Pr ol ogue
It has been al nbst four years since America |ost Wrld VWar |1

Four | ong years since the bloodi est deception in history - when the American
president, his forces victorious against the Soviets in Europe, was
assassinated by his traitorous vice president. Then, playing out the

| ong-range conmuni st plan, the vice president allowed the country's defenses
to be relaxed | ong enough to permt a flood of Soviet nuclear mssiles to
obliterate the American I1CBM force while they stood in their silos.

The sneak attack left the country's heartland dead fromthe Dakotas down to
&l ahorma. Now a ni ghtmare of neutron radiation, the region is known to all of
The Badl ands.

Under the harsh provisions of the New Order, as the Soviet-inmposed "peace"
treaty cane to be known, the United States was united no nore. Instead, the
Ameri can continent becane fractionalized - split up into a scattering of small
countries, kingdons and anarchic free territories. Under this inposed rule, to
carry the Arerican flag or to even speak of the United States was illegal and
puni shabl e by deat h.

But peace did not come with the installation of the New Order. To the
contrary, the Anerican continent had been aflanme with war ever since. Mjor
battles on the east coast marked the first anniversaries of the
Soviet-inspired rule.

Later, the crinminal arnies of The Fam |y, operating out of New Chicago, noved
against the free enterprise ganbling state of Football Cty, fornmerly St
Louis. However, in each case, the Free Denocratic forces were led to victory
by the fanmous jet fighter ace, Hawk Hunter, the W ngman.

These first victories of the forces of freedomproved to be short-Ilived,
however. Even before the snoke had cleared fromthe Battle for Football City,
the Soviets were secretly infiltrating thousands of troops and tons of

equi prent into the eastern half of Anerica. These forces, under the control of
a ruthless Soviet KGB agent named Vi ktor Robotov, attenpted to take over the
western half of the continent, but were defeated by Hunter and his allies in a
devastating series of battles known as The Circle War

Later, in the guise of his Mediterranean alias "Lucifer," Viktor was
confronted once again by the Wngman, this tine allied with a British-1ed
nmercenary fleet centered around the sal vaged nucl ear-powered aircraft carrier
the USS Saratoga. "The Lucifer Crusade," as the M deast battle cane to be
called, ended with Hunter and his allies preenpting Viktor's conquest of
Europe by bottling up his eneny fleet in the Suez Canal. A Nazi-garbed gunman
stole Hunter's revenge by killing the evil Viktor at the conclusion of the
battl e.

Back in America, the stage was now set once and for all for a ngjor
confrontati on between the denocratic forces of the West and the Soviet-backed
arm es who controlled the [ ands east of the Mssissippi. Under the threat of a
huge, Soviet-financed nmercenary arny sailing to invade the American east

coast, Hunter and the new United Anerican Arny won a stunning string of
victories to gain control of several major cities in the East -a canpaign

whi ch cul mMnated in a major confrontation in the country's forner capital

Washi ngton, DC. It was here that the remmants of the hated G rcle Arny,
reinforced by troops of the elite Soviet Spetsnaz, planned a cerenpny of

i conocl asm - the destruction of "everything Amrerican."



The battle that foll owed, won by sheer deternination by the United Anerican
Arnmmy, not only destroyed what was |left of The Circle, but also forced the
Soviet nercenary fleet to return to Europe without firing a shot.

Thus Anerica was united again.

But soon afterward, there were runblings of a new threat on the country's
sout hern borders .

Chapter 1

The three F-4 Phantomjet fighters attacked the unarned airliner wthout
war ni ng.

"Take evasive action!" the pilot of the Boeing 727 yelled to his crew even as
the first of the green-canouflaged attackers laid a burst of cannon fire
across the bigger airplane's starboard wi ng.

"Jesus! Wiere did they cone fron?" the airliner's navigator cried, trying to
get an exact fix on their position

No one answered him The 727 pilot was too busy putting the big plane into an
evasi ve dive; the co-pilot was punching buttons on his radio.

"Mayday! Mayday!" the second-in-conmand screaned into his mke. "This is
civilian charter Flight 889 . . . W are under attack by three fighters
approxi mate position, fifteen nautical nmiles south of Menmphis ... at fifteen
t housand f eet "

Suddenly the air was filled with the horrible sounds of screaning jet engines
and cannon fire. The second F-4 roared in on the airliner head-on, its nose
gun blazing wildly. The 727 pilot yanked the big airplane to the right,
limting the Phantom s hits, but still sustaining damage to the airliner's
portsi de engi ne cow i ng.

Al the while the copilot continued to put out his distress call. "Myday!
Mayday!" he yelled with no small anmount of panic in his voice. "Any friendly
aircraft in the area . . . W are being attacked by three fighters

identity

unknown . . . Any friendly aircraft in the area, please assist us!"

The pilot put the 727 into yet another gut-wenching maneuver in an effort to
avoid the third Phantom now peeling off to begin its strafing run. The copil ot
never stopped broadcasting his frantic SOS calls. But the navigator knew it
was hopel ess. A quick check of his radar screen told himthat besides the
three attackers and thensel ves, there were no other aircraft - friendly or
otherwise - within twenty mles of them

"Call back to the passengers,"” the pilot yelled over to the copilot while
pulling the 727 out of a steep bank. "Tell themto prepare for a crash

The copilot imediately switched his radio to internal and quickly relayed the
pilot's nmessage back to the airliner's 86 terrified passengers.

Just then the third F-4 found the 727's cockpit in its sights and unl eashed a
| ong barrage of cannon fire.

The shells ripped into the airliner's flight deck, puncturing the copilot's
| eft shoul der, smashing the navigator's | egs and knocki ng both mnen



unconsci ous. At the same tinme, the pilot was hit in the face with a shower of
broken glass fromthe instrunment panel shattered by the cannonfire.

Suddenly the cockpit was awash in oil, hydraulic fluid and bl ood. Through
stinging, blurry eyes, the pilot could see the three F-4s regrouping off to
his left.

"One nmore pass and we're going down ..." he whispered grimy to hinself.
Al ready the 727 was dangerously losing altitude. The Phantons had succeeded in
bl asting away the airliner's port wing stabilizers and damaging its centerline
tail engine. It was all the pilot could do to keep the big airplane from
flipping over.

He | ooked over at his bl eeding crewnen and thought "Only a mracle can save us
now . "

The pilot managed to plunge the 727 into a large cloud bank, all the while
knowi ng it would not be enough to shake his attackers. The airliner was
trailing a long line of black snoke that any pilot with two eyes could foll ow
As soon as he enmerged fromthe cumulus, he saw one of the F-4s had

streaked up and over the cl oud bank and was now bearing down on himat 10
o' clock. Already he could see the nose of the Phantomlight up with the
telltale signs of the cannon's nuzzle fire.

"This is it . . ." he said, resigned to his fate.
Suddenl y, the onrushing F-4 expl oded ..

The 727 pil ot shook his head once, just to make sure he wasn't already dead
and dreaming. In the next instant, he had to jar the airliner hard to port to
avoid colliding with the high-speed flam ng debris that seconds before was an
i ntact eneny Phant om

"What the hell is going on here?" he yelled | ooking back at the hurtling
wr eckage, the slightest hint of hope running through him

He managed to pull it out of its hard bank and | evel out at 5000 feet. Hi s
aircraft was still snoking heavily and his nuscles were snapping fromthe
strain of holding it right side up

But he was still airborne .

Just then he saw one of the two remaini ng Phantons streak underneath hi mand
pull up on his left, nose gun blazing. The 727 pilot's heart sank, realizing
his death sentence had nerely been postponed.

But then, just as his |ife began to flash before his eyes for the second tine
inless than a mnute, this F-4 also exploded into a ball of yell ow bl ue
flame. Once nore he had to put the 727 into a steep dive to avoid smashing
into the flam ng weck of the second Phant om

Havi ng dodged the bullet twice, the pilot was now determ ned to at | east nake
a controlled crash landing. He reached over and tried to shake his copil ot out
of his unconscious state. But it was no use -the nman's shoul der was
practically shot off and he was bl eeding heavily. And if anything, his

navi gator was i n worse shape.

Just then, the third F-4 appeared directly overhead. As the 727 pil ot
struggled with his controls, he watched in horror as the Phantom peel ed of f



sharply and dove right for him

"This guy ain't going to mss . the airline jockey

t hought .

Already the F-4 was firing-the nuzzle flashes fromits nose seenmed to take on
an angry | ook, vengeance for his two downed conrades. The first few cannon
shel I s began peppering the windshield of the airliner, sending another spray
of broken glass and hydraulic fluid into the pilot's face.

Now nearly blind, the 727 pilot was suddenly aware of another airplane, this
one off to his right. In an instant he knewit was not an F-4. It was snaller
del ta-wi nged and painted in a distinct red-white-and-blue col or schene.

Just on the verge of passing out hinmself, the 727 pilot saw this new airpl ane
streak right across his flight path and turn in a screaning clinb to neet the
oncom ng F-4. Now it was this nystery airplane's nose cannons that lit up -and
with six tines the intensity of the F-4.

The Phantomtried to pull out of its strafing dive, but in doing so, exposed
its unprotected underside to the awesome cannon barrage fromthe other jet
fighter.

It was over in a matter of seconds

This time there was no flam ng weckage to avoid. The Phantom was sinply
obliterated.

Still unaware who the life-saving Good Samaritan was, the pilot once again
tried to rouse his copilot. This time the man responded, though groggily.

"Can you get hold of the controls, even with one hand?" die pilot asked him
"W're only twenty mnutes out fromNew Ol eans.”

The copilot did as he was told, trying not to | ook at his wounded shoul der

"What happened?" he asked, his face a mask of shock and puzzl ement.
"Fm not sure,"” the pilot said as he grabbed the radio m ke and started
broadcasting to New Ol eans tower. "But soneone up here likes us ..."

The 727 came in for a smoky, but successful wheels-up | anding at die New
Oleans' International Airport. Emergency crews surrounded the airplane

i medi ately, washing it down with foamas its passengers |eaped, wal ked or
craw ed out of the wreckage.

Despite the hundreds of cuts on and about his face, the pilot hel ped the
rescue crews extricate his copilot and navigator before accepting any nedica
attention hinself. He was sitting on the back bunper of an enmergency van,
talking to the base doctor when he finally took stock of what had just
happened.

"W were junped by three fighters ..." he told the doctor. "They had us dead
to rights. Then suddenly, the first' two just blew up -boom boom . "

"Bl ew up or were shot down?" the doctor asked him as he cl eaned out the
pilot's nastiest cuts.

"Well, that's just it," the 727 pilot said, just now enjoying the



i ndescri babl e rush of realization that he was still alive. "There was anot her
airplane out there. The guy got the third Phantomwi th a shot that | didn't
thi nk was possible. He put his jet into a screaner of a clinb. It nust have
had six Goddanmm cannons in its nose. Al of themfiring. Snoke. Fire. Jesus,
it was unbelievable!"

A mlitary officer fromthe airport's security forces had joined themby this
time and had heard the pilot's story.

"What did this other airplane |ook |ike?" the officer asked. "Wat col or was
it?"

The 727 pilot, still jittery fromthe ordeal, had to stop and think a noment.

"It was all painted up ... it was red, white and blue," he said finally. "It
| ooked like a delta-type wing. But |'ve never seen an airplane like it. Ever

The doctor wapped a bandage around the pilot's head, covering his left eye
and ear.

"Red, white and blue, you say?" the mlitary nman asked. "You sure?"

The pilot nodded, gingerly feeling the wounds under his bandage.

"And it was a flashy, souped-up kind of delta-w ng?"

Agai n, the pilot nodded.

The officer |ooked at the doctor and shrugged. "Could it

be?" he asked the physician.

The doctor shook his head. "If you mean who | think you

mean

The pilot |ooked up at the two men. "Who are you tal ki ng about ?" he asked.
Just then, as if to answer his question, all three of them heard a high
whi ni ng sound, the unm stakable call of a jet fighter. Shielding their eyes
agai nst the hot Louisiana sun, they saw a jet fighter streak over the base and
turn for a landing. The airplane was a delta-w ng design and was painted in

red, white and bl ue.

"Well, 1'll be dammed . . ." the mlitary nan said. "W're finally going to
get to neet himin person . "

"Meet who?" the pilot said, his voice tinged with exasperation

"Meet your guardi an angel," the doctor told him "You guys just got your asses
saved by the guy they call Wngnman . "

Chapter 2

The military commander in charge of security of New Ol eans Internationa
Airport was a Cajun naned Hugo St. Germain. A forner officer of the Texas
Republ i can Arny, The Saint served as governor, protector, confessor and
all-around fix-it man for the parishes surrounding the city they still called
The Bi g Easy.



Huey was also a friend of General Dave Jones, the commander of the United
Ameri can Arny, whose forces had two months before finally destroyed the hated
Circle Arny and its Soviet backers in a series of climactic battles that
stretched fromthe M ssissippi R ver to Washington, DC. The Saint was the only
person at the New Ol eans airport who knew that Jones's right hand man, Major
Hawk Hunter -the fanbus Wngman hinsel f-was flying in. He was not surprised
when he | earned that Hunter had saved the 727 airliner fromthe bushwhacking
F-4s.

Now Hunter sat before himin Huey's executive airport offices, diving into a
big bowl of gunbo.

"Who were they, Hawk?" Huey asked, digging into his own bow of gunbo.
"Organi zed air pirates? O just freel ance troubl emakers?"

Hunter wi ped his mouth with a large cloth napkin and took a swig of his beer

"Hard to say," he answered, his mouth still half full. "There was sonething
strange about them You don't see many pirate gangs flying something as
sophi sticated as Phantons. Yet, these days, who knows?"

He took anot her nout hful of the stew and added: "Also there were actually four
of them"

"Four?" Huey asked. "Really?"

Hunt er nodded. "One of them stayed way out of the fight, twenty-five mles
away, " he said. "I'msure he was off the airliner's radar screen. After | took
care of first three, I lit out after him but he was gone in a shot. A good
flyer, too. He went down to the hard deck, real quick - treetop level. Then

by the time | picked himup on ny |ong-range APG radar, he was clinbing at a
45- degree clip, heading south.

"I was low on gas and figured |'d best keep that airliner in front of me, just
in case . "

"Well, we sure appreciate the help," Huey said. "W're |lucky you canme al ong
when you did. Any idea who was riding in that 727?"

Hunt er shook his head between sw gs of beer. He hadn't thought about it
before. He had just assuned the airliner was on a routine civilian hop

"I't was our Goddamm football squad," Huey said, his voice a m xture of anxiety
and relief. "They were com ng back froma try-out at Football Cty. Christ, if
t hey had gone down, this city would have been throwi ng funerals for a nonth .

Anot her wi pe of his mouth and Hunter asked: "What were they doing flying
wi t hout an escort?"

Huey shook his head. "Beats me," he said. "W sponsored the team s flight up
there and back. And | personally gave the pilot enough cash to buy protection
round-trip . "

Hunt er shrugged. "He probably lost it all in the casinos,” he said. "O at the

cat houses . "

Football City, formerly St. Louis, was now the continent's ganbling mecca. It
got its nanme fromthe fact that just after World War 111, an enterprising



Texan nanmed Louie St. Louie, had an enornous 500,000 seat stadiumbuilt and
instituted a 24- hour-a-day, 365-day-a-year football match to be played between
two 500-menber, free-substituting teans. Bets could be made on any increnent
of the gane -fromthe quarters up to the entire year's match -and the
resulting revenues proved incredible.

Troubl e was, many of the crinminal elements around the continent -all of them
Sovi et - backed - becane envious of the good thing St. Louie had going. Thus
Football City had al ready been the scene of several full-scale battles and one
authentic war, all in its short four-year history. But now with the United
Anericans in control, however tenuous, of both the eastern and western
portions of the continent, things were beginning to return to normal in
Football Gty.

"The good news is that the teamdid really well up there," Huey said
up the last few spoonfuls of his stew "Played their asses off

scoopi ng

Hunter drained his beer. "I heard they were going to start/ exhibition ganes
up there," he said. "dad to hear your boys did well."

Just then a thought cane to The Saint. "Hey, Hawk," he said cautiously. "You
don't think those F-4s were sent after ny guys as part of sone, you know,
ganbl i ng scam do you?"

"You mean, elimnate your opponent off the field?' ' the pilot asked.

"Yeah, sonething like that," Huey replied, his round face sagging in worry.
Hunt er di sm ssed the notion i mediately. "No, | doubt that was the case," he
said, reassuring the stout little man. "First of all, the Football City Secret
Service is the best on the continent. |If someone was planning to carry a
football grudge that far-as in trying to shoot down the other team - those
guys woul d uncover it quicker than you could say 'H ke!' Then, know ng St
Louie like | do, he'd launch an air strike on that teanml s training base that
woul d bl ast them back to playing tiddl yw nks."

"I"'mglad to hear that," Huey said. "Hate to think soneone wanted to ice our
boys. Maybe you don't know it, but they also double as our Rapid Depl oyment
Force. You know, like a SWAT teamto handl e snipers, bonb threats, hostage
crises, things like that. They're good. Danmm good. Especially in skyscraper
wor k. For some reason, these guys just love to work in tall buildings. And the
way things are in town these days, |'d hate to |l ose a gang like that."

He poured hinself another beer fromthe pitcher on the
table and refilled Hunter's glass as well.

"I"mcertain those Phantomjocks out there today were just |ooking for
trouble,” Hunter said. "I could tell by the way they were acting. They
certainly didn't hit your airliner when it was totally to their advantage. It
was al nost as if your guy just happened to cone along ..."

"Then they were air pirates?" Huey asked, another | ook of worry com ng over
him They hadn't had any major air pirate activity in his neck of the woods in
nore than a year.

"Again, | doubt it," Hunter said. "These guys were nore organi zed than a
pirate crew. That's what was so weird about it. Besides having this fourth

ai rpl ane watching over them they were really right on the beam They went for
i ndi vidual attacks. One at a tine. Not the swarmtactics that pirates use.



"And these guys were shooting to kill. Not like pirates, who just want to
di sabl e you first, force you to their airbase so they can rob you."

The Saint w ped his broww th authentic relief. "As far as | know, the 727
crew didn't get any warnings over the radio fromthe attackers."

"See?" Hunter asked. "These guys weren't your usual air thieves. They wanted
somet hing el se.”

"Such as?" Huey asked.

"Maybe to send a nessage,"” Hunter said with a shrug. "Though just what nessage
that may be, | don't know "

Hugo lit his pipe and changed the subject. "Can | ask just what it is you are
down here for?"

Hunter nodded. "It's not really top secret or anything," he said. "I know
Jones called and told you 1I'd be coming."

"He did," Huey said between puffs. "But that's all he told ne."

Hunter ran his fingers through his |ong dark blond hair.

"Jonesie just wants ne to talk to an old pal of his down here," he said
cautiously. "He had a nmessage fromthe guy |last week. That's really all

know. Jones woul d have cone hinself, but he's still busy, trying to get things
strai ght and running back in DC. "

Huey bl ew out a |ong plune of pipe snoke. "You boys

certainly kicked ass on The Grcle,
a lot of people in this country who are very, very gratefu

he said with a grin. "Believe ne, there's

"It's not over yet," Hunter said, just a little wearily. "Sure, we're in
control of the major cities. But there's a lot of territory in between them
that we don't have a handle on. At night, the hi ghways and backroads are just
as dangerous, just as unlawful as before. The air routes are no better. W
still have a lot of air pirates roam ng around, especially up north and out
west. In fact one of our big convoys was attacked three days ago just outside
t he Badl ands.

"And there are still many small outlaw armes on the | oose, especially down
here in your nei ghborhood. "

"Yeah, tell ne about it," Huey said, refilling his pipe.
Bour bon Street was absol utely nobbed when Hunter arrived downtown.

It was still early -only about 9 PM Yet the fanous street was crowded with
all kinds of people -soldiers, nerchants, hookers and assorted shady
characters. The vast mpjority of themwere carrying some kind of weapon, so
Hunter didn't | ook out of place at all, wearing his brown canouflage flight
suit, his helnmet bouncing fromhis belt, his well-worn M 16 slung over his
shoul der. Everywhere he | ooked there were people. The bistros, cafes, barroons
and brothels were overflow ng. The night air was thick with jazz and the
sweet, peppery snmell of New Ol eans cuisine. If Hunter hadn't known better, he
woul d have sworn it was Mardi G as al ready .



But the pilot knew he'd have to forego the nmany tenptations of Bourbon Street
and its back alleys. H's mssion here was nuch nore serious than he had let on
to The Saint. Only for that reason had Jones been able to talk himinto maki ng
the trip.

The nmenory of the past few weeks was as painful as it was fresh

After the last war, Hunter headed north -up to Free Canada, to where his
long-tinme girlfriend, the beautiful Dom nique, lived. Just before the
climactic battles at Syracuse and Washi ngton, DC, Hunter and Dom ni que had had
a sobering rendezvous at a small airfield on the Free Canadi an border. At that
time she nade it all too clear that she was tired of waiting for himto fight
this war and that war. It was time for her to go on with her own life, she had
deci ded, as conplicated as that nay be.

So after The Circle had been defeated, Hunter went up to Free Canada,
specifically to Montreal, and tried to find Dom ni que. He was crushed when he
| earned that she had gone west with a group of friends - Free Canadi an
government officials nmostly -and an entourage of security people. Apparently
they were all living in the Canadi an Rockies at a far-flung retreat and

woul dn't be back in Mntreal for sone tine. It was even hard for himto get a
preci se location of this secluded resort in the northern mountains. Al that
he was sure of was the place was practically inaccessible by air.

Di sappoi nted, he hung around Montreal for a few days, trying to neet people
who woul d know nore about Dominique. A nmillion questions burned in his mind
t he biggest one being: Did Dom nique go west with a new | over?

He did neet several friends of Dom nique's but he was reluctant to put the
guestion to themdirectly. Instead, he wote a long letter to her and left it
in care of the security people who protected her trendy Montreal townhouse.
Then he headed back down to DC, still wondering if he had bl owmn the one and
only true romance of his life

He had intended to nake his visit to DC brief-just |ong enough to tell Jones
that he was considering retirenent fromthe fighter pilot/hero business. \Wat
better time? The continent was back in one piece again and the Crcle Arm es
all but decimated. The threat of invasion - whether by the Soviets directly or
by their proxies -was at its |owest likelihood since the end of World Var [11.
If there was to be a tinme for himto hang up the old crash helnet, now was it.

However, it took Jones only about ten minutes to talk himout of it

America was hardly out of trouble. Wiile the industrial and manufacturing base
on the West Coast of the continent

had survived the devastating effects of both the nost recent battles and the
earlier Circle War, the eastern half of the country was in shanbles. As
before, the major vehicle of trade between the two coasts was still the air
convoy. Parades of 30 to 40 cargo airliners, watched over by escorting
fighters, flew back and forth between the coasts on a daily basis. However,

t he expense involved in nmoving the much-needed material to the east was al ways
growi ng, as was the cost of hiring on the protecting escort fighters.

After the campaign to reconquer the eastern part of the American continent was
executed by the United Americans and their allies, one suddenly crucial
post-war initiative involved determ ning the status of the Panama Canal. The
reason was sinple: If the East Coast was to survive, it would need all the
hel p the West Coast could send it. This would be nmuch nmore than could be noved
by the air convoys, no matter how big they night be. The bul k of the material



woul d have to be nmoved by ship, so the use of the sea | anes becane criti cal
Yet hauling everything around the tip of South America would be al nbst as
costly and time-consunmng as flying it across North Anerica in convoys. This
probl em focused attenti on on the Panamani an wat er way.

The trouble was, no one in the United Arerican Arny or its allies knew just
what the situation was in the Canal Zone. Wth the seem ngly endl ess series of
wars that had recently wacked the North American continent, no organized
recon expedition had ever been assenbled to go down to the zone and thoroughly
check it out. Manpower was at a premiumas were reliable recon aircraft and
the situation in North America took precedence over sparing val uable nmen and
equi prent for a dubi ous adventure way south of the border. Besides, before the
second war with The Circle, nbst just assumed the intricate canal |ocks were
ei ther destroyed or had fallen into disrepair and thus the waterway was
closed. This is what ship captains on both coasts believed - they avoi ded even
goi ng near the Canal Zone or the Panama isthnus itself. Bizarre runors
persisted that the Pacific side of the inpassable waterway was inhabited by
heavi |l y-arnmed Satanic cultists, who shot first and didn't bother to ask
guestions afterward. Another story had it that the Ku Kl ux Kl an had cl ai ned
the entire country as its own, and that any stranger with so nuch as a slight
tan was suspect and summarily shot. Sone old salts even clained that cannibals
now ran wild in Panama, eating anybody and everybody who dared set foot in
their territory.

No small wonder then that as far as anyone knew, no ship captain had attenpted
a shortcut voyage through the Canal since the Big War and lived to tell about

it. The rare ship that did sail fromthe West Coast to the East or vice versa
t hese days went by way of the tip of South Anerica.

But as puzzling as the situation seenmed, there was now a new, nore frightening
report on conditions down in the Canal Zone. And investigating this |atest
runor was the reason Hunter was in New Orleans in the first place.

Hunt er wal ked hal fway down Bourbon then took a right onto Ol eans Avenue. |f
anything, this street was even nore crowded. The cast of characters was the
same-sol diers in as many different uniforns representing various armed groups
or mlitias, gun sal esnmen, gold exchangers, noonshiners, sleazy insurance
hawkers, hookers of every age and proclivity and the usual gaggle of black

mar ket traders. The only thing not for sale - in the open anyway - were drugs,
whi ch under the new United American Governnment were strictly verboten

The W ngman made his way through the crowd until he finally reached his
destination: A place called 33 Thunder Alley. "Alley" was a good word for it.
Two bl ocks down off Ol eans Avenue, it was so narrow, it seened a notorbike
woul d have had a hard tine navigating its way through, never mind an auto or a
truck. The alley was a confusion of overhead wires, fire escapes and
clotheslines. At ground level, his eyes went blurry fromthe conbi nati on of

mul ticol ored neon |lights advertising tiny taverns, cathouses, pawn shops and
nmoney changers that lined the skinny passageway. This electric rai nbow was

of fset by old gas-powered street |anps, which despite the conpetition, stil
managed to give the cluttered buil dings a strange, bl uish-green gl ow

Hunt er wal ked down the alley until he reached a battered red door that had
"33" carved into its frame, courtesy of a stiletto jackknife, no doubt. He
opened this door to find a cranped hallway and anot her, even nore

gari shly-pai nted crinmson door

There was no bell or buzzer, so he rapped on the door three tines.

"Who the hell is there?" he heard a gruff voice shout fromthe other side. At



the sane tinme he al so detected the unm stakable click of a round being | oaded
into a rifle chanber.

"I"'m Maj or Hawk Hunter of the United American Air Force," Hunter yelled out,
seeing no reason to nmnce words. "lI'ma friend of Dave Jones and |'m | ooki ng
for a guy naned Captain Pegg ..."

Al the while, Hunter was silently slipping his M16 off his shoulder and into
firing position.

"Maybe Pegg ain't here!" came the reply. Jones had told himthat this man,
Pegg, was an ol d duffer-nean and ornery. The voice behind the door was harsh
and well-worn. It seened to match

"And maybe | flew all the way down here for nothing!" Hunter counterpunched.
"And maybe Pegg is a crazy old nan who's eaten too many cl ans . "

The door swung open before he finished the sentence. Suddenly he was staring
down the barrel of no less than a German- made Heckler & Koch G3 SG 1 sni pi ng
rifle. Behind the rifle was a typically-grizzled old timer, conplete with
wor n- out boat captain's cap and corncob pipe.
"That's sone heavy artillery you got there, Pops,"
own M 16 barrel up to bear

Hunter said, bringing his

"And 1'd aimto use it too!" the man grow ed, addi ng a nervous chuckl e as he
took stock of the business end of Hunter's M 16.

"Well, you don't have to use it on ne,"
rifle. "Are you Captain Pegg?"

Hunter said, slowy lowering his

"I am" the man said defiantly, not nmoving his rifle an iota.

"Wll, I'"'ma friend of Dave Jones," Hunter told him "And | hear he's a friend

of yours. He said you'd be expecting
ne .

The old man I owered his gun only a notch. "You're this 'Wngman' guy?" he
asked in his gnarled tone of voice. "Gipes, fromwhat | heard about you, |
expected you'd have sprouted a pair of wi ngs . "

Hunter had to smile. Wth his battered cap, pipe, unshaved face and
heavi |l y-nuscl ed forearns, the old guy was right out of a Popeye cartoon

The man | owered his powerful rifle and managed a gap-toothed smle. "Ckay," he
said. "You look like a flyboy. C nmon in."

Hunter stepped inside the snmall flat and it too | ooked as authentic as Captain
Pegg. It was a clutter of sea paintings and photos, fishing |lines, hats, parts
of lobster traps and shrinp kettles, plus a couple dozen enpty |iquor boxes. A
small lanmp on the room s table conpeted with the neon barrage conming from
outside the flat's single w ndow.

"N ce place . Hunt er sai d.

"It's confortable for someone like nme," Pegg said, dropping into a |arge
overstuffed chair. "Besides, | ain't here nmuch. Spend nost of nmy tinme out on
t he open sea."



Hunter drew up a wooden chair and sat down. Pegg reached into a cabi net beside
his seat and came up with a bottle and two gl asses.

"Hong Kong brandy," he said, opening the bottle and giving it a sniff.

He poured out two stiff belts and handed one to Hunter. The pilot took a sip
and was genuinely surprised. The stuff was actually good. Myst booze runni ng
around the continent these days was nothing nore than glorified rot-gut.

"Aye, | surprised you!" Pegg said, his eyes gleanm ng. "Bet that's the best
hootch you' ve tasted in a while ..."

"That it is,"” Hunter said, suddenly finding hinmself talking |ike Pegg.

"How is my old friend, David?" Pegg asked Hunter through a sip of the brandy.
"I haven't seen himsince the Big War started. W grew up in the sane

nei ghbor hood, you know. He, his twin brother Seth and nme. They went into
airplanes and | took to the sea.”

"The general is well," Hunter answered. "Of course, he's

up to his ears in work, trying to coordinate repair of all the war damage, as
wel |l as getting the Reconstruction Government running snmoothly ..."

"My hat's off to you guys," Pegg said, actually tipping his cap. "You ran
those Circle bastards and their commie friends right out of the country. Lot
of us are proud of you all "

Hunter took a good swig of the liquor. "Thanks, Captain," he said. "But,
believe ne, the hard part is just beginning."

"You'll do fine," Pegg said.

Then suddenly the old man becanme very serious.

"Did David tell you why | contacted himafter all these years?" he asked
Hunter. f

The pilot shook his head. "No, not really,"
some very critical information on the Cana

he replied. "Just that you had

"Not just information" die old nan said, his face creasing with worry. "A dire
war ni ng, my boy. There's trouble brewing down there that will nake your | atest
brawl with The Circle look Iike a finger fight . . ."

"Tell me about it," Hunter said, leaning forward a little.
Pegg relit his pipe and through a swirl of snoke, began his strange story.
Chapter 3

Earlier that year, Pegg had been hired to pilot a mediumsized coasta
freighter out of New Ol eans down to the Amazon. Inside its hold were three
tons of frozen shrinp -a birthday present, he had heard, for the Queen of
Brasilia (the current nane of Brazil) from her husband. While no

sel f-respecting seaman |ike hinself would ever be caught actually eating
frozen shrinp, Pegg took on the job because it prom sed good pay for little
wor k.

The first leg of the trip went well. The shrinp was delivered and paynent



received fromthe King of Brasilia hinself. But then the nmonarch had a
proposition for Pegg and his crew. Wuld they carry another |oad of cargo down
to Buenos Aires? Being an ol d nerchantman, Pegg knew that this was how the
haul i ng busi ness usually worked: one job frequently led to another. In fact,
he had antici pated such a thing and thereby had | eased the traw er for three
nont hs.

Pegg and his crew took on the King's cargo - heavily-seal ed containers with
i nvul nerabl e | aser conbination locks - at the Brasilia port of Macapa on the
mout h of the Amazon and nade Buenos Aires six days later

"Now Buenos Aires is a very strange place these days," Pegg said to Hunter
pouring out another couple of drinks for them "Everybody -nen, wonen, kids
and grandnot hers-wears a uniform Everybody is in the arny."

The Brazilian king's cargo was of f-1oaded and agai n, Pegg was asked to take on
anot her assignment. This one was to bring nore sealed cargo to Lima, Peru.
Pegg said he took

three full days to think the job over as it entailed sailing around the
southern tip of South America through the treacherous waters off Cape Horn.

"I'"d done it once before," Pegg said. "Vowed then |I'd never do it again

But the |ock-step mlitary governnment of Buenos Aires pronmised a fortune (in
gold, no less) for Pegg if he agreed to make the voyage. For despite their
obvious mlitary mght, the Argentines no | onger had sail abl e ships, nuch | ess
anyone who had the skills to navigate the typhoon-Iike passage at the southern
tip of the world.

Pegg put it to a vote to his crew. Seven nen agreed to go,, four chose to junp
ship in Buenos Aires. Pegg collected a' third of his paynment in advance and
set out, his crew supplenmented by a half dozen Argenti nean mari nes, none of
whom coul d speak Engli sh.

The passage around the cape was predictably nightnmarish, Pegg clainmed. One
crewnman and a mari ne were washed overboard as the freighter was battered by
hurricane-li ke wi nds and 25-foot waves. The sky was as dark as m dni ght even
in the mddle of the day. The waters were so churned up' that Pegg clai med he
and his crew saw all kinds of strange creatures - giant eels, serpents and
squid -riding on the surface. Sharks were junping out of the water l|ike flying
fish. Seagulls and al batross continually smashed into the hull of the
freighter, content, according to Pegg, to conmit suicide rather than to drown
in the hellish sea. For three straight days, Pegg and his crew did nothi ng but
bail water, both by hand and di esel -driven punps. Two nen dropped dead of
exhaustion. Another went insane and junped overboard-Pegg said they

i nexplicably heard his screans for nore than an hour

Finally they made it to the southwestern-nost islands at the tip of Chile
where they docked and recovered for two days. Then they set out northward on
the nore placid waters of the Pacific.

"That's when the voyage started getting very strange," Pegg told Hunter

The captain was asleep in his berth one night just as the

ship was hal fway to Li na when he was awakened by an ear-splitting crash.

Qui ckly out of bed and into his boots, Pegg ran to the bridge to find that his

ship was now dead in the water. Right off its bow was no | ess than a battle
Crui ser.



"Looki ng back on it, if |I had to guess, | would say it was of Italian design,"
Pegg recounted. "It might have been a Veneto-cl ass warship. Very

sl eek-1 ooking. Very nodern. It |ooked like it was very fast for a ship of its
size."

But the cruiser's crew was anything but a gang of friendly Italians. They had
ranmmed Pegg's ship on purpose, and before Pegg had a chance to tie his boot

| aci ngs, a 50-man heavil y-armed boarding party was crossing over to his small
shi p.

"Everyone of them | ooked alike," Pegg swore to Hunter. "Tall, blond, all the
same age and weight. It was the strangest thing, as if they were all first
cousi ns or sonething . "

No one in the boarding party said a word. They sinply took up positions at
various points on the freighter's deck after having shot the two Argentine
mari nes who had dared to raise their guns to them After that Pegg w sely
ordered his crew not to resist.

On a given signal, the strangers commenced searching the ship. Under the light
of the cruiser's powerful searchlights, they quickly hauled up the 12 seal ed
contai ners that Pegg had taken on in Buenos Aires and one man, an officer in
charge of the raiding party, was able to disarmthe supposedly fool proof |aser
| ocks.

To the surprise of Pegg and his crew, the 10 foot-by-10-foot boxes were filled
to the brimw th gold.

"Not gold bars, either," Pegg told Hunter. "Gold objects. Plates. Goblets.
Cruci fixes. Chains and neckl aces. Rings. And coins. Thousands of gold coins .

"The Argentines put all that gold ... on a freighter?" Hunter asked. "Wy?"

"Good question, Major," Pegg told him "And |I believe the answer is this: It
was all part of their plan. The gold, in fact, was a paynent to these nen on
the cruiser, or nore accurately, their superiors. Blood noney. Protection
money. Call it what you like. It was never intended to make it to

Peru at all.
"And neither were we ...

Once the raiders took all the gold onto the cruiser, the boarding party shot
one nore of the marines, then returned to their warship.

"We breathed a sigh of relief when that ship turned away fromus and started
headi ng north," Pegg said. "But what fools we were!"

The crui ser sailed away about ten miles, then, wthout warning, |aunched a
Swedi sh-built RBS-15 anti-ship mssile at Peg's freighter

"I saw it comng," Pegg said. "I had just enough time to shout a warning to ny
crew. About half of us nade it over the side before the mssile hit "

The powerful RBS-15 hit the freighter just above the waterline and instantly
obliterated the vessel. Pegg and another crewran -a man they all called
"ol di e" because of his mouthful of gold teeth - were bl own out of the water
and | anded in a sea of burning oil and debris.



"We caught hold of a big chunk of wood that went floating by," Pegg said.
"Then we kicked our feet as fast as we could, just to get away fromthe
burni ng w eckage. "

Al t hough they heard the cries fromsome of the other crewnen, they weren't
able to find any of themin the snoke and darkness and confusion. They paddl ed
around until dawn and finding no other signs of life, set out for the coast of
Chile, luckily just three mles to the east.

The two men made | andfall after 10 hours of grueling paddling, all the while,
Pegg said, fighting off man-eating sharks with their bare fists. Once ashore

t hey sought refuge in a nearby woods and soon net sone villagers who gave them
food and warm cl ot hi ng.

"W were near a town called Tongo, Chile, which is about seven hundred mles
south of the border with Peru,"” Pegg said. "The place was all but abandoned.
Only ol d people and young wonen lived there. W asked them 'Were is
everybody?' But they couldn't answer us very well because we didn't speak
their | anguage and they couldn't speak ours. W got the inpression that all of
the other villagers had

been taken away. Maybe by slavers, | renenber thinking at the tine."
The small harbor at Tongo was filled with fishing boats and Pegg and Gol di e

of fered to somehow buy one of the vessels. Instead the villagers told them
they could have one for free, if they agreed to take part in a strange ritual

"They wanted us to nmake love to all of the young wonen in the village," Pegg
clainmed. "Their men were | ong gone and the young fenal es were getting

t hensel ves danp . "

It took three weeks for Pegg and Goldie to fulfill their agreenent. Once done,

the villagers indicated that the seanen should take the best vessel in harbor
as none of the boats woul d ever be used again anyway. Pegg selected the
| argest one in the small fleet -a 30-foot tuna boat -and set out.

"We decided to go north," Pegg said. "Even though that was the direction that
the cruiser took, we knew it was better than going back down around the cape."
Staying as close to the shore as possible, they sailed the tuna boat up the
Sout h Anerican west coast, catching fish along the way to sustain them Using
their engines only when necessary, the favorable currents took them up past
Peru and Ecuador.

"W were going to sail it right up to California," Pegg said. "But off the
coast of Col ombia our engine started acting up. Then it died conpletely. At
the sane tinme the currents reversed and started to drag us due west, out to
t he open sea."

They drifted for another two weeks, Pegg said, their only nourishnent com ng
fromeating the huge sea turtles Pegg said he caught off the top of the waves
with his bare hands.

Still, they had no water |left and soon both nmen were near death.

"Two angels fl oated down and | anded right on our stern," Pegg said. "Both
ol die and | were lying on the deck, too weak to nove, just waiting for our
Maker. | saw CGoldie's spirit lift right out of his body, | did. But then I
pl eaded with seraphs to send hi mback. And they did



"A day later we were picked up by a tranp steamer carrying a Japanese captain
and a huge Filipino crew They were carrying rubber - for tires - fromManil a
all the way over to Mdrocco. The captain told us he could nake ten thousand
bags of gold if he made the trip in tw nonths. So he was shooting for passage
t hrough the Canal. The Canal! W thought he was crazy, especially with all the
horror stories we had heard. But he knew we were both experienced sailors, so
he kept us on."

According to Pegg, the Japanese captain thought he had it all figured out. He
was confident he could handle any situation in the canal zone. And with

seem ngly good reason-the Filipino crewren doubled as soldiers and there were
no |l ess than 150 of them And the steamer itself was bristling with 3-inch and
5-inch deck guns, as well as a dozen heavy machine guns. It also carried a
nunber of fast attack boats that could quickly be | owered over the side.

"They were well-arnmed," Pegg reported. "And the soldiers drilled and practiced
on deck four hours a day and another two hours at night. They were a crack
outfit by the time we made it to the islands that guard the entrance of the
Canal . "

The captain sent two squads of his soldiers ahead in two attack boats. The
plan was for the craft to scout ahead of the steaner, checking for any hostile
forces on either side of the waterway. The bonus was that the attack craft
crews were al so knowl edgeable in the kind of water |ocks used in the Canal

"Alot of people don't realize that nore than half the length of the Canal is
actually a lake and a river," Pegg said. "You enter a set of locks fromthe
one side. They gradually raise you up about eighty-five feet until you are at
the right level. Then you sail for about twenty-five miles until you reach the
ot her set of |ocks and they | ower you back down and out you go.

"The | ocks thenselves are fairly el aborate, but the Japanese captain knew they
requi red hardly any machinery or punps. It's all done with gravity. He didn't

bel i eve the voodoo stories and figured that there was an even chance the | ocks
were still working, or at least could be made to work by his attack craft guys

The scout boats made it to the first lock, and to their surprise, found it to
be in working condition, manned by no nore that a half dozen sl eeping guards
of undeterm ned but apparently non-cannibalistic origin. The scouts reported
back to the steaner to proceed, and within hours, the ship was through the
first locks and sailing on

"Everything was going snoothly," Pegg said. "Too snoothly. Ch, we took a few
sni per rounds al ong the way, but the steaner gunners would just open up with
t hose five-inch guns and that would be the end of that!

"The Japanese captain thought for sure he had outsnarted everyone, that he was
maki ng history! That is, until we were about hal fway through the channe

As Pegg told it, he had just finished eating breakfast when they heard the

| ookout give a yell. By the time Pegg made it to the bridge, he and the others
saw t hat one of the attack craft had just blown up

"It was about a half mle ahead of us," Pegg said. "And the bastard just blew
apart. At first the captain thought it was a mne. Then the other boat got it,
and after that, we knew it wasn't no mne."



Pegg claimed that the second attack craft was shot at by hundreds of weapons,
firing fromboth sides of the Canal

"I't was unbelievable!" the sea captain said. "They hit that boat with rockets,
surface-to-surface guided missiles, big guns, little guns, heavy nachi ne guns.
Everything but the kitchen sink. Woever was doing the shooting was definitely
trying to send a nessage ..."

That nmessage was that the steaner was going no further. Soon after the attack
craft were sunk, a small fleet of gunboats surrounded the steamer, and soon
she was bei ng boar ded.

"They were just like the guys that had bl own us up off Chile after taking the
gold," Pegg said. "Same unifornms, sane strange |ook on their faces. Tall,
bl ond and no expressions. Like a bunch of first cousins.”

Just like before, the boarding party shot anyone on the ship who | ooked like a

sol dier, as opposed to a sailor. In the case of the steaner, this was nore

t han one hundred nen

"Just lined themup on the bow and shot '"emall,"” Pegg said. "One at a time .
but not before they |ooked into each guy's nmouth. In fact, they yanked out

a few teeth froma couple guys right then and there. Then they shot 'em™

The nysterious raiders then ordered the captain to nove the steanmer to a
dockwor ks that had been built on the far edge of the waterway. Pegg said there
were at | east a dozen other ships there -all sizes, under different flags.

"It was a floating graveyard; they had all fallen for the same ruse." Pegg
said. "Like a spider sucking a fly into its web, we sailed right into their
trap.”

Once docked, the steanmer was searched thoroughly n«f less than five tinmes.

"They didn't care about the rubber,’
only one thing . . . gold.

Pegg reported. "They were | ooking for

"They didn't find any, although they were convinced we had sone on us. They
tortured the captain until he finally died. Then they gathered up what was
left of us -about fifteen in all -and started prow ing around in our nouths,
just like they did to the Filipinos they shot. It wasn't until they came to ne
that | realized what they were doing. If you can believe it, they were | ooking
for gold fillings!

"When they got to poor Goldie, they yanked his nouth enpty. Then they just
t hrew hi m over board, shot himand watched himdie."

Why Pegg wasn't shot then and there, he never found out. Instead the strange
troops | ocked himand a few of the surviving steaner mates in a nmakeshift

j ai | shack.

"W was there for two days and nights," the captain said. "No food. No water.
Not hi ng. Li ke they had just abandoned us.

"Then, on the third night, we heard a bunch of explosions. Suddenly there's a
hel | of a gunfight going on right outside our shack. It went on for nore than
an hour. We heard nortars, big fifties, rocket-propelled grenades. Choppers
flying overhead. People yelling over |oudspeakers. Strange nusic blaring unti
it split your eardruns. It was incredible!



"Then, sonmething-1 think it was an RPG -hit our

buil ding. Blew the side right off it. Killed three Filipino fellows, the poor
bastards. Me and the others didn't hang around to cry. W just lit out into
the jungle.

"I"'man old man and still 1've never run that fast in ny life
Chapter 4

The bottle of Hong Kong brandy was gone by the tine Pegg had nearly finished
his tale.

Jones had told Hunter that Pegg, being an old salt and all, m ght be prone to
exaggeration. Yet the pilot knew that despite the story's fantastic
flourishes, there had to be a kernel of truth underneath.

"I haven't got to the good part yet!" Pegg said, relighting his pipe for the
unpteenth time.

Hunter shifted around in his .chair and said: "So tell me. What happened
next ?"

Pegg gave out a hoot, then a long, raspy cough. "I crawl ed through that jungle
all night," he said. "I saw lots of soldiers running around. These guys in

bl ack, plus other guys in green jungle canouflage outfits. Choppers
everywhere. They were shooting at each other and here | am a man ny age,

cl anmbering around in the bushes in the mddle of them

"Morning came and | had nmade nmy way a good piece down the side of the
waterway. | could see the east side | ocks and of course, they had these
bl ondhai red goons crawing all over them

"I spent the whole day just watching them They had a bunch of skin-divers
working for themand it seened like they were planting things in the mddle of
t he channel "

"Thi ngs?" Hunter asked. "What kind of things?"

Pegg shrugged. "Long silver tubes,'
renmenber. "Flashing lights on them

he said, closing his eyes in an effort to

You shoul d have seen the contraption they was carrying themin. It |ooked Iike
a big gray box on a piece of toast. They had it fitted out like an egg crate.
And they handl ed each one of those tubes just like it was eggs. Real careful
like . . ."

Hunter ran his hand through his hair, trying to make some sense of the story.
"So how d you finally get back, Captain?"

Pegg began to say sonethi ng, when suddenly a shot rang out
Hunter was down on the floor in |less than a second, dragging the old man down
off his chair with him The shot had cone through the flat's single w ndow,

smashing the thick glass and catching Pegg square in the jaw.

Hunter raised his M 16 and shot out the rooms only light. Then he lifted Pegg
up on his knee.

"Goddam it ... the dirty bastards nmust have finally caught up with e



the old man managed to say, despite his wound.
Just then another shot cane through the wi ndow. Then another. And anot her

Hunter dragged Peg's linp body into a far corner, then he quickly craw ed over
to the broken wi ndow. Through the haze of neon lights and fog, he saw two
figures nmoving in the shadows across the alley.

Not wanting to shoot any innocents, Hunter neverthel ess unl eashed a | ong burst
fromhis M16 on to the wall directly across fromthe w ndow and just above
the two skul king figures. As always, his trademark tracer rounds produced a
frightening iridescent streamof fire and lead. Instantly, the two shadows
started to run.

Hunt er noved back to Pegg and qui ckly checked his pul se. Finding one, though
weak, he burst out of the flat and |it out after the two fleeing figures.

The snipers had made two mistakes: First they had assumed that Pegg was al one
when they took a shot at himthrough the wi ndow Second, they had chosen to
run down further into Thunder Alley instead of retreating back out to Ol eans
Avenue.

What they didn't know was the alley was a dead end.

Hunt er was no sooner past the place fromwhere the gunnen had fired when he
pi cked out the two figures running away at top speed. He followed them
runni ng as fast as he could, his flight boots striking the griny wet alley
pavermrent with a succession of sharp cracks. The chase went on for only 20
seconds or so, when the gunmen turned a slight bend in the road and found

t hensel ves facing a brick wall.

Hunt er skidded to a stop just as the two nmen wheeled and fired at him He was
abl e to dodge their conbi ned barrages, and a split-second later, he cut them
both down at the legs with an econonical burst of M16 tracer fire.

Unli ke nost other New Order cities, the gunfire actually attracted a
crowmd-this one fromthe small alley bistros and cat houses.

Two regional militia men were soon on the scene, and after Hunter quickly
identified hinself, they joined the pilot in walking over to the tw wounded
nen.

"This guy is dead . "
snipers first.

one of the militianen said, reaching one of the

"Dead?" Hunter asked, legitimately surprised. "I aimed for his legs. | want
t hese guys alive . "

He was bent over the body by this time and quickly saw that it wasn't his
bull ets that had ended the man's life. There was a | ong stream of black fluid
runni ng out of the man's mouth, and his ears were bl eedi ng.

" Poi son . " Hunter said, quickly reaching down and closing the man's
eyelids. "Capsul e under his tongue. He bit it when | cornered him"

Hunt er qui ckly noved over to the other man who lay crunpled in the far corner
of the blind alley. He at least was stirring, although he had taken at | east

four bullets in both legs. Oddly, this man's head, |ike his conpanion's, was

shaved cl ean.



Hunt er reached down and grabbed the man by his collar. "W are you?" the
pil ot asked hi m harshly.

The man managed to open his eyes and | ook straight at Hunter. Then, of al
t hi ngs, he coughed out a | augh .

"Fuck you," the wounded man said in a voice just tinged

wi th some kind of accent. Then he dramatically nmade a qui ck chonpi ng notion
with his jaws, and a second |l ater, a long stream of inky black canme spilling
out of his nmouth, too.

"Jesus, he killed hinself, too . one of the mlitiamen said in disbelief.
"Who are these guys anyway?" the other soldier asked.

Hunter stood up and shook his head. "I'mnot sure,"” he said, turning quickly
and headi ng back for Peg's flat. "But |'ve got to find out "

The ol d sea captain was barely consci ous when Hunter returned.
He bent over the old man, making himas confortable as possible. Of in the
distance lie heard the wail of a siren approaching. He was sure it was the New

Oleans mlitary police. They would be able to get Pegg to the hospital

"Who were they?" Hunter asked the old man, somewhat stenming the flow of blood
fromhis jawwith his jacket. "Wo knew you were here besi des Jones?"

Pegg opened his eyes slightly. The gleamwas still there. "They knew " he

growm ed. "They . . . they nust have tracked nme down . . . The bastards
woul dn't even let me finish my story ... | never . . . even got to ... the
best part "

"Who were they, dammit?" Hunter said with exasperation. It seemed |ike Pegg
was nore upset over having not finished his yarn than by being shot in the
j aw.

"The first cousins . "
unconsci ousness. "The bastards that are running the Cana

Pegg nanaged to say, before he slipped into

Hunter rode in the back of the police van as it whi sked Pegg off to the
hospi t al

The old man was slipping in and out of consciousness, but Hunter knew it was
best that he didn't press himfor details of the woul d-be assassins. The fact
that both men had chosen suicide over capture was chilling enough

Four hours |ater, Pegg was patched up-his fractured jaw was wired and he was
stitched fromhis ear to his chin. The mlitary doctors assured Hunter that

the old buck woul d probably make it, though the recovery process would be a
| engthy one, due to Peg's age. Hunter told the nmedics to spare no expense in
treating Pegg, then the pilot visited the man's room

Pegg coul dn't speak, but he weakly gave Hunter a thunb's up sign.

Leani ng over the man's bed, Hunter told him "W'Il get the people responsible
for this . . ."

Peg's eyes started to water as he clasped Hunter in a handshake. Just then, a
gor geous m ddl e-aged nurse wal ked in and announced that it was tinme for Pegg



to get sone rest. Pegg took one |ook at the nurse, then managed a slight snmile
t hrough the tangle of wires around his nouth.

Hunter gave hima w nk and whi spered to himin a nock scol ding voice: "Behave
your sel f "

Chapter 5
The sun was just starting to come up when Hunter |eft the hospital

It had been dark and somewhat confusing when he rode into the place hours
before in the back of the police van, so the pilot was somewhat surprised to
find the hospital was so close to the city's docks. Now, as he wal ked out near
t he Toul ouse Street Wharf, he could snell the tantalizing aroma of New Ol eans
waki ng up. There was no shortage of eateries in the area, and the air was a

m xture of flapjacks, eggs on a grill, coffee and biscuits.

He knew he had to report to Jones as quickly as possible. But, judging by the
hectic night he'd just put in, he decided to allow hinself sone chow before
headi ng back to the New Ol eans airport to retrieve his F-16.

But as with so many of the things in his life, it was if he was gui ded by sone
i nvisible hand to the cafe he chose to breakfast in. It was a small joint that
hung out over the water, attached to the edge of an active pier. Inside there
were only a half dozen w ndow side tables and a counter with ten or so stools.
Hunter wal ked in and took a small w ndow table wthin | eaping di stance of the
door, hanging up his hat and M 16 in the process.

A pretty black waitress appeared, took his order for coffee and a plate of
fl apj acks and home fries, then di sappeared

back into the small kitchen. Hunter quickly surveyed the other clientele - two
hookers drinking tea at the far end of the counter, three sailors sobering up
at the far table, plus a couple of militianen nearby -and deci ded everyone was
general | y harnl ess.

H s meal arrived quickly and he inmrediately dug in. But three nouthfuls later,
he found his attention drawn away fromthe stack of jacks and glued onto a
| arge ship that was just entering the harbor

"What the hell is this?" he thought to himself through a gulp of coffee.

It was a luxury liner. Big, sleek and all white, it appeared to be flying a
hundred different flags. For the next ten mnutes he watched in suspicious
fascination as the ship was nudged into a nearby pier by a squad of tugboats.
Once it was cl ose enough, he noted the ship's decks were lined with a couple
hundred passengers. They all seened ani mated enough, as if they had actually
just returned froma pleasure cruise. He wouldn't have been surprised if he'd
seen themall start throwi ng confetti and streaners.

Hs waitress returned to fill his coffee cup and he took the opportunity to
poi nt out the newl y-arrived ship.

"What's with ' The Love Boat?'" he asked her

She took a quick look at the white ship, now al nbst conpletely settled into a
berth cl ose by and | aughed.

"Why that's the Big Easy Princess" she said, matter-of-factly. "Com ng back
fromanother 'Cruise to Nowhere,' | suspect.”



"It docks here regul arly?" Hunter asked.
"Sure does," she said. "Been doing so for about the past six nonths. It goes
out for about two weeks at a tine. Comes in, stays a few days, then heads back
out again."

Hunt er reached inside his shirt and cane up with two bags of real silver.

"Where's it go?" he asked her, pressing the noney into her hand. The savvy
waitress i medi ately knew that he had just paid about ten times too much for
t he meal

"Fromwhat | hear, it travels all over,"”
silver. "Sonetines Barbados, or Saint

she said, still clutching the bags of

Thomas or Saint Croix. Sonetimes all the way down to Col onbia."

A bell went off in Hunter's head.

"Any pl ace special in Col onbi a?" he asked.

Now she eyed hi m suspiciously. "Are you a cop?" she asked.

"No," he said, deftly produci ng another bag of silver. "Are you?"
She shook her head and smiled. "Can | sit for a minute?" she asked.

He reached over and pulled out the small table's other chair. "Be ny guest,"”
he sai d.

A half hour later, Hunter was pushing a baggage cart down the pier where the
[ uxury liner had docked.

He was dressed in a nondescript pair of denimcoveralls and a woolen cap -
both articles of clothing courtesy of the diner waitress. He took his place in
anongst the small arny of baggage handlers loitering around the ship's gangway
and pretended to snoke a cigar. Al the while he was taking in every detai
possi bl e about the Big Easy Princess.

This was no ordinary cruise liner. True, while its decks were lined with what

| ooked to be fairly ordi nary passengers and sonme soldiers, its fore and aft
sections boasted at | east a dozen gun nounts. Also its mast was bristling with
a forest of sophisticated radar hardware and, easily spotted by his

wel | -trained eye, a nunber of nissile guidance and tracki ng systens. He even
not ed unni st akabl e scrape marks al ong the port side of the ship which

i ndi cated that small boat |aunches - probably attack craft - were | owered and
rai sed regul arly.

He was sure there could be nuch nore evidence found inside the hull of the
boat, but Hunter had no plans to steal aboard to find it. He didn't have to.
He knew a drug-runni ng ship when he saw one .

Drugs were a nasty fact of life in New Order Anerica.

Just because the United Anerican Arny had defeated The Circle didn't nean that
crimnality had suddenly conme to a screeching halt across the continent. The
skies were just as dangerous to fly in and the roads just as treacherous to
nove on as before the final defeat of The Circle. And the fractured nation's
seem ngly endl ess cycle of drugs and nmoney kept spinning al ong.



When Jones and the United Americans set up their Reconstruction Government in
Washi ngton followi ng the war, not one of the top comand nen was | aboring
under any illusions. The continent was still a scattering of ever-changing

i ndependent countries, kingdons, cantons, shires, free states and territories.
Al the new government in WAshington could hope to do is solidify the
continental defenses to keep out foreign interference and to restore sone
senmbl ance of order to the larger cities east of the M ssissippi. These two
tasks al one were next to inpossible. So the | eaders in Washi ngton knew t hat
things |ike drug-running, gun-running, air piracy, slavery, forced
prostitution and so on would stay on the national |andscape for sone time to
cone.

Hunter realized this too, and it was not so much that the ship before himwas
nost likely loaded to the gills with drugs that had caused himto take to the
di sgui se and get a closer look. No - it was the route the boat had taken to
get those drugs that interested him

The waitress had told himshe'd met an unsavory character who had booked
passage on the Big Easy Princess just a nonth before. The nman had swaggered
into the diner just after disenbarking and bragged that he had enough cocai ne
to keep a small city high for a year. He clainmed that he had scored the stuff
in Colonbia, specifically in the port of Buenaventura, which was cl ose enough
to Medellin, still the recogni zed coke capital of the world.

What had Hunter's brain buzzing in all this was the fact that the man hadn't
bragged about picking up his illegal "Bogota-sugar" in the Col onbi an harbors
of Cartagena, or Santa Maria, or Riohacha. These port cities were |ocated on
t he Cari bbean coast of the South Anerican country.

Buenaventura, on the other hand, was | ocated on the
Paci fi c side.

What Hunter wanted to know was, assuning Peg's sonewhat fantastic tale of
entraprment and horror on the Canal was true, how the hell was the coke boat
able to make the passage through Panama wit hout so much as a scratch?

Chapter 6

It was dark and drizzling by the tine Hunter made it to the prearranged
rendezvous spot.

He had postponed his plans to return to Washington. A quick radio call to
Jones that norning had themin agreenent that there was still some nore
information to be had in New Ol eans. Now the sun had just set, and Hunter
found himsel f shivering slightly, out on the isolated swanpy bayou in the
chilly mst. He faced the north and waited.

Ten m nutes went by. Then he felt a fam liar vibration start at the back of
his neck and run down his spine. Hi s brain got the nessage on the
i nst ant aneous ricochet.

Of in the distance. GCetting closer. Two aircraft

He had never been able to come up with a better itemfor this sensation other
than sinmply calling it the feeling. It was many things and it was a solitary
thing. It was ESP. It was deja vu. It was Synchronicity - that state of

af fairs described as "meani ngful coincidences." He sinply knew things that he
had no | ogical reason for knowing. It was that feeling he got whenever he



clinmbed into his airplane and not so nmuch flewit as became a part of it. It
was al so the feeling he got when he knew that aircraft were approachi ng even
bef ore they showed up on any radar set. The feeling ... It had saved his life
nore tinmes than he could count. No one else had it-just him And not a day had
gone by when he didn't wonder why.

Cl oser now. About two clicks away .
He pushed up his coat collar again, and tried to w pe the

danpness fromthe bill of his baseball cap. He was gl ad he had taken the
precaution of wapping the M16 in plastic before setting out for this place.
The noi sture woul d have done a job on his tracer ammunition

They' re here

He strained both his eyes and ears and concentrated on the darkened skies to
the north. He heard them before he saw them The unm stakable whirring sound
of a chopper engine; the clean powerful whistling sound made only by the Cobra

The Cobra attack helicopter was a frightening piece of machinery.

Forty-eight feet long, fourteen feet high, the insect-like chopper could haul
ass at 175 nph. It carried a three-barreled 20-nm ML97 cannon in its nose
turret, and a variety of gun pods, rocket pods, missile |launchers and even
flame-throw ng equi pnent on its two side pylons. Yet even with all this
firepower, the Cobra could maneuver |ike a hunmm ngbird. Up, down, sideways,
backwards. All very quickly, and, fairly quietly.

Its very nane did it justice: long and thin with a |lethal snout. From Viet Nam
to Wrld War |11 to the post-war American battles, the Cobra had served well.
Just thinking about the chopper and what destruction it was capabl e of

del i vering-agai nst ground troops, tanks, gun enplacenents, ships -caused many
an eneny of Anmerica fits, if not nightmares.

And no one flew Cobras with nmore skill and daring than the fanmous Cobra
Brothers ..

A few seconds | ater he saw t hem

Still two blinking red lights way off in the distance, but undoubtedly the
peopl e he'd been waiting for. He hunched up his coat again and retrieved a
small flare fromone of its nmany pockets. A quick strike on the fuse and the
flare came alive with a brilliant red gl ow.

Two minutes later, the pair of two-seat helicopter gun-ships came in for a
perfect | anding on the soft, marshy field. Another two mnutes went by unti
bot h chopper rotors wound down. Then three nmen - a pair from Cobra Two and a
single from Cobra One - energed fromtheir cockpits and wal ked over to Hunter
who was waiting at the edge of the clearing.

"Hey Hawk, Baxter's all upset that he couldn't come along." The nman doing
the tal king was Captain Jesse Tyler, the comandi ng officer of the four-man
non-rel ated Cobra Brothers. His partner, the pilot of Cobra Two, was Captain /
Bobby Crockett. He and Tyl er had been friends and allies of Hunter ever since
before the first Battle of Football Cty. Both Texans, when Hunter first mnet
t he Cobras, they had been supporting thensel ves as free-lance gunshi p jockeys.
But since those first continental battles, the Cobras had been in the enpl oy
of the denocratic forces exclusively. Tyler and Crockett were joined on this



trip by Crockett's gunner, Lieutenant John "John-Boy" Hobbs.

"How was it that Bax stayed behind?" Hunter asked as he shook hands with al
three men. "

"He pulled the |low card," Crockett said. "Says you owe hima bottle of good
stuff when you get back . "

Hunter |aughed and said: "If we do the trick down here, and find out what we
need to know, 1'lIl gladly give hima Jug-"

Hobbs produced a thernos and soon all four of themwere drinking thick black
cof f ee.

"So what's the situation, Hawk?" Tyler asked. "Wt had to | eave pretty quick in
order to make our refueling connections and get down here in reasonable tine.
So Jones really didn't have nmuch time to fill us in . "

Hunt er shook his head. "As usual, it's conplicated,” he said. Then he quickly
told them an abbrevi ated versi on of Peg' s saga, adding in the assassination
attenpt and his own investigation of the cruise liner. It was this |last part
that found the Cobra team nobst surprised

"You mean we've been fighting our asses off up north and the fol ks down here
have been taking vacation crui ses?"

Tyl er said. Goddamm, we're in the wong line of work
"They' ve been taking cruises all right," Hunter said. "But not ordinary,
down- hone fol ks. Fromwhat | can see, the passengers on that boat are al npbst
all drug dealers. And |I'm not talking about the kind of guys who stand on
street corners and begin every conversation with: 'Psst, hey buddy

"So we're tal king about big-timers,"
who want nore millions . "

Tyler confirmed. "People with nmillions

"That's the animal ," Hunter confirnmed. "The passenger list is very exclusive,
and, I'msure, a ticket to Cokeville, Col onbia doesn't conme cheap."

Each man took a long swi g of coffee.

"But how in hell do they make the trip?" Crockett asked. "Either they're going
around South America the |long way or your old captain's been at sea too |ong

"Or they've been able to make a deal with the weirdos running the Canal,"
Hunter said, stating a third option. "And that's why | asked you boys to cone
down here tonight. |'ve scoped out a guy who can tell us everything we want to
know. It's just a question 'convincingl himto do it "

Tyl er drained his coffee and poured hinsel f another cup. "Vell, we're al
ears, Hawk," he said.

The plantation was |ocated right on the edge of the Segnette Bayou, about 15
mles south of the port of New Ol eans.

Earlier in the day, while he was still disguised as a baggage handl er, Hunter
had instinctively picked out one particular cruise |iner passenger. For
soon-t o- be-obvi ous reasons, the man would have been hard to m ss. Wen he
required no less than six taxis to transport himand his rather large retinue



of bodyguards away fromthe docks, Hunter tagged himas being one of the

bi ggest rollers to get off the ship. Qickly flagging down a taxi, the pilot
foll owed the suspect's convoy of cabs out of the city and into the Segnette
Bayou. After a 30-minute ride, the half dozen taxis

turned into the front gates of an enornous plantation. The place was conplete
wi th an aut hentic-1ooking antebel |l um mansi on, various farm buil di ngs, nany
acres of land and the mandatory scattering of honeysuckl e bushes and weepi ng
willowtrees.

Hunter told his driver to keep right on going past the front gate of the

pl antation. Eventually, they nade a U-turn and headed back to New Orleans. A
few bags of silver unloosened the lips of the driver on the return trip,

gi ving Hunter enough information to identify the bigshot passenger as one Jean
LaFeet, a wealthy ganbl er/snuggler/crimnal, who was well-known in New
Oleans. /

Atrip to the headquarters of the newy installed mlitary governor for

downt own New Ol eans told Hunter that La-Feet was suspected of everything from
mass nurder to kidnapping and selling young girls. It was runored that the man
kept as much as a quarter ton of cocaine on his own prem ses, just for

personal use, while dealing many nore thousands of pounds of the stuff on a
weekly basis. He was also widely known as a Crcle collaborator, and it was
said that nmore than a few Soviet and Cuban officers had passed through the
gates of his mansion before the | ast war.

The military governor told Hunter that it was just a matter of tine before he
and his mlitia noved in on LaFeet, but there were other nore pressing
concerns within his jurisdiction at the nmonment. Hunter told himhe understood
and, at that point, put in the call for the Cobra Brothers.

The W ngman had continued his research by spending the afternoon drinking in
some docksi de bars and carefully asking the right questions of the right
people for the right amount of silver. It never ceased to amaze himhow a

gl ass of whiskey and a few silver coins would get people talking and the
phenonenon was especially true in New Ol eans. He thought maybe that was one
of the reasons they called it the Big Easy.

Through several bottles of booze and a couple dozen games of pool, he |earned
that not only was LaFeet a ruthless nurderer, drug deal er and sexual deviate,
he al so surrounded hinself with a small arny of criminals and wackos

who shared his penchant for brutality, narcotics and underage sex objects.

