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I wus the kind of June night that made even the most jaded 
of New Yorkers wonder why anyone would ever want to 
live anywhere else. Warm, with a refreshing breeze com

ing off the Hudson, and so clear that one could even see stars 
in the sky over the bright neon glare of the city. The streets 
were full of people glorying in the blazing night as they 
strolled to cheesecake at Lindy's or the evening performance 
of Cats. To be young and single tonight in this sleepless city 
was to move in the land of fairie: everything one could desire 
was within arm's reach. 

A walk up Fifth A venue alongside Central Park, most 
pleasant on a fine night like this, would lead one to a stylish 
three-story townhouse at Seventieth Street. The most un
aware visitor to the city would undoubtedly deem the build
ing a splendid dwelling. The more informed traveller would, 
of course, see it as a modern-day Camelot, an enchanted 
fortress in the very heart of Manhattan. Those unfortunate 
souls less inclined to embrace a sense of wonder would sim
ply identify it as Avengers Mansion, headquarters of a team 
of costumed adventurers that others might call Earth's might
iefll heroes. 

lltNidt• llw ouutsion . Sieve Rogers- six foot two, blond
lulllnl , hhw t•ynl , nud, lo nil outward appearances, young 
• 111111 p. lt In lull lu IIH· uppt· r l'l'nches of the Generation X ar
' 111 I VIII 111 11 1 111 11 11' utuiu computer terminal trying to come 
up Willi 11111 lu1.1 polynomial triple-encryption security code 
11 1111 W1111ld "ll h Niy him. He had been working for hours in 
1111 • 11111111 11 1HI n·ulur and had previously programmed twelve 
•II• h 1 odt·~ iulo the several Kray mainframes surrounding 
hl111 , t' ltough to keep out most prying eyes and even, he 
dwckled inwardly, some eyes permitted access. Hawkeye, 
for one, always used to complain that he couldn't access the 
computers after Rogers was finished, because he couldn't 
remember all the new codes. 

Still, there were others- evil geniuses such as Dr. Doom 
or Baron Zemo-who would dearly love to have the infor-
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mation contained in the Avengers' computer banks at their 
disposal and who would find no challenge in anything Jess 
than the security on which Rogers insisted. Tomorrow, if the 
top cryptographers the Avengers employed to test their se
curity failed to crack the new codes, then Rogers would be 
satisfied he had done his job properly. 

"A little out of uniform, aren't we, sir?" said a voice 
from someone entering the command center. . 

Rogers swivelled in his chair and smiled at Edwin Jarvis. 
The man who had served as personal butler for the Avengers 
since the team first formed carried a tray into the computer 
room, moving with a gait that was unprepossessing yet self
assured, with a grace rivaling even Fred Astaire' s best 
moves. 

Rogers glanced down at his costume. The blue chain mail 
shirt with white sleeves and red and white vertical stripes 
around the waist, the white stars emblazoned on the chest 
and back, the blue pants, the red gloves and boots-the entire 
ensemble was all there. For a second, Captain America-the 
name Steve Rogers had been best known as since 1941-
didn't know what Jarvis meant by out of un(fonn until he 
realized that his blue cowl and mask, with its proud, block
letter "A" on the forehead, was hanging from his neck be
hind him. 

"It's Dress-Down Day, Jarvis," the Captain said with a 
smile. "Didn't you get the memo?" 

''I'm afraid I missed it, sir," Jarvis said dryly, but with 
a smile of his own. 

For many years now, Jarvis had worked with charges 
whose dress codes ranged from the Sub-Mariner's swim 
trunks to Mantis's revealing sarong to Iron Man's full suit 
of armor. Yet Cap had never seen Jarvis in anything but his 
ever-present coat and tails, black bow tie, vest, gray striped 
pants, and black patent leather shoes. To Jarvis, dressing 
down would likely mean wearing a clip-on tie. 

Jarvis crossed the room with his tray. It was already the 
third time this month that Captain America had overhauled 

3 



CAPTAIN AMERICA 

1111 llll11plllr• 'l• Nt'I'Uiily cmks; something he normally did 
1w vnull1ut1'N l' lll'h n1onth at unscheduled intervals during any 
ol llw lhn.:e-nighls-per-week monitor sessions the Avenger 
:-:du.xluh.:d for himself. Cap's teammates had attempted to get 
him lo take it easy, to take more time off, but that simply 
wasn't the way of Captain America. 

And even if it were, Captain America would still have 
been at the monitor this night. Two days ago, he'd been out 
of the country on a mission for the UN agency known as 
S.H.I.E.L.D. when the other Avengers were summoned to 
face some deadly enemy in Olympus, home of Hercules, the 
Greek demi-god and occasional member of the Avengers. He 
hadn't been able to finish his mission and get back before 
the others left. Now, unable to communicate with the Aveng
ers- their communications systems were state-of-the-art, but 
not even they could breach the dimensional barriers that sep
arated Earth and Olympus- and even less able to travel cross 
the dimensional rift and travel to Olympus on his own, he 
was the only Avenger remaining on Earth. Which meant that 
he could not "take it easy." Indeed, if anything, he redou
bled his vigilance, ever alert for any sign of trouble, knowing 
that with his team gone, he would need to be ready to spring 
into action at a moment's notice, leaving Jarvis to summon 
Earth's other heroes, such as the Fantastic Four, if the need 
should arise. 

"Are you finished, sir?" Jarvis asked as he placed the 
tray down on the computer console. He knew that as long 
as the Captain was modifying the security protocols, the 
more basic functions of the computer were offline. 

"Almost," the Captain said as he glanced at the frosted 
glass on the tray. "And I think you've given me an idea for 
the final code.'' 

He tapped out iced tea on the keyboard and then activated 
a randomizer. One of several dozen encryption logarithms 
would be chosen by the computer and tum the simple phrase 
into binary gibberish, one of several that would prevent any
one who didn't know the proper codes and encryption se-
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quences from gaining access to the computers. 
''There. Finished. The new codes should be online to

morrow. I'll send a memo listing them. For now, the old 
codes still work. Did you need the computer?'' 

"I did, sir," Jarvis said, as he sat behind his personal 
computer station. ''I need to prepare the shopping list for 
tomorrow. I'm afraid our customary suppliers have ceased 
carrying Master Hercules's favorite brand of baklava and I 
must locate a new source in case he chooses to return with 
the others.'' 

The Captain took a bite of the simple bologna sandwich 
Jarvis had prepared for him, thinking he would rather meet 
the Masters of Evil in pitched combat than face the challenge 
before Jarvis this night. Battling super-villains had to be eas
ier than tracking down the various foods-from international 
delicacies favored by African princes and Asgardian gods to 
the little-known brand of domestic mustard the Captain him
self preferred on his hot dogs-needed to satisfy the palates 
of the myriad heroes to whom Jarvis attended each day. 

As he ate his sandwich, the Captain watched Jarvis work 
at his private computer station, visiting web sites on the In
ternet to check on the currently available foodstuff; some
times making an order and other times leaving the page 
almost as soon as he entered it. He thought of the garish pulp 
magazines he had read as a boy: Amazing Stories, Astound
ing, Doc Savage, Operator 5. For all the wonders he found 
in their pages-the robots and personal flying packs and 
rocket ships-none of the super-scientific champions he read 
about had ever conceived of anything like the World Wide 
Web, which allowed a man to patronize food suppliers from 
all around the world while never leaving his own house. 
Every time the Captain compared the then of his youth to 
the now of today, it made him feel, at once, very old and 
very young. 

The Captain turned back to his own terminal. He and Jar
vis might not speak again for hours, which was in no way a 
reflection on the respect each man held for the other. It was 
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a common coml"ort that they took together on such evenings; 
a quiet time to consider the events of days past and days to 
come. 

After entering a series of complicated encryption codes 
known only to himself and about which no memorandum 
had ever been sent, Captain America opened his own per
sonal directory and called up a file. His autobiography ap
peared on the screen. The Captain knew that, as long-lived 
as he was, he wouldn't be around forever. No one who had 
lived his life could believe otherwise. 

He kept the book a secret from the others. He knew that 
if he told them about it, they would ask him why he was 
writing it and he had no answer to the question other than, 
perhaps, that he felt he owed it to his country. He had no 
family, no heirs, and no estate. This book might be his only 
legacy. · 

He was still wrangling over the title. His own choice, The 
Autobiography of Captain America, seemed too mundane; 
the title suggested by a publisher who had contacted him 
long ago, The Legend of Captain America, was too preten
tious. 

His actual writing was even worse than his title. 
The Captain skimmed the pages he had written, the words 

that set forth his life. ''I was a child during the Roaring 
Twenties,'' his story began. ''The country had just come out 
of its glorious 'War to End All Wars' and was enjoying a 
period of unprecedented prosperity. We would soon learn 
that prosperity was as illusory as our belief that any war 
could end all wars.'' 

The Captain read further. It was all there; all that he could 
safely tell, anyway. All the facts of his life, save the frequent 
omissions for reasons of national security. 

Maybe that was part of the problem. For security reasons, 
his book skipped over his personal life, picking up its tale 
when his career as Captain America started in 1941. How
ever, what the book could not tell, he remembered all too 
well. Its absence bothered him. His background was an im-
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pmtant part of who he was and why he had become Captain 
America. 

Steve Rogers came from a poor family on New York 
City's West Side; poor even during the imagined prosperity 
of the Twenties. When the Depression came, it hit his father 
hard. So hard that the man had died young, working himself 
to death trying to provide for his family in a time when there 
were no provisions. Not too many years after that, Rogers 
lost his mother as well. 

Orphaned as a teen, Rogers had to fend for himself. It 
was a lonely life; the infrequency of his meals and inade
quacy of his shelter made him frail, a sick and gangly boy. 

The Depression dragged on, holding a nation in a grip of 
utter despair. But, if the news from home was woeful, the 
news from across the Atlantic Ocean was nothing short of 
monstrous. In Germany, the atrocities being committed by 
the Nazis horrified him, convincing him that, no matter what 
the Isolationists said, war with Hitler was inevitable. 

When Rogers was barely old enough to enlist in the armed 
services, even before the sneak attack on Pearl Harpor, he 
went to the Draft Board. But the frailty and sickness that had 
plagued his youth had followed him to adulthood. To his 
bitter disappointment, the Army declared him 4F. 

Devastated, the young man left the Draft Board. He had 
wished only to serve his country in whatever manner it 
would have asked of him. His frustration at being denied that 
simple ambition was writ clearly on his features. 

General Chester Phillips had been in the Draft Board 
looking for a man like Steve Rogers. Even before the general 
had heard the desperate pleas to be accepted and the urgency 
in the young man's voice, he had known at a glance that 
here was the one he sought. Taking Rogers to a secluded 
inner office, Phillips asked the young man if he would vol
unteer for Operation Rebirth, an experimental and perhaps 
even dangerous program which would allow Rogers and oth
ers like him the opportunity to serve their country regardless 
of their physical limitations. Even then, Rogers was not given 
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to l w~i t n t ion. lit; su id , " Yes," then added, "Thank you, sir," 
p101HII y sa luting the General as he did so. 

Rogers was taken to Washington D.C. and, for the next 
several weeks, he trained and studied while the great exper
iment was being made ready. Then- when it seemed as 
though the waiting would never end, that there was in fact 
no experimental program, that Rogers .would never serve his 
country- he was taken to the laboratory of Dr. . Abraham 
Erskine. 

To Rogers, Erskine's lab seemed like something out of a 
Flash Gordon serial with its impressive and complicated ma
chines and flashing lights. And what happened to him in that 
lab was no less fantastic. 

He was injected with a "Super-Solider" serum, then ex
posed to some sort of radiating device that made his body, 
inside and out, tingle. The serum coursed through his body, 
its exotic mixture of chemicals aided and controlled by the 
mysterious "Vita-Rays," and worked its magic on the frail 
man. It built muscle tissue, added body mass, and actually 
created new brain cells, increasing his intelligence. The ex
periment proceeded at an incredible speed. Within moments, 
the sickly young Rogers had vanished, replaced by a para
gon, a man as physically perfect as any man could be and 
yet remain a man. 

Operation Rebirth had succeeded, but Rogers would be 
its sole triumph. Security had been unprecedented. Guards 
were stationed everywhere throughout the facility. Partici
pants and witnesses had passed through multiple check
points. As an additional precaution, Erskine had never 
committed the formula for his Super-Soldier serum to any
thing save his own memory. And still, it had not been enough 
to protect the scientist's dream. 

Germany had learned of Erskine's work and sent a Ge
stapo agent to infiltrate Operation Rebirth. The agent had 
carried out his mission exceedingly well; he was one of but 
a handful of people who witnessed the miraculous transfor
mation at close hand. 
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Perhaps shocked by what he had seen and fearful of what 
Operation Rebirth promised for the Allies, the Nazi over
reacted. Rather than try to secure the Super-Soldier formula 
for his fatherland, the agent panicked and opened fire on 
Erskine. It happened so suddenly that no one had a chance 
to stop it. 

Steve Rogers was the first to react. Without thought for 
his own safety, he leapt across the room at the armed Nazi. 
Minutes earlier, the young man would have been hard
pressed to subdue such a fanatical enemy. Now, his punch 
sent the murderous Nazi flying several feet through the air. 

The assassin rose shakily, attempting to flee from the an
gry young man before him. In his fear, the N~zi stumbled 
into an array of electrical generators. It took Rogers less than 
an instant to reach the cutoff switch, but, by then, nature had 
exacted payment in full for the slaying of Abraham Erskine. 

Rogers and those around him marveled at his newborn 
strength and agility. Even without training, he was the perfect 
fighting machine, the first of a new breed of warrior. 

And the last. 
Erskine had died before he could reveal his serum's for

mula to anyone else. For the next several weeks, Rogers 
alternated his time between training for his new role as a 
super-soldier and being tested by America's finest scientists. 
They tried to find a trace of the chemicals in him, tried to 
decipher what had been done to his DNA in hopes of using 
the young man as a template to duplicate Erskine's success. 
They could not. They tried transfusing his blood into others, 
hoping those individuals might gain a fraction of his abilities. 
They did not. 

When it was clear Erskine's formula could never be du
plicated, that there would be no other super-soldiers, the gov
ernment decided to make Rogers a living symbol of the 
people he served. Hope was, after all, as vital a component 
of the coming defense of the nation as were blood and iron. 

They designed a colorful costume for Rogers, patterned 
after the American flag. They gave him a resplendent shield 
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uuu l1 ol u t-1111 111\1'. i t~deslructi blc alloy; it served as protection 
1111111 l ' lll' II IY lire, but was also perfectly balanced for throw
i llg as a weapon. And they gave him a name, one which 
would leave no doubt that he was the sum and substance of 
his country's dreams and hopes and ideals. They called him 
Captain America. 

At first, before the United States entered World War II, 
the reborn Rogers operated only within its borders. By day, 
he was Private Steve Rogers, the rawest recruit at Camp Le
high, Virginia. By night, he was Captain America, battling 
the saboteurs and Nazi Bundists on the home shores. 

It was shortly after Rogers had been assigned to Camp 
Lehigh that James Buchanan Barnes, "Bucky" to his friends 
and the mascot of the camp, accidentally learned that the 
clumsy new recruit was Captain America. Perhaps because 
Bucky was an orphan like himself, Rogers befriended the 
youngster, providing him with a costume and combat train
ing. 

The Captain had seen something of himself in Barnes, the 
same fiery determination and sense of duty. As much as he 
might hope otherwise, the coming war would demand much 
from even the young. It wasn't long before a blue-and-red
clad thunderbolt named Bucky was sharing headlines with 
his star-spangled mentor and, in his civilian identity, explain
ing with secret amusement that he was not named after the 
Captain's masked sidekick. 

Even before the U.S. entered the war, Captain America, 
Bucky, and their deeds had become legendary. It was with 
those legends that Steve Rogers had begun writing his au
tobiography. 

From the cusp of the new millennium, Rogers tried to take 
his future readers back to those long-ago times and put into 
words how and especially why Captain America had come 
into being. And then, he tried to tell them about his adven
tures, though "adventures" was not how he had thought of 
them while they happened. 

He wrote of Sando and Omar, phony psychics who used 
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false predictions of disaster to both undennine America's 
confidence and disguise acts of sabotage. He told of the Cir
cus of Crime and its ringmaster, touring the country in the 
guise of a traveling circus so they could hunt down and kill 
individuals vital to America' s war preparations. He devoted 
several chapters to his most persistent enemy, Johann Shmitt, 
aka the Red Skull- madman, murderer, and Nazi agent su
preme, trained by Adolf Hitler himself to embody the Aryan 
iibermensch, just as Captain America embodied the Ameri
can ideal. 

His book told how, on the rare occasion of an evening 
pass, the private ·and his young friend would go to the mov
ies, a show always prefaced by the latest newsreel. Rogers 
was not, by nature, a conceited man. Still, when he saw the 
newsreels of his exploits and saw how they stirred the emo
tions of those watching, he could not help but feel a little 
pride. Captain America was working as the symbol he had 
been created to be. 

In 1942, Captain America and Bucky were sent to the 
European Theater of Operations. "They fought alongside 
American soldiers, taking the battle to the Axis. Their suc
cesses and fame mounted, and they inspired both the soldiers 
in the field and the workers on the home front. 

Then, late in the war, Captain America and Bucky dis-
appeared. 

They had been sent to England on a mission to prevent 
Baron Heinrich Zemo, a Nazi agent and scientist, from steal
ing a prototype drone plane. The craft carried a bomb in its 
nose cone, England' s answer to the German V2 rockets. As 
they fought their way through Zemo's troops, just seconds 
behind him, Zemo launched the disarmed drone toward his 
masters in Berlin. 

With no thought of their own safety, Captain America and 
Bucky chased the plane on a motorcycle, leaping onto it be
fore it flew out of reach. Because the Captain had been driv
ing the motorcycle, he had to jump after Bucky; his purchase 
on the plane was not as secure as that of his young ally. 
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Despite his strength, he could not hold on and fell from the 
drone into the frigid waters of the North Atlantic. His last 
sight before hitting the water was of Bucky activating the 
bomb, making certain the weapon would never be used 
against the Allies. 

Captain America drifted deeper into the cold waters and 
might have died, had he not gone into Diver's Reflex; his 
brain storing oxygen even as his body slipped into hypo
thermia. Even then, he would have died, had not the Super
Soldier formula maintained him, allowing him to live at an 
impossibly lower metabolism for longer than anyone could 
have imagined. Long enough for the freezing waters to form 
a block of protective ice around him. It was as if Providence 
itself had decreed his survival. 

He stayed in this suspended animation for decades, until 
found by the Avengers. The heroes had been searching for 
Prince Namor, the Sub-Mariner, sometimes foe and some
times friend of the surf~ce wor~d. They had recognized Cap
tain America's costume, revived the legendary soldier, and 
brought him back to New York. They offered him a place 
to live and a spot on their team. Impressed by their bravery, 
the Captain accepted. 

Since that day, Captain America and the Avengers had 
battled side-by-side against Kang the Conqueror, Graviton, 
the Masters of Evil, and countless other would-be tyrants. 
The Captain felt honored to stand with such courageous men 
and women. His fellow Avengers were proud to have him in 
their ranks. 

Around the country, men who had served in the war re
membered the Captain and relived their past glories in his 
new adventures. Fathers and grandfathers passed on the sto
ries of Captain America's war efforts to their children and 
grandchildren, as those children would someday tell stories 
to their sons and daughters. The legend of Captain America 
lived on. 

• " • 
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The Captain turned off his computer in disgust. It was all 
so lifeless. Oh, the facts were all there- the memory of this 
eternal warrior was as impressive as his physical prowess. 
Still, that was all they were: cold, dry facts. Something was 
missing, a spark to the writing. 

There was so much he could not bring to the mute key
board before him. The emotions of the times. The heroism 
and tragedy he witnessed during the war.· The horror of see
ing his closest friend die. The oblivion of his decades-long 
sleep. The amazement and loneliness he felt at waking to a 
new and wonderful world, decades distant from his own. The 
first visit to his parents' graves after his waking and the futile 
wish that they could · have lived to see the man he had be
come and he could tell them once more how much he loved 
them. His friends. His foes . This world. 

Captain America was not one to beat his own chest. Still, 
he knew, all humility aside, that his was an incredible tale. 
One deserving of a far better wordsmith than he. One who 
could make the words sing and bring life to his story in a 
way he could not. Perhaps another time. But not now. 

The Captain picked up the new detective novel he had 
brought with him when he came on duty, the latest Nick Hale 
novel by Colin Maxwell. Though his duties as an Avenger 
did not leave him much time for pleasure reading, the Cap
tain made sure he read each Hale novel as soon as it was 
released, buying it in hardcover instead of waiting for it to 
come out in paperback. He had been one of Maxwell's reg
ular readers for years now, following the Hale series almost 
from the first modestly successful paperback 'originals to the 
current marginally more successful hardcovers. 

Rogers opened the book and began to read. Tonight was 
not a night for being alone with his thoughts. It was a night 
for being with a friend. 
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. ~ \ Wilh lit Il L: sucL:<.:ss, Colin Maxwell was trying des-

1 "J JH 'I'II tl'l y llot to be embarrassed. Not so much embar
III NIWd leu hi111Ndf, although there was certainly room aplenty 
w1tl tl u Ids tortured psyche for that, as he was for Jackie 
Sd u•o<>p, the owner of the Poison Pens bookstore. When 
Maxwell's second Nick Hale novel, Stolen in the Night, won 
the Trenchcoat Award, it had seemed to the schoolteacher 
and part-time writer from Iowa that he had arrived. After all, 
he had two successful books and a contract for the next three 
in the series, plus a promise from his publisher that if the 
third Hale book did as well, the fourth would be released in 
hardcover. When Jackie phoned him, told him she was his 
biggest fan, and then asked him to do a signing at her mys
tery bookstore in Manhattan, he agreed as quickly as he 
could without seeming too anxious. 

He had flown to New York, taking the shuttle to Des 
Moines, putting up with the usual crying baby in the row 
directly behind you on the flight to Chicago and then a dif
ferent, but in no way less resonant baby on his connecting 
flight to La Guardia. When he arrived at Poison Pens, he 
found a small card table in the back of the very small store, 
expectantly set up next to a very large pile of books. He 
dutifully sat behind the table, pens at the ready, and waited. 
And waited. Aad waited. 

After several hours, Colin had signed, perhaps, half a 
dozen books-and that was being optimistic-warded off 
three would-be novelists who wanted to tell him the plots of 
their own works ih progreJls-progress being a highly rela
tive tertn in their cases-and suffered the indignant looks of 
the man who seemed mightily offended at the writer' s lack 
of enthusiasm when told that, ''writing is simple, I got a 
hundred books I could write if I had the time,'' and offered 
the golden opportunity to turn the man's stories into best
selling novels on which he the "too-busy" man would split 
the enormous profits. However many people Jackie had been 
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expecting to enter her shop seeking Colin's signature, and 
taking into account the copies of Stolen in the Night rising 
from the floor next to him, clearly it was several dozen more 
than had shown thus far. 

Colin knew he wasn't what one could call an imposing 
figure seated behind the card table. Hell, at five foot seven, 
he wasn't exactly imposing when standing up. Add to that a 
medium build, nondescript, close-cut brown hair, and thick 
glasses, and, Colin knew, there was little about himself that 
would make him stand out in a crowd. 

Back in Iowa, Colin was something of a local celebrity 
from his novel sales; the hometown boy made good. But, 
here, in New York City, he couldn't even attract readers to 
a bookstore. Hardly surprising. What with the Fantastic Four, 
the Avengers, Spider-Man and, if the reports of recent 
months were true, the revived Captain America all running 
around in hyperkinetic activity, Colin Maxwell wasn't just 
small potatoes, he was a single french fry. 

It was, in many ways, very different from Colin's first trip 
to New York City. 

He had decided to set his Hale novels in the New York 
City of the 1940s. Raymond Chandler and Dashiel Hammett 
had pretty well mined the midcentury detective novel in Los 
Angeles and San Francisco, and he wasn't sure about setting 
the series in Chicago, for fear publishers would expect the 
Roaring Twenties. So New York it would be. 

However, to write about New York, he had to know'New 
York, and to write about New York of forty years ago, he 
had to know the city as it was forty · years ago. Wbich was 
difficult for someone who had lived all his life in a small 
Iowa town. 

Colin saved his money and during one spring break from 
his teaching job took an extended vacation in New York 
City, a busman's holiday in which he would attempt to get 
the feel of how that city had been four decades earlier. 

The trip had not started well . Numerous travelling diffi-
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, ulth lu•lh 111 fht nil :u1d 0 11 lhe ground, left him exhausted 
11111 IIIIIII''Y hy lite lime he reached his Times Square hotel. 
lit hut! ~ ptm f almosl all of the money he carried on the cab 
lu11·. All he wanted was to have room service bring up a 
l·dmplc meal, so that he could eat, watch TV, and relax. 

Although Colin got his meal, the table wasn't big enough 
to hold the tray; he had to balance his plate on his lap. And 
as for watching TV, well, the set wasn't wired for cable, and 
the neon lights of Times Square caused such interference as 
to make a decent VHF picture impossible. After trying every 
channel and every conceivable position of the contrast but
ton, the best picture he could find alternated between ghostly 
images and purple-skinned people speaking Spanish. Colin 
Maxwell decided that, those bouncy tourism ads notwith
standing, he did not love New York. 

The next day, Colin wandered the streets of Manhattan, 
trying to imagine what the city had looked like before the 
gleaming metal and glass of the CitiCorp Center, the Trump 
Tower, and the World Trade Center replaced their brown
stone and granite predecessors. He met with little success. 
He spent the afternoon, and another small fortune, in the 
library making copies of photographs of New York City as 
it had looked in the '30s and '40s. He went back to the hotel 
with plenty of reference material, but still no feel for the 
city. 

On Sunday morning, Colin decided to visit Saint Paul's 
Chapel, the oldest church standing on Manhattan. He took 
the C train down Eighth Avenue to the World Trade Center 
and walked one block over to St. Paul's. He strolled the Wall 
Street area leisurely, his already well-worn guidebook in one 
hand. His neck threatened to stiffen as he looked at the build
ings towering above him. He was so absorbed by the im
mensity of this steel-and-stone forest that he didn't even 
notice the little old man standing next to him, until the man 
tugged on his jacket and spoke. 

"Would you like to see Little Old New York?" the man 
asked, his smile that of a grandfather asking his grandchil-
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dren if they'd like some candy. And the old man knew what 
Colin's answer would be before the writer fully grasped the 
question. 

Colin looked at the short, withered old man. The man was 
gray- there was no other way to describe him. Thinning 
gray hair, gray jacket, gray pants. Even the man's skinheld 
a grayish pallor, as if he had lived in the shadows of these 
Manhattan skyscrapers all his life, never exposing himself to 
the sun. The man was stooped over from a spine bent and 
curved with age and he shuffled as he walked, as if he was 
no longer strong enough to lift his feet from the ground. He 
looked like a question mark as he slid along the sidewalk. 
But there was a sparkle in his eyes, a shine of life that defied 
his wizened body. 

Again he asked: "Would you like to see Little Old New 
York? You look like a tourist. You got the guidebook and 
the crinked neck. But I can show you things that are in no 
guidebook. I can show you the real New York." 

Colin and the old man spent hours wandering through the 
lower portion of Manhattan. The man walked six or seven 
steps in front of Colin, always beckoning Colin to follow. 
He never walked fast, never straightened from his hunched
over gait, save when he neared something special to him. 
Then the man stood erect and strode with pride, as he showed 
it off to Colin. 

Together they saw the Battery, Greenwich Village, and 
Soho. They strolled through Washington Square Park and 
under its famous arch. Columbus Park, Seward House, 
·Knickerbocker Village, Stuyvesant Town. The man showed 
Colin his favorite jazz club (a hole in the wall on Bleecker 
Street), his favorite restaurant (a quaint, but surprisingly good 
French restaurant in the Village that got the French bread 
exactly right, the perfect crispiness to the crust and softness 
within), his favorite open-air market (in Union Square, where 
Colin got some of the best apple cider he'd ever drunk). 

They went to the cemetery where Mother Goose was bur
ied and the house where Teddy Roosevelt was born. They 
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~ lund 111 IIH· hp of Battery Park and looked out toward Ellis 
l11lnud, when.:, for so many immigrants, their new lives in 
lahlcd America had begun. They sat together in St. Paul's 
:hapel, where the man called Colin to join him in kneeling 

on what had once been George Washington's personal pew. 
Outside, Colin asked his guide if St. Paul's was his church. 
"No," the man answered. He gestured with his arms, spread
ing them so wide as to figuratively encompass the entirety 
of Manhattan. "This is my church." 

When he and the old man had finished the tour, Colin, 
whose own smile had broadened with each new sight, shook 
his guide's hand. Finally, the writer had a feel for New York, 
a sense of the life and history of the city, and he had this 
man-this little gray man-to thank. 

"Listen, I don't know how I can thank you for this," 
Colin said. "Is there anything I can do to repay you? Buy 
you dinner or something?' ' 

The old man looked up at Colin with an expression turned 
flat The sparkle had left his eyes and he stared blankly at 
the writer for a moment, no more than a second, really. Then, 
he walked away. Colin tried to follow, but the man turned a 
comer and, when Colin came round it, he was gone. Van
ished as if he had become one with the gray night and the 
gray buildings. 

Colin had insulted his guide. He hadn't meant to, but he 
had. Colin never saw the old man again, a regret that never 
diminished with the passage of time. He was never able to 
apologize or thank the man, the man who had given him so 
much-who had given him New York City. And Colin loved 
New York. 

Colin glanced up at Jackie-she was gazing out the store's 
picture window at the people walking past, people who were 
neither window shopping nor stopping in to buy-and won
dered whether he had been premature in asking Barb to 
marry him based on the success of his first two books. Still, 
he had a contract in hand for the next three Hale books and 
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11 moderately large advance check to deposit in his bank. 
Provided, of course, he ever got out of the store. With no 
customers, time wasn't merely dragging, it was locked in 
cement at the bottom of the East River. 

To keep busy-he and Jackie had both run out of small 
talk two hours ago- Colin was signing the books that lay in 
the pile beside him. He hoped Jackie could sell them as au
tographed copies later and recoup something from this dis
aster. ·when he finished, he'd find some excuse to beg off of 
the dinner she'd promised him-he could save her a few 
bucks, at least-and grab a cab back to his hotel. Of course, 
he thought with little humor, the way his luck was running 
today, his cab would likely be eaten by one of the Mole 
Man's giant slugs. 

It was while he was signing the books that Colin Maxwell 
first noticed the arresting individual standing in front of the 
table. Actually, arresting did not do this man justice. This 
was a tall man with movie-star blond hair and leading-man 
features. He wore a nondescript blue suit that seemed old 
and out of fashion, but it didn't look retro on him, it looked 
... right The man beneath the suit was powerfully built, 
possibly a devotee of the new Solo Flex craze. 

This man had also made it all the way back to the table 
before Colin had noticed him. Colin knew that his attention 
had been diverted as he signed the books, but only a little. 
He had made sure he was aware of any customers coming 
up to him, wanting to greet them with an immediate smile 
and ''thank you'' and let them know he appreciated their 
patronage. And yet, this individual had managed to approach 
without him noticing at all. He wondered how anyone so 
large could move so silently, then mentally chastised himself 
for sounding like a Doc Savage pulp magazine. 

It was then Colin noticed that the man was holding out 
for him to sign, both a new copy of Stolen in the Night and 
an obviously well-read copy of True Facts, the first Hale 
novel. The man didn't say anything, which was as strange 
as his sudden appearance. Colin had not had a great deal of 
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, 'I" 1il11• 1 l11hhu f 11 11 nulogn1ph table, but had learned the 
11 u.d '"''''l\111ph NtTkor wasn' t shy. Usually, they spoke right 
np , 11 11 ~ lug lor ihc uulograph and engaging in some small talk, 
"' II hy doing so, they could claim some sort of friendship 
wtlh the aulographer. This man said nothing. He simply held 
oul lhe copies of Colin's first novels in a silent and, it 
seemed, almost shy request for his signature. Despite his im
posing size and stature, this quiet man was strangely re
served. 

It was the man's eyes that truly intrigued Colin. They 
were blue eyes, as deep blue as the ocean, and probed as 
deeply as their color. He recognized in those eyes what he 
had seen in his own eyes, the ability to scan a room while 
taking in every detail. Anyone who wanted to write, espe
cially someone who wanted to write at least halfway decent 
detective novels, needed this ability. And though this man 
did not appear to be a writer, his were eyes that didn't merely 
look at things, they observed them. They saw. 

Something clicked inside Colin Maxwell's mind. This 
man was more than he seemed, much more than a shy, silent 
autograph hound. If he could somehow get the man to open 
up, to break his reserve, Colin sensed the result would be a 
most fascinating conversation. And, if the man wouldn't 
speak to Colin, then it was up to Colin to speak to the man, 
even if the only thing he could think of to start the dialogue 
was every syllable as trite as one's asking an author where 
he got his ideas. 

"So ... what do you think of my books?" 
The man smiled. In fact, Colin thought, he more than 

smiled. He visibly relaxed. It was as if he were honored to 
be asked his opinion by a writer whose work he so obviously 
admired. Colin had not read the man incorrectly, but still 
mentally kicked himself for his pride. 

"I liked them quite a bit," the man said. "I thought you 
captured the period quite well, and the 1940s aren't the eas
iest era to get a handle on. A lot of writers just ape Raymond 
Chandler's style, figuring that would capture the feeling of 
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lhe times. But Chandler's books didn't work because of the 
way he wrote, but because he understood the times he wrote 
about. Copying his style without his understanding results in 
words lacking either conviction or feeling. 

"You, on the other hand, seem to truly understand those 
times and you bring to those times your own style without 
doing Chandler. It's refreshing to see the modern point of 
view and sensibilities brought to an accurate depiction of the 
forties . Very refreshing, indeed, to see a young person with 
a sense of history." 

"Young person?" Colin asked, looking up in puzzlement 
at a man who couldn't possibly be any older than he was. 

" I'm older than I look," the man said with a grin. 
" Listen, uh . . . say, what is your name?" 
' 'Rogers. Steve Rogers.'' 
" Would that be like . .. 'Bond. James Bond'?" Colin 

asked in an exaggerated British accent, only to be surprised 
a second time by the baffled look on Steve's face. 

"James Bond?" 
How strange, thought Colin. How could a man as obvi

ously well-read in mysteries as Steve appeared to be, be con
fused by the reference to James Bond? Colin let the question 
go. Not everyone had the same literary tastes; it was possible 
Steve had never read the books or seen the movies. Colin 
didn't want to risk running Steve off by pointing out his 
literary deficiencies; he wanted to get to know this man. He 
changed the subject. 

"Steve, at the risk of sounding presumptuous, you strike 
me as someone I have a lot in common with. How about we 
grab some dinner after I finish up here?'' 

"It would be an honor." 
An honor? Perhaps. But Colin wasn't sure for whom. 

The meal wasn't fancy-just two ·guys eating and talking 
in an diner on Ninth A venue-but it was memorable. Over 
fare no more elegant than BLTs on toast, they ate and talked 
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tuul p11 Nt<nl ilw night better than if they'd been dining on the 
1 wwn tack of lamb at Lutece. 

Sieve told Colin that he had enjoyed the first Hale novel 
und was looking forward to reading this new one. He hoped 
that would be soon, but, as he explained, his schedule was 
erratic. He could go for weeks without any time for pleasure 
reading. Colin recalled the ragged copy of his first novel that 
he had autographed for his new friend-a copy that had 
clearly been read several times. Colin knew the expression, 
"I'm your biggest fan," was a cliche, but he believed it 
might well apply to Steve Rogers. The man might not have 
had much time for reading, but, judging from the condition 
of that book, Steve spent much of that precious time reading 
and rereading Colin's novel. It was the greatest compliment 
anyone had ever paid the writer. 

As the night wore on, Steve mentioned a few factual er
rors in Colin's novel, insisting all the while they had not 
diminished his enjoyment. "Even with the little mistakes, it 
felt right. You did your research and you carried it over to 
your writing. Your book was more than research in service 
of a plot, you managed to bring the New York of 1940s to 
life. Almost as if you'd lived it. Or, at least, had a great love 
of the city and the time." 

' 'I had a unique and special experience once,'' Colin re
sponded. "It gave me a love for this city." 

"I thought so," Steve said, smilingly knowingly, and 
didn't pursue the matter further. Most people would have 
asked about that experience. However, Colin sensed, his din
ner companion was a man who understood secrets, knew the 
value of private things, and would not intmde unless upon 
them unless invited. 

Steve went on to explain the "minor mistakes" in Colin' s 
novel and the "major blunders" he had found in other au
thors' books, the mistakes which had kept him from enjoying 
those books. As Colin listened, he was impressed, even 
amazed. Steve was a virtual encyclopedia of New York City 
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in the 1930s and 1940s. Colin wondered whether the man 
might not be a history teacher or a librarian. 

An idea hit Colin. "Steve, you sound like you've lived 
in New York City all your life, but have you ever really seen 
this city? Or are you like most of the natives, never getting 
around to seeing the sights, because you figure there will be 
always time enough for that later?" 

Steve smiled. "I'm afraid you've got me pegged. I was 
on my own a lot while I was growing up, never got the 
chance to explore the city, not the way you mean, anyway." 

Colin beamed. 
"Steve, would you like to see Little Old New York?" 
Steve made a quick phone call first-he said something 

about checking. the office-then joined Colin outside the 
diner. As they walked, Colin told him about the little gray 
man. ''Other than the day Barb agreed to marry me, it was 
the best day of my life," Colin said. "And I've always 
known I should share it with someone. When someone does 
you the type of favor that man did for me, you owe him an 
obligation to pass it on.'' 

Together they wandered lower Manhattan, Colin showing 
Steve what he had been shown and Steve adding his own 
information to what the old man had told Colin. They visited 
the sites Colin had seen before and new ones that looked 
interesting. 

They were especially fond of a little pool hall that hadn't 
been redecorated since 1944. They played for hours. During 
his college years, Colin had been good enough at the game 
to pay his tuition. Steve was better; he told Colin he'd 
learned the game after realizing that calculating the angles 
and rebounds could be useful in his work. Colin didn't ask. 

They wandered the city all night. At breakfast, Steve ex
cused himself again, saying he had to "report in." It sur
prised Colin. Steve hadn't mentioned a girlfriend or wife to 
whom his comings and goings were accountable. However, 
just as Rogers had respected his privacy, Colin would respect 
Steve's. 
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I rt ltt , ullt•t ( 'o ltu du.x:kcd out of his hotel and as he pre
p tllt d 111 hounl lhc bus for La Guardia, he and Steve said 
llu It p,oodhyl's . When Colin mentioned he was coming back 
111 lltt• vlty in the summer to research the next Hale novel, 
Stl've wggested they get together again. And, if Colin was 
inleresled, Steve would be honored to assist with the re
search. Colin readily agreed and they exchanged phone num-
bers. 1 

Several months later, as Colin was preparing for his trip, 
he pulled Steve's card from his Rolodex and dialed the num
ber written there. The proper British voice on the .other end 
of the line took the writer by surprise. So much so, in fact, 
that it took him a long moment to grasp what that voice had 
said on answering the phone. The sudden realization left 
Maxwell speechless. The voice repeated the greeting. 

"Avengers Mansion. How may I direct your call?" 

-
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l ( :nptain America was falling. Four stories straight 

down to the unforgiving street below. And it was all 
the Falcon's fault. · 

The Captain and his sometime partner had been going 
through a training exercise, mock combat on and above the 
tenement rooftops of Harlem. As usual, Cap was getting the 
better of the session. So, as a diversion, the Falcon ordered 
his trained falcon, Red wing, to buzz the Avenger -distract 
his sparring partner long enough for the Falcon to use his 
talon. The grappling hook line housed in the winged hero's 
glove would ensnare the Captain, allowing the Falcon to get 
the upper hand for once. ' 

True to the command received through the telepathic link 
he shared with his master, Redwing swooped toward Captain 
America's face. His claws were extended as if to rake the 
Avenger. The sudden movement did distract the Captain, so 
much so that he reeled backward. But Cap had been standing 
at the edge of the roof and the step backward led to naught 
but empty air and a short trip to the ground below. 

The Falcon launched into action. He was across the build
ing on the other side of the roof from where Captain America 
had fallen, but his solar-powered glider wings were capable 
of reaching speeds of one hundred and forty miles per hour. 
With the cybernetic circuitry in his mask, he rotated the ma
neuvering turbines concealed beneath his wings until they 
pointed straight behind him, and then accelerated toward his 
imperiled friend as quickly as his equipment could manage. 
The wind beat against the skin not covered by his costume, 
whipping his face, burning his bare arms and chest. He 
stretched his arms out in front of him, his body forming a 
flying wedge to cut through the air. He pushed the miniature 
turbines to their maximum. 

The Falcon reached the end of the roof in perhaps two 
seconds, but it seemed an eternity; he was sure Captain 
America was little more than a stain on the street below. He 
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flew over the edge of the roof, angling his flight so he would 
be heading down toward the Captain. As soon as he had a 
clear line of fire, he could activate his talon and snare Cap. 
If, by some blessed miracle, he wasn't already too late. 

The Falcon cleared the roof, looking toward the street 
below in search of Captain America. 

He saw nothing. 
That was when the Falcon heard a thud and felt something 

heavy hit him in the small of his back. Then, two powerful 
legs wrapped themselves around his body. The remote im
aging sensors in his mask allowed the airborne hero to see 
in all directions, but he didn't need them to know what had 
just happened. 

Resisting the urge to mutter a Homer Simpson-esque 
"D' oh!" the Falcon asked Captain America if he would care 
to go two falls out of three. 

Later, after the second fall of the afternoon, the two 
friends relaxed on a rooftop and discussed the session. Sev
eral times a month, Captain America and the Falcon trained 
together. Sometimes, they used the high-tech facilities of the 
Combat Simulation Room of Avengers Mansion, where any 
environment and any scenario could be created. Other times, 
they trained in the streets of the Falcon's Harlem neighbor
hood. When Cap brought the new encryption codes to the 
Falcon's, or, rather, Sam Wilson's office in Harlem, the two 
decided to take advantage of the opportunity to hold one of 
their no-frills-but-no-less-intense uptowN training sessions. 

The Falcon, like Captain America, stood at six foot two 
inches and had a ruggedly handsome face. One couldn't help 
but notice it because, in or out of costume, Wilson always 
looked you straight in the eyes when he listened or spoke to 
you. 

"You were never really falling," he said to Cap. "You 
scammed me to lure me into position. What did you swing 
around on?" 

Cap smiled. ''A fire escape. It always pays to know your 
surroundings.'' 
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"Up, around, and- bam- on my back," the Falc_on con
tinued, playi ng it out in his mind. "You taught me every
thing I k11ow about combat, Cap, but, just when I think 
you'w taught me everything you know, you open a new 
wi ng to the library. This is my turf. I should have had the 
home field advantage, but you know my neighborhood better 
than 1 do. Are you ever gonna let me win one of these?" 

Cap grinned. "You've come closer than almost anyone 
else, Sam, except maybe Hawkeye . . . and he cheats. Be
sides, if I let you win, you know you wouldn't find it sat
isfying.'' 

The Falcon grinned back. ''I'd be willing to risk that.'' 
Their training in Harlem was impmtant to Sam Wilson; 

he tried to maintain a high profile in his community. When 
he first began his costumed career, he established himself in 
Harlem. He wanted the Falcon to be a presence there, to be 
seen and known and, most of all, respected. Not just for who 
he was, but for the ideals for which he tried to stand. 

That was why he redesigned his costume a few months 
after his debut. It had to be his design, not something thrown 
together from whatever scraps he could find lying around on 
the Caribbean island where the Falcon was "born." 

He had chosen a red-and-white motif. Even when he re
designed the costume to incorporate the latest enhancements 
and weapons that Stark Enterprises could offer, he kept those 
colors. 

Yes, it was true that red and white were hardly synony
mous with the bird of prey from which he derived his nom 
de guerre. But, for standing out as a symbol of hope to this 
community, they would do just fine. The Falcon wanted to 
be visible and available to the people he served, both in his 
role as a super hero and in his civilian identity of Sam Wil
son, social worker. He was working to insure a brighter fu
ture for his friends and neighbors in this community. It was 
his calling and his dream. 

He turned to the man who had been his best friend for 
many years and was about to suggest going another round 
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when he heard the all-too-familiar sound of sirens cutting 
shrilly through the air. He was about to look around for their 
source when he realized that Captain America-ever alert, 
always aware of his surroundings-had already fixed on it. 

The Falcon followed the Captain's stare. Several blocks 
lo the north, in a neighborhood of stores and homes, smoke 
billowed up, choking the afternoon. 

The Captain moved his head in the direction of the fire. 
That was the only exchange the partners needed. Their com
munication, though not as miraculous as the telepathic link 
the Falcon shared with Redwing, was no less complete. 

Captain America ran to the roof's edge as the Falcon flew 
into the air. The Captain hit the parapet edge running and 
leapt from it, the Falcon swooping down to catch his partner 
in midair. They flew toward the fire. 

The Captain knew that, even with his extra weight, it 
would not take the Falcon long to fly them to the fire, but 
he wanted to be informed of the situation before they arrived. 
He activated his Avengers communicator. 

"Jarvis, we're over West One Twenty-seventh and Doug
lass Boulevard. Report." 

There was a moment's silence, barely perceptible. The 
Captain realized Jarvis must have been attending to one of 
his many other duties. 

"Sorry, sir. I'm obtaining a police report even as we ... 
yes. It was-dear Lord-a firebombing. A transient hotel on 
One Thirty-fifth and St. Nicholas Avenue. The blaze has 
spread to nearby dwellings. None of the others have returned 
from Olympus," Jarvis added, anticipating the next question. 
"My call to the Fantastic Four has thus far gone unanswered. 
I'm afraid it will be up to you, Master Falcon, and New 
York's Finest." 

The Captain had noted Jarvis's initial apology, as if Jarvis 
was somehow at fault for not anticipating the fire and waiting 
by the communications console for the Captain's call. He 
would have a word with Jarvis when this was over. 
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There was such a thing as taking too much responsibility on 
oneself. 

Before them, a growing cloud of black smoke spun on 
the updrafts that.bounced between the buildings and swirled 
in the air like some obscene tornado. A hideous red-and
orange blaze lit up the afternoon sky as if hell itself had 
broken through the earth's surface. They followed both the 
light and the darkness back to their source. 

Captain Am~rica and the Falcon landed next to several 
fire engines. Most of the apartment buildings on the north 
side of One Thirty-fifth were burning. These were old struc
tures, several decades or more, some dating back to the last 
century. Of late, they had been neglected, neither improved 
nor maintained by absent a~d uncaring owners. Inhabited by 
people who had neither the money nor political voice to 
make their complaints or concerns heard, the buildings were 
left to rot around the people who lived within them. Safety 
codes were ignored, trash collected only occasionally. The 
buildings were firetraps, the urban equivalent of drought
dried forests, needing but the slightest spark to ignite them 
into disaster. 

And here was that disaster. All around them, the block 
was an inferno. Further complicating matters, the trash that 
littered the streets around and between the buildings had also 
ignited, forcing the firefighters to divide their efforts and 
keep both building and street fires from spreading further. 
They were understaffed and underequipped and they knew 
putting out these fires was impossible. They also knew there 
were people trapped within those doomed and crumbling 
buildings. 

Captain America had made his way to the lieutenant in 
charge of the effmts. The firefighter ' s skin was leathery, 

· tanned by the heat of too many fires, black soot mottling it 
further. From behind that face, however, bright and blue eyes 
shone, showing a grim determination. 

''What can we do to help?'' Cap asked. 
The lieutenant looked grimly back at the bl9ze in fi·ont of 
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hi m, already spreading along the street. "We need to get the 
people out. We can' t save the buildings, they're like tinder. 
llcll, the hotel where this started is already gone,'' he said, 
pointing at a burned-out skeleton in the middle · of the con
ll agration. It hadn't been much when it stood, an old, dilap
idated building that had likely danced on the edge of being 
condemned for decades, but, to the people who lived there, 
it had offered a modicum of warmth, shelter, and hope. Now 
it was rubble, ashes, and smoldering wood, an obscenely 
large campfire. 

''I think we can contain the fire long enough to get the 
people out and keep it from spreading any further," the lieu
tenant said, "but we don't have enough ladder units." 

' 'Tell us where to start.'' 
That was all Captain America had to say. The firefighter 

pointed to a building a few doors down and said, ''That one. 
We've barely begun on that one." 

"What channel are your walkie-talkies set at?" 
"Channel 40." 
The Captain pulled out his Avengers Com Card, noting 

that the Falcon was reaching for his own card as well. The 
Avenger reset the card's frequency so it would broadcast and 
receive on the same channel, then started to move toward 
the building. 

"Cap!" the lieutenant called after him. 
Captain America turned back to the lieutenant to see him 

holding out an oxygen tank and face mask. Another fire
fighter was running up with a second set of equipment. Cap 
took it and strapped it on as he ran toward the apartment. 

The Falcon refused the bulky gear. The apparatus would 
not fit over his wings. He did take a small rebreather tube 
like those used by scuba divers for short work and that the 
fi refighters kept for use in areas too cramped for full tanks. 
Then, instructing Redwing to wait for him outside, he flew 
after the Captain, catching up to his partner just outside the 
building. 
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Jlorlu nnlely, it was only a four-story building. That limited 
ll w 1111 mh0 r of possible causalities. 

' '1'11 check the first and second floors and work up," Cap
tain America said. "You start on the fourth and work 
down.'' 

They entered the building. Around them, everything 
burned. Flames ran along the floor and jumped out from the 
walls. Above, a sheet of fire seemed to dance across the 
ceiling from one end of the hallway to the other, oddly beau
tiful as it moved gracefully down the corridor. 

A wave of heat crashed into the Captain like a sucker 
punch from the Hulk, almost forcing him to his knees. 
Though the special weave of his costume protected his as 
well as a firefighter's turnouts, the heat hammered at him. 
He had fought against the subterranean Lava Men, creatures 
capable of generating body heat of near-magma tempera
tures. This was hotter. 

He did not stop. The Captain put his shield in front of 
him, blocking the waves of heat as he ran down the hallway. 

There were four apartments on this floor, two in the front, 
two in the back. The Captain saw that one of the rear apart
ment doors was open. He verified that it was empty, then 
turned his attention to the other apartments. He kicked into 
the second of the two rear units and found, to his relief, that 
its occupants had apparently also fled to safety, as had those 
of one of the front apartments. 

In the second, he found a desperate family trying to gather 
a few belongings before they fled. 

"You don't have time to take anything," he shouted. 
"You need to get out of here now!" 

The family stared at him, shock and disbelief evident on 
their faces. The mother clutched a varied bundle of her fam
ily's clothes to her chest, the father was dragging a heavy 
tool chest, a young boy was juggling toys and comic books. 
They froze. 

''Take what you already have and follow me,'' Captain 
America compromised. They still hesitated. then the Captain 
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noticed the woman's eyes dati sheepishly to a table holding 
a small fish tank. He understood what was needed to get the 
family moving. He ran to the tank and picked it up. 

" I have them," he said. "Now follow me." 
The Captain led them out of the building, hurrying them 

while taking care they did not drop anything. When he got 
them safely behind the firefighters' line, he ran back through 
the flames. 

The Falcon hadn't been as lucky as Captain America. Like 
his friend, he had felt the heat of the fire smash into him, 
and like Cap, he ignored the heat as best he could, flying up 
to the roof and through the stairwell access down to 'the 
fourth floor. 

Two of the apartment doors were open, and a third was 
unlocked. He flew through the tiny dwellings at top speed 
and found them all abandoned. 

It was the fourth door that troubled the Falcon. It was not 
only closed, but locked. No one fleeing a fire would bother 
to lock a door behind them. He felt the door; it was not hot, 
which meant there was no fire burning out of control behind 
it. He could open it without a dangerous backdraft leaping 
out of him. Fearing the worst, he broke the door down. 

He found the old woman on the floor of her living room. 
He knelt beside her. She wasn't breathing: There was no 
pulse. He didn' t know how long she had been that way or 
whether she would last long enough for him to fly her out
side. He acted immediately. 

The Falcon pulled the rebreather from his mouth. He tilted 
the woman's head back, lifted her chin, and pinched her nose 
closed. He covered her mouth with his own and breathed 
into it. Once. Twice. When she didn't respond, he placed his 
hands in the center of her chest, right on top of left, and 
began the rhythmic thrusts of CPR. 

"Come on! Breathe, breathe!" he commanded as his eyes 
blinked and burned in the heat. The woman was not respond
ing. 
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< 'npfnin America bounded up the stairs to the second floor. 

Fortunately, as on the first, three of the apartment doors were 
open and the units empty. The fourth door was closed, but, 
when he entered the apartment, he found it bereft even of 
furniture. 

Since he hadn't heard from the Falcon, the Captain didn't 
know whether or not the upper floors were empty. He de
cided to continue his efforts on the third floor. 

The Avenger didn't like what he saw. Tongues of flame 
lapped at the stairs up the entire length of the stairwell. As 
the fire used up the oxygen of the lower floors, it shot up 
through the shaft in a relentless search for both fuel and air. 
It was a thing alive, a beast greedily consuming everything 
in its path. 

He had no way of knowing how safe the stairs were, but 
if he were to continue looking for anyone who might be left 
in the building, he also had no choice but to climb them. He 
started up the stairs, his booted feet kicking up showers of 
red-hot cinders flying with each step. 

The stairs trembled under the Captain's legs. What sup
port they had offered was being eaten away beneath him. 
They wouldn't last much longer. Ignoring the flames reach
ing up for him through the stairs, he ran up, taking two and 
three stairs at a time. 

He was fast. The fire was faster. As he neared the top 
step, the stairwell let out a loud whine, as if to protest his 
weight upon them, and then crumbled beneath him. Two sto
ries of stairwell cascaded down. Stairs and bannister crashed, 
still burning, on the first floor, forming a fiery mountain of 
debris. 

Captain America fell back toward the death that burned 
out of control below. 
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"~ vengers Mansion. How may I direct your call?" 
IJ "Good afternoon, Jarvis. Is Captain America 

there?" Even as he spoke, Colin Maxwell noticed 
that his own voice was flat and businesslike; there was none 
of the friendliness or the sparkle it usually carried when he 
spoke to Jarvis. 

"I'm afraid not, sir. He is otherwise engaged." 
''Will he be back today?'' 
"I expect so, sir." 
"Jarvis, do you recognize my voice?" 
" Of course, sir. You're Mr. Ma-" 
''I'm staying at the Day's End Hotel on East 40th near 

Grand Central Station, ' ' Colin interrupted, not wanting his 
name thrown out over an open line. ''When Cap returns, 
have him call me here. Ask for Lew Archer's room. Do you 
have that all?" 

" I do, sir. Rest assured, I shall relay the message exactly 
as you presented it." 

" Thank you, Jarvis." 
Colin had to give Jarvis credit. Everything about Max

well's phone call was wrong. He had never asked for Captain 
America before, always calling for Steve. He always stayed 
at the Embassy Suites because he enjoyed the luxury of set
ting up the living room as an office, rather than trying to 
cram everything into one room. And he always used his own 
name, since he wasn't famou.s enough to require travelling 
incognito. But Jarvis reacted as if it were just another ' call 
from one of Cap's acquaintances. 

