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Enger froze, then risked a glance over his shoulder. "Is that you,
Jones?" he asked.

"I"ve been called Jones. Snmith is one of ny favorites, too."
A cold chill ran down Enger's spine.

"Nice shirt you're wearing," the voice said, comng froma dark stand of
trees only a few feet behind him "Not one of ny favorite colors, black
but it's a nice shirt."

Enger tensed, ready to nmake his nove with his AK 47. "Who are you?" he
asked.

"Ben. Ben Raines. I'msure |'mthe one you've been sent here to kill."

How t he hell had Raines gotten behind hinf "There nmust be sone m stake.
W canme here to join up with the Rebels.™

"No m stake," the voice said. "Unless you count letting me get behind
you. That was a helluva m stake."

"Wul d you shoot a man in the back?"
"I'"d shoot a sorry son of a bitch like you in the balls if the |light was
better. But just for the hell of it, I'mgonna give you a chance to turn

around before | pull the trigger."

CGeral d Enger wheel ed, sweeping his AK 47 barrel toward the trees as his
finger tightened on the trigger

He was lifted off his feet by a hail of |lead tearing through his body.

Rai nes squatted and | ooked at his wounds close up. "You' ve only got a
few m nutes, soldier. Any last words?" he asked.

"Yeah," Enger groaned through bl oodstained lips. "I'll see you in hell,
Rai nes. "

"Maybe, " Rai nes answered, not unkindly, "but don't wait up for ne. It
may be a while."
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6 "This country, with its institutions, belongs to the people who

i nhabit it. \Whenever they shall grow weary of the existing government,
they can exercise their constitutional right of anending it, or their
revol utionary right to disnmenber or overthrowit."

- Abr aham Li ncol n
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If a war had not engul fed the entire world, plunging every nation into
bl oody chaos, the governnent of the United States woul d probably have

col | apsed anyway. Personal incone taxes had been going up for years, and
t he hardworking, |aw abiding citizens were paying well over half their
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i ncomes to the governnent. The left wing of the Denocratic Party had

t aken over and passed massive gun-grab |egislation, effectively

di sarm ng American citizens-except for the crimnals, of course, and
about three-quarters of a nmillion tough-m nded Americans who didn't give
a big rat's ass what liberals said, thought, or did. Those Anericans
carefully sealed up their guns and buried them along with cases of
ammuni ti on. When the col |l apse came, those Anmericans were able to defend
t hensel ves agai nst the roam ng gangs of punks and thugs that popped up
all over what had once been called the United States of Anerica. The
great nation would never again be accurately referred to as the United
St at es.

Slowy, a growing group of people began calling for a man named Ben
Raines to lead them But Ben didn't want any part of |eadership. He
di sregarded the increasing calls frompeople all over the nation unti
finally he could no | onger ignore the pleas.

Mont hs | ater, thousands of people rmade the journey to the northwest part
of the nation and fornmed their own
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nation out of three states. It was called the Tri-States, and those who
chose to live there based many of their laws on the Constitution of the
United States: the original interpretation of that nost revered
docunent. Basically, it was a comon sense approach to governnent,

somet hing that had been sadly | acking for years with liberals in contro
of the old United States of Anerica. After only a few months in their
new nation, Ben knew that only about two out of every ten Anericans
coul d-woul d, nore to the point-live under a common sense form of
government. Under this form of governnent, everyone, to a very |arge
degree, controlled their own destiny. The Rebels, as the residents of
the Tri-States were naned by the press, took care of the very old, the
young, and those unable to care for thenmselves. But if a person was able
to work, they worked . . . whether they liked it or not. There were no
free handouts for able-bodied people. If they didn't want to work, they
got the hell out of the Tri-States. Very quickly.

The first attenpt at building a nation within a nation failed when the
federal governnent grew powerful enough to |aunch a major canpai gn. The
original Tri-States was destroyed, and the Rebel armnmy was deci mated and
scattered.

But the federal governnent nade one mmjor mnistake: they didn't kill Ben
Rai nes.

Ben and the few Rebels left alive began rebuilding their arny and then
| aunched a very nasty guerrilla war against the federal governnent that
|asted for nmonths: hit hard, destroy, and run. It worked.

But before any type of settlenment could be reached, a deadly plague
struck the earth: a rat-borne outbreak, the Black Death revisited.

When the deadly disease finally ran its course, anarchy reigned over
what had once been Anmerica. Gangs of punks and warlords ruled from
border to border, coast to
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coast. Ben and his Rebel s began the long, slow job of clearing the



nati on of human slinme and setting up a new Tri-States. This tinme they
settled in the south, first in Louisiana in an area they call ed Base
Canp One, then spreading out in all directions as nore and nore people
wanted to becone citizens of the new nation called the Southern United
States of Anmerica: SUSA

Ben and the Rebel s fought for several years, clearing the cities of
vi ci ous gangs and growi ng |l arger and stronger while the SUSA spread out.

In only a few years, the Rebel army becane the |argest and nost powerful
arnmy on the face of the earth ... with the possible exception of

China's. No one knew what was going on in China, for that nation had
sealed its borders and cut off nearly all conmunication with the outside
wor | d.

A few nore years drifted by while the Rebels roaned the world at the
request of the newy forned United Nations, kicking ass and stabilizing
nati ons as best they could in the time allotted them

Back home, the situation was worsening: outside the SUSA, the nation was
turning socialistic with sickening speed. The old FBI was gone. Inits
pl ace was the FPPS: Federal Prevention and Protective Service, a fancy
title that fooled no one. The FPPS was the nation's secret police, and
they were everywhere, bully boys and thugs. Day-to-day activities of
those living in the USA were highly restricted. The new Soci al i st
Denmocrati c government of President-for-life Claire Gsterman and her
second in conmand, Harlan MIllard, was now firmy in control

There were border guards stationed all along mjor crossings in every
state. Now many of them had been noved south, to patrol along the
several -thousand-ni | e border of the SUSA

A bl oody civil war was shaping up between the USA and the SUSA. A bounty
had been placed on the head of
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Ben Raines: a nmillion dollars for his capture, dead or alive. Ben was
accustoned to that: he'd had bounties-of one kind or another, from one
group or another-on his head for years.

Anna, Ben's adopted daughter, had been ki dnapped by the FPPS. She was to
be tried as a traitor to the Socialist Denocrat governnment, and

executed. A highly irritated Ben knew the taking of Anna was to draw him
out, for the FPPS was certain Ben would cone after her... which he dam
sure did, with blood in his eyes. That abortive nove cost the FPPS
several dozen agents, and acconplished nothing else for Osterman and her
henchman. It further heightened the already nmonunental |egend of Ben
Raines . . . and made Claire Osterman and her governnent | ook like a
pack of inconpetent screwups ... which they certainly were.

After Claire conpletely lost her tenper and what little rationa

j udgrment she had, she started a civil war with SUSA, using hired
nmer cenari es when half of her own USA troops refused to fight their
nei ghbors. All along a battle Iine that stretched for thousands of
mles, fromTexas to Georgia in the old south, federal troops faced
Rebel forces across no-nman's |ands.

Once again SUSA, |ed by Ben Raines and his team kicked her federa
troops' butts in battle after battle, driving her into a fury which knew



no bounds.

When Sugar Babe Osterman got word from her field comanders that Raines
had killed Conmandi ng General Walter Bernan, head of her arny, in
hand-t o- hand conbat, she al nost had a stroke. She notified Ceci
Jeffreys, President of SUSA, that if he and his | eaders, especially that
bastard Ben Rai nes, didn't surrender, she was going to |launch an all -out
m ssile attack agai nst SUSA at 0600 hours. Cecil Jeffreys called his
Conmandi ng General Ben Raines to his office.

11 One

Ben Rai nes was awakened by the ringing of his tel ephone. He funbled for
the receiver and swng his | egs out of bed, al nost stepping on the

Mal amut e he' d adopt ed-rat her, who'd adopted hi m|ast week.

"Yeah?" Ben said, glancing at the clock on the night-stand. 0200 hours.

"Ben?" Cecil Jeffreys said, sounding tired. "Get down to the command
center's war room W've got a building situation.”

"On ny way." Ben didn't waste time asking what the situation was. That
woul d be expl ai ned when he got to the war room

Ben took a quick shower and dressed in BDUs. Fifteen minutes after
Cecil's call, he was pulling out of his driveway. Mai sat in the front
seat of the Hummer beside him |ooking out at the night.

"Something big is brewing, Mai," Ben said. "Osterman has pulled
somet hi ng. You can bet on that."

The Mal amut e woowoowooed her deep-voiced reply.

"I"'mstill working on a nane for you, girl," Ben told the big dog.
"Don't worry. |I'Il come up with sonething.”

" Wowoowoowoo! "

"Right. I know we're being followed. Better get used to it." There were

several Rebel security vehicles trailing Ben through the quiet early
nor ni ng hours.
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Ben's teamnet himin the parking lot of the command center. Ben handed
Mai's | eash to Anna. "Take care of her, kiddo."

"WIl do, Pops. Cone on, Jodie."

Ben stopped and turned around. What'd you call her?"

"Jodie. You like it?"

"Yeah. Yeah, | do. OK Jodie it is."

Ben passed through several checkpoints, then was admitted to the

el evator that would take himdown to the war room of the presidential

conmand center. There he passed through another checkpoint and was
admitted to the war room



Cecil smiled at him "I just hung up the phone after speaking wth
Madame President Osternan, Ben. She has given us an ultimtum"”

Ben poured a nmug of coffee. He glanced up at the Defense Posture Board.
The top light was slowy blinking a dull red-the next to highest defense
alert. Wen it changed to a constant bright red, the SUSA would be on a
full alert and on a war status for possible nissiles coning at them
"What is the ultimtum Cec?"

"l medi at e surrender.”

"And if we don't conply, which of course we won't?"

"She will order the |aunch of m ssiles against us."

"Nucl ear ?"

"She didn't say."

"I doubt they'll be nukes. Probably germwarheads. Kill all the nasty
ol e conservatives and keep the buildings for use by the occupying
troops." Ben laughed. "Socialist carpetbaggers. Now that's funny, Cec."
"I truly wish | could find sonething anmusi ng about this situation."
"What's her deadline for |aunch?"

"0600. | have our air defenses on alert."

Ben wal ked over to a red tel ephone and picked it up.
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"This is CGeneral Raines. Al air defenses are to go on full alert
nationmide . . . immediately. We're going to have missiles to intercept,

and we don't want any to strike SUSA soil. OK Good shooting."

Ben slowy hung up the phone just as Cec was opening his nouth to
obj ect. He managed a, "Ben-"

Ben shook his head. "My show now, Cec. You know our constitution better
than |."

"You're right, of course. Do we warn our citizens about the possibility
of a strike?"

"Not just yet. An hour's tinme is all many will need. A few mnutes' tine
is all nost will need.”

"I'"ve told Osterman that her demands are ridicul ous.”

"I would' ve told her a lot nore than that," Ben replied very seriously.

"Ch?" Cec nmanaged a smile.
"Yeah. Like where to shove her demands. Sideways and with great force."

"They woul d probably fit," Cec replied, equally drily.



"I'"'msure."

The nmen drank coffee and chatted for a half hour until Ben told Cecil to
go take a nap, get sonme rest. He would nan the comand center until Cec
woke up.

Ben told the security people to get his teaminto the war room While
t hat was goi ng on, he got lke on the horn

"I think you should be here, lke."

"I"lIl stay with my troops," the former Navy SEAL said.

"I thought you'd say that, lke, but | wanted to try. Intel says they're
ni nety-ni ne percent certain the warheads are germ BWof sone sort. But

they aren't sure what type of bugs they contain."”

"W have the vaccines for every type of bug we know Osterman has," |ke
replied. "The troops are ready."

"You know that some of the missiles are going to get through.”
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"l know, Ben."

"We're probably going to | ose several hundred thousand civilians."

"If only they'd taken the vaccines we offered," lke said, his voice ful
of frustration. He was referring to the fact that only about fifty
percent of the citizens of SUSA had conplied with Jeffreys’
recomendation to take the free vaccines their scientists had cooked up
agai nst BW Biol ogi cal Warfare.

"That's the problemw th having a popul ace that believes in individua
freedom Ilke, and with having a constitution that prohibits us from
forcing themto do sonmething we think is in their best interests. They
made their choice, after being informed of our best guesses about the
consequences. Now, those who deci ded not to take the vaccines will have

tolive, or die, with their decisions."

"l know, but if that rotten bitch uncorks those mssiles, Ben . . ." lke
let that trail off.

"There will be precious little left of the USA. That is a pronise."
"WIl you use our mssiles, Ben?"

"WII | have a choice?"

Anot her | ong nonment of silence. "No, | reckon not. God help us all."
"Csterman and her followers don't believe in God, |ke."

"Ch, yeah, | forgot. They're too intelligent to believe in God. Then God
hel p SUSA. "

"That's nore like it."

"Keep your head down and your ass covered, Ben."



"I will, lIke. Luck to you, ole buddy."

"OK, partner."

Ben spent the next few minutes in a conference hookup, talking with al
his bri gade commanders. They were as ready as they coul d possibly be.
Cecil had ordered addi -
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tional vaccines flown in to all Rebel |ocations as soon as Osternan had
i ssued her threat. But, as General Georgi Striginov pointed out, if the
m ssiles carried nucl ear warheads there was very little the Rebels could
do except ask for heavenly intervention

Ben sat at a desk in the war room talking with his team and petting Jodie.

And wai ti ng.

Corrie was handling the conmuni cati ons now. Every so often Ben | ooked
over at her and she shook her head.

Not hi ng

At 0500 hours Corrie stiffened in her chair. Ben heard her say, "Are you
sure?"

Ben smled know ngly. "Goddamm Socialist Denbcrats. | knewit. You can't
trust those two-faced bastards."

"Birds are in the air!" Corrie said. "Just |aunched."
"Cooper, get President Jeffreys, please.”

But Cec had awakened a few m nutes before, and had been washing his face
in cold water. He wal ked in the door just as Ben was speaking to Coop

"It's only 0500," Cecil said, glancing at the clock on the wall.
"President Osterman gave us until 0600. What the hell happened?”

"I warned you about trusting that bitch, Cec. She junped the gun on us."

"Qur mssiles have intercepted nost of the first wave, Corrie said. "Two
got through. First one carried a germwarhead and struck in North Texas."

"Coddami t!" Cecil flared.

"Right on the border with New Mexico, just north of Interstate Twenty."
"Very lightly popul ated,” Cecil said. "Thank God."

"Second bird struck in Eastern Tennessee. In the nountains."”

"Ready all silos and surface-based facilities," Ben said
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quietly. "Prepare to launch on ny orders. Repeat-on ny orders!"
"Ri ght, boss."
"M serabl e no-good |ying bunch of asshol es!" Ben said.

"I will certainly agree with that," Cecil said, pouring hinself a nug of
cof f ee.

"Second wave of federal missiles |launched and on the way," Corrie said.

"Any ground troops taking part in this so far?" Ben asked.
"Negative, Boss."

Anna had filled a container with water and was sitting on the fl oor
besi de Jodie while the dog drank. Big Ml a-nutes are not the nost
delicate animals when they drink, and Anna got water all over her.

"I shoul d have warned you about that," Ben said with a snile

"Shit!" Ben's daughter nuttered, w ping her pants leg with a handkerchi ef.

"One got through, Boss," Corrie called. "It struck in Central Arkansas.”

"Dam! WWich way are the wi nds bl owi ng?" Cecil asked.
"West to east," Beth told him She was handling secondary comuni cati ons.
Ben wal ked over to Corrie and notioned for her to give himthe mc.

"This is CGeneral Raines speaking fromthe war room of Base Canp One.
Launch the first wave of our mssiles. Wait ten m nutes and | aunch the
second wave. Ten mnutes |ater, launch the third wave."

He paused for a few seconds. "And may God | ook with nercy on our souls."
17 Two

After Ben gave the order to | oose the nissiles, he sat on the edge of

t he desk, tasting of dust. He had just convicted hundreds of thousands,
perhaps nmillions, of civilians to a horrible death. Unbidden, pictures
formed in his mnd of Africa, and the hundreds of square mles where the
only living creatures were reptiles, all the manmal s havi ng been slain
by BWin the previous war.

"Dami t!" he said, slamm ng his hand down on the desktop. He just

couldn't do it-no matter what the provocation. Though nost of the

civilians chose freely to live in the USA and gave their allegiance to

Presi dent Oster-man and her Socialist Denocrat party and its ideas of

somet hing for everyone without the pain of having to earn it, Ben

couldn't bring himself to kill themfor their choices ... true, they

were stupid and | azy, but those had never been capital crinmes, even in SUSA.

He whirled around and grabbed the mc. "Belay that order ... belay the
order to launch the missiles!" he said.

"Come agai n?" the voice fromthe speaker asked.

"Do not, | repeat, do not launch a missile attack," Ben repeated. "This



is General Raines, and |I'mcanceling that order. Over and out."

He put the mc down and | ooked at his team and found themto be smling
with relief.

"What're you guys grinning at?" he asked gruffly.

"Not hi ng, Pops," Anna replied, stroking Jodie's fur
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"Good, 'cause we've got sone work to do, and pronto." He pointed at
Corrie. "Get on the horn. | want a squadron of bonbers airborne

i medi ately. And set up sone tankers to rendezvous with them for
refueling later."

"Right, Boss. Wiat's the target?"

"Primary targets are the mssile launch sites. W should have them
pretty well-docunented on our radar since the |aunch."

"Secondary targets?"

"Downt own | ndi anapolis, the seat of the government of the USA

Specifically, Osterman's hones, the penthouse apartment in town, and her
vacation honme on the M ssissinewa Lake--the one that |ooks |ike a castle
up on a bluff overlooking the water. | want them fl attened and burning

bef ore noon."

Corrie grinned. "Yes, sir. Anything el se?"

"Yeah, if there are any bonbs |left over, dunp them on the congressiona

buil dings there in Fort Benjamin Harrison. It won't hurt to let the

| egi sl ators know what the cost is of supporting that crazy bitch's orders.”
Corrie nodded and wal ked out of the war roomtoward the conmuni cations room
President Jeffreys smled. "You nade the right choice, Ben."

Ben didn't answer. He was deep in thought about what he had to do next.
"Cec, you'd better get hold of Jean-Francois Chapelle over at the UN and

l et them know what Claire's done."

Cecil shook his head. "There's not much they can do."

"No, but they can at |east put diplomatic pressure on Sugar Babe. It

won't stop her, but it may distract her a bit, and that'll help.
Besides, | want the UN to know why we're taking the steps |I'mabout to
t ake. "

Cecil's eyebrows raised. "VWich are?"

"We're going into the USA, going on the attack al
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al ong the border. Plus, 1'mgoing to drop Scout teans all over the USA "

"Wth what purpose?’ Cecil asked, knowi ng the Scout teans were the
equi val ent of the Arny's Ranger/ Special Forces. They were small forces,



very highly trained in the art of stealth and killing, and were used
bot h as assassi nati on squads and advance forces for any Rebel col um.

"I and D nostly-infiltrate and destroy. |I'm going to sabotage the USA
back into the dark ages. Every television station and relay tower, every
power plant or sewage treatnent plant, everything that makes life
confortable to the average citizen, is going to be systematically
destroyed, "

"But thousands will die if we do that," Cecil argued.
Ben's face was hard. "Better thousands than millions, Cec. They
supported a wonan crazy enough to declare war on us, so now they'll have

to pay the price, albeit a | ower one."

"What el se are you going to do?" Cecil asked.

"The Scout teans will al so have a secondary purpose- to assassi nate
every politician they can find, especially those fromlndiana. | want
Osterman to know she can run, but she can't hide. Eventually, we'll get

to her and make her pay for what she's done."

Ben wal ked to the door of the war room closely followed by his team
menbers. "Now, |'mgoing to talk to ny brigade commanders. M ke Post, ny
chief of Intel, is going to take over and run things around here for the
time being."

"Ben, what are you going to do?" Cecil asked.
He didn't like the | ook on Ben's face.

"My teamand | are going to be dropped behind eneny lines. | started a
few resistance cells up there a few weeks ago, and I'mgoing to see if
we can't nake thema little nore active."

"But you'll be taking a terrible risk."
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"Cec, you've got to get it through your head, |'m no arnthair general
It's just not ny style. ke is nore than capable of taking over if
somet hi ng happens to nme, as are al nmost any of ny brigade comuanders.”

He wal ked out of the room before Cecil could muster any nore argunents
against his plans. He wanted to get noving before the team of
babysitters Cecil had assigned to himwere able to track hi mdown and
get in his way.

"Mke," Ben said to Mke Post as he and his team were donning their

bl ack ni ght ops gear, "you know what we have to do. Push Osterman and
her mere troops hard all along the front. Advance sl ow and steady,

wi t hout outrunning our |ines of supply, and keep the pressure on."

"WIl do, Ben. O course, you know this may cause the fifty percent of
the regul ar USA forces that refused to fight us to join in the fracas,
now that we're invading their territory."

"Can't be hel ped. W've got to nake Osterman pay for the missile attack
and her use of BW"



"Dr. Lamar Chase says we're in good shape as far as our mlitary force
is concerned. Al of our men and wonen are inocul ated agai nst every bug
Osterman's scientists have at their disposal."”

"What about the civilians?" Ben asked, strapping a K-Bar knife to the
inside of his left |eg.

M ke shook his head. "W're going to | ose sone, probably in the
nei ghbor hood of twenty-five percent."

"Damm! "

"Yeah, exactly. However, Doc Chase says the other thing that's bound to
happen is that the plague will spread northward as people try to flee
the areas hardest hit."

Ben | ooked up. "So, Osterman's going to have to live with the plague
killing her own people, too?"
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M ke snorted. "Yes, but the crazy bitch will probably try to blanme us by
claimng we used BW too."

"You're right, Mke. Better get Cecil on that right away. Tell himto
I et the UN know what Doc Chase said, and that we won't be to blanme for
the spread of the plague when it occurs.™

M ke gl anced at Ben and his team They were dressed all in black from
head to toe, and had at |east one sidearmon their belts, a short

aut omati c carbine slung over their shoul ders, and K-Bar assault knives
on their |egs.

"You guys |l ook nean as hell,"” Mke said, grinning
"W are mean as hell, Ceneral," Jersey snarled, her hand on the butt of
a .45 pistol on her belt.

"We're counting on your intel to keep us informed about the situation as
it changes in the USA, Mke," Ben said.

"I know. We've got pretty good resources in nost of the areas, so it
should be fairly up to date. You can bunp nme periodically and I'Il let
you know what we've got."

" Good. "
"Where are you going to have them drop you?"

"Upstate New York. | started a resistance squad up there a while back. |
heard nmost all of themwere killed, sol'd like to see if anything can
be sal vaged of the group.”

Behi nd Ben's back, Anna and Jersey gave each other know ng gl ances. Al
of Ben's team knew of his shortlived romance with Lara Wal den, and of
her and her team s death at the hands of the USA Bl ack Shirt squads. It
| ooked as if Ben wanted to get sonme personal revenge on the nmen who'd
killed his |over.

Anna sniled at the thought. Probably be good for him He'd been al one



for so long, and then to find someone and have her taken away ... if he
needed to kick sonme ass to get over it, then his team would be nore than
happy to help himdo it.
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Jersey tapped Ben on the shoulder. "W've got to get a nmove on if you
want to foll ow the bonbers in.'

Cooper grunted. "Hell, we'd already be on the plane if you hadn't taken
so nuch time fixing your hair and putting on your makeup," he said to
Jersey.

She glanced at him fire in her eyes. Rubbing a hand on his cheek, she
mur mur ed, "Coop, feels like you forgot to shave." She pulled her K-Bar
out and held it up in front of his face. "Want ne to do it for you?" she
asked sweetly.

"Come on, guys, let's saddle up,"” Ben said as he wal ked out the door
sm ling.

23 Three

CGeneral Maxwell listened attentively to the report being given by Harl an
M1l ard, second in command to the president, C aire Osternan.

"Ben Raines and his Rebel forces are about to counterattack with a wave
of missiles. W suspect their mssiles carry nucl ear warheads, though
our spy says they al so have ones containing anthrax, |ike those they
used in Africa, and like the ones President Osterman just |aunched

agai nst SUSA."

"Hi s troops have been inocul ated, as they were before,"” Maxwell

renmenmbered. "Quite frankly, |I'm surprised. Raines has always shown
reluctance to harminnocent civilians. An attack by nuclear missiles or
ant hrax-1 oaded missiles will kill tens of thousands who have no

imunity. This is a side of Ben Raines and his SUSA Rebel s we've never
seen. "

"Per haps Madam Presi dent has made a m stake in | aunchi ng BW weapons
agai nst Raines and his rebel forces,” MIllard said. H s eyes were wld
with fear, and he was sweating profusely. "He would never have
considered this if we hadn't struck first," he added, his voice a ful
oct ave hi gher than usual

Ceneral Maxwel|l fixed Osterman's second in conmand with a stare. "You
want to be the one to tell Madam President she's opened Pandora's box,
and that her actions npst
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certainly have caused the inmm nent death of mllions of her own
followers . . . perhaps even all of the USA?"

"Uh, not really, Ceneral. |I'msure she never thought Raines would be

crazy enough to retaliate in this manner. But our intelligence reports
have al nost al ways been accurate before. W have an operative inside his
hi gh command, and the informati on we've gotten has al ways been good."

Maxwel | gl anced down at the three stars on the shirt collars of his



uniform rem nded of his rank and how quickly he'd risen to the top
during Claire Gsterman's presidency. "It has indeed. Qur survival has
depended upon the accuracy of those reports. Far too often, | fear
Raines is an enigma. He nmakes all the wong tactical military noves, and
yet he defeats us at every turn. His Rebel arny seens to have the
capacity to disappear into thin air, and he hits us with weaponry we
bel i eved no | onger existed after the Final War. W have no way to stop
them other than anti-aircraft guns and a few ground-to-air rockets.

Rai nes has scientists who can nake nodern weapons out of plowshares." He
shook his head. "Qur death toll is going to be unimgi nable, while
SUSA's will only be mnimal since nost of the rebels have been

i nocul at ed agai nst our BW" He | ooked up into MIlard' s eyes. "Madam
President's mscal cul ati on of Raines's resolve may have cost us the war."
Capt ai n Broadhurst burst through the door. "General, we've just received
anot her message fromintel. It seens Raines has called off the mssile
attack. The word fromour spy is that he's going to counterattack wth
conventional bonbs instead.”

MIllard sat up straighter in his seat and sl eeved sweat off his

forehead. "Thank God . . . someone has finally shown sone sense in this
war . "
Maxwel | gave MIlard a flat look. "I'lIl be sure to pass al ong your

sentinents to Madam Presi dent."
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"Uh ... | didn't mean to criticize-"
Maxwel I held up a hand. "Don't start crawfishing on ne, Harlan. | was

just kidding." He paused and gl anced at a map |l aid out on his desk.
"Al t hough, our position is really not nmuch better. The plague we're
sending to SUSA will cause themonly relatively mnor problens, mainly
anong the civilians. And when the sick ones try to flee they' re gonna
cone north, bringing the plague right back to us, where we have no

def enses against it."

He turned weary eyes on Mllard. "Hell, less than ten percent of our
troops have been vaccinated, and virtually none of our civilians."

M1l ard suddenly got a crafty ook on his face. He licked his |lips and
stared back at Maxwell. "I have an idea," MIllard said. "I want you to
hear nme out, sir."

"I hope it doesn't cost nmoney. Qur treasury is in bad shape. President
Gst erman has spent noney recklessly on strategies that did not work. She
listens to the wong counsel, in my opinion. Too many of the wong
peopl e can bend her ear."

"By that you nean Gtis Warner, of course.”
"Yes, and that blithering idiot, Andy Schunberger. In ny opinion
Schunberger is totally incapable of tying his own shoes. | don't see why

she trusts him or why she would listen to anything he has to say."

"I agree," Harlan said quietly, after a glance around to | ook for hidden
m cr ophones or canera | enses.

Maxwel | fixed Harlan with a chilly stare. "So, tell ne about your



solution to the Rebels' sick civilians bringing our plague home to
roost, and to their troops' immunity to our own BW Wat the hell can we
do?"

"Bring in Yiro Ishi. Listen to what he has to say, and his germwarfare
proposal s. "

"That crazy little Jap? He's out of his goddamm mind. He couldn't help
us. I've heard himtalk to the president before, and he didn't make any
sense. He rambl es on about
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not hi ng, and our top advisers insist he's crazy. Wiy the hell should
listen to hin®"

"Wth all due respect, General, you may be wong. Ishi is brilliant, in
an intellectual way. And he has a background in things that m ght help
us. You could be mistaken about himand his ideas."

"And how is that?" Maxwell demanded, scowling. There were tinmes when
Har |l an chanpi oned | ost causes and ol d-fashi oned i deas having to do with
t he past, before the Final War

Harl an gl anced down at his hands. For a nonment the silence was heavy in
Maxwel | 's of fice. When he | ooked up again, his face had | ost some of its

color. "I take it you've never heard of his grandfather? The fanobus
Japanese scientist fromWrld War Il who pioneered many of their secret
weapons?"

"Why the hell should I know anythi ng about his grandfather? Get to the
poi nt, Harlan!"

"Have you ever heard of Unit 731 that was operational during World Var [17?"
"Can't say as | have. That was before my tine."

"Unit 731 was a very primtive biological weapons research facility in
Japan. They experimented with all manner of organisms, including anthrax
and buboni ¢ pl ague. Nerve agents, the whole works. Hi story records that
Ceneral |shi was decades ahead of his time, in nany respects. \Wat he

| acked was the technology to inplenent his ideas, or the delivery
systens to put themto use during Wrld VWar I1."

"What does that have to do with our perilous situation now, MIIlard?"

"As | said, Yiro Ishi is the grandson of the Japanese CGeneral who
conduct ed and supervised all the experinents at Unit 731. He has nost of
his grandfather's notes, and another very inportant itemwe rmay need."
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"Please get on with it," Muxwell snapped, growing weary of Harlan's
tendency to beat around the bush

"Yiro contacted me in secret a few days ago," Harlan continued. "W

tal ked for hours. The probl emthe Japanese had during Wrld War Il was a
way to deploy their sonewhat primtive biological weapons. In
particul ar, a bacterium Bubonic plague. At the time, they had no
practical nethod for distribution of the di sease. Exposed to the



el ements, the bacteria died too quickly, rendering their application
usel ess. "

"That's old hat. The Rebel s have inocul ati ons against it now, protecting
t hem from buboni ¢ pl ague just as they do agai nst our anthrax weapons."

Harl an wagged his head. "Not an older form of the bacteria, one that was
devel oped in the nineteen thirties. At the present tine, there is no
vaccine to prevent the spread of this variant strain of bubonic plague.

I shi assured me of it. He has kept the bacteria alive in test tubes al

t hese years."

"You' ve been paying too damm much attention to that crazy Jap. A disease
is a disease. Raines and his scientists would only find a vaccine
against it."

"Not necessarily, sir. Oder forms have different growh patterns. |sh
explained it to me. The one used by his grandfather in China during
Wrld War 1l acts differently, causing a nunber of different synptons.
By the time the Rebels realize what has hit them it will be too |ate,
according to Ishi. This was what the Japanese were working on while the
United States devel oped the atom bonb."

"Yiro Ishi is a fool. W can't ganble on his being right about this.
Presi dent Osterman woul d never approve of any idea put forth by Ishi
She regards himproperly, in ny opinion-as a lunatic."

"I wish you' d look at his data. During World War |1, the Japanese, |ed
by General 1shi, dropped bonbs filled
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with infected fleas on a city in China. Haifa nmillion Chinese died

within a mtter of weeks."

"Harl an, have you been drinking? Are you asking me to listen to ideas
about dropping fleas on Ben Raines and his arnies? Have you | ost your m nd?"

"No, sir. The fleas were taken frominfected rats devel oped in

| aboratories at Unit 731, after the rats were injected with the bubonic
bacteria. They were packed in canister bonmbs that could be dropped from
high levels, to avoid anti-aircraft guns. The infected fleas were kept
in a mediumof flour. When the bonbs | anded, thousands of Chinese in one
of the renote provinces reported seeing snow falling fromthe sky. Al ong
with the flour were mllions of plague-carrying fleas. A single flea
lays a million eggs when it feeds on a blood neal. You can do the math
for yourself."

"This sounds idiotic."

"It's all true. Haifa mllion Chinese died from bubonic plague as a
result of the fleas dropped on one village. It's a matter of record,
sir. | can get you copies of the records if you like."

"I'd sure as hell like to see them"

"It was all classified. Wien the war crinmes trials were being conducted
in the old United States, a deal was cut. None of the researchers from
Unit 731 were charged with war crines, in return for information dealing
wi t h bi ol ogi cal weapons. The United States wanted to develop their own



bi ol ogi cal weapons arsenal, and they thought General Ishi and his staff
m ght have the fornulas which had el uded Anerican scientists for years."

Maxwel | sighed, |eaning back in his swivel chair. "President Osterman
will put me before a firing squad if | go into her office suggesting
that we drop bombs full of sick fleas on Ben Raines and his Rebels. O
she'I'l laugh me out of her office.”
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"She won't. . . if you have the scientific data to substantiate the
result, sir."

"I"d have to be outta nmy goddamm mind to go to her with a plan like that."

"Wth all respect due our president, General, all she wants is to rid
this continent of Ben Raines and his Rebel army, as you well know. "

"She'll have ne shot."

"Just listen to Ishi. Hear what he has to say. Don't cone to any
conclusions until you've heard the facts. Half a million Chinese
villagers died fromthese plague-infected flea bonbs that Ishi's
gr andf at her desi gned. That al one should get the president's attention."

Maxwel | rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "It would damm sure be the
cheapest weapon we ever deployed against Ben Raines ... if it'll work.
But how s it gonna | ook when | ask the President of the United States to
drop mllions of bugs on the southern part of this country?"

"I know the treasury is depleted,"” Harlan continued. "This is a very
cost-effective way to halt their advances and bring themto bear. \Wat
difference does it nake if the host for this destructive bacteri al
weapon happens to be the comon flea?"

"Al'l right, Harlan. Bring Yiro Ishi to ny office. All I'll agree to do

is listen. But if the goofy son of a bitch can't convince me this isn't
some sick joke, I'Il have himshot before sunrise tonorrow "

Harlan stood up. "He will expect to be rewarded for his efforts, |I'msure."

"If dropping bugs on Ben Raines can stop him from bl owi ng us off the
face of the earth, I'"'mquite sure President Gsternman will pay him
handsomely. The first thing he's gotta do is convince ne and the
president that this will work."

"I"ll send for himat once, General. You won't regret hearing what he
has to say. At first | was a doubter, as
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you are. But when you see the data his grandfather left him | think

you'll change your mind. Ishi is an odd little man, but he nost
certainly is not crazy."

"It still sounds mighty stupid to ne. Dropping fleas on an eneny j ust
doesn't have the right ring to it. It isn't the old-fashioned way to win
awar, inny mnd. | can see it now ... all the newspaper headlines. The

SUSA Rebel army died scratching thenmselves to death on account of an
executive order from President Gsterman. That part will be mighty dam



hard to explain."

Harl an shrugged. "Who will care, sir, if it works? Al the president
cares about is ridding this planet of Ben Raines and his Rebels."

Maxwel | scowl ed. "That's the trouble with you, MI-lard. Too damm many

times, you've turned out to be right. Send for the crazy Jap. I'Il listen.

"I"I'l contact himat once, sir. He should be here within a few hours."

Maxwel | waited until Harlan was through the door before he let out an

i npatient sigh. Mllard wasn't a mlitary man, so how coul d he
understand the humiliation a general of the armes would face if he won
a war using sick fleas?

O course, on the other hand, if the strategy worked he'd be a hero, and
Presi dent Osterman woul d have no choice but to make hi m Suprene
Conmander of the Armed Forces. And, he chuckl ed as he thought about it,
only a short step away from being president hinself if something should
happen to Madam President... an occurrence he'd nake sure didn't take
too long to take place.

31 Four

General Maxwell sat at his desk for several minutes after Harlan MIlard
left, thinking deep thoughts. Al this bullshit about fleas was hard to
di gest, even harder to believe. Max knew Yiro Ishi, a winpy little Jap

a scientist type who probably carried a slide rule in his undershorts.

It would take big balls to ask for an appointment with President
Osterman to tell her that his latest mlitary strategy for crushing Ben
Rai nes' s Rebel army involved dropping fleas on Rebel units.

But Harlan was the president's confidante, and she trusted him Max
secretly believed Harlan had to be screwing her to acquire so much

i nfl uence. That notion had nmade the gossip rounds lately. "Sugar Babe"
didn't seemto care what the press had to say about her. She had

absol ute power, and nothing Max coul d foresee would stand in her way
until she controlled all the nmajor countries in the world . . . what few
remai ned after the Final War

He nade up his nmind to call Captain Broadhurst about this |Ishi business.
As soon as Broadhurst stopped | aughing, maybe he could tell Max what to
do. Broadhurst had extensive know edge of biol ogi cal weapons. He could
be trusted.

And the sinple fact was the USA would gain very little with its present
course of action. Al of SUSA's mlitary and a great proportion of its
popul ace was i nocul at ed
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agai nst their current BWweapons. It wasn't going to help thema whol e
lot to kill a fewcivilians if the SUSA arny could still fight.

He dialed the captain's private nunber, drummng his fingers on his
deskt op, wondering where to begin with such a preposterous proposal

Br oadhurst was in charge of the USA s biol ogi cal warfare program He
woul d know if Yiro Ishi was nothing nmore than a crazy Nip, or if there
m ght be a grain of truth to what Harlan said about him There were
hardly any records of what took place before the Final War, thus no easy



way to prove whether Ishi was out of his mind or inventing the entire
story to save his Japanese ass-now that President Osterman's policy of
et hni c cl eansing had begun . .. albeit very quietly, for the tine being.

"Hel | 0?"

"This is Max. Got a mnute?"

"Certainly, Ceneral."

"Tell me what you know about that little Jap goofball, Yiro Ishi."

"Ishi? He's a lab freak, but a smart one. Wiy the hell are you askin' ne
about hin? He's an outcast. Nobody listens to himanynore. He's fromthe
old school. He believes in all that prewar crap having to do with the
transm ssion of viral and bacterial disease. | think he's also a

Buddhi st, and as you know that makes hima nmarked man. Qite frankly,
|"msurprised he hasn't al ready been 'taken out.' "

"Harlan just left ny office. He says Ishi's got sone secret biologica
weapon that was devel oped by his grandfather over in Japan during Wrld
War 11. It's the dunbest thing | ever heard, but | wanted to run it by
you. Ishi's grandfather was in charge of a programthe Japs were working
on when the atom bonbs blew them off the face of the earth. It was
called Unit 731. Harlan insists there's
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somet hing to what |Ishi says. He clains Ishi knows what he's tal king about."
"It's possible. Wat is it?"

"You' re gonna die |aughing."

"I need a good | augh. Those damm Rebel s have pushed one of ny top
conmmando units out of northern Georgia. They killed all but seven of ny
crack troops. No one can figure out how Rai nes knows where we are ..
where we plan our next offensive. |I'mof the opinion we've got a nole in
our mdst, and whoever it is, he or she has to be pretty high up-unless
Raines is sinply lucky."

"Rai nes has got guts. The trouble is, he doesn't act like a soldier. He
makes the dumbest m stakes, if you | ook at 'em on paper, but they work
nost of the tinme. We should have been able to flank himon the

M ssissippi River last nonth. The son of a bitch vani shed overni ght. Not
a goddamm trace of himwhen we closed the circle around him.. . around
where he shoul d have been when we got there. W had good intelligence on
his position, and the bastard wasn't there when we showed up."

"Tell me nore about Ishi's idea. | know all | care to know about Ben
Rai nes. "

"Let's start with fleas."

"You mean the kind a dog has? Maybe | didn't hear you right?"

"Harl an said Ishi has a bonb we can drop on SUSA filled with fleas
carrying some sjtrain of bubonic plague the rebels won't be inocul ated

ajgainst. Sonething fromwWrld War 1l. | know it sounds screwy as hell,
but Harlan usually has his facts straight."



A sil ence.

"When are you gonna start |aughing?' Max asked. "How cone you didn't
even chuckl e?"

"I"mnot laughing. It mght work. Bubonic plague is a type of bacteria.
The big problemwith it in the past has been its fragility. If you don't
deliver it just right, it dies

34

off. But with fleas as the host insect, it just mght work. Have you
ever tried to kill fleas in your carpet, Max? You dam near can't do it.
They lay millions of eggs in an hour or two. | drowned nmy wife's cat in
t he bat htub because we couldn't get rid of its goddamm fleas. | told

Bernice it nust have run away because she didn't love it enough. Shift
the blame . . . that's ny notto."

"You're telling me Ishi's bonb m ght be a plausi bl e weapon agai nst Rai nes?"

"It's possible. 1'd have to hear all the details, and I'd want some top
men from our biological warfare unit to listeninonit."

"Son of a bitch."

"You sound unhappy, Max."

"I"mjust thinking about what it'll be like, trying to explain this to
the president. How the hell am | gonna convince her we need to spend
what little money we have left in the defense budget to build flea
bonbs? She could strip me of ny rank . . . even have ne committed to an
asylum It sounds |like a stupid idea."

"C nmon, Max. You know it's nore than that, if what |Ishi says is true.
W' d be delivering fatal doses of bubonic plague to SUSA troops and

t housands of civilians living in the territory controlled by Ben Raines."
"It's gonna |l ook real bad on ny nilitary record.”

"How s that?

"If it says | was the general in charge of an army that won a war using
fleas, 1'll look like a damm fool. It doesn't sound |ike workable
mlitary strategy to ne."

Anot her sil ence.

"I doubt if anyone will care how you do it, Max. The main thing is to
get rid of those Rebels. Despite all our efforts, they seemto get
stronger every day."

"I'"d rather use napalm or damm near anything besides a bonb full of fleas."
"Max, they are incredibly resilient insects. Every tine
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someone devel ops a spray, or any form of chenical to eradicate them
they come back with an imunity to it. They nmay be the world' s nost
perfect exanple of adaptation to a hostile environnment."

"You aren't telling ne what | wanted to hear, Broad-hurst."
"What did you want to hear, Max?"

"That the idea is crazy. W could have the little Jap executed for
treason. Wo the hell is gonna listen to such a plan?"

A longer silence.

"But what if it worked, Max? It would rmake you | ook good in high places.
And if it failed, you could blame |Ishi and have himput before a firing
squad as a traitor to the United States of Anerica. Sugar Babe woul d
love it. Think of the public relations value. And remenber this ..
Har-1an brought you the idea. If anything goes wong, blane him"

"Maybe you're right. | could always point a finger at MIlard if it
backfired."

"Now you' re using your head. Let Ishi build his bonbs, and we'll drop
them on Rai nes and his Rebels. If it works, you get all the glory.

Forget Yiro Ishi's name, and claimthe idea was your own. It's a w nning
situation either way. If the damm fleas don't kill anybody, then execute
Ishi in front of all the news caneras in the USA. Label hima subversive
wi th bugs on his brain, and blanme Harlan for the whole thing."

"It does have a certain amount of public relations value to it. If Ishi
screws this up, we can hang himfromthe Washi ngton Monurment. And Harl an
woul d have to explain to the president why he thought it would work."

"OfF course! That's what |'ve been trying to make you understand. |sh

| oses and you win, no matter how it turns out. You'll be a nationa
hero, and Ishi will be as dead as
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his ancestors. Harlan will be in deep shit up to his eyebrows, and you

cone out clean as a whistle."

"Harlan is bringing Ishi over in a couple of hours. Wiy don't you sit in
on the neeting? 1'd like to hear what you have to say."

"Call me the minute he shows up."
"I'"ll doit, although |I've got plenty of msgivings about this whole idea."
"Forget '"em |If Ishi is crazy-and he probably is-and if the flea bonbs
don't work, then I'Il back you up when you nmake a public statenent that
you knew it would fail all along. You can say you were tricked."

"I could say he lied to us about how the bonbs were gonna kill Rebels."

"Right. And who the hell is gonna believe sonme Nip over the word of a
three-star Ceneral ?"

"It's the president I'mworried about. How can | convince her to give us
the noney to build these bonmbs? She's sure to ask questions.”



Broadhurst hesitated for sone tine. "Here's the best way. Tell her that
Yiro Ishi has a biol ogical weapon his grandfather devel oped back in
Wrld War 11. Don't nention the fleas. Say bubonic plague will be
dropped on key cities inside SUSA. There's no reason to tell Sugar Babe
the rest. . . unless the bonbs work."

"I like that. It won't nmake me sound so goddamm stupid."

"It's an old axiomin the nmilitary, Max. Protect your ass at all costs.
If you have to kill a neaningl ess Japanese scientist in order to do it,
it's a small price to be paid for comng out snelling Iike a rose. Hell
it's like throwing a bowl of stale egg rolls out a wi ndow. Wo's gonna
nm ss hin? The only way he helps you is if his bonbs kill Rebel soldiers

maybe even Ben Rai nes hinself."
"CGotcha. | like the way your nmind works, Broadhurst.
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| figured you' d have the right angle on this, so | didn't get ny ass in
asling."

"Look at Yiro Ishi as a sort of sacrificial |lanmb. Lead himto sl aughter
If his plan works like he says it will, then take all the credit and
have soneone on your top execution squad feed himto the fishes.”

"Kill himeither way?"

"OfF course. You don't want himcredited with the success, do you?"

"I""'mnot all that dam sure it'll work."

"Try it. Call me when Ishi gets there. If his science is sound, give it
a shot."

"The way you put it, | really don't have anything to lose, if | do it
right."

"Precisely. Call nme when the neeting is arranged, so | can be there with
a couple of experts.™

"W have experts on fleas?"
"Not exactly, but they'll be able to tell us if the bonmbs will work."

"I"ll call you. This has got to be the strangest thing |I've ever done in
nmy entire mlitary career."

"The thing to remenber, Max, is that in order to have any kind of
mlitary career, you do whatever is necessary in order to win."

"Il call you. Thanks, Broadhurst. I'msure | don't need to say it, but
not a word of this to anyone."

"Only the scientists | intend to bring to the nmeeting, and 1'll only
give thema few details."

Max hung up, wondering. Wuld history regard himas the first and only
mlitary |l eader to successfully use a bonb full of fleas to win a war?



He had serious doubts. But as a backup plan, if things went wong, he
woul d point an accusing finger at Harlan MIllard and let the chips fal
wherever they may. If he ordered Ishi's death there would be no one left
alive to say otherwi se. Harlan could stew in his own juices over
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ways to explain such a dunb idea to the president. Max woul d take an
oath he had been against the plan all along . . . unless it worked.

39 Five

The Big Bird, as the G 130 Transport plane was called, flew through the
dar kness- | unbered woul d be a better word-staying just above cloud | evel
to help ward of f any attenpts by USA SAM batteries to bring her down. It
was follow ng the wave of bombers and attack jets which had been sent to
teach the USA a | esson about the rules of civilized conbat, and to show
Sugar Babe Osterman there was nowhere in the world where she was safe
fromretaliation.

Ben and his team sat on hard nmetal benches along the walls, each with
his or her own thoughts about the upconi ng drop behind eneny lines.

Ben was wondering if they'd be able to make contact with the New York
mlitia groups before the Black Shirts of the USA found them

Jersey's eyes were like flint in the darkness as she sat slowy

shar peni ng her K-Bar assault knife on a soapstone from her backpack. She
wanted to kick some USA ass. She hated BW and thought anyone who used
it deserved no quarter. None woul d be given

Cooper, relaxed as always, sat with his eyes closed, wondering if the
wonmren in the mlitia in New York were as beautiful as the wonen in the
Rebel novenent in the south. He was too young to renenber New York City
before the big war, before it was destroyed, but he'd seen plenty of old
videos and films, and in those it seened as
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if every femal e was unbearably lovely. Perhaps the girls in rural New
York state were just as pretty. A man couldn't think of war all the tinme.

Anna cast worried | ooks at her dad. Ben had been through so much, and as
t he conmmandi ng general of the Rebel forces, he would | ean on no one.

Men! Sonetines they could be so dammed stupid and macho. A worman who' d

| ost her |over would have a good cry on a friend s shoul der and get over
it. Men, on the other hand, would hold the grief inside, letting it eat
on themlike a cancer until they made thensel ves sick. She hoped Ben
wasn't harboring any del usions about Lara. Dead was dead . . . he nust
nove on.

Bet h, whose hobby was collecting old travel brochures frombefore the
big war, was wondering if the |l and | ooked |like the pictures she'd seen
of upstate New York-green, forest-covered, beautiful country. She hoped
the fighting hadn't destroyed too many of the quaint old towns of the
area, and that she'd have tine to poke around in them |l ooking for relics
frombefore the great war. Ben had told her npbst of them were deserted,
so perhaps she'd get her chance at them



Ben gl anced at the ready light over the door to the pilot's cockpit. It
was still red. Just before time to junp, it would begin to blink. Wen
it turned green, it was ass over el bows out the door and into the night.

It'd been some hours since the C 130 had separated fromthe main bonber
and fighter group, making a long slow turn to the right to head for the
northeast. Several other Ranger teans had already exited the bird. Soon
it'd be their turn to get up close and personal with the eneny.

He stood up and addressed his team "You guys all got your headsets on?"

Heads nodded. The earpi eces and speaker bars were all fitted to the head
so Corrie could bunp any of the team
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who mi ght get separated in the drop-not unusual in a night ops.
"Weapons | ocked and | oaded?"

Agai n the nods.

Dressed all in black with camoufl age bl ack greasepaint on their faces,
the teamwould be invisible fromnore than a few feet away. Their chutes
were made of black silk to mnimze reflection against the night sky.
Unl ess they landed right in the m ddle of an eneny squad, they'd be okay.

The ready light began to blink, and Ben felt the Big Bird go into a
slight decline as the pilot eased the stick forward into a shall ow dive.
He was risking his plane to let the teamjunp fromas |low an altitude as
possible, to mnimze drift and hel p keep them bunched ti ght.

"Hook 'emup," Ben said, attaching his parachute strap to the rai
running the length of the plane.

The junpmaster opened the door and stood next to it, watching the ready
light. When it turned green he gave a thunmbs up, and Ben | eaned out into
t he darkness, his stomach doing flip-flops as he tunbl ed downward into

t he bl ackness bel ow.

President-for-Life Claire Osterman | ooked up fromthe papers she was
readi ng, her brow furrowed. "Wat's that sound?" she asked. She'd heard
a loud crunp off in the distance and felt a vibration go through the room

Harlan MIlard glanced up froma chair in front of her desk, where he'd
been cl eaning his fingernails. He had no real duties as Caire's second
in conmand, other than to agree with her whol eheartedly every tine she
opened her nmouth and to keep her satisfied physically when she desired
intimacy. Caire was not one to share the reins of |eadership, or
anything else, for that matter. Once, when she'd heard that a woman from
the secretarial pool was
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interested in Harlan, she'd managed to get the woman transferred to a

fighting unit. Claire had yawned on hearing of the woman's death shortly
thereafter.



"1 didn't hear anything," he answered. Just then another |oud expl osion
bl ew t he wi ndows out of the room sending glass |ike shrapnel bulleting
through the air.

MIllard took a large splinter in the left arm and was literally lifted
out of his chair and thrown against a far wall by the blast concussion

Claire, protected fromnost of the glass and splinters by her desk, was
knocked backward out of her chair onto the floor. She scranbled on her
knees to crawl under her desk, her face bowed and her hands on top of
her head.

Anot her bl ast cane-so loud it was felt rather than heard-and the ceiling
col | apsed, sending rubble cascading down to conpletely bury MIlard and
Claire.

By mi d-evening, the bonbing had ceased. Caire and Harl an had been dug
out of the rubble, and Harlan sent to a nearby hospital for treatnment of
hi s wound, which was not serious except to him He thought he was dying,
and was spending a lot of tine wailing about the injustice of it all.

Claire sat in a roomin one of the rare buildings still left standing on
the Harrison base. In attendance were Otis Warner, her old friend and
nmost trusted (and nost unheeded) adviser; Andy Schunberger, another

advi ser, though Claire realized he was dunb as a post and used him
mainly as a yes man to back up her ideas and plans on the rare occasions
there was resistance to what she wanted to do; Captain Broadhurst, a
true believer in the liberal causes of the Socialist Denpbcrats. H's
mlitary acumen wasn't the greatest, but he could kiss ass with the best
of them and it had served to nove himsteadily upward in the ranks of
the USA nmilitary establishnent,
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whi ch tended to reward political correctness far nore than ability.

Ceneral Maxwell, | eader of the USA forces, was not on the base and woul d
not be there until the next morning.

Claire was furious about the attack. Her hair was nussed and still ful
of debris and she had a scratch on one cheek that the army doctor had
assured her would | eave no scar. On top of it all, she was starting her
peri od.

She was not a happy canper, and she intended to take it out on everyone
around her, as usual

"Goddami t, Captain Broadhurst, how could you all ow a squadron of Rebel
bonbers to attack ny office?" Claire asked, fixing himwith a baleful stare.

"l assure you, Madam President, those responsible for this grievous
oversight will be ferreted out and sunmarily executed."

"But, how could they get this far into our territory w thout being bl own
out of the sky?" she asked agai n.

"Most of our air force was involved in the missile |aunch agai nst SUSA
W were expecting a nissile attack in response, not one by aircraft.”



She sl ammed her hand down on the desk. "Ben Rai nes doesn't have the
balls to fire mssiles,” she growmed. "A true | eader does what is

necessary, no matter the personal feelings. |I'm personally devastated
that | was forced by circunstances to fire those mssiles, knowing it
woul d nean the death of many innocent civilians. But, | did it, because

| know the neaning of responsibility."

The nmen sitting in front of her nodded in agreenment. They didn't dare do
ot herwi se. Men who didn't show the proper respect for the president had
been known to find thensel ves cl eaning urinals fromdawn to dusk in
stink-holes in the desert.

Claire glanced at Otis Warner. He had just finished talking with her
Intel officers. "Qtis, what's the extent of the damage?"
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He frowned. He knew she wasn't going to like his report. "Mst of the
base here is destroyed. Certainly all of the above ground facilities are
flattened. The building in downtown Indianapolis where the legislature
neets has been conpletely blown apart. Luckily, only a handful of
senators and representatives were working at the tinme."

Claire snorted. "Hell, those bastards spend nmore time sucking on the
t axpayers' tits or playing golf than working."

Qis had to restrain hinself fromnentioning perhaps it was because
Madam Presi dent ignored nost of what they did and managed the country
pretty much on her own whins. Though OQis was an i ndependent thinker, he
was not suicidal, so he kept his nouth shut.

"There is some nore bad news, Caire,”
clipboard in his Iap.

he added, gl ancing down at the
"What coul d be worse than having nmy offices and the offices of the
| egi sl ature destroyed?"

