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THE SURVI VALI ST #08.
THE END | S COM NG

by Jerry Ahern

Chapter One..

Rour ke eased the dead Mulliner boy's head to the rocks. Rourke stood up, tired suddenly, nore
tired than he had been for so long he couldn't renemnber.

He wal ked the few paces to the streamat the base of the falls, the roar there |oud, steady,
t hrobbing, pulsing in his ears. Spray pelted at his face as he dropped to his knees beside the
wat er, di pping his right hand down, noving his fingers slowy in the cold, roaring waters, the
blood drifting fromthem Bill Milliner's blood, fornmng clouds in the water, red.

He heard novenent behind him He knew the source. Rourke closed his eyes, felt the hands, soft,
cool, touch at his neck, nove across his face.

"You have found them John
"Probably,"” Rourke answered, his voice soft, a whisper

"I'I'l take Paul to the Retreat, he can help nme to unload the cargo fromthe aircraft and we can
get it to the Retreat, I'll stay with himuntil you cone back."

Rour ke opened his eyes, hearing the water rushing, watching it nove, turning his head, still on
his knees, |ooking up at her. "And?"

"My uncle, I'Il go back, to Chicago, to the KGB, to, "

Rour ke stood up, the falls roaring now, as loudly as his blood in the veins at his tenples
roared, his heart fast. "No," he rasped, drawing her into his arnmns.

Natalia's hands, he felt them nove across his face, into his hair, his arns bound tightly
around her wai st and shoul ders. He | ooked at her, at her eyes, their blueness, the whiteness of
her skin, her nmouth, the lips noist, slightly parting as she | eaned her face toward his.

Rourke bent his face, his lips touching lightly at hers, then crushing down agai nst her nouth,
her body pressed tight against him

Her hands, he could feel them nove, he could feel her breath on his skin, her body rising and
falling against his, the pressure of her breasts against his chest.

Then her face was beside his, half against his | eft shoul der.

He heard hinself telling her, "I |love you, you won't |eave, you won't go back, "
"Sarah," she whispered.

"I, I, I can"t, | love her, too, I, "

"Il |eave,

Rourke took Natalia's arms roughly in bunched fists, holding her away fromhimat arms' |ength,
her face downturned, her hair falling forward, her body Iinp-seening. "You won't |eave nme, |
won't, I won't let, "

She | ooked up at him her eyes open, wet at the rims, naking their blueness that nuch nore
bright. Her left hand reached out to him halting, awkward because of the way he held her upper
arnms bel ow the shoul ders. The fingers of her hand, splayed, now closed, soft as they touched
against his lips. "I'll stay with you forever if you want ne, "

Rour ke drew her against him "Yes," he whispered, not knowi ng what else to say. He | aughed, and
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she | ooked up at his face.

"John?"

"I never planned for this,"” he said, holding her, hugging her against him hearing the sound of
the water and the sound of her breathing...

Chapter Two.

"Do you think, Paul, well, what do you think?" She | ooked at Rubenstein as they rode along the
| evel grasslands to intersect the highway | eading nearest to the Retreat. He didn't answer her
and she started to raise her voice over the throb of the Harleys' engines, to repeat her question
"Paul, | wanted to know, do you, "

She watched as he took his eyes fromthe path of the bikes, as his |l eft hand noved slowy
upward, pushing the wire-rinmed gl asses off the bridge of his nose. "I heard you, | just didn't
know what to answer you. | didn't know what to think, to say, | don't know'

"You think I'mcrazy?" And she slowed the Harley under her, arcing it in a wide circle in the
grass of the gently rolling field, a house distantly visible, but no sign of hunan habitation
beyond that, and no sign of occupancy. Rubenstein's bike sl owed ahead of her, turning in a |azy
circle back toward her, Natalia watching as the wind tossed his thinning hair, tossed the high
uncut grass as well, hearing the evenness of the Harley's engine. Then the silence as the engine
cut out, like her own had.

"What do you want ne to say? That | think John should have two w ves? Renenber, Jews aren't
pol yganmous. And neither are Russians, | hear, so | can't tell you anything nore than you know
yoursel f, Natalia."

"But, " She | ooked down at the controls of her machine, they were unchangi ng. She rested her
hands on the flap coverings of her belt holsters, feeling the weight of the two L-Frane Snith &
Wessons in the gunbelt at her hips. "I just, ahh, I don't, "

"John wants you to stay, and you want to stay. And for what it matters," and she watched his
eyes behind his glasses. "For what it matters, well, | want you to stay, too, | do, " The
background sil ence broke, Paul Rubenstein's Harley gunning to life. He just |ooked at her, Natalia
hearing his voice above its throb. "Ready?"

She nodded to him but it m ght have been a lie...

She had insisted on using the road, crossing the rougher country was difficult with Paul's
wound, difficult for him pain etched nore deeply across his face with each bunp and twi st. And
the highway was faster as well. And it was only a fewniles to ride. She had given herself all of
these argunents and then given themto Paul, and Paul Rubenstein had rel ented.

A peaceful ness had come about her now, the peaceful ness that she had sonetines felt in her life
when destiny was beyond her control. John Rourke would find his Sarah, and M chael, and Annie.
VWhat woul d happen after that woul d happen. Rourke had ordered her to stay, and she would. Two nen
in her life she had felt nerited her obedi ence, her uncle, General |shmael Varakov, suprene
commander of Soviet Forces of the North Anmerican Arny of Cccupation, and Doctor John Thomas
Rour ke, she rolled the nane on her tongue.

When she had net and married Vladm r Karamatsov, she had thought she had fallen in | ove, but
she had realized soon that she had been taken in. She was the niece of one of the Soviet Union's
nmost highly placed nilitary conmanders, the Soviet Union's nost respected soldier of World War |1
and he was the hero of Wrld War 111, she knew, but his praises would never be sung. Rather than a
bat h of bl ood, he had sought to handle his task with as rmuch equanimity as possible, to treat the
conquered American people, she snmiled at that, for Americans truly seened unconquerable on the
nmost fundamental of levels, to treat themlike people, with dignity. To get his job done, the job
of supplying the Soviet war effort in Asia against the Chinese Conmunists, but to restrain the KGB
fromits intended purge, had brought her uncle into conflict with her husband, and it was this
conflict that had | ed to her husband' s abuse of her body, of her soul, had led to her uncle's
constructing events in such a way that John Rourke had no choice but to kill her husband.
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Her Uncle Ishmael, she smiled at the thought. A hunmanist, a good humani st, and perhaps because
of that, he was a better Comuni st than all of them

And John Rourke, as dedicated an anti-Communi st as she had ever known, as she had ever thought
could exist, but capable of great tenderness, of |ove, of understanding. And she |oved both nen,
the Communi st general and the anti-Conmuni st doctor and survivalist. And both nen | oved her. It
was a happi ness that she felt, despite the aftermath of gl obal thernonuclear war. And the idea of
happi ness was itself ridicul ous.

But Natalia Anastasia Tienerovna, major, Commttee for State Security of the Soviet, felt it,
happi ness, anyway.

She wanted to say sonmething to Paul, that she |loved himdeeply |ike she would | ove a brother
or a close friend, she had had neither

She turned her face, her hair caught in the slipstreamof the air around her and the Harl ey
that throbbed between her | egs. She | ooked at Rubenstein as she brushed hair back from her eyes.

She felt stupid, shouting it to him "I'm happy, Paul!"

They were starting into a curve as they passed beneath an outstretching roadsi de oak to their
right, the angle of the road dropping steeply |eft, an abandoned roadsi de store on the |eft
perhaps forty yards ahead. In the gravel parking |ot between the store and the road were nore than
a dozen men on notorcycles or standing beside them Heavily arned, the nen were Brigands.

She swung her M 16 forward on its sling. She slowed her bike. She | ooked at Paul Rubenstein,
his German MP-40 submachine gun was in his right fist. She felt a tear at the inside corner of her
right eye. Natalia Anastasia Tienerovna, major, Committee for State Security of the Soviet, told
herself the tear in her eye was only fromthe wind. It had been foolish, dangerous, to feel happy.

Chapter Three.

He | aughed when he thought of it, "trigger control." It had been his slogan, his watchword, so
long, but so little time, ago. Paul Rubenstein punped the Schneisser's trigger, a neat three-round
burst across the forty yards or so separating himand Natalia fromthe dozen Brigands, punped the
burst toward the nearest of the two Brigands raising assault rifles toward them And the Brigand,
atall, beefy man wearing a sleevel ess blue denimjacket, doubled up jacknife fashion, falling
f orwar d.

A sharper, |ouder crack, hot brass pelting at his left cheek, Natalia's M16, a long burst, the
second rifleman going down, his legs cut fromunder him gunfire raining toward them now as ot hers
of the Brigand band opened fire, notorcycles starting out of the gravel parking lot, skidding into
the | oop of highway that flanked the |Iot on two sides.

"Back the other way!" Natalia was screamnm ng. Rubenstein fired another burst, then another and
anot her, the conparatively mld recoil shocking his body, bringing a wash of cold sweat to him
his arnms aching like a bad tooth. He started cutting the Harley into a steep arc, firing another
burst, downing still another of the Brigand bikers, the Brigand s nmachi ne, a Japanese bike
dri pping chrome and gl eami ng |ike sonething just off a showoom floor, skidding across the
hi ghway. The Brigand was screani ng, dragged behind it, the bike's engine roaring, sparks showering
up fromthe road surface, then a scream nore hideous than anything Paul Rubenstein had ever heard,
a shriek. The Brigand's left leg, as the machi ne whipl ashed agai nst a rock of massive proportions,
the rock a barrier between the corner of the gravel lot and the |oop of highway, the left |eg was
torn away, the bike exploding as it struck the boul der-sized rock, a spray of flam ng gasoline
bel ching laterally across the | oop of highway then rising, the anputated | eg of the Brigand like a
flami ng 1 og, the Brigand hinself screaning again as flames engul fed his thrashing body.

Rubenstein fired out the Schneisser's nagazi ne through the sheet of flanme, a Brigand biker
crashing through it, bouncing to the highway, clothes and hair and face on fire.

Rubenstein |l et the Schneisser drop to his side on its sling, snatching the battered Browning
Hi gh Power fromthe web tanker style shoulder rig under his field jacket, jacking back the hamer
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with his thunb. He fired once, the Brigand bi ker, a human torch, dropped, the burning arnms and
hands sl apping up toward the face, the face like the burning head of a match. Wiat had been a man
fell

Rubenst ei n gunned the Harley, Natalia twenty yards back along the road by now, her nachine
stopped, the M 16 held in both her hands as she twisted in the bike seat, spraying death behind
t hem

He shouted to her over the crackle of flames and gunfire, "Run for it!"
He shot his machi ne past her, hearing her nachine rev on the whistle of the slipstream

Paul Rubenstein | ooked behind him Natalia was coming, riding | ow over her Harley, Brigand
bi kers, at least six of them starting out of the | oop of highway and foll ow ng.

Chapt er Four.

The M 16's thirty-round nagazi ne spent, she let the rifle fall on its sling, dismssing it as
she | eaned her weight forward over the Harley, tucking her body down against the gunfire of the
pursui ng Bri gands.

Paul Rubenstei n was ahead of her, his machi ne weavi ng, perhaps to avoid Brigand gunfire,
perhaps the pain in his arm nmaki ng hi m weak. She didn't know.

Nat al i a kept riding.
There was a roar behind her and she | ooked back

One of the Brigand bikers, he was breaking away fromthe rest, a three-wheeled trike, the roar
of its engine loud. She stared at the machine. Fromwhat she could tell it was no real bike at
all, sonething custom zed, hand built, chrone pipes gl eam ng everywhere, a chrone-plated
aut onobi | e-si zed engi ne between the single front wheel and the rear wheels, just behind the
driver's seat. There was a rippling, exploding sound, the bike up on its rear wheels for an
instant, then rocketing toward her, a cloud of exhaust funes rising in its wake.

The face of the man driving it, lips wide back fromthe bared teeth, snarling, one eye gone,
the right one. In the left hand she saw a shotgun, the barrels short, no buttstock at all, as far
as she could see.

The doubl e side-by-side barrels were raising toward her as the three-wheel ed machi ne gai ned on
her.

Nat al i a reached her right hand to the Safariland flap hol ster at her right hip, her fingers
curling around the smooth, menory-grooved Goncal o Al ves stocks, the L-Frane Smith & Wesson in her
fist as she wenched it fromthe |eather.

She punched the Metalife Custom.357 Magnum out, toward the man with the shotgun coning at her
on the trike. If he fired first, she would be dead or worse, she knew. She doubl e-actioned the
sl ab-si de barrel ed revol ver, the wheel gun bucking in her right hand, the face of the Brigand biker
seeming to erupt at the bridge of the nose and between the eyes. The shotgun di scharged, both
barrels, Natalia turning her face away, hearing a roar then a roar |ouder than the shotgun bl asts
had been, feeling heat sear at her right hand. She turned to fire again, but the trike, the biker
a massive oak tree growing close out of the side of the road, the bizarre nmachine had clinbed it,
hung fromit now as flanmes rained down in chunks of burning flesh and debris and the trike and the
bi ker who had ridden it were gone.

She hol stered the L-Frane, one of two given her by the de facto President of U S. Il, Sanuel
Chanbers, in her nmind s eye she could see the American Eagl es engraved on the right barrel flats,
remenber the ook in Rourke's eyes as Chanbers had awarded her the guns, his token of thanks,

She was Russian, fighting Anericans, fighting Russians, too, by hiding fromthem at war with her
own KGB, at war with her own heart.

Nat al i a screaned into the wind, The Brigand bi kers had given up their pursuit.
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Chapter Five.

Rourke slowed the jet-black Harley Low Rider. He eased the bike into a stop, letting down the
stand, dismounting, sliding the CAR-15 forward on its sling.

He stood beside the Harley, listening. He could hear faint clicking sounds as the Harley's
engi ne cool ed, but, above these, he heard the sounds that had precipitated the N ght of The War,
t he sounds of advanci ng Sovi et tanks.

The CAR-15's pistol grip clenched tight in his right fist, he wal ked ahead, |eaving the Harley
by the side of the road, a dirt track | eading fromone nmain highway to another through farns and
woods.

He entered the woods now, noving slowly, pushing aside overhangi ng branches, not breaking them
ducking the | arger ones, squinting against the cool sunlight through his dark-1ensed aviator-style
sungl asses. He noved the short, dark tobacco cigar with his tongue fromthe right side of his
mout h across his teeth to the left, clenching it there, still unlit.

The sound of the tanks was | ouder. He kept wal ki ng, the ground rising suddenly, dramatically
ahead of him

He slipped the rifle slightly further forward, its nuzzle plug al ready pocketed, the | ens caps
for the Colt three-power scope already renoved, pocketed in his brown | eather bonmber jacket I|ike
the muzzl e cap.

H's right thumb played against the Colt rifle's safety lever, the ball of his thunb rubbing
against it, the safety off because there was no round in the CAR- 15's chanber. Aboard a bike in
rough country, it was safer to travel that way.

The tree cover thinned as the ground rose, Rourke stopping near its edge, |istening.

Tanks, many tanks.

"Tanks a lot," he al nost whispered, snmiling at his own joke. He eared back the CAR-15's bolt,
chambering the top round out of the thirty-round stick

He chewed down harder on the cigar, flicking the safety to "on" and finding the Zippo in his
Levis pocket. He flicked back the cowming, rolling the striking wheel under his thunb, poking the
tip of the cigar into the blue-yellow flane. He eyed the initials on the old Zippo, J.T.R

He pocketed the lighter

I nhaling the snoke deep into his lungs, he walked fromthe tree line, glancing right and |eft
and ahead, searching for anything that didn't belong as his ears focused the bulk of his attention
on the sound of the tanks.

The ground was rising sharply now, and he judged that he'd be able to view the tanks fromthe
lip of the rise.

Rour ke wal ked ahead, dropping into a crouch as he approached the height of the rise.

Chewi ng down on the cigar as he inhaled, he dropped onto his knees and el bows, raising his
rifle into his fists as he noved on, then stopped. There was no need for binoculars, or even the
scope on the CAR-15, at the distance of perhaps a quarter-mile, the ten tanks traveling in colum
al ong what had once been an interstate highway were visible enough. The tanks were thirty-nine
plus ton T-72s, fitted with 125mm snoot h-bore turret guns, nore powerful than anything U S. 11
m ght possibly have to throw agai nst them

The confidence of the tankers upset himmnost of all, they traveled with hatches up and open
heads and shoul ders protrudi ng above the hatches, nmen sitting on the tank bodies, hitching rides,
Sovi et sol di ers.

As he watched, the tank colum sl owed, then stopped.
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Rour ke set down his rifle, snatching up his binoculars fromthe case at his side. He focused
the arnored Bushnell 8x30s on the head of the colum. He could see no reason for the tanks to have
stopped. He swept the binoculars forward, along the roadway.

An overpass bridge. In the shelter of the center pylons he saw somet hi ng novi ng.
He focused the binoculars nore sharply for the increased range.

A dog, a stray dog, |ike hundreds he had seen since the Night of The War. Honel ess, dirty,
wild, ready to rip your throat to eat rather than starve. It |ooked part collie, perhaps part
golden retriever, it was the right color for that. She was, as the dog began to stand up, he could
make out beside it on the ground two puppies, barely visible. What the world desperately needed,
he thought, were nore stray dogs.

He swept his binoculars back to the |ead tank, nearer to himthan the dogs thensel ves, the road
angling away fromhimin the direction in which the tanks noved.

The hatch open like the others, a nan was cl anbering up and out of the hatch. There was an
argunent going on, between the man fromthe tank and one of the outside riders. The focal point of
the argument seened to be an AKM

Rour ke squinted, returned his gaze to the dogs. The fenale, the nother, was attenpting to carry
one pup by the scruff of the neck in her nouth, nudging the other pup with her forelegs, with her
muzzl e. She dropped the puppy fromher nouth as she nudged at the other one. It rolled, unable to
fully stand. She picked it up again, nudging at the other puppy once nore.

Rour ke heard the sound, automatic weapons fire.

The nother dog fell, a broad splotch of red suddenly visible on her neck behind her right ear.
The puppy in her nouth was al so shot, its body cut in half. Another burst of autonatic weapons
fire, the little puppy on the ground. Its body seenmed al nost to disintegrate.

Rour ke swept the binoculars back to the lead tank, the man frominside the tank held the Sovi et
assault rifle to his shoulder, fired another burst, then handed the weapon back to the outside
rider.

The man fromthe tank was | aughi ng. Rourke could see him | aughing.

Rour ke chewed down harder on his cigar, feeling the snoke in his lungs. He replaced the
Bushnells in the pouch, zippered it shut.

He rai sed the CAR-15, extending the tel escoped buttstock

He judged the range at just under four hundred and fifty yards, stretching the CAR 15 beyond
conmon sense and reason.

If he'd had the Steyr-Mnnlicher SSG tw ce the range woul d have been possible and easily so

He settled the three-power scope's reticle, between the shoul der bl ades of the man fromthe
| ead tank, the man who had fired the AK

Rourke closed his right eye a noment, he had killed wild dogs, many of them since the N ght of
The War.

What the tanker, the commander |ikely, had done was sonething altogether different, he
realized

And besi des, Rourke thought, riding with the hatch open seened to assune no American woul d
fight back against the tanks, would resist the Soviet invaders.

Rour ke noved the safety. He started the trigger squeeze.

He felt the recoil, heard the crack, saw the scope shift slightly, blurred, then saw the nan at
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the hatch of the | ead tank, the man who had killed the dog and her two puppies, saw both hands
move suddenly to the small of the back just above the belt, dead center over the spine. The body
toppl ed forward, sliding across the front edge of the tank, slipping to the ground. The arns

fl apped once, twice, then no novenent. Rourke nade a nental note to experinent with bullet drop
figures in excess of four hundred yards, he had ai ned substantially higher

As soon as he got the opportunity.

The Russians around the | ead tank were noving, the second tank already starting laterally
across the road, some of the Russians who had ridden on the outside of the tanks, now hidden
beside the treads, returned fire. The rocks bel ow Rourke and a hundred yards or so ahead of him
took the inpact of the automatic weapons fire.

Rourke felt a smile cross his lips. "So long, asshole,” and he was up, noving, the CAR-15's
saf ety comi ng on under his right thunb, raising his body up fromits crouch, breaking into a | ong-
strided run toward the Harley. There was a roar, a high-pitched | oud whistling sound, the 125nm
snoot h-bore turret gun. He noved fast into a right angle, breaking through the tree |ine, running,
feeling the ground trenble as he was sl apped forward by a rush of air, the HEAT round had inpacted
to the left of his original Iine of novenent. If he hadn't broken right, he realized, |ooking back
t hrough the cloud of snoke and dirt and foliage raining down, he woul d have been dead. Rourke
pushed hinmsel f up, running again, if he could nake the Harl ey, nmaxi mum speed on the T-72 series
was fifty mles per hour, the Harley could do better than that, and effortlessly.

He kept running, but at an oblique angle now, to his left, the tank gunner would try to
saturate the area. The gunner had fired left, now he would fire right, the whistling sound again,
the roar of a blast dying on the air.

Rourke threw hinmself into the run, the whistling |ouder, higher pitched.

He hurtled hinmself forward through an opening in the tree cover, shielding his head with his
hands. He felt the ground shake, but feeling at all neant he was still alive. Before the explosion
di ed, he was up, running, a cloudburst of dust and broken bits of foliage engulfing the woods
around him

Fire, he | ooked behind him the trees burning near the two inpact sites.

He broke through the tree line, his bike, Soviet soldiers, six of them they surrounded the
machi ne, their own notorcycles parked on the opposite side of the dirt track

The nearest of the men was turning, toward him

No tinme for the CAR-15, Rourke's right hand flashed under his brown | eather bonber jacket,
snat ching at the Pachmayr gripped butt of the stainless Detonics there. As the Soviet soldier
rai sed his AKM Rourke fired, the pistol bucking in his hand

The soldier's face took the 185-grain JHP, the center of the face collapsing in the redness of
bl ood as the nman fell back

A second sol dier, Rourke shot himtwice in the chest, Rourke's left armgoing out, his left
fist straight-arming a third soldier in the chest, knocking the man back and down.

Rour ke junped, his left |eg snaking over the seat of the Harley Low Rider. He got the stand up
firing the Harley's engine, punping the trigger of the Detonics into the chest and abdonen of a
fourth Soviet soldier. The little Detonics was enpty, the slide | ocked back. He thunbed down the
stop, letting the slide run forward, ramming the pistol into his belt. Afifth Soviet soldier
Rourke's left | eg snapped up and out, the toe of his conbat-booted foot catching the man in the
groin as the soldier tried to bring his rifle to bear. Rourke gunned the Harley, alnost |osing his
bal ance, dragging his feet, keeping upright and taking off along the dirt road.

The Low Ri der was best suited to highway driving, and maki ng hi gh speed on the bunpy, rutted
dirt road was difficult, keeping it up harder, he let the machine out as nuch as he dared, keeping
| ow over the handl ebars as he | ooked back, one of the Soviet bikers was already conmi ng, two nore
wer e mounting up.
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Rourke's right hand slipped down to the CAR- 15, his thunb working the safety off, he tw sted
the muzzle behind him firing once, twice, a third tine, the Soviet biker nearest him skidding off
into the trees to avoid Rourke's fire. Rourke worked the safety again, letting the CAR-15 drop on
its sling at his side, his attention wholly focused now on riding.

Behi nd him he could hear the sounds of bikes, the remaining two Soviets. He bent |ower over
the Harley, he nmade it there was at |east another nile of the dirt track before he reached paved
hi ghway.

A deep rut, Rourke skirted the machine around it, balancing out with his feet, then gunning the
engi ne, junping a huge bunp, wenching the nachine up with his arns, gunfire from behi nd hi m now.
He | ooked back again, two bikers close, a third fifty yards or so behind them

He couldn't risk firing, the road too rutted for himto shift a hand fromthe handl ebars. H's
body | ow across the jet black Harl ey, he kept riding. There was a sharp bend right, Rourke's
machi ne ski ddi ng through the curve, his right |leg out, balancing the Harley, his right foot
draggi ng through the nud as the road di pped, the Harley grinding, Rourke wenching at the nachine.
Movi ng agai n, he kept the machine moving, through the curve and up the grade, the nmud hard and
rutted again, Rourke junping the bike laterally over a deep rut, the nachine skiddi ng, Rourke
bal ancing it out. Still noving.

A shouted curse from behind him Rourke | ooked back, seeing one of the Soviet bikers down.

He gunned the Harley, taking the grade, junping a humock of ground, the dirt road eveni ng out,
Rourke letting out the machine, ahead he could see paved road.

A ridge of packed hard nud and gravel, he junped the Harley over it, nearly losing it,
recovering, letting the bike skid alnost out fromunder himas he angled the nachine right, he was
on the road.

Bal anci ng out, his feet up, he revved the Harley, the crackle of his exhaust |oud, gunfire
behi nd himas the coolness of the day turned into a chill slipstream around him Rourke nol di ng
hi s body over the machine.

The road was a straight ribbon, black, recently paved, he guessed, before the N ght of The War
the yell ow doubl e Iines bright, fresh-painted.

@unfire, the road surface behind himsparked with it as he | ooked back. Two of the Soviet
bi kers still pursued.

H s exhaust runbl ed, sputtered, nmade a sound that seened to split the fabric of the air as he
l et the machine full out, the front wheel rising slightly, Rourke bal ancing as he fought the fork
and then the slipstream around himwas harder, |ouder, colder, punching at his face, tearing at
his hair, the gunfire was suddenly nore distant.

He risked a | ook back once, the mlitary bikes of the Soviet soldiers were fading in the
di st ance.

He chewed down once, hard, on his cigar butt, then spit it into the slipstream
Chapter Six.

There had been nore Russians as Rourke had moved of f the highway and kept to the side roads,
the dirt tracks, nore and nore Russians. Supply convoys, tanks riding shotgun for them noved
al ong each major artery in the directions of cities |large enough to have airports. He had spent
hours wat ching them unable to nmove because of them waiting.

A truck had broken down, an axle, Rourke had guessed, watching fromthe distance with his
Bushnel | 8x30s. After sone tinme of Russian officers wandering about the truck, apparently shouting
orders, cursing out the driver and the like, the truck had been unl oaded.

Rour ke had expected confiscated M 16s, or explosives, or foodstuffs, even nedical supplies. But
when one of the crates had broken, nore stonping around, nore apparent name-calling and
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threatening, the contents had proven to be a mcrofilmprojector. Al of the cases inside the
truck, as they were enptied out with neticul ous care, were apparently possessed of the sane
contents.

Rour ke sat back, not |ooking at the road, considering instead.

He studied the CAR- 15 as he laid it across his |ap, how many thousands of rounds had he fired
through it? The parkerized finish of the thirty-round nmagazi ne up the well was badly scratched,
but the magazi ne was wholly serviceabl e. Absent-m ndedly, he wondered if his friend Ron Mahovsky,
who had custoni zed his Python, had survived the Ni ght of The War. Rourke, retrospectively, decided
he shoul d have asked Mahovsky to Metalife the CAR-15's nmgazi nes for added durability.

It was too |ate now, but nany things were too |ate.
The microfilmprojectors, why so many?

And he thought of Sarah, and M chael, and Annie. The children woul d have changed, not the tineg,
but the experience. And Sarah, he closed his eyes.

Before the Night of The War, they had al ways argued over his "preoccupation,” as she had call ed
it, "with gloomand doom preparing for the unthinkable", his concerns with survival. She had seen
guns as not hing nore than weapons of destruction

Rour ke studied the profiled CAR-15 across his thighs.

It was hard to consider a rifle a weapon of destruction, considering the weapons unl eashed on
the Night of The War.

He cl osed his eyes, he renenbered the flight across the United States that night, he could not
forget it.

The children dying of burns in Al buquerque.

The teens who had call ed thensel ves the Guardians, in Texas. Their faces and their bodies
scarred with radiation burns, their lives ending, their mnds scarred and gone with the horror

He opened his eyes, staring at the gun, he had saved lives with it, tried righting wongs.
John Rourke cl osed his eyes again, he wondered if Sarah had changed, at all
Chapter Seven

She | ooked at Annie, it was like Annie was trying to be her little carbon copy. One of the men
in the Resistance, a black nan, Tom had given Anni e a bandanna handkerchi ef, blue and white. And
Annie wore it tied over her hair now, |ike Sarah herself had habitually worn one since The N ght
of The War. She thought about that, when she had cl eaned house, or been baking bread she'd
al ways, but there was no house to clean, no house at all.

Sarah Rourke |icked her lips, getting up fromthe fire-blackened ridge pole of the destroyed
barn, fallen now She had found it a favorite place to sit when she'd been outside the underground
survi val bunker beneath the burned-out Cunni ngham far mhouse.

She started wal king toward Annie, Annie pretending to read a book to one of the |less seriously
wounded Resi stance men. Sarah had brought the man fromthe bunker for the fresh air. The generator
that powered the ventilation systemin the bel ow ground-|evel shelter needed fuel or foot-peda
power. Fuel was in short supply, and so were feet with nothing to do but ride a bicycle. The job
was frequently falling to Mchael. He had been an intrepid bike rider before The N ght of The War
and she thought that now M chael al nost seened to enjoy working the foot-powered generator. But
foot power was not enough to punp sufficient air that the air snelled anything but stale and
dirty. And so spent as nuch tine outside as she coul d.

The wounded nman's airing was just an excuse.

She wondered, suddenly, as she wal ked, what it would be like inside her husband's Retreat, if
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he found her. "Wen," she said under her breath, correcting herself.

