CHAPTTER ONE. MALI CH

Treason only matters when it is committed by trusted nen.

THE TEAM of four Americans had been in the village for three nonths. Their

m ssion was to build trust until they could acquire accurate information about
the activities of a nearby warlord believed to be harboring sone operatives of
Al Qaeda.

Al four soldiers were highly trained for their Special Ops assignnment. Which
meant that they understood a great deal about |ocal agriculture and husbandry,
trade, food storage, and other issues on which the survival and prosperity of
the vill age depended. They had arrived with rudimentary skills in the
pertinent | anguages, but now they were reasonably fluent in the | anguage of
the vill age.

The village girls were beginning to find occasions to wal k near whatever
project the Anerican soldiers were working on. But the soldiers ignored them
and by now the parents of these girls knew they were safe enough-though that
didn't stop themfromrebuking the girls for their i mobdesty with nen who
were, after all, unbelievers and foreigners and dangerous men.

For these Anerican soldiers had al so been trained to kill-silently or noisily,
cl ose at hand or froma distance, individually or in groups, with weapons or
wi t hout .

They had killed no one in front of these villagers, and in fact they had
killed no one, ever, anywhere. Yet there was something about them their

al ertness, the way they noved, that gave warning, the way a tiger gives
warning sinmply by the fluidity of its novenment and the alertness of its eyes.
There came a day that one of the villagers, a young man who had

been away for a week, cane hone, and within a few mnutes had told his news to
the el der who, for |ack of anyone better, was regarded by the villagers as the
wi sest counselor. He, in turn, brought the young man to the Americans.

The terrorists, he said, were building up a cache of weapons away to the

sout hwest. The | ocal warlord had not given his consent-in fact, he

di sapproved, but would not dare to intervene. "He woul d be as happy as anyone
to be rid of these nmen. They frighten himas nmuch as they frighten everyone

el se.™

The young man was al so, obviously, afraid.

The Americans got directions fromhimand strode out of the canp, follow ng
one of the trails the shepherds used.

When they were behind the first hill-though this "hill" in nmost other places
woul d have been call ed a nountai n-they stopped.

"It's a trap, of course,"” said one of the Americans.

"Yes," said the |l eader, a young captain naned Reuben Malich. "But will they
spring it when we reach the place where his directions would send us? O when
we return?"

In other words, as they all understood: Was the village part of the conspiracy
or not? If it was, then the trap would be sprung far away.

But if the villagers had not betrayed them except for the one young man, then
in all likelihood the village was in as nuch danger as the Americans.

Captain Malich briefly discussed the possibilities with his team so that by
the tine he gave his orders, they were all in conplete agreenent.

A few mnutes later, using routes they had planned on the first day, before
they ever entered the village, they crested the hill at four separate vantage
points and spotted the armed nen who had just entered the village and were
taki ng up many of the positions surrounding it that the Anericans had guessed
t hey woul d use.

The Americans' plan, in the event of such an anbush, was to approach these
positions with stealth and kill the eneny one by one, silently.

But now Captain Malich saw a scene playing out in the center of

the village that he could not bear. For the old man had been brought out into
the mddl e of the sunbaked dirt of the square, and a man with a sword was
preparing to behead him

Captain Malich did the calculations in his head. Protect your own force-that



was a prime concern. But if it were the only priority, or the highest

priority, nations would keep their arm es at home and never commit themto
battle at all.

The higher priority here was the mssion. If the village sustai ned any
casualties, they would not care that the Anmericans saved them from even nore.
They would only grieve that the Anericans had ever come at all, bringing such
tragedy with them They would beg the Americans to | eave, and hate themif
they did not go.

Here were the terrorists, proving that they were, as suspected, operating in
the area. This village had been a good choice. Wich nmeant that it would be a
terrible waste to | ose the trust that had

been built up

Captain Malich took his own weapon and, adjusting wi nd and di stance, took
careful aimand killed the swordsman with a single shot.

The other three Anericans understood i medi ately the change of plans. They
took aim at the enem es who would be able to take cover nost easily, and
killed them Then they settled down to shooting the others one by one.

O course, the eneny were firing back. Captain Mlich hinmself was hit, but his
body arnor easily dealt with a weapon fired at such |ong range. And as the
eneny fire slackened, Malich counted the eneny dead and conpared it to the
nunber he had seen in the village, nmoving frombuilding to building. He gave
the hand signal that told the rest of his teamthat he was going in, and they
shot at anyone who seened to be getting into position to kill himas he
descended t he sl ope.

In only a few nminutes, he was anong the small buildings of the village. These
wal I's woul d not stop bullets, and there were people cowering inside. So he did
not expect to do a lot of shooting. This would be knife work.

He was good at knife work. He hadn't known until now how easy it was to kil
anot her man. The adrenalin coursing through himpushed aside the part of his
mnd that m ght be bothered by the killing. Al he thought of at this nonent
.was what he needed to do, and what the eneny night do to stop him and the
knife merely rel eased the tension for a nonent, until he started | ooking for

t he

next target.

By now his nen were also in the village, doing their own variations on the
sanme work. One of the soldiers encountered a terrorist

who was holding a child as a hostage. There was no thought of negotiation. The
American took aiminstantly, fired, and the terrorist dropped dead with a
bul I et through his eye.

At the end, the sole surviving terrorist panicked. He ran to the center of the

square, where many of the villagers were still cowering, and | eveled his
aut omati ¢ weapon to now t hem down.
The old man still had one last spring in his ancient |egs, and he threw

hi nsel f onto the automatic weapon as it went off.

Captain Malich was nearest to the terrorist and shot himdead. But the old man
had taken a nmortal wound. By the time Malich got to him the old man gave one
| ast shudder and died in a puddl e of the blood that had poured fromhis
abdonen where the two bullets tore himopen

Reuben Malich knelt over the body and cried out in the keening wail of deep
grief, the anguish of a soul on fire. He tore open the shirt of his uniform
and struck Hi nmself repeatedly on the chest. This was not part of his training.
He had never seen anyone do such a thing, in any culture. Striking hinself

| ooked to his fellow soldiers |like a kind of nadness. But the surviving
villagers joined himin grief, or watched himin awe.

Wthin monents he was back on the job, interrogating the abject young betrayer
while the other soldiers explained to the villagers that this boy was not the
enemny, just a frightened kid who had been coerced and lied to by the
terrorists and did not deserve to be killed.

Six hours later, the terrorist base canp was pounded by Ameri -






can bonbs; by noon the next day, it had been scoured to the |ast cave by
American soldiers flown in by chopper

Then they were all pulled out. The operation was a success. The Anericans
reported that they had suffered no casualties.

"FROM WHAT one of your nen told us," said the colonel, "we wonder if you m ght
have nade your decision to put your own nen at risk by firing i mediately,
based on enotional involvenment with the villagers."

"That's how | nmeant it to appear to the villagers," said Captain Malich. "If
we allowed the village to take casualties before we were on the scene,

beli eve we woul d have lost their trust."”

"And when you grieved over the body of the village headman?"

"Sir, I had to show himhonor in a way they would understand, so that his
heroi c death becanme an asset to us instead of a liability."

"It was all acting?"

"None of it was acting," said Captain Malich. "All | did was permit it to be
seen. "

The colonel turned to the clerk. "All right, shut off the tape." Then, to
Mal i ch: "Good work, Major. You're on your way to New Jersey."

VWhi ch is how Reuben Malich | earned he was a captain no nore. As for New
Jersey, he had no idea what he would do there, but at |east he already spoke
t he | anguage, and fewer people would be trying to kill him

CHAPTER TWO. RECRUI TMENT.

When do you first set foot on the | adder to greatness? O on the slippery

sl ope of treason? Do you know it at the time? O do you discover it only

| ooki ng back?

" EVERYBODY COMPARES Anerica to Rome," said Averell Torrent to the graduate
students seated around the table. "But they conpare the wong thing. It's

al ways, 'Anmerica is going to fall, just |ike Rone.'W should be so | ucky!
Let's fall just like Ronme did-after five hundred years of world dom nation!"
Torrent smled naliciously.

Maj or Reuben Malich took a note-in Farsi, as he usually did, so that no one
el se at the table could understand what he was witing. Wat he wote was:
America's purpose is not to donminate anything. W don't want to be Rone.
Torrent did not wait for note-taking. "The real question is, how can Anerica
establish itself so it can endure the way Rome did?"

Torrent | ooked around the table. He was surrounded by students only a little
younger than he was, but there was no doubt of his authority. Not everybody
wites a doctoral dissertation that becones the cover story of all the
political and international journals. Only Malich was ol der than Torrent; only
Mal i ch was not confused about the difference between Torrent and God. Then
again, only Malich actually believed in God, so the others could be forgiven
their confusion of the two.

"The only reason we care about the fall of Rone," said Torrent, "is because
this Latin-speaking village in the heart of the Italian peninsula had forced
its culture and | anguage on Gaul and Iberia and Dacia and Britannia, and even
after it fell, the lands they con-

quered clung to as rmuch of that culture as they coul d. Wiy? Wiy was Rome so
successful ?"

No one offered to speak. So, as usual, Torrent zeroed in on Malich. "Let's ask
Sol di er Boy, here. You're part of America's |egions."

Reuben refused to let the inplied taunting get to him Be calmin the face of
the eneny. If he is an eneny.

"I was hoping you' d answer that one, sir," said Malich. "Since that's the
topic of the entire course.™

"Al'l the nore reason why you should al ready have thought of some possible
answers. Are you telling me you haven't thought of any?"

Reuben had been thinking of answers to that-and similar questions-ever since
he set his sights on a mlitary career, back in seventh grade. But he said
not hing, sinmply regarding Torrent with a steady gaze that showed not hi ng, not
even defiance, and certainly not hostility. In the nodern American cl assroom



a soldier's battle face was a | ook of perfect tranquility.

Torrent pressed him "Rome ruthlessly conquered dozens, hundreds of nations
and tribes. Wy, then, when Ronme fell, did these forner enemies cling to Roman
culture and cl ai m Ronan heritage as their own for a thousand years and nore?"
"Time," said Reuben. "People got used to being under Roman rule."

"Do you really think tine explains it?" asked Torrent scornfully.

"Absol utely," said Reuben. "Look at China. After a few centuries, nost people
cane to identify thenselves so conpletely with their conquerors that they

t hought of thenselves as Chinese. Sane with Islam G ven time enough, with no
hope of liberation or revolt, they eventually converted to Islam They even
cane to think of thenselves as Arabse."

As usual, when Reuben pressed back, Torrent backed off, not in any obvious,
respectful way that admitted Reuben m ght have scored a point or two, but by
sinmply turning to soneone el se to ask anot her question

The di scussion noved on fromthere into a discussion of the So-

viet Union and how eagerly the subject peoples shrugged off the Russian yoke
at the first opportunity. But eventually Torrent brought it back to Rome-and
to Maj or Reuben Mali ch.

"I'f Arerica fell today, how nmuch of our culture would endure? Myst places that
speak English in the world do so because of the British Enpire, not because of

anyt hing Anerica did. What about our civilization will last? T-shirts?
Coca- Col a?"

"Pepsi," joked one of the other students.

"McDonal d's."

"1 Pods. "

"Funny, but trivial," said Torrent. "Sol di er Boy, you tell us. Wat would
| ast ?"

"Not hi ng," said Reuben i medi ately. "They respect us now because we have a
dangerous nilitary. They adopt our culture because we're rich. If we were poor
and unarmed, they'd peel off American culture like a snake shedding its skin."
"Yes!" said Torrent. The other students registered as much surprise as Reuben
felt, though Reuben did not let it show Torrent agreed with the soldier?
"That's why there is no conparison between Anmerica and Rone," said Torrent.
"Qur enmpire can't fall because we aren't an enpire. W have never passed from
our republican stage to our inperial one. Right now we buy and sell and,
occasionally, bully our way into other countries, but when they thunb their
noses at us, we treat themas if they 7had a right, as if there were sone
equi val ence between our nation and their puny weakness. Can you i magi ne what
Rome woul d have done if an 'ally' treated themthe way France and Gerrmany have
been treating the United States?"

The cl ass | aughed.

Reuben Malich did not [augh. "The fact that we don't act |ike Rome is one of

t he best things about Anerica," he said.

"Soisn't it ironic,"” said Torrent, "that we are vilified as if we were |like
Rome, precisely because we aren't? Wiile if we did act |ike Rone, then they'd
treat us with the respect we deserve?"



"My head a-splode," said one of the wittier students, and everyone | aughed
again. But Torrent pushed the point.

"Anerica is at the end of its republic. Just as the Roman Senate and consul s
becanme i ncapable of ruling their w despread hol dings and fighting off their
enem es, so America's antiquated Constitution is a joke. Bureaucrats and
courts nmake nost of the decisions, while the press decides which Presidents
wi | | have enough public support to govern. W lurch forward by inertia al one,
but if Arerica is to be an enduring polity, it can't continue this way."

Even though Torrent's points actually agreed with rmuch of what Reuben believed
was wong with contenporary America, he could not let the historical point
stand unchal | enged-the two situations could not be conpared. "The Ronman
Republ i ¢ ended," said Reuben, "because the people got sick of the endless
civil wars anong rival warlords. They were grateful to have a strong man |ike
Cctavian elimnate all rivals and restore peace. That's why they were thrilled
to have himput on the purple and renane hinmsel f as Augustus.'"

"Exactly," said Torrent, |eaning across the table and pointing a finger at
him "O course a soldier sees straight to the crux of the matter. Only a foo
thi nks the turns of history can be measured by any standard other than which
wars were fought, and who won them Survival of the fittest-that's the neasure
of a civilization. And survival is ultimately determned on the battl efield.
Where one man kills another, or dies, or runs away. The society whose citizens
will stand and fight is the one with the best chance to survive | ong enough
for history even to notice it."

One of the students nade the obligatory comment about how concentrating on war
omts nost of history. At which Torrent smiled and gestured for Reuben to
answer .

"The people who win the wars wite the histories," said Reuben dutifully,
wonderi ng why he was getting this sudden burst of respect from Torrent.
"Augustus kept nost of the fornms of the old system" Torrent went on. "He
refused to call hinself king, he pretended the Senate still meant sonething.
So the people loved himfor protecting their

republ i can del usi ons. But what he actually established was an enpire so strong
that it could survive inconmpetents and madmen |like Nero and Caligula. It was
the enmpire, not the republic, that made Rome the nost inportant enduring
polity in history."

"You're saying America needs to do the sanme thing?" asked Reuben Malich

"Not at all!" said Torrent, acting out a parody of horror. "God forbid! I'm
just saying that if Anerica is going to ever natter to history the way Rone
does, instead of being a brief episode |ike the Sassanid or Chal dean enpires,
then it will be because we spawn our own Augustus, to rule where right now we
only buy and sell."

"Then | hope we fall first," said Reuben Malich. He knew as he spoke that he
shoul d have confined this comment to his Arabic notes. This was the trap
Torrent had led himinto, by show ng himrespect; yet, knowi ng he was being
exposed and woul d surely be cut apart for it, he could not hold

sil ence-because if he did, the other students would be sure this soldier

| onged for enpire, just as Torrent apparently did. "Anerica exists as an

i dea," Reuben said, "and if we throw out that idea, then there's no reason for
Anerica to exist at all."

"Ch, Soldier Boy, you poor lad," said Torrent. "The American idea was thrown
out with Social Security. We nailed the coffin shut with group rights. W
don't want individual liberty because we don't want individual responsibility.
W want somebody el se to take care of us. If we had a dictator who did a
better job of it than our present system then as long as he pretended to
respect Congress, we'd lick his hands |ike dogs."

The whol e seni nar recoiled fromhis words, though not because they thought he
was wong; it was because he sounded |ike some kind of neo-conservative.
"Again," Torrent remnded them "I'mnot advocating anything, |'monly
observing. W're historians, not politicians. W have to | ook at how polities
actually function, not how we w sh to del ude ourselves into thinking they



ought to function. Qur short-termpolitics trunp long-termnational interests
every time. Can't fix Social Security, can't fix the tax structure, can't fix
the trade deficit, can't fix

out sourcing, can't fix anything because there's al ways canpai gn noney

i nvol ved, or demagoguery that blocks the way. Between the NRA and the AARP
you can't even do things that vast najorities already agree need to be done!
Denmocracy on this scale doesn't work, it hasn't worked for years. And as for
that Anerican idea, we flushed it away with the G eat Depression, and nobody
msses it." Then he grinned. "Except nmaybe Sol di er Boy."

PRI NCETON UNI VERSI TY was just what Reuben expected it to behostile to

everyt hing he val ued, snug and superior and utterly closed-m nded. In fact,
exactly what they thought the mlitary was.

He kept thinking, the first couple of semesters, that naybe his attitude
toward them was just as short-sighted and bigoted and wong as theirs was of
him But in class after class, sem nar after sem nar, he |earned that far too
many students were deternmined to remain ignorant of any real-world data that
didn't fit their preconceived notions. And even those who tried to remain
genui nely open-m nded sinply did not realize the magnitude of the lies they
had been tol d about history, about values, about religion, about everything.
So they took the facts of history and averaged themwi th the dogmas of the
leftist university professors and thought that the truth |lay somewhere in the
m ddl e.

Wel|l as far as Reuben could tell, the mddle they found was still far from any
useful information about the real world.
Am 1 like them just a bigot learning only what fits nmy worl dview? That's what

he kept asking hinself. But finally he reached the concl usion: No, he was not.
He faced every piece of information as it came. He questioned his own
assunpti ons whenever the information seemed to violate it. Above all, he
changed his m nd-and often. Sometines only by increments; sonetines

conpl etely. Heroes he had once adm red- Dougl as MacArthur, for instance-he now
regarded with sonething akin to horror: How could a comrander be so vain, with
so little justification for it? Others that he had disdai ned-that great clerk
Ei senhower, or that woeful inconpetent, Burnside-he had | earned to appreciate
for their considerable virtues.

And now he knew that this was nuch of what the Arny had sent himhere to

| earn. Yes, a doctorate in history would be useful. But he was really getting
a doctorate in sel f-doubt and skepticism a Ph.D. in the rhetoric and beliefs
of the insane Left. He would be able to sit in aroomwth a far-left Senator
and hear it all with a straight face, w thout having to argue any points, and
wi th conpl ete conprehensi on of everything he was sayi ng and everything he
meant by it.

In other words, he was being enbedded with the eneny as surely as when he was
on a deep Special Ops assignnent inside a foreign country that did not
officially at |east know that he was there.

Princeton University as an alien planet. Reuben Malich as the astronaut who
sonmehow | ost his hel net-and spent day after day gasping for air.

He had to acquire the iron discipline of the soldier who works with the
government-the ability to stand in the same roomwith stupidity and say
not hi ng, show not hi ng.

The real danger was not losing his tenper, however. For in the second year of
his studies, he realized that he was beginning to treat sone of the nost
absurd ideas as if they had some basis in truth. It was Coebbels in practice:
If you tell the same lies |Iong enough and | oudly enough, even people who know
better will despair and concede the point.

W are tribal aninmals. W cannot |ong stand against the tribe.

Thank heaven he could go home to Cecily every day. She was his reality check
Unlike the ersatz Left of the university, Cessy was a genui ne ol d-fashi oned
liberal, a Denocrat of the tradition that reached its peak with Trunman and
blewits last trunmpet w th Myni han.

It was part of the insanity of their marriage-the reason his father kept



asking him right up to the wedding itself, "Do you have any idea what you're
doi ng?"

Because not only was Reuben conmitted to conservative val ues, he was also a
Ser bi an by ancestry and upbringi ng-an Ot hodox



Christian with a native know edge of the |anguage of Serbia because his
parents nade sure of it.

And Cessy was Croatian-Catholic, yes, but also of the tribe that Serbians
hated nore than any. Once Serbs and Croats had been the sane people. But the
Turks had long ruled Serbia, while Croatia was sheltered within Catholic
Austri a- Hungary. What did Croats know of oppression and suffering? And when
the Nazis canme, they collaborated with the conquerors, and the price of their
perfidy was paid in Serbian bl ood.

Nobody forgot things like this in the Bal kans. Such injuries were nursed
generation after generation. So when Reuben cane home fromChio State with a
Croatian girl, and then left her with his famly while he went off to begin
serving his ROTC obligation to his country, his parents were appall ed.

She won them over conpletely. It was hard to believe that anyone coul d get

past Father's cast-iron hatred of Croats, but Cessy had insisted that she'd do
just fine, now go off and be a soldier for a while. And when Reuben came hone
on leave the first time, it quickly became clear that not only did his famly
like Cessy, they liked her a ot nore than they |iked Reuben. Oh, they said
they still loved himbest, but he knew it was just to make him feel better
They adored Cessy.

And that was fine with him "You should be our U N anbassador,"” he told her
on that first leave. "You could get Hutus and Tutsis to be friends. You could
get Israelis and Pal estinians to hug and kiss. H ndus and Muslins, H ndus and
Si khs, Shia and Baha'i, Basque and Spani ard-"

"Not Basques and Spani ards,"” she told him "That dates back to when there were
still mastodons in Europe. That's practically |ike Cro-Magnon versus
Neandertal . "

"I want our babies to be as smart as you and as tough as nme," he said.

"I just want themto | ook Iike ne," said Cessy. "Because havi ng daughters that
| ook |ike you would be cruel."

Their daughters did ook |ike Cessy, and their sons had Reuben's

lean, lithe body, and all in all, their famly life was perfect. That's what
he cane hone to every day from school; that was the environment in which he
studied. That was his root in reality that kept calling himback fromthe
brink of getting seduced into the fantasyl and of academ a

Until Averell Torrent decided he wanted Reuben's soul

REUBEN HAD been goaded by professors before. He goaded them by wearing his
uniformto every class on the first day. They took it as a personal affront.
Why shouldn't they? That's how he neant it.

Sone of themsinply ignored himthe rest of the senmester-until his coursework
forced themto give himan A OQhers declared war on him but their ham handed
attacks on Reuben al ways backfired, wi nning himthe synpathy of the other
students as Reuben answered all the attacks with unflagging courtesy and qui et
good sense. Many of the others woul d begi n defendi ng hi mand, by extension

the mlitary. Thus Reuben would quietly lose all the classroombattles for the
hearts and minds of the students, but win the war.

Wth Torrent, though, as they worked their way through the ancient |long-1lived
enpi res- Egypt, China-and the ancient republicsfirst Athens, now Rone-it becane
for the other students a class in watching Torrent and Reuben spar with each
other. They weren't angry at Reuben-they knew that Torrent always initiated
their long, classtinme-consum ng exchanges-but they still resented the fact

t hat Reuben Malich had hijacked their only class with the great man.

Can't help it, Reuben silently answered their huffish attitudes. He calls on
me. What am | supposed to do, cover ny ears and humloudly so | can't hear his
guesti ons?

Though he was getting tenpted to do just that. Because what Torrent was sayi ng
about Anerica and enpire made perverse sense. Wile the other students

si detracked thenselves into a dis-

cussi on about whether Torrent's statenments were "conservative" or

"l'iberal,"” "reactionary" or "politically correct,” Reuben could not

shake off Torrent's prem se-that America was not in the place Rome was in



before it fell, but rather in the place where Rone was before civil war
destroyed the Republic and led to the dictatorship of the Caesars.

So when Torrent had finally silenced the other students' attenpts to put his
remarks into one or another of present-day political canps, Reuben was ready
to speak.

"Sir," he said, "if civil war is a necessary precursor to the end of
denocracy-"

"The facade of denocracy."

"Then it nmeans our republic, such as it is, is safe. Because we don't have
warl ords. W don't have private armes."

"You nean 'so far,'" Torrent said at once. "You nean 'that we know about."'"
"We aren't Yugoslavia," said Reuben-the npbst obvious exanple, for him at
least. "W don't have clear ethnic divisions."

Again, a stormof protest fromthe other students. \Wat about blacks?

H spani cs? Jews?

They debated that for a while, but Reuben was determined to stay on track. "W
can have riots, but not sustained wars, because the sides are too
geographically m xed and the resources are too one-sided."

Torrent shook his head. "The seeds of civil war are always there, in every
country. England in the 1600s-nobody woul d have believed that those pesky
Puritans coul d provoke a Royalist versus Puritan civil war, and yet they did."
"So where do you think America mght divide itself into two factions that
could fight a sustained civil war?" Reuben denanded.

Torrent smiled. "Red state, blue state.”

"That's cheap medi a graphics. You nmight as well say rural versus urban.”

"I do say that. But the geographical divisionis still clear. The Northeast
and the West Coast against the South and the niddle, with some states torn
apart because they're so evenly bal anced. "

"No one's going to fight over those differences."

Torrent smiled his maddening superior snmile. "The rhetoric today is already as
hot - bl ooded and i nsane and hate-filled as it was over slavery before the first
Cvil War-and even then, nost people refused to believe war was possible unti
Fort Sunter fell."

"One thing," said Reuben. "One tiny thing."

"Yes?" said Torrent.

"The U.S. Arny is absolutely dom nated by red-state ideals. There are sone

bl ue-staters, yes, of course. But you don't join the mlitary, as a genera
rul e, unless you share much of the red-state ideol ogy."

"So because the red-staters control the Arny, you think there can't be a civil
war . "

"I think it's unlikely."

"Don't hedge on ne."

Reuben shrugged. He wasn't hedgi ng, he was specifying; but let Torrent think
what ever he want ed.

"What if the White House were in the control of blue-staters?”

asked Torrent. "Wiat if the President ordered Anerican troops to fire on
American citizens who fought for red-state ideal s?"

"W obey the President, sir."

"Because you're thinking you'd be called to fire on neo-fascist mlitia nut
groups from Montana," said Torrent. "Wat if you were told to fire on the

Al abama National CGuard?"

"If Al abama was in rebellion., then I'd do it at once."

"If," said Torrent. "We just got our first "if from Sol dier Boy. You would
obey the President '"if.'" Torrent grinned in triunmph. "Cvil wars are fought
when | eaders find out what those '"ifs' are and exploit them | would only
shoot at ny neighbor "if.' And then a politician tells you that the 'if has
happened. "

They all regarded Torrent in silence, waiting for the clincher that they knew
was com ng

"The i deol ogy doesn't matter. You're right, no one cares enough. So here's



when you'll get ready to shoot your neighbor: Wen you' re convinced that your
nei ghbor is armng hinmself to shoot you."
Reuben wel |l knew how that worked. Few Serbs, Croats, or Mis-



l[inms in the old Yugosl avia even imagi ned they could go to war-the
intermarriage rate was so high that it was obvious you could never sort out
one group from anot her

But all it took was a handful of nuts with guns shooting at you because your
parents were Croats, even if you never cared. If they're attacking you because
you're part of a group, then when you fire back, you do it as a nenber of that
group. "You get forced onto one side or the other whether you want to or not,"
sai d Reuben, "once the bullets start to fly."

"The bullets don't even have to fly," said Torrent, nodding. "You just have to
believe they're trying to shoot you. Wars are fought because we believe the
other teams threats."

"Whi ch suggests,"” said Reuben, "that wars are also | ost because one side

didn't believe until it was too |ate."
"There we have it," said Torrent, |ooking around triunphantly at the rest of
the class. "Right here in this class, | have persuaded a highly trained

sol di er who hates the idea of civil war to think about the possibility."

The ot hers | aughed and | ooked at Reuben Malich with some m xture of nockery
and synpathy. He had fallen into Torrent's trap

Only Reuben knew better. Torrent was a serious historian. So was Reuben
Torrent was right. A civil war could be fought anywhere, if sonmebody had the
will, the wit, and the power to pull the right strings, push the right
buttons, light the right fires.

The class ran ten mnutes over-which was common with Torrent, because nobody
wanted himto stop talking. And after class, many lingered to talk to him
about the papers they were witing. Everyone was terrified of his acid pen
firing volleys of savage criticismacross their pages. They wanted to get it
right on the first draft.

Reuben didn't care about grades, nostly because he earned A s in everything.
So when cl ass ended, he always |left at once. Today, though, Torrent waved him
over before he could | eave. By staying, Reuben was bl ow ng of f Contenporary
African Conflicts. But

when a man |ike Torrent calls, you conme because it nmatters what Torrent thinks
about everything. Even you

Finally they were alone in the room

"Maj or Reuben Malich," Torrent said. "lIt's not so nuch that | like the way you
think, it's that I like the fact that you think at all."

"We all think, sir."

"No, my good soldier, we do not all think. Thinking is rare and growi ng rarer
especially in the universities. Students succeed here to the degree they can
convince idiots that they think just |like them"

"The professors aren't all idiots."

"Grad school is like junior high: You learn to get along. That's half of who
ends up in grad school in the first place-the suck-ups and get-al ongs. You're
only here because you were ordered to come. You'd rather be in the Mddle
East. Leading troops in combat. Yes?"

Reuben didn't answer.

"Very careful of you," said Torrent. "I have just one question for you. If |
told you that the civil war |I'mtalking about were being planned right now,
just how far would you go?"

"I"d do nothing to help either side, and anything to prevent it from
happeni ng. "

"But those are the two sides, before the fighting starts-the hotheads on one
side, the rational people on the other, trying to rein themin."

"Sol di ers don't have the power to prevent wars, sir, except by being so

i nvincible that no eneny woul d dare to engage."

"Are you willing to trust your life-the lives of your famly-on that
belief-that civil war is inmpossible?"

"Exactly, sir. | already trust ny famly's life to that belief. It's like an
asteroid colliding with Earth. It certainly will happen, someday. But right

now, there's no urgency about figuring out howto avoid it."



"And when an asteroid does cone toward Earth, how will you know? See it
your sel f?"

"No, sir, I'll trust astrononers to let us know. And | know where you're

goi ng-you believe you' re the astrononer who's warning us about a social and
political collision."

"More like a weatherman, tracking the stormand watching it grow to hurricane
strength.”

"Standing in front of the canera in the rain, strapped to a |ightpole?"
Torrent grinned. "You understand ne perfectly."

"\What are you proposing, sir?" said Reuben. "You were proposing sonething,

ri ght?"

"There are those who are trying to prevent the civil war. People who are in a
position to share key information, to keep dangerous weapons out of the hands
of those who woul d use themto provoke this war that nobody wants."

"Wirking on a doctorate at Princeton isn't exactly a key position."

"But you graduate after this senester, n'est-ce pas?"

"And go back into the Armmy, sir. | already have my assignment, protecting
Anerican interests abroad."
"Yes, | know," said Torrent. "Special Ops. N ce work in that

country-we- cannot - nane. "

Reuben had run into this before-people pretending to have inside infornmation
in order to try to get the information from him

"I don't know what you're tal king about, sir. I'mnot in Special Ops."

"I think you were dead right to open fire when you did, and you should have
gotten the Oscar for the way you wept over that dead old man."

So maybe he di d know sonething. That didn't nean Reuben could trust him "I'm
not rmuch of a weeper, sir."

"You'd be the first person ever to win an Gscar for a performance that
actually saved lives."

"I believe you're trying to conpronise ne, sir, and | won't do it."

"Dammt," said Torrent, "I'mtrying to find out if you' d be interested in a
covert assignment to help hold this country together and prevent its coll apse
into pure chaos."

"And its passage into enpire."

"I'f there were sonme way you could help in an effort to prevent

civil war, to preserve the republic, such as it is, how far would you be
willing to go?"

"I"'ma major in the United States Arny, sir. | will never do anything contrary
to nmy oath."
"Yes," said Torrent. "Yes, that's what |I'mcounting on. You're a superb

student, you know that. The best |I've had in years. And | know people, within
and outside the government, who are involved in quiet efforts to prevent civil
war. You have ny solem oath that anyone who contacts you in nmy nanme will
never ask you to do anything that would violate yours."

"Il listen. That's all | pronise.”

"Then listen to this. The first test is whether or not you tell your wife."

"I tell Cessy everything that isn't classified. If you don't like that, count
me out."

"What if the know edge mi ght get her killed?"

"Then |'d be sure to tell her. Because if sonebody thinks |I mght have told
her, they' Il kill her whether | really did or not. So she m ght as well
understand the risk."

"Gad to hear it," said Torrent.

"You are?"

"That was the test. If you' d betray your wife and do sonething like this
behi nd her back, you'd betray anybody." Wth a grin, Torrent picked up his
now stuffed briefcase and | eft the room

Reuben headed for his next class, hopelessly late, with his nind

racing. He just recruited ne. | don't even know what the conspiracy is, and he
recruited ne just by appealing to ny intelligence, nmy loyalties, ny desire to



be in on the action.

The trouble was, this did appeal to himin all those ways and nore besides.
He's got me pegged, Reuben realized. The only question remaining was: Is
Torrent a good guy? If | join whatever clandestine work he's got going, wll |
be on the right side?



CHAPTER THREE. NEW BOY

Heroic love is to do what is best for the |oved one, disregarding desire,
trust, and cost. Unfortunately, it is inpossible to know what is best for
anyone.

CAPTAIN COLEMAN-Col e, to his friends-still wasn't sure whether getting
assigned to Major Malich was the opportunity of a lifetime or the dead end of
his mlitary career.

On the one hand, as soon as Col e got the Pentagon assignnent, high-ranking
peopl e started dropping hints that Malich was regarded as nore than nerely
prom si ng-war hero in Special Ops, brilliant in strategic and tactica
thinking, with the only real question being whether he would end up his career
commanding in the field or fromthe Pentagon. "You just got your wagon hitched
to the right horse, Cole," said one general that dropped by his new office
apparently just to tell himthat.

On the other hand, he'd been in his new position for three days and he hadn't
met Malich and couldn't find out from anybody where he was.

"He goes out, he comes back," said the division secretary.

"Coes where, does what?"

"CGoes away" she said with a tight smile, "and eventually returns.”

"Are you not telling nme because you don't know, or because you don't trust mne
yet ?"

"I don't know, and | don't trust you yet," she said.

"So what do | do while | wait for himto conme back?"

"I's this your first time in the Pentagon?"

"Yes."

"Go out and see the sights.”

"It's not ny first time in DC," said Cole. "My parents took me to all the
museuns and |'ve already waited in line to see Congress and the Decl aration of
I ndependence and |'ve clinbed the Washi ngton Monunent to the top."

"Then go to Hain's Point or Geat Falls of the Potomac and say ooh and aah
and get on a bicycle and ride the WD trail from Leesburg to Munt Vernon. O

stay here and I'Il give you a whol e box of pencils to sharpen.”

"What are you working on while he's gone?"

"I"'mthe division secretary. | work for all the officers, including the

Col onel . Once every two nmonths, Major Malich gives me sonething to do. O her
than that, | take nmessages for himand explain to his confused subordi nates
how they can kill time till he comes back so he can tell themnothing in
person. "

"Tell them nothing-you nean even when he's here he-"

"Why do you think you're replacing a good nan who only stayed for one nonth?
Who repl aced anot her good man who | asted three nonths because Major Malich
gave hima huge pile of scutwork assignnents w thout ever telling hi mwhat
they were for and then thanked himand left himto sharpen pencils?"

"So you don't expect ne to stay."

"I expect you to grow old and die on the job here.”

"What does that nean?"

"It neans," said the secretary, "that |'ve given up trying to understand Mj or
Malich's role in this building and |I've also given up trying to help young

of ficers who are assigned to him What's the point?"

So here he was, three days later, with his pencils sharpened, having seen the
statue of the giant at Hain's Point and the new World War Il Menorial and the
FDR Menorial and the Great Falls of the

Potomac. Was it too soon to put in for a transfer? Shouldn't he at |east neet
Mal i ch before trying to get away from hin?

Col e could imagine Major Malich's arrival in the office.

"What have you been doing while you waited for ne to get back," Malich would
say.

"Waiting for you, sir."

"I'n other words, nothing. Don't you have any initiative?"

"But | don't even know what we're working on! How can |-"



"You're an idiot. Put in for a transfer. I'lIl sign it and hope that next tinme
they' Il send me sonmebody with a brain in his head and a spark of anmbition."
Ch, wait. That wasn't Malich speaking. That was Cole's father, Christopher

Col eman, who believed in only two things: That people nanmed Col eman shoul d
have really long first nanmes Cole's was "Barthol omew' and that nothing his son
did could possibly measure up to his expectations.

Mal i ch probably woul dn't even notice Cole was there. Wiy should he? As |ong as
Col e was doing nothing, it didn't matter whether he was there or not.

So Cole left his office and crossed the hall to the secretary. "Wat aml
supposed to call you?" he asked.

She pointed to her nanepl ate.

"So you really go by DeeNee Breen."

She glared at him "It's the nane ny parents gave ne."

"I"'msorry to hear that," he said. "That's even worse than Barthol omrew. "

She didn't smle. This was going well.

"l need sone information."

"I won't have it, but go ahead."

"I's Major Malich married?"

"Yes."
"See? You did know. "
"Her nane is Cecily. They have five children. | don't know the children's

nanes or ages, but one of themis young enough to have been crying one of the
fewtines Ms. Malich called here | ooking for her husband and there's a famly
picture on his desk but | don't know howold it is so that doesn't help with
the ages. The children are boy boy girl girl boy. Debriefing over, sir?"

Col e realized now that she did have a sense of hunmor-but it was so dry that it
cane across as hostility. So he nade another try at

Wi nning her over with wit. "It's inproper for ne to discuss debriefing you,
DeeNee Breen," said Col e.

She either didn't get the joke or it was a Pentagon cliche or she thought it
was hilarious but chose not to encourage him

"Mz Breen, | need to know the address and tel ephone nunber of Ms. Malich."

"l don't have that information," she said.

"They don't give Major Malich's contact information to the division secretary?
What if the Col onel wants hinP"

"Perhaps | haven't nmade mnyself clear," she said. "Mjor Mlich does not

consult with me. He does not give ne assignnments. | take his nmessages and when
he cones in to the office, | give themto him | have never needed to tell him
his wife's address and tel ephone nunber. No one el se has wanted it either
Therefore | do not have that information."

"But you do have a phone book," said Cole. "And a tel ephone. And an

i magi nati on. And some of your tinme is supposed to be used in support of Major
Malich's work. "

"You don't even know what Major Malich's work is."

"But with your val uable assistance, Mz Breen, | will find out."

"Fromhis wfe?"

"Now you' ve connected the dots."

She reached under her desk and pulled out a phone book. "I have real work to
do," she said. "Assignments that are urgently needed for the ongoing projects
of officers who actually work here and know what they're doing. However, if
you find out that information, | would be happy to record the results of your
research so that | can answer this question for the next person to hold your
fascinating position."

"You have a gift for sarcasm Mz Breen." He took the phone book from her

desk. "Please feel free to practice it on ne whenever you want."

"It takes the fun out of it, if you give me permssion," she said.

It took ten minutes to find out that Reuben and Cecily Malich lived in a
housi ng devel opnent of f Al gonki an Parkway in Potomac Falls, Virginia.

Cecily Malich sounded cheerful on the tel ephone when he intro-






duced hinmself as Major Malich's new subordinate. O whatever his job

descri pti on was supposed to be.

"He gets a captain again?" she said. "How interesting."

"It mght be," he said, "if |I knew anything at all. Such as when he's expected
back in the office."”

"Why, hasn't he been in lately?"

"I"ve been here three days and have yet to nmeet him"

"Interesting," she said.

"I don't even have enough information for ny lack of information to be
interesting," said Cole. "I hoped you could enlighten me about a few things.
Li ke what we do here in this office.”

"It's classified."

"But I'mcleared to know it."

"But I'mnot," she said. It was nice of her to | eave off the "duh."

"So you won't help nme? | just want to make nyself useful to him and | don't
know how | can do that if he doesn't come in to the office.

I"mnot sure he even knows that he has a new captain assigned to him"

"Ch, he knows," she said.

"He mentioned it?"

"No," she said. "But he makes it a point to know everything about the people
who work with him including the fact that they work with him Believe nme, he
knows all about you and ny guess is he specifically asked for you in this
assi gnment . "

That was gratifying, even if it was only a guess. "But what is the

assi gnment ?"

"I assune you al ready asked around the office."

"Nobody knows. Nobody cares."

"That's because he doesn't report to anyone they know. "

"Who does he report to?"

"Well, clearly he doesn't report to me or you."

"Ms. Malich, I'mdrowning here. Throw ne sonething that floats."

She | aughed. "Come out to the house. |'ma cooky-baking wife and it's sunmer
vacation. Chocol ate chi ps or snickerdoodl es?"

"Ma'am anything you offer will be gratefully received."

IT WAS nore of a house than Col e woul d have expected on a major's salary,

t hough still hardly a mansion. There were four bikes on the front |awn, two of

themtiny with training wheels, which suggested that the kids were home from
some sort of expedition

"No, | only have little John Paul here," she said, indicating the

t hree-year-old who was studiously drawi ng sonething with crayons at the
kitchen table. There were, as prom sed, chocolate chip cookies on a cooling
rack.

"I just thought, with the bikes on the |awn .
"The kids have been told to put their bikes away. Often enough that we refuse
to remind them again. They know that any bike that is stolen fromthe front
yard will not be replaced by us. So there they sit. Reuben will now around
them before he'll nove them an inch."

"So he does cone home often enough to nmow the | awn. ™"

She | ooked at himlike he was crazy. "Reuben is hone every night, except when
he's traveling, and he's never gone for nore than a few days. It's really been
quite nice since he got this Pentagon assignnent. It's a far cry fromthe days
when he'd be gone sonetines a year at a tinme, with only a few nessages."

"That nust have been hard."

"I take it you don't have a wife," said Ms. Malich. "Or you'd al ready know
all about it."

"I"'m Speci al Ops, |ike your husband,"” he said. "Not nuch time for dating, and
I couldn't imagine asking a wonan | actually cared about to marry sonebody who
m ght be killed at any tine."

"Yes, that's a hard thing. But husbands die of other things, not just bullets.
It's a risk everybody takes when they marry-that the other person might die.



Much higher risk that they'll cheat on you or |eave you. So | chose to marry a
man who will never cheat on nme and never |eave nme. Yes, he nmight be killed at
any time, but nmy odds of keeping himare still far higher than the nationa
average. And now that he's working at the Pentagon, he's far less likely to
cone hone covered with a flag. Instead he brings home whatever groceries | ask
himto bring."

"So you call himduring the day."

"Of course.”

"But the secretary said-"

"I only call DeeNee when he has his cell phone off."

"Doesn't she have his cell phone nunber?"

"OfF course she does. And he checks in with her frequently."

"But she said-she clainms not to know anything about what your husband does."
Ms. Mlich | aughed. "She's hazing you, Captain Col eman."

"Please just call ne Cole. O Captain Cole, if you have to."

"DeeNee is a superb secretary. My husband trusts her inmplicitly. In part
because she not only never tells anybody anything, she manages to not tel
themin such a way as to nake themthi nk she doesn't know. "

"She's very good at that."

"But you, | take it, are not pretending when you say that ny husband has not
been in to the office in three days."

He nodded.

"That worries me."

"Ch, I'msure it's because he's busy on sonethi ng-"

"Captain Cole, | know he's busy on something. | know fromthe way he tells ne

al nrost nothing. Normally he gives ne enough information that | won't worry.

Li ke when he worked on counterterrorismin the District for a few nonths. He
didn't tell ne anything at all about it, specifically, but he did | et me know
that he was supposed to inagi ne ways that terrorists mght go after key
targets in DC, and | gathered that he was not just |ooking at high-profile
psychol ogi cal targets |ike nmonuments and such, but also at infrastructure
targets and political targets."

Cole felt a surge of relief. So his new boss did do something that mattered.
"But you don't know which ones."

"I have a brain. | assuned he | ooked at bridges and ot her choke points for
transportation. And opportunities to attenpt assassinations. That sort of
t hi ng. "

"I thought the Secret Service worked on protecting the President and Vice
President."
"And there are plenty of people working on protecting Congress and the Suprene

Court and ot her key personnel. You have to understand, |I'monly guessing here,
but I know my husband and | know what he's good at. |'m sure his assignment
wasn't to protect the President, it was to figure out howto kill himdespite

the protections that are in place. Just as his assignment was probably to
figure out ways a terrorist mght bring Washington to its knees wi thout having
a nuke or poison gas."

"And he conpl eted that assignnent."

"From his sudden air of relief and cheerful ness back in February, yes,

believe he did."

"“And now?"
"And now he doesn't even go to the office, but doesn't tell ne that he hasn't
gone to the office, but he's still com ng hone every night at the regul ar

time, and he has a haunted air about him so whatever he's doing, he hates
it."

Cole finally realized what was happening here. "You didn't invite ne to the
house just to chat."

"No, Captain Cole," she said. "I"'mworried about ny husband."
"But | can't help you. |I've never even met him"
"But you will," she said. "And when you do, you'll formyour own concl usions

about what he's involved with."



"I can't tell you anything that's classified."

"You can tell me whether | should worry, and how mnuch. ™"

"About his safety? Here in Washi ngton?"

"No," she said. "I deal with nmy fears for his safety in my own way. That's not
what worries me right now "

"It's that haunted | ook?"

"My husband is a patriot. And a born officer. He is not troubled by the things
he does to defend his country. He has killed people, even though he's a gentle
man by nature, and yet he does not wake up screanming in the night from conbat
fl ashbacks, and he doesn't |lash out at the children, and he shows no sign of
traumatic stress



di sorder. | know what he | ooks |ike when he's worried about his own safety, or
when he's intense about fulfilling an assignment, or when he's annoyed at the
stupidity of superior officers. | know what those things do to him how it
shows up in his behavior at hone."

"And this is new"

"Captain Cole, what | want to know is why ny husband feels guilty."

Cole didn't know what to say, except the obvious. "Wy do husbands ever fee

guil ty?"
"That's why | haven't confided these worries of mne to anyone. Because peopl e
will assume that |'m assumi ng he's having an affair. But | know for a fact

that this is inpossible. He feels guilty. He's torn up inside about sonething.
But it's sonething to do with work, not with me, not his famly, not his
religion. Something about his present assignment is making himvery unhappy."”
"Maybe he's not doing as well at it as he thinks he should."

She waved that thought away. "Reuben would tal k about that with me. W share
sel f-doubts with each other, even if he can't go into the specifics. No,
Captain Cole, he is being asked, as part of his work, to do sonething he fears
may be wrong."

"What do you think it mght be?"

"I refuse to speculate. | just know that my husband has no qual ns about
bearing arns for his country and using them So whatever he's being asked to
do that he hates, or at |east has serious doubts about, it isn't because
violence is involved. It's because he isn't in full agreenent with the
assignment. For the first tinme in his mlitary career, his duty and his
conscience are in serious conflict."

"And if | find out, Ms. Mlich, | probably can't tell you what it is."

"My husband is a good man," she said. "It's inportant to himto be a good nan
He has to not only be good, he has to believe that he's good. In the eyes of
God, in my eyes, in his parents' eyes, in his own eyes. Good. What | want you
to do for me is tell me if he's not going to be able to get through this
project, whatever it is, believing that he's a good man."

"I'"d have to know himvery well to be able to assess that, ma'am"”

"He asked for you to be assigned to himfor a reason," said Ms. Malich. "A
young Speci al Ops hotshot-that describes you, yes?"

"Probably," said Captain Cole, shaking his head.

"He wouldn't take you out of the front line, where you' re needed, if he didn't
t hi nk you' d be needed nore working for him™

That was logical, if Malich was indeed the man his w fe thought he was. It
gave Col e the reassurance he needed.

"Mp'am" he said, "I'Il keep your assignment in mnd. A ong with whatever
assignments he gives nme. And what | can tell you, consistent with ny oath and
my orders, | certainly will tell you."

"Meanwhil e," she said, "let ne assure you that you do not have to keep secret
fromhimany part of our neeting today. | certainly intend to tell himl net

you and exactly what we tal ked about."

"Please don't tell himabout the cookies |I hid in ny pockets,"” said Cole. "I
know you saw ne take them™

"I made them for you. Where you choose to transport themis entirely your
affair.”

ALL THE way back toward the Beltway on Route 7, Cole tried to nake sense of
Ms. Mlich's behavior. Was she really going to tell Major Mlich about the
assi gnment she had just given Cole? In that case, would Malich regard Col e as
conprom sed somrehow? O would Malich sinply give up and tell his wife what she
wanted to know? !

O was there sone gane goi ng on between themthat was far nore conplicated
than Col e coul d suppose? Col e had never been married or even had a girlfriend
| ong enough to really think that he knew her. Were all wonen like this, and
Ms. Mlich was unusual only in being so candid about her conniving?

Whatever it was, Cole already didn't like it. It was outrageous to be given an
assi gnment by your commander's wife, though heaven knows it happened often



enough when it consisted of noving furniture or running errands. Cole could
see no way things could turn out that would not be detrinmental to his career
Had she been drinking? Was that it?

No, there had been no sign of that.

H s cel | phone went off.

"Captai n Col enman?"

" Speaki ng. "

"This is Major Malich. Wat does it nean when | get to the office and find you
gone off somewhere?"

"Sorry, sir. | should be back within thirty mnutes, sir."
"How many hours do you think you get for |unch?"
Cole took a deep breath. "I was visiting your wife, sir."

"Ch, were you."

"She nmakes excel |l ent cookies, sir."

"Her baking is none of your business, Captain Col eman.™"

"It is when she offers ne cookies, sir. Beggi ng your pardon, sir.
"So what did she want with you?"

"I called her, sir. Since | couldn't |earn anything about you or ny assignnent
there at the Pentagon, | hoped to di scover sonething about what you expected
of me by talking to your wfe."

"I don't like you intruding into nmy personal life, Captain."”
"Neither do I, sir. |I don't see that you left me a choice, sir.
"So what did you | earn?"

"That your wife is so worried about you, sir, that she enlisted me to try to
find out what your clandestine operations are.” How far should he go with a
new superior officer, and on a cell phone, no | ess? He plunged ahead. "She
bel i eves you're norally troubl ed about those operations, sir."

"Mrally troubl ed?"

"I think the word she used was 'guilty,' sir."

"And you think this is any of your business?"

"I"mconvinced that it's none of ny business.”

"But you're still going to do it."

"Sir, I'lIl just be happy to find out what we actually do in an office so
secret that the secretary treats your subordinate like a spy."

"Well, Captain Col eman, she treats you |like a spy because the last two cl owns

we had in your position were spies.”

"For your wife, sir? O for sonme foreign power."

"Neither. They were spying for people in the Pentagon who are also trying to
figure out what |I'm doing when I'"mnot in the office."

"Doesn't the Arny already know what you're doi ng?"

There was a nonent of hesitation. "The Arny owns ny balls and keeps themin a
box somewhere between Fort Bragg and Pakistan.”

Sonetimes a non-answer was a perfectly usable answer. "It's a mighty big box,
then, sir. This Arnmy's got a lot of balls.”

This time the pause was even | onger

"Are you laughing at nme, sir?" asked Col e.

"I like you, Coleman," said Mlich

"I like your wife, sir. And she |ikes you."

"Good enough for nme. Col eman, don't park. Don't even cone to the Pentagon.
Meet me at Hain's Point in half an hour. Do you know where that is?"

"It's a big long park, sir."

"At the statue. The giant. Half an hour."

Malich clicked off before Cole could say good-bye

What was the phone call about? Atest to see if Cole would tell himwhat his
wife said? O was Malich really angry at himfor |eaving? Wiy the neeting in
the park as if they were trying to avoid bugs? And if secrecy was so

i nportant, why did they talk over unscranbl ed cel | phones?

If | ever get married, thought Cole, would I have the guts to choose a wonan
as tough as Ms. Mlich?

And even if | did, am| the sort of man that a worman |i ke that would choose to



marry?

Then, as always, Cole shut down the part of his mind that thought about wonen
and marriage and |l ove and children and famly. Not till | can be sure |'m not
goi ng back into conbat again. No kid is going to be an orphan because |I'm his
dad and | ducked too sl ow.



CHAPTER FOUR TI DAL BASI N

In war planning, you nust anticipate the actions of the eneny. Be careful |est
your preventive neasures teach the eneny which of his possible actions you
nost fear.

REUBEN SAW Capt ai n Col eman approachi ng, but showed himno sign of recognition
Col eman was supposed to be sharp-let himfigure out which of the people near
the tip of the island was his superior officer.

I nst ead, Reuben | ooked out over the water of the Washi ngton Channel to Fort
McNai r, headquarters of the U S. Arny Mlitary District of Washington. He knew
that the soldiers working there took their job seriously. In the post-9111 era
that meant vigilance, trying to prevent attacks on the two nost synbolically

i mportant cities in Anerica-Wshington and New York. He knew how t hey

nmoni tored the skies, the waterways. He knew about the |istening devices, the
canera scans, the aerial surveillance

He al so knew what wasn't being done. Weks after he had conpleted his report,
and still nothing had been done.

Bur eaucr acy, he thought.

But that was the easy answer. Chalk it up to bureaucratic maneuvering and red
tape, and then nobody had to be called to account.

Reuben was tired of having responsibility wthout authority. \Where was the

| eader who coul d get things done?

Truth to tell, this President had changed things. Wthout ever getting a bit
of credit for it, he had transformed the mlitary fromthe cripple it had been
when he took office into the robust force with new doctrines that had the
enem es of the United States on the run

On the run? No, backed into a corner. It was tine for themto act if they were
to continue to have any credibility. Reuben Malich knew what they needed to
do. He even knew how they woul d probably do it. He had given warning, and so
far, it seemed, no one was listening.

"Maj or Malich, sir."

Reuben turned to face the young man in uniform Young? Twenty-ei ght wasn't
young for a conbat officer. But he was nine years younger than Reuben, and in
t hose ni ne years Reuben had | earned a few things. Conbat could | eave a nman
with scars; but running errands for players in the m nd-nunbing ganme of
government aged himfar nore. At thirty-seven Reuben felt |ike he was fifty,
an age that had |long synbolized, to him the end of his useful life. The age
when he shoul d get out of the war business.

Today. | should get out right now

"Captain Coleman," he said. "Don't even think of saluting ne."

"You aren't in uniform sir," said Coleman. "And |I'mnot an idiot."

n O,]?Il
"You had nme neet you here instead of the office we both share because you
t hi nk peopl e are watching you. | don't know whet her those people are inside or

out si de the Pentagon or the governnent, but we're here because you have things
you want to tell me that you don't want any listening devices to overhear."
Good boy, thought Reuben? "Then you'll understand why | want you to face ne
directly and duck your head slightly downward."

As Col eman conplied, Reuben unfolded a city tourist map and brought one side
of it up between their faces and any observer el sewhere in the park

"I guess this means | don't get a chance to | ook at the statue,"” said Col enan.
"It's big enough you can see it on Google Earth," said Reuben. "Cessy and
DeeNee both tell me you're not an idiot, and now you've told me yourself. So
I"mtaking the chance of telling you what |I'mactually doing. I will tell you
once, and then we go about our business as if we were doing what |'m
officially supposed to be

doi ng, except you'll help ne do the other thing and help me cover up ny rea
assi gnment . "

"Al'l perfectly clear, sir."

Ch good. A sense of hunmor. "Officially |I'mworking on counterterrorismin
Washi ngton DC, with the particular assignnent of trying to think like a



terrorist. | suppose that |I'm considered appropriate for this because | |ived
ina Mislimvillage in a country in which we don't officially have any
soldiers. Never mind that the terrorists |I'm supposed to be outthinking were
all educated in American or European universities.”

"So your assignnent gives you a valid cover for traveling all over the

Washi ngton area,"” said Col eman.

Since that was what Reuben had been about to explain, he had to pause and skip
ahead. "My real assignment is to carry nessages to and conduct negoti ations

wi th various persons of the anti Anerican but officially non-terrorist

per suasi on. "

"Are they non-terrorist?"

"They claimto be hel ping us counter the terrorists. Sone of them m ght be.
Sonme might not. | believe |I'm probably being used to spread disinformtion and
sow confusi on about American plans and notives."

"Which is why these people haven't been arrested.”

"Ch, when the time cones, | doubt they'll be arrested.™

Col eman nodded. "You bring them messages. Who gives themto you and tells you
where to go?"

"I"'mnot at liberty to tell you that."

"So | guess | won't be picking up your mail."

"I can tell you this much. My assignnents emanate fromthe Wite House."

Col eman whi stled softly. "So he negotiates with terrorists after all."

"Don't suppose for a second that the President has any idea what | do," said
Reuben. "Or that | exist. But | have verified for nyself that ny chief contact
has compl ete access to the President and fromthat | conclude that | am an

i nstrument of his national policy."

"And yet you hide fromlip-readers with tel ephoto | enses."

Reuben refol ded the map. "Let us look at Fort MNair."

Toget her they wal ked to the railing near the water and | ooked across the
channel at the fort. "There it is, Captain Col enan. The hone of the Nationa
Def ense University and half the O d Guard. You know, the guys who dress up in
Colonial Arnmy uniforns to wow tourists and foreign dignitaries.”

"Al so where the Joint Force Headquarters of the National Capital Region is."
"Three weeks ago, | turned in-as part of ny official duties-a report on likely
targets in the Washington area and how I, if | were a terrorist, would attenpt
to attack them"

"I"'mbetting Fort McNair was not one of those targets."

"Al Qaeda doesn't give a rat's ass about real estate. They did that in
zip-one, but all the terrorists who attacked conmuter transportation in Europe
and plotted to hit buildings and subways in the States are really just
wannabes. Al Qaeda trains them and encourages them but these are not Al
(aeda' s own operations."

"You think they're through with synbolism"”

"The way they see it, they can't afford to make any nore enpty gestures. And
with all respect to those who died on 9111, that was an enpty gesture. It made
us angry; it goaded us to a brief noment of national unity; it led directly to
the fall of two Miuslim governments and the tam ng of many nore.”

"They want to hurt us this time, not just slap us."
"They have only one target that makes any sense at all,’
"The President," said Col eman.

They stood in silence, |ooking out over the water.

"So let me put this together," said Coleman after a while. "You canme up with
practical, workable plans to kill the President of the United States and
turned them over to your superiors at the Pentagon. But you al so fear that
you' re bei ng observed even when you cone out to the tip of Hain's Point, a
city park where a bunch of

sai d Reuben.



school children clinmb all over the statue of a giant rising out of the earth.”
Reuben waited for his concl usion

"This spot is part of the plan?" said Col eman.

"Part of the best plan. The sinplest. The surest. Ch, lots can still go wong.
But each part of it is well within the reach of any terrorist group smart
enough to think of it-and disciplined enough to keep its mouth shut during the
trai ni ng phase."

"Not the clowns we've been catching."

"The cl owns keep us busy and give us a sense of conplacency. 'Qur
counterterrorismis working,' we tell ourselves. But we haven't cone up

agai nst the big boys since 9111. Since we routed them out of their hidey-holes
i n Af ghani stan. "

"Do you sail ?" asked Col eman.

"No," said Reuben. "I |eave that to the SEALs."

"I grew up sailing. My dad loved it."

Reuben waited for the nonent of relevancy he was sure was coning

"You learn to see the water's surface and notice things. For instance, we've
got al nmost no breeze right now, hardly a ripple on the Washi ngton Channe
here.”

"Ri ght."

"But did your plan involve sonething underwater? Sonething that passed right

t hr ough here?"

"Yes," said Reuben. "And therefore ny plan suggested that the Joint Force
install additional listening, sonar, and inmaging devices in the water of the
channel . "

"\Whi ch they haven't done."

"Whi ch they haven't done yet"

Col eman pointed toward the water only a few dozen yards from where they stood.
"There's somet hing under the water-there, there, there, and there. Maybe nore
farther out, but those four are the ones | can see."

Reuben couldn't see a dam thing.

"As a sailor, I'd be wondering if the disturbance in the tidal flowit's a
rising tide, for any | andlubbers present-hid a sandbar. It doesn't, because
all four of themare noving, slowy, with the tide."

"Innard. Toward the city."

"That's the way the tide goes, sir."

Reuben | aughed. "So you're suggesting that right here, when | happen to be
havi ng an unschedul ed neeting with ny new assistant, is the exact time and

pl ace that they're launching exactly the attack that | planned for then®"

"I's there any reason why your presence here would confer inmunity from
attack?"

"I still can't see them"

"Sir, they're maki ng decent progress toward the city. |'ve never seen dol phins
stay under the water in such perfect formation while making so nuch

di sturbance on the surface above them In case you were thinking it was really
big fish."

Reuben pull ed out his cell phone.

The bars kept going up and down, and the "Qut of Service Area" message kept
conmi ng up, then going away.

Col eman had his cell phone out. It was show ng the sane thing.

"We're getting jamed," said Col eman. And wi thout further warning, he dropped
to the ground, fully prone. "Get down, sir!"

Reuben under st ood what Col enan bel i eved-that someone obvi ously knew t hey were
there, and mght start shooting at any tine. "Do five pushups inmedi ately.

One- handed, " said Reuben. "Then laugh like it's a joke."

Col eman did as he was told, then bounded back up to his feet, |aughing. "You
think they want us alive," he said.

"They don't jam cell phones when they plan to kill the caller,"’
"You're being set up," said Coleman. "You're the fall guy."
"They have a conplete set of plans for this terrorist operation, witten by

sai d Reuben.



me, and |'mright here at this site."
"Who knew you were com ng here?"
"I always cone here." Reuben started wal king toward Col eman's car. "Get your

keys out," said Reuben. "You're driving."
"I"ve watched the novies. | know how this plays out. My car is going to get
shot up and wrecked and fall into the river, and your car will be fine."

"My guess is that ny car won't start," said Reuben

They kept up the casual wal king until they were in the car. "Drive gently for
a while," said Reuben. "How fast were those underwater things going?"
"Slow swi mri ng speed," said Col eman.

"But this is the area where Fort MNair maintains |istening devices."

Col eman drove around the curve of the point and started back up toward the
ranger station.

"Alittle faster now," said Reuben. "If they're follow ng ny plan, then
they'Il switch on the subnersibles and make a | ot better speed the rest of the
way up into the Tidal Basin."

"And we're going to intercept them where?"

"We're going to the ranger station to nmake sone calls on land lines. And to
get some guns and sone guys who know how to shoot."

"So what's the plan?" asked Col eman. "They get out of the water, take off
their scuba gear, and run across the Mall and attack the Wiite House fromthe
Elli pse? That area is so bl ocked off and guarded that they' |l be dead before
they get close."

"They get out of the water, they set up their rocket |aunchers just above the
retaining wall at the inside of the Tidal Basin, past the |Independence Avenue
bri dge. "

"Rocket |aunchers," said Col eman, noddi ng.

"You can't see the Wiite House fromthere-the Washi ngton Monunent is up on a
hill, and the Wiite House is invisible. So for the past couple of weeks,

t hey' ve been practicing how many degrees to aimto the left of the nonunment in
order to hit the White House. And they' ve got the range set to the mcron

They probably know

how to put one through any wi ndow in the Wite House that they want."

And they were at the ranger station.

They parked the car illegally and ran inside, ignoring the remonstrances of
the park ranger who foll owed themin, shouting, "Intruders!"

Great. Here there was sonethi ng approaching vigil ance.

Reuben had his I D out and was flashing it to the security guard and then to
the receptionist. "I would appreciate your close attention,” he said, alnost
softly, though with a great deal of intensity. He didn't want themto be
afraid, he wanted themto obey. "There is a possible attack on the Wite House
com ng out of the Tidal Basin at any nonent. It will be a rocket attack. W
need to notify the President to get |ow and get out. W need troops nobilized
and sent to the | ndependence Avenue bridge at the Tidal Basin. And we need the
best rifles you can nmuster with all the ammop you have at hand.™

"Tell us where to go and we'll shoot," said the guard.

"We're Special Ops," said Col eman. "W know how to use them"

There was only a nonment of hesitation. Then nen began running. The bad
news-but fully predictable-was that the receptionist said, "The lines are
dead. "

To whi ch Reuben said, "Then sonebody get in your ranger jeep and get to a

buil ding that still has a phone. The Hol ocaust Museum Not the Jefferson
Menorial . "

The good news was that they were up-to-date weapons that seened clean and had
pl enty of ammo. Reuben and Col eman grabbed them and ran for the car. There was
a ticket on the wi ndshield. Coleman turned on the wi ndshield wi per and after a
few swipes it blew away as they drove back al ong Buckeye Drive and then under
the 395 overpass. "Who had tinme to wite us a ticket?" said Reuben

"I't was probably an envelope filled with anthrax," said Col eman. "That's why |
didn't take it off by hand."



"No, don't turn there-we're not going to try to shoot fromthe Jefferson
Mermorial . The | ndependence Av bridge and the cars on it



wi || block any kind of clean shot." Reuben directed himup to West Basin Drive
as he checked to make sure both weapons had full clips.

"You realize this is Friday the thirteenth," said Cole

"Screw you," said Malich

They drove anpbng the tourist cars until they came to | ndependence Avenue
itself, which was conpletely bl ocked going toward the bridge, and had no
traffic com ng the other way.

They stopped the car and ran for it. Not that far along the bridge-but too
far, if the terrorists had already made it out of the water |ong enough to
have traffic bl ocked.

When Reuben and Col eman got onto the bridge, they saw two rocket |aunchers
bei ng set up simultaneously, while a guy with a protractor-a sinple
junior-high protractor!-was standing at a particular fence post and now was

i ndi cating where the | aunchers shoul d be aim ng

Anot her guy-there were only the four in wet suits, as far as Reuben could
see-was standing in the westbound | anes, which passed behind the retaining
wal | and did not go over the bridge. He was hol ding a sign

"There's nore guys than that," said Col eman. "Sonmebody cut those phone |ines."
"I wonder what that sign says," said Reuben

Whatever it said, it was enough to keep the drivers in place w thout much
honki ng. And because of the bl ockage going that direction, traffic was stopped
cold the other way, too. It would delay any mlitary vehicles that m ght
attenpt to stop them And delay was all they needed. Wth these guys, there'd
be no escape plan. Though if they did happen to Iive |ong enough to get away
fromthe Tidal Basin, they'd no doubt run to the Hol ocaust Miseum and start
killing Jews and Jewi sh synpat hi zers-which is what they would assunme the

Hol ocaust Museum woul d contain. Ch, yes-and school children

Reuben knew they woul dn't get that far

He and Col enan had |ine of sight. They got down, and-

And a bull et pinged into the guardrail

So they dropped down prone and sighted under the rail. They both fired.

The guy with the protractor spun and dropped. A shoul der wound, probably,

t hought Reuben. "Were you aining at hin?" he asked.

"No," said Coleman. He'd been sighting on the guy with the sign

"Then | nust have been," said Reuben

One of the boneheads in the car behind themhad rolled down his wi ndow. "Is
this, like, a war ganme?"

"This is not a drill," said Reuben calmy. "Get down inside your car as |ow as
you can."

By now the guys with the [aunchers were lying flat, still preparing their

 aunch. There was no clear shot at them

The guy who had held the sign was firing at them And Reuben and Col eman
couldn't get to a different position, because now the shots hitting around
them were pretty steady. The cl ose ones were not coming fromthe guy with the

si gn.
"They're not trying," said Reuben. "Werever their sniper is, he could kill us
anytine."

"Just trying to pin us down," agreed Col eman.

"Shoot for the launchers thenselves," said Reuben

"I'mleft," said Col eman.

But by the tinme he said that, Reuben was already firing at the I efthand

[ auncher. Which their bullets knocked over. And by the tinme they corrected to
aimfor the other, the rocket had | aunched.

Reuben guessed that their sniper would be unable to resist watching for the
expl osi on when the rocket hit. So he got up and ran to a different position
and Col eman followed him and there would be no |ast stand in the Hol ocaust
Miuseum because they got all three of the remaining wet-suit guys ... as they
wat ched the colum of flanme and the plume of snoke rise above the grassy hil
of the Washi ngt on Monunent.

"Either they hit the Wiite House or they didn't," said Reuben. "W've got that



sni per to catch.”
"He was shooting fromover to the left of the World War 1l Menorial,’
Col eman.

said



"And you can bet he's got a car."

Their pursuit of himended quickly. Now the choppers were coning in and
mlitary vehicles were jouncing over the |lawns and here was Reuben in civilian
clothes carrying a rifle and so he had to stop for a conversation. It wasn't

| ong- Col eman' s uni f orm hel ped-and soon there were sol diers and choppers in
pursuit of the sniper. But what kind of pursuit was it when nobody knew what
he | ooked |i ke, what he was driving, or where he might be going next?

"Did any of those clowns fromthe ranger station get a nessage to you, or did
you just cone when sonebody reported shooting?" said Reuben

"The choppers went up," said the lieutenant, "when the cell phones started
jamm ng. "

"And you didn't send themto the Tidal Basin?" asked Reuben.

"Way woul d we do that?" asked the |ieutenant.

Whi ch neant that indeed, no one knew about the plans that Reuben had drawn up
Except, of course, the terrorists who had foll owed them

There was not hing useful to do now except get to the top of the hill and see
where the rocket had | anded.

It had taken out half the south facade of the West Wng.

"Where was the President?" asked Reuben. He was talking to hinself, but by now
the Iieutenant, who had clinbed the hill with them was tal king over a
mlitary wavel engt h.