"I"'mafraid the building that houses your personal residence was al so
targeted, as was your estate on Lake M s-sissinewa."

"What ?" she screamed, coming straight up out of her chair. "You nean
t hat bastard Rai nes has destroyed ny houses, too?"

Qi s nodded, not wanting to risk speaki ng when she was in one of her npods.
She began to rant and rave and pace around the room calling Raines and
his Rebel cohorts every nane she could think of. "That son of a bitch is
going to pay for this!" she yelled.

Qis started to ask what nmore she could do than she'd al ready done, but

t hought better of it and clanped his lips tight together, hoping to ride

out her rage.

"Somebody get Harlan in here. He ought to have a Band-aid on his wound
by now He has to get busy finding ne a new place to live."
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Qis breathed a sigh of relief. He'd been afraid she was going to cal
for a rain of nuclear mssiles on SUSA. Thank God even she was not so
stupid as to do that. . . at least not yet.

He nade a nmental note to have soneone find General Maxwell and get him
here as soon as possible. Though he was every bit as bloodthirsty as the
president, at |east he knew the rudinments of mlitary policy, and

per haps he coul d keep her from doi ng somet hi ng monunental ly stupid, |ike
escal ating the war with nuclear mssiles. If only she'd listened to him
when he' d advi sed her not to use the biol ogical weapons against the
Rebel forces. It was a good thing Raines hadn't retaliated in kind

and he could only hope soneone in charge of this war woul d eventual ly
come to their senses!

46 Six

The junprmaster and his hel pers shoved | arge wooden crates out the door

al ternating equi pment drops with the junps of Ben's team so the materi el
woul d 'and within easy reach of the rebel forces. Finally, only Coop and
Jersey were left in the big G 130.

Coop gave a | ow bow, sweeping his hand to the side. "After you, my pet,"
he said with a sardonic |eer, glancing at the way Jersey's battle
fatigues fit snugly over her buttocks.

"Pervert," she said, noticing where his eyes were fixed. "Have a good
| ook, 'cause that's all you'll ever get!"

She hooked her chute cord on the overhead |ine and bent to step out of
t he doorway. Just before she junped, the Big Bird hit an air pocket,
suddenly lurched, and dropped fifty feet straight down.

Jersey was thrown out the door, tumbling uncontrollably in the updraft
as the plane plumeted earthward. Her chute depl oyed, and was

i medi ately snagged on the tail fin of the airplane, ripping to shreds
and stream ng behind her as she fell.

"Shit!" screamed the junpmaster, |eaning out to watch her fall. He
turned an ashen face to Coop. "She's a goner."

Coop whi pped out his K-Bar and sl ashed his chute line. "Unh-uh, pardner
nobody dies tonight," he yelled, and dove out of the door after her

He tucked his chin onto his chest and put his hands tight against his
sides to mnimze drag and blinked his
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eyes against the hundred mile an hour wind as he arrowed downward,
desperately trying to catch sight of Jersey's black silk against the
dar kness.

Jersey tunbl ed, her arns | oose and flopping like a rag doll"'s,
unconscious fromthe jolt she'd received when her chute was ripped apart.

This saved her life, as she fell nuch nore slowy than Coop did, and he
caught up with her in a matter of seconds. Wen he came up to her, he
spread his arnms and legs to slow his fall, and grabbed the tangl ed
shreds of her chute, wapping his hands around the silk.



He took a deep breath, grabbed the D ring of his chute rel ease, and
jerked. When his parachute opened, the jolt nearly took his arms off,
and he felt as if both his shoul ders were dislocated by the force of the
sudden sl owdown.

Even though the Ranger parachutes were specially nade for |ow | evel
drops, they weren't designed to hold two people at once, and Coop and
Jersey fell with alarm ng speed through the night.

Coop gritted his teeth and bent his knees slightly, hoping he'd be able
to hit and roll w thout breaking a leg, or even worse, his neck. "Mana
al ways said there'd be days like this," he muttered to hinsel f.

In a stroke of great good fortune, Jersey and Coop plunmmeted into the
outer branches of a giant sugar maple tree, its linbs slowing their fal
enough to cause themto suffer only mnor bruises and cuts.

As soon as he could untangle hinmself fromthe |ines of his chute, Coop
took a quick inventory of his body. No major bones seemed to be broken
and- ot her than a deep gash on his left thigh, which he wapped with a
pi ece of silk fromhis chute-he seened in fair condition

When he was satisfied that the bleeding fromhis | eg was controlled, he
scranbl ed through the darkness to where Jersey lay, still unconscious.

He gently unw apped her fromthe shroud of silk cov-
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ering her and spread her out on the ground. He was running his hands
over her linbs and body, checking for major wounds or broken bones, when
she opened her eyes and stared angrily at him

"Just what the hell do you think you're doing?" she asked, propping
hersel f up on her el bows.

Coop sat back on his haunches. "Just coppin' a quick feel, darlin'," he
answered, nore relieved that she was all right than he cared to show

"Well, unless you want to pull back a nub, keep your hands to yourself.
Coop. "

He grinned. "Yes, ma'am"” he said, holding his hands out pal mup
"\What ever you say, Jersey."

"\What happened?" she asked, and tried to stand up, collapsing when she
put her weight on her right ankle, which was already swollen to al nost
twi ce normal size.

He | eaned forward and took her leg in his hand, untied her conbat boot
and pulled it off, causing her to shout in pain.

"Hold on there, big boy," she said. "
foot of f?"

What're you trying to do, pull ny

He gave a | ow whi stl e when he saw her ankle. It was black and bl ue and
grossly m sshapen. Slowy, he noved it through a conmpl ete range of
notion, again bringing tears of pain to her eyes.

"I don't think it's broken, but you're not going to be walking on it any



time soon," he said.

As she stared at him her eyes glistening with nmoisture in the half
nmoonl i ght, he expl ai ned what had happened, and how her chute had fow ed
on the tail fin of the C 130.

"Dam!" she excl ai ned, | ooki ng heavenward.
"What is it?" he asked.

She shook her head. "Now | owe you ny life, and | can't think of a worse
thing to have happen.”

"Ch, things could be worse.”

" How?"
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"I could be scraping your body up with a spatula about now, " he answered.
She snorted. "I don't know if that woul d be worse or not."

He | eered at her. "Ch, don't make such a big thing of it," he said. "I
figure you did this on purpose, so we'd be marooned al one out here in
the woods, like we were in Africa."*

He shook his head. "Hell, you didn't have to go to all this trouble to
be alone with me ... all you had to do was ask."

She kicked at himw th her injured ankle, then npaned in pain. "Don't
flatter yourself, pervert. |I'd sooner be alone with a snake than with a
| echer like you."

" Speaki ng of being al one, why don't you try to bunmp Corrie on your
headset? M ne got ripped off when | sky dove to catch up with you."

Jersey reached up to trigger the speaker on her headset, only to find it
smashed to pieces, hanging usel essly around her neck.

"Dam. No can do, Coop. Looks like we really are alone. Do you have any
i dea where we are, or where the rest of the teamis?"

"Don't have a clue. After the plane hit the air pocket, we could have
turned in any direction. There is no way of telling where we are, at
| east not until daylight."

Jersey gl anced at the chrononeter on her wist. "It's about one A M
now, so that gives us at |least five hours until dawn."

Coop got to his feet and dusted his pants off. "I'll cut some branches

and nake us sonme sort of shelter against the cold. W can use the silk

fromthe chutes to forma w ndbreak, and naybe we won't freeze to death
bef ore the sun cones up."
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After he'd fashioned a lean-to from mapl e branches and strung pi eces of

their parachutes around them he scraped together a nound of pine
needl es into a makeshift bed underneath, out of the w nd.



He hel ped Jersey to her feet, putting his arm around her to support her
wei ght .

She took his hand where it |lay against the side of her breast and noved
it down on her rib cage. "And don't try that old standby about using our
body heat to stay warm" she said.

He shrugged. "It worked in the jungle, didn't it?"

She glared at him "I seemto remenber you promi sed never to nention
that night again," she said with some heat.

"That was before | knew what |engths you'd go to in order to spend
another night with nme," he answered as he lowered her into the | ean-to.

She lay on the pine needles, her back to himas he gently covered her
with a piece of parachute silk. "Wake ne when it's dawn," she nunbl ed,
al ready al nost asl eep

"Wirren, " he whi spered as he lay next to her, "can't live with "em and
can't kill 'em

Later, just as he was dozing off, he felt her turn and wap her arns

around him spooning against himto get warm her breath stirring the
hairs on the back of his neck and causi ng thoughts he knew he'd never
dare nmention to her.

She npaned once, and her breathing slowed as she fell asleep, |eaving
hi m wi de awake and acutely aware of her breasts pressing against his back

Ben gathered his teamtogether at the drop site. As they wapped their
parachutes into tight balls so no trace of their presence would be

vi sible, he noticed Coop and Jersey were not present.
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"Anyone seen Coop or Jersey?" he asked.

The ot her nenbers of the team shook their heads.

"They were the last to junp," Beth said, a worried frown on her face.

"Corrie, bunp the pilot of the Big Bird and see if you can find out what
happened,"” Ben said as the team gathered around their conmunications expert.

"Eagle One to Big Bird, cone in," Corrie said into her m crophone as she
fiddled with the dials to find the agreed-upon frequency to the C 130.

A burst of static followed, followed by the faint words, "Big Bird to
Eagl e One, over."

"Jim we're mssing two of the team Any news?"
"Eagle One, | nust advise. They had sone trouble with the exit. Two
menbers junped late, one with chute trouble. Doubtful in extreme they

made it. Over," the pilot replied.

"Dam!" Ben excl ai mred, placing his hand on Corrie's shoul der and
squeezing until it hurt. "That's unacceptable."



"W need additional info,
Ben's grip on her arm

Corrie said, wincing fromthe pressure of

"Femal e's chute fowed on tail fin, and she had a streaner. Boss, |'ve
never seen anything like it. The male cut his line and went after her.
never saw his chute open. That's all we have, Eagle One. Getting busy up
here," he added, as the team nenbers watched trails of two SAM nissiles
st reaki ng upward through the clouds from somewhere off to the south.

"Ten-four, Big Bird. It |ooks like you' d better get back to the nest.
Over and out," Corrie said, regret in her voice.

"I'f they junped late, they nmust be off to the northwest,"” Ben said, his
eyebrows knit in thought. "Point your antenna in that direction and see
if you can bunp themon their headsets,"” he ordered.

Turning to the others, he said, "There's nothing el se we can do while
Corrie tries to raise them so let's see if we
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can gather up the equi pnent drops and get it all together. Fromthe

| ocation of those SAM | aunches, we don't have nore than an hour or so to
get out of this area or we're gonna be covered up with USA troops or

Bl ack Shirts."

Beth and Anna joined Ben as they spread out to pick up the crates of
materiel that'd been dropped with them The crates contained expl osives,
amuni ti on, extra weapons, and a conpact Jeep-like vehicle with a small
trailer they planned to use to transport thenselves and their supplies
away fromthe drop site.

It took thema little over thirty mnutes to |oad up what they could
find. One crate of anmunition had been smashed beyond recognition when
it fell on top of a large boulder. They pulled the Jeep into the
clearing, where Cor-rie was still trying to raise Coop and Jersey on her
radi o. One | ook at her face told themwhat they feared nost- she'd had
no contact with the missing team nmenbers.

"OK, guys. Let's load 'emup and nove 'emout," Ben said, casting his
eyes toward the northwest. "Since it doesn't make a whole | ot of

di fference which way we start off, let's go that way," he said, pointing
toward where they figured their friends were.

Corrie slung her portable radio over her shoulder and clinbed in the
back of the Jeep

Ben was in the passenger seat, with Anna driving. "See if you can find a
road or trail that heads in that direction, then we'll cut the lights
and use the noonlight to guide us. No need giving the USA troops any
nore help than we have to."

"Do you think we'll be able to find them Daddy Ben?" Anna asked as she
threw the Jeep into gear.

"Ch, we'll find them all right,"” Ben answered, a grimlook on his face.
"I just hope they're alive when we do."

"If they're not, God help the USA " Corrie grow ed, jacking back the



| ever on her M 16, her eyes as hard as the netal she was hol di ng.
53 Seven

President Claire Osternman paced back and forth in the war room beneath
mlitary headquarters ... what was left of the building outside

I ndi anapolis after a nunber of missile strikes and bonbs fromthe Rebe
forces. Massive layoffs due to a shortage of military funds had left the
USA with precious few men qualified to effect repairs of the damage.
Two-t hirds of the converted warehouse were enpty now, drab offices

gat heri ng dust.

Col onel Baxter interrupted her train of thought, thoughts of how the war
agai nst the Rebels was going after the debacle in M ssissippi

"Harlan MIlard to see you, Madam President," Baxter said, one eye on a
security screen tied to a video camera at the outer door of the war
room "He has an FPPS agent with him. . . Agent Bob Reil."

"Let themin," Caire snapped, wondering why Harlan would conme here at
this hour in the conpany of an agent of the Federal Prevention and
Protective Service. Sonething had to be seriously wong.

Harlan and Reil were shown in, under the careful scrutiny of Claire's
personal bodyguard, Herb Knoff. Wth Knoff at six feet and ten inches,
over four hundred pounds of nuscle and sinew, trained for close-quarters
conbat, his marksmanshi p unequal | ed by anyone on her private staff of
presidential henchmen, Caire wasn't worried
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about her own safety. Herb had saved her skin a nunber of tines.
"What is it, Harlan?" she asked, ignoring Bob Reil for the nonent.

"I need a few minutes of your time. It won't take long, but it's of the
greatest national security inportance, and we should talk in private
about it. | hope you can spare a minute. It's classified."

"OK. Follow ne into the radar room W'Il| be able to be alone there."

Harlan dutifully foll owed her through an arnor-plated door in the
basenent. Claire notioned for a radar technician to | eave them The
young soldier left his bank of screens quickly w thout saying a word,
cl osing the heavy door behind him | eaving them al one.

When the door was shut, Caire asked, "Wat the hell is so dam inportant?"

"An idea-one | believe has strategic nmilitary value in our present
situation."”

"The world is full of ideas," she remarked. "Mst of themare bad. This
had better be a good one. I"'mnot in the nood to listen to bullshit
today. Raines and his damm Rebel s have broken through our lines again
north of the Georgia border, and we haven't been able to stop them" She
hesitated and | ooked at the rubble-strewn roomaround them "Hell, we
don't even seemto be able to protect our headquarters or,"-her eyes
turned dark and dangerous-"mnmy own personal houses!"

"I know, Claire. I think | have a way to halt him 1've just spoken with



Ceneral Maxwel | about it.
"Go on."

"Do you renenber the Japanese scientist we alnpbst sent to a firing squad
last year? Yiro Ishi is his name. A little guy who worked for Science
and Devel oprment. . . until our ethnic cleansing policy went into effect.”

"Way the hell should I remenber hin? He's just an-
55
55

ot her Jap science freak, isn't he? It does seemas if his name is a bit
famliar."

"He had this weird idea. No one would listen to himat the time | first
spoke to him"

"I"ve never net a damm Jap who had a good idea, except when it canme to
preparing sushi."

"Hear nme out. Please, Claire."

"Keep talking, Harlan. This is taking way too rmuch tine for what it's
probably worth. You have a way of turning anthills into nountains."

"Ishi has his grandfather's records from back before Wrld VWar |1
Ceneral Ishi was a Japanese bi ol ogi cal and chemical weapons expert. He
was in charge of their special weapons unit called Unit 731."

"The Ni ps never had an expert on anything except TVs, transistor radios
and m crowave ovens. They used to build decent cars, if you didn't need
to pass anybody on the highway. Tell nme why this Ishi is so dam

i mportant to us. And |'mwarning you again, this had better be good."

"Ceneral Ishi killed half a mllion Chinese with a dozen cheap bonbs
back in nineteen thirty-five. They had perfected a weapon without the
nmeans to deploy it."

"I like hearing the word 'cheap.' W' ve depleted all our discretionary
funds. This damm war with Ben Raines and his Rebels is costing the hel
out of us, and so far we're getting al nost nothing for our noney."
"Ishi's plan just m ght work."

"Tell me about it."

"I know it will sound strange, at first. It's one of those ideas you
have to think about."

"I'" mthinking about having you thrown out of here, Harlan, unless you
get to the point. You've already wasted five mnutes of nmy tine."

Harl an | ooked down at his shoes. "Bubonic plague,"” he said after a nonent.
"That's stupid. We already know Rai nes and his sol -
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di ers have been inocul ated against it. \Were the hell have you been
during our war room briefings?"

"His men aren't protected froma very old strain of the bacteria,
according to Ishi. Ishi has kept his grandfather's notes, and sanpl es of
the bacterium since Ceneral I|shi died, back in the seventies."

"Bul | shit. Bubonic plague is bubonic plague. Wiy woul d you pay any
attention to sonething a goddamm Jap said? Have himextermnated. Do it
today. |'m begi nning to wonder about your sanity, Harlan."

"I think we should try his idea."

"Have you been drinking, Harlan? What will the public and the press say
about us if we listen to sonme Jap? We've enployed a plan to get rid of
all of themin our ethnic cleansing program How would it look if we |et
some Nip tell us howto win a war agai nst Ben Rai nes? That woul d nmake us
all look like a pack of idiots."

"I shoul d think, Madam President, that all we really care about is
getting rid of Raines and his Rebels. If Ishi's idea works, we can have
himkilled and give the press information that it was Captain
Broadhurst's solution. O a program devel oped by our own War Sci ence
Departnment . "

Claire sighed. This war was wearing away at her nerves and she coul dn't
sleep at night, with nore and nore reports coming in that Rebel armes
wer e breaking down the USA' s defenses all over southern regions, w ping
out entire conpani es of her best troops in many cases. "Ckay, Harlan
Tell me about his cheap and easy solution to our problem But |I'm
warning you . . . it'd better nake sense.”

He cleared his throat. "It won't sound good at first, but if we have
I shi explain the details to General Maxwell and Captain Broadhurst, |
think they'll agree it will work. | just spoke to Maxwell about it."

"You keep beating around the bush,” Caire said, chew
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ing a fingernail. "Tell ne what the hell this Jap has to offer us that
we can't cone up with on our own."

"Fleas," he said softly. "Contam nated with an ancient form of bubonic
pl ague. They survive a bonmb's blast quite well, and then they infect
every individual they come in contact with. A blood neal sets the
bacteria in nmotion, and within a few days whoever has been bitten dies a
horri bl e death-as we've seen with nore nodern strains of bubonic plague
bacteria."

"Now | know you' ve been drinking."
"It could work, Claire. W're al nost out of |ong-range mssiles and
surface-to-air rockets. If Raines finds out how weak our present

position is, he could launch an attack all the way to Indianapolis.”

Cl aire watched one of the green radar screens absently, her mnd on Ben



Rai nes. Who coul d have dreaned that sone upstart Rebel conmander woul d
have so nmuch success agai nst a mechani zed arnmy of the USA?

At first she'd convinced herself Raines was only lucky . . . that
geography and small pockets of public synmpathy were on his side. But
now, there was no denying he had some keen nmilitary savvy to go al ong
with his luck. She'd missed her first guess. Raines was proving to be a
wort hy adversary ... in fact, the bastard was wi nning the war on nost
fronts when it seenmed all odds were against him

"How much will these damm fleas cost?" she asked. "Wat sort of planes
do we need?"

"I won't know until | hear all of Ishi's story, but the canpaign isn't
going to be too costly. I'msure he'll expect to be paid handsonely,

t hough, for his grandfather's secret weapons. If he's as smart as |
think he is, he'll hold out on sone detail until he has a guarantee
he'll be well-paid for his secrets.”

"Prom se the bastard anything. Wen he's told us al
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he has to tell, have soneone fromFPPS kill him That shoul d have been
obvi ous to you."

"I"ve already considered that, as |'msure General Maxwel|l has. We can't
afford to have sone Japanese scientist cone out of this |ooking good."

"I't'd make ethnic cleansing | ook bad," Claire agreed, her nind on the
sl ow but steady demise of minorities being carried out by special units
across the USA. Leaders of different racial groups were being targeted
first, killed off by doses of nicin, a poison that couldn't be detected
during an autopsy conducted within a few hours after a victimdied.

"Precisely. As soon as we strike a deal with Ishi and he gives us
everything, we'll rub himout."

"Be sure you do it quietly. Make damm sure his body doesn't turn up."

"I"ll have himsent to the grinder in Richnond. If people in Virginia
only knew what they were eating-"

"Meat is neat when it's ground up, Harlan. The main thing is to get rid
of the evidence. If hungry people are eating the evidence, so rmuch the
better."

Harlan turned for the door. "I'Il report back to you as soon as | know

what Ishi has, and what types of airplanes we'll need to deliver the bonbs."

C aire chuckl ed, yet there was no hunor behind her eyes. "Keep a lid on
this, Harlan. If anyone with the press finds out what we're spendi ng

what's left in our war budget on they' |l have a field day with me. I'm
relying on you to nmake goddam sure this will work like the Jap says it
will."

"I"ll give you a full report within a few hours. Someone is picking up
Yiro Ishi now, bringing himto General Maxwell's office in the basenent."

"Put sonething ... a hood . . . over his head so no one will be able to



recogni ze him"
"I hadn't thought of that, Claire."
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She gave hima chilly stare. "That's your biggest problem Harlan .
you don't think of the little things, and they can nake a difference."

"I"'msorry, Caire. | do the very best I can, but 1'll be the first to
admit | make mistakes."”

"Drop by tonight . . . after you give nme the report on Yiro Ishi and the
bonbs. I"mhorny as hell. | think all this pressure is getting to ne."
"I'"l'l need to tell ny wife sonething . . . sone sort of excuse for |eaving."

"Tell her it's a national emergency. Tell her the president of the USA
is horny, and unless you drop by nmy bedroom|'ll have you shot. What
better reason do you need?"

"I"ll see you tonight, Caire." He let hinmself out of the radar room
beckoning to Bob Reil for himto follow himout of the basenent, hoping
he'd be able to function with Claire. After all, trying to nmake love to
a female with bigger balls than his own wasn't easy.

60

Ben put his armon Anna's shoulder. "Slow down. | thought | saw sone
flashes over to the right, just beyond that hill up ahead."

Anna applied the brakes, staring off toward where Ben had indicated.

Several quick flashes of light, |ike canera flashbul bs going off,
flickered in the darkness, followed a few seconds later by the nuffled
sound of gunfire.

"Someone's in a firefight over there," Ben said, jacking back the
| oadi ng | ever on his M 14-Thunder Lizard, as he called it.

In the back of the vehicle, Corrie and Beth sat up straighter, coning
awake out of the light sleep they' d been in.

"What's goin' on, Boss?" Corrie asked, stifling a huge yawmn with the
back of her hand.

"Sounds like action just ahead. W're gonna take a | ook-see and see
who' s invol ved. "

"You think there m ght be sone Rebels this far north?" Beth asked.

"Yeah, could be," Ben answered. "Only up here, they call thenselves
Freedom Fighters." He hesitated, his eyes far away for a nonent. "At

| east they did when | was with Lara," he finished, blinking hinmself back
to al ertness.

Anna pulled the Jeep over to the side of the road, behind
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a small strand of trees where it wouldn't be seen by anyone passing by
unl ess they were I ooking for it.

The team pil ed out of the Jeep, readyi ng weapons, stuffing extra
magazi nes in their BDU pockets, and generally getting ready to kick sone
ass if need be.

Ben |l ed the way as they hunched over and wal ked to the top of the rise
overl ooking a small valley bel ow.

He stuck out his armand pointed. "There they are.”

The team coul d see a group of vehicles-three HumVees and a truck with a
canvas cover over the back- parked haphazardly around a small farmhouse
and ol d-fashi oned red wooden barn.

A nunber of USA soldiers could be seen sprawl ed on their stomachs,
aimng rifles and machi ne-guns at the dwelling. As they fired, bits and
pi eces of the walls and wi ndows were pockmarked with shell holes from
the fusillade of bullets.

"I wonder who's in the house," Anna whispered, though they were so far
away that their voices couldn't be heard.

"Whoever it is, if they're enemies of Osterman's troops they' re our
friends," Ben replied, his eyes narrowed, as he tried to figure out a
way for themto help the people under attack

After exam ning the surrounding countryside for a few m nutes, he
squatted down out of sight and gave his orders.

"It looks like about forty or fifty nmen in the attacking force. That's
only about ten to one, odds we're used to," he said with a sardonic grin.

"Anna, you and Beth circle around to the left and see if you can set up
a range of fire on that small knoll over there,” he said, pointing to a
rise in the valley where a copse of maple trees stood. "Hunker down

good, and make sure you can see all of the attackers from your position

You' || have the advantage of height on them so they shouldn't be able
to get a good bead on you until it's
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too late. 1'Il keep Corrie with me so she can relay and coordi nate ny

orders through your headsets."

He gl anced back at the Jeep. "I'Il get the Mark 19-3 auto-grenade

| auncher out of the car and try to set up within range of those
bastards. After the Big Thunper drops a couple of 40mm grenades in the
m ddl e of them you two open up with your CARs and give them everything
you have."

He gl anced back over his shoulder in time to see light flashes fromthe
wi ndows of the farmhouse, and the high-pitched poppi ng of M 16s.

"Good. Whoever's in that house is returning fire. Wth any luck it'll be
some Freedom Fi ghters, and they can help us get in touch with others
i ke them"



"Ten-four, Boss,"” Anna said as she and Beth crouched down and
di sappeared in the darkness, maki ng no sounds as they ran toward the
hill ock across the valley.

Ben got the Mark 19-3 out of the Jeep, grunting with the effort of
l[ifting the seventy-six pound weapon. He handed a box of 40nm grenades
to Corrie, slung his Thunder Lizard over his shoul der, and picked up the
Bi g Thunper.

Hs teeth flashed in the night. "Let's go kick sone ass, Corrie."

"Right on, Ben," she answered, grinning back at himin anticipation of a
good fight. Corrie was second only to Jersey in appreciation of a fierce
battle, and was second to no one in her ability to dance with the best

of themin conbat.

It took thirty minutes for Ben to get the Big Thunper set up and ai ned.
He nodded at Corrie, who whispered into her commc and then stuck her
t hunb up, indicating Anna and Beth were in position and ready to join in.

Ben fitted a grenade over the end of the barrel of the Mark 19-3, set
the angle of fire at about forty-five degrees
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to give the | ongest shot possible, closed his eyes against the flash,
and pulled the trigger

A low pitched thunp fromthe Mark 19-3 was foll owed by a slight
whi stling as the grenade sailed through the night.

Ben opened his eyes and saw several of the soldiers belowturn to | ook
back to see what had nade the odd sound behind them

Ben had anot her grenade | oaded and ready to fire by the time the first
one expl oded bel ow. He saw he was about twenty yards |ong, so he
decreased his angle of fire by five degrees and fired again.

When the second grenade expl oded, only seconds after the first, it was
right in the mddle of the attacking force. Screanms of agony peal ed out
as men were torn asunder by the six ounces of gunpowder and al nost a
pound of razor-sharp shrapnel in the grenades.

Men could be seen scranbling to get away fromthe blast sight as Ben

| oaded and fired anot her grenade. The men bel ow began to jerk and wave
their arms-as if engaged in sone ritualistic dance-when the bullets from
Beth and Anna's CARs bl asted into them

Confused shouts and screanms and yells rang out as the men discovered
they were surrounded and under attack fromall sides. What had been an
easy assignment-to assassinate the occupants of a rural farmhouse-becane
a rout as the soldiers were cut down before they had tine to nount a

def ense. Sonme even got to their feet and ran toward the house, as if
they mght find shelter there.

Instead, they were net with withering fire fromthe wi ndows and doors of
t he house, cut down before they'd gone twenty yards.



Wthin twenty mnutes, all of the attacking soldiers were either dead or
severely wounded and out of action. Ben told Corrie to radi o Anna and
Beth to join himat the farnhouse, and he started down the hill.
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Just as Ben and his teamarrived at the site of the battle, the door to
t he farmhouse opened and peopl e began stream ng out, nost hol di ng
automatic rifles or pistols in their hands.

Several of the nen in the group began to check on survivors anong the
sol diers, disarmng themso they would be of no further danger.

The | ast person out of the door was a worman, and the sight of her nade
Ben stop in his tracks. He felt as if he'd been kicked in the chest by a
nmul e.

It was Lara \Wal den.

Ben's nmind raced. He'd been in love only a couple of tinmes, and he
wasn't at all sure what he felt for Lara was |love, but it was stronger
than infatuation. He was stunned. It was |ike |ooking at a ghost, a
wraith that haunted his dreams and even his waki ng thoughts nmuch of the
tine.

As she caught sight of himher hand went to her nouth, while her eyes
it up like a child s on Christmas norning.

"Ben! Ch, Ben . . ." she cried and ran toward him throwi ng the M 16 she
was carrying to the ground.

Bet h, Anna, and Corrie | ooked at each other, astonishnment in their eyes.
"Jesus, she's alive," Corrie whispered

"I's that her?" Anna asked, examning the |lady her dad had been in
nour ni ng over.

"It nmust be-look at his face," Beth answered.

Ben crushed Lara in his arnms, his eyes wet with unshed tears. "Lara ..
| thought. . . they told ne . "

She stroked the back of his head with her hand as they hugged, and
whi spered in his ear, "I know, Ben, | know"

Finally, he held her out at armis |length and studied her. She had a
fine, white, hairline scar running fromher forehead down through her
eyebrow and continuing on her |eft cheek. Her nose had a bunp and curve
to it that hadn't been there the last tinme he'd been able to see her

He traced the scar with a fingertip. "Wre they very hard on you?" he
asked, his voice husky.
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She shrugged. "Not as hard as they shoul d' ve been. One of our nen on the
i nsi de managed to get a weapon snuggled in to nme. After killing two of



t he bastards who were torturing me, | nanaged to escape-with some help."
Ben gl anced over at the group of nmen checking the wounded sol diers and
recogni zed several of themfromthe cell Lara had belonged to. "It | ooks
like just about all of themmnmade it out," he said.

"Al'l except Jimy Smathers. He died trying to keep themfromtaking ne."
"The sevent een-year-ol d?"

"Yeah. What is it they say? The good die young."

Ben nodded. "I'mglad you made it, Lara. The world was a sadder place
when | thought you weren't in it any |onger."

She took himby the hand. "Introduce nme to your friends. W need to get
a nove on before reinforcenents get here.”

Ben made the introductions, telling his teamonly that it was Lara. They
knew the rest without his having to explain.

Chuck Harris, the | eader of Lara's cell, wal ked over and shook Ben's
hand. "Thanks, Ben. W were having a pretty rough time of it until you
and your team showed up."

"Don't nmention it, Chuck. Lara tells nme we need to nmake tracks out of
here pretty fast. Do you have transportation?"

Chuck inclined his head toward the barn. "Yeah. W' ve got an SUV parked
in there. How about you?"

Ben poi nted back over his shoulder. "Just over the hill there. W'l
saddl e up and foll ow you guys to a safe place."

"Ckay." Chuck gl anced at the few survivors |lying on
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t he ground nearby. "Any message you want to send back to armnmy headquarters?"
"You're going to |l eave them alive?" Ben asked.

"Sure. It takes three or four nmen or wonen to care for a wounded

sol dier, along with nedicines and food, which are getting scarcer and
scarcer in the USA. It only takes one to bury the dead ones."

Ben nodded. "Smart thinking."

Chuck grinned. "Plus, it does wonders for the other soldiers' norale to

see their fine arny friends brought back on stretchers after a run-in

with us ragtag freedomfighters."

Ben | aughed. "I see what you mean. It never hurts to let the eneny know
who they' re dealing with, and how tough war can be."

"Dam right," Lara said. "I hate to interrupt all this man talk, but
we're burning night tinme, and we're gonna need all we have to get to
where we're goi ng before sunup.”

"Point taken," Ben said as he hurried up the slope toward where they'd



left their Jeep.

Coop cane awake wi thout really knowi ng what had caused it. He lay there
on the pile of pine needles he'd fashioned for their bed, blinking,
trying to clear the fog fromhis brain. Al of Ben's team was
experienced in conbat and used to being awakened in the middle of the
ni ght, usually to danger from sone quarter. Wthout changing his bodily
position, he slowmy noved his armto find his CAR where it was al ways

| ying when he retired, right next to his bed. He curled his fingers
around the pistol-like grip, ready for inmediate action

As he noved his eyes without noving his head, |ooking for anything out
of the ordinary, he became aware of Jersey, lightly snoring, pressed
agai nst his back.
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Slowy, he slid away from her, trying not to awaken her needl essly. He
crouched at the entrance to their lean-to and searched the darkness for
enem es, tracking each quarter with his CAR the safety off.

The snoring stopped and Jersey was instantly awake, evidently sensing
hi s excitenent.

"Coop, what's goin' on?" she asked in a whisper as she scranbled to her
hands and knees, noani ng once when she put weight on her injured right

ankl e.

"I don't know, Jers," he answered, doubt in his voice. "Sonething woke
me up ... but-" Just as he was about to continue there came a flash of
light and a distant boom ng sound, off to the southeast.

"There," he pointed, "that mnmust have been it."

"Sounds |i ke sonebody's kicking sone major |eague ass," Jersey nunbl ed,
sl eepy again since the battle seened far away and of no inmedi ate
concern to them

"Yeah," he answered, slowy, thinking about it as he watched the |ight

di splay and listened to the expl osions over the horizon. "And if there's

an ass-kickin' going on, it neans Ben Raines is probably behind it."

Jersey fluffed up a small pile of pine needles and | ay back down,
yawni ng. "You think that's the team over there?"

"Must be. Ben said there weren't any other mmjor anti-government forces
up here, so it's got to be us that's raisin' a ruckus."

"How far ?"

He shook his head. "Fromthe | ook of the explosions, it's got to be ten
fifteen mles."

Jersey yawned again and |ay back, closing her eyes. "Too far to think
about tonight. Let's get some shuteye and head that way in the AM"

He put his CAR down and |ay next to her, cuddling agai nst her back, his
arm draped over her. He was surprised when she didn't make a sarcastic



comment about
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his hand |lying on her breast, but figured she must've been already asl eep

Unseen by Coop, Jersey gave a small snile, enjoying the warnth of Coop's
touch and the feel of his hard body against her as she drifted off.
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Captain Al exi Federov was deeply concerned-worried. In all his years as
a hired mercenary since |leaving the forner Soviet Union, he'd never
encountered anything quite like this.

H s men were spread out across nuggy, pine-laden hills in the state
known as Pennsyl vani a. A seek-and-destroy mission in this terrain was
about as tough as it could get. He led a force of Black Shirts, the
speci al assassination troops trained in guerilla warfare by the elite
USA Subversive Corps. Black Shirts were only sent into a war zone for

hi ghly speci alized assignments. Al exi conmanded one of these units, made
up of mercenaries fromaround the world. Only the toughest and nost

bl oodt hirsty of the meres were chosen to serve with the Black Shirts ..
men who had little concern for the niceties of nmorality or conpassion
who killed as easily and with as little thought as wild ani mals.

CGeneral Maxwell had directed himto halt an attack force of special SUSA
troops reported to be in these hills. No sign of them had turned up
anywhere ... not so nuch as a single footprint. A nuclear blast fired in
years past, during the original Wrld War, had wi ped out the citizenry
of this region, leaving only a few farmaninmals and wild creatures, al

wi th various forns of cancers and skin growhs, marking them as
survivors of a nuclear attack by | ong-ago enemies of the old USA
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Federov spoke to his sergeant, Sergei Larinov, another highly skilled
Soviet guerilla fighter, whispering to himin the fog of an early spring
nmorni ng near a town that had been known as Hershey in the days before
the war.

"Not hi ng. W& were given bad information by General Maxwel|l about these
Rebel s. They are not here. Qtherw se, we would have found somet hi ng

"Why woul d anyone fight to hold this useless territory?" Sergeant
Lari nov asked. "What strategic value could it possibly have?"

"Who knows? |'m begi nning to wonder about the competence of |eadership
under this Osternman woman. No one seens to know what they're doing."

Larinov glanced up at cloudy skies. A silence blanketed the valley bel ow
them "No airplanes. No rockets. Not a shot has been fired."

"It may be too quiet," Federov warned. "Renenber what Leonid said about
sil ence when we went through our training in Mngolia. Silence can be a
deadly thing ... a warning. | have never been in a place as quiet as
this. It is far too still to suit me. Even the animals seemafraid to
make a sound."

"Nor have | seen a place so quiet," Larinov agreed, sweeping the



pi ne-studded valley with field glasses. "If these American Rebels

i ntended to chal l enge us over this place, they would surely send up
aircraft in order to have our position. Even the quietest surveillance
airplane flying at high altitude makes some noise."

"They may not be able to get a fix on us," Federov said. "W don't know

how wel | - equi pped this General Ben Raines and his armes are. W have

ten rocket launchers, and only thirty nmen for themto find. If these

Rebel s are here, we will certainly have them overpowered by weaponry .
and skilled guerilla fighters.™

"At the very least, we have good men," Larinov said, with a gl ance
behi nd him "Qur Soviet and Yugosl av as-
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sault teans are the best in the world. | have absolutely no doubts about
it. AIl we have to do is find the eneny."

Federov let out a sigh. "Wat good will it do us, or this cause
chanpi oned by CGeneral Maxwell and President Osterman, if they have sent
us to the wong place? There are tinmes, |ike now, when | question the

value of their intelligence reports on enemy activities."

"Ceneral Maxwel| sounded so sure. A unit of the Rebel's crack assault
troops was coming north by way of this old road, to launch an attack on
the USA's capitol in Indianapolis. No one had any doubts, according to
t he general ."

"I have my doubts now," Federov said. "This is nothing but vacant farns

. enpty fields ... a few wandering cows and some pigs beyond t hat

hilltop. There are no eneny sol diers here. W have wasted our tine on a

danger ous ni ght parachute junp, based on inaccurate information. No one
not even a civilian, is here now"

"W were ordered to wait."

Federov scowl ed. "Yes. To wait for the eneny. But as you can see, there
is no eneny, unless we intend to wage war agai nst pigs and cows."

"According to CGeneral Maxwell, we will be paid no matter what we find."
"I'"m begi nning to wonder," Federov added, turning the focus knob on his
field glasses. "I hear runors that the USA is going broke . . . that
they have very little noney left after attacks on Rebel stronghol ds.
Most of themfailed mserably, which only makes me wonder nore about
their | eadership."

"I have heard the sane thing," Larinov said. "If this is true, we wll
be forced to take our money fromthem at gunpoint."

"I was told the Bosnians have not been paid in silver or gold, as
Ceneral Maxwel | prom sed. They were given
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paper currency that is worthless. None of the stores in any of the towns
inthe USA will take this paper noney."



"Until General Maxwell breaks a promise to us, we have no choice but to
follow his orders. If anything he has told us is not true, including the
amount and type of noney we will be paid, then | will kill himpersonally."

Lari nov was wat chi ng sonet hing behind them "I heard a noise, Captain.”

Federov jerked around. "Wat kind of noise?" he whispered, when al
seened quiet at the rear, to the north of their present position

"Acry . . . like the crying of a small child, but very soft and far away."

"Who the hell would be crying in this wilderness? There are no children
here. W& haven't seen anyone since we crossed that ridge mles behind us."

"It may be nothing," Larinov said, although he continued to keep an eye
on a hilltop roughly half a mle away, north and west of them "I could
have i magined it, | suppose.”

Federov went back to his field glasses, sweeping the valley again.
"Not hi ng," he hissed, clenching his teeth. "But | have the distinct
feeling that something is wong, and ny gut instincts have never failed
nme before.”

"Look!" Larinov exclaimed, pointing to a grassy slope to their rear. "It
is Yarinmer! What is he doing out in the open |ike that?"

Federov turned his binoculars on the slope. Yarimer Hecht, an old friend
from Russia, was staggering down the hill holding onto his belly. And
now Al exi heard the crying sounds, too, for they were distinct in the
sil ence surroundi ng them

"What the hell is that he is dragging behind hinP" Larinov wanted to
know, focusing his field glasses on the man in a black shirt and bl ack
beret stumbling toward them
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pul i ng what | ooked like coils of rope dangling between his |egs.

Al exi sighed, reaching for his AKA7 automatic rifle. "He is dragging his
i ntestines, Sergeant. Soneone has cut his belly open."

Larinov tensed, reaching down for his own automatic rifle. "Then they
are here," he whispered.

The sudden staccato of automatic weapons fire thundered fromthe hills
north of them Yarinmer Hecht went down in a heap as if he'd been struck
over the head by a heavy hammer, blood squirting froma nunber of wounds
across his back and sides, his head coming apart in a spray of bl ood and
bone and tufts of his long black hair.

"Son of a bitch!" Federov hissed, |ooking for the source of the bullets.
"How the hell did they get behind us?"

"It is not possible,” Sergeant Larinov said as nore and nore gunfire
erupted fromtrees to the north and west of their position.

The endl ess bl asts of |arge-bore guns echoed across the Pennsyl vani a
valley. Men in black vests and berets tunbled out of pine thickets,



shooting at unseen targets to their rear before they were gunned down.

"They have us cornered," Federov exclained. "W have no choice but to
pul | back to the south, and that is all open country."

"To hell with this," Larinov shouted as the gunshots cane closer, |ead
slugs whistling through the air above their heads now.

He cane to a crouch and took off at a run, keeping |low to rmake as snall
a target as possible.

Capt ai n Federov had cupped his hands around his nouth to warn his
sergeant against such a retreat when he felt the earth shudder beneath him

Sergeant Larinov stepped on a landnine |less than thirty yards downsl ope.
He was bl own skyward, arns windmll-ing, his AK47 flying into the air
only fractions of a second
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before his I egs were severed fromhis body. Pul py bits of bone and flesh
swirled away fromhis torso, and as he nmet his appointnent with death he
| et out a bloodcurdling scream

Federov did not watch his sergeant |and in pieces around a deep crater
where the | andni ne had been planted. Al he could think of now was
making it out of that place with his skin intact.

Men were screani ng across wooded ridges behind him and he had proof the
| and south of his position had been mned ... his trusted sergeant's
body decorated the dark green grass running into the valley bel ow him

"How the hell did they slip up behind us without any of my nmen know ng
about it?" he wondered al oud, inching backward until he was protected
fromflying bullets by a | edge of rock jutting fromthe hill.

It was not possible, and yet the shrill cries of wounded and dyi ng nen
made it all too clear his squad was in deep trouble in the pines.

Federov saw two of his men break froma stand of trees at a dead run
spraying automatic weapon fire in their wake as they ran toward safety.

A nmortar thudded sonewhere on a hillock west of the valley, and then an
earsplitting explosion blew his Black Shirt squadmen away, | eaving
nothing but flying dirt and cl ods of grass where they had been only
nonents before the bl ast.

To hell with this, he thought, bending low to make a run to the east,
where no guns riddled the slopes. He dashed across the | ow side of the
ridge with his AK47 cocked, ready to unleash its deadly | oad shoul d any
target present itself before he reached the apparent safety of a pine
grove nestled in a swale between two hills.

Too late, he caught a glinpse of a shadowy figure in the pines, and the
glint of early norning sunlight off the barrel of a rifle.
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Federov threw hinself flat in the grass, bringing his rifle to bear on
t he shape.

The pounding of rapid fire filled his ears, and he felt a stinging
sensation spread across the top of his head and his right shoul der

The sky above himbegan to spin, and he lost his bearings for a noment.

"What the hell... is happeni ng?" he groaned, feeling a wet substance
flow out of his mouth when he spoke.

He | ooked down at the grass below his chin. A crinson stain spread
bet ween his el bows, and pain raced through his skull unlike any pain
he' d ever known.

/ am shot, he thought dully as he felt hinmself spinning in w dening
circles. Tiny pinpoints of light flashed before his eyes as the world
around hi m dar kened.

How di d they get behind us? he wondered again, until a deep w acking
cough filled his nmouth with bl ood.

H s eyes batted shut, and the pain was gone.

Buddy Rai nes wal ked out of the woods and stood over Federov's bl oody
body. He cradled his CAR in his arms and gl anced around at the other
Scouts as they emerged fromtheir hiding places. "Jimmy," he called to
his second in conmand, "police the area and nmake sure there are no
survivors. "

"Yes, sir," Jimy Gardi ner said, turning and maki ng a sweeping notion
with his arns, signaling his men to check the bodies for signs of life.

Buddy sighed. Though he was in charge of Bat 508, he'd volunteered to
lead this group of Scouts in a drop behind enenmy lines, to carry out his
father's orders to weak as nuch havoc in the USA' s backyard as they coul d.

"Hurry up, Jimmy. | want to get back under cover as soon as possible,

bef ore any reinforcements show up. We've still got that power plant to
take out."
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Jimy grinned. "Yes, sir. | wonder how the citizens are gonna |ike being

wi thout electricity.”

Buddy smiled back. "I imagine they' re gonna raise hell with Gsternan.
She's going to have to do sone explaining to her loyal followers about
how this coul d happen so far fromthe front lines, just |ike Ben wants."

77 Ten

Hans Bosner gripped his SAMrocket |auncher, sweeping it back and forth,
certain that an attack of this nagnitude was being directed fromthe
sky. And yet the skies above them were clear. Radar reports from USA
headquarters indicated there were no Rebel planes showi ng up on any of
the screens at the command post near |ndianapolis, not so much as a blip
com ng fromradar installations across Pennsyl vani a.

"I don't see any airplanes," he said to Albert Zimer-mann in German, in



a clipped Bavarian dialect they had both spoken since early chil dhood.

Zimrermann |istened to the chatter of guns around them "I do not think
there are any aircraft, Herr Bosner. They are on the ground, these dam
Rebel s, circling us. Someone had to informon us, to tell themwe were
com ng. This is no accident. They know exactly where we are."

"We woul d have heard them ... or seen them No one, not even those
so-cal |l ed Scouts of the Rebel arny could nove so silently. There nust be

a pl ane sonewhere. This can't be ground reconnai ssance, or we woul d have
heard or seen sonething. They could not have known this was our objective."
"I say there is an informant on General Maxwell's staff, a man who has
access to secret information," Z nmer-

78

mann said, his eyes flickering back and forth across the battl efield.
"There has to be-"

A mercenary stunbled out of the trees with his belly cut open, dragging
his intestines like coils of purple ropes tied to his spine. He nade
nmut ed sobbi ng sounds, followi ng a bone-chilling cry, with noises coning
fromhis throat |ike those of a wounded rabbit, hard to hear above the
t hunder of rifles echoing across the valley.

"Look!" Zi nmrer mann excl ai med. "He has been gutted |like a pig! Soneone is
behind us with a knife or a bayonet. | heard nothing, not until he
screamed just now. Look at him"

Hans watched the nmere stagger, clutching | oops of his organs. "Son of a
bitch. How did one of those bastards get behind us?"

"I see him the Rebel killer," Zi mrermann whi spered, raising his AK47 to
his shoulder. "There, in the shadows bel ow that big oak tree ... a man
with arifle.”

Hans saw the shape. "Don't shoot!" he cried, just as Zi mrermann |let go
with nore than a dozen rounds of amunition. "It is Koslov-"

One of their own, wearing a black vest and bl ack beret, was swept off
his feet by a hail of |ead. He danced to an unheard nel ody before he
fell, feet flailing, |anding hard on his back and neck.

"You killed one of our nen, Al bert." Hans said, quieter, watching the
Russi an col l apse in a heap beneath the oak

Zimermann lowered his rifle. "We were told to stay in a line," he
protested softly, watching Ui Koslov, a friend, go down in the grass.
"What was Uri doi ng back there when we were given orders to stay in

| ateral |ines?"

The t huddi ng of heavy weapons fire distracted Hans for the nmonment. They
were surrounded. He turned to the hill where Captain Federov and
Sergeant Larinov should be at the point of their assault w ng, signaling
the others when to nove, and when to hold their positions. "Were
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is Alexi?" he asked, noticing a body slunped bel ow a rocky | edge. From



this distance, he couldn't be sure who it was.

"What ?" Zi nmrer mann asked, unable to hear Hans due to the poundi ng of
gunfire

"Where is Captain Federov?"
"I don't see him Could these Rebel bastards have gotten behind them too?"

"I ... don't know, " Hans replied, lowering his SAM rocket |auncher wth
not hing to shoot at.

Then they heard the rhythnmic pop of a helicopter's blades north of their
posi tion.

"At last," Hans muttered, returning the hand-held Soviet mssile
l auncher to his shoulder. "I will blowthis nmetal bird into a mllion
pieces. | will light up the sky with his fuel, and his anti-tank rockets."

Zimermann said in a high-pitched voice, "Wait until you are sure it is
a Rebel ship before you fire."

Hans was in no nood to wait, not with Black Shirt squadmen dying al
around hi m

"But," Zimrermann rem nded him "only Captain Federov and Sergeant
Larinov have radios. W are to wait for their signal."

Hans sighted the outline of an Anerican Apache helicopter gunshi p-known
in years past as the "tank killer"- rising over the treetops.

"Screw them" he snapped. "I won't take the chance of being turned to
pul p by that craft's nmachi ne-guns."

Maj or Adolf Wertz prided hinself on his piloting skills and his evasive
tactics when under fire. The expl odi ng guns bel ow hi m could nean only
one thing ... the Rebels had set a trap for his highly trained Bl ack
Shirt assault group, as inpossible as it seened.

But he could quickly turn the tide with his saddl e-
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mount ed machi ne-guns, he thought, strafing the area with a heavy
concentration of .50 caliber slugs.

He knew some of his own nen would surely die when he unl eashed his
airborne firepower, but a fewlives would be lost in a pitched battle,
anyway, a calculated risk, the sad fortunes of fighting a war. Mst of
his men were Soviet mercenaries, anyway, and as a Gernman he had no | ove
for Russian soldiers, even if they were on the sane side in this
conflict. They were only here because of the nobney.

Above all else, he hated Ben Raines, the self-styled general of SUSA
and everything he stood for-a sensel ess congl onerati on based on

ol d-fashi oned ideas in which men were not required to follow orders or
mandat es fromthe governnent if it didn't suit them The entire concept
was a stupid one, one that could breed insurrection and rebellion anong
the masses if it went unchecked. President Osternman and General Maxwell
under st ood the dangers of allow ng every man and wonan to think and act



on their own in a society where free choice was al |l owed.

He pushed his radio transnmit button, to let his ground crew know what
was going on. "Al pha Red One," he said into the nout hpiece.

"Go ahead, Al pha One."

"A Rebel attack on our Pennsylvania objective. I"'mgoing in with rockets
and machi ne-guns. "

"Ten-four, Alpha One. W will relay this information back to base."
The whirring of his chopper's blades was a drone in his ears, and he
liked the sound. It was a noise befitting an all-out war machine |ike

t he Apache.

A crackle of static. Someone from Command Central was being patched in.
"Al pha One. How could a Rebel force be there w thout any detection?"

"I have no idea," Wertz said, his teeth clenched in bitter
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anger. "Soneone erred. W have our share of idiots in Security and
Intelligence."

A pause, and Wertz knew that higher-ups would not |ike what he said. He
didn't give a dam.

"How heavy is the fire?" the sane voice inquired over the headset.

"It sounds very heavy . . . but nothing | can't handle in this Apache."
"Are there other aircraft in the vicinity?"

"No. Not hing shows on mny screens."

"Be careful, Major. The Apache you are flying is very inportant to the
president."

"I"m al ways careful, you damm fool. You didn't give ne your rank, but I
ama mgjor. ldentify yourself!™

"This is General Leland Maxwel | ."

Now it was Wertz's turn to pause. "Sorry, sir, but I amunder fire at
the nmoment. "

"Let our ground troops handle it. Isn't Captain Federov in charge?"
"Yes . . . but-"

"Don't fly into any risk areas. See what Federov and his men can do with
the situation."”

"It sounds like they're being blown to bits, General. I'Il be very
careful with this tank killer. As you know, | am an experienced
hel i copter gunship pilot."



"I"'mwell aware of your qualifications, Major. However, | need to
i mpress upon you how val uabl e the Apache you are flying is to our war
effort.”

"I amaware of its value, sir.

"Ground troops, especially these . . . Russian nercenaries, are in so
many words, expendable. Let themfight it out with the Rebels first."

Wertz ignored the order, sending his gunship over a wooded ridge, noving
closer to the battle. "OF course, sir. | have been well-trained to
foll ow orders. "
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"Good. Just don't put that Apache at risk. W need it, in case Raines
gets too close to the capitol."

"]l understand, sir.

Wertz glinpsed a wisp of white snoke rising froma thicket of oaks,
novi ng toward him

"No!" he cried, sweeping the Apache's controls to the left for an
evasi ve maneuver at full throttle.

"What is it, Major Wertz?" a voice over the radi o demanded. He'd
forgotten to turn off his nike.

"A SAM" he said, as the heavy arnor-plated Apache tilted to the east.

"You shoul d have known they woul d have rocket |aunchers!" General
Maxwel | shouted into the earpiece. "Wiatever the hell you do, Wertz,
don't | ose that goddamm Apache!"

Wertz saw the missile coming, his mouth went dry, and he heard a strange
ringing in his ears. The gunship was turning too slowy to avoid the
SAM and he knew it.

"Shit," he breathed in his native tongue, his feet trenmbling on the
control pedals. "This is Al pha One. |I'm going down. No way to-"

The expl osi on sent Adolf Wertz tunbling through the wi ndshield, his
hel met ripped fromhis head by the blast. He fell toward the ground,
wi shing he could be back in Bavaria on his grandfather's dairy farm
doi ng not hing nore dangerous than mlking a surly Holstein trying to
ki ck over the m |k bucket.

Back at headquarters, General Maxwell turned to Captain Broadhurst, who
was standi ng behind himat the radio console. Maxwell's face was beet
red. "I hope that stupid bastard is dead, 'cause if he isn't, he will be
when | get through with him" he grow ed.

"Max, do you think Wertz |ost the gunshi p?" asked Broadhurst.
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Maxwel | gave hima | ook, his eyes flat. Where does Osterman cone up with



t hese idiots? he thought.

"OfF course he lost the ship, you fool. Have you ever seen a SAM ni ss at
such cl ose range?"

"Uh . . . no, sir. | was just hoping-"

"Hope in one hand and shit in the other, and see which one fills up
first, Broadhurst," Maxwell said, suddenly tiring of the conversation
Dam! If he had nen only half as good as Raines did, he'd have this war
over within a nonth.

"Are you going to tell Madam President about the |oss of another of her
hel i copt ers?" Broadhurst asked.

Maxwel | gave hima pitying look. "OfF course not. Do | |ook stupid, Captain?"