Colin wasn' t so vain as to assume his one phone call was 
the s,trangest thing the butler for the Avengers had ever ex
perienced, but those other things were likely more in the 
nature of demigods, galactic heralds, and high-tech audio
animatronics. His call was more personal- a one-on-one rar
ity which Jarvis likely would have found very odd- yet the 
butler had expressed no surprise. 
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Since Steve- Captain America_:hadn't been at the man
sion, all Colin could do was wait. 

Colin walked over to check the deadbolt for the fourth 
time that hour, noting as he did how quickly he could cross 
the small room. Again he resented that the nature of this 
business required he travel undercover and stay away from 
the comfortable suite that was his usual Manhattan port of 
call. 

Like so many hotel rooms in this city where space was at 
a premium, this one was small and cramped. There was 
barely enough floor space for a lone double bed, a dresser, 
an aged TV and stand, a tiny formica table, and a single 
chair by the window. Colin's notebook computer and printer 
filled the table so completely he had to spread out his new 
book on the bed. The room was barely serviceable, and .the 
wallpaper, a hideous mixture of purple and green in ugly 
madras patterns that resembled a lunatic power tie, almost 
destroyed even that bit of utility. Colin wondered how the 
Day's End had rated even two stars in his guidebook. 

The room was mostly shadow, illuminated only by the 
floor lamp next to the table and a wall lamp over the bed. 
There was no overhead lighting. Another time, Colin would 
have opened the curtains to the afternoon's natural sunlight. 
This time, he could not, feeling it wiser to keep the curtain 
closed, his presence in the room unseen. 

He crossed back to the table and sat down by the com
puter, intending to work on the new Hale novel. What he 
actually did was sit in front of the computer watching the 
cursor blink on the otherwise blank screen. There was too 
much on Colin's mind, too many distractions. Whatever 
words he had hoped to write would not come. He closed the 
document. 

He started to phone Barb. He had called when he first 
checked into the hotel, but had gotten their answering ma
chine. Then, remembering Steve might call him back at any 
time, he realized he had to leave the line clear. Maybe it was 
just as well. When he left the message that he had arrived 
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safely on the machine, he had, he hoped, successfully kept 
the tension he felt out of his voice. He wasn't certain he 
could fool his wife in an actual conversation. 

Colin decided not to check his e-mail either, logging on 
just long enough to send a quick note. When he was finished, 
he turned off the lights, arranged his book into a somewhat 
orderly pile, and stretched out on the bed to wait for Steve's 
call. 

The world knew him as Captain America, but Colin rarely 
thought of him by that name. After all, it had been Steve 
he'd met and befriended all those years ago. . 

Shortly after that first meeting, Colin realized that, while 
Captain America had a great many friends in the govern
ment, law-enforcement, and super hero communities, the 
man behind the mask had very few. 

Steve's boyhood and wartime acquaintances were either 
dead or so old Rogers could not look them up, for fear of 
having to explain how he had remained so young. And most 
of the people Steve had met since his return knew him as 
Cap. Only a select few knew the "real" Steve Rogers, and 
Colin prided himself on being one of them. 

But, on this trip, it wasn't his friend whom Colin had 
called, it was Captain America. Because, this time, he needed 
the legend. And so, he feared, did their country. 

Colin picked up a few pages from the pile of notes beside 
him. So much over a single novel, he thought with a grim 
smile. You'd think I was Salmon Rushdie or something. 

It was almost a year ago that Maxwell had started work 
on his new Hale book, a novel he thought would be his best 
in the series to date. He'd come up with a twist for this book, 
a change of pace that excited him. Instead of a period piece 
set in the 1940s, this book would take place today, with a 
retired, happily married Nick Hale enjoying his senior years 
in a quiet midwestern community far from the big cities and 
noir locales of his youthful exploits. 

Colin realized that even the most desperate clients would 
not be seeking to hire a retired detective, so he needed to 
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ll nd a mystery Hale would go to on his own. Colin found it 
in the pages of his daily newspapers. Where his previous 
llale novels had been conceived in dusty history books and 
old magazines, this newest tale owed its inspiration to the 
morning headlines. 

Ruby Ridge. Waco. Oklahoma City. The names of these 
places and the events associated with them had awakened in 
the American people an awareness of the hidden armies 
among them: the militias. Homegrown paramilitary organi
zations that were very much in the news and yet still the 
stuff of mysteries. 

There were many catchphrases that had come to signify 
the fear people had of America's large urban centers: mug
gings, carjackings, gangs, drive-by shootings. These buzz
words went to the hearts of the people, burrowing to tap into 
their most primal fears. But, for all that, they remained words 
associated with cities. This fear had not penetrated the small 
towns and farmlands idolized in the Disneyesque concept of 
Main Street, USA-until recently. 

Another word had been added to the lexicon of America's 
fears : militia. Colin knew many of these militias were harm
less, perhaps little more than social clubs for the ineffectual 
and disgruntled. But there were also more radical groups 
whose members believed in violence-and who acted on 
those beliefs. 

Unfairly or not, militia had become a buzzword equating 
all such groups with the relatively few violent ones. This 
newest of catchphrases was every ·bit as commanding as 
drive-by shooting, but far more universal. This was a fear of 
homegrown terrorists at war with the government and willing 
to accept civilian casualties as an acceptable consequence of 
their righteous struggle. It was not a fear reserved for the 
larger cities, for New York or Los Angeles or Chicago. 
Smaller metropolitan areas, like Oklahoma City, and even 
rural areas, such as Waco or Ruby Ridge, were as likely to 
be staging grounds for the violence of these self-styled pa
triots. 
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It was the stuff of mediocre action flicks, short on wit and 
long on fireworks . Indeed, for a time, the militia groups in 
their infinite variety had threatened to supplant super heroes, 
cheating spouses, and makeovers as the hot topic of the syn
dicated talk-show circuit. 

To Colin, a radical militia group had seemed like a good 
contemporary topic, an interesting and even educational chal
lenge for an aging gumshoe and his readers, educational in 
that the writer intended to be fair in his approach and make 
it clear that not all such groups advocated bombing office 
buildings. He would research his subject thoroughly, both the 
standard militia groups and the more radical ones. 

That was when he learned about Liberty's Torch. 
There were, in the spectrum of the militias, groups that 

were mainly political in nature. They conducted peaceful 
protests and tried to sway their fellow citizens to their view
points. There were groups that prepared toward the day, 
which they fully expected to come, when they would need 
defend their viewpoints against some foe, whether that foe 
be a foreign or a federal one. And there were groups de
manding compliance with their beliefs, even if that compli
ance was achieved through violence. 

And then there was Liberty's Torch. 
Liberty's Torch was to radical what molten lava was to 

warm. Taylor Douglas, its founder, had been a weapons man
ufacturer who'd made his considerable fortune when the cold 
war was still hot and the military lusted after his wares. But 
even then, he was openly critical of what he considered the 
over-regulation imposed on his trade by the government with 
its support of the United Nations and many foreign aid pro
grams. Douglas said America was selling out her people to 
foreigners and he said it as frequently and as loudly as he 
could. 

Douglas's unremitting criticisms were not accepted cheer
fully by the government that was his leading customer. When 
communism toppled and the U.S.S.R. broke up into its com
ponent states, the Joint Chiefs of Staff informed Douglas that 
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our armed forces no longer required his weapons. The U.S. 
was at peace and the funds that had ' been spent with his 
companies would be better used to fund social programs. 
Whether the government actually intended to spend that 
money on such programs was immaterial. It had, in effect, 
invited Taylor Douglas to succeed elsewhere. 

Douglas responded by moving to a small community in 
upstate New York and establishing Liberty's Torch, the mi
litia organization of which he was commander-in-chief and 
treasurer. From the pulpit of his command, Douglas spoke. 
When he did, he did not beseech others to join him, did not 
attempt to sway them to his viewpoints. He demanded. De
manded America stop supporting foreigners over her own 
sons. Demanded America dismantle the useless welfare pro
grams that siphoned resources from its productive citizens 
and squandered them on people clearly incapable of contrib
uting anything of value to "our" society. 

And Douglas did more than demand. He assured all and 
sundry that if the federal government did not see the wisdom 
of his counsel and do exactly as he dictated, there would be 
bloody and violent revolt. Oh, he was always careful not to 
counsel or foment that revolt or break the law by urging his 
followers into action. He only predicted revolt would come 
unless the government heeded him. 

When the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma 
City was bombed, Douglas could scarcely contain the glee 
in his voice as he proclaimed that "true" Americans now 
stood poised to regain the rights stolen from them by the 
government. And, when the aftermath of that slaughter did 
not spawn that revolution, it did not deter him from further 
forecasts-still careful not to urge violent action, only pre
dicting it would come. 

Financed by Douglas's personal fortune, branches of Lib
erty's Torch opened up all over the country. He made it his 
business to travel the country keeping in physical contact 
with his followers , always present when a new branch 
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opened, always ready to welcome his new allies with sub
stantial funds . 

Douglas barely acknowledged the subsequent loss of his 
family. His wife didn't even contest the onerous prenuptial 
agreement she had signed; she simply wanted to get away 
from him as fast as possible, taking their children with her. 

Colin realized Liberty's Torch was exactly the type of 
militia he needed for his book. He read ;;ts much as he could 
about militias in general and Liberty's Torch in particular. 
Under assumed names, he joined several groups, including 
the Iowa chapter of Liberty's Torch. He didn't attend any 
meetings-best to leave that for his fictional alter ego-he 
merely wanted to receive their newsletters and pamphlets. 

Which was how he met Paul Storrie. 
Colin was picking up his mail in the post office. The stack 

included a recent Liberty's, Letter, the Liberty's Torch news
letter. Storrie entered carrying an armful of sorted newsletters 
to be bulk mailed and noticed the issue in Colin's pile. 

"Hey, I see you got the end-of-the-month issue," Storrie 
said, pointing to the pamphlet on top of Colin's mail. He 
held up his bundle with a flourish. "I've got the new one 
right here. Got some extras back in the truck, if you don't 
wanna wait until these government boys get around to deliv
ering it.'' 

Colin studied Storrie. He was a short, scrawny man, five
foot-five at best, and with less meat on his bones than a 
week-old Thanksgiving turkey. As he spoke, Storrie's eyes 
darted about like a moth flitting indecisively between two 
lights. He wouldn't-or couldn't-make eye contact. A half
smoked cigarette hung from his lips, but he never seemed to 
draw from it or inhale the smoke. It simply hung there, the 
ash growing in length until it fell. 

As a boy, the Libetty's Torch member had likely been as 
gangly and stunted as he was now, his slight stature an irt
vitation to any bigger kids looking for obvious prey. Colin 
guessed the guy had spent his life as a hanger-on to people 
he thought were big, hoping to gain respect by as-
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soctation. Maybe Storrie even believed he had finally 
achieved that respect in the ranks of the Torch. 

Colin smiled widely at Storrie. He felt a brief pang of 
guilt over how easy this would be. 

"Hey, that would be great! You must be pretty important 
for them to trust you with delivering the Letter. Probably 
quite a few folks who'd like to stop the truth from getting 
out- if it weren't for you making sure it does." 

Colin remembered teaching his son how to fish. Use the 
right bait, he'd told Nicholas, give the fish enough play, and 
it'll set the hook right into itself. It didn't matter what kind 
of fish. The basic principle was the same. 

"That's for sure," Storrie replied, his chest swelling out 
as he spoke. ''It takes more than a pickup that'll get ya from 
here to there, to do this job. Y'know, I don't think I ever 
saw you at any meetings," Storrie continued, relishing even 
this small bit of attention from another human being. ''I'm 
Paul, Paul Storrie; folks call me Pauley. Pleased to meet
Say, who are you?" 

"Hell, I'm no one special," Colin said with mock hu
mility, seemingly dismissing the question with a wave of his 
hand, the hand holding his mail. The gesture afforded Colin 
a quick glance at the name on the label of his Liberty's Let
ter. When he had subscribed to the various militia publi
cations, he had used a different name for each group. 

"My name's Diamond, Dick Diamond. I'm actually not 
a member, Mr. Storrie. I'm just a writer doing some research 
for an article I'm fixing to write." 

A taste of the truth. More bait for the fish. 
Storrie's smile faded. "You figuring on writing some 

stab-in-the-back hatchet job on my boys?'' 
"Hell, no," Colin said, shaking his head wildly and im

itating Storrie's own expression. "Those things give me a 
pain where the sun don't shine. I'm fixing to write my article 
for- Well, actually, I don't have a publisher for it yet. I'm 
hoping it' ll be good enough for one of the really good mag
azines, Soldier of Fortune, or something like it. Maybe you 
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can help me. A man as important as you knows a lot of 
things I could put in my article. You know, the kind of per
sonal interest stuff that would give it herut. Let people know 
what Liberty's Torch stands for." 

"I don't know if that it'd be such a good idea," Storrie 
said, trying to sound discouraging without appearing too neg
ative. "Yeah, I know important stuff, but it's stuff that 
shouldn't appear in some magazine." 

Storrie fancied himself a fisherman, too, it seemed. He 
was clearly trolling for a strike. Colin knew the best way to 
reel him in was to take the errand boy's bait. 

"It'd be your call where we should and shouldn't go, that 
goes without saying. And I'd be willing to pay you for what
ever help you gave me. A guy like you, your time's valu
able." 

"Well, I guess it'd be okay, just as long as we steer clear 
of where I say we shouldn't go. It'll give us a chance to get 
our story out the right way. Not like those big-city papers 
twist everything all around." 

Storrie met with Colin a few times over the next couple 
weeks, Storrie spilling whatever he knew about Liberty's 
Torch. It did not surprise Colin that Storrie never once pulled 
back from any of his questions. As the writer had suspected 
would happen, Storrie was very willing to talk about the 
sensitive areas; it allowed the errand boy to show Colin how 
important he was to the organization. 

Storrie may have thought he was privy to vital informa
tion, but it was just bits and pieces; scraps of conversations 
the poor sap had overheard while policing the grounds for 
butts and emptying waste baskets. It wasn't enough to give 
Colin a clear picture of what was going on with the militia 
group. 

Still, there was a certain intensity to those bits and pieces. 
It was as if something big was in the works, as if Taylor 
Douglas was moving beyond merely predicting a revolution. 

As to what he could do about it, that wasn't nearly as 
obvious to Colin. From his research, he'd learned that police 
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departments had been infiltrated by militia members. Storrie 
had hinted that Liberty's Torch, too, had people in police 
departments all over the country. 

Colin wasn't sure he could safely bring his suspicions to 
the police. But, he realized, there was one man in whom he 
could put his complete trust: Steve Rogers. 

No, not Steve Rogers. Not this time. 
After all, what could Colin tell the police, even if he felt 

he could talk to them? Misgivings he had developed by lis
tening to the comments of a minor member of a picayune 
local branch? Would anyone take them-and him- seri
ously? Unlikely. 

But if Captain America thought the bits and pieces added 
up to something, then there was a chance those suspicions 
could be acted on before it was too late. And if they didn't, 
if Colin was just being paranoid, Cap would tell him that, 
too, and Colin would believe it. 

Less than forty-eight hours before he called Avengers 
Mansion, Colin had decided he had enough to take to Cap. 
He was about to phone his friend to let him know he would 
be corning to town when he noticed the car pru·ked outside 
his house: a nondescript black sedan sitting across the street 
from his house. It did nothing suspicious, but it gave the 
writer the same sinking feeling as when he listened to Stor
rie's offhand comments about Jews or blacks or other "for
eigners.'' 

Colin's wife was at her job and his son was at school. He 
sat in his living room staring through the sheer, translucent 
curtains that covered the window. It was daytime and all the 
light was on the outside. He could see out; no one could see 
in. For almost an hour, he did not move. 

Neither did the car. 
Colin tested his suspicions, getting into his car and driving 

around town on assorted errands. The dry cleaner, the gro
cer's, the bookstore so he could buy an out-of-town news
paper and read the reviews of his latest novel. Whatever was 
on his to-do list, he did, but always with an eye in his rear-
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view mirror to see whether the sedan was following him. 
It was. 
He didn't drive fast, never tried to lose his tail, never let 

them know he knew they were there. They followed at a 
distance, but they were there. When he returned home, they 
circled the block twice and then again parked across the 
street. 

Colin had to see Captain America immediately- and se
cretly. He researched flight times and Manhattan hotels with 
an online travel service. When he was done, he left the house 
again. He went to a movie theater for a matinee, but spent 
several minutes of the feature using a pay phone to call a 
travel agency and book tickets and reservations in the name 
of Lew Archer. 

After the movie, Colin went to his bank, withdrew enough 
cash to cover the tickets, and asked Ray Marks, his old fish
ing buddy and the bank's manager, to messenger it to the 
travel agency. An accompanying note explained "Mr. Ar
cher" would pick up the tickets at the airport. He went back 
home. 

Back in his living room, Colin called his usual travel 
agency and booked tickets to Los Angeles on the same air
line, departing a little earlier than Lew Archer's New York 
flight. When Barb came home, he explained that his agent 
had called, a movie studio wanted to option one of the Hale 
novels, and that he had to fly out in the morning. That was 
Hollywood, he told her, everything was a rush, everything 
had to be done last week. 

The next morning, with Barb and Nicholas safely on their 
way to work and school, Colin took a cab to the airport. He 
checked in on his Los Angeles flight, but did not check his 
luggage. He would need it in New York. 

A few hours later found Colin Maxwell-or Lew Ar
cher-sitting in his Manhattan hotel room waiting for the 
phone to ring. What he heard, however, wasn't a ring, but 
the grate of a passkey sliding into the lock of his door and 
turning. He picked up the phone on the nightstand; it was 
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dead. And, before the writer could think to do anything else, 
the door was pushed open and he saw Paul Storrie standing 
in the hallway. 

Colin knew something was wrong as soon as he saw Stor
rie; there was no cigarette in his informant's mouth. He also 
noticed the large purple bruises on Storrie's face and the two 
men standing behind him. One of them was Ray Marks. 

They pushed Storrie into the room and he fell to the floor 
in front of Colin's bed. The men locked the door behind 
them. Marks was a big man; his companion was bigger. Both 
were over six feet. Ray wore a black T -shirt; the other man 
a combat fatigues shirt. 

They each carried a weapon: Ray had a Glock 17 auto 
pistol; the other one had a Ruger P-85-both nine millime
ters, both equipped with silencers. And both meant business. 

Ray picked up Storrie and held him by the back of his 
collar. "Aw gee," the man said in a rough tone, "looks like 
Pauley's fallen down and hurt hisself. Maybe he better lie 
down and rest.'' 

Marks pushed Storrie onto the bed. The pages of Colin's 
novel scattered about the room. 

Colin looked at his old fishing buddy. Marks was ten 
years younger than him, had played football in high school 
and college and, as Colin knew all too well, spent hours each 
day on a weight machine to maintain his powerful, sculpted 
muscles. 

"Now look at what you done," Fatigues said. This man 
was in his mid-thirties with muscles almost as well sculpted 
as Ray's . He, too, had probably played football in college 
and high school, had, no doubt, been a star. But that had 
been more than a few unforgiving years ago. Now Fatigues 
was losing his hair, his face was starting to go jowly, the 
once-firm muscles of his body were starting to sag. He was 
not a man likely to age well. By the time he was forty-five, 
he would be fat and bald and bitter. 

''You made Pauley go and mess up the big-time author's 

49 



CAPTAIN AMERICA 

papers. I gotta tell you, I hate it when some freakin' hump 
comes along and messes up my paperwork.'' 

Fatigues swung his right arm down and struck Storrie with 
his gun, knocking Storrie onto the floor. 

"Pauley, pick up the man's papers." 
Storrie scuttled across .the floor like a cartoon crab, pick

ing up the scattered pages, tucking them in a crumpled mass 
between his left arm and his chest. When he finished, Storrie 
started to give them to Colin. 

"Pauley, where are your manners? You can't go and give 
the man his papers all out of order and ratty like that. Here, 
give 'em to me." 

Storrie handed the pages to Fatigues. The man skimmed 
several of them and then looked up at Colin. 

"Hey, these are good. You write these? They got- ah, 
whadda ya call it? Style. They got style. Hey, Ray, I want 
you should give a listen to this stuff. 

" 'Freedom's Torch called itself a patriot's dream,' " Fa
tigues read aloud, '' 'like in the song, but it was more like 
a nightmare. It was the serious look on the doctor's face just 
before he tells you the worst possible news. It was a virulent 
cancer crawling through the body and soul of the American 
people.' I mean; that' s good. Ain't that good, Ray?" 

"Like Shakespeare," Marks answered. 
Fatigues sat heavily on the bed next to Colin, holding out 

the manuscript with one hand. "Thing of it is, 'Lew' - you 
don't mind me calling you 'Lew,' right, even though you 
paid for 'Lew's' room with Colin Maxwell's credit card like 
you wanted to make sure Ray over there could find out where 
you was staying-you got a bunch of wrong stuff here. You 
need to get yourself a, whaddayacallit, a research assistant. 
Hey, Pauley, you got any ideas about that? You maybe know 
where 'Lew' could fihd someone dumb enough to shoot off 
his mouth about the Torch?" 

Sweat poured down Storrie' s face as he stammered, "No, 
Norm, I don't know anyone who ... " 

"Shut your freakin' face! " Fatigues- Norm-shouted. 
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'' You sell us out to this dirtbag, and then tl tlnk w1 ' ~< '"" 
slupid to figure out what you done? I don't know which ol 
you humps is worse, a traitor to the cause or a traitor to his 
country. But, I guess it don't matter much, bein.' as how the 
penalty for treason's the same either way." 

Norm pulled the trigger.~ softfup sounded and a red dot 
appeared on Storrie's forehead, spreading outward like a 
blossom opening in the spring. Pauley's mouth formed into 
an 0 as his eyes glazed over. It was if he were looking at 
something very far away, just before he fell wetly to the 
floor. 

Norm got up, wiped off his gun, removed the silencer and 
put in it his belt. Then he took Ray's gun. 

"Get the computer." 
Ray packed Colin's laptop and printer into their carrying 

case. Norm gave Marks the manuscript. 
"Get outta here, then call Andy on his cell phone. Tell 

him he can reconnect 'Lew's' phone." 
Marks left. Norm moved to where Storrie had been stand

ing before he died and pointed Ray's gun at Colin. 
"Know what really frosts me? That alias of yours . Like 

we're not supposed to figure that one out. Like we're too 
freakiil' stupid to read." 

He pulled the trigger. Another fup, and Colin felt the bul
let hit him in the chest. He fell back on the bed paralyzed 
and knew he was dying. He could not move as the gun that 
had killed Paul Storrie was placed in his hand and his fingers 
were closed around it. 

Colin could have written this scene himself. The other 
gun, its silencer also removed, would be found in Storrie's 
hand, making it appear they had shot each other. 

Colin heard Norm say something from the doorway~ 
''I'll remember you to the Pulitzer Prize Committee, ya 
hump" - and then he heard the door slam shut. 

Colin's gaze was fixed on the phone sitting on the table. 
His dying thoughts were ones of regret: that the last time his 
wife and son would ever hear his voice would be on an 
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answering machine, telling them he had arrived in Los An
geles safely, and that those last words to them were a lie. 

Hours later, the phone rang. 
No one answered. 
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© aptain America's red-gloved hand shot up through the 
smoke. The landing on the third floor was just above 
him and, if he could grab the floor of that landing, he 

could catch himself and stop his fall. But, as fast as he was, 
the pull of gravity was faster. His hand missed the landing 
by inches, brushing futilely against the hard, smooth wall. 

He fell, but did not panic. He twisted his torso, rotating 
his body. As he turned and fell, he pulled his shield arm 
back toward his head. Then, when he had rotated one hun
dred and eighty degrees, he swung his shield arm toward the 
wall that blurred past him. 

His shield was made of an indestructible alloy of ada
mantium and vibranium, far stronger than the plaster of this 
old building. It struck the wall with the force generated by 
Captain America's powerful muscles. The edge of the shield 
cut into the stairwell's plaster wall and the wooden lattice
work supporting that wall, embedding itself firmly enough 
to support the Captain as he hung by the straps on its un
derside. 

With his feet, the Captain pushed off the wall, curling 
into a ball to flip himself up and over his shield. He shot his 
legs out and down. They struck his shield and bounced off 
it as if it were a diving board. A perfect somersault carried 
him to the third-floor landing. He leaned back over the stair
well, reached down, and pulled his shield out of the wall. 
Then he moved down the hall to the front apartments. 

The fire roared around him, burning out of control and 
with a deafening noise that sounded like the cry of a jungle 
beast on the prowl. The heat rose up and swirled around the 
Captain, attacking him as if he were that wild beast's prey. 
The smoke, black and thick, filled the hallway from end to 
end. 

As the Captain moved toward the apartments, he heard 
another noise above the thundering whoosh of the fire
faint, at first, then louder. Someone was banging on a door, 
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shouting as best he could with the smoke making his every 
breath a struggle. 

"JaWanda! JaWanda, girl!" A cough. "Open the door! 
Open the-" another cough " -door!" 

The Captain pressed through the smoke to the rear units. 
A young man in his twenties, with a shaved head and wear
ing a crimson jogging suit, stood by a closed apartment door. 
No, not stood, the Captain realized, at least not alone, for the 
man supported himself on two crutches. The man leaned on 
his left crutch, letting it hold him up as he banged on the 
door with his right hand. 

"JaWanda!" Two more coughs. "Come on, girl. We got 
to get out of here now!" 

''Take this,'' said Captain America, as he held out the 
oxygen mask he had removed from his face. 

The man turned suddenly, with a speed and agility that 
belied his obvious need for the crutches. He coughed twice 
more, then took the offered mask. He breathed deeply, suck
ing real air into lungs mercilessly assaulted by the smoke. 

As the man breathed deeply, he looked at the Captain with 
deep brown eyes that were set so far back in his skull they 
appeared to be floating in ·dark caverns. In those eyes, the 
Avenger saw the same look that he'd seen in the eyes of too 
many young Gis in the European Theater. Eyes young as 
their owners and old for having seen more conflict and fight
ing in their short lives than a dozen men should have seen. 

For a moment, the man stared at Captain America, but 
only for a moment. In that moment, the Captain saw the look 
of an awestruck boy. Then the eyes glazed over, becoming 
cold, hard, piercing orbs that saw much but reacted to little. 
It was their natural state; a defense against what they en
countered every day. 

"What's your name, sir?" he asked of the young man. 
"G-Roc. Urn, that is Ordell." 
"Who's in there?" 
"The Walkers," Ordell answered. "Mrs. Walker and 

JaWanda. JaWanda's only six. Everybody else on this floor 
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jetted. They on the curb. But I didn't see Mrs. Walker or 
JaWanda, so I come back in. Found they door locked. You 
can hear JaWanda crying. I been tryin' to get her to open up 
so we can get gone, but she too scared, won't even answer 
me.'' 

"How about you? How well can you maneuver?" 
"Got capped in the back in a drive-by. Legs ain't useless, 

but they can't support me. That's why the crutches. But I 
still get around pretty good." 

Captain America looked at the door. It was old, but 
sturdy, built back when things were made to last. He could 
knock it down easily, but he didn't want to do that if he 
didn't have to. Something told him it would be better to have 
the door intact and serve as a barrier against the fire. If he 
could manage it, he wanted the door opened from the inside. 

"JaWanda? Listen to me. This is Captain America." 
The Captain looked at Ordell then nodded at the door. 
"Word up, JaWanda. He be the article. The Avenger. The 

Flag Man hisself.'' 
While Ordell spoke, Captain America searched for a 

memory from three lifetimes ago, from when Steve Rogers 
had been a boy, not any older than JaWanda, and his parents 
were alive. A storm, a bad one, had knocking out the power 
to their building and was shaking the walls with thunderclaps 
that sounded like the monstrous boom of some giant cannon. 

The noise and the dark scared young Steve, terrified him, 
and he had locked himself in the bathroom. His mother's 
urgent pleas for him to come out went unheeded; Steve was 
too afraid to open the door and be taken by the monsters 
waiting in that dark and terrible night. Then he heard his 
father's voice. 

"It's all right. Steve. Your mother and I are here. Nothing 
else. Nothing in the dark, son. Nothing to be afraid of Noth
ing that can hurt you. Just open the door. Come out to us 
and you'll be fine." 

Joseph Rogers spoke softly, but his voice filled both his 
son and the locked room. His tone was calm, no sense of 
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urgency in it at all, but it carried the soft, calm reassurance 
with which it was spoken. It filled Steve with confidence, 
with the knowledge that what his father said was· true. 

Steve opened the door. Holding his father's hand, he sat 
with his parents and waited out the storm. 

It was one of Captain America's few memories of his 
father; Joseph Rogers died a year later. Even now, several 
decades later, he remembered the incident exactly and re
membered the voice. Remembered how his father had spo
ken, the tone, the inflections, the timbre. All that had 
convinced his younger self to listen and believe. He closed 
his eyes, wrapped himself in the memory, and began to speak 
to another frightened child. 

"JaWanda. Listen to me. We have to leave. I know the 
fire is very bad, but if you come with me, I promise it won't' 
hurt you. I won't let it hurt you. I need you to come to the 
door, JaWanda. Can you do that? Come to the door and 
unlock it. Don't open the door, just unlock it. Remember, 
unlock it, but don't open it." 

Several seconds passed; it seemed nothing was going to 
happen. Ordell steadied himself on his crutches and lifted his 
hand to pound on the door again. But, before he did, he 
looked at Captain America. The Captain shook his head. 

"Wait," he said, and Ordelllowered his hand. 
They heard the lock turn and the deadbolt slide. 
Captain America took off his glove to feel the door. It 

was cool. Whatever fire was inside the apartment wasn't 
burning out of control and wouldn't flare up into a lethal 
backdraft when the door was opened. 

"That's good, JaWanda," he said. "Now I need for you 
to back away from the door. Go into your kitchen. I'll be 
corning in, but I want you away from the door." 

The Captain waited a brief moment, then opened the door. 
He and Ordell entered the unit, closing the door behind them 
to keep as much of the fire outside as they could. 

He looked around the apartment quickly, assessing the 
extent of the fire within and how quickly they would have 
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to move. As he did, the Captain's eyes took in the details. 
It was a sparsely furnished unit. What it held was battered, 
chipped, broken, or threadbare. It reminded him very much 
of the apartment where he and his parents had lived, not 
because of its impoverished state, but because of the pho
tographs hung or placed all around it. As with his own fam
ily, the only wealth to be seen here was in the images of 
loved ones. 

"Can you help my mommy?" the Captain heard a small 
voice ask. He turned and looked at JaWanda Walker. She 
was small for her age, with thin spindle arms and legs. Her 
long black hair was done up in several strands of tight curls. 
Her black eyes were too big for her head, overwhelming her 
face with their beauty. The bright pinks and blues and yel
lows on her Big Bird shirt jumped out, even through the 
smoke floating in the apartment and the soot covering her 
clothes like a carbon paper stain. JaWanda reached up, took 
his hand, and urgently pulled him to the bedroom. 

"Please, can you help my Mommy?" she asked again. 
"She and me were takin' naps and now I can't wake her 
up.'' 

The Captain went with her to the bedroom. He saw Mrs. 
Walker lying on the floor, her arm outstretched from where 
JaWanda had been pulling on it in a futile attempt to wake 
her. He felt bile rise to his mouth as he saw how still the 
woman lay. He knelt by the woman and felJ for a pulse. 

There was none. During the war, he'd seen death more 
times than he cared to remember, seen that blank look on 
the faces of the dead. He knew JaWanda's mother was dead. 

"JaWanda, we've got to get your mother and you out of 
here. Do you know what a fire escape is?'' 

"Yes, sir." 
"Is there one outside your window?" 
"No, it's down the hall at the back." 
"Okay. We can't go down the stairs, so we'll have to go 

down the fire escape. Do you understand?" 
"Yes." 
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"How about you?" the Captain asked Ordell. "Can you 
manage the fire escape?" 

''Man, to get out of here, I could shimmy down the Statue 
of Liberty." 

Captain America picked up Mrs. Walker and carrie~d her 
to the living room. He placed her on the floor and felt the 
door again. It was hot. Too hot. · 

"Ordell, JaWanda, the fire's bad outside. Wait here a sec
ond while I see if we can go down the hall. Will you be all 
right while I check that?'' 

Ordell knew the question was meant more for the girl than 
him, but nodded anyway, trying to force as much confidence 
as he could into the gesture so that JaWanda wouldn't see 
his own fear. He looked at her and realized she had none. 
She merely smiled at Captain America and said, "We'll be 
all right.' ' 

She knew he would get them all out of the building. 
The Captain opened the door and moved quickly into the 

hall. He looked toward the fire escape. The fire burned out 
of control. The hall was impassible. 

The Falcon didn't know how long he'd been applying 
CPR to the woman, only that it hadn ' t been long enough. 
She still wasn't breathing. 

Breath, breath, pump the chest fifteen times, check for 
breathing. When he found no response, he repeated: breath, 
breath, fifteen pumps on the chest. 

He knew that below were firetrucks and rescue vehicles 
with defibrillators and other equipment for reviving the in
jured. But he also knew that if he stopped what he was doing 
and tried to move her, she would not survive long enough 
for any of the~ equipment to dG her any good. Her only 
chance was for him to revive her there and now. 

There was still no response. He started the cycle again: 
two breaths and fifteen rhythmic pumps. 

"Come on- breathe! I haven't lost a patient yet and I'm 
not about to start with you! Breathe!" 

59 



CAPTAIN AMERICA 

The woman coughed, hard, and shook spasmodically, as 
her lungs forcibly expelled the smoke that she had dra-wn 
into them. Then she breathed. Once. Twice. Steady. 

The Falcon smiled. He gently placed his rebreather tube 
into the woman's mouth and grinned with satisfaction at the 
sound of her breathing in the air compressed in the small 
tube. 

He knew the woman was still in danger. She would l)eed 
medical attention as soon as possible and he wanted to get 
it to her faster than by flying her down the stairwell and 0 ut 
the door. He picked up a chair lying near them and threw it 
through a window. 

The chair smashed through the glass. The fire burst into 
new life, fed by the outside air. Flames took hold in we 
window frame and the wall surrounding it. 

The Falcon picked the woman up, activated his turbines 
and flew through the window at maximum speed. 'fast 
enough, he hoped, that the fire wouldn't touch them as theY 
passed. He felt the heat on his bare arms and chest, hCJtter 
than anything he had ever felt before. Were they on fire? 

As he glided to the street, he looked at the woman in bis 
arms and breathed an audible sigh of relief. She may h.ave 
been burned, but, thankfully, her clothes were not on fire . 

Emergency services and rescue vehicles were waiting just 
a few yards beyond the firefighting effort, waiting for artY 
victims to be brought to them. The Falcon swooped to we 
closest one and landed before an astonished paramedic. 

"This woman needs medical attention!" the winged l)ero 
shouted. The paramedic quickly regained his composure, 
helped lay the woman on a stretcher, and immediately statted 
tending to her. 

The Falcon watched anxiously for several long moments. 
Then, the paramedic turned to him with a smile. "She shCluld 
make it." 

The Falcon closed his eyes, releasing a slow exhal~ of 
relief. His eyes still watered from the heat and smoke. His 
chest pulled with each breath. His shoulder burned whete a 
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stray flame had tasted him. But, seeing the woman smile 
weakly at him as she was lifted into an ambulance, he was 
humbly grateful for the providence that had spared them 
from the inferno. 

With the ambulance safely on its way, the Falcon sought 
out the lieutenant he and Cap had spoken on their arrival. 
The firefighter brought him up to speed quickly. 

"We have the fires under control. They won't spread any
more. Now we're trying to put them out, hopefully before 
the rest of the block comes down." 

Suddenly, the Falcon looked around anxiously. He didn't 
see a familiar red-white-and-blue costume anywhere. 

"Where's Cap?" 
The lieutenant shook his head. "Haven't seen him. But, 

with the way everyone's been in and out of these buildings, 
I haven't been able to keep track either." 

"You mean he could still be-" 
The Falcon's question went uncompleted as he took to the 

air, heading back toward the inferno he'd just escaped. 

Captain America closed the door behind him. The apart
ment was full of smoke. He had to make sure as little more 
as possible came in while he figured out another escape 
route. 

"JaWanda, where does your mother keep the towels?" 
"There's some in the kitchen," the girl answered, point

ing the way as she did. 
The Captain found the towels in a drawer next to the sink. 

He ran them under the faucet, then went back to the door. 
He lay the soaking towels on the floor to cover the space 
between the bottom of the door and the floor, then wedged 
them tightly into that crack with his shield. . 

He moved to a window at the front of the apartment. The 
fire was blazing all around it. He would not be able to get 
JaWanda or Ordell through it without burning them. 

He rushed to the bedroom window, which looked out on 
an alley space between the burning buildings. He looked 
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down, past the web of clotheslines that, hung between the 
buildings. 

The alley burned, piles of trash having ignited as the fire 
from within the buildings sought the freedom of the open 
air. But, though the ground itself was a deadly inferno, there 
were no flames around the bedroom window. They could 
pass through it safely, but then what? 

The Captain took out his comm card and activated it. 
"Cap! Where are you?" 
The Falcon's reply came through the miniaturized speaker 

on the card and, even filtered as it was, Captain America 
could hear the urgency in his friend's voice. 

''Third floor, front apartment. The bedroom window on 
the east side of the building. We need help." 

"On my way." 
The Captain ran back to the living room, where he found 

Ordell balancing precariously on his ctutches while holding 
JaWanda close to him. 

"JaWanda, Ordell, we've got to go to the bedroom win
dow. Someone will be there to take you down." 

"What about Mommy?" the girl asked. 
The Captain picked up the body of Mrs. Walker. "I have 

her," he said reassuringly, "Let's go!" 
He followed JaWanda and Ordell into the bedroom; the 

Falcon was already at the window. 
"JaWanda, this is my friend, the Falcon. If you just hold 

on to his neck as tightly as you can, he'll fly you down to 
the street and the firemen.'' 

The Falcon picked up JaWanda tenderly, tucking her head 
within his wings, and flew her out the window. 

Captain America turned to his remaining companion. 
"You're next, Ordell." 
Ordell's gaze was on the limp body in the Captain's arms. 

The Avenger answered the young man's unspoken question. 
"She was dead before we came into the room. I didn't 

want to tell JaWanda. Is there a father?" 
"Yeah. Crackhead fool who only show up when the relief 
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checks comes. You don't want to be leaving her with him. 
Mrs. Walker got a sister over to Jersey somewhere. Good 
folk. They's the ones you should get to look after her. Don' t 
know for sure where they live, though." 

"Next," the Falcon said at the window. 
The Captain helped Ordell into the Falcon's arms, then 

handed the young man his crutches. He watched as the two 
flew upward through the smoke. Once they were above the 
flames, the Falcon would tum and carry his passenger to 
safety. 

He looked into the face of the woman in his arms, the 
woman he had arrived too late to help. 

"I will find your sister for JaWanda," he promised her. 
"I won't fail you there, too." 

When the Falcon returned to the window, the Captain 
handed him Mrs. Walker's body. The Falcon objected. 

"Cap, this fire is burning out of control! She's dead! I've 
got to get you out of here now!" 

''Take her, Sam. I can't leave her body here to bum. I 
won't allow that to be JaWanda's last memory of her mother. 
I'll be fine. Take her." 

"But- " 
"Please, Sam?" 
The Falcon took the body and left. Captain America 

looked back and saw the fire burning out of control in the 
apartment and spreading into the bedroom. He was no fire
fighter, but he knew he couldn't stay here any longer. 

He dove out the window and grabbed onto a clotheslines 
that hung between the buildings. For a second, it supported 
his weight. Then it broke. As it did, he sw~ng off it, reaching 
out and grabbing the one next to it. It, too, held for an instant 
and then snapped as quickly as the first. But the Captain was 
already repeating the maneuver, swinging off and reaching 
out to clutch the next line. This rope, which was already 
burning at one end, broke immediately, before he could 
swing to the next one. 

Even as he fell, the Captain pulled on the rope he still 
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held, yanking it hard. The rope was tied to a hook screwed 
into the decaying mortar of the building. The force of his 
pull jerked the hook out of the mortar and away from the 
opposite wall. 

He cast the free end of the rope up and out in the manner 
of a trout fisherman, whipping it so that it had a downward 
momentum. The rope shot out and over the last of the lines 
hanging between the buildings, hitting them with the down
ward whip the Captain had imparted to it. The rope and hook 
wrapped around the last of the clotheslines, ending his fall 
with a sudden jerk. 

Until the last clothesline also broke and he fell toward the 
fire burning in the alley below. 

The Captain turned his head toward the front of the build
ing. He couldn't see anything through the thick smoke swirl
ing around him, but he could hear the familiar sound of the 
Falcon's wings. Like a well-practiced trapeze artist, who 
knew when to reach out for his catcher's arms, the Avenger 
shot his own arms up over his head. He felt the Falcon's 
strong hands grasp his wrists. 

''Thanks, Sam. One more stop. Take me down so I can 
retrieve my shield.'' 

The Falcon didn't attempt to conceal his admiration. 
''I'm beginning to wonder if it's your nerves that are 

made of adamantium, Cap, and not that shield. Without a 
doubt, you are the coolest man under pressure I have ever 
seen.'' 

"What pressure, partner? I knew you'd be there." 
The Falcon smiled. · 
"Just the same, at our next training session, I think we 

need to work on our timing.'' 

The next few hours were agonizing for Captain America. 
Not trained as either a firefighter or a paramedic, he knew 
he could serve best by standing and watching as others did 
what they had been trained to do. The Falcon pitched in to 
help the firefighting effort by flying hoses above the build-
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ings, where ladders could not reach, and spraying the fires. 
The Captain could do little more than help move people out 
of the way. 

Although he did what he could, for the most part, he 
watched. He especially watched the ambulances and emer
gency vehicles. Each time he saw a paramedic smile or in
dicate that a patient would pull through, he wanted to cheer, 
no matter how undignified it would be. Each time he saw a 
sheet pulled up over the head of anyone who had died, either 
one of the tenants or one of the firefighters, he felt a little 
piece of himself dying, too. 

After several hours, Captain America saw a black sedan 
pull up to the fire. This was not a firefighting or rescue ve
hicle, but it had gotten past the roadblocks posted at each 
end of the street. He stared at the car and his suspicions were 
confirmed when 'two figures, one tall lanky man, another 
shorter, broader man, both wearing dark suits, exited the ve
hicle. They were federal agents. 

The Captain felt the muscles in his stomach clench into a 
knot. The FBI wouldn't bother with a simple neighborhood 
fire., no matter how widespread, not unless there was some
thing far more serious and sinister behind its origin. 

The Captain looked around him. He saw the determined 
faces of firefighters, who still fought the blaze and could not 
yet grieve for their fallen comrades. He saw the sad faces of 
people who had so little to begin with and who watched what 
they had consumed before their eyes. He saw the hysterical 
faces of those who had lost more than mere possessions. He 
saw all of it and the awareness that the grief and loss was 
not simply an accident, was the aftermath of a cruel and 
inhuman act, turned the knot in his stomach into a fire of 
rage that swept over him as quickly as the fire outside had 
overwhelmed these buildings. 

This, he grimly realized, was an area in which he could 
be of use. He moved swiftly to the agents. 

The short one, his hair nearly as dark as his suit, flipped 
open a carrying case to show Captain America his badge. 
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The gesture was more one of respect than identification. 
"Captain, I'm Special Agent Mack. This," he said nod

ding at the taller one, "is Agent Hattori." 
He nodded to acknowledge the agent' s courtesy. "Your 

presence tells me this wasn ' t an accident or even arson." 
"An anonymous call came into the Daily Bugle," he con

firmed. "The caller didn't identify himself or his organiza
tion. He said that the firebombing of the 'welfare hotel' was 
a 'warning to the unproductive mongrels infecting America, 
siphoning away our vital resources without giving anything 
back.''' 

The proffered "motive" sickened the Captain. A hate 
crime couched in economic terms was no less a hate crime. 
There was nothing he could do at the moment, but he prom
ised the FBI agents that his help was theirs for the asking. 

The trio watched silently as the firefighters completed 
their work. At one point, the Captain turned and studied the 
faces of the FBI agents, not surprised to see in their eyes a 
mix of the same rage and determination he felt in his own 
soul, though, given the situation, he could take little comfort 
from it. When the fires were at last extinguished, the agents 
went to speak to the lieutenant in charge while he tracked 
down the Falcon. 

"You've got a long day ahead of you, Sam." 
The Falcon looked at the federal agents, also realizing 

what their presence meant. 
"Yeah. The Falcon won't be needed in a federal inves

tigation, but Sam Wilson is going to have his hands full 
finding shelter for these people.' ' 

"Do me a favor then, Sam, let me find JaWanda's aunt. 
It's the least I can do for her mother." 

The Falcon nodded. He realized only some kind of action 
could even begin to ease the pain he saw in his friend's face. 

"You got it, Steve." 
''Thanks, Sam.'' 

• 0 • 
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It was still another hour before Captain America returned 
to the Avengers headquarters. Jarvis met him almost as soon 
as he had set foot in the mansion. 

Jarvis could smell the strong odor of smoke and sooty 
carbon that clung to the Captain's uniform. "Your attire 
needs cleaning, sir. I'll attend to it immediately." 

"Thank you, Jarvis." 
As the Avenger removed his garb, Jarvis told him that 

Colin Maxwell had called while he was out. 
"Colin? That's strange, I didn't even know that he was 

coming to town. How is he?'' 
"That's what I'm not sure about, sir," Jarvis said and 

told the Captain about the odd phone call he had received. 
"That is unusual," Captain America said, trying not to 

show his concern. "I'd better return his call right away." 
As the Captain changed into a new uniform, leaving the 

old one for whatever miracle Jarvis would work on it, he 
turned on a nearby speaker phone and tried to return Colin 
Maxwell's call. That no one answered bothered him, but he 
realized Colin might be out getting a bite to eat or buying 
his wife and son some of what he called "guilty traveller" 
presents. 

The hotel switchboard operator was clearly annoyed when 
the Captain asked to leave a message. 

"Tell Mr. Archer-" The Captain paused a second, re
alizing that he didn't want to leave either the name Steve 
Rogers or Captain America with this desk clerk. Just in case. 
''Tell him, I returned his call.'' 

''You gonna maybe leave a name?'' asked the gruff voice 
on the other end of the speaker. 

"Mr. Archer knows who I am. Tell him I'll be home all 
day and that he can reach me here." 

Before the desk clerk could ask anything more, Captain 
America hung up. Then he sat down at the computer terminal 
in his room and switched it on. 

As soon as the computer finished booting up and con
necting with the Avengers' network, the system told Captain 
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America he had one hundred and fifty-six new e-mail mes
sages. He didn't bother retrieving any of them; he couldn't 
deal with the usual requests from charities looking for do
nations or law-enforcement seminars looking for speakers. 
Not now. He needed to find JaWanda's aunt. 

It wasn't the type of search to which he was accustomed 
and he made several false starts. JaWanda's birth certificate 
had listed her mother's name, but said nothing about a sister. 

He hit upon the idea of searching the city records for 
wedding licenses, learning Mrs. Walker's maiden name was 
Parks. Another check of birth cel1ificates brought him the 
name of JaWanda's maternal grandmother, Lillian. A search 
for Lillian Parks's other children brought him to Florence 
Parks, who-back to the wedding licenses-had married a 
Lionel Evans. 

The Captain used his Avengers clearance to access the 
Internal Revenue Service records to find the most recent re
turn of Lionel and Florence Evans, feeling somewhat guilty 
that he was accessing such private information. He looked 
no farther then the Evans's address and phone number. 

He called Florence Evans and gave her the tragic news of 
her sister's death, assuring her that JaWanda, at least, was 
alive and unharmed and could be found through Sam Wilson, 
a social worker who would be expecting her call. 

Their conversation was a brief one; Florence wanted to 
get to JaWanda as quickly as possible. There would be time 
enough for her own tears when she had seen to her niece. 

The Captain was shaken. Remarkably, in all the years 
since he had first donned his colorful uniform, with all of 
the tragedies he had witnessed, he had never had to make 
such a phone call before. He hoped it would be the only one. 

The phone buzzed, pulling the Captain his melancholy 
thoughts. He picked up the receiver anxiously. 

"Colin?" · 
"I'm sorry, sir," answered Jarvis, "It's a Detective Bris

coe on the phone. He is seeking the party who called a 'Mr. 
Archer' from this number.'' 
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The Captain quickly searched his memory. He had, of 
course, met many of New York City's police officers in the 
years since he had returned, but he had no memory of ever 
having dealt with a Detective Briscoe. 

"I'll take it, Jarvis," the Captain said and waited for Jar
vis to switch the call to him. When he heard the click indi
cating the transfer was complete, he said, ''This is Captain 
America, how can I help you?" 

''Captain Am- Cripes, what the hell was this guy mixed 
up in?" 

The astonishment in Btiscoe's voice was obvious. Then 
the detective caught himself and his tone became more pro
fessional. 

''Listen, Cap. My partner and I are investigating a double 
homicide at the Day's End Hotel. Do you know this guy, 
this Lew Archer?' ' 

The detective's words hit the Captain hard. He felt as he 
did more than fifty years ago, when he was sinking into the 
North Atlantic toward what he was sure was his own death, 
but unable to think about anything other than that his friend 
Bucky Barnes had died. 

"I think so, Detective. That is, I know the man who was 
using that name." 

' 'A phoney name, right. I figured you were going to say 
that. Look, maybe you'd better come down to the morgue so 
you can give us a positive ID on this guy." 

The morgue was cold and dark, and the cold made Captain 
America think again of that horrible day when he sank into 
the icy water off the coast of England. He met Detective 
Briscoe, a heavy-set man whose girth probably pushed the 
outer limits of. what department regulations allowed, and his 
pat1ner, Detective Logan, a smaller and much thinner man. 
The Captain noted that, were the partners combined and di
vided evenly, the result would be two normal-sized men. 

He followed the detectives into the morgue, where the 
rows of stainless steel drawers set into the wall waited om-
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inously. Briscoe nodded to one of the attendants, who pulled 
open one of the drawers for them. 

The Captain looked down at the dead, white face within 
in the drawer. He had known, deep in his soul he had known, 
what he was going to see- who he was going to see-and 
was still not prepared for it. He felt his knees buckle slightly, 
then he closed his eyes and breathed deeply. 

It was Colin Maxwell. 
After he made the official identification for the detectives, 

he asked whether anyone had informed Colin's wife. 
"No," Detective Logan answered. "We had two names 

for him, the name he checked in under and the name we 
found on his driver's license. Until we were sure who was 
dead, we weren't prepared to notify anyone." 

"I should be the one who calls her," the Captain said and 
the detectives nodded. As homicide investigators, each of 
them had no doubt performed that unpleasant duty more 
times that they cared to count. They were obviously grateful 
when someone offered to do it for them. 

The Captain asked Briscoe how it happened. 
"It's supposed to look like a double murder," Briscoe 

. said, as he handed Captain America several photos that had 
been taken at the scene. The snapshots showed Colin and 
Paul Ston·ie lying dead in Colin's hotel room. Briscoe con
tinued, "It's supposed to look like your friend and this other 
guy-name of Paul Storrie- got into some kind of beef and 
popped each other." 

"Supposed to?" the Captain inquired. 
"We're not entirely convinced," Logan said. "I mean, it 

seems to be all there. We recognized the name Colin Max
well; Briscoe's even read a couple of his books." The fatter 
man nodded. " And we checked up on this Storrie to see 
whether there was any connection between him and Max
well . There was. 

"Storrie was making some pretty decent deposits into his 
bank account, amounts that corresponded with withdrawals 
from Maxwell's account. We had the local cops check out 
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Storrie's home. They found papers there concerning some 
scam about selling movie rights to one of your friend's nov
els. We think it's supposed to look like Storrie was black
mailing Maxwell. Maxwell gets tired of it, decides to have 
it out with the guy. It gets out of hand and they shoot each 
other. 

"Thing is, it doesn't add up. They both lived in Iowa, so 
why travel to Manhattan under an assumed name and have 
a meeting here? Also, the ME thinks the entry wound angles 
don't match where the bodies fell-she'll know more after 
she does the autopsy." 

The Captain looked back down at the body of his friend, 
which would soon be cut apart for the medical examiner's 
autopsy. Of course, he knew Colin could not have killed 
Storrie. He knew his friend would never pay blackmail and 
the notion that Colin would resort to murder was unlikely to 
the point of absurdity. But he was pleased the detectives had 
not been taken in by whoever had murdered the two men
and angered at the killer's arrogant attempt to deceive the 
police and besmirch the memory of a good jilan. 

Captain America shook hands with the detectives, prom
ising to assist their investigation in any way that he could. 
When he again returned to Avengers Mansion, he told an 
ashen-faced Jarvis what had happened and steeled himself 
for the unpleasant task of phoping Barbara Maxwell. Al
though it was the second time that day he would make such 
a call, it was not any easier. 

In between her choked breathing and anguished sobs, Bar
bara told the Captain she would catch the very next flight to 
New York. He convinced her to remain in Iowa and asked 
for the number of a friend or family member who could come 
to her. 

"Barbara, you're needed there for your son, your family, 
and your friends," he told her. "I'll arrange to have Colin 
sent home to you." 

Through her tears, the widow of his friend thanked the 
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Captain for his help, which only left him with the empty 
wish that he could have done more. 

He pressed the cradle on the phone to disconnect, then 
called Sam Wilson. They spoke briefly. Sam had talked to 
JaWanda's aunt and uncle. They were making immediate ar
rangements to get the girl and move to adopt her. At least 
something had gone right on this miserable day. 

He hung up the phone and, as he did, his eyes fell on the 
computer keyboard on the desk next to the phone. He re
membered the accumulated messages waiting for him and 
decided that reading e-mail, doing something mechanical and 
mindless, was exactly what he needed right then. 

He typed in the commands and ordered his computer to 
display his waiting e-mail. Several new messages had ar
rived; he now had one hundred and seventy-seven messages. 
The list filled the monitor screen. 

As was his practice, he first scanned the entire list to see 
if any of the messages seemed of particular import or de
manded his immediate attention. His eyes moved rapidly 
down the register, checking the entries under SUBJECT and 
SENDER with a practiced assurance. He stopped with a gasp 
when he focused on one particular entry, felt the ,blood rush
ing from his brain as the cursor blinked mockingly at him. 

It was a message from Colin Maxwell. 
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Lr ime stood still. It was just an expression, yet for Captain 
America, that is what seemed to happen. For a timeless 
eternity, he could only stare at the computer screen. For 

a mad second, his friend was alive, but that hope vanished 
as rapidly as it had come to mind. 

It wasn' t a new experience, the thought of someone com
ing back from the dead. He couldn't count the number of 
times the Red Skull had appeared to die, only to reappear, 
having miraculously cheated death again. He thought Sharon 
Ca1ter, a S.H.I.E.L.D. agent and former lover, had died, but 
her "demise" had been part of a covert mission gone terribly 
wrong. Wonder Man, one of the Avengers' earliest foes, had 
died, only to be reborn and become one of their mightiest 
members. Even he himself had been presumed dead in the 
past, but had returned hale and hearty. 

Still, those were other heroes or villains, others in the 
game, as it were. Colin Maxwell did not wear a costume or 
use a colorful codename. And, scolding himself for thinking 
otherwise, even for the briefest of moments, Captain America 
knew Colin Maxwell was 'dead. 

The explanation was. in front of him. The time/date stamp 
on the message showed' that Colin had sent the e-mail earlier 
that day, shortly after he had checked i11to the Day's End 
Hotel and shortly before he was murdered. 

