhaps around the
South Pol e regions. He was not an astrononer or a missile scientist; he didn't know nor could he
guess. He thought that perhaps it was some doonmsday device, placed in orbit to detonate after a
specific period of tine if sone radio signal were not received to scrub the nmission, sone gigantic
burst that woul d bl ow away t he atnmosphere, the final retribution for the Soviet attack. The

t hought unsettled him He had survived nuch, always because he had willed hinself to do so, this
he coul d not inpose his will against. There had been a nysterious reference found in a | oosel eaf
not ebook in an Air Force Intelligence installation: the words "Eden Project"” and the drawi ng of an
upward vectoring rocket ship beside it. Nothing el se. Varakov wondered if the words Eden Project
and the nmysterious nultiple |aunchings from Cape Canaveral were related. This was Karamatsov's
prinme and secret reason for being in the southeast.

Intelligence also indicated that apparently one official of the National Aeronautics and Space

Adm ni strations, NASA, survived, an official with the |level of responsibility that he m ght know
what exactly had been | aunched that night. He was a chief public information officer for NASA the
name in the file had been James R Col fax. Varakov recalled the nan had been an astronaut, then
nmoved into adninistration with NASA after a heart condition had disqualified himfor space flight.
He had pil oted one of the space shuttles the Americans had been so proud of. This Col fax, Varakov
t hought, he woul d know.
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He had been maki ng a speaking tour, recruiting for NASA at the tinme of the war and had a hone
somewhere in Georgia in the mountains. |If he would be anywhere he could be "officially" found, he
woul d be there, Varakov had reasoned. People and aninals were of little difference. A wounded
animal goes to its burrow or nest or cave; a man whose world is destroyed goes to his hone, it was
t he sane.

And, according to intelligence files, the man Varakov knew had defeated Karanatsov, John Rourke,
had his hone in Georgia as well. If Rourke had survived after the affair in Texas, he m ght be
there by now It was food for Karanmatsov's ego to have suffered defeat at the hands of an
Anerican, and perhaps the two men would cross each other's paths again

Varakov's driver pulled up to the white painted brick house in the expensive suburb, the house
wher e Karamatsov and Natalia |ived.

"Stop here. I will walk up the driveway. Stay in the car. | will get ny door," Varakov said,
scrunching his feet into his shoes, wapping his great coat closed around himand stepping out
onto the concrete driveway. He had not called. He had not taken a helicopter in order to call as
little attention to this personal business as he coul d.

He was cold. The weather in America was insane, he decided. It had been hot three days earlier. He
wal ked toward the | ow steps, then nounted them heavily, and stood by the door. He rang the
doorbell and waited. He rang the doorbell again; thinking then that perhaps it was out of order

he knocked his gloved right fist against the white wooden door, not bothering with the brass

door knocker .

There was no answer. "Natalia!" he shouted.

Again there was no answer. "You are hone, | know that, answer the door. It is an order

There was no answer and as he began to speak he coul d hear her voice from beyond the door
"Please, | amsick, | can see no one."

"Let ne in, now"

"No, I'mgoing upstairs, please |leave." And the voice stopped.

H's thick lips twi sted downward. He stonped down the steps toward the car and his driver. The nan
started fromthe car and Varakov waved hi m back. "My briefcase, give it to nme, now" He took the
case through the open wi ndow, set it roughly on the hood of the Lincoln, spun the conbination and
opened the lock, then took a battered 9nm PM from the case, slanmed the case closed and spun the
tunblers. "Put it away," he comanded w t hout | ooking at the driver

Varakov strode up the driveway, his feet not hurting him drawi ng the slide back on the Mkarov
and chanbering a round, |eaving the hamer back as he nmounted the steps.

"If you are near the door, stand away!" There was no answer. He took a step back and fired the

pi stol once, then again into the mechani smof the |ock, then threw his shoul der against it. The
door sprang inward. He regai ned his balance, then manually | owered the hammer on the Makarov and
pushed up the safety |ever, dropping the pistol in the pocket of his great coat. Wth his hamike
left fist he punched the door closed behind him He stood in the vestibule, |ooking down into the
living roomand shouted, "Natalia!"

"Uncle." He turned and saw her standing by a sw nging door |eading fromthe opposite end of the
living room he assuned into the kitchen. Wnen spent a great deal of tinme in kitchens even when
they weren't cooking. It was Iike a man and his office, Varakov thought.

He stopped thinking when he saw her face. She wore heavy makeup, and she usually wore little or
none. Despite the nmakeup, he could see the darkness of bruises. He stepped down into the living
room stared at the dark stain in the white carpet, then sawtiny red stains on the couch

"You and Vladnir, you fought, he beat you."

"He told, " and she seenmed to catch herself.

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...4/9)/Survivalist%20003%20-%20The%20Quest.txt (24 of 74) [12/24/2004 11:01:52 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ A hern,%20Jerry/ GCOSurvivalist%20(4/9)/ Survival i st%20003%20-%20The%20Quest. txt

"No, he told nme nothing. Cone here to nme, child." He reached out his arns. Natalia ran toward him
and sank her head agai nst his nmssive chest. Hi s arns went around her. She was crying. He stroked
her back and she wi nced. He pushed her away.

"Let nme see your body."

She took a step back. He studied her. She wore a long sl eeved white bl ouse, buttoned high at the
neck, a black skirt extending to the mddle of her calves, and | ow heel ed bl ack shoes. He repeated
himsel f, "Let nme see your body, child. | changed your diapers when you were a baby; | bathed you
once. | amyour father's brother. You should not fear ny eyes. Either renove your blouse so | my
see your back or | will call to ny chauffeur and have himuse the radio to send two wonen here to
undress you, six wonen if | need it, let me see your back."

Var akov wat ched her dark eyes, watched her long fingers nove slowy to the buttons at her collar
wat ched her slip the bow there, then slip each of the pearl-1ooking buttons through the button

hol es. She left the cuffs of the blouse closed, pulling the bl ouse fromher skirt, letting it drop
behind her, her arnms linp at her sides. She wore a slip that covered her abdonen and nuch of her
back.

"Turn around."

Nat al i a obeyed. He could see the trailing edge of red welts above the |ace forning the upper
portion of the slip against her back. He took a step closer to her, both his hands grabbing the
slip, then ripping it down the back. He stripped away his right glove and undid the back of her
bra. He saw her hands raising to her chest.

"I need to see no nore, child," Varakov said slowy, studying the dozen or nore welts across her
back.

"He beat you with a belt. Is the rest of your body |ike this?"
He | ooked at her face in profile over her left shoulder, her eyes cast down. He watched her nod.

"What el se did he do?" Varakov asked, forcing his voice to renain even and sound cal m and
fatherly.

"He, " Her voice faltered, and she turned toward him her hands still holding her clothes against
her breasts, her face against his chest. He knew what she was going to say, but couldn't. \Wen he
was young, a husband raping his wife was a | ogical absurdity. If a nan wanted his wife and she did
not want him that was her nisfortune. Things were different these days, he thought, and the
thought didn't distress him

"I know, Natalia. Why? It is none of ny business, but why?"

"The man, Rourke, | cannot,

"I amyour uncle, not your conmanding officer. | don't care. Tell nme.

She | ooked up into his eyes. Her eyes were sad |ike they had been when her father, his brother
had died. "I fell inlove with . . . with Rourke. But nothing happened between us. He saved ny
life, | had to save him it was ny honor to do this." Varakov |loved his native | anguage at tines,
and her soft contralto gave it the beauty it deserved.

"You should remenber the first duty of a soldier, Natalia, child, duty is ranked before honor, and
honor is often a luxury. But | respect honor. Tell ne." And he | ooked into her eyes again.

"What, Uncl e?"
"Whul d you go back to M admr?"
"He only punished ne as | deserved to be punished."”

"You are not only beautiful, but you are naive. Punishnment is in the soul. The body is not
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puni shed; it is given pain. A nan beats a wonman, " he sighed heavily, "a man hits a woman perhaps
in anger, once, perhaps twi ce, perhaps that is just. A man beats a woman not to puni sh her, but to
expiate himself, child. He did not do this to you because of sonmething in you, but because of
sonmething in him And | was afraid you would say such foolishness that you would return to him"

He said nothing else, just sat down with her on the couch and listened to her cry, listened to her
tell himvery slowy what had happened, sat quietly and thought while she changed cl othes, then
stayed to the early hours of the norning with her, lingering over a dinner she made for himas she
had many times when she was a child. They tal ked about her father, about trips to the Black Sea
resort they had | oved, about her marriage to Karamatsov.

He left after drinking too nuch; his chauffeur was al nost visibly angry at the late hour. As
Varakov sat back in his seat, his great coat huddl ed around him he softly verbalized two
thoughts. "She is a sincere cook, but not a gifted one; | will cause Karamatsov sonehow to die."

Chapter 16.
"Conr ade CGeneral!"

Var akov opened his eyes. He heard gunfire, the humof the engine was |ouder than it should have
been. He | ooked out the wi ndow, startled. The area he recognized fromhis initial tour of the city
was the portion of the city that had been all but destroyed in racial riots many years back in the
1960s. And now there was gunfire all around him

"What is it?" he asked, but he already knew. the freedomfighters, the people who had survived by
bei ng far enough away fromthe neutron bonbs, the people who lived in basements and hi dden bonb
shelters, who carried guns, killed Russian soldiers, and threw crude gasoline bonbs at Sovi et
vehicles; they called them the nerve, Ml otov cocktails.

No sooner had the thought left his mnd than it returned, the shattering of a glass bottle in the
street beside themand the roar of an explosion, a fireball, the car swerving to the side.

"Get out of here now, Leon, and you get two weeks |leave in Mboscow and a letter to a brothel a
wonman | know keeps." He sniled. Leon was the best driver to be had and would get himout of there
anyway, if it could be done. Varakov drew the pistol fromhis greatcoat pocket where he'd left it,
pushed the button for his windowto roll down, then fired into the street. He saw figures running,
their shadows nmade larger than life by the flickering of the flanes, a Soviet truck overturned and
bur ni ng.

He al nost | ost the gun outside the window as Leon, his driver, wheeled the Lincoln around a corner
and onto a highway feeder ranp. "We are going in the wong direction, Conrade Ceneral Varakov."

"I't does not matter, Leon," he rasped across the seat back separating them

"Get down!" the driver shouted and Varakov knew better than not to obey. Rocks and bricks pelted
at themfroma wal ki ng bridge over the expressway, the w ndshield shattering and the car careening
toward a guard rail. Varakov dropped to the floor, felt the bounce and lurch, the jerkiness of the
car's nmovenents, then the shudder as the car stopped.

Wth the pistol in his hands, he rose fromhis knees and pried open the door on the driver's side.
He could hear sirens in the distance. They were Russian, he knew. He saw a figure fleeing across
the wal ki ng bridge, raised his pistol and lowered it without firing. Then Varakov | ooked down to
Leon. The boy's face was hal fway through the w ndshield and one of the eyes was bulged out. It
seened that the head had al nost expl oded

He cl osed his eyes and asked hinself out loud, "If all those fools so believe in you, God, why
this?" He realized as he wal ked fromthe car toward the advancing mlitary police vehicles the
mere fact the clouds had not parted and no voice had runbled |ike thunder and answered hi m proved
not hing, at | east he secretly hoped that.

Chapter 17.

Rourke revved the jet-black Harl ey-Davidson Low Ri der and glided the nachine onto the highway.
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Traveling on the road was dangerous, he knew, because the Russians night be patrolling it. The

wi nd whi pped at his face, cold wi nd because, again, the tenperature had begun to change. He
shivered slightly inside the waist-length | eather jacket. He stopped the bike, easing over to the
shoul der, years of driving habit still forcing himto automatically glance over his shoul der al ong
the deserted road, to work his signal flasher

He had seen the signs of a large vehicular force on sone of the side roads since he had left the
retreat at dawn that norning, brigands, he suspected. He |lit a cigar, the blue yellow flane of his
battered Zippo flickering in the w nd.

Rour ke had told Paul Rubenstein he would be back within four days or |ess, but experience had
taught Rourke to prepare for three tinmes that period. The Lowe Al pine Loco pack was strapped to
the back of the Harley with food, nedical supplies, clothing, all the necessities. Two straps
crossed his chest: on his left side hung the nusette bag with sone of his spare ammp and a few
packages of dehydrated fruit that he'd made hinself with the Equi-Fl ow dehydrator he kept at the
retreat. On the right hung the binoculars, the arnored Bushnells. Beneath these in a Ranger

| eat her canoufl age hol ster simlar to the one he used for the Python was his Colt Government MK |V
series '70 .45, Metalifed with the Colt Medallion Pachmayr grips and the Detonics conpetition
recoil systeminstalled. The twin Detonics stainless pistols hung in the double Al essi rig under
his arns.

The gunbelt around his wai st carried spare Colt nagazi nes for the governnent and these al so
doubled with the Detonics pistols. Fromthe left side of the belt hung a bayonet for the M16. It
fit the CAR- 15 slung across Rourke's back, nuzzle down, nuzzle cap off, thirty-round rmagazi ne

i nserted.

He squi nted agai nst the sun despite the aviator sungl asses he wore. There was an expressway exit
ranp ahead and he detected snoke, he thought, rising fromthe road near it. He nounted the Harl ey
again and swung onto the road, |eaning back and |letting the nmachi ne out.

It took Rourke less than three mnutes at eighty-five to reach the ranp and begin to slow for it,
then turn up on the cross road and cut to the far side of the Interstate H ghway toward the snoke,
it was a gasoline station, burning, several abandoned cars in the lot, a disgruntled custoner,

Rour ke thought, smiling. He doubted there had been any gasoline in the underground tanks for weeks
or any electrical power to punp it. He stopped the bike, dismunting, sliding the Colt CAR-15 on
its sling fromhis back to under his right arm his left hand sweeping back the bolt and letting
it fly forward, chanbering a round. His right fist |ocked on the pistol grip, his trigger finger
al ong the edge of the guard, the safety off.

He saw something in a smashed and battered four-door sedan near the flames of the burning gas
station building. He wal ked slowy toward it, the cigar clanped in his teeth in the left corner of
his mouth. He stopped. It was a partially deconposed, partially eaten human skel eton. He noved
closer to it. The top of the skull was split wide in the back, a blow, he guessed, froma | arge,
not - so-blunt instrument, nmaybe a jack handle. He wondered who the man had been, then wheel ed,
hearing a | ow grow .

He edged closer to the car. Six dogs, two of them slavering and foam ng, all of them huge German
Shepherd-size or larger, tongues hanging out, saliva dripping fromtheir nouths. He'd encountered
feral dogs before, and rabid dogs. These were. In a few days, the ones foam ng at the nouth woul d
be dead, the others would follow shortly. If he were even scratched by one of them he would have
perhaps a few days at nost to find rabies vaccine or die |like them nad.

H's jaw set, he licked his lower lip. He distrusted the light, fast, penetrating .223 solids on
dogs. Even if he shot one of the dogs through, it could still come down on him bite him scratch
him knock hi mdown so the other dogs could swarm over him

He needed the .45, six dogs, only six rounds in each of the Detonics pistols, but there were seven
inthe Colt. He always fed the chanbered round fromthe nagazi ne, |eaving the nmagazi ne one round
down so the round woul d be edged forward for nore reliable feeding.

Seven 185-grain JHPs in the Colt, six dogs. He gave a nental shrug as one of the dogs edged toward
him He [oosed his right hand grip on the CAR-15 and snatched for the Colt on his hip, his thunb
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breaki ng the snap on the flap, the gun snaking up, his thunmb w ping down the safety catch of the
Colt, his first finger starting the squeeze as the nmuzzle lined up on the nearest of the wld
dogs, its mouth spraying foamas it |eaped toward him Rourke fired. Hs bullet caught the animal
in the throat and he junped to the left, firing again at a second dog, he couldn't tell what Kkind
other than big. It was turning, starting to junp. His second round nailed the aninmal in the chest
and it dropped.

He fired. Sonme of the dogs were now starting to run, but they were rabid and he had to stop them
The third dog took two rounds as it |eaped toward him two rounds before it fell. He shot his
fifth round into the fourth dog, dropping it. The last two weren't interested in himanynore and
were running. Rourke dropped to his right knee, fired his sixth round at the fifth dog, then, both
hands bracing the Metalifed Colt auto, he fired his last round, the last of the fleeing dogs
bounded on a few yards, then keeled over in md-stride.

Rour ke stood up and breat hed hard. Swappi ng nagazi nes, he thunbed down the slide stop and left the
safety off as he wal ked fromaninmal to animal, verifying they were dead.

He hol stered the gun, having upped the safety, then | ooked back at the half-eaten skeleton in the
car. He knew now what had half-eaten it

He found rags and made a torch, lit themfromthe licking flames of the gas station office and
tossed the rags into the car seat to di spose of the dead nman. The rabid dogs shoul d be burned or
buried to prevent the spread of infection, he thought. Cursing softly, he went back to the Harl ey,
got his gloves and his trench shovel and started up the shoul der of the road, |ooking for a soft
spot.

Di ggi ng the grave and hauling the six dead ani mals had consumed forty-five minutes, he noted, as
he wi ped off the blade of the trench shovel and strapped it with his pack on the back of the bike.
"Dammit," Rourke muttered hal f-aloud. He stowed the gloves in his pack and renounted his cycle. He
had not wasted the tine spent digging the mass grave for the rabid animals. He turned the Harley
down the road leading fromthe Interstate. The fire had probably been set, that neant brigands,
and Rourke wanted an idea of their strength. He started up toward the nountains again.

When Rour ke stopped once nore, his watch and the sunlight agreed, it was approximtely three

o' clock: the wind was stronger and the tenperature getting cooler. He had left the highway, a two-
| ane road, and turned off onto dirt and followed this along toward a valley. Lying on his belly,
he stared into the valley now, his eyes tight against the binoculars, the objective | enses
sweeping the town in the valley floor. There was one main street, and at its end by the edge of
the town was a large, wide grave. For two people, he thought. In the town, standing around a |ong
abandoned pickup truck were nmore than a dozen nmen and wonen, their vehicles parked at the opposite
end of the street, an assortnment of pickup trucks, several notorcycles of varying quality and one
badl y danaged station wagon.

More of the brigands waited by the vehicles: Rourke guessed there were thirty of themin the
valley all told. He edged along the lip of the valley, getting back into tree cover to avoid
detection; he was concerned they m ght have soneone exploring the rimof the valley.

Still able to see into the town, though his field of view was reduced, Rourke waited for nore than
fifteen m nutes, observing through the Bushnells, finally, the knot of brigand nmen and wonen broke
up around the abandoned pickup truck and they started back toward the vehicles and the rest of
their nunmber back at the other side of the town. Rourke didn't snile. He planned to slip down into
the town; the |arge grave bore investigation, he thought.

It was another ten mnutes before the last of the brigand vehicles disappeared in the distance,
then Rourke waited another five mnutes. Patience was sonething he knew he could never sacrifice
Swi ngi ng the CAR-15 into position, slung now just under his right arm suspended fromhis right
shoul der, the chamber still |oaded, the safety on, he slipped down al ong the side of the valley,
past pine trees, guiding around through bushes. He skidded the |ast few feet to the valley floor
on the dirt and gravel, dropping into a | ow crouch, the nuzzle of the CAR- 15 sweepi ng from one
side of the street to the other. Standing, the safety off, his finger near the trigger, he edged
forward, the scoped rifle's stock collapsed, his left hand free.
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Spent cartridge casings littered the ground and where there was dirt rather than paving, the
cartridges were half buried. Fromthe corrosion and the depth to which the cartridges were covered
with dirt, he judged there had been a | arge scal e, prolonged gunfight there, but several weeks
earlier. There were picked clean bones in the street, sone of the skeletons still partially clad
with rotting clothing, but all this with rips and tears. He stopped at one body, |ooking through
the shredded shirt and the bare bl eached rib cage. There was a tarnished police badge on the
ground. Rourke | ooked at the enmpty eye sockets in the skull. The skull was punctured by what

Rour ke judged as .45 ACP Slugs. The nan had apparently died doing his duty trying to defend his
town. Rourke scanned the ground, found a half-fallen-down wooden sign, ripped it down the rest of
the way, and dragged it back, laying it over the top half of the dead police officer. He kept
wal ki ng. There were nore cartridge cases, sone plastic shot-shell cases, a rusted and bent-out - of -
shape magazi ne for sone pistol he couldn't inmmediately identify.

He wal ked back through the town then, going up to the grave, which was unmarked. He wondered,
debati ng whether to go back up to the bike and get his shovel. He started to turn toward the near
side of the valley, to clinb back toward where he'd hidden the bike, but stopped. There were
motors runbling in the distance and he saw the grille of a pickup truck turning down the street
into the town. Rourke ran, his lips drawn back fromhis teeth, toward the cl osest edge of the
valley. He half dove into the brush, then dropped: the brigands were returning. He couldn't afford
to be trapped in the valley. He started up the slope. H's bike was in the other direction, but he
could circle to get it. Rourke reached the rimof the valley, sinking to the ground fromthe
uphi | I deadrun

The brigands were returning in force. He nentally noted to return and check the gravesite |ater
He started off through the brush again, circling wide along the rimof the valley toward the
Harl ey. He heard a noise, dropped into a crouch near sone bushes and waited. The noise did not
repeat itself, and he dismissed it, but stared at the ground.