Br oadhur st shook his head. It seened no one wanted to be the one to give
Sugar Babe bad news. It was a surefire way to end your career, if not
your life.
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Ben and his team foll owed Lara and her Freedom Fighters on roads that
seened to be little nore than overgrown cow paths w nding through dense
forest and brushy overgrowth for nore than two hours. Finally, they
pulled into a cleared area which contai ned a dil api dated farmhouse and a
barn whi ch | ooked about to fall down.

Lara bounded out of the |lead vehicle and trotted back to Ben's SUV She
| eaned her head in the driver's side window and smled. "Don't let the
appear ance fool you. The walls are reinforced oak, and the doors have a
solid sheet netal backing."

Ben gl anced around. "What is this place?"

"It's one of our safe houses. W keep it looking like this so the Bl ack
Shirts and the locals who are in the pay of the USA won't give it a
second | ook if they happen upon it."

She stepped back. "Come on in. W'll put sonme grub on the fire and see
how hungry you fol ks are."

"Myself, | could eat a horse," Anna said as she scranbled out of the car

"l second that,'
t he appetite.”

Corrie said. "Nothing like a good fire-fight to inprove
Wthin a few mnutes, Lara's conrades had steaks grilling on a portable
bar becue pit with potatoes baking in the coals.
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"Looks |ike your people are pretty well-supplied,"” Beth observed.

Lara shrugged. "W take what we can fromthe Black Shirt squadrons after
our battles. They eat better than nost of the citizens who pay their

sal aries," she said.

"How are the | ocal s naking out?" Ben asked. "W've had reports the USA



is short on funds, and have increased taxes to a point where many of the
citizens are in open revolt."

Chuck Harris | ooked at Ben over the pit. "You're not far fromcorrect,"
he said, "though not nany have the courage to be openly rebellious.
Presi dent Osterman and her cronies take a dimview of anyone expressing
doubt about her |eadership abilities. There have been sone public

hangi ngs just for griping about the anpunt of taxation."

"OfF course, they call it treason, and claimthe protesters are aiding
and abetting the rebels in the war," the man naned Dave added as he
passed out paper plates to everyone.

"It never seems to change," Ben said. "The Socialist Denocrats claimto
be the party of the little man, the average Joe, but it always seenms to
be the little people who get it in the ear. The fat cats who support the
presi dent al ways make out OK."

As Chuck passed out mneat and potatoes for everyone, Beth asked, "Lara,
howis it you and your friends are still alive? The |last we heard, you'd
all been captured and were being tortured and killed."

Lara's face fell. "W were captured, and nost of us were in the process
of being tortured."

"How in the world did you nanage to escape?" Beth asked, slicing her
steak with her K-Bar assault knife and spearing a chunk and popping it
in her nout h.

Chuck pulled up a chair next to Beth and put his plate
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on his knees as he ate. "You renenber Jinmmy Smathers, Ben?"

Ben nodded. "Yeah, the skinny teenager with acne who was undergoing his
early training last time | was up here."

"That's the one. Wll, he pretended to go to the other side. Cried a | ot
and said he'd be willing to go on TV and testify about the rest of us
and how we were traitors to the USA. "

Lara's eyes filled with tears. "It was just a ruse. Once they took his
shackl es off, he attacked the two nmen who were taking himback to
headquarters, stole their weapons, and broke the rest of us out."

"I'n the process, he took alnost a full clip froman AK47 in the chest
before blowing the rest of the jailers to hell with a grenade," Harris
fini shed.

Ben nodded. "Seens he passed his training with flying colors."

"Yeah," Lara said. "Every one of us owes Jimmy our lives."

"We didn't hear anything about the escape on the news," Corrie said,

fromany of our spies in the USA. "

or

"You woul dn't," Harris observed drily. "Osterman doesn't like to
advertise her m stakes, or our victories."



One of the other wonen, who'd been silent up until now, chinmed in.
"Quess she's afraid any news of how nmany tinmes we've kicked the Bl ack
Shirts' asses would only encourage other locals to join us in our
fight," she said, fire in her eyes.

"And she's right to fear that," Ben said, stuffing the last of his
potato into his nmouth. "A tyrant's greatest fear is a free and infornmed
public. Mst people are of good heart, and nbst wouldn't tolerate
Osterman' s excesses for a nonent if they knew the truth about them or
if they thought they stood a chance of resisting."

"I's that why you've conme back, Ben?" Lara asked. "To spread the word
about us?"
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"In part, but only in part. As | told you before, Lara, | want to help
establish teanms like yours all across the USA. And whil e doing that,
|'ve parachuted dozens of teams of Scouts into various |ocales. Their
m ssion is to sabotage any and everything that makes the USA work ..
power stations, dans, tel ephone wires, TV cable towers, satellite

di shes-in short, to do everything they can to make the average citizen
clamor for peace and an end to this sensel ess war Gsternan has created.”
"Any chance of getting sonme training along those lines for our nembers?"
Harris asked, excitenent in his eyes.

"That's the second part of the Scouts' mission. To recruit and train
Freedom Fi ghters just |ike you guys,"” Ben answered. "The only way this
war is going to be won, without totally destroying the USA and killing
mllions of innocent people, is fromwithin. By patriotic citizens |ike
yoursel ves taking up arnms and changi ng the | eadership of your country.”

Lara shook her head. "It won It be easy."
"Freedom has never in history] come cheap," Ben said, "but |'ve never
heard anyone say the price was too high once they've attained it."

Jersey cane awake slowy, blinking her eyes and wondering for a nonment
where she was. Then it canme to her as she felt Coop's warm breath on her
neck, punctuated by soft snoring and occasional smacking of his lips in
hi s sl eep.

She gl anced down and saw his | eft hand gently cupping her breast. She
started to nove it, then realized she kind of |iked the warnth of his
grip on her body. Wth a deep sigh, she relaxed and | et herself doze for
a few nmoments nore. After all, she thought, they'd be up and at 'em soon
enough. In war, it was best to cherish the quiet times, 'cause there
were so damm few of them
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As she lay there, with Coop snuggl ed up agai nst her, spooning her from
behi nd for warnmth, his left arm w apped around and over her with his
hand on her breast, she realized she was beginning to Iike the feel of
hi m agai nst her. She'd never stopped to analyze her feelings for Coop
He was just so dammed arrogant, and condescendi ng toward

f emal es- probabl y because so nany of themthrew thensel ves at him After
all, she reasoned, what was there not to like, at |east on the surface?
He was good-1ooking in a Marl boro Man way, with craggy features,



wrinkled and tan fromhis many hours in the sun, and eyes so blue they
could al nost be sapphires. He usually sported a benused, al nost
insolent, grin as if he knew sonme deep, dark secret only he was privy
to. If not for his attitude, if he just didn't act as if he expected
every female within a hundred yards of his imense charmto just fal
down and spread 'emfor him he'd be al nost tol erable.

Ever since they'd been marooned together, like this, in Africa she'd
begun to look at himin a different light. Then, he'd been so
considerate, so ... nice, that she'd al nost thought her feelings for him

were changing-froma brotherly, teammate type of regard and caring to

somet hing nmore. Somet hing nore |ike what a woman should feel for a
man who excites her tremendously. Then, damit, he'd open his nmouth and
spoil it all, come up with some mal e chauvinist remark that would just
make her bl ood boil. And then, of course, she'd cone back wi th one of
her patented put-downs, and they'd be right back where they started.

Oh wel |l . She sighed again. Woever said war was hell was right, and so,
too, was | ove.

Her sigh must have awakened Coop, for he rel eased her breast and rolled
over onto his back, coughing and coming fully awake.

"Where the hell are we?" he munbl ed, his voice thick
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"Wy, right where we | anded, Coop," she answered, having to bite back
the sarcastic remark that was on the tip of her tongue.

"Ch, that's right," he said, scratching his head and sitting up. "You
screwed up, as usual, and | had to save your butt, and here we are."

Yeah, she thought to herself, right back where we started. Sane old
shit, different day.

Jersey, her face flushed with anger and chagrin at her ronmantic
t houghts, tried to get to her feet, groaning in pain as she tried to put
wei ght on her injured right ankle.

Coop' s eyes softened when he saw her face screw up in obvious disconfort.

"Here," he said, pulling her back down on the pine needles. "Let nme | ook
at that ankle."

"Wy, " she asked, "so you can make some nore shitty coments about ny
abilities?"

He straightened her |l eg out and pulled her pants leg up, gently feeling
the swol |l en, bl ack-and-blue flesh around her ankle. "Jersey, |I'msorry
about what | said before. I was just . . . kidding. You know how | am"

"Yeah, Coop. Unfortunately, | do."

He tried to nmove her ankle, but it was stiff and extrenely tender, and
she cried out in pain.

He shook his head. "You're not gonna be able to walk on that, at |east
not for a couple of days."



She gritted her teeth, tears filling her eyes. "And just what do you
propose we do, Coop? W sit here and wait for the eneny to find us?"

"No. Gve ne a minute, OK?"
He pulled his K-Bar fromits holster and crawl ed out of the lean-to.

Jersey | eaned back and slamred her fist into the soft earth next to her
Dam! Wy did she have to go and sprain her ankle? It was going to
endanger the entire m ssion
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Cooper was back in five mnutes, stripping the branches off a linb he'd
cut froma poplar tree. It was about two inches thick, and had two
smaller linbs at the top in a V-shape.

He pulled her to her feet and placed the top of the Iinb under her right
arnpit. It made a passable crutch

"Now, give me your pack and weapon, and you should be able to hobble
along using the linb as a crutch.™

She wagged her head. "No. 1'll just slow you down too rmuch. You go on
ahead, and when you find Ben and the team you can come back for ne."

Hs lips curled in a small grin. "Uh-uh. You know we never | eave a
teammat e behind in a conbat zone, Jersey. We'll go together, or not at all."

He hel ped her out of the lean-to and picked up her pack and her CAR,
slinging themover his shoulder. "Let's go, girl. W've got a few niles
to cover."

"But we don't even know which way to go," she protested, taking a few
tentative steps on the nakeshift crutch.

He shrugged. "We'll head northeast, toward where the drop was supposed
to land. Along the way, if we're lucky, we'll find some Black Shirts and
maybe they' Il lend us the use of their radio."

She | ooked at himin disbelief. "You think I can fight |ike this?"

He gave a short laugh. "Hell, Jersey, even at half speed you're stil
twi ce as nean as anyone el se. Let's go. W' re burning daylight."

They started off, keeping to small, overgrown trails through the dense
forest, going overland when the trails didn't go in the direction they
needed.

By noon, after slogging along for four hours, Jersey figured they'd only

covered five or six mles, and her arm and shoul der were killing her
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"Hold on, Coop. |'ve got to take a rest for a few mnutes.”

"OK. It's tine for lunch, anyway. 1'll break out some MREs, and we'l|l

have a picnic."



"I'"ve heard Meal s Ready to Eat called lots of things, but never a
picnic," she answered, smiling slightly.

He exanined the plastic containers after she'd gotten seated, her back
against a tree trunk. "You want ham and navy beans, or corned beef hash?"

"How about a filet mignon, with a side of French fries and a bottle of
cabernet sauvignon to wash it down wth?"

He popped open the ham and beans and handed it to her. "C ose your eyes
and pretend. That's the best |I can do."

"Great," she said.

"However, 1'll nake you a pronmise. The next time we're in so-called
civilization, I'll treat you to the steak and w ne."
"That's a deal," she said, digging into the ham and beans with nore

gusto than she thought she'd be able to manage. / nust be hungrier than
| thought, she said to herself.

Just as they were finishing their lunch, they heard the sound of a
vehi cl e nearby. Cooper threw his packet of corned beef down and grabbed
his CAR

"Sounds |ike conpany's coming," he said in a | ow voi ce.

He pulled her to her feet, and they worked their way off the trail and
back into the brush out of sight. Jersey lay prone behind a fallen pine
tree and pointed her CAR over the top, jacking back the |oading |ever
and getting set.

Cooper crouched down and trotted to the other side of the trail, where
they could catch the car in a crossfire.

A few mnutes later, an old arny issue Jeep cane down the road. It was
carrying four young men, dressed in arny
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fatigues. They | ooked to be no nore than nineteen or twenty years old,
and were | aughing and drinking beer out of cans as they rode.

At least they 're not Black Shirts, Jersey thought, know ng the regul ar
arnmy men were not nearly as dangerous as the neres.

When the Jeep got abreast of her, she opened up with the CAR, raking the
side of the Jeep with bullets, bringing it to a skidding halt.

The boys dropped their beer cans and grabbed for their M 16s, turning
frightened eyes in her direction

Before they could fire, Coop stepped from hiding on the other side of
the trail and fired a burst over their heads.

"Drop your weapons and hold up your hands!" he yelled, |lowering the
barrel of his CARuntil it pointed directly at them

Caught in a trap, the young nen had no choice but to obey. They threw



the M 16s to the ground and rai sed their hands, faces white with fear

Once Jersey saw that Cooper had the situation under control, she slung
her CAR over her shoul der and took her crutch, hobbling out into the
road in front of the Jeep

"Howdy, boys," Coop drawled. He motioned with the CAR and told themto
get down out of the vehicle.

Whil e Jersey covered them he tied their hands behind their backs and
then had themsit down while he bound their ankles together.

"\bu ain't gonna kill us, are you, mister?" the youngest of the soldiers
asked.
"Shut up, Carl," said a man with corporal stripes on his sleeves. "They

ain't nothin' but Rebel trash."

Cooper squatted in front of the corporal and patted his cheek. "Wat'd
you say, boy?"

"You can't do nothin' to us. It's against the rules of war," the man

sai d, his eyes flashing.

Coop | ooked over at Jersey. "This boy is quoting the
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CGeneva Convention rules to us, and after his boss broke every one of
them by using BW" He shook his head and got to his feet to ook in the
Jeep.

There, attached to the dashboard was a radio transceiver. "Ah, we've
struck gold, Jersey," he said as he sat in the driver's seat and twirled
the frequency knob until he had it on the secret frequency used by the

Rebel forces.

"Keep it short," Jersey advised fromthe front of the Jeep. "They'll be
nmoni toring the transm ssions."

Cooper nodded and said, "Eagle Two, conme in Eagle Two." He used the cal
nane of M ke Post, who was in charge at Rebel headquarters until Ben
ret ur ned.

A burst of static was followed by a faint transm ssion. "Eagle Two here.
Who is calling?"

"Baby Bird. W've fallen out of the nest. | need a patch to Eagle One,
i f possible,"” Coop answered.

"Wait one," the voice replied, followed by a | oud squeal and nore static.
Coop gl anced at Jersey. "I think they're trying to jamus."

"Gve 'ema mnute back at HQ They'll figure a way around it."

"While we're waiting, see if you can find a map on one of those

characters over there. I'd ask 'emwhere we are, but they'd probably
only lie."



Jersey bent over the | oudnouthed corporal and pulled a folded map froma
| eat her case on his belt. "Here ya go," she said, handing the paper to Coop

After he'd studied it for a few m nutes, there was another |oud squea
and some static, but it gradually faded and he heard a voice say, "This
is Eagle One. How many Baby Birds are you?"

Coop grinned. It was Ben
"Four, sir," Coop replied, using the Rebel code of doubling nunbers on
unsecured transm ssions.

"What is your twenty?"
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Coop gl anced at the map, "Looks to be about fifteen mles west of a
river called the Brandywi ne." They were in actuality, seven and a half
mles east of the river, but with the code, directions were again
reversed, and nunbers were doubl ed.

"Ten-four," the voice said. "Back to you in a couple.”

"Roger," Coop said. He | ooked over his shoulder at the corporal, who had
a smirk on his face, evidently thinking Coop was unable to read a nmap
and had gi ven HQ the wrong coordinates for his position. Coop wasn't
about to enlighten him

The voi ce cane back on, was drowned out nomentarily by an undul ati ng
squeal, and finally was clear again. "W are unable to cone for you for
four hours. Are you nobil e?"

"That's a Roger," Coop said, glancing at the soldiers' Jeep

"Good. At that time, we'll meet you six nmiles east of your present
position."
"Ten-four," Coop said. "Over and out."

He pulled Jersey to the side and said, "Ben's comng for us in two
hours, we're to neet himthree nmles to the west of here.”

She nodded and wi nked. "What'll we do with these bozos?" she said in a
voi ce | oud enough for themto hear

Coop let his eyes go flat and nmean. "Kill 'em what else?"

One of the soldiers let out a gasp, and began to cry. The corporal's
face bl anched, but to his credit he threw back his shoul ders and said,
"Take it easy, nen. \Whatever they do to us, don't let them see us sweat."
Coop wal ked over and stood before the man. "You' ve got nore sand than |
gave you credit for." He shook his head, a | ook of sadness on his face.
"It's too bad you're fighting for a psychopath."

95

95

"Don't you dare say that about President Osterman. She's a great lady."



Jersey threw back her head and | aughed. "Hell, she's neither a | ady, nor
great." She inclined her head at the Jeep. "Conme on, we've got an
appoi ntnent to keep."

"OK," Coop said, and he clinmbed into the driver's seat.

"\What about us?" one of the soldiers said. "You can't just |eave us out
here to starve ... or be eaten by some wild aninmal."

"Don't worry, sonny," Jersey said. "After we're picked up, we'll radio
your president and | et her know where you are, and just how hel pful
you' ve been to us."

"Ch shit!" the corporal said, as if he'd rather be eaten by wild
animals, after all.

96 Twel ve

Claire relaxed in her new underground bunker bel ow the ol d warehouse in
I ndi anapolis, confident that her security nmeasures were intact. The
buil di ng had been fortified with two-inch plates of steel, firewalls
made of rock, and a four feet thick layer of reinforced cenent around
the basement. Only a direct hit by a nuclear missile or a bonb would
have any effect on her personal headquarters.

After the direct hit on her old quarters during the attack a few days
ago, in which she was practically buried alive, she wanted to be certain
she woul d survive any formof future Rebel attack. At the tine, no one
had believed Ben Raines had the capability to pull off a hit on the
nation's new capital, with its heavy anti-aircraft defenses. And yet he
had, sonehow, killing thousands of people . . . nobst of them nenbers of
her military staff and government officials.

She poured herself a snifter of brandy, wondering where the hell Harlan was.
A pair of bodyguards stood watch outside the iron door of her new living
quarters . . . trusted nen who knew her likes . . . and dislikes-Robert

A son, in charge of video surveillance around the perinmeter, and Herb

Knoff, a born killer on the verge of being psychotic, her personal

protector as he had been for a nunber of years, since the Final War ended.
That war had not been as final as everyone predicted.
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The mi stake was | eaving Ben Raines alive to organize another mlitary
force against her. Raines and his ragtag arnmy of Rebels had been thorns
in her side ever since, and there seened to be no way to stop them

"Harlan MIlard to see you, Madam President," a voice said over the
i nt ercom

Good, she thought. / need a man toni ght, even a man as inept and weak as
Harlan. "Send himin," she said, pushing a button on a box beside her bed.

"Should | performthe usual security neasures?" Knoff asked.

"Not tonight, Herbert." She'd slept with Herb any nunber of tines, and
anyone el se who dared to call himHerbert was not likely to do so a



second tinme, at least not with all of his teeth still in his nputh
"Just send himin. W have business to discuss and it... can't wait."

The busi ness was the heat between her thighs. It had been worse over the
past few days, and she craved satisfaction, even froma winpy little man
like Harlan MIlard, who allowed his bitch of a wife to dictate to him

At the sound of an el ectronic door noving back on steel rails and then
footsteps, Claire felt the heat growi ng deep within her groin.

The door closed, naking a nmetallic noise when its heavy | ocks engaged.

"Where the hell have you been?" she demanded before he cane into the
bedr oom

"First, I was at the infirmary, having the wound on ny arm | ooked at,
then at security headquarters. Claire, I'mafraid | have sone bad news."

"What sort of bad news? | didn't order you down here to give ne news of
any kind. You know what | want-"

"One of General Maxwell's crack Black Shirt assault units was w ped out
this nmorning."

"W ped out ?"
"A batch of Rebels were waiting for themin the north
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Pennsyl vani a woods. They were the Soviet nercenaries Max was so damm
proud of, the unit |l ed by Captain Fed-erov, and sone of the Germans."

"They cost us plenty of noney, Harlan," she said, as he cane around a
corner into the bedroom "Tell ne what the hell happened to them"

"Rai nes had mnefields all over the place. Sone of General Maxwell's nen
went up in snmoke when they tried to run. The Black Shirt unit was
elimnated conpletely."

"The idiots,"” daire snapped, tossing back the |ast of her brandy,
taking only brief note of the rounding of her belly where she'd gained a
consi der abl e amount of weight. Her breasts had begun to sag from her
added bul k, nore than they ever had in the past, as she recalled.

Harl an stopped near the foot of the bed. "I'mafraid these Soviets were

not idiots, Claire. They were sone of the best European nercenaries we had."

She sighed, frustrated by news she didn't care to hear at this hour
"So, tell me the rest of it. Bad news travels in bunches. |'m sure
there's nore."

Harl an | ooked down at the floor. "The commandi ng officer, he was flying
one of our helicopter gunships. The one we captured down in Ceorgia."

" g2

"It was shot down. The ship was destroyed, according to our |atest
surveil l ance reports.”



She stiffened in the bed, raising up off the pile of pillows behind her
"W | ost the goddamm Apache?" she spat.

"I"'mafraid so, Claire. They hit it with some sort of SAMrocket."
Claire threw her brandy snifter into a corner of the room The tinkling
of breaking glass kept Harlan silent, frozen at the foot of the bed for
a tine.

"Ben Raines is a bastard," she hissed, her jaw cl anped
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so tightly that it made the fat bel ow her chin quiver. "A lucky bastard,
at that."

"There are nore problens,” Harlan continued, his voice so soft she could

scarcely hear him

"What the hell else has gone wong? | told you to cone down here to make
me feel good, not to give ne nothing but bad news about our war with the
Rebel s. "

"Some of Ben Raines's Rebel Scouts have been reported to be on the
ground north of the compound, this conmpound, by less than fifty mles."

"Fifty mles? Howthe hell did we et themget that close w thout being
det ect ed?"

"Some sort of nighttine air drop."
"Way the hell didn't our radar pick up the goddamm pl ane when they flew in?"
"I can't explainit, Claire. I'mjust sifting through the day's reports.™

"You make it sound like we're getting our asses kicked on all fronts,

Harl an. | goddamm sure don't want to hear that, not tonight, and not
fromyou."
"I"ve always told you the truth, Caire. I've never lied to you."

She reached for the bottle of brandy and drank straight fromit. "Get
your clothes off!" she demanded. "I want to forget about Ben Rai nes and
hi s goddamm stupid Rebels tonight. | want you to make love to ne."

"Make | ove?"

"Call it whatever the hell you want. Get your clothes off and get in
this bed with ne. 1'mgoing to hunp your brains out tonight. Your wfe
won't have anything left for her by the time I'm done with you."

"I told Ellen I'd be working late."

"You will be, Harlan. You'll be working | ate keeping the president of

t he USA happy. And don't you dare disappoint nme. I'mnot in the nood for

excuses. Cet your
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clothes off and get into bed. You'd better be good tonight. | need a nan!"

"Please, Claire. You nust understand that | have a wife at hone. These
repeat ed denands of yours-"

"Did she want you to do her before you canme over to see ne tonight?"
"Not exactly . . . but |I did spend sone tine with her before | arrived.”
"So did you do the bitch?"

"Ellen isn't a bitch."

"The hell she isn't."

"She's ny wife. W have two children.”

"I don't give a damm how many rugrats the two of you have! If | wanted
children, the little curtain-clinbing bastards, | have alternatives.

can order any one of ny bodyguards to conme in here and give nme sone."

"I know, Claire. It's just that | don't want Ellen to suspect anything."

"Who gives a shit what she m ght suspect? | could have her shot, if |
wanted to."

Harl an was sweating. "I sincerely hope you won't do that, for the sake
of our children."

"I don't give a good goddamm about your children. Take your clothes off.
I"'mrapidly | osing patience with you."

He sat on the edge of her king-size mattress and began to pull off his
shoes. "I'Il do the best | can, Claire. |I've always tried to please you."

"Shut up and get undressed, you winpy little bastard. You nake ne nadder
every time you open your mouth. You'll live a lot longer if you don't
say anot her damm word. "

"This is hardly a sexually exciting thing, to hear you say that."

Claire scomed. "You' d better get it up for ne, or I'll have it cut off."
"Cut of f ?"
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"You heard nme. I'Il have it anputated.™

"Dear God, Claire. There are tines when you can be so cold. | hardly

recogni ze you."

"Shut up, Harlan. And don't nention God to me. God is dead. If He

wasn't, He'd have let us kill Ben Raines a long tinme ago."
"I happen to believe there is a God, Claire. | believe it with all ny
heart."

"Then why woul d God | eave Raines alive to nurder citizens of the USA?"



Harl an swal | owed, nore sweat forming on his brow "This is war, Caire.
God has never intervened in wars rmade by nmen. Not that |'maware of."

"You idiot!" she growl ed, losing the warm feeling between her |egs after
listening to Harlan's enpty logic. "War can be made by wonmen. |'mthe
Commander I n Chief of the forces of the USA. "

"I didn't nmean to be ... gender-specific about it," he stanmered. "It
was a generalization."

"You' ve pissed ne off tonight, Harlan MIlard. Put your clothes back on
I'"d rather sleep with an alligator than with you, you little bastard."

"I"'msorry, Caire." He glanced down at his shriveled genitals.
"CGet out! Get out, or I'Il have you shot! | want a real man in ny bed
toni ght!"

Harlan dutifully put his underwear, slacks, and shirt back on, and then
his socks and shoes. "I really amvery sorry,"” he nmuttered as he backed
away from her bed.

"Cet out!" she barked again.

He bowed politely and turned to go, hesitating before he left her
bedroom "What orders do you want ne to give General Maxwell regarding
the assault troops north of the compound, Madam President ?"

"That's a stupid damm question, Harlan. Tell Max to
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send out enough soldiers to wi pe themout. Make damn sure they don't get
cl ose to the conpound. ™"

"But our reports said they were already close . . . less than fifty
mles away."

"Goddam it, Harlan! Just tell Maxwell to get rid of the sons of
bitches! | don't give a damm how he does it, but make sure he does it
soon." She hesitated a nonent, then held up her hand. "Just a mnute.
Didn't we get a report fromone of our spies that Ben Raines was in
upstate New York | ast week?"

"Yes, ma'am but that report wasn't confirnmed. W haven't had tinme to
verify it yet."

"I don't give a shit. I'll teach that bastard Raines to bonb ny houses.
Tell Maxwell to send a squad of Black Shirts along with a trained
assassin up to New York. | want Raines's head on a platter."

"But Madam President, there's an executive order forbidding
assassination of political figures,” MIIlard began

Claire picked up a book fromher bedside table and threw it at him
grinning as he alnost fell over trying to dodge the missile. "Don't you
dare quote executive orders at ne, you winp! I'mthe chief executive
around here, and | said send soneone to kill Raines, and do it now "
Harl an bowed again without answering and hurried out of her bedroom



Claire reached for the intercombutton. She would have Herb Knoff in bed
wi th her tonight, even though she would have preferred a sl ow screw.
Knof f hammered her every tine they nade | ove, and she knew she woul d be
sore in the norning. Perhaps thinking of Ben Raines's death would nake

t he experience nore enjoyable.
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Former Navy SEAL Sergeant CGerald Enger listened to the air whisper

t hrough his black parachute, guiding it dowmn with the aid of hand
stirrups toward a starlit, vacant field near the Hudson River. Eleven
highly skilled assault troops cane fromthe inky skies above him as
their cargo plane, a C 130, swept back to the north at low altitude,
staying off Rebel radar as much as it could, flying just above the New
York treetops at dangerously low levels after the chutists made their
junp from higher altitudes.

Enger hit the ground rolling, gathering his chute cords as soon as he
cane to his feet. Al around him nmen in black shirts w th bl ackface
greasepaint hit the neadow, tunmbling, rmaking as little noise as possible
despite heavy packs, automatic rifles, and expl osives.

"Down safe, so far," he heard Corporal Bill Mody whisper, collecting
his parachute only a few yards from where Enger | anded.

"Yeah. So far, so good. Get the men in those trees at the edge of this
cl earing. Make sure everybody's got his chute, so there's no telltale
signs of our landing. Any son of a bitch who drops so rmuch as a hanky,
' mgonna kill himnyself. Pass the word around. The Rebels may have
patrols out. W can't let "emfind a goddam thing."

"Right, Sergeant." Mdody hurried off into the night to get the assault
t eam t oget her.

Enger gathered his black chute, dragging it fromthe
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meadow to a stand of oaks. They were on a special assignnent for Max,
CGeneral Maxwell, to hit Ben Raines personally at his headquarters, or so
the reports went. No one seened quite sure where Ceneral Raines was,
despite the best intelligence the USA could gather. They'd gotten word
he was recruiting so-called Freedom Fighters in upstate New York, near
some of the old national parks. Enger'd been told they had a spy in the
area, and he was warned not to harmthe operative if he could avoid it.
He pulled a picture fromhis pocket and stared at it for a nonent,
fixing the spy's face in his nenory.

Enger had only heard about Raines ... he'd never seen himin the flesh.
But if all went as planned he would get his first glinpse of Raines as a
dead man, a bullet-riddled corpse-or a pile of pulpy flesh and bone, if
an RPG got himfirst. Enger's teamcarried enough firepower, RPGs,

rocket |aunchers, and ot her expl osives, to bl ow Raines out of a bunker
dug hal fway down to China. Wile other assault groups had failed
recently to get Raines, Enger harbored no doubts he could acconplish his
objective, and he'd said so to General Maxwell and the President

hersel f-even though he harbored a lingering dislike for C aire Osterman.
She was the kind of ball-busting woman any man could hate, a real bitch
But the pay was good, working for the USA.



H's men were veterans of other wars, regional conflicts, sone as far
back as Viet Nam d der, seasoned, experienced, they would not nake the
same m stakes nade by the younger mercenaries President Osterman seened
to prefer. The hotshot Russians had been particularly stupid in

Pennsyl vani a, allowi ng a Rebel band to close a circle around them
blowing themto bits in I ess than ten m nutes when Bl ack Shirts under
Captai n Federov wal ked into a deadly trap. Wrd was the Rebel Scouts
were really good . . . good and nerciless, sort of like the LURPs in
Vi et Nam had been-nmen picked to work behind eneny
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lines with little or no support. Well, if all went well, he'd soon find
out just how good they really were.

A figure cane dashing toward him As a reflex, Enger swung the rnuzzle of
his AK 47 up, ready to blow the man away unl ess he identified hinself
with a code word.

"The men are in position, Sergeant,"
breath. "We're waiting for orders."

Corporal Martin Davis said, out of

"Your forgot the goddamm code word, Davis!"

"Bl uebi rd! Bl uebird!"

"The Rebel stronghold is over that eastern ridge. Fan out in a line,
Davis. Pass the word down the line, and this time, renmenber the goddam
code word!"

"Bl uebird, Sergeant."

"A mistake like that can get you killed, Davis. Don't make it again."

"Should | | eave two nen back as a rear guard, Sergeant Enger?"

"OfF course, you damm fool. How nmany tinmes have we been through this
drill? Send McKinney and Jones back. They know what to do."

"But Sergeant,"
in the dark."

Davis stamrered, "Bill MKinney can't see a damm thing

Enger turned back on Davis with his jaw clenched. "Corporal MKinney can
snell an eneny at a hundred yards. Never question my orders again.

pi cked Bill MKinney nyself, because he doesn't nake dumb m stakes ..
like forgetting the goddamm password on a m ssion."

"Yes, Sergeant. Sorry. I'll pass the word down the line right away."
Enger forced hinself to relax. Davis was right . . . Mkinney's eyesight
was failing sone. But a soldier with experience didn't need to see like
an eagle to know who to kill, or when. Davis was too young, too green
to understand. Davis had been his last choice for the Bl ack
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Shirt mssion, when no nore experienced nen were avail abl e.



Cor poral Mbody came back with his automatic rifle slung fromhis
shoul der on a |l eather strap. "The men are ready to advance, Sergeant."

"Move out. It's an abandoned-| ooki ng farmhouse, not an under ground
bunker, according to our intelligence reports. It'll look perfectly
ordi nary, except for the comunications equi pnent. Look for radar
installations, and listen for the sound of the notors. They make j ust
enough noi se when they rotate, on a quiet night like this, so we should
be able to hear them noving. And tell everyone to be on the |ookout for
tracks on the roads. They'll be using vehicles to nove back and forth,
and those | eave tracks."

"Do we take them out, Sergeant?"

"No. Not until the other explosives are in place. They will have
perimeter guards. W don't know how many of themto expect, or how
wel | -armed they are. Expect |andm nes and el ectronic sensors. W take
out the guards first. And tell every man it has to be done quietly. No
goddamn noi se, unless there isn't a choice.™

"I"ll get the word down the line, Sergeant. But |andm nes are gonna be a
problem W don't have any sweepers, to keep our backpacks as light as
we coul d. Maybe we shoul d have brought at |east one."

"W have no choice but to ganble, Corporal. If sonmebody steps on a mne
then all hell's gonna break | oose. W will have |ost the el enent of
surprise.”

"What about dogs, Sergeant?"

"They'l| be our biggest problem ... if they have the right kind of dogs.
Add this to the orders-if you hear a dog, kill its handler and the
animal. Use the silencers. Once the shooting starts, we'll launch RPGs
into the air vents and bl ow Rai nes out of his hole in the ground. I'm
gonna enj oy watching hi msprout w ngs."
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"Right," Corporal Mody said, swinging off at a trot to deliver Enger's
i nstructi ons.

The night in the upstate New York woods was as bl ack as any Gerald Enger
had ever seen. Not a breath of air noved anong the trees. A man coul d be
heard sneezing or farting at five hundred yards, an advantage for his
nmen- and a di sadvantage, if one of them made a m st ake.

He waved a silent signal across the grassy neadow. In the bl ackness of
shadows bel ow the oak forest canopy, darker shapes began to nove toward
the crest of a wooded hillside, hard to see in the night, harder to hear
because these men were well-trained in the art of night conbat. Enger
woul d al |l ow no greenhorns on his hand-pi cked assault force. Davis had
been a necessary exception

A ripping explosion sent Martin Davis into the air |ike a wounded
buzzard, flapping his useless arns |ike broken wi ngs, his AK 47 erupting
in a spray of gunfire.

Dogs began to bark. Soneone shouted, "It's a goddamm pair of Dobermans!
Shoot the bastards.”



The chatter of an AK 47 filled the night. A dog snarled in the distance,
then a man began scream ng-"He's got me by the damm throat! Shoot the
son of a bitch!"

Ceral d Enger swore. Things had suddenly gone all wong. Davis had
stepped on a mine, and now everyone inside the farmhouse knew they were
under attack.

Squatting down, he cocked an RPG and sent the grenade flying high above
the roof of the compound. It was sure to be a direct hit ... until
somet hi ng el se went w ong.

The charge detonated fifty feet in the air, blasting trees and
undergrowth around the compound's roof with shrapnel. Corporal Mody's
shrill scream echoed across the forest as he sank to his knees,
clutching his face with both hands in the brief flash of expl oding
gunpowder .
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"I"'mhit! Help me, Sergeant!"

"Screw you, Mody," Enger nuttered. "A paid soldier has to learn howto
hel p hinmsel f, you idiot."

He wat ched the bunker for signs of novenment. Qther than the fleeting
shadows of racing dogs released in the woods, he found nothing to shoot at.

The el ement of surprise was lost, all because Martin Davis had been so
dunb as to step on a |l andmi ne. A voice inside Gerald Enger's head had
whi spered that he shouldn't take a nman |ike Davis along on a m ssion
this sensitive ... however, good nen were getting harder and harder to
find in the USA's ranks lately, and his choices had been nil on such
short notice.

Enger's first priority was to assassi nate Ben Raines, at any cost. But
how was he to find Raines in the dark like this, with men shooting and
dying all around hin?

He crept away fromthe thick oak trunk where he'd been watching the
failing assault on the Rebel stronghold, inching forward, hoping for a
shot at Raines. He only knew himfroman ol d photograph General Maxwell
had shown him taken years ago when SUSA was forned

Staying low, listening to the hamreri ng of automatic gunfire on al

si des, he noved toward the conmpound with all the stealth he could
muster. If Gerald Enger could manage one thing well after his years as a
Navy SEAL, it was stealth before he made a kill.

He paused at the edge of a clearing |l ess than a hundred yards fromthe

bunker, listening, watching, craning his neck to see what was happeni ng
to his assault troops. His men were being slaughtered, fromthe sound of
it... not that he gave a shit about anyone other than hinself. One

| esson he had | earned over years of fighting was the value of his own
life. It didn't mean a damm who el se died. Staying alive was priority one.

Soneone behi nd hi m spoke. "You | ooking for anyone in particul ar?"
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Enger froze ... he did not recognize the man who spoke to hi m now, but
it could be Private Jones, the southerner from Al abama who stayed back
wi th McKi nney.

He risked a gl ance over his shoulder. "lIs that you, Jones?" he asked.

"I"ve been called Jones. Snith is one of ny favorites, but | stopped
using it a long time ago."

A cold chill ran down Enger's spine. The man tal king to himwasn't
Private Jones, or any other soldier in his conmpany of Black Shirts.
"Nice shirt you're wearing," the man said, comng froma dark stand of
trees only a few feet behind him "Not one of ny favorite colors, black
but it's a nice shirt."

Enger tensed, ready to nmake his nove with his AK 47. "Who are you?" he
asked.

"Ben Raines. I'msure |I'mthe one you' ve been sent here to kill."

How t he hell had Raines gotten behind hinf "There nmust be sone m stake.
W canme here to join up with the Rebels.™

"No m stake," the voice said. "Unless you count letting me get behind
you. That was a helluva m stake."

"Wul d you shoot a man in the back?"

"I'"d shoot a sorry son of a bitch like you in the balls if the |light was
better. But just for the hell of it, I'mgonna give you a chance to turn
around before | pull the trigger."

CGeral d Enger wheel ed, sweeping his AK 47 barrel toward the trees as his
finger tightened on the trigger

He was lifted off his feet by a hail of |lead tearing through his body.

Rai nes squatted and | ooked at his wounds close up. "You' ve only got a
few m nutes, soldier. Any last words?" he asked.

"Yeah," Enger groaned through bl oodstained lips. "I'll see you in hell,
Rai nes. "
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"Maybe, " Rai nes answered, not unkindly, "but don't wait up for ne. It
may be a while."

Back at the safe house, Ben told Corrie to bunp M ke Post. He wanted to
informhimof the attenpt on his life by the assassin sent by Caire
Cst er man.

"M ke," Ben said once radi o contact was established. "There' ve been sone
new devel opnments."” He descri bed how Osterman had sent Enger to kill him
"But that's against all the rules,"
voi ce even over the radio.

M ke said, worry evident in his



"\feah, it always has been up until now. Now, it seenms Sugar Babe has
changed the rules. | want you to get a nessage to Sied Sadallah for ne.

"The Jackal ?" M ke asked. "Wiat in the world do you want to talk to that
bastard for?"

"I have an assignnment for him Mke. Ofer himwhat you have to, but get
himto take the job."

"What j ob?"

"I want himto pay Sugar Babe a visit," Ben said, "to let her know there
i s sone danger when she takes it upon herself to change the rul es of
conbat . "

"What do you want himto do?"

Ben told him in no uncertain words.
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Ben and Lara arrived at the rendezvous point acconpani ed by five of her
Freedom Fi ght er conrades. They found Jersey and Coop sitting in their

confiscated Jeep on the edge of a clearing.

Ben bounded out of the SUV they were riding in and enbraced Jersey and
shook hands with Cooper

"Where's the rest of our teanP" Coop asked, glancing at the strange nen
and worren riding with Ben and Lara.

"They're back at a safe house," Ben answered. "W didn't know how nuch
roomwe'd need in the SUV' He grinned, glancing at the stolen Jeep. "W
didn't realize you' d managed to confiscate another vehicle."

"Yeah, well, it was the only way we knew to get our hands on a radio.
Qur headsets were out of service after our junp," Jersey said, holding
up the pieces of her radio.

"And you suffered no injuries?" Ben asked.

"Jersey's got a banged up ankle, but otherw se nothing major," Coop
answer ed.

Lara stepped over to the Jeep and took a quick | ook at Jersey's swollen
| eg. "Chuck back at the safe house used to be a veterinarian before the
war. We'll have himtake a | ook at it when we get back."

Coop opened his mouth to make a smart remark about a veterinarian

wor ki ng on her, but Jersey held up her hand, a dangerous | ook in her
eyes. "Not a word, Coop. Don't even go there!"
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Ben | aughed. "It's good to see you two haven't changed any. Now, let's
mount up and get out of here before we have uninvited guests.”

"You want us to bring the Jeep?" Coop asked.

Lara nodded. "Yeah. W can al ways use anot her vehicle, especially one



with a radio tuned to the USA frequency."
"That reminds me," Jersey said. "W pronmised the soldiers we left tied
up we'd let their headquarters know where they are so soneone woul d cone
for them™

Ben raised his eyebrows. "You left themalive?"

Coop shrugged. "Yes. They weren't Black Shirts, just sone kids barely
ol d enough to shave. It seemed like the thing to do."

Ben nodded. "You're right, of course. W're not here to make war on
children, especially regular USA troops. It's the neres and Black Shirts
we want to elimnate.”

After making the call and giving a startled sergeant the |ocation of the
captured soldiers, the Freedom Fighters piled back in their SUV and Ben
rode in the Jeep with Jersey and Cooper. On the way back to the safe
house, they told himwhat had happened, and how they'd managed to get
the drop on the soldiers.

Jersey turned in the seat and gl anced back at Ben. "So, that's the
i nfanous Lara, huh?"

Ben's face reddened slightly. "Yes. Wat do you think of her?" he asked.

Jersey smiled. "Very pretty, and to survive what she's been through she
nmust be pretty tough, too."

"She is. As a matter of fact, she rem nds ne of you when you first
started out, Jersey."

Coop shook his head. "Uh-oh. Better watch out then, Ben. She's liable to
stick a knife in you if you get outta line," he said, cutting his eyes
at Jersey.

"I'f that were true, Coop, you'd ve been dead neat a long time ago,"
Jersey said, her eyes flat.
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"Like | said,"” Ben said with a laugh, "it's good to see you two back to
nor mal . "

"Have you and the team had any trouble since you' ve been here?" asked
Cooper.

Ben shrugged, a tight smle on his face. "Just a tad. Gsternman mnust've
gotten word I was up here in the north country, 'cause she sent a team
of assassins after ne."

"Assassi ns?" Jersey asked.

"Yeah, a team of airborne Black Shirts parachuted in about ten klicks
fromone of the safe houses maintai ned by the Freedom Fi ghters. One of
our spies in Osterman's headquarters managed to warn us they were

com ng, so we were ready for them"



Jersey's face winkled in amazement. "How in the world did they know so
fast that you were up here?" she asked.

Ben shrugged. "Wo knows?" he said, but his mnd was asking the very
same questi on.

"Any of '"emleft to give us future troubl e?" Coop asked.
Ben shook his head, "Not enough so's you could tell."

At the safe house, after Coop and Jersey had been introduced to the band
of Freedom Fighters and were sitting down to a real neal, Ben stepped
out si de and wal ked down a path to a small clearing in the wods. He sat
on the stunp of a fallen tree and rolled and Iit a cigarette. As he
snoked and drank a cup of coffee, Lara walked up to join him

She sat on the stunp next to himand put her hand on his back, gently
rubbi ng as she talked. "I like your team Ben. They seemlike real nice
peopl e. "

He nodded. "They are. Too damn nice to spend their lives in this
m serabl e war."

Lara | ooked up at the night sky, full of stars. She took a deep breath,
enj oyi ng the scent of pine and wildflowers
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on the evening breeze. "You're right. It is a helluva way to spend your
youth . . . always fighting, scrabbling just to stay alive, never sure
if you'll live to see another dawn."

Ben flipped his cigarette away, watching the sparks as it tunbled into

t he darkness. "How about you, Lara? Wat was your life like . . . before?"
She hesitated, her eyes far away. "l was engaged to a nice young nman, a
farmer with a small family farmup in the hills. W were both | oyal
citizens, leading a rather dull, normal life. Then Carl made a few

di sparagi ng remarks about the mayor of the town we lived in, how he
seened to be living a shade too high on the hog." She gl anced at Ben
"He wondered out |oud about the exorbitant anpunt of taxes we were
payi ng, and how t hey were being used to support people who didn't have
any inclination to work. Do you realize that under the new Sociali st
Denmocrat government, no one has to work if they're too lazy, or too

i nconpetent to earn a living?"

Ben nodded, but didn't speak. He didn't want to interrupt her train of
t hought .

She | ooked down at her hands, which were balled into fists in her |ap
"The next day, he di sappeared. Some nen in black shirts cane to the farm
and said they'd heard he was tal king treason." Tears formed in her eyes.
"They said they were going to take himinto town to answer sone
guestions. Two days later, his farmwas posted with signs saying it had
been taken over by the township. Mst of his farm equi prent and all of
his stock aninmals ended up on the mayor's farm™

"I"'msorry, Lara," Ben said, placing his hand over hers on her |ap

She | ooked into his eyes. "They never found his body, but it was genera



know edge around town that he woul dn't be coming hone." She sighed. "The
next day, | packed up what little belongings | had and joined the
Freedom Fi ghters."
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She brushed a tear fromher cheek and tried to smle. "And the rest, as
they say, is history."

"The USA is facing the sane probl emthat brought down the Roman enpire
hundreds of years ago," Ben said. "Wen a majority of the populace is on
the dole and still retains the right to vote, they're just naturally
gonna el ect officials who will continue the handouts. That means nore
and nore taxes on those who are productive, until the citizens realize
they' re working double tine to support those who have no intention of
putting anything back into the system" He shook his head. "It just
doesn't nake sense.”

"How do you handl e welfare in the SUSA?" she asked.

He grinned. "W're not heartless, as Osterman's mni ons woul d have you
believe with their propaganda," he answered. "W make provisions for
those who are too old or too infirmto work, and they are taken care of,
but they're not allowed to vote. However, if someone is abl e-bodied and
able to work but chooses not to, that's a different matter. They aren't
all owed to starve-we make food and basic nedical care available to

them but they get no extras. We don't have wel fare queens in SUSA. |f
soneone has children and doesn't work to take care of them the children
are taken and given to people who will provide for them™

"It seens to make a whole ot nore sense than the way the USA does it."
"It's a systemthat works, and that's what counts.”

"What's going to happen if you win the war? WIIl you try to change the
way the USA operates?"

He shook his head. "Not at all. In fact, in the SUSA, we don't force
anyone to do anything they don't want to. Anyone is free to | eave at any
time and nove to the USA, if that's the systemthey want to |live under
All we're trying to do with the war is to get the USAto let us live in
peace,
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to have the kind of government we want w thout any interference fromthe
north."

They were silent for a monent, until Lara |eaned over, her face close to
Ben's. He put his hand on her cheek and pressed his |ips against hers as
her arms cane up to enbrace him

Corrie called fromthe cabin, "Ben, it's Mke Post on the radio for you."

Ben pull ed back, breathing heavily, his face flushed. "Damm. What a tine
to have to go back to work."

Lara sniled and caressed his face with her palm "W'Ill have plenty of



time for that, later," she said.

"Plan on it," Ben said, and got to his feet and trotted back to the safe
house. He took the m crophone fromCorrie, who smled briefly at his
fl ushed appear ance.

"I's the scranbl er on?" he asked. When Corri e nodded, he conti nued,
"Eagl e One, go ahead Eagle Two."

"Ben, this is Mke. | have sone news for you."
"What is it, Mke?"

"You know t hose missiles that got through and hit Arkansas and

M ssissippi? Wll, there were a nunber of SUSA citizens who'd refused
our offers for vaccines. They got sick with the plague. Sone others, who
were sick but weren't showi ng synptonms yet, got scared and fled to the
north, into USA territory."

"I was afraid that woul d happen.”

"Well, you were right. Now, the plague is beginning to spread |like

wi | dfire throughout the USA cities. It seenms President Osterman didn't
have the noney to vaccinate her own citizens agai nst the BW bugs they

wer e using, and now t housands of her own people are com ng down sick."

"Dam. | can't believe her medical advisers would ve | et her use BWthey
weren't prepared for," Ben said.

He coul d hear M ke chuckl e over the open m crophone.
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"When did you ever know Sugar Babe to listen to what her advisers tell her?"

"Never," Ben answered, "especially if it's sonething she doesn't want to
hear. Anything el se, M ke?"

"No, except that the other Scout teams are reporting good success
recruiting new Freedom Fi ghter teans, and there are w despread reports
of entire cities without potable drinking water or electricity after our
sabotage teans did their work."

"Good. Then things are going according to plan?"
"So far, so good," Mke replied. "Eagle Two, over and out."

Ben put down the mic, slowy shaking his head. "The stupidity of

politicians never ceases to amaze ne. |'msure Osterman's advisers

war ned her sonething like this was bound to happen, but, as usual, her
hatred for me and SUSA | ed her down a path filled with her own destruction."”

"No," Lara said, an infinitely sad | ook in her eyes, "not her
destruction-tyrants will hang on to their power at all costs-but the
death of the very people who trusted her with the npst inportant job in
the country."

""Vbu're right, of course. | fear Sugar Babe will hold onto the



presidency as long as there are nercenaries to protect it for her, no
matter what the American people think."

He stood up, "l guess nowis as good a tinme as any to start planning how
we are to proceed. Lara, when | was here before I left you and your
group with a plan to start taking back the smaller towns fromthe Bl ack
Shirts and militia. How is that going?"

"Pretty well, actually,"” she answered, with a glance at Harris. "Wy
don't you tell hin®"

Harris | ooked up from where he was exani ning Jersey's ankle. As he
spoke, he began to wap a tight bandage around the joint, to give it
support and reduce sone of
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the swelling. "We've nmanaged to take back about ten or eleven of the
smal l er towns skirting the national park up here. W' ve had the nost
success with the smaller ones, those with popul ations |less than two
thousand. If they're nmuch larger than that, the revolt attracts too nuch
attention, and the army sends troops to establish martial |aw and retake
the cities."

Ben nodded. "Good. For every town like that we're able to free from
Osterman's yoke, we should be able to recruit at least ten or fifteen
new Freedom Fi ghters."

"You're right, Ben," Harris said. "In this area al one we have al nost two
hundred new Freedom Fighters to help us out. O course, not all of them
are acconplished in conbat, or are willing to shoot and kill USA troops,
but nost are at least willing to give us intelligence information and
warn us if it looks like troops are planning anything in the area. It's
been quite a while since they were able to surprise us with a raid we
weren't expecting."

"OK, that's really good news. Now, what's the largest town or city in
this area that is still under Gsterman's control ?"

"That'd be Buffalo," Lara said, a questioning |ook on her face. "Wy?"

Ben grinned. "Because it's time we nade our presence felt in a big way.
How does Buffalo get its power supply?"

A slowgrin curled Lara's lips, as if she'd guessed where he was

headi ng. "Mst of it's froma small hydroel ectric plant and damon a
river north of the town. In the old days it came from New York city, but
since it was nuked in the big war all of their power conmes fromthe dam"
"Jersey, you and Coop and Beth break open that crate we brought with us,
the one with the dynanmite and black powder init. | think it's time we
paid a visit to the dam"

Coop grinned. "Right on, boss."
t hat ankl e, partner?" he asked.

He turned to Jersey. "You good to go on

Jersey nodded. "Right as rain, Coop," she said, "as |ong
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as | don't have to carry your lazy butt over any nountains."

He | aughed. "That'll be the day, sweetheart, that'll be the day."
"Do you have any maps of the area?" Ben asked.

"Sure," Harris replied, pulling one fromhis duffel bag.

They spread it out on the kitchen table and Ben studied it for a few
m nutes. "Ckay," he said, "here's what we'll do. I'Il split up ny team

and send themout with your Freedom Fighters, since you know the area well."

Harris | eaned over the map as Ben nmade small notations on it with a
pencil. "Here, and al so over here," he said, naking Xs on the |ocations
he was referring to, "is where we'll plant our charges. W'll attach
some snall radio-detonators to the expl osives and bl ow t hem up after
we're all clear. Is the dam heavily guarded?”

Harris shrugged. "Not to nmy know edge. This is so far north there's
never been any need before.”

"CGood, that'll make our work that nuch easier."”
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CGeneral Maxwell was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. News coming in
fromthree fronts was all bad.

Captai n Federov's assault team had been w ped out to the last man in the
Pennsyl vani a woods.

And things were worse. Major Adolf Wertz's Black Shirts were
anni hi |l ated, and a val uabl e captured Apache gunship was lost to a SAM
rocket. A report said the helicopter was nothing but snoldering rubble
now, a piece of scrap iron, rendered utterly usel ess.

Then came the debacle with Sergeant Gerald Enger's squad as they nade an
attack agai nst what was said to be one of the Freedom Fi ghters' secret
underground fortresses in northwestern New York, where Ben Rai nes had
reportedly been seen. Enger had been a top gun for the USA, and it
bewi | dered Max how any group of Rebels might have taken him a

wel | - school ed Navy SEAL veteran, by surprise.

This war is going worse than | expected, he thought. Raines was
denonstrating an uncanny ability to know what the USA's next noves woul d
be, and it was happening far too often to be random chance. He wondered
briefly if Raines had a spy on their staff, but disnissed the idea as
too inprobable to consider. Al of the nen and wonen worki ng at USA
headquarters had been there for years, and had been thoroughly vetted
many times over.

Finally he shook his head, concluding the man nust
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just be incredibly lucky. Typical of mlitary | eaders since the dawn of



time, he refused to even consider the idea that Raines mght be a better
strategi st than he was.

Maxwel | 's intercombuzzed. "What is it?" he grow ed, putting his bottle
of JimBean in a desk drawer. Hell, it was after m dnight and he was
drinking on his own time, to calmhis seriously rattled nerves.

"Harlan MIlard to see you, Ceneral. He has the Japanese scientist, Yiro
Ishi, with him Qis Warner and Captain Broadhurst are on their way down
now. "

Maxwel | sighed. "Show themin as soon as Warner and Broadhurst get here."

"Yes, sir.

He | eaned back in his chair, studying a map of their recent | osses.
Presi dent Osterman woul d be clinbing walls, cussing a blue streak,

per haps even having men shot who were part of their mlitary failures.
He'd believed in Claire all these years and given his conplete loyalty
to her, but there were tines |lately when he began to wonder if she'd
gone too far with this ethnic thing.

In secret, Maxwell sonetines wondered if Ben Raines and his SUSA
policies mght be closer to the true idea of a free society as it was
meant to be. However, voicing anything of the kind was sure to have
Maxwel | executed, thus he made doubly sure he kejt his opinions to

hi nsel f. Even thinking such things made himbreak out in a cold sweat.