When he left the morgue, the Captain had been given a 
business card with Detective Briscoe's name and cell phone 
number on it He quickly retrieved the card and dialed the 
number. 

After the phone rang a few times, the Captain heard the 
detective's gruff voice, " Briscoe." 

"Detective, this is Captain America." 
"Something you forgot this morning?" 
"Not exactly, but when I logged on to my computer just 

now, I found an e-mail from Colin Maxwell waiting for me. 
He sent it .to me at 10:47 this morning." 

"That's interesting-especially since we didn't find a 
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computer in the room," Briscoe said. "So, unless he donated 
his laptop to the Boys Club or someone on the hotel staff 
had the stones to lift evidence from a double homicide, then 
someone else was in your pal's room and took the computer. 
That means, if nothing else, we got a witness flyin' around 
somewhere.'' 

''Do you have an e-mail address, Detective? I can forward 
the message to you." 

Briscoe rattled off his e-mail address and even remem
bered to thank the Captain for the tip. The Captain put the 
detective into his mail reader address book. Then he opened 
the e-mail and read what turned out to be a short note ... 

STEVE, I'M IN TOWN. IT'S IMPORTANT WE TALK ASAP. 
CALL ME. DAY'S END HOTEL. ASK FOR "LEW ARCHER." 
APOLOGIES FOR THE CLOAK-AND-DAGGER STUFF. YOU'LL 
UNDERSTAND IF YOU GO TO: HTTP://WWW.CITIZENSNET.ORG/ 

LIBERTYTORCH/ 

He read the message a second time and then a third. Max
well had known that he might be in danger and had sent this 
to Captain America just in case. It wasn't quite the dying 
clue popularized by decades of mystery writers, but it would 
suffice. 

Captain America started to forward the e-mail to Briscoe, 
then noticed something he'd almost forgotten to do. He 
changed the Steve to Cap before he clicked on the SEND icon. 
True, the security safeguards in the Avengers computer 
would not have allowed him to transmit the e-mail until he 
had made the change,· but he was glad he had caught it him
self. Reliance on outside safety checks made a man sloppy. 

The Captain then clicked on the URL that Colin had in
cluded in his message. The computer automatically started 
up the Stark Solutions web browser. The mansion's fiber
optic line connected him to the web page Colin had given 
him instantly, sparing him the wait that conventional mo-
dems required. · 
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What appeared on the screen, however, was something 
the Captain would gladly have wait~d to see. 

A logo reading, THE LAND OF THE FREE was emblazoned 
across the top of the screen in large and fiery red letters. This 
was the home page of a group that called itself Liberty's 
Torch. Below the logo was a question: 

ARE YOU A REAL AMERICAN? 
PROBABLY NOT. 
ARE YOU ON WELFARE? ARE YOU ONE OF THE LAZY, 

UNSKILLED, UNWILLING TO BE TRAINED, AND UNWILLING TO 
WORK? DO YOU SUCKLE AT THE PUBLIC TEAT WHILE WE, THE 
real AMERICANS, WORK HARD EVERY DAY TO PUT THE BREAD 
ON OUR TABLES THAT YOU STEAL FROM US? 

THEN YOU ARE NOT A REAL AMERICAN. 
DO YOU SEND JOBS, JOBS NEEDED BY REAL AMERICANS, 

TO THE CHEAP LABOR OF MEXICO OR ASIA, JUST SO YOUR 
PROFITS WON'T SLIP? DO YOU HIRE ILLEGALS BECAUSE YOU 
CAN PAY Ti-!EM LESS? 

THEN YOU ARE NOT A REAL AMERICAN. 

DO YOU SUPPORT NAFTA AND APPLAUD WHEN 
COUNTRIES THAT WANT TO DESTROY OUR WAY OF LIFE ARE 
AWARDED MOST FAVORED NATION STATUS? DO YOU SHOP 
AT THE KOREAN MARKET BECAUSE IT'S A FEW . STEPS 
CLOSER? 

THEN YOU ARE NOT A REAL AMERICAN. 
DO YOU SUPPORT A GOVERNMENT THAT DOES ALL THESE 

THfNGS AND FAR WORSE? 
THEN YOU ARE NOT A REAL AMERICAN. 

The Captain didn't like what he was reading. He had seen 
it and heard it all before, From Adolf Hitler and the Red 
Skull. From Baron Heinrich Zemo and Baron Wolfgang Von 
Strucker. The same nauseating bile and dogma. The same 
inflammatory invectives. The same hatred he had defended 
his country against in the War. But it hadn't ended with the 
War. 
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He still heard it, still saw it: the same stomach-churning 
vomit spewed from the evil paper-hanger and his self
proclaimed ''master race.'' From the Sons of the Serpents, 
from the people who had worn the mantle of the Hate
Monger, from the far-too-many sociopaths he started fighting 
on the day he first donned his costume and was still fighting 
decades later. 

And now from Liberty's Torch. Yes, their hatred seemed 
to be based more on economic fears than racial or religious 
hatred, but it looked and smelled the same. 

It always did. 
The Captain had no desire to read or hear it again, but 

knew it was necessary. Somewhere in this vile web site was 
a link to whoever had killed Colin Maxwell and why. 

BUT IF, BY CHANCE, YOU ARE A REAL AMERICAN, YOU 

CAN NO LONGER SIT BACK. IT IS TIME YOU JOINED US, 

LIBERTY'S TORCH. 
LIBERTY'S TORCH IS DEDICATED TO PRESERVING THE 

FREEDOMS OF REAL AMERICANS. TO DEFENDING THE 

CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA AND 

REAL AMERICANS AGAINST ALL ENEMIES, BOTH FOREIGN 

AND DOMESTIC. TO PROTECTING OUR WAY OF LIFE FROM A 

TYRANNICAL, OUT-OF-CONTROL GOVERNMENT THAT CON
SPIRES TO BETRAY ITS OWN CITIZENS ·AND SURRENDER 

CONTROL OF ALL WE HOLD DEAR TO THE UNITED NATIONS. 
THE BEST DEFENSE, THE ONLY DEFENSE AGAINST THIS 

CONSPIRACY IS A WELL- ARMED, WELL-PREPARED MILITIA OF 

THE CITIZENS OF THE UNITED STATES-PATRIOTS WHO KNOW 

THE CONSTITUTION GRANTS ALL THE GOD-GIVEN RIGHT TO 

BEAR ARMS AND COMMANDS YOU TO USE ANY MEANS 
NECESSARY TO RESIST A GOVERNMENT IF IT IS TYRANNICAL, 

EVEN IF THOSE MEANS ARE VIOLENT. LIBERTY'S TORCH 
IS THAT MILITIA, THE LAST LINE OF DEFENSE IN AMERICA. 

IT'S YOUR CHOICE: JOIN THE ARMY AND SERVE THE UN, 

OR JOIN LIBERTY'S TORCH AND SERVE AMERICA. 
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• • • 
There was more. An address to order booklets prom

ising to show proof - fully researched and documented, of 
course-of the extent to which the country had been misled 
by the government, which had violated its contract with the 
American people. A page offering books on how to prepare 
for and survive the coming uncertainty, as well as foods and 
other products necessary for that survival. A page that con
tained both mailing addresses and e-mail addresses of Lib
erty's Torch branches across the country and information on 
how one could join the branch closest to them. 

Captain America had more than his fill of the site by the 
time he scrolled to its last page. He'd wanted to depart the 
site many pages ago, but he couldn't. Not if it contained 
anything having to do with Colin's murder. 

But, that last page was different. It did not contain more 
of Liberty Torch's manifesto and hate-filled philosophy. It 
contained a single sentence: 

THIS STORY WAS WRITTEN BY ONE OF OUR OWN MEMBERS. 

WE KNOW IT'S ONLY A WORK OF FICTION-UNFORTUNATELY 
-BUT WE THOUGHT YOU WOULD ENJOY READING IT AS MUCH 
AS WE DID. 

Below the sentence was a title in blue type, indicating a 
link to another page. The Captain clicked on the link and 
began to read a story called "Targets." 

TARGETS by I. M. America 
Laid off. 
Fifteen years of working my tail off for them humps and 

that's the thanks 1 get. I'm laid off. 
Oh, excuse me, "laid off" isn't politically correct any

more. Now, we're " downsized." Fifteen years and then be
cause some mook in a suit decides profits are down a little 
and he might not be able to afford a new Mercedes this year 
and Heaven forbid that he shi'Juld have to suffer by driving 
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last year's model. So he and the other suits downsize the 
entire factory and move production to some nowhere town 
in Mexico, where the local peons are willing to work for the 
price of a bottle of bad tequila, but leaving me .without a 
job. 

Downsized. No, even that isn't the correct buzzword any
more. Now we're being "rightsized," meaning, I guess, we 
was the wrong size before. Like there's something wrong with 
a guy trying to earn enough to put a roof over his family's 
head, give them three squares a day, and hoping there 's 
enough left over to make this month's payment on the 1989 
Ford Piece-of-Crap I got .at the used car lot on which I can't 
even turn off the heater in the middle of summer. 

Yeah, laid off. Downsized. Rightsized. Why don't they just 
call it what it is? I was fired. Me and the entire plant. Thrown 
out on our keisters so some coat and tie can go visit the 
plant in Mexico, stop off for a quick R&R in Acapulco and 
deduct the entire thing as a business expense. 

And just try to get another job while you're hoping the 
factory comes back. You ain't a woman, an alien, or ami
nority, and you got about as much chance being hired as a 
pig in a luau. Apply for a job as a middle-class white guy 
and you'll find out you can't even get hired to ask, ''You 
want fries with that?" 

So now it's me and the entire plant trying to make ends 
meet on unemployment, which there's about as much a 
chance of as the Pope giving up kielbasa for Lent. Guess 
this would be that rainy day we all been saving for, if we 
had anything to save. But after they get done withholding all 
the withholdings from our pay, there ain't enough left to save 
to get us past ''partly cloudy. '' 

But, they keep withholding. After all, they got to pay for 
welfare, with my money. Like it's my responsibility to support 
all the mooks who are too lazy or too stupid to work. And 
the ones who aren't too lazy to work, don't report that they 
are working, so they can double dip, work and welfare. They 
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use food stamps to buy filet, while I'm eating Tuna Helper 
and day-old bread from the Safeway. 

And.don't even get me started on foreign aid. It's not bad 
enough that the government sends food ·to foreign simps too 
dumb to move out of the desert, while all they can manage 
to send to the hungry in this country is extra cheese, but then 
they got to start using that fat broad from All in the Family 
to cry on camera and make us feel guilty that we 're not 
sending our own hard-earned money to feed a bunch of 
strangers over in some country we ain't never going to visit. 
Hell, if that broad just sent overseas what she probably eats 
in one day, not even those people would go hungry for a 
month! 

It's like we're targeted or something. Middle -class Amer
icans are the only people you can dump on without you get 
some bleeding heart complaining that you're insensitive to 
the plight of the underprivileged. So we're the target of every 
dump that every hump in the world can come up with. And 
our government lets them, because, hey, better that than risk
ing one of them should get mad at us, so they won't let us 
trade with them no more and let us run up our trade defect. 

Hey, is this a great country or what? 

The story continued in like manner, crude and bigoted. As 
the ' 'plot'' unfolded, the angry narrator suffered what he 
considered one indignity after another. The local bar stopped 
running a tab for him because, now that he had lost his job, 
it feared he wouldn't be able to pay it. The bank froze his 
credit cards because he was over his limit and missing pay
ments . His car was repossessed. His wife, described as "be
ing as supportive as last year's Dr. Scholl's Foot Pads," left 
him. 

The narrator took no responsibility for himself. It was all 
the fault of some vast conspiracy-the international bankers, 
the Trilateral Commission, whomever could be conveniently 
blamed- that was working hand in hand with the American 
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;ovemment to strip the common man of everything that 
made life worthwhile. 

The story wasn't set in any one city or any one state. It 
was supposed to be universal, to represent the plight of every 
common man victimized by this great conspiracy being car
ried out against them. As it progressed, the narrator' s life 
continued to worsen. Sometimes little and by degrees, some
times in quantum leaps, but always worse and worse and 
worse, until his existence ultimately ''scraped bottom like 
the rotted-out muffler" that .was falling off his Ford. As ever, 
the narrator refused to accept any responsibility for his own 
life, blaming it on society and a federal government that per
mitted ''life forms one rung above the sponges to fall back 
and sponge off the few decent people left in this country, 
siphoning away our resources without giving anything 
back.'' 

As he read the words, the Captain started. He recognized 
the phrase from the anonymous note Agent Mack had said 
the Daily Bugle had received after the. firebombing. Sud-
denly, he took a new interest in the story. · 

The story moved forward to a scene in. which the narrator 
built a small, powerful firebomb, actually giving detailed in
structions on how anyone could build a similar device using 
materials found in most hardware stores. The narrator drove 
to the inner-city of the state capital and walked into a welfare 
hotel. The setting may have been fictitious, but the story 
itself could have been a blueprint for this morning's all-too
real fire. 

They let the sponges come and go here, living without any 
fixed address, staying just as long as the month's check holds 
out. They offer aid and comfort and a· roof to the enemy. 
Yeah, enemy. Because this is war, and, in a war, offering 
aid and comfort to the enemy is treason . . . and treason is a 
firing squad offense. 

I put the bomb in the basement, set the timer and went 
across the street t0

1

Watch. l used a good American clock for 
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the timer, not one of those cruddy Taiwanese jobs they're 
always trying to palm off on you at the local five-and-dime, 
which, by the way, was probably bought off by the Japanese 
last year. Anyway, because I used a good American clock, 
at precisely 12:01, just like I set it, the bomb went off 

Whoever said fire is a thing of beauty must have been 
watching something like what I saw, 'cause this thing spread 
fast and, pretty soon, the whole building was dancing with 
orange and blue flames. And I watched it all. 

Watched as the people came scurrying out like rats leav
ing the Titanic. Watched as the building disappeared in those 
beautiful orange and blue flames. Watched the building as it 
burned to the ground, leaving behind one less place that 
would offer aid and comfort to those who would destroy us. 

Most of the people that lived there made it out. But not 
all. A few of them died. Not all, but a few. And it put me to 
mind of that old joke ... 

"What do you call a bus load of lawyers at the bottom 
of the ocean? 

"A good start. " 
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hmtly after Captain America made his shocking dis
covery on the Liberty's Torch web page, he called the 
federal agents he'd met at the scene of the fire. He told 

them he had some information that might help them in their 
investigation and suggested they meet to discuss the situa
tion. 

Mack and Hattori agreed to the meeting. When someone 
with the Captain's credentials called with information, you 
didn't transfer the call to the Hot Tip Line nor did you have 
your assistant make an appointment. 

"I can be at your HQ within an hour," the Captain said. 
"How about we come to your place?' ' Mack said, and 

the Captain could sense the sheepish smile the agent must 
have worn as he spoke. ''This may · be my only chance to 
see what Avengers Mansion looks like on the inside.'' 

The Captain agreed, smiling as broadly as he imagined 
Mack was smiling. The agent said he and his partner would 
be at the mansion in half an hour. The Captain then asked 
how they took their coffee, knowing Jarvis would want to 
have something waiting for them. After that, he called the 
Falcon to bring him up to speed. 

"Steve, I'm sorry about Colin," the Falcon said, speaking 
less as the Falcon than as Sam Wilson- friend to not just 
Captain America, but also to Steve Rogers. ''I only spoke 
with him a few times, but he seemed like a square guy." 

"One of the best." Sam was one of Cap's closest friends; 
he knew the Captain as ·well as anyone, better than most. 
And, for the first time that day, the Avenger let his guard 
down. He could be the man, Steve Rogers, and not the leg
end. His voice cracked ever so slightly as, for those few 
precious moments, he talked about the friend he'd lost. Then 
it was back to business. 

"I've got those FBI agents -coming here in an hour. I 
figured you would want to be here." 

"You kidding? Wild horses couldn't keep me away, not 
even if they could fly alongside me." 
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"Actually, Sam, I have seen a flying horse or two in my 
lime, but I get your drift. I'll get the coffee going.'" 

The Captain pressed the intercom button. 
"Sir?" answered Jarvis. 
"We'll be having company. The Falcon should be here 

in twenty minutes." 
"Pll have his special blend waiting for him, Sir." 
"Two FBI agents will be joining us. One black with ,one 

sugar, the other cream, two sugars. They should arrive in 
half an hour." 

As the Captain suspected would be the case, the Falcon 
arrived long before Mack and Hattori. After all, Sam could 
fly above the worst traffic even Manhattan could spawn. 
They went to the public conference room. The Captain called 
up the Liberty's Torch site on the computer, displaying it on 
an oversized wall monitor. 

The Captain watched as the Falcon read the web page at 
his own pace. He didn't need to look at the screen itself to 
see what Sarri was reading. He could track his friend's prog
ress by how the look of disgust, and then anger, grew more 
pronounced on the man's face. 

That look was still there when Mack and Hattori arrived. 
The Captain brought them to the conference room and related 
the day's events. Then he let them read the Liberty's Torch 
page. As they did, Mack's and Hattori's faces remained 
stolid, without betraying what they thought about the venom 
found there. 

It was when the agents thanked Captain America and said 
they would have to discuss the case with their boss before 
investigating further, that the Falcon exploded. 

"Hold it-you're saying that you're not going to do any
thing about it?'' 

Across from him, Mack and Hattori were unperturbed. 
They stood impassive, their arms folded across their chests 
and practiced expressions on their faces . Their seeming lack 
of basic human decency only served to make the Falcon yell 
louder. 
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' 'Cap hands you practically everything you need to pro
ceed, and you're not going to do a thing?" 

''Falcon, that' s enough,'' Captain America said to his 
partner, trying to calm him down. 

" No, it's not!" the Falcon protested. "Not by half, it 
ain't! These are people being killed by these Liberty' s Torch 
creeps, my people!" He fixed his eyes directly on Mack and 
Hattori, then added, "Maybe if it was your people dying, 
you'd-" 

The Falcon's voice broke as he let the sentence die with
out completing it. ''I'm sorry," he said, hoping he sounded 
sincere as he intended, even though his voice wasn't one
third as loud as it had been. 

Captain America reached out and placed his right hand 
on the Falcon's shoulder. He squeezed the shoulder tightly. 

"We know, Sam." 
"Mr. Wilson, don't confuse our inability to act . at this 

moment with any lack of desire," Hattori said. "We want 
to act on this, probably more than you realize." 

"Then what's stopping you?" the Falcon asked. 
Hattori took a breath. "You've heard of Ruby Ridge," he 

said, not waiting for the obvious confirmation. "Randy Wea
ver was an avid gun enthusiast who had been arrested on 
federal weapons charges for selling a pair of shotguns that 
were one-quarter inch less than legal length. He didn't show 
up for his trial. Weaver and his family retreated to their home 
in Ruby Ridge, Idaho. For eighteen months, they were kept 
under surveillance, but no one ever acted. Then, in August 
of 1992, Weaver spotted some of the Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco, and Firearms agents keeping watch on his place. 
In the. shootout that followed, Weaver's pregnant wife and 
fourteen-year-old son were killed. Kevin Harris, a man living 
with the Weavers, shot and killed a U.S. Marshall. Several 
days later, Weaver and Harris finally surrendered. They were 
charged with murder, conspiracy and assault, and Weaver 
was charged with failing to appear for his first trial. 

' 'The trial was a fiasco. Harris was acquitted of all charges 
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and Weaver was convicted only of failing to appear for his 
original trial. Because of the shootout, Weaver and his re
maining family members collected over three million dollars 
in damages from the government. It wasn't our finest hour." 

Mack took over, ' ~Now think Waco." 
"The Branch Davidians compound," was the Falcon's 

immediate response. 
''Bingo,'' Mack continued. ''The first raid was a botch. 

Worse than Ruby Ridge. It turned into a shootout that killed 
several Branch Davidians and federal agents and then it be
came a standoff. Only this standoff-" 

" Only this standoff lasted more than a month," the Fal
con continued. ''When the FBI tried another raid, the entire 
compound burned, killing almost everyone there.'' 

Mack nodded. "You remember the date it happened, that 
second assault?'' ' 

"April 19, 1993," said the Falcon without hesitating. 
From across the room, the Captain added quietly, 

" Oklahoma City." His voice was soft and deliberate, out
wardly calm, inside he shuddered with anget and outrage. It 
was a date the Captain swore he would never forget. 

" Give the man in the bright blue mask a cigar," Mack 
said. "April 19, 1995, the second anniversary of Waco and 
Timothy Me Veigh ·parks a truck full of explosives outside 
the Murrah federal office tower. When the dust cleared, one 
hundred sixty-eight people were dead, among them several 
children who had been in the building's day care center. That 
date wasn ' t a coincidence. It was McVeigh telling us here
membered Waco and that there would be an eye for an eye. 
And maybe they didn't come right out and say it, but there 
were a lot of other sickos who stood up and saluted what he 
did.'' 

"Can you see," Hattori asked, "why we're reluctant to 
proceed without more information? Given the potential {or 
retaliation, we have to be sure of our facts before we act. 
Someone could have read that lousy story off the web page 
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and thought it would make a great plan. It doesn't mean that 
someone was a member of Liberty's Torch." 

"So what are you going to do?" the Falcon asked. 
"Gee, I don't know, maybe we start an investigation? I 

mean, that's kinda why they call us the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation and not the Better Business Bureau. We inves
tigate, we learn things. We learn enough things, we can act. 
And, before you ask, yes, there is something you can do to 
help our investigation." 

Captain America asked, "What would that be?" 
" Pretty much whatever you want it to be. This isn't Mur

der, She Wrote and we're not the police telling Angela Lans
bury to stop sticking her nose in our business. We're 
underpaid, understaffed; we'll take all the help we can get. 
Besides, it's not like we could stop either of you. You have 
a vested interest in this thing and, given your records, we'd 
feel real stupid telling you to leave it to the pros." 

Mack extended his hand to the Falcon. 
" You help us, we help you. We get these bastards and 

then we have a few beers to celebrate." 
The Falcon shook Mack's hand enthusiastiGally. 
"I'll buy the first round." 
"Who knows," Mack added, as he wiggled his fingers to 

get some circulation back into them. "Maybe Congress will 
write some us new guidelines. Let us bury them so deep that 
not even the Mole Man could find them.' ' 

Over the years, much to his regret, Captain America had 
lost contact with Hiram Riddley. Now, here he was, thinking 
of the boy, who was probably well into his teens now, and 
-realizing how long it had been since they had last spoken. 

He had first met Hiram, "Ram" to his friends, when a 
clerical error brought Steve Rogers a check for one million 
dollars. The higher-ups in the Army knew Rogers was really 
Captain America and that the soldier had no family. When 

, Captain America disappeared in the 1940s, the Army failed 
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to dose the book on Steve Rogers. Why bother? If one was 
!lend, so was the other. 

Since Rogers had no family, there was no one to notify 
of his death. And, since the Army never completed the pa
perwork on him, he was never officially listed as dead or 
discharged. 

Years later, someone in the Army realized Steve Rogers 
was still alive and still, technically, a member of the Army; 
a member who hadn't been paid since 1945. The bureaucracy 
decided it couldn't simply ·decide not to send Rogers the 
money, even though Steve himself had insisted that was what 
he wanted. They sent the surprised Avenger a check for one 
million dollars in accumulated back pay and interest. 

Steve didn't need the money-his room and board were 
provided for by the Avengers-but he decided Captain 
America could use it to good purpose. He used the money 
to set up a national hotline, a telecommunications center with 
a toll-free number people could call to request his help. 

The number was connected to a bank of computers with 
voice-recognition programs that would transcribe the calls. 
In this way, the Captain would have hard copies of every 
call that came in, copies that could be assessed for impor
tance. 

The system was not without problems. It couldn't classify 
the ca.ls, only transcribe them. It couldn't separate the crank 
calls or trivial cat-in-a-tree requests from the important calls 
and the real emergencies. 

It also couldn't insure its own integrity. Within two days 
of his launching the hotline, the Captain found someone tap
ping into the computer that answered the calls. 

A telecommunications system designed by the best tech
nicians that Tony Stark had to offer did not come without 
some security, including the ability to trace the offending call 
back to its source almost as soon as it was made. That the 
call originated in the suburban neighborhood of Montclair, 
New Jersey did not set the Captain's mind at ease. He had 
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learned, over the years, that evil could hide anywhere and in 
any community. He'd once found a bar in Medina County, 
thirty miles south of Cleveland, Ohio, that catered exclu
sively to super-villains. He went to the house in Montclair 
expecting the worst only to learn, to his astonishment, that 
the "arch-fiend" who had bypassed his security was a 
twelve-year-old boy. 

Ram came from a broken home; his parents were divorced 
and he lived with his mother Holly. For a long time after the 
divorce, Ram's attitude was sour. He was listless, even con
tentious. His grades suffered and his mother feared the worst. 

Then Ram discovered Captain America. In the absence of 
a dad, the Captain became; even in absentia, the positive 
male role model the boy lacked. He learned of other Cap 
fans who, like him, had computers. They formed a network, 
a club that used the Internet to keep in contact with each 
other and share the Captain's adventures. When they learned 
about the Captain's new nationwide hotline, they realized it 
would the perfect way to keep up-to-date on his exploits. 
They hacked into the hotline's computer system and used it 
to collect data about the Captain, which they, in turn, used 
to keep track of his activities. Ram even wrote a computer 
program that searched the hotline phone calls for key words, 
correlated them, and displayed extracts on the computer. 

Rather than be upset with the invasion of privacy, the 
Captain realized Ram's program could sort the hotline' s 
phone calls. The young man and his friends, now calling 
themselves the Stars and Stripes, could access the calls, di
gest their content, and sent the extracts to a pmtable com
puter system the Captain carried. In that way, he could 
instantly obtain info on the calls coming into his hotline and 
in a way most useful to him. 

This system worked very well for several months, until 
the Commission, a presidential task force whose purview was 
to oversee the activities of America's super-powered citizens, 
entered Captain America's life. It claimed that, since Oper
ation Rebirth had been a governmental program and the Cap-
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111 111 its only success-a success who had signed a contract 
to serve his country as the symbol of the American spirit 
uutil such time as the President himself relieved him of said 
duty- that he should be working for the government; spe
l ifically for the Commission. 

They argued that the Captain's independent activities 
Nince he was revived-as an Avenger or an occasional op
tlrative of S.H.LE.L.D.-commendable though they might 
he, did not constitute an acceptable alternative to fulfilling 
his sworn duty. The Commission took the position that Cap
tain America's name, costume, even shield were all govern
ment design and issue, owned and paid for by the 
government. It further insisted the Captain have all his ac
livities coordinated and assigned by them. 

Captain America refused to surrender his autonomy. He 
chose, instead, to relinquish his name, his costume, and his 
shield. For the first time in nearly half a century, he became 
Steve Rogers again. 

Ultimately, when the replacement the Commission had 
chosen to be their Captain America proved to be an inade
quate substitute, and the head of the Commission was re
vealed to be an agent of the Red Skull, the task force 
relented. It returned his name, his costume and his shield, 
free of all demands he work for them. 

Captain America was again Captain America. 
But, in the interim, some things had changed. The Com

mission hadn't allowed their Captain America to take re
quests from ordinary citizens; they wanted his services 
exclusively. They disbanded the hotline and the Stars and 
Stripes with it. And, when the Captain regained his mantle, 
he lacked sufficient funds to reestablish it. 

So it was with some embarrassment that Captain America 
found himself outside the simple Montclair split-level where 
Holly and Hiram Riddley lived. It had been some time since 
he had last talked to Ram. Not that he hadn't been busy, but 
that was no excuse for not having called Ram. Even Captain 
America should make time for his friends. He hoped Ram 
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wouldn't resent his suddenly showing up again and asking 
for his help. 

"You're kidding?" Ram said, when Captain America ex
plained what he wanted from the lad. 

Hiram had grown up well. When he had first met him, he 
barely reached the Captain's chest; now he stood shoulder 
tall with the Avenger. The thick, hom-rimmed glasses had 
been replaced with a more stylish frame and the crop of what 
had been unruly red hair was now neatly trimmed and styled. 
There was even a faint smell of aftershave on him. In the 
intervening years, Hiram Riddley had discovered girls and 
they him. 

"My apologies, Ram. I realize I couldn't expect that you 
had kept your network intact. I just hoped . . . '' 

''Intact?'' Ram interrupted. ''Cap, I made it better. Pen
tium II three hundred. T1 line. Six-meg hard drive with two 
megs of it partitioned, just waiting for this day. And the other 
members of Stars and Strips have done pretty much the same. 
I've even updated the keyword scanning program three 
times. It's all here; just say the word." 

The two friends grinned broadly at one another. Then, 
Cap's expression grew serious. 

"One condition, Ram. The people I'm asking you to track 
are dangerous. All I want is for your network to scan the 
available news reports and gather information on anything 
that looks like it might be the work of Liberty's Torch. I 
don't want any of them getting involved. That's my job." 

"I thought you said you didn't get out much, Cap," Ram 
said, stifling a laugh. 

"I don't catch your point, Ram." 
"Courageous teenager hacks into the bad guy's computer, 

learns their plans and goes off to fight them with guns 
a'blazing? Anyone else but you, I'd say they'd been watch
ing too many lame-o movies. I'm not exactly the athletic 
type. I figure the biggest health risk I face is carpal tunnel 
syndrome and I'd kinda like to keep it that way. Still, there 
is one thing I want from you." 
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" What's that?" 
" A new Stars and Stripes jacket. The last one you gave 

me ripped when I tried to wear it one year too many." 
The Captain laughed. "That I can promise," he said. 

" Just get me everyone's size and they're as good as 
yours." 

"Sure I saw 'em," Ordell said. "But I don't care that you 
the Flag Man's ace cool, an' I don't care if I did eye them 
two- I ain't droppin' a dime for no one. I may not run with 
the Blood no more, since I don't run, but that don't mean I 
ain't lettin' them have they own with those wack mothers if 
they fool enough to come back here.'' 

The Falcon was afraid of this-the Blood was . out for 
blood. He had heard rumors of a couple of strangers, white 
men who'd been seen in the neighborhood shortly before the 
hotel fire started, strangers that Ordell had claimed to have 
seen. If that were the case, the local gangs would want their 
piece of the men, should they ever return. He had gone to 
Ordell hoping that the former gang member felt gratitude 
toward Captain America, that he might give them the info 
they needed to track the men down. Unfortunately, Ordell 
wasn't being cooperative. 

"And what about Cap? Don't you owe him for your life? 
Isn't that worth something?" 

"It worth what it worth. Ain't denyin' that. But ain' t no 
'thank yous' gonna change what it be and it be personal. 
They did to us and, if we see them, we do to them." 

"What if you don't see them?" 
"Huh?" 
"What makes you think they're going to come back here? 

Let me tell you who we think they are.'' The Falcon told 
Ordell what he knew about the bombing, the web site, Lib
erty's Torch, and the story. "But, here's the thing," he con
tinued, "there's no record of any local branches of Liberty's 
Torch in New York City. So they're not local. What makes 
you think they'll come back here?" 
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"They don't come, they don't come." 
' 'And if they go to the Bronx or Bed Stuy? What goes 

down then, Ordell? These guys aren't targeting just you. 
They' re going after anyone who's poor or foreign or just 
someone they don't think belongs in their country. We need 
to know who we're looking for; you can help us. If you 
won't do it for me, or even for Cap, then do it for the other 
folks that might die if you don't help us. Help us keep any 
other JaWandas from losing their mommas." 

Ordell muttered an expletive under his breath, thought for 
a moment, and then spoke. " I don't know who they are, but 
I can tell you what they look like. But no way I'm goin' 
down to the police station to talk with some fool sketch art
ist." 

"What if Cap came to you? It's not common knowledge, 
but he' s a pretty fair artist himself." 

"You straight?" 
"Yup." 
" Fine. He comes and I'll help him draw pictures of them 

two. But we see them first and they ours. That's the deal. 
You call the Flag Man." 

The Falcon started to walk off. 
''One more thing,'' Ordell said. ''That stuff about some 

other JaWandas and they mommas. That be cold. You don't 
fight fair.'' 

The Falcon looked grimly at Ordell. 
"Neither do they." 

A day later, Captain America and the Falcon had sketches 
of their two suspects. One was a young white man with 
close-cropped hair, the other was an older man, balding and 
fat. 

They gave copies of the sketches to Agents Mack and 
Hattori, and to Detectives Briscoe and Logan. They had used 
the Avengers computer network to circulate the sketches to 
every metropolitan area within a three-hour drive of a known 
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Liberty's Torch camp. They distributed the sketches to every 
~tation house and every precinct in the five boroughs. And 
they waited. 

They didn't have to wait long. 
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~ 
t was as if the concept of hate had taken on material form 
and declared war on New York City. And the first week 
of this war went very badly for the innocents caught in 

its wake. 
In Greenpoint, a city mission was firebombed. By the time 

the blaze had been extinguished, the shelter for the poor and 
homeless was uninhabitable. 

In Beechhurst, a Korean grocery store was robbed. The 
masked robbers did not stop at taking the money in the reg
ister and safe. Instead, they took delight in smashing every 
counter, tipping over every cooler, and throwing the rest of 
the grocery's merchandise against the walls and floor. They 
torched the tiny store and, as it burned, they beat the owners. 
The blood gleamed in the light of the flames. 

In Prospect Park, a United Nations translator from Sri 
Lanka was mugged during her after-breakfast run. Found by 
other joggers, she was admitted to the hospital as a "Jane 
Doe.'' Her wallet and identification had been taken from her 
and she'd been beaten almost beyond recognition. When she 
finally regained consciousness, she was blind in one eye and 
would walk with a pronounced limp for the rest of her life. 

In SoHo, a warehouse being converted to apartments by 
its new Chinese owners was destroyed. The vandals placed 
a firebomb in each unit, all of them timed to go off simul
taneously. When they did, the building vanished in a flash 
of light and a roar of thunder · 

In Castle Hill, the target was a soup kitchen. They con
taminated the food, destroyed the kitchen equipment, and 
smashed every pot and pan beyond salvation. That evening, 
while the wounds were still fresh, while the operators of the 
kitchen were wondering how they could possibly go on, 
someone slipped back into the building to set off a firebomb. 

In Battery Park, a South African diamond courier was 
beaten. He was battered with bats and blackjacks, and sliced 
with a straight razor. Almost as an afterthought, his attackers 
stole the diamonds he had been carrying. 
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On the campus of Empire State University, the chair of 
the black studies program never saw who hit him as he 
opened the door of his car after teaching a late-night class. 
They knocked him to the ground and kicked him until he 
blacked out. 

On Staten Island, a truck owned by a Hong Kong emigre 
was hijacked. The police, responding to a report of a vehicle 
on fire, found it later that day. Its cargo of electronics and 
computers was gone, on its way to the black market, but a 
dozen Japanese-made TV sets had been left behind to bum. 

In Howard Beach, a Coptic Orthodox church was vio
lated. Any icons that contained gold or other precious metals 
were taken. The building was torched. 

In Tremont, an Equal Employment Opportunity Commis
sion branch office was bombed. The fire spread to a bank 
and aT-shirt store on the same block. 

In Harlem, where it all started, a legal clinic burned to 
the ground. Its impoverished clientele watched helplessly as 
their dreams of justice turned to ashes before their eyes. 

On Embassy Row, several members of the Costa Verde 
delegation to the United Nations were dragged from their 
limousine and beaten. With each blow, with every kick, their 
assailants loudly claimed payback for a newly signed free 
trade treaty that promised millions to assist the small Latin 
American nation establish itself as a industrial power. 

Captain America suspected the hand of Liberty's Torch 
in each incident, for each represented the fulfillment of the 
slogans found on their web page: "America for Americans" 
and "America for the Working." The rallying cries of Lib
erty's Torch had moved beyond mere propaganda, beyond 
euphemisms for what that vile organization perceived as 
wrong with the country. They were marching orders for ha
tred and bigotry. 

The incidents were not limited to New York. Through 
Ram and other Stars and Stripes members, the Captain had 
been kept informed of other attacks in Chicago, Billings, San 
Francisco, San Antonio, Jacksonville, and too many other 
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cities-all similar atrocities, all occurring within the week. 
In most cases, the targets were social welfare programs 

and the individuals who administered them. In others, the 
victims were targets of opportunity. 

Captain America fumed. Though he suspected, even rec
ognized, the hand of Liberty's Torch at work, he was able 
to do nothing. Each news report, each Stars and Stripes com
munication, represented another assault he hadn't foreseen 
and couldn't stop, outrages that could be reacted to but not 
prevented. 

The Captain shuddered as he contemplated what he must 
do. He needed to predict where and when Liberty's Torch 
would strike. And, in order to accomplish that, he would 
have to swim through the fetid sewers that were their minds. 

He wasn't sure where or how to start. Though he had 
fought others like Liberty's Torch in his past, the Captain 
did not know how to think like them. He knew the type, he 
understood what they did and, on an intellectual level, even 
why they did what they did. But he couldn't understand them 
on an emotional level, could never comprehend the bigotry' 
the hatred, that filled every centimeter of their beings and 
drove their every action. 

It was then he realized his friend Colin Maxwell could 
help him, even from beyond the grave. In his books, Colin 
had shown an uncanny ability to re-create a long-gone era. 
He'd had an eye and ear for details so refined that, through 
his research, he had gained an understanding of the 1940s 
and the ability to portray it as accurately as someone who 
had lived then, even though the era had passed into memory 
before Colin was born. 

Colin also had an equal facility with characters. He had 
written about the criminal mind for years and had shown an 
almost frightening ability to climb into those minds and ex
plore their motivations; to understand and empathize with 
them and then, in his fiction, to bring them to life for his 
readers. It was what made his writing so remarkable: even 
his villains were fully-realized and not simple caricatures ere-
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aled to advance a plot. If Colin had researched the Torch 
wilh his usual enthusiasm, perhaps his notes could help the 
Captain understand the enemy. 

The Captain picked up the phone, hesitating for a long 
moment before he dialed. Then, realizing Colin's widow 
would want to help him, he made the call. 

If Colin had any research materials for his new novel, 
Barbara hadn't found them. When they were first married, 
one of Colin's earliest and most explicit instructions to her 
was that, when he died, for her to burn his unfinished man
uscripts. He never wanted the bits and pieces of his false 
starts to live beyond him. It was Colin's finished works, the 
books he thought were worth completing and which he had 
completed, that he wanted to represent him. His body of 
work, for good or for bad, would be entirely his work and 
not include posthumous collaborations with other writers, no 
matter how skillful those writers might be. 

Colin had made Barb promise that she would destroy all 
of his unfinished manuscripts and notes. True to her word, 
Barb had spent the days since his death going over his pa
pers, determining which were unfinished manuscripts or 
notes and which were not. She had not found any notes at 
all on Liberty's Torch or a modern-day Hale novel about a 
militia group. 

Barb Maxwell could hear the Captain's disappointment 
over the phone and wished she could do something to help. 

"Maybe we're not looking in the right places," she sug
gested. "After all, Colin flew to New York under an assumed 
name. He even called you using it. Maybe he suspected these 
people were on to him. Maybe he hid his notes somewhere.'' 

The Captain admired Barbara Maxwell's determination. 
Despite her grief, she was thinking clearly, putting together 
everything her years of marriage with Colin had taught her 
about her husband, adding up the pieces, figuring out what 
he had done. 

Barb considered and discarded several possibilities. Colin 
would not have left any notes with a friend, for fear of put-
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ting that friend in danger. And, for the same reason, he 
wouldn't have hidden them in their house. Then she remem
bered, shortly before he died, Colin had gone to their safety 
deposit box. And, thinking back, she also remembered that 
she couldn't think of any reason for him to have done so. 
They hadn't received any important papers, no stock cettif
icates or bonds or ·contracts or any of the other papers they 
usually stored in the bank. 

That had to be it, Barb decided, promising she would call 
the Captain back soon. He tried to urge caution, but the only 
response to his appeal was a dial tone. 

True to her word, Barb called the Captain back an hour 
later. She had found several floppy disks in the safety deposit 
box. She had no idea what they were, but she would read 
them immediately and let him know what was in them. 

''Don't,'' the Captain said. 
"What?" 
''Barb, if those disks are what I think they are, Colin was 

murdered because of them. It would be safer for you if you 
didn't read them." 

"But I have a right to know-" 
"Yes, you do," the Captain interrupted. "And you will 

know, I promise. When this is over, I'll give them back to 
you so that you can do whatever you want with them. But, 
for now, for Colin, for your son, please don't read them." 

Barb heard and understood the urgency in the Captain's 
voice and realized he would not make the request without 
good reason. She agreed to do as he asked. 

At the Captain's urging, Barb e-mailed copies of the files 
to Cap, and also placed the floppy disks in an envelope and 
sent them by ordinary mail to Steve Rogers at a post office 
box he kept up for personal correspondence on those occa
sions when he didn't wish to use the more conspicuous ad
dress of Avengers Mansion. 

Finally, he gave her the address of a Stars and Stripes 
member who lived in a neighboring town. The boy's father 
was a retired S.H.I.E.L.D. agent, someone the Captain had 
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worked with shortly after his return to action. He knew Bar
bara and her son would be safe with the man and told her 
to go to him at once. The Maxwell family would suffer no 
further harm from the murderous thugs who dared call them
selves patriots. 

Within the hour, the Captain received the files. As he had 
hoped, they were indeed Colin Maxwell's notes on Liberty's 
Torch. He printed the pages out anxiously. Even though the 
Avengers' printer could process ten pages per minute, it was 
too slow for him. He grabbed each page as it emerged, read
ing faster than the printer could keep pace. 

When he finished reading the notes-the biographical 
data on founder Taylor Douglas, the interviews with Paul 
Storrie, the articles and accounts Colin had accumulated on 
militias in general and Liberty's Torch in particular, the Cap
tain was left with the same overriding feeling that had 
brought Maxwell to New York. Liberty's Torch was plan
ning something big. 

Colin had predicted the flurry of Liberty's Torch activity, 
predicted the beatings and bombings and robberies and bur
glaries against the welfare agencies and the foreign-born. Al
though many of these crimes would appear to be random 
acts of violence against "targets of opportunity," the author 
was convinced that they were really blinds. 

These "random" acts, he wrote, were designed to draw 
attention away from the robberies and burglaries by making 
them appear to be nothing more than a part of a wave of 
hate crimes. The robberies and burglaries, on the other hand, 
would be carefully planned against specific targets chosen to 
help raise money to finance the larger operation Liberty's 
Torch had planned. 

Colin had gotten into the minds of the Liberty Torch 
members as skillfully as if they were characters he'd created 
for a novel. Every item and prediction he made in his notes 
was coming true with alarming accuracy. The Captain 
e-mailed Colin's files to Agents Mack and Hattori and to 
Briscoe and Logan for whatever assistance the information 
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might offer their investigations. Then he called the Falcon. 
It was time for a strategy conference. 

"Bottom line? We let the wave continue." 
The statement might have been an oversimplification, but 

it summed up the course of action Captain America and the 
Falcon had reluctantly chosen to follow. They could not pre
dict where or when the next random act of terrorism would 
come, but the robberies that the violence was meant to cover 
were another matter. 

The robbery targets had two key factors in common: they 
had to involve large amounts of cash or jewelry that could 
be added to the war chest Liberty's Torch needed to finance 
its ultimate objective, and they had to be associated with 
victims who fit the group's profile. The most likely targets 
were certain social programs and foreign-owned businesses. 

Realizing this did little to narrow down the list of possible 
targets. In a city like New York-with its large population 
of immigrants and the socially disadvantaged-the phone 
books were filled with potential targets for Liberty's Torch. 
Trying to pick the right target from the myriad possibilities 
would be as futile as trying to predict the Torch's random 
targets. 

The Falcon suggested they divide their efforts. Both in his 
costumed identity and as Sam Wilson, he had contacts in the 
poorer neighborhoods, the frequent targets of these attacks. 
Meanwhile, Captain America could pore over the data the 
Stars and Stripes had collated for whatever leads it might 
offer. 

Hours later, they reunited in the shadows of a free clinic 
in the Bronx. The Falcon had sought out every snitch he had, 
every contact he made as a super hero or from the time he 
spent as a gangster in his youth. He talked to them all, asking 
what they had heard or seen. He didn't make requests for 
specific information. He wanted to learn as much of what 
was being talked about on the streets as he could, without 
limiting it by having his sources disregard anything not fit-
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ting neatly into the hate-crime pattern. As he collected the 
information, he noted several possible targets. But one item 
in particular seized his interest. 

Two men, strangers, had been seen hanging around a free 
clinic on Westchester Avenue in the South Bronx. The clinic 
cared for a variety of patients from expectant mothers to 
recovering addicts. There were often strangers loitering out
side it, people working up the nerve to ask for treatment or 
waiting while a friend was being treated. These strangers, 
however, didn't look like the type who would be going to 
the clinic for treatment. They were older than the usual cli
entele and looked to be in good health. The scuttlebutt was 
that one of the men was somebody's father, a father who 
suspected that his son or daughter was in trouble and going 
to go to the clinic for help. The word spreading on the street 
was that anyone thinking of going to the clinic should be 
careful, because their father might be waiting for them there. 

The Falcon suspected the men had another agenda. The 
clinic had large supplies of methodone on hand, which could 
easily be sold to raise money. 

It was a perfect target for Liberty's Torch. 
Captain America had reached a similar conclusion from 

his own investigation. Stars and Stripes members had for
warded transcripts of police radio calls overheard on their 
scanners. He had noticed several calls directing patrol cars 
to look for two men loitering in front of the same free clinic, 
noting with extreme interest that, each time a patrol car re
sponded to the calls, they found no trace of the strangers. 

The men casing the clinic were careful. Whenever they 
thought they may have been spotted, they left the area before 
the police could arrive. But, even without seeing the men, it 
wasn't difficult for the Captain to assess their intent. A free 
clinic that supplied medical help to the poor and downtrod
den and kept easily marketable drugs on hand fit both aspects 
of the target profile he and Sam had developed ftom Colin'-s 
notes. 

The Captain made a call to Detective Briscoe, who re-
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ported the Avenger's susptcwns to the city's hate-crimes 
unit. Briscoe also passed along the request that the Captain 
and the Falcon be allowed to stake out the clinic that night 
sans a police presence that might deter their prey. The com
mander of the hard-pressed and understaffed unit readily 
agreed. 

The two heroes were prepared to spend as many nights 
inside the clinic as necessary, but they caught a break: Lib
erty's Torch struck the first evening. 

The Captain was aware of them first, though not by much. 
Decades of preparation, of living for exactly this sort of mis
sion, had given him an almost preternatural ability to sense 
the moment before something happened. Even before he saw 
the flashlights and heard the locks on the doors being jim
mied, he sensed the approach of their prey. 

As the door opened slowly, Captain America studied the 
four men entering the clinic. They were all of similar age 
and type, mid-twenties to early thirties, and built for speed 
and muscle. They each wore a black T-shirt and army fa
tigues. Each of them held a large, nine-millimeter, semi
automatic pistol, and, from the steady, practiced manner in 
which they held them, each of them also knew how to use 
his weapon. There would be no second chances with this 
quartet of seasoned killers. 

The Captain motioned to catch the Falcon's eye, nodding 
almost imperceptibly. No speech was necessary for them to 
communicate, the result of countless training sessions. 

Beneath his mask, the Falcon wrinkled his brow tightly, 
the "on" switch he'd developed for a different sort of com
munication. He closed his eyes for a second and then some
thing large flew into the free clinic from an unseen perch 
above. 

"What the hell?" one of the men shrieked as Redwing 
darted in front of the man's face, his claws momentarily 
gleaming in the beam of a flashlight. 

"It's some kind of bird!" 
"Shoot the thing!" 
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The men raised their guns to shoot the bird, only to dis
;over that they no longer had their guns. As they raised their 
arms to fire, something large had cut through the air and 
knocked the guns from their hands. The men turned to follow 
I he path of the object. Their eyes widened and their stomachs 
rose in their throats as they saw Captain America effortlessly 
catch his famous red-white-and-blue shield. 

Standing next to the Captain was the Falcon, his clenched 
fists poised like jackhammers and his crimson eyes burning 
through his mask. For the thugs of Liberty's Torch, their 
worst nightmare was complete. 

The Captain spoke in a tone like bottled thunder. ''Gen
tlemen, office hours are over.'' 

The four members of Liberty's Torch looked at their guns 
lying in fragments on the fl<;>or, looked at the two costumed 
heroes, then looked at the door. But before any of them could 
even think of moving, Captain America and the Falcon were 
on them. 

The fight, what there was of it, didn' t last very long. The 
Captain leapt into the air, performing a perfect forward flip 
and landing in the middle of the four men. As he expected, 
they ran in different directions, two of them toward the wait
ing Falcon. 

The Captain swept his legs out to trip one of the men, 
throwing his shield into the ankles of another. As the men 
went down, he glanced out of the corner of his eye and saw 
the Falcon moving in front of the third man. 

The Captain lifted up the first man and delivered him into 
unconsciousness with an uppercut. The Falcon used a right 
cross to put down his man just as quickly. 

Cap's second man scrambled to his feet, moving toward 
the door. Cap vaulted over the fleeing man's back, landing 
in front of him. The man stopped in his tracks. 

The Captain and his quarry didn't move as the Falcon 
finished off the fourth Torch member with a rapid punch to 
the stomach and a left uppercut. The man hit the floor with 
a slap. 
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''Falcon?'' the Captain asked, pointing to the only mem
ber of Liberty's Torch still standing. 

"I've had my two, Cap. He's all yours." 
A quick jab to the militiaman's chin sent him down in a 

heap. And, although the Captain was a firm believer in not 
letting one's ~motions distract one from the job at hand, he 
had to admit that this punch had been uncommonly satisfy
ing. 

The battle was over in less than five minutes and-save 
for some sore jaws, all belonging to the Liberty's Torch 
members-no one had been seriously injured. More impor
tantly, nothing in the free clinic had been disturbed. Come 
morning, it would open as per usual and again begin to care 
for its patients. 

"Unfortunately, our perps have lawyered up, but good." 
Briscoe was standing outside the observation room bela

boring the obvious to his partner Logan, the Captain, the 
Falcon, and the just-arrived Mack and Hattori . Inside the 
room, where he had been sitting since his arrest at the free 
clinic, was one of the Torch members. The other militiamen 
were in separate holding cells. It had been a most frustrating 
five hours since the heroes had called for a wagon to pick 
up their catches. 

"All four of them have been vigorously exercising their 
Constitutional rights. I'm starting to think 'right to counsel' 
is their personal mantra or something. We have, likewise, 
exercised all the various legal techniques at our disposal to 
convince them that cooperating with us would be in their 
best interests, but no soap. They ain't talking." 

The Falcon turned to Detective Logan, who nodded in 
agreement. "We won't get anything out of them. They 
haven't accepted public defenders or asked to call their own 
attorneys. I don't believe they plan on doing so any time 
soon.'' 

Captain America looked through the one-way glass into 
the interrogation room, where the Liberty's Torch member 
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pulled idly on the handcuffs locking him to the table. 
"They think it's a war," he said, "and that they're sol

diers. We won't get anything more than their names, ranks, 
nnd serial numbers out of them. If that much.'' 

"We can ' t offer a whole lot more," said Mack. "We ran 
lheir prints and did come up with a couple matches. But it's 
all small-time stuff, nothing to connect them with the militia. 
We can track their backgrounds and movements, try to find 
a link, but it will take time." 

A grim Captain America stared through the observation 
window, wondering how many innocents had already died 
at the hands of the prisoner within and how many more 
would die at the hands of his fellows in the days to follow. 

''Time,'' he said, and every man outside the observation 
room knew exactly what that one word meant. 
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[Jwo hundred miles north of New York City, the immense 
house of Taylor Douglas sat high on a hill overlooking 
the eastern shore of Lake George. For sheer size alone, 

the house would have stood out even among the mansions 
of Beverly Hills. It was much more out of place here, where 
people usually came to get away from their own large homes 
and other so-called burdens of being rich and famous. 

Nestled in these centuries-old, virgin forests on the eastern 
edge of the Adirondack Mountains, Lake George was a va
cation mecca of upper New York State. People built small 
summer homes here, tucked away cozily in the trees, but 
close enough to the lake's thirty-two-mile shoreline to allow 
them access to the amenities it offered. They came here on 
the weekends or stayed a few weeks, the luckier ones man
aging a month. In the summer, they had their choice of the 
crystal blue waters or the golf courses and amusement parks 
that had followed them here. In the winter, the ski slopes 
beckoned to them. Whatever their specific agenda, they al
ways came to play. 

Not Taylor Douglas. 
Douglas had come here to escape that which he despised 

with all his heatt and soul: New York City. Once his home, 
the place was now overrun with the poor, the homeless, the 
welfare supplicants-the people those less honest than he 
called the needy but he recognized ~or what they truly were. 

How he hated those importuning slackers who had, by 
sheer persistence, managed to foster in other people-peop~e 
who actually worked to build decent lives-a .misguided 
sense of guilt and then used that guilt to grab the fruits of 
those labors for themselves. Indolence, laziness, and grasping 
was their lifestyle, take and take and take and never give 
anything back to those from whom they took. And whenever 
the taking slowed or threatened to stop, they moved on to 
extortion-increased crime and violence, perhaps a riot
until the fools restored the largess to its former levels. 

It sickened Douglas to watch it happen, to watch the en-· 
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abling imbeciles encourage more taking, more giveaways, in 
11 11 ever-increasing cycle toward certain destruction. Eventu
ally, there would not be enough left to meet the demands of 
those slothful parasites. The so-called "have-nots" would 
again resort to their usual violence to extort what they wanted 
from the "haves." But, someday soon, he felt sure, there 
would not be enough left to satisfy their demands and the 
violence would not stop. Eventually, all the cities would 
burn-and he had no desire to be there when they did. 

He had moved out of New York years before, buying 
dozens of acres near and around Lake George. He built an 
l:State where he and his family could be protected from the 
inevitable collapse of the cities. When the violence came, 
they would be so far away that it would never reach them. 

The mansion he built had every appointment to make him 
and his family comfortable. It drew swift criticism, and even 
outrage, from the vacationers and the few year-round inhab
itants. The monstrous size of "the Douglas fortress," as they 
l:alled it, did not fit into this prosperous-yet-restrained com
munity. But ultimately, nothing could or would be done to 
deny Taylor Douglas his desire. And what he desired was 
uo less than his own kingdom. 

At first it was just Douglas, his family, his servants, and 
I heir families. His sons he sent to the finest boarding schools 
in New England-for his staff's family, he built a one-room 
schoolhouse. For a time, he was content in being the country 
lord from whom all good things flowed. But, then, he would 
look toward the south, remember the foul caticer that lay 
fl:Stering and multiplying there, and know he could not re
main content. 

Douglas abandoned his business concerns to underlings; 
using his wealth to build and finance Liberty's Torch. He 
mvited others to live on his estate, like-minded patriots who 
t'Hme to live in the wilderness and train for the battles to 
come. 

From his private study on the top floor of the house, 
Douglas could see Fort Ticonderoga. In 1775, the former 
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British enclave on nearby Lake Champlain had been captured 
by Ethan Allen and the Green Mountain boys. That had been 
one of the earliest battles in the Revolutionary War and 
Douglas considered it a fitting symbol of the new war of 
independence he and his fellow patriots would fight to free 
themselves from a government that had become every bit as 
tyrannical as the British government under King George ill. 

After Douglas's wife left him, he dismissed all his ser
vants, replacing them with members of Liberty's Torch. In 
other wars, the generals had those who served them behind 
the battlefield, and he would be no different. Traditional ser
vants were a luxury; he needed to conserve his vast resources 
for the coming war. 