Wth a track record like that, Hunter felt no compunction about taking on
LaFeet and his m nions.

It was just a few minutes before m dnight when the two Cobras began a hi gh and
wi de circling pattern over the plantation.

Hunter was in the gunner's seat of Cobra One, the seat |left vacated by Baxter
when he drew the I ow card. The fighter pilot was famliar with the two main

pi eces of hardware crammed into the cockpit. One was the Cobra's personally
designed early warning threat radar system One punch of the button and Hunter
knew that there were no anti-aircraft radar systenms keying in on the two
circling attack choppers. The second pi ece of equi pment consisted of two
triggers. One could unleash any one of the six TONm ssiles | ocked under the
Cobra's pylons; the other operated the fearsome M 97 cannon protruding from
the Cobra's chin.



Al so jamed inside the cranped cockpit with himwas a half-gallon jar of honey
whi ch he had bought in town and a fine-strand, but sturdy fisherman's net

The plan was sinple. Cobra Two woul d make sone noise to attract LaFeet's
henchnmen while Hunter and Tyler in Cobra One did the heavy lifting.

At the stroke of mdnight, Cobra Two went into its act. Wile the pilot
Crockett brought the gunship in | ow over the plantation's nansion, Hobbs
activated the chopper's awesone flame-thrower. The | ong stream of
kerosene-fueled fire lit up the dark surroundings like it was daylight.
Hobbs's target was a hay barn about 50 yards fromthe nmain house. Two passes
and the wooden structure was engulfed in flanes.

As predicted, the surprise attack brought LaFeet's nen running. To the man
they were amazed to see a Cobra gunship wheeling out over the swanps and
turning back toward them Arned with rifles, shotguns and only a few

dat ed Thonpson nmachi neguns, the 20 or so bodyguard: squeezed off a few token
rounds api ece and then sought the< nearest hiding place as the chopper roared
over head.

Hobbs unl eashed a TONnissile on the next pass, guiding it by way of his

Ni ght Scope gl asses to a priceless 193% Rolls Royce touring sedan that was
parked outside the mansion's el egant front entrance. The missile inpacted just
be hind the driver's seat, blow ng the expensive vehicle 15 fee into the air.
It came down in a shower of fiery pieces o netal

Only a handful of LaFeet's men dared to crawl out o their holes and take a few
shots at the Cobra as it roam over again, its powerful cannon bl azing away at
nothing in particular. Inside the nmansion, several sirens were going off and
LaFeet's collection of guard dogs - Dobermans and pi bull terriers nostly
-were barking up a storm Both Crockett and Hobbs noticed that |ights were
goi ng on and of inside the huge house in crazy, panicky patterns.

Whil e Cobra Two continued its 130-deci bel attack, Cobra One was being
relatively quiet in setting dowmn on the mansion's roof. A flat deck, used no
doubt by LaFeet and his friends to sunbathe and God "knows what el se, served
as a convenient |anding pad for the gunship. No sooner had Tyler put the
copter down when Hunter popped his canopy) and crawl ed out of the cockpit, his
flight hel met secured or his head, his trusty, tracer-filled M16 rifle up and
r eady

Li ke Hunter, Tyler was a man of gadgets. A lot of the functions on Cobra One
were automatic, controlled by powerful miniconmputer in the pilot's contro
panel . But a number of them such as the engine starter, the oil and fue

punps and, nost inportantly, the nose cannon, could al so be operated by renote
control. So before Tyler clinbed out with his own M 16 in hand, he punched a
pre-programred set of instructions into the ship's conputer. Then h< strapped
on a small control box to his belt and raised it! long thin antenna. Only then
did he join Hunter on the< roof.

They had to shout to one another, so |oud was the racket Cobra Two was naki ng
with its once-every-ten-second

strafing passes.

"How do you know that we'll be able to find this guy so easy?" Tyler yelled to
Hunt er.



"Don't worry," the fighter pilot hollered back. "I guarantee he'll be the only
one still left inside the house."

Tyl er shrugged and nodded. He was a good friend of Hunter and trusted himto
no end. They had been on many m ssions together, sone quite simlar to this
one. He never once doubted The Wngman's instinct, intuition, smarts, and just
plain guts and he wasn't going to start now.

They picked the lock that bolted the door to the deck and quietly crept inside
and down a set of stairs. This brought themto a third fl oor set of bedroons,
all of which were deserted. They noved down an ornate, curved staircase to the
second floor, their ears starting to hurt fromthe obnoxiously I oud,
never - endi ng siren bl asts.

Suddenly, from down the hall, Hunter heard a very nasty sound. Both he and
Tyler whirled around to see three attack dogs -a Doberman and two pit bulls -
headi ng strai ght for them

"Jesus Christ!" Tyler yelled out, at the same tinme squeezing off two | ong
bursts fromhis M16 at the dogs. He caught the Doberman in mid-|eap, the
force of the bullets slaming the mutt against the wall. The two pit bulls got
it fromground level, though it took about a dozen bullets each to knock them
down.

"Dam!" Tyler cursed. "I hate killing animals

Hunter | ooked at the three bl eeding carcasses and nodded. "Yeah, ne too," he
sai d.

They continued the search down the long hallway. At the end of the corridor
they saw a roomwith two | arge wooden doors, one of which was partially open
A stream of light was coming fromthe room

"I"ve got a feeling . Hunt er whi spered to Tyl er

The chopper pilot nodded and together they inched their way toward the
doorway. Al the while, the noise outside from Cobra Two's repeated attacks
had gotten even | ouder

Hunter was first to reach the open door and he carefully peeked through the
crack. Then he turned to Tyler and said

one word: "Bingo

One nore | ook, and then Hunter stepped back and suddenly kicked the door in.
Tyler was at first surprised at Hunter's quick action. But once he got inside
t he door, he instantly understood.

The roomwas a large "playpen." Fromits ceiling hung a variety of |eather
straps and chrome chai ns, nost of which ended in handcuffs of some kind. The
wal I's, too, were decorated w th hol di ng devices and manacl es, all used, no
doubt, in connection with weird sexual practices.

There was al so a scattering of liquor bottles and drug paraphernalia |ying
about, as well as several tables of uneaten or picked-over food. The floor was
covered with wonen's-or nore accurately - girls' underwear. Overall it |ooked
as though the place hadn't been cl eaned i n weeks.

But it was in the center of the room |ying propped up on a massive bed that
Tyl er got his biggest surprise.



There was a man on the bed, his face wearing a ghost-white mask of terror. But
he was no ordinary man. Tyler estimated that he wei ghed at |east 550 pounds.

"Jesus, is that hinP" Tyler asked Hunter

"It's him" Hunter said, walking over to the man and sticking his M 16 right
up to his nose. "Be hard to mistake this cupcake . "

Instantly, Tyler knew why Hunter had brought the fisherman's net al ong.

"Who . . . who are you?" LaFeet asked, trying to control his bladder as he sat
paral yzed at the sight of the two armed nen.

"None of your business, Tiny," Hunter told himharshly. "Now get up. You're
coming with us ..."

"\Wher e?" LaFeet asked, his voice barely above a terrorized whisper

"We're going for a ride," Hunter said, jabbing the man's chubby cheek with his
M 16 barrel. "Now, get the hell on your feet "

Wth great effort, LaFeet managed to roll over and off the bed. He was dressed
in what could only be described as a nu-nu, the front of which was covered
with stains from

dropped food and drink and who- knows-what el se.

"You got any wonen | ocked up around here?" Hunter asked himsharply. "Anyone
you' re hol ding against their wll?"

LaFeet was taken back by the question. "No ..." he said. "I just got back
t oday . "

"I'n other words, you haven't had time to round up -or should | say, kidnap
-anyone" Hunter grow ed at him

The man's face turned beet red. "Wo are you peopl e?" he whined, raising his
voi ce to be heard over the continuous racket outside.

"I said that was none of your business," Hunter shot back at him "Now start
wal ki ng . "

The man took a deep breath and | ooked as if he were about to cry. Just then
two of his bodyguards appeared at the door

"Boss!" one of themcried out, letting loose a wild barrage fromhis

sem -automatic rifle before Tyler put a burst into the man's shoul der

knocki ng himout. H s conpanion i medi ately dropped his own gun, ducked out of
t he doorway and was heard quickly retreating down the hall.

"Let's get the show on the road, Hawk," Tyler said. "Crockett and Hobbs can't
keep these cl owns occupi ed forever."

Hunt er shoved LaFeet hard on the shoul der and the big man reluctantly started
wal ki ng. Qut of the room down the hallway and up to the stairs to the third
floor, it was sl ow going because LaFeet was forced to stop every few steps and
take a few gulps of air. Meanwhile, Tyler had turned a switch on his

renot e-control box which sent a radio signal to the Cobra One's conputer
ordering it to start the chopper's engines.



"If everything's working right, we can take off in less than a mnute and
hal f," Tyler said checking his watch.

Once on the third floor, both Hunter and Tyler had to literally push the man's
substanti al backside up the narrow staircase leading to the sun deck. It was
the hardest either of them had worked in nonths.

"Jesus, | can see being overweight," Tyler draw ed. "But

this guy is ridicul ous

They finally made it to the roof, LaFeet exhaustedly dropping to his knees and
rolling over involuntarily. As prom sed, the rotor blades on Cobra One were
turning, its engine warmng up

"Cone on,'

Hunter said to Tyler, wiping his brow "Let's get himinto the net

Now LaFeet felt real terror strike his heart.

"You're not going to carry me with that thing, are you?" he screaned.
"You guessed it," Hunter said, retrieving the net and beginning to wap it
around the huge man. <?

"No! I won't let you!" LaFeet screamed. Then he started calling out the nanes
of his bodyguards, adding: "Help! Save ne!"

Hunt er reached inside his pocket and came up with a squirtgun. Wt hout
hesitation, he squeezed one long streaminto LaFeet's face. The nan went out
like a light.

"Chloroform" Hunter said to Tyler as they finally managed to wap the net
around LaFeet's anple frane. Then the pilot added: "Wat's the |ift capacity
of your bird?"

Tyler had to think a nonment; it was a rare occasion for himto lift anything.
"I"'mnot sure," he finally had to say.
"Enough to lift | ard-ass here?"

Tyl er | ooked at his chopper then back at the prisoner. "Well, | guess we're
going to find out," he said.

Chapter 7

It had stopped drizzling and the bayou air was heavy with swanp flies when the
two Cobra gunships returned to their original meeting place.

Cobra Two set down first, Crockett and Hobbs quickly | eaping out of their
cockpits to help secure the human bundl e swi nging fromthe bottom of Cobra
One. Once the fisherman's net was unhitched fromthe hovering chopper, Tyler
| anded the | ead ship and he and Hunter clinbed out.

LaFeet was conscious, having come out of his chloroformnap about halfway
through the 30-mnute flight. He was shaking with fear while the airnen
unw apped him certain that he was the target of a rather unorthodox
underwor | d rubout.



Actual ly, all Hunter wanted was information

"Ckay, we can make this sinple or we can make it conplicated,” Hunter said to
the man. "But either way, you're going to tell us what we want to know. "

They had secured the fat nan to the ground spread eagle, using utility cords
and part of the fisherman's net. His face was red and puffy, aftereffects for
t he chl orof orm shower Hunter had given him Hi s bizarre evening gown-1like
outfit was now further soiled with grease and oil and swanp nud. Yet he was
studying the face of each of them a very odd look in his eye.

"I won't tell you anything," he said suddenly, his voice shaky. "Wy shoul d
| ?"

Hunt er shook his head in disgust. "Now he decides to be a
hero," he said to the others.

LaFeet suddenly becanme enbol dened. "Heroi smhas nothing to do with it, M.
Hunter," he said in his odd, squeaky voice.

"Damm, he knows who you are . Tyl er said.

"I know who all of you are," the fat man said. "It took me a while, but now
I"msure. | finally get to neet Hawk Hunter. And the famous Cobra Brothers.
Your faces gave you away, gentlemen. And your flag-waving, idealistic,

| aw- abi di ng reputati ons precede you. And | know there isn't a chance in a
mllion that you would kill me. It's just not your style, as they say."

"I don't believe this," Crockett said. "This big slob is giving us a hard tine

LaFeet |aughed. "Do you really keep forgetting you' re such well-known heroes?"
the rotund crimnal asked nmockingly . "I'msurprised at you. Torture? A
burni ng stake perhaps? Ha! | know the worst you will do is turn ne over to the
proper authorities, and believe ne, 111 buy ny way out of that before you can
bat an eye."

"Maybe we can starve him" Hobbs offered.
"That woul d take too long," Crockett replied, swatting away a swanp fly.
"Let's face it: He knows we're' the good guys and that we won't grease him

under these circunstances."”

Tyl er | ooked at Hunter. "It seens |ike this poor excuse for a human bei ng has
us over a barrel."

Hunter, who had been quiet all during LaFeet's braggi ng, now stepped forward
again. In his hands was the half gallon jug of honey.

"Maybe, " he said. "Maybe not ..."
He unscrewed the honey jar lid and stuck his finger inside.

"Good batch,"” he said, licking off a portion of the sticky sweet stuff. "And |
have a feeling that our pal here isn't the only one hungry out in this swanmp .

To make his point, Hunter held up his honey-di pped finger and within seconds



it was covered with dozens of the pesky swanp flies.

LaFeet was the first one to make the connection. Suddenly his swagger vanished
and was replaced with his old friends, fear and groveling.

"You woul dn't ..." he whined.

Hunt er just nodded and poured out a heaping, dripping portion of the honey on
to the jar lid. He stepped closer and stood directly over the big nan.

"Tell us about your little cruise to Colonbia," Hunter snarled at him
"No . . ." LaFeet said. "Noway ... | can't . . . They'Il kill neif I tel
you how | got the . . . the stuff . . ."

"W don't give a damm about your nose candy," Hunter shot back. "How did you
get through the Canal ?"

LaFeet was nonentarily taken back by Hunter's question. But he quickly began
shaki ng hi s head.

"They'Il kill me if I tell you that, too," he said.

Hunter didn't want to beat around the bush any longer. It was hot and sticky
and very unconfortable out in the swanp, and the honey on his hand and in the
jar lid had attracted a swarm of the pain-in-the-ass "mggee" flies.

So he took the honey Iid and poured out a |ong stream of the sticky goo over
LaFeet's head. The big man had rather long hair and the honey quickly natted
it down.

"Jesus Christ! No!" he yelled. But it was too late. Wthin seconds, his face
was a mass of honey and swarnming flies.

"How did you get through the Canal ?" Hunter asked again, even nore harshly.

"I can't tell you .
everyone down .

LaFeet screamed. "They'll hunt me down. They hunt

Hunt er applied sonme nore honey to the nan's face and shoul ders. Anot her few
t housand flies i medi ately showed up

"Who's running the Canal these days?" Hunter pressed. "How cone that cruise
i ner got through?"

"God, man, this is inhuman!" LaFeet screamed as he involuntarily sucked the
bug- drenched honey into his nose and nouth. The man's face was now actual ly
hard to see with so many swanp flies and other assorted insects flying around
hi s head.

"So is nurder and selling under-age girls . " Hunter said as he dunped
anot her | oad of honey down the front of LaFeet's mu-nu. He and the other three
airmen then wal ked a few yards away and sat down to wait, playing their
utility flashlights on the tortured 550-pound nan.

"Look! Ants!" Hobbs called put, being the first to spot the dual stream of red
i nsects now crawing up LaFeet's legs and torso to catch the | ower drippings
of honey.

"Tal k, big boy!" Hunter yelled out, swatting a few ants away from hi nmsel f.



"No! | can't!" LaFeet screeched, spitting out globs of honey and insect-I|aced
sal i va.

"You wi || Hunt er count er ed.

Ten mnutes passed and it appeared as if every representative of the insect

ki ngdom was now either crawling on or orbiting around LaFeet's massive frane.
The man continued to yell and squeal like a pig. He repeatedly tried to break
free of his restraints, but to no avail. Another ten m nutes went by, Hunter
and the others calnmy drinking nore coffee as armes of flying and craw ing
things flocked to the honey-drenched big man.

Still, it wasn't until two |arge, nasty-Ilooking swanp snakes showed up, the
fat man finally broke down .

"Jesus Christ! Al right! /'//] talk!" he screanmed. "Just get rid of those
fucki ng snakes! | hate snakes!"

Hobbs accommopdat ed his request, picking off both snakes with two well -pl aced
shots fromhis Colt .45 automatic sidearm

Hunter got to his feet, brushed hinself off and wal ked over to the bound nan.
The honey jar was still open and ready.

"How did that cruise liner pass through the Canal ?" he asked LaFeet. "I hear
t he guys running things down there shoot first and ask questions |ater

"Not if you pay 'em stupid!" LaFeet screaned.

"Pay?" Hunter said. "You mean you can deal with then®"

"Not just anyone, flyboy," LaFeet answered, his mouth still sputtering bugs
and honey. "Arrangenents are made ahead of tinme. They're businessnmen. |f they
want to dea

with you, you pay thema toll. If they don't want to deal with you, or if you
just bust in there hal f-assed, you' re grease."

"How many of them are there?" Tyler asked, coming up to stand besi de Hunter

"How t he fuck would | know?" LaFeet shot back. "I didn't take a head count for
Christ's sake!"

Just because LaFeet decided to talk didn't nmean the insects had given up
getting di bs on the honey. |If anything, nore bugs were swarm ng around him He
| ooked so unconfortable it gave Hunter a slight case of the willies.

"Who are these guys down in the Canal ?" Hunter asked him "They're not your
bl ow buddies from The Circle . "

"No way," LaFeet answered. "These days The Circle couldn't run a sw mi ng
pool, never mind the fucking Panama Canal ."

"So, who are they?" Hunter asked himagain. "Local s? Mexi cans? M d- Aks?"

LaFeet even managed a sinister laugh at that one. "Yeah, right, Md-Aks," he
said. "I don't know who the hell they are ... But they sure ain't Md-Aks



"I think he's bullshitting us," Crockett said.

"I do, too," Hunter said, adding with feigned nonchal ance: "Lieutenant Hobbs,
could you pl ease go round up a snake?"

Hobbs, a country boy who knew his way around a swanp, imediately junped to
his feet and started | ooking in the underbrush

"Jesus! No!" LaFeet hollered. "I hate fucking snakes!"
"Then you better start naking some sense," Hunter told him

"What's the toll?" Tyler asked the man. "Guns? A slice of your drug haul ?
Grls?

LaFeet made a great effort to shake his head. "No, no . . . These guys really
don't give a damm about that kind of stuff. Al they want is one thing: gold."

Hunter was not totally surprised to hear that. Another piece of the puzzle had
just fallen into place.

The fighter pilot pressed in on LaFeet, standing over

him his boot on the nan's anple neck. "I'lIl ask you for the
last time: Who's in charge down there?"

"I don't fucking know" the fat man yelled, his eyelids now
partially clogged with a gl ob consisting of nore bugs than

honey. "The officers are foreigners

"Forei gners?" Hunter said. "You mean Russians?" "No, not Russians," LaFeet
said, letting out a long, slow

exhausted breath. He was caving in. "lI'mnot sure, but I

t hi nk they m ght be Gernans
Chapter 8
Hunter was back in DC | ess than two days |ater.

Before he left New Ol eans, he arranged to have LaFeet turned over to the
mlitary governor. Then he paid a visit to the hospital to see Captain Pegg.
Hunter was heartened to learn fromthe man's doctors that, although the old
buck was still in rough shape, he was getting better

Now, Hunter was in Jones' tenporary Washi ngton headquarters, which was | ocated
in the now nostly-deserted Pentagon buil ding.

"Dam, this is all we need," Jones said disgustedly as he listened to Hunter's
report on the situation in the Canal and who was running things down there.

Tyl er, Crockett and Hobbs were also in attendance, as was the usual group of
the United Anericans' top echelon: forner Thunderbird pilots, J. T. "Socket"
Tooney, the hipster of the bunch; Ben Wa, the Oriental fighter ace and M ke
Fitzgerald, the fighter pilot/soldier turned mllionaire-entrepreneur. Also
there was Captain "Crunch" O Malley and Captain Elvis O_ of the Ace Wecking



Conpany; Mjor Frost of the Free Canadi an Air Force; Mjor Douglas Shane of
the elite Football City Special Forces and Col onel Ken Stagg of the New York
Hercul es Heavy Air Lift Corporation - "New York Hercs" for short. Each man had
pl ayed a crucial part in the liberation of the eastern half of the country
fromthe Soviet-backed Crcle forces, and especially during the climactic
battl e for Washi ngton, DC

Still as Hunter | ooked around the roomat his friends and

allies, he couldn't help but feel a certain presence was m ssing: Captain John
"Bull" Dozer, the valiant |eader of the fambus US Marine "7th Cavalry," was no
longer with them The man had di ed bravely during a major battle between the
United Anericans and The Circle at the Washington Monunment. In his stead was
Dozer's | ongti ne second-i n-comuand, Captain Lanont Johnson. Known as "Catfish"
to his friends, Johnson was a nean-1|ooki ng six-foot-seven black man who once
pl ayed defensive end for the San D ego Chargers of the old NFL

"So what are our options?" Jones asked, throw ng out the question for
di scussion. "I nean, the good news is that the Canal is in working order. The
bad news is there's a bunch of hobnails running it."

"l don't think we have nore than one or two choices," Ben W said. "W
certainly can't do business with these Canal guys, not with the information we
have on them now. "

"Stonp 'em" J.T. kicked in, adjusting his ever-present sunglasses. "Lay an
air strike on the bastards . "

"W've got to know a | ot nore about them before we do that,"” Jones said,

slightly scolding the somewhat inpulsive fighter pilot.
"Sure do," Frost said. "An air strike mght knock out their operations for a
whil e, but that doesn't nean they're going to turn tail and run and never cone
back. "

"Also an air strike m ght danage the | ocks or the Canal itself," Stagg added.
"Then we'd be kicking our own ass."

"It seens to me that any airstrike would have to be foll owed up by some kind
of ground operation,” Catfish said. "I nean, not only do we have to grease
t hese guys, we also got to get control of the Canal."

"And learn how to work it," Frost said.

"Ckay, " Jones said, tapping his pen on the neeting table. "We're al ready
tal ki ng about a maj or operation here. Air strikes, a ground invasion, then
occupyi ng and operating the Canal ourselves. Those are all tall orders
"But they have to be done, Ceneral," Tyler said, speaking for the first tine.
"We can fly all the air convoys we want fromthe Wst Coast to the East, but
they' Il never be able to

nmove enough supplies for us to even consider a realistic reconstruction
program W need an open water route."

"What we need first is intelligence,” Hunter said. "What is their strength? In
men? In equi pnent? Do they have SAMs? Do they have aircraft?"

Crunch spoke up. "That's our departnent,"” he said, nodding to his partner
Elvis. "You all know one of our Phantons is nowin a recon node. It's high



time we flew down there anyhow. W can take nore pictures of that place in one
day than anyone has taken in a hundred years."

"That's true,"
ass- backwards type of opponent. They sound slick. Organized

Jones said. "But these guys don't strike ne as our usua

"Committed . . ." Hunter added. "Committed to a cause of some sort. They're
heavy into gold, but | also get the feeling that it's just the fuel for sone
kind of fire. Like a weird political type of thing."

"You mean like left-wi ngers? O right-w ngers?" Tyler asked.

"I mean like fanatics," Hunter answered. "It's just a hunch. But | saw those
guys who shot at Pegg crunch those cyani de capsules. Wll, let's face it,
that's fanatical behavior."

Everyone around the tabl e nodded al nost at once.

Hunter continued. "So, if we go flying around down there, believe ne, these

cats will catch on very quickly that sonething is up. And, |I'msure, just |ike
t hose guys greased thensel ves, the people in charge will do something
drastic."

"Well, damit, we're back at square one," JT snarl ed.

"Which is where we should be," Jones said authoritatively. "Qur successes in
t he past haven't cone because of any advantages in manpower or equi pnent.
They' ve come because we use our heads and think things out. No sense in
changi ng that now . "

Everyone took a swig of whatever they were drinking and stole a deep breath.
"Phase one is always gathering intelligence," Jones began again. "And in this
case, | agree, that recon overflights would be premature at this point. W' ve
got to get a man in on the ground down there and get the big picture."

"I"mgoing," Hunter said inrediately.

There was no need for discussion, no reason for argunent. It was a foregone
concl usi on; everyone in the roomknew that the dangerous job would fall to The
W ngman.

The only question Jones had was: "How?"

Hunt er shrugged. "If the Hercs can drop ne in," he said, making it up as he
went along. "I'Il snoop around. Wen |'ve seen enough, 1'Il call and someone
gets nme out."

"Feel like lugging a mni-camw th you?" Crunch asked. "It's a small one -hold
it in one hand. Lightweight. Good on batteries."

"That's a good idea," Jones said, naking a few notes. "I f think if you
could, getting good video would help us on this one . "

"Sure, why not?" Hunter said. He planned on traveling |light anyway. Carrying a
smal | camera woul d be no big deal

Jones cl osed his notebook, an indication that the neeting was over. "Wrk up
your plan, Hawk," he said. "Get together with your support guys. You and
will talk it over one nore time and then | suggest you junp off as soon as



possi ble."
Chapter 9

Ei ghteen hours later, Hunter was strapped into one of the jump seats in the
back of a Mew York Here C-130 cargo pl ane.

"About anot her hour, Mjor," one of the crewren called back to himfromthe
cockpit. "Holler if you need help suiting up."

Hunt er stood up and began the | ong process of getting ready to junp out of a
nmovi ng airplane. First he fastened on his main and auxiliary parachutes. Then
he checked his front and rear knapsacks - they contai ned everything from water
purification tablets to a small, hand-held SAM pistol of his own design. Next
cane his utility belt and hol ster, his N ghtScope goggles, his M16 and
finally, his flight helnet.

"Forty-five mnutes . came a call fromthe cockpit.

Hunter routinely rechecked his map, lining up the topography on the paper wth
the terrain outside the C-1SO s small w ndow. He was heartened to see that
they were right on course, a credit to the '130 pilot. The New York Hercs were
a great team-the best in cargo lift he'd ever seen. And they were, to a man,
just as conmtted to the causes of freedom and the reunification of Anerica as
Hunter or any of the other United Anericans. In other words, they were

his ki nd of people.

The trip down to Central America had been eventless. The Here took off from DC
at sunrise the norning after the planning session. Fighter escort was provided
by two Football City F-20 Tigersharks, hot-shit aircraft that were
legitimately the best in the world next to Hunter's own F-16XL. The snall
convoy stopped for refueling in Football City itself, then again in Dallas. In
addition, they all took on additional gas during a mid-air refueling session
over the Caribbean about an hour ago, courtesy of the Texas Air Force.

So now it was dark and they had just passed over the eastern coastline of what
used to be Costa Rica, but was now known sinply as Big Banana. Now for the
first time he could see Panama. Hi s designated drop zone was just over the
edge of the Msquito @ulf, about 10 mles fromthe "eastern” Atlantic-side
entrance to the Canal. Mre accurately, it was the northern entrance as the
Canal, as Panama itself, actually ran nmore north to south than east to west.
Furt her conplicating things was that due to Panama's crooked el bow shape, the
Pacific entrance was actually nore to the east than the Atlantic side.

But geography aside, Hunter planned to set down as close to the shoreline as
possi bl e, then hoof it to the Canal

Ti me passed. Hunter felt the C 130 start to descend slowy.
"Twenty mnutes, Major," the Here crewran call ed back

Hunter took a succession of deep breaths and rechecked his two parachute
harnesses. He decided to review his plan once again, but found his thoughts
drifting back to the night before, when he and nost of the United American
allies attended a football match at RFK Stadi um between a Football City
All-Star teamand a pro team from San Antoni o, Republic of Texas. It was one
of the first of many exhibition ganes that had been schedul ed around the
continent as another neans of solidifying and unifying the United American
cause.



The gane was a good one -the Texans won in OI, 48-46. Hunter and his friends
had had great seats, near the fifty yard line. But still, the pilot's nind
hadn't been on the gane for all four quarters.

He had sat beside Major Frost and after a few beers, the conversation cane
around to Dom ni que.

Hunter told the Canadian the latest on his beautiful girlfriend, how she had
somehow hooked on with a group of prom nent Canadi ans and was now on an
isolated retreat in the Canadi an Rockies. Al though Frost wasn't famliar with
the particul ar people Dom nique had fallen in with, he was aware of simlar
"human encounter"” groups that were springing up in Free Canada.

"Some of themare quite innocent,"” the Canadian had told him "They are little
nmore than social clubs. But others are quickly attaining cult status. Not
quite along the line of America's cults of the sixties and seventies, but not
that far away either "

"I"ve never really known Dominique to be a "joiner," " Hunter had told Frost.
He renenbered the worried ook that cane over the Canadian at that nonent.
"These groups apparently are especially attractive to people just like that,"
he had expl ai ned. "People who are isol ated. People who are having probl ens
adjusting to this crazy world . "

Hunter then posed a question he wi shed he hadn't. "Just what do these people
do on retreat?" he asked.

Again, Frost admitted he knew little about it all, but because Hunter was his
friend and he believed in telling it like it is, he told the fighter pil ot
that some of the groups practiced "open living."

"Fairly open sex, is a better termfor it," Frost explained. "All very safe,
of course. But it's an encouragement to share everything-apparently including
your bed -anytinme, wi th anyone you want "

It was those last three words that had stuck in Hunter's nmind. "Anyone you
want "

Hunter and Frost had finished the conversation with a handshake and a pronise
fromthe Canadian to | ook into

the particul ar group Dom ni que had j oi ned.

"Five mnutes, Mjor Hunter,
Hunter' s daydream

cane the call, effectively breaking into

He took a deep breath and rechecked all his equi pnent one nore tine, thankful
that he had sonething else to dwell on. He reached up to his left chest pocket
and felt the folds of the small U S. flag he always kept there. Wapped inside
the Stars and Stripes was a picture of Dom nique. He patted the bul ge three

ti mes; whenever he was about to enbark on a dangerous or critical nission, he
al ways took the time to concentrate on what the two itens in his pocket neant
to him They represented the two nost inportant loves in his life: his country
and his woman. Many times he had vowed to fight -to the death if necessary -
to protect either one, or both.

It was a vow he made once again



"One mnute, Major!" cane the cry fromthe crewmn. The Here crewran wal ked
back and hel ped Hunter hook up and nove to the junmp door, checking his
equi pnrent one | ast tine.

"Thirty seconds . call ed a voice over the nearby intercom

"All set, sir?" the crewman asked him

Hunt er nodded. "Ready as |'ll ever be," he said.

The intercomcrackled again: "Ten . . . nine . . . eight
"Cood luck, sir," the crewran told him

They shook hands, Hunter tapped his pocket once nore for luck, and on the
count of "three . . . two . . . one!" he stepped out of the C 130's door and
into the deep bl ack sky.

The air was hot and dry, but Hunter found the breeze at 6500 feet sonewhat
refreshing. His descent was intentionally leisurely - the nore time with which
he coul d scope out any and all possible landing sites. He retrieved his map
and using a penlight, checked it once again. It told himthat a

smal | clearing about a half nile froma cove | ooked to be an ideal |anding
spot. Flipping down his Ni ght Scope gl asses, he spotted the small field w thout
too much trouble. He instantly calculated his altitude and descent speed

agai nst the speed of the wind then pulled and tugged on his chute lines a half
dozen times, getting hinself into the proper alignnent to spiral down to his
desi gnated bul |'s-eye.

Pl anni ng, pl anni ng and nore pl anni ng

That's what nmade operations like this one work, Hunter thought as he slowy
drifted down past 5000 feet. Cover all the bases, check and recheck your
initial information, determ ne your alternatives, conmpute the risks and then
goto it

As Jones had said, that's what had made the United Anmericans so successful in
the past. No sense in changing it now.

As he passed 2500 feet, Hunter couldn't help but feel a rush of pride run

t hrough him There was no sense in denying that his input and actions were
responsi ble for a good part of the success of the Anmerican denocratic forces.
He knew when things got rough, people just naturally |ooked to himfor the
solutions. And why not? Just as the big fat slob LaFeet had said, Hunter was
famous -a well-known personality in the post-World War 111 |andscape. H s face
was as recogni zabl e overseas as in Arerica and the stories of his exploits -
nost of themtrue, a few of them exaggerated - were recounted all over the
worl d. He was as close to being a com c book super-hero as humanly possible
-and he knew that in tines of crisis, people seek heroes.

And now here he was, dropping in on a pitch black jungle forest to scope out
yet another eneny that threatened the stability of the still-fragile Anerican
continental unity. He already knew the script: he would | and safely, walk to
the Canal, get sone val uable video pictures, return to Washi ngton and plan the
operation which would punch out the clowns who were running things in the
Canal Zone these days. Then the critical water route would be open, the East
Coast would get its nuch needed supplies and the | ong-awaited Anerican
Reconstructi on coul d begin.



He hit the ground running several minutes later, circling down onto the
clearing with natural aerial aplonmb. He took a too-quick scan around and
started to gather up his chute.

Just another day at the office, he thought.

That's when he | ooked up and saw no | ess than a dozen M 16 barrels staring him
right in the face .

Chapter 10

Col onel Hanz Frankel took a handful of cool water and splashed it into his
face.

It was hot. Damm hot. Already 87 degrees and the sun had only been up for two
hour s.

"God, how | hate this weather," Frankel said to his aide-de-canp. "G ve ne the
cool ness of the Swabi anjura any day."

H s aide, a captain naned Rolfe, nodded as he too dipped his hands into the
bucket of ice water the two men were sharing. They were sitting on the porch
of a rundown villa, |ooking out on the tiny harbor which made up one side of
the small island called Las Perlas. To their backs, four mles away, was the
Pacific entrance to the Panama Canal. In front of them anchored about a half
mle offshore, were two ships: a small freighter flying North Korean col ors
and an ocean ferry sailing fromwhat used to be Tinor, now known as the Sunset
I slands. As many as a dozen smaller attack craft were buzzing around the two
ships. Al the while, a large, Italian-built attack cruiser of the

Venet o-cl ass was slowy noving back and forth near the entrance to the harbor
keepi ng a suspi ci ous eye on both vessels.

It was only recently that Frankel's conmanders had decided for himto set up
shop on the island, having outgrown their old "trap themin the Canal"
strategy. Now it was up to Frankel and his small arny of soldiers and sailors
to act as sentinels for the Canal entrance. He was the Hi gh Command' s

gat ekeeper, so to speak, - the one who deci ded what

shi ps coul d pass and what ships could not. And no matter what his decision, he
was backed up by the large battle cruiser prowing the sea | anes close to the
i sland, as well as the thousands of troops occupying the Canal itself.

Frankel and Rolfe watched as one of their attack craft sped to shore and tied
up at a nearby dock. An officer junped out of the boat and double-timed it up
to the villa. Qut of breath and sweating, the officer handed two documents to
Rol fe, saluted and ran back to his craft.

"The Koreans claimthey are carrying three tons of uncut poppy paste from
Burma," Rolfe said, reading the first docunment. "They' ve been out two weeks
and say they are heading for a processing plant in Cuba."

Frankel rubbed his eyes and splashed nore water on his face. H s heavy, bulky
uni form was causing himto chafe around the neck and shoul ders.

"I's their vessel arnmed?" he asked, dabbing his browwith a danp cloth.
Rol fe flipped over two pages in the docunent, which was actually a collection

of notes made by his nmen while interrogating the freighter's captain just
-m nutes before.



"Yes," Rolfe answered. "Two 20-millineter anti-aircraft guns fore and aft. Two
Chi nese anti-shipping mssile |launchers am dships."

"And they are carrying gold?" Frankel asked.

"Qur men saw at | east three hundred and fifty bags in the captain's safe,
sir," Rolfe replied.

Frankel pulled on his scruffy beard in thought.

"Al'l right," he said finally. "Confiscate one of the nissile |aunchers and
collect all the gold. Then let them pass. Next ..."

Rol fe turned to the other report. "Free-lancers out of the Sunset |slands," he
said. "Claimthey are on their way to San Juan to exchange femal e slaves for a
| oad of cocaine and mil k sugar "

"And there are wonen on board?" Frankel asked, raising his binoculars to get a
cl oser | ook at the ocean ferry.

"Qur men saw at |l east a hundred,"” Rolfe replied. "Mostly Oriental, but sone
whites."

" How 61 d?"

Rol fe flipped another page of the report. "Teenagers, young twenties, our men
estimate," he said.

Frankel shook off a thrill that involuntarily ran through him It was only
recently that he had partaken in the sex-with-teenage-girls fad that seened to
be sweeping the gl obe.

"It's a dangerous journey fromthe Sunsets to San Juan," he observed, stil
wat ching the flat, squat ferry. "Wat are they carrying for arns?"

Rol f e qui ck-studi ed each page of the report. "Qur nmen didn't find any |arge
weapons, " he concluded. "Just a couple fifty-caliber heavies, and a few RPGs."

Frankel snorted a sinister laugh. "Sailing across the Pacific w thout deck
weapons?" he said. "And heading for San Juan? | nust assunme these nen are
fools.”

"They are not carrying any gold either, my colonel"” Rolfe added, he, too,
fighting down a jolt of excitenent.

Frankel |owered his spygl asses and nopped his brow again. "Then they are
fools," he declared. "Or liars. Such people nust be nmade an exanpl e of

Rolfe waited a few nonents, then asked: "Your orders, Col onel ?"

Frankel closed his eyes in thought, then said: "Confiscate the femal es and
check the crew for gold fillings. Then you know what to do fromthere."

Rol fe coul dn't suppress giving his superior a salute. "Yes, my colonel," he
cried out, bursting with enthusiasm His day was made. "And, do you wish to
review the femal es personally?"

Frankel |eaned back in his chair, placing his high | eather boots up on the
villa's railing and putting a danp cloth across his forehead. He cl osed his
eyes and wi shed for just the slightest of breezes.



"OfF course, | do," he said nonchal antly.

Thirty mnutes later, the North Korean freighter raised its anchor and sail ed
toward the entrance to the canal, |ess one missile launcher and 350 bags of
gol d. After another

hal f hour, the ocean ferry was also permitted to sail out of the small
har bor-but only as far as the deep water.

"Are you in position?" Rolfe asked into the radio nicrophone, watching as the
ferry made for the open sea.

"We are,"” cane the reply fromthe second-in-command of the Italian attack
crui ser, which was now al so turning slowy out of the harbor entrance.

"Then do it," Rolfe said, his voice al nost giddy.

No sooner had he spoken when the cruiser opened up with its two |arge foredeck
guns. Two huge shells came crashing down close by the ferry's midsection
near - m sses but devastating neverthel ess.

"Fire again!" Rolfe ordered into the radio.

"Yes, sir," came the reply.

Three seconds | ater the big guns opened up again. This tine the shells ran
true. One smashed right into the fleeing vessel's wheel house, another caught
its bow.

"Once again!" Rolfe called out.

For a third time the big guns spoke, delivering two direct hits on the ferry's
m dshi ps. The vessel immedi ately capsized, its decks awash in fire and snoke.

"Cood work!" Rolfe called into the radio, his excitenent so acute he felt a
stream of warm body fluid run down his leg. "If you wi sh, you may close in on
t he wreckage and shoot any survivors . "

Chapter 11
"No way is this guy Hawk Hunter . . ." the soldier in the green canouflage
poncho said. "I have it on good authority that Hunter was killed over in Saud

Arabi a | ast year."
The man he was talking to, a jungle fighter named Dantini, shrugged.

"Hey, | heard the sane stories,"” Dantini said, working his way through the
noontime meal of corn mush and tomatoes. "But why would sone guy cone floating
down on our turf and claimhe was Hunter? He'd have to be a conplete idiot to
think he'd get away with it."

The man in the poncho, a |ieutenant named Burke, threw the remants of his
[ unch back into the canmpfire and wi ped his nouth with his sleeve.

"Well, how about those crazy bullshit stories he's been telling us, Mjor?"
Bur ke sai d.

"Li ke what?" Dantini asked, washing down his neal with a swig fromhis
cant een.



"Like the British actually stopped Lucifer's fleet at Suez? Wth just one
aircraft carrier?" Burke said in a sarcastic tone

Dantini stretched out and undid the | aces on his jungle boots. "He didn't say
they stopped the fleet with one aircraft carrier,” he told Burke. "He said
they fought a delaying action in Suez until help arrived . "

Bur ke | aughed. "Yeah, right," he said. "And if you believe that one, you nust
bel i eve that he and his boys kicked ass on The Circle, too."

Dantini reluctantly nodded. "Well, that one is a little hard to swallow " he
said. "But, look at it this way: How would we know either way? We've been down
in this Goddamm jungle for alnbpst two years straight. For all we know,
anyt hi ng coul d have happened up there . "

Bur ke shook his head in frustration. About a dozen other soldiers in the
100- man hel i copter assault conpany had finished their meal and had gat hered
around to listen in on the di scussion

"Look, Major," Burke said, leaning forward to make his point. "First, the guy
clainms he's the fampbus Hawk Hunter. Then he tells us that the Russians haul ed
all these SAMs into the Badl ands, but that he and his merry band beat them
anyway. Then, he says he and these Brits tow -tow.'-a. notherfucking aircraft
carrier across the Med and used it to beat Lucifer, who only raised the

| argest Goddamm arny on the gl obe.

"And then, he says he flew back, and he and his gang not only knock off The
Crcle, and The Fanmily, but they recapture all the territory east of the
M ssi ssi ppi, too?

"I mean, you've got to admit sir, that's really stretching it

Dantini was alnost too tired to play devil's advocate. He and the conpany had
been on the nove for two days straight and he was beat. He didn't want to get
i nvol ved in a prolonged di scussion with Burke, who, besides being an
exceptional fighter, was al so an expert debater

But they did have a prisoner on their hands and he was claimng to be the
famous Hawk Hunter. The man seenmed to be a straight shooter and didn't
hesitate a mcro-second in telling them about the supposed string of victories
he and his allies had pulled off against Lucifer, the Soviets and The Crcle.
Still, Dantini was skeptical, as would anyone who had been out of touch with
North America since right after the original Battle for Football City.

"COkay," he said to Burke. "Let's go at it from another angle. Do you know what
Hawk Hunter actually | ooks |ike?"

Burke had to think for a monent. "Just from photographs,”
"Newspaper pictures and so on."

he said finally.
Dantini turned around to the 25 or so troopers who were listening in. "Anyone
here ever see Hawk Hunter in the flesh?"

To a man, the troopers shook their heads.

"Well, 1 don't know what he |ooks like either," Dantini said. "Yet, that guy

was al nost certain that we'd recognize him | nean, if he's lying, he's dam
good at it."



"But, sir," Burke said, taking a different tack. "If those creeps down in the
Canal Zone wanted to keep tabs on us, say as part of sone really way-out plan
do you think it's beyond their abilities to plant soneone here who could claim
he was the fanpbus Hawk Hunter? | mean, just in the tine we' ve been fighting
them |ook at the resources they' ve cone up with. They're experts in psych-war
-as good as the Russians or even better."

Dantini rermoved his jungle hat and took another swig from his canteen. "But
turn that argunent around," he countered. "Why would they go through all the
troubl e of dropping soneone in here who just clained to be Hawk Hunter? They
must know that we'd be, at |east, suspicious, right? Do you think that they
think we're so dunb as to greet with open arns soneone inpersonating Hawk
Hunt er ?"

Burke had to shrug. "Well, that's a good point," he conceded. He thought a
m nute, then added: "So what you're saying, sir, is that the guy | ocked in
that tent over there is actually Hawk Hunter?"

Danti ni shook his head slowy and | ooked over at the sealed-up tent. "I just
don't know ..." he said finally.

Chapter 12

One thousand mles to the north, in the mdst of the Mexi can Yucat an
peni nsul a, anot her noon neal was ending.

But far fromcorn nmush and sun-dried tomatoes, the revelers were eating steak
and drinking exquisite Bulgarian wine. They sat at a finely set table,
conplete with linen cloth and napkins, finger bows, silver utensils and

gobl ets. Three | arge candel abras adorned the table for 20, although the sharp
Yucat an breeze nade it inmpossible for their wicks to stay lit.

This was not a typical setting for the men working nearby. The el aborate
arrangenents were set in place to honor a visit froman em ssary of the Hi gh
Commander. Work at the renmote Yucatan site -a collection of ancient Mayan
ruins called Chichen Itza-had been proceedi ng ahead of schedul e and reaping
benefits beyond anyone's expectations. Thus the visit fromone of the High
Commander' s nen.

"It gets this hot everyday?" the em ssary, Adol ph Udet, asked, downing a
mout hful of steak with a half a glass of w ne.

"Yes, nmy general," the new y-appointed man in charge of the site work, a
col onel nanmed Krupp, responded. "Qur heat peaks around m d-afternoon. The
ni ghts are pleasantly cool, though |I can assure you ..."

Udet wi ped his nouth and pushed his enpty plate away fromhim "Well, 1"l
take your word for it, Colonel," he said, barely suppressing a burp. "I nust
| eave wel | before sundown."

Krupp wasn't surprised to hear that; this area of the Yucatan peninsula sinmly
wasn't safe after sundown. Krupp | ooked down the Iength of the table at his
staff - captains and majors, young nen all. And a gl ance around the clearing,
whi ch sat in the shadow of Chichen Itza's |argest excavated pyram d, reassured
himthat nore than 100 of his best troopers were on guard duty at the nonent.
What bot hered hi mwas that he had to double that nunber when night fel

"Afine feed," Udet said, lighting his pipe, "in a very adventurous setting."

He turned and checked to see that his own entourage of guards -three squads of



bl ack-shirted special forces troops -was still close by. Only that the

nmyst eri ous H gh Commander, a nman Udet had never actually met, ordered hi m had
he dared to chopper into this renote hell hole to recognize the work of a

| ow | evel officer such as Krupp

But even a callous officer such as Udet had to adnit that Krupp had taken over
this command under very difficult and nysterious circunstances. One nonth
before, the original commander of this co-called "recovery" mssion, a veteran
i eutenant general naned Hei nke, had sinply disappeared - vani shed at dusk one
ni ght while wal king his perimeter. H s aide-de-canp and several other officers
swear that the man was there one nonment and gone the next. Intensive searches
found not hi ng. By design Krupp, who was Hei nke's second-in-comand, was wel |
school ed in Mayan archaeol ogy. He was naned commander of the mission three
days | ater.

But there was a limt to everything including the heaping of praise. Udet
nodded to one of his aides, who in turn ran back and spoke to the pilots of
the three H nd helicopters that were waiting nearby. Seconds |ater, the whine
of the chopper's electrostatic starters began to perneate the air. Krupp had
been congratul ated enough. The visit was rap-

idly drawing to a cl ose.

"Qur |leader is well pleased with you and your nmen's work," Udet said, reciting
the words froma small card provided to himby yet another aide. "Your

di scoveries here were well beyond what was expected of you, especially under
your somewhat unusual circunstances. Through your efforts, our cause will be
much enriched. "

Krupp bowed his head gracefully. He knew the short speech was prepared well in
advance and nost of it given to any nunber of successful commanders out in the
field such as he. Still, it never hurt to receive accol ades - stale as they

may be -froma man “so close to the H gh Conmander

"I thank you and ny nen thank you," Krupp said, reciting a short speech of his
own. "Even in these | ess-than-ideal conditions, our efforts and work bring us
great pleasure, as we know the H gh Commander and our people will benefit. As

al ways, you honor us with your presence.”

On cue, the officers seated at the table broke into a brief round of appl ause.
The neeting over, Udet stood and gave a wooden wave to the officers. As one,
Krupp's staff stood and snapped to attention. One long salute from Udet and
then the man turned on his hob-nail ed heel and made for his Hi nd helicopter
his small arny of bodyguards surrounding himin a human phal anx.

As he watched the chopper's blades start to whirl and half of Udet's speci al
forces troops squeeze into the big Soviet-built chopper, Krupp felt a tug on
his elbow. It was one of Udet's entourage, a man naned Strauberg.

"You have the summary list?" he asked sternly.

At that noment, Udet's helicopter lifted off and headed south back towards
Panama. From then on, Krupp knew the formalities of the visit had ended.

"Yes, | do," he answered.
"And the shipment? It is ready?" Strauberg asked inpatiently.

"Again, yes" Krupp said. "Do you plan to take it with you now?"



Strauberg, a small unpleasant man, screwed up his face

until it was rat-like. "OF course!” he hissed. "After all, that was the
pur pose of our trip here.”

Krupp knew that Strauberg had intentionally | aunched the verbal jab at him The
little man had "the fever" -mlitary protocol neant nothing to him

Thirty mnutes later, Krupp's nen conpleted |oading a half dozen wooden crates
onto one of the two remaining Hinds. Inside the hold of the copter, Strauberg
was taking a frenzied inventory.

"Ei ghteen bars, four chalices, four plates and a necklace neasuring two feet
in length," he said, ticking off the itens before himand checking them

agai nst Krupp's sunmary list. "Three hundred and fifty coins and one
statuette. It is all here . "

Standi ng beside the ratty little man of undeterm ned rank, Krupp breathed a
sigh of relief. He couldn't imagi ne what woul d happen to hi mshould any of the
pi eces be m ssing.

"That's nearly a nonth's work," he told Strauberg. "I hope it is handled with
care."

Strauberg's little face turned red with anger. "Are you suggesting that |
woul d actually mistreat this shipnment?" he asked defiantly.

"Not at all," Krupp said quickly. "I beg your pardon if you m sunderstood ne .
Strauberg | ooked at Krupp with a rmurderous gleamin his eye. "Is the wonan
still reluctant in cooperating?" he asked Krupp, changing the subject
sonewhat .

"Yes, she is," Krupp answered. "And she is increasingly growi ng weak fromthe
repeated injections.”
"Just keep her breathing," Strauberg said. "W have only a few nore sites to
go. Then, she can be di sposed of."

Now it was Krupp's eyes that grew narrow with anger. He believed that little
nore than a piece of cheese and a strong nmetal spring would be needed to
di spose of the disgusting little man before him

Strauberg folded the summary list and tucked it inside

his shirt, then signaled the Hnd's pilot to start his engines. Krupp could
tell that Strauberg hadn't bathed in a long tine, a situation excusable if the
man were actually out in the field Iike Krupp and his troops. But Strauberg's
downright snelly denmeanor was a di sgrace especially because the man was
assigned to confortable and cl ean | odgi ng back in Panama City.

It was another synmptom of the fever, Krupp thought. Strauberg had forsaken a
bar of soap for a bar of gold

Chapter 13

Hunter carefully renoved the splinter fromthe back of his hand and w shed his
stomach woul d stop grow i ng.



He was mad at hinself for being so foolish, so cocky. The snugness that he
treated hinmself to during his parachute descent was qui ckly cured when he
dropped right into the hands of the helicopter troops. But when his recounting
of the recent events in continental North America was nmet with only bl ank
stares and even a few derisive |aughs, he knew it was Fate puni shing himfor
letting his ego inflate so -albeit for a short tine.

Now he was sitting on the thick branch of a huge, rickety jungle tree of sone
ki nd, picking splinters out of his hands and el bows and keeping an eye on the
chopper force's canpground at the sane time. Escaping fromthe seal ed-of f tent
had been easy. dinbing the tall tree nearby had been nore difficult. It was
dried out and dying and sone of its branches tended to disintegrate under his
wei ght as he scanpered up. But it gave hima great vantage point of his
woul d- be captors, people he didn't exactly consider his enem es.

What fascinated himnost about the chopper troops was their equipnent.

From his perch, Hunter counted nine large helicopters in the clearing, with
several nore, smaller rotary aircraft in a gully about a quarter nile beyond.
O the nine big ones near him five were CH 47 Chi nooks, venerabl e choppers
that had been around since the 1950s. Sonetines descri bed

as a "flying sausage," the Chinook enployed two |large front and rear rotors
and in sone |ater nodels, turbo-jet engines, to lift its long, tube-like
frame. The Chi nook had many uses: it could carry up to 44 troops and therefore
could be enpl oyed as an assault aircraft. It could carry nmore than 10 tons of
equi prent, due to its powerful engines, and so had a history as a resupply
aircraft. And it was a rugged bird, able to take a | ot of abuse from weat her

wi nd and salt water spray, so it had been enployed for years by the US Marines
aboard their anphibi ous assault ships.

But this was the first time Hunter had ever seen Chinooks outfitted as
gunshi ps.

He did a double take when he first noticed the gun nuzzles protruding from
both sides of the Chinooks. Yet close inspection confirmed that the chopper
troops had outrigged both sides of their CH 47s with heavy guns - everything
from.50-caliber machine guns to what | ooked to Hunter to be snall howtzers.
They had al so installed guns in the nose, belly and rear of the Chinooks.

"Mni-Flying Fortresses,"” was the termthat first cane to Hunter's m nd
t hi nki ng back to the fampus, gun-studded B-17 bombers of World War |1

But if some ingenuity had been used in outfitting the Chinooks, then a touch
of mad scientist had been applied to the two CH 54 Skycranes in the chopper
team s possession

The Skycrane was aptly ni cknamed. Wen unl oaded, the bird | ooked like a |arge
chopper that had sonehow lost its nmid-section. In reality, the aircraft was
simply an engine and tail rotor connected to a cockpit. Wth this "skeletal
form' and its four, w de-out wheel assenblies, the chopper had a definite

gi ant bug-I1ike appearance. The beauty of the Skycrane was that it could lift
just about anything-20 tons worth-that fit inside or underneath its "m ssing
space." Cargo containers, fuel bladders, trucks, jeeps, even other

hel i copters, the Skycrane could pick themup and set them down better than
anything flying in the Free Wrld.

It al so came equi pped with a "purpose-desi gned container," a box about the
size of a small railroad car that could fit snugly into the 'Crane's lift and



carry area. From

hi s vantage point, Hunter could see that the chopper team had |ined up six of
these PDCs al ongside their landing area. It appeared as if each one had a
separate purpose. One was cut through with gun ports, another appeared to be a
m ssile launching platform Still another |ooked like it was used for carrying
troops, and a fourth was outfitted with various radar, infrared and, so it
appeared, AM FM radi o broadcasti ng antennas. The two renai ni ng PDCs were
heavi |y canoufl aged and fairly hidden away, so he couldn't determ ne their
specifics. But his intuition told himthey | eaned to the nore outrageous

duti es.

Roundi ng out the team of nine big choppers were two, French-built Aerospatiale
Super Frelon naval helicopters. About the sane size and shape as a CH 53 Sea
Stallion, the Super Frelons had been used by the French Navy for years as
antisubmarine aircraft. In addition to its |Iong range and record of

durability, the Super Frelons also carried a nasty sting: nany were able to
carry and |l aunch the much-dreaded Exocet antishipping mssile. And sure
enough, Hunter could see two Exocets hangi ng underneath both of the Frelons in
front of him

It took hima few mnutes to process all this information. He couldn't help

t hi nki ng just what the Cobra Brothers would have thought about all this
chopper madness. Still he had come to a reasonabl e concl usion: Despite his
rude greeting and capture, he had to admit that he Iiked the chopper troops
style. They had obvi ously cone upon the nostly cargo-carrying fleet of

hel i copters and had adapted themnicely for attack duties. This showed Hunter
a great amount of initiative, a talent not usually found anbng the scunbucket
arm es of the crazy New Order world.

But just how the chopper teamused all their firepower was another question
entirely. And Hunter's gut reaction told himthat he'd better find out.

Li eutenant Burke | ed the six-man search team back into canp, hot, sweaty and
exhaust ed.

Burke told his troops to stand down and get sonething to

eat. It would be dark soon and he was sure Major Dantini would want to
di spatch yet another search party to | ook for the escaped prisoner

Bur ke unstrapped his pack and rifle and went to Dantini's comrand tent, where
he found the officer poring over maps of the Canal Zone as usual

"Any sign of hinP" Dantini asked his junior officer. The dejected | ook on
Burke's face al ready provided the answer.

"Not hi ng," Burke confirned. "It's like the guy just disappeared

Danti ni shook his head and took a sip fromthe glass of tequila in front of
hi m

"Jesus, the guy sonehow gets out of a sealed-up tent in record tinme, then
nmelts into the jungle |like he was The Phantom or someone,"” he said, feeling
the wel cone sting of the hard |iquor going down his throat. "Muybe he was Hawk
Hunt er "

Bur ke sat down on the tent's cot and rubbed his tired eyes. "I'Il organize a
night patrol," he said wearily. "W'Il|l sweep the ridges up north again, then
doubl e back al ong the beach." -



"That won't be necessary," a third voice said suddenly.

Bur ke | ooked up to see a man standi ng behind Dantini, pointing a gun in the
general direction of the major's head.

It was the escaped prisoner

"How . . . howthe hell did you get in here?" Burke blurted out. It was as if
the man had sinply materialized out of thin air.

"Trick of the trade," Hunter said, |lowering the gun slightly, causing Dantin
to breathe a sigh of relief.

For an instant, Burke w shed he had carried his own gun into the tent with
him But in his next thought, he doubted whether he woul d have actually used
it on the prisoner.

"What do you want?" Dantini asked, still not daring to turn around.
"I want to get down to the facts,” Hunter answered quickly. "I don't believe
we're enem es. So, | suggest we just call a two-minute truce here and tal k.

Ckay ?"

Dantini thought it over and eyed Burke. They both nodded in agreenment. Wth
that, Hunter wal ked out from behind Dantini and stood -between them

"What will it take for ne to convince you guys that | amwho | say | an?" he
asked them a slight hint of exasperation in his voice. "I mean, | really am
Maj or Hawk Hunter, fornerly of the US Air Force; fornerly of the
Thunder-birds. More recently |I've flown for the Pacific Anerican Air Corps and
now the United American Air Force . "

Danti ni managed to take another gulp of his tequila. "Ckay, let's say you are
Hawk Hunter," he said. "\Wat are you doing here, dropping in on a bunch of
chopper dinks |ike us?"

"I had no idea you guys were down here?" Hunter said in all honesty, again
feeling the pang of his own nmisjudgnent in selecting a | anding zone. "I was
dropping in to do sone recon on the people who are now running the Canal ."

Dantini's left eyebrow i mediately went up in a sign of interest.
"You're here to spy on The Cross?" he asked.
"Cross?" Hunter asked. "lIs that the name of the gang occupying the canal ?"

Danti ni grew suspi ci ous once again. "Yeah, 'The Twisted Cross,' to be exact,"
he said, his eyes narrowing. "It would seemthat soneone |ike Hawk Hunter
woul d know t hat "

Hunter had to agree. "You got ne there," he said, managing a grin. "But
believe nme, just like you guys ain't exactly up on what's going on in North
America, we're in the dark as to what the hell is going on down here. It isn't
as if you can just pick up a newspaper these days."

"And they sent you down here to find out?" Burke asked skeptically. "Seens
like a lousy job for a big shot |ike yourself "

Hunter grew a bit angry at the man. "Well, now | see you guys are out of



touch,” he said. "In ny organization - the United American Army-there are no
"big shots.' Everyone pitches in. Everyone has input, whether he's a riflenman
or a general or the guy who cleans the pots. Sure, there are officers and
there are enlisted nen. But rank isn't an excuse to turn down a m ssion

"I was chosen for this recon because |'mpretty good at sneaking in and out.
Si npl e as that "

Dantini | aughed. "Well, judging by the way you dropped in on us, | think you
should do a little nmore work on the 'sneaking in' part.”

"Ckay," Hunter said smartly. "And soneday, 1'Il tell you how | got into your
t ent "
The conment zapped both men. It still appeared to both of themthat Hunter

used other-worldly neans to appear in the tent.

"Besides," he continued, "lI'd like to think that nmy dropping in on you was
actually a good omen. A meani ngful coincidence ..."

"How so?" Dantini asked.

Hunt er shrugged. "I think we can work together," he answered. "It doesn't take
a genius to figure out you guys are going up against this Twi sted Cross gang.
Wll, so aml. And, if the info |l bring back with me warrants it, and |I'm sure
it will, the entire resources of the United Anerican Arnmy will be up against
them too. "

"Now this is sounding serious,"” Dantini said.
"It is serious,” Hunter replied. He then took the next five mnutes telling
the two men about his encounter with Captain Pegg, the assassination attenpt
on the old man and their interrogation of Jean LaFeet, the world's biggest
slime-ball.

"You guys are obviously North Anericans,"” Hunter concluded. "You've got to
appreciate the fact that the Canal has to be in friendly hands for us to keep
the continent together, and keep the frigging Sovs and their shithead allies
out "

Dantini rubbed his three-day grow h of beard.

"Well, our goals aren't as lofty," he said. "I nean, we're just hired help
down here.”

"Hired by whon®?" Hunter asked.

"A bunch of |ocal | andowners and busi ness nen, both here in Panama and in Big
Banana," Dantini said, pouring out another glass of tequila for hinmself. "Let
me start at the beginning. Most of us are ex-US military - sone of us are
Arny, sone Marines. W were doing duty in the Canal

Zone when the Big War broke out. Like a lot people, we were stranded for a
whi l e, then, when the New Order went down, we just didn't feel right,
returning to Anerica.

"W had three choppers, so we started hiring out as a | and convoy protection
service. Down here the birds conme in handy when the guys driving the convoy

trucks have no idea what's around the next bend. W nmade sone noney, bought

new equi prrent, bought nore choppers and expanded the business.



"Then about two years ago, the Cross started showi ng up around the Canal Zone.
They hired some Col onbi an gangs, outfitted themas mlitary units and ki cked
ass on the various local armes that were 'based al ong the Canal "

"So The Twisted Cross didn't do much of the fighting themsel ves?" Hunter
asked.

"That's right," Burke answered him "They had the Col onbians do their dirty
work for them But, get this: as soon as the Canal was in their hands, they
turned around and nmassacred their hired hands. Killed about twenty five
hundred Col onbi an meres, just like that . . ."

"These guys play rough,"” Hunter said in classic understatenent.

"So did the Col ombians, up to that point anyway," Dantini said. "But after
t hey greased those neres, no one, anywhere in the area, wanted to fuck around
with The Cross."

Hunt er nodded. He had heard it all before. "They were sending a nessage," he
sai d.

Bot h Dantini and Burke agreed. "And it was received down here, |oud and
clear," Dantini said.

Hunter took a few nmoments to let it all sink in. The stories of brutality of
The Cross by Pegg and now by the chopper team matched up

"But you guys have gone up against The Cross, right?" Hunter asked.

"Yeah, that's what the locals hired us to do," Dantini confirned. "But we're
just in the beginning stages of sonething that will take a few years at | east.
Frankly, we're just harassing themnow Hit and run stuff. W hit them then
we nove. They look for us and we hide fromthem When the

snoke clears, we establish a new base and hit them again."

"It's a vicious cycle," Burke |aughed.

"And only sporadically effective," Dantini added.

Hunter was just about to say something when he felt a tingling sensation run
down hi s spine.

"Dam, " he whi spered. "And you guys don't have any SAMs, do you?"

Bot h Dantini and Burke were mystified. "What the hell are you tal king about ?"
Danti ni asked him

But Hunter didn't hear him H s equipnment, captured when he bl undered down
into the chopper team s territory, was stacked near the entrance to Dantini's
tent. He quickly scooped up one of his knapsacks and was al ready out of the
tent and in the center of the chopper teaml s canpground. Dantini and Burke
qui ckly ran up behi nd hi m

"Aircraft comng!" Hunter said, facing the south. "Four of them. . . Get your
people into shelters, now W've got about five mnutes ..."

Dantini scanned the sky in every direction. "I don't see or hear anything," he
sai d cautiously.



"Trust ne," Hunter yelled over his, shoulder as he sprinted over to one of the
team s choppers.

Chapter 14

Maj or Jann Hoxter, flight |eader for the four F-4 Phantons, put his airplane
into a scream ng dive

Directly ahead of himwas the clearing near the beach where a TV-canera

equi pped recon drone had spotted suspected eneny activity earlier in the day.
Careful analysis of the drone's information confirnmed that the area was being
used by the band of helicopter mercenaries that had been harassing The Tw sted
Cross for sone tine.

Fi ndi ng the eneny chopper unit had been nearly inpossible - until now The
exorbitant price paid to a South African arns dealer for the ultra-high tech
vi deo drone was now | ooking |ike a very good deal indeed. Apparently it had
been able to acconplish in two days what the Cross's own intelligence
operatives had been trying to do for nearly 18 nonths

No sooner had the information fromthe drone been processed when Hoxter's
superiors ordered an imedi ate air strike on the eneny canp. Mlitary
sensibilities would have called for dropping anti-personnel bonbs on the
chopper base, followed up by barrages of air-to-surface mssiles. But in this
case, the sensibilities were overridden from above. A message had to be sent.
Therefore, the canisters slung under the wi ngs of Hoxter's flight were filled
wi th hundreds of gallons of napalm the jellied gasoline cocktail that was a
favorite signature of the H gh Command of The Twi sted Cross.

While his three charges circled above, Hoxter rolled in on

t he suspected target, intending to make one, fast sweep of the area. Hs
prestrike orders were to absolutely confirmeneny troops and equi pnent in the
target zone before bonbi ng-napal mdidn't come easy or cheap these days and
there was no sense wasting it if the eneny troops were no | onger around.

Hoxter's hopes rose when he spotted a line of tents at the edge of the
clearing, and next to them two |arge Chinook helicopters. Oddly, the place

| ooked deserted - alnost as if the enenmy troops knew the air strike was

com ng. This bothered Hoxter as he yanked back on his control stick and gai ned
some altitude. His preflight briefing officers had assured himthat the eneny
didn't have any kind of early warning radar system Nor did they have any
SAMs.

Rejoining the three other F-4s, they inmediately circled the target once nore,
then split into pairs. Hoxter and his w ngman, Frugal, would go in first

"Hang on, Lieutenant," Hoxter called back to his rear-seat weapons officer, a
man named M nz, as he again put the green-canouflaged F-4 into a dive. He
lined up the crosshairs of his jet's Head's Up-Display with the row of tents
in the clearing, intent on dropping the first of his two napal mcanisters onto
t he bi vouac.

"Steady,"” he whispered to hinself, his finger twitching on the weapons rel ease
button. Already he could envision the line of tents bei ng washed over by a
tidal wave of sticky blue flame so intense, it would instantly incinerate
anyone hiding inside. The imolation would be the first giant step in
elimnating the pesky helicopter troops



Lower and | ower he went, the F-4 bucking like a bronco in the nurky air just
above the dense jungle. "Steady," he whispered once again. In his nind s eye
he coul d already see the flames leaping up fromthe target, the choking bl ack
snoke, the victims engulfed in the napal mrunning in panic seconds before they
di ed.

"Al'l for the cause," he thought. "All for our glorious |eader

He reached his release altitude, took a deep breath and started to squeeze the
trigger.

But suddenly he heard a | oud crash! directly behind him At the sane instant,
his rear seat officer cried out in pain.

Hoxter imredi ately pulled up and out of the dive, twisting in his seat to | ook
back at Mnz. He was stunned to see that the rear part of the two-piece canopy
had been bl own away and that M nz was practically headl ess.