Thi s whol e business, the USA battling SUSA over |and that was once a
part of the old United States, seened foolish. This was another concern
he woul d never dare voice to the president or her advisers. Even with
his high mlitary rank, going against Claire's policies would get him
court-martialed ... or killed.

It was one thing to have Ben Raines and his Rebel arm es marching across
Africa after Bruno Bottger-the Neo-Nazi novenment had to be stopped. But
the UN Sec-
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retary Ceneral, Jean-Francois Chapelle, was about as spineless as any
man who had ever tried to govern a world organi zation. Vacillating, he
was said to be a friend of SUSA, and Ben Raines. During those rare tinmes
when he attenpted to restore world order by reasoning with Claire
Csterman, she ridiculed himand threw himout of her office.

"The UN s about as weak now as a castrated kitten," he said quietly,
reaching back into the drawer for one nore healthy shot of whiskey

bef ore he heard what this crazy Jap scientist had to say. The man had to
be conpletely insane to suggest dropping sick rats-or was it sick
fleas?-on SUSA territories.

"Hell, maybe it is worth a shot,"” he nmuttered, since nothing else they'd
tried seened to be working. Harlan MI1lard and Captain Broadhurst had
sounded so sure of this man's capabilities and the know edge he was
bringing with himfromback in the 1930's. Still, the whole thing
sounded dumb, and in his experience, scientists' ideas about wagi ng war
were rarely useful

"Dr. Ishi is here, Ceneral," his aide said over the speaker box. "The



others are with him"

"Send themin," Maxwell sighed, preparing hinmself to listen to
scientific hogwash

Yiro Ishi was barely five feet tall, with a shock of straight black hair
al nost covering his eyes. He bowed when he saw Maxwell's three stars and
ext ended his hand, while Broadhurst and MIlard stood on either side. He
carried a |l eather briefcase under his arm

"Have a seat, Dr. Ishi. |'ve already been given a little background on
your proposal. | understand you believe that dropping bonbs full of
i nfected fl eas can spread bubonic plague all over SUSA."

I shi sat down, opening his case in his lap. "A very old form of bubonic
bacteria, CGeneral. It was devel oped by ny grandfather in Japan. Rats
were injected with a nost
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virulent strain of bubonic plague, then introduced to a very hardy
strain of flea. The fleas fed on the rats' blood, meking themcarriers
of the deadly bacteria. They were placed in rather sinple bonb canisters
along with a nmedi um of ordinary wheat flour, as a buffer

"The bonbs were dropped on a village in China ... | have all the details
inm notes. Wthin three weeks, nore than half a mllion Chinese died

fromthe plague.”

"W al ready know Ben Raines and his Rebel arm es have been inocul at ed

agai nst buboni c plague, Dr. Ishi,"” Maxwell said, tenting his hands on
hi s deskt op.

"But not this particular strain, CGeneral," Ishi insisted. "M
grandfather, and then ny father and |, have kept the strain alive in

speci al containers for alnbst a hundred years. There is no inoculation
available at this tine to prevent the rapid spread of this bacterial form"

"Who the hell's gonna handle it?" Maxwell asked. "Qur own sol diers would
be exposed." He wondered if Dr. Ishi had thought of this.

"Special protective gear," Ishi answered. "It is all here in ny notes,
and ny proposals to build the bonmbs. Everything is covered in detail."

"And just what the hell do you want out of this, Ishi? | know damm well
you aren't here sinply because you wanted to help us . "

"Money," Ishi replied, clearing his throat, |ooking down at his
briefcase. "A very nodest anmount of noney, for the killing power ny
bonbs will give your airplanes. If ny instructions are followed, SUSA
and its Rebel armies will no longer exist on this continent."

"How much damm noney?" Maxwel|l wanted to get to the bottom of things
ri ght away.

Ishi smiled for the first time. "You have not even asked to see ny
notes, Ceneral. How can you determ ne what a superweapon such as mine is
worth without seeing every detail of howit will work?"
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"Let's say you' ve worked it all out, that the bonmbs will do everything
you say they will. President Osterman is gonna want to know how much
this will cost. She'll want the bottomline."

"I won't discuss price with you yet, General. After you read about what
nmy grandfather's weapons did to the Chinese, | think, would be the
appropriate time to discuss ny price. | amsharing an old famly secret
wi th you, handed down for many generations."

"I'"ll need a ballpark figure."

Ishi smiled. "As | said before, General Maxwell, | amnot prepared to

di scuss price at this time. However, you m ght ask President Osternan
how much it would be worth to end the fighting within no nmore than three
or four nmonths. A great deal of money woul d be saved on your present
mlitary budget. And | understand the war is not going well for the
USA's forces. There have been a few news reports."

Maxwel | was certain of one thing ... whatever Dr. Yiro Ishi believed he
woul d collect for his germwarfare plans, he would not |ive | ong enough
to spend. Claire would have himkilled at once.

"I have a few questions,"” Captain Broadhurst said. "Let me take a | ook

at the construction, the type of bonbs we'll need to deliver these
fleas."”
"OfF course," Ishi said, digging into a dog-eared file folder for a sheaf

of papers. "It is really a sinple fifty-pound bonb fromthe Wrld War |
era. A few nodifications would have to be made."

Br oadhur st took the papers, glancing down several pages while the others
| ooked on. "It seens alnost too sinple," he said.

Ishi snmiled. "Very often, the sinplest weapons are the nost effective,
Captain."
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Harlan came quietly into Claire's bedroom It was past ten and she was
al ready wearing her nightgown, ready for him her loins throbbing wth
warnth. The | anps were turned down | ow, the sheets on her canopi ed bed
pul | ed back. A decanter of brandy and two snifters sat on a night-stand.
She had the front of her sheer gown open just enough to reveal the cleft
bet ween her sagging breasts, resting linply like enpty waterskins across
the top of her rounded belly.

"What took you so | ong?" she snapped. Mre than anything el se, she hated
to be kept waiting by a man-especially a weak man, like Harlan M1 ard.

"I was listening to what Dr. Yiro Ishi had to say, and goi ng over sone
of his notes,"” Harlan replied, halting in the mddl e of the bedroom

She sighed, sitting down on her king-sized mattress to pour each a
drink. "Take your clothes off, Harlan. | suppose I'll have to listen to
a bunch of shit about bombs full of fleas before we get to the rea
reason | sent for you. So tell me all about the goddamm fl eas. But get
undressed while you're at it, and get in bed. | need a man tonight. And



you' d best be ready to satisfy ne."
"It just may work, Claire."

She gave him a puzzled stare. "You nmean that thing hangi ng between your
legs? It had better work."

"The bonbs,"” Harlan nuttered, taking a seat at her
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dressing table to pull off his shoes. "Ishi is a brilliant fellow "
"There is no such thing as a brilliant Jap. They make TV sets. How smart

do they have to be to make a goddamn tel evision set that works?"

"Dr. Ishi's bonbs might kill everyone in SUSA. He won't reveal all of
it-the details or the organisns his grandfather devel oped before Wrld
War 11-but |'ve seen enough to convince nme, and so have Captain
Broadhurst and General Maxwell. OQis Warner still has his doubts."”

"How much does the little Jap bastard want?" C aire demanded, drinking
deeply fromher snifter

"He won't say."
"Wn't? He won't set a price?"

"Not yet. However, | believe it will be a substantial anmount, in the
mllions."

She grunted. "What the hell difference will it nake what he wants? As
soon as we have everything he's got, I'Il have Herb kill him Herb will
feed himto the sharks, and we'll have our noney back."

"He hints at having an insurance policy."

"] nsurance?"

"That's what he called it. It's a vaccine, to keep the sane
m croorgani sms fromkilling us."

"The little doubl e-crossing Jap bastard-"

"We'll all have to be inoculated. A part of his offer is that he keeps
the formula for his vaccine." Harlan tossed his shoes aside and took off
his socks, then his slacks. "He's not dunb, Caire."

"Bull shit! He's a Jap. They're all stupid. They | ost every war they've
been in. The USA will be a better place when we're rid of all of them
and the damm Chi nese, the Mexicans, and bl acks. Racial purity is the key
to success as a nation, Harlan. W won't be safe in our beds at night
until all of them are dead, or outside the country."

"But what about Ben Rai nes?"
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"\What about the son of a bitch? | hate the arrogant bastard, and
intend to wipe himoff the face of the earth. If | wasn't surrounded by



i di ots we would know where he is, and then we'd kill him"

"W haven't done that well at killing himso far, Caire, if you'l
pardon the observation."

"Shut the hell up, Harlan! The last thing |I need tonight is bad news.
And you' d better be damm sure you performfor ne |ike you never have
before in your life."

Harlan dutifully stood up, unbuttoning his shirt, revealing his slender
bony chest and arnms. \Wen he dropped his shorts around his ankles,
Claire nade a face.

"You don't even have an erection yet? What the hell is wong with you?"

"Gve nme time, Claire. |I've been in neetings with Dr. Ishi and our staff
menbers for several hours. A drink of that brandy m ght help."

She scowl ed, wondering why she bothered taking Harlan to bed when she
had ot her nen she could order to performthe sanme task. She supposed it
was because Harlan was such a winp that she |iked ordering himto do her
bi ddi ng, no matter what it was. He had no backbone what soever.

"Cet it yourself," she said, |eaning back against a pile of pillows.
"And meke it quick. Something of yours had better get hard in a hurry
besi des your damm head. "

"I"ll do the best | can, Caire."

Frustrated, she waited for Harlan to down a drink. "How many nillions do
you think Ishi wants?" she asked, for at the nmoment the USA treasury was
virtually broke, and until nore tax revenues canme in it would probably
stay that way. The war agai nst Raines and his Rebel s had been expensive,
and wi thout nuch result. And, it seened danm near everyone in the
country was trying to get on welfare. Doesn't anyone want to work any
nore? she
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t hought, recalling her last briefing when she'd been told tax revenues
were down for the fifth straight year.

"He refuses to specify any anobunt, any range, until he has a persona
meeting with you."

"Wth me?" she snapped. "That's out of the goddamm question. | won't
nmeet with the little Jap bastard. You can tell himl said so."

"Wthout it, we've got no deal ."
"Then kill the son of a bitch. Order General Maxwell to do it."

"But Claire," Harlan said timdly, sitting beside her on the bed, "that
won't get us the weapon we need to stop CGeneral Raines and his arnmies.”

She glared at him "Do you nmean to tell nme we don't have a single
scientist of our owmn who's smart enough to figure out howto build a
bormb full of sick fleas?"

"There's a little bit nore to it than that, and we have to have the



formula for the vaccine.
"I"d rather die than do business with one of the slant-eyed, bastards."

Harlan tried for a weak smle. "I thought the thing you cared about npst
was killing General Ben Raines and destroying the SUSA government."

She bit her lip angrily. Harlan was right, of course. O all her

obj ectives as President of the USA, getting rid of Ben Raines was at the
top of her list. He'd made her look like a fool, an inept commander in
chief, beginning with their neetings on talk shows before the war

bet ween SUSA and the USA began. He had enbarrassed her publicly on radio
and television, a humliation fromwhich she had never fully recovered.

She wanted his balls handed to her on a platter. She'd dreamed of having
his head nmounted like that of a trophy deer to hang in her study, so she
could I ook at his dead face whenever she felt the urge to savor her revenge.

"I suppose |I'd sleep with the devil hinmself to see Raines
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and his followers dead," she said after several nonents of quiet
cont enpl ati on.

"That's what | thought," Harlan said. "Listen to what Dr. Ishi has to say."
"I suppose | could," she agreed bitterly, tossing back nore brandy.

"He could be the key to winning the war. Everything he has shown us
appears to work."

"All right. Set up a neeting for nme tonorrow. Tell the little
rice-eating bastard I'Il only give himfive mnutes of ny tine."

"It may take longer to explain, Claire. It's very conplicated."

She bolted upright in bed. "I don't give a good goddamm what his

expl anation is, or howthe shit works! Al | want is the price ... his
price . . . and when we get our hands on the fornula for this vaccine
that will protect the rest of us I'll have his head cut off. After that,
Dr. Yiro Ishi is a dead man."

"I"ll arrange the neeting for tomorrow norning," Harlan said as he
enptied his snifter.

Claire lay back on her pillows. "Now get between ny thighs, Harlan, and
you' d better not make any excuses tonight. | want some action, and
want it now "

"You know |'ve always tried to please you, Claire. I'll do nmy very best."

"One of these days, Harlan, when you fail ne as you have in the past, |
swear |I'll have you executed. Or | may just have you castrated, since
your balls don't seemto work when | need them It's the very least you
can do for your country. \What good are balls if they don't function at
t he proper nonent ?"

Harl an gl anced down at his linmp dick. "I may need a little bit nmore tine
." he nmunbled, thinking O a |ot nore brandy!



130 Sevent een

Claire Csterman was still in bed when a gentle knock cane at her door
She hadn't slept well the night before, since that spineless winp Harlan
MIlard hadn't been up to her demands. Men! Just |et them know she
needed t hem occasi onal |y because of biol ogical urges over which she had
no control, and they let her down every tine. Perhaps next tine she'd
try a cattle prod up his ass. Maybe that'd get his usel ess equi pnent
performing like it ought to.

The knock cane again, a little nore urgently this tine.
"What is it, goddammit? I'mtrying to sleep in here!"

The door opened and Herb Knoff stuck his head in. "A phone call for you,
Madam President. It's General Maxwell, and he says it's urgent."

She sat up in bed, letting the sheets fall and exposing her breasts to
Knof F's view Watching himclosely to see his reaction, she | eaned over
and pi cked up the phone next to her bed. Knoff's face renai ned
expressi onl ess, though she thought she detected a slight red flush on
his cheeks. Perhaps it was desire, she hoped as she spoke into the
phone. "Yes. This is Caire Osterman speaking."

"Madam President, this is Mx."

"Go on," she said, glancing back at Knoff in tine to see himtry to hide
a sneer.

"I"ve just gotten sone rather disturbing news. One of our spies in SUSA
reported we have a spy in our m dst
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as well, and phone taps have confirmed the identity of the traitor."

"Atraitor, huh? Wwo is the son of a bitch?" she asked, sitting upright
in bed.

"Her nane is Linda Lee. She's a cryptol ogi st on our headquarters staff,
in charge of coded nessages to our field commanders. ™

"And you're sure she's disloyal ?"

"No doubt about it. W caught her radioing sone vital information to
SUSA headquarters regardi ng troop novenments."

"I thought you said it was a phone tap."

Maxwel | si ghed. "The phone taps record any conversation in the room
even t hough the phone is hung up."

n O’]. "

"Madam President, there's nore. Evidently, she warned Rai nes about the
assassin we sent to kill him"

"Don't tell me the bastard failed!"



"Yes, ma'am They were waiting for himand his team The entire force
was w ped out. How do you want ne to proceed?"

"Isn't that obvious, General ?"
"No ma'am We have two choices. Keep her working and provide
disinformation to SUSA, or termnate her inmediately as a warning to

ot hers who might be tenpted to follow in her footsteps."

Claire thought for a nonent, thinking of the lost chance to kill Ben
Rai nes. "No, that's too risky. Kill the bitch, and do it now"

"Yes, ma'am"” Maxwel | said, and hung up the phone.

Claire placed the phone in its cradle and | ooked over at Knoff under
hooded lids. "Herbert, are you busy at present?"

Knoff's face flushed again. "No, nma'am"™

She threw the covers to the foot of the bed and | ay back spread-eagl ed.
"Good. Then be a good boy and cone in
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and | ock the door. | want to talk to you about a raise in your pay .
and perhaps sonething else will rise as well."

Chris Bradley al ways worked al one, a special privilege he had been

granted by CGeneral Maxwell, even though he was officially a nenber of

the Black Shirts. Now, as he approached a small farmhouse on the

out skirts of Indianapolis under a noonl ess sky, he knew who his target was.

Bradl ey had been a paid assassin for the OCsternan adm nistration for a
nunber of years, and his successes at ridding the USA of enenies of the
State had no equal ... he had only failed once, when his assignnment had
been to kill Ben Raines while he was at war with the Neo-Nazis in
Africa, at a point when CGeneral Raines was occupied with tracking down
and killing the | eaders of the Nazi novenment. Bradley had been waiting
for Raines along the Congo River, and his shot, fired froma distance of
nore than three hundred yards, had been a narrow m ss. \Wen a team of
SUSA Scouts was put on his trail, Bradley had felt lucky to get out of
Africa with his life.

But now a second chance | ooned large, in Bradley's view He had a chance
to get rid of one of Raines's informants, and al so a personal friend of
his, a bed partner. It wasn't quite the sane as killing Raines hinself.
However, it was close enough to keep Bradl ey satisfied.

Li nda Lee was a war wi dow. For years she appeared to be in a struggle to
survive on her tiny forty-acre farm But the USA's intelligence

gat hering had stunbled on a revelation only a few weeks ago . . . Linda
Lee was an informant, sending valuable information to SUSA with regard
to the USA's troop nmovenents. And she was a personal confidante of Ben
Rai nes. Orders had gone out at once to elimnate her. As a side note,

Rai nes m ght be
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with her on any given night, the reports said. Bradley couldn't bring



hinsel f to believe Raines was foolish enough to visit soneone so cl ose
to the USA capital, but Raines was known to be a daring son of a bitch
Per haps he did frequent her small farmhouse when he was in the vicinity,
and visit her while she was alone. If he did, it nust be assuned she was
sleeping with him as well as giving himvaluable information his arm es
al ong the war front could use.

Bradl ey neant to put an end to that tonight. If nothing else, he would
silence Ms. Lee and break an inportant connection Raines had with the
under gr ound.

Chris came closer to the house, arned with a tranquil-izer gun, a silent
weapon that would drop the attack-trai ned German shepherds in their
tracks. Four darts |loaded with a very powerful form of Thorazine filled
the firing tube, enough to stop the biggest dogs on earth.

As he expected, a dog began tb bark near the cabin. He heard it barking,
t he sounds noving as the animal ran toward himthrough a dense stand of
oak trees surroundi ng the house where an open meadow had been cl eared
around the building itself-proof to a fighting man like Chris Bradley

t hat someone had prepared her living quarters for an assault. This was
not the peaceful, rural farmhouse it had seened from a di stance, when he
first visited the area in daylight.

"C nmon, Lassie," Chris whispered, hearing a second dog bark right after
the first. "Sounds |ike Lassie has a friend with himtonight. | was told
to expect two of you, and the Huskie."

He could see them now, two dark shapes dashing across an open field
| eading to the woods.

"Keep comin', Lassie ... you an' Rin Tin Tin. |'ve got a little surprise
for you, an' it goddamm sure ain't the dog chow you're used to."

He set his sights on the first huge dog and triggered
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off a dart. Chris heard the shepherd yelp softly, and then it tunbled to
the ground, struggling to regain its feet, making soft whinpering noises.

Two nore, Chris thought. Intelligence reports on Linda Lee's dogs said
she kept the vicious, blue-eyed Huskie at her side virtually all the
time. It was this aninmal he worried about nost, since it rarely barked,
according to the intelligence report given to General Maxwell.

A second German shepherd appeared in his sights, and he sent a dart into
its ribs. The dog went down instantly, rolling, not making a sound
before it lay still in a patch of starlit grass fifty feet fromthe trees.

Where's the damm Huski e? Chris wondered, sw nging his dart gun back and
forth. Did she have the beast inside the cabin with her?

He gl anced at the house. A single light was burning in a wi ndow at the back

"The bitch is still awake," he nuttered. It would make it that nuch
better, to kill a traitor bitch like Linda Lee with her eyes open.
And still, there was no sign of the Huskie he'd been warned about. The

creature was said to be a natural killer, trained by Ben Rai nes hinself.



"Where are you, you bl ue-eyed bastard?" he whi spered under his breath.

Wth both German shepherds out of the way, Chris decided on a bold nove.
He would cross the clearing . . . necessary to get to the rear of the
house. |If the Huskie showed up, he woul d have the tranquilizer dart gun
i n one hand, his Mauser 9 mm pistol in the other

"Screw the Huskie," he said, leaving the trees. He was not truly afraid
of any breed, so why worry about one Eskino sled dog?

H s boots made a soft sw shing sound through the grass ... the noise
somet hing a dog woul d hear that might escape a human's notice.
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"To hell with it," he said, confident after |eaving the pair of
shepherds hal f - consci ous.

He crept over to the house, staying away fromthe square of yellow |ight
fromthe wi ndowpane. He paused | ong enough to listen for voices, or any

hint that Ben Raines might be inside. It would be a coup, and a handsone
reward in his pockets, if he got Raines along with the woman.

d ancing around him Chris still wondered about the Huskie, and why he
hadn't seen or heard it.

Probably inside with her.

When he was satisfied that the trees and grounds around himwere clear
he started toward the back door of the cabin, tucking the dart gun into
t he wai stband of his black pants. If the dog was anywhere cl ose by, it
woul d have come for him by now

He advanced to the back porch steps and cocked his Mauser. The only
ot her weapon he carried was a French-nmade dagger, nore than sixteen
inches long with a point like an icepick, hidden in a sheath in his
ri ght boot.

Are you ready to die, bitch? he asked, recalling the photographs he'd
been shown of Linda Lee, placing only a slight anpbunt of his weight on
the first porch step to see if it made any noi se that woul d announce his
arrival. Mss Lee was a pretty woman with dark hair and big chocol ate

eyes, judging by the pictures. Bradley would get a special thrill out of
killing a girlfriend of Ben Raines. |If he could, he would make her die
slow y.

The second step was soundl ess, as was the third, and only the chirp of
crickets and the distant hoot of a night owl nade any disturbance in the
absol ute silence around the farnmhouse where he woul d nake his kill. No
vehi cl es were parked near the two-rut lane leading to the place, and it
was a safe guess that Linda was alone-that Raines, if he did really
visit, was el sewhere tonight.

He stepped to the back door, gun in hand, and tw sted
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t he door knob. Bradl ey grinned when he found the door was unl ocked,
opening inward easily.

The stupid bitch is gonna make it easy for nme, he thought. It was as if
she'd invited himin for tea.

He pushed the door out of the way, feet spread apart, his gun trained on
the back room a kitchen. The roomwas enpty, or so he believed. He saw
no one near the sink or seated at the small kitchen table.

Bradl ey placed his left foot inside, wary, unable to believe his good
fortune. Raines apparently didn't think all that nuch of the wonan, or
he woul d have left a guard at her house or taught her to | ock her
goddamm doors at night. Relying on dogs to protect her was the dunbest
noti on he coul d i magi ne.

Suddenl y, a dark shape lunged toward himfrom a cabi net near the kitchen
sink. Strangely, there was no sound, no hint of a presence. A pair of
glittering blue eyes cane at himfromhis right.

Bradl ey swng his pistol toward the novenent, seconds too late. A set of

gleam ng white teeth sank into the flesh of his neck, while nore than a

hundred pounds of ani mal slammed hi m agai nst the wall

"Shit!" he croaked, then his w ndpi pe coll apsed under the sheer power of

a massive dog's jaws. He fell to the floor, dropping his gun, doing

everything he could to free his neck fromthe raw strength of the

Huski e's bite.

Bradl ey' s head banged on the floor, while the giant animal began to

shake himback and forth ... blood spewed fromhis neck wound in pul sing

bursts, splattering over the front of his black shirt.

Wth his air supply cut off, he was | osing consciousness within nonments.

He could not free his throat fromthe jaws no natter how hard he tried
and still, the huge dog made no sound at all.

A voice, a soft woman's voice, came from another part of the house.
"Kill him Cody."
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A low grow cane fromthe beast's chest.

"You bastard,"” Bradley croaked with his |last breath of air, for now the
pain in his neck was excruciating. He tried to pry the teeth fromhis
flesh with both hands.

"And who is the bastard?" the woman's voi ce asked, soundi ng farther away.

"This son . . . of. . . a . .bitch!"

A silence, and then Bradley felt hinself falling off the very end of the
earth.

"Kill him Cody. Do it now"

Chris Bradley saw his life flash before him all his years of training,



hi s experience handling attack dogs. Something had gone wong this tine.
He had di sabl ed the German shepherds so easily.

"Jesus ... call himoff!" he gasped, ready to make any sort of deal he
could to stay alive.

"But why?"

"Iy . . . pay. I've ... got. . . nobney."
"Your noney doesn't interest ne."

"Please . . . listen ... to ... ny ... offer.”

"I don't care what your offer is, M. Bradley. It won't be enough. Kill,
him Cody!"

I ncredi bly, the power behind the Huskie's bite increased. Bradley felt
gristle and bone snap in his neck while his head |olled back and forth
on the floor in a spreading pool of his own bl ood.

He nade a feeble attenpt to bring his knee up into the dog's belly, and
found hinmself too weak to bend his knee. He was di zzy now.

"Good-bye, M. Bradley. 1'Il tell Ben you dropped by to pay ne a call.
He'll enjoy that. You have . . . you had, a very good reputation as a
paid killer."

Bradl ey' s | ast thought was a question: How had the woman known hi s nane?
How had she known who he was?
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The worl d turned dark around him and his pain slipped away, until he
felt nothing at all.

He was dead and his body was cooling by the tine Linda fired up the
radio transmtter she had hidden in her cupboard. "L-two calling Eagle
Two, " she began, glancing at the body on the kitchen floor as she slowy
stroked Cody's neck

When the transmtter gave the answering call sign, Linda talked quickly.
"Eagle Two, this is L-two. |'ve been conproni sed. They sent an assassin
after me tonight."

"Are you all right?" Mke Post asked, concern in his voice.

"Yes, but | need an extraction team soonest. Also, you need to check
your security. There's no way | could have been uncovered unl ess they
found out from sonmeone on our side."

"Roger that, L-two. W have a Scout teamin your sector, and we'll have
them proceed to your extraction point at midnight. Is that enough tine?"

"Yeah. Tell themI'll have dogs with nme. | can't |eave them behind."
"Ten-four, L-two. Eagle Two out."
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Claire Csterman | ooked around her office at the men gathered for their
meeting with Yiro Ishi. Qtis Warner was snmoking a cigar, as usual, his
eyes far away as if his thoughts were el sewhere. Harlan MIlard sat on
her right hand, his eyes flicking back and forth like a lizard's,

| ooki ng for enem es where none existed. She wondered agai n why she
tolerated the weak-willed, cowardly son of a bitch, especially since his
performance in bed had of |ate been sorely | acking. General Maxwell and
Capt ai n Broad-hurst conpl eted the group.

She took the cup of tea Herb Knoff offered and tasted it. Delightful, as
al ways. The man was a wonder. Too bad that in bed he was nore like a
rutting bull noose than a man making |love to a woman. Ah well, time to
get on with it.

"Do we have any business to discuss before we bring Ishi in?"
CGeneral Maxwel |l cleared his throat. "Yes, ma'am Two things. First, the
attenpt to neutralize the spy | told you about failed. Linda Lee escaped

after killing the man | sent to execute her."

Claire's face becane dangerously dark. "More inconmpetence, General ? It
seens that every tine | give you a sinple assignment, your men manage to

fuck it up! | don't know how rmuch longer | will be able to put up with this,
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Max." She hesitated. "I wouldn't count on reaching retirenent age if

t hi ngs don't change General. Wat el se?"

"It seens that lots of sick people from SUSA are mgrating northward,
trying to outrun the plague. Reports of massive casualties anbng our own
civilians are coming in. The plague we sent to SUSA is com ng this way,
and fast."

Claire pursed her lips. "And why wasn't this eventuality foreseen?"

Qis Warner was the only one in the roomwi th the courage to speak. He
took his pipe out of his nouth and stared at Claire. "It was, Madam
President. | warned you nyself this was a distinct possibility. You
said, if | remenber correctly, 'screwthe civilians. Qur troops have
been vaccinated, and that's all that counts.' "

Claire glared at him started to speak, hesitated, then said calmy," So
| did. Thank you for remnding me, Gis." She | eaned back in her chair,
"Well, no use crying over spilt mlk. Enough people will survive to
rebuild the USA after we win the war. In fact, we may be able to use
this to our advantage. Perhaps we can go to the UN and bl ame the entire
pl ague on Ben Raines and his generals.”

She gl anced at Harlan. "See about sending a report to that effect to
Chapelle at the UN, Harlan."

When he nodded, she gestured toward the door to the anteroom "Herbert,
show the little bastard in, please."

Her b wal ked ponderously to the door and opened it. He gestured, saying
not hi ng, and the dim nutive Japanese man wal ked in. He took small steps,
his head bowed in a gesture of subservience, but Claire knew better. The
son of a bitch had the tenerity to demand noney for his services. \Well
she' d soon see about that. Put his balls in a vise, and see how fast he



capi t ul at ed.

"M. Ishi," she said, her voice all sweetness and light. "Wn't you have
a seat? Whuld you care for sone coffee, or tea?"
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He | ooked up at her from under bl ack eyebrows, though his hair was snowy
white. "Tea, please.”

She gestured at Herb, then | eaned forward with her el bows on the desk.
"My associates," she began, inclining her head toward General Maxwel |
and Captain Broad-hurst, "tell ne you refuse to provide us with the
secret of your BWbonb, or the vacci ne against the bug, unless we pay
you a sum of noney, yet you won't tell us how nuch you want."

He nodded his head once, quickly. "Hai."
Claire frowned. "I assune that neans yes in English."

"I"msorry, Madam President." He shrugged. "O d habits die hard. My
answer is yes, that is correct."

She | eaned back and steepled her hands in front of her as Herb handed

Ishi his tea. "What am| to do with you, M. Ishi? W are at war, you

see, and your refusal to aid your country in its time of need could be
consi dered an act of treason. And, as you know, "-she hesitated and | et

her eyes go hard and flat-"treason in tine of war is punishable by death."

A slight smile curled Ishi's lips. The bastard wasn't afraid of her
threats, she realized. He knew he had her by the short hairs.

"You may call it treason, Madam President. | prefer to think of it as
getting only what | deserve for saving the USA mllions of dollars in
war expenses and hundreds of thousands of lives."

Claire sighed. "WIIl you now tell nme how much you think you deserve for
this . . . patriotic act, M. Ishi?"

"I think five million dollars would be fair and equitable."

Claire tried and failed to keep astoni shment off her face. "Five million
dollars? Are you mad?"

"I do not think so, Madam President. The one Apache helicopter your
flyers lost in conbat the other day will cost over ten nmillion dollars
to replace, and that is not
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counting the cost of training the pilots to replace those killed in the
crash. | believe ny offer is very reasonable.”

How does the little bastard know about that? C aire wondered. She cut
angry eyes at Ceneral Maxwell. She was going to have to have a serious
talk with himabout his security arrangenents when this neeting was over.

"OfF course, when you put it that way, | can see your point. |'msure we



can arrange the cash for you within a matter of a day or two."

He smiled and shook his head. "I'msorry. | should have made nyself

cl ear, Madam President. | would prefer to have gold, either coins or
bul i on, or uncut dianonds." He shrugged, and had the grace to attenpt
to |l ook enbarrassed. "I amsure you are aware that USA currency is
virtually worthless, since the war has been going so badly."

"But," Claire stamered, "five mllion in gold would weigh a
consi derabl e anmount. How woul d you carry it?"

"I do not want it given to me, directly,"” Ishi answered. "I would Iike
to have it delivered to nmy nunbered account in Switzerland, to the Bank
Sui sse on Rotterdam Strasse in Ceneva."

Claire's face was flushed, and the veins on her neck were standing out.
The little shit was lucky she didn't have Herb kill himon the spot.

"And then?" she managed to croak though dry lips.
"As soon as | amnotified the noney has been deposited, | will clear up
any problens with updating the bonb's delivery system and provide your

nmedi cal authorities with the appropriate vaccine for the plague.”

"But that could take weeks."

He gave a tight smle. "I sincerely hope not, Madam President. The SUSA
grows stronger every day, and the war is costing you nmillions every
hour. The sooner this is acconplished, the sooner you will begin to save
money . . . and lives."
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"So you will stay here to help with the bonb and vaccine until the gold

is delivered?" she asked, thinking he wouldn't live to spend the noney
once he'd given them what they needed.

I shi glanced at Herb Knoff and smiled again, shaking his head. "No,

ma'am | fear that would be very fool hardy of nme. There might be ... ah
an accident, once |'d given your nmen the vaccine. | believe | wll
await the arrival of my ... fee in Switzerland, a neutral country."

"Why M. Ishi, one would think you do not trust us."

"Madam President, are you acquainted with the mating habits of the bl ack
wi dow spi der ?"

"What ?"

"The bl ack wi dow spider. When it is time to mate, the male brings the
female a fly or other juicy tidbit to nibble on while they mate. He has
to be very quick, for if she finishes the bug before he is thrjough, she
begins to feed on himeven as they are copul ating."

"And your point is?"

"I am handing you a very tasty bug in the formof a way to end the war
and destroy your enem es, and at a very economical price. | want to be



far away when you are finished with it."

In spite of herself, Caire threw back her head and | aughed at the

anal ogy. She fourjd herself liking this little bastard, even if he was a
Jap. He thought a lot like her. Too bad she hadn't made use of his guile
bef ore.

"Very well, M. Ishi. I'll see that you get what you deserve." In
spades, she added. "But since you are so fond of anal ogies, here's one
for you. | don't intend to buy a pig in a poke."

I shi | ooked puzzl ed.

"I want a test first to see if your plague is effective against soldiers
of SUSA who' ve al ready been vacci nated. We have sone prisoners of war in
captivity. Try it on
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them If they come down with the sickness and die, you' ve got your deal."
I shi nodded, though his expression was troubl ed.

Claire turned to General Maxwell. "Max, nake it happen."

The next norning, Maxwell had thirty captured SUSA sol diers noved to an
isolated jail in the country, away from any possible contam nation if
they contracted the plague. One of Ishi's scientists, dressed in a Raca
decontam nation suit, threw a handful of flour laced with infected fleas
into the jail cell, then stepped back quickly and was sprayed head to
foot with insecticide to kill any fleas on his suit.

Wthin three days, ninety percent of the soldiers were sick with
flu-1ike synptoms, coughing up purul ent sputum and scratching at boils
and pustul es over their entire bodies.

On the sixth day, all but two of the nen were dead.

CGeneral Maxwel | brought in an Abrans M5O tank fitted with a flane
thrower and torched the jail, burning it to the ground, trying to ignore
the screans of the two soldiers that were still alive. Only when the
site of the jail was a snoldering ruin, with even the bars of the cells
nelted to nolten iron, did he call off the tank

Maxwel | reported to Claire Gsterman that the fleas had inflicted over
ni nety percent casualties on soldiers who'd been inocul ated agai nst
every BWagent in their arsenal. "The test, Madam President, was an
unqual i fi ed success," he said, his face pale and drawn at the nenory of
the horribl e deaths endured by the captives, and hating Claire for
turning himfroma decorated mlitary hero into a nonster

C aire rubbed her hands together. "Good," she said, a joyful expression
on her face. "Then get the son of a bitch

145
his money and let's go forward with the bonbing as soon as possible."

"How do you want us to handle the transfer?" he asked.



Claire thought for a nmonent. "As soon as the gold and jewels are ready,
have Herb fly to Switzerland with Ishi. Once he has the plans for the
bonb and vaccine in hand, tell himto termnate the bastard, with
extrenme prejudice."

"But that won't get us our gold back."

"The hell with the gold. As long as Ishi pays for daring to blackmail

me, | don't care about the nobney. After all, as he says, it's a drop in
t he bucket conpared to what we'll save in the long run."

She grinned, suddenly in a good mobod. "I can't wait to see the | ook on
that son of a bitch Raines's face when his soldiers start dropping like
flies. I may even force the bastard to cone up here and beg ne,

face-to-face, to give himthe vaccine to stop the slaughter." She
actual ly | ooked heavenward, as if God hinself had dropped this gol den
opportunity to humliate Ben Raines in her lap. "Ch, what a glorious day
that will be!"

"Madam President,” Maxwel |l began, a troubled ook on his face, "even
after we get the plans for the bonb and the vaccine, it may be severa
nmont hs before we can have everyone in the USA inocul ated agai nst the
pl ague. "

Her face soured. "Wat do you nean everyone? "

"Well, the inoculation of the armed service personnel will go fairly

qui ckly, but manufacturing enough vaccine for all the citizens will take
alot nore time, not to mention the |ogistics of getting everyone to

take the shots."

"Fuck the citizens," she said. "As long as ny troops are protected, the

others can get their vaccine after the bonmb has been dropped. It'Il take
t he di sease several weeks to make its way northward, and by then our
people will have all had a chance to get the shots."

"But, Madam President-"
"No buts, Max. |I've waited for years to get Ben Raines
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right where | want him and | don't intend to wait a noment |onger than
necessary to finish himoff. Now get out of here and get the gold ready
for Ishi. I want this programto go forward within the next two to three
weeks, and not a second later."

"\es, ma'am" Maxwel | said.

He turned quickly toward the door to hide the expression of disgust on
his face and exited the room "Damm, but that worman woul d nmake a sai nt
curse," he nmuttered as he wal ked up the hallway, "and | damm sure ain't
no saint."

At the end of the hall, he picked up a phone and told the operator to
find Harlen MIllard for him He slamed the phone down hard enough to
crack the plastic and stal ked off toward his office to start the process
of transferring the gold bullion to Switzerland
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It was close to m dni ght under a nmoonl ess sky as Ben Raines and his team
| ed Lara Wal den, Chuck Harris, and the rest of the Freedom Fighters

t hrough the woods toward the hydroelectric facility that fed power to
Buf fal o, New York. Jersey, because of her bad ankle, had been |eft
behind to nonitor the radio for any | ate-breaking news.

They were dressed all in black with black greasepaint on their faces, so
as to be virtually invisible in the inky blackness of the night.

One of Lara's team Nora Smith, had been raised in the area, and she was
poi nt "man" on the expedition, |eading themunerringly through the dense
undergrowt h around the station. She stopped on a rise overlooking the
dam and river, and pointed ahead.

"There it is," she whispered, though there was no one within two hundred
yards who coul d possi bly overhear her

"Al'l right," Ben said, squatting next to her. "Anna, you take Lou, Val
and Dave with you and set your charges at the base of the dam where it
joins the bank of the river. Corrie, you and Lara and Chuck see if you
can cross the damand do the sane to the far side. Coop, Beth, and

will see if we can get into the building and place our expl osives around
the plant itself."

"Make sure you get the big turbines, Ben," Corrie said,
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"those are the npst expensive and hard to replace conponents of the plant."
"Roger," he answered. Corrie was the resident expert in all things

techni cal, and he val ued her input on how best to disable the

hydroel ectric plant and render it al nost inpossible to rebuild with the

USA's |imted resources.

"Ckay, team let's go. Renmenber not to set the timers on the expl osives.
W' ||l detonate themall at once fromup here with the radio transmtters.”

As he made his way toward the plant, Ben heard Coop give a | ow chuckl e
behind him "What's goin' on?" he asked over his shoul der

"I was just remenbering the | ook on Jersey's face when you told her she
was going to have to stay behind. She was really pissed.”

"Coul dn't be hel ped,"” Ben said, also snmiling at the recollection. "She'd
never be able to keep up in this forest."

"Well, she sure hates to miss any action, that's for sure,"” Coop said.
"Let's hope there won't be any action tonight. If all goes well, and the
facility is as poorly guarded as the FF says, then it'll just be another

wal k in the park."

Soon, they came upon the outer reaches of the plant, where forest
changed to concrete.

"This is going to be the tricky part. W'Ill be totally exposed when we
cross the parking lot," Ben said, "so crouch down and nove at double-tine."



"Roger that, boss," Beth said. Coop just nodded.

"We'll go one at atinme, so if there is a guard he won't get a shot at
all of us together."

"I"ll go first, and then give you and Beth cover as you cross," Coop
said in a | ow voice

"Ckay. 1'll keep the Starlight scope on the building as you nove out,"
Ben said, referring to the |light-gathering scope that enabled himto see
in starlight as if it were high noon
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Coop jacked a shell into his CAR and put his finger on the safety. He
turned to Beth, gave her a wink and Ben a nod, and took off at a dead
run across the cenment parking | ot of the plant. Ben kept his scope fixed
on the building across the way, searching for any novenent that woul d

i ndi cate they were under observation. Nothing noved.

Once Coop was across and safe, he waved at the others and they foll owed
him one at a tine, while he kept his CAR pointed toward the plant next
to him Any sign of trouble, and he'd open up on full automatic to give
the others a chance to nake it across.

"See anythi ng?" Ben asked when he got to where Coop was squatted down
behi nd a hedge.

"Uh-uh. Quiet as a tonb," Coop replied.

"Thanks for the anal ogy,"” Beth said, her teeth flashing white in a grin
as she scranbl ed up behind t hem

Ben made his way to the door and tried it. It was | ocked. He renoved his
K-Bar fromhis belt and stuck the hardened steel point in the keyhol e
and twi sted. The softer steel of the | ock nmechani smgave way, and the
door swung open.

Coop and Beth and Ben filed into the darkened building, CARs at the
ready. Ben turned on a penlight, and they wal ked down the corridor unti
they came to a large anteroomw th several doors. Luckily, the doors al
had signs over themtelling where they |ed.

Ben pi cked the one that said Turbi ne Roomand soon they were in a huge
open roomw th six large turbines, all whining as they produced
electricity fromthe novenment of water through their nechanisns.

Al three took off their backpacks and laid the charges of expl osives on
the floor. Each took a couple and made their way to the big turbine

engi nes, placing the charges of C4 plastique against the walls of the
machi nes. Small detonator devices were inserted in putty-like plastique,
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and switches were flipped, activating themfor the radio signal which
woul d set off the charges later.

Ben stepped back and dusted his hands off. "Well, team this |ooks |ike



a good night's work. Let's get the hell out of Dodge before we're
di scovered. "

"Sounds good to nme," Coop said.

Bet h opened the door to the turbine roomand was bl own backward by a
burst of automatic rifle fire, spinning as a bullet ripped into her
chest, knocking her spread-eagled onto her back on the concrete floor

Coop, who was right behind her, slamed the steel door shut just as
anot her burst of bullets slamed into it.

"Coddam!" he shouted. "W've been nade!"

Ben rushed to Beth's side and checked her out.

"Shit, that hurt," she said, rubbing her chest and taking deep breaths.
Ben opened her BDU shirt and saw t hree 9mm sl ugs i nbedded in her Kevl ar
vest. None of the bullets had penetrated the bulletproof material of her
body ar nor.

"You all right?" he asked.

She nodded, picking the | ead out of the vest with her fingers. "Yeah
Thank heaven for technol ogy," she groaned as she got to her feet and

pi cked up her CAR where it'd dropped.

"What now, boss?" Coop asked. "Looks like they've got us pinned down in
here.”

Ben swung his penlight around the room There were no other doors, and
all of the windows were at |east twenty feet high

He shook his head. "I don't know, Coop. | don't see any other way out of
here. Damm! | shoul d have stationed a guard at the door. Now we're
trapped in here. My m stake."

Coop grinned. "No sweat, chief."

Ben stationed hinself next to the door. "Ckay, Coop. On ny mark, jerk
t he door open and 1'll sweep the cor-
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ridor with my CAR Beth, you stand behind ne and see if you can tell how
many we re up agai nst out there. Be quick, 'cause we'll only have a few
seconds to get a count."

"Ri ght, boss," she said.

Coop grabbed the door handle while Ben held his CAR at waist |evel. He
nodded and Coop jerked the door open

Ben crouched and pulled the trigger, enptying his clip into the darkness
and sweepi ng the barrel back and forth as he fired. The nuzzle flash lit
up the room and Beth saw two men go down, clutching their chests, while
anot her three opened fire at Ben



When she saw their nmuzzle flashes answering Ben's, she grabbed him by
the shirt and jerked himback into the room Coop slamed the door shut
just as the bullets slamed into it.

"You got two, and there | ooked to be at least three nore left alive,"
Beth shouted, trying to be heard over the explosions of gunfire and the
metallic sound of bullets crashing into the steel door in front of them

Ben jerked his enpty magazi ne out and replaced it with a full one. "Wat
a nmess," he said, his eyes flicking back and forth as he tried to figure
a way out of the trap they were in.

Lara Wal den and Corrie and Chuck were just finishing placing their
charges under the large steel |-beanms that connected the damto the
ground on the far side of the river when they heard the sound of gunfire
fromthe hydroel ectric building.

"Shit!" Corrie said. "It sounds like Ben's run into sone trouble."

Lara shook her head. "I don't know what happened. This buil ding was
never guarded before."
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Chuck frowned. "Maybe they've put some nen here since the bonbi ng by
Rebel forces |ast week."

"Well, sonmeone's here now, and they're firing at Ben and the others."
Corrie jerked her CAR around from her back, where it hung by its |eather
strap. Jacking a round into the chanber, she flicked the safety off and
started back across the dam "Let's go see if they need sonme help."

"But the charges aren't ready yet," Chuck said.

Corrie flipped hima handful of the detonators. "Here. Stick these in
the plastique and then hightail it back across the dam Wth any | uck
it'll all be over by then . . . one way or another."

Lara readied her M16. "lI'mcomng with you."

Corrie nodded once. "OK. | figure we'll try to get in the building from
this side. Maybe that way we can conme at them from behind and catch t hem
in acrossfire with Ben's team"™

Just as they finished crossing the dam they ran into Anna and her FF
team "Did you hear the shooting?" Anna asked, her CAR cradled in her
arnms and her eyes wide in the starlight.

"Yeah," Corrie answered. "We're gonna go in this side of the building.
Why don't you and your team go in the sanme door Ben di d? That way we'll
be comng at themfromtwo different directions.”

"Roger, "
ent er ed.

Anna said, turning and | eading her FFs toward the door Ben had

Corrie walked to a side entrance door and tried it. It was |ocked. In
too much of a hurry to wait, she stepped to the side, turned her head
away, and bl ew the door handle out with her CAR Kicking the door open
she crouched and ran through it, aimng her automatic rifle ahead of her



into the darkness.

Lara was right on her heels, her M16 at the ready.
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Once inside, they squatted behind sone desks in the corridor, and Corrie
pul l ed out a flashlight.

Lara said, "Wait a minute-won't that let them know we're com ng?"

Corrie shrugged. "Yeah. That's the general idea. W' ve got to draw their
fire fromBen so he'll have a chance in case he's pinned down."

Just before Corrie switched on the light, another burst of automatic
weapons fire came fromjust around the corner ahead of them

Corrie put the flashlight in her pocket and pulled a grenade from her
belt. "This is a stun grenade,"” she said, handing it to Lara. She pulled
anot her one off her belt, "This is a phosphorous grenade. The stun
grenade makes a | oud sound, and the phosphorous one makes a brilliant
flash of light. Together they ought to incapacitate whoever is shooting
up there."

"On ny count, pull the pin and throw it as far up the corridor as you
can, then duck your head, hide your eyes, and cover your ears. As soon
as they go off, we're gonna charge the bastards.”

"Al'l right," Lara said, grabbing the grenade's ring with her fingers.

"One, two, three, go!" Corrie said and they threw their grenades at the
sane time and ducked their heads.

A few seconds later, a tremendous flash of |ight was foll owed
i mediately by a |loud explosion. Corrie and Lara were on their feet in
seconds, running down the corridor as fast as they coul d.

As they turned the corner, they saw several men staggering around,
hol ding their hands to their faces, blood coming fromtheir ears, their
nmout hs open in silent screans of pain.

Corrie didn't hesitated. She opened fire at the sane tine as Lara, and
sprayed the nen with bullets. They spun
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and jerked in a dance of death, blown apart by the force of the twn
streans of |ead pouring into them

Seconds | ater, Ben and Coop and Beth dove through a door across the
room and their rifles joined in the fire-fight.

It was over in seconds, a cloud of cordite and snoke filling the room
Ben got to his feet and wal ked anong the dead, noving their weapons in
case any of themwere still alive.



Anna and her Freedom Fighters arrived just after the fight was over.

Once Ben had made sure there was no further danger, he turned to the
others. "W've got to get a nove on. They nay've radi oed for
rei nforcenents."”

The team jogged for the door, neeting Chuck Harris just as they left the
bui I di ng.

"Everyone OK?" he asked.

"Yeah," Ben said. "Let's make for the hilltop over there and set off the
charges before any conpany arrives."

Once they were a safe distance away, Corrie flipped a switch on her
radi o detonator and pressed a red button. The dam seened to heave itself
up as twin explosions roared. The building didn't nove, but snoke and
fire expl oded out of the wi ndows to the turbine roons.

For a few seconds, nothing el se seened to happen. "Dam," Chuck Harris
said. "It was all for nothing. It didn't even affect the dam"™

Ben smled. "Gve it a few m nutes, Chuck."

Sure enough, mnutes later, the dam seened to collapse into itself with
a mghty roar. As the dam broke apart and the river began to surge

t hrough the wreckage, the building came apart and fell into the river's
rushing waters. Wthin mnutes, all that was left of the hydroelectric

pl ant and the damwas a pile of twi sted netal and concrete.
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"Jesus," Lara said, awe in her voice. "lI've never seen anything like that.'
"That ought to get Madam President's attention," Ben said, a satisfied
| ook on his face.
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When Ben and the others arrived back at the cabin, Jersey was waiting by
t he door.

"I don't have to ask how it went," she said, glancing at the night sky
on the horizon where the lowlying clouds were painted orange by the
flames of the hydroelectric plant."

Ben nodded. "You're right. Al things considered, it went quite well,
except for Beth, who's gonna have sone rather spectacul ar bruises froma
run-in with the plant guards."

Coop smiled at Jersey. "I offered to rub some oi ntnent on her chest, but
" he said, waggling his eyebrows.

"That'll be the day," Beth said.

"Just trying to be hel pful,"” Coop said with a shrug.

"Ben," Jersey said, "Mke Post has been on the horn trying to get in



touch with you. | told himyou'd bunmp hi mwhen you got back."

"OK, set it up for me, would you, Corrie?"

"Sure thing, boss." She sat before the radio transceiver and tw ddl ed
the dials until she had the correct frequency, which was changed on a
daily basis and had a mathematical relationship to the day of the nonth.
Finally, she handed Ben the mcrophone. "It's all ready, Ben."

"Eagle One to Eagle Two, cone in."

"Eagle Two here. |'ve got some news, Eagle One. There
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was an attenpt on one of our covert operative's life last night."

"Whi ch one?" Ben asked.

"L-two," M ke answered, referring to Linda Lee

"I's the operative all right?"

"Yes. L-two nade contact inmediately after the attenpt, and arrangenents
were made to have one of the scout teans do an extraction."”

"And was it successful ?"

"Yes. L-two is in the pipeline, headed for hone."

"That's good. Did Sugar Babe order the hit?"

"Affirmative, Eagle One. However, the operative is certain that she was
fingered by a spy on our team sonehow. She says there's no other way

t hey could have known about her."

"Are you checking it out?"

"Yes. W're going back through the security reports on all our personne
and rechecking their files."

"Good. Let me know what you turn up. And the package |'ve ordered for
Madam President is on the way?" Ben asked, renmenbering his order for

M ke to contact Sied Sadall ah.

"The package has been ordered, and we're currently awaiting delivery."
"Let me know as soon as delivery is acconplished. Eagle One out."

He turned to his team "Gsterman nust've found out about Linda Lee, our
infornmer in their cryptology section. She ordered as assassination
attenpt, but it failed, and Linda is on the way back to SUSA "

"Thank God," Anna said. She was a close friend of Linda's, as was Ben

"We're gonna miss her intel, but at |least she nade it out alive,"” Ben said.

Jersey stared at him "Wat was all that about a pack-
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age you ordered for Osterman? Are we sending her birthday gifts now?"
"Not exactly," Ben answered, with a sly grin. "This package is nore a
rem nder that ordering assassins is a two-way street, and what goes
around, cones around."

The Jackal, Sied Sadall ah, watched the USA conpound wi th an experienced
eye. Trained in Libya, named after the assassin made fanous fifty years
earlier for his relentless pursuit of enemies of the East, a paid killer
in the enploy of Miammar al - Qaddafi, he took great pride in his hunting
and shooting skills, if the target was human. He had kill ed enem es of
the state on three continents, depending upon which government paid him
t he hi ghest fee.

And now his target was the President of the USA, Claire Gsterman. In the
dark, hidden by deep shadows, Sied had nenorized the routes by which her
I i nousi ne took her hone every night, to the underground bunker where
she'd been forced to live after the bonbardment by SUSA Rebel s of her
conmmand post in Indianapolis. Her drivers, trained bodyguards, took her
hone by different routes every night.

But there was a nonment, |ess than a m nute, when she energed from her
conmand bunker to enter her bull etproof Mercedes lim. Wth his

hi gh- powered Ninnko rifle equipped with a night scope, Sied was sure he
could take her down with the first or second shot-if her bodyguards did
not suspect anything in the way of a trap.

He whi spered to Ahmed, who | ay behind the fence beside him a paid
assassin in his own right with alnmost as farflung a reputation as Sied's.

"Make sure you can hit her in a vital spot. This will be our only chance."
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"I won't mss," Ahnmed assured him "All | need is one clear shot at her."

"The big bodyguard is careful. He sees everything, even though he is
older. He stands in front of her until she enters the car."

"I know him" Ahmed said. "He is Herb Knoff, the big fat German. He is
past fifty now, but he will be very hard to kill. He always wears a
bul I et proof vest."

"Shoot himin the head," Sied whispered. "He will die like any other nman."

"Many people have tried, Sied. He seens to have a sixth sense for when a
gun is aimed at him™"

Si ed chuckl ed soundl essly. "You have beconme too superstitious, old

friend. No one knows when he will die. You listen to too nany of the old
stories about him He is a nortal, like any other man."

Ahmed swal lowed. "It is nore than superstition, Sied," he said. "I have
tried to kill the big Gernman once before. He canme out of a building with

Bruno Bottger in Africa, and even though there was no noon he | ooked
right at me when | was two hundred yards away behind a tree. The night
was as dark as pitch. Sonehow, he knew | was there. | amunable to
explain it, how he knew | was there."



"What happened?"

"He pushed Bottger to the ground and opened up on ne with an Uzi. | was
lucky to escape with ny Iife. He could not have known where | was, and
yet sonehow, he did. Sonme say he has eyes in the back of his head."

"I't was luck, Ahmed. He heard you nake sonme small sound or he saw you nove."

"l did not even breathe when he canme out of the bunker with Herr

Bottger. | did not nove. My rifle was cocked. | had himin ny sights.

There was nothing | did that could have warned himl was there. And
somehow he knew we were waiting for him He warned everyone, before a single
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shot was fired, and yet he could not have known we were there."
"Nonsense," Sied replied. "He is just a man. He will bleed and die like
any other, if you hit himin the right spot with a bullet.”

"There are some who say Ben Raines is every bit as clever as Knoff."

"Raines is cautious, | agree," Sied said. "He never turns his back on
anyone .. . not even his nost trusted associates. But why should we
care? He is paying us to get rid of President Osterman in order to
prevent a bl oodi er, nore expanded war. Hi s noney is good, and he keeps
his word. W are not being paid to assassinate him"

"\'bu don't think Raines will doubl e-cross us?"