Still, he kept the Lake George house and all the land he 
owned around it. Over the years, as more and more branches 
of Liberty's Torch were commissioned and the organization 
spread through the country, Douglas knew his activities 
would attract the attention of the tyrants in Washington. Lib
etty's Torch would need to hide and there could be no better 
place than in plain sight. 

The house, highly visible and notorious, was a perfect 
decoy. Douglas announced to those few members of the 
press who considered him, in those earliest days of the 
Torch, to be newsworthy, that he was building a major ad
dition to his property. On the far end of the mansion grounds, 
he would raise a building to hold his growing collection of 
Revolutionary War memorabilia and he would open this mu
seum to the public. 

Over the following months, construction vehicles came 
and went from Douglas's property. The men of Liberty's 
Torch were building a fine museum. But, at the same time, 
through dummy corporations and fictitious identities, Doug
las purchased additional land near his home, amassing sev
eral hundred acres of undeveloped woodland. He built on 
this land too, secretly diverting excess materials, equipment, 
and labor from the museum. As the museum was going up, 
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the secret Torch headquarters was going down, constructed 
in vast bunkers deep within the land. 

When the museum was finished, so was the new head
quarters, unseen and unsuspected. It was powered by a hy
droelectric plant that tapped into a waterfall on land Douglas 
had chosen carefully for just that purpose. And, while not as 
large as the Pentagon, the bunkers would serve him welL 

His mansion would draw the scrutiny of the government. 
Washington would watch it, monitor it. He would allow them 
this invasion of his privacy. After all, they would never see 
anything more than weekend warriors playing soldier. 

The real work of Liberty's Torch would never come near 
the house. From deep in the underground bunkers, Douglas 
and his loyal followers could meet in secret and create, in 
their own image, the future of the United States of America. 

Douglas was not in the bunkers when he first learned what 
had happened at the clinic in the Bronx. For his house to 
serve as the misdirection he intended, he had to live and 
spend much of his time there. That was what he told his 
followers and, for the most part, it was the truth. What he 
didn't say was that he liked living in the mansion. It was 
large and luxurious, the result of his years of hard work. All 
lhe comforts of home-every one imaginable, several most 
people couldn't begin to imagine-were there for him. The 
bunkers were, of necessity, far more spartan. The simple 
truth was he enjoyed being pampered in the elegance of his 
own home. 

He woke up that rooming, as he did most mornings, in 
the four-poster, Louis XIV bed of his master bedroom suite. 
As ever, the elegance of the satin sheets and silk pajamas 
afforded him a most restful night. He. may have demanded 
military precision in his daily routine, but there was no rea
son it couldn't be combined with simple comfort. 

He rose from bed and studied the matinee-idol image re
flected in the large mirror with its ornately scalloped frame 
that hung over the equally ornate dresser against the far walL 
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It was not vanity, but a reaffirmation. He knew a leader -of 
men had to look the part- even the most eloquent of trolls 
would have difficulty attracting people to a cause-~o h0 
worked to make sure he looked the part. Even at fifty-five, 
his hair was still thick and full and blond, no graying, no 
thinning, a mere trace of receding hairline. His thin mous
tache was perfectly trimmed. His frame, honed and shaped 
by his daily exercise routine, was thin and muscular. He 
would accept no less of himself .. 

His ex-wife had not been as disciplined. She had hated it 
in the house, whining that there was nothing to do up here 
''in the middle of nowhere.'' And, then, as if to prove the 
veracity of her complaints, she allowed herself to go to seed. 

Joyce Douglas knew neither sufficient exercise nor re
straint, adding ten pounds to her weight in the first two years 
they lived at the mansion. By the end of the third year, it 
was apparent to Taylor that she would never regain the trim 
shape he'd so admired during her modeling days. When she 
left_ him, he let her go without a fight, even allowed her to 
think it was her own idea to file for the divorce. He'd already 
made quite certain her attorney wouldn't press for an unrea
sonable settlement. She'd served her purpose and he was 
more than happy to see her go until such time, if ever, as he 
might want her back. 

He walked barefoot across the carpet so warm and plush 
that he never wore slippers, not even in winter, and moved 
toward his bathroom. As he did, he was surprised by a knock 
on the door. 

His hand-picked staff knew his regimen, knew he awoke 
every morning at precisely 0530 without need of an alarm 
clock, so they knew he would be awake. But they also knew 
he preferred not to be disturbed until he'd finished his morn
ing exercises-unless, of course, it was an emergency. Sigh
ing wearily, he put on the monogrammed bathrobe his sons 
had given him on their last Christmas together, then opened 
the door. · 

''Yes, Sergeant?'' he said to the uniformed man knocking 
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on his door and let more than a slight trace of his exasper
ation slip into his voice. He expected to see a sheepish ex
pression on the man's face and hoped it would grow even 
more so, as the annoyance in his voice sank in. Instead, it 
was Douglas who grew annoyed, for chagrin was definitely 
not in the man's demeanor as he snapped to attention, saluted 
sharply, and said, "Sir, I regret to inform you that last night's 
mission was a failure.'' 

' 'Failure?'' 
''Yes, sir. Captain America and the Falcon intervened in 

the operation, sir.'' 
"And the men?" 
"Captured, sir." 
Douglas took a slow breath in through his nose, then ex

haled it even more slowly through his mouth. He never took 
his eyes from the sergeant who, true to his training, remained 
at attention, awaiting orders from his commander. For a few 
moments, Douglas was silent, considering what those orders 
should be. Then, he spoke. 

"Send my plane to New York. I want our lawyers ap
prised of the situation and bail obtained for our men as soon 
as the courts open. The men are to be brought back here
discreetly-to be debriefed. Tell the plane not to wait. I want 
the pilot to bring me all of the morning editions: the Times, 
the Bugle, and the Globe. After that, he will refuel and return 
to Manhattan for our men. Tell my chef I will have breakfast 
early this morning. Then, inform Colonel Paris that he will 
be joining me for breakfast at 0800 hours." 

"Yes, sir." 
''That will be all, Sergeant.'' 
"Yes, sir." 
Douglas returned to his room and shut the door behind 

him. So they had finally become involved, those interfering, 
super-powered meddlers. He knew it was inevitable and now 
had to determine how best to proceed. 

He couldn't concentrate fresh from his bed, still rubbing 
the crumbs of sleep from around his eyes and shaking the 
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cobwebs from his mind. He needed to get his blood pumping 
and his heart racing, even faster than usual. His typical morn
ing exercise regimen lasted anywhere from two to three and 
one-half hours, sometimes even four. He didn't set a limit. 
He simply exercised until he felt he had done enough. 

This morning, he would cut his regimen short. Two hours 
was all he could spare. 

Douglas was not late for breakfast. The Torch leader ran 
the full gauntlet of the obstacle course several times, until 
his pulse raced within him so hard and so fast that he could 
feel it moving through his neck without placing his finger 
against his artery. He ran home and continued to jog in place 
as he stripped, not stopping until the cold, pulsating jets of 
the massaging shower head pounded at his muscles. He 
shaved, dressed in a dark gray, pinstripe suit, and then 
walked down to breakfast. 

Colonel Norman Paris was waiting for him in the cherry
paneled dining room, seated at one end of the twenty-foot
long, solid mahogany dining table. The moment Douglas en
tered the room, the colonel stood and came to attention. 

"Sir! As I assume the ·general has been informed, last 
night's soiree in the South Bronx got fouled up worse than 
a plugged sewage pipe." 

"Not now, Colonel," Douglas said and shook his head, 
as much because Paris was allowing himself to become crude 
as because his officer had breached established etiquette. 
Paris's manner of speaking was effective in the proper cir
cumstances, but he found it coarse and uncouth. How ironic 
that this man had proven invaluable as Douglas's second-in
command. Still, Douglas wished he could imbue some re
finement in the man. 

"There will be time enough for that later. We're not quite 
at war yet. We can observe some of the amenities of life 
before we get down to business. In this case, breakfast. Your 
preference, I recall, is onions, cheese, bacon, and tabasco 
sauce.' ' 
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The commander and his second sat down as two orderlies 
brought in omelets perfectly crafted to be light and fluffy, 
1 wo glasses of freshly squeezed orange juice, and two cups 
or coffee; black for Douglas, cream and three sugars for 
I •aris. They ate in silence. Then, after they finished, Douglas 
rL:ad about the failed mission in the newspapers flown in just 
111 inutes earlier. 

One by one, he read the accounts. Outwardly, his expres
sion was stoic and focused. He didn't even raise his head 
when Paris left the dining room for a few moments to take 
a call. But internally, Douglas seethed at the front page of 
the Daily Globe. Above a gaudy photo of Captain America 
and his mongrel sidekick was a sensationalistic rhyming 
headline: CAP TRAPS MILITIA RATS. 

Each account made him more angry than the one before; 
not only bt;cause his plans had been denied additional fund
ing but also-and this was even more infuriating-because 
each account made it appear that Captain America and the 
Falcon had not had much difficulty in defeating his soldiers. 

Douglas put down the papers, wiped the newsprint off his 
hands with a steaming towel, and looked across the table at 
the returned Paris. ''This is most distressing.'' 

" Distressing? That flag-desecrating traitor and his lackey 
take down our troops and all you have to say is that it's 
'distressing'? I'll give you 'distressing.' I just got off the 
horn with our overpriced shyster and guess who didn't earn 
his big fat paycheck? The FBI and the Avengers ganged up 
on the judge, convinced him our guys represented a threat to 
national security. They're being held without bail." 

''Our contacts in the police department?'' 
"They can't do diddly, not without attracting attention 

and blowing their covers all to hell." 
"I thought as much. We've been noticed sooner than I'd 

hoped. We'll have to move up the timetable on our plans." 
"You really think we're ready for that?" 
"Ready, Colonel? The American people have been ready 

to take their government back from our so-called 'elected' 
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officials since their predecessors first sold us out to the· en
emy in Yalta. It was simply a matter of waiting until the time 
was ripe. It is time, my friend, to pluck the fruits of our 
patience. We need a dramatic offensive, a strike that will 
alert the true Americans to the enemies within our own bor
ders. However, we will need a few days' preparation before 
we can launch it, and we must keep the government's jack
booted minions unaware of our plans." 

"We're gonna need a diversion," the colonel said. 
"Precisely, Colonel," said Douglas, gratified that Paris 

saw his train of thought. "But what shall we give them?" 
The Supreme Commander of Liberty ' s Torch reached 

down for one of the previously discarded newspaper. He held 
up the paper so the front page of the Globe, with its photo 
of Captain America and its scurrilous headline, faced Paris. 

"First, we make them sweat a bit. Call all the branches 
and instruct them to delay all planned activities. Nothing 
more should happen until I give the order. Then, after we've 
had them waiting a bit, we'll act. We shall, with one bold 
strike, give the federal government their diversion and neu
tralize the threat of Captain America. When next we strike, 
Colonel, it shall be at the very symbol of the betrayers. 

"Our target will be Captain America." 
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teve Rogers stared at the Statue of Liberty as it grew 
large before him. Standing on the bow of the ferry, 
almost at attention, he barely noticed as the cold came 

off the water and beat against him. He couldn't take his eyes 
off the Lady, not even to pull his coat closed. 

Although it was early summer, a strong wind from the 
Atlantic passed through the Verrazano Narrows and seemed 
to key on the ferryboat taking Rogers and others-mostly 
tourists- from Battery Park to the statue. Around him, those 
other passengers were scurrying into the ferry's large cabin 
seeking protection from the chilling gusts that whipped their 
faces . He remained; he would never tum his back on a lady, 
especially this lady. 

That morning, Captain America had decided to visit the 
Statue of Liberty. If it was whim or need, he didn't know. 
He dressed in his civilian clothes so as not to attract attention, 
and rode the subway to Battery Park. He caught the nine 
A.M. ferry and took up his position at the bow, staring at the 
statue as the boat carried him to Liberty Island. 

Although he had to squint against the bright morning sun, 
still hanging low in the eastern sky, Steve never took his 
eyes from the statue during the crossing. At one hundred and 
fifty-one feet high, standing on a one-hundred-and-fifty-six
foot pedestal, it was the tallest statue of modern times, an 
1884 gift from the French government to commemorate the 
friendship that had formed between the two countries during 
America's War of Independence. It was magnificent. 

Steve remembered the first time he had gone to the statue, 
one of the few excursions on which his parents had taken 
him before his father's death. He recalled straining his neck 
to look up at the copper-green giantess as his father recited 
from memory the inscription on the monument: 

Give me your tired, your poor 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore, 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed, to me: 
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I lift my lamp beside the golden door. 
He could almost hear his father explaining to him what 

those words meant, how the United States was a land of 
opportunity for all people, from all lands, to come and try to 
build a better life for themselves. He felt again the awe he 
had felt as he looked at the Lady then and understood, even 
at a young age, what she stood for. And he remembered 
feeling proud and grateful that he had been born in such a 
country. 

Though it was half a century later, Steve Rogers still felt 
that same pride and gratitude as he studied Lady Liberty 
from the ferry . His gaze traveled up her length, centering on 
the upraised torch in her right hand. He moved his head a 
few degrees, positioning the torch directly between himself 
and the morning sun. Now, as the sun's rays came around 
it, the torch seemed to burst into flame, blazing brightly as 
the beacon it was meant to be. The invitation. The symbol. 

This grand lady standing watch over a nation's heart and 
soul, this was the true torch of libetty. Not the hate-filled 
terrorists who had taken the name for their own twisted ends. 

When he got off the boat, Steve walked to the western 
end of Liberty Island. The Lady's reflection fell onto the 
water, stretching back toward Manhattan as if she were pro
tecting it. 

He followed the reflection until his gaze fell upon the city 
he loved as much as he loved his lady. It was far from per
fect, but to his mind, there was no better city. He looked at 
the glass and steel and stone towers that shone and sparkled 
in the morning sun and he was renewed. He looked back at 
the statue, craning his neck so he could see all of her from 
where he stood at her base, and, if only for a moment, he 
was a boy again. But it was the man who found himself, in 
a voice low and determined, making a solemn promise to 
Lady Liberty. 

''I will find them. I will bring them to justice. I will see 
them pay in full measure for the dream they have disgraced 
and the innocents they have harmed.'' 
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As he finished speaking, an errant gust of wind brushed 
his cheek like a kiss. It reminded him of his mother. 

With the Captain's ·eyes, Steve looked across at the city. 
Things had been quiet there. For more than a day, nothing 
had happened: no beatil}gs, robberies, or break-ins, no sign 
of Liberty's Torch at all. Not in New York, Chicago, San 
Francisco, San Antonio, nor any other city that had suffered 
one of the militia's vile attacks. 

Although there was some solace to be taken from the sur
prising cease-fire, the Captain found the lull disquieting. He 
wasn't naive enough to believe that capturing four of its foot 
soldiers had scared the Torch into abandoning its grand de
sign, whatever that design might be. At best, it was regroup
ing; at worst . .. the worst wasn't something he wanted to 
think about. His instincts, honed in a thousand battles on the 
home front, across the seas, and even in distant galaxies, 
made him certain this calm would be followed by a storm 
of hurricane proportions. 

Unless he could do something about it. 

Taylor Douglas sat behind the massive desk in his study 
and looked out the large arched windows to the north. The 
second-story windows of the hilltop mansion were high 
enough that, on a clear day like today, he could see across 
the upper tip of Lake George all the way to Fort Ticonder
oga. Indeed, he had chosen this room as his study precisely 
for that view. 

The taking of Ticonderoga in May of 1775 was perhaps 
the first decisive victory the colonists had against the British, 
and it became a symbol that they could defeat what was, at 
the time, the most powerful army in the world. Now the fort, 
despite its conversion to a tourist attraction for the diversion 
of the mindless masses who failed to see the treacheries 
heaped upon them by the federal government, was the same 
to Douglas: a symbol of what was to come. Just as an un
organized and untrained army of ragtag settlers had, against 
all odds, won their freedom from the government that op-
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pressed them in 1776, so too would he and his followers win 
1 heir freedom from their oppressors, however strong those 
oppressors might seem. He would win, because right was on 
his side. 

Douglas's study was dark--,--he had left the lights off so 
lhat he could see the fort better. He sat there, staring at the 
honored stones and thinking. 

A small part of his Revolutionary War memorabilia col
lection was displayed around the study. Nearly one-third of 
I he war's battles had been fought in New York State, and 
Douglas had made it his goal to collect as much from them 
us he could. 

Busts of the war's heroes looked out from niches built 
into the study's cherry-wood panelling. Muskets and sabers 
used1n the war hung on the walls. Maps in heavy, protective 
frames, some of them the actual ones used in the war, others 
painstaking reproductions, also adorned the walls . And, in a 
far comer of the room, a diorama re-created what Douglas 
considered the war's turning point, the battle of Saratoga. 

Douglas's most prized possession hung next to the large 
arched window: the flag that had been carried into the battle 
1t White Plains by George Washington's army. 

"What do you thirik of it?" Douglas had asked Norman· 
Paris, when he first showed the flag to his second-in
command. 

"You want my honest opinion?" Paris had waited until 
his general had silently nodded his assent and then continued. 
" You ask me, it's a mite ratty. You should have it restored, 
like they do with paintings." 

Douglas had shaken his head. 
"I think not, Colonel. Oh, I agree it is much worse for 

wear, but that's as it should be. This is a symbol of America, 
my friend: what it was-proud and strong-and what it has 
become after the ravages of time and misuse from those who 
have been entrusted to keep her-ragged and worn. No, this 
relic of our country' s past should stay as it is until we can 
restore America to its previous splendor. And when we have 
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accomplished that, we shall also restore this flag." 
Douglas turned from Fort Ticonderoga and looked down 

on the waters of Lake George, at the dozens of boats dotting 
its surface. Rowboats, fishermen, water skiers, scuba divers, 
and, somewhere among them, the watchers. 

He had picked them up two days ago. Three rotating 
teams of federal agents. Their black cars followed him, going 
wherever he went but always at a discreet distance. They 
were so obviously out of place among the fun-seekers in this 
vacationer's paradise it was almost painful to watch them 
attempting to blend in with the crowds. And, as the agents 
watched him, his men watched them~ at a far more discreet 
distance and through the crosshairs of their targeting scopes. 
Just in case. 

Douglas wondered if the agents could see him now. Did 
they have the house under the most basic observation, or 
were they looking through the windows with their high
powered spy equipment to discover what went on within? It 
hardly mattered one way or the other; there were no windows 
in the bathroom. 

Once he shut the door behind him, Douglas felt secure. 
Even if his watchers were using highly sensitive parabolic 
microphones, they would not hear a thing through the heavily 
soundproofed walls of this chamber. 

Douglas realized that, if they were watching him this 
closely, they had likely tapped his phones, or, to be more 
accurate, those phones they knew about. He smiled as he 
turned on what appeared to be a television, just another of 
the extravagant luxuries found in homes such as this. 

When the screen flared into life, he saw Jerry Springer 
being knocked to the floor by a Roman Catholic nun. He 
rolled his eyes in disgust, barely wondering what possible 
theme the vulgar talk show host could be exploring today. 

He pressed a concealed sensor beneath the shelf on which 
the television sat. Springer's pained expression vanished in 
a flurry of static, fleeing into the vast broadcast wasteland to 
be replaced by the solemn face of Norman Paris. 
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One of the advantages of designing weapons and defense 
systems for the government, thought Douglas, is that one 
1 hen knew how they worked and how to get around them. 
Like all the televisions in his house, this one was connected 
lo a huge satellite dish in the backyard and was capable of 
picking up over three hundred channels of whatever garbage 
cluttered the bandwidth. But this television also emitted and 
received a special signal, one piggybacked quite undetectably 
along the regular signals that travelled in and out of the dish, 
a signal linked directly to the secret base of Liberty's Torch. 

"Sir," Paris said, snapping to attention when he saw 
Douglas's face on his screen. · 

"It's time to proceed, Colonel. Are all of the preparations 
complete?'' 

"Everything is set, sir. Exactly as you ordered it." 
"You look troubled. Is there a problem?" 
"Permission to speak freely, sir?" 
''Granted.'' 
"Then, begging the general's pardon, is it smart to jack 

the same clinic where our men were slammed last week?'' 
"Inordinately so, Colonel. They will think that we think 

we are being clever, patting themselves on the back for 
having figured out our plan and never realizing, until it is far 
too late, that they have deduced only what we wished them 
to deduce. Instruct our operatives in New York to proceed 
at 1315 hours tomorrow." 

"Yes, sir." 
"One more thing, Colonel." 
"Sir?" 
"Make certain our man in the street keeps to the script. 

He must be discreet in his indiscretion." 

The word spread as intended. Following Douglas's plan, 
one of the Torch's operatives made an apparent slip of the 
tongue to a person who could be trusted not to keep the 
"secret." That person told another person, who told another, 
who also told another. Sometimes money changed hands 
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with the information, sometimes the word was passed for no 
reason other than the desire of the teller to prove to someone 
else how in the know he was. Whatever the reason, it was 
passed from mouth to ear, from person to person, from seedy 
bar to dimly lit street comer until the word finally reached 
its ultimate destination: Avengers Mansion. 

"You think the info was on the up and up?" the Falcon 
asked as he and Captain America rushed to their destination. 

The Captain ran the tip he and the Falcon had received 
only minutes earlier through his mind, processing it through 
his years of experience. One of Sam's contacts. had called 
him at Avengers Mansion with news. The word on the street 
was that there would be a second raid at the clinic where 
they had captured the militiamen just days earlier. And the 
raid was going down in a matter of minutes. 

The two heroes had leapt into action. The only way they 
could reach the clinic in time was for the Falcon to fly and 
carry the Captain, so they did exactly that, without hesitation. 

"We can't be certain," the Captain answered, "but we 
have to proceed as if it is.'' · 

"The same clinic? Isn't that awfully .. . " 
''Arrogant?'' the Captain finished his partner's thought. 

"Yes. And that's one of the reasons I think the tip is for 
real. They're assuming we wouldn't suspect them of hitting 
the same place twice. They're counting on the element of 
surprise.' ' 

"And the other reason?" 
"We made them look bad the other night. They figure 

they can pull this off under our noses and make us look bad, 
get back some of their own. Anyway, we'll know soon 
enough if this tip was good. And, if it turns out to be bogus, 
well, at least we got some relatively fresh air checking it 
out." 

The tip was good. As Captain America and the Falcon 
flew over the free clinic on Westchester Avenue, they spotted 
several armed men running from the building carrying bags 
and firing their weapons in every direction. 
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Dropping the Captain onto the fleeing men as if the 
Avenger were a human bomb, the Falcon's eyes were on the 
t linic. If they followed their usual M.O., there would be a 
homb somewhere inside and he could reach it faster alone. 

The Falcon flew into the clinic, looking over his shoulder 
only briefly to see Cap plowing into the militiamen, a red
white-and-blue whirlwind in a field of military fatigues. He 
Nmiled as he saw his partner knock one "patriot" clear over 
11 parked car with a powerful uppercut. 

Inside the clinic, the gas cloud that had knocked out 
l'veryone there was starting to dissipate. Before entering, the 
llalcon had sucked in as much of that "relatively fresh air" 
Cap had mentioned as his lungs could hold. It wasn't hard 
10 find the bomb-they had left it in the lobby, confident no 
one would regain consciousness before the bomb exploded. 

Scooping up the bomb, the Falcon soared from the clinic 
und up into the air. Below him, he saw Captain America 
knocking out the last of the militiamen. Four armed men in 
maybe thirty or forty seconds-that was fast work even for 
~p. . 

The Falcon flew west toward the Harlem River. He heard 
1 he screech of tires moving much too fast and turned his head 
lo look back. A car driven by another man, probably the 
getaway car, was hightailing it out of the area, without any 
concern for where it was going-and where it was going 
was toward a group of children playing on the street. 

Much as he wanted to, the Falcon couldn't tum around. 
lie had to dispose of the bomb or even more people could 
he killed in the ensuing explosion. But, even as he raced 
toward the River, he knew Cap would be moving to intercept 
the speeding car. 

The Captain had heard the screeching tires at the same 
moment as the Falcon and had instantly realized what was 
happening. He turned from his defeated foes without a 
thought, running toward the sound. He saw the getaway car 
was a convertible with the top down, probably chosen so the 
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men fleeing from the clinic could jump into it quickly. In
stantly, he formed a plan. 

He jumped on the hood of a parked car and leapt into the 
air, performing a perfect flip to land in the seat next to the 
startled driver. Before the driver could recover, the Captain 
pulled on the steering wheel, directing the vehicle away from 
the kids and into a lamppost. The car struck the post with 
enough force to knock out the driver. A second before the 
impact, the Avenger sprang out of the car, grabbing and 
swinging around the post to slow his own momentum. 

As the Captain landed on the ground, a second car toared 
down the street bearing directly down on him. He had time 
only to put his shield between himself and the car. The vi
branium-adamantium alloy of the shield absorbed most of 
the brunt of the car, but the impact still knocked the shield's 
owner backwards and into a very solid brick wall. 

The Captain hit the wall hard, unable to get his shield all 
the way in front of him. The chain-mail of his tunic cush
ioned the crash but slightly. He fell to the pavement, dazed 
and groggy and with a sharp pain in the shoulder where he'd 
hit. 

Before he could recover, the men from the second car 
were on him. They shot gas into his face, rendering him 
unconscious in seconds, then dragged him into the waiting 
c~ . 

A team from a third vehicle-a van-were pulling their 
fallen and unconscious companions from the street and into 
the van. They carried out the operation with military preci
sion. Within seconds, both teams were on the move again, 
with their men safe and Captain America as their prisoner. 

As the Falcon flew, he could hear the muffled explosion 
of the bomb detonating from several feet under the Harlem 
River. But any satisfaction he might have felt faded quickly 
as he reached the free clinic to see several militiamen loading 
the unconscious form of Captain America into a car. 

The militia vehicles raced away in opposite directions. 
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llic Falcon immediately started after the one carrying his 
pu ll ncr. He would have caught up with them within seconds, 
II 11 weren't for the bomb that had been left behind in the 
rtaway car. The bomb detonated with enough explosive 

1111 cc to scatter bits and pieces of the car the length of the 
li lock. His eyes were still tinging when he heard the first 
• lies of pain and terror. 

For a moment, the Falcon was torn by the choices before 
him . People had been hurt back there; they needed his help. 
llut if he turned away from his pursuit, those murderous 
li mewads would get away with Cap. 

Swearing under his breath, the Falcon veered back toward 
the clinic, even as the car carrying the Captain careened out 
,,r sight. It was the most difficult thing he had ever done, but 
lilc Falcon knew it was what Cap would have wanted. 

The sfreet outside the clinic looked like the aftennath of 
n war. Doctors were tending to those injured by the explosion 
• n· gunshots. 

As soon as the Falcon made sure no one was at further 
ri~k, he activated his Avengers communication card. Cap's 
own card would be emitting a powerful tracer signal the Fal
:on could follow anywhere in the tri-state area. Unfortu
nately, the signal came from inside the clinic. The Falcon 
cursed; the kidnappers must have known about Cap's card 
and how it could be used to track the Avenger. They had 
thrown it into the clinic before fleeing with him. 

Undaunted, he flew after the car that had fled with the 
unconscious Captain America. He found it easily enough
;mpty and parked on a side street four blocks away. They 
had switched cars. 

The Falcon had no idea what kind of car he was looking 
for. He flew in widening circles, hoping to catch sight of 
something. He found the van, also parked and empty. By 
now, the kidnappers and their prisoner were probably miles 
away, heading only they knew where. 

Realizing it was a lost cause, the Falcon flew back to the 
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clinic, using his comm card to brief Jarvis, then remained to 
offer whatever assistance he could and to give his statement 
to the police. Detectives Briscoe and Logan showed up to 
tell him that both abandoned cars had been reported' stolen 
earlier that day and couldn't be traced back 'to the Torch~ 

There was rage burning deep within the Falcon's soul, but 
he pushed it down even deeper as he tended to the injured. 
The finest man he had ever known was in the hands of a 
vicious enemy and no amount of rage could change that. 

But, he knew that capturing Captain America was not at 
all the same thing as defeating Captain America, nor was it 
the same as beating his partner. The militiamen had won a 
battle, but the war was just beginning. 
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[Jhe BOLO went out almost immediately and with almost 
no hope of success. Police cars across the state, as well 
as in New Jersey and Connecticut, were told to, " Be 

on the lookout for .. . '' 
And that's where the problem lay: be on the lookout for 

what? The authorities didn't know what kind of car was be
ing used. They didn't know, and in any case thought it un
likely, that the drivers would still be wearing the 
"uniforms" -black, sleeveless T-shirts and fatigue pants_: 
they wore at the clinic. They simply didn't know who or 
what they were looking for. 

The police believed Captain America was being trans
ported in a panel van or a truck, one where no one could 
peep through the rear windows and catch a glimpse of an 
unconscious figure stretched out on the floor and wearing 
red, white, and blue chain-mail. And, even if the police the
ory were correct, they couldn't stop and search every panel 
van and delivery truck in the tri-state area. There weren't 
enough hours in the day or enough police officers in the 
entire country to do that. 

Moreover, the van theory hinged on the kidnappers still 
canying the Captain in a car or van. They could as easily 
have driven to the Hudson, Harlem, or East River, and'trans
fened the Avenger to a boat. Or, for that matter, gone to 
some fellow "patriot's" secluded farm and suneptitiously 
boarded a helicopter or private plane. 

The police asked the federal government for information 
on who Captain America was behind the mask: his name, a 
photograph, or, at the very least, a description. That way, if 
the kidnappers removed the Captain's costume while they 
were transporting him, the police would still be able to rec
ognize him. The request was denied for national security rea
sons. 

Ultimately, all that could be done was to send a bulletin 
to all contiguous police agencies explaining the situation and 
urging them to be on the lookout for Captain America. The 
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H~;•trch went on, but without much hope. No one embraced 
I he chance that they would be lucky enough to stumble upon 
tlte disabled car or out-of-gas boat or downed airplane that 
just happened to have a bound-and-gagged Captain America 
Hitting in the back seat. 

The search lived up to their lack of expectations. 

Taylor Douglas had anticipated the increased surveillance 
on his house. A figure as important as Captain America 
wasn't taken without repercussions. Still, without proof, the 
authorities could do little more than watch him even more 
closely than they usually did. 

Good, he thought, let them. Their surveillance will 
''prove'' I've done nothing. Nothing out of the ordinary. 
Nothing that could possibly connect me with this afternoon's 
unfortunate business in any way. 

That was all well and good for him, but, as Douglas also 
realized, it would not be enough that he do nothing which 
could attract the watchful eye of the government. Everyone 
in his organization had to do the same. 

He went to his bathroom, closing the door behind him. 
He switched on the television screen com-link. When Col
onel Paris's face appeared, Douglas snapped, "Report." 

"The target was acquired precisely on schedule, General. 
We anticipate rapid delivery of the package in three hours." 

"No. Speed is not of importance here. If that means it 
takes them four or five hours, then it will take them four or 
five hours. We've waited this long to make our first state
ment, we can afford to wait a bit longer. When the teams 
arrive, take our guest to the compound's cell block. And, 
until I say otherwise, make sure he remains completely se
dated." 

"Yes, sir." 
''Colonel, I have further and equally crucial orders. For 

the foreseeable future, we will cease all other activities. 
There are to be no maneuvers, no training, and especially no 
further raids. Except in the compound itself, no one is to 
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Wear their uniform. Only civilian clothes. These orders will 
remain in effect un,til I, personally, give the countermanding 
orders. Any deviation from these orders will be regarded as 
treason, Colonel. Am I understood?" 

"Yes, sir." 

"Leon, you are not looking at the big picture." 
Actually, despite what the Falcon had said, Leon was 

looking at the big picture. His eyes were, in fact, open so 
wide he could see all of the big picture. The picture didn' t 
get much bigger than looking at the entirety of Manhattan 
as seen from two thousand feet up and while hanging upside 
down by one leg. 

"Man, I done told you I don't know nothin' !" 
"Bzzt," the Falcon said, imitating the sound of a buzzer. 

"Oh, sorry, Leon. That was the wrong answer." 
The Falcon looked around him at the magnificent spec

tacle that was Manhattan at night and gestured over it with 
his left hand, a bit of drama lost on Leon, who was now 
shutting his eyes as tightly as he could. 

''Me, I love it up here at night. Quiet, peaceful, nobody 
watching us. Wind whipping through my hair. The lights of 
that big old city twinklin' below us like thousands of stars. 
I could stay up here all night. But you ." .. '' 

The Falcon looked down at Leon Cooper, a thoroughly 
frightened little bug of a man. Leon wore a bright green suit 
which, because he was so skinny, used so little material he 
should have gotten a discount. Although his right leg was 
held firmly by the Falcon, his other leg and two arms all flew 
out at odd angles and looked like the thin, gangly legs of an 
insect. His hair, normally slicked back with a thick pomade, 
was, because of the puH of gravity and the wind that cut 
through it, starting to hang down below him. 

"While you're enjoying the view, Leon," the Falcon con
tinued, "there are two things you should know. The first of 
those two things is that I don't believe you. See, one of my 
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homes told me about a deal going down at the free clinic, a 
deal that was actually a trap to capture Captain America. My 
homey told me he got it from a guy, who told me he got it 
from another guy, who got it from another guy, who got it 
from another guy, who- wait for it- got it from you. The 
way I figure it, the people who set the trap had to be sure 
Cap would be there when it went down. So they came to 
you and told you to spread it around so that I would find out 
nbout it just before it went down. That being a new and, by 
lhe way, butt-ugly suit, I figure they paid you pretty well. 
Don't worry about the pigeons. I'm sure it'll wash out. 

''Now I want to know who talked to you to get this whole 
chain of communication going.'' 

''Wha . .. what's the second thing?'' Leon asked. 
"The what?" 
"You said that there was two things I gotta know. What's 

the second thing?'' 
"Oh, that? Just that my arm's gettin' tired." 
Leon didn't know as much as the Falcon had hoped he 

might. Two white men paid him to spread the news about 
the planned raid on the free clinic so, just as the Falcon 
suspected, it would get back to Captain America. Unfortu
nately, that was really all the scared little man knew. He 
didn't know who the men were, had never seen them before, 
didn't ask their names. The best he was able to do was give 
their descriptions to a police sketch artist, two more sketches 
added to the ones Captain America had drawn after the hotel 
bombing. The sketches were circulated to every police de
partment in the country. It wasn ' t much to go on, but it was 
better than they had at the start of the day. 

The story was covered in every paper in the country, from 
the very detached story in the New York Times to the lurid 
one in the Globe that appeared under a headline some idiot 
must have thought was oh-so-clever: CAP-NAP. 

The story was picked up by every wire service and was 
the lead on every news broadcast in the country, both local 
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and national. WNN devoted ten minutes out of every thirty
minute broadcast to the kidnapping. 

Across the country, the same question was on everyone's 
lips: Where was Captain America? 

The answer came the next day. 
It came by way of a tape- sent not to any of the reputable 

news programs or networks, but to Coast to Coast, a syn
dicated n~ws. program known equally well for its emphasis 
on scandal and shock and its lack of journalistic standards. 
A tape first played on that program, but swiftly picked up 
and replayed on every news program on every channel across 
the country and around the world. A single audio tape, al
tered and filtered so the voice of the speaker was unrecog
nizable and untraceable. 

"Fellow citizens of the United States," the voice on the 
tape said, ''for too long, we have been duped by a govern
ment that has refused to serve our needs and would force us 
to serve its needs. For too long, have the poor and the foreign 
born ruled our nation at the expense of God-fearing, hard
working, honest Americans. For too long have we, the peo
ple, been downtrodden, oppressed, and ultimately betrayed 
by those very officials whose duty it was to protect and nurc 
ture our interests. Our government, my fellow Americans, 
has betrayed us. Has committed treason against us, treason 
most foul. We know these are most serious charges. Yet, 
over these next days, we will prove the truth of them to you. 

''You have heard of the capture of Captain America. Cap
tain America, the very symbol of the government that has 
betrayed you and me. The media has called it a kidnapping. 
It was not. It was a lawful arrest. As the symbol of the gov
ernment, Captain America is as guilty of that corrupt gov
ernment's crimes and treason as any of the other 
functionaries who have committed these acts against the 
American people. Like the traitors who presently infest 
Washington, he is a criminal. And, like any criminal, he will 
come before a jury to account for his crimes. 

"We have Captain America, my fellow Americans. And 
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tomorrow, we shall put him on trial for treason. We will 
provide tapes of each day's proceedings to this program, so 
that you can witness the trial for yourself, so that you can 
see the evidence for yourself. And, most of all, so that you 
can judge the government's guilt for yourself. The evidence 
against Captain America is overwhelming. There can be no 
doubt of his guilt. And, once you have heard it, you, too, 
shall have no doubts. You will judge Captain America and 
the American government and you will judge them both 
guilty. Guilty of treason against the people of America. Trea
son of the worst kind. 

"And, in this country, the punishment for treason is death 
by firing squad.'' 

Taylor Douglas could receive over three hundred channels 
on the enormous satellite dish behind his house. That night, 
he taped and watched every news broadcast on every one of 
the channels that had a news broadcast, no matter how mod
est. 

He taped and watched the shows dedicated to analyzing 
the day's events. He even taped and watched the late-night 
talk shows. He found the situation perhaps best summed up 
in the opening monologue from one of those shows. 

"You know this 'Captain America on trial' thing is going 
to create a whole new area of legal practice. New crimes and 
new defenses. I mean, it's not like you can use the 'Twinkie 
defense' when the judge and jury trying you are already a 
bunch of Twinkies themselves. I mean, Captain America? 
Captain 'I've Saved The World More Times Than Dennis 
Rodman Changes His Hair Color' America? I mean, if 
you've got that much of a death wish, you might. as well 
shoot yourself into space and visit Galactus wearing a sign 
that says, 'Eat mel Eat mel' I mean, why do you think the 
Red Skull is red? It's 'cause he's embarrassed that Cap has 
kicked his butt every other week for the past fifty years! 
What next? Are they going to marry O.J. Simpson?" 

As the rimshots and raucous laughter following the so-
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called jokes died down, Douglas smiled. For the most part, 
it appeared, no one was taking this seriously. Oh, they would, 
soon enough. After the trial started and America saw the 
plain, simple, unrefutable proof of Captain America's crimes. 
Yes, soon America would know. 

But, for now, the laughter and the rimshots were exactly 
how Taylor Douglas wanted it. 

140 

~ 



lJ hey drove up Interstate Route 87, the New York ' State 
Thruway, called by some the most beautiful drive in 
the world. They didn't bother looking at the scenery. 

They had, in the first place, already seen it any number of 
times, including on the drive down that morning. And, in the 
second place, they were far more concerned with the figure 
lying in the back of their van. 

''Have you checked him recently?'' asked the driver. 
"What, you didn't see me go back there?" the passenger 

said with more than a little exasperation in his voice. "You 
didn' t see me get up out of my seat and walk to the back of 
the van? You know when the last time I checked him was." 

"Check him again." 
"No." 
"I said, check him again." 
''Or what? You gonna turn this van around and go home, 

Daddy? You drive, I'll won·y about him." 
The driver did just that. He drove, looking straight ahead, 

gripping the steering wheel much too hard. Occasionally, he 
would remove one of his hands and fl.ex it quickly, spas
modically, to restore the feeling to it. He would then resume 
his white-knuckle grip until the other hand cramped up and 
repeat the nervous pantomime. 

It was just the two of them in the van, three if you counted 
their cargo. They had left the others off at a service plaza 
along the thruway, figuring the police might be looking for 
a vehicle with several people in it. If they broke up into 
smaller groups, they wouldn't be noticed. 

The others got a nice, pleasant, sit-down breakfast, before 
they would split up and go to the cars they had parked in 
the lot on the trip down. He got a large coffee in a styrofoam 
cup, which he wouldn't- couldn't- drink for fear he might 
spill it and get them into an accident. 

As he had been instructed, he drove in a leisurely manner, 
the cruise control set at exactly sixty miles per hour-five 
over the posted speed limit. That way they wouldn't be 
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pulled over for speeding or for going too slowly and impt·d 
111 g traffic. That was important to him, not being pulled ovt·• 
hy a state trooper. He didn't think he would be able to t 'X 

plain to Barney Fife, let alone a real police officer, why Cap 
loin America lay drugged, manacled, and unconscious in lht• 

hack of the van. 
"How is his breathing?" 
The passenger rolled his eyes up, sighed, and turned his 

head toward their cargo. 
"Still heavy." 
"You sure he's not comin' out of it?" 
''Positive.'' 
"Because we could always give him another dose." 
"We don't have to give him another dose. He's had 

plenty. He'll be out for hours." 
"You sure? I don't need even a groggy Captain America 

co min' after me." 
"I'm sure. He don't need another dose." 
"Would it hurt to be sure?" 
"Look, you wanna kill him with an OD? That would be 

a real holiday, wouldn't it, if we killed Captain America'! 
Then we'd have both the general and the Avengers gunning 
for us. He's fine. You're fine . We're all fine. Just drive." 

He drove. He watched each mile marker as it went past, 
so he would know exactly how much longer the trip would 
last. Every now and then, he'd sneak a peek into the rear
view mirror. It was a paneled van with no rear windows
chosen so no one would be able to see into the van and catch 
a glimpse of their prisoner-so the mirror didn't offer a view 
of the outside. But he had repositioned the mirror so he could 
see Captain America in it. The Captain lay very still in the 
back of the van, not moving, breathing slowly, barely enough 
to signify that the Avenger was alive. 

He drove. Watching each mile marker, one after another 
after another after another, occasionally sneaking a peek al 
the Captain or flexing the cramping fingers on his hands. 

"So, have you checked him recently?" 

.,. 
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It was late afternoon when the van arrived at the Liberty's 
Torch. compound. Under the watchful eye of Norman Paris, 
it pulled into the d€livery garage. 

Once inside, the driver and his companion tried to drag 
the unconscious Captain America from the van; with only 
partial success. There was solid muscle under the Captain's 
legendary costume and in his present state, that added up to 
two hundred and forty pounds of dead weight. 

"You two girls through dancin' with him?" Paris asked 
them with a sneer. 

"He's heavy, Norm." 
"It's Colonel now, you numbnuts, and you'd better get 

used to it. Maybe I should run your butts around the obstacle 
course a few times to improve your memory. " He called to 
another man. "Johnson!" 

"Sir?" 
"Get over here and help the Bally's dropouts . I'm gonna 

be ready for retirement before they get him out.'' 
Johnson and the others lifted Captain America out of th'e 

van and placed him in the rear of a golf cart. Then, with the 
three men running along beside him, Paris drove the cart 
through a tunnel and dpwn into the underground compound. 

Years ago, Paris had gone on a vacation to Disney World 
with his family, back'when he still had a family . Along with 
riding all the rides, eating the same lousy food .in different 
restaurants, and dropping a month's worth of his salary, they 
took a backst<1ge tour of the Magic Kingdom. 

The tour included a trip along the Utilidors, a series of 
underground tunnels, passageways, and roadways running 
beneath the park, which employees used to get from one 
point to another without being seen by the tourists and spoil
ing the magic. The Liberty's Torch complex was very sim
ilar, a weblike network of underground roadways and tunnels 
that connected the various locales within the compound . . 

Paris motored along the corridors until he reached the cell 
blocks, twenty concrete, windowless jail cells in the north 
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wing. When the revolution finally came and the cmm t k r~ ol 
n~al Americans were put on trial, the defendants would In 
housed here first. Some of them would never leave t ht 1 ' t ill I 

pound again. 
Paris supervised as the three men lifted Captain Anwrh 'II 

oiT the golf cart and dragged him toward a cell. The elll'tlllm. 
of America were still enjoying their undeserved libert y, Nl 

nil but one of the cells were empty. When the occupaul ol 
that cell saw the men drag the Captain past him, he ydh•1 
I)Ut to them. 

"What's going on?" he demanded. "Who are you pro 
pie? Why am I being held here?'' And, then, in disbelief, lu 
added, ." Is that Captain America?" 

The militiamen dragged the Captain to an empty ce ll 11 

the other end of the block and, struggling, heaved him outt 
the cell's cot. Paris entered the cell behind them, vcrilh•t 
their prisoner would remain unconscious for quite some t i 1111 

then went back to his golf cart. 
The colonel stopped in front of the shouting man 's r1·l 

and drew his firearm. The man's eyes went ·wide and lu 
retreated to his cot. With his free hand, Paris raised a s iu ~-: 11 
finger to his lips, and, chuckling, said, "Shhh, he needs h1 
rest." 

The Captain's shield was lying in the golf cart. P1111 
picked it up and placed his left arm through the shield's loop 
as he got back into the cart. 

"The general's gonna Jove this." 
Looking back toward his men, he asked, "Are you co111 

ing with me or you fixing to stay here and play with th 
rats?" 

Johnson got into the shotgun seat and the other men 111 
over the rear tires. They drove from the cell block and 11 

the corridor toward the Central Command area. 
When they arrived, Paris called Douglas on the scc11n 

satellite carrier line to tell him their package had arrivl'd . 
" Was the package damaged in transport, Colonel?" 
"Nope. It's pretty sturdy." 
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liNt' iu ,~urc our guest remains asleep for the 
i·ul hour.~. I wanl lo be ready when he wakes up, 

t l'cw •naucrs to attend to first.'' 

( 'aplain America awoke in the cell to find himself mana
ck:d. lt wasn't the first time he had found himself in such 
circumstances, and, he suspected, it wouldn't be the last. 

He was witHout his shield. It had been like a part of him 
for so long that he was as instantly aware of its absence as 
if one of his legs was missing. 

He felt the pouch sewn into his uniform shorts. His 
Avengers comm card was also gone. His captors had obvi
ously found it and left it somewhere, likely somewhere very 
far from this place so it couldn't be used to trace him. No 
matter. He hadn't expected this to be easy. He never did. 

The Captain looked at the manacles. There was a set 
around his wrists and another around his ankles, three-foot
long chains connected to shackles on each end. They were 
designed more to hinder one's movement than to immobilize 
a prisoner completely. He pulled his arms as far apart as they 
would go, testing the strength of the manacles. He wouldn't 
be able to break them. 

The Captain looked around at the cell. It was a small 
room, a four-by-six-foot rectangle, solid concrete walls, no 
windows. To one side, a small metal sink and toilet were 
attached to one of the walls. 

On the back wall was the bed on which he had been lying 
when he awoke. It was a solid metal frame attached to the 
wall. It had a thin mattress, a thin sheet, a blanket, and a 
pillow. Functional but unimaginative. The Captain expected 
little more frqm Liberty's Torch. 

He walked over to one wall and ran his hand over it. It 
was poured concrete, which he judged to be at least a foot 
thick. If he were Thor or the Hulk, or even Spider-Man, he 
would have been able to break through the wall easily. But, 
though his strength had been increased by the Super-Solider 
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Serum that coursed through his veins, such a feat was beyond 
him. 

He t,umed his attention to the cell door, a simple rectangle 
of bars attached to hinges. They had not been bolted in after 
lhe wall has been set, but inserted into wet concrete which 
had then hardened over them. No ch~mce there. 

The Captain felt the bars. Two-inch thick rods of solid 
iron. He wouldn't be bending them with his bate hands. 

Having satisfied himself as to the strength of his cell, the 
Captain turned his attention to what he could see of the cor
ri dor outside his cell. Its walls were constructed of the same 
poured concrete as his cell. He could see several similar cells 
across the corridor from his own, obviously anticipating a 
time when they would hold many enemies of Liberty's 
Torch. But, for now, they all appeared to be empty. 

The Captain looked and saw there was a video camera on 
the wall directly across from his cell. The camera was 
mounted on a swivel, so it could move back and forth to 
take in the corridor. 

By learning against the cell door, the Captain could see 
down the corridor. He determined that he was at one end of 
a row of twenty cells. He saw two more video cameras, sim
ilar to the one near his cell, mounted on the walls at the far 
end of the cell block. 

Completing his explorations as well as he could from his 
cell, the Captain returned to the cot. Since he wasn't going 
anywhere at present, he would conserve his strength until his 
unseen captors came for him. 

It was perhaps twenty minutes later that the Captain heard 
the echo of footsteps coming down the corridor toward him. 
He listened to the two men talking as they approached. 

"I don't see why we haven't taken his mask off yet," he 
heard one of them say peevishly. 

"General's orders. He says it doesn't matter who's under 
the mask. What's important is the mask itself and what it 
stands for.'' 

'.'Still ·sounds screwy to me." 

w' 
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It was late afternoon when the van arrived at the Liberty ' s 
Torch compound. Under the watchful eye of Norman Paris, 
it pulled into the delivery garage. 

Once inside, the driver and his companion tried to drag 
the unconscious Captain America from the van, with only 
partial success. There was solid muscle under the Captain's 
legendary costume and in his present state, that added up to 
two hundred and forty pounds of dead weight. 

"You two girls through dancin' with him?" Paris asked 
them with a sneer. 

"He's heavy, Norm." 
"It's Colonel now, you numbnuts, and you'd better get 

used to it. Maybe I should run your butts around the obstacle 
course a few times to improve your memory." He called to 
another man. "Johnson!" 

"Sir?" 
"Get over here and help the Bally's dropouts. I'm gonna 

be ready for retirement before they get him out. ' ' 
Johnson and the others lifted Captain America out of th'e 

van and placed him in the rear of a golf cart. Then, with the 
three men running along beside him, Paris drove the cart 
through a tunnel and down into the underground compound. 

Years ago, Paris had gone on a vacation to Disney World 
with his family, back'when he still had a family. Along with 
riding all the rides, eating the same lousy food in different 
restaurants, and dropping a month's worth of his salary, they 
took a backstage tour of the Magic Kingdom. 

The tour included a trip along the Utilidors, a series of 
underground tunnels, passageways, and roadways running 
beneath the park, which employees used to get from one 
point to another without being seen by the tourists and spoil
ing the magic. The Liberty's Torch complex was very sim
ilar, a weblike network of underground roadways and tunnels 
that connected the various locales within the compound. 

Paris motored along the corridors until he reached the cell 
blocks, twenty concrete, windowless jail cells in the north 
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wing. When the revolution finally came and the enemies of 
real Americans were put on trial, the defendants would be 
housed here first. Some of them would never leave the com
pound again. 

Paris supervised as the three men lifted Captain America 
off the golf cart and dragged him toward a cell. The enemies 
of America were still enjoying their undeserved liberty, so 
all but one of the cells were empty. When the occupant of 
that cell saw the men drag the Captain past him, he yelled 
out lo them. 

"What's going on?" he demanded. "Who are you peo
ple? Why am I being held here?" And, then, jn disbelief, he 
added, ."Is that Captain America?" 

The militiamen dragged the Captain to an empty cell at 
the other end of the block and, struggling, heaved him onto 
the cell's cot. Paris entered the cell behind them, verified 
their prisoner would remain unconscious for quite some time, 
then went back to his golf cart. 

The colonel stopped in front of the shouting man's cell 
and drew his firearm. The man's eyes went wide and he 
retreated to his cot. With his free hand, Paris raised a single 
finger to his lips, and, chuckling, said, "Shhh, he needs his 
rest." 

The Captain's shield was lying in the golf cart. Paris 
picked it up and placed his left arm through the shield's loops 
as he got back into the cart. 

"The general's gonna love this." 
Looking back toward his men, he asked, ''Are you com

ing with me or you fixing to stay here and play with the 
rats?" 

Johnson got into the shotgun seat and the other men sat 
over the rear tires. They drove from the cell block and up 
the corridor toward the Central Command area. 

When they arrived, Paris called Douglas on the secured 
satellite carrier line to tell him their package had arrived. 

"Was the package damaged in transport, Colonel?" 
"Nope. It's pretty sturdy." 



CAPTAIN AMERICA 

''Excellent. Please insure our guest remains asleep for the 
next several hours. I want to be ready when he wakes up, 
but I have a few matters to attend to first.'' 

Captain America awoke in the cell to find himself mana
cled. It wasn't the first time he had found himself in sueh 
circumstances, and, he suspected, it wouldn't be the last. 

He was witliout his shield. It had been like a part of him 
for so long that he was as instantly aware of its absence as 
if one of his legs was missing. 

He felt the pouch sewn into his uniform shorts. His 
Avengers comm card was also gone. His captors had obvi
ously found it and left it somewhere, likely somewhere very 
far from this place so it couldn ' t be used to trace him. No 
matter. He hadn ' t expected this to be easy. He never did. 

The Captain looked at the manacles. There was a set 
around his wrists and another around his ankles, three-foot
long chains connected to shackles on each end. They were 
designed more to hinder one's movement than to immobilize 
a prisoner completely. He pulled his arms as far apart as they 
would go, testing the strength of the manacles. He wouldn't 
be able to break them. , 

The Captain looked around at the cell. It was a small 
room, a four-by-six-foot rectangle, solid concrete walls, no 
windows. To one side, a small metal sink and toilet were 
attached to one of the walls. 

On the back wall wa$ the bed on which he had been lying 
when he awoke. It was a solid metal frame attached to the 
wall. It had a thin mattress, a thin sheet, a blanket, and a 
pillow. Functional but unimaginative. The Captain expected 
little more frqm Liberty's Torch. 

He walked over to one wall and ran his hand over it. It 
was poured concrete, which he judged to be at least a foot 
thick. If he were Thor or the Hulk, or even Spider-Man, he 
would have been able to break through the wall easily. But, 
though his strength had been increased by the Super-Solider 
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Serum that coursed through his veins, such a feat was beyond 
him. 

He turned his attention to the cell door, a simple rectangle 
of bars attached to hinges. They had not been bolted in after 
the wail has been set, but inserted into wet concrete which 
had then hardened over the'm. No chlmce there. 

The Captain felt the bars. Two-inch thick rods of solid 
iron. He wouldn't be bending them with his bate hands. 

Having satisfied himself as to the strength of his cell, the 
Captain turned his attention to what he could see of the cor
ridor outside his cell. Its walls were constructed of the same 
poured concrete as his cell. He could see several similar cells 
across the corridor from his own, obviously anticipating a 
time when they would hold many enemies of Liberty's 
Torch. But, for now, they all appeared to be empty. 

The Captain looked and saw there was a video camera on 
the wall directly across from his cell. The camera was 
mounted on a swivel, so it could move back and forth to 
take in the conidor. 

By learning against the cell door, the Captain could see 
down the corridor. He determined that he was at one end of 
a row of twenty cells. He saw two more video cameras, sim
ilar to the one near his cell, mounted on the walls at the far 
end of the cell block. 

Completing his explorations as well as he c;ould from his 
cell, the Captain returned to the cot. Since he wasn't going 
anywhere at present, he would conserve his strength until his 
unseen captors came for him. 

It was perhaps twenty minutes later that the Captain heard 
the echo of footsteps corning down the con·idor toward him. 
He listened to the two men talking as they approached. 

"I don't see why we haven't taken his mask off yet," he 
heard one of them say peevishly. 

"General's orders. He says it doesn't matter who's under 
the mask. What' s important is the mask itself and what it 
stands for.'' 

'.'Still--sounds screwy to me." 
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"Yeah, well, why don't you let the general hear you say 
that? Besides, whadda you care? Once this is over, we're 
gonna ice him anyway. Who cares if we see his face before 
we kill him? He'll still be just as dead." 

One of the two men, whom the Captain could now see 
was dressed in the fatigues and T-shirt uniform of Liberty's 
Torch, appeared in front of his cell. 