She stopped wal ki ng, about m dway between the burned shell of the barn and the gl eani ng
whi t eness of the corral fence where the quarter horses old M. Cunni ngham had rai sed once roaned.
They were gone now, but so were Tildie and Sam her horse and John's horse, the horses she had
used with the children, the horses that had noved them out of danger, been like part of her
famly, She stood there, w ping her hands al ong her bl ue-jeaned thighs, then resting her hands
on her hips. Under her right hand she felt the butt of the Trapper .45 Bill Milliner had given
her. He should have net his Resistance contact by now, perhaps already be on his way back to
report to Pete Critchfield.

Mary Mulliner, Bill's nother, it was witten in the lines etched in her face, a fear for him
that she'd |l ose red-haired, blue-eyed Bill just |ike she had | ost her husband, fighting in the
Resi st ance agai nst Russi ans and Brigands. The .45 had been Bill's father's gun, and now it was
Sar ah's.

She had already used it to save her life.

She rarely thought of it, it was so nmuch a part of her now, carrying a gun, |ike wearing the
bl ue and white bandanna with which she habitually covered her hair.

Little Annie was still pretending to read to the wounded Resistance fighter. Birds whistled in
the trees.

Sarah cl osed her eyes, very tired. Wuld there be tinme to teach Annie Rourke to read, ever, and
not just pretend?

Chapter Eight.

Ceneral |shmael Varakov sat on a park bench, halfway across the spit of |and extendi ng out
into the | ake toward the astronomy nuseum The wind was stiff and cold off the | ake there.

Beside him Catherine sat. Hs secretary, the girl who wore her uniformskirts too long, a shy
girl. Ashy girl who had told himthat she [ oved hi mwhen he had attenpted to send her back to
spend the |last few days with her nother and her brother in the hone he would never again visit
besi de the Bl ack Sea. She had refused to go, he had | et her stay.

He | ooked down at his left hand now, for some reason he yet didn't understand, his left hand
clutched her right hand. She was young enough to be his daughter, or perhaps granddaughter

She woul d not call himanything besides "conrade general", and she whi spered those words now.
"Yes, child," he nodded.
"W will all die?"

"Yes, child, all of us. A week, perhaps, if that, " And thunder runbled fromthe sky, a flash
of chain lightning snaking | ow through gray clouds over the white-capped waters of Lake M chigan
But the |ightning subsided, passed. "Very soon," he whispered to her, "very soon, Catherine, the
lightning will not go away."

"I will mssit, if you can mss it, conrade general, being alive, | think."
He | ooked at her face, the rins of her eyes were nmoist. "You cry, child?"
She nodded yes.

"That you die, child? W will all die."

She shook her head no.

"Then why is it that you cry, child?"

"That | had to be told | would die, conrade general, before, before I, " and she | ooked away
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fromhim Varakov feeling her hand in his, her nails digging into his flesh. It was life,
sensation was life now, and he did not tell her to stop

Chapter N ne.
Rour ke stopped the Harl ey-Davi dson Low Ri der, disnmounting as he | et down the stand

Below him in a shall ow depression too small to be actually called a valley, was a burned
farmhouse, or so it appeared to be. A barn too, also burned. There was a white fence, a corra
fence, freshly painted it seemed, gleaning white against the bl ackness of the burned tinbers of
the two buildings. There was novenent near the shell of the house.

Rour ke removed his binoculars fromthe case, the lens caps already off, in the case bottom
Hi s hands were trenbling.

It was near M. Eagle, it had apparently once been a horse farm A sign, fallen down and broken
in half, partially obscured by underbrush, had been at the end of the dried-nud-rutted ranch road,
where the ranch road had net the bl acktop

The sign had read: Cunninghamis Folly, Friends Wl cone, Qhers Planted.
Apparently, it hadn't been planting season

Bot h buil di ngs, having been burned so conpletely, bore the marks of other than natural causes,
Bri gands.

Rour ke raised the binoculars to his eyes, focusing them
"Freeze!"
Rour ke froze, whoever was behind him whoever had spoken, was very good, very good.

Rour ke held the binoculars at eye level, shifting his right hand slightly so the fingers of his
| eft hand coul d reach under the storm sl eeve of his bonber jacket. Wth all the Soviet activity,
Rour ke had hidden the little Freedom Arns .22 Magnum boot pistol he'd taken off the dead body of a
Bri gand, hidden it on a heavy rubber band butt downward on the inside of his right wist. The four-
round cylinder was one-round shy, the hal f-cocked hanmer resting over an enpty chanber.

"You must be an Indian to sneak up on ne like that," Rourke said, not turning around, pal mng
the little Freedom Arms gun under his left hand, still peering through the binoculars. There was a
worman novi ng about the yard near the white corral fence.

"I been called 'nigger' lots, but ain't never been called no Indian, fella."
"There's a woman, young wonan, down there by the corral fence, what's her nane?"
He heard novenent behind hi m

"l asked her nane."

He felt the muzzle of a gun at the back of his neck

Rour ke stepped back against it on his right foot, sinultaneously snapping his left foot up and
back, hearing a guttural sigh, feeling his heel connect with tissue and bone, his left arm noving
as he half dodged, half fell right, sweeping up and agai nst the nmuzzle of the gun, it was a Ruger
M ni - 14 stainless, knocking the rifle barrel hard left as the man holding it sagged forward, knees
buckl i ng.

Rourke half rolled, half wheel ed, balanced on his right hand and left foot, his right |eg
snaking up and out, the toe of his conbat boot inpacting against the black rifleman's abdonen j ust
above the belt.

Then Rourke was up, the little Freedom Arns boot pistol's hamrer at full stand, the nuzzle of
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the pistol against the black man's right ear as the man sagged to the ground.

"Don't nove, you al one?"

"Fuck you, "
Rour ke increased the pressure of the pistol against the man's ear. "It'd be awful dunb for you
to make me shoot you, | think we're on the sane side. Now, the name of the woman down by the

corral fence
"Why the hell you wanna know, "

"Maybe she's ny wife, "

"You the guy's who's the doctor, "

Rour ke eased the three-inch barreled pistol away fromthe man's ear. He stood up, blocking the
hanmer with his thunb, his hands shaking too much to trust to lowering it at that instant.

"Her nane is, "
The bl ack man | ooked up, there was anger in his eyes, but surprise too, "Sarah Rourke, "
Rour ke did sonething he rarely did.

H s hands stopped shaking. He | owered the hammer on the little .22 Magnum and shifted it to his
| eft hand.

Wth his right hand, John Thomas Rourke nmade the sign of the Cross.
Chapter Ten.

The bl ack Resistance fighter's name was Tom he said Annie was "the cutest little girl he'd
ever seen," and that Mchael was nore man than boy, pulling his weight, and that Sarah was a tough
fighter, an angel of nercy, what held themtogether since the | oss of David Bal fry.

Rour ke had sai d nothing about the Mulliner boy.

And he wal ked now, his Harley left behind himwith the man naned Tom he had told the nan he
was the qui etest nman he had never heard. But Rourke put being surprised down nore to hinmself than
to Toms skills, his mnd had been el sewhere, his reactions turned off. Had Tom been a Brigand, or
a Russian, he woul d have been dead.

He wal ked on

He coul d see Sarah's figure growing in definition as he bridged the gap of distance between the
depression's overl ook and the farnyard near the white corral fence.

Her dark brown hair was all but obscured by what |ooked |ike a bandanna handkerchi ef. She wore
a light blue shirt of sone kind, it |looked Ilike a T-shirt. She | ooked, fromthe distance at |east,
i ke she | ooked when she worked in her studio, or about the house.

He wal ked on

A small child, near a man propped beside a tree, too small, the child was, to be Mchael. It
was Anni e.

She | ooked like a m niature of her nother
Where was M chael ?

He wal ked on, a thin, dark tobacco cigar in the left corner of his nmouth, clenched tight
bet ween hi s teeth.

He it it with cupped hands around his Zi ppo against the cool w nd blowing up fromthe
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direction of the burned-out farm
The CAR-15 was across his back, slung diagonally cross-body fromhis |eft shoul der.

The nusette bag on his right side whacked out and back against his body as he took | ong
strides, even strides in his conbat-booted feet. The binocul ar case swayed and thunped at his
right side, against the Pachmayr gripped butt of his Python there in the flap hol ster

In the small of his back, where he'd placed it when he'd seen the Russians, was the two-inch
barreled Colt Lawman .357, the one he'd used to shoot the Brigand |l eader in that first
confrontation after the nmassacre of the passengers fromthe airliner he had | anded, |ess than
perfectly, in the desert outside A buquerque.

The bl ack chrone Sting I A knife was tucked inside the wai stband of his Levis on his left side

He was barely conscious of the weight of the twin stainless Detonics pistols under his armpits
beneat h the battered brown | eat her bonmber jacket.

He wal ked on
The nusette bag was heavy, he felt its weight. Spare magazi nes for the CAR-15.

On his gunbelt, he carried the hol stered Python. Hanging fromhis trouser belt, was the Sparks
Si x- Pack with | oaded Detoni cs magazi nes, the Six-Pack a gift fromthe submari ne conmander,
Gunder son.

He inhal ed the snoke into his |lungs, menories.
Natalia's face. Paul's face, nenories he could feel now

The future was about to turn around, to notice him he could feel it as it started at the
growingly clear inmage of his w fe, Sarah Rourke

He wal ked on
Chapt er El even.
" Monma?"

Hal f the wonmen and a snall percentage of the men in the world would react to the nane, Sarah
Rour ke thought, turning around, seeing her son coming up fromthe bunker.

"Momma?"
"What is it, Mchael ?" and she felt herself smle.

But she saw past him past his tall, straight little body, beyond the tousled brown hair that
never stayed conbed, beyond the brown eyes sonetines sparkling with curiosity, sonmetines dull wth
wear i ness.

She saw a figure of a man, a nman, tall, straight, dark hair Iike her son's hair, the wnd
catching it. There was an assault rifle slung fromhis body under his right arm she could barely
detect the shape of the barrel, it was across his back

"Your father always carried a rifle like that, it never |ooked confortable to,
She stopped, staring.

She said it again. "Your father, your, M chael, She was barely whi spering.

He | ooked at her, then to where Annie was still pretending to read to the injured Resistance
fighter, and then he | ooked behind him beyond the gutted frame of the farmhouse.

"Daddy, "
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M chael started to run

Sarah | ooked, like a reaction, to Annie. Annie had dropped the book, was pulling the bandanna
fromher hair, her honey-colored hair caught in the wind as she ran. "Daddy!"

Sarah Rourke closed her eyes. "Please, Jesus, let it work, please,” she whispered.

Sarah Rourke ran, toward the tall, dark-haired man in the |eather jacket, shouting across the
field, "John!"

Chapter Twel ve.

John Rourke started to run, toward the wonman outdi stancing the two children, toward Sarah
M chael, Annie. Sarah wasn't wearing a bra, he could tell that, because as she ran her fists were
ball ed up and tucked up under her chest, she always ran like that if she just wore a shirt or
bl ouse and no bra. Mchael, he was taller, bigger-Ilooking than he had been, fine-I|ooking. Annie,
her hair was |onger, her smile sonething he had never forgotten

As he ran, he stripped the CAR-15 from his shoul der, holding the rifle now by the pistol grip,
al nost |ike a balance pole for an acrobat. He could hear her, "John!" Rourke shouted the word:
"Sarah!" He threw hinself into the run, hearing the children screanming to him his eyes riveting
to Sarah's face, one hundred yards now, ninety yards, "Sarah, " eighty yards, the tall grass in
the field parting |i ke an ocean wave in front of his feet, his nouth open gul ping air, his hands
out at his sides, the rifle weightless to himin his clenched right fist.

Twenty-five yards, he ran, Sarah's face clear to him her right hand reachi ng up and tuggi ng
away t he bandanna covering her head, her hair falling into the wind |longer than he had seen it for
years, ten yards. Five, John Rourke swept his wife into his arns, their nouths finding each
ot her, Rourke crushing her against him feeling her body nold to his.

He buried his face in her neck for a nonment, kissing her, inhaling her, He ki ssed her hair
as she pressed her head agai nst his chest.

He | ooked down, M chael and Annie, "Daddy!" It was Annie, the smle

John Rourke dropped to his knees, losing the CAR-15 in the high grass, folding his son and his
daughter into his body, Sarah fell to her knees, her arns about his neck, holding himtight as he
hel d the children

"Daddy, " It was M chael, John Rourke cried
Chapter Thirteen.

She was exhausted, but she was careful, not to show it. Because Paul Rubenstein seened even
nore exhausted and the seriousness of his wound sustained at the hands of the WI dnen was
something that worried her. It would heal well, but there had been nuch bl ood | oss, the WIldman's
spear had inpal ed Rubenstein's arm and it had been sone tine before nmedical treatnent had been
avai |l abl e.

She killed the red light switch and stepped in behind Paul, into the Retreat.

"No need to close the inside door," Paul told her, |eaning heavily against the natural rock
beside the interior entrance door, the lights on in the Great Room now, his hand beside the
switch. "Welcone home," he told her, |ooking at her, sniling.

"Paul , why don't | change your bandages, and make you confortable, there's nothing that heavy
that | can't load it into the truck, '

"Bullshit, like John'd say, " and then his eyes |lit behind his wire-framed gl asses, smling,
"But you can drive the pickup, "

She only nodded, nmen were insane...

They had gotten the truck ready quickly, Natalia had, forcing Paul to rest on the couch in the
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Great Room of the Retreat, hoping agai nst hope that he would fall asleep. She could disable his

bi ke and hers so he couldn't follow her, and he would be forced to rest. But he hadn't fallen

asl eep, and they drove, together, away fromthe Retreat now, down the nmountain, she thought of it

as Rourke's nountain but supposed on sonme map of northeastern Georgi a sonmewhere it had a different
nane. But that didn't matter, it was his nountain. He had bought the property, forged the Retreat

with his own hands, stocked it, he had prepared.

She felt a smile cross her lips, he was al ways prepared, alnost.
And she felt sonething el se at the thought, her love for him

And it was, like he had said, "home", now, forever. \Whatever happened with Sarah, whatever
happened with the world, she would be with John Rourke, however he wanted her with him It was
still a long drive to the hidden F-111 prototype and the cache of arns and anmunition and
suppl i es.

The road was best built for foot travel, horseback or nmotorcycles, even the four-wheel drive of
the truck was hard pressed, she realized, driving down fromthe Retreat, the Retreat doors secured
again with their weights and bal ances | ocking system the interior secured with its conbination
systens.

The truck's lights were out and she drove by the internittent noonlight.

Thunder runbled, illum nating the high, scattered clouds, the clouds seenming to be a rich blue
when it by the Iightning.

Besi de her, Paul Rubenstein was asl eep

She yawned, rolling the wi ndow of the canoufl age-painted Ford pickup truck all the way down,
forcing her eyes to stay open, putting her head partly out the wi ndow so the cold night breeze
woul d hel p keep her awake.

She thought of a line by the American poet Robert Frost, "... miles to go before | sleep." Her
favorite poets were Russian poets, but his words and t houghts seenmed good to her.

Chapt er Fourteen.

She couldn't take her eyes off the guns, he only wore the double shoul der hol sters, the ones
he had al ways worn. The | eather of the harness seened a little dirty, but fromso |ong on the
trail, searching for her, her eyes shifted up to his eyes, flickering in the dull burn of the bare
bul b suspended fromthe ceiling over the snmall card table in the far corner of the underground
shel ter.

M chael slept, and so did Annie, getting themto sleep had been hard, with their father newy
returned. But she had convinced themthat the next day, going to their new hone at their father's
Retreat would be full of excitenment and wonder, she had not been able to convince herself.

She was nervous, John had told her about the death of Bill Milliner, and she had wept nore than
she had thought she could. Al that was fine, decent, all that was good. It was bei ng destroyed
forever.

Mary Mulliner sat by the edge of the card table, between Sarah and John

At each side of the table, one domi nated by John, sat men of the Resistance, Pete Critchfield
opposite John, his cigar nore foul-snelling than the one her husband puffed. To Rourke's right sat
Tom he had told her a little about his first encounter with her husband. To John Rourke's left,
to her left though she sat back fromthe table, was Curley, the radio operator

She wat ched her husband's eyes. Watched his lips as he took the cigar fromhis teeth, turning
his face toward her, his eyes flickering toward Mary Milliner, between them

"Ms. Mulliner, before we talk here, well,

"Bill is dead," Mary Mulliner said, her hands awkward-|ooking on her trousered thighs, Mary had
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never been anything of a nodern worman, Sarah thought, trying to remenber if ever before had she
seen the ol der woman wear pants. She didn't think so. And the hands just rested cupped inside one
anot her between her thighs now.

Sar ah Rourke heard John Rourke clear his throat. "He died, well, very bravely. He was trying to
save sone ot her Resistance people who'd been shot up by Brigands, | don't think he was in a | ot of
pain, he, "

Mary Ml liner began to cry, to sob, heavy sobs. Sarah slid fromthe folding card table chair to
the floor beside Mary's chair, on her knees, reaching up to fold her right arm about the ol der
worman' s shoul ders. The woman's head rested agai nst her right shoul der, Sarah hugging her to
hersel f.

Her husband began again to talk. "The last things he said, well, he told ne, Bill did, Tell ny
mom | | ove her, and tell Ms. Rourke goodbye.' ™

Sarah | ooked i nto her husband's eyes, she cried, her throat tight, so tight she could barely
br eat he.

Chapter Fifteen.

It had taken better than an hour for Sarah to calm Mary Mulliner, and to cal mherself, her
throat sore-feeling, her eyes burning, her sinuses strangely clear as she had returned to the
Sansonite card tabl e around which her husband, John Rourke, the de facto Resistance | eader, Pete
Critchfield, the black man, Tom and Curley sat. The air was blue-gray under the glow of the bulb
with the cigar snoke. At the far end of the underground shelter, |ike a huge concrete basenent,
she coul d hear the rhythm of the bicycle generator being pedal ed.

She was happy it wasn't M chael

"Sarah, glad you' re back," Pete Critchfield nodded. "Pull up a chair.” Her husband stood,
pushing a chair for her as she sat. Tomstarted to stand, neither of the other two men noved. "I'm
tryin' to convince your husband here to throwin with all of us in the Resistance against the
Commi es, rather than take you away fromus."

John Rourke said nothing. Critchfield cleared his throat loudly, cigar snoke filtering fromhis
nostril. "Wat about it, John?" Sarah asked him

He | ooked at her, a stern look. "I'mgetting you and the children to safety at the Retreat. The
weat her, the thunder and lightning, all of it. Something' s happening and | need to find out what
so we can prepare for it and survive it. After all that, if there's a chance, sure, 1'll help the
Resi stance. My friend Paul will help, but you and M chael and Annie. | don't want you havi ng any
part of it."

"Yeah, | don't nean to interfere between a man and his w fe, John, but, well, hell
"Critchfield started.

John Rourke turned his eyes away fromher and stared across the table at Critchfield, Pete
Critchfield fell silent.

Tom spoke. "What Pete means, man, your |ady there. She's one of us. Fights better than a | ot of

us, especially ne," and Tom | aughed. "She's good with a gun and all, but so's your son, | hear

But nore than that, she's well, hell, a strong lady, and snart. We | ose her and well, even the
boy, and little Annie, she keeps us goin', but we |l ose Sarah here, man, | nean, | know she's your
wi fe and bel ongs with you, but, we can't get sonebody el se, nobody, ain't nobody'll replace her to

us, ya know?"

Sarah | ooked at Tom his eyes coal -black, the whites slightly yellowed, were warm deep agai nst
his dark chocol ate skin, and he smled at her. She felt her lips raise in a snile, then |ooked at
her husband. He wasn't | ooking at her

She couldn't see John's face other than in profile, saw the cigar, unlit, clanped tight in the
| eft corner of his nouth. His Iips were drawn back, his teeth so white she soneti mes wondered if
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he were really human. He had shaved before the neeting, before the neager neal fromtheir stores.
Hi s face | ooked chiseled in stone, like she imagi ned sonehow God should | ook, or if not God, some
god.

H s voice was | ow, a whisper, barely audible so that you strained to listen to him the result
that his words were always heard, always understood, and the feeling behind his words.

"Sarah's nmy wife, I'mtaking her with ne. Al of us are righting what's happening, in our own
ways. Raising Mchael and Annie if we all live long enough for her to do that is the best way |
know to fight the Communists, to try to make somet hing out of Anerica again, to rebuild. That's
what she'll be doing. Period, end of discussion."

If it were possible, he seemed to clanp the cigar nore tightly, his jaw set harder

Sar ah, her hands shaki ng, fought within her thousands, mllions of years of what if neant to be
a wonan. Standi ng up, she whispered, "Damm you, " and she wal ked away fromthe table, starting
for the outside

She needed to breat he.
Chapter Sixteen.
"What chya think that is, over yonder there, Bob?"

Bob raised the binoculars he'd stolen in a fight days after The Ni ght of The War, binocul ars
stolen froma five and ten cent store they had been looting in Conmerce, Georgia. The man with the
rifle in the store, not a very big nan, had been tough enough and good enough with a gun that
twel ve of Bob's friends, he thought of their names now, had died. Command had sort of devolved to
him Bob, and he had ordered a withdrawal. The little finger of his |left hand was gone, shot off.
A parting gift fromthe owner of the five and ten cent store.

He stared through the binoculars now They weren't made for using at night, at least he didn't
figure they were. He'd thrown away the box with the owner's manual. Al he could see were dim
shapes, what | ooked |ike some burned buildings and a white fence that al nost seemed to gl ow

He put down the binoculars, saying to the man beside him "Dunno, Lyle, maybe jes' some fol ks
hi di ng out fromguys like us, don't think they's no Russians. Maybe some of them Resistance
heroes, hell," and he spat into the grass in front of his engi neer boots.

"I sawne a light for a second, |ike sone door was bein' opened. Hey, |ookee there," Lyle
rasped.

Bob foll owed where Lyle pointed, with his eyes.

Near the white fence, someone was wal ki ng.

"They'l| be a guard or two, betchya," Lyle said.

"If it is them Resi stances, we can get us sone food, sone nore guns and stuff, shit, "
"We gonna take 'em Bob?"

Bob | ooked at Lyle, then up the defile behind them He had forty nen, all of themw th guns of
one kind or another, and all of thempretty good with their bikes.

"Fuck, yeah, yeah," and Bob spat again between his boots.
Chapt er Sevent een

She hadn't neant it, not wanting to damm him she loved him But always, he was al ways the one
who was right. No other opinion mattered, never, nothing. "Damit," she snarled, hitting her
little fist into the fence crosspiece. The crosspiece rattl ed.

She heard novenent beyond the barn, it would be Jack. It was his tour on guard, "Just ne,
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Jack," she hissed loudly into the night.
After a nmonent, she heard himcall back, "Right, Ms. Rourke!"
She started wal ki ng al ong the fence.

Her hair was up, the first time she'd had it up since the attack on the Mulliner farm She had
taken the blue denimskirt fromher pack, the only skirt she had, she wore it still, with a blue
chanbray shirt |ike the ones her husband habitually wore, this given her by one of the Resistance
men. It was too big for her, the sleeves rolled up above her elbows, all but the top button
buttoned and still showi ng nore neckline than she liked, and it bloused |like a balloon around her
wai st inside the waistband of her skirt.

She only had track shoes, she |ooked |ike a clown, she thought. Like an over-age urchin. And
she had her belt around her waist with the holster for the Trapper .45, trying to dress up for her
husband, she still hadn't been willing to abandon the gun

The spare magazine for it was in the | eft side pocket of her skirt, she renenbered that as she
stabbed her hands into her pockets now, walking still beside the fence.

Why did he have to be like that?
He'd cone after her, they'd argue, she'd give in. "Shit," she whispered.

She | ooked up, lightning illum nated the scattered clouds, the noon bright, alnost bright
enough to read by.

She kept wal ki ng.
Chapt er Ei ght een.

John Rourke stood over his children, watching them sleep. Mchael rolled over, opened his
eyes. "H, Daddy."

Rour ke dropped to his knees beside the children. It was a far corner of the bunker, a bl anket
hung to make a triangle with the corner walls. There was another air mattress beside the one on
which the children lay, it was enpty. Sarah slept there, he knew, she had shown himtheir
guarters.

"Shh," he told his son. He raised his right first finger to his lips, his voice |low. "Don't
wanna wake your sister, Mchael."

"\Where's Momy?"
"Qutside, "
"What's the matter?"

"Nothing to worry about, |I'mtaking you and your sister and your nother hone tonorrow, you'l
have a ball. So nuch to do at the Retreat, books, music, |'ve got a videocassette recorder there,
nmovi es, educational programs, you can |earn about astronony, about the human body, about science,
physics and chemistry, all of it, for you and Annie to learn from "

"Can we play outside?"

Rour ke sucked in his breath. "Sonetines, but the idea of the Retreat is that it's kind of
secret, like a secret hiding place, ya know? But you can play with Paul, you can call him Uncle
Paul, he's ny best friend. And, "

"And Natalia?"
Rour ke cl osed his eyes.

"Mormy told ne she'd asked you about some Russian |ady and you said her nanme was Natalia and
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she'd be living with us from now on."

Rour ke nodded. "You can play with Natalia, too, Annie'll like her a lot, so will you, son.

"But aren't the Russians the ones who started everything, |like The War, and all the trouble,

"But Natalia didn't start it. She saved ny life, nore than once. Natalia and Paul, the three of
us have been searching for you and your sister and your nmother. She's a good friend, you'll like
her, be happy with her."

"I's Natalia going to marry, what did you say his nane was, "
"Paul . "

"I's Natalia going to marry Uncl e Paul ?"

Rour ke cl osed his eyes again, then opened them seeing his son in the gray light. "No, she
isn't, no, "

"Well, why is she staying with us, Daddy?"

Rour ke swal | owed. "She's a good friend to Paul and nme. And in hel ping us | ook for you guys,
well, she kind of got in trouble with the KGB, "

"That's the Russian CIA isn't it?"
"Yeah, sort of, but different in alot o f ways.
"I's Natalia a spy, |ike you were?"

"Sort of, but she's through with that now, just wants to be with us, be our friend, help things
get right again, like that, it's a long story. Conplicated, kind of."

"I'"'mnot sleepy, you can tell me," M chael insisted.

"I"'msleepy," Rourke smiled in the darkness. "I'Il tell you all about it later, all about it. I
hear you've been taking good care of your nother and sister, give ne your hand," and Rourke
reached his right hand out in the darkness, found his son's vastly snaller, but solid, firm hand,
he clasped it tight.

"omw, "

Rour ke | aughed, |ow, soft. "You've turned into one hell of a good man, son. And I'll be needing
your help a lot as we go along.”

"Morma tell you that I, "

"That man at the farm that you killed him |I'msorry you had to do that, but I'mglad you were
there to protect your nother and sister, yeah, she told ne. And at the Mulliner place, |ooks |ike
all those times we went out back and fooled with the guns came in handy, huh?" and he cl asped his
son's shoulders in the darkness. "But you can put all that behind you now, go back to grow ng up
You' ve done a lot of that, but there's a lot of growing to do and everything. |'m proud of you."

"I"'mglad you came back, Momry never stopped tal king about when you'd find us. Things would get
kind of bad, we'd be cold, or there'd be Brigands or Russians all around us, but Momma al ways said
you'd find us."

"You think this'll nmake her happy, the Retreat, | nmean? What do you t hi nk?"
"Maybe, |I'mnot sure. But she wants to be with you."
"I love her, being a grown-up isn't all it's cracked up to be, kid," and Rourke bent over his

son, finding the boy's face, kissing his forehead.

He heard autonmatic weapons fire fromoutside. "Stay here," and Rourke was up, running. Sarah
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was out si de.
Chapt er Ni neteen.

Hi s revolver, his CAR- 15, along with his other gear, were too far away. Only the twn
stainl ess Detonics pistols, these in the double Alessi rig across his back, and the six spare
magazi nes in the Sparks Six-Pack on his trouser belt, Rourke ran into the night, squinting his
eyes tight shut agai nst the vel vet blackness punctuated by bursts of gunfire, counting to ten
opening his eyes, nore accustomed now to the darkness after the dimlight of the bunker through
whi ch he had run.

Bot h Detonics pistols came into his hands, his thunbs jacking back the hammers as his fists
bal | ed around them

"Sarah! Sarah!"

Men on notorcycles filled the yard between the bunker beneath the burned-out farnmhouse and the
white-fenced corral, the house, the corral, and the shell of the burned barn making the points of
atriangle. And the triangle seened alive to himw th novenent, with gunfire, with shouts and
curses and the revving of engines. Brigands, he |ost count after he hit twelve, and there were at

| east three tinmes that many, likely nore, he gauged. Both pistols in his clenched fists discharged
together, two nen on notorcycles, they were Brigands all, racing toward himacross the yard. Both
men fell, their bikes spinning out, Rourke junping clear of the one to his left, firing a third
round, killing a man on foot rushing him the man with an assault rifle.

"Sarah!" He screamed the word into the night, not seeing his wife, not hearing a scream
H's jaw set, the tendons in his neck sonething he could feel as they distended.
" Sar ah! "

There was the boomof a .45 fromhis left and he wheeled toward it, firing a fourth round from
his pistols at another of the Brigands. And then he saw her, a pistol visible in her hands in the
glare of a notorcycle headlight, the biker bearing down on her, Rourke raising both pistols to
shoot the man down, two bikers thrusting between himand the intended target.