"What is this!" he cried out as his section of the cockpit rapidly
deconpressed. Incredibly, it appeared as if someone had hit themwith a small,
but extremely accurate, SAM

It was too late for Hoxter to call off his wingman Frugal fromhis attack run
The pilot watched as the second-in-line F-4 cane in |ow and sl ow over the
target area. Suddenly Hoxter detected a flash coming frombehind a line of
trees. An instant later, Frugal's F-4 went up in a ball of fire. It hit the
ground si deways, the flam ng weckage cartwheeling through the clearing and
out onto the beach. It had happened so incredibly fast! Another small
antiaircraft mssile had made a direct hit on Frugal's dooned Phantom

Hoxt er was confused and on the verge of panic. The last thing he had expected
fromthe bonbing m ssion was accurate and effective groundfire. Soneone had
screwed up badly; soneone in the H gh Cormand woul d be puni shed. But the
flight | eader faced nore i mredi ate problens. The damage to his own jet was
already affecting his flight controls. He knew he had to get back to his base
-and fast. Still, he twisted his jet up and over the line of trees where the
flash had cone from and was astoni shed to see a Chinook helicopter hovering
not nmore than 20 feet off the ground. He knew in an instant the small SAMs had
been fired fromthe Chinook.

Meanwhil e the I ead ship pilot of the second pair of F-4s had w tnessed what
had happened and had al so spotted the Chi nook

"How can someone shoot so well?" this pilot radi oed over to Hoxter

But the flight |eader had no answer. He briefly considered rolling in on the
Chi nook, but quickly deci ded against it. The suddenly death of W50 M nz and
t he downi ng of Frugal's F-4 had spooked him

"Shall we go after the helicopter?" the other F-4 pilot asked himover the
radi o.

"No . . ." Hoxter answered quickly, trying not to | et the panic cone through
in his voice. "Abort the mission. Return to base imediately . "

"Good God, how did you learn to shoot |ike that?"
Dantini and Burke were sinply amazed. They had joined Hunter in the Chinook

seconds after he had correctly predicted that an air strike was on the way.
The fighter pilot had started the engines hinself, gunning their throttles in



such a way that the chopper was ready to take off in two m nutes, about
one-tenth the anount of tine it normally needed for lift-off.

Once airborne, Burke had taken over the controls while Hunter and Dantin
cranked one of the copter's .50 machi ne guns out of its port w ndow.

Whi | e Burke kept the Chinook steady and hiding behind the Iine of trees,
Hunter retrieved the small SAM pistol from his knapsack. The gun was only
about the size of a flare pistol. Its projectiles just five inches |ong. But
packed into their tiny warheads was a mni-ultrasonic detecting device
conplete with an electronic ear he designed to home in on the high-range
frequency sounds put out by the whine of a jet engine's turbine blades. Wen
the pistol was fired, the projectile, which was made of depl eted urani um
woul d seek out the nearest source of the particular high frequency and inpact
near it. Because of the incendiary properties of the depleted uranium shell,
the imediate result of a hit was an instantaneous flash fire, meaning direct
hits weren't always necessary. Should the small nissile hit the airplane's
engine, it would nore than likely nortally disable it, but the aircraft could
stay airborne at least for a while if a good pilot was behind the controls.
However, should the projectile hit something flammbl e such as a fuel tank-or
a canister of napalm- it would cause it to instantly expl ode on inpact.

As Hunter had only two projectiles with him he knew he must count the shots.
So the conputer in his head started reeling off figures for such things as
velocity of the small SAM the rate of its flight path decay divided by the
hei ght of the hovering Chinook, the rate of speed of the F-4s and, nost

i nportant, the distance between himand the target. When the first jet cane
in, Hunter had Dantini call off its approach profile, then at precisely the
right monent, the Wngman squeezed off one shot. It wobbled a little, but
nevert hel ess smashed through the F-4's canopy.

Just a few scant seconds later, Hunter had rel oaded and fired off his other
mssile at the second attacking airplane. It ran truer, finding the volatile
napal m cani ster attached to the airplane's portside w ng weapons station. A
m crosecond after striking it, the canister exploded and obliterated the
Phant om

"How di d you do that?" Burke asked again, once they had set the Chinook back
down. "Those were two, one-in-a-mllion bullseyes!”

Hunt er shrugged. "I mmjored in Advanced Velocity Physics at college," he said.
Dantini | ooked at him then at the burning weckage of the downed Phantom
then back at Hunter.

"Well, I'"mconvinced," he said, his hand outstretched. "It's an honor to
finally nmeet the fanmous Hawk Hunter "

Chapter 15
There was no light at all in this part of the cave.

In the compl ete darkness, the eyes becone usel ess, subservient to the other
senses. The far-off scurrying of some cave rodent is picked up by the ears
right away. Same for the flapping wings of a distant bat, returning froma
nocturnal search for food.

The tongue tastes the danp nmoisture of the cavern as if it were strong |iquor
The nose detects the odor of snoke, even though the nearest fire is a half
mle away and out of the cave.



The tips of the fingers yearn to reach out and touch warm fl esh

She had | ost track as to just how nmany days she'd been held prisoner in the
cave. Wth no visual confirmation of the changing of day from sunup to sundown
and back again, her existence sinmply becane one |ong night. There was no need
for blindfolds down here. And the single thick strand of rope was enough to
keep her in one place. Food was eaten unseen and she coul dn't renenber what
color clothes she was wearing. Deprived of what was once taken for granted,

her life had been pared down to the very basics.

She was sure now that Hell was little nore than a dark cave
Chapter 16

Col onel Krupp topped off his nmorning nmeal of eggs and left-over steak with a
| arge cup of thick, black coffee.

The day had dawned in overcast -at |least there'd be no sun beating down on
them nmercil essly as they broke canp and noved out, the officer thought. He
st epped down of f the back of his command truck, stretched and took a quick
| ook around the canp.

As usual, the tops of the nearby surrounding hills were being patrolled by the
canp guards. Even the pyranid itself had a squad of |ookouts perched on top
their hal f-dozen | ong-range binocul ars continually scanning the nearby
countrysi de. And Krupp knew that in the dense jungle behind the pyram d and
beyond the hills, no | ess than four squads - nore than forty of his soldiers -
wal ked patrol. Though not a shot had been fired at themduring their five-week
encanprent at the pyramid, Krupp still found it inmpossible to convince hinself
that the jungle and the nmountains beyond weren't teeming with nysterious
dangers of all kinds.

After all, sonewhere out there was the missing officer, Heinke

He wal ked over to their single helicopter, a refurbished Soviet-built MI

M -26 "Hook." The copter was a giant. Mrre than 135 feet long, in its service
with the Red Arny, it could carry up to 70 nen. But this aircraft wasn't
designated as a troop carrier. In its hold sat something the H gh Comand
consi dered nore precious than the relatively puny lives of its footsoldiers.

Inside its hold sat a fortune in gold

The engines for the gigantic helicopter were always just one click away from
starting. At |least one pilot was always strapped into one of its seats, ready
to fire its turbos and lift-off. Wenever a gold object was retrieved froma
deep cave, it Vas imediately carried to the aircraft. These instructions had
cone directly fromthe H gh Cormand. Shoul d Krupp's encanpnent be attacked,
they wanted to make sure that the so-called "blitz" helicopter -and its

preci ous cargo of bullion -be off and away in the shortest amount of tine.

Krupp threw away the rest of his coffee and clinbed in-1 side the Hook's
expansi ve cargo hold. It contained ten crates now -four were filled with gold
coins, the others were packed with artifacts such as gold plates, goblets and
neckl aces. This was the final booty fromthis particular site -the eighteenth
shi pnment of plunder fromthe secret cave the wonman had indicated beneath the
Chichen Itza pyramid. Wthin the hour, the Hook would lift off and neet the
two escorting jet fighters that woul d shepherd it back to Panana.

"Shall we feed the prisoner, my" colonel?" Krupp heard a voi ce behind him say.



He turned to see one of his sergeants holding a small pot containing a
di sgusting, undercooked egg and beef fat remmants.

"This is all there is to feed her?" he asked the sergeant.
" he said. "And our

The man shrugged. "She's always given the leftovers,'
remai ni ng food is packed away."

He di smissed the man with the wave of his hand. He wasn't about to worry what
t he wonman was being fed. Mrre inportant things were pressing on him I|ike
preparing to get to the next site, sone 60 niles away.

To this end, he wal ked back to the command truck and sent his personal guard
to round up his staff officers.

"Who's there?" the woman cried out.
Her ears had detected the soft footsteps coming fromthe

forward part of the cave. She al so heard her voice echo between the walls of
t he pitch-black chanber

"I's someone out there?" she called, her voice shaking.

"It's your food," came the gruff reply.

She coul d sense a faint |light working its way down toward her. The shadows it
cast frightened her. They always seened to take on the shapes of |arge,
terrible nonsters. Quickly, she wapped a soiled rag around her eyes, know ng
that even a pinprick of direct light froma flashlight beam coul d danage her
already frail, light-deprived retinas.

"I don't want any food," she called out wearily.

"But you nust eat," came a snickered reply. "You are our guide. Wthout you,
our work here would be meaningl ess.”

The soldier carrying the small tin of food |aughed, his sadistic tone echoing
perversely around the cavern. She batted away the hand he put on her breast,
but felt her owm wist squeezed hard as he forced her hand between his |egs.

"I know you want to eat," he said, holding her hand tight against the fly of
his uni form pants. "Now give Hans a rub and he'll |eave your food."

"I don't want any food!" she screaned, struggling and nmomentarily succeedi ng
in pulling her hand back from him

He | aughed agai n, roughly grabbed her breasts and then put his nmouth to her
neck.

"Eat now," he said in a heavy voice. "W nove soon and you will not get fed
until we get to the next canp, many mles away."

She felt tears coming on, and try as she mght, she couldn't hold themin.
"Gve it to ne," she said, reaching out for the tin

The sol dier obliged her, then ran his hands all over her shapely young body
whi l e she forced down the runny yolk and small bits of fat.



"You get smarter every day," he said to her, finishing his liberties and
taking the tin fromher. "Just be sure you do not tell themof our little
arrangenent. If you do, | will be forced to slit your pretty throat

Tears were runni ng down her face now, noistening the
dirty rag she used to protect her eyes and causing it to snell awful

"Please . . ." she sobbed, feeling dizzy and insane again. "Please tell ne
what color ny hair is . "

Chapter 17

The cl ouds had al so covered the sunrise down in Panana, sonething Hunter took
to be a lucky sign.

He was lying flat out in a clunp of bushes no nore than 25 feet froma contro
house for the "eastern"” side |ocks of the Panama Canal. Hi s face was covered
with green paint and several different kinds of twi gs and bushes were tied to
his back, arms and | egs. Even his M 16 was draped in green vines and tw gs.

In his hands was the mini-video canera -a device that worked best when there
was no direct sunshine. The cloud cover above the waterway allowed himto take
| ong sl ow sweeps of the canal and the | ockworks wi thout worrying about the
sun's glare screwing up the canera's cathode ray tube and possi bly washi ng out
an inportant shot.

He'd been at it for nearly an hour, recording the routine conings and goi ngs
of the military men running the | ocks, as well as their many small attack
craft cruising the waterway. The canera's short, but neverthel ess effective,
zoomlens allowed himto key in on a nunber of defensive positions on both
sides of the Canal. He was especially interested in the numerous SAM batteries
- nmount ed Bl owpi pes and Rol ands -in evidence on both shorelines and atop many
of the lock's administration buildings. In addition to the SAMs, there were

al so many | arge gun enpl acenments. Sone featured South African Armscor Gb
155-mm howi t zers; others had rare Soviet-built S-23 180-nm guns. Dozens of
smal l er gun sites also dotted the | andscape.

Al of it defense in depth against an airborne attack

Everywhere he | ooked there were soldiers -all dressed in either the drab khak
uniforms or the smart, intense all-black outfit. To a man they were wel | -arned
with either M16s or AK-47s, plus nore than a few guns Hunter recognized as
Mausers and Enfields. Several soldiers drifted by carrying RPG | aunchers and
even TOW anti-tank weapons.

He counted a half dozen different helicopters buzzing about -Soviet M-24

H nds nostly, but he had al so spotted a few ancient Soviet-built M-4 Hounds.
And hi gher up, he had tracked the vapor trails of twelve F-4 Phantons, the
venerabl e fighter-bonmber that seenmed to be the jet aircraft of choice for The
Twi sted Cross.

Phant ons had carried out the aborted attack on the chopper teanml s encanprent
and now the skies above the Canal were positively lousy with them But what
bot hered Hunter nobst was the fact that he had tangl ed with Phantonms on his
trip to New Oleans. Could the fighters that attacked the airliner over
Loui si ana have been flown by pilots of The Twi sted Cross?

It was just one of nmany questions running through his nind.



The official name of the chopper teamwas the Central Anmerican Tactica
Service -CATS for short. Hunter and Dantini, the overall commander of CATS as
well as its corporation's president, had stayed up all night, discussing the
nmoverrent whi ch would bring themhere to the very edge of the Canal

It had been a sinple plan that nevertheless required a | ot of coordination

Al t hough they staved off the air strike, the CATS were forced to abandon their
conveni ent, seaside encanpnent and | ook for a new, nore secure forward base.
Bei ng experts at relocation, the entire chopper force was packed and gone
within 45 mnutes of the F-4s' attenpted napal m attack

Ei ght of the big helicopters, as well as the rest of the

smal | er ones, imrediately noved to a new base on one of the northernnost
islands in the Mosquito Gulf, a spit of land called Bocas del Toro. Meanwhile,
Hunter, Dantini, Burke and ten of Dantini's best troops took one of the
Chi - nooks on a long, arcing journey out over the Caribbean and back into the
nore eastern part of Panama. Landing on yet another island, one of a chain
called San Bias, they were ferried to the Panamani an mai nl and on rubber rafts.
Then they wal ked, reaching the Canal just at dawn. Hunter had been shooting
footage with his small video canera ever since.

"The guys in the black unifornms are nenbers of what they call The Party,"

Danti ni, who was one bush over from Hunter, explained to himin a voice barely
above a whisper. "It's alnmost |like an organization within an organization
Their guys call all the shots within The Twi sted Cross. Wat they say, goes.”

"Alnost like an elite officer corps,” Hunter said, training the canera on two
bl ack-uni formed officers who were standing just outside one of the canal |ocks
station. "O should | say, nore like Hitler's SS."

"Now you're getting the picture,” Dantini replied.

Hunt er knew what the man neant. It had been unspoken even before he arrived in
Panama. And the word never left the lips of Dantini or Burke of any of the
soldiers in CATS. It was as if the word was too horrible, too repugnant even
to speak. But there was no denying just what The Twi sted Cross stood for, both
in synbolismand in action. The uniforms the Cross soldiers wore, the way they
mar ched, even the helnets on their heads were all flashbacks to another
sinister time earlier in the century when nmen of their ilk tried to take over
the world and destroy it at the sane tine.

It only took a few seconds, but Hunter closed his eyes and relived one of the
nmost nystifying events of his life.

He was back in the Arabian desert. His arch-foe Viktor stood before him
Hunt er having shot down the fiend' s helicopter just before his own airplane
crashed. Now they stood in contrast: Hunter, holding his M16 on Viktor
trying with all his nmight to fight off the tenptation of pulling the trigger
and ridding the world of one of its

wor st scourges; Victor nocking him telling himthat denocracy and freedom
were out-noded in the New Order world.

Suddenly, a shot rang out. Viktor's throat exploded in a burst of bl ood and
bones. Then another shot hit him right in the center of the back, exiting

t hrough his breastbone. He fell face down in the sand at Hunter's feet - dead
before he hit the ground



Hunter spotted two uni fornmed men about a half nile away, holding a rifle with
a tel escopic sight. They quickly retreated in a desert vehicle. Retrieving his
bi nocul ars, he was able to catch a glinpse of the armbands both nmen wore .

Those armbands and the synbol pressed upon them-a red circle with a bl ack
twi sted design inside - were identical to ones worn by the sol diers now
guardi ng the canal | ocks.

It made Hunter's stomach turn just thinking about it, but he knew that certain
facts had to be faced. Whether they call ed thensel ves The Twi sted Cross or The
Party or nothing at all, the hideous swastika design that each man wore told
it all: the people in control of the Panama Canal were Nazis

Hunter and the nmenbers of the CATS spent the next three hours noving up and
down the bank of the waterway, avoiding Cross patrols and vi deotapi ng anyt hi ng
and everyt hi ng.

The farther they went down the waterway, the nore apparent it becane that the
Cross had lined both sides of the Canal with a startling array of weapons. It
seened as if there was either an anti-aircraft enplacenent - whether it be a
SAM site or a radar-guided gun -every 50 yards. And the space in the niddle
was taken up by a grabbag of weapons ranging fromthe ever-plentiful

. 50-cal i ber machi ne gun nests to the large, |ong-range how tzers.

"And | thought The Circle was heavy in equipnent,"” Hunter said to Dantini at
one point. "These guys seemto have nore guns than they do people to operate
them™

Dantini agreed. "We've heard that the nenbers of The Party originally started
out as arns dealers,” he told Hunter

"They apparently have a ton of noney as well as access to a |ot of weapons,
both new and reconditioned."

"It's that '"ton of noney' that worries ne," Hunter said. "There are plenty of
crackpots around who would love to rule the world but the only thing hol di ng
them back is lack of funds. But these guys seemto have a bottom ess barrel of
cash. "

As illustration, he pointed out several gun enplacenents that were just now
neari ng construction. Al so, the Cross had heavy earth-noving equi prent
operating on both sides of the waterway, building roads, docking facilities,
fuel stations and even nmore gun and nissile enplacenents.

"This is a work in progress,” Hunter said to Dantini, capturing it all on
vi deo. "These guys are planning to stay awhile . "

"Well, we know the Cross has a thing about gold," Dantini whispered to him
"We've both heard stories about their demandi ng gold for passage through the
Canal , even taking gold fillings from people.”

Hunt er nodded and zoomnmed in on work being done on a new SAM site about 100
yards fromtheir position

"Yes, that's true," he said. "But it sure takes nore than a bag full of gold
fillings to pay for all this stuff. And | can't believe it's all comng from
just the gold they extract from ships passing through. They have to be getting
it fromsonme other source.”

They were about to nove further down the waterway when a small boat caught



Hunter's attention. There was no | ack of Twi sted Cross attack 'craft zipping
up and down the Canal, but this particular vessel -a tugboat painted all white
-1 ooked unusual . First of all, it wasn't armed to the teeth as was every ot her
attack craft on the water. Secondly, just about everyone on board appeared to
be wearing bul ky white suits, alnobst of the style a beekeeper would wear. And
those not dressed up in the bulky clothes were wearing even bul ki er deep sea
di vi ng gear.

They wat ched as the white tugboat cast off froma dock near the | ockworks and
cruised to a point alnpost directly in front of them The crew dropped anchor
and soon there was

a lot of activity at the rear of the boat. Five mnutes passed and then two
men in the old-style deep sea diving gear - conplete with | arge gl obe hel nets
-were |l owered over the side, several of the crewren carefully playing out the
air lines for the divers.

Anot her five mnutes passed. Then the tug crew was seen | owering two | ong
silver tubes into the water. Al the work being done on the tug was sl ow and
del i berate, especially the handling of the silver tubes. Meanwhile, every
other craft on the waterway gave the tugboat the w dest possible berth.

"They're certainly going through a lot of trouble for whatever the hell they
are doing," Dantini observed. "Those suits they're wearing al nost | ook |ike
they're protective in nature, don't you think?"

Hunter was way ahead of him He knew the deck crew s suits m ght be
anti-radiation suits, the sane kind worn by workers in nucl ear power plants.
And if this were true, it was a good bet the diver's suits were at | east
partially protective as well. But what was going on? Pegg had told himthat he
had observed a similar operation - silver tubes being |owered into the water -
t hough he put the location as closer to the | ockworks.

Hunter didn't want to junp to conclusions. But sonething inside himwas saying
that the biggest threat the Canal Nazis posed was not their overabundance of
weaponry al ong the banks of the waterway, or their apparent overflow ng gold
coffers, or their well-stocked F-4 Phantomair force. Something told himthat
the real threat lay inside those |ong silver tubes.

And it was up to himto find out just what they were .
Chapter 18
"Here it conmes!" one of the CATS | ookouts yelled excitedly.

Wthin monents, Hunter, Dantini and Burke joined the other soldiers out on the
beach of the small island. It was the mddle of the night, two days after
their daring reconnai ssance nission to the canal. Soon after they had returned
to the island, Hunter put in a coded call to a receiving station in Texas,
using his mniature radio set. The Texans rel ayed the nmessage up to Cenera
Jones in Washington. It had said, in effect, that Hunter needed some "speci al
equi pnent . "

Hunter would learn later on that it was his old friend Mke Fitzgerald who had
cone up with the equi pment he needed. Fitzie was a businessman first, a
fighter pilot second. He was one of those guys who seened to be able to put
hi s hands on anything at anytime, no natter how rare or obscure it might be.

In this case, Hunter had radi oed Jones that he needed a | ead-lined diver's
suit. Somehow Fitz was able to produce one inside of three hours.



Now as Hunter and the others watched fromthe beach, one of the New York Hercs
C-130s appeared out of the darkness fromthe north. The big cargo plane was
flying very low and w thout the usual navigation lights. Wth its heavy green
canouf |l age schene, it was barely discernible against the dark ocean

It nade one pass, and picking up on the coded flashlight

signal from Hunter on the beach, turned around and cane in | ow agai n, not nore
than 25 feet off the surface of the water. Suddenly they could see a small
package drop out of the side cargo door and hit the water with a spl ash.
Wthin seconds, a team of CATS soldiers were madly paddling toward the

fl oati ng package.

The big G130 turned out to sea, did a wide arc and cane back across the
shoreline once nore. By this time, the CATS soldiers had retrieved the package
and had indicated it was still intact. Hunter flashed another coded |ight
signal to the G130 as it roared past, this one telling themthe drop had been
successful. The message received, the cargo plane' wagged its wi ngs tw ce then
di sappeared into the night.

"This is the craziest idea |'ve ever heard of," Dantini was saying as he and
Hunt er unpacked the bundl e the CATS soldiers had hauled in. "How can you
expect to just dive down there right under their noses?"

"Sometines you' ve got to take chances,” Hunter told himas he concentrated on
cutting the many holding lines around the package. "Also, | was hoping you
guys could provide a little diversion for ne should I get in trouble. Just a
bunch of noi se woul d do . "

"Dam, you know you can count on us, Hawk," Dantini told him "W'IIl blow
their fucking eardruns out if we have to. It's just that you don't know
exactly what's down there and neither do I. No one does, probably except the

hi gh nucky-mucks of the Cross. For all you know, they could have boobytrapped
t hose damm t hings . "

"I hear what you're saying," Hunter told him finally breaking through the

| ast seal holding the package together. "But |I'm down here on a recon m ssion
My job is to gather as much intelligence as possible. Somehow we've got to
find out what the hell they are putting down there and | can't think of any
other way to do it."

At that noment he had stripped away the top | ayer of the bundle's waterproof
packi ng. He reached inside and with some effort, hauled out the large, rather
out |l andi sh diving suit.

"Jesus . Hunt er mur mured, somewhat astoni shed at

the size and bul k of the one-piece outfit.

"It looks like a costune froma bad science fiction novie," Burke said,
hel pi ng Hunter lay out the beast on the sand. "A very bad science fiction
nmovi e. "

Hunter had to agree with him The suit |ooked |ike a cross between the outfits
worn by the Apollo Mboon astronauts and a beekeeper's nightmare. It was heavy,
due to its lead lining and the two enornous air tanks attached to its back

Its front plate was covered with dials and sw tches, none of which he had any
i dea how to operate. The attached boots al one | ooked |like they could fit a
size 20 foot.



Hunter could only shake his head. "Were the hell did Fitz get this?" he
wonder ed out | oud.

Chapter 19

Col onel Krupp took another | ook at his map, then notioned for his driver to
st op.

The 27-vehicle, heavily-armed convoy screeched to a halt behind his | ead
truck. It was the fourth time they had stopped in the past hour and each tine
the bl azing sun and the oppressive humdity took its toll on the soldiers as
wel |l as their vehicles' radiators.

The convoy had |l eft Chichen Itza nore than five hours before, Krupp sending
out one | ast token search party to | ook for the | ong-nissing Heinke. Since
then it had been winding its way south, runmbling over cratered jungle roads
and speedi ng up whenever it reached a rare open stretch of highway.

Still, the pace was too slow for the colonel. He had drawn up a precise
schedul e for the nove, estimating the convoy could make at least thirty mles
an hour. But by checking the terrain against his map, it appeared they had yet
to travel even sixty niles.

Either that, or they were | ost

"Call back and tell themto bring the woman up here imredi ately,"” he said to

his driver.

The man quickly got on his radio and did as ordered. Soon two nore soldiers
appeared, |eading the hooded woman between t hem

"Pass the word down that this is not a rest stop,"” Krupp
ordered the two soldiers. "W'll be noving in less than five mnutes

The two sol diers saluted and quickly ran back to relay Krupp's orders.
Meanwhil e the colonel lifted the wonan up and into the back of his command
truck. Only when the rear curtains were drawn and tight did he renove the

bl ack hood from her head. A tiny battery-operated |anp was the compartnent's
only illumnation

She instinctively shielded her eyes with her manacl ed hands, w nci ng agai nst
the dimlight.
"Look at this map," he said to her authoritatively, while still letting his
eyes wander over her breasts. She was wearing a multi-pocket field blouse, a
short khaki skirt and once-white tennis sneakers, the sane clothes she was
wearing when they first came into possession of her. But even though her

bl ouse was tattered, her skirt soiled and her hair a bush of dark brunette
tresses, she was still beautiful

"Look at this map," Krupp said again, nudging her into the small chair that
was pulled up against his planning board. She was groggy, the result of both
the many injections of sodium pentathol they had given her over the past few
weeks and her nearly constant confinement. Still, she was the only one in the
convoy who really knew the territory.

"l need water,"
to go homne .

she said wearily, moving her wists in her handcuffs. "I need



"You're not going hone," Krupp told her matter-of-factly, surprising hinself
by stating the apparent death sentence. "Now just |look at the map and tell ne
if we are on the right track."

"Not unless | get sone water," she said quietly but defiantly.
Krupp hastily ripped the canteen fromhis utility belt and shoved it in front
of her. She grasped it between her bound hands and drank a few sips.

"How can you peopl e be so i nhuman?" she asked him still shielding her eyes
away fromthe weak |ight. "Have you no conscience? No dignity?"

He grabbed her shoul der roughly.

"Read the map!" he hissed at her between clenched teeth. "Tell ne if we are
going in the right direction.”

"How . . . how can |?" she asked in a voice barely above a whisper. "I don't
even know where | am O even who | am..."

"You will be on your way to a firing squad if you don't cooperate," Krupp
snapped back at her. Every minute this went on was another mnute off his
schedule. In his mind it was inperative that they reach the next site before
darkness fell and the countryside cane alive w th God-knows-what .

He nudged her again, holding her face just inches fromthe map. "I think we
are following this road," he said, indicating a point on the map just south of
Chichen Itza. "But according to the map, we shoul d be seeing nountains off to
our west and a river to our east. | have seen neither."

She studied the map as best she could, taking greedy sips of the water as she
did so.

"The river is deep in the forest,” she said finally. "You cannot see it from
the road . "

"And these nountai ns?" Krupp asked. "They, too, have di sappeared?"
She wi ped her eyes and said: "They aren't nountains. They are nmerely hills, no
nore than two hundred feet high. You probably won't be able to distinguish

t hem anyway. "

"So you are saying that we continue on this road?" Krupp asked.

"Yes . " she said with a heavy, congested sigh, adding defiantly: "Foll ow
it all the way to Hell for all | care . "
Chapter 20

Hunter couldn't renenber a time when he had felt nore unconfortable.

H s face, neck and upper back were covered with scrapes and bruises. Both his
shoul ders ached, his hip nuscles were strained and the blisters on his feet
ran fromheel to toe. H s nose was runny fromthe dirty oxygen and it was al
he could do to suppress sneezing inside the restrictive hel net.

Still, he had to adnmit, being at the bottom of the Panama waterway was a
uni que experience



He had been at it for two hours now, having gone into the waterway just south
of the point where they'd seen the Cross divers working. He wasn't sw mm ng
-the suit was rmuch too heavy for that. It was nore |ike what he imagi ned
wal ki ng on the moon woul d be Iike.

When he first tested the diving suit in a small |ake near the CATS tenporary
canp, he found it was so bul ky and wei ghty he was afraid that should he fal
over, he mght not be able to get back up. For this reason he had brought
along a sturdy netal rod to use as a staff. It would hel p hi m keep his bal ance
and shoul d he topple over, he could use it to right hinself again.

About a foot of silt covered the waterway's bottomin sone parts, but there
were surprisingly few plants and even fewer fish. Instead the floor was
covered with all kinds of unimaginable litter. Small sunken boats, pieces of
net al

construction, a hundred different things made of wood. There were cargo
crates, sone smashed open, others still airtight. Incredibly I ong I engths of
chain and rope and rubber hose. Autonobile tires. Tractor wheels. Car
batteries. Shattered wi ndshields. There was even the remants of sone | ong ago
crashed airplane - it looked like a Lear jet with its side blown out, possibly
downed sonetime during the Big War. And everywhere, hundreds of barrels. It
was |ike sone vast underwater junkyard - sone of it rotting away, sone of it
brand new. There was so nuch of the stuff, Hunter wondered how anything of any
size floating through the Canal could mss hitting some of it.

It was anongst all this waterl ogged debris that he had to search for the
sil ver tubes.

He had found a short note fromFitz inside the suit after unpacking it -a

bri ef explanation on how the thing worked, what the air Iimt was and so on
Despite the feeling that he was wal king around in a pair of concrete

| ongj ohns, he could al so appreciate the fact that Fitz couldn't have done any
better getting himthe exact piece of equi pnent he needed.

The suit was designed to be used by US Navy submariners, specifically those on
nucl ear boats. As part of routine maintenance, divers would don the suits and
check the underside of the nuke's hull for any radiation | eakage. Thus, the
suit was not only lead-lined for safety, it also came with a built-in

radi ati on detector (an advanced Geiger counter), a searchlight, a radio

i ntercom and even a stethoscope-type device which would allow divers to listen
for any telltale sign of rad | eakage. The suit also carried a small, stil
canera in the visor of the helmet which Fitz had smartly | oaded up with film
bef ore shipping. Al these devices were regulated by the dials and buttons on
the breast plate of the suit, controls that Hunter had school ed hinmself in
during his test dives in the small [ ake.

It was only after three hours of |aborious wal ki ng-and i nfernal chafing-did he
spot his first silver tube. He was still nore than 50 yards away fromthe
nmysteri ous cylinder when his radiation detector started beeping, slowy at
first. But the closer he got to the tube, the nore rapid the pulse of the
war ni ng device. By the tinme be was within ten feet of the cylinder, the
war ni ng beep had changed to one | ong buzz.

He started snappi ng photos of the tube from 15 feet out. Now that he was cl ose
enough to touch the thing, he made sure to check his radiation | evel indicator
every few seconds. The needle, which noved in relation to the anount of

radi ati on coming froman object, was alnost in the green zone of the
dial-still far enough away fromthe red zone which would indicate that he was
recei ving too much of a rad dose.



He sl owy danced around the tube, snapping pictures and nmenorizing its shape.
It was anchored to the cluttered canal floor by way of a concrete bl ock and
chain. Its formwas snmooth and seanl ess except for the small panel of three
lights that was located at its md-section. O the three lights - green
orange and red -only the green one was illum nated. Hunter was sure to get as
many photos as possible of the panel display.

Then he put the stethoscope on the cylinder and listened for five mnutes to
t he om nous sound of microcircuits whirring, hunm ng and buzzi ng. Sonething
el ectronic was alive inside the tube. And that was bad news .

He spent a few nore minutes at the first tube, then coasted over to a second
one that was anchored just 20 feet away. It was identical in every way,
including its burning green light. He took a slew of photos of this cylinder
too. Then he began the | ong, slow walk back to the point in the waterway where
he coul d safely energe

The journey back was not enjoyable. Hunter's mind was too busy, reeling wth,
facts, projections, and outcones, all of them bad. Before he dove down to find
out, his best hope was that the Canal Nazis were sinmply storing radioactive
fuel - fissionable materials to be used later in weapons-at the bottom of the
wat erway. But now Hunter knew that was just folly and that the worst case
scenario was nost likely the actual one. In fact, all the evidence pointed to
just one, dire concl usion

He was not | ooking forward to telling Jones and the others that the Panama
Canal was sown with nucl ear-ti pped underwater m nes

Chapter 21
Frankel wi shed he had never left Las Perl as i sl and.

He had enjoyed his duty there too rmuch. Intercepting ships seeking passage

t hrough the canal, having his troops scour each vessel for any gold -no matter
how m nute an anount, decidi ng, which ships could pass and whi ch ones woul d be
sunk. It had provided himw th much discretionary power, not to nmention the
pick of the lot of any fermale slaves "liberated" fromthe ships.

But he had done his job too well

One day he was sitting on the small island villa's porch, dousing hinself wth
ice water and turning thunbs up or thunmbs down on those vessels trying to make
passage. The next day he was put in charge of a "gold reclamation project"

al ong the waterway itself.

True, he now had an entire 2000-man regi ment at his beck and call and his new

headquarters sat halfway up a tall hill where the cooling Pacific breezes took
the edge off the usually nurderous heat. There was no shortage of young
wenches for himto use and discard at will, and he actually had access to a

rather large wine stock liberated from The Twi sted Cross conmand center in
what was formerly known as Panama City.

But the work he commanded was, to his nind, alnbst counter-productive. An

of ficer of undetermi ned rank - Strauberg was his nanme - was in charge of gold
acquisition for the Cross. He was a repulsive, dirty little man who wi el ded
great power not only within The Twi sted Cross

command structure, but also within The Party, the elite overclass. Franke
knew t hat Strauberg had control of the far-flung gold expeditions up north in



Mexico. It was Strauberg who did the final count on any and all gold taken as
toll fromthe passing ships. It was Strauberg who deci ded how much gold the
rul ers of such pathetic kingdonms |ike Brasilia and Argentina woul d have to pay
intribute to The Cross. And it was even up to Strauberg to count out and
wei gh the gold fillings taken from dooned sailors on those ships The Tw sted
Cross decided to sink rather than | et pass through the Canal

But now Frankel, hinself a Nazi zealot to the highest degree, believed that
Strauberg had gone too far

As he | ooked out fromhis headquarters on the side of the hill down onto the
m d-way point of the waterway, he once again had to laugh at the folly of
Strauberg's | atest schene. Lined up along both sides of the Canal under the
wat chful eye of his heavily-arned troops were thousands of slaves - natives,

I ndi ans, captured seanmen - wading in the shallows of the waterway, panning for
gol d.

Chapter 22

The room deep inside the Pentagon was absolutely quiet save for the soft
whirring of the video playback machi ne.

In stunned silence, the nmenbers of the United American Command Staff watched
as scene after scene of Hunter's Panama Canal vi deotape played before the
eyes. No one in DC had even dreamed of the extent of control the nysterious
sol di ers now had in Panama. The frightening display of conventional weaponry
depl oyed al ong the Canal sobered even the nore gung-ho nenbers of the staff.
And Hunter's evidence, suggested by both the measurenent devices and phot os
he'd taken underwater, that the Canal was now rife with nuclear-tipped mnes
seened |ike a nightrmare cone true.

But worst of all were the arnbands

"Jesus, how could a Nazi organization of this size and power just spring up
like this?" JT Tooney asked once the videotape had ended. "Practically right
under our noses?"

"Were we so naive?" Ben Wa followed up. "W were spending too rmuch tine
concentrating on The Crcle and the Soviets and ignoring the other threats
around us?"

"No . . ." Ceneral Jones said in an affirmative voice that cut through the
brief soul-searching. "Had we not concentrated on the i mediate threats on
this continent, we wouldn't be here today, trying to figure out what to do

about these guys in Pananma."

"But JT makes a good point," the Canadian, Major Frost, said. "How could this
fasci st gang just suddenly appear? | mean, | hadn't heard the word ' Nazi'
uttered in years until Hawk told us about who shot Viktor in the desert "
Hunt er spoke up at this point. "My guess is that these guys just didn't
suddenly appear,” he said. "1'd bet they' ve been planning this for a while.
Gathering their resources, biding their time while we and the Soviets battled
it out up here ..."

"Coul d be" Major Shane of the Football Gty Special Forces said. "But where
could they have been doing all this, planning? And getting the noney they
woul d need to buy all that firepower?"



Hunt er shrugged. "They coul d have been hatching this plot fromjust about
anywhere," he said. "I nean, nmy nmoney says they've been lying | ow down in
South Anerica. We'll all agree that our intelligence-gathering down there is
practically nil. For all we know, this Twi sted Cross organi zati on m ght go al
the way back to right after World War 1. A lot of 'Nazis' got out of Europe
before the end. And a hell of a lot of themwent right" to South Anerica. They
have fam lies, they teach their kids to goose-step. Boom a whole new
generation of the Master Race is born . . ." "The R se of the Fourth Reich

" Frost said ruefully. "Exactly . . ." Hunter said. "Now, it's just a theory,
but try on this scenario: The Big War breaks out and South America cones
t hrough wi thout a scratch. Then the New Order is established. Yeah, the
governments down there change around, and countries become kingdonms and so on
But that kind of stuff was always going down in SA

"Now in the past few years, we all know that it's easier in some places to buy

an eighty-nmllineter anti-aircraft gun than it is to buy a | oaf of bread.
These Nazis, who have been probably waiting for just such opportunity, sit
back and watch us kill each other off. Meanwhile they' re gathering noney and
mlitary equi pmrent on the side. Hell, the

guys in CATS are certain that these guys in The Party were arns deal ers
t hensel ves! They never cane to us with their catalogs, but 1'll bet a bag of
gold they went calling on The Circle . "

"Or the Md-Aks," Ben WA said. "Or the Famly . . ."

"Right," Hunter confirmed. "All our enem es. By selling stuff to them they
were sinply throwi ng nore gasoline onto the fire and turning a profit to boot.

"Thus they get the noney, they get the weapons and they virtually ensure
t henmsel ves that between the Soviets and the crimnminal elenents here on the
continent, we'll kill each other off in a matter of a few years."

"But what is their point?" Toonmey asked. "Sure, controlling the Canal is a big
deal. | mean, they've got us by the cronies right now and they just can't seem
to get enough gold. But is it an end in itself, or sinply one neans to an
end?"

"I"'msure it's just a small part of the puzzle," Hunter replied. "That's how
the Nazis work. Historically, they're the ultimte opportunists. Back in
Germany before World War Two, they'd try to take over one little beer hal

here, a nei ghborhood there. They use terror. They use psych-ops. It builds and
builds, until it seems they're suddenly in total control. Overnight

sensations. But really, they've been at the drawing board for a long tine."
"Your reasoning makes sense,"
killed Viktor? Cbviously they were tracking himout in that desert

Jones spoke up. "But then why would they have

Hunt er nodded. "Again, they sinply took advantage of the situation," he said.
"I would say they killed Viktor sinply because at that time, he was the
bi ggest threat to their plans.

"Vi ktor had a massive arnmy and was about to relate World War Three. If he had
succeeded in invading and conquering the whole Mediterranean, then the Nazis
woul d have had to crawl back into their holes and wait for nany years for
their next opportunity. So they efficiently nipped

the problemin the bud. | just happened to be there at the

time .



Anot her silence descended on the room It was Tooney who finally broke it. "So
you think their ! ultinmate goal is to ... well, take over the world?" he
asked. [ "Wen hasn't it been?" Hunter answered. "Fromthe day ;" they dropped
little baby Adol ph on his head, world donination has been their thing.

"The trouble is, this time, they have a shot at actually making it

M ke Fitzgerald didn't attend the Canal Zone vi deotape nmeeting. He didn't have
to -he had already seen the videotape many tinmes over

When Hunter reached Washington with the tape - foll owi ng a harrow ng
"parachute in reverse" aerial pick-up by one of the New York Hercs off the
Mosquito coast - Fitz was the one on hand to nmeet himat the airport. Together
they inmrediately split a nuch-needed bottle of scotch and previ ewed the
startling footage over and over, taking notes of every last detail. Hunter's
underwater still shots were to be given the same scrutiny - both men realizing
it was in these photographs that the nost potentially devastating threat |ay.

So 12 hours later, while the Conmand Staff was neeting, Fitz was stil

anal yzi ng the underwat er pictures. Once the staff neeting broke up, Hunter

i medi ately hoofed it over to the Irishman's intelligence section office which
was | ocated hal fway around the other side of the enormous, reclai ned Pentagon
bui I di ng.

"No doubt about it," Fitz said, greeting Hunter with the depressing news. "M
guys say those tubes are definitely underwater nuclear mnes. They estimate
each one packs about one-point-two kil otons of expl osive power."

"Jesus," Hunter whistled. "That means just one or two of them could destroy
the canal. Three at the nost."

"Three woul d be nore than sufficient," Fitzgerald said

dryly.

"But | saw two of themno nore than twenty feet from each other,"” Hunter told
him "And we saw them pl anting a bunch near the | ocks. And Pegg said he saw
them | ayi ng t hem when he went through and that was some tinme ago."

Fitz could only shrug. "It's incredible overkill, | agree," he said. "They may
have as many as fifty or even nore bobbi ng around down there."

"Darmm . . ." Hunter said in a whisper. "They're able to cut the whol e Goddam
country of Panama in two . "

Fitz nodded his head in agreement. "If they wanted to, yes," he said. "But
there may be a nore practical reason for themputting so nmany mnes in the
canal . First, you have to consider that your problens in storing any kind of
radi oactive material are made a lot easier if you do it underwater.”

"That's true," Hunter agreed. "Those bastards could lift one or two or a dozen
of those firecrackers up at any tine and |lay them somewhere el se.”

Fitz lit up one of his trademark torpedo cigars. "Possible," he said. "But not
quite that easy . "

By this time, Hunter had located a bottle fromFitz's private stock and was
pouring out two stiff belts of whiskey.



"Can you explain that?" he asked the Irishman, grinmacing as the first swi g of
whi skey went down.

"Well, it has to do with the design of the mines thenselves," Fitz began
"After putting your photos through every anal yzi ng machi ne we have here, ny
boys concluded that these cylinders are not your usual contact-detonation mne
-thank God! Instead they appear to be on sone kind of sequential timng
system"”

"You mean soneone flips a switch and they all go of f?" Hunter asked.

"That's possible,” Fitz said. "But not all at once. Myre probably one at a

ti me, depending on the sequence. But it seens |like the Nazis have been forced
to use a very inpractical method to set themup. If some are so cl ose

toget her, one has to figure that when Mne 'A detonates, it's going to

destroy its nearby neighbor, Mne "B, and so on. The effect will be sane. The
whol e Goddanm Canal will be blown up -along with half the country. But, in a
nutshell, it's not the correct way to depl oy such as system™

Hunt er took another gulp of whiskey and turned this latest information over in
his mnd

"So are you suggesting we m ght have a clue here?" he asked.

Fitz nodded. "Maybe," he replied. "Let's consider a fewthings. | think it's

safe to say that this systemis not of the Nazis' own design. I'd say it was
given to them-or nore likely, they stole it -and they have deployed it in the
only / way they know how. | nean, there are probably enough mnes in the

systemto bl ockade the entire coastline of a major country. Christ, fifty
renote control nuclear mnes, dropped at the right places, could seal off the
east coast of Anerica with no problem. "

"The sane goes for the Baltic coastline of the Soviet Union," Hunter added,
stating the flip side of the equation

Fitz managed a laugh. "I think you nmay be close to the original purpose of
t hese weapons," he said, taking a |long drag on his stogie and an even | onger
swig of his drink. "I"mbetting that if we opened up one of those cans, we'd

find alittle netal plate that said: 'Made in the USA.' "

Anot her |ight went off inside Hunter's mind. They were zoonming in on
sormet hi ng.

"Ckay, let's take it a step further,"” he said. "Let's say the system was made
here. A top secret project, before the Big War. How many people in this
country- be they a scientist or an engineer or whatever - could put together
such a systen®? 1'd think it would be a relatively difficult thing to do, no
matter what defense contractor you were working for "

"I agree,"” Fitz said. "And the nore difficult the system the nore likely that
only a few people - maybe even just one or two - would know just exactly how
every single conponent ticks."

Hunt er pounded his fist on the desk for enphasis. "W've got to track down
this project inits pre-war life," he said. "It's got to be a Navy system
"Il bet it just wasn't ready when the balloon went up in Europe."

"But sonehow, it got into the grubby little hands of the Canal Nazis . "
Fitz said.



Hunter drained his glass. "Exactly," he said, getting up to go. "And that's
why we've got to find out who invented this systemin the first place.”

Chapter 23
Krupp was the first one to spot the snoke.

"Look!" he had to yell to his driver over his truck's noisy engine. "Over
there, to the southwest. See it?"

The driver strained his eyes against the sun's glare on the wi ndshield. It
took a few nonments, but then he too saw the col um of black snoke rising
bet ween two nount ai ns.

"I see it, nmy colonel," he said excitedly. "This means we have found it?"
Krupp had his map out and was checking the nearby terrain with Iightning
speed. "It just may be, sergeant," he said. "W are behind schedul e by a day,
true. But we can nake that all up now Quickly, speed up."

The sergeant obliged by flooring the gas pedal on the two-and-a-half ton
command truck, waving his left armout the wi ndow at the same time to signa
t he vehicles behind himthat they too should increase their speed.

The convoy wound its way down a nountain pass and up another. Al the while,
Krupp kept his eyes on the rising plume of snmoke up ahead. For the first tine
in weeks, he felt a burst of pride run through him This feat he had
acconpl i shed had been not easy. Myving the convoy through uncharted territory
on long-forgotten roads, with the threat of danger ever-present. It was a
triunph of mlitary planning. Such victories reinforced his belief that his
cause -and the cause of The Twi sted Cross -was correct and desti ned.

An hour went by during which Krupp heard a chorus of

whoops and hollers coming fromhis troops behind him- thankful sounds that
they had reached their next objective alive and well. They were the sounds of
loyalty, Krupp told himself. A song of adventure, of pride, of
near-invincibility.

Suddenly he thought of the beautiful woman, tied up in a truck in the mddle
of the convoy, her head covered with a hood.

Maybe toni ght he woul d have her
Forty-five minutes later the convoy stood at a strange crossroads.

Reachi ng a strai ghtaway that ran between two nmountains, they canme upon the
source of the smoke. It was a corridor, literally burned through the dense
forest. This was Krupp's passageway into the hidden valley known as Uxna-I una.
Twel ve kil oneters bl asted away by a squadron of F-4 Phantons of The Tw sted
Cross.

"They have done a magnificent job!" one of his officers exclainmed as they
stood at the entrance to the snoldering path. "Qur pilots are very talented

"It was their bombs that get the credit,"” Krupp said. He was an infantry
officer by trade and therefore distrusted anyone who fought in an airplane.



He wal ked about 25 yards up the roadway, grudgingly adniring how expertly
t heir passage had been cl eared. He reached over and picked up several pieces
of still-warm netal.

"See?" he said to the officer trailing close behind. "They used what the
Ameri cans called 'bl ockbuster' bonmbs. They are like little A-bombs. They carry

tens of thousands of these sharp pellets inside their shell. Wen they
expl ode, it creates a hurricane of shrapnel, but in a very defined area. You
will notice that few things measuring nore than a half inch square has

survived. Everything -trees, branches, |eaves, vines, even rocks have been
cleared away for us. Only the twigs remain . "

"W will ride a road of twigs to our next triunph,"” the officer said in a tone
obviously intended to curry favor with

Kr upp.

"Very poetic, Captain," Krupp said icily. "Now go get the worman. Bring her up
here.”

The man saluted and quickly left Krupp alone. The officer scanned the pat hway
ahead of himw th his powerful binoculars. He could see at |east four miles of
t he bl asted-out jungle corridor ahead before it dipped and went around the
mountain and down into the valley itself.

"Amazi ng," he whispered to hinself. "Wat devious ingenuity .

The wonman was brought up to him still bound in handcuffs, her head stil
covered with the dark hood. *

"You're dismissed,"” Krupp told the officer. "Go back and tell the others to
prepare thensel ves . "

The officer duly scurried off, |eaving Krupp and the woman al one.

"We are close to our next objective," he told her, untying the rope that held
the hood together. "I want you to get a good | ook at what we can do when we
put our mnds toit."

He renoved her hood, feeling a jolt of excitement as he saw her |ovely
features once again.

She had her eyes shut tight, know ng by now that she must open them gradually
so as not to damage themwi th a sudden barrage of |ight.

But this tine her head overrul ed her captive sensibilities. She blinked her
eyes barely a dozen times before they went wide with amazenent, then absol ute
horror.

"My dear God, what have you done here?" she cried out. She couldn't believe
what her eyes were telling her. It |ooked as if someone had driven a gigantic
| awnmower right through the heart of the forest.

"This is the road we foll ow to Uxmal una," he said proudly.

Her jaw was w de open in amazenent and she found it inpossible to close.
"You' ve destroyed this forest!" she cried out, not quite believing the extent

of the devastation

"W have dug a path to glory," he corrected her. "Do you think nere forests



can stop us on our nission?"

She | ooked himdirectly in the eyes. "I can't believe the
i nhumanity of this . " she said, her voice trenbling in anger. "Do you have
any idea what kind of damage this will do? Everything in these forests is

i nt erdependent on each other. Trees shade other trees. They provi de oxygen
-they actually clean the air. They provide food and homes for aninmals. They
keep the water fromrunning off. They keep the soil intact and prevent

erosion. Do you know how i nportant that is in a rain forest such as this?"
"These things are of no concern of mine or ny superiors,” he decl ared, peeved
that the woman would dare | ecture him "Qur nmission is of the utnost

i mportance. W have just sinplified our neans of access to the Uxmal una site

"What you've done is rip the heart out of this place!l" she screamed. "You are
animals. No, worse . . . even the animals have an instinct not to ruin their
envi r onnent "

"Silence!" he screanmed at her, raising his armas if to strike her. "Do you
really believe that we care about sonething so petty as your precious
"environment?' The future of the world is at stake!"

Chapter 24
Hunter's cockpit radi o suddenly crackled to life.

"I"'mfiguring we're about fifteen m nutes away, Hawker," he heard Fitz's voice
say. "Twenty at the nost "

Hunt er checked his position against the map taped to his knee and confirned
Fitzie' s estimation.

"You called it," he radioed the Irishman. "I'mgoing to start getting ready
now ... | suggest we descend to twelve hundred and, once we're close, |ook for
somepl ace fl at "

"Roger," came the reply.

Wth that, both he and Fitz put their AV-8B Harrier junpjets into a shall ow
di ve. Up ahead, Hunter could see the deserted city of El Paso.

It had been one hectic 36 hours. Between |engthy di scussions on what to do
about the situation in the Canal and tracking down the origin of the nuclear
m ne program he had slept maybe a total of two hours. It didn't bother him
though. In tinmes like these, he didn't need sl eep

The United American Conmand Staff had come to the conclusion that the cana

had to be taken away fromthe Nazis -by force. But they also agreed that to do
so would take a major effort - in time, resources, logistics and ultimately in
the Iives of their soldiers. Contingency planning had cormenced i nmedi atel y.
The early thinking was that a conbined air, sea and ground attack woul d be
needed -no small undertaking for the still fledgling United Anerican Arny.

But before any attack could take place, a solution to the
probl em of the nuclear mnes had to be found. The United Anericans coul dn't

very well strike at the Canal Nazis only to have the whol e waterway, and a
good size chunk of Central Anerica, reduced to nothing nore than a pile of



radi oacti ve nud and ash.

So even though Hunter had gone wi thout nuch shuteye, he hardly noticed it. The
gal l ons of adrenaline punping through his body kept himup and alert wth
energy to spare. Besides, he and Fitz had had a |l ot of detective work to do.
That their sleuthing had been ultimately successful was a reward in itself and
brought hi m nore peace than a few hours catching zzzs could ever do.

It was after endl ess hours of probing a mainframe conmputer once used by the US
National Security Agency that they came across an intriguing piece of

evidence: it was a nmenp, stored in the conputer, addressed from one Pentagon
paper pusher to another and sent just two nmonths before World War 111 broke
out. It was a conplaint actually, one guy beefing to the other that the Navy
was spendi ng too nmuch tine and nmoney on "Project Chesapeake Bay."

Specifically, the conplainer noted the "huge anounts" of diesel fuel being
burned by the half dozen mi nesweepers being used in the top secret project.

Both Hunter and Fitz knew i nmedi ately that they were on to something: the US
Navy had very few m nesweepers at the outbreak of the Big War. The ones they
did have were old and creaky, their engines ancient. In truth, they were
probably the nbst unseaworthy ships in the entire US fleet. So why woul d
anyone use themin a top secret project?

Wth this clue, they accessed other conputer files. Soon he and Fitz were
under a nountain of top secret docunents dealing with "Project Chesapeake
Bay." Sure enough, it involved initial testing of nuclear-tipped underwater

m nes. \Were the Chesapeake Bay connection cane in, they never found out.
According to the docunents, the testing of the first-design dumry warheads had
taken pl ace sonewhere off the southern coast of Florida. The mi nesweepers,
naturals for this kind of assignnent, had been sailing out every day from
facilities at the Key West Naval Air Station. And

it was there -in underground | ead-lined bunkers -that the |live nucl ear
war heads had been stored.

Further investigation led themthrough a famly tree of defense contractors
who had been secretly manufacturing conponents for the nuclear mnes, which
were code named "Washbuckets." This was where the hard work cane in. They
sifted through just about every letter witten between the Navy and the
various conpanies, |ooking for one single pattern. Then, late one night, after
much cross-referencing and many hours of follow ng fal se | eads, they found the
mssing link: The majority of the secret-pouch letters concerning
"Washbucket s" and "Proj ect Chesapeake Bay" were/ either witten to, about, or
at the request of, one Doctor Troy Sandl ake, a nan who went by the nicknanme of
Ken.

Still rmore electronic gunshoeing led themto a biography on Sandl ake. A top
engi neer for an obscure but prestigious defense think-tank named the Erica

Cor por ati on, Sandl ake did everything but make the coffee for Project
Chesapeake Bay. He designed the "washbuckets,” and their conplicated nini-nuke
war heads. He single-handedly built the first twenty nodels, and even went down
with the diving teans on the initial trials.

Then the war broke out

It took Hunter and Fitz working on the FBI's central conmputer to track down
three | ocati ons where Sandl ake might be, if indeed he was still alive. One was
his birthplace near Albany, in the Free Territory of New York. Fitzie's crack
intelligence agents took only a few hours to confirmthat Sandl ake was not in
the area. The second possibility was Boston, where Sandl ake had worked for a



time. But that part of the country was now uni nhabited, the lasting results of
the wars with the Mddle Atlantic Conference States that occurred right after
the New Order was cl anmped down.

The third possibility was a small town outside of El Paso where his daughter
once lived. A quick check with the Republic of Texas Intelligence Agency
confirmed that a man bearing Sandl ake's general description had been known to
be living in the area.

The Texans even narrowed down the man's whereabouts to an isolated ranch about
30 miles southeast of El Paso, near a town called Aint. But they also
reported that the last tinme anyone had conme close to the ranch house - in this
case a drifter looking for a handout -they were fired upon by no |l ess than an
M60 machi ne gun. The RTIA had thereafter |abeled the man "unsoci able."

Wth this in mnd, Hunter and Fitz first |located the ranch house fromthe air,
then landed their junpjets about a quarter mle away. Both men secured the
VTOL airplanes, and carrying standard i ssue M 16s, cautiously set out toward

t he dwel I i ng.

It was just dusk when they reached the ranch's outer post fence. Using

Ni ght Scope bi nocul ars, Hunter could see only a single light burning in the
spraw i ng, somewhat dil api dated ranch house. There was no evi dence of heavy
weapons anywhere outside the house, although he could see several spools of
electrical wire scattered about the property.

"It doesn't look like he's expecting conpany,"” Hunter said, taking note of the
desol ate location. "OF course, who the hell else would be way out here in
Nowher esvi | | e?"

Fitz was about to say sonethi ng when suddenly a burst of gunfire whizzed over
t hei r heads.

"Jesus Christ!" Fitz yelled out as they both dove into a nearby ditch. "He is
unsoci abl e!' "

But Hunter knew i medi ately that the shots hadn't conme fromthe house.

"That was too close to cone fromhis place," he said, gingerly scanning al
around themw th the N ghtScope. "Soneone's out here with us . "

As if to enphasize the point, another burst of gunfire kicked up a small storm
of sand and rocks no nore than six feet fromtheir position

"At least two of them" Hunter said, his ultra-sensitive ears keying in on the
di fference in sounds between the two bursts. "Came from over that-a-way . "

Just as he indicated a point north of themw th the snout

of his M16, a third burst of gunfire went right over their heads, this one
| onger and nore sustai ned.

"They must have N ght Scopes, too," Hunter said, feeling sonewhat mffed at
hinsel f for dropping in on his second "hot" |anding zone in as many weeks. It
was a habit he w shed he coul d break

"Well, they're getting dam close," Fitz said, checking the magazine in his
gun. He was reassured to find it full

"I know," Hunter said, checking his own clip. "But who the hell are they?"



Fitz shook his head and added: "Mre inportant, Hawker, do they know who we
are?"

"Only one way to find out,"
his M 16.

Hunter said, tying his kerchief onto the nuzzle of

"Be careful,” Fitz warned himas he started waving the nakeshift flag.
"We're Americans/" Hunter shouted out in the |oudest voice possible. "W've
got no beef with you! W're fromthe United Anerican Arny and . . ."

H s next words were cut off by a long stream of bull ets-streaking overhead. He
was back down in the ditch in a mcro-second.

"I don't think they like us," he said with understatenent.

"You certainly gave them a chance," Fitz said, who |like Hunter was certain
that the people doing the shooting would kill themif given the chance. "Now
how the hell do we get out of this one?"

"Ckay," Hunter said, inprovising a bit. "How about you stay here and I'|
circle around then?" »

"Don't joke at a time like this, Hawker!" Fitz growl ed at himthrough cl enched
teet h.

"Ckay, then, how about we split up, and hit themfromtwo sides?" he asked.

"Yer going daft Fitz said anxiously reverting back to his thick brogue.

"Well, that doesn't |eave us with nmany other options,
course, the 'bigl option . "

Hunt er said. "Except of

"Yeah, well let's give that one a try, if you don't m nd?" Fitz said.

Once again his words were nearly split in two with another barrage of gunfire.
This was i medi ately followed by three nortar rounds | anding in quick
successi on about 25 feet away.

"These guys are getting on ny nerves," Hunter said as he pulled an old silver
quarter out of his pocket and gave it a flip.

"Heads!" he called just as he sl apped the coin down on the back of his hand.
"Tails it is!"™ Fitz cried, seeing he had won.

"Jesus Christ, do you ever |ose?" Hunter asked Fitz as the Irishman strapped
his M 16 back on and prepared to nove out of the ditch

"You know better than to ask that," he told Hunter. "Now how shall we work
thi s?"

Hunt er thought for a nonment, then said: "Wait for the Iightshow, | guess
" Once again he checked the clip in his M16; as always it was filled with
tracer rounds. "If they shoot back at you or nme, then let '"emhave it "

"Ckay," Fitz said, taking a deep breath. "Be back in a snap ..

Wth that, Fitzgerald scranbled out of the ditch and started maki ng his way



back to their airplanes.
Twenty mi nutes passed.

The last rays of the vivid southwestern sunset were just fading when Fitzie's
Harri er appeared high overhead, slowy circling the ranch. Hunter, stil
scrunched up in the ditch, had been ducking only occasional bursts of gunfire
since Fitz had left, and these had been way off the mark. This told himthat
whoever was firing on himwasn't exactly sure where he was.

But that was about to change

Sensing that Fitz was ready, Hunter dramatically stood up and fired off a long
burst of tracers in the general direction of the eneny fire. The early evening
dar kness was suddenly lit up with ghostly streaks of yellowred as his
phosphorus rounds bounced and ricocheted around the desert scrub brush and
rocks.

A split second later Hunter was back in the ditch, hands over his head as the
nmyst eri ous enemny agai h opened up on his position

One stream of gunfire zipped by to his right.

"Now t hat sounds |ike an M60," he thought, tuning his ears into the gun's
di stinctive "budda-budda" reverberation

Two nore barrages cane froma slightly different direction

"Are those Mausers?" he wondered, keying in on the automatic fire's zinging
sound.

Then, as if on cue, two nortar rounds came crashing, down about 50 feet away.

"Light stuff,"” he thought. "Probably fifty-one mllimeters

He counted to ten, then he heard another, nore deafening crash!

"Finally, here cone the real fireworks . " he thought as he hunkered down
further in the ditch. No nore than 20 feet above him Fitz's Harrier streaked
overhead, its two 30-mm Aden cannons bl azing. He heard two anti-personne
bonbs expl ode during the junpjet's next pass, followed only by sonme feeble
return fire. Three nore subsequent passes were devoted to the powerful Aden
cannons.

It was all over in under five mnutes. Their plan for Hunter to draw fire had
wor ked beautifully. Crawing up out of the duct, Hunter could see four
separate fires burning about a quarter nmile fromhis |ocation. He unl eashed
anot her | ong streamof tracer bullets in the sane general direction. But no
one shot back this tinme. Either Fitz had got themall or they had run away.

It took another ten minutes for Hunter to find a suitable |anding spot for
Fitz's Harrier.

Using his powerful utility lanp, he directed the junpjet down onto a concrete
slab that had once served as a silo foundation. The AV-8B just fit on the

i mprovi sed hardstand and only Fitz's adeptness at flying the unusual Harrier
pre-

vented a m shap.



"Everything quiet?" the Irishman asked his friend as he clinbed down fromthe
jet. "l spotted four separate targets out there and | believe |I got at |east
three of them dead-on ..."

"You done good, Mke," Hunter said. "Haven't heard a peep fromthem"
The two pilots set out toward the nearest fire, their M16's up and ready.
Reaching it they found three bodies and a destroyed nortar set-up

G ngerly feeling inside the pockets of one of the stiffs, Hunter came up with
a single piece of paper. On it was drawn a snmall but detailed map of the ranch
and the surrounding area. Clearly marked with large black Xs were the four gun
positions, all of which were now burning.

"Looks like they were staking out this place,"” Hunter said. "I think we just
dropped in on a party that hadn't really started yet."

"What a coincidence,” Fitz said, |ooking over the remains of the nortar. "That
shoul d mean the good doctor will greet us with open arns.”

They qui ckly checked two other targets and found six nore bodies. Like the
first three, they were clad in nondescript drab green fatigues with no
i denti fying patches or badges.

But it was at the fourth and final |ocation that Hunter found a piece of very
di sturbing evidence. Four nen lay dead at this site, the bodies scattered
around a M50 machi ne-gun. But as both pilots could see, the nest itself hadn't
been hit by any of Fitzie's cannon fire or antipersonnel bonbs.

"This is the one | missed," Fitz said, observing a |large crater about 30 feet
away made by one of his antipersonnel bombs. "Yet these guys have all been
greased . "

Hunter played his flashlight beam on each of the bodies. Each one had a pistol
in hand and a single shot in the head.

"Sui ci des?" Fitz asked incredul ously.

Hunt er nodded slowy in agreenment. "They iced thensel ves,'
noti ng the dead nen had shaved

he said grimy

heads. "Just like those two triggernen that plugged old Captain Pegg. They
even have the sane haircuts . "

"Do you think, Hawker . . ." Fitz said, trying to find the correct words. "Do
you think these guys are Canal Nazis, too?"

"Either that or they all got real depressed at the same nmonent," Hunter

answer ed.

Hunter felt a chill run through him Both he and Fitz had seen war-too often

for his tastes. It was hardly the gl anorous adventure that the prewar novies
and TV and books woul d have had peopl e believe. People didn't just fall over
and | ook like they'd gone to sleep after being hit with a bullet or a shel
fragment. Bodies -skulls, stomachs, spines - tended to expl ode when hit by a
projectile. And what came out was hardly pretty or glamorous. In reality, it
was si ckeni ng.

But | ong ago Hunter had sonehow steel ed hinsel f against the horrible sights of
war. He loathed killing, as did everyone he knew fromthe United American Arny



Command Staff on down. But the survival of his country was of the utnost
i nportance to him and anyone who dared threaten it with arnms and killing of
their own had to be taken on. That was war.

But taking one's own life was a different story. That passed froman act of
war to an act of fanaticism And frankly, it gave himthe creeps

"It takes a lot to put a gun to one's own head, Hawker,"
his own feelings.

Fitz said, mrroring

Hunt er nodded glumy. "Yeah, in a situation like this, it's called

" brai nwashi ngl . "
He turned toward the ranch house and added: "Let's go see what the doctor has
to say about all this."

Chapter 25

The two pil ots approached the ranch house fromtwo sides, each one using his
Ni ght Scope goggl es.

When they met on the porch, both Hunter and Fitz shrugged at the | ack of
incident in walking up to the house. The place itself was a solid, stone
structure with a nmassive oak door that | ooked thick enough to. be bulletproof.
In its day the ranch house nust have been a sight to see. Nowit was nore than
alittle seedy | ooking.

Inside there was still a single |light burning.

"Maybe after all this we'll find out no one's at home," Fitz whispered to

Hunt er.

"Well, that would be a kick in the ass," Hunter said as he silently lifted the

|latch on the front door of the rundown structure. It was | ocked.

"Too sinple just to bust it in," Fitz cautioned.

Hunt er nodded and backed away fromthe door. "Ckay, give hima yell ..." he
sai d.

Fitz put one hand up to his mouth and took a deep breath. "Sandl ake!" he
hollered. "W're friends! Don't shoot!"

Si | ence .

"Hey, Sandl ake!" Fitz began again. "You owe us a favor nman! W just saved yer
ass . "

Agai n, not hi ng.
"Well, if he's in there he's an ungrateful bastard,” Hunter said.
"Hawker, why don't you give it a try?" Fitz suggested. "Tell himwho yer are."

At that point Hunter was willing to try anything. "Sandl ake!"™ he called out.
"This is Major Hawk Hunter of the United Anerican Arny. We're here to ..."

Suddenly they heard a rustling inside. Then a voice, sonewhat weak, sonmewhat



nmechani cal spoke four words:
"Hawk Hunter is dead."

Hunt er shook his head in frustration. "This is getting ridiculous," he said.
He was getting sick and tired of everyone fromhere to Central Anerica and
back thi nki ng he was six feet under

"I assure you he is very nuch alive and well, Doctor!" Fitz called in. "Qpen
the door and find out." p

"You must think I'mas crazy as the others do . cane the reply. "It
will take a lot nore to get me to open this door than a prom se to see the
famous W ngman. "

Hunter imredi ately resented the man's nocki ng tone.

"Ckay, Sandl ake," he yelled back. "Let ne say one word to you: Washbuckets

There was anot her |ong silence.

"How about three nore words?" Fitz yelled out. "Project Chesapeake Bay."
Just then they heard soneone fiddling with the |ock on

t he bi g door.

Both Hunter and Fitz had their M 16s up and ready as the huge oak door
squeaked open.

The first thing Hunter saw was another M 16 pointing right at him The second
thing he saw was a tight T-shirt and a lovely pair of breasts.

"What in heaven . Fitz started to say.