"Hey, lookee here, he's awake." 
Captain America rose to his feet and walked toward the 

man. Although the militiaman was tall and probably consid
ered himself to be in top condition, the Captain was taller 
still and more massive. The man's eyes widened and, even 
though there were steel bars between them, he took a step 
back as the Avenger drew closer. 

"Who are you? Why have you brought me here?" the 
Captain demanded, fixing a cold, grim stare on his guard. 
The militiaman jerked back involuntarily from the forceful 
power of the words, but recovered quickly. 

"That's none'a your business!" The guard straightened 
his back stiffly to add a fraction of an inch to his height. He 
motioned for the second guard to join him, then turned back 
to the Captain. 

"You're comin' with us. After all, you gotta meet your 
lawyer before the trial starts.'' 

Lawyer? Trial? Although the Captain was puzzled, he 
didn't let it show. Showing confusion empowered one's op
ponents, and he wouldn't willingly surrender any advantage 
to this foe. 

The second . guard stood far away from the cell door. He 
assumed a practiced two-handed stance- legs set shoulder 
length apart, knees slightly flexed, his right hand holding 
onto the gun, his left placed underneath the right to steady 
the aim- and pointed his pistol directly at the Captain's 
head. Cap recognized the weapon: a Heckler & Koch P7-
M13, a serious nine-millimeter semiautomatic handgun with 
a thirteen-round capacity, capable of dropping him with any 
one of those thirteen shots. The man handled himself and his 
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p. 11 11 in an efficient manner; the Captain had no doubts that 
illl' man would be able to fire the weapon with equal cffi
' IL'ncy. At this range, the human head was not a particular! y 

111aU target. 
While the second guard aimed his weapon directly at the 

< 'aptain, the first unlocked the cell door. 
" Get out," he said. 
Captain America stepped out into the corridor with a 

grace belying the manacles around his ankles. The gunman 
moved behind him, still aiming his weapon at the Captain's 
head. Then, when the gunman had fully repositioned himself, 
I he first guard pushed their prisoner roughly toward the other 
und of the corridor. 

''Get moving !'' the man said, his brusque voice revealing 
u bit more confidence and command than previously. 

They walked down the conidor, the first man frequently 
pushing the Captain forward to establish exactly who was in 
control here. At .the corridor's end, the guard slid open a 
ban·ed door and they went into an adjoining corridor. 

They passed a checkpoint. There were three more militia
men there, two armed, one wiring a console. 

"It's gonna start soon," the guard said to them. "You 
should finish up here and get ready." 

The others nodded their acknowledgement. 
The Captain was led down the corridor to a small room. 

The first guard opened the door and shoved the Captain in
side. It was a small, windowless room containing only a sin
gle table and two chairs, at which sat a man. From the looks 
of him-five foot eight, skinny, thinning hair pulled back 
into a ponytail, bushy moustache, and an inexpensive suit 
that looked as if he'd been sleeping in it for several days- he 
did not appear to be a member of Liberty's Torch. 

The Captain's appraisal was confirmed when the guard 
said, ' 'Your lawyer. You have fifteen minutes before the pro
ceedings start-and that's more than you deserve." 

The steel door of the room slammed shut. 
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The lawyer rose and stared at the Captain, a look of in-
credulity on his face. 

"Are you really-" 
"Yes." 
The Captain held out his manacled hand and the lawyer 

shook it, pumping the Captain's arm as if he were trying to 
draw water from a long-dry well. 

''Man, am I glad to see you.'' 
"And you are?" the Captain asked. 
"Oh, right" the lawyer blushed. "My name is Marcus 

Gruenwald, sir. 'Mark' to my friends." 
"My friends call me 'Cap,' Mark. Can you fill me in on 

what's going on here?'' 
Cap raised his manacles to indicate the chairs. The two 

men sat at the table across from each other. 
"I'm afraid I don't know that much myself. I'm a lawyer 

in Albany. I nm the Legal Aid Society there. We provide 
free legal services to-" 

''To the indigent. Yes, that would be very much in keep
ing with the Torch's M.O." 

"The who?" 
The Captain quickly explained the who and what of Lib

erty ' s Torch. Gruenwald nodded his understanding. 
''That explains it,'' .he said, when the Captain had fin

ished. "A couple of days ago, these .. . uh ... 'gentlemen' 
broke into my house and kidnapped me. Brought me up here 
so I could represent someone in a trial.'' 

"A citizen's court,'' the Captain verified. 
"Do you have any idea on what charges I'm supposed to 

be representing you?" 
"My guess would be treason." 
Gruenwald looked at Captain America, stunned into si-

lence for a moment. After a beat, the lawyer recovered. 
"They're going to kill us, aren't they?" 
"I won't let them." 
It was a simple declaration, but the Captain said it with 

all the confidence his years of experience had given him. He 

150 

LIBERTY'S TORCH 

looked directly at Gruenwald. He saw the obvious nervous
ness in the man's eyes, but no fear. He saw a fi re, an un
shakable spirit that matched his own. 

"Are you good?" Captain America asked. 
"I think, given the circumstances, I'd better be very good. 

As much as these people will allow, Cap, I'll give you the 
best defense possible.'' 

Captain America smiled. Gruenwald's voice carried the 
same fire the Captain had seen in his eyes. 

"Then I'm not worried,'' the Captain said with a confi
dence that reinforced Gruenwald's own spirit. "Liberty's 
Torch may not believe in the American system, but I do. 
Justice will prevail in this trial, Mark. We will win." 

The first thing Captain America noticed upon entering the 
courtroom was his shield, which hung on the wall directly 
behind the judge's bench. I will get you back, old friend, he 
thought as his eyes fell upon it. 

The Captain looked at the judge, recognizing Taylor 
Douglas, who sat behind the dais of the bench wearing a 
judicial robe. A banner displaying the same Liberty's Torch 
emblem the Captain had seen on their web page hung on the 
front of the bench. 

The Captain quickly looked around, taking in the whole 
room. It was a large and quite elaborate courtroom: wood 
paneling and wainscoting on the walls, a wooden judge's 
bench and jury box with wainscoting in the same pattern as 
the walls, wooden tables for the prosecution and .defense 
teams, and even a spectator's gallery with several rows of 
wooden bench seats. With grim humor, the Captain thought 
that this place would be a fire marshal's nightmare. 

Thi~ was not some makeshift room hastily cobbled to
gether for the purpose of one trial. It had been built with the 
intention of using it for many such citizen's comts in the 
future. The Captain made a silent vow: when his trial was 
over, this courtroom would never be used again. 

The Captain noticed the jury box to the right of the 
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judge's bench was filled with twelve men, all of them wear
ing suits instead of their uniforms, but all obviously members 
of Liberty's Torch. As he looked at the jurors, the Captain 
realized with a start, that he recognized one of them. The 
balding man sitting in fifth seat of the front row matched the 
sketch he had drawn from Ordell's description of the hotel 
firebombers . 

The Captain noted the man's confident bearing as he sat 
in the jury box, sneering at the Avenger. If it were possible 
for a man to swagger while sitting, this juror was doing so. 
The Captain figured him for one of Taylor Douglas's chief 
aides, quite probably his second-in-command. He assumed 
the man would serve as foreman of this jury and thus insure 
a guilty verdict. 

The Captain continued to look over the courtroom. An
other man sat at the prosecutor's table, glaring as the defen-

. dant was led into the room. At the far end of the courtroom 
and to the left of the bench stood another man who wore 
what appeared to be a rented security guard uniform and 
carried a semiautomatic handgun in a holster strapped to his 
leg. He was this vile court's version of a bailiff. 

Next to the bench near the bailiff, a man carrying a port
able video camera taped the proceedings. At the back of the 
courtroom, on either side of the rear doors, two more men 
in rented uniforms stood. These men carried AK-47s, which 
the Captain suspected had been modified to be fully auto
matic. 

There were several people in the spectator's gallery. The 
Captain recognized the man sitting directly behind the de
fense table as the other firebomber he had sketched. From 
the man's strategic positioning in the courtroom and the ob
vious bulge of a shoulder holster under his suit coat, the 
Captain pegged him as another high-ranking killer in the 
Torch hierarchy, likely charged with keeping things under 
control if the Captain tried anything. Control doubtless meant 
shooting the defendant and his lawyer at the first sign of 
trouble. 
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All told, there were twenty-three people in the courtroom, 
not counting him and Gruenwald. The Captain hadn't seen 
nnyone in the corridors as the pair of them were led to the 
rourtroom; perhaps everyone in the compound was here to 
watch the proceedings. As the Captain and Gruenwald 
walked down the center aisle to sit at their table, the room 
came alive with the buzzing of whispered comments, the 
d ectrified militiamen voicing their excited approval to each 
other. 

Taylor Douglas glared down at Captain America and 
banged his gavel to quiet the courtroom. The bailiff stood 
up and commanded, "All rise," with a booming voice. The 
Captain almost chuckled as everyone in the room stood; this 
man was obviously chosen because he had the deepest voice 
in the compound. 

''Hear ye, hear ye, this honorable court is now open pur
suant to adjournment. The honorable Taylor Douglas presid-
ing." 

Douglas banged his gavel again and said, "Be seated." 
The scuffle of people sitting down fiUed the courtroom. ''The 
prisoner will approach the bench." 

Captain America stood and walked to a spot directly in 
front of the bench. ''Captain America, the grand jury of this 
great state has returned an indictment against you and 
charged you with fifteen counts of treason,'' Douglas said, 
picking up a pile of papers and reading from them. ''Count 
one specifies that you, as the duly-sanctioned representative 
of the federal government, did commit acts of treason against 
the inalienable rights of all citizens by enacting the so-called 
'Brady Bill' in violation of the God-given right to bear 
arms." 

"I object," Gruenwald said bolting out of his chair. "The 
charge is preposterous. My client did not personally enact 
the Brady Bill and, even if he had, there is nothing illegal 
about the legislation." 

''Objection overruled,'' Douglas said. 
"Yeah, siddown," one of the jurors said. As Gruenwald 
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had spoken, this jm:or had ripped a sheet of paper from the 
legal pad he kept for notes and balled it up. He stood up and 
threw the ball at Gruenwald to emphasize his point. Some 
of the spectators also got to their feet, muttering under their 
breath insults about lawyers, and making it clear they 
wouldn't hesitate to use force to insure the trial proceed as 
they wished. 

Without a word, Captain America rose, moving between 
Gruenwald and the jury box. He stood and looked straight 
at the juror, his body language making it clear that, manacles 
or no, he would not tolerate any further abuse of his attorney. 
The juror sat down meekly. Out of the corner of his eye, the 
Captain could see the spectators also sit down. 

Douglas banged his gavel angrily. ''Order. Counsel is in
structed not to provoke this court." 

"Yeah!" the juror who had stood said, trying to regain 
what he could of his lost stature. 

"Captain America, how do you plead to the charge?" 
"As my lawyer said, the charge is nonsense. Obviously, 

I plead not guilty." 
"The defendant's remark will be stricken from the rec

ord," Douglas said, facing the cameraman. "Enter a plea of 
not guilty for the record. In count two, the grand jury has 
indicted you with treason in that you, as the representative 
of the federal government . . . " 

The arraignment progressed, with each of the fifteen 
charges of treason being read to the Captain-each for some 
imagined wrong committed by the government on the peo
ple-and the Captain entered his plea of not guilty to each. 

When the Captain had entered his pleas to all fifteen 
counts, Douglas banged his gavel again. 
. ''Be advised, Captain, that this country is at war. It may 
not realize it, but it is at war. And, in times of war, treason 
is a capital offense.'' 

Douglas looked down at the prosecutor. ''Mr. Prosecutor, 
does the State seek the death penalty in this case?" 

"We do, Your Honor." 
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" Coutt is adjourned," Douglas said, banging a third and 
li ual time. "We will resume proceedings tomorrow morning 
111 precisely 0600 hours." 

Douglas watched the Captain and Gruenwald being let out 
11f the courtroom, pleased with how well the. day ' s proceed
Ings had gone. Still, there was considerable work to be done 
1m the tapes before they could be sent to Coast to Coast, the 
Nyndicated news show he'd chosen to broadcast the trial. 

They would need to be compressed into twenty minutes 
of air time, so the program could show them with the usual 
rommercials. Captain America's inflammatory remarks 
would have to be edited out. If the camera caught the Lib
ctty's Torch banner that hung from the bench, that would 
have to be digitally removed. And Douglas ' s face, as well 
us the face of every milita member who might appear, would 
have to be-electronically altered, replaced by a digital mask
ing process so that, instead of features, all that showed would 
he a mottled and unrecognizable pattern of pixels. At the 
moment, the FBI only suspected, however strongly, the Lib
:tty's Torch members of various crimes; he could not allow 
I heir actual faces to be revealed and confirm those suspicions. 

At least not yet. 
Douglas had deliberately kept the day' s proceedings short. 

His plans required he preside over the trial during the hours 
of his usual morning exercise regimen. If he disappeared for 
lhose same few hours each day, those watching him from 
lhe lake wouldn't be unduly suspicious. But, if he were to 
be noticeably absent from the mansion for longer periods, it 
might attract undue attention at a time when it would be 
injurious to his designs. 

Beside which, Douglas knew to keep the events brief, so 
as not to try the patience of viewers with even the shortest 
of attention spans. One summer, when he was a boy, he had 
worked in a travelling carnival. The ringmaster had taught 
him to always leave the rubes wanting more, a skill Douglas 
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had mastered. He needed America's attention, even its eut• 
rage, focused on this trial. 

He had learned the art of misdirection from another 
teacher, the carnival's magician. Distract the marks with the 
left hand and they won't see what's happening in the right 
hand until the trick is over and done. Give the American 
people the dramatic spectacle of a trial and they wouldn't 
consider what else Liberty's Torch was planning until it was 
far too late. 
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© aptain America had been missing for two days now, 
and, though rationally he knew it was not true, the Fal
con still felt like it was his fault. If he had stayed with 

Cap- ordered Redwing to drop the bomb in the river- and 
stayed with his partner at the free clinic, Cap would now be 
a free man. Sure, his head told him that was a crock, that he 
couldn't have let the bomb explode in the clinic, that Red
wing wasn't as fast as him and couldn' t have gotten the 
bomb to the river in time, that he couldn't have stayed with 
Cap; but, in his heart, he felt-

He felt lousy. 
No one blamed him for what had happened. No one 

thought there was anything else he could have done. The 
unanimity of opinion only made him feel worse. 

Captain America-his partner, best friend, and mentor
was the prisoner of those murdering lunatics. Whether it was 
Sam Wilson's fault or not, it still added up to lousy. 

The Falcon didn't think he could feel worse, until Coast 
to Coast aired what was billed as the first in a series of 
broadcasts covering Captain America's trial. The tape of the 
arraignment was preceded by a taped speech proclaiming that 
the citizen's court had chosen CTC as the forum for broad
casting their proceedings, because it was the only news pro
gram courageous enough to broadcast the real truth. 

As the Falcon viewed the tape-watched Cap stand cou
rageously up to his accusers, cowardly concealing their faces 
behind digital mixing-he could easily discern the actual 
truth. Liberty's Torch hadn't chosen CTC for its courage or 
journalistic integrity. Coast to Coast had been chosen be
cause it was the only show irresponsible enough to broadcast 
this garbage. 

Still, the program wasn't completely lacking in merit. As 
the Falcon watched, his anger and his determination grew. 
He would not allow these men to escape the consequences 
of their vile actions. He would find and free Captain Amer-
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ica. And then, he and Cap would show Liberty's Torch why 
lhey were called Avengers. 

That resolve came, not merely from his friendship with 
Captain America, but his realization of how much he owed 
the man. His life had not been the easiest in the past. He 
could easily have become exactly the type of criminal he and 
the Captain opposed. That he hadn't was due, in no small 
measure, to his first chance encounter with Captain America. 

At first, Sam had been lucky as a child. Too many kids in 
the neighborhood did not have a role model while growing 
up. Sam had his father. The Reverend Paul Wilson was a 
dedicated and influential minister, striving to end the hope
less despair of his impoverished community. He organized 
drug and alcohol treatment programs, spearheaded gun buy
back drives, taught in Project Head Start, counselled, ad
vised, and, through his words, deeds, and actions, fought 
against those who would diminish his world. 

Despite his youth, Sam tried to be like his father, joining 
in many of the reverend's community programs. He tried to 
see the world with his father's eyes. The world, not as it was, 
but as it could be, would be, should be. 

Sam had few friends growing up. His peers were tight
lipped and secretive around him for fear that whatever they 
said to the son would be repeated to the father. And, in em
ulating his father, Sam had developed a straightlaced attitude 
that caused most of his boyhood friends to drift away from 
him, even as they drifted toward the pseudocamaraderie of 
the neighborhood gangs. 

Sam tried not to care. His father's work was too impor
tant. He found other outlets for the companionship he could 
no longer get from his friends. There was, of course, his 
family: his father, his mother Darlene, his sister Sarah. They 
offered unswerving love and support to a boy growing up 
on unforgiving ghetto streets that swallowed boys whole. 
And, when the last of his old friends turned away from him, 
Sam turned to racing pigeons. 
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It started as a hobby, the reverend insisting that sometimes 
a fellow had to have some fun. Together, they built a rooftop 
coop, then scouted the best pigeons in Harlem. The birds 
thrived under Sam's care. They responded to his love and 
training-a talent for which he possessed a natural affinity
until both he and they were being noticed and admired in 
the competitive circuit. 

Unfmtunately, Sam was also noticed by others. Recog
nizing the Reverend Wilson as a threat, some of the street 
gang targeted Sam; attacking the boy to warn off the father 
who challenged them on their turf. The elder Wilson did not 
approve of fighting, but neither could he allow his only son 
to remain helpless before their enemies. That night, the rev
erend asked Sam to promise him that he would never start 
a fight. The next morning, he enrolled his son in the Golden 
Gloves program. 

It was not an ideal existence, but it was bearable. Until 
the terrible night when the police came to the Wilson apart
ment. The officers' words came out haltingly. These were 
seasoned cops; they had carried such information before. But 
this was different. This was about someone they had loved, 
too. 

The Reverend Paul Wilson was dead, caught in the cross
fire of a gang fight he had tried to defuse. 

The next thing Sam knew he was running; moving 
through the city streets as fast as one of his pigeons could 
fly, looking for his father. When he finally found the scene 
of the gang fight, the police had already cordoned off the 
area and would not let him approach. He could only stand 
behind the yellow police tape and watch as his father's body, 
covered from head to foot with a blood-red sheet, was loaded 
into an ambulance and taken away into the night. 

Times got hard for the Wilson family. Their church tried 
to help, but it had never been a wealthy congregation. What 
little its members could spare didn't last them long. Sam's 
mother took odd jobs at first, then found work as a maid in 
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a local hotel. It wasn't much, but it kept a roof over their 
heads and, most nights, food on the table. 

Sam looked for work, but there was none to be found. 
When his mother took ill and missed a week of work, he 
sold his pigeons to pay the rent. It was like selling a piece 
of his father- but he had little choice. 

It was almost two years to the day when the police next 
came to his door. Detectives, this time; he didn't know them 
and they didn't know him. His mother was on her way home 
from work when she was pushed into an alley at knifepoint. 
Maybe she didn't give up her purse fast enough, maybe she 
resisted- the detectives didn't know for sure- but Darlene 
Wilson's attacker stabbed her, took the money, and left her 
dying in the alley. The detectives told Sam they we_re sorry 
for the boy's loss and told him where he could claim his 
mother's body. 

Sam and his sister were placed with separate foster fam
ilies, the county unable to find a single home willing to take 
them both. Sam's placement was not a happy one. His new 
"family" wanted him more for the foster-care check than 
out of any true desire to help him. They got their money and 
left him alone. He was left to fend for himself. It wasn't very 
long before he took to the streets, hanging out with gang 
kids much like the ones who had murdered his father. On 
one of the rare occasions when he and Sarah saw each other, 
his sister commented that he had changed. Even then, Sam 
knew she was right. 

Riddled with guilt that he hadn't been able to earn enough 
to keep his mom safe at home, refusing to acknowledge the 
loneliness that ate at his soul, unable to deal with his anger 
and grief, Sam grew increasingly moody and bitter. His fa
ther's community service and his mother's self-sacrifice had 
only resulted in their deaths. The new Sam had finally figured 
it out: there was only one person worth looking out for and 
that was Sam Wilson. 

Sam ran away when he was fifteen, travelling around the 
country and perfecting his hard, cynical philosophy. He even 
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left his name behind. Now he was "Snap" Wilson, a self
serving, petty criminal. By the time he hit Los Angeles, he 
didn't think twice about joining a local racketeer's mob. 

Snap started small, running numbers and making money 
drops. As he proved his worth, he was given bigger, more 
important jobs. One such assignment was to have taken him 
to Rio de Janeiro, but he never made it there. His plane 
crashed, stranding the young man on a small Caribbean is
land with a large secret. 

Sam was not alone on the island. The local natives took 
him in, eager to have another strong body to help with the 
fishing that made up their lives, eager because so many of 
their tribe had been taken. They had been taken to serve the 
Exiles, German war criminals hiding on the island and ex
ploiting its natives. 

A turf war was something Snap could understand. He tried 
to organize the natives to fight back, but he met with little 
success. These villagers were fishers, farmers, craftsmen; 
they had never been warriors. 

But Snap would not submit. When the islanders would 
not join him, he fought for them on his own. He made daring 
guerrilla raids on the slave compounds, freeing as many as 
he could and returning them to their people. He scouted the 
island, finding snares and traps set by the Exiles, and 
springing them before any could fall prey to them. He hin
dered the raiding parties so that the villagers would be able 
to flee rather than be captured. And, as he did, the castaway 
came to care more about these people than he did himself. 
The selfless idealism of the father was reborn in the son. He 
was Sam again. 

It was on one of his scouting missions that Sam found a 
large, red-winged falcon; he adopted the bird and named it 
Redwing. His natural affinity with birds allowed him to train 
the falcon and gave him an ally in his fight against the Exiles. 
He didn't count on fate providing additional allies: one false 
and one who proved to be the best friend an impromptu 
freedom fighter could have ever hoped for. 
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• • • 
Thousands of miles away, the Red Skull , tlw llll lNI 

feared man on the planet since the days of World W 111 II , 
had acquired the Cosmic Cube. The Cube transfm•m•tl 
thought into reality and the Skull gleefully used it aguiw~ t 
Captain America, switching their bodies so he inhabited lht· 
form of his hated enemy and the Captain was trapped in lht• 
Skull's body. The seemingly omnipotent villain sent the nl 
tered Captain to the island of the Exiles, who hated the Skull , 
delighting in the irony of them disposing of Captain Amcricu 
for him. When they failed miserably, the Skull took a morl' 
direct hand. 

The Red Skull knew of Sam Wilson from his surveillance 
of the island. He used the Cube to probe Sam's background, 
going back no further than Snap Wilson, for, after all, it was 
Snap who best suited the Skull's needs. He teleported to th" 
island and began to mold Sam into his secret weapon. 

The Skull ordered the Cube to bury Snap Wilson and turn 
the castaway into someone who would be readily befriended 
by the likes of Captain America. He believed he'd implanted 
a new personality into his human weapon, but he was wrong. 
Sam had himself purged Snap from his soul, replacing his 
dark grief with an idealism born and nurtured by the memory 
of his parents. The Skull's supposedly implanted personality 
was Sam's own. 

In probing Sam, the Skull had found a latent mutant abil 
ity, a telepathic rapport with birds. Using the Cosmic Cube, 
the Skull enhanced the ability until Sam could make Red 
wing obey verbal and mental commands. He wanted to giw 
his pawn a power that would make him worthy of being 
Captain America's partner. And, having, he thought, created 
the kind of person who would attract the good Captain 's 
attention, the Skull placed a final order deep within Sam' s 
subconscious, then sent him to the side of the man who was, 
in reality, Captain America. 

Sam leapt to the aid of the man being attacked by llw 
Exiles. Together, they sent the killers running. When the man 
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learned of Sam's futile efforts to organize the villagers into 
a fighting force, he suggested Sam turn himself into a sym
bol, someone who would unnerve the Exiles and inspire the 
natives. With the stranger's help, a costume was made and 
a hero was born. 

The Falcon trained with his new friend, honing his fight
ing abilities to levels he had never dreamed possible. They 
easily defeated the Exiles and even fought the Red Skull on 
his base. It was there Sam ·learned the true identity of his 
ally. Now Sam understood how the man had been able to 
train him so easily and thoroughly, how they had become 
such an effective team so quickly. Together, they even de
feated the ~£11. 

Captain America and the Falcon remained partners, van
quishing many foes, and always fighting under the credo of 
King Arthur: might for right. It wasn't until years later that 
they again faced the Red Skull and learned the true com
plexity of the Red Skull's plan-when the Skull triggered 
the secret command he had planted in the Falcon. Partner 
became pawn as the Falcon struck down Captain America 
from behind. 

The Skull had thought it his most b1illiant plan, the cre
ation of the ultimate sleeper agent, a criminal-turned-hero 
programmed to betray Captain America. He believed it 
would shatter the accursed Avenger to learn that his friend 
and partner was no different from those the Captain fought 
and then to have that pmtner betray him to his worst enemy. 

The Skull was wrong. 
Captain America defeated the Skull, then turned his at

tention to the Falcon. He would not accept Snap as the re
ality. He had worked too closely with the Falcon, seen too 
deeply into the man's soul, to believe Sam was nothing more 
than a fas.;ade, a mere patina artificially implmlted then 
sloughed away like an old snake skin. There may have been 
something of Snap in the Falcon, but there was far more of 
Sam and that man was worth fighting for. 

The reclamation of Sam Wilson's soul had begun on that 
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distant island. It continued with the best counselling the vast 
resources of the Avengers could provide, as well as the un
wavering friendship and support of Captain America. It 
wasn't easy, but Sam reconciled his two lives. He couldn't 
;hange the past, but that didn't mean he had to allow Snap 
to define his future. 

The Falcon owed so very much to Captain America, far 
more than even the partnership or friendship the Captain had 
given without hesitation. As far as he was concerned, he 
owed the man for more than his life: he owed him for his 
soul. Saving the Captain from the hate-crazed creeps of Lib
erty's Torch was only a down payment on a debt the Falcon 
knew he could never fully repay. 

The Falcon flew to Avengers Mansion hoping the heroes 
were back from Olympus and ready to join in the search for 
their missing comrade. Jarvis gave him the bad news. 

"No, Master Falc.on, the Avengers have not yet returned 
from the other realm. Sadly, I have no idea when they might 
do so. Master Hercules once explained that time works rather 
differently in whatever dimension Olympus occupies; it' s 
quite a common matter for someone there to lose track of 
how time is passing on Earth. As I understand it, they could 
be gone for weeks and believe it to be no more than a few 
days. However- " 

Before Jarvis could continue, the phone rang. "Avengers 
Mansion," Jarvis said into the receiver, "How may I direct 
your call? ... I'm sorry, sir. I'm afraid the Avengers are out 
of town on business at present. ... Why, yes, the Falcon is 
here . . . . At once, sir. I shall put you on the speaker phone." 

Jarvis pressed a button and they heard, small and tinny, 
the voice of Special Agent Mack. 

"Falcon? Are you there, Falcon? I really hate these 
things. It always sounds like I'm talking in a sewer and that 
brings back memories you don't want to hear about.'' 

"I'm here, Agent Mack." 
''Good. Look, I'm calling with an official communication 
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from the Bureau. The government strongly requests that the 
Avengers lay off this whole Captain America thing.'' 

"Excuse me?" 
"Yeah. We've got it completely under control and don' t 

need a bunch of steroid cases in skintight zoot suits flying 
around queering the deal.' ' 

Zoot suits? the Falcon thought. Mack can't be that 
much older than me. It's not the kind of phrase he'd use. 
Unless . .. 

"I think I understand, Agent Mack." 
"That's good. The Bureau doesn't have any proof Lib

erty's Torch is behind any of this and, until we do, we gotta 
proceed by the book. The last thing we need is for a bunch 
of you mask-types to go barging in and turning the whole 
thing into some sort of Spandex version of Waco." 

"Well, it's like Jarvis said, Mack. The Avengers aren' t 
here right now, so you don't have to wony about them." 

"Okay, as long as you understand' that, if the Avengers 
do come back, we don't want them heading up there and 
getting in the way. We're on the same page here, right?" 

''I think I can assure you on that score, Mack.'' 
"Great! I gotta go now, Wilson. People to see, places to 

go, you know the drill. Man, I really hate talking on these 
things. Catch you later.'' 

Mack hung up. 
"A most unusual and frustrating conversation," Jarvis 

said. ''Do they really expect us to do nothing while those
people have Master Cap?'' 

"Not exactly. Not if you listened to everything our friend 
in the Bureau said just now." 

"I'm afraid I don' t understand, sir" 
"Mack called the Avengers 'steroid cases in skin-tight 

zoot suits.' Zoot suits date back to when Cap was a boy. 
When was the last time you heard anyone use that phrase?" 

"Now that you mention it, I haven't heard that expression 
in a good many years." 

"It wasn't Agent Mack's phrase. He was repeating what 
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someone a lot older had told him. It was his way of telling 
us he was just following orders and relaying a message. But 
he also gave us another message. He let it slip that the FOI 
believes Liberty's Torch has Cap and that the Torch com
pound is 'up there,' which I figure means the northern part 
of the state. He told us the Bureau doesn't want a 'whole 
bunch' of us going up there to find Cap and, that if the 
Avengers come back, they should stay out of it.'' 

"I see what you mean, sir. It is certain Agent Mack would 
be conversant enough of our present roster to know you are 
no longer an active Avenger and haven't been one for years. 
When he said the FBI did not wish a group of Avengers, 
plural, to attempt a rescue, he was hinting that a single in
dividual might escape notice, were that individual to attempt 
some sort of intercession." 

"That's the way I read it, Jarvis. Mack knows I wouldn't 
stay out of this. Not only was Cap taken on my watch, but 
the Torch has been targeting a lot of my people. No, I'm in 
this one for the long haul.'' 

''I am delighted to hear you say that, sir. As I was about to 
say before we were interrupted by the phone, a Lieutenant 
Vincent Billinghurst of the Twenty-fifth Precinct called earlier 
today. He said he knew you, and he believes he knows some
one who could assist in any rescue effort we might attempt." 

The Falcon had made Billinghurst' s acquaintance shortly 
after the career policeman had transfened to the two-five 
from Midtown. The transfer had been somewhat forced. Bil
linghurst had, at his captain's request, involved the powerful 
alien known as the Silver Surfer in a sting operation the 
lieutenant had been spearheading to make sure some stolen 
M-16s never hit the streets and that no one was hurt when 
the arrests were' made. Because the Surfer had no understand
ing of the American legal system, he chose to accomplish 
both objectives in the most efficient manner possible: he de
stroyed all of the weapons with a controlled blast of his 
Power Cosmic. He didn't know it was as important for the 
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weapons to be recovered and used as evidence as it was that 
they never hit the streets. Captain Grobe caught major flack 
from all sides, and the lieutenant inherited the flack from 
Grobe with interest. 

When Billinghurst learned of an opening in the Harlem 
precinct, he transfen-ed there as quick as he could. It got him 
out from under the elephantine memory of Grobe and it was 
even closer to the Bronx apartment where he and his family 
lived. 

Shortly after his transfer, Billinghurst learned the Falcon 
operated in the precinct. Although he had every reason to be 
wary of super-powered civilians, the lieutenant went out of 
his way to work with the Falcon. He understood the value 
of such a man as both a role model to the community and a 
friend to the police. He wanted to encourage both. 

Billinghurst and the Falcon became good friends. They 
were even called the African-American Mutt and Jeff by 
some of the older officers in the two-five-the Falcon being 
tall and well-muscled, the lieutenant shorter and showil}g 
signs of middle-aged bulge around the waist. As they worked 
together, Sam had come to trust and depend on the police
man's judgment. So, if Vince Billinghurst had a militia 
expert whom he thought could help the Falcon, then the Fal
con most definitely wanted to meet that man. 

After doing so, the Falcon found himself questioning Bil
linghurst's judgment for the first time since he met him. Phil
lip Barry was not at all what he had expected. 

The Falcon had assumed that, if Barry wanted to help 
against Liberty's Torch, he was probably a fellow liberal, 
someone who thought the militias represented a real threat 
to America. In his mind, Sam had pictured a bookish man, 
pale and thin, who spent much of his time quietly researching 
the militias and any other related subjects. Barry was none 
of these things. 

As tall as the Falcon and equally physically fit, Barry 
looked like Grizzly Adams gone yuppie. He was obviously 
fastidious about his appearance. While he wore outdoorsman 
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;lothing, it was the stylish and well-tailored kind to be found 
at LL Bean. He had a thick head of bright, fiery red hair that 
showed no sign of thinning, as well as a full beard and mous-
tache. 

After Billinghurst introduced them, Barry shook the Fal-
con's hand and smiled broadly, revealing a mouth of white 
and perfectly maintained teeth. The man positively beamed, 
looking for all the world like what Santa Claus must have 
looked liked before he went prematurely white. Sam wanted 
to like him, but ... 

Ban-y was a card-carrying member of the NRA and earned 
his living from the highly successful gun shop he owned. 
Ban-y was a state's rights activist. Barry was a staunch con
servative who despised affirmative action and thought the 
welfare system, while perhaps necessary when it was first 
created back during the Great Depression, had long outlived 
its usefulness. 

Barry was not, in short, a kindred spirit. 
When the Falcon expressed surprise that Barry wanted to 

help them against Liberty's Torch, the man let loose with a 
full, rich laugh from deep within him and which roared like 
the rushing rivers he obviously loved. 

"Don't tell me, let me guess," Barry said. " 'You want 
to help us? You look like you belong to a militia, not some
one who wants to fight one.' Am I right, wings?" 

Before the embarrassed Falcon could admit Barry was 
completely accurate in his assessment, the man added an
other surprise. "Maybe that's because I do belong to a mi
litia. More than one of them, to be exact." 

"What?" 
"Let's get real. How did you think I became such a hot

shot expert on the militias? Surfing the web? Not me. I'm 
more of a hands-on kind of guy. Look, there's nothing wrong 
with rational militia groups. First of all, there's a little matter 
of freedom of assembly and of speech. I assume you've 
heard of them, but let me know if I'm covering new ground 
for you here. Second, rational militia groups serve a viable 
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purpose. Most of them are really just social clubs, you know, 
kind of like Augusta, except we play paintball and not golf. 
And, by pointing out where we think our government is 
wrong, maybe even abusing its power, we can help keep 
those abuses in check. But that doesn't mean we think the 
Social Security system is actually a plot to create a nation
wide identity card system which will allow the government 
to keep track of us." 

"And what about the ·irrational groups?" the Falcon 
asked. 

Barry turned toward Billinghurst and smiled. "Vince, I 
like him. He picks up on the subtext." Turning back to the 
Falcon, Barry said, "The other kind of militia aren't any kin 
to me and mine. It's not just because they give the rest of 
us bad names, although they certainly do manage to do that. 
I can live with a bad name. Hell, I suppose I've done enough 
things to give myself a bad name all by my lonesome. No, 
it's because I believe they are every bit as vile as you believe 
they are. Bigoted, extremist, paranoid, conspiracy-theory 
mongers who think nothing is out of bounds-not murder, 
not massacre, not even terrorism-if it allows them to ac
complish their ends. What's not to hate about them? And, of 
all the bad militias, Liberty's Torch is the worst. So, if you 
want my help rescuing Captain America or, even better, 
bringing down the Torch, it's all yours. You need help know
ing how the Torch does things. I figure I can do that and, 
for extra credit, teach you a few other things about militias.'' 

This time, it was the Falcon who held out his hand and 
smiled broadly. "My friend, you already have." 

Within the hour, they were driving up the New York State 
Thruway. Barry knew the general vicinity of the Liberty's 
Torch main compound and suggested they begin their hunt 
there. It was a pretty good bet that's where they had Captain 
America. The Falcon agreed. Before they left, Barry loaded 
his truck with provisions for what could well be several days 
of camping and searching in the virgin woods upstate. 
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At first, the Falcon wasn't comfortable with their driving 
Lo the area. He had wanted to fly up and start their search at 
once. Barry convinced him otherwise. 

"And how am I supposed to get up there? Does this rig 
look like it has eight tiny reindeer under the hood? No, better 
we drive, give me time to fill you in on a few things.'' 

"Fine, start now," the Falcon said. "What did that tape 
mean? About their trying Cap for treason?" 

"Some militia groups think the feds are guilty of all sorts 
of crimes against the people and personify the government's 
evils into people. To them, if you work for the feds, you are 
the feds. And Captain America is like waving a red flag in 
front of them, no pun intended. He personifies everything 
they hate. Lots of militias also think they have the right to 
conduct trials under procedures dating back to the start of 
this country. Y'know, when we still operated under common 
law." 

"Common law?" The Falcon knew the phrase, but wasn't 
sure how it applied to the period shortly after the Revolu
tionary War. 

"Back then," Barry explained, "except in the big cities, 
the prosecutors weren't elected, full-time officials. In the 
more remote areas, private citizens were appointed as pros
ecutors. The procedures still exist today; that's how we get 
special prosecutors. A lot of militia groups believe that's the 
way it should still be, so they take it on themselves to bring 
criminals to trial. They claim they can use the procedures to 
appoint themselves prosecutors and try individuals for imag
ined crimes committed by the government. It's called a Cit
izen's Court. There have been reported cases of militias 
kidnapping people and subjecting them to these courts." 

The Falcon shook his head. It was sheer lunacy, but no 
less frightening for it. He asked the obvious question. ''Do 
you think they'll really execute Cap?" 

"If they find him guilty." 
"Is there a chance they'll find him not guilty?" 
"No," Barry said grimly, gripping the steering wheel a 
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little harder as he increased their speed, ''not a one.'' 
They drove in silence for several minutes, Barry still look

ing at the road, while the Falcon moved around on the car 
seat trying, without little success, to get comfortable. Finally; 
Barry broke the silence. 

''Look, wings, we may not be going up against the cos
tumed super-villains you're used to, but that doesn't mea_n 
this will be any kind of easy. Check out that case behind 
you. You 'll find. a few things in there." 

The Falcon turned around awkwardly and opened the 
case. He was shocked at the array he saw within. 

''Those are guns,'' he said, both surprised and annoyed. 
"You got a great grasp of the obvious, wings. That there's 

the pick of the litter from my shop. Take your pick. If you're 
not used to firearms, I recommend the Glock. It has a laser 
sight in the handle. 1 ust aim and shoot." 

"You're kidding, right?" 
Barry shook his head. "I can't promise this won't turn 

into a deadly mission, wings. And, despite what you may 
have read, guns don't kill people. I do." 

The Falcon looked at Barry, the color draining from his 
face. Barry noted the Falcon's anger and discomfort and 
added, "But only when there's just no other choice." 

Barry's grin, confident without being prideful, reminde<;l· 
the Falcon of Captain America's own smile. He wondered if 
Cap and Barry might not have more in common that either 
of them realized. He shuddered at the thought. 
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'!A h ... gentlemen of the jury." 
A Hugh Semper's high-pitched voice filled the court-

room. The prosecutor spoke loudly hoping to project 
it through the courtroom and out the rear doors. It remained 
a loud squeak. 

Although Semper was an associate in a Glens Falls law 
firm, he was a tax attorney and had never tried a case in a 
real courtroom in his life. When Taylor Douglas told him 
what would be expected of him, he had to ask the firm's 
litigation partner how to speak in a trial and was now doing 
his best to follow the advice. 

He stood straight and puffed out his chest, attempting to 
look taller than his five-foot-seven frame would permit. He 
squinted slightly, thinking the touch would give his eyes a 
more determined, glaring look, and hoping the jurors could 
see it through the thick lenses of his glasses. He also found 
himself wishing his hair were any color other than its natural 
nondescript shade of not-quite-blond-and-not-quite-brown. 

"How many of you have lost your job?" he continued. 
''Objection,'' Gruenwald said, virtually leaping to his 

feet. "The prosecutor is attempting to appeal to the bias of 
the jury on completely collateral matters.'' 

''Objection overruled. You may proceed, Mr. Prosecu
tor." 

''Yes, ah, I was saying, how many of you have lost your 
jobs? Lost them because our Ford plant shut down when the 
Toyotas invaded our country?" 

"Objection." 
''Overruled.'' 
"Lost it because affirmative action laws required the com-

pany employ a less-qualified minority person over you?" 
''Objection.'' 
''Overruled.'' 
''Lost it because the usuriously high taxes required to pay 

for welfare dead be-" 
''Objection.'' 
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Semper whirled and stared at Gruenwald angrily. "Would 
you be so kind as to allow me to finish just one paragraph?'' 

Douglas banged his gavel. ''The objection is overruled. 
Counsel for the defense is cautioned not to further disrupt 
these proceedings.'' 

"Thank you, Your Honor," Semper said as he turned 
back to the jury. He took a deep breath and paused a second 
moment to regain his composure. "Lost it because the usu
riously high taxes required to pay the welfare deadbeats 
made it economically impossible for your boss to stay in 
business? Gentlemen, I know most of you, most of you know 
me. And one thing all of us know too well is that the answers 
to my questions is, too many, far too many of you.'' 

Semper walked up to the jury box and leaned forward, 
placing his left hand on the rail and sweeping his right hand 
backward in a gesture that singled out Captain America. 

"And it's his fault!" 
Gruenwald started to rise to object again, but the Captain 

placed his hand on the lawyer's arm. He turned his head 
almost imperceptibly toward Gruenwald and said under his 
breath, so softly that only Gruenwald could hear him, "Let 
him go." 

Gruenwald turned toward his client and whispered, ''Let 
him go? But this isn't a proper opening statement at all." 

"I realize that. But, objections won't accomplish anything 
right now. We have to let it go." 

The prosecutor continued. "Oh, he didn't bring the im
ports to our shores or create the quota system. And, although 
he was himself a creation of President Roosevelt, he didn't 
even create the welfare system. All the same, Captain Amer
ica is still to blame for all those things. You may ask your
selves, how? How is this man responsible for so many crimes 
against the American people?'' 

Gruenwald whispered, "This ought to be good," and 
Captain America smiled in response. 

"The defendant-Captain America-is responsible for all 
these crimes simply by being. Who permitted Toyotas into 
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this country instead of recognizing the danger inherent in 
allowing foreigners to usurp what had been America's 
strongest industry? It was the federal government. And when 
we, the American people, complained, that government re 
sponded with absurd lies about reciprocal trade requirements, 
Fancy words, to be sure, but what they really mean is that 
the federal government is more concerned about getting 
along with foreign countries than about protecting the inter 
ests of its own people. 

''Who established the affirmative action quotas that de
manded less-qualified minorities get the education and the 
jobs that you needed to survive, that you were entitled to'! 
Once again, it was the federal government. And, when we, 
the people, asked the federal government why it was keeping 
us from those jobs, why it was making sure they went to 
those not qualified to do them, the government answered that 
it was reparation for years of mistreatment. Whose mistreat· 
ment? Yours? Did you ever own a slave? Did you ever keep 
women from getting the vote? Did you exploit migrant work· 
ers at starvation wages? Do I even have to ask? The answers 
are no, no, and again, no! Did these things happen, gentle
men of the jury? Regrettably, they did. But you are not to 
blame for them! You should not be punished for them! The 
Holy Bible teaches us that the sins of the father should not 
be visited on the son. Yet the government chose not to hear 
the words of God, but to hear instead the whining of those 
allegedly mistreated people. It chose to punish you and to 
mistreat you for things you never did." 

Semper turned again to face Captain America, anxious to 
see the worried expression on the Avenger's face as he re
alized how eloquently the prosecutor had put his case. He 
found the Captain sitting calmly, looking ahead with no trace 
of emotion on his face . Thrown by the Captain' s stolid, un
perturbed manner, Semper had to pull a collection of three
by-five note cards from his pocket and fumble through them 
to find his place. 

"Ah, yes, as I was, ah, saying, gentlemen of the jury, 
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who created the welfare system that forces the hard-working 
and honest citizens of this land to pay exorbitant taxes on 
our wages- taxes that threaten to bankrupt us- to support 
the moral and economic equivalent of sponges, those who 
do nothing but suck in whatever they can get without giving 
anything back in return? Who created a system of so-called 
entitlements that allow the lazy and unwilling to believe they 
are entitled to do nothing and get paid for it- paid with your 
money and mine? It was, again, the federal government. And, 
when we complained that the government was taking too 
much, that we couldn't live on what they left us while it 
assured a high standard of living for every shiftless creature 
who found his or her way to our country, the federal gov
ernment tsked at us. Actually tsked at us as if we were wrong 
for wanting to keep what we had rightfully earned. 

"Gentlemen of the jury, I give to charities. I do my part 
and I know you do, too. You and I give what we can afford 
to give and we give to the charities we choose to support, 
not the ones forced on us by the government. How dare the 
federal government treat me that way? How dare it treat you 
that way? 

"How did it happen? How did we, the people, let it hap
pen? How did we let the government become the servant of 
the foreign and the lazy instead of our servant? Sad to say, 
it was because we let it happen. We let the government treat 
us shabbily and we did not complain.'' 

Gruenwald could not believe what he was hearing. The 
argument was illogical and filled with contradictions. It made 
no more sense than letters floating in a bowl of alphabet 
soup. It was the worst opening argument he had ever heard 
in his sixteen years as an attorney. None of which mattered 
to its audience. 

Gruenwald allowed his eyes to move over the jury, scan
ning their faces. They were nodding, smiling. Every one of 
them believed it. To a man, they believed this driveL 

Semper's voice grew even squeakier- which Gruenwald 
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wouldn't have believed possible five minutes earlier- as he 
continued. 

"But, you may ask, why didn't we complain?" Semper 
pounded his fist on the jury box rail and then again swept 
his right arm back toward the Captain. ''Why? Because of 
this man. Because of the defendant. Look at him, gentlemen. 
He dares to sit here. Dares to wear our flag. He dares to call 
himself Captain America. And we took him as exactly that. 
In the great war, he fought our enemies. He fought for us. 
Never forget that, he fought for us. And so we came to be
lieve in him, to believe that he would always fight for us. 
We came to believe that if Captain America said it was all 
right, then it must be all right. That if Captain America did 
not fight against it, then it could not be bad. We took him 
at his word that he would always fight for us. But, he 
stopped, gentlemen of the jury. He stopped fighting for us. 
He did not oppose the tyranny that took our jobs and sold 
them to foreigners. He did not oppose the demagogues who 
said we couldn't be hired, so that the less deserving could 
be hired to right alleged wrongs we never committed. He did 
not . stand against the government-sanctioned thieves who 
took our money, took the food from our mouths, so that it 
could be handed to the indolent and the unworthy. Where 
was Captain America when the federal traitors did this? 
Where was he when they tried to rob us of our sacred right 
to bear arms? Or our right to meet together? Or our freedom 
of speech? Where was this defender, this symbol of Amer
ica? He was in the pocket of the tyrants, that's where he was. 
He was bought and paid for by the government that gave 
him his regal costume and his pretty shield and his mighty 
powers. He was serving the demagogues who gave him a 
grand mansion to live in, who gave him his own manservant, 
who gave him his very identity. That's where Captain Amer
ica was. 

"He was in league with the traitors, gentlemen of the jury. 
He was doing their bidding and not speaking out against the 
wrongs they did to us. And because he didn't speak out, 
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because he, the heroic Captain America, didn't fight for u~, 
we thought there was nothing wrong and we did not fight 
ror ourselves. Did not fight for ourselves until it was almost 
too late. Until the traitors had almost destroyed us. 

"Thank God, it's not too late. We can start fighting for 
ourselves. We can start fighting back against the traitors in 
the government. And we can start fighting back by telling 
them we are, at last, fully aware of their deceptions and their 
lies, fully aware of their evil. We start with him, with this 
so-called Captain America. We start by convicting him for 
the crimes of his masters, the federal government. The crimes 
he did not oppose and, by not opposing them, allowed to 
lake place. That is how we start. We start by finding Captain 
America guilty of treason. Thank you." 

When Semper sat down, applause broke out in the court
room. Taylor Douglas tapped his gavel gently in a half
hearted effort to restore some semblance of order. He let the 
applause play itself out, then said, ''Thank you, Mr. Prose
cutor.'' 

Turning his head toward Gruenwald and his client, Doug
las asked, "Is the defense ready to proceed?" 

Gruenwald stood up and faced the jury. They were on the 
edge of their seats, ready to show their displeasure at any
thing the attorney might say, anything but what he did say. 

"Gentlemen of the jury, I hardly know where to start. In 
the face of such eloquence, I don't know what to say. Ex
cept-he didn't do it. None of it. Not one charge. My client, 
Captain America, didn't do any of the things of which the 
eloquent prosecutor has ·accused him. And when you've 
heard the evidence, you will agree Captain America didn't 
do any of it and, as jurors, honest and true, return the only 
possible verdict: Not guilty." 

Gruenwald didn't say thank you. He simply sat down, 
catching the courtroom, Semper in particular, unprepat'ed. 
The prosecutor had expected a long argument and, instead, 
got something so short it didn't even allow him time to ob
ject. 
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"Thank you, Mr. Gruenwald," Douglas said, after he'd 
recovered from his own surprise. He brought his gavel down 
on the bench with a loud bang. ''Court is adjourned until 
tomorrow morning, when we shall proceed with the prose
cution's case." 

A short time later, when the lawyer and his client were 
back in their respective cells, Gruenwald called down the 
long corridor to Captain America. "How you doing, Cap?" 

''Fine, Mark. How are you?'' 
''Okay, I think, all things considered. I realized something 

when I stood up to give my opening statement: this was a 
first for me. In my sixteen years practicing law, I've faced 
hostile judges, hostile witnesses, hostile opposing counsel, 
even hostile jurors. But, I've never faced a completely hostile 
courtroom before. Never had a proceeding where everyone
every participant and even every spectator-was against me. 
It rattled me. I'm sorry my opening statement wasn't 
longer.'' 

''It was perfect, Mark. Anything more would just ha;ve 
played into their hands.'' 

"It's nice to hear you say that, but I'm still not sure I'm 
up to defending you in this crazy thing. There wasn't a pro
cedure in there that was by the book." 

''That's our strength, Mark. Who says we have to follow 
their rules? They might be able to force us to play on their 
ballfield, but they can't force us to play their game. We'll 
make our case with the real laws of the land, not their insane 
corruption of them. The American justice system may not be 
perfect, but it's a heck of a lot better than what we saw in 
there. And this is our chance to prove it.'' 

Gruenwald listened to the words, each one spoken with 
honesty and strength. As the confidence in Captain Amer
ica's words washed over him like an ocean wave, he realized 
he could not let this man down. All the Captain had ever 
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asked of anyone was that they try their best. Gruenwald 
would not disappoint him. 

Maybe they couldn't win, but they would certainly go 
down fighting. 
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[phillip Barry's contacts had given them the general vi
cinity of the Liberty's Torch compound, but did not 
know the exact location of the hidden militia base. Af

ter only a short time, the Falcon had decided that, all things 
considered, general vicinity was a somewhat optimistic view. 

They were in the middle of thousands of acres of virgin 
woodland that revealed few signs of construction, human ac
tivity, or even life. Trees, they saw enough to satisfy one 
hundred and one thousand dalmatians. Clues to the 
whereabouts of Liberty's Torch, however, seemed nonexist
ent. 

The Falcon and Barry had arrived late in the afternoon, 
then hiked into the woods. They didn't want the sound of 
the truck to alert any Torch outposts that might be scattered 
about the area. They looked for signs of Torch activity, but 
saw nothing except one hell of a lot of trees. 

When it grew dark, Barry advised they make camp for 
the night. They could resume their search when the sun rose. 
But wandering around these woods at night would accom
plish little except for their getting lost and conceivably be" 
coming a meal for the various night predators who inhabited 
these woodlands. They would be safer near a campfire. 

The Falcon agreed reluctantly. He understood everything 
Barry said and, on an intellectual level, he knew the man 
was right. On a emotional level, he didn't want to stop. If 
they were close to Cap now, he wanted to keep going until 
they found him. 

He considered debating the point until he realized how 
dark the forest was becoming. It was a new moon; there was 
no light in the sky at all. Barry was right, it was too dark to 
be wandering these woods. They could only get lost or 
worse, and the Falcon had little desire to find out what worse 
was. 

"Think you can pitch this tent, while I build us a fire?" 
Barry asked. 

"Tell you what," the Falcon said. "You're more familiar 
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with the tent, you should pitch it. I'll build the fire.'' 
Barry shrugged. "Suit yourself," he said, offering the 

Falcon his lighter. Sam waved at the lighter, giving it a dis
dainful glance. 

"No thanks," the Falcon said, "I prefer to start my fires 
the old-fashioned way." 

Barry shot him a look, and the Falcon had to hide a smile. 
Obviously, Barry had pegged Sam Wilson as a child of New 
York City who had no idea how to start a fire that didn't 
involve charcoal. 

Barry set up the small, two-man tent he had brought with 
him. As the Falcon had suspected, it was his own tent and 
he was obviously very familiar with how to set it up. Mean
while, the Falcon collected the right type of kindling and 
dried leaves to start a fire, assembled them into a perfect 
formation, and then proceeded to start the fire by efficiently 
rubbing two sticks together. 

"You know," Barry said as he watched the Falcon turn 
the small fire into a larger one, "even with the circus cos
tume and all, I hadn't really pegged you for such a showoff." 

The Falcon smiled up at Barry, the lights and shadows of 
the flames moving across his face as the fire crackled. "So, 
you want to break out the coffee pot, or shall I?'' the Falcon 
asked. "And please don't tell me you only brought decaf." 

"You're pretty handy for a city boy," Barry said. 
The Falcon thought back to the long months he had spent 

living in a primitive fishing village on the remote island of 
the Exiles. "I've been around a bit. Learned a few things. 
You want to see me catch a fish?" 

''You planning on turning a tree branch and some stripped 
bark into a spear-and-rope tackle?" 

"Nope," the Falcon said. "I hid a Popeil Pocket Fish
erman in one of the backpacks." 

The two men laughed as they cooked their dinner over 
the fire. The Falcon told Barry about his months on the island 
nnd Barry told the Falcon about his experiences in the mil
itary. By the time they had finished their dinners and the 
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tales of their lives, it was nearing ten and Barry suggested 
they turn in for the night. If they were going to rise with the 
sun to continue their search, they had best get their sleep 
while they could. 

"What? No ghost stories and S'mores?" the Falcon asked 
and faked a pout. 

"Hey, I saw what passed for coffee in your cup. No more 
sugar for you. Seriously, wings, you want to flip for first 
watch? And I don't mean judo." 

"You drove all the way up, I'll take first watch." 
"Okay," Barry said, as he climbed into his bedroll, "but 

don't go sneaking off searching for clues. I don't wannabe 
looking for two lost super heroes tomorrow." 

The night passed slowly and restlessly for the Falcon. 
When he was on watch, he could do little more than stoke 
the fire so it wouldn't go out, that and sneak off into the 
bushes when nature called. When it was his turn to sleep, he 
found that difficult as well. That he was sleeping on the 
ground for the first time in many years was only a small part 
of his problem. He was still concerned for Cap. 

Although everyone from Mack to Jarvis to Billinghurst to 
Barry had assured him that Cap was all right, that Liberty's 
Torch wouldn't want to risk anything happening to· the main 
attraction of its media circus, the Falcon kept thinking, What 
~f they're wrong? 

So, for the most part, the Falcon lay awake staring up at 
the stars above him. On those infrequent occasions when he 
slept, he tossed and turned, disquieting dreams of the Captain 
assaulting his sleep. When morning finally came, it was a 
relief. 