Rourke fired both pistols again, nailing one biker only, then firing the pistol in his left
hand twi ce nore, killing the second man, the head al nbst splitting under the double inpact,
vi sible as the ground was suddenly bat hed in noonlight.

There were two rounds apiece in each gun, no tine to reload, Sarah's small pistol, about the
size of his own Detonics guns, the gun he'd seen her wearing throughout the | ate afternoon and
evening, flashing fire twice before he could shoot, the Brigand biker's body blown fromthe bike
seat, the bike crashing into the glaring whiteness of the fence, splintering the wood there with a
t hunder|i ke cracki ng sound.

He coul d see Sarah, stepping away, turning, punching the little .45 out in both hands. A man
was rushing her frombehind with an assault rifle.

Rourke's pistols fired, her pistol fired, the Brigand s body tw sting once, then again and
agai n.

Rour ke broke into a run, firing out both pistols before he reached her, killing one nore of the
Bri gands, woundi ng another as the man fell from his bike, clasping his |eft shoul der.

Both pistols enpty, Rourke ranmmed the one fromhis left hand into his belt, dunping the
magazi ne for the right-hand gun, rammng a fresh one up the butt, his right thunb worki ng down the
slide stop as his left hand pocketed the enpty nmagazi ne, Sarah shouting to him "John! Behind
you!"

Rour ke wheel ed, dropping, punching the Detonics out in his right fist, the boomof a .45 behind
him the riot shotgun-arned Brigand stunmbling, falling back as Rourke's pistol fired then, the
second i nmpact high as the nan's body jackknifed, the neck exploding as the left side of it was
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bl own away, blood spurting in a fine spray Rourke could see on the air

He was up then, grabbing the riot shotgun fromthe dead nman, upping the safety on the little
Det oni cs, wheeling, working the riot shotgun's trigger, the stubby-barreled punp's twel ve-gauge
slug flaring in the noonlit darkness, the shot columm disintegrating the face of a man rushing
hi m

Rour ke tronmboned the shotgun, beside Sarah now, Sarah's .45 boom ng once, a Brigand shot off
hi s bike.

He | ooked at her, the spent nagazine was falling into her |eft hand, the spare nmagazi ne between
her left thumb and forefinger, encircled by the digits, going up the butt of the pistol, then her
hand tw sting as the nagazi ne was thunped into a | ocked position, her right thunb worki ng down the
slide stop.

Rourke raised the riot shotgun, firing once, then again and again, three Brigand bi kers going
down, Sarah beside himshouting, "The bike!"

He junped clear, the nmachine fromthe second man i npacting agai nst the fence, bursting through
it.

Her .45 fired once, then again and again, two bikers down.

Men were pouring fromthe bunker now, assault rifles and riot shotguns firing, the Brigand
attackers falling back.

Rour ke tronboned the punp, the shotgun was enpty. He threw it down, grabbing for the partially
| oaded Det oni cs.

He started forward, shouting to Sarah, "Stay here!"
"No! "

He | ooked at her, then started forward anyway, his wife beside him their .45s |ike pulsing
torches in the darkness, Brigand bikers falling as gunfire rained around them

He heard Annie scream it was her voice.
Rour ke wheel ed, rel oading the Detonics as he nmoved, running now toward the bunker.

A Brigand with an assault rifle, a bayonet fixed at the nuzzle, Annie bare-legged in a |ong
white T-shirt, hitting at the man w th sonet hing.

Rourke raised the Detonics to fire, heard Sarah screaning, "Annie!"

Rour ke had the Brigand' s head under the muzzle of the Detonics. A tight shot, he started the
squeeze.

There was a burst of assault rifle fire, somehow nmuffl ed-soundi ng, the Brigand' s body
crunpling, sagging, falling forward, the assault rifle discharging into the ground, Annie
screan ng agai n.

Rour ke st opped.

M chael stood in the light of the bunker doorway, an M 16 in his hands, the dead Brigand at his
feet.

Rour ke wheel ed, fired out the Detonics pistol into two men comng up on the right, buttoning
out the nmmgazines fromboth pistols to the ground, reloading as he sidestepped toward his son and
daughter, Sarah firing beside him

"I"menpty," she shout ed.

Rour ke handed her one of the twin Detonics pistols, their eyes nmet for an instant in the
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noonl i ght bathing the triangul ar piece of ground that nmade the farnyard.

"I was wrong, He said it once, sinply, as she took the pistol fromhim

"So was |,

There was a shouted curse, a rattle of assault rifle fire and the roar of notorcycle engines,
Rour ke half dropping into a crouch, Sarah to his right, both firing simultaneously as four Brigand
bi kers roared down on them one nman down, then another, then a third, both hands flying to his
chest as the bike went out of control, then the fourth nman, scream ng as he skidded on his bike
into the weck of the barn, the notorcycle's gas tank sonehow igniting, an explosion, orange-
tipped yellow flames with a black and yellow fireball belching upward into the night air at the
center.

Rour ke reached down to one of the dead nen, the one Mchael had killed. A strap fromhis
bi nocul ars was tangled in the assault rifle, Rourke ripped it away. As he pried the left hand from
the front handguard of the M 16, he noticed the little finger was missing, it |ooked like it had
been shot away.

He picked Annie up into this arns, she held a policeman's nightstick in her right hand and it
fell to the ground as he crushed her against him

He | ooked at his son. "Thank you, "
Chapter Twenty.
It was like solving a puzzle, Nehem ah Rozhdestvenskiy told hinself.

"Damm this," he rmurnured, blinking his eyes as he | ooked up fromthe litter of papers. "A man
could go blind, " he began, not finishing it.

He stood up, lighting a cigarette.
Tired.

A puzzle. Intelligence reports frombefore The N ght of The War, conparing these with areas
that had survived the bonbing, the missile strikes.

The Eden Project. If the astronaut had not been killed, died of his heart attack so shortly
after the duel between the Anmerican Rourke and his predecessor, VIladmr Karamatsov.

The astronaut m ght have known.
Rozhdest venskiy inhaled on his cigarette, the intake of breath nmaking a |ight whistling sound.

He returned to his desk under the fluorescent tube fixture, studying the sheaves of reports,
dat a, The Eden Project had | aunched fromthe Kennedy Space Center in Florida, just before the
hits on the center had destroyed it. What had remai ned had been searched, but further searching
was i nmpossible after the conplete destruction of peninsular Florida in the nassive quakes in the
wake of the slippage of the artificial faultline created by the bonbing.

He nade hi nsel f assune that the answer was not beneath the ocean

California, but the bonmbing on The Night of The War had triggered the San Andreas faultline,
and there was no California.

The triangl e, He wal ked to the wall to his left, beside his desk.

He found Bevi ngton, Kentucky's approximte |ocation, the site of the factory that had been
utilized in the nanufacture of materials critical to The Eden Project. But the factory had been
destroyed before he could find what he had sought.

"Triangle," he said in English.
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In his nind he forned one leg of a triangle between Bevington, Kentucky and the crosshatched
area where peninsular Florida had once been, to Cape Canaveral and the Kennedy Space Center.

He | ooked to the west across the map.

There was only one other place, and sonehow Karanmat sov must have known of it, the reason why a
KGB base had been established at the overrun Air Force Base in Texas.

He drew the other leg of the triangle, Bevington, Kentucky and the factory there representing
the triangle' s apex.

H s eye drew the baseline, between the Kennedy Space Center and Houston, Texas.

"The Johnson Space Center," he whi spered.

After the Texas volunteer mlitia and U S. Il forces had retaken the base, Karamatsov and Mj or
Ti enerovna barely escaping with their lives, Soviet freedomof action in Texas had been severely
reduced.

"The Johnson Space Center, "

He turned to the tel ephone on his desk, waiting an instant. If he were wong, there was really
no ot her place to | ook and he would be dead. They would all be dead.

He Iifted the receiver. "This is Col onel Rozhdestvenskiy, the Elite Corps strike force duty
officer, I wish to speak with himinmediately, "

The cigarette had burned down between his fingers and yell owed his flesh
Chapter Twenty-one.

She | eaned agai nst the fusel age of the plane, the prototype F-111. One nore crate renai ned, M
16 rifles. She | ooked skyward, the horizon was pink-tinged, thunder runbling in the east, streaks
of lightning across the pink Iine between day and night.

She coul d hear Paul coning back fromthe canouflaged Ford pickup, and she turned to watch him
He noved like a man twice his age, his left armstiff at his side.

Natalia turned quickly away fromhim to the crate of rifles, reaching out for it, drawing it
toward her, it was only twenty feet or so to the truck and perhaps, "Hey, what the hell are you
doin' ?"

"I"'mtrying to nove the crate, what's it | ook |ike, Paul?"

She felt himshove past her, felt, heard the pain it caused his armas they nmade contact. Hs
ri ght hand was beside hers on the crate's rope handle, wenching the crate away from her at an
awkwar d angl e.

"I take one end, you take the other, just |ike we've been doing," he said, not |ooking at her.

"I can do it, your arm

"Bul I shit, your abdomen, probably still weak fromthe surgery, all | need is for you to rupture
that area where John operated, now get out, "

Her left hand went against his chest as she turned to face him shoving himback. "Al | need
is for you to die, get your arm bl eeding again. Bullshit to you, too, Paul!"

She was screanming at him
She st opped.
Rubenstein | eaned forward, against the fusel age. He was | aughi ng.

Natalia, too, felt herself begin to |augh. "Wat do you say we just leave this crate of rifles,
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huh?" he sm | ed.
"What do you say we just carry it |like the other ones, hm® That's a better idea."

"Yeah, it is a good idea, and you're a good lady," and then he turned to face her fully, and as
his right armnoved out to her, she | eaned her head agai nst his chest.

Wthout his strength, not the physical kind, despite her sex she was his equal in physica
stami na and endurance, though he was better in agility, life would have been sadder for her

Chapter Twenty-two.

Mary Mulliner stood beside the entrance to the bunker, the children pressed agai nst her as she
hugged them John Rourke stood next to Sarah Rourke, beside the dented |ight blue pickup truck
Pete Critchfield had scrounged for them |ike Rourke's own pickup, which he inmagi ned by now
Natalia and Paul had used to enpty the F-1 11 and ferry the supplies to the Retreat, this too was
a Ford.

It was a "loan," but both Rourke and Critchfield had known the |ikelihood of the truck's being

returned was renmote to the point of nonexistence.

Rourke held his wife's right hand in his left, his right hand hol ding the scoped CAR-15. The
gol den retriever belonging to Mary Mulliner ran between Sarah and where Mary and the chil dren
stood, it yel ped.

It |ooked like a good dog, Rourke thought.

He et go of his wife's hand, to glance at the bl ack-faced Rol ex Submariner he wore. It was
nearly eight-thirty.

The Harl ey was packed, ready.

"I know, Sarah told himsoftly. "But she |loves them always acted |like a grandnother to them
or an aunt. | can't just say, "

But then Mary Mulliner's voice, fromacross the yard, cut her off. "John Rourke, | don't know
if you know what you got here. These two children, and this boy of yours is nore of a nman than
nmost nen |'ve ever heard tell of. And your wife, she's been pinin' for you, John Rourke. Keep her
good. "

"Yes, ma'am | intend to," Rourke nodded.

Then Mary Mulliner started across the yard. M chael and Annie hugged agai nst her hips as she
wal ked.

The dog was bar ki ng nmaddeni ngly.

"Hush," she hissed to the dog, and the gol den obeyed, stretching out at her feet as she stopped
a yard away from Rourke and his wife. "The dog, misses Bill, | guess,"” and she started to snile
then burst into tears. Sarah folded the older wonman in her arnms and hugged her tightly.

Rour ke wat ched, felt his children tugging at him Affection, he suddenly realized, had al ways
been hard for him

He cl osed his eyes as the golden retriever started barking again.
Chapter Twenty-t hree.
She drove the truck, tears in her eyes, Annie sitting, quietly, beside her

Ahead of her was John Rourke, riding behind himon the Harl ey-Davi dson sat Mchael, Mchael's
hair blowing in the wind, as was her husband's, Mchael was his nminiature, in alnost all ways.

In the side-view West Coast nmirror, cracked by a bullet, she could see them standing there,
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Pete Critchfield, Tom Mary Milliner, the others

Sarah Rourke | ooked down at her T-shirt, she had changed back into her normal clothes after the
gunfight, no tine for sleep, for rest, only tine to prepare for the trek to the Retreat.

Pinned to the front of her T-shirt, she felt at once stupid and proud, was a Silver Star. The
medal had been given Pete Critchfield s son who had died years earlier in the Viet Nam War

Pete, pinning it to her T-shirt, startling her as he'd reached for her, had said, "Sarah, this
war, well, we don't have no nedals, nothin' for bravery. Like you've been ever since we net you.
You hadn't killed those first coupla Brigand bikers last night, no tellin" if n they'd have got
down into the bunker and maybe killed us all, or a lot of us, |leastwi se. So, nmy boy won it, then
got bl own up by one of themnortar attacks, near the DMZ. So, it's your nmedal now, earned it just
as nmuch as he did, | reckon," and he had kissed her. She | ooked down at the medal again.

She didn't need the Silver Star to renenber Pete Critchfield, or Mary Miulliner's husband's
pistol to renenber young Bill who had given it to her

She woul d renenber David Balfry. The black nan, Tom Curley, the radio specialist. My
Mul I'i ner, renenber themall, her famly for a while.

Until her dying day.
She upshifted as she finished the turn out of the burned-down quarter horse farm
The Cunni ngham pl ace.

Chapter Twenty-four.

The canoufl aged Ford was parked, the cases of rifles and ammuniti on and nedi cal gear and ot her
supplies fromthe aircraft in the truck bed, Natalia too exhausted to bother noving them Paul too
weak.

She had insisted he go to bed, he had insisted on a shower. She had been too tired to argue it
with him

She sat, now, on the floor just outside the bathroom I|istening for the sounds of himin the
shower, afraid he was too weak to keep standing. She had offered to bathe him and he had actually
bl ushed. She smled at the thought.

Love was a strange thing.

Her | ove for Paul was deep friendship, her love for Rourke sonething el se entirely.
But Natalia wasn't certain what.

There was a | oud squeaki ng noi se and she heard a gasped "Shit!"

She was on her feet, inside the bathroom ripping open the shower.

She dropped to her knees beside the tub, bending into it, Rubenstein' s left armdripping bl ood,
Rubenstein coll apsed in the back of the shower, the bl ood washi ng across his naked body, nmking a
tiny streamof pinkish red toward the drain, his right leg drawm up, his |left outstretched.

Natalia was up, stepping into the bathtub, careful of her footing, her left hand turning down
the shower, her right hand reaching out for Paul

H s head raised, his eyes odd-seenm ng without his glasses on, she sonetines forgot they ever
came off. His speech slurred a little, he whispered, "Slipped, | guess, ha," and he forced a
sm |l e.

"Did you hit your head?" she said | eaning over him As her eyes glanced down, she saw him
com ng erect between his |egs.
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"CGet out of here, "

Tmgoing to see if you're all right,

"l haven't been this close to,

"I know," she smiled. "There's nothing to be enbarrassed about, it's a normal reaction, you
haven't got any clothes on, that's all, "

And Rubenstein | aughed, "This is stupid."

"What' s stupid?" she said, feeling the back of his head, parting his wet hair to see if he'd
i njured hinself.

"I"'mnaked in the shower with the nost beautiful wonman |'ve ever seen and what am | doing,
wi shing for an erection to go down because |'m enbarrassed. "

She ki ssed his forehead quickly, stepping out of the shower, reaching out to help himto his
feet.

"That didn't help ne," he sniled...

She had stopped the bl eeding, bandaging his armafter forcing himto let her finish washing
him nen were babies, she thought. As if any woman could reach naturity and not know what a penis
| ooked |i ke.

And she put himto bed, giving himsone of the painkiller John had prescribed for him covering
him turning off the light, and going i mmedi ately back into the bathroom It needed cleaning after
the flood fromthe shower. She started working at that, getting up her bootprints, drying the
floor. She badly wanted a shower, but nore badly wanted a cigarette, |eaving the bathroom
wal ki ng down the three steps and into and across the Great Roomto the couch. Her guns, stil
hol stered, were on the coffee table. She found her cigarettes in the black canvas bag that doubled
as purse and light-load backpack. She lit one, inhaling the snoke deep into her lungs, sitting
back in the couch.

She stared up at the ceiling for a while, the stalactites there rem ndi ng her of sonething she
didn't wish to be rem nded of, really, but making her l[augh. "Paul,"” she smled.

She rolled onto her belly, supporting herself on her el bows.

On the end table beside the couch she saw t he phot ograph, Rourke, Sarah, M chael, and Annie.
M chael was his father, the perfect miniature, she thought. And soneday, if they all survived that
I ong, he would be the perfect duplicate rather than perfect mniature.

She | ooked at Sarah's face. "Wat kind of woman are you, Sarah?"

She roll ed onto her back then, closing her eyes, still snoking her cigarette. She was past
falling asleep. If Rourke found his famly, or if he found that they could not be found, it would
forever change her life.

She coul d not sl eep.

She thought about Sarah Rourke, how was it to be the wife of John Rourke? To cook for him to
keep his clothes clean? How was it to sleep with hinf

She, Natalia, had slept beside him in his arns. He had kissed her. But because of Sarah, he
woul d not , Natalia sat up, stubbing out her cigarette.

She decided to |ight another one.

Alone in the Great Room through an exhal ed cloud of gray snoke, she told herself, "I would be
blindingly lucky at cards."

Chapter Twenty-five.
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Rour ke skidded the Harley to an arcing stop, "Shit," he snarled. Com ng around the bend of the
two- 1 ane hi ghway they rode, M chael behind himon the Low Rider, Sarah driving the borrowed pickup
truck, Annie with her, there was a Soviet notorized patrol

The | ead nmen on notorcycles slowed their bikes, stopped them raising AKs, one of them shouting
in poor English, "To halt, to halt! To raise the hands!"

Rour ke raised his right hand, snatching at the Python in the hip holster, rasping to M chael
"Hang on tight, son!" He double-actioned the Metalifed six-inch .357 twi ce, the Mag-Na-Ported Colt
rock steady in his balled right fist, the Russian who'd spoken, then taken both slugs, falling
backward across his notorcycle, rolling to the roadway surface.

The second Russi an bi ker was sweeping the nuzzle of his AKMto fire, Rourke enptied the
remai ni ng four shots fromthe Python's cylinder into the man's center of mass, the AKMstarting to
fire, into the road surface, then up, Rourke passing the revolver back to Mchael, "Here, hold
this, barrel's hot, " The Harl ey, Rourke wenched it around, gunning the engine, shouting to the
truck, "Sarah, get out of here!"

But the vehicle was already backing up, cutting a ragged, bunping, lurching arc in reverse, the
Iight blue Ford pickup shuddering visibly, the engine roaring, a screech of tires as the pickup
cut a sharp left down the hi ghway, Rourke al nost up even to it

Sarah was shouting sonething as he cane |evel with the cab, Rourke couldn't hear over the
engi ne noi ses, the slipstream and the gunfire coming from behind them

But he knew what she wanted, he nodded to her, raising his left hand, then slashing it down
qui ckly. The Ford started into a skidding stop, Rourke slow ng the Harl ey, stopping beside the
truck cab. Sarah was | eaning across the seat, the passenger side door opening fast, bouncing back
on its hinges.

"M chael, into the truck, gime ny gun, you and your sister, down on the floor!"

He hal f threw the boy from behind himon the bike saddle to Sarah's hands reachi ng across
Anni e, crushing her, it seened, against the seat-back, but Annie was reaching for him too, "Cot
him" Sarah shouted, Rourke slanmm ng the door as his son cleared it, gunning the Harley as he
hol stered the enpty Python, the Ford peeling out, gravel bits and a cloud of dust in its wake.

The CAR-15, Rourke swung it forward on its sling, earing back the bolt, both hands on it
tensi oned agai nst the sling, the stock coll apsed. He started punping the trigger, Russian
sol diers, sone running on foot, Russian bikers behind them he fired into the |lead el enments, AK
fire pouring back toward him

He fired out the magazi ne, changing sticks, working the bolt release, then cutting the bike
into a tight left and gunning the machine out, assault rifle fire tore into the road's surface on
both sides of him he could hear ricocheting sounds as bullets hamered into the rocks on the
right side of the road, or perhaps his nachine.

He ri pped one of the twin stainless Detonics pistols fromthe | eather under his left arnpit,
reachi ng around behind him jacking the hammer back, firing once, twice, a third time, it was
usel ess.

Uppi ng the safety, he rammed the cocked and | ocked pistol into his belt, |lowering his body over
the Harl ey, gunning the engine, faster

The pickup was dead ahead, he was gaining on it, gunfire rained around him the roaring of
Sovi et bi kes making his ears ring.

His wife, his son, his daughter, "Damm!" He shouted the word, maybe heaven woul d hear him he
t hought .

The wind of the slipstreamtore at him stinging at his ears, his forehead, Rourke feeling his
Iips drawing back fromhis teeth, he didn't want to see his face.
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The road angl ed sharply upward and into a curve, Sarah taking it fast, he saw, too fast? The
Ford's rear end seened to fishtail, the truck lurching, rising up and down on its shocks, then
vani shed around the curve. Rourke took the curve in a wide arc, cutting into the oncom ng | ane,
skidding off the far lane and into the |loose dirt and gravel of the shoulder, his feet out,
bal anci ng him dragging as he fought to control the machine. H s hands worked, the machi ne was
pul I i ng ahead, Rourke gunned the engine, gravel spraying up around him pelting at his exposed
hands, maki ng pi ngi ng sounds agai nst the steel of the Harl ey, The exhaust, he could hear it
t hunder under him behind him

Back on the road, |ow over the Harley, gunfire tearing into the pines beyond the road shoul der
ripping into the tarmac under him gravel and bullet fragnents spraying around him sparks on the
roadsi de as bullets inpacted small stones.

H s |ips drawn back tight, his neck, the tendons something he could feel distending, He | et out
the Harley, to catch the truck

He was out of the curve, still clinbing, the blue Ford pickup about a city block's | ength ahead
as he leaned into his machine.

More gunfire, a stillness for an instant as the Soviet columm nust have taken the curve.

Rour ke had the hal f-shot-out Detonics back in his right fist, thunmbing down the safety,
swinging left in the Harley's saddle, keeping | ow over the nachine, firing once, twice, a third
time, the |l ead Soviet biker's machine skidding fromunder him spilling the man onto the hi ghway,
the bi ker nearest behind him junping his nachine to clear his conrade, the machi ne out of
control, the man and the machine separating in mdair. The bi ke crashed down, a Soviet truck
behi nd the bi kers skidding, losing control, in an instant shooting across the oncom ng | anes and
over the shoul der, inpacting against a stand of pines.

Rour ke | eaned into his machine again, ranmng the spent pistol into his hip pocket, riding.
He gl anced back again, he had stalled the col um.
Ahead, Sarah's truck was slowi ng. "Wiy?" He shrieked the word into the wind of the slipstream

M chael, he could see the boy, Sarah's M 16, he was firing it through the open passenger
wi nhdow, ahead of them

The truck was doing a high-speed reverse, Mchael's head and the rifle tucked back inside, the
pi ckup lurching onto the shoul der on Rourke's side, the near shoul der, gravel and dirt spraying up
as the truck's rear wheels fought for traction, then the pickup bisecting the hi ghway, crossing
the oncomi ng | ane, bouncing up and over the far shoul der, then disappearing below the rimof the
hi ghway.

n \My' "

Rour ke | ooked behind him the Russians were coming again, bikers riding | ow profil ed against
their nmachines, men in open-topped transport trucks firing assault rifles.

Where the Ford pi ckup had been, ahead now Rourke coul d see what had nmade Sarah turn, |eave the
road, Brigands.

Men and wornen in pickup trucks, nmen on notorcycles, some with wonen riding behind them assault
rifles, shotguns, all bristled fromthe backs of the trucks.

Rourke arced the Harley right, then cutting a sharp left as he slowed, skidding, |osing the
bi ke, the bi ke going out fromunder him Rourke's left leg out, his left foot all that kept the
machi ne from crashi ng down, from skiddi ng away, his arns aching as he westled the nmachi ne al npst
upri ght, he gunned the engine, shifting his weight right, the machine righting itself, then Rourke
| owering his body over it as he cut across the road, gunfire fromboth sides of himnow, Brigands
shooting at himand at the Russians, Russians shooting at himand at the Brigands, The road
shoul der, Rourke trying to slow the bike, the edge of the ground beyond the shoul der, gravel and
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dust kicking up around him gunfire from both sides, The ground dropped into a steep sl ope,
pine tree stunps speckling it, rocks and boul ders and high grass, too. He junped the Harley over a
humock, the machi ne com ng down hard, Rourke fighting to control it. The Ford was ahead, slowy
nmovi ng, rocking and bounci ng, Rourke bal anced out the machi ne, slow ng his speed, his conbat-
booted feet dragging both sides as he took the grade.

He | ooked back once, Brigands by the edge of the road, Russians, too, gunfire | oud behind him
But they were firing at each other

Chapter Twenty-si x.

There were nen noving along the ground beneath him sone of them as he watched the sandy
ground, raised rifles, firing, but the helicopter was at too high an altitude for gunfire from
conventional weapons to reach him It was |ike an American Western novie, but one where the
director had lost all sense of the classic unities. There were pickup trucks riding al ongside nen
on horseback, and there were cowboy hats everywhere.

There had been runors that the | eadership of the Texas volunteer nilitia had changed
drastically after the death of their nan Randan Soanes, and intelligence reports Rozhdestvensky
had been receiving confirned that. And now his own eyes confirmed it.

Beneath him in ragged caravan, were what he judged as a thousand nen, and |ikely wonen too,
t hough di stingui shing details, despite his Swarovski Habicht glasses, fromthe hei ght he was above
them and the speed at which the helicopter noved was all but inpossible.

For themto open fire on a Soviet helicopter was brazen indeed.
Texas was about to boil over

O her intelligence reports seemed to indicate that some of the |arger Brigand bands had been
defeated by the Texas Volunteer Mlitia, and that sonme of the Brigand | eadershi p had been swayed
to the cause of the Resistance, further swelling the ranks of fighters in Texas and Eastern New
Mexico for a land war against the Soviet forces.

Rozhdest venskiy put down his binoculars and closed his eyes, alnost sorry for them
But in away not.

It was the intent of valor, not the result, that neasured bravery. That these people
cont enpl at ed massi ve coordi nated resi stance was enough, that they would never live to bring their
plans to fruition was not to dimnish them

"Can we go faster, captain?" Rozhdestvenskiy asked his pilot. It was nearly two in the
afternoon in the central tinme zone, to which his new watch, a Rol ex Datejust President, was set.
There had been a fine jewelry store in Chicago on what had been State Street, and in the course of
opening their vault, one of his nen had di scovered the wistwatch and presented it to him

He smiled, wondering what other treasures, useless, the man had di scovered and kept for hinself
that he had felt such guilt as to cavalierly give away a gold watch and its gold bracelet. Severa
thousand of the Anerican dollars, useless, too, now, as opposed to di anobnds, eneral ds, what?

He supposed that afterward, if all proved out, if the nassive experinment to which they were
committed for their very survival proved successful, then perhaps diamonds woul d agai n have val ue
beyond their gl eamon the throat of a woman.

But he had prepared for that.

One secret convoy had been di spatched to The Wb, the gold taken from Fort Knox where the
United States had held its gold depository.

It was unfortunate, but if he recalled correctly, DeBeers had had its American headquarters in
New York City, and New York had vaporized on The N ght of The War

He was not cal |l ous enough, he realized, to nerely regret the loss of all the dianonds. There
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were people, too. But now the di anmonds might have nore potential inportance.
But that was a long tine away, if ever at all

And beneath, now, he saw the sprawl i ng rubbl e of Houston, Texas, soon the Johnson Space Center
named after the Anerican political |eader and President. Soon the answer he sought.

It was, he | aughed, however trite the thought, truly a matter of |ife and death.

It had been an enpl oyee parking lot, it was obvious, but the Soviet officer on the ground,
haggard- 1 ooking and tired, an arny captain, had informed himof that anyway.

Sur roundi ng the Johnson Space Center on all sides were nmen of his Elite K@ Corps, once Vladmr
Karamatsov's Elite Corps, but Viadmr, his friend, was no | onger.

One pl atoon of arny personnel had been adnitted, along with the armnmy officer through which al
arrangenents for penetration of the area had been arranged.

He was GRU, arny intelligence. That neant that the man, he didn't remenber the officer's nane
and it was better that way, might well place higher loyalty to General Varakov than to the KGB
Al the nen of his platoon were arny intelligence as well.

The officer and his nen would be elimnated, after the search of the Space Center had been
conpl et ed.

It was necessary, Rozhdestvenskiy reflected, however unpl easant, however evil, and he knew it
was that.

But if word | eaked, to the arnmy, to the Soviet people, who struggled to support the Asian |and
war, there could be nutiny, rebellion, and there was no tinme to deal with it.

No energy to spare for it.

Above the ground, the Johnson Space Center was in ruins, an earth nover groaned and grunted
near the far corner of the building fromthe parking areas across which he strode beside the GRU
of ficer.

Rozhdestvenskiy wore no uniform a Harris tweed sports coat, a white button-down shirt open at
the collar, his Single Action Army with his special |oads under his coat. He appraised hinself,
the crease in his slacks neat, his Italian-made shoes polished to where they gl eamed, having an
orderly was a good thing

"Captain, you are certain this machine will uncover the debris so we can enter belowto the
testing areas?"