Hunt er was al nost too dunbfounded for words. Standing before them holding a
M 16, was an incredibly beautiful wonan.

"Lower your guns gentlenen, and you can cone in," the
woman sai d.

Al though it mght not have been the sensible thing to do, Hunter and Fitz
| owered their guns as requested. The woman then | owered hers.

"I's ... is there soneone naned Dr. Sandl ake here?" Hunter asked, not know ng
what el se to say.

"Yes . the woman answered "Of course, there is."

She turned and opened the big door w de enough for themto enter. Both Hunter
and Fitz's eyes imediately zooned in on her perfect derriere.

"Strange things happen when I"'mw th you, Hawker," Fitz said to himin a
nervously cracki ng brogue.

"I was about to say the sane thing to you, Fitz," Hunter replied.

They both stepped inside and took a quick | ook at the surroundi ngs. The



interior of the ranch house was even nore rundown than the outside. Everywhere
furniture lay uncleaned, ripped and falling apart. The walls were covered with
a thick coat of dust and not one picture was hangi ng evenly. The floor was
covered with an endl ess carpet of glass and plaster

Added to all this were nunerous bullet hol es everywhere.

Hunter turned his attention back to the woman. She was bl ond, very pretty and
probably in her mid-twenties. Her figure was picture perfect, the result,
Hunter could tell, of nuch care and exercise.

"We are here to talk to the doctor,"
us t hrough the door?"

he said. "I assume that was he talking to

The wonman nodded, an action that served to jiggle her breasts ever so
slightly.

"Yes, that was him" she said. "Through his security intercom™

"Are you his daughter?" Hunter asked, thinking another piece of the puzzle was
about to fall into place.

But the worman suddenly | ooked down, a pai ned expression com ng across her. "No
" she said, sadly.

Hunter and Fitz | ooked at each other. It was obvious Hunter had touched a
sensitive nerve

"Just follow me," the woman said. "And be careful of the broken glass."
Wth that she expertly wal ked through the rubble on the floor and toward a
lighted doorway that obviously led to a cellar

They foll owmed her down a |ong set of stairs which |l ed to another huge door
this one made of reinforced steel. Wth

no small effort, the blond beauty yanked the door back just far enough for
themto squeeze in.

As opposed to the dingy setting upstairs, the chanber on the other side of the
doorway was well lit. The bunker-like roomwas filled w th hundreds of

el ectroni c devices, none of which Hunter could identify at first gl ance.
Everywhere there were lights flashing, buzzers buzzing, conputer screens

di splaying row after row of nunbers and letters, computer printers working
non-stop, spitting out reans of data. Working feverishly over it all were
three nore beautiful wonmen, attractively dressed in tight jeans and T-shirts,
M 16s slung over their shoul ders. /

"So this is the fambus Hawk Hunter, you say?" a voice fromthe far end of the
chanber asked.

Hunter and Fitz turned to see a m ddl e aged man hunched over a work bench t hat
was overflowing with electronic parts, wires and tools. He was wearing |arge
tortoi se shell glasses and a typically stained | ab coat.

Hunter stepped forward. "I'm Hawk Hunter," he said matter-of-factly. "In the
flesh . . ."

"I recogni ze you fromthe newspapers,"
not dead."

the man replied. "G ad to see you're



"Me, too," Hunter said. "You're Dr. Sandl ake?"

The man was in his late 40s, still somewhat handsone with a healthy shock of
graying hair. It appeared as if he shared his femal e conpanion's penchant for
fitness; Hunter thought the guy m ght have been a bodybuil der at some point.
"I'"'m Sandl ake," he answered. "Sorry for the rather rude greeting before
he motioned to a intercomtype mcrophone near his work bench. "Got to be
careful in this neighborhood these days."

"So we found out," Fitz said. "Did you realize there were nore than a dozen
men out there - heavily armed, too?"

"OfF course, we did," Sandl ake said. "They've been out there for a week now. O
maybe it's only been a couple days. |'mnot too sure. But, in any case, did
you chase them away?"

"You mght say that,"” Hunter replied. "They were enem es

of yours, right?"

Absol utel y!'" Sandl ake said, thrusting a one finger in the air like a revved-up
col l ege professor. "They were trying to starve us out of here, the bastards.”

"Starve you out?" Fitz asked. "They had enough fire power to level this place
-or at least the top part of the house. Maybe even this bunker, too."

"Ah, yes," Sandl ake said. "But you see, that would have neant killing us -or
nore specifically, killing ne. And I'mafraid to say those chaps wanted ne
quite alive."

The man stopped for a quick breath of air, then went on: "I think they were
jealous," he said. "You may have noticed, ny assistants are quite
pul chritudinous." "If that nmeans 'foxy,' you're right," Fitz said. Both

Sandl ake and Fitz | aughed at the joke, but Hunter could feel the gratuitous
conversation was heading out into the ozone somewhere. And the strangest thing
was that while he was tal king, Sandl ake continued to tinker with sone do-dad
on his work bench. The nan seenmed to be working the absent-m nded professor
routine a little too nuch. It was as if the two pilots had just dropped in for
nothing nore than a friendly chat and now were no nore than a distraction

It was time to cut to the quick . . . "Like we said, we're here to talk to you
about Project Chesapeake Bay," Hunter said firmy. "Specifically, underwater
nucl ear mnes . "

Sandl ake gave out a somewhat nutty laugh. "Well, that is funny," he said.
"Because that's exactly what those guys outside wanted to talk to ne about
al so . "

"You can be sure we are here for a different notive," Hunter said. Then, for
the next ten minutes, he patiently explained to the man the situation in
Panama and what the United American Arny Conmand Staff felt had to be done
about it.

"W have to | aunch a massive attack on The Twi sted Cross," Hunter told
Sandl ake. "But before we do that, we have to find some way to di sarmthose
nucl ear m nes."

"W understand you're the expert behind their creation



is that right?" Fitz asked.
"Yes, quite right," Sandl ake said, for the first time turning away fromhis
ti nkering. Suddenly he becane very serious. "And | amquite aware of the
nucl ear nmine systemin the Canal. In fact, gentlenmen, | not only created the
monster-1'mthe one who gave it all to the Twi sted Cross."

Hunt er al nost asked the man to repeat hinself.
"You did?" Fitz cried out. "In Heaven's nane nan, why?"

Sandl ake took off his glasses and rubbed his tired eyes. In the course of
three seconds it appeared as if he was a conpletely different person. Gone was
the jovi al / bot hersone professorial schtick. It was replaced with the worn-down
| ook of a very troubled individual

"Come with nme, gentlemen" he said, rising fromhis seat at the end of the work
bench. "It's a long, sad story . "

Two hours and one bottle of Scotch later, both Hunter and Fitz were shaking
their heads in amazenent.

Sandl ake had led theminto a smaller roomoff his fortified bunker. M xing
coffee with the bitter Scotch, the man tal ked and they |istened.

After the Big War, Sandl ake, who had been stranded in the Rockies on a
Christmas ski weekend, tried to get transportation back to his office in
Washi ngt on, thinking that would be the professional and patriotic thing to do.
But with the chaos and anarchy that ensued across the country follow ng the
Soviet's sneak attack on Anerica's ICBMsilos, he finally realized that there
wasn't rmuch for himto return to in the nation's former capital. He decided
that getting here -his daughter's house near El Paso -was his next best bet.

Travel ing by any neans he coul d, including horseback, the doctor nade the
sometines torturous 500-mile plus journey in two nonths. He arrived to find
hi s daughter relatively safe, though grief-stricken that her oil executive
husband of just three nmonths had been killed in Saudi Arabia during the first
day of the war.

Toget her, Sandl ake, who was a wi dower, and his daughter

struggled to eke out an existence in the isolated ranchhouse. El Paso was
nearly deserted and tales of |looters and drug-crazed bandits roam ng the enpty
streets were enough to keep civilized people away fromthe city. Instead, the
father and daughter grew their own food and rai sed some cattle for beef. A
smal | but effective bartering agreement with sone nearby survivors filled in

t he gaps, the Sandl akes usually trading either steaks or one of the doctor's
many gadgets in return for clothing and firewood.

Sandl ake said it was as close to a confortabl e exi stence as one coul d expect
in post-war, New Order Anerica. Several years went by. News about the outside
worl d was scarce. He and his daughter had heard runors of great battles being
fought up in the center of the continent, and on one occasion, they hid froma
band of Circle Arny deserters, who ransacked their storage bin. After that,
Sandl ake built the underground bunker and spent much of his free tine

manuf acturing his electronic do-whats - security devices, nostly -for barter

This relatively peaceful life came to a crashing halt very early one norning
when his hone was invaded by no | ess than one hundred armed nmen, brought in by



a dozen Soviet-nade assault helicopters. They were called The Party, and at
first, claimed to be arns deal ers. However, after a short talk with the | eader
of the group, a man named Frankel, Sandl ake realized that the invaders knew
many of the details about Project Chesapeake Bay and the underwater nucl ear

m nes. \What they wanted was the location of the actual hardware, which, they
made quite clear to him they wanted to use to solidify their takeover of the
Pananma Canal

Sandl ake refused to tell them Two days of beatings and torture followed. It
was during this time that the Party menbers | earned that his daughter was
actually a doctor too - she held a degree in a particularly strict discipline
of archaeol ogy.

Once the intruders learned this, they radi oed their headquarters (which
Sandl ake believed was in Mexico City at the tinme) and soon sone even higher
officials of The Party

arrived at the ranch. They then turned their torture tactics on his daughter
demandi ng she tell them everything she knew about ancient Mayan sites in
Central America as well as Inca sites in South Anerica. She resisted at first
-so nmuch so that a helicopter was di spatched to collect sone sodi um pentat ho
- better known as truth serum

After two days of constant injections, Sandl ake's daughter finally broke. Her
i nterrogators knew very well that her branch of archaeology - called "dark
zone" archaeol ogy - was the study of the deepest inner areas of ancient sites.
Two years before the war broke out, startling discoveries had been nade at
certain Mayan and Inca sites previously thought to have been researched to the
full. "Dark Zone" archaeol ogi sts had found a nunber of nan-nmade caves,

wal kways and tunnel s underneath several Central and South Anerican sites,

of ten accessible only through narrow wet clay passages. These secret chanbers
had | ai d undi scovered for years by general school archaeol ogists as well as

| ooters. The researchers theorized the Mayans and the Incas had used these
Dark Zones for religious rituals or as hiding places.

But for what ever reason, in every case, the Dark Zoners found these strange
pl aces filled with gold

The Party menbers were quick to realize they had come upon an incredible
coi nci dence: Not only did they have the man who invented the small,

nucl ear-ti pped underwater m nes they sought for the Panama Canal, they al so
had someone who was an expert in locating long |lost treasures of Mayan and
I nca gol d.

Once again the invaders started beating and torturing the doctor, demanding
that he reveal the location of the nuclear mnes. Finally, on the climactic
13th day of the nightnmare, the Party nenbers stripped his daughter naked in
front of himand threatened to rape and then kill her if he didn't give them
the informati on. Sandl ake felt he had no choice but to tell, a decision aided
by the fact that he too was injected several times with truth serum

Two helicopters left the ranch and returned four days later to report that
they had found the nucl ear mnes right

where Sandl ake said they'd be -in the | ead-lined underground storage center at
the Key West Naval Air Station. Once they had what they wanted, the Party
menbers bundl ed up his daughter and took her away. Then they took himout to
the back of his house, shot himtwi ce in the head and left himfor dead.

Now it was Sandl ake's tine to get lucky. Shortly after the Party nenbers



departed, a bartering group happened by the ranch. They found Sandl ake barely
alive but still breathing and they took himwith them By sone kind of
mracle, he survived his severe head wounds, though he admitted that his
nment al capacities were only about 70 to 80-percent of what they once were.

"I was never absent-m nded before all this,"” he told the pilots sadly. "But I
cane back fromthe dead. Saw ny own body, lying there on the ground, bl ood
everywhere. My bl ood! Believe nme, that can't help but affect you. Now,
sonmetines | lose track of tinme, dates, my own past " Once he recovered,
Sandl ake returned to the ranch and the underground bunker and imredi ately
began work on a disarnming device for the nukes. The "Deactivator" he called
it. His short-circuited reasoning had himfiguring he could hire sone
nmercenaries to travel to the Canal and put the mines out of action. But his

di m ni shed capacity, along with a general |ack of equipnent, nmade the project
sl ow goi ng. Even when he recruited the four young wonen -no dunm es, they were
all graduate students in engineering from Texas A&M before the war -the work
on the deactivator device dragged on. He made a mistake of trying to barter
for sone nuch needed equi prent via an arms deal er working on the outskirts of
El Paso. He thought that through this individual, word got back to The Twi sted
Cross that he was still alive.

The smaller group of Canal Nazis had | anded just two days before. Surprised at
t he defensive firepower nmounted by the doctor and his lovely assistants, they
decided to play it safe and lay siege to the ranch, hoping to starve them out
and retri eve whatever parts of the deactivator they had conpl eted. Sandl ake
spent those past 48 hours intentionally entering m sleading data into
conputers, so as to confuse the Nazis should they succeed in getting into his
bunker .

"An incredible story," Hunter told the man.

"You should get all this dowmn in witing," Fitz told him "Should they ever
start printing books again, this one will be a bestseller "

"But the final chapters aren't witten as yet,"
| east | hope they haven't "

Sandl ake said glumy. "At

"They haven't," Hunter told him "First of all, we'll have a chopper here in
the norning. You and your assistants are coming back to DC with us. You can
work on the deactivator there. You'll have a |ot nore resources and nore

people to help."

"But what about my daughter?" the man asked, close to tears. "She's been
m ssing for so long . "

"Don't worry about it," Hunter said decisively. "I"Il get your daughter back
for you . "

Chapter 26

More than 1200 nmiles to the south as the crow flies, Colonel Krupp was sitting
in the back of his command truck, drinking heavily.

H s convoy was now hal fway to the Uxmal una site, the bombed-out, burned-away
road provided for themproving to be very slow going. Two hours before, he had
called a halt to work for the day, his troops mistakenly praising himfor
stopping a full four hours early. But he hadn't done it for their sakes. He
woul d have worked them 24 hours straight if he thought he could get away with
it.



H s reasons for knocking off early were totally selfish and devi ous. That was
why he had spent the last hour fortifying hinmself with a jug of bad banana
brandy. He was an awful drinker. Having no experience with it, he tended to
overindulge at all the wong tines. This occasion would be no exception

Before him tied to his fold-down bed, was the woman. She was stripped naked,
bound hand and (foot to the bed-frame with | eather straps and gagged with a

cloth. It was the way he had dreaned of seeing her ever since the beginning.

Now was the opportunity .

He took another |long gulp of the scorchingly bad brandy, and reached for a
smal | | eather whip. Her eyes went wide with alarmas she watched himplay wth
the tassels. She tried to scream sonet hing, but the cloth in her nouth pre-

vented that. However her aggressive action surprised him

"You are not supposed to resist he said, drunkenly

slurring the words. "You are here to be taught a | esson
She started to thrash about, hurting her arms and wists
where they were so securely tied to the bed. For his part he
felt a guilty pang of true pleasure shoot through himas he

wat ched her breasts and hips nove back and forth
"Ch, my dear," he said, slobbering a smle. "Don't you realize that all this .
this moving and gyrating ... is futile?"

She tried to screama second tine, but her cry was once again nmuffled by the
gag.

He | eaned over toward her, his lips just inches fromher lovely well-forned
breasts. "You defied ne today, nmy sweet," he said in a weird, inebriated
sing-songy whine. "It is alnost as if you don't understand who you are dealing
with here.”

He dared reach out at that point, putting his |eather glove on her right
breast. He suddenly felt as if he had made history, and in a sense, he had: It
was the first tine in his 42 years that he had touched a wonan's naked body.

She squirnmed hard again, trying to force his hand from her, but she couldn't.
He pinched her nipple tightly, causing her to arch up and back

"You . . . you actually enjoyed that, didn't you?" he asked her, completely
m sreadi ng her action.

He then put his hand between her soft white | egs, feeling the snmoothness of
her thighs even through the | eather glove. Again she tried to stop himfrom
touchi ng her by noving about, but again it was no use.

"And that?" he said, taking a swig of brandy, half of which wound up on his
chin and neck. "You liked that too, didn't you?"

She violently shook her head fromside to side.

"You didn't?" he said, his voice now approaching the tinber of an elderly
worman. “"Well, that's good . "



Anot her gulp fromthe brandy and his uniform pants were down. He ripped open
his jacket to reveal a hairless, alnpbst fem nine chest.

"Prepare yourself, ny dear," he said, fighting off a violent series of
hi ccups. "Prepare to feel the sting of some |ong overdue discipline ..." -~

Just then he reached down for his whip and for the brandy bottle at the sane
time. The conplicated maneuver caused himto | ose his bal ance. He cane
crashi ng down on top of her, cracking his head on the nmetal bed frame as he
did so. Suddenly he rolled off her and fell to the floor, conpletely

bl acked- out, a nasty gash bl eeding on his nose.

She prayed he was dead .
Part 11
Chapter 27

"I suppose there's no way | can talk you out of this?" Jones asked Hunter as
t hey wal ked down to the edge of the Potomac River

Hunter didn't answer. He sinply shrugged and readjusted the | arge, overfilled
knapsack he was carrying.

"How about if | gave you a direct order not to go?" Jones conti nued.

The W ngman stopped and | ooked the general straight in the eyes. "Then |
woul dn't go . " he said. He took a deep breath then asked: "Are you going
to give nme such an order?"

Jones stared at himfor a nonent then shook his head.

"No, I'mnot, Major,"” he said. "But | want you to convince me that you know
just what you're getting yourself into."

"I don't know what nore | can say, Ceneral," Hunter told himas they resuned
wal king toward a small, riverside pier. "I pronised Sandl ake that 1'd find his
daughter. | feel | have to make good on it."

"But | ook at the nmonunental task you've taken on,"
one person? In Central America? These days?"

Jones said. "Trying to find

"I know it's crazy," Hunter replied. "But | can't go back on nmy word. Besides,
|'ve been holed up with Sandl ake for the

past five days, going over every possible Mayan or Inca site where they may
have taken his daughter. It's really just a question of tracking themdown to
the right place."

"And t hen what ?"

"And, then I'Il try to snatch her back," Hunter said. "Just how wi |l depend on
the circunstances.”

Jones let out a long, gruff sigh. "We don't have nuch time, you know," he told
the pilot.

"I know that, sir," Hunter replied. "But we do have sone time. W have to
prepare the strike force, draw up the battle plans, do the logistics



"Al'l true," Jones said. "But we are noving ahead very quickly to acconplish
all that."

As if to underscore his point, he nodded to the |ong columm of United American
M1 tanks that was runbling .down nearby |Independence Avenue on their way to
Fort Meade in old Maryland. Several of the tank commanders recogni zed Jones
and Hunter and offered friendly waves and sal utes.

"The Texans and the Free Canadi ans are on board,"” Jones continued. "And we're
gathering the airlift capacity and putting everyone through a quickie course
in jungle combat training."

"That's all great," Hunter said. "But we also have to take into consideration
that Sandl ake is still a way fromconpleting his deactivating device."

"He seens to be progressing well," Jones said, watching two United American
A-7 Strikefighters pass overhead and turn south. "Christ, we've got nore than
twenty engi neers working with himand his rather |lovely assistants."”

"Again, that's super,” Hunter replied. "But |'ve gotten to know the guy pretty
well. He's really not a well man. He goes in and out. Flashes of brilliance,
sure. But there are a lot of dark spots in there, too."

Jones nodded synpathetically. "Getting shot in the head does that to you," he
sai d.

"So does missing part of your famly," Hunter replied. "And frankly, that's
not something that | nyself have thought a | ot about -until this past week,
that is. Now I

know what they nmean when they say that having soneone close to you turn up
m ssing is worse than having themdie on you ..."

They wal ked wi thout talking for the next few mnutes. Jones had the feeling
Hunter was stepping into uncharted psychic territory; a very personal place in
his mnd

Two nore A-7s streaked over, breaking the silence between them Finally they
had reached their destination, a small dock just this side of the Arlington

Merori al Bridge. Jones took one | ook at the contraption tied up to the pier

and said: "CGood God, what the hell is that?"

Hunter's mood lightened instantly. "I'msurprised at you / Ceneral ," he
said. "I would have thought you'd recognize one of die best, npbst under-rated
airplanes ever built." "But it looks like it's an antique . " Jones said

"It is an antique,"’
take on this m ssion

Hunter replied. "And | can't think of a better airplane to

It was a Vought OS2U Kingfisher, a Wrld War |1-vintage seapl ane that Hunter
and Fitz found packed away deep in the bowels of the Smthsonian's Washi ngton
DC storage facility. Wrking with a crew of UA Air Force volunteers, they had
it flying in just a few hours. Hunter then spent another half day souping up
the single prop engine from 450 horsepower to 650, and addi ng extra fue
tanks. Another few hours went into installing three special nini-conputers of
his own design, plus a long range radio set, an infra red spotting device and
a few nore high-tech weapons systens, all nodul ar construction

"Why this airplane?" Jones asked, running his hand al ong the Kingfisher's
snooth, all-netal frame. "We certainly have bigger and better aircraft you



could use."
"I know that," Hunter replied. "But this baby has a few advant ages over
anyt hi ng el se we've got.

"First of all, it's a |low maintenance bird. The engine is as sinple as one in
a '65 Chevy. It's durable and it will run well in hot, hum d weather. The Navy
used these airplanes in the South Pacific for the entire war as observation
craft, air-sea rescue, things like that. They catapulted them off battl eships
and cruisers, or they took off right from bays

and harbors. They took a real beating and kept flying.

"I't's got a range of eight hundred nmiles and with the extra tanks |'ve added,
"Il bet | get twelve hundred niles or nore between fill-ups."

"But why a seapl ane?" Jones asked. "You're going to the middle of the jungle

"Well, that's what | thought at first, too," Hunter replied. "Then | did sone
studyi ng and sone tal king wi th Sandl ake.

"It turns out that many of the Mayan sites are actually built fairly close to
rivers or |akes. It makes sense because the people who built these places two
t housand years ago needed water close by for construction and for drinking.
And | ater, when the site was finished, they wanted to be near water for
agriculture and so on."

"So you figure you can land this thing on any river or |ake?" Jones asked.
"That's the topper," Hunter said, admring the Kingfisher. "This airplane
could land on a fair-size streamif it had to. And it's very maneuverable for
something of its size and bulk. | think that's an option I'll need . "

Hunter could see Jones was slowy falling under the spell of the ungainly

el egance of the Kingfisher. It was nearly 34 feet in length with a wing span
of 35 feet, 11 inches. And with the float attached -it alone was nore than 35
feet long-the OS2U stood 15 high on dry land. The pilot rode in a cockpit very
close to the forward-nmounted single engine. This pilot's conpartmnment continued
on two thirds of the way down the fusel age where it ended in a rear-facing
gunner/observer seat. Overall, the airplane was sonewhat simlar in size and
appearance to the nore recogni zabl e G unman TBF-1 Avenger di vebonber, one of
the stalwarts of the US Naval Air effort against the Japanese. Except this

ai rplane could fl oat

Thi s Kingfisher now carried a very nodern, very deadly Vul can cannon cont ai ned
in a weapons pod on its left wing; a small air-to-ground mssile firing

pl atform bal ancing the load on its right. Jones noted that Hunter had al so
somehow managed to hook up two air-to-air missiles to the Kingfisher's

Wi ngtips -"m ni-Si dewi nders" was what the pil ot

call ed them

Jones peeked inside and saw that Hunter had arranged his m ni conputers al ong
one side of the pilot's conpartnent, his advanced weapons firing systens al ong
the other. The tunnel between the pilot's seat and that of the observer/
gunner was now adorned with a sinple hammock and some boxes of food. A .50
cal i ber machi ne gun was attached to the gunner's post.

"Original equipnent,” Hunter told himpointing to the big fifty. "Believe it



or not they used to shoot down Zeroes with those things ..

Jones took a step back and took in the whol e package. It was a
beautiful -1 ooki ng airplane, much in the sane nanner as a Tucker had been a
beauti ful -1 ooki ng aut onpbi | e.

"What can | say?" Jones asked. "It |ooks like you' ve covered as many bases as
possi ble."
"Well, I've tried . . ." Hunter replied, giving the airplane an affectionate

pat on the rear. "But, then again, you never know .
Jones checked his watch. "The staff is nmeeting in two hours,"” he said. "I
understand you wote out a list of recormendations for pre-strike activities?"

Hunt er nodded, throwi ng his gear inside the airplane. "They're just
suggestions, but | think they can only help us in the long run," he said. "W
shoul d establish a strong |ink between us and those chopper guys in Panama-the
CATS. They're good at what they do, they know the terrain and they've been a
thorn in the side of The Twi sted Cross before we even knew what the hell was
goi ng on down there."

"Sounds |ike a good idea," Jones said, naking a notation in his ever-present
not ebook. "Wat el se?"

"Local involvenent," Hunter said. "There are a |lot of native Pananmani ans and
Indians in that area who have been virtually enslaved by The Twi sted Cross. If
we coul d sonehow get theminformed, they'd be a trenendous hel p when the tine
cones to nove."

"Agai n, another good idea,"
that regard al so . "

t he general agreed. "Perhaps the CATS can help in

"The only other thing is the deactivator itself," Hunter

said, giving the Kingfisher one |last |ook over. "JT and Ben are worKking
closely with Sandl ake, as is Fitz. If | understand the good doctor correctly,
his device works on a high frequency radio burst system Blasting the mnes
with short, quick bursts of radio waves screws up the timng devices."

"Sounds conplicated,"” Jones said. "But once the device is conpleted, how the
hell do we get it down to the Canal and worki ng?"

"That's the sixty-four thousand dollar question, CGeneral," Hunter replied.
"We're hopi ng Sandl ake can rig sonething that can be installed onto the F-16.
And then it would be a matter of me overflying the Canal and just bl anketing
it with the deactivators radio bursts . "

Jones suddenly | ooked very worried. "That sounds extrenely dangerous,"” he
said. "Especially with the firepower they've assenbl ed al ong the Canal ."

Hunt er shrugged. "That's ny | ast recomendation,” he said. "The only way | can
think of pulling it off is for me to go in on the first wave of the attack

and whil e everyone and his brother is covering ny ass, | just zip through and
disarmall the warheads . "

"My God," Jones said. "Do you think you can actually do that?"

Once again, Hunter could only shrug. "Do we have any ot her choi ce?" he asked.



Conpl eting his last visual inspection of the OS2U, Hunter knew it was tine to
shove of f.

Jones shook his hand. "Good luck, Hawk," he said. "Don't forget to give us a
yell if you need help . "

Hunter firmy grasped the man's hand. Jones was his superior officer, but he
al so considered himone of his closest friends.

"You'll hear me |oud and clear,"
back before you know it "

he said. "And believe ne, General, |'ll be

Wth that he junped into the Kingfisher and started its old but reliable
engine. Wth the help of Jones and two dock hands, he cast off fromthe pier
and floated out to the center of the river. Then, in one great burst of power,
he gunned

the floatplane's engines and took off in a great spray of snoky exhaust and
water. He slowy gained altitude and circled back over the dock

Then, with a wag of his wi ngs, he turned south and soon di sappeared over the
hori zon.

Chapter 28

Col onel Frankel swatted a swanp fly with his cap and watched as the |arge
cruise liner sailed by.

It was the Big Easy Princess, once again transiting through the canal on its
way to the west coast of Col ombia. He envied the days when he had sonething to
do with its passage. The |uxury vessel usually carried nore than its share of
high-rolling ganbl ers and drug | ords and these people weren't above giving top
of ficers of The Twi sted Cross something "extra" for allowi ng themto pass

t hr ough t he canal

For Frankel's part, he m ssed the occasional bottle of fine Scotch he'd

usual ly received fromone of the Big Easy's charter nmenbers, a fat slob of a
man named Jean LaFeet. But Frankel had heard froma Party spy that LaFeet was
injail in New Orleans, awaiting trial, and so he would not get his bottle of
hooch this trip.

A cool breeze cane by and Frankel once again congratul ated hinmself for the

foresight to build this small but confortable "office" atop of the hill close
by the waterway. Better than the quarters originally given himhal fway down
the hill, fromthis height, he could see a full ten mles in either direction

-a good vantage point fromwhich to keep an overall eye on his slaves, his
troops and the gold panni ng operations.

It was al so very private

The partners had been at it for sometine now and surprisingly enough, they had
conme up with a fair amount of gold. Not enough to nake the whole silly
operation worthwhile in Frankel's ' formation, but just enough to keep the
snelly little

naned Strauberg off his back. \
He | eaned back and took a sip of his rumlaced iced tea. It was al nost

noontime - soon he would eat his lunch. But as he did nmpbst days when he was
bored, he decided to have a little "appetizer" before eating.



He cl apped his hands twice loudly. H's sergeant of the guard suddenly
appear ed.

"How many are down there today?" he asked the man.

"Five or six, sir," was the reply.

Frankel nodded. "Bring themall up here at once," he /. said.

The sergeant saluted and quickly left, running down the road from Frankel's
house to a small cabin | ocated next to the conpound's guardhouse. By the tine
Frankel had mi xed another rumand ice tea, the sergeant had returned with two
privates and five young wonen, all of whomwere tied to each other by the
ankl e.

"Di sm ssed!" Frankel growl ed at the enlisted nen, quickly dispersing them
Then he beheld the fenal es before him Each one was dressed in the sane one
pi ece shirt/skirt and rubber sandals. Not exactly gl anorous clothes, but at
| east they were clean

He pointed to a petite redhead, the second one in line.
"Your nane?"

"Christine . . ." was the answer.

"Have you been here before?" he asked.

The girl neekly shook her head no.

"Come up here," he ordered, taking a long swig of his drink

The redhead did so, shyly standing before him He reached out and put his hand
under her dress, his fingers quickly finding their way beneath her underwear.
He |i ked what he felt. Taking his hand out, he pinched her |eft breast. Once
again he liked the touch

"Go inside," he commanded her. She nervously swept back her |long red hair and
did as he told her to.

Once again he surveyed the line of fenales.

"You . . ." he said pointing to a dark, native beauty. "Up here

The wonman was soon in front of himand he put her through the sanme intinmate
i nspecti on.

"No," he told her. "Not today . . ."

He singled out a third girl, a svelte brunette, brought her to the porch and
felt around her privates.

"And what are you call ed?" he asked

"Sandra . cane the nmeek reply.

"You'll do," Frankel pronounced. Then he cl apped his hands again, an action
t hat brought his sergeant of the guard running once nore.



"Take the rest away," he said to the man. "And don't disturb me for anything
for one hour. Understood?"

"Conpletely sir!" the man said, quickly herding the four remaining girls away.

Frankel went inside the cabin and | ocked the door. The two girls stood in the
center of the room not quite know ng what to do.

"Take your clothes off," he ordered them retrieving a can of oil froma
near by cabinet. The two girls had no choice but to do as he told them Soon
both stood naked before him

He sat on the cabin's large overstuffed couch and undid his uniform s belt
buckl e, notioning the two girls over to him

"Take the oil and rub ne," he said to them

The red head, probably the nmore innocent of the two, asked: "Were?"

He | ooked at her and | aughed. "Were do you think, ny dear?" he asked, at the
same time forcing her hand down his pants and between his | egs.

He soon had his pants conpletely off. Both girls dipped their fingers into the
scented lubricating oil and nervously started snmearing it on his privates. The
warm slippery oil in the hands of the two young girls had the desired effect.
Frankel | eaned back and enjoyed the monent, trying to decide which girl he
woul d screw after lunch, once he had rejuvenated hinself.

Suddenly the door to the cabin burst open .

Frankel's eyes, nearly closed in climx, were now w de open in surprise and
anger. In a split-second he vowed to shoot the sergeant of the guard for
di sobeying his orders to be left alone.

Just a monent |ater he realized the person who had so rudely kicked open the
door was none other than the snellneister hinself, the nman nanmed Strauberg. He
was acconpani ed by two, well-armed, black-uniformed Party |ieutenants.

"So this is how you oversee the panning operations, Frankel ?" the disgusting
little man squeaked at him

Frankel was on his feet now, enbarrassed that the three men had seen hi m naked
fromthe wai st down and in such a vulnerable position. "I amtaking ny noon
meal time, Herr Strauberg . " he offered in a weak defense.

St rauber g whi spered sonmething to one of the guards and soon the girls were
qui ckly hustl ed away.

"This borders on desertion, Colonel Frankel," Strauberg said to himin his
ratty little voice. "There are nore inportant things afoot than nmasturbating
with young girls!"

Frankel was absolutely nortified. Strauberg wasn't even an officer of rank in
the Twisted Cross or the elite Party. But there was no doubting that the
obscene little nman carried a ot of power w thin both organizations.

"W have recovered rmuch gold today," Frankel told him "The panning operation
is going extrenely well "

Only one of Strauberg's eyebrows went up in excitenent upon hearing the news.



For the first tine since Frankel had becone associated with the man, it
appeared |i ke he had sonething else on his little m nd than gold.

"W have trouble . . ." Strauberg finally told himsternly. "Qur whol e
operation here in the canal may be in jeopardy."

"What has gone wrong?" Frankel asked, legitimately concerned.

Strauberg thunbed the other guard out of the room Once he was certain they
were al one, he w ped his brow and stepped cl oser to Frankel

"Do you renenber that doctor you and your nen supposedly killed up in E
Paso?" he sai d.

Frankel nodded weakly.

"Well, he's alive, you foo
grot esque nmask of crinson rage

Strauberg said, his face twisting into a

"That's inpossible," Frankel said. "I fired the shots mysel f!"
"And did you check for a pulse?" Strauberg asked, his voice taking on a very
scary inquisitive tone. Suddenly Frankel felt as if he was on trial

"l didn't have to," Frankel countered. "The man took two bullets in the base
of the skull."

"I't wasn't good enough!" Strauberg screamed, pounding a nearby table for
enphasis. "He's alive and now our spies think he is in the hands of those
fl ag-wavers in Washi ngton, working for them"

Frankel thought it over for a nonent, but rmaybe he was m ssing the point. "Wy
is that a disaster?" he asked Strauberg. "W have the nines. They are al
nearly planted. Wat's the crisis?"

"The 'crisis' is that he may be able to give those sickening retroheroes sone
information that could threaten the integrity of the mnes," Strauberg said,
his agitated voice going up an octave with every few words.

I f Frankel had had a gun at that nmonent, he would have shot the snelly man. As
it was, he had to step back a few paces, so intense was the body odor

"Herr Strauberg," he said, trying to calmhis voice. "Even if the engineer is
wor ki ng for them what good would he be? We have nearly fifty nines strung out
all along the canal. Even if soneone tried to sneak in here - saboteurs or
what ever - they would never be able to disarmevery single one of the m nes.

O even half of themfor that matter. And as we both know, two or three of the
m nes expl oding woul d be sufficient to destroy this canal forever.

"Besi des, what do we have to fear fromthese United Americans? They're nothing
but a bunch of novie stars. They belong in the com c books."

"Stop preaching to nme, you ass!" Strauberg screanmed at him "Those United
Ameri cans were able to destroy the

Circle Arny, a force which I'msure | don't have to rem nd you had substanti al
Sovi et backing and at one point controlled half the North American continent!"”



"You face the facts!" Frankel screamed right back. "Even the United Anericans

woul dn't risk com ng down in here in force. Eventually they will learn the
extent that we have m ned the canal with nucl ear weapons and they'll realize
they will have to deal with us. It will only nmean nore gold in our coffers

We can bleed themdry."

"You paint too rosy a picture," Strauberg said, his right eyebrow once again
going up in a salute when he heard that magic word. "And you assunme too mnuch.
What's to prevent/ those glory hounds from com ng down here and | aunching a
surgical air strike on us?"

"We have hundreds of SAMs for just such a possibility!" Frankel answered.

"And what woul d happen if they teaned up with those helicopter jockeys who
keep harassing us?" Strauberg bellowed, trying to yell |ouder than Frankel
"Do you realize those bastards actually shot down one of our Phantons! And
damaged anot her ?"

Frankel held up his hand in nmotion for Strauberg to stopf "The chances of
t hose chopper thugs and the United Anericans even know ng about one anot her
are very renote," he said. "It would take an unbelievabl e coi nci dence . "
"Don't talk to ne about coincidences!" Strauberg shouted back at him "W've
pl ayed out a string of coincidences just to get to where we are right now "

Frankel let a sinister smle spread across his face. "Wy Herr Strauberg, |'m
surprised at you," he said, turning the tables on the man. "Are you actually
attributing our successes to nmere coincidence? | would have thought that a
person |ike you would believe in Fate as our novement's guiding hand."

Taken aback by Frankel's questioning of his Arayan resolve, Strauberg |owered
his tone a notch.

"I't would be very unwi se for you to question nmy loyalty to the cause," he said
in a stern whisper. "I canme here because there are questions the Hi gh

Commander wants answer ed.

By you, Colonel. The forenmpst is: how do we know the United Americans woul d be
so willing to deal with us?"

"Why cone to me with such a question?" Frankel asked. "How would | know? |'m
just in charge of this nickel-dine panning operation. You can't order me to
answer questions | know not hi ng about "

For a nonent Frankel thought Strauberg was ready to reach for his gun and
shoot him so infuriated did the odorous nman becone when Frankel asked himthe
guesti on.

"You are an officer of The Twisted Cross!" the little nan screaned. "You wll
do what you are ordered to do! Find the answers or | swear |'ll put you on
trial for insubordination!"

At that nonent Frankel decided it was tine to take a different tack. "Al

right, Herr Strauberg," he said as calmy as possible. "What is it you want mne
to do?"

Chapter 29

Col onel Krupp had spoken not one word to his driver the entire day.



The officer, his head sore and swollen fromthe gash on his nose, was al so
suffering with exploding intestines, the after-effects of the horrible banana
br andy.

The unconfortabl e silence made the slow, grinding journey across the
devastated forest floor even nore painstaking. The two heavy-duty troop
transport trucks up ahead of Krupp's conmand vehicl e had broken down
frequently throughout the day, their plowlike front ends sonetinmes becomn ng
stuck in a fallen tree or a particularly solid vine that had sonehow been

m ssed by the bl ockbuster bonbs.

It was dusk when the convoy slowy passed around the |ast major obstacle and
conpleted a turn which brought them descending into the hidden valley itself.
Now, for the first time, Krupp could actually see the first few open
structures at the Uxmaluna site.

"Splendid," he whispered to hinmself. He suddenly managed to forget about his
enbarrassnent the night before. He had pronoted the sentry who hel ped bandage
himup in the mddl e of the night. The sanme man returned the woman back to her
hol di ng roomin one of the bigger trucks. Still, Krupp was certain that word
of some kind had spread around the convoy. Throughout his hangover, he was
shaken with paranoid shivers, thinking that everyone was | aughing at him

behi nd his back.

But now they had reached this, their nost inportant site

in Central America. It was here he hoped to lay to rest forever his inage as a
nmedi ocre officer of The Twisted Cross. It was a coincidence that he was in
charge of the recovery nission. Now here he hoped to find the treasure trove
of gold that would vault himright into a high position of The Party.

So he even managed a grin as the first trucks rolled into the
partiall y-uncovered anci ent Mayan site.

Maybe tonight | will try again with the woman, he thought.
Chapter 30
Her name was Elizabeth ..

She was five-foot-six and a half, deep brunette hair worn | ong. A nmagazi ne
nodel 's facial features: wide mouth and lips, a longish, thin nose and oval
bl ue eyes. The photograph reveal ed unbl em shed skin, highlighted by a

per manent suntan that was an occupational hazard for nost archaeol ogi sts.

Over and over, Hunter had studied the photo and the brief witten description
t hat Sandl ake had provided on his m ssing daughter. Studying her features was
i nportant. The Wngman felt that if he concentrated enough -and sent a nental
nmessage out over the ethers -then maybe, he would be driven to her location .

The trip from Washington to the very northeastern edge of the Yucatan

peni nsul a had taken 15 hours in all, counting the time spent stopping for fue
in New Ol eans and Corpus Christi. Flying 130 nph at 5000 feet, Hunter got to
see parts of the continent that he usually sped above at speeds ten to fifteen
times faster than his present velocity. He was amazed how peaceful it al

| ooked -the forests of old Virginia, the hills of what used to be called
Tennessee, the reddish farm and of Mssissippi Free State. It was as if
not hi ng had changed -as if there were no New Order. No treacherous skies
filled with air pirates. No Nazis with a stranglehold on Arerica's vita



ocean-t o-ocean shortcut

He had to shake hinmself out of this unrealistic haze every once and a while -
a touch of his hand to the breast pocket

of his flight suit usually did the trick. The critical - al nost desperate -
nature of the task at hand woul d al ways cone fl oodi ng back to hi m whenever he
felt the fol ded bul ge of the Anerican flag he always kept over his heart.

As for the photo of Domi nique wapped inside it -he hadn't dared to | ook at it
i n days .

Hunter's first stop was the coastal town of Cancun, a forner high-priced
vacation spot located on the northeastern tip of the Yucatan peninsul a.

Mexi co had been a nystery to the denocratic forces in North America since the
i mposition of the New Order. Intelligence fromthe country was al ways very
sketchy at best -and if border activity with Texas was any indication, then
nost people believed that the entire country was now popul ated with nurderers,
rapi sts, white slavers, drug lords and thieves.

But Hunter knew it was neither wise nor fair to make such generalizations. The
maj or border towns between the old State of Texas and Mexi co had al ways been
magnets for shady characters on both sides. By the sane token, the southern
hal f of Mexico -that territory beyond Mexico Gty -had al ways been quite
different fromthe northern half.

It was alnmost as if Tinme had stopped in the Yucatan and in the other nearby
Central American countries of Belize and Guatemala as well. But |less settled
didn't always mean less civilized and Hunter knew that these lands in the
Yucat an and cl ose by were once inhabited by some of the nmpost civilized people
on Earth .

Nearly two thousand years before, while the rest of the world was stil
counting on its fingers and toes, the Mayans were breezing through all Kkinds
of advanced mat hematics. While the rest of "civilization" was living in
glorified animal stables, the Mayans were building incredibly conplex city
states -conplete with el aborate pyranids and tenples, causeways, narketpl aces,
sports stadi ums and housing for tens of thousands.

The Mayans knew of astronomy - that the Earth circled the sun and not the

ot her way around. They had cal endars and were able to conceive of the notion
of years that had passed and years that were yet to be. They devised an

i ncredi bly conpl ex and sophisticated witing system They knew enough about
their environment to institute workable soil and water management systens.
They created networks of trade routes. They built canals. They had organi zed
health care for their citizens, built schools, hospitals, even bill boards.

But all this couldn't prevent their downfall -or a better termfor it was

t heir di sappearance. Despite years of study and / many theories - ranging from
i nvasions to natural disasters-no one quite knew just what had happened to the
Mayans and why their great culture suddenly collapsed. There was even a theory
that they had been visited by beings fromouter space - ancient astronauts who
brought themall for a ride they never returned from

What ever the reason, the Mayan civilization sinply vani shed, |eaving behind
just hints of their magnificence and one hell of a nystery.

That seened to be the nornmal state of affairs for the Yucatan .



Hunter wasn't too surprised to find Cancun deserted

He | anded the Kingfisher easily enough in a man-nade bay, next to a huge,

abandoned | uxury hotel, that was shaped, ironically enough, |ike a Mayan
pyram d. He spent three hours wandering around the hotel and the surroundi ng
resort area, sone of it still show ng signs of damage caused by a whopper of a

hurricane called Glbert years before. He was intrigued by the good condition
of everything-beds in the hotel were made, there was liquor in bars and food

in the ice chests, though | ong ago frozen over. There was even electricity in
some parts of the nmodern pyram d, though he couldn't imagi ne where the power

was being generated from

Al this struck himas being very odd. Just |like the Ma-175 Mayans many
centuries before, it |Iooked as if the people who had inhabited this pyranid
had sinmply vani shed t oo

He spent the night in a swanky suite located at the very top of the hotel. The
next norning he lucked out when he found a holding tank full of

non- cont am nat ed fuel which was conpatible with the Kingfisher's engine. He
topped of f his tanks, "borrowed" two bottles of Scotch fromthe hotel bar and
took of f, heading south to a place called Coba.

Chapter 31

Col onel Krupp had found it nearly inpossible to sleep the hot and hum d ni ght
bef ore.

He woul d have liked to believe the insommia was due to the excitenent of
finally reaching Uxmal una, the nost inportant of the Mayan sites.

But he knew this was not the case.

Not entirely, anyway. True, tossing and turning on his sweaty bedcl othes, his
cabin hot and filled with nosquitoes, he found he couldn't stop thinking about
the place. Even an educated yet jaded mind like his couldn't deny the
magni fi cence of the Mayan ruins was al nost overwhel ming. As the origina
second-i n-conmand of the Recovery Qperation, Krupp had spent three nonths in
hi di ng on Bernuda rereadi ng many of his old textbooks on the Yucatan and the
various sites his unit would plunder. It had seened |ike such a waste of tine
t hen, especially under the shady circunstances that had he and the other staff
of ficers going to Bermuda in the first place. But now that he was in charge,
he was glad he had taken the clandestine refresher course.

To the uninforned observer, Uxnaluna sinmply | ooked |like a square-nile clearing
in the mddle of the dense jungle-a clearing that contained 12 massive earthen
nmounds, nost wearing a cover of small trees and scrub bushes.

If it weren't for their square-to-square pattern, one m ght have disnissed the
mounds as a natural part of the rugged terrain. In reality, a
nmeti cul ousl y-planned city |lay hidden beneath the dozen hills.

Built near a massive outcrop of limestone - the material of its construction -
Uxmal una was once the hone to tens of thousands of people, maybe as many as
100, 000. On the surrounding |land that was now covered with nearly inpenetrable
jungl e, these people grew beans, chili peppers, squash and early corn. For
water, they built drains and mannade reservoirs, sone of which were | ayered
with lime on the bottom-a primtive, but effective neans of water
purification.

The buil dings and pyram ds thensel ves - several partially uncovered by a



pre-war expedition - were constructed of |inmestone covered with stucco. A
reddi sh pigment called ferric oxi de was washed over the stucco to hold off
erosion. Around the structures were open plazas and concourses w th many

pl atfornms and causeways built throughout - all this no doubt needed to handl e
t he huge crowds of people who |lived, worked, did business and worshipped in
the city.

All in all the place was a trenendous architectural feat, one that would be
difficult to duplicate even in pre-war tinmes. And now it was inhabited only by
the jungle aninmals, the insects, the birds and the ghosts of those who once
lived here. Even to the unimagi native Krupp there cane a feeling that in
wal ki ng anmongst the ruins, one was treadi ng on hall owed ground.

But it was what |ay beneath these buildings, in the deep mud-1ined caves, that
brought Krupp and his small army to the place. Perhaps the Mayan | eaders had
been cl ai rvoyant; maybe they knew that some day strangers would arrive and
lust after their gold. Assuming that it was their gold. \Watever the case, the
Mayans decided to hide the bullion - and they hid it so well that it stayed
conceal ed despite the flood of expeditions of legitimte explorers,
archaeol ogi sts and grave robbers. It was only with the advent of Deep Zone
Archaeol ogy were the secret treasures found at sites like this.

Krupp had spent a long tinme lying in bed that night thinking about the gold
that al nmost definitely |ay hidden nearby. It excited him no small feat. In
t he dead of night, sweating bullets and still w de awake, he tried to convince

hi nsel f that perhaps he too was catching a bit of the gold fever, and that it
had contributed to his sl eepl essness.

But try as he nmight, he couldn't fool hinself. He knew the real reason he
hadn't fallen asleep. It was because of the woman .

He had westled with the idea of ordering her back to his truck and finally
forcing himself on her. Drinking too much the time before had been an

i ncredi bl e blunder on his part. His virility, whatever of that he m ght have,
had been qui ckly sapped by the bad brandy. He knew that even if by sone
mracle the woman had been willing, he would not have been able to perform /

What was worse, he was certain she knew this, and in her own way, was |aughi ng
at hi m behind his back, too.

So he had begged for sleep. But when it finally cane, in the guise of a fitful
sl unber, things just got worse. He dreaned he saw Hei nke, his m ssing
conmander, standing on the edge of the Uxmal una clearing, beckoning himto
join himin the woods

Once again he was up and awake |ike a shot. He was trenbling and havi ng
difficulty catching his breath. What was happening to hin? It was as if
somet hing very evil was haunting his brain cells and woul d not |et go.

Four aspirins and a glass of the vile brandy was what it took to settle him
back down.

"Fool i sh men dream foolish dreans,"
agai n.

he whi spered, afraid to close his eyes

Krupp was by hinsel f, sweating and hacking his way through the dense jungle.
Five sentries posted to watch this southern rimof the encanprment were

m ssi ng, unaccounted for in the rugged bl ood-red piece of terrain that seened
mles away fromthe bl asted-out corridor |eading out of Uxmal una.



It was unbearably hot. The nore Krupp chopped away at the vegetation, the nore
it surrounded him He was covered with hordes of gigantic, blood-sucking
nosqui toes. They were biting himall over his face and wists. They were
flying down his backside, up his pant |egs and even up his nostrils.

Suddenly his second-in-comand was standi ng beside him holding a radio.

"They've found them sir,"” the nman told Krupp. "Not far from here
Krupp wondered why the junior officer was not sweating or covered with
nosqui toes. "They were | ost?" he asked.

"They're dead, sir,"
enot i on.

the man answered, his voice showi ng absolutely no sign of

The next thing he knew, Krupp had reached the spot fromwhere others in the
search party had called. He found six of his soldiers sitting passively by a
small stream Two of them were naked. Occasionally one man woul d reach down
and splash water into his face, as someone just getting out of bed m ght do.

"Where are they?" Krupp asked the sol diers.

One nman | ooked up at himand smiled. He opened his mouth, but did not speak
Anot her sinmply pointed to a clearing on the other side of the narrow stream

Krupp spl ashed into the stream which suddenly seened too deep for its w dth.
The water was noving too fast and he felt as if it were sucking hi mdown.
Several times he alnost |ost his footing, terror gripping himbecause he knew
if he fell, he mght not be able to get back up again.

Finally he blundered out of the water and into the clearing. Suddenly he felt
somet hing sticking to his boot. He | ooked down and realized that he had nearly
stepped right into the open chest of one of the dead nen.

They were all there. Five of them Decapitated, disenbowel ed, hacked to pieces
like the jungle vines. Mst were missing arns and | egs. Each nan had had the
heart torn right out of his chest. The soil beneath the bodi es was al ready
turning black with the rel ease of bl ood and other body fl uids.

, Krupp couldn't nmove. He wanted to shut his eyes but they refused. He stared
at the severed head of one of the

f

sol diers and realized that he had spoken to the man just the night before. A
| ook of unspeakabl e horror was frozen on this soldier's face. H s eyes were
wi de open, his nouth agape in shock. Already the insects were feasting on his

flesh

Then the man's eyes turned and | ooked right up at him"Wy did you bring us
here, Col onel ?" the decapitated

man asked him
Krupp woke up scream ng

Chapter 32



Hunter was 15 niles out from Coba when one of his mniconmputers started
buzzi ng.

He twi sted around in the Kingfisher's cockpit and pushed a series of buttons
on a panel just above the noisy conputer. Turning back, he | ooked down at a
mniature TV screen that was bolted next to his right foot.

"Dacmm . . ." he cursed under his breath as he saw a green blip pop onto the
screen.

The conputer had issued a correct warning: Someone down there had a SAM

He qui ckly rechecked his position. He was at 4800 feet, cruising into a brisk
headwi nd at 160 nph. He had just turned inland twenty m nutes before,
overflying a city naned Puerto Mrelos after having foll owed the coast down
from Cancun. Once he had spotted a place called Playa Carnen off to his south,
he deternined that the ancient Mayan site of Coba was a little nore than a
dozen miles away to his sout hwest.

H s conputer started buzzing once again, this tine with a higher, shriller
tone. This nmeant the Kingfisher would soon be within striking distance of the
SAM

He i medi ately put the seaplane into a dive, cranking up his snmall Electronic
Count er - Measur es package and arm ng all his weapons in the process. Just
because there was a SAMin the area, it didn't mean that the person with his

finger on the trigger wanted to shoot it at him Still, he couldn't take any
chances

Once he was down to a safer 1500 feet, he switched on his radi o and pushed the
frequency scan button. There was an i mmedi ate crackle of static as the radio
started to run through the frequency range, seeking the nearest, strongest

signal. It found one a few seconds | ater
"West wall is about to go!" Hunter heard through the garble of static and
at nospheric interference. "W need nmen ... on the west wall!" "Mrtar teans
to the battery!" he heard a different voice cry out. "Hurry! . . . they're

br eaki ng t hrough!"

Hunt er reached down and pushed the radio's signal anplifier to maxi num at the
same time straining his ears to make some sense out of the confusion and
static. Not only was the signal garbled, it also sounded |ike there was one
hell of a firefight going on wherever the broadcast was originating from

He di pped his wing and checked the | andscape bel ow. Sure enough, severa
colums of white snoke were rising froma point about nine mles off his port
side. He confirmed that the radio signals were coming fromthis area by

hand- cranki ng the Kingfisher's antenna in that direction, while sinmultaneously
fiddling with the radio's tuner bar

| mredi ately he knew he had stunbl ed across sonebody's little war. The area of
the conflict was still a good ten mles fromthe ruins at Coba, and so it
woul d have been easy for himto just pass it all by.

But his body was beginning to tingle with a faniliar sensation, sending a
fl ood of nessages via his nerves and bones to his brain. Someone down there
was in trouble. O nore accurately, fromwhat was com ng over the radio,
someone down there was in big trouble, surrounded and about to be



overrun.

He was wei ghi ng the question of whether or not to check it out nore closely
when his radi o suddenly came to |life again. "East wall defenders!" he heard
someone in absol ute desperation yell out. "Fall back! Fall back to cover the
wormren and ki ds!"

That did it. Soldiers fighting soldiers was one thing. Disputes and little
wars come and go, and no quick decision could ever be nade as to which side
was right or wong.

But wonen and kids in danger was a different matter
"What in heaven's nane is that?"

The man named Brother David had spotted just a glint of silver com ng straight
at himthrough the snmoke and flane-filled sky.

"I's it a Phanton®?" the man on his |eft, Brother Paul, asked. "It seens to be
nmoving too slowy."

"I cannot tell," Brother David shouted back to him his voice beconing lost in
t he sounds of the battle raging around them "But we have just one SAMIleft. |
shoul d not waste it, even now "

They were hopel essly surrounded and being overrun. Their small church m ssion
- nothing nore than a tiny chapel and a few buildings with a high stucco wall
around it -had been under attack for two days by the bandit gang known as Dos
Chicos. The Fighting Brothers -a 55-nman order of highly-religious soldiers
-had been battling back with small arnms and the few nortars they had. But now
it appeared as if the better-armed, numerically-superior Dos Chicos were about
to overwhel mthem for good.

The bandits had had sone outside help and it appeared to have turned the tide
intheir favor. An airstrike by a | one Phantomearlier in the day had
sufficiently weakened the west wall of the mission to allowthe Chicos to
batter it down with recoilless rifle fire. Now the enemy was swarm ng through
the gap they had nade and were clinbing up to the roof of the church itself.

In the basenent of the chapel, the wonen and children of The Brothers were
huddl ed, awaiting their fate

Brot her David and Brother Paul both knew what that fate would be. Once the Dos
Chi cos overwhel ned the last of their Oder's defenders, whol esale rape and
massacre would surely foll ow

But now, alnost |ike an angel from heaven, the strange-I| ooking airplane
appear ed over head.

"It is a seaplane!" Brother Paul yelled out after shooting at point blank
range two bandits who were trying to scale the still intact east wall. "Is it
here to attack us?"

"Qur | ast prayers should be to hope not!" Brother David hollered back, hinself
plunging a long sword into the neck of yet another bandit.

Suddenly the silver seapl ane was upon them It roared over, no nore than 20
feet above the mssion, its full-throttled engi ne maki ng so nmuch noi se that
bandits and defenders alike stopped to watch it pass. /



The airplane quickly clinmbed, turned and cane around again. Brothers David and
Paul both saw it wag its w ngs noticeably. Sonmehow, Brother David got the
nessage

"Everybody down!" he screaned at the top of his lungs. "Everyone! Get down!"

Instantly those defenders on the parapets and in the courtyard fell flat out,
their hands over their heads. The seapl ane thundered in, the huge gun under
its left wing suddenly erupting in a trenendous flash of snmoke and fire.
Seconds | ater, Brother David saw' that half the roof of the church had been
bl own away, taking a third of the attacking bandits with it.

"My God!" Brother Paul cried out. "He has sent us a mracle!"
"CGet down, Brother!" David yelled, yanking the man back down with him

The airplane had turned and was coming in again. This time its right w ng
erupted, a flash of missiles shooting out fromunder it. In an instant, the
fiery barrage denolished what remai ned of the heavil y-damaged west wall,
killing a dozen bandits outright and trappi ng many nore under tons of

snol deri ng rubbl e.

"It's the Angel of Mercy!" Paul cried out again.

Two passes of the airplane was enough for Dos Chicos - they wanted no nore.
Those who had survived quickly retreated across the fields surrounding the
m ssion and into the deep woods beyond.

Brot her David sighed in relief as he watched the eneny flee. "The Lord has
certainly | ooked down upon us this day," he said.

Twenty arned nmen were waiting for himwhen Hunter put the Kingfisher down on
the small man-made | ake cl ose by the m ssion

He clinbed down out of the cockpit and onto the plane's float, a long rope in
hand.

"I'd appreciate sone hel p" he called over to the soldiers, nmen he was certain
were the defenders of the mssion. A few of them would have to grab hold of
the rope and pull the airplane to shore.

But the Brothers did himone better. As one, fifteen of them|eaped into the
water, noved to positions around the airplane and literally carried the

Ki ngfi sher to the bank. Al the while the soldiers were bellow ng hurrahs! at
the tops of their |ungs.

Brot her David, the commander of the religious fighters, was on hand to greet
himas he stepped fromthe float to dry | and.

"Friend, | don't know who you are, but this day you have caused us to be
bl essed, " the big, nmoon-faced nmonk told himafter introducing hinself. "I
t hank you for all of us . "

Hunt er shook his outstretched hand. "Just heard that you were having a little
trouble,"” he said. "Thought I could help."

"Hel p, you did, sir," David said. "And the Bible says that good works shoul d
be returned in kind. Thus, we nust repay you."

"No," Hunter said, holding up his hand. "That's okay. No paynent necessary .



Brot her David | ooked legitimately hurt. "But we nust," he said. "It is our

way. At least, you will come and eat with us?"

By this time the rest of the fighters had gathered around them Their uniforns
could only be described as "nodern contradiction." Each man wore a brown
sackcl ot h, right out

of Little John's Sherwood Forest wardrobe. Yet holding the garment to their
wai sts were numerous anmunition belts and bandol eers. Al so each man was
carrying some kind of weapon, be it an M16 or a AK-47, and nore than a few
al so carried rocket-propelled grenade | aunchers. Nearly every weapon had sone
ki nd of religious nedal or scapula hanging fromit. The RPGs he saw had
several small crucifixes dangling fromtheir stocks.

Al in all they |ooked like a tough, but pious bunch of guys.
"Sure, 1'd be glad to eat with you," Hunter said finally.

A spont aneous cheer went up fromthe fighters and the , small group noved back
toward the partially destroyed, ' still-burning abbey.

"\What ever brought you to us, Brother?" David asked him

One nman, the fighter David introduced as Brother Paul, was carrying a battered
Bl owpi pe SAM | auncher .

"That did," Hunter told him pointing to the shoul der-1launched weapon. "I
pi cked up your SAM s targeting signals on ny airplane's conmputer. I'mglad you
decided not to fire that at ne."

"We definitely had the feeling that we shouldn't," Brother Paul said. "After
all, one does not fire a missile at the hand of God,"

Hunter was still rolling that statenent over in his mnd when they reached the
m ssion. The place was in a kind of controlled chaos. Surviving Brothers were
hastily renoving the bodies of the bandits killed during the battle, as well
as caring for their own dead and wounded. Ot hers were al ready novi ng pi eces of
t he smashed west wall back into position. At the same time Hunter watched a

sl ow parade of wonen and children stream out of the basement of the chapel

"Sorry about your church,” he said, eyeing what was |left of the stil
snol dering roof. "I wouldn't have cut it so close if |I'd known your people
were hiding inside."

"Don't think another nonent about it," Brother David told him "W are a smal
but determined ministry. W have

been out in this Godforsaken country for several years and we've battl ed back
fromworse things than this. A roof we resurrect. Qur lives we cannot
Only He could do that."

"Besi des," Brother Paul told him "it is a concrete shelter under the church
None of the dependents was hurt."

But Hunter had just barely heard Paul say this. Instead his eyes were glued on
some of the wonen who had just clinbed out of the shelter. He had expected
themall to be dressed Iike nuns or sonething. Instead, nost of the young ones
were wearing tight jeans or even just bathing suits - very skinpy bathing



sui ts.

H s thoughts were disturbed by a tugging on his pant |leg. He | ooked down to
see a small boy, no nore than five or so, |ooking up and pointing at him

"I know who you are," the boy declared. "You re The Wngman, aren't you?"

At last, Hunter thought, soneone who knew he was still alive.
"Yes, | guess | am" Hunter said, bending down on one knee to shake hands with
t he boy.

"Surely, you are not serious?" Brother David asked him "You are not Hawk
Hunter, are you?"

Hunt er straightened up and smled. "Yes, | am" he said. "Mjor Hawk Hunter of
the United American Air Force.™

"I suppose | should have known, the way you handl ed that airplane," Brother
David said. "But it is truly a work of God that you are here. For you see,
there is soneone here with us who knows you well. In fact, he speaks about you
all the time."

Hunt er was astounded. He couldn't imagine who it could be.

Just then he heard someone call out his nane: "Hunter! Paisano!"
He turned around and thought he was face-to-face with a ghost.
It was none other than the Commbdore Antoni o Vanari a.

"Jesus Christ!" Hunter blurted out, at once hoping he hadn't offended any of
the Brothers. "Conmpdore! | thought you were dead!"

They enbraced, the short, wiry little man kissing Hunter twi ce on each cheek
in inmpeccable Italian style.

"Me? DeadP" he | aughed, beating his chest with a boastful notion
"I npossi bl el ™

The conmodore had been part of the flotilla that hel ped tow the USS Sarat oga
across the Mediterranean to the Suez in an effort to halt the onslaught of
Viktor's Lucifer armes. The last time Hunter had seen the man, he and his
smal | navy of boats -the Liberte Manna-were sailing off to a climactic

m d- canal confrontation agai nst the vanguard of Viktor's surface fleet. It was
a battle everyone assunmed had no survivors.

"How in hell did you get here?" Hunter asked the man, good-naturedly shaking
him "We all thought ..."

"You all thought | was killed," the commobdore finished his sentence for himin
br oken, heavily-accented English. "I thought | was killed too! My ship -it was
bl own right out fromunder me. My crew -all gone! | wake up -it is two days

| ater. Above ne, all around nme, there is fighting. The Mddern Kni ghts agai nst
the Lucifer Arny. Tanks. Rockets. Big guns. Booml But | cannot nove. My |egs
are broken. My hand is fractured in thirty places.

"The Modern Knights, they find ne. Their doctors patch ne up. They send ne
back to Italy. But | stay there for only a few nonths. | get restless. Then
get invitation to sail across Atlantic on nice ship. A luxury ship and | will



have the best cabin. |I know | want to cone to America. | want to find you and
my friends again! But there is fighting going on, we hear. The captain decides
to go to California as he wants to see the beaches. But before we are to go

t hrough Panama, something in my head says: Get off this boat, Antonio. | do.
Later | hear, she's been sunk by Nazis!"

Hunter listened to the story, shaking his head. The guy was just like old
Captai n Pegg-they both could spin a damm good yarn. It was just that the
commodore's came with Italian subtitles. Only later did Hunter learn that his
Pai sano had actually stolen away on a ship, one of very dubi ous character
sailing out of Sicily. Having been discovered m d-route, the comodore just
barely saved hinmself from

bei ng thrown overboard by promising to cook for all those on board. (Hunter
knew from experience that the little guy was an excellent cook.) In no tine at
all the commodore was able to ingratiate hinmself with the

bul ge-over-the-| eft-side-pocket crew, whipping up gournmet Italian feasts for
themon a nightly basis.

However, once they had nmade |l andfall, the commpdore was tossed overboard, not
too far from Cancun. The Brothers found hi mwashed up on the beach and soon
thereafter, the comodore found Cod.

The two Fighting Brothers and the conmodore | ed Hunter to one of the mission's
houses and soon the pilot found a large goblet filled with wine sitting in
front of him

The conmodore offered a toast to him then downed his entire glass of vino in
no nore than three gulps.

"I"'mreally glad to see you alive and well, Comodore," Hunter told him
taking a healthy swig of the wine hinself. "Wat a coincidence that we should
nmeet again, and here of all places.”

"Hunter, ny friend" the little nan said with a wi nk, pouring out another gl ass
of wine, "the Lord truly does work in mysterious ways . "

Hunter then told the commopdore as well as Brothers David and Paul about the
crisis situation in Panama and his mission to find Sandl ake' s daught er

"We know all about these Nazis," Brother David told him "In fact, they have
given air support to the Dos Chicos gang, the people you saved us from today."

Hunter was surprised to hear this. In the grand scheme of things, it would
seemthat a battle between Dos Chicos and the Fighting Brothers would be small
potatoes to the Canal Nazis.

Brother David read his mnd. "I know what you're thinking,"
woul d The Twi sted Cross becone involved in our little war?

he said. "Wy

"The answer is they get involved in every little war they can find. It's part
of their destabilization program W know

t hey have special units, nade up of the worst of their lot. The dregs of their
own twi sted society. Criminals, perverts, hom cidal naniacs, and not all of
Aryan origin either. These people are highly trained and conditioned to
operate either behind eneny lines or in neutral territories. Their strategy is
to create trouble, sinple as that. And they are fanatical about it. They help
heat hens |i ke Dos Chicos, whether it be with an airstrike or a |ong-range
artillery barrage or even a direct infusion of troops. They are utterly



ruthl ess. Their sole purpose is to weasel their way into any disruptive
situation and tip the scales to the crininal side. A ways using the neans of
ultra-violence to achieve their ains."

Hunt er was genuinely surprised. "You nmean the Canal Nazis have a third armin
addition to its regular mlitary units and The Party?" he asked.

Brot hers David and Paul nodded gluny.

"They're call ed the Skinheads," David said. "And for obvious reasons: each one
has a shaved head. It's a sign of their resolve, if you wll "

Hunter felt yet another piece of the puzzle drop in, though quite
unexpectedl y. Now he knew why Peg's woul d-be assassins and the Nazis he and
Fitz iced near Sandl ake's ranch all sported bald dones.

"Before the Big War there were fringe groups in the States and in England that
cal l ed thensel ves Ski nheads,” Hunter said. "If | recall, they did have a

neo- Nazi bent. Are you saying that this third armof The Twisted Cross is an
out growt h of those nmovenents?"