He took the bayonet fromhis belt, the Bowie knife was in his pack, and scratched at the ground
with the tip of the blade. It was a foil packet fromsone of the food simlar to what he had |eft
for Sarah, buried but partially uncovered. Sone aninmal had probably scented it, begun to dig it
out then, but been frightened off. In the corner of the package was a black ink date stanp, he
stanped all his food with the date of acquisition

"Sarah," he thought, nuttering the nane out |oud. He noved al ong the ground on his hands and
knees, searching for sonme further clue he hoped to find. He stopped again. Mre of the food
packages, and a footprint. He dropped back on his haunches, |eaned against a tree trunk, and his
face broadened with a snmle. "Annie," he sighed. He took off the sungl asses and stared at the
footprint, faint but clear. Wth the tip of the bayonet bl ade he deepened the |ines of the
footprint, a child' s tennis shoe with a design in the center. He renenbered when he'd been with
Sarah and the children prior to |leaving for Canada, a few days before the night of the war. Annie
had proudly nade himl ook at the soles of her new tennis shoes: there was a daisy, a raised yellow
daisy in the center of each sole. As he scratched the ground with the point of the bayonet, he
drew out the design of a flower, a daisy. "Annie!l" He wal ked the area, uncaring about the brigands
in the valley below. There were the remains of several fires, branches to which he could tel
horses had been tied. They had canped there, were traveling by horseback and, fromthe branch
mar ki ngs, he judged, there were three or four horses, Tildie, Sarah's mare and Sam his own horse,
and at |east one, possibly two other horses. He sat down on the ground. The Jenkins fanily had
lived nearby, he renmenbered suddenly; they rode. M. Jenkins, Rourke couldn't renmenber his first
nane, had been in the Arny or Marine Corps, Rourke couldn't remenber which. A retired non-com
Rourke recalled. If Sarah and the children were with Jenkins and his wife, didn't they have a
daughter, he tried renenbering?

Rourke realized too that if this had been their canp, and he was sure it had, they were likely
m | es away, but on horseback the m | eage they could cover was nothing conpared to what he could
cover on the Harl ey.

He got to his feet, searching the canp area in greater detail, the light starting slowy to fade
now, the wi nd picking up again. He could tell nothing of the direction in which they had gone, but
he guessed the mountains. On a hunch, he decided to head north. |If the nountains were thought
safe, then the deeper in the nountains, the safer. He took off at a run for the Harley, checking
on the brigands in the town down in the valley once nore, then enptied the chanmber of the CAR-15
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and nount ed up.

"Tennessee," he said half-al oud, starting the bi ke between his |l egs. Wth horses they would be
lucky to make twenty mles in a day, especially with the children, there would have to be other
canpsites, telltale | eavings of food, footprints. He wondered if there would be nore cartridge
cases, forcing himself not to consider what could lie in the large grave at the edge of the town.

Chapter 18.

Rour ke skidded the Harley to a stop. In the half-1ight as darkness was |aying | ong shadows from
the tall pines across the ground he had al nbst m ssed them six nen, arned, wearing canoufl age
clothing and noving in rapid dog trot across the clearing.

Rourke started for the Detonics .45 under his left arm his nearest gun, westling the bike to the
left with his left hand, the stainless Detonics coning into his hand, his thunb draw ng back the
sem -spurl ess hanmmer, the nuzzle snaking forward to fire, his left hand free of the bike al ready
reaching for the second of the two pistols under his right arnpit.

"Rourke! Is that you?"

Rour ke stopped his left hand, his right armfully extended, his finger against the trigger
"Rour ke? John Rour ke?"

Rour ke |l owered the Detonics in his right fist, but only slightly, not quite recognizing the voice,
but knowi ng it sounded familiar. "John Rourke!" the voice repeated.

Rour ke stepped off the Harley, balancing it on the stand, the gun hanging at his right side, the
hanmer still cocked, his finger beside the trigger guard. He started toward the tallest of the six
canmouf | aged figures, the man speaki ng. He recogni zed the voi ce now.

"Reed? Captain Reed?"
"Yes. John Rourke! God, what a sight for sore eyes, man!"

Rour ke hated that expression: "a sight for sore eyes." If it nade your eyes sore, he'd al ways

t hought then why want to see it? And if your eyes were sore to begin with, seeing sonething
however wel cone would do little to nake themless sore. He realized as he wal ked toward Reed, that
anong his many credits before the war had not been a fanpbus sense of hunor.

"Captain Reed," Rourke said softly, realizing he still had the gun in his right hand. He upped the
safety and switched it to his left hand, and took Reed's offered hand.

"Rourke, we got airdropped in here last night. | kept hopi ng somehow we'd bunp into you, man."
"Wel |l ," Rourke said, glancing over his shoulder around the clearing, "if we keep standi ng around
out here in the open, we won't be air dropped, we'll be dropped. Cone on." And wi thout waiting for

Reed, Rourke turned, wal ked across the clearing in broad strides, |lowering the safety then

| owering the hammer on the Detonics, reholstering it under his jacket as he approached the Harl ey.
He clinbed on the bike, saying over his shoulder, "I'Il meet you over in those trees there." He
lighted a cigar, sheltering the lighter fromboth the wind and anyone who m ght be watchi ng, and
started the bike off slowy across the clearing and into the trees.

He sat straddling the bike, waiting for Reed and the other five nen, hearing them approach a
monent |ater at a run, Reed barking conmands, "Bradley, get over there and keep a | ookout.

M chael son, sane for you but over there. Jackson, Cooley, Mnro, take up positions along the tree
line on that side about twenty or thirty yards apart. Myve out! Alert is a long whistle, then two
short." As the nen started off, Reed called after them "Everybody whistle?" Then he waved for
themto go on, turned to Rourke, and fished out a cigarette. Rourke pulled out his lighter and
flicked the wheel of the Zi ppo. Reed bent down to the flane cupped in Rourke's hands. "It's
gettin' cold. You know, you miss that, no weather forecast, and then the weat her has been changi ng
so nuch. "

"Yeah, | know," Rourke offered.
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"So what are you doin' here?"

"Haven't seen a dark-haired woman and two children, maybe with another man and a worman and a
child, little girl, I think, probably on horseback?"

"No," Reed said staring at the Harley. "Nothin' even close to that. Wy?"

"My wife and children, saw sone sign of them back about thirty mles, but it's fromseveral weeks
ago. "

"But at least they're alive," Reed said, slapping Rourke on the shoul der

"Question is to find them though," Rourke said. Rourke opened up with few people he realized, and
Reed, a nice enough guy, Rourke thought, wasn't one of them "Hey, listen," Reed said. "I could
use a guy like you, ex-ClA weapons specialist, you re fromaround here, could even give ne the
lay of the land."

"I'"'m ot herwi se occupi ed,"” Rourke said flatly.

"Yeah, but it's inmportant."

"So's finding ny wife and children, Reed," Rourke responded.
"I know that, but this is for the good of all of us."

"I don't really give a damm about the good of all of us. O ganized governnent screwed things up
the first time, it'll screwthings up again. I'mfinding ny wife and children, and then I'l

figure what kind of game |'m playing." Rourke started to ease up on his bike. Reed reached out and
put his hand on Rourke's left arm Rourke glared at himin the gathering shadow. "Don't!"

"Wait, naybe | can help you if you help ne."

"I"'mlistening,"” Rourke told him

"Al right. Let ne explain what we're doing."

"I don't care what you're doing, Reed. No offense, but | don't give a dam."
"Yeah, but | can help you find your woman and kids."

"How?" Rour ke asked.

"We've got an intelligence network getting together, all sorts of places, use couriers, |ow
frequency radio, lots of ways of keeping in touch. If | put out the word that's dozens nore pairs
of eyes looking for them How fast is one nan going to find thenP Huh?"

"What do you want ?" Rourke al nbst whi spered.

"Some cooperation, maybe an extra hand with a gun if it comes to that. You in?"

"Just how good," Rourke rasped, "is that organi zation of yours, Reed, good enough, big enough to
find Sarah?"
"W won't know unless we try. This'll maybe cost you a few days, nmaybe save you weeks or nonths,

maybe make the difference for you in finding themor not."
"I"l'l find them" Rourke stated. "Tell nme what you're here for."
"Al right," Reed said, stonping out his cigarette butt on the ground.

"That's got a filter," Rourke said. "They take years to disintegrate; sone kinds can take decades.
Dead gi veaway soneone's been here, too."

Reed | ooked at Rourke, then bent over, and picked up the cigarette butt, stripped away the paper
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and tobacco and pocketed the filter in the breast pocket of his canouflaged fatigue bl ouse.
"Satisfied?" Reed snapped.

Rour ke nodded.

"Ckay, then," Reed began again. "We're here for two reasons; W want a | ow down on the Sovi et
posture in Georgia, Karamatsov just got transferred in here on assignnent, you should be
interested in that."

"Natalia," Rourke nurnured.
n \N]at ?II
"Not hi ng," Rourke said, trying to nean it.

"All right, but the main reason we're here, and probably Karanmatsov too, is we're |looking for a
guy, you might even know him he has a place sonewhere around here, vacation hone. Nanme is Jim
Col fax. He's an ex-astronaut, big shot in NASA public relations before the war."

"Why woul d anyone want hi n?"
"Ever hear of something called the Eden Project when you were with the conpany?"

Rour ke thought for a nmonment. There were so many coded files, so nany top-secret projects. But the
Eden Project wasn't one he recall ed.

"l haven't heard of it," Rourke told Reed

"Wl |, neither had anybody el se. W were sifting through the ruins of the Houston space center
found a charred file folder, and inside all we could nake out was Eden Project, but nobody's left
from NASA that we can find, except Colfax if he's still alive that is, and he should be right here
in Georgia."

"Why, just because he had a vacati on home here?"

"And he was speaking at the University in Athens the night before the bonbing. It was the [|ast
engagenment on a speaking tour, then he had a few weeks of f."

"Hell of a way to spend a vacation, with a nuclear war," Rourke observed.

"Yeah, tell ne about it," Reed said.
"So you want to find himto find out what the Eden Project was."

"We think it has to do with sonme | aunches at Cape Canaveral, just before the place got a direct
hit, and we think the Russians are interested in it too."

Rour ke | ooked up at the darkening sky. Was there sonmeone up there, he wondered, or sonething that
was a new horror. "I'Il give you a description of ny wife, nmy son, nmy daughter, the horses they
were probably riding, then sone poop on the Jenkins couple they night have been with, get it out
as fast as you can. Got a radio?"

"Yeah, if | only use it a fewmnutes at atine so they can't peg us."

"You want ny hel p," Rourke said, "then you get the description out, now. |I'll wite the details
for you, and I'll listen while you send." Rourke fished a zi ppered notebook from his backpack on
the back of the Harley, then began to wite. He stopped. Was beautiful a valid description for
Sarah, and how about M chael and Anni e, handsome for him cute for her? He deci ded on sonething
nore exact in nature.

An hour later, the message was sent and Rourke had conmitted to neet Reed and the others outside
At hens at noon the followi ng day. Two hours fromthe retreat, Rourke rode hard through the night.

Chapter 19.
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Rour ke sat on the sofa, his hair still wet fromthe shower, a glass of whiskey in his right hand,
a cigar burning in the ashtray beside him Rubenstein had already eaten by the tinme Rourke
returned, and nearly junped out his skin, as Rourke had thought, when he'd seen Rourke wal k in,
three days early and with news of an Anmerican Intelligence teaminsertion in the area.

"Did Captain Reed ask about ne?"

"No, sorry," Rourke told the younger man.

Rour ke had fixed hinself a can of stew and poured the beef, vegetables, and gravy over bread, then
eaten it quickly. He sat in the great room wanting to think. Finally, sipping at the top of his
second drink, he shouted to Rubenstein, who was sitting on the far side of the room reading.
"Paul! What do you think, the Eden Project, something to do with Cape Canaveral, what does it
suggest ?"

Rubenstein seened | ost in thought for several noments, then | ooked up, and said, "Well, the Eden
reference seens to nean sone sort of begi nning, maybe begi nning again."

"Yeah," Rourke said.

"So, maybe it's sone sort of nanned flight that would have been too risky, unless there wasn't
anything to lose, a |lot of people thought the world would just get flattened after a full nuclear
exchange, maybe it was sonme sort of space colonization effort or sonething."

"Or maybe just the opposite, a doonsday device. You' ve got to remenber one thing, Paul
intelligence-operations nanmes rarely have anything to do with the actual operation, just the
opposite, so maybe a new begi nning sinply neans a surprise ending."

"You nean sone kind of superbonb orbiting the earth and tinmed to bl ow up soon?"

"Maybe not soon," Rourke said soberly. "Maybe not for five years, or ten years, or maybe the next
five minutes. And maybe it's nothing we've thought of. 1'Il tell you what Reed wants nme to do,"
Rour ke said then, recounting his conversation with the Arny captain and their schedul ed neeting
the next day. Rourke | ooked at his watch. It was already the next day, fifteen mnutes into it.

The two men tal ked for a while longer. Afterward Rourke went to bed before Rubenstein. Mre to
keep out the light than for privacy, Rourke drew the curtains separating the naster bedroom from
the rest of the cavern and stripped away his clothes, then lay down on the double bed, his left
hand reaching out to the enpty side of the bed, his nind filled with thoughts of Sarah

Chapter 20.

Rour ke, Reed and three of the five Army nen wal ked past the university, turned left, and wal ked
to the downtown area of the city. Rourke's skin crawl ed. He was weaponl ess, not by choice, but
necessity. To be caught with firearns or even a knife in the Soviet-occupied city would certainly
mean di scovery and nost |ikely death. Rourke had decided on the course of action as the only neans
of contacting the Resistance. There was a man he knew in Athens and, if there were a Resistance
formng, this man would be in it, Darren Ball, ex-Special Forces, ex-nercenary, tough, hard,
experi enced, and as anti-Communi st as any man Rourke had ever net. Ball, before the war, had taken
to running a bookstore specializing in mlitaria, weapons books, and related itenms. He had |ost a
Il eg in Rhodesia, which had effectively ended his nilitary career

Rour ke, wearing a beat-up straw cowboy hat and dark sungl asses, scanned the street. The sight of
t he Kal ashni kov-armed Soviet troops strolling casually in the cold sunlight through an American
city disgusted him Twi ce Reed had had to restrain one of his nen, Bradley, a young bl ack
sergeant, who was fiercely anti-Soviet.

Wth Reed and the three soldiers, all disguised as civilians and, |ike Rourke, weaponless, Rourke
stopped on the corner. Wthout moving his |ips, Rourke nmuttered, "Hope nobody stops us for papers
or anything, hmf® Bradl ey, you cone with Reed and ne. You two drift around and act cool. W'l

meet you back here. Try and assess the conposition of the Russian units here; how many, what

equi pnrent, listen and learn, go," and w thout waiting for acqui escence, Rourke, Reed, and the
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headstrong Sgt. Bradley started toward where Rourke hoped to find Darren Ball, the Liberty Book
Store and B.S. Enporium Al nost brushing shoulders with a hal f-dozen Russian sol di ers, Rourke,
Reed, and Bradl ey reached the far corner, and Rourke stopped. The bookstore w ndows were boarded
over and the wooden sign hangi ng over the storefront had been spray-painted black, lining out the
name.

"What do we do now?" Reed asked.

"W keep our shirts on," Rourke said al nost disgustedly, then slowy wal ked around the corner. A
knot of young people was standing there, Rourke guessed in violation of sone Russian rul e against
public assenbly. Settling the straw cowboy hat | ow over his eyes, squinting in the sunlight
despite the glasses he wore, Rourke wal ked over toward them the two nmilitary nmen behind him

Rour ke fished a small cigar out of the pocket of his snap-front cowboy shirt, and stopped beside
t he young nen and women, bending his head | ow toward the flame of the Zippo held cupped in his
hands, tal king without |ooking at them "Any of you people know what happened to the guy who used
to run this place, the B.S. Enmporiun Fella named Darren Ball, missing a leg."

One of the younger nen | ooked squarely at Rourke, saying, "Wuat, you want information? Go to
hel | . "

A girl, about eighteen, grabbed the young nan's arm as Rourke | ooked at him the girl saying,
"diff, don't. If he's one of themhe'll only, "

"Rel ax," Rourke rasped, turning away and | ooking back into the street. "I"'man old friend of
Darren Ball's. Wiat are you so afraid of, if |I'mone of who?"

He | ooked past the young man to the girl. She brushed her hair nervously fromher face with the
back of her left hand, her eyes shifting uneasily fromside to side, they were pansy blue. "I
didn't nean anything, Mster. Neither did he."

"I can take care of nyself, Patty," the young man snapped, stepped toward Rourke, shaking the
girl's restraining hand fromhis arm

Rour ke turned, faced the young man, glanced fromside to side on the street, and snmashed his right
knee up, higher than for a groin shot, just smacking into the stomach in the soft part of the gut,
and as the young man, diff, Rourke remenbered the girl calling him doubled over, Rourke flicked
his right hand down across the left side of the boy's neck, the knife edge choppi ng above the
muscul ature and behind the ear. The young nman col | apsed. Rourke caught hi munder the arnpits and
got the boy, unconscious, to his feet.

"Here, you and you," Rourke snapped swaying the unconscious Ciff toward two of the other young
men in the cromd. They had been edgi ng toward Rourke, but catching Ciff had forced themto nove
back.

Rour ke drew his |ips back over his teeth, inhaling hard on his cigar, then exhaling the gray
snoke, watching it catch the wind as he scanned the street on both sides for evidence that he had
been watched. It seened clear. He |l ooked at the girl. "Patty, nowtell ne what you mean, you think
I"m spying for the Russians. What?"

"I, | didn't say that,"” the girl stammered.

Rour ke bent toward her, his face inches fromhers, her eyes looking up into his. He renpved the

gl asses, saying, "lI'mnot going to tell you why | want to see Darren Ball. That would only maybe
get you in trouble. He and | are old friends and if you dislike the Russians as much as you seem
to fear them then you should tell ne, now Do you know where he is?" "lI'mafraid," she said,

| ooki ng nervously fromside to side. "You don't have to do anything wong. The Russians pay for

i nforners and peopl e have started inform ng on anyone whet her he's done sonething or not, and
sonetinmes they let you go after it, sonetines they kill you. My sister, they let her go. She
hadn't done anything, but she hasn't opened her mouth to say a single word since, " She drew in
her breath hard and it nade a sort of scream Rourke thought. He glanced behind him six Russians,
arnmed, were rounding the corner

Rour ke | ooked at her. "Now, quick, where?"
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"A tent down by the fire station, all I,

"You, the cowboy hat!" The voice was hard, young, filled with authority. Over the years Rourke had
come not only to distrust authority but to resent it.

Rour ke turned around. Reed and Bradley had drifted off, and he could see them across the street.
"Yeah?"

"You' re supposed to say, the girl started behind him

"That is an inproper form of address," the young Russian |ieutenant snapped.

"Well, what am | supposed to call you?"

Rour ke knew the drill, he thought, and under normal circunstances, he realized, he would have

pl ayed the gane to get away quietly and do his business, but the fear in the girl's eyes nade him
think differently. The Russian and his five men edged toward Rourke. Rourke put his sungl asses
back on, rolled the cigar in his mouth to the left corner, the half-burnt cigar clanmped in his
teeth there

"I asked you a question. Wiat am | supposed to call you? How about wi np? That seens to fit you
real good, boy."

"What is this winmp?" the young Russian of ficer asked.

Rour ke heard | aughter from behind him Rourke | ooked down at the toes of his cowboy boots, they
went with the hat, and then up into the young Soviet officer's eyes. "Gee, that's hard to explain,
boy, sort of |ike a pussy-whip. Ever hear of that?"

"Pussy what ?"

"Here," Rourke began. "I'Ill show you." And Rourke started to reach into his breast pocket as if
for the stub of pencil sticking out there, then swung his right armback in a broad arc, the knife
edge of his hand smashing hard agai nst the young Russian's wi ndpi pe, smashing it, killing the boy.
Rourke's left hand flashed down to the brown |eather flap holster on the officer's belt, and
grabbed at the pistol there as he shoved the already dead Russian back against his five nen
Rourke's |l eft hand on the automatic, his right hand snappi ng back the slide, a Makarov PM 9nm
just in case there hadn't been a chanbered round, his left first finger pulling back on the
trigger. The gun fired point blank in the face of a Russian sergeant standing i medi ately behind
the dead officer.

Rourke started to run, into the street, across it. The other four Russians, shouting angrily,
started into the street behind him He caught Reed's eye, shook his head. "No!" He kept running,
then turned, snapped off two shots, the Soviet pistol in his right hand now One nore of the
Russi ans went down.

He coul d see Bradley, the black American intelligence sergeant, starting into the street, bent
down besi de the dead Russian, then his hands came up, an AK-47 at his hip, the gun spitting fire.
Rour ke ducked behi nd a pai nted-over mailbox, fired two nore rounds. A Soviet soldier fell |ess
than six feet fromhim Rourke |lunged toward the dead nan into the street, away fromthe mail box,
rolled as the pavenent around himchewed up in fragnents of tar and concrete, his hands on the AK-
47 the Russian soldier had dropped, the pistol clattering to the pavenent, his fingers searching
out the safety on the Kal ashni kov as he rolled. Suddenly there were nore than a dozen Sovi et
soldiers in the street, guns firing everywhere around him He stopped in md-roll, got to one
knee, fired, his first three-round burst catching the last of the original six Russians.

On his feet, Rourke ran toward the far sidewal k, Bradley beside him his AK-47 firing. Rourke
grabbed at the nman, swi nging himaround roughly by his shoul der, shouting, "Hothead!" Then he ran
down the sidewal k, better than a dozen Russian soldiers after them the crowd of unenpl oyed,
listless citizens parting |like waves before them nen and wonmen with the life drained fromtheir
eyes ducki ng i nto abandoned storefronts to escape the Soviet gunfire and the two nen, Rourke

t hought, the two madmen fighting the Russians.
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Rour ke gl anced behind him saw the pansy-eyed girl fleeing unnol ested. Rourke had killed the nmen
who coul d have caused her trouble. Then he saw Reed running after her. Rourke, firing a burst from
the AK-47, ducked into a gangway between two buil di ngs, Bradl ey beside him

At the end of the gangway there was a concrete fence bl ocking his way. Rourke stopped, gl anced
behi nd hi monce, then at the nearest wall. He thought bitterly that if it had been a novie
scenario there woul d have been a fire escape, but it wasn't a novie. Instead there were staggered
rows of wooden-franmed wi ndows in the concrete, the sills |arge enough, Rourke hoped. He reached
up, the AK-47 slung across his back diagonally, his right foot purchased against the sill of the
| owest wi ndow, then pushed hinself up, bracing his foot against the center of the w ndow where it
opened, pushing hinmself, clawing the concrete to grasp the | owest portion of the next higher sill
his |l egs swinging free a nonent, his hands tearing away fromthe rough and splinteri ng wood under
t he wei ght of his body, then his right leg swinging up for a purchase, finding it, Rourke pulled
hi msel f upward, snatching at the center of the w ndow franme.