Si ed wagged his head. "Not fromwhat | have heard about him He is
honest. But he is ruthless when sonmeone betrays him™

"Then he will pay us our nmoney? If we kill this Osterman woman?"
"Wthout a doubt, just so long as we acconplish our objectives here

toni ght. We nmust bring down Claire Osterman and her advisers. If we can.
W are being paid to kill the President of the USA, and that is all we

have to do to earn our noney, according to General Raines. | have worked
for himbefore, and | believe him Osterman nust die ... tonight, and we
will be the instrunent of her death."”

"She escaped the heavy bonbing," Ahmed renenbered. "She may remain in
her under ground bunker until the SUSA attack fromthe skies is over.
They are sending in specially trained teans fromevery quarter. Perhaps
we should wait until the bonbing is over in New York."

"It is over, for now GCeneral Raines has called a halt to the bombing,
to keep fromharmng nore innocent civilians, we were told."

"Raines is a strange fellow He believes in his cause,

161

161

yet he is willing to end thousands of lives to stop President Gsternman

and the arnmies of the USA by bonbing them Most peace-loving | eaders are
too softhearted.”



Si ed saw a dark Mercedes |inousine drive toward the front door | eading
to the underground headquarters of the USA governnent. "Here cones the
president's car. Don't worry about Raines or his softheartedness. Al we
care about is getting paid to rid himof his nenesis, the bitch everyone
call s Sugar Babe Osterman."

"I will craw under this fence, to be closer, so ny shot cannot miss,"
Ahnmed sai d.

"Be careful of the |landm nes. W do not know where they are."

Ahmed grinned. "I have a nose for explosives, Sied. Do not worry about ne."
He inched forward on his el bows and belly, pushing his way under an
electrified fence Wth great care. Sied had already killed two of the
perimeter guards silently, with a knife and a piano wire, |eaving the
way clear for themto crawl closer to the conpound.

Suddenl y, Ahned halted. "Who is that?" he asked in a hoarse whisper

Si ed studied the giant figure walking up the stairs fromthe underground
bunker where President Osterman stayed during the day, her command
headquarters.

"That is Herb Knoff," Sied whispered, examining a towering giant in a
full set of body arnmor-a bull etproof face mask, vest, and bull et proof

| eggi ngs-with an automatic rifle cradled in the crook of an arm

"That is Knoff," he said softly. "Sonething has gone very wong."

"What do you nean?" Ahnmed wonder ed.

"He is wearing a full suit of bulletproof gear. He never does this. He
suspects trouble here tonight."

"But who coul d have war ned hi nP"
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"I don't know. W& were the only ones, other than General Raines hinself,
who knew this plan."

"Shoul d we pull back?"

Sied had to think about it a nmonent... all the trouble they'd gone
through to get this tar. "No. Let's kill her now"

"Knoff... he is huge," Ahnmed said. "Wth full body arnor he may be hard
to bring down."

"Kill President OGsterman," Sied said, tightening his rifle against his
shoulder. "This is the only way we can earn our noney."

"I'"ll rmove even closer," Ahmed said, creeping forward again with his
body pressed flat agai nst the ground.

"Be careful of the landm nes," Sied warned again. "They will surely have
this place mned against an attack fromthe trees.”



"I will be very careful,"” Ahnmed said, inching over the ground at a sl ow
craw .

Si ed keyed his small radio and spoke into it without waiting for a
reply. "Eagle Two, this is Jackal. They were warned of our comi ng. They
are ready for us, but I will attenpt the assignnent, anyway. Jackal out."

As he put the radio down and picked up his rifle, a soft, metallic click
was the only warning Sied had that Ahmed had made a fatal mistake. In
fractions of a second, the dirt around them expl oded with a nighty roar.

Ahmed was bl own al nost ten feet into the air by a powerful |andm ne
still gripping his rifle. He screamed as his body was tossed into the
ni ght sky.

Si ed Sadallah rolled quickly to his left to escape the full force of the
blast, as dirt and tiny rocks showered himfromhead to toe.

"Ayiiii!" Ahned cried as his chest and abdomen fl ew open, spilling his
guts and sprays of blood all over the earth where Sied | ay.

Ahmed toppled to the forest floor, npaning, grunting,
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his life flowing away froma gaping cavity in his mdsec-tion and a hole
in his throat. Dark crinson rain fell down on Sied like a warm |ate
sumer shower.

Sied sleeved the dirt particles away fromhis eyes, just intinme to see
a towering man in a bulletproof suit and mask come racing toward him

"Fuck you, German bastard," he snarled, letting go with a stream of
bullets fromhis N nnko rifle.

The giant kept conming toward himat a run. Sied could not believe his
bull ets had no effect on Knoff or his body arnor.

A sound beside Sied made himflinch. He glanced over to Ahned' s pul py
body, where the noi ses were com ng from

Ahmed' s jaw had been bl own off the bottomof his skull, and now his
tongue, fastened deep in his throat, flapped back and forth on his chest
like a bl oody snake while the Libyan assassin tried to speak, free of
hi s jawbone and | ower cheeks.

"Shit!" Sied hissed, turning his attention back to the big man | unbering
toward himwi th the Uzi.

Sied fired off the last of his clip at Herb Knoff, taking care to aim at
vital spots. The giant kept on com ng w thout slowi ng his strides.

Wth his rifle enpty, Sied leapt to his feet to begin a fast retreat
into the woods, his heart thudding inside his chest as he ran.

A cracking sound cane fromthe middle of his spine, and, just as
qui ckly, his legs refused to obey his commands. He willed his feet to
nmove, and they would not, floundering underneath him not able to



support his weight.

He tunbled forward into a tuft of bl ood-soaked grass, gasping for
breath. A pain unlike anything he had ever experienced in his life raced
down his | ower body.
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I"mhit, he thought, still struggling to regain his feet in order to run

Anot her staccato of fire froman Uzi jerked his torso off the ground.
H s eyes bulged in their sockets. This was no way for the Jackal to end
his career as an assassin ... what the hell had happened?

It was Ahmed's fault, he thought as he began to | ose consci ousness. The
stupid son of a bitch had crawl ed over a | andni ne.

He tried to roll over, but his body woul dn't obey his commands. He | ay
there, facedown in the dirt, pain like a live aninmal crawing up his
back toward his head.

Claire Csterman was furious. She exited her command bunker in such a
towering rage that no one dared try to stop her. She stal ked over to
Knof f, who was standi ng over the assassin's body, snoke still trailing
fromhis Uzi barrel.

"What the hell is the meaning of this?" she shouted, causing Knoff to
turn and | ook at her.

"Madam President, you shouldn't be out here until we nmake sure there are
no others left," he said, his voice nmuffled by his hel met and arnor.

"Screw that! | want to know how this bastard was able to get so close,
and who sent him"

"He's still alive. Wuld you like to ask hinP" Knoff asked.
Claire used the toe of her boot to turn Sadallah's body over onto its

back. She squatted next to him and sl apped his face, back and forth,
until his eyes flicked open

"Who are you?" she asked, her voice shrill in the night air.
"I... | amJackal," Sied munbled though |ips covered w th bl ood.
"The Jackal!" daire screaned. "Wy you son of a
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bitch, I've hired you nyself in the past. How dare you try to kill ne?"

Sied licked the blood fromhis |ips and bared bloody teeth in a grin.
"Not hi ng personal ... it was . . . business."

She reared back and sl apped his face so hard it made his eyes roll back
in his head. "Who hired you? Wo paid you to do this?"

H s eyes cleared nonentarily. "Your old friend . . . Ben Raines. He said



he was sendi ng you a nessage about. . . breaking the rules.”

"Breaking the rules? Wiy you little shit! I"'mthe president ... | nake
the rules.”

Claire stood up and held out her hand to Knoff. "G ve me your pistol
Her bert . "

"Yes, ma'am" he said, handing her a Walther P-38 sem -automatic 9nm

She jacked the slide back and pointed it between Sied s eyes.

"One thing nore," the assassin nunbl ed, notioning her to come cl oser

She | eaned over, and he spat a gl ob of bl oody rmucous in her face.

Reari ng back, she screaned, "You bastard!" and fired at point blank
range, the pistol bucking and expl oding in her hand.

The bullet took Sied in the forehead, shattering his skull and showering
Claire with blood and brains and tissue.

She took a deep breath and cal My handed Knoff his pistol. "I'Il show
t hat bastard Rai nes who makes the rules,” she growl ed as she wal ked back
toward her bunker.

"Herbert, get out of that suit and join me in my room | have need of
your services," she said over her shoul der

Knof f glared at Sadallah, thinking that if he wasn't al -
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ready dead he'd kill himhinmself for causing Gsterman to order himto
her bedr oom

He shook his head. It was a | ousy way to nake a living.
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The chumming of helicopter b jades was a drone in Tom Harrison's ears as
he cane in | owf, dangerously |low, under USA's radar in the south of

I ndi ana, where so many SUSA mi ssil es had knocked out the npbst strategic
radar installations SUSA intelligence reports could give them

The ni ght skies would help hide himand the noisy Huey with its twn
turbines. And an all-out war was going on, with General Raines attacking
the USA base fromthe north, after successful raids in the northeast, as
far away as New York and Vernont, and parts of Chio.

This could be the death blow to Osterman's governnent, he told hinself,
using the stick and the rudder pedals to keep the big Huey on a | ow
trajectory, arned with four ATG missiles that would | evel everything in
their pathway for a quarter of a mile in any direction.

It was a bold plan, initiated by Lara Walden in a short but specific
coded radi o nessage, with the right wording to prove it had cone from
Ceneral Raines hinself: Strike the main conpound in Indianapolis at

m dni ght, when there would be "other distractions."



O her distractions could nmean only one thing.

"They' ve sent someone to target Osterman in an assassination attenpt,”
he whispered, with his m ke turned off so no one at base conmand coul d
hear him

It was a bit unlike Raines, calling for a single chopper
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strike in the mddle of the night without other air and ground support.

"Someone knows sonething." He sighed, guiding his powerful airship over
the treetops in total darkness.

"What did you say?" asked his co-pilot, Les Mnor. "You didn't have your
m ke on."

Tom t hought about his reply before he gave it out |oud, for a man could
never be too careful about where a bug had been planted. "Someone knows
our target will be easy to hit tonight," he answered.

"It does seemstrange," said Les. "W have no support in the air of any
kind."

"I think it was designed this way, Les. W' re supposed to go in wth
these ATGs and fire themoff with as little fanfare as possible."

"This Huey makes a hell of a lot of noise, Captain. It will be hard as
hell to go in wthout being noticed on the ground."

Tom s jaw cl anped. While he agreed with his copilot, it was dangerous to
qguestion orders fromthe top levels of command. "W're doi ng what we
were told to do, Les. W should be sighting our target in less than five
m nutes, give or take. | can't read our ground-speed indicator with al
the instrument lights turned off. This is like flying blind in a really
bad dream"

"Qur radar is working. Nothing | can see in our way for the next quarter
mlie."

"It's what we can't see that worries nme," Tomreplied, using a bit nore
thrust to increase the Huey's speed and forward tilt to the north. "A
heat sensor on a SAMwi || pick us up right away, and we'll be ducking
and dodging for our lives up here. This is not ny idea of a good

assi gnment . "

"We don't get to pick 'em unfortunately," Les said. "What worries nme
nost is that this one cane so quickly, and it cane from Lara."
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Tom nodded. "I know, but | verified the source of the radio signal, and
it cane from SUSA. W didn't really have a choice."

"Seens odd that they'd send us to the USA headquarters w thout a backup
Cap'n. General Raines is usually very careful about sending us out.
W' ve had plenty of air support.”



Tom was growing tired of the banter. "Wiy don't you contact himby radio
and ask himif he was serious about this mssion, Les?"

Les gazed down at the inky forests below them "I think I'Il just keep
my mouth shut about it, Cap'n. If this is what they want us to do, 1'd
be the last one in this Rebel arny to question it."

"You'll remain an officer a helluva lot longer with that attitude," Tom
told him "I'mreal sure they've got plenty of potatoes needing to be
peel ed at the nmess hall, if you' d rather have that job."

"It'd be safer,” Les observed.

Tom gave the Huey's radar screens a glance. "Could be trouble,” he said
after a monent's contenplation. "See that little blip comng up fromthe
north? Could be a SAM being fired at us."

"We're still way out of range, Cap'n. | don't think that's a missile.
It's too snall."

Tom wasn't so sure. "I hope like hell you're right about it, Les. This
big metal bird will go down like a damm rock if they hit us."

"My belly ain't feelin' so good, Cap'n. Wsh you wouldn't talk like that."

"I"'ma realist, Les. If they've fired a heat-seeking SAM at our radar
i mage, we don't stand a chance in this big son of a bitch."

Tom wat ched the screen again. "Looks like it's comng right at us."
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"It's too damm small. Hardly nmore'n a speck on that screen right now "
The blip on their radar screen was ainmed in a straight trajectory toward
the Huey. Tomwatched it a nmoment | onger, and there was no mistaking its
course. Whatever it was, it was com ng for them

"You don't suppose we've been doubl e-crossed?" Les asked in a small voice.
Tom swal | owed, for now his mouth was dry. H's hands were wet, and his

feet trenbled slightly on the rudder and rear rotor pedals. "Tricked

m ght be a better word for it," he said. "I know that was Lara's voice.
She gave nme the code word, and when | answered back, she gave ne the
correct reply. It had to be her, unless-"

"Unl ess what, Cap' n?"

"Unl ess they sonehow picked up an earlier transm ssion and broke the code."
"But you said it sounded just |like her."

"It did. | swear | would know her voice anywhere. It was Lara, all right."

Les was staring out the front of the chopper. "I can see a vapor trai
now, Cap'n. That's a damm SAM missile, and it's headed straight for us."

Tom had only one choice ... to take the Huey down as fast as he coul d.
The big helicopter was awkward, hard to maneuver in the air.



He shut down the engi nes and headed for the dark ground underneath them
with the blades in autogyro, hoping the crash wouldn't kill them
knowi ng for certain a SAM mi ssil e woul d.

The Huey crashed into the tops of a copse of maple trees, slowing its
fall as a SAM m ssile streaked by overhead, fooled by the absence of the
heat signature fromthe big Witney-Pratt engines that the pilot had
shut down in the nick of tine.

The bird stopped nonmentarily, held in place by tree
171

linbs. Tom sl apped at the buckle on his seatbelt and rolled to the door
as the chopper tilted at a crazy angle. He lay on his back and ki cked
out the plexiglass wi ndow and dove through it just before the Huey
turned turtle and crashed to the ground, thirty feet bel ow

Tom | anded on his |eft shoul der and back, his stonmach doing flip-flops
at the sound of his bones breaking. Then pain rushed at himlike a red
fog and he was swal | oned up by bl ackness.

Hours later, he awoke. Hi s shoulder felt as if soneone was hol ding a
branding iron to it, and any novenment brought hi m dangerously close to
passi ng out agai n.

He crawl ed on hands and knees, using only his right arm his |eft
hangi ng usel ess at his side. "Got to warn HQ he munbl ed. There's a
traitor sonewhere. Got to |let Ceneral Raines know

It took Tomthirty minutes to craw the fifteen yards to the weckage of
the Huey. Pulling hinmself up, he glanced in the wi ndow and saw Les, bent
and crunpled in the copilot's seat, his neck canted at an angle, his
open eyes staring at eternity.

Son of a bitch, Tomthought. If only 1'd checked with headquarters, this
woul dn 't have happened.

Anot her hal f hour was spent prying open the door and crawling into the
chopper. There was the snell of burnt insulation everywhere, along with
t he heady aroma of avgas. The tanks nust've ruptured on inpact, he
figured, so he didn't have rmuch tinme left to warn the others.

Wth a Herculean effort, he pried back the pilot's seat and funbl ed at
the radio controls. Thank God, it's still active.

"Eagle Two, come in. This is Wirlybird Three calling. Come in."

"Eagle Two HQ here," a voice answered. "Eagle Two is not here. Shall
send for hinP"

"No. We're down ten klicks fromenemnmy headquarters.
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Tell Eagle Two we got fake ... repeat bogus ... message from Lara Wl den
to attack without air support.”

"Say again, Wiirlybird Three."



"There is soneone out there using our codes and the name Lara Wl den
Warn Eagle Two . . . you've got to warn-"

A | oud whoosh sound was foll owed by an intense wave of heat as the
avi ation gasoline in the tanks went up in flanes.

Tom had time for one quick intake of breath, and he was consuned by the
i nf erno.

"Whirlybird Three, conme in . " The radio began to nmelt fromthe
i ncredi bl e heat and the transm ssion was not conpl et ed.

There was no one left alive to hear it.
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Ben and his team and Lara Wil den's Freedom Fi ghters were just finishing
breakfast, with Cooper giving those nmenbers who hadn't been al ong on the
raid on the hydroelectric plant a highly col ored version of the
firefight when the radio buzzed.

Corrie stepped to the transceiver and keyed in the frequency, swtching
on the scranbler at the same tine.

"Eagle One, conme in. This is Eagle Two calling Eagle One."

Corrie picked up the mc. "This is Eagle One. Come back, Eagle Two," she
said, glancing at Ben with rai sed eyebrows. It was highly unusual for

M ke Post to call during the day unless he had inmportant news to convey.

Ben got up fromthe table and wal ked over to the radio set.

"Eagle One," Mke's voice said. "This transmission is ears only. Are you
secure?"

Ben | eaned over and plugged in the earphones, so only he could hear what
M ke had to say. H s face showed worry. M ke had never before called
with an "ears only" message. Something big was up, and Ben wasn't sure
he wanted to hear it.

"This is Eagle One. Transmission is secure. Go ahead, Eagle Two."
"Ben, |'ve got some disturbing news. The boys in Se-
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curity have been putting some things together, and have cone to the
concl usi on we have a spy anong us."

"I'"ve had simlar thoughts, as you know, M ke. Any idea who, or where
the operative is?"

"Yeah. Fromthe tinmes of the | eaks and culling out people who had access
to all of the informati on we know has been sent to the USA, Security is
about fifty percent sure it's someone up there with you. Their best
guess is ... Lara Walden."

Ben's face paled. "I was afraid you were going to say that. Anything
nore certain than a guess?"



"Well, one of our helicopter pilots received a secure transm ssion from
someone calling herself Lara Walden. She had all the right code words,
and he said he was sure it was her voice."

"What happened?"

"She sent himand his crew on a m ssion agai nst Os-terman's comnpound
wi thout any air cover. The pilot said they were waiting for him"

"Did they make it?"

There was a nonent of white noise, then Mke canme back on. "No. The ship
and the crew were a total loss.”

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"Well, prelimnary word is our hit on Sugar Babe was a bust. The Jacka
radi oed they were expecting him but he was going to go ahead, anyway.
That's the |l ast we've heard, so | guess that's another couple of lives
we can chalk up to our inforner."

Ben was stunned. He thought he knew Lara, and he woul d never have taken
her for a traitor. There nust be nore to it than he knew. "Thanks, M ke.
"Il take care of it on ny end. Eagle One out."

When Ben | ooked up fromthe radi o, everyone in the roomwas busy trying
to look as if they hadn't been listening, but he knew they'd heard his
every word.

Wien he turned off the radio and wal ked back to the
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tabl e, everyone | ooked at himw th questioning eyes, especially his
team who knew how unusual it was for Mke to ask to talk to himin private.

He assumed a casual expression on his face. "Just sone intel info from
M ke concerning a joint operation |I'd planned. Nothing inportant."”

Corrie started to speak, but a | ook fromBen sil enced her

Ben poured hinsel f another cup of coffee and took out his makings. He
built hinmself a cigarette and struck a match on his pants to light it.

He took the snoke deep into his lungs, enjoying the bite of it and
chased it with a long drink of coffee. Two of the nbst underated

pl easures in life, he thought, not |ooking forward to what he had to do
next .

He picked up an old fly rod lying in a corner and | ooked at Lara. "Any
fish in that |ake out back?" he asked.

She grinned. "Sure, if you know how to catch 'em
"Why don't you give ne a quick | esson? Fish for Iunch sounds nighty tasty."
"OK," she replied, refilling her coffee cup and followi ng himout the door

Cooper turned to Jersey and raised his eyebrows. She shook her head, not



knowi ng what was goi ng on, but having faith that Ben knew what he was doi ng.

At the |lake, Lara dug in the noist soil for a nonent, shoving pine
needl es and humus aside until she uncovered a couple of white grubs.
"The bass around here | ove these. Put one on your hook and see what
happens. "

Ben fixed the bait to his hook and cast over next to a hal f-submerged
log in some shadows near the edge of the I|ake.

He sat on a fallen tree and snmoked and drank his coffee, his eyes on the
smal | cork.
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After a nonent, Lara sat next to him She stared into her coffee and
said in a | ow voice, "Ben, what was that transm ssion about ?"

Wt hout |ooking at her, he answered, "It was about you, Lara. It seens
someone has been divul ging sensitive informati on about our strategy to
t he eneny."

She nodded, al so without |ooking up. "And you think it's nme?"

He gl anced at her, his eyes dead. "W knowit's you, Lara. Security has
determned it can't be anyone else."

When she continued to stare into her cup, he said, "\bu want to tell ne
\M]y?"

She took a deep breath, her face flushed a deep crimson. "It's Carl. \bu
renmenber | told you he di sappeared?”

Ben nodded.

"Well, when | was captured, they told nme he was still alive. Then .

then . . ."-she began to sob as she spoke-". . . they showed ne a finger
that still had the ring on it I'd given himas an engagenment present."

Ben remai ned silent, his eyes on the cork.

"They told nme if I'd help them give them occasional bits of

i nformati on, he'd be kept alive and treated well. If | refused, they'd
keep sending ne pieces of himuntil there wasn't anything left to send."
Ben took a deep breath. It was worse than he'd i magi ned. The trouble
was, he could see where she'd had little choice but to conply. God only
knew what he would do if they had Anna, or Buddy, in a simlar
situation. He turned to | ook at her

"Then the escape was pl anned?"

She nodded. "They let Jimmy get the gun, and arranged for us to escape
so |l'd be in a position to give theminformati on about SUSA s plans.”

"They must have known about our . . . relationship, then."
She nodded, still unable to look himin the face.
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"Do any of the others know?" he asked.

She wagged her head. "No. They'd kill me if they did."
"Then we can't tell them can we?"

Lara jerked her head around. "VWat. . . what do you nean?"
"Do you have any idea where they're keeping Carl ?"

"Yes. They have himin a canp, a prison really, over near the Hudson
River. It's called Falls River."

"Then here's what we'll do. I"'mgoing to tell the others the
transm ssion from headquarters was intel information about them hol ding
Carl, and then we're going to break himout."

She put her hand on his arm "You'd . .. you'd do that for ne?"

"Lara, 1'll be honest with you. |, and SUSA, can't forgive what you' ve
done, but | do know why you did it. Let's get Carl back, then we'll
deci de what to do about your treason.”

"Ch, Ben," she said, throwi ng her arns around his neck. Her face fel
and she bl ushed again as he pulled back, a | ook of distaste on his face.

The cork bobbed twi ce, then went under unnoticed as Ben stared at her
"I may regret this, but I do believe everyone deserves a second chance.
Especially, soneone |'ve cone to ... care a great deal about."

When they got back to the cabin, Ben explained to the others that he'd
received information that the USA had sone prisoners of war at Falls
Ri ver, on the banks of the Hudson, and he planned a rescue mssion to
free the prisoners.

As he spread maps of the region out on the kitchen table, he ignored
guestioning | ooks fromhis team and began planning their assault on the
prison fortress.
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Yiro Ishi approached his aged father's house in darkness, his senses
alerted for the first sign of trouble. Hs battered N ssan had barely
made the drive and he was | ow on gas, since all forns of fuel were in
short supply after the war began with SUSA and Ben Rai nes. Even food
shortages were showi ng up after the relentl ess bonbings, and the price
of necessities was rising day by day. In parts of the USA, there was no
food to be had in grocery stores, only row upon row of enpty shel ves and
no fresh vegetables or nmeat. The war was taking its toll on the entire
country.

It would be no surprise to discover that President Os-terman and Genera
Maxwel I were keepi ng hi munder close surveillance . . . until they had
what they wanted. Yiro had been very careful to nake certain he had not
been foll owed on the drive to Pittsburgh. It had been a dangerous trip,
with so many missiles and aircraft fromboth sides filling the skies.
Fal I i ng bonbs brightened the night nost of the way, and at times the
aft ershocks were so violent that his tiny car trenbl ed.



Yiro got out of his car and | ooked both ways up and down the street
before he started up the sidewalk to his father's small house in a
suburb of Pittsburgh

He rapped softly on the door. His father's illness was much worse now,
and his strength was failing. However, this trip to tell his father what
he was about to do was
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too inportant to let pass, and it was Japanese fam ly tradition to show
respect by informing his father of his plans.

Yoko, the housenmi d, answered his knock after a long silence.

"It is late," Yoko said in Japanese. "I believe your father is asleep."

"I must talk to himtonight," Yiro told her, |ooking behind him

"Come in, then," Yoko said, stepping back to admit himto the front room

"See if he is awake," Yiro said quietly. "I must speak with himnow "

"Do you want me to wake himup, even if he is asleep?" the girl asked.
"Yes. What | have to say to hjmis far too inmportant to wait."

She bowed and hurried off down a dark hallway to the rear of the house.
Yiro went to a front window, to see if any cars or trucks were passing

down the dark street. He was relieved to find the road enpty.

He heard Yoko's whispering footsteps conming toward himfromthe back
bedr oom

"I woke himup, Master Yiro. He wonders what is wong, that you have
cone to see himso late."

"I can only speak with him "Ybko. Keep a watch on the front of the
house. Let me know if anyone comes. |f you see a car or a truck drive by
slowy, let nme know at once. | may have been foll owed."

Her al nond eyes rounded with fear. "lIs the ethnic cl eansing com ng here
toni ght ?" she stanmered, clutching the front of her silk kinmono.

"I do not think so ... not tonight. However, bad things may be happening
soon. "
"What . . . bad things? WII they take us away to the prison canps?"

"I do not know. Now, keep a | ookout from one of the
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wi ndows and let ne know if anyone arrives. | must speak with ny father
at once, and what | have to tell himmy take sonme tine. It is very

i mportant."

"I understand, Master Yiro," she said, bow ng again.



Yiro wal ked down the hallway to enter his father's room to tell him
about the neeting with General Maxwell and his staff. It would gl adden
his father's heart to know that at last there would be revenge for what
had been done to their people by the ruthless adm nistration of
President Claire Osternan and the top | eaders of the USA

Yiro bowed. H s father lay still on the bed, watching himw th concern
in his eyes, his head raised by pillows propped up underneath him
Behind him on a wall above the bed, a small rendition of the old
Japanese flag, a rising sun, was encased in a picture frane.

They spoke in Japanese.

"What is it that brings you here so late, ny son? Yoko says it is
i mportant."

"It is, Father."

"Has the ethnic cleansing begun in |Indianapolis? Have they cone for you
and your famly?"

"No, Father, but it will come soon. Right now, they are concentrating on
t he bl ack peopl e. Thousands of them have been killed, taken to the
pri son canps where they have been starved to death, or shot."

"Tell me why you have come to see ne." His father's voice had turned

grave, hoarse.

"They have contacted nme, the governnment of the USA. General Maxwell and
President Osterman, along with a staff of experts on warfare, asked for ne.

"Why you?"

Yiro smled. "They know about grandfather's work at Unit 731."

H s father frowned. "Do they know you have kept the cultures alive?"
"Yes. | told them™
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"Why woul d you do that, Yiro? Wwuld you use ny father's work, your
grandf at her™ work, to destroy our own people and spread the plague?"

"I have a plan, Father. | have a plan that may stop the ethnic cleansing
before it reaches us."

"Tell me about it... quickly. You know how dangerous the bacteria is."

He pulled a small wooden chair froma corner and sat at the foot of his
father's bed. "You remenber that General Ishi had al so devel oped a
vacci ne agai nst the bubonic bacteria," he began, certain that his father
woul d recall these inmportant details of the work done at Unit 731, even
though it had taken place so many years ago.

"OfF course. Wthout it, the bonmbs filled with plague-carrying fl eas
woul d have been useless,” his father replied, sounding irritated.

"l told General Maxwell that | had the vaccine, as well as the cul tures



of bubonic bacteria,"” Yiro continued. "As you say, w thout the vaccine
the bacteria has no value, for it would kill everyone on this continent
and possibly even spread to the rest of the world."

"Pl ease continue, ny son. You have not told ne anything I do not already
know. "

"l have nmde them an offer."
"An of fer?"

"Yes, Father. | have offered to show them how to build the bonbs and
prepare themw th di seased fleas. They knew sonme of the details before
arrived at the mlitary conpound bel ow the ground at I|ndianapolis.”

"Way woul d you do such a thing? The Rebels of SUSA are tol erant of al
races, and yet you offer President Os-terman and her generals a way to
kill General Raines and the people he is fighting for? This makes no
sense to ne."

Again, Yiro smiled. "This is only what they think, Father. | amgoing to
sell themthe bacteria cultures and
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show t hem how to build the bonbs. They want the formula for the vaccine,
and I will give them one-"

"You will be responsible for the deaths of thousands of innocent people.
Surely you know t his? How can you do such a thing with your

grandfat her's work? Do you understand what you are giving then? Do you
not remenber your history? Howin the late fourteenth century a wild
strain of this very bacterium spread across the entire world, killing
twenty-five percent of the earth's popul ati on?"

"I understand, Father, yet it is not quite what it seens to be."

"Pl ease explain. You have di sappointed ne, breaking a sacred trust given
to us by ny father . . . that we would never use the plague to harm

i nnocent people. After what he saw in China he denounced the use of

bi ol ogi cal and chem cal weapons. He asked ne to destroy his notes and
the bacteria . . . everything he had regarding Unit 731. After hearing
what you are telling ne now, | wish | had followed his instructions. You
di sappoint nme, Yiro."

Yiro | ooked at the floor a nmonent, preparing what he would say next.
"This is not what | intend to do, Father. | have no plans to betray you,
or nmy grandfather. But they know | have the bacteria and the
instructions for building the bonb. They would have killed nme and ny
famly if | had refused to cooperate with them But there is nore. |
have an idea, a way to escape what they plan to do to us."

"G®oon. . ."

"I will showthe USA and its mlitary |eaders how to build the bonbs.
However, | will give thema false forrmula for the vaccine."

"A fal se fornul a?"

"I't will be useless. | will take the noney offered to nme by President



Osterman and use it to take you, and ny famly, back to Japan.™

"I still do not fully understand, ny son. VWat will pre-
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vent the infected fleas fromkilling tens of thousands . .. perhaps
mllions ... of innocent people living in the USA?"

"I will give the fornula for the vaccine to one of SUSA's mlitary

| eaders. They can begin devel oping the correct vaccine within a few days."

A silence lingered in the bedroom Yiro had doubts that his father would
approve of his plan.

"Still, my son, many innocent people like us, who live in the USA wll
die fromthe plague.™

"I know this father. | feel I have no choice but to do what | plan to do
give the fornula for the vaccine to officials of the SUSA gover nment

and take you, and ny wife and children, out of this country."

"You may be right-"

"I know I amright, Father."

"The innocent victins will linger in nmy menory, and in yours, until the
day we die."

"I have made this decision. | choose to save ny famly and | et these
people fight their war any way they wish. | will give the USA t he bonbs,
the information, and nothing nore. | will give the formula for the

vaccine to General Raines and his scientists."

"If they find out, if they even suspect what you propose to do, the
government of the USA will have you executed. Perhaps even your w fe and
children."

"I"'mcertain | have no choice, Father."

The old man glanced at the ceiling. "You may be right, Yiro," he said

softly.

Yiro stood up, for he knew his father was tired now and he had a heavy
burden to carry, a great deal to think about in the conming days. "I wll
send someone for you, Father. Have Yoko prepare everything for our
departure to Japan.”

"Waen?"
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"I have no idea. | will contact you or send word to you."

A tear trickled down his father's cheek. "So this is what our world has
cone to, ny son. W are all destined to destroy each other at all costs.'

Yiro cane to the bed and kissed his father's cheek. "If | can, | wll



make sure our family survives this war. You rnust trust me, Father, for |
am doing the only thing I can. "
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Yiro arrived at the bonbed-out remmants of the Research and Devel opnent
facility outside Indianapolis at five in the norning. Nothing much

remai ned of its exterior walls-only skeletal brick sections bl ackened by
snoke and fire-after the SUSA bonbing | ast year. So nmuch of the country
now rem nded hi m of phot ographs from Europe during World War I1. Entire
cities had been abandoned not long after the Final War started, when
SUSA' s bonbs hit targets with such uncanny precision. Power and gasoline
and water were often in short supply, a circunstance the Osterman

adm ni stration played down in the press as a "tenporary condition."

| mportant bridges and roadways had been destroyed. It was no easy task
to cross parts of the USA w t hout asking about roads and bridges al ong

the way . . . and the availability of fuel for an autonobile between
major cities, if the bonmb-cratered roads were passable. Tel ephone
service was unreliable, when it was available at all. Tel evision and

radi o broadcasts were in the hands of the governnent now, show ng old
reruns between the political nessages designed to confort the nervous
citizenry of what had once been the nost powerful governnment in the
world, the United States of America.

* k%
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Research and Devel opment was in a renmpote section of |ndiana woods .

what was left of the old | aboratories after the bonbs and missiles
struck. The new Sci ence Center was inside the conmpound at |ndianapolis
now, under heavy guard, where the advancenent of biol ogical and chem ca
weapons was bei ng conducted by President Os-terman's hand-pi cked staff
of scientists and nilitary | eaders whom she trusted.

"I am not anong themnow," Yiro nmuttered, steering through the night,
"because | am of Japanese ancestry. It is a choice President Osternan
will live toregret ... if things go as |'ve planned."

He swng onto a dirt lane far fromthe city, being careful to avoid
chuckhol es.

Yiro turned off his headlights, wondering where his wife, Sun Li, m ght
be. He had called her fromthe only working pay tel ephone he could find
on the trip back fromhis father's house in the dark. Sun Li had agreed
to neet himhere, for he would need her help carrying out his secret

pl an. She was the only one he could trust.

Yiro parked his car in a grove of trees near the remains of the

buil ding, switching off the notor, wondering if somehow the higher-ups
at USA had tapped his tel ephone at home. They would arrest Sun Li and
take her and their children to one of the prison canps to await
execution. Information about the canps was being kept fromthe press. No
one knew about the exterm nations, except those who had lost famly
menbers. He had done what he could to prevent anyone who m ght be

t appi ng the phones, speaking to his wife in the Japanese dial ect of
their childhood. Even if Gsternman's security forces overheard, it would
take themsonme time to find a reliable translator of their conversation
and by then she would be safely on her way to join him



Where is Sun Li? he wondered again, clinbing slowy out of the car
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Al'l was quiet around him as the hour approached dawn. Yiro knew his wife
shoul d have been there-unl ess sonet hing had gone w ong.

A whi spered voice fromthe dark startled him and he wheel ed around.
"Yiro. I amover here."

He smiled when he recognized Sun Li's voice. "I did not see your car.
was worried."

She ran to himand threw herself into his arms. "Ch, Yiro, we nust
hurry. The children are at hone alone, and | fear the soldiers mght
find us here. | was afraid when you told ne to neet you here. Please
tell me ... what are you planning to do with the experinents in the
cellar? | brought the key, as you told me to do."

"Do not worry," he assured her. "No one cones here anynore. The soldiers
do not know about the cellar, and nost of the scientists who knew about
it were killed during the bonbings and the fire."

She tugged his shirtsleeve. "Please hurry, Yiro. W nust do whatever it
is you want and do it quickly, before the sun cones up."

He | ed her around to the rear of the burned-out structure, then to a
t hi cket of bushes and short trees fifty yards behind it.

"Gve me the key," he said, |ooking around themto be sure they were not
bei ng wat ched. The skies were clear of all aircraft now. The bonbi ng and
m ssil es had stopped over an hour ago. An eerie silence blanketed the

I ndi ana countryside, a silence that worried Yiro for reasons he could
not fully explain to his wife. He wondered if he had sinply grown
accustoned to the sounds of bonbings during the night, and the screans
of victims being taken away by the Federal Protection and Prevention
Servi ce

Sun Li handed hima small padl ock key. Yiro went into the bushes first,
carefully probing the tall grasses with his foot to find the heavy netal
door. He carried a snall
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flashlight, for the wi ndow ess cellar would be inky dark and he woul d
need to be very sure of his noves, handling the vials of bacteria in

culture very carefully. His life, and Sun Li's |life, depended on not

maki ng any m st akes.

"Remenber to put on the mask and gl oves," he told her as he bent down to
find the padl ock. "Take no chances handling the old vials, for they wll
break easily."

"\What are you doing, Yiro?" Sun Li asked. "You have always said this
experiment, whatever it is, was too dangerous to nove."

He found the | ock and opened it. Then he pulled a heavy iron door open
above a set of saggi ng wooden stairs. "Do not ask ne questions, Sun Li,"



he responded. "The | ess you know, the better off you will be."

He started down the steps, until Sun Li grabbed his arm "I am
frightened, Yiro. Please tell ne what you are doing. | amyour wife."

Yiro turned to her, admiring her snooth face and gentle features in the
dar kness. "You nust trust ne," he whispered gently. "There is a chance
can save our lives and take us back to our honeland."

"Everyone says there is no escape,” Sun Li told him a tear sparkling in
her eyes. "We will never be allowed to leave. | know they will kill us
if we try."

"Do you trust me?"
"Yes, Yiro. Wth all ny heart."

"Then ask nme no nore questions. Do exactly as | tell you to do, and say
not hi ng. "

"I will be silent," she prom sed. "Tell nme what you want nme to do."

"When | give you a vial, carry it up these steps very carefully and put
it inm car. If you stunble ... if you break the glass ... we will both
die."

"I amafraid, Yiro."

He smiled at her. "It is all right to be afraid, ny dear wife, but do
not break the vials. Be sure of every step
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you take. What we are doing tonight will see our children safely out of
this war."

He ainmed his penlight into the dank-snmelling cellar. "Follow nme. Touch
nothing until | tell you it is safe, and put on the breathing mask and
gl oves. "

"I love you, Yiro," she said as he went down the steps to the cellar floor

Si I ky cobwebs |ike gossamer |ace hung fromeach rafter beam above t hem
The cell ar was danp, cloying. Woden shelves stood in rows across the
floor of the tiny underground room The snell of rot was everywhere,
clinging to their nostrils like a danp cloth across their faces.

Wearing gas masks and el bow | ength gloves, they carried ten glass vials
out of the cellar, one at a time, and put themin the trunk of Yiro's
Ni ssan, surroundi ng each one with several towels to keep them from
breaki ng on rough roads. The culture nedi umwas a shade of dull pink
swirling in the bottom of each deadly vial of bubonic plague bacterium

Two of the vials were dry, for it had been nonths since he visited the
cellar. But a powerful bacteria like this would encapsul ate, protecting
itself in a dormant phase, until it was awakened by the addition of

wat er, which would bring it back to life even after years of hibernation

When the last vial was | oaded Yiro closed the trunk of his car. He
returned quickly to the cellar to bring out a rusted netal box painted a



fading white color with a red cross on the lid. He placed it carefully
under the front seat of Sun Li's car. Dawn was brightening the eastern sky.

"You must go now," he said, pulling off his gas mask and gl oves.

"I will hurry,” Sun Li said. "I must be there before the children are
awake. VWhat is in the small white box?"

"Ask me no nore. \When you get home, put it in the back of our refrigerator."
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"The refrigerator?"

"Yes. Hurry now, but do not drive too fast, or the police will stop you
and ask you questions."

"What will you do?" Sun Li asked. "Wiere will you go with those bottles?"
"It is better if you do not know. "
"Way won't you tell me?"

"When the tine cones, | will tell you everything. Until then, pack our
clothing and only the bare essentials. Be ready to | eave the nonent |
contact you. | will tell you where to take the children. You will be
boarding an airplane that will take you and the children to Japan, while
I will fly across the ocean to open a Swi ss bank account. Renmenber to
bring the white box with you. Hide it in our |uggage."

"I amso scared, Yiro. If anything were to happen to you, | would be lost-"
"Not hing will happen. But you rmust do exactly as | say, and ask me no
guestions.”

She grabbed his shirt collar and stood on tiptoe to kiss him "I |ove

you, ny husband. | will do whatever you ask of ne."

"I love you too, Sun Li," he whispered, his voice thickening with

enotion. "You rmust trust me. | amdoing everything | can to save our lives."
"I understand," she said softly, unwilling for the monent to let go of him

"CGet in your car. Drive straight home. Tell no one where you have been
or that you have seen nme. | want you to understand how inportant it is
that you deny having seen ne for many days."

"Of course | will, Yiro."

"Then go now. The sun is rising."

She turned away from himtoward her dark green Toyota. "You nust call ne
as soon as you can, Yiro, to tell ne that you are safe, that nothing has
gone wong."
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"I wll," he assured her. "Go now. "

Sun Li hurried toward her car. Yiro waited until she had driven down the



| ane and turned onto the enpty highway before he clinbed in his N ssan
for the nost dangerous trip of all.

H's mind was made up. He woul d keep the actual forrmula for the vaccine

i n another place, until he had been paid in gold and silver and di anonds
for the bacteria. He would prepare a second fornula for the vaccine,
slightly different, and give it to the ranking officers of the USA as
soon as he was certain his famly was safe in Japan
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Tsi Ishi lay in bed, only half asleep, wondering what his son, Yiro,
woul d do with the ancient specimens and the formula. Tsi's nedicine for
the cancer was |l ess effective now, and the pain was sonetines

excruci ating, |eaving himawake for hours at a time during the night.
There were nights like this when he truly wanted to die. But tonight he
was worried about his son, and the dark |legacy left to himby Tsi's
father when he was a general of the Japanese arny.

Using the ancient fornulas agai nst the governnent of the USA woul d be
danger ous.

They will be too clever, he thought. Yiro is not a soldier, nor has he
lived during the terrible times when every government enpl oyee was a
potential informant.

Tsi worried about his grandchildren. Wuld the dreaded FPPS find out
what Yiro meant to do and kill him along with his famly? It was |ike
somet hing fromthe old days of war, World War |1, when no one could be
trusted, when even your closest friend could be a spy.

Sun Li will not be w se enough in the ways of such things to protect her
children, he thought. She is from anot her generation. And, |ike al
worren, she is ignorant of the ways of the world.

A noise at the front of his house gave Tsi a start. He sat up in bed
despite his pain, listening. It sounded as if
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someone had broken down the front door. O could he have been imagining it?
"Yoko?" he cried. "What was that?"

He got no answer. The house was silent now, a silence that bothered him

"\ bko! Are you awake?"

Agai n, he received no answer.

Then he heard footsteps com ng down the hallway toward his bedroom

"I's that you, Yoko? Tell me! What was that noise | just heard?"

The door to his bedroom opened. Tsi turned on a bedside |lanmp to see who
was there

A man in a black shirt and bl ack beret stood in the threshold, glowering



at him He was heavily nuscled, with a nean gleamin his eyes.
"Where is your, son, Yiro?" a deep voice asked.

"I... have no idea. Wiy are you here? What are you doing in ny house?"
"You know damm well why we're here, old man," the intruder snarled.
Anot her man in a black shirt appeared behind him wth a bloody knife in
hi s hands.

"I took care of the Jap bitch," the second stranger said. "I cut her
goddamm throat. She never knew what happened. Never made a sound."

"Good," the first intruder grunted, directing his attention back to Tsi
"I'"'mgonna ask you just one nore tinme, you old rice-eatin' son of a
bitch. Wiere is Yiro? Tell us where the hell he went."

"I have no idea what you're tal king about. | have not seen Yiro in nmonths."

"Bullshit! You're a lyin' son of a bitch. W followed himto this

nei ghbor hood, only we |Iost him Then we found your nane in the phone
book. We drove over to this address, you old fool. Your name was in the
phone book."
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"My name?"
"Ishi. Ain't many of "emin Pittsburgh. The rest was easy as hell."

Tsi | ooked at the bl oody knife blade. "You have killed ny housekeeper
Yoko?"

"What damm difference does it make, old man? If you wanna stay alive,
then you'll tell us where your son went. An' don't act like you ain't
seen him W already know he was here just a few hours ago."

"You nust be m staken."

"The only nistake bein' made here tonight is you playin' dunmb on us.
It's gonna cost you your life, you old Jap bastard, unless you tell us
what we want to know. You've got just one minute to spill your guts or
we'll cut 'emopen for you, sane as we did your slant-eyed maid."

"What is it you want with ny son?" Tsi asked, pulling the bed sheet
around him Fear knotted in his stomach, and yet he knew he coul d not
show hi s concern or these nmen would know he was lying to them He had no
choice but to deny Yiro's visit at all costs.

"Tell us where he went. Were he is now? W know he went after that
secret bonb formula he told General Maxwell an' the others about when he
had that neeting at the conpound in |ndianapolis."

"I have no idea what you are tal ki ng about. \What secret formnula?"

The first man in the black shirt stepped closer to the bed, and then he
drew an automatic pistol fromhis belt. "Just one nore tinme, you ole

bastard. You know damm wel |l what |'mtal ki ng about."

"l swear | don't."



"Then you're one dead, rice-eating notherfucker-unless your menory
i mproves real quick."

"I haven't seen Yiro in a long tine."

The stranger raised his pistol, aimng it for Tsi's head. "You saw him
and tal ked to himabout what he was gonna
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do, maybe only a couple of hours ago. Tell us the truth, you old fart,

or you're headed for a grave .. . along with your son, as soon as we

find him"

Tsi swall owed hard. "Please do not kill me. | know nothing of Yiro's plans."

The pistol made a clicking sound when the man in the black shirt cocked
it. "One last tine, old man. Tell us the truth or I'm gonna splatter

your head all over your bedroomwall... an' the maid is already dead, so
there's no telling who'Il have to clean up the ness.”

"You have made a terrible nistake. | have not seen Yiro in a very long
while."

"You're the one makin' the m stake, G andpa. You have two grandchil dren

a girl named Linda, and a boy named John. Kinda funny that you Jap
bastards would try to give your kids real American nanes. Hell, it ain't
gonna work. Even a man who can't see too good will be able to see them
slanted eyelids. Snmell the rice an garlic on their breath. You want us
to kill them same as we're gonna do to your son? Unless he gives us his
full cooperation . "

Tsi worried now about his grandchildren, and what these nmen would do to
them He |oved them so very nuch, and he would give up his own life

wi thout regrets in order to spare theirs. Visions of ancient Samurai
filled his head. He nust show the sane courage, for he knew the fate of
the worl d depended on his son's achieving his goal of destroying this
cancer that the USA had becone.

"Answer ne, old nman."

Tsi sighed, deciding upon a desperate plan. He nust m slead them send
themon a false trail.

"Kill the old bastard," the second bl ack-shirted stranger said. "W're
wastin' tinme."

"I"'mgonna give himone nore chance to cooperate with us before | bl ow
his head off," the first man replied, aimng his pistol at the center of
Tsi's forehead. "But this is the last mnute I'm gonna waste."
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"He canme here," Tsi stanmered.

"W already know that. Keep talkin', and this had better make sonme sense."

Tsi closed his eyes a nonent. "My father, General Ishi of the Japanese
Royal Arny, devel oped a biol ogi cal weapon during the second world war."



"W al ready know that too. Get to the goddamm point, you Jap bastard.
Wiere is Yiro now?"

"He has gone to retrieve a very old bacteria he kept alive in a test
tube. It was devel oped by my father at Unit 731 during the war."

"Stop tellin' us shit we already know. Were the hell is that boy of yours?"

Tsi waited a nonment, buying as nmuch tinme as he could for his son. "He
has driven down to the northern part of what was called the state of
IIlinois. He has kept the bacteria for the bubonic plague hidden there
for many years.

"I'l'linois? What part of 111inois?"

"A small place. The nane of the town is Ava. It is very close to the
ruins of Steelville, the town where they used to nmake steel."

"Why the hell would he keep it there?" the second of the black shirts
dermanded.

"He felt it would be safe.”

"Exactly where in this town of Ava is it |ocated? Be damm sure you tel
us the truth.”

"Behind an old Catholic church. There is a cellar behind the ruins. A
bonb struck the church at the beginning of the war, but it did not
damage the cellar. This is where Yiro told nme he was going... to get the
bacteria, because he is offering it to the USA for their war effort. He
has spoken with General Maxwell and nmenbers of his staff.”

"I'l'linois don't sound right to ne," the second black shirt said. "CQur
intelligence reports don't show anything about Yiro ever bein' in
I[Ilinois. Hell, the little bastard don't hardly ever go anywhere."
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The first Black Shirt stepped closer to the bed with his gun ai ned
downward. " Yiro Ishi used to work for Science and Devel opnent in
I ndi ana. Are you real damm sure that ain't where this cellar is?"

"I amquite certain. He said he needed to find a place to buy enough
gasoline so he could drive to Ava, Illinois, tonight and pick up the
speci mens. "

"He's a liar," the second man said.

"Maybe, " the other assassin responded. He | eaned over the bed and put

the muzzle of his pistol against Tsi's right tenple, nudging it gently.

"Be dam sure you're telling us the truth, old nan, or we'll cone back
here and kill you just like we did the little Jap bitch in the front room"

"I amtelling you the truth,” Tsi replied, with a calmhe did not feel

The second bl ack shirt spoke again. "Best thing to do is get on the
radi o an' have squads check both places, Sergeant. W can drive to the



old site in Indiana while a two-man team checks out this story about the
church in Illinois. That way, we'll be sure."

"Makes sonme sense," the sergeant replied.

Tsi shuddered inwardly. If these two men went to the old building where
Yiro worked before the bonbs started falling, they might find himthere
inthe cellar. "He did not go to Indianapolis, of that | amcertain,"
Tsi said. "That was where he used to work."

"You're tellin' us shit we already know "

"He said there was no place to hide the test tubes where the other
wor kers would not find them Mre than anything el se, he wanted to keep
the specinens in a safe place where no one would find them by accident."

The first black shirt spoke, poking the gun into Tsi's flesh. "Maybe
there's a cellar there too, you lyin' old bastard. | never met a Jap who
could tell the truth unless you beat it out of him™"
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"No. He went to Illinois ... to Ava. | amvery certain this is where he
went . "

The black shirt snmiled. "By lyin' to nme, you rotten little son of a
bitch, you just told ne everything we needed to know. He went to
I ndi anapol i s."

"Nol "

"Go to sleep, old man. Dreamthe dreans of your forefathers, on account
of you ain't ever gonna wake up again."

A thundering gunshot sent a stabbing pain through Tsi's brain and he
stiffened on his mattress. Then the scene before him faded, the
ever-present pain of the cancer disappeared, and his body seened to rise
toward the ceiling------
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Ben had Lara and her team pack their SUV w th weapons, amunition, and
expl osives, and then tied a Zodiac boat on top of the vehicle. The
Zodi ac, an air-filled boat powered by a small electric engine, was
necessary for themto get close enough to the prison to nount an attack

They drove on back roads to the outskirts of Falls River and then turned
down a road | eading to the shores of the Hudson River. Fromthe nmap Lara
had gi ven him Ben knew the prison was on the bank of the river, in a
wooded area away fromthe town itself. It was an old mansion, once

i nhabited by the railroad barons of a bygone age.

They filled the boat with their equi pment and then got in. Ben had
Jersey, Cooper, Anna, Lara, Chuck Harris, and Lara's friend Nora al ong
on the mission. Beth had been |l eft behind to nmonitor the radio for any
| at e- breaki ng news from M ke Post. She would be able to contact them on
their headsets if anything urgent occurred.

Once in the boat, they started the engine, which purred with a sound no
| ouder than the humof a television set. Luckily, the half-noon was



obscured by heavy cl ouds. Keeping the boat next to the shore, which was
thick with overgrow h and shrubs, they eased down the current, rifles at
the ready in case they were spotted.

As they approached the house, which was set back fromthe river about
fifty yards of lush [ awn, Ben saw they'd have to cross the area w t hout
any cover. Luckily, there
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were no spotlights, the only illunmination conmng frominside the nansion

He took his binoculars and studied the | ayout of the prison. Through the
wi ndows on the first floor, he could see what | ooked like normal Iiving
quarters-a living room kitchen, and | arge dining room The w ndows of
the second floor were covered with bars, and there were no lights in
them He suspected the prisoners were housed there, w th guards and

adm ni strative personnel occupying the |ower floors.

He notioned to Chuck to pull the Zodiac into the shore just before they
cane to the cleared area in front of the house.

They unl oaded the boat and gathered in the dense undergrowth in a tight
circle. "The only problemwe're gonna have is crossing the awn. There's
no cover, and we're going to be totally exposed for the few seconds it
takes to cross it."

He | ooked at his team They were dressed conpletely in black, with al
exposed skin covered with black greasepaint. They should be totally
i nvisible, unless the sky cleared and uncovered the noon.

"Jersey, Coop, and I will go first. W'll enter through the French doors
leading to the living room Chuck, | want you and Lara and Anna and Nora
to make sure they can't call for help. That neans cutting any phone
lines and taking out any radio antennas or satellite dishes you find on
the exterior of the building. By the tinme you've done that, we should
have the first floor secured, silently I hope. If we have to fire our
weapons, all bets are off and it's gonna turn into a firefight, so make
sure of your targets. | don't want us killing each other in there."

"Roger, Ben," Chuck said, while Anna and Nora nodded.

Ben wal ked to the edge of the brush and | ooked across the expanse of
| awn, meking sure there weren't any guards
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out back sneaking a smoke or | ooking toward the river. Wth a fina
backward gl ance to make sure Jersey and Coop were ready, he took his CAR
of f safety and sprinted across the grassy expanse with his two teanmmates
ri ght behind him

When he got to the patio overl ooking the backyard, he stopped with his
back to the rear wall of the house, waiting for his breathing to slowto
nor mal .

Usi ng hand signals, he notioned for Jersey and Coop to enter by the
right side of the house while he went in the left.



The right rear side door was | ocked, but opened readily enough when he
stuck the point of his K-Bar knife in the keyhole. He eased the door
open and peeked around the edge, finding he was in a small anteroom of f
the kitchen. A lone guard was naking a sandwi ch on the counter, his back
to Ben.

Ben slipped through the doorway and approached the nan on tiptoe. He
must have sensed sonething, for he turned, a questioning | ook on his
face, just as Ben got to him

H s eyes w dened and he opened his nouth to yell, but before he could
make a sound, Ben drove the K-Bar into his chest, slipping the blade
under his left rib with an upward stroke into the guard' s heart. He
managed a wheezy gurgle before his eyes glazed over and he fell into
Ben's armns.