"At least twenty,"” the |lieutenant repeated. "Including the President, SecDef,
the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs."”

How strange. For the death of a village wi se man, Reuben had been able to keen
and wail in grief. For the death of a President he respected and admired, he
didn't have a tear or even a word. Maybe because he knew the old man in that
village, and he didn't know the President, not personally.

O maybe because Reuben hadn't drawn up the plans that killed the old man in
the vill age.

Not that Reuben didn't feel anything. He felt so nmuch that he was

al nost gasping. But it wasn't grief. It was resolve. Grawing at him He would
do somet hing. There nust be sonething he could do.

The lieutenant turned to themwith a face |ike death. "They got the Vice
Presi dent, too."

"He was in the sane neeting?" said Reuben, incredulous. "They're never
supposed to be in the same place."

"Hi s car was broadsided by a dunp truck and pushed into a wall. He was
crushed. "

"Let me guess," said Coleman. "The Secret Service killed the truck driver."
"The truck driver blew hinmself up."

Reuben turned to Col eman. "They've got a source inside the Wiite House," he
said. "How el se woul d they know what roomthe President would be in?"

Col eman touched his el bow and Reuben allowed himto |ead

them away fromthe lieutenant. "At |least you know it wasn't timed solely to
coincide with your being at Hain's Point," said Coleman. "That was just a
bonus for them™

"The question is, do | go public about the plans |I submitted, so the FBI can
start trying to trace the | eak?"

"Love those headlines: 'Presidential Assassination Planned in Pentagon,'
Col eman.

"Or do | sit tight and |let the Pentagon quietly set me up as the scapegoat ?"
"Ei ther way, your career is over," said Coleman. "Sir."

"You sure lucked out with this assignnent," said Reuben

"Hell of a first day on the job, sir," said Col eman.

Then it was tine to stop pretending this wasn't tearing them up

"We've been under fire together," said Reuben. "My friends call me Rube." He
knew t hat Col eman probably woul dn't be able to bring hinmself to use the

ni ckname. Not with a superior officer

"My friends call me Cole.™

The |ieutenant coughed. "Sirs, |'mbeing asked to bring you in for debriefing.

sai d



| believe those are your bullets in the bodies down there, right?"

"Well, technically not our bullets,"” said Reuben. "They were borrowed
weapons." He was still in the black hunor of conbat.

So was Cole. "W did aimthe weapons fromwhich they were fired, and we did
pull the triggers."

"Are they all dead?" asked Reuben. "We were under pressure and noving, and |'m
afraid we probably shot to kill."

"They were strung with grenades,"” said the lieutenant. "They weren't going to
be taken alive."

"Lucky thing we didn't hit any of the grenades,"” said Cole, "or there'd be no
body left to identify."

There was the unm stakabl e sound of several grenades going off in series down
by the Tidal Pool

"Bastards!" shouted the |ieutenant. Then he ran down the hill to-

ward the chaos of mangl ed bodi es and scream ng survivors.
"They booby-trapped thensel ves," said Reuben, sick at heart.
killing the President wasn't enough."

"You didn't plan all of this," said Cole. "You couldn't have planned for a

Wi te House insider."

"But | did," said Reuben. "I said they either had to have a devastatingly
power ful weapon, or reliable intelligence-not only about whether the President
was in residence, but also exactly where he was inside the building."

"Yes, but putting that in the plan doesn't give themthe resources," said
Cole. "They can't just nmagically say, Al akazam and they've got a Wite House
source. "

But there was a guy in the Wite House who knew all about Reuben and his
projects. "I thought | was on two different assignnents," said Reuben. "One
fromny day job at the Pentagon, one frommnmy Wite House guy."

"Shit," said Cole. "They were working you fromboth ends."

Apparently



CHAPTER FI VE. WRECKAGE

If you wait to take action until you are certain of the eneny's position
strength, and intentions, you will never act. Yet to act w thout know edge is
to plunge forward into a trap if your eneny is aggressive or waste your
strength on neani ngl ess maneuvers if your enemy chooses to avoid you.

"WH LE THE lieutenant is busy, | have an errand to run," said Major Mlich
"You can cone with me or not."

"Do | get to know where?" asked Cole. And because he thought that nade him
sound like a little kid on a car trip, he added, "I pronmise not to ask if
we're there yet." Then he winced. This wasn't the time for attenpts at
ingratiating hunor. He wi shed he knew Major Malich better. They'd just been in
a firelight together, but Cole still had to worry about what inpression he was
maki ng.

Malich turned away fromhim "They' re going to want to debrief me. That wil
tie me up for about a week, and by that time, whoever's trying to screw ne
will have me fully screwed. So | need to clinb the screw and find out who's
driving it. Before | get |locked in a room sonewhere."

Cole got it. "So let's go."

Col e dropped his borrowed weapon and Malich did |ikewi se. They began joggi ng
up the hill. Wen they neared the crest, they broke into a full run, though
with Malich in a suit and Cole in uniform they weren't in the right clothes
for runni ng-especially the shoes.

Mlitary and energency vehicles crowded all the avail able streets around the
Whi te House, and survivors were gathering and being triaged and treated on the
south lawn. But to get there, there was the

little mtter of a huge crowd of stunned tourists being held at bay by a
cordon of soldiers, none of whom would have either the authority or the
inclination to decide to let a couple of midlevel officers cone prancing

t hr ough.

Near the bottomof the hill, Mlich veered left to angle toward Constitution
Avenue, headi ng away fromthe ness just south of the White House grounds. Cole
caught up with himand as they ran side by side, Mlich explained. "If we go

around by way of New York Avenue and State Place, we can try to get in at the
sout hwest gate."

As it was, they had to flash ID and do a little bullying even to get to the
sout hwest gate, and when they got there the MPs on duty weren't inclined to
conver se.

"Cet the hell away fromhere, sirs,"” they were told politely.

Maj or Malich took a step back and sal uted. Confused, the MP sal uted back.
"Soldier," said Malich, "you're doing your job. But ny job is
counterterrorism and somewhere in that weckage is the man to whom ny

i nformati on about the terrorists who did this nmust be reported. If he's dead,
I need to know that so | can take this information el sewhere. If he's alive,
then he needs to have it and he needs it now And | can't tell you that

i nformation, soldier, because | would then be court-martial ed, which woul d be
the end of a glorious career."Then he snil ed.

"Yeah, well what about ny career if | get ny ass kicked for letting you in
after I was told nobody gets in?"

"But they didn't nean it," said Cole. "You know if one of the Joint Chiefs
showed up he'd tell you to let himthrough the damm gate and you'd do it."
The MP sighed. "I have a feeling this was only the first of nany urgent
stories I'mgoing to be told today." But he let themthrough

Whi ch was when the real chaos began. The policy to adnmit no one was a good
one, Cole saw at once. There were quite a few injuries, and even nore weeping
and hysteria and catatonia and paci ng and pani cky conversati ons and peopl e
just standing there clutching briefcases or stacks of file folders, and nobody
seenmed to be in charge

"Maybe if you call his nane," suggested Col e.

"Not a chance," said Mlich

"Why not ?"



"I don't know his name."

"You' re kidding."

"We didn't neet here,"” said Malich. "And he told ne a nane, but | have to
assume that it wasn't real."

"Then how do you know he even wor ked here?"

"Because he arranged for me to neet the National Security Adviser at another

| ocation and the NSA confirnmed that | was, indeed, working for someone who
reported to the President."

"Ckay, that would be convincing enough for me," said Cole.

"I"'mnot actually an idiot," said Malich. "You have to go to a little trouble
to get me dancing on the end of a string."

"You think this guy is the one set you up?"

"If he didn't come in to the Wite House today, then I’
said Malich. "If he is but he won't talk to me, then I’
el se.™

"What would it nean if he isn't here? That he knew to stay away?"

"No, that he isn't the inside guy for the terrorists. Woever it is had to be
able to tell them to the minute, where the President was inside the Wite
House. | get the feeling this guy isn't in the loop on the President's daily
schedul e. He'd have to be in position to observe."

And then the | ook on Malich's face told Cole that his Wite

House guy was there. He was one of the briefcase clutchers standing in the
shade of sonme shrubbery. Alittle on the heavy side, his hair a little thin,
he was sweating |ike crazy and | ooking both furtive and miserable. In fact, he
| ooked so guilty that it convinced Cole that he couldn't have been invol ved
with the terrorist incident, because this guy didn't have a secret-keeper's
face.

When he saw Malich and Col e approaching, he at first | ooked scared, but then
visibly rel axed and stepped out to neet Malich with a handshake. Malich

i ntroduced Col e but didn't say the Wite House guy's nane.

The Wite House guy only nodded at Cole, then turned to Malich. "Send him
away. "

"Captain Col eman was at mny side today as we took out one of the two rocket

| aunchers aimng at the Wite House."

"Cee," said the Wiite House guy snidely, "you mean it coul d have been worse?"
Mal i ch was suddenly in the guy's face, holding himby the belt so he couldn't
back away. "I'min the mood to kill assholes today," said Malich quietly. "Try
not to be one."

"What do you want? Wiy are you here?" asked the guy.

"I"ve been all over this town, all over the world, delivering nessages,
negotiating sales, all to help the counterterrorismcause,” said Malich. "But
those two rocket |aunchers-they |ooked an awful lot |ike the kind of |aunchers
| arranged to purchase for a Sudanese rebel force to help them counter the
superior artillery of the progovernment mlitias."

"Everybody buys fromthe same merchants," said the guy.

"Not good enough," said Malich. "This hit took place under ny nose. | was
right there when the subnersibles came up the channel and headed into the

Ti dal Pool . "

"They killed the President,"” said the guy. "And you think it's about you?"
"It's about beheading the United States of America,"” said Malich. "But they
used ny plan, and I want to know where you fit into this."

"Your plan?"The man seened genui nely puzzl ed.

"My assignnent in the Pentagon. My day job-when | wasn't running around for
you. Think up ways that a smart eneny night strike inside Washington, with the
President as target." Malich gestured toward the Wiite House. "This was what |
cane up with."

"That's just. . . that's sick. You think the people you gave your plan to,
they did this? Qur own mlitary?"

"Informati on can pass from hand to hand, and nost of the hands m ght be

i nnocent. But soneone knew | created that plan, and they

know sonet hi ng, "

[
[l know sonet hi ng






were glad to have nme close by when the attack was | aunched. Though probably
they didn't want ne as close as | got."

"But didn't you say you killed the guys?"

"I got there too late. If | hadn't had Cole here with me, | would have been
even later. He's the one who saw there was sonethi ng under the water. And
somebody cut the phone lines and jamed cell reception on Hain's Point so
couldn't get word to the Wiite House in tine."

"Yeah, well, it wasn't ne, | was here, | was in a neeting, and then there's an
explosion and | only have tine to get back to nmy office and get these files
bef ore they have us out here on the lawmn. If you think |I had something to do
with this, then you' ve got your head up your ass."

"Did you know where the President was when the expl osion took place?"

"They don't check with ne," said the guy. "Don't you get it? |I'mnot in charge
of things. I'man aide to an aide. I'm flunky. They tell ne, get these
nmessages delivered, get these arns bought using this account and get them
delivered to that group and by the way, use this guy, this Mlich guy, as your
messenger. | don't know anyt hi ng about you."

Today of all days, Cole couldn't be sure of anything, but this guy was

bel i evabl e enough. And it nade sense. |If something really ugly was going on
there'd be people pulling strings on other people

pul ling other strings. Everything kept at six renoves fromthe actua

? conspiracy.

Mal i ch seermed to believe him too. He let go of the man's belt.

But Col e needed to know somet hing, too. "Show ne your \Wite House ID," he

sai d.

Annoyed, now that he cjidn't have to be quite so afraid, the guy pulled out
his ID and held it up for Cole. The name was Steven Phillips. And when Malich
caught a glinpse of it, he was really pissed off. "You nean that was your rea
nane all al ong?"

"I never said it wasn't!" protested Phillips.
"You said you couldn't show ne |ID because then I'd know your real nane."
"That was before | was sure |I could trust you," said Phillips.

"So you'd rather use the National Security Adviser as your |D badge?"

"By then | didn't think you'd believe me unless | hauled out the big guns.”
"So the NSA does this for you all the tinme?"

"He's my boss."

"And is he the one who got you to use nme as your errand boy?"

"No." But the expression on his face said yes.

"This is not the time for nore secrets,” said Cole quietly.

"He didn't run it," said Phillips. "But he introduced me to the guy who gave
me the stuff for you to do."

"And who is that?" asked Malich

"He wouldn't tell me his real nane or show nme ID. That's how

got the idea of doing that with you. I'mso stupid. If ny work for himhad
anything to do with this . " He waved a hand toward the damaged south wall
of the West W ng.

"I"mgiving you an assignnent right now," said Malich. "Find out his nane. O
at least find his face. O at least give nme a damm good description of exactly
what he | ooks |Iike and exactly where you net and every assi gnment he gave you
that you didn't use ne for."

"And why would | do that?"

"Because, M. Steven Phillips, whoever controlled you probably has sonethi ng
to do with killing the President, and since they're setting ne up to take the
blame for it, and you're associated with nme, your ass is on the line right
along with mne."

"They're setting you up?" Phillips seemed to think this was a ridicul ous idea.
"I can bet that when they trace these guys back to sone m serable fleabag
rental they'll find a convenient copy of ny report, with my name attached, and
it'll be the exact copy that | provided, so ny fingerprints will be onit."

"Why woul d they do that?"



"To nmake it look like the U S. Arny was behind the assassination

of the President of the United States. And if they tie you to it as well, then
what does it look like to the nedia? To the public? A Republican Party

hack-t hat woul d be you-and a gung-ho officer in Special Ops provide the plans
and the weapons to the terrorists who assassi nated the President."

So Malich's secret work for Phillips dealt with the weapons trade.
"Who woul d believe that?" said Phillips.
"The public will eat it up. | can see the op-ed headlines now Prez Not

Ri ght-wi ng Enough for Red Staters.'"

Al of a sudden Phillips was crying, but fiercely. "They can't say that," he
said. "I loved that man. He was the best President-"

"They can say it. They will say it. They're dying to say it. If they can paint
this whole thing as a vast right-w ng conspiracy, you think they'll hold back
because it nmakes no sense?"

Phillips got control of hinmself. Dabbed at his eyes with a Kl eenex froma
little packet in his pocket. "So what does this nean, if your paranoid
fantasies turn out to be true? That this was all a blue-state conspiracy?
That's just as ridiculous.”

"I agree," said Malich. "But these terrorists had to have sonebody inside the
White House to tell them which wi ndow to shoot their missile through. They got
nmy plans that were turned in to the U S. Arny. Don't tell nme that Al Qaeda had
nol es planted so |l ong ago that now a bunch of dedicated Muslimfanatics
somehow made it through security clearances into positions where they could
provide all that."

"I"ll get you what | can,"” said Phillips. "I'Il talk to the NSA. "

"And when you do," said Malich, "give the information to Cole here, as well as
emailing it to nme."

Cole tried not to show his surprise. Malich trusted himthat nuch?

No, it wasn't that. Malich expected to be arrested. Held where he couldn't get
to his email, where he couldn't be contacted by anybody. He expected Cole to
keep on digging to find out the truth. That wasn't sonething you assign to a
newl y appoi nted subordi nate. That's something you assign to a friend.

Col e repeated his cellphone nunber and enmil address to

Phillips until the man could recite them back col d, because Malich forbade him
to wite anything down. "You think I want sonebody to be able to get the

i nformati on fromyour dead body that will allow themto track down Col e?"
asked Malich. Which terrified Phillips-perhaps not the nobst tactically sound

i dea, Col e supposed, since Phillips could decide just to go to ground rat her
than keep investigating. But he had to assune that Mlich knew his man. Sort
of , anyway.

They made their way back through the sout hwest gate, past the same MPs, past

t he emergency vehicles and mlitary vehicles and the cordon of soldiers that
were now conpl etely surroundi ng the Wite House. Cole finally asked, "Even if
you're arrested, you know they can't convict you of anything."

"I"'mnot afraid of being convicted," said Mlich.

"What, then?"

"I"'mafraid of Jack Ruby."

The guy who assassi nated Lee Harvey Gswal d before he could be tried. The guy
who made sure that the tough questions about the Kennedy assassination could
never be answer ed.

Yeah, Col e understood that. In fact, it seenmed the nost likely thing to
happen. That, or an unexplained "suicide" in a park somewhere. "Boy, |'msure
glad I got this assignment," said Cole.

Mal i ch stopped and spoke to himearnestly. "You can get out right nowif you
want. It's dangerous and | had no right to assume you'd help ne."

"I wasn't joking. I'"'mglad | got this assignment. Wat if you got some desk
jockey? What if you go sonebody who didn't know how to shoot to kill?"

"Right now | need sonebody who can help ne find out the truth."

"Ch," said Cole. "You nmean you want a desk jockey."

"I want you."



Then, because the Metro was shut down at the nonent and autonobile traffic in
the District was at a standstill, they headed for the Roosevelt Bridge to wal k
over into Virginia. Fortunately, it was a cool day for June in DC. They

woul dn't quite die of the heat.



Col e thought wistfully of his air-conditioned car in the parking | ot near the
FDR Menorial -but it was evidence, so even if traffic had been noving, he
couldn't have taken it. And thinking of evidence rem nded hi mof those two
borrowed rifles with both their fingerprints all over them Cole figured he
could pretty much rule out denying that he was there.

There were a | ot of other pedestrians stream ng onto the Roosevelt Bridge.
Usual | y pedestrians wore jogging clothes. Now they were in suits, or wonen
wal ki ng m serably on high heels.

At times |ike these, people rethought their dependence on cars. Started

wi shing they could live in an apartnent in the city and wal k to work. Then,
when the crisis passed, they'd see how far those apartnents were from grocery
stores and novie theaters, and how old and rundown they were, and even those
who went to the trouble of |ooking at rentals were stunned at how little you
got for the noney, and pretty soon they were back behind the wheel again.

But these pedestrians staggering across a bridge devoid of automobile traffic
except for the occasional nilitary vehicle nmeant something el se, too. They
were a victory for the terrorists.

Weirdly, though, it was a defeat for themas well, Cole realized. Al the oi
nmoney that funded themif we no | onger burned oil for transportation, if we
really became a pedestrian world, then what would the whole M ddl e East be but
a waterless wasteland with way too many people to feed thensel ves?

But that's what these diehard Islam sts wanted. For the whole world to be as
poor and miserable as the Mddle East. For us all to live the way the Mislins
did in the good old days, when the Sultan ruled in Istanbul. O earlier, when
the Caliph ruled from Baghdad, fantastically wealthy while the comobn peopl e
sweat ed and starved and clung to their faith. And if it meant reducing the
popul ation of the world fromsix billion to half a billion, well, let

el even-twel fths of the human popul ation die and Allah would sort themout in
heaven.

What the terrorists aren't counting on, thought Cole, is that Arerica isn't a
conpl etely decadent country yet. When you stab us,

we don't roll over and ask what we did wong and woul d you pl ease forgive us.
Instead we turn around and take the knife out of your hand. Even though the
whol e worl d, insanely, condemms us for it.

Col e could imagine the way this was getting covered by the media in the rest
of the world. Oh, tragic that the President was dead. O ficial condol ences.
Sonber faces. But they'd be dancing in the streets in Paris and Berlin, not to
mention Moscow and Beijing. After all, those were the places where America was
bl amed for all the trouble in the world. What a | augh-capitals that had once
tried to conquer vast enpires, damming America for behaving far better than
they did when they were in the ascendancy.

"You | ook pissed off," said Malich

"Yeah," said Cole. "The terrorists are crazy and scary, but what really pisses

me off is knowing that this will make a whol e bunch of European intellectuals
very happy."

"They won't be so happy when they see where it | eads. They've already
forgotten Sarajevo and the killing fields of Flanders."

"I bet they're already 'advising' Americans that this is where our mlitary
"aggression' inevitably |eads, so we should take this as a sign that we need
to change our policies and retreat fromthe world."

"And maybe we will," said Malich. "Alot of Americans would |ove to slamthe
doors shut and let the rest of the world go hang."

"And if we did," said Cole, "who would save Europe then? How | ong before they
find out that negotiations only work if the other guy is scared of the
consequences of not negotiating? Everybody hates Anerica till they need us to
i berate them"

"You're forgetting that nobody cares what Europeans think except a handful of
American intellectuals who are every bit as anti Anerican as the French," said
Mal i ch.

"You think we'll do it?" said Cole. "Bottle ourselves up and let the world go



to hell?"

"Wuld it be any better for us to get really pissed off and declare war on al
of Islan?" said Malich. "Because we've got plenty of Americans who want to do
that, too, and we don't have the President anynmore to hold them back."

"I have a terrible feeling," said Cole, "that sonme turban-wearing Sikhs are
going to die today in Anerica, and they've got nothing to do with this."

They reached the end of the bridge.

"It's weird," said Cole. "I always feel like when | get to Virginia, |I'm back
inthe United States. Like DCis a separate country. And not just DC. Maryl and
along with it. Like the Potomac is the boundary |ine between the country |

| ove and a foreign country where they hate ne because of this uniform™
"Plenty of patriots in Maryland and points north," Reuben rem nded him
"Plenty of good soldiers cone fromthere."

"Can't help how | feel about crossing this river. |I knowit's crazy."

They headed uphill into Arlington.

"You know who | hate today?" said Malich. "This isn't like 9111, when they
expl oited the | oopholes in our open society, and we didn't see it because of
pure clunsiness. These terrorists today couldn't have done what they did

wi t hout the active cooperation of Anericans who were in positions of trust."
"At |east you know Phillips didn't have anything to do with it," said Cole.
"Phillips? That lying sack of shit?" said Malich. "I don't believe anything he
told me. Just an aide to an aide? Yeah, if you think of the NSA as an 'aide."'
He's running an operation out of the White House and he knows way nore than
he's telling me."

"Then why did you have ne give himmnmy email and cell nunmber?"

"Cole, they can get that in four seconds if they don't already have it. By
maki ng hi m menorize it, maybe | convinced himthat | trust him At least a
little. "

They stopped at a drugstore and Malich bought four disposable cell phones and
ten ten-mnute cards for them He gave one of themto Cole and they nenorized
each other's nunbers. Except that Malich wouldn't [ et himnenorize the one he

was activating right at the monent. "No point," he said. "I'mthrowing it away
when this card is up. This is the last time |I'mcalling known nunbers, but I
still can't keep this phone."

Malich called his wife. It was brief. "You go ahead and visit Aunt Margaret

wi thout ne," he said. "I'Il get up there as soon as | can. | |ove you,
Cessy."Then he ended the call.

"So you're sending her into hiding?" asked Col e.

"No, she's just visiting her Aunt Margaret in New Jersey. W lived with her
for a while when I was going to Princeton."”

"I thought it was a code."

"I'"'massum ng our phone is tapped. If Cessy and | had sone code, that would
imply she's part of ny conspiracy."

Col e thought: |Is there anything this guy hasn't thought of? Ch, yeah-he didn't
t hi nk of sonmebody passing his plans to the terrorists.

By then, Malich was calling nunbers and | eaving voice mail. Al ways the sane
message: "I always told you | was gonna take this job and shove it. Well, it's
shoved. Drinks?"

"Now t hat was code, right?" asked Cole.

"My unit back when | was still in the field. These guys had ny back a | ong
time. We're going to neet later tonight near the Delta ticket area at Reagan
Want to cone?"

"They don't know ne."

"But they will."

"What if | was assigned to you by the very people you're hiding fron? What if
| report all this?"

"Are you spying on nme?"

"No. "

"Then stop trying to pick a fight with ne. How s your Farsi?"

"Rusty. | didn't work with Farsi speakers in Afghanistan."



"Well, start thinking in Farsi, because that's what we use to converse when we
get together in public places."

"Right now |'mbarely thinking in English."

"Pardon me while | strip some cash out of ny accounts."

They wal ked around Arlington, pulling max amounts out of five different
accounts. "How paranoid are you, exactly?" asked Cole.

Mal i ch handed himtwo hundred dollars. "You forget the line of work I was in
and the kind of assignments | had. Al ways a chance |I'd have to go to ground.”



"So do you have a car with false registration hidden here in Arlington?"

"No such luck. | wasn't expecting to be on foot after the assassination of the
President."

"Are we really walking all the way to your house?"

"I"d be surprised if | ever see that house again," said Mlich. He sounded
quite cal mabout it. He | ooked at his watch. "It stopped being ny home about a
m nute ago, when Cessy and the kids left it."

"So where are we goi ng?"

"Back to the Pentagon," said Malich. "On the Metro, if it's running again on
this side of the river."

"Isn't that one of the places they'll |ook for you?"

"I have to debrief,"” said Malich. "So do you. They've got to know, on the
record, exactly what happened. Mst people in the Pentagon aren't in on the
conspiracy. The good guys need to be able to fight, so they need information
Besides, if we go to the Pentagon and choose who to talk to, then some good
people will know we're there. W won't just disappear.”

Col e was suddenly aware of how unconfortable his feet were. "Sure wish I'd
known to wear different shoes today."

"And be out of uniforn®?" asked Malich. "Shame on you, soldier."

"I want to be in boots and camp,"” said Cole. "I want sone bad guys to shoot
at."

"So far today, we're the only ones who got to do that," said Mlich.

"Ten seconds too late," said Cole.

"I try not to think of every shot that missed," said Malich. "Every step

m ght have been able to run a little faster."

"And if 1'd driven faster-"

"Then we m ght have had to stop and explain things to sone District cop and
then we'd have gotten there even later,"” said Malich. "Wat happened,
happened. "

"And who we shoot at .next, other people get to decide."

"Thank God for that," said Malich. "Thank God we live in a country where the
soldiers don't have that burden, too."

CHAPTER SI X. WONK

Personal affection is a |luxury you can have only after all your enem es are
elimnated. Until then, everyone you |love is a hostage, sapping your courage
and corrupting your judgnent.

CECILY M ALIGN put the leftover cookies on the table for the kids to discover
as they wandered in and out during the day. They did hone school in the

aft ernoons during sunmer vacation, but not on Fridays. Fridays were |azy days,
and that neant Mark was over at one of his friends' houses, N ck was curled up
with a book, slowy driving hinself blind with Xanth or Di scworld novels,
Letti e and Annie were playing sone nadcap ganme in the back yard that would

| eave them snelling like a conpost heap, and John Paul was doggi ng her heels.
Except that he was down for a nap right now so the house was silent.

And then he woke up and it wasn't silent anynore. He was three and nercifully
had toilet-trained hinself fairly early, so there was no di aper to change. J.
P. got a cooky in his booster seat.

The rest of the cookies disappeared in bunches as the girls came in fromthe
back yard and she sent themup to the tub, where of course they would play

al nrost as hard as they had outside, but at |east they had cookies in themto
renew their energy and guarantee full saturation of the bathroom floor and
wal | s.

It was only fair to bring a plate of cookies to Nick. It was a good thing that
he was readi ng, even if she thought the books were deeply uninteresting
hersel f. He shouldn't be deprived of his share of homemade cookies during his
growi ng-up years. And she saved the |last three cookies in a sandw ch bag for
Mar k.

None for her, but that was fine. She didn't |ike chocolate. Never had. Now, if
she had made snickerdoodles . . . but those took refrigerator time before you
could bake them so there was no way she could have gotten them nmade before



Captai n Col e showed up.

She wondered if she had done himany favors by telling Reuben that the boy

| ooked |i ke someone he could rely on. She knew t hat whatever Reuben was doi ng,
it was dangerous and night be the kind of thing that would soneday put himin
front of a congressional comittee like Aiver North back when she was a kid
and

wat ched CNN obsessi vel y.

What kind of ten-year-old watched CNN? She was gl ad none of her kids was as
strange as she had been. Such a loner. Didn't have any real friends till she
was in high school and found a group of proud-to-be-geeks, though now they'd
be call ed wonks. Who but a wonk |ike her would even be attracted to the

st udi ous young ROTC officer who wore his uniformevery day as if he was just
daring politically correct students to say sonething snotty. Wich they did.
And whi ch he always answered with a surprised | ook and the sanme chilling
little phrase. "I'mwlling to die for you," he'd say, and then go back to
what ever he was doi ng. How coul d they answer that?

He'd die for his country; and | spend ny life taking care of his kids and
making his Iife worth trying not to die.

She remenbered those two glorious, hideous years as an intern and then a paid
staffer in a Congressman's office, where she saw what went on behind the
scenes, the stuff they never showed on CNN because reporters and caneras were
never present when the real work was being done. It's not that her Congressnan
was corrupt-far fromit. He was a squeaky-clean Mornon from | daho who never
drank or snoked and treated male and fenale staffers exactly alike. But he
knew how Congress worked-it drank canpai gn noney and breathed publicity. He
was an expert in finding and using both.

LaMonte Ni el son. He had a conscience and strongly held ideas, but not for one
second did he let that get in the way of naking whatever deal would get things
done and make hi mindi spensabl e to other

Congressmen. Now he was Speaker of the House. Not bad for a smalltown
veterinarian who got bored with putting old dogs to sleep

He had liked her. Gave her a job after her internship. Ofered her a huge

rai se when she said she was quitting. But when she expl ai ned she was | eavi ng
to marry a soldier, he smled and said, "That matters nore in the I ong run
than anything we do in this office. Go for it."

Today she mi ght have been a senior aide to the Speaker of the House. Instead
she was listening to J. P. in his booster seat at the kitchen table, babbling
on about garbage trucks, his obsession of the nonment. He was expl aining the
rul es of recycling. She wasn't sure whether he could read yet or not. Could he
really have menorized all this after getting one of the older kids to read the
brochure to hinf

Getting to know these kids was a lot nmore fun than getting to know a bunch of
Congressmen and their aides. Negotiating with them about bedtinme and vi deogane
use was a lot nore satisfying than westling with other wonks about what woul d
and would not go into the legislation. Not just because at home she had al

t he power she and Reuben, when he was home but al so because she could actually
change things. Help them overcone their weaknesses. Help them di scover and
devel op their strengths. Make them feel better when they felt bad. Rejoice

wi th them when they were happy. Like Congressman Niel son said-this was what
mattered in the long run

Except. .

Except she had to hide fromthe television. Wiether it was CNN or, when Reuben
was honme, Fox News, she'd find herself filled with yearni ng-no, be honest, she
told herself-frustration. Because things were happening and she wasn't part of
it. All these years later, and she still had the disease.

The front door banged open and Mark ran into the kitchen yelling sonething.
She was only half listening as she got his bag of cookies out of the fridge-he
i ked his cookies cold.

"Turn on the television!" he shouted at her






"What ?" she sai d.

"They bl ew up the White House," he said.

Al'l the channels were showi ng the same pictures: the White House with a gapi ng
hole in the south wall of the West Wng, people in suits and people in

uni forms, emergency vehicles and mlitary vehicles all around. Reporters
explaining that all air traffic was grounded so they couldn't give us aerial
shot s-thank God, she thought, that's all we need, the sky around the Wite
House cluttered with choppers-and prom sing that as soon as they could get
confirmation they'd tell us who died.

Because peopl e had died. That nuch they knew.

The information bled out, each bit savored and discussed till the next one
surfaced. An apparent terrorist attack. One or nore rockets launched froma
di stance. Fromthe Mall, then fromthe Washi ngton Monunment, then fromthe

Tidal Basin. That's the runor that stuck

And then there was the video clip-sold to the highest bidder?- on CBS and then
pi cked up by everybody else but with the CBS logo in the corner-capitalism
continues! taken froma car on the eastbound | ane of |ndependence Avenue,
where it bridged the Tidal Basin. The footage showed the terrorists on the
asphalt of the westbound | anes just past the retaining wall of the Tida
Basin, and two rocket |aunchers.

The canera was shaki ng-obvi ously a digital snapshot canera with only a short
vi deo capacity. But there were pops of gunfire and some of the terrorists
turned to fire . . . alnmpst right at the camera. Was this tourist insane? He
shoul d be down inside his car, not vidding the whole thing.

Then a dark shape noved right in front of the camera in a blur of notion. A
man in a suit. But with a weapon. And then another, only in uniform And a
voi ce saying, "Get down inside your car!"

O course the canera stayed where it was.

Pop. Pop. Pop-pop-pop. One of the terrorists went down. Another. One of the

| aunchers was knocked out of alignnment and tipped over. But the other one
fired and then the video ended.

Mar k pushed a button on the renpte and things started rew nding.

"What are you doi ng?"

"Rewi ndi ng," said Mrk.

"This is all a tape?"

"It's DVR, Mom" he said, like she was kind of dim "W've had this for two
years now. You can rewi nd anything if you haven't changed the channel in

bet ween. "

"But | want to hear what they're saying."

"Mom " said Mark. "Wiy do we have to listen to them when we can see"?"

And then he added, softly: "I think it was Dad."

The nonent he said it, she knew he was right. Dad in a suit. And that was
Captain Coleman in the uni form Sonehow they were at the Tidal Basin wth
rifles and they were shooting at the terrorists only they hadn't been able to
get themall in tine.

The video didn't prove anything. Everything noved too fast and blurred too
much. But she knew it was Reuben

"Again," said Mark.

"No," said Cecily. "Let me hear themtalk. | have to know what they're
saying."

A |l ot of babble about unidentified early responders and then sone idiot
tal ki ng head saying that the range had been quite short and these nust not be
trai ned sol diers because those weren't hard

shots. Right, thought Cecily, not hard at the firing range, but dammed hard
when sonebody was firing back at you and you were running fromcover to cover.
Then the tal king heads were interrupted by a bulletin fromthe reporter
standi ng just outside the Wite House grounds.

The President was definitely in the roomwhere the rocket exploded, along with
the Secretary of Defense and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.

Mar k pushed another button and suddenly everything junped on the screen. "What



are you doi ng now?"

"Going live," said Mark. "W were a m nute behind because of the replay."
"The President is confirmed dead,” said a man inside a briefing roomthat she
recogni zed i medi ately-it was in the Sam Rayburn Buil di ng. Why would he be in
t he Rayburn?

Because the Wiite House briefing roomwasn't available, of course. But.

There was Congressman LaMonte Ni el son with his hand on the Bible. Raising his
ri ght hand. Wiy was he taking an oath of office?

"Apparently the Vice President was killed in a traffic incident only a few

m nutes before the rocket attack on the Wite House. | say 'incident' because
it is hard to believe that this was an accident, a there coincidence. By the
time the President died, this country had no living Vice President. So the |aw
of presidential succession is clear. After the Vice President, the Speaker of
t he House, and then the President Pro Tenpore of the Senate, and-but here's
the new President of the United States, just sworn in. President LalMonte

Ni el son. Most Americans don't even know his nanme, but he's all we've got right
now. "

H s | ast words overl apped with N elson's. Looking straight at the
canera-Cecily remenbered how hard it had been for himto learn how to do that
steady gaze at the |lens-he said, "Fellow citizens, our enem es have done a
terrible thing today, and good peopl e have been nmurdered. They clearly
intended to strike a blow to our hearts, and they succeeded. But we stil

have-we nust keep our heads. Qur Constitution still works.
"I"mnot the man anybody picked to be President. But 1'll do ny job, as wll
everyone el se in governnent. Sone emergency neasures will be taken, but except

as instructed by legal authorities, we urge you to go about your normal

busi ness. W do not know who did this. Do not junp to any conclusions. Do not
show anger or hostility to anybody just because you think they m ght share the
religion or the national origin or just look |ike whoever you guess mni ght have
done this. Let's add no tragedies to the ones we already face today.

"I join the rest of our nation in nourning for our President and

Vice President and the other great public servants whose |ives were taken
today in service to their country. God bless the United States of America."

As the camera pulled back and the newspeople started judging the new
President's short speech, Cecily could see that he was al ready surrounded, not
just by the Secret Service, but by troops in full battle gear

"Mark," she said softly, "don't tell the other children that we think Dad

m ght have been under fire. Not till we know something for sure.”

"COkay, Mom" said Mark.

From his voice she knew he was no | onger just shocked. He was crying.

"Stay here, please," she said to him "I'mgoing to get the other kids."

A few mnutes later they were gathered in the living roomon their knees. None
of the prayers she knew seenmed adequate. She struggled to come up with the
right words to add to the prayers the kids all knew Utimtely, it all cane
down to the sanme thing that LaMonte Ni el son-President N el son-had said. God

bl ess the

United States of Anerica.

And then Ni ck added, "And God bl ess Daddy and all the soldiers.™

"Amen," said Cecily. But then she hastened to add, "But as far as we know,
Daddy's all right."

"But it's a big war now," said Nick. "It has to be."

Go about your normal business, LaMonte had said. But what was her nornal

busi ness now?

She sat the kids down and expl ai ned about presidential succession. She told

t hem about her tine working for LaMonte N el son. She tal ked about the slain
Presi dent .

"You didn't even vote for him Mmy," said Lettie. "Mark said so."

"Your father voted for him" said Cecily. "And even though | didn't, he was
still our President, and he did the best he knew how to






do for our country. It's a terrible thing, not just for himbut for all of us,
all Americans. By killing him they were trying to hurt us all."

But after a while, she ran out of words. The girls were too young to really
understand it all well enough to stay interested. She let them go back to
their roomand play quietly. "Indoor rules," she said.

Mark and Nick, though, stayed with the tel evision, watching CNN. Cecily knew
the footage at the Tidal Basin would come back on. She knew that at sone

poi nt, someone would tell the nanes of the nmen who were firing at the
terrorists. But she couldn't very well forbid themto watch history unfold.
And she couldn't stay and watch with them because J. P. needed her attention.
And because she m ght break down and cry from sheer frustration and fear if
she didn't keep herself busy. So with J. P. playing on the kitchen floor, she
funmbl ed around the cupboards | ooking for sonething to prepare for dinner that
m ght keep her busy for a few hours.

The first call cane from DeeNee Breen. "As far as we know," she said, "Mjor
Malich was not injured in any way. Nor was Captain Coleman. But it's confirned
that they were the ones who fired at the terrorists and di sabl ed one of the

| aunchers. At the noment their location is unknown but | can't inmagine they
won't make their way here as quickly as possible to be debriefed. O
sonewhere. "

Cecily thanked her and then went in to tell Mark and Nick that yes, it was
their father and his new assistant who were in the video, firing at the
terrorists.

"So . . . Dad's, like ... a hero," said Nick softly.

"Honey," said Cecily, "your dad's a hero about forty tines over. But yes, he
did all he could. But | also know he's very sad right now that he wasn't able
to stop both rockets fromfiring."

"They thought the bodi es were booby-trapped,” said Mark. "OF the terrorists.
But it was just the rocket in the launcher they didn't fire at the Wite
House. Somebody touched it and it |launched into the ground and bl ew up and
killed a bunch of guys."

"But not your father," said Cecily. "Or DeeNee woul d have known. They woul d
know i f he was hurt and she would have told nme. So he's okay."

Mark | ooked relieved. But Nick-she could never guess what he was feeling.
Privately, Reuben called him Stoneface, because he just took things in. She
had worried when he was four that he m ght be autistic or suffer from
Asperger's. But no, not at all, he was just a quiet kid who kept things to
himsel f. Like now Did he believe his dad was safe? O did he not care? O was
he a seething mass of fear and none of it showed? The mystery child.

But she wasn't going to try to get through to himright now Wat would
"success" consist of? Nick erupting in tears? Ch, he'd thank her for an

achi evenent |ike that! "Yes, Oprah, ny nother was never happy unl ess she could
get ne to cry." Child-rearing today was so conplicated. You always had to

thi nk of what they'd say on television later.

DeeNee called again to find out if she knew anythi ng about Reuben's

wher eabouts. And then she started getting calls fromfriends who wondered if
it could possibly have been Rube in those videos fromthe Tidal Basin. "I
don't know," she said. "It |ooked like a blur to nme. No, | don't know where he
is, but he could be anywhere, you know how his job is." O course they didn't
know how his job was, but what could they say, anyway?

And then cane the call from Reuben.

She said hello, not recognizing the nunber on caller ID, expecting it to be
anot her curious friend.

She knew Reuben's voice at once. "You go ahead and visit Aunt Margaret without

me," he said. "I'Il get up there as soon as | can."

"Reuben, what-"

But he tal ked right over her. "I |ove you, Cessy." And then the connection was
gone.

He had warned her back when this npbst recent assignnent began that there was a
strong chance their phones would be tapped all the time. By both sides. So



t hey had | ongstandi ng tel ephone discipline-play along with whatever the other
one is pretending.

The gane was this: Apparently they were planning a trip to Aunt Margaret's in
West Wndsor, New Jersey. Though Reuben's tone was cheerful, the cryptic
nature of his instructions told her a great

deal: He wanted her and the kids out of town. And it wasn't just because the
press woul d hound them as soon as his identity was known-he woul d have
expl ai ned that openly over the tel ephone. Sonething was seriously w ong.

And her job, now, was to trust Reuben.

She went into the living roomand knelt down in front of the two boys. She
beckoned themto get their faces close to hers, so she didn't have to talk
loudly to be heard above the noise of the tel evision

"That was Dad," she said. "He's fine. But he asked us to do something. W're
getting in the van and we're driving to Aunt Margaret's. | need you two ol der
boys to pretend that we've been planning this trip for a long tine, and the
only thing different is that Dad will be coming along later. If the girls
don't play along, don't argue with them ['Il help them pack and you guys pack
your own stuff. Three days' worth of clothes, plus Sunday cl othes, plus
swi mm ng trunks, plus a couple of books and naybe DVDs and the PSP and the
Ganeboy N ntendo thing-the DS. "

They | ooked at her gravely and Mark nodded. Nick didn't nod, but when Mark got
up, so did Nick, and they padded out of the roomtogether

It was packing for J. P. that took the longest, but it was as if they had
rehearsed for such a nove for years, it went that smoothly. They were backi ng
out of the driveway only half an hour |ater

They went out Route 7 and crossed the Potomac above Let'sburg. The bridge was
packed and it took alnbst two hours to get past the bottleneck-hardly a
surprise, since all the Washington bridges were closed and this was the first
bri dge open to the public. After that it was still slow going, so it wasn't
until after dark before they pulled into Margaret's driveway. Aunt Margar et
had the front door open before they were out of the m nivan.

"Your soldier boy called,” she said. "He's being debriefed and everything's
fine. "

But she and Aunt Margaret both knew that nothing was fine. The President was
dead, Reuben had shot some of the assassins, and he had sent his famly out of
town in a rush and w thout explanation

In sone ways it was worse than when he had been in Special Ops. At least in
the field, Arericans were all on his side. He had support. But for all she
knew, he was in serious trouble and couldn't count on anybody.

Except her. He had assigned her to take care of their children. As |long as he
knew his kids were safe, then he could face anything el se with courage. Her
own dreads and worries had to be set aside. She had a job to do, and she was
going to do it well.



CHAPTER SEVEN. TEAM

The great irony of war is this: Wiile war is the ultimate expression of
mstrust, it cannot be waged wi thout absolute trust. A soldier trusts his
conrades to stand beside himand his conmander to | ead himw sely, so that he
will not be led to neani ngl ess death. And the commander trusts his

subordi nates and soldiers to act with wi sdom and courage in order to
conpensate for his own ignorance, stupidity, inconpetence, and fear, which al
conmanders possess in anple nmeasure.

REUBEN WAS bei ng fol |l owed-but that's exactly what he expected. By the tinme he
was through a long debriefing-three different interrogation teams-it was
nearly dark.

The real question was which group was followi ng himthe FBI, the Arny, or the
Cl A Maybe all three. O -always possible-some other agency w thin Homel and
Security. How many parking places should he | ook for when he got to Reagan
Nat i onal ? He woul dn't

want to inconveni ence them

2

Reuben coul d hardly blanme them for expending resources on follow ng him Wat
el se did they have to go on? The bodies of the terrorists would undoubtedly
have no information on them it mght be days before anyone came forward wth
i nformati on about roons they occupied. And in all likelihood they would be far
nore disciplined than the 9111 terrorists had been-there would be no notes, no
letters, no convenient ID that mght |ead to an easier trace.

The only thing they had was Reuben hinsel f-with poor Captain Col enman being
interrogated just as thoroughly in another room by his own teans of
debriefers. He had told Cole to answer everything, thoroughly and fully.

I ncl uding as much as he wanted to

of Reuben's conversation and actions afterward, and all their specul ations
about why things mght have fallen out as they did.

"Tell the truth," said Reuben. "W want these guys to get the terrorists. O
course they' |l suspect ne, and if we pretend we don't know that 1'll be
suspected, the nmore they' Il think I have something to hide. We'lIl answer this
weird conspiracy with pure truth, so that they never have a nmonent where they
can say, Here's what you said, but here's what we know you actually did.

They' Il never catch us in alie. dear?"

Reuben had followed his own advice. Wiile he didn't tell them

anyt hi ng about his activities for Steven Phillips, that was because they were
highly classified and his interrogators did not have clearance for it. "If
Phillips tells me to go ahead, then I'Il happily tell you everything." They
under st ood and accepted this-the fact that he told them Phillips's nane was in

itself a sign of extraordi nary cooperation on his part, since he really

shoul dn't have told them even that nuch. "But we're all on the sane side,

here, and I"'mnot going to let foolish red tape keep you from findi ng out what
you want to know. " Hol di ng back Phillips's name woul d have been foolish red
tape, with the President and Vice President dead; but keeping his actua
activities secret until he was cleared to divulge themwas not foolish-it was
essential. These guys interrogating himwere just as faithful about sticking
to protocols, or they wouldn't be in their positions.

After they decided to call it a night, Reuben went to his office, which he
assunmed had been searched, and then to the little coffee room where, inside a
brown | unchsack | abel ed "Keep your hands off ny food you greedy

bast ar ds- DeeNee, " he reached under a sandw ch and took out his newy acquired
cel | phones. If they had been thorough enough to find these, they nust already
be convinced of his guilt and he wasn't going to acconplish anything anyway.
Now Reuben was heading fromthe Pentagon to the airport-not much of a drive
and probably the one that woul d make his followers the nost worried. He could
i magi ne cel | phone speed-dial buttons getting pressed and teans being
nmobi i zed. "Stop him before

he can board a plane, but otherw se just keep himin sight,
ot her.

they told each



But the followers could take care of thenselves. It was the men he wanted to
meet wi th whose response he wanted to see. They hadn't foreseen anything |like
what was happening, or even that he would try to assenble them But he had
once told them jokingly, that if they ever had to save the world, he'd give
thema call and nmeet themat the Delta ticket counter at Reagan National. Just
a j oke.

But guys in Special Ops didn't forget things-they were trained to nenorize
things so they coul d debrief accurately later. They woul d renenber.

Remenber, but... do what? Wwuld he really find a mniconvention of
extraordinarily fit nmen in civilian clothes standing around waiting for hinP
No. They woul d have recogni zed himon the TV news. They woul d know that his
call to themhad sonmething to do with the assassination, and the cryptic
nature of his message, along with the context of the old joke-saving the

wor | d-woul d pronpt themto call each other. Maybe one of them would neet him

t here. Maybe none.

He didn't even get to the Delta ticket counter before they made contact. LI oyd
Arnsbrach stepped onto the escalator just in front of him "South of the
border restaurant in town center," he said-in Farsi. If he had said "Rio

G ande Cafe in Reston Town Center, the words "Ri o G ande" and "Reston" would
have been easy enough to understand for any English speaker

And since there was nobody wi thin earshot, that nust mean that Ll oyd-"Load,"

t hey had al ways called himbelieved that they were being overheard-either a

bi g-ear listening device or a bug planted on Reuben's cl ot hes.

"You're being followed," continued Load in Farsi. "Get on the toll road on the
hill of spring"-which meant Spring Hill. "W'll nake sure you have a cl ear
mle, so get off the toll road immediately."

When they got to the top of the escalator, Loyd headed off in another
direction fromthe Delta ticket counter

So all that was left for Reuben to do was go and buy a ticket on the DC New
York shuttle for tonmorrow. |f asked-and he would certainly be asked-it was his
intention to fly up to join his famly tonorrow on their spur-of-the-nonment
visit to Aunt Margaret.

It was |ate enough in the evening that there weren't many ticket buyers, which
woul d make it harder for his followers to remain unobtrusive. But they were
apparently pretty good at what they did-he didn't see anybody wth that
agentish | ook of studied nondescriptness. It would be surprising if they
didn't have sonebody near enough to hear what he said. But then, they could
count on being able to ask the ticket agent what he had said-those federa
badges were so hel pful.

O... and this is sonething he should have thought of before . . . they m ght
very well have planted a bug in his clothing. So they were just sitting in a
van sonewhere, listening. O everything was getting piped into sonebody's i Pod
ear phone.

And it wouldn't have made any difference if he had stopped in his office and
changed cl ot hes. They woul d have bugged the uniforns he kept there. O if they
didn't they were idiots and he preferred to think the assassination of the
Presi dent was not being investigated by idiots.

He got back to his car and practically had to force hinself not to gl ance
around to see if he could spot any of the tails. O course they knew he was
Speci al Ops and had been doi ng cl andestine work for the NSA, so of course he'd
guess that someone was followi ng him But |ooking around woul d make hi m seem
not curious, but furtive, as if he had something to hide. And since he did
have sonething to hide, and was about to make it obvious that he did, the |ast
thing he wanted to do was signal themthat he was watching out for watchers.
What twi sted thinking. WII they guess that | guessed that they'd know I'd
assune they were there? But that was part of the training of Special Ops,
especially if you were going to be in country on a | ongterm assi gnnent. You
couldn't take anything at face value. You constantly had to think: How will
this action ook to then? How will they interpret what | say and do? How
should I interpret what their






words and actions say about what they believe about nme? On and on, never
achieving certainty, but getting closer. If you got close enough, you
succeeded in your mission. Not so close and you failed. Way not close and you
di ed.

The George Washi ngton Parkway was open again, as were the bridges, and traffic
fromthe District was still flowing out in a nmuchdel ayed rush hour. Reuben
patiently stayed with the stop-and-go traffic. Getting onto the Beltway

sout hbound took forever, but he stayed with it to the Chain Bridge Road exit,
then went around Tysons Il till he could get under the toll road overpass and
enter the onranp at Spring Hill. There were only two tollbooths there, and
sure enough, the human- manned one was being tied up by a guy who had
apparently dropped his noney and was out of his car looking for it.

Reuben didn't recognize him but he didn't expect to. Hi s teamwould have
their own networks of friends who could be called on to

fill assignments they didn't necessarily understand. "It's connected with the
current national enmergency, and it's a good guy we're hel ping." That woul d be
enough.

He tossed his coins into the basket and noved on through. In his rearview
mrror he caught only a glinpse of the driver behind himwho al so apparently
threw his coins on the ground and had to get out of the car to get them

The tol |l booth operator would have a story to tell tonight. "Two idiots at the
same time! It's a wonder we can even field an Aynpic team when these people
can't hit a two-foot-w de basket that's a foot fromtheir car."”

O course, if the guys followi ng himwere any good, they already had sonebody
waiting on the toll road to pick up the tail, but he'd be off by then

When he got to Reston Town Center he wasn't sure how to proceed-surely they
woul dn't all be sitting at a big table eating guacanol e.

He didn't get a chance to see the inside of the restaurant. As he pulled up
past McCorm ck and Shm ck he spotted M ngoDomi ngo Camacho-who crossed the
street in front of him pointing

once at the parking garage across the street. Reuben nade the left turns to
get up into the garage and kept going up to the third level, where M ngo
stepped out fromthe elevator area just in time to stop him A car pulled out
of a parking place as if on cue-because it was on cue-and Reuben pulled his
car into the spot.

M ngo put his fingers to his lips and wal ked to the passenger door. Reuben
roll ed down the wi ndow and through it, M ngo handed hi mthe shoppi ng bag he
was carrying. Chino shorts, T-shirt, flip-flops.

Reuben slid past the gearshift and changed clothes in the passenger seat. He
t hought of keeping his briefs on but decided against it; and that was
apparently what M ngo had t hought as well, because when he got the cl othes out
of the bag, there were briefs anobng them Everything his size. These guys were
good. Thank heaven he hadn't gained any wei ght since his Special Ops days.
This was where the endl ess workouts paid off. Reuben was determ ned never to
be one of those sad fat officers who no | onger even pretended to live in a
battl e-ready state.

If he stayed in the service | ong enough to be a general

If he stayed alive and out of prison

Wth his clothes conpletely changed, he put the cell phones into his new
pockets, put his keys above the visor, and | ocked the car. It would be easy to
open the car later, with the codepad on the door

He wal ked with M ngo, still wordless, to a car parked in a handi capped stall.
But these guys had been so thorough that a | egall ooki ng handi capped tag was
hanging fromthe rearview mrror. It probably was |egal, given how
pathetically easy it was to get those tags these days.

M ngo pointed to the rear passenger seat, where Reuben |ay down on the floor
as M ngo closed the door behind him then got in front and drove. Reuben
didn't try to |l ook and see where they were going-trust neant you didn't expose
your face in order to secondguess the route.

That didn't nmean Reuben could turn off the part of his brain that



automatically counted turns and estimated di stances. \Wen he

figured they were on Route 7, headi ng back toward Tyson's Corner, Reuben
finally spoke.

"Am | supposed to stay down here till we get where we're goi ng?"

M ngo picked up his cell phone fromthe cup holder in the center console,
flipped it open, and only then answered Reuben, so that if someone saw him
talking they'd think it was on the phone. "Safer, don't you think? W go to
all this trouble, it'd be pretty dunb to have one of your tails spot your big
happy white face just by chance."

"Destination?"

"Play along, Rube. | want you to guess."

"Not a restaurant where we have a waiter who can overhear us.

But a place where it's okay for a bunch of guys to gather around and talk in
Farsi. So that means sonething |like a Starbucks or a bookstore with a cafe in
it. W're on Route 7 so I"mbetting on the Borders across fromthe Marriott in
Tyson's Corner."

"Shit," said M ngo.

"I's that a good shit or a bad shit?"

"Bad. "

"How nmuch you | ose?"

"Just a dollar, but you know Benny. 'Never bet against the Rube.'"

"I's that what he says?"

"I wasn't betting against you," said Mngo. "I was betting that Benny's plan
sucked so you'd think of a better one and assunme that's what we'd do."

"Good plan so far," said Reuben. "But | have one nmore man to bring to the
party." Fromthe floor of the van he called Cole and spoke only a single
sentence, in Farsi: "Borders on Route 7 in the Corners now " Couldn't say
"Tyson's Corner" because "Tyson" didn't translate.

Not that the people tailing himwouldn't already have gotten a Farsi
translator after Load's words to himin the airport. So if Cole had been
carel ess, or sonebody had opened DeeNee's lunch in the break-roomfridge, this
woul d bring his tails right back on him and

i nplicate everybody el se in whatever conspiracy they supposed himto be part
of . But you had to take sone risks, or you might as well pull a Saddam and
hide in a hole somewhere till you were arrested and put through a show trial
They got to the Borders and soon had taken over two tables and eight chairs in
t he cof fee shop.

Speaking quietly in Farsi, Reuben quickly explained how his own plan had been
used to kill the President. Cole arrived-in civvies, nercifully-and Reuben

i ntroduced hi m around.

But Cole had to know nore than just nanes. "Were you a teamonce? | nean,

i n-country?"

"We've all been in the same teamw th Rube, one tine or another," said Arty
Wi. "But that was |ong ago and far away."

"W're his jeesh now," said M ngo.

Col e knew his Arabic, even when the word was dropped into the mdst of Farsi.
"Hi s arnmy?"

"His little tiny army," said Load. "Because he's our hero."

"We're guys who trust each other," said Reuben

"And were really good at killing bad guys," said Drew.

"So we gave our club a scary Arabic name," said Babe.

"Cole, tell them about the neeting we had outside the Wite House," said
Reuben.

I f Col e wondered why Reuben, who knew nore, was having hi m nake the report, he
didn't showit. Cole's Farsi was okay-good enough, and now and then when he
struggl ed sonebody woul d supply a word. The idea wasn't to inpress themwth
his | anguage ability. They needed to hear Cole's voice and see that Reuben
trusted him despite having net each other only today.

"My family is with Aunt Margaret Diklich in Wst Wndsor, N J.," said Reuben
in Farsi. "Unless |I can think of a better plan, I'"mdriving up there tonorrow,



because by now the FBI or whoever's tailing me knows | have a ticket to La
Guardia. | have no plans beyond that, except that 1'd like to not be arrested
while I'"'mtrying to find out who gave those plans to the terrorists and what

their goal really is.”



"You mean you don't think it stops with killing the President and Vice
President?" asked Arty Wi. "That's kind of like Al Qaeda's idea of nirvana
right there."

"I don't think the terrorists planned anything nore than what they did today,

no," said Reuben. "But the people using them have to have sonmething nore in
mnd. Surely we didn't have Steven Phillips inside the Wite House and whoever
"shared' ny plans frominside the Pentagon acting out of a desire to see the
Presi dent and Vice President dead. |'m assunming that these Americans did this
with some goal in mind that has nothing to do with Al Qaeda."
"Destabilization," said Cole, in English. He continued in Farsi. "But that's
obvi ous. "

"Yes," said Reuben, "but we believe in saying the obvious. W're not here to

i npress each other with our guessing ability. Except for Benny and M ngo."
Benny rai sed an eyebrow, and M ngo handed hi ma buck

"What we're |looking for," said Drew Linnie, who was now a professor at
American University, "is what they plan to do next, so we can be there first
and catch themw th their pants down."

"An i mage both col orful and vaguely gay," said Babe Austin.

"Cut bono?" asked Cat Bl ack, who was a |lawer. "If America is in chaos, who
benefits?"

"Showi ng of f by speaking Latin," muttered Load.

"We can rule out LaMonte ielson,"” said Reuben. "Cessy knows himand he's a
decent guy. Besides, | have a feeling nobody in their right mnd would

consi der being President right now a 'benefit.""

"Ni el son's going to have this big synpathy thing for a few mnutes,"” said Cat,
"but it's not likely to translate into a |ot of support. He could never have
been el ected President, and he's too conservative not to be a lightning rod."
"Assassinations aren't enough to really destabilize the country," said Load
Arnsbrach. "We've had them before and the country goes on."

"We've had unel ected Presidents before, too," said Benny.

"One, anyway," said Load.

"So, we're all political geniuses here," said Cat. "Anybody else figure that
this is only Step A?"

"I think," said Cole, "that Step Bis Major Malich, here. |I think that the
peopl e who gave the info to the terrorists didn't care if the assassinations
wor ked or not-the fact that Al Qaeda or whoever it was succeeded night even
appal |l them The purpose was to set up Major Mlich."

"Reuben, " Reuben corrected him

"Rube." M ngo corrected his correction

"I think to find out who did this, we need to | ook at Rube,"” said Cole-it was
clearly painful to break protocol like that-"and see who woul d benefit from
having himput on trial for betraying his country and conspiring to

assassi nate the President and Vice President."

"You mean Rube, specifically, or Special Ops war hero Major Reuben Malich
synmbolical ly?" said Arty.

"I't'"ll be Rube, specifically, who goes to jail," said Cat.

"So if Rube takes off running," said Benny. "Or hides. Anything that makes him
| ook guilty. They win. Fromthat nonment on they don't need himalive, because
he's guilty in the public mnd. In fact, he's nore useful to them dead.
Because nobody will feel much urgency about clearing the nane of a dead man."
"Assume that's the plan,"” said Drew. "Rube is painted as part of the
conspiracy and then he's dead. Excuse nme for the hypothetical fatality, Rube."”
"I"'m checking nmy pul se,” said Reuben

Drew went on. "What, exactly, could anyone do with Rube's death?"

"Discredit the right wing?" offered M ngo.

"I"'mnot that right-wing," said Reuben. "My wife's a Denocrat, for pete's
sake. "

"You don't have to be an extremi st to be called one," said Mngo. "Hell
you're a soldier, man. Look at you. The poster child for the anti-war inmage of
the mighty Aryan warrior."



"I can't help being an incredibly good-1looking Serb in perfect shape," said
Reuben.

"For an old fart in his forties,
"I"'mthirty-seven," said Reuben
"An old thirty-seven, though."
"Look," said Cole, "we still aren't there yet. Wat can you do with the image
of a red-state warrior who planned the assassination of the President? You
can't win an election with it-the President was a red-stater and his successor
is too. Wo's in favor of presidential assassinations? How can you w n

el ections on the basis of being antiassassin? Wiwo's your opponent?"

Only now did Reuben put it together. "Who said anything about w nning

el ecti ons?"

"Well, what else?" said M ngo.

"Maybe it's not my being a red-stater. Maybe it's about my being Special Ops.
The elite of the Arnmy. Maybe it's an attack on the mlitary."

"The p.c. crowd attacks the Arny all the tinme," said Load disnissively.
"They' ve never let go of the Vietnamera baby-killer slogan."

"Yes, but sane people ignore them Not now," said Reuben

"This still isn't it," said Drew. "Nothing in this justifies such a nonstrous
act."

"Al Qaeda-" began Cat.

"They're in the nonstrous-act business," said Load. "It's the other guys. The
Ameri can guys. Wiy woul d they go after Reuben, the Symbol of MIlitariness? Wy
discredit the Arnmy in such a drastic way?"

Babe sl unped farther down in his chair. That meant that he was about to say
somet hi ng he thought was inmportant. Sonetimes it even was. "I don't think
we're going to find out what they mean to do with Rube until they do it."

"But then he'll be dead," said Arty.

"Since we won't let anybody kill him" said Babe, "what | nean is this: W
have to see how the story is spun, and who does the spinning. Then we'll know
what they set himup for."

"So we do not hing?" said Cole.

"Not at all," said Babe. "What we got to do is, don't give themanything to
work with. And neanwhile, we spin back. O, | guess, Rube spins back."
"Nothing for themto work with," said Reuben. "So you mean | shouldn't go to
Jersey? Nothing that could | ook Iike I'm hiding?"

sai d Benny.

"No, | nean you should talk to the press first," said Babe.

"About what? Al nmy work was classified.”

"How | ong do you think that'll last, once they start |eaking about how you
cane up with the plans?" said Babe. "How classified do you think any of this
shit will stay when the investigation turns ugly and political ?"

"lIt's a crine to reveal classified information."

"That becane irrelevant the second your classified informati on was used to
kill the President," said Babe. "Besides, just the fact that you met with us
here, that's already enough for the press to infer a conspiracy.”

"Babe's right about that," said Load. "The fact that he ditched a tail is

pr obably enough. Shows a guilty conscience, right, Cat?"

"You watch too nuch Law and Order, Load," said Cat.

Col e | aughed in disbelief. "Come on, are you saying Mjor Mlich should hold a
press conference?"

"No," said Babe. "You got to announce those in advance and the feds can shut
you down. | think that right now, while he's still not being tailed, we get
his ass over to The Wshi ngton Post."

"Why The Post?" said Reuben. "Why do | have to go to the people who are npst
dying to destroy me?"

"Because their story will get picked up and used everywhere," said Babe. "Even
if they nmock you for it, your statement that sonebody deliberately set you up
to take the fall for this will resonate with people. Then, if sonebody kills
you, it will backfire on them A lot of people will believe that someone

killed you to shut you up."



"I don't want to find out what people believe about why | was nurdered," said
Reuben. "This is a really disturbing conversation."

"I'f they don't think it will help them there's no reason for themto kill
you. Tell it all to The Post. Nane all the names you can." Babe



grinned. "I'min p.r., and I'll tell you what |1'd tell Brad Pitt and Russel
Crowe-don't wait for themto tell the story on you, you tell it on them
first."”

" They're not your clients,"” said Arty.
"I didn't say they were," said Babe. "Rube's nowhere near as pretty as they
are. Though I will say he's alnost as manly."

Whi ch is why, at eleven o'clock at night, Reuben found hinself in a conference
room at The WaAshi ngton Post, with his whole teamaround him as he and Col e
sat there to be photographed and questioned by the reporters and editors
wor ki ng on the assassination story.

"We're not answering questions for the first while," said Reuben. "I'mjust
going to tell you exactly what happened, including sonme classified stuff whose
classification got blown all to hell. But I'mgetting set up, and | at | east

want ny story out there to conpete with the lies that are going to be told
about ne."

They didn't like it that he wanted to be in control of the interview

"Just listen to what | have to say and then decide whether it was worth
getting out of bed for."

The | ead reporter on the story was Leighton Fuller. He was their top politica
reporter, and he also had his own weekly colum in which he had already killed
every idea the President had ever had. Though he never admitted they actually
rose to the level of being called ideas. -.

"I don't see what this is about," Leighton said. "You're a hero, you tried to
save the President. Wo's trying to set you up?"

"Ckay, I'lIl pretend I'm answering your question," said Reuben. Then, with Col e
affirm ng or correcting or supplenmenting himall the way, he told about the
day's events. Including how on his own Reuben woul d never have seen the signs
of the subnersibles.

And at the end, Reuben expl ai ned about the nmanuscript of his plan for
assassinating the President. "If they find nmy fingerprints on the copy the
terrorists worked fromthen you'll know sonething inportant.”

"What will we know?" asked Lei ghton

"I never touched the final report with ny own hands. The division secretary
delivered it electronically to the printing office and they printed it and
bound it and she delivered it around. | wasn't making a point of not touching
it, I just wasn't in the country when | finished it and emailed it to DeeNee.
If ny fingerprints are on it, then it's a rough draft. One of the ones |
hand-carried to people for coment."

"Whi ch peopl e?"

"The division secretary is putting together the list."

"Can | have it?

"No. I'll turn it over to the FBI. But | want you to know it exists in case it
gets ignored there."

"You do realize how paranoid you sound," said Leighton

"Yes, sir," said Reuben. "And if they never do any of this stuff |'m
anticipating, then I'll have to agree with you. But which of you would have
been paranoi d enough to think the President and Vice President mght be killed
within mnutes of each other-that the President could have been bl own up right
t hrough a West W ng wi ndow?"

"I"lIl give you this,"” said Leighton. "You two are the only people who even
tried to stop this assassination when there was still time to have a chance to
stop it. | didn't like this President, but | didn't want himdead. He was the
President. So you've earned a fair hearing on your conpletely wacko account.
Does everybody understand that?" Leighton |ooked at his editor. "I don't want
us to screw around with the headline or the captions to paint this guy as
guilty." He turned back to Reuben and Cole. "Unless we get evidence confirning
that you really did collaborate with terrorists.”

"OfF course you'll get evidence like that," said Cole. "It's being planted even
as we speak."

"Evidence that satisfies ne" said Leighton. "I don't think you' re crazy, Mjor



Mal i ch, and you' ve proven you've got brains and guts. The way you tell it,
this is all part of a larger plan. And if you're right, do you know what that
snells like to me?"

They didn't.

"It smells like war. Sonebody wants Anerica's military to be humliated and
denoral i zed before the war."

"Who?" asked one of the other reporters. "Wo's going to dare

to attack us?"

"I guess we'll find out when they're through crucifying Major Malich," said
Lei ght on.

One of the editors spoke up. "Leighton, it |ooks to me |like these guys are
just trying to use us to spin the story."

"Everybody tries to use us to spin the story," said Lei ghton contenptuously.

"And when we like themor their cause, we follow their spin. | don't knowif I
like these guys. But | also don't know but what they're telling the truth. So
my story is going to report their clainms neutrally. Then we'll see who junps
onit."

"Or on us," said the editor. "I don't know if I'mgoing to be able to let them

use us this way."

"That's honest enough," said Reuben, getting up. The other soldiers also rose
to their feet. "W'll go to the Washington Tines, then, and hope the truth
seeps out sonehow. "

Several of the reporters |aughed nervously. Leighton grinned. "You're
right-telling the Tinmes isn't a leak, it's seepage.”
"Thanks for coming back to the office so late at night,
|'ve got to go wake up the Tinmes."'"

The editor | ooked annoyed. "W want the exclusive. That's what you prom sed
us."

"W wanted a fair hearing," said Reuben. "You're already planning to spin it
against me." He jieaded for the door.

sai d Reuben. " Now

Load said, in Farsi, "Can't we bruise thema little bit, as long as we've got
themall in the same roon?" Reuben's team | aughed

Reuben had to wal k past Leighton to get to the door. Leighton wi nked at him
"You watch," he said. "You'll have your fair hearing."

Reuben paused and studied Leighton's face. He didn't know this man. Did the

popul arity of his colum give himso nuch power at the paper that he could

override his editor? O did he sinply trust in his powers of persuasion? O
was he lying right now, to keep Reuben fromgoing to the Tines'?

Reuben made his guess, and bet his future on it. Wen he and Cole and the rest

of the team got back to their cars, he told M ngo

the conbination to the keypad on the door of his car back in the Reston Town

Center parking garage. "The keys are above the visor," he said. "I need to

take your SUV, if you don't mind ny borrowing it."

"I made sone nodifications,”" Mngo answered. It took himonly a few mnutes to

show Reuben where the weapons and amunition were hidden.

"I hope | don't need this," said Reuben. "I1'll surrender before | shoot at

Anericans.”

"So you're not going to the Tinmes?' " said Cole.