Rour ke gl anced below him gunfire. Bradley was spraying the far end of the gangway, the dozen or
so Soviet soldiers temporarily stopped there. Rourke started up again, hearing the gunfire bel ow
him stop. He gl anced down; Bradley was ripping the banana-shaped magazi ne fromthe AK-47, throw ng
it to the gangway surface. Rourke started to reach back to his own gun, to strip the magazine from
it, then thought better of it.

Looki ng up, Rourke could see the roof |line. He pushed hinself up, both feet angl ed against the
wi ndowsi |l I, his hands flat against the building sides, then he reached up, pushing up fromthe
center of the window, his right hand grasping for the roof-line edge, his nmouth open, shouting,
"Bradl ey! Conme on, nan, after nme!"

His fingertips could barely touch the roof line. Rourke | ooked down. The Russian troops were
starting into the gangway, firing, Bradley pulling back

Rour ke pushed hinsel f up, junping for the roof edge, his fingers over the edge, slipping, his
nails digging into the rotted wood and rusty netal, his hands holding, his right foot braced
agai nst the top of the highest window, his left leg swinging free in the air.

Getting his left foot against the window, he half junped, half shoved hinself upward, his right
hand over the edge of the roof line, then his left, then his right leg swi nging up

Rour ke fl attened against the roof line, no tinme for a breath, wheeling to his knees, the nuzzle of
the AK-47 over the roofline, Rourke fired it into the Russians advanci ng through the gangway, the
sol di ers drawi ng back and firing back at him

He | ooked over the side, shouting down to Bradley, "Cone on, man!"

And Bradl ey, the useless and empty AK on the gangway surface, started for the first w ndow. Rourke
fired another three-round burst, covering the black sergeant. Bradl ey was reaching for the second
wi ndow, then, shorter than Rourke, barely got his hands to the higher | edge and pulled hinself up
Rourke fired another burst at the end of the gangway. Bradley was on the second w ndow | edge, half
up, reaching for the roof line, his fingers splayed against the wall, but a good six inches too
short to touch it.

Rour ke dropped the AK, pulling his belt fromthe |oops of his jeans, snaking it over the roof
line. Bradley reached for it and grabbed it. The belt in Rourke's right hand, he fired another
three-round burst with the AK fromhis left.

Bradl ey's right hand was on the roof line, then Rourke felt the tension on the belt slacken as
Bradl ey's |l eft hand reached up, Rourke snatching for it with his right, his fist |ocking around
the black man's wist. Rourke fired the AK-47, it was enpty.

Bradl ey cl anbered over the edge of the roof |ine. Rourke stood, hurtling the AK over the side on a
Russi an soldier trying to scale the wall.

"Come on!" Rourke rasped, starting across the roof. At the far side he saw a fire escape, started
toward it as a Russian soldier came on to the roof, his AK-47 com ng on |ine.
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The belt was still in Rourke's right hand, and he swng it, the heavy trophy buckle | ashing across
the Soviet soldier's right cheek and nose, opening a gash in the face. The man fell back toward
the edge of the roof. Rourke dove for him catching him snatching the AK-47 still clutched in the

man' s hands, then snatched the utility belt and the spare nmgazi nes there.

"Here!" he shouted to Bradley, throwing himthe gun and the belt, then Rourke shoved the half
consci ous Russian over the edge of the roof. The man's body hurtled down on the Russians stream ng
up the fire escape bel ow hi m

Rour ke scanned the roof |ine. There was another building beyond, the roof at approximately the
sane hei ght.

"Cone on!" he rasped to the sergeant. "Just like television, Rourke started in a deadrun for the
far edge of the roof, junped, his |l egs extended in midair between the building, his body crashing
down on the neighboring roof, going into a roll

Bradl ey had stopped on the edge. "Catch the gun." He tossed the AK-47 across the airspace, then
the belt. Rourke | ooped the belt across his shoulders and under his right arm Bradley ran back
then started forward, bent against his stride and his face set, his |ips drawn back

"Look out!" Rourke shouted. Bradley cleared the roof line as a Soviet soldier came up by the fire
escape, his AK-47 opening up

Bradley's arnms flew away fromhis sides, like a bird trying to fly, a | ook of fear on his face for
a fleeting instant, then the eyes wi de. Bradl ey was dead; his body fell between the buil di ngs.
Rour ke dropped to both knees and opened up with the AK-47, a three-round burst hamering into the
face of the Russian who'd killed the black sergeant.

Rour ke got to his feet, backing away, knowi ng the Russians were coming up the fire escape. He
scanned the roof he was on: there were no buil dings near, no hope of escape, he thought. The AK-47
braced against his right hip in an assault position, Rourke started to squeeze the trigger of the
AK, then spun to his right. Fromthe far end of the downtown section there was an expl osion, then
a fireball belched up into the sky.

"The fire station!" Rourke rasped. "Reed, Darren Ball!" Rourke edged toward the far side of the
roof, the street below himin panic, fire belching up frommanhol e covers and sewers.

Rour ke turned. Three Russian soldiers were comng up on the opposite roof. He fired, burning out
the magazi ne, then rammed hone a fresh one fromthe belt.

A truck was parked by the curb on the street side, a pickup with a canper top over it. "Wat the
hel 1" Rourke rasped. He took a few steps back fromthe roof edge to get up momentum then with a
running jump clear of the roof, crashed down toward the canper top, his body inpacting hard
against it, sliding off, and rolling down into the street.

Rourke pulled hinself to his feet. There was a single Russian starting toward the roof |ine above.
Rour ke raised the nmuzzle of the AK-47 and fired a three-round burst, then turned and ran, as the
Sovi et soldier fell screaming fromthe roof onto the street. The fires still raged fromthe
manhol e covers. Sirens were wailing in the distance.

Chapter 21.

Var akov' s one abiding wish ever since assunming mlitary command of the Arnmy of Qccupation had
been, he thought, a sinple and basic one, he would have preferred that Lake M chi gan be facing
west of the city so he could watch the sunset over it. He wal ked al ong the | akeshore, watching the
deep blue of the water, then | ooking beyond toward the city he conmanded and wonderi ng about the
country that lay beyond it. He wal ked al ong stone ranparts, slick and slippery fromthe water, but
he wal ked very carefully, watching the waves break below him Finally, he sat, staring out at the
dar keni ng wat er, thinking.

Karamat sov had to die, yes. But Karanmatsov was the favored child of the K@, and sinply to wal k up
to himand shoot himin the face would not go well. To try to inplicate himin sone inpropriety
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woul d perhaps bring about the downfall of Natalia as well.

And, Varakov realized, if he attenpted to arrange for sonething concerning Karamatsov and it were
to fail, then matters would only be worse: it could conme back at himand only di mnish his power
and his ability to protect Natalia from Karanmatsov and from her own warped sense of guilt.

No, it had to be a death, pure and sinple. And if he could arrange the death in such a way as to
make Karamat sov appear the hero, the valiant, noble, but thoroughly dead, Soviet officer, that
woul d only serve to heighten Natalia's security, and his own. He worried enough about the latter
only to be realistic. He realized he was an old nman and from Soviet political standards, he was
al rost as old as one could justifiably expect to becone.

A hero's death for Karamatsov. The man in charge of the American Continental KG would die a hero.
Yes.

But as to how he coul d assure Karamatsov's nmenory, Varakov felt at a | oss. He needed, he realized,
to sonmehow nmake certain soneone fromthe Anericans would kill Karamatsov. And, Varakov sighed
Kar amat sov was very good, hard to kill, deadly and skillful and well protected.

To kill Karamatsov he woul d need soneone who coul d best him soneone who was even nore deadly,
more skillful. A smle flashed across his thick lips. The man who had however unwittingly started
it all, the fight between Karanmatsov and Natalia, what was the name? Varakov stood up, staring out
at the water. The wi nd was whi ppi ng up, some of the breakers now crashing over the lips of the
nearest edge of concrete. "Rourke,"” he said, so only the water could hear him...

"Conr ade Ceneral ?"

"Grl, coffee!" he shouted, wal king, he realized, as he hadn't wal ked since he was ten years
younger. He sniled at the young fenal e secretary, and shouted after her as she scurried downstairs
to the cafeteria for the coffee, "And requisition a new uniformskirt; that one is too |long!"

He crashed down in the chair behind his desk, his greatcoat still on, plopping his hat on the desk
top and kicking off his shoes.

"Rourke," he said, "who has bested Karamatsov once before. Ha, ha!"
Chapter 22.

Rour ke had hi dden the Harley and his weapons in the railroad yard by the end of town. Wth the
expl osions still ringing in the distance, he edged toward the area cautiously through the tal
grass and weeds, the reddish clay under his feet giving because of the danpness of the ground. He
could see two of Reed's nmen left behind with the equi pnent. He edged closer to themand, in a | ow
voi ce, called out. The nen turned, guns ready, but the muzzles already |owering as Rourke rose
fromhis crouch and ran across the few yards separating them

"What the hell is goin' on in that town, Fourth of July or a war?"

"Alittle of both, | guess," Rourke answered, sitting in the grass despite the danpness, shucking
of f the cowboy boots and exchanging themfor his black conbat boots. "Bradley's dead, shot by sone
Sovi et trooper, but | got the guy. Reed and the others are okay. He made contact with the

Resi stance, |'m al nost certain." Rourke scraped nmost of the nmud off the cowboy boots, slipped them
into a plastic bag, and secured theminside the Lowe pack on the back of the Harley, then
scrounged out his weapons, checking the twin Detonics pistols, the Governnent .45, and the CAR-15
"W can wait a little while, but not too long, | don't want the Russians sl anm ng up roadbl ocks
and putting out nore patrols and us getting boxed in." Rourke slipped on the brown |eather jacket
over his double Alessi holster, then |left the bike, starting toward one of the crunmbling concrete
pyl ons supporting the railroad trestle. He noticed Reed's two nmen behind him

"You," Rourke said to the nearest nman, not renenbering his name and not bothering to read the
cloth tag sewn onto his canme fatigues. "Go over there to ny left, on the far side in the weeds
and wait. Keep that intersection as your field of fire." He turned to the other man, pointed al ong
the railroad tracks, and rasped, "You take up a position about fifty yards down there and spot the
road. 1'll keep an eye out here. And don't get overeager and shoot anything that noves; there're a
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lot of civilians out there, hmP"

As both men left, Rourke crouched in the grass, the CAR 15 across his lap, the scope covers off
and the stock extended. He could hear the wind despite the distant runblings fromthe city, and as
he wat ched beyond the tracks for sone sign of Reed or the others, or for some sign of Russian
troops, he reviewed what had happened. Once the young Russian officer had come up to him it meant
an arrest, and if nothing el se a short period of detention.

But, nore likely, Rourke thought, it nmeant his identification. He was certain that after he'd

hel ped President Chanbers break out fromthe K& Texas stronghold, all KGB units had the Soviet
equi valent of a rap sheet on him a physical description at the |least and, likely, a photo of him
fished fromold KG files when he'd been on the CIA active list years before. And that young girl,
Rour ke thought, the one with the pansy eyes, there'd been a | ook of fear in her eyes, the sane

| ook he'd seen in the eyes of the people he and Bradley had run past when the Soviet troops had
been pursuing them The people in Athens, Rourke thought bitterly, probably the people in any
occupi ed Anerican city needed sonething to show themthe Soviets weren't invincible. Rourke
smled. He knew they weren't.

Rour ke dropped on the ground, the butt of the CAR-15 swinging up to his shoul der, the crosshairs
of the three power scope settling on sonmething noving on the far side of the triple crossroads
beyond the tracks. It was hard to see clearly because the road curved deeply and was partially out
of view

He saw the novenent again, wi shing the Steyr-Mannlicher SSG were with himrather than at the
retreat because of the doubleset triggers, the tolerances in the barrel and the action. You could
meke reliable hits with the SSG out to a thousand yards and soneti mes beyond. A snile crossed his
lips. The sem -automatic version of Colonel Colt's little assault rifle would have to do. As he
wat ched across the eye relief into and through the scope, he thought about the gun for a nonent,
there were nore expensive assault type sporters than the CAR 15, but for his use, none he truly
liked better, spare parts, spare nmgazines, amunition, all were out there to be found, scrounged
froma mlitary rifle, whatever. And, despite his conparatively vast experience with weapons,

Rour ke abhorred guns that were conplicated to clean or maintain.

He saw the novenent again, this time clearly through the scope tube, then relaxed. It was Reed,
and not far behind him Rourke swept the scope along, were the two other nen who had been with
him And behind them Rourke settled the crosshairs on the awkwardly noving man, was a fourth
figure. The figure turned; Rourke caught the face under the objective |ens, Darren Ball
prosthetic |l eg and all

Rour ke | eaned back in the tall grass and stared skyward. He wondered wi thout verbalizing it if
Darren Ball and nen |ike hinmself as well had been nore a cause for the problens that had brought
the war, nore a cause than a solution. Then he thought back to the girl with the pansy-col ored
eyes: there was no reason for fear, no reason why it should be endured or allowed to grow. Ball
in his own way as an anti-Communi st nmercenary, had fought that fear. Rourke had fought it in the
Cl A, since by working against the ignorance that hel ped fear that nade nen in situations where
their lives and other lives were at stake do the wong thing, or fear to do anything because it
coul d be wrong.

Rour ke shook his head, got back into a crouch, a snile crossing his lips, his hands al nost wi thout
conscious will collapsing the stock on the CAR-15, replacing the elastic connected scope covers,
flicking the CAR-15's safety to the on position. He edged along the grass toward the nearest of
the concrete pylons and stood up to his full height, waiting.

It took a full three minutes by the face of the Rolex Submariner for Ball, Reed, and the others to
reach the railroad trestle. Already Rourke was getting edgey over the protracted time. Rourke
signal ed the nen as they approached, waving them over by the crunpling pylon, Ball's face creasing
into a smle as he saw Rourke. The man |linped forward, short of breath. "John! Hell man, | thought
they'd gotten you!" The two nen shook hands, then Rourke said, "Darren, have you heard anythi ng?"

"Reed al ready asked ne," Ball said.

Rour ke | ooked at Reed and nodded. Rourke added, "Well, have you?"
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"Al'l 1 know is sonebody told ne as they passed by your place the end of the first day after the
war, saw a bunch of tire tracks and sone hoof prints frommaybe four or five horses, fella wasn't
sure on that. The house was burned down, but it was still hot. Coupl'a bodies too, sonme burned up

some not, three, maybe four, people, one of thema wonman. Found a couple of guns burned up in the
house, they yours?"

"No. All | had at the house was a shotgun and a .45. Sarah probably took those, |east | hope she
did," Rourke added.

"She doesn't know where that fancy-dan retreat of yours is, huh?"

Rour ke | ooked at Ball, saying, "She could have, but we never got around to it. I'mthe only one
who knows," he said, intentionally neglecting to nmention Paul Rubenstein. He didn't know how far
he wanted to trust Ball, despite their |ong-standing seni-friendship.

"Well, 1"l put the word out to | ook for her, and the kids. Now what do you want in Athens besides

causi ng troubl e?"

Rourke smled, then his voice |low, said, "Ask these guys, they've got the big ideas. |'mjust the
native guide."

Bal | |aughed, then turned to Reed. "You want that Jim Colfax, tonight's the best tine to do your
askin', and you guys can give us a hand."

He | ooked at Rourke.
Rour ke | ooked up fromhis watch. "Let's cut the small talk, tinme's wasting."

“I'"ll make it short then," Ball said, his whiskey voice alnost hiding a laugh. "W got a raid

pl anned tonight, a biggee. | can't go, but Rourke, if you go and bring some of these fellas al ong,
well, I'"lIl make certain the whol e Resistance network has the poop on Sarah and the kids, and on
Colfax." Ball, edging painfully it appeared on his false |leg, glanced at Reed.

"Where?" Rourke said, cutting off Reed before the Arnmy Intelligence man coul d speak
"Nine o'clock or so at the old drive-in down the highway. You know the place?"
"Yeah," Rourke sighed. ".Check your watch against mne."

Ball pulled fromhis jeans pocket a wistwatch with a broken band. Conparing their tinmes, Rourke
was about ten minutes fast.

"I''"ll go by your tine," Rourke rasped.

"Hey, John?" Ball said as Rourke turned to nove back toward the Harley.

Rour ke | ooked at him saying, "I forgot to say thanks for the fireworks, bailed ne out, Darren."
"You cost us, John. Full dress tonight. There's gonna be a lot of killin'."
Rour ke |1 ooked at Ball, watched the gray eyes, snmiled, and just shook his head and started for the

Harley. "A lot of killing," he muttered under his breath. He woul d have thought there'd been
enough of that despite the fact that it was a |ikely consequence it would have at | east ceased to
be a preoccupation

Killing. Sone people never changed, Rourke thought.
Chapter 23.
Natalia sat on the couch. Her face was still tender where it was brui sed. She noved her body

slowy to get a nore confortable position; the welts on her back nade it awkward to sit. She
rearranged the |l ong robe around her as she tucked her |legs up onto the sofa, and hugged her knees
to her. Karamatsov, she thought, Vliadnir.
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She si pped at the vodka, feeling the ice against her even white teeth. Wuld her uncle try to get

revenge agai nst Vladnmir? The thought chilled her nore than the ice. She brushed a strand of bl ack

hai r away off her forehead and wapped the blue terrycloth robe around her nore tightly. She

gl anced at the digital clock on the table beside the sofa. Her uncle, General I|shnmael Varakov, had
called twenty-five mnutes before to tell her he was conming to see her. Wy?

There was a knock at the door, the one repaired only a few hours earlier. It was the sound of a
fist, rather than the netallic click-click-click of the brass doorknocker

She stood up, tightened the belt around the robe, and reached into the snmall drawer of the end
table. She had put away the gun she'd taken fromMadnmir and had the little four-barrel ed

stainl ess steel COP pistol. She broke the pistol, verified all four barrels were | oaded, and
dropped the double action only derringer-like gun in the right pocket of her robe. Her hand

remai ned there. It was likely her uncle, she thought, but chances were sonething only fools took.
She stopped, the thought nonentarily amusing her. Hadn't it been a chance to nmarry the nost
handsone and nost ruthl ess young officer in the K@? Sonme chances didn't prove out, she thought,
staring at the unopened door at the end of the small hallway, hearing the knocki ng agai n.

She wal ked to the door, decided agai nst peering through the peephole, and stood beside the
doorfrane in the narrow part by the wall. She asked through the door, in Russian, "Yes, who is at
t he door ?"

"It is cold out here, and |'"'man old man too lazy to button his coat. Hurry, girl!"

She sniled. Natalia |loved her uncle like a second father, perhaps nore than the father she had
lost as a little girl. She verified it was himby glancing through the nagnifying lens in the
peephol e, then rel eased the chain and the deadbolt, and swung the door inward.

The old man stood there, his greatcoat open as he'd told her, rubbing his gloved hands together
He took a step inside, and she et himsnother her in his arns as he had al ways done since she was
a child.

"Uncl e," she nurnured.

"Child," he whispered, then, one armstill around her, he started into the hall. "It is cold here,
i ke Moscow, only sonehow nore danmp."” Wth his free hand he swng the door shut behind them

They stopped at the end of the hall beside the steps |eading down into the living room She hel ped
hi mout of his coat, took his hat and gl oves, and watched himas he wal ked into the living room
Huggi ng the coat to her, she wal ked back into the hall and hung it on the coat tree and set the
hat on the snmall table, then, taking a deep breath because she was afraid of what her uncle would
say, she wal ked back toward the living room and down the steps. Natalia sat beside himon the
couch, tucking her knees up and her ankl es under her again, |ooking at his deep, al nost cani ne-
sad, eyes.

"Natalia, | need information and | will not tell you why. You doubtless al ready suspect why at any
event, child. You nmay keep your suspicions. | want information."
"Uncl e?"

"Fix nme vodka, then | will tell you." He picked up her glass, sniffed at it and smled, then
| ooked at the ice, his face downturning at the corners of the nouth. "None of this Anerican ice-
cube m xing, a ruination of good vodka."

She sniled and | eaned across the couch, still on her knees, and kissed his cheek, then got up
wal ked into the kitchen.

She coul d hear hi m hunm ng. Hey! Andrushka, the song itself about drinking vodka. She poured a
tunbl er about two-thirds full and brought the bottle out with it, and returned to the living room

He abruptly stopped humm ng as she re-entered the room She handed himthe glass, and he drank it
down neat, exhal ed hard and rasped, his voice odd-soundi ng and breathl ess.
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"It is not like the vodka we nade when | was a boy, you used pepper or sand or whatever you could
get to nake the oil float to the bottom so it would not go into your nouth with the vodka, ughh.
Lovely thing it was!"

She | aughed, and poured hi m another glass. He looked at it for a while, not drinking it. She sat
besi de hi mand took her own glass. The ice was nearly nelted.

"What do you want to know, Uncle?"

"l want to know the name of the man Vladmir had in Sanuel Chanbers's inner circle, the traitor to
the new President. | want the man's nanme, his title or official duties, and how he may be
contacted. | want this all now " And Varakov tossed down the vodka.

Nat al i a wat ched his hands. She wondered what they were truly capabl e of.
Chapter 24.

Sarah Rourke sat on the steps of the front porch, listening to the kitchen sounds Mary nade,
wat chi ng the reddish orb of sun in the low, thin clouds at the end of what was a peaceful universe
for her, or perhaps, she thought, an island, an island of normalcy in the fear and hatred and
terror of the world since the war.

She stood up, her feet in borrowed shoes, snpothed the borrowed dress agai nst her as she wal ked
into the house through the screen door and through the perfectly normal 1iving roomor parlor

past the long dining-roomtable, already set, and through the narrow hall past the pantry into the
kitchen. She |iked ol der houses, despite the sonmetinmes awkward room arrangenents.