Brot her David nodded again. "A tremendous outgrowth," he said, anger creeping
into his normally pastoral voice. "A downright cancerous outgrowh. The

Ski nheads are no longer a fringe group. Now they are a well -equipped,

organi zed arny on their own. They are specialists. They have access to
everything from Phantons to sniper rifles. They're terrorists - car bonbs,

| etter bonbs, they even poi son water supplies. The last thing they want here
or anywhere in this hem sphere is stable, peaceful settlenments. The Cross just
lets themrun wld, spreading destruction, nurder, rape and

m sery everywhere they go.

"For instance, the Dos Chicos gang was no nore than a bunch of drunken petty
thi eves until the Skinheads nade a deal with them They gave them weapons,
radi os, logistical support. Now when Dos Chicos goes to work, on us, or on
some of the small villages nearby, they know they can count on air support
from Skinheads. It's really an insidious marriage."

"How wi despread are these Skinhead teans," Hunter wanted to know.

"Very widespread,” David said with a sigh. "In fact, they seemto be
everywhere but in Panama. | don't doubt that even The Twi sted Cross High
Conmand are nervous dealing with them So that's why the Skinheads are
entirely self-supporting. We know they are all over South America as well as
up here in the Yucatan. In fact, | wouldn't be surprised if some of them had
made it up to North Anerica as well."

"I"'mafraid you're right," Hunter said grinmy. He wouldn't have been surprised
to learn that Skinheads were piloting the Phantonms he fought in the skies near
New Ol eans that day.

"They must be good at what they do," Hunter said.

"They are damm good at what they do," Brother Paul said, adding, "Lord excuse
t he | anguage . "

"I'n many ways these Skinhead teanms are nore dangerous than The Twisted Cross's
regular military units,"” Brother David continued. "The Skinheads are |ike the
CGestapo of old, only worse. As | said, they operate on their own, entirely

i ndependent of The Twi sted Cross H gh Conmand. No matter what the outcome in



the Canal is, you can be sure that one or two or nore of these Skinhead teans
will be out there on the | oose sonmewhere.”

"That's a sobering thought,"
Frighteni ng, but useful

Hunter said. "And this is all good infornmation

"However, | am curious: How do you know so rmuch about all this?"

Bot h Fi ghting Brothers suddenly became very nervous. Even the comodore
| owered his eyes and tried not to | ook

at Hunter.

Finally Brother David spoke up. "W know it because we captured one of them™
he said. "He was attached to the Dos Chicos as an advisor and during one of
their raids, we wounded hi mand took himprisoner. And we made himtal k, God
help us ..."

"Well," Hunter said. "Where is he now?"

"He's gone on to his Judgrment,"” Brother David said, trying to be
matter-of -fact about it.

' "How?" Hunter asked. "Did he bite on a cyanide capsule? O shoot hinmself in
t he head?"

Once agai n, both nmonks avoi ded his eyes. /
"No," Brother Paul said finally. "W executed him.
Chapter 33

Col onel Frankel had never net the H gh Commander. Few peopl e had. They said
even his closest mlitary advisors only talked to the man on the phone or
through intermedi aries. Now sitting in an antechanber on the top floor of the
Panama City skyscraper that served as hone to the H gh Conmand, Frankel was
getting nervous. He suddenly longed for his boring but effortless old job. H's
hill, with its cool breezes and young wonen for taking, was heaven conpared to
this. The stress alone was already killing him Here, in the H gh Tenple of
the Twi sted Cross, he was just too damn close to the seat of power.

Few peopl e knew what the H gh Conmmander | ooked like. Even fewer knew his rea
nane. The hi gh echel on of The Twi sted Cross was cl oaked in an al npst

i npenetrabl e shroud of secrecy, attended to by the shadowy figures of The
Party. And this, the top floor of the Hi gh Command was the Bl ack Hol e of that
power-so intense not even the slightest ray of light could escape.

Frankel had no idea why they had picked on him He was not expert in anything.
H s own secret past included seven years as a |lowlevel officer in the East
German Arny, a comuni st affiliation he dared not breathe to anyone. Now,
suddenly, Strauberg was saddling himw th questions and problens that required
a broad sweep of politics and history, not to mention mlitary intelligence to
sol ve. Way hin? he had wondered over and over. Wy did they think he had al
the answers?

Suddenly the door to the Hi gh Commander's chanber opened and a bl ack unifornmed
of ficer stepped out.

"Col onel Frankel," the man said. "The H gh Commander will see you now. "



Frankel gul ped so loudly, the officer heard him

"You know t he requirements?" the officer asked him "You will repeat themto
ne?"

Frankel closed his eyes and rattled off the words he had nenorized the night
before: "I aman officer of The Twisted Cross. Al that | do is for the Cause
and our Leader. | will fight where | stand. | will never surrender..." /
"Very good, Colonel,"” the officer replied without a hint of emdtion in his
voi ce. "And you realize that should you speak to any unauthorized individuals
about your discussion with the H gh Commander, the penalty is death."

"I understand, sir," Frankel replied.

"A long, slow, painful death . the officer added for enphasis.

Frankel gul ped again. How he wi shed for those days of panning for gold ..

The bl ack uniformed officer |ed Frankel through two inner roons, finally
stopping in the mddle of athird. At its far end was a set of large black
t eak doors.

"Wait here," the officer said, before walking the ten paces to the doors and
di sappeari ng behi nd them

In the scattering of seconds that followed, a hundred scenarios shot through
Frankel's anxi ous mnd. Nornmally cool and collected, he found hinself
uncharacteristically nmaking up wild and disturbing flights of fancy. He

i magi ned that the man sitting behind those black doors -the H gh Conmander

hi nsel f! - would be wapped in a dark, fully curtained room Onate but in
only the nurkiest sense. And he woul d be wearing the blackest uniform of them
all, patent |eather black. And he woul d have no conpunction at all agai nst

shooting Frankel on the spot should he not have the correct answers to his
guesti ons

Frankel tried to shake away the ni ghtmarish thoughts, but they were coning
like rain now He had heard so many dark runors about the H gh Commander, it
was i npossible to prevent his imagination fromworking overtinme. The man
behi nd the door would be disfigured in some way, Frankel was sure of it. His
face was burned to point of disgust, or his |inbs were nmissing, or his torso
bent and tw sted. Maybe he was blind. O maybe he drank bl ood or ate flesh.

O maybe, the man behind the doors was Adol ph Hitler hinself.

The door squeak echoed several tines through the |arge enpty waiting room

bef ore Frankel |ooked up. The officer was beckoning for himto conme forward.
Qddly, Frankel felt nailed to the spot. He just couldn't nove. Cone, the

of fi cer beckoned again. But Frankel's legs wouldn't respond. It wasn't a dream
-he had al ready checked. Yet he couldn't speak, couldn't make a damm sound.
Over and over the man at the door told himto come -he was even smling,

though a bit strangely. But Frankel was frozen. There was terror in his boots.
Behi nd those doors he knew there was weird bl ack-hearted craziness that this
human wanted no part of. Yet, he had no choice. He had to go in.

A variation on Shakespeare suddenly popped into his head: Hell is enpty, the
bard had said. "Because all the devils are here . "

He wal ked slowy toward the door



"Come in," the officer urged himwth the suddenly friendly demeanor of a pub
owner on opening ni ght.

Frankel actually closed his eyes wal ki ng through the door, thinking this would
somehow keep himin the real world just a bit |onger

It didn't work.

He | ooked up and saw that contrary to being dark, the roomwas so brightly
l[it, it hurt his eyes. Between the hot Panamani an sunlight flooding into the
roomthrough its enornobus wi ndows and the bath of fluorescent glow pouring
down fromthe lights on the high ceiling, Frankel found hinself blinking a
dozen times, just to get his eyes adjusted.

Through the nmillion reflections he could see a man standi ng behind a desk,
whi ch was set before the | argest window of themall. He wasn't wearing patent
| eat her black. Nor was carrying a gun or crippled in any sort of way.

In fact, he was wearing a suit and tie, a dark gray flannel Brooks Brothers
and a red cotton Pierre Cardin tie, pinned neatly with a subdued tie tack. Hs
eyegl asses were designer horn-rinms and he | ooked as if he had just had a
haircut in the |ast hour

"Col onel Frankel ?" the nan asked in a positively upbeat tone of voice. He was
out from behind the desk now, com ng right at Frankel, his hand outstretched.

"Col onel, thanks for com ng," he said through a well-brushed smile, shaking
Frankel's hand in the correct manly style. "I'myour H gh Comrander. It's good
to neet you. And thanks for comng. Sit down. Can | get you sone coffee? O
tea?"

Chapter 34
"Ch ny God!" the woman cried out.

A breath had caught in her throat and she put her hands up to her nouth as if
to keep it in. Her head was shaking fromside to side and she coul dn't have
stopped it had she wanted to. The reflections of the hand |l anterns were so
strong, they al nbst hurt her eyes.

"I ... 1've never " she couldn't say any nore. The whol e world suddenly
appeared as if it were nade entirely

of gol d.

Krupp was al so speechl ess, as were the seven troopers with them Alnost at the
same instant they had dropped their picks and shovel s, and unconsciously w ped
their dirty faces with their dirty hands.

"Isit all ... real?" one of themfinally nanaged to ask.

No one answered. No one could. No one had seen this much gold in one spot at
one time.

They had broken through and into the tunnel beneath Uxmal una's second G and
Pyram d about noon earlier that day. A 90-minute, single file, bent-over
journey through the | owceilinged cave tunnels foll owed, Krupp pushing the
worman in front him the seven | aborers, shovels and picks resting on their
shoul ders like rifles, obediently follow ng



behi nd.

At the end of the tunnel they had reached a portal, one that had been seal ed
with a stone 1400 years before. It took Krupp and his nen nore than three
hours to nove it - four nmen pushing, four nen working the hand tools. Finally
it

rolled, just missing an opportunity to crush Krupp's right foot by inches.
Once renoved, the stone only reveal ed another tunnel, this one blocked with
dirt. Two nore hours of attack by shovel and pick produced a four foot

cl earance in the tunnel and yet another stone.

But this one was thin and flat and nade of soft |inmestone. Three blasts from
the pick and it exploded into a thousand fragnments. On the other side was a
chanber -a | arge chanber

And they found it filled to the top with gold.

"This is an incredible discovery!" the woman cried out, forgetting for the
briefest of nmoments that she was a pris- *? oner. "There has never been a find
like this -ever "

They stood at the entranceway for a full five mnutes, as if to walk into the
chanmber woul d be unholy. Krupp was the one who finally took the first step. He
pl ayed his lantern around the | arge, nman-made cavern, its powerful beacon
actually dimm ng before it reached the far wall or the ceiling.

"It's enornous,” he uttered. "There nmust be tons of gold in here ..

"At least a hundred tons," the girl whispered, at the same tine realizing
that, with this treasure nowin their hands, the Nazis woul d have no further
use for her.

And it was all pure bullion. There were no goblets or chalices or neckl aces.
Rat her the gold was laid out in odd, bow -shaped ingots, each one |ooking to
wei gh at least fifty pounds. And there nust have been four thousand of them
neatly stacked ten deep against the side and back walls and in an orderly

| ai d-out center aisle.
"We nust get the others,” Krupp said, still not quite able to fathomthe
i mplications of what they had found. "We nust call the helicopter here

i medi ately."

"My Col onel," one of the troopers spoke up bravely, as if the tons of bullion
were brilliant enough to make such things as rank and bearing petty by
conparison. "We will need a fleet of helicopters to take it all out. And a

full battalion of nen!"

That's when it hit Krupp. Right between the eyes.
"You're right," he said. "You're absolutely right." "I will go back and tel
the others!" one man announced. "I will tell all of themto get down here.
Now! "

"No!" Krupp yelled, turning on the lowy private. "No, you will all go back .
And each one of you will carry one ingot. W nust show proof of this

pl ace. And while you are out there, you will radio headquarters and tell them

to send the helicopters inmediately, every one of themthey can spare! And

t hen come back down here and bring one hundred of the others. We will do this



in shifts .

Al t hough the order didn't make rmuch sense in a |ogical way, the troopers
nevert hel ess rushed forward to grab one bow of gold apiece.

"They are nmuch heavier than | woul d have thought,"” one trooper said.

"The heavier the better," Krupp told him the thought not entering his mnd
that the trooper would have to carry the 50 pounds of nmetal nearly a mle in
t he dark through the twi sting, \ovg-ce\\nged cae

The seven men, holding their gold ingots like children would hold | arge bow s
of candy, each stepped through the opening and back out into the tunnel

"And you, ny colonel ?" a sergeant asked. "You will carry two?"

"No," Krupp answered. "Soneone nust guard this place. | will stay here unti
you return.”

The sergeant | ooked concerned. "And the woman, sir? shall we take her with
us?"

Krupp turned and | ooked at her. It hadn't even entered his mind what to do
with her.

"No," he said again. "She will stay here with nme .
Chapter 35

"They were here," Hunter said, picking up a handful of dirt at the base of the
grand pyranid of Coba. "Not too | ong ago . "

Brot her David nodded in agreement, hinmself inspecting an area to the left of
the pyramd. It had obviously been used as the Canal Nazis' ness area as it
was strewn with hundreds of pounds of litter. "The Fourth Reich appears to be
as nmessy as the Third one . "

Hunt er wal ked over to the spoi. "l guess |I'mnot surprised that they woul dn't
pi ck up after thenselves," he said, |ooking at the ness. "What a bunch of
fucki ng sl obs . "

The ride fromthe Fighting Brothers' abbey to the ruins of Coba had taken just
an hour by truck. Brother David and the conmodore nade the trip with him
along with a dozen of the biggest, toughest soldiers in the Oder.

"The food they | eft behind has not been eaten conpletely," Brother David
poi nted out. "Maybe the aninmals won't touch it."

"Look over here," the commpdore shouted at them standing on the other side of
the ness area. "Here was where they fueled their vehicles. See the oil spots?
Still moist. | say four weeks ago at the nost."

"And they brought this fuel in by barrels,” Brother David pointed out.
"Probably delivered to them by chopper "

"Dam, " Hunter spit out. "Four weeks is still long enough to | eave a cold
trail."”

They wal ked the area three tinmes, |ooking for any clues,



any possible indications, of where the Canal Nazis had gone next. All that
time, Hunter was working on a theory. After a while, he began to spell it out
for Brother David and the conmodore.

"Maybe it's too logical," he said. "But try this: W know they're noving by
truck. Judging fromthose tire tracks, they look Iike R75-18s, 1'd say they're
driving ton-and-three-quarter rigs. Probably six-cylinder diesels. Fuel tank
of , maybe, thirty gallons . "

"You have an idea, Brother Hunter?" Brother David asked.

"Well, what's the fuel range of a truck like that?" he asked. "I can't believe
they get nore than a. couple, three niles a gallon, |oaded down. Mre likely
two, don't you think?"

Bot h David and the comobdore nodded in agreenent.

"So, we assune they just fuel up at their next destination

as opposed to along the way. All we have to do then is figure

out what their vehicles' fuel range is and | ook for the next

| ogi cal Mayan site within that radius.”

"Say no nore, Brother Hunter," David said, his noon {ace brightening. "Chkhen
Itza . . . That \s where they went, |I'msure."

Hunter recall ed the nane as another spot on his map. "It's about sixty mles
fromhere, straight," he said. "How many by rpad?"

"Twi sts and turns, sone npuntains," Brother David said. "But no nore than
eighty-five mles . "

"My heart tells me this is where they are, Hunter," the conmodore said.

Hunt er nodded, still fumng at the extent of the desecration of the Mayan
site. "Mne, too," he said.
Hunter took a few photos of the site and then they all |oaded onto the truck

and headed back to the nmission, hoping to reach the abbey before dark

He spent the ride back squeezed in the truck's cab between Brother David and
t he conmmodore. Not five minutes into the trip, Hunter heard the commodore
conmence snoring-he was fast asleep, using the hood of his nonk's

robe as a pillow Brother David too was quiet, murmuring his evening prayers
as he drove carefully and slowy along the jungle road.

Hunter used this quiet tinme |ooking at the photo of Sandl ake's daught er

El i zabeth. It was al nost spooky for himto think that she had been there, at
Coba, fairly recently. If only tinme and space weren't so dammed connected, he
coul d have saved her. Now, he just had her photo. She had | ovely features,
pretty hair, pretty smle. And educated too. Someone he'd like to know .

"Hang on, Elizabeth,"” he thought, alnost speaking the words out | oud.
"Someone's coning to the rescue.”

In the next instant he heard a trenmendous crock! He | ooked up and found
hi nsel f suddenly staring right into the bl oodshot eyes of a man who had



somehow j unped up onto the hood of the truck. This person had | anded with such
a thud, his face was pressed up agai nst the wi ndshield, grossly distorting his
features. But Hunter recognized one part of his makeup. The nman's head was
shaved . . . "God help us!" Brother David yelled. "Skinheads!" In a split
second, Hunter's M| &wvas up and cocked. He squeezed the trigger and instantly
both, tne wi ndshield and the nan pressed against it were blown away in a

gl ass-splintering streamof yellowred fluorescent bullets.

The conmpdore was awake in a shot, his pistol out and firing into the left eye
of a Skinhead who had |l eapt up on to the truck's running board.

"Boot it!" Hunter yelled to Brother David. He could hear crashing and bangi ng
in the back of the truck as the soldier nonk put the vehicle's accel erator
pedal to the-floorboard.

In a mtter of two seconds, Hunter was craw i ng over the commodore and out the
door and onto the truck's running board. He picked off two more Ski nheads who
were clinging to the side of the truck's canvas covering, shooting blindly at
the soldiers riding inside. Two nore were follow ng cl ose behind the truck on
a large motorcycle with a sidecar. Hunter sent a tracer barrage their way,
causing themto veer across the road and fall back a little.

Hunter would learn |later that the reason the soldiers rid-

ing in the back of the truck didn't respond quickly was that they, |ike
Brot her David, had been saying their evening prayers together, an act that
called for themto put down their weapons, if only for the tinme being.

But now the soldiers realized they were being attacked and they all started
firing out of the canvas covering at once. Confusion reigned as the covering
was qui ckly shot away. There were a nunber of Skinheads who were actually
hanging on to the top of the truck's roof.

Wth one hand | ocked around the commodore's arm for bal ance, Hunter |eaned out
of the truck as far as possible and opened up on the rooftop Skinheads. He got
one in the legs, the burning tracer rounds scorching the man's knees and
ankles to the extent that he fell over backward and was caught in the truck's
frame. Hangi ng there upside down no nore than three feet fromhim Hunter got
too upcl ose a | ook at the Skinhead. The man was wearing a bl ack | eather,
cut-off vest, a canouflage T-shirt and regul ar-issue black jungle pants.

The 'Head actually sniled a toothless grin at himwhile raising his rifle to
shoot. Hunter sinply reached over and pulled on the man's collar, ripping him
fromthe truck and throwing himto the speedi ng ground bel ow.

Meanwhi | e anot her Ski nhead had a bead on Hunter and was ready to pull his
AK-47's trigger when suddenly the man's crotch exploded like a balloon filled
with bl ood. The Fighting Brothers inside the truck were now firing their
weapons straight up at the Skinheads on the roof, and this particul ar Nazi
paid as a result. Hunter then turned his attention back to the notorbike,
firing off a |ong spectacul ar barrage that surprised the driver. Instead of
zigging, the driver zagged right into the deadly tracer stream and was bl own
out of the seat of the bike. Now driverless, the notorcycle careened off the
road, slamm ng the bike's side conpartment passenger full-force into the side
of a large tree.

In the course of a few nore seconds, the Fighting Brothers soldiers had shot
of f the four renmaining attackers. Hunter continued to hang out of the truck
cab as far as he could, checking the road behind themfor any signs of vehi-



cle pursuit. There was none. He clinbed back inside the truck cab and settled
down, much to the relief of the conmodore who had been in danger of
di sl ocating his shoulder while trying to hold Hunter steady during the action.

"Jesus Christ!" Hunter swore, the adrenaline fromthe brief but violent clash
punpi ng through himat the speed of sound. "Excuse ny |anguage, Brother, but
t hose guys are about the craziest fuckers |I've ever run into!"

Davi d | ooked into his rear view mrror and, upon catching a | ast glinpse of
the snpke and fire |l eft back down the road fromthe anbush, turned to Hunter
and said: "Aren to that, Brother ..." /

Chapter 36
Col onel Frankel had just finished his second cup of tea.

"So that's the story, Colonel," the H gh Cormander was telling him "W think
that we may be able to make a deal with the United Anericans and we think
you're the guy who can do the job."

It had been a very strange few hours for Frankel. The Hi gh Commander, who
Frankel thought |ooked |ike sone pre-war Anerican politician whose nane
escaped him couldn't have been nore congenial to him He had systematically
laid out nothing less than the Twisted Cross's entire strategic plan - from
occupation of the Canal to the plundering of the ancient Mayan sites and
everything in between, using several charts and an overhead projector to
illustrate his tal king points.

"It's all business" is what the H gh Commander had said to Frankel over and
over. "The Canal, the revenues, the protection noney we get fromthe
surroundi ng countries, the gold recovery units out in the field. Even the gold
panni ng operation. It all flows back to one thing: Business."

Frankel hadn't uttered a word once during the presentation. Instead he just
sat back, amazed at the charts showing not only the Cross's troop strengths,
nunber of airplanes, tanks, gun enplacenents, and SAM sites, but al so
projections for the organi zation's expansion for the next year, the year after
that, five years hence and a full decade in the future. By that time, the Hi gh
Commander had made it quite clear that the Cross would be running the entire
wor | d.

A chart showing the Twisted Cross's projected revenues for the next five years
wr apped up the presentation

"W hope that, five years we'll have a gold reserve totaling one hundred and
forty-one tons," the H gh Conmander told him "It will be at that point that
every working country in the world will have to deal with us. Not as

manuf acturers or agribusinessnen, but as the world's financial brokers. \Wen
we control alnost half the processed gold in the world, we'll control how rmuch
the rest of the world's gold is worth. So, Col onel Frankel, when you hear al
this tal k about ' The Cause' and 'Qur Cause,' well, hell, now you know what
we're tal king about." . <?

Frankel was still speechless.

"And if anyone gives us any static," the H gh Commander went on. "And | mnean
at all, we come down on themlike a ton of bricks. Because, along with our

financial growh, we expect a simultaneous growth in our arnmed forces. If al
goes according to the plan, the day we reach one hundred and forty-one tons,
we will also have the world's largest standing arnmy. Am | going too fast for



you?"

"No, sir . . ." Frankel said, by- force of habit. "But if | may, where do the
nucl ear mnes in the Canal cone in?"

"Well, Frankel, they're our ace in the hole, you see," the H gh Conmander
answered. "They provide | everage. W want their existence to be the worst kept
secret in the world. Get it? No one in this hem sphere will screw around with

us if they know we've got this nuclear underwater capability thing. And once
the econony really gets chugging in this part of the world, they'll be backed
up and taking nunbers-itching for a chance to get through the Canal

"OfF course we have a fall-back position. Should a hostile takeover seem
imnent, well, we'll just pull the plug."

"Pull the plug, sir?"

"Sure, Frankel," the H gh Commander said, sipping a glass of mineral water. "I
mean, push the button. Light 'emup. Liquidate our assets along with half of
Central Anerica, cut our |osses and, well, start all over again."

"It is brilliant, sir. Sinply brilliant " Frankel heard hinself saying

"So, you agree then that we should nove at a constructive, yet conservative
pace for now?" the H gh Commander asked, wal king over to the edge of his desk
and sitting down. "That would be solidifying our position here in the Canal
wor ki ng the Mayan sites, and keeping the United Americans at bay with sone

| ong, protracted -oh, what shall we call then - discussions of nutua
security interests. How does that grab you?"

The man | eaned forward, eager for Frankel's reply.

"Brilliant!" Frankel repeated, not know ng what else to say again. "A very
wor kabl e pl an!"

The Hi gh Commander put his suit jacket back on and sat down behind his desk.
"Well, I"'mglad to hear you say that, Frankel," he told him "Because, for us
to pull this off, we have to cut a deal with the United Anericans, just to
decoy them And to do that, we have to send the right person to talk to them
Soneone who | ooks convinci ng, acts confident and knows how to deal ."

The Hi gh Commander | eaned forward on his desk for enphasis and smiled tightly.
"We think you're that guy, Frankel."

Frankel was astounded. "Me, sir?" he asked, unconsciously pointing at his own
chest for enphasis. "But why ne?"

The Hi gh Commander allowed hinself a legitimte |augh. "Wll, because Frankel
| just keep hearing so many danmm good things about you, that's why. We |iked
very much how you handl ed that duty out on the entrance island. 'QOperation
Choose It or Lose It' is how we used to describe it back here. But you didn't
screw up once, Colonel and that's not sonething that goes unnoticed around
her e.

"And let ne tell you right now, that gold panning thing was just a
snokescreen. We just wanted to get you back over here on the mainland. C ose
by while the others and | were tossing ideas around. It's an inportant

assi gnment, Frankel, there's no reason to downplay that. But if you cone
through and really knock 'em dead, well, | can guarantee, you'll be up to
maj or general in a snap."



Stunned, Frankel wondered if he had it in himto speak
nore than two sentences at once.

"But why ne, sir?" he finally managed to say again. "There nust be a thousand

ot her men here who could do the job better than I. Men who are schooled in
politics, or debating or foreign affairs. I amnot an expert in any of those
t hi ngs."

The Hi gh Commander chuckl ed once again. "Now, Colonel," he said, following in

a sing-song voice: "Don't you think that we know that ?"

Frankel could only nod.
"Well, of course we do," the Conmander went on. "But you see, we want you
Frankel , because, well, | don't know any other way of saying it other than you
| ooked so dam/ good, Col onel. You | ook Aryan, man. Your face could go on a
poster. We need soneone who | ooks good, Frankel. Sonmeone who can conmuni cate
to those United Americans that we nean business. And | nean Business with a
capital 'B" . . . Do you think you can handle it, old boy?"

"I ... 1 will do whatever you ask," Frankel told him his voice still a bit
shaky.

"Now that's what | really want to hear,"
clap of his hands. "Let's drink to it."

the H gh Conmmander said with a | oud

He noved over to his substantial |iquor supply and poured out two banana
brandies. "A toast!" he said. "To our Cause and your m ssion."

"WIl | be briefed, sir?" Frankel asked, holding the drink nunbly in hand.
"Gven information | can study up on?"

"By the best we have," the H gh Commander said, giving hima friendly jab to
t he shoul der. "Now drink up, Colonel. Tonmorrow we'll have lunch with sone of

nmy peopl e and bounce around sonething solid . "

Wth that, the H gh Conmmander took a long swig of his banana brandy. "Ahh," he

said, smacking his lips in delight. "I just can't get enough of this stuff
Chapter 37
"Well, aren't you going to rape me, Col onel ?" the wonan asked himdefiantly.

"Or do you have to get drunk first before you can be with a femal e?"

"Silence!" Krupp screanmed at her. "Or you will be shot in a mnute

"I would prefer that to being here with you one nore nonent!" she snarled at
hi m

They were sitting in the entrance way to the fabul ous chanber of gold, their
two dinming |anterns casting grotesque shadows on the walls and on the rows of
gol d.

H s men had been gone for hours and Krupp had spent much of that tine berating
hi nsel f for giving them such inane orders. He had nade several huge mi st akes:
First of all, he had been blind to the fact that they had been in the tunnels
for so long, it was now night outside. This would nmean that, assum ng the



seven troopers found their way out all right, it would take themtw ce as |ong
to rouse the others, then lead themon the trip back in.

Secondly, he knew it woul d probably be nore than seven hours before anyone
reached them again, and he wasn't certain that he could fight off sleep that
long. And third, the biggest m stake of all, he had no gun -no weapon with
whi ch to hol d the woman.

"How | ong have you been using whips, Col onel ?" she asked himin an overtly
nocki ng tone. "Did your nother

use them on you?"

""Silence!" Krupp screaned so loudly his voice echoed around the cavern for a
full ten seconds. "Or | swear |'Il execute you right here and now . "

"And how woul d you do that?" she asked with a slightly deranged bravado. "SI ap
me to death? Beat ne up? Do you really like those kinds of things, Colone
Krupp?"

He reached over and grabbed her by the hair. "I'll wing your Goddamm neck,"
he hi ssed.
"Ha!" she | aughed and cried out at the sanme time. "It takes a man to conmit

col d- bl ooded murder, Colonel. You haven't got it in you ..

He shook her head violently once again. "You nust be insane,"” he said to her

"How dare you act so defiant?"

Agai n, she | aughed hysterically. "What have | got to | ose?" she screaned at
him "Do you really think your goons found their way out of here? As tired as
they were, carrying those pieces of gold? How heavy do you think they feel to
t hem now? Maybe one hundred pounds. A hundred and fifty?"

Krupp reached over and sl apped her hard across her face. Her nonths in
confinenent had obviously altered her nental capacities. "Don't provoke ne!l"
he screaned, sounding a bit deranged hinmself. "I'Il kill you, | swear '
She spit right in his face. "Go to hell, you fucking Nazi,"
"You're gutless ..."

she snapped.

Krupp put his hands to his ears and tried to block out her words. Wiy was she
doing this to hin? How dare she? He was in command here, but at the sane tine,
he felt sonething in his mnd slipping away. It was her fault -she was hitting
every panic button he owned at point blank range.

At that nmonent, his |antern blinked out.

It was mi stake nunber four. The batteries on his Iight were now gone.
"Gve me your light," he demanded of the woman, grabbing for the lantern that
was sl ung around her shoul der. She had periodically shut it off during the
trip into the caves, and therefore, its batteries were fresher

"No . . ." she said, pulling the lantern away from him
He reached out and grabbed her hair again and started yanking on it. But in

retaliation, the woman threw the lantern against the cavern wall, smashing its
bul b and | ens.



Suddenly they were plunged into an absolutely terrifying darkness.

"Now Col onel ," she said, openly nocking him "Let's see how brave you are in
the dark . . ."

Chapter 38

Hunter woke up in the niddle of the night with one girl lying across his
chest, another nestled under his left arm

It took himjust an instant to renenber where he was and who his bunk guests
ver e.

He was in the mission's guest house and the two wormen were nenbers of the
flock. The day before he had gotten a brief glinpse of a couple dozen
scantily-clad wonmen energing fromthe Fighting Brothers' concrete shelter. At
the tine there had been no introduction, no explanation as to why 24 bat hi ng
beauties would be part of the Brothers' nilieu. But after returning fromthe
Coba site and the lightning quick battle with the Skinheads, these oversights
were corrected.

The wonen, actually a conmpany of "entertainers,” had fled the island of
Cozunel , which was just a stone's throw of fshore from Cancun. Just why they
were on the resort island in the first place was never really explained to
Hunter, but the drift he got was that the wonmen represented a personal harem
for a crackpot who had set up his own little ki ngdomon Cozunel .

In any case, it had all happened about a year before and The Brothers kindly
took in the wonen, on humanitarian grounds, of course. The act of kindness
turned out to be an odd arrangement. While the Brothers took no vow of
celibacy fromthe Order, nost practiced it anyway. O the 55 nmonks, only ten
had wi ves (which explained the fifteen or so children that Hunter saw runni ng
around the com

pound). The others had decided to give up sex for religion before journeying
to the wild I ands of northeast Yucatan, but the appearance of the

"entertai ners" had gradual ly changed that decision for some. At |ast count,
fourteen of the Brothers had matched up with one of the women and several nore
romances were reportedly in the works.

That still left a few unattached wonen and Hunter had nmet these two-Jani ne and
Lori, he thought their nanes were -at a rousing banquet the Brothers had

t hrown together the night before. Hunter hadn't seen a feast quite like it in
many a noon. The Brothers bottled their owmn wine and tasting it was the
commodore's daily chore. It was powerful stuff-a half dozen gl asses full and
Hunter was into the spins.

At sone point Brother Paul introduced himto the two women and the rest was
history .

He reached over and gently noved Janine off his chest. Then he pulled Lori
closer to himand began stroking her fine blond hair.

"Are you awake?" Lori asked him

"Only if you are," he replied.
She | aughed and | et her hands wander all over his body.

"So you're really this Wngman guy?" she asked.



"I'"'m begi nning to wonder nyself,
want to believe it these days."

he said. "For sone reason people just don't

"The world is a crazy place," she sighed. "Lot of people just don't know what
to believe anynore."

She snuggl ed even closer to him allowing himto place his hand on her
wel | -fornmed breast. "But | have to admit" she continued, "that in spite of
everything, it can be very peaceful here with the Brothers. When those Chicos

aren't running around |ike mad dogs, this place can be |ike paradise. | never
t hought | could find such serenity. | nmean, | would never consider going back
to the States now, or what used to be the States, | should say. | don't know

how you can live up there. Fromwhat | hear, it's |like cowboys and I ndi ans
everywhere, night and day. Is that true?"

"That's cl ose," he answered. "But naybe sone day it won't be as bad. If the
government were able to get a handle on

t hi ngs, would you go back then?"

She thought it over for a nonent, then answered: "I'mnot sure. It's ny
country and everything, but nothing was ever the same after the New Order went
down. "

He pulled her very close to him "Wl some day, things will be better," he
told her, a bit wistfully. "That is, if some day ever comes . "

Jani ne had woken up by this tine. She adjusted her pillow and gave hima | ong
series of kisses down his neck to his chest.

"Do you al ways nanage to get two girls in bed with you at once?" Jani ne asked
in her sweet, smart-ass style.

"No, not always," he answered. "I'mjust lucky that way, | guess."

"Lucky, is it?" she said. "Well, let me ask you sonething else M. Bigshot
Wngman: If you're this super flyboy hero we keep on hearing about, how cone
you don't have a steady girlfriend?"

Hunter felt as if he'd just been hit with two barrels of buckshot in the ass.

"That's a good question,"” he answered cheerl essly.

Chapter 39
It was so dark, Krupp didn't know if he was asleep or not.

H s uniformwas soaked through with moisture and the small mtes crawing in
his hair seemed real enough. Yet he couldn't feel his one hand with the other
He couldn't hear hinself breathing and nor did he have any sensation of a
heart beating in his chest.

"Maybe |' m dead," he thought.

He had no idea where the wonan was. For all he knew, she had slipped away

t hree hours ago when the lights went out. Since then he had gone through two
fits of claustrophobia and at |east a half dozen panic attacks. Since then, a
strange white foam has been fornming in his mouth and in his nostrils.



He had tried to count the seconds, thinking that if he kept it up, he could
better judge when his troopers would return. But he gave up this futile,
desperate exercise after realizing that even if he counted all the way up to
20,000, the earliest the relief party would arrive would still be four hours
-or 14,400 seconds - away.

" Col onel Krupp?"
He froze. Had he really heard soneone call out his nane?

"Col onel ? Answer ne .

It wasn't the girl's voice -it was that of a man, and it was vaguely faniliar

"There's no sense in not answering, Colonel. | know you are out there,
sonewhere . "
Kr upp was absol utely par al yzed. The voice  was SO

strange, so unearthly. He knew it didn't belong to anyone in a relief party.
Nor was it coming fromany specific direction. At first it sounded as if it
was in front of him Then behind him Then off to one side, then to the other

"Colonel, it is time that you face the facts

Once again, Krupp put his hands to his ears in an attenpt to bl ock out what he
didn't want to hear. But, if anything, the voice was | ouder

"Col onel, you are just denying the inevitable ..
"Why i s this happeni ng?" Krupp cried softly. "Wy ne?"

He | ooked up and saw a faint glow no nore than two feet fromhim As he
watched in terror, it grew closer and solidi- f fied into a man's features.

"Recogni ze me now, Col onel ?"

Krupp stared in absolute horror and disbelief. He felt his stonmach do a flip,
a gut full of vomt traveling two thirds of the way up his esophagus before he
was able to force it back down again. His eyes suddenly watered up in fear

"Renenber me, Col onel ?"

At that instant, Krupp knew he had gone insane. The face before himwas that
of Hei nke, the nman who had wal ked into the woods at Chichen Itza and never
cane back .

"Havi ng probl ens, Col onel ?" anot her voi ce asked.

Krupp shook hinsel f awake. He stared straight ahead and saw anot her face
glowing in the dark.
"Sorry, | can't help . "
up to her face.

t he woman said, shining a barely-burning | antern

Krupp | ooked at his hands in the faint glow of the dimlanp. They were sticky
and streaked with blood. He put a finger up to his eyes and this came down
covered with nmore, fresher blood. The strange white foamwas all over his
chin.



"How?" he asked the woman weakly.

"The light, you nmean?" she asked. "Well, Colonel, your problemis you panic
too quickly. This is your light, and sure, the batteries wore down. But after
letting themrest for a few hours, they conme back a little. See?"

She waved the lantern around the gold-filled roomlike a

child with a sparkler.

"Stop it!" he screanmed. "And tell ne, why am | bl eed-ing?"

"You tried to scratch your own eyes out," she told himw th a laugh. "Don't
you renenber?" (

"But you saw him didn't you?" he pleaded with her. "Tell \ me you saw him
"
She waited a few nonments before replying. "Heinke, you nean?" she asked.

"Yes, yes!"

"Sure, | saw him" she answered cleverly. "You and he had quite a
conversation."

"He was here then!" Krupp cried. "Sonehow, he got in here with us, right?"

"Yes, Colonel," she said, turning out the |antern again. "Watever you say

The relief party finally reached Krupp and the woman three hours | ater

By this time Krupp was only seni-conscious, a regular flow of the foany white
subst ance oozing fromhis mouth and nostrils. The recovery mssion's

second-i n-conmand, a captain naned Grund, arranged to have both Krupp and the
worman carried out on stretchers. He then posted six guards at the entrance to
the gold chanber, and strung a radio line back to the cave's opening at the
base of the Wxmaluna's Grand Pyranid.

By this time, it was morning. Only then did he call his superiors in Panana
City to report the enornous gold find.

Chapter 40
Back in Washi ngton, things had just turned upside down:

"They want what?" Fitzgerald asked in disbelief.
"They want a sunmit neeting," CGeneral Jones repeated hinself. "They want to
sit down and tal k. Negotiate. Discuss 'issues of nutual security,' is howthe
message puts it."

"I can't believe this," Fitz said. "These Nazis actually think we're going to
sit down and talk rationally with then®"

"That's the offer," Jones told him "W'Il have to send sone sort of reply
back to them by mi dnight tonight, our tine."

It had been a crazy few days for the top staff of the United Anerican Arny.
Most of the tinme had been devoted to gearing up their land and air forces for



the anticipated strike on Panama. An entire airborne division -a total of
15,000 nen -had already deployed to a secret base in southern Texas.

Movi ng south with the paratroopers were seven squadrons of United Anerican
fighters and fighter-bonbers. Unified under one command, the aircraft included
Football City's 12 famous F-20 Tigersharks, 18 of Mke Fitzgerald' s F-105X
Super Thunderchi efs, known informally to all as the Shanrock Squadron, 24 Free
Canadi an CA-10 Thunderbolts, phis a large contingent of various aircraft

bel onging to the old PAAC including several AV-8B Harriers, 36 A-7D
Strikefighters, and 18 A-4 Skyhawks, the small, |aser-equipped attack jets
that had worked so well in the recaptur-

ing of Football City in the |last war against The Circle.

Al so depl oyed to bases in Texas were nine of the United Anericans B-52
Stratofortresses, the two enornmous C 5 gunshi ps known as Bozo and Nozo, and
t he super-secret Ghost Rider air unit which was made up of five,

el ectronically jam packed B-1B supersonic, near-Stealth, sw ng-w ng bonbers.

It had been a major air novement; counting various support aircraft such as
the United Americans' fleet of KG 135 aerial tankers as well as three dozen

C- 130 Hercul es cargo ships - including 12 fromthe fanmbus New York Heavy Lift
Cor porati on known better as the New York Hercs - nearly two hundred fixed-w ng
aircraft had been transferred, virtually overnight, to the Republic of Texas.
There, they would be additionally conplenented by the Texans' own five
squadrons of F-4X Super Phantons.

Movi ng the United Anericans various ground units had taken | onger. Two arnored
di vi si ons-equi pped nostly with nearly 200 M| and M 60 tanks-were traveling at
that nmoment on rail cars that would eventually bring themto the port city of
Gal veston, Republic of Texas. There they would be | oaded onto anything that
could float -Free Canadi an anphi bi ous assault ships nostly. A total of ten

shi ps, converted container-carrying vessels, would be devoted just to carrying
the United Anericans' substantial helicopter force. Forty-eight hours before
the operation was to commence, these seaborne units would set sail. If
everything ran smoothly, they would be waiting somewhere off the coast of
Panama when the first bonbs fell.

That all this had to be done as secretly as possible was only half the problem
for the United American Command Staff. The biggest chall enge was that it had
to be done in less than a few days.

And it was

"And now after all this, these guys want to talk about it?" Fitz asked, stil
astounded that the Canal Nazis had actually offered to negotiate.

"That's the purpose of the nessage,"” Jones told himagain. The nessage, which
was first intercepted by an United American advance |istening post down on the
Loui si ana coast, proposed that a representative from The Twi sted Cross fly to
Washi ngton and "start a dial ogue" i mediately. Jones had received the

conmuni que just about m dnight and now, at 0900 he was discussing it with
Fitz, Ben WA and JT Toomey in his Pentagon office.

"This is nuts," Tooney said. "One day these guys are all into cl oak-and-dagger
and now they want us to throw thema conming out party. | say we tell themio
go take a fucking leap."

"I agree,"” WA said. "The time for themto talk was before they started
pl anting the underwater nukes. These guys are vicious. They're nurderers."



"Most likely they caught wi nd of our deployments," Fitz added. "Now they're
either scared, stalling for time or a little bit of both . "

"I'n other words, now s the tine to zap 'em" Tooney said. "No," Jones said
firmy. "Now s the tinme to listen to what they have to say." Al three nen
wer e taken aback.

"Are you sei k>us, General ?" Fitz. asked. "Sit down and diddle with Nazis?"

"Not 'diddle," " Jones replied. "I said talk to them" "But why?" JT asked
"You know they're just trying to screw us over."

"Maybe," Jones said. "But | have the lives of nearly sixty thousand people in
nmy hands -you three included -not to nention any civilians down in the Cana
Zone who could get killed if we attack. | owe it to all of themto at |east
listen to what these guys have to say."

Fitz, Ben and Toomey were speechless. "lI'msending a reply back to themright
now, " Jones said, concluding the brief nmeeting. "I'mtelling themthat we
accept their offer.”

Chapter 41

Maj or Dantini, commander of the Central American Tactical Service, took a sip
of tequila then went back to struming his well-worn Martin guitar.

Thi ngs had been so slow lately, he had even found tine to play the old
six-string. They had not attacked the Cross in what seened |ike years now, at
the request of Hunter and the United Anerican Command. He supposed the fear
was that any fighting around the Canal Zone could accidentally set off one or
nore of the underwater nuclear mnes. It was unlikely of course, but Dantin
knew now was not the tinme to take any risks. Not when he and his one hundred
chopper troops were about to gain 60,000 allies.

They were now canped near the deserted town of Bocas del Toro, which was on an
i sl and some 150 niles west of the Canal on the western end of the Msquito

@l f. The terrain here favored them There were dozens of tall hills
surrounding the city and Dantini and his nen had clainmed two of themas their
tenmporary base. The hei ght advantage worked in two ways: first it would help
shoul d the whol e 15-chopper force have to nmove quickly, and second, it gave
them a cl ear view of the Panamani an mai nl and, both to the south and to the
west. Even a fast-noving jet com ng out of Panama cou-ld be spotted far enough
away to give anple warning for everyone to get to shelter

Still strumming his guitar, Dantini continually scanned the horizon, | ooking
for anything unforeseen. Several m nutes passed, but then he did see sonething
appr oachi ng

fromthe southwest. He didn't mss a note on his instru- '|£| ment, however;
it was one of the Flying Cranes returning fromthe only kind of nission they
were able to carry out these days.

He watched as the big ship hovered just off to his left, preparing to set down
on the large, flat wooden platformset up on top of the hill. The Crane was
straddl i ng one of the group's purpose-designed containers; this particular PDC
was the one bristling with various radi o antennas, including one for

br oadcasti ng on AM and FM frequenci es.

The Crane finally | anded, kicking up a couple of pounds f of dust as it did



so. A few nmonents later, the door on the Radi o PDC opened and two nen cli nbed
out, their uniforms dishevel ed, beer cans in hand.

Dantini shook his head in mld disgust at the pair. The two nmen were probably
the only people left in the New Order world who could actually get beer in
cans. "l thought there was only supposed to be one in every bunch," Dantin
murmured to hinmself. "I've got to get stuck with trouble tinmes two ..."

By this time the two had wal ked over to him "M ssion acconplished, Mjor,"
one of them a man called Masoni, told himin a voice so gravelly, you could
pave a highway with it.

"Any problens at all?" Dantini asked.

"Negative," the other man, a sergeant who went by the stage nanme of G egg

O G egg, reported between swi gs of beer. "W put out two solid hours right
near El Cope, then another ninety mnutes just outside Nata. Didn't see a soul
out there.”

Dantini breathed a sigh of relief. Despite their appearance and genera
deneanor, Masoni and O Gregg al ways cane through. That was the only reason why
Dantini was so tolerant of their |ess-than-proper mlitary behavior

The PDC was actually a flying radio station, and together, Masoni and O Gregg
made up the entire CATS psyche-war section. They worked via a dangerous MO
The Flying Crane would carry the PDC -known as Radio

CATS -to various isolated parts of Panana and once set up, the two nmen woul d
start broadcasting clandestinely. Like a mni-Radio Liberty or Radio Marti,
Masoni and O Gregg woul d play Panamani an national rmusic and any nmusic hits
that were popul ar in Panana before the Big War. |Interspersed between the
songs, the nmen would read carefully prepared statenments urgi ng the Pananani an
natives not to give up, that the Canal and their country would be |iberated
one day from The Twi sted Cross.

The tactic was effective-Dantini and his nen were always greeted with open
arnms by any natives they happened to run into. Wile it was dangerous to carry
a radio in or near the occupi ed Canal Zone itself, many people who |ived out
in the Panamani an hinterlands still had their trusty transistor sets and boom
boxes. Everyday, they would click them on, hoping to hear an hour or two of
the nusic fromthe ol d days.

The tactic also served to drive the Canal Nazis batty. To this day Dantini was
convinced that the Nazis believed the radio was actually carried by truck, and
not by helicopter. That was why whenever they set up canp, the first PDC to be
canouf | aged and hi dden away was Radi o CATS.

"Ckay," Dantini told Masoni and O Gegg. "Get something to eat and then check
back with ne diis afternoon. W'll pick your broadcast posts for tonorrow
then. ™

They both of fered wide-smiling, snap salutes. On cue, they guzzled the rest of
their no-nane beers and synbolically crushed the beer cans on their foreheads.
Then they turned on their heels and nmarched away, |eaving Dantini as al ways,
shaki ng hi s head.

"I'f I thought too nmuch about it 1'd go nuts,"” he said to hinself.

He sat back down and picked up the Martin six-string again. Suddenly, the
radio at his feet burst to life. He heard Burke's excited voice on the other



end.
"Maj or! We've got conpany com ng

Dantini imredi ately reached down, picked up the radio and punched the send
button. "Wo and where?"

"Choppers," Burke, who was over on the other hilltop

reported. "Two of themcoming in fromthe north. T look Iike Cobras."
"Cobras?" Dantini wondered out |oud. "Are they bl ing?"

"Three reds, two whites" Burke called back. "Is today's sequence?"

Dantini hastily retrieved a piece of fol ded paper fron boot. He unw apped it
and quickly read the scrawed |Ii what were called "approach sequences." These
were i sages sent by using the navigation lights of an airc thereby
elimnating the use of intercept-prone |long-n radi o nmessages. /

"Three reds, two whites," Dantini confirmed, chec the sheet he and Hunter
had drawn up before the headed back up north. "Yep, that's the password.”

He carefully laid his guitar aside and ran down the h the beach. Burke arrived
at the sane tinme, and toge they watched as the two Cobras roared in over the
v\ tops.

"These have got to be the guys Hunter was tal about," Dantini said as the two
gunshi ps set down on beach about 150 feet away.

Through the swirl of sand and seaspray, Dantini saw nman energe fromthe first
hel i copter. He and Burke hi m hal fway.

"Maj or Dantini?" the man fromthe Cobra asked. Captain Jesse Tyler, United
American Army."

"Are you one half of the fanmous Cobra Brothers?" 1 tini asked shaki ng hands
with the man.

"Yes, | am" the man answered through his thick 1 accent. "Hunter told you
about us?"

Danti ni and Burke both nodded. "Did he ever," B said. "Had us up all night
once, telling about how c you guys were."

Tyl er | aughed. "Well, he can spin a tale as well as the of us," he said.

"Better, even . "

By this time the three other menbers of the Cobra had joined them "This is
Capt ai n Bobby Crockett, Lieutenants John Hobbs and Marty Baxter," Tyler said

anot her orgy of handshakes.

"So | suppose | don't have to guess what the purpose of your visit is,"
Dantini said. "I assume the United Americans are ready to attack. Wen is
H Hour ?"

Tyl er took off his helnmet and ran his fingers through his hair.

"Mpjor," he said, "let's all go soneplace quiet where we can talk .



Chapter 42
The Fighting Brothers' |ong-range patrol was back at tl mission before noon

They had | eft one hour before sunup, wal king back to n connoiter the place
were the Skinheads had attacked the m sion truck. Thirty mnutes after the
patrol's return, Brothi David met Hunter at the small |ake's shoreline. They
talks as the pilot went through a list of routine preflight nmaint nance checks
on the Kingfisher.

"My Brothers confirmthat it was a full squad of Skinheac that we tangled with
yesterday," David told him

"lI's that unusual ?"
"Yes, it is," the nonk said. "W know of Skinhead adviso traveling with gangs
like Dos Chicos. But this is the first tin we've encountered a force nade up
entirely of Skinheads.

Hunt er opened the plane's engi ne cow i ng maintenani door and peered in at its
power plant. "Wat does that te us?" he asked. "So many of themin the area at
once . '

"I"'mafraid it neans they have suddenly attached a ne inportance to us," David
sai d.

"Maybe they know I'm here,” Hunter said quietly.

"I"'msorry, but | think | have to agree with you," the nor replied. "It's
really the only explanation. They were contei just to armthe Chicos before.
Now, this . . ."

Hunter saw that everything inside the engi ne checked ou so he closed the small
door and wiped his hand with a ra

"Well, | won't be here nuch |onger," he said. "But how w they know t hat ?"

Brot her David shrugged. "They won't," he said. "And there's a nore frightening
aspect to this. Qur patrol found a Hi nd helicopter out near where the 'Heads
set upon us. It was destroyed, burned."

"Real | y?" Hunter asked. "By who?"

"By the Skinheads thenselves, | would guess,” David answered. "It can only
nmean one thing . "

Hunter didn't have to have it spelled out for him he knew what the burnt out
chopper meant. "They were on a suicide mssion," he said. "They burned their
own neans of transport before setting out to get us."

The Top Monk nodded. "Yes," he said. "W have definitely caught their
attention. These pagans don't just send their hari-kiri squads after anyone

Hunt er thought about it for a nonent, then said: "Ckay, | feel responsible for
this. I think you' d better consider evacuating your people."

"I agree, Major," David said. "But where can we possibly go where it is safe?
And where it's big enough to acconmodate us all?"



Hunter flashed a smile. "I have just the place in mnd," he said.

It only took about ten hours in all to nove The Brothers, their famlies,
their girlfriends, their weapons and their equi pnment to the abandoned pyranid
hotel at Cancun.

Hunt er rode shotgun in the sky as the | ong convoy of trucks wound its way the
sixty mles to the resort city. By midnight, the Fighting Brothers had
christened their new abbey. The beauty of the place - in addition to its

| avi sh space and easily defended |l ocation - was that to its rear was an entire
fleet of luxury yachts, nmost in running condition. So should the Brothers cone
under attack froma superior force, they always had the option of taking to

t he boats and escapi ng.

Al'l these precautions nmade Hunter feel better about the safety of the nonks
and their people, and by the end of the |ong day, he was bushed. He spent the
ni ght with Jani ne and

Lori again, making |love to both then letting themmassa his tired nuscles to
sl eep.

The next norning dawned bright and hot. Hunter woli down a qui ck breakfast,
then was down on the docks, getti his airplane ready for flight again. He was
headi ng for C chen Itza, nost likely the next set of ruins on the Canal IS
zis' plunder list.

He was just about to load on his dufflebag of gear when saw Brother David
wal ki ng down the | ong dock toward hi Oddly, he was carrying a full knapsack
and his rifle. <?

"I was just coming up to say adios to you, Brother Davi Hunter told him

"No need for that, Brother Hunter," David replied. Wthat the big nman threw
hi s knapsack into the pilot's conpa nment of the Kingfisher. "W still have a
long road to tra together. "

"You're not actually thinking of coming with ne," Hun said.

"I am" was the stoic reply.

"But, your people," Hunter said. "They need you."

"But, Brother Hunter, you need ne nore," the nonk plied, matter-of-factly. "
can't expect you to face these fas< infidels alone, not after you saved us the
other day. It was act | nust replay."

Hunt er shook his head. "I told you that repayment was necessary, Brother," he
said. "Besides - "
"Besides nothing," the nonk told him lowering his Minto the airplane. "Pau
i s capabl e of watching the flock awhile. As for nyself, | ama trained
soldier. | can hold i owmn. | will not be a burden to you."

Hunt er was about to counterpoint the man's statenn when he saw the comodore
strolling down the docks tow;, them He too was carrying a full knapsack and a
weapo

"Now what the hell is going on?" Hunter asked.



"I am going too," the conmodore decl ared.

"This is getting out of hand . . ." Hunter said.
"No," the feisty little Italian said. "I ama trained soldie
can hold my own. | will not be a burden to you."

The litany sounded very famliar - too fam liar. David and the commodore had
obviously rehearsed the little scene several tines. Hunter at once realized
that he was victimof a conspiracy of friends.

There was no sense arguing with them-two nore stubborn people did not exist.

"Ckay," the pilot said. "It's going to be crowded, but | appreciate the help

The conmodore sl apped himtwi ce on the back. "W knew you'd feel that way,
Hawk, old friend."

"Let us be off," Brother David said. "The Lord's wind will guide us."

Brot her David took his place in the Kingfisher's rear-facing gunner's seat,
whi l e the commpdore strapped hinself in the hammock just behind Hunter pilot's
seat. The take-off went snoboth as silk. Hunter slowy put the Kingfisher into
a clinmb out over the ocean. Then he turned inland, flying directly over the
pyramd to see the entire congregation gathered on the roof and wavi ng
goodbye.

Chapter 43
"Negotiations!" Dantini said angrily.

"That's the word," Cobra Captain Tyler told himfor what seened |like the
hundredth time. "W heard it on the way here, and we got it so quickly only
because we have scranblers on board. But they thought it was inportant that
you guys know. "

They were sitting in Dantini's conmmand tent high on the island hill. Coffee
had been the drink of preference - up until Tyler broke the news to Dantin
and Burke. Now the tequila had been going around non-stop for hours.

"But what in the world is there to talk about with then?" Dantini asked again.
"They're Nazis and they've got nucl ear bonbs floating around in the Canal, for
Christ's sake. Wat's to di scuss?"

Tyler took a long swig of the Mexican firewater. They had been arguing the
same points over and over all night. Now the sun was coming up. "It's nore
conplicated than that," he said. "They're entrenched and the bul k of our
forces are hundreds of mles fromthe Canal Zone. Watever action takes place,
there is undoubtedly going to be a heavy loss of life. Qur top man, Genera
Dave Jones, is the kind of guy who would dc anything humanly possible to
prevent unnecessary bl oodshed."

"Does that include playing footsies with Nazis?" Burke asked sarcastically.
Now it was Tyler's turn to get angry. "You're out of line, Lieutenant," he

told the man sternly. "You don't know Jones The fucking guy is George
Washi ngt on, Abe Lincol n and



FDR all rolled into one. You couldn't have a better guy in your corner

"I's that right?" Burke drunkenly spouted off again. "Then what about your
famous Hawk Hunter? Were the hell is he during all this?"

Tyl er eyed his partner Crockett and shook his head slowy. "Like we told you,
he's on a very sensitive mission," Tyler said finally. "We really can't say
anynore than that."

"This is bullshit!" Burke exploded. "I knew it was a big mistake listening to
t hese guys."

"Hang on, Lieutenant,"” Dantini interrupted. He then turned to Tyler
"You' ve got to renmenber that we were hired to do a job here,” he said. "W
have peopl e -l andowners, businessnmen - both in Panama and in Bi g Banana, who
are laying a |l ot of nobney on us, for the sole purpose of us attacking the
Nazis. What are we supposed to tell then? The Big Powers are negotiating, so
it's 'fuck you?' "

"No," Crockett said. "You tell themto be patient. Hang on. See what happens .

"How | ong?" Dantini asked. "How | ong do we wait?"

"Until we get the word fromDC, " Tyler said. "Whatever it may be

"CGreat," Burke huffed. "So now we have to sit around for what another two
weeks? O two nonths? Or two years? Doi ng not hi ng?"

"No one said anything about 'doing nothing,' Lieutenant,” Tyler told the man.
"In fact, there are sone very inportant things we have to do while these tal ks
are goi ng on.

"In fact, that's why we're here
Chapter 44

v

El i zabeth was amazed that she had actually been allowed t take a bath.

Li ke Krupp, she too had been carried out of the caves on stretcher, and given
first aid by the canp doctor. Truth was there was nothing really wong wth
her as a result of being i the cavern for nearly 24 hours -many tines in her
schoc work, she'd stayed in caves up to four to five days at a tine But the
doctor, who was actually a South African, was hard pressed yet conpelled by
his profession to recommend sorru thing. So he prescribed that she-should take
a bath and be fed hot neal.

To this end, her guards sonmehow rustled up a plastic three foot tub and set it
up behind the doctor's tent, which was righ beside the Grand Pyram d at

Uxmal una. They even erected hastily-built curtain and sone sheets, then
provided her wit three, five-gallon drums filled with | ukewarm water. We she
lied to one of themand said that the doctor insisted she us soap, one man
went off and returned five minutes |later with bar of strong | aundry soap. She
didn't mind - at that point sh would have bathed in pure |ye.

So she scrubbed herself over and over again until the wate was cool and mnurky.
Then she rinsed and dressed in the size snmall uniformthey had provided for



her. Well-clothed an clean for the first time in weeks, she stepped out from
behin the curtain, expecting her guards to be waiting with handcufi and hood
once agai n.

But they weren't
The guards had left her. They were gone, hoping to b

closer to the activity near the entrance to the tunnel which led to the
chamber full of gold.

It was amazing what the fever could do to people, she thought.

Before she had led the Nazis to the huge gold find, she was dirty, beaten
starved, always in handcuffs, always hooded and nearly raped on severa
occasions. It had been a group effort on their part. But now there was a new
"crowd nentality" at work. Drying her hair, she wal ked, casually and
unescorted, back to the truck that had been her prison. Guards and officers
passed her, yet no one said a word. The tons of gold in the tunnel cavern deep
beneath Grand Uxnal una were all that mattered. It had becone their whole
world, their entire existence. For the noment at |east, they didn't even know
she was there

She was fascinated at the flip-flop in group dynam cs. Testing the theory, she
wal ked, again unescorted, to the ness tent, and sinply told the cooks that the
doctor had prescribed a hot neal for her. To her anmazenent, they not only
rustled her up a plate of scrambled eggs and a pot of black coffee, one of
them even carried it back to her truck for her! She dismissed the man with as
much authority as she could rmuster. Then closing the curtains on the back of

t he vehicle herself, she dove into the neal with gi ddy abandon

Ever since she had been taken out of the cave, the canmp had been a beehive of
activity. Helicopters carrying Party bigwi gs were shuttling in and out. A TV
video crew had arrived and were trying to figure out how nuch cable they woul d
need to get a direct feed fromthe chanber to the satellite dish they had
brought in on a giant Soviet-nade Hook helicopter. Fromthere, the video
signal woul d be bounced back to Panama City and presumably, to the High
Conmander' s personal set.

She had briefly considered bolting into the woods and escapi ng, but in the
same instant knew that even the thought of it was fool hardy. She wouldn't have
made it a mle before she woul d have been caught - not by the Nazi guards but
by the nortal dangers of the jungle itself. |If some poi sonous snake or spider
didn't get her, then the deep underbrush, with its many opportunities for
breaking arnms or legs, or for ripping flesh

woul d have. Once | ane or bleeding, a larger aninmal would seek her out. Once
thirsty, only di sease-bearing water could be drunk. Once hungry, nothing could
be eaten.

So she had to stay -but not only to survive. There was a cloud of an idea
formng in the dark recesses of her mind. Didn't some measure of retribution
have to be delivered here? Had the tabl es so turned? Somethi ng had happened to
her down in that cave with Krupp, something she could feel but not describe.

It had started with a noi se. Something went snap! deep within her brain. She
had heard it -clearly, distinctly - in between the tine Krupp passed out and
when she had been able to revive the failing lantern. She had sat in the

conpl ete darkness all that tinme, reliving the horrible hours that they had
forced her to stay in the caves, tied and blindfol ded.



But this tine, she heard sonething go snap! And she was never the same after
t hat

Suddenly it all made sense. Together, both she and Krupp becane a little
madder than they had been before. It was how they reacted to it that nade the
di fference. Wien plunged into total darkness, die Nazi officer had started
hal | uci nati ng. Then he had tried to scratch his eyes out.

Accustonmed to the inky black, she had started plotting

Havi ng fini shed her nmeal, Elizabeth sat on the tailgate of her truck and

wat ched the strange show around the entrance to the cave. It |ooked just I|ike
a beehive, people flitting in and out, each one with the mask of joyful
determ nation on his face. Wiat was it? Did the guards and the underlings

thi nk The Twi sted Cross was going to split the booty evenly among then? Did
any of themactually think they would get even a nugget of the gol d? She
didn't know She just sat and watched.

Ten m nutes went by when she saw a very curious, alnmost humorous sight. It was
anot her person bei ng brought out of the cave on a stretcher. A closer | ook
reveal ed that the person was the snelly little man naned Strauberg. She woul d
learn later that upon seeing the tons of gold in the chanber, the man had

fai nted dead away.

Al so coming out of the cave entrance were two Party nmenbers who were obviously
wel | - school ed in archaeol ogy. She
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knew t hi s because they were the only ones to go down to the chanber dressed in
the right apparel and carrying the right equipnent. Now .these two nmen were
approachi ng her, acconpani ed by a pair of guards who were carrying two of the
gol d bow -like ingots.

"W need your advice," one of the nen said, even pausing to tip his hat to
her. "These ingots were found at the top of the first two stacks along the far
wal I . You can see there are inscriptions on both of them W believe the top
ingot in each pile is marked this way. But these are gl yphs we cannot possibly
hope to read."

She took the first ingot and set it down on the tailgate. Sure enough, there
were several lines of glyphs inprinted into the gold. The second ingot had
i dentical witing.

"Can you read then?" the second officer asked.

"I"'mnot sure," she lied, running her finger over the animal-like figure
writing. Actually she could read the Pre-C assic Mayan | anguage al nost as
easily as she could read English. Still she said: "I will need sone tinme with
them. . . alone.”

The two officers | ooked at each other and shrugged. "Study them please," the
man who tipped his hat to her said. Then he nodded to the guards and all four
men |eft.

"And you'll call us when you have sonethi ng?" the other officer asked as they
wal ked away.

"OF course, | will," she answered with a smle



Ti me passed and a om nous dark thunderstorm bl ew up. The wi nd whi pped t hrough
the trees surrounding the grand pyranid, and the rain came down without mercy.
The entrance to the cave seened to be the shelter of choice for many of those
at the canp. So few people if any took notice when Elizabeth left her truck
and wal ked over to the one belonging to Col onel Krupp

Readi ng the gl yphs had been easy, as she knew it would be. Interpreting them
was another matter. But in the course of twenty mnutes she was sure she had
it figured out. And the truth be known, she had nade one of the nost
earth-shattering discoveries in the real mof Ancient American studies.
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But this was hardly forenost in her mnd at the nonent. Self-preservation, or
nore accurately a return to self-realization, was nore inportant.' She was
prepared to go to great lengths just to prove to herself that she was a person
again. Any lengths. Her thinking was tw sted, there was no denying that. But
it was nothing new. The spiral had started during her three years of |iving
with her father on the isolated ranch near El Paso. That woul d knock the
flowers off anyone's wall. Being ki dnapped by the Nazis, accumul ating al

t hose days bound and gagged, a hood around her head, sitting in danp caves,
certain that death would be preferable, was all very traumatic. But, in the
end, it had only drawn her closer to a nadness she al ready consi dered an
acquai nt ance.

"I don't want to die here," she kept telling herself. And she wasn't so

del usi onal not to recognize that it was just a nmatter of time before one of
the Twi sted Cross high officials realized that she was still around and now
very expendabl e. That's when things would revert back, she whispered to
herself. And when it happened, she had little doubt she'd be led out to the
woods and, |ike her father, shot twice in the back of the head.

And it was this that she vowed woul d not happen .

There was no guard at Krupp's truck

She knocked three tines hard on the door. There was no reply. Three nore
times, she heard stirring inside, but still nothing. Athird series of knocks

and she heard Krupp's whiny voice call out: "Wat is it, guard?"

"It's me," she said sinply. Calling out her name wasn't necessary; she was the
only woman in canp.

The door opened a crack and Krupp peeked out.

"What are you doi ng here?" he asked, obviously flabbergasted to see her

"W have to talk . . . now, " she whispered. "Wiile there is still tine .

She woul d really never know exactly why Krupp decided to let her in. Under the
circunmstances, it seened like a very foolish thing to do.

Yet she stepped inside and took a good, |ong |ook at him

She knew he was al nost gone - like her, alnost over the brink. She would have
to nove fast.

"Did you hear that they found some witing on some of the ingots?" she asked
hi m



Surprised that she would talk to himin a civil tone, he stunbled to find
words and couldn't. Finally he just shook his head no.

"Well, it's true,"” she said. "And you want to know sonething? |I'mthe only one
here who knows what the witing neans."

He was sweating, his eyes were dilated and there was still a hint of the foany
drool running fromthe sides of his nouth. In all, he |ooked disgusting. But
she couldn't let that deter her

"The witing actually tells where nore gold is hidden," she began. "Mre than
we found today."

"That's inpossible," he said in a weakened voi ce.

"No, it's true," she said. "I know where there is nbre. Much nore. And | want
you to take ne there."

She stunned him-it was all over his face. Wiat was going on here? his eyes
said. Didn't she hate hin? Hate himenough to kill hinf

"Take you there?" he asked. "Wy would | want to do that? Wat benefit would
it be for ne?"

It was the question she had been waiting for

She reached up and sl ow y began unbuttoning her shirt.

"What . . . what are you doi ng?" he asked, choking on his words.

She didn't answer him She just watched his eyes go wide with her action. And
when the floppy uniformwas open, she slowy pulled it back to reveal her

| ovely, well-forned breasts.

"This is what you' ve wanted all along, Colonel,"” she told him "So now take it

Chapter 45

The Ki ngfisher had just ridden out a violent thunderstorm when Hunter noticed
the two blips on his radar screen

"Damm/ "he whi spered. "I have a feeling this ain't going to be good."