"I"'mbetting on Leighton," said Reuben. "But in the long run, we know it's

going to go agai nst ne. Because they'll have evidence. And they'll have sone

Jack Ruby wannabe waiting for ne."

"That's why I"'mcomng with you," said Cole.

"Then we really will look like a conspiracy."

"We're going to |l ook Iike one anyway," said Cole. He glanced around at the

ot her guys. "Heck, we are a conspiracy. We're plotting to save your life and

your name."

"I hope what we're doing," said Reuben, "is working to find out who killed the

Presi dent and prevent them from hurting Arerica any worse than they already

have."

"Ch, yeah," said Cole as he got into the passenger seat of Mngo's SUV. "That



too."

"Help me pull himout of there," said Reuben.

"No way," said Mngo. "He's Special Ops."

"He's a bad dude," said Cat.

"He m ght hurt ne," said Benny.

Reuben was annoyed. "Wy should two careers go down the toilet on this?"
"He's assigned to you by the Pentagon,"” said Drew. "It nmakes sense for himto
stay with you."

"And we need him" said Babe, "to tell us the truth about whatever danger you
m ght get into. Because we know you'll never tell us to come kick ass for
you. "

"It all depends on whose ass needs kicking," said Reuben. He pointed to Cole.
"Right now, it's his, and you guys are worthl ess."



"Only because he's so strong," said Load. "And his American accent when he
speaks Far si is so bad."

"Let's go, sir," said Cole. "Let's get you to your fanmly."

It was time, Reuben knew, to accept the fact that his friends m ght well see
things more clearly than he did. He took Mngo' s keys and got into the SUV.
"I'"ll never forgive you for making nme drive a Ford," said M ngo.

Reuben cl osed the door and drove out of the parking garage.



CHAPTER EI GHT. COUP

Al the comon people want is to be left alone. Al the ordinary soldier wants
is to collect his pay and not get killed. That's why the great forces of

hi story can be mani pul ated by astoni shingly snmall groups of determ ned people.
FOR COLE, the bad thing about Reuben Malich having left for New Jersey was
that it left himin charge of the office. That had been fine for the first
coupl e of days, before Cole ever met Rube, because even though he didn't know
anyt hi ng, nobody ever called to ask himanything, either. Now he still didn't
know anyt hi ng, but the phone didn't let up

Most of the people wanted to talk to Major Malich-old friends of his calling
to congratul ate himon stopping one rocket, at least. Cole would take a
nmessage with a promse to give it to himas soon as he saw him

But the press callers were just as happy to talk to Cole and punp himw th
qgquestions. The trouble is, Cole couldn't think of anything to tell themthat
couldn't be spun into an attack on himand Rube. The story in The Post had
been nore or |ess bal anced-though a soldier like Cole was so used to the way
the nedia treated the mlitary that he heard a tone of snideness in everything
they wote. Still, Leighton Fuller had kept his word. Even the headline was
bal anced.

The questions Col e was getting now, however, were obviously designed to get
himto say things that could spin against Reuben. Questions like, "How did you
happen to be where you coul d see the underwater operation unfolding?" and
"What exactly are the signs that you saw on the surface of the water? Wy did
you know to | ook for then?" and "Didn't you and Major Malich both qualify as
shar pshoot ers? Wiy were you able to hit only one of the rocket |aunchers?"

To all the questions, Cole gave the sane answers: "W're still in the
debriefing process. W're not authorized to discuss this." To which they

al ways replied, "But Major Malich talked to The Post"

Like little children-they demanded that Rube and Cole be "fair" to the print
and tel evision newspeople, but there was going to be no attenpt at fairness to
themor the mlitary they served.

Even as he thought this, he also knew that the questions were perfectly
legitimate ones. And that the only answers he had were specul ative at best.
Why did they happen to be at Main's Point when the terrorists scubaed by?
Maybe they tapped into the phone conversation; maybe they'd been watching
Maj or Malich and knew hi mwel|l enough to predict he'd go there for a private
nmeeting. Wiy did sharpshooters like themonly hit one | auncher? Maybe because
they were working with unfamliar weapons. Maybe because they didn't say, You
take the left one, I'Il take the right, so they both shot at the sanme one.
Maybe because they were distracted by being fired on. Wiy did you kill all the
terrorists so none were left to be questioned? Maybe because we were getting
fired on and in the heat of battle it's hard to say, Let's just wound this

one. Especially when you fear that they'll try to involve civilians if you |et
themlive.
But the real answer, to question after question, would have been, "I don't

know." The only thing he knew was, Rube was no actor. He had been furious that
the terrorists got hold of his plan, desperate to stop them devastated when
the President died. Yet that was precisely the kind of thing that the press
woul d never take seriously. Yeah, yeah, you felt "sure" that Rube didn't know
what was going on. Let's have sone facts.

The President was killed using a plan created by Mjor Mlich. Mjor Mlich
was on the scene precisely when the plot unfolded. But you and he happened to
hit only one of the launchers, so that the other one was still able to fire.
They weren't there. They couldn't know. Al they knew was the collection of
"facts" and the video footage fromthe guy in the car

and none of those showed the frenzy of being under fire, of being so wred
with adrenalin you had no idea of the passage of tine. Didn't they get it that
it was a miracle they got even one of the |aunchers? Didn't they understand
that it was a mracle they were able to get there, with weapons, as quickly as
they did? Not for one second had Major Malich done a single thing to delay the



operation to make sure the terrorists had tine. And the terrorists got that
rocket off with less than a second to spare. Nobody could plan for that.
Especi al | y because Major Malich could not know that Cole would fail to hit the
ot her launcher. He could not have planned on that. So if Rube had secretly
want ed the assassination to succeed, it was a gross m stake bringing Cole

al ong.

Unl ess, of course, Cole had been part of the assassination plot, too.

Only Col e knew he wasn't part of any plot. And he knew that if Rube really had
been part of the assassination, then he screwed up big tinme letting Cole be
present with a weapon when the assassination was unfolding. It was the kind of
screwup that a | eader |ike Rube would never, never make.

That's how Col e knew Rube was innocent of any intent to kill the President.

But that know edge could not be conveyed to the press, particularly if
somebody was juicing the process with | eaks designed to incrimnate Rube.

And me, thought Cole. Incrimnate himand ne.

Then there were the hang-ups. Ring ring, answer, click. Cole guessed those

m ght have sonething to do with Major Malich's clandestine work. Phillips and
his cronies. Either that or they were just making sure Cole was still in the
of fice.

DeeNee was no help. She let all the calls through to himwhile she was runni ng
errands around the building. Cole had no authority to ask her for an
accounting, but since Rube trusted her, Cole could only assune she was about
Maj or Malich's business.

Those calls fromfriends in the Army. Wich of them night be the one who
passed al ong Rube's secret worst-case-scenario plan to the terrorists who
proved that it was, indeed, the worst case?

O was it?

Up and down the halls of the Pentagon, television sets were set to CNN, Fox
News, MSNBC, C-SPAN. A lot of stuff about the funeral arrangenents,

synmpat hetic statenents fromworld | eaders who had vilified the President but
now were officially regretful, human interest bits about the First Famly and
the Vice President's wife and children, and the fanmilies of the others who

di ed.

But in the cracks there were the real stories: How surprisingly small a blip
t he assassination of the President made in the stock market. "Is this a sign
that the identity of the President is no |longer a significant issue in the
market? Or that LaMbnte Niel son as President is sonehow reassuring to Wl
Street?" The identity of the terrorist group responsible. "Al the assassins
identified so far entered the country legally and with no known ties to
terrorists or to groups that synpathize with terrorists.”

And, now and then: "Questions continue to arise about why the two Pentagon

of ficers, Major Reuben Malich and Captain Barthol onew Col eman, happened to be
on the scene. According to a Washi ngton Post story this nmorning, Mjor Mlich
actually worked on a hypot hetical plan for assassinating a President that was
eerily close to what the terrorists actually did . "

Bad spin. The public didn't |ike coincidences. They made up stories about

coi nci dences without the nedia actually having to spell it out. In Europe, the
nmedi a al ways told people what to think, and they thought it. In America, the
press asked | eadi ng questions and franed things to point to what they wanted
peopl e to think-but they never actually said it outright.

That was Congress's job. And sure enough, the House Mnority Leader was on
canera saying, "Just because the dead bodies at the Tidal Pool were al
Muslinms from Arab nations doesn't mean that this was exclusively a foreign
plot. In a Wite House popul ated with right-wi ng extrem sts, naybe sonebody
didn't think the late President was extreme enough."

And there was already a ghoulish online cartoon making the forwarded-enail
circuit. A drawi ng of the bl own-out West Wng



wi ndows, with two cops looking up at it. One of them says, "At |east we know
it wasn't the Vice President." "Ch yeah?" cones the answer. "Mybe they got
each other."

The thing that Cole couldn't let go of was the fact that naybe they were
right. Not about himand Rube being conmplicit, but quite possibly about who
the insiders were. There were no left-wingers in the Wite House to finger the
President's |l ocation. And given the makeup of the military, the odds were in
favor of it being a conservative of sone kind or another who passed al ong
Reuben' s pl ans.

Meanwhi l e, Cole couldn't call anybody and actually tal k about what was on his
m nd, since he could only assume that his phone was bei ng nonitored. And whom
did he have to call? The only people he could trust, Reuben's friends, were
not Cole's friends, not yet anyway.

He did call his nom who was so proud of himfor doing his best to stop the
assassi nation, he was a real hero, he should get the Medal of Honor. He didn't
have the heart to break it to her that he'd probably be hauled in front of a
coupl e of congressional conmittees and have peopl e accuse himof being part of
t he assassination plot. She'd find it out in due tine.

So he let her tal k about how brave and smart he was and how

proud she was, and tried to answer in sonething Iike a natural way, know ng
that the tape of the conversation mght well end up being played over and over
on the news at sonme future date. "Listen to how he talked with his nother
sayi ng not hi ng about the suspicions already in the media. If he could lie to
her this way, then how can we believe anything he says?"

And then there was a man standing in front of his desk. A twostar general

Cole leapt to his feet and saluted, saying to his nother, "Got to call you

back, Mom 1've got a general in the office."
"Ceneral Alton," said his visitor. "I don't think we've ever net, Captain
Cole."

"Mpjor Malich is out, sir,"” said Cole.

"I know," said Alton. "But | cane to see you."

Cenerals don't cone to your office to escort you to a courtmartial - MPs do
that. So what did he want? To hear the story in his own words?
"Interesting article in The Post. Your picture was in it, but not a single
quote fromyou. Al Mlich' s show?"

"I't was Malich who wote up the plans that the terrorists used, sir,
Cole. "I only got here a few days ago."

"And yet your ass is going to go through the winger just like his," said
Alton. The general |ooked Cole up and down |ike he was sizing up the prototype
of a new weapon. "Do you eat, Captain Col e?"
"Yes, sir."

"Lunch?" asked Alton

"I was thinking about it," said Cole.
"Anybody expecting you?"

"No, sir."

"Any urgent appointments this afternoon?”
"Unl ess they need nore debriefing time, sir.
"Cone with me, Coleman."”

A half hour later they were in a Thai restaurant in Od Town Al exandria across
the street fromthe Torpedo Factory. The whole way, Alton had kept up a

| ow-key interrogation. Where were you raised? Any famly? WAas your father
mlitary? Good service recordwhat was your best assignnment so far? It was what
passed for Smalltal k between a general who outranked al nost everybody but God

said

and a lowmy captain who still had no clue what his assignment at the nonent
even was.

Only after they ordered did Alton start in on talk that didn't sound so small
anynor e.

"So how do you see this whole thing going down, Col eman?"
"Down, sir?" asked Cole. He wasn't playing dunb, he just wasn't sure what the
general was asking.



"The public crucifixion of Major Mlich, Captain Coleman, and the U. S

mlitary."
"Ch, that," said Cole. "Well, 1'd say it's right on schedule, sir.
W're at the innuendo stage right now | give it till tonorrow before the

first calls for a congressional investigating commttee surface."

"They're already calling for that," said Alton

"I mean, a committee to investigate Major Malich and me, sir. In particular.”
"And investigate the entire Arny," said Alton. "You and Malich being there
yesterday, that's going to cause the whole Arny a shitload of trouble.”

"Yes, sir."

"I'f you two hadn't had to be heroes, if you'd just driven away, your faces
woul dn't be all over the news and you woul dn't be under suspicion for
anyt hi ng. "

"That didn't seemlike an option at the tine, sir," said Cole.

"Dam straight," said Alton. "Not an option. You don't stand by and do not hi ng
whil e your country is being assaulted and i nnocent people are getting killed.
Wl l, nore or |less innocent people.”

Cole didn't know where he was going with this.

"I didn't like our President much, to tell you the truth, Coleman. Didn't
trust him Thought he was a clown. A puppet of the SecDef, God rest his soul
A SecDef who thought he could transformmlitary culture. The two of them

t hi nki ng you could wage war like they did it in Vietnham one hand tied behind
our backs. Boots on the ground, kicking down doors, that's what woul d have
cleaned things up in record tinme! You can't subdue an eneny that doesn't
bel i eve you beat them Not this nanby-panby stuff about going in and naking
nice-nice with the locals.”

Cole didn't know how to answer. It was obvious Alton was one of the old
school, one of the guys who had no use for the new doctrines. But Cole's whole
mlitary career was built on the new doctrines-snall forces that get to know
not just the terrain but the people, so that |ocals start hel ping you. And
Cole believed in itthe idea that you toss out the eneny reginme, but do it

wi thout alienating the people. Get themto see you as their liberators and
protectors, not their conquerors and occupiers. But Alton liked it

the old way. And Cole couldn't see a thing to be gained by arguing with him
"It's useful to know the |ocal |anguage," said Cole.
"The only thing you need to know how to say," said Alton,

is 'Put up your

hands or 1'Il blow your ass to hell.""
Cole tried alittle levity. "I can say that in four Mddl e Eastern |anguages,
sir."

Al ton shook his head. "New nodel Arny. Pure bullshit. But I went al ong!
Civilian control of the military! The Constitution! | believe in it, God help
me but | do. The SecDef wants to cripple our Arny and the President says to go
along, then ny job is to inplenment the emascul ati on. The gel ding."

"We did sone things," said Cole softly, "that took sone balls to do."

"I"mnot tal king about you! Or Malich! You did what you were trained and

ordered to do and you did it brilliantly. You're the real thing. Al vinYork
Audi e Murphy. The guys who get it done. The five percent who actually do the
killing and the wi nning."

Col e couldn't say what he was thinking: What is this about? Wy did you take
me to lunch? So you coul d have an audi ence for some neaningl ess tirade about
our dead President?

"I"'min the Pentagon now, sir," said Cole. "I don't carry a weapon right now. "
"That's the problemright there," said Alton. "It's not the boys in the field,
not the ones who are eating sand and sleeping with canels and firing their
weapons and getting bl own up by roadside bonbs. It's us in the Pentagon, us
right here who got clipped and don't even know it. Shooting bl anks, that's
what we're doing. W signed on to defend the Constitution, and now they're
knocking it down and blanming us for it. Specifically, you and Malich, but it's
all of us they'll be crucifying, don't think otherw se."

"The Constitution is working well enough, sir," said Cole. "President N elson



was sworn in before the snoke cleared.”
"President," said Alton contenptuously. "If | got taken short



without a toilet I wouldn't even piss down that man's throat. He's a hack and
everybody knows it. He's our commander-in-chief?"

"That woul d be what the Constitution says, sir," said Cole.

"Yes, well, that's fine, ny point isn't that he's a bad guy, ny point is that
he's weak, and that's what they want."

"Who, sir?"

"The peopl e who set you and Malich up," said Alton. "The peopl e who nade damm
sure Malich was there at the scene-alnost blewit, though, didn't they,
because you and Malich canme that close to wecking their plan. They didn't
know what a soldier could do, did they! Didn't know that suppressing
cel | phones and cutting | andlines wouldn't stop you! Didn't know our boys know
how to inprovise?

"Who are those people, sir?" asked Col e.

"The Left, Col eman, and you know it. The blue-staters. The | attesipping
asshol es who took over this country by taking over the | aw schools so that
everybody on the bench has been brai nwashed into thinking that the witten
Constitution is nothing but nodeling clay, you can shape it into anything you
want and what they want is for it to be a nation where marri age between
faggots and | esbians is sacred and you can kill babies right up to the nonent
they're born and who gives a shit whether the people vote for it or a
constitutional amendnent could ever pass! They learned with the ERAyou're too
young to renenber that, but | do-Equal R ghts Amendnent, they couldn't get it
through the state legislatures, so they learned their |esson. No nore
amendnent s! Just take over the courts and make themthe dictators. Make them
tell us that the Constitution says the opposite of the words on the paper and
then it will take a constitutional anendnent to set things back to rights!™
Cole hated it when people talked like this. Because sure, he felt like this a
lot of the tine, but he didn't |ike hearing sonmebody say it this way. Angrily.
Abusively. Cole mght hate the way the courts decided stuff that was supposed
to be decided by supermpjorities of the citizenry, but he wanted it to be

di scussed and corrected reasonably.

The trouble with Alton was that he had generalitis, the inflammtion of the
ego that came from having everybody salute you and say yessir all the tine.
You started to think it was you they were saluting, and not the stars. You
started to think you were smart.

And maybe Alton was smart.

"I can see your face, Coleman," said Alton. "I know what you're thinking. You
don't like me talking plain. 1'mnot supposed to say 'faggot.’' |'m supposed to
call them'fetuses,' not 'babies.' |'m supposed to sound reasonable, not |ike

an extrem st. But they don't play by those rules, do they! They can say any
out rageous, offensive, nane-calling bullshit they think of. They can | abel
everybody that doesn't lift their skirts or spread their cheeks for them as
some kind of extrem st wacko, but if you name themfor what they are, then
that proves you're an extrem st wacko. It's a catch-22, isn't it, Coleman? |f
you argue agai nst themw th any kind of passion, then you' re not worth
listening to. And if you don't argue wi th passion, nobody hears you! That's
why they get things all their way. Nobody yells back at them"

Col eman thought of listing a few tal k-show hosts who did plenty of yelling
back, but decided that wasn't a conversation he wanted to have. He wi shed
profoundly that he had told Alton he had an urgent appointnment. It was too
late to "renmenber” one now, though

"There is a point to nmy diatribe, Coleman," said Alton. "My point is this:
What is this left-wing conspiracy going to do with the death of this

Presi dent ? Because you know that's who did this. That's why they're going to
such lengths to inplicate you and sone nanel ess right-wi ng conspirator inside
the White House. They want to discredit the people who still stand for

somet hing. They want this country thrown into chaos and blane it on the Right,
so they can force their agenda through. | don't know why they hated this
Presi dent so nuch. He was their boy. Look what he did-amesty for illegals,
soci al i zed nedi ci ne, nollycoddling defeated nations instead of occupying



themthis President nade FDR | ook |ike Barry Gol dwater, he was so dam
liberal. But never |iberal enough for them Because they're insane. They have
to have everything fit in with their

vision of Utopia. They're going to nake us live in hell, and if you don't cal
it heaven, then off with your head!"

"There's still a conservative majority in Congress, sir, and President

Ni el son-"

"They'll all junp through hoops once the nmedia is done with them You know
they will! Because they've got no spine."

"Sir," said Cole, "I don't know why you're telling me this."

"I"'mtelling you this," said Alton, "because we're not going to let it happen
They killed the President and the Vice President and SecDef and six fine

sol diers who were doing their duty for their country, and now they're going to
blame the Arnmy for it and use it as an excuse to take over even nore than they
al ready have."

"What do you mean, you're not going to let it happen?" said Cole. "Sir?"

"I mean exactly what |I'msaying. This is a tine of national energency. Like
the Anmerican Civil War. President Lincoln said it best. 'The Constitution is
not a suicide pact.' Sonetinmes you have to suspend parts of the Constitution
in order to save the whole thing. The left-wing courts have al ready thrown out
half of it. In order to put those parts back, we have to take steps. The new
President can still lead, but with the Army behind him and w thout the nedia
twi sting everything into a pack of lies. You and Malich are not going on
trial, Coleman. Not in a court martial, not in a civilian court, and not in
the media."”

"Are you proposing a coup?" asked Cole. He couldn't help | ooking around to see
who was |i stening.

"I"mproposing to save Anerica," said Alton, "and return it to the systemthat

made us great. |'mproposing to bring it back fromthe ruins of the extrene
left. 1'"mproposing to restore a country where it's not a crine to be a
Christian, where crimnals go to jail, where marriage is between a man and a
worman, and where we aren't killing millions of babies every year. Ei senhower's

America. And don't give ne any crap about 'does that nmean segregation again?'
because this is a racially integrated Arny and we're not bringi ng back any of
that racismshit. That was a good change and we're

keeping it. W' re going to |l et women keep the vote, too, in case you were
going to ask that."

"I don't know what to say, sir," said Cole. Because at this nonment it finally
dawned on him This guy was serious. He was going to try to use the Arnmy to
take control of the government, inpose martial law, stifle the nedia, and
nullify fifty years of Supreme Court decisions-the ones he didn't like,

anyway.

Alton had just laid out his agenda and if Cole said no, was that his own death
sent ence?

"Say what's on your mnd, Coleman," said Alton. "You ve got nothing to fear
fromme, no matter what you say. | know you're a good nman, but | also know
that many good men will disagree with what |I'mdoing. |I'mrestoring denocracy,
not elimnating it. Majority rule. Wen everything's back the way it's
supposed to be, then they can arrest nme and put nme on trial and shoot me for
all | care. I'lIl be proud to die for my country. As long as you don't actively
fight against ne-and | nmean w th weapons, not with words-then nobody's goi ng
to touch you. So speak your mind."

"It's treason,"” said Cole.

"Absolutely,"” said Alton. "The Left has conmitted sl ow treason. The country is
bei ng strangl ed by treason. But yes, we're conmitting treason, too. W're
bringing the force of the mlitary to bear. Like in Turkey, where the arny
keeps the wackos fromturning the country into another Iran. W're stepping in
to save the country, no matter what it costs us."

"It's the wong way, sir. W need to find out the real conspirators and expose
them™



"And put themon trial? Like QJ. was put on trial? Like the courts allowed the
Cintons to steal FBI files and w thhold subpoenaed documents from Congress
and commt perjury and accept bribes and nobody was ever put on trial? Like
that? The courts in Anmerica are the heart of the leftist conspiracy. Only
regul ar Americans get convicted in those courts. Anericans |like you."

"I won't help you, sir," said Cole.

"Well, there you go," said Alton.



"Il work against you, sir."

"Do your dammedest," said Alton. "But just |ike yesterday, you're already too
late.”

"Am | ?" said Cole. "Didn't it occur to you that my debriefers probably planted
bugs on ne? On ny unifornP"

"OfF course they did," said Alton. "But all your interrogators are with ne on
this, Coleman. You still don't see it. Wat |'m doi ngwhat we're doing-is an
Arny operation.”

"No way, sir," said Cole. "There's no way the whole Arny is behind you."

"They will be," said Alton. "I wanted you with us because you and Malich woul d
be great on camera. War heroes. The guys who tried to save the President and
are now getting framed for killing him But we can still use your story-we

just won't put you on canera."

"I'"ll go on canera agai nst you," said Cole.

"And what?" said Alton. "Tell the world that you did conspire to kill the
President? Since the story we'll be telling happens to be true, | don't know
what you'd say."

"I'"d say that you don't save the Constitution by tearing it up," said Cole.
"Say what you want," said Alton. "Nothing you say will be broadcast. No one
will hear it. No one will read it."

And for the first tinme it dawned on Col e that nmuch as he hated

the nedia, he and Malich had been able to get some version of their story out
there. Leighton Fuller believed them or at |east thought they m ght be
telling the truth, and he gave themtheir public hearing, and his editors went
along with it. It wasn't some Pentagon comittee deci ding what coul d be
publ i shed. Col e knew sonething about mlitary culture, and he didn't want the
Arnmy controlling the Anerican news nedi a.

He didn't even want the Arnmy controlling the Arny.

"Sir," said Cole. "This is an all-volunteer mlitary. We're all citizens of a
free country. W took an oath to support the Constitution, not destroy it. To
obey elected civilians, not dictate to them Mst of

us get pissed off by a lot of things going on in this country, but our weapons
are neant to point at foreign enemes, not at Anerican news editors and
reporters. If you think the Army is going to follow along blindly, you're
crazy, sir."

"Well, you know what they say," said Alton. 'Sol diers want to get paid and
not die. Civilians want to be left alone." W'IIl pay the soldiers and we won't
ask themto die. We'll |eave the civilians alone.”

"Except the reporters and the judges."

"They ain't civilians, son," said Alton. "They're the tyrants and traitors."
Al ton stood up. "We're done here," he said. "You' ve been brai nwashed, but
that's fine, no harm"” He put two twenties down on the table and | ed the way
out to his car. "As for the Arny," Alton said, "we've succeeded in retiring
nost of the top officers who woul d oppose us. Al the stateside forces of any
size are already under our control. And our public statements will not be as
plain as what |'ve said to you. W've got our own nedia experts, Colenan. W
know how to spin this story."

They got in the car and Alton's driver started back toward the Pentagon. "It's
the nice thing about how the Left has emascul ated America. Mst people really
will just sit back and let it happen. There just aren't that many real nen
left in this country. You watch-inside of a week, we'll have all the editors

asking us when to junp and how hi gh. America has been pre-adapted to live
under a dictatorship, because we already do. All we're doing is trading in
politically correct judges for dedicated soldiers."

Al the way back to the Pentagon, as Alton went on talking, all Cole could

t hi nk about was: He can pretend he's not going to kill ne, but this is going
to lead to bl oodshed al nost i medi ately. He can pretend that he doesn't care
what | do, but | just went on an enemies |ist.

They pulled into General Alton's reserved parking space. Cole did not open his
door. "Sir," he said. "This is all working out so well for you. You were so



ready. So what | want to know is this. Was it you? The Army, | mean. Your

group inside the Army. Was it you that gave those plans of Major Malich's to

Al Qaeda?"

Alton's brisk, cheery attitude di sappeared at once, replaced by true rage. "By

God | swear to you we did not," he said. "W were preparing, yes-for the day

when a leftist President was elected, determined to destroy the mlitary. W

weren't going to stand for it. But that was still many nmonths away. This

President was an idiot. But he kept the mlitary strong. W didn't want him

dead. "

"I believe you, sir," said Cole. "But can you vouch for everybody else in your
group?"

"I can, son," said Alton. "I can indeed. W had nothing to do with this. It

took us by surprise. But we do contingency planning in the Pentagon, Col enan.

When shit happens, we're ready to deal with it."

"I'"ve got another contingency for you, sir," said Cole.

"What's that?"

"The guys who really did get the President killed-doesn't it occur to you that

t hey know about your group and your contingency plans and they pulled this off

specifically to get you to do exactly what you' re doing? So they'd have an

excuse to go to war to save the country from you?"

"Maybe," said Alton, "but so what? W've got all the guns.”



CHAPTER NI NE. JOB OFFER

It is possible to be too much smarter than your opponent. |If you give him
credit for nore subtlety than he has, he can achieve tactical surprise by
doi ng the obvi ous.

THEY M GHT as wel |l have stayed hone, for all the difference it made in the
children's activities. Mark was the kind of boy who remenbered the friends he
made in Aunt Margaret's nei ghborhood the last tine they cane to New Jersey, so
he was al ready out doing sonmething with them N ck was holed up in sone corner
of the back yard, reading; he read outdoors so Cecily wouldn't keep telling
himto go out and play. Lettie and Anni e were whooping around with sone old

cl othes Aunt Margaret let themplay with; Cecily only worried when she
couldn't hear them And John Paul was her shadow, he had apparently deci ded
that she was better than TV, because he didn't have to figure out the channels
to get entertai nment from her.

Not a single reporter had got wind of the fact that they were there, so it had
been worth the drive. She had discussed it with Mark and he knew not to tel
anybody that it was his dad who tried to save the President-and al so cane up
with the plan that the terrorists used. The other kids didn't see anybody

out side the house. Wth luck, they could keep sonmething like a normal life for
a few days nore

Until Reuben started testifying. Because the hue and cry was al ready beginning
in Congress. They loved to strut in front of the caneras, didn't they, and
spout off about things they knew nothing about. "Wy was a United States

sol dier ordered to think of ways to kill the President?" demanded a Senat or
who shoul d have known

better, because he was in on all the contingency plans as part of his duties
on the Armed Services Conmittee. Didn't he know that the essence of defense
was to anticipate the enemy's attacks and prepare to nmeet then? OF course he
knew it. But the people back honme woul dn't know it.

Besi des, the nominating conventions were conm ng up soon. In the Republican
Party the nomination was still up in the air-no clear candi date had energed.
LaMonte Ni el son wasn't even in the running, but there would soon be a
groundswel I to nom nate himso they could have the advantage of incunmbency.
Whereas the Denocratic candidate had it nearly | ocked up, barring a nassive
swi ng of the few uncomm tted del egates away from her

The Senator who was grandstandi ng was one of those who had a handful of

del egates. Maybe he thought everything would break his way at the convention

i f he made enough noi se at Reuben's expense. \Wat did he care that he was
trashing the reputation of one of the best soldiers in the Arny? If it got him
a single vote, it was worth it to him

"Ch, we're angry today," said Aunt Margaret, who was sitting at her computer
desk in the kitchen, scanning pictures out of food magazines.

"They killed the President, Aunt Margaret."

"And they're hinting that it's all your husband's fault."

"l don't want to talk about it."

"Good. Then you can listen. Do you think |I haven't been watching the news? How
t hey make such a big deal about the fact that Reuben is the son of inmgrants
from Serbia? Then they al ways show a map of Serbia with Kosovo and Bosnia in
big letters, as if his famly had something to do with the war crimes of

Ml osevic and his stooges. As if Reuben were some troubl enaki ng Bosni an
Muslim And how they've all picked up on the fact that he speaks Farsi. They
just can't let that go. He takes notes in Farsi. He thinks in Farsi. One tine,
just once, they explain that it was part of his nmilitary assignment to |learn
Farsi. Then they keep remni nding people

about his fluency in speaking the | anguage of Iran. Never mnd that it's al so
t he | anguage of half of Afghanistan. But you're only angry because they killed
the President."”

"Aunt Margaret, when | was little | thought you were the cool est, smartest
grownup in the whole world," said Cecily.

"That would be right," said Margaret.



"But I'mtrying not to think about it."

"I know. That's why I'mtrying to dig your head out of the sand."

"I"mjust staying sane. That may not seem such a high priority to you because
you' ve never bothered trying."

Margaret burst out |aughing. "Ch, you are so ticked off today!"

"How do the wives of politicians stand it? Al the terrible things people
say."

"They're in the gane. Besides, their husbands' people are usually doing the
same thing to the other guy."

"Well, what can Reuben do? Not hing."

Margaret |l et that one pass in silence. For a |long mnute.

"Not hi ng?" she said. "lIs that what that article in The Post was? Not hi ng?"
"Alot of good it will do."

"It spun pretty well. His story is out there. Al the innuendoes fromthe news
medi a, but his story is available and people don't have to believe what they
get pounded with on CNN. "

"So maybe it will do some good."

"So he's doing sonething," said Margaret. "And you're ... hiding."

"Ch, for Pete's sake."

"Your uncle Peter is dead, dear. And he never cared about politics."

"He cared about it all the tine."

"Yugosl avian politics, yes. American politics, no. The body count was so much
lower in Anerica, it was hard for himto stay interested."

"Come on. Under Tito there was no politics."

"No national politics. Local got very intense. Anyway, we're not talking about
nmy | ate husband the Serbian atheist, God bless him Renmenber, you weren't the
first inthe famly to narry a Serb."

"W were tal king about how you think |I'm supposed to do sonething instead of
sitting here nursing an ulcer."

"That's not a nice thing to call your little boy John Paul."

"I don't work in governnent anynore, Auntie M"

"And all the people that you used to know, they died? They emi grated to
Ireland or Mrocco?"

"Nobody that | knew coul d possibly have had anything to do with this."

"But they could have sonething to do with hel ping you find out things that
wi Il help your husband. For instance, there was a Congressman you once worked
for who just got a sudden job pronotion."

"And if | call himright nowassuming | could even get through-he'd assunme |I'm
asking for a job."

"So you tell himthat you're not, you just want sone hel p, you know your
husband di d not hi ng wrong. "

"He knows ny husband di d not hing wong."

"Does he? | didn't remenber you were even narried when you worked for him"
Aunt Margaret was right. In fact, the idea of trying to get Congressnan

Ni el son-no, President Nielson-to help protect Reuben had already occurred to
her, in a vague sort of way, but she always pushed the thought out of her m nd
because she didn't want to be the kind of person who suddenly calls sonmebody
the m nute he beconmes President. Ofice seekers. Hre me, make ne inportant,
put me in the Wite House.

Besi des, there was that White House switchboard to deal with. She'd be routed
. sonewher e

Not that LaMbonte was in the Wiite House yet. He had officially said that the
First Lady could take all the tine she needed to vacate the Wite House. In
fact, the runored quote was, "I like the house | live in, and | can comute."
But everyone knew that was a ludicrous idea-it put too much of a burden on the
Secret Service, which was already hum liated by having failed to protect the
| ast President.



So where was he? What happened to his staff? No way woul d he go anywhere

wi t hout Sandy, the battl eaxe who ran his office-and his staff, especially the
young wet - behi nd-t he-ears aides |like she had been-as if they were prisoners
who had just been brought back from an escape attenpt. And Sandy ni ght even
remenber her.

What was Sandy's | ast nane? She'd always just been . . . Sandy.

"Where's the phone?" asked Cecily.

"Long distance? On ny tel ephone? What, is your cell phone out of batteries?"
"You're the one who wanted nme to get involved."

"Right, you involved, me not paying for anything except the vast quantities of
food your children eat."

"They don't eat vast quantities, you just cook vast quantities.”

"I want themnot to die of starvation |ike fashion nodels."

Cecily got her cell phone out of her purse and then dialed LaMonte's office
nunber from nmenory. After all these years.

Except in the neantime he had become Speaker. So the number got her sonebody

el se. That was fine. "I'msuch an idiot," she said. "Can you give ne the phone
nunber of the Speaker's office?"

"Ch, | can give it to you, honey, but it ain't gonna do you nuch good," said

t he southern woman on the phone. "The Speaker isn't the Speaker anynore,
sweety."

"But 1'mnot looking to talk to President Nielson," she said. "It's Sandy
Wodruff that | want to talk to."

"Well, she's with him of course.”

"But sonebody in their old office can get a message to her."

"By smpoke signal maybe, but here's the nunber, | was |looking it up the whole

time | was talking to you, in case you thought I wasn't."

"Since when do you have to | ook up the nunmber of the Speaker of the House?"
"My Congressman is in the other party, sweety. W don't call the Speaker
nmuch. "

"You shoul d have," said Cecily, imtating her southern drawl. "He's al ways
been such a dear."
The wonan | aughed heartily. "Well, you're a caution. Good |uck on getting your

call returned.”

Cecily got through to the Speaker's office. It was answered by a flustered

ai de-or perhaps an intern. Sonmebody who was not deemed inportant enough to
take along to the Wite House.

"Sandy isn't available," said the kid. "But I'd be glad to take a nessage."
"Cecily Malich," said Cecily. "Only when Sandy knew me | was Cessy G nek. |
will definitely have to spell that for you."

"Ch, no need," said the kid. Definitely an intern

"That means you aren't witing it down, because | assure you, you cannot spel
it."

A faint sigh. A scruffng anmong papers. Finally: "All right, | have a pencil."
"Cessy. GE-S-SY. Gmek. GRME-K Can you say it back to ne?"

"Did you | eave sonething out? What | have here | ooks |ike a bad Scrabbl e
turn.”

"Say 'Grrr' like a bear. And then 'nmek' rhymes with 'check
The girl said it twce

It had the desired effect. She could hear Sandy's voice in the background.

"Cessy Grnek? | thought she was dead or got married.” In a nmonent, Sandy was
on the line. "What are you bothering us for, you office-seeki ng hanger-on?"

"I saw LaMbnte on TV," said Cessy. "I think he's handling hinself splendidly."
"OfF course heis. |I tell himevery word to say."

"Listen, Sandy, my call is selfish, but I don't want a job."

"Too bad. Just the other day he said, 'Watever happened to that girl with no
vowel s? How can this office run w thout her? "

"He did not."

"But he would have, if 1'd remenbered to tell himto say it. Get on with your
request, mny dear. Remenber that the President of the United States is not the



Wzard of Oz. Chances are very good that you will not get your w sh."

"I did get married, Sandy. And ny husband is Mjor Reuben Malich."

It took a beat for Sandy to realize why she knew that nane. "You' re saying
you're married to the Hero of the Tidal Basin?"

"The hero who is getting set up to take the fall for the assassination plot."
"You know what, Cessy? | think LaMbonte will want to talk to you hinself."
"No, | don't want to bother him"

"Your husband is the real thing, Cessy. Not that you aren't, of course. But
he's a hero. Not just yesterday, but before. He's the kind of soldier they
make novi es about."

"I just don't want the novie to be The Dreyfus Affair
"I don't get to see any of the new mpvies."

"It's an old one. Jose Ferrer."

"You're thinking of I Accuse! From Zola's fanous article 'J'Accuse.' Jose
Ferrer directed it, too. 1958."

"Sandy, your nenory astoni shes ne."

"It's not the menory, it's the superb retrieval system And | don't think
Presi dent Ni el son wants your husband to spend years of his life fighting a
fal se charge of treason, either. What nunmber are you at?"

Cecily gave it to her.

Then the conversation was over. She flipped her phone cl osed.

"Just as | thought," said Aunt Margaret. "The President hinself is going to
call back."

"She thinks he might," said Cecily. "But | think he won't."

"Then turn your phone off." . "Ckay, | think he might."

"Are you going to tell himyou sw tched parties?"

"I didn't switch parties,” said Cecily. "I was a Denocrat the whole tine |
worked for him"

"But not much of a Denocrat."

"Moyni han worked for the N xon Wite House and he was a Denocrat."

"A Denocrat with a dark, dark stain on his tie."

"I did a lot of good things with LaMonte. W got things done. Because he's a
practical politician. And | knew how to talk to liberals w thout sounding |ike
a doctrinaire Republican so I could make friends with key ai des on the other
side of the aisle.”

"And then you gave it all up to have these beautiful babies," said Margaret.
"I'ncluding the one who currently has nothing on fromthe wai st down."

"I hope it's J. P. you're talking about."

"Short? Smeary face and butt and hands?"

"That woul d be the one." Cecily was out of her chair and in hot pursuit.

Aunt Margaret called after her. "Don't let himsit down anywhere!"

"Too late!" Cecily called back

By the time J. P. was bathed and dressed and the carpet nore or |ess cleaned
up fromthe fudgesicle that he had set down and sat upon, it had been
forty-five mnutes. Her cell phone chi ned.

"Don't you have a special ringtone for calls fromthe President?" asked Aunt
Mar gar et .

"Hol d please for the President,"” said a voice on the |ine.

And then: "Cessy, | didn't know that was your husband. |'ve watched that
footage a half-dozen tinmes and | think he and the other boy were splendid.
Bart hol onew Col eman, right? A captain. And your husband's a major. Brilliant
record in the war. They're starting to tear at himalready, aren't they?"

So Sandy had briefed him

"I really called just to tell you-oh, this is silly, |I'"mjust wasting your
tinme-M. President, he's the-"

"LaMonte. Please. |I'mnot on Rushnore yet. There are forty guys ahead of me in
line."

"LaMonte, Reuben Malich is the real thing. Atrue patriot. Unlike ne, he
really is a Republican. He | oved the President. This is tearing himapart."
"l can inagine."






"I"'mnot just a loyal wife talking here. | just wanted to nake sure you knew
t hat whatever they say about him whatever evidence got planted to incrimnate
him he did not do anything wong. He fulfilled a legitimte assignnent. He
did not pass those plans on."

"Ch, I'mquite sure of that," said LaMonte.

"What |'m asking is-stand by him sir. Please."

"Let me tell you ny dilemm," said LaMonte. "I'mwalking into a Wite House
filled with people chosen by the |ate President. They're used to regarding ne
as an obstacle to getting things done because they never understood that the
Speaker isn't boss of the House the way the President is boss of the Wite
House. But these peopl e have been part of the adm nistration. And one of
them at | east one of them pinpointed the President so that sonmebody coul d kil
him"

"You' ve got trust issues. But my husband-"

"Don't junp to conclusions, Cessy. | don't have trust issues, | have a major
wor | d-cl ass investigation going on around nme here while I"'mtrying to
transition into being President. Plus everybody's crying, which is
under st andabl e but doesn't hel p nuch. | need you here. | need sonebody | can
trust."”

"I''ma Denocrat, renmenber?"

"I know, and | need someone who knows that |anguage, it's foreign to ne."
"LaMonte, |I'mflattered, |'m honored, but | have a fanmly."

"I'"ll pay you a huge salary. W raised all the Wiite House sal aries |ast
session and | pronise you, you can afford to live in Georgetown if you want
to."

"LaMonte. My parents already own a house in Georgetown, if | needed one. You

can't lure me with noney. You can't lure me at all. But as | said, |I'm
honored. "

"Money can't seduce you? What about pleading? | can whinper and beg if you
want. | |learned how to do that in conference conmttees."

"You can't use ne in the White House. My husband will be testi-

fying before the congressional conmittee investigating the assassinations. And
it won't be pretty. The last thing you need is, 'Major Malich, whose wife is
an aide to President Nielson.' There is such a thing as bad publicity."

"Well, just for you, I'll wave ny wand and make that all go away."
"I'f only," said Cecily.
"You'll see. We're going to have a very harnoni ous adninistration.”

"Don't count on much of a honeynoon."

"Wirk for me, Cessy. Your husband won't hurt us, he'll help. He's a hero.
You're the wife of a hero. Plus Sandy assures nme you're the only aide she ever
liked."

"She did not Iike ne," said Cecily. "Not till I left."

She felt herself getting sucked into the vortex. She really did miss it. And
to think of a White House in transition, under internal investigation, in
desperate need of people who could concentrate, who could get things done-she
knew she could do it. She had a knack for getting along wi th people. For

i solating differences and nmaking them seem snmall. She was good at the mnutiae
of maki ng things happen in Washi ngton. She wanted to say yes.

But she wanted even nore to say no. The |ast thing Reuben needed right now was
awife with a sixteen-hour-a-day job. It had been her decision to stay hone
with the kids and she had made the right choice-for her and Reuben, anyway.
Wth Reuben often gone for weeks and nmonths at a tinme, the kids needed
somebody who was an island of stability in their lives.

"We've got five kids, M. President. You know better than to try to take ne
away fromthem™"

"Patriotic pep talk won't do it?"

"No, sir," she said.

"Well, 1'lIl tell you what. The offer's open for a nonth. Change your nind

bef ore August, and you're in. Meanwhile, don't fret about your husband. Major
Malich is going to have the full support of the White House and the Arny. |



guarantee that nothing bad will happen to him™"

That was all she could ask for. And he had a lot to do. No tinme for snall

tal k. She thanked him said good-bye, and hung up

"He tried to hire you," said Aunt Margaret.

"You heard ny answer."

"I heard you considering it," said Aunt Margaret. "Hard thing to turn down,
isn'"t it? In the Wiite House, when the President knows you and trusts you, you
get real power, yes?"

"Yes, | suppose,” said Cecily. "Good thing | get all the power | want from
bul lying my children."
"He prom sed to hel p your husband, but you still |ook worried."

"I amworried," she said. "Wy am| worried?"

"You're a Croat," said Margaret. "Nothing's ever so good but what it can al
cone crashing down, and Croats never forget that."

"Yes, what was your toast at our weddi ng? 'Every day that ends with you two

still speaking to each other is a triunph over human nature.'"
"Or words to that effect," said Margaret. "And | was right."
"There's something. Wong. It's ... | don't like the way he prom sed he could

make everything go smoothly for Reuben. If there's anyone on God's green earth
who knows that Congress cannot be controlled fromthe Wite House, it's
LaMonte Ni el son. ™

"Maybe he thinks he'll still have clout in Congress."

"No, he often said that the only President who ever controlled Congress was
Johnson, and he did it by being a world-class . . . jerk."

"A tush flanbe," said Margaret.

"And he can't control the press, either. They're going to try to kill Reuben's

reputati on and dance on the grave."

"He just got made President. He's feeling grandi ose."

"He was never grandi ose. But no, he was joking. Cajoling ne."

"And yet you're still worried."

"I"mworried because Reuben is off the radar. |Is he coming here? Is he going
somewhere else to hide? Is he | eaving the country? Is he on sone kind of
assignment? |Is he arrested? Is he . "

The front door slanmed open

"Ch, be gentle with ny ancient house!" cried Aunt Margaret.

"Dad's got a new car!" shouted Mark

"He's here," breathed Cecily.

"Go help your father with his luggage," called Margaret.

"He doesn't have any!"

When Cecily got to the front door, carrying J. P., the garage door was already
closing with Reuben and whatever car he was driving on the inside. So Cecily
went back through the house and intercepted himat the inside garage door

They ki ssed and Reuben took J. P. into his arnms and greeted the girls, who had
al ready run downstairs. "Where's N ck?" he asked.

"Readi ng about strong-thewed wonen and bewi tching nen," said Mark

"I'n the back yard," said Cecily.

Reuben gave everybody another hug and then went out into the back yard in
search of his second son

They gathered in the kitchen and Reuben gave themall a bl owby-bl ow account of
his fight with the terrorists. Lettie and Annie were fascinated, but their
reaction was nost at the level of "Ch, gross,” and "Did you see them after
they were dead?" Mark wanted nore details, but in reply Reuben rem nded him

that this story was not to be told outside the famly. "If you tell anybody
that your dad is Major Reuben Malich, any of your friends, pretty soon
there' |l be reporters outside the house and we won't have any peace.”

Mark was di sgusted. "I know that, Dad," he said.

Ni ck said nothing. He just watched his father. And listened. And took it al
in. He was the one that worried Cecily. Nick built his life around imagi nary
heroes, even if the fantasy novels were supposed to be funny. And then | ook at
the father he had-the real thing, the strong-thewed warrior, the hero. How



could Nick ever nmeasure up to that fantasy?

Ni ck was the one who would go into the Arny, she thought. He'll think he has
toin order to be areal nman. Only the Arny is not where he bel ongs. He needs
to have time to hinself. He needs a regular life. He needs to be surrounded by
a gentle reality. Because



he's fragile. Real conbat would hurt him He would get scars that would never
heal .

Scars like the ones that gnawed at his father. You don't kill men without

t aki ng danage to your soul. Even when you're defending yourself and other
peopl e. Even when the bad guys are truly evil. And if you ever get to the
poi nt where it doesn't damage you to kill, then you've |ost your decency.
Thank God Reuben had never reached that point, and never would. But Nick-could
he bear it, to have those wounds on his soul ?

"So I'"'mon vacation for a few days," said Reuben. "Maybe |onger."

"Two words," said Mark. "Atlantic Gity!"

"You are way too young to scope out babes, Mark," said Reuben

"I said that once, Dad. As a joke."

"I don't care what you said. | know how |I've seen you | ook."

"Yeah, well, have you seen how they dress"?"

"You're ten. That's way too young for you even to care."

And on they went. The war talk was over. But the kids lingered. Dad-tine was
precious. And it wasn't often he actually told them about what he did as a
soldier. They didn't need that know edge. It would only frighten them when he
was away. This time, though, Cecily knew that he had to tell them because
they were going to hear the negative stuff, and they had to know the story the
way it really happened.

After a while, the girls dragged their father upstairs to | ook at whatever

i nsane project they were working on together-Lettie always had a project, and
Anni e al ways ended up being chief assistant who never, ever got her way on
anyt hi ng, and they ended up yelling and crying and then going right back to

t he sane project because Annie woul d rather be niserable and oppressed with
Lettie than free but al one.

Mark went with them because he was Mark and had to be with

peopl e who were doing sonething. J. P. went with them because Reuben was

hol ding him Which left Cecily alone at the kitchen table with N ck

"What are you thinking?" she said. "If it involves ice cream | think the
answer is there are still two fudgesicles that J. P. didn't snear all over his
body. "

Ni ck ignored the offered ice creamnot a surprise. He was nostly indifferent
to food. "The king is dead," he said. "Long live the king."

"What ?"

"You asked what | was thinking," said N ck. "Sonebody killed the President,
and all anybody can think about is, How does this benefit ne?"

"I"'mnot thinking that way," said Cecily.

"No, 'cause you and Dad are thinking about howit's going to hurt you. They're
sayi ng things that make Dad | ook |ike he was maybe part of the assassination

i nstead of the guy who tried to stop it."

"It's how they sell papers.”

"That's what | neant,"” said N ck. "See? The President is deadhow can we sel
papers? The President is dead-how can | take advantage of it?"

"And you're nine years old, right?" asked Cecily.

"I know you think I read too much fantasy," said Nick, "but this is what it's
al |l about. Power. Sonebody dies, sonmebody |eaves, everybody conmes in and tries
to take over. And you just have to hope that the good guys are strong enough
and smart enough and brave enough to win."

"Are they?"

"In the fantasy novels," said Nick. "But in the real world, the bad guys win
all the time. Genghis Khan tore up the world. Hitler lost in the end, but he
killed mllions of people first. Really bad stuff happens. Evil people get
away with it.You think I don't know that?"

Qur children are way too smart for their own good, thought Cecily. "Nick

you' re absolutely right. So do you know what we do? We meke an island. W make
a castle. W dig a noat around it and we put up walls that are strong, nade of
stone. "

"l guess you're not tal king about Aunt Margaret's house," said Nick



"You know what |'mtal king about,” said Cecily. "I'mtalking about fanmly, and
faith. Here in this house, we're not trying to take advantage. Qur famly
doesn't try to profit fromthe death of the king. Qur famly always has enough
to share, even if we don't have enough to eat. Do you understand?"

"Sure," said Nick. "That's church tal k. Because Dad has a weapon and goes out
and kills the bad guys. He doesn't just hide in a castle inside a npat and
hel p the poor and the sick."

"Your dad," said Cecily, "does not go out and kill the bad guys. He goes out
and does what he's ordered to do, and the goal is to persuade the bad guys
that they won't get their way by killing people, so they'd better stop."
"Mom" said Nick, "all you're saying is that our Arny persuades themto stop
killing people by being better at killing people than they are."

She sl unped back in her chair. "Hard to reconcile that with Christianity,

isn't it?"

"No it's not," said Nick. " 'Geater |Iove hath no man than this, that he |ay
down his life for his friends.""

"You |isten?"

"l read.”
"I just turned down an offer fromthe President. LaMonte N elson. | used to
work for him | nust have done a good job, because he wants nme to conme work in

the Wite House."

I

"Are you going to?"

"No, I'mnot. And do you know why?"

"Because of us?" said Nick.

"Because the best thing | can do to nmake this world a better place is to do a
really brilliant job of raising you kids. And | can't if I'mnot honme to do
it."

"I'f you worked in the White House," said N ck, "you m ght have been one of the
ones they blew up."

"But | wasn't. And | won't be."

"They've got to be mad at Dad," said Nick

"Who?"
"The boss terrorists. He shot their guys. He stopped one of their rockets. He
al nost stopped themfromkilling the President."

"I suppose they're a little bit mad at him But they didn't expect us not to
shoot back."

"They're not going to come here to kill us, are they?"

"No," said Cecily.

"In the movies, they always go after the hero's famly."

"They do that because it's a Hollywod fornmula. To nmake the novie scarier so
you'll keep watching for the whole two hours. In the real world, these
terrorists don't care about regular people like us. They strike at big
targets-like the Wirld Trade Center and the President."

"And the Pentagon," said N ck

"And soldiers in the field. W' ve always known that was Dad's job. But our
house? Like | said-it's a castle."

Ni ck nodded. Then he got up and went to the fridge and opened the freezer
conpartnent and took out a fudgesicle. "Want one?" he said.

"I don't like chocolate,” Cecily answered.

"A creansicle?" said N ck

"Bring ne one, you nmonster of tenptation," she said.

He tossed her a creansicle and kept the fudgesicle for hinself. "Do you ever
wonder," he said as he unwapped it, "what it would feel like to smear this
all over your body?"

Cecily nade the connection. "You didn't happen to say that to J. P., did you?"
"Hi s fudgesicle was dripping all over his hand and he was getting all frantic
about it."

"He was in the back yard?"

"He turns doorknobs just fine, Mom Didn't you know t hat?"



"So you said, 'Wnder what it would feel like to snear this all over?' "
"I told himhe was already hal fway covered in fudgesicle, he mght as well
take his clothes off and finish the job."

"And you didn't think to watch himto nmake sure he didn't?"



Ni ck | ooked at her |ike she was crazy. "Way would | do that? It was funny

wat ching himwi pe his butt with a fudgesicle.™

"Ch, yes," said Cecily nastily. "You read comic fantasies."

"What's the point of having a little brother if you can't talk himinto doing
stupid things?"

"Ni ck, please don't do that again. J. P. is not your toy."

"He's your toy. But aren't you supposed to share?"

"You know I'mvery angry with you."

"Not very," he said, reverting to their old gane.

"Very very" she said.

"Not very very very."

"Very very very very very very very veriver vy. Very," she said.

"You did that on purpose.”

"I cannot say 'very' that many times in a row w thout stunbling."

"Come on, Mom you speak a | anguage that has no vowels."

"Croatian has vowels. W just don't need themin every syllable."

Then everybody trooped down fromupstairs and the private conversati on was
over.

Cecily didn't get a chance to be alone with Reuben until dusk, when they went
out and sat on the glider on the patio. Cecily told himabout talking to the
Presi dent and declining his job offer. Reuben told her about talking to

Lei ghton Fuller at The Post. "And Col e tel ephoned ne," said Reuben. "Cenera
Alton is planning a coup. Keep N elson as a figurehead. Maybe it'll happen
Alton's always been a big talker. But there are people who see the world his
way. Maybe he has support. Maybe people will go along with him™

"So what are you going to do about it?" asked Cecily.

"Keep nmy head down," said Reuben. "There are things that a major in the United
States Arny doesn't have the power to do. If they really do it, though, I'm
resigning ny conmission. | signed on to serve the United States of America,
not some committee of generals who think they have the right to decide how the
country should go."

"I't won't happen," she said. "It can't happen. That's . . . it's so Latin
American. So Turkish. It doesn't happen here"

"Until it does," said Reuben. "Something else Cole said."

"What ?"

"He quoted something General Alton said to him Quoted to him What he
renenbers Alton saying is, 'Soldiers want to get paid and not die. Civilians
want to be left alone. W'll pay the soldiers and we won't ask themto die.
W'll leave the civilians alone.""

"That's pretty cynical. Does he really think people will give up freedomt hat
easi |l y?"

"Here's the funny thing," said Reuben. "That's not an old saying. \Were

first heard it was at Princeton. Averell Torrent said it."

"Ch, yes, | forgot he was your professor there."

"He's a brilliant man, and a constant devil's advocate. | thought he had it in
for me, and then he . "

"Recruits you."

"I"'mnot sure he got nme the contacts that |'ve been working with. They never
nmentioned his nane."

"But you assuned."

"Anyway, he said it twice in class-and it was in one of his books. You know
me, that guaranteed |I'd nenorize it. 'All the conmon people want is to be |eft
alone. Al the ordinary soldier wants is to collect his pay and not get
killed. That's why the great forces of history can be mani pul ated by

astoni shingly small groups of determ ned people.""

"That's not exactly what Alton said to Cole. If Cole renenbered it right."
"Cole's a nmenorizer," said Reuben

"Li ke you."

"Word for word," said Reuben. "I think Alton has net Torrent. O at |east read
hi s books."



"OfF course he's met him" said Cecily. "Torrent is NSA "

"As of this nmorning," said Reuben

"But he's been in the NSA's office for a couple of years."

"This may shock you, my dear, but the NSA staff and the top brass at the

Pent agon don't get together every night and schnooze."

"But you think Torrent and Alton did?"

"I think Alton heard Torrent speak. About how Anerica can't become an enpire
during its denmocratic phase. About how we've outgrown our denocratic
institutions. They need to be revised, drastically, but everybody has so nuch
invested in the old systemthat nobody can build the consensus to change it. A
Cordian knot. Time to slice through it if America is ever going to achieve its
great ness. "

"Not mani fest destiny, manifest dictatorship?”

"I always took it as Torrent warning us about the noverment of history. \Wat
lies ahead if we're not careful. But it's possible to hear himthe w ong
way-to hear what he's saying and think, Ch, good idea, let's do that."

"So you think Alton's been planning to nove Anerica away from denocratic
institutions for a while now, and this is just a pretext?"

"You don't build a coup overnight," said Reuben. "Here's the thing. Cole asked
himoutright if his group stole ny plans and gave themto the assassins. O
course he said no. But Cole believes him

He thinks Alton isn't a good enough actor to sound so genuinely appalled at

t he t hought."

"Do you know this General Alton?"

"I know of him" said Reuben. "I never actually served under him Well,

guess technically | did, but never under his direct command. Layers, you
know?"

"So you just have to take Golenms word for it?"

"Cole's a smart guy," said Reuben

"But you still can't do anything about it."

"No," said Reuben. "But what |I'mthinking is, Torrent is smart, he's
charismatic. What if, by witing about the great forces of history, he's
accidentally changed thenf? Like he said, they can be nani pul ated by

ast oni shingly small groups of deterni ned people.”

"Li ke Alton's coup.”

"Li ke whoever gave ny plans to the terrorists. |I don't think it was Alton. But
that still leaves us trying to figure out who it is.”

"What we need is the conputer guy," said Cecily.

"Wio' s that?"

"In every nystery novel these days, it seens like the detective has sone
friend who can work nmiracles on the conputer and find information nobody el se
can find. We need that guy. You call himup, tell himwhat you need to know,
and in alittle while he comes back with exactly the facts you need."

"When you say it like that, it sounds like a wizard fromone of Nick's
novel s. "

"I was thinking it sounded nore like God," she said. "You pray, you get
answers. "

"Yeah," said Reuben. "You're right. W need that guy."

"Don't have him though, do we?"

"Al'l you got is nme, and all | got is you."

"And Cole," said Cecily. "And DeeNee. And Load and M ngo and Babe and Arty and
"And not one of themcan grant a mracle."

"But |know the President, and he prom sed we'll have one."

"That's why | was so smart to marry you."

Not hi ng was actually any better. But Cecily felt like it was better, sitting
there on the glider with Reuben. Wen they were apart, she was perfectly
conpetent and confident, but. . . there was sonething always at risk. Things
could go wong. Wien Reuben was there, she sinply felt safer. He wouldn't |et
t hi ngs get hopel essly out of hand. He'd put it all in perspective for her. The



probl ems woul d all be sonehow outside the walls of the castle, and inside, as
| ong as Reuben was there, she was safe. The children were safe.

"Retire right now, " said Cecily. "Cone home and be with us al ways."

"Think Aunt Margaret will let us stay here?"

"I can't think why not. W' re excellent conpany, and thanks to J. P. she's
going to get a free carpet shampooing."

"I don't want to hear the story of that one," said Reuben

"I don't want to tell it," said Cecily. "But Nick is involved."

"Has he taken to the dark side?"

"J. P. does whatever N ck suggests.”

"I wonder," said Reuben. "Is that how J. P. got toilet trained so young?"

That had never occurred to Cecily before, but it was possible, wasn't it? N ck
says something and J. P. uses the toilet forever afterward. "So he can use his
powers for good as well as evil."

"We all can," said Reuben. "It's telling the difference that gets so hard."



CHAPTER TEN. FAI R AND BALANCED.

If you al ways behave rationally, then reason becones the | eash by which your
eneny pulls you. Yet if you knowi ngly make irrational decisions, have you not
betrayed your own ability? The battlefield is not a place for actors, playing
the role of this or that style of conmander, for you can always imtate a

wor se conmmander, but never a better one. You nust be yourself, even if your
eneny comes to know your weaknesses, for you cannot pretend to have persona
abilities and traits that you do not have.

AS A soldier, Cole had forced hinself to learn to wait until an order was
given. It wasn't that he didn't trust his commander to nake the right
decision. It's that he couldn't stand to do not hing.

As a boy growi ng up, he couldn't hold still, not even in church. It wasn't
ADHD- he didn't fidget, and he could easily concentrate on the task at hand for
hours and hours. It's that he couldn't stand not

to accomplish somet hing. Wiy shouldn't he clip his fingernails during a
sernon? That way he'd hear the sernmon and acconplish a job that needed doing.
H's mother listened to his argument and answered with her typical "Interesting
t hought." But she heard hi mshe al ways heard him That night at dinner she
brought in a roll of toilet paper and, after taking her first bite, spooled
off a section of toilet paper, lifted the back of her dress, and made as if to
use the paper. Cole yelled at her to stop, to which she replied, "But this way
I can chew ny food and acconplish a job that needs doing."

"Not in front of me!" Cole said.

Qut of his own nouth, he rmade her point for her.

So he learned to wait. And in the Arny, he | earned again. Nothing

like live-fire exercises to concentrate the mind. He schooled hinself to wait
for many hours, for days. He learned to hide even the fact that he was

wai ting.

But that was war. He knew as soon as Ceneral Alton brought himback to the
Pent agon that he couldn't do not hing.

He didn't even go back to the office. There was too nmuch danger that Alton's
reassurances about how not hi ng woul d happen to himwere a scam So easy to
detain himsoldiers didn't have the rights of civilians agai nst phony arrests.
They coul d say he needed to be interrogated again. Then he'd di sappear. Wen
Congress subpoenaed him the Arny would tell themthat Cole was on duty
somewhere. And then his famly would get word that he had been killed in
action. H s body would be produced with all the appropriate wounds.

How coul d he consider this kind of thinking paranoid? There was a genera
openly plotting a mlitary coup. Cole's inclination and his sworn duty as a
soldier and a citizen required that he do whatever was within his power to
stop it from happening.

So he got in his car and started driving. CNN or Fox News? Atlanta or New
York? On the one hand, CNN would be all too eager to hear about a right-w ng
coup-in-progress. On the other hand, Cole's purpose wasn't to inflanme people
agai nst conservatives, it was to be heard by soldiers who m ght be tenpted to
cooperate with Alton's coup. And those soldiers regarded CNN as bei ng al npost
as much of an eneny to the Anerica they | oved as NPR They'd be watchi ng Fox.
When he called Rube fromthe car to tell himabout Alton, he couldn't quite
bring hinmself to report where he was goi ng and what he intended to do. He knew
that was wong. That it was stupid. Wiy did | hide that information? he asked
hi msel f. The answer was

obvi ous-you didn't have to have a psych degree to figure out that he didn't
tell Rube what he was doi ng because he fully expected Rube to order himnot to
doit. O totalk himout of it by persuasion al one.

He thought of all the reasons why he shouldn't do it.

They won't believe it. So they won't broadcast it.

If they do believe it, they still won't broadcast it because Alton's people
have al ready gotten to them
If they believe it and broadcast it, I'lIl come across as a conpl ete wacko.

Especially if everyone denies everything |I'm saying and the coup doesn't



actual ly take place.

If they believe it and broadcast it and the coup happens, at best I'Il be out
of a job. At worst I'll be dead.

And it won't make a bit of difference to history whether | do this or not.
It's a completely futile canpaign. |I'mwasting nmyself for nothing. |'mpulling

the pin on a grenade just so | can fall on it. Either the coup happens or it
doesn't, regardl ess of what | say now.

Yet he kept driving north, up 1-95 to Del aware and then across the river into
New Jersey and its ugly toll road that funneled you to New York Gty as if you
were being flushed down a toilet.

He found public parking, nortgaged his firstborn child to pay for it, and then
wal ked to 1211 Sixth Avenue-no, "Avenue of the Anericas," as if the fancy nane
changed where it was | ocated-and threw hinmself on the mercy of Fox News.

Arnmy interrogators were trained never to reveal any reaction to what the
person they were questioning mght tell them The reporters and producers who
interviewed himtried to do the sane, but they couldn't hide their skepticism
Until it finally dawned on sonebody that he was one of the two guys in that
Tidal Basin video they'd been running for the past twenty-four hours.

Then they loved him Only they didn't know what to make of his story. "W
can't corroborate," said one of the producers, finally. "Nobody backs up your
story."

"I"mnot surprised," said Cole.

"The thing is, we can't run it as news unless we know we can stand behind it."
So it was all for nothing.

"What we can do, Captain Coleman, is interview you on the air. You're
newswort hy because of what you and Major Malich did yesterday, trying to save
the President and nearly succeeding. In that

interview, you can tell the story of your neeting with General Alton. Then the
news is not that there's going to be a coup, the news is that you said there
was going to be a coup. W don't have to stand behind the truthful ness of what
you say, we only have to stand behind the fact that you said it on the air."
"Ckay." Cole knew that their interview shows were largely during the prinetine
hours. Who woul d he get? Greta Van Susteren? Hannity and Col nes?

"Bill OReilly wants you," said the producer. "It's the npostwatched show on
cable TV, so that's a good thing, right?"

"Ri ght."

"Captain Coleman," she said. "I don't think you're lying. But | sure hope

you're wong."

"I hope so, too," he said. "Though if I am I'Il look pretty silly, won't |?"
"You got a lot of hero points yesterday. Even if you get a bunch of nut points
toni ght, they'll probably bal ance out."

"Am | going to be one of the guys O Reilly goes after? O one of the ones he
treats synpathetically?"

"What, you think Bill tells us what he's going to say?"

"Come on," said Cole. "He talks froma script just |like everybody else.”
"Actually," said the producer, "that's just the tal king points. Everything

el se, he makes up as he goes along. The thing is, Bill likes soldiers. He
likes heroes. At the sane time, he's going to be pretty skeptical of a claim
that the Arnmy's going to stage a coup."

"A small elenent within the Arny is going to attenpt it," said Cole.

"Like | said, you just stick to your story and tell the truth. | don't think
Bill's going to hurt you. But he's going to give you plenty of chances to hurt
yoursel f." She | eaned closer to him "Captain Col eman, here's the main | aw of
TV interviews. Wioever gets nad, |oses. Don't get mad. Don't even show anger."
Cole smiled at her. "Ma'am you don't survive in the U S. Arny



wi t hout being able to listen to stupidity for hours on end w thout show ng the
slightest reaction.”

"Good," she said. "Because we're trying to get General Alton onto the program
via a hookup in the Washi ngton studio."

"He'll just deny everything."

"That's right," she said. "And he should have a chance to do it. Fair and

bal anced, renenber?"

IT WAS Mark who told themthat Cole was going to be on OReilly that night. He
cane hone froma friend s house and charged into the living room where Reuben
was taking sonething like a nap on the couch. "The other guy's going to be on
Fox tonight."

Still alittle groggy, Reuben was sure he nust have m ssed sonething. "Wo's
the first guy?"

"You are. The ot her guy, the guy who was shooting terrorists with you. He's
going to be on The OReilly Factor"

Reuben made hinself alert at once. "Okay. Thanks, Mark. You heard this at a
friend s house?"

"Hi s dad was watchi ng Fox News when he got off work."

"But you aren't supposed to tell people-"

"Dad, |'mnot supposed to tell themthat you' re here. They already know that
you're ny dad. It's too late for ne to deny that"

They kept the TV on while they ate dinner-usually against the rul es-but the
promos for OReilly were neutral enough. Tonight Bill talks with one of the
heroes of the fight at the Tidal Basin. Only as they got closer to the actua
show did the pronos start tal king about "astonishing revelations" and then, in
the I ast pronp, "serious charges" against "high-ranking officers.”

"Sounds |ike they got some corroboration,” said Reuben

"Sounds like they're hyping a TV show," said Cessy.

When Col e's segnment cane on, Reuben felt like |eaving the room He liked this
soldier, he trusted him but mlitary people were notoriously bad on

tel evision. They kept their cool, yes, but they didn't |et anything show They
usual | y cane across wooden. Scripted, even

Col e, though, looked like a real guy. Wth normal hunman enotions. At first
OReilly got himtal king about the fight at the Tidal Basin. And Cole told it
clearly but humanly-it didn't sound nenorized. He skipped around a little. And
when he tal ked about how they didn't get the other |auncher in tine, he choked
up and it | ooked genuine. "People call us heroes but it doesn't feel like
that," said Cole. "It feels like mssion failure."

"But it wasn't your mission," said OReilly.

"My mssionis to defend the United States of Anerica and its Constitution
sir," said Cole. "It was being attacked, and there was nobody el se cl ose
enough to make a difference. Rube and |I-Major Malich and I, we both keep

t hi nking, what if we'd chosen a different target. Driven a little faster. Run
harder. Shot sooner. One second, and naybe we coul d have stopped it."

"I'n ny book you are a hero, Captain Coleman," said OReilly. "Heroes don't

al ways succeed. They're the ones that try." Then he took a conmercial break
with the promse that there'd be nore with Captain Cole after the ads.

"So far so good," said Cecily.