Mary, MIlie's aunt, was standing by the kitchen sink, rinsing vegetabl es.
"Can | help with dinner, Mary?" Sarah asked.

"No need, Sarah, but you can if you like. | need those potatoes peeled, knife over in the top
drawer, and there's an apron on the hook other side of the door."

"Ckay," Sarah said, finding the apron and tying it around her wai st. She found the knife and sat
at the snmall table and opened the cloth sack of potatoes. "What do | put the peelings in?"

Mary turned around fromthe sink, the water still running. She didn't say anything for a m nute,
then, "1'd say open a newspaper. We used to open an old newspaper. But there ain't none. W used
to use a grocery sack. dd M. Harland ran the grocery, but he died of a heart attack when they
busted into the grocery, drove their trucks and notorcycles right through the gl ass w ndows they
did, killed some of the clerks who were trying to help old M. Harland." Mary rubbed her hands on
the front of her apron, turned around absently, and shut off the water.

Sar ah wat ched the wonman, watched as Mary stared through the wi ndow above the sink and into the
garden and beyond. Sarah could see the purplish night far off in the distance. She heard a

sni ffing sound, saw Mary bend down and touch the apron to her face, then heard the water turn back
on. Mary was tal king, but not |ooking at Sarah

"I don't know, Sarah, where to put them peels fromthem potatoes. | don't know. "
Chapter 25.

Rour ke watched in the shadows. It was a conmando raid, he guessed, sonething against a Sovi et
installation in the city or sonewhere near. He had left the bike for two of Reed's nmen to guard as
wel | as Reed' s other equipnent.

Then with Reed and the other two surviving team nmenbers, Rourke had started wal ki ng through the
woods and paralleled the road for about a mle, seeing no sign of traffic as they made their way
toward the old drive-in theater. Rourke knew the man and worman who'd owned it years before, and
now as he turned off the road and skirted behind it, avoiding the access drive, he wondered if
sonehow t he coupl e had nanaged to nake it through the hol ocaust.
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He felt someone tapping on his shoul der and heard a whi sper, Reed's voice. "Wy are we taking the
| ong way around, Rourke?"

Rour ke stopped, the CAR-15 slung fromhis right shoul der, his fist wapped on the pistol grip, the
safety lever on and his thunmb near it. "I trust the notives of the Resistance people, but there
could always be a ringer in with them working for the Soviets."

"Goddam Russi ans, " Reed nuttered.

Rour ke | ooked at him able to discern the outline of his face in the darkness, saying, his voice
| ow, "Yeah, well, maybe goddamm Comuni sts, but not goddamm Russians, they're people just |ike we
are, led by their government, doing what they're told."

"You were sweet on that Russian broad a little, weren't you? Chanbers said she,

Rour ke jabbed the rmuzzle of the CAR- 15 forward, hard in the darkness, a nmpoan and a rush of air

i ssuing fromReed' s |lips as he doubl ed over. Bending beside him the muzzle of the rifle al ongside
the hunched-over man's face, Rourke rasped, "You keep out of mny personal affairs, Reed, hear that?
And not that it's any of your business, because it dammed well isn't, if it weren't for that

" Russi an broad' your President would have been | ocked away by the Communi st occupati on forces by
now and you and all your people woul d have been croaked in a neutron blast. It doesn't matter how
| feel about her, she did us all a good turn and got her own tail in a sling probably doin' it.
And | wouldn't be here doin' this foolishness to begin with if | weren't trying to find ny wife
and kids. You grow up a little, and maybe you're gonna realize that any nornmal nan neets a | ot of

"broads' like you call '"em a lot 6f wonen he can |like, maybe he could | ove under different
circunstances. But it's only juvenile delinquents and norons who figure fidelity's a one-way
street. | figure if ny wife counts nme as alive, wherever she is, she's being faithful to ne, and
don't just owe her the sanme, | want to give her the sane. Now, " and Rourke bent low, his Iips

al rost touching Reed's ear, his voice rasping and hard, "you think you got all that, Reed? O you
wanna go out back there a few hundred yards into the brush and get the shit kicked out of you?"

Even in the dark, Rourke could see the hard set around Reed's eyes. "You give sernons, too, huh?
M. Good GQuy, M. Hero, what's sone di nky-assed nucl ear war to you, huh?"

Rourke let out a slow, |ow breath, saying half through his teeth, "You and the guys |ike you who
stayed with the systemare the ones who fucked it all up. Had to play your little ganes, do your
little dances, keep the world spinning around and figure when it stopped it was like a roulette
wheel, you win, fine, you lose, there's always another game. Well, you | ook at the sunsets, you
feel the tenperatures agai nst your skin, you measure the rainfall, you count the dead bodi es,
sucker. Sonme Communi st gave an attack order, sone guy over here gave an attack order and it's just
real great to push sone goddamm anonynous button. You go out and kill a couple hundred mllion
peopl e some ni ght when you can snell their sweat, snell it when they die and their bowels | oosen
up and their sphincters relax, and you can see the eyes go glassy. You do it that way next tine,
and see how well you like playin'."

Rour ke turned around and started through the brush toward the nai n parking area of the abandoned
drive-in, sonehow feeling better inside and at the sane tinme feeling worse. He'd al ways | abel ed
hinsel f either laid back or uptight, he'd never been sure which. And he wasn't used to hearing
hinself et go. Hs jaw set, he kept wal ki ng.

Rour ke edged toward the farthest end of the tall standing pine trees, their bare shadows casting
long, thin lines along the ground fromthe reflected light of Coleman lanterns in the center of
the drive-in lot. Rourke watched the assenbled nmen, no women. He didn't |ike the rendezvous; it
was too open. He waited as the nowsilent Reed edged up near him

The man rasped, "After this is through, you and ne."

Rour ke sinmply nodded. Reed, conpetent, tough and, Rourke thought, about as bull-headed as he, was
the last thing on his mnd

Chapter 26.

General Varakov sat in darkness. O her than the light fromthe [ong rectangul ar |anp that bathed
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his desk in yellow, beyond was shadow and then beyond it bl ackness, and far into the nain hal

near the skeletons of the mastodons was a ceiling light, but it shone nore |like a beacon than a
source of illumnation. The light cast shadows fromthe bones of the two prehistoric giants and
seened only to accentuate how they sonehow did not fit in the real world of nen and yet enphasized
the nortality they shared with nen.

Var akov wi ped his hands across his eyes, and stared at the file folder. It was the K& file on
John Thomas Rourke. He scanned through it once again. Doctor of Medicine, with no particular
specialty, and training toward general practice, and after the degree, internship at, Varakov
didn't recogni ze the nane of the hospital. After there was an unaccounted-for year, and then
Rour ke had joined Central Intelligence as a case officer, the translation for that Varakov knew
was a spy, an agent. He had noved into the Bl ack Section, Covert Operations, and had killed
several times for the agency, targets usually in Latin America. Varakov noted with interest that
apparently Karanmat sov and Rourke had crossed paths in Latin Anerica once. And Rourke had bested
Kar amat sov.

For some reason not clear in the file, Rourke had quit Central Intelligence after an affair in
Latin America, which he'd barely survived. There had been an anbush, Rourke's people had been
killed, and only Rourke's body had not been found, and then several weeks later a nan natching
Rour ke' s general description had been seen near the docks and after that, Rourke had apparently
drifted into Mani, barely alive.

Hi s nerve gone? Varakov doubted that, for after |eaving Cl A Rourke had begun to freel ance, not in
Intelligence, but in counter-terrorist training, survival training, weapons skills, etc. He had
been spotted working with pro-Anmerican nilitary and police units in virtually every corner of the
worl d where the Americans needed the help nost. Varakov made a mental note to see if Rourke had
really left the Conpany, as it was called, or sinply assuned a cover

Rour ke had written several books on the nedical, psychol ogical, and weapons-rel ated aspects of
survival, short and long-term He was an expert; Varakov noted curiously that some of Rourke's
wor ks had been pirated, translated, and were adapted as training manuals in the Soviet Union. The
t hought amused him he wondered if Rourke woul d take such know edge wel |l ? He doubted it. He
scanned through the fam |y background; wife works as an artist, illustrator, and witer of
children's books; two children, Mchael and Ann. Varakov worked the dates, the boy would be
nearing seven, the girl nearing five.

He scanned through the file to the skills section. There was a repeat of the nedical background,
the standard things one expected in an Intelligence agent, or former agent, dealing wth radio,
etc. He was qualified on helicopters, fixed-wing aircraft, mlitary jets. Rourke's Georgia
driver's license nunber appeared there, curiously, Varakov thought, the same as Rourke's soci al
security nunber. He was reportedly an expert marksman, but that was to be expected. Habitually
carried .45ACP or .357 Magnum cal i ber handguns.

Perfect, he'd liked the sound of the man when he'd spoken with himand realized that despite their
political, ideological, and other differences, to Varakov's thinking, they were much alike. Men of
purpose, men with feeling, nen who did what they nust. Varakov had never |iked Karamatsov who had
no feeling, and when the surface was finally scratched, the insides were worse than those of a

pi g.

Natalia was his special child, Varakov scow ed, and for hurting her, Karamatsov would sinply and
finally die. Varakov did not consider it revenge, and the justice of it was not sonething that
bothered himeither. It was just, but nore to the point, it was sonething he wanted done. He

si ghed, not being a vindictive man, but w shing that circunstance did not preclude himpulling the
trigger hinself.

Hi s desk phone rang.
"Var akov!" he snapped into the receiver. It was the radio room his contact.

He waited, thinking about how to handl e the nan, waiting while the adjustnents were nade. This was
the traitor in President Chanbers's closest group of advisors.

"Hel l o, yes, Varakov. So, at last. You, too, are a general of sorts | hear," Varakov said, the
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t hought slightly amusing him He disliked traitors, and the nore highly placed, however useful
the nore intense the dislike.

"Yes, sir," the very Anerican, cowboyish voice answered noncommittally.

"Randan Soanes, Conmander of the Paranmilitary forces of Texas, one of Samuel Chanbers's trusted
confidants. A man who visited Russia twelve years ago, has been working for us ever since and has,
before the war, handed us over nunerous copies of secret files com ng through your el ectronics
conponents busi nesses. How nice to neet you," Varakov said.

"Yes, sir.

"I understand that you sexually nolested a child, "

"Sir, please, | beg, "
"I, personally, would not have chosen bl ackmailing you into espionage. | would have shot you. You
are worse than a savage, worse than an animal. | would have no conpuncti on agai nst |eaking to your

American friends who you are, what you have done for us and why. That is clear?" Varakov wanted to
term nate the conversation as quickly as possible, feeling sonehow dirty talking with the man even
across perhaps several thousand niles. He wasn't quite certain exactly how far Texas was from

Chi cago.

"But, Ceneral Varakov,

"You will do exactly as | say, | ama man of honor and you are not, therefore, you are taking
advant age of ne and you have nothing to lose. | need the following. | understand this Anerican
terrorist Rourke is obsessed with locating his wife and children who were living in Georgia before
the war. Al indications would be that he has gone there. How can he be found, inmediately?"

"But, sir, |, ahh, "

"You will find himfor ne, tell ne how he can be | ocated precisely, and all will be as it was. If
you do not, then all will be bad for you. I will hear fromyou in tw hours. You would have nore
time had you contacted ne sooner as requested."”

"But, sir, | had to be so careful so no one, "

"I amnot interested in these concerns, however genuine. Do your job, now" Varakov hung up the
recei ver and checked his watch. He shut off the desk lanp and sat in the dark better to study the
shadows of the bones fromthe central hall. He answered the tel ephone, not bothering with the
Iight, and because of the darkness sonmehow he found hinsel f speaking nore softly that he had the
first tinme.

"Yes, Soanes. A teamlead by a Captain Reed, you will be left alone, that is nmy pledge.

Yes, Reed has reported his position. Near where? Ahh," Varakov renenbered the nanme of the town
where he had set up the garrison. "A raid of sone kind. That should be easy to deternine. You

|l earn, as a real, " and he enphasized the last word, "mlitary commander that there are certain
things no Resistance fighter or terrorist bothers with, you may want to keep them busy with these
by making them attractive, a bank with no noney, a warehouse filled with enpty boxes, like this.
And, conversely, there are certain targets no self-respecting Resistance fighter will pass up
That is why they die so quickly. You have done satisfactorily. You are safe.” And then, his voice
| ow, he added, "But, if it ever comes to ne that you touch another child, I will cone after you
and kill you nyself with nmy bare hands." He snashed the receiver down.

He lifted the receiver again, pushed the button, and got the staff office downstairs. "This is
Varakov. Contact inmmedi ately the Conmander of the Southeast Regional District and get himon ny
Iine, have ny personal plane fueled and ready, and find nmy secretary and have her pack a bag."

He hung up.

Chapter 27.

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...4/9)/Survivalist%20003%20-%20The%20Quest.txt (45 of 74) [12/24/2004 11:01:53 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ A hern,%20Jerry/ GCOSurvivalist%20(4/9)/ Survival i st%20003%20-%20The%20Quest. txt

"W got Conmittees of Resistance formn' in Tennessee, Al abama, Pennsylvania, both Carolinas.
W'll alert "emall to keep their eyes peeled for your woman and kids, and that's a pronise,"
Abner Ful som stated enphatically. "Don't think we can't synpathize with y'all, cause we can. And
don't y'all think we don't appreciate it, hear? | mean you and these other fellas helpin' us go up
agai nst them Reds, tough stuff, huh?"

Rour ke renenbered having met the man once sone years back. He'd run a hardware store. The
"Conmittee of Resistance" was sone twenty nen strong, at least this night, and their weapons
ranged fromthe subline to the ridicul ous, Rourke thought, and everything in between. There were

| ever action .30-30 Wnchesters, bolt action rifles of various persuasions, Colt, FN and Heckler &
Koch assault type rifles and one or two sawn-back punp shotguns. The handguns ranged from singl e-
action Ruger Super Bl ackhawks in cowboy-style holsters to Walther PPK/'S .380s to .45s to al nost
every imaginable Colt, or Smith & Wesson revol ver variant. One nan had a MAC-10. He'd been a
submachi ne gun col | ector before the war and had | oaned or given away much of his collection to the
Resi stance. Unfortunately, Rourke thought, the people who had nost of the selective fire weapons
were somewhere el se at the present.

"What about Col fax?" Reed asked.

"Yeah, but sonmethin' tells nme, Captain, |I'mgonna |leave that infornmation on where JimColfax is
hangin' out 'til after tonight. You never know what night happen," Abner Ful somsaid, smiling, his
bright white teeth catching the light of the Col eman | anp.

"Al'l right," Rourke said, tired of the talk, tired of the entire situation. "Were's the raid
going to be, on what. Wat kind of resistance can we expect, how do we get there, you know, al
that standard novie stuff, hnmmP"

Darren Ball, Rourke thought, had been strangely silent, sitting with an AR-15 across his lap and a
Governnment Model .45 in a military type across the chest shoul der hol ster. Rourke thought Ball's
silence wouldn't last for |ong.

Abner Ful som began to speak. "There was a huge, nodern shopping center not too far fromthe city,
real popul ar place before the war. Russian occupation forces are usin' it now as a supply depot
and helicopter base because of the big parking lot. Sone of us blew up the airport when we | earned
the Russians were comin' in, so they' ve been usin' the shopping center. There's a big ammo dunp
there, too. Figure we can steal all the AK-47s and such we can carry and amo for them blow up
everything el se. W go to the shopping center. W got a code name for it, Firehole."

"Anyt hi ng el se?" Rourke asked.

"Yeah, we know a secret way into the place, too, through a big stormdrain. It's stil
operational, but there hasn't been no big stormlately so the drain should be pretty dry. |
figure, " "That's all?" Rourke asked Ful som

"Yeah, about it. Wy?"
"Well ..." Rourke began slowy, then stopped, Darren Ball interrupting him

"What he nmeans is a commando type raid against a hardened nilitary site Iike a supply depot isn't
sonmet hin' you whip up on the spur of the nonent, Fulsom Sane thing |'ve been tryin' to tell you
for along time. That's why the last raid got you so nany casualties."

"What | ast raid?" Rourke asked.

"These damed fools,"” Ball began. "Awmw, they decided to go and dynamite the guard posts in the
center of town, blew up one part of the installation, killed nmaybe a half dozen Russi an sol diers,
and lost five of their own nmen."

"How many nmen you have?" Rourke asked Ful som

"Well, we got a,

"You ever use wonen?"
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"Well, we always figured the wonmen wasn't really good at,

"Wonen do just as well in Resistance work as nmen, some of them are nore savage fighters than a man
coul d ever be," Rourke told the assenbled Conmittee of Resistance. "You're cutting down your
personnel pool by nore than half that way. Winen can get in places innocently where men can't, the
whol e thing. What expl osives are you using for this rai d?" Rourke asked, changing the subject.

"Well, we got a little dynamite. Figure to steal our explosives on the spot and take sone extras
al ong." Ful som | ooked nervous for the first tinme.

Rour ke shook his head, saying, "What if they're fresh out of explosives, what if they don't keep
det onati on devi ces anywhere nearby, what if, a whole bunch of what-ifs. This isn't araid, its
mass suici de. Count ne out," Rourke said, unhooking his right thunb fromthe carry handle on the
CAR- 15 slung under his arm and wapping his fist around the pistol grip. He turned to go back
toward the tree line.

"M . Rourke?"
It was Ful somis voice, and Rourke turned around.
mn \N]at ?ll

"We need a raid like this. W need to show the Russians we can stri ke back and stri ke back hard. |
got some dynamite. Maybe we can rig sonething. Mybe, "

"Hel | ." Rourke al nost whi spered, turning back toward the nmenbers of the Committee of Resistance.
Li ke nost conmittees generally, Rourke thought, it wasn't doing too well in the |ogic departnent.
Chapter 28.

"I"'mgoin with Pa to join up with the Resistance, and that's the plain fact,'
sai d.

t he red-haired boy

Sarah turned fromwatching the noon on the porch steps and | ooked at the boy, Thad, Mary's son
Si xt een, she guessed, give or take a year. Sarah turned and stared back at the noon, huggi ng her
knees up to her, swatting at a nosquito against her bare calf and pulling her dress down | ower
over her | egs.

"Thad, don't you think your nother needs a nan around the house. Your father, your brothers,
they're all in the Resistance." Inside, she could hear M chael and Annie running, playing,
screani ng with happi ness.

"Sarah's right, boy, we need a man 'round here," Mary Milliner said softly.
Sar ah Rour ke watched the sky, trying to pick the constellations of stars on the clear night air

"Them Russians is buildin' a big fort or base near where Chattanooga used to be,
again, his voice sounding artificially deepened.

the boy began

"Chattanooga's still there, Thad," Sarah commented. "But all the people are dead. | don't think
you'd want to see Chattanooga; there was death just everywhere." The thought of the neutron-bonbed
city, she assuned that had been what had happened, nade her shiver. No nen, no wonen, no children
The dogs, the cats, the birds, the grass was all brown and yellow, the trees were just there, but
al |l dead. She shivered again. "You wouldn't want to see Chattanooga, Thad," Sarah said again.

"That big base the Russians is got," Thad insisted. "Gotta stop 'em before they get so all set up
and everythin' they can't get stopped, you know "

The boy wanted reassurance, Sarah thought. She |aughed, alnmost out |oud. Men so often, at | east
some men, insisted wonen were so alike. Men were sonetinmes alike, too, she thought now, and she
al nost envied it. If John, her husband, were still alive, she wanted himto be, whatever John was
doi ng now, he was consuned with it, she was sure. He was searching for her, searching for the
children, fighting Comuni st sol diers perhaps, brigands very likely. Men found "toys" for their
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m nds even under the worst circunstances, just fromtheir role of being men. There was al ways
sonmething to do, to go up agai nst.

She | eaned agai nst the post beside the porch railing and stared out across the dark expanse of the
fields. Thad and her husband, John, their thing to do now was go and fight. Mary and herself, too,
i f she found John (when, she remninded herself, or when he found her). She would wait, care for the
children, keep the hone, clean the wounds, and go quietly insane each tinme she thought of John
goi ng out and perhaps dying. She stared up at the peculiar haze around the noon, w shing John were
there to tell her what it nmeant. Was the world ending, the heat, the cold, the torrential rains,
the red sunsets?

"Mary," she said, her voice trenbling slightly. "Mary, I'mgoing to |leave in a few days because if
I don't, " she stood up and wal ked into the darkness, wi shing she had a sweater, cold suddenly.
“If I don't," she whispered to herself and the night, "I won't have the strength to do anyt hing,

but stay here.”
Chapter 29.

Col . Vassily Korcinski hung up the radio tel ephone. He wal ked fromhis desk to the snmall mirror
i nsi de the open closet door, snoothed his white hair with his hands, and studied his face.

Cl assic, he thought, chiseled. He couldn't help but smle. Qher than his own image, he thought,
he was pl eased that Varakov trusted him so.

He wal ked back to his desk, lifted the red tel ephone to his day roomand waited. It rang | ess than
once. A voice answered with the formal identification of place, rank and | ast name, and the
inevitable "Sir!"

He cut the man off. "This is Colonel Korcinski. Alert the counter-terrorist force to nove out
within five mnutes."

Korci nski hung up the tel ephone, wal ked back to the closeted mrror and took his cap, adjusting it
at a slight angle over his left eye, snpothing back the white hair, snoothing his uniformjacket
under the gunbelt, opening the flap holster, working the slide on the pistol and chanbering the
first round, then setting the Makarov's safety, the hanmmer down. Rehol stering the gun, glancing
once nmore into the mrror, he closed the closet door and started across his office.