The conmodore crawl ed up beside himand al so saw the radar blips.

"They come our way?" he asked.

Hunter did a couple of quick adjustnents to the radar set, but he really
didn't have to. His brain was buzzing in afterburner. The aircraft were coning
their way -and fast. He could feel it in his bones. And his sixth sense was

telling himthat they weren't friendly.

"Strap in, Brother David," Hunter said, arnming all the airplane' s weapons.
"W're in for a fight."

"Commodore!" the nonk cried out. "Cone back and help nme | oad this gun."

Hunter switched on his ECM package and started emtting right away. But he
knew it was too late to fool the oncom ng jets.



"Christ," he murnured as he | ooked out on the southwestern horizon. "There
they are.”

Three seconds after he said it, two unm stakabl e shapes appeared over the
hori zon. The turned-up wings, the reverse-V tail section, the dirty brown
exhaust. "And they're Goddamm Phant ons. "

He put the Kingfisher into a dive -not a steep one, nmore slow and "routine."
Wthin 30 seconds he was cruising just 50

feet above the jungle's treetops.
But this didn't discourage the Phantoms -nor had he thought it woul d.

Both F-4s spotted him at the beginning of his descent and now they peel ed of f
and streaked down toward him

"Brot her David? You got a handle on that gun back there?" Hunter yelled back
"I havel" came the reply.
"He has," the conmobdore added.

"Ckay, here's the plan,"” Hunter told thorn. "They're going to conme down for a
| ook-see before they decide to blast us. Let's just play innocent until | give
the word."'

Sure enough, within ten seconds the two Phantons had sl owed and pulled up
about a quarter mle in back of the Wrld War |I-vintage fl oatpl ane.

Hunter continued to fly strai ght ahead, pretending not to notice. "Get ready,"
he call ed back to David and the commodore. "Play dunb . "

The two F-4s noved up a little closer. "Are they Skinheads?" Hunter called
back to the nonk

"No," came the answer. "These airplanes bear the enbl em of The Tw sted Cross.
The Ski nheads fly unmarked aircraft.”

That was a val uabl e piece of information, Hunter thought, |owering his
altitude even further. By this time both of the fighter-bonbers were right up
on them

" St eady, boys," Hunter cautioned. "Wwen | give you the word, Brother, open up
on the nose of the nearest airplane."

"On the nose?" cane the question

"That's right," Hunter answered. "Make it quick and don't let up until you
have to, okay?"

"Yes," canme the stoic reply.

For Hunter's part he was just hoping that he could give Brother David the word
to fire before the Phantom pilots noticed that his flying antique was carrying
a Vul can cannon, a few racks of air-to-surface missiles, a 50-caliber machine
gun sticking out its back, two mni-Sidewi nders on its wingtips and a bristle
of radio, infra-red and advanced-seek radar antennas poking out at various
points on the wi ngs and fusel age.



Al t hough he was flying low, he had the Kingfisher's throttle opened all the
way. Still the Phantonms were now al nbost even with him Soon they would realize
that the strange bl ack object sticking out the top of the fusel age's

m dsection was really a deadly 50-caliber nmachi ne gun. But even when Brot her
Davi d opened up on them they would still have to back off or peel away
conpletely in order to get a shot back at the old airplane. And that would
take time. Hunter planned to use every second of it to his advantage.

"Cet ready, Brother ..." he called out. "Steady . . . steady . . . Now"

Instantly the noise of the big fifty going off inside the conmpartnent nearly
deafened themall. H's ears ringing, Hunter inmedi ately yanked back on the
control stick and put the Kingfisher into a rivet-popping clinb. Al the
whil e, Brother David was pouring fire into the |l ead Phantom Before its pilot
could pull away, the big fifty's bullets had luckily found the F-4's nosecone
- the home for the airplane's radar and the brains of its weapons contro
system

The wounded F-4 finally pulled up and away, for a second streaking right by

t he al so-clinbing Kingfisher. As Hunter hoped, the second F-4 started to clinb
al so, slower than his companion so as to get a clean shot at the seapl ane.
That's when Hunter knew he had to play his ace card.

"Hang on Brothers!" he cried out, then he reached over and cut his engine.

Al three of them suddenly felt weightless-as if they were floating in the
air. The F-4 unintentionally zipped right by them his quick attenpt to | ower
his flaps only playing right into Hunter's hands. Just as the Kingfisher's
propeller came to a dead halt, Hunter fired off both his mni-Si dewi nders and
pushed his Vul can cannon trigger

The conbi ned cannon-and-mi ssile barrage hit the F-4 point-blank on its

m d-fl anks. Even to Hunter's surprise, the jet fighter split right in half.
Then its engine blew up, which ignited its underwi ng fuel tank. He westled
with the Kingfisher's dead stick in an effort to avoid colliding with the
skyful of debris. He nmade it -but just barely. Three quick pulls of his
throttle choke foll owed, then he slanmed the airplane's

engine starter button. Wth a sputter and a cough, the Kingfisher's engine
cane to life. He had turned the plane conpletely over by this tinme and,

gai ning his power back, |eveled out about 35 feet fromthe top of the jungle
canopy.

There was still the question of the other Phantom but Hunter knew it was no
problemat all. The airplane cane around on them streaked by like an angry
buzzard, yet fired no weapons at them It couldn't. Brother David's quick but
timely barrage had effectively emascul ated the enenmy F-4's firing systens.
Even its cannon could not be fired. The Phantom buzzed themtw ce nore, Hunter
giving in to the tenptation of flipping the finger to the pilots on the | ast
pass.

"Fuck you guys," he yelled as the Phantom s pilot, unable to do anything but
fly, booted his throttle and di sappeared off to the south.

"Still with ne, boys?" he called back to his conpani ons. \Wen he received no

i medi ate reply, he turned back and saw both nen were staring at him nouths
agape. The pair |l ooked as if they had just endured an hourViong roller coaster
ride.



He had to laugh. "That will teach you to volunteer," he said.
Chapter 46
"But | insist on continuing this mssion!" Colonel Krurjp was saying, his

voice loud but jittery. "There's nothing wong with ne."

"There will be if you continue that tone of voice!" Mjor General Udet told
Krupp. "You are addressing a superior officer, Krupp. Don't forget that!"

Udet, the same high Party officer who congratul ated Krupp with a Iinen and
silver luncheon in the shadow of the Chichen Itza pyram d, now stood before
himin the recovery mission's conmand truck, gritting his teeth. He had fl own
in at first word of the huge gold find and had just returned fromseeing it

hi nsel f. But what he had assuned would be a triunphant visit had turned sour
just as soon as he visited Krupp in his command truck and got his first good
| ook at the officer.

The man | ooked as if he had aged 25 years in a matter of weeks. The officer
that Udet had commended at Chichen Itza had been a tall, if weak |ooking man
of 42 years. The man before hi mnow was hunched over, with bleary eyes and
dark circles under them Udet, a veteran of the Big War, had seen nen wth
advanced battle fatigue, and still they had | ooked better than Krupp did right
NOW.

"Col onel, there is no reason to continue the mission," Udet said. "The anmpunt
of gold found in that chanber exceeds anyone's wi | dest expectations. It wll
take all of our efforts just to retrieve it all."

"Ceneral, you don't understand," Krupp pleaded with the officer. "There is
nore gold to be found. At the other

runs .
Udet was beginning to detest the man. "Look, Colonel," he said. "You' ve done a
fine job here. Your work has been very successful. Wiy ruin it? You deserve
the tine off. To ... recuperate. Get sone rest down in Panama City or on one

of the islands, and then, if the H gh Command reconmends it, you can resumne
the recovery mission at that tine."

"No!" Krupp screaned at the general. "No, we mnmust push on now. To other sites.
There is nore gold there, can't you understand that, General ?"

Udet thought of slapping the nan across the face with the back of his |eather
gl ove. But even a crimnal mind |like the general's was able to feel pity -and
sl appi ng Krupp woul d have been nothing | ess than pathetic.

"Col onel ," Udet began, his tone as hard as rock. "It's enough that the High

Conmander requested that | come out to this hellhole, | have neither the tinme
nor the patience to listen to you. The recovery nission is hereby suspended.
You will be flown to Panama City and report to our hospital there. And that is

the end of this discussion."

Krupp w ped another bit of foamfromhis nmouth, and dried his eyes on the

sl eeve of his uniformjacket. He was hearing voices again: You must go on. The
only reasonable thing to do is to continue the m ssion. You al one know t hat
it's the only avenue that nmakes sense. Continue the mission. It nust go on

"I't nust go on!" Krupp screaned at Udet.



The general was so surprised at the rising tone of Krupp's voice, he was
speechl ess. For a nmonent, he considered calling to the guard. But by the | ook
on Krupp's face, calling for the unit doctor woul d have made nore sense.

"I"'mthe only one who knows, don't you see?" Krupp said, his voice cracking
under the strain. He was crying now. "l alone know that continuing the m ssion
is the only avenue that nakes sense. You are a fool to deny that to ne,

General . "

Udet never saw the knife until it had been plunged into his neck. He felt his
whol e left side go nunb. He opened his nouth and tried to scream but the

kni fe had severed a vocal chord. He felt Krupp pull the blade fromhis throat
and

plunge it back into him just above his clavicle. Then he was stabbed again
below the rib cage, and in his last dying nonents, he saw the contents of his
stomach spill out on to the floor of the command truck

"My commander," he whi spered, his dying words saved for a nan he had never
really met. "For you and for our Cause . "

Udet cl osed his eyes and felt his soul start the | ong plunge down.
Chapter 47

The 737 airliner, the largest airplane belonging to The Twi sted Cross, entered
United Anmerican airspace over Louisiana at 0700 hours, barely eight hours
after Jones had sent his acceptance to the Nazis' offer of "nutua

di scussions. "

Three hours and twenty mnutes later, the all-black aircraft and its
five-plane F-4 Phantom escort, were circling the > former National Airport
just outside Washington, DC. The airport had been cleared of all unnecessary
personnel, and a cordon nade up of three reserve battalions of United American
sol diers was thrown up around the airfield. The roads |eading to the neeting
pl ace -the old National Press Club Building in downtown DC -were al so bl ocked
of f and guarded at every intersection

Jones had asked Major Frost to meet The Twi sted Cross del egation at the
airport. No handshakes were exchanged as the Free Canadian Air Force officer
i ntroduced hinmself to Col onel Frankel at the bottomof the airliner's access
stairs and led himto a waiting |imousine. The rest of Frankel's entourage,

i ncluding the ten F-4 crewnenbers who doubl ed as his bodyguards, were
relegated to a battered G eyhound bus.

There was no one to neet the Cross del egation at the entrance to the Press

Cl ub Building; Frost served as guide as the Nazis were stuffed onto el evators
and brought up to the top floor meeting room a space once reserved as the
Press Club's well-used bar

Frankel entered the roomfirst and saw that a |ong rectan-

gul ar table had been set up, seven chairs on each side. Sitting in the center

chair on the opposite side of the table fromhimwas the small, tough-Iooking

man of 60 that Frankel knew was Ceneral David Jones, commander in chief of the
United Anerican Arny. Six other officers, of various unifornms and rank

fl anked the general. No one stood up.

The Nazi wal ked to his seat and reached across the table to shake hands wth



Jones. But this too was nmet only with icy stares.

and of The Twi sted Cross have net for a second tine, and at the end of the
t wo- hour session, both sides expressed optimsmin reaching a peaceful
solution to the crisis here in Panansa.

"As you know, we've been keeping you inforned on these very inportant
negoti ati ons by the hour and we will continue to do so ... And now, here's
sone nore Carl os Santana."”

O Gegg hit the turntable control button and the first strains of

Spani sh-tinged electric guitar filled the small PDC radio studio. He | owered
the in-studio volume and poured he and his partner another coffee.

"There you go, boys," Masoni said. "M ssion acconplished. By the way, we've
got to stay on the Java until we get off the air, but you guys can lift a beer
bef ore you go."

Tyl er and Baxter |ooked at each other and shrugged. "Better not," Tyler said.
"We've still got some night flying to do."
Masoni | aughed and reached into his cooler. "Wll, here," he said, retrieving

two cold ones. "Take a couple for the road."

Chapter 49

El i zabet h had hel ped Krupp hide the body.

They tried putting it into a steaner trunk first, but it was already
stiffening and refused to fit. Instead they squeezed it into the comand
truck's Lilliputian lavatory. She left cleaning up the body's | eftover nmess to

Kr upp.

Now that this gory detail was attended to, they sat at the truck's small table
and their strange plotting session continued once again.

"This is actually a wonderful Tcoincidence," Elizabeth told him "It
el i m nates one big problemfor us."

Krupp ran his fingers through his hair. "Udet just didn't understand," he
sai d, |ooking back toward the' now seal ed-up bat hroom

"OfF course, he didn't," she said. "Now, let us talk it over again. How will we
get a helicopter? How will we get someone to fly it?"
"That is not a problem" Krupp said, still not quite believing that they were

havi ng this conversation. "You see, by orders of the H gh Command, at | east
one helicopter at the recovery site nust be ready to take off at a nonent's
notice."

"But why is that?" she asked, legitimtely curious.

Krupp smiled. "It's really ingenious," he said. "We call it the blitz copter
as in lightning quick. It's always ready to go in case we are attacked or
what ever. You see, anytine we recovered gold fromany site, we immedi ately

| oaded it on to a designated chopper. That way, if sonething went wong, the
gold we recovered would get out safely."

"And that helicopter is ready? Ri ght now?" she asked.



"Yes," he said. "No one has rescinded that order."
She smiled. That was good news.
"And the pilot?" she asked. "WII he be willing?"

Krupp started to answer, then literally bit his |lip. Suddenly the expression

on his face changed. "I must ask”oa for sonething," he said.
"Yes?"
"Before . " he said nmeekly. "Before Udet cane here, you had ... | rmean

your shirt was
She i mredi ately knew what he was getting at.
"You mean, my shirt was open?" she asked.

He nodded energetically, w ping quickly-forned beads of sweat from his brow.
"Yes ..." he said. "Yes, it was

"And you want nme to open it again?" she asked, feigning innocence.

"Yes, | ... | would like that very much," he answered, another nasty stream of
f oam appearing in one corner of his nouth.

She | aughed a little, then slowy undid her buttons again, watching his
spasmatic reaction as each one canme undone.

"There," she said when she had finished. "How s that?"

"It's just fine," he said. "Maybe open just a bit nore."

She shook her head at himas if she was addressing a ni sbehaved school boy.
"Just a little," she said, flopping the shirt tails slightly, exposing the
majority of her |ovely bosom

He was using a white cloth to dab his sweat at this point. Elizabeth inagined
that she could see a war going on inside his subconsci ous. So many conf usi ng
signals were being sent to his brain, he | ooked |like he was about to blow a
circuit.

"Al'l right," she said. "W nust nmove on. The pilot of the helicopter. WIIl he
be willing?"

Krupp wi ped his nouth. "If he's not, I'lIl sinmply hold a gun to his head." He
pul l ed up Udet's pistol and showed it to her for enphasis.

"Very good," she said. "And how about fuel? Do we have enough to get where we
are goi ng?"

"That may be a slight problem" he said. "I know the chopper is supplied with
extra fuel tanks. Just how far they wll

carry us, |I'mnot sure

"Beyond Panama?" she asked, pulling back her shirt alittle nore, and
re- exposi ng one of her soft, pink nipples.

"Not quite," he said. "But | don't see it as being a problem There are many



pl aces to buy fuel between here and the Canal and certainly south of it. Qur
pilots do it all the tinme."

Once agai n she nodded her head approvingly. And now for the final question
"And the ingots recovered already? They will cone with us?"

Krupp nodded gl eefully. "Except for the two we will get fromyour truck, the
five others have already been | oaded onto the blitz copter. Orders, you see
N

"Well, isn't that fine?" she said. "It seens |ike we have everything covered?
Are you ready?"

"Ch, yes, | am" he said. "Mre ready than |'ve ever been in ny life."

They both stood up, she glancing out the wi ndow to see that the sun was about
to rise. Her timng had been perfect.

She purposely backed up agai nst the door and not without flair, opened her
shirt wide.

"Cone here," she said.

He nearly stunbled as he noved up close to her. She took his hands and pl aced
them on her breasts. H s breathing becane so | abored, she thought he m ght
hyperventil ate.
"Kiss them. " she whispered in his ear. "Kiss themhard and tell nme how
much you want to go through with our plans.”

He put his nouth to her right breast and began sl urping over her nipple.

"That's right," she cooed in a | ow voice, reaching between his legs to find
the area still soft. "That's right, keep doing it just like that . . ."

Chapter 50

Hunter sat at -the head of the long table and fingered the finely-woven |inen
t abl ecl ot h.

"What the hell is this all about?" he asked, turning in his seat to | ook up at
the giant Grand Pyranid at Chichen Itza. "A banquet set up, way out here?"

The conmmodore slid into the chair to his right. "It is like a Fellini novie,
is it not?" he asked excitedly. "The clash of sensibilities. O styles!
There's a surrealistic touch init all."

"Well, those Nazis sure eat dam well out in the field," Hunter said, shaking
his head as he surveyed the still-set, yet dusty table.

"It's been exposed to the elenents for awhile," Brother David said, sweeping a
quarter inch of dust fromthe top of the table. "See? It's been rained on and
dried out a few tinmes."

As usual, the Nazis had left a half ton of litter behind after evacuating the
ruins. They had also left scarring holes in the sides of the precious Mayan
architecture, spilled oil everywhere and had generally desecrated the ancient
site. And they had left behind this table, set at one tinme for a king's
evening meal, as one | ast bizarre synbol of their short, but destructive
visit.



"Still, 1 think not |ong ago, they were here," the conmodore said. "I can

still snmell them™

"A week," Brother David said, surveying the length of the table. "Two at the
very nost. For some reason, they decided to | eave this behind."

"There's a big difference between one week ago and two," Hunter said. "If only
we could find out for sure.”

He stood and wal ked slowy through the site. It was much bigger than Coba and
much nore el aborate. He could feel an electricity in the place, a strange

et hereal sensation. What did go on here, not just two weeks ago, but two

t housand years ago. Were did the Mayans go?

He wal ked past the | ast unexcavated structure and was soon on the banks of the
ancient, but still flow ng Casa Casa canal, where the Kingfisher was docked.
He retrieved his video canera and turned to go back and take some footage of
the site. /

But before he could take one step, he was surprised to see the conmpdore
running at full throttle toward him Brother David right at his heels.

"Start the plane!" the combdore was yelling. "Start the damm pl ane!"

It took only an instant to see what his two conrades were running from C ose
behi nd them was a hundred, no two hundred, extrenely angry people.

Hunter was in the plane's cockpit inside of three seconds, punching the
starter button with one hand, the engine's throttle choke with the other. The
propel |l er suddenly sprang to life, sending a jolt of vibration up and down the
f usel age.

By this time, the commopdore and Brother David had reached the shoreline, the
crowmd of angry people not nore than 25 feet behind.

"Junmp on the wingfloat!" Hunter yelled, even then backing away fromthe shore.
Bot h Brother David and the combdore took one giant |eap and | anded squarely
on the left wing's float. Once Hunter was certain they were on and hol di ng
tight, he gunned the Kingfisher's engine and started it nmoving forward, down
the canal and away fromthe Chichen Itza site.

The nob followed, right along the riverbank, hurling rocks and spears as they
ran. Hunter was able to catch only quick glinpses of them They all appeared
to be wearing some kind of native costunmes - bright red and yellow tunics for
body garnents, orange feathers on their headdresses. Yet

he had the strange feeling that the outfits were nore cerenonial than
anything. They just didn't |ook Iike everyday wear,

But the fashion of their pursuers quickly slipped in inportance in his mind
At the top of the list was getting away fromthe nob

He gunned the engine to near take-off speed but quickly realized that the
jungle wasn't going to cooperate. In this direction, the trees fornmed a canopy
over the old Mayan canal making a take-off for at |east the next mile an

i mpossibility.

"That's it," Hunter said, reducing his speed so as not to capsize fromthe
engine's torque. "l've just got to stop dropping in on places unannounced."



He had to sl ow down to about 25 knots, enough to get away fromthe
oddl y-dressed mob. O so he thought ... j

"They're all along the riverbanks!" Brother David cried as | he craw ed up
onto the wing and into the conpartnent. He reached back out and lifted the
commodore inside by the collar of the little man's jacket.

"They are nmillions of them" the commpdore cried out before he even hit the
conpartnent's deck

After taking another scan of the riverbanks, Hunter was alnost inclined to
agree with the comodore's estinmation. Both banks of the river were crowded
with the natives for at |least a nile ahead.

"Jesus Christ!" he yelled. "Where the hell did everyone cone fron®?"

He continued plowi ng down the canal, at times becoming airborne just for a few
seconds to clear the occasional set of rapids. All the while, there was a
steady rain of clunks on the airplane's outer skin, the result of the hundreds
of spears being thrown at them Most bounced off rather harm essly, but Hunter
knew that a spear in the wong place could do a job on the Kingfisher's

engi ne.

"I"d turn the gun on them" Brother David cried out, "but | can't bear to
shoot them"

"I agree, Brother," Hunter yelled back to him "After all, we were trespassing
on their turf . . . Take pictures instead."

"Pictures?" the commbdore asked. "Now?"

Hunter already had the small video camera up and turned on. He handed it the
commodore. "Just press this button and point it out the wi ndow, " he said. "W
m ght be able to use the footage later on to figure out who these guys are!™

Timdly at first, the cormbdore held the camera up to the Kingfisher's canopy
and started it whirring. There was no letup in the barrage of spears thunping
on both sides of the airplane - if anything, it became nore intense.

When one spear cane within inches of crashing through the canopy, the
commodore' s career as a ci nematographer cane to an abrupt end.

"Cut!" he yelled out, ducking down and shutting off the < canera. "Cut

It didn't matter as the escape scene was drawing to a cl ose anyway. Up ahead
Hunter could see a | arge beam of |ight stream ng through the jungle's green
roof. It wasn't nuch of a hole, but it would have to do.

"Hang on, conpadres!" he called out.

Having |l earned their |lesson the last time, both Brother David and the
conmodor e grabbed hol d of sonething solid and becane glued to it. Hunter
.gunned the Kingfisher's engine, pushing the throttle to the maxi num Wth an
ear-splitting whine, he yanked back on the control stick. There was a rush of
spray and snoke, then the seapl ane roared up out of the canal and through the
opening in the trees.

They were back down just twenty minutes later, Hunter finding a rare shall ow
| ake about 45 miles from Chichen Itza. The plane was pulled to the shore and



the conmmdore started a snmall fire and heated up some ol d coffee.

"Where did all those people come fron?" Brother David asked. "They coul dn't
possibly live in the jungle around those ruins."

Hunt er sipped the thick day-old coffee and shook his head. "No way," he said.

"They must have nmoved into the area after the Nazis noved out."
"Maybe they were ghosts,"” the commpdore said in all seriousness. "The people
fromlong ago, risen up to claimtheir

| and back."

At that point, Hunter woul d have believed anything, including the rising of
anci ent Mayan spirits fromthe dead.

He wal ked over to the airplane and pulled out a long electrical extension
cord. Then he retrieved the mni-video canera, plugged it into the cord and
swi tched on the Kingfisher's auxiliary generator. A soft nechanical noise
drifted out fromunder the engine cowing as electricity flowed into the video
canera. Hunter then rewound the small video cassette, and with the other two

| eani ng on his shoul ders, they watched the playback of their escape on the
tiny TV screen that also served as the canera's viewf i nder

"Look at themall!" Brother David excl ai ned.

Sure enough, the replay clearly showed that there were nmany nore of the
nmysterious natives farther back in the woods as well as on the banks of the
narrow canal. But it was their style of dress that fascinated Hunter

"Look at their get-ups," he said, freezing a random frane and pointing out the
brightly col ored feathers and body garments. "I tell you | have the feeling
that they were there for sonme kind of ceremony. | mean, those outfits are
pretty wild even for this nutty place . "

"Look!" the commpdore said just after Hunter unfroze the video. "That one - is
he dressed in a unifornP"

Nei t her Hunter or Brother David saw it on the first run. But turning the video
back a way, they replayed it again. Sure enough there was a man who appeared
to be wearing a uniform standing on the bank of the Canal with the natives.

Hunter froze the image and they studied the blurry frane. They couldn't key in
on his face - the speed of the airplane and the resulting jiggling of the
canera prevented that. But the uniformwas nore clearly defined. It was khak
in color and featured many pockets on the breast and sl eeves. The pants were
the sane color. A holster hung fromthe wai st and the man was wearing
mlitary-issue conmbat boots.

Hunter had seen this type of dress before. "It's a Twisted Cross uniform" he
said. "Sane as the jokers down in the Canal wear."

"Do you really think?" Brother David began
"That this guy is a Canal Nazi, whipping up sone |ocals?" Hunter filled in.
"No ... | don't think so. It's alnmost |ike that would be too convenient for

us. Too easy an expl anation . "

Hunt er studied the ghostly image of the man in the uniform He thought he
coul d see sone officer's rank enbl ens on the shoul ders, but he couldn't be



absol utely certain.

"Then what could the expl anation be?" the comobdore asked.

"l don't know," Hunter confessed.

Chapter 51

It was a half hour before sun-up when Elizabeth | eft Krupp's command truck

Remar kabl y, no one had conme | ooking for Udet -yet. Those in the encanpnent
just assumed the officer was deep underground in the gold chanber, and those
in the gold chanmber just assuned the officer was topside. The majority of
soldiers in the recovery m ssion were nore concerned about other things
anyway. Half of the reinforced work party was involved in laying down a crude
rail systemthat woul d, when conpleted, stretch fromthe entrance to the cave
all the way down to the gold chanmber itself. On these rails would ride small

f our - wheel ed dunper cars, in which the gold woul d be placed and then noved
fromthe chanber to the surface

Those not working on this South African-designed systemwere |aboring in the
chanmber itself. Marking each ingot, checking it for any inscriptions, weighing
it and restacking it closer to the chanber entrance for easy noving to the

mni-railway. In anongst all this was the TV crew, still trying to get a clear
signal out to their dish and thus, back to Panama City. The probl em was
finding a still-functioning satellite in orbit off which to bounce their

si gnal

Al so on hand were several of the High Comander's personal stil

phot ographers, they being responsible for recording the event in purely
"artistic" terms, and a slew of actual and make-believe Twi sted Cross
"scientists," each one claimng to know nore than the other about ancient
Mayan sites

and how the gol d happened to get so deep into the ground in the first place.

But in reality, only one person knew the true answer to that inportant
guestion. And at that nmoment, she was calmy wal king toward the gigantic Hook
hel i copter, Krupp at her side, struggling to carry the two inscribed ingots.

Just as Krupp had promni sed, the big Hook chopper was sitting at the far edge
of the encanpment, its generators turning, its engine just a pushbutton away
fromstarting up. Inits hold were five additional ingots - counting the ones
Krupp was |ugging, there were nore than 350 pounds of pure gold in the
chopper.

El i zabeth was the first to clinb aboard. The pilot |ooked at her strangely,
but the appearance of Krupp quelled his suspicions for the nonment.

"Start the engines," Krupp told him "W nust get to Panama City inmmediately."

The pilot did as told, sonewhat anxiously calling back over his shoulder: "Are
we about to be attacked, Col onel ?"

"No . . ." Krupp answered, adding hastily: "But this is an energency."

The pilot continued preparing the big chopper for Iift off, but stil
expressed concern. "My orders are to take off only if we are being attacked,"”
he yell ed over the growi ng noise of the copter's slow y-turning rotor bl ades.
"Has another aircraft been designated as 'the blitz?" "



"Well, of course," Krugg snapped at him "Look out there, what do you see?"
The Hook pil ot | ooked back toward the encanmpnent and the grand pyram d. He saw
dozens of peopl e scanpering around the cave entrance, technicians fiddling
with the satellite dish, and scattered just about everywhere, at |east two
dozen Twi sted Cross helicopters.

"Now get going!" Krupp screamed in the man's ear

Convi nced, the pilot pushed a few nore buttons, threw a couple of swtches and
prepared to take-off. But just then, he saw a small figure running toward the
aircraft.

It was Strauberg .
"I's Herr Strauberg al so making the flight?" the pilot called
back to Krupp, indicating the man running toward them

Krupp froze; he had no idea what to do. Suddenly, the wonman grabbed his
shoul der and yelled close to his ear: "Let himcone on board. He nmay be
hel pful to us."

"Yes, Strauberg is making the trip," Krupp instantly called to the pilot. "You
can see he wants to lift off imrediately."

It nade sense to the pilot, so he actually pulled back on his control stick
and lifted the big copter a few inches off the ground.

By now, Strauberg, his face red froma conbinati on of anger, confusion, and
just plain full-out running, reached the Hook's open door. He was screaning at
the top of his lungs, but of course, no one could hear himover the enornous
racket of the copter's nowwhirring rotor bl ades.

In one swift notion, Krupp reached out and pulled the surprised Strauberg on
board, yelling to the pilot to take off at the sanme time. The snelly little
man found hinmsel f halfr way inside the copter, the vibrations of the old
heli copter's take-off running through himlike a dozen jackhamers.

"Krupp!" he was yelling, holding on for dear life as his |legs were stil
dangling out of the aircraft's open door. "Krupp, pull ne in, dam you!"

Krupp grabbed the man by the back of his belt and pulled himin another foot.
By the time Strauberg had rolled over and was up on his knees, the helicopter
was 200 feet above the encanprment and gai ning speed toward the south.

Strauberg | ooked as if he were about to blow a bl ood vessel. "What the, fuck
are you doi ng, Krupp?" he denmanded in a voice so loud, it could be heard above
the racket of the Hook's engines.

H s answer was a pistol nuzzle in his face. Krupp was smling at the O her end
of the gun, and for the first time, Strauberg realized that Elizabeth was on
boar d.

"Krupp! You fool . . . Turn this helicopter around!" Strauberg screamed. "This
is desertion! You'll be shot!"

Suddenly a boot canme out of nowhere and hit Strauberg hard al ong side of his
head.



"Shut up!" Elizabeth screaned at him kicking his face a second tine. "W are
in conmand here!"”

The pil o was watching all of this over his shoul der, wondering what, if
anyt hi ng, he should do. Strauberg was a powerful nenber of The Party, but he
held no rank in the army of The Twi sted Cross. On the other hand, though Krupp
was technically the pilot's superior officer, the man's actions were very
strange at the | east.

Caught in between, the pilot considered whether he should just stay smart and
to keep his nouth shut, or speak up and ask what the hell was going on

He decided to ask questions. But before he could get the first syllable out,
Krupp had the pistol up against the side of his head. -

"Just shut up and fly!" the colonel yelled in his ear
Chapter 52
They were called the Tul um Dzi bil chal tun

Scattered throughout the upper Yucatan, they were tribes of rugged

i ndi vidualists-no nore than twenty or thirty lived in the sanme settlenent at
one time. For years - centuries even -the Tulum I ndi ans had kept to

t hensel ves. They avoided the so-called "civilized" areas of the peninsula and
al so the areas belonging to other Tulumtribes. It was not rare for first
cousins to live just over the next hill fromeach other but never in their
lifetimes neet.

When gover nnment - sponsored soci al workers canme into the territory, nost of the
Tulumwoul d sinply nelt away into the bush and wait for the strangers to

| eave. Those who did stay in the village would rarely talk to the outsiders,
someti nes not even acknow edging their presence. It was in the nakeup of the
Tul um Dzi bilchaltun to be left alone, a trait ingrained in them 1400 years or
nore before.

The Tulum were great believers in the underworld. Ghosts and devils were
regul ar inhabitants of their everyday lives. They were al so highly
superstitious - a typical male of 30 years old would performas many as 80 to
100 minor rituals a day, just to keep on the right side of the gods. They
rarely carried weapons for anything nore than cerenonial purposes-they were
not meat-eaters, so they needed no clubs or spears or arrows.

Even in days past when battles would break out, their first Iine of weapons
were nothing nore than their eyes. The Tulum believed, with no small fervor,
that by sinmply staring and thinking ill of an eneny, that enemy would be so
af -

flicted. It was an ancient formof mnd over matter, one that for whatever
reason, had worked for the Tulum for npbre than a m !l enium

But events had changed the Yucatan peninsul a over the past season -invaders,
nore brutal, nore destructive than the usual archaeol ogi sts, had appear ed.
They had raped the land |like no other conqueror since the Spanish. To these

i nvaders, the Tulumdid not exist any nmore than a barely seen set of pupils
staring out of the woods and into the encanpnents in the dead of night, if at
all.

It was these circunstances that | ed one Tulumvillage | eader to take an



unprecedented step. He wal ked over that nearest hill and asked to talk to that
first cousin he had never net. Their discussion was about the new invaders,

t he ones who were desecrating the ancient sites at Coba and Chichen Itza. And
these two men agreed sonething had to be done. So, together, they wal ked over
the next hill, and spoke to that village's |eader, and he went and talked to
others, and they to others. And soon, all of the Tulumthat were spread across
t he Yucatan knew that for the first time in 1400 years, they woul d gather and
tal k over what to do about the new invaders.

The gathering called for the highly-superstitious Tulumwarriors to wear their
cerenonial dress and carry their one-and-only cerenonial spear. And it was to
be held at the Tulum s second nost sacred site, Chichen Itza

But the neeting started |later than scheduled as the Tulumwarriors found their
sacred site had been invaded again - this tine by three nmen and a strange
wat er machi ne. Bravely, the Tulum caused themto flee. And now, as a

m d- morni ng thunderstormrolled in fromthe west, the cerenonial warriors-al
650 of them-sat at the base of the G and Chichen Itza Pyramd and started a
prayer service to purify the ruins.

Not a minute into the service there was a crack of thunder, followed closely
by a streak of lightning. This bombast of Nature barely ruffled the Tul um
they were citizens of the jungle, masters at working with the ecol ogy of the
place. Alittle thunder and lightning didn't bother them

But the man who had suddenly appeared at the top of the
excavated pyramd did

Several warriors had seen himat once. "Look!" they screamed in unison in
their guttural Tulumlanguage. "On top of the great tenple!"

W thin seconds the whol e congregation saw the figure, his arns rai sed above
hi s head, another crack of thunder adding the right touch of special effects.

"It is the ghost of Bal ankanche!"one man yelled, referring to the Mayan ki ng
hi gh priest that |egend said was buried deep bel ow the G and Pyramd

A wave of confusion and panic rippled through the gathering of Tulum Human
threats they could deal with -ones fromthe underworld were beyond their
control. The prayer |eaders urged calm Sone of the natives fell prostrate,
others junped up as if to flee. Most were just frozen in their kneeling
posi tions, wondering what to do.

There was anot her boom of thunder and three quick bolts of lightning split the
sky. The winds were swirling around the ancient site at near hurricane speeds
-yet not an eye was taken off the nysterious figure standing atop the G and
Pyram d.

Then, suddenly, the figure noved

"He is coming to reclaimhis soul fromus!" one of the Tulumcried out.

"He will blame us for the desecration down here!" another screaned.

As those gathered watched in horror, the figure started to slowy descend the
steps of the pyranmid. The stormseenmed to growin intensity with his every

nmovenent .

"Cet down!" one of the prayer leaders finally yelled to the cerenoni al



warriors. "W nust not upset him"
"Pray!" one cried out. "W nust pray that he | eaves our souls untouched!"

"We nust listen!" a third | eader declared. "He is here with a nmessage fromthe
gods thensel ves!"

Al the while the figure had dramatically descended the worn steps of the
pyram d. Now he stopped and raised his outstretched arnms up over his head. A
strange sil ence suddenly envel oped the site. Lightning was still flashing but

there was no thunder, no wind or rain .

The figure turned to the left and the right, then he lowered his arns as if to
take in the entire congregation of Tul um

Then he opened his nouth to speak

"Paisa.no!" he cried out in an odd heavily-accented voi ce. "Paisano
Fung-goola . . . Goombah . . . Goonbah!"

"He speaks in a strange tongue!" one of Tulum priests decl ared.

"He is not one of us!"™ another cried.

"He is one of them ™" a third yelled

"Kill him" a dozen warriors screamed in unison

For the Tulum this meant nothing nore than grabbing the man and staring at
himuntil he died. But before the congregation could nove, there was a | oud
crack! behind them They turned to see that two other men had managed to wal k
up behind themwhile their attention had been drawn to the smaller man who had
descended the steps. Now one of the two strangers was firing a weapon into the
air that enmitted frightening yellowred bullets.

"Stop!" the man with the gun yell ed.

"We are friends!" the other nman boomed, he being dressed in a nonk's robes
with two bandol eers of ammunition crossed over his chest.

The gathering of 650 Tulumwere frozen in their places, confused as to just
what the hell was going on

"We are here to help,"” the man with the gun yelled. "W are here to catch the
peopl e who desecrated this place!"

"So are we!" cane the reply fromthe mddle of the crowmd. In English, no |ess.
"Then let's talk," the man with the gun called out.

A murmur went through the crowd as this proposal was hastily discussed.
Finally one of the priests called out in English: "All right. Let us talk

The first few m nutes of discussion with the Tulumwent badly for Hunter
Brot her David, and the ghost of Bal ankanche, otherw se known as the conmodore.

The Tul um were convinced that Hunter and his coll eagues



were part of a grand scheme cooked up by the "jackal s" -that being the nane
t he Tul um had bestowed on the Canal Nazis. They were also hurt that the three
woul d play such a dirty trick on them

It was Brother David, using his remarkable skills as an orator, who finally
began to turn the crowd on to their side. He did this by telling themfirst
that he, like their priests, was a religious |eader too, and second, that the
bl asphenmous jackals who had trashed the sacred site had to be caught and

puni shed.

Hunter's already substantial admiration for the Fighting Brother increased as
he listened to the man's sernon. Like many great speakers, it wasn't what he
was saying as nuch as how he was saying it.

The sol di er nonk wal ked t hrough the crowd, his arns raised, his hands
enphasi zi ng certain points, downplaying others. He smled, he grow ed, he
rai sed and | owered his voice in a series of crescendos. Al the tine
enphasi zing that they, like the Tulum were upset and angry about the
destruction at the Yucatan Mayan sites.

When his 15-ninute speech ended, the Tul um gave himan ovation of hoots, their
versi on of whistles and appl ause.

"Brother David m ssed his true calling,” Hunter whispered to the commodore.
"I'n the old days, he'd have been el ected President."

"Or pope . t he conmodore added.

The three prayer |eaders urged Hunter, David and the commodore to sit with
themat the front of the gathering. Together they di scussed the whereabouts of
t he j ackal s.

One nman clained that the Canal Nazis had noved on to a place 80 niles from
Chi chen Itza. "The hidden place" was how he described it. He was a
representative of a very isolated Tulumvillage near a valley that was the
nost sacred of all the Tulumis holy places.

The man told a strange tale -one so odd that Hunter at first thought it was a
conpl ete fabrication. The man clained that starting one night and lasting al
the next day, the "silver birds" had come and started eating up the jungle

| eading into the hidden valley. They used "tongues of flames" to do this.

The snmoke fromthe fires al one choked five people to death in his village and
the small streams the man's village depended on for water were poi soned. Many
animals were also killed and injured as a result of this. Several badly
wounded ani mal s wandered into the village and attacked the people, killing two
nor e.

What convinced Hunter in the end that the storyteller was recounting sone
variation of the truth was the tears that welled up in the nman's eyes as he
tal ked about the destruction the silver birds had caused. The W ngman knew
enotions like that couldn't well be faked. The man al so clained that after the
fire and expl osi ons had died down, an arny or jackals appeared and they rode

t hrough the flattened, burned-out forest in order to reach the lost city in
the hidden valley. And they were still there.

"And what is this place called?" Hunter asked the man.

"Uxmal una, " was the reply.



The di scussi on went on for about another hour. The storm had passed by this
time, and the Tulum shared their neager supply of corn and honey wi th Hunter
and his friends. Brother David ended the neal by telling the warriors through
the translator that a day was com ng soon when they could get their revenge on
the jackals. He urged themto stay organi zed and stay ready, that one of his
"white friends" would be back and tell them nore news.

It was at this point that Hunter happened to spot the Tul um warrior who was
wearing the uniformin the video. He wal ked over to him and the rest of the
crowd gat hered around t hem

"How did you get this, friend?" he asked the man. The question went through
one of the gathering's two translators. The man replied that he was the first
cerenonial warrior to reach Chichen Itza for the prayer meeting. The uniform
was hanging froma tree near where the strange banquet table had been set up
The warrior knew it belonged to one of the jackals, so he had taken to wearing
it in an effort to steal the man's soul

Hunter asked to | ook at the jacket and the nan took it off and handed it to
him Hunter had no idea how or why the

uniformwas |l eft behind at the Chichen Itza site, but by examining it

t horoughly, he was convinced that it was a standard Tw sted Cross issue
uniform The stripes on the jacket's |lapels also confirmed that it had
bel onged to a high officer in the Cross, nost |likely a general

"See, the man's nane is sewn on it," the commodore pointed out, indicating the
IDtag stitched over the left breast pocket.

Hunter ran his finger over the enbroidered letters. The name stitched onto the
uni form was: Hei nke.

Chapter 53

"This is absolutely fabul ous!" the H gh Conmander said, clicking his heels
with gl ee.

He struggled with the VCR s rennte control device again, finally finding the
spot on the videotape that he had been watching over and over for the past two
hour s.

"Tr enendous . he whi spered again. "Just incredible .
The TV techs at the Uxnaluna site had finally found a satellite in orbit that
still had some life toit. Wth no small effort, they were able to broadcast
an 11-m nute show back to Panama City. Forewarned the transm ssion was com ng
the H gh Commander's staff rustled up a pair of VCRs and had them on "Record"
when the feed canme over.

Now t he Hi gh Commander was watching the tape for the fifth time, a nunber
whi ch woul d have been greater had he been able to master the rather sinple
Rewi nd- Pl ay renote control device

"Super, just super," he exclainmed as he watched the video sweeps back and
forth of the large gold chamber. "The stacks!" he cried out. "Look at those
stacks!"

The very inner circle of the H gh Conmander's staff collectively rolled their
eyes as their boss grappled to get the tape to rewind again for the sixth
tine.



"Those guys up there in the jungle are just doing a super job!" he said with a
hint of wilting enthusiasm "Pronote themall!"

"Al'l?" one of his aides asked. "There are nore than two hundred and ei ghty nen
in the recovery mssion."

The Hi gh Commander stopped struggling with the renote control device just |ong
enough to straighten out his handknit mauve tie and adjust his tortoise-shel

gl asses. "Not the soldiers on the recovery mission," he said, wondering if it
was only he who was confused. "The TV guys . . . They did one hell of job here
and | think they should be rewarded. Don't you?"

There was an i medi ate chorus of "Yes, sir, t hr own

in by sone brash up-and-coner.

with one "Definitely, sir

"Darn straight," the H gh Commander said, returning his attention to the
rewi nd button once again. "Wen they get back here, make arrangenents for them
to join me out on the yacht. Chill some shrinp for that trip, too - "

He was interrupted by another aide coming into the room

"Great news, my conmander,
from Col onel Franke

the officer, a major said. "W've received word

After several tries, the H gh Conmmander nanaged to freeze the frame of the
gol d chamber videotape. "Frankel ? How did he get through to us?" was the man's
first question.

It was the only problem The Twi sted Cross Hi gh Conmand had not been able to
figure out in the short anopunt of tinme they had been given to plan Frankel's
trip to Washington. It was obvious that Frankel couldn't just pick up a phone
and call in a report. Nor could non-secure radio links or couriers be used.
Before the nman left, he prom sed that he woul d work on sonehow getting a
message back to Panama- possibly through a spy in Washington - on the progress
of the negotiations.

"He was able to send a telex nmessage to the old American Enbassy here in
Panama, " the aide reported. "The machine was still operating, and, best of
all, so was its scranbler. So he was able to get a secure nessage in."

For the second time in |less than two hours, the Hi gh Commander | ooked as if he
was about to overdose on gl ee.

"Well, read it out!" he yelled to the aide, a wide smle spreading across his
thin Iips.

The aide cleared his throat and began: "My dear Corn-272

mander. Happy to report that negotiations are going well. | have had a series
of meetings with United Anerican staff. | believe they are beginning to cone
around to our point of view Several nore neetings have been scheduled. |'m

confident that a formal sovereignty agreement can be reached soon. Wather is
fine. Your hunble servant, Frankel."

"Can you believe this?" the H gh Cormander asked those assenbl ed, a | ook of

awe on his face. "Can you believe that we are this lucky? First we find the

| argest cache of gold in the history of mankind and now it appears as if the
United Anericans are about to back off.



"This means our plans have just been accelerated by a«f |east two, maybe three
years. |If the United Anericans agree to our sovereignty here, then we'll have
nothing to fear fromthemor from anyone else."

The gathering of aides broke into a syncopatic round of appl ause.

"This"calls for a toast!" the H gh Conmander, once again sw tching the gold
chanber videotape to Play. "Let's try that new Chablis I just got in ..."

Chapter 54

The giant Soviet-built Hook helicopter was running | ow on fuel

"W have twenty-five m nutes,
or not, we're going down."

the pilot yelled back to Krupp. "Then, like it

He was | eaning over the pilot's shoul der, watching as the mles of jungle

roll ed away beneath them They had been airborne al nbst three hours now and so
far, the flight had been uneventful. Strauberg was bound and gagged back in

t he chopper's rear conpartment; Elizabeth was back there too, studying the
gol d ingots.

Krupp had al so been nmonitoring the chopper's radio, listening for any report
of them stealing the big Hook. But he heard nothing nore than the routine
chatter. As far as he could tell, the people back at Uxmaluna didn't even know

they were nissing-yet.

Krupp westled with a map, trying to fix their approximate |ocation
"I"'d say we are five mles north of Coban," he said finally. "That neans we
are still about one hundred miles from Guatermala City."

Krupp knew they could get fuel in Guatemala City - you could get anything in
Guatemala City. It was a regular refueling stop for all the Twi sted Cross
choppers transiting from Panama to the Yucatan and back. But at the chopper's
current rate of speed, which was approximately 180 nph, and its renaining
fuel, the calculations said they would wind up sone 10 to 15 miles short of
their goal.

"How can we nmake sure we get to Guatenmala GCity?"

Krupp asked the pilot, nudging the nan's ear with his Luger. "WII flying
sl ower hel p?"

The pilot shook his head, feeling the cold sting of the pistol's nuzzle
agai nst his neck as he did so. "No," he answered. "Flying sl ower actually uses
nore gas."

He pushed the pistol further into the man's ear. "Tell me how we can make it,"
Krupp said nervously. "There's got to be some way."

The pilot turned and gave hima gruesone snile. "There's only one way to do
it," he said. "Lighten the |oad."

Krupp stumbl ed over a few words, but then realized exactly what the pilot was
tal ki ng about. There were nore than/ 350 pounds of gold in the Hook's cabin.
CGetting rid of sonme or even all of it would nean they'd made it to Guatemal a
Gty.

Krupp returned to the rear of the chopper cabin to tell Elizabeth the bad



news. But when he arrived there, he was stung by what he saw

Not only was Strauberg untied, his pants were down around his knees. He was
stretched out on a fold-down bench seat arrangenment, his eyes cl osed® his face
red. And for the first time that he could renmenber, Krupp actually saw a smle
on the creepy little nman's face.

El i zabeth was on her knees beside the bench, her back to Krupp. She was
fooling with her hair - apparendy she had tied it up in back and now was
letting it down again. She stood up and turned around and when she did so,
Krupp coul d see that Strauberg's private parts were exposed.

"What . . . what is going on here?" Krupp nanaged to yell above the thunderous
din of the chopper's engines.

El i zabeth | ooked up at him a strange snile spreadi ng across her |ips. Her
shirt was unbuttoned all the way again and the top buckl e of her pants was
undone. It was obvious that she had just perfornmed a sex act on Strauberg.

"What are you doi ng?" Krupp blurted out.

"Does it bother you?" she asked, stretching to reveal her beautiful bare
breasts to him

"Well, of course it does!" he exploded, noticing that her Iips and nouth were
extra noi st.

She just laughed in his face, sat down and continued fiddling with her hair.
He felt as if his chest was about to cave in.

"W have a problem" he told her after a few nmonents. "W night not nake the
refueling station in Guatemala City."

She | ooked up, mild surprise on her face. He explained to her what the pil ot
had said. They were flying too heavy.

"He says the only way to make it is to lighten the aircraft,”
eyeing the seven gold ingots, neatly stacked beside her

Krupp told her

"You are crazy," she told Krupp. "Don't even think about throwi ng them out."

"But why not?" he asked. "If your interpretations are correct, there'll be
pl enty of gold where we are going."

She shook her head and told him "You just never get the nmessage, do you?"
Then she got up and wal ked ahead to talk to the pilot.

In the nmeantinme, Strauberg had sat up and was adjusting his pants. He had been
listening in on their conversation. H s eyes caught Krupp's and the two nen

stared at each other with equal anounts of enbarrassnent and hate.

Krupp started sweating. "Wen was the last time you took a bath?" he asked
Strauberg the question that was on the |lips of everyone who met him

Strauberg took the comment like a knife in the heart.
"You know not hi ng about conmitrment!" he screamed at Krupp. "O dedication. O

loyalty. | have served ny H gh Commander faithfully - twenty-four hours a day.
| cannot let ny own personal interests interfere with that!"



Krupp began | ooking for the rope with which to retie Strauberg.

"This is a fool's errand you are on, Krupp," Strauberg said acidly. "Do you
actually think you won't get caught? Do you actually think you can get away
from The Party. O the Ski nheads?"

The last coment ran a bolt of panic through' Krupp; the Skinheads were well
known for their tracking abilities as well as their notorious interrogation
t echni ques.

"You're out of your |eague, Krupp," Strauberg continued,
with a snide |augh. "What kind of fool would actually consider getting rid of
all that gol d?"

Krupp sat down and tried to ignore the man.

"What did she prom se you, Krupp?" Strauberg asked him "A house in the
nount ai ns?"

"Shut up, you fucking weasel," Krupp yelled at himwth all the gunption he
could rmuster. "She's none of your concern.”

Strauberg put his hands between his | egs and made an exaggerated notion as if
he were adjusting hinself.

"She is now . he sai d.

Krupp had the pistol up and pointing at Strauberg's tenple before he even knew
it.

“I'"1l blow your fucking head off,"
yours just like Udet got his."

he hissed at the little man. "You'll get

This statement gave Strauberg pause. "You want ne to actually believe you
killed your superior commander, Krupp?" he asked sarcastically.

Krupp didn't reply.

"You don't have the guts," Strauberg taunted him "Not for that. Not for
handl i ng that gold. And certainly not for handling that woman."

Krupp drew back the hanmrer on the pistol

"And you don't have the guts to shoot ne either,’
sni de | augh.

St auberg said with anot her

Krupp took aim His finger felt the cold steel of the trigger. One squeeze
away fromelininating yet another problem

"Stop!"

They both turned and saw Elizabeth standing at the door to the rear
conpartnent, next to the open cargo hatchway. The wi nd fl ooding into the
chopper was bl owi ng her hair around, making her look Iike a wild woman. It was
al so flapping her still-unbuttoned shirt.

"I"ve just talked to the fueling station in Guatemala City," she said to both
of them "W're ditching this helicopter and chartering an airplane."



Krupp was extrenely upset that she wasn't talking directly to him It was as
if Strauberg was now in on their plan

"But what about our fuel in this aircraft?" he asked, trying to appear that he
had sonme control over the situation. "How

are we even going to reach Guatemala City?"

She wal ked over and took the pistol fromhim "You know the answer, Col onel,"
she said. "The pilot said we nust lighten the |oad."

Krupp was suddenly paralyzed with fear. "How. . . how do you intend to do
that?" he asked, literally shaking in his boots. "W must throw out the gol d?"

She wal ked back to the door entrance and notioned Strauberg to stand beside
her. Then she turned the gun on Krupp

"I still can't believe how stupid you are, Colonel," she said, putting her arm
around Strauberg's waist. "All that time while you had ne | ocked away in those
caves, | thought at |east you had sone brains. | thought you were as

calculating as all real Nazis are.

"But you disappoint ne. You're actually very spineless. You have no
appreciation for the finer things. You have no idea about the beauty of gold,
and what it can do for you. And you are carrying so nuch sick and enotiona
baggage, | don't know how you can sleep at night."

She had the gun up and pointing at him "And," she said with a pitying shake
of head. "W do have to lighten the |oad."

She | ooked at Strauberg and smled. Her free hand reached down between his
| egs, causing himto catch his breath.

"Alittle while ago, was it good for you, baby?" she cooed, her tongue
flashing out and dramatically licking her I|ips.

"Ch, yes," Strauberg replied, the excitenment welling up inside him

"Do you want it again?" she asked, continuing to fondle him

"Ch, yes," he exhaled. "Very nuch .

She sm | ed and backed himup right against the cabin wall, all the while
keepi ng one hand between his | egs, the other holding the gun on Krupp

"Do you think you can take it again? So soon?"

"Yes," Strauberg replied, now al nost breathless. "Yes!"

She turned and smiled at Krupp. "Now pay attention, Colonel," she said. "Watch
how | take care of a real nman . "

Wth that, she grabbed Strauberg's belt buckle and in one sw ft novenent,
flung himout the open hatchway.

Krupp was stunned as Strauberg seemed to hang in nmidair for an instant, a | ook
of pure, unadulterated horror on his face.

Then the outside pressure sucked hi mout and down. Even over the racket of the



hel i copter's bl ades, they could hear his terrified screans.

It seened like a very long time before they finally died away .
Chapter 55

It was noontime, but Hunter couldn't go to sleep

Al three of them on the Kingfisher had been up for 36 hours and now t hat

there was sone relative peace - floating in the mddle of the Casa Casa canal
nore than a hundred Tul um cerenoni al warriors watching over them - he thought
it woul d have been a good idea for themto get some shut-eye before noving on

He was wong-at least in his case. Brother David was curled up at the far end
of the fuesel age conpartnment, lying in a position of peaceful repose. The
conmodore on the other hand was swi nging in the md-section hamock, snoring
| oud enough to actually wake up sone | ong-dead Mayans.

But for Hunter, stretched out in the crawl space just under the Kingfisher's
pilot seat, sleep would not cone.

Where is she? a voice inside himkept asking.

The irony of the question was not |ost on him In the past four years, he had
heard it literally thousands of tinmes. But then, he was wondering about
Domi ni que.

Now he was wondering about this woman, Elizabeth.

He pull ed out her photo and studied it for at least the 200th tine in the past
few days. Did his heart really skip a beat every time he |ooked at it? O was
it just his inmagination? Was he being seduced by a sinple photo? By her
beautiful features? OF course not, he answered the inner voice. After all, he
was a rational person. Calculating was a better word for it. It was denanded
by his profession as a fighter pilot. Calculating, rational people didn't fal
for wonen they' ve never mnet

D d they?
Where is she?

Did his current situation -or better put, non-situation - wth Donini que have
anything to do with this? Had he really | ost her for good? To a cult, of al
thi ngs? Wuld she get his letter he left behind in Montreal ? Wuld it nake a
di fference?

Where is Elizabeth? Right now' At this nmonent?

He tapped his breast pocket and felt the flag he al so kept there. But he just
couldn't bring hinmself to pull it out, unwap it and | ook at Dom ni que's
photo. What the hell was going on with hin? Pining over photos of wonen? Had
it really come to that? '

Was she safe? Was she even alive?

He shook away that disturbing thought -he knew she was still alive. Every
sense in himtold himso, and he had | earned | ong ago that he, nore than
anyone, should trust his instinct. He tried to put his m nd on the business of
going to sleep. He still had work to do. He had to catch up with those Cana
Nazi s and soon. He had no idea just exactly what was going on up in Washi ngton



or down in Panama. Quite rightly, he felt Iike a man caught in the mddle. And
he knew that his overactive inmagination had a tendency to take off on him -
sonmetines with all the finesse and control of a runaway | oconotive.

W1l you kiss her when you finally find her?

Yes, work- that was the key! Finding the woman Elizabeth was acutally an
intricate part of his job -her scatter-brained father was undoubtedly tw sting
some what-zit and powering up some doo-dad back in DC, getting that dam
deactivator in shape. Then the real work woul d begin. And when the job was
finished, he would go and find Dom nique even if it neant he had to clinb the
Goddamm Canadi an Rockies to do so. And he would hold her. And | ove her. And
dream of her . . . Not some danme he'd never net.

And if he just kept on telling hinmself that, he m ght even start to believe
it.

Three hours later, they were airborne. 281

It had taken a while to get understandable directions fromthe Tiilumon how
to get to the aptly-naned hidden valley of Uxmal una. Even the Tiilum who could
speak English had a hard tine pinpointing exactly where the place was | ocat ed.
Those cerempnial warriors who |lived near the valley and who had journeyed to
Chichen Itza fromthere, traveled only jungle routes - snake-Ilike passageways
t hrough the dense forests that were invisible fromthe air and therefore of no
use to Hunter as navigation points.

But finally, after nuch discussion back and forth, Hunter thought he had a
fairly good idea where to find the hidden valley of Uxmal una.

They took off to the cheers of the 650 cerenonial warriors, who threw feathers
at themthis tine. Their departure was duly recorded by the commobdore on his
new toy, the mni-video canera. Brother David had accepted a | arge basket of
food fromthe Tulumfor themto eat on the way. After throw ng out anything
he'd never seen before, the three of themfeasted on apples, dried corn, and
some al mond-1ike nuts dipped in honey. The snell and stickiness of this |ast
treat rem nded Hunter of the repugnant Jean LaFeet. Were was that slob of a
human bei ng now? he wondered. Chowi ng down in a prison cafeteria sonewhere?

Then his thoughts drifted back to old Captain Pegg-he hoped the old sea coot
was recovering all right. Fromthere he found hinsel f thinking about Jones and
Ben and JT, Fitz and the others. Wat the hell were they all doing right now?
Still preparing for war?

Everything was noving to the brink. He could feel it
Brother David saw it first.

"Good Lord and Savior!" he cried out so | oud Hunter heard himover the roar of
t he Kingfisher's engine.

H s exclamati on caused Hunter and the comodore to i nmedi ately scan the
terrain below. They saw it at once -it would have been hard to niss.
"Jesus, that is incredible . " Hunter said, anger welling up in his voice
"Those frigging destructive bastards.”

It was still about twenty miles away -yet it was not in the |east bit
difficult to see. This part of the Yucatan was |ike an endl ess wave of rolling
jungle. But in the mddle of this pristine state, there was a rash, ugly scar



"My God, it looks like they took a scythe to it!" Brother David cried out as
Hunter put the Kingfisher into a slight |efthand bank.

It was an apt description. Cut into the jungle was a 12-nmile |ong,
quarter-mle wide swath. Like a bad blem sh on a pretty face, or a nasterpiece
pai nting sl ashed by some kook, the bl asted-out jungle passage |ooked evil in
itself.

Hunter suddenly felt a particularly nasty anger explode in his heart. \Wat
kind of nmentality would do sonething like this with sinple greed as their only
notive. Scarring a piece of the earth that would not grow back for decades?
Was there no conscience |eft anywhere down here?

And if these people wouldn't hesitate to turn sonething this beautiful to
somet hing this ugly, what would they do to an innocent victimlike Elizabeth?

Hunt er banked again and saw a thin colum of snoke rising fromthe end of the
passageway. Even that was nore than he needed to know

"They're still down there," he said to the others. "Now /can snell them.

Chapter 56

"And here's the latest on the negotiations in Washington .

Wth that opening, the CATS radi onan nanmed Masoni began reading the nost
recent report to conme down the secure |ine between Washi ngton and the
Panamani an j ungl e:

"Ceneral David Jones, commander of the United Anerican Arny, said earlier
today that a 'Mutual Security Pact' is close to being worked out between his
forces and those of The Tw sted Cross.

"Jones congratul ated the negotiating teamof The Twi sted Cross for their
understanding and diligence in attenpting to bring about a peaceful solution
to the crisis here in Panama.

"He went on to say an official announcenent will be nmade in Washi ngton soon -
and that a formal signing ceremony will take place in Panama City the
foll ow ng day . "

Masoni hit his cue button and faded up a Bob Marley record. Once he had
swi tched off his own microphone, he reached for a handful of ice water and
splashed it on his face.

"That was a tough one," he said to the Cobra pilots Tyl er and Baxter
"Toughest one yet "

"You did great," Tyler said. "Hardly a pause or anything. Real smpoth .

As his partner Gegg O Gregg cued up another record, Masoni took a break and
it up a cigarette.

"Is it me?" he asked. "Or are things really getting tense in this whole
si tuation?"

Tyler lit a butt of his own and nodded. "It ain't just you," he

said. "Everyone's feeling like that, ne included."



"Ditto," Baxter said.

Masoni took a deep drag fromhis cigarette and guzzled a half of cup of cold
coffee. "We've been out here in the bush al nost every day for a year and a
hal f," he said. "Hiding fromthe Nazis. Mving around under that Goddamn
flying nmonster, sweating off three, four pounds a night.

"But believe me, that was all child's play, conpared to this

Tyler used a little bit of the ice on his own forehead. "Look at it this way,
he told Masoni. "It won't go on nuch | onger."

Masoni blew a | ong stream of snoke from his nose and<f nouth.
"Ch yeah?" he said in his two-pound gravel voice. "Can | quote you on that?"

Back on the CATS island HQ Major Dantini was interrupted from studying his
wel I -worn map of the Panama Canal by the sound of an approaching helicopter.

He had been around his own choppers so |long, he knew the noi se wasn't com ng
fromone of his boys. Instead, he recognized the sound as being from one of
t he Cobr as.

He wal ked out of his tent and down to the beach just as Cobra Two was hoveri ng
in over the water for a landing. The pilot, Captain Bobby Crockett, gave hima
t hunbs-up as the chopper's bl ades began to stir up a whirlw nd of seaspray and
sand.

Dantini |iked the Cobras - both the helicopters and the guys who flew t hem
Just as the souped-up Cobra gunshi ps were much nore than the average
chopper-for-hire machi ne, the Cobra Brothers were nuch nore than just

run-of -the-m |1 chopper jocks. They were involved- conmitted to the cause of
the United Americans. As such, they had no conpunction about flying at night
or in bad weather or both. And Dantini, being somewhat of an expert hinself on
t he machi nes, knew that nost choppers were fair weather birds.

The Cobras had -flown every night since coming to the CATS island, this in
addition to ferrying nessages to the radio

station PDC. Dantini knew it was better not to ask too many questions, but he
did know that the gunshipg were making a regul ar rendezvous with a ship of
some sort about a hundred miles east of Panana. One ni ght Cobra One woul d go
out, the next night Cobra Two would nake the trip. Each tinme they would cone
back with some kind of booty to share - a few bottles of booze, a carton of
cigarettes. But each tine, the pilots | ooked nore worried than the tine
before. And Dantini had been in the mlitary | ong enough to know what t hat
meant, whi ch was anot her reason he didn't ask questions.

This time would be different, though .

The Cobra's rotors finally stopped spinning, giving a rest to the

m ni - sandstorm Crockett clinmbed out, soon foll owed by Hobbs, the weapons
of ficer.

"Hey, boys," Dantini said by way of greeting. "What's shaking today?"
"Alot," Crockett told himpoint blank

"More radi o nessages for ny guys to read?" Dantini said of f-handedly, assuning



that was what the Cobras were tal king about.
"Yes, we have anot her nmessage," Crockett said. "But it's snmall potatoes."

Dantini had already turned to | ead themas usual to the mess tent for a cup of
coffee. But now he turned back, sensing in their tone that sonething big
really was in the of fing.

"Ckay, guys," Dantini said. "Wat's up?"

"Pack a bag, Major," Crockett said. "And pick a tenporary commander for your
boys. General Jones has requested your presence up north immediately."

The Hi gh Commander had just finished his norning aerobic workout and was
pondering a report on the previous day's revenues and activities.

It read:

1.) Four ships were challenged on the Pacific side of the Canal, two | et
t hrough for a conbi ned 300 bags of gold. Two sunk after failing to neet
requi rements

2.) Twenty bags of gold were panned fromthe Canal over
t he past week.

3.) Another delivery of Argentina's nonthly "security payment" arrived via the
usual route, i.e. Twisted Cross naval forces boarded the unsuspected courier's
ship off Chile, taking the paynent, sinking the ship, liquidating the crew

On the red side of the |edger:

1.) The King of Brasilia is behind on his paynents for the second straight
nont h.

2.) No reaction fromthe Cubans about their increase in paynent plan

3.) Unexpected expenditures for the day exceeded the Iimt of 20 bags of gold,
due to increase in food costs for prisoners/ gold panners.

The Hi gh Commander scribbled three notes at the bottom of the report: "Plan
air strike on Brasilia's fuel depots," "Do sane for Cuban electric plants,”
"Trimfood costs for prisoners and panners by nost expedi ent neans."

That done, he indulged hinself in a laugh. Since the major gold find up in the
Yucatan, the tolls and the panning operations suddenly seened very
ni ckel - and- di ne.

He called for his aide-de-canmp, whp quickly appeared and took the marked-up
report away for action. No sooner was he out the door when his top officer in
charge of conmuni cati ons bounded into the office.

"A hundred pardons, ny Commander," he said with a slight bow "But Col one
Frankel had just reached us via short-wave radio."

The Hi gh Commander | ooked up at once. "Does that nean we can talk to hinP" he
asked.

"Yes, sir!" the conmunications officer beaned. "He's tal king through a
scranbler, so it may be faint but at least it's a secure line. W have him



pi ped in over your squawk box, sir.

"Well, that's super!" the H gh Commander beaned back. "Let's talk to the man,
then. ™

The conmuni cations officer quickly wal ked over to the H gh Commander's desk
and flipped his phone speaker box on

"Can he hear nme now?" the H gh Commander asked.
"He should be able to, sir," the communications officer an-
swered. "Hello, Frankel, are you there?"

A burst of static leapt fromthe small speaker. But then Frankel's voice cane
on.

"Yes, sir ... Hello, sir
"Frankel, old man, this is the H gh Cormander, how s it going up there?"

"Wonderful ly," Frankel answered. "I really think they've come around to see
our point of view And it's really not that nuch of a surprise. The whol e
eastern half of the country is absolutely devastated."

"dad to hear that," the Hi gh Commander said. "W've been nonitoring the
guerilla radio station down here for the past few days. They've been putting
out very optim stic reports. They're doing our job for us, pacifying all the
| ocal s. "

"Well, they are very good at that sort of thing, sir," Frankel said. "They
believe in letting everyone - fromcitizens to their |owest soldiers - know
what's going on at any given nonment. They are very open about things |ike
that."

"Well, don't you get spoiled, Frankel," the H gh Commander said with a | augh
"By the way, as this is a secure line, let me ask you somet hing. Does this
agreement you've worked out call for withdrawal of their forces from Texas?"
"Yes, it does, sir," was the reply. "The tinmetable nowis for us to announce
the terms of the agreenent at a joint appearance tonorrow. At that point, they
will start dispersing their air w ngs out of Texas. Their ground troops will

al so move as soon as they can nmuster up enough rail and road transportation

"At that point, we will fly back down there to Panama for the formal signing
cerenony. | will discuss the particulars of that with your staff, sir."

The Hi gh Commander's face was flushed with excitenent.