"Yes, conrade Col onel, we have the plans to the structure, all is in readiness, rmuch of the
debris has already been noved and the stairwell can be seen. But work crews nust precede us,
conrade, that any dangers should be neutralized."”

Rozhdest venskiy nmoved his left arm slapping it gently dowward as his hand touched to the
captain's shoulder. "I amindebted to you that there is such great concern for ny safety, conrade,
but I, too, ama soldier, we are accustoned to danger when the welfare of the state, of the people
of the Soviet Union, when this is concerned."

Rozhdestvenskiy stopped, still sonme twenty yards fromthe noisy earth nover.
He it a cigarette as the captain, the GRU officer, |ooked at him
"Yes, conrade Colonel, all for the welfare of the people of the Soviet Union."

Rozhdestvenskiy smiled as he exhal ed the snoke, the snoke caught up on the Iight breeze,
di ssipating rapidly.

He watched the GRU captain's eyes, then his own eyes shifted to the man's uni form hol ster at
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t he wai stbelt.
The GRU captain was a clever man.

As Rozhdestvenskiy stuffed his left hand into the pocket of his slacks, he slightly raised
them feeling the weight of the Colt Single Action Army on his belt. It was a reassuring wei ght.

Fl ashl i ght beans streaked through the snoky darknesses as they marched ahead, played off
partially coll apsed ceilings, snoke-blackened tiles, off walls with gaping cracks in them

Rozhdestvenskiy, ten of his own Elite Corps, and the GRU captain and three of his nen.
W de swi nging doors off to his |eft, Rozhdestvenskiy pushed through themeasily, slowy.

Beyond them another |aboratory, there were large horizontal silo-shaped objects, a Spacel ab
nockup, he guessed.

He | et the doors sw ng shut.
They kept on, Rozhdestvenskiy's shoeshine ruined as he picked his way through the rubble.

He shot the flashlight beamto the face of the gold Rolex, they had explored the Space Center's
caver nous underground for nearly two hours.

The dust penetrated his nose, he could feel it in his lungs, "Here! Conrade Captain! Here!"
It was one of the GRU nen, shouting, waving his flashlight.

Rozhdest venskiy broke into a loping run, leaping fallen debris like hurdles on an athletic
field, his flashlight beam bounci ng up and down, neki ng bi zarre zi gzaggi ngs on the far wall as he
raced to be the first beside the army corporal

Rozhdestvenskiy won the race, the captain a stride behind him Rozhdestvenskiy turning his eyes
to the corporal. The pal e-faced boy stiffened, saluting, "Conrade Col onel, coffin-shaped objects
are located inside this |aboratory."

Rozhdest venskiy gave the boy a salute, despite his own civilian clothes. It would be the boy's
| ast sal ute.

He shoved through the doors, stepping inside

"Lights, all lights in here!" He conmanded it, playing his own flashlight across the littered
floor to the far side of the |aboratory.

He counted them twelve coffin-shaped objects, crates. They were stacked neatly near twelve
smal l er crates. The larger ones woul d be the chanbers, the smaller ones the nonitoring equi prent.

He wal ked across the laboratory floor, footsteps loudly shuffling behind him |ights from
flashlight beans sil houetting himagainst the crates now as he noved.

Rozhdest venski y st opped besi de t hem

Inside a wire cage were wooden containers, snmaller still than either the chanbers or the
nmoni toring equi pnent. There were at | east three dozen of them perhaps nore.

He drew his Colt, stepping back fromthe | ocking mechani smof the door of the wire grating
enclosure. He fired the revolver, aimng for the |ock

The blast nmade his ears ring as it reverberated off the concrete walls.

He turned half left, kicking out with the sole of his right shoe against the |ock, the door
swung out, bouncing away fromthe cage as the | ocking nechanismclattered in pieces to the floor.

He crossed the threshold to the interior of the cage, the Single Action Arny in his right fist,
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the flashlight in his left.
"More light, "

Bet ween splits in the wooden packi ng cases, when he shone the light at the right angles, he
could see inside, glass containers, perhaps three litres in capacity. Inside thema clear liquid
with a slightly greenish tinge, remnm niscent of Rhine w ne.

He stepped back fromthe containers, the marking nunbers on themstenciled in worn bl ack paint.
"The Eden Project," he whispered, only to hinself.

He turned, finding the GRU captain with his eyes, then raised the nuzzle of his Colt .45. H's
right thunb jerked back the hammer, the captain turning to stare at him "Conrade Col onel, but!"

Rozhdestvenskiy tripped the trigger, the top of the Captain's face exploding in chunks as the
body seened i mmobilized there for an instant.

@unfire all around hi mnow, Rozhdestvenskiy stepping back into the cage, shielding the
containers with his body.

The gunfire stopped.

On the floor, at the center of the laboratory, his own nmen with guns drawn inspecting bodies,
was the young corporal who had found the chambers, the nmonitoring equi pnent, and the precious
liquid. The young corporal had seal ed his own doom

The body still noved, and Rozhdestvenskiy cocked the revolver again, firing it into the boy's
head. The body stopped thrashing.

H's ears ringing, the snmell still fresh on the air in the dusty beans of the flashlight, he
| ooked at his nmen. "Radio the surface, the others are to be elimnated. These crates, the |large
ones and the small ones, are to be carefully taken to The Wonb by the nbst expeditious nanner
possi bl e. These very small crates contain jars of liquid, it is the highest priority they reach
The Wonb i medi ately. If one is dropped and the contents danmaged, one drop of the liquid |ost,
that man shall pay with his life, these are ny orders."

Anong the faces, sone registering shock, he supposed, he found that of Lieutenant Gonstein, a
good officer. "Lieutenant!"

"Conr ade Col onel Rozhdestvenskiy!"

Rozhdest venskiy | ooked at the younger man, then after an instant said, "This message goes to
the bunker outside the Kremlin, to the command bunker, you have ny codes, "

"Yes, conrade col onel."
"The Wnb, The Wonb shall receive its life."

He wal ked fromthe | aboratory, stepping over the body of the dead GRU corporal. He felt
mldly sick, but he would Iive now.

Chapter Twenty-seven

After extinguishing her |last cigarette of the norning, Natalia had decided that whether she
wanted it or not, she needed sleep, and a shower would only serve to keep sleep further out of
reach. So instead she had renoved her boots and stretched out on the couch underneath her fur
coat, one of the few [ uxuries packed in the things she had brought with her from Chicago.

But a fur coat wasn't really a luxury, and after all, she had told herself, falling asleep
under it, it was her uncle's secretary who had packed her things.

Paul Rubenstein still slept, and it was nearly evening. She marvel ed at his ki dneys.
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But she had watched the even rising and falling of his chest, he was well. She had been able to
vi ew t he bandage, the wound to his left arm had not bled through

She et himsleep, rest would help to cure him
She had gone into the bathroom brushed and fl ossed her teeth, brushed out her hair.

She had stripped away her black junpsuit, her bra, her panties, Natalia stood now under the
warm wat er of the shower, hair washed, washed again, conditioned, rinsed, rinsed again, re-rinsed,
her body washed, soaking in the warnth

She | ooked at the scar over her abdomen, |ike scars she had seen on other people, but never
herself. It was a long, very thin scar, and she sniled, thinking Rourke, his hands on her, his
scal pel cutting her, nmust have tried to make the scar as small as he could. It was reddi sh purple,
and when it was conpletely healed, it would be like a tracing, of his fingertips.

And then she heard the noi se from beyond the cl osed bathroom door. "Paul ?"
No one answered her

Naked, she stepped out of the shower and onto the bath mat, turning down the shower head with
her right hand. "Paul ?"

No one answered her

She took the towel down, she had brought a fresh change of clothes into the bathroomand not a
robe. There was no tine to get dressed.

The first towel wapped around her, barely covering her crotch when it was up enough to cover
her breasts, she grabbed a second towel, ducking her head, wapping the towel around her soaking
wet hair turban fashion.

She rai sed her head, barefoot, stepping to the toilet, grabbing the two Metalife Custom L-Frane
. 357 Magnum Sniths fromthe lid of the flush tank, the stainless steel guns were noist from
condensation in the steany air.

She stepped to the bat hroom doorway, |istening.
Mor e sounds.

Hol di ng one pistol under her left arm she put her right hand to the doorknob, twisting it
open.

But she left the door only slightly ajar.
The sounds of the inner door of the Retreat being opened or closed, she wasn't sure which

Both revolvers in her hands, she stepped back fromthe door and ki cked her bare right foot
agai nst the door, swinging it outward, fast.

As her right foot cane down, she stepped a half-step forward on it, a wide, full step forward
on her left leg, dropping down onto her right knee, the towel |oosening as she noved, starting to
slip, both pistols |eveled, at eye level, in her clenched tight fists.

She noved her eyes.
A woman. A tall, handsone little boy. A pretty little girl with honey-col ored hair.

John Rourke was visible conming fromthe storage area to the left of the main entrance and off
the great room

"Sarah, " Natalia whispered.

She suddenly realized the towel was going, reaching up her left hand, the revolver still init,
hol di ng the gun across her breasts to keep the towel fromfalling.
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The wonman, about her own height, pleasant of figure, dark brown hair half obscured by a blue
and white bandanna. The worman sniled, but a funny snile. She said, "You nust be the Russian woman
I've heard so nuch about, " and she started forward, down the three steps, across the Great Room
as if she didn't see it, slowing, then comng up the three steps to the |evel of the bathroom
"I''m Sarah, John's wife," she smiled, taking the three steps quickly then, standing in front of
Natalia. Natalia got to her feet, her left thigh pressed against her right, slightly ahead of it,
her left hand with the revolver still holding the towel against gravity and her breathing. "So you
are Natalia.”

Sarah Rourke still sml ed.

Nat al i a, her voice odd-sounding to her, answered. "Sarah, | wanted so to neet you. The children
are beautiful."

"So are you."
Natalia didn't know what to say.
Chapter Twenty-ei ght.

M chael and Anni e had adopted Paul, he had awakened and appeared in the doorway of his bedroom
a nonent after Natalia and Sarah had net, Rourke had alnpst felt like kissing him the distraction
of his appearance breaking the tension between the two women. And the children had |iked Natali a,
as wel |l .

Wth three bedroons, the addition of three people had represented a |ogistical problemat the
Ret r eat

But Natalia had solved that. "Annie can sleep with me in nmy room and M chael can sleep with
Paul . That way, you and Sarah will have privacy, it's the best solution,” and she had Iit a
cigarette.

Sarah had said nothing, only nodded agreenent.

Anni e had been ecstatic, and Mchael, a nore nature, nore | owkey child than Rourke had
renenbered him had seened ent hused as well.

After they had explored the Retreat and Rour ke had used the m crowave to nake a hearty
di nner that the children would |ike, there had been showers for Mchael and Annie and then, both
children weary, they had been put to bed.

Rour ke stood beside his wife now, |ooking fromthe doorway at Annie, already asleep in
Natalia's room who seened sonehow | ost in the king-sized bed. M chael was sl eeping as well. Paul
and Natalia sat on the couch in the Geat Room Natalia changed to a gray turtleneck knit top and
bl ack skirt, Paul wearing blue jeans with his shirt out of his pants.

Rour ke had showered, he wore clean clothes, but clothes identical to what he always wore,
except that he was w thout stockings and wore rubber thongs on his feet. He considered all that as
he wat ched Sarah, he was a bland personality. He had always known that. In the days of
civilization, when he had worn suits or neckties, his suits had al ways been conservative, his
sports coats serviceable. He had early on realized that silk knit ties winkled |less, |asted
| onger and were nore confortable about the neck. He had, consequently, used three neckties,
replacing themwith identical ties as needed, one blue, one brown, one black, all silk, all made
inltaly, all knit, all identical in length and width, tying one was |ike tying the other. Wen a
tie was given to himas a gift at a speaki ng engagenent, or by one of the children for a birthday
or Christmas, he had been perfunctorily grateful and hung the ties in the closet to gather dust
and never be worn.

It was his way.

Sarah wore clothes Natalia had practically insisted that she borrow. Rourke had provi ded bl ue
jeans, T-shirts, and sweaters in his wife's size in the stores for the Retreat, as well as
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underwear and track shoes and two pairs of conbat boots. But Natalia had insisted Sarah would fee
nmore at ease in nore nornal clothes. Rourke surveyed her, standing beside her, a pale blue blouse,
a navy blue cardigan sweater, Sarah had conplained the tenperature in the Retreat seened cold to
her, and a blue A-line skirt. The skirt was |onger than Sarah usually wore, but Natalia had al ways
seermed nore conscious of clothing than Rourke had ever found his wife to be. Incongruously, she
wore a pair of the rubber thongs Rourke had stockpiled for her, black soled and not matching the
rest of what she wore at all

"What's the matter?" Sarah asked him
"Just | ooking at you, it's good to be able to say that, just |ooking at you."

"l suppose | can always let Natalia borrow one of the three dozen pairs of Levis you stored
here for me."

"I didn't know what to buy for you, you'd never even cone up here."
"I"mnot blamng you," she smled.

He nodded, feeling hinself snile at her as he let out a long sigh. "Wat do you say | buy you a

dri nk, huh?"

"Al'l right," and he watched the little dinples at the corners of her nouth deepen as she sniled
up at him "All right, 1'd like that."

"Thanks for trying so hard, | nean,

"Natalia seens |ike a good person, and | like Paul. But Natalia's in love with you, you know
that, don't you?"

"Yeah."

"And you're in love with her,
iy

"I didn't say you weren't in love with me, | know you are. | knew that woul dn't change. You
| ove us both. And she knows that and so do |I. Do you have any idea what's going to happen, to the
three of us?" She | eaned her head against his right shoul der, Rourke hol ding her |eft hand.

"You're my wife, and,

"I know a | ot about you, John, | always did. Sonetines, before The N ght of The War, sonetines
a friend would intinmate that you were fooling around when you were away fromnme on those trips, "

"1 never,

"I always knew that, | never questioned it. Watever happened between you and Natalia just
happened, | guess that's why | can't be nmad at her, either, "

"W, ahh, "

"I wouldn't have blamed you if you had, the children and |I could have been dead. You | ooking
for us like you did, finally finding us, that's an act of love no one in her right mnd could
argue with, dispute.”

"I"ve told her this, and it's true, this was just sonething,"’
prepare for, do you know, "

he whi spered, "something | didn't

"I know," and she |eaned up to kiss himlightly on the nouth. "Natalia had that letter from her
uncl e that she wanted us to hear, and you promised me a drink, we can't settle anything now " and
she squeezed hi s hand.

Rour ke took her in his arms, kissing her hard on the nouth, he |oved her.
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Rour ke sipped at a glass of Seagramis Seven and ice, Natalia, Sarah, and Paul drinking the
sanme. Rourke snoked one of his thin, dark tobacco cigars, Natalia snmoking a cigarette, he
wonder ed, absently, what it would be Iike for her when she ran out.

Natal i a sat on the couch between Paul and Sarah, Rourke sitting in the reclining chair that
flanked the coffee table opposite the couch

Nat al i a opened the envel ope. "It is addressed to you, John
He nodded, |eaning forward, taking the envel ope, his fingers touching hers as he took it.

Rour ke sipped again at his drink. He | ooked at Sarah, "Natalia's uncle is General |shnmae
Var akov, he's the suprene conmander for the Soviet Arny of QOccupation in North Anerica, but he's
been straight with nme the tinmes I've had dealings with him he's the head of the bad guys, you
nm ght say," and his eyes flickered to Natalia, watching the nuscles at the corners of her blue
eyes tighten slightly, "but an honorable man. He's a soldier doing his job, a patriotic Russian, |
can't fault himfor that." And then Rourke |ooked at the letter. It was dated some four weeks
earlier. He began to read, out | oud.

"Doct or Rour ke, If you read this letter, Natalia, my niece, has arrived safely to your care.
You may wonder that ny English is so good, | spent nmany years in Egypt and in order to understand
as nmuch as | could, it was necessary to inprove what English | already knew or naster Arabic, the
Egyptian variant, precisely. | had dealt with Anerican and British officers during World VWar |1

and spoke English well enough to nmake nysel f understood, so | polished my English. | have sent
Natalia to you not only for the reason which you suspect, that her position here deteriorates, as
does mi ne. But another, nore grave reason. You have heard, |'msure, at |east casual reference to

sonet hi ng call ed The Eden Project, an American project done in cooperation with the NATO SEATO
and Pan-Anerican allies, but not with their full know edge. It was a counter-neasure to a post

t her ronucl ear hol ocaust scenario, and this scenario is unfortunately conming to pass. Wen it
transpires, very soon now, fewif any living things will survive. Wat | offer to you, to the
young Jew Rubenstein, and to your wife and chil dren should you have | ocated them by now, or find

themstill, is the slimhope of survival. It will in no way conprom se your beliefs as a
capitalist, nor my beliefs as a communist, if either dialectic can even matter. | offer this in
exchange for your continued care of ny niece, Natalia, |ike a daughter to nme she has been al

these years. | helped to raise her as the child of ny dead brother and his wife, ny brother a
physi cian of great reknown, his wife a prinma ballerina. | assume that you read this aloud to
Natalia, if such is the case, help her to understand ne when she learns this. For | had no brother
at all, only two sisters who died during the early days of World War Il. Natalia's father was

i ndeed a physician of sone great reknown,

Rour ke | ooked up, Natalia was staring, saying nothing, her eyes fixed, "... but a Jew Her
not her indeed was a ballerina, of the nost incredible beauty and grace, her background Christian
and she was a practitioner of this religion despite the numerous injunctions of the State."

Rour ke | ooked at Natalia again, Rubenstein held her left hand in his right.

"... 1 was deeply in love with Natalia' s nother, her nanme was Natalia too. But | |earned, the
original Natalia was as honest and decent a woman as is ny Natalia, my niece, that she had
secretly married Dr. Carl Morovitch, the Jew sh physician. Considering nyself a gentleman, |
withdrew. But it was sone years after the War-World War |I, that Mrovitch, hinmself only half
Jewi sh, his nother's fanily name Tienerov, spoke out against the oppression of Jews in the Sovi et
Union. | learned through ny sources in GRU that his wife, Natalia, the woman | had | oved, had
departed the ballet before Mdrovitch's rash actions, which, had she been associated with them
woul d have forced her expulsion. And that Natalia was pregnant. | |earned also that the K@ was
plotting against Mrrovitch. | endeavored to warn Mrovitch and Natalia, | still |oved her, and she
knew that | did. But they could not escape because Natalia was due to deliver her child. The child
was born, a girl, long-legged and skinny, but with eyes the nost beautiful blue color | had ever
seen, except for the eyes of her nother. It was the father of ny dead chauffeur, Leon, who
acconpani ed nme that night to the honme outside Moscow where Morovitch and Natalia and the newborn
child were in hiding fromthe KG@. Leon's father and | went there, because, through ny GRU
contacts, | knew the KGB was alert to their whereabouts. It was our intent, Leon's father was as
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loyal to me as Leon himself was, to spirit themaway and get themto Finland and then to Sweden
where they would be safe. We arrived too late, "

Rour ke | ooked up, relighting his cigar, Natalia was weeping, Sarah's |eft arm around her
shoul ders. Rourke took a good swall ow of his drink.

", to save them Doctor Mrovitch had owned a gun, | had given it to him He resisted the K@ as
I too woul d have done. To defend his fanmily. Carl Mrovitch was dead, shot three tines in the
chest, then his throat slit. Natalia was bl eeding and dying, one of the K& officers was

attenpting to rape her. | shot himin the head, and then general shooting began. Leon's father was
killed defending the small room Morovitch and Natalia had used as a nursery for the baby girl. |
was shot in the leg, the left leg, and | still carry the bullet there. | could not trust a doctor
to remove it at the tine, and afterwards it becane physically inpossible to renbve. But all the
KGB were dead. The infant girl still lived. There was a woman, al so once a dancer, whose services
| used fromtinme to tine and whose discretion | trusted. | brought the infant to her. Through
those few persons | trusted, with neticulous care, | altered ny arnmy records to indicate a brother
who had lived with relatives ever since birth. This because of ny famly's poverty. | was a
general by then, and the task was not as difficult as mght be imgined. | found in recent death

records a doctor who had no known famly, a doctor naned Plenko. It was not uncommon in the
Twenties and Thirties to change one's name in Russia, it was sometines necessity. To disguise

crimnal background or unfavorable political association. | made this man ny brother. | invented
of whole cloth a woman who was secretly his wife, but the name uncertain, and | invented her
death. This too was sinple enough. Wth parents for the infant girl, and nyself established as her
uncle, | acquired the house | still own on the Black Sea, esconcing the trusted woman there as ny

housekeeper, and to raise Natalia during ny absence. For that is what | nanmed her, Natalia, after
her bel oved, exquisite nother. The eyes gave nme no choice, nor did my heart. And then Anastasia,
because to me she was the |l ost princess, presuned dead. But ny Anastasia was alive. Tienerovna
after her father's famly. Two years later, the wonman who was caring for Natalia narried a doctor
hi s name Ti emerovitch, perhaps some distant relative of Mrovitch's famly. The wonman and
Tiemerovitch loved Natalia as their owm. | once again altered ny background records, elimnating
the references to Dr. Plenko and instead linking Dr. Tiernerovitch to nyself as a |ost brother

Ti enerovitch's nmedi cal career was greatly enhanced by the newWy "di scovered" relationship to a
promi nent Soviet general. | lied to Natalia only in that her "father" was nmy brother. After her
father and mother, Tienmerovitch and his wife, died in an acci dent when Natalia was eighteen, again
I took her in and sawto it that she had the best education, the best training. Wien she saw her

patriotic duty as being linked to the K@, | did not dare to interfere | est somethi ng sonmehow be
suspected, and in tinmes such as these, perhaps the greatest safety lies in being counted anbng
those who threaten the safety of others. Wien she narried Karamatsov, | was di sheartened, but saw
it as further enhancing her safety. Natalia, "ny niece", is all that | have, ny obsession is that

she live. Her nother died at the same age Natalia is now | do not wish this for Natalia, whom
| ove.

"There is a choice for you. To save yourself, your friend, perhaps your wife and children
and since we both |ove her so deeply, "

Rourke licked his lips, looking at his wife, then looking at Natalia. He finished the letter

repeating the last fewwords, "... and since we both |ove her so deeply, ny niece. You nust cone
to ne in Chicago before it is too late, and bring Natalia with you, for there is no other way of
it than to force her into danger again. | offer you the chance at |ife against certain death. Look

to the skies, the electrical activity there each dawn, the End is Com ng."
A scrawl ed signature was at the bottomof the note, the note itself was printed by hand.
Rour ke fol ded the pages of the note together, setting down his cigar

Nat alia, her voice |like he had never heard it, stood up, her fingers splayed al ong her thighs.
"I will change to suitable clothes, ny uncle, "

Rourke smiled at her, stood, wal ked around the table and folded her into his arns. "He | oves
you, and God help nme, so do I, "
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"We' || | eave as soon as you've changed." Still holding Natalia, he | ooked at Sarah's eyes.
After all the years of narriage, the years of arguing, there was no argunent there, but the
under st andi ng he had sought for so |ong.

He still held Natalia Anastasia Tienerovna.
Chapt er Twenty- ni ne.

H s weapons were laid out, his gear ready. They would ride double on his Low Rider to the place
where they had left the prototype F-111, using that to get themto Chicago, it was the fastest
way. Sarah stood behind him he could feel her hands on his shoul ders. He bent over to kiss Annie,
"I love you, honey, honest," he whispered to her. She rolled over, not awakening, but a smle
crossing her Iips.

They left Natalia's room Annie sleeping there, and noved on to Paul's room M chael

Rour ke sat again on the edge of the bed. He | ooked at his son. He spoke to his wife. "If | die,
Paul will care for you and the children. And pretty soon Mchael will help him Maybe he's too
much |ike ne, "

"He is," Sarah's voice nmurnmured in the darkness.

"I tried," Rourke whispered, sighing loudly. "Honest to God, | tried. To be a father, a

husband. If General Varakov is right, hell, " and he bent his head over his son, crying.
Sarah held his head, and in the darkness, she whispered, "I'll always |ove you, | hate your
guts, but 1'll always love you. I'll be with you if we all live or if we all die."

He swal | owed hard, hugging his wife to him and he let hinmself cry because he m ght never cone
hone again. ..

H s sinuses ached as he strapped on the old holster rig for the Python. The belt was heavier, a
spare magazi ne pouch with two extra-length ei ght-shot nagazines for his .45s, the nagazi nes made
by Detonics. On the belt as well was a bl ack-sheat hed, bl ack-handl ed Gerber MII fighting knife
wi t h doubl e- edged stainless blade with sawt eeth near the doubl e-quillon guard on each side. He had
the little Metalifed Colt Lawran in a special holster made by Thad Rybka for himyears before The
Ni ght of The War, it carried the gun in the small of his back at a sharp angle.

He picked up the Government Model .45, a Mk IV Series '70, not the newer series '80 gun that
had come out before The Ni ght of The War. It, like the other two Colts he carried, was Metalifed
Chanber enpty, the nmagazi ne | oaded with 185-grain JHPs, he ramred the Colt into his trouser band.

The twin stainless Detonics .45s were already on himin the shoulder rig fromAl essi, and the
little Russell black Chrome Sting |Awas in his belt.

The CAR-15 lay on the kitchen countertop. Beside it an M 16, one he had taken the tine to hand-
pick fromthe stores of weapons brought fromthe plane. Between the two assault rifles was an
olive-drab ammo box, eight hundred rounds of 5.56mm Ball.

Beside him as Rourke |lit a cigar, was Paul Rubenstein, the younger man | eani ng agai nst the
counter. Rourke glanced at his friend, tired, worn fromloss of blood. Rourke had inspected the
wound, there had been little progress, alnost none, but it was healing, and with the reduced |eve
of activity would heal conpletely, he felt.

"I still say, "
Rour ke | ooked at Rubenstein again. "No. Wth that wound, well, you know. But even if you didn't
have the wound, 1'd | eave you here. Who the hell is gonna take care of Sarah and M chael and Annie

for me? There's no one else I'd trust if there were sonebody el se around."
"So it's you and Natalia agai nst whatever the hell her uncle's throwi ng you at?"

Rour ke chewed down on his cigar. "Yeah, | guess that's the way of it."
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"If you, "

"Don't come back, | can't tell you what to do. You're the best friend | ever had, in sone ways,
| guess, maybe the only one. You do what you think is best and it'll be the best, it sounds stupid
to say it, but I have faith in you, | really do,"” and Rourke | ooked at his friend and sm |l ed.

It had taken Natalia long to change, he realized. She appeared fromthe bathroom wearing what
John Rourke had come, subconsciously, to consider her battle gear, a tight-fitting black junpsuit,
nearly knee-hi gh nedi um heel ed boots, the double-flap holster rig on her belt with the L Frame
Smiths bearing the Anerican Eagl es engraved on the barrel flats. He could see the guns as she
opened each holster in turn and checked the cylinders, then rehol stered the revol vers and
resecured the hol ster flaps.

As she wal ked across the Great Room he saw that she too wore additional armament, the COP
Derringer was not to be seen, but the little four-barreled .357 Magnum would be in her purse, the
massi ve bl ack canvas bag she al nost invariably carried. But on her belt was a Gerber M Il, the
sheat h apparently specially made, black, efficient-looking, the knife's handle naterial and the
brass doubl e-quillon guard betraying it as the Presentation series variation, just as efficient as
the nore subdued-| ooki ng Gerber Rourke now wore, but prettier

She wore a shoul der rig he had never seen before, not sonething designed for conceal nent, but a
field rig. Under her right armpit was a small bl ack-handl ed knife, hangi ng upside down in a bl ack
| eat her sheath, he guessed a Gerber Guardian, the tiny boot knife simlar in size to his Sting
A. Under her left arnpit, balancing the rig, was what he recogni zed as a stainless steel Walther
PPK/ S, hangi ng upside down |ike the knife, protruding through the upside of the holster a
stainl ess steel-1ooking, it could have been some type of alum num silencer, perhaps six inches
I ong and the approxi mate diameter of a silver dollar. She saw himlooking at it, "I had the
silencer specially built, aircraft alum numbut very strong. The baffles need changing after every
five hundred rounds or so, there's no slide lock, but I had the recoil spring altered so it
functions perfectly with subsonic ammunition. It's very quiet that way, alnost |ike a whisper. But
with the regular recoil spring, like | have in it now, it handles 95-grain Hollow Points and it
sounds about like a belch. | tested it a lot, but never used it in the field. In case we need a
relatively silent shot, this should do it."

He saw Sarah | ooking at him she stood beside Natalia

He wal ked over to the two wonen, his right armaround Sarah, his left around Natalia. He drew
both wonen cl ose. There was no need to say what he felt.

Chapter Thirty.

Nat al i a behind him they had ridden in silence on Rourke's machine to the hidden aircraft.
Li ke Rourke, she had carried two assault rifles, but both of hers were M16s. As they worked now
to renmove the canouflage netting fromthe prototype F-111, she spoke. "Wat will you do, John?"

"About what your uncle has to tell us?"
"No, about Sarah and about ne?"

"I don't know. " "You | ove her, and she loves you, it's plain to see for

"She said the same thing about you," Rourke said, stopping what he was doing, |ooking at her
"That she could tell I |ove you, and that you | ove ne."

"And what did you say to her, if | can ask?"

"I told her, well, | guess pretty nmuch what | told you." He chewed down hard on his cigar
"Paul is a fine man."

He wat ched her eyes in the darkness, another day was comnming soon, the horizon pink with it in
the east, chain lightning crackling across the sky there.