As he opened the door into the hall, the sirens began sounding. He strode purposefully, he was
consci ous of hinself and had al ways been, down the hallway, the sounds of running feet in the
hal | way of the journalismbuilding and now his staff headquarters reassuring to him

Nar ci ssism sone called it that. He called it pride and realization of his destiny. He turned the
corner into the side corridor, the glassed wall on one side |ooking out into the central square
where the counter-terrorist force was already fornming. He wal ked al ong the hallway, staring into
the gl ass, seeing his own image half-refl ected and superinposed on the glass over the figures of
runni ng armed nmen, notorcycle units, and troop vehicles. He wal ked to the end of the hallway and
t hrough the glass doors, adjusting his hat to a bit nore rakish angle in the reflection, then
started down the steps, his boots gleaming in the reflected artificial |ighting.

He reached the base of the steps, turned left, pushed briskly through the doubl e-gl ass doors, and
took one last glance. He stepped out onto the brick porch and wal ked down its |ength, surveying
the men, the officers saluting as he passed. Korcinski returned the salutes with a studied

casual ness. He could see his aide running up to him bringing his greatcoat and his swagger stick
He stopped, letting the man hold the coat for him Korcincski left the collar up, the coat hanging
open, the swagger stick under his left armas he pulled the skin-tight |eather gloves over his
mani cured fingers.

He sl apped the swagger stick against his right thigh, glancing with great drama at the watch on
his wist. It was only four minutes, and the men were already assenbl ed, the troops boarded into
the trucks, the notorcycle patrols nmounted, his staff car waiting.

He stepped to the edge of the porch, speaking at the top of his voice, carefully listening to it
for the tone, the life init. He liked the way it resonated through the square, the stone
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buil dings nmaking it reverberate as though he were speaking fromsonme far l[oftier height.

"We have been notified of a full-scale terrorist assault to be conducted at a | ocation not far
fromhere." He liked to preserve an el enent of nystery, the very ambiguity he'd | earned to inbue

his nmen with a sense of the inportance of it all. "W are to contain the terrorists until their
ammuni tion is exhausted, then to take themin hand-to-hand conbat and preserve as many of their
lives as possible. There is one man, he is tall, his hair is dark, rising froma high forehead, he

frequently wears sungl asses even at night, he will be wearing several handguns and be skilled in
their use. No one man is to attenpt to take him squad action only. If any man kills this man, he
will hinmself be shot. This man, at all costs, nust be taken alive and as uninjured as possible. |
can explain no further for reasons of security. W will nove out toward the helicopter staging
area and supply depot."

He stood then, quietly, surveying the faces of his nen, then shouted, "W toil for the liberation
of the workers of the world, and for this reason we ourselves are invinciblel"

A cheer, spontaneous he thought, went up fromthe assenbl ed troops and he waved the swagger stick
in his gloved hands. He had al ways admired the incantation the Nazis had used: spirit was

i mportant. He saluted the swagger stick against the peak of his hat and strode toward the steps at
the far side of the brick porch | eading down to his nmen, his staff car,, and to his destiny.

Chapt er 30.

Rour ke stared at the nmoon and the curious, ghostlike haze around it. He shuddered slightly. The
night was cold, the air here on the river was danp and chill, but the shudder was for sone ot her
reason he couldn't quite define. He glanced skyward at the hal oed noon. The shudder canme again and
he knew why.

The water of the river made tiny, wavelike |apping sounds against the hull of the rubber boat as
in silence and darkness Rourke's boat and three nore sinilar to it stayed to the mddle of the
river, searching the bl ackness and shadow on the right bank for. the outlet of the stormdrain. In
the darkness, he felt the safety on the CAR- 15, checked the security of the twin stainless
Detonics pistols in their shoul der hol sters, checked the security of the flap on the Ranger rig
hol ding the Metalifed Government .45 on his hip. He forced hinmself to slow his breathing. He was
nervous; the mssion held sonmething that snelled bad to him tasted foul. There was sonething very
wong with it, and it wasn't just the poor planning or the inexperienced people. He hal f-w shed
Paul Rubenstein had been well enough to come along. At |east he trusted Paul, and for what Pau

| acked in experience, he conpensated well in intelligence and initiative.

Rourke pulled up the collar of his |eather jacket, snapping closed the second hi ghest button on
the of f-white cowboy shirt he wore beneath it. He snatched off the sunglasses, securing themin
his shirt pocket, squinting as his eyes adjusted to the difference in light. He al nbst | aughed
aloud; if he hadn't been so sensitive to light all through his life, he would have thought it
synmptomati c of radiation sickness. He checked the closure on the canvas nmusette bag hanging from
his left side over the M 16 Bayonet, the closure on the Bushnell Arnored 8 x 30s hanging from his
right side. The bottons of his jeans were rolled in with bl ousing garters over the tops of his
conbat boots, stuffing the pants in the boots had al ways been unconfortable to him He renenbered
once, years earlier, having fought his way five mles in subfreezing tenperatures through nore
than two feet of fresh snow on foot, the drifts had been as high as his thighs and he had fallen
several tinmes, then the pants had been tucked into the boots to keep the snow out. He had nade it
then and he thought that sonehow he'd nmake it tonight. He had to. He had cone to think of it as a
quest, no less inportant than a search for the Grail, for any treasure ancient or nodern, nore

i mportant because it was a human quest, to find the three surviving humans who neant the nost to
himin all the world, the woman he had al ways | oved, the son, the daughter, each child part of him
and part of her.

"Over there, past those rocks and weeds," Rourke heard Ful somrasp. Rourke shook his head,
searching out Fulsomin the darkness, finding his silhouette, and then seeing in what direction
the man poi nt ed.

Rour ke, his night vision better than nost because of light sensitivity, could see the outline of
the upper right quarter of the stormdrain's circular entrance clearly. Rats, snakes, wolf spiders
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possi bly, he set his jaw, staring at the entrance as two of Reed's nen, doing the row ng on
Rour ke' s boat, changed course fromthe center of the river toward the marshy, mnmuddy bank

As the rubber boat skidded into the nud, Rourke was already on his feet and going over the
gunwal es, the sounds of critters on the land and things in the water sonething he |istened
intently for.

Rour ke approached the stormdrain entrance, Reed beside him and Ful som behi nd Reed. Rourke gl anced
back toward the entrance.

"What the hell is that?" Reed whispered, pointing toward a silver glinting sphere from sonethi ng
rem ni scent of thread

"It's a spider nest. See '"emin trees and branches a lot."

"Hell ," Reed rasped, starting to take the bayonet fromhis belt and hack at the nest.

Rour ke caught his wist, looking at himhard in the noonlight. "If it were blocking the entrance,
fine, if it were in our way, fine, never kill anything unless you have to, there're enough things
you have to kill these days."

Rour ke si destepped in front of Reed and gl anced around him then took his Zi ppo and flicked it
lit, lighting one of his small, dark cigars, and glanced at the |umi nous face of the Rolex on his
wist in the light of the flame, then noved the blue-yellow fire toward the entrance, up and down
and fromside to side, inspecting the tunnel beyond the lip of the storm drain.

"What do you think, M. Rourke?" Ful som asked, his voice |ow beside Rourke.

"My first name is John. What do | think about the stormdrain? Maybe a nice place to visit, but
." Rourke let the sentence hang, his gloved | eft hand pushing away cobwebs at the top of the
stormdrain as he ducked his head to step inside.

He could feel his feet squishing the nmud in the darkness. He closed the Zippo and reached into his
belt under his |leather jacket, snatching the Safariland Kel-Lite and pushing the switch forward
with his thunb. As the light filled the stormdrain, he could see it glinting on what | ooked to
himlike eyes beyond the light and in the shadow ahead, he could hear scurrying and the high-

pi tched scrat-chiness of bats.

"What the hell is that?" Reed asked, suddenly besi de Rourke, stooped slightly as Rourke was.
Rourke started to answer, but Ful som there too, said, "Bats | think."
"Bats!"

"They're small, not the vanpire kind. If you were a peach or a pear you'd be in trouble." Rourke
added.

"Whew That's arelief," Reed nmuttered

"Yeah," Rourke told him "Just don't let 'emscratch you or bite. They carry rabies sonetines."
Rourke started forward, hearing the shuffling of feet behind himfromthe rest of the sixteen man
commando force. Two of Reed's men and sone of Fulsomis, including Darren Ball, were waiting with
t he boats.

"Bats! God, betcha there're snakes, too," Reed nuttered.

"Most poi sonous snakes won't kill you, just nmake you dammed sick, unless you have a reaction to
the venom" Rourke consol ed Reed, flashing his |ight ahead across the reddi sh brown nmud, swatting
at cobwebs with his free right hand, the CAR-15 slung across his back, nuzzle down.

The stormdrain's height was six feet, the dianeter, and there was a sinple choi ce Rourke deci ded,
ei ther wal k through the deepest and slipperiest of the squishing nud and duck your head a little
or walk to the side on angle and nove hal f-stooped. He chose the nuddy water and mre
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Shuf fling along through the stormdrain with Rourke's flashlight and two others at intervals along
the seventeen man single-file colum the only illum nation, Rourke paced hinself, trying to judge
the distance, not trusting wholly what Ful som had described as a mle's walk. A rat scurried
across Rourke's left foot as the tunnel the drain forned took a slight bend al ong an el bow of pipe
then curved at a right angle, then started slightly upward.

Rour ke stopped, his light hitting a swarmof bats hanging fromthe top of the drain, ducking as
they whistled and whi ned overhead, one of the nen screamng, Reed starting to bring his M16 to
bear and Rourke swatting it down, but saying nothing. They noved on, roaches everywhere on the
floor of the drain near the edge of the mre, feeding on the bat droppings, perhaps, Rourke

t hought .

After several nore mnutes, Rourke stopped, flashing his |light behind him searching for Ful sonms
face, seeing the terror in the eyes. Abner Fulsomsaid, "I'ma little claustrophobic. Place gives
me the creeps.”

"I don't think anybody exactly likes it," Rourke al nbst whispered. "I nake it we've done a nile
no end of the tunnel is in sight. How nuch further?"

"My brother laid the drain, told nme about it, said it was just about an even nile."

"And it lets out in a small culvert at the edge of the parking lot, then di ps back under the | ot
toward the shopping center itself?"

"Yeah, that's what he said," Ful som whi spered.
"Where's your brother now?" Rourke snapped.
"Dead. He was in Atlanta when the bonbs or nissiles or whatever hit it, "

Rour ke exhal ed hard. "I'msorry." He turned and shone his Kel-Lite back along the storm drain.
Wt hout saying anything else, he started wal king again. |f Fulsoms menory were correct, Rourke
judged, then the culvert should be coming up soon. He swung the CAR- 15 from his back, slinging it
under his right arm suspended fromhis right shoulder, his fist wapped around the pistol grip

After another five mnutes, Rourke stopped, cutting the |ight.

"Back flat against the wall," he rasped, then started edging forward. There was |ight, dim but
Iight none the |less, up ahead. He noved toward it. The snmell in the drain had been bad, but here
it was worse, the drain partially clogged and the water several inches deep. He edged up along the
side and stooped as he went forward, grateful for the insect repellant he had used. There were
swarns of small flies and nosquitoes, sone of them he wagered with hinself, carried sleeping

si ckness.

The tunnel took a slight bend around a right-angle el bow joint, and Rourke stopped again at the
mout h of the tunnel, a heavy-looking grillwork over the drain opening beyond and a V-shaped cenent
culvert visible in the noonlight ahead.

Rour ke noved as silently as he could toward the grating, peering beyond it into the open, snelling
the conparatively fresh night air, breathing it in deeply. The grille was set into the nouth of
the drain, formng a grid of squares eight inches roughly on each side, a thin |layer of cenent
holding it in place, a slightly w der opening at the top and bottom and each side where the grid
of steel didn't quite fit, an afterthought, he guessed.

Rour ke heard no noi se outside, nothing. The quiet seenmed onminous to him He edged back into the
drain, taking a deep breath of the fresher air before he did. He stopped where Reed, Fulsom and
the others crouched along the side of the drain beyond the el bow.

"I need a couple of bayonets and a couple of good-sized rocks. Going to have to hamer our way
out."

"Why don't you use that bayonet you got," Reed snapped.

"I paid for mne, yours is issue, we'll use yours," Rourke told himquietly. "And |l et's get going.
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Time' s agai nst us." Rourke glanced at his watch. It was just past mdnight, and they still hadn't
even penetrated the base.

Reed barked an order to one of his two nmen and after a nonent, two bayonets and two paving bricks
were handed up along the line. "Cone on," Rourke said, distributing one set of the tools to Reed.

Wth the Intelligence captain behind him Rourke started forward again toward the el bow, through
it and then, slowy, toward the grating at the end of the stormdrain. Reed started to chisel at
the cenent and Rourke stopped him raising a finger to his lips for silence and listening to the
ni ght sounds and listening for some sign of activity by the Russians. It was as if the place were
deserted, Rourke thought, and that was all wong. He was tenpted to turn back, but realized then
that any chance of the Resistance people or the Arny Intelligence people helping to find Sarah and
the children would be gone. Pausing for another nmonent, sw nging the CAR-15 out of the way, Rourke
set the point of one of the borrowed bayonets to the bead of cenment and drew back the paving brick
in his right hand.

"Wat ch your eyes for chips," Rourke cautioned Reed, then smashed the paving brick down agai nst the
butt of the bayonet, a two-inch fragment of the cenment bead breaking way and falling into the
muddy water in which they stood. In an instant, Reed was chiseling away at the opposite side.

"Cheap construction,” Rourke thought, a six, or seven-inch piece of the cement bead chi ppi ng under
the inmpact of his blow. It took both nmen some ten mnutes to get a sufficient amount of the cenent
chi pped away to try pushing at the grating. It budged, but didn't give way. They resunmed chiseling
at the cenent, then when the cenent was nearly gone fromboth sides, threw their wei ght agai nst
the grating a second tine. This tine it noved and slipped too easily. Rourke and Reed frantically
caught at it to avoid letting it fall and clang against the cenent of the V-shaped channel in the
cul vert outside. They edged the grating along the side of the stormdrain, conscious of every

cl ang and scrape. Rourke sent Reed back to get Ful som and the others, Rourke hinself noving out of
the stormdrain, up the side of the channel and peered over the edge of the culvert and across.
The parking | ot was conparatively huge for a largely rural area, the yellow |lines drawn for
orderly parking neaningless now. A few rusted wecks sat in the lot at the far side, but that was
all. Coser in, toward the shopping center itself, Rourke could see Soviet-marked trucks, the Red
Stars seeming to burn in the night, sonehow, psychol ogical he imagi ned.

"What's up?"
Rourke turned toward the voice: it was Reed.

"You' ve been around," Rourke rasped, slipping dowmn fromthe edge of the culvert, |eaning back

agai nst the steeply sloping cement behind him "This whole deal snells. W' re not going in the
rest of the way through the stormdrain; we're cutting across this lot and into the buil dings.
There's a trap out there. Only thing we can do is try and work around it."

"Ful som s not gonna like that," Reed cauti oned.

"Yeah, well, that's too dammed bad," Rourke said. "I'll let himlead the war when he lets nme sell
har dware. Cone on."

Sl i ppi ng back toward the nouth of the stormdrain, Rourke put his |eft hand on Ful som s shoul der
and drew the man aside, telling him "There's sonme kind of trap in the wind. | can feel it. W're
goi ng through the parking area, to the buildings. Couple of us go up on the roofs after sentries,
then everybody piles after us. If it |ooks possible, some of us can go into the conplex through
the roof."

"But why not the drain, the way we had,

"You want to go that route, count ne out," Rourke rasped.
Ful som the corners of his nmouth set down hard, nodded, griml ooking, Rourke thought.

"Al'l right, you keep a handle on things here," Rourke said. "I'Il take Reed and his two Arny
Intelligence guys with me."
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Edgi ng back toward the Iip of the culvert up the V-shaped channel, he waved toward Reed, the
Intelligence captain nmoving diagonally along the rough concrete surface toward him

"Cet your two boys, then stay with nme," Rourke told himenotionlessly. "First shot or anything
fromus or them get the hell out. Pass that back along to Ful som" Rourke snatched the Bushnel
Arnored binoculars fromtheir case and scanned the parking area, then the roof tops. He assuned
there woul d naturally be sentries though he saw none. Shaking his head as he replaced the gl asses,
he zi pped his jacket against the night air, but the cold feeling in his stomach woul dn't go.

Chapter 31.
"These are the conplete details of your architectural survey, Lieutenant?"

"Yes, Conrade Colonel," the ruddy cheeked young man said, still standing at attention beside the
open door leading to the back seat of Colonel Korcinski's staff car

"Excellent. This stormdrain, it appears here." He showed the page of the plans through the open
door. The lieutenant bent over formally, studying themby the beam fromthe flashlight Korcinsk
held in his gloved | eft hand.

"Yes, Conrade Col onel ?"

"You will be commander for this portion of the operation. Do not fail. Take a platoon of nmen to
the outlet of this stormdrain, approach with caution, apprehend any persons near or inside the
outlet of the drain, then proceed up the drain pipe toward the parking square. Any questions?"

"All is clear, Conrade Colonel!"

"Excellent. Get noving," Korcinski snapped, tenpering his tone of authority with one he thought of
encour agenent .

Korci nski turned to the captain, who had been standi ng beside the young lieutenant. "I understand
this man Rourke that we seek is highly experienced. He will no doubt becone alarned that there is
no visible presence in the parking square or on the roof tops. | doubt he will proceed along the

stormdrain past this point." The captain bent toward the page of the survey Korcinski held under
the flashlight. "This is sone sort of opening. You will position men at the far boundary of the
parki ng square in case Rourke and these others decide to withdraw. Oherw se, if you nake contact,
keep them under direct observation, but do nothing. Maintain radio silence in the event they are
tuned to our usual frequencies. The jaws of the trap will close when they enter the conplex or if
they try to escape. Renenber, Captain. Take this one Rourke alive. Preserve his weapons. He is not
to be harned."

"Conr ade Col onel ?" the captain asked.

Anticipating the captain, Korcinski said," | cannot confide this reasoning to you. It is at the
hi ghest levels of security." As the captain started to go, Korcinski added, "Has the plane arrived
yet from Chi cago?"

"Yes, Conrade Col onel, nonents ago."

"Very good. The young worman aboard is to be brought here and kept safely away from any of the
fighting; she is not to be questioned."

"Yes, Conrade Col onel."

Lazily, a studied novenent, Korcinski returned the salute. He could not tell the captain why this
man Rourke was to be taken unharnmed, his weapons kept. He had not been told hinself. He studied
his reflection in the glass as his driver closed the open rear passenger door and the light from
one of the notorcycles in the escort hit the tinted glass just right.

Chapter 32.
Rour ke pushed hinself up and raced fromthe |ip of the culvert and across the parking lot toward

the grassy knoll some two hundred yards away, the CAR-15 in his right fist, the safety off, the
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freshness of the air exhilarating to his lungs, his hair blow ng across his face and then back
fromhis forehead in the cool night wind. He hit the grassy knoll and threw hinself to the ground,
huggi ng the green as he waited for Reed, then the two nmen after him Sighting through the Colt's

t hree- power scope, he tried spotting the roof line. Again he saw nothing, then edged al ong the
grass closer toward the building, Reed was nearly across the parking area now, one of the other
men al ready starting out fromthe culvert.

Rour ke stopped, rolling onto his back on the grass, catching his breath, staring up at the night
sky and the stars. The haze was still around the noon and it wasn't the noon, Rourke knew, but
sonmething in the atnosphere. He snatched a tuft of grass frombeside him it was green and

heal thy, he could feel a mist starting to fall. WAs the rain radi oactive yet? he wondered. There
was so little time for himto find Sarah and the children, if there were any time at all. There
was safety in the retreat. He stared up as the stars began fadi ng above a thin | ayer of clouds.
What then, he asked hinsel f, what after he found Sarah, M chael, Ann? Life in the retreat forever
go outside specially suited-up because the air was foul ? What if radiation seeped through the
ground into the water source for the retreat somewhere hundreds of niles away? He nonitored and
tested the water periodically, but what if? The ifs were gnawing at hin he had no choice but to
find his famly, and after that sonehow keep themall alive. And what if between the time from
when he had found the tracks and now they had di ed? What if they thought he were dead?

Doubt, he thought, doubt
"See anyt hi ng?"
He glanced to his left, a part of his consciousness noticing Reed edging up along side him

"No, nothing," Rourke nmuttered, watching across the parking area as the |ast man began his

headl ong | unge across the open area, a target, but Rourke doubted anyone woul d shoot. He was
convi nced now that the Comuni sts were setting a trap, and what drew himon, he supposed, was the
reason behind it. If they wanted the attackers in the commando team dead, they woul d have opened
up already, sealed the stormdrain, potshotted themthrough the other side or gassed them there
were an infinite number of ways to kill.

What ever the trap, it was inportant enough to risk the supply depot and the helicopter |anding
field on the other side of the shopping center. Watever the trap, the mass death of the commuando
teamwas not its objective. Rourke's stomach turned and his pal ms began to sweat under the gl oves
he wore.

The | ast of Reed's two men hit the grassy area and Rourke waited a nonment for the corporal to
catch his breath, then signaled Reed and the two nmen to nove out, edging along the ground on his
hands and knees toward the rise at the top of the knoll, keeping his head below it and peering
beyond. There was nore of the parking area, where he finally saw sone signs of life, but not
enough, he told hinmself. There were two fixed-wi ng aircraft of the single-engine variety,
apparently used for observation flights, and with a short enough takeoff that they could use the

|l ot. Trucks were parked al ongside the buildings and there were lights frominside through what had
once been the windows of the stores when it had still been a shopping center

Rour ke dropped bel ow the edge and turned toward Reed, close behind him "I nake it about six feet
to the nearest part of that |ower level roof line, six feet fromthe grass. Let's get everybody up
and over except that corporal. Have himwait five mnutes in case sonme shooting starts. No sense
getting nore people killed than we have to."