"He didn't go to Fox News to tal k about the Tidal Basin," said Reuben

When the show canme back on, it wasn't just Cole on the screen. There was al so
an inset showi ng General Alton. "Joining us fromour Washington studio is
CGeneral Chapel Alton. Thanks for joining us, General."

"I't's an honor to be on the programwi th Captain Col eman, sir," said Alton
"Ch, right, like he doesn't know what Cole's going to tal k about," said
Reuben.

"It's television," said Cessy. "War by other neans."

When OReilly turned to him Cole briefly told about his lunch neeting with
CGeneral Alton. Reuben liked the way he told it without anger, though a little
bit of outrage did creep into his voice.

But then it was Alton's turn, and this guy was a pro. He showed no anger,



either. In fact, he inmedi ately apol ogi zed. "Captain Col eman

is a great soldier. | took himto lunch because | wanted to get to know him
better. | knew his service record, which is excellent. 1'd seen the video that
everybody el se has seen.”

"Did you say the things Captain Coleman tells us you said," O Reilly asked
hi m

"I warned hi mabout what the media was going to do to him W' ve already seen
some of it on several news prograns. Things that certain nenbers of Congress
are saying. Wiy were these two soldiers there in the first place, armed, in a
city park? And of course Major Mlich had already broken protocol and told The
Post about his having designed a simlar contingency plan, so that was hitting
the fan, too. | warned himabout the turnoil he was going to face."

"Not hi ng about a coup? Stopping the nedia from casting aspersions on Captain
Col eman and Maj or Malich?"

"In ny effort to express synpathy with his predicanent, sir, |I'msure | mnust
have said things that Captain Col eman misconstrued. I'msorry if | led himto
a fal se i npression about just how much support he was going to get. W believe
incivilian |l eadership of the mlitary in this country, period. | took it for
granted that he woul d know that our support for himwuld stop at that line."
OReilly turned to Cole. "Well, Captain Col eman? What do you say to that?"
"Don't get mmd," whispered Cessy.

"First," said Cole, "I have to correct one thing-Mjor Mlich and | were not
armed. After we realized what was happeni ng, we obtained arnms fromthe ranger
station in the park."

"Don't digress, don't digress," nurnured Reuben

"No, it's okay," said Cessy. "He's establishing credibility."

"I"'mglad to hear that General Alton now di savows any of the plans he
described to me at lunch today. | urged himto do so at the time. But | can
assure you, M. OReilly, that there was no m stake. General Alton was quite
specific. He regarded the assassination of the President and Vice President
and Secretary of Defense

as a pretext for a left-wing assault on the Constitution. His plans were al
designed to forestall that, he said. But they were quite specific."

While Cole was tal king, Alton nmade the -m stake of doing some eye-rolling.
"Bad form GCeneral," said Cessy. "Mkes people dislike you. Makes peopl e think
you're lying."

There was a little nore back and forth, with Alton showing a little anger-not
much, just enough to weaken him

"This is a guy who does congressional hearings,"” said Cessy. "I'm surprised
he's letting it get under his skin."

"It's because he's lying," said Reuben

"Ch, cone on. Like they don't lie to Congress."

"They spin to Congress."

"Well, he's spinning this, too, isn't he? I"'msure it's just a

m sunder standing.' That's fartspeak for 'I said it, you jerk, but you weren't
supposed to tell.""

" ' Fartspeak' ?"

"That's what we called it on the hill," said Cessy.
But now Col e was speaking again. OReilly had just given his famus "I'Il give
you the |l ast word" |ine, even though he usually said something after them so

it wasn't last after all

"I"'mtalking to all the soldiers who watch your show, M. O Reilly. Renmenber
you're citizens first. Citizens of a country where the military doesn't
decide, things, the elected people do. If we break that rule they' |l never
trust us again. The country nmight be screwed up, but if you get an order to
poi nt your weapon at Americans who are just doing their job, don't obey that
order. Point your weapon at the guy who gave it."

For a nonent, O Reilly was speechl ess. Maybe even breathless. "I pray to God
nobody ever needs that advice in this country, Captain Col eman."

"Me too," said Cole.



And then they were off to nore ads.
"Think Col e's gonna get his own TV show now?" said Reuben. "Like dlie North?"



"He was great. Gave nme chills.™

"Yeah, but | got chills for another reason." Reuben pressed the rewi nd button
on the DVR "Watch Alton while Cole is naking that |ast speech.”

He waited for Cessy to see it, but she didn't. So he showed it again. "Look
He's enjoying it. See?"

"No, that's a supercilious smle. He's nocking it."

"Right, at the start. But now see how it changed?"

"He was just tired of holding the expression.”

"He's happy about sonething," said Reuben. "He just lost this interview Cole
owned it. Not that everybody believes Cole, but they believe himenough and
di slike Alton enough that they' re going to want to know about it-and Alton's
happy. "

"Because he thinks he won."

"You're probably right," said Reuben. "But |ike you said, he testifies in
front of Congress and shows nothing. But here he rolls his eyes, he smrks.
And then, when it's over, and he damaged hinself, he's satisfied.'"'

"What woul d that nean?"

"I don't know," said Reuben. "But | think we've been played."

"For suckers?"

"Like a violin."

"Why woul d somebody possibly want you to announce that they're planning a coup
agai nst the United States governnent ?"

"I't nmakes no sense," said Reuben. "But still. It's |like when you're face to
face with a guy who nmight or mght not have a gun under his robes or a bonb
strapped to his body and you |l ook himin the eye. You got to be able to read
him Alton reads wong. That's all."

Cessy thought about it in silence for a while. Reuben had | ong since | earned
that if he filled such silences with talk, she would | eave the roomin order
to be able to think, and then he woul dn't be there to hear whatever it was she
t hought of as soon as she thought of it.

"It's like what LaMonte said about how he could make this thing go away. It
just didn't sound like him There's sonething wong."

"Maybe, " said Reuben, "just maybe. It's not a coup. It's a grab."

"I"'msorry, your high-level mlitary jargon just defeated ne."

"A coup is where they arrest the President and replace him But a grab is
where the President is actually in charge of the coup, and he uses the Arny to
arrest everybody he thinks is a threat."

"No," said Cessy. "No, no, and no."

"Not possi bl e?"

"Not LaMbonte Nielson. Truly, Reuben. | know the man."

"Knew him Back then."

"Core character. He's a very deft and ruthless politician, but he stays inside
the lines. He |loves the Constitution. He would never." ;

"Unl ess he thinks he's Abraham Li ncoln and the country needs to have sone of
the lines crossed a little."

"He's President for barely a day and he's planning a nilitary dictatorship?"
A new t hought occurred to Reuben. "I hate to say what |'mthinking."

"I know what you're thinking and you may consider that this time | screaned
'no no no.' He had nothing to do with the assassination."

"Wl |l somebody had sonething to do with it."

“"Not him"

"Sonmebody really wanted LaMonte N el son to be President.”

"Or maybe sonebody really wanted the President and Vice President dead and
they didn't care who was next in line."

"LaMonte only becane Speaker about three nonths ago, right?"

"There's been a |l ot of turnover at that job."

"How | ong do you think this assassination was planned?" said Reuben. "They had
to drill those guys. They did not stop to think about anything. They had
practiced hauling up the watertight cases and openi ng them and assenbl i ng
everything. They knew down to the footstep where to place those | aunchers,



exactly what angle to point themat. They did it |ike machines. How many
nmont hs do you think they've been practicing that?"

"I don't know," said Cessy. "How long ago did you finish your plan?"

Reuben t hought and couldn't renenber. He opened his PDA and she scoffed. "On,
cone on, you can't be that paranoid."

"President's dead using nmy plan," said Reuben. "It's not paranoia."
"AI'l right, I'lIl look up the exact date when the previous Speaker stepped
down. "

Reuben foll owed her to the conmputer. "March fourth is when |I started show ng
around a draft that had the Tidal Basin plan init."

"March tenth," said Cessy. "That's when the job cane open. March thirteenth
LaMonte got the nod."

"So he wasn't put in as Speaker of the House until they had the plan they'd
use to make him President."

"No," said Cessy. "No."

"How do you know?"

She | ooked at himw th defiance. "The same way | know that you had nothing to
do with the assassination plot, even though you wote the plan they used, even
t hough you' re al ways gone on nysterious trips and | ate-night nmeetings and you
can never even hint what you're doing. Do you want me to trust that instinct
or not, Reuben?"

It took himaback. It hadn't occurred to himthat it mght actually be hard
for her to be certain of him He knew he had nothing to do with the
assassi nati on-not deliberately, anyway-but when he thought of how all his
activities nmust look to her, it said sonething that she believed him Wy
shoul d she believe hinP

Wuld | believe me, if | didn't know what | know?

He put his hand on her cheek. "Trust it," he said. "And I'Il trust your

i nstinct about LaMonte Niel son, President fromldaho." He forced sonething
like a laugh. "It's really kind of like M. Smth Goes to Washi ngton. Farm boy
makes good."

"No," said Cessy. "LaMonte is the consunmate insider. He's no Jimy Stewart.
But he doesn't cheat. And he doesn't kill. And he |liked the President. Liked
hi m before he was el ected. LaMonte is solid."

"And yet it was you, not ne, that nmade the connection between Alton's attitude
and what Niel son said to you on the phone."

"You haven't yet thanked ne for turning down the coolest job I will ever have
offered to nme."

"I thought you already had the cool est job."

She pursed her 1ips.

"You mean doi ng nmeal s and di shes and errands isn't cool ?"

"It's the nobst inmportant job in the world. That's why | turned down the
coolest job in order to keep doing this one."

Reuben' s cel | phone rang. One of the new ones. "Cole," he said to Cessy. And
then into the phone he said it again. "Cole."

"Please tell me | didn't conpletely screw up,"” said Cole.

"No, you did great," said Reuben. "Kept your cool. Just enough fervency to
show you care. Quys out there who m ght be wavering about joining this coup, |
t hi nk you m ght have persuaded sone of themnot to do it. Maybe a | ot of
them™

"Or maybe | started some mutinies. Maybe people will die."

"Peopl e do what they do," said Reuben. "Wat you did was rem nd them of
honor . "

"Yeah," breathed Cole. "I didn't know for sure they were going to have Cenera
Alton on until right before.”
"Well, if you'd bothered to call me first, | could have told you, of course

they'd offer hima chance to answer you. Tal ki ng heads are bad tel evision
nose to nose is good television."

"Sure, but | didn't think he'd do it. If you could have seen hi myesterday!
It's like he's a different guy. What a liar."



"Yeah," said Reuben. "But which one was the |ie?"

Silence for a long tine.

"You think I was being set up?"

"Why should | be the only one?"

"Now that | think about it," said Cole. "He was so over the top. It's like he
studied the right-wing fanatic playbook. He even said 'faggots.'"

"And dykes?"

"No. | guess he drew the |line somewhere. He played nme? You really think so?
But why?"

"I don't know. | don't know if he played you, and if he did I don't

know why. But one thing's for sure. The assassination of the President was a
terrible thing, but it is not causing so nuch confusion that there's any
excuse for the mlitary to seize power. If there is a coup, it's just a naked
grab for power. In fact, if there's a coup, then we can al nbst count on it

t hat whoever carries it out, that's who gave ny plans to the terrorists.
That's who tipped them off about the President's |ocation."

"So it was a right-wing thing," said Cole. "Like Cklahoma City."

"Yeah, well, the Left had the Unabonber, though nobody ever seens to renenber
that his logic sounded just Iike Al Gore preaching about the environnent-crazy
as a loon, but full of all kinds of internal politically correct logic."
"Wackos on both sides."

"One man's wacko is another man's prophet.”

"Meaning one man's Hitler is another man's Churchill."

"Except Churchill never thought up death canps."

"You know what | nmeant. There really are good guys and bad guys. But before

t hey have a chance to show you what they do with power, it can be hard to tel
t hem apart."

"Col e," said Reuben. "Where are you staying toni ght?"

"I haven't even thought about it."

"Unl ess you' re independently wealthy, you can't afford to stay in Manhattan on
a captain's pay."

"Hell, | can't even afford to park my car."

"So come on out to West Wndsor. |'m handing the phone to Cessy to give you
directions fromthe city-she's been conming here all her life, she knows the
route better."

Cessy took the phone. "He's just lazy," she told Cole.

As she gave himthe directions, Reuben wal ked back into the living room He
had paused the programon Alton's face.

"What's your gane, CGeneral Alton?" he said. "Are you that dumb? O are we?"



CHAPTER ELEVEN. GROUND ZERO

The great breakthrough in human evol ution, the one that made civilization
possi bl e, was the discovery that two al pha males could formintense bonds of
ur - brot herhood i nstead of the normal pattern of fighting till one is dead or
driven away. It is the story of G I|ganesh and Enkidu-a man will plunge into
hell for his friend. Thus the male DNA is tricked into sacrificing itself to
the benefit of unrelated DNA; story triunphs over instinct; the nonoganous
civitas triunphs over the patriarchal tribe. Instead of one al pha nale
reproduci ng his superior genes over and over again, a far higher proportion of
mal es reproduce, even though sonme die in war. Al because human nal es | earned
how to trick thenselves into | oving each other to the point of suicida
madness.

VWHEN COLE got to Aunt Margaret's house, with Cessy guiding himin on his
cel I phone like an instrument landing in the fog, it was after nine o' clock and
all the news channels were full of stories of runors

of a coup, or stories of runors that the runors of a coup were a snokescreen
to justify a right-wi ng-or, depending on the station, |eft-w ng-takeover.

"I think," said Aunt Margaret to Cole, "that you managed to upstage the
funerals of the President and Vice President. And the Secretary of Defense

m ght as well not have bothered dying, for all the attention they're paying to
him"

Col e was eating |l eftover pasta sal ad- Aunt Margaret specialized in main-dish
sal ads in which she substituted fresh nozzarella cheese for whatever neat the
salad called for. Cole was eating it like he had just discovered food. Still

he took a nmonent to swallow and then answer. "I'msure if he'd had it to do
over, he'd have skipped that Wite House neeting."
Mark and Nick were still up, sitting at the entrance of the hall, where they

probably hoped not to be noticed by the adults in the kitchen, because if they
were noticed they woul d doubtl ess be sent to bed. But Mark couldn't help

| aughi ng, as nuch because of the way Cole said it right after swall ow ng and
with a forkful of salad still in mdair.

Cessy turned on them "Bed," she said.

"Ididn't laugh," said Nick

"I"mnot sending you to bed for laughing,"” said Cessy.

"She's sending you to bed because you're young," said Cole. "Being young is an
ei ght een-year prison sentence for a crine your parents committed. But you do
get time off for good behavior."

Ni ck did laugh at that-Mark just | ooked at himlike he was weird. But they
obeyed and |l eft the room

"Thanks for subverting our parental discipline," said Reuben to Cole.

"They're just going to listen fromthe door of their room" said Cole.
"They' re obedient children," said Cessy.

"Big and terrible things are happening in the world," said Cole. "If you were
a kid, would you really be so obedient you wouldn't sneak a way to listen to
what the grownups are trying to protect you from know ng about ?"

"No," said Cessy. "But I"'mnot a kid, I"'ma nother, and | don't want themto
know. "

"You don't think it'll scare themworse not to know what's goi ng on?" asked
Col e.

"Peopl e without children always know how to raise thembetter than their
parents do," said Aunt Margaret. "I speak from experience. | never had kids of
my own."

"None of ny business," said Cole. "Really good salad."

Reuben | ooked at Cessy. "W trust Mark not to tell his friends I'm here, and
that's the only secret that has bad consequences if they tell it."

"I don't want themto be frightened," said Cessy.

"I don't want themto be frightened either," said Reuben. "So let's let them
cone back in."

"You're not the one who wakes up with their nightmares."

"I's that a no?" |



"That's a vote. You have the other vote." |

"I's that perm ssion?" asked Reuben

"Grudgi ng permission, full of possible I-told-you-sos."

"Good enough for me." Then, without raising his voice even a bit, he said,

"Al'l right, boys, you can cone back."

The scanmpering of feet began instantly.

Cole grinned, with flecks of basil on his teeth and lips. Cessy handed him a
napki n.

"See," said Cole, "when | go hone, ny parents still send nme out of the room
when they discuss things."

"You're the baby of the famly?"

"Yep," said Cole. "They still call me Barty." And before Reuben could call him
by that nane, Cole raised a hand. "They're the only people alive who call ne
that."

Wth the boys back in the hallway and Aunt Margaret stirring fresh raspberries
into the soft honenade ice creamshe had in the freezer, they got down to

busi ness.

It seened perfectly natural for Cessy to take charge, because she was the one
who had nore experience inside the Washi ngton bureaucracy. Not that Reuben and
Cole hadn't dealt with bureaucracy for years in the mlitary, but that was on
t he Pent agon side, where people actually did what they were told, nore or

| ess.

Cessy laid it out on paper. A chart show ng:

The terrorists, the unknown person who gave Reuben's plans to them the
unknown VWite House staffer who told them when the President would be in that
room the unknown person or persons who suppressed cell phones and cut

[ andlines at Hain's Point and who fired at Reuben and Cole fromthe trees.
CGeneral Alton and his coup conspiracy-represented by a dotted line, because it
m ght exist and it mght not, and if it did exist it mght be connected with

t he assassination and it mght not.

Presi dent Ni el son, who m ght or m ght not be connected in some way to Alton
and hi s perhaps nonexi stent conspiracy.

And, of course, Reuben, Cole, and Reuben's jeesh.

"Who benefits?" asked Cessy.

"Define 'benefit,'" said Reuben. "I nean, usually you think noney or power or
sex or vengeance. Plenty of people hated the President. The nedia aren't
covering it, but the Internet is full of blogs and pictures talking about
peopl e openly cel ebrating the assassination-like firewrks and signs and

ri di ng around honki ng horns."

"Yes, but those idiots didn't have access," said Cessy.

"But there mght be people who feel the way they feel who did have access.”
"Wirking in a Republican Wite House?" asked Cessy.

"A housekeeper. A clerk. It didn't have to be sonmebody who agreed with the
President's politics. There's no ideol ogical test for \Wite House custodi al
staff. O the Secret Service, for that matter."

"It was dinton the Secret Service guys hated," said Cole.

"Some Secret Service guys," said Reuben

"You're not seriously suggesting this, are you?" asked Cessy.

"I just think there are too many people who think a dead President is, in this
case, a good idea. They might be people who think they just saved America from
the death of freedom | mean, think of the rhetoric that's been flying around
Washi ngton for the past years. Hate hate hate. Mdst dangerous President ever.
Constitution crunmbling. Al our sacred rights and val ues being thrown away."
"Or being restored,"” said Cole.

"Exactly," said Reuben. "I think we have to look at this in the context of the
run-up to a civil war. There are two sides that see the world so radically
differently that they truly believe that anyone who di sagrees with themis
evil or stupid or both. In that context, you really do find people who are
willing to kill. O help those who want to kill. | can imagi ne sonebody
telling himself-or herself, because we're keeping an open mnd here-telling



herself that yes, she's helping terrorists, but this time it won't be innocent
of fi ce workers



and firemen and cops in the twin towers, this time it'll be the one who's
causing all the trouble, it'll be the source of evil hinmself."

"So what you're saying is that we can't | ook at notive," said Cessy.

"There are too nmany notives. Too many reasons why soneone would want to help
kill the President."

"Then how do we find thenP" asked Cessy. "The conspiracy is real enough."
Col e raised his hand off the table. Just a little wave, since he felt |ike
somet hing of an interloper, interrupting these two. After all, he'd only just
nmet them yesterday. Though it had been a pretty full thirty-six hours. "Um™"
said Cole, "why is this our job? | nean, isn't the FBI working on this?"

"Are you sure the FBI has no elements within it that were part of the

conspi racy?" asked Cessy. "Nothing to conceal ?"

"Hey, |'mjust saying," said Cole, "this isn't what we know how to do. There
are hundreds of people, thousands of them who are all trained at this."

"W have an extra notive," said Reuben. "All those people are being fed a | ot
of evidence that points at nme. And after your performance on TV tonight, |I'm
betting there's a |lot of evidence pointing at you, now, too."

"I/"General Alton is for real," said Cessy.

"So if we leave it up to those investigators, who are under enornous pressure
to come up with answers now' said Reuben, "then the answer they're going to
cone up with is nme. And naybe us”

"And don't forget," said Aunt Margaret cheerfully, "that your w fe was once a
wel | - bel oved nenber of the new President's team™

"She's right," said Cessy. "People who are | ooking for conspiracy seize on
every single coincidence and nmake something of it."

"Yeah," said Cole, "but isn't that exactly what we're doing?"

"Sure," said Reuben, "with the difference being that we don't consider

our sel ves possi bl e suspects. ™

"So our guesses will be better than theirs,"” said Cessy.

"So why are you letting people interrupt you?" said Cole. "Go on. Go ahead."
Cessy patted his hand. "It was a good question," she said. Then she turned
back to Reuben across the table fromher. "If we can't use notive to narrow

the Iist of suspects, then what do we use?"

"Means," said Reuben. "Opportunity. Connections.”

"A whole | ot of people in the White House could have known where the President
was. "

"But they woul d have to have been al one, out of earshot of anybody el se for at
| east a few minutes during the time between the decision to hold the neeting
in that particular roomand the time the rockets hit."

"The deci sion?" asked Cole. "Do they issue a go order right then? Wat about
timng it so you're on Hain's Point? Was that part of the choice?"

"Meeting roons change unpredictably,” said Cessy. "I think that's standard
policy in the Secret Service. Ever since they tried to kill the first
President Bush in Kuwait back in ... whenever."

"But the neeting was expected to be a long one, right?" said Cole. "I nmean,

you don't bring that group together for a neeting and then adjourn in fifteen
m nutes. You have a | ong agenda."

"So the terrorists could have gotten the go fromtheir \Wite House contact
when the nmeeting actually started,"” said Cessy.

"How far fromthe point where the scuba tanks went into the water till they
got to the Tidal Basin?" asked Reuben

"We don't know where that point was," said Cole.

"Coul dn't have been in the channel. That's right in front of Fort McNair and
Anacostia Naval Base and Boiling Air Force Base, for pete's sake," said
Reuben.

"So we need to find out the capacity of those scuba tanks and how nuch air was
left in them" said Cessy, "in order to find out how nuch tinme el apsed between
their going into the water and reaching the Tidal Basin."

"And that tells us the timeframe in which the Wiite House contact had to be
alone to make his call," said Reuben



Again Cole raised his hand a little. "I don't nean to cause trouble here."

"Which neans 'l don't want you to be mad at nme for causing trouble,'" said

Aunt Margaret. But her smile was encouraging. It seemed she had taken it upon

herself to encourage Cole to contribute and stop apologizing for it.

"Sonmebody's already figuring this out and we don't have the resources to do it

ourselves," said Cole. "Who do we have inside the Wite House?"

"Yest erday, we had nobody," said Cessy. "Today we have . . . oh, nobody nuch
only the President."'"""'

Mark | aughed at that. Reuben al nost said sonething sharp to him but he saw

that N ck had al ready cl apped a hand over Mark's nouth and Mark was letting

him which meant Mark agreed that N ck was right that he should shut up, and

anyway, it was Reuben who had insisted the boys should be able to listen

"More to the point," said Cessy, "we have Sandy Wodruff."

"Whose role is conpletely undefined,"” said Reuben. "Which neans that the

exi sting White House staff is going to circle the wagons to freeze her out."

"Or suck up to her outrageously because she has the President's ear and can

hel p them stay," said Cessy.

"Ch. That's right. Different rules fromthe Pentagon."

"And then the other question-who had opportunity to get your plans," said

Cessy.

"It all depends on finding out which version was pl ant ed-whi ch DeeNee is

wor ki ng on-and then she'll know who had their hands on it and can start

finding out where it got before it vanished," said Reuben

Cessy snmiled at himvery, very sweetly. "Unless it was DeeNee who handed it

over to them"

"Not a chance.”

"Not to themdirectly," said Cessy. "But to the person who gave it to the

person who gave it to the person.”

"You don't know DeeNee," said Reuben.

"Li ke you don't know LaMonte?" asked Cessy, still smling.

"Exactly like that," said Reuben. He was not smiling. "W have to

trust somebody or we might as well get out of the country and try to hide

sonewhere. "

Then he remenbered the boys sitting there listening. "I was naking a point by
exaggeration,” he said to them "W're not |eaving the country."
"I'f we do," said Mark, "I want to go to Disney Wrld."

"Iwant to go to Xanth," said N ck

"Xanth is imaginary," said Cessy. "And Disney Wrld is in the United States."
"I didn't know that either," Cole said to Mark.

"Shut up, boys," said Reuben. "I mean that in the nicest possible way." He
turned back to the table. Cole had his hand over his mouth. What a tine for
himto be sucking up to the boys. But then, maybe that was precisely what was
needed. Sone reassuring hunor. An adult ally. Maybe Col e was hel pi ng.

"May | interject a comment fromthe cook and | andl ady?" asked Aunt Margaret as
she set out dishes of raspberry ice cream There were two extras. She snapped
her fingers at the boys and they took seats at the table.

"You may," said Cessy, "since everybody else's nouth is going to be full."
"Mne already is," munbled Cole, barely intelligible with his spoon held
between his teeth.

Mark started to hold his spoon between his teeth. Nick pulled it out and put
it into Mark's ice cream Again Mark peacefully accepted an action that would
normal |y have caused a fight.

"My observation is," said Aunt Margaret, "that you can't figure out a single
thing fromthis point on until you hear from Sandy and DeeNee, whoever they
are, and they can't find anything out until the start of the business day
tomorrow. Reuben has had only a short nap since the night before the

assassi nation, and Cole has just given a speech to twenty mllion people."
"In OReilly's dreanms," said Cessy.
"Go to bed," said Aunt Margaret. "Go to sleep. I'll tuck you in. Things wll

be just as bl eak and hopeless in the norning. Isn't this






good ice crean? My secret is lots of hydrogenated fat. | buy it is large lots
from doctors who do |iposuction.™”

"Delicious," said N ck

"Gross! "said Mark.

FIVE IN the nmorning, still dark, Reuben woke up and coul dn't get back to
sleep. Quietly, so he wouldn't waken Cessy, he got up and | ooked for whatever
Cessy had thrown into a suitcase for himto wear. There wasn't a | ot of

choice. Fatigues or civvies. It was Sunday. He should wear a suit and go to
Mass with Cessy and the kids. But that would entail a |ot nore noise. He could
change clothes later. For now, he put on fatigues.

Downstairs in the kitchen, he found that Cole had nade the same choice. "I see
you deci ded you wanted to be in uniformtoday."
"A choice | nade years ago," said Cole. "You caught nme. | was prowing for

| eftover ice cream™
"There's never leftover ice creamin Aunt Margaret's house,"” said Reuben
"Can't sl eep?"

"I woke up thinking I heard sonmething. | had visions of a team of ninjas
surroundi ng the house and clinmbing up the walls onto the roof like in
Crouchi ng Tiger"

"Were there any?"

"I did a circuit of the house. No alarmsystem| checked before | opened the
door. "

"Any ninja footprints on the walls?"

"Not hi ng. But there was a newspaper w apped in plastic sitting in your
driveway. And there I was in my jockeys, holding the paper, wondering if the
door had | ocked automatically behind ne."

"Had it?"

"Yes, but it was incredibly easy to pick," said Cole.

"l shudder to ask, but wth what?"

"It was still partly open," said Cole. "I was joking."

"Not much to do in West Wndsor, New Jersey, at 0515 on a Sunday."

"You know what | want?" said Cole.

"For Christmas?"

"For this nmonent. | want to get in a car and drive to the city and | ook at
Ground Zero. It's Sunday, it's five in the norning, there won't be traffic. W
can be there and back before church, right?"

"Easily," said Reuben. "But | don't think you'll see what you want to see.
It's not a rubble heap or even an excavation anynore. They're buil ding

somet hing appalling on the site, aren't they?"

"I don't know how far they've gotten," said Cole. "But even if it's a
Starbucks now, | want to tread that ground. Or at |east look at it. |nagine
the towers. Renenber them The nedia has forbidden us to remenber the falling
towers-they don't allow us to see the footage. It's like their slogan is,
Forget the Alanb. |I'mtired of being obedient to their decision to keep us
blind."

"Let me get the keys to Mngo's SUV."

"Not my trophy car?" asked Cole. "Ch, wait-Mngo's has been nod-oh-fied."
"Mngo's isn't registered to you or ne," said Reuben. "For all we know,
there's an APB out on our vehicles."

"It has nothing to do with his arsenal ?"

"I'f we hadn't had to scrounge up weapons at Hain's Point,"'

sai d Reuben, "the

President would still be alive. So nmaybe yeah, maybe | want to have the
weapons with ne. But if somebody does try to arrest us, |I'mnot fighting.
didn't train as a soldier so | could kill Americans."

THE HOLLAND Tunnel took theminto the city not far north of where the Wrld
Trade Center used to be. The traffic was heavier than Col e had expected, and
the city was already full of life.

"How does anybody sl eep here?" asked Col e.

"Air-conditioning," said Rube. "It lets themclose their windows and it makes
white noise to help themnot to hear the street. Plus, you get used to it."



"So you've lived in the big city?" asked Cole.

"Not this big city, but 1've spent a lot of time here, and a lot of other big
cities, too."

"I'n your real life, or on that secret assignnent fromthe Wite House?"
"Which | now doubt had anything to do with the Wiite House," said Rube. "I

thi nk they've been playing nme all along. | don't know why | set off their
use-this-guy alarnms, but | think they marked ne years ago."

"And probably had a GPS on your car already, eh? So they didn't have to tai
you to find out if you went to Hain's Point?"

"I"'mmnore paranoid than that," said Rube. "You think | didn't scan ny car
regularly? | was doing weird stuff. \Wapons systens. Parts delivery. Wrking
out financial transactions in renote |ocations."”

"Launderi ng noney?"

"I didn't think of it that way, but probably, yes."

"But you're not going to tell me anything specific."

"There's still a chance | was working for the good guys, and this stuff is so
classified it can't be classified."

"They trusted you."

"To be a world-class fool," said Rube. "But it's nice to be trusted."

There was actually on-street parking here and there. Rube took a spot and
paral | el - parked forward. "NASCAR trained," said Cole.

"NASCAR drivers al ways doubl e park. For quick getaways." He | ocked the car
using the renote. But Cole noticed that Rube still checked the |ocks visually.
"I figured maybe there are cl oser parking places, but maybe not, and we're
extremely physically fit so wal king won't hurt us."

"W do have governnent-issue shoes,"” said Cole. "So we're using up taxpayer
nmoney. "

"They pay for your shoes?" asked Rube.

"At Defense Department rates. So the left shoe is two hundred bucks, and the
ri ght shoe, which has to be separately requisitioned, is five hundred."

Col e appreciated the fact that Rube chuckled. Cole knew it wasn't really a
good tine to be making stupid jokes, but they also couldn't brood about the
assassi nation and the worries ahead of

themthey had to keep their nminds clear. Concentration was inportant, but so
was di stance. Maybe if they could laugh a little, they'd see nore clearly.
And maybe Col e was so nervous hinself that he couldn't keep from cracking w se
even when it was conpletely inappropriate. Especially then

They didn't make it to Gound Zero. They were still wal king on Barclay Street
when they heard an explosion. Then a siren. Then small-arns fire. Single
shots. Then automatic weapons fire. Not a set of sounds you' d expect from
ordinary crimnal activity. The cops didn't carry automatic weapons. And this
sounded big. Cole knew that this was sonmething too big for a couple of

of f-duty offassignnment Special Ops veterans to take on when the only weapons
on them were pens and keys.

"I want to go back to Mngo's car now," said Rube.

They started back up the street. Broke into a jog at the sanme noment.

And then heard a | oudspeaker behind them

"W are not your enemies. W are fellow Arericans here to protect your city
fromthe unconstitutional government in WAshington. Stay off the streets and
you will not be hurt."

They turned around to see what kind of vehicle was playing the recorded
announcement. To see just what kind of evasive action they needed to take.

It was not a vehicle. O maybe it was-there could be a human inside it. But it

| ooked |i ke a robot, about fourteen feet high, like a ball on two legs. It
gave no sign of noticing them Until they started to nmove. Then it zeroed in
on them started striding purposefully toward them though it was still a

hundred yards away.

Col e stopped. So did Rube. "Mtion detectors?" asked Rube.
"Or a guy inside who just spotted us on his screen.™

"Or both."



The | oudspeaker sounded again. "CGo inside. The streets are not safe.”
"So the message can change," said Rube.



"I don't want to go inside," said Cole. "I want to get a really big gun and
see what it takes to destroy that wonderful nachine that's here to protect ne
fromthe unconstitutional governnment in Washington."

"I think that thing | ooks awkward and Slow. Let's see if we can outrun it."
No further discussion was needed. They turned and ran

"Stop and you will not be hurt. Stop and you will not be hurt."

They did not stop. -

"Stop now or you will be fired on."

Col e gl anced back over his shoul der. The machi ne had just kicked up into a
hi gher gear.

"It's faster than we are," said Cole

"It's faster than we were," said Rube, and he nearly doubl ed his speed.

So the major hadn't gotten out of shape during his desk-jockey days. Col e had
a hard time catching up to him

@unfire began. The warni ng repeat ed.

"Bl anks so far," said Cole.

"Those weren't blanks," said Rube. "It was a recordi ng of gunshots."

"You know what that thing rem nds ne of ?" said Cole

" The Enpire Strikes Back" said Rube.

"I was thinking War of the Worlds."

"Yeah, but those were computer-graphics bullshit. Wy do they think two I egs
will make a thing like that work better than tracks?"

"If we're still talking," said Cole, "we're not really running fast enough."
They sped up again as the live bullets began striking around them The corner
of Greenwich Street was on their left, a couple of

steps away.

"Not a recording now," said Cole.

"So do we try for Miurray Street or settle for Park Pl ace?"

"You pick nowto play Air Mnopol y?"

The thing turned the corner behind them sooner than they had expected. It
fired i nmedi atel y.

"The warni ng nmessage apparently ran out," said Rube.

They di ved between parked cars, then kept | ow as they noved al ong the

si dewal k.

A car just behind them bl ew up. The bl ast knocked themoff their feet.

Col e was up at once. Rube was maybe a little bit slower. It mght have had to
do with himbeing blown into a fireplug.

"You okay?" Col e asked.

"That is the ugliest girl | ever kissed," said Rube. He was okay enough to
keep running.

They made the corner of Park Place just as the tank-on-legs lined up with the
sidewal k so it could shoot themw thout having to go through cars to do it.
The bullets tore up the concrete of the sidewalk and Cole felt little bits of
concrete spatter the back of his head. It would be hell getting them out by
hinsel f. He hated to pay the deductible to have an emergency roomdo it. It's
times like this, he thought, when it would be really nice to have a wife.
Cecily will pull all the concrete bits out of Rube's head.

The things that run through your head when the fear of death cones on you,

t hought Col e.

They were nearly at the corner of Broadway when the thing rounded the corner
and started shooting at them again.

"What kind of threat... do we pose?" said Col e between breat hs.

"Plenty of civilians . . . would act like this," said Rube, also panting.
"Shoot anything . . . that runs . . . bad order . . . collateral. . . dammge."
"Maybe it's . . . cause we ... run too . . . damm fast," suggested Col e

"Maybe it's . . . our uniforms," said Rube.

Col e had forgotten they were wearing uniforns.

He saw a deeply recessed doorway and dodged into it.

Rube joined himbut didn't like it. "W'll just be ... pinned here," he said.
"When it comes ... up the street.”



"If it's just a machine," said Cole, "it won't see us ... and it m ght

retarget."
"That would be a really . . . stupid program too," said Rube.
"So maybe the guys who . . . built this are really stupid.”

They heard the thudding of steps on concrete, comng closer, echoing off the
bui l dings of this street.

"Ckay, so they're not that stupid," said Cole. "Sorry."

"It's on the sidewal k," said Rube.

The door behind them opened. A terrified Chinese worman | ooked at them

Rube didn't hesitate. He shoved the door open w der, picked up the worman, and
carried her farther inside as she shouted in Chinese. Cole foll owed and

sl ammed t he door behind them They were inside a narrow Chi nese restaurant.
"Does this place have a back door?" Rube demanded

The wonman only continued screeching in Chinese. Aterrified old Chinese man
cane through a curtain, carrying a shotgun. Rube, who still had hold of the
worman, dragged her down as Cole also hit the floor. The shotgun went off,

bl asting right where theyand the Chi nese wonan- had been standi ng.

"This guy is crazy," said Rube.

"He al so just called that wal king tank.” Cole was up and running around and
over the tables. The Chinese man tried to aimthe shot-

gun at him Just before he fired, Cole | eapt high and the shot passed under
and between his |legs. Then Cole was on the guy and came up with the gun. Rube
was al ready, running after him draggi ng the wonan.

An expl osi on bl ew the door open. They dragged the Chinese coupl e deeper into
the restaurant.

"How much ordnance does that thing carry?" asked Rube.

"I don't want to find out just now, " said Cole. "I want to find out later, in
a nice safe lab."

"I's there a back door?" Rube asked the Chinese nan, who wasn't scream ng |ike
t he wonman was. But the Chinese man only pointed to the safe and said, "No
nmoney, no noney!"

Col e shouted at the woman in Cantonese. He had guessed right.

She was from China proper, or at |east Hong Kong-not Taiwan. "Back door?"

She poi nt ed.

"Big gun coming!" he shouted in what could only be terrible Cantonese. He had
only been two nonths into the | anguage course when he got the assignment to
work with Rube. "Get upstairs! Hold still! Don't tal k! Shut up!"

That had to be enough. They had to get out. And he thought he saw them out of
the corner of his eye, fleeing up the stairs to a higher story.

The nechani cal outside was firing a virtual sheet of bullets through the

wi ndows. They went through the kitchen wall like it was paper. Wich it
probably was. Cole and Rube were already at the back door. Wich had a crash
bar and a big red ALARM WLL SOUND sign on it.

"Cee, we mght wake up the neighbors," said Rube. Then he pushed on it.

The door opened. The alarmwent off. They went out on their bellies as bullets
continued to slap against the door and the bricks of the back wall of the

ki t chen.

Then the door cl osed behind them The shooting continued but at |east now they
coul d hear thensel ves think

They were not in an alley. New York City didn't believe in alleys. That's why
they had to put their garbage right out on the street. Like a weird kind of

wi ndow di spl ay-conme, | ook what we throw away fromthis store. Don't we have
attractive garbage? Don't we use an incredibly cheap grade of plastic bag?
"There's no way out of here," said Rube.

"Yet," said Cole. He was already trying doors. Rube checked around the ot her
way. They met in the mddle of the opposite side of the courtyard. Al were

| ocked.

"These people are so paranoid," said Cole. He headed for the | owest w ndow. It
was barred, of course, but there were | oose bricks in the courtyard from
somebody' s unfini shed renodeling job. Cole






started slamming a brick into the bars. They weren't all that strong. They
could probably be pried out of the wall. Rube had found a two-by-four and was
prying on the other side.

A shotgun bl ast tore through the window Fortunately, it nissed both Cole and
Reuben.

"I thought privately owned guns were illegal in this city!" shouted Cole.
"They had one hell of a shotgun sal esman come through here, | guess."

Col e shouted into the window. "The city is being attacked. We're United States
Arny! Look at our uniforns!"

A woman' s face appeared in the shattered wi ndow They both stood out fromthe
wal |, showing ID and letting her ook at their unifornmns.

"Who' s attacking!" She had some kind of foreign accent, maybe Spanish, but her
Engli sh was nice and cl ear.

No time to explain. "Aliens!" shouted Cole.

The door swung open so fast it rebounded off the wall and al nbost shut again.
Col e and Rube pushed through it. "W need to get out onto Miurray Street," said
Rube. "We need to get to our weapons."

She ran ahead of them praying in Spanish as she went.

"Stay indoors," said Cole.

"No vafuera" said Reuben. "No entra la rualNo mra la rua!"

The wonman nodded as she funbled with the keys and finally got the front door
open.

Cole started | ooking for Mngo's SUV. Only when Rube pushed the button on the
renote did Cole realize that the SUV was directly in front of him

"I planned it this way when | chose our parking place," said Rube.

"It's a miracle from God and you want to take credit?" said Cole.

By now they were both inside the SUV with the doors cl osed.

"Want to try to run for it in the car?" said Rube.

"Did you see what it did to that parked car back there?" said Cole. "I want to
see M ngo's arsenal !"

"He won't have a grenade | auncher, nore's the pity," said Rube.

"I'"d be happy with a Wrld War |1 bazooka."

Rube pulled out an M16A2 rifle. "You want this? O there's an M4."

"How the hell did Mngo get an M4 for private use?" said Cole.

"You want it or not?" said Rube.

"Dun," said Cole, reaching for the weapon he knew best, the M4.

"And maybe 1'Il take the Mnim."

"You didn't tell me there was a machi ne gun when you offered ne ny choice.”
"Too | ate, no takebacks. Here's an M9 for you and an M9 for ne."

Cole took the offered pistol and then they started sharing out anmmunition
"When did you | earn Chi nese?"

"They were starting to train nme for the next possible war."

"They guessed wong," said Rube. "This is the next possible war."

"Now you tell me. When did you | earn Spani sh? Special Ops is planning for a
war with Col onbi a?"

"That was hi gh school Spanish. And some coll ege Spani sh. And | ook. An M 240.
Forget the Mnim . | want the heavier bullets.”

"Agai nst tanks?"

"I"'mbetting the nechs aren't arnored like a tank," said Rube. "Too heavy for
those legs to hold up."

"They're big and new and maybe the peopl e who nmade them have a new way to
repel bullets, too."

"Here's a belt of grenades for you," said Rube, "and a belt for me. You take
the Mnim if you want it so rmuch. Just don't |oad yourself down with too much
weaponry. "

"Yes sir," said Cole. "Look who's talking, sir. Yours is ten pounds heavi er
than mne."

"Where's our friend?" asked Rube.

"Fromthe sound, still shooting at the Chinese restaurant."”

"Or at sonething," said Rube. "Us again in a mnute."



"What's our objective, sir?" asked Col e.

Rube | aughed. "Good point, Captain. No, we will not seek confrontation. CQur
objective is to get the hell out of New York City before the tunnels are

seal ed off."

"My guess is that unless these guys are conplete idiots, the tunnels were
seal ed off and enptied first thing."

"They'd seal off the bridges, too," said Rube. "And the tunnels are closer."
"But there are buckets and buckets of water above them" said Cole.

"And just as much water way, way, way bel ow the bridges. And nost of the
bridges lead to Long Island."

"On 24, Jack would find a helicopter he could comrandeer."

"On Smallville, Cark would take a mighty [eap and junp over the Hudson
River." Rube clicked a clip into place on his pistol. "Ready to go?"

"Hol | and Tunnel, sir?" asked Cole.

"And we do stop and hel p | ocal defense forces wherever it |ooks like we could
make a difference," said Rube. "My guess is that it'll nostly be cops, and
these things are going to tear themapart. Against this, New York isn't
prepared to defend itself."

"Do you think it really is Anericans attacking the city?"

"Yes," said Rube. "Because | can't think of any foreign country that woul d be
dunb enough to try to attack the U.S. like this."

"So M ngo's weapons-we're going to be shooting at Americans."

"They're shooting at unifornms," said Rube. "That means they're trying to
destroy legal authority. And we're sworn to defend it."

"Plus, they shot at us first," said Cole.

"So when you know you can't win, you save your armny," said Rube. "Qur proper
course is to get as many fighters as possible out of this city to a place
where they can fight again."

"I think we can do this and still get to church, don't you?" said Cole.

They put their hands on opposite door handl es. "Ready?" said Rube.

"Mngo is going to be so pissed we left so much of his arsenal behind," said
Col e.

"M ngo's going to be happy he had what we needed. If this is what we needed."
"Let's find out," said Cole.

They opened their doors and dashed for the buildings on the other side of the
street. Even though no nmech was in sight, they kept |ow as they noved al ong
the sidewal k.

Cole was surprised to realize that he was nore excited than scared. He knew
what to do. He'd done it before. So much better

than trying to figure out politics. Even though mi stakes in a street battle
did kill you faster. At |east you knew at the end of the day whether you were
alive or not.



CHAPTER TWELVE. HOLLAND TUNNEL.

There are hard wars and easy wars. It's easy to conquer a country whose peopl e
hate their own governnent nore than they hate the invaders. It's hard to fight
a war when your arny knows that back hone, their famlies are rooting for the
ot her side.

I T MADE sense to dodge the nechs wherever possible. But the sound of shooting
and expl osi ons drew Reuben. It was a part of who he was. It's not that he felt
no fear of danger-quite the contrary. Wien he knew of danger, he had to
approach it in order to weigh it, to see how much of a threat there was. And
it was nore than that-he had

to elimnate it if he could. He knew what he could do, when it came to conbat.
He knew that few other people could do it. Wth Cole beside him they m ght be
able to do what any nunber of men with police training could not do.

And there were the bodies. Riddled with bullets, they lay half in, half out of
squad cars, all wearing uniforns. Mdst of them New York's finest, but one was
sinmply a doorman to an apartnent building, lying out in the street because,
apparently, he had not obeyed an order to stop

"Not one civilian," said Cole.

"Except the doornan."

"I'n uniform Nobody in civilian clothes.”

"It's summer,"” said Reuben. "W could do this in our underwear."

"They're trying not to kill civilians," said Cole. "Same rul es of engagenent
as we use. They really are Americans.”
"Usi ng weapons that aren't in the American arsenal. In anybody's arsenal,"

sai d Reuben.

"You think these were devel oped by Iran? North Korea?"

No need to answer. They both knew that Iran and North Korea m ght have nukes,
but that they were copied fromexisting devices. These things required
original work. "Russia?" asked Reuben. "China?"

"Possi ble, but not practical. Wat could they hope to acconplish?"

"But who could afford to develop this?" asked Reuben. "How many of them are
there? Are other cities getting hit right now? And again, how do you occupy
New York City? How do you defend this island against the Marines when the
counterstrike conmes?"

"Best we can hope to find out right now," said Cole, "is just what these

t hi ngs are and how t hey work."

"Bring one down," said Reuben, agreeing with him

"Open it up and drag out the guy."

"Or the conputer chips."

"Or the trained squirrels,” said Cole.

"That means we've got to go toward the noise," said Reuben

"Weren't we al ready?" asked Col e.

They rounded a corner and found, not a mech, but three squad cars and about
two dozen cops along with a couple of plainclothes guys who were clearly in
charge. One of them spotted Reuben and Cole and at first signed for themto
get off the street. Then, as Reuben and Col e began to jog toward them the
police officer realized that they were U.S. Arny, not civilians.

"Thank God!" the cop shouted. "The Arny's here."

"Sorry," said Reuben. "It's just us two. Major Mlich. Captain Col eman."
"Sergeant WIllis," said the plainclothes guy, introducing hinself.

"W need to get one of these nechs down to ground | evel so we

can open it up and see how it works," said Reuben. "Unless you already know "
"Qur bullets don't even bounce off," said Wllis. "lIt's |like they eat them and
spit them back at us."

"They can't have an infinite supply of ammunition in there," said Cole.
"We're planning to run squad cars at themand try to trip themup," said
WIlis.

"One at a time?" asked Reuben. "All fromthe sanme direction?"

WIllis looked a little crestfallen. "I guess that makes us the dunb novie cops
who don't know what we're doing."



"You're not trained for war," said Reuben. "Leave one squad car here, but have
t he doors open and make it | ook abandoned. As soon as the mech passes, then
the driver comes out of hiding and drives out behind the thing. Meanwhile we
get the other two cars coming fromcross streets. Maybe it can't shoot al
three at once.”

"And maybe it can."

"Meanwhil e," said Reuben, "Cole and I will run up alongside it and try to get
on top. Don't waste bullets shooting at it. Just keep it busy. And if you have
a way to keep the cars driverless, that's fine with ne. But with or without
drivers inside, they' ve got to run right at the thing."

A cop at the corner was already shouting. "It's comi ng!"

"Wth me or not?" asked Reuben

"Better than ny plan," saidWllis.

Reuben and Cole rode in different cars, back around bl ocks to get into
position for the anbush-if you can count a bunch of thirdgraders junping a
grown man as an anbush. In the car, the cop who was driving was clearly
scared. "The announcenent they run-it says they're Anericans, right?"

"By birth, maybe," said Reuben. "They're crimnals right now Traitors.
They're aimng at cops. Trying to wi pe out authority."

"Yeah, well, | don't have any weapons that'll hurt these things."
"Maybe the car will."
"And maybe 1'Il get ny ass blown up."

"You could get it shot off on a drug bust, too," said Reuben. "But there's no
point in all you guys dying to defend agai nst an eneny you can't beat."

"A couple of us are thinking, we should just give up."

"Do you see any way for that thing to take a prisoner?" asked Reuben

The guy didn't say anything.

"What | think," said Reuben, "those things are here to kill cops. Wen the
cops are dead, then they own the city. So once we get this sucker on the
ground and take pictures and whatever piece we can carry, you guys come wth
us and get out of New York. Live to fight another day."

"I got family here," said the cop. "Brooklyn, anyway."

"When the Arny or the Marines come back in to retake the city," said Reuben
"they'll need people who know every street and every building. W need you
guys in Jersey, not dead on the streets here."

The cop nodded. Reuben knew t hat having a purpose could nmake all the

di fference.

The nmech nust have passed by the apparently-abandoned squad car, because when
it was in m dblock, the car pulled into the intersection behind it. Reuben had
only just reached the corner, and he could already see the thing swiveling to
shoot at the car.

So he ran out into the street, pulling the pin on a grenade as he went, and
threwit as close to between the nech's feet as he could, w thout overshooting
it. The idea was to get the mech to turn back around and face this way.

It worked too well. The thing didn't just turn, it began to run, big | eaping
cl unmpi ng steps, straight toward Reuben, firing as it went.

He ran toward t he parked cars, though he knew t hey provided no shelter, and
hit the ground. Meanwhile, he could hear the squad car behind the nech picking
up speed. He al so heard the cars hidden on the side street behind himgun

t hei r engi nes.

The nmech saw the trap at once but didn't even try to dodge out of the way. It
sinmply junped onto the hood of one of the cars and stepped over it. The
drivers braked and the collisions were mnor



But from behind them the mech started shooting at all three cars. The drivers
had their doors open at once, but before they even energed, Reuben was running
at the thing. He could see Cole coning at it fromthe other side.

If the mech saw themit gave no sign. Wich mght nmean the operator knew there
was not hing that two guys could do fromthe outside.

Reuben didn't need to say anything to Cole as each of themclinbed up a | eg.
No vul nerabilities where the legs joined the body of the thing. How

i nconveni ent that they hadn't provided a nice place to put a grenade that
woul d blow it apart.

There al so were no handholds to grip in order to clinb around and get on top
The thing was designed for conmbat, and they'd anticipated the obvi ous noves.
It was Cole who came up with an idea. He gripped the mechanical leg tightly
and swng his over to brace his feet against the |l eg Reuben had cli nbed.
Reuben understood at once, and did the same, so his feet were pushing agai nst
t he nechani cal | eg Col e was hol di ng.

As soon as the mech started to take a step, Reuben and Col e both pushed the

| egs apart as hard as they could. That way its foot would come down in an
unpr edi ct abl e pl ace. Everything depended on how well the software that
controll ed the wal ki ng process was able to respond.

The answer was-pretty well., But not well enough. It staggered and | urched,
and while it took all Reuben's strength to hang on, they knew now that it was
worth continuing. On the next step, they pushed again, and the machi ne

st agger ed agai n.

And now anot her car-a civilian car this time-canme straight for themfromthe
side street. The nech tried to swivel toward the car, but again Cole and
Reuben pressed the | egs apart and its shots m ssed.

Since the mech was facing the car now, nore or less, the car hit both |egs
just as Reuben and Col e were sw ngi ng down and away. They let go in tine,

t hough, hit the street and rolled.

The nmech was on the ground. But it was prepared for that and

was al ready using a slender arnlike projection fromthe center of the body to
push itself up to its knees. Not fast enough, though. There was already a cop
on top of it, and he held out an armto Reuben to hel p himget up

The hatch on the back had to be the entry point, either for a living operator
or for the mechani cs who worked on the nmachinery inside. There was a keypad
that allowed entry by conbination. |Instead, Reuben sl apped an adhesive patch
on the keypad, and then stuck a grenade to the patch and pulled the pin.
"Junmp!" he yelled to the cop

They bot h junped.

Anot her car hit the mech's legs just as the grenade went off. Again it was
down, and this tinme the entry door, which was facing straight up, had no
keypad, just a hole with a bunch of broken wiring.

I nside the hol e, Reuben quickly discovered, was a button that | ooked to him
like it ought to be an energency release. He couldn't get his finger down
inside. But a pistol bullet went through the gap and into the button just
fine.

Now the entry panel could be pried off, though it still wasn't easy.

One cop was standing directly over it when it came free. The expl osion
evaporated him

The inside of the mech was not hing now but a mass of debris.

"Was it manned?" asked Col e.

Reuben wasn't sure he could tell. "No body parts inside," he said. "But they
m ght have been burnt up. Vaporized. It's big enough for a man, but maybe they
use the space for ammo. That's what bl ew. "

WIllis was at the base of the thing | ooking up. "D d you | earn anythi ng?"
"Somet hi ng," said Reuben. "As much as we're going to learn. Sergeant Wllis, |
want to take your guys out of this city right now "

"Qur duty is here."

"Your duty is to guide our guys or the Marines when they conme to take this
city back," said Reuben. "And that means right now your job is to stay alive



and get off this island.”

WIllis mght have taken a long tine making the decision, except that four
mechs appeared at the ends of all four streets. "Shit," he said. "They know we
got their boy."

"This way!" shouted Cole. He had al ready done his duty, which was to | ook for
avenues of escape.

In this case, that neant running down the subway stairs at the corner

"Cover ne!" shouted one of the cops, and a couple of themstarted shooting at
the nmech coming up the street toward the subway stairs.

"There's no 'cover ne'!" yelled Reuben. "They don't care about our bullets!
Just run and get down there!"

Only one man was hit on his way to the subway-hit bad enough that Reuben
dragged away the cop that was trying to go back to drag the body with him
"Are the subways running?" Reuben asked WIIis.

"Al'l stopped,” said WIlis. "And all entry points to the city closed fromthe
ot her side."”

"\What about the third rail-powered or not?"

"l don't know," said WIIis.

"Then let's not touch it," said Reuben. "W want to get to the Holland
Tunnel ," he said. "Wich way?"

"The subway doesn't go there."

"But do we go this way or that way to get to the next station? O the one
after that? Or is there sone way up to the surface not at a station?"

"Not that | could get us into," said WIlis. "This way."

They dropped down to the track | evel and ran, the emergency lighting barely
illuminating the tracks enough to see where to plant their feet.

Reuben pull ed out his cell phone. No bars. "Am | getting no signal because |'m
bel ow ground, or because the signals are janmed?"

"We've got cellular all the way through the subways," said WIlis. "So it's

j amred. "

"Too bad," said Reuben. "I was going to call in air support.”

"I can't believe they're not already here.”

"The Air Force may not know yet. It's what, six-thirty in the norning? If
nobody in New York can call out, has it even been reported?”

"You can't keep sonething like this a secret!" said WIlis.

"Not forever. But for an hour, maybe you can."

They came to another station. "No," said Reuben. "They'll be waiting at this
one. They can nove at |east as fast above as we can down here. Keep going."
They went on to the next. And the next. Now they were beyond the Hol |l and
Tunnel . They'd have to backtrack

They ran up the stairs to the surface and i nmediately ran for a side street so
they were out of the view of the avenues. They were lucky. No mechs in place
to observe them

"If they had five hundred of these things," Reuben said to Cole, "they could
scan the whole city. They don't have that many. Not even close.”

"I"'mnot surprised," said Cole. "What do you think it takes to build one of
those? Two mllion? Six?"

"Real costs or Pentagon costs?" asked Reuben

"M crosoft costs.”

"These are not a Mcrosoft product," said Reuben

"Devel oped in secret, though."

"Yeah, but they don't |ock up."

WIllis knew the objective and he knew the streets. He'd never been a soldier
but he was a commander, and a good one. His nmen followed himw thout argumnent.
So did Reuben and Cole. You follow the guy who knows what he's doing.

When they got to a bunch of concrete barriers near the entrance to the tunnel
t hat stopped being WIlis and started bei ng Reuben and Col e.

There were no nechs guarding access to the tunnel. But there were a hal f-dozen
men in space-suit uniforns. Helmets that covered their whol e heads, even their
faces.



"I bet those helnmets are transparent fromtheir side," said Cole.



"Wth a heads-up display and automatic targeting and heat source tracking,"
sai d Reuben.

"And Tetris," said Cole.

"CGot to kill these guys,"” said Reuben. They had no way to deal with prisoners.
They needed stealth. "Except maybe the last one, for interrogation."

"Body arnor for sure."

"Which | bet their own weapons can pierce."

"They only have to be able to pierce ours.”

"Let's not make these guys into supernen. Arnmor's heavy and hot. If it's
really secure, with no gaps, these guys are dead on a hot June day like this
i s gonna be." Reuben pointed toward one. "Yours. Try not to make a | ot of

noi se. "

"They're probably transmtting to each other constantly," said Cole.

"So ... not even a gurgle," said Reuben

It was a matter of stealth. And stealth neant patience as well as silence. No
sudden movenents that would catch the peripheral vision of any eneny sol dier
who had them even slightly in his field of view

He tried to i magi ne who m ght be inside those suits. New guys who had never
fought before? O vets fromthe Mddle East, fed up with the governnment and
eager to use their training to overthrow it? Was he going to face sone X-Box
geek from Seattle or a killing machine from Fort Bragg?

Sonething in between. He had instant reflexes-the nonent he felt Reuben's
hands on him he started to nove. But he hadn't spotted Reuben comi ng. A
killing-machi ne sol dier woul d never have left so much of his field of view
unattended for so |ong.

Because by the time Reuben's hands were on him it was already too |late for
the guy. He turned to the right, so Reuben turned his head sharply to the left
and he dropped like a rock

But inside that helnet, he m ght have said, "Hey." O sonething.

O maybe not. Because the other guys didn't show any alarm Cole also got his
man silently.

Not so lucky with the next guy. Reuben didn't know whether it was his guy or
Col e's who gave the alarm or maybe just a chance observation, but nobody was

standing still to get their neck broken. But they weren't shooting yet,
either. Reuben still needed a silent weapon. The Uniball pen he al ways
carri ed.

Reuben got his man down on the ground and put a knife into his throat under
the jaw of the helmet faceplate. It took some wiggling to get the artery. The
two renmai ni ng guards were shooting now. No doubt calling for reinforcenments.
Reuben called to Wllis and the cops. "Fill your hands, you sons of bitches!"
VWhet her they got the novie reference or not, they understood the order and
began firing. The bad guys' body arnmor was good, but it wasn't perfect. Reuben
wasn't sure that any of the cops' bullets felled either of the renaining
tunnel guards-he knew that he got one of themwi th his M 240 and Col e was
certainly firing the Mnim, so he probably got the other

Before the firing even stopped, Reuben had one of the helnets off a dead eneny
sol dier, and was stripping the body arnor. "Go ahead!" he shouted to WIIis.
"If it's our guys on the other end, identify yourselves and for pete's sake
tell themwe' re com ng!"

"And if it isn't?"

"Then hide if you can and wait for us and our weapons."

Cole was also stripping material off another soldier. "Cole!" shouted Reuben
"Take a thunb! W& want to know who these guys are, not just what they're
wearing!"

It was grisly work. But they had to know what they were up against. Crimnals?
O dinary civilians? The FBI needed a chance to make an ID.

Reuben knew they were done scavengi hg when they could hear the thud, thud of
appr oachi ng mechs.

The cops were already out of sight down the tunnel. "I wonder if they'll cone
down the tunnel after us," said Cole.



"I"ve got a helnet and vest,
t he pants and the weapon."
They each dropped their version of what the other was keeping, and ran on
that much Iighter.

The cops just weren't in Special Ops shape. They caught up with them before

t hey reached the m dpoint of the tunnel

"Don't |eave us behind!" one of the unifornms shouted.

"Shut up," said WIlis.

"Not | eaving you," shouted Reuben. "Setting up a rear guard."

There were no cars in the tunnel. Reuben and Cole set up in recesses in the
tunnel wall, one well behind the other, on the opposite side. As the cops

j ogged and panted past them Reuben called out. "Leave a relay chain to tel
us when you get to the end so we know when to pull back!"

WIllis gave a thunbs-up and kept jogging. Up the sl ope now Steeper and

st eeper.

"There's a | ot of water over our heads," called Cole.

"Shut up and keep bailing," said Reuben

After the cops had had enough tine to get well up the tunnel, Reuben left his
position and noved back to one farther up than Cole's. He was just turning to
get in place when they heard the thuds. Lots of them The nechs were in the
tunnel .

"What did we decide our bullets were worth agai nst those mechs?" called Cole.
"Cet back here," called Reuben. "No stopping now" The rear guard only made
sense if they could slow down the enenmy. If it was all nechs, then Reuben and
Cole woul d die for no purpose. The mechs were fast. But for a few nonents, the
curvature of the tunnel would protect them

When they got to the end of the tunnel, they were nmet by National QGuardsmnen
who obvi ously expected them Thanks, WIIis.

"Conmmander ?" asked Reuben

Twenty steps on, Reuben was greeted by a young captain. "You know what you're
doi ng?" Reuben asked.

"Two tours in lraq," said the captain. "I've been under fire and gave back."
"You have any artillery?"

"Tanks are al nost here.”

"Don't do anything till they get here unless you got AT4s or SNAW."

"AT-4s, sir. Never used themunder fire, though," said the captain. "Didn't
face many tanks when | was in Iraq, and the actual teans are raw "

"Now the training pays off," said Reuben. He pointed left and right. "They got
arnored wal ker things, nechanicals. Mght be manned, might not. They can't be
hurt by small arnms fire. Mnims and M 240s can get through the body arnmor on
the soldiers, though." He held up the pieces to show "Don't expose
your sel ves. The nechs shoot at uniforns."

"Here they come," said the captain, pulling himalong toward cover.

Not that they could see anything. But the sound was deafeni ng. How nany nechs
were down there?

As the mechs canme toward the nmouth of the tunnel, Reuben checked out their
assets. Two AT-4s, one on each side of the roadway. The National Guard had

pl aced thensel ves well. They m ght never have been under fire, but they
weren't untrained and their |eader knew what he was doi ng.

Meanwhi l e, Cole was getting WIlis and his nen to nove back farther
conpletely out of the way. They were usel ess now, an asset for later that
needed to be protected. Col e obviously understood that even if everybody here

sai d Reuben. "You drop the ones you got. Keep

at the tunnel nmouth was killed, the New York cops still had to survive and
tell what they'd seen. Cole had even given WIllis the body-arnor pieces he had
scavenged.

Reuben needed to get rid of his own. "Can you spare a guy?" Reuben asked the
captain. "These arnor pieces need to get back to sonmebody who can study them
and figure out who the hell nade them and what we can do against them"

In a noment he was handing the pieces to a young corporal. "Wit," said
Reuben. He dug the bl oody thunb out of his pocket






and handed it to the kid. "Don't puke, just get this to the FBlI for
fingerprinting. Think of it as spent amunition that needs ballistics done on
it."

The corporal gul ped once, pocketed the thunmb, and took off running, carrying
t he arnor pieces.

The nmechs were emerging fromthe tunnel now, still in shadow but clearly

vi si bl e.

"Any tinme now," Reuben said to the captain.

"Any points of vulnerability?"

"These ain't death stars,"” said Reuben. "Just hit square on the body. If you
get lucky, they blow up real well. They're full of amunition."

They got | ucky.

The first two rockets hit. The two mechs bl ew up

I have to tell M ngo what he needs to put in his next arsenal, thought Reuben
The National Guardsnen were cheering. But the captain was yelling at them
"Keep firing, you boneheads, there could be a hundred of them "There were

al ready four nore visible.

"How many MI-4s you got?" asked Reuben

"We're National Guard stationed in Jersey," said the captain, "what do you

t hi nk?"

"Does that nean | ess than ten?"

"That means two nore."

"Then fire themas if you had a hundred," said Reuben

The captain signaled again for themto shoot. Two nore hits. Two nobre scores,
t hough one of the mechs did not blow up conpletely, but fell over and did not
try to get up.

The ot her nechs turned around and ran back down the tunnel

This time the captain didn't try to stop the cheering

A coupl e of guardsmen started running down toward the bl ownup nechs.

"Don't go near them " shouted Reuben. "They m ght be boobytrapped! You'll get
blown to hell!"

The guardsmen st opped. Again, good discipline.

Reuben and Col e nade their way down to the one that hadn't bl own up. They

pl ayed the sane routine with the back panel. Only they didn't pry the Iid off
after blowi ng the keypad and shooting the button

The hatch cane off by itself.

A man's head energed. He saw the situation-Cole and Reuben with their weapons
poi nted at hi mand ducked back i nside.

"Cone out and surrender!" denmanded Reuben

He was answered by a single gunshot inside the nech.

"Shit," said Cole.

Reuben ran for the hatch. The man inside had put a pistol in his nmouth and
fired. But there was | ess ness than Reuben woul d have

expected. "I think he missed," he said. "Help me get himout."

It was awkward, but finally they each got an arm and pulled himthrough the
hatch. He had shot into his mouth but the barrel had been pointing the wong
way. The bullet had apparently gone up through the roof of his mouth and
through his left eye. There was a furrow in the forehead and the skull was
open, showi ng brain. But the guy wasn't dead, even though he was definitely
unconsci ous and his left eye was destroyed, along with his pal ate and
cheekbone.

They dragged himup toward the waiting guardsnmen. "Medic?" Reuben asked.

"Anbul ance on its way," said the captain. "I called for it when we set out for
the tunnel."

"Good man," said Reuben. "Mijor Reuben Malich," he said. "The guy with ne is-"
"Hell, | know who you are, | own a TV. My nane is Charlie OBrien. |I'm honored

to neet you."

Two t hings happened while they waited for the tanks to arrive. First, a couple
of jets approached Manhattan fromthe south, flying | ow. The guardsnen started
cheering, but when the jets got close to the Statue of Liberty, the pilots



lost control of their aircraft. The jets veered off. One of themhit the water
flat on its cockpit; the other smashed through Liberty's gown and then dropped
like a rock into the water

"Tell themnot to send any nore jets," Reuben said to the captain.

"What did that?" said the captain. "I didn't see an expl osion or anything."

"A death ray," said Reuben. "Or avian flu," said Reuben inpatiently. But the
captain wanted a straight answer. "My guess is, a highly focused

el ectromagnetic pulse. F-16s are shielded, but if you can get past it and
screw up the electronics, they can't fly. Get on your dam radio and tell them
no nore jets."

The second thing was, Captain Charlie O Brien heard sonmething over the radio
and turned to Reuben. "I'm supposed to put you guys under arrest."

Reuben | ooked at himsternly. "That's politics, Charlie. You saw ne cone out
of that tunnel. You saw me and Col e bring along a bunch of New York Gty cops.
W took down four mechs together and you saw nme pop the hatch and pull out

t hat poor bastard. | will debrief to you and you can pass that infornmation

al ong. But whoever wants ne under arrest is part of the sane group that killed
the President and Vice President."

"Who?" said Charlie. "Wio's doing this?"

"They're Anmericans," said Reuben. "And anybody could be on their side, working
i nsi de the governnment, against the Constitution.”

"They aren't terrorists?"

"Definitely not," said Cole, who was with them now. "They're the opposite.
They were killing all uniforms, but |eaving civilians al one wherever possible.
Warning themto stay off the streets. These guys nean to occupy and govern New
York, not terrorize it and run away."

"Are we under arrest?" asked Reuben

"Hell no," said Charlie. "But they said they were sending choppers to pick you
up. So take nmy car-it's a Ford Escort back up the road, just press the renote
and see which lights cone on." He handed Reuben the keys.

"You're going to be in deep shit about this," said Reuben. "I can't take your
car."
"Take it and 1'll make themeat their shit,"” said Charlie. "W were down there

with infantry before those cops started coming up the tunnel. | know which
side you're on."

"I don't even know what the sides are yet," said Reuben. "This could be a
right-wing mlitia group that picked New York to punish the capital of pansy
left-wing weenies. O it could be a left-wing mlitia that went for New York
because they think they' ve already got the hearts and mnds of the citizens."
"Whoever they are," said Cole, "they' ve got a really cool weapons designer and
they're willing to blow their own brains out rather than be captured.™

"Cet to my car and go," said Charlie. "I didn't get the message till you were
al ready gone."



CHAPTER THI RTEEN. PASSWORDS

How much responsibility do you bear for the ill uses others mght make of your
i deas? Al nost as much as the responsibility you bear if you fail to speak your
i deas, when they might have nmade a difference in the world.

REUBEN STAYED off the toll roads on the way back to Aunt Margaret's house. Too
easy to stop traffic for an I D check. Besides, they'd be transporting troops
northward. The toll road would be bl ocked up for mles.