"You' ve done an excellent job, Colonel," he told his officer. "And right after
we sign that agreenment down here, you can expect to attend another cerenony.
One that will celebrate your elevation to major general of the Party."

There was a slight hesitation fromthe other end. Then they heard Frankel's
voi ce say: "Sir, that is much nore than | could ever expect. | amjust glad
that | was able to serve you and our

Cause. "

Frankel signed off fromthe H gh Commander, and his call was rerouted to an



of fice down the hall where he would give the H gh Commander's staff the
| owdown on the signing cerenbny preparations.

Meanwhi l e, the | eader of The Twi sted Cross could hardly contain hinself.

"Do you have any idea what this means?" the Hi gh Comrander asked the
communi cations of ficer.

The officer had little choice but to shake his head no.

"It neans there'll be no war with the United Americans," the H gh Comander
sai d, slapping his knee with perky gl ee.

"No war . . . That is wonderful news, sir," the officer said.

"Darn it is," the Hi gh Commander replied. "This nmeans we'll be able to annex
Bi g Banana within a half year. Knock off those other small-tinmers in two,
three nonths. Hell, we can be on the Mexican border this time next year!"

He reached into his desk drawer and cane up with two cigars. "I don't usually
do this, but will you join nme?" he asked. Then he handed a cigar to the
sonmewhat bewi | dered officer, and lit the other one for hinself.

"CGot these in Bernuda," he told the officer, blowing out a |l ong stream of bl ue
snoke. "Next to Cuba, they have the best cigars around.”

Chapter 57

Sone things require planning. For hours, days, weeks, even years. Details.
Ti met abl es. Contingency plans. Follow up. Conclusion. Fuck it up and it's back
to the draw ng board.

O her things are just better done wi thout planning. There is no tine. No known
details. No second chances. Nothing to followup on. Fuck it up and you're
dead.

Deci di ng what to do when -plan it or inprovise it -is usually a totally
personal decision. Make the right choice, you're a genius. If not, well,
that's what gravestones are nade for

By nature fighter pilots Iike to plan things out. It comes from being so
protective of their fuel supplies. How far can | go and can | get back with
this anpunt of fuel. That's all nost of them care about -and rightly so. Al
t he whi z-bang m ssil es, cannons, radars, HUDs, conputers, and 45,000 pound
t hrust engines don't go anywhere if there ain't no gas in the tank. So the
flight revol ves around your fuel |oad; see how much you can carry and pl an
fromthere.

Hunt er knew t he val ue of good pl anni ng-but inprovisation has its place too. On
the football field, in a piece of jazz or when you conme upon 300 Nazi scum who
are vandalizing Man's collective past and are littering heavily in the
process.

So you can plan an air strike right down to the |ast bonb. But sonetines, when
you're mad and you have to kick some ass, it's better just to nake it up as
you go al ong.

Sorry, General Jones, that's just the way it is .

"Are you sure about this, Brother Hunter?"



"No, Brother David, I"'mnot," Hunter answered truthfully. "But ny instinct is
that we'd better nove fast here. 1've the feeling that these guys aren't going
to be sticking around here rmuch | onger."

Brot her David performed a lightning quick sign of the cross. "Only by the
power of prayer " he recited.

They were hiding in the woods no nore than 50 feet fromthe perineter of the
Uxmal una site. The Kingfisher, with the commodore on guard, was hidi ng under
the branches of a large cedar tree next to a small, narrow | ake, just a nmle
fromtheir position. As always, the Mayans built their nag-nificent cities
close to a source of water. Fourteen hundred years |l ater, Hunter was using
them as his | anding strips.

"Look how the helicopters are piling in and out of here," Hunter said. "These
guys don't all know each other. They're airmen -they don't mx with the ground
hel p."

As if to enphasize his point, two Soviet-built H nds roared over their heads,
ki cked up a storm of dust and | anded si de-by-side on the near lip of the

bl ast ed- out road. No sooner were they down when a | arger and ol der
Soviet-built M|l M-4 Hound took off and roared away to the south.

"They found something big tine in that pyramd," Hunter said after observing
t he beehive-like activity around the cave entrance on the side of the G and
Uxmal una Pyranmi d. "Maybe a big 'deep zone' gold find that Sandl ake's daughter
led themto."

" "Cold robs the soul of life . . .'" " Brother David said, quoting sonmebody.

"If that is the case,"” Hunter said. "If they did find a ot of gold, that
nmeans she's here with them They're too dunb to do it on their own."

"They're certainly prepared,” the nercenary nmonk said. "lIsn't that a TV
satellite dish over there?"

"That it is," Hunter said, lifting his head the slightest bit to get a good
| ook at the piece of broadcasting hardware. "They

must have sonmehow found a satellite that was still working in space."

"They' re advanced, Brother," David said. "They're very high-tech
"Yeah, but high-tech doesn't always nean 'smart'," Hunter replied, taking a
qui ck shot of the dish with his handy video mini-cam "I mean, you'd think

t hese guys woul d have | earned by now. They don't even have a defense perineter
set

up

"They are all too busy with whatever is going on inside that cave," the nmonk
sai d.

"And that's our 'in,' Brother," Hunter said. "They're just too busy . . . Are

you ready? Any | ast minute prayers?”

"Ready, | am" the nonk said taking a deep breath. "And I won't make any fina
peace with the Lord right now because, frankly, | don't want H mto know what
["mup to."



"Me neither," Hunter replied

Wth that, they got down on their stomachs, and slowy craw ed across the
green, sliny ground, using the foot-high green, slim underbrush as their
cover. Hunter had never seen so many bugs in his life - sone of themwere the
siz€ of his fist. But what concerned himwas that wherever one found bugs in
the jungle it usually neant that a well-fed, always-hungry snake was near by.

It was if Brother David had read his mind
"Do not worry about the snakes," the nmonk whispered to himas they slowy nade
their way closer to the edge of the canp. "My middle nane is Patrick. St
Pattie is nmy patron saint. You know what he was fanous for?"

Hunter had to think. "Besides green beer?"

"He drove the snakes fromlreland," David told him "There's not a one of the
di sgusting things in all of Eire. So don't worry here. He'll watch over us."

St. Patrick came through. Twenty minutes later they were hidden in the crown
of atree felled by the Nazis' scorched earth roadbuilding and there wasn't a
fang mark on either of them

" Ckay, here comnes a chopper," Hunt er sai d. " Cet

ready .

It was another M -4 Hound -the rugged yet antique aircraft that |ooked |ike
somet hing froma 1950s newsr eel

"Take a good | ook, Brother David," Hunter said. "That chopper is older than we
are."

The Hound was just setting down, its open cargo door facing away fromthe
encanprent and toward Hunter and the nonk.

"We're lucky," Hunter whispered, seeing that the only people aboard were the
two pilots. "lIt's a ferry ship -no other crew nmenbers."

They waited for the pilots to shut down the chopper's en- « gine. "Ckay,"
Hunter said finally. "Let's go . "

Wthin five seconds, Hunter had sprinted the 20 feet of clearing separating
them fromthe copter and was clinbing up into the open cargo bay.

The pilots didn't hear himcome aboard, the noise of the engi ne wi nding down
made sure of that.

"These guys are the lucky ones," he told hinself. "Al they' |l get is a bunp
on the head."

The first thing he was able to grab was a huge ug wench of the type used to
tighten up and torque the chopper's power train. Two cracks later, he had two
very unconsci ous Nazis on his hands. An extra added squirt from his chloroform
wat er pistol insured the enemy chopper pilots would be out for at least five
hour s.

Brot her David had arrived by that tine.



"You take the big guy," Hunter said. "And hurry."

As quickly as they could, they stripped the uniforms fromthe pilots,

i ncluding belts and hel met. Because these were one-piece Twisted Cross flight
suits, the fit on the large-framed Brother David | ooked better than expected.

Once dressed, Hunter and the monk quickly went through the supplies that were
stocked in the Hound's cargo bay. Once again, they were |ucky.

"This is great," Hunter said. "These are extra supplies for the satellite
dish. Extra wire, sone di odes, a generator booster. Just what we need."

They dumnped t he knocked-out Nazis into the dense underbrush. Then Hunter

| oaded up Brother David with the awkward-shaped generator booster-a kind of
supercharger for diesel-fueled generators. It's odd shaped served to hide that
portion of Brother David' s face not covered by his purloined helicopter

hel et .

Hunter then took three rolls of standard TV cable and put one around each
shoul der, and another around his neck. This one he had snapped off the
bi ndi ngs and held the I oose end in his hand.

"Ckay, Brother," he said, turning toward the nonk. "Are thee ready?"

"Thee is," the nonk replied. "I think . . ."

"Way not say a prayer to the patron saint in charge of kicking Nazi butt?"
Hunt er suggested. "And renmenber. We're TV technicians. W' ve got to act |ike
they do ..."

"And how is that?" the nponk asked.

Hunt er shook his head. It was too involved to explain. "Just watch ne," he
sai d.

He took a deep breath, patted his breast pocket and then went into action

First he tied the end of the cable wire to the frame of the chopper's cargo
door. Then, taking long, bold strides, he literally flew around the end of the
hel i copter and wal ked briskly right into the center of the encanmpment, all the
while unreeling the length of wire. Brother David had no choice but to foll ow
cl ose behi nd, hol ding the booster as high to his face as possible.

"Hey watch it, there . "
to cross his path. "Watch it, hot stuff here

Hunter said to a pair of Nazi soldiers who dared

The two men, sergeants both, obediently hopped over the wire and quickly made
way for Brother David. Hunter was already at the dish and down on one knee
fiddling with something by the tine the two soldiers had turned and started
wal ki ng away.

"You're a brazen lad, Hunter,"
di sh.

David told him setting the booster next to the

"Yeah, sure," Hunter replied as he nmeticulously did nothing to the dish's
central control receiver

They hung there for about a minute, Hunter getting the lay of the place. Above
all, he was |ooking for any evidence of Elizabeth. But at the nonment, he saw
none.



What he did see was a bivouac for about 250 people, naybe 300 if they really
crowmded in. This was close to his previous guesstinmate. There was no | ess than
25 choppers scattered about the place, and 27 trucks of all types and sizes.
But the inportant thing was that, aside froma handful of fifty caliber

machi neguns attached to the H nd gunships, there were no major weapons
installed in the canp. No artil- , lery, no nortars, no SAMs.

"Ckay," Hunter said. "Time for chapter two .

Havi ng attached the end of the | oose wire onto sonething inportant-I| ooking
underneat h the dish, Hunter once again started wal king away |ike the guy who
owned the place. The two rolls of cable still on his shoul ders, he continued
to purposefully unfurl the third one. A slight chill went through Brother
Davi d when he realized Hunter was heading right for the cave entrance.

The nonk | ooked up at the magnificent excavated Mayan tenpl e and wi shed he
knew nore about the Mayan's formof religion. Then he swore for the first tinme
intw years. "If you're the sane God," he said, |ooking to the various
ornanents decorating the top of the pyram d. "Please save this crazy fucker
And me along with him. "

Once inside the cave entrance, Hunter went about his work charade like a TV
repai rman working overtine. That was, as slowy as possible.

Hunt er hel ped David drop the booster at the cave entrance, then he handed him

aroll of wire. It was just barely illum nated inside the tunnel - sonmeone had
strung what | ooked like a long string of white Christmas tree bul bs al ong the
cave wall. As the tunnel ran nearly straight and down at a slight incline for

several hundred feet, it looked like the lights stretched on for an eternity.
Carefully, Hunter and the nonk started playing out the

roll of wire. They passed guards, Twi sted Cross officers, even other TV nen.
Yet no one stopped to challenge them No one even said a word to them

One hour and fifteen mnutes later, they were standing at the entrance to the
gol d chanber.

Chapter 58
Col onel Krupp's ai de-de-canp, Lieutenant Boshe, was getting worried.

He hadn't seen the officer around for quite sone tine. This in itself was not
t hat unusual - Krupp would frequently |ock hinmself inside his command truck
for hours at a tine, usually to sulk. But even on those occasi ons, Boshe was
able to rouse the commandi ng officer with three sharp raps on the comand
truck door.

But now he had been knocking at the officer's door for five full mnutes with
no reply.

Per haps Krupp got drunk again and was deep in an inebriated slunber, Boshe
wonder ed. He had | ooked very peaked when they pulled himout of the tunnel
Then anot her thought crossed his mnd. He, like the rest of the men in canp,
knew t hat Krupp had brought the woman to his truck several nights before and
had engaged in sonme rather bizarre sexual behavior. On that night, one of the
sol di ers had found Krupp drunk, barely conscious, half-hanging out of his
truck door, his nose smashed in, the woman tied up and vari ous exanples of S&M
par aphernalia |ying about the floor of the vehicle. Al though the soldier had



been sworn to silence by Krupp in return for a pronotion, word about the

i nci dent neverthel ess quickly spread around the canp to the delight of the
troops on the recovery m ssion, nost of whom considered Krupp to be a
weak- kneed ni ncomnpoop.

But now Boshe noticed that both Krupp and the woman were not around. |If the
strange officer was trying once again to "kink it up" with the woman, he had
certainly picked an

odd time to do it - the Uxjnaluna site was crawing with high level officers
of The Twi sted Cross and The Party.

Even Maj or General Udet was around, sonewhere .

As Boshe was contenplating all this, he was approached by the two Twi sted
Cross archaeol ogi sts who had found the first set of marked gold ingots. Having
just returned fromthe woman's truck and not finding her, or their unusua
fifty-pound gold pieces, they decided to check wi th Krupp

"Somet hi ng doesn't feel right here," one of the archaeol ogists said after
Boshe expl ained to himhe hadn't seen Krupp or the worman in a while. "Were
are the guards for the woman? There was no one at her truck at all."

For a nonent Boshe considered telling the two about Krupp's "thing" for the
worman, but decided against it. It would be safer to break into the comand
truck.

Boshe hit the door with his shoul der twi ce -and nothi ng happened. He kicked it
three times, and still nothing budged.

"Wait a minute," one of the archaeol ogists said. "It opens fromthe inside out

He went off and soon returned with a crowbar-1like digging tool. Two ninutes
| ater, they had the door pried open

Boshe was the first one in. Everything | ooked in place in the cranped |iving
conpartnent - the bed was fol ded up against the wall, the small all-purpose
tabl e was covered with various docunents, but neat and clean neverthel ess.
Even Krupp's five pairs of nuddy boots were lined up in one neat row.
Instinctively, Boshe tried to open the lavatory door. It was | ocked. He hadn't
consi dered that the colonel mght sinply be on the pot all this tine. He
knocked politely. No answer. Once again. Still no answer.

"Kick the fucking thing in," one of the archaeol ogi sts comuanded.

Boshe shrugged and kicked the flimsy door twice. It splintered, enough for
Boshe to | ook in.

Staring back at him eyes open, face utterly devoid of color, was the corpse
of Major Ceneral Udet.

Chapter 59
"What are you doi ng here?" the voice bell owed around the gold cavern

But Hunter and Brother David didn't hear it. They were too busy pinching
t hensel ves.



They had strung the cable as far as the gold chanber entrance, waited for an
opportunity, then wal ked into the chanber itself. Now they had spent the |ast
five mnutes gawking at the tons of gold, as a squad of Nazi troopers scurried
around t he chanmber taking inventory before the operation to nove the gold out
began in earnest.

"I said 'what the hell are you guys doing here? t he voi ce asked agai n.
Hunter heard it this time. He spun around and instantly assunmed his gane face.
"Stringing cable for the TV link-up,” he said in a voice oozing confidence.
Hunter saw right away the man he was addressing was no nmore than a lowy

Twi sted Cross |ieutenant; he wouldn't be hard to handle.

"In fact, give us a hand, will you?" he brazenly asked the man. "W've got to
get a beam up and back to Panama within the hour "

A |l ook of pained acceptance cane over the officer. "Christ," he said. "Wat do
you want ne to do?"

Hunt er handed himthe very end of the long roll of cable wire. "Hold this
here," he said. "W've got to go up the line and nmake sure there are no
snags. "

Wth that, Hunter whipped out the pocket-sized nini-video canera and took two
qui ck sweeps of the place.

"CGot to get the light level," he nmunbl ed expertly while panning the chanber.
Then he and Brother David turned to | eave.

"Wait a mnute,’
t hi ng?"

the Cross officer said. "How long do | have to hold this

Hunt er shrugged and said: "You know, until we tug on it. You'll feel it -three
tines real hard."

Wth that, he and the nonk departed the chamnber.

They were about hal fway out of the tunnel when they saw a group of Twi sted
Cross soldiers running toward them

"l don't like the looks of this," Hunter said as he and Brother David
i mediately started fiddling with the cable they had laid in the tunnel

The soldiers -two officers and three sergeants - reached them
"What are you guys doi ng here?" one of the officers, a captain, asked.
It seened to be the npbst asked question of the day.

"We're working on the TV uplink,"” Hunter said. "Running cable down to the
chanber . "

"Forget that," the officer quickly comranded. "Did you come in a chopper?"

"Yes, sir," Hunter said with the right amount of reverence in his voice.

"Then get your asses up topside!l" the officer said. "W've got an energency
and we need all the chopper pilots we can get up there now "



Hunter and Brot her David quickly saluted and started running up the tunnel
"Wait!" the other officer said.
Hunter stopped in his tracks and spun around. "Yes sir?"

"We're looking for Hen Strauberg,” he said. "Did you see himdown in the
chanber ?"

Hunter had to think quick. "Not sure," he said. "Wat's he | ook |ike?"

The officer glared at himstrangely. Instantly Hunter knew that this Strauberg
was known to everyone in the Nazi

canp.
One of the sergeants piped up. "You know, the snelly little guy . " he said
[ oudly.

Hunter just shrugged. "I don't know," he said. "There are a | ot of people down

in the chanber right now and they all snell pretty bad."

For sone reason, the Nazis accepted the rather puzzling explanation and
conti nued back down toward the chanber.

"That was cl ose, kee-np-sabe . " Hunter said to Brother David. "Let's get
goi ng before they reach that chunmp holding the wire back in the chanber."

It was odd how it happened, but the first thing Hunter noticed upon reaching
the surface was a wonman's bra.

It was hanging rather haphazardly on a tree next to the canp's mess tent which
happened to be close by the entrance to the cave. On the tree next to it was a
pair of wonen's underpants and a skirt. A soiled blouse was on the ground

near by.

"Jesus, what did they do? Eat her?" Hunter said, pointing out the articles of
clothing to Brother David.

"Well at | east we know she is here," the nonk said. "Or was here."

They ran to the center of the canmp and saw that just about every helicopter
but "theirs" was warmed up and ready to take off.

A man ran by them Hunter reached out and caught himby the shoul der.
"What's goi ng on?" he asked, the soldier, a lieutenant.

"Are you guys pilots?" he asked in return

Hunt er nodded. "W just got in from Panama
"Ckay, you'd better get back to your ship," the man said excitedly. "A couple
of guys killed the top dog here. Murdered him They found him slashed up in
that truck over there. Wwoever did it, took the "blitz' helicopter and split."

"Ww, " Brother David said involuntarily.

"More than just 'wow,' the man sai d, obviously caught up in the excitenent
of the event. "They got away with a bunch



of gold, too.

"Ww, " Hunter said this tinme. Then, without planning it, he took a big chance
and popped out another question: "Wat about the wonman?"

The man had already resumed running to the helicopters. "She's nissing too!"
he call ed over his shoul der. "The brass think she went with them™

Chapter 60

It was a strange aerial formation that formed up over Ux-maluna and headed
sout h.

Ei ghteen helicopters - nostly Soviet-built H nd gun-ships - set off after the
m ssing Hook "blitz copter." It was only because one of the TV technicians had
seen the big Hook take off and head south, did the Twisted Cross officers even
know what direction the m ssing chopper had taken

It had been the two archaeol ogi sts who put the whole thing together. Seeing
Udet's body, they quickly discovered that Krupp, the woman, Strauberg and the
seven nmarked gold ingots were all missing. To them it added up to a classic
mur der - robbery, with the Hook providing the getaway vehicle for the thieves.
"That pig Strauberg orchestrated this," one of the archaeol ogists told the
other. "He's the only one of the three smart enough to pull it off."

So the dozen and a half choppers - including the Hound being piloted by
Hunt er - wer e di spatched in pursuit.

Three Cross officers, with a squad of armed soldiers, sat in the cargo hold of
t he Hound while Hunter steered the craft and Brother David pretended to play
copilot. A constant wave of chatter was com ng over the radio, nost of it
emanating fromthe | ead H nds, which were carrying the bul k of Nazi superior
of ficers.

Early on in the flight, these officers decided to split their force.
Theorizing that the blitz copter could only head for one of three possible
refueling stations in the south, the offi-

cers ordered six choppers to Punta Gorda in the old country of Belize and six
nore to La Ceiba in Honduras.

The final six, Hunter's aircraft included, were ordered to head for Quatennl a
Gty.

Chapter 61

They were just about out of fuel by the time Hunter and the other pilots

| anded the six helicopters on the edge of the dilapidated airfield/aircraft
refueling station which was about a half mle from Guatenala Gty itself. As
usual , the Canal Nazis had flown in unannounced, not bothering to call ahead
for landing clearance or any such trivialities.

But no sooner had he turned off his aircraft's engi ne when Hunter knew
somet hi ng was w ong.

These refueling stations were-notorious for their wild drinking, wild whoring,
anyt hi ng-for-a-price reputations. Yet this place was unusually serene. There
was a control tower, a handful of hangars at the far end of the runway and



maybe a dozen buildings in between. The runway |ights were on, burning a deep
yellow, as were all the lights in the control tower and in the buildings
nearby. Yet despite all this, Hunter didn't see a soul

Three mnutes later, he and Brother David joined the other Twi sted Cross
soldiers as they burst into the small control tower that doubled as the
refueling station's business headquarters. And although the Nazis kicked in
every door they found | ocked, there were no people to be seen anywhere. The
pl ace was dead enpty.

"Spread out!" the Cross conmander yelled, he too, feeling sonething was am ss.
"Check every building on this base.”

Hunter and Brother David saw this as an opportunity to separate fromthe rest
of the group. As soon as the conmander had yelled out the order, the nmonk and
t he

W ngman were running down the small airstrip to the hangars farthest away from
the deserted tower.

| mpressed by the enthusiasmof at |east two of his nen, the Nazi officer
| anbasted his other troopers, screaming at themto hustle "like those guys

In actuality, all Hunter and David wanted was a safe place where they could
figure out just what the hell to do next.

The last building on the strip was a small shack, painted in w de,
red- and-white barber pole stripes. Once inside, Hunter and the nonk stopped
and took a minute to catch their breath.

"I fear we are trapped, Brother Hunter," David told him taking |arge gul ps of
air.

"Maybe, " Hunter said, |ooking around. "Maybe not."

Brot her David shook his head. "But could that |arge Hook helicopter nmake it
this far? Even our aircraft just barely had enough fuel to make it here."

"I know," Hunter said. Then he closed his eyes and concentrated. "Sounds
crazy, but | really feel like they were here. The woman anyway . . . Plus,
something isn't right at this place. | nean, where is everyone? An operation
like this needs a couple dozen people to keep it running."

"At least," the nmonk said. "But that's beside the point. Eventually, these
Nazis will realize who we are -or rather, who we are not. At that point,
they' Il forget about who they are chasing. At least until they kill us ..."
"Faith, Brother," Hunter said, peeking out the shack's doorway. Directly
across fromthemwas a | one airplane hangar, separated fromthe rest. One of
its doors was ajar.

Hunter took a sniff of air, then said: "Let's check out that place."
Seconds later, they were both sprinting across the taxiway, toward the hangar
A quick | ook down the row of buildings told Hunter that the rest of the Nazis

were still far away, searching each building with typical thoroughness.

He and Brother David reached the hangar and slipped inside. R ght away, they
both had the chills.



It was pitch black inside, yet Hunter picked out two distinctive snells. One
was the unmi st akabl e odor of airplane

engi ne exhaust .
The other was the snell of blood .

He reached up for the light switch. "I"'malnost afraid to do this," he told
Br ot her Davi d.

Then he flipped on the |ight.

The first thing they saw was the pile of bodies. There was at |east ten of
them- it was hard to put an exact nunber on it as they were sickeningly
sprawl ed on each other, o0ozing bl ood everywhere. Judging by their clothes, the
victinms were technicians and control tower people. Each one | ooked as if they
had taken two bullets in the back of the head.

"God help us!" Brother David said in a shocked whisper/ He immediately fell to
one knee and nade the sign of the cross.

But already Hunter's attention was drawn to sonething el se inside the hangar:
the large helicopter sitting at the far end of the barn

It was a Soviet-nmade Hook.
"Bi ngo!" Hunter said.
They qui ckly wal ked over to the aircraft and inspected its insides.

Hunter said, feeling the roof of the aircraft.

"This has got to be the one,
It was still warm "And it's been here for only a few hours, if that

"I'f they were here," Brother David said, turning back to the grisly pile of
bodi es, "then they must have been responsible for this . "

"Yeah," Hunter said, "They blew in and out, and they didn't want to | eave any
Wit nesses. "

Hunt er wal ked over to the enpty space in front of the hangar's second door
reached down and dabbed his finger in a small pool of liquid on the hangar
fl oor.

"JP-six," he said, sniffing the fuel. "Still fresh . "

"And that means?" Brother David asked.

"It neans they're probably in another aircraft,” he said. "Prop job. One that
was stored in here. It's a nediumsize plane and 1'd bet they took off |ess
than an hour ago."

"But where did they go?" the nonk asked.

Hunter | ooked at the big Hook, and then back at the

bodies. "Now that's a really good question . he said

And it was the Nazis who answered it.



Hunter and David were | eaving the hangar just as the rest of the search party
reached the door. Bringing up the rear were two Nazi soldiers hal f-dragging a
man between them

"We found the Hook, sir." Hunter told the commander. "It's in there with a
bunch of bodies. Pretty gruesone.”

The conmander waved the rest of his nen into the hangar with him
Hunter wal ked up to the two sergeants hol ding the prisoner
"Who's this?"

"Found himhiding in one of the buildings,"” one of the guards answered. "The
conmander recogni zed himas the blitz copter pilot."

Hunter | ooked the man straight in the eye. "lIs that true?" he asked.

The man, who | ooked beaten and was bl eeding in several places, coughed once
and said: "Fuck you . "

One of the guards slamred his rifle butt into the man's ki dney as puni shnment
for the conment.

"Why the rough treatnent?" Hunter asked the guard.

The sol di er shrugged. "The commander believes this man was in on the mnurder
and the gold theft. He's about to execute him™

"Execute hin?" Hunter was mldly flabbergasted. "Here?"
"Here and now," the guard said. "He's organizing a firing squad."
Wth that the guards hustled the man away.

"That's just like the Nazis," Brother David said. "They're about to shoot the
only person who could tell them where those people went."

"Maybe he already has," Hunter replied.

Down the end of the runway, he could see that several other Nazis had
conmandeered a fuel truck and were in the process of refueling the half dozen
choppers.

"Check that out," Hunter said, pointing out the refueling

operation to the nmonk. "Looks like they're planning on noving soon."

At that noment, the rest of the search party came out of the hangar, nore than
a few pal e shocked faces in their ranks.

"Are you | ooking for volunteers for the firing squad?" Hunter suddenly asked
t he commander, causing Brother David to think that he was hearing things.

The conmmander | ooked around at sone of his weak-stomached troopers. "You guys
got experience?" he asked Hunter

"Alittle,"” Hunter lied, wondering just how nmuch training one would need to
shoot an unarmed, bound and gagged man.



"CGood," the commander said. "Follow ne."

The conmmander of the search party marched the hapl ess prisoner past the
control tower and up to a stone wall out of sight of the rest of the search

party.
As Hunter predicted, the man was bound and gagged, but not bl i ndf ol ded.

"Ready . the conmander called out to the 12 nen in the firing squad.

"Alm. . ."

Hunt er eyed Brother David, standing beside himin the firing line with a
fully-1oaded AK-47 in his hands. They hadn't had any tine to verbalize their
pl an. Hunter was just hoping the soldier nonk woul d know what to do.

"Fire!"

A furious barrage of gunfire foll owed. Wen the snoke cl eared, the comander
and the ten Nazis in the firing squad all |ay dead.

The prisoner couldn't believe it.

"Who are you guys?" the man asked in astonishnment a; Hunter undid his |leg
bi ndi ngs.

"Never mind," the Wngman told him harshly. "You jus bought yourself a few
extra mnutes, that's all."

Bot h Hunter and Brother David roughly sat the nai down next to the wall.
Hunter put his still-snoking AK-4 nmuzzle up to the man's nose.

"Ckay," he said. "Talk or we finish you right now .

The man gul ped hard. He was still shaking badly. "Jesus Christ, what do you
want to know?"

"Did you fly that Hook here?" Hunter asked him

"Yes," the prisoner answered i mediately. "But | wasn't in on it. They nade ne
fly them™"

"Who is 'they?" " Brother David asked.

"This nutty colonel,” the man answered. "Krapp or Krupp or sonething |ike
that. I don't know, ny base is in Panama. | was just assigned to blitz duty
that day, right after they nmade the big gold find."

"Wio el se was with hin?" Hunter asked. "The woman?"

The man shook his head. "Yeah, she was with himall right."

Hunter couldn't quite place the reason for the man's sudden insol ent tone.

"And this guy, Strauberg?" the nonk asked. "H mtoo?"

The man shook his head. "No, he's dead,"” he replied. "He went out the door at
about four thousand feet."

"Where are they now?" Hunter denmanded, pressing the gun nmuzzle in even closer



to the nan.

"They took a big plane out of here," he said. "They snatched two Afrikaner
pilots at gunpoint and shot everyone else ... | got away after they nmade ne
| oad the gold on board their plane."

"Well, ain't you the lucky guy?" Hunter asked the man sarcastically. "You' ve
dodged the bullet tw ce today."

"Don't blame me," the man said defensively. "This colonel is really nuts. He
forgot 1 was even here. So | hightailed it into one of the buildings. Unti
your pals here found ne."

He | ooked back out at the remains of the firing squad.

"I didn't nean nothing by that,
who you guys are."

he added quickly. "I don't give a flying fuck

"Hey, watch your |anguage in front of the nonk." Hunter said. "And listen up
You better know what kind of airplane they took. Or you're going to need a
priest -to bury you."

"Ckay, okay!" the man said. "They' ve got a Fokker F-27M It's an old cargo
carrier these guys down here converted to an inflight refueler.”

Imredi ately a profile of the airplane popped up in Hunter's mnd: Pre-war West
Ger man manuf act ure. Two-engi ne propeller driven, converted medi umrange
airliner. About 300 nph as top speed. Max hei ght at 30,000 feet. Mbst

i mportant, its range was about 2800 miles. Wth the extra gas on board for
inflight refueling, the range m ght be up by another half or nore.

Hunter put the rifle's nose right between the nan's eyes. Unlike Jean LaFeet,
this guy had no idea who Hunter was, and therefore had no doubt that he woul d
pul I the trigger.

"Ckay," Hunter said to him "The nost inportant question of all: Were were
t hey headi ng?" /

Despite the circunmstances, the prisoner managed a smle. "That | know " he
said. "And I'Il tell you just like |I told those guys over there before you
iced them But first we nake a deal ."

Hunter didn't want to quibble. "Tell us and you get to live," he snarled at

the man. "How s that for a deal ?"
"Just fine," the prisoner said. "Okay, they're heading for a place in Peru,
cal | ed Nazca . "

Chapter 62

"This is called 'appeasenent!’ Masoni, the Radi o CATS announcer said.

Cobra Captain Bobby Crockett shook his head. "Cal mdown, man," he said. "I
don't make the rules.”

Masoni | ooked over at his partner, O Gregg, who could only shrug.

"I just feel like a traitor reading this," Masoni said. "I mean, we've been
out here sucking jungle gas for alnbst two years, nman. Do you know what t hat
can do to you?"



Crockett held out his hands as if to say there was nothing el se he could do.
"Orders are orders," he said.

It was al most nidnight and the CATS cl andestine radio station was about to go
off the air and be noved to another |ocation. But before that happened, there
was anot her message from Washi ngton that had to be read.

"Do you guys renenber your world history?" Masoni asked Crockett and his
gunner, John Hobbs. "Renember Minich? And Chanberlain waving that piece of
paper that he and Hitler signed? 'Peace in our lifetine' is what he said. It
was actually a sell-out! They sold the Czechs and the Pol es down the river.
The Nazis ate 'emup for breakfast and the fucking world was at war two years
[ ater anyway."

"Things are different now," was all that Crockett could say.
"It's still called 'appeasenent,' " Masoni repeated. "Dealing with the Nazis
m ght be okay with you guys way up there. But how about us down here? The
peopl e who' ve been fighting those scunbags? And the people who |live down here
who

have | ost people in their famly? Wwo gives thema say in this?"

"Does this mean you're not going to read it?" Crockett asked him "Because if
not, | wll."

Masoni let out a derisive laugh. "You know, | get a kick out of you guys," he
said. "You fly around in your kick-ass machines |ike you' re Batnman or Robin or
Green Lantern or sonmeone. But when it comes down to dirty work, all of a
sudden, there's no nore capes and masks and derring-do, you know? W've been
reading this bullshit over the air now day and night, thinking there was nore
behind it. But now | know who the dupes are. It isus . . ." *

He threw the piece of paper at Crockett and said: "So, sure, be ny guest. Let
t he peopl e down here get the news right fromthe source. Right froman
aut hentic superhero. | want no part of it."

Wth that he got up and storned out of the PDC

Crockett picked up the paper, sat down and adjusted the broadcast nicrophone.
The song that had been playing was just finishing up

"Turn it on," Crockett told O Ge,gg, pointing to the mcrophone

"Fuck you," O Gregg answered him Then he too storned out the door

Crockett flicked a few switches and saw a red light blink on. He knew from
this the m crophone was "live."

"To the people of Panama and surroundi ng areas,” he began in a deep
sout hern-tinged nonotone. "Here is an announcenent fromthe United Anerican
Arny headquarters in Washi ngton, DC

"At six PM eastern tinme today, an agreement was signed between the United
American Arny and the forces of The Twi sted Cross. This agreenent states that
both sides recogni ze and respect the sovereignty of the other and that neither
side will comence hostilities against the other for a period of five years,
at which time this agreenment will be renewed.



"This means for the people of Panama and for the people of North Anerica that
there will be no war. | repeat, there will be no war. Both governnents w sh to
express the fervent

hope that peace will be a benefit to all whose interests lie in this inportant
regi on.
"An official signing ceremony will be held in Pananma City within forty-eight

hours. Residents along the Canal and in the Panana City area are hereby
notified that a twenty-four-hour curfewis in force in your area starting
iMmediately. It is the responsibility of those listening nowto tell any

nei ghbors who don't have access to a radio. They should know, as should you,
that failure to obey this curfeww |l be dealt with in the harshest neans
possi ble."

Crockett reached up, turned off his mcrophone and Ilet out a | ong whistle.
"That was tougher than | thought," he said.

Hobbs fiddled with a few control buttons. "Should | put on a record?" he
asked.

Crockett thought for a noment, then said: "Don't bother. | can't inagine
anyone out there wanting to hear music right now "

An hour later, Mke Fitzgerald wal ked into Jones's Pentagon office.
The room was dark except for one dimlanp. The general was sitting behind his
desk, no less than a hundred different docunments piled in front of him

Fitzgerald was struck by how old the man | ooked at that noment.

"Just got confirmation, general,"” Fitz told him "The Tex-ans nonitored the
CATS broadcast. The word is out."

Jones wiped his face with his hands. "There's no turning back now, is there
" he said.

Fitz shook his head. "No, sir, there isnt."

Jones sat up and shuffled sone of the docunents on his desk.
"No word fromHunter, | suppose?" he asked.

Again, Fitz shook his head. "No, sir. Nothing."

"Dam, " Jones whi spered. "This thing woul d have been a hell of a lot easier to
do if he had been here . "

Chapter 63

The southern coast of Peru is made up of a range of low hills that run north
to south. Squeezed between these coastal highlands and the first steps of the
m ghty Andes is a long | ow basin called Panpa Col orado, or, to North
Anericans, the Plain of Nazca.

Nazca is a strange place -a mystical plateau that people were known to
frequent as far back as prehistoric tines. Mst of the top covering materi al

on the plain is made up of rocks, ranging in size from pebbles to good-sized
boul ders. These rocks, tunbling down on the basin through years of runoff from
the Andes' foothills, were a strange shade of deep red-this the result of



nor ni ng dew bei ng burned off in the hot South American afternoons, thereby
oxi di zi ng the rocks.

But it was what |ay underneath these rocks that nade Nazca so odd. If one
nmoved a rock or even scratched the surface under Nazca's top |ayer, they
reveal ed another |ayer of fine-colored, alnost |um nescent soil beneath.

The archaeol ogists called it a "natural blackboard" and determi ned that Nazca
had been like this for tens of thousands of years.

But these scientists weren't the first to discover this secret about Nazca.

Fi fteen hundred years before, a group of people, their origin unknown, carved
out huge drawi ngs on the plain's surface sinply by displacing the top covering
of red oxidized rock and sand and revealing the | um nous soil underneath.

Thi s al one had taken great insight on the part of those unknown Peruvi ans. The
peopl e at Nazca "drew' aninmals - nonkeys, spiders, eagles, lizards - thirty
enornous drawings in all. And these were intersected and surrounded by
literally mles of straight lines, criss-crossing back and forth over the
plain. To say that it nmust have taken an enornous effort in manpower to "dig"
the figures and the Iines would have been a gross understat enent.

But it wasn't so much what the mystery people drew as to why, that had puzzled
t he experts ever Since.

Because, the sinple fact at Nazca was that the drawi ngs on the absolutely fl at
plain can only be appreci ated when viewed fromthe air

El i zabet h knew the ani mal gl yphs on the Uxmal una gold ingots were the exact
figures that were drawn on the Plain of Nazca. In doing so she had stunbl ed
upon a startling "mssing link" in the study of ancient peoples of Central and
South Anerica. That contact had been made between the nysterious people at
Nazca and the Mayans, sone 2500 miles to the north in Yucatan, was in terns of
t he accepted notions of archaeol ogy, absolutely astonishing. The fact that the
Nazca peopl e had, for whatever reason, noved tons of pure gold over those 2500
mles to be hidden underneath the Gand Pyranmi d at Uxmal una was even nore

m nd- boggling. In her heart as a scientist, Elizabeth knew that should books
ever be published again, then all the volunes on the Mayans and the ancient
pre-l1nca Peruvians would have to be rewitten.

But, sadly, other thoughts - deeper, darker-were circulating in Elizabeth's
brain at the nonment

It was not |ost on anyone inside the Fokker -not Krupp, or Elizabeth or the
two captured pilots -that the Plain of Nazca, with its niles of straight
lines, |ooked not unlike a present day airport.

The transport airplane had made the 2200 nmile journey in | ess than eight hours
-good time considering that they had

to fly out and around Panamani an ai rspace, whi ch added another 90 ninutes to
their trip. The pilot set the airplane down right near one of the draw ngs -
that of a nmonkey with a long, curlycue tail. The | andi ng was rough, bounci ng
the airplane as its speeding wheels hit the | oose red rock covering of the
basi n. But the Fokker had substantial short take-off and |anding capabilities,
and the pilots were able to stop the airplane in a very short anount of tine
and space.

Yet this didn't satisfy Elizabeth. She ordered themto taxi here and there,
all the while checking their location in relation to the carved out figures



and those on the ingots. Finally, she told themto stop and to shut down the
engi nes. They had arrived.

Krupp was the first one to clinb out. He was instantly hit with an extrenely
hot gust of wind, typical of the waves of heat that swept the plain. Elizabeth
was the next to disenbark. She was hol ding another gun by this tinme -a .45
Colt automatic. They were also able to get a half dozen AK-47s when they had
first landed at the Guatenala City refueling station. It was one of these
weapons that was used to kill the station's crew in the hangar where they
dunped the Hook heli copter

El i zabeth notioned for the tv/io pilots to clinmb out of the airplane al so.
These nen were, like so many of the scumroaning Central America these days,
fasci st South Afrikaners. Under different circunstances, they and Krupp woul d
no doubt be allies.

But not now .

Bef ore | anding she had had the pilots circle the plain six times. This all owed
her to match up the ground drawings with those on the ingots. Once this was
done, she alone knew that the lines on the Plain of Nazca were not dug out at
random or for sonme kind of religious reason. Actually, they were a very

el aborate puzzle, the key to which could be found on the ingots. What she had
read fromthose gold inprints was sinply the code with which to figure out
this puzzle. The prize for doing so was finding a treasure of gold at |east

twi ce the size of that which sat underneath the pyram d at Uxmal una.

"You, bring the equipnent,"” she ordered one of the pilots, flashing the Colt
around with sonme authority. "And you, carry the water bags."

The pilots had no choice but to obey her. Wth Elizabeth | eading the way, the
foursone wal ked about 100 feet fromthe airplane. She held up her hand when
they had reached a point just off one of the larger "runways." It was cl ose by
the only point on the entire plain where eight lines intersected. It was as
simple as that.

"Dig," she said to the pilots. "Right there where all the lines neet.
They resignedly took hold of the two shovels and did as told.

Krupp was al ready sweating profusely by this time, and the fact that he had to
hol d the heavy AK-47 on the two pilots didn't help matters any.

She noticed his plight right away.

"That heavy uniformis not the type of clothing for this place," she said to
hi m

"But, but you have the sane clothes on as | do," he said, noting her Twi sted
Cross uniform

"That's exactly my point," she said with a snile

They wal ked back to the airplane and the rel ati ve shade of the cabin. Once

i nside, she undid her shirt and | et her breasts become exposed. Krupp

i Mmediately felt his nobuth go dry. He couldn't take his eyes off her beautiful
chest and she knew it. She |laughed at the expression on his face. She was
playing himlike a violin.

"You like them don't you?" she asked.



"Ch, yes," he was just barely able to say.

"Do you want to touch them agai n?"

He was only able to nod his head, his excitement was growi ng so. "Yes, you
know | do," he said.

She put her own hands to them and gave them a seductive squeeze. "Then tel
me: what will happen once we get out of here?"

The question took himby surprise. "I ... | don't know, " he said. "W'Ill have
a lot of gold, correct?"

"More than you can imgine," she said, |ooking back out

at the two pilots who were digging in the broiling sun. "But where can we
possi bly go? | know about the Skinheads. | know they won't stop until they
catch you and when they do, they'll catch ne too."

Krupp felt a long trenmor of fear rip through him

"There will be plenty of places to go," he nmunbled. "Just give ne sone time to
think about it."

She squeezed her breasts again and gave out an erotic sigh. Then, to his
di smay, she rebuttoned her shirt. "Don't take too Iong thinking, Colonel," she
said. "It mght be dangerous . "

Meanwhi l e, 250 nmiles off the coast of Peru, a renmarkable aerial operation was
inits final phase.

For the third tine in six hours, Hunter noved the AV-8BE two-seat Harrier
junpj et up and under the inflight refueling probe sticking out of the rear of
a Texas Air Force KC- 135 tanker

"Contact . . ." he radioed the crew of the tanker. "And lock ..."
"Roger, Harrier," cane the reply. "Sit back and drink up ..."

Hunter could use the rest. The past eight hours were a blur and he didn't
expect it to get any better any time soon

As it turned out, getting away fromthe CGuatemala Cty refueling station had
been the easy part. He and Brother David neutralized the Hook chopper pil ot
via a squirt fromHunter's water gun, and, after scattering the remaining Nazi
troops with a few rounds fromtheir AK-47s, carried himaboard one of the

wai ting H nd gunships and took off. Wth Hunter at the controls and Brother
David at the big 50-caliber side gun, they nade short work of disabling the
five other Nazi helicopters, along with a good part of the refueling station
itself.

At that point they flew barely ten mles, and set down right into the heart of
the Guatenala Gty -the Dodge Gty of New Order Central Anerica. Am dst
runni ng gunfights and non-stop terrorist bonbings, Hunter and David

dunped t he unconscious pilot along the roadside and made their way to the
city's one and only police station, which happened to be under attack at the
time. Bribing a guard at the back door, they were allowed ten mnutes on the
station's shortwave radi o set.



It took al nost eight mnutes but they were able to reach a friendly listening
post in Louisiana. Speaking faster than he could ever renenber doing, Hunter
asked the radi o operator to patch himthrough to Washi ngton, DC. Another bribe
and some AK-47 ammunition bought themfive nmore mnutes on the radi o. Hunter
spent all of it talking to Fitz.

He told himall he knew. The battle for the Fighting Brothers abbey at Coba.
The anmbush by the Skinheads. Meeting the Tiilumat Chichen Itza. Seeing the
massive gold find at Uxmal una. Mbst inportant was the information that the
worman and an unstabl e Nazi colonel were on their way to a deserted plain in
sout hern Peru.

In the few seconds they had left, Hunter and Fitz hatched a bold plan. Hunter
needed to get to Nazca and he needed to get there fast, before the whacked- out
Nazi colonel did her harm It was ten tines the range of the H nd helicopter-
t hey both knew he needed a jet, preferably a two-seat Harrier, as the m ssion
called for a VITIOL and he intended on bringing only one passenger back wth
hi m

Fitz told himto sit tight for 90 mnutes, an unbearable Iength of time for
the inpatient, anxi ous Wngman. But wait it out he did, he and Brother David
managi ng to get out of the besieged police station and back to the Hind
copter, taking tine to stop at a street side cafe to pick up a half dozen
tacos and a four-pack of beer

It was a happy and well-fed pair that saw no less than a half dozen Harriers
show up 89 mnutes later. They were a m x of Texans and Football Cty pilots
flying United Arerican Harriers that had been depl oyed to Houston earlier
Only two Harriers |anded -both of themtwo-seater versions. Wile Hunter

hel ped strap an astounded Brother David into the back of one of the junpjets,
they started taking sone fire from sonme buil di ngs nearby. The four Harriers
still aloft broke out of their hovering, four-sided pro-

tective cordon and, one by one, delivered a fire-suppressing barrage on the
suspected | ocation, courtesy of their powerful Aden cannons.

By the time the fourth Harrier got his plugs in, Brother David' s junpjet was
up and gone, and Hunter's was taking off. The six VIOL aircraft didn't fly
very far-they cane back down again in an old soccer field about 20 miles from
the town. There, they proceeded to play a gane of mnusical cockpits.

First of all, Hunter prepared to take over the Harrier that had picked himup
Hs pilot took the rear seat in one of the other two-seaters.

At this point, Hunter bid farewell to Brother David. It was hasty -it had to
be. Tinme was of the essence.

"Bl ess you, Brother Hunter," the nonk had said, firmy grasping Hunter's hand.

"I still feel I owe you for saving our mssion."

"First of all, it is | that owe you, Brother," Hunter had told him "I could
never have got this far w thout your help. Secondly, you act as if we'll never
see each other again. | prom se you, Brother, we will."

That was all he could say. The Harrier's cockpit snapped cl osed and the
junpj et took off, straight up, Brother David waving like mad despite the force
of the jet's vertical acceleration

The other Harriers also took off at this point - two would -proceed to the



| ake near the Uxmaluna site to pick up the conmmodore, then they would all form
up and head for the safety of Texas.

Once Hunter was al one, he took off and headed west at full throttle. Of the
coast of the mpbst southern tip of Mexico, he nmet the first Texan aerial tanker
and filled up. After breaking off contact, he headed due south, again at ful
throttle. Avoidi ng Panamani an ai rspace added 250 miles to his trip. About 400
mles off the coast of Big Banana, he met his second Texas tanker, which was
actual ly acconpani ed by yet another tanker. Once Hunter took on his needed
fuel, the tanker itself topped off its tanks fromits conpani on, then turned
for hone.

Phase three had Hunter taking on his third fuel load at 250 nmiles off the
coast of Peru. Once that was done, the Texas tanker did a U-turn and headed
back north, Hunter know ng that the weary crew would have to rendezvous two
nore times to get enough fuel to make it back

It had been a conplicated operation, but it went off wi thout a hitch

Now Hunter could turn to the business at hand

Chapter 64

The two captured Fokker pilots had dug down five feet when they cane to a
hand-carved chunk of |imestone.

"Amazi ng," Elizabeth said on seeing the soft rock. "Mexican |imestone in the
Peruvi an hi ghl ands. "

"Now what ?" one of the pilots asked, w ping his brow
Krupp, standing by the edge of the hole, was wondering the sane thing.

El i zabeth | ooked at the two pilots, then ordered the one who had asked the
guestion out of the hole. Like his partner, he was tall and bl ond.

"Keep an eye on this one, Colonel," she said to Krupp. "Don't cone near the
airplane until | call you."

Mystified, Krupp nodded numbly and watched as Elizabeth |l ed the pilot back to
t he Fokker.

Ten m nutes went by. Krupp was sweating buckets in the afternoon heat. The
pilot still in the hole was faring no better, trying to whack away at the
limestone with the nowdull ed blade of his shovel

Then Krupp heard Elizabeth. "Colonel," she called out somewhat breathlessly.
"Cone here . "

Krupp hal f-heartedly told the nman to keep on diggi ng and wal ked to the
airplane. Cinbing inside, he got the shock of his life.

El i zabeth was naked. So was the pilot. He was lying on his back and she was on
top of him riding himlike a young girl rides a horse. Her hair was going
wi | d, her breasts were bouncing crazily. She | ooked conpletely caught up in
the sex

act - completely out of control.

"Jeal ous, Col onel ?" she called to him out of breath and laughing wildly. "On,



but you like to watch, don't you?"
Krupp was absol utely speechl ess.

El i zabeth turned her attention back to the young stud of a pilot who was
exerting hinself like a lead role player in a hard-core X-rated novie.

"Gve it to ne!" she screaned in passion

Their | ove-maki ng got even nore heated - Elizabeth was | ost in her passion

al ternating between orgasm c screans and nmoans and delirious bursts of

| aughter. Krupp couldn't nove a nuscle. She woul d occasionally glance over to
him flash a devious snmile, then go back to her frenzied | ove-making. For his
part, he had never seen such a display of obscenity.

When it was certain that both of themwere reaching their orgasm Krupp could
take no nmore. Wy was she torturing himso? He turned and quickly left the
cabin, leaning on the wing, trying to collect hinself.

Seconds later he clearly heard Elizabeth screamin utter delight, the pilot
too cried out at his clinax.

Then, suddenly, a gunshot cracked through the desert air!

Krupp spun around and ran back to the cabin, thinking that the pilot had
somehow gotten hold of her gun

But when he reached the door and | ooked in, he realized he had it all wong.
The pilot was dead -a single bloody gunshot wound in his tenple. Elizabeth,
gun in hand, was just clinmbing off his |linp body.

She turned and wriggled her own naked body at Krupp and | aughed. "I told you
coul d be dangerous . " she said.

Chapter 65

Krupp was still shaking when Elizabeth finally energed fromthe airplane.

She was brushi ng back her hair and adjusting her clothes as if she had done
not hi ng nore than freshen up

"Have you broken through yet?" she asked the remaining pilot.

Knowi ng full well the fate of his partner, the man was suddenly very
accomuodat i ng.

"I"ve got a peephole in it," he said.- "There's a tunnel below "

El i zabeth snmil ed once again and | ooked at Krupp. "Makes the trip worthwhile,
no?" she said.

The pilot had kicked a larger hole in the |linestone plate now, and with a few
nor e whacks of the shovel, had an openi ng big enough to squeeze through

"There it is, ma'am" he said. "Are we going in?"

"We are," she said, shining the airplane's |large battery-operated trouble
[ antern down into the tunnel

Krupp hesitated at the edge of the hole. Elizabeth turned and | ooked at him



"Col onel ?" she asked, "Aren't you coming?"

He still hadn't said a word to her since the incident in the airplane.
"Probl ens, Col onel ?"

He shook his head half-heartedly. "No," he finally nanaged to say.

The pilot was the first to slip through the Iinestone cover and into the
tunnel. He hel ped Elizabeth down, |eaving

Krupp to practically fall the eight feet into the tunnel beneath the |inestone
cap. Elizabeth got her footing and then played the big flashlight around.

The tunnel was very simlar to the one that led to the gold chanber at
Uxmal una, the only difference being that this passageway was nusty and oddly

danp.

"Do you realize that we are the first people to cone in here in fifteen
hundred years?" Elizabeth said.

But neither the pilot nor Krupp was in the nood to celebrate the historic
event .

They started wal king, Elizabeth in the | ead, the pilot beside her. Krupp
bringing up the rear.

"What's your nane?" she suddenly asked the pilot.

"Karl on," he answered.

"And how many people does it take to fly that airplane?"

"Just two," he said, after thinking for a nonment. "One behind the controls,
one to do a few sinple things before take-off and | andi ngs."

"Real | y?" she asked. "Could you teach nme how to do those sinple things?"

The pilot didn't quite know what she was getting at, but he knew he'd be a
fool not to play al ong.

"Yes, the procedures are very easy to learn," he said.

She instantly turned back to Krupp and held the flashlight under her chin for
a nonent to give her face an eerie | ook

"Cetting nervous, Colonel?" she asked.

She | aughed and conti nued wal ki ng down the passageway, flashing the lantern
fromside to side in the neatly squared-off shaft.

Meanwhile, too far up for themto hear it, Hunter's AV-8B Harrier was passing
hi gh over head.

Thirty minutes later, the trio reached a seal ed-of f en-tranceway scul pted
exactly like the portal to the gold chanber at Uxmal una.

"This is it," Elizabeth declared. "Look famliar, Col onel?"

Krupp was so junpy he hardly heard her. Yes, it did I ook



famliar-too famliar. Wal king through the dark tunnel -so

simlar to the one at Uxmal una-was like revisiting a nightmare. That, and the
fact that he was trying to figure out just what she was up to, had him so
taut, his muscles cramped when he noved.

El i zabeth turned to the pilot and told himto hamrer in the slimpiece of
i mestone. Using the shovel once again, he proceeded to bash at the soft
st one.

"Excited, Colonel?" Elizabeth asked.
Krupp sonehow got up the gunption to say, "If you are.”

She | aughed again, this tine right in his face. Then she turned back to the
busi ness of knocking in the |inestone barrier

"Kick it in," she told the pilot, seeing that he had already put several |arge
cracks in the barrier.

The pilot did as ordered. Three hard kicks of his boot and the pieces of
linmestone fell apart.

El i zabet h pushed her way past the pilot and entered the chanber first.
"I"ve done it!" they heard her cry out.
Bot h nmen burst onto the chanber-and stopped in their tracks.

"Jesus Christ.'"the pilot said. Up until that nonent he had had no idea
exactly what they were digging for. Now, before himhe saw nore gold than he
t hought existed on the entire planet.

Even Krupp felt a jolt of excitenent. The chanmber was at |east four tines
| arger than the one up in the Yucatan - and it held that much nore gol d.

"There nust have been a core of gold sonewhere in the near Andes to the east,"
she said, explaining it nmore to herself than the two men. "The Nazca peopl e
found it, mined it and stored it here. Wen the Incas or the pre-Inca people
started to nove into the area, the Nazca people nmust have sonehow made an
alliance with the Mayans, and they agreed to hide sone of their gold up in the
Yucat an. "

Her scenario may or may not have been accurate - closer exam nation night have
shown her that the appropriate dates didn't match up. But this kind of
scientific accuracy was irrelevant now - so bright was the shine of the tons
of good before

her.

"How wi || we ever get all this out of here?" Krupp asked, continuing to take
in row upon row of the same bow -shaped ingots.

She suddenly turned and said: " 'We?' Just what do you nean by that?"
He began stumbling badly. "I thought . . . but you said . . . you asked what
we'd do ... together "

She shook her head in pity. "I guess you just don't understand what's



happeni ng here, do you?" she asked.

Krupp i mediately felt the tug of his instincts. One part of himwanted to
break down and plead with her. Another part was slowy sw tching over to
sel f-preservation. He was carrying a fully-1oaded AK-47. She had the Colt
automatic. In between themwas the unarned pilot.

"Well," she continued. "Let ne show you exactly what's happening."
She turned and faced the pilot.
"Karlon? Cone here.”

The pilot did as told. She sniled and |l et her free hand roamall over his
chest, stomach and, finally, his |lower body. Her long fingers paused every few
seconds between his |egs.

"Can you and | fly that airplane out of here?" she asked in a stage whisper
her hand lingering around his crotch

"Yes, ma'am" he said confidently. "Just say the word and we're out of here.”

She turned back to Krupp. "See, Colonel?" she said. "Are you getting the
pattern here? Like | said before, it's all about being a real man. Sonething
you woul dn't know very much about "

Wth that, she pulled the pilot's pants off, then slipped out of her own. She
fondled the man erotically for several |ong noments. Then, before an
ast oni shed Krupp, they got down on the chanber floor and furiously engaged in
every known sex act for the next five mnutes.

The Nazi officer was on the verge of tears watching the display. He sank down
into a corner and curled up like a kid about to be puni shed. He was shaking
and having a hard tine catching his breath. He tried to | ook away, but he

f ound

it inmpossible. H s eyes were glued on her face, her body. A: before, she was
nmoving |like a crazy woman -hair incredibly savage, her rear end jiggling, her
breasts bounci ng up anc down wildly.

Krupp felt a low whine start up in his eardruns. Wiy wa. she doing this to
hi n? Was she crazy? O was he?

As with the pilot before, she nounted the man and startec punping mani acally.
Krupp was crying openly now. Bu after only a minute or so of this, the Nazi

of ficer saw he hand nove up behind the pilot's head. It was hol ding the .4!
automatic. Time froze. Was she going to take out this pilot £ she had the one
in the airplane? In one instant, Kn<fpf wanted her to do it -then there'd be
no rival for him But ii the next he knew that if she did, how would they be
able to fl) out?

The buzz in his brain got |ouder as she brought the gun uj to the unsuspecting
man's head and pull ed back the hammer Cimaxes approachi ng, Krupp saw her
finger slowy pull the< trigger

"Do it.'" he screaned.

She responded with a loud cry and a squeeze of the< trigger.

aick!



Not hi ng happened.

She threw her head back and | aughed wi ckedly at himai they finished their
final orgasmc,sex act. "Wshful thinking Colonel," she said, out of breath
and finally clinbing off the exhausted, spent pilot.

"You're mad," the Nazi officer told her. "Totally mad .

She stood and stared at him not making any effort tc rebutton her shirt or
pul I on her pants.

"Yes, | amquite mad, Colonel," she said, matter-of-factly "But then again, so
are you. Don't you hear voices in youi head? | do. Those tiny voices just
won't | eave you alone, wil they, Colonel? They just won't let you function
properly, like a real man . "

He put his hands up to his head. The buzzing got louder He felt as if his
brain was about to expl ode. How could this be happening to hin?

"You're crazy!" he screanmed at her. "You're like ... an animal. A Black
W dow "

"Ch, don't be so dramatic," she said in a seductive whisper, taking a step
closer to him "Come on, Colonel. You know you've had this weird thing for ne
all along. | just wanted to make you jealous . . . O course |I'mnot going to
kill him- he has to fly us out of here! Don't you think |I know that?"

She squeezed her breasts, her fingers lightly pinching her nipples.

"Come on, Colonel . . ." she repeated, now right up against him "Make |love to
me. Screw ne. Rape nme! Right here, in the mddle of all this beautiful gold."

Her hand went between his legs and to both their surprise, she found it wasn't
as soft as usual.

"So that did the trick, eh?" she said, encouraging himw th her fingers.
"Now s your chance, Colonel. Corme on ..."

Now it was another part of Krupp's anatony that felt as if it would burst.

"Do you want me to take your clothes off, Colonel?" she asked him seductively
squeezi ng her own body. "The cave air feels beautiful when you' re naked.
Believe nme, | should know. "

She took the rifle fromhis shoulder and laid it on the ground next to him
Then she undid his shirt, his belt buckle and fly. He could hardly feel the
clothes falling off him He was so mixed up, enotionally and physically, that
he was trenbling violently. He wanted to nmake | ove to her-and for once, al
parts of his body were in agreement.

But he was absolutely inexperienced in these matters. And despite the
desperate situation, the strangest questions were running through his mnd
ones he had | ast heard out in the school yard. What does one do first? What
happens once a person is caught up in it all? Was it true that nost people
bl ack out the first time? 73 be or not to be?

Suddenly it seened like the glare fromthe gold was blinding him.

Just then, the pilot spoke up. "Yeah, come on, Colonel," he said



sarcastically, at the same time slyly reaching for Krupp's discarded AK-47.
"Gve it to her. Can't you see she's begging for it? Let's see if you can do
it

The buzzing in the Nazi's head became excruciating.
"Come on . . ." Elizabeth said, rubbing up against 'him
"Come on!" the pilot egged himon

"Now. . ." she said, digging her hands into his crotch
"Gve it to her!" the pilot yelled.

But Krupp couldn't hear any of it. The buzzing in his head was now too |l oud to
bear .

He screaned and then he threw her roughly to the ground. In a second he was on
top of her, exerting such a force that even she was surprised for a nonment.
Krupp clumsily started performng. In seconds Elizabeth was | aughi ng madly.
The pilot was screaming, "Do it! Gve it to her! Gve it to her . . "all the
while raising the rifle toward both of them

Al t hough he could clearly see the pilot ainmng the gun at them sonething in
Krupp's brain wouldn't let himstop what he was doing. Not now . . . The Nazi
punped Elizabeth furiously, his eyes closed, his nouth drooling the strange
white foam He was bl acking out. He couldn't stop. He cried out: "Don't hurt
me, Mommy!" That's when Elizabeth put the gun up to Krupp's head and pulled
the trigger, literally blowing his brains out.

Suddenl y anot her shot rang out. Then another and another. The Afrikaner pil ot
was sl amed up agai nst the cavern wall by at |east a dozen yellowred tracer
bul l ets. Someone standing in the doorway to the chanber had shot the pil ot
just as he was about to shoot Elizabeth.

It took a few nonents for the snmoke to clear and for the noise to stop echoing
around the cavern. But once it did, Elizabeth | ooked up and saw a strange nan
wearing a pair of red, oversized goggles, standing in the doorway, a snoking
M 16 in his hands .

Chapter 66

"Are you Elizabeth?" Hunter asked the woman, pushing his N ght Scope goggl es
back up on his forehead.

She was naked, covered with dirt and sticky. She also | ooked |Iike she was
about to go into a state of shock.

"Eli zabet h Sandl ake?" he asked her

"Yes," she said. Then she started shaking uncontrollably. She |ooked at the
shattered head of Krupp beside her and started scream ng

Hunt er shoul dered his rifle and i mredi ately dragged her fromthe chanber,
grabbi ng her clothes as they went.

"They . . . they were raping nme!" she screaned. "They were going to kill ne!"

Hunter hastily pulled her pants up and wapped the shirt around her



"I know," he said, turning her away fromthe carnage inside the gold chamnber.
"I know, but you won't have to worry about them anynore."

Then he held her so close to himhe could feel her heart beating through his
flight suit.

"I"'m Major Hunter of the United American Air Force," he said. "I've been
searching for you."

She was still sobbing uncontrollably.

"Listen," he said, picking her chin up. "I know who you are. | know your
father. He's alive."

"What ?" she asked through the torrent of tears. "That's inmpossible. They shot
him | saw them. "

"No," he said firmy. "They shot himbut they didn't kil

him He's safe, in Washington, right now | saw himjust a few days ago."
"I ... 1 can't believe it," she said, still whinpering. "How did you ever find
me? How did you even get here?"

Hunt er shook his head. "Those are two very long stories that will have to
wait."

She nearly collapsed in his arms. "My life has been like a nightmare for so
long," she cried. "And it started when those horrible nmen | anded at our ranch

He pulled her close to himagain. "Well, you don't have to worry anynore," he
said. "I'll protect you."

He didn't kiss her, although the thought crossed his mnd.'
hel d her close until she was able to conmpose hersel f.

I nstead he just

When he thought she was ready, he said: "Ckay, now let's get the hell out of
here . "

She held back for a noment. "Did you see the treasure in there?"

He nodded. "Second one |'ve seen in as many days," he said. "But it's been
here for nore than a thousand years. It can wait here a little |onger "
Wth that, he wapped the shirt around her again, and hol ding her up under her
arnms, |led her back up the tunnel toward the surface.

It was slow going for a while, but Hunter could feel Elizabeth regaining her
strength as they approached the entrance.

They wal ked up and around one |long curve and finally, he sawit - a shaft of
sunl i ght blazing through the hole in the |imestone cap

"At last,"” he said with relief, as they approached the daylight. He was
getting real tired of tunnels and chanbers and holes in the ground.

They reached the escape hole and Hunter was about to boost her up through when
he heard a very disturbing sound.



"Let me go up first," he said instinctively. Then he | eaped up and grabbed the
outside rimof the hole in the |inmestone cover. Wth one great burst of energy
and strength, he boosted hinself up and hal fway out of the hole.

Suddenly, he was face to face with a man who was about to junp in where he was
com ng out. The man raised his AK-47 and started to pull the trigger

But Hunter was quicker. In less than an instant, he had his M 16 up in one
hand, and holding on with the other, put a barrage into the man.

That done, he crawl ed hal fway out of the hole and did a quick visual sweep. A
big An-126 Soviet-built troop transport was just going right over his head.
And to his dismay, the air seened to be filled with heavily-equi pped

par at r oopers.

But they weren't just any kind of paratroopers.

"Dam! Ski nheads!" he yelled, confirm ng his suspicions by quickly exam ning
the soldier crunpled beside him

He i medi ately junped back down into the tunnel

"No . . ." she cried, not wanting to face the truth. "No! They can't be here
They're killers . . . Howdid they find us?"

"Same way | did," he said. He surm sed that the surviving Nazis back at the
Guatemala City refueling station got a nessage to The Twisted Cross HQ_ in
Panama. They, in turn, nust have di spatched the nearest force of Skinheads.

Grabbi ng hold of her hand, he started pulling her back down the tunnel. At the
same time, he took a quick inventory of his resources. Hs M16 was just about
full, as usual, with his trademark tracer rounds. He al so was carrying one
flash grenade, one HE grenade, one "Super-Frag" grenade, and his N ght Scope

goggl es.

It wasn't rmuch against at |east two dozen airborne Skinheads

Up on the surface, the Skinhead commander was soon standi ng beside the hole
where one of his men had been shot.

He | ooked out onto the Nazca Plain and saw that nost of his troop were now on
the ground and retrieving the parachutes, their squad | eaders screaning at
themto hurry and get organized.

They had received the call for this particular nission only

a few hours before, and he knew it was one for which they weren't especially
wel | -prepared. They weren't tunnel rats. They were actually a sapper unit -
expl osives and their detonation being their specialty. They had been training
for an undercover terrorist canpaign soon to be |launched agai nst the Ki ngdom
of Brasilia in retaliation for non-paynent of debts. But then the call cane
all the way down fromthe H gh Commander hinself, so the next thing the 'Head
conmander knew, his unit was junping with full packs onto sone barren dust
bow in Peru with orders to track down a wacko Cross officer who nurdered his
conmmandi ng of ficer ' and a woman who may or may not be his acconplice. It was
not exactly a situation best renedied by a bunch of expl osives experts, so he
coul d understand how the majority of his troops would be a little disorganized
at first.