Rourke didn't wait for a reply, but started noving, running in a |l ow crouch toward the nearest
roof line, setting his safety on and letting the rifle sling back behind his shoul der, upping his
speed, raising to his full height as he ran the |last few yards, his hands going out ahead of him
his feet coming together as he forced hinmself up, his hands clawi ng for the roof line, then
getting a grip and pulling his body up and over. On his hands and knees, pushing hinmself up to a
crouch, he swung the rifle forward, edging off the safety, naking a quick visual inspection of the
scope, ascertaining there was no damage and noving off toward what apparently was a roof-nounted
air conditioner. Going flat against it, he surveyed the roof line: it was a trap. He was certain
now t here were no guards. He could see nen on the next higher roof level, but only a fool of a
comander woul d have left an entire section of the roof |ine unguarded.
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He gl anced behind him seeing Reed conming over the roof line and al nost i mediately after himone
of the two nmen with him Rourke signal ed Reed and the other man to follow him then ducked from
behi nd the air-conditioning unit to the edge of the higher roof line, going into a crouch. Reed
joined him

"There, that's why it's a trap," Rourke rasped, jabbing his thunb toward the guards on the next
roof line. "WAit a minute, take this." Rourke slipped the safety on his CAR-15 and pushed hi nsel f
up the six feet to the next roof line, scranbling over it and dropping flat against the tarred
surface. He studied the guard nearest him one man, standing in the open, an obvious setup, he

t hought .

Rourke crawl ed on his stomach along the roof surface toward the side overlooking the knoll.

Peering over the edge, he saw sonething that, though he expected it, nade his blood run cold, a

| arge concentration of troops waiting in the wooded areas beyond the far side of the upper-Ileve
parki ng area. He ducked down, then, running in a | ow crouch, crossed the roof line to the far
parking areas in front of the shopping center. Rourke dropped | ow beside the roof edge and | ooked
over the side, Soviet armor surrounded the several dozen nilitary helicopters on the ground,

nmot or cycl e-nounted troops ringi ng what | ooked to be a staff car.

"Shit!" Rourke nuttered, then started back toward Reed and reached the roof edge and flipping over
the side, dropping and flexing his knees to break the fall

"Wl | ?"

"Well, kiss your fanny good-bye," Rourke snapped, starting toward the roof line fronting the
knol I .

The corporal was just coming over the roof line. Rourke caught the nman in his arms against his
chest, breaking his fall and turning himaround. "Back down, Corporal," Rourke snapped, hitting
the roof edge and flipping down on the grass, rolling and tunbling down the knoll, coning up on
his knees, the CAR- 15 at his hip.

"Cone on!" he snapped, breaking into a deadrun across the parking lot. The trap was about to
spring, he thought, and there was too nuch of it to wait it out. There wasn't even time to run

Rour ke saw someone coming up over the lip of the culvert. Ful son? The man's arnms were wavi ng. He
was choking, it looked lIike, his body doubling over, the knees buckling, then the man pushed
himsel f up and ran toward them agai n. Rourke gl anced behind him First was the corporal, then
Reed, then the other soldier

Ful som was shouting sonet hing and Rourke tried waving himdown, signaling himto be still. But

Ful somwas still shouting. Rourke couldn't make out the words, but heard the spasns of coughing.
Rour ke gl anced behi nd hi magain; the | ower roof was swarm ng now with Soviet troops, and the upper-
| evel parking area was no | onger nearly deserted. He could see the canvas roof |ines of Soviet
mlitary trucks there. In the distance, fromthe other side of the shopping center, he could nake
out the revving of notorcycle engines. Rourke could hear Ful somnow, the words still cluttered
soundi ng fromthe coughing, "Gas! They got all of, " Then Ful som dropped, a single rifle shot
echoing in the night.

Rour ke stopped running, |ooked up at the roof, saw a Soviet trooper, an officer beside himjerking
hi m around, slapping himin the face.

There was a bull horn, the English very good, the words; "Lay down your weapons and you will be
unhar ned! "

Rour ke snatched the CAR-15 to his shoul der, telescoping the stock, his eye picking up the rifleman
who'd triggered the shot fromthe roof, the crosshairs of the three-power scope settling across
the hel meted head, Rourke's trigger finger twitching once, the single 5.56mmrifle bullet's noise
as it crossed the air to its target like a thunderclap in the otherw se total silence.

The sol di er stunbled back, then fell forward over the roof line to the |oading dock bel ow
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Rour ke stood, notionless, the rifle still shoul dered, waiting. He m ght be done, he knew, there
were too nany of them He settled the crosshairs on the officer who only a second earlier had
stood besi de the now dead Russi an sol dier

The bul | horn sounded again, "Lay down your arms and you will not be harmed!"

Rour ke scanned the roof line for the bullhorn, spotted it, and fired. The bullhorn shattered from
the hand of the man, the white netal thing falling from sight.

At the top of his voice, the rifle in front of his chest at high port, Rourke shouted, "Bite ny
ass!" Then he started to run.

Chapter 33.

Col onel Korcinski shouted to his driver, "Stop! There he is!" And before the car had settled, he
was opening the rear passenger door, then stepped out into the parking |ot.

He could see the man he wanted. It had to be Rourke, tall, lean, a brown |eather jacket, a rifle
in his hands, his hair blowing in the wind as he ran. The light m st that Korcinski had noted
earlier on the windshield was turning into a steady slowrain and, ignoring it, he started wal ki ng
forward, shouting to the | eader of the notorcycle detachnent, "Get that man, alive, the others be
dammed! Get that man Rourke!"

Then, turning to the driver standing beside hi mnow, he snapped, "Field glasses!” In a nmonent his
chauf feur had returned and Korcinski had the glasses up to his eyes and was adjusting them He
wat ched Rour ke running and shooting, the troopers swarmng toward himnot returning fire as they
closed in, crunpling under the wthering accuracy of his bullets.

Rourke made to fire the rifle; it was apparently enpty. Three of Korcinski's soldiers were closing
on him then suddenly one went down, and there was a runbling sound froma heavy-caliber weapon
There was a pistol in Rourke's right hand, dully gleaning in the spotlights fromthe trucks,

bel ching fire against the darkness behind him then firing again. Two nore of Korcinski's nen went
down. And Rour ke was runni ng agai n.

"Get himl That nman nust be stopped." He was tenpted, sorely tenpted, he realized, to disobey his
direct orders, and order his nen to shoot rather than get cut down by this Anerican who was
sonmehow so inportant to General Varakov. Mentally, he bit his tongue, shouting, "Get that nman, but
do not under any circunmstances harmhim Get him"

Chapter 34.

A notorcyclist was closing in on him Rourke sidestepped and, as the cyclist mssed himby a good
two feet, Rourke swung the CAR-15 fromthe nuzzle |ike a baseball bat, notching the Soviet

nmot orcyclist on the chin and knocking himfromthe bike. The bike rolled ahead a few yards and
spun out.

Rour ke snatched a fresh thirty-round nmagazi ne for the CAR- 15 and rammed it hone, shoving the enpty
in his belt, holstering the Colt .45 Autonmatic as he ran for the bike, westling the bike up and
kick-starting it, still settling hinself across it as the wheels were al ready begi nning to nove.

The CAR-15 slung fromhis right shoul der and out of the way, Rourke revved the bike, taking it in
a wide circle as other Soviet notorcycle troopers started toward him closing in.

He caught a glinpse of a man standing by the staff car he'd seen earlier, but now on this side of
the parking lot, field glasses in front of his face.

"Il give you a good show, pal," Rourke nmuttered to hinself, getting the RPMs up on the Sovi et
nmotorcycle and turning off sharply left, heading toward the green of the grassy knoll on the far
side of the lot. He hadn't done the hell-for-leather kind of hill clinmbing for years, he thought,
his hands |ike vises on the bike, getting every ounce fromthe gears that he could as he bent |ow
over the machine for the run toward the knoll, then reaching up as he hit the incline, swaying his
bal ance fromside to side, his feet going out, supporting him then pulling up, skittering al ong
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over the grass as he junped the lip of concrete onto the upper-level parking lot. Mre of the

nmot orcycl e troopers were there, and trucks |oaded with troops, the men spilling fromthem and
swarm ng toward him Rourke curved the bike, slowing it, firing the CAR-15 across his body at

them then letting the rifle hang at his side, revving the bike, going |ow over the handl ebars. He
started toward the knoll again. There were as many as a dozen of the Soviet notorcycle troopers
starting up the knoll toward him and Rourke cut his wheel |eft, veering away fromthe knoll,
exited fromthe parking | ot blocked by trucks at the far end. A cloud of orange rolled toward him
and he glanced fromside to side. Mst of the Soviet troopers were wearing gas masks.

He veered the bike left, a line of six Soviet cyclists comng toward him the CAR-15 in his hand,
firing, like knights he thought, jousting, but with guns rather than |ances.

Two of the Soviet troopers went down and he fired again, cutting his power, grinding the bike to a
halt, bending | ow over one of the dead soldiers, snatching the gas mask fromthe dead nman's face,
pulling it in place over his own face, then he junped back on the notorcycle and started back
toward the knoll.

The orange cloud was rolling toward him obscuring his view He angled the bike away fromit and
across the parking lot, a dozen bikers coming in single rank at speed toward him He veered the
bi ke I eft again and toward the knoll

Flattening hinself, | ow over the handl ebars, the wind whistling across the gas mask neking a
how i ng sound in his ears, the throb of the nmotor between his | egs shuddered through his frane.

Six of the Soviet notorcycle troopers, just belowthe lip of the knoll, Rourke couldn't stop
revved the bike and junped it, soaring out over their heads, the bike |anding hard, shuddering
under him the front wheel not reacting to his hands, the bi ke skidding away from him Rourke
spilling fromit, slithering across the parking |lot surface, his face nunbed on the left side. Hs
| eft arm pained him the CAR- 15 was gone from his shoul der

Rourke tried to push hinself up as he ripped away the gas nask. He couldn't get past his knees, a
dozen of the Soviet foot soldiers nowrushed him the Colt Government .45 conming into his right
hand, spitting all the death he could nuster, his left hand snatching the Detonics under his right
arm the hammer jerking back under his thunb, the stainless .45 bucking in his hand as he punped
the trigger.

The Colt fell fromhis right fist, enpty. And he snatched the second Detonics, firing it point
blank into the first wave of the Soviet soldiers.

They were falling, but the gun in his left hand was enpty. He fired the last round fromthe
Detonics in his right hand, then spun the pistol on the trigger guard, hamering the butt down on
the face of the nearest of the Soviet troopers, his left hand snatching the M 16 bayonet from his
belt, driving it forward into one of the Russians, catching it into the throat and ripping, then
drawing it out, the blood-tinged Parkerized blade ranm ng forward i nto another of the soldier's

m dsection. The Detonics gone fromhis right hand, Rourke staggered to his feet, the A G Russell
Sting A in his right hand, slashing.

There was a ring of nmen around himnow and a knife in each of his hands. "You want me alive,"”
Rour ke snapped, "then pay for it!" The soldiers closed on him Rourke's hands and arns worKking
like pistons, driving the knife blades, slashing. Men fell, stunbling and dying around him The
bayonet was gone, stuck in sonebody's chest, and he swung the Sting Ain a wide arc, the Sovi et
sol di ers edging away as Rourke spun in a circle with the knife outstretched, the nen closing
again. He rammed the knife into sonebody's stomach and tried getting it out. H s right arm went
nunb as a rifle butt crashed down on it. He snatched at the nearest man, his |eft hand going for
the throat, his fist tightening on the front of it and crushing the w ndpi pe, his right knee
driving upward into another nman's groin, his right arm still nunb, swinging in front of him

Soneone had hi m around the knees, and Rourke hamrered his left fist down in what, as a kid, he'd
thought was a dirty rabbit punch. The pressure around his knees rel axed and Rourke threw his |eft
fist forward, his knuckles splitting as he smashed out sonebody's teeth, his nunb right arm
pushing away a snarling face inches fromhis, his left knee ramming into another man's groin.

Rourke started to fall back, kicking now as his feet went out fromunder him A foot kicked into
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the side of his head; unconsciousness started to wash over him He spotted the Sting | A on the
ground, snatched at it and ranmed it straight up, the blade hanmering into the mouth of the nan
nearest him blood spraying across Rourke's face, angry shouts fromthe men around him Rourke
started pushing hinself up as the knot of soldiers pulled back for an instant, then he turned.
There was a rifle butt coming at himand he ducked, throwing his head into the stonach of the nan
to his left, knocking the Soviet trooper to the ground, then feeling the pressure of bodies on top
of him The soldier beneath Rourke was screaning, Rourke's |eft hand knotted on the man's face,
twisting at it, gouging.

Rour ke rolled, several of the soldiers still clinging to him He tried to push hinself up. A tall
man hurtled at Rourke and Rourke spraw ed back

Suddenly, it was Rourke and the tall soldier, everyone else backed away in a tight circle. The
man's face was bl oodied, his voice taut with enotion, his English bad, but intelligible. "I cannot
kill you. | beat you though."”

Rour ke edged back a step, the soldier coming at himin a rush, Rourke sidestepping, his right foot
comng up, the toe smashing into the soldier's groin, then the knee hamrering upward into the
soldier's jaw, m ssing the nouth. Rourke stunbl ed back. Soneone behind himthrew himforward.

The big Russian was up, his nouth bl eeding heavily, his fists raised al nost |ike a nineteenth-

century pugilist. Rourke started for him but the Russian's left fist snmashed forward, catching
Rourke on the right side of the head, the blow stunning him The Russian dropped his guard and

nmoved i n. Rourke thought the Russian shouldn't have done that.

Rourke's left foot smashed upward, the upper part of his foot connecting square into the Russian's
groin. The big man's bl ack eyes bul ged, his body stunbling forward as he doubl ed over. Both
Rourke's fists doubl ed together and swung down across the nan's exposed neck. The Russian fell

The soldiers ringed around Rourke, closing in, then suddenly parting in a wave to his right.

Ful som s face, his shoul der a nmass of blood, but he was alive. Beside himwas the man Rour ke had
seen with the binoculars, the officer holding a pistol in his gloved right hand, the binoculars
swinging alnost lazily fromhis neck like a tourist. The nuzzle of the pistol was flush agai nst
Ful som s right tenple.

"Rourke, stop or | fire. You understand?"

Rourke gl ared at the man, then saw the hamrer drawn back under the officer's thunb.
"Your round," Rourke al nost whi spered, shaking his aching head to clear it.

Chapter 35.

"You didn't have to do that, Rourke. Maybe you could have, "

"Whuld it do any good," Rourke said, "if | told you a hardware store owner once saved ny |ife?"

Ful somforced a smle, and Rourke clapped the nan on the back, then tried | ooking through the
crack in the canvas covering the back of the truck. They were heading into the woods on the far
side of the city. Rourke anticipated the reason, but failed to see the logic. If they were

pl anni ng a mass execution, why the harnl ess gas that had nerely knocked out the nmen in the storm
drain, why the kid-glove treatnment of the nen guarding the boats at the entrance to the storm
drain, why the careful bandagi ng of Ful som s shoul der and the antiseptic swabbing of the skinned
left side of Rourke's face?

Wy ?

The truck stopped and, after a second Korcinski's face appeared at the rear of the truck, a smle
on his lips. He had even introduced hinself to Rourke.

"M . Rourke, you only please, the others will be unharmed. And please, no nore nessy fist fights,
hnm"
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Rour ke shrugged, clinbed past Ful som then over the tailgate at the rear of the truck and dropped
down to the ground. Reed had been silent during the long ride, |ike Rourke, he assumed, nystified.

It was raining nore heavily now.
Rour ke, wal ki ng besi de Korcinski, said, "Your English is good for a mlitary man."

Korci nski doffed a salute, saying, "Thank you. | understand you have been a witer. | appreciate
such a conplinment. You are a trained physician too, are you not?"

"Yeah, although lately I've been doing | ess healing and nore woundi ng."
Korci nski | aughed, then outstretched his gloved right hand to Rourke's |left forearm
"Ivon," Korcinski snapped and a young soldier cane forward, his arnms |aden with Rourke's guns.

"What the hell is, "

"Pl ease, M. Rourke, please,"” Korcinski said. "Your weapons have been rel oaded for you, checked
for their functional reliability. | understand you may need them™

"You setting nme up?" Rourke whispered.

"Hardly, just watching for your interests. The assault rifle was uninjured when it dropped.
Anerican guns | have always found to be sturdily built. Take them pl ease."

Rour ke took the twin Detonics pistols, shoving theminto his belt, then taking the Colt Governnent
.45. The finish was unscratched despite the drop. He checked the Metalifed pistol: it was | oaded,
t he chanmber enpty. He | ooked at Korcinski then at the gun. The man nodded and Rour ke worked the
slide, chanbering a round, then [owering the hammer and holstering it. He'd | ooked by the glare of
the headlights and the firing pin seened in place as he held the gun awkwardly | ow whil e working
the slide.

He did the same with each of the Detonics pistols and reinserted themin the shoul der hol sters
under his arms. The bayonet and the A.G Russell knife were cleaned and oiled. He hol stered them
"We took the liberty of reloading your spent nmagazine for the rifle. I'"'mafraid we had no Anerican
pi stol anmmunition avail able for your handgun."

"Il let it slide," Rourke whispered.

He took the CAR-15. It was unscratched, the scope intact. He watched two guards standing off at a
di stance twitch as he tel escoped the stock and shoul dered the rife to check the scope, then
repl aced the scope covers, recollapsing the stock

"W found your notorcycle not far fromthe drive-in theater, M. Rourke. W assunmed at least it
was yours. It is waiting here for you." "How did you know about the drive-in?" Rourke asked.

"Very sinple, really, we threatened Fulsomwith killing you. He obliged by telling us. He felt
obligated. W now have all of your men."

"Hell," Rourke said, his voice low, "they aren't ny nen."

"Whoever they are, if you cooperate, they will go free. If you don't, they will be executed. And
if they are freed, of course, their weapons will not be returned as yours have been. Cone, | have
a worman you mght like to neet. Don't worry."

"I won't," Rourke said, slinging the CAR-15 from his right shoul der, hooking his right thunb in
the carry handl e.

"CGood," Korcinski said and snil ed.

Rour ke foll owed the Soviet colonel out of the clearing and down a rough dirt path into the deeper
part of the woods. He resettled the binoculars and the nusette bag on his |eft shoul der as he
wal ked, uncertain what Korcinski planned.
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In another, smaller clearing, a staff car waited, its headlights burning and draw ng swarns of
night flies and noths. In the edge of the light beans stood a wonan, slender, wearing a Sovi et
uniform the skirt seem ngly too | ong, Rourke observed.

Kor ci nski wal ked toward her, Rourke beside him Korcinski stopped, saying, "This young worman has a
personal nessage for you, M. Rourke."

As Korcinski started to turn away, Rourke |ooked at him whispering, "Wat's to stop nme from
killing both of you?"

Kor ci nski, hal f-turned away, |ooked at Rourke across his left shoulder, "You are not a nurderer or
an assassin, and, were you to do such a rash thing, or attenpt to take one or the other of us
hostage, all your nen, or whose nmen they are, would be executed.™

"I"'mnot a nurderer, but you are?"

"Something like that, if you chose to think of it that way," Korcinski said, turning the rest of
the way around and wal ki ng away.

Rour ke | ooked at the worman. She was tall and young, as he had thought. "Wo are,

"I aminstructed to tell you only this. | am CGeneral |shmael Varakov's personal secretary. He
asked that | give you this note, then you return the note to ne after you have read it."

Rour ke took the square envel ope, broke the red wax seal on the flap, removed and unfol ded the
note. He bent toward the light fromthe headlights to read it: "Rourke, You have inpressed ne with
your singul ar conpetence and daring. The contents of this note are to be held in the strictest
confidence. | will assune that | have your word as a gentlenman on that. And it is an affair of
gentlemen | discuss here. My niece, Natalia, the wife of Viadmr Karamatsov, is quite fond of you
and | understand though nothing actually transpired between you, that you both becane close as

friends. Her husband has quite recently beaten her severely, alnost killing her toward the end,
conmpel ling her to defend herself. She is a faithful wife in her fashion, and would likely return
to Karamatsov sooner or later. | fear, as her uncle, that Karamatsov will attack her again, this
time permanently injuring her or perhaps killing her. Because of political problems, | cannot Kkill

Karanmat sov with ny bare hands as | would |ike.

"I ask that you do this for me, however you w sh, | have enclosed his projected itinerary for
tomorrow. If you do this thing, all your conrades will be freed, the head of the American KGB will
have been |iquidated, surely sonething you can count as a benefit, and, nore inportant to both of
us, Natalia's future safety will be secured. | ask this as one nman of honor to another, despite
our political differences. | will not consider nyself indebted to you for this other than
personal | y.

"Karamat sov is a madman and for all our sakes nust be destroyed."
The letter was signed with a large letter V.

Rourke folded the letter, then handed it back to the woman, squinting at her eyes in the harsh
illumnation of the headlights.

She asked in the good enough English, "I aminstructed to ask you for a yes or no answer."

"Wy nme?"

"I know not hi ng about the letter. The General speaks excellent English and wote it personally."
"Yes," Rourke said slowy.

"Here," she said, handing Rourke a small envelope. He opened it: it was an agenda for the next
day, detailing Karanmatsov's novenents.

"Al'l right," Rourke said. He folded the paper again, and placed it in the breast pocket of his
shirt. "Anything el se?"
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"The General said if you said '"yes' | was to say, 'good |uck'."’

Rour ke | ooked at her a monent. "You're wearing your skirt too long. And thanks for the good
wi shes. "

Chapter 36.

VI adm r Karamat sov opened his eyes and | ooked through the notel bal cony door, the notel was now
the transient and bachelor officers quarters. It was light, but rising fromthe bed and going
toward the floor to ceiling glass, he opened the curtains wi der and saw the fog. He slipped the
wi ndow open to his left and snelled at it: the fog seened rank and foul and was cool, cold al nost.

He cl osed the wi ndow, |eaving the top-floor drapes open, staring in the gray light at the wonman on
the bed. She was noving slightly, turning into the covers, cold apparently.

He stared at her, wal king across the room He didn't exactly know why, but he had sl apped her
several tinmes; there was a bruise on her left cheek as she rolled toward the w ndow, then back
away fromit. Unlike Natalia, she had |liked the brutality. It was a side of hinmself to which he
was yet unaccustoned; he liked the brutality alnost nore than the sex afterward.