"It probably isn't right to take Charlie OBrien's car all the way to West

W ndsor," said Cole. "But | don't see us riding a bus back, either."

"It's wartinme," said Reuben. "We'Il mail himthe keys and tell himwhere to
pi ck up his car."

"I keep running my head into a brick wall here," said Cole. "How coul d weapons
like this be devel oped without any intelligence service knowi ng about it?"
"Easier than you think," said Reuben. "Defense Intelligence is nostly | ooking
abroad for weapons devel opnent and manufacture. |If they have a key guy in the
FBI who knows what not to pass upward to his superiors, or who can steer
agents away fromthe right direction, you could probably do it in sone out of
the way place in this country."

"They had to transport those nechs to New York."

"On trucks painted with the ABF | ogo so nobody | ooks tw ce at them™

"There are inspection stations."

"It's all about noney and true believers," said Reuben. "Mbst of

the people in the know are true believers in the cause. They don't tal k. And
those who aren't true believers are paid a | ot of nmoney, and they don't know
much anyway. "

Col e pushed SEEK on the radio to find a broadcast station runni ng news.

They were all running the news. But it was still scattered. Sone kind of

di sturbance in New York. Two downed jets. Firing reported. Al |andlines and
cel | phones silent. Runors of aliens, of mlitary convoys headi ng north through
New Jer sey, warships sailing toward New York, Marines getting ready to |and,
Nati onal Guard troops called out in New Jersey, New York, and Connecticut.
And, oh yes, preparations for the funerals of those who died on Friday the
Thirteent h.

"Great. That's how they're going to refer to the assassination of those good
men," said Reuben. "Friday the Thirteenth. As if their deaths were sinply a
stroke of bad luck."

"This is what you were doing, isn't it," said Cole. "Wrking with weapons

sal es and devel opnent. You know how weapons systens are hidden and how they're
found. "

"I think I was their patsy all along," said Reuben. "I've been going over

shi pnents and contracts. | was tracking some, | was carrying out others.

Bi ddi ng, buying, selling, passing noney to third parties to pass along to
fourth parties. They told me | was fighting terrorism hel ping penetrate
organi zations. But | think | may have shipped some of this stuff to the
staging areas."

"They did this using governnent budgets?"

"I don't know whose noney | was using. | was a mddle man. An errand boy. |
had to be smart because sonetinmes the assignments were dangerous. Quys who'd
rat her take what you delivered and keep the noney, which nmeant killing ne.

Sendi ng me hel ped assure that things didn't get ugly."

"How did you prevent it?"

"I recogni zed the problenms going in. If it |ooked bad, | aborted the m ssion
Phillips joked that that's why | was getting the big bucks-for know ng when to
wal k away fromthe deal."

"Bi g bucks?"

"It was a joke," said Reuben. "I drew ny salary, period."

"I bet you were a good boy and didn't keep any records."

"I wasn't that good. Encrypted files on ny PDA. "

"What's your password?"

Reuben coul dn't believe he asked. Then he realized Cole was right. "I guess



we' ve got a new systemof classification now Top Secret. Eyes Only. Col eman
Oly. "

"You coul d have died today," said Cole. "They could arrest you or kill you at
any time. You need that PDA out of your possession and soneone el se needs to
know t he password. If you think it has evidence."

"I never even told Cessy ny passwords," said Reuben. "To protect her."

"It only protects her against a rational eneny," said Cole. "An irrational one
won't believe she doesn't knowit till she's dead."

"I think these guys are trying to play by sone version of American rules."
"Those bullets pouring into the Chinese restaurant at us didn't know who was
behi nd those walls."

"Maybe they had software that recogni zed our faces. Maybe getting us was worth
some col |l ateral danmage."

"Password, " said Cole.

"And maybe you' ve been ny .shadow the past few days just so you could get that

password before you kill me," said Reuben. "Maybe you're working for these

cl owns. They accepted that you might have to kill a few of their guys to earn
my trust. You get ny password, then you take ny PDA and kill ne. | don't know
you, Cole."

"No, you don't," said Cole. "For a minute there you trusted ne, though."

"1 did."

"How s it working out so far?" asked Col e.

"I asked for you to be assigned to ne," said Reuben. "Then again, | chose from
alist. They provided the list."

"W don't know who they are,"” said Cole. "But hang on to the

PDA for a while yet. I'"'mnot going to try to force the issue. It's foolish.
But | understand the paranoia."

"Thank you," said Reuben. "I still trust you, Cole. I'mtaking you home to ny
famly.'

"I know, " said Cole.

"They didn't know where we were, but they' Il figure it out," said Reuben
"Where el se would | have gone on the Jersey side of New York City? Alittle
research and they' |l be at Aunt Margaret's. Maybe before we even get there.”
"So let me out before we get too close,” said Cole. "So they don't get us
bot h. "

"I keep the PDA at honme, or I'd give it to you right now "

"But not the password."

"No, not the password. You'd be ny off-site storage."

"Who's trying to arrest us?" said Cole. "lIs it the guys who just invaded New
Yor k-t he ones who are working inside the governnent to subvert it? O is it

t he good guys, who figure it can't just be coincidence that we keep show ng up
right where the crisis is?"

"Al'l that planted evidence," said Reuben. "They can't ignore it."

"I's it just coincidence we keep show ng up?"

"I't's only happened twi ce," said Reuben. "First tine, they watched us. Not

coi nci dence. Part of their effort to pinit on ne. On an Anerican sol dier. But
t oday-no, they had no way of knowi ng we'd decide to take a five AM drive to
Ground Zero. They certainly weren't going to tine this invasion to fit our

whi ns. The second day after the assassinations. Still within the tine of
maxi mum chaos. Who's in charge? Nobody's established the chain of command
again. What will this President want? How long will he westle with the

probl ems before he acts? ldeal time. Nothing to do with us."

"Except that | don't care who did this," said Cole. "They were killing cops.
They were killing uniforms. They may think they're saving the Constitution
but they're saving nothing. It's all about inmposing their will on unwilling
peopl e. "

"But Cole," said Reuben. "Don't you understand? Wen you have the Truth, then
anybody who opposes you i s either ignorant or



evil. You rule over the ignorant and you kill or lock up the evil. Then you
can nmake the world run according to your perfect Truth."

"On the Left and the Right," said Cole. "Same thing."

"The English Cvil War," said Reuben. "On one side, Divine R ght of Kings,
patriotism the status quo, the cool |ong-haired Cavaliers. On the other side,
the Puritans, guardians of God's word, short-haired, Bible-carrying
perfectionists. Mdst people couldn't care a rat's ass either way."

"The Puritans had Cromwel | ."

"So they won. For a while," said Reuben. "But as soon as they had power, they
started trying to enact their program No Christmas, no sports, can't twtch
on Sunday, lives of unrelenting work and prayer. No playing, no plays even. No
bear-baiting. No heresy tolerated, and that includes the fanmiliar trappings of
religion. Ten years of that and the people were ready to bring back the

ki ngseven if they m ght have Catholic synpathies."

"So you're saying that people will get sick of the excesses of whichever group
of perfectionists just took over Manhattan."

"Eventual ly," said Reuben. "But that doesn't nean they can get rid of the
Puritans that easily. Crommel | died without a strong successor. Castro flat
out didn't die. Hitler and Stalin were too ruthless

to be overthrown. Pol Pot just killed everybody. \Wenever the fanatics take
over, it's a crapshoot whether you can ever get rid of them at |east wthout
a long and bl oody struggle, or decades of oppression. Generations."

"So you're saying you have linted optimsmabout the future.”

There was nothing to say to that. They drove in silence for a while as they

t ook some back roads to avoid sirens and Col e studied the state map that
Charlie OBrien carried in his car

Reuben knew Col e was right about the password to the PDA. The information on
there m ght be the key to finding out where these weapons origi nated. There
was that series of shipnments that were going to the Port of New York

ostensi bly for overseas shipnent. But what if they only got to the port and
sat on the dock waiting for the command to take over the city? The trouble
was, Reuben

wasn't sure where the shipment originated. Again, it seemed nmuch of it was
coming fromthe Port of Seattle. But did that nmean it canme from overseas, or
somewhere el se on the West Coast, or maybe it originated in Washi ngton, or
maybe it was paperworked out of Washington but in fact was shipped from

Mexi co. For all he knew.

Still, it was a start, that link to Seattle. he really had hel ped to arrange
shi pnent eastward

These bastards, plotting to take over New York City, and using government
nmoney to pay for it and government agents to handl e the paperwork and
paynent s.

Could Phillips possibly be clean? There he was in the Wiite House. He had to
be the one who notified the terroristsl!

No, no, Reuben told hinself. No |eaping to conclusions. If they were snart-and
so far they've been smarter than ne-they'd never have the sane guy working on
shi pnments of weapons and serving as the inside guy to tip off the terrorists.
They' d use two different people.

Two peopl e inside the White House, betraying what was supposedly the npst
fanatically conservative presidency in history, to hear the Left tal k about
it-or an endem cally corrupt, power-hungry government no matter who was in
power, to hear the Right talk about it.

And who inside the Pentagon? It was tine to call DeeNee and find out if she
knew anyt hi ng yet.

She wasn't at the office, of course. O maybe she was-on a Sunday with New
Yor k under attack, everybody would be called in. He called her cell phone
anyway. She answered on the second ring.

"Hope | didn't interrupt anything," said Reuben

"I got the preacher to hold the prayer till I'moff the phone," said DeeNee
"Not really, right?"



"Where are you?" she asked.

"Not in Washington," said Reuben. "If you don't know"
"l know, " she said.

"What do we know?"

"Well, we know you're supposed to be under arrest near the
Hol | and Tunnel ," she said, "and there's a guy standing here telling nme not to
say this."

The phone was apparently torn out of her hand as she said the | ast few words.
A man cane on the line.

"Do you realize how guilty you' re maki ng yourself | ook?" Reuben recognized the
voi ce of one of his debriefers.

"I was in New York |ooking at Ground Zero," said Reuben. "One of their pod
nonsters started shooting at ne. Some cops and | got the sucker down on the
ground and | ooked inside. Then | got a dozen or so cops out of the city and
hel ped plug the Jersey side of the Holland Tunnel. There | pulled a

sem -living soldier out of one of the nechs for later interrogation. | also
saved the body arnor and personal el ectronics of one of their ground troops.
And you want to arrest nme for sonething you know damm well | tried to
prevent ?"

There was silence for a nonent.

"Hell, Malich, | don't want to arrest you, but that's the orders we're
getting."

"Cetting fromwhere?" said Reuben. "Doesn't it occur to you that the sane
peopl e who gave ny plans to the terrorists nmight be the people who are
ordering you to arrest nme?"

"Maj or Malich, you know as well as | do that it's possible to be a hero and a
traitor. Benedict Arnold was."

"Not on the sanme damm day," said Reuben. He turned the phone off.

"Probably tal ked too long," said Cole.

"They already know I'min Jersey."

"I'"d throw away that phone."

"And | ose all ny speed dial nunmbers?" Reuben tossed it out the wi ndow. "This
is getting expensive. | wish | had sone of the budget these guys had to build
the mechs. "

"I thought they were pod monsters."

"One is the brand nane, the other's the generic. Like Coke and soda pop."

"Or heroin and smack. | noticed how you made yourself the lIone ranger. | did
this, | did that."

"Trying to keep you out of the discussion.”

"Yeah, like the cops will forget there were two Arny guys hel ping them"

"I can't stand to share credit," said Reuben. "Live with it."

Reuben came toward Aunt Margaret's house fromthe north and parked the car two
streets away. "Keeping your weapons with you?" he asked Col e.

"I"'mnot taking a piss wi thout ny weapons, sir," said Cole.

"Just don't yank the clip out of the wong one," said Reuben

"I"ll keep that in mnd, sir." Cole got out of the car

Reuben drove on to the house.

Nobody waiting out in front. No news vans. No police cars. No mlitary
vehi cl es. No unmarked bl ack cars with guys in suits.

So maybe the guys who were after himweren't perfect.

O maybe they just didn't care enough right nowto make hima top priority,
conpared to, say, conquering New York.

When he went into the house, Cessy greeted himw th a hug. She had been
crying. "Where were you?" she said.

"I don't think we can make it to Mass this nmorning," he said.

"You were there, weren't you. You and Col enan, you had to go into the city,
didn't you?"

"We didn't know this was invasion day," said Reuben. "But we got out alive.
Now we've got to get out of here. They know we're in Jersey, it doesn't take a
genius to think of checking the hones of known relatives."



"Who's after you?" she asked.

"I don't know. There's an order fromthe Pentagon to arrest ne. But | don't
know if it's the good guys, who are fool ed by the phony evi dence pl anted

agai nst me, or the bad guys, hoping to use that as an excuse to get their
hands on nme and shut ne up for good. \Were are the kids?"

"I confined themto their rooms. Mark and Nick are entertaining the girls and
J. P."

Aunt Margaret cane in dangling keys. "Take ny PT Cruiser."

"We won't all fit," said Reuben.



"You aren't taking the kids," said Margaret. "Don't be insane. People are
shooting out there. This is a nice little house in a nice little town in the
Garden State. But the two of you are very smart. You need to get away fromthe
kids to keep them safe."

"I'n your PT Cruiser."

"I have your nice SW. \Were's the one you borrowed to conme here?"

"In the city," said Reuben. "I don't want to | eave the kids."

"Neither do I," said Cessy.

Her cell phone rang. "I guess it's not you," she said.

She said hello and then |istened. Then she said "all right" about five tinmes
and hung up.

"That's one hell of a cold-call salesman if you just bought new carpet," said
Reuben.

"That was Sandy. Lailionte wants us to neet with him"

"Us? You and ne?"

"And Captain Col eman. Wiere is he? He's all right, isn't he?"

"He wal ked the last couple of blocks in full battle gear. In case this place
was surrounded. "

The doorbell rang. Aunt Margaret opened it. "You have bl ood on your uniform

young nman."
"I had a cut thumb," said Cole. He held up his Mnim. "In a neighborhood Iike
this, | feel like alittle kid playing arny nen. Can | cone in?"

"May | cone in is nore proper," said Aunt Margaret, opening the door wider to
et himpass. "But it's rude to correct people's grammar, so | never do."

THE PT Cruiser didn't like going faster than 65. At 70 it started trenbling.
Then again, Cessy didn't like driving faster than 65 anyway. And she was
driving. Cole was sitting behind the seats with the shelf over his head. They
| ooked like two nice citizens on their way to or fromchurch. Unl ess you

| ooked closely and saw all the weapons on the floor of the back seat. And the
guy in the back with the machine gun

Aunt Margaret was taking the kids to the hone of sone very good friends in
Ham I ton. "Good Croatians," she said. "They'll not breathe a word. And I'I|
stay with the kids the whole tine." She was only driving Charlie O Brien's car
as far as Lawence, and her friends were picking her up there. She'd nail

Charlie's keys to himand tell himwhere to get the car. "I feel like a spy,"
she said.

"You should feel like a refugee," answered Cessy.

But it still tore her apart to | eave the kids behind. And she could see that

even though Mark was as manic as ever and Nick as quiet, they were scared.
There was terrible stuff happening on the news, and their own parents were
right in the thick of it, and now they were going into hiding. The girls, of
course, were irritated that Mom and Dad were | eaving them but they had no
clue about the outside world. They'd be fine, she was sure of that. Fine fine
fine.

"I thought | turned down that job in the White House," Cessy said.

"Well," said Reuben, "technically, since the President isn't in the Wite
House . . ."

Cessy wi shed she coul d have heard the di scussions when LaMonte told them he
wasn't going to Canp David or any of the known |ocations. "Since we don't know
whom we can trust," LaMonte would have said, "we can't vouch for our security

anywhere. "
"Some political adviser was bound to say, "It'Il look like you're in hiding
It'Il cause confusion and make you | ook bad."

"I"mnot running for anything right now, " LaMonte woul d have said. "And the
country doesn't need anot her dead President right now "

But. . . why Gettysburg?

"Cettysburg?" she said out I|oud.

"It's an appropriate place," said Reuben. "He's not noving the whol e
government there, just hinself and enough aides to keep conmuni cations goi ng.
Lots of parkland. A good buffer. Relatively easy to maintain reasonable



security."”

"Plenty of places for people to sneak past checkpoints," said Captain Col enan
fromthe back.

"Synmbolically," said Reuben, "it's the place where the last Gvil War we had
broke its back. And it's close to Washington. He can conme back whenever he
wants. "

"Also lots of notels for his staff,” said Captain Col eman.

"And since the visitors information office is closed nost of the tinme, it
won't really interfere with park operations,"” said Reuben

Cessy explained to Captain Coleman. "He's still irritated that we got there
after six on a sumer day and they were already cl osed. Three nore hours of
daylight. This was two years ago, renenber."

"I just don't understand why government has to be run w thout reference to
what people actually want and need," sai d Reuben

"Peopl e want so many different things," said Cessy. "Sone people want

visitors' centers open late. O her people want |ower taxes."

"Qt her people want to take over a city here, a city there."

"Ch | ook," said Cessy. "Aunt Margaret has XM W can listen to the news."
Reuben turned on the systemand went straight to Fox News. They listened for a
while. No mention of attacks on any city other than New York. Lots of

specul ation about the death ray that brought down the F-16s. Specul ati on about
what city woul d be next. Specul ati on about casualties in New York. Experts
tal ki ng about how | ong New York could | ast without trucks bringing in food and
fuel. OGther experts tal king about how many busi nesses woul d be shut down
because tfyeir workers couldn't get into the city tonorrow

Specul ati on on foreign powers that might take advantage of the present
situation. Specul ati on about foreign powers that night be behind all of this.
Was this a terrorist takeover? What would the United States do if Manhattan
was being hel d hostage? What were the diplomats at the United Nations going to
do?

Eventual | y, though, sone answers started com ng through, in an endl ess
succession of news bulletins. It came fromthe United Nations, where a group
of diplomats from Germany, France, and Canada were allowed to take off in a
hel i copter and go to Kennedy, where they held a press conference. The Canadi an
anbassador did

nost of the tal king, and nost of what he said cane from docunents provided him
by the invaders.

"The mlitary force that took over Manhattan affirns that not one civilian has
been harned. "

"What a lie," said Colenan. "W saw one dead doorman with our own eyes."

"They call thensel ves the Progressive Restoration. They decl are that
Progressi ves won the popul ar vote and the electoral vote for President in
2000, and only flagrant vote-stealing by the radical Ri ght kept the duly

el ected President fromtaking office.”

"Pl ease say they're not bringing back Al Core," said Reuben

"Shut up, please, boys," said Cessy.

"Since stealing office, the usurpers tranpled on the Bill of Rights, involved
the United States in illegal and i moral foreign wars, destroyed the

envi ronnent, oppressed minorities of every kind, inposed their brand of
Christianity on the whole country, stifled scientific research, ran up huge
deficits, and flaunted-I1'm sure they nean fl outed-"

"He's correcting their grammar now," said Reuben

"Fl outed world opinion and international |aw, and brought the world to the
brink of disaster.”

"They didn't mention Zionism" said Col eman. "What are they thinking?"
"Now t he radical right wi ng, which doninates the U S. Arny, has planned and
carried out the assassination of their own President and Vice President as the
first step toward inposing full-fledged dictatorship on the United States.
Only this national energency prompted the Progressives to take action in
defense of freedom against the totalitarian Christian and Zioni st agenda."



"They were saving it up for last,"” said Reuben.

"The Progressives have |iberated New York City, they say, as the first step to
restoring Constitutional government to the United States.™

"Al'l they have is Manhattan," said Col eman.

"They are not interested in war with the illegal governnent, but



they are prepared to defend New York City against any attenpt to inpose
hegermony over the city. They encourage the UN. to remain in New York Gty and
affirmthat it will be protected and all diplomatic

rights respected. They have petitioned the city of New York to recogni ze the
Progressive Restoration as the acting government-in-exile of the United States
of Anerica and they invite all other cities and states in the United States to
recogni ze the Progressive governnent and no other as the |egitinmate government
of the United States."

The of ficial announcenent was over. Reuben reached over and

turned down the press questions. "So it was the Left," he said.

"But it could have been the Right," said Cessy.

"And it could very easily turn into a war between the wackos of one side and
t he wackos of the other," said Reuben. "W saw it in Yugoslavia. People were
getting along fine, Serbs and Croats, Christians and Muslins. But when the
wackos started shooting, you either had to shoot back or die. Not wanting to
fight didn't protect you. You had to choose up sides."

"There weren't any sides today," said Col eman. "Just uniforms and

non-uni forns. "

"The whol e leftist philosophy is about rejecting authority,"” said Reuben
bitterly. "And replacing it with an even nore rigid list of forbidden ideas.
The only difference is that the Progressive thought police won't wear

uni forns. "

"Stop it," said Cessy. "Like | said, it could have been the right w ng, and
then the thought police would carry Bibles."

"Let's not do this now, " said Reuben

"But you were doing it," she said. "You're married to a |iberal, Reuben."
"Not an insane one."

"Mbst of us are not insane. Just |ike nost conservatives are |like you,
reasonabl e people. You warn us how it could turn into a war just |ike

Yugosl avia, and then you start condemming the other guys like their ideas
don't matter."

"I was, wasn't |," said Reuben. "lI'mjust so angry. They killed the
President."

"Real ly? Al the Progressives of America, all the liberals, they got together
and plotted to kill the President?"

"But they're glad"

"No. You're wong. The sick ones, yes. The sad, m serable, m ndnunbingly

sel f-righteous ones, sure. But most of themare in shock. They didn't do it
and they didn't want it done. They didn't ask for anyone to invade New York
either."”

"But they'Il let it stand, won't they?"

"They might. O they mght enthusiastically join this Progressive Restoration
That's what they're counting on, aren't they? That people will flock to their
banner. And if we start tal king and thinking the way you were tal king and

t hi nki ng just now, Reuben, then we'll end up driving themto the Progressive
banner. So stop it!"

Reuben | ooked out the side w ndow.

"Reuben, " said Cessy. "I think the great Anerican achi everent of our war
against terror was that we did it without having to hate all Arabs or al
Muslims or even all Iranians, even though they're financing it now. W stayed

focused. W waged a war w thout hate."

"Except for the Americans who hated us for fighting it."

"Do you hate them Reuben? Enough to kill thenP"

He shook his head. "You're right," he said. "Conpletely right. But they're

tearing apart ny country. They're killing guys |ike ne because we vol unt eered
to defend it. You can't expect ne to stay calm"”

"When it's all over," said Cessy, "I want you to conme home as Reuben Malich."
"Me too," said Reuben. "I will." And then he turned again toward the w ndow

and Cessy realized that he was crying, his forehead resting on his right hand,
tears dropping straight down fromhis eyes onto his lap. "I killed a man with



nmy bare hands today," he said. "And another with a knife. And another with a
spray of bullets. | cut off a guy's thunb.”

Cessy had nothing to say to that. She knew that was the kind of thing a
soldier had to do. If he hadn't done it, he'd have been found and killed. He
got other nmen out of the city alive. He hel ped stop the

mechs at the Jersey end of the Holland Tunnel. And that's how jobs |ike that
are done-with force. Force unto death.

But she couldn't say, There there, that's all right. It wasn't all right. It
was a terrible thing. It had to be done, and because he and Col eman were the
ones who knew how, it had to be done by them

Steering with her left hand, she hooked her right hand through the crook of
Reuben's left arm She slid her hand down the inside of his arm pulling it
closer until she was hol ding his hand. She squeezed. He squeezed back. But he
still cried.

In the back, Coleman had brains enough to keep silent.

On the radio, the press conference and comentary went on and on, alnost too
soft to hear now. A constant background of commrentators pooling their

i gnorance but conming, bit by bit, closer to the conclusion that a second
American revol ution had begun, if you viewed it one way, or a second civil
war, if you | ooked at it another

"What did that professor of yours say?" Cessy asked softly.

"What ?"

"At Princeton. That one professor. Wat's his name? Torrance. No, that's a
city in California."

"Torrent."

"About the fall of Rome. How civil wars in the Roman Republic led to the
foundation of the enpire."

"Ch, yeah, | bet Torrent's happy now," said Reuben. "He's getting all the
chaos he could ask for."

"He really is the sane guy they just nmade National Security Adviser, right?"
"Yes," said Reuben. "He was already a top adviser to the NSA. Adviser to the
advi ser. Now that Sarkissian is Secretary of State, they bumped Torrent up to
NSA. "

"I'f Congress approves him"

"Ch, that's one thing President N elson's got for sure-a rubberstanp Congress.
Time of national emergency and all that."

"Maybe not," said Col eman fromthe back.

"So . . . is Torrent be happy?" asked Cessy.

"No, of course not. | just meant-he just said that before Amer-

ica could truly be great, we had to-have a crisis that would end the republic
and bring about-no, he can't be part of this."

"Why not ?"

"He didn't advocate it," said Reuben. "He just. . . but the way he tal ked
somebody could get the wong idea. Sonebody with a little megal omani ac in

himcould decide to try to act on Torrent's theory. Fulfill his prophecy."

"So it mght be a bunch of his forner students doing this?"

"All it would take is one fornmer student in the group. O just sonebody who

went to a speech of his. He used to lecture all over the place. |I don't know

if this Roman Enpire thing is in any of his books. Wuldn't that be a weird
situation to be in? National Security Adviser to a President who's fighting a
civil war caused by sonebody foll owi ng your theory."

"Kind of like having the President assassinated by somebody using your plan,"”
said Col eman from the back

"Yeah," said Reuben. "Like that."

Silence for a while. Then Reuben said, "Zarathustra."

"What ?" asked Cessy.

"I"'mtelling Cole. The password. To ny files. 'Zarathustra.' And then when the
software tells you that you're wong, type in 'Marduk.'" He spelled it.
"You're so paranoid you doubl ed your password?" said Cessy.

"Hope | never need to use them" said Col eman.



"I"ve got to trust sonmebody. And if |I die, | don't want that data lost."
Cessy shook her head. "Ancient gods of Iran and Iraq."

"Zarathustra was a prophet, not a god," said Reuben

"They sacrificed children to Marduk, didn't they?" said Cessy.

"You' re thinking of Mloch."

"Gods of war, either way," said Cessy.

"But not ny God," said Reuben. "I don't take his name in vain."

I hope we can learn to forgive our enenies, thought Cessy. | hope God forgives
us for daring to decide that we know when it's right to kill.

But if men like ny husband weren't willing to kill in defense of civilization,
then the world woul d be doormed to be ruled by those who were willing to kil

in pursuit of their own power.

"Il explain all that to God on judgment day. | know he's just waiting for ne
to clarify the matter.

If he sends these good soldiers to hell for killing the enem es of their

country, then I'Il go with them



CHAPTER FOURTEEN. GETTYSBURG

You don't know who a person is until you see how he acts when gi ven unexpected
power. He hasn't rehearsed for the part. So what you see is what he is.

COLE WAS sure that not since July of 1863 had there been so nmany soldiers in
and around CGettysburg. And they were in conbat gearthis was an armed canp.
They started running into mlitary checkpoints at the crossroads at York
Springs, and then four nore times before they got into the town itself. The
first time it took some argunent before they were allowed to keep their
weapons.

Standi ng outside the car, Cole tried to keep his tenmper with the young MP who
insisted on disarming him "This nmorning | fired these weapons at the enem es
of the United States who were attacking us on our native soil. | killed at

| east one eneny soldier with it. What has your weapon done today, soldier?"
But it was Cecily Malich's call to her former boss, Sandy Wodruff, that |ed
to their getting passed through the other checkpoints without delay and fully
armed.

The President was installed at Gettysburg Coll ege, which for the nonent was
the seat of the executive branch of the government of the United States. Cole
and the Malichs were sent to a notel that

woul d have been a lovely surprise in a village in the nountains of Iran, but
which Cole's famly woul d have di sdai ned on any of their cross-country trips.
Roons were at such a premiumthat Cole finally had to get in the face of the
of ficious young cl erk maki ng the assignnents and explain, "I'mnot their son,"
bef ore he gave way and assi gned t hem separate accommodati ons.

"Good job of making yourself menorable,” Rube said to him before they

di sappeared into their room

Cole only had a few m nutes to unpack and use the bat hroom before there was a
knock at his door. MPs had been sent to escort

themthis time definitely unarned-to the President's office

It nade Col e vaguel y di sappoi nted that when he actually got to neet a
President of the United States, it was only the stand-in, not the real one.
LaMonte Nielson was a little shorter than Col e, and seemed ni ce enough and
intelligent enough as he came forward to greet them But he also | ooked just a
little surprised to see them A little too grateful that they had answered his
sumons. You're the President, man! O course we canme! But Cole kept his
reaction to hinmself. He'd done enough exasperated tal king today. Especially
considering that he was only in this roomout of courtesy. It was Rube and
Cecily that the President wanted to talk with. Cole was there just to have his
hand shaken and get the official thanks of the President for his heroic
actions in the face of yadda yadda yadda.

Only there wasn't any yadda. Ni el son asked themto sit and then hal f-sat on
the edge of the college president's desk and said, "The city council of New
York met today in emergency session and voted by an overwhelmng margin to
recogni ze the Progressive Restoration as the |legitimate governnent of the
United States of Anerica."

"Under duress?" asked Cecily.

"UN. witnesses say there was no threat fromthe Progressive Restoration."
"Except their troops all over Manhattan," nuttered Reuben

"That's only the beginning. San Francisco, Santa Mnica, San Rafael-I can't
renenmber all the Sans in California that have passed resol utions recognizing
t he Progressive Restoration."

"But those have no |legal force," said Cecily.

"I"msure the Suprene Court would agree with you. The Attorney Cenera
certainly does. But so what? Progressive state legislators in California,

O egon, Washi ngton, Vernont, Massachusetts, Hawaii, and Rhode I|sland have al
declared their intention to demand a quick vote in those | egislatures. There
are others calling for

pl ebi scites in Mnnesota, Wsconsin, New Hanpshire, Connecticut, New York
state, Maryland, and Del aware. Let the people decide, they say."

"They' Il fail," said Cecily.



"Probably," said President N elson. "Probably the first motion will fail. Oh,
and needless to say, all over the South and M dwest and Rocky Mbuntains there
are political |eaders demandi ng the inmredi ate suppression by force of any
political unit that goes over to the Progressives. Rural and suburban
legislators in many of the states in question have been . . . fervent, let's
say ... in their opposition to any novenent to switch allegiance. But you see
nmy predicanment."”

"I's the Arny | oyal ?" asked Cecily.

"Thi nk about what you're asking," said N elson. "Loyal? OF course. Wlling to
fire on Anericans who do not fire on themfirst? What an interesting question
Wuldn't it be better if we could avoid fighting?"

"There's al ready been bl oodshed,"” said Reuben. "And they killed first."

"Fort Sunter," said Nielson. "And if | were Lincoln, 1'd issue a call for
75,000 volunteers. But we don't have such a clear MasonbDi xon line. The
red-statel blue-state thing is actually deceptive. If you | ook at recent

el ections on maps of the counties, you'll find that it's an urban versus
suburban and rural split. Even southern states show netropolitan areas as bl ue
nore than red."

"But that's the black vote," said Reuben

"Ch good," said President Nielson. "Let's nake it a racial war as well as a
phi | osophi cal one. But here's the point. The New York City Council has

| egalized this invasion after the fact and now decl ares the armed forces of
the Progressive Restoration to be the police and defense forces of the entire
city, not just Manhattan. Under those circunstances, if we attack or occupy
any part of New York City, are we liberating or invading? Wen we fire on
their armed forces, are we killing traitors or shooting down New York cops?"
"I know who the New York cops are," said Reuben. "They killed as many of them
as they could find."

"I't's public perception. They've played this beautifully. | have to admire it,
even as it makes me want to weep for ny country. They provided arns, plans,
and information to terrorists so they could behead the country. Qur strongest
| eadership wi ped out in a stroke. Then they set up a right-wing coup to
establish martial |aw and abrogate the Constitution during this tine of
energency." N el son sighed and | ooked down at his shoes.

"A phony coup," said Cole.

"Ch, yes," said Nielson. "General Alton cane into ny office and told ne that
he and a | arge nunber of officers were ready to inplenent ny order to
establish martial law. He didn't call it a coup. He was handing it to nme. But
I was so naive and so-what's the word | want?-yes, so stupid. . . that |
didn't even recognize the veiled threat-that martial |aw woul d be decl ared
anyway, with or without me. | was new at this. | was frightened. | was not
wel | advised.” N el son wal ked around behind his desk and finally sat in the
president's chair. "If it had not been for your broadcast, Captain Col eman, |
woul d have announced martial |law at nine P.M yesterday. The President's
writers-oh, they would be mne now, wouldn't they-were scranbling to wite an
appropriate speech. | was just about to read the final draft when Sandy cane
in and told me to switch to OReilly and listen to one of the soldiers who
tried to prevent the assassinations.

"You rem nded the soldiers of their duty. You rem nded ne of mne. | finally
saw what Alton was doing. As God is ny witness, it was never nmy intent to
throw out the Constitution. | thought it was hanging by a thread, and | could
save it." He chuckled bitterly. "You don't save it by cutting that thread."
"You didn't nake the announcement," said Cecily. "That's what matters."

"It's more than that," said Nielson. "I renmenbered how Alton tal ked. Thinking
back on it, it was crazy. A paranoid version of conservative principles. It
shoul d have been obvious. It was |ike a parody, the Left's version of the
Right. But you see, | was a Congressman from | daho. The peopl e who fund ny
canpai gns tal k



like that. It's the | ooniest ones who pony up the nost, sometinesi deol ogy

opens the pocketbook. |I'd been hearing their lunacy for so long that it didn't
sound irrational to ne anynore. | was used to madness.

"Well, so is the Left," he continued. "The wackos on both sides have
controlled the rhetoric for so long that the Left really thinks they' re right
when they call sinple nistakes 'lies' and openlyarrived-at decisions
‘conspiracies.' That city council in New York, if you said to them 'WII| you

secede fromthe United States and bring the full wath of the U S. mlitary
down on your city?' they'd say no. They'd say hell no.™"

"Actually," said Reuben, "this is New York you're tal king about. They'd say-"
"I know what words they'd use," said Nielson, snmling tightly. "But | don't
use them Look, these Progressives, they're playing it smart. Keeping the
tempo up. They undoubtedly al ready had people on the council, ready to drive
things forward. It's not a coincidence that there are legislators and city
councilors in all the blue states, calling for their city or state to get on

t he bandwagon. | think they' ve already counted the votes while we were

napping. | think tomorrow norning we'll find that Washi ngton or O egon, naybe
even California, officially ceases to recognize me as President of the United
States. If | had declared martial law last night, | think it would be a dead

certainty that they all would. Because | would be out in the open as a tool of
the insane faction of the extrene right w ng."

"Are you saying," said Reuben, "that you intend to do nothi ng?"

"I intend to proceed carefully,"” said N elson. "The New York City Council has
declared that their borders are peaceful -and open. Everyone who works in the
city is invited to come to work tonorrow, and apart from some reconstruction
work and traffic problenms because of the danage caused by . .
He picked up a paper on his desk and read fromit. " 'Caused by the illega

resi stance of reactionary forces' . . . apart fromthat, it should be business
as usual. But any attenpt to restrict access to

New York City will result in sudden, harsh retaliation. 'W wll defend
ourselves.""

Reuben shook his head. "You can't let this stand. If you |l et people go to
work, if you let trucks in with food and fuel -"
"I'f I don't, then I'mstarving perfectly good Anericans as part of mny fasci st

conspiracy to force theocratic antienvironnental -1 can't do their rhetoric
very well, but you know what | mean. Remenber the propaganda that Saddam got
fromthe enbargo, even after we were supposedly letting humanitarian aid get
into Iraqg."

"You're going to let public relations determnmine the course of this war?" asked
Reuben.

"Spoken like a soldier," said N elson, not unfavorably. "But as my advisers-ny
advi sers nowpoint out, it's already a public relations war. It's about

wi nning the hearts and m nds of the people. If we leap in with guns bl azing,
we might win-and we might not, because those jets they knocked down yesterday
have the Air Force generals wetting their pants-but what do we have? A huge
portion of our population will believe that they are now an oppressed and
conquered people. W will prove that the Progressives were right, and guess
who wins the election this fall?"

"You think people would vote for the very people who tried to break this
country apart?"

"But they aren't breaking it apart,” said Nielson, smling sarcastically.
"They're sinply restoring government by the principles that the American
peopl e voted for in 2000, and which have been suppressed for all these years
by the evil right-wing conspiracy. This is not the Arerican Gvil War. It
isn't one region against the other. There are no boundaries. \Wat kind of war
can we wage if we have no secure areas? How can we tell, |ooking at the I oca
popul ati ons, who is for us and who is against us? W is a supporter and who
is a saboteur? And then consider collateral damage. And then consider the way
nost of the media is playing this. Oh, they cluck their tongues about those
bad peopl e who took over New York, but their stories are full of admiration



for the chutzpah of it-and for the high technol ogy, and for the 'peaceful
approach' they're taking now.

Natural ly, everybody is calling for negotiations. |'ve had so nmany nessages
from Eur opean governnents begging me to negotiate | could paper these walls
with them"

"Now we know how the Israelis feel," said Cole.

"Except we'd have to build about a hundred fences to separate the red fromthe
bl ue, " said Reuben

"Not to mention," Cole added, "sorting out which soldiers are actually from
the cities in rebellion.”

"Now you understand,"” said Nielson

"So why did you bring us here?" asked Cecily. "Surely not for nore advice."
"What | need," said N elson. "What the country needs. |Is proof. Proof of this
conspiracy. And | think you have it. Major Malich, | think you were set up
But | hear you can identify who | eaked your assassination plans if you have
the copy the FBI found in the terrorists' apartnent.”

"I think I can, yes sir," said Reuben

President Nielson lifted a file folder fromhis desk. "This is a copy of the
one we found. The original had your fingerprints all over it."

"Anyone el se' s?"

"Your secretary's. But no others. Wich is one of the reasons the FBl is
suspicious of it. Did the terrorists wear gloves when they handl ed the paper?"
"I't should have the prints of the |eaker, too, and everyone who handl ed it
before him" said Reuben

"Fromthis we conclude that it went to the | eaker first," said N elson. "And
the | eaker didn't want to risk smearing or covering your prints. So he wore
gl oves as he copied it, and then bagged the original so no new fingerprints
woul d get on it."

"I wish |l could tell you just by looking at it," said Reuben. "But it's DeeNee
who knows whi ch version is which and where they went first."

"I urge you to call her."

"The last tine | did, she was closely supervised by people who thought it was
urgent that | be arrested.™

"Arrested? Who gave that order? | specifically told themnot to arrest you."
They all knew what that meant.

"It's a strange tine to be President,"” said Ni el son. "Nobody knows who's on
which team It will sort itself out eventually, but right now | need proof of
who it was in the Pentagon who conspired to kill the President and lay the
groundwork for this Progressive Restoration nonsense.”

Cecily laughed harshly. "This gets worse and worse. Because if you do start

| ayi ng of f people just on suspicion of being Progressive symnpathizers, your
opponents in Congress and the press will screech that you're inposing an

i deol ogi cal test on government enpl oyees."

"I't's why we need proof. Even if you have to go to the Pentagon to get it,
Maj or Malich."

"Can | choose and arma team of my own choosi ng?" asked Reuben. "I'll also
need a letter of authorization fromyou. Gving ne suprene authority over al
per sonnel whose obedience | require in pursuing ny assignment. Because | have
to be able to tell any general who stands in nmy way to get lost."

"I"ll also detail two Secret Service agents to accompany you," said N el son
"The Secret Service has always prided thensel ves on protecting even people

t hey despise."

"Do you have any idea yet who it was inside the Wite House?"

"One of the household staff,"” said N elson. "She hasn't shown up for work. W
believe she's in hiding. But fellow staff nenbers say she was bitter about her
son's injury in lraq three years ago. He |l ost a hand. She blamed the
President. | suspect if we do find her, she'll be dead before we arrive. Maybe
she didn't know she was triggering an assassination. But nmaybe she did. The
peopl e who can hurt us are the ones that we trust."

"Why did you need ne?" asked Cecily.



"You mean apart fromthe fact that | need sonebody who can speak the | anguage
of the Left and help me translate ny statenents into neutral rhetoric?"



"I already turned you down for that job."

"I was hoping you could do sone clerical work for ne," said N el son

"Inedi ately after his arrest, Steven Phillips, an aid to the NSA, provided us
with his few scraps of notes about illegal arns trading that was being run out
of the White House. Since sone of this work was done by your husband,

t hought you night have a vested interest in finding who was sending what to
whom Especially since Phillips was happy to tell us that he knew not hi ng nmuch
at all, it was conpletely Reuben Malich's operation."

"So, was Phillips part of the conspiracy?" asked Cole.

"No, he's just a bureaucratic weasel," said Reuben

"Actually, the jury's still out on that question,"” said N elson. "Not about
whet her he's a weasel -his weasel hood is self-denonstrating.”

They all | aughed. Only partly because he was President.

"There are better people than me to conduct this investigation," said Cecily.
"l have children to take care of."

"I"'mnot asking you for a career decision, Cecily," said Nielson. "O a
lifestyle choice. The people I can trust who are al so capable don't really
make up that big a list." He | eaned across the desk. "For your country, Cecily
G nmek. "

"Malich," she corrected him

"I"m asking the idealist who used to think she could turn ne into a liberal if
she found just the right piece of data to pass along to ne."

"The kids aren't that far away," said Reuben. "After things settle down a
little, maybe we can bring them here."

"Besides," said President Nielson, "Major Malich will be reporting directly to
me. On this and all his future assignnents. If you're here, you'll see a |ot
nore of him"

Cecily nodded, but Cole could see she was still torn. W all make sacrifices

in wartime, he said to hinself silently. But he wasn't married; he wasn't a
father. It was easier for him H's nother would miss himif he was gone. H's
father was already dead. Hi s siblingsthey got along fine. It wouldn't disrupt
their lives if he died. But for Cecily and Rube, it wasn't like that. Wth
both of them gone, their

children woul d be parentless for a while. Tenporary orphans. Never easy on

ki ds.

Like it wasn't easy on Cole when his father died. And they had plenty of
warning on that. Cancer. Mnths of chenpb. And then the news that it hadn't
done the job, it was just a matter of time. They were able to say good-bye.
Able to see how the di sease wasted his body and tore himapart inside until he
was ready to go, and death canme as a relief. That was hard enough on Col e,
knowi ng his father | oved him hearing himsay, several times, |'m proud of
you, Barty, keep nmaking me proud.

Dad couldn't help going. Reuben is under orders. But Cecily feels |like she has
a choice. So ... if she abandons her children for a

whil e, does that nmake her worse or nobler?

G@ad | have ny life, thought Cole, as he did so often. Rather ny life than
anyone else's that | know of.

"As for you, Captain Col eman," said the President.

"Ch, 1'mgoing with Reuben,"” said Cole, wthout thinking who he was talking
to.

"You are?" asked N elson

"I'min his team" said Cole. "I'mhis nunber two. Wiether he likes it or not.
| was assigned."

"I was thinking of reassigning you. W need a nmilitary spokesnman with your-"
"M. President, you wouldn't take a fighting machine |ike ne and waste ne in
front of caneras, would you? You need to watch First Blood again and think of
me as being about as articulate as Stallone.™

"Ranmbo coul dn't have said the sentence you just said," Cecily said.

"You said Major Malich could choose his own squad," said Cole. He | ooked to
Reuben for support, half expecting himto say, ey your conmander-in-chief.



"He's right, M. President. | need himnore than you do."

"Then he's yours. This neeting is adjourned."

As they came out of the President's office, there were severa

people waiting to get in. Sitting on a wooden bench, not | ooking eager to
enter, was a slender man of perhaps thirty-five, who | ooked |ike he played
tennis a little, and swama little, but nostly read books through those
rimess glasses and wote brilliant essays with those sl ender, graceful
fingers. The poster child for what every professor wanted to grow up to be,
and what every politician wi shed he could put on his posters. Cole had never
seen him before, but couldn't take his eyes off him

The tennis-playing professor rose to his feet and held out his hand to Rube.
"Sol di er Boy," said the professor.

"Professor Torrent," said Rube. "I go by Major Malich now "

So this was Averell Torrent, the young hotshot of the NSA' s office who had
just been nominated to be NSA as his boss bunped up. The Torrent whose essays
on history had been all the rage a couple of years ago. Since he was a
Princeton professor then, Cole had assunmed it was Hi story For Liberals,
meani ng that it would be el aborate expl anati ons of why whatever the Republican
admi ni stration was doi ng was wong, conplete with references to gl obal warning
and the need for negotiations under all circunstances. Therefore he hadn't
read it. But Reuben knew him and even if he was a little prickly about the
"sol di er boy" greeting, Rube was showi ng hi m deeper respect than he had shown
to President N elson.

"So the President has brought you aboard," said Torrent.

"Both of us," said Rube, including Cecily. Then he indicated Cole as well.

"All three of us."

Torrent | ooked at Col e sonewhat quizzically. "Very powerful sernmon on Fox | ast
ni ght," he said.

"Thanks," said Cole. But he thought: It sounded to you like a sernon?

"W have sone interesting new armanents that are being rushed out of prototype

to neet these nechs," said Torrent. "I know you're a dirt-and-1anguages ki nd
of soldier, but you have to | ove sone of the new weaponry, Major Mlich."
"You got something that will trip a two-1egged tank?" asked Rube.

"We've got a foamthat dries in two seconds and then won't let go. Basically,
you glue themto the ground |ike gum" Torrent grinned. "Sone of these

geni uses i n weapons devel opnent must be thrilled to have a chance to use sone
of this far-out stuff."”

"As long as sonme of themdidn't moonlight by coming up with the Progressives
weapons in the first place," said Rube.

"And magnets," said Torrent. "You lay themlike mnes, and anything big and
metallic that passes within twenty feet is pulled toward it and can't get
free. And grenades that are all Shockwave, no flane. Ht one of those nechs
with it, and everything conmes | oose inside. Lovely things."

"I"mglad our troops will have something,'" said Rube. "Have they figured out
what shot down those F-16s?"

"A hyperpowerful EMP."

"That woul d suck up so nuch power the city'd black out," said Rube.

"They think it might be |aserized, so you get a lot nore clout for the
kilowatt. Whatever it is, it wi pes out the electronics that keep those pl anes
aloft.”

"So we're going to do what, go back to propeller planes?" asked Rube.

Torrent paused for a nonment. "You know, that's not a bad idea. The jets hang
back for air cover, and the little biplanes come on in, nmachi ne guns bl azi ng.
Li ke shooti ng down Ki ng Kong."

"Looks like you're having fun, Professor," said Rube.

"War triggers human inventiveness at its nmost brilliant, because if you don't
Wi n your wars, your civilization disappears.”

"It's bad formto quote yourself," said Rube, smling.

"l said that before?"

"Don't worry," said Rube. "Quoting Averell Torrent makes everybody | ook



smarter.
Torrent clapped himon the shoul der and they noved down the corridor as
Torrent disappeared inside the President's office.

"So you know Torrent," said Cole.

"Had three semnars fromhimin grad school ."

"I's he too dashing to be smart and too smart to be so dashi ng?" asked Cecily.
"He's got nore ego than a novie star," said Rube, "but unlike nost of ny
former professors, he has the brains to back it up. He never served in the
mlitary but he has his own version of history that works better than nopst
others, and he has an eye for strategy. President Nielsen isn't wong to seek
hi s advice."

"But he irritates you," said Cole.

"He works at irritating nme," said Rube. "I don't know what | did to get under
his skin, but he rode nme all the way through three sem nars and gave ne hel
during ny orals.”

"How did he irritate you just now?" asked Col e. "Besides calling you 'soldier
boy.""

"He's got a severe case of Wnston-Churchill-itis. Churchill was the genius of
gl obal politics, so Torrent has to be, too. Churchill went ape over every
wacko bit of mlitary tech that came up, so Torrent has to pretend he's a tech
guy. "

"He isn't?"

"No nore than Churchill was. | don't know why | think he's faking his

ent husi asm Maybe because a forner advisor to the NSA woul dn't usually know

t hat rmuch about cutting-edge weaponry." Rube stopped and took Cecily by the
shoul ders. "Cessy," he said, "the stuff on nmy PDA will make your job easier
As soon as | get back, 1'll give it to you."

"Gve it to ne now so | can get started," said Cecily.

"Everything's in Far si," said Rube.

"The nanes and addresses?" asked Cecily.

"They don't nean anything w thout an explanation. 1'll be back by noon
tomorrow. |I'Il just pop in to the Pentagon, pull DeeNee and ny files out, and
then we're home."

"Then take a m nute and copy it to another conmputer,’

Cecily insisted.

Rube hesitated. "Cessy," he said softly. "I don't know how the stuff on here
will make me | ook. The minute | let a copy be made, it's out of ny hands.
Sonebody can steal it. Sonebody can leak it."

"Then |l eave the PDA with me," said Cessy. "I'Il take better care of it than
you can. There'll be no chance of it falling out of your pocket or getting

bunped when anot her army of mechs wal ks into Arlington."

"There's information in it that | nmight need while I'min DC " said Rube.

"You really aren't going to part with it for any reason, are you?" said Cessy.
"How do you think | kept it secure for the last two years?" he said with a sad
snmle. Then he kissed her. "Cole and | are going to haul now, Cessy. Wen you
talk to the kids, renmind themthey have a dad and | |ove them"

"W | ove you too, Soldier Boy."

Col e saw that Reuben wal ked away grinning. "So it's okay if she calls you
sol di er boy?"

"I'mnot in love with Torrent," said Rube.



CHAPTER FI FTEEN. GREAT FALLS.

H story is an onelet. The eggs are al ready broken

ON THE way down US 15 to Leesburg with two Secret Service agents in the back
seat, Cole and Rube debated about where they should stay. Neither Rube's house
nor Col e's apartnent seened |like a good idea, given that there were people who
thought it was quite inportant to get themout of the picture.

The Secret Service guys voted strongly for a single hotel room "W patrol the
hall in shifts all night."

"That's not subtle," said Rube.

"I'f we neant to be subtle," said the agent, "would we dress like this and
openly scan the crowds?"

"So the 'secret' part of your agency's nane-"

"A hol dover fromthe old days," said the agent. "W'd rather scare amateur
assassins away. And neke life very hard for any pros that night give it a
try. "

"You'd really take a bullet on purpose?" asked Col e.

"For the President," the agent said. "For you, I'll just subdue the guy who
shot you so we can try himfor the crinme, and then call an anbul ance.™

"I wouldn't think to ask for nore."

In the end, Rube and Col e shared one hotel room and the agents shared an
adj oi ning one. Cole had argued for the Ritz-Carlton but they settled for the
Tyson's Corner Marriott. It was expensive enough

As soon as they were safely installed in the roomand the agents had swept for
bugs and other surveill ance devices, Rube called

DeeNee' s hone phone on his cell. Cole only heard Rube's side of the
conversation, but it was clear enough. Rube ascertai ned that DeeNee still had
access to all the files and that none of the office | ocks had been changed.
Then he asked DeeNee to conme to work at

0500 so they'd have | ess chance of being interfered with. "I don't want
confrontations." She resisted, but finally agreed.

Then Rube called the other nmenbers of his team and set up a rendezvous for
0730 at the same Borders where they had nmet before. "But be up early," he said
to each one of them "Because if something goes wong at the Pentagon, our
rendezvous may change, tinme and place." Every one of themvolunteered to cone
along to the Pentagon with them but he turned them down. "If something goes
wong, if | get arrested and Cole, too, | don't want you guys caught up init.
| don't want themto know your faces. Besides, we have Secret Service
protection.”

Every single one of themconmented that so had the President on Friday the
Thirteenth. Every single time, Rube gave the sane little snile

They both showered before they went to bed, so there'd be no delays in the
nmorning. By the tine they were done with their showers, the agents showed up
with the unifornms Rube and Col e should wear to work, and several other changes
of clothes. They apparently had sent sone flunky fromthe office to both their
hones to pack for

t hem

So when they got to the Pentagon, they were crisply dressed in the right kind
of uniform Cole would rather have been wearing fatigues and body arnor, but
the idea this norning was to be relatively unobtrusive.

There was a discussion with the guards about the pistols the Secret Service
agents were carrying. The Secret Service won, partly because of Rube's letter
fromthe President. Oders fromthe Presi-

dent superseded the standing policy. The guards pointed out that Rube and Col e
weren't the President. The Secret Service agents said to shut up and let them
t hr ough.

Col e noticed that Rube didn't |lead themon the sane route

t hrough the building that Cole had al ways taken. There were about nineteen
different ways to get frompoint Ato point B in the Pentagon, none of them
convenient. Cole nenorized this one as an alternative route.

When they got to the office, DeeNee was already there, with files stacked in



boxes. How early did she arrive, Cole wondered. He was happy to see that she
had the sanme cold and sarcastic attitude toward Rube that she had toward hi m
It wasn't just that he was new she tal ked to everybody that way.

"You know that everything in here has already been photocopi ed about three
times. If they renoved anything, | don't know And |I'm not hel ping you carry
this out to your car."

"I never expected you to," said Rube as he picked up one of the two boxes.
Col e | ooked at the Secret Service agent nearest himand gestured for himto
feel free to pick up the other file box. The agent |ooked at himcoldly.
Apparently protecting sonebody did not allow for carrying boxes. Col e stepped
forward to pick up the other

"So you're on assignnent from LaMonte N el son?" asked DeeNee.

"We're going to prove that these Progressives planned and carried out Friday
the Thirteenth," said Rube.

DeeNee bent over and opened a desk drawer. "Well, | can tell you right now who
copi ed your assassination plans and kept the one with your fingerprints to use
as evi dence against you." There was a .22 pistol in her desk drawer. She
pulled it out. Why was she showi ng them a weapon? Did she feel that sone
threat was inm nent?

"I didit," said DeeNee. Then she stepped toward Rube and ai ned straight at
his left eye and shot himwith the barrel no nore than two inches away.

First Rube dropped the box of files. Then he followed themto the floor. He
never nmade a sound. He was dead the instant the bull et

entered his skull. It did not come out. There was no functioning brain inside.
Cole realized that the Secret Service agents had started reacting

t he nonent they saw the pistol in the drawer. They were only a split second
too slow. They both fired sinultaneously and their bullets knocked DeeNee

hal fway across the room

| mredi ately two doors opened and nenwi th weapons cane into the office. One of
t he agents shoved Col e backward and down as they began shooting at the

i ntruders.

But Cole was not going to |l eave without two things: the PDA and the car keys.
So he lunged for Rube's body and got both of them out of his pockets. In the
m dst of doing it, in the mdst of all the noise of gunfire, he heard one of

t he bad guys say, "PDA."

The agents were good at what they did. Neither of themwas hit as they scooted
out of the roomthrough the still-open door. Cole didn't follow the route they
had just taken to get there; his own normal route got them out of the corridor
sooner. Because the bad guys weren't wasting any time in follow ng him

Whet her they cared about Col e was nmpot. They wanted the PDA

As he and the agents raced down the stairs, one of themsaid, "They'll have
somebody in the parking | ot watching your car."

"How do you know?"

"Because lwould," said the agent.

Nobody was shooting nowthe gunfire that had al ready taken place had alerted
the security guards, and they would instantly call for support. Soon enough
the chasers woul d be chased.

Unl ess the security guards were in on it.

They weren't. But they weren't hel pful, either. They saw the drawn guns of the
Secret Service agents and had their own weapons out.

"We're Secret Service assigned to protect Captain Cole. W' re being pursued by
assassins. They've already hit one of our nen."

But while this explanation was still registering, the bad guys got into the
hal | and now t he shooti ng began again. They hit one of the guards and one of
the agents. The other agent and the other guards returned fire.

Bet ween shots, the remai ni ng agent hissed at Cole. "Get out of here while we
keep them busy."

He was right. There was no reason for an OK Corral showdown,



if Cole could sinply get away. He broke for the door and headed for the car

If there was sonebody watching the car, they didn't shoot at him Maybe they
were waiting for Rube to come out.

As he started the engine and pulled out of the parking place, Cole noticed
Rube's cel |l phone sitting in the cup holder. Al the nunbers he had called | ast
night would be in its menory. Thank heaven Rube left it here. Thank heaven
Col e hadn't thought of the cell phone back in the office and wasted tinme trying
to find it along with the keys and the PDA

As he drove-at a normal pace, because there was no obvious pursuit-he tried to
make sense of it. DeeNee. Did they bribe her? Blackmail her? No. Her hand
didn't even shake as she ained the

weapon. And she knew where to shoot to make a .22 lethal without fail. She had
been trai ned.

She was a civilian enpl oyee. She never chose the mlitary the way soldiers
di d. Maybe her nastiness to soldiers was because she hated the Arny. Maybe she
originally took the job because she needed the nobney. O maybe she was a true
bel i ever who planned all along to bide her tine until she could cause rea
damage to the evil U S. Arny.

Trust. Who el se could have drawn a weapon on Reuben Malich w thout triggering
an instant response. If his hands hadn't been full with the box she gave him
if he hadn't sinply assuned that DeeNee neant no harm she woul d never have
gotten that shot off.

Oh, God! Rube is dead! He found hinself gasping with the shock of it.

Then he heard the screel of tires behind him Once again he went with the
adrenalin and set aside his feelings. Survival first. Mssion second. Gief
next week, next nonth, but not now.

A van and a sports car-one pursuer with nmass and the other with speed. He
wasn't going to get away easily, not in a PT Cruiser

H s only hope for the nonent was to get into traffic, where they'd find it
harder to catch him

Monday norning traffic. But still early. Barely 0530. Not enough cars.

So he made turns. Enough turns that he ended up on the bridge heading into DC
But he didn't want to go there. His only help would be Rube's jeesh. They were
pl anning to gather in Tyson's Corner

He couldn't just turn around. These guys wouldn't hesitate to ramhimif they
saw him com ng the ot her way. Besides, Cessy had conpl ai ned yesterday about
the PT Cruiser's lousy turning radius. If he tried, he'd just run into the
concrete wall of the bridge.

He didn't want E Street or Constitution Ave. He took the exit |eading toward

t he Rock Creek Parkway.

Al the cars were coming the other way, into town. There was no park traffic
at this tinme of day-nobody went to the zoo this early.

But as he got up into the park, there were joggers everywhere. A lot of them
kept out of the way of traffic. But a |lot of themthought that they had as
much right to Cole's |ane as he had.

I'"'mso clever, thought Cole. I'mtaking a PT Cruiser uphill in order to evade
pur suers.

Very quickly they were right behind him They weren't shooting yet. But as the
sports car slowed down to |let the van pass, Cole could see the plan easily
enough. A few bunmps fromthat van, and the PT Cruiser would be in the creek
against the cliff, or wapped around a tree.

He picked up the cell phone and pressed SEND. Not hi ng happened. It wasn't on
So he struggled to find the power button, and when there wasn't one, he
pressed everything, one at a time, and held it down until finally one of them
wor ked and the screen |ighted up. Then he pushed SEND

Meanwhi l e, he was trying to drive around oncom ng cars-there were rather a | ot
of them this was a nmajor commuting route into the city-and joggers. He
couldn't steer the wi nding road, hold the cell phone, and lay on the horn at
the sane tine.

Where were the cops when you wanted to be arrested?



No. He didn't want cops involved. They'd gone to too rmuch troubl e yesterday
trying to save the lives of cops for himto want any of themto die today.
Rube was dead.

Don't think about that. He pressed the cell phone to his ear with his shoul der
and steered while pressing on the horn. The van cane up behind him He tried
to swerve and nearly hit a runner. He hoped the guy was still on his feet and
flipping himoff instead of flat on his face torn up by asphalt.

It was Drew, the American University professor, who answered.

"Rube's dead,"” said Cole. "DeeNee shot himin his office. 1'malone, in his
car. 1've got his PDA. | know his password. I'min Rock Canyon with two
vehicles in pursuit, trying to ramne, and | don't know where the hell |'m
goi ng. "

"I know the park," said Drew. "Stay on Beach Road. WAy up the canyon you cone
to a place where Wse Road is a very, very sharp left. Take that turn. It gets
you up to Oregon Avenue. Take that to Western Ave. There'll be traffic. You
want traffic, right?"

"I want my nmomy," said Cole. But it wasn't really a joke even though he neant

it to be. "Rube's dead. I"'msorry. It cane out of nowhere. W were hol ding
file boxes."
"Shut up. 1'll call you back in a mnute. I'"mcalling the other guys. W'l

try to get you sone help."

Col e pocketed the phone in time to swerve sharply. There were weapons in the
car. He hadn't thought to grab any when he got in. He reached behind him
fumbling to find somnet hing.

He was hit frombehind. It nearly knocked himinto a jogger, a woman, who
screanmed at himas he swerved and fishtailed. An oncoming car ran off the
road. Sorry sorry sorry. Not ny fault. He got control of the car. He al so got
his hand on a pistol. That was sonething. He felt better

He opened all the windows in the car. No reason to deal with flying gl ass
shards if he needed to shoot.

There was an intersection ahead, with a light. He laid on the horn, jabbing at
it to warn people he was com ng through. He could see the van behind himlay
back, trusting himto have his own wreck.

Instead Col e braked sharply and swerved off the road to the right. The car
stopped abruptly and the airbag woul d have smacked

hi m except he already had the door open and was leaning far to the left. He
rel eased the seatbelt and rolled out of the car

The van was still going too fast to stop, despite squealing brakes and the
fishtailing. Fine. He didn't want 'the van. He wanted the

sports car.

It was doing a better job of stopping. Cole didn't want the w ndshield broken.
But the passenger w ndow was al ready open. There was a rifle pointing out of
it. What an idiot, to bring a rifle to shoot out of a car wi ndow Mybe these
guys were amateurs after all.

Col e stood, feet planted, two hands on the pistol. He fired once and shattered
the hand of the man who had been holding the rifle.

The driver's door was al ready opening. Good. The noment the driver's head
showed above the roofline, Cole shot off the top of his head.

Then he ran back around the PT Cruiser, yanked open the back door, pulled out
Rube's M 240, and opened fire on the van, figuring that the bullets would
easily go through the nmetal sides and the seats.

He scooped up Rube's Ml lie vest because it held the anmo for the M 240 and
the pistol. Then he ran to the sports car. The guy he had hit in the hand was
hal fway out of the car, holding a pistol-he had a pistol all along, the
idiot!-but it wasn't his good hand and he hadn't practiced with it that way.
Col e shot himin the face so the bullet wouldn't damage the car. He tossed the
Mol lie

vest and the M 240 through the wi ndow and then ran around to the driver's
side. He could see now that the driver's door of the van was



open and there was a dead body draped down onto the asphalt.

He turned around as he went for the sports car's door. He could see two
hunvees com ng up the canyon at a high speed. So they had already called for
backup.

The sports car was still running. He swerved out around the van just as the

I ight changed and civilians started trying to turn into the |ane he was
driving in. He held the pistol in his left hand and showed the weapon out the
wi ndow. They stopped honking at him He ran the light and didn't hit anybody.



Now he had sone power going up the hill. The Hunvees really weren't built for
this.

But they were undoubtedly calling somebody else to intercept him How nany
mlitary people were involved in this conspiracy?

No. No, these hunvees were regul ar soldiers. Loyal guys who had got a cal
through mlitary channels. No doubt they had described Col e as a dangerous
assassin who just killed an officer, a civilian enployee, and shot or killed
mul tiple agents in a Shootout in the Pentagon. There was no way-there woul d be
no chance-for Cole to identify hinself to them and wave the letter fromthe
Presi dent. Besides, he didn't have that letter. It was in Rube's pocket.
Probably about to be used as evidence to enbarrass President N el son.

The cel | phone rang. It was Drew.

"I"'mon Oegon," Cole said imediately.

"Pass Western and then jog right on Wndee, then left again. You' re back on
Beach but it isn't one-way. Turn left on the EastWst H ghway."

"I"'mnot in the PT Cruiser anynore,"” said Cole. "I'mnow in a Corvette C6,
bl ack. I've got an M 240 and a pistol."
"Good," said Drew. "I was afraid you didn't know how to Ranbo this."

"The point is |'ve got sonme speed now. "

"Then when East-West splits, stay right and then turn right on Connecticut.
It's the first big street. One nore light and it cloverleafs onto the Beltway
headi ng west, toward Virginia. If you see the Mornon tenple you went the wong
damm way. "

"I don't think I should try to get to that Borders."

"No, no. You can't stay on the Beltway long. It's going to be clogging up
pretty bad and now that you've got speed, you want |onely side roads. But do
you still want to meet up with us, or get up to Gettysburg?”

"I don't think I'"lIl nake it to Gettysburg w thout help," said Cole. "They' ve
called in the Arny agai nst ne now. "

"Some of the roads are one-way the wong way in the norning," said Drew. "Best
route-take the MacArthur Road exit. Headi ng

west. It curves around past the Geat Falls Park and then it joins River Road,
which is Maryland 190."

"You know these roads that well?"

"I"m | ooking at Googl e Maps on ny | aptop, what do you think? But |'ve driven

all these roads. Stay on 190 a long way. Till you have to turn right onto
Edwards Ferry Road, and stay on that up to 107. By then we shoul d have Babe
with you, he lives out that way. He'll guide you the rest of the way to a

rendezvous on the Maryl and side of the Leesburg bridge."

"I'f you think | menorized this-"

"Call me as often as you want. But |'m hanging up nowto go get in my car. No
nore | aptop. Sorry."

By now Col e was doing the ramp up to 495. Wiereupon he found hinsel f stopped
cold behind traffic waiting to nerge, as the hunvees cane up behind him There
were a couple of cars between them and him but these guys weren't going to
stay in their lane or even in their vehicles.

Col e debat ed between getting out and conmmandeering sonebody el se's car, or
betting on the gods of traffic to help him He could imagi ne hinsel f stuck
with an M 240 on the side of the road, unable to shoot w thout hitting
civilians, choosing between surrendering or running into the nice little

j oggi ng park where snipers could take himout at |eisure.

The traffic gods cane through. The car ahead of hi m noved. A couple of
aggressive Maryland drivers fudged their way into traffic and things broke
free. He checked the rear view mrror and saw that the first hunvee left two
of its guys behind and the second one didn't stop for them They |ooked pissed
of f. That's what you get for |eaving your transportation wthout first
ascertaining the eneny's intentions and capabilities.

Except he was the eneny, and they were the U S. Arny.

Now he was noving with traffic, driving the Corvette into gaps so snall that
other drivers not only honked at him it |ooked Iike they wanted to ram hi m



But he didn't show the pistol again. No reason to cause extra panic. He'd just
| ook like an asshole in a sports

car, which was exactly what peopl e expected anyway. A normal day of driving in
Mar yl and.

Now he had tine to make another call. The one he hated worst.

But he had to make it, not just because Cecily had a right to know, but
because he needed her to get Nielson to help himfromthe other end. Call off
this chase if he could.

He knew her cell nunber-he had menorized it, of course-and she answered on the
first ring.

"Cecily," said Cole. "This is the worst call you'll ever receive in your life,
but | need hel p desperately. So get near soneone so they can take over this
call if you can't continue it."

"He's dead," said Cecily.
"DeeNee shot him and he's dead. There is no hope that he survived."

"DeeNee . . ."

"She was working for them She turned over the plans to the terrorists.

Cecily, are you still with me? |I'm being pursued by regular Armny troops. |
need the President to call themoff. Can you do that?"

"Yes," she said. "Call off pursuit.”

"I"'min a stolen black Corvette C6. The two hunvees following nme are to let ne
go and not follow nme. No other pursuit is to be pernmitted. Do you have that?"
"l do."

"I"'msorry, Cecily. You know |I'd have taken the bullet for himif I could
have."

"Do you have the PDA?" she asked.

"Yes."

"Then get back here alive."

"Yes, ma'am"

"I"'mat the President's door. Stay on the line if you can." He heard tal king.
Then Ni el son was on the line. "This is Col e?"

"Yes, sir. Major Malich is dead. The secretary set up a trap and she pull ed
the trigger on himherself. After | left the Pentagon | killed

the first wave of pursuers-they were definitely rebels. But the guys chasing
me now are regular Arny. They've undoubtedly been told lies about who I am and
what happened in the Pentagon."

"I'I'l take care of it, son," said Nielson. 'That's what Presidents are for."
The connection broke. Cole ended his side of the call.

He had to give the hunvee drivers credit. They did a good job of keeping in
hot pursuit through traffic. Once he got on the open road, he could open up
the Corvette and | eave themin the dust.

Col e had no idea howlong it would take Nielson to call off the chase. It
woul d be so stupid to get killed-or to kill sonmebody el seduring these ninutes
waiting for the word to filter down. Battle of New Ol eans all over again.
MacArt hur Road was packed coming toward him but there was nobody going his
direction. The trouble was, if he did overtake sonebody, there was no way to
pass on the left with all those cars. And, sure enough, he cane up behind a
farmer's stake truck and watched the hunvees cone up behind him

But these guys didn't do any ramm ng. They stayed behind him but didn't nove
in. Maybe they were on the radio right now

Drew cal |l ed. "Were are you?"