After they struck camp-Barry making sure no easily vis
ible trace of their presence remained behind-the two men 
continued their search. 

The still-rising sun peeked down through the leaves of the 
forest, casting thick, varying patterns of shadows in the tree
tops, which the Falcon took advantage of as camouflage. As 
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he flew, he kept to the shadows as best he could. At six
foot-two and wearing his bright red-and-white costume, he 
knew he wouldn't be mistaken for a bird by anyone who saw 
him clearly. What worked so well for him as a symbol in 
Harlem worked against him here in the New York wood
lands. He found himself wishing for his old green costume
at least it made him look more like the bird of prey from 
which he took his name. 

The Falcon flew in and out of the treetops, always search
ing for any signs of human beings. At the same time, Barry 
pounded the ground using the tracking methods taught him 
by his Sioux friends, or so he had said last night. If there 
were any of Taylor Douglas's little soldiers nearby, Barry 
seemed confident in his ability to find their trail. This far into 
the woods, the weekend warriors of Liberty's Torch were 
probably not being careful about leaving no trail. 

At regular intervals, the Falcon would fly back along their 
search patterns and check in with Barry. They didn't want 
to risk using radios; the frequencies might be monitored by 
unfriendlies. As he flew around and continued to see nothing, 
the Falcon grew frustrated. 

He knew Taylor Douglas's house was not far away. As 
his frustration grew, it was all Sam could do to resist soaring 
off and paying Douglas a visit. Just burst right in and have 
1 nice little chat with the man, from, oh, a thousand or so 
feet above the elegant mansion. But, while that method was 
fine for a Harlem street hustler like Leon, that approach could 
have nasty consequences with someone as prominent and 
well defended as Douglas. 

It was at the fifth check-in that things changed. For the 
previous two hours, they had searched the woodlands and 
found nothing. Now Sam swooped out of the sky for his 
rendezvous with Barry, and he could see the ' man's broad 
grin from half a mile away. 

"Please don't tell that smile is because you found a piz
t.uria that delivers out here," he said as he landed. 

"This smile," Barry said as his smile got even broader 
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and he pointed toward the ground, ''is for that broken 
branch. Broken, I might add, by a rather clumsy human foot. 
I've already examined it fully, so you don't get the pleasure 
of watching me crawling around or putting my ear to the 
ground to listen. From what I saw, we should look that 
way," Barry said, indicating a northerly direction. "I suggest 
we fly low to the ground. Your jets are quiet; there won't be 
any chance of them hearing us rustling through the brush.' ' 

The Falcon picked up Barry and started to fly in the di
rection indicated. "Let me know if you get tired," Barry 
said after they had flown several minutes. 

"Tired? Not when we're this close." A few minutes into 
their flight, the Falcon spoke again. ''Tell me something. Did 
you really put your ear to the ground?'' 

"Yup." 
''One of the tracking tricks you were taught by your Na-

tive American friends?'' 
"Yup." 
''They really did that?'' 
''Who do you think invented Q-tips? It was the Sioux 

during the rainy season." 
They didn't fly much longer before Barry instructed the 

Falcon to land. ''Smell that?'' he asked. 
The Falcon sniffed the air and detected the odor of cook

ing bacon. 
''Late risers,'' Barry said, a trace of contempt in his voice. 

''Up for a little breakfast, wings? It is the most important 
meal of the day." 

They moved carefully through the woods, not making any 
noise, until they came upon a mobile camp. The three men 
there had been assigned to what was probably the outermost 
perimeter of the Liberty's Torch compound. Two of the men 
were next to a tent, packing it up. The third was cooking 
breakfast over a portable propane stove. A shiny jeep the 
men used to drive around on their patrols was parked near 
the stove. 

"Rugged individualists," Barry whispered to the Falcon. 
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" I count three of them, each armed with an AK-47- prob
ably converted to full auto- handguns- probably nine mil
limeter- and knives. Three of them, two of us. What's the 
plan?'' 

The Falcon smiled. It was a simpl~-but-effective plan: 
separate the men from their weapons as quickly as possible. 
They attacked from two fronts. The Falcon flew in from one 
side, plowing into the two men by the tent as fast as his 
wings could take him. Barry leapt from the underbrush onto 
the man cooking breakfast. It almost worked. But when the 
Falcon hit his men, both of them dropped their rifles. One 
of the rifles discharged upon. hitting the ground. 

The Falcon immediately turned and flew toward Barry to 
make sure the man was unharmed. It was a lesson- protect 
the innocent - that had been drummed into Sam by Captain 
America many times, so many times it had become instinc
tive. 

As the Falcon jetted away from his two men, one of them 
drew his handgun and fired. Although the militiaman missed 
the flying hero, an errant shot punctured the propane tank of 
the stove. It blew in a fiery discharge that ignited the gas 
tank of the jeep. For the merest second, the jeep burned. 
Then it, too, exploded in a violent blast that turned the camp 
into a fireball. 

When the smoke cleared, the camp was a smoldering ruin 
and the three men lay dead on the ground. 

The Falcon and Phillip Barry were luckier. As soon as he 
saw the stove explode and catapult its flames onto the jeep, 
the Falcon had grabbed Barry by the arm and lifted them 
straight up into the air, as fast and as high as he could go. 

The main force of the explosion missed them by a few 
feet. As it was, the shockwave washed over the Falcon caus
ing second-degree burns on his arms and a pronounced ring
ing in his ear. 

Even with that ringing, the Falcon could hear Barry cry 
out in pain. He looked down and saw that a piece of shrapnel 
had ripped a gash in Barry's left leg. The dripping blood 

1 8 9 



CAPTAIN AMERI~A 

sizzled as it hit the still-steaming ground below. 
After the Falcon put out the fire, he tended to Barry's 

wound. "Yo1:1 know, wings," Barry said as the Falcon 
dressed the gash on his left calf, "I saw you come to protect 
me when things got hairy. You didn't even think about it. 
You just did it, like it was some kind of knee-jerk reflex.'' 
Even as he grimaced in pain, Bany grinned that wide grin 
of his. ''I never figured I'd be so happy to be hanging around 
with a knee-jerk liberal.'' 

The Falcon laughed in spite of himself and continued to 
tend the wound. 

Barry looked at the smoky remains of the camp. Anger 
crept over his face as he noticed the weapons. "Will you 
look at that?'' he said. 

Following his gaze, the Falcon asked, "What?" 
''The morons left their safeties off,'' he said, shaking his 

head in disbelief. ''Amateurs.'' 
Turning back to Barry's leg, the Falcon finished ban

daging the wound. ''Look, you have to stay off that leg .for 
a while, but we can't afford to sit around and do nothing. 
We must be close to something worth guarding. Unfortu
nately, we can't ask them," he said bitterly, inclining his 
head toward the camp, ''what it is. You rest your leg for a 
bit while I do a little scouting, see if I can spo{ any more 
camps in the area." 

At Barry's reluctant-looking nod, the Falcon flew off. 
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"W our Honor, before the trial begins, I would like to 
move for a separation of the witnesses." 

The courtroom buzzed as several of the spectators 
murmured in confusion. Captain America heard the whispers 
of the man sitting behind him. "What' s he trying to do? 
Keep us from watching the show?'' the man asked of another 
sitting next to him. · 

Taylor Douglas stared down at Marcus Gruenwald and 
drew his lips back into a slight snarl. Douglas had never 
watched a trial before- other than on Perry Mason or Mat
lock- and had no idea what separation of witnesses meant. 
Regardless, if defense counsel was asking for this motion, he 
wasn't disposed towaTd granting it. But, he still had to know 
what the motion meant, so he could offer an explanation for 
denying it. 

''And your reason for this extraordinary request, coun
selor?'' Douglas asked. 

"It's a standard motion." 
Semper stood and said, ' 'Defense counsel is asking that 

anyone who is going to be a witness be removed from the 
courtroom, so no one who will be testifying can hear what 
other witnesses are saying and modify their testimony ac
cordingly." 

"The motion is denied," Douglas said and slammed his 
, gavel down with an angry bang. "That may be necessary 
with your clients, Mr. Gruenwald, who, no doubt, lie with 
as much ease as they draw breath, but it serves no purpose 
here. We do not have to lie or modify our testimony. We 
only have to tell the truth here. That will be more than 
enough to convict your client. ' ' He turned to Semper. ' 'Mr. 
Prosecutor, call your first witness.' ' 

"Your Honor, I call-" 
Semper was interrupted by the sound of Douglas pretend 

ing to clear his throat, a not-so-subtle reminder of the instruc
tions Douglas had given him earlier: No names. 
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" I call this man," Semper said pointing to a spectator in 
lhc first row. 

The witness approached the stand. He was a short, sad
faced man who looked to be forty-five going on seventy. 
Lines and crevasses were etched so deeply in his face that 
they looked as if they had been sandblasted there. What little 
lhere was of his hair was combed futilely over the shinier 
parts of his head. His eyes were dull, gray rainclouds. He 
looked like a man beaten down by life and then kicked when 
he asked it for mercy. 

The man wore a dark blue suit with a white shirt and a 
striped maroon tie. The conservatively cut and very proper 
attire would not have been out of place in a bank boardroom. 
Douglas had, in fact, purchased the suit for the witness. Since 
his face wouldn't be visible on camera, Douglas wanted his 
clothes to be as respectable as possible. 

As the man walked up to the witness stand, the bailiff 
stepped forward with a Bible in hand. The witness placed 
his right hand on the book and raised his left. 

''Do you solemnly swear to tell the truth, the whole truth 
and nothing but the truth, so help you God?'' the bailiff 
nsked, giving the phrase the same breathless, hurried-up in
tonation Douglas had heard so often, if only on television. 

"I do," the witness said nervously and then sat down. 
"Are you familiar with Captain America?" Semper 

asked. 
' 'Begging Your Honor's indulgence,'' Gruenwald said, 

rising to his feet behind the defense table, "but might we at 
least have the name of this witness? 

" For what purpose, Counselor?" Douglas asked. 
" Why, so I know to whom I'm directing my questions," 

( lruenwald said, his tone indicating it was a ridiculously ob
vious response. "As well as what his biases might be, and 
whether or not he has any criminal record.' ' 

" That',s insulting, Mr. Gruenwald. I don't call witnesses 
with criminal records," Semper said, snapping his response 
us if it was a bullwhip. "He's an American. A real Ameri-
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can. You don't need to know anything more than that." 
"Quite correct," Douglas said, striking the gavel against 

the bench. "Objection is overruled." 
"To repeat," Semper said, "are you familiar with Captain 

America?" 
There was a microphone next to the witness stand and the 

man leaned directly into it. "Y-y-yes," he said, but the an
swer was lost in a squeal of feedback that flowed from the 
loudspeakers and filled the room. The witness glanced up at 
Douglas and looked for the world like a little boy whose 
mother had just caught him in the cookie jar. Douglas glow
ered at the witness and motioned for him to sit back, away 
from the microphone. The witness leaned back and said, 
"Sorry," in a soft, sheepish tone. 

"What was your answer again?" Semper asked. 
"I-I said, yes." 
"Yes, you are familiar with Captain America?" 
"Yeah." 
"Do you see him in this courtroom?" 
"Sure," the witness said pointing. "That guy sitting there 

in the costume. Who else could he be?" 
''Let the record reflect the witness has correctly identified 

the defendant," said the prosecutor. "Now, how are you fa
miliar with Captain America?" 

"I dunno. I seen him on TV." 
"And what was he doing when you saw?" 
"He was'·nghting." 
"Who was he fighting?" 
"A whole bunch of folks. I seen him fightin' Dr. Doom 

and the Scorpion and the Red Skull and-uuh, what's his 
name? You know. The French guy that jumps around and 
tries to kick him." 

"You're referring to super-villains, correct?" 
"Yeah, that's it." 
''How did it make you feel watching Captain America 

fight these super-villains? Did it make you feel proud?" 
''Yeah.'' 

194 

liBERTY's TORCH 

"Secure?" 
Gruenwald rose again from the defense table. 
''Objection, Your Honor. If the prosecutor is himself go-

ing to be testifying, he should be sitting in the witness 
stand.'' 

''Overruled. Proceed.'' 
Semper looked at the witness waiting for him to answer 

lhe question. The witness sat dumbly in his chair. 
"I said, did it make you feel secure to see Captain Amer-

it:a fighting those super-villains?" 
''Oh, yeah.'' 
"Like he was fighting for you?" 
" Yeah." 
"Like, as long as he was there, you didn't have to worry 

about anything? Like he would take care of it?'' 
"Yeah." 
"Do you presently have a job?" 
"Hell, you know I was laid off three years ago." 
"What did you do?" 
"Sold cars down in Schenectady." 
"What happened?" 
"The dealership shut down when the Honda place moved 

in and everybody started buying them foreign cars." 
"Did you try to find another job?" 
"Sure. Lots of times. Didn't get squat. They wasn't hir

ing, least not white guys. I saw the blacks gettin' jobs. Some 
Puerto Ricans, some Orientals, a bunch of women. But me? 
Not a damn thing. Hell, even had one lady who ran a fast 
food joint flat out tell me she was only hiring women." 

"What happened?" 
"My wife had to get a job to support the family. That 

didn't sit well with me and-well, we're divorced now." . 
"Answer this. If the government hadn't opened our coun

try's doors to Japanese cars, would you have lost your job?" 
"Not in a hundred years!" 
"I have one final ~uestion. Did you ever hear Captain 
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America speak out against this deplorable foreign car situa
tion or the way it ruined your life?" 

"Nope, not a peep." 
"Your witness," Semper said and sat down. 
Gruenwald didn't even stand up, which Douglas found 

annoying. "How did you feel when Captain America an
swered your letter?'' Gruenwald asked, a question Douglas 
found equally annoying and ba(fling. 

"I never wrote him no letter." 
"Oh? Then you spoke with him on the phone." 
"No," the witness said as if it were the most ridiculous 

thing in the world. 
''You never talked to him?'' 
''No.'' 
"You never wrote to him?" 
"I already said I didn't !" 
'' Ah, then you must pray to him, because, otherwise I 

don' t see how he could have known about your situation." 
"Objection!" Semper sprang to his feet so fast he 

knocked his chair over. Douglas had to wait for the laughter 
to subside before he could slam his gavel and sustain the 
objection. 

''To the best of your knowledge, did Captain America 
authorize importing foreign cars into this country?'' 

"Not that I know of." 
" In fact, didn't that happen while Captain America was 

still in a state of suspended animation, missing somewhere 
in the North Atlantic? Didn' t it?" 

" Objection sustained," Douglas shouted, banging his 
gavel once again, not even waiting for Semper to raise the 
objection. Semper, like an idiot, objected after the fact. 
Douglas made a note to fix that in the editing room. 

"Well, you're not saying it was Captain America who 
opened the Honda dealership, are you?'' Gruenwald asked. 

"Wha- No!" 
" Or that Captain America fired you?" 
"No!" 
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"You never heard him tell those other places not to hi re 
you, did you?" 

" No!" 
"What exactly did he do to make your life so bad?" 
"He coulda done something for me, but he didn't!" 
" So, what you're saying is, Captain America didn't really 

dn anything, aren't you?" 
Before Semper get another objection out, Gruenwald an

IIOUnced that he had no further questions. 
The prosecutor called two more witness, both looking 

wt:athered by life, but immaculate in their suits. The first 
witness accused the federal govemment of selling out its cit-
11-t.ms to an international conspiracy, while the second di
ll 't: ted similar rancor at welfare crooks and "unproductive 
ntoochers." 

Gruenwald's cross-examination of the witnesses went the 
ttme way as it did with the first: they were unable to identify 

tilt' Captain as an actual participant in any of them. When he 
f111ished, the attomey allowed himself a quick smile at his 
1 liunt. 

Douglas, who was definitely not smiling, caught that. He 
dt ·t~ ided he had best break up this rhythm the deftmse , had 
' '''nted for itself. He ordered a brief recess and summoned 
lt'll tper to his chambers. 

Whi le they waited in the deliberation room, most of the 
puors talked about how well the trial was going. Norman 
l'nds was the lead singer in this particular choir. 

" Norm, I don't think we're supposed to be talking about 
th•• I rial now," said John Richards, the juror whose seat was 
tl ht•ctl y behind Paris' in the box. "I think we're supposed to 
,. nit until we hear all the evidence." 

l'nris shot Richards a look that. could have withered 
1 t•ds. Richards was ten years younger than Paris, which 

d 111H' was enough to make Paris resent him. When you added 
1111 lncts that Richards was thin-the gift of a metabolism 
!lt nl ,,IJowed him to eat heartily without gaining weight- and 
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America speak out against this deplorable foreign car situa
tion or the way it ruined your life?" 

"Nope, not a peep." 
"Your witness," Semper said and sat down. 
Gruenwald didn't even stand up, which Douglas found 

annoying. ''How did you feel when Captain America an
swered your letter?'' Gruenwald asked, a question Douglas 
found equally annoying and ba(fling. 

" I never wrote him no letter." 
"Oh? Then you spoke with him on the phone." 
"No," the witness said as if it were the most ridiculous 

thing in the world. 
"You never talked to him?" 
"No." 
" You never wrote to him?" 
"I already said I didn't !" 
"Ah, then you must pray to him, because, otherwise I 

don't see how he could have known about your situation." 
"Objection!" Semper sprang to his feet so fast he 

knocked his chair over. Douglas had to wait for the laughter 
to subside before he could slam his gavel and sustain the 
objection. 

''To the best of your knowledge, did Captain America 
authorize importing foreign cars into this country?'' 

"Not that I know of." 
"In fact, didn't that happen while Captain America was 

still in a state of suspended animation, missing somewhere 
in the North Atlantic? Didn't it?" 

"Objection sustained," Douglas shouted, banging his 
gavel once again, not even waiting for Semper to raise the 
objection. Semper, like an idiot, objected after the fact. 
Douglas made a note to fix that in the editing room. 

"Well, you're not saying it was Captain America who 
opened the Honda dealership, are you?" Gruenwald asked. 

"Wha- No!" · 
"Or that Captain America fired you?" 
"No!" 
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" You never heard him tell those other places nol to hire 
you, did you?" 

" No!" 
"What exactly did he do to make your life so bad?" 
"He coulda done something for me, but he didn't!" 
"So, what you're saying is, Captain America didn't really 

do anything, aren't you?" 
Before Semper get another objection out, Gruenwald an

nounced that he had no further questions. 
The prosecutor called two more witness, both looking 

weathered by life, but immaculate in their suits. The first 
witness accused the federal government of selling out its cit
izens to an international conspiracy, while the second di
rected similar rancor at welfare crooks and "unproductive 
moochers." 

Gruenwald's cross-examination of the witnesses went the 
same way as it did with the first: they were unable to identify 
the Captain as an actual participant in any of them. When he 
finished, the attorney allowed himself a quick smile at his 
client. 

Douglas, who was definitely not smiling, caught that. He 
decided he had best break up this rhythm the defense had 
created for itself. He ordered a brief recess and summoned 
Semper to his chambers. 

While they waited in the deliberation room, most of the 
jurors talked about how well the trial was going. Norman 
Paris was the lead singer in this particular choir. 

"Norm, I don't think we're supposed to be talking about 
the trial now," said John Richards, the juror whose seat was 
directly behind Paris' in the box. "I think we're supposed to 
wait until we hear all the evidence.'' 

Paris shot Richards a look that . could have withered 
weeds. Richards was ten years younger than Paris, which 
alone was enough to make Paris resent him. When you added 
the facts that Richards was thin-the gift of a metabolism 
that allowed him to eat heartily without gaining weight- and 
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possessed a thick crop of reddish hair, it was sufficient to 
make Paris want to reach out and sock his fellow juror with 
a baseball bat. 

"And how, exactly, would you would know this, Rich
ards? I mean, did I somehow overlook the law school di
ploma hanging on the wall of your barber shop?'' 

"Come on, Norm. Didn't you watch the O.J. trial? Judge 
Ito was always telling the jury not to discuss the case until 
they got all the evidence." 

"Oh, right, like I'm gonna put my faith in the legal styl
ings of Lance freaking Ito, the kamikaze judge. Besides,, 
what's there to discuss? That star-spangled Skeezix is guilty 
as hell; ain't no evidence gonna change that. Am I right, 
boys?" 

Around the room, most of the other jurors nodded-most, 
but not all. Paris noticed that one man, Sherman Fairchild, 
wasn't exactly singing on key. 

Fairchild was something of a puzzle to Paris. At sixty 
years, Fairchild was old enough to be someone's grandfather; 
hell, he was someone's grandfather. He was short, gray
haired, wrinkled with a kind of knowing, fatherly look. He 
reminded Paris of George Burns. But, despite his age, Fair
child was able to keep up with the younger members of the 
Torch on the training field and in his duties. Paris had to 
admit, the old guy had gumption, which was exactly what 
Paris didn't need at the moment. 

Fairchild was respected and well liked. A lot of the 
younger men looked up to him. His voice would carry a lot 
of weight in the deliberations and Paris wanted to be sure 
that voice was going to say the right things. 

"Hey, Sherm, you're awful quiet. You got a problem?" 
''Only trying to figure out exactly what it was Captain 

America has done to make him guilty of treason.'' 
Yup, Paris thought, gumption. 
"What he's done, Sherm, is betray all of us, sell us out 

like he's the judas goat in the slaughterhouse and we're all 
nothing but prime sirloin-to-be." 
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Paris nodded to another juror, then walked behind Fair
Ghild. The juror Paris had signaled stood in front of the older 
man and jabbed a finger inches away from Sherm's face. 

"You don't doubt the government is selling us up the 
river, do you?" the man asked. 

When Fairchild agreed; Paris spoke from behind him in a 
loud and booming voice. He hoped to intimidate the man 
without being too obvious about it. 

"That ftag-wearin' freak is the government. They paid for 
him out of our taxes. He does whatever they tell ·him to do 
und says whatever they want him to say. If they order him 
to jump, he don't just ask 'how high,' he gets out a tape 
measure to make sure he don't short them any. You go all 
over the world and ask people what they think of when they 
lhink of the U.S. Well, it ain't the Grand Canyon or the 
Statue of Liberty, it's Captain freakin' America. 

"Well, if he wants the title, he's gotta be prepared to 
defend it, especially when the crooks he fronts for grab us 
by the short and curly ones and sell us to the first oil sheik 
or slant-eye who ponies up a thousand-buck campaign con
tribution. He works for the government. He's their symbol. 
That makes him guilty of the government's crimes." 

Paris brought his hand down on Fairchild's shoulder. It 
could have passed for a friendly gesture, if it hadn't come 
down hard enough to make its true intent apparent. 

"That clear things up for you, Sherm?" 
Fairchild mumbled a few fast words of agreement. Paris 

Hnliled, glad that he'd gotten through to the old man. 
After things quieted down, Paris walked over to Donnie, 

who sat to his immediate right in the jury box. 
"Donnie, when they call us back in there, you go ahead 

nnd sit in Sherm's seat. He should sit next to me, just in case 
he starts getting confused again." · 

"Sure thing, Norm." 
When the trial resumed, Fairchild saw Donnie in his chair 

nnd, seeing no other available seats, meekly took the one 
next to Norman Paris. 
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• • • 
The next prosecution witness was the second firebomber 

Captain America. had sketched- Ray Marks. As before, the 
bailiff used the whole-truth-and-nothing-but-the-truth rou
tine, which once again prompted a barely suppressed chuckle 
from Gruenwald. No one, the lawyer had explained in a 
whisper, used that oath anymore. 

If the previous witnesses had offered strange testimony, 
Marks outdid them, making statements that would have fit 
very comfortably into the Wonderland courtroom of the Red 
Queen. 

After Semper led Marks through the same introductory 
questions as his other witnesses-the questions designed to 
ideJltify Captain America and then elicit the witness's former 
feelings of pride and security at seeing the Captain fighting 
for him- the prosecutor asked Marks how he felt about Cap
tain America now. 

"Ashamed," he answered. 
"How so?" 
"My grandpa used to tell me stories about how Captai~ 

America fought in World War Jl, how the man made him 
feel proud to be an American and share the same name. But, 
the thing is, he ain't fighting for world peace these days. 
He's fighting against it." 

"Please explain." 
"Okay, what's the biggest threat to world peace today?" 

the witness started by way of explanation. "It's the United 
Nations. The world would be a pretty good place, if America 
could do what it should be doing, which is kicking the crap 
outta little, pissant, third-world countries what needs it. But, 
we can't do that because the UN- which we mostly pay for, 
by the way-tells us we can't. You got all them ambassadors 
sitting around and yelling and looking out for their own 
country's interests instead of looking at the big picture. So 
America sits on its hands doing nothing, instead of doing 
what needs to be done, because the feds don't want to piss 
off their buddies in the UN. And does Captain America, the 
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II"Y my grandfather counted on, speak out against this crock 
nl' manure? Hell, no, he supports it! He's fought alongside 
I IN troops and even saved their big New York palace from 
he ing blown up. Meantime, because America keeps sitting 
ou its rear, the world's going all to hell. How's that for 
Ncl ling us short? But I don't know why we should expect 
uuything else from this flag-waving phony. It's not like he 
eures about us Americans. Not really, anyway." 

"I see," Semper said, stopping the testimony for a sec
ond. He looked at the jury, to emphasize the witness's point, 
I hen faced Captain America. "And why," the prosecutor 
a~ ked, still looking at the Captain, ''do you say that the de
fendant doesn't care about Americans?" 

" He's supposed to be this defender of the common man, 
right? Only who does he hang around with? Not ordinary 
guys like you and me. All of his pals are muties, ex-cons, 
water-breathing freaks, Vietnamese-which is consorting 
with the enemy- African royalty, robots, and guys who 
think they're gods. Sure, they've saved the world once or 
twice, but that's only because they live here, too! Hell, the 
only normal guy in the Avengers is their butler. Their ser
vant. What does that tell you?" 

When Douglas asked Gruenwald if he had any questions 
for this witness, the lawyer dismissed Marks with a brusk 
wave of his hand and a contemptuous, ''Not on this planet, 
Your Honor.'' 

That evening, just as Taylor Douglas was preparing to 
view the day's proceedings on Coast to Coast, Norman Paris 
came to him. The colonel, back in his Liberty's Torch uni
form, looked disturbed and didn't mind showing it. That was 
one of the reasons the man was so useful to Douglas. His 
other officers were reluctant to deliver bad news to their gen
eral. Paris simply considered it another part of the job. 

"Something troubling you, Colonel?" 
"We got intruders, General." 
"Intruders?" 
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• • • 
The next prosecution witness was the second firebomber 

Captain America had sketched-Ray Marks. As before, the 
bailiff used the whole-truth-and-nothing-but-the-truth rou
tine, which once again prompted a barely suppressed chuckle 
from Gruenwald. No one, the lawyer had explained in a 
whisper, used that oath anymore. 

If the previous witnesses had offered strange testimony, 
Marks outdid them, making statements that would have fit 
very comfortably into the Wonderland comtroom of the Red 
Queen. 

After Semper led Marks through the same introductory 
questions as his other witnesses-the questions designed to 
ideqtify Captain America and then elicit the witness's former 
feelings of pride and security at seeing the Captain fighting 
for him-the prosecutor asked Marks how he felt about Cap
tain America now. 

"Ashamed," he answered. 
"How so?" 
''My grandpa used to tell me stories about how Captain 

America fought in World War ll, how the man made him 
feel proud to be an American and share the same name. But, 
the thing is, he ain't fighting for world peace these days. 
He's fighting against it." 

"Please explain." 
"Okay, what's the biggest threat to world peace today?" 

the witness started by way of explanation. "It's the United 
Nations. The world would be a pretty good place, if America 
could do what it should be doing, which is kicking the crap 
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guy my grandfather counted on, speak out against this crock 
of manure? Hell, no, he supports it! He's fought alongside 
UN troops and even saved their big New York palace from 
being blown up. Meantime, because America keeps sitting 
on its rear, the world's going all to hell. How's that for 
selling us short? But I don't know why we should expect 
anything else from this flag-waving phony. It's not like he 
cares about us Americans. Not really, anyway." 

"I see," Semper said, stopping the testimony for a sec
ond. He looked at the jury, to emphasize the witness's point, 
then faced Captain America. "And why," the prosecutor 
asked, still looking at the Captain, "do you say that the de
fendant doesn't care about Americans?" 

"He's supposed to be this defender of the common man, 
right? Only who does he hang around with? Not ordinary 
guys like you and me. All of his pals are muties, ex-cons, 
water-breathing freaks, Vietnamese-which is consorting 
with the enemy-African royalty, robots, and guys who 
think they're gods. Sure, they've saved the world once or 
twice, but that's only because they live here, too! Hell, the 
only normal guy in the Avengers is their butler. Their ser
vant. What does that tell you?'' 

When Douglas asked Gruenwald if he had any questions 
for this witness, the lawyer dismiss.ed Marks with a brusk 
wave of his hand and a contemptuous, "Not on this planet, 
Your Honor." 

That evening, just as Taylor Douglas was preparing to 
view the day's proceedings on Coast to Coast, Norman Paris 
came to him. The colonel, back in his Liberty's Torch uni
form, looked disturbed and didn't mind showing it. That was 
one of the reasons the man was so useful to Douglas. His 
other officers were reluctant to deliver bad news to their gen
eral. Paris simply considered it another part of the job. 

"Something troubling you, Colonel?" 
"We got intruders, General." 
''Intruders?'' 
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"Yeah, Captain America's Negro partner and some local 
guide, name of Phillip Barry. They found one of our outposts 
yesterday and- well, it ain't good. Our guys managed to. 
blow themselves up in between wettin' their pants. Since 
then, they been wanderin' around the perimeter looking for 
a way in. We've been lucky; they ain't found one yet. A 
couple of our troops took some shots at 'em, but they're still 
out there.'' 

Douglas did not say anything at first. He sat in his chair 
and stared at Paris, his face going red. When he finally spoke, 
it was an explosion. 

"This is unacceptable! I want you to round up our best 
men and find them. Their condition doesn't matter. .lust get 
them!'' 

"Yes, sir." 
Paris was halfway out the door when Douglas called him 

back. When the colonel turned to face his commander, he 
saw a much calmer man sitting in the chair. 

"A thought occurs to me, Colonel," Douglas said. He 
smiled and was obviously quite pleased with himself. All too 
often, he would react to bad news with a jolt of anger, only 
to realize later what he should have done. Sometimes that 
realization came too late to do any good. This time, he had 
managed to suppress his initial anger almost as soon as it 
happened and, once out of its control, could think more 
clearly. · 

''These intruders might well be in communication with 
the local authorities, possibly even the FBI. For now, said 
authorities seem content to allow their agents to tramp 
around the woodlands in the hope that they will stumble 
upon our headquarters. If they were to suddenly disappear, 
or even fail to report in, their masters might well intensify 
the effort to find us. I think it better if we let them continue 
to search in vain. As long as they do that, our cautious gov
ernment may be content to let that be the extent of their 
interference with our plans. Those two cretins could be as 
much a diversion as the trial. Tomorrow, once our objectives 
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11 1c met, we can arrange for the Falcon and his friend to meet 
1 he same fate that awaits Captain America. But, for now, 
< 'olonel, let them be.'' 

"Understood, sir." 
Douglas turned his attention to his computer. He keyed 

In the password that kept all but him from using it, then 
('!tiled up his journal to enter his decision about the intruders. 
lie knew that, in the decades to come, his story would inspire 
lhe nation to new heights of glory. He wanted to capture 
;ach moment as it happened and while it was still fresh in 
his mind. 

Yes, he thought, far better to let them wander about aim
lessly and deflect the government's attention. In fact, I should 
devise some other way to use them as a diversion, as well. 
II would be a shame to let such resources go to waste. 

As he finished writing, Douglas noticed Coast to Coast 
was about to start and clicked on his television. He was par
licularly proud of this aspect of his plan, how he had ar
ranged to deliver the trial tapes to a nationally syndicated 
lclevision show under the very noses of his enemies and 
without them ever succeeding in tracing the tapes back to 
him. 

Every day, after the tape of the day's proceedings had 
been edited, Douglas had one of his men drive it to New 
York City and then hire a messenger service to deliver it to 
CTC' s Manhattan offices. Every day, he used a different 
driver and a different messenger service, so the tapes could 
not be easily traced back to Liberty's Torch. Not even the 
FBI had the staff to track every package accepted and deliv
ered in the Big Apple. 

The show started with the usual trumpeted teaser prom
ising the latest on "the trial of Captain America!" after the 
usual commercial messages. Douglas poured a brandy from 
a cut crystal decanter into a fine crystal glass. He swirled the 
brandy, marveling at its rich color. He inhaled the bouquet. 

It was an excellent vintage. Not a Napoleon brandy, at 
least not yet. The time for that would come later. 
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When Coast to Coast returned, its anchor mechanically 
informed the viewers that the program was not responsibl~ 
for the content of the tape; it arrived to them already edited. 

"Today's tape," the anchor continued, " was edited more 
heavily that the previous tapes, which leads us to wonder 
what exactly was being left out and if we should broadcast 
these tapes. We at Coast to Coast feel these cannot be our 
concerns. We cannot say what was edited-that is for you to 
decide. As for broadcasting the tapes, we believe we have a 
journalistic responsibility to report whatever information we 
receive, no matter how offensive it may be. If we didn 't 
broadcast these tapes, it would be a betrayal of that sacred 
responsibility. '' 

A wry smile spread across Douglas's face. A responsibil
ity that lasts just as long as the tapes continue to bring in 
the big ratings, he thought. He had a kind of unofficial part
nership with the program; he supplied it with what he wanted 
the people to know and CTC made sure it got to them. 

He leaned back in his chair and considered tomorrow's 
trial and tomorrow's tapes. Maybe, he thought and took a 
long sip of the most excellent brandy, I should find a way 
to make tomorrow's tape even more offensive. 
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[3 y the second day of their search, the Falcon had. decided 
to ground himself as .a precaution. A near miss from a 
sniper's bullet was a key factor in this decision. 

During the first day of the search, he did fly for much of 
the time. He would take to the skies, darting in and out of 
treetops, hoping to glimpse something that might lead him 
and Phillip Bairy to .Liberty's Torch. His lack of success in 
these airborne excursions had been spectacularly disheart
ening. 

He found no trace of the main compound he and Barry 
believed to be near; near being a relative term considering 
the immensity of the woodlands they searched. Their prog
ress had been slowed by Barry's wound. Although Barry stili 
moved at a remarkable pace, he simply couldn't walk as fast 
as before. 

Given the circumstances, the Falcon didn't want to stray 
too far from the man. He continued to search from the air, 
but never more than a mile or two from where Barry scouted. 

Barry covered his ground as best he could. Although his 
best was, even now, better than most people would have been 
capable of, he still cursed his leg wound. He knew what he 
was capable of. On a good day, he could have traveled as 
efficiently on foot as the Falcon could in the air. This was 
far from a good day. He knew how much he was slowed by 
his wound, not to mention how much he was slowing their 
search for Captain America, and he hated it. 

At the end of that first day, they had nothing further to 
show for their efforts. Save for the base camp where three 
men had died senselessly, they had found no trace of their 
foe. 

The second day started much the same as the first. The 
Falcon and Barry rose early, ate quickly, and again began to 
search. By midafternoon, just as Sam Wilson was starting to 
believe Barry's information had been wrong, that they were 
nowhere near the Torch's headquarters, a bullet whizzed past 
his head. 
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Reacting immediately, the Falcon began flying in the I'Jg 
t,ug patterns he and Captain America had devised, the 11 i p 
ll opping, stomach-churning evasive maneuvers the Captain 
lind made him repeat over and over during their training. So 
111any times, in fact, that Sam had once told Cap he was 
buying a lifetime supply of Dramamine. Those drills were 
ct:rtainly paying off for him now. 

The Falcon flew the darting and random patterns- cutting 
left and then right, down and then circling, changing course 
111 ever-more unexpected directions-with no more con
s~.: i ous thought than he would expend walking. His muscles 
knew what to do. The sniper fired twice more. The shots 
didn't even come close. 

Even as he darted this way and that, the Falcon tried and 
f'ui led to spot the man shooting at him. Sam didn't think it 
wise to spend too much time looking. The sniper may have 
missed with his first shots, but, the Falcon's evasive maneu
vers notwithstanding, the shooter might get lucky with his 
fourth or fifth. 

The Falcon jetted back to Barry's position. Phillip advised 
I hat, for the time being, the Falcon confine himself to the 
ground. They would be harder to spot if they remained on 
root. Though he knew it would slow their search consider
nbly, the Falcon agreed. 

They walked for hours, still finding nothing. As they made 
I heir way through the woods, Bm;ry studied the ground, 
bending low on occasion to examine it more carefully. When 
he did, the Falcon could see his companion move cautiously, 
making sure he didn't bend his wounded leg the wrong way. 
The man was clearly in pain, but he would never eomplain 
or suggest they slow their pace. 

Once, they found an extinguished campfire. Barry knelt 
ocxt to it, studied it, then announced it was several days old. 
Someone had been here, but it was impossible to say exactly 
when. But it did seem they were getting closer. 

By nightfall on the second day of their search, the Falcon 
und Barry had found no more signs of Torch activity. They 
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decided to set up camp and get some rest. It was as they 
were cooking dinner that the shot rang out. 

Two things happened almost simultaneously: the two men 
heard the rifle shot and the pot the Falcon was holding 
jumped from his hand. As one, he and Barry dove for cover, 
hying to get as far from the light of their fire as they could 
and into the cover of the surrounding woods. 

The Falcon lay in the brush, trying to look two ways at 
once. He looked in the direction of the shot to see if he could 
detect the man or men who had fired on them and saw noth
ing. He also looked toward Barry, trying to determine if his 
companion was unharmed. He couldn't see Phillip either. 

Ban·y was his biggest concern. He wanted to make sure 
the man was safe and decided the best way to do so was to 
draw any gunfire that might follow toward him. 

Moving quickly, the Falcon darted back to the camp and 
grabbed a flashlight. He thumbed the button and flew up into 
the trees, darting around the night sky like a bat. He held the 
flashlight at arm's length to mislead the sniper and shined its 
bright beam down onto the ground. He hoped to catch their 
attackers in its beam. Failing that, he hoped the flashlight 
would draw their fire away from the campground where 
Barry lay hidden. 

There were no more shots. When the Falcon satisfied him
self that the area was clear, that the snipers had retreated, he 
flew back to his camp. He found Barry had already extin
guished the fire and was backing up their gear. 

''The good news,'' Barry said, as he finished what he was 
doing, "is that we're getting close. The bad news is, I think 
we've lost the element of surprise- if we ever had it. It's 
not safe to stay here anymore. They'll go back and report 
our position." 

"Why didn't they finish the job?" 
"You," Barry answered. "Face it, you're an Avenger. 

For most people, that's pretty intimidating. Those toy sol
diers didn't want to mix it up with one of you costumed 
types. When that first shot missed, they probably hightailed 
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it out of here. But they will report that we're in the neigh
borhood.' ' 

''What do we do now?'' 
"You're not going to like it, wings. We can' t stay here. 

And I don't think it's safe to set up a camp or start a fire 
anywhere in the vicinity. That would just draw them back to 
us. Our best bet is there," Barry said, pointing up at the 
treetops. 

They dug a hole, not too deep, but big enough to conceal 
most of their gear from any new visitors. They uprooted 
some underbrush to cover the hole. When they had finished 
stowing all the gear except for some blankets and a length 
of rope, the Falcon flew them into the trees. 

It wasn ' t easy in the dark, but, eventually, they found a 
tree suitable for their needs. It was tall and full of large leaves 
lo conceal them from the hunters below. It had thick 
branches which would not only support their weight, but 
formed into large V-shapes where those branches met. The 
Vs were large enough that they could sit in them, somewhat 
w mfortably, and not be overly concerned that they migl;lt 
slip from their new perch. 

After they found a suitable spot in the trees, Barry cut a 
six-foot length of rope and handed it to the Falcon. Then he 
cut a second length. BatTy wrapped one of the blankets 
uround himself. He then took the rope, passed it around his 
1orso underneath his arms, and wrapped it around the tree 
hranch he was leaning against, repeating the process, and 
securing the rope loosely. He instructed the Falcon to do the 
same, cautioning the Avenger to tie the rope tight enough to 
keep him from slipping out of the tree, but not so tight as to 
l·ut off his circulation. 

When they finished, the Falcon asked, "Now what?" 
"Now we sleep?" 
"Sleep?" 
" As best you can. Things are going to get a bit more 

hairy tomorrow and-" 
" And we need our beauty sleep?" the Falcon interrupted. 
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Barry rubbed his beard with his right hand. ''I'm afraid 
that ship has sailed.'' He looked at the Falcon and found the 
Avenger staring down at the ground. "You know, wings, for 
a guy who spends as much time as you do flying around, 
you seem awfully scared of heights." 

"It isn't that. I was just wondering, first I fly, now I'm 
sleeping in trees. What comes next?'' 

"Get some sleep. Tomorrow, for breakfast, I'll cook us 
up a nice puree of nightcrawler." 

The Falcon didn't think he could have spent a less-restful 
night than he had the night before. He was wrong. If this 
was what sleeping in trees was like, Darwin had been 
wrong-humans and apes did not spring from common 
stock. Eventually, however, he did fall into an uneasy sleep. 

He awoke to the sight of a campfire in the distance. It 
was early morning, the sky that strange shade of off-blue it 
becomes shortly before sunrise. However, it was still dark 
enough that the campfire was very bright by contrast and had 
easily attracted the Falcon's attention. 

He turned to nudge Barry, but found that the man was 
already awake and also looking at the fire. 

"What do you make of it?" 
"I don't know. It could be another Liberty's Torch base 

camp, but it doesn't feel right." 
"What do you mean?" 
"They know we 're out here and looking for them. It 

doesn't make sense they'd attract our attention this way." 
Even as Barry spoke, the fire suddenly went out. 
The Falcon looked at Barry. Barry looked back at the 

Falcon. They both shrugged their shoulders, then proceeded 
to climb out of their blankets. 

They approached the campfire warily. They moved slowly 
and silently, alert for any militiamen that might be nearby. 
But, when they got to the fire, they found no one. 

The fire itself was in a clearing. They made sure no one 
was around, thert entered the clearing to examine the fire. 
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" Look at the logs," Barry said, directing the Falcon's eye 
lo the wood in the fire. "They're barely burned at all. Who
' vn set this put it out almost as soon as they started it. It 
'ouldn't have been burning more than a few minutes." 

" Did they break camp in a hurry?" 
" Look around us. I don't think there ever was a camp 

ltl' re. There' s nothing here except this. Someone set this fire, 
ruade sure we saw it, and then made sure it was completely 
11xlinguished before they left. They didn't want its ashes to 
ll'ignite and maybe spread to the surrounding trees." 

' 'I'm going to head topside, see if I can't catch some sign 
nf them," the Falcon said and activated his wings to lift him. 
I h.: rose slowly until he reached a height of approximately a 
hundred feet above the clearing. Then, he slowly glided 
nround the tall trees looking for any signs of their mysterious 
neighbors or that this was some sort of trap. 

There was no one anywhere in his field of vision, save 
f'or his companion in the clearing. There was no indications 
of any kind of trap. There was, however, something below 
that caught his eye and made him shake his head in aston
ishment. 

Rocks. They were rocks so light in color that they stood 
out even in the moonlit dawn and they were in the clearing. 
I <rom the ground, they would have appeared to be nothing 
more than rocks, but from his vantage point, the Falcon could 
Nee they formed an arrow and that the arrow was pointing to 
a large tree on the far side of the clearing. 

The Falcon marked the location of the tree, then landed 
lo tell Barry what he had spotted. This was a matter that 
definitely cried out for further investigation. 

They approached on foot. Instead of going across the 
openness of the clearing, they took a circular path through 
the trees. It took them a few moments to find the tree again, 
but they did find it. They also found another mystery. 

Hanging from the tree, covered by soot from the campfire 
so it would be invisible to anyone not practically standing in 
front of it, was a nine-by-twelve manila envelope. 
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''I'll be- '' Barry said, as the Falcon took the envelope 
from the tree and wiped its surface free of the soot. 

"Look," the Falcon said, holding the envelope out so that 
Barry could see it more clearly. In the upper left comer was 
the printed logo and return address- just a distant post office 
box- of Liberty's Torch. But, the real surprise, the surprise 
that made Barry gasp audibly, was what was hand-scrawled 
on the center of the envelope. 

SAM WILSON & PHILIP BARRY. 
Their names. 
The envelope was addressed to them. ' 
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lJ aylor Douglas sat in his office in the Liberty's Torch 
compound with Norman Paris and Hugh Semper. The 
militia chieftain had stayed up much of the night refin

ing this or that nagging detail of his various preparations and 
now wanted to review how matters stood. 

''Gentlemen, the trial of Captain America concludes to
day," he said, attaching an air of regal proclamation to the 
matter-of-fact statement. He leaned forward in his chair, 
looming over the desk and looking directly at Semper. His 
eyes locked onto those of the nervous prosecutor with a firm 
and cold expression that made it clear Douglas would tolerate 
no discussion or deviation. ''If you were planning on any 
more witnesses," he said, "don't call them. We have made 
whatever points we were going to make with the unenlight
ened public.'' 

Douglas leaned back in his chair. Having made his main 
point in such a forceful manner, he felt he could adopt a 
more cordial demeanor for the remainder of the review. 

''If we prolong the trial, we risk losing the attention of 
our fickle audience. They might become bored with our pre
sentation and even start to resent us.'' 

Douglas looked around his office in the underground com
pound. It was from here he would run the matters of Lib
erty's Torch for the foreseeable future, until a time when 
events in this land were more conducive to an open approach. 
Although this office was not as opulent as the one in his 
home, he had managed to duplicate, albeit on a smaller scale, 
some of its grandeur. Simulated wood paneling substituted 
for the cherry wood of his house. His desk, although big, 
was not as huge or as ornately carved as the one from the 
mansion. His chair was vinyl instead of leather. Still, there 
had been some things that jle insisted had to be the same 
here as in his previous command post. 

Several days ago, Douglas had ordered his computer 
moved from the mansion to this office. Not trusting to any 
backup system, he thought it more prudent to transport the 
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111 t ual equipment rather than leave it unsecured in the house. 
At the same time, under the guise of moving it into the 

lu ~torical museum, he had announced his diorama of the Bat
t It• of Saratoga was broken down, transported, and reassem
hkd in the room's center. There, always in his view, it would 
ll'lllind Douglas of his destiny and inspire him to see it 
through. 

Most important, the tattered flag that George Washington 
had carried into the battle of White Plains now hung in a 
place of honor on the far wall of this office. He could see it 
whenever he sat at his desk, a fitting symbol of how he, too, 
would lead his troops to victory. 

Douglas's eyes fell upon that flag and he smiled. 
" Yes, it is clearly time to end this trial and wipe that 

smug expression off the masked traitor' s face. He has be
eo me tiresome, extremely tiresome. And, truth be told, I must 
turn my attentions to other matters. " Douglas turned to Paris. 
· 'Colonel, how is the jury?' ' 

"I'd be lying if I said we weren't ready for this thing to 
end, too. There's been more than a little, well, I guess you 
could call it, antsiness." 

Douglas glowered at the colonel. He was not a man who 
enjoyed surprises of any kind, and this was the first he was 
hearing of any problems with the jury. 

"Oh? Do you have something to report, Colonel?" 
"Nah, not really. Sherman Fairchild was getting restless 

a while back, but I arranged for him to sit next to me. I can 
remind him of his civic duty better that way. I think the old 
man understands what he's supposed to do." 

Paris grinned at Douglas. It was meant as a friendly ges
ture, but, coming from Paris, the effect was lost. His smiles 
tended to pull the corners of his mouth back across the jowls 
of his cheeks, making it look like he was a dog baring his 
teeth than a human smiling. 

"See that he does," Douglas said. He also smiled, but it 
was a cold, hard smile. It was not a sign of friendship, but 
rather a reminder to Paris of their respective places. 
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''Make sure Fairchild understands the impmtance jurors 
play in our system of jurisprudence. We wouldn't want any
one shirking his duty, would we?" 

''No, sir. I can personally guarantee old Sherman will 
deliver on all of his obligations." 

Douglas leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers, then 
tapped his fingertips together rhythmically. He stared at 
Paris, his eyes still cold and now partially closed for empha
sis. He said nothing, just stared until Paris felt uncomfortable 
and shifted his position in his own chair. It was only then 
that Douglas finally spoke again. 

"Very good, Colonel. Inform the guards that we want 
them positioned closer to the defense table today and not 
back by the door. After the verdict comes in, I expect things 
will have to move quickly if we wish to avoid any outbursts. 
The closer they are to the defendant, the better. You should 
also instruct them to be in their actual uniforms. When we 
carry out the court's sentence on the defendant, it must be 
done properly, with full uniforms and military ceremony. 
Captain America may be a traitor, but he was once a soldier 
who served our country proudly and honorably. As such, he 
shall be treated with respect in his final moments." 

"Yes, sir." 
Douglas looked at Semper and dismissed him with the 

advisory that the proceedings would resume shortly. The 
prosecutor left to make his preparations. After Semper had 
gone, Douglas looked back at his second-in-command. 

"And the other matters, Colonel?" 
"Both taken care of, sir. That poor sap you selected?" 

Paris brought his hands up, imitating the motion of a stick 
being snapped between them. "Hell, they say most serious 
accidents happen around the home, if you know what I 
mean.' ' 

"And you left him where, Colonel?" 
" Where you said. In the armory." 
"And the dental records?" 
"You know, General, I think you ought to know by now 
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that you can trust me to do the job right. I switched your 
H'cords for those of our boy, just like you wanted. When the 
homb goes off, it's gonna look like you was workin' on 
~omething that blew up in your face and took you out like 
last week's garbage. No fuss, but one hell of a lot of muss.' ' 

Satisfied, Douglas nodded. He had been planning this step 
lor several months, knowing it would be necessary for him 
to disappear without a trace. He had found a member of 
l .iberty's Torch who was his equal in size and build, an ex
pundable member who would play the role of Taylor Doug
Ins' s corpse. This afternoon, when he triggered the bomb in 
hi s mansion, the world would assume him dead. 

He would live in the underground complex where no one 
would find him, until such time as more of his ultimate plans 
hud come to fruition. It was unfortunate, perhaps, that a loyal 
ntember of Liberty's Torch would have to die, but they were 
111 a war and, in a war, there are always casualties. 

He would miss the mansion, though. 
He had ensured· that he would have enough to live on and 

Liberty' s Torch would have sufficient operating funds . He 
hnd changed the beneficiary on his insurance policies-both 
pursonal and on the house-to a trust fund he had established 
to cover the militia's expenses. When he died, when his 
house was a smoldering ruin, the trust would receive millions 
In insurance benefits. 

Over the past several months, Douglas had also sold off 
tnost of his remaining assets, converting them to cash and 
f( ' 1ld so that his holdings were extremely liquid. He espe
l'i nlly enjoyed this part: he would have plenty of operating 
1 npital while having made certain that very little remained 
lor his ex-wife to claim or which the government could at
Inch for estate taxes. Oh, his wife could still make her claim, 
the government could still attempt to attach, but they would 
he fighting over next to nothing. 

Douglas stood and donned his judge's robe. "Excellent," 
ht: said, almost hissing out the word, as he slipped the 
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shroud-like garment of executioner's-black cloth over his 
head. 

"General, not everyone is gonna be convinced you're 
dead. It ain't like coming back from the dead is unheard of. 
How many times is it for Dr. Doom now, fifty-seven and 
counting? My point being, sooner or later, someone's gonna 
come lookin' for you. You sure no one will be able to find 
this base?" 

Douglas adjusted the lie of his judicial robe·, so it was flat 
and wouldn't bunch up on him. "Colonel, after Tony Stark 
stopped manufacturing weapons · systems, I became one of 
the chief suppliers to the government and to S.H.l.E.L.D. It 
was one of my companies that designed the very detection 
devices they would use against us, as well as the shielding 
mechanisms the government employs to protect itself from 
screening by enemy powers. I know what they'll be using 
against us and I know exactly how to counter it. No one will 
ever find this base. Now, shall we resume the trial?" he 
asked, waiting impatiently for the colonel to open the door 
for him. 

"Your Honor, the prosecution has no further witnesses," 
Hugh Semper said on cue. 

Douglas looked down at Gruenwald. "Does counsel for 
the defense wish to call any witnesses?" 

''Will the court grant a continuance so that I can secure 
the testimony of such witnesses?" Gruenwald asked flatly. 
He already knew what Douglas's answer would be; he was 
simply going through the motions as per his and Cap's plan. 

''This court does not see how the testimony of any de
fense witness could nullify the overwhelming evidence pre
sented by the prosecution . That being the case, this court sees 
no reason to further delay these proceedings.'' 

"I figured you would say that," Gruenwald responded, as 
flatly as he had spoken before. Then he smiled broadly; time 
to throw the complacent Taylor Douglas a significant curve. 
"In that case, the defense calls Captain America." 
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. The courtroom quickly filled with whispers, 11 1-1 tlu pUtl'l 
In the gallery exclaimed their stlrprise. Even Taylut ''"" 1~ 1 11 
autdibly gasped. The judge recovered quickly, hOW\'Vn , lliiol 

hUllged liis gavel for silence. 
.. .. I confess I am pleasantly surprised your client will It 
Ill~, counselor," Douglas said. "Although I am plcastd thr 
iut' y will be able to hear Capt.,in America's guilt froua hi l'l 
OW/n lips, I had been led to beli~ve he did not recognize thi N 
co-..,rt's jurisdiction over him." 

"Habeas corpus, Your HonPr," Gruenwald said mattn 
of~ factly, aJ.) ear-to-ear grin on his face. Seeing the tightly 
GOHtrolled Douglas lose himseLf that way had been one of 
too few satisfying moments in ttJ:lis kangaroo court. "He who 
holds the body obviously has ~orne jurisdiction over it , 110 
"''ltter how much that jurisdicti~n might be disputed. As fo• 
Ill)' client admitting his guilt, I believe we may just be uhk 
to N~rprise you a second time t]'Jis morning." 

A.s Gruenwald stood to begi:n his direct examination, lw 
ht:Hrd someone behind him muttJ:er, "That lawyer thinks lw's 
NO Nruart." 

'':Don't worry," came a mlJlffled reply. "He ain't in a 
t'OIII'ttroom with the rest of his kind. Now he's facing real 
Aruc:ricans. We'll see how smarfl he is." 

/(~w enlightening, GruenwaJI.d thought. I thought Nea11 
tlt•Jt/1fal man died out millennia . ago. 

I ilfllenwald turned his attenti1on to the front of the court 
•oou•. While he had been listerning to the two men bchi11d 
hit11 , the bailiff had administerecd the outmoded oath to Cap 
tui11 tA.merica and Cap had moveed into the witness box. 

lbe Captain stood straight m;nd tall in the box. 
· ~ou may take your seat," Douglas said looking dowu 

•t l'ttaptain America with undisg1;uised malignity. 
[I prefer to stand, thank you~·" 
Wery well. Counselor, you 1 may proceed." 
EPlease state your name for 1 the record." 
Captain America.'' 
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''Make sure Fairchild understands the impmtance jurors 
play in our system of jurisprudence. We wouldn't want any
one shirking his duty, would we?" 

"No, sir. I can personally guarantee old Sherman will 
deliver on all of his obligations." 

Douglas leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers, then 
tapped his fingertips together rhythmically. He stared at 
Paris, his eyes still cold and now partially closed for empha
sis. He said nothing, just stare~ until Paris felt uncomfortable 
and shifted his position in his own chair. It was only then 
that Douglas finally spoke again. 