Kar amat sov wal ked into the bathroom urinated, then |ooked at his face in the mrror. There were

still bruises fromwhere Natalia had struck hi mwhen she had so suddenly decided to defend
hersel f. He wal ked back into the bedroom and | ooked at the bl ond-haired wonan sl eeping there. He
wonder ed, al nost absently, what it would be like to kill Natalia. He shook his head to clear the

t hought away.

Returning to the bathroom he |athered his face and began to shave. He had picked up the Hoffritz
razor at an exclusive shop in Rio. His face hurt where the bruises were as he grimaced in order to
snooth the skin to shave closer. He made a nental note to inquire about the noise of explosions
that previous norning. He had been out of the city, interrogating sone of the former university
personnel at the detention center, trying to |learn the whereabouts of the former astronaut, Jim
Col fax. He had thought, too, that faintly in the distance the previous night he had heard gunfire.
There was a tine he would have run to the sound, he thought. But he had been busy, playing the
ganmes with the worman on the bed, making her feel pain, which she seened so to delight in.

He brushed his teeth, carefully visually inspecting themin the bathroommirror, the four

stainl ess-steel teeth that nmade a pernmanent bridge in the |lower right side of his nmouth. They were
new and still unconfortable. Before the war, when his prinmary duties had been to pose as anyone
but a Russian, he would never have allowed the stainless-steel teeth, only Soviet dentists used
them Buttons stitched in a cross shape showed you had a European tailor, keeping your fork in
your |eft hand when you ate showed you were not American. There had been so many little things
under which to subnerge one's own personality, Karanmatsov thought.

He started the water in the shower; he Iiked American plunmbing. He washed his body, washed his
hair, then rinsed under cold water for several mnutes, thinking. After stepping out of the water
and toweling hinself dry, he began to dress. Cvilian clothes again today, he thought: Anerican
blue jeans and a knit shirt, dark blue. He slipped on the shoul der holster for the Smith & Wsson
Model 59. Since Natalia had taken his little revolver he had found a repl acenent, slipping that
into its belt holster and sliding the holster in place. He liked the revol ver best, but the doubl e-
col um 9mm Model 59 had firepower, and that was sonetines needed

He pulled a lined w ndbreaker fromthe closet and slipped it over the shirt and shoul der hol ster
then a baseball cap that read "Cat" on the front and advertised sone sort of tractor. There was
still the desire to look like the eneny, he thought, snmiling at his American image in the nmirror.

He | ooked at the woman on the bed, decided not to wake her; she would Iikely cone back again
tonight. After it became known she had slept with one of the Russian conquerors, she would likely
have no place el se to go.

He wal ked downstairs to the restaurant, now run by orderlies fromthe officers' ness. Anmerican
food was served because it was easier to obtain, he ordered steak and eggs with hash browned
pot at oes. They served grits; he didn't like grits because they stuck sonetinmes in the new
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stai nl ess-steel bridgework. Anericans were forced to work in the kitchen, too, and grits would be
too easy in which to disguise ground gl ass.

He had his third cup of coffee, deternmined nmentally his order of work and pull ed the baseball cap
back in place. The fog had not dissipated; he had watched through the wi ndow. A few cars noved
slowy on the street, those with travel and gasoline permts. Several people, shoul ders hunched,
eyes down, wal ked al ong the sidewal ks. There was no work, no food, nowhere to go for these
Anericans. He decided to reconmend to Varakov that the unproductive persons, those over age, those
infirm etc., be liquidated in order that they be |l ess of a burden for the new order. He doubted

t hough that the soft-hearted Varakov would go along with the idea.

Var akov, he thought. He stopped on the steps and lit a cigarette, |ooking across the street. That
was his next project: elimnate Varakov and assune his command. He, Karamatsov, would show t he
Politburo, the Prenmier, all of them how a conquered, nation could be subdued, whipped into |ine,
then made productive once again. The very next project, he thought, after arrangi ng sonething nice
for Natalia. Perhaps, he thought, reconsidering, he could use Natalia to destroy her uncle,
elimnate them both. He had no use for a wife who had no use for him There were many wonen |ike
the bl onde, ones who didn't think they were angels or precious flowers, ones who woul d make a nan
feel like a god.

He started toward the sidewal k, wal ki ng each nmorning since he had arrived to nmlitary
headquarters. Exercise was good for a man

Chapter 37.

Rour ke had driven through the night, returned to the retreat by the nost circuitous route to
determ ne he wasn't followed. He had showered, changed, eaten, had a drink and di scussed what he
had to do with Paul Rubenstein. Wile Rourke had cl eaned and checked his weapons, they had
di scussed the letter from Varakov and Rourke's promise to Natalia not to kill her husband. He
di sliked being cast in the role of an assassin

Yet, if Karamatsov didn't die, and if Karamatsov found out about the plan, he would nost assuredly
blame his wife and try to get his revenge. Perhaps, too, Rourke had thought out |oud, Karanmatsov
woul d kill her anyway. He had gotten the inpression when they had nmet in Texas that, aside from
total ruthlessness, Karanmatsov was al so nore than slightly insane.

And now, having ridden through the fog through the early-norning hours, a fresh bandage in pl ace
on his cheek where he had skinned it, his guns freshly cl eaned and checked and | oaded, his knives
touched up on the whetstone, he knew what he woul d do.

He di smounted the bi ke, seeing Karamatsov conming down the steps and onto the sidewal k and starting
his way. Rourke stripped off his |eather jacket and the pistol belt with the Government .45.

He had al ready cocked and | ocked the twin Detonics stainless pistols, and they rode nowin their
shoul der hol sters under his arnpits. The harness made in a rough figure eight across his shoul ders
and back over the light-blue shirt, he stepped fromthe alley into the foggy street, rolling his
sl eeves up as he wal ked. Karamatsov had not seen himyet. He trusted to Varakov that Sovi et
patrol s woul d be conspi cuously absent.

Rour ke stopped, taking one of the small cigars fromhis shirt pocket, lighting it in the blue-
yell ow fl ame of the battered Zippo lighter. He dropped the lighter in the pocket of his Levi's,
hi s conmbat boots clicking with holl ow sounds on the pavenent.

He stripped the sunglasses fromhis face and pocketed them the glare of the fog making hi mchange
his mnd and put them back on. He stopped in the nmddle of the street, then walked to the curb and
onto the sidewal k.

He stopped again, two thin streams of gray snoke issuing fromhis nostrils as he exhal ed.
Kar amat sov had finally seen him

Chapter 38.

Paul Rubenstein squatted on his haunches on the roof line of what had once been a restaurant, the
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Steyr-Mannlicher SSGin his hands, the 3 x 9 scope set to six power for the distance, a round
chanmbered in the synthetic stocked Parkerized bolt action

Rour ke had anticipated that Varakov woul d perhaps have Karamatsov dogged by a sniper, to kil
Rourke after he killed Karamatsov. Paul smiled, thinking that for once John Rourke had been wrong.
He stopped snmiling as he saw Rourke stop in the street, the distance separating Rourke from
Karanat sov | ess than twenty-five yards. It was a gunfight, it was insanity, Rubenstein thought. He
wi shed he could hear the words. He watched as both nmen | ooked fromside to side to make sure,
Rubenst ei n guessed, that no innocent bystanders were in the line of fire. He wi shed al so that

Rour ke woul d have let himdo it, just snap the trigger and let Karamatsov fall. He shifted the
scope slightly and framed the crosshairs on Karamatsov's head; it would be so easy.

H s hands sweated, it wouldn't be easy at all, he thought. And that wasn't Rourke's way of things.
It always had to be fair. "Dam," the young, slightly balding man nuttered, his gl asses steamn ng
over his own perspiration. The perspiration was fromfear that perhaps Rourke wasn't invincible as
he had al ways seenmed to be ever since they had nmet after the plane crash in New Mexico on the

ni ght of the war.

"Dam, " he whi spered to hinself, quickly scanning again for snipers, then focusing on Rourke, then
Kar amat sov, then cutting the power so he could see both nmen as they faced each other.

Chapter 39.

Rour ke al nost whi spered, "Right here okay?"
"For what, Rourke, are you going to tell me how wonderful my wife was in bed?"
"W never saw a bed. | told you before, nothing happened.™
"Then why here, why now. Wy?"

"Along story," Rourke observed. "Go for your gun whenever you want, if you like, I'll wait while
you ditch your coat."

"Al'l right," Karamatsov snapped, stripping the coat fromhis shoulders, throwing it down on the
sidewal k, pulling the baseball cap |ow over his eyes. "One gun, two. | have never been in a
Western gun-fight before.”

"I don't think you will be again. It's not technique that counts, not so nuch. It's not just
speed. It's accuracy. That's why | figured twenty-five yards, nakes it nore even for you agai nst
me. | might be faster, but you're probably just as accurate."

"I"'mso touched, Rourke. | can see why Natalia thinks so highly of you. And you can have her, the
slut. The nonent ny back was turned, after all ny years of fidelity to her, even now | amstil
faithful to her. And she, you, you plot to murder ne."

"If it matters," Rourke said softly, his eyes riveted to Karamatsov's eyes. "She doesn't know a
thing about this. | even prom sed her once | wouldn't kill you. If | ever neet her again, she'l
probably hate me for killing you."

"You nean, if you kill me," Karamatsov snapped, his voice soundi ng hi gher-pitched, the words
cli pped and nasal .

"Have it your way, if. Then, whenever you're ready, just go for it. I'll watch your eyes, and |'l
know when to nmake my nove."

"ldiot! Anerican fool!"

"Il admit two grown nmen standing in the street and shooting at each other isn't too snmart. It
was just the fairest thing | could cone up with on the spur of the noment," Rourke said, rolling
the cigar in the left corner of his nouth, clenching his teeth.

"Doesn't soneone drop a handkerchi ef ?"
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"That's only in novies," Rourke answered.

Kar amat sov edged, sidestepping slowy to his left, off the curb and into the street.

Rour ke edged left as well, his eyes watching Karamatsov's eyes, the fog starting to lift and swrl
as the wind picked up, sunlight breaking through. Rourke squinted, despite the glasses, against
the glare of the sun on the gray fog.

It was m sl eading, he thought, to say you watched the eyes. Karamatsov had probably assuned as
much. At twenty-five yards or so, the eyes thensel ves would be hard or inpossible to see clearly.
You watched instead the set of the eyes, he thought, the al nost inperceptible tightening of the
nmuscl es around them the little squint that, Rourke saw the eyes set.

Karamat sov' s right hand flashed up toward the Mddel 59 in the shoulder rig, the thunmbsnap breaking
with an al nost audible click, the gun's muzzle straightening out as Karamatsov took a hal f-step
right and crouched, his left hand nmoving to help grasp the gun, the hat caught up by a gust of

wi nd and sailing from his head.

Rourke's right hand noved first, then his left, the right hand bringing the first Detonics on
line, the safety swept off under his thunb as the gun had cleared the leather, the gun in the left
hand noving on line as Rourke triggered the first shot.

Rour ke saw the flash against the fog of Karamatsov's pistol, the stainless Detonics bucking
through recoil in Rourke's right hand, then the left gun firing, then the right and the |eft
si nul t aneousl y.

Karamat sov flew up off the ground al nost a foot, Rourke judged, the gun in Karamatsov's hands
firing up into the air, a second round. The Russian's body twitched in mdair, then tw tched and
lurched twice nore as it fell, the Russian's gun firing again into the street. A w ndow snmashed on
the other side. His body rolled over face down, the right armand left |leg tw tching, shivering,

t hen stopping. There was no nore novenent.

Rour ke thunmbed up the safety on the pistol in his right hand and jabbed it into his belt, shifted
the gun in his left hand to his right, thunbed up the safety and held the gun Iinp at his side
agai nst his thigh, wal king forward, slowy, then stopping and rolling over the Russian's body with
hi s conbat -booted foot, his right thunmb poi sed over the safety of his pistol

There were four dark-red patches on Karamatsov's trunk

Rour ke bent over and, with the thunb of his left hand, closed the eyelids.
"Done, " he whi spered.

Chapt er 40.

The chill wind | ashed at John Rourke's face and hair as he bent | ow over the Harl ey-Davidson. The
engi ne t hrobbed between his thighs, the sound of it conbined with the wind roaring in his ears. He
glanced to his right, Rubenstein beside and slightly behind him

The escape fromtown had been surprisingly easy. Rourke decided Varakov was indeed a man of his
word, but there was no way Rourke coul d i magi ne Korcinski keeping to his portion of the bargain
and releasing the rest of the nen fromthe Resistance. He could sinply |l eave it out of his report
to Varakov that they had been executed, but he would have waited for sonething to happen, sone
reason for Rourke's rel ease and once news of the death of Karamatsov reached him Korcinski woul d
know, it would all be clear. They would all be dead.

Rour ke turned and gl anced toward Rubenstein, trying to hear what the younger man was shouting over
the slipstreamand vibration of the engines. ' '\Were, are, we, going?"

Rourke smled, his |lips curled back against the pressure of the wind, the speedoneter on the bike
over seventy. "To a reunion," he shouted, then seeing the puzzled | ook on Paul Rubenstein's face,
he repeated, only shouting |ouder, nore slowly, ' 'To, a, re, union!"

Rour ke turned and bent over the bike again. The fog was all but lifted and it was nearly nine A M
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as he glanced at the black face of the Rolex Oyster Perpetual Subnmariner on his left wist,
executions, he thought, were usually an early norning affair. "Hurry," he shouted to his side
toward Rubenstein, then gave the bike nore throttle.

Rour ke sl owed the Harley dramatically, naking his turn wide onto the gravel road, taking himoff
the main highway and into the woods and down toward the clearing far beyond where he deterni ned

t he hostage Resistance fighters were still being kept. He had judged Korcinski as being conpetent
yet vain. He would never expect Rourke to come back and try to rescue his "conrades."

Rour ke counted heavily on that, for even with Paul Rubenstein at his side the odds were heavily
stacked agai nst him

Rour ke slowed his jet-black Harl ey even nore, curving into a gentle arc and stoppi ng. Rubenstein
passed him then cut back, and stopped beside him facing him

"Where, John?"

"Upt here, maybetwonil est hrought he woods, too many Russians on the hi ghways,
wi nded.

Rour ke rasped back

"W got a chance?"
Rourke smled. "If we didn't have a chance we woul dn't be here."

Rourke started the Harley again, slower this tine because of the roughness of the dirt road he
fol | oned.

Rour ke reviewed the details of his plan, the only way he thought he had a chance. |If nothing were
transpiring as he reached the clearing he would wait, wait for the Resistance fighters to be |ed
fromwherever they were being held to a spot where they would be shot. He renenbered the Sovi et
massacre of the Polish officer corps during Wrld War 11, the Katyn Forest Massacre. They had used
German weapons and tried to blanme the Gernmans for the mass nmurder. Sonme cl ever investigator had

di scovered the real truth, exam ning the rope with which the victins had been bound, they were
Russi an nmade. Perhaps Korcinski would try to arrange things so that it appeared the Resistance
peopl e had fought anong thensel ves and use the captured weapons fromthe fighters to execute them

Rour ke drove his bike as quickly as he dared through the woods, glancing every few nmnutes at the
Rol ex, watching the seconds tick away, wondering if the hostages were still alive.

After several nore mnutes, Rourke slowed his bike, signaling with one hand for Rubenstein, behind
him to do the sane. Stopping, Rourke glanced back across his right shoul der. "Over there, nmaybe
five hundred yards. Cone on."

Rour ke di snounted, hauling his bike into the trees, taking the bayonet fromhis belt, and hacking
away at the brush to canouflage it. Rubenstein did the same a few yards fromhim

"You want the SSG?" Rubenstein asked. Rourke shook his head no, unslinging the CAR-15 fromhis
back and working the ears on the bolt, chanbering a round, then slipping the safety on. The rifle,
stock coll apsed, slung under his right shoulder, his fist wapped around the pistol grip, he
started forward, Rubenstein nmoving behind himas Rourke gl anced back

The air was cold, danp, and foul-snelling fromthe patches of fog still clinging in the shadows of
the trees |l ow along the ground. Rourke wal ked slightly stooped over, threading his way under | ow
branches around bushes | aden with two-inch-1ong thorns, bright-green-Ileaved brush swatting at his
hands and thi ghs as he pushed his way past.

Judgi ng he'd gone half the distance, he signaled a stop with his left hand, held a finger to his
lips for silence and drooping into a | ow crouch, noved ahead. After what Rourke judged as anot her
fifty yards, he stopped again, hearing the faint sound of voices. He noved laterally, trying to
line up the sound of the voices with the approxi mate position of the clearing, stopped, hearing
the voices nore clearly, but still unable to tell the words, then started forward again.

He noved what he judged as slightly nore than a hundred yards, stopped, and listened. There were
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orders being shouted. He thought he faintly recognized Korcinski's voice. Dropping to the ground,
Rour ke signal ed Rubenstein to do the sane. Both men noved ahead on their knees and el bows,
crawl i ng over the rough ground, cautious to avoid snapping a dried twig or sone other casual noise
that mght betray them

Agai n Rourke signaled a stop, seeing the outline of the upper half of a unifornmed man above a | ow
ri sing natural hedgerow. Rourke nptioned Ruben-stein to stay back, handing himoff the CAR-15 and
pal m ng out the Sting A frominside his trousers, then on knees and el bows he i nched forward.

Agai n Rourke stopped, the sentry clearly in view, an AK-47 at high port as the man stared over the
hedger ow, Rourke beneath his line of sight. There was no chance of getting around behind the nman
Rour ke deci ded, pushing hinself up slightly and scanning the woods as best he could for signs of
other sentries. He picked one nman on the far side of the clearing, opposite this nan and turned
back to the clearing, so far staying away from Rourke's own position. Then Rourke spotted a third
man, far to his left, standing beside the collection of Soviet vehicles. Korcinski's staff car was
there, Rourke doubted the man had spent the night in the open field in the woods. Perhaps he had
returned to preside over the execution. There were nore orders barked fromthe clearing, and now
Rour ke recogni zed Korcinski's voice, in Russian, the colonel ordering the hostages be brought from
the trucks where they were being held. Rourke spotted the fourth sentry far to his right by two

|l arge tents, these apparently set up to house the men who had guarded the hostages over night.

There was activity in the clearing, nmen grunbling in Russian as soldiers grunble in any tongue,
the sounds of rifle actions being checked. The execution, Rourke realized, was i mmnent. He | ooked
back to the sentry alnost inmmedi ately ahead of him still staring out blankly over the hedgerow.

Rour ke edged forward, the Sting clanped in his teeth. It was risky, what he planned, but it was
all he could do.

He was less than five feet fromthe sentry now, slightly to the soldier's right.

Rourke got his knees up under himin a crouch, then scanning fromright to left to see if he were
bei ng wat ched, he pushed hinmself to his feet, reaching out with his left hand, the arm extended
fully, snatching his fist toward the right side of the Russian soldier's face, his right arm
lunging forward Iike a fencer, the black chrome Sting clenched in his right fist, his thunb braced
agai nst the grooved steel handle portion of the knife, the spear point tip of the blade punching
in hard in the hollow behind the chin to cut the vocal chords and stifle any cry. The Russian's
eyes were wide with pain and horror as Rourke withdrew the knife, then raked it left to right
across the man's already bl eeding throat, catching the soldier as he fell forward toward him

al ready dead, the | ook of puzzlenment still in the eyes.

Rour ke eased the body to the ground, w ping the blood fromhis hands on the soldier's uniform
shirt.

Rour ke dragged the body under a bush, then stripped away the ammo fromthe nman's belt, and
shatched up the AK-47, |ooking behind him signaling Rubenstein to conme ahead.

Rour ke inched into the hedgerow, a full view now of the clearing showed perhaps a dozen Russi an
soldiers being formed up into a long single rank. The corners of Rourke's nmouth turned down as he
squinted at the weapons the nmen held, the notley collection used by the Resistance people and Reed
and his nen.

Rour ke |l ooked to his left and saw Reed, the corporal, the other two nen, Fulsom and Darren Ball
and the twenty or so others who had survived the previous night's fiasco being narched fromthe
trucks parked at the far end of the clearing toward the center of the clearing. A tall stand of
pi nes made a salient into the clearing.

The execution, Rourke realized.

Suddenly, Rubenstein was beside him He started to speak and Rourke held up a finger to his lips,
signaling silence and nodding to Paul that he too saw the preparations for the mass nurder

Rour ke took back his CAR- 15, passed over the spare nmagazines for the AK-47, then the gun itself to
Rubenstein, pointing out to himthe safety selector. Busily, Rubenstein stuffed the spare
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magazi nes into the belt cinched around his waist, nodding.

Rour ke gestured to Rubenstein, then pointed out into the clearing toward where the firing squad
was formed. The Resistance people were already straggling toward it. He pointed toward his own
mout h and opened it w de as though shouting, pointed to the AK-47 in Rubenstein's hands, then held
his own hands, as if holding some kind of invisible submachi ne gun, then swept the imaginary
weapon fromside to side, then pointed back at the ranked firing squad. Rubenstein nodded grimy

Rourke signaled with his fingers, a walking notion to Rubenstein and then pointed along the tree
Iine. Again, the younger man nodded. Rourke snatched up the CAR-15 and renoved the scope covers,
then pushed hinself up into a crouch and started off to the right, toward the stand of pines
serving as the backstop for the firing squad' s bullets.

Rour ke reached the trees, flattening hinself behind one as best he could, glancing dowmn to his
weapon, slowy, as noislessly as possible, telescoping the collapsible stock, entwining his left
armin the sling, a hasty sling, |ooking right and left, then edging forward.

The Resistance fighters and Reed and his men partially shielded Rourke, he realized, fromthe view
of the firing squad as he raced in a | ow crouch toward the center of the stand.

Rour ke coul d hear the commands to the firing squad: "Ready!"

Rour ke heard the actions of the strange assortnent of weapons being worked, through the trees in
the clearing beyond he could see the Russian guards who had escorted the hostages draw ng back. He
coul d see Korcinski, the greatcoat open, the swagger stick braced in his gloved hands, then slowy
raising in his right hand.