Ben pulled out his knife and | owered the body to the floor, | ooking
around at the same tinme to make sure he hadn't been observed. The room
and hal lway were quiet. No one el se was present.

Wal king slowy, his CARin his left hand and the K-Bar in his right, Ben
made his way into the downstairs dining room just off the kitchen

H's finger tightened on the CAR s trigger at a nove-
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ment across the room until he saw it was Coop and Jersey comni ng out of
anot her hal | way.

He gave a thunbs up and pointed across the dining roomat the doorway
leading to the living room Coop nodded, and he and Jersey turned toward
t he doorway.

Wth Coop on one side and Jersey on the other, Ben slipped through the
openi ng, weapons at the ready. On a couch across the room a solitary
figure sat reading a book by the light of a single |lanp. The rest of the
roomwas in semn-darkness.

Ben trained his CAR on the stairway | eading upstairs and notioned wth
his head to Coop

Coop nodded, handed his M 16 to Jersey, and got down on hands and knees,
his K-Bar's blade gleanming dully in the light fromthe |anp.

In a mtter of seconds, Coop rose behind the guard and grabbed his mouth
with his left hand and slit his throat with his K-Bar. The nman nade no
sound as Coop | owered himonto the couch

Ben and Jersey quickly crossed the room Jersey pointing her M16 up the
stairway while Ben and Coop wal ked to another doorway off the living
room Though the door was closed, nuffled sounds could be heard through
t he door.

Ben cocked his head and put it next to the door. It sounded |like crying
or whi npering, punctuated occasionally by a deeper, harsh voice saying
somet hi ng he coul dn't under st and.

Ben put his hand on the doorknob and turned. It nmoved. The door was



unl ocked, so he eased it partway open and peered inside.

It was a bedroom and on a bed against the far wall he could see two
figures withing under the covers.

He laid his CAR down and wal ked into the room A burly guard was on top
of a wonman, who was crying and struggling with his hands on her throat.
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"Please ... don't... you're hurting ne," she groaned, trying to push him
of f her.

"Shut up, you bitch," the man grow ed, holding her by the throat with
one hand as he tried to tear her clothes off with the other

When Ben approached the bed, the female saw him Her eyes wi dened in
surprise and she quit struggling.

The man reared up, |ooking over his shoulder to see what she was | ooking
at, and Ben pounced. He hit the man in the nouth as hard as he could,
and when the guard fl opped backward, he drove the K-Bar into his throat,
t he bl ade penetrating his neck and | odging in his cervical spine.

The wounded man thrashed |ike a fish out of water, his nmouth opening and
closing as he tried to force air past the knife in his w ndpipe.

Jersey followed Ben into the roomand as he held the man down, she went
to the side of the bed and put her finger to her lips so the frightened
woman woul dn't scream

When the nman was qui et, Jersey hel ped the wonan arrange her torn

cl ot hing and stood her up next to the bed. "How many ot her guards are

t here?" Ben asked in a whisper

The girl thought for a nmonent. "Usually three downstairs and four up,"
she said in a | ow voice, using the back of her hand to brush tears out
of her eyes.

Where are they stationed?" Jersey asked.

"Two sit at a desk at the head of the stairs, and the other two stay in
t he guards' bunkroom "

"Any way to get up the stairs w thout being seen?" Ben asked.
She shook her head. "No, and they keep weapons ready at all tinmes."

Ben pulled his 9nm Beretta automatic pistol fromits holster on his
belt. "You know how to use this?"
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The wonman grinned and took the pistol fromhis hand, expertly jacking
back the slide and cocking it. "Yes, sir, you bet I do. That's why |I'm

here!"

"Are you up to going up there and getting the drop on the two guards?"
Jersey asked, concern in her eyes.



"Just watch ne," she replied, slipping the gun in her wai stband at the
back of her pants.

She wal ked slowy up the stairs, nmoving deliberately to give Ben and the
others a chance to station thensel ves bel ow her

As she topped the stairs, a harsh laugh could be heard. "Johnny through
wi th you al ready, Susan?"

Anot her voi ce added, "You nust've been very good tonight, girl."

Susan coul d be heard to say, "OK, boys, keep your hands on the desk
where | can see 'em"
"Why, you bitch!" growl ed one of the nmen as Ben and Jersey and Coop
rushed up the stairs.

Two quick shots rang out fromthe girl, blow ng both men backward of f
their chairs.

Ben and Coop didn't slow as they passed, snapping the safeties off their
assault rifles.

Down the hall, a door burst open and two nmen ran through, pointing
rifles ahead of them

Ben and Cooper opened up on full automatic, spinning the nen and
t hrowi ng them back through the door they'd conme out of.

Ben continued his advance, diving through the door and rolling on the
floor, bullets flying over his head and stitching a pattern across the wall.

He fired froma prone position and killed the [ ast guard, just as he was
lowering his aim

Ben lay there a noment, catching his breath, letting his adrenalin
| evel s go back down to nornmal.

Coop sauntered into the room and wal ked over to check and nake sure al
t he guards were dead. They were.
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Seconds | ater, Chuck, Lara, Anna, and Nora bounded up the stairs, their
rifles |evel ed.

"Stay cool!" Jersey shouted before they could fire. "W've got it under
control ."

Coop | ooked at Ben lying on the floor. "You OK chief?"

Ben nodded and scranbled to his feet. "You and the others spread out and
gi ve the house a good going-over. | want to make sure all of the guards
are accounted for," he ordered.

"Ten-four," Coop said, and he and Jersey went out to get the others to
make the search

"Lara, you might want to go with me to release the prisoners," Ben
of fered, knowi ng she was anxious to see Carl and make sure he was all right.



"OK, Ben. Thanks," she replied, her eyes downcast as if she was ashaned
to look himin the face.

Starting at the end of the hall, they opened the first door using a key
they'd found at the guards' desk. Inside was what was at one tine a
bedroom although now it had only a few old nmattresses on the floor and
two buckets in the corner. Fromthe snell emanating fromthem they were
the only toilet facilities allowed the prisoners.

There were six men in the room all cowering back in a corner, and al
showi ng obvious malnutrition and signs of torture.

"They'd be less afraid if you went in first,” Ben said to Lara.

She nodded and stepped into the room "I'm Lara Wal-den, and we're with
t he Freedom Fi ghters who' ve cone to rescue you," she said in a calm |ow
t one.

At first, the men reacted with frowns of disbelief, as if this were sone
new torture device devised by their captors to give themfal se hope.
After a few nmonents, they began to believe. Slowy, nmoving as if they
hadn't had any real exercise in nonths, they got to their feet and
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shuffled over to Ben and Lara. One of the prisoners, tears in his eyes,
took Lara's hand and gently kissed it.

"Thank you . . . thank you so much. W were afraid we'd never
He stopped and began to sob openly, unable to go on

Ben put his armaround the man's shoul ders and said, "Cone on out,
gentl emen. There's plenty of food and drink in the kitchen. W'll neet
you there in a few mnutes after we rel ease the others.™

The prisoners didn't need to be asked tw ce. Mving quicker now, they
filed out of the roomand headed down the stairs.

The next roomwas much the same, only it held three nen and four wonen,
all of whom showed signs they'd been badly mistreated. After sending
themto the kitchen, too, Lara rushed to the |last roomon the floor, her
face showing a m xture of hope and fear. She wasn't sure Carl was really
there.

Ben opened the door and |l et her precede himinto the room As he

foll owed her in, he heard her gasp and groan at the sane tinme. The only
occupant of the roomwas a gaunt man with dirty, bl oodstai ned bandages
on his left hand. He rem nded Ben of pictures he'd seen of concentration
canp survivors fromWrld War |1. Though from Lara's description he knew
Carl to be in his md-twenties, the man Lara rushed to hug | ooked fifty
at | east.

Ben sl ow y backed out of the roomand went downstairs, where the other
team menbers were busy fixing food and drink for the prisoners, who were
devouring it as fast as it was served.

"Chuck," Ben said, "Lara's friend Carl is upstairs, and he | ooks as if
he may need i nmedi ate nedical attention."



Chuck gl anced at Nora. "Nora, would you mind fetching my nmedi cal bag
fromthe Zodiac? I'll be upstairs with Lara and Carl."

After they left, Jersey wal ked over to Ben, a specul ative
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| ook in her eye. "Chuck told us they thought Carl had been killed when
they were prisoners before." She stared at him "This wouldn't have
anything to do with that nysterious call you got fromM ke, would it?"

He smiled, "Yeah, but the less you know about it, the |l ess chance you
have of being court-martialed."”

He wal ked toward the front of the house. "Has anyone checked on the
garage?" he asked.

Coop | ooked up from nmaki ng sandwi ches at the counter. "Yeah, boss.
There're are two SUVs in there, a four man Jeep with a full tank, and a
boat . "

"OK," Ben said and wal ked up the stairs.

In the room he found Lara watching anxi ously as Nora and Chuck worked
on Carl.

"How i s he?"

"Chuck says a couple of shots of antibiotics and two weeks on sone pills
and he'll be okay. He mainly needs food . . . protein and such, to hea
hi s wounds. "

"Cone out here in the hall with ne for a mnute, Lara."
"OK, Ben."

When they were al one, Ben took her by the shoulders. "Lara, as | said
bef ore, SUSA can't condone what you did, even though |I know why, and
synmpat hi ze with your notives." He took a deep breath and pulled a map
case from his back pocket. He handed her the map. "There's a Jeep in the
garage. As soon as Chuck is through with Carl and he's had some food,
suggest you two take it and head north. Don't stop until you are in
Canada. This map will show you the latest intel we have on which roads
are unguarded. OK?"

Tears welled in her eyes as she took the map fromhis hand. "Are you
sure you want to do that for us? Wn't it get you in sone sort of trouble?"

He shrugged. "Lara, | wouldn't know what it nmeans not to be in trouble.
It's your only hope. There is a death
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sentence on your head, by both SUSA and the USA, but Canada shoul d be
saf e enough. "

She stood up on tiptoe and ki ssed his cheek. "Thank you, Ben. W'l
never forget you for this."



He forced himself to turn away. "Just see that you make it to Canada
bef ore you stop, or all this will have been for nothing."
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Yiro found a pay tel ephone outside of I|Indianapolis and nade a cauti ous
entrance into the parking lot beside it.

It was five mnutes before ten in the norning. Traffic was slow, due to

t he bonbi ngs during the night. At one point he'd had to travel by back
roads to get to the USA's capital. Bridges were out all over the state

of Indiana, too, and it was virtually inpossible to find a fuel station
with power for its punps on the main thoroughfares running east and

west. The many SUSA Scout teanms had been markedly successful, along with

t he al nbst constant bonbing in disrupting power stations all across the USA

Toward the end of his journey he was again al nost out of gas, coasting
down hills to make the nost of the fuel he had left, wondering all the
while if he would make it. He knew if he ran out of gas and was found by
security forces of the USA he was as good as dead, for they would never
again let himout of their sight until he'd given them what they wanted.

He got out of his car, after careful scrutiny of the area to be sure no
FPPS vehicles were nearby, with their distinctive |license plates bearing
the insignia of the USA painted on the plates in silver.

Yiro dialed the nunber General Maxwell and Harlan MIlard had given him
and wai ted whil e the phone rang.

"Hel | 0?"
The voice was unfamliar, as Yiro expected. There
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woul d be a nunber of security bl ockades pl aced between hinself and
General Maxwel | .

"I need to speak to CGeneral Maxwell, or to Harlan MI-lard. My nane is
Yiro Ishi."

"Who?"

"Yiro Ishi. Either the general or M. MIllard will know who | am"

"WIl they know why you're calling?" the unfriendly speaker asked.
"Yes. Just give them ny nane."
"It will take a few minutes."

Yiro knew they were tracing the call. After he had gone this far, there
was no turning back. The trunk of his Nissan was | oaded wi th biol ogica
di saster. The box containing the fornula for the vaccine was with Sun
Li. He carried a slightly different forrmula for the bubonic plague
vaccine in his briefcase, just in case he was questioned in detail. It
was al nbost the same as the correct vaccine cultures, although different
in one deadly respect that nade it usel ess.

Desperate times call for desperate neasures, he thought. He had to wait,



even though the call was being traced, until he could talk to CGenera
Maxwel | or Harlan MIlard and nake them his offer

"Pl ease hurry," he said, watching an Indianapolis police patrol car rol
by slowy. The policenan seenmed to be paying nore than casual notice to
himas he stood in the tel ephone boot h.

"Don't tell ne what to do," the voice snapped. "I have to check on a few
things first."

Yiro could hear the click of tel ephone tap |lines being put into place.

"Tell Ceneral Maxwell, or M. Mllard, that I will only wait two
m nutes,” Yiro added.

"Just who the hell do you think you are, mster?" the voice wanted to know.
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"Maxwel |, or MIlard, will tell you who I am Please hurry or I will be
forced to hang up."

"You're an insolent son of a bitch. Do you know what nunber you've reached?"

"This is the main security nunber for headquarters of the USA at
I ndi anapol i s."

"Maybe you're only guessing. Could be you just got lucky and the cal
cane here.”

"Where do you think I got the number?" Yiro replied. "It was given to ne
by General Maxwell hinself. President Osternman is waiting for me to cal
with the information |I have. It should be very easy to verify this. |
will only wait one minute longer, and then I will call another nunber
that was given to ne by the general ."

" Anot her nunber ?"

Yiro gl anced down at a small piece of paper he had been given after the

nmeeting with Gsterman's staff. "I have a nunber for Otis Warner."
A sil ence.
"Are you still there?" Yiro asked.

"What is this nunmber for M. Warner? |I'm making sure you're |legitinate.

Hel |, everyone in the USA knows these names. You coul d have gotten them
anywhere. "

Yiro took a deep breath. His patience, and his nerve, were running
short. "If you believe I aman inmpostor, then explain how !l got this
nunber. | amquite sure it is classified as top secret."

Anot her silence, |onger

"What is the nunber you have for M. Warner? If you have it, I'll know
you are telling the truth."



Yiro read the nunmber to the security officer, being sure of each nuneral

"Il put you right through, M. Ishi. Sorry, but we have to take
precautions. The general should answer al nost any nonment now. "
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"Thank you," Yiro said, without too much heavy sarcasmin his voice.

A series of clicks, then a dial tone, followed by a ring on the other
end of the line.

"Yes? This is Maxwell."
"I amYiro Ishi. Your security experts did not want to put me through."
"There are certain nmeasures we must take-"

"I understand. | have the ... items we discussed. | amready now to make
a deal with you, if you have my price and are ready for the transfer."

A meani ngful pause.

"There is a slight problemraising the ambunt you asked for. Madam

President wants to know if you will settle for a nore reasonable price,
Dr. Ishi.'
"Reasonabl e?" Yiro asked. "Wat is reasonable for a weapon that will wn

the war for you?"

"How much will you take? G ve me your |owest amount. Let's get to the
bottomline instead of dealing in bullshit."

"I have already told you ny price. Five mllion dollars in gold or
preci ous stones. They nmust be delivered to nme within two hours at your
airport inside the conmpound, along with a jet to take me to Switzerl and.

Only after the noney is deposited in an account there will | tell you
where the information concerning the maki ng of the bonbs and the vaccine
can be found. In addition, | want a plane to carry my wife and ny

children back to Japan. My father, who lives in Pittsburgh, will also be
i ncluded as a passenger on this flight. My famly nmust be safe before we
strike a bargain."

"That's too nuch. You gotta be crazy ... to think President Osterman
woul d pay that figure. I'mtelling you, Ishi, the treasury just doesn't
have that anmount in it."

"Very well," Yiro said, his heart pounding. "I wll sell
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my grandfather's forrmula to General Ben Raines. He will pay what | am
aski ng. "

"Hold on a minute, you little ... Dr. Ishi. I'lIl have to get clearance
from someone higher up in order to pay that nuch, and | can't prom se
you that airplane.”

"Then our business proposition is off," Yiro said. As another police car
drove by the phone booth where he was making the call



"Don't hang up yet, Dr. Ishi," Maxwell said, a change in his tone. "Al

| said was ... |I'd have to check with soneone el se before | agreed to
your . . . offer.”
"I cannot wait any longer. | will call back in one hour, if the

arrangenents haven't been nade, then sayonara, Ceneral."

General Leland Maxwel | couldn't believe it when he heard the dial tone
in his ear. The little bastard was turning out to be a nmuch nore
difficult negotiator than he'd thought he would be. Damm, he thought, if
| blowthis, Osterman is going to have nmy head on a platter

He sat at his desk a nonment, drummng his fingers, trying to figure a
way out of calling her, but knew he had no choi ce.

Rel uctantly, he dial ed her number.

"Claire Csterman here.”

"Madam President, this is General Maxwell."

"Ah, Max. Have you convinced that Jap to take | ess nmoney?"

"No, Madam President. He is standing firm He says if arrangenents
aren't nade within the hour, he'll sell his fornula to Ben Raines."

Maxwel | hel d the phone away fromhis ear as Claire began to screaminto
it. "What! That son of a bitch is threatening ne?" After a few nore
curse words, she
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growm ed, "Bring himin and we'll torture the secret out of him Use his
famly if need be."

"Uh, there's a slight problemthere."
"What is it, Max?" she asked in a dangerously mild tone.

"It seens sone overzeal ous Black Shirts killed his father and his
father's housekeeper l|ast night, and we don't exactly know where Ishi is
at the nmonent."

"Ch, that's just great, Max. So you're telling ne we have to give in to
the bastard's denmands?"

"That decision is entirely up to you, Madam Presi dent. However, |'m
afraid that without Ishi's plague bonbs and the formula for an effective
vacci ne against them the citizens aren't going to put up with the war
much | onger. Too many of them are having to do without the basic
necessities of life. Even food and potable water is beconing scarce."

"Max, is this a defeatist attitude |I'm hearing fromyou?"

"No, ma'am |I'mjust trying to explain the situation to you so you can
make an inforned decision," Max answered, sweat beading his brow He
knew he was treadi ng on extrenely dangerous ground. Sugar Babe never,
but never, liked to be told they were |l osing the war, or that she'd ever
made any deci sions that could be construed as bei ng wong.



"So, "-she paused, and he could al nost hear her thinking of a way to make
any decision she cane to his fault if it proved to be a wong one-"your
recommendation is to give in to the little son of a bitch's demands?"

Max swallowed the lunmp in his throat. "Yes, ma'am it is.

"OK then. Do it, Max. Make it happen. But be quick about it. 1'd hate to
| ose this war because of your failure to act soon enough to get the
formulas fromlshi."

"Yes, ma'am 1'Il get right onit."
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"Ch, and Max . . ."

"Yes, ma' anf"

"Make sure you have Herb Knoff handle the transfer of funds, and the
acquisition of the formula for the bonb and the vacci ne. He has
instructions fromne to nake sure that bastard Ishi never lives to enjoy
his bl ackmail noney."

"Certainly, Madam President. 1'll see to it."

Forty-seven mnutes |later, when Ishi called back, General Maxwell cane
onthe linein less than a mnute. "OK, Dr. Ishi. W have a deal. Five
mllion in gold and dianmonds are on the way to ny office now.
Arrangenments have been nmade to fly you to Switzerland, and your famly
to Japan. You understand, as soon as they are deposited in your account
you must give us the informati on we need both for the bonbs and the
vacci ne. "

"I only have the scientific fornula for the antidote vacci ne, as you
call it. As you nmust have guessed, | will keep it until my famly, and
the gold and di anonds, are safely out of the USA. Then | will give the
formula to you, and instructions for your scientists on how to prepare
it inaliving culture. It grows very rapidly. In only a few days you

wi || have enough vaccine to inoculate every soldier and civilian in this
country. As with nost vaccines, it requires only a small anount. What
about the airplane | requested?"

"Aprivate jet will be waiting near the runway here at our mlitary
compound. We'll send soneone for your wife and children. However, there
has been a problemw th your father. I"'msorry to be the one to tell you."

"A probl en? What sort of problen"

"Your father and his housekeeper were apparently killed by robbers | ast
night. Qur reports say soneone
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broke down the front door. The housekeepers throat was cut, and your
father was shot in the head. I"'mtruly sorry."

Yiro froze, his hand cl anped around the tel ephone. He knew for certain
that his father's death, and Yoko's, were not due to a robbery attenpt.
Soneone from FPPS had traced himto his father's house and then killed him



He cl osed his eyes for a nmonent, fighting back tears. Tsi had not
deserved to die |like that.

"Are you still there, Dr. Ishi?"
"Yes." He sighed. "I am here."

"Drive to the main gate of the conpound. Ask for me, and give themthe
code word-Atlas."

"Atlas?"
"Yeah. He had the weight of the world on his shoul ders. Soneti nes,

feel the sane way. A guard at the gate will call ne, and I'll have you
escorted here as soon as you arrive."

"I do not have the bacteria with me," Ishi said, trying to hide the fury
he felt at his father's nurder. "They are in a safe place, the location
of which I will divulge to you after | have the nobney and what renains

of my famly is safe.” Yiro warned, "Once recovered, soneone nust guard
the vials closely. They can be very dangerous, and special equi prent has
to be worn while they are being handl ed. "

"I understand, Dr. Ishi. In the nmeantinme, call your wi fe and have her
ready to travel. A squad of special soldiers will be there to pick her
and your children up. They will be driven to the airplane. The pil ot
will await your instructions as to where they are to land in Japan.”

Yiro's nouth was dry. "You understand, General Maxwell, that | have
taken certai n necessary precautions. Unless you do exactly as | have
asked, the bacteria and everything | have shown you will be useless."

"W expected no less, Dr. Ishi. Drive to the main gate and give the
guard the code word. You will be brought
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here to ny office, and then you can verify that your famly is safely
aboard the jet."

"And you will have the gold and di anonds and anot her plane there for ne?"
"Of course.”

"I will be there in half an hour, General. Please do not betray me, or
there is a possibility many innocent people will die."

"I understand, Dr. Ishi. I'Il be waiting for you here, and there will be

no betrayal ."

Yiro hung up, sleeving tears fromhis eyes while remenbering his father.
He woul d nake damm sure he hadn't died in vain, and that President
OGsterman and her generals paid dearly for his death.

He drove his car with its deadly cargo to a Buddhist tenple on the
outskirts of Indianapolis. He carried the vials of bacteria into the
tenmpl e and through a door leading to the basement. As he stored the
pl ague bacteria in a wooden box, he thought it fitting that the
deadl i est weapon known to nman was resting in a tenple dedicated to



peace, for if all went well his vials would at |ast end the war and
bring peace to the world.
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Yiro Ishi drove into the command post west of |ndianapolis w thout
hesitati on. The guards seened to know he was com ng, but he played the
general 's gane and gave the code word, anyway.

"Atlas," he said when the guard | eaned in his w ndow. The guard waved
hi s hand and another soldier in a Jeep |led himtoward the underground
bunker where he had first offered his grandfather's project to the top
brass at USA headquarters.

He stopped the Nissan in front of the small building leading to an

el evator down to General Maxwell's offices, and the nerve center of the
USA's military effort. A detail of eight men in black shirts, automatic
rifles slung from shoul der straps, cane toward him surrounding his
battered car.

"Followne, Dr. Ishi,"” atall soldier said

After Ishi got out of the car, the guard whispered to another nan,
"Search the car and nmake sure he doesn't have anything hidden in it."

I shi overheard the order and snmiled to hinmself. He'd repacked the vials
and added an envel ope with a bogus forrmula for the vaccine and | eft them
in the basement of the tenple, where no respectabl e agent of the USA
woul d ever venture.

"Contact Ceneral Maxwell. Before | go down to talk
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to him | must be certain that the jet plane is ready, and that ny
famly is on board."

The Black Shirt scow ed. "You aren't exactly in any position to be
maki ng demands. In case you can't count, you are surrounded by soldiers
of the USA-'

"You are not soldiers,"” Yiro said quietly, his voice filled with scorn
"You are nothing nore than common thugs who hide behind your black
shirts as if they give you power. Now, do as | said and call Cenera
Maxwel | at once, unless you want ne to tell himl've changed ny mnd due
to your insol ence."

The Black Shirt gritted his teeth and cl enched his hands until they were
white on his automatic rifle. He was not used to people, especially not
mnorities, talking to himin this manner. He was about to slap the
little bastard's face, until he |ooked into his eyes. They were deadly
serious, and showed not an iota of fear. The man hesitated. Maybe he'd
m sread the situation. Wth a shrug, he turned and picked up a tel ephone
mounted on the wall of the buil ding.

"Pl ease inform General Maxwell that | will not talk to himuntil | have
seen ny famly, and the airplane that will take them across the Pacific
to Japan."

"You talk mighty big for a little bastard who ain't even carryin' a



gun," the Black Shirt said, turning to the others around him

"Perhaps so. But | assure you that all of you will die a slow, mserable
death fromthe bubonic plague unless you do as | ask."

Anot her Bl ack Shirt spoke up, a short, rmnuscular man with a nunber of
tattoos on his arns. "Way don't we just kill this smart-mouth N p?" he
asked, | ooked to the | eader of the squad for support.

"Shut up, Cyde," the squad | eader snapped. "Show Dr. Ishi to one of our
Jeeps and take himover to the airfield.
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Hs wife an' kids are there in the Learjet. We'll let himtalk to 'em
for a mnute."

I shi gave an insolent smle and a slight bow of his head. "Thank you."

"Radi o down to the general that his little Jap friend is here, and that
we're takin' himover to see his famly."

An ol der nmodel Learjet sat at the end of a runway, with a pair of Black
Shirt guards flanking the steps leading into the plane.

Yiro clinbed the portable steps carefully, wondering if he mght be
facing a doubl e-cross after he got inside the fuselage to see his fanly

Sun Li | eapt out of her seat to throw her arms around his neck

He enbraced her, and snmiled at their children buckled into seats near
the front of the plane.

He spoke to her in Japanese.

"Do you have everythi ng?"

"Yes, just as you instructed."

"The box?"

"It is here, in ny small suitcase."

Yiro kissed away the tears on her cheeks. "Do not worry, Sun Li," he
whi sper ed.

"I have never been so afraid, nmy husband. These are nean people. They
will kill us. | fear for the lives of our children.”

"It is a chance we nust take. The ethnic cleansing would have sent us to
our deaths sooner or later. | amdoing this for our children . . . and
for us."

"They will kill you, Yiro."

He wagged his head. "Not now. Not yet. | have the thing they need nost.
Do not ask ne to explain it now | wll tell you later."

"What do | do with the box? If something happens to you, ny husband."



"Send it to AlIfred Simrer. He is with the Rebels, living
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in Florida. The address is in the box. Do not entrust it to anyone."
"But howdo I send it... if... if sonething happens to you?" she cried.

"There is a name on the outside of the envel ope, a man who will see to
it that the box is handed over to Dr. Zimner. Mney for the delivery is
in the envel ope."

Sun Li trenbl ed against him holding himfiercely against her. "I am
afraid | will never see you again, darling Yiro. My heart tells ne that
we are saying good-bye for the last tinme. Please assure ne this is not
true.”

"It is not true,"”
t hey both knew.

he sai d, speaking the high-nmountain Japanese di al ect

He felt her shudder again.

"Do not cry. Once you get to Japan, | will have a great deal of nponey in
a bank in Switzerland. | will contact you with the account nunber, so
the funds can be accessed from our Japanese bank. Take the account
nunber to ny cousin in Hiroshima, and give himthe letter addressed to
hi m hi dden at the bottom of the box. He will know what to do. If nothing
goes wong, | will be able to join you within the week."

She stepped back and stared into his eyes. "You nmean if they do not kil
you?"

Agai n, he shook his head. "They need me, General Maxwell and his staff.
Wthout me, they cannot use the vials without grave risk."

"Why do we have to do this?" his wife asked tearfully, a plea in her voice

"Because they would have ultimately killed us as a part of the ethnic
cl eansi ng, anyway. | amdoing the only thing | can to keep us, and our
children, alive. If nothing goes wong, ny plan should work."

A Black Shirt stuck his head into the plane. "Hey, Ishi! General Maxwell
wants to see you right away, and he's a man who don't |ike to be kept
wai ting."
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"I must go now," Yiro said. "I will be in touch with you soon. | will

not give themwhat they want until | have heard you and the children are
safe. Remenber the code word is cherry blossomif you are okay and they
are not holding you under duress. If | do not hear you say that, | wll

know it is a trick, and you are not safe."” He | eaned down and ki ssed her
gently on the lips, whispering, "Remenber ny instructions once you get
to Hiroshim.'

She | ooked up when he rel eased her. "You said your father would be
flying to Japan with us. \Were is he? WIIl they bring himhere?"



Yiro took a deep breath, not wanting to lie to Sun Li, at the same tine
afraid of what the truth mght do to her. "He is dead. Yoko is also dead."

"Dead? \What happened?”

He prepared hinself to tell a small white lie, the same lie he'd been
told by the Black Shirts. "Some robbers broke into his house |last night."

Sun Li blinked, searching his face. "I do not believe that," she said
softly. "It is a part of what you are doing now, isn't it?"

"Do not ask ne questions now," he said. "I mnust speak to General Maxwell
at once."

The Bl ack Shirt spoke again in an angry voice. "Let's go, you yell ow
bastard. General Maxwell is waiting for you, and we ain't got all day."

Yiro kissed Sun Li one nore tine, then he turned and foll owed the
sol dier out of the Learjet.

He turned and waved to his children, who stared out at himfrom snal |
w ndows, as he wal ked across the tarnac.

The canvas bags were heavy, alnost nore than he could carry, and he'd
been sure to exani ne each one. Mst were filled with gold coins. Two
smal | er bags held cut dianonds of the best possible clarity. He was
tenpted to put the bags on the Learjet with Sun Li and his children, but
he knew t he USA woul d have agents watching themin
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Japan. The only place in the world the noney would be safe fromthe
USA' s influence was Switzerland, which still guarded its nunbered
accounts and kept them secret.

CGeneral Maxwel |l introduced himto a man who had been sitting in a corner
of his office while Ishi exam ned the bags. "M. Ishi, this is Herb
Knoff. He is going to acconpany you to Switzerland to nake sure you
don't have any trouble depositing the noney, and you are to give himthe
information on the |ocation of the vaccine fornula and the vials of
bacteria."

One | ook at the man was enough for Ishi. He'd seen his type plenty of
ti mes before. He knew Knoff was along to kill himas soon as he gave him
what they want ed.

I shi nodded, not trusting hinmself to speak. He didn't want themto know
he was aware of what they had in store for him

Maxwel | and Knoff led himto another Learjet on the landing field, just
a hundred yards fromthe one containing his famly. He watched Sun Li
and his children take off, then entered the airplane, followed by Knoff.

After they were seated and his bags stored next to him Knoff |eaned his
seat back and closed his eyes. "It's a seven hour trip to Geneva, so you
m ght as well get some sleep," he said.

Ishi laid his head back and closed his eyes. He still had plans to make,
and woul d use the entire seven hours to make sure there were no
| oophol es in his schene.



The plane flight to Switzerland and the ride to the bank were
uneventful. The Credit Suisse was housed in an old building, in a row
with several other banks. It seened to Ishi as if the entire economny of
Switzerland was built on handling other people's noney.

The | obby was | arge, with several w ndows occupi ed
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by tellers, all busy serving people frommany different countries.

I shi wal ked to a desk and asked to see the manager. In less than a

m nute, a heavyset gentlemen dressed in a suit and vest sauntered out
froma private office

"I am Herr Cel dnman. What can | do for you?"

"I have approximately five mllion dollars in gold and dianbonds to
deposit,"” Ishi said, smling slightly at the reaction of the banker, who

suddenly became quite deferenti al

"OfF course, gentlenen. Perhaps you could come into my private office
just down the hall?"

It took less than an hour for Ishi's treasure to be counted and pl aced
in the bank vault and for himto be issued his nine digit account numnber.

He fol ded the paper carefully and placed it in his billfold, then turned
to Knoff, who was sitting in a large, overstuffed chair across the room

"I'f you will excuse ne, M. Knoff. Perhaps you could wait for nme in the
| obby while | call to see if ny wife and fanily are safe.™

Knoff's face | ooked uncertain. "Is there any back way out of this
bui I di ng?" he asked Herr Gel dman.

"Way ... no. The only exits are through the |obby."

Knof f nodded, glaring at Ishi. "I'lIl be waiting outside. Don't try
anyt hing funny."

After he left, Ishi turned to Geldman. "M ght | use your phone for a
| ong di stance call to Japan?"

"Certainly. Make yourself at hone, Herr Ishi."
I shi called the prearranged nunber in Japan and his w fe answered.
"How are you, Sun Li? |Is everything all right?" Ishi asked.

"Ch, Yiro. Everything here is even nore beautiful than |I inmagined it
woul d be. The cherry blossons are in full bloom and are gorgeous."
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"The children are well?"



"Yes. W are all safe and awaiting your return, ny husband."

"Good. | love you, Sun Li. Here is the account number-wite it down." He
gave her the nunber and hung up, telling her he'd see her in a few days.

After he hung up, he turned to Geldnan. "Is there a Japanese restaurant
near by ?"

"Yes, the Bizan. The food is excellent."
"Is it a traditional Japanese restaurant?"

"Yes, and the decorations are delightful. I"msure you'll find it to
your satisfaction.”

"Wul d you dial the nunber for ne, please?"

"Certainly."

When he had the restaurant on the line, he handed the phone to Ishi
Speaki ng Japanese, he asked if the waitresses dressed in the traditiona
manner. \Wen the manager assured himthey did, Ishi made himan offer he

coul dn't refuse.

He hung up the phone, picked up the small valise he'd carried with him
on the plane, and wal ked out to the | obby.

Knof f stood up, his face dark. "What took you so | ong?"

"I had to make sure ny famly was safe before | gave you the location of
the bacteria and the vaccine fornula."

Knof f didn't speak, just held out his hand. Ishi took a piece of paper
from his pocket and handed it to the bodyguard.

"Perhaps you'd like to call General Maxwell and have himverify that
everything is in order before | |eave?" Ishi asked, as if naively
assum ng Knoff was going to let himgo free.

"Yeah, that'd be a good idea," Knoff said, a crafty look in his eye.

I shi pointed to a set of doors at the side of the | obby.
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"I"'mgoing to use the rest roomand freshen up a little. Okay?"

Knof f wal ked over and peeked in the nmen's room making sure there were
no wi ndows Ishi could clinmb out. "Sure, 1'lIl just be over there on the
phone. "

Once in the rest room Ishi went into a stall and | ocked the door. He
opened the valise and took out what he needed and began to prepare his
escape.

Knof f gave Maxwell the location of the hidden vials of bacteria and |eft

hi s number so he could be called back when the general was sure all was
as it shoul d be.



"Don't kill the bastard until we're sure we have what we want," Maxwel |
or der ed.

“I'"ll wait. Then |I'm gonna break his fuckin' neck."

Knoff sat in one of the chairs next to the phone and crossed his | egs,
wat ching as a crowd of five Japanese wonen dressed in traditional gowns
and with painted white faces entered the bank. Two went to a teller's
wi ndow whil e the other three nade for the wonmen's rest room

"Jesus," Knoff nuttered. "How can Japanese nen stand all that paint on
their wonmen's faces?"

The phone next to himrang and he picked up the receiver, glancing up as
t he wonen cane out of the rest roomand joined their friends at the
teller's w ndow.

"Maxwel | here. We've got it, and it |looks |ike the genuine article.™

"So, I'mfree to take the bastard out?" Knoff said, smiling and noddi ng
as one of the Ceisha girls batted her eyes at himand smled as the
crowd of wonmen left the bank

"Kill him but don't get caught. W need you back here."

"He's in the John. 1'Il do it there, and |l eave his body on the toilet. A
fitting end for the son of a bitch."

He hung up the phone and wal ked toward the restroom pulling on a pair
of black |l eather gloves so as to |l eave no fingerprints for the police.
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He eased the door open and went to the only stall with a closed door
Pushi ng the door open, he drew back his armfor a killing karate bl ow,
only to discover a pile of clothes and a note.

He picked it up and read, "Thank you for the nmoney and for ny freedom
I"'msorry you didn't get to conplete your assignnent, but |I'msure
President Osterman will not hold it against you. | hear she is a very
forgiving person.”

"Ch shit!" Knoff said. He'd be lucky if Osterman didn't have himkilled
for this.

Unl ess, he thought, she never finds out. Wwo's to say | didn't kill the
son of a bitch, after all? Ishi sure as hell wasn't going to tell anyone.

He wadded up the note and flushed it down the toilet.

Feeling better, Knoff wal ked out of the bank and hailed a taxicab to
take himto the airport. As of now, Yiro Ishi was officially dead.
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Yiro wat ched fromthe w ndow of the Japanese restaurant until he saw
Herb Knoff come out of the bank building and hail a cab. Only when the

cab was around the corner and out of sight did he rel ax.

Turning to the Japanese waitresses who'd hel ped him he took out a wad



of hundred dollar bills and passed themout, to much giggling and
chattering. Thank God M. Knoff knew nothing of our Japanese theatre
tradition of Kabuki, in which nen play all the roles, even those of
worren, thought Yiro.

He exited the restaurant through a side door and nade his way to a nen's
cl ot hi ng shop recommended by the restaurant owner. Once he had changed
into a business suit, with a bag full of new shirts, underwear, and
socks, he took a cab to the Alpine Hotel. He picked it because it was
neither so swank nor so dingy as to draw attention, just in case M.
Knoff hadn't really given up on finding him

In his room he changed into nore casual clothes and dial ed the conci erge.

"Yes, sir, M. Smith," the concierge said, addressing himby the Anglo
nane he'd used to register

"Is it possible to place a call to the office of the President of the
Sout hern United States of America?"

"Why, certainly M. Smith. I'll ring you back when | have themon the
phone. "
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In less than ten nminutes, the phone rang.
"Yes?" Ishi said.

"This is Margaret Peterson, assistant to the President. May | be of
service to you?"

"This is Yiro Ishi calling. | have an urgent nessage for whoever is
running the arny."

"May | ask what it is about?"

"It concerns a plan by the USA to drop bonbs containing a new pl ague
bacillus on your country. | rnust speak with soneone in authority in
order to avoid a catastrophe.”

"One m nute please,”
on a daily basis.

the young woman said, as if she received such calls
After a nonment, there were several clicks on the line, followed by a
burst of static. Finally, a male voice said, "Hello, this is Mke Post."
"M. Post, | assume you have the authority to act on ny information."
"That is correct, M., uh, Ishi."

It took Ishi fifteen minutes of nonstop talking to relate the series of
events that'd landed himin Switzerland, and to give M ke the name of
Doctor Alfred Zi mrer.

"I'mfamliar with Dr. Zinmer," Mke said

"Good, then you know he is a patriot and is a renowned bacteriol ogist. |

have arranged for a formula-for a vacci ne agai nst the bubonic pl ague
bacteria the USA is planning to drop on SUSA-to be sent to Dr. Simer



fromJapan. It should arrive very soon, giving you plenty of tine to
prepare the vaccine, test it, and admnister it to your people before
the first bonbs are dropped. Included in the sanple is a small vial of
the bacteriumitself, so you may see that the vaccine works."

"Why are you doing this, M. Ishi?"

"For many reasons, M. Post. First and forenpst, | ama scientist, not a
mass nurderer. And, the truth of the matter is, | admre and respect the
form of government
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under which you live, and would hate to see it destroyed by that
nmonster, Osternman."”

"That sounds mighty nice, Ishi, but is it enough of a reason for us to
trust you?"

"The bastards murdered ny father in cold blood, M. Post." Ishi's voice
cracked. "For that alone they deserve to die. That is why the vaccine
formula | gave themis usel ess against the strain of bacteria they wll
be using." He forced hinmself to gain control, and said in a cal nmer
voice, "I think it only fitting they will die by their ow hand in a
futile effort to destroy you."

"OK, M. Ishi. W'Ill give your vaccine a |ook."

"Pl ease, M. Post, do nore than that. The vaccine takes two weeks to
confer full immunity, so don't waste too ruch tine."

"I understand. Is there anyplace we can contact you should Dr. Zi mer or
our other experts have any questions?"

"I shall call you back weekly," Ishi said, "and I will use the code word
Fujiyama, after Japan's highest and nost sacred mountain, when | call

If it is more urgent than that, place an add in Tokyo's maj or newspapers
to M. Fujiyama, and | will contact you the sanme day."

"Good enough, M. Ishi. Needless to say, the thanks of a grateful nation
will be yours if this works out as you say."

"No thanks are necessary, M. Post, as long as you rid the world of
Claire Csterman and all she stands for."

As soon as he hung up on Ishi Mke Post placed a call to | ke MGowen,
ex- SEAL and commander of Battalion 502.

When he came on the line, Mke didn't waste any tinme explaining Ishi's call
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"Sounds fishy to me," lke said. "Why would he give the plague to the
USA, and the antidote to us?"

"It's a long story," Mke said. "What | want you to do is get a team
toget her, including Dr. Lamar Chase, and fly down to Florida. | want you
to be there when the vaccine and pl ague bacillus sanples arrive. Your
mssion is to protect Dr. Zimer and see that the vaccine fornula is
t horoughly tested by Doc Chase and Zimrer. |f what |Ishi says is true,



we' re gonna need every second of tine you can buy us to get the vaccine
in production and administered to our troops and citizens."

"OK, Mke, but it still sounds fishy to me.” "I'Il bunp Ben and let him
know what's going on, and see if he's got any intel about the supposed
attack by the USA. Meanwhile, make sure that nothi ng happens to Zi nmer
until we get that vaccine."

"Ten-four, Mke. You can count on ne." "And, |lke. | hear the snoked
mullet is great down in Florida."

"You know ne, Mke. If it's edible, I'lIl give it a try." "Good |uck
| ke. Eagle Two over and out."

Ben was just pouring his first cup of coffee and lighting his first
cigarette of the day when Corrie informed himM ke was on the horn

"Hell o, Eagle Two, this is Eagle One," Ben said, trying to bal ance the
m crophone, his cup of coffee, and his cigarette all at the same tine.

"Ben," MKke said, "lI've got some newintel | need to talk to you about,
but first I want to know if you' ve taken care of the problem | bunped
you about yesterday."

Ben hesitated. He had never lied to Mke, but he didn't want himto know
the details of how he'd handl ed Lara Wal den and her friend, Carl. "Yeah
M ke. The probl em
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has been handled. I'Il guarantee we'll not have any repeat of what was
goi ng on before."

"Then you've term nated the source of our |eaks?"

"The probl em has been taken care of. There'll be no nore | eaks or fal se
orders given fromthis location," Ben said, skirting the truth, but
letting Mke know Lara was out of the |l oop as far as Intel went.

He didn't bother to give himthe details-how he'd let Lara and Carl

| eave for Canada, or how he'd arranged for all the prisoners they'd
rescued to take the remmining vehicles in the garage of the prison and
return to their hones, to keep up their work as Freedom Fi ghters
assisting SUSA in its war against the USA. Even Ben's teamdidn't know
the full details of their mission

"W have a new problem" Mke said. "l've just received information that
Gst erman has been given a new BW one that we have no vacci ne agai nst.
My source says she's preparing to drop BWbonbs containing the new
bacteria within the next few weeks."

Ben was shocked. He'd heard nothing of a new BW "That's news to ne," he
said over the radio.

"Luckily, we have an ace in the hole Osternman doesn't know about," M ke
said. "lIt's too delicate to go into over the radio, but if all works
out, the BWw Il not be as effective as she hopes."

"Anything | can do on this end?"



"Keep your eyes and ears open. If you get any intel concerning a new BW
attack, let ne know soonest."

"WIl do. Eagle One over and out."

As soon as his nen had recovered the vials of bacterial cultures and the
vacci ne fornula fromwhere Ishi had told Knoff they were hidden, Genera
Maxwel | turned themover to his scientific staff. H's orders were
simpl e: Make
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t he weapon and the vaccine as soon as possible. If there were any
del ays, heads were going to roll, literally!

Once he had the BWweapon's nmanufacture on track, he put in a call to
Claire Osternan

"Hell o, Max. | hope you have good news for me, for a change."
"Yes, ma'am | amin possession of the bacteria for the new bonbs, as
well as a fornula for a vaccine which will protect us against the plague."

"That's very good news. Let ne know as soon as we have the bonbs ready.
It can't be too soon to show that bastard Ben Raines what it neans to
fuck around with nme."

"Yes, ma'am As soon as we have adequate anounts of the vaccine for our
troops and our citizens, we'll proceed with an attack."

"Wait a minute, General. | want to know the m nute the plague is ready
to drop. As long as we have adequate vaccine for our government

of ficials, and our nost val uable troops, then we can proceed with the
bonbi ng. "

"But, Madam President, it will take an extra week or so to get enough of
the vaccine to distribute to the citizens of the USA. "

"Perhaps you didn't hear me, General. | said, as soon as the bacteria
and enough of the vaccine for us is ready, drop the damed bonb! |'m
sure before the disease has spread this far north, we'll have had tine
to get our citizens inocul ated. Besides, as you well know, our esteened
citizens are already suffering greatly fromthe effects of the disease
organi sns we dropped previously on SUSA, so another plague won't mneke a
whol e hell of a lot of difference.” She hesitated a nmonment. Then, with a
| ow, al nost obscene chuckl e, she continued. "In fact, this m ght al npst
be construed as a blessing. It will give us a chance to pick and choose
our nmost valuable citizens to save, and allow us to cut out a |ot of
unproductive, or
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ot herwi se undesirable citizens that we've been forced to spend our
hard-earned tax dollars to support or elimnate."

Maxwel | coul dn't believe what he was hearing. The col dhearted bitch was
sentencing mllions of her own citizens to death, along with those of
SUSA, in order to drop the bonbs a few days earlier. Dam! He only

wi shed he had the balls to defy her on this. O course, what she said
did nake a macabre sort of sense. They could give the vaccine to



wel | - educat ed, wage-earning and therefore necessary, citizens and sinply
| et the diseases cull out the deadwood anong the popul ace. It woul d nmake
the country a lot |eaner, and a lot nore efficient.

When she didn't get an i medi ate answer, Gsterman continued. "Max,
didn't hear you agree to ny wishes. Is it tine for me to think about
appoi nting a new Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff?"

"No, ma'am [|'Il do as you wi sh."
"OfF course you will, Max. That's what generals are for, to carry out
orders.”

"Yes, ma'am"
"Now, did Herbert take care of our other little problem in Swtzerland?"
"Yes, ma'am He reported Dr. Ishi would never be heard fromagain."

"Good. You will send Herbert to me as soon as he arrives back in town,
won't you? | have a special . . . reward for the excellent job he did in
carrying out his orders.”

Maxwel | si ghed, knowi ng Knoff would be less than thrilled at the
"reward" Osterman had planned for him "Yes, ma'am I|'Il send himover
as soon as he gets here.”

"Excellent. | can hardly wait."

Maxwel I hung up the phone, knowing in his heart that despite his years
of loyal service to the USA he would be elimnated without a nonent's
renorse by Gsterman
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shoul d he ever dare to defy her orders. He'd never seen anyone as
single-m nded as the president, and for the first tinme he could remenber
he didn't envy her the job.
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Two weeks | ater, General Maxwell went to President Osterman's office
"Hel |l o, Max," she said from behind her desk

Maxwel I, who hadn't seen Claire since their |ast phone conversation, was
shocked by her appearance. Her hair was di shevel ed, her makeup was
spotty and |l ooked as if it'd been applied in the dark, and her clothes
were winkled and dirty.

"Madam President,” he said, wi shing he'd phoned instead of conming in
person. \What ever was causing her to |l ook this way was sonet hi ng he was
sure he didn't want to know about.

She ran a hand through her hair, glancing at himwith eyes that were red
and bl oodshot. "I certainly hope you ve cone to me with sone good news."

"Yes, ma'am The flea bonbs are ready, and we have enough vacci ne on
hand for our arnmed service personnel and other essential persons that
you desi gnate."



"Thank God!" she said, her eyes showi ng sone signs of life. "Max, what |
have to tell you is extremely confidential, top secret."

" VB ane”
"You know the war is not going well for us at all, Max. The constant
bonbardnent by SUSA forces, as well as the daily acts of sabotage and
assassination, are taking their toll. Qur treasury is al nost enpty,

there is hardly
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enough food and water to keep our people alive, and very few cities have
electricity or phone service."

She stood up and wal ked to a table in the corner of the room and poured
herself a cup of coffee, notioning to himto get sone if he wanted it.

As he poured hinself a cup, she sat on the corner of her desk. "And, to
make matters worse, the plague has spread from our southernnost borders
to infect practically every area of the country. In sonme areas, the
nunber of dead is so great they' ve given up trying to bury them and have
taken to burning huge piles of corpses in the streets.”" She shook her
head. "As you can well inmagine, the populace is on the very verge of
revolution. | don't know how nuch | onger | can keep the nation together
Even some of our arned forces are deserting and crossing over to SUSA,
so they can be fed and get nedical attention.™”

Max was stunned. He'd had reports of the desertions and the spread of
t he plague, but had not known the rest of the country was in such dire
straits. What Caire was describing was like a third world country.

He cleared his throat, realizing he was about to take the biggest risk
of his career. "Have you considered suing SUSA for peace? From what |
hear, they have no designs on our land, and if we asked to end the war
woul d probably | eave us alone to rebuild the country."

Instead of the hysterical outburst he'd expected, she | ooked at himw th
calm defeated eyes. "Yes, Max, |'ve even thought of that." She took a
deep breath, "However, as |I'msure you' re aware, that would lead to ..
conplications.”

"Compl i cations?"

"Yes. | had Harlan nmake sone general inquiries of President Jeffrey's
staff. They inforned himthat for any such situation to be considered, a
prerequisite would be for ne and for all of ny staff to be tried for war
crimes by the United Nations."
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"But . . . but that's ridiculous, Madam President. No such undert aking
woul d have any chance of a guilty verdict."

Claire gave a short, harsh laugh and returned to her seat behind her
desk. "I'mafraid you underestimate the feelings of jeal ousy and hatred
the rest of the nations of the world feel for the United States, Max.
feel sure they would in fact find us guilty, and would not hesitate to
have us hanged, or incarcerated for the rest of our lives."



"But - "

"No buts, Max. So, our only chance of com ng out of this with our hides,
not to nention our jobs, intact, is for this new weapon of yours to hurt
SUSA enough that they'll agree to our suit for peace, w thout any
preconditions."

"Then, if this flea-bomb of Dr. Ishi's is our only chance, | suggest we
take it," Max said, his stomach churning with fear at the prospect of
his exenjiplary career ending with charges of being a war crimnal After
all, he'd only been foll ow ng orders.

Claire smirked. "I had a feeling you' d say that. How soon can we depl oy
t he bonbs?"

Max thought. He'd have to get things ready faster than he'd thought, but
it could be done. Hell, it would be done. His very life depended on it.
“I'"l1l push the nen night and day, and we should be able to launch a
strike within forty-eight hours.™

Claire glanced at a desk cal endar. "Two days to | aunch, and another week
for synptonms to start showing up in SUSA citizens, and one nore week for
themto realize what they're up against."

She nodded. "That nmeans | have to hold on for two to three weeks at the
outside, and then we can start sonme prelimnary talks with President
Jeffreys. "

"What about Ben Rai nes?"

"Fuck Ben Raines," Claire said with the first show of
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ent husi asm she' d had since he entered. "Raines is a bleeding heart, and
that is perhaps his only weakness. As soon as his bel oved people start

dropping like flies, he'll agree to anything to save them"

"I hope you're right, Caire," Max said, unconsciously nmassagi ng his
neck, "I hope you're right."

At precisely the sane nonent that General Maxwell was talking to Claire
OGsterman, President Jeffreys, Mke Post, and Doctor Lamar Chase were
conferring with Ben Rai nes over a m crophone.

"Ben, Dr. Chase has sonme good news for us," Mke said

"Good. Let's hear it," Ben said.

"I"ve just finished our prelimnary work in the | aboratory with the
pl ague bacillus and vaccine forrmula Dr. Ishi sent to Dr. Zi nmer."

"I's it legiti mte?"
"Ch, yes. This is an extraordinary find. This strain of bubonic plague
is alnpbst a hundred years old, and nothing we have is even close to it

i mmunol ogically."

"Then our previous vaccines won't confer inmunity to us?"



"No, but fromour tests, the vaccine Ishi sent will give ninety-nine
percent imunity within a week, and at least fifty percent imediately."

"How long will it take to get it made up and distributed?"

"I'f we pull out all the stops, | can have everyone in the SUSA who
wi shes to take it vaccinated within four days."

"You' ve got two days, Mke."
"What ? Wy ?"

"Intel tells me there is a crash programgoing on in the USA. They w ||
probably be launching a strike within the
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next few days. They've already started vaccinating their troops and
politicians."

"But Ishi's note to Dr. Zinmer said he'd given thema false fornula for
t he vaccine."

"Do you believe hin"

"Sure. He had no reason to lie. After all, he told the truth about
giving themthe plans for the bacterial bonbs."

"Then, evidently her scientists are not able to tell they have a bogus
vacci ne. Ishi nust be brilliant."

"That wouldn't surprise me," Dr. Chase said. "Wth Osterman killing off
people at whimand all their ethnic cleansing, they've probably gotten
rid of nost of the scientific conmunity that's worth a damm over there."

"So, if Claire thinks she's protected, there's nothing to stop her from
| aunchi ng an attack nmonentarily."

"I agree," M ke Post said over the speakerphone. "I'll pull al
nonessenti al personnel off everything else and put themto work
manuf acturing as nmuch vacci ne as we can before the attack."

"And 1'll redouble ny efforts to get a Scout teaminto Indianapolis and
see if we can't hold up the attack for a few days with sone judicious
sabot age. Eagl e One, over and out."

Ben turned off the radio and handed the mic to Corrie. He | ooked up at
t he Freedom Fi ghters who were gathered around listening to his transm ssion

"Chuck, you heard what was said. W' ve got to somehow nmount a campai gn
agai nst Osterman's conpound in Indianapolis, and soon, or there's gonna
be an untold nunber of casualties fromthe BWbonbs she's fixing to drop."

Chuck Harris shook his head, a worried | ook on his face. "God, | w sh
Lara and Carl hadn't decided to quit and head for Canada. She had mnuch
better contacts in Indiana than the rest of us."

Ben didn't nention that he was sure she had, since she'd
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been a spy for themfor the past six nonths. He'd let Harris and the
others think that Lara had sinply decided she needed to take Carl
somewhere safe to recuperate. They had no idea she'd betrayed themto
save his life.

"I know, Chuck, but she did, so we're just going to have to do the best
we can with what we have. |If we can sonehow manage to get our hands on
one of the USA choppers, Coop can fly us in. He's trained to pilot just
about anything that flies."

"That's gonna be tough, Ben. The USA guards those things like they're
made out of gold."

"\'bu get your people to get us the location where one is hangered, and
my teamand | will see about getting us into it."