"MacArt hur. Just past where Clara Barton splits off, but I'm stuck behind a
farmtruck. | think President N elson m ght be getting the order down the |line
for themto | eave ne al one."

"Stay on the line and tell me if they back off. W can change your route,

then. No reason to go to Leesburg if you aren't being pursued.”

The hunvees weren't tailgating himnow, but they hadn't given up, either. "He
was supposed to tell themnot to follow e, but-"

The second hunvee bl ew up
"Somebody' s shooting at the hunvees,’

Col e shouted into the phone.



The hunvee right behind himwas swerving, taking evasive action. \Wat was
followng it?

Cole saw a break in the oncoming traffic. Not enough of one for any sane
person to pass, but whatever was shooting at the hunvees



probably just wanted them out of the way so they could get to Cole. He swung
out and started around the farmtruck as the remai ni ng hunvee al so burst into
flames and bl ew up.

The driver of the farmtruck could see what was happening and even if he
didn't understand the expl osions, he did understand bei ng passed by a madman.
He pulled hard to the right. Meanwhile the oncom ng cars slanmed on their
brakes and swung right. Cole barely nmade it through. Then he floored it.

At first the other drivers were cursing him Then they saw what was foll ow ng
Col e now. About a dozen one-nman hovercrafts, |ooking Iike rocket-powered

not orcycl es, and at least two of them had anti-tank weapons mounted on the
housi ng. They didn't actually have to overtake him Even a Corvette C6 can't
out speed a rocket.

Fortunately, the road started curving, and there were cars trying to join the
i nbound traffic. Cole had to drive for his life, trying not to hit anybody
while staying on a road that wasn't exactly designed for ninety mles per
hour. At least there weren't any joggers. Ch, wait. Yes there were.
Apparently the greenery to the left was part of the Geat Falls Park

"Drew," said Cole into the phone. "The humvees are gone. Killed. They've got
hovercycles with what | ooks like anti-tank weapons. MacArthur is curvy enough
they can't get off a shot yet, but |I've got to know what-"

"Look," said Drew, "this is real bad. If you stay on MacArthur it dead-ends in
the park. You have to turn right on Falls Road to stay on track. And it runs
straight as an arrow away fromthe park."

"These guys may be bastards, but they're still Americans and | don't think
they want to hit civilians. Maybe they'II-"

"Bullshit," said Drew. "They'll kill anybody they want and blame it on you.

And they'll mean it, too, because it's your fault for getting away."
"So what do | do?"
"Babe is heading toward you. I'mwith Cat now, and he's calling himto tel

himto hurry."”
"Only if he's armed to deal with anti-tank weapons. Here's the turn for Falls
Road. If | can nmake this turn w thout slow ng down enough for themto bl ow ne

up . .
He nade the turn. And imediately regretted it. Heading straight toward him
filling Falls Road fromone side to the other, were six of the two-Iegged

nmechani cal s they had fought in New York City yesterday.
"They' ve got mechs ahead of ne," said Cole. Then he pocketed the phone and
made a U-turn going way too fast.

In the novies these always | ooked cool. In real life, cars usually flipped and
rolled. The Corvette acted like it was definitely considering the
flip-and-roll. But Anmerican engi neering was good enough this tinme that Cole

didn't end up sneared on the asphalt.

Now he was headed straight back at the cycles, which were just rounding the
turn from MacArthur. Col e deliberately wove back and forth so nobody could aim
at himproperly. Instead, they swng off the paverment. Didn't bother them at
all. Hovercycles didn't need a paved surface. They only slowed down so they
could turn around and foll ow him

When he got to the MacArthur turnoff, he could have turned left, but soon
enough he would run into the inbound traffic and not only would he probably
die, several civilians would likely die with him

Besi des, he was getting a glimer of another plan. A stupid, dangerous one.

But that seemed to be tie kind that was needed right now

This was Great Falls Park. He remenbered seeing it fromthe Virginia side
From t he observation points on that side, he could see an observation point on
the Maryl and side. He picked up the phone as he went with all deliberate speed
into the park.

"Drew, |'m back on MacArthur heading into the park."

"It's a dead end!"

"I"'mgoing to cross the river at the park."

"You can't cross the river!”



"We'll find out, won't we?"

"Peopl e drown there. Not just some of them Everybody who tries to hop the
rocks."

"But |1'm Ranger trained," said Cole.

"I don't care if you're a damed SEAL," said Drew

"I"'ma dead man if | stay in this car and on those roads," said Cole. "So this
is nmy best chance."

"Then your chances suck, man."

"I"ll deal with the river if you guys can |ay down suppressing fire."

"Dam. I1t'll cost five bucks a car to get into the park."

"Shut up," said Cole. He ended the call and concentrated on driving.

The park entry booth | oomed ahead. There was a car at the booth chatting up
the ranger. Col e approached at top speed. The ranger saw himconing and ran
out of the booth, yelling for himto stop. Cole didn't. He went around the
booth on the other side. He didn't

need the rearview mrror to know that the ranger was on the phone instantly,
calling for whatever backup rangers called for. That was good. Because in a
nonent he woul d use that phone connection to tell whoever it was about mnechs
and hovercycl es bl owi ng through in hot pursuit.

For a crazy nmonent he thought about those two soldiers who had been |eft

besi de the Connecticut Avenue freeway onranp. That was the | uckiest nove of
their lives, getting out of that hunvee.

Cole didn't worry about parking nicely. He did take the Mollie vest and the
M 240 because even though it was usel ess against the mechs, it would do fine
agai nst anybody who got out of a hover cycle.

He headed for the woods, at first on the path, but soon getting off it. He
didn't want to get trapped at the observation point. And he wanted to inprove
his odds a little.

Sure enough, the bad guys tried to stay on their hovercycles along the path to
t he observation point. Only when they found he wasn't there did they stop
settle down to the ground, and get out. The nechs were probably stil

[ unbering up the road. So it was Cole, his M 240, and now, by actual count,

ei ght guys. Unless there were two others who had stayed behind and were now
approaching on foot. Because his initial count had been ten. Had to remenber
the possibility that there were bad guys behind him

The trouble is that a nachine gun is best against massed troops. It isn't much
of a tool for taking guys out one by one. And if he got close enough to use a
pistol, they'd overwhel m hi mby sheer force of nunbers.

But for the monent, as they were still getting out of their hovercycles, they
were massed enough. Cole set up the weapon and let fly. Short bursts, to
husband hi s anmp, because there wasn't nuch.

He was pretty sure he put four of them down. Maybe di sabl ed another. But from
this moment on, the M 240 was useless. He had to get to the river, where

sni per fire from Reuben's jeesh would be his only protection while he

negoti ated the river.

Getting to the edge of the cliff wasn't bad. Getting down the cliff face
wasn't all that hard. And he really had tried to pick the point with the
narrowest gap over the rushing water of the falls. From above, it didn't | ook
too bad. Fromhere, it | ooked inpossible. Because the boul ders didn't
conveniently line up with two flat surfaces. Instead, they were rounded and
jagged and even though he could easily nmake the junp, there was nothing he
could be sure of gripping on the other side. So easy-so likely-to slide off
into the water and get carried down the rapids, the pieces of his body
eventual ly assenbling in the snooth water downstream

He heard the sl ap-pl unk-whi ne of sniper fire fromthe Virginia side. The guys
had gotten there, even at five bucks a car

But that didn't guarantee that.onebody on the Maryl and side couldn't get off a
round at himwhile he was exposed on the rock

A quick prayer. And then a little aside to Rube: | don't know if they give
angel status that fast, but if you can, | ook out for ne here. |'ve got your



PDA and Cecily needs it.
Nothing for it but a run and a leap. So he ran. And he | eapt.

And even though he scrabbled a little on the rock, he was solidly on and there
was nothing for it but to make a shorter |eap and then one that was nore |ike

a step and now he was on the big center island.
It was rough going. But the guys were doing a good job of suppressing sniper

fire.



And then suddenly they weren't.

Because it wasn't sniper fire. It was nechs. They were just stepping over the
gaps that had been leaps for Cole. And the sniper fire |l fromthe Virginia
side couldn't do a thing against them They knew lit. And since the bad guys
al so knew it, they weren't exposing | thensel ves anynore. Let the nechs do it,
t hey were no doubt thinking.

H s cel | phone rang.

I He cowered in a depression in the rock, trying not to present a

| target to the oncomi ng nechs. Fortunately, the nechs weren't really
designed to walk on terrain as rough as this rock. One of them even

tripped. It was keeping them busy. But eventually they' d get where

I his hiding place no Ionger hid him and then he'd be dead. "Hello?"

he said into the phone.

"Any way to take those suckers down?" asked Drew. "Either an AT-4 or two guys
pressing the |l egs apart while two cars run into it."

"Nobody's willing to sacrifice their cars," said Drew. "But hold tight. W' ve
got backup."

"From who? The U. S. Arny doesn't know |'mon their side." "Think, Cole," said
Drew. "Qur side doesn't have those nechs. Wierever we see them it's okay to
kill them"

It was only a few nore m nutes, and the Apaches canme up the river. No

f ocused- EMP weapon now where would they plug it in? The mechs didn't even try
to run away. As hard as it was for themto get as far as they had gotten
there was no goi ng back. They aimed at the choppers but before they canme in
ef fective range, the mssiles the choppers sent by way of greeting ended the
conver sati on.

Col e got up and waved his thanks. He knew there was no way they could | and on
the island. It was safer for themto get out before the guys fromthe
hovercycles-if there were any left-tried out their antitank rockets to see if
they could bring down choppers.

So Cole was on his own getting to the narrowest place on the Virginia side.
Arty and M ngo had both clinbed down to the nearest point. Wat, did they
think they were going to catch hin®

No. They had a rope.

He caught it. He tied it around hinself, up under his arms. M ngo wapped it
behi nd his back and sat down and braced hinmself. If Cole fell in the water,
they coul d haul himout, hopefully before he had been beaten to death on the
rocks.

He j unped.

He | anded.

Arty caught himby the wist and Cole didn't even get wet.

Arty and M ngo hel ped himget up to the observation point.

"Cood work," he said to them

"You, too, sir," said Arty.

Drew was waiting up top. He made a point of turning off his cellphone. Cole

hel d up his cell phone and ended the call, too.
"Does Cecily know?" asked Load.
Col e nodded.

Then he staggered to the railing and stood there, leaning on it, and trenbl ed
fromthe spent adrenalin, and then found hinself crying, and he deci ded that
it wasn't for the ordeal he'd just been through, and it wasn't for the fear
and it wasn't fromkilling a bunch of guys in Rock Creek Canyon and back on
the Maryl and side of the park

"I only knew himfor three days!' he said.

"He nmakes an inpression,"” said Load softly. One by one they each touched his
shoul der. And the kind touches were enough to revive him Calmhim He wal ked
back with them along the path, around the ranger station, ignoring the
civilians and rangers who were bei ng watched over by a heavily-armed Benny.
"Thank you for your cooperation,” said Benny. "I'm happy to tell you that the
operation was successful. You can resunme your normal activities."Then he



joined themon the walk to their cars.



CHAPTER SI XTEEN. FI NDI NG THE ENEMY.

They al so serve, who only sit and type.

I T WAS Reuben's PDA that got Cecily through the first nonth of w dowhood.
Recordi ng the shipments and financial transactions., following the trails,
searching for patterns, tracking corporate entities, passing along names and
leads to FBI and DI A agents: It was a vast spiderweb, with Reuben's notes like
dewdrops that reveal where the otherw se invisible strands must be.

It was an urgent task. And they were Reuben's notes. Reuben's words. It was
his trail that she was following. Al those days when he travel ed on
assignments he couldn't tell her about, all those trips abroad and in Anerica,
all those nights when she could see that he was troubled and yet knew he
couldn't talk about it. Now he was telling her

Meanwhi | e, Aunt Margaret brought the children down to Gettysburg and stayed

with them "I'man old widow nyself," she said. "I know how hard it is. You
need the children near, and you also need to | ose yourself conpletely in
something that isn't your fanmily. So here | amand here I'll stay while you

save the world."

It wasn't the world Cecily was saving. It might be Arerica. It mght be
hersel f.

But one thing was certain. It was not going to save Reuben's reputation. There
was no way that he could have hel ped but see that something wong was goi ng
on. Too much of what he did was within the borders of the United States. Mst
of the shipments seened to go fromport city to port city, so sone illusion
coul d be

mai nt ai ned that these weapons shi pnents were goi ng overseas. But who woul d
bring weapons from China or Russia to the United States in order to ship them
to pro-U S. partisan groups in Iran or Sudan or Turkneni stan? Reuben had to at
kast wonder if sonme or

all of these weapons were neant to be used donestically.

VWhi ch was why he kept these notes on the PDA-and why he was so reluctant to
give it into anyone el se's hands. Because he knew sonet hi ng dangerous was
going on and he was helping with it-yet he believed he was doing it for a
President that he admired and trusted, and so he acted the good sol dier and
did the jobs he was assigned to do.

Yet if it turned out to be wong, he would have the paper trailwell, the
digital trail-that someone could use to track it all down. Reuben never needed
records like this. He had trained his nmenory like a Jesuit. So he was
deliberately creating evidence.

He knew he was only guessing about the integrity of the people he served. If
he guessed wong, then he was serving traitors, and he could not claimthat it
had never occurred to him Al he could do

was nmake sure that the full confession was here. The evidence to

unravel what he had hel ped t hem do.

If only he had tal ked to ne, she thought again and agai n.

And nost of the time she answered herself: Wat did | know? What would | have
counsel ed? O course, caution, yes-1'mthe wonan who set aside the
political.career to raise a famly. | choose safety. That's what | do. But |
al so I oved Reuben. Still love him And | knew how unhappy he woul d be, to wal k
away from sonething that m ght have been in service of a cause, a President,
he believed in.

So few seened to believe in that President, and yet Reuben was sure that he
was pursuing the right course. So would she have counseled himto give it up?
To denounce it?

And . . . could he have given it up? It was clear now that he had been worki ng
for and with nurderers and traitors. Wuld they have | et himwal k away, even

i f she had advi sed hin? No. There was too nuch danger that he woul d then
denounce themthey would have killed him And she woul d have spent the | ast
year or so consoling

her children about their father's apparent suicide. O traffic accident.

What ever net hod t hey used.



Thi ngs happened as they happened. Reuben accepted the hand dealt to him, and
bet onit. Bet his life onit.

What ever others may think of the choices he made, | know his heart. | know
that he would and did sacrifice anything for the cause of freedom in support
of those he believed al so fought for it. He took the Iong view of history. He
cared about the world their grandchildren would inherit. He despi sed those who
t hought only of thenselves, their i mediate advantage. \Watever | night have
advi sed him he would have done what he did. | could not have changed him

I wouldn't have tried.

So she shed tears over her work, but she kept working.

Reuben's jeesh came in and out of the Gettysburg Wite House, as the nedia
were calling it now She knewthemall by their noms de guerre now Cole, not
Col eman; Load, not Lloyd. M ngo, Benny, Cat, Babe, Arty, Drew. Very young nen
when they first trained to be soldiers, but now men, seasoned veterans.
LaMont e knew an asset when he saw one. Eight extraordinarily good soldiers
whose loyalty had al ready been tested. He turned themover to his Nationa
Security Adviser, and Averell Torrent used them for mssions that required
deft ness, quickness. Seize this. Destroy that. In twos and threes they went
out, sonetinmes in uniform sonetimes in civilian clothes, sonmetines heavily
armed in attack choppers, sonetimes on donestic flights with no weapons at
all.

They would find the agents of the Progressive Restoration and follow themto
where their weapons or funds were stashed. The weapons were to be used to

el i mi nate opponents of the Progressive Restoration in key states, as they had
been used in the attenpt to kill Cole, or to serve to defend states or cities
that came over to the rebel side. The funds were to be used to bribe

| egi sl ators, governors, mayors, and city councilors who needed a little help
maki ng up their mnd

Sone of their small victories were kept secret; others, though, Averell
Torrent went before the cameras to announce. Cessy soon

realized that publicity depended on whether any rebels were killed who were
not under arms. Take down a mech or blow up a hovercycle, and Torrent would go
on the news, calmy and reassuringly telling the Anerican people that an
attenpt bad been made to assassinate a |oyal American official, but the

vi ol ent Progressive Revolution and its terrifying weapons had been stopped in
their tracks.

But if the dead bodies were not nen in body arnor or ensconced in the new
machi nes, then the event had no national significance. It was a matter for

| ocal |law enforcenment. |f anyone noticed that the victinms had been synpathetic
toward the rebels' cause, the killing was assunmed to be the work of |oca
right-wing vigilantes.

The result was that LaMbnte's administration retained its i mage of being
infinitely patient, taking action only to protect Anerican lives fromthe
depredati ons of the rebels. And people got used to seeing Averell Torrent as
the calm reassuring voice of noderation, reluctantly taking action when
forced to by the enenies of peace and freedom but otherw se merely asking
Americans to trust in the denocratic process and not throwin their ot with
the viol ence of the Progressive Restoration.

Meanwhi | e, the nmenbers of Reuben's jeesh would stop in and see her whenever

t hey passed through Gettysburg. They all regarded it as part of their work, to
hel p her decode the Farsi that Reuben had used for his notes. Wrds and
phrases that were repeated, she would | earn, but many phrases weren't iri the
dictionary, or at least not with the meani ng he was using. Mich of his Farsi
was really the private | anguage he and his conrades had devel oped-there was
English slang in the Farsi, sonetinmes translated and sometines transliterated,
as there was al so Arabic and Spani sh and what ever other |anguages they
happened to know.

It was all translated within a week, nmore or |less. Then they hel ped her study
the maps. She had threads that traced all the shipnments, and as she | earned
whatever the FBI and DI A could find out for her



about those shipnments, she began to build up a clearer picture.
Meanwhil e, she met with others in Gettysburg who were trying to figure out the
Progressive Restoration novenent-the rebels, as



they called themnow in the office. How rmuch noney would this all take? Wo
has that kind of noney and can spend it w thout detection? Is the source of
this foreign or donmestic? They had to keep in mind the possibility that the
Chi nese were at the root of this. O A | Qaeda. Even Russia. The joke inside
CGettysburg was that it was rel ally the French behind everything. They'd been
secretly running the world since Napoleon, follow ng an extraordinarily
deceptive master plan that would eventually |lead to conquering the world.
Jokes aside, it becane clear to Cecily and those who agreed with her that a
conspiracy like this had to be very tightly held or it would have been
detected | ong before. Even true believers in a cause can be carel ess, but
nobody had been. Not hing | eaked. How?

The organization that Cecily inmagined bringing this off consisted of only a
handf ul of people, who then hired or encouraged others to do what they needed,
but without telling them anything about what it was for

But there were sonme points where they had to let [arger nunbers in on what

t hey were doi ng. Sonmehow they had to recruit the soldiers who would run these
machi nes, and the pattern was emergi ng: They nust have recruited anmong groups
of veterans who had turned against the war, the mlitary, or the President.
She had to assune it was the left-wing version of the way right-wing nilitias
recruited. Find who's pissed off. Then find the ones who are angry enough to
train to kill for the cause

The bodi es of those killed at Geat Falls and at the Holland Tun-

nel established the profile, and now the investigators were tracking down

ot hers who had dropped out of sight in the past year or so.

Anot her place where they had to |l et outsiders in on the secret was weapons
devel opnent. This wasn't sonething you did as a hobby. They had to recruit
from anong the experts-American experts, since nothing about the designs
suggest ed European or Japanese concepts.

So the FBI worked on assenmbling a list of disgusted or disaffected researchers
who had dropped out of sight over the years and could now be assuned to be
wor ki ng for the rebels. There were al so sone

former autonobile and aviation designers, conputer engi neers and hot shot
programers whose political views were far to the left and whose rage had
seened, to many of their coworkers, disproportionate. Some of them were found,
havi ng made perfectly innocent career changes. O hers were not found at all.
They went on the list.

The weapons thensel ves were still intimdating, but no | onger baffling. Wth
several mechs to study fromthe battle at the Holland Tunnel, the DOD experts
had found nothing that couldn't be built using existing design theory.
Excel l ent, creative engineers built these weapons, but not necessarily

geni uses. Their work could be duplicated and countered.

Except for the BMP gun. The DOD people still had not duplicated the technol ogy
that kept the directed pul se coherent over such a long range. It was a serious
problemthat the rebels had an air defense systemthat kept military aircraft
fromoverflying New York City any | ower than satellite | evel. The DOD was

wor ki ng on systens that would nonentarily shut down all electronics while the
EMP bl ew t hrough. But planes that depended on el ectronics to stay aloft were
al nost as damaged by the shutdown as by the EMP itself.

The U.S. was used to having air supremacy. Over loyal territory they stil

did. But that territory was shrinking, bit by bit.

Because in the absence of a firmmlitary response, Americans who viewed the
Progressive Restoration as heroes began to believe that they mght just bring
this thing, off. Some worried that the | eaders of the Progressive Restoration
had not cone forward-but the New York City Council insisted that they were now
| eadi ng the novenent to "restore Constitutional governnent" and the
Progressive Restorati on was obeying their orders. It put denocratically
elected officials at the apparent head of the novenent, and for many people
who synpat hized with their views, that was enough

In the first nonth, the | egislatures of Washington State and Vernont passed
resol utions joining thenselves to the Progressive Restoration. |In Washi ngton



t he governor vetoed that action and nobilized the National Guard to nake sure
that no mechs or hovercycles showed up in Washi ngton. The troubl e was, he al so
asked President Nielson to keep

U S. forces fromtaking any "provocative mlitary action.” In effect, the
state had declared itself neutral territory.

Meanwhile quite a few cities had passed or nearly passed resol utions declaring
their recognition of the Progressive Revolution. And there were

wel | -orchestrated novenents in other states pressing for their legislatures to
junp on the bandwagon

There was no shortage of liberals, fromnoderate to radical, who al so
condemned the rebellion. This was the wong way to go about it, they said.
Nobody shoul d have died, they said. If the Progressive Revolution has any
links to the assassinations of Friday the Thirteenth, they should be tried and
puni shed for the crines.

At the same tinme, many voi ces that condemed the rebellion al so argued
strongly against taking mlitary action. Cecily was not surprised to hear them
call for negotiations. Having lived for years with a soldier-historian, she
knew t hat negoti ati ons only worked when you had sonething to offer or when the
ot her side thought they had something to fear fromyou. It was hard to see
what negotiations with rebels woul d acconplish except to give themtine to
buil d nmore and nore support in the rest of the country.

Cecily could hear Reuben's voice in her mnd, scoffing at all these people. If
the states tolerate a takeover of the federal governnent by force, we'll never
have peace again, he'd say.

The trouble was he wasn't here for her to argue with him to tell himthat if
this rebellion was suppressed by mlitary action against an American city,
there woul d be no forgiveness for it. He would listen. He would realize that
she was right, or at least that her views had to be taken into account.
Meanwhi | e, she worked at her investigation. The key was figuring out where al

t hese shipments were controlled from where the noney flowed. Wen her

i nformati on was conplete, it could be conbined with information fromthe other
i nvestigati ons and maybe they coul d figure sonething out.

She was gl ad she had her job and not LaMbonte's. Because the country's split
over how to respond to the war showed up in Congress. Party discipline was

br eaki ng down on both sides of the aisle. There

were Denocrats calling for nmilitary action against the rebels, and Republicans
calling for a wait-and-tal k policy. Each side of the debate saw only the worst
possi bl e consequences for the other side's view

VWhi ch was a recipe for indecision and obstruction in Congress. No one there
had decl ared for the rebels; no one had resigned, not even the Congressmnen
fromNew York Gty. All were calling for the Progressive Restoration to |eave
New Yor k

But that didn't nmean that there weren't substantial nunbers of

Congressmen acting to slow down any kind of military action. Part of that was
to hold up approval of President Nielsen's appointnents.

They approved George Sarkissian as the new Secretary of State, though with a
battle; Averell Torrent sailed through as National Security Adviser. However,
there was such virulent opposition to forner Secretary of State Donald Porter
as the new Vice President-it was called a needl essly provocative action-that

t he acting Speaker of the House and the majority | eader of the Senate refused
to push through a vote on his confirmation even though they were of the
President's party.

And there was no chance of getting a new Secretary of Defense through,

regardl ess of who it was. The Republicans threatened to name one of their nost
radically right-wi ng nenbers as Speaker of the House to replace LalMonte

Ni el son, making himthe next in line for the presidency. But this was
abandoned when | egal experts in the | aw schools how ed that even though it

m ght be technically legal, the effect would be an end run around the
Constitutional requirement that the new next-in-line to the presidency be
approved by both houses of Congress. "It's just what you'd expect," said one



of the sound bites, "given the reckless disregard for the Constitution shown
by the Republicans from 2000 on." Once that becane the story, the maneuver
became politically inmpossible and the House continued with an Acting Speaker.
International reaction was predictabl e but naddeni ng. The sworn enem es of the
United States were quick to recogni ze the Progressive Restoration, declaring
their U N anbassadors to be anbassadors to the United States as well,

downgr adi ng their anmbassadors in



Washi ngton to there consular status. But that sort of thing was expected from
t hose nations, hardly worth noticing.

It was the wait-and-see reaction from supposed allies in NATO and el sewhere
that infuriated LaMonte and Sarki ssian. As Sarkissian said in one neeting, "Do
our allies really want an arned rebellion controlled by unknown persons to get
their fanatical little hands on the nucl ear button?"

The worst was that President N elsen's inner council was divided as well.
Sar ki ssian and Porter argued for mlitary action. Torrent argued for themto
wait. And so far, at |east, LaMonte was deciding things Torrent's way.

"You're right," LaMonte said to Sarkissian and Porter, nore than once. "Qur
inaction is practically inviting other states to attenpt to join with the
rebels. But their resolutions have no | egal force whatsoever. Passing a

resol ution doesn't give themmlitary power. \Wen we decide to take action
we'l|l take that action.”

The [ onger we wait nmeans the larger the portion of the country that will have
to be treated |like an occupi ed enenmy when the war is over, they said.

But al ways LaMbnte would say, "It's a struggle for hearts and ninds. They want
us to use mlitary mght. In their view, it proves that they' re right about

us. So we'll limt ourselves to very small nilitary actions while we find out
who these people really are. Wien we find out who's funding all this and who's
giving the orders, then we can treat it as what it is-a police matter. W'l
arrest the perpetrators, seize their mlitary and financial assets, and then
wel cone everybody back to constitutional government with open arns and no
grudges. That can only happen if there's no invasion, no bl oodbath."

Cecily attended sone of these neetings, though not as a participant, nerely as
an observer and a resource if someone should need her to answer a question

She knew that LaMonte did not come up with this plan hinself. H s adanant
stand in favor of investigationbefore-invasion was Torrent's plan

But it was the right one. There was a reason why Reuben had respected the man
so much. He was brilliant. He was conpletely

nonparti san. He al ways reasoned from practical principles: This night work,
this certainly won't. And as he sent Reuben's jeesh out on m ssions that

al ways worked, his stock rose higher and higher in the adm nistration-and in
Congress. He could speak the | anguage of liberals to liberals and
conservatives to conservatives, and yet his words to one group never

ant agoni zed the other. He was a living exenplar of what it mght nmean to be a
noderate, if there were such things in Anerican politics anynore.

It was al so Torrent who heard from everybody working on the investigation. So
it was hardly a surprise when he was the one who put it all together into sone
cl ear answers.

Not cl ear enough to announce anything, though. Because what he didn't have was
proof of the kind that would overwhel mthe nedia and the opposition in

Congr ess.
"We can't build this Iike a legal case in corporate law," he explained to
Cecily and the jeesh. "It isn't a judge we have to convince, it's the very

peopl e who are nost committed to disbelieving everything we say."

"So who is it?" asked Cecily.

"We've known fromthe start who the nost likely person behind all this is,"”
said Torrent. "Aldo Verus."

"He's a clown," said Babe. "H s birth name was Aldo Vera. A joke, like Armand
Hanmer . "

"He's a straw man," said Drew. "The favorite bugbear of conservatives."
"Which is why we've worked so hard to find sonebody else,"” said Torrent. "But
Verus has been using his uncountable fortune to fund ultra-1left-w ng novenents
for years. Hi s avowed purpose has al ways been to bring down the late
President. He closely nonitors every dinme he contributes to front

organi zations to make sure it's being effectively used. He requires themto
rai se matchi ng funds so he can husband his resources. He's a smart guy, he's
grimy determ ned, and just because he announced his goal doesn't nean he
can't be the one who's acconplishing it."



Torrent proceeded to enunerate the business hol di ngs Verus had

di vested over the past two years. "He had plenty of noney out of ordinary
profits to fund the design of these weapons. But our weapons experts say that
to get themfrom prototype to production, the big expenditures would have
begun about two years ago. And that's exactly when he started selling off

t hese compani es.”

"He can't outspend the Defense Departnent," said Cat. "Nobody has that nuch
nmoney. "

"He's a better nmanager of his noney than the Defense Departnent," said
Torrent. "He doesn't have to maintain bases or pay the salaries of thousands
of soldiers in Korea and Gernany. He doesn't have to pl ease Congressnen. And
he doesn't have to match our mlitary strength-he only has to have a credible
enough force to cause us trouble.™

Torrent gave them copies of the report on the probable cost of manufacturing
the nmechs and the hovercycles. "W've run the nunmbers. Assum ng he pays his
sol diers conparably to U S. soldiers, and assum ng that only one out of five
of the nechs is internally manned, while the others are controlled by a
conput er operator at a renote |location, and conparing that with the noney we
know he got fromthe sales of directly-owned assets, our estimate is that a
possi bl e force configuration is 250 nmechs, a thousand hovercycles, and an
addi ti onal thousand soldiers who run the focused EMPs and han-

dle routine foot patrol."

"Don't forget that he mi ght have plenty of funding that isn't his own noney,"
said Cat. "There's all that Hollywood cash.™”

"That all had to be put into tax-deductible organizations. The only American
nmoney he can spend wi thout public accountability is his own," said Torrent.
"But he might have tapped into Iranian noney," suggested Benny.

"Possibly. O Russian or Chinese. But | don't think so. If Verus accepted even
a dine of foreign noney, and it becane known, then he'd | ose vast anounts of
his support. H's cause can't look like it's sponsored by foreigners, period."
"Ckay," said Cecily. "Let's just say if it's Verus, and he has the force you
estimate, what then?"

"Satellite photos of the forces deployed in New York City indicate fewer than
fifty nmechs and only a couple of hundred hovercycles."

"Afifth of your estimate,"” said Drew.

"Exactly," said Torrent. "Were's the rest pf it?"

Arty inmredi ately said, "He's got stashes all over the country. Look how fast
nmechs and hovercycl es popped up when they were chasing Cole."

"Six mechs and a dozen hovercycles,"” said Torrent. "Near the nation's capital
at a tine when they were needed to keep Major Malich's PDA fromgetting into
our hands. But | don't think there are stashes all over, and you know why."
"Secrets are hard to keep," said Drew.

"Don't divide your forces," said Cole.

"Both," said Torrent. "Verus can't afford to have lots of hiding places,
because these things are hard to hide. Especially the soldiers. It's hard to
di sgui se garrisons, especially if you're training themto keep themin top
form And he doesn't want tiny forces scattered around where he mi ght never
need them He needs to have nost of themin one really terrific hiding place.
A place fromwhich he can disperse them as needed. "

"Where?" said Cole.

"l don't know, " said Torrent.

They all showed their disappointment.

"But you don't knowit's Aldo Verus, either,’
think it is?" '

"That's why | had you bring in your map,'
obvi ous guy, the place is obvious, too."
Cecily lifted up the map and propped its frane on the end of the table. "I've
been | ooking at it for weeks now, and it's not obvious to ne."

"First, let's look at what he needs," said Torrent. "Rough terrain. A place
where big things can easily be hidden. Wi ch neans forest or nountains. O

said Cecily. "So where do you

he said. "Just as Verus is the



both. Iowa need not apply."
The sol di ers nodded.
"Then he needs it to be close to where he'll need it. He isn't



pl anning to conquer the whole U. S., he's going to try to win over and protect
territories that are largely synpathetic to his cause."

"Blue states," said Drew

"No," said Torrent. "Because you know that 'blue states' and 'red states' are
alie. Most of the blue states are blue because the city vote overwhel ned the
rural vote. But he can't hide these things inside a city, can he?"

Again they agreed with his reasoning.

"Then he needs isolation. Unsettled territory. Few neighbors. That practically
rul es out the whole East and M dwest, doesn't it? The land is too heavily
settled, too constantly observed. Even in the wildest part of the mountains of
New Yor k State-ignoring how Republican those areas are-there are thousands of
overflights and too nmuch traffic on the roads."

"So he goes west," said Cole.

"Not California. Again, too popul ated and too many conservatives. There are
only two states with wi de open spaces, Progressive political dom nance, and
conservatives who feel so hamrered they've practically given up."

"Ecotopia," said M ngo.

"Washi ngton and Oregon," said Torrent. "That's right. Now | ook at Ms.
Malich's map."

Until that point, Cecily had seen it all as a web of shipments crisscrossing
the country. But if you |ooked only at Oregon and Washi ngton, Oregon was
practically enpty of endpoints. "It has to be Washington," she said. "But
where? It's a big state.”

"He needs to be near a nmmjor highway," said Torrent. "But he has to be in very
rugged country."

"Mbst of the rugged country is on the west side, in the Cascades," said
Cecily. "Which is also the mpbst Progressive part of the state.™

"It fits his recipe,” said Torrent. "Assuming we're right."

"But haven't you already | ooked at the satellite photos?"

"OfF course," said Torrent. "And there's nothing. But there's nothing anywhere
in the world. Teans in the DOD have gone over the whole world | ooking for a
pl ace where these things mght be built and stored.”

"So you think he went underground,” said Drew.

"We think that one of these nountains is probably riddled with caverns. Al do

Verus is smart enough to learn from Al Qaeda's tunneling. Only he'll do it on
a larger scale, and totally high tech."
"What about the dirt?" said Mngo. "I've worked construction, man. |'ve dug

tunnels. You get a shitload of dirt and it shows up on satellites, believe
ne.
"Not if it isn't on the surface either."”

"You can't dig a hole and hide the dirt in the hole you dug," said M ngo.
"Then it ain't a hole anynore."

"I thought of that," said Torrent.

"I"'mnot surprised,"” said Cecily.

"You dig the hole and hide the dirt underwater."

"So it's on the coast?" asked Arty.

"Sonmebody woul d have seen it if he were |loading dirt onto boats and dunping it
of fshore. But Washington has a |ot of |akes. Natural ones and artificial ones.
Here's what | think. Verus used his funding of politically active
environnental groups to get themto withdraw their opposition to building a
dam somewhere. It just sails through. A damin a canyon is going to forma
really deep |l ake. So what if Verus owns a nmountain right by the | ake, and
while the | ake level is rising, his people are dunping rubble fromtheir
tunnel -building into the water? Fromthe satellites, it just |ooks like the
water level is rising higher and higher. Nobody's boating on it because the

|l ake is still being filled. Nobody sees anything."

"I's Verus that smart?" asked Cole.

"Maybe not. Maybe it all happened in Russia or China. Maybe it isn't even
Verus. But | think it is Verus and he is that smart. He practically owns the
whol e Progressive novenent hinself, it can't be anybody el se because nobody



does anything on the Left without his fingers init. He's like Hitler with
Mei n Kanpf, he announced it all right up front, only nobody believes he's
serious, nobody believes it can be done. But | ook at what these rebels have
acconpl i shed. They've got New York, not only our largest city and probably the
nost Progressive, but the home of nost of the news networks

i ncl udi ng Fox-which, by the way, he's smart enough not to censor yet. And with
New York they have the U N. And they conducted this invasion in such a way
that the city council endorsed it after the fact. These people are now the
legally constituted police force of New York Gty so that technically they
aren't even occupying the city, they're part of it. You think some committee
of really sincere progressives brought this of f?"

"I don't know, we're a comittee," said Cole. "We're pretty smart."

"And we're thirty feet fromthe President's office," said Torrent. "Snart
peopl e don't formcommittees and send out mailings. They gravitate toward
power so their ideas can be inplenented."

"Brains and noney," said Drew.

Torrent smled. "One man with brains and noney and ruthless anmbition, all in
service of a cause, so he feels completely justified in killing all Kkinds of
peopl e al ong the way, from Presidents to doornen. Doesn't all this sound |ike
the sane nmind that played us all the way he did with Friday the Thirteenth and
Maj or Malich's cl andestine operations and . . . everything?"

He didn't need to nmention CGeneral Alton's nearly successful attenpt to involve
Ni el son in declaring martial law. He only had to | ook at Col e.

"I"'mbuying it," said Cole. "At least as a possibility. | assunme you' ve
already identified all the new danms and new | akes in Washi ngton."

"Only two candidates for the job," said Torrent. "Right next to each other
part of the same power and water project. Lakes Chinnereth and Genesseret.”
"Aren't those based on the G eek and Hebrew names for the Sea

of Galilee?" said Cat.

They | ooked at himas if they'd never met him before.

"What, a black nman can't study Hebrew?" said Cat. "Arny taught ne Arabic,
Hebrew is the next |anguage over. And I'ma lay minister."

"The | akes were naned for a religious colony that was in the little valley
just bel ow where the dans are,"” said Torrent. "Nowadays nobody |ives anywhere
near there. Al the surrounding land is national forest, |eased by a bunch of

| unber conpanies. | have no idea

whi ch of the two | akes was used for dunping dirt. Maybe both. The main thing
is, they had no trouble getting their permts. Two [awsuits from environnental
groups, but they were dropped.™

"If it's really where the rebel garrison is, what can we do agai nst two
hundred nechs and ei ght hundred hovercycl es?"

"Remenber," said Torrent, "my guesses about what he's got could be in the
wrong proportions. Maybe he's got twi ce as nuch equi prent and hal f as nany
peopl e. Every person they trained was a possible | eak. Maybe Verus never had
nore than a couple of hundred soldiers. Now they mght be scrambling to train
vol unteer soldiers fromNew York City. They m ght have hundreds of nechs |ined
up against walls with nobody to run them™

"Or maybe they have weapons we haven't seen yet," said M ngo.

"Or an arny of thousands armed with standard weapons in addition to the troops
that run their new nmachi nes," said Babe.

"I don't want you guys to nake a frontal assault,’
surgery here. W& need proof."

"What constitutes proof?" said Cecily. "Half the people in the world don't
even believe we | anded on the nmoon back in '69. Wiy would they believe a bunch
of pictures of nechs lined up in a cave when Hol |l ywood CE can create footage
of racks of robots or crowds of sol diers?"

"But your video will be grainy and crappy-looking," said Torrent. "So people
will believe it. Besides, what we really want is Aldo Verus and his top
peopl e, ready to confess to everything."

"Way woul d they tal k?" said Cole.

said Torrent. "We need



"Are you kidding?" said Torrent. "Verus is a talker. It's killing himthat
he's had to keep this a secret. But he knows that if he's captured, it's all
over for his particular canpai gn. No doubt he has visions of the Progressive
Movermrent Worl dwi de going on without him But this little war of his, beginning
with Friday the Thirteenth, is over. At that point, what's to hide? He'll want
to brag because he's a bragger. He doesn't just |love his novenent, he |oves
that it's his novement. He'll be eager to sign a book deal with Knopf and
believe ne, he'll wite every word hinself. Verus is the Unabonber-with
nmoney. "



"You make it sound so easy," said Cecily. "But ny husband coul dn't even get
out of the Pentagon alive. How are these guys supposed to go into an unscouted
| ocation and bring back a living prisoner with hundreds of troops shooting at
t hen®?"

"That won't be the situation," said Torrent. "If I'mright, then when we have
possessi on of either Verus hinself or Verus's dead body, right there in their
fortress, the other guys will stop because what's the point?"

"They're true believers, that's why," said Cecily. "They're fanatics. They'l
keep shooting."
"Some of them m ght,’

said Torrent. "But at the point you have possessi on of

Verus and, | hope, his top people, then you call in the Army. You just have to
hold out till they finish nopping up resistance and secure the rest of the
prisoners."

"What if we can't find the installation at all?" said Cole.

"That's the thing," said Torrent. "It's all guesswork. And | certainly have no
i dea where in the area around the |ake this place will be, if it exists. O
where, inside it, we'll find Aldo Verus."

"Why do you even think he's there?"

"Because on this one," said Torrent, "he's not going to |l et anybody el se
control it. He's mcromanaging it, and he'll be right at the center of power.
Trust ne, if the place exists, and it's his, then he's there."

It dawned on Cecily. "You know him don't you? You know hi m personal ly. You
know himwel | . "

Torrent |ooked surprised. "OF course. | assuned you all knew that. He's been
to several of ny seminars. He hates ne, but he learns fromne."

"Why does he hate you?" said Cecily. "You're no nore a Republican than I am"
"Your exanple contains your answer," said Torrent with a smle. "You re no
Republ i can, yet here you are. When | started consulting for the NSA, Verus
accused me of being a whore and we stopped tal king. Too bad, because he got it
conpl etely backward. Wores give out sex for nmoney. Me, |1'd give ny advice for
free. A chance to play with history? A chance to nake a difference? '’

Cecily had never seen Torrent be so candid about hinmself. And it fascinated
her. "CGood heavens, Dr. Torrent. You think you're Hari Selden."

"Who's that?" asked Drew.

Load and Babe both snorted as if Drew had revealed hinmself to be a conplete
idiot. "Asinmov's Foundation trilogy," said Load.

"Quy who thinks he can shape a thousand years of human history," sai d Babe.
"Ch," said Drew disdainfully. "Science fiction. Al those futures, with lots
of little green men but no bl ack people.”

"That's Hol |l ywood, " said Babe. "Because they think black stars won't open
sci-fi novies. The books are-"

"Pl ease, boys," said Cecily. "You're preparing for an incredibly dangerous

m ssion and you're argui ng about novies?"

"You brought it up," said Load.

"Hari Selden," nuttered Babe.

But after the neeting broke up, Cecily could not hel p but wonder how right or
wrong she mght be. It wasn't a bad thing to be Hari Selden, really. A man who
mani pul ated history in order to save the human race from many centuries of

nm sery and chaos. Hadn't Reuben cone hone from Torrent's class full of talk
about what the Pax Romana nmeant to the world, and how mi serable the chaos was
afterward? And that was what Asinov's Foundation trilogy was about, too. The
Decline and Fall, set in the future.

Now here was Torrent, getting to play in the sandbox of history. Getting to
shape events.

Wll, that was a good thing, wasn't it? A good thing he wasn't on the other
side. If Aldo Verus was really the other side's masterm nd, he was maki ng Al
(aeda | ook like a bunch of Keystone Kops-both for cleverness and ruthl essness.
Ameri ca needed sonebody |ike Torrent to bal ance the equation

But it was still guesswork. Maybe it always cane down to guesswork.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. BORDER CROSSI NG
Arm es have spent a lot of tinme and effort training their soldiers not to

thi nk of the eneny as human beings. It's so nuch easier to kill themif you
thi nk of them as dangerous animals. The trouble is, war isn't about killing.
It's about getting the eneny to stop resisting your will. Like training a dog
not to bite. Punishing himleaves you with a beaten dog. Killing himis a

per manent sol ution, but you've got no dog. If you can understand why he's
biting and renove the conditions that make himbite, sometines that can sol ve
the problemas well. The dog isn't dead. He isn't even your eneny.

GATHERED I N a classroom at CGettysburg Coll ege, Rube's jeesh knew only two

t hi ngs: They were going to Lake Chinnereth, and they had to do it w thout
anyone knowi ng they had entered the state of Washington on a nilitary m ssion.
If they were caught, it would be taken as provocation. The governor had posted
the National Guard at all the entrance points, wth airplanes overflying the
rest of the border, and boats patrolling the Colunbia River.

As Drew said, "It plain hurts ne to be | ooking at a map of part of the U S A
in order to figure out how we can get U S. Arny ordnance across a state
boundary line undetected. This is just wong. No matter who's President, we
shoul d be able to tell themto get their little National Guard boys out of the
way, we're the Anerican Arnmy on Anerican soil!"

The others could only agree.

But the job still had to be done, right away. "W can't enter from Canada," he
said, "and | think we should avoid Oregon. W get

spotted there, it's alnpst as bad as Washington itself-their legislature is
debating a resolution right now "

"So," said Mngo, "it's ldaho or the Pacific Ccean."

"l daho," said Arty. "I don't know nothin' bout boats."

"You want boats, send Marines," said Benny.

Most of them were |ooking at ordinary hi ghway maps of the |daho-Washi ngton
border. Load was flipping through a stack of U S. Ceol ogical Survey maps. Drew
had Googl e Maps and Google Earth up on his | aptop.

"We've got to come in on a legitimate road," said Cole, "because once we're

i nsi de Washi ngton, we need to carry our ordnance in regular trucks, not the
kind of all-terrain mlitary vehicles that could get in cross-country."

"We could come in with ATVs and then transfer to trucks."

"Any way to hide everything under, like, potatoes?" said Babe. "Coming in from
| daho the way we are?"

"Not bad," said Cole. "Let's find out how potatoes are shipped fromldaho to
Washi ngton. But | ook at the map. The nost direct route is H ghway 12. Gets us
fromldaho right to Lewis County. National Forest Road 20 | eads right to Lake
Genesseret. Road 21 leads to the eastern | ake, Chinnereth."”

"Can't go up those roads," said Drew. "Probably the ones they use."

"No," said Cole. "W go in on National Forest Road 48 and then go a mile up
4820. Only a couple of us need to be with the truck. Everybody else goes in

i ke birdwatchers or photographers, in rental cars, on different days, park in
di fferent places. W rendezvous here and then cross over the ridge."

"We're clinbing that?" said Drew.

"You must have the vertical exaggeration set on '"two,'" said Cole. "The ridge
isn'"t really that high."

"Hi gh enough," said Drew.

"So the guys with the truck," said Benny. "If they screw up and don't get
there, then what?"

"Then the rest of you have binocul ars and caneras," said Cole.

"Take what pictures you can, email themin, and at |east we know nore than we
did."

"Two trucks," said Drew. "Tw ce the chance of getting in."

"Twi ce the chance of getting caught," said M ngo.

"Either we can get in or we can't," said Cole. "W don't want one of the
trucks to go in by the second-best route."

"And | bet you're with the truck," said Arty.



"We've been working together for a little while now," said Cole. "I don't care
who goes in with the truck. There's nobody here I wouldn't trust for the job."
"But you want to go," said Arty.

"Don't you?" said Cole.

"No way," said Arty. "Trucks are great big targets. Trucks run over m nes.
Trucks get bl own up."

"They haven't mined the roads," said Babe, disgusted.

"Not at the border," said Arty. "But the rebels? Up those National Forest
roads they're using?"

"Start killing park rangers in jeeps," said Cole, "and sonebody'd notice them
There are no mnes."

"What ordnance are we taking, anyway?" said Cat.

"Separate discussion,"” said Cole and Drew at the same tinme. They | aughed.
"We're on border crossing right now, " said Drew

"I daho and Washington got a |lot of border," said M ngo.

"Route 12 cones across the border at C arkston, Washington," said Arty.

"Lewi ston, |daho, and d arkston, Washington. Lewis and Clark. | feel like I'm
in grade school again. W did a pageant about Lewis and C ark."

"What did you play, Sacaj awea?" asked Cat.

"And we're headed for Lewis County,"” said Arty. "It's like a tour of American

history."
"There's a road cones in just north of the river at Carkston, so we aren't
goi ng right through town," said Mngo. "In case there's shooting."

"There won't be shooting," said Cole. "W're crossing into Washi ngton, not
Iran. If they stop us, they stop us, we don't shoot."

"And if they try to arrest us?" said M ngo.

"Then we're arrested,” said Cole. "Let themtake the heat for arresting United
States soldiers. Better than us killing U S. citizens. In or out of the

Nati onal Cuard."

"Those really the rul es of engagenent?" said M ngo.

"Absolutely,"” said Cole. "The only time we use our weapons is at Lake

Chi nnereth, and then only if we know they're definitely the rebels and we
can't avoid shooting."

"Hell, the truck's all yours then," said Mngo. "Those are shitty rul es of
engagenent. |I'mnot going to rot in some jail."

"I't"ll be an American jail," said Benny. "Cable TV."

"Ckay," said Cole, "who's willing to go with the truck, under those rul es of

engagenent ?"

Everybody | ooked stonily forward. "W don't want to kill anybody," said Drew,
"but we don't want themto be able to shoot, and us not."

"I don't want to do it alone," said Cole.

"It's just a U Haul ," said M ngo.

"No need two of us getting arrested,"” said Arty.

"I"d go with you," said Drew. "Except that's white man's country. Eastern
Washi ngt on? M ght as well be North Dakota. Black face with you in that truck
they're going to | ook extra hard at whatever you're carrying. They'll be

| ooki ng for drugs."

"Come on," said Cole. What century was this?

"You never been black in the United States," said Cat. "Trust ne
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on this. Drew and | travel separately or we're a gang. W cone through Seattle
airport, and we try real hard not to ook |ike drug dealers."

"How s this," said Load. "The truck cones in from Genesee, |daho, on this Cow
Creek Road.”

"That's a pronising nanme," said Col e.

"Not exactly a major highway," said Arty.

"That's what we want, right?" said Benny.

"If they got nobody on it, then yeah," said Mngo. "But if they put sonmebody
there, it's gonna be Barney Fife. Real eager to inspect every vehicle to count
the bolts in the chassis."”



"I look at the map and it |ooks Iike this goes nowhere," said Cole.



"No, you pick up Schlee Road to Steptoe Canyon Road and take that south to
Wawawai Ri ver Road."

"I's that a real nane?" said Arty. "Wawawawawawai ?"

"What is this, the Grand Canyon?" said Cole. "Nothing crosses this river for
mles."

"That's right," said Load. "You backtrack alnost to O arkston before you can
cross the river. But we're not working to save gas, we're trying to go

undi scovered. "

"So what shows up nore," said Cole, "a truck on main roads, or a truck driving
on back roads? W have to renenber they're watching by air, too."

"Maybe the guys with the truck go there and see what it |ooks like," said

M ngo. "Play it by ear."

"There's no second chance," said Drew. "The first tine you try is the only try
you get. How can you see how it | ooks?"

"Cross in a car first?" said Arty.

"And then you decide that's a good place to cross, but when you cone back with
the truck, the guardsman recognizes you?" said Drew. "One shot."

"So whoever drives, decides," said Arty. "W can't decide it from here,

| ooking at a map."

"Ckay," said Drew. "Cole, when you're about to come through, you call me on

your cell. If | don't hear fromyou in two hours that you got through, then we
| ay hands on what ever weapons we can buy inside Washi ngton and go on wit hout
you. "

"Ckay," said Cole. "I'Il do it."

"OfF course you will," said Drew. "You're still active duty, so you're used to
taking shit from everybody."

"It's the assignnment | want," said Cole.

"Why?" asked Arty.

"When Rube and | cane out of the Holland Tunnel, the National Guard saved our
butts. They did their job and they went the extra mle. | want to be there to
make sure we don't hurt any of them™

Arty rolled his eyes. Cat coughed.

"An idealist," said Drew

"A pacifist," said Mngo. "Did you join the Peace Corps and got Special Ops by
m st ake?"

"Just teasing you," said Load. "None of us wants to hurt Anerican soldiers. W
all agree with you. But it's your job because you're the one nmost willing to

do it. W trust you to bring us the tools of the trade."

"OfF course, you got to change your appearance," said Mngo. "You went on CNN,
peopl e are gonna know you."

"I went on OReilly," said Cole.

"So even nore people," said M ngo.

"How fast does your beard grow?" said Drew.

"Bl each your hair?" suggested Arty.

"Fake gl asses?"

"Wax teeth?"

"You're getting silly now, " said Cole. "I'Il grow ny beard, I'Il dye ny hair
darker. It was a nonth ago. Nobody's going to renenber."

Then they got down to the serious business of choosing their weapons. Torrent
had opened the whol e arsenal to themincluding all the prototypes that were
nmeant to counter nechs and hover bi kes.

"Quys, it's a candy store, | know " said Arty. "But we got to shlep these

t hi ngs through the woods and over a ridge that | ooks like it's, what, eight
mles high."

"Vertical exaggeration," Drew ren nded him

"A hundred and fifty pounds on your back gives you all the vertical
exaggeration you need," said Arty.

"Want to buy good backpacks in Washi ngton?" said Drew. "Easier than trying to
carry themthrough airports.™

"Can we keep it after?" said Benny.



"I'f you pay for it yourself," said M ngo.

"OfF course we're going to pay for it ourselves," said Benny. "You think

they' re going to take a DOD purchase order?"

Col e shook his head. "They'll fill our ATM accounts with plenty of nmoney. This
is the United States government. Possibly the only entity with nore noney than
Al do Verus."

SOIT came down to Cole in a U-Haul. Everything they needed for a week in the
woods-i ncl udi ng rations, uniforms, backpacks, weapons, and anmuniti on.
Covering it: a bunch of used furniture and boxes filled with old kitchen
stuff. A Coodw || sonewhere had

been stripped of everything, it |ooked Iike.

I f sonebody just | ooked into the back of the truck, fine. If they pulled out a
few boxes and | ooked inside them fine. |If they unloaded the first three

| ayers, fine. But if the search got serious, Cole

was toast.

He tried to picture the truck on the lonely back roads and he didn't like the
picture. Oh, he had his cover stories-if he took the northern route, then he
was movi ng from Genesee to Pasco, but he needed to pick up stuff fromhis

nmot her-in-law s house in Colton on the way. |If he went into Washington through
G arkston, then it was still Genesee and Pasco, only he could skip the

not her-in-law. He even had the nother-in-law s nanme-a wonan they knew woul d
not be home, but who had a daughter the right age to be narried to Cole. Just
in case they got a guardsman who happened to be a | ocal boy.

Still, once he got across the border near Uniontown, why in the world would he
take that circuitous route on Schlee and Step toe and Wawawai Ri ver Road?

Qovi ous answer: He wanted to avoid

crossing the border again. Maybe they'd buy it. But it was a lot of mles out
of the way. Iflwere a patrolnman and | heard that story, |1'd unload the whole
dam truck.

It had been a solitary drive. A few cell phone calls, but not too nmany, just
verifying that Drew was in Washi ngton and that there were nore guards but they
didn't seemparticularly alert or hostile. Business as usual. Only .

everybody in the airport watched the news. Baseball season, the Mariners were
even in contention, sort of, but even in the bars, nore people were watching
CNN t han ESPN or what ever gane happened to be on.

"They care, man," said Drew. "I just don't know from | ooki ng which ones want
the revolution to succeed, and which ones want it to fail."

"Probably nost of themjust want it all to go away."

"Don't see many people inspired by President N elson, tell the

truth.”

"They inspired by the New York Gty Council ?"

"The mayor's acting like he thinks he's the new President of the U S A '
Drew. "People kind of |aughed."

"Well that's a good sign," said Cole. "But we've tal ked | ong enough

Cel | phones. Sonebody night be listening.”

"In DDC. | worried," said Drew. "Didn't know who was doi ng what, and everybody
had all the tech. But out here? Wat, they're listening to all the cell phone
cal | s?"

"Talk to you when | get in place," said Cole.

VWl |, now here he was on Down River Road in Lew ston. He'd picked a wi de spot
to pull off and pretend he needed to take a quick nap. Then he wal ked |i ke he
just needed to stretch his legs. Got to a place where he could see the
crossing. Not bad. Two National Guard guys stopping everybody, but they were
nmostly just |ooking inside cars and passing peopl e through

O course, that might just be people they knew. But this was the road that
becane Wawawai Ri ver Road at the border. There were a

coupl e of trucks, too. And those got |ooked at nore carefully. Backs got
opened up. Anyplace big enough to hold-well, to hold the kind of stuff that
Col e was carrying

Still, nobody was unpacki ng anyt hi ng.

said



He should go north. That's what room and Load both told him But |ast thing
before he left, Mngo just said, "Barney Fife," and grinned

I"'mnot the U S. Arny invading lran. I'mnot a terrorist with a truck full of
expl osives to blow up a building or a city. I"'man Anerican citizen crossing
through a weird new security checkpoint where there didn't used to be one.
What have | got to be afraid of?

It was too far to see the faces of the guards. If he showed binocul ars, that
woul d make hi m | ook suspicious. The crossing on Hi ghway

12, right in town, that was a bad one. Lots of guys with guns, lots of
traffic, six cars at a tine, no way could he cross there. And from here, not
too late to turn around, go north; if somebody noticed



him he could say he just pulled off to reset, decide whether to stop by his
not her-in-1aw s house or not.

He sighed. Stretched. Sauntered back to the truck

Hot hot day. That was the good thing about going in civvies. He could wear
shorts and a T-shirt, sandals.

He got in the truck. It had done okay, crossing over the Rockies, driving nore
than twenty-five hundred mles. Good truck. Only three hundred niles to go.
He called Drew. This close to the border, they m ght be eavesdropping. So the
call was circunspect. "Mmthere?" asked Cole.

"Nappi ng," said Drew

"Well tell her I"'mon the way."

Cole turned the key. Started up again. The air-conditioning kicked in. But he
turned it off, rolled down the w ndows.

There was only one car ahead of him The two guardsmen were |ooking in the

wi ndows. They waved the car on.

Cole pulled up to the portable stop sign. "I really got to do this to get to
Washi ngt on now?"

"How it is," said the guardsman. "Air-conditioning broken?"

"Trying to save on gas," said Cole. "Mving is expensive enough."

"From where to where?"

"Headi ng for Pasco."

"Address there?"

Cole rattled it off. He was tenpted to add chatty coments but deci ded agai nst
it. This guy |ooked serious. Young, but definitely Barney Fife-ish. Full of
his authority, like a rookie cop. Didn't have to go the northern route to get
that, after all.

"And where you fron"

"Cenesee." He gave the address, but the guy wasn't I|istening.

"Open up the back, please."

Wll, that was routine, he'd seen that fromthe top of the hill. He got out
and headed for the back. Meanwhile, another car pulled up behind him

The guardsman waved the other car around. "You take this one, Jeff."

So now it was just Cole and the man in charge. No use wishing it were the

ot her way around. They couldn't have fit what they needed to carry inside a
car trunk. O even eight car trunks.

"Saw you up on the hill," said the guardsman.

Shit, thought Cole. "Yep," he said.

"Deci di ng whet her or not you wanted to cone through here?" asked the

guar dsman.

"I shut my eyes for a few nmnutes. Then | took a walk to stretch ny legs."
Cole let hinself sound just a little bit defensive, because he figured a
regul ar citizen probably would. But he didn't like the way this was goi ng.
"Already tired of driving, just from Genesee?"

"I got up tired this norning," said Cole. "I |oaded the truck yesterday and
["mstill sore.”

"Don't look like the kind of guy gets sore just fromloading a truck," said
the guardsman. "In fact, you look like you're in top physical condition."

"I used to work out,"” said Cole with a smle. But his heart was sinking. The
one thing they hadn't taken into account was that even in civilian clothes,
Cole | ooked mlitary. And in shorts and a T-shirt, his utter |ack of body fat
was way too easy to see

The guardsman | eaned agai nst the open back of the truck. "Wat am| going to
find when you and | unload this truck?"

"Crappy furniture," said Cole. "Crappy stuff in nice new boxes. The story of

ny life." ;
The guardsman just kept |ooking at him
"Why are you doing this to me, nan?" said Cole. "I served ny tine in Iraq. Do

| have to have unifornms hassling ne now?"
"Am | hassling you?" asked the guardsman.
Cole sat up on the tail of the truck. "Do what you've got to do."



Anot her car pulled past them So Jeff would be busy again for a mnute.

The guardsman pulled out the ranmp at the back of the truck and wal ked up,
started untying the ropes that were holding the | oad in place.

And Col e renenbered Charlie O Brien, the guardsman at the

nmout h of the Holland Tunnel. That had been so nuch easier, soldier to soldier
They each had respect for what the other one was doing.

"You know," said Cole, "it's not |like Washington is at war with the rest of
the United States."

"I know," said the guardsman. A rope end dropped down across Col e's shoul ders.
"Sorry."

"It was the President and Vice President and Secretary of Defense of the whole
United States that got nurdered on Friday the Thirteenth. No nmatter what your
politics were."

"I know that, too," said the guardsnan.

"So . . . what if the guys who set the whole thing up-the assassinations-fed
the information to the terrorists and then invaded New York. Wat if the US
Arnmy had hard information that those guys were inside the state of Washi ngton?
What do you think they'd do?"

The guardsman st opped what he was doing. "I think they'd go in and get them"
"But the state of Washington says they aren't letting any nmilitary in. \Wich
means, if the bad guys are already in the state, the only peopl e being kept
out are the good guys. Assuming that you think the assassins are the bad
guys. "

"And the U S. Arny doesn't want to |launch a big invasion," said the guardsnan.

"They just want sonething quiet. Something . . . Special Ops."
"Li ke that," said Cole.
The guardsman stood there awhile. "It'd make a difference, though, if those

guys were gonna start shooting at guys like nme."

"They'd be crazy to do that, wouldn't they? | nmean, you're part of the U S.
Arny, aren't you? What is this, a civil war?"

"I hope to God not," said the guardsman. "W'd get creaned.”

"Nobody's going to be shooting at the Washington National Guard, |'d bet ny
l[ife on that."

"Yeah, but can | bet ny life on it?"

The question hung there.

"Man, think about it," said Cole. "If Special Ops sent a guy in, and he wanted
you dead, you think you wouldn't be dead al ready?"

The guardsman's hand strayed to his sidearm But then his hand went on. To
reach for the rope end. Cole got it and handed it to him

The guardsman started retying the knot.

"Thanks," said Col e.

"Al'l that bullshit you told ne, it was pretty good," said the guardsman. "But
| saw you reconnoitering up there. |I knew what | was |ooking at."

"And you made sure you were al one when you inspected ny truck."

"Had to know how things were," said the guardsman. "But there was a guy on the
news a nonth ago. He said, If sonebody tells you to point your gun at a guy
just doing his job, then you point it at the guy gave the order."

Cole felt hinself blushing. Damm. Had the guy recogni zed hinf? A nonth |ater?
Wth a stubbly beard and darker hair and in civilian clothes? O did it just
happen that Cole's words on O Reilly nade an inpression that stuck with the
guy, and he didn't recognize himnow at all?

"d ad you watched that program" said Cole.

The knot was tied.

"Long way to go?" said the guardsman. "I'mbetting it isn't downtown Pasco."
"Alittle farther than that," said Cole.

They pushed the ranp back up Bunder the truck together. Then the guardsnman
hel d out his hand. "Appreciate your cooperation, sir."

"Thanks," said Cole. "Pleasure to know you."

Col e wal ked back to the cab as the guardsman went back to Jeff, who had just
waved on a third car. "So you're not unloading it?" asked Jeff.



"l could see clear to the front,
guy's day."

Cole started the engine and closed the door. He gave a little wave to the
guar dsman.

The guardsman returned a little hint of a salute and said, "Godspeed."

said the guardsman. "No reason to ruin this



CHAPTER EI GHTEEN. APPO NTMENT.

The problemw th elections is that anybody who wants an office badly enough to
run for it probably shouldn't have it. And anybody who does not want an office
badly enough to run for it probably shouldn't have it, either. Governnent

of fice should be received like a child's Christnas present, with surprise and
delight. Instead it is usually received like a diplom, an anticlinmax that
never seens worth the struggle to earn it.

IT WAS a surprise press conference-only an hour's notice-and nobody in the
President's staff knew what it was even about. He hadn't even told Sandy-or if
he did, her slightly irritated shrug when Cecily shot her a questioning glace
was a very convinci ng cover-up.

As President Ni el son approached the lectern, Cecily renenbered ruefully that
one thing LaMbnte had al ways been good at was keeping a secret. He subscri bed
to the old adage that once you tell sonebody-anybody-it's not a secret
anynore. She tried to guess what was going on by seeing who shared the stage
with himin the auditorium but since it consisted of all the cabinet nmenbers
who were in Gettysburg at the tine, plus the House and Senate majority and
mnority leaders, it was clearly a big deal. They, at |east, nust know what
was goi ng on.

OCh. There was Donald Porter. They nust have reached an agreement on letting
hi m be confi rned.

"Thank you for com ng on short notice," said President N elson. "Yesterday ny
good friend Donald Porter cane to ne and we had a good | ong conversation. At
the end of the hour, it seened clear that | could not dissuade himfrom his
decision to withdraw his nane fromnonmination to be the Vice President of the
United States."

LaMonte went on about Porter's years of service, but Cecily knew positive spin
when she heard it. It was clear that the inpasse with Congress over Porter's
confirmati on had becone a serious barrier to getting anything done, not to
mention a hazard to the country, since the United States was currently w thout
either a Vice President or a Speaker of the House, making the

ei ghty-four-yearold Senator Stevens the next in Iine. Nobody |iked that
situation, least of all Stevens hinself, who had even less interest in
acquiring the presidency than LaMonte N el son had had.

So there had been a conpronise, and it involved Porter wal king away. From
everyt hi ng-since his successor at State, Sarkissian, had al ready been
confirmed, and no SecDef nomi nee could get past Congress, there was no
government job open to Porter at the nonent, and little Iikelihood that he
woul d be confirmed even if there were. So he had suddenly acquired a strong
wish to retire frompublic life, possibly to wite and teach

The real question, though, was whom President N elson would tap as his new

Vi ce Presidential nom nee. He nust have discussed it with the | eaders of both
parties, and they nust have agreed, or they would not be sharing the podium
right now Was it sonebody on stage, or soneone waiting in the wings? It was
hard to i magi ne any of the cabinet officers being acceptable. Was it one of
the majority | eaders?

"As you know, this office was thr.ust upon nme by the Constitution and the
action of enemes of this country. | did not seek it. | had spent ny public
career as a strong partisan, willing to conprom se with menbers of the
opposition party, but always aware of which side | was on

"What Anerica needs right nowis not to take sides. Not a Republican or a
Denmocrat, but a Vice President who can synbolize and represent nationa
unity-Anmerica at its best, w thout division, wthout rancor, and with the ful
support of both parties in Congress.

"That naturally means reaching outside the two-party system outside of the
ranks of those who have sought public office. Over

the past three years, starting as a frequent consultant to the Nationa
Security Adviser, then a full-time aide, and finally for the past nonth as the
National Security Adviser, Averell Torrent has established a brilliant record
of public service in a time of national crisis.



"I have never asked himif he was a Republican or a Denocrat. | have never
needed to. He is a loyal servant of the Constitution and of all the people of
this country. | have conme to rely on his wise counsel. It is no disrespect to
the others who have held the office of the Vice President of the United States
to say that it is my firmbelief that it has never been held by a person of
such wi sdom such intellect, and such a vast breadth and depth of know edge.
"I'n some ways, the vice-presidency is a thankless office. But under recent
Presidents, the Vice President has been relied on nore and nore to oversee
ever-nore-inportant aspects of government. It is with the full and, dare

say, enthusiastic approval of the | eaders of both parties in both houses of

Congress that | assure you that | will continue that practice and expand upon
it. Wien he is confirned, Averell Torrent will be a part of every decision
make as Presidentin fact, he already is-and he will have far-reachi ng

authority of his own, under ny direction of course-in fact, he already does."
Wth that, President N el son beckoned Torrent up to the lectern to nmake a
short statenent of acceptance-he said al nost nothing, keeping his deneanor
grave and manhagi ng to wear an expression of benign puzzlenment, rather |ike
someone who has been given a very lavish gift but didn't really need it and
has no idea where to put it.

Then the party | eaders in Congress cane forward and they started taking
guestions. Torrent was deferent-his answers were brief and al nost invariably
referred the questioner to the President or to the Congressnen.

But to Cecily, it looked Iike a tour-de-force performance. He wasn't playing
to the room he was playing to the canmera. His voice was quiet and steady, his
face calm his expression pleasant enough, but full of dignity.

He's running for President already, thought Cecily. He's creating an inage
that the voters want to see. He could not have placed hinself better. The
consensus choi ce of both parties in Congress. Appointed in order to bring al
factions of the country together. Young but not too young. Attractive,
intelligent, but not bookish or aloof. Look at himlaugh at LaMonte's little
jest. Natural, easy laughter, his whole face involved in the snmle. The
twinkle in the eyes. But not so handsone he doesn't | ook real. Not so
brilliant he doesn't | ook approachable. He's never run for office but he knows
how to create an imge and he's creating it.