"Very good, Colonel. Inform the guards that we want 
them positioned closer to the defense table today and not 
back by the door. After the verdict comes in, I expect things 
will have to move quickly if we wish to avoid any outbursts. 
The closer they are to the defendant, the better. You should 
also instruct them to be in their actual uniforms. When we 
carry out the court's sentence on the defendant, it must be 
done properly, with full uniforms and military ceremony. 
Captain America may be a traitor, but he was once a soldier 
who served our country proudly and honorably. As such, he 
shall be treated with respect in his final moments.'' 

"Yes, sir." 
Douglas looked at Semper and dismissed him with the 

advisory that the proceedings would resume shortly. The 
prosecutor left to make his preparations. After Semper had 
gone, Douglas looked back at his second-in-command. 

"And the other matters, Colonel?" 
"Both taken care of, sir. That poor sap you selected?" 

Paris brought his hands up, imitating the motion of a sticl5. 
being snapped between them. "Hell, they say most serious 
accidents happen around the home, if you know what I 
mean.'' 

"And you left him where, Colonel?" 
"Where you said. In the armory." 
"And the dental records?" 
"You know, General, I think you ought to know by now 
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that you can trust me to do the job right. I swi tched your 
l'ccords for those of our boy, just like you wanted. When the 
bomb goes off, it's gonna look like you was workin ' on 
something that blew up in your face and took you out like 
last week's garbage. No fuss, but one hell of a lot of muss.'' 

Satisfied, Douglas nodded. He had been planning this step 
for several months, knowing it would be necessary for him 
lo disappear without a trace. He had found a member of 
l .iberty's Torch who was his equal in size and build, an ex
pendable member who would play the role of Taylor Doug
Ins's corpse. This afternoon, when he triggered the bomb in 
his mansion, the world would assume him dead. 

He would live in the underground complex where no one 
would find him, until such time as more of his ultimate plans 
hud come to fruition. It was unfortunate, perhaps, that a loyal 
111ember of Liberty's Torch would have to die, but they were 
111 a war and, in a war, there are always casualties. 

He would miss the mansion, though. 
He had ensured· that he would have enough to live on and 

Li berty' s Torch would have sufficient operating funds. He 
had changed the beneficiary on his insurance policies-both 
per~onal and on the house-to a trust fund he had established 
lo cover the militia's expenses. When he died, when his 
house was a smoldering ruin, the trust would receive millions 
111 insurance benefits. 

Over the past several months, Douglas had also sold off 
111ost of his remaining assets, converting them to cash and 
f:1 ,)d so that his holdings were extremely liquid. He espe
' ln lly enjoyed this part: he would have plenty of operating 
1 npital while having made certain that very little remained 
l1 )J' his ex-wife to claim or which the government could at
Inch for estate taxes. Oh, his wife could still make her claim, 
IIH· government could still attempt to attach, but they would 
lw lighting over next to nothing. 

Douglas stood and donned his judge's robe. "Excellent," 
Ill' said, almost hissing out the word, as he slipped the 
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shroud-like garment of executioner's-black cloth over his 
head. 

"General, not everyone is gonna be convinced you're 
dead. It ain't like corning back from the dead is unheard of. 
How many times is it for Dr. Doom now, fifty-seven and 
counting? My point being, sooner or later, someone's gonna 
come lookin' for you. You sure no one will be able to find 
this base?" 

Douglas adjusted the lie of his judicial robe, so it was flat 
and wouldn't bunch up on him. "Colonel, after Tony Stark 
stopped manufacturing weapons ' systems, I became one of 
the chief suppliers to the government and to S.H.l.E.L.D. It 
was one of my companies that designed the very detection 
devices they would use against us, as well as the shielding 
mechanisms the government employs to protect itself from 
screening by enemy powers. I know what they'll be using 
against us and I know exactly how to counter it. No one will 
ever find this base. Now, shall we resume the trial?'' he 
asked, waiting impatiently for the colonel to open the door 
for him. 

"Your Honor, the prosecution has no further witnesses," 
Hugh Semper said on cue. 

Douglas looked down at Gruenwald. ' 'Does counsel for 
the defense wish to call any witnesses?" 

' 'Will the court grant a continuance so that I can secure 
the testimony of such witnesses?" Gruenwald asked flatly. 
He already knew what Douglas's answer would be; he was 
simply going through the motions as per his and Cap's plan. 

''This court does not see how the testimony of any de
fense witness could nullify the overwhelming evidence pre
sented by the prosecution. That being the case, this court sees 
no reason to further delay these proceedings.'' 

"I figured you would say that," Gruenwald responded, as 
flatly as he had spoken before. Then he smiled broadly; time 
to throw the complacent Taylor Douglas a significant curve. 
"In that case, the defense calls Captain America." 
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The courtroom quickly filled with whispers, as the Pl'Oplt• 
in the gallery exclaimed their surprise. Even Taylor Douglns 
nudibly gasped. The judge recovered quickly, however, and 
hanged liis gavel for silence. 

"I confess I am pleasantly surprised your client will tes
tify, counselor," Douglas said. "Although I am pleased the 
jury will be able to hear Captain America's guilt from his 
own lips, I had been led to believe he did not recognize this 
1 ~omt' s jurisdiction over him." 

"Habeas corpus, Your Honor," Gruenwald said matter
of-factly, ai) ear-to-ear grin on his face . Seeing the tightly 
t'ontrolled Douglas lose himself that way had been one of 
loo few satisfying moments in this kangaroo court. "He who 
holds the body obviously has some jurisdiction over it, no 
111nller how much that jurisdiction might be disputed. As for 
111y client admitting his guilt, I believe we may just be able 
lo surprise you a second time this morning." 

As Gruenwald stood to begin his direct examination, he 
lil'nrd someone behind him mutter, "That lawyer thinks he's 
o smart." 

" Don't worry," came a muffled reply. "He ain't in a 
•ourtroom with the rest of his kind. Now he's facing real 
A mcricans. We' 11 see how smart he is." 

/low enlightening, Gruenwald thought. I thought Nean
,f,•!tltal man died out millennia ago. 

< lruenwald turned his attention to the front of the court
t•ullll. While he had been listening to the two men behind 
lilni , the bailiff had administered the outmoded oath to Cap
Illi II America and Cap had moved into the witness box. 

The Captain stood straight and tall in the box. 
" You may take your seat," Douglas said looking down 

•H I 'l tptain America with undisguised malignity. 
" I prefer to stand, thank you." 
' Very well. Counselor, you may proceed." 

" l'lease state your name for the record." 
' 'c :aptain America.'' 
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shroud-like garment of executioner's-black cloth over his 
head. 

"General, not everyone is gonna be convinced you're 
dead. It ain't like coming back from the dead is unheard of. 
How many times is it for Dr. Doom riow, fifty-seven and 
counting? My point being, sooner or later, someone's gonna 
come lookin ' for you. You sure no one will be able to find 
this base?" 

Douglas adjusted the lie of his judicial robe, so it was flat 
and wouldn't bunch up on him. "Colonel, after Tony Stark 
stopped manufacturing weapons· systems, I became one of 
the chief suppliers to the government and to S.H.l.E.L.D. It 
was one of my companies that designed the very detection 
devices they would use against us, as well as the shielding 
mechanisms the government employs to protect itself from 
screening by enemy powers. I know what they'll be using 
against us and I know exactly how to counter it. No one will 
ever find this base. Now, shall we resume the trial?" he 
asked, waiting impatiently for the colonel to open the door 
for him. 

"Your Honor, the prosecution has no further witnesses," 
Hugh Semper said on cue. 

Douglas looked down at Gruenwald. "Does counsel for 
the defense wish to call any witnesses?'' 

''Will the court grant a continuance so that I can secure 
the testimony of such witnesses?" Gruenwald asked flatly. 
He already knew what Douglas's answer would be; he was 
simply going through the motions as per his and Cap's plan. 

''This court does not see how the testimony of any de
fense witness could nullify the overwhelming evidence pre
sented by the prosecution. That being the case, this court sees 
no reason to further delay these proceedings.'' 

"I figured you would say that," Gruenwald responded, as 
flatly as he had spoken before. Then he smiled broadly; time 
to throw the complacent Taylor Douglas a significant curve. 
''In that case, the defense calls Captain America.'' 

218 

LIBERTY'S TORCH 

The courtroom quickly filled with whispers, as the people 
in the gallery exclaimed their surprise. Even Taylor Douglas 
audibly gasped. The judge recovered quickly, however, and 
banged liis gavel for silence. 

''I confess I am pleasantly surprised your client will tes
tify, counselor," Douglas said. "Although I am pleased the 
jury will be able to hear Captain America's guilt from his 
own lips, I had been led to believe he did not recognize this 
court's jurisdiction over him." 

"Habeas corpus, Your Honor," Gruenwald said matter
of-factly, ai) ear-to-ear grin on his face. Seeing the tightly 
controlled Douglas lose himself that way had been one of 
too few satisfying moments in this kangaroo court. ' 'He who 
holds the body obviously has some jurisdiction over it, no 
matter how much that jurisdiction might be disputed. As for 
my client admitting his guilt, I believe we may just be able 
to surprise you a second time this morning." 

As Gruenwald stood to begin his direct examination, he 
heard someone behind him mutter, "That lawyer thinks he's 
so smart.' ' 

"Don't worry," came a muffled reply. "He ain't in a 
courtroom with the rest of his kind. Now he's facing real 
Americans. We'll see how smart he is." 

How enlightening, Gruenwald thought. l thought Nean
derthal man died out millennia ago. 

Gruenwald turned his attention to the front of the court
room. While he had been listening to the two men behind 
him, the bailiff had administered the outmoded oath to Cap
tain America and Cap had moved into the witness box. 

The Captain stood straight and tall in the box. 
"You may take your seat," Douglas said looking down 

at Captain America with undisguised malignity. 
"I prefer to stand, thank you." 
"Very well. Counselor, you may proceed." 
"Please state your name for the record." 
"Captain America." 
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"Objection," Semper said, rising to his feet. "The wit
ness should give his real name." 

Before Douglas cm,Ild say anything, Gruenwald responded 
to his opponent's barb. "I believe this trial is supposed to 
determine the 'real name' of my client. It would seem that, 
for the purposes of these proceedings, 'Captain America' 
would be all the name you would need. Or want," he added 
under his .breath. 

"The objection is overruled," Douglas said. " In the fu
ture, counselor, it is not necessary for you to speak before I 
rule on an objection. Unless, of course, you are attempting 
to show contempt for this court." 

God save me from the easy ones, Gruenwald thought. 

Norman Paris had watched attentively as Captain America 
was sworn in. He had expected Captain America to testify
was, in fact, looking forward to it. Here's where those two 
get some of what they deserve, he thought. He wanted to 
enjoy the proceedings, but knew he couldn't simply sit back 
and watch. He had to keep an eye on Sherman Fairchild next 
to him, had to make sure none of Captain America's lies 
snuck a nerve with the old geezer. 

"You have been charged with treason, Captain. How do 
you feel about these charges?" Gruenwald asked. 

"They're laughable," the Captain said, even as Semper 
vaulted to his feet to voice his objection. 

''Sustained.'' 
That's one, Paris thought, a smug look of satisfaction on 

his face. He turned toward Fairchild and saw with equal sat
isfaction that the exchange hadn't appeared to have any ef-
fect on the elderly militiaman. · 

Good for you, Semper. Keep them lies comin' from Flag
Boy and I won't have to worry whether Sherm is buying into 
them. Still, a little positive reinforcement couldn't hurt none. 

"See that, Sherm," Paris whispered to the older man. 
"He's gonna try to lie, but our boy Semper is gonna catch 
him in it every time." 
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Paris placed his beefy hand on the man's shoulder and 
pressed down just hard enough to make Fairchild wince. It 
was a reminder of where they were and what was expected 
of them. 

"Do you think of yourself as some sort of a national 
symbol, as someone who is supposed to fight America's bat
tles for her?'' Gruenwald asked his client. 

''Objection.'' 
"Sustained." 
"Are you saying I can't answer the question?" Captain 

America asked Douglas. 
"The objection has been sustained. The answer is irrele-

vant," Douglas snapped. "Move on." 
"Do you believe the government acts through you?" 
''Objection. Irrelevant.'' 
''Sustained.'' 
"Do you approve of everything the government does?" 
''The objection is sustained," Douglas said before Sem-

per could even voice the objection. 
With each word Semper and Douglas said, Paris smiled 

and said, "Good," in a voice just loud enough for Fairchild 
lo hear. He emphasized each utterance by hitting his fist 
against his own leg, the leg next to Fairchild. He didn't hit 
his leg hard enough for it to hurt, but in an obvious enough 
manner for Fairchild to see him do it and understand the 
intent behind the action. 

Behind them, John Richards had also watched Captain 
America closely. Unlike Douglas and Paris, he wanted to 
hear the Captain's answers. He was interested in what the 
man might say, certain he could see through any lies in the 
man's answers. Why, he wondered, didn't they just let him 
answer the questions? 

He also wished Colonel Paris would leave Fairchild alone. 
He knew, when it came to it, that Fairchild would do the 
right thing. But Sherm was an old guy who looked more and 
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more ashen with every reminder. If Paris wasn't careful, he'd 
give Fairchild a heart attack right there in the jury box. 

"Sir, do you consider yourself a traitor?" Gruenwald 
asked. He didn't even get to finish the word traitor before 
Semper gave his expected reply. 

"Objection. Objection! Objection!" Semper was scream
ing by the time he voiced his third objection and flecks of 
spittle actually flew from his mouth. 

"Sustained," Douglas barked from the bench. "Coun
selor, your repeated attempts to inject irrelevancies into these 
proceedings have grown tiresome. Either move on or take 
your seat!" 

"Very well," Gruenwald said. He looked at Captain 
America and the Captain smiled back in return. Not a ques
tion he had asked had been allowed, not an answer had been 
permitted. Both Gruenwald and the Captain felt they had 
made their point. 

"If it pleases the bench," Gruenwald said, "and I'm sure 
it does,'' he added, the sarcasm in his tone unmistakable, ''I 
have no further questions for my client." 

Semper sprang to his feet. Captain America, in response, 
sat down in the witness box for the first time, as if to show 
his utter lack of regard for the prosecutor. Semper fumed at 
the gesture. He turned his back on the Captain and fiddled 
with the buttons on his suit coat. Gruenwald tried not to grin, 
as that was the first thing law school taught you not to do in 
a courtroom. Then, Semper looked at the spectators sitting 
behind him. Without turning, he swept his arm back and 
pointed at the costumed figure in the witness stand. 

"Watch this," he whispered contemptuously and was re
warded by the hyena-like grins of his audience. 

''Go get him, boy,'' one of the men said. Gruenwald 
rolled his eyes. 

Semper walked slowly toward the witness stand, still say
ing nothing. Before him was everything he despised-the 
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complacent, self-satisfied federal government all rolled up 
into this one man. He would face this traitor and challenge 
him, his pointed questions devastating the hated foe on this, 
Semper's chosen battlefield. And, in doing so, Semper would 
raise his own stake in the future of the new America that 
Liberty's Torch would build. 

Semper strode determinedly toward the seated Captain 
America, a dream of glory manifesting itself on his face with 
a contemptuous sneer for the defendant. He opened his 
mouth to ask his first withering question. 

And said nothing. 
From behind his mask, the Captain's eyes burned. They 

seemed to stare not at Semper, but through him, boring twin 
holes in the back of the man's head. In that moment, it 
seemed as if every vile thought within the prosecutor's mind 
was escaping, like air hissing from a punctured balloon. The 
steel-blue eyes of Captain America blazed with the fire of 
Liberty herself and burned Semper to the very core of his 
soul. 

Semper felt his knees buckle, tum to water beneath him. 
He whirled from the stand and shuffled timidly back to his 
table. He never raised his eyes from the courtroom floor and 
he never looked back at the witness. 

"I have no questions," he said. 
"What?" Norman Paris screamed and jumped to his feet. 
Semper did not stop at his table but continued walking, a 

little faster now, up the center aisle toward the rear doors. 
Without waiting for permission from the bench, Captain 

America rose from the witness stand and walked back to the 
defense table. Semper could hear the sound of the beavy 
shackles around his ankles dragging against the hardwood 
floor even above the tumult exploding in the courtroom 
around him. 

Semper also heard Taylor Douglas smash his gavel down 
onto the bench. ''Court is adjourned for twenty minutes. Mr. 
Prosecutor," he added in the deadliest tone Semper had ever 
heard him use. The prosecutor froze in his tracks, inches 
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away from the rear doors. ''I will see you in my chambers 
immediately!" Then he turned to the armed guards and 
shouted, ''I want this court cleared during the recess. 
Cleared!" 

Douglas stormed out of the rear doors, brushing past Sem
per and heading down the corridor to his office. The heavy 
sounds of his footfalls echoed loudly off the walls of the 
empty hallway and drowned out the chaos in his courtroom. 

He entered his office, sat behind his desk, and looked up 
at the tattered flag hanging on the wall before him-drinking 
in its power. He waited with only his breathing piercing the 
silence of his chambers. 

The knock on his door was timorous. "Enter," he said in 
as formal as tone as his rage would allow 

Hugh Semper pushed open the door slowly and obeyed 
the order given him, still stooped and cowering, exactly as 
he had in the courtroom. Douglas watched him enter and did 
not motion toward the chair. Semper stood in front of the 
desk, his knees weak, his arms hanging limply at his sides. 
He did not look at Douglas, could not raise his head. It was 
as if the muscles in his neck and spine had disappeared. 

"What was tliat?" Douglas asked slowly, deliberately, 
drawing out every word so that each was spoken as if it were, 
in itself, a separate sentence. 

"I, ah, that is, er, I didn't feel that I, ah- needed to cross
examine him," Semper said in a whispered stammer that 
sounded for all the world like the helpless tone of a child 
caught with his hand in the cookie jar. ''Our case against 
him was strong and you, uh, you did say you wanted the 
trial over soon. So, I decided not to cross-examine him.'' 

Douglas said nothing. He leaned forward in his chair, his 
elbows on the arm rests and his fingers steepled, and said 
nothing. He looked at Semper without blinking, communi
cating every iota of the loathing he felt for the weak thing 
that cowered before him. Douglas stared at Semper until the 
prosecutor finally lifted his head to look at Douglas. 
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As soon as their eyes met, Douglas locked his gaze on 
Semper. The prosecutor could not look away. 

" You would add lies to your cowardice?" Douglas asked. 
Semper did not answer. 
"Cowardice in battle is a court-martial offense, Mr. Sem

pt;r. There is no doubt of your guilt and this court finds you 
, uilty. Sentence to be carried out immediately." 

Douglas raised a military-issue forty-five-caliber auto
matic equipped with a silencer and shot Semper one time, 
directly in the forehead. 

Semper fell to the floor, dead instantly. 
Douglas did not so much as glance at the body in front 

of him. As he removed his judge's robe and placed the 
weapon in a shoulder holster under his suit coat, he studied 
George Washington's flag. After a moment, he activated a 
hidden door in the paneling behind him to reveal an elevator. 

He rode the elevator to the surface of the compound, 
where he stood and looked in the direction of his house. He 
pulled a remote detonator from his pocket and activated it 
even as he cursed Captain America with his every thought. 

A bright orange-red fireball launched itself into the heav
ens with a roai:. Douglas, still shaking with rage, watched it 
and knew it signaled that the last tie to his old life was gone. 
He could do nothing from this point but go forward. 

He rode the elevator back down to his office. He walked 
to the outer door, taking care to step over Semper's body 
instead of going around it. As he walked down the empty 
corridor and back to the courtroom, he readied himself for 
Lhe battle. 

It starts now, Captain America, he thought to himself, the 
destruction of your masters and my rise to power. And it 
starts with your death. 
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II aylor Douglas made one brief stop on his way back to 
the courtroom, a fast visit to the Liberty's Torch com
munications room. Although the room itself was large, 

with both equipment and space enough for three men, there 
was only one man on duty there. 

"Corporal, are the intruders still out there?" Douglas 
asked the man. The corporal sat up straight, coming to at
tention in his chair, and put his hand to his radio earphone, 
as if to hear it better. 

"We haven't received any recent reports, sir. The last 
repmt was that they were being allowed to explore our pe
rimeter as per your order.'' 

"How about our usual watchers? Has there been any ac
tivity from the FBI?'' 

"No, sir. As the general predicted, the enemy observers 
appear to be waiting to hear from the Falcon and are not 
taking any initiatives of their own.'' 

''Excellent,'' Douglas said and resumed his walk back to 
the courtroom. With Captain America's trial distracting the 
people on one hand and the Falcon diverting the authorities 
on the other, no one suspected the Torch's true objective. 
All was going exactly as Douglas planned. Captain America 
would continue doing exactly what Douglas wanted. The 
Falcon and this Barry person would continue doing exactly 
what Douglas wanted. If he had any complaint, it was that 
everything was almost too easy. 

Still, that was to be expected. In the face of his superior 
planning, how else could it be? 

"I don't like it," Phillip Barry growled. 
He looked one more time at the papers that had spilled 

from the manila envelope addressed to him and the Falcon. 
Page after page of printouts that purported to be from the 
Liberty's Torch computer and which detailed many of the 
militia group's secrets: th:e entrance to its hidden base; 
the number of guards patrolling the base; an actual map of 
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the underground Torch compound. All they were missing, 
Barry mused, was the Torch secret handshake and their din
ncr menu. All this with nary a word of explanation as to who 
the papers were from or how their mysterious benefactor had 
gotten them into their hands. 

Barry didn't have to believe in a third gunman or the 
grassy knoll to suspect the veracity of these documents. He 
w nsidered the possibility that they were bait for a !fap to be 
very high. And, if the maps leading them right to the Torch's 
front and back doors weren't enough to make him suspicious, 
the rest of the package put the whole thing way over the top. 

The Falcon had told Barry how everyone involved in this 
ease had agreed with Captain America's assessment that the 
Torch raids were a front designed to raise money to finance 
the militia's true objective. The second set of papers in the 
envelope revealed what that objective was. 

According to those papers, which appeared to be printouts 
from the personal journal of Taylor Douglas, there were mil
itary games being held later today in some woodlands one 
hundred miles to the south. These weren't ordinary war 
games, however, but part of a planned series of United 
Nations training exercises. 

The world, to be sure, was an unsettled place: political 
hot spots, border wars, human rights violations, and more. 
Already, while diplomats worked on negotiations, UN peace
keeping forces patrolled many of these areas in the hope of 
keeping bad situations from becoming worse. At the same 
lime, growing troubles in several South American nations 
und in Eastern Europe threatened to increase dramatically the 
ueed for such forces . 

The UN found it necessary to train its troops for the dual 
purposes of patrolling to preserve the peace and fighting, 
Nhould hostilities break out around them. The United States 
government had offered its country for this training. Virtually 
nny type of ecological environment, from deserts to moun
tains to tropical rain forest, could be found on American soil. 
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No matter what conditions were required, those conditions 
could be found here. 

One such training mission was taking place in the forests 
of upstate New York. It was to be a series of mock encoun
ters between armies made up of soldiers from virtually every 
member nation of the UN. 

Liberty's Torch had learned of the exercises. The words 
Taylor Douglas wrote about the UN peace-keeping forces 
were filled with hate. These forces were exactly what he and 
his followers feared, seeing them as the first step toward the 
formation of the one world government Douglas was sure 
was coming. A global domination plan in which the United 
States would play but a subservient part, instead of the lead. 
Nothing could be a more tempting target. It was, as Douglas 
phrased it, where they would draw the line-in the blood of 
their enemies. 

The journal entries detailed a plan by which the Torch 
would launch a strike at the convoy of trucks transporting 
the troops and their commanders to the games. The instru
ment of their wrath would be a Cobra assault helicopter, 
armed with a full compliment of TOW air-to-ground mis
siles. Many of these foreign invaders would die and, in the 
aftermath, fingers would be pointed, accusations made, and 
confidences shattered. Ultimately, no nation would fully trust 
any of the other nations, and all of them would be wary of 
future offers of American aid. 

"This reeks of divide-and-conquer, wings," was Barry's 
quick assessment of the information. ''They get you zooming 
off to stop this supposed helicopter attack, while I infiltrate 
their compound on my own. That way neither one of us has 
any backup and it's that much easier for them to pick us 
off." 

"You think I don't realize that?" the Falcon replied. 
"Hey, I don't like the smell of this any better than you do. 
Especially that part about the Torch having a Cobra.'' 

"Actually, that's one of the few things in these papers 
that rings true. There's about two dozen privately owned Co-
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hrus in the U.S. alone-that I know of- and that's not count
lug the ones Uncle Sammy has sold to our pals around the 
world. Douglas was a weapons tycoon. If anybody would be 
rhlc to get their hands on a Cobra, it would be him.'' 

" You' re full of happy thoughts today, aren't you?" the 
Falcon muttered, then continued: "Okay, this could be a trap. 
I k.now that. But, something inside me tells me it isn't. I 
l'nn't explain it. I just have a gut feeling this is for real. And 
t•vcn if I didn't have this feeling, the bottom line is, real or 
uot, I can't ignore it. If this is straight up, then I'm probably 
the only chance those solders have got. I can't stand by and 
k t them get slaughtered.'' 

" I don't care about any of that," Barry protested. "I don' t 
eare about might-bes and what-ifs. Our mission is to rescue 
< 'uptain America and get out alive. And- Ah, hell.'' Barry 
~ pat out the curse in sheer exasperation. He knew that the 
l.'ulcon was right. Hell, if he was the ones with the wings, 
llr 'd be doing the same thing himself. He watched his friend 
l. tkc to the skies and shouted up to him. 

" Be careful, wings. You' re heading for mean skies." 
The Falcon called back, "You, too, big guy. You won't 

t•xnctly be meeting the welcome wagon yourself." 
Barry craned his neck up, watching the Falcon disappear 

luto the early morning sky. Then he collected the papers and 
•nrcfully checked his rifle. " Big Roger on that, wings," he 
"'lid to the now-empty sky above. 

Because he would need his hands free to carry the maps, 
lw slung the rifle over his shoulder. As he did, he patted its 
lock almost affectionately and said, "Come on, Betsy, let's 

I'll make us some new friends." 
Barry picked up the maps and started limping in the di

tt'l' tion that would take him to the Liberty's Torch compound 
wd its first guard outpost. He muttered under his breath as 
lit walked, berating himself for actually being fool enough 
to l'ollow the maps. Still, even as the Falcon had to do what 
I Itt papers required of him, so did he. A good man was being 
lit ld somewhere in that compound-a man worth two of him 
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No matter what conditions were required, those conditions 
could be found here. 

One such training mission was taking place in the forests 
of upstate New York. It was to be a series of mock encoun
ters between armies made up of soldiers from virtually every 
member nation of the UN. 

Liberty's Torch had learned of the exercises. The words 
Taylor Douglas wrote about the UN peace-keeping forces 
were filled with hate. These forces were exactly what he and 
his followers feared, seeing them as the first step toward the 
formation of the one world government Douglas was sure 
was corning. A global domination plan in which the United 
States would play but a subservient part, instead of the lead. 
Nothing could be a more tempting target. It was, as Douglas 
phrased it, where they would draw the line..,-in the blood of 
their enemies. 

The journal entries detailed a plan by which the Torch 
would launch a strike at the convoy of trucks transporting 
the troops and their commanders to the games. The instru
ment of their wrath would be a Cobra assault helicopter, 
armed with a full compliment of TOW air-to-ground mis
siles. Many of these foreign invaders would die and, in the 
aftermath, fingers would be pointed, accusations made, and 
confidences shattered. Ultimately, no nation would fully trust 
any of the other nations, and all of them would be wary of 
future offers of American aid. 

"This reeks of divide-and-conquer, wings," was Barry's 
quick assessment of the information. "They get you zooming 
off to stop this supposed helicopter attack, while I infiltrate 
their compound on my own. That way neither one of us has 
any backup and it's that much easier for them to pick us 
off.'' 

"You think I don't realize that?" the Falcon replied. 
"Hey, I don't like the smell of this any better than you do. 
Especially that part about the Torch having a Cobra.'' 

"Actually, that's one of the few things in these papers 
that rings true. There's about two dozen privately owned Co-
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bras in the U.S. alone-that I know of-and that's not count
ing the ones Uncle Sammy has sold to our pals around the 
world. Douglas was a weapons tycoon. If anybody would be · 
able to get their hands on a Cobra, it would be him.'' 

"You're full of happy thoughts today, aren't you?" the 
Falcon muttered, then continued: ''Okay, this could be a trap. 
I know that. But, something inside me tells me it isn't. I 
can't explain it. I just have a gut feeling this is for real. And 
even if I didn't have this feeling, the bottom line is, real or 
not, I can't ignore it. If this is straight up, then I'm probably 
the only chance those solders have got. I can't stand by and 
Jet them get slaughtered.'' 

"I don't care about any of that," Barry protested. "I don't 
care about might-bes and what-ifs. Our mission is to rescue 
Captain America and get out alive. And- Ah, hell." Barry 
spat out the curse in sheer exasperation. He knew that the 
Falcon was right. Hell, if he was the ones with the wings, 
he'd be doing the same thing himself. He watched his friend 
take to the skies and shouted up to him. 

"Be careful, wings. You're heading for mean skies." 
The Falcon called back, "You, too, big guy. You won't 

exactly be meeting the welcome wagon yourself." 
Barry craned his neck up, watching the Falcon disappear 

into the early morning sky. Then he collected the papers and 
carefully checked his rifle. "Big Roger on that, wings," he 
said to the now-empty sky above. 

Because he would need his hands free to carry the maps, 
he slung the rifle over his shoulder. As he did, he patted its 
stock almost affectionately and said, "Come on, Betsy, let's 
go make us some new friends.'' 

Bany picked up the maps and started limping in the di
rection that would take him to the Liberty's Torch compound 
and its first guard outpost. He muttered under his breath as 
be walked, berating himself for actually being fool enough 
to follow the maps. Still, even as the Falcon had to do what 
the papers required of him, so did he. A good man was being 
held somewhere in that compound-a man worth two of him 
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and at least a hundred of the guys holding him. Barry was go
ing to get that man out. No might-bes or what-ifs about it. 

He moved carefully through the woods, taking great pains 
not to rustle the underbrush or make any noise. Still, his 
injured leg dragged ever so slightly behind him, leaving a 
trail-like line in the ground. Every few minutes, a drop of 
blood from his unhealed wound would break the line. He 
kept going. 

The attack was set to go down in minutes. There was no 
time for the Falcon to contact anyone about the strike. The 
signal of his Avengers comm card wasn't strong enough to 
carry all the way to Agents Mack and Hattori; he couldn't 
warn the FBI. He had no idea what frequency the convoy of 
trucks was using and didn't have time to try all the possi
bilities before death rained on them from the skies; he 
couldn't warn the troops. 

So he flew. 
As fast as the turbines on his wings would carry him 

without him passing out, he flew. He flew above the treetops 
so he could ·fly in a straight line toward the convoy, hoping 
he was high enough that he would be able to see either the 
convoy or any ambush that he was being led into. 

The minutes stretched out like hours as he scanned the 
ground below him looking for any trace of the convoy. He 
saw none. The sun was beginning to appear over the treetops, 
which would, he hoped, make his task easier. At least now 
he wouldn't have to be searching in the dark. He still saw 
nothing. 

Sam felt a headache forming in the tense muscles at the 
base of his neck and was almost ready to agree that Barry's 
pessimism had been dead on, when he saw it. 

The helicopter was coming in from the opposite direction. 
It was keeping the sun at its back, but it was heading toward 
the same coordinates as the Falcon. Even as far away as he 
was, the Falcon recognized the chopper' s silhouette as that 
of an AH-1 S Cobra. 
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He took a deep breath and increased his speed. Although 
his wings could reach a top speed of one hundred and forty 
miles per hour, he rarely pushed the limit. Any quicker and 
he risked moving faster than he could breathe. Prolonged 
travel at top speed could actually cause him to black out. But 
he had no other choice. 

The Cobra was closer to its target then he was. He knew 
the helicopter's top speed was one hundred and twenty-three 
knots per second when loaded with a full complement of 
TOW missiles, about half of his own ultimate capability. But 
the Cobra didn't have to reach its goal. It could fire and guide 
its deadly cargo from as many as two and a half miles away, 
with the missiles hitting only twenty-two seconds later. The 
only chance he had of intercepting the Cobra before it came 
within range of the troop convoy was for him to pour it on. 

He altered his course, now moving on a diagonal calcu
lated to intercept the Cobra as it traveled on its flight path 
toward the convoy. As he flew, he kept an eye out for the 
convoy, all the while feeling the cold morning air beat 
against his face and arms, giving him wind burn. 

Thirty seconds passed. The Cobra was larger now, but still 
so far away. Forty-five seconds. To his right and below, the 
Falcon could see dust rising. He suspected it was the troop 
convoy. At fifty-five seconds, he was close enough to con
firm his suspicion. The trucks were moving along an unpaved 
road in a clearing that snaked between the trees below him. 

At sixty seconds, he was close enough to the helicopter 
that he could see, underneath its stubby wings, the tubes from 
which the missiles would be launched. He pressed on. At 
eighty seconds, he felt his lungs start to pound within his 
chest, complaining they were empty. He ignored them and 
continued toward the interception point. 

He flew as the pounding of his lungs became more insis
tent. He felt the muscles of his neck start to contract spas
modically, the body's method of forcing him to open his 
mouth and breathe. 

He flew. 
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And was too late. 
Even as he reached the interception point, the Cobra 

launched the first of its payload. The Falcon opened his 
mouth and didn't even have enough air to scream as the 
TOW's flight motor kicked in and propelled it at more than 
four hundred miles per hour. He would never be able to 
intercept the missile before it shredded the convoy below. 
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lfhe heavy iron manacles around Captain America's an
kles dragged noisily against the floor as he and Gruen
wald were pushed down the corridor to the courtroom. 

The guards-there were now four of them-didn't care that 
they were forcing the Captain to move faster than someone 
dragging so much weight could be expected to move. If any
thing, the sound of the chains encouraged them to push the 
Captain harder. 

The Avenger shuffled along the corridor, encouraged at 
every step by the AK-47 barrel one of guards continually 
shoved into his back. The Captain kept as far ahead of the 
guard as he could. He had heard the guard take the safety 
off the powerful rifle and Cap didn't want it to discharge 
accidentally. He had also noticed all the guards had changed 
into the sleeveless T-shirt and fatigues uniform of Liberty's 
Torch. He knew why. 

As he and Gruenwald were herded into the courtroom, the 
Captain saw that the guards on duty within the room were 
wearing their uniforms as well. He noted they now stood on 
the far side of the railing separating the spectator gallery 
from the front of the courtroom: The safeties of their rifles 
were likewise disengaged. 

The Captain and Gruenwald sat down. Two guards posi
tioned themselves on either side of the defense table. It 
seemed justice, or what passed for it in this mad place, was 
to be served quickly this day. 

Swiveling his head slightly, the Captain took in the entire 
courtroom. Everyone had returned from the recess, save for 
Taylor Douglas and the prosecutor. It did not escape the Cap
tain's notice that, when the bailiff commanded the courtroom 
rise, the prosecutor was still nowhere to be seen. 

Taylor Douglas entered the courtroom, no longer wearing 
his judge's robe. He did not take his place behind the bench, 
but instead walked to the jury box. "Gentlemen of the jury," 
he said, "I'm afraid our prosecutor is a bit under the 
weather.'' 
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The small red spot on Douglas's otherwise pristine trou
sers leg and the lump that spoiled the otherwise impeccable 
cut of his suit also did not escape the sharp eyes of Captain 
America. He knew at once that the prosecutor's actual con
dition was more severe than Douglas was revealing. 

"We ha;ve reached that portion of the trial known as clos
ing arguments. As our prosecutor is unable to carry out his 
duties, I will give his closing argument for him. And don't 
even think about objecting,'' Douglas added, not even deign
ing to look at Gruenwald. 

"Object? Me? Now why would I do anything so de
meaning to the dignity of this honorable court?" Gruenwald 
stage-whispered to the Captain. 

If the militia leader heard the comment, he did not react 
to it. Douglas instead stood before the jury box and, at first, 
said nothing. The jurors leaned slightly forward in their 
chairs, as if they were having problems with their hearing. 
Only then did Douglas start to speak. 

''My friends, you have heard all the evidence. Witness 
after witness relating sad history after sad histdry. It leaves 
us with one inescapable conclusion: our own government has 
betrayed us. It has betrayed the citizens of this great land, 
the very citizens it was privileged to serve. And it has sought 
to strip us of our God-given rights. The right to bear arms. 
The right to assemble. The right to voice our protests against 
even our own government's tyranny. It oppresses us with an 
illegal income tax and then spends the money, not for the 
betterment of its citizens, but to support legions of lazy, 
slack-jawed, slope-browed, inner-city parasites. Slackards, 
who contribute nothing to our society, but who take every
thing that is handed to them. The government calls it 'enti
tlements,' my friends. And that is, perhaps, the problem: it 
teaches the parasites to believe they are entitled to the 
money, entitled to do nothing, entitled to steal from hard
working, honest Americans like us. And we find ourselves 
taxed to the point of poverty ourselves, just so the govern
ment can continue these so-called entitlements. The govern-
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ment uses the money it extorts from us to send foreign aid 
to governments who openly dispatch murderous terrorists 
into our country. The government forces trade agreements on 
us that drive this nation deeper into debt and rip desperately 
needed jobs from our shores, sending them to the cheap labor 
camps of our enemies. · 

''The government does little to stop the flow of illegal 
aliens into our country. Indeed, it has a vested interest in 
seeing them continue to flood America. Their campaign con
tributors line their pockets with the money they save by hir
ing these wetback laborers for pennies on the dollar. The 
government permits these illegals to steal our jobs. It in
dulges the lazy welfare cheats who drain our resources. It 
looks the other way at the oppressive trade regulations en
acted by the Japanese and other foreign businessmen. It bows 
to the oil sheiks who rob us at the pumps and use their blood
stained profits to send te1Torist assassins into our cities. It 
suckles at the breast of the international Zionist conspiracy 
that tries to shape how we think through its nigh-complete 
control of the newspapers we read and the television pro
grams we watch. It funds, then submits to the United Nations 
when that body tells our government it must put the needs 
of the American people below the concerns of third-world 
dictators, demagogues, and all those others who actively seek 
to destroy our way of life. 

''Our government does all these things, my friends, in 
direct violation of its founding principles, the principles of 
serving we, the people. It does all that to us, but it does 
nothing for us. It does nothing for the American people!" 

As Douglas spoke, Norman Paris kept a watchful eye on 
Sherman Fairchild, making sure the older man was paying 
attention to their leader's words and, more important, ac
cepting them. Whenever he felt Douglas had made a partic
ularly compelling point, Paris would pat Fairchild's leg in 
what appeared to be a show of friendship, but with far more 
than friendly force. The pats were hard enough to remind 
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I :airchild that there was more behind the gesture than friend
ship. Occasionally, Paris would lean over to Fairchild and 
whisper, "You got that, Sherm?" or, "The man's makin' 
sense.' ' He did and said other things as well, all calculated 
to keep Fairchild mindful of exactly what was expected of 
him · 

Behind the colonel, John Richards could not help but no
tice Paris's orchestrated campaign or feel a little uncomfort
able at it. Geez, leave the old guy alone, Norm, he thought. 
He'll do the right thing by us. 

"For the American people," Douglas repeated, "the gov
ernment does nothing. To the American people, well, that's 
very different. It oppresses us. It betrays us. It sells us out 
to whichever backwater mudhole happens to be this month's 
most favored nation. Every day, day in and day out, it betrays 
us.'' 

Gruenwald looked around the room as Douglas spoke. It 
was the same thing over and over. The same nebulous 
charges the trial's witnesses had levelled now spilled from 
Taylor Douglas, charges for which there had been no proof. 
Still, everyone in the courtroom, not just the jurors, but 
everyone, listened as if Douglas were delivering the Sermon 
on the Mount instead of this paranoid drivel. They followed 
their leader with their eyes. Their heads moved as he moved. 
They nodded when he made a point and repeated what he 
said in whispered tones. They even seemed to breathe only 
when he breathed. 

Turning to his client, Gruenwald realized he was wrong. 
Not every eye was on Douglas. Captain America was not 
looking at the militia leader. He was, in fact, not looking at 
any person in the courtroom. Instead, the Captain stared, 
without moving, without even blinking, at the American flag 
that stood to one side of the courtroom. No matter how Lib
erty's Torch had defiled it by displaying it in this kangaroo 
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court, that flag represented America- and the Captain did 
not take his eyes off of it. 

Gruenwald suddenly realized the courtroom had gone si
lent. He looked up, wondering if Douglas had finished his 
argument. No such luck. Douglas was only pausing for ef
fect. 

"My friends," Douglas said, "this has not been easy for 
me.'' He walked to the defense table and stood next to Cap
tain America, holding out his hand near the Captain's shoul
der without actually touching it. ''This defendant had been 
a loyal soldier to this country. His heroism and deeds in 
World War II are unquestioned and every one of us in this 
courtroom owes him a great debt for his service then. None 
of us here are old enough to remember those exploits first
hand. We are all too young to have had our chests swell with 
pride as we read about how Captain America fought our fight 
against the Axis forces, to have felt a lump in our throats as 
we watched those battles on the newsreels. None of us can 
know what it was like, back then, to have Captain America 
fighting for us against the Nazi menace. Our fathers, our 
grandfathers, knew his deeds as we know the morning news. 
But for us, they can only be history. And that is an important 
fact to remember. Those heroic deeds were in the past-and 
they cannot redeem the crimes of the present. 

"You ask, can a man who served his country nobly and 
proudly betray it? Can a once-great soldier turn quisling? 
Sadly, tragically, the answer is .. . yes. Benedict Arnold once 
served this country as a great soldier. In 1775, when hostil
ities broke out at Lexington, he volunteered for service in 
the Continental Army. He fought with Ethan Allen and 
helped take Fort Ticonderoga from the British. He com
manded a flotilla on Lake Champlain that inflicted severe 
damage to an enemy fleet of superior numbers. In April of 
1777, he repelled a British attack on Danbury, Connecticut. 
In August, he won the battle of Fort Stanwix. In September 
and October, the advance guard he led was instrumental in 
our country's great victory in the battle of Saratoga, the tum-
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ing point of the war. He served well, my friends, and was 
promoted several times, attaining first the rank of brigadier 
general and, ultimately, that of major general. 

"How many of you knew these historical facts? How 
many of you remember Benedict Arnold as a great soldier 
who fought nobly for the American cause? Few, if any. The 
only thing most Americans remember about Benedict Arnold 
is that he was a traitor. When the war didn't go as he wished, 
he conspired to sell West Point to the British for twenty 
thousand pounds. When his scheme was discovered, thank
fully before he could carry it out, Benedict Arnold left his 
coconspirators behind to be hanged and he fled to England. 
In the closing days of the war, he fought for the British 
against the Continental Army and, when the war was finally 
over, he lived out the remainder of his wretched life in En
gland, ostracized by the British and hated by the very Amer
icans who had once honored him. To this day, Benedict 
Arnold is not remembered as a great general like George 
Washington. For us, the name Benedict Arnold is synony
mous with traitor. It is an epithet of the foulest kind, reserved 
for the foulest kind. We did not let the past deeds of Benedict 
Arnold blind us to what he had become and prevent us from 
judging him a traitor. 

"In the same way, we cannot let the past deeds of this 
defendant blind us to what he has become or prevent us from 
judging him a traitor, as well. You have heard how the fed
eral government has betrayed the American people. Of that, 
there can be no doubt. But what is the federal government? 
Or, rather, who? It is a cadre of elected and appointed offi
l'ials who unite to carry out their treasonous ends. The gov
t• rnment is not a thing unto itself; it is made up of the people 
who set the policies and carry them out. So when I say the 
federal government is guilty of treason, it stands to reason 
I hat those who serve that government are traitors. People like 
lhc defendant. 

' 'Captain America. His very name claims he represents 
America. He was created by the government for the war and 
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served its ends then. He still serves its ends today. He serves 
as an operative for the government's intelligence forces. He 
leads the Avengers, a paramilitary force designed to keep us 
dependent on the federal government and its policies. He has 
come, through the years, to represent this country in the 
minds of nearly all its citize11s. When you think of America, 
you think of Captain America. He is as much a part of the 
government as the President or Congress or any elected of
ficial and is, therefore, as guilty of treason as all of them. 

''In truth, he is more guilty of treason. Governments are 
always looked upon with a degree of suspicion and mistrust. 
Captain America, on the other hand, was trusted by us all, 
loved by us all. So when he betrayed us by helping the gov
ernment sell us out, when he did nothing to defend us from 
the government's tyrannies, his crime was even greater than 
those with whom he acted hand in hand. You have heard the 
evidence of the government's treason, my friends, and you 
know it to be true. You also know that Captain America, as 
that government's agent, as that government's symbol, is as 
guilty of treason as any member of that government. 

"It is inescapable, my friends. If you believe the federal 
government is guilty of treason-and how could you not?
then the defendant, Captain America, is likewise guilty of 
treason against the American people. The evidence does not 
lie, my friends, even if the government does. And, as we 
draw close to the end of these proceedings, the evidence 
proves one simple and inescapable fact: Captain America is 
guilty of treason and you must find him so by returning a 
verdict of guilty.'' 

Douglas abruptly turned on his heel and walked back to 
the bench. He did it so quickly that, at first, it caught Gruen
wald off guard. It was only when Douglas climbed behind 
the bench that Gruenwald realized that the closing argument 
had reached its end. 

As their leader resumed his judge's seat, a few spectators 
started a mild round of applause. Then, others joined in as 
well and the applause grew louder. 
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Douglas allowed the applause to swell to a moderate 
h·vcl-just enough to make its meaning clear without letting 
tl grow too loud or obstructive. Gruenwald despite himself 
was impressed with Douglas's restraint. When the applause 
had grown too loud, he rapped his gavel on the bench and 
l'tdled for order. 

As the room quieted, he looked down toward the defense 
luble. "Mr. Gruenwald," Douglas said, "this court shall hear 
lhc defense's closing argument." 

Gruenwald didn't move. 
"Mr. Gruenwald," Douglas repeated, "does the defense 

111Lend to offer a closing argument?" 
Gruenwald didn't answer. He had watched earlier, when 

I >ouglas had done nothing and got the undivided attention 
of everyone in the courtroom. He decided to use Douglas's 
own trick against the man. He did nothing until he was cer
lni n every eye in the courtroom was on him. Finally, when 
I >ouglas asked a third time, ''Mr. Gruenwald?'' this time 
wi th a hint of irritation in his voice, the attorney nodded 
~ lightly. 

Then the sound of chair legs scraping against the floor 
tilled the comtroom, followed immediately by the sound of 
l'aylor Douglas's demanding voice-this time more notice

ll hly irritated-as he spat out, "Mr. Gruenwald, what is 
this?'' 

Every head in the courtroom turned toward the defense 
lo~hle, but not toward Marcus Gruenwald. For it was Captain 
America who was standing to deliver the closing argument. 

"Your Honor, Captain America stands accused by this 
t·mut of treason. These are serious charges, capital offenses. 
I can think of no one better to refute those charges and let 
I he truth be known than Captain America himself." 

The room hummed with the electricity of whispered and 
tlltlraged comments. Curses against the shyster and his tricks 
fl, ·w from one end of the court to the other. Taylor Douglas 
dnmmed his gavel down on the desk with a boom that ech

m·d across the room like a thunderclap. 
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served its ends then. He still serves its ends today. He serves 
as an operative for the government's intelligence forces. He 
leads the Avengers, a paramilitary force designed to keep us 
dependent on the federal government and its policies. He has 
come, through the years, to represent this country in the 
minds of nearly all its citizens. When you think of America, 
you think of Captain America. He is as much a part of the 
government as the President or Congress or any elected of
ficial and is, therefore, as guilty of treason as all of them. 

''In truth, he is more guilty of treason. Governments are 
always looked upon with a degree of suspicion and mistrust. 
Captain America, on the other hand, was trusted by us all, 
loved by us all. So when he betrayed us by helping the gov
ernment sell us out, when he did nothing to defend us from 
the government's tyrannies, his crime was even greater than 
those with whom he acted hand in hand. You have heard the 
evidence of the government's treason, my friends, and you 
know it to be true. You also know that Captain America, as 
that government's agent, as that government's symbol, is as 
guilty of treason as any member of that government. 

" It is inescapable, my friends. If you believe the federal 
government is guilty of treason-and how could you not?
then the defendant, Captain America, is likewise guilty of 
treason against the American people. The evidence does not 
lie, my friends, even if the government does. And, as we 
draw close to the end of these proceedings, the evidence 
proves one simple and inescapable fact: Captain America is 
guilty of treason and you must find him so by returning a 
verdict of guilty." 

Douglas abruptly turned on his heel and walked back to 
the bench. He did it so quickly that, at first, it caught Gruen
wald off guard. It was only when Douglas climbed behind 
the bench that Gruenwald realized that the closing argument 
had reached its end. 

As their leader resumed his judge's seat, a few spectators 
started a mild round of applause. Then, others joined in as 
well and the applause grew louder. 
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Douglas allowed the applause to swell to a moderate 
level-just enough to make its meaning clear without letting 
it grow too loud or obstructive. Gruenwald despite himself 
was impressed with Douglas's restraint. When the applause 
had grown too loud, he rapped his gavel on the bench and 
called for order. 

As the room quieted, he looked down toward the defense 
table. "Mr. Gruenwald," Douglas said, "this court shall hear 
the defense's closing argument." 

Gruenwald didn't move. 
"Mr. Gruenwald," Douglas repeated, "does the defense 

intend to offer a closing argument?' ' 
Gruenwald didn't answer. He had watched earlier, when 

Douglas had done nothing and got the undivided attention 
of everyone in the courtroom. He decided to use Douglas's 
own trick against the man. He did nothing until he was cer
tain every eye in the courtroom was on him. Finally, when 
Douglas asked a third time, "Mr. Gruenwald?" this time 
with a hint of initation in his voice, the attorney nodded 
slightly. 

Then the sound of chair legs scraping against the floor 
filled the comtroom, followed immediately by the sound of 
Taylor Douglas's demanding voice-this time more notice
ably initated-as he spat out, "Mr. Gruenwald, what is 
this?'' 

Every head in the courtroom turned toward the defense 
table, but not toward Marcus Gruenwald. For it was Captain 
America who was standing to deliver the closing argument. 

"Your Honor, Captain America stands accused by this 
court of treason. These are serious charges, capital offenses. 
I can think of no one better to refute those charges and let 
the truth be known than Captain America himself.'' 

The room hummed with the electricity of whispered and 
outraged comments. Curses against the shyster and his tricks 
flew from one end of the court to the other. Taylor Douglas 
slammed his gavel down on the desk with a boom that ech
oed across the room like a thunderclap. 
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"Order! Order! There will be order in this court!" 
It took a moment, but the courtroom did quiet. Then 

Douglas announced, "Mr. Gruenwald, you are out of order." 
"Begging Your Honor's kind indulgence, but the case of 

Faretta v. California does grant defendants the right to waive 
counsel and represent themselves. Captain America wants 
nothing more than to exercise this right. For the closing ar
gument, Captain America will represent himself.'' 

Douglas was about to slam his gavel down onto the bench 
once more and deny the request, when ·Gruenwald hurriedly 
added, ''Or are you afraid to let him speak? Here in your 
courtroom, deep within your compound. Here in your own 
backyard. What are you afraid of, Your Honor?'' 

Douglas stared down at Gruenwald. He looked like he was 
ready to pick up the bench and bludgeon the lawyer with it. 

Every person in the court, including the cameraman, was 
looking at the Captain and knew the video camera was fo
cused on the Avenger, recording every moment of this court
room drama. And high drama it was. 

''Mr. Gruenwald,'' Douglas finally said, ''this court re
sents your impudent attempt at reverse psychology and it 
finds you in contempt, sentence to be passed later.'' 'The 
anger in Douglas's voice was obvious. He took in a deep 
breath and exhaled it slowly. "Nevertheless," he continued, 
more calmly, "you make a valid point. This court need fear 
nothing. It has the truth on its side and no legal maneuvers 
by you or your client will ever change that. Captain America, 
you may proceed.'' 

"Thank you, Your Honor," Captain America said in a 
soft voice. There was an honest sincerity in the Avenger's . 
tone, a deference, Gruenwald knew, that was to that Amer
ican flag standing off to one side of the room, not to Taylor 
Douglas. 

He said nothing more at first. He simply walked to the 
jury box and allowed the sound of his dragging manacles to 
carry through the now-silent courtroom. Then he stood be
fore the jury, placed his chained hands on the railing, and 
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smiled at the men seated there. Even coming behind his 
mask, the Captain's smile was powerful. It was as full as any 
Louis Armstrong had ever flashed and so bright it could have 
cut a San Francisco fog. 

"My fellow Americans." The Captain paused for a mo
ment, letting the phrase sink in. ''I apologize for the cliched 
salutation. Under the circumstances, none is better suited. I 
call you my fellow Americans because that is what we are. 
All of us. Not the government and the governed, but each 
others' fellow Americans. I note this court takes pains to 
refer to, not the American government, but the federal gov
ernment, attempting to legitimize the court's assumed au
thority by characterizing that government as somehow 
removed from its people. I could speak to that, but it is not 
an argument that addresses the charges that have been made 
here over these past few days. You claim to have grievances 
with our government. I cannot address those grievances, ei
ther. As much as the prosecution would have it otherwise, I 
am not the government. Captain America was created in 
1941 to be a soldier, the first recruit in what was hoped to 
be a battalion of similarly empowered soldiers. An assassin's 
bullet murdered that hope, leaving me tbe sole inheritor of a 
brilliant man's work. But, although Captain America was 
created to be a soldier, I have tried to make him far more 
than that. 

"America is a country of great promise, not only for those 
you deem worthy of the promise, but for all. First and fore
most, I am the guardian of that promise. To carry out my 
mission, I may work with our government, but I do not stand 
for it. I stand for the ideals that formed our government in 
1776, the ideals that continue to be its foundation to this day. 
You have claimed I represent the government, that, some
how, I am that government. That is a falsehood. I cannot 
represent our government. That is the responsibility of our 
President and our elected and appointed officials, laid upon 
those men and women by their oaths of office. 

''I represent the American people, but not in the same 
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manner that those men and women do. I swore no oath of 
office. What I represent is the dream. The freedom to become 
all you can imagine becoming. That is the core ideal of this 
country. That is the promise our land makes to the world. I 
am a soldier. I fight to preserve and defend the ideal and the 
promise.'' 

The Captain paused, turning to stare intently at the flag 
that stood in the corner of the courtroom. He continued to 
look at the flag until the eyes of all the jurors were also 
focused on it. 

"The flag that you so proudly display in this courtroom 
is one symbol .of the American dream. And, because that flag 
serves as the model for my own uniform, I have tried to be 
another. Every day, I strive to be the living embodiment of 
the dream, to do right so that the dream can live on in me, 
and through me, reach others. By my actions, by my ex
ample, I serve to remind the citizens of this great country 
that we must be ever vigilant if we are to keep our dream 
alive, that we must be ever on our guard to defend the dream 
against those who would destroy it. Being Captain America 
has been my American dream. It has allowed me the oppor
tunity to be all I ever wanted to be. It has allowed me, even 
against the deadliest foes, the toughest odds, to defend the 
rights of all men and women and, I hope, to inspire others. 
to have done the same. 