Jersey grinned as she sat sharpening her K-Bar. "They thought their
prisoners were safe, and | ook what happened. \bu find it for us, Chuck
and I'lIl guarantee you we'll find a way to take out the guards.”

Chuck | aughed and shrugged. "Dammed if | don't believe you'd beard the
devil in his own backyard, Jersey."

She shoved the K-Bar in its scabbard. "Count on it, Chuck."

"Nora," Chuck said, "see if you can raise the group over our south. Last
| heard they were having sone trouble with raids by a helicopter during
their last mission."

It was just after mdnight the next night, and Ben was observing an air
base on the southern border of New York state through a Starlight scope.
They were on a knoll about two hundred yards from a hangar on the edge
of the airfield. Besides his team he was acconpani ed by Chuck, Nora,
and three nenbers of the local group of Freedom Fighters.

Jerry Casey, the |local |eader, whispered to Ben, "There's the bastard
that's been giving us fits. It's a Huey
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with a side-nmounted 50 caliber Gatling gun. Even if we're hidden in
thick cover in the forest, that son of a bitch' 11 tear through it Iike
it was nowi ng grass. W've lost three good nen in the past week al one.™

"Any i dea how many guards?" Coop asked fromhis station behind Ben

Jerry shook his head. "I don't know exactly, but at |east a platoon ..
fifteen to twenty woul d be ny best guess."

"Have you ever tried hitting them before?"

"Once. The problemis there's a clear zone of two hundred yards al
around t he hangar, and they've got sharpshooters stationed on the roof.
W never even got close, and were barely able to escape with our lives."

"How many shar pshoot ers?" Ben asked.

"Four. One on each corner of the building."



Ben turned to Coop. "I meke it about two hundred yards and a downward
trajectory. Can you nake the shot?"

Coop ran his hands over the rifle he was hol di ng-a Heckl er-Koch . 44
magnum sni per rifle with a nine power infrared scope on it.

"No problem if they show thenselves. But that'l|l nean sonmeone has to
give thema target so they'll come up to shoot. It'Il be risky, but
think it can be done."

Ben didn't hesitate. "You stay up here and get situated. I'll bunp you
on your headset when we're ready. On nmy mark, we'll charge and try to
knock out the searchlights on our way in. Wen the snipers rise up to
shoot, take 'emout."

"Yes, sir," Coop said as he began to stuff long 380 grain bullets into
the rifle's magazi ne.

Ben handed the Starlight scope to Anna. "Anna, | want you to stay up
here and spot for Coop. He's gonna need sone help with his targeting
since the field of vision of the infrared scope is so narrow. "

243

"Roger, Daddy Ben," Anna said, trying to hide her disappointment at not
bei ng chosen for the assault team

It took Ben and the others twenty mnutes to make their way down the
knoll to the edge of the forest next to the concrete runway.

He keyed his headset and said, "Ready?"
"Ready," Coop answered.

"Go!" Ben said and began to run forward, his CAR on full autonmatic,
extra magazines in his coat pockets within easy reach

They'd made it only thirty yards across the tarmac before they were
spotted. Searchlights on the corners of the hangar swi vel ed toward them
and a shrill siren began to blast the night's stillness.

Fl ashes bl ossoned al ong the rooftop, and the whine of ricocheting
bul l ets off cement punctuated the siren's song.

Bil |y Boudreaux, one of Jerry's nen, screaned and spun to the ground, a
crinmson stain on his right chest where he was hit.

Ben sl owed and ainmed his CAR triggering off a sustained blast which
took out the left searchlight just as Jersey did the sane and the right
light wi nked out.

A series of staccato shots fromBeth stitched the side of the hangar
near the door, and three men who were standing there fell screaming to
the earth.

A hol | ow boom from behi nd them was foll owed seconds | ater by the form of
a man falling fromthe roof, his sniper's rifle tunbling next to his
dead body. Score one for Coop, Ben thought.



Jerry fired his M16 until the barrel was snoking and glowing a dull red
in the darkness, and anot her searchlight was extingui shed.

A sniper fired just as another boom bl asted the night. Jerry went down
with a shout, and the sniper that got himpaid for his shot with his
life, jerked back out of sight by the force of Coop's slug in his chest.
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Ben and his team were now only seventy-five yards fromthe hangar, and
Jersey fired off a grenade froma | auncher attached to her M16. The
grenade landed just in front of the big double doors to the hangar

bl owi ng one off its hinges and conpletely destroying the other one.

Ground troops were pouring out of the barracks attached to the hangar,
only to be swatted down by al nbst continuous fire fromBen's CAR and
Beth's M 16.

There were two nore | oud explosions fromthe knoll, and seconds |ater
Ben heard Coop say in his earpiece, "Scratch four snipers. Good hunting,
partner."

As soon as Ben nmade it into the hangar, he set the others up as a
perimeter guard and clinmbed in the Huey. He flicked switches, turning on
the generator and starting the engines so they'd be warmby the tine
Cooper and Anna made it down to join them

There were scattered shots as individual soldiers tried to retake the
hangar, but Ben's team suffered no further injuries.

Jersey stepped to the Huey. "I'm gonna backtrack and see if Jerry and
Billy are still alive."

Ben nodded. "Go with her, Johnny," he said to the last menber of Jerry's
squad. "If you need help with them give ne three flashes with your
light and we'll be right there."

"Ten-four, Ben," said Johnny as he and Jersey sprinted out onto the
runway while Beth gave them cover with her M 16.

Whil e the engine was turning over and warm ng up, Ben checked the 50
cal i ber machi ne-gun nounted on the side of the Huey. It was prined and
ready to go, with a box containing several thousand rounds of ammo
sitting next to it. The gas gauge on the instrunment panel read full, and
all of the other gauges indicated the Huey was in good condition and
ready to fly.
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Wthin mnutes, Jersey cane runni ng back. Beside her was Jerry Casey, a
large crinmson stain on his left shoul der where the sniper's bullet had
torn a chunk out of his del-toid nuscle. Johnny followed, the body of
Bil |y Boudreaux over his shoulder in a fireman's carry. It was obvious
t he young man was dead.

Seconds behind them were Coop and Anna, both breathing heavily after
their 200-yard dash across the landing field.

"Coop," Ben yelled fromthe doorway of the Huey. "Get up here and get
this thing ready to go. There's no telling how | ong we have before



rei nforcenents arrive."

Wil e the others smashed radi os and tel ephones so no one could get a
nmessage out, Coop pulled the Huey out of the hanger and onto the tarnmac.

The ot hers junped aboard, and slowy, like a large bird of prey taking
off, the Huey lifted into the darkness.

Coop turned to Ben in the copilot's seat. "Were to, Chief?" he asked.

"Head sout hwest, toward the airfield just outside Indianapolis. It's
time to pay Claire Osterman a visit."

Coop grinned. "It's gonna get awfully busy up here. They'll have the
airfield well-protected.”

Ben gl anced at his wistwatch. "By the time we get there it'll be al nost
four in the nmorning. Wth luck unless we run into trouble along the way,
they'Il all be asleep when we arrive."

"What about radar?"
"Take us down on the deck, partner, we'll fly under it," Ben said, smling

Coop shook his head and pushed the stick down. "Roger, Ben. Hell, who
wants to live forever, anyway?"
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Ben pulled out a map and gave Coop the coordinates of the airfield near
I ndi anapolis and the correct heading to fly to get there.

As the Huey sped through the night, only a few hundred yards above the
ground, Ben gathered the rest of the teamin the back of the Huey.

"OK, people, here's the drill. W' ve got to buy SUSA sone tine to get
our troops and citizens inocul ated. About the only way we can do that is
to do as nuch damage as we can to the bonbers and what few missiles she
has left."

"But, Ben," Corrie said, "we don't have any ATG missiles, and no bonbs
on this craft.”

"I know. But we've got a fifty caliber nmachine-gun, and all of us are
carrying rifles and hand grenades." He | ooked around at his troops and
grinned, his teeth glowing white in the light fromthe instrunments of
the helicopter. "I don't expect us to conpletely disable her air force
with what little arnmament we have, but every plane we damage will be one
| ess she'll have to send against us with her deadly cargo. And, with our
air defenses on full alert, maybe not too many of her aircraft will get
t hr ough. "

"Yeah," Jersey added as she stuffed shells into her M 16's magazi nes,
"and all M ke asked for on his last radio transm ssion was a few days
del ay. "

"Do you think we really have a chance with one twenty-
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year-old helicopter to make it all the way to the nost heavily guarded
airfield in the US?" Jerry asked while Chuck Harris worked to bandage
hi s wounded shoul der and stop his bl eedi ng.

Ben gl anced over his shoul der at Coop, who was |eaning forward, staring
intently through the plexiglass w ndshield of the Huey, watching for
anything that could bring themdown. "If it's humanly possible, Coop'l
get us there."

"I't"ll help that the chopper has USA markings on it," Nora said. "Maybe
that'Il make 'em hesitate just enough to give us an edge if we're
chal | enged. "

"Let's hope it doesn't come to that, since we don't know any of the
radi o codes or passwords," Chuck Harris said, putting the final touches
on Jerry's bandages.

"Coop can buy us a few seconds by feigning radio trouble,” Corrie said.

"And if we're prepared, that should be all we need."

Ben picked up his CAR and jacked a round in the chanber. "So, gentlenen
and | adies, let's get ready. W should be getting close enough to the
airfield to run into sonme trouble soon.”

Ben was right. Wthin ten mnutes, the radio crackled to life.
"Helicopter B-14, this is SAM Battery 34. Gve the day's password, please.'

"How did they identify us?" Jerry asked, gripping his M16 and staring
at Ben with wide eyes.

"Each aircraft has a transponder that's always on," Ben answered.
"Can't we turn it off?" Jerry asked.

"Don't want to," Jersey answered. "As long as it's on, they'll be
reluctant to fire on us, at least for a few mnutes."

Coop picked up the mc and pressed the key down. Whistling through his
i ps and maki ng other weird noi ses which sounded |ike static, he spoke a
f ew words.
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"Trouble . . . whee-oow . . . radio. . . eeeyeow. . . can't
shhhh . . . transmt-"

Corrie laughed. "That's the worst inmitation of static and white noise
|'ve ever heard.”

"SAM Battery 34, having trouble reading you. Please repeat."

"Huey B-14," Coop started, then began maki ng nore noise into the mc
"Say again, Huey B-14," the SAM battery conmander said, and then they
were out of range, and Coop put the Huey in a wide turn around a | ow
knoll just beyond the surface-to-air mssile battery, hoping if they did
let loose a missile, it wouldn't be able to track the heat fromtheir

engi ne.

After a few seconds, they were in the clear, out of range of the missiles.



"Good work, Coop," Ben said, standing behind the pilot's seat and
| ooki ng out the windshield into the darkness ahead of them

During another ten minutes of silence the Huey swerved and j ogged,

dodging lowlying hills and high pine trees, speeding toward the

airfield up ahead. Coop was flying so |l ow that they coul d nmake out

l[ights in wi ndows of sone of the houses along the road toward |ndi anapolis.

The radio crackled to life again. "This is the control tower at Osterman
Air Force Base," the voice said over the speaker. "Helicopter B-14,

pl ease identity yourself and give the password, or we'll be forced to
shoot you down."

Coop chuckl ed and said over his shoul der, "The egotistical bitch has
named the airfield after herself."

"Do you think we can nake it?" Ben asked.
Coop shrugged. "Probably. We should be within range in a few m nutes."

"Lock and | oad, people," Ben called, stationing hinself behind the 50
Cal machi ne-gun in the Huey's doorway.
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He strapped hinself into the harness of the big gun, so he wouldn't be

t hrown out when Coop banked and turned during the attack. The others
squatted or stood next to him also attaching thenselves to the aircraft
by means of |eather straps.

As Coop topped a rise, no nore than fifty feet off the ground and
traveling at alnmpst a hundred and fifty miles an hour, the lights of the
landing field could be seen ahead. Two Apache helicopters were in front
of a hangar, their blades whirling as they warmed up, with nmen rushing
back and forth, scranbling to get in the air.

Ben spoke into his helnet mc. "Coop, do a flyby on those choppers
first. They're taking off now "

Coop banked the Huey and swerved toward the two Apaches. Men on the
ground began to fire automatic rifles, but the small-caliber shells just
ricocheted off the sheet metal armnor of the chopper

As they bore down on them one of the Apaches |ifted several feet off
the ground, swaying in the turbulence of the Huey as it tried to get
ai r bor ne.

Ben jerked back the | oading | ever of the 50 Cal and opened fire, raking
shells along the side of the Apache. Snoke poured fromits turbine
engine, and it burst into flames, exploding in a giant fireball that

al nost engul fed the Huey.

Jersey, Beth, Anna, and Chuck Harris opened fire with their automatic
rifles, strafing the ground and knocking the nen running about to the
ground as they passed | ow over head.

As they flew over the second Apache, still on the ground, Jerry took



hand grenades in each hand, pulled the pins with his teeth, and tossed
them out the door of the Huey.

Coop pulled the chopper up in a steep clinb to avoid the control tower,
and the Apache on the ground dissolved in twi n expl osions as the
grenades went of f simultane-
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ously, leaving a pile of tw sted, snmoking weckage and over ten bodies
on the tarmac.

"That takes care of the pursuit,” Ben yelled into his mc, "nowlet's
take out as nany bonbers as we can.”

Coop turned the Huey alnost on its side in a steep bank and flewin a
sharp curve toward the end of the runway, toward a group of I|arger
hangars. There weren't any ground personnel there. The big bonbers were
not designed as attack planes, and the area was al nost desert ed.

Since the hangar doors were shut, he hovered less than ten feet off the
ground. Jersey and Anna both pulled pins fromgrenades and pitched them
toward t he hangar doors

As the doors exploded i nward, he held the Huey steady and Ben poured a
stream of 50 Cal bullets into the hangars, stitching holes in several of
the big planes as they sat defenseless in the buildings.

One of the planes caught fire, sending dark clouds of oily snoke
bill owi ng out the doorway, obscuring their vision of the inside.

"Pull back!" Ben yelled, "and make a | ow pass over the other hangars."

As Coop yanked back on the stick, Ben hollered at Jersey, "Throw your
grenades at the roofs of the other two hangars. Maybe we can col | apse
them onto the planes.”

Jersey, Beth, and Anna, along with Chuck and Jerry, all pulled their
remai ni ng hand grenades fromtheir pouches and got ready to throw
"We've only got tinme for one pass,"” Coop said over the inter-ship radio,
poi nting down the runway toward a convoy of Jeeps and arnored personnel
carriers speeding toward them nachine-guns attached to the vehicles.

He tilted the Huey on its nose and passed as close to the roofs as he
dared, the |anding wheels clearing the hangar roofs by nere feet.

Whil e the others tossed grenades out the door, Ben
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raked machi ne-gun fire along the roofs, hoping some of the bullets would
penetrate to the planes inside.

The Huey cl eared the hangars just as the grenades began to expl ode,
bl owi ng huge holes in the roofs and bringing one hangar down in a pile
of rubble.

Coop pulled the nose up and tried to gain altitude as fast as he coul d,
| oud shrieks coming fromthe rear of the Huey as bullets tore into the



heli copter fromthe vehicles chasing them

The chopper's turbine coughed tw ce, causing the nachine to stutter and
yaw. Then the engi nes caught and pulled the helicopter away into the

ni ght bel chi ng snoke.

"I don't know how long | can keep her in the air," Coop yelled over the
rough sound of the turbines. "Better find a hole to crawm into, and fast!"

Ben | ooked at Jerry. "Were's the cl osest group of Freedom Fi ghters?"

Jerry thought for a nonent, then turned toward Coop. "Fly due east.
W' ve got a cell about fifty mles fromhere, in a state park just over
the border."

"And get that transponder off as soon as you can," Ben added. "They can
use it to follow us."

Coop let go of the stick with his right hand, drew a .45 automatic out
of his belt, and fired it into a console next to the pilot's seat. A
burst of sparks was followed by a rush of snoke. Wthout turning his
head, he hol stered his automatic and kept both hands on the stick
fighting to keep the chopper in the air as it bucked and heaved like a
bronco in a WId Wst show.

Dawn was |ightning the sky over the eastern horizon as they passed over
a large | ake. Flanmes and snpbke were pouring out of the Huey, and it was
becoming difficult to breathe in the passenger conpartnent.

"Can you make the far shore?" Ben yelled.

"No, |'m gonna have to auto-rotate down into the |lake, but 1'll get us
as close as | can. Then we're gonna have
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to swm" Coop answered, the nuscles of his arns bul ging as he fought
t he chopper's stick

"Strip off any heavy gear," Ben said, unstrapping himself fromthe
machi ne- gun harness. "This baby's gonna sink like a rock when we hit the
water. Get out the door fast!"”

Coop made it to within fifty yards of the bank before the turbines gave
a last gasp and quit. The Huey shuddered and shook and began to revol ve
inatight circle as it dropped |like a stone.

Just before inpact, Coop popped his seatbelt and di ved out of his seat,
rolling sideways and scrambling toward the rear conpartment.

By sone mracle, the entire teammade it to the shore. Jerry tore open
hi s wounds, and his shoul der was bl eedi ng again. Anna ripped a sl eeve
of f her BDUs and used it as a tourniquet to slowthe blood to a trickle.

As they lay on the sandy beach, gasping and heaving up water, a series
of shots rang out and six nen approached out of thick woods near the shore.

"Hands up!" one of the nen shouted. "Don't make any sudden noves."

"I's Cal Whods with you?" Jerry shouted, holding up his one good arm



One of the men shone a flashlight on Jerry's face. "Jerry, is that you?"
he asked, astonishment in his voice.

"Yeah, Cal. These are all friends. Tell your nen to go easy on those
triggers."”

"What the hell are you doin' flyin' a US helicopter?" the man asked,
gl ancing toward the Huey's weckage, which could still be seen poking
out of the water.

"It's a long story, Cal, but we'd better hightail it for a safe place.
They're right on our tails, and this area's gonna get hotter'n a
two- peckered billy goat in alittle while."
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Even within the confines of her underground bunker l|iving quarters, the
sound of expl osions and machine-gun fire roused Claire Gsternman out of a
sound sl umnber.

She npaned when she noved to get out of bed. Her thighs and private

parts ached in a nost delicious manner after a night of rutting with

Herb Knoff. She gl anced next to her in the bed, where he snored, |ying

on his back with his mouth open and a trail of drool coursing down his chin.

She shook her head. He was an animal, all right, too rough, but a
magni fi cent |ay neverthel ess. Just the nedicine she needed to take her
m nd off the troubles she had to deal with on a daily basis in plotting
the nation's course through this travesty of a war.

As she sat on the side of the bed, trying to come fully awake, another
expl osi on sounded, rocking the walls of the bunker and causi ng somne
sheetrock dust to fall fromthe ceiling, hanging in the air like a light
snowf al |

"Dam!" she exclainmed to herself. "Wat the hell is going on out there?"
Those i nconmpetent soldiers Maxwel|l had assigned to protect the conpound
and adj acent airfield had better not have |l et nore of Raines's bonbers
get through their air defenses, or sonebody was going to have their
balls cut off.

She | ooked over at Knoff. The prick was still sleeping
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soundly. He should have been awake to protect her if they were, in fact,
under attack.

Claire | eaned over and punched himin the side, enjoying the | ook of
fear on his face as he cane instantly awake. "Get your ass up, Herbert.
| hear gunshots and expl osions outside. Pick up the phone and find out
what the hell is happeni ng, now"

Knoff rolled catlike out of bed, his hand automatically reaching for the
.45 automatic on the bedside table, his eyes now alert for danger

God, she thought, but he | ooks nagnificent, standing there naked, his
nmuscl es bunched and ready for action. She |let her gaze drift downward to
his crotch. He had an erection. / do |like a man who's al ways ready, she



t hought, watching himas he turned and pi cked up the phone and di al ed
security.

"Knoff here. What's goin' on out there?"

He |istened, his head cocked to the side, his eyes sweeping the sleeping
guarters for danger even as he tal ked. "Uh-huh,” he said, a frown on his
face. "OK, I'Il let the president know "

He hung up, laid his gun down, and began to pull on his pants,
struggling for a nonment to get his zipper fastened over his bulging crotch

"Well, are you going to tell nme what's happening?" Caire said petul antly.

"One of our helicopters has attacked the base. It's strafing the hangars
cont ai ni ng the bombers."

"What ?" Claire screaned, standing up, forgetting for the noment she was
still naked.

He nodded. "It didn't answer when asked for the password, and by the
time air defense tried to scranble their Apaches, it was on us."

"Why the hell would one of our own helicopters attack us?"
He gave her a scornful |ook, forgetting his place for a
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nmonent. "Evidently, it's been conmandeered by hostile forces, Madam
President."

"Shit!" she said. She wal ked to her closet and began to pull on clothes,
munbling to herself as she dressed. "I'll have someone killed for this!
How coul d those inconmpetent bastards let this happen?"

Knof f shrugged as he pulled on the remai nder of his battle fatigues,
stuffing his pistol in its holster on his belt.

Claire stormed through the door into her office and sat behi nd her desk.
She picked up the phone and dial ed the operator

"Cet nme General Maxwell, and do it now " she barked.

After listening for a few seconds, she practically screaned into the
phone, "I don't care if the son of a bitch is busy. Tell himto get his
butt on the phone right away."

Her knuckl es grew white, and she gripped the phone as if it were trying
to junmp out of her hand. "All right, but have himcontact nme the nonent
the attack is over."

She turned furious eyes on Knoff, nmaking the hairs on the back of his
neck stand up. "They say he's busy directing the counterattack on the
hel i copter. Too bad the bastard didn't do his job and prevent the attack
before it started.”

St andi ng up, she paced the roomfor a few nonents, then headed back into
her private quarters. "I'mgoing to take a shower. Call ne the mnute
Max is on the phone," she said over her shoul der to Knoff.



"And get some coffee made. It looks as if it's gonna be a long night."

Claire was finished with her shower and had time to put makeup on and
fix her hair before General Maxwell reported to her, in person.

He stood before her desk, his face flushed and sweating. "You wanted to
see nme, Madam Presi dent ?"

Claire drunmed her fingers on the desk, her lips in a
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tight line, her eyes flashing dangerously. "Yes, General. 1'd like a
report of what happened tonight, and how a hostile helicopter was

all owed to attack our base.”

"Soneone attacked one of our bases in southern New \brk, stole one of
our Huey's, and flew it here. Their aimwas to destroy or incapacitate
t he bonbers we were preparing to use to drop the BWon SUSA tonorrow. "

"And did they succeed?"

Maxwel | shrugged, his face flanming red again. "I ... | don't know the
extent of the danage yet."

"That's not acceptable, General. Just tell me, will the attack be able
to be carried out as pl anned tonorrow?"

"Uh ... at this time, | doubt it, Madam President. Fromwhat | could see
just now, it looks like we're gonna have to make sonme repairs to the
bonber fleet before there will be enough planes for an attack on SUSA."

"And the BWbonbs? At least tell me they're safe.”

"Ch, yes. The bonmbs and their payload are stored underground in a secure
bunker. They were not harned."

She sl anmed her hand down on the desk. "At |east, some nmargi nal good news.

St andi ng up, she wal ked to the corner and poured herself a cup of

coffee, not bothering to offer the general any. "Now, would you pl ease
explain how a helicopter flew several hundred mles through our
territory, through our best defenses, and managed to attack ne in nmy own
backyar d?"

"Fromwhat | can piece together fromscattered Intel reports, the pilot
flewthe entire way | ess than a hundred feet off the ground. It was an
incredible feat." He shook his head. "I wouldn't have believed soneone
could do that in unfamliar territory in the dead of night-"

"What about our SAM batteries?"

"They were fooled by the transponder on the Huey. It gave an
identification signal showing it to be friendly. By
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the tine the pilot failed to respond to their requests for password
verification, the chopper was past them"



C aire nodded. "General, | want the commanders of every SAM battery
shot. Is that understood?"

Maxwel | opened his nouth to argue, but seeing the |look in her eye,
evidently thought better of it. "Yes, ma'am 1'|ll see to it first thing
in the norning."

"And | want it done publicly, in front of the other troops. Perhaps it
will be a lesson to them of what happens when soldiers neglect their duty."

"Yes, ma'am"”

"Now, | need three things fromyou, Max. | want a full damage report on
nmy desk before dawn. | want to know exactly how long repairs will take,
and when | can expect our attack to be carried out. And | want your
assurances that this can never happen again. Is that perfectly clear?"

"Yes, ma'am 1'Ill get right onit."

"Good. You're dismssed, Ceneral. And if that report isn't on ny desk by
0630, I'Il personally bust you all the way back to private, and you'l
spend the rest of the war on latrine duty.”

"Yes, ma'am"

"Now, get out of here and get to work."

Wt hout another word, the general did an abrupt about-face and stal ked
fromthe room his ears the color of fresh bl ood.

Claire glanced at the clock on the wall. It was four in the norning.

She drained the |last of her coffee and put the cup down. "Herbert, |'m
too wired to go back to sleep. Lock the door and come back to bed.

Per haps you can think of sonething to do to pass the time until dawn."
"Eagle Two, this is Eagle One, cone in,"
transmtter.

Ben said into the |long range
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"Eagl e Two, go ahead Eagle One," M ke Post answered.

"I think I've managed to delay the BWdrop the USA had planned. How is
t he manufacture of the vacci ne com ng?"

"Very well, Ben. W've finally got the fornula correct, and are in the
process now of amassing enough for the conplete inocul ation of our
forces and citizens."

"Good. | think ny work here in the north is done. |'ve gotten the
Freedom Fi ghters started, and they're recruiting volunteers to help them™

"Do you want an extraction?"
"Yeah. Send one of the GulfstreamlIl jets, and I'll bring ny team hone."

"Roger that, Eagle One. W'll be glad to have you back."



"Ch, and M ke-"

"Yes?"
"Send as nmuch of the vaccine as you can spare. |'d |ike the Freedom
Fighters to be inoculated. | have a feeling the plague Ostermans

pl anning on dropping is going to spread like wildfire, and | want our
friends up here to be protected.™

"Good idea, Ben. It'll also help themrecruit new nenbers with the
vacci ne as an added incentive."

"Ten four, Mke. Eagle One out."

Ben handed the nmic to Corrie and turned to his Freedom Fighter friends.
"You heard?"

Chuck Harris nodded. "Yes, and | want to thank you for what you' ve done,
Ben. Especially for providing the vaccine to us. As a nedical nan, by
default, | can't tell you how | was dreading the spread of bubonic

pl ague after Osterman unl eashes her bonbs."

"I know, Chuck. I'mafraid the prospect of |osing the war has unhi nged
Claire GCsterman. Even though she thinks she has an effective vaccine,
she nust be aware
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that her course of action will nean the death of thousands of her own
peopl e. "

"I agree, Ben. The only reason | can think of that she'd try such a
thing is to attenpt to hold onto power any way she can."

Ben began to roll hinmself a cigarette. "What is it they say, Chuck?
Power corrupts, and absol ute power corrupts absolutely."
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At 0630, Claire Gsterman's bedsi de phone rang. She reached over and
picked it up. "Osterman here."

"Madam President,"” her secretary said, "General Maxwell is here to see
you, as ordered.”

Claire glanced at a sweaty Herb Knoff |ying next to her, trying to catch
his breath after hours of furious |ove-maki ng. She snoothed her runpled
hair back, as if her secretary could see her over the phone.

"Have the general wait. 1'Il be there shortly," she said curtly. "He may
have sonme coffee while he waits."

She eased out of bed, wincing at the pain between her thighs as she made
her way to her shower.

Hal f an hour later, scrubbed and freshly nmade up, Caire sauntered into
her office. Maxwell was waiting for her, pacing the office and sipping
froma mug of steam ng coffee.

"Fix me a cup, will you, Max?" she said, her nood considerably cal ner



than it had been two and a half hours ago.
He handed her a cup and sat before her desk
"Have you a report ready for ne?" she asked.

"Yes, ma'am We suffered major damage to five of our bonbers, and ninor
damage to another fifteen."

"Spare ne the details. Wien will they be repaired and ready for our
nm ssi on agai nst SUSA?"

He pursed his lips, thinking. After a noment he said,
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"I feel we should have an adequate nunber ready w thin nine days."
"N ne days? " she yelled.

"Yes, ma'am If we go any sooner with less aircraft, the chances of
enough getting through SUSA's air defenses to do the job will be slim"

Claire's eyes burned into his. "And have the assholes who let the
hel i copter get to us been suitably punished?"

Max dropped his eyes, as if ashaned of his answer. "Yes, ma'am All of
the SAM battery commanders have been executed, as you ordered, and new
men are in their places."

Agrimsmle curled her lips. "I trust these men will be considerably
nore alert in their new duties?"

"Ch, yes, ma'am Their notto is "if it flies, it dies'

"Good. So within three weeks at the outside we should be seeing sone
results fromDr. Ishi's plague bonbs?"

"According to our scientists, that is correct."

"Have you been able to determ ne who planned and carried out the attack
on iy air base?"

Max's face | ooked as if he'd tasted sonething bitter as he answered,
"Yes, Madam President. Initial Intel reports say it was Ben Rai nes and
his team of Scouts who stole the helicopter and flew the m ssion."
"Am | never going to be quit of that bastard?"

"He is daring and resourceful."”

"And do we know where M. Ben Raines is at the present? Is he still in
New York, as was reported previously?"

"No. We intercepted radio reports that he is being extracted by jet back
to SUSA headquarters today."

"I's there any chance of us shooting the son of a bitch down en route?"

"No, ma'am Qur radar installations have been damaged so severely by the



al nost constant bonbardnent from SUSA that we don't have the capability
of tracking his flight."
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She thought for a nonent. "Do you have any nmen who mi ght be able to get
to himat SUSA headquarters and take hi m out ?"

Max hesitated. "There are two. Men we've used before and have proven
quite resourceful in their mssions. But, they're expensive."

"I don't care what it costs. But they don't get paid until they've
acconplished their mssion." She stared hard into Max's eyes. "And
they'd better do a better job than the last two men you sent."

"\fes, ma'am |'ll contact themright away."

"See that you do, Max. It'Il give ne sonething to | ook forward to while
| wait for ny bonmbers to be repaired.”

The sprawing military conpound of SUSA was quiet. Security guards
patrolled the perineter. An electric fence and noti on sensors covered
every inch of the razor wire surrounding the enclosure. Guard towers

stood at three hundred yard intervals along the perineter fence,
illuminated by giant lights revolving back and forth accomnpani ed by the
whi ne of electric generators. It had the | ook of a maxi mum security prison

This was where General Ben Raines directed the activities of his vast
arm es, according to the intelligence reports gathered at USA
headquarters in Indianapolis ... if the reports could be trusted.

James Scott lay on his belly in knee-deep grass, three hundred yards
fromthe fence. Hi s AK47, equipped with a night scope, |ay beside him

He di sdai ned the black shirts and berets worn by others who held high
rank among the USA's elite assassination forces, as did his partner
Janes did not need a black shirt or a beret to nmake himinvisible in the
night. He relied upon his skills as a hired killer . . . instinctive, a
part of his nature, needing no special clothing.
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He spoke to Frank Brown, who lay in the grass next to him "Real quiet
tonight. It don't appear they suspect anything. This should go off
snmoot hly. "

Brown nerely nodded.

"We' |l cut through this fence on the east side," Scott continued in a
whi sper. "We' |l place the | andnines on the road runni ng beside the
fence. Scatter 'emout, so there's no way General Raines can avoid
W'l be real close, so we can send a grenade underneath his arnored
personnel carrier at just the right time. All we gotta worry about is
t hose goddam dogs sniffin' us out."

em

"You' ve got the shit to spray on the dogs?" Brown asked, a wad of
chew ng tobacco stuffed into his cheek, muffling his words.

"You know damm well | do. | never cone on a nission without it.



"Just checkin'. Al this can go to hell in a basket if the dogs start
barkin'."

"This ain't ny first assassination, Frank."

"Never said it was."

"You don't act quite right, Frank. How come you're so damm quiet?"

"We ain't exactly on no church picnic, James. W're bein' paid to kil
the top general of SUSA ... an' we already know he's underground. He'll
be covered with security guards no matter where he is."

"I never let the small stuff worry me. Besides, our Intel says Raines

don't always use a |lot of guards. Seens there's usually only his
personal team of four or five that travel with him"

Frank cleared his throat. "Still, it ain't no small thing when our
target is fifty feet under the ground. W gotta be real damm careful how
we go about this or we'll wind up dead. To ne, you ain't takin' this

serious enough."

James hesitated, giving the conpound a |ingering ex-
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am nation requiring several mnutes. "lI'mtakin' this shit rea
serious,"” he said after a nonent.

"Don't seemthat way. You act like all we gotta do is run in there with
our | andm nes and grenades an' kill the bastard. | can prom se you it's
gonna be nore conplicated than that. They'Il have all kinds of guards on
that lower level . . . good ones, men who ain't afraid of dyin'."

James appeared to be thinking. "It's the goddamm dogs |'m worried about.
It ain"t all that rmuch trouble to fool a careless man, but have you ever
tried to pull the wool over the eyes of a trained guard dog? O one
who's been trained to protect a wartinme general ?"

Frank didn't answer him

"Have you, Frank?" Janes persisted

"It can't be done. Not if the dog's any good. You gotta take 'emwth a

chemical . . . like our pepper spray we got in these here cans. As to
the guards, they ain't nothing but men with guns. 1've faced 'ema
hundred tines before all over the globe, an' | never found one who was
any better than | amwhen it cones to killin' folks."

Frank wagged his head. "First thing we gotta do is get close. W gotta
get those landmines in place an find a position where we can | aunch them
grenades under Raines's APC. "

"That ain't no trick."

"It sure as hell is atrick, if we aimto keep the bastard dogs from
barkin'."

James watched a pair of K9 guards |eading big Gernman shepherds across
the conpound. "It's liable to be easy. Those boys | eadin' them dogs



ain't payin' any attention to what's going on around "em It's just
night duty to them Al they're really thinkin' about is going home to
their wives ... or maybe to their girlfriends."

"How do we get cl ose enough to use the spray on the goddamm dogs?" Frank
wondered again. "W gotta bury those mnes in the road next to the fence."
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"You just leave that part up to me. I'Il get behind them dog handl ers an
show you how it's done."

"We'll see," Janes muttered. "W ain't got through that fence yet

A pair of wire cutters sliced through the bottomof the razor wire. No
al arns went off, and Janes was thankful for the silence.

"Crawl through,” Frank whi spered.
James conplied, inching forward on his belly.

"Push your rifle through first," Frank said. "Wat the hell good is it
gonna do if you get in there w thout havin' no kind of gun?"

"I forgot," James groaned, grabbing his AK47 by its stock, shoving it
under the fence. He wore a silenced G ock at his waist, and carried a
dagger in his boot.

"One of these days you're gonna forget you' re a goddamm sol dier," Frank
war ned. "Then all you're gonna be is dead nmeat in a six-foot hole."

"Let's not be talkin' about no six-foot hole while we're in here," Janes

said. "l ain't plannin' to be part of no grave for Ben Raines."

Frank and James waited beside each other, lying on their bellies in the
dar k.

"Rai nes scares ne," Frank said. "He seens |ike a nice enough feller, but
| hear he's killed some of his own people who turned on him™

"We could be the next ones to die," Janes told him "For what we're
gettin' paid by that wonan, Osterman, to assassinate Raines we'd better
make damm sure we get it done wi thout any screwups.”

Frank hesitated, with an eye on the conpound. "I heard a story... 'bout
a Lara Wal den, who was a doubl e agent."

James wagged his head. "What's that got to do with Ben Rai nes, Frank?"

James chewed his lip. "I heard that Lara Wal den was Ben Raines's | over
for one hell of along tine." And the
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story goes that once Raines found out she was a spy, he made her

di sappear. The fact they was lovers evidently didn't cut no ice with
Rai nes." He shook his head.



Frank chuckled. "Hell, it won't come as no surprise to nost men that a
worman i s capabl e of a doubl e-cross.”

"That's the God's truth. It just don't pay to tal k about your work,
"specially to a wonman. "

Frank nodded again. "That's always the smartest thing to do in any
arny-keep your nouth shut, and your head down. Don't volunteer for a
goddamm thing, and if somebody asks you if you heard this or that, you
deny the hell out of everything. Tell 'emyou never heard of that before."

An arnored personnel carrier came |lunbering out of a Quonset hut next to
the entrance into the conmpound. K9 handlers with guard dogs wal ked in
front of it.

A SUSA sol dier manning a tripod-nmounted machi ne gun sat on the front of
the APC, as it drove slowy along a razor wire fence leading to a gate
exiting the conpound.

"Here he cones," Frank whi spered from hidi ng.

"They're gonna drive right over themlandm nes we planted as sure as
stink comes with shit."”

"Exactly the way we planned it."

"All we gotta worry about is them goddamm dogs snif-fin' 'emout," Janes

sai d.

Frank gave Janmes an inpatient glare. "You saw ne spray that pepper al
around 'em Al those fuckin' hounds are gonna do is start sneezin'."

"I sure as hell hope you're right," James nuttered as he watched the APC
nove toward the spot where the mines were buried in the roadway.

"I was only wong two tinmes in ny life," Frank said. "I got married tw ce."
"You gotta be bullshitting ne."

"No bullshit. Those were the only two mi stakes | ever
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made. Now shut the hell up and get ready to toss a grenade under that
damm machi ne when it passes by us."

"Are those mines gonna blow dirt an' rocks all over us when one goes
of f, Frank?"

Frank | et out an inpatient sigh. "Wuld you rather have a little bit of
dirt on you, or six feet of it coverin' your goddamm grave?"

The snap of a twig behind them nmade Frank stiffen. He had been so
careful to watch their backtrail as they laid the mnes in the road.

"What was that?" James asked softly.

Frank pursed his lips as he gl anced over his right shoulder in the



direction of the noise.
A giant, hulking figure stood behind themonly a few yards away.
"Holy shit," Frank breathed.

James turned around, just in tinme to catch the glint of an autonatic
rifle barrel in the noonlight. "Ch no!" he gasped when he realized what
was happening. "How did the sunbitch get behind us?"

H s answer canme in the formof a staccato of weapon fire, thirty
| ar ge-bore slugs thuddi ng through the silence of the night as they tore
t hrough Frank and Janes.

Frank was lifted off the ground, twisting slowy in mdair, |anding on
his back with eleven bullet holes in his torso and | egs, dead when he fell.

James nmanaged to let out a scream of pain when a series of bullets
passed through his lungs. He fell flat on his face as a gurgling cane
from his chest.

Wthin seconds, both nmen lay still, their bullet-riddl ed bodies |eaking
bl ood onto the grass.

Ben Rai nes shook his head. He wal ked over to a spot about five feet from
where the nmen lay and toed the grass with his boot. Lying there,

hal f - buri ed, was a m crophone pickup for the audi o-sensors scattered
across the conpound.
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"Quess you boys haven't kept up with the latest technol ogy in alarm
systens," he said to the dead assassins. "Too bad."
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Claire GCsterman was | ooking over the latest Intel reports on the
progress of the war and getting nadder by the minute. It seened that

everything that could possibly go wong was goi hg w ong.

Her secretary barged into her office, a stricken | ook on her face.
"Madam President," she blurted.

"What is it, Clara?" Claire barked. She'd told that stupid cow at | east
a hundred tines to knock before entering her private office.

"There's a phone call for you."

"You mean you came stormng in here to tell me that?"

"But. . . but. . . it's General Ben Raines calling."

"Ch?" Claire said, a surprised | ook on her face. She hadn't heard
anything fromthe assassins she'd sent, so evidently they'd failed to
rid the world of Ben Raines. The bastard's probably calling to gl oat,
she thought. Well, I'Il be doing the gloating after we bonb the shit out
of his precious SUSA with ny new pl ague bonbs.

She picked up the phone. Mght as well let himcrow, while he has the
chance. "Hello, this is President Gsterman," she said, unable to keep a



smug tone out of her voice.

"Hell o, Sugar Babe," Raines said, as if he were talking to an old friend.
"Ch, hello, Raines," she answered, refusing to use his title of general
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"I"'mjust calling to tell you not to send boys to do a man's job next
time, or pretty soon you' re gonna run out of people stupid enough to try

to kill ne."

"Why, | don't know what you're tal king about, Raines. You know attenpted
assassination of a country's |eaders is against the |aw "

"Yeah, | figured you'd say that. It's a typical Socialist Denocrat
tactic to not have the balls to admt when sonmething isn't working."

"Did you call just to insult ne, Raines?"

"No. Actually, | wanted to see if you've had enough of this stupid war
and are ready to enter into some serious negotiations for peace."

"Way woul d | want to do that?" she asked.

"I just thought you m ght have sone feeling for your citizens, who are
bei ng devastated by your insane continuation of a losing effort.”

The word insane al nost pushed Caire over the edge. "Wat do you nean,
| osing, you son of a bitch?" she screaned into the phone.

"You're beaten, Claire. Wiy not just admit it, and let's both go on with
our lives?"

"You're the one who's going to be beaten, Raines. | still have a
surprise or two up ny sleeve."

"Ch, you nmean your bubonic pl ague weapons?"
How in the hell did he find out about that? she thought. W nust have

anot her spy in our midst. She made a nental note to have Harlan do yet
another full security check of all the enpl oyees of her headquarters staff.

"So, you know about that, do you? Well, it won't do you any good,
Raines. In a very short time, your beloved citizens will be puking and
coughing their guts out, and you'll be begging me to save you."

Rai nes chuckl ed. "OCh, Sugar Babe, if you only knew. " He hesitated a
monent, faint hisses of static the only sound on the line.

271

271

Finally, he spoke again. "I'mgoing to do you a favor, Sugar Babe," he
said, his voice now serious. "I'mgoing to tell you sonething you don't
know and hopefully save a lot of lives, mainly your citizens' lives."

"What could you possibly tell me, Raines, that | don't already know?"



"Just that the vaccine that Dr. Ishi gave you is bogus. It's worthless,
Claire. He gave us the real vaccine, so the only people who're going to
die fromyour bonmbs will be your own troops and citizens."

"You're lying, Ben Raines!" she shouted into the phone. "There's no way
you coul d have the vaccine."

"I"ve given you fair warning, Sugar Babe, so that | won't have the
deaths of nmillions of innocent people on ny conscience. O course, crazy
peopl e don't generally have consciences, so you're free to do what you
want with the information."

"I don't believe you, Raines. This is just a dirty trick to try and save
your own skins."

"OK, Sugar Babe, |'ve done what | can to help prevent a catastrophe. The
next nove is up to you. But, if you do decide to drop those bonbs, you'd
better make sure you stay away fromfl eas and anyone with a fever in the
next few weeks, 'cause otherw se, you're liable to get the plague, too."

"\bu're a liar, Ben Raines, and don't call nme Sugar Babe!" she screaned
as she slanmed the phone down in its cradle.

She sat there, breathing hard, sweat pouring from her forehead as she
tried to think through the conversation. How had he known so many
details of their plan, and how nuch of what he said was the truth?

Consi dering her options, she realized she really didn't have any. The
only hope the USA had of winning the war, and the only hope Caire
Gst erman had of avoiding a hanging was for the plague bonbs to work.
Ther ef ore,
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she reasoned, she'd go on and drop the bonbs. She really had nothing to
| ose, for she was dead either way if Raines was correct.

She picked up the phone and dial ed General Maxwell's nunber. \Wen he

answer ed, she said, "Max, | want those planes |launched today . . . right
now "

"But Madam President, we're still two days away from being ready."

"You heard nme, General. Qoey ny orders or I'll come down there and

personal |y bl ow your head off!"

She coul d hear the general's sharp intake of breath at her threat. Good.
The son of a bitch needed to know she neant busi ness when she gave an order

"Yes, ma'am |'|ll get the bonbers | oaded and send them on their way as
soon as it's dark."

"Thank you, Ceneral," she said in a sweet voice. "Let nme know the
results of our raid as soon as you have them no matter how late it is.

"Yes, ma'am"” he said, his voice | ow and quiet.
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I n SUSA headquarters, Ben hung up the phone, a defeated | ook on his face.



"Do you think she'll call off the bonbing, Ben?" M ke Post asked.

Ben shook his head. "I doubt it. | believe the lady really is insane."
He took a deep breath. "But let's give her a chance. | want al

of fensi ve attacks against the USA halted inmediately. Keep our air
defenses on full alert, and we'll resunme our attack only if she tries to

| aunch her bonbers against us."

"Ten-four, Ben," Mke said, and sat down inmediately to give the
appropriate orders to his field commanders.

Ben wal ked over to his desk, sat down, and rolled hinself a cigarette.
As the snoke trailed fromhis nostrils, he | ooked at his team sitting
in various positions around his office. "Now, we wait and see if she
really is crazy enough to attack us."

Johnny Al bright pulled back on the stick of his medi um bonber and kept
his eyes on the red lights of his altineter

"Squadron | eader clinbing to twenty-five thousand feet," he said into

t he m crophone attached to his flight hel net.

One by one, the five other bombers in his squadron checked in to
acknow edge his order.

274

Ti not hy Baron, his copilot, kept his eyes peeled through the plexiglass
wi ndshi el d of the plane, watching for evidence of fighters that they
knew woul d soon be coming up to nmeet them

"Keep a sharp | ookout for SAMtrails," Johnny said, "the fucking radar
on these antiques ain't gonna be nmuch help if we pass a SAM battery on
our way in."

"Roger," Tinothy said. "So far it all |ooks clear."

"It's too bad Gsterman was in such a hurry for this mssion," Johnny
said, glancing out the side wi ndow at the full npbon overhead. "It'd go a
ot smoother if we'd waited until the new noon, or if we had a ful

conpl emrent of bonmbers in the squadron.™

"You got that right, chief,"” Tinothy answered. "Goin' up agai nst SUSA at
hal f strength ain't exactly ny idea of a smart nove." He hesitated. "I

wi sh we had that bitch up here with us just once when the flak and SAM s
started. Maybe she'd think twi ce about issuing stupid orders then."

Johnny grunted. "Qurs is not to reason why, Timry my boy, ours is but to
do or die."”

"It's the dying part I'mnot particularly fond of," Tinothy answered.
From out of nowhere a P51E fighter plane from SUSA streaked by, its w ng
cannons bl azing, sending tracers ripping by their wi ndowin a narrow

m ss. Johnny jerked the stick to the side and pushed with his left foot
to turn the bonber into a steep, curving dive

"Goddam! " Ti mot hy screamed, flinching as if he coul d somehow dodge t he
crinson trails of death fromtheP51E



Johnny yelled into his mc, "Fighters . . . fighters at twelve o' clock
hi gh! Take evasi ve neasures!”

The big turbine engi nes of the bonber whined, revving up to rpnms their
manuf acturers had never planned as Johnny tried desperately to evade the
killer attackers.

Ti mot hy gl anced at his pilot, fear-sweat formng on his
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brow in spite of the near freezing tenperature at twenty-five thousand
feet. He could al nbst see the wings dancing in the nmoonlight as they
vi brated at speeds nearly twi ce the usual for the bonber.

"Do you see any nore?" Johnny yelled, craning his neck to get a better |ook

Tinmothy |l eaned to the side, looking first forward, then back over his
shoul der. "Not yet, but you can bet your ass they're out there. Those
bast ards al ways travel in packs."

A bright flash fromoff to their right lit up the night as a fighter
passed their wing man, its tracers stitching a pattern of death and
destruction along the fuselage of the plane. Bill owi ng snmoke, col ored
orange by avgas catching on fire, blossonmed fromthe stricken bomnber.

"Mayday! Mayday! I'mhit!" said a voice in Johnny's earphones.

"It's Jackie," Tinothy said, watching the death throes of their brother
airman as he desperately tried to keep his plane al oft.

Johnny didn't bother to answer. He was too busy jerking his plane back
and forth in a zig-zag pattern to try to evade the attack he knew was
com ng.

Ti mot hy jerked back as a wing separated itself fromthe nearby bonber
and the plane began to twist and turn in a falling spiral, out of control

"Bail out... bail out!" Johnny screanmed into the mc, watching
hel pl essly as the plane di sappeared in a mushroom ng ball of fire.

The concussion fromthe blast shook Johnny's plane and al nost pushed it
on its side as he frantically fought the stick to regain control

"Goddam you, Osterman!" he nuttered, cursing the woman who'd sent them
on this mssion before the squadron was at full strength.
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"Where the hell are our fighter escorts?" Tinothy asked, |ooking back
and forth through the w ndows.

As he spoke another fighter, smaller and quicker than the P51Es of SUSA,
dived into view The USA fighters, though nore agile and somewhat faster
than SUSA' s, had | ess body arnor and were therefore nuch nore vul nerable
to return fire.



The P51E and the US fighter approached each other at conbi ned speeds of
nmore that six hundred miles an hour, playing out their deadly ball et
right in front of Johnny and Ti not hy.

"Come on, fellah,” Johnny said, "blow that son of a bitch outta the sky."

The planes swerved at the |ast minute, passing each other with their
cannons bl azing |i ke sone ol d-fashi oned gunfight between western gunslicks.

The P51E curved off to the left, gradually losing altitude, snoke
pouring fromits engine.

The US fighter waggled its wings once-as if saying gotchal-and started
toclinb as it | ooked for another attacker

Just as it banked, a P51E cane fromsix o'clock |ow and signed its death
warrant with a blast of bullets that cut the plane al nost in two.

Johnny saw silk blossomas the pilot ejected seconds before his plane
expl oded in a blinding flash of |ight.

"Dam, how many fighters does SUSA have?" Tinothy asked, his eyes
flicking back and forth, seeing the noonlit skies seemingly full of the
buzzing instrunments of death.

Johnny felt rather than saw his plane take a hit, as the stick shuddered
in his hands and began to feel rmushy. "W're hit!" he yelled at Tinothy.
"You may have to help me with .. ." he started to say, fighting the
controls as the plane began to dive and bank to the left, out of control
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He stopped in nid-sentence when he | ooked at Tinmothy and saw hi m sl unped
in his seat, the right side of his head nissing and his sidew ndow
shattered by machi ne-gun fire.

As the plane lost altitude, Johnny gl anced bel ow and saw | i ghts of a
city. It nmust be Little Rock, he thought, recognizing his primary target.

He reached down and jerked the bonb-rel ease I ever, trying to ignore the
P51E he saw headed straight for him

"Qur Father, who art in heaven," he prayed, feeling the shudder as his
bonbs rel eased, staring ahead at the tracers fromthe fighter as they
rushed toward him never feeling the concussion when his plane expl oded
around hi m

The night over Little Rock, Arkansas, lit up like a fourth of July
fireworks celebration as the squadron of P51Es systematically destroyed
every bomber overhead. Not a single plane survived the attack, and
Johnny's was the only one which successfully dropped its payl oad of
deadl y pl ague bonbs.

The infected fl eas, designed to survive their bonbs' detonation, spread
out on the evening air, falling in a white cloud of flour, settling to
the ground like ash from an expl odi ng vol cano.

The fleas, unaffected by their fall, scattered along the city streets,
| ooki ng for warm bl ooded animal s and a bl ood neal, so they could |ay



t housands of eggs, which would al so be infected by the bubonic plague
bacteri a.

Those pilots who were still flying, searched the sky in vain for
surviving US bonmbers or fighters, until they realized the attackers had
been wi ped out to the | ast nan.

"Come on, boys," the squadron | eader of the P51Es called on his conmand
frequency mcrophone. "Let's go hone. W're done here."
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Ben and M ke Post and President Jeffreys listened to the radio reports
of Claire GCsternman's bonbing raids on the radio in Ben's office. Al npst
all of the planes had been shot down, or so disabled that they turned
back before reaching SUSA territory. Sonme of the reports even said
several of the wounded pl anes dropped their deadly cargo on USA
territory to lighten their |oads so they could nake it back to their
base airfield.

M ke Post shook his head. "I can't believe those pilots dropped BWon
their own people just to try to save their own lives," he said disgustedly.

"When you have | eaders who put their own interests above those of their
country, it becomes contagious," Ben answered. "Everyone in the USA
arnmed services is out for nunber one, and the country be damed."

"That kind of thinking is so foreign to me, | can't begin to describe
how it makes ne feel," Cecil Jeffreys said in a |ow, sad voice.

Ben | ooked at his friend with gentle eyes. "That's why you're a great
| eader, Cec, unlike Sugar Babe Osternman."

The radio crackled to life again, and with a small anobunt of static, a
voi ce said, "Eagle One, conme in. This is squadron | eader Jimry Johnson
reporting."”

Ben keyed the nic. "Eagle One, go ahead Jimy."

"We've nmanaged to turn the attack around in this sector. Two pl anes
managed to drop their payl oads just north of
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Littl e Rock, Arkansas. Al others were destroyed or turned back with
bonbs undropped. "

"Ten-four, Jinmy. Thanks. Eagle One out."

Ben gl anced over at Corrie, who was keeping tabs on where the bonbers
had been successful, in a notebook. "Wat's that make us?" he asked.

She consul ted her book. "Two | oads of bonbs in Little Rock, three near
El Paso, and one just north of Phoenix, Arizona. Al the others were
unsuccessful, according to our fighters' reports.™

"M ke," Ben said, "send in the decontanination squads to those |ocations
as soon as we can. Fromwhat Dr. Ishi told Dr. Zinmrer in his witten
correspondence, the bonbs contain fleas infected with bubonic plague
bacteria in some sort of food medium If we can get our teans into the



sites quick enough with their insecticides and extra vaccines for the
people in those areas that didn't take it the first time around, perhaps
we can contain the outbreak before it starts.”

"Ten-four, Ben. |'ve got over fifty old crop dusters who're ready to
drop as much Diazinon as it takes to control the flea popul ation
However, there's still bound to be sonme independent souls who get the
di sease. "

Ben nodded. "That's why Dr. Lamar Chase is going to send his nedical
teans in after the decontam nati on squads to aggressively treat any and
al | persons suspected of having the plague.™

Jeffreys | ooked surprised. "I thought antibiotics didn't work against
buboni ¢ pl ague. "

"No, that's a nmyth," Ben said. "Tetracycline and Eryth-romycin are both
effective in treating infected individuals. The problemis, the disease
spreads so fast it's extremely difficult to contain with nedica

treat ment al one. However, by conbi ni ng decontam nation, aggressive flea
control, and vaccination with the antibiotics, | think we stand a good
chance of not |osing very nmany people."
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"What are you going to do about Osterman, Ben?" Jersey asked from her
seat across the room

"I"mgoing to resune all bomnbing and sabotage in the US. That bitch is
going to pay dearly for her actions."

"You mean her citizens are, don't you Ben?" Jeffreys said.

Ben stared at the president. "It's the sanme thing, Cec. A popul ace who
count enances such actions by their elected | eaders deserves to live, and
to die, by their choices of leaders. Utinmately, they' |l either get rid
of her for causing them such hardship, or 1'll wi pe the entire country
off the face of the earth.”