"I's that what you want, for nme, for hin?" Natalia asked, turning away fromthe plane, lighting
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a cigarette for herself.
"No," Rourke sighed. "lI'mjust saying it."

"This is a strange situation, John, silly, sad, all at once. |If you had met ne before you'd net
Sarah, and then net Sarah later, | think we'd be tal king about the same thing, wouldn't we?"

Rour ke | ooked back at the fusel age of the jet. He nodded. "Yeah."

"l learned sone things about nyself tonight, when you read ny uncle's letter."
"Look, "

"No, let me finish."

Rour ke nodded only, lighting his cigar with the battered Zi ppo that bore his initials, he
turned it over in his hands, feeling the engraving for the initials under his thunmb. "So say it."

"How rmuch nmy uncle loves ne, it doesn't matter that he isn't really ny uncle, he is ny uncle.
And Paul, | don't know how it feels to be a Jew, but | amone, half, at |east. The way he reached
out and held ny hand when you read that part of nmy uncle's letter. And Sarah, she felt for ne,
about ny nother and father dying. My uncle had always told ne it had been an accident."”

"You never checked?"
"I never saw any reason to, | guess that | was naive."

Rour ke wal ked over to stand beside her, finding her left hand in the darkness, holding it
tight.

"And about you, | learned a |ot about you," she whispered. "That you really love ne the sane
way you |love her. That | could be a wife, a nother, that because of what | amand what | did
sonetines, that, "

Rour ke hel d her against his chest in the darkness.

It was insane. General Varakov had spoken as though the world would end. The |ightning tracked
across the sky.

But his only thought was that he |oved two wonmen, he realized now, equally.
Chapter Thirty-one.

Sarah Rourke watched the man she had just nmet, he was younger than she, she guessed. She fixed
a drink for him Seagram s Seven and ice, and a drink for herself. Her husband's taste in |iquor
was as exciting and varied as his taste in wonen's clothing. If soneone at the Retreat didn't |ike
bl ended whi skey, and it was her favorite bl ended whi skey, they were out of | uck

"Good thing you're not a Scotch drinker," she called out to Paul Rubenstein, forcing a smnile.

"Yeah, good thing," he nodded.

He was sitting in the sofa in what she had | earned was called the G eat Room As she picked up
his drink and her own, she sipped at hers briefly, studying the kitchen. "A mcrowave oven, Cod,"
and she felt herself smile. It would be good to cook again. Really cook.

She left the kitchen, wal king down the three steps into the Geat Room setting Paul's drink
down in front of himon the coffee table on a coaster, then sitting down at the farthest corner of
the couch fromhim She tucked her |egs up under her, tugging at her borrowed skirt, snoothing it
over her thighs, thinking about the woman to whomit belonged. The label in it was a | abel she had
never even considered affording before The N ght of The War. And the woman, she rode with her
husband t hrough the night, to do something or other that Sarah didn't quite understand. She sipped
at her drink again. Paul Rubenstein seemed nervous to her

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...5t%20008%20-%20The%20End%20is%20Coming.txt (40 of 78) [12/24/2004 11:03:04 PM]



file:/11C|/2590%620Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ahern,%20Jerry...ali st%20(4/9)/Survivali st%620008%20-%20The%%20End%20i s%20Coming.txt
"I's there sonething wong?"

He | ooked at her, pushing his wire-rinmmed gl asses up on the bridge of his nose, it seened nore
than a nervous habit with him a preoccupation

"No, M's. Rourke."
"It's Sarah, Paul, call ne Sarah, please."

"Sarah," he nodded, picking up his drink, taking a swallow of it.

"There's sonet hing bothering you, is it that John left you here to stay with us and,

"He couldn't have taken ne the way nmy armis, no. That just happened. It's not his fault, so
guess, "

"But there's sonething bothering you," Sarah insisted. As she noved her right hand, setting her
drink down on a coaster on the end table nearest her, she saw the picture of herself and the
children on the far side of the couch. Near Paul Ruben-stein. She renenbered when the picture was

taken, they had just, "I, ahh, " Rubenstein began, interrupting her thoughts.
"What ?"
"I gotta talk, |I shouldn't, ahh, " and he exhaled loudly, too loudly. It was as though
sonmet hing were bottled up inside himand just about to escape, she waited, listening, as she noved

her hand back from her drink suddenly aware of the fact that for the first tine in, how long?, she
wasn't wearing a gun, she was wearing a skirt. She sat on a confortable couch, in a secure place

"I think we're going to be friends, Paul, the children really seened to take to you. And
think, well, | think, so did I, you can tell ne, sonetimes just telling sonebody is, "

He stood up, too quickly she guessed, because she saw himtouch at his left armas he wal ked
behi nd the couch and stood beside the glass-front gun case, there were enpty spots in the case
now. All she could hear was the water as it spilled down the falls at the far end of the Geat
Room and into the pool there. She had no idea where it cane from or where the excess water went,
because the pool seened |ess than three feet deep, a nother always checked the depth of water her
chil dren woul d be pl ayi ng near

Paul Rubenstein started to talk then. "Before | nmet your husband," and his voice sounded
slightly breathless to her, pain perhaps, but nmaybe not his arm And his words were very hurri ed.
"Well, | was just riding a desk in New York City. | had a girl, but New York isn't there anynore
and neither is she. And | guess, shit, " and he turned around and stared at her, his eyes wi de.
"If what Natalia's uncle tal ked about is right, and maybe the world ends but sonehow we just go
right on living, what the hell am " he turned away, her last glinpse of his face showi ng her that
he seenmed to be biting his lips, alnmost physically hol di ng sonething back

"That you'll be lonely," she whispered. "I know that feeling, Paul. John has nme and he has
Natalia and you have no one."

He | ooked back at her, saying nothing. She watched his eyes.
There was not hi ng she could say. She cl osed her eyes.
Chapter Thirty-two.

Ceneral |shmael Varakov sat at his desk in his office without walls amid the splendors of the
museum He stared at the mastodons fromthe distance.

Two extinct creatures fighting each other in death.
He shook his head slowy.

Reports.
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No trace of Natalia or of the Anerican Rourke, or of the young Jew who had acconpani ed Natali a.
As if all three had di sappeared fromthe face of the earth.

He felt a snmile cross his lips, an ironic snile, he thought.
H s feet hurt, and shoel ess under his desk, his toes w ggled.
Reports.

There was no trace of the Anmerican Rourke's wife and children either. O andestinely, Varakov
had been searching for themfor weeks, as further inducenent to Rourke, and because it was the
decent thing, he supposed.

Reports.

Kar amat sov' s ghost, Rozhdestvenskiy, had succeeded at the Johnson Space Center. Varakov's agent
i nside the KGB had verified that Rozhdestvenskiy had recovered what was presuned to be the serum
and twelve of the Anerican chanbers. The Anerican chanbers could be conpared to the Sovi et
chambers, the Soviet chanbers nodified if necessary. The serum if Varakov understood the way of
it, would be enough for thousands.

Reports.

Al'l available army units were being nustered to a central staging area near the Texas-Louisiana
border. A final battle with the surviving forces of U S I, but not for victory, for slaughter
But not even for that, he realized, sinply to keep the arnmy preoccupied, |lest the true nature of
The Wonb be di scovered and the horrible, final deception that it constituted.

Reports.

The smal |l band of CRU and arny personnel whom he trusted were in place, waiting. They did not
know t he mi ssion, nor did they know the purpose. But to activate themw thout his niece and
wi t hout the American Rourke woul d have been usel ess.

They might wait, never activated, until the End.
He stood up, heavily, slowy.

He began to stuff his feet into his shoes, watching Catherine as she slept curled up in the
| eat her chair beside his desk. She had wanted to be with him because dawn had been comi ng

But dawn had conme and gone
And they both lived, at |east for another day.
He began to wal k, his feet hurting himbadly because he had slept so little, rested so little.

He wal ked to his figures of the mastodons, studying themas he did in the nuseum s shadows. The
buil ding was nearly deserted. Sone army functionaries, sone KG to keep Rozhdestvenskiy posted as
to his, Varakov's, actions.

Not hi ng nmore. Soon, nothing at all

He | ooked at the battling giants, battling in death. "Marx was right about history," he
whi spered in the darkness.

Chapter Thirty-three.

Col onel Nehem ah Rozhdestvenskiy stood in the unopened doorway of the commandeered Lear
executive jet, staring through the porthole in the pressure door at the airfield and beyond it
Cheyenne Mountain, The Wonb.

The Lear finally stopped its nmovement under him settled as he peered out on the centra
el evator pad. And a new sensation of novenent began, | owering.
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There was brilliant sun like a halo around the field as he stared through the porthole, then a
flicker of darkness, shadow, and then the brilliance of artificial, nore yellow light.

The copil ot was suddenly beside him working the controls to open the door, the door pushing
outward, passenger stairs folding out automatically, before himas the down notion stopped.

Conmander of the North Anmerican Branch of The Comittee for State Security of the Soviet,
Col onel Nehem ah Custafus Rozhdestvenskiy, he was keenly aware of who he was, what he was, | ooked
to his blue-black uniforms |left shoul der, the green shoul der board bearing the triangul ar
formation of three stars denoting himas full colonel, K@, had a speck of dust on it. He flipped
it away with his white-gloved right hand.

Bef ore stepping outside, the band already playing the national anthem he glanced at hinself in
the lavatory door mirror near the exit.

H s nearly knee-high black jack boots gleanmed with the richness of their |eather and the | abor
of his aide. The brass of his buttons and the buckle of his gold parade dress uniform belt caught
the overhead lighting, sparkled. H's nedals, not all of his nedals, for to wear themall would
have shown a | ack of taste, sonething he despised in others of his rank or above, sonething he
detested in nmen beneath his rank, followed the Iine of his left lapel, plunging in a sharp angle
fromthe uni formabove his left breast toward his belt. The red collar tabs high on his |apels,
the redness of the wi de band that encircled his uniformcap, he adjusted the angle of his cap to
where it dipped slightly over his left eye.

Rozhdestvenskiy turned fromthe nmirror, glancing neither to right nor to left, stepping through
the doorway, standing on the top step of the egress, raising his right hand in salute, the voices
of the assenbled troops raised in chorus, his own joining their voices: "Soyuz nerushiny
respubl i ks-vobodnykh. "

The hanmmer and sickle, he stared at it as it waved in the breezy downdraft fromthe el evator
openi ng above him

The men, their uniforms worn proudly, the 7.62nmm Kal ashni kov rifles with bayonets fixed held at
hi gh port across their chests, all eyes turned as the nmen, nore than a thousand strong, all |ooked
at his face.

Still holding his salute as the strains of the Soviet national anthemdied, he turned fully to
face his troops.

Smartly, so they would know how he neant it, he snapped away the salute, to them

Rozhdest venskiy descended the steps, Major Revnik, his executive officer, striding forward,
saluting as he called out in stentorian tones, "The troops are assenbl ed, conrade col onel!"

Rozhdestvenskiy returned the salute smartly, starting forward, Revnik falling in step to his
left.

Faces, young, healthy, strong, dedicated. Men. And ranked behind them in white bl ouses and
bl ack skirts with red neckerchiefs tied at the throats of their blouses, were the wonmen. A
thousand strong as well, the finest and best and strongest and nost beauti ful

The nen, arnmed, ready, the wonen, all were ranked in identical formations on both sides of him
as he wal ked the length of the underground hangar bays of what once had been North Anerican Air
Def ense Headquarters, NORAD

Now, The Wbnb.
Tanks, the massive T-72, ranked endl essly beyond themas far as he could see.

In the distance, he viewed the generating equi pment for the particle beam weapons that formed
their air defense and that would make themultimtely masters of the earth.

Standing at the far end of the ranks as he wal ked, in the exact center, was a solitary young
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woman. I n her arms was a bouquet, roses, he thought.

He wal ked toward her, seeing her face, her flow ng black hair, her eyes were dark, her figure
exudi ng the radiance of health.

Rozhdest venski y stopped.
The wonman stepped toward him

"Conrade colonel, the |oyal women of the Soviet Union who have been honored by their selection
to perpetuate forever the noble spirit of the triunphant peoples of the State salute you!"

She handed hi mthe bouquet. She | eaned up and kissed his left cheek and his right cheek
Revni k' s voice: "To the triunph of the Soviet!"
Two thousand voices shouted, the halls ringing with it, "Triunph!"

Chapter Thirty-four.

Rour ke was awake, having slept while Natalia flew, and as he sat up in the copilot's seat, he
could watch the ground below them at treetop |evel they were coming in. "John, your restraint, "

Rour ke checked the | ap and shoul der harness, it was secure.

He wat ched her hands as they played over the instrunents, then | ooked away, watching through
the plexiglass, the treetops were now even with themas the jet skinmed over a fence, Natalia
already throttling back, he could hear it, as she comritted themto | anding.

It was a snmall country airstrip, but the runway surface in good shape as he watched its
grayness seemng to swallow the forward view, rising up in a blur of roughness and bl eakness, and
he felt the inpact of touchdown, hearing the skidding, hearing and feeling as Natalia throttled
down.

Into his mcrophone, he whispered, "You're a fine pilot."
"Now is a poor time to verify that, isn't it," her voice came back....

There was no chance to | and the plane sonewhere where it mght not be detected, and so the
pl ane, Rourke considered, was witten off. Speed in reaching Varakov was the ultimte concern and
the small airfield just north of the Illinois-Wsconsin |ine was the closest thing his map had
shown and smal | enough, he had hoped, that there would be no Soviet guards.

So far, as they left the plane in the field, as they wal ked, their assault rifles ready, no
guards were in evidence.

"W will steal a car?"

"If we can, you can always try your Soviet |I.D. and see if you can convince them you arrested

rTe!

"I do not think I would find greater favor now with the K& than would you, John, "

Rour ke only nodded. Fifty yards still until the edge of the airfield, fifty yards of exposure
still. As if reading his thoughts, Natalia said, "Wwen | nmade the overflight, before | awakened

you, there was nothing."

"Can't always tell fromthe air," he cautioned. They had |l eft the plane w thout a booby trap
no tine really to construct one. One additional jet fighter for the Russians woul d not sway the
odds in even the nost ninute way, he had reasoned, and perhaps leaving it here sone Resistance
unit would find it and rmake use of it.

They were passing an outbuil ding, nade of corrugated netal, Rourke's eyes flickering toward it.
"Run for it," Rourke shouted, shoving at Natalia, sweeping the M16's nuzzle toward the building
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Sonet hi ng, he didn't know what, "Hal t!"

The voice was fromhis right, and he wheeled toward it, squinting in the sunlight despite the
dark-1ensed gl asses he wore. A single man, hol ding what | ooked fromthe distance to be a Ruger
M ni - 14.

Natalia was swung toward him her M 16's nuzzle |l eveled at his mdsection

Rour ke stepped beside her. In his left hand he carried the eight-hundred-round anmmo box of
5.56mm ball, in his right hand he clenched the M 16. "What do you want ?" Rourke chal |l enged

"Who the hell are you people, with that plane?"

"I work for the F. A A, checking out rural airports,

"Knock it off," the solitary nman with the Ruger rifle called back. At the corners of his
peri pheral vision, Rourke could see nore arned figures, men and wonen, stepping out frominside
the building, coming fromthe far edge of the field.

"I don't like this, John," Natalia whispered hoarsely.

Rour ke sai d not hing, watching only.

The man with the M ni-14 spoke again. "Wwo are you?"

"I"'mJohn, this is Natalie, who the hell are you?"

"Morris Dumbrowski, Conbined Counties Resistance Fighters.”

Rour ke breathed a | ong sigh. "Then relax, we're on the sane side."

Then a wonan's voice, fromhis right, near the corrugated nmetal building' s door

"I've seen her, she's the one who was always with the general, the one in the fur coat, maybe
his slut or something!"

Nat al i a wheel ed toward her, Rourke stepping between Natalia and the woman. "No," he snarled to
Nat al i a.

"I"'mnot his woman, I'mhis niece," Natalia shrieked.
Rour ke rasped under his breath, "Shit, "
"Russi ans, fuckin' Conmies!" It was Morris Dunbrowski's voice, Rourke turning to face the nan.

"l seen her," another woman's voi ce shouted. "She was with that bastard who used to run the
KGB, maybe she's his woman."

Nat al i a wheel ed toward the new voi ce, shouting, alnpbst screaming, "I was his wife, and he's
dead, he was a butcher!"

Rour ke stepped beside Natalia. "My nane's John Rourke, if you' re Resistance |like you say you

are, you nust know Col onel Reed, get in touch with himat U S. |l headquarters, he can vouch for
us both."
n \My?ll

Rourke turned to face the voice, it was the wonan fromthe corrugated buil ding, she was wal ki ng
toward them holding a pistol, sonme kind of double-action revolver with a barrel that |ooked too
long to be confortably carried. She kept talking. "So you can get your Commie friends to get a fix

on our radio, or maybe get a fix on U.S. I1? Fuckin' rot in hell, mnister, "

"It's not nmister," Natalia said, Rourke shocked by the cal msuddenly in her voice. "It's
Doctor, he's a doctor of nedicine, and I'"'ma mgjor in the K@, but if the KGB were to find ne,
they'd likely kill me. General Varakov, he is nmy uncle, and we go to see him he is helping to
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fight the KGB."

"You're crazy, lady, and if he's a doctor, then he's your psychiatrist,"” the wonman with the
| ong-barrel revolver fromthe corrugated buil ding | aughed, the | augh al nbst a cackl e.

"Then I will kill you,"” Natalia said. "It is not Natalie, ny nane, it is Natalia Anastasia
Ti enerovna, nmajor, Conmmittee for State Security of the Soviet. | have told the truth." Natalia
raised her M16, the rifle in both hands, her |egs spread wi de apart, the nuzzle of the rifle
aimed at the wonan with the |ong-barreled revol ver

Rour ke rasped, "Contact Col onel Reed, and take a look at this, I'll nove slow " Rourke reached
to Natalia's right holster, opening the flap there, the M 16 swinging free on its sling, the CAR
15 across his back. He set down the ammo box, taking the second revolver fromthe hol ster on
Natalia's left hip.

He heard sonmeone cock a weapon in the crowd of Resistance fighters.

Rourke rolled both revolvers in his hands, butts forward, wal king toward the woman with the
| ong- barrel ed revol ver, wal king slowy.

The wonman | ooked down at his hands.
Rourke could feel Natalia's eyes boring into him

Rour ke stopped less than two feet fromthe worman with the | ong-barrel ed revol ver, she was
evidently one of the |eaders, but not the first in comand, he guessed.

Rour ke held the perfectly matched .357s butts forward, showi ng the woman the twin revol vers.
"The American Eagle on the barrel flat here of the revolver in ny left hand. They were nade for
Sam Chanbers by a guy naned Ron Mahovsky, a conpany called Metalife Industries. Mahovsky, before
The Night of The War, he was one of the top revolver snmiths in the country. Sam Chanbers gave
these revolvers to her, to Natalia, Mijor Tienerovna, because he didn't have a nmedal to give her.
When the quakes hit Florida, you heard about that?"

The worman nodded.

"If it hadn't been for Mjor Tienerovna, thousands nore of American |ives would have been | ost,
and President Chanbers knew that. Take a | ook at these yourself,"” Rourke said, holding the
revol vers out toward the wonan, butts presented toward her. "And be careful, ma'am they're
| oaded. "

H s eyes watched the worman's eyes. She | ooked at the guns Rourke offered her, at her own
revol ver, Rourke knew what it was now, a Smith & Wesson Model 10 M&P with six-inch barrel, just a
.38 Special. The woman dropped the gun into a too small hol ster on her right thigh, the bottom of
the hol ster cut out, two inches of barrel protruding through it.

She reached for both revol vers at once.
He' d seen his cowboy heroes do it in countless novies when he had been a boy.

He did it now, the road agent spin, edging his trigger fingers into the guards, letting the
revolvers roll inward, away from his pal ms, snapping his hands up as the guns noved, the revolvers
twirling on their trigger guards, both gun butts dropping into his fists, his thunbs working back
the hamrers instinctively, he had practiced the trick with single-action sem -autos, used it a
time or two, and both pistols noving, Rourke hinself noving.

He was beside the worman, slightly behind her, the pistol in his left hand, its nuzzle finding
t he underside of her chin, ramming up against the flesh, the gun in his right hand at the side of
her body, pointed at the man with the Mni-14, Mrris Dunbrowski, Natalia had wheel ed, her M 16
poi nted toward the Resistance fighters who had cone fromthe far side of the field.

It had taken perhaps a second, and Rourke, his voice |oud, shouted, "She gets it first, and
then you Dunbrowski, I'mtelling the truth, so's the mgjor, take us to Resi stance headquarters and
a radi o and Reed will back us up, or Chanbers hinself."
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"You telling us, " Dunbrowski began. "You tellin' us, that you've got some kinda m ssion, that
us. I, "

"U'S Il didn't send us, nmy uncle sent for us," Natalia called out. "But he's a decent nan
There is sonething gone wong, sonmething wong for all of us, and he thinks that Doctor Rourke and
I can do sonething to stop it, that is why we come here."

"And we could use your help, the Resistance's help, getting into the city, to get to him"

The woman Rourke held in his arns, the woman he held a gun to, coughed, saying, "You want us to
hel p you reach General Varakov?"

"It's the only way, maybe. What's it going to be, we all shoot each other here and now for
not hi ng, or you check out our story?"

"Throw your guns down then," Dunbrowski shouted.
"W keep our guns, no other way," Rourke shouted back

It was the worman, Rourke had been wrong, who was the | eader. She raised her voice, shouting
across the field, "Put your guns away, but keep an eye on both of them we're going to the base,"
and her hands cane up, touched at the barrel of the revolver under her chin and gently, slowy,
noved it aside.

Rourke let go of her, the wonman turning to face him "I'mEnily Bronkiew cz, our |eader was
killed three weeks ago, | was his wife. I"'mthe |l eader now Stay with us, close, or we'll open
fire."

And her eyes drifted to the revolver in Rourke's left hand, the gun held diagonally away from
him "You were right about the Anerican Eagle, but nowlet's see if the guns were really a gift,
and if you're telling the truth, we'll help if we can. If you' re not, then go ahead and shoot ne
when you want to, but there're enough of us to get both of you."

Rour ke | owered the hammers on both revolvers, slowy.

He wal ked past the worman, to give Natalia her guns back. He whispered to the Resistance | eader,
"Don't bet on that last part.™

Chapter Thirty-five.

The base to which Emily Bronkiewi cz had referred was at first ook a cave dug out of a sloping
hillside, Rourke and Natalia in the m ddle of the Resistance group, wal ki ng stooped over through
the cave by flashlight beam a brighter Iight ahead, noise as well.

The tunnel abruptly stopped, Rourke suddenly realizing he could stand to his full height,
Natalia rubbing the small of her back with her hands as she did |ikew se.

The tunnel had ended in a building, a structure largely concrete with heavily shuttered high
wi ndows, or at |east Rourke assuned themto be w ndows, and double steel doors at the far end. The
bui | di ng seened nearly a perfect square, drill presses, dust covered, and | athes and ot her
machi nery in evidence, as though pushed aside into corners of the building, the floor oil-stained
in spots, large patches of it, gumy-|ooking as Rourke and Natalia followed Enily Bronkiew cz
across the floor, diagonally toward a cubicle-style office at the height of a dozen or so stairs
t hat overl| ooked the main fl oor

Rourke surnmised that it had once been a plant manager's office, the place apparently at one
time a machi ne shop. Its exact nature was hard to determ ne

O hers of the Resistance broke off before reaching the stairs, Rourke and Natalia continuing to
follow Enmily Bronkiew cz.

She started up the steps, Natalia i mediately behind her, Rourke followi ng Natalia, Dunbrowski
and two ot her nmen behi nd Rourke.
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Em |y paused at the office door, turning the knob, opening the door inward.

Natalia foll owed her inside, Rourke after Natalia, only Dunbrowski com ng inside after Rourke
Emi |y perched herself on the front edge of the gray netal desk at the rear of the office.
Nat al i a renai ned st andi ng.

Rour ke shrugged, sitting down in the nmetal interview chair and pushing it away fromthe side of
the desk, turning out to face Emly Bronkiew cz. "So, where's the radi o0?" Rourke asked her

"I"'ma Pole, Dr. Rourke, if that's your real nane."
"It's really Rourovitch and I'ma spy."

Emily | ooked at him but didn't smle. "I hate the Russians. | hated them before The N ght of
The War, for what they did in Poland. My ol dest son, he was thirteen. He got killed fighting the
Russi ans. My husband just died. Doing the sane thing. My daughter's in such a way that she won't
even tal k. She's seventeen, a Soviet soldier. He was drunk, he raped her. She caught sonething
fromhim sonme kind of disease. But we don't even have penicillin to fight it. My nother and
father lived in Chicago, they died during the neutron bonbing on The Ni ght of The War. MWy
husband's brother was arrested and haul ed away to a forced | abor canp or sonething, "

"A factory," Natalia interrupted. And Em |y Bronkiew cz | ooked at her. "It woul d have been a
factory. There are no forced | abor canps here, but the |laborers at the factories are not allowed
to leave, so it is like a canp. They are fed well, it was ny uncle who insisted that they work in

ei ght-hour shifts only and be treated decently."
"I's that your excuse?" the wonan asked.
"It is not an excuse, it is merely the truth.”

"They made hima slave, that's sinple enough to understand. He has to work for them can't cone
back. | don't know where he is, even if he's still alive at all."

"What are you trying to say?" Rourke asked the wonan.

"Qut there on the airfield, well, you could have killed a |ot of us. Here, no such luck for
you. |'ve got all my people outside. If | don't step outside with you two follow ng nme, you'l
never get out of here alive. First gunshot they hear, they'll be ready, and if | don't cone out,
they'Il come in and kill you. Shoot the walls out of the office here to kill you both. But kil
you, kill you anyway. Me, | don't matter much no nore any way."

Morri s Dunbrowski swept the nuzzle of his Mni-14 up, fast, Rourke starting to nove, Natalia's
right hand flashing across her body, the silenced stainless Walther in her right fist.

Rour ke shifted direction, going for Emly Bronkiew cz, his right hand bunched into a fist,
flashing out toward her jaw as he cane out of the chair.

He heard sonething that sounded |ike a | oud belch, the mechanical noise of a slide noving out
of battery, back into battery, the clatter of metal against wood. Rourke's fist found Enily
Bronkiewicz's jaw, a light tap to throw her off balance, his |eft hand reaching out across her
body and snothering her right as she made to draw her |ong-barrel ed revol ver

As Em |y slunped back, Rourke's hand noved up to cover her nouth, Dunbrowski starting to say
sonet hi ng, but Rourke heard Natalia cut himoff, "Shh."

Rour ke had the Bronkiewi cz woman, supporting her fromfalling off the desk, her revolver out of
the leather in his left fist, pointed at the woman.

She npaned, Rourke watching as her eyelids fluttered.

He could hear Natalia tal king, her voice a whisper. "I could have just as easily killed you
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M. Dunmbrowski, but | only shot you in the right forearm that'll heal."
"You'll never, "
" Shh, "

The door fromthe head of the steps outside the office started opening, Natalia sidestepping,
Rour ke | eaning Emily Bronkiewi cz back roughly across the desk, beside the door in two strides, the
first man coning through the doorway. Rourke hamered down with the barrel of the ungainly sized
M&P revol ver, his wist taking the inpact as ordnance steel inpacted bone, the man sl unping
f or war d.

Rourke let himfall, starting for the second man, his shotgun starting to swing on target, his
mout h openi ng to shout, Rourke reaching for him

There was a flash of sonething, sonething gleaning, catching light as it noved, the man's nputh
open but not making noise as the man's eyes shifted right, fast. Rourke stepped into the nman
shoving the riot shotgun's nuzzle hard to the man's right, Rourke's right fist hanmering out,
ti ppi ng agai nst the base of the man's jaw, the head snappi ng back

Rourke started to catch the body as it sagged, glancing once at Natalia, the stainless silenced
PPK/'S shifted into her left hand. He | ooked at the door, the man's right armwas pinned there by
the Bali-Song, the handl e sl abs open and spread, the We-Hawk pattern bl ade penetrated through the
| eather of the man's jacket and at |east a half-inch into the soft wood of the door

Rour ke wrenched the knife free, dragging the body through the doorway, then easing the door
cl osed.

He stood beside the doorway, "You throw a good knife, Natalia," Rourke told her, |ooking up
fromthe knife, closing it, locking the handl e sl abs together, then tossing the Bali-Song to her.

She caught it in her right fist, making it di sappear into a pocket of her black junpsuit.
"Pacific Cutlery made a good knife, all | did was practice a lot," and she snil ed.

"You two Conmies quit congratul atin' yourselves, you ain't never gettin' outa here alive."
It was Dunbrowski, and Rourke | ooked at the nman

Rour ke picked up the man's Mni-14 fromthe floor. He exam ned the gun, stainless steel
factory folding stock, factory twenty-round magazi ne in pl ace.

Rour ke turned the gun around and handed it to Dunbrowski.

"If we're here to do you harm why haven't we killed any of you? Natalia' s shot could have put
out your lights, Natalia's knife could have killed the man at the doorway. How cone? Eneny agents
and we don't like to kill? That nake sense to you? Now where's the goddamed radi o, Dunbrowski,
call U S Il and we can quit this idiocy."

It was Enmily Bronkiewi cz's voice, Rourke hearing it from behind him
"We don't have no radio here, "

There was gunfire suddenly, heavy caliber assault rifle fire.