Was it even possible for himto run? O course it was. It was nearly August,
but both political conventions had been postponed in the wake of Friday the
Thirteenth. The Denocratic convention would be first, in md-August; the
Republ i can convention right before Labor Day. The Denpcrats had their |ikely
candi dat e, who had been about to announce her choice for vice-presidential
nom nee when the assassi nati ons happened; she had held off since then because
it was hard to know, until things settled down, how people would perceive
candi dates who were strongly identified with the progressive novenent within
the Denocratic Party. She might need to reach for a nore noderate running mate
t han she woul d ot herwi se have chosen

No one had | ocked up the Republican nonination. And now there was a rea
chance that the nomination might go to Averell Torrent. Everyone in that room
knew it. President N elson had practically said it-what the country needs
right nowis soneone to bring people together. A noderate, a nonpartisan. |f
that was so good a trait for the Vice President, it would be ten tinmes nore

i nportant for the President who woul d be chosen in Novemnber.

No one knew what the political fallout of Friday the Thirteenth and the
Progressive Restoration's takeover of New York would be. Up till this nonment,
Presi dent Ni el son had | ooked confused and powerl ess-because, up till this
nmonent, there had been no good choi ces avail abl e and no power he coul d
exerci se without potentially devastating consequences. At a stroke, his

nomi nati on of Torrent,



and its acceptance by both parties in Congress, made Nielson | ook far nore
effective and struck a blow to the heart of the Progressive Restoration's
charge that the Republican adm nistration was a bunch of fanatics who had
trashed the Constitution.

In short, if Torrent was the new face of the Republican Party, would state

| egi sl atures be so eager to follow along with the push to join with the
Progressi ve Restoration?

O course, everything depended on how well Torrent stood up to the scrutiny

t he nmedia would now put himthrough. His life would be researched and

di ssected. It hel ped that he was married to a shy but |lovely wonan and had two
attractive sons and a pretty daughter, all in their teens-the famly would be
splendid as an image of stability. Even though Torrent had |long travel ed the
country lecturing and giving sem nars, there had never been a breath of
scandal about sexual peccadilloes. He had inherited a little fam |y noney but
lived rather sinply and while his speaking and teaching fees were respectable,
they were not exorbitant. He was not, by any nodern standard, rich. It would
take fifty Torrents to make an Oprah, by Cecily's rough estinate.

Cecily liked LaWbnte, and felt a great loyalty to him So she was also a
little sad. This appointnent nade it absolutely clear that LaMonte had no
desire to run for President hinself. He would go down in history as a
caretaker President. And Cecily knew that was exactly what he hoped for-he
woul d want to be renenbered as a man who executed the office faithfully, and
wal ked away fromit as soon as he had done his job.

In all likelihood, he would probably return to the House. The new | aws of
presidential succession did not necessarily require that he resign his House
seat, and Cecily tried to renenber if he had or not. She didn't think so. In
such a tine of crisis, nobody was agitating for a by-election in Idaho yet. O
maybe he had already quietly let it be known that his nane would be on the
ball ot in Novemnberrunni ng again for Congress. Nobody would dare to run agai nst
himor try to replace him

So everybody was happy, really. The country was better off. LalMonte had quite
possi bly changed the nonmentum and the direction of the national nood.

Now al | that was needed was for Rube's ieesh to find the snoking gun-the place
where all these Progressive Restorati on weapons had been made, where their
sol di ers had been trai ned. And maybe, just maybe, proof that the rebels had
been ready to take advantage of Friday the Thirteenth because they had pl anned
it. Right now that charge was a staple of the far-right pundits, but it was

di sm ssed as absurd by nearly everyone el se. Cecily knew that because the
traitors obviously had to have contacts inside the Wite House and the

Pent agon, it was easy to assunme that the treason cane fromthe Ri ght, not the
Left-the opposite canmp fromthe Progressive Restoration

But she knew better. The lurid details of Reuben's nurder by his secretary had
gone through the normal mnedi a nonsense-clains that his secretary had probably
kill ed himbecause they were having an affair, or because he had backed out of
their treasonous conspiracy at the last noment and tried to save the late
President. Cecily did her best to ignore such things because they would only
make her crazy and she could do nothing to stop them

She knew that the FBI had turned up the fact that while DeeNee had never done
anything illegal or even questionable-or she could never have been cleared to
wor k where she did in the Pentagonher friends from coll ege renenbered her as
being a fervent radical of the Left, even by the standards of American

uni versity English departnments. The FBI found no |links to any particul ar
noverent sDeeNee had not been a joiner-but there was no way to pretend that
there was much chance that whatever conspiracy she had been a part of was of
the Right. But since the report on Reuben's nurder was now tied up in the
report on the Friday the Thirteenth assassi nations, nothing had been made
public. She had found out only because LaMonte told her

"I"'mnot going to make it public and | hope you'll respect that decision,"”
LaMonte had said. "If it |eaks that she was a canpus

leftist, it will be interpreted as an attenpt by ny administration to bl anme



the Left, which nmeans the Denocrats, for Friday the Thirteenth. It would only

be nmore divisive. Wen we get the full answer, then we'll publish it and damm
t he consequences. But until then, Cecily, |let them babble on the television
and don't let the nonsense bother you. The truth will conme out in due tine,
and your husband will be recognized as the hero and patriot and martyr that he
was. "

But LaMonte woul d probably not be in office when the final report was ready.
Soneone el se would be. If it was the Denocratic candidate, Cecily had little
faith in her letting a report that inplicated anyone fromthe Left ever see
the Iight of day. Maybe it would be Torrent. But would he allow a divisive
report to be issued, given that he would be trying to hold the factions

t oget her ?

Then again, he was bold enough to use Reuben's jeesh as a fighting force to
make surgical strikes to work against the rebels wherever one of their mnor
st ronghol ds had been found. Maybe he woul d be wi se enough to regard the
provable truth as the best road toward reconciliation

Cecily pinned her hopes on Cole and Reuben's friends. If Torrent was right,
and these | akes in Washington were the stronghold of the rebels, maybe they
woul d find there the proof that would reveal who was responsible for Friday
the Thirteenth-and for Reuben's murder. Reuben would be conpl etely exonerat ed.
Their children could grow up without a taint of treason attached to their
father, but could take pride in him

The press conference was over. But Cecily's thoughts had taken her down an
enotional road she usually stayed away from All she could think about was
Reuben.

Sandy came up to her after the reporters rushed out to file their stories or
do their standups in front of the "Gettysburg Wiite House." She saw Cecily's
attenpt to hold back tears and said, "My dear, | know you aren't noved by
Torrent's appoi ntnent. "

"No, no," Cecily said. "It's Reuben, that's all."

"You' ve hardly given yourself a chance to grieve."

"Wirk is the curel' said Cecily. "I was just thinking about our kids and how
the world would view their father as they grew up."

"The world will honor him or the world can go hang," said Sandy. "Meanwhile,
gi ve yourself a break. -Nobody's going to get any serious work done today
anyway, it will all be buzz and whisper and speculate. It's a field day for
the pundits, in and out of the President's staff. Go home and cone back

t onmor r ow. "

It was good advice. But when Sandy said to go home she meant one thing. To
Cecily it neant another.

She could hardly go "hone" to the little house where Aunt Margaret was | ooking
after the kids-the last thing they needed was to see their nother as an

enoti onal w eck.

So she got in her car and drove out of the secured area and drove down U.S.
hi ghway 15 to Leesburg, and then down Route 7 through the famliar sights of
Loudoun County. She had been so imrersed in the war they were fighting that
she had al nost forgotten that nost of America didn't know they were fighting a
war. People might be keenly aware of and troubled by the fact that New York
City and the state of Vernont were not under the active authority of the U S.
government, that Washington State was neutral at best, that other states m ght
join the rebellion-or the "restoration"-and they no doubt had strong feelings
about it. But they were still going to work and doing their jobs, shopping at
the malls, eating at the restaurants, watching the phony reality shows of
sumer, or going to the sumrer bl ockbuster novies. Cecily wondered briefly
whet her current events had hel ped or hurt one of her and Reuben's favorite
series, 24. Did it now seemtoo close to painful reality for people to enjoy
it? O was its sonetines far-fetched plotting now conpl etely vindicated by
events that were even | ess probable than the conspiraci es on the show?

By the time 24 went back on the air, people would no doubt have cal ned down
about Friday the Thirteenth. The show would still be a hit. American Ildo



woul d still find hordes of people waiting to humliate thenselves for a chance
to be on television. The Wrld Series



woul d still be nore inportant to a |ot of Anericans than the presidenti al

el ection. One of the great things about denocracy was that you were also free
to ignore government if you wanted to.

The house was | ocked. Undi sturbed. She had arranged for her mail to be
forwarded to her office in Gettysburg and she had paid all the bills-the
air-conditioning was running and the water was still connected.

No, not undisturbed after all. The bedroom had been entered by soneone who-no,
she knew why the cl oset and several drawers were open. Cole told her that the
Secret Service agents had sent people here and to Cole's apartment to get

uni forms and underwear and toiletries for himand Reuben that |ast night of
Reuben's life. The Secret Service agents who had been willing to die to
protect her husband, and who nearly had-both severely injured in the fighting,
but both now out of the hospital and, presumably, back on the job, at a desk
no doubt until their recovery was conplete. She had visited themin the
hospital once and thanked themfor trying to save her husband, and for saving
Col e, but she could see that they were still ashanmed of havi ng been caught
flat-footed by DeeNee and her .22.

Cecily pulled down the covers of the bed, took off her shoes, and craw ed

bet ween the sheets. She had heard that sonetines the scent

of a loved one would linger in their sheets, their clothing, but either tine
had erased any snells or they were sinply too normal for her to recognize
them She had a good cry over that. But she would have had a good long cry if
the snmells had still lingered there, too. It was about tine she cried, she
told herself even as she wept.

And then she was done with weeping, for the nmonent, anyway. She got up and
went downstairs to the kitchen and began cl eaning out the dead food in the
fridge. Here there was no shortage of odors, and she got the garbage bags out
of the house and into the big plastic cans behind the garage. She expected the
cans to be full of reeking garbage, too, but sone nei ghbor must have taken
themto the curb on garbage day and brought them back. She hesitated to

put these bags in the cans because she had no intention of being here on

gar bage day-but maybe the nei ghbor would check. O maybe not. Better to |eave
t he garbage here than stinking up the kitchen

Hadn't the children's bikes been out on the | awn? No, she nmade them put them
away in the garage before they left. Didn't she? She checked, and they were
there, so she nust have-the neighbors didn't have keys to get in and put
things away. It wasn't that kind of nei ghborhood. Cecily had been one of the
few not hers who was home during the day.

| want to be home with nmy children again, she thought. And then whispered it.
"I want to be hone again."

But not yet. Not until she had finished with the work she was doi ng. There was
still nore evidence to gather. Mre pieces to fit into the nosaic.

Whi ch nmade her think of the "office"-a roomin the finished

hal f of the basenent where they kept their financial records and all of
Reuben' s books and papers from school. Nothing classified or secret, not in
print and not on the famly computers. The laptop in the office was nore hers
than his. It's where she kept track of the famly finances and paid bills

onli ne.

She wal ked into the roomand switched on the Iight. Someone had been in here,
too. The | aptop was gone.

Well, that was hardly a surprise. They woul dn't have pursued Cole so
relentlessly for the PDA w thout al so | ooking for any other place where Reuben
m ght have kept his data. But she had to commend the thieves for their
tidiness. If they had gone through the rest of the papers or searched through
t he whol e house, they had put everything back neatly enough that she couldn't
tell.

And maybe it was the Secret Service that took the computer. Maybe they had it
and would give it back to her so she could update her financials.

She opened the file cabinet that contai ned Reuben's papers. Not many in recent
years-everything was so secret there was no chance he'd keep things at hone.



But his student work was all here.

The papers he had witten for classes. His dissertation, of course. And al

his notes fromall his classes, witten in Farsi and neatly fil ed.

H s notes had al ways | ooked both beautiful and forbidding. Because Farsi used
the Arabic al phabet, it was witten fromright to left, with words that | ooked
virtually the sane-it was a script-only |anguage, so each letter flowed into
the next one, and many inmportant distinctions consisted entirely of the dots
and marks surrounding the letters. To someone who didn't know the al phabet, it
| ooked nore like art than | anguage. But now Cecily had | earned the Arabic

al phabet and knew many words of Farsi on sight.

Enough, in fact, that she could identify which class each fol der of notes was
from They were headed by subject and teacher name. The teachers' nanes were
often witten in roman letters, but sonmetines not. She quickly realized that
those witten in Farsi were the nanmes that were al so words that could be
transl ated. No doubt

Reuben got a kick out of thinking of professors by the Farsi translations of

t hei r nanes.

"Torrent"” was a word. Wiich of these was Torrent's class? She

had no way of know ng-the word "torrent” wouldn't have come up rmuch in
Reuben's records on his PDA. She didn't actually speak Farsi. Wat she had
mastered was nore |like a graduate student's version of a foreign

| anguage-exactly what was needed to read a particular set of documents and not
a speck nore

But she wanted to know what Reuben had witten about Tor-

rent's class. And when the boys got back from Chinnereth and Genesseret, they
could help her by translating it.

If they got back.

She couldn't think that way. They were soldiers |ike Reuben had been. They
were careful, highly trained, and very hard to beat. They could only be killed
by treachery, the way Reuben had been

"Treachery." A strange word, she thought. Wat is a treacher? How do you
treach? O course the real words were "traitor" and "betray," but what an odd
word, that |ooked like it ought to function like "teacher." Those who teach
are cormmitting teachery, she

t hought. Wile those who commit treachery are treachers. Do they go to college
to get their treaching certificate? Do they belong to the treaching

pr of essi on? She chuckl ed at her own humor, then realized that with Reuben gone

there was no one to tell it to. He would have | aughed and probably woul d have
reversed the joke, dropping the r in treason words to refer to teaching. "CQur
ki ds have got sonme mighty fine taitors in school this year. They'll be

carrying out their teason in our children's classroons. They plan to betay our
kids."

It woul d have becone a fanmily joke word. "Wat did they betay you in schoo
today?" "None of ny teachers would be convicted of teason, Dad. Lack of
evidence." And on and on for years.

But not now.

Her eyes again filled with tears, she pulled out all the folders that didn't
have the professors' names witten in roman letters and took themw th her out
to the car. She'd find out what Reuben | earned

from Torrent. And, knowi ng Reuben, he would have witten his opinions of his
prof essor as well.

Only as she drove back out toward the Leesburg bridge did the connection of
treachery with Torrent emerge to the |evel of consciousness.

At first she dismissed it. And then she didn't.

Wasn't it because of Torrent that Reuben was first recruited to work on his

cl andestine projects with Phillips? Torrent was already well connected in
Washi ngt on, even then. She remenbered Reuben tal king to her about how the guys
recruiting himwere probably the ones Torrent had hinted about. But she
distinctly remenbered the "probably" in what Reuben said. Nobody had actually
identified thenmselves as coning fromhim Reuben tal ked about that because



Torrent had told himthat they woul d nmention his name. He even said that he

meant to check with Torrent to see if these guys were the ones he had been
t al ki ng about .

Did he? O did he decide not to bother the Geat Man? O did he try, but
Torrent didn't bother to answer?

Even if Reuben's contact with Phillips originated with Torrent,



that didn't nmean that Torrent had anything to do with their activities.
Sonebody m ght have said, we're |ooking for a good man who can be trusted to
do this and this and this, and Torrent sinmply reconmended Reuben

Treachery, though. Treachery was on her mind. DeeNee was on her mind. WrKking
wi th Reuben for years, knowi ng his secrets, hel ping hi mkeep his clandesti ne
work secret. How far did this conspiracy reach?

The informati on on the PDA had been part of the data that Torrent used when he
deduced where Aldo Verus's secret garrison had to be. But what if it wasn't

t here deduction. Wat if Torrent was part of it all along?

How coul d he be? He had been sending the jeesh out on missions that invol ved

t aki ng out guys on hovercycl es and taki ng down nechs and trying to find EMP
weapons. Worki ng agai nst the rebels.

O was that part of Torrent's game plan? Make it plain that he's definitely on
the side of the Constitution, so that he can get exactly where he
is-Vice-President-to-be, with a strong possibility of being nonminated for

Presi dent ?

No, no.That's too twi sted and deep a gane. Torrent showed themthe reasoni ng
that led himto those | akes i n Washi ngton.

Showed it to them Denonstrated it. Made the trail clear. He

knew where it was all along, but couldn't tell themuntil they had gathered
enough information that he could show thema rational path leading to the
concl usi on.

No proof. Probably not true. Probably.

But if it was true, then what nission were Cole and Load and Benny and M ngo
and all the rest on, what were they really doing? Was it a wild goose chase?
If Torrent was honest and he really had deduced the | ocation the way he showed
them then in all likelihood it was sinply wong and they'd find nothing
there.

If it was real, though, and Al do Verus-or sonebody-had an arsenal and a
garrison underground in those nountains, then was he sending the jeesh into a
trap? Had he used them for his purposes and now no | onger needed then? Was he
pl anning to have t hem

killed and the incident nmade public to discredit President Ni el son and sw ng
nore of the country toward the Progressive Restoration?

No, it couldn't be that. Because Torrent h,ad just thrown in his ot with
Presi dent Ni el son. Not that he'd become a Republican, necessarily-he was stil
nonconmittal about that-but he had declared for the Constitution and agai nst
the rebels. Plus, if the mission to Chinnereth led to a public relations

di saster, it would be a disaster for Torrent, too. Hs fingerprints were al
over the mission

Her mind | eapt to another connection. Was it possible that both Torrent and
CGeneral Alton were agents provocateurs, secretly part of the rebel conspiracy,
with a mssion to destroy the constitutional governnent by enmbarrassing it and
providing justification for the Progressive Restoration?

It put everything in a newlight. O perhaps into a new darkness. It was too
convol uted. So many things could go wong with such a plan. You don't pin your
revol ution on the actions of people who are, essentially, actors.

Not actors. Mol es. Espionage services do it all the tine.

Still, she could not believe Torrent was sone sacrificial |anb playing a part.
As Cole told about it, General Alton had been so obvious that he was al npst
certainly putting on an act-that's what they all assuned now. Hi s m ssion was
to try to get LaMonte to commit the folly of inposing martial |aw, without the
support of the Arny but thinking that he had that support? WAs Torrent also
putting on an act?

Was he so self-sacrificing that he would bring hinself into a position to play
for the presidency exactly at the tine that he was | aunching the incident that
woul d bring this governnent to disaster?

well. . . yes, maybe. Wo knew? Being the newy appointed Vice President would
make hi s sponsorship of the provocative incident in Washington all the nore
damagi ng to President Nielson and to the Constitutionalists in general



Her hands were trenbling on the wheel. | don't know any of this, she thought.
It's not true. It's absurd. Torrent is brilliant. He's al so

very full of his own views and opinions, and has the books to prove it. He is
simply unbelievable as the self-sacrifice of sonebody el se's anmbition

Unless he's a true believer in the cause. DeeNee certainly never gave a clue
of her deep hatred of all things mlitary andlor conservative. Then again,
DeeNee kept it a secret by never tal king about herself or her views on
anything. Torrent talks all the tine. Has it all been a lie? Starting when?
Not possi bl e.

kay, possible, but hard to believe.

And it's not as though she could go and ask him By the way, are you a
treacher? Are you going to treach my husband's | oyal friends, these fine
sol di ers?

If he was part of the conspiracy, then he had performed brilliantly. He had
fool ed everybody. If he was part of the rebel novenment, then part of his act
had been to send out nmissions that led to the deaths of nany of the rebe
soldiers and the thwarting of many of their plans.

She m ght as well imagine that Cole and the others were part of the conspiracy
too, and didn't really kill anybody, but rather faked the battles and pl anted
t he evi dence and

That way |ies nadness. She knew better. She knew these guys, and how Reuben
had met them and there was no doubl e-dealing there.

And Torrent was no doubt exactly what he seemed to be-a brilliant professor of
hi story who had been entrusted with the chance to hel p shape history during a
time of national crisis that he had nothing to do with causing.

But as she drove northward toward Cettysburg, she began to |ay out her own

pl an. She wouldn't wait-she'd get a Farsi speaker in Gettysburg to identify
the notes from Torrent's classes and translate them for her right away. Maybe
she'd | earn sonething from Reuben's notes that would either set her mind at
ease or give her leads to follow up, the way his PDA records had.

And she woul d research Torrent's own life. Find out whom he

knew. Who had taken his classes. Wio had sponsored and attended his |ectures.
The press would be involved in exactly this research,

but she knew sonet hi ng about the |aziness of reporters, about their tendency
to find only what they were already |ooking for. She couldn't count on them
turning up anything, whether it was there or not. She would find it herself.



CHAPTER NI NETEEN. CHI NNERETH

Conceal nent and active defense are not conpatible strategies.

BEFORE THEY got cl ose enough to Chinnereth and Genesseret to need to cut off
cel | phone use, Load briefed themall on what he saw during his first driveby.
Bot h Nati onal Forest Roads 20 and 21 had been gated off because of the dam
with electronic keycards required for entry. But not road 48. "Wich is odd,"
sai d Load, "because it switchbacks up the mountain and 4820 cuts off and
skirts around it, way above Chinnereth. Overlooking it. Nothing you do at

Chi nnereth woul dn't be conpletely visible to somebody on 4820."

"Doesn't sound odd, if there's nothing going on there except a couple of
dans, " said Col e.

"Except that they had to build awfully high and expensive dans to contain the
amount of water those |akes can hold," said Load.

"Either they aren't there," said Cole, "or they think their conceal ment is so
good they've got nothing to fear from being observed."

"Or," said Load, "they've got patrols up there to nake sure nobody sees
anything and lives to tell the tale."

"So what do you think?" said Cole. "Go in at night, dark? O still play
tourist like we planned?"

"Your call," said Load.

"Why me?" said Cole. "It's our mission, not ny mssion."
Load didn't answer.

"We've all led missions.”

"You're active duty,"” said Load. "And you're the one Rube picked."

"He didn't even know nme," said Cole. "Three days."

"But we know you now," said Load. "W voted you our abun."

It neant "father” in Arabic, but it had come to nean "boss-nman" anopng the
Special Ops troops that went in-country in the Mddle East.

Cole didn't waste tine arguing when he was only talking to one guy anyway. "I
think we go in dusk," he said. "Some daylight, but gone before we unload the
truck. The seven of you come in with only two cars. W rendezvous | ow on 48.
To unl oad the ordnance. W don't want it to look like a parking lot, and we
don't want to try to take this U Haul up a wi nding nmountain road. You go in
first, Load, and pick the spot, out of sight fromthe valleys with the | akes."
"And you come in right before dusk?"

"Wth no lights, once I'mon the road."

"Anybody asks you," said Load, "you're going up to Hager Lake and Jenni ngs
Falls."

"Wth a truck full of furniture and di shes?" asked Col e.

"Tell themyour friends have the fishing tackle and cameras."

"My plan is not to get challenged," said Cole

"Go with that one," said Load. "Better plan."

Cole's timng went well enough. The sun sank below the ridgeline fairly early,
but there was still light in the sky when he found the entrance to road 48 and
pul l ed off. Qther cars were using headlights, but it wasn't particularly odd
that he wasn't yet.

He was a little bothered by the sign warning about a dangerous, narrow,
unpaved sw tchback road. But with any luck, he wouldn't have to negotiate any
of the tight turns.

He was half right. The truck ground along in low gear to the first sw tchback
and there was Load, greeting himlike an old fishing buddy. But there was the
tricky maneuver of going straight when the road curved, backing up the higher
part of the switchback, and then making a scary little hairpin turn to get the
truck pointing down the hill and the back of it pointing into the trees.
Several times it felt like the truck was going to tip over, which wuld have
been inconvenient. But finally it was done.

They used the | ast shreds of daylight to load the furniture and

boxes of f the truck, take out the weaponry, and conceal it in the trees. Then
with only one lantern inside the truck, and with a bit of cursing, they |oaded
all the furniture and boxes back onto the truck so it wouldn't be so obvious



to a curious forest ranger or rebel scout that the inportant stuff had been
taken out of the truck and nobody cared what happened to the furniture.

Then, in the dark, they changed into their cano and put their civilian clothes
in big Ziploc bags. They put on their vests and packs, |oaded and hefted their
weapons, and then started up the road, picking different spots to concea

their civvies and then nenorizing the spots.

"Just in case we return alive," said Arty cheerfully.

"Someti nmes your sense of hunor is actually funny," said Benny. "I hope |'m
there next time it happens.™

After that they were quiet, except for the occasional low click of the tongue
to draw their attention to something-a turn, an inpediment in the route. They
stayed close to the trees. There was |ight enough froma sliver of noon to see
where they were going, but that neant enough light for themto be seen. But
they stayed with the road, since in the dark all they could do anong the trees
was crash around. Flashlights were out of the question. If there were sentries
anywhere, flashlights would alert themlike the blinking lights on airplane

Wi ngs.

At the third switchback, a track led off to the southwest-road

4820. They followed it around the mountain for a little over a nmile. In the
stillness of the evening, they could hear a waterfall below them though the
trees were too thick for themto see down to the surface of the | ake they knew
must |ie below them Then there were a couple of sw tchbacks. Wen they cane
to athird one, they finally left the road and proceeded only a few dozen
yards into the trees between the legs of the hairpin turn.

The ground sl oped; they found the nmost | evel spot. Cole, whose al armwatch was
al ready on vibrate, assigned M ngo and Benny to the first watch, M ngo

upsl ope, Benny down.

Three hours later, Cole's alarmwke him In turn, he woke

Drew, and they went together to relieve Mngo. Leaving Drew where M ngo had
been, Cole and M ngo went to relieve Benny. Cole remained on watch while M ngo
and Benny went back to the main canp to sleep

Anot her three hours. There was only a faint breeze now and then, but it was a
chilly one-this far up in the mountains, July didn't nmeant what it nmeant down
in the |l owands. But they had dressed for it.

There were things to be seen and even snelled, but nostly Cole |listened. He
had to | earn the natural sounds in order to be able to

di stingui sh unnatural ones. Aninals aren't as quiet as nost people think
Humans don't hear them because the din they make t hensel ves masks all smaller
sounds. But squirrels are not silent as they nove through brush or |eaves. The
stooping of an ow; the screech of small prey; the padding of an aninmal's

f oot st eps t hrough the night.

Sonet hing | arger. Probably a porcupine, thought Cole. Whatever it was, it got
cl ose enough to catch Cole's scent; then it hustled away in another direction
H s alarmwent off again. Sumrer nights were short at this |atitude-about nine
hours-but it was still dark. It hadn't taken themall that long to wal k up the
r oad.

Cole returned to the canp and wakened Cat and Babe. Tonight Arty and Load got
the full night, though Cole knew by now that for Arty, sleep was never al

t hat deep. Babe once told himthat Arty spent nost of his nights reliving dark
passages through Al Qaeda tunnels in Afghanistan. He never woke scream ng, but
he slept with a constant alertness, as if in his sleep he still knew he could
find an eneny lurking in crevices anywhere.

"First light," he rem nded Cat and Babe. They went up and relieved Drew first;
Cat stayed and Drew went with Babe to the downhill post before he returned to
canp.

Their watch was | ess than an hour long. First light neant the first glinmrer of
lightening in the eastern sky. But Cole had used the tinme to catch nore sleep
Sol diers |l earned how to sl eep whenever the opportunity presented itself. Like
any ot her people, they needed ei ght






hours or nore to be at peak. But in the presence of the enenmywhich, for al

t hey knew, they were right now adrenalin nade up for the | ack of sleep

Besi des, even at half of their peak al ertness, Cole knew these soldiers were
sharper than nost people. Sharp enough to still be alive despite all their
enem es had thrown at themin the past.

They created a weapons cache a hundred feet fromthe road, |eaving the heavier
weapons there. Col e assigned Drew and Babe to stay with the cache. Each of the
others carried sniper rifles and sidearns, rations, anmunition, and ot her
suppl i es.

They al so wore the infrasound transceivers Torrent had obtained for them They
used a digital signal, but it was carried on sound waves too lowin pitch to
be heard by human ears. It was like the shout of a giant. El ephants used
sounds that low to comunicate with each other fromniles away. The receivers
were on; they didn't turn on the transmitters until the carrier signal was
actually needed. No need to be blasting | ow pitched tones all over the
nmount ai ns except at need. Besides, the captured nechs had a variant on this
technol ogy. The best guess was that their equi pnent operated at such a
different pitch fromthe Arny's new systemthat they woul dn't be able to pick
up the jeesh's transm ssion tone. But there was no certainty of that.

They spread out, never so far that they couldn't keep track of where the man
in front of themwas, but never so close that a trap could be sprung on all of
them at once. There was a ranger tower atop the ridge between the |akes, but
it seemed to, be unoccupied. It mght hold caneras, however. Cole and the

ot hers knew enough not to | et thensel ves be seen fromthat angle-but not to
assune that it was the only observation point, either

The slope and the trees were such that fromtheir side of Lake Chinnereth,
they coul d observe the opposite shore but not their own. Certainly the other
side of the | ake offered nothing interesting. If the trees had been cut right
to the maxi mumwaterline, then the | ake | evel was about three feet bel ow
ful | -about nor mal

for sumrer here. Once the turbines started running to generate

electricity, though, the |ake would drain steadily but slowy all sumrer, and
it didn't seemto Cole as though the watershed here would be | arge enough to
repl eni sh the | ake waters if there was a constant drain.

This reservoir didn't nake sense. The sl ope of the canyon was so steep that
the dam had to be very high in order to hold enough water to make a | ake of
any size. Yet the | ake was only about four nmiles |long on one branch, three and
a half on the other. He knew fromthe map that Lake Genesseret was even
smaller-two miles |ong.

It was a boondoggl e. The federal government had paid for this project, and it
woul d never pay for itself. Nor would it generate that rmuch electricity if it
was al so supplying sone town somewhere with water. This was exactly the kind
of project that environnentalists loved to kill. It should have been easy to
do, because the dam was i ndefensi bl e.

Yet there was no sign of any kind of devel opnent here beyond the | ake itself.
The original route of road 21 was under water, and if a new road had been cut
it nust be on this side of the lake, since it could not be seen on the other
Their travel today would go nuch faster if they clinmbed down to the clear-cut
sl ope between the waterline and the trees, but there they would be conpletely
visible to any observers. The idea was not to be detected. So they would nove
slowy through forest, going mles around Lake Chinnereth, then noving up to
the ridge between the | akes and again going down to | ook at Genesseret and go
far enough around it to inspect all its shores.

And then back again to the cache and, if they found nothing, then pack it al
up and come hone agai n.

There was an island in the nmiddle of Lake Chinnereth, which nust once have
been the rounded top of a low hill. There Cole could see the only human
structure beyond the damitself that was visible here. It was a cabin that

m ght once have been a ranger way station or, conceivably, sonebody's small
sumer cabin. It looked like it had probably been made fromlocal tinber, laid



down |ike

Lincoln logs. It was inpossible to tell whether it pre-dated the dam or was
thirty years old. It certainly wasn't nuch ol der than that, and mi ght not be
abandoned-there was still glass in the w ndows.

Down near the waterline, there was a small dock with a short swi nmrer's | adder
And not a floating dock-it nade no all owance for changing water levels. It's
as if the builder expected the | ake always to be full

The dock had to have been built after the dam or there would have been no
point. But the cabin didn't look like it could hold a serious nunber of nechs,
even in the basement. And even if it could contain such things, how could they
be | oaded onto barges fromthat tiny dock?

Even stopping frequently to |listen and observe, they made good tinme through

t he woods; they took turns wal king point and tail, and now and then they could
talk in | ow voices to each other and pass observations and orders up and down
the spread-out line. Each man controlled his own eating as he wal ked-there was
no need to stop for neals.

When they reached the end of the east fork of Lake Chinnereth, Cole split Load
and Arty off to go out to the point of the peninsula between the | akes and
observe what they could. If they hadn't heard fromCole to the contrary, they
were then to go back around to rejoin Drew and Babe at the cache.

So now there were only four of them proceeding overland to the west fork of

Chi nnereth and then up the ridge between the | akes. There were a few signs of
hi kers, but none of the litter was new and the few canpsites were covered with
| ayers of pine needles. Again, no way to tell if there had been hikers through
here since the | ake was forned.

Col e sent M ngo and Benny around to the west side of Genesseret to reconnoiter
the eastern shoreline. They didn't need to go all the way to the dam As soon
as they had observed and phot ographed the whol e eastern shore, they should
cone back around and, again, if Cole had not told them otherw se, round both

| akes and return to the cache.

Only Cat was with Col e now, noving together near but not on the crest of the
ri dge between | akes. Cccasionally they would cross over the ridge and nove
down the other side, since they were observing the far shores of both |akes
Now.

They were near the peak of the ridge now, approaching the observation tower.
Now t hey moved even nore stealthily, nmoving slowy and nmethodically toward the
tower fromtwo different directions. There was no sign of any kind of wring,

t hough that hardly proved that there was no wiring. Nor was there any sign of
caneras-but, again, that mght sinply mean that the cameras were very snall
and wel| conceal ed.

In the southwest, clouds were building. A sumrer thunderstornf? That woul d be
potentially disastrous-lightning could do worse things than an EMP gun. Even
fog would be irritating, forcing themto wait till it cleared to conplete the
m ssi on.

Col e crept back away fromthe cleared area around the tower; he knew Cat was
doi ng the sane. They would nove slowy around to two other vantage points and
i nspect the other two sides of the tower.

It was in the mdst of this maneuver that Cole's receiver vibrated. He

i medi atel y began backing farther away fromthe tower. He pressed the go-ahead
but t on.

"M ngo here," said Mngo. He was tal king softly, but articulating very
clearly. "Cone down to the area twenty feet above the clearcut zone. R ght
where you are, just go down. No structures, no sign of tunneling, but
somet hi ng you need to see.”

Col e pressed the go-ahead button again, requesting nore information wthout
havi ng to speak al oud.

"I'f you don't see it, then we're crazy," said M ngo.
pr edi spose you."

Col e pressed the code for Cat, knowi ng he had heard. Col e whi spered, "Down to
Genesseret."

m not going to



It took only fifteen mnutes to nove, relatively noiselessly, to the zone
twenty feet or so above the clear-cut zone. \Watever they were supposed to
see, Cole couldn't see it.



And then he could. The ground was suddenly wet underfoot.

Cat noticed it, too. He noved toward Col e and when they were near enough, said
in a low voice, "Sonebody ran the sprinklers this norning."

The ground was sodden, as if it had been heavily watered. From about fifteen
feet above the waterline, the pine needles no | onger carpeted the forest floor
in a natural way. They had been carried downward as if by receding water,
hangi ng up on tufts of grass, roots, rocks, any obstruction, the way fl oating
pi ne needl es woul d when the water drained away.

Cole switched on his transceiver and coded for Mngo. "Is this about even with
the top of the danf"
"From what we can see," said Mngo, "it could go ten feet higher. But the |ine

is absolute. Everything below it soaked, everything above it as dry as normal.
Benny has me for ten that this | ake has been fifteen feet higher within the

| ast twenty-four hours. VWiich is inpossible andlor weird."

"You bet against him though."

"Somebody had to," said Mngo. "It's how he pays for food."

"Anything el se on our side?" asked Col e.

" Not hi ng. "

"And we've seen not hing on yours. Anything near the dan®"

"Just the old road 20, where it dives down under the water. The new road' s on
our side, but it's already overgrown with grass and saplings. Nobody's using
it."

Col e sat and thought for a while. This obvious change in the water |evel was
weird, but it was hard to see what the point of it would be. Wiy woul d they
have rel eased so nmuch water, so rapidly? The | ake was small, as reservoirs go
but it was still mllions of gallons of water. By now M ngo had probably
figured out approximately how much. He asked.

"If it was all released in a single flow, it would be enough to cause fl oodi ng
downstream " said M ngo. "The valley floor is popul ated. The nei ghbors woul d
conplain. Cole, this water was here, no nore than a day ago. It went
sonewhere. "

M ngo was a civil engineer and it was his business to be able to make guesses
that were worth sonet hi ng.

"Any sign of it draining right now?" asked Col e.

"No," said Mngo. "In fact, it's at the uslial waterline right now Where the
veget ati on changes. The high |l evel seens to be the rare condition."

"Heavy rainstorns here |ately?"

"No," said Benny. "Dryish sumer for this area."

"Rai n heavy enough to raise the water level this high, you would have seen it
on the news. 'Washington State washed out to sea,' that woul d have been the
story."

"Somehow they're raising and | owering the water |evel of the | ake by massive
amounts,"” said Cole, "and | can't think of a single reason why."

"I"'mstill trying to think of how," said M ngo.

"Anybody get cl ose enough to the shoreline on Chinnereth to see if it does the
sane?" asked Col e.

"Drew here. W reconnoitered the shoreline while we were wait-

ing. Nothing |ike what you describe. The shoreline was the first wet area. No
fl oodi ng hi gher up."

"Load here. Ditto. If the water level rose fifteen feet on Chin-

nereth, it would flood that cabin."

Col e sat and thought for a | ong nonent.

"Maybe they dunped a huge anount of rubble in here," said Mngo. "That would
raise the level. But that wouldn't explain why it went back down."

"No roads where they could dunp the rubble,” said Benny.

"Whil e we're conpl ai ni ng about what they don't have here," said Load. "I don't
renenber seeing any power lines running away fromthis dam"

"No, there were power lines," said Benny.

"And a power station? Lots of transformers? \Were?"

"No. Nothing like that," said Benny. "But definitely power lines. No, wait.



They ran al ong H ghway 12. But | never saw themlink up with the dans. Sorry."
"This was officially a hydroelectic project,” said Cole. "There are turbines
in the dans."

"So maybe they use the power right here," said Cat. "In their vast system of
underground factories and training facilities.”

"Cat and | are going back up to the observation tower to check whether there's
any kind of vent up there for an underground system"

They all switched off their transmitters. It was harder going uphill. But not
slower. That's what all the stairstepping and rock clinmbing were for

Now Col e knew what to ook for, he clinbed a tree well back fromthe cl eared
peri meter and scanned for some kind of pipe or vent hidden in the tall grass.
Bi ngo. There were about two dozen snall pipes, sticking up only a few inches
above the ground before they bent over to keep water fromcomng in. At ground
| evel you couldn't see themfor the grass.

Col e pointed his soundcatcher toward them and was able to pick up a difference
bet ween t he pipes and the surrounding area. They were connected to sonething
that was actively produci ng noi se.

He clinbed back down the tree and backed away fromthe cl eared area, heading
down the Chinnereth slope this time. Cat was soon near him though they did
not talk and remained fifty feet apart as they made their way down the sl ope.
Near the cl eared edge of the woods, but not close enough to be seen, they
stopped and Col e approached Cat. Across the water, the cabin sat on its little
island. It had a chi mey, which nmght very well contain vents for nore

under ground structures.

It mght also contain something else. An entrance.

"I think "'mgoing for a swm" said Col e.

"I was having the sane thought," said Cat.

Cole switched on his transnmitter. "We're on the west shore of Chinnereth, just
west of the cabin. Cat and | are going to swmacross to see if there's an
entrance there."”

"Water's gonna be cold, abun" said Babe. "You two gonna have little tiny dicks
when you get there."

"Least I'Il still have one," said Cat.

"W won't go for another half hour," said Cole. "Drew and Babe, bring the SMAW
down near the waterline in case we need sone backup. Load and Arty, you get to
Chi nnefeth shoreline nearest to the cabin. Benny and M ngo, you can't get here
intine to be useful. So go north, get to Hi ghway 12, but stay in infra range.
If we confirmthat this is the place, get to where you can nake contact with
Torrent so he can send in a strike force."

"I don't know what you just figured out," said Babe.

"That's because you're in public relations,"” said Mngo, "and |I'm an
engi neer. "

"Thought that meant you drove trains," said Babe.

"There are standpipes in the tall grass under the observation tower,'
Cole. "There's nmachi nery operating underground."”

"And the water," said Mngo. "Only place where it could go is fromone | ake
into the other. Anything el se would be too obvious. They rnust punp it out of
Chi nnereth, uphill, into Genesseret, using all that electricity they' ve stored
up. Cenesseret rises, Chinnereth falls. Exposing their doorway. They go in or
out, whatever, and when they're done, they seal the watertight entrance and
let the water flood back downhill to fill it back up. Genesseret drops back to
normal, Chinnereth rises.”

"You can't know that," said Babe.

"No other possibility," said M ngo. "Wrd, man."

"The ultimate noat," said Drew

"That's a lot of water to nove," said Babe.

"The federal governnment paid for the whole thing," said Benny. "Your tax

dol lars at work."

"So why are you going out to the island?" asked Arty.

"We're al nost sure," said Cole. "But are we sure enough to call in a strike

said



force yet?"

"They got to have a back door," said Mngo. "Can't drain the | ake every tine
somebody's got to go outside to snoke."

"Boat," said Cat.

They switched their transmtters off.



A smal |l notorboat was coming up the | ake fromthe area of the dam Headi ng for
themor for the island? Had their chatter been detected? Even if they couldn't
decode the scranbl ed signal, they'd know sonmebody was there.

But the boat pulled up to the little dock on the island.

And wai t ed.

And waited. The driver of the boat didn't seemparticularly alert. Like a
cabdriver waiting for a fare.

The door of the cabin opened. Four men came out.

"I's any of thenVerus?" asked Cole.

Cat | ooked through his binoculars. "No," he said. "You recogni ze any of then®"
Col e took the binoculars. The men wore suits. He thought he m ght have seen
one of themon television. The news, probably, since he didn't |ook like an
actor. But he didn't remenber who or when

The nmen got into the boat and it pulled away fromthe dock. The boat headed on
down the [ ake.

Col e took off his pack. He quickly inflated the floats on it and attached his
weapons and boots to the top. The floats were wi dely spaced enough for it to
be stable, at |east on snpboth water. Topheavy, but it wouldn't tip. He
attached the towline to it and shrugged on the harness. Cat was doing the
sane.

"Never nuch call to use these in Afghani stan or Sudan," Cat said.

"Nice to get a chance to test out all the equipnent,” said Cole.

"dad you're so white," said Cat. "Easier target on the water."

Cole just grinned at him

Then he nmoved swiftly down the slope and into the water. It was cold, but he
didn't hesitate. Hi s body went into that nmonmentary shock and he trenbled a
little, but as soon as he had laid the miniraft of his pack down on the water,
he i mersed hinmself and began swimm ng in | ong, steady strokes, dragging the
pack behind him He broke water as gently as possible. But if soneone was

wat ching, there's no way he wouldn't be visible on the cal msurface of the

wat er .

Havi ng their main entrance hi dden under water explained why they didn't have a
ot of patrols. Patrols would be seen. Encounters with civilians would | eave
nmenori es.

O course, so would letting a civilian see the |akes drain. It was so easy to
get here. H kers might do it at any tine.

Easy? Not so easy. They had nmoved very cautiously. They had made little noise
and nade sure to stay out of sight. Maybe regul ar hikers were detected, and
either they didn't drain the | ake until they had passed or they'd send
somebody out dressed in a ranger uniformto send themon their way.

It was so cold. He could feel his body reacting to it, struggling to stay
warm But they were nost of the way to the island now. Not nuch | onger. He

gl anced around to see Cat was only a little bit behind him

Cat pointed toward the island and started sw nming faster

The island was ri sing.

Whi ch neant the water level was falling.

Just alittle way below the waterline, the island stopped being a hill. It was
athick pillar, solid concrete. O course. There wouldn't be an island here.
They had built it.

The dock was now hanging in nmidair; the pillars of the dock were actually
resting on steel beanms jutting out fromthe concrete wall of the island. Under
t he dock, there was a | adder rising up to the |level of the beans. Fromthere,
it | ooked easy enough to get to the short wooden swi mer's | adder

What was going to be hard was clinbing that | adder w thout being seen

Cole and Cat got to the base of the | adder at about the sane tine. The water
was still sinking. But it wasn't getting warner.

"Can't stay in this," said Cat.

"Can't clinb," said Cole. "They'll see us."

Back on the shore they had come from only about a hundred yards closer to the
dam a heavy concrete wall was being reveal ed. Huge steel doors |ooked like



they could withstand the water pressure just fine. But once the water sank |ow
enough, and those doors

opened, anybody coni ng out of them would have a clear shot at anybody cli mbing
the | adder.

Cole clung to the ladder with his | egs as he worked the pack back onto his
shoul ders. It was hard-his fingers were nunb and he was shivering. Cat was
havi ng the sane amount of trouble.

"Just | eave the packs?" asked Cat, shivering.

"We'l |l want our weapons if we make it up top."

"Big if," said Cat.

In answer, Cole started to clinb. It was hard to keep his grip. And cold nunb
wet bare feet weren't as stable to clinb with as well -

fitting boots. But he had to keep moving. Maybe he could still get to the top
bef ore the doors opened.

Cat was keeping up with him nice steady progress up the |adder

The big steel door started opening. A couple of nmen in rebel body arnor cane
out and scanned the area. It didn't take themtwo sec-

onds to see Cole and Cat, and another two seconds to start shooting.

They m ssed.

"Their marksman training not as good as our marksman training," said Cat.
"Fine with nme," said Cole.

A bul I et came nuch cl oser.

"Cetting the range now, " said Cat

"I"'mnearly there."

Col e noticed the whooshi ng sound behind himand to the right. A nonent |ater
the entrance of the tunnel erupted in flanes.

"Cood shot with the SMAW" said Cat.

"I nappropriate weapon," said Cole. "Rifles would have been enough."

"Either way, | think we | ost our elenent of surprise, abun”

Col e knew t hat Drew and Babe woul d be noving the SMAWto a different position
NOW.

"Wsh | knew what was waiting for us at the top of this |adder."

Rifle fire fromdirectly behind themdidn't result in any bullets striking
near them It was sniper work-ping. Wait. Ping. That would be Load and Arty,
firing past them at someone on top of the island.

And now there was returning gunfire fromdirectly above them shooting out
across the water.

"I just hope Drew and Babe don't try to use a nortar," said Cole. "I don't
want themto blow up that cabin."

"Don't stop to put on your infra, abun."

"Wasn't going to."

They were now on the steel beans that supported the dock. But there was
gunfire conming frominside the huge doors again, and from nen fanni ng out

al ong the shoreline. Correctly, Load and Arty were only shooting at targets on
top of the island, so that Cole and Cat would have a chance to get up and onto
the surface without getting their heads bl own off the noment they raised them
above the |evel of the dock

Col e got out his handgun and swung out to clinb the swimer's |adder

"Such a baby," said Cat. He clanbered directly onto the dock fromthe other

si de.

There were two bodi es-in ranger uniforns, not arnor-lying on the ground. But
Col e was aware-fromthe sound, fromnotion-that there were others inside the
cabin now, and a pair who had noved off into the brush beside the cabin. He
flattened

hi nsel f on the ground. He was i medi ately aware of every rise and dip in the
surface and arranged his body to present the hardest possible target, even as
he | ooked into? the brush and found a target. A flurry of nmotion told himthat
he had at |east cone close.

He crept over to the nearest body and used that slight cover while he got his
pack off. It would be Iike a howdah on an el ephant to carry that around with



himduring this. He pulled his rifle off the pack. This was sniper work now.



CHAPTER TWVENTY. TRAP DOOR

If your soldiers can't fight at least as well as the eneny's soldiers, it
doesn't matter how good a commander you are. Training is the foundation of
ever yt hi ng.

THE TWO dead bodi es had been di sgui sed as park rangers. The guys they were
faci ng now wore body arnor.

What ever training the rebel troops mght have had, it wasn't at Army Ranger

| evel . They relied too much on their arnmor. It made them feel invul nerable. So
they constantly reveal ed thensel ves. And they shot carel essly-too quickly,

wi thout stability. They also didn't learn fromtheir own bad shots. They'd
overshoot the first time, and on the next shot they'd do it again.

Even undertrai ned soldiers can kill you with a lucky shot, though. Cole had no
i ntention of dying because he had contenpt for his eneny.

Their pistols were nostly for noise and show. The rebel s dodged the

bull ets-they didn't trust their arnor enough to overconme their reflex to
flinch.

Col e reached up and detached the M 24 sniper rifle fromhis pack. It fired a
heavi er round than the pistol-that's why he brought it. Testing had shown t hat
at fairly close range, it penetrated the rebels' body arnor at certain key
points. Like the facepl ate.

Two shots. Two rebels down.

"Cood work," said Cat. "Now it's time for Mnim."

Cole fired into the cabin wi ndow, shattering glass, as Cat scranbled up the

sl ope and got into position against the cabin wall, just beside the wi ndow It
was an obvious tinme to toss a grenade into the

cabin, but they both knew they couldn't risk danagi ng what ever nechani sm
conceal ed or | ocked the passage down into the tunnels. So Cat reached down and
pulled up a lunmp of turf and tossed it through the window as if it were a
grenade. It would take the guys inside a split second to realize it wasn't an
expl osi ve device. During the split second, Cat raked the inside with automatic
fire fromhis Mnim.

They both reached the door of the cabin at the sane tinme. It was open. They
cane in low, Cole first, and found three rebel soldiers, tw dead, one
trivially wounded in the left arm

"I surrender!" the wounded guy said.

"How are we supposed to take you captive?" said Cole.

Cat wal ked over to the guy.

Terrified, the rebel said, "I'man Anerican, you can't kill ne.
"Tell it to the cops you guys killed in New York," said Cole. "And the
apartnment buil di ng doorman. "

"You guys are all nurderers!" shouted the rebel. "You love to killl"

Cat reached down and broke the guy's right arm

The guy screaned, staring at his arm Wen he could speak, he groaned, "I'm an
Anerican!”

"American with a broken arm" said Cat.

"He m ght be left-handed,"” said Cole.

Cat broke the other arm The guv screaned again. "Threat neutralized," said
Cat .

"Torturers," the rebel gasped.

"Look, you said not to kill you," said Cole. "Which do you want, pain or
dead?"

Col e gave the guy a dose of norphine. "I think he wants us to surrender to

hi i said Cat.

The cabin didn't have any obvious el evator doors. Hardly a surprise. Nor was
there any visible trap door in the wooden floor, or anything that |ooked |ike
a passageway inside the firepl ace

"You'll never find the entrance," said the rebel

"Kick his arm" said Cat. "He'll tell us."

"Torturers!" shouted the rebel

Cat picked up the clod of dirt and grass that Cat had tossed inside as a fake



grenade. He pushed it into the rebel's nouth. The rebel sputtered, spat. But
he wasn't tal king.

Then, using his sniper rifle, Cole shot downward into the floor. Methodically
he crossed the room shooting strai ght down. Cbviously there was concrete
under the wood. Right across the room no change. He noved over closer to the
fireplace, put a new nmagazine in his M24, and started firing downward agai n.
Concrete. Concrete. Steel

The steel section lined up with the fireplace. Cole could now see that the
wooden fl oor extended under the stone of the hearth.

"It slides under the fireplace," said Cole. Stepping out a couple of paces,
Col e could see how the floor planks, while they didn't all end in a straight
line, had a slightly wi der separation fromthe abutting boards.

"No doubt they've turned off whatever switch runs this fromup here," said
Col e.

"Think there's a way to open it by hand?" said Cat.

"Probably. From bel ow. "

Col e thought about how the trap door worked. It slid under the fireplace. The
hearth wasn't deep enough to hold the entire trap door. So there had to be a
projection on the outside of the house to hold the rest of the trap door
"CGoi ng out back," said Cole.

"I"ll stay here and make sure nobody cones upstairs.”

Col e went outside. On the way around the cabin, he couldn't resist going near
enough to the edge to | ook over

There were nechs and hoverbi kes com ng out of the big doors now and swar m ng
up into the woods. Cole knew that if Arty and Load coul d get back around the
eastern armof the lake to the cache, they'd be fine-they had weapons desi gned
to counter both vehicles. Machines weren't so good in the deep woods anyway.
And seeing how the footsol diers-only about twenty of themfanned out, they
were clearly not trained at all for rough-country conbat.

Urban warfare, that's what these guys were ready for. The other guys woul d be
fine. And the nore rebels they kept busy out here, the better it would be for
Col e and Cat.

If they could even get down inside.

This was too nmuch like a frontal assault. Two guys, and even if they got

t hrough the trap door, what would they do, ride the el evator and get bl asted
when they hit botton? O go down the stairs, where a flamethrower or a grenade
could kill them before they had a chance to get off a shot?

At the same tine, the longer they waited here, the better chance the rebels
had of killing them And what if Mngo and Benny couldn't get to a phone? What
if President Nielson decided not to send a strike force?

The best chance of success here would come from nmoving forward. Pushing. But.

careful ly.
There was a concrete road running fromthe huge doorway out toward the dam It
was under water the whole way till it got near the dam There it | ooked like a

paved marina ranp as it rose up to the usual waterline. C ever disguise. They
could bring trucks in and out of here w thout anything | ooking |ike a highway.
Col e jogged around to the back of the cabin. Sure enough, under the grass
behi nd the chimey brick, there was a concrete projection. Totally encl osed.
No easy way in.

Cole pulled the pin on a grenade and laid it down in the corner

'
where the brick joined the concrete. Then he threw hinmself to the other side
of the concrete projection and rolled down the sl ope.

Boom

Col e got up and ran back. Sone damage to the concrete. Not a lot.

He unpi nned anot her grenade, set it right where the nost danage was, and | eapt
and rol |l ed. Another expl osion. Mre damage.

After the fourth grenade, he had a hole.

He ran back to his pack, carried it up to the hole. He pulled out the crowbar
and the flashlight. He could have used a sl edgehamer, but that wasn't



somet hing that he had wanted with his gear when he was hiking.



Wth the flashlight, he could see the nechanismthat pulled the trap door into
the concrete sleeve. Not really a conplicated machine. He didn't want to
damage the tracks where the trap door would slide. Just the |ever that pushed
the trap door cl osed.

It was sweaty, frustrating work, because he didn't have great |everage. He

al so had to nake sure he didn't drop the crowbar, because there'd be no
getting it back, and he was the only one who had brought one.

Eventual | y, though, he popped the lever out of its socket. Now it was dangling
free.

Taki ng the crowbar, the flashlight, and his pack, he ran back around the cabin
and went inside. Cat had poured hinself sone coffee fromthe percolator. "Good
stuff,” he said. "Lots of caffeine."

"No thanks," said Cole. "You can go out and get your pack now. "

Cat jogged out. The broken-arned rebel glared at Cole. He was sweating with
pai n and | ooked so mserable Cole alnost felt sorry for him "I notice nobody
cane out to see if you're all right," he said.

The guy didn't say anything.

"I guess they knew we were going to beat the shit out of you," said Cole. "You
know, before people start wars, they ought to make sure they know howto wn."
"We don't have to win the war," said the rebel. "W just have to keep you guys
killing people till public opinion turns conpletely against you."

"Same strategy as Al Qaeda," said Cole.

"We're not terrorists, you are."

"Since you're terrified and I"'mnot, | suppose you're right," said Cole. He
wor ked his knife into one of the spaces between floor planks, slicing away
bits of wood to nake a gap w de enough for the crowbar. "You're guilty of
treason, but maybe they'll let you off because we broke your arns. Mlitary
brutality and all that."

"I"'mnot the traitor, you are."

"I"'ma sworn soldier of the United States of America, performng

nmy duties according to orders,"” said Cole. "You' re a hired goon of Al do Verus,
functioning as his private army in order to subvert the United States.

Besi des, you guys are the ones who killed the President."

"Not my President," said the rebel

"That's my point," said Cole. "He was President of the United States, but he
wasn't your President. Wat does that nake you?"

"We didn't have anything to do with killing him Terrorists did that."

"I't was your guys who stole the plans the terrorists used.”

"No way," said the rebel. "It was your guys who wote those plans."

Cole couldn't deny that. "Only so we could plan to counter them™

"And yet," said the rebel, "you hadn't gotten around to countering them had
you?"

"And when the President died, you guys were right ready to nove."

"W've been ready for nonths," said the rebel

"Waiting for Friday the Thirteenth."

"Waiting for a right-wing coup to give us an excuse," said the rebel. "W
never thought that asshole in the White House woul d be dead."

Col e set his anger aside and thought about what he'd said. Was this just the
line they fed their own troops? O was it possible that Al do Verus hadn't
arranged the assassinations? Could it be that he was waiting for General Alton
to get his phony coup under way, and they only seized on Friday the Thirteenth
as an opportunity after the fact?

The evidence in Rube's PDA only dealt with his clandestine work for Phillips
in the White House, hel ping nove Verus's ordnance around the country. It had
nothing to do with the plans that were |l eaked to the terrorists.

DeeNee, though. Wasn't she the link proving that they were all working

t oget her ?

"Got to you, didn't 1?" said the rebel

Col e ignored him DeeNee was dead. She assassi nated Rube and then she died. So
nobody coul d ever ask her who she worked for. The guys who chased himwere



after Rube's PDA. But was it possible that they weren't in | eague with DeeNee?
That they had sinply staked out the Pentagon parking lot, waiting for Rube to
show up?

Col e renenbered back to that Mnday norning, June sixteenth. There was
shooting inside the building, but nobody shot at himout in the parking |ot.
The security forces inside the Pentagon had killed three bad guys inside. Ws
it possible that that was all of the guys who were wi th DeeNee? That the guys
who followed himout in the parking ot were a different team and that's why
they didn't shoot as soon as they saw hinf? It took the guys outside a while to
realize that Cole, not Rube, had the PDA now. That's why they didn't shoot him
down, or even follow himinmredi ately.

Absurd. Too conplicated. They sinply lied to their soldiers. They couldn't
very well announce, "We're going to kill that evil rightwing madman in the
White House and then take over America." You get a whole different kind of
recruit when you announce that as

your pur pose.

"What were you bl owi ng up out there?" asked the rebel

"You know, for a guy who was afraid to die, you sure do test our patience.”

"I'f you were going to kill me, I'd be dead," said the rebel
"That's right," said Cole. "W chose not to kill you. W put up with your
shit. And yet you still believe we're nmurderers and torturers."

"You broke ny arns.”

"So you couldn't shoot us in the back, idiot. Use your brain. O have you
turned that over to Aldo Verus, too?"

"I think for nyself."

That was twi ce that Cole had nentioned Al do Verus's name, and neither tine had
t he rebel denied knowi ng anything about him But he had deni ed havi ng anyt hi ng
to do with the assassination. So Verus was his boss of this arny and the
soldiers knew it.

"Quys like you are so angry that they can lie to you about guys |like ne and
you believe it," said Cole. "You can't even conceive of the idea that maybe a

guy becomes a sol dier because he loves his country and is willing to die to
keep it safe. No, you have to believe that guys |ike ne are nurderers | ooking
for an excuse to kill. And yet you put on a uniformand you took up arns.”

"I"'mnothing Iike you," said the rebel

"Right," said Cole. "Because | trained to do nmy job right. And because
recogni ze that even ny enemes are still human bei ngs. Asshol es, but human
ones."

Cat came back into the cabin. "Nothing el se on this island. Nobody even
bothered to shoot at ne. | think they think we can't get through their door."
"Maybe we can't," said Cole.

"You can't," said the rebel

Col e pushed on the crowbar. The wood splintered a little, but it also noved.
The trap door had slid about a half inch

Whi ch neant it would probably slide farther. Far enough for the door to open
"The question," said Cole, "is this. Do we open it enough to toss a grenade
down and kill anybody waiting for us? O do we hope they trusted their
mechani sm here so nuch that they aren't even bothering to defend it?"

"We throw a grenade and they aren't there," said Cat, "the grenade tells them
we made it through and they cone running."

"On the other hand, we open this and they are there, they just toss a grenade
up here and we're dead."

Cat pointed his thunb at the rebel. "One consolation is, he's dead, too."
"Col | ateral damage," said Cole. To the rebel he said, "But your team doesn't
bel i eve arm es shoul d ever cause collateral damage, don't you?"

The rebel just glared at him

"Safety first," said Cole. "I'Il shove, you toss."

Cat got out a grenade.



"OfF course, I'lIl be right here where the blast will still hit me," said Cole.
"Well, don't be there," said Cat.

"I can't open the trap door if I'mstanding on it," said Cole.

"You could try," said Cat.

Col e went over to one of the dead rebels and dragged his body over to the set
of slight gaps marking the end of the trap door. Cole shoved the crowbar under
t he body and | odged the angl ed end of the crowbar into the gap. Then he

st epped over the body and started pushing on the other end of the crowbar. "Is
it moving?" he asked.

"Are you pushing?" asked Cat.

Col e pushed hard enough that his feet slid on the floor

So he tipped over a table and ran it up against the far wall. By bracing his
feet against the end of the table, he kept hinmself fromsliding. And now t he
trap door started to nove

"Anytime you feel like it," said Cole.

He pushed farther. The trap door began to nmove snoothly.

A burst of machine-gun fire frominside the trap door shuddered the dead body
in front of himand shoved it back into Cole's face.

Cat flipped a grenade down the gap

It exploded. There was no nore firing.

Now t he two of them opened the door the rest of the way. It went rather

easily.

Steep stairs led down into a small concrete roomwi th an el evator door on one
side and the top of a spiral staircase on the other. There were pieces of body
arnor scattered on the floor, some still containing fragments of flesh and
bone. The pieces didn't cone out even, so sone of them rmust have bl own off the
edge and down the spiral stairway.

They went back up into the cabin and put on their packs. Cat quickly finished
his coffee. "Shouldn't drink this," he said. "I'Il just have to pee later."
"You didn't put on your catheter?" said Cole with nock surprise.

"Can't find any that fit me," said Cat.

Cole turned to the m serabl e-1ooking rebel. "W probably won't come out this
way, so ... I'Il see you at your treason trial."

No smart renmarks. The guy just | ooked away.

Down on the el evator |anding, Cat pushed the button for the el evator

"Ch, cone on," said Cole.

"Ain't gonna ride it, man," said Cat. "Just want to see if it comes when
call."

They wai ted, weapons trained on the door. It opened. The el evator was enpty.
"We could put that guy inside and send it down," said Cat. "Then it's friendly
fire that'Il kill him"

"Being an ignorant jerk who believed a ot of lies shouldn't get you the death
penalty," said Cole.

"Not even sonetinmes?" Cat was hol ding the el evator door open

Col e | eaned cl ose to himand whispered. "Push the button for the bottom fl oor
and let's go down the stairs.”

Cat pushed the button and scranbl ed back out of the el evator before the doors
cl osed.

Then, as quietly as they could, they started down the stairs.



CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE. COMVAND AND COHTROL

Anybody who thinks that the dread of shane isn't stronger than the fear of
death has only to consider how nany Roman senators, generals, and traitors
preferred to fall on their swords or open their veins rather than live through
hum liation. But it's not just humans. Wunded animals try to hide til

they're dead, rather than let their predators eat themalive

THEY WERE about halfway to the bottom when the rebel in the cabin shouted,
"They're com ng down the stairs!"”

Shoul d have killed him thought Cole.

No. We shoul d have cl osed the trap door fromthe inside.

Fortunately, there was a good chance nobody at the bottom coul d understand
what he was yel ling.

They heard gunfire bel ow t hem

The el evator door must have opened. But the sound was muffled. They nust have
built a heavy door between the stairway and the el evator |anding at the
bot t om

But now that they knew Cole and Cat hadn't come down the el evator, they were
bound to think of the stairway. If it was a grenade they tossed, Cole and Cat
shoul d stay high on the stairs. But if they opened the door and fired, they
shoul d be down there to shoot back

Cole didn't renmenber seeing any of the rebels arnmed with grenades.

He sat on the railing, |eaned a hand on the center pole, and slid down. As he
neared the bottom he tipped hinmself off the railing and out of Cat's way. He
| anded on the floor, and flung hinself into the

corner, his rifle pointing at the door just as it opened. He shot once,
hitting the door and knocking it farther open

Cat hit the bottomof the stairs with the pin already pulled on a grenade,
rolled it on the floor through the gap in the door, then pulled the door shut.
It went off.

A moment | ater they had the door open, and this time there was no attenpt at
conversati on-everybody they saw in that space, alive or dead, they fired at
qui ckly. Then started down a bare concrete tunnel-which, fromits placenent,
could only be a tunnel |eading under the | akebed toward the nmountain where
Verus's arsenal was.

"I hope that grenade didn't weaken the concrete of this tunnel,"” said Cat.
"Don't want all that water comng in."

"Too bad," said Cole. Because at that noment water did start com ng in. But
not from any damage caused by the grenade. The rebels were flooding the
corridor thensel ves, water gushing through a two-foot-dianmeter tube at the

ot her end.

They could either go back and clinb the stairs to the cabin and wait for

rei nforcenments, or charge straight into the gushing water and try to get above
the I evel of the tunnel before it conpletely flooded.

Cat didn't hesitate, so Cole followed him

They stayed to the edge of the tunnel where the force of the thick stream
water wasn't so strong. But the tunnel was filling rapidl yknee | evel, then hip
level by the tinme they forced their way past the stream and realized they were
on the wong side-there was no door here. Cole could just nake out the door
shape on the other side through the thick gush of water

"Swi m under ?" said Cat.

"No time to go back," said Cole.

"CGet nmy weapon all wet," said Cat

Cole took the Mnim out of his hand as Cat shrugged off his pack. Cat swam
under the stream Cole threw his pack over the gush of water, then his weapon.
Cat caught them bot h.

Now Col e threw his own weapon and his own pack. But the wa-

ter was shoul der height. Harder to dive | ow enough to get under the stream He
felt it sucking at him churning himout away fromthe door

Then he felt Cat's hand catch himunder the arm drag hi m back

Their packs were floating on top of the water; their weapons were on top of



t he packs.

"Door's |ocked," said Cat.

Col e grabbed Cat's Mnini, |eaned his back against Cat, and wal ked his | egs up
t he door. Wen Cat was hol di ng hi m above the level of the water, he fired a
burst down between his legs at the thick glass of the window in the door. It
took two bursts before the glass crazed and broke.

It wasn't a very big wi ndow Cole kicked out a few shards of glass, pulled out
his pistol, and went through first, because his feet were already hi gh enough
It was the base of a spiral staircase, just like on the other side, and there
was nobody there.

He | ooked up. Still nobody.

Cat was pushing through the weapons. Col e picked themup and set themon the
stairs, out of the water.

The packs wouldn't fit through the window in the door. Cat, who was fl oating
now, kept pulling watertight ammunition packages out of packs and pushing them
down t hrough the broken wi ndow. Col e put them on higher stairs, out of the
water. Then Cat's feet canme through. Cole pulled. Cat was bigger in the

shoul ders than Col e was, and he got stuck

At that noment, somnething dropped down fromthe top of the stairs. G enade,

t hought Col e. They've got grenades after all.

But he kept his concentration, marking where the grenade had fallen into the
water without letting up on pulling Cat.

Cat slid through. Cole dived for the grenade. Funbled. Found it. Pushed it
into the torrent com ng through the wi ndow and pushed it down, know ng it
woul d go off any second and take his hand of f.

He et go of it and yanked his hand back

It expl oded, making the door trenble and allowing water to spray in around the
edges. Cat had already gathered up all the amuni -

tion for his weapon and some of Cole's. He handed it to Cole and started up
the stairs as Cole got his weapon and stuffed anmunition into his pockets.

Anot her grenade dropped. Another. Coe grabbed one of their grenades and,
knowi ng it was insanely dangerous, threw it spiraling al nost straight back up
like the highest forward pass he ever threwin his life. If it went off when
it was passing Cat, he would be killing his own nman. But if Cat got to the top
with a bunch of guys there training automatic weapons on him he'd be dead
anyway.

Meanwhi l e, there was a second grenade in the water near him Cole raced up the
stairs. Both grenades went off alnobst at once. The one bel ow hi m spl ashed
water all over the inside of the stairwell, like the first spurt when you turn
on a blender. But the stairs themnmsel ves, being steel, shielded Cole from nost
of the blast. He stunbled, but he kept going.

The upper grenade apparently hadn't killed Cat-his footsteps were stil

headi ng up.

Sonebody was still alive up there, but it was Cat's Mnim that kept firing,

t he ot her weapon that fell silent.

He reached the top to find Cat lying on the floor using an arnored body as his
shi el d, exchangi ng bursts with sonebody who was some di stance away, where Col e
couldn't see. Cole stayed on the stairs and got his rifle out, then inched
forward until he could see into the roomthat Cat was firing into.

It was a narrow, high-ceilinged davern with steel bracing extending up to the
roof. The walls were lined with nechs, squatting on the floor like they were
all taking a dunp. Cole had always thought that the mechs would hang I|ike
suits, with their legs dangling. But then how woul d anybody get inside?

Col e pushed hinmself forward a little farther and found a target-a guy running
for one of the mechs. Being in a good position, his shot was clean and he t ook
himdown. Slid farther in and took out another

They stopped trying to get to the mechs. Instead, they fled the room

"Idiots," said Cat softly. "They shoul d have been in the mechs before we made
it up here."






"Maybe sonme of themalready are," said Cole. "Playing possum”

"They that smart?"

"I just don't want to wal k down between those rows."

Whi ch was fine. There were corridors leading off to the left and right. Cole
chose the one to the left for no better reason than that he was on that side
al r eady.

He tried to imgine the architecture of this place. It wouldn't be like a

buil ding, with roons one after another, divided only by thin walls. They had a
whol e nmountain on top of them So each room would have plenty of rock between
it and the next one, with only corridors connecting them The really tal
corridors would be for nechs to wal k along. Stay with the | ow, nan-sized
corridors, and they'd be nmore likely to face opponents that weren't arnored

i ke tanks.