''I did not commit these crimes, these alleged crimes, of 
our government. I cannot have committed them. I am not the 
government. I cannot be the government. I am and can only 
be a man. A man who lives by the American dream. Now I 
am asking you to live by the dream as well and do what is 
right, even against the toughest of odds. I am asking you to 
find me not guilty. Thank you." 

Before Captain America could walk back to the defense 
table-before he could even turn toward it-Taylor Douglas 
stood up behind his bench. 

"You have heard the evidence," Douglas snarled. "You 
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all know what you must do. Now is the time for you to 
discharge your duty to this court." 

Douglas looked at the armed guards flanking the defense 
table. The guards immediately leveled their rifles directly at 
Captain America, even as their fingers began to tighten nerv
ously on the triggers. 

"Gentlemen of the jury, what is your verdict?" 

247 





IJ he Falcon had twenty-two seconds. From the moment 
that the TOW missile left its launch tube, little more 
than a score of seconds would pass before it slammed 

into its target and detonated, less if the Cobra wasn't firing 
from its maximum range. Twenty-two seconds before the 
missile slaughtered a lot of innocent soldiers in the convoy 
below. 

The Tube-launched, Optically-tracked, and Wire-guided 
missle did not have an internal guidance system. In the Co
bra's cockpit, the two-person crew would actually direct its 
flight from the tube to the target. 

A Telescopic Sight Unit fitted into a small box on the 
nose of the Cobra. A Forward Looking Infra-Red tracking 
system in the same housing sent images to the Heads Up 
Display in the gunner's helmet. Through the FLIR, the gun
ner saw what the helicopter's TSU saw. His HUD also con
tained the gun sight crosshairs. After a missile launched, he 
kept the crosshairs centered on the target with a simple joy
stick. The helicopter's computers did the rest. · 

The missile itself had a light source on its tail, which the 
TSU tracked. The helicopter's computers used the tracking 
light to coordinate its position with the target. The tracking 
system sent any course corrections to the missile along twin 
copper wires that trailed behind the missile and which were 
anchored to a spoon in the launch tube. 

It almost seemed silly: guided missiles directed by wires. 
With all the computer technology available, surely a better 
method of guidance was available. But the Falcon knew the 
TOW's wire-guided system had been used in Vietnam and 
proved quite effective for sending signals to a missile in the 
smoky environment of a wooded battlefield. 

The Falcon also knew what he had to do in the next 
twenty-two seconds. He angled his flight to take him up to 
the Cobra, using every erg of power his wings could provide. 
He fought against the propwash downdraft of the twin GE 
TIOO-GE-401 engines rotating the Cobra's blades at one 
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lhousand seven hundred seventy-five horsepower. It seemed 
to take forever, as he moved up through the molasses-like 
air beneath the helicopter's spinning blades. 

Then he grasped the outside latch of the Cobra's canopy. 
He rotated it, pulled the canopy door up with his left arm, 
and used the jets behind his arm to push against the down
draft so that he could open the door. Even so, even with his 
wings doing most of the work against the powerful down
draft, the muscles of his left arm strained at the effort and 
the Falcon felt acute pain from his shoulder to his fingers. 

With the door open, the Falcon leaned into the cockpit. 
''What the- ?'' the startled gunner yelled as he saw the Fal
con, while the pilot screamed for the gunner to shoot the 
winged hero. The Falcon didn't hesitate- he reached into the 
cockpit, grabbed the joystick and pushed it hard. 

The crosshairs in the targeting system moved off the con
voy. Along the twin wires, the Cobra's computer sent what 
appeared to be a course correction to the TOW missile. The 
Falcon looked over his shoulder at the missile. He smiled 
widely as the missile veered up off its original course, miss
ing the troop carriers and exploding harmlessly in the ground 
several dozen yards away. 

The Falcon didn't have time to celebrate; he had to insure 
the Cobra's crew could not launch a second missile. Al
though he was leaning partway into the cockpit, the front of 
the helicopter was short. His feet hung down by the nose. 
The Falcon brought his left leg up and with a kick powered 
by the jet in his boot, kicked the TSU housed in the box on 
the Cobra's nose. 

He cracked the casing of the TSU and broke two toes on 
his left foot in the process. The casing, made of sapphire, 
was harder than he'd expected. Ignoring the pain, he reared 
his leg back for a second attempt and revved up his wings. 
This time, the Falcon kicked with his heel, smashing the unit 
so hard it shattered into pieces. A hot jet of pain shot up his 
leg as the pieces dropped away toward the ground below. He 
had broken his heel as well. 
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The maneuver- how to deflect a TOW missile and take 
out its target system- was one that the Falcon had practiced 
many times at Captain America's' insistence. In those first 
few months of their friendship and training, the exercise had 
seemed ludicrous. When, he had asked Cap, would he ever 
take on an assault helicopter at such close range? 

"Sam," the Captain had patiently explained, "if you' re 
going to fight in the air, you have to be ready for anything 
else that's up there with you." 

Since then, his years of partnership with the Captain had 
also taught the Falcon the wisdom of Cap's word~. And, just 
now, that wisdom had again proved useful. 

The fight wasn't over by a long shot. The Cobra could 
still fly down and fire its remaining TOWs at close range; 
simple visual guidance could direct them to a target. Or the 
chopper could fire at the soldiers with the twenty-millimeter 
turret cannon mounted under its nose. 

He pushed off the helicopter and allowed himself to fall 
away until he was free of its downdraft. He circled around 
in front of the Cobra, looping and taunting it. As he hoped, 
the gunner began to fire at him. 

The Falcon was more agile than the Cobra and could fly 
faster than it. He could, in fact, fly literal rings around it. 
But the helicopter was armed to the teeth. The gunner 
couldn't use the TSU to aim the turret cannon any longer, 
but the gun could fire off its lethal charges at an alarming 
rate. All the pilot had to do was aim the Cobra's nose toward 
the Falcon while his gunner fired repeatedly. The smallest 
mistake in the hero's evasive maneuvers and he would be 
ripped apart by the bullets. 

He had to think of a way to disable the copter perma
nently. And he was running out of time fast. 

Phillip Barry had reached the first perimeter guard outpost 
indicated on the map. He hid in the bushes, studying it care
fully. He saw only one guard; anyone else normally stationed 
here was probably in the compound. Barry had hoped the 
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solitary guard would be careless, perhaps even nodding off 
to sleep after a long night's watch. No such luck. The guard 
was alert and held his AK-47 at the ready. · 

That was the bad news. The good news was that the guard 
post was concealed in underbrush. It kept the post from being 
seen by unsuspecting visitors until they were fired upon by 
the sentries waiting within. However, if someone knew the 
post was here, knew how to approach it from the rear, the 
situation would be different. Armed with that information, a 
lone man could sneak around the guard post and attack from 
the rear. It would require stealth, but that would be second 
nature to a former Green Beret. Even a wounde<;l former 
Green Beret. 

The sentry never knew what hit him. He was unconscious 
before he even realized he was being attacked. Barry dragged 
the guard into the woods and left him there, bound and 
gagged. 

One down, God only knew how many more to go. 
Barry continued his trek to the Liberty's Torch compound. 

His wounded leg ached, but he moved swiftly and silently 
through the forest. Next time, he thought as he limped his 
way through an area of particularly heavy growth, I want the 
wings. 

The first the troop convoy knew of any danger was when 
Colonel William Thorn saw the missile shooting out of the 
sky toward them. Then, before he could even point to it m 
nlert his men, Thorn heard the sound of the incoming missile. 

His second-in-command, Captain Maheras, also heard that 
sound and recognized it. An ashen white shroud came over 
Maheras's face as he looked in the direction of the sound. 
Then he too saw the TOW missile streaking toward them. 

He barely had time to begin what he believed would be 
his last living prayer when the missile abruptly veered off 
wurse, shot over them, and struck the ground scant yards 
beyond them. The sound of the explosion rang in his ears, 
lhc harbinger of a killer headache. He would welcome it. 
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After all, you couldn't take a couple of aspirin to make death 
go away. 

The officers looked in the direction from which the mis
sile had come. At first, they saw nothing. They could hear 
the sound of gunfire, but whatever was up there was too far 
away to be seen. 

Then, as suddenly as the shooting started, it stopped. 
Thorn gave the order for the troops to evacuate the convoy 
and seek cover in the woods. 

Maheras watched the sky for the second missile they were 
sure would come, so it was he who saw the object first, 
coming at them from the sky to the north. 

Except it wasn't an object. It was a man. 
A man in a red and white costume was flying down at 

them in an erratic, evasive path. Thorn did not recognize the 
man's uniform. He could only assume the attacker to be a 
high-tech advance scout, · coming to do the job the missile 
had failed to accomplish. Behind the man, confirming the 
colonel's fears, a Cobra assault heUcopter was.approaching, 
its turret cannon blazing. 

Thorn gave the order to fire. 

The Falcon heard the first bullet whiz by him. Perfect, he 
thought, the soldiers are shooting at me. He had the Cobra 
coming up his exhaust and now the very men he was trying 
to protect were trying to shoot him out of the sky, too. Of 
course, they couldn't know he was trying to save them, but 
that knowledge did little to comfort him at the moment. He 
had to beat the Cobra to the convoy and launch his counter
attack. And, as he was still flying at maximum speed, he 
really needed to take a quick breath or two. 

The Falcon came in, moving like a moth flitting around 
a light at over two hundred miles per hour. He stayed above 
the convoy, too high to offer the soldiers a good target, but 
close enough for his purposes. He looked over the convoy 
as he flew, searching for the one item he was sure was there. 
Flying from vehicle to vehicle in a wild evasive pattern, his 
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eyes moved about anxiously. He knew he was running out 
of time. And then he spotted what he needed for his plan. 

After doing a quick loop over one of the trucks, he 
swooped in quickly, abandoning his evasive pattern, banking 
on the fact that he was moving too fast for the soldiers to 
fix their aim on him. He flew toward an open-backed truck 
filled with soldiers of various nationalities. Though the sol
diers were armed, they did not aim their weapons nor attempt 
to fire them. That confirmed that they had what the Falcon 
needed. 

He flew in, passing directly over the heads of the confused 
soldiers. He reached down, grabbing a rifle from one man. 
He pulled the rifle free and then zoomed back up into the 
sky and at the swiftly-approaching Cobra. 

The Cobra was almost upon the convoy, almost close 
enough that it could fire its TOW missiles and be sure of 
hitting something. The Falcon couldn't allow it. He flew in 
close to the chopper, hovered in front of it for a second and 
took aim with the rifle. He squeezed the trigger. 

The Falcon's shot hit the front window of the Cobra's 
canopy. The round exploded on the reinforced glass with a 
soft splut and a glob of pink paint spread across the wind
shield. 

The Falcon flew around the Cobra, firing again and again. 
The paint balls-originally intended to mark hits in the war 
games- now served another purpose. 

Splut! Splut! Splut! 
With each shot, more of the canopy was covered with the 

pink paint. The Falcon flew from the left to the right and 
hack again, firing over and over. He emptied the rifle at the 
Cobra and, when he had finished, the glass canopy was com
pletely covered in the sticky wet paint. Neither the pilot nor 
lhe gunner could see out through the windows to aim their 
weapons or fly their craft. 

The Cobra banked, turned, and started to fly away from 
lhe convoy. The Falcon looked back to see that everything 
was all right below and then followed the fleeing copter. 
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The gunner had opened the cockpit door and was directing 
their flight. They didn't go far. When the Cobra passed over 
a clearing .some distance away from the troop convoy, the 
pilot brought the helicopter down. They could escape before 
their intended targets could reach them. There was one flaw 
in this plan. 

The Falcon waited for the them to exit the chopper, then 
flew over them. 

''Gentlemen, I suggest you surrender.'' 
The only response was the sound of gunshots as each of 

the two men drew and fired their handguns. 
They didn't have a prayer of hitting the Falcon. He was 

too high and moving entirely too swiftly for them to .aim 
their weapons effectively. He flew above them, avoiding 
their shots easily, until each man had emptied his gun's clip 
and was, pathetically, dry firing at him. He swooped down 
and hovered in front of the panicked militiamen. 

''Are you going to make me repeat it?'' the Falcon asked. 
The pilot rushed at the Falcon like a charging bull . "I 

ain't gonna be captured by no-uhf!" 
The words died in the man's throat, probably because the 

Falcon had flown forward and grabbed him by the neck. He 
picked up speed as he flew and slammed the pilot into a 
stately, sturdy oak tree. The man hung on the tree for a mo
ment, defying gravity, and then fell heavily to the ground. 

"Man, I was hoping you'd do something stupid like 
that,'' the Falcon said, still hovering a few inches above the 
ground to keep the weight off his broken heel and toes. 

The Cobra pilot wouldn't be conscious anytime soon. 
Turning, the Falcon saw the gunner bolting for the trees at 
the opposite end of the clearing. He waited until the second 
before the man would have escaped into the relative safety 
of the woods before he grabbed him by the collar and flew 
him above and through the tops of several trees. The man 
shrieked in terror. 

It was music to the Falcon's ears . 
• • • 
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It was a strange sight that greeted Colonel Thorn and Cap 
tain Maheras as they looked into the sky. The Falcon de
scended before them, the two unconscious men thrown over 
his shoulders. He dropped them the few inches to the ground 
with a satisfying thump. 

From this distance, the officers had no trouble recognizing 
the hovering Avenger. 

The Falcon held out the paint gun. ' 'Please give this back 
to the man I borrowed it from-with my thanks. As for this 
garbage,'' he said, sweeping his hand over the unconscious 
men on the ground, "well, if I weren't a Christian, I'd sug
gest digging a very deep hole. But, that being the case, I'll 
ask you to hold them for the FBI.'' 

Colonel Thorn didn't know quite what to say. Shortly af
ter he had become an officer, one of his superiors, a career 
solider who had served under General Thaddeus "Thunder
bolt" Ross, had told him of watching the Avengers battle 
the Lava Men. The man had said it was both awe inspiring 
und intimidating to stand face to face with a super hero. Now, 
all these years later, Thorn finally knew what his commander 
had meant. 

"Is there anything else we can do for you, sir?" 
"Sir?" the Falcon responded, suppressing a laugh as he 

shook the colonel's hand. "Just make sure these mutts are 
uncomfortable. That and loan me a radio. I need to check in 
with someone, let him know the info panned out and that I 
1-~ot here in time. But, hurry," he added, a mix of concern 
nnd determination in his voice. ''The rest of these losers have 
n friend of mine and I'm not going to let them keep him a 
Hccond longer." 
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t was a moment Taylor Douglas had been antic· · 
eagerly and he wanted to savor it for as long as he 

"Gentlemen of the jury, as I call on each one of you, 
you will stand and deliver your verdict. '' Douglas smiled. 
He looked to see if there was any reaction from the defense l 
table. He saw none and was felt momentarily disappointed. 
It passed quickly. 

Fine. Let the sanctimonious fool and his lawyer pretendl 
they aren't worried. We'll see how long they can maintai,. 
their calm as they listen to the verdicts. 

The desired reactions, he was sun!, would come 
enough. This was a glorious moment. As each guilty verdictl 
was returned, it would be a nail in the coffin Captain Amer .. 
ica knew was waiting for him at the end of the trial. 
as each additional nail was pounded in, the smugness 
surely fade from the face of that star-spangled betrayer. 

"Juror Number One, in the matter of The People v. 
tain America, how do you find the defendant as to counlllll 
one through fifteen? Guilty or not guilty?" 

Here it comes, thought Gruenwald. He wasn't so naive 
to believe he could escape the fate awaiting Captain AmeriC311. 
They were both dead men. If the contempt of court charg. 
wasn't enough for Douglas to sentence him to death, he 
sure he would be found guilty of some other imagined 
against the people and put to death just the same. 

The defense attorney studied the jurors. Courtroom 
perience had taught him that one could often read a jury 
predict the probable verdict before it was delivered. J 
about to convict frequently found it difficult to look the 
fendant they were about to condemn in the eye and insteacll 
stared at the floor while the verdict was read. Jurors 
to acquit would look a defendant in the eye to share in 
defendant's joy. 

Juror Number One was looking directly at Captain 
ica, attempting to stare the Avenger down. From the 
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11 11 dln: in the juror' s eyes, Gruenwald suspected the conven-
1111 11 11 1 wisdom would not hold true in this court. These mad
ill! 11 wanted to watch the Captain as they delivered their 
• 111irls. They longed to see him cower as they condemned 

IIII I I 
" ( iuilty," the fi rst juror said . . 
" Juror Number Two, how say you, guilty or not guilty?" 
l'ht: second juror stood and smiled sadistically at the Cap-

I ii II 

'( iuilty." 
''Juror Number Three, how say you, guilty or not 

II III y?" 
l'he third juror glared at Captain America. "Guilty," he 

1id, without a moment's hesitation. 
Juror Number Four, how say you, guilty or not guilty? 

Jl w room turned its undivided attention to Sherman Fair
ltl ld 1\.t first, the old man did absolutely nothing. Then, he 

•tp h,·d, a nervous cough, but did not stand. Still sitting next 
1 I ';ltrchild, Norm Paris leaned forward and rested his ann 

11 1111' jury box. His impatience was apparent. 
ll u• militia colonel turned his head slightly, looking at 

h• 1111 Fairchild out of the corner of his eye. Fairchild could 
lw. growing anger. 
Juror Number Four, " Taylor Douglas said pointedly, 

·• pt •r lcd irritation spoiling his once-placid demeanor. 
lu rman Fairchild looked Captain America directly in the 
I k wore an odd expression, the discomfort of a man 

I•· udt ug lhe funeral of someone he doesn' t really know and 
I lop quite out of place. Then, without standing, the elderly 

11111 ,11 1111 n looked away and mumbled something. 
What was that? I couldn' t hear you," Douglas said. 

" ' • · ;~ h , speak up, Gramps," Paris added. "Why not share 
11 ll!'uk in' wisdom of thetages?" 

1l111l ty , Your Honor," Fairchild repeated in the weak 
111 what he had become: a frightened old man. What

' ••H II al!e he once possessed was nowhere in evidence. 

2 61 



[] 

t was a moment Taylor Douglas had been anticipating 
eagerly and he wanted to savor it for as long as he could. 

"Gentlemen of the jury, as I call on each one of you, 
you will stand and deliver your verdict.'' Douglas smiled. 
He looked to see if there was any reaction from the defense 
table. He saw none and was felt momentarily disappointed. 
It passed quickly. 

Fine. Let the sanctimonious fool and his lawyer pretend 
they aren't worried. We'll see how long they can maintain 
their calm as they listen to the verdicts. 

The desired reactions, he was sure, would come soon 
enough. This was a glorious moment. As each guilty verdict 
was returned, it would be a nail in the coffin Captain Amer
ica knew was waiting for him at the end of the trial. And, . 
as each additional nail was pounded in, the smugness would 
surely fade from the face of that star-spangled betrayer. · 

"Juror Number One, in the matter of The People v. Cap
tain America, how do you find the defendant as to counts 
one through fifteen? Guilty or not guilty?" 

Here it comes, thought Gruenwald. He wasn't so naive as 
to believe he could escape the fate awaiting Captain America. 
They were both dead men. If the contempt of court charge 
wasn't enough for Douglas to sentence him to death, he was 
sure he would be found guilty of some other imagined crime 
against the people and put to death just the same. 

The defense attorney studied the jurors. Courtroom ex
perience had taught him that one could often read a jury and 
predict the probable verdict before it was delivered. Jurors 
about to convict frequently found it difficult to look the de
fendant they were about to condemn in the eye and instead 
stared at the floor while the verdict was read. Jurors about 
to acquit would look a defendant in the eye to share in the 
defendant's joy. 

Juror Number One was looking directly at Captain Amer
ica, attempting to stare the Avenger down. From the obvious 
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111alice in the juror's eyes, Gruenwald suspected the conven
ti onal wisdom would not hold true in this court. These mad
ltten wanted to watch the Captain as they delivered their 
verdicts. They longed to see him cower as they condemned 
him. 

''Guilty,'' the first juror said . . 
"Juror Number Two, how say you, guilty or not guilty?" 
The second juror stood and smiled sadistically at the Cap-

lain. 
"Guilty." 
"Juror Number Three, how say you, guilty or not 

guilty?' ' 
The third juror glared at Captain America. "Guilty," he 

said, without a moment's hesitation. 
"Juror Number Four, how say you, guilty or not guilty? 

The room turned its undivided attention to Sherman Fair
rhild. At first, the old man did absolutely nothing. Then, he 
roughed, a nervous cough, but did not stand. Still sitting next 
lo Fairchild, Norm Paris leaned forward and rested his arm 
on the jury box. His impatience was apparent. 

The militia colonel turned his head slightly, looking at 
Sherm Fairchild out of the corner of his eye. Fairchild could 
~ec his growing anger. 

" Juror Number Four," Taylor Douglas said pointedly, 
11 ncxpected irritation spoiling his once-placid demeanor. 

Sherman Fairchild looked Captain America directly in the 
t•ye. He wore an odd expression, the discomfort of a man 
11 Hcnding the funeral of someone he doesn't really know and 
kcling quite out of place. Then, without standing, the elderly 
nt ilitiaman looked away and mumbled something. 

" What was that? I couldn't hear yoq," Douglas said. 
"Yeah, speak up, Gramps," Paris added. "Why not share 

your freakin' wisdom of the tages ?" 
" Guilty, Your Honor," Fairchild repeated in the weak 

voice of what he had become: a frightened old man. What
,•vcr courage he once possessed was nowhere in evidence. 
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• • • 
Gruenwald saw the satisfied look that passed 

Douglas and Juror Number Five then back again. Juror 
ber Four had been Cap's only chance. The intimidation 
the burly man sitting next to him had worked. It was all 
now. 

"Juror Number Five, how do you say, guilty 
guilty?'' 

The burly man stood up as if he had been shot 
cannon; He turned his whole body, instead of just his 
to face Captain America, as if he were challenging Cap 
duel. 

LIBERTY'S TORCH 

I >ouglas started to say something, then stopped. Then he 
utkt;d at the Captain. Gruenwald had to suppress a smile at 
u look of disappointment on the judge's face. Obviously, 
w leader of Liberty's Torch had expected the Captain to 
u•k devastated rather than sitting calmly awaiting his fate. 

men than you have tried to intimidate him and failed, 
1 ucnwald thought. Douglas then turned back to the jury box 
I asked Juror Number Ten for his verdict. 
" Guilty," the tenth juror said, after standing. 
" Juror Number Eleven, how say you, guilty or not 

lilly?" 

"Guilty! Guilt_y! Guilty_ a~ hell! And the _only thi~g 1' John Richards stood up and opened his mouth to speak. 
only sorry about IS that I am t gonna be pulhng the tng ht;n he stopped. He looked around at the other men in the 

Douglas's gavel banged down to interrupted the man uy box. He saw the hate in their eyes and realized he felt 
mid-word. "Thank you, Juror Number Five," Douglas s one of his own. He saw no disquiet in their faces over this 
reestablishing the order of his courtroom before continuin oman circus that had passed for a trial. Whatever it was 

"Juror Number Six, how say you, guilty or not guilty. tnt the men in this courtroom wanted, he no lon"ger wanted 
The next juror rose to his feet then looked around. Gru But he wasn't sure he was strong enough to do the right 

wald had seen other lawyers with that look: he obviou' 1ing. 
wanted to make sure that all eyes were on him, that the fi Richards looked at Captain America, looked at the 
juror hadn't robbed him of his moment in the spotli · venger's face and deep into his blue eyes. Those eyes did 
When he seemed satisfied that, for now, at least, he was tin·or that man's soul and, in them, flashed the courage that 
center of the universe, he announced, "Guilty, Your Honor vcd unconquered within, the courage that filled and defined 

"Juror Number Seven, how say you, guilty or ll\ man. 
guilty?" The Captain returned the look, fixing his eyes on Rich-

Number Seven stood, said his "Guilty," and sat down ~ds. !he jur~r found that: somehow, the strength within 
quickly as he could. . upt~m Amenca was passm? between_ the _two of them-
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• • • 
Gruenwald saw the satisfied look that passed between 

Douglas and Juror Number Five then back again. Juror Num
ber Four had been Cap's only chance. The intimidation of 
the burly man sitting next to him had worked. It was all over 
now. 

"Juror Number Five, how do you say, guilty or not 
guilty?'' 

The burly man stood up as if he had been shot from a 
cannon. He turned his whole body, instead of just his head, 
to face Captain America, as if he were challenging Cap to a 
duel. 

"Guilty! Guilty! Guilty as hell! And the only thing I'm 
only sorry about is that I ain't gonna be pulling the trig-" 

Douglas's gavel banged down to interrupted the man in 
mid-word. "Thank you, Juror Number Five," Douglas said, 
reestablishing the order of his courtroom before continuing. 

"Juror I'lumber Six, how say you, guilty or not guilty?" 
The next juror rose to his feet then looked around. Gruen

wald had seen other lawyers with that look: he obviously 
wanted to make sure that all eyes were on him, that the fifth 
juror hadn't robbed him of his moment in the spotlight 
When he seemed satisfied that, for now, at least, he was the 
center of the universe, he announced, ''Guilty, Your Honor.'' 

"Juror Number Seven, how say you, guilty or not 
guilty?'' 

Number Seven stood, said his "Guilty," and sat down as 
quickly as he could. 

"Juror Number Eight, how say you, guilty or not guilty?" 
The overweight man in the eighth seat looked uncom

fortable in his suit. He also offered a quick verdict: 
''Guilty.'' 

"Juror Number Nine, how say you, guilty or not guilty?" 
Number Nine stood up, adjusted his tie, and pulled on his 

jacket to make sure it hung properly. "Your Honor, it is with 
great pleasure that I say, guilty." 
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Douglas started to say something, then stopped. Then he 
looked at the Captain. Gruenwald had to suppress a smile at 
the look of disappointment on the judge's face. Obviously, 
the leader of Liberty's Torch had expected the Captain to 
look devastated rather than sitting calmly awaiting his fate. 
/letter men than you have tried to intimidate him and failed, 
Gruenwald thought. Douglas then turned back to the jury box 
nnd asked Juror Number Ten for his verdict. 

"Guilty," the tenth juror said, after standing. 
"Juror Number Eleven, how say you, guilty or not 

guilty?'' 

John Richards stood up and opened his mouth to speak. 
Then he stopped. He looked around at the other men in the 
jury box. He saw the hate in their eyes and realized he felt 
none of his own. He saw no disquiet in their faces over this 
Roman circus -that had passed for a trial. Whatever it was 
that the men in this courtroom wanted, he no lon'ger wanted 
it. But he wasn't sure he was strong enough to do the right 
thing. 

Richards looked at Captain America, looked at the 
Avenger's face and deep into his blue eyes. Those eyes did 
mirror that man's soul and, in them, flashed the courage that 
lived unconquered within, the courage that filled and defined 
the man. 

The Captain returned the look, fixing his eyes on Rich
ards. The juror found that, somehow, the strength within 
Captain America was passing between the two of them
moving from the Captain to him and filling him as well. And 
John Richards found within himself the courage to say: 

"Your Honor, I find the defendant not guilty." 
The twelfth juror had already started to stand in antici

pation of delivering the satisfying final verdict. He stopped 
abruptly and, in doing so, tripped over his -own feet. As he 
fell clumsily to the floor of the jury box, his expletive was 
lost in the shocked cries of surprise that echoed through the 
courtroom. 
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• • • 
Gruenwald saw the satisfied look that passed between 

Douglas and Juror Number Five then back again. Juror Num
ber Four had been Cap's only chance. The intimidation of 
the burly man sitting next to him had worked. It was all over 
now. 

"Juror Number Five, how do you say, guilty or not 
guilty?'' 

The burly man stood up as if he had been shot from , a 
cannon; He turned his whole body, instead of just his head, 
to face Captain America, as if he were challenging Cap to a 
duel. 

"Guilty! Guilty! Guilty as hell! And the only thing I'm 
only sorry about is that I ain't gonna be pulling the trig-" 

Douglas's gavel banged down to interrupted the man in 
mid-word. "Thank you, Juror Number Five," Douglas said, 
reestablishing the order of his courtroom before continuing. 

"Juror 1\lumber Six, how say you, guilty or not guilty?" 
The next juror rose to his feet then looked around. Gruen

wald had seen other lawyers with that look: he obviously 
wanted to make sure that all eyes were on him, that the fifth 
juror hadn't robbed him of his moment in the spotlight. 
When he seemed satisfied that, for now, at least, he was the 
center of the universe, he announced, ''Guilty, Your Honor.'' 

"Juror Number Seven, how say you, guilty or not 
guilty?'' 

Number Seven stood, said his "Guilty," and sat down as 
quickly as he could. 

"Juror Number Eight, how say you, guilty or not guilty?" 
The overweight man in the eighth seat looked uncom

fortable in his suit. He also offered a quick verdict: 
"Guilty." 

"Juror Number Nine, how say you, guilty or not guilty?" 
Number Nine stood up, adjusted his tie, and pulled on his 

jacket to make sure it hung properly. "Your Honor, it is with 
great pleasure that I say, guilty." 
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Douglas started to say something, then stopped. Then he 
looked at the Captain. Gruenwald had to suppress a smile at 
the look of disappointment on the judge's face. Obviously, 
lhc leader of Liberty's Torch had expected the Captain to 
lc 1ok devastated rather than sitting calmly awaiting his fate. 
/11'/ter men than you have tried to intimidate him and failed, 
I lruenwald thought. Douglas then turned back to the jury box 
111d asked Juror Number Ten for his verdict. 

"Guilty," the tenth juror said, after standing. 
"Juror Number Eleven, how say you, guilty or not 

guilty?" 

John Richards stood up and opened his mouth to speak. 
Then he stopped. He looked around at the other men in the 
jury box. He saw the hate in their eyes and realized he felt 
uone of his own. He saw no disquiet in their faces over this 
Roman circus that had passed for a trial. Whatever it was 
that the men in this courtroom wanted, he no lon"ger wanted 
iL But he wasn't sure he was strong enough to do the right 
thing. 

Richards looked at Captain America, looked at the 
Avenger's face and deep into his blue eyes. Those eyes did 
mirror that man's soul and, in them, flashed the courage that 
lived unconquered within, the courage that filled and defined 
the man. 

The Captain returned the look, fixing his eyes on Rich
ards. The juror found that, somehow, the strength within 
Captain America was passing between the two of them
moving from the Captain to him and filling him as well. And 
John Richards found within himself the courage to say: 

" Your Honor, I find the defendant not guilty." 
The twelfth juror had already started to stand in antici

pation of delivering the satisfying final verdict. He stopped 
abruptly and, in doing so, tripped over his · own feet. As he 
fell clumsily to the floor of the jury box, his expletive was 
lost in the shocked cries of surprise that echoed through the 
courtroom. 
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'\ Norman Paris turned crimson, shaking visibly. He 
from his chair, lunging toward Richards. He literally snanea 
at the object of his rage, "You son of a-" 

He finished neither curse nor lunge. Both were 
away in a blur of red, white, and blue. 
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Norman Paris turned crimson, shaking visibly. He bolted 
from his chair, lunging toward Richards. He literally snarled 
at the object of his rage, "You son of a- " 

He finished neither curse nor lunge. Both were swept 
away in a blur of red, white, and blue. 
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When John Richards said, "not guilty," all hell broke 
loose. Throughout the courtroom, astonished howls 
of protest erupted from men too astonished to move. 

It was as if their surprise had turned them to unmoving gran
ite. Only Norman Paris seemed unaffected, as he lunged to
ward Richards intent on making his displeasure toward this 
new traitor a physical reality. 

Paris moved quickly. Another moved quicker. 
In less than a heartbeat, Captain America had slipped 

of the shackles around his arms and legs. Before a 
heartbeat passed, the Captain's powetful legs propelled 
into the jury box and over the first row of jurors. He landed 
between Norman Paris and John Richards. Within a third 
heartbeat, the Captain lifted Paris from his chair and hurled 
him across the room. The militia colonel crashed into the 
armed guard who stood to the right of the defense table, 
stunning them both. 

The Captain was relieved he could finally stop pretending 
and cut loose. The manacles around his arms and legs had never 
been a problem. The locks on them were shoddy and second
rate. The lockpick concealed in his belt buckle had made quick 
work of them on the first night of his captivity. After that, he 
had fixed them so they only appeared to be fastened. 

Although Marcus Gruenwald had done most of the actual 
trial work for the past several days, the Captain had not been 
idle. He spent the time studying the jurors. He had looked 
at each one carefully, gazing deep into their eyes. He had 
suspected before the trial started that the red-haired man in 
the eleventh juror's seat was the key to the trial. When he 
testified and was able to look more clearly at the jurors, he 
knew Juror Number Eleven was the one. Indeed, he had pre
pared his closing argument specifically for that juror. 

He may not have realized that he was going to return a 
verdict of "not guilty" until he actually heard the words 
coming from his mouth, but the Captain had known it far 
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111dicr and prepared accordingly. He figured the lone "not 
uilty" would, at least momentarily, paralyze the people in 

ll11: room, and he readied himself to act in that moment. 
When it came, he moved quickly. 
The guns were the most important thing. The Captain had 

noted each man in the room who had a gun. He knew which 
weapons were out in the open and which were in concealed 
holsters, necessitating that extra second before they could be 
drawn and fired. 

Even as the astonished militiamen watched him ·throw the 
fifth juror across the room to slam into the guard, Captain 
America was moving. He leapt from the jury box and over 
the judge's bench to land squarely on Taylor Douglas. With 
a fluid move, he sprang off of Douglas, driving Douglas's 
head into the bench and Douglas into unconsciousness, and 
grabbed his shield from the wall. He pushed off the wall, 
executing a perfect backftip that carried him to the floor in 
front of the bench. While still upside down, he threw his 
shield across the room. 

The shield smashed into the head of the second armed 
guard, rebounded and slammed into the head of the armed 
man who had sat behind him and Gruenwald, and then ric
ocheted back to Cap's hand as he completed his flip. Both 
men would be out for the duration of this soiree. 

The Captain threw his shield again. It struck the bailiff, 
even as the man was drawing his gun and knocked him un
conscious, bouncing back to its master in a petfect arc. 

He quickly scanned the courtroom. The remaining mili
tiamen were beginning to move. Most were heading for the 
doors at the rear of the room, afraid to face the Captain's 
fury; others were advancing on him. They would have to 
wait. 

The guard to the right of the defense table had recovered 
and was aiming his rifle at the Captain. Faster than a human 
eye could follow, the shield flew from the Avenger's hand 
and struck the AK-47. It shattered in the guard's hands. 

The Captain picked up the rifle the other guard had 
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dropped at his feet, smashing it against the table so it could 
pose no further threat. As he did, someone slammed into his 
back. 

Before the Captain could recover from the blow, a second 
and then a third man jumped on him. They buried him under 
their weight like linesmen piling on a quarterback. The Cap
tain tried to shake them off, only to be taken aback as more 
men threw themselves on the pile. 

"Stand him at attention, boys." The Captain recognized 
the malevolent snarl of Juror Number Five. 

Several men pulled Captain America to his feet, holding 
his arms so tightly behind him that even he could not break 
free. The Captain stood helplessly as Juror Number Five 
aimed his gun at him. 

"I'm gonna salute the flag." 

The door into the Liberty's Torch compound was exactly 
where Phillip Bany had been told it would be. Even better, 
there was only one guard at the door, again as he'd been 
told. He studied the setup. 

Although the door itself was concealed, there was nothing 
near it to cover Barry while he snuck up on the guard. With 
his bad leg still slowing him down, he would never be able 
to rush the door before the man had a chance to react. This 
time, there was no other choice. From his hiding place, Barry 
unslung his rifle from over his shoulder. He aimed carefully 
and fired. 

The guard jerked up when the tranquilizer dart struck him 
in the neck. He reached for it, trying to pull it out and stag
gered around as if he were drunk. That was the problem with 
tranq darts. Bad spy movies not withstanding, they weren't 
really instantaneous. A target could do things, even sound an 
alarm, before succumbing to 'them. Still, the instructions 
Barry and the Falcon had received had asked him not to kill 
unless absolutely necessary and he felt honor-bound to com
ply. He had taken the tranq rifle and a sidearm, the latter to 
be used only as a final resort. 
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The guard was dizzy, but remained cognizant enough to 
reach for the alarm button. That was when Barry emerged 
from his hiding place and rushed thedoor. The guard at
Lempted to fight baGk, but was too woozy to be effective. 
Before the man could lift his own rifle, Barry was on him. 

A single punch knocked the man down. Then, the dart 
finally took full effect and the guard slipped into senseless
ness. By the time he came to, it would be over-one way or 
another. 

Barry grinned as he activated the <;loor access code sup
plied to him. At least, he mused, if the darts weren't instan
taneous, they were equalizers, slowing down his enemies 
enough that his wound no longer put him at a disadvantage. 

The door slid open quietly. Barry wasn't surprised to see 
the empty corridor before him. The instructions had told him 
that would be the case, that the other compound dwellers 
would be in the courtroom. Barry checked the map again; it 
charted a course that would allow him to navigate the lab
yrinth of the Liberty's Torch headquarters without difficulty. 

Barry chuckled softly to himself. It was like getting a 
triptych with all the points of interest, not to mention access 
codes, already highlighted. Triple-A should consider adding 
this service. As castle-stormings went, this was the way to 
go. 

According to the map, he was getting close to the court
room. That, was confirmed when a door at the far end of the 
corridor swung open and several men came running out of 
it. They looked like extras in a Godzilla movie. The men ran 
past him, barely noticing that there was an intruder in the 
compound. They only cared about one thing: getting out be
fore Tokyo fell on them. 

Barry continued down the corridor, slowed somewhat by 
the men bumping into him in their mad flight. Then, while 
most of the corridor still separated him from his destination, 
he heard a gunshot. He limped along the corridor as best he 
could, but, by the time he reached the courtroom, it was 
already too late. 
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• • • 
Captain America knew he would never be able to break 

free of the men who held his arms before Juror Number Five 
fired his gun. He didn't even try. Instead, he did what they 
weren't expecting him to do. 

He jumped off the floor, bringing his legs up over his 
head as he did. With his captors still holding him, he ex
tended his legs and kicked the gun as it discharged. The shot 
went harmlessly into the ceiling. 

The Captain continued his maneuver in one swift motion. 
He somersaulted backward, rolling over and breaking free of 
the men who held him. 

The men whirled around to grab the Captain again, but 
he wasn't there. As soon as his feet hit the ground, he had 
jumped again. He executed a flip over the militiamen and 
landed in front of Juror Five. 

The juror was bringing his gun down to fire again when 
the Captain's shield smashed into his face. Blood poured 
from his ruined nose and he crumpled to the floor. 

The five remaining militiamen surrounded Captain Amer
ica. They all rushed him at once-and learned that there was 
no safety in numbers when they faced this warrior. 

The Captain vaulted over his first attacker, pushing off 
the man's head with his hands while simultaneously kicking 
his legs out to each side of his body. Each of his feet struck 
a militiaman in the face, one on the left and one on the right. 
The two men were unconscious before they · hit the floor. 

Even as he did that, the Captain directed the lunge of the 
man he was vaulting over, forcing him to plow into the man 
directly behind the Avenger. By the time either could re
cover, their former captive had landed, driving his shield into 
the gut of the .fifth man. That man doubled over, only to 
straighten up when the Captain's right uppercut sent him 
reeling backward and out of this fight for the duration. 

Taylor Douglas regained consciousness just in time to see 
his master plan falling apart. All around the courtroom, sev-
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r rul of his most valuable followers lay senseless, while Cap
lnin America was easily dispatching those few who 
n:mained. Douglas reached for his gun, but the cursed 
/1. venger was moving too swiftly for a clear shot. The real
ization came that this might be the proper moment to exercise 
the proverbial better part of valor. The way to the rear door 
was clear; he started to run for it. 

The two remaining men flanked Captain America, one in 
the front and one in the rear. As they charged, the Captain 
saw Taylor Douglas running toward the rear door. He started 
to calculate how he could defeat his remaining attackers and 
still stop Douglas from escaping. He formed his plan 'instan-
taneously. 

The Captain reached out and grabbed the man in front of 
him. He fell backward, pulling the man to him. He placed 
his right foot on the man's chest and executed a back roll, 
carrying his victim over him and then throwing him into the 
man behind them. The two militiamen collided with a loud 
thud. 

Even as the Captain executed this maneuver, he turned 
his head and saw Douglas running past Gruenwald toward 
the rear door and freedom. With a quickness belying his 
scrawny body, Gruenwald slid to the other side of the de
fense table. He shot his left foot out and tripped Douglas. 

The would-be savior of America fell forward, his face 
hitting the hard concrete floor with loud and satisfying crack. 
The Captain suspected the militia leader would be taking all 
his meals through a straw for the next several months. 

Gruenwald's action allowed the Captain .to freely concen
trate on the last defender of Liberty's Torch. 

"I guess we can chalk up another one for the 'Interna
tional Zionist Conspiracy,' " Gruenwald quipped. Then his 
face became more serious. He looked down at the uncon
scious Taylor Douglas and then over at Captain America. 
"Thanks, Cap. Thanks for everything." 
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The Avenger merely nodded in reply, then looked down 
at the two groaning militiamen at his feet. "Gentlemen?" he 
said. The two men sat up and put their arms behind their 
heads in surrender. 

The Captain went to the defense table. "Are you all 
right?'' he asked Gruenwald. The attorney was slumped for
ward and looking a bit haggard. 

"I'll be fine in a second, Cap. All of a sudden, I seem to 
be a little wasted. Just let me catch my breath." 

"It's the adrenaline rush," the Captain explained. "Now 
that the fight is over, your body isn't pumping adrenaline 
into you any more. It, and you, need to recover.'' 

The Captain glanced back at the two still-conscious mem
bers of Liberty's Torch. They still sat in the middle of the 
floor, showed no further signs of resistance. They might not 
have had adrenaline pumping through them, but, like Gruen
wald, their strength was spent and they were no longer in
terested in fighting. 

The Captain saw a bearded man limp into the courtroom 
through the rear door. He walked to him with his hand ex
tended in friendly greeting. 

"Phillip Barry, I presume?" 
Barry took the offered hand and said, "Yup." 
"The Falcon?" Captain America asked. 
"He checked in with me just before I entered the com

pound. He accomplished his mission, too. And,' ' he contin
ued, ''the Army and the FBI should be here any second. 
They'll pick up any stragglers they find running through the 
woods. A few of them might escape, but I doubt they'll be 
much trouble in the future.'' 

Barry looked down at the manila envelope in his hand. 
"Of course, you probably have their home addresses, don't 
you?'' 

"As a matter of fact, I do." 
The two men laughed. The Captain then asked if Barry 

had any trouble finding the place. 
Barry waved the envelope in the air. ''Are you kidding? 
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With all the info you supplied? About the only thing you 
didn't include in here was how many stars the compound 
mess rated.' ' 

"Not a one," answered Gruenwald as he walked up to 
them. The Captain introduced Gruenwald to Barry, then told 
the lawyer how he had supplied information that allowed the 
Falcon to thwart the real objective of Liberty's Torch. 

"You supplied the information?'' Gruenwald gasped. 
"How did you manage that?" 

Suddenly, the Captain looked uncomfortable. For a mo
ment, he stared at the floor, unable to meet Gruenwald's 
gaze. He took a deep breath and raised his head. 

''I, ah, I would break out of my cell at night and collect 
it. I couldn't tell you about it, Mark, and I'm sorry about 
that. But I couldn't risk tipping my hand before I was 
ready." 

"What? Why didn't you just break out and take me with 
you? That would have made my week a Jot easier.'' 

Captain America's tone was apologetic as he explained 
what he had done and why he had done it. 

' 'Douglas was using my trial as a diversion to distract the 
authorities from the air strike he was planning. I had to use 
it the same way. As long as Liberty's Torch had me and the 
trial was proceeding, they thought their real plan was secure. 
And they were laying low during the trial, foregoing any 
attacks on any of their usual targets. That first night, I con
tacted the FBI and told them not to rescue me. It was better 
for the country if I Jet myself stay a prisoner while I uncov
ered what was really going on.'' 

The Captain's face reddened. He looked Gruenwald di
rectly in the eye, hoping to find forgiveness there. ''Mark, if 
I caused you any discomfort, I'm truly sorry." 

"Considering the results, I guess I can't complain." 
Gruenwald said, pausing for a long moment. "But, I warn 
you, you're going to be the one feeling discomfort when you 
get my bill." 

Gruenwald smiled at Captain America and laughed. The 
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Captain returned Gruenwald's smile eagerly. That the lawyer 
forgave him was, after the news that the Falcon had stopped 
the helicopter strike, the best thing he'd heard all day. 

"Oh, no," Barry interjected, "you don't get off that easy. 
How did you get your mitts on that information?" 

"It wasn't difficult," the Captain said with self-effacing 
modesty. He used the lockpick in his belt buckle to get out 
of his cell at night. Having seen that the security cameras 
didn't move, he knew they weren't working yet. And there 
Weren't many people in the compound. Once he was out of 
his cell, it was a simple matter of sticking to the shadows. 

He had figured to do that for all his excursions, but he 
got lucky that first night: he found a spare Torch uniform. 
Taylor Douglas had ordered he not be unmasked, so no one 
knew what he really looked like. When he put on the uni
form, he appeared to be just another member; no one paid 
any attention to him. 

"Why didn't they?" asked Gruenwald. "Even in that uni
form, you were a stranger to them." 

"It's an old trick," the Captain said. "If you act like you 
belong wherever you are, everyone assumes you do belong 
and leaves you alone. The fact that many of these men were 
unsociable loners anyway made it even easier than usual." 

Over the next two nights, Captain America had collected 
the information he needed. 

"I got most of it from Douglas himself," he said when 
Barry asked where the info had come from. "He thought his 
computer was secure, but I'm pretty good at encryption 
codes. His weren ' t even that hard to crack." 

Just that morning, a couple hours before down, the Cap
tain had discovered Douglas ' s real objective. If he was going 
to prevent the helicopter strike, he didn't have any time to 
waste. He risked leaving the· compound to get the envdope 
to Barry and the Falcon. ''I knew you and Sam could handle 
it," he added. 

This time, it was Barry's turn to blush. 

• • • 
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Later, the Falcon joined Captain America and the others 
as the Army and the FBI cleaned up the Liberty's Torch 
compound. Under the Captain's direction, all the information 
on Taylor Douglas's computer and every other computer in 
the compound was downloaded onto disks that could be 
turned over to the federal prosecutor. Barry commented that 
the information they were finding, along with the papers 
found in Douglas's office, would insure that the leader and 
most members of Liberty's Torch would be needing, "life
time subscriptions to Better Bars and Gardens." 

Then Barry blanched. He turned to Gruenwald and asked, 
"It will be admissible, won't it? Tell me Cap wasn't com
mitting illegal search and seizure when he hacked into the 
big kahuna's computer? I'd hate to see these guys get off on 
a technicality." 

"It wouldn't matter if he did. The FBI would have found 
the information legitimately anyway, during this raid. That 
makes it all admissible.'' 

Captain America continued to supervise the info retrieval 
from the compound. He stopped only once, when he saw 
Juror Number Eleven, the man he had since learned was John 
Richards, being led out in handcuffs. 

"One moment, Private," the Captain said, walking up to 
the soldier escorting the manacled Richards. "Can I have a 
word with this prisoner?' ' 

The private smiled, apparently thrilled to his boots that 
Captain America was actually talking to him. 

''I guess so. My orders are to not let any of these pris
oners talk to anyone until they've been questioned, but I'm 
gonna assume you outrank me, okay?'' 

The Captain smiled his thanks to the soldier. 
''Mr. Richards, I just wanted to thank you for what you 

did in that courtroom this morning." 
"Thank me?'' Richards said incredulously. 
''That's correct. Our country was founded by people who 

went against England, sometimes even against their friends 
and family, to fight for what they believed was right. This 
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morning, in that madness Douglas spawned, you served the 
real America in that most proud of traditions. I wanted you 
to know that I will be there to testify on your behalf.'' The 
Captain snapped to attention and saluted Richards. ''Thank 
you, soldier." 

Though his movements were restricted by his handcuffs, 
John Richards returned the Captain's salute before he was 
led away to a waiting van. The cooperative private shook his 
head as he marched Richards down the corridor. The private 
probably didn't know what had just happened here, but he 
would, someday, have one hell of a tale to tell his kids. And 
his grandkids. 

Later still, with the mop-up operation winding to a finish, 
the Falcon found Captain America in Douglas's office. His 
friend was stming at a tattered American flag on the wall. 

"Steve? Are you all right?" 
''I'm fine, Sam. I'm just thinking about men like Douglas 

and what could tum them so wrong.'' 
"In his own twisted way," the Falcon said, "I suppose 

he thought he was being loyal to America.' ' 
The Captain shook his head sadly. 
"No, Sam. I don't know what country Taylor Douglas 

thought he was representing, but it was never America." 
The Captain walked to the door, turned back for one last 

look, and switched off the office lights. He stared into the 
darkness for an instant more. 

"Let's get out of here, Sam." 
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A He hated funerals. 
'!},\ shes to ashes .. . " 

It was John Donne who said, "Any man's death 
diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind," but it 
was Captain America who lived it. Few had more firsthand 
experience with the sentiment than did he. Throughout the 
Captain's career, death had been the one constant. He'd had 
many partners- Bucky, the Avengers, the Falcon, Rick 
Jones, O-Man, Diamondback, and others-but, too often and 
as contradictory as it seemed, death seemed his only lifelong 
companion. 

His childhood, what should have been a time of inno
cence, had been marred by the death of his father. And even 
though was still too young to understand what death truly 
meant, he could see what it did to his mother and know it 
was bad. Then his mother died and a young man who should 
have been discovering girls and playing baseball and study
ing for exams had instead learned how to fend for himself. 

As a young adult, he was thrust into a war where the lives 
of young men were discarded as easily as spent cartridges. 
He missed the end of the war but, when he returned to the 
world after his decades of frozen sleep, nothing had really 
changed. Although the country he loved was technically at 
peace, he was still Captain America. He still fought and saw 
death far too often. 

It didn't matter whose death-they all affected him 
deeply. Even when Baron Zemo died, the Captain took no 
comfort from the fate of the Nazi responsible for the death 
of Bucky and so many others. He even regretted that he had 
been, however indirectly, responsible for the man's death and 
ashamed he had been too slow to save him. • 

"Dust to d'ust ... " 
He had seen too many deaths. He had seen too many 

funerals. From the simple Potter's Field service for his father 
to makeshift battlefield rites to the elaborate affairs for pres
idents and heads of state, he had seen all kinds of funerals 
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and had never taken comfort from a single one of them. 
This one was as bad as any of them. 
People had come from all across the country to the small 

Iowa cemetery where Colin Maxwell was being buried. His 
fans and fellow writers from both coasts, even some from 
overseas, had journeyed to pay their last respects to their 
fallen comrade. Many of the writers spoke to honor Maxwell 
and did so eloquently. The Captain heard the words and ap
preciated them for what they meant to Colin's other friends 
and to Barbara Maxwell, who wore her widow's black as 
well as could be ·expected. 

The Captain wished he could have said something, but it 
was out of the question. He was there not as Captain Amer
ica, but as Steve Rogers. To reveal the special bond he shared 
with Maxwell might put Colin's family at risk. 

Sam Wilson had come with him to Iowa and Steve was 
grateful for his friend's presence. The Falcon had not known 
Colin well, but, even if the writer's murder had not brought 
them into battle against Liberty's Torch, Steve knew Sam 
would have been by his side for this. It helped fill the void 
that Colin's death had left within Rogers. 

But only a little. 
Steve looked down at the coffin, just the simple box Barb 

had requested, but covered with the American flag he had 
ananged. It was hard to imagine his friend in there and Rog
ers found himself thinking of happier times they had shared. 

That first meeting when they had stayed up all night talk
ing and walking around New York. Their hours discussing 
the 1940s, that era Colin never tired of learning about and 
Rogers never wanted to lose. The pool halls they had fre
quented. Their quest for quaint jazz clubs or eateries stuck 
in a time some five decades earlier. 

Their relationship had changed somewhat when Colin and 
Barb were manied. Colin would still come to New York to 
do research, but now there was a part of his life more im
portant to him than his work. Still, Rogers wouldn't have 
changed anything, not even going back to the way it had 
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been, for the joy he had experienced meeting Barbara and 
attending her and Colin's wedding. Or the greater joy he felt 
looking at those first treasured snapshots of their son, Nich
olas. His friends were living what he looked on as the "all
American family'' dream, a dream forever denied to Steve 
Rogers by dint of who he was, what he could do, and all 
those other Americans who depended on him. 

Steve was abruptly brought back to the present by the 
sound of the twenty-one gun salute, followed by the military 
bugler playing ''Taps.'' He came to attention and saluted 
until the song and the service was over. 

After the service, as family and friends were saying good
bye to Barb Maxwell, he stayed in the background. What he 
had to say to her had to be spoken in private. As Rogers 
waited, Sam Wilson came up to him. 

"Steve, I know Colin served in the Army, but he was 
never in combat. Did you call in a few favors to arrange this 
full military funeral?" 

Steve Rogers looked at the hole in the ground and, beyond 
it, at the cemetery workers waiting with their shovels for the 
bereaved to leave. He glanced over at Barb, taking note of 
the flag folded over her arm, the flag that had draped her 
husband's coffin. He turned back to Wilson. 

"You're wrong, Sam. In his own way, and in the sacrifice 
he made, he was most definitely a soldier. He was a casualty 
of the war against every bigot, every dictator, every madman 
who denies the wmih of all men. Colin Maxwell and all the 
courageous citizens like him who are just as willing to stand 
up for what' s right-they are the real soldiers in this war. 
They are the true torches of liberty. Their example lights the 
way for all men. We needed to remember him for whal he 
was, for all that he was.'' 

Sam smiled. "Fair enough." Then he laughed. "Shoulda 
known I'd get a speech.'' 

Steve shared the laugh, welcomed it in this sad time. 
When Barb Maxwell was finally alone, Steve walked over 

to her. She held up her hand before he could say a word. 
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"Don't, Steve," she cautioned him. 
"Huh?" 
"You were about to apologize to me, weren' t you'! To 

tell me you're sorry that you weren't in time, that you 
couldn't save him from those men? You might as well bu 
wearing a sign. Well, kindly stop beating yourself up. There 
was no way you could have known and nothing you could 
have done. Your guilt isn't what Colin would want you to 
take with you from his graveside. He'd want you to take the 
happiness and the good times you shared. And he'd want 
you to remember always that you gave each other friend
ship.'' 

In a lifetime of service, Captain America had learned 
many things. Chief among them was how to control his emo
tions so they wouldn't interfere with the task before him. But 
that lifetime of training did him little good as he embraced 
Barb and said goodbye to his friend. 

One of the Captain's tears was caught by the dry Iowa 
breeze. Landing on the casket, it glistened in the sun for a 
moment and, in the heart of liberty, for all eternity. 

The next evening, Captain America was back in New 
York. The Weather Channel had said it would be aglorious 
night, warm with a refreshing breeze coming in off the Hud
son. A night to make London and Paris and Rome envious. 
A night to stay up late and take in everything that the city 
that never sleeps had to offer. 

Several blocks from the Hudson, Captain America sat at 
his computer in the basement of Avengers Mansion. He had 
entered the latest encryption codes many hours ago, but was 
hard at work on something far more difficult. Still, though it 
was hard work, he thought it well worth the effort. 

After all, the Captain reminded himself, he couldn't very 
well dedicate his autobiography to Colin Maxwell until he 
had finished writing it. 
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