"Those are Kalishnikovs," Natalia al nost hissed, turning away from Dunbrowski. "Some of ny
peopl e, perhaps the plane was spotted."

"Fuckin' Commie trick," Dunbrowski shouted.
Rour ke punched Dunbrowski in the nouth, hamrering himdown into the interview chair.

Rour ke | ooked at Enmily Bronkiew cz. "What you said rmakes sense,” she nodded. "W can talk
|later, let's get the hell out of here."
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Nat al i a had made the Walther return to its shoulder rig, both revolvers in her hands, the M 16s
hangi ng from her sides. "I can't kill ny own, "

There was a roaring sound then, cutting off her words, Rourke beside the wi ndows of the office,
t hen droppi ng away, shouting, "Hit the floor!"

The doors had been bl own through, the floor of the office shuddering with the concussion
Rourke rolled, was up, his M16 conming into his hands. Natalia, beside the desk, was helping Emly
Bronki ewicz to stand, a shower of glass covered the desk, and the Bronkiewi cz wonan's |left arm was
sl ashed.

"Stop the bl eeding," Rourke rasped, opening the door

He recogni zed the uniforns, but nore inportant, the technique, nmen poured through the blasted
open doorways now, green shoul der boards on their brown uniforns, KGB. AKM flashed fire in their
hands, the Resistance on the ground | evel of the machine shop holding themfor the nmoment near the
bl own- out doors.

"Let's get out of here, down the steps, fast," Rourke ordered, junping through the doorway.
Dunbr owski was behind him half draggi ng the seni consci ous man Rourke had decked in the doorway.

Rour ke | ooked back, Natalia and Emiliy Bronkiewicz, Emly' s arm bandaged with a shirt-sleeve,
hel pi ng the man Rourke had col d-cocked with the barrel of the revolver, the revolver back in
Emily's right fist, Natalia's one revolver holstered, but her left hand still holding one as she
shoul dered half the weight of the man.

Rour ke rammed the nuzzle of his M16 forward, throwing the assault rifle to his shoul der
firing down fromthe top of the steps toward the KGB invaders.

As he started down the steps, gunfire began pouring toward him the sounds of what glass hadn't
been bl own out of the office walls in the explosion now shattering as stray rounds inpacted it.

Rourke fired into the KGB invaders again, their knot beside the bl own-open steel doors thinning
as they drew back.

An officer, Rourke saw the nman as he | ooked up. Rourke heard his shout, in Russian, which
Rour ke understood. "It is Major Tiemerovna, she is ordered to be killed!"

"Down, " Rourke shouted back to Natalia. "Down, Natalial"
Rourke made to fire the M16, a three, or four-round burst and the rifle was enpti ed.

The Soviet officer was | eading a group of a half-dozen nen, they had broken through the
Resi stance fighters, were charging the staircase, the officer holding a pistol, the six nen with
hi m AKMs.

Rourke let the M16 fall to his side on its sling as he took the stairs down two at a tine,
both Detonics pistols coming into his hands, his thunbs jacking back the hammers.

He di scharged both pistols toward the center of nmass of the charging KG officer, once, then
once nore, the man's body falling back

Four AKs were turning on him Rourke taking a half-step back, his pistols raised.
There was a burst of assault rifle fire, then another and another, fromthe stairs above him

Three of the Soviet soldiers went down, Rourke firing his pistols, enptying themtoward the
remai ning three nen, nore assault rifle bursts, one an M16 on full auto, the other only a
sem auto, com ng from behind him

The | ast three men were down.

Rour ke ramred both pistols into his belt, grabbing the Colt M IV already there, jacking back
the slide. He | ooked up the steps, Natalia, and beside her Dunbrowski, and Enily Bronkiew cz was
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staring at her.
Natalia's face was ashen, Rourke read it in her eyes. She had killed her own.

As he turned away, raising the Colt, firing twice into the dissipating knot of KGB troops, he
heard Em |y Bronkiewi cz shouting fromthe top of the stairs. "These two are on our side, nake a
run for the tunnel, quick!"

Rour ke enptied the Metalifed Government Model .45, covering Enily, Dunbrowski, and the two
ot her men, they noved well enough now, as they descended the stairs.

It was al nost |ike noving soneone in a trance as, his M 16 rel oaded, he half dragged Natalia
toward the tunnel

Behi nd them was anot her expl osion and nore gunfire.
"Hurry!" Rourke rasped.
Chapter Thirty-six.

Rourke and Natalia were the last two into the tunnel, except for Em |y Bronkiewi cz, she was
lighting a fuse. "This'l| stop the bastards, but good," she sneered. "Dynanite, and plenty of it,
bl ow t he whol e damm pl ace down on their fuckin' heads!"

She struck the match, set the fuse, it hissed

KGB nen were everywhere on the floor of the nmachine shop now, assault rifle fire heavy, Rourke
dividing his attenti on between the men and rel oading his guns. Wthout |ooking at Natalia, he
mur mured, "You all right?"

Her voice, lifeless. "Yes, | just never thought it would come to this, they had orders to kill

"I speak Russian, renmenber?" and he | ooked at her.
She only nodded. "But why kill me?"

Rour ke shook his head, not answering.

"Way kill me?"

Rour ke | ooked at her, it was inpossible for himto i nagine Natalia hysterical, but she was near
hysterics. "I don't know, maybe, maybe they found out sone things, maybe your uncle did sone
things, and we won't know until we try to reach him "

"Try?"

Rourke saw it in her eyes, fear, hatred. She raised her M16, firing out a | ong burst toward
the advanci ng brown-uni forned KGB.

The weapon was shot out. A noment's silence. The hissing of the fuse. He couldn't hear it. Then
Em |y Bronkiew cz, screamng, "The fuse, it's out!"

Rour ke, stooped over, charged back the few yards down the tunnel, toward Em |y Bronkiew cz.
"Where's the dynanite?" Rourke demanded.

"Qut there, back inside the ness of nmchinery, and she gestured toward the drill presses and
| at hes Rourke had seen shoved aside earlier. GQunfire hamrered toward them Natalia besi de Rourke,
ramming a fresh stick up the well of her M 16.

Rour ke shifted his box of .223 to the tunnel floor, staring through into the nachi ne shop
toward the piled-up nachinery and the dynanite there. He couldn't see it to shoot at it, couldn't
see where the fuse had stopped burning.

"Ms. Bronkiewi cz, take this box of amb with you, if Mjor Tienmerovna and | get out of here,
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we'll need it." And Rourke | ooked at Natalia. "Cover ne, I'mgoin' for the dynamte."
"To kill yourself, that's fine, but I'mcomng with you."
"Damit, " Rourke shifted his M 16 forward, shouting to Enily over a burst of Soviet AKMfire,

"Lay down sone covering fire for us until we get up there, then run like hell."

Rourke started into the machine shop, running in a long-strided, |owsilhouetted |ope, his M16
in one hand, his scoped CAR-15 in the other, firing both assault rifles, Natalia running beside
him Natalia, as he caught her at the edge of his left eye's peripheral vision, firing an M16 in
each hand.

There were two dozen assault rifles firing at them Rourke nmade it, bullets ricocheting,
zi ngi ng off the abandoned machi nery, sparks of fire along the concrete floor, Rourke feeling
sonething tear at the sling of the M 16.

He kept running, firing out the M16, still firing the CAR-15. Natalia was ahead of hi m now,
hi dden in the mass of abandoned nmachi nery, Rourke half diving down beside her as the CAR-15 ran
dry, assault rifle fire pinging into the machinery, like a swarm of angry insects around their

heads and bodi es.

Rour ke snatched one of the thin, dark tobacco cigars fromthe | eft breast pocket of his blue
chanbray shirt under the battered brown bomber jacket. He lit the cigar in the flame of the Zi ppo.

"Bad for your health," Natalia snapped, firing a burst fromone of the M 16s, then tucking back
down.

Rour ke rel oaded the M 16, then the CAR- 15, working the bolt rel ease al nbst sinmultaneously to
chamber the first rounds in the guns. He left the safeties off.

He searched the pile of nachinery, looking for the dynamte, "There, the fuse," he heard
Natalia call to him

Rour ke |1 ooked to her eyes, tracked them found the thin gray-white Iine of fuse running al ong
the wal |l above their heads.

He tracked it forward, the fuse disappearing into the pile of machinery. He shoved aside a
smal | netal platform a cardboard box visible at the end of the fuse.

Sucking in his breath, inhaling deeply on the cigar, there was nore gunfire around them he
backtracked the fuse, it had been cut, perhaps by a bullet, a chunk of the concrete wall dinpled
there, mdway between the sewer pipe opening into the tunnel and the machi nery besi de which he
hi d.

There was barely eight feet of fuse within his reach

"What are we going to do?" Natalia asked, firing a burst fromone of the M16s. "They're
closing in."

Rour ke nodded, saying nothing, trying to think

"I'f I pull down that fuse," he said finally, "I'lIl rip it out, maybe. And if | light it from
here, we'll never make it through the tunnel before it blows, |'ve gotta get up there along the
wal |, near those shuttered wi ndows, and then light the dam thing."

"You'll be killed, nobody could mss a target your size profiled against the wall."

"A target ny size, thanks a lot," and Rourke grinned at her

He shifted off the M 16, |eaving the scoped CAR-15, his personal weapon in nore battles than he
wanted to renmenber, slung across his back, handing Natalia the M16. "Three of 'em now, just keep
punmpi n’ | ead toward those guys, keep ne covered, and once | get that fuse lit, give a good | oud
scream and shout sonet hing about dynamite, then run like the devil's chasing you for the tunnel."
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She | eaned toward him quickly, taking the cigar fromhis mouth, kissed him "If we live, |
don't know what w ||l happen to us, but | |ove you, John Rourke."

He | ooked at her. Wonen picked the craziest tinmes for things, he thought. O maybe they didn't
at all.

"I love you, too, | couldn't helpit, and I'll always |ove you, now start shooting," and Rourke
took back his cigar, |ooked at her once, then shot a glance toward the K@ out besi de the bl own-
open netal doors, running for the near wall across the Iength of the machi ne shop

There were crates there, and if they didn't collapse under his weight, he could stretch and
just naybe reach the fuse, and he did what he had told Natalia to do. He ran as if the devil were
chasing him gunfire in a barrage surrounding him

Chapter Thirty-seven

Natalia rai sed one of the three M16s, firing out the entire nagazi ne, zigzagging the nuzzle
over the positions of the K@ unit, dropping the enpty assault rifle, firing three-round bursts as
heads raised fromthe cover of the machi ne shop equi pnent, one three-round burst catching an
enlisted man in the upper left side of his chest, blowi ng his body back, ripping his green
shoul der board fromhis uniformtunic, a second burst slicing across the neck of another enlisted
man, the third burst cutting the I egs out fromunder an officer clinbing over a packing crate,
starting toward her across the no man's | and between them

She fired a fourth burst, three headshots in a rough diagonal fromjawine to | eft eyeball, a
mar ksnman with an AKM an enlisted man, leveling his rifle at Rourke, she guessed, no tinme to | ook
to confirmthat the burst the man had gotten off hadn't killed the man she had | oved since first
seeing, the man she woul d al ways | ove.

Anot her three-round burst, against two men starting over some of the packing crates, hamering
one nman agai nst the other. The machi nery around her seenmed to explode, a fusillade of automatic
weapons fire making her pull back

She changed the partially spent magazine in the rifle she held, reaching out for the fired-out
M 16, the nmetal hot as the back of her left hand inadvertently brushed agai nst the barrel
changi ng the magazi ne there as well.

She | ooked across the nmachi ne shop toward Rourke. He had taken cover near the packing crates
beneath the faint thread of dynanite fuse.

Three rifles | oaded and ready, Natalia ramed one of the M16's up over the | athes and
machi nery around her, firing it blindly, blow ng the nmagazine, careful not to use the same weapon
she'd used the first tine lest she burn out the barrel

She rolled left, another fresh-loaded M 16 in her hands, firing prone, toward the KGB position
kneecappi ng a man, dropping him catching another man in the groin, then again in the chest, a
t hree-round coup de grace.

She kept firing, glancing to her right, Rourke was clinbing the packing crates, gunfire
hammering into the wall on both sides of him cratering the concrete with blistering pockmarks,
thudding into the crates beneath his feet and |egs.

She burned out the magazine in the M 16, snatching up the third rifle, firing three-round
bursts again, into the K@ position, headshooting an enlisted nan as he nade to fire his AKM
towar d Rour ke.

Two nore of the K@ unit rushed through the bl own-apart doors, one man carried what she
recogni zed as the 7.62mm PK General Purpose Machine Gun. It fired the Type 54R cartridge, and
al t hough the sane caliber as standard Sovi et service weapons, and utilizing the Kalishnikov
rotating bolt, the cartridge was vastly nore powerful, and fromthe size of the field green box
beneath the receiver, she realized it carried either a two-hundred, or two-hundred-fifty-round
link belt.
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She fired her M 16 toward the two-man nachine gun crew, dropping the gunner's assistant with a
| ong ragged burst to the abdomen, but the machi negunner making it to cover.

"John! Machi ne gun!" She swapped nmagazines for all three rifles as she shouted to him

He was lighting the fuse with the glowing tip of his cigar, she could see him as if in freeze
frame.

And t hen the machi ne gun opened up, the noise deafening as the reports echoed and reechoed in
the confines of the abandoned machi ne shop, her heart stopping as the packing crates were shot out
fromunder himand Rourke tunmbled to the floor

"Bastards!" She shrieked the word at the top of her voice, one M 16 slung under her right arm
now as she stood, the other two M 16s, one in each hand, firing as she ran fromcover, toward
Rour ke.

The machi ne gun was chewing into the wall behind her, chewing into the concrete flooring
beneath her as she kept firing.

She heard a shout over the din of gunfire. "I'mall right!"
And then sem automatic assault rifle fire, w thout |ooking, she knew Rourke was alive

She kept firing, crossing the floor of the machi ne shop, the hamrering of the PK s al npost
continuous fire maddeni ng.

One M 16 was out, and then the second. Natalia | et both weapons drop on their slings, sw nging
forward the third assault rifle, firing with it

She was besi de Rourke now, Rourke's CAR-15 spitting, then suddenly still.

There was a blur of notion and then the booming of his twin Detonics pistols.

"Run with nme!l"

She swal | owed hard, noving, she would '"run with' himforever if he chose it.
Chapter Thirty-eight.

Both Detonics pistols were enpty as they reached the tunnel nouth, Rourke shoving Natalia
ahead of him then junping after her, hitting the dirt surface of the tunnel floor hard, on knees
and el bows crawl ing inside as the ground around himrippled with the plowi ng effect of the machine
gun bursts.

He | ooked up at Natalia, she was changing sticks for all three M16s. As he worked down the
slide stop, ramm ng both Detonics pistols into his belt, enpty, taking one of the M 16s from her
he rasped, breathless, "That fuse is |lit, maybe a minute, " he sank forward, breathing hard.

"I know, run like hell," she | aughed.
He | ooked at her, felt himself grin. "You got it."

And she was up, stooped over, but running, Rourke firing a burst fromthe M 16 through the
tunnel nouth then running.

The heavy thuddi ng of machine gun fire and the lighter reports of the AKMs was an echo behi nd
them now the echo dim nishing.

But the Soviets would be following if they hadn't noticed the fuse and shooting down the
straight line of the tunnel, and he and Natalia woul d be sl aughtered.

I f they had noticed the fuse.

He heard the gunfire, louder than it should have been, shoving Natalia down ahead of him
throwing his body over hers as bullets tore into the dirt and rock walls of the small tunnel, cut
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waves and ripples across the dirt of the tunnel floor

Then he heard, feeling it alnbst before the actual noise reached his ears, burrowi ng his body
even nore across hers, his chest over her head, Rourke's hands going to his ears.

The tunnel floor trenbled, shook, seened to be tw sting under them

The concussion dyi ng, Rourke pushed hinmself up, dragging Natalia to her feet, shoving her
ahead.

He | ooked back once, a wall of flanes behind him

They were safe, at least until they reached the end of the tunnel and came out through the
mouth of the small cave, at |east until then

And the KGB unit behind them unless sone had run for safety through the bl own-out steel doors,
they would all be dead. Were the dynanite had been situated, it would have torn the machinery to
bits, then propelled it in a wave of shrapnel that woul d have destroyed anyone in its path.

He swal | owed hard, but kept running.
Chapter Thirty-nine.

The Wonb had been reforned now, to suit the needs of Rozhdestvenskiy's orders, and his plans.
It was no | onger recogni zabl e as NORAD Headquarters.

What had once been offices had been converted into a huge laboratory, and Rozhdestvenskiy, the
conversion conplete, did not this time supervise or observe from behind glass. He stood in the
| aboratory.

He watched the bluish gl ow of the al nbst |unminescent gas that filled one of the twelve Anerican
chanbers he had found.

He turned to Professor Zl ovski, saying, "How |long before we will know, doctor?"

"You nust realize, conrade colonel, we can never know with full certainty until the actua
event takes place. But the serum seens to have produced the desired effect. Yet, certain of the
types of serumw th which Soviet scientists experinented initially at |east seened to have the
desired effect as well. It was not until the period of the experinent was concl uded that we
realized the serumhad failed in its purpose in one aspect or another."

"So there is no certainty?"

"According to the data you have provided, conrade, it would seemthat scientists both inside
and outside the NASA establishment worked with the serumand that the desired results were
achieved. And | do not doubt the validity of these reports and the sincerity of the research, but
you must appreciate sonething, " and Zl ovski, gray-haired, stroked his small, gray-black spade
beard, his dark eyes staring past Rozhdestvenskiy, then taking on a peculiar Iight as he wal ked
away, toward the nearest of the chanbers, the one that had been activated. "An exanple, conrade
colonel. Do you snoke, cigarettes? You do, | believe?"

"Yes, | snoke cigarettes, "

"That is excellent, not for your health, certainly, but for the sake of understanding ny
exanple, and this will illustrate the scientific dilema in which we find ourselves. Now, at the
earliest stages of research to discover a |link between cigarette snoking and certain di seases. You
can appreciate a critical factor, time. If prolonged snoking, say for a period of twenty years, is
needed to produce synptons in sone or nany cases, what is a scientist to do? W have no tine
machi nes, we have no way of bending tinme to our will. So, the process of cigarette snmoking in
| aboratory animals was accelerated, to approximate the effect of tinme. Wth our experinent," and
he stroked the top of the blue gl owi ng chanber, "there was not even the possibility of
acceleration. W are at the nercy of real time here, and there is no way to give positive results
that will ease your mnd, conrade, until the actual experinment has been perforned. So, we either
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won't know for five hundred years, approximtely, or, on the other hand," and his dark eyes
gl eaned, their corners crinkling with sonethi ng Rozhdestvenskiy could only interpret as possible
| aughter, "we will never know. "

Rozhdestvenskiy studi ed the gl owi ng chanber, the swirling gases contained inside. "And what of
the vol unteer, when shall we know sonet hi ng?"

"The |l onger we can wait, the greater fraction of experinental validity we shall have, | can
term nate the experiment now, after only a few hours. | can wait for days, the results might well
be a bit nore nmeaningful after a few days' duration than only a few hours. He is a volunteer, knew
what he was vol unteering to do."

"Regardl ess of the outcone, he shall receive decoration as a hero of the Soviet Union."

And it was laughter this tinme, Rozhdestvenskiy could not m stake it as he wat ched Professor
Zl ovski. "I have serious doubts, conrade col onel, whether the receipt of such an honor wll
i mpress our volunteer greatly, if at all, should the experinent prove to be unsuccessful. But do
not despair, for | understand in discussions with some of ny colleagues in the scientific
establishnment here that in the event of failure, The Wnb can be hernetically sealed, "

"I't will be, at any event," Rozhdestvenskiy interrupted, realizing his palns were sweating,
nervousness.

"Quite, and with the hydroponic gardens that have been pl anted, oxygen/carbon-di oxi de
i nterchange woul d be of sufficient volune. So, we shall endure regardl ess."

"To live |ike noles?" Rozhdestvenskiy asked rhetorically, turning away from Zl ovski, lighting a
cigarette. Cigarette snoking was forbidden in the laboratory, it was why he lit it. "To live less
than human exi stences? What does it matter to be nasters of a lifeless world? HmP? To never see
t he sun?"

"But conrade colonel, there are other avenues of endeavor besides the acquisition of power, are
t here not?"

"Yes," and Rozhdestvenskiy turned to face Zl ovski. "The preservation of power."
He dropped his cigarette to the laboratory floor, heeling it out on the tiles there.

Al'l he could hear as he wal ked away was the clicking of his heels and the faint mechanical hum
of the chanber.

If he had not denounced all belief in God, he would have prayed then for the experinment to
succeed.

Chapter Forty.

Rour ke had been there before, he had | ectured there once to nore than a hundred police
officers. Before The Night of The War it had been a public shooting range and gunshop, before that
a skating rink. The sign had fallen, was gone, but he knew the place anyway. Waukegan Cut door
Spor t sman.

He stopped at the rear netal door, Emly tapping out sone sort of code as she knocked.

A peephol e had been cut in the steel door, and Rourke saw a tiny shaft of light in the
gat hering darkness, it was near sunset, when the peephol e opened.

And then the peephol e closed, the sound of metal scraping against netal, perhaps a security bar
being lifted, and the door opened.

Emi |y stepped through, Rourke going ahead of Natalia, following Emly and, as he gl anced back
qui ckly, Dunbrowski and two other nmen follow ng after

There were no lights, and in the darkness, gray, indefinite, he could hear the door being
cl osed behind them A curtain, black, heavy, was ripped back and beyond the curtain burned di m
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ceiling lights. In a far corner of what had apparently been a shipping area, he heard the hum of a
generator. He could snell its funes.

It was cold in the building, and he followed Emily past new faces, eyes staring at them Rourke
tried to smile. No one sniled back. As they wal ked, Rourke rasped under his breath to Natali a,
falling in beside her as he slowed his pace, "Let ne do the tal king, please."

She | ooked at him her blue eyes flashing, but she nodded, blinking her eyes closed for an
instant as she did, it was like the light flickered out of the world when she closed them he
t hought .

They passed t hrough a storage area, there were weapons of all descriptions on tables and on the
floors, nost disassenbl ed. Rel oading presses were in operation, children attending them As they
wal ked on, two nmen appeared, one ol der, one young, both nen going to one of the tables, commencing
to work on one of the firearns there.

They passed into what Rourke renenbered had been the sales floor of the retail store, it was
now a hospital, apparently.

"How many peopl e have been treated here?" Rourke asked Emily Bronkiew cz.

"Maybe a thousand since The Ni ght of The War. W have sonme real doctors, and we have a | ot of
vol unteers. Sone of the tougher cases, well, they can't do anything for them M husband, he was
one of 'em" and her eyes flickered to Natalia, but this tine the woman snil ed.

The wonman started up a flight of stairs, Rourke going ahead of Natalia again, following Emly
As they clinbed the stairs, he could overl ook the vast square footage, he estinmated nore than a
hundred beds in use, crammed together with barely enough roomto wal k between. And few of them
were beds, nobst were nmats, sonme packi ng boxes.

The woman turned down a small corridor, past open office doors, nen inside the offices,
sonetimes a face | ooking up, then quickly turning away.

She stopped at the |ast office, the door open

A man perhaps Rourke's own age, perhaps a little younger, |ooked up froma paper-littered desk
Hs face it up with a smle beneath his cl ose-cropped, light-colored, curly hair.

H s eyes seened to radiate a good hunor Rourke had seen in none of the other men or wonen of
the | ocal Resistance. And Rourke renenbered the man. "It's Maus, isn't it?"

"Tom Maus,"” the man said, rising fromhis seat, extending his right hand, Rourke took it. "And
you' re, John Rourke, right? The M D. who taught survivalismand weapons training, | renenber the
presentati on you gave."

"That's right," Rourke nodded. He watched Maus's eyes as they took in Natali a.

"And you, miss, | know your face, too, it's Major Tienmerovna of the KGB, nistress or naybe the
wi fe of Karamatsov before he was killed."

"Wfe," Rourke heard Natalia answer, lifelessly.

"l guess that's kind of a negative way of starting a conversation, though, isn't it, I didn't
mean anything by it. Before the war | used to think I was busy, Reserves, running the shop here,
t he whol esal i ng business, hell, | wish | had that nuch free time now | get alittle testy when

I"'mtired. Wiy don't we all sit down."

Rour ke | ooked at Natalia, her face seenmed to show that she had relaxed, if only a little.

"Emly," Maus said. "Good to see you're still alive, and Maus grinned as he | ooked at Rourke.
"Her husband was one of the best field people | had, and she's better. But | still mss him 1'd
of fer you coffee but | don't |ike poisoning people, and the pop nmachi ne never worked that well
before The Ni ght of The War and anyway we ran out of pop."
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"We're fine," Rourke nodded.

He noticed Maus | ooking at Natalia, and then Maus spoke. "I know a | ot about you, major, heard
through U.S. Il all the scuttlebutt about what you did in Florida during the quakes. And | al so
know t hrough our sources, we have some spies who take a lot of risks and sonetines get us pretty
good i nformation, so | know that the KGB has you on sone kind of hit list, wants you dead. Wy, |
don't know. So," Maus | ooked at Rourke then. "Like | said, nothin" | |like better than renewi ng old
acquai ntances, but |'ve got a field hospital to run, a weapons repair shop, a reloading operation

"What's where the range used to be?" Rourke asked him interrupting. "Mre beds?"

"No, we can't accommpdate the people we have out on the floor down there, no. Since it's
soundproofed, we use it as a training area, a testing area for the weapons we repair, everything
it needs to be used for, and a few other things besides. But like | said, if |I had twelve hands,
still wouldn't have a thunb to twiddle, so why are you both here? Sonmething for U S. Il or what?"

Rour ke shrugged, saying to Natalia as he | ooked at her, "You explain it, all of it. W can
trust this man."

Natalia's eyes, they seemed to |l ook into his soul, Rourke thought, but then she turned to | ook
at Maus. "My uncle is General Varakov, the suprene comander, "

"I sort of figured he was sonme kind of relative of yours, go ahead."
And, gradually, she told Tom Maus everyt hi ng.
Chapter Forty-one.

The hospital that occupied the sales floor of Waukegan Qutdoor Sportsman, and had al nbst since
The Night of The War, was known to the Soviet authorities, General Varakov periodically sent teans
of Soviet doctors into the hospital to hel p however they could, and what nedical supplies, neager
could be spared were sent as well. The plans were sinple, when Soviet patrols were in the area, or
an inspection was due, or the medical teamwas to be sent, the beds were spread out into the range
area and t he weapons and rel oadi ng equi prent hidden in an underground area left froman old storm
dr ai n.

It was risky business, Rourke knew, the tinming critical, a gap in information potentially
fatal. If the underground storage area were discovered, or the equi pment not gotten away in tinme,
or the beds not spread out in time, a firing squad.

Even General Varakov woul d have no ot her choice, Rourke realized.

And Maus was risking his entire operation now, he had provided Rourke with nedical credentials,
and Natalia as well, medical credentials that would serve as travel permits. And he had | oaned
them an aut onobil e, the kind of |oan Rourke knew Maus had realized woul d never be returned.

Rourke's false identity listed himas "Peter Masters," a dead Resistance fighter in reality,
but on paper a hospital volunteer with little nedical background. To have |isted Rourke as an M D.
woul d have been suicidal, all medical doctors were registered with Soviet headquarters, Muus had
said, and Natalia confirmed it. Natalia was listed as "Mary Ann Klein," another vol unteer.

The travel request, Maus had signed it as administrator of the de facto hospital, indicated
they were en route to the Soviet Mbile Surgical Unit stationed at Soldier's Field Stadiumto
request a fresh supply of hypoderm c syringes. Maus had used the system before, for the actua
procurenent of medical supplies, and to cover covert operations of his Resistance command.

Sonmewhat the statistician, Maus had predicted odds of three to one that the travel docunents
woul d get themthrough, at least as far as the stadi um

And nedi cal energency was the only even renotely justified purpose for nighttine travel

They had passed the Bel vedere Road checkpoi nt | eaving Waukegan, no difficulties there, Rourke
driving. They had passed two checkpoints al ong what had been the Illinois Tollway, no difficulties
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either. The checkpoint on the Edens Expressway had been sonething both Rourke and Natalia had
sweat ed, Rour ke watching her eyes as the Soviet officer in charge of the checkpoint had been
sunmoned to exanine their travel docunents. But they had been allowed to nmove on their way.

Their risk was doubly great, concealed in a hidden conpartnent of what had been the gas tank
accessi bl e by going through the firewall fromthe inside or outside of the trunk of the vintage
Ford LTD, were their weapons and gear. Should these be discovered, it would nmean instant death. To
conmpensate for the Ford' s reduced gasoline tank, an auxiliary tank had been rigged partially under
the rear seat, Rourke wouldn't have wanted to have been in the car in case of high-speed inpact,
he had deci ded.

The checkpoi nt | eaving the Edens and entering the Kennedy Expressway had been al nost too
si mpl e.

They had proceeded.

There was a long line of mlitary vehicles ahead of themas they cane within the boundaries of
what had been the Chicago Loop, the downtown shopping and business district. As they drove,
Natal i a had described to himwhat it had been like there after The N ght of The War, wild dog
packs which had come in from outside the neutron bonb area, roving gangs of thugs who lived |like
rats beneath the once great department stores and in the abandoned subway tunnels. Soviet troops
woul d chase after them but for the nost part, this urban equival ent of Brigands woul d vanish
before the soldiers could close with them The urban Brigands were arned with everything from
stol en Sovi et assault rifles to clubs, sonme of the bands resorting to the behavi or of beasts,
Natalia had told him

She had not anplified.