As soon as the entire two dozen of his troop were gathered around the hole, he



ordered themin. "If you find the wonan, take her alive," he told them
"Everyone el se gets greased." The Ski nheads responded with a particularly
rabi d chorus of "Yes, sir!" then, one by one, they lined up to go through the
hol e and into the tunnel

But their shortcom ngs in equi pment and training soon becane apparent. First,
each was | oaded down with a full pack of explosives and detonators, and a
rifle and full ammunition supply. The | oad of bul ging equi prent nade it very
difficult for each soldier to fit down the narrow hole in the |inmestone cap
but it was a canon of military practice that every soldier goes into every
situation with the equi pment he was trained in.

The next problem as it turned out, was that only one Skinhead in three had a
flashlight. So they had to organize in the near-dark into groups of five and
proceed slowy down the pitch-black cave.

It was time wasted by the Skinheads - tine that would give Hunter the
br eat hi ng space he needed

Hunter and Elizabeth made it back down to the chanmber's portal in barely 20
m nutes, running full out the whol e way.

She was close to going into shock at this point, so Hunter put her against the
wal | 50 feet beyond the entranceway to the chanber, and took her bootl aces.

He had a plan, but it was based on one inportant assunption: that was that
even a repul sive Skinhead woul d stop and gawk at the i mense gol d chanber.
Runni ng back to the chanber entrance and using Elizabeth's already di ming
flashlight, he took his HE grenade and tied it to the Super-Frag with half a
pi ece of the bootlace. Then he placed the doubl e-bonb just inside the
chanmber's portal, behind a cracked piece of |inestone.

Next, he took his flash grenade, and using another bootlace, rigged it with a
long pull cord and placed it just outside the entrance. Finally, he
doubl e-checked to nmake sure that his M 16 was properly | oaded.

Then he hunkered down beside Elizabeth, pulled down his N ght Scope goggl es and
wai ted, hidden in the dark

The first team of Skinheads arrived ten mnutes later. One man hol ding a
flashlight, four others huddl ed around him Through his infra-red vision
Hunter could tell right away that these 'Heads were out of their elenment. The
heavy packs, the lack of illum nating gear, their cautious nmeans of approach

He had no idea what they were carrying or even what their specialty was. But
ri ght away he knew soneone had made a big m stake sendi ng these guys into the
tunnel s.

The eneny soldiers found the chanber and, as Hunter knew they woul d, stepped
blindly through the portal. He heard their shouted excl amations as they found
t he bodies of first Krupp, then the Afrikaner pilot, then the gold.

Anot her group of five materialized out of the inky darkness. They too noved as
if they were stepping on glass with bare feet. And like their conrades, they
were al so sucked into the gold chanmber |ike bugs flying into one of those
strange neat-eating plants.

A third and fourth group appeared soon afterward, and they automatically
joined the rest in exani ning the bullion



Throughout it all he could hear the refrain of "oohs" and "ahhs," as well an
occasional "Dam!" One nman called out: "Look at all this fucking gold!"

Hunter could also hear the senior man of the eneny soldiers bark out a couple
of orders having to do with searching the bodies. It wasn't |long before this
of ficer was convinced that he had at |east partly conpleted his mssion: that
was, finding the honicidal Colonel Krupp -dead or alive. In this case, very
dead.

But if only he knew who popped the unit's advance scout back at the hole to
t he tunnel

Suddenly there was a crash and an intense flash at the e entrance to the
chanmber. It was so bright, it blinded nost of his troops, their retinas
al ready wi de-open in the low light of the cavern

"Down!" the officer yelled. "Everyone down!"

There was a collective thunmp as the 20 Ski nhead troopers hit the floor of the
gol d chamber, extinguishing their lights in the process.

"Anyone buy it?" the officer called out in the darkness.

Several nmen answer ed back
grenade. "

no, "-then another called out: "It was only a flash

"Ckay, maybe it was just a |leftover booby trap or sonething," he said.

They lay there in silence for five |long m nutes.

Then the officer in charge spoke. "Everyone stay down," he ordered. "W're
going to crawl out of here, nice and slow, back up the tunnel fifty paces,
with no lights. CGot it?"

There was a round of "Yeah," and slowy, the Skinheads started to back out of
the pitch black chamber and into the even darker tunnel

Hunter waited until half of them were out before he detonated the doubl e-bomb

Four Ski nheads and their overall conmmander had stayed on the surface of the
pl ain, guarding the entrance to the tunnel

For themit seenmed |ike an especially long wait - they had

no way of knowi ng that their conrades had found the gold chanber and the two
bodi es, because none of the troops carried radi os. This was because, |ike al
noder n- day sappers, they knew that a wong signal froma radio could set off
an expl osive's detonator

So the five Skinheads on the surface were waiting nervously while their main
force was roaming around in the unknown underground. Just 100 feet away sat
t he Fokker airplane - they had already checked out the body lying in its
cabin. Another half mle beyond that was the unnmarked AV-8B Harrier junpjet.
Just who that bel onged to was uncl ear

The sun was getting hotter on themand with each m nute, the apprehension
grew. The conmmander gave his four nen perm ssion to renove their packs as well
as their standard-issue sleevel ess black | eather vests. The officer hinself
had just sat down and taken his junp hel met off when he thought he felt the



ground runbling. He stopped scratching his mcro-inch hair cut and | ooked
around.

"Does anyone feel that?" he asked.

But no sooner were the words out of his nouth when the whole ground started
shaking for real. Then there was an enornous explosion, followed by a series
of secondary bangs. Then, a whole section of the desert 100 feet fromthem
suddenly blew up into the air in a trenendous burst of searing-hot red and
orange fire.

Through the intense snoke they coul d see the Fokker suddenly di sappear into
the crater still being formed by the explosion. Two nore blasts followed,
opening up two smaller holes near the larger one. Then there was another. And
anot her.

That's when it dawned on the commander

"Jesus Christ!" he cried out. "It's a chain reaction. They're bl owi ng
t hensel ves up down there!"

The expl osi ons conti nued while the five Skinheads could only stand with their
guns ready, feeling pathol ogically helpless.

Suddenly someone was firing on them wth tracer rounds yet! They took cover
behi nd the mound of cleared-away dirt near the entrance to the tunnel, | ooking
every which way for

the source of the incoming tracer fire.

It didn't dawmn on themuntil two of their number had been picked off that the
shooting was comng fromthe still violently snoking crater

"Charge hinm" the Skinhead comrander ordered his two renmai ni ng sol diers.

Wthout a monent's hesitation, the two Skinheads | eapt up and ran full speed
toward the crater, screaming wildly as they fired their weapons. They were cut
down in three seconds by a withering barrage of tracer fire.

Now it was the 'Head commander who froze. He saw first one, then two figures
energe fromthe snoking crater and run toward the Harrier junpjet. He didn't
followhe had only a sidearm and he had to stay by the tunnel entrance just
in case sone of his men nmade it through the earthquaking series of expl osions.
O so he told hinself.

The Harrier was taking off before the commander was convinced that none of his
troopers were coming back. His unit had failed niserably, thanks to the man
piloting the junpjet, he was sure. Just how the nysterious pilot with the
tracer amunition and the person with himsurvived the hell of blasts from

bel ow, the Skinhead officer never found out.

The Nazi commander could only watch as the Harrier gained altitude, and then
in a push of a button streaked off to the north, leaving himw th no food, no
wat er and no protection out in the fatal heat of the Peruvian sun

Chapter 67

The 737 airliner and its five F-4 Phantom escorts entered Panamani an airspace
just after 0900 hours.



As agreed, a strict radio silence had been nmaintained by the aircraft since it
| eft Washi ngton, DC seven hours before. Now that it was only one hundred miles
away fromits destination, the only contact between the aircraft and the
control tower at the Panama City airport was a correspondi ng el ectronic
acknow edgnent of its IFF identification signal

The nood at the airport itself was one of frenzied festivity. In a matter of
48 hours, the place had been transformed froma gray, dull mlitary
installation to one festooned with multicol ored banners, posters, streaners
and even a few balloons. A |arge wooden pl atform had been hastily erected at
the end of the airport's central runway and seats for 80 people nailed down.
An inprovised sound system conplete with nore than a dozen Marshall "stack"
anplifiers bordered this review ng stand on three sides. Two | ecterns, each
covered with a gaggle of m crophones, were set up in front of the gallery and
t hese were surrounded by no | ess than 20 video and filmcaneras, all of which
woul d record the historic signing cerenony.

Of to the side, a helipad had been installed. This would serve as the | andi ng
area for the H gh Commander, who woul d chopper over from his skyscraper
headquarters at the proper tine. And in an effort to play down the
mlitaristic aspect of the cerenmony, the only soldiers present were dressed in
formal starched white Twi sted Cross unifornmns.

Having littl e experience at these things, the staff of The Twi sted Cross High
Conmmand had agreed to the suggestion that the protocol necessities be handl ed
by the United Americans. To this end, there were tel exed a schedul e of events
the day before, a tinetable which was copied over and over and distributed to
the 40 top Cross nmilitary dignitaries |lucky enough to be tapped to attend the
si gni ng cerenony.

This schedul e was as follows: Once the airliner landed, it would roll to the
end of the central runway and wait until its escort conpleted a cerenonial
flyby formation of the airport. At that point, another aircraft, this being a
C- 141 cargo ship carrying support personnel for the United American signing

del egation, would land and take its place beside the 737. Then its
acconpanyi ng escort, made up of 12 United Anmerican jet fighters, would perform
a cerenonial flyby.

At this point, the 737 and the C 141 would taxi over to the review ng stand
area, officials of the United Anerican del egation and their support people
woul d di sembark and be greeted by their counterparts in the Tw sted Cross

del egation. Simultaneously, the conbined F-20 and F-4 escort flights would fly
over in a "linked formation," an aerial synbol of the new found cooperation
between the United Anmericans and The Twi sted Cross.

Then di e signing ceremony woul d begin .

The 737 appeared over the airport 15 minutes later. It circled the airport
twice, then cane in for a routine | anding. As planned, it foll owed tw ground
support trucks to the end of the central runway, where its pilots would cut
back its engines to idle and wait.

This done, a lowlevel Twi sted Cross functionary named Kl apk clinbed aboard
the airplane for a strictly-neaningless |anding rights docunmentati on. Once
aboard he quickly took in the scene inside the airliner's cabin. Al of its
212 seats were filled with nmenbers of the United Anerican del egati on-sone in
mlitary dress uniforns, nost in sinple suits and ties. There was nuch | uggage
about -Klapk knew that nmany in the UA del egates had accepted the Hi gh Corn-341

Conmmander's invitation to stay on in Panama for several days as part of a



"wor ki ng vacation."

Kl apk then visited the flight deck where he was greeted by nenbers of The

Twi sted Cross flight crew and a correspondi ng number of UA pilots. Klapk was
struck by the fact that both sides were getting along very well with each
other- alnost like they .were all longtime friends. It was at that nonent that
Kl apk felt the Miutual Security Pact between the Twisted Cross and the United
Ameri cans woul d be a workabl e agreenent.

Just as Kl apk was leaving the airliner, the five Twisted Cross F-4 Phantom
escorts flew over in formation, the first pass of their cerenonial flyby. Of
in the distance he could see the snoky brown trails of the huge UA C 141
support craft descending for a | anding. Somewhere a band started playing and a
coupl e dozen ball oons were released. Even a dullard like Kl apk could
appreciate the gaiety of it all

A half mle fromthe review ng stand, the dozen or so technicians working

i nside the "Snowball" - that was the airport's sophisticated South
African-made flight traffic control radar station - picked up the 12-aircraft
United American escort formation right on schedule. Their crew chief passed
this information on to the airport control tower, and then he told his workers
to relax - for them the hard part of the day was over

The UA F-20s streaked over the airport, flying in three, four-point dianond
formati ons. The Twisted Cross dignitaries, already seated in the review ng
stand, craned their necks and shielded their eyes in an effort to watch the
hi gh-tech Ti gersharks flyover

At this point both the 737 and the just-landed C 141 rolled up to the
designated area. Mdre balloons were rel eased, and the band pl ayed anot her
rousing martial tune. The Cross wel coming comm ttee, made up often senior
menbers of the Hi gh Commander's Command staff, took their places at the end of
the cerenonial red carpet and waited as the 737 taxied up to the novable
stairway. At the same nonent, the linked formation of F-20s and F-4s made the
first of its scheduled four flybys.

The door to the 737 opened and a | ong procession of United American support
personnel filed out, nost of themcarrying their own |uggage. Then the first
of the UA dignitaries appeared, descended the stairs and shook hands with the
Twi sted Cross wel com ng del egati on. The conbi ned Ti ger shar k- Phant om f or nati on
fl ew over once again, the band swung into its second martial tune and a

col l ection of selected civilians, bussed in for the occasion to nmake noi se,
broke into a well-rehearsed ovation

The handshakes over, a tall, burly man who had brought up the rear of the
of ficial UA delegation was directed to one of the nicrophones.

He was introduced as General David Jones.

The man stepped up to the mcrophone, adjusted it to his tall frane, and began
to speak:

"Centl enen of The Twisted Cross,"” he said. "I amnot General David Jones. | am
Maj or Shane of the Football City Special Forces and | amhere to tell you that
you will be shot immediately if you don't follow all my instructions. First of
all, lay dowmn any weapons you have and put your hands on your heads."

The initial reaction to the statenent was a |augh fromthe gathered Tw sted
Cross officials. But then, as if in one swift notion, the suit-coated UA
personnel lining both sides of the reviewing stand retrieved a wide variety of



smal | but |ethal weapons fromunder their jackets. Simultaneously, the rear
ranp of the nearby C 141 opened and a | ong stream of heavil y-armed Foot bal
City Special Forces troops began to pour out. At the sane instant, four F-20s
roared in | ow over the crowd, their scream ng engi nes addi ng the right anount
of intimdation to the situation

In ten seconds, forty nenbers of the uppernost conmand structure of The
Twi sted Cross realized that they were hopel essly surrounded

At the same tine, about 50 nautical mles west of Panama City, the crew of the
Venet o-cl ass heavy crui ser was preparing to sink an unarmed nerchant ship that
had attenpted to

gain entry to the Canal

Deep in the ship's Conbat Information Center, the attention was naturally
surrounding the fire control officer, the man who woul d oversee the sinking of
the hapless victim But sitting a console at the other end of the CIC, one of
the radar technicians saw a strange blip appear on his screen. He waited for
the scope's armto sweep around the field twice nore before calling over his
superior officer.

"Sir, can you see this?" he asked the officer, pointing to the blip which was
getting closer to the ship.

The officer nodded and watched the screen for two nore sweeps.

"Check its electronic profile," the officer ordered. He watched as the crewran
punched a series of buttons. Then he heard the man swear under his breath.

"Well, what is it?" the officer asked.

The man was suddenly very nervous. "Sir, the conputer says . "
"Says what?" the officer asked himin an agitated tone.

The man | ooked up at him "It says it's an Exocet."

The officer's face inmedi ately drained of all color.

"Re-check, quickly," he said to the nman, |eaning over the screen and wat ching
as the blip drew even cl oser.

The crewran pushed the sane buttons and found the conputer came up with the
same answer.

"It's definitely an Exocet profile, sir," he said, his voice trenbling.
"Inpact in less than 40 seconds . "

"Jesus Christ!" the officer yelled out, leaping to hit the ship's attack alert
button. Suddenly two dozen kl axons were blaring throughout the ship.

Those gathered around the fire control officer instantly turned around,
stunned by the sudden chorus of warning sirens.

"What is it?" they called out in unison. "Wat's happeni ng?"

The officer ran by them and out to the superstructure's railing, calling
behi nd him "Exocet coming in!"



Most of the officers also ran to the railing and | ooked out to the horizon,
not wanting to believe what the defensive

systens officer was telling them
"There it is!" the officer cried out, pointing off to the northeast.

As one, they all spotted the telltale flare of light, flying just barely above
t he wavetops off in the distance.

In seconds it was upon them
"Maybe it will mss!" soneone cried out.
It didn't

The sea-skimming nmissile slanmed into the cruiser directly behind the CIC. Its
war head ignited on inpact, and a tremendous explosion followed, instantly
killing all inside the CIC as well as those officers standing on deck

The ship, conpletely unprepared for such a strike, was rocked with a series of
expl osions as the flames quickly found its magazi ne and fuel supply. It
started to go down in less than five m nutes.

The crewren on the nearby merchant ship were suddenly ecstatic. Many of the
cruiser's sailors, upon abandoning ship, attenpted to swimover to the
steaner. But those who did found no lifeboats waiting for them no |adders
dropped over the side. Instead the nmerchant ship's captain i medi ately ordered
his engines up to full speed and departed the area as quickly as possible.

The steamer was gone by the tine the French-built Aerospatial e Super Frelon
hel i copter belonging to the Central Anerican Tactical Service overflew the
area and watched the cruiser, the victimof its perfectly-ai med Exocet
mssile, roll over and sink with the |oss of all hands.

Chapter 68

At the opposite end of the Canal, Mjor "Catfish" Johnson, the commandi ng
of ficer of the fanous 7th Cal vary, |ooked out of the C1SO s w ndow, crossed
his fingers and breathed a sigh of relief.

Al'l along the narrowi ng sides of Gatun Lake, the waterway which led fromthe
Atlantic side to the canal, he saw at | east a dozen separate fires burning.
Thank God, .e whispered to hinmself. He knew the fire represented Nazi AA and
SAM sites that he been hit by the Chinook gunships of the CATS just m nutes
bef ore.

"Ckay, everyone up!" he called out. "The chopper jocks have done their job.
Now |l et's do ours!"

As one, the 100 troopers inside the New York Here C 130 stood up and hooked on
their jump rings. A crewran opened a side door and within a minute a red |ight
started flashing.

Johnson stood at the door, waiting. Trailing behind his lead aircraft were
five nore Hercs. Bel ow he saw two nore burning AA sites but al so about a dozen
Nazi surface craft speeding in the narrows of the |ake.

One quick prayer later, the green light cane on and the junp bell rang.
Johnson braced hinself and yelled: "Let's go boys!" Wth that, he dove out the



door, instantly feeling the reassuring tug of his parachute opening.

"Red Zone, here we cone ..." he said.
For the Twisted Cross soldiers and officers based at San Valles it prom sed to
be an easy day.

Only a mninmum security force was on duty at the sprawling base which was

| ocated two miles fromthe main Atlantic-side Canal |ocks. Today was a tinme of
celebration for the Nazi troops. They had been on 24-hour alert every day for
the past three weeks and the troops were worn down as a result. So what better
time to stand down than the day the Mutual Security Pact was to be signed with
the United Anericans? Besides, their top officers were at the signing
cerenony, and the base, left to junior command, had taken on a rel axed

at nosphere al nost as soon as their comranders' choppers/ had departed for
Panama City.

So very few people actually heard the high-pitched whine of the enornous G5
gunshi p appr oachi ng.

One who did was a sergeant named Wzenhei mer. Caught drunk the ni ght before by
his squad |ieutenant, he had been assigned a 14-hour shift, manning the base's
fairly isolated north side tower.

Wzenhei mer was certain that he was hearing things when the strange whining
noi se first invaded his hangover and hurting eardruns. But when he turned his
tired eyes to the northeast, he was stunned to see this huge airplane, roaring
toward himno nore than 500 feet off the ground.

Despite his post-inebriated condition, Wzenhei mer knew the airplane did not
belong to the air inventory of The Twisted Cross. By the time he had reached
for the tower tel ephone, the massive airplane was right above him so cl ose he
could clearly see the United American markings on its wings and tail. He al so
saw a name witten in fancy script lettering right bel ow the airplane's
cockpit w ndows.

It read: Nozo

Though Wzenhei mer had no way of knowing it, the huge C-5 naned Nozo (official
designation: C5B-23E/R No. 1), housed no less than 21 GE GAU3/ A 30mm Avenger
cannons, each capable of 4500 rounds per mnute. The conputer-controlled guns
were lined up on the port side of the huge airplane, each rmuzzle housed in a

t hree-by-three recessed porthole. The guns were | oaded with shells nmade of

depl eted uranium-a projectile that spontaneously ignited upon hitting its
target.

The Nazi sentry couldn't reach anyone on the phone. So all he could do was

wat ch hel plessly as the C-5 roared over the base, clinbed and circled back. It
dipped a little to the left and then, all 21 portholes automatically opened on
the side of the airship. An instant later, he saw a trenendous wave of fire
flash out of its left side. Inside of two seconds, the interior of the base
was envel oped in a horrible yell ow snoke.

The C-5 continued its nurderous fire for 20 nore seconds, then it clinbed and
flew away, |ike some huge prehistoric bird suddenly bored with what it was

doi ng. Verging on a state of shock, Wzenhei ner watched in horror as the

yel l ow snoke slowy lifted and bl ew away. Wien it did, he realized that there
was nothing left of the base but half the nmess hall and one of its three water
tanks. In place of the three dozen el ongated barracks buil dings and the rows



of tanks and troop transports there was now a huge, smoking, skeleton-filled
crater.

It woul d be several nore hours before Wzenhei ner would realize that of the
2000 men assigned to the base, he was the only survivor

Even | arger than the deci mated base at San Valles, was the conbi ned Twi sted
Cross Army & Naval Attack station |ocated at Las Avitos on the nouth of the
Pacific side of the Canal

This facility, which housed 4300 regular army troops as well as three
squadrons of naval attack craft, possessed the Canal Nazis' npst sophisticated
anti-aircraft fire control system Rings of small Roland SAMs surrounded rings
of Bofors 40-mm L/ 70 radar-gui ded anti-aircraft guns, which in turn protected
a concentrated group of large SA-5 Soviet-built SAMs. Added to this were no

| ess than three dozen smaller early warning radar sets scattered at various
points up to ten nmles fromthe base. These in turn were protected by small
and nmobile Matra R 440 Crotal e SAM | aunchers.

So it was with conplete and total surprise that shortly after

nine that norning, the center of the Las Avitos base - including its
al I -i mportant Combi ned Command Center-was obliterated by five, 7000-pound HE
bonbs.

Survi ving Nazi radar operators who saw or heard the explosions stared at their
radar screens in disbelief. Cbviously the base was under air attack, yet their
radar fields were all "clean" - neaning no eneny aircraft had been detected in
the area.

For a while only two Canal Nazis knew exactly what had happened. Assigned to
an observation post a full 60 mles away to the north, they spotted five white
shapes passing high overhead m nutes after hearing that the base at Las Avitos
had been attacked.

The observers, well schooled in aircraft identification, knew right away the
ai rplanes were United Anerican B-1B swi ng-wi ng bonmbers. It would take them

| onger to figure out just how the B-1s had so successfully eluded the spider's
web of Nazi radar stations around Las Avitos.

Chapter 69

Al t hough by this tine warning calls were flashing up and down the occupied
Canal Zone, the highest officials in the Nazis' conmand structure weren't
aware of the surprise attack situation

Instead they were being rounded up fromthe airport reviewi ng stand and herded
onto the 737 airliner.

Wthout a shot being fired, Major Shane's Football City Special Forces Rangers
had captured all but the very top echelon of The Twisted Cross military
conmmand. Instantly surrounded by the suitcoat-and-tie clad conmandos, the Nazi
officials had little choice but to surrender and follow orders, which were to
get on the 737 or get shot.

Only one man, the lowy functionary named Kl apk, gave the Rangers any trouble.
Per haps because he was the one and only Twisted Cross official to board the
737 when it first cane in, he felt the nost duped that the United Americans
had pulled off such a daring stunt.



"I refuse to go!" he screaned into the nuzzle of one of the Rangers' M 16s.
"This goes against all context of the Mitual Security Pact!"

"There ain't no Miuitual Security Pact, pal," the Ranger told himgruffly. "D d
you really think we'd nake a deal with you Nazis?"

Kl apk was astonished. "But . . . but you' ve gone back on your word," he said.
"Your governnent made a promise to respect our sovereignty . . . This is
absol utely reprehensi bl e behavi or. "

The Ranger hit Klapk with the butt of his rifle. "So is gassing six mllion
people to death!" he hissed at him

Al t hough no shots had yet been fired at the airport, Shane and his officers
knew t he "peaceful" situation wouldn't |ast. The conbi ned F-20/F-4 squadron
-the Phantons being flown by UA pil ots-had been providing cover for the kidnap
operation. Several pilots reported that security troops were already
surroundi ng the airport and, worse yet, that a | arge eneny force was noving
toward the airport fromthe interior of Panama City.

Shane's troops actually had two jobs to do. One was to neutralize the Nazi
Command Staff, a m ssion which would be acconplished as soon as the 737 took
of f. The second assignment was nuch tougher; hold the Panama City Airport
until reinforcenments cane.

Shane qui ckly wal ked up and down the 737's aisle, nmaking sure each of the high
| evel Twisted Cross officers was securely tied and gagged. Al so |oaded onto
the airplane were the dozen or so honor guard sol diers, who now | ooked
slightly ridiculous in their starched white uniforms. In the front row of the
airplane were the two original 737 pilots, nmen who played along with the whol e
charade out of fear for their lives. They were wired -each had had expl osives
strapped to his chest. One wong nove and the UA nen responsi bl e had promn sed
to flip a switch and blow the pilots to Ki ngdom Cone.

Satisfied that the prisoners were secure, Shane spoke briefly with the UA
pilots now at the controls of the 737. Then he gave themthe okay to depart
and suggested they do so quickly.

Already, the first nortar rounds fromthe alerted airport security forces were
crashi ng down on the runway .

Chapter 70
For the first tine in his life, Hunter was biting his fingernails.
"This is driving ne crazy!" he said, not for the first time that day.

"Jesus, Hawk, will you settle down?" JT told him "Have a belt if you're so
j unpy. "

They were sitting in a makeshift Ready Room at an airport called Terechecch
in the country of Big Banana, fornmerly Costa Rica. Just outside the building
was the F-16XL, Sandl ake's deactivator pod attached under its right wing. The
airport and all its facilities were being rented by United Anericans,
initially for three days, but with an option to stay a whole nonth. The
rundown but functioning airport would serve as the UA' s advance base for the
sneak attack on Panana.

Jones had been the first one to utter those words to Hunter. Although
di pl omats night prefer the term"preenptive," the UA attack on The Twi sted



Cross was a sneak attack -pure and sinmple. It was born of false prom ses and
deception and nore than a few intensive interrogations of the Nazi envoy,

Col onel Frankel, in which nearly a gallon of sodium pentathol was used.
(Frankel, like the kidnapped Nazi del egation, was on his way to a
specially-built prison | ocated near Kinball Muntain in Al aska.)

So it was a war fused by dirty tricks, all of themlaid at the feet of the
United Anericans. Yet Jones felt no

conpunction at all in launching the attack. In fact, he had been its main
architect -a fact that nade it even nore devious as the Nazis knew full well
of Jones's straight-as-an-arrow reputation

"No governnent - friend or foe -will ever trust me again," Jones had told
Hunter earlier that day. "But it's a snall price to pay to prevent the Nazis
getting a choke-hold in this hem sphere. A nucl ear chokehold to boot."

Hunter couldn't have agreed wi th himnore.

But now the Wngnan was nore antsy than at any tinme he could renmenber. In
front of himand JT was an ice cold pot of coffee, a basket of half eaten
bi scuits and a worn-out VCR They had been awake for six hours, five and a
hal f of them spent continuously review ng two vi deot apes.

The first one was made back in Washi ngton one week ago to the day. It showed
every aspect of the deactivator pod -how and why it worked, how it was
powered, what to do if it got cranky. After watching it tw ce, Hunter knew the
vi deot ape by heart. The subsequent 20 show ngs were just what the UA pilots
called "tired gravy."

It had taken hima little longer-actually four view ngs-to comnmt the second
vi deotape to nenory. It was a high altitude sequence taken very early that
nmorni ng by Captain "Crunch” O Malley's RF-4 recon airplane of the entire

I ength of the Canal. Special electronic "points" had then been edited into the
vi deo, each one corresponding with the | ocation of one of the underwater

nucl ear nmines, as indicated by a special radar inager that O Malley had
carried aloft with him

It was over each one of these points that Hunter would have to crank up
Sandl ake' s deactivator and bombard the underwater nines arnming nechanismwith
si gnal -scranmbling radi o waves.

"Jesus, what time is it?" he asked Tooney.

JT took off his sunglasses - a rare occasion at any tinme -and | ooked Hunter
right in the eye.

"What the hell is bugging you?" he asked. "You know

that you can't go in until the whole fucking Canal is softened up. W' ve got
to wait for the word and it's still a half hour away at least. So why are you
maki ng me - and yoursel f-so fucking m serabl e?"

Wth that, he stormed out of the Ready Room shaking his head.

Hunter knew his friend was right. Something was bugging him-it had been
eating at himsince he returned with Elizabeth.

What was it? He had fulfilled his prom se. Elizabeth was back and safe. His
timng couldn't have been any better - barely an hour after returning to



Washi ngton with her, the United Anerican "sneak attack"” plan went into effect.
Jones, Fitz, JT, Ben and the others had worked around the clock to get all the
ducks in a row while putting up a convincing front that they were actually
intent on cutting a deal with the Canal Nazis.

And now they had just received word that the very critical initial operation -
that being nothing | ess than the abduction of the Tw sted Cross Command
staff-had gone well .

So what was buggi ng hi n®?

It was Elizabeth. Her return to Washington and to the arns of her hurting
father was | ess than satisfying. Thinking back on it, it seened like such a
trivial thing. But all the feeling -the joyful tears, the endl ess enbrace, the
many, many thanks-yous - sinply didn't happen

When they were finally reunited in Jones's office, Elizabeth greeted her
father with little nore than a slight hug and barely a kiss on the cheek. Then
she asked to be fed. The old man was visibly crushed.

So why should this bother Hunter? He had no pat answer. He told hinself that
he coul dn't expect every one of his adventures to have a happy ending. He felt
alittle foolish now pining away over Elizabeth's photo, thinking that their
first neeting would be right out of an old Holl ywood nmovi e and naybe, j ust
maybe, end with them wal ki ng hand-in-hand into the sunset.

On the contrary, she barely had said a word to himon the way back - they had
| anded in Texas after two inflight refuelings, then caught a quick flight to
DC courtesy of a Texas Lear jet. At first, Hunter chalked it up to the residue
of her harrow ng experience. But now, he was begi nning to suspect it was

somet hing nore -or, nore accurately, sonething |ess.

Suddenly, his thoughts were broken by the sound of JT's voice.
"Let's go, Hawk!" he yelled into the Ready Room "You're up!"
The F-16XL was off and clinmbing in less than five m nutes.

Hunter felt good being back in the saddle of a real jet fighter again. Despite
the Harrier's many advantages, it was a specialty airplane - designed and
flown primarily for ground attack. For the ability to take off and | and
vertically, it gave sonething away in speed and range. And flying the

Ki ngfi sher had been a kick in a way -it had served its purpose, getting him
down on the Yucatan rare waterways. But its top speed was 170 nph and that was
brand new.

H's F-16XL coul d beat that speed by a factor of 10 ..

So now wi th 40,000 pounds of pure thrust at his conmand, he clinbed, straight
up. Past 30,000 feet. Past 40,000 . . . 45,000 . . . 50,000 . . . 55,000

It was time to stop wondering about Elizabeth and what was and what he
expected to be -they were rarely the sane anyway.

It was tinme to go to work

JT was on his right, Ben was on his left. They were both flying souped-up A-7E
Strikefighters. Al three of the aircraft were carrying four Sidew nders

api ece, and Hunter was packing a Short Range Air Mssile (SRAM on his |eft
side wi ng, which would hel p bal ance out the



deactivator pod on the other.

Al three were al so packing fully-1oaded cannons -one each on the A-7Es, no
less than six in Hunter's highly-nodified F-16XL Cranked Arrow.

They were 30 minutes fromthe Canal and all during the flight, they received

i medi ate updates on the various actions along the waterway. The best news
were the results fromthe air attacks on The Twisted Cross's main troop depots
at San Valle and Las Avitos. The electronically radar-invisible B-1B Ghost
Riders had flattened Las Avitos without a single shot being fired at them the
huge C-5 gunship Nozo had vaporized the base at San Valle.

There were also positive if sketchy reports on the 7th Cavalry's attenpt to
seize the main Atlantic side | ocks. Those aboard the CATS Chi nooks returning
fromthe action said that all of the key SAM and AA sites in the Red Area were
destroyed, either by themor in the two subsequent air raids by Free Canadi an
CA-10 Thunderbolts. Al reports said that the 7th got down on the ground in
good shape and were noving on the | ocks. Meanwhile, offshore, a | arge seaborne
force of United Anerican soldiers were waiting to enter the Atlantic side of

t he wat erway.

Ten m nutes before, a squadron of Texan F-4X Super Phantons ran right into a
i ke nunber of Twisted Cross F-4s over the Pacific coast city of Bal boa and a
tremendous aerial battle was still in progress. The B-1Bs had returned to the
Bi g Banana base, were refuel ed, bonbed-up again and were ready to head out for
their second mission in as many hours.

But the reports out of the Panama City Airport were |l ess optimstic.

Sone of the Texas Phantons reported the airport was being shelled heavily from
three sides by the Twisted Cross security force and a reinforced arnored
battalion called in fromPanama City itself. The conbined F-20/F-4 Diversion
Squadron was carrying out ground attacks

agai nst the Twi sted Cross troops, but already two F-4s and a precious F-20 had
been downed in the action by eneny shoul der-1aunched SAMs.

And the bad news got worse: The Canal Nazis were bringing up heavy nobile
artillery and woul d soon be raining down half-ton shells on Shane's Rangers.
And shoul d they decide to start hitting the runways, this would make it just
about inpossible for the ten troop-and equi pnent-filled C 141s reinforcenent
aircraft Shane was expecting to |and.

The second phase of the "sneak attack" was beginning. Mrre air strikes -by the
Texan F-4s, the Canadi an Thunderbolts and the CATS Chi nooks - were in progress
along the entire length of the Canal. A second wave of 7th Cavalry
paratroopers were set to be inserted within the next ten mnutes to reinforce
their conrades on the ground in the so-called Red Zone. The B-1Bs were

| aunchi ng and woul d soon be back over the Pacific side battle zone, this tine
to loiter near the Pacific side of the Canal action and wait for a target of
opportunity.

But the United Anerican's big .punch had yet to be thrown. Flying |ong-range
frombases in Texas, a total of 15 B-52 Stratofortresses -each carrying 30
tons of expl osives-would be over Panama City within 15 m nutes.

Yet despite the massive show of military firepower, Hunter found it all very
frustrating. H s role was confined to one specific mssion, deactivate the
underwat er nukes. An inportant mssion, yes. By far the nost inportant of the



entire operation.

| mportant, but confining-and that just wasn't his style. And the waiting was
killing him

One of the secrets Sandl ake had reveal ed to Jones and the others had to do
with the arm ng procedure for the underwater nukes.

In a nutshell, it took a long tine.

To armthe "Washbuckets" literally took just the flip of the switch - actually
a conputer switch. But the conputer sequence, which drove a series of UHF

arm ng commands, had to deal with each of the 53 nukes one at a tine. And
what's nore, this had to be done on a "randont basis, because while the
conputer would armthe nines sequentially, the Canal Nazis hadn't depl oyed the
m nes that way.

But the beauty of Sandlake's invention was that it could scranble a nine's
ti m ng mechanismno matter what stage of arming it was up to. Just as long as
the mne's armng procedure had commenced, the deactivator could fuck 'em up.
The United Americans knew that this all-inportant m ne-arm ng sequencer switch
(MASS) was located in a virtually bonb-proof underground conmand center in the
baserment of The Tw sted Cross skyscraper HO_ in downtown Panama G ty. The

t hi nki ng went that when the Canal Nazis realized they were in a desperate
situation, a decision would be nade and the MASS woul d be activated as a
prelude to detonating one or all 53 of the underwater nukes. But the key was
this: Once the MASS was flipped, the action would give off a burst of radio
energy so intense that a detecting device attached to the F-16XEs deacti vat or
pod would pick it up within a second of transm ssion. Then, and only then
could Hunter start his crucial deactivating run

And until that time, he would be forced to be a nere spectator, endlessly
circling Panama City, waiting for the UA to apply so nuch pressure on the
Canal Nazis that they would finally crack and start down the road of nucl ear
destructi on.

Chapter 71

Hunter, JT and Ben were still five mnutes out from Panama City when they saw
t he B-52s approaching fromthe northeast.

Surroundi ng the 15 Stratofortresses were 18 F-105X Super Thunderchi efs of
Fitzie's faned Shanrock Squadron. These venerabl e fighter-bonbers were to
performtwo functions. First, half of them would protect the heavy

ei ght - engi ne bonbers. The others would engage in a tactic called "WId
Weasel ." Sinply put, these F-105s would break in three groups of three. Then
one of the trio would act as a kind of decoy, being intentionally detected by,
then jamm ng, the radar systens of any AA guns or SAMs in their assigned area.
Once this was done, the other two would go in and blast the AA site with
"smart bonbs."

While Hunter and his friends clinmbed up to 30,000 feet, they watched half the
F-105s break off and go into action. No sooner had they done this when a
tremendous wall of long-range AA fire canme up at the B-52s, still 20 miles
fromtheir target.

"Christ! They nmust have a SAM or an AA gun on the roof of every skyscraper!™
JT quite accurately pointed out.

For the next five mnutes they circled the city and watched the F-105s score



hits just about every tinme the

Weasel s went into action. But there were only so nany smart bonbs and WId
Weasel s to go around.

One B-52 caught a SAMon its starboard wing. It went down in a ball of flanes
just mnutes before it reached the target. Then another got clipped on its
tail, the SAM destroying its rear stabilizer in a fiery snap! It too plunged
into the suburbs below, still ten mles fromthe target.

When a third B-52 took a well-directed burst froma radar-guided AA gun
Hunter, Ben and JT had seen enough

Actual ly assigned to escort Hunter's F-16XL, Ben and JT had agreed before
taking of f that they would not be shy in junping into any situation where they
felt the UA needed hel p. Hunter whol eheartedly endorsed the plan, although
technically, it was against orders.

So now they judged that the B-52s needed hel p. Leaving Hunter behind, both
Strikefighters went into identical near-vertical dives. They passed through
the B-52 formation, pulled up in front of it and within seconds were firing
their nose cannons at a pair of AA guns situated on top of a seaside condo
t ower.

The two targets blew up just seconds before they overflew them dinmbing
slightly to avoid colliding with the results of the explosions, they were

i Mmediately firing on another large AA site atop an office tower. A pair of
close-in bursts later, the AA gun was a pile of burning netal

The pair attacked three nore targets and scored three nore hits. That's when
their radios suddenly crackled to life.

"Tooney! Ben! What on earth are you doing?" It was Jones's voice and, Hunter
eavesdroppi ng on the conversation, could tell it sounded very angry.

The general was |eading the B-52 strike, an extraordinary feat for the virtua
| eader of the denocratic people of America. But Jones was never one to shy
away from

action.

Troubl e was, neither were Ben and JT.

"Supressing AA fire, sir," JT answered as calmy as possible.
"Well, get the hell out of there, nowl" Jones retorted. "And stick to your
m ssi on! "

Hunt er knew the general was right. But he al so knew that neither of his close
friends were ashaned or sorry for what they had done. Still, they both rather
sheepi shly clinbed back up to 30,000 feet and slipped back into the role of
escorting the F-16XL.

A minute | at er, t he B- 52s started dr oppi ng their « bonbs.
It was over in 45 seconds. Mrre than 350 tons of high expl osives rained down
on the city's all-inportant dock-side section, erasing a two-square nmile area.

The effects were devastating. The price was two nore B-52s and a F-105X

Shane and his men could not -only see the nmassive B-52 raid -they could



actually feel it.

This was even through the earth-quaking blasts fromthe Canal Nazis' big
mobil e guns. Still, even a B-52 strike couldn't help Shane's nen at this
point. Mst of the F-4s and F-20s had departed by this time. Low on fuel and
muni tions, they had to head for the Bi g Banana base to replenish their stores
and fill their tanks.

This meant the Football City Rangers woul d be wi thout dedicated air support
for 25 long nmnutes. Sone of Fitz's F-105s were able to cover Shane for five
m nutes, but they too soon had to depart. Mnutes later two Canadi an CA-|0Os
were diverted froman attack along the Canal to suppress a particularly |arge
nmobi |l e gun plastering the Rangers' positions fromthe south. They disabled the
big gun, but one of the Thunderbolts was hit in the process, forcing its pilot
to crash land at the airport, and

join the already encircled Football City Special Forces troops.

"Where the hell are those troop transports!” JT yelled out in frustration as
he and Ben continued to circle the battle area. "Those guys down there are
getting screwed!"

Not only did Shane's nen need relief, the whole purpose of flying the UA
troops into the Panama City airport was to have them break out and nove as
qui ckly as possible to capture the main Pacific side Canal |ocks.

But the way things were going, there wouldn't be much of an airport left by
the tine the transports arrived.

And things were quickly going frombad to worse.

Suddenly a half dozen Nazi F-4s showed up and started strafing the Rangers who
were huddled in positions around the airport's term nal

Suddenly Hunter's radi o cane alive. "Anyone up there?" he heard Shane's voice
ask.

"Hang on, Shane," Hunter called back, quickly checking his radar scope and
seeing that sone of the F-20s were returning. "Your friends are just seven
m nut es away. "

"W ain't got seven mnutes, Hawk!" canme the reply. "These F-4s are killing
us. They nust be being directed from somewhere. "

Hunt er knew that was sonething he could help with. He switched on his APG 56
radar and set it to ID Threat node. This device would i mediately identify any
| arge source of radar em ssions in the area.

"I"'mgetting a very hot reading right at the southern edge of the base,"
Hunter called back to Shane. "Could be their early warning radar hut doubling
as a target spotter.™

There was a | ong burst of crackle and static, then Shane came back on the
['ine.

"There is a snowball hut way over there, Hawk," the man screaned over the
noi se of the continuous nortar and shell blasts. "But we ain't got anything
| ong enough

to grease it."



Hunter's first tenptation was to quickly dive down to the deck and take out
the radar station. But, just like Ben and JTs action m nutes before, doing so
woul d border on disobeying a direct order

Anyway, that's what the SRAM was for
Shane saw it com ng

It |ooked like a runaway car on a roller coaster, heading straight down unti
it was about 20 feet fromthe ground. Then it suddenly pulled and rocketed
ri ght over their heads.

"Jesus!" Shane hinself yelled out as the mssile went by at near supersonic
speed.

Wth uncanny accuracy the SRAMdid a slight left turn and smashed right into
the white donme roof of the radar tracking building. A geyser of snoke and
flame suddenly erupted fromthe building, followd by two secondary
expl osi ons.

Their el ectronic eyes and ears thus smashed, the Twi sted Cross F-4s departed
the area a few minutes l|ater.

Hunter and the two Strikefighters had just conpleted their 45th circuit 30,000
feet above Panama City when his ears started buzzing.

It was the deactivators warni ng sound, piped right into his helmet's intercom
system He punched a sequence of nunbers into his flight control conputer
seeking to get a confirmation on the nmessage he was receiving fromthe pod. A
few nonents | ater everything came back "green" fromhis computer. That was al
he needed. Sonewhere deep in the Cross's bonb-proof basenent HQ soneone
flipped the MASS switch and started activating the underwater nukes. In doing
so, that soneone was sentencing the Canal and a | arge chunk of the entire
Panamani an i sthnmus to death by atomic obliteration.

It was up to Hunter to make sure the sentence wasn't carried out.

"Go Hawk!" JT called over to himas he heard Hunter recite the pre-arranged
nunerical codes over his radio. For everyone in the know fromW and JT, to
Jones returning fromthe B-52 raid, the sequence 7-43-61-11-72 neant that
Hunter was about to start his mssion

"Good | uck, Hawk," Ben wi shed him "Last one back buys the beer . . ."
Chapter 72

Maj or Frost was the first one to see him

The Free Canadi an pilot was behind the controls of a CA-10 Thunderbolt and

| eadi ng an attack on a conbi ned SAM radar station just six mles in from
Panama City. His two wingnen, also flying CA-10s and using Maverick nissiles
directed by PAVE PENNY | aser seeker pods, had just delivered two direct hits
on the eneny radar station when Frost's short-range radar system started

beepi ng.

"Jesus, here he conmes!" Frost cried out to his partners, recognizing the
F- 16 XEs unmi st akabl e radar signature.

| mredi ately, Frost pulled out of his planned strafing run and put the CA-10



into power clinb, his two wi ngnmen perfectly mnicking the maneuver.
"Still got a hot SAM down there, sir," one of his guys reported.

"I know," Frost answered. "But it's nore inportant that we clear the area for
Hawk. "

Al three of the squat, powerful attack jets leveled off at 5000 feet and
turned west.

"There he is!" one of the wi ngnmen called out.

Sure enough, Frost could see the distinctive red-white-and-blue Cranked Arrow
design going full throttle around a bend in the waterway.

"God, he nmust be doing Mach and a half!" one of the
CA-10 pilots cried out. "I thought that was inpossible at that altitude!"
"It is . . ." Frost told him "But he's doing it anyway."

Al three pilots watched in amazenent at the F-16XL streaked underneath them
doi ng at |east 1000 nph, just barely above the surface of the water, all the
whi | e being shot at by eneny small arms fire fromboth sides of the waterway.
The Free Canadi ans knew at that speed and altitude, if a single bullet hit the
ai rpl ane anywhere crucial, the F-16XL would hit the water and disintegrate in
| ess than 1/100th of a second.

Frost punched into Hunter's radio frequency just as the pilot was counting
down to his first underwater "target."

"I"'mat ten . " he heard Hunter say, know ng that Jones, Ben, JT and nany
others were listening in. "Nne . . . eight . . . I'"'mstarting frequency
sequencer ... six . . . five . . . main pod power on ... three . . . two .
one ... Zap!"

Frost could hear a buzzer going off in Hunter's cockpit. Then he heard the

F-16 pilot yell: "CGot 'em One down, fifty-two to go!"

Then he was gone - in a flash, twisting away fromthem and around anot her bend
in the Canal

"I'ncredible " was all Frost could say.

The next UA forces to see Hunter was a small Texan dempolition team charged
with blowing up a railroad bridge ten niles into the Canal. The span, which
crossed the Canal at several |ocations, was the Canal Nazis nmain |ine of
conmuni cations with the Atlantic side reaches of the waterway, and thus was
covered with SAMsites. Already several Twi sted Cross troop trains had been
spotted crossing the bridge and heading for the Atlantic side. A United
American air strike, carried out by two A-4 Sky-hawks, was successful in

di sabling one | oconotive. But

intense ground fire made it inpossible for the A-4s to take down the bridge
itself.

So the Texans had been dropped in by helicopter twenty m nutes before. Wrking
qui ckly but under intense eneny fire, the sappers attached no | ess than 500
pounds of explosives to the main support beans of the RR bridge. Al ready two
of their three helicopters that were covering them had been shot down by



shoul der -1 aunched SAMs, and a tight ring of Nazi troops was slowy closing in
on the 20-nman denp squad.

That's when their team | eader heard a screeching sound com ng fromthe west.
H s men even stopped working for a noment to look in that direction, fearing
the worst. Instead, they saw the one and only F-16XL, traveling at close to
1200 nph no nore than 25 feet above the water

"It's Hunter!" the team | eader yelled.

No sooner were the words out of his mouth when the delta-shaped high-tech
fighter streaked by and under the span his troops were preparing to bl ow up
The jet left such a whirlwind in its path, it. nearly knocked two of the
sappers off the under pilings of the bridge.

As it woul d happen, the main concentration of fire being directed against the
Texans was coming fromthree recoilless rifle sites located at a point a half
mle down the waterway fromthe bridge. Sonehow -and the Texans never really
found out just how -Hunter knew this. As soon as he darted under the bridge,
his airplane's nose exploded in a cough of fire and snoke. A quick but letha
burst of the F-16XEs six simultaneous-firing cannons conpletely destroyed the
eneny's recoilless rifle nest in three seconds.

Then, as quick as that, the fanous airplane was gone, and so was nuch of the
eneny fire.

The Texans successfully blew the bridge five mnutes |ater

As Major Dantini of the Central American Tactical Service would later tell it,
he was up to his neck in snelly water when he first heard the F-16XL com ng

He had just returned that morning fromhis trip to Washington to nmeet Genera
Jones. It was during this nmeeting that Jones had reveal ed the whol e "sneak
attack" scenario for Dantini, the only such briefing given to an officer
outside of the United Anerican Arnmy Command Staff.

At the tine Jones had told himthat Dantini and the CATS deserved an

expl anati on of the United Americans' notives, especially in light of the fact
t hat Washi ngt on had been using Radi o CATS to broadcast its bogus news stories.
It had taken awhile, but Dantini finally cane around to an understandi ng of
Jones's reasoning for the deception. Fromthat point on he worked with the UA
pl anners, detailing for them everything he knew about the Canal and the Nazi's
defenses around it.

H s only request had been that, seeing as the CATS would play a very major
role during the first hours of the attack, he be allowed to be back with his
unit before the fighting broke out. He was, courtesy of a balls-out chopper
ride from Texas to a refueling/spyship off Mexico on to his island base off
Panana.

He went in with the second wave of his choppers. Their assignment was to bl ow
up a punp station 14 nmles from Panama City. The target was high priority
because it was one of several punphouses that regul ated the height of the
water flow in the Canal. Should the Nazis get really desperate they could,
with the turn of a few wheels, let mllions of gallons of water flood into the
Canal , thereby swanping and probably destroying a good part of both main | ock
syst ens.

The particular station Dantini and two of his Chi nooks



were gunning for was built underground, deep in the woods, about a quarter
mle fromthe bank of the waterway. Its |ocation underground had been strictly
an engi neering decision by the original builders of the Canal. However, it
made the critical target just about inpervious to air attack

So the CATS had taken on the job. Landing two Chi nooks about a half mle
downstream Dantini and 15 of his nen sl ogged through a drai nage streamt hat
ran parallel to the main waterway, hauling five big rocket-propelled grenade
| aunchers. All they had to do was destroy the small gas turbine that was

| ocated on the exposed roof of the punphouse, and thereby deprive it of the
electricity it needed to operate.

It was a job that was a little out of their | eague -they being primarily
chopper troops, but Dantini was sure his guys could handle it.

However, four Nazi fast attack boats showed up to prove them w ong.

No sooner had he and his nmen dropped into the snelly arnpit-high drai nage
ditch when the Nazi boats appeared. Using .50 caliber machine guns, as well as
smal | rocket launchers, the Nazi sailors were plastering Dantini's tiny strike
force and succeeded in pinning it down just about 500 feet fromits objective.
Al ready five of his guys were severely wounded, the rancid water of the

drai nage stream making their critical wounds worse

So it was under these circunstances, just as the Nazis were about to nmove in
for the coup de grace on Dantini and his nen, that he heard the strange
screech of the approaching jet aircraft.

It was ear-splitting fromground | evel -a banshee-cry that was heard way
before its source was seen. But when Dantini did first see it -despite the
ci rcunst ances, he couldn't help but stare in awe at the airplane.

"So that's what it |ooks like," he thought as he spotted

t he red-white-and-blue fighter com ng toward himat close to Mach 2 barely 20
feet off the surface of the Canal

Dantini knew that Hunter was concentrating on deactivating the mnes -in fact
he knew t hat Washbucket #18 was just a tenth of a mle down fromhis present,
precarious position.

So it was with conplete surprise when he saw the F-16XEs nose light up as it
was still a mle fromhim Suddenly the Canal water started erupting as if it
were being hit by a giant rain of fiery boulders. In an instant there was a

| ot of confusion out on the Canal. Fire and water mixed and filled the air
with a strange-col ored snoky vapor. Pieces of netal and wood and bodies were
flying everywhere. The F-16XL streaked through this naelstromin a

nano- second, so fast it was almbst too quick to be seen by the human eye.

When the smoke cleared, all four eneny boats were sinply gone.

Twenty mnutes later, so was the punp station

Al'l along the Canal, United Anmerican troops and pilots reported seeing the
F-16XL, dodgi ng groundfire, AA guns, SAMs while blasting enenmy gun positions,
bri dges, boat facilities, fuel barges, while at the same tine deactivating the

under wat er nucl ear m nes.

That Hunter's Mach 2 run of the Canal only took barely two and a hal f m nutes
at the nost was lost in all the tales that cane fromit. People swore they saw



the F-16XL not only blasting sites down al ong the banks of the waterway, but
al so dogfighting eneny F-4s two or three mles up, blasting SAMsites as far
as ten nmles fromthe Canal Zone, blasting a colum of eneny tanks that had
tried to retreat into Big Banana which was nearly 100 mles fromthe action
O these things folklore and | eg-

ends are made.

The wi |l dest story to conme out of that incredible day of fighting was to be
told over and over by 7th Cavalry conmander Major "Catfish" Johnson

And he, above all others, would swear his story was true
Chapter 73

The 7th Caval ry, having parachuted in two waves near the Atlantic side Cana

| ocks, had been fighting a two-pronged battle against a nunerically superior
force of Canal Nazis for nearly five hours. Aided by the CATS gunshi ps and the
Free Canadi an CA-10 Thunderbolts, advance elenments of the 7 Cav finally
reached the first set of locks only to find that Nazi reinforcements had nmade
it there before them

Now, with his entire unit pinned down just 100 feet fromtheir objective,
Catfish was considering calling in the CATS troop copters to pull the Cav out.
It wasn't that he was afraid for hinself or his nen. Like the original 7th
Caval ry, he knew every one of themwould fight to the last if necessary,
especi al ly agai nst an eneny so repugnant as the Canal Nazis.

The reason he was considering the evacuation option was that they were
fighting the area where Catfish knew the very |ast of the underwater nukes was
| ocated. He al so knew that distance in war |eads to desperation. And because
they were battling the Nazis at the end of their comunication line, so to
speak, he knew that if anyone was going to get desperate, it would be the
Cross officers charged with defending the | ocks. Taking the premise to its
next | ogical conclusion, he knew if any of the nuclear bombs were to be

det onated possibly by hand, it would

be here, the furthest Nazi outpost from The Twi sted Cross's HO_ in Panama
Gty.

So when pl anning for the mssion, Catfish and Jones had agreed that, should
t hi ngs get very rough, the 7 Cav was to pull back

And things had just gotten very rough.

The Nazis had brought up nine T-72 tanks and a dozen "Stalin Ogan" nultiple
rocket |aunchers and with them were bonbarding the 7th Cavalry, nobst of whom
wer e pi nned down al ong a hi ghway which led to the | ocks.

One CA-10 was al ready down, crashed into the water-way, taking out a contro
station as it went in. Two of the CATS Chi nooks were also hit and crashed

| anded. What was worse, scouts reported that several Nazi attack craft had
nmoved up to the locks and that heavily-suited divers were preparing to go into
the water. Catfish knew the only reason the Nazis would be going into the
water was to do something nasty with the nucl ear m nes.

In the midst of all this, the F-16 appeared.

Looki ng down on the waterway froma slight rise, Catfish saw the jet fighter
bl azi ng down the Canal at 1200 nph. He watched as it neatly dodged two SAMs,



all the while never diverting fromits course, altitude or speed for nore than
a second.

But then, about a half mle fromhis position, the fighter ran into an
i ncredi bl e barrage of AA fire -a stormof AA shells that not even the W ngnman
coul d escape.

"Jesus, he's hit!" Catfish cried out, watching the action through his

el ectroni cal |l y- powered bi nocul ars. A burst of snoke and flame had erupted
under the fighter's left wing, probably froma 50-nm AA round. He instantly
felt the pit of his stomach drop as he watched the F-16 pull up, snoke pouring
fromits underbelly.

Up it went - straight up, trailing flames and bl ack vapor. Up until it was
conpl etely out of sight.

Catfish quickly checked his map and saw that the F-16 had been hit a quarter
mle fromthe |l ocation of the very [ast underwater nine

"Dam!" he cried out. "The crazy son of a bitch was able to get fifty-two of
the bastards . "

Now t hrough his own scope, Catfish could see the Nazi divers entering the
water right over the last remmining active nine's |location. He considered
calling up his sharpshooters, but at the sanme time knew they would be too far
away for a shot.

At that noment, the Nazis opened up with several |arger guns they had brought
up to conplenment their tanks. At the same nonment, two Twi sted Cross Phant onms
arrived overhead and i medi ately peel ed of f and dropped napal mat the end of
hi s col um.

That was it. Catfish had seen enough. It killed himinside to do it, but he
yel l ed back to his second-in-command to start getting the troops ready for a
pul | back and evacuation by air.

That's when he heard the strangest noise that had ever passed his eardruns.
At first it alnost sounded |like violins, oddly enough. Like an orchestra pit
full of violins, all playing something different. Then the noise quickly
changed pitch to sonething nore electronic - alnost |like a blast of

synt hesi zed sound. And even qui cker again, the noise took on another octave
and it passed froma high piercing, oddly sweet sound to a full-throated roar

And it was coming from straight overhead.

Catfish | ooked up. H s nen | ooked up. Even the Nazis on the Canal |ocks | ooked
up.

Qut fromthe sun it canme. Fire. Snoke. Noise. Power. It was the F-16XL.

"Christ, is it crashing?" the 7 Cav second-in-command cried out. "How can he
make that airplane do that?"

Catfish had no idea. He couldn't have put it into words if he wanted to.
The F-16 was com ng straight down -and not nose first. It was level -like a

Harrier-but dropping like a rocket. It was still snoking heavily and one w ng
was conpletely engulfed in flanes. Yet it kept on com ng. R ght down nearly on



top of the boat the Nazi divers were using. And then, alnost inpossibly, the
F-16XL appeared to go into a hover

Catfish was not an aerodynami cs expert, but he knew what he was seeing
appeared to defy the laws of gravity and flight. Only later would he learn
that the naneuver was actually a conbination of something called a "vertica
translation” and "pitched-axis pointing" -seemngly inpossible actions for any
ai rpl ane other than Hunter's Control -Configured/ Supersoni c Crui se and
Maneuveri ng prototype-adapted Cranked Arrow.

Al the while, just about every gun in the Nazis arsenal had turned away from
the 7th Cavalry and was now shooting at the F-16.

"He's bombardi ng the Goddamm thing!" Catfish yelled out, as the F-16XL just
seened to hang in md-air for the longest tine. The 7th Cavalry officer knew
that the deactivator pod nust have been burning red -not fromthe flames on
the F-16's other wi ng but because Hunter was cranking the power up so high
intent -to the death, if necessary -on defusing the |ast nuke.

In the mddle of all this, one of the Nazi F-4s pulled « up and peel ed of f
toward the strangely-configured F-16. It turned out to be a big mstake. No
sooner had the enemny airplane turned in its direction did a Sidew nder flash
out fromunder the flames of the F-16's wing and run a course straight and
true right into the F-4's mid-section. There was the usual huge expl osion, and
nothing left by a cloud of burning netal fibers.

A split-second later, the F-16 pulled up and roared away at an incredible rate
of speed, still snoking heavily, its rear section alnpst entirely engulfed in
fl anes.

Catfish had to shake his head to bel i eve what he

t hought he just witnessed. It had seenmed |like the fighter had just been able
to freeze time itself. Yet, in reality, it had hung-or actually did a tight
circle -over the crucial spot in the Canal for no nore than one and a half
seconds. But it had been | ong enough, he would learn later, to scranble the
radi o signals of the |last nuke and thereby disarmit.

"Unbel i evabl e ..." he whispered.

Chapter 74
They found Hunter six mles away.

The pilot of a CATS Chi nook, on his way to providing fire support for the 7th
Caval ry, radioed back to his base that the F-16 was down, crashed in a swanp
about a mile in fromthe shore of Gatun Lake.

A Medi cVac chopper was qui ckly dispatched froma United American troopship
just approaching the Atlantic end of the Canal. Upon | anding in the swanp, the
medi cs first reported that the pilot | ooked unconscious - or worse. But after
sl oppi ng t hrough the wai st-deep water they found Hunter was sinply sound

asl eep.

He refused to be evacuated. Instead he insisted on being dropped off at the
CATS i sl and base. Fromthere he spent the rest of the daylight hours serving
as a wai st gunner on one of the Chinooks. He was there when troops waiting on
the ships offshore finally |anded and reinforced the 7th Cavalry. Two hours
later, the United Anerican flag was flying over the captured | ocks.



He was there when the C 141 transports finally cane in for bunpy but

successful |andings at Panama City Airport, relieving Shane's brave troops and
spear headi ng the breakout toward the Pacific side | ocks. H s Chinook was
instrumental in the successful battle for the |ocks that foll owed.

He clinbed into an F-20 around dusk and joined Fitzgerald s WIld Wasel F-105X
Super Thunderchi efs in another SAM suppressing m ssion over Panama City.

This action in turn cleared the way for a second nassive B-52 strike on the
center of the city which all but elimnated the | ast Nazi stronghold on the
Pacific side of the Canal

M dni ght found himdriving a Huey Medi cVac chopper back and forth fromthe
Panama City airport to the rented Big Banana air base. At 3 AMthe next day,
he was in the seat of a CA-10 Thunderbolt, flying al ongside Major Frost on a
nighttime nop up sweep of the Canal

At dawn he was back in the swanp with his bel oved airplane, supervising as one
of the CATS m ghty Sky Cranes lifted the damaged fighter out of the nuck and
onto one of the container ships offshore.

At noon, he was washed and dressed in a new flight suit and standi ng beside
Jones during a brief cerenpny at the Pananma City Airport, during which Jones
accepted the unconditional surrender of The Twisted Cross froma lowy officer
in the Nazis' logistics section. As it turned out, he was the highest ranking
officer left in the inmediate area.

Everyone el se, including the Hi gh Comrander, had fled Panama City for parts
unknown soon after the first bonbs started falling on the capital city.

Epi | ogue

Hunter had just applied another coat of sun tan lotion to his face when he
| ooked up and saw a young girl standing over him handing hima package.

He stretched, flipped up his sunglasses and took the package fromthe kid.

"What's that?" Jani ne asked. She was |ying on the beach beside him soaking up
the bright rays.

"I"'mnot sure," he said, wi shing he had sone noney to tip the delivery girl

"Go see Brother David," he said to the girl. "Tell himHunter said to give you
a gold piece."

The girl's eyes went wide with joy as she ran off the beach and back toward
t he huge pyram d-shaped Cancun resort hotel -turned-m ssion

Lori, sunbathing topless on his other side, turned over and handed hima cold
beer. Nearby, JT, Ben WA and Fitz were playing poker with three of the other
worren "entertainers" who had taken sanctuary with the Fighting Brothers. Stil
further on, the commodore, Dantini, Burke and the entire four-man conpl ement
of the Cobra Brothers were setting up a |l arge steel-grates-over-barrels

bar becue stove in preparation for the shrinp and fish fry that was schedul ed
for noon.

Hunt er popped his beer can -courtesy of Masoni and O G egg-and opened the
package.

It was from Jones, a summary report of the war agai nst The Twi sted Cross which



cane to its successfu
concl usion exactly two weeks before that day.

He qui ckly gl anced over the casualty reports. All things considered, they
weren't too high -a total of 741 nmen killed, 3083 wounded. Estimates of Nazi
dead were put at 6200, with twice as many wounded. A total of 23 UA aircraft
were |lost, including two F-20s and one C 141. Sixteen helicopters had been
shot down or danaged beyond repair.

On the other hand, only seven Nazi F-4s had survived the battle. They had been
di spatched to Texas where they woul d be broken down and used for parts.

The next page of the summary told the strange tale of what had happened at
Uxmal una.

The Nazis' gold recovery mission had proceeded for two days after the murder
of Udet and the flight of Krupp. Not wanting to start a mmjor action agai nst
the Nazis while they were still near the ancient site, Jones had decided to
keep an aircap on the area to prevent anyone from escapi ng by chopper

El enents of the Football City Rangers dropped in and surrounded the site,
ready to attack the Nazis as soon as they decided to nake a break for it via
t he bl ast ed-away jungl e road.

But after two days on the ground, scouts for the Rangers reported that
activity at the site had stopped -conpletely. Not only that, but it appeared
that the site was conpletely deserted.

The Ranger officers in charge sent in two nore advance parties who confirned
the report. The place was enpty.

The Rangers noved in force and their final report gave everyone who read it an

advanced case of the creeps. Al of the gold was still in the caves or in the
tunnels. Al of the Nazis' trucks were there, as were a few helicopters. There
was even food on the tables of the mess areas, sonme of it still hot in the
bow .

But there weren't any Nazis, anywhere. A week of confounding |land and air
recon mssions confirned it. Just |like the Mayans before them all 280 Nazis
of the Recovery M ssion had sinply di sappeared.

* * %

Hunt er fought off a shiver and took a long swig of his beer

The rest of the report detailed the | ong range planning for occupation of the
Canal . Major Dantini and his guys didn't know it yet, but they were about to
be offered the job of adninistering protection over the waterway, using United
American funds to hire local, trustworthy nmercenaries. A large UA air base
woul d al so be established at Panama City, and UA naval units would regularly
patrol both entrances to the Canal from now on

As for the gold recovered by the Nazis fromthe other Mya sites, Jones and
Brot her David had held a neeting'' at Cancun a week before to discuss
returning the bullion to the native tribes living near the sites, and
basically letting them decide what to do with it. This neant that the enornous
gold find at Uxmaluna-still a fairly well-kept secret -would now come under
the control of the Tulum I ndians.

The gold down under the Nazca Plain, now buried under tons of rubble, would



stay right where it was for the tine being.

The report finished up with a request fromJones that Hunter nmeet himin
Dallas in two weeks tine. Once there they would be able to pore over the | arge
amount of Nazi docunents captured when UA forces broke into the Tw sted Cross
HO skyscraper. Dallas was selected as the neeting | ocation because that's
where Hunter's F-16XL was undergoi ng extensive danage repairs, the second tine
it had been in the G shop in less than a year

Hunter finished his beer and qui ckly opened another one. Also inside the
package was a letter from Major Frost, postmarked Montreal. Hunter's fingers
were trenbling slightly as he ripped open the envel ope and read the short
note. It sinmply said that Frost had determi ned that Dom ni que was now part of
an organi zation called Inner Light, a group which specialized in neditation
"openness” and "channeling." Frost promised to get an ex-

act |location of their retreat in the Canadi an Rockies and send it to Hunter as
soon as possible.

He al so reported that Hunter's letter to Dom nique which he left in the care
of mutual friends in Montreal had been hand-carried out to the Inner Light
retreat. So for better or worse, Hunter had to assume she had received it.

He was making a nental note to buy Frost a case of Scotch when he noticed the
package contained a third envel ope, this one unmarked other than his nane
witten across it.

He opened it and to his surprise, he found it contai ned a phot ograph of

El i zabeth, with a note attached by tape. The note, which covered up all but
her pretty face in the photo, sinply said: "Surprise ne as soon as you can
Love, Elizabeth."

He was anxious to look at the rest of the picture, but it took hima ful
mnute to peel off the tape holding the note on. But when he did, he felt his
jaw drop to his chin.

The photo showed her |ying across a huge bed, absolutely naked

As luck would have it. JT was wal king by fromgetting a beer and caught a
gl i npse of the photo.

"Al'l right, Hawker, ny nman!" he said after letting out a long wolf whistle.
"Looks like your trip in that flying bucket of bolts wasn't a waste of tine
after all."

Hunt er | ooked at the photo and then | aid back down on the sand and covered his
eyes.

"I'm not so sure," he said.

THE END
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