The cavern architecture also nmeant that corridors could be |ong and coul d | ead
anywhere. This one was sl oping upward and turning. The turn nade Col e
unconfortable. It neant he couldn't see all the way ahead.

Then it | ooked Iike the corridor ended.

No. As he rounded the last bit of curve he could see that it took a

sharp turn to the right. No door this time. No reason to put a lot of doors in
here, when you were above the water |evel and nobody could get in here anyway.
But now Col e had to wonder: Wat was their m ssion now? They had headed for
the cabin only to reconnoiter. They hadn't meant to assault the place. Each
step along this road, after the firing started, was oriented toward survival .
Except. . . when there had been a choice about which way to run in the
flooding tunnel, Cat had chosen to go toward the eneny, not away. And Col e had
gone al ong w thout a second thought.

They had proof enough that this was where the bad guys were. One of the guys
out side had to have taken pictures of the mechs and hoverbi kes com ng out of

t hose huge doors in the nmountainside. Video, too, of the rebels shooting at
Cole and Cat on the | adder up to the cabin.

Wth no one actually shooting at them Cole gave a hand signal for Cat to wait
and keep watch. Then he switched on his transnitter

"You think that's still working?" asked Cat.

"Light still cones on," said Cole. "And it's supposed to use the ground as a
conduit." Cole coded for Drew first.

And got an answer. "Drew here. You guys okay?"

"M ngo and Benny get through to Gettysburg?" asked Col e.

"Don't know yet," said Drew. "But everything and everybody's com ng through
those big front doors."

"More guys | ooking for you?"

"We killed two nechs with rockets and then they all headed back for hone.
Trucks are coming out now, driving up and over the dam Looks to ne |ike
they' re evacuating the place.”

"Just cause two guys got inside?" said Cat. "Big babies."

"They've got to believe we're just the prelimnary team" said Drew. "If they
beli eve we're just an advance team and you actually got inside, | think they
took that as a bad sign."

"Besi des," said Babe, "these are the guys who decided against a mlitary
career."

Evacuating, moving to a different |ocation. Wiy? Because they intended to nmake
this one unusabl e thenselves. "I think they're planning to flood this whole

pl ace," said Cole. "CGenesseret is higher than this whole conmplex. Run water
through it all, ruin everything."

"Doesn't elimnate the evidence that it exists," said Drew

"If they're planning to flood this, | want to get a little higher up," said
Cat .

"Tell us when M ngo reports that a strike force is comng," said Cole. "Mke
sure you have a radio ready to tell them about the ordnance and personnel that
are getting away. Capture it all on the road." Then he signed off and turned
off his transmitter.



Cat slid dowmn the wall to a squatting position. "How long will it take a
strike force to get here?"

"I don't know," said Cole. "If they come from Nevada or Montana, at |east an
hour . "

"Carrier off the coast-the Marines mght get here fastest."

"I don't mnd getting ny ass saved by the Marines," said Cole. "Long as they
save ny ass."

"I'f the bad guys are evacuating-"

"In order to flood the whole place?"

"I'"ve done enough sw nming," said Cat.

"So- bef ore we nove on, what's our goal here?"

"Stay breathing," said Cat.

"We coul d have stayed at the cabin," said Cole.

Cat thought about that for a few seconds. "Well, we want higher ground if
they're going to flood the place. And ny guess is, if we try to go out the
front door, they' Il be waiting for us there. Wiy hunt us down if they know

we' ve got to come to thenf"

"So we want to go up. If there's any place high enough in here to stay out of
the water."

"And | was thinking," said Cat, "maybe Al oe Vera's here sonewhere. Course

he'd be crazy to be here where he couldn't deny knowi ng about it."

"Maybe he doesn't want to deny it," said Cole. "Maybe he's proud of it."
"Here's where the ordnance is coming from" said Cat. "Maybe the orders cone
fromhere, too. GQuy builds this army, don't you think he'd want to run it?"
"So we're | ooking forVerus?"

"Hell no," said Cat. "We're | ooking for conmand and control. Wpe it out in
advance of the main assault."

It was el ementary. W pe out eneny command and control -it's what Special Forces
wer e supposed to do in advance of an attack. But he'd never been in an

i nvasion. He'd al ways worked on heartsand-m nds, recon, small-group assaults.
Cat, however, had been there for Iraq in 2003. Different experience, so
different stuff comes to mind in a crisis.

Still, thought Cole: | should have thought of it.

"I'f we do happen to find him" said Cole, "we need himalive. For the
caneras."

"I think his dead body does the sane job," said Cat.

"Better to pull himout of a hole."

"Li ke Saddam "

"Meanwhil e," said Cole, "I wonder what's waiting around this corner. You got
any grenades |eft?"

"I'n ny pack," said Cat. "Floating in that tunnel."

Col e dropped to the floor and rolled out into the corridor, keeping his weapon
poi nted down the hall.

There was not hing there. Just nore ranp going up and another turn.

"CGoes up," said Cat behind him

"Just the direction we wanted to go.'
foll owed him

The next jog wasn't into a corridor, it was into a large, heavily braced
cavern. This was one of the factories. Not a fully autonmated assenbly line-the
vol ume wasn't great enough to justify that. It |ooked |ike they used teans to
assenbl e the pieces into finished hovercycles, one bike per team six teans
wor ki ng, plus carts loaded with parts.

But nobody was assenbling anything right now Wich went along with what the
guys were seeing outside. Everybody evacuated.

Col e got up and ran up the slope. Cat

On the wall, there was a map of the place with two escape routes marked. One
led to the huge front door, the other to the tunnel connecting to the cabin.
"I don't believe this map," said Cole. "I don't think they'd build this place

wi t hout an escape hatch that didn't require that the | ake be drained."
"They didn't expect the tunnel to be full of water,"” said Cat.
"But they flooded it thenmselves. Their defense is flooding the front door



too. No way are they so stupid they get trapped if both entrances are
fl ooded. "
"So there's an escape route didn't quite make it onto the nmap?" said Cat.



"One that trucks can't use," said Cole.

"But Al oe Vera can."

Studyi ng the floorplan, though, there was nothing conveniently | abel ed
"Conmmand and Control."

"I"ll keep watch," said Cole, "you look at this."

Cat | ooked. "Not like a regular building. Nice rectangular tower, you can spot
t he gaps when they | eave stuff off the floor plan.”

"So if you were in charge of this place, where would you put the comrand
center?"

"Up high," said Cat. "They got three | evels higher than this one. Not a | ot of
routes | eading there."

"I bet Command and Control is four levels up,"” said Cole, "since the floorplan
only shows three."

"Bet you're right," said Cat.

"So which way up you want to use?"

Both he and Cat had nmenorized the map while studying it-part of their
training, to be able to menorize nmaps so they didn't have to carry them
around.

"Not the ones that |ead toward the front door,"” said Cat. "Let's avoid the
crowds. "

They ran into only three people on the stairs they took-all civilians, from
their clothing, and two of them women. One of the wonen cried and shrank away,
but the other arnmed herself with her shoe, brandishing it at them as they
passed her and noved on up the stairs. "You can hol ster that shoe now " said
Col e as he passed her. She didn't seemto think it was funny.

The stairs ended at the top level on the map. But this |evel was smaller than
the others. There were plenty of offices on this level, nostly in the form of
cubicles. Every conputer's cpu had been blown up by a snmall enough expl osive
that it was contained entirely inside the case-but snoke was coning out of
many of them and nost were splayed out or otherw se deformed. Not much data
was going to conme out of those conputers now, but you never knew

what a hard drive was going to live through. Mght still be sonething
retrievable. Unless they were heat bonbs, and then all the plastic inside
woul d be melted. That's what |'d use, thought Cole. So that's probably

what Verus used. »

Hs infra vibrated. Sonebody calling him "Cole here."

It was Benny. "As soon as we gave the word, they took off from Montana," he
said. "By now they're probably only fifteen m nutes away."

If the Progressive Restoration had observers with the forces in Idaho, which
was |ikely enough, then that would explain why they started evacuating this

pl ace when only a couple of soldiers had penetrated it. Col e thanked Benny and
signed off.

"You see any controls for that big front door?" said Cat. "O for flooding
that tunnel we were in?"

"We didn't see controls for opening the trap door in the cabin, either,’
Col e.

"And there's got to be a control for sending water fromone | ake into the

ot her."

"What do you want to bet," said Cole, "that wherever those controls are, Verus
is sitting there waiting to raise the water |level of Chinnereth just as our
attack force is nmoving through the big front door."

"That woul d be nean," said Cat.

"And then he'd use the secret back door that isn't on any of the maps. The one
that's canoufl aged and opens up on the slope of the nobuntain sonewhere on the
Genesseret side."

"That woul d be smart," said Cat.

"Well, only sem-smart," said Cole. "Smart would be to give hinself up
peaceful |y and denounce us for violating Washington's neutrality."

"Nobody' s gonna buy that now," said Cat.

"Come on," said Cole. "People buy any lie they want bad enough to believe.

said



W're the U S. Arny. Wien we screw up, everybody thinks it's on purpose and
some of us should go to jail. Even when we win, they think we screwed up. Wat
Arnmy were you in, anyway?"

"My bad," said Cat.

"One level up fromhere," said Cole. "Cotta be a stairway somewhere."

"Maybe not," said Cat. "Maybe just a closet door."

"Leadi ng into Narnia?"

"Leading to a stairway."

There weren't all that many doors, but all of themwere |ocked. In the novies,
peopl e al ways shot doors open. But shooting a deadbolt |ock didn't w thdraw
the deadbolt fromthe socket. And these were

heavy doors, with lots of netal. Bullets could ricochet. Shrapnel could fly.
You could kill yourself shooting at doors |ike these. Not to nention they
didn't want to scare Verus into junping down his rabbit hole-if he had one.
"Desks," said Cole. He headed back for one of the roons full of cubicles and
opened drawer after drawer, lifting up papers and feeling around inside.

Sure enough, he found a key that |ooked Iike it mght do the job. Sonmebody
forgot he had a spare in his desk. Happened all the tine.

It wasn't a master key, but it did open two of the first three doors they
tried. Naturally, Cole assumed that the one it didn't open was the one they
want ed, but the third door opened to reveal a normal flight of stairs going
upwar d.

And up and up. It wasn't just one story up, it was way up. Maybe not all that
far fromthe observation tower on top of the nountain between the | akes.

They ran up at a neasured pace-didn't want to be caught out of breath at the
top, just in case sonebody had a weapon waiting for them

There it was. Command and Control. A single roomfull of screens and conputers
and control panels and gauges. These conputers hadn't been bl own up, because
these didn't contain incrimnating data, they just controlled the I oca

machi nery.

Col e noved into the room Now he could see another door, |abeled "Restroom"
Standing near it were two nen. One of themwas Verus, in slacks and an
open-col |l ared short-sleeved white shirt. The other man was wearing a busi ness
suit and hol di ng an AK-47.

"Just go back down the stairs," said the man with the gun. "Nobody has to get
hurt.”

Col e shot himin the head. He dropped like a rock

"Cal m down now ' sai d Verus.

Cat noved into the room behind Col e and began scanning the controls. "Here's

the control for the doors,"” said Cat. "Still open. There are still trucks
goi ng out. And the tunnel-flooded. Hey, thanks for that, Aldo. W're still not
dry."

"You had no right to cone here," said Verus.

No point in arguing with himabout who had a right to attack New York Gty and
kill the cops, or chase Cole through DC and Maryland to get Reuben's PDA
"And here's the lake levels,” said Cat. "One shaft is already open, pouring
wat er back in from Genesseret."

"Can you close it?" asked Cole.

It was Verus who answered. "You can't close the upper gate until the
Genesseret water level falls to normal."

"How many shafts?" asked Col e.

"Six. "

"So it's refilling at one-sixth of the maximumrate," said Cole. "Still too
fast. Close it."

"But he said-" And then Cat realized that he had been taking the eneny's word
for how the thing worked. Wiy wouldn't he? It was an Anerican telling him
"Bastard's probably got a secret set of controls all prined to flood
everything and sonmewhere there's an LED di splay counting down the seconds.”
"You watch too many novies," said Cole.

"You' re Barthol onew Col eman,” said Verus.



"Sorry | didn't let your guys kill me in D.C"

"Too bad you were brai nwashed by the right-wing extrem sts,"'
coul d have used soneone as resourceful as you."

"What about nme?" said Cat. "I'mresourceful, too."

"This time we get to put John WIlkes Booth on trial," said Cole.

"I didn't have anything to do with killing that pathetic joke of a President,"
sai d Verus.

said Verus. "I



"You just happened to be all set to invade New York two days later," said

Col e.

"W were going to nove on July Fourth," said Verus. "General Alton's coup was
going to be our provocation."

"So Alton was yours," said Cole.

"Then he decides to inprovise and recruit you," said Verus. "ldiot."

"You want it done right, you got to do it yourself," said Cat.

"So am | under arrest, or are you going to murder ne?" asked Verus.

"You're under arrest," said Cole.

"Either way | win," said Verus. "Excuse me while | take a leak." He turned and
pushed his way into the restroom slanm ng the door behind himbefore Cole
could grab him

Col e knew i medi ately that the restroomwas not just a toilet. Before he could
finish saying "Son of a bitch," he was at the door, opening it.

Just an unoccupied restroomwith a closed toilet stall. Cole inmmediately
dropped and slithered under the stall door. Inside there was a | ow doorway

| eading to a sloping | adder goi ng upward. He coul d hear Verus climbing

rapi dly. Col e unlocked the stall door as Cat cane in. "I think | got the fl ow
stopped, " said Cat.
"He went up here," said Cole, ducking into the | adderway. "I can see him"

"Just shoot him" said Cat.

"W want himalive," said Cole softly. "And he knows it."

They raced up the |l adder after him It was easy to overtake him Verus was
physically fit, but he was also in his sixties.

There was no reason to stop him though, and risk having himfall and injure
hi nsel f on the | adder. Cole just reached up and tugged on his pant leg a
couple of tines, to let himknow he was right behind him

Near the top, Verus slapped his hand against a button on the wall and a trap
door opened automatically. If he had visions of closing it before Cole could
get out, he was di sappoi nted- Col e was out

al nost before he was, and grabbed himby the armas he tried to run away.
Verus fell to the ground, pulling free of Cole's grip. At once, Cole pointed
his rifle at Verus.

Cat came out of the trap door behind hint. Only then did it close.

"Shit, we walked right by this and didn't see it," said Cat.

They were only a dozen yards fromthe cleared area around the observation

t ower.

There was a helicopter approaching fromthe northwest. Not the direction any
task force would cone frombut just the right direction for a chopper planning
to take Verus to Seattle.

"No wonder the clearing around this tower's so big," said Cole.

Cat got his Mnim into position and fired a burst toward the chopper. It
didn't burst into flames, but the pilot got the nmessage all the sane. The
chopper swerved away.

Verus got to his feet, watching the chopper fly away.

When he turned around, he was holding a pistol, which he pointed right at

Col e.

"Go ahead," said Cole. "Let's have the video of Al do Verus shooting a United
States soldier in the performance of his duties. Let's have that at your
treason trial."

Verus lifted the gun toward his own head.

Cole shot himin the hand. It was a big heavy bullet and his hand expl oded in
bl ood. Verus screaned and fell to the ground, holding his hand and writhing.
"I"ma sharpshooter with the U S. Special Forces," said Cole. "You' re not
getting away with shit.'1'

"More choppers,” said Cat. "CGood guys this tine."

"Your transceiver still working?"

Cat switched it on. "Seens to be. Even wet. Cool."

"Tell whoever's doing liaison with the attack force that nost of the people
they want are in trucks out on Hi ghway 12. And we have Verus."



Cat made the call

"Li e down on your belly and put your hands behind your back," said Cole.

He frisked Verus, then started field-dressing his hand. The bones were pretty
messed up inside. That hand woul d never work right again. Cole knew it was
petty, but it made himfeel a grimsatisfaction. That's for Rube. That's for a
bunch of cops and a doorman in New York. | hope it hurts you every day of your
life.

Meanwhi | e, he got the bl eeding stopped and the wound bound before one of the
Bl ackhawks | anded in the clearing to take Verus into custody.



CHAPTER TWENTY- TWO. LI NKS.

H story is never proved, only supposed. No natter how nmuch evi dence you
collect, you' re always guessing about cause-and-effect, and assum ng things
about dead people's notives. Since even living people don't understand their
own notives, we're hardly likely to do any better with the dead.

Keep testing your guesses agai nst the evidence. Keep trying out new guesses to
see if they fit better. Keep |ooking for new evidence, even if it disproves
your ol d hypot heses. Wth each step you get just a little closer to that
elusive thing called "the truth." Wth each step you see how nuch farther away
the truth is than you ever inagined it to be.

IN ONLY a few nminutes, Cole told the colonel in charge of the task force
everything pertinent that he knew, and Col onel Meyers assured himin return
that they had already intercepted the convoys headi ng both directions up and
down Hi ghway 12.

"Good job capturing the command center intact,’
News teans al ready have himon film"
"Broadcasti ng?" asked Col e.

"No way to keep it secret when we went across the border. Lots of uproar on
the news about it. So Torrent preauthorized us to allow the enbedded news
teans to broadcast |live any evidence that we had taken the right place. |
deci ded Verus's face qualified. Along with those rows of nmechs still inside.
And t he convoys."

"I look forward to watching the coverage,"” said Col e.

"You've got no tine for that," said Colonel Meyers. "Torrent wants you to go
straight back to New Jersey."

"Jersey?"

"He wants you with the cops who go back in to accept the surrender of the
city."

"They' ve surrendered," said Cole.

"Not yet," said Meyers. "Which is why you' ve got time to get there.”

"But | have a prisoner," said Cole.

he said. "And Verus alive

"No, sir, I'msorry. | have a prisoner. You have other orders." Meyers put a
hand on his shoulder. "But you trust these other guys of yours, right? They
can stay right with Verus all the way to Montana. We'll treat his wound and
get himback to Andrews and they're with him all right?"

Cat grinned at him "I want to hear himsay 'owie ow e when they treat his
hand. "

"They don't need me in New York," said Cole.

"True," said Meyer. "I think Torrent wants you there for the caneras. Last

Ameri can soldier out of the city, first one to go back. It's all for the
caneras, guys. W want to get the nessage out-this is one country, with one
Constitution. Your face is part of that. Like it or not."

Col e was escorted to the chopper that was taking himback out of the battle
zone. In the air, he found out that Averell Torrent had been confirmed by both
houses of Congress as the new Vice President of the United States, and took
the oath of office in the Senate chanmber. But it was still Torrent's
operation, and during his few mnutes on the ground in Mntana before boardi ng
an eastbound mlitary transport, he was given a cell phone whose nunber Torrent
had.

Four and a half hours later, he was standing at the entrance to the Holl and
Tunnel . Captain Charlie OBrien was there to greet him So were the cops that
Col e and Rube had led out of the city a nonth ago.

By now, Torrent had briefed Cole by tel ephone. "The city council has assured
President Nielson that all their previous actions and statenents were nade
under duress. They would wel come liberation by United States forces. They ask
us to be careful to avoid bl oodshed. "

"I"'d like to arrest their asses," said one of the cops. "Nobody mi nded t hem
killing us."

"I believe," said Cole, "that one of the sacrifices you re being asked to nake
is to pretend that you weren't stabbed in the back. Just renenber that the



caneras will show you comi ng back into the city as the lawmful police
force-what's left of it. It's your show | know you'll do it with class."

That was Col e's own deci sion-that the cops would | ead the way. Torrent had
tried to persuade himthat he and Charlie O Brien should be the point nen, but
Cole refused. "This isn't the U S. Arny or the New Jersey National Guard
entering New York, it's New York's own. New York's finest."

Torrent conceded the point.

So they got into Hunvees and headed on through the tunnel until they were
thirty yards fromthe entrance. An advance team had al ready ascertai ned that
there was no ambush waiting for them

O Brien and Cole followed the unifornmed policenmen up to the tunnel nouth,
where the news caneras frominside the city were waiting for them

Col e couldn't hear what was being sai d-but he knew the nessage well enough
Because the police force had been nearly destroyed during the invasion by the
traitors, they had deputized nmenmbers of the New Jersey National Guard and U.S.
Arrmy as auxiliaries to the New York City police. They were there to help
arrest those traitors who laid down their weapons and surrendered, and to kil
any who resisted.

The nmonent was carried live on all the networks and news channels. It was not
known how many of the Progressive Restoration would refuse to surrender. In
the end, only one nmech operator fired at themand was imediately killed. A
few of the rebel soldiers were apprehended trying to escape. No doubt sone did
escape.

Everyone el se surrendered

The Second Anerican Civil War was over. By far the |argest group of casualties
were New York City policenmen and firemen. The second | argest group consi sted
of rebel soldiers killed by Cole

and his conrades in Washington, D.C., and, later, at Lake Chinnereth.

The only U.S. mlitary personnel killed or injured in the war were Mjor
Reuben Malich and one of the military police who protected Cole's escape in

t he Pentagon on the sixteenth of June, and then the nen who died in their
vehicl es on Mac Arthur Boul evard.

Every one of them on both sides, an American

After Cole and O Brien were photographed with the policenmen they had hel ped to
save, they were piled into a car and taken back through the Holland Tunnel
"You ever get your car back?" asked Col e.

"Ch, yes," said OBrien. "You owe ne a tank of gas."

"I owe you nore than that," said Cole.

"Hey, how many guys actually got to bl ow up one of those mechs during this
little war?"

"Damm few," said Cole, "and thank God for that."

The car dropped O Brien off in his unit's staging area, where the sane car was
parked. Then Col e was driven on to Gettysburg, where the rest of Rube's jeesh
had al ready been brought. Again, partly for the cameras. But also to be
debriefed by Torrent.

During the debriefing, President Nielson cane in to Torrent's office, waving
hi s hand downward for themto stay seated and continue. He |istened as Torrent
asked his questions. Soon after N elson, several others cane in. |ncluding
Cecily Malich

It was M ngo who interrupted Torrent in the mdst of thanking them and
bringing the debriefing to a cl ose. "Excuse ne, sir, but there's a nenber of
our jeesh who didn't live to make this fight. Hs wife just came in."

Torrent turned around, noticing Cecily for the first tine.

Al the nenmbers of the jeesh stood up and sal uted her

She rose slowy to her feet, crying a little, and sal uted them back

There weren't any caneras in the room So the picture the world saw was the

ei ght of them still dressed for conbat, lined up behind President N elson and
Vice President Torrent at the press conference.

When it was thrown open for questions, Cole tried to get Babe, who






was, after all, a public relations professional, to serve as spokesnman. But
Babe refused. "I didn't go inside, man," he said.

So Cole and Cat stood at the podium wth the President and Vice President

| ooki ng on. The questions were what you' d expect. Sure, they were heroes. But
the press was still the press.

"How many Americans did you kill on this mssion?"

"As many as necessary to protect nyself and ny nen, and to acconplish our

m ssion," said Cole. "And not one nore."

"Why did you obey an order to enter a state that had closed its borders to
mlitary operations?"

"Wth all due respect, sir," said Cat, "all our operations took place inside
the United States of Anerica, under orders fromthe President of the United
States. We did not cross any international boundaries."

"Weren't you afraid that your attack would lead to nore bl oodshed within the
United States?"

Col e took that one, forcing hinmself to stay conpletely calm "I was in New
York City when this rebellion began. | saw the dead bodi es of policenmen and
firemen and one uniforned doorman on the streets of that city, before | fired
a single shot in this war. | believe our actions today put an end to the

bl oodshed that the rebels started.”

"Do you feel you have avenged the deaths of the President and Vice President
on Friday the Thirteenth?"

"We're not in the vengeance business," said Cat. "W're in the business of
defeating those who wage war agai nst America."

Col e added, "We know t hese people were behind the attack on New York, because
that secret factory in Washington State was where the weapons they used were
manuf act ured. But whether they had anything to do with the prior

assassi nations remains to be seen.” Cole could see the President's staff
visibly relax. They didn't want anything that could be used by Verus's |awers
to claimhe had already been tried in the nedia.

"Some reports say that you shot Aldo Verus after he was arrested.”

Cole smiled at the reporter. "After | told M. Verus that he was under arrest,

he attenpted to flee. W overtook him He then drew a weapon. | did not shoot
when he pointed it at nme. | shot M. Verus in the hand only when he pointed
the pistol at his own head. | wanted himalive for his treason trial. Since

was fifteen feet away, a bullet to the hand was the only way | could prevent
himfromtaking irrevocabl e action."

Cat added, "W didn't believe we had tine to negotiate the surrender of his
handgun. "

A lot of people |aughed. A lot of themwere reporters.

After the press conference, Cecily cane up to Cole. "I can't get over the
guestions they asked you. Like you were crimnals."

"It was a gane," said Cole. "Didn't you notice? The guy who asked ne about
shooting Verus after he was arrested-he was from Fox. He was setting me up for
the answer | gave. Bet you that'll be the sound bite that runs everywhere
toni ght on the evening news."

"And not a headline saying, 'Soldier accuses Verus of assassinations.' Ckay, |
see." She took his hand in both of hers. "Cole, have you called your nother
yet ?"

"No, ma'am" said Cole.

"So she's going to learn about all this by watching the news?"

"Probably not," said Cole. "She doesn't watch the news."

"So you can still call her."

He nodded.

"You can use ny phone." She led himout of the room

Her of fice-which she shared with four other staffers-was

enpty. She led himto the desk and he sat down to nake the call

"Before you dial," she said. "And before |I |eave you alone to talk to her, |
just want to ask you. WIIl you conme see ne-soon? There's sonething I want to
talk to you about."



"What is it?" She | ooked worried. Wat could be wong now They had the rebe
arsenal . They had New York City back

"When you cone visit nme," she said. "Call your nom" Then she left.

But when he called for an appoi ntnent the next day, she wasn't

in. And the day after, she called himand said, "Look, | was probably wong.
It was just stupid. Cone see nme and the kids anywayat home. And | nean really
hone-the President is nmoving into the Wite House now, and |I'mtaking ny Kids
back home to Virginia."

Col e could inmagine how it might be for her to enter the house she had shared
with Rube. "Wuld you Iike conpany when you go back hone for the first tine?"
"I"ve al ready been back," she said. "I'mokay. But thanks for offering.”

He figured that was that. They'd worked well together, even |iked each other
but whatever confidence she was going to share, she had changed her mind. And
that was fine. Her privilege.

VERUS HAD asked to see Torrent, and Torrent accepted. They did not notify the
press. Verus was being held under guard at Andrews Air Force Base; Torrent
arrived in alinp and was hustled directly to Verus's room

Verus's armwas in a sling, his hand thickly bandaged.

Torrent sat down without waiting to be asked. "How is your hand?" asked
Torrent.

"My own doctor got to examine it and approved of the work they did. As a
starting point. There'll be nore surgeries. I'll probably never get full use
of it, but people'iave suffered worse than that in wars."

"I thought you hated war."

"I hate wars that are fought to advance fascism" said Verus. "I didn't invite
you here to argue with you."

"Real | y? Then why am | here?"

"Because you're the reason | fought this war," said Verus.

"I didn't realize | had made you so angry with ne. In fact, | thought you

enj oyed ny sem nar."

"Your lectures spurred ne to action,"” said Verus. "l realized that it wasn't
enough to | obby agai nst fascists. Bayonets could only be stopped by bayonets."
"But Aldo," said Torrent. "If you really believed that, you and General Alton
woul dn't have had to fake up a right-w ng coup attenpt."

Verus smled thinly. "You think I don't know what you are?" "W know you're a
traitor, and definitely not a pacifist. Wit am1?" "You' re the devil,
Torrent," said Verus. "And we all do your work."

Torrent rose to his feet. "You could have faxed me that message. wanted to
say it to your face. | just want you to know. This war isn't over. Even if you
kill nme or keep ne in chains, your side will be brought down in the end."

"My side?" said Torrent. "I don't have a side." Wth that, he left the room
CECI LY MOVED her children hone. Aunt Margaret stayed with themfor a while
and when she went hone to New Jersey, Cecily cane hone fromthe Wite House.
"I was just transitional," she told LaMonte. "My children |ost their father
They need me. But | needed the work you gave nme to do. So | thank you for
that."

It was hard, especially because many of her friends-npst of her friends-seened
to regard the death of her husband as sonething that made her too sacred to
actually talk to. She got notes. There were flowers. A few visits, with the
standard words, "Well, if there's anything we can do."

But no calls fromgirlfriends inviting her to dinner or the novies.

Then, about a week after she noved honme, Cat and Drew canme by right after

di nner, bringing ice cream They sat around the kitchen table with Cecily and
the kids, and told stories about Reuben. What he did in the war. Wat he did
in training. What he did when he was on | eave with them

A week later, it was M ngo and Benny. Sane thing, with pictures this tine.
They' d made a scrapbook and they left it with them

Babe cane alone a few days later. He had made a DVD of a slide show about
Reuben. It was really funny. And sweet. At the door, as he was |eaving, she
asked him "Did you guys draw | ots? Take turns?"






"Ch, did the other guys already cone? Have we been pestering you?"

"No, no," she said. "I love you guys for this. Reuben never tal ked about his
work, not with the children.”

"Before he was a martyr," said Babe, "he was already a hero many tinmes over. |
t hi nk when ki ds have lost their dad, they need to know who he was and why it's
i mportant that he did the things that made it so he can't come hone anynore."
He smiled a little. "I know. My dad died in the &ulf War."

Eventual ly they all canme. And cane back. Along with other friends of Reuben's
fromthe mlitary. And she began to get visits frommlitary wives that she'd
known on vari ous assi gnments.

But Cole didn't cone.

At first she wondered why-was a little hurt, even

Then she realized that Cole nmight have fought with these guys, but he didn't
really feel like part of the group. He had been added in.

And then she renmenbered telling himshe wanted to talk to him and then
changi ng her m nd. Maybe he interpreted that as my having changed ny nind
about wanting to see him

O maybe he's busy.

["11 call him

But she knew that he was different fromthe other guys. Because he had been
wi th Reuben those |last three days. Wen the President died. In New York. And
in the Pentagon, when DeeNee shot Reuben down. |If he came over, she would tel
him Even though she couldn't prove anything. She'd tell himbecause she had
to tell sonebody.

But not yet.

She wat ched the news assi duously, as she al ways had.

Al'l the novements to recognize the Progressive Restoration died with the
arrest of Aldo Verus. Vernmont's legislature didn't bother rescinding their
resol uti on because, as their attorney general assured everybody, it had no

bi ndi ng | egal force anyway.

America watched with Cecily and her children as the Progressive Restoration
forces in New York surrendered peacefully after two days of dithering-and
after the city council voted unani-

mously to declare themto be traitors and request themto | eave their
territory.

And nore and nore evidence came out, exposing Aldo Verus's network of

i nfl uence and financial control. Many organi zations di ssol ved t hensel ves;
others repudi ated the financing they had received from Verus and pretended
they hadn't known where it came fromand that it certainly shouldn't be taken
as any |ink between them and Verus's abortive revolt.

Verus himself waited in a special prison as his hand underwent repeated
reconstructive surgeries and he was kept on continuous suicide watch.

The children lost interest. The war was over

But Cecily kept watching, with special interest in Averell Torrent.

She wasn't all that unusual. Torrent was enornously popul ar. Al npst novie-star
popul ar. And he was handling it all so brilliantly. There had been talk right
fromthe start about giving the Republican presidential nomnation to Torrent,
t hough there were al so grunblings about how nobody even knew where he stood on
abortion, on marriage, on taxes, on immgration, on anything except defense.
But whenever reporters asked himif he was seeking the Republican nom nation
he'd answer, "I'mnot a nenber of any party. |I'mnot seeking any nomi nation."
And then he'd wal k away.

Then, in an interview on Fox News, OReilly said, "All right, M. Vice

President, |1'mgoing to ask you point-blank. Renmenber, this is the no-spin
zone. "

"I never forget that, M. OReilly."

"I'f the Republicans nominate you, will you accept the nomi nation and run for

Presi dent ?"
"No spin," said Torrent.
"And no evasions, please."



"Here's the thing. | believe in denobcracy. Hard-fought el ections. But right
nowthis country's been on the brink of war. No, we were over the brink
Shooti ng had begun. And what was it about? The same divisive, vicious,
hate-filled rhetoric that has doni nated

our elections for the past-what, fifteen, twenty years? I'msick of it. |
don't want to be part of it."

"I hear that, M. Vice President. But you still haven't answered ny question
Am | being spun, sir?"

"I"'mbeing as clear as | know how," said Torrent. "The only way 1'd run for
President is if | were nonminated by both parties.”

OReilly laughed. "So the only way you'll run is if you run against yourself?"
"I know I woul dn't snear ny opponent and he wouldn't smear ne," said Torrent.
"So are you asking the Denocrats to nominate you, too?" asked O Reilly.

"I"m asking people to |l eave ne out of all the hatred and bitterness, all the
lies and all the spin. | accepted the office I hold nowin order to end the

i npasse in Congress and help return this country to some kind of normality. |
expect to step down when ny successor is sworn in in January. After that, I'lI
see if sone university will take ne onto the faculty."

OReilly snmled and said, "The gauntlet is down, Denocrats. It happened
before, back in 1952, when nobody was sure whether Ei senhower was a Denocr at
or a Republican. Both parties wanted to noninate him He picked one of them
But Vice President Torrent refuses to choose between them The Denocrats have
the first convention. WIIl they stay with their, current front-runner, who
just happens to have the highest negatives of any candi date who ran this year?
Di vi si veness? O healing? But | give you the last word, M. Vice President."

Torrent smiled gravely. "I miss the classroom | |ook forward to teaching
again."
"In other words, you think there's no chance you'll be nomi nated."

Torrent only laughed and shook his head, as if the idea was ridicul ous.

But he didn't say no.

And despite the front-runner's nost desperate efforts, she couldn't bl ock
Averell Torrent's name from being presented at the Denocratic convention. Too
many del egates were announci ng that they would switch to himon the first
bal |l ot, regardl ess of what they had pl edged back in the prinaries.

As one of the del egates said on canera, "A |lot has happened since the
primaries. If we didn't have a responsibility to think for ourselves, there'd
be no reason to have living del egates cone to a convention, they could just
tally the primary votes and nake the announcenent.”

Leadi ng Republicans fell all over thensel ves to announce that if the Denocrats
nom nated Torrent, they'd nom nate him too.

It's really going to happen, thought Cecily.

And ... | have to talk to somebody or 1'll go crazy.

So she went to | ook for Cole's nunber, and realized: She didn't know it. She
had only the nunbers of cell phones that he had | ong since discarded. And of
course his office nunber at the Pentagon, where his assignnent had evaporat ed
when Reuben was kil l ed.

Finally she called Sandy in the Wite House.

"I'f you want your job back," said Sandy, "the answer is hell yes what took you

so long."
"I don't," said Cecily, "but it's nice to know |I've been m ssed."
"I don't mss you, | just have jobs for you to do," said Sandy. "So what do

you want? Because |'m so busy | don't have time to scratch ny butt."
"Bart hol omew Col eman' s phone nunber."

"You call ne to get a phone nunber?"

"Captain Coleman," said Cecily. "The soldier who was w th Reuben when
"I know who he is, | see himevery day," said Sandy. "Home phone? Cell ?
Ofice?"

"You see him every day?"

"He's assigned to the Vice President as his top aide on mlitary affairs. He's
at all the briefings."






"I didn't know " Cecily was dismayed. Had Cole clinbed into bed with Torrent?
Then she couldn't talk to him

"So don't you want the nunbers now?"

"Sure., of course," she said. "I just didn't knowyes, all the numbers.”

She could wite them down. She just wouldn't use them

And she didn't.

But that night, he showed up at her door at nine o'clock.

"Col e-Captain Coleman. | didn't knowl| didn't expect-"

"Sandy said you called," said Cole. "And then when you found out | worked with
Torrent, you suddenly didn't want to talk to ne."

Sandy was way too observant.

"But 1've kind of been waiting for you to call," said Cole. "Wen you sort of

backed off fromtalking to me a few weeks ago, | figured you wanted to wait.

O something. But. . . you know | really liked your kids. | don't want to |ose
contact with you. I only knew RubeMajor Malich-for a few days, but..." He took
a deep breath. "Look, | was hoping there'd be cookies."

She | aughed and ushered himinto the kitchen. Mark and Nick were still up and

t hey remenbered Col e and practically tackled himand dragged himto the fl oor
Well, Mark did. Nick just watched him but Cecily saw how his eyes gl owed.
Col e had made an inpression on her sons.

They didn't tal k about Reuben. They didn't talk about world affairs. |nstead
Col e asked the boys about things they were doing. They ate ice cream Cole
denonstrat ed how cupcakes don't actually have to be bitten into, you can jam a
whol e one in your mouth at once. Then he made a show of choki ng before he

swal lowed it all. "The bad thing," he said, "is when you cough icing out of
your nose."

At ten o' clock Cecily sent the boys to bed.

“I'"ll go now," said Cole. "It's late for you, too."

"No," she said. "Stay. | do want to talk to you."

He answered softly, so the boys wouldn't hear. "It's about Torrent, right? I'm
not married to him |'massigned to him"

"Hi s request?"

"He's vetting the Wite House staff and the Pentagon. Working with the FBlI to
i sol ate the ones who should be under suspicion so the rest can breathe easy
again."

"That sounds like an awfully controversial job for somebody who clains to be
agai nst divi siveness," said Cecily.

"That's just the point. He's the one that everybody will accept as being
impartial and not politically motivated. He doesn't have a history with
anyone. "

"Actually," said Cecily, "he does."

They went down into the basenent. Into the office. There she laid out the
transl ati ons of Reuben's class notes. "First things first," she said. She
handed hi ma paper with one paragraph circled.

"Augustus Caesar," he said. "So?"

She handed hi m anot her

" Augustus again."

And anot her.

"He's a history professor,"” said Cole. "Augustus is history."

"Three different classes, Cole," said Cecily. "Only one of them even vaguely
dealt with Rone."

"You're building a case, | see," said Cole. "So . . . buildit.”
"Read what Reuben said right after that paragraph.”
Cole read it aloud. " 'Roman Enpire an obsession? Especially Augustus and

Traj an' -you didn't show nme any Trajan notes.”

"Keep reading."

" "Heroes of his. Quy watches two sides fight it out in civil wars. Then steps
in, puts a stop to it, Rome hails himas hero who brings peace and unity.
Shows great respect to Senate, republican form of government. Mbdesty. But
rules with iron hand. Torrent suffers fromenpire envy? Al ways says Anerican



enpire can't fall because we're still in republic phase, not an enpire yet.

W shi ng he could play Augustus and start one?""

Col e set down the paper and | eaned back in the chair. "So you think
Torrent-what, set up a civil war just so he could cone in and be the great
conciliator?"

"I"ve read a | ot about Augustus and Trajan, since getting these notes
translated,” said Cecily. "They were great enperors. Not cruel. They really
did seemto want to maintain stability within the enpire. Bring Rone to its
true destiny. Inprove life for everybody."

"So they were decent guys."

"But they were dictators, Cole. They played up to the people. To the arny. To
the Senate. They kept thensel ves popul ar. They al so had their opponents

mur dered. They stayed in office till they died. And once you' ve got an
enperor, even a good one, you can't be sure the next one will be an Augustus
or a Marcus Aurelius, or a Trajan or a Hadrian."

"Could be Nero," said Cole. "Caligula."

"Then | keep thinking-am| being Brutus? He and his friends were worried about
Julius Caesar becoming dictator, and so they conspired to nmurder himto save
the republic. But his death just |aunched the civil wars that brought Cctavian
to power, that renaned hi m Augustus and put an end to denocracy."

"Such as it was, in Rome."

"It was a lot, for those days," said Cecily. "And it's a lot for us, too.
They're going to nominate him Cole. You know they are. Both parties. He's
goi ng to run unopposed. "

"The two-party systemisn't going to die in one election."

"If we have another."

"Conme on."

"Ch, he'll allow another election, and another, and another. Augustus kept al
the forms of the republic. He just made sure that nobody was nom nated that he
didn't approve of. He kept control of the armny."

"Torrent doesn't have that, | can assure you."

"I know. |'mjust worried about nothing. Except."

"Except what ?"

"What if Torrent's benign image is just that? Just an image?"

"You said he had a history. Wat?"

"He's been teaching a long tinme. And he's a noted teacher. H s books are very
popul ar. So all of this m ght be coincidence."

"Al of what?"

Cecily handed hima list of nanes.

The first name on the list was Aldo Verus. He had attended two

sem nars of Torrent's, years ago-seminars called "Hi story for Future-n nded
CECs." Cole hadn't heard of nobst of the rest of the

peopl e, but Cecily provided a description of their activities along with their
link to Torrent. They were all prominent in the Progressive organi zations that
were tied to Verus.

"He had a lot of students," said Cole.

"I know. | said so, didn't 1? But the thing is, he did have these students."
She handed hi m anot her sheet. It contai ned only two namnes.
Reuben Malich and Steven Phillips. "lI've talked to Phillips."

"He's not in jail?" asked Cole.

"Nobody can prove that he knew any nore than Reuben did what was bei ng shi pped
and to whom and fromwhom |'mnot inclined to press it with him because then
people m ght press it with Reuben, and |I know he didn't know "

"Me, too," said Cole.

"Phillips says that Torrent asked himif he'd be interested in being
approached for sonme extra assignments. Just |ike Reuben.™

"But Torrent didn't actually give himany assignnents."

"He just asked if he'd be interested. He said the people would use his nane.
But when the approach cane, they didn't nention Torrent. Sane with Reuben. So
Phi I li ps-and Reuben-were never sure if these people had been sent by Torrent



or not."

"But they took the assignments."

"Because they thought the assignment was fromthe President. And because .
because it was secret and exciting and . . . these are nmen, Cole. And in the
back of their mind, they thought it probably was from Torrent, and they knew
he was such a brilliant guy, everything nust be on the square."

"As if brilliant equals good."

"Exactly," said Cecily. "But we still don't know if he had anything to do with
it. And we don't know who the people who approached



Reuben and Phillips even were. Phillips doesn't know, anyway, and Reuben never
sai d and never wrote down anything."

"So Torrent' may or may nhot be involved wthVerus."

"No, that's not the point," said Cecily. "I'mal nost sure he's not part of
Verus's operation. Verus was in control of everything about his operation
Peopl e reported to him and he reported to God. O history. Watever he
believed in. Not to Torrent. And can you inmagine Torrent reporting to |lzzra?"
"Maybe. It's possible.™

"I don't think so," said Cecily. "You met Verus."

"I didn't see himat his best."

"But can you imagine that if Torrent worked for him Verus would sit still for
Torrent being nom nated by both parties? Essentially handed the presidency?"
"Of course he would," said Cole. "If it neans he wins after all."

"Ckay, maybe," said Cecily. "But | don't think so. Because of this."

She handed anot her sheet of paper to Cole. It had only one name on it. DeeNee
Breen. Took a class with Torrent as an undergrad at Princeton. Got an A

Cole felt sick. "But it was just a class."

"From Torrent. At Princeton. Coincidence. Lots of students took

classes fromhim Not all of themnurdered a major in the U S. Arny, but

know |' m reasoni ng backward. 1t's no proof of anything. It's just... | had to
tell somebody. | had to show somebody or I'd go crazy, watching Torrent do
this-this rocket ride to supreme power."

"Who woul d keep a secret like this?" said Cole. "This conspiracy woul d be

t oo-"

"Cole," said Cecily, "who would believe Verus could bring off his conspiracy?
Anyway, | don't knowif it was a conspiracy. It m ght have been nore |ike sone
ki nd of evil Johnny Appl eseed. Torrent mght just have gone around planting
seeds. Who knows what he said to Verus that naybe provoked him Like, 'You
tal k about how conmitted you are, M. Verus, but you don't do any thing. You
took the nane of a Roman Enperor, but you act like a | obbyist.' That's

the way he tal ked. Chall engi ng. Goadi ng. He goaded Reuben. Called him'soldier
boy' all the time. It made Reuben all the nore eager to prove hinself to
Torrent."

Col e renenbered that day when Torrent |ed themthrough the reasoni ng process
that pointed to Chinnereth and Genesseret. "You're saying that he already knew
where Verus's operations were?"

"No, no, that's the beauty of it. He goads Verus. Makes himread history books

that will point himto certain courses of action. But he isn't actually in on
it. I think he really did figure out where Verus was exactly the way he showed
us. Maybe he had some scrap of inside information-after all, he was NSA, he

had access to intelligence reports that he woul dn't necessarily share with us.
But he wasn't in on it, any nore than he was directly in on what Reuben and
Phillips were doing."

"And DeeNee?" asked Col e.

"That's different. The nen who were waiting to anmbush youthey're dead. W
can't question them D d they know she was planning to kill Reuben? Were they
planning to kill him or just subdue himand get the PDA? Did they work for
Verus or Torrent or sone third party we don't know about? It's all so murky
and | don't know. But she was a student of Torrent's."

"Were the guys who were with her?"

"No. Nobody el se.™

"I don't know, Cecily. | just don't know. "

"I don't know either. I'mnot accusing him I'mreally not. But this stuff
just won't go away."

Col e nodded. "I guess it's like having a song on your mnd. You can't get rid

of it. You hate the song. So you sing it to sonebody el se, and now we've both
got the song on our mnds."

"I"'mso sorry!" she said. "You'll notice that | didn't call you, you just cane
over."

"Absolutely," said Cole. "And I'mglad you told nme. Really. No lie. I'"mglad



you told ne and nobody el se.”

"Because they'd think I'mcrazy?"

"Because word m ght get around and sonmebody might kill you," said Cole.

She was rocked by that. "Cone on."

"If it's true," said Cole, "I/"it's true. Then you're just begging to be

nmur dered. To shut you up."

She reached over to the papers, turned on the shredder beside the desk, and
turned theminto confetti.

"Very dramatic, but they're on disk, aren't they?" said Cole.

"Not for long," she said. "And yes, | do know how to overwite files so that
they are truly and conpletely erased.™

"But you know and | know," said Cole. "And we're both going to keep watchi ng,
aren't we?"

"I don't know," she said. "I didn't think of this as sonethi ng dangerous"
"Yet you didn't talk about it to anybody."

"I thought they'd think I was crazy. Everybody tal ks about Torrent like he's
God. "

"The savior of America," said Cole. "But it m ght not be assassination

Decl aring you nentally unfit and taking your children away would do the sane
job, wouldn't it?"

"You're scaring nme," she said.

"I"'msorry. But I'mnot joking. You' ve planted the seed in my mnd. |'ll
watch. | promise you. | love this country. | don't want a dictator. But |
don't want you to talk to anybody el se about this. And I don't want you to do
any nore research. You had to call people to get this information. You had to
go to websites, you had to wite to people, correct?"

She nodded.
"So you might already be on a list somewhere. Even if it's only inside
Torrent's head. For what it's worth, though, | think there's a good chance

you're compl etely wong. Wich nmeans you're safe. But then it's just as

i nportant not to say these things out |oud to anyone el se because if Torrent's
i nnocent, then this is ... really kind of vicious slander."

Cecily nodded agai n.

"Cecily, let's both watch him Let's see how things play out. What he does
with real power, when he gets his hands on it."

"Al'l right," she said.

"Meanwhile," said Cole, "I really have nmissed you guys. | really do |like your
kids. Can we be friends? Paranoi ds together, yes, but also friends?"

"Mark and N ck adore you."

"And vice versa," said Cole. "I'lIl visit now and then, and sonetines we'l|
wat ch Torrent on the news and exchange know ng gl ances. Wth any luck, we'll
| augh about what we were thinking tonight."

"Were we thinking it? O was Ithe only one?"

"Ch, you've got me thinking it, all right. You got the song on ny nind, too.
They left the office. Cole insisted on rinsing the ice cream di shes and
putting themin the dishwasher. "First time |'ve done dishes for anybody who
wasn't my nmom" he said. "I mean anybody | |iked who wasn't my nmom"

"Il have cookies for you next tine."

"Good, because it's ny life's anbition to be fat."

She gave him a hug at the door and he hugged her back. "I can't help it," she
said. "I feel better now, because sonebody el se knows."

When he was gone, she | ocked the door, went downstairs, got all the confetti
from shreddi ng those papers, and ran them down t he garbage disposal in the

ki t chen.

AT THE Denocratic convention, Torrent was nonmi nated for President on the second
bal | ot.

A week later, at the Republican convention, he was nom nated by accl amati on
He becane the first President since Washington to be elected with all of the
el ectoral votes. And the |argest popular vote in history, of course, since it
was only divided with a handful of fringe candidates. But there was a huge



turnout at that election. As pundits delighted in pointing out, if Torrent had
gotten only half the votes he



got, he still would have had the | argest vote total of any presidential

candi date in history.

Peopl e believed in him They were ready for peace. They were ready to be
uni t ed.

And in a house in Potonmac Falls, Virginia, the Malich fam |y watched the
election returns with Barthol omew Col eman as their

guest of honor. There was no suspense. But the TV stayed on, filling the sound
clips of cheering crowds and excited newsmen.

Now and then, Cole and Cessy exchanged know ng gl ances.

When the polls closed in California, President Nielsen appeared on canmera. He
had been reelected to Congress fromhis Idaho district in a landslide of his
own. He seemed genui nely happy as he said, "I am pleased to announce ny
resignation fromthe presidency, effective tonorrow at noon. | was never nore
than an energency President, and the energency is over. There's no reason for
Averell Torrent not to start right away doing the job you chose himto do."
Cecily broke down in tears. Just for a nonment. "That's just |ike LaMonte. Have
we ever had a President who truly didn't want the job?"

"Besi des Warren Hardi ng?" said Cole.

"Who?" said Mark

"A dunmb guy who got chosen to be President once because he | ooked presidential
and all the people who actually wanted the job had too nany peopl e who hated
them" said Cole. "But your nomis right. N elson did a good job as Iong as he
was needed. And he chose his successor." He grinned at Cecily. "Just like
Traj an and Hadri an and Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius."

"And you claimyou're not a historian," said Cecily, w ping her eyes, but

| aughi ng ruefully.

Thirty mnutes later, Torrent came on the screen

"I am honored beyond neasure by the trust the Anerican peopl e have shown in

me. |'mglad that so nany people have cone to the polls to show they share ny
dream of a nation united, a single people who sonetines di sagree, but al ways
remain friends and fellowitizens. | will live up to your trust to the best of
my ability.

"I am nmoved by the generosity and humlity of my good friend, President
LaMonte Ni el son. Not only did he raise me to national promnmi nence, but also he
trained me for the job that you have voted to give ne. H's willing resignation
fromthe presidency is in the spirit of G ncinnatus, the great Ronan | eader
who, having saved his city, resigned all his offices and returned to his farm
to continue his life as an ordinary citizen."

"A Roman reference," said Cole.

"But not an enperor," said Cecily.
Torrent was still talking. "There is nothing ordinary about LaMonte Ni el son
however. He will continue to serve in Congress, and he will continue to hold a

place in the hearts of the American people, in gratitude for his excellent
service during our deepest national crisis since the Cvil Wr."
"Exactly the right thing to say," said Cecily.

"Tormorrow | will be sworn into office as the second appointed Vice President
to succeed to the presidency because of the resignation of his predecessor. In
January, | will be sworn in again, for the termyou just elected ne to. But |

have not forgotten that [ast June, on the thirteenth day, foreign terrorists
nmurdered the el ected President of the United States, the Vice President, the
Secretary of Defense, the Chairnman of the Joint Chiefs, and other dedicated
servants of the Anerican people in the performance of their duties.

"This was an offense to the entire Anerican people. During the turnmoil of the
past few nonths, we have had our minds on problens within our borders. But the
outrage conmitted agai nst us has not been forgotten. Qur response will be
measured. It will be just. It will be thorough. It will be inevitable.

"But throughout the world, let every nation |look to Anerica for friendship. If
you live at peace with your neighbors, if you provide fundanental human rights
to your citizens, then we will join hands with you in perpetual partnership.
W will show you that America |longs for peace. W will have it within our own



borders. W will help maintain it wherever it is threatened.

"And here at hone, we will | ook at ourselves, not as groups
arrayed agai nst each other, quarreling over endl ess divisive issues, but as a
single society, linked together by a shared culture, a shared history, and a

shared future. Let's build that future together, day by day, as nei ghbors,
with respect, as you have joined together tonight in this great exercise of
denocracy. "

That was it. He was done.

There was no cheering crowd, because he had not given his speech at el ection
headquarters. There was no el ecti on headquarters. He had not canpai gned.

I nstead, he had gone fromcity to city, state to state, wherever the |oca
candi dates woul d agree to appear with himtogether, on the same platform and
each pledge to support their opponent if he should win. It was as if he were
runni ng an anti - camnpai gn

And now, his acceptance speech was given quietly, while sitting in his living
room wth a single canmera crew. Behind him shelves of books. Beside him his
fam ly. The perfect inmage of what Americans would like to think their
Presidents are-intelligent, |oving, kind, nodest, and surprised by their good
fortune.

"I wonder," said Cole, "if he'll remenber that G ncinnatus speech four years
fromnow. '
"He won't have to," said Cecily, "if he's reelected."

"He seens |like exactly the President |'ve wi shed for," said Cole.
"Me too," said Cecily.

"Hope it's true."

"Me too."

Cole got up fromthe sofa and stretched. "Let's have cookies."



AFTERWORD.

THE ORIGA N AT I NG premnise of this novel did not come frommnme. Donald Mustard
and his partners in Chair Entertainment had the idea for an entertai nnent
franchi se called Enpire about a near-future American civil war. Wen | joined
the project to create a work of fiction based on that prem se, ny first order
of business was to conme up with a plausible way that such an event might cone
about .

It was, sadly enough, all too easy.

Because we haven't had a civil war in the past fourteen decades, people think
we can't have one now. Wiere is the geographic clarity of the Mason-D xon
line? Wien you | ook at the red-state blue-state division in the past few

el ections, you get a false inpression. The real division is urban, acadenic,
and hi gh-tech counties versus suburban, rural, and conservative Christian
counties. How could such widely scattered "blue" centers and such centerl ess
"red" popul ations ever act in concert?

CGeogr aphy asi de, however, we have never been so evenly divided with such
hateful rhetoric since the years leading up to the Cvil War of the 1860s.
Because the national nmedia elite are so uniformy progressive, we keep hearing
inthe elite nedia about the rhetorical excesses of the "extreme right." To
hear the same media, there is no "extreme left," just the occasiona
progressive who says things he or she shouldn't.

But any rational observer has to see that the Left and Right in Arerica are
scream ng the nost vile accusations at each other all the tine. W are fully
pol ari zed-if you accept one idea that sounds like it belongs to either the
blue or the red, you are assuned-nay, required-to espouse the entire rest of
t he package, even though

there is no reason why supporting the war against terrorismshould inply
you're in favor of banning all abortions and against restricting the
availability of firearms; no reason why being in favor of keeping
government-inposed limts on the free market should inply you also are in
favor of giving legal status to honmpbsexual coupl es and agai nst buil ding

nucl ear reactors. These issues are not renotely related, and yet if you hold
any of one group's views, you are hated by the other group as if you believed
themall; and if you hold nost of one group's views, but not all, you are
treated as if you were a traitor for deviating even slightly fromthe party
['ine.

It goes deeper than this, however. A good working definition of fanaticismis
that you are so convinced of your views and policies that you are sure anyone
who opposes them nmust either be stupid and deceived or have sone ulterior
notive. We are today a nation where al nost everyone in the public eye displays
fanaticismwth

every utterance.

It is part of human nature to regard as sane those peopl e who share the

wor | dvi ew of the majority of society. Sonehow, though, we have managed to

di vide ourselves into two different, mutually exclusive sanities. The people
in each society reinforce each other in nadness, believing unsubstanti ated

i deas that are often contradicted not only by each other but al so by whatever
obj ective evidence exists on the subject. Instead of having an ever-adapting
civilization-w de consensus reality, we have becone a nation of insane people
able to see the madness only in the other side.

Does this lead, inevitably, to civil war? O course not-though it's hardly
conduci ve to stable governnent or the long-termcontinuation of denocracy.
What inevitably arises fromsuch division is the attenpt by one group, utterly
convinced of its rectitude, to use all coercive forces available to stanp out
t he opposi ng vi ews.

Such an effort is, of course, a confession of nmadness. Suppression of other
people's beliefs by force only comes about when you are deeply afraid that
your own beliefs are wong and you are desperate to keep anyone from
chal |l enging them OCh, you may come up with rhetoric about how you are
suppressing themfor their own



good or for the good of others, but people who are confident of their beliefs
are content nerely to offer and teach, not conpel.

The inmpul se toward coercion takes whatever forns are available. In academn a
it consists of the denial of degrees, jobs, or tenure to people with
nonconform st opinions. lronically, the people who are nost relentless in
elimnating conpeting ideas congratul ate thensel ves on their tol erance and
diversity. In nost situations, it is less formal, consisting of shunning-but
t he shunning usually has teeth in it. Did Mel G bson, when in his cups, say
somet hing that reflects his upbringing in an anti-Sem tic househol d? Then he
is to be shunned-which in Hollywod will rmean he can never be considered for
an OGscar and will have a much harder tine getting prestige, as opposed to
noney, roles.

It has happened to ne, repeatedly, fromboth the Left and the Right. It is
never enough to disagree with me-1 nust be banned from speaking at a
particul ar convention or canpus; my witings shoul d be boycotted; anything
that will punish ne for nmy nonconpliance and, if possible, inpoverish me and
nmy famly.

So virulent are these responses-again, fromboth the Left and the Right-that |
believe it is only a short step to the attenpt to use the power of the state
to enforce one's views. On the right we have attenpts to use the government to
puni sh flag burners and to enforce state-sponsored praying. On the left, we
have a ban on free speech and peaceabl e public assenbly in front of abortion
clinics and the attenpt to use the power of the state to force the acceptance
of hompbsexual relationships as equal to marriages. Each side feels absolutely
justified in conpelling others to accept their views.

It is puritanism not in its separatist form desiring to |live by thensel ves
by their own rules, but inits Cromwellian form using the power of the state
to enforce the dicta of one group throughout the w der society, by force

rat her than persuasion.

This despite the historical fact that the civilization that has created nore
prosperity and freedom for nore people than ever before is one based on

tol erance and pluralism and that attenpts to force

one religion theistic or atheistic on the rest of a nation or the world
inevitably lead to misery, poverty, and, usually, conflict.

Yet we seemonly able to see the negative effects of coercion caused by the
other team Progressives see the danger of allowi ng fanatical religions which
by sone definitions, neans "all of thenf to have control of governnent-they
need only point to Iran, Saudi Arabia, the Taliban, or, in a nore general and
m | der sense, the entire Muslimworld, which is oppressed precisely to the
degree that Islamis enforced as the state religion

Conservatives, on the other hand, see the danger of allow ng fanatica
atheistic religions to have control of governnent, pointing to Nazi GCermany
and all Conmuni st nations as obvi ous exanples of political utopianismrun
anok.

Yet neither side can see any connection between their own fanaticismand the
hi stori cal exanples that might apply to them People insisting on a Christian
America sinply cannot conprehend that others view them as the

Tal i ban-in-waiting; those who insist on progressive exclusivismin Arerica are
outraged at any conparison between them and Comuni st totalitarianism Even as
they shun or fire or deny tenure to those who disagree with them everybody
thinks it's the other guy who woul d be the oppressor, while our side would
simply "set things to rights.”

Rarely do people set out to start a civil war. Invariably, when such wars
break out both sides consider thenmselves to be the aggrieved ones. Right now
in Arerica, even though the Left has control of all the institutions of
cultural power and prestige-universities, novies, literary publishing,

mai nstream journalismas well as the federal courts, they feel thenselves
oppressed and threatened by traditional religion and conservatism And even

t hough the Right controls both houses of Congress and the presidency, as well
as having anple outlets for their views in nontraditional nedia and an ever-



i ncreasi ng dom nance over American religious and economic life, they feel
t hensel ves oppressed and threatened by the cultural dom nance of the Left.
And they are threatened, just as they are al so threatening, be-



cause nobody is willing to accept the sinple idea that someone can di sagree
with their group and still be a decent human bei ng worthy of respect.

Can it lead to war?

Very sinmply, yes. The noment one group feels itself so aggrieved that it uses
either its own weapons or the weapons of the state to "prevent" the other side

from bringing about its supposed "evil" designs, then that other side wll
have no choice but to take up arns against them Both sides will believe the
other to be the instigator.

The vast nmajority of people WII be horrified-but they will also be nobilized

whet her they like it or not.

It's the I esson of Yugoslavia and Rwanda. |If you were a Tutsi just before the
Rwandan hol ocaust who did not hate Hutus, who narried a Hutu, who hired Hutus
or taught school to Hutu students, it would not have stopped Hutus fromtaking
machetes to you and your famly. You would have had only two choices: to die
or to take up arms agai nst Hutus, whether you had previously hated them or

not .

But it went further. Knowi ng they were doing a great evil, the Hutus who
conducted the pogrons also killed any Hutus who were "disloyal" enough to try
to oppose taking up arnmns.

Li kewi se in Yugoslavia. For political gain, Serbian |eaders in the post-Tito
government rmai ntai ned a drunbeat of Serbian manifest destiny propaganda, which
openly denoni zed Croatian and Miuslim people as a threat to good Serbs. When
Serbs in Bosnia took up arns to "protect thenselves" frombeing ruled by a
Muslim majority-and were sponsored and backed by the Serbian governnent - what
choice did a Bosnian Muslimhave but to take up arns in self-defense? Thus
both sides clainmed to be acting in selfdefense, and in short order, they were.
And as both Rwanda and Bosni a proved, clear geographical divisions are not
required in order to have brutal, bloody civil wars. Al that is required is
that both sides come to believe that if they do not take up arnms, the other
side will destroy them

In America today, we are conplacent in our belief that it can't happen here.
W forget that America is not an ethnic nation, where

ancient ties of blood can bind people together despite differences. W are
created by ideology; ideas are our only connection. And because today we have
di scarded the free marketplace of ideas and have pol ari zed ourselves into two
equal |y i nsane ideol ogies, so that each side can, with perfect accuracy, brand
the other side as madnen, we are ripe for that next step, to take preventive
action to keep the other side from seizing power and oppressi ng our side.

The exampl es are-or should be-obvious. That we are generally oblivious to the
excesses of our own side nerely denonstrates how close we already are to a

par oxysm of sel f-destruction

W are waiting for Fort Sunter.

| hope it doesn't cone.

Meanwhi | e, however, there is this novel, in which | try to show characters who
struggle to keep fromfalling into the insanity-yet who also try to prevent
other people's insanity fromdestroying Arerica. This book is fiction. It is
entertainment. | do not believe a

new Anerican civil war is inevitable; and if it did happen, | do not believe
it would necessarily take the forml showin this book, politically or
mlitarily. Since the war depicted in these pages has not happened, | am
certainly not declaring either side in our polarized public life guilty of
causing it. | only say that for the purposes of this story, we have this set
of causes; in the real world, if we should ever be so stupid as to allow a
civil war to happen again, we would obviously have a different set of specific
causes.

W live in a time when people |like me, who do not wish to choose either canp's
ridicul ous, inconsistent, unrel ated ideology, are being forced to choose-and
to take one whol e absurd package or the other

W live in a time when noderates are treated worse than extrem

i sts, being punished as if they were nore fanatical than the actual fanatics.



W live in atim when lies are preferred to the truth and truths are called
lies, when opponents are assuned to have the worst conceivable notives and
treated accordingly, and when we reach i nmme-

diately for coercion wthout even bothering to find out what those who

di sagree with us are actually saying.

In short, we are creating for ourselves a new dark age-the darkness of
blinders we voluntarily wear, and which, if we do not take them off and see
each other as human beings with legitimte, virtuous concerns, will lead us to
tragedi es whose cost we will bear for generations.

O, maybe, we can just cal mdown and stop thinking that our own ideas are so
preci ous that we nust never give an inch to acconmodate the heartfelt beliefs
of others.

How can we acconplish that? It begins by scorning the voices of extrem smfrom
the canp we are aligned with. Denocrats and Republicans rust renounce the
screanmers and haters fromtheir own side instead of continuing to enbrace them
and denouncing only the screaners fromthe opposing canp. W nust noderate
oursel ves instead of insisting on noderating the other guy while keeping our
own fanaticismalive.

In the long run, the great nass of people who sinply want to get on with their
lives can shape a peaceful future. But it requires that they actively pursue
noderati on and reject extrem smon every side, and not just on one. Because it
is precisely those ordinary people, who don't even care all that much about

the issues, who will end up suffering the nost fromany conflict that m ght
ari se.
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Entertai nment, who began devel opi ng the vi deoganme of Enpire and yet held off
on committing to any storyline so that | would be free to Il et the characters,
situations, and events of this novel develop organically. Their devel opnment
wor k provided the prem se of a new Amrerican civil war, the mechs and the
hovercycles, the falling and rising water level in a lake in the state of
Washi ngt on, and the hero whose life ends, |eaving others to carry on to
victory. These were potent seeds to nurture in a story that is otherw se ny
own.
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by the standard nilitary virtues of courage, comitnent, and |oyalty, but also
by the level of intelligence, education, open-m ndedness, initiative,

tol erance, patience, and wi sdomthat are not just the virtues of individuals,
but the virtues admred and striven for within a surprisingly vibrant and

heal thy portion of American society. Qur military is, of course, not inmmune to
the diseases that afflict all such institutions throughout the world, but they
are aware of those potential problens and nmany brilliant and dedi cated

of ficers and soldiers constantly seek to avoid themin their service to our
country. | salute them

However, | do not name them nostly because | would not want any of themto be
bl amed for the many errors | am bound to have made in this book. | have never
served in the mlitary, and when trying to depict a conplex and |long-1ived
soci ety, no amount of re-



search can conpensate for |ack of menbership in it. The m stakes here are ny
own. To those who have hel ped nme achi eve such understanding as | managed to
achieve, | give ny thanks. You know who you are. CGodspeed to you.

During the witing of this book I relied, as never before, on the Internet.
When | make up a fantasy or science fictional world, or work in a historica

period, the Internet is usually quite useless. | amrelying either on ny
i magi nati on or on historical information so arcane and detailed that it can
only be found in books. Wth Enpire, however, | was working in the very near

future, and so contenporary information was essenti al

The website usmlitary.about.com provided me with informati on about the

speci fic weapons that ny characters would be carrying into conbat. Google Maps
took me nmoment by nmonent through chase scenes and conbat in Washi ngton, D.C.
and New York City and helped nme find Cole's route into Washi ngton State;
Googl e Earth gave nme two i magi nary reservoirs behind inpractical danms in the
stretch of |and near H ghway 12 between Munt Saint Hel ens and Mount Rainier
As always, | relied on ny teamof pre-readers. Since they have lives of their
own, | sonetinmes churn out chapters when they can't take time to read them
Thus over the progress of a novel, | will be hel ped now by this reader, now by
another. Early in the witing of this book, Aaron Johnston and Erin and
Phillip Absher gave nme qui ck and val uabl e responses; later on, the burden
shifted onto Kathryn H Kidd and Geoffrey Card, who kept ne alert to probl ens
and possibilities. Errors were al so caught by nmenbers of the online forum at
nmy Hatrack.comwebsite, including Alexis Gray and Marc Van Pelt.

O course Donald Mustard, who was creating the game right along with ny
witing of the novel, saw every chapter and responded hel pfully. In
particular, | owe to himand his brother Jereny some of the closure in the

| ast two chapters.

And | was much encouraged by the observations of ny friend and col | eague Lynn
Hendee, on whose judgnment | have |long relied.

As with all my books, every chapter was seen first by ny wife, Kristine, who
as al ways caught many errors and alerted me to problens that no one el se
noticed. Until she is pleased, the chapter is not done.

And nmy editor, Beth Meacham not only gave ne excellent suggestions at key
points in the witing process, she also set aside other work to read the
chapters the nmonent they were witten. Because of that, and her heroic |abors
on behal f of the book when it took |onger to develop the story than | had
anticipated, we were able to nmeet the deadline to get this book published in
the fall of 2006, a there four nonths after | finished witing it.

| also appreciate the rest of the staff at TOR who have gone the extra mle to
make up for ny lateness and to conpensate for my errors. |I'm proud of how you
made this book | ook and how you brought it before the public.

And to ny publisher, Tom Doherty: Thank you for betting on a pig in a poke and
trusting ne to deliver. That you do not have an ulcer is entirely not ny
fault.

Bar bara Bova, ny agent, is both ny protector and provocateurit's been an
exciting thirty years, hasn't it?

And to Zina Card, who spent hours watching episodes of 24 with Kristine and ne
so | could keep in mnd the rhythns and energy of an effective thriller, thank
you for your delightful conmpany and your patience with my need to nmake you
visit Washington, D.C., twice this sumer. Now you get your norrmal famly
back-at |east until the next book