They sat now, the engine running, the LTD advancing a car length at a time toward the
checkpoint. Natalia spoke. "This checkpoint is staffed by K@, and the arny too, but the main
staffing is a K@ unit."

"You think they'Il recognize you." It was a statement, not a question

"I could only do so nmuch, putting ny hair up under this," and Rourke | ooked at her as she
gestured to the scarf covering her hair, "and these glasses, " Maus had given her the gl asses of a
dead wonan who had expired at the hospital, the woman had been farsighted and Natalia had had
troubl e wal ki ng when she wore themto the car. It was the reason Rourke drove and had not shared
the long run with her. "And your face, it is known to many of the KGB."

Rourke wore a hat borrowed fromthe supply of old clothing kept at the Resistance headquarters,
an old fedora, gray, stained. It matched the overcoat he wore.

"What are you getting at?" Rourke finally asked her, beginning to worry the car m ght overheat,
the engine was already stalling a little as he advanced another car length toward the checkpoint.
He had spent a good ampunt of time in Chicago before The N ght of The War, |earned the streets.
The checkpoint was at the near side of the tunnel near Hubbard Street.

"I don't know, but maybe we should nmake a break for it."

Rour ke | ooked around them not answering Natalia's question. A troop truck flanked themon the
left, an M72 notorcycl e/ sidecar conbination on the right. "Were do you suggest we go, up?"

"I wish that we could,"” she answered, lighting a cigarette, she was nervous, he realized.

Perhaps it was, in part, just the very fact of being in Chicago, Soviet headquarters so near
KGB everywhere. He said to her, "If they spot us at all, it won't be until we reach the checkpoint
gate, and if it happens there, we can make a break for it then. If we do, ditch those gl asses so
you can see and rip out the back seat so you can get to that panel inside the truck and get at the
weapons." And then Rourke smiled, |ooking at her with the scarf covering her hair and the tattered
raincoat that all but obscured her figure. "And if we do nake a break for it, get rid of that
scarf and that coat, if we wind up dying, | wanna at |east have sonething pretty to | ook at while
I can still 1ook."
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She smled, then very quickly, as if soneone mi ght see, |eaned across the front seat, across
the space separating them kissing himon the cheek
Chapter Forty-two.
The checkpoi nt was at what, before the war, had sonetines been call ed Hubbard' s Cave.
Rour ke eased the old LTD to the gate that blocked his |ane.

A green-shoul dered, bearded KGB noncom approached the car, Rourke rolling down his wi ndow. In
poor English, the man stated, "G vilian traffic is expressly forbidden after sunset, "

Rourke smiled his warmest snmile, interrupting the man, "Except for medical emergencies, right?"
Rour ke passed the man his papers.

The man unfol ded the letter Maus had signed as director of the civilian hospital in the
converted gunshop and shooting range. "Hi ppoder m need, "

"Hypoder m ¢ needl es,
like that."

Rour ke corrected. "Can't give shots with dirty needles, hepatitis, stuff

The man unfol ded Rourke's identity papers, |ooking at Rourke, apparently trying to match the
physi cal description with the face, it should match, Rourke thought. The forger had been | ooking
at his face while counterfeiting the identity papers.

"And her?" the man sai d.

Rourke turned to | ook at Natalia, fear was witten across her face so that a blind man could
have al nost known it, he thought. She handed hi m her papers fromthe battered brown vinyl purse
that had cone with the old raincoat.

Rour ke passed them over to the KGB noncom "Here you go,
sick people up there, need those needl es. The hypodermcs."

he smled. "Say |ook, we got a |lot of

There had been one other risk for Maus, that if they were discovered and traced back to the
hospital, there would be a raid, and the Resistance headquarters destroyed. Rourke considered that
now as he watched the man, studying Natalia's forged docunments, peering into the car, a flashlight
in his right hand, the beam high, trained on Natalia's face.

Rour ke made a deci si on
"Maj or Tiemerovnal "

As the man gasped her nanme, Rourke wenched the LTD s door handl e, he had prepared to do it,
and he slammed the door hard outward, against the abdonen of the KGB noncom hanmering the man
back.

Rour ke reached out of the car, stepping half out of the driver's seat, his left hand grabbing
for the military flap holster on the man's belt, his right grabbing for the papers, he had them
all.

The pistol, Rourke stuffed the papers into the pocket of his borrowed overcoat, worked the
slide of the pistol in case a round hadn't been chanbered, none had. He pointed the pistol at the
K& noncom s face, the nmouth was open to shout for aid. Rourke enptied the pistol into the man's
mouth, then threw it down to the pavenent, the door not closed as he stonped the accelerator, the
door slamming as it whacked agai nst the side of the barricade, Rourke throwi ng the hat out the
wi ndow as he ducked, shouting to Natalia, "Down!"

Gunfire shattered the rear w ndow, bullet holes spiderwebbing the windshield in front of him
the accelerator already flat to the floor, the speedoneter needle passing fifty and clinbing fast,
he'd always |iked eight cylinder Fords.

Chapter Forty-three.
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"I"'mgoing for the guns,"” Natalia shouted, Rourke shooting a glance toward her, he sniled. She
had ri pped away the scarf that had covered her hair, shaking her head now, freeing her hair like a
wild ani mal, sonething untaned, m ght shake itself at the first taste of freedom She snmiled at
him they both understood what she had done. Death ni ght be inm nent.

Behi nd them notorcycle/sidecar conbinations were rolling, headlights bouncing as the vehicles
accel erated, their noise loud in the cold night air through Rourke's open w ndow.

"Before you get the guns, burn these, and Rourke fisted the papers in his overcoat pocket,
maki ng sure he had themall, handing them across to Natalia.

"Right, " She bent to the floor as he | ooked at her, lighting themwi th her cigarette lighter
the papers were on fire.

He turned his attention to the road, an autonobile, with Chicago Police nmarkings obliterated by
ared star. It was nmoving di agonally across the hi ghway, cutting themoff. He could hear Natalia
stanpi ng her feet, "Nothing but ashes.”

"Now get us some guns, we got friends comin' up on the left."

Rourke started steering right, the police car cutting themoff. Natalia, at the edge of his
peri pheral vision he could see her going over into the back seat to start getting the weapons.

The blue and white car was too close, Rourke cut the wheel hard |l eft, shouting over the wi nd of
the slipstream "Hang on, collision!"

The right front fender, he could see it, hear it, feel it as it smashed against the right rear
fender of the police car, the sounds of netal twi sting, tearing, the bunper of the police car
twisting up to where it was visible over the LTD s hood, the Ford straining, dragging at the
police car, Rourke accelerating, another tearing sound, |ouder than before, the LTD shot ahead.

In the rearview nmirror he could see the police car, naking a high-speed reverse, flick turning,
the tw sted bunper breaking off, the blue light flashing fromthe roof. There was the rattle of
assault rifle fire, Rourke shouting to Natalia, "AKMs, keep low"

The rear wi ndshield shattered out, Rourke swerving as nmore gunfire poured toward them Rourke
hearing it pinging agai nst the body of the Ford. He cut sharp right, onto a ranp, he didn't know
where he was heading, no tine to | ook and Chicago streets and expressways not that recent a
nmenory.

He fought the wheel, shouting, "Natalia, are you all right?"

The rear end of the Ford was fishtailing as he curved the entrance ranp at nearly fifty,
si deswi pi ng the guardrail, the Ei senhower Expressway opening up before him the post office
i nterchange comng up fast, they were passing the post office now, Rourke shouting again to
Natalia as he picked up nore blue lights in the rearview mrror.

"Natalial"

"Yes, I'mall right, | alnost have them" Rour ke cut the wheel hard left, shouting, "Hang
on!" a police car starting toward them goi ng against the direction of the |lanes, but there was no
traffic, just abandoned cars flanking the expressway in both | anes on both shoul ders. Rourke
stonped the accelerator to the floor, shooting an intersection, into the Loop now, the police car
on a collision course with them

@unfire, frombehind him the police car suddenly swerving, its wi ndshield shattered, another
shot, the police car accelerating, Rourke cutting a sharp right to miss it, in the rear view
seeing Natalia, holding one of her revolvers, and the police car crashing into an underpass
abut ment behi nd t hem

Rourke started to edge left, turning toward State Street. "It was made into a shopping mall, it
could be cut off,"” Natalia shouted.

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...5t%20008%20-%20The%20End%20is%20Coming.txt (61 of 78) [12/24/2004 11:03:04 PM]



file:/11C|/2590%620Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ahern,%20Jerry...ali st%20(4/9)/Survivali st%620008%20-%20The%%20End%20i s%20Coming.txt
Rour ke cut back right, "Back seat driver," taking the next left, Wabash

Police cars, four abreast, were com ng down Wabash, against him he cut left at Jackson
Boul evard, headi ng against the flow of traffic had there been traffic, a one-way street, the signs
hal f down but still visible.

"Just as well," he shouted to her, "Hi gh speed on Wabash with the elevated train platform
sui cide." And he stonped the gas pedal, crossing State, Dearborn, heading west, the city enpty,
ghostly, one out of every ten or so street |ights burning, Rourke guessed the Russians had gotten
power restored at least to parts of the city. But the street |lanps were nostly shot out or
otherwi se shattered, it seenmed, as he sped under them

Nat al i a was back beside him now, "The rest of our gear, it's in the back seat, here," and she
handed hima pistol, one of the little Detonics stainless .45s, she knew what he |iked, he
t hought. "Chanber's | oaded, hamer down," she advi sed.

Rour ke ramred the pistol into his belt, ripping open the overcoat buttons, swerving to avoid
the body of a dead dog, and suddenly, behind him there was a pack, the animals running after the
car, the police cars two bl ocks back not frightening themoff, Rourke swerved close to a curb to
avoid a wecked car in the nmddle of the street, he alnost |ost control of the Ford as a huge dog
| eapt out toward the car fromthe roof of an abandoned car, it was on the hood, snarling, foam
dripping fromits nouth, "Shoot it, for God's sake," Rourke shouted to Natalia.

He | ooked to his right, already she was | eaning out the passenger side w ndow, one of her
revol vers in her right hand, the dog snapping at the w ndshield, sonmehow balancing itself on the
hood.

There was a loud shot, felt in his right ear. The dog's head seened to expl ode, the animal's
body fl opping to Rourke's left, blood and gray material that was brain splattering the wi ndshi el d.
The body slid fromthe hood of the car as Rourke swerved right.

He found the wi ndshield wi per switch, only one wi per blade, in front of the driver's side. The
other was bare netal. He punched the washer button on the wi per control swtch, nothing, "Aw,
shit," Rourke rasped, the blood and brain matter were sneared now | i ke grease, all but obscuring
the wi ndshield, he kept the wi per blade going, hoping to at |east scrape sone of the ness away.

More police cars, closing fromthe streets he crossed, falling in, alnost |ike a formation,
behi nd those already in pursuit.

Wacker Drive, Rourke turned right, accelerating, police cars behind himnow but still nothing
ahead, the Civic Opera House, he had given a |lecture there once, he recalled, police cars now
bl ocki ng the street ahead of him

He shouted to Natalia, "Did you ever block out underground Wacker Drive?"

"No, we couldn't |eave workers down there, the Brigands, sone of their bodies, they were eaten
partially, arns cut off and | egs, and our pathol ogists said they weren't dogs who had done it,
peopl e."

Rour ke | ooked at her, sucked in his breath, rasping, "Reach into nmy pocket and find ne a cigar
soon as | do this," and Rourke cut the wheel hard left, half bouncing over a lip of concrete curb
turning sharp right, fishtailing, skidding, his lights making bizarre patterns as he drove into
the vel vet bl ackness of the underground.

Chapter Forty-four.

In the darkness, total darkness except for the headlights and the few working dashboard
lights, he could feel Natalia's right hand reach across him searching his breast pocket for a
cigar. "Lit?"

"Not with that auxiliary gas tank," he told her, swerving sharp left, nearly piling up in a
divider, the car bouncing away fromit as he avoided a pile of cenent blocks in the niddle of the
r oad.
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And suddenly the cavernlike underground drive was illum nated, an al nost surreal blue wash of
light, sirens loud in the distance behind him nore of the expropriated police squad cars. And
there were single headlights too, notorcycles, he guessed.

Rour ke stepped hard on the gas.

Beside him the headlights of the police vehicles and the notorcycles growing fast now, Natalia
had an M 16, she was | eaning out of the passenger w ndow, "WAtch out when |I run close to the
tunnel walls!™ He heard it, felt it, the pelting of hot brass against his bare skin, his hands,
his neck, his right cheek

A set of headlights behind them swerved maddeningly to the right, a blinding flash in the
darkness, a bright orange wall of flanme, but punching through the wall, one set of headlights,
then another, and then a single headlight, a notorcycle. The sidecar visible in the Iight of the
fire was afl ame, a nman shape nmoving in it, arns waving, arns |like torches, then the single
headl i ght seened to junp skyward as Natalia's M 16 | oosed a | ong, ragged burst, sidecar and
not orcycl e separating, crashing into opposite sides of the tunnel walls, flanmes. Two police cars,
their Mars lights flashing blue in the darkness as Rourke took a sharp curving right, police cars
and nmotorcycles comng fast fromhis right flank as he passed anot her entrance into Underground
Wacker .

The entire tunnel was washed in the blue light of the flashers now as Rourke made the Ford
accel erate, swerving the wheel left, right, left again, evading abandoned autonobiles |eft
everywhere in the narrow confines of the underground, dog packs running across his lights,
yel pi ng, snarling, sone of the aninmals |eaping upward as he passed them fangs bared.

A massive animal, alnost too large to be a dog, Rourke thought, it |eaped fromthe hood of an
abandoned car, Natalia scream ng as he | ooked right, the dog half inside the vehicle, Rourke's
right hand snatching at the Pachmayr gripped butt of the Detonics, his thunb jerking back the
trigger.

He fired the pistol once, twice, a third time, point blank into the chest of the aninal as it
lunged for Natalia's throat.

Hs ears rang with the gunfire, but the animal still nmoved, a |low roaring gunshot, partially
muf fl ed, the animal slunping as Natalia pushed close to Rourke, her face normally had a pal eness
to it, an alnost unnatural whiteness, what nmen another tinme would have called al abaster. But her
cheeks were flushed bright red now, and her eyes were |arger-seenm ng than he thought hunan eyes
coul d be.

"That, "she gasped.

"Did he break the skin, at all, " Rourke shouted, not |ooking at her, swerving to avoid an
overturned green dunpster spilling out fromthe sidewal k backi ng the underground entrances to
bui | di ngs and restaurants.

"No, thank God, there, | said it again," she | aughed.

Rour ke gl anced at her, then back at the tunnel. It was coming into a sharp right, Rourke cut
t he wheel hard, shouting to her, "Push the dog out after | finish the turn."

He felt Natalia clinging to himas he cut the wheel all the way right, the Ford's rear end
fishtailing, Rourke's hands noving over the wheel as he recovered fast, straightening out, the
squeal ing of tires behind him headlights dancing naddeningly along the tunnel walls in his
rearview mrror.

He felt Natalia noving now, "Heavy,'
after a monment sl anmming shut.

he heard her gasp, and he heard the car door opening, then

He | ooked across at her, one of the L-Frame Smiths was in her right hand still. It was her shot
that had finished the dog, he realized.
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The Detonics still in his right hand as he held the wheel, cocked and | ocked, Rourke hammered
down on the accelerator. It was narrowi ng ahead, and pylons dotted the roadway, pylons that, under
normal conditions at normal speeds woul d have made driving difficult.

@unfire echoed from behind them the police cars closing, and nore of the notorcycles com ng up
in the rearview as well. The bullet hole spiderwebbed wi ndshield, smeared with the bl ood and brain
matter of the wild dog that had clinbed onto the hood, the wi ndshield w per scraping screechingly
across it, Rourke peered ahead.

Sonehow he'd | ost one of his headlights and the vel vet darkness beyond the single yell owed beam
was bl acker still.

Chapter Forty-five.

It was as though he was trying to thread a surgical needl e, Rourke thought, sides wiping a
pyl on as he zigzagged his way through the underground. The police vehicles were closing. One of
the nmotorcycles in the opposite | ane now, coming up faster than he could risk driving the LTD
t hrough the obstacl e course. Besides the normal obstacles of the pylons, abandoned cars littered
the roadside on the building side to his right and the opening to the Chicago River on his left.
Trash dunpsters, garbage cans, the bones and hal f-devoured bodi es of dead aninmals, and nmen, were
sprinkl ed about the road surface |ike discarded toys.

"Watch out for the seat there, if that dog left any fleas behind they could be carrying God
knows what on them This is contagion city, "

"W have sprayed,

"Even the neutron bonbi ng woul dn't have done any good, these dogs coul dn't have survived that,
like you said, they came fromoutside the city bringing fleas and ticks with them stay as clear
as you can of that part of the seat, and don't touch your hands to your face or hair, |'ve got
stuff in ny pack that you can use to clean up."

"That nmotorcycle, it's conming up fast, the nan in the sidecar, | think that's an RPK | i ght
machi ne gun he's got."

"Wonderful ," Rourke rasped, glancing into his side-viewmrror, the M72 notorcycl e/ si decar
conbinati on was a car's | ength behind himnow, the nan in the sidecar nanipul ating a weapon,
getting ready to fire.

Rourke still grasped the Detonics .45 in his right fist. He ranmed it out the open driver's
side window and fired it out, three rounds, the pistol rocking hard in his hand, his wist bent to
aimthe gun.

The notorcycl e swerved, but wasn't stopped.
Rour ke gained a single car |ength.

H's right thumb worked the slide stop down, the slide running forward as he ranmed the pisto
into his belt, enpty.

Ahead of him the tunnel seened to be opening, it would be the underground section of the
M chi gan Avenue bridge, he realized. He started cranking the wheel |eft, nmachine gun fire
hanmering into the driver's side door, the rear end of the LTD fishtailing right, Natalia
shouting, "Don't nmove your head, " The nuzzle of an M 16 was shoved in front of him between his
face and the cracked and sneared wi ndshield, fire fromthe nuzzle, Rourke craning his head back
glancing left, Natalia had knocked out the LMG on the notorcycl e/ sidecar conbination, the
nmotorcycl e itself spinning out, crashing against a pylon

He started recovering the wheel, accelerating as he straightened out into the underground |eve
of the bridge.

There was a humm ng sound, rubber tires over netal gratings, bouncing and thuddi ng sensation as
the Ford shot ahead.
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In the rearview, he could see three police cars and two nore notorcycles. He kept accel erating.
Natalia screaned, "The bridge, there's a nine-foot section out at the far side, John!"

"Shit!"

Rour ke hammered the accelerator to the floor, his eyes searching through the darkness to find
the hole in the bridge, and ahead, a darker patch than the darkness of the roadway, to his right a
hi gh curb. Rourke cut the wheel hard right, then left, the LTD skidding, the rear end swaying, the
steering all but gone as he accelerated, the rear end inpacting the curb as he turned away, two of
the police cars comng at him skidding as they tried to brake, one swerved left, crashing into
the bridge supports, the second rocketed past him Rourke nearly crashing the LTD into it
broadsi de, the headlights there one instant then gone the next. As he fought the wheel, a fountain
of river water sprayed up, spraying the LTD for an instant, but then the wheel was all the way
| eft, Rourke heading away fromthe hole in the bridge, the third squad car and the two notorcycle
units com ng dead on, the biker units flanking the police car, consumng the entire width of the
bri dge.

"G me a gun!"”

He reached out his right hand, feeling the nmenory-grooved snmooth Goncal o Al ves stocks of one of
her matched L-Franmes coming into his palm He switched the revolver to his left hand, ranming the
hand out the driver's side window, his right fist |locked at the top of the wheel. Natalia was
rolling over into the back seat, an M 16 in her hands as he gl anced at her

The LMG on the M 72 conbination to Rourke's left was firing, and then the LMs fromthe sidecar
to his right, AKMfire streaned toward them fromthe passenger side of the solitary police car

Natalia's assault rifle fire, it reverberated fromthe back seat, the sounds of enpty brass
pi ngi ng agai nst the frame of the open wi ndow, Rourke's left fist clenched tight on the L-Frane,
his right rock-steady on the wheel to give as sure a firing platformas possible, he was aining
for the police car, aimng the LTD straight at it.

The L-Frane in his left fist, he punped the trigger, double-actioning two rounds toward the M
72 conbination to his left. He fired twice nore, the notorcyclist threw his hands out fromhis
handl ebars, slunmping back, the machine gunner in the sidecar reaching for the bike's controls
suddenly, then junping clear, Rourke shouting to Natalia, "Watch out!"

He cut the wheel hard left, evading the notorcycle, the conbination crashing into one of the
bridge supports to his left, Natalia's M16 still firing as they passed the squad car, AKMfire
ri pping across the driver's conpartnent, his w ndshield shooting out, the rearview mrror gone,
the speedoneter, the gas gauge, all of it shattered, a ribbon of bullet holes across the
dashboar d.

Rour ke accel erated, past the underground tunnel running parallel to the river, into what | ooked
li ke a box canyon of building walls ahead of him shouting, "Natalia? You all right?"

"So far," he heard her shout back to him

"Hold on, flick turn," and Rourke dropped the L-Frane to his lap, holding it between his |egs,
cutting the wheel sharply to the left as he stonped the enmergency brake, |ocking the rear wheels,
t hen popping the brake as the car rotated a full one hundred eighty degrees, accelerating as he
fought the wheel, then flooring it as he aimed toward the | ast of the motorcycle conbinations, the
police car turning behind it.

Rour ke coul d see the face of the nmachine gunner in the sidecar, and then it was gone, Rourke
rocki ng the wheel hard left, into the conbination, then hard right and away, hearing a screamdie
on the slipstream blood splattering the few shards of glass left in the windshield, Natalia' s M
16 firing again toward the oncom ng police car, the AKMfiring fromthe passenger w ndow, Rourke's
| eft hand finding the L-Frane, two shots |eft.

He stabbed the revol ver through the open wi ndshield ahead of his face, his right fist white-
knuckl ed on the top of the Ford's steering wheel
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He fired once, then once again, the wi ndshield of the advancing police car shattering,
Natalia's M16 fire increasing its rate, she had to have shot through a full nagazine in seconds,
he realized, but the gunfire continued, sparks conming fromthe police car's hood, a stricken face
suddenl y visi bl e behind the wheel as Rourke swerved the Ford to avoid a head-on collision, the
LTD s single headlight catching the face in freeze frane.

A bridge support, Rourke fought at the wheel, there was no response, he stonped the brakes, the
rear end of the Ford fishtailing right, Rourke shouting to Natalia, "Hit the floor! Hit the
floor!™

He held the wheel as long as he dared, then threw hinself down to the floor over the hunp, his
body shuddering as he felt the inpact, heard the tw sting and tearing of steel

Snoke, he snelled gasoline funes.
H s back hurt a little, he pushed hinself up
Natalia was already up, "I've got the packs and everything, all the gear, "

"Qut of the car and, "

"Run like hell," she alnost |aughed, Rourke seeing her streak through the rear driver's side
door and out, Rourke, the L-Franme in his belt now beside the Detonics, half rolling, half falling
fromthe driver's side of the front seat.

On his feet, his hands grabbing at the lapels of the overcoat, ripping it free of his body as
he ran, He felt it, like a giant's breath blowing at him throwing hinself to the road surface
shouting to Natalia, "Down!"

He shielded his face and head, the roar of the explosion, the gas tank, deafening as it echoed
fromthe steel of the bridge above himand bel ow

The bridge shook, Rourke's mind raced, if it collapsed it coll apsed, The shaki ng stopped,
and John Rourke | ooked up, the crackle of the fire fromthe LTD that had served themso well al
that he could hear over the ringing in his ears. And Natalia was beside him hol ding him

Chapter Forty-six.

The Low Al pi ne Systens Loco pack on his shoulders, his guns back where they bel onged
Natalia's hands cleaned and cl othing checked for fleas or ticks, they wal ked t hrough the
underground now, gray light in patches only through gratings |leading up to the street. If he
renenbered his Chicago streets well enough, they had a short distance only to go until coming up
on Lake Street between M chigan and Wabash. But Rour ke stopped, hearing sounds.

"Dogs?" Natalia whispered hoarsely.
The grow i ng sounds increased.

"Not dogs, " and he | ooked back, shadowy figures noved in the edge of light fromthe stil
burning Ford, it looked like one of the figures carried a human linb. "Inagination," he whispered,
nore to hinself than Natali a.

He risked no flashlight, noving ahead.
The grow i ng sounds agai n.
Natalia cl ose beside him Rourke hearing the telltale click of the selector on her M 16.

Rour ke spoke into the darkness. "If you're hungry, there are dead nen all over the bridge
behind us. W're heavily armed and in too nuch of a hurry to be gentle, let us pass and we'l
| eave you unharned. "

The grow i ng sounds agai n.
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"John!"

And t hen Rourke heard a voice, nearly human soundi ng, "A wonan,

Rourke turned toward the origin of the voice in the darkness. "Let it be, or you're nmeat, too.

"Wnan!" It was anot her voice now. "Wman!" Still another. And then, |ike chanting, "Wnan,
wonaen, wonan, worman, wonan, " and with each repetition, the chanting grew | ouder, voices adding to
it.

"l guess they aren't just hungry," Rourke observed, Natalia close beside him very close.

Wrman, wonaen, woman, wonan, wonman, wonhan, wonan,

Rourke raised the Kel-Lite in his left fist, high over his head, snapping the switch, eyes
glowed in the beamof the flashlight, nore eyes than he could count, human eyes, but strangely not
human. To Natalia, Rourke rasped, "Stay close to ne, we're backing out of here, | am you wal k
forward, we stay back to back, shoot anything that noves, when we reach what |ooks |like a ranp,
take the left and start up it."

"I"'mafraid," she whispered.
"Me too," he told the darkness where she was.
He felt her nmove, felt her rear end pressing against him as they stood back to back

"Start wal ki ng," Rourke al nost whi spered.

Wman, woman, wonman, woman, wonmaen, woman, wonan,

Rour ke punped the M 16's trigger once, a short, two-round burst, "Automatic weapons, you don't
stand a chance, "

There was a nmoan in the darkness.

The chanting never stopped, "Wnan, wonman, wonan, Woman, wonan,

"On ny left, your right," he heard Natalia whisper, Rour ke shot a glance right, movenent in
t he shadows, and now, above the chanting he could hear the shuffling of feet.

Rourke killed the light, ranming it into his belt as he swng the nuzzle of the M16 left to
right and back left, punping the trigger, fighting the nmuzzle clinb, blowi ng half a magazine into
t he darkness, "Run for it, fast!"

Rour ke reached into the darkness, he had Natalia's shoul der, he knotted his fist into her pack-
strap, running beside her on her right, firing into the darkness, Natalia firing now, but Iouder
than the firing, the chanting, "Wman!"

They ran toward the brighter grayness that would be the exit up to Lake Street, and as the
light grew, Rourke's fear grew, flanking themand behind them were nmen, dozens, nore than that,
clubs, nmachetes, axes in their hands, trash can lids held like shields, men in rags, filth seemning
to drip fromthem their flesh as gray as the light, and as one man can, Rourke al nobst retched and
he heard Natalia gasp, alnpbst scream the nman chewed a still living rat, the rat between the man's
teeth.

The M 16 was enpty, Rourke taking no tine to reload or shift to another firearm al nost
dragging Natalia with himas they ran

The ranp up to Lake Street, they turned into it, the darkness of the outside world bright by
comparison, running up the steep incline, rocks and bottles pelting the street beside them
wi hdows in the buildings on both sides smashing as faces appeared there, the chanting, "Wnan!"

He didn't know whether they wanted to consune her flesh, rape her, or do both sinmnultaneously,
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t hey were insane.

An aut onobi l e, wrecked, and then another, they were being pushed into the nouth of the street,
bl ocking theminto the ranp, flame, one autonobile, then the second, afire now, the howing chants
from behind them | ouder, fromboth sides of themas nore rocks and bottl es hamered down toward
t hem

Rour ke ramed a fresh nagazine into the M 16, shouting to Natalia over the scream ng and
wai ling din, "Your purse, protect your face with it, I'll take care of the shooting!"

He | ooked at her once, terror in her eyes, and she obeyed, her M 16s sw nging on their slings,
her bl ack shoul der bag up over her head as she bent into the run

Rourke fired his M16 to right and left, into the windows of the flanking buildings, to stop
the fusillade of rocks and bottles and bricks and chunks of paving stones.

Nat al i a stunbl ed, he could see her, but she kept running as a brick hamered agai nst her
bounci ng from her backpack, a bottle thudded agai nst Rourke's face, his right cheek taking the
i npact, he lost his cigar butt.

The bottle shattered at his feet as he ran.

The M 16 was enpty and he let it fall to his right side on its sling, Rourke's hands going
under his coat, finding both Detonics pistols, firing one fromeach hand simultaneously as they
raced for the burning cars bl ocking their path.

Men, if nen they still were, were beside the burning cars, hurtling rocks and bottl es.
Rourke killed as many as he could until the pistols cane up enpty.

Actions still open, he ramred both pistols into his belt, taking the Colt CGovernnent nodel
wor ki ng the slide, jacking a round into the chanber, firing as he ran.

Natalia's purse was back at her side, her revolvers in her hands, belching fire, thundering as
she ran toward the burning autonobil es.