"Aim" another officer's voice shouted.

Rour ke coul d see the swagger stick at full elevation, watched the nuscles on Korcinski's face
tense as Rourke settled the crosshairs beyond the face at the hand hol di ng the swagger stick

Rour ke, on one knee in the densest portion of the stand of pines, shouted, "Reed, Fulsom Ball,
hit the dirt!" He fired, his first slug kicking at the swagger stick in Korcinski's gloved right
hand, Korcinski falling back. Rourke swept the scope to Korcinski's head, Rubenstein's gunfire
with the AK-47 already nowing into the |ine of executioners, some of the men running and throw ng
down the unfam |iar weapons they held, sone starting to shoot back

Rourke fired the CAR-15 again, this time the 5.56mm solid punching in at the peak of Korcinski's
hat, the hat bl owi ng off Korcinski's head. Rourke shouted, "Next one kills you, call a ceasefire!"”

He wat ched Korcinski's head through the glass of the scope, bullets whizzing into trees around
him then above the clatter of gunfire Rourke heard Korcinski shout, watching the |ips nove
through the scope; "Cease fire! Immediately! Cease fire!"

The gunfire slowy waned, Rourke, the rifle shouldered, rising to his feet, Korcinski's head stil
under his crosshairs.

Rour ke shouted, "Reed, you and the rest of the nen get your weapons and gear. Di sarmthe Russians,
move it!"

At the back of his mind Rourke realized the gunfire mght bring nore of the Soviet troops down on
him or perhaps one of the Russians out there would take it into his head to become a hero and
snatch up a gun and start shooting. "Hurry!" Rourke shouted hoarsely, noving slowy through the
trees toward Korcinski, the scope never |eaving Korcinski's head. "Korcinski," Rourke rasped, then
in Russian said, "Tell your nmen that if there are any thoughts of heroics to forget them you wll
be the first to die, | promise. Abullet right in the head.”

Kor ci nski, his jaw dropping, shouted to his nen, "Do as he says!"

Rour ke stopped wal king, ten feet fromthe Russian, slowy lowering the rifle, collapsing the
stock, holding it dead | evel on Korcinski

He heard Reed's voice, "All right, line "emall up so we can get out of here."
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"Kill "em" Darren Ball shout ed.

Rourke glanced to his left briefly, saw Ball raising an AR 15 toward the face of a Sovi et
| i eut enant.

"Move and you're dead," Rourke snapped to Korcinski, then wheeled to his |left, snapping off two
qui ck shots with the CAR-15 splintering the black synthetic buttstock of the rifle, Ball spinning
toward him

Rourke shifted the CAR-15 to his |eft hand, snatching the Metalifed Governnent Model Colt fromthe
hip hol ster and jerking back the hammer, the gun ained at Korcinski's midsection. Rourke's eyes
darted back and forth between the two nen.

"What the hell you do that for?" Ball snapped.

"You were going to execute that man," Rourke said, his voice | ow

"So, what the hell?"

"So," Rourke answered slowy, "nmurder isn't any better if you're doing it, or they're doing it.
Touch a gun to anyone and I'll drop you, | swear it."

"M. Good Guy, huh? Bullshit!"
Rourke stared at Ball's eyes. "You've got a pistol in your belt; try using it."

Ball's right hand edged half way to his belt line, the shattered buttstock of the rifle in pieces
at his feet. "Try using it," Rourke repeated. If he and Ball were to have it out, Rourke wanted it
now.

"No," Ball rasped. "No, | heard why they let you go, what you did to Karamatsov, no, not now, not
ever."

Rourke turned his attention back toward Korcinski, the Russian, in English, saying, "Strange
behavi or for Varakov's private assassin. Karamatsov was, what is the word?, a bastard, | think."

"More or less," Rourke commented, his voice low "You' re no prince yourself, though."

Then, turning and shouting over his shoul der, Rourke said, "Al of you, split up in snmall groups,
take of f through the woods. Reed, you and your nen stick with me. Fulsomtoo." Then turning to
Bal I, Rourke told the one-legged nan, "Darren, steal a vehicle, take about five or six men with
you. Torch it under some bridge when you're ready to get rid of it."

""Til we neet again," the ex-nercenary smled.
""Til we neet again," Rourke echoed, Ball already starting to linp away.

As the Resistance fighters began to disperse, Rourke had Rubenstein take over watching Korcinski
then hel ped Reed and his nen and Ful som | oad every Sovi et weapon they could find aboard a truck
As they | oaded the | ast nachine gun aboard the truck, Rourke turned to Fulsom "At |east you' ve
got sonme of the weapons you needed."

"WAs there a traitor with us?"

"No, higher up I think." Looking at Reed, Rourke continued, "Captain Reed' s nen kept radioi ng what
we were doing, | think it's sonebody back in Texas."

"No way, Rourke, that's out of line, |I call in directly to command headquarters. Only the top
peopl e know, "

"Then it nmust be one of the top people,” Rourke said nmatter-of-factly. "There was evi dence of that
when they so neatly snatched Chanbers at the airfield, where he'd | anded in Texas."
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"You mean Karamat sov had sonebody when he gunned down that pilot?"

"Yeah," Rourke rasped, "and to nail us last night, Varakov nust have himnow. There's one sure way
to know, only one." Rourke turned to Ful som "Were's Jim Col fax supposed to be?"

"Up in the nountains near Helen, Georgia, got a Swiss chalet-Iike house up there he inherited when
his brother died. One of nmy guys spotted himstill at the house two days ago. My man had seen him
on TV."

"Where exactly," Rourke said.

"Il draw you out a map, and thanks, Rourke. We'Il | ook for your fanmly. How do we contact you?"
"You contact Arny Intelligence, I'll contact them" Rourke told Ful som

"What about the traitor?" Reed asked.

"We' Il know for sure there is one at your headquarters after today. Helen's about two hours from
here. | used to take Sarah and the kids there. Beautiful place. You have your man radio in just
like he normally would. Tell themyou expect to be up there in three hours. The Russians won't
pass up a chance to get Colfax and us all at the sane tinme so they'll wait, but we'll be there an
hour earlier."”

"I's that enough tine?" Reed asked.

"I'"'mleaving now with Paul. The bi kes can make better tine. Have Ful som give you another map |ike
the one he's making for me, then you follow in one of the Russian vehicles. Have Ful som show you
sonme side roads and possible alternates on your own maps. And we'll rendezvous at Col fax's pl ace
Leave two of your nen sone distance off to warn us when the Russians begin to show. "

" Rour ke?"
"Yeah?"
"Forget about that fight, huh? I owe you ny neck."

"What fight?" Rourke snmiled, turning away and starting back toward Rubenstein, buttonholing Reed's
corporal to keep the drop on Korcinski after Rourke and Rubenstein left.

Chapter 41.

Rour ke ran through the woods, Paul Rubenstein beside and slightly behind him both nen stopping
where they' d | eft the bi kes canoufl aged behi nd brush, stripping the brush away and mounting up.

"We're going back up into the mountains?"

"Yeah, after the astronaut, Colfax. Should have the Russians right behind us, probably use
helicopters to get up there, mght be a |lot of shooting," Rourke added, |ooking at the younger
nan.

"So, | should be used to it by now?" Rubenstein |aughed and Rourke sl apped himon the shoul der
then | ooked at him "Wat are you | ooking at ne |like that for?"

"You're a good friend, Paul," Rourke said quietly, turned away, and nounted his Harl ey.

It began to mist less than ten mnutes into the two-hour ride into the nountains, and soon the
m st turned into a driving, road-slicking rain. Rourke, with Rubenstein riding dead even beside
himto mnimze the spray of the wheels against the highway, was soaked through

Because of the driving rain, their speed was cut just to keep control, and, as Rourke turned off
the highway onto the side road Ful som had indicated for him he glanced at his watch. It had taken
slightly over two and one-half hours and might well take Reed, unfamliar with the area, even

| onger.
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Rourke pulled in at the side of the single-lane, black-topped access road, turned to Paul

Rubenst ein as he pushed his fingers through his soaking wet hair, his eyes half cl osed against the
downpour. "The Col fax place should be at the end of this road, then a driveway. There's a wooded
area behind the house. No suitable spot for the helicopters to land if the Soviets use Air

Caval ry, but they might be able to rapel down to the ground. They're going to want Colfax alive to
get the informati on on the Eden Project, the sane as we want. Cone on."

Rubenst ei n nodded, wet, | ooking disgusted, his glasses pocketed and his deep set eyes squinted,
but unlike Rourke's not just against the rain. Rubenstein, Rourke knew, needed the glasses to see

properly.

Rourke started up the single-lane road, traveling slowy, Rubenstein behind him The bl acktop was
slick and the ditches along both sides of the road were running to overflowing in the heavy rain
the water there a washed-out blood red fromthe clay.

At the end of the road was a gravel ed driveway and Rourke cut left, turning onto it, exhaling hard
inrelief at the nore stable road surface, the bike crunching over the wet, white gravel chunks, a
house | ooking as though it had been lifted fromthe Bavarian Al ps directly ahead.

The cuckoo-cl ockli ke structure had a second-fl oor porch traveling the wi dth of the house,
shuttered wi ndows and doorways facing onto it, below a smaller porch, ornamental, gingerbread
styl e woodwork, brightly painted, adorning each cornice and corner

Rour ke stopped his bike ten feet fromthe house, kicked out the stand, and disnounted. The CAR-15
the nmuzzle cap in place and dust cover closed, slung nuzzle down across his back, his upturned
collar streaming water into his shirt. He pushed his wet hair fromhis forehead and wal ked toward
the small first-floor porch, |ooking up at the second floor for sone sign of habitation. The
gravel crunched besi de himand Rourke glanced to his right. Paul Rubenstein was beside him

"Paul, go around back, | don't want Colfax to duck out on us."

The younger man nodded, his thinning hair plastered to his forehead by the rain, then di sappeared
to Rourke's left around the side of the house. Rourke stepped onto the porch, the drumming of the
rain on the porch above himintense, the sound of rushing water through the downspouts fromthe
roof-line gutters like a torrent.

He fished into his wallet, pulled the plastic coated CIA identity card fromit, then replaced the
wal l et in his pocket. He searched the door for a bell, found none and hammered on the fake Dutch
door with his left fist. "My nane is Rourke," he shouted. "I'mwth Arerican Intelligence, CA
card here in ny hand," and he turned the card toward the curtai ned windows in case Col fax were

| ooki ng through a slit.

"JimColfax, I'"'mhere to help you," Rourke shout ed.

Then there was anot her shout, Paul Rubenstein, the voice clear over the drunm ng of the rain, the
wor ds though hard to make out.

Rour ke gl anced from side to side, pocketed the CIA card, and flipped the porch railing, his boots
splattering down into the nud beside the porch, alnost |losing his footing as he ran around the
si de of the-house.

Rubenstein was pointing into the tall, wi dely spaced stand of pines in the backlot. "Colfax, a
white-haired guy with a crewcut?"

"Yeah, | think so," Rourke shouted back over the rain.

"He's out there,"” Rubenstein said, breathless sounding. "I saw him nust have heard us coning up
and took off. You said he has heart trouble, that's why he quit the astronaut progran?”

"Yeah," Rourke answered.

"Then we'd better hurry and stop him |'mnot sure, but either he's got a funny way of running or
he was hol di ng both hands over his chest."
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"My God!" Rourke shouted, already breaking into a dead run for the trees, "Get your bike and cone
on," Rourke snapped over his shoulder. Rourke hit the tree line, his right hand curling around one
of the narrow pine trunks, stopping, sw nging around the trunk, scanning the woods right and left.
He spotted novement, then saw a white-haired man running up the steeply sloping grade a hundred
yards deeper into the pines.

"Col fax!" he shouted over the drummi ng of the rain. "Colfax! JimColfax. |I'man Anerican. | don't
want to hurt you. I'mhere to help." The man started running.

Shaki ng his head, Rourke gl anced behind himfor Rubenstein and the bi ke, saw hi mcom ng and

yell ed, '"Over here, toward the slope, Paul," then started running through the trees, dodging the
sparse brush, junping deadfalls, his feet slipping in the nmud, catching hinmself on his hands,
pushing to his feet and continuing to run. Rourke could see Col fax up ahead, see Rubenstein zig-
zaggi ng through the trees trying to cut Col fax off. "Colfax! Wait, man!" Rourke shouted, stopping,
scanni ng the trees ahead, spotting the white hair, then starting to run again.

Rour ke ni ssed a deadfall, half stunbled, and caught hinmself, slithering across the nud, then
getting half to his feet. Rubenstein was at the far edge of the woods, and Col fax was running
laterally to Rourke's left along the slope.

Shaki ng hi s head, Rourke picked hinself up and started running. "Col fax, wait!"

Col fax turned, started running again and, as Rourke started to shout once nore, Rourke could see
the white-haired, athletic man stunble and fall, rolling down the slope, his body slithering
across the red nud of clay wash and colliding against a tree stunp and stoppi ng.

"Over here!" Rourke shouted to Rubenstein, waving his left armas he ran toward Col f ax.
Rour ke dropped to his knees in the nmud, lifting Colfax's face to feel for a pulse.

There was none. "The Eden Project," Rourke whispered. The white-haired man's eyelids rolled open
as the head sank from Rourke's hands.

"Can't you do anythi ng?"

Rour ke | ooked up at the face belonging to the voice. "No, Paul, if | had a hospital or a trained
cardiac team maybe | could start the heart again. He was dead before | reached him The eyelids
just cane open as a reflex action when | bent his head away. He's gone."

"Then what's up there, what's the Eden Project, John?"

Rour ke set the white-haired man's head down on the ground, closing the eyelids with his thunbs,
then stood and stared up at the gray sky, rain washing across his face.

He cl apped Rubenstein on the shoul der, starting back toward Rubenstein's bike. "The Russians'l
bury him" Then, "What's up there, hmm? Cheer up, Paul, nmaybe it isn't a doonsday machi ne or a
weapon of some sort. Who knows, nmaybe the Eden Project is sonething that'll do some good. Maybe."
Rour ke al most repeated "who knows" but a wy smile crossed his lips. The |last man who knew was
dead.

Chapter 42.

The Russi ans canme, ransacking the house, searching the woods. Rourke and Rubenstein had conpl eted
searching the house | ong before Reed had arrived, gone with Reed to a place of conceal ment on high
ground in a cleft of rocks long before the Soviet helicopter's whirring had filled the air and
drowned out the rain.

"I guess | can tell you," Reed said.

Rour ke | ooked at him then hunched back nore into the rock, not bothering to watch the Russi ans
anynore. He lighted one of his cigars, trying to shake the danpness in his clothing and in his
bones. "Tell me what?"
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"Well, before | do, Fulsom W used ny radio. He wanted to do sonething for you. He's got a
contact in the Resistance up in Tennessee. Hadn't said anything to you because he didn't want to
get any fal se hopes up. Got a message out last night before the raid and the Resistance man in
Tennessee proni sed he'd check around. Ful somjust had a feeling about it. Made nme call in on their
frequency. Well, guy owns a farm his wife is the aunt of the only survivor of the Jenkins famly
you nmentioned. The guy was a retired Arny sergeant. His son, anyway, just joined up with him got
wounded | ast night. They tal ked. Sarah and your kids are up at his farm been there the last few
days. "

Rour ke pushed away fromthe rocks. The cigar fell fromhis nouth, burning at his trousers as he
brushed it away. "Were," Rourke said, grasping Reed's collar

"Here." Reed handed Rourke a dirty, fol ded Tennessee highway map. "It's marked, up near sone place
called M. Eagle in the nountains. You know it."

"What ," Rourke said absently, not even opening the nmap, just staring at it in his hands. "Yeah
M. Eagle, yeah, | knowit."

"John, thank God."
Rubenstein threw his arnms around Rourke, and Rourke sl apped the younger man on the back
"Reed," Rourke stamered. "Fulsom can you thank himfor me, will you, ?"

"I'"l'l see him Just in case, |I'mleaving Paul the radio set we have and sonme spare parts fromthe
kit. You want to contact us, the frequency'll be marked. One other thing."

"Yeah," Rourke said, already standing at the edge of the rocks and staring down at the departing
Russi an troops. There was a small residual teamup in the woods, carrying out the rubber bagged
body of Col fax. "Looks like they're going to give hima decent burial anyway."

"John, they'll think maybe you found out before Col fax died. The Russians'l|l want you. They want
to know what the Eden Project was, alnpbst nore than we do. And you were right about that traitor
| ooks there's soneone in Chanbers's advisors who works for the Conmmuni sts.”

Al nost di sinterested, Rourke stuck out his hand. Reed took it. "I'lIl be seeing you, Captain. Say
goodbye to your nmen for me, huh?" Then, turning to Paul, Rourke said, "I'll have Sarah cook you
the best neal in the world at the retreat. 1'Il see you there as soon as | can get them back."

"Sure, John, hey, John?"
Rour ke turned and | ooked at the younger nan

"I f something goes wong, just,

"I't won't," Rourke said, smling and snatching up his CAR-15. "It won't."
Chapter 43.
It was dark, cold, raining still and the roads slick as Rourke turned off the highway and into

the nmountain passes. It had been a fool's play taking what had once been the Interstate, but the
fastest route. He'd dodged a Russi an roadbl ock perhaps seventy-five mles back, then taken to the
I nterstate again.

The farm where Sarah was staying was | ess than twenty niles ahead according to the nmap.

Rour ke passed a farm house, a denolished sandbag fence crunbling around it, the roof burnt off,
and no signs of light or life in the rainy darkness.

He travel ed on past dense woods, higher into the nountains, and saw a yellow light in the

dar kness. Rourke checked the nap with the flickering blue-yellow flame of the Zi ppo, stopped and
stared at the yellow light, lighting one of his small cigars and keepi ng the snmoke cupped under
his left hand as he stared past the darkness.
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Sarah, he renenbered the last tine they had nmade | ove, just before he had gone to Canada just a
few days before the night of the war. They had decided to try again. Hi s passion, as she called
it, for guns, for planning for disaster, for studying survivalismhad been the undoing, she'd said
so often, but she had been willing to try again, to see sonehow if the two of themcould resolve
his planning for the inevitable with her yearning for peace. He renenbered the | ook and snell of
her dark hair, the gray-green eyes. He stared up at the starless sky, rain bathing his face. He
renenbered kissing her in the rain and how she tasted.

And there would be Mchael, just six, but a man in so nmany ways already, the best of Sarah and the
best of hinself. And little Annie, four, snall, beautiful, prone to too many tears and bizarre,
but lovely |aughter. Annie.

Rour ke chewed down on the cigar butt, turned the bike toward the light and searched the trees for
a path, found one and took the notorcycle across the field, the rain driving harder now.

Rour ke stopped the jet-black Harley, kicked out the stand and di smounted, wal ki ng through the
sl oshing nud toward the small porch, the light, yellow and warm | ooking in the darkness, froma
kitchen ceiling fixture. They apparently had a generator of their own, Rourke thought al nost
nmechani cal | y.

A dog barked, but not the how of a wild one, and he stepped to the door and knocked. The door
opened, the small porch flooded in the yellow light, and a red-haired boy in his m d-teens stood,
his left armin a sling and a pistol in his right hand.

"Rel ax, son," Rourke al nost whi spered, seeing the older worman behind him More to the wonan than
the boy, Rourke said, "I'm John Rourke. Are you Mary?"

The woman nodded.

"My wife, Sarah, nmy boy, M chael, ny daughter, Annie? |I've conme for them"™

"Ch, ny CGod," the worman said, tears welling up in her eyes and streanm ng down her cheeks.
Rour ke sai d not hi ng.

"She was worried about you. | offered that she could stay, or at least |eave the little boy and
girl here after what she did for ny sister's girl. | offered.”

"Where are they?" Rourke whispered, staring down at the wonman into the yellow |light fram ng her
just past the doorway, rain dripping fromhis face and hair, the |ight naking himsonehow
I i ght headed, around his eyes, and in his throat a tight feeling com ng

"She woul dn't, wanted to go |ook for you. Back into Georgia. She left this norning, "
"Hor seback?" Rourke asked, his voice funny sounding.
"Yes, one for her, one for the boy and girl, and one for their things."

"Arnmed?" Rourke asked, the tight feeling growing in him

"An AR-15 that sonmebody converted to full auto and a rubber-gripped .45 pistol," the red-haired
boy sai d.

"Are they well? No one had been injured?" Rourke asked as though filling out a report.

"Fine, healthy, nothin" wong with "em| reckon," the woman stanmer ed.

"Toward CGeorgia, you said," Rourke asked. "Any idea of the route?"

"I think she was gonna take the old highway that runs along the Interstate, you knowit," the boy
with the red hair said.
"Yes, thank you, and thank you, na'am W' ||l never forget your kindness. Should she cone back

before I find her, her and the children, keep her here. And you, son," Rourke said to the red-
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hai red boy, his words hard now, "if she ever does, or you hear of where she is or where she's
been, get the Resistance to contact Arny Intelligence in Texas. Somehow. "

"Yes, sir," the boy stammered, straightening his shoul ders.
"Good night, ma'am" Rourke said to the worman nanmed Mary.

Winging her hands on the floral-print apron she wore, she whispered. "God bless you and |l et you
find them™

"Yes, ma'am" Rourke said, forcing a snmle, turning, wal king dowmn fromthe porch. He stopped by
the Harley, the rain falling in sheets.

He was gl ad the woman hadn't asked himto stay. She'd known, he felt, that he wouldn't.

Thi s nmorni ng, gone. Rourke sank to his knees in the nud beside the Harley, his |lips drawn back
staring up at the lightless sky. "Wiy!" he shout ed.

Rour ke clinmbed up fromhis knees, realizing some of the wetness on his face wasn't the rain,
mount ed the notorcycle, kicked up the stand, bal anced the machine with his feet out of the nud
ruts and throttled up as fast as he dared in the rutted field |Ieading back toward the road.

He passed through the trees, turned back onto the country road, watched the rain in his single
headl i ght, and gunned the Harley into the darkness, scream ng, "Wy!"

-end

<Book Mar k>
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