He | ooked at Mke. "Send the word to all our field commanders and to the
air force, Mke. Full steam ahead."”

Claire GCsterman storned into the war roomin her nightgown, her cheeks a
flamng red. It was a few m nutes past eleven o' clock, alnobst m dnight.
The ground above the war room shook with repeated bonb blasts, and the
whi stl e of rockets screaned through night skies.

"What the hell is going on up there?" she demanded, as the ground
trenbled with bonbs and missile warheads. "I can't sleep with all this
shit going on. I dam near fell out of bed- a m nute ago. Who the hel

is doing all the bonmbing so close to our headquarters? | want sone
goddamm answers, and | want them now "

Andy Schumberger, Qis Warner, Captain Broadhurst, General Muxwell, and
Harlan MIlard sat around a table with a map of the old United States on
it, covered by a thin sheet of plastic. All across the map were red and
bl ue plastic squares representing both USA and SUSA infantry and arnored
battalions. Tiny plastic airplanes represented airborne units.
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"We've suffered sone | osses, Madam President," Har-lan said softly.
"Losses?" She spat it out, is if the word had a foul taste to it.

She rested her palnms on her anple hips, staring fromone man to the next.

CGeneral Maxwell wouldn't look Claire in the eye, his gaze roani ng around
the war room

"Yes, Madam President. . . losses we did not expect," Harlan expl ai ned
when it appeared no one else was willing to answer the president's question

She glared at him "You keep telling me we won't have any nore ..
| osses, as you call them What has happened now? Do | want to hear this
shit?"

"You'll have to hear about thein sooner or |ater, Madam President,"
Maxwel | said, glancing around himfor support.

"So tell me, Max," she snapped, "what sort of |osses are you talking
about? And tell me why ny bed is shaking so goddamm hard | can't lie

still init. It felt like | was riding a damm bucki ng horse just a few
m nutes ago. Hell ... no one could sleep with this shit going on."

When no one answered her, she glared at the nen one at a tinme. "l spoke
wi th Ben Raines on the radio, yesterday," she said, her voice
dangerously low. "I was under the inpression we'd sent sonme top notch
assassins to kill the son of a bitch, and the next thing | know, he's

calling on the goddamed phone!"
Anot her, |onger silence.

"The two assassins we sent . . . both of themwere killed last night,"
CGeneral Maxwel | munbl ed, | ooking down at the floor to keep from having
to see the expression on Caire's face.

Claire stared at himin disbelief. "You bastards!" she excl ai ned,
exam ning every face in the war room "To a man, you told ne that this
James Scott and Frank Brown
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were the best noney could buy. 'They have assassinated political |eaders
all over Europe,' you said." She stared at Maxwel |, her eyes flashing.
"You told ne they were good!"

"They are ... at least until last night, they were."

The president's face flushed a bright crinson. "I authorized the paynent
of a hundred thousand dollars, in gold, for the two of themto get rid

of Ben Raines forever."

"Yes, Madam President,"” Harlan stammered. "You did. W were inforned
they were killed by sonme of Ben Raines's security nen."

"Shit!" Caire exclained, dropping into a vacant chair at the table,
hol di ng her head in her hands. "First we give this little Jap son of a



bitch five mllion dollars out of our treasury and we still haven't seen
his flea bonmbs work." She took a deep breath. "Now you tell nme the pair
of killers we hired fromover in England are dead. You told ne they were
the very best in the world at |aying | andm nes and usi ng expl osives. The
big one, | forget his nane-"

"James Scott," OQis Warner told her. "He came to us very highly
recormended by the British.”

C aire shook her head. "He must not have been all that good, Qis.
Nei t her was the other son of a bitch. | forget the bastard' s name, or
where he was from"

"Frank Brown, from Nova Scotia," Captain Broadhurst added in a neek
voice. "I knew his training officer. He nade very few nistakes. He was
with the French Foreign Legion a nunber of years ago. H s personnel
files give himvery high marks for the handling of explosives."

"OK," Claire said, a disgusted tone in her voice. "Any nore good news
for ne tonight?"

Harl an spoke up when no one else was willing to respond. "The bombi ng
raids didn't go as well as we'd hoped . . ." He hesitated.

"What do you nean?" O aire demanded. "Are you tell-
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ing me the one thing I... we, were counting on to give us sone |everage
with Raines is a conplete failure?"

A silence lingered in the war room Again, it was Har-lan MIlard who
was forced to speak when the others remained silent, staring at the map.

"It failed to achieve our objective, Claire, but it wasn't a total
failure." <

"Fail ed? " she screaned.
"Yes, ma'am"”

"How the hell could it fail?" Claire asked, glaring into Harlan's eyes.
"And what do you nmean, not a total failure? Either they dropped the
dammed bonbs, or they didn't."

" Somet hi ng went wrong-"

Claire's face was beet red now "I can tell by the tone of your w npy
voi ce sonet hi ng went wong, you dam fool! Just what the hell did go wong?"

Anot her, |onger, silence.

Now General Maxwell spoke up. "I tried to tell you we weren't ready,
that we didn't have enough planes to get through the heavy air defenses
of SUSA. Only four or five of all the planes nmanaged to drop their

payl oads on SUSA." He took a deep breath, |ooking around the room for
support, but finding none. No one else had the balls to tell Caire
OGsterman anything was her fault. "In fact, it even gets worse. Sone of



t he bonbers, after being damaged on their runs, dropped their bombs on
our own territory to lighten their planes so they could return to base
safely.”

Claire's eyebrows knitted in a deep frown. "The cowardly bastards!" she
excl ai med, exam ning every face in the room "These so-called soldiers,
in order to save their own niserable hides, not only failed in their

m ssion, but they bonmbed our own citizens?" She directed her anger
toward Harlan. "You told ne these pilots were good!

"They are ..." said Maxwell. "At least until last night, they were."
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The president's spine stiffened. "I want the nanes of those cowards
posted on the airfield bulletin board, and I want them summarily
executed. | intend to show our troops that failure is not an option."
"Yes, Madam President," Harlan stanmered. "I agree. The cowards will be

shot at dawn."

"Shit!" Cdaire exclainmed venonobusly, spitting out the word as if she had
a mout hful of it. She took a deep breath. That's just great, General,"
she said, staring at Maxwell. If | ooks could kill, he would have dropped
dead on the spot.

"Perhaps, if we'd waited until we had our full conplenment of bonbers,
nore of them would have gotten through,” Ois Warner told her. "A day or
so more or less wouldn't have nmade that nuch difference.”

Claire arched her eyebrows. "Don't try to lay the pilots' failure on ne,
Qis. They were obviously too concerned with saving their own miserable
hides to conmplete their nission successfully. A thousand pl anes nanned
by cowards woul dn't have made any difference."

"Madam President," Captain Broadhurst added in a meek voice. "Not all of
the pilots neglected their duty. Bonbs were successfully dropped in
Arizona, Arkansas, and Texas. If the plague organismis as strong as
Ishi said it was, perhaps that will be enough.”

Claire swept a stray |lock of hair away from her forehead, then reached
for a cigarette

"W're all very sorry, Claire," Harlan said as anot her bonb thudded into
t he ground somewhere near |ndianapolis, rattling one of the netal
drawers in a file cabinet on the far side of the war room

"Sorry?" she asked wi th undi sgui sed sarcasm "Ceneral Raines and his
goddamn Rebels will be nmarching through the streets of Indianapolis
within a few hours, and all you can think of to say is that 'we're al
very sorry?" '
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"We're doing the best we can, Madam President," General Maxwell said.

Her eyes rounded with anger when she | ooked at him "You say you're
doi ng the best you can?" she shrieked. "Wat about these goddamm bonbs



droppi ng on top of ny bedroom now? How the hell am| supposed to get any
sl eep?”

More silence, until the general spoke.
"Somehow, Ben Raines is getting information as to where our
anti-aircraft gun enplacenents are located. He strikes themfirst, and

then we nust endure his air bonbardnent."”

"How in the hell is he getting this information?" Claire wanted to know,
i nhaling deeply on her cigarette. "How does he know where they are?"

Maxwel | | ooked at Captain Broadhurst before he answered the president's
qguestion. "lI'mafraid we have an informant in our mdst," he said gravely.

"An i nf or mant ?"
Br oadhur st nodded.
"Who the hell could it be?"

Once nmore, the captain hesitated. "It has to be soneone at a very high
| evel , Madam President."

She scowl ed. "Then find the son of a bitch and have himexecuted."

"It may not be that easy."

"And why not ?"

"We aren't quite sure where the classified information is comng from"

Cl aire sucked on her cigarette again. "Wat the hell am | paying you
for, if you can't find out something as sinple as this?"

"I have my security staff checking on it now"

Claire turned to General Maxwell. Then she got up from her chair,
addressing him "That damn sure isn't good enough for me, General."
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"What do you mean by that, Madam President?" Maxwell asked in a thin,
hol | ow voi ce.

"Stand up!" Caire said to Maxwell. "Get out of that chair right now"

Maxwel | did as he was told, although it was apparent by the | ook on his
face he was totally bew | dered by her request.

"First you set up an assassination attenpt which fails. Then your
fucking pilots fail to deliver the bonbs that m ght have won the war for
us. Draw your pistol,"” Caire said evenly.

"But why?" Maxwel | asked, yet he unfastened the snap over his hol ster
and took out his forty-five automatic, just as he'd been instructed.

Claire rested her hands on the table, and for a tine all was sil ence.
She stared at CGeneral Maxwell intently, until she'd made up her nind



"Ai myour gun at Captain Broadhurst," she said.
"Do what ?" he asked, his cheeks paling.
"Abmit at him and then kill him"

"You can't be serious-"

"I"mconpletely serious, Max. Point your pistol at himand shoot himin
the head. He's an eneny of the state. He has betrayed the USA. "

"I don't. . . think ... | can do that, Caire." he stammered as a trenor
reached his fingertips.

"Do it!" Claire screamed. "Do it now, or I'Ill have you before a firing
squad at dawn."

Very slowy, deliberately, General Maxwell turned to the chair Captain
Br oadhur st was occupying. He raised his forty-five with even nore
rel uctance.

"Kill him" daire hissed.
"This is nurder, Caire," Harlan whi spered. "Col dbl ooded mrurder."

"I don't need you to tell ne what it is," she grow ed, her chin jutting.
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"But you can't sinply order Broadhurst's execution for treason without
some sort of proof."

"I don't need proof, Harlan, so shut your dam nouth. | say Captain
Broadhurst is an enemy of the USA, and | want himshot right now As
conmander in chief, | have just given General Maxwell a direct order.

This is a question of his loyalty, not Broadhurst's."

"Jesus, Claire," Harlan sighedJ "What makes You think Bob Broadhurst is
an eneny of nme state?"

Claire ignored Harlan, neeting General Maxwell's eyes with a steely
look. "Kill him Mx," she said.

"But what if he isn't our traitor? What if | kill the wong man?"
"Then we'll find out who the real Judas is, and he will be killed,"
Cl aire responded. She tapped out her cigarette inpatiently. "I'mwaiting-"

Capt ai n Broadhurst stood up. He was unarnmed. He spread his pal ms and
| ooked at General Maxwell before he spoke. "CGo ahead, Max. Shoot ne."

"Dear Cod," Maxwell whispered. He ignored Claire for the nmoment, reading
the 1 ook on Bob Broadhurst's face. "You can't be serious."

"It's your duty," Broadhurst replied. "W are both mlitary men. An
order is an order."

Tears streaned down General Maxwell's cheeks. The room was qui et.

"Kill him Mx," Caire said. "That's a direct order."



"No," he gasped, tossing his pistol on the tabletop. | won't do it.
Soneone el se will have to do this dirty deed for you, Claire.”

Maxwel I turned on his heel and started for the door leading to the
stairway out of the war room

Claire picked up Maxwell's forty-five, jacked a load into the firing
chanber, and ained for the general's back. "Stop, or I'll kill you!" she
snarl ed.

Maxwel | reached for the doorknob. Claire's fury took
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control of her and she pulled the trigger, filling the war roomw th the
sound of expl odi ng gunpowder .

CGeneral Leland Maxwell was driven into the concrete wall by the force of
i npact as the bullet severed his spine. He et out a soft groan as bl ood
sprayed froman exit wound in his chest.

He sank to the floor on his knees. Then he toppled over on his face into
a puddl e of crinson, sucking his last breath into a torn |ung.

Claire turned the pistol toward Captain Broadhurst, her eyes glittering
with hatred. "I won't have a man in my command who | acks nerve,"” he said.

Br oadhur st nodded once, a serene |look on his face as if he'd known al
al ong what was comi ng.

Harlan and OQtis backed away fromthe table.

"I amprepared to die for ny country,'
his head, |ooking at the floor

Capt ai n Broadhurst said, bow ng

Anot her thundering gunshot filled the room
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Qis Warner wal ked down the underground corridor to his office, his head
hangi ng and his eyes on the concrete floor

"Hold nmy calls,” he said to his secretary, who was staring at his
bl ood-covered clothes with a horrified expression.

"M. Warner, what. . . what happened?" she asked, a quake in her voice
as if she thought enenmy troops m ght be massing in the building.

He waved a hand at her as he entered his office. "Don't even ask," he
munbl ed.

He shut the door and went into his sleeping quarters. Al of Gsterman's
staff now stayed in the headquarters bunker, since the bonbing raids had
destroyed the other housing on the base.

Putting his hands on the sink in his bathroom he |eaned close to the
mrror, staring at Maxwell's and Broadhurst's bl ood, which speckled his
face and upper body. They'd been good nen. There was no reason for
Claire's actions, he thought. Perhaps she is . . . insane



He stripped his clothes off and took a quick shower, turning the water
as hot as it would go, as if that woul d sonehow wash away his conmplicity
in the nmurder of two |oyal officers, and friends.

When he was dressed in clean clothes he sat behind his desk and began to
| ook over intel reports on the course
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of the war. They were losing, and losing heavily if the reports could be
bel i eved.

How in the world have we all owed ourselves to get to this point? he
wondered. W 've gone fromthe premier nation in the world to one not
much better than a third world country.

Jesus, he thought, renmenbering the al nost gleeful ook in Claire's eyes
as she brutally murdered Max and Broad- hurst, maybe she has gone round
t he bend.

A light knock at the door broke his reverie. "Yes, conme in," he called,
wel comi ng any interruption that would give himan excuse to stop | ooking
at the Intel reports and their clear evidence the USA was goi ng down the
t ubes.

H s secretary peeked through the door. "I have a call on line one, M.
War ner. "
"Wio is it?"

"He woul dn't give his nane."
"What do you mean, wouldn't give his nane? Did he say what it was about ?"

"No, sir. He just said he had vital information about the war, and that
he needed to talk to you."

"OK, Sally. I'll take it."

As she cl osed the door behind her he picked up the phone, wondering who
woul d be calling himwith information about the war.

"This is Ois Warner," he said.

"This is Ben Raines," the voice said, as if Ois received calls fromthe
opposi ng general every day.

"Rai nes? What can | do for you, General?" OQis asked, wondering if this
was sone bizarre plot by Claire to test his loyalty. Sweat broke out on
his forehead, as he remenbered the way Maxwel|l's body was bl own apart by
the .45 slug fromhis own gun

"I have it on good authority that you are the only one of Claire
OGsterman' s advi sers who has consistently opposed her war effort."

291

"It's true, CGeneral, that | was initially against us going to war with
you, but |'ve since cone to realize-"



He heard a deep chuckle. "No need to pussyfoot around with ne, Ois. I'm
not going to tell Caire we tal ked, so you don't need to try to cover
your ass."

"Cet to the point, CGeneral. Wiy have you called ne?"

"I have sone information that | think you need to know, information I
gave to Claire a few days ago and she evidently ignored."

"And what woul d that be, Ceneral ?"

"I called to tell you the vaccine you got fromDr. Ishi is worthless. He
gave us the real vaccine."

Qis felt his heart junp up into his throat, and for a nonment he had
troubl e speakinjg. Could this be the truth, or was Ben Raines just bluffing?

"What. . . what do you nean?"

"I mean that you and your citizens are not protected fromthe pl ague
bonbs that Claire ordered dropped in the recent raids on my country. You
shoul d realize, Ois, that when the plague starts to spread, as it is
sure to do no matter how hard we try to contain it, you people in the US
are going to pay a terrible price for Claire's anbition."

"And you informed President Osterman of this?"

"Yes. | offered her the chance to end the war, with no reprisals from
us, and she either didn't believe ne, or chose to carry on for her own
per sonal reasons."

Qis's mnd was working frantically, wondering if what the general said
was true, and why Caire hadn't informed her cabinet of advisers of the
offer, and the informati on about the vaccine.

"Why on earth would she do that?"

"You know her better than | do, Ois. Personally, | think the lady is
i nsane. "

"Assum ng what you say is true, why are you telling me, and what do you
expect ne to do about it?"

"First of all, you should check with your nedical ex-
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perts about the vaccine. By now, they should be realizing the vaccine is
worthl ess.”

"And if | find it is as you say?"

He coul d al nbst see the man on the other end of the Iine shrug. "Wat
you do with the information is up to you, Ois. But you should know, in
spite of the fact we are winning the war and you will be conpletely
destroyed in a matter of nmonths, we at SUSA are not nonsters. W have no
wish to wipe out the United States. We nmerely wish to be left alone, for
each of our countries to go their own ways."



"Are you maki ng an of fer of peace?"

"Yes. W are prepared to stand down our attacks, withdraw our troops
fromyour country, and to share the vacci ne and whatever nedica

assi stance you need if you call off the war."

"\What about reparations?”

"There will be none. The boundaries of our countries will renain the
same as they were at the beginning of the war. The UN may insist upon
Claire and General Maxwell standing trial as war crimnals for their use
of biol ogi cal weapons, but we will not press the issue, so it wll
probably not come to nuch.™”

"The question is noot as concerns Maxwell," Qis said. "Claire shot him
t oday. "

"\What ?" Ben asked. Evidently, his spies hadn't had tinme to tell him of
t he executi ons.

"Yes. She shot themto death."
"It's worse than | thought. The lady is nmad."

Taki ng a big chance, hoping his phone wasn't tapped, Ois agreed. "I'm
afraid you're right."

"I's there any way you can . . . gain control of the governnent? Do you
and the ot her advisers have enough power to do that?"

Qis shook his head, as if Ben could see the gesture. "No, |I'mafraid
not. Claire rules with an iron fist. Al of
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t he headquarters staff is conpletely loyal to her. If we tried to take
over, we'd all suffer the sane fates as Maxwel | and Broadhurst."

There was silence for a few nonents as Ben thought over this |atest
i nformati on.

"What about a coup?"
Was Ben reading his nind? is had been thinking the very sane thing.

"I't would have to be done very carefully, and if we failed, it would
nmean our deaths."”

"Better the bullet than the plague,"” Ben said gently. "At least, you'd
go out trying to save lives instead of condeming half your people to a
horri bl e death. "

"You're right. Sonmething's got to be done. | had no idea O aire knew
about this when she ordered the dropping of the plague bonbs."

"If we here can do anything to assist you-"

"No. It's our country, and our leader. I'll think of sonething."



"I"ll call you back in a few days to see how t hings are going," Ben said

"When you call, use the nane Pax," Ois said, "Claire has ears
everywhere, and | don't want her to know we've been talking."

"Pax-like in peace, huh? | like that. You take care. The fate of your
country is in your hands."
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Ben Rai nes was at his desk, going over Intel reports on the progress of
the war, when M ke Post knocked on the door and entered

"Mornin', MKke," Ben said. He was in a good nood. Hs talk with Ois
Warner had gone better than he'd hoped, and he had a feeling that Claire
Osterman's reign as President of the USA wasn't going to |last mnuch

l onger. Wth any luck, Warner would sonmehow find the balls to oust the
crazy bitch and end the war which was causing so much pain in both their
countries.

"Good norning, Ben."

"I just talked with Dr. Lamar Chase, and he's very happy with the
performance of the plague vacci ne. About the only ones who' ve cone down
with the disease are those who were too hardheaded to take the
preventative shots."

"Yeah, that is good news," Mke said, but his face didn't | ook too happy
to Ben.

"What's wong, Mke? You look as if you ate sonmething that didn't agree
with you," Ben said, not willing to let Mke's gloony disposition spoi
hi s day.

"This is wong, Ben," Mke said, flipping a sheet of paper onto Ben's desk.
Ben picked up the paper and began to read. As he read, the hairs on the
back of his neck stirred. "This is a transcript of a radio transm ssion

from Buddy, " Ben said.

"Yes. It came in early this norning, before anyone was here who knew t he
i mport of what he was saying."
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"Dam. It says here that one of his lieutenants, Gordon Wl ker, was
killed by some FPPS in a village near the |Indiana border."

M ke nodded. "Wasn't CGordon a longtinme friend of Buddy's?"

"Yeah. They'd been in the service together since they were both
knee-hi gh to a grasshopper. Buddy was best nman at CGordon's weddi ng | ast
year, right after we got back fromthe Africa canpai gn agai nst Bruno
Bottger."*

"You'd better go on reading, Ben. It gets worse."

Ben finished the letter and sl ammed his hand down on the table. "Shit!
He says here he's going to go into Indiana and try to take Claire



GCsterman out."
"Uh- huh. And | ook at who he's gonna use to help him"

"Ch no. He's coordinating the assassination attenpt with the cell of
Freedom Fi ghters just north of |Indianapolis,” Ben said. He | ooked up at
M ke. "Hasn't he been inforned that the cell he's using has been
conpr om sed?"

M ke shook his head. "No. W only found out there was a traitor in the
cell last week. What with the bombing and all the excitement of trying
to get the vaccine made and given to our citizens and soldiers, Intel
hasn't gotten around to notifying all the field comanders of their
findings."

"That's bullshit!" Ben expl oded, his eyes flashing.

"Hey, Ben, they've been kinda busy lately. They sent out a notification
to all of the Scout units in the area, but Buddy's unit is over three
hundred niles to the north. No one figured he'd contact them wi thout
letting the others in the area know about it first."

Ben held up a hand. "I know. I'msorry, Mke. Buddy al ways was too
i npetuous for his own good. Al ways cutting corners . "
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M ke sniled. "He has sone big shoes he's trying to fill, Ben. He wants
you to be proud of him"

"Yeah, the curse of a successful father is a bitch. Is there any way to
get a message to him before he | eaves?"

M ke wagged his head. "No, |'ve already tried. As soon as the intake

of ficer showed ne the message | got on the horn. They said he'd already
taken off in a small plane for the rendezvous point, and there's no
radio in the aircraft capable of receiving a | ong distance transm ssion."

"OK," Ben said, accepting the inevitable. "Let's see if we can contact
t he nearest Scout team Maybe it's not too late for themto neet the
pl ane and get himout of there before Osternan's people get to him"

"Il get right onit."

"And M ke, if this goes bad | want that traitor taken out, as soon as
possi ble."

"Yes, sir.

Claire Csterman's lips curled in a nmal evolent smle as she read her own
Intel report concerning Buddy Raines and his plan to attack her hone base.

"Well, well. Just what the doctor ordered," she grow ed. She glanced up
at General WIlford Hall, the man she'd pronoted to take Lel and Maxwel | 's
pl ace as Commander of the USA arned forces. He was not a great

tactician, but he was a confirnmed ass-kisser, and could be counted on to
do exactly what she ordered, no nore and no | ess.

"Wllie," she said, "I want you to get the best men avail able and have
themtransported i mediately to the area where Ben Raines's son is



expected to land."
"You want himterm nated, Madam Presi dent ?"

"No, not under any circunstances. He's nuch too val uable an asset to

kill. I want to look himin the eyes while he's questioned. Then | want

hi m broken, so that Ben Raines will know it was his own son who gave us the
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i nformati on we needed to destroy his arnmy and win the war."

Hal | knew in his heart that no matter what information they gl eaned from
t he young Rai nes, the war was not going to be won by the USA, but as a
career officer in the army he knew better than to contradict his
commander in chief.

"Yes, ma'am There are a couple of nmen that are perfect for a job such
as this. I'lIl see that they're stationed at the appropriate place
i medi ately."

"Ch, WIlie?"

"Yes, ma'am"

"Did you attend General Maxwell's funeral ?"

"Way, uh . . . yes, ma'am"

"Good. Then you know the penalty for failure.”

"These nen won't fail, Madam President. You have nmy word on it."

"More than your word is riding on this, WIllie. Your ass is on the line
See that |I'm not disappointed."”

Bob Angel o saw the single engine plane |Iand on an airstrip hidden deep
in the Indiana forest. It came down w thout running |lights, an ol der
Cessna pai nted canoufl age green and brown. If the intelligence they had
was accurate, Buddy Rai nes would be on board, son of the fanobus Rebe
general, preparing to lead a strike teamtoward the heart of the USA's
mlitary inventory, including bonbers and an array of tanks being
prepared to launch a najor initiative into the heart of the SUSA Rebe
st ronghol d.

Angel o and his Anerican partner had been lured out of hiding in Sicily
by a huge offer of nmoney. In spite of a nunber of attenpts to get at
General Ben Rai nes, commander of all Rebel forces across the North
Ameri can continent, he had sonmehow el uded assassi nati on and cap-
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ture, even when the assassins were very good, on a world-class |evel,
men such as Chris Bradley, Gerald Enger, even Hans Bosner, one of the

very best.

But Bob Angel o had never failed to conplete an assignment, and Ron
Storm a displaced New Yorker, was al nost as good at reading trouble



before it arrived. Stormwas brutal, yet cunning in every respect.
Angel o did not worry, so long as Stormwas covering his back.

"Looks like our information was correct,” Angelo said to a man |ying
behind a tree only a few yards away. "That'll be Buddy Rai nes, the son
of the mi ghty general of the SUSA arm es hinself."

"What a goddamm j oke," Ronnie Stormsaid, "calling a bunch of hoodl unms
wi th guns an arny, or a goddam governnent. Raines is a dam fool. He
ain't nothing but an outlaw who took advantage of a bad situation. He's
a damm thug, is all he is, a thug with a bunch of stupid followers. This
is gonna be easy, Bob. I'Il damm near feel like we're stealin' the noney
fromPresident Osternman. They're all a bunch of idiots."

The plane taxied to a halt at the end of the airstrip, and its engine
went silent.

"So is Raines's son," Angelo replied, lowering his voice, for they were
very close to the plane. "I hear Buddy ain't no better than his old man,
and he ain't nearly as smart."

"Did you ever read that stupid old Tri-States Manifesto?" Storm asked.

"Nope. | wiped ny ass on a copy of it one time while we was down in
Ceorgia. Ran out of toilet paper."

"You ain't mssed nothin'. Biggest bunch of bullshit ever put on paper.”

"I didn't know you could read, Ronnie."

"Screw You, Angelo. | can read as good as anybody. | read all that shit
witten by Ben Raines. It went sonething |ike this-Freedom Iike
respect, is earned, an' nust be
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constantly nurtured and protected fromthose who would take it away from
t he people.™

"Sounds |ike conmunismto ne,"
of the small Cessna.

Angel o replied, watching two men get out

"It gets worse. Raines goes on to say howit's the right of every

| aw abi ding citizen to protect his or her life, liberty, and persona
property by any neans, wi thout fear of arrest or crimnal prosecution
The right to bear arns is essential to maintaining true persona
freedom Have you ever heard such bullshit in your life? Mbst people in
this country don't know which end of a gun to put the bullet in, and
it'd take "emall week to find the trigger. Raines can't be that much
smarter than the rest of '"em™

Angel o grunted. "Hi s boy, Bijddy, had better hope he has a gun. It'll be
the only chance he has to keep fromgoing to an early grave."

"How cone we don't just shoot the son of a bitch from here?" Storm asked.

"Because President Gsternman and her advisers want to ask hi m sone
guestions. W're being paid to bring himin, so they can question him"



"Questions? What kind of questions?"
"About the flea bonbs."

"Have you been drinking, Bob? Nobody puts fleas in a bonb, Wat the hel
good would it do? Fleas cone on dogs. Nobody puts 'emin a fuckin' bonb.
What the hell's wong with these peopl e?"

"They were sick fleas, Ronnie. That's what | was told. Bonbs full of
sick fleas."

"You gotta be shittin' ne.

"Fl eas that had sone sort of plague. That's how cone we took those shots
last week. It's to keep us fromgetting sick on account of the fleas."

Angel o rai sed his night vision binoculars to study the two shapes
energi ng fromthe plane.
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"Do you see hinm?" Ronnie asked, his m nd back on the business at hand.
"I sure as hell do. Let's go, and renenber not to nake any noise."

"Isit OKif we rough himup a bit?"
"Hell, yes," Angelo growled, comng to his feet. "It's always a help
when you bust up a prisoner... just enough to get himto cooperate.”

"What if he nakes a run for it?" Stormcontinued, raising his rifle as
t hey began creeping through a dense stand of tall oak trees.

"Shoot himin the leg. Hell, shoot the son of a bitch danmm near
anywhere, just so you don't kill him W're getting paid to bring himin
so they can question him"

"I gotcha, Bob. A stiff-a corpse-don't give up too many answers."

"You' re goddamm near a genius, Ronnie," Angelo nuttered as they started
toward the airplane in the dark

"What the hell?" Buddy Raines felt the cold steel of arifle barre
behi nd his head.

"Stay real still, shitface," a deep voice warned. "Qtherw se |I'm gonna
bl ow your skull all over this cow pasture. Your daddy won't be able to
find enough pieces of you to be worth the trouble of burying you."

At the same instant, a gunshot went off near the tail section of the
Cessna. Pilot Roger Del eware's spine snapped when the bullet passed
t hrough him

He groaned and slunped to the grass on his runp, then he toppled over on
hi s back.

"Way did you do that?" Buddy asked, swallowi ng bitter bile when it
filled his mouth. "Roger was a pilot. He wasn't carrying a gun.”



"I'n case nobody told you, M. Raines, this is a goddamm war."

Buddy turned to his captors. "It takes a gutless bastard to shoot an
unarmed man," he snapped, staring into the
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strange blue eyes of a man in a black beret with a deep scar running
down his face

It was the other man, the man who shot Roger, who swung the butt of an
automatic rifle into Buddy's jaw, lifting himoff his feet.

He | anded on his back in bl ood-soaked grass, with his nmind reeling.

"Nobody asked you for your goddamm opi ni ons, asshole,"” the man said.
Buddy rubbed his jaw and sat Up slowy, seeing flashing lights fromthe
blowto his face. "Okay, you yellow sons of bitches," he said, biting
down around each word. "Wat is it you want from ne?"

The man who struck himwith the gun butt took a step closer, a |leer on
his face. He glanced at his companion in the black beret. "Did you hear
what this chickenshit just called us, Bob? He said we was sons of
bitches. He was tal kin' about ny mana, an' yours too."

"Maybe M. Buddy Rai nes needs a few | essons in proper manners, Ronnie,"
the second nan sai d.

"Here. Hold ny rifle. 1'mgonna teach a little school before the APC
cones to pick us up."

"Don't take too damm | ong about it. Sonmebody ni ght have heard that gunshot."

Ronni e grinned. "I won't need but a mnute ... maybe two ... to teach
M. Rai nes sone manners."

"To hell with both of you," Buddy said, mdway through a junmp to his feet.

He was struck again by a crushing blowto the top of his scalp, folding
his knees |ike cardboard. He went down in the grass on his face, gasping
for air, knowing his mssion to |lead a strike force agai nst USA
headquarters had backfired. He wondered how t hese nen had known where
they would land the plane. WAs there a traitor in their mdst?
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A powerful hand seized his right wist, while another took the pistol
fromhis hol ster.

"Are you a right-handed man, Buddy?" the one naned Ronni e asked.

"Fuck you," he groaned, trying with all his mght to remain conscious.
"He was wearing his forty-five automatic on his right hip, Ronnie. Means
he is damm sure right-handed. How conme you're too dunb to notice shit

i ke that?"



Ronni e did not answer. Buddy felt a vise-like grip encircle the fingers
on his right hand.

"How does this feel, M. Raines?" Ronnie asked, his teeth clenched as he
bent all four of Buddy's fingers backward at an unnatural angl e.

"Dam!" Buddy hi ssed, struggling against the pressure as a heavy wei ght
| anded on his back and shoul ders.

"How about a little nore, M. Buddy Big Shot Rai nes?"

Gistle popped in his knuckles. An involuntary shriek of pain canme from
his throat.

"Hurts, don't it?"

"Fuck . . . you," he gasped, prom sing hinself that he would not give
the I ocation of the Rebel force away, no matter how nuch these two nen
hurt him

More pressure, and he heard the small bones across the back of his hand
snap like green kindling. Tears trickled down his face.

"Where is your daddy's new headquarters, Buddy Boy? An' how cone them
fleas ain't naking you sick?"

"I don't know what you're talking . . . about. Go fuck yourself. | have
not hing nore to say."

"Not hi ng nore to say?" A short |augh. "W'I|l see about that, M. Raines.
My noney says you've got plenty nmore to tell us."

"Fuck... you, asshole," he stamered. Then pain rendered hi m unconsci ous.
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He awakened in a tiny cell with no wi ndows. A plunp wonan dressed in
battle fatigues stood next to his cell door as a uniformed sol dier cane
toward him

"Make himtalk," the wonman said, and now he recogni zed her from
tel evision news coverage. She was President Claire Osterman, political
and mlitary | eader of the USA

"Hel | o, Sugar Babe," Buddy croaked fromthe corner of the cell where he
was |ying on a cot.

Her eyes narrowed, and her |ips pressed together in a tight line. "You
don't know nme well enough to call ne that, pup."

He gl anced at her uniform "All dressed up for war, huh?" he asked,
letting scorn showin his tone of voice. " 'Course, | notice your
fatigues don't have any dirt or blood on 'em" He chuckled, "Hard to get
dirty ridin' out the war behind a desk, huh Sugar Babe?"

"Sonmebody busted his hand pretty bad, Madane President,” the sol dier



observed. "Then they drove eight-penny finishing nails underneath his
fingernails. He's hurt pretty bad.”

"Good. Break the other fingers. Do whatever it takes until he tells us
what we want to know. "

"Then what do we do with hinP" the officer asked.

OGsterman snil ed. "Take some pictures of him and make sure the bl ood
shows up real good. | want to send themto his father, with a note
telling himhow his weakling son betrayed everything he stood for. Then
keep himhere. I'mgonna see if | can't trade his worthl ess carcass for
somet hing very valuable fromBen Raines. W'll ransomthe son of a bitch
to his father."”

"And after that, Madam Presi dent ?"

"Have his body dropped from an airplane over SUSA headquarters in
nort heast Louisiana. | hope his corpse
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l ands in Ben Raines's backyard, the no good son of a bitch! Let's send
Ben Raines a nessage . . . that we've stopped fooling around."
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Qis Warner's stomach felt as if it were full of ground glass. Ever
since Ben Raines's call, he'd been worrying over what, if anything, he
could do to end this stupid, destructive war. He'd al ways been a

t hi nker, not a man of action. Even as a child, he'd been overwei ght and
something of a nerd. It was in politics that he'd found his true
calling. He was a natural schemer, and had di scovered he had a tal ent
for organization and for getting other people to see things his way. In
his years as adviser to President Osterman, he'd always tried to use his
skills to keep her from maki ng ni stakes based on her sonewhat naive
political philosophy.

As a matter-of-fact, he thought, he was nuch nore closely aligned with
the SUSA type of governnent than the outnoded, unrealistic Socialist
Denocrat form Osterman had chosen for the USA. He, unlike Caire, had no
i llusions about the basic nature of people. If they were allowed to get
what they needed wi thout having to work for it, nost would choose the
easy path of welfare and governnental dole rather than |abor

H s feelings had been borne out. Even before the disastrous war Claire
had enbroiled themin, the treasury of the US was al nost enpty from
payi ng people to not work and trying to give everyone the sane standard
of living whether they were productive or not.

In countl ess neetings, he' d pushed and fought to nake
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her realize she was on a foolish course. He'd achi eved sone snall
victories, and many |l arge | osses-the worst bei ng when she ignored his
pl eadings not to enter a war with SUSA, a war he felt sure they could

not w n.

Now, the tine had come to put up or shut up, he thought. Ben Rai nes had



dunped the fate of his nation, a nation he |loved dearly in spite of its
m stakes, into his lap. He had to figure out some way to change the
government's course of action, by changing Claire's mnd or by replacing
her as head of the governnent.

He opened his desk drawer and took out a bottle of antacid. Pouring a
handful of tablets out of the bottle, he dunped themall in his nouth
and began to chew, trying to ease the burning in his gut.

Though not a man of action, he was the quintessential politician, and
over the years had anassed a cadre of nmen and women | oyal to himrather
than to the president. He had his allies in all branches of the
government and the armed forces, nmen and wonen he'd nurtured over the
years, doing favors for them and otherwi se hel ping themin their careers
so they knew on which side their bread was buttered. Now he just had to
figure out how to best use themto achieve the end of the war.

He opened a secret conpartment in his desk and took out a small bl ack
book. In it were the names of people he'd hel ped over the years, people
whose loyalty he could count on. As he thunbed through the pages, a nane
junped out at him

Joseph Wnter, colonel in the intelligence departnent of the arny, had
been born Sol omon Weintraub. Qtis, realizing the poor chances for a Jew
to succeed in the new Socialist Denocratic state, had arranged for him
to assume a new identity nany years ago. Since then, the young nan had
risen through the ranks of the armed services, because of his natura
talent for intelligence work
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and because of Qis's constant behind-the-scenes help. He would be the
first one is called on

Joe arrived in his office less than ten mnutes after his phone call.

"Hello, Ois. How are you?"
"Not so good, Joe," Ois answered. He gl anced around the office and
rai sed his eyebrows. "l've been thinking it mght be time to have ny
of fice exterm nated. What do you think?"

Joe smiled. "There's no need for that, Ois. Though there are 'bugs' in
here, | review all the transcripts nyself fromthe advisers' offices, so
it's safe for us to talk."

Qi s nodded. He knew Cl aire was probably buggi ng her own staffs
offices, and it was nice to have confirnmation. Somehow, know ng how
devi ous and deceitful she was made it easier to do what he was pl anni ng.

"Have you seen the transcripts of the phone call | received yesterday?"
Joe wagged his head. "Not yet. | only review them once a week."

"Grab sone coffee and sit down,'
corner of the office. "I

Qis said, pointing to the urn in the
ve got a lot to tell you."

Joe Wnter listened to Gtis's rendition of his conversation with Ben
Rai nes wi t hout commenting, but he couldn't hide the expression of
di sgust on his face when he | earned that Caire had gone ahead with the



bonbi ng, knowi ng her citizens weren't protected by the vaccine they'd
all taken.

When Ois finished and | eaned back in his chair, Joe asked, "Wat do you
intend to do about what you've | earned?"

"I have no choice, Joe. Sonehow, |'ve got to stop Claire before she
destroys the entire country. Raines assured ne he'd provide us with the
correct vaccine if we removed Claire fromoffice and sued for peace."
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Joe nodded, thinking. "There's sonething el se you ought to know. "
"What's that?"

"Ben Raines's son, Buddy, was captured the other night while attenpting
an assault on our conpound. He's being held in an underground prison
cell over at the airbase.”

"Is he ... is he all right?"

Joe shrugged. "Other than sone ninor injuries, sone broken fingers and
ribs, he's in pretty good shape. But Caire has turned himover to the
FPPS for interrogation, which neans he won't be healthy for long."

"What does she plan to do with himthen?"

"She wants to get sone mlitary information concerning placement of SUSA
installations and defenses. Then she said sonething about trading himto
Rai nes for something she wanted.

"I"mafraid she doesn't know Ben Rai nes very well," Joe added. "From al

the intel 1've seen, the man is a straight arrow. He'd never betray his
country's interests for anything, not even to save the life of his son."
"I agree.” Ois stood up and poured hinsel f another cup of coffee, his
brow furrowed in thought.

He | eaned back against his desk as he tal ked. "Do you have any ideas on
how we might... get rid of Caire?"

"Well, to be successful, we're also going to have to renove Cenera
Wlford Hall. He's a hard-liner just like her, and it won't do any good
to elimnate Claire if we |leave himin charge of the arny."

"Agreed. Go on."

"W m ght have a chance in the next couple of days. Hall and Osternan
are planning a trip to several of the nearby bases, a sort of good wll
appearance by the president to do an inspection of the troops, for

nor al e purposes. They're planning to fly to the bases in an executive
jet, a five-seater. |'ve been asked to provide security for the trip."
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"Excellent," OQis said.

"One of the nechanics in aircraft maintenance is a friend of nine. He's
Jewi sh, and has been passed over for his last two pronpotions, even



t hough 1've managed to call in sone favors and keep himon duty."
"Does he know of your background?"

"No. He thinks I'"'mdoing it out of fairness, because he's the best
nmechani ¢ over there.”

"Do you think he could arrange for the plane to have . . . mechanica
probl ems on the trip?"

Joe smiled. "If he agrees to do it, he can make the plane do anything he
wants. He's a nechani cal genius."

"Good. Talk to himinmredi ately. Explain all you need to about the

vacci ne. Maybe that'll convince himof the necessity of what we propose
to do."
"I"'msure it will. He has a large famly, so he'll want to protect them

fromthe plague.”

"Now, | need you to get me in to see Buddy Rai nes, before the FPPS can
do too nuch damage. Can you arrange that?"

"I't'"ll be tricky, but I'll see what | can do. The problemw || be doing
it without Gsterman finding out about it."

Joe Wnter and Otis Warner approached the cell hol di ng Buddy Rai nes.
Wnter wal ked up to the pair of guards in front of the cell door. "Take
a break, fellows. Go get sonme coffee. M. Warner wants to talk to the
pri soner."

"\fes, sir," one of the guards said, saluting.

After they'd left the room Qis put his hands on the bars and spoke to
the man lying on a bunk across the cell.

"M. Raines, |'mQis Warner, senior adviser to President Osterman."”

Buddy opened one eye, the other swollen shut fromthe beatings he'd taken.

"Hello, M. Warner. |'d offer you sonme coffee,
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but. . ."-he spread his arns-". . . as you can see, nmy roomis rather

short on anenities."”

Qis smled. He was glad to see they hadn't been able to break the young
man's spirit.

"How are you doi ng, Buddy?"

Buddy held up his right hand, swollen alnost twice its normal size and
covered with dirty bandages. Hi s | eft cheekbone was cut, and dried bl ood
covered his face. "I'm peachy, M. Warner. The hospitality your guards
have shown nme is remarkable."

"Can You keep a secret?"

Buddy's torn lips curved in an ironic smle. "I have so far. Wy do you



ask?"

"What |'mabout to tell you could get us all killed. | need to know if
you can hold out for another twenty-four hours."

"I think so, as long as they keep using fists and cl ubs instead of
drugs. Why?"

"I"mworking on getting you out of here, returning you to your father.
intend to try to end the war, and | want you to know, so you won't | ose
hope and talk to the FPPS.™"

Buddy got painfully to his feet and shuffled over to the bars. "Don't
tell me any nore, M. Warner. Do whatever it is you' re planning, but
don't let nme know the details. I'lIl hold out as long as |I can."

Qis reached through the bars and patted Buddy on the shoul der, causing
himto wince with pain.

"Good man. Keep the faith, Buddy. Wth luck, all this will be over in
t he next few days."

Buddy nodded, tried to smle, and wal ked back to his cot, his back a
little straighter with the news.
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Claire OGsterman and General WIlford Hall entered Ois Warner's office
wi t hout knocki ng.

He | ooked up fromhis desk. "Ch, hello, Caire. CGeneral Hall," he said,
trying to | ook unconcerned even though his heart began beating a
staccato rhythm and his nmouth became dry. He wondered if they'd sonehow
found out about his plot.

"What can | do for you?"

"I understand you paid a visit to our prisoner, Buddy Raines,
yesterday," Claire said, her face serious.

"Why, yes. Wien | learned of his capture, | thought I'd try to reason
with him Get himto tell us what he knows wi thout the necessity of
beating himhalf to death,” Qis said, trying his best to appear nonchal ant.

"And did you succeed?" she asked, scornfully.

He shook his head. "No. It appears the boy is as stubborn and obstinate
as his father. | even tried to appeal to his patriotism telling himhe
woul d save thousands of lives by ending the war sooner if he told us

what we needed to know. "

"I don't appreciate your meddling in matters that don't concern you, Qis."

Qis stood up, his face beginning to flush. "I don't really care whether
you appreciate it or not, Claire. As a nmenber of the governnent and one
of your advisers, | felt it was my duty to try to help out as best |

could," he
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said heatedly. "As far as | know, the USA is not a dictatorship yet. The
rest of us in your cabinet also have a duty to help end the war if at

all possible, and we still, no matter what you seemto think, have a say
in the running of the country."

Claire smirked, her face turning nasty. "Well, we'll see about that,
Qis. | have to leave on a tour of our bases, but when |I get back we'll
have a neeting of the cabinet and talk over what you've just said."

"I wel come the opportunity to discuss the course of the war with you,
Madam Presi dent . "

"Ch, we'll discuss rmuch nore than that, Ois. W mght even discuss your
future in the governnent, and whether you have one."

"As you wi sh, Madam President."
"Come on, Wllie," she said to the general. "Qur plane is waiting."

Ois followed them outside and watched as the snmall jet took off. As
soon as they were out of sight, he rushed back to his office and had his
secretary arrange for a meeting of his advisory comrittee for after |unch

When he hung up the phone, Joe Wnter canme into his office.
"Well, it's done," he said.
"Your friend agreed to sabotage the plane?"

Joe smiled. "Wien | told himabout the vacci ne and what was going to
happen to the country because of Claire's actions, he was angry enough
to agree to anything. | told himto nake sure the plane didn't go down
until it was over rough country. That way there's no chance of a rescue
attenmpt."

"I"mhaving a nmeeting of the senior advisers after lunch. | want you to
be there. And wear your dress uniform"”

"\Why 2"
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"You'll find out. Just don't be surprised at anything you hear."
"R

The five-seater jet carrying General WIlford Hall and President Osterman
was proceeding along its flight path without any signs of trouble when

t he engi ne gave a gi ant cough, sputtered, and ceased operating as it

bel ched a cl oud of snoke.

The pl ane shuddered and shook |ike a dog having a seizure, and the nose
dropped into a scream ng dive.

"Goddam! What's happeni ng?" Osternman yelled, terrified, flinching as
t he oxygen mask above her head dropped to dangl e before her face.
"We're going down," General Hall hollered. Wasting no time, he rel eased
his seatbelt and ran to the rear of the aircraft. He jerked open a cargo
door and pulled out a pair of parachutes.



Hurrying as fast as he could, he pulled Claire to her feet and strapped
her into the chute. He pushed her to the rear door of the plane and
yelled in her ear. "Pull the cord as soon as you're clear of the tail."

"What cord?" she asked, frantically searching the straps on the chute's
har ness.

Hal | put her fingers around the D ring of the harness, tugged the door
open, and shouted, "Good |uck, Madam President," before shoving her out
the door into the how ing w nd shear

As he turned to pull on his chute, the plane exploded in a giant
fireball, lighting up the sky for niles around.

The nmen were gathered in Gtis's office-Harlan M1 -lard, Andy
Schunberger, WIlliam Carroll, and Bobby Fisher. Carroll and Fisher were
very junior, and Ois knew the men he had to convince were MIlard and
Schunber -
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ger, both of whom were spinel ess yes nmen who'd agreed to anything Claire
said in the past.

Harl an cl eared his throat and | ooked around nervously. "Wy are we here,
Qis? I'ma little nervous about neeting without Caire being present.”

Qis smled his nost reassuring smle. "Wy, Harlan? Are you afraid we
m ght be charged with treason for carrying out our sworn duties?"

Harl an blushed a bright red. "Un ... no, it's just that daire always
likes to be present at our cabinet neetings."

"\What about you, Andy? You scared, too?"

Schunber ger shrugged, trying to appear nonchal ant about the whol e thing,
even though everyone present knew he was frightened to death of Claire

Osterman. "Not really, Qis. | ama little confused as to what you hope
to accomplish by this neeting, though. No matter what we decide, the
president has to agree to it or it won't nmean a hill of beans.™

Just as he finished speaking, the door opened and Col onel Joe Wnter
wal ked in, his face grave.

Qis glanced up, his eyebrows raised. "Yes, Colonel. Wat can we do for
you?"

"I"'mafraid | have bad news, M. Warner," Joe said.

"What is it?" Otis asked, although he knew. He'd told Joe not to come in
until he'd heard the news about the president's plane.

"President Osterman's plane is down, and reported m ssing.
"What ?" several of the nen present all said at the sane tine.
Qis held up his hand. Now was the time for himto assert his |eadership

of the group. "Hold on, everyone." He turned his attention to Joe. "Am|
to understand the plane carrying President Osterman and General WIford



Hal | has been shot down?"
"No, M. Warner," Joe said, playing his part to perfec-
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tion. "Evidently there was a midair explosion. There was no sign of
eneny activity, and there are no signs of survivors."

"Has the weckage been found?"

"\es. It is in an inaccessible part of the nmountains, so no | anding has
been attenpted, but on the flybys there is no sign of life."

Qis sat up straighter in his chair and | ooked from one man to anot her,
slowy, his face grave. "Gentlemen, |I'mafraid this changes everything."
He gl anced over at Joe. "lI'msure all of you gentlenen know Col onel Joe
Wnter, chief of our intelligence services and second in comand to
General Hall."

Though this last wasn't exactly accurate, Joe being several steps down
on the chain of command, OQis was certain none of the advisers present
woul d be aware of that.

"Since we are engaged in a very difficult war, | suggest we waste no
time in filling the president and general's jobs."

Harl an, his face ashen, stared at is. "Wat do you have in m nd?"

"Since President Osterman abolished the position of vice-president,
replacing the office with this team of advisers, and since |I am senior
man present, | will take over the presidency until such time ajs we can
have el ections by the voters."

When Schunberger opened his nouth as if to protest, Qis interrupted
him "1 further suggest that we pronote Col onel Wnter to CGeneral, and
have hi m assunme conmmand of our arned forces, before SUSA | earns of the
vacuum at the top."

Both Wlliam Carroll and Bobby Fi sher saw whi ch way the wi nd was
bl owi ng, and noticed the sidearmon Wnter's hip.

"Yes, | definitely think that is the prudent thing to do,"
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Carroll said abruptly, smling at Gis to show himwho his friends were.

"I second the notion," Fisher chimed in, not to be outdone in currying
favor with the new | eader

This left Harlan MIlard and Andy Schunberger in nost difficult
positions. If they disagreed, and Ois ended up being president, they
were dead in the water. So, they took the easy way out. Both nodded.
"Let's nake it unaninous," Harlan said.

The others all stood up and rushed to shake Qtis's hand, then the new
general 's.

Qis took command of the meeting. "I think the first thing on the agenda



should be to notify all of the general staff of the president's denise
and of ny new position, along with that of General Wnter's new conmand. "

The cabi net nmenbers nodded as they rose to go and spread the word of the
new order of things in the USA.

After the roomhad cleared, Ois | ooked at Joe. "Well, Ceneral, we've
done it."

"Yes, sir, M. President," Joe answered with a smile

"I'"d advise you to go inmediately to conmand headquarters and rmake sure
you consol i date your new position. That nmeans getting rid of anyone who
m ght be a threat, or who mght think they deserve your new job. Replace
any you suspect of not being conpletely Ioyal to you with people you can
trust."”

"Yes, sir. As soon as | saw the direction your neeting was taking,

began to make a nental l|ist of those who needed to be ... reassigned, so
to speak."
"Cet back to me as soon as you feel secure, and we'll discuss what has

to be done next."

"Yes, sir," Joe said, saluting smartly before exiting the office.
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Qis Warner sat on the cot next to Buddy Raines. "M . Raines, | have
al ready spoken with your father. W have worked out some terns agreeable
to both of us concerning the i mediate end of the war."

Buddy | ooked at Otis, disbelief in his eyes. "You mean it's finally over?"

"Well, there are sonme | oose ends to be tied up and sone tough
negotiating to do, but for all intents and purposes the war is over. W
have declared a bilateral cease-fire as of nmidnight tonight, and
President Jeffreys and | will neet in a neutral place to work out the
details.”

"When will | be going hone?"

"Right now," Ois said. "I'msending you home on a jet, and on its
return flight it will be carrying crates of vaccine agai nst bubonic

pl ague and a team of nedical specialists to help us treat those already
infected."

"What about President Osternan?"

Qis glanced over his shoul der at General Joseph Wnter and sniled. "She
i s dead, Buddy. Her reign of terror is over at last."
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Claire Csterman, her face swollen and mi sshapen froma broken jaw, her

| eft arm hanging at an unnatural angle, and her left ankle swollen to
twice its normal size, linped into a clearing around a small shack in a

deep, nountain forest.

A man and woman, thin to the point of emaciation, dressed in clothes



that were little nore than rags, came running fromthe door to help her

"God Awmighty, miss,” the man said in a thick accent, "you | ook Iike you
lost a fight with a grizzly."

Claire tried to smle, but a dark pool opened at her feet and she dived
into it.

Claire amoke with a nasty taste in her nouth, feeling as if sonmeone were
| aying a branding iron on her leg and arm

"Where . . . where am|?"

The woman who' d net her outside was | eaning over her, bathing her face
with a cool washrag. "You're in our hone, |ady. You' ve been asleep for
ni gh onto three days now "

"Three days?"

"Yes. W didn't find no identification on you, so we don't know what to
call you."

Claire hesitated. She didn't want to reveal her identity until she found
out just who she was with. For all she knew, she m ght have been rescued
by sone Freedom
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Fi ghters. She figured her best course of action was to fake amesia
until she knew the lay of the | and.

"I can't remenber. My ... ny head feels kind of funny."
"No wonder. You |l ook Iike you took an awful beating."

The door opened and the farmer wal ked in, a shotgun cradled in his arnmns.
"She tell you her name yet?"

"No, Paw. She don't renenber nothin'."

The man just grunted and turned to | eave the room

The wonman | eaned down and whi spered, "Paw said he thought you | ooked a
ot like that crazy woman president, Gsterman, but | told himhe was
wrong. What would a president be doin' way out here all al one?"

"You said crazy wonman?"

She nodded. "Yeah. Ever since that bitch took over run-nin' the country
we ain't had enough to eat, nor no nedicine for our kin that took sick
W | ost one of our boys to pneumpnia just 'cause of that woman's foolish
war she got us into."

The wonman | ooked over her shoul der and whi spered again. "Paw said if'n
you was her, he was gonna shoot you dead, so |I'm glad he was w ong about

who you be."

Claire closed her eyes and feigned sleep, her mnd working at fever



pitch. She wasn't clear yet. She was going to have to use all of her
skills of trickery and subterfuge to get out of this alive. O course,
she reasoned, they'd be sending search parties for her any day now, so
she woul dn't have to pull the wool over these bunpkins' eyes for too |ong.
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