The .45 was enpty, Rourke rammed it into his belt, crowded with the twin Detonics pistols
already there. The Python. He drew with his right hand, shifting to his left. He found the two-
inch Lawman in the Thad Rybka holster in the small of his back, the Lawran in his right fist, both
revol vers firing

Natalia's revolvers were enpty, he realized, the revolvers gone, the second M 16 in her hands,
spitting fire.

Rourke's revol vers enptied as they reached the burning cars, few of the nen there now, sone
runni ng, nost dead.

Rour ke hol stered his revolvers, his hands going out to Natalia, there was a section of the
barrier already burned out, "Don't touch the netal, junp when | get you up there, hurry!”

Rourke had her up in his arns, her feet on the blackened hood of a wecked Cadillac, and she
ran one step, junped, he heard her scream

"Shit!" Rourke snarled, he ran back from beside the cars, the CAR-15 his only | oaded gun now as
he threw hinmself into a dead run for the Cadillac's hood, he junped, nearly slipping, the neta
hot through the soles of his conbat boots as he junped clear, Natalia on the other side of the
barri cade, the silenced Walther in her right fist, the slide back, the gun was enpty. She crashed
it down across the face of a rag-clad nan grabbing for her, the man fell in a heap at her feet.

More men coming for her, the chanting |loud now fromboth sides of the burning barrier, Rourke's
CAR-15 firing fromhis right hand, the trigger punping, bodies falling as he closed toward her
killing his way to her

The Bali-Song knife was in her right hand, the fancy Gerber-M Il in her left, men |lunging for
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her, not attacking, but wanting to grab her, he realized, to touch her

The knives flashed, |like a well-practiced nartial arts Cata, ears, hands, noses, and fingers
falling to the sidewal k as she fought.

Rour ke's CAR-15 enpty, he worked the tel escoped stock |ike a club, a horizontal butt stroke to
the face of one of the nen, a forward butt stroke to another, using the flash deflector like a
bayonet now, knifing down, slashing across the neck and face of another

The big Gerber fromhis belt, it was in his right hand now as he let the rifle fall on its
sling, he hacked with it, like a short sword, slicing across faces and necks, stabbing out with
it, the attackers were endl ess.

Natalia screanmed to him "John!" She had fallen, at |east six nen lunging for her.
Chapter Forty-seven

Rourke threw hinself toward the nen, his left foot snaking out as he half wheeled right, the
sol e of his conbat boot inpacting a jaw in a doubl e Tae- Kwon-Do kick, his right hand still hol ding
the knife stabbing into a second nan.

He finished the turn, his right foot in a short, jabbing kick to the groin of a third nan,
Rour ke' s kni fe bl ade hacki ng upward, catching the nose and cheek, ripping flesh as bl ood sprayed.

He wheel ed again, his right el bow hanmering back as a man cane fromhis right flank, the point
of his el bow contacting bone, Rourke hissing with the pain, but feeling bone crunch, not his own.

He si destepped, knifing another man in the throat, as a swordsman woul d nmake hi s |unge,
Rourke's | eft hand stabbing outward, the m ddl e knuckle inpacting beneath the nose of another nan,
breaking it, bringing the bone up and puncturing the ethnoid bone, the nose driven up into the
brain, the man's eyes rolled as he fell back dead.

The knife in his right hand flashed again, slick and red and wet with bl ood now, chopping
t hrough the neck of another nan

And Rour ke was beside Natalia, Natalia up, her knives working, cutting and stabbing.

Rour ke stabbed a man with a club, in the center of the adam s apple, he w thdrew the knife,
finding a spare magazine for one of the .45s, one of the eight-round extension nagazines. He
buttoned out the nagazine in the big Colt, losing it on the sidewal k, ranm ng the fresh nmagazi ne
hone, working down the slide stop, he fired point blank, shooting away the face of one of the
attackers, the Gerber in his left fist now slashing outward, another nman down.

He fired the .45 a second time and a third, two nen goi ng down, "An opening, John!"

It was Natalia, he |ooked to his right, punping the trigger of the Colt again, another nan
down, an opening in the wall of attackers, Natalia running for it, Rourke al nost shoving her
ahead.

He fired the .45 into the gaping nouth of a nan with a nachete, Nat al i a was through the
openi ng, the opening closing, Rourke hacking it open again with the knife, blasting it open with
the remai ning rounds in the nagazi ne of his one | oaded pi stol

He was through, Natalia |ooking behind her as she ran, she was |oading an M 16, perhaps twenty
yards ahead of him

He ran for her, Natalia shouted, "John, flat on the ground!"”

Rour ke threw hinmself forward and down, rolling, gunfire over his head, Natalia's M16, firing
into the wall of attackers as they pursued.

On his back, Rourke dropped his knife, ramred the Colt into his belt, found the M 16, he
snatched two spare mmgazi nes, both fromthe nusette bag at his left side, buttoning out the spent
magazine, letting it be lost, rammng one of the two fresh sticks up the well of the assault
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rifle, working the bolt release, He was rolling again, Natalia's rifle enpty, The Gerber in
his left fist along with the spare thirty-round stick for the M16, Rourke was up, punping the M
16's trigger, cutting down nmen in waves as they ran fromthe still burning barricade.

And then Rourke started to run, firing out the stick, dropping the enpty to the pavenent,
ranm ng the fresh one hone, hands reaching for him he hacked out with the knife, hearing a shriek
of pain.

He wheeled, firing point blank into four nen, cutting them down.
The nearest of the pursuers was ten yards back, but there were dozens behind this nearest man.

Rourke ran, Natalia running just ahead of him her M 16 spitting three-round bursts, bright
tongues of yellow light in the night, Rourke's breath was conming in gasps, his M16 firing
behind him he ran

M chi gan Avenue, Natalia turned right, instinctively, he thought, heading for the |ake, for
her uncle, despite the KGB, despite the fact that she was wanted, dead.

Rour ke was after her, firing out the M 16, dropping out the enpty to the sidewal k, Natalia
runni ng di agonal Iy across M chi gan Avenue, toward the park between M chigan Avenue and the | ake,
Rour ke after, a fresh nagazine going up the well of the M 16.

Behi nd himas he reached the opposite curb, the pursuers had stopped.
"John!"
Natalia's hoarse whi sper fromthe darkness beside a statue.

Rourke ran to her, his stomach aching with the exertion, his breath in short gasps, he coughed,
fresh | oading the CAR-15, he had lost three M 16 nagazi nes, but he had plenty nore. He had | ost
one .45 ACP mmgazi ne, standard Colt, but it had been an ordi nary nagazi ne and was not
i rrepl aceabl e.

They had burned he didn't know how many hundred rounds of anmo.

"Get that, that, that, the eight hundred-round box, bottom of ny pack, strapped there, rel oad
magazi nes. "

He heard Natalia, "Yes." He felt her working at his back to renbve the anmo box.

He dropped to his knees beside the statue, both Detonics pistols reloaded, the Colts, all three
rel oaded as Natalia | oaded thirty-round magazi nes fromthe box.

He started rel oading his .45 nagazi nes, the eight-round Detonics extension nagazine, the
smal | er magazines for the little Detonics pistols, "Wat the hell stopped those crazy people?"

"W're in Grant Park," she answered. "The urban Brigands | spoke of, these ones are arned,
perhaps as well as we are. And they cut the heads off their victins to show they don't |ike
intruders. | don't know where they live, but between here and the band shell, a no man's | and, not
even our patrols will go into the park at night unless they have infrared equi prent."”

Rour ke | ooked at her, feeling sweat drip off his face. He found one of his cigars, chewed down
onit, lit it, coughed as the snoke entered his lungs. "So between us and your uncle, nore
| ooni es?"

Nat al i a nodded, lighting a cigarette. "Yes, nore, nore of them"

He wondered what they could be like, if the crazy nen fromthe underground were afraid. "Let's
go, right up the mddle,” he told her

Chapter Forty-eight.

They had | eft the metal amb box behind, the remaining cardboard boxes of twenty 5.56nmm Bal
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di vi ded between Rourke's pack and Natalia's, equally.
They noved at a fast conmando wal k, through the middle of the park

A bright nmoon, Rourke could see the trees, dead and | eafl ess. The grass beneath their feet, he
knew, was dead too

The neutron bonbi ng.
They wal ked on.
"Any idea how we'll get to your uncle, once we get to the nuseunf"

"The museum guards are army, or at least they were, and they are loyal to my uncle and to ne,
my uncle woul d assune, | think, that we can get inside, "

"I hope you're right," Rourke told her softly, walking.

Dead trees flanked them now as briefly they stepped into a paved wal kway, the nost direct route
across the park, if he renmenbered it correctly. On business in Chicago, he had frequently stayed
in Mchigan Avenue hotels and wal ked the park to unwind, to relax. He tried naking the nenories
surface, to guide him

The noi se of a whistle stopped him
"The Brigands," Natalia whispered.

"No guns unless we have to," Rourke cautioned. They were too close to the hub of Soviet
activity and gunfire nmight bring the whole KG down on them

Rourke's right hand went to the big Gerber knife, his left snatching out the black chrome AG
Russel |l Sting I A

He heard the clicking sound of Natalia opening and closing the Bali-Song, it was adverti sing,
"Don't tread on ne,", and al so on her nerves, he thought.

A man shape stepped out of the dead trees into the gray gl oom
"Nice night for a walk in the old park, ain't it?"

Rour ke answered him the voice nore New York-soundi ng than m d-western, Rourke thought. "Yeah
nice and romantic, listening to the whistle of the punks in the trees, the noonlight, whole nine
yards."

"You Russi ans?"

Nat al i a answered him "I am Russian, "

"Hey, sexy voice, |ady, real sexy, what you | ook Iike w thout your clothes?"
"Yeah, ne, | wanna see, right now, " Another figure stepped fromthe trees.

Then anot her and anot her and another, finally perhaps ei ghteen of the urban Brigands flanking
them on both sides, as the trees flanked them

"You forced this, didn't you," Natalia whispered.
"Better than havin' themstalk us in the park," Rourke smled.

"If I fire a gun," Natalia shouted, "the entire Russian mlitary will be down on you, | am
Maj or Natalia Anastasia Tienmerovna, the KGB!'"

"No shit, wonman," one of the figures |aughed. "KGB wonen fuck as good as other wonen, huh?"

Rour ke | ooked at the figure belonging to the voice. "You open your goddann nouth one nore tine,
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"1l kill you, period."
The figure stepped back a little, silently.

Rourke turned his attention to the figure at the center of the wal kway, saying, "W're going
past you or over you, your choice, asshole.”

"Man, you can't cone here into ny goddam park and talk shit to me, man!"
"I just did, asshole."
"You gonna die, sucker!"”

Rour ke nodded his head, "You bet," and he rasped to Natalia, "cover nme, but don't interfere
unl ess you have to, watch yourself."

The two knives in his hands, Rourke started forward, Natalia called softly behind him "Let ne
doit, "

She was better with a knife than he was, he knew that. He ignored what she said.

The little Sting A was palnmed in his left hand, invisible in the darkness he hoped, he noved
the Gerber, to draw attention to it, make it the focal point.

Rour ke stopped, two yards or so fromthe man in the center of the wal kway.

"Past you or over you?" Rourke asked. "Question still stands." The man wore a gun, sone ki nd of
revol ver in a shoul der hol ster over his sweater.

"l oughta shoot you, nan," the nman chal | enged.

Rour ke shrugged his shoulders. "You're better off with a knife, I'mvery good with a knife, so
maybe you have a little bit of a chance. Wth guns, you'd be outclassed. Stick to the knife."

And now the nan shouted to his friends, "This sucker thinks he's so good, shit, " he draw ed.
"What's your strategy, you gonna bore ne to death talkin' or start fighting?"

The man |unged, a switchblade flicking audibly open, the blade catching a glint of noonlight,
Rourke feigning with the big Gerber, the nan sidestepping, Rourke's |left hand punching out, the
Sting 1A clenched tight in his left fist, the spear-point blade stabbing into the carotid artery
on the right side of the neck

There was a scream Rourke feeling blood squirt onto his hand as he backstepped, the man goi ng
down in a heap.

Rour ke stepped back, making the big Gerber disappear into its sheath, his right fist now
swi nging the M 16 forward, the thunb flicking off the safety.

The nmen fromthe trees on both sides were edging in, Rourke stooping to wipe clean his little
knife on the dead man's sweater.

Rour ke stood up, sheathing the knife.

He took his cigar in his left hand, studying the glowing tip a mnute, then replaced it between
his teeth.

"This has gotten awful tedious," Rourke called in a I oud whisper. "I mean, a real drag. Now
fight and die or run and hide, doesn't nmatter shit to nme."

Searchlights Iit the ground, from above, Rourke thought, but he wasn't certain.

"Commi es,
nove.

one of the figures shouted, all of them breaking and running, Rourke starting to
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"Maj or Tienerovnal"

The voice, English but Russian-accented, from beyond the edge of the light, down the wal kway.
"Mpj or! Please, | beg of you, stop, "

Nat al i a was running, swinging her M16 toward the lights to fire, Rourke wheeling, in a crouch
the muzzle of his M 16 com ng up, "It is Captain VIadov, major!"

Natalia's voi ce, "John, it is all right, I think, he is my uncle's friend, "

Rourke didn't nove the rifle's nuzzle for an instant, the searchlight going out, its origin was
ahead of them not from above, The Russian voice again. "|I have conme to find you, we travel the
park here each night in hopes you are coming, nmajor, and this man i s Rourke?"

Rourke didn't nove his weapon.

"John, " It was Natalia.

Rourke |l owered the M 16, thinking it mght be the last stupid thing he would ever do.
Chapt er Forty-nine.

They wal ked in total silence, in darkness save for the bright noon, through the park. Captain
VI adov |l ed the way with his three nen, Vladov and his nmen in black canmoufl aged-pattern fatigues,
their faces and hands bl ackened as well.

They reached what Rourke recogni zed as Col unbus Drive, the street running parallel to the
| akefront and Lake Shore Drive itself. The fountain at the mddle of the square now seened odd, no
lights, no water, stillness.

VI adov waited behind bushes near the street, signaling silently to one of his nen, the man ran
to the curb, then signalling. Vladov whispered hoarsely, "Hurry!"

VI adov ran ahead, Rourke and Natalia running abreast behind him the two other men foll ow ng,
Rour ke recognizing their rifles as the new 5.45 mm AKS 74s, VI adov and his nmen were paratroopers,
he could tell fromthe stylized berets, and likely the Soviet equival ent of Special Forces.

They halted in dead underbrush, but in the moonlight Rourke could see sprigs of pale green, new
life.

VI adov, a pistol in his right hand, he had carried it since Rourke had first set eyes on him
turned, still crouched, saying, "Your uncle, major, nmy men and | have been patrolling the park
each night, a simlar patrol on the far side of the nmuseum he al nbost despaired, conrade,"” and the
man smled at her, warmy.

"So had |," she | aughed softly. "Al npost despaired."
"There's no need to speak in English, | speak Russian," Rourke advi sed VI adov.

"Very good," VIadov nodded, slipping into Russian then. "The conrade general, he is watched by
some of the residual forces of the K@, but Col onel Rozhdestvenskiy is no |longer here, it is
runored he has gone to a place in Col orado called The Wnb. Qur forces nmass for an attack agai nst
United States Il, but this is senseless conmitnment of troops, these are your uncle's words,
conrade major, there is something afoot."

Rour ke studied the man's gun as he listened to him "Wat are you doing with a Smith & Wsson
automatic and the AKS-74 assault rifle?"

"You are observant, Dr. Rourke, we are the Soviet equivalent of your, " and he said the next
two words in English, "Special Forces. Oficers are allowed to choose their own personal weapons,
and we are all issued the AKS-74, it is nore efficient. Now, " and he seened to dism ss the

subject, "we shall nmake all good speed to the museum the guard posted at the nmain entrance is
friendly to our cause, but we rmust hurry," and he rolled back the cuff of his black and dark green
ni ght jacket, the watch was a Rolex. "The guard will change in less than forty-five mnutes." "M
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uncle,"” Natalia asked. "He is well?" "The conrade general is well, yes, conrade mgjor," WVl adov
grinned, adding, "and as tough a man as ever. It will gladden his heart that you are well." And he
| ooked at Rourke, "But we must hurry, there will be no need for shooting, you see, | have | ooked

at your guns."

"I hope you're right," Rourke only told him And then, M adov in the | ead, they began to run
agai n.

Chapter Fifty.

They had reached the nmain entrance to the nuseumfromthe side, by circling behind the
structure, and the guard there, a young, florid-faced nan who | ooked very tired, had pretended
they were invisible, never acknow edgi ng their presence, never following with his eyes as they had
gone up the steps toward the heavy doors.

VI adov used a key, two of the men went through first, the third in a guard position in the
shadow beside a pillar at the head of the stone steps.

VI adov was checking his watch, then he said in English, "Hurry, inside." Natalia went through
Rour ke behind her, Vladov after them closing the door as his nen canme through, then locking it
fromthe inside.

VI adov rasped, "That way, hurry!"”

The figures of two fighting nastodons domi nated the central hallway, Rourke running past them
waved on by the two Special Forces nmen who had gone through first, toward nmezzani ne stairways,
Natalia taking the stairs three at a tinme in a run, Rourke behind her, doing the sane, VI adov and
the third trooper behind him

At the head of the stairs, the two Soviet SF nmen waved them down a | eft-hand corridor, Natalia
foll owi ng, Rourke beside her now, Vladov giving an order in Russian to the third trooper to stand
guard by the nmezzani ne and stay out of sight.

They slowed their run, wal king in dark shadows, a golden |ight ahead of them The two Soviet SF
men turned right into a side chanber, Rourke and Natalia after them Rourke stopped.

At the far side of the chanber, perhaps sone sixty feet away, was a man, huge in his bulk, but
of average height and not nore. His face was a conbinati on of sternness and the warnth of a
honel ess dog, his uniformtunic open, his feet nmoving as though it hurt himto stand.

Natalia ran into his arnms, the nan seeming to snother her

"That is Conrade General Varakov," Vladov said with obvious pride. "I amsure that as the
friend of the major you will not, but should you attenpt to harmthe conrade general, | would
willingly, even gladly, die in his defense."

Rour ke studi ed VI adov's eyes, saying, "You know, | think you would."
Chapter Fifty-one.

They had nmoved, silently but slowy because of Varakov, Rourke, had circunstances been
different, would have liked to have exanmined the old man's feet to see if perhaps sone renedy for
the man's obvi ous pain would suggest itself. They were deep within the museum now, in what was
apparently part of an Egyptian wi ng, glass cases doninating the high-ceilinged chanber, inside the
cases ranks of munm es and sarcophagi, and about the hall various itens of antiquity of Egyptian
origin.

The third Soviet SF-er had rejoined them and now all three nmen stood guard at the entrance-
ways, Varakov seated on a backl ess | ow wooden bench, Natalia huddl ed beside him for all the world
| ooking like an overly tall little girl. Rourke sniled.

Rour ke stood, and beside him stood Captain M adov.

Ceneral Varakov at |ast spoke. "There is little time, perhaps no tine at all, but only God, if
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i ndeed there is one, can deternine that now " A woman joined them slightly built, what npbst nen
woul d call plain, but a prettiness about her. She wal ked over to stand beside and slightly behind
Var akov, the bench separating them

"Catherine," Natalia murnured.

"Conrade Maj or Tienerovna," the worman smil ed.

Var akov | ooked at the worman, her right hand going to rest for a second on his right shoul der
I ovingly, Rourke thought, then noving it away, folding it inside her left hand, both hands held in
front of her overly long uniformskirt.

Varakov continued to speak, "There is little time. So, very plain talk, Dr. Rourke. Natalia
Captain M adov. First, Captain Vladov, after our discussion here, unless | amgreatly m staken, ny
niece and this man, Dr. Rourke, they will be going to Colorado, to The Wnb, all is ready for you
and your Special Forces to acconpany then®?"

"Yes, conrade general," VIadov answered.

"What are you tal king about?" Rourke asked softly.

Varakov turned to Natalia. "Child, what does ionization of the atnobsphere nean to you? You were
very bright at the polytechnic, so tell this to nme."

"The air, it would becone charged with electrical particles, and,

"When the sun heated it," Rourke interrupted, "the electrically charged particles would

Varakov continued to speak, interrupting Rourke. "You are correct, both of you. |I had little
education, it took me a great deal of tine to grasp this idea. But soon, all will understand it."

"You alluded to the end of the world," Rourke whispered.

"I'n the Judeo-Christian Bible, | believe that God promi ses this man who built the big ship,
"Noah," VI adov sai d.

Var akov | ooked at himand smiled. "Noah, He prom ses Noah that the world woul d never again end
by water flooding it over, but by fire instead."

"I always thought that was a poor bargain on Noah's part,"'
drown, | think, than burn to death."

Rourke interjected. "I'd rather

"But this will be swift, Dr. Rourke, so swift, so very swift."

"Total ionization of the atnpbsphere,” Rourke nurnured.

"Yes, the end of the world. It is coming. Perhaps,"” and Varakov | ooked at a rectangular wi st-
wat ch that seened |i ke sonmething out of a 1940s novie or a rmuseum "in less than five hours,
perhaps in another twenty-four hours after that, perhaps a few days. As best the data | have
conpil ed can confirm the total ionization should be conplete within five days at the nost, nost
likely, less than that. It will cone at dawn, rolling through the sky, fire, consuning everything
the very air that we breathe, purging the Earth. Each sunrise for twenty-four hours will be the
| ast sunrise, the fire stormsweeping the entire planet. Death for all living things, and shoul d
sormet hing by sone quirk of fate survive, there will be no air to breathe for at |east three
hundred years afterward, nearer five hundred years before the oxygen content would be able to
sustain higher life forns without special breathing apparatus. Wth this War we fought, this
insanity, we have destroyed ourselves, finally and irretrievably, and all mankind shall perish
fromthe Earth forever."

There was not hi ng John Thonas Rourke could think of to say.

Chapter Fifty-two.
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John Rourke sat cross-legged on the floor. Natalia had noved fromthe bench to sit beside him
and she held his hand.

Cat herine, Varakov's secretary, Rourke understood, sat beside the general on his wooden bench
t he general |ooked very old.

Var akov hel d both her hands in his nassive |eft hand.

The ol d general had kicked off his shoes.

Rour ke snoked a cigar, Natalia a cigarette.

Rourke stared at the nunmmies, his future brothers, he thought absently.

"The Eden Project," Varakov said slowy. "Wth the ionization would cone the conplete
destruction of breathable atnosphere, at the | owest elevations the air thinner afterward than on
the hi ghest nountains. The partial destruction of the ozone |layer at the very least. Al of this
was a postwar scenario, one of nmany. For a tine, it was |ike a guessing gane, this War of Wars.
Wrld war I11."

"Ei nstein," Rourke murmnured.

n W‘at ?II
Rour ke | ooked at the general. "He said sonething about it once, sonething like, it was in
answer to a question about what would the weapons of world War Il be. He told the questioner that

he didn't know, but that Wrld War |1V would be fought with rocks and clubs."

"World War 1V, that is why | have called you here, Dr. Rourke."

Rour ke | ooked at Varakov. "I don't understand, sir.

"You, doctor, your sheer survival, your background, you are like the men in the Russian fairy
tal es who rode the horses of power and fought evil. My niece, she is consummate in her skills at
destruction, yet both of you are human bei ngs, have experienced |ove, for each other and others.
Captain M adov here, he is, to ny reckoning, the finest soldier in the Soviet Army, "

"Conr ade general, |
Rour ke | ooked at VI adov, the nman was enbarrassed, but pride gleaned in his eyes again.

"I have found a small cadre of CGRU and army personnel whom | can trust. | woul d advise,
perhaps, that you contact U. S. Il headquarters through the Resistance, and perhaps they can send
forces to aid all of you. Otherwi se, the only ones who will survive the last sunrise are two
t housand nen and woren handpi cked by Rozhdestvenskiy, ones your husband, " and he | ooked at
Natalia, "had selected, the list only slightly altered after Rozhdestvenskiy took over his
position here. One thousand of the KGB Elite Corps, one thousand wonmen from all branches of

service, a staff of doctors, scientists, researchers, three thousand in all, perhaps a few |ess.
They will inherit the Earth if you do not act.”
"A final act of revenge, | can't see you bringing us here for that," Rourke sniled.

"My letter, to avenge nyself on the KG&? Hardly, Dr. Rourke, you are right."

"You nentioned the Eden Project, Uncle Ishmael,"” Natalia al nost whi spered.

The ol d man nodded.

"Post hol ocaust scenarios, the guessing game, yes." The old man sighed, then continued to speak
"That we woul d bl ow away our atnosphere, that we would pitch the planet itself out of orbit and
send it hurtling toward the sun, that radiation woul d bl anket the Earth and all |iving things
woul d die of lingering horror. It is like this boat builder," and Varakov smled, |ooking at
Captain Vladov, "this Noah. For this is exactly what was built, an Ark. That is the Eden Project,
my children, an Ark, and shoul d Rozhdestvenskiy and his K@ Elite Corps survive, they will use the

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...5t%20008%20-%20The%20End%20is%20Coming.txt (76 of 78) [12/24/2004 11:03:04 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ A hern,%20Jerry ...ali st%20(4/9)/Survivali st%20008%20-%20The%20End%20i s%20Coming.txt

particle beam weapons installed at this wonb of theirs, Cheyenne Muntain, your NORAD headquarters
before The Night of The War," and he | ooked at Rourke. "They will use these weapons to destroy the
six returning space shuttles five hundred years fromnow, to destroy the |ast survivors of the
human race except thenselves, so they will be nasters of the new Earth."

Rour ke wat ched General Varakov's eyes, the light of reason in them not hatred or jeal ousy or
fear.

It was rare, perhaps once in a lifetime, if that, Rourke thought, that one sat at the feet of
greatness, as he did now.

"Your scientists and ours, for many years they attenpted, Dr. Rourke, to solve the nysteries of
cryogenic sleep for use in deep space travel and exploration. But, independently, both scientific
wor | ds reached the sane inpasse. The subject could be placed in suspended ani mation, but if deeply
enough to retard the aging process so the cryogenic sleep would be useful, then too deeply for the
brain to be revived. It was the scientific establishnent of the United States that cracked the
right chemical codes and devel oped a serum which, once injected into the subject artificially,

i nduced the deep sleep of cryogenic freezing before the actual freezing process took hold. This
serum al | owed what Soviet scientists were unable to do. It allowed the brain wave patterns of the
subjects to stay at sufficient level that the subjects could be aroused fromtheir sleep

O herwi se, without the serum the subject would sleep forever or until the machine that sustained
hi m was di sconnected or became too worn to function

"The Americans," Varakov continued, "had this serumand we did not. Utilizing the pressurized
cargo bays of the space shuttles, it was your own Dr. Chanbers, your de facto President, who was
largely responsible for the plan. Wth deep space travel within reach, awaiting only technol ogi ca
br eakt hroughs in propul sion or funding | evel increases, an international corps of astronaut
trai nees was assenbled, of all races, fromall nations of the NATO SEATO and Pan Anerican
Al'liances, all nations of the world except the Soviet Union and The Warsaw Pact nations. They were
trai ned arduously, one hundred twenty of the finest and best, the healthiest and brightest, the
nmost skilled and nost tal ented. They were never told their other, possible, secret use."

Var akov stood up and began to pace, Rourke watching the nman as he noved, his feet nmust have
been a source of agony, but it was a soldier's disease, Rourke reflected.

"At times of international crisis, what were called Eden Project drills were held, the
partici pants never aware. The space shuttle fleet was manned with its occupants and their gear
the injections given all aboard except the flight crews. They were never |aunched, until The N ght
of The War. It was ganbl ed that always five of the six shuttle craft would be on the ground and at
| east four functionally ready. Al six were on the ground, all six ready because of the protracted
nature of the crisis. One hundred twenty souls, plus the six, three-man crews. A cargo bay that
held microfilmof all the world's greatest learning, greatest literature, sound libraries of
nmusic, video libraries detailing medical techniques, construction techniques, cryogenically frozen
enmbryonic animals and fish and birds, an Ark. That is the Eden Project. And," Varakov turned to
stare at John Rourke, Rourke watching the man's dark eyes, the sadness there, "these ships were
| aunched before the missiles destroyed the Kennedy Space Center. They cleared our radar,
presumably they are out there, on an elliptical orbit that will take themto the very edge of the
solar systemand then return themto Earth in five hundred and two years. In Colorado, at this
nmonent, Rozhdestvenskiy and his KG Elite Corps prepare thenselves for the cryogenic sleep, to
awaken in five hundred years and destroy the Eden Project when it returns. Wiat | offer you, Dr.
John Rourke, is the hope that you and your wife and children will survive this final hol ocaust.
Twel ve of the American cryogeni c sleep chanbers were taken from an underground | aboratory in
Texas. Along with these, dozens of jars, we know not exactly how many, of the cryogenic serumthat
prevents the brain death of the subject. Go to Colorado, steal back this serum what you need for
your fam |y and yourself and your friend Rubenstein. And for Natalia, | beg that.

"Steal however nany of the cryogenic chanmbers you will need, however many this airtight Retreat
Nat al i a speaks of will support. Save yourself, save Natalia, save your famly, perhaps these nen
as well," and he gestured toward WVl adov, the Sovi et Special Forces captain. "But above all, |est
the devil hinself should inherit the Earth, destroy The Wnb, rob Rozhdestvenskiy of the cryogenic
serum otherwise," and Ceneral |shmael Varakov sank heavily to the bench, once again holding the
girl, Catherine, by the hand, "otherwi se, all the light of humanity will be extinguished in evi
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forever."
John Rourke had no words to speak.

-end

<BookMar